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Overview
Background

• Issue and origination
• Literature review

Rule Development and Considerations  
• Hook definition and gap width
• Exemptions
• Proposed rules 
• Next Steps
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Issue and Origination 

Timeline
• MFC requests information on hook modifications – Aug. 2019
• Information paper presented; motion to begin rule making – May 2020
• Draft issue paper with options – Feb. 2021

“Require the use of barbless, non-offset circle hooks greater than 2/0 while 
fishing with natural bait and the use of barbless or pinched barbed treble 
hooks”
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Literature Review

Reduce hooking injury → Increased survival

Circle Hooks and barbless hooks
• Lower occurrence of deep-hooking
• Reduce damage

4



5



Literature Review
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Caveats 

Mouth morphology, feeding behavior, bait type, etc. can change circle hook 
effectiveness (Cooke et al. 2003, Matlock et al. 1993)

Offset circle hooks negate benefits (Graves and Horodysky 2008, Serafy et al. 2012)

Cooke and Suski (2004) recommended evaluating benefits on a species 
specific basis

• Only Red Drum studied in North Carolina (Beckwith and Rand 2005)

Studies on treble hooks are inconclusive (Matlock et al. 1993; Stunz and McKee 2006)
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What is a Circle Hook?

• “A hook with the point turned perpendicularly back to the 
shank to form a generally circular or oval shape." –
National Marine Fisheries Service

• “A hook with the point of the hook directed 
perpendicularly back toward the shank, and with the 
barb either compressed or removed” – North Carolina 
Marine Fisheries Commission rule

• "Non-offset hook with the point turned perpendicularly 
back to the shank.“ – Atlantic States Marine Fisheries 
Commission 
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Does size matter?
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Gap Width

Discrete measurement needed for compliance checks

Representative 2/0 circle hooks (Table 2)
• Gap width range: 0.38 – 0.49 inches

Representative jig head hook sizes (Table 3)
• Gap width range: 0.47 – 0.69 inches

Consider upper range and/or common measurement
• Would allow for easier compliance check
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Natural Bait

How inclusive should the definition be?
• Include live and dead bait? Synthetic bait?

The Wildlife Resources Commission definition:
• “Any living or dead organism (plant or animal), or parts thereof, or prepared substances 

designed to attract fish by the sense of taste or smell” 15A NCAC 10C .0205

Enforcement and compliance concerns
• Live and dead bait, including processed – easy
• Synthetic bait and attractants - difficult
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Exemptions

Are there fisheries that may need to be excluded?
• Mouth morphology? 
• Feeding behavior? 
• Fishing Technique?
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Exemptions

Size requirement greater than 2/0 provides for small, non-circle hook use
• Eg. Sheepshead fishing, live bait fishing with jig heads

Trot line gear exemption 
• Allow barbed and non-circle hooks

Trolling exemption for natural bait
• Allows for traditional J-hook style bait rigs
• For circle hooks only or treble hooks too?
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Proposed Rule Changes
15A NCAC 03J .0306

Modify “Hook and Line” rule to expand hook requirements statewide
• Currently only applies to certain areas and times; “Red Drum rig”

Definitions:
• “circle hook”, “gap width”, “natural bait”, and “non-offset”

Require the use of: 
• Barbless, non-offset circle hooks greater than three-fourths inch when 

fishing with natural bait
• Barbless multi-point hooks

Retain “Red Drum rig” requirements
• Modify 4/0 requirement?
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Proposed Rule Changes
15A NCAC 03J .0306

Delayed effective date – April 1, 2023?
• Allows retailers and anglers time for education and compliance

Proposed exemptions in management option 3
• Trolling and trot lines exempt from hook requirements
• Others?
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Proposed Rule Definitions
Management options 2 and 3 include amendments to 15A NCAC 03J .0306 
(Hook and Line)

Includes definitions only applicable to this rule for:
o “circle hook”
o “non offset”
o “gap width”
o “natural bait”

Rule 15A NCAC 03I .0101 (Definitions) applies to all MFC rules in Chapter 
03 (Marine Fisheries)

New definitions may best be added there to begin formal rulemaking 
process

Both rules subject to readoption by June 30, 2022
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DMF Perspective

In general, science supports the use of hook modifications to reduce discard 
mortality

Hook sizes are not standardized, consider a discrete measurement like gap 
width

Consider investigating hook modifications within upcoming FMPs
• Determine conservation impact

There will be positive and negative social and economic impacts
• Decreased angler satisfaction? Increased abundance if stock responds to 

lowered discards? Short term economic impact?
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What we need today…

Confirmation of intent of proposed actions
• The proposed rule applies to all activities regardless of sector

Provide input on:
• Gap width measurement
• Potential exclusions/exemptions and trolling in Option 3
• Modify Red Drum specific hook size requirement of 4/0?
• Delayed effective date?
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Questions?
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Contact: Steve Poland
Steve.Poland@ncdenr.gov

252-808-8011

mailto:Steve.Poland@ncdenr.gov
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