Finding Quality Fish Locations 

and

Choosing Where and How to Drop The Anchor 

 “There is more to this art than you might expect.”
11 December, 2009
This information was prepared to help you improve your chances of picking the right spot when you are diving from a privately owned boat and planning to hunt for game fish.  There are two competing theories on anchoring; one is to sneak up to near “The Secret Spot” and anchor.  The other is to do a good check of the area before dropping the anchor.  Both have merit and can be used based on the experience and knowledge you have with the specific location.  Below discusses the latter approach and I find it especially effective when diving new locations and when diving at the islands and on deep water kelp beds and reefs.
FINDING QUALITY FISH LOCATIONS


1)  Don't be in such a hurry to drop anchor.  

2)  Research the charts and use your depth meter and GPS to find the reef or high spot you plan to dive.  You need to line up in front of the structure because fish of all types orient to bottom structure, current and the upwelling they create.  Your depth meter and/or GPS are great tools to use to find those spots.  The bottom structure gives the bait fish a place to hide from predators and more importantly it creates upwelling which brings the nutrients the bait fish need to eat.  Bottom structure can also give tired fish a place to rest out of the current but usually you will find the fish lurking in front of the structure and in front of the bait fish especially when they are looking for food.
3)  When approaching a target area, check the current carefully for direction and strength, remembering in some areas you can be in a current eddy which can deceive you.  Go up current to the front of the reef or kelp bed and check this area out as your probable prime spot.  Motor quietly and slowly and scan the area using your depth/fish finder and eyes overboard.  You should be seeing bait and if you are then the food chain i.e. the bigger fish will be close by.  Two of my favorite phrases are:

“Game fish don’t go far from the cafeteria.”  

“If the cafeteria is open the game fish are here.”

4)  Verify there is quality bait in the area.  For most game fish, flying fish are the best possible bait but rare in these waters.  Mackerel, sardines and anchovies are excellent bait too.  Blacksmith, grunion and top smelt are ok but not prime bait (except for halibut like grunion).  A mixture of all these baits in the same area is fairly common on “Hot Spots” and that is fantastic!

5)  Drive around the general area a bit metering the bottom.  Learn the depth of the area taking note of structure and kelp below the surface and especially where the drop offs are.  Game fish like to hang just off the drop-off areas and outside the bait.  Never put your anchor close to a drop-off because the anchor may slide off to deeper waters leaving your anchor hanging and then you’ll be chasing your boat.
6)  Have a person on the front of the boat looking for bait fish and even game fish.  This method is used effectively at the Channel Islands by divers coming out of Ventura and Santa Barbara but not used much by LA divers for unknown reasons.  LA divers seem to prefer the “sneak up and drop” approach.  Perhaps they dive like they drive and are in too much of a hurry.

7)  Make sure you are dropping the anchor outside the kelp and not where the kelp is pushed down from current and out of sight.  It is a lot easier and faster to pick up an anchor from the sand versus in the kelp & rocks.  If the current is strong you may want to drop anchor behind the kelp bed or reef and have your divers swim into the current and up to the planned dive spot.  It can be very difficult to swim against the current with a game fish in tow but easy to swim back to the boat down current.  The kelp bed will also reduce the strength of the current making it easier to pull the anchor and safer too.  Anchor lines break more often when they are under stress of strong current and swells.

8)  Look at the visibility carefully and then decide to drop the anchor.   Try and drop it as quietly as possible and slowly too so the chain isn’t balled up on the bottom and on top of the anchor.  If you drop it fast you increase the chance of the chain and anchor getting caught up in rocks or tying up with each other and then the anchor will not dig in and hold properly.  The anchor may end up sliding and you may come up from a dive seeing your boat on the rocks or drifting out to sea.

9)  Don't expect the fish to be where they were the last time you dove that location.  If the conditions, especially the current, have changed, it is likely the fish have moved to the new prime spot for that area.  The bait fish will tell you where the prime spot is.

10)  "After The Full Moon Funk", the worst part of the month for game fish is the week after the full moon cycle, starting about 3 days after the full moon and going for 7 – 10 days.  This is for two main reasons:

A)  We go from day and night feeding (enough light to feed 24/7) and therefore the fish are full and go out to rest for a few days.

B)  The full moon brings good currents which congregating bait fish and squid mating occurs in the full moon too.  The full moon and new moon cycles bring bait fish to the pinnacles, and major points on the islands and along the coast.  The bait fish come to these spots when there is current bringing them concentrations of nutrients in the up wellings at these spots.  When there is no current, the bait fish dissipate into the open waters looking for scattered food.  Current creates concentrated food sources for the bait fish and sets up the food chain where we’ll find the predators coming to the “Cafeteria”.
SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS FOR ANCHORING

1)  Be aware that currents can suddenly reverse, especially during tide change periods, so consult the tide chart before dropping the hook. This is especially true for islands and Santa Barbara Island can perhaps have the most dramatic changes of all in SoCal. 

2)  Remember in any questionable condition or when there is a good chance of a quick current change it is safer to have a skilled driver run a live boat.  Consider taking a fisherman along with you or alternate who dives and who drives.  Make sure everyone on the boat has the ability to run the boat just in case they have to come get you.
3)  If you get into an extremely strong swell anchoring situation place your largest buoy or multiple buoys 20 plus feet down the line from the boat.  Be sure to leave a lot of extra scope out too.  This will give the anchor line an angle at the buoy and that will make a nice shock absorber so the boat isn’t in a straight line to the pull hard on the anchor.  This is a much safer way to handle a storm swell and should help keep your anchor system from breaking when you can’t afford it.  This will also be a much smoother way to ride out the storm.

4)  If for any reason your anchor does break, mark the spot immediately.  I have been on two boats that lost their anchor.  Once I saved a trip by tossing my shaft and float line with a buoy overboard as soon as I heard the anchor broke off the chain.  We then had the spot marked and salvaged the anchor.   The second time I called to the skipper and told him to quickly mark the spot with his GPS.  He came back weeks later with a tank and salvaged his anchor.
5)  Frequently check the linkage in your chain, especially where the chain attaches to the anchor and where the chain attaches to the rope or boat.  

6)  PULLING THE ANCHOR:  

A)  Never let the boat owner pull the anchor.  Even being asked to pull the anchor brings shame to the crew.  

B)  You young bucks – go get your exercise.  Get up there first before the old fart that can hardly move and pull that anchor.  My brother made me say this ;-)

C)  Ask the boat driver to slowly motor in the direction of the anchor as you are pulling the anchor.  Use an arm signal to show the driver what direction to go.  Never let him over speed the pulling of the anchor.  It is a lot easier to pull the anchor straight up than to pull the boat forward with the current and wind fighting you.  This is a big back saver.

D)  If the anchor gets stuck in kelp or rocks try cinching the line off and letting the boat do the pulling by motoring towards the direction of the anchor.  Keep the line tight.  Try to head out to deeper water.  Or, dive down and loosen the anchor if it is shallow enough to reach it.  
Value of Stainless Steel (SST) chains, by Brad Bosenn:

I would like to add a footnote to your excellent article on anchoring. About 6 years ago, I purchased a SST anchor chain. I can't tell you what a difference that makes for someone like me. I was always very reluctant to put my old galvanized anchor chain near kelp because the galvanized chain literally grips kelp and causes a lot of damage. I spent more than a few difficult nights because I avoided anchoring near kelp. The SST anchor chain is slick against the kelp and does not grip it in any way--so now I can anchor in kelp and pull the anchor right up thru the kelp doing an absolute minimum of damage. 

I know this is debatable, but I literally watched the HUGE historical kelp forests (west side of SBI, Castle rock west of SCI, etc) disappear during the early 90's. It was the live fish trappers and to a lesser extent, the lobster fishermen who did the greatest damage. To this day, you will find that many dive and sport boats actually have a machete to cut the kelp off the anchor. That is an unsustainable practice.
Every chance I get, I recommend that people switch to a SST chain for the sake of the kelp.

SUMMARY:  Your chain should be at least as long as your boat and the scope you let out should be at least 1.5 times the depth.  I prefer 2 times the depth even when I know I have to pull the anchor up.  Add more scope as the current and wind increases.  Don’t anchor near a drop off area or you may find yourself swimming for a drifting boat and then running out of energy before you reach the boat and not having enough energy to get back to the shore. This is especially important to remember when diving on an island.  
REMEMBER:  Being lost at sea is not one of the “fun” ways to die.   
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