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ReleaseRig
update

jens concludes his two-part series on the 
benefits of smaller hooks when predator fishing

Left: Traditionally mounted lures 
such as this Real Eel result in a 
much longer unhooking time, 
especially on deeply hooked fish 
where the lure can obstruct free 
access to the hooks – when fishing 
the same lure on a release rig with 
much smaller hooks the average 
unhooking time is a third

Jens with a fine fish 
caught trolling a 
Westin Monsterteez 
ready rigged with 
size 2/0 hooks – the 
same lure fished on a 
release rig would 
have involved size 4-2 
hooks, resulting in 
hook wounds only 
half the size
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Paradigm shift 
Designing methods to be more 
fish-friendly from the start gives 
you some completely new 
possibilities where issues such as 
smaller hook wounds, less 
bleeding, shorter handling time 
and better possibilities for 
unhooking underwater can be 
addressed. These have been my 
focal points when developing the 
release rigs:
1. Scaling down on the hook size 
means smaller barbs, smaller and 
less deep hook wounds, plus a 
reduced risk of bleeding and 
subsequent potential infections. A 
100% leverage-free hook mount 
eliminates the risk of multiplied 
pressure on the hooks that could 
potentially enlarge the hook 
wound. 
2. Smaller barbs help reducing 
handling and unhooking time.
3. The combination of smaller 
hooks and the construction of the 
rig makes it much easier to safely 
unhook even deeply-hooked fish. 
4. When using just one small 
treble hook on the release rig it’s 
very easy to unhook even deeply 
hooked fish 100% underwater, 
which is simply not possible with 
the traditional methods.
 With respect to pike, No. 1 is 
mostly a question of ethics and 
animal welfare, while Nos. 2-4 are 
reducing the negative effect of 
factors scientifically known to give 
a higher mortality rate when 
releasing a fish.
 Also, it’s our experience from 

Methods such as the 
release rig which 
enable you to use 
much smaller hooks 

not only give a significantly 
higher landing rate, as 
documented in last issue, but 
are also much better for the fish 
if it’s going to be released with 
a minimum of damage and a 
maximum chance of survival.

 Hook size is normally 
proportional to bait/lure size for 
almost all traditional predator 
methods. The bigger the bait the 
bigger the hooks need to be in 
order to give a good hook 
exposure and cope with pressure 
on the hooks if leverage arises 
during the fight.
 Everybody is talking about 
ethics and doing less damage to 
the fish, but very little of 

significance has happened for a 
very, very long time. Most 
development in fish-friendly gear, 
equipment and methods, has in 
my opinion been too focused on 
doing it as well as possible after 
the damage is done, instead of 
rethinking the very basic 
fundamentals of hooks and 
hook mounting in the first 
place in order to prevent 
damage before it’s done. 

Right: This one was 
caught on a 30cm 

Line-thru with size 5/0 
trebles – despite the 

inline construction of 
the lure hooks of this 
size give some really 

bad hook wounds
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thousands of fish caught on 
release rigs that if you choose the 
right hooks, equipment and 
fighting techniques, dropping four 
or five hook sizes on the lure or fly 
does not give an increased fight 
time, as the hooks still have plenty 
of surplus strength to keep the 
hook hold under a normal 
pressure or, if necessary, even 
extremely high pressure. When 
choosing normal equipment, the 
collapse point of the hooks when 
dropping four or five hook sizes 
on a leverage-free rig is still much 
higher than the amount of 
pressure you can ever put on the 
hook via your rod – even if you 
lock the brake and lean heavily 
into the fish. So longer fight times 
is not an issue with smaller hooks 
if they are fished on leverage-free 
release rigs.

Smaller hook 
woundS
It’s logical that smaller hooks with 
smaller barbs create smaller hook 
wounds. It’s also easy to 
document theoretically from 
geometrical calculations. I have 
done this and these calculations 
show that dropping four to six 
hook sizes usually will give a 
factor 3-6 smaller hook wounds. 
All this is documented in detail at 
www.bursell.dk/articles/fishing/
freshwater/salmonids/show/201 
and www.bursell.dk/articles/

fishing/freshwater/salmonids/
show/200.
 Over the last couple of years I 
have also gathered empirical data 
on the size of hook wounds, 
degree of bleeding, and 
unhooking time measured in 
seconds from gill grip to release of 
the fish. Size of hook wounds was 
estimated with an index value of 
1-3 where 1 = no ‘visible’ wound, 
2 = visible and medium sized 
wound up to approximately 3mm 
in diameter, and 3 = clearly visible 
and large hook wound over 3mm. 
If more than one branch/hook has 
penetrated, the hook with the 
biggest wound dictated the noted 
index value. These values were 
estimated on 245 pike with 
traditional techniques and 265 
pike caught on release rigs, and 
the average index values for size 
of hook wounds with traditional 
methods versus release rigs were 
2.0 compared to 1.13 – a strongly 
significant difference (T-test, one 
tailed, p << 0.001). So there is no 
doubt that smaller hooks on 
release rigs mean smaller hook 
wounds.
 Average index values for 
degree of bleeding was 1.37 
compared to 1.04, also a strongly 
significant difference (T-test, one 
tailed, p << 0.001). In other words, 
the traditional techniques with 
bigger hooks cause significantly 
more bleeding.

 Longer unhooking times 
normally lead to longer air 
exposure, potentially leading to a 
higher mortality. If you want to 
reduce mortality, or fish more 
efficiently when the fish are there, 
minimising the average unhooking 
time will serve many good 
purposes.
 In order to test my hypothesis 
that smaller barbs help reducing 
handling and unhooking time, I 
also measured exact unhooking 
time for each pike I caught during 
the above-mentioned study. I 
found that the average unhooking 
time was 12.82 seconds on 
traditional methods with two 
trebles as against 3.34 seconds 
with release rigs and two trebles. 
Or in other words it takes on 
average around three times 
longer to unhook a pike caught 
with the traditional methods. This 
difference is strongly significant 
(T-test, one tailed, p << 0.001). 
Minimizing air exposure is 
important if you want to increase 
survival when releasing fish, so 
this is an important argument for 
using a release rig. Also shorter 
handling time reduces the risk of 
secondary damage such as 
dropping the fish or secondary 
hook-ups in itself, the net, the 
angler, etc. leading to even longer 
air exposure.
 Some of the latest scientific 
research on Atlantic salmon 

This fantastic 
looking fish from 

Rügen took a Real 
Eel fished with a 

screw weight and 
traditional stingers

Jens with a superb 
brackish water fish 
that took a 19cm 
Westin Platypus
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second thoughts concerning the 
importance of reducing air 
exposure in connection with 
unhooking and handling. Even 
though the fish looks okay when it 
swims away, a prolonged 
unhooking session might have 
caused physical stress to the fish, 
leading to lower reproductive 
success – and that is bad news 
for your future fishing.
 Another reason why it’s much 
quicker to unhook a fish on the 
release rig is that the bait/lure will 
never be in the way, obstructing 
the physical access of the 
unhooking tool. It’s very common 
on big lures where the hooks are 
mounted on split rings that the 
lure body is between the angler 
and the hook, especially on 
deeply hooked fish. The result is 
that the angler often cannot see 
the hook well and perhaps he 
can’t get to it either, because the 
lure is physically in the way. It’s 
logical that this will increase 
unhooking time and air exposure. 
If the fish is hooked in exactly the 
same depth and position with the 

release rig the lure will slide up the 
trace, leaving 100% full view and 
access to the hooks, so it’s much 
easier and quicker to take them 
out.
 So in other words, a shorter 
unhooking time is facilitated by the 
general construction of the rig. 
Another important point derived 
from this is that on normal hard 
lure pulling or pushing one hook 
out will create a movement of the 
entire lure transmitting to the 
second hook. This might cause a 
second free hook not already 
sitting in the fish to get a hold a 
new place in the mouth, or a 
second hook sitting shallow in the 
tissue somewhere to penetrate 
even deeper, or get a grip with 
even more branches making it 
more difficult to get out. 
 On the release rig this 
unwanted scenario is much easier 
to avoid. If you always free the 
front hook first, when hooked on 
two hooks, there is no transmission 
of power between the hooks during 
the first unhooking, reducing the 
risk of secondary hook-ups. 

Even though inline 
constructions like 

this 30cm Line-Thru 
don’t give any 

higher landing rates 
and produce some 

nasty hook wounds, 
they have one thing 
in common with the 

release rigs: there 
is free access to the 

hooks, which is a 
great advantage if 

you want to reduce 
unhooking time

suggests that longer air exposure 
during unhooking and handling 
can have a negative influence on 
the breeding success. If this is 
also the case for our freshwater 
predators, it must give rise to 

“... it’s evident and easy to document that the 
release rigs perform significantly better than the 
traditional techniques for artificial lures in terms 

of practical functionality, leading to better fish 
welfare and higher survival rates”
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Unhooking 
Underwater
Using much smaller hooks 
mounted on release rigs opens up 
some very fish-friendly unhooking 
methods that are simply not 
possible with the traditional 
methods: With just one small 
treble on the release rig it’s 
possible to unhook even deeply 
hooked fish 100% underwater. 
This is of course a major leap 
forward if you want to reduce 
potential damage from handling 
and air exposure.
 The effectiveness of release 
rigs is so high that you can use 
one hook and still have a method 
giving a higher landing and catch 
rate compared to the traditional 
methods. I have not tested the 
landing rate on release rigs with 
one compared to two hooks on 
pike rigs with identical baits, but I 
have done this on my release rigs 
for sea trout. Normally the best 
landing rate you can obtain on 
inline lures in the 20-30g class is 
43%, but when fishing exactly the 
same lure on a release rig with 
two size 12 treble hooks it’s 
possible to double the landing rate 
to 86%. When using just one size 
12 treble hook at the end of the 
release rig the landing rate is 
reduced to 64%. This is of course 
less than the landing rate with two 
hooks, but it is still an almost 50% 

increase in landing rate of the 
best of the normal methods: 
 As the patterns of landing 
rates and ways of solving them 
seem to be more or less the same 
for sea trout and pike I’m quite 
convinced that you would see the 
same sort of pattern if you 
collected data on release rigs with 
one or two hooks on pike lures. 
So, you can choose a superior 
method in a catch-and-release 
context compared to the 
traditional techniques and still be 
catching more fish than before.
 Two hooks do not double the 
potential damage to the fish, 
because most often the fish will 
only be attached to one of the 
hooks. The main point in just 
using one hook on the release rig 
is that it will make it possible to 
use a ‘push back’ disgorger, 
whereby you don’t need to see 
the hook at all in order to remove 
it. This functionality is of course 
interesting, because it makes it 
possible to unhook even very 
deeply hooked fish 100% 
underwater with an absolute 
minimum of damage. With the fish 
submerged, the disgorger is 
placed on the trace and pushed 
backwards until it hits the hook, 
which is released by a last push 
backwards. 
 Most predatory anglers use 
pliers for removal of the hooks, 

the right tool?
Our experience from eight years 
with release rigs is that the 
frequency of hook sets in the 
outer parts of the lips/jaws where 
they are easily taken out with 
pliers is much higher with release 
rigs. In the majority of situations it 
is not necessary to use a 
disgorger. 
 My favourite method of 
unhooking pike is to use the 
Stonfo ‘pull out’ disgorger when 
just one hook sits in the outer lip 
of the fish. All you need to do is 
the put the disgorger’s hook on 
the line, slid it down the trace until 
the disgorger hook gets a grip on 
the hook bend. Hold the trace as 
horizontal as possible in the 
opposite direction of the disgorger 
and make a fast, firm pull with the 
Stonfo that frees the hook. When 
doing this the fish stays in the 

but the effective use of pliers 
demands that you need a good 
view and unobstructed access to 
the hook. As already outlined this 
is very often not the case with the 
traditional methods, especially if 
the predator is deeply hooked. 
This is why deep hookings with 
traditional methods can be fatal 
for the fish. With one little treble 
hook on a release rig it would be 
very easy to unhook a deeply 
hooked fish underwater, because 
you don’t even need to see the 
hook when using a disgorger this 
way.
 On this video (www.vimeo.
com/165110048) you can see how 
easy it is to unhook underwater a 
fish caught on a release rig. In the 
example you see a rainbow trout, 
but the principle for pike is the 
same, just with a bigger disgorger 
to fit the bigger hooks.

When the fish is hooked like this, scientific studies 
show that you obtain a higher survival rate by just 
cutting the hook, and this is often much easier done on 
a release rig because the hook is much smaller and 
mounted on a wire, giving free access to the hook
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Jens with a fine 
fish that took a 
brown Real Eel

Søren Beck releasing a beautiful fish caught on 
a kilo-plus livebait fished with size 8 hooks on a 
release-rig – with traditional rigging most people 
would have been using much larger hooks, doing 
significantly more damage to the fish

Right: 
When 

fishing a 
release rig 

with just 
one treble, 

it’s possible 
to unhook 

underwater 
even deeply 
hooked fish

“The effectiveness of release 
rigs is so high that you can 
use one hook and still have a 
method giving a higher landing 
and catch rate compared to the 
traditional methods”
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water and you don’t even need to 
touch it. When the fish is hooked 
like this, it’s often much quicker to 
use a Stonfo than trying to get 
pliers on the fish. 
 Surveys of mortality on 
released fish show that a lower 
mortality is obtained on deep 
hookings if the hook(s) is cut off 
instead of trying a difficult 
operation that will give a too long 
air exposure and a high risk of 
fatal bleeding. The fact that the 
lure is not obstructing the view or 
access to the hooks when fishing 

and thinner means that it’s both 
much easier to cut the hook itself 
or if this is not possible to cut the 
wire above it.
 What is best for the Danish 
fish is of course also just as good 
for any other fish. See the 
complete recommendations at 
www.fiskepleje.dk/vandloeb/
fiskeriregulering/genudsaette_fisk.

Summing up
Seen with my eyes it’s evident 
and easy to document that the 
release rigs perform significantly 
better than the traditional 

techniques for artificial lures in 
terms of practical functionality, 
leading to better fish welfare and 
higher survival rates if the fish are 
to be released, smaller hook 
wounds, less bleeding, shorter 
unhooking/handling times, plus 
the possibility for unhooking 100% 
underwater on deeply hooked 
fish. Especially on deeply hooked 
fish where the mortality is known 
to be higher, the release rig has a 
lot of advantages compared to the 
most commonly used methods. 
This, combined with the fact that 
these new methods also gives a 
higher landing and catch rate, 
might motivate you to step into a 
new world of rigging systems that 
will change your fishing in a big 
way.
 In the next issues I will focus 
on the practical aspects on how to 
make the rigs and how to fish with 
them. 

Editor’S footnotE
I think that if the tackle 
manufacturers get hold of Jens’ 
ideas we could see significantly 
less damage to pike. Some really 
large hooks on big lures can lead 
to some pretty grisly results! I’m 
not totally convinced that leaving 
any treble in a pike is a solution, 
however. Semi-barbed trebles can 
always be removed as long as 
you know what you are doing.

with release rigs makes it much 
easier to cut off the hook if 
needed, which could give lower 
mortality in very difficult hooking 
scenarios. Additionally the fact 
that the hooks are much smaller 

Stonfo 
‘pull out’ 
disgorger (a), 
traditional
pliers (b), and 
home-made ‘push 
back’ disgorger (c)

Left: On the ‘push back’ 
disgorger the hook points 
lying in the grooves will 
be 100% sheltered from 
getting a second hook 
grip on the way out

Left: Jens’ findings are 
the result of observations 
made over hundreds of 
hours of fishing
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