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Fly-Fishing 

1 
I l l u s t r a t i o n A l H a s s a l l 

I N T H E s p r i n g o f th i s year, a conserva t i on of f icer saw 
t w o anglers Euro n y m p h i n g i n a f l y - f i sh ing-on ly s t re tch o f 
r i ve r i n Connec t i cu t a n d asked t h e m t o leave. Euro n y m ­
p h i n g is a p o p u l a r m e t h o d u s i n g a ve ry l ong , t h i n leader 
at shor t d istance to present subsurface f l ies. Because the 
goa l o f Euro n y m p h i n g is t o e l im ina t e the d r ag caused b y 
a t h i c k f ly l i n e . Euro n y m p h e r s o f t en have th e i r ent i re f ly 
l i n e w o u n d o n th e i r f ly ree l w h i l e fishing, a n d some devo­
tees don ' t b o the r p u t t i n g a f ly l i n e o n the ree l at a l l . 

B i l l Hyat t , ch i e f o f the Connec t i cu t B u r e a u o f Na tu ra l 
Resources, t o l d me that these anglers e i ther h a d n o f l y 
l ines o n the i r reels, o r h a d n o f ly l ines v is ib le . As a resul t , 
the of f icer wasn ' t c e r t a in t h e i r tack le c o n f o r m e d t o the 
state d e f i n i t i o n o f f ly fishing w h i c h is: "Angling with the 

use of a fly reel, fly rod, fly line, and a fly or flies. Extra 

weight may be built into the fly in its construction, as in a 

weighted nymph, and additional weight may be added to 

the leader or line." 

Given tha t t enka ra anglers l a cked a f l y ree l a l together, 
I asked h i m i f tha t m i g h t be a conce rn as w e l l . He sa id 
the d epa r tmen t was i n the process o f r e w r i t i n g the r egu­
la t ions i n 2018 t o accommodate t enkara , a n d added tha t 
they may also have to cons ider n e w language t o a l l o w 
Euro n y m p h i n g as w e l l . 

Across the count ry , state fish a n d game depar tmen ts 
have h i s t o r i ca l l y r egu la t ed f l y - f i sh ing -on ly waters u s i n g 
a t r a d i t i o n a l d e f i n i t i o n o f f l y - f i sh ing tack le that inc ludes 
a f l y r o d , f l y reel , f l y l ine , a n d a fly. T h e recent inc iden t 
i n Connec t i cut , however , shows that the g r o w t h o f Euro 
n y m p h i n g a n d t e n k a r a — a n d poss ib ly o the r t e c h n i q u e s — 
has t h r o w n those regu la t ions i n t o ques t i on . A r e these 
fishing styles legal i n o the r jur isd ic t ions? W i t h tha t ques­
t i o n i n m i n d , I began t o invest igate f l y - f i sh ing -on ly r e gu ­
la t ions across the l and . I t p r o v e d to be a can o f w o r m s . 

T i m e a n d space constra ints d i d n o t p e r m i t me to re­
search a l l fifty states, b u t I l ea rned e n o u g h to shed l i gh t 
o n the po t en t i a l p i t fa l l s . 

Yellowstone National Park 
Ye l lowstone Na t i ona l Park has some o f the mos t fa­

m o u s f l y - f i sh ing-on ly waters i n the count ry , i n c l u d i n g the 
F irehole a n d the Mad i son . Its f l y - f i sh ing r egu la t i ons are 
the s implest I 've come across: "Only artificial flies may be 

used to attract and catch fish, regardless of the type of rod 

or line. Each fly may have only one hook. Up to two flies 

may be used on a single leader." 

Frank ly , the openness o f the regu la t ions caught me 
o f f g u a r d . So t o be sure, I spoke w i t h Jona than Sha-
fer i n the park ' s pu b l i c affairs off ice. He c o n f i r m e d tha t 
i n these special waters , anglers do no t ne ed t o use a 
f ly r o d , f ly reel , o r even a f ly l ine . As l o n g as y o u are 
fishing w i t h a fly, any t y p e o f r o d a n d ree l is p e rm i s ­
sible. W i t h o u t ques t i on , b o t h t enkara a n d Euro n y m p h ­
i n g are legal i n Yel lowstone 's f l y - f i sh ing -on ly waters . 

Maine 
M a i n e has h a d a l o n g love af fair w i t h fly-fishing, one 

r i c h l y soaked i n t r a d i t i o n . As a result , the state has more 
fly-fishing-only wa te r t h a n perhaps any o the r state. A n d 
l i k e Ye l l owstone Na t i ona l Park, some are fab led wa ­
ters l i k e G r a n d Lake Stream, the Kennebago , the Rapid. 
River, a n d the Maga l loway . B u t Maine 's fly-fishing-only 
regu la t i ons seem str icter : "Casting upon the water and 

retrieving in a manner in which the weight of the fly line 

propels the fly. No more than three unbaited artificial 

flies individually attached to a line may be used." 

T h i s r e gu l a t i on is u n l i k e any o the r I f o u n d i n the 
country . Its ent i re focus rests o n e m p l o y i n g a fly l ine 
t o b o t h cast a n d retr ieve the fly. W h i l e the i n t en t o f t h i s 
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l anguage may b e t o prec lude t r o l l i n g i n fly-only water, i t 
also appears t o prec lude Euro n y m p h i n g . Typ i ca l l y Eu r o 
n y m p h e r s cast a l o n g m o n o f i l a m e n t leader, no t a fly l ine . 
I n the Aug.-Sep. 2017 issue o f F L Y FISHERMAN , au tho r Lance 
Egan suggests Euro leaders o f 18 t o 22 feet i n h i s ar t ic le 
" L o w & Slow." Us ing t h i s leader l e n g t h w i t h w e i g h t e d flies, 
it 's easy t o see the flies are no t " p r o p e l l e d " b y the fly l i n e 
( w h i c h is m o s t l y inconsequent ia l ) . It 's the w e i g h t o f the 
flies themselves a n d added w e i g h t tha t carr ies the flies. 

For c l a r i f i c a t i o n , I c a l l e d M a r k L a t t i , o u t r e a c h coor ­
d i n a t o r f o r t h e M a i n e I n l a n d F isher ies a n d W i l d l i f e . H e 
w as s u r p r i s e d b y m y i n q u i r y . To h i s k n o w l e d g e , t h e 
q u e s t i o n o f E u r o n y m p h i n g h a d neve r be f o r e c ome u p . 
S t i l l he was eager t o l o o k i n t o t h e mat t e r . A f t e r a f e w 
m o r e conve rsa t i ons , M a r k fe l t t h a t t e n k a r a w as n o t a n 
issue i n Ma ine ' s fly-only wa t e r s s ince the r e is a s h o r t 
s e c t i on o f l e ve l fly l i n e . He d e s c r i b e d E u r o n y m p h i n g as 
a " g ray area" a n d c a u t i o n e d t h a t s h o u l d E u r o n y m p h i n g 
b e c o m e m o r e p o p u l a r , t h e state m i g h t have t o ad jus t i ts 
r e g u l a t i o n s a cco rd ing l y . 

Pennsylvania 
Pennsylvania 's fly-fishing-only r egu la t i ons pro tec t ha l ­

l o w e d waters l i k e Letor t Spr ing Run , a n d Fa l l ing Sp r ing 
B ranch : "Fishing must be done with tackle limited to fly 

rods, fly reels, and fly line with a maximum of 18 feet in 

leader material of monofilament line attached. Anything 

other than these items is prohibited." 

Given the m e n t i o n o f a fly ree l , I w o n d e r e d i f t enka ra 
was legal i n Pennsylvania 's fly-only areas? A n d w h y d i d 
they have a n 18-foot m a x i m u m leader? Was th i s a n a t t empt 
t o restr ic t Euro nymph ing? 

I reached ou t t o Eric Levis, c o m m u n i c a t i o n s d i r ec to r o f 
the Pennsy lvan ia Fish & Boat Commiss i on . He was con f i ­
den t tha t conserva t i on off icers w o u l d be flexible w i t h t h e i r 
i n t e rp r e t a t i on o f the law, a n d w o u l d n o t v i e w t enka ra as a 
v i o l a t i on . T h e 18-foot leader r es t r i c t i on , o n the o the r h a n d , 
was a mys te ry t o h i m , a n d he said he w o u l d l o o k i n t o i t . 
M o r e o n that later. 

Washington State 
W a s h i n g t o n has some p o p u l a r fly-fishing-only waters 

o n the H o k o , N o r t h S t i l l aguamish , W h i t e (Stuck), Sou th 
Fo rk Nooksack , a n d the N o r t h U m p q u a r ivers . For these 
waters : "An angler may use only the following tackle: up 

to two flies, each with a barbless single-point hook, not to 

exceed VJ'from point to shank, and a conventional fly line 

or conventional 'tenkara'fly line. Other line may be used 

for backing or leader if attached to conventional 'tenkara' 

fly line or at least 25 feet of conventional fly line. Anglers 

may not use fixed spool reels, bait, or weight attached to the 

leader or line. Only knotless nets may be used to landfish." 

It 's obv i ous tha t W a s h i n g t o n recognizes t enkara , b u t i f 
y o u have a ree l , y o u mus t have 25 feet o f conven t i ona l fly 
l ine . As I m e n t i o n e d earl ier, the E u ro t e chn ique o f t en e l i m ­
inates fly l ines ent i re ly . B u t the lack o f a fly l i n e makes i t 
harde r for the state t o separate fly fishing f r o m s p i n fish­
ing . M i k e Gauv in , p r o g r a m manager for W a s h i n g t o n De ­
p a r t m e n t o f F ish & W i l d l i f e , c o n f i r m e d tha t y o u mus t use 
at least 25 feet o f fly l i n e i n the state's fly-fishing-only w a ­
ters, o th e rw i s e y o u are essent ia l ly u s i n g the same we i gh t ­
ed lures a n d n y l o n m o n o f i l a m e n t l i n e as a s p i n fisherman. 

Idaho & New Hampshire 
I n m y j ourney , I d i s cove red tha t even w h e n t w o states 

de f ine t h e i r fly-fishing-only wate rs i n s i m i l a r ways , the 

ac tua l o u t c o m e can s t i l l v a r y w id e l y . I d a h o def ines fly 
fishing as "Fishing with a fly rod, fly reel, fly line and ar­

tificial flies," w h i l e N e w H a m p s h i r e r egu la t i ons say it 's 
"Fishing by trolling or casting with only fly rod, fly reel, 

and fly line combination with an artificial fly or cast of 

artificial flies attached, and does not include the use of 

spinning, spincast, and casting rods and reels and lead 

core lines." 

I n I d a h o these r e gu l a t i ons cover B i l l i n g s l e y Creek, L i t ­
t l e W o o d River, Si lver Creek, a n d t h e l e gendary H a r r i -
m a n State Park. I asked I d a h o c onse r va t i on of f icer M a t t 
O ' C o n n e l l w h e t h e r t e n k a r a o r Eur o n y m p h i n g w o u l d 
pose a p r o b l e m i n these places. He sa id no , of f icers 
w o u l d a lways e r r o n the side o f c o m m o n sense. I f fly fish­
ers appear t o b e fly fishing, they ' r e w i t h i n the s p i r i t o f 
t h e r egu la t i ons . 

I n N e w H a m p s h i r e , Scott Decker , supe r v i so r o f fish­
eries, says h i s state l o o k e d i n t o t e n k a r a , b u t there was 
o p p o s i t i o n , a n d as a resu l t , t e n k a r a i sn ' t l ega l i n N e w 
H a m p s h i r e fly-fishing-only areas. W h e n asked abou t 
Eu r o n y m p h i n g , he suggested 1 speak w i t h Lt . H e i d i M u r ­
p h y i h t h e N e w H a m p s h i r e F ish & Game L a w Enforce­
m e n t D i v i s i o n . She c o n f i r m e d tha t t e n k a r a i sn ' t a l l o w e d 
i n N e w H a m p s h i r e ' s fly-fishing-only areas, b u t h o p e d tha t 
c onse r va t i on of f icers w o u l d n o t see Eur o n y m p h i n g as 
a n issue. 

I n every state, i t 's clear tha t wheneve r y o u fish i n a fly­
fishing-only area, it 's y o u r r e spons ib i l i t y t o read, under ­
s tand, a n d c o m p l y w i t h the regu la t ions . It 's poss ib le tha t i f 
you ' re p u s h i n g the l i m i t s o f fly fishing, y o u r tack le m i g h t 
no t c o n f o r m to regu la t i ons that were w r i t t e n decades ago. 

We s h o u l d also rea l i ze t ha t there w o n ' t l i k e l y be any 
m o r e fly-fishing-only wate rs c rea ted b y o u r state agen­
cies. Consequent ly , i f w e w a n t t o p ro t e c t t h e fly-fishing-
o n l y areas w e have, w e m u s t u n d e r s t a n d tha t fisheries 
d e p a r t m e n t s n e e d t o s o m e h o w de f ine fly fishing i n a w a y 
tha t makes o u r spo r t d i s t i n c t . That ' s n o easy task . 

I f y o u feel the r egu la t i ons i n y o u r state n e e d u p d a t i n g , 
contac t t h e fisheries d i v i s i o n a n d m a k e a request . W i l d l i f e 
o f f ic ia ls are r eady t o l i s t en . For ins tance , several we eks 
a f ter m y i n i t i a l c a l l t o Er ic Lev is at PF&BC, he go t back 
t o m e abou t h i s state's 18- foot m a x i m u m leader l i m i t . He 
b r o u g h t t h e r e g u l a t i o n f o r w a r d f o r d i s cuss i on at a recent 
PF&BC b o a r d me e t i n g , a n d Pennsy l van ia w i l l r emove the 
l eader r e s t r i c t i o n n e x t year. — 

".d Mitchell is the author of the self-published book Along the 
Vater's Edge, available at edmitchelloutdoors.com. 
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