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TAKING PART IN A NEW
CONSERVATION EFFORT
AIMED AT THE MOST
ELUSIVE FISH ON THE FLATS

BY JOHN FRAZIER
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PERMIT

have the uncanny ability to look like

the flats. If you’ve ever pursued them,
no doubt you have launched a hero
cast to a feeding fish, crouched down
and then stripped with intent only to
realize your target wasn’t a fish at all.
However, when an actual permit does
appear, something happens inside of
you. Your blood begins to run fast,
your knees begin to quiver, and
everything on your mind disappears
— everything except that fish. Permit
rank as one of the most special species
a fly-angler will ever come across, and
all around the globe, they completely
live up to their elusive, finicky and
wise reputation.

anything an angler might encounter on

This has attracted fly-anglers since the beginning of the sport,
and even though many years have passed since that time, we
still don’t know much at all about this great fish. But thanks to
abrand-new tagging effortinitiated by Bonefish & Tarpon Trust
and backed by Costa Sunglasses, valuable data has started to
trickle in that will help us better protect the flats species that
we love to hate. Project Permit is in full effect.

WHEN PEOPLE BECOME STRESSED OR NEED AN
ESCAPE, MANY GO FLY-FISHING, MYSELF INCLUDED.
While I can’t think of a better remedy to the aliments that hit
us all at one time or another, I don’t think you necessarily have
to be actually on the water to receive the curing effects. For
example, when ’'m unable to make it to the coast, I can always
sit back, close my eyes and reflect on various experiences that
will never escape my mind. Fortunately, I have a pretty good
bank of happy thoughts, but in all honesty, the one that I refer
to most often is the very first time I saw a permit in person. That
unmistakable black tail slowly broke the surface and inched
forward almost like the dorsal fin of Jaws in the popular '80s
film. It then stopped, protruded from the water to indicate the

k FOR THE LOVE OF PERM'T Meet a few of the major advocates of Project Permit.

Rita Adams & Johnny Pares Dr. Aaron Adams Tony Gonzalez Al Perkinson
Casa Blanca Bonefish & Tarpon Trust Boca Paila Fishing Lodge Costa Sunglasses
Former trout bums Adams and A conservation-minded The Gonzalez family founded As the VP of marketing for

Pares |eft their freshwater lives

behind to manage Casa Blanca, director of operations for
Playa Blanca and Casa Redonda Bonefish & Tarpon Trust
-and have been chasing permit, and also a senlor scientist
tarpon and bonefish ever since. at Mote Marine Laboratory.
casablancafishing.com tarbone.org

angler, Adams is the

Boca Paila Lodge in 1964.
Currently, Tony and his
brother, Ricky, manage the
property and are major sup-
porters of Project Permit.
bocapaila.com

Costa Sunglasses, Perkinsan
strives to participate in
programs that will advance
fishing as a sport and
preserve it as a resource,
costadelmar.com




fish was standing on its head and began to violently flick as
the fish rooted into the hard sand to suck in the crab or shrimp
it found for a meal, From that point on, I was addicted to permit.
That was years ago, and though I've not caught one, permit are
still my favorite fish to target.

Not long after learning about the program, I was asked to
accompany Adams and Al Perkinson, of Costa Sunglasses, to
Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula to participate in the project. T admit,
my initial reason was slightly self-serving — six days of permit
fishing in one of the world’s most likely permit haunts, pretty

‘| WAS SHOCKED TO FIND OUT THAT, UP UNTIL THIS POINT, VIRTU-
ALLY NO DATA HAD BEEN COLLECTED ON THE SPECIES.

Ifirst heard of Project Permit through BTT’s director of opera-
tions, Dr. Aaron Adams. At the time, I assumed there were already
efforts in place to gain data on the species, but after reading the
original release I received about the program, I was shocked
to find out that, up until this point, virtually no data had been
collected on the species. While I consider myselfa conservation-
minded an gler, T don’t claim to be a conservationist, but even still,
the first question I had was, “How can we possibly successfully
‘Manage a species based on nothing?”

good odds. However, like many fly-fishing treks, the trip quickly
became about much more than simply putting a hook in my
white whale.

THE THREE OF US MET AT THE CANCUN, MEXICO,
AIRPORT, AND AFTER A QUICK BITE OF BREAKFAST
washed down with a couple of Coronas, we boarded a tiny plane
and made our way to our first stop — Isla Punta Pajaros, It is
home to one of the oldest fly-fishing lodges in the whole Yucatan,
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Casa Blanca, which is where we would conduct our “research”
the next four days. Upon our arrival, Rita Adams and Johnny
Pares greeted us at the dock with warm towels and margaritas.
The three of us were itching to put our crab patterns to the test,
so we quickly rigged up and made our way out for an afternoon
session. At this point, we all wanted to catch permit, but for dif-
ferent reasons. Aaron and Perkinson were eager strictly froma
data standpoint, but me — well, I wanted bragging rights. The
afternoon was overcast and windy, which would make spotting
fish and presenting flies tricky. We had only afew hours, but the
time went extra fast, as it often does when you are fishing, and
all we managed were a few small bonefish,

We awoke the next morning to similar conditions, and Rita
and Pares wished us luck and sent us out into Ascension Bay,
very well one of the best places on the planet to target permit.
Just like most guides in the region, the Casa Blanca captains
don’t say much — their eyes remain fixed on the water in
front of them, and little to nothing can distract them. On this day,
Aaron was on his own, and I was sharing aboat with Perkinson.
In no time at all, an obvious push became apparent about 100
feet away. It was two permit moving very fast. Perkinson made
several shots but could not divert the fish from their route. This
was to be the case for the remainder of the day. Pole a little bit,
spot nervous moving water, make the shot, and nothing. Since
T'd never caught one of these fish, catching even a small one
would have been fine by me, However, the fact that nearly every
fish we saw out of Casa Blanca was 20 pounds or more made me
even more nervous.

For years I have read about the famed Casa Blanca, and after
one day, it was clear why this lodge has received so much ink for
solong. The habitat was unlike any I have seen before. Youhave
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open water surrounded by mangrove mazes, ledges and shallow
flats, and bonefish, tarpon, snook and permit can be found in
nearly all of them. During our stay, we focused on the deeper
open-water bays. Rita and Pares said permit found in areas like
this tend to eat alittle better.

1 was amazed at how many fish we came across each and
every day. T had the pleasure of riding along with Perkinson and
Aaron and also tagged along with Rita one day. Every morning

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: JOHN FRAZIER:

DR. AARON ADAMS: JOHN DIGSBY
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PERMIT TAGGING KIT

While you don't necessarily have to be a scientist to tag a
permit, you should take precautions to ensure the survival of
the fish.

Keep the permit in the water until the person who is taking
measurements and actually tagging the fish is ready, then lift
the fish out of the water by gripping it at the fork of its tall and
applying support underneath its head.

The tagger should carefully measure from the tip of the
fish's nose to the fork of its tail. With the tag already in the
tagging stick, he should insert the tag about halfway down the
fish's dorsal fin and give the tag a slight tug to make sure it's
secure. Then send the fish back on its way! To sign up for a
tagging kit of your own, visit projectpermit.com.

and afternoon, we had great shots at giant permit. I wouldn’t
have guessed in a million years that a fish would have passed up
some of the casts I witnessed. But once again, we were pursuing
permit. Aftera few days of striking out, I became less concerned
with saying I caught one and more focused on accomplishing the
mission at hand — tagging one so that someday another angler
could catchit again and feed the data to the appropriate scientists,
who will ultimately help us protect the species.

AS EASY AS IT WOULD HAVE BEEN TO STAY AT CASA
BLANCA, WE HAD A SCHEDULE TO KEEP AND WERE
transported across Ascension Bay to Punta Allen. From there,
we drove north to try our luck at Boca Paila, near the town of
Tulum. Once we were on location, the three of us rerigged and
made arrangements for an afternoon session. Just like after our
maiden voyage out of Casa Blanca, we came back to the lodge
empty-handed.

At this point, we felt the pressure, yet none of us were overly
surprised. Qur experiences could be considered expected when
it comes to targeting what many think is the most difficult fish
to deceive with a fly. As Adams said while we chatted back at the
lodge, referencing an Einstein quote, “Doing the same thing over
and over again and expecting a different result is the definition
of insanity — it’s also the definition of permit fishing.”

The next morning, I fished with Perkinson once again, and
our luck was the same, but when we finished, Adams was already
back, and he had a suspicious smirk on his face. The smirk became
a big smile when he began showing us shots of a small permit
that fell victim to his Rag Head Crab. It was a small fish, but it
was in fact a permit, and he’d successfully tagged it. Even though
Perkinson and I were permitless, we shared Adams’ happiness. It
felt as though we had all succeeded and contributed to the cause.
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One successful permit tagin, we all set out
the next day with a confidence boost, but yet
again, our quarry didn’t want to play ball.

To get a bend in the rod, Perkinson and
I decided to look for bonefish. What I
found interesting (and admired) at both
Casa Blanca and Boca Paila was how much
the guides wanted to catch permit. Even
though they could easily put their clients
on bonefish, snook or tarpon and stand a
much better chance of catching fish, they’d
rather not. At our suggestion to search for
bones, our guide said, “OK, we move to find
bonefish.” But once we changed spots, I
noticed that we were not in super shallow
water at all; in fact, it was just as deep as
where we’d been fishing. Perkinson asked
our guide, “What do you think — switch
to a Gotcha?” Without taking his eyes off
the water, he replied, “No, leave the crab.” It was obvious he
was still searching for permit. Perkinson and I had a laugh,
continued fishing and chatted a little bit about Costa’s involve-
ment in the project. Costa has always prided itself on being
forward-thinking and participating in aspects of fishing that
will make a difference. Perkinson and I agreed that the Yucatan
is such a beautiful place and just an incredible resource that
genuinely needs to be protected. Perkinson told me, “Lodges

like Casa Blanca and Boca Paila are the founders and pillars
of conservation in this region. Project Permit is meant to
bring resources to the region that will protect not only permit
but also the habitat in which they live. This region is such an
important place not only to us, but also to our customers and
fishermen as a whole. This is Costa’s way of giving back, and
it makes me feel good to play a small part in protecting such
agreat fish and such an outstanding fishery.”

LOCATED SOMEWHERE
BETWEEN 'HEAVEN' AND ‘PERFECT
ON YOUR GPS.

The two finest lodges on the Bahamas® best fisheries; Abaco Lodge
adjoining the renowned Marls, Bair’s Lodge on legendary Andros.
Impeccable guest quarters, accomplished guides and fine dining,
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BOOK NOW FOR THE BEST DATES: 1-877-260-4332

info@nervouswaters.com - www.nervouswaters.com
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WITH ONE DAY LEFT TO FISH, I DECIDED TO JOIN
ADAMS AND SEE IF LIGHTNING COULD STRIKE TWICE.
With only one permit to our credit after five days of fishing, the
trip might sound like an epic failure, but to me, it was a battle
won. We accomplished what we set out to, and anything more
would have been gravy. Just like every day before, we were on
fish early and managed to stay on them for the majority of the

into Mexico and Belize. Adams said that the permit fishing in
these areas and the Caribbean brings in hundreds of millions
of dollars each year. It was so gratifying to see that the guides
and managers of Casa Blanca and Boca Paila recognize this and
understand why it is so important to be a part of the project.
Our conversation was interrupted by our guide, who'd spot-
ted a group of three fish cruising along a deep edge of the flat.

“BECAUSE AN ACTUAL STUDY HASN'T BEEN CONDUCTED UNTIL NOW,
IT'S HARD TO SAY EXACTLY WHAT WE WILL FIND - IT'S EXCITING!??

day, but once again, they were being difficult. Our guide poled
us along one final shoreline to see if we couldn’t squeak out one
more. As we searched, T quizzed Adams about the project. He
reported the effort had already been a huge success: “In the short
time Project Permit has been in place, about 140 permit have
been tagged and are swimming around Ascension Bay. Once they
are recaptured, we will be able to find out extremely valuable
information, including spawning areas, nurseries, migration
habits etcetera, etcetera. Because an actual study hasn’t been
conducted until now, it’s hard to say exactly what we will find
— it’s exciting!” And the fact that the program is driven by the
guides and lodge staff as ameans to learn more about the fish and
fishery that they love is a breath of fresh air. Nobody involved
is interested in tagging fish to boost their ego or promote their
business. Project Permit began in Florida and has expanded

Adams quickly forgot about me and began scanning to find them.
‘When he did, he unrolled a nice cast in the stiff wind, and the
fish scooted by. Three more tries, and he managed to pull one
off of its course. I held my breath and thought, “What a perfect
end to a great trip it would be if this fish ate.” As he stripped, I
closed my eyes, opening them when T heard him yell, “It’s about
$*#&#*$ time!” He played the fish to the boat and transitioned
into scientist mode. He measured and tagged the fish in textbook
fashion and sent it on its way. As the tired fish swam away, I
couldn’t help but smile and think how cool it would be if the
first permit I found on the end of my line had a piece of jewelry

in the form of a tag. @‘

3 PRl Visit flyfishinsalt.com/projectpermitparticipants for
AR a complete list of lodges taking part in Project Permit.

Getlhe

for 50% Less!

Buy F'actorg Direct!

Colton Fly Company
Dingmans Ferry, PA. USA
(570) 832-4362
Info@Coltonfly.com

www.coltonfly.com
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