
Release mortality is a term that applies to fish that  
do not survive after having been caught and released.  

In the summer flounder fishery, it is estimated that  
10% of releases don’t survive. 

Many conservation organizations, regulators and  
concerned individuals are committed to reducing bycatch mortality 

in the recreational and commercial fishing sectors.

The information in this brochure is provided to help anglers  
do all they can to ensure the survival of the fish they release. 

Remember, the fish released today could  
be the trophy caught tomorrow…

Catch-and-Release
A Step-by-Step Guide

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council 
Suite 2115 Federal Building 

300 S. New Street 
Dover, DE 19904

Phone: 302-674-2331 
Fax: 302-674-5399 

E-mail: info1@mafmc.org 
Website: www.mafmc.org

All pictures/illustrations included herein are open access.

Treble   Double  J-Style   Circle

 BEFORE YOU FISH
Heavier tackle (rod, reel and line) reduces fighting time and 
minimizes fish exhaustion.

Single hooks, in lieu of double or treble hooks, can greatly reduce 
dehooking time and fish injury.

Know your environment. Higher air and water temperatures and 
resulting lower dissolved oxygen levels contribute to physiological stress 
on fish.

Artificial lures are less prone to being swallowed by fish than  
baited hooks.

Go Barbless. Regardless of the wide array of hook styles available, 
barbless hooks reduce injury to fish. When  
using artificials, or even baited hooks, an easy 
no cost option is to convert conventional hooks 
to barbless hooks by pinching or filing the 
barbs. Some anglers then use rubber bands  
to help keep bait on the hook.

Have catch-and-release gear ready. This includes more than 
just dehooking devices. Keeping your camera handy reduces time out 
of the water for the fish.

 TOOLS TO HAVE ON HAND
Master the art of the quick release. 
The variety of dehooking devices available  
to today’s angler is much greater than  
it once was. In the hands of an  
experienced fisherman, dehooking can 
be done in less than a second without 
removing the fish from the water.

Use clamp type (BogaTM style) grips instead of nets. 
Clamp type fish handlers reduce the amount of contact with the  
protective slime coating on the fish’s body. They can be especially  
helpful in controlling toothy fish when dehooking in the water.  
All nets cause abrasions. If you must use a net to control the  
fish, then opt for rubber or knotless nets  
which appear to cause fewer injuries.

Thanks to:

Florida Sea Grant  
www.flseagrant.org

Aquatic Release Conservation 
www.dehooker4arc.com

Wright and McGill, Co.

and Eagle Claw Hooks.

For more information on catch-and-release practices,  
visit: catchandrelease.org



 CIRCLE HOOKS
What they are — how they work: Circle hooks have been used 
by commercial fishermen for decades due to their ability to efficiently 
catch fish. The principle behind the hook is simple. After the hook has 
been swallowed the fisherman applies pressure to the line, pulling the 
hook out of the stomach. The unique hook shape causes the hook to 
slide towards the point of resistance and embed itself in the jaw or in the 
corner of the fish’s mouth. The actual curved shape of the hook  
keeps the hook from catching in the gut cavity or throat.

A circle hook is constructed so that the point of the hook is 
perpendicular to the shank of the hook. The design is not new, 
but is becoming increasingly popular among conservation-minded 
anglers. Among circle hook designs, non-offset (in-line)  
circle hooks have been shown to be more effective at  
reducing mortality than offset circle hooks.

When to use them: Circle hooks can be used on any species of  
fish caught on hook and line. Current research is being done on billfish 
while commercial (grouper/snapper/swordfish) fishermen have been  
successfully using the hooks for years.

How to use them:  
Basic Rule: Do not put the hook in 
the bony portions of the bait.

Bottom Fishing: For bottom fishing simply replace your standard hook 
with a circle hook. When a fish eats the bait allow time for the fish to 
completely swallow the hook before steadily reeling in the line. DO NOT 
attempt to set the hook by sharply jerking the rod as this will pull the 
hook out of the fish’s mouth.

Trolling: For trolling it is best to attach the hook to the bait with a rubber 
band or waxed string. This allows the hook to hang freely above the bait.

Live Baiting: For live bait simply 
hook the bait through a fleshy part 
of the fish. This allows the bait to 
tear loose when the fish strikes.

Hooking Techniques: There is only one technique. DO NOT SET THE 
HOOK. Steadily and slowly reel in the slack in the line until the hook sets 
itself in the fish. This requires some patience and restraint. Patience to 
make sure the fish has had time to swallow the bait and restraint in  
the initial urge to set the hook. The hook sets itself when you reel in the 
line. This is great for inexperienced anglers and for deep water fishing.  
One great place to start with circle hooks is on a rod that you leave in  
the rod holder.

 HANDLING YOUR CATCH
When releasing your catch, handling the fish should be kept to a 
minimum. Injury does not always mean bleeding and bruising. Simply 
touching a fish removes some of its protective slime layer and makes it 
more vulnerable to infection and disease.

•   Minimize fight time. Longer fight times lead to fish exhaustion,  
especially in warm water or low oxygen conditions.

•   Minimize air exposure (time out of water). Air exposure is a well 
documented factor in release mortality

•   Support the fish horizontally. If you have to remove the fish from 
the water, say, for a picture, remember that fish live in a weightless 
environment and are not designed to be hung vertically from the jaw. 
This is especially important for large fish. Hold the fish with rubber 
gloves or wet hands.

•   Never touch a fish’s gills or eyes. 

Dehooking. For most of the modern (T-handle) tools, hold the leader  
in one hand, run the dehooker down the line until it engages the crook  
of the hook, then lift 
the dehooker while 
pulling the leader 
down and away from 
the hook. Give it a 
little shake and the 
fish should drop right 
off the hook.

Cut the line. If a fish is deep hooked (swallowed the bait), you’re 
likely to fatally injure the fish by trying to get the hook out of its gut. 
Instead, just cut the line as close to the hook as possible, and release it. 
Typically, the hook (unless it’s stainless steel) will eventually work its way 
out or corrode and pass through the fish’s system. For this reason please 
avoid stainless steel hooks.

 DEEP THOUGHTS
Bloated fish. Fish brought up from deep 
water often exhibit bulging eyes and a 
disgorged stomach (not the swim bladder), a 
result of the expansion of swim bladder gases 
as atmospheric pressure at the surface is much 
less than that at the depth where the fish was 
hooked. If the fish cannot swim back down on 
its own, at least two options are available.

1) Rapid return to the bottom with a 
weighted device. This method consists of 
using a rig such as the Shelton Fish Descender 

(SFDTM). This rig is essentially an inverted barbless hook with a heavy 
weight that is hooked through the thin membrane in the fish’s lower 
jaw. Once it is set, the rig is free-spooled pulling the fish quickly back to 
the bottom. While there is no scientific consensus on which technique is 
better, venting (see below) appears to be associated with a greater risk 
of infection and the risk of puncturing vital organs.

2) Venting the expanded swim bladder 
gases. This is done by inserting a 
hollow needle at a specific point on 
the side of the fish. Puncture the 
body wall at the tip of the pectoral fin until 
you hear the escape of trapped air. To improve the ease of insertion, 
the angle should be about 60-75 degrees toward the tail. If resistance 
is encountered, stop and try in a slightly different location or angle. 
Leave the needle in place until you are sure that most of the swelling 
or distension has been relieved. Never puncture the stomach or try to 
force the stomach back into the body. Clean the needle regularly and 
store it in a clean sandwich bag.

Reviving exhausted fish. If 
a fish is non-responsive or lethargic 
when it is about to be released, move 
the fish back and forth in the water 
in order to force oxygenated water 
over its gills. Once the fish struggles 
to swim away, that is the time to 
release it. Observe the condition of 
the released fish as a final step.

L: Offset 
R: Non-Offset
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