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XI. RECREATIONAL BILLFISH FISHING  
 
AUTHORIZED SPECIES 
Blue marlin, sailfish, and white marlin may be retained recreationally.  Longbill spearfish are 
prohibited and may not be retained. 
 
FISHING GEARS AND TECHNIQUES 
Authorized fishing gears and permit(s) required for recreational harvest of Atlantic billfish are 
listed below.  Detailed definitions of each gear type can be found in Section II. 
 

Rod and reel: HMS Angling OR HMS Charter/Headboat OR Atlantic tunas General category 
(when fishing in a registered Atlantic HMS Tournament). 

 
Downriggers, wire lines, planers, or similar devices may not be used when trolling in the 
Madison Swanson and Steamboat Lumps closed areas.  Please see Section III for more 
information. 
 
There are no restrictions on the types of hooks that recreational billfish anglers can use unless 
they are participating in an Atlantic HMS billfish tournament.  Any fishing tournament that 
awards points or prizes for Atlantic billfish is considered an Atlantic billfish tournament, even if 
billfish are not the main species targeted in the tournament.  Billfish tournament participants 
must use non-offset circle hooks when using natural bait or a natural bait/artificial lure 
combination.  J-hooks may only be used with artificial lures.    
 
MINIMUM SIZES 
A lower jaw fork length measurement (LJFL) is used to determine if Atlantic billfish are of legal 
size.  The LJFL is a straight line measurement from the tip of the lower jaw to the fork in the tail 
(see image below).  Atlantic blue marlin, white marlin, and sailfish all have minimum size limits 
(see Section VII).  Longbill spearfish are prohibited and cannot be retained. 

 
Lower Jaw Fork Length (LJFL) 

 
RETENTION LIMITS 
There are no trip limits, but the U.S. has an annual recreational landings limit of 250 blue and 
white marlin combined.  If NMFS determines that the U.S. has exceeded, or will exceed, its 
annual landings limit, the Agency may prohibit possession of Atlantic marlins for that year.  
NMFS may modify the minimum size requirements for billfish to maintain compliance with the 
annual quota.  Please contact the NMFS Southeast Regional Office at (727) 824-5399 for the 
most up-to-date information on quotas and size limits.  (NOTE: Any changes to the minimum 
size or closures would also be announced in the Federal Register, posted on the HMS website, 
and sent via the HMS newsletter and listserve Atlantic HMS News.)  
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NMFS strongly encourages releasing all billfish alive.  An Atlantic billfish harvested from its 
management unit that is not retained must be released in a manner that will ensure maximum 
probability of survival, but without removing the fish from the water.   
 
REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 
All non-tournament Atlantic billfish that are landed recreationally must be reported to NMFS by 
vessel owners or their designee within 24 hours of landing at the dock (for MD and NC landings, 
see below).  This must be done online at www.hmspermits.gov, or by phone at (800) 894-5528.  
If reporting by phone, the vessel owner will be asked to provide their name, phone number, HMS 
permit number, species caught, and size of fish.  NMFS will return the call and provide a 
confirmation number for the reported landing.  The reporting process is not complete until 
NMFS has supplied a confirmation number.   
 
In Maryland and North Carolina, vessel owners must report their recreational billfish landings at 
state-operated reporting stations.  For additional information on these state’s reporting stations, 
please call (410) 213-1531 (MD) or (800) 338-7804 (NC).   
 
Landings from a registered HMS billfish tournament are exempt from the telephone call-in or 
internet reporting requirement because tournament operators are responsible for providing the 
information to NMFS, if selected for reporting.  If a tournament operator fails to register a 
tournament and/or report landed billfish, it is the vessel owner’s responsibility to report the 
landing. 
 
LANDING REQUIREMENTS 
Billfish may be gutted, but they must be landed with the head, fins, and bill intact and remain in 
whole condition.  
 
 
XII. CHARTER/HEADBOAT FISHING 
 
Vessels fishing with a HMS Charter/Headboat permit are able to take for-hire passengers 
recreational fishing for HMS.  These vessels have different requirements than vessels fishing 
under an HMS Angling or Atlantic tunas General category permit.  Regulations may vary further 
among Charter/Headboat permit holders based on the following two vessel types:  
 

Charter: A vessel less than 100 gross tons (90.8 mt) that meets the requirements of the 
U.S. Coast Guard to carry six or fewer passengers for-hire. 

 
Headboat: A vessel that holds a valid Certificate of Inspection issued by the U.S. Coast 
Guard to carry passengers for-hire. 

 
A “for-hire” trip is a recreational fishing trip carrying a fee-paying passenger; or a trip having 
more than three persons for a vessel licensed to carry six or fewer people; or a trip having more 
persons aboard than the number of crew specified on the vessel’s Certificate of Inspection for a 
U.S. Coast Guard inspected vessel. 
 
The HMS charter/headboat fishery fleet is managed as a unique sector, due to its intrinsic mix of 
commercial and recreational operations.  Charter and headboat vessel operators should continue 
to apply for the HMS Charter/Headboat permit, which covers the same fish as the HMS Angling 




