
Tarpon DNA Tagging Program:  How can you help? 

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 

Commission (FWC) encourages anglers to 

participate in their Tarpon Genetics Recapture Study.  

Anglers can genetically sample a tarpon regardless 

of size, prior to release.  Researchers at FWC will 

analyze these samples for identification purposes.  A 

small sample of skin cells collected from the outer 

jaw of the captured tarpon provides enough DNA to 

determine tarpon survival rates, health, migration, 

and movement of individual fish within the fishery.   

 

Tarpon can be identified using DNA fingerprinting 

(aka “fin printing”) techniques.  Samples that are 

collected by the angling community can be used by 

biologists to asses the success of tarpon stocks and 

the connectivity of, or relationship between, tarpon 

and different bodies of Florida waters. 

 

Recreational tarpon fishing lures people from all 

over the world to Florida.  There is no commercial 

fishery in Florida so few tarpon are harvested, but 

fishing pressure is high.  There are no size limits and 

tarpon can be targeted year  round, although the 

recreational fishery is seasonal in most areas in 

Florida.  A $50 permit is required to harvest or 

possess one tarpon in Florida.  This conservation tool 

has resulted in the removal of very few fish annually.  

The result is a predominantly catch-and-release 

tarpon fishery.  

 

A study started in 2002 was designed to address the 

question of whether or not tarpon can handle the 

intense fishing pressure by estimating short-term, 

post-release survival rates.  This study found that 

approximately 87% of the fish tracked in the study 

survived and the number one cause of tarpon 

mortality was from shark attacks. 

 

As a result of these promising results, FWC 

partnered with Mote Marine Laboratory to develop 

and implement a tarpon DNA tracking program. In 

2010, Florida Sea Grant was added as a partner to 

help expand the program.  Unlike conventional tags, 

the benefits of DNA tagging include: 

It does not break, fall off, foul, or need repair 

It is less costly 

It is less invasive 

It does not change and lasts as long as the fish 

does! 

 

The Jaw Scrape! 

 

DNA collection is as simple as…  1, 2, 3. 

DNA sampling kit 

3 abrasive scrub 

pads for single use 

A pencil 

An instruction sheet 

Waterproof data 

sheet 

3 labeled vials with 

storage solution 

 

The objective is to remove a small sample of skin 

cells from the outer jaw of the captured tarpon before 

it is released.  This can be done with minimal 

handling while the fish remains in the water. 

 

1. Scrape the jaw to 

remove some skin 

cells. 

 

 

 

 

 

2.    Be sure the sponge 

has silver tissue on         

    it. 

 

  

 

 

 

3.   Place the sponge with silver skin 

cells into the labeled vial and 

record your data. 
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Important information: 

It is imperative that the data slips are filled out.  

If a sampled fish has missing or incomplete data 

it won’t provide any information if it is 

recaptured later. 

Capture location should be described well 

enough to pinpoint it with a mile or less on a 

marine map.  Specific capture locations are NOT 

reported to the public. 

Samples do not need to be refrigerated 

Kits do not expire 

Liquid is not hazardous to touch or mail 

Scrapes can be 

taken from any of 

these spots 

 

 

 

 

 

Any tarpon, anywhere, any size! 

Any tarpon can be sampled.  It doesn’t matter if the 

tarpon is 5 inches, 15 inches or 55 inches.  Small 

tarpon are targeted year-round in Florida.  

Information on recaptures of these small, immature 

fish can provide information on habitat preferences, 

residency, and site fidelity.  Recapture information 

from older and larger fish can provide insight on the 

connectivity of the coastal and inshore waterways for 

tarpon movements, site fidelity and evidence of long-

term survival of sexually mature tarpon. 

 

If your tarpon is recaptured, you will receive a phone 

call, email, or a letter with a link to an Internet page 

providing a map of your tarpon’s sampling locations 

and details.  Recaptures are also discussed in the 

annual newsletter.   

 

New in 2010: Any angler who returns five or more 

tarpon DNA samples will receive a Tarpon Genetic 

Recapture Study T-shirt.  All donators will also be 

entered into an incentives drawing regardless of how 

many samples donated. 

 

As of September 2010, 37 recaptured tarpon have 

been identified from DNA samples donated by 

Florida anglers.  There are now more than 5,000 

samples in the database from tarpon ranging in 

length from 5 to 96 inches. 

A phone number is in place (800-367-4461) to call 

toll free and request a kit or an email can be sent to 

TarponGenetics@MyFWC.com and a kit will be 

mailed to you.  Each kit has enough material in it to 

sample three tarpon.  There are also more than 165 

statewide collection centers that can be visited to 

obtain a DNA sampling kit.  These local locations 

also serve as places where people can drop off their 

tarpon samples at no cost to the angler. Please visit 

these Miami-Dade County bait and tackle shops or 

your local Sea Grant office: 
Sea Grant Office– Virginia Key 

     4600 Rickenbacker Causeway 305-421-4017 

Haulover Point Marina– Miami 

      15000 Collins Ave    305-945-3934 

Capt Harry’s Fishing– Miami 

       8501 NW 7th Ave   305-374-4661 

Don’s Bait and Tackle– Homestead 

      30710 South Federal Hwy  305-247-6616 

South Dade Outfitters– Homestead 

      14100 SW 256th #14  305-743-7335 

El Capitan Sports Center– Miami 

      1590 NW 27th Ave   305-635-7500 

River Marine Supply– Miami 

       260 SW 6th St   305-856-0080 
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 Samples Returned Number of Anglers 

2005 176 32 

2006 433 65 

2007 857 146 

2008 1,554 224 

2009 2,251 253 

Source: Adapted from “Tracking Tar-

pon: DNA, science and you”.  FWC-

FWRI.  Dec. 3, 2009 

http://research.myfwc.com/features/view_article.asp?id=32093

