Tarpon questions 

[GH]  From Capt. Paul Rose:

Gordie the fault and fixes is an ideal thread. I know we have only started on number two but what a wealth of info and tips. Thanks. I would like to see one on improving distance i.e. hauling problem and fixes. This seems to be my main teaching zone. I take a lot of trout guys who can mend and drift a fly for a mile but cant throw a fly the length of the boat.  Anyway I was really emailing to mention the tidal variation file. Whoever asked must be like me. I been coming to the Keys maybe once or twice a season for years. I pull the rig down and enjoy the challenges of do-it-yourself. (I admit to spending thousands and thousands on guides as well in the early years). Your info was quite enlightening. Yet I was wondering about flies so thought I'd ask. I just don't feel what I am throwing works as well as it once did.(particularly tarpon) It is tying season for me and I could use a few recipes to tinker with for the big "three" I completely understand the code of silence with effective patterns so no worries if the question is out of line. Keep up the great work. Studying for my Masters daily. 

-- 
Capt. Paul Rose
www.carolinabonefishing.com
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[GH] Paul,

I'll probably tackle faults, which affect distance soon.

No "code of silence" with me.

Frankly, for me, the fly pattern and color are not very important.

I catch tarpon every month of the year and have done so for many years.  I live on the Bogie Channel where I can actually watch the tarpon migration from my deck or window.  Here is what I've learned about tarpon and tarpon flies:

1.  The biomass of tarpon in general including those large migratory fish, which return each year, has decreased.

2.  This is due to many factors some of which remain as biological unknowns. 
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 What we do know: -

     a. Their food (forage) has decreased exponentially.  This includes shrimp, crabs, and several species of "sardines" (pilchards, etc.).  One of the      greatest losses was the almost complete disappearance of the silver mullet (called, "keys mullet" in Florida)

     b.  I have witnessed the slaughter of millions of tarpon in Mexico as they are netted and chopped up for fish traps and crab trap baits..  Some of these fish may have been ones, which migrate to our waters.

     c.  It is highly probable that members of the same biomass of tarpon return each year on their migrations. The largest of them may well be over 50 years old.  As they move through our waters, they seem to acquire a form of biological "collective learning" which translates into their increased awareness of danger in the form of ever increasing numbers of fishers and the presentations of their fly patterns.

     d.  My personal observations over 50+ years has been that the migratory tarpon back during the 60's and 70's would appear in the Spring.  They had an abundance of food including large schools of mullet and masses of adult shrimp and other crustaceans.  Having no incentive to leave the area, they remained as more and more migratory fish joined them.  This led to the Keys waters acquiring a "glut" of countless thousands of these fish. Competition between them as well as the lack of threat to their existence resulted it fly anglers finding success with almost any pattern of fly.  The use of large flies made it easier for the tarpon to spot them.  Strikes were easy for these anglers.

     During the 80's, mullet, shrimp, crabs and other forage were netted yielding drastic reduction in available food for these fish.  This appeared as stress on the tarpon population, which probably added to their reluctance to strike lures and flies.

     As human population increased, there appeared a mandate for more effective mosquito control.  During the 80's, fixed wing aircraft were deployed to spray insecticides mixed with diesel fuel.  This was also deadly to many larval creatures at the bottom of the food chain.  The toxins were sprayed indiscriminately onto mangrove islands.  That meant spraying into the water.

     With this continuing problem, several things happened.  The remaining mullet all but disappeared.  The conch and other univalve mollusks disappeared.  We observed that flats fish stopped following rays.
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All this represented a near collapse of the lower and intermediate segments of the food chain.

                                                             SO:

     Now the remaining tarpon come back in the spring.  Those first to arrive, spend various amounts of time in these waters... AND THEN LEAVE.  After a few days with precious few tarpon, another batch of them come in..... rather than staying very long, they also leave.  This process is repeated throughout our "tarpon season" with no accretion of a dense biomass of tarpon as had been seen in prior years.

      All this is punctuated with a few brief days of heavy tarpon mass appearances during our hatches of Palola worms.  Years ago, this was a bonanza for fly fishers.  Now it can be very difficult to gain a strike even when fishing large numbers of fish feeding on the worms.

      Mosquito control has, fortunately, now changed dramatically.  No longer are toxins sprayed into the water or on the mangroves.  Computer controlled spraying is based on weather science with maximum effort confined to populated land areas. Helicopters  are used for pin-point accuracy. No longer is toxic diesel fuel used.  Low volume dibroma (larvicide) is used as an aqueous mixture.  There has not been enough time for us to see improvement in our marine environment, though I'm more than hopeful this will occur.


   Bottom line: Our tarpon are fewer in number and much less likely to strike flies.

How do we handle that situation?

1.  Some fly fishers fish at night when the tarpon are less wary.

2.  Most experienced guides and others have changed the fly patterns they use.

     a.  We've improved our hook up ratios by using SMALLER FLIES.  Instead of the 3/0 - 5/0 hooks we once used, we've gone to using 1/0, 1, and even #2 light wire hooks.

     b.  I've found increased success with flies no longer than 2" to 2 1/2" for use 
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during the day on open flats.

     c.  For "layed up" tarpon, patterns such as the so-called, "Tarpon Toad" are effective.

     d.  I've learned that presentation is more important than the color, design or pattern of the fly during prime tarpon season. For me, simple flies work just fine.  Some guides and other self declared "experts" will tout a particular pattern.  I'm aware of most of them and have become unimpressed.

(During the winter, it's different.  I've learned success through the use of flies which "match the hatch".... such as flies which mimic sardines, crab flies, etc.)

     e.  We have become much more sophisticated with our casting expertise as we chose presentation casts and ploys which were not needed in past years.  (Examples:  A distance curve cast beyond fish which are going away from the angler to provide a retrieve path which doesn't come back toward the fish.  Elliptical casts with presentations in wind devoid of leader/line slack)

     f.  Our leaders have changed.  Many of us have dropped way down from shock ("bite") tippets of 100# stiff nylon monofilament,, to as low as 20# Fluorocarbon; especially on days when presentation after presentation results in disappointment.  We lose more fish after the strike, but sometimes this is the only way to hook up.

     g.  We waste fewer hookups with our modern methods of striking and playing tarpon.  This includes methods of bringing the fight to expeditious conclusion for a successful release so that we end up killing far fewer fish.



Best,

Gordy
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