


The eighth annual “Ding” Darling & 
Doc Ford’s Tarpon Tournament on 
May 3, 2019, topped previous years’ 

fundraising efforts by netting $125,000 from 
tournament sponsorships, donations, and 
silent auction proceeds to benefi t the J.N. 
“Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge. 

The tournament also broke the record 
for fi sh caught, set in 2018. Anglers photo-
recorded 88 tarpon catches this year.

“That’s a really impressive number of fi sh 
caught!” said Marty Harrity, co-owner of 
Doc Ford’s Rum Bar & Grille. “We see that 
as a positive sign for the recovering health 
of our fi shery.” 

“Ding” Darling Wildlife Society (DDWS) 
organizes the annual tournament with Doc 
Ford’s of Sanibel Island, Fort Myers Beach, 
and Captiva Island as the title sponsor. 
Tournament social events took place at the 
Fort Myers Beach location. 

The 2019 tournament paid out $29,800 
in prizes to fi ve winning teams out of the 
55 registered teams. The fi rst place prize of 
$13,400 went to Team Dorado Boatworks, 
including captain Eric Davis, plus team 

members Seth Hayes and Randall Marsh, 
who caught and released seven fi sh total.  

Second place Team YAM, led by captain 
Dave Holzhauer, won $7,450. In third place, 
captain Ozzie Lessinger’s Team R.S. Walsh 
Landscaping took home $4,470. Third-place 
winners Team Mabry Electric with captain 
Nick Fischer won $2,980; fourth-place win-
ners Team Windows Plus/Maastricht Eng. 
with captain Pete Maastricht took $1,490. 

The tournament also gave out awards for 
female angler to Sage Indendi from Team 
Doc Ford’s, senior angler to John McCabe 
from Team Cast About Charters, and ama-
teur team to Team Windows Plus/Maastricht 
Eng.

“Because all registration fees go to the 

awards purse, sponsorship partners are very 
important to this tournament,” said Birgie 
Miller, executive director of DDWS. “They 
pay the costs for putting on the tourney and 
contribute to the charity proceeds.” (See 
page 3 for our list of sponsors.)

To date, the tarpon tournament has raised 
nearly $575,000 for refuge water research, 
wildlife research, and education. “We can’t 
thank Doc Ford’s enough for their incred-
ible show of support these past eight years,” 
said Miller. “They’ve already committed for 
the 2020 tourney, which will take place on 
May 22.”

“We are so grateful for this fundraiser, 
because not only does it add much-needed 
dollars to the refuge budget, it also supports 
our conservation mission,” said “Ding” 
Darling supervisory refuge ranger Toni 
Westland. “Plus, it is an opportunity to 
remind anglers, both professional and ama-
teur, about the importance of ethical and 
responsible fi shing.” 

For more information on the tournament 
and this year’s winners, visit www.dingdar-
lingtarpontourney.org.

Another Record-Breaking Year!

“That’s a really impressive 
number of fi sh caught!” said 

Marty Harrity, co-owner of Doc 
Ford’s Rum Bar & Grille. “We see 

that as a positive sign for the 
recovering health of our fi shery.” 

LEFT: First place winners, 
Team Dorado Boatworks

BELOW: Second place winners, 
Team YAM

Third place winners,
Team RS Walsh Landscaping

Fourth place winners,
Team Mabry Electric

Fifth place winners, 
Team Windows Plus/Maastricht Engineering





The “Ding” Darling & Doc 
Ford’s Tarpon Tournament 
was conceived to benefi t 

wildlife at the J.N. “Ding” Darling 
National Wildlife Refuge through 
research and education. So natural-
ly its organizers have taken special 
care to make sure that the tourna-
ment has as little impact on fi sh and 
the marine environment as possible.

“To further the refuge system’s 
tradition of wildlife protection, we 
have taken measures to minimally 
intrude upon the environment,” 
said Birgie Miller, who, as execu-
tive director of the “Ding” Darling 
Wildlife Society-Friends of the 
Refuge, oversees the competition.

 “We have a no-weighing, no-
measuring policy to lessen any 
stress on the fi sh,” she said. “In-
stead we judge the tournament by 
number of fi sh caught, and anglers 
are required to send in a photo of 
their catch with their team wrist-
band in the picture.”

 Instead of a shotgun start, which 
could cause undue pressure on 
manatees and sea turtles and is a 
boating safety issue, the tourna-
ment requires boats to leave in the 
order the teams registered. Fish 
must be released alive and allowed 
to swim off to count towards a suc-
cessful catch in the tournament.

 The use of gaffs, jigging (aka 
snagging) practices, and any hooks 
other than circle hooks are all pro-
hibited.

Here are some other guidelines 
for ethical angling and practices 
that preserve the environment:
 • Dispose of monofi lament, 
hooks, and lures properly; remove 
gear from trees and mangrove 
roots.
 • Use lead-free weights and other 
underwater gear.
 • Handle fi sh with wet hands to 
avoid removing their protective 
coating; release as quickly as pos-
sible.
 • Remove hooks from a fi sh 
when feasible to do so without 
harming it.
 • Before releasing, gently revive 
a fi sh in the water, head pointed 
toward the current, by moving it 
slowly in a forward motion until it 
is able to swim away.
 • Avoid fuel spills.
 • Remove litter from waters.
 • Know and abide by size and 
season limitations.
For more information, 
visit myfwc.com.

• We are the fundraising friends 
group that supports the Refuge.

• We advocate for clean water to 
keep our fi sheries healthy.

• We fund water and wildlife 
research projects.

• We raise money for Refuge land 
acquisition.

• We support conservation educa-
tion.

Visit dingdarlingsociety.org to 
learn more about our mission and 
how you can support it.

Tournament promotes ethical,
responsible fi shing

What you 
should 
know

The “Ding” Darling & Doc 
Ford’s Tarpon Tournament follows 
responsible practices for recording catches.
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■ Serving all of Southwest Florida

■ 

NEW Diversified Sportsman’s Division

150 Ton travel Lift

A  multi-billion-dollar industry 
for the state of Florida, rec-
reational saltwater fi shing 

affects our economy in many good 
ways. Although no hard statistics ex-
ist, the well-being advantages alone 
save residents and employers on 
medical bills. Studies have shown 
benefi ts from improved immune 
system and full body strength to car-
diovascular health and relaxation.

We do, however, have solid statis-
tics from various sources proving 
the impact of recreational fi shing on 
the health of Florida’s economy.

• In the second quarter of 2018, 13 
percent of the 1.35 million visitors 
to Lee County engaged in fi shing. 
Source: Lee County Visitor & Con-
vention Bureau

• Florida’s famed fi sheries attract 
millions of tourists annually and 
support more than 80,000 jobs. 
Source: Visit Florida

• Florida is the “Fishing Capital of 
the World” with more world-record 
fi sh catches than any other state or 
country. From a fi scal perspective, 
Florida also leads all states in the 
economic impact of its marine recre-
ational fi sheries. Source: Visit Florida

• In fi scal year 2016-17, recre-
ational saltwater fi shing licenses 
brought in $30.8 million in state 
revenue. Source: Florida and 
Wildlife Conservation Commission 
(FWC)

• In 2014, recreational saltwater 
fi shing contributed $8 billion to the 
state’s economy and created nearly 
115,000 jobs. Source: FWC

• In 2011, Florida ranked number 
one in the nation for number of salt-
water anglers at 2.4 million. Source: 
FWC

• In 2014, recreational saltwater 
fi shing expenditures in the state of 
Florida amounted to $10.1 million. 
In 2013, recreational boating expen-
ditures were $10.3 billion. Source: 
FWC

• The annual economic impact 
of the boating industry on Florida 
is $23.3 billion. It accounts for 92 
thousand jobs in the state. Source: 
National Marine Manufacturers As-
sociation (NMMA)

• More than 98 thousand boats 
are registered in Florida. Source: 
NMMA

•  Florida ranks number one in the 
nation for number of fi shing par-
ticipants age 16 and older, totaling 
2.77 million. Source: U.S. Bureau 
of Census

• In 2011, an estimated 3.1 mil-
lion anglers fi shed in Florida; 2.1 
million were nonresidents. Source: 
U.S. Bureau of Census

• Anglers fi shed a total of 57.6 
million days in Florida—an average 
of 19 days per angler. Nonresidents 
fi shed 9.5 million of those days. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Census

The J.N. “Ding” Darling National 
Wildlife Refuge works to protect 
and preserve our water quality and 
marine habitat for fi sh and other 
wildlife. The “Ding” Darling & Doc 
Ford’s Tarpon Tournament supports 
the research and education that 
helps the refuge with that mission.

The Economic Importance of 
Recreational Saltwater Fishing
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Shop our store to benefit the Refuge.

at the J.N. "Ding" Darling 
National Wildlife Refuge

"Ding" Darling Wildlife Society

D O N A T E
to help support the Refuge

dingdarlingsociety 
.org/donation

1 Wildlife Drive, P.O. Box 565 
Sanibel, FL 33957 239.472.1100 ext. 4



The history of tarpon fi shing, 
J.N. “Ding” Darling Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge, and 

Southwest Florida are as intricate-
ly entwined as tangled fi shing line.

 In Tarpon Bay, now part of 
“Ding” Darling, New York archi-
tect William H. Wood pulled in 
the fi rst recorded tarpon caught 
on a rod-and-reel in March 1885. 
It took the avid fi sherman 26.5 
minutes to reel the 93-pound, 5’9” 
behemoth into his skiff.

 Later, his account of the catch 

appeared in the Fort 
Myers News-Press. 
He wrote: “I drew and 
hooked him, when he 
came instantaneously 
out of the water, trying 
to shake out the hook; 
then the trouble began.”

 The exciting event 
made international news 
and changed the face and fab-
ric of sports fi shing, promoting 
Southwest Florida as a destination 
for anglers from all parts of the 

world.
 By the 1910s, tar-

pon fi shing’s popular-
ity had grown so much 
locally that nearby 
Useppa Island became 
home to the exclu-
sive Izaak Walton 
Club devoted to the 

sport. Southwest Florida 
became known as Tarpon Fishing 
Capital of the World.

 “Our catch-and-release tour-
nament honors the region’s rich 

big-game fi shing history, but also 
the history of the National Ref-
uge System,” said Birgie Miller, 
Executive Director of the “Ding” 
Darling Wildlife Society-Friends 
of the Refuge, the organizer of 
the “Ding” Darling & Doc Ford’s 
Tarpon Tournament. “Refuges 
were originally created and de-
signed to protect natural resources 
for fi shermen and hunters. Our 
tournament strictly adheres to ref-
uge traditions to preserve wildlife 
and its habitat.”

The quality of local waters 
greatly impacts our fi sh-
eries and economy. The 

“Ding” Darling Wildlife Society 
supports water quality in South-
west Florida in three important 
ways:

 1. In 2014, DDWS contribut-
ed to the purchase of equipment 
to monitor storm and waste 
water fl  ows that threaten salinity 
levels and marine life in Tarpon 
Bay, partnering with SCCF and 
the city of Sanibel.

2. DDWS currently is com-
missioning a fi sh sampling 
study by the Avian Research & 
Conservation Institute (ARCI) 
in Gainesville, Fla.  ARCI gath-
ered fi sh samples along Wildlife 
Drive and at Bunche Beach 
before and after last year’s 

catastrophic red tide and algae 
events and again this spring to 
determine impact on fi sh popu-
lations. The scientists are com-
paring number of species found, 
size, and how many fi sh per 
species. They are also testing 
the fall’s catch for brevetoxins 
from red tide.

3. Ongoing, DDWS maintains 
Advocacy pages set up for ease 
in contacting elected offi cials 
about water quality issues and 
for archiving pertinent research 
and updates. Visit dingdarling-
society.org/articles/advocate.

 “By supporting water quality 
research, we are stewarding the 
livelihood of our local fi sher-
ies,” said DDWS executive 
director Birgie Miller.

A brief history of tarpon fi shing in SWFL

Supporting Water Quality For all your air 
conditioning and electrical 

needs, call us at  
239-482-1122 

 
Proud supporters of the J.N. “Ding” 

Darling National Wildlife Refuge 

239-263-7061
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“For the sun-kissed & sun-desirous 
alike, a vacation on a plate.”

Find us on Social Media!
Live Music & Happy Hour Available - Details online!

Sanibel Island Ft. Myers Beach Captiva Island

 708 Fishermans Wharf
239-765-9660

5400 S Seas Plantation Rd.
239-312-4275

Award Winning Flavors from 
the Caribbean Rim!

2500 Island Inn Rd.
239-472-8311

Mussels
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