
     

The 
Bluefin 
of 
Donegal 
Bay
The giants have returned 
to Ireland’s coasts.

With the peak summer season in September, 
captains experience good success rates that 
average about 1.5 big bluefins per trip. 



off the shores of mullaghmore on 
the northwest Irish coast, between the green 
hills of Benbulben and the cliffs of Slieve 
League, stretches Donegal Bay, whose blue-
green waters come alive in summer with 
giant bluefins strafing through schools of 
sprat, needle-eye and mackerel. Pursuing 
those behemoths under such hospitable cir-
cumstances—in sight of scenic hills and 
towns with restaurants and bars not far 
from the docks—feels like a rare privilege 
in sport, and it is, especially considering 
that only 10 years ago, Atlantic bluefin was 
scarce and its stocks considered in danger.

Most of Donegal Bay’s bluef ins are 
of the eastern stock, spawned in the 
Mediterranean. They mix with western 
Atlantic bluefin across the North Atlantic. 
Both stocks use the Gulf Stream as a guide 
in their migrations. On its eastward tra-
jectory across the North Atlantic, the Gulf 
Stream breaks into a branch current called 
the North Atlantic Drift, which flows with 
bluefin and warm waters to the west of 
Ireland and Donegal Bay. Add it to the short 
list of the world’s big bluefin destinations.

Last September, I fished Donegal Bay for 
bluefin for three days with Capt. Declan 
Kilgannon and mate Matt McKeown on 
Kiwi Girl out of Mullaghmore. September 
is the peak of the summer season, though 
the bluefins show in July and stay through 
December. 

in the blue-green of donegal bay
Capt. Declan Kilgannon grew up in nearby 
Sligo, visible just over the hills from Donegal 
Bay. He started as a diver and knows the 
bay’s patterns over the days, the seasons 
and the years.

“Usually, we’ l l f ind the bluef in out 
here from the 50-meter contour deeper,” 
Kilgannon said aboard Kiwi Girl on our 
second day out. It’s a 30-minute ride from 
the dock in Mullaghmore to the 50-meter 
contour, and it’s only 18 miles farther to the 
mouth of the bay.  

Donegal Bay has depths of 300 feet and 
stretches about 25 miles across. Along with 
bluefin, it holds a rich fishery for table fish, 

including mackerel, pollack, ling, coal-
fish and some cod. The bay is a nursery for 
sprat (a small member of the herring fami-
ly), mackerel, herring, and other forage fish. 
It is also feeding ground for many fish and 
mammals. Its late-summer water tempera-
tures are about 15 degrees C (low 50s F, but 
not quite warm enough for yellowfin).

“We have a number of f ish in the 
200-pound range,” Declan says, “but also 
many fish up to 600 pounds and more, and 
we have no way of targeting which size we’ll 
catch, so we tend to start out the day with 
the bigger gear, the 130s, but we have the 

Catch Stats From 
Ireland’s CHART 

Program
Ireland’s Tuna CHART (Catch and 
Release Tagging) program studies 
the increasing numbers of bluefin 

in Irish waters and the fishery’s 
productivity. The program is jointly 
managed by the Irish government’s 

Inland Fisheries Ireland, Marine 
Institute, Sea Fisheries Protection 

Authority and other agencies. ¶ Two 
hundred and ninety Atlantic bluefins 

were caught, tagged and released 
in Irish inshore waters last year 

as part of the program, Dr. William 
Roche, senior research officer at 
Inland Fisheries Ireland, told me 
via email recently. “Twenty-two 

authorized charter angling skippers 
were permitted to tag and release this 

species,” he said. “Atlantic bluefin 
tuna were caught in Donegal Bay, and 

off the southwest and south Irish 
coasts. ¶ “In August 2024,” Roche 
said, “Ireland experienced several 

weeks of stormy, windy weather that 
made it too dangerous to launch 

angling vessels. However, whenever 
authorized vessels went out to catch 
bluefin, they had good success rates 

for catching at least one of these 
gigantic fish,” he said. “Bluefin 

typically caught along the Irish coast 
average 2 meters (6.6 feet) in length. 
In 2024, bluefin up to 2.7 meters (8.7 
feet) long were measured by trained, 

authorized skippers,” he told me. “The 
number of bluefin tagged per boat 

day in 2024 was relatively consistent 
with the 2022 and 2023 figures.” ¶ 

According to Roche and the Inland 
Fisheries website (inlandfisheries​.ie), 
in the last three years skippers have 
caught and tagged an average of 1.47 
bluefins per trip—excellent odds for 
big fish. A highly successful week 

in 2023 saw 4.5 bluefins caught and 
tagged per trip. ¶ Despite the good 

numbers of bluefin off the country’s 
southern, western and northern 

coasts, Ireland has no commercial 
quota for bluefin tuna under ICCAT 
rules. Other European nations like 

France, Spain and Italy hold quotas 
to target and land bluefin, even from 
Irish waters. Under previous ICCAT 
rules, even recreational targeting of 
bluefin on a catch-and-release basis 

was not allowed in Ireland until 
2019, when recreational catch and 
release for bluefin was sanctioned. 

¶ Prior to the Tuna CHART program, 
the Marine Institute had for years 
been authorized to tag and release 
bluefin with established captains 
like Kilgannon and Adrian Molloy, 

also in Donegal Bay. From that data, 
Inland Fisheries Ireland and other 
agencies knew that a recreational 

charter fishery would be productive 
and worth protecting, especially in 

coordination with their ongoing study 
of bluefin in Irish waters.

Ireland’s recreational catch-and-release season 
was sanctioned in 2019. Last year, 22 captains 
were authorized to tag and release bluefins.



           

The dolphins investigate the lures, 
and the bluefins follow their lead. 
Strikes explode like detonations.

In a purely release fishery, techniques for 
leadering, measuring, tagging and reviving 
bluefin tuna are complicated.






