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What's  
MERLE'S MIND

I often explain to unsuccessful fishermen who 
pass through Belle Harbour Marina that the name 
of the sport is Fishing, not Catching.  If you were 
assured of catching fish on every trip, it would be 
named differently.

I just returned from my latest annual trout fish-
ing extravaganza in Arkansas.  It was a great 
trip with perfect weather and water condi-
tions, but the fish just didn’t want to bite.  
We caught some fish, but not in noteworthy 
numbers or sizes.  Despite this, I had a great 
trip and will anxiously await next years  
excursion.

The reason that I am not dismayed by the lack 
of significant fish is simple.  I met a group 
of 20 to 30 of my oldest friends (several 
started first grade with me back when 
dinosaurs still walked the earth) and we 
spent two days and three nights enjoying the outdoors on the beautiful White River.  In the close to 50 
Years that this group has been coming together annually, we have become considerably less driven to 
catch massive numbers of trout and much more focused on enjoying the company of some truly rare old 
friends.  Even though we did not catch massive numbers of fish, we still enjoyed drinking like fish (do not 
attempt this at home kids, we are professionals), eating like pigs (incredible dinners of gigantic shrimp 
from Florida, excellent BBQ from Oklahoma and a fine fish fry of trout and catfish), and generally acting 
like kids again.

The only thing that kind of concerns me about this group as that so many of them are looking so old.  I 
know that I have not aged that much, but seeing all of them makes me wonder what happened.  I guess I 
am just fortunate to be so well preserved for my age, ha ha!

We still stay at the same resort that we started at 40 years ago at "The Y Cabins" in Salesville, Arkansas.  
It provides simple accommodations where we usually overlook shortcomings like a shower the size of a 
postage stamp with less water pressure than I can personally generate after consuming a couple beers, 
because it just would not be right to stay anywhere else.  This is combined with the fact that we would 
have almost certainly have been thrown out of anywhere else for various infractions like having wet toilet 
paper fights and leaving the cabins smelling like a group of flatulent llamas had stayed there.  

As I sit writing this column, I am still recovering from the effects of my overindulgence, both with food 
and various adult beverages, while on the trip, but in a couple more days, I will be ready to do it all again.  

Ultimately, the moral of this story is to not be dismayed when the fish do not bite, for spending time on 
the water or in the great outdoors with good company is surely better than anything else you could have 
done with your time.

Come see Flip the Bird and I at Belle Harbour Marina and we can discuss trout fishing, good friends and 
good times.
 

Merle & Flip

FISHING, NOT CATCHING
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FISHING

THE SKYWAY IS A FISH HIGHWAY
by Captain George Hastick

If you ever wanted to find a 
diverse fish magnet look no 
further than the Skyway Bridge. 

The Skyway Bridge spans lower 
Tampa Bay connecting St. Peters-
burg to Terra Ceia, Florida.
It goes over the main shipping 
channel coming into Tampa Bay 
which is a fish funnel in itself. The 
Skyway area and its approaches 
can hold a wide variety of fish 
since you have shallow grass flats 
on either side of the bridge with 
20-30 foot depths near the bridge 
and the channel averages around 
48 feet deep. The channel extends 
about 20 miles out into the gulf, 
which gives offshore fish a direct 
pathway and highway to the Sky-
way Bridge.

Besides being a fish 
magnet, the Skway 
and its fishing piers 
hold tons of live bait, 
just one of the rea-
sons it is a fish mag-
net. You also have a 
variety of different 
types of structure 
that fish gravitate to 
like pilings with bar-
nacles, eddies, grass 
flats leading to the 
bridge, exposed lime-
stone rock edges and 
piles from dredging, 
rock ledges, hard bottom, coral 
and shell bottom, deep pockets 
and more.

The list of fish that can be caught 
on and around the Skyway is vast 
but here is a list to name a few: 
Tarpon, Red Grouper, Gag Grou-
per, an occasional Black Grouper, 
Goliath Grouper, a variety of 
Snapper, Pompano, an occasional 
Permit, Black Sea Bass, Spanish 
Mackerel, Kingfish, Cobia, Bonita, 
Sheepshead, Snook, Trout, Floun-
der and more!

The Skyway is definitely known 
especially for Tarpon and Grouper. 
Tarpon fishing techniques have 

changed at the skyway over the 
years. Throwing live threadfin, 
whitebait or crabs along the pil-
ings and letting it drift back to the 
eddies was always a good method. 
Tarpon are also scavengers willing 
to eat dead bait on the bottom 
or chunks drifting in the current. 
So, a technique that is popular 
now is chunking for Tarpon with 
Threadfin. Basically, you will set 
up at the bridge and start throw-
ing pieces of Threadfin over the 
side to attract Tarpon into your 
chum slick and then you drift a 
larger chunk of Threadfin back in 
the slick. There is no mistaking 
the thump of a Tarpon and your 
battle begins. If Tarpon is not your 
thing there is Grouper around 

the Skyway pilings, the edges of the channel, wrecks and 
rockpiles around the area, that hold great Grouper ac-
tion. Check the regulations for the kind of Grouper you 
catch but the most popular is the Gag Grouper which is 
closed and has yet to be announced as to when it will be 
opened. Live bait like white bait, Pinfish and Threadfins 
fished on the bottom near hard bottom rocky areas will 
usually produce a nice Grouper around the Skyway. 

Frozen Sardines or Threadfin will work also but I like the 
live bait. Sometimes it takes the cut bait to get them go-
ing but usually a frisky bait placed correctly will get the 
job done.

If bottom fishing is not working you can start throwing 
spoons around the bridge pilings, bait schools and over 
the artificial reefs. Usually if the bait schools are shower-
ing or if you see fish exploding on the baits a spool or 
white bucktail will get the hits. It can be anything from 
Mackerel, Ladyfish, Bonita, Sharks and more. If it gets 
windy you can always fish the mangroves and grass flats 
for Snook, Redfish and Trout to get away from the wind.
so, don’t be afraid to try out the Skyway Bridge and the 
area surrounding it, because there truly is something to 
catch for everyone! 

Captain George Hastick of “Fish Hunter Fishing  
Charters” in St. Petersburg has been fishing the  
waters of Tampa for over 35 years. From novice to  
professional; Captain George will make you feel as if 
you have been fishing buddies for years. Contact him  
at 727-525-1005, www.FishTampa.com or email  
CaptGeorge@TampaBay.rr.com.



FISHING

MASTERING THE JUNE TRANSITION: TACTICS FOR 
TARGETING BIG SNOOK, REDS & TARPON
by Captain Justin Searcy

As the Gulf waters heat up and sum-
mer rolls into full swing, June deliv-
ers some of the most exciting and 

challenging inshore action Florida has to 
offer. Whether you’re working the mangrove 
edges at dawn or cruising the beaches in 
search of silver, this time of year is all about 
adapting to conditions—and knowing when 
to pick up and move.

The big Snook have officially moved out. 
We’ve been seeing them stack up along the 
beach, especially during that crucial  
early morning bite. Sight-fishing them in 
clear water with light tackle is one of my 
favorite things to do. There’s nothing like 
watching a trophy Snook turn on your bait 
and crush it just feet from the boat.

This time of year also marks the peak of 
the beach Tarpon run, with migrating 
schools cruising just outside the swash line 
in crystal-clear water. These fish aren’t just 
big—they’re smart, moody, and sensitive to 
pressure. Success comes down to stealth, 
timing, and a perfect presentation. Early 
morning light and calm conditions give you 
the best shot at spotting rolling fish before 
the boat traffic picks up. I prefer drifting 
quietly with the current and presenting live 
crabs or Threadfins well ahead of the fish’s 
path. You’ll know when you did it right—the 
take is unmistakable, and the acrobatics 
that follow never get old. It’s 
a visual game of chess with 
100-pound silverkings, and 
no two encounters or out-
comes are the same.

The key right now is timing. 
Boat traffic and wind 
can shut things 
down fast, so 

I’ve 

been watching the tides closely and getting out early. 
On calm mornings after a good outgoing tide, you’ll 
often find pods of Snook holding tight to submerged 
structure or shadow lines along the beach.

Live Pilchards have been the top producer, but if you’re 
looking to challenge yourself, a well-placed fly or paddle-
tail soft plastic can trigger a strike if presented naturally. 
Just be patient. The fish are there, but they’re smart—
and they’ve seen a lot by now.

Back inside the bays, Redfish and Trout continue to hold 
steady, especially in areas where grass flats meet deeper 
drop-offs. Early summer storms have brought in a lot of 
floating grass, so staying mobile and finding clean water 
is critical.

I always encourage clients and readers to keep conser-
vation top of mind. These fish are under pressure—both 
from anglers and environmental stress. Handle them with 
care, limit your take, and leave the water better than you 
found it. This month, I’m also highlighting a few of the 
incredible small businesses that help keep our coastal 
communities alive and well—from bait shops to beach-

front diners. Swing by my Instagram @capt_justin_searcy 
to see some behind-the-scenes content and local shout-
outs. Tight lines & respect the tide. 

Captain Justin Searcy
@capt_justin_searcy
Tarpon Springs, Florida
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Conversions for Clearwater Beach Area
High	 Low
-0:02	 -0:10	 Dunedin, St. Joseph Sound
-0:05	 -0:15	 Anclote Key, South End
+0:42	 +0:42	 Tarpon Springs, Anclote River
-0:07	 -0:03	 North Anclote Key
+0:41	 +0:39	 Old Port Tampa
+0:33	 +0:53	 Gulf Harbors
+0:42	 +1:05	 Hwy 19 Bridge, Pithlachascotee River
+0:50	 +1:35	 New Port Richey, Pithlachascotee River
+0:36	 +0:43	 Hudson, Hudson Creek

Conversions for St. Marks River Area
High	 Low
+0:23	 +1:18	 Everglades City
-1:17	 -1:03	 Cape Romano
-1:04	 -1:08	 Marco Island
-1:59	 -2:04	 Naples
-0:46	 -0:09	 Indian Bay
-0:59	 -0:42	 Bayport
-0:25	 +0:23	 Withlacoochee River

Conversions for Tampa Bay Area 
High	 Low
+0:49	 +0:58	 Gandy Bridge
+1:38	 +1:55	 Courtney Campbell Cswy.
+1:38	 +1:55	 Safety Harbor	
+0:20	 +0:22	 Ballast Point
+0:07	 +0:26	 Hillsborough Bay
+0:21	 +0:29	 McKay Bay Entrance
+0:41	 +0:39	 Old Port Tampa
-2:27	 -2:24	 Egmont Key
-2:53	 -2:46	 Anna Maria, Bradenton Bch
-2:10	 -2:19	 Anna Maria, City Pier
-1:24	 -0:55	 Bradenton, Manatee River
-0:30	 +0:14	 Redfish Pt., Manatee River
-2:22	 -1:58	 Mullet Key Channel, Skyway
+0:08	 +0:17	 Shell Point
-0:22	 -0:29	 Point Pinellas
-1:34	 -1:30	 Pass-a-Grille Beach
-1:32	 -1:05	 Gulfport
-1:18	 -0:44	 St. Pete Beach Causeway
-2:14	 -2:04	 John’s Pass
-1:40	 -1:18	 Madeira Beach Causeway
-2:00	 -1:25	 Cortez, Sarasota Bay
-1:38	 -0:58	 Sarasota Bay
-2:02	 -1:38	 Venice Inlet
-0:57	 -0:40	 Englewood, Lemon Bay
-1:27	 -0:59	 Placida, Gasparilla Sound
+1:38	 +1:56	 El Jobean, Myakka River
+1:52	 +2:30	 Shell Point, Peace River
+1:06	 +1:27	 Punta Gorda, Charlotte Hbr.
-1:12	 -1:56	 Boca Grande, Charlotte Hbr.
-0:19	 +0:26	 Pineland, Pine Island
+0:43	 +1:28	 Matlacha Pass
-0:55	 -1:14	 Redfish Pass, Captiva Is.
-0:46	 -0:20	 Captiva, Pine Island Sound
-2:20	 -2:28	 Captiva, Gulf Side
-0:25	 +0:16	 Galt Isle, Pine Island Sound
-0:30	 -0:44	 St. James City, Pine Island
+2:08	 +2:44	 Fort Myers
+1:15	 +2:02	 Cape Coral Bridge
+1:08	 +1:40	 Iona Shores
+0:51	 +0:42	 Indian Rocks Beach, ICW
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TAKE A BOW, IT’S ALMOST TARPON SEASON!
by Misty Wells

Tarpon fishing is guaranteed 
excitement for any angler 
from seasoned to beginner.  

Tarpon are second to none for their 
size and large school numbers at 
certain times of the year.  Most of 
the Tarpon in the Tampa Bay area 
run from 40 to 140 pounds plus. 
However, don’t forget those trophy 
Tarpon that can range from 70 to 
over 180 pounds. 
 
One of the most sought-after 
inshore gamefish in the world is the 
Tarpon known also as the Silverk-
ing or Sabalo. Since the early 1800s 
legendary anglers from Hemming-
way to Flip Pallot and Lefty Kreh 
have been casting everything from 
flies, live bait and plastics to catch 
these gamefish.  And, the Tarpon 
fishing here in Tampa Bay ranks as 
some of the best Tarpon fishing in 
Florida along with Boca Grande, 
Sanibel Island and Islamorada in the 
gorgeous Florida Keys.  

This month, I thought I would share 
a bit of Tarpon knowledge I have 
picked up over the years with you, 
as I feel understanding your prey 
sometime leads to more catches.  
Tarpon inhabit warmer water, they 
are primarily found in the Gulf of 
Mexico, and the West Indies, but 
have been found north of Cape 
Hatteras and all the way down to 
Brazil.  The female Tarpon can 
grow as large as 300 pounds and 
can reach lengths of over eight 
feet long. Like in real life, females 
seem to live longer than the males, 
reaching up to 50 years old, while 
the males typically live to 30 years 
old.  A female Tarpon can lay as 
many as eleven million eggs in her 
lifetime, which is why it is impor-
tant to practice catch-n-release 
especially on bigger fish.

Tarpon are toothless and they swal-
low their prey whole; their mouths 
are hard, boney and very rough.  

Because a Tar-
pon’s mouth is so 
boney, once they 
take the bait, you 
need to practice 
a hard hookset 
or you may not 
get the chance 
to fight this fish. 
Tarpon are one of 
the few species 
in the world that 
have a swim blad-
der.  This bladder 
acts as a lung so 
they can breathe 
raw air, and they 
breathe like most 
other species 
through their 
gills.  The faster a 
Tarpon is swim-
ming means they 

will usually “surface or roll” more 
for air and that is the time when 
angler can easily locate a school of 
Tarpon.  The best tactic for casting 
to a school is positioning your ves-
sel in front of them and allowing 
them to swim towards you.  Once 
they are close enough, position 
your bait and begin casting in front 
of and into the school of Tarpon.  

Now, there are lots of baits that 
you can use to catch Tarpon such 
as small pass crabs, live bait, cut 
bait, jigs and soft plastics.  I person-
ally like fishing with live pass crabs 
for Tarpon, but make sure you hook 
the crab correctly; that is the dif-
ference between a catch and a loss.  
Hooking a crab in the body will kill 
it, so make sure to put the hook 
through the very edge of the crab 
between the brown edge and the 
white underside and always keep it 
in the water.  Buying crabs can be 
expensive and hard to find; netting 
them takes quite a while but if you 
have the time, it’s fun.  Regard-
less, if you buy them or catch them 
you need to keep them alive and if 
you do it right, you can keep your 
crabs healthy and alive for days.  A 
few tips to do that is to change the 
water twice at least twice a day and 
feed the crabs some cut bait to 
keep them healthy overnight. Do 
not keep any dead shrimp in the 
cooler or livewell because when 
they die they release a toxin that 
can kill your crabs. If a crab dies, get 
it out right away. 

Moving on to natural bait. As you 
may know, Tarpon are opportunis-
tic feeders, so they will eat almost 
anything if the time is right.  And 
as you may also know, if they have 
their mind on anything else they 
won’t give you the time of day no 

matter what you throw.  Some of the go-to live baits I have 
been successful with are Threadfin, Shrimp, Sardines, 
Mullet and Menhaden. Believe it or not, I have also landed 
some nice Tarpon on cut bait that I have dropped into 
what I call a “Tarpon Ball”.  This is when they're schooled 
up all together and going down deep in the water; all you 
can see is their dark shadows.  Tarpon are known to scav-
enge the bottom, as well, for dead fish, so I am guessing 
that is why this works from time to time.  

Let’s talk rods and gear. When selecting your Tarpon rod 
be sure that the rod has a strong backbone. It should 
have moderate give in the first one-third of the rod then 
get stiffer.  Braided line is highly recommended by many 
guides but make sure to spool up your reels with a lot of 
line and most pro’s use anywhere from 30# to 65# test.  
Remember, Tarpon have very abrasive mouths so a good 
leader is a must; use anywhere from 50# to 80# with 
lighter leader in the day and heavier during the night.  Us-
ing circle hooks for Tarpon offers the best hook up ratios 
and it inflicts the least amount of damage to the fish.  Get 
a good fighting belt for tarpon fishing because you don’t 
want to break your back. Have it sized and ready before 
the hook up.  You are also going to need some good shoes; 
nonskid, it can really make the difference between the 
catch or a self-release.  

Of course, you must 
'bow to the Silverking". 
When I first started 
fishing for these awe-
some creatures, I did 
not understand this 
term.  We are all begin-
ners at some point, and 
I had to learn the hard 
way that if you do not 
“bow” and give slack 
in the line when they 
jump, there is a good 

chance you will lose your fish.  By allowing the line to go 
slack it makes it harder for them to cut it on their gill plate 
or spit the hook, so “please take a bow” when they jump 
and point your rod towards the fish.    

Lastly, lets talk about how to fish for Tarpon and show 
some good fishing manners.  There a lot of newbies out 
there, so if you want to be successful to fish another day, 
please follow some basic fishing etiquette.  If someone 
is following a school, get out of the way if they were on 
them first. Don’t try and "jockey" into position and split 
the school and have them dive down.  A lot of times if you 
are in a position where the school is coming your way, just 
stay put, let the school swim right into your bait and there 
will be a good chance for a hook-up.  There are going to 
be times where you are fishing next to other boats and 
anglers where you get a hook up; try and control the Tar-
pon the best you can and move them away from the other 
boats.  I learned this tip the hard way, if the fish swims un-
der the boat put your rod tip in the water right away until 
you can control where the fish swims.  If the Tarpon swims 
to the other side of the boat, keep your rod tip in the water 
and walk around the front of the boat to the other side 
keeping tension on the line and moving quickly.  
 
I need to take a quick moment to brag about my Grandma, 
Bobby Wells. In 1984, she captured the TIFT Record with a 
Tarpon catch of 160 pounds; a fish that out-weighed her 
by about 60 pounds at 62 years old.  

Hopefully these tips will help you "up your game" and you 
might skip a few mistakes that I personally had to learn the 
hard way.  There are some top fishing guides in Tampa Bay 
and in Florida that can really teach you a lot and put you 
on some great schools of Tarpon.  A quick list of my fa-
vorite Tarpon Fishing guides in my area are  Captain Chris 
Wiggins of Salty Hook Charters, Captain Brett Norris of 
Rock Bottom Sport Fishing Charters and Captain Kyle 
Applefield of Loaded Down Sportfishing.  I have fished 
with all of these captains and I can guarantee that you 
will have the trip of a lifetime and want to go fishing with 
them again and again.  Fishing with a professional guide 
can really make a difference between landing the big one, 
or the one that got away.  One thing I can tell you for sure, 
chasing the Silverking is worth it and it’s a lot of fun!  
 
Misty Wells Producer & Host of Award Winning “Let’s 
Take It Outside” TV show airing to 220 million on Dis-
covery & Discovery GO & Plus & 17 other networks.   Bass 
Pro-Outdoor Pro & Outdoor & Outdoor, Travel Writer. 
Founder of “A Reel Future” non-profit devoted to teach-
ing the passion of fishing & conservation to foster chil-
dren, over 4,000 children & counting.  Watch for free & 
on demand @ www.mistywells.com.
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TALES FROM THE OLD GUY  
by David Mallory

22 ONSHORE-OFFSHORE Magazine

In the 1990s, a group of eight 
decided to travel from the 
Atlantic side of the continent 

to British Columbia on the Pacific 
side to fish for salmon. The lodge 
we chose was Dolphins North. We 
had a  choice of either three days 
or four days. We settled on the 
three days, thinking that would be 
enough time in an 18 foot Boston 
Whaler. Everybody agreed. 

We flew from Burlington, Vermont 
to Prince Rupert, BC. We stayed 
in Prince Rupert for a few days to 
explore the area before we were 
flown into Dolphins North. Three 
of us decided to do a helicopter-
raft trip down the Exchamsiks 
River, while the others went off to 
play golf. Pauline, another woman 
in our group and I started paddling 
down the river after the helicopter 
dropped us off.  We stopped to 
lunch on a sandbar along the way.  

We took our time, lost a paddle 
and had to go back to get it, which 
was a bit tricky.  We didn't set any 
speed records - even a frog swam 
faster and passed us as we floated 
our way to the end of our trip.
 The next morning we were flown 

in a small sea plane to the Dol-
phins North lodge, located on an 
old floating fish hatchery in Work 
Channel.  This was to be our home 
for fishing, sleeping and eating 
for the next three days. We met 
Chef Brian, who turned out to be 
a great chef who used about a 
pound of butter for every meal! 
Our schedule was up at 6:00am, a 
big breakfast, then a send off with 

a snack and coffee laced with 
Baileys to fish.

Fishing was along the shore 
of Seal Cove, we started 
catching silver or coho salm-
on. That was the normal fish 
of the day, but we did catch 
a few black sea bass and one 
halibut. Some of the sea bass, 
we would throw back so they 
would float; the eagles would 
fly down and grab them. They 
loved to follow us. We would 
fish for the morning, go back 
for lunch, take a short nap 
and go back out to fish until 
supper. We were able to take 
fish home with us on the 

plane, which the lodge would pack 
on ice for us.  At that time, they 
would just gut them and we would 
have to process and clean them 
once we got home.

At least once during our stay, we 
would motor over to the shore on 
the lodge pontoon to Brian's Bar 
& Grille to have a fresh salmon 
meal cooked over a wood 
fire. Brian always outdid 
himself with fan-
tastic appetizers 
and chocolate 
covered 
brandied 
cher-
ries. 

We had such a wonderful experi-
ence the first year, that we went 
back with our same group three 
more times.  Each time we caught 
different kinds of salmon, and of-
ten all five types of salmon:  pink 
salmon, sockeye, chum or dog 
salmon, coho and King. We also 
caught halibut and Pauline caught 
a 45 pound ling cod. It was always 
an adventure and made fun by 
daily competitions for biggest non 
salmon fish, widest variety of fish 
and the biggest salmon caught 
each day. 

We often saw birds and wildlife 
while we fished and one year a 
pod of humpback whales enter-
tained for about 45 minutes not 
far from where we were fishing.  
It was so spectacular, that we just 
put our rods up and sat watch-
ing them feed. We also saw black 
bears, and a grizzly one year. 
That's why our lodge was floating 
in the middle of the river! 

We look back at these times and 
are so happy we had the opportu-
nity to do these trips. Now, 
we're happily focused on 
local fishing. 

- David Mallory
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TARGETING PERMIT IN THE GULF
by Captain Jared Simonetti

Habitat & Distribution
• �Range: Western Atlantic Ocean, 

from Massachusetts to Brazil.

• �Common in the Florida Keys, 
southern Gulf of Mexico & West-
ern Caribbean.

• �Preferred Habitat: Inshore flats: 
Sandy or grassy bottoms (es-
pecially in the Keys). Nearshore 
wrecks and reefs: In the Gulf of 
Mexico (especially off Clearwa-
ter, Tampa, and Naples). Surf 
zones and passes during sea-
sonal crab flushes.

Size & Identification
• Average Size: 10–20 lbs.

• �Trophy Size: 30–40+ lbs  
(record is 60+ lbs).

• �Shape: Deep-bodied, laterally 
compressed.

• �Color: Silvery with possible 
golden or dark tinge on the belly.

Distinctive Features
• Deeply forked tail.

• Long dorsal and anal fins.

• Short snout, blunt head.

• �Small mouth with 
crushing plates 
(for eating crabs 
and  
shellfish).

Diet
•� �Crustaceans 

like small Blue 
Crabs & Pass 

Crabs.

• Shrimp.

• �Small mollusks and benthic  
invertebrates.

Permit use their blunt teeth and 
crushers to smash and eat hard-
shelled prey.

Sport Fishing Information
Known for incredible power and 
endurance. One of the "Big Three" 
in saltwater fly fishing (along  
with tarpon and bonefish). Highly 
challenging to catch—very wary, 
picky eaters.

Fishing Methods:
1. �Live Bait: Pass crabs or shrimp 

on circle hooks (2/0–4/0).

2. �Artificial Lures: Soft crab  
imitations, small jigs.

3. �Fly Fishing: Crab flies (Merkins 
& Ragheads), long leaders,  
9–10 wt rods.

4. �Sight Fishing: On clear, sunny, 
windless days over shallow flats.

5. �Structure Fishing: Drift live crab 
near wrecks or reef edges.

Seasonality
Peak Season in Florida is March to 
September. �Best Months in Gulf 

Wrecks are May–August (when 
crabs flush during full/new 
moons).Best during warm 
months and calm seas.

Fishing Regulations for  
Florida Gulf Coast

(Regulations as of 2024. Always
 verify with FWC for updates)

• �Bag Limit: 2 per per-
son. Vessel max of 6.

• �Size Limit: 11–22 
inches fork length 
(1 fish > 22 inches is 
allowed). 

• �Permit & Pompano Zone applies 
(separate from Special Permit 
Zone in the Keys)

Fun Fact:
Permit are often confused with 
pompano, but are generally much 
larger and deeper-bodied. Look 
for the elongated dorsal and anal 
fins for quick ID.

Where to Find Permit?
Permit are most commonly found 
in the eastern Gulf of Mexico, 
particularly:

Nearshore Wrecks & Reef
Clearwater artificial reefs in 
depths of 20 to 70 feet. Tampa Bay 
wrecks. Naples to the Florida Keys 
– best for big numbers.  Structures 
attract crabs, making them feed-
ing grounds for permit

Inshore Flats
More common around the Lower 
Keys, Ten Thousand Islands, and 
Florida Bay. In the Clearwater area, 
you’ll rarely find permit on flats 
compared to farther south

Spring Tides / Passes	
During Spring and Summer, per-
mit follow crab flushes through 
passes (like Boca Grande Pass or 
Egmont Key).

Top Permit Techniques

Live Crab Drift
Use small pass crabs or juvenile 
blue crabs. �Drift them near wrecks 
or structure with a freeline or 
small egg sinker (just enough to 
reach the zone).

Use 2/0 to 4/0 circle hook  with a 
30 to 40 lb fluorocarbon leader. 
Use a braided main line of 20 to 30 
lb test.

Jig-and-Crab
�Rig a small jighead (1/4–3/8 oz) with a crab or shrimp. 
Drop it straight down over wrecks and bounce it gently.  
This method is effective for vertical jigging over high-
relief wrecks.

Sight Casting
Only works in clear, calm, shallow water with good sun. 
Use a quiet approach using push pole or trolling motor. 
Cast a live crab or small artificial (like a crab fly or soft 
plastic bait) in front of fish.

Fly Fishing
Used mostly in southwest Florida and Keys flats. 
Recommended flies to use are a  Merkin Crab, 
Raghead crab, or EP Crabs. Use a 9–10 wt fly rod, 
floating line, long fluorocarbon leaders.

 Best Time to Fish for Permit
•March–September is peak season.
•Late Spring is best for crab flushes & active feeding.
•Calm, sunny days for ideal sight fishing.

BONUS TIPS
Permit are spooky and smart – use long leaders and quiet 
boats. They fight hard – be prepared for strong runs and 
long battles. Be patient and persistent – few but very 
rewarding hookups. 

Captain Jared Simonetti
727.831.0111
Clearwater Fishing Company
www.clwfishing.com
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Captain Sergio Atanes
Its Cobia time, so look for this creature 
roaming the flats around big rays and 
channel buoys.   
 
Best bet is using live threadfin sardines 
or pinfish float under a cork suggested 

tackle would be medium action spinning rod with 4000 
size reels spooled with 30-pound FINS braided line tied 
to 40-pound fluorocarbon leader at least 48 inches 
long since they tend to tail whip your line a 3/0 circle 
hook works great.

Captain George Hastick
June water temps are in the mid to up-
per 80s in the afternoons. That, being 
said, look for your snook and redfish to 
be up under the mangroves, keeping 
cool waiting for bait to come to them 
with the current. Trout will be on the 

deeper grass flats in 5-8 feet of water. Mackerel will 
be roaming the beaches all the way up into the bay, 
especially around the bridges and artificial reefs which 
will also hold mangrove snapper. The other big player 
that will be around the bridges and artificial reefs is the 
tarpon. They will be eating crabs and munching on the 
large schools of threadfin.

ABOUT THE CAPTAINS
Captain Sergio and Captain George Hastick fish the Florida waters, specializing in and around the West Coast of 
Florida and Tampa Bay. Their show, Fishing Adventures Florida, is about two captains sharing their knowledge and 
experience of the local waters. Encouraging others to share in their love of what the outdoors has to offer. Their 
goal is to educate, entertain and share the experience of fishing opportunities the state has to offer.

o
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"TACKLE TALK" 
PROUDLY SPONSORED BY FLORIDA FISHING OUTFITTERS

Engel™ Live Bait Coolers
It's that perfect time of the year for Engel Live Bait Coolers. 
These awesome coolers are available in different sizes; able 
to accommodate enough live bait for a day’s trip.  
 
This product is highly praised for its quality and value with 
customers noting its quiet air pump, insulated USB aerator 
power, and rechargeable battery. It is perfect for fishing off the 
beach or bay and is well constructed and looks great.  

 
Customers also appreciate its abil-
ity to keep minnows and various 
live baits alive and fresh and the lid 
locks solid and does not leak while 
transporting. Check them out today 
at https://engelcoolers.com.

Page and products sponsored by Tarpon Fishing Outfitters, St. Pete 
Fishing Outfitters, Tampa Fishing Outfitters and Lakeland Fishing Outfit-

ters. Learn more about each location and shop online today at: www.
FLFishingOutfitters.com.
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to 25 pounds), and 
to me they are one 
of the best fighting 
fish on the flats bar 
none.  Snook will 
give a quick hard run 
and maybe a jump 
but redfish will fight 
to the end. In fact, 
never release one af-
ter a hard fight. Hold 
the redfish in the 

water until she decides to swim away, otherwise she may go 
to bottom and die from exhaustion.

My tackle is simple; 7 1/2 ft. rod, medium-action fast ta-
pered with a 300 reel, a full spool of 15-pound test Fins 
Windtamer braided line, and 32 inches of 30-pound fluoro-
carbon leader with a 2/0 circle hook.  The only time I use J 
hooks is if I have clients who keep trying to set the hook, so 
I have no choice but to use a J-hook.

Big redfish are residents of Tarpon Key, Joel Island and 
outside mangrove areas of Bishop’s Harbor. They are year 
round residents except in August when water temperature 

gets too high and they move into deeper waters.  If your 
bait starts to die in the flats, then it’s too hot for the fish to 
bite. Good fishing and tight lines. 

Captain Sergio Atanes is the host of Fishing Adventures 
Florida and Captain Sergio Fishing Chronicles on You-
Tube, Waypoint TV, Carbon TV, Outdoor Action TV and 
Angling TV.  For info call 813-973-7132 or email: atanes@
msn.com.
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LADIES & REDS	
by Captain Sergio Atanes

This month, we'll provide in-
sights on fishing for Redfish, 
particularly in the Tarpon Key 

area, emphasizing the importance 
of patience and strategy. It high-
lights the differences in fishing ap-
proaches between men and women, 
with women often being more suc-
cessful by following instructions.

Successful Redfish fishing requires 
patience and positioning; anglers 
should avoid chasing fish and 
instead setup ambush points. It's 
crucial to chum with both live and 
cut bait while maintaining a distance 
to avoid spooking the fish. 

Two things I can count on this time 
of the year is having the ladies 
catching fish and finding big Redfish 
in the flats, which makes for a great 
combination.  When I have couples 
on the boat I can always count on 
the ladies getting the biggest and 
most fish and that is because they 
listen to the captain and follow in-
structions. Men on the other hand, 
within a few minutes, are back do-
ing their own "macho" thing.

When fishing for reds, look for 
their usual hangouts. They are 
known to 
return to 
the same 
spot year 
after year. Tar-
pon Key is one 
hot spot that 
produces on a 
yearly basis, but 
again, the secret 
is to be patient.  
Look for other boats 
and learn to read the 
area and setup that 
ambush point. Let 
the fish come to 
you and don’t try 

chasing them down with your troll-
ing motor.  You will only accomplish 
pushing them away.  

When you spot the school of Red-
fish, position your boat up wind 
from them to give yourself greater 
casting distance. The big reds can 

spook easily so the further 
away you are the better.  

Chum with both cut and 
live bait. I give my cli-

ents the rods with live 
bait while "Rodney", 
(my rod holders) gets 

the one with cut 
threadfin with 
a #5 split shot 
which keeps 
the dead bait 
on the bottom, 
and remember 
that redfish are 
bottom feed-

ers.  By the 
way,  

 

"Rodney" the rod holder has out 
fished many of my clients by being 
my silent angler and catcher of big 
fish.  When fishing in heavy grass 
area try using a float and suspend 
the bait just above the grass line. 
This keeps the bait from hiding in 
the grass and lets the bait travel 
with the current, giving you a better 
chance on finding the fish.

Work as a team with other anglers in 
the area. You will often see us cap-
tains form a circle around the school 
of redfish, and we throw chum 
into the center to keep the fish 
concentrated and feeding.  If you 
see this and decide to join in, most 
anglers will let you, but just don’t 
try to move in on the fish, as this 
will only breakup the school. Work 
your boat alongside another boat 
and ask for permission first. You’ll 
find that most anglers will let you 
join in on the fun.  Every boat takes 
turn throwing chum into the school, 
which will give everyone a chance to 
catch some fish.

The average size of these redfish 
range from 30 to 38 inches (15 




