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If you are up to snuff 
on your electronics, it is 
possible to catch a fi sh 
of unknown legal length 
or quantity and turn on 
your smartphone and it 
will tell you all you need 
to know to avoid a ticket. 
This is true of the gray 
triggerfi sh, or it was 
until this month. 

On my phone it states 
the gray triggerfi sh 
has no season and no 
bag limit, but that will 

change 
June 10. 
The new 
regulation 
reads that 
from June 
1 until 
July 31 
you must 
not keep 
any gray 
triggerfi sh. 

In 
the next 

breath the rule states 
that after June 10 you 
must obey the new 
ruling and stop catching 
and keeping triggerfi sh. 
Sort of confusing to say 
the least. I had to call 
Tallahassee to fi nd out 
what all this meant.

The word is this year 
you may catch gray 
triggerfi sh during the 
fi rst ten days of red 
snapper season, but on 
June 10 you must stop 
until July 31. Next year 
on June 1 you must 
stop catching gray 
triggerfi sh until July 
31. That is the season 
set in stone for gray 
triggerfi sh.

The new ruling states 
you can keep a total 
of two gray triggerfi sh 
per person if you are a 
recreational fi sherman. 
I asked several guides 
what they thought of 
this new regulation. 
Most said they had 
no problem with it for 
several reasons. 

First of all, they 
thought it would 
help the triggerfi sh 
population for future 
generations. Another 
reason they gave was 
that it was a hassle to 
fi sh for triggerfi sh while 
fi shing for red snapper.

While fi shing for 
reef fi sh you must 
use a circle hook. A 
circle hook is great 
for snapper, grouper 
and other reef fi sh 
but a triggerfi sh goes 
about eating your bait 
differently. It chews 
the bait more than a 
snapper, that swallows 
the bait if it can get the 
whole thing in its mouth. 
More times than not 
a trigger will eat your 
bait and you will never 
be aware of it until you 
check it.

Most people who 
fi sh exclusively for 
triggerfi sh will cut off 
the circle hook and 
put on a regular hook 
which by law is illegal. 
It’s possible to buy a 
circle of such small size 
a triggerfi sh will get 
caught, but if they have 
to change hooks they 
fi gure why not use one 
that will catch one every 
time; a small regular 
hook. 

As I see it the state 
has saved us a lot of 
time and effort by 
cutting out trigger 
fi shing while trying to 
snapper fi sh. Now you 
can just ignore all those 
triggerfi sh that come 
up under your boat 
and eat your bait and 
concentrate on trying to 
catch snapper.
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It’s been a long time coming, but the 
2013 red snapper season will open in the 
Gulf of Mexico June 1 in both state and 
federal waters. The seasons begin in 
unison, but end in what some observers 
call chaos.

Because Florida’s Game & Freshwater 
Fish Commission refused to go along with 
federal regulations — which they said 
were based on grossly underestimating 
snapper populations — Florida, like 
several other Gulf states, is being 
penalized by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service with a shortened 
season in federal waters, those more than 
9 nautical miles from shore. Unfortunately 
for anglers, though there’s fair snapper 
fi shing inside the 9NM line, the great 
fi shing now available is mostly beyond it 
in deeper water.

The season will be just 26 days long in 
federal waters, closing on June 27, at 12:01 
a.m., local time. Florida state waters are 
open June 1 to July 14. 

Federal regulators say the rules are 
for the good of the fi sh — and ultimately of 
the fi shermen.

But in fact, most experienced reef 
anglers say red snapper fi shing is now 
better than it has been in 40 years thanks 
to an extended period of tight harvest 
regulations, and also perhaps due in some 
measure to the success of fi sh excluder 
devices on shrimp nets, allowing millions 
of juvenile snapper to escape these days 
when in the past they would have wound 
up as by-catch, dead on the deck.

So why don’t the feds want to pony up 
longer seasons and more generous bag 
limits? Because of a bizarre twist in the 

way they calculate the harvest — they 
measure it in pounds, and when their best 
estimate of a conservation-smart harvest 
is achieved, they call for closure.

But snapper grow fast and live a long 
time, and consequently anglers are now 
catching tons of whoppers—which means 
they can catch a lot fewer before they 
reach those limits set by the feds, even 
though everybody agrees there are more 
red snapper and bigger red snapper 
than there have been in decades. It is 
much like the paradoxical Catch 22, and 
it’s causing a furious reaction among 
fi shermen from Florida to Texas. 

The Gulf of Mexico Fishery 
Management Council will review the 
2013 red snapper population assessment 
during their June meeting in Pensacola. 
The council may request an emergency 
rule to increase the quota again based 
on the new scientifi c information and 
request NOAA Fisheries to reopen the 
recreational season for red snapper 
later in the year. But NOAA seems in 
a combative mood when it comes to 
releasing “their” fi sh—most long-time 
observers are keeping their powder dry.

Captain Bob Zales of Panama City 
Beach, past president of the National 
Association of Charterboat Operators and 
one of the leaders in seeking reasonable 
regulation in offshore waters, is among 
many pushing for pure state management 
of federal waters—and these days, it’s 
really starting to make sense, while it 
didn’t 30 years back. In the bad old days, 
only commercial fi shermen had lobbyists 
and power to control the rules, and all 
fi sheries suffered as a result where they 
had control. 

But these days, the checks and 
balances of recreational anglers and 

conservationists weigh in for keeping 
the maximum number of quality-sized 
fi sh in the water — and even the saltiest 
old commercial harvesters have fi nally 
come to realize that it just simply makes 
sense to guard the resource, so that they 
can not only make money fi shing today, 
but also tomorrow, next month and next 
year. It should be noted that thanks goes 
to not only state agencies but also federal 
biologists for much of the research on 
offshore species that has made this 
awakening happen.

In any event, during the seasons 
— whether you fi sh inshore or off — there 
are some tactics that consistently produce 
results on red snapper.

RED SNAPPER
NEW DAY, NEW WAY
Florida’s favorite snapper is again legal 
as of June 1 — but season will be short
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Anglers all along the northern Gulf of Mexico caught snapper like these on almost every trip last season, and many 
are wondering why more liberal federal regulations have not been forthcoming. Below, headboats or party boats are 
found at every Panhandle port, and they provide an inexpensive way to get at excellent red snapper fi shing.
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AVOIDING MAL DE MER
For those new to fi shing offshore, it’s a 

really good idea to load up on Dramamine, 
scopolamine patches or other seasick 
remedy starting the night before your trip—it 
won’t do any good to take the pill as the 
boat pushes off the dock. Even if seas are 
expected to be calm, “newbies” would do 
well to take seasick remedies; what seems 
a gentle swell to seasoned old salts may be 
enough to make your day very unpleasant if 
you’ve never been in blue water before.

Another highly effective remedy is the 
electronic “watch” type seasick prevention 
device—it sends very light shocks into the 
nerve on the inside of your wrist, which 
blocks the impulse to get seasick. These are 
fairly pricey, at $89 to $130, but if you plan 
on going offshore regularly and are inclined 
to get sick, they’re well worth it—I’ve tried 
several of these and they’re highly effective, 
plus they don’t give you the sleepy feeling 
of scopolamine and Dramamine. Less 
expensive are pressure bracelets, with a 
knob to press on the nerve in your wrist—I’ve 
not tried them but the concept is fairly 
similar.


