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 A
sea eagle overhead, diving terns, 
glassy clear water, cool clean air, 
a pod of dolphins, feeding pen-
guins, fat bellied seals lazing on 
the surface, schools of salmon, 
mackerel and baitfish—this is the 

Channel in autumn.
Anglers in southern Tasmania are 

blessed with a sensational coastline 
and hundreds of miles of protected 

waterways including the Derwent and 
Frederic Henry Bay to the east and 
the D’Entrecasteaux Channel down to 
the end of Bruny Island to the south, 
all within a short drive from Hobart. 

Of these waters the Channel, as we 
call it, with around 50 kilometres of 
protected water between Bruny and 
the Tasmanian mainland, is greatly 
underrated as a fly-fishery and offers 
a wealth of seasonal saltwater fish spe-
cies and a surprising variety of other 
spoils including squid and shellfish.

Of the many fish species found here 
the best to target on fly include tuna 
at the southern end, Atlantic salmon, 
barracouta, sea-run trout, Australian 
salmon, mullet, flathead, flounder, 
mackerel, bream and garfish.

Divers can access good numbers 
of scallops, sea urchins and abalone 
throughout the Channel. Crayfish are 
available in reasonable numbers in 
southern parts; however, care needs 

to be taken as there are size, seasonal 
and bag limit restrictions. Although 
locals take them for granted, other 
delicious shellfish available in abun-
dance all year are the native and 
Pacific oysters found on most rocky 
shores at low tide. When combined 
with a feed of mussels found in the 
same locations, most visitors think 
they are in heaven. 

AUTUMN HARVEST
With our trout-fishing season ending 
in April, autumn and early winter is 
the time we get to do most of our salt-
water fishing. Attractions during this 
period include fly fishing for various 
pelagic species which feed on baitfish 
schools that are present right up to 
the end of June.

A day’s fishing in autumn usu-
ally starts with a scallop dive, and 
I often recall a friend’s words from 
some other time: “You need to see a 

shrink for wanting to go diving in this 
weather.” 

With water temperatures of 10 
degrees or less I am sometimes in-
clined to agree, but with a full wet 
suit the dive will soon put that thought 
out of mind. At around 10 to 12 
metres we will find big scallops all 
over the sandy bottom. With flathead 
and skate scattering out of the way, 
it takes only a short time to fill a bag 
with these delicious shellfish, then it’s 
off to a nearby reef to collect a few 
abalone to ensure that, whatever we 
do for the rest of the day, we are go-
ing to have a great evening meal.

SEA-RUN TROUT
One of the main fly fishing attractions 
is the whitebait run in spring. This 
brings resident browns and sea-run 
trout in large numbers to feast on the 
schools of tiny fish as they move up 
the lower estuaries into rivers such 
as the Huon, Esperance, Lune and 
numerous creeks from Margate to 
Southport. This annual migration of 
baitfish is eagerly awaited each year 
and anglers can sight-fish to big trout 
crashing through showering whitebait 
from the lower estuaries right up into 
the rapids. The action generally starts 
in September and continues well into 
December. A good whitebait pattern 
fished slowly or static in the middle 
of the disturbed whitebait school 
will generally do the trick. (Refer to 
‘Taking the Bait’ in FL#17 for more 
information.)

CHANNEL BREAM
Spring is the best time to target bream 
on fly as they start moving freely into 
river systems and can be found feed-
ing throughout the estuaries and right 
up into the freshwater shallows. These 
fish are often very old, very wise and 
a real challenge to take on fly, but 
once you locate a school they can 
produce sensational fishing. 

In my opinion the rivers associated 
with the Channel offer some of the 
best bream fishing in the country. It 
is rarely possible to polaroid bream in 
these rivers due to the tannin colour 
of the water so the best sight fishing 
is during the whitebait run when cast-
ing to feeding disturbances produces a 
mix of bream and trout.

Favourite locations include sheltered 
channels of the Huon around Franklin, 
and the Esperance River and estuary 
at Dover. The oyster racks, sunken 
logs and oyster-covered reefs provide 
plenty of food and shelter for bream. 
Further south the Lune River at South-
port is a noted bream water.

Flies suitable for this shallow water 
ambush-style of bream fishing include 
unweighted BMS variations and some 
of the lighter ‘Fuzzle’ style shrimp 
patterns. 

ATLANTIC SALMON
Late autumn and early winter, with 
the trout season closed, is a great time 
to target Atlantic salmon—all escapees 
from the many local sea-pen farms. 
With specimens from 2 to 10 kg 

Bob McKinley harvests the D’Entrecasteaux 
Channel in southern Tasmania.

Local shellfish harvest.

Mullet respond well to a trail of berley.

Spring Action
This is the best time to target sea-
run and resident trout feeding on 
whitebait as they migrate up the 
major rivers. This is also the best 
time for bream on fly, as they start 
moving into the river systems. 
Atlantic salmon seem to prefer 
the colder months to run up the 
creeks and rivers so late winter 
to early spring is a perfect time 
to target this species. Schools of 
small mackerel, saltwater salmon 
and flathead will also be feeding 
in the estuaries providing an 
unpredictable catch-bag at times. 

Lazy Summer Days
During December good brown 
trout can still be found feeding 
on the last of the whitebait in 
the lower estuaries. During the 
warmer months flathead, wrasse, 
leatherjacket, cod, mackerel, mullet, 
morwong and trumpeter are all 
available in shallow bays and rocky 
shorelines around Bruny Island. Big 
barracouta also turn up at this time.

Autumn Frenzy Feeding
From March until June the weather 
moderates and we are often treated 
to sunny, calm clear days. Schools 
of pelagic fish seen frenzy-feeding 
on baitfish provide the ideal 
opportunity to cast a suitable small 
fly into the broken water. In recent 
years there have also been good 
tuna caught in the southern waters 
around the bottom end of Bruny. 
This is also the best time to fish 
for flounder, which can often be 
polaroided in shallow inlets and 
bays. Garfish seem to be easier to 
find in autumn with big schools in 
shallow protected bays and estuaries.

Winter Madness
With plunging water temperatures 
flathead and the pelagic species 
will have all but disappeared into 
deeper water but garfish are still 
available in selected spots and there 
seems to be a constant supply of 
good Atlantic salmon available 
in the estuaries, particularly 
the Huon and Esperance. 
As for July, it’s best spent at 
home tying flies or getting the 
gear ready for the new Tassie 
trout season which opens on 
the first weekend in August.
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available in one location or another 
for most of the colder months this is 
another species that is a real challenge 
on fly, especially when dolphins and 
seals come right into the reef edges 
and compete for every fish. The Huon 
estuary and the reefs and oyster racks 
around Dover are the best locations to 
find Atlantic salmon but from time to 
time they are available in all parts of 
the Channel. 

As these pellet-fed salmon are not 
tuned in to the local food chain you 
will find that they’ll take almost any 
visible wet fly, with a slim baitfish 
pattern working as well as anything. 
(Refer to ‘Southern Salmon’ in FL#13 
for more information.)

GARFISH & OTHERS
For those who like a feed of calamari, 
good numbers of squid can be found 
in most waters throughout the year, 
but it is in spring and early summer 
that big numbers are available and 
they will aggressively attack any fly 

or lure cast nearby. Big barracouta 
turn up in huge numbers to feed on 
arrow squid and calamari, particularly 
around Dennes Point on the north 
end of Bruny. With a 7 or 8-weight 
rod and any old fly on a wire trace 
you can have a ball with these fish 
but beware, they will often dive deep 
and bust lots of gear. Finding them 
can be as simple as seeing the surface 
action, but sometimes you just have to 
fish blind with a fast-sink line in likely 
locations and panic after they hit it.

Laying out a berley trail in shel-
tered, shallow weedy corners will soon 
attract a variety of fish such as mack-
erel, mullet and garfish. If you haven’t 

fished for gars with light fly gear you 
really should try it some time. These 
‘mini marlin’ sometimes tail-walk 
across the water when hooked and 
for small fish give a decent account of 
themselves, as well as being delicious 
to eat. When targeting garfish it isn’t 
unusual to catch mackerel and mullet 
in the same location, whereas schools 
of Australian salmon are more likely 
to be found in nearby waters frenzy-
feeding on baitfish.

The garfish fly presented here is a 
little beauty, and it also works well on 
other species in the berley trail. F L

Spoils from the Channel . . . continued

Rocky points are good places to ambush bream and Atlantic salmon.

HOOK: Short beetle hook, #12
BODY: Orange or red thread
TAIL: Short orange or red tag
WING: Pinch of white rabbit
HEAD: Yellow thread built up  
to form head
EYES: Optional black eyes

bob’s gar fly

Garfish offer great sport on light fly tackle.
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