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Dr stuart MclanagHan Has starteD a one 
Man caMpaign to Do away witH treble Hooks,
so neVille fickling tHougHt He’D ask wHy

anglerprofile
Name: Neville 
Fickling.
Born: 1953 
Home town: Stow 
Bardolph, Norfolk.

Runs: Lucebaits deadbait 
business and is editor of Pike & 
Predators magazine.
Favourite Species: Pike. 
Most Memorable Catch: 38½lb 
Pike from Lough Mask.
Other interests: Politics, 
Aviation, Railways (actual and 
modelling) and World War 2 
history.

Neville Fickling: Every reader of 
this magazine, be they pike, 
perch, zander or eel anglers, will 
practise catch and release. Many 
readers will have caught the 
same fish several times over a 
period of time, and 99% of bait 
and lure anglers use treble 
hooks. I can cite many examples 
of treble hook-caught pike which 
were caught many times before 
presumably old age eventually 
saw that particular fish disappear. 
My biggest pike at 41lb 6oz from 
the River Thurne was caught at 
least nine times over a period of 
four years, each time using treble 
hooks. Do you really think that 
single hooks can in any way 
improve this level of survival?
Stuart McLanaghan: As a (then) 
PAC member during its earliest 
days, attendance at a West Stow 
(Suffolk) teach-in session by the 
late Professor Barrie Rickards 
clearly demonstrated the 
importance of careful fish 
handling. Incidentally, that day in 
true style, he also broke the 

(then) lake pike record. 
 Bury Hill Fisheries’ single 
hook policy decision was taken to 
protect both zander and pike 
stocks. Informed by over two 
years of research, it involved 
respected UK predator species 
anglers testing the success and 
effectiveness of single hook rigs. 
It is reported that of the hundreds 
of predator species that were 
caught, not one was deep 
hooked. Renowned UK predator 
species anglers, including 
yourself, and drawing upon over 
150 years of collective 
experience, advance several 
single hook benefits: easier to 
remove, less damage, preserve 
predator species stocks, good 

Everyone 
wants to be 
kind to the 

pike, but not 
catching any 
at all due to 
not hooking 
them rather 
defeats the 

object

Big singles 
are fine for 
sea fish, 
most which 
are not 
returned
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practice, mouth and not deep-
hooked (but easier to hook in the 
event), and probability of 
successful fish hook-shedding 
and survival. There is increasing 
UK interest in single (circle) hook 
use for pike fishing; in part 
spearheaded by Pike Watch, with 
many pages of informative posts. 
Other well known anglers 
including Matt Hayes have been 
quoted, for example, in the 
Angling Times voicing their belief 
that treble hooks are not 
conducive to predator species 
welfare. In 2008, a former PAC 
(Suffolk) RO went public with 
similar views and single hook pike 
angling signatories also cited 
similar benefits. The number of 
UK predator species fisheries (e.g. 
Newdigate Farms, Finch Farm, 
Hall Walk, etc.) operating single 
hook rules is expanding. 
 These points arguably make a 
significant contribution to the case 
for single hooks. To a stranger to 
angling, this perhaps begs the 
question: so what’s the issue 
then? If comments in the angling 
(social) media on the single hook 
initiative are representative (e.g. 
specimen pike cannot be caught 
on them; not effective with large 
baits/lures; and hook-ups-to-
landing rates will suffer, etc.), 
contradictory views may have 
more to do with preserving 
tradition and freedom of choice, 
and less to do with fish welfare 
and conservation. In our open 
letter we attempt to further unravel 
these issues. 

NF: I think you’ve taken any 
involvement I have had with Old 

Bury Hill out of context.
 OBH is a somewhat unique 
situation, a day-ticket water on the 
edge of London intensively fished 
by anglers of variable ability. 
 The owner quite sensibly 
wanted to try and reduce hooking 
mortality, and in theory an idiot in 
charge of a single hook can do 
less damage than one with a 
treble hook rig. Also at OBH the 
majority of interest is in zander 
and zander can be caught on very 
small baits, thus making singles 
viable.
 One of the problems bait and 
lure anglers face when using baits 
over five inches is hooking the 
pike. It has been demonstrated 
many times that when using the 
current rigs we have available the 
hook-up failure rate using singles 
is very high. I myself went through 
a phase of trying to use single 
hooks on larger baits and ended 
up returning to trebles. Have you 
got any answers to this problem? 
SM: There is an emerging wealth 
of information here. I have drawn 
on informative online Pike Watch 
posts and other discussions on 
techniques for keeping single 
hooks clear of the bait/lure. One 
bait approach makes use of two 
single (circle) hooks mounted 
pennel-rig style. To enable the 
hook laying against the flank of 
the bait to stand proud, pike 
anglers have been modifying 
hooks (e.g. soldering a piece of 
steel rod near the eye), so that the 
hook stands at right angles to the 
bait. It is understood this 
technique has evolved from trials 
using bait elastic, but where there 
was a tendency for hook slippage. 

The second single (circle) hook – 
taking the bait’s weight during 
casting – is positioned either 
through the base of the tail root, 
or tagged to the bait in a hair-rig 
configuration. The tagging system 
makes use of a tag gun, as used 
for attaching clothes labels. At the 
extreme end of the predator fish 
scale, one single circle hook rig 
for sharks makes use of a simple 
cable-tie solution, offering virtually 
zero hook masking. 
 On large lures, product 
innovations are challenging two 
traditional schools of thought: (i) 
the lure body must be rigid; and 
(ii) the hooks must be directly 
fixed to the body. Alternatives 
include sliding quick-release or 
release rig lures. Whilst different, 
neither configuration requires the 
hook(s) to be directly connected 
to the lure body. There are 
undoubted parallels between 
Rapala alterations for game 
fishing and those for predator fish 
species. Pike flies, whilst large in 
profile, do not incorporate a rigid 
body, instead comprising 
collapsible soft fur materials 
mounted on to a single hook 
shank. Whilst I am not aware of 
specific developments here, it is 
plausible that a hybrid solution 
could combine a large collapsible 
body together with a small, heavy 
body to deliver the desired casting 
distance and swimming depth. 

Sliding quick-release, release-rig 
and collapsible-body lures 
potentially all offer a step forward 
in helping eliminate lure leverage 
and hook masking during 
removal. (pg. 2 ©singlehooks, 
2017 v1.02 www.singlehooks.org) 
 As all lure anglers will be 
aware, hook type and size 
intimately affect balance and 
swimming motion. However, 
moving to single hooks neither 
means that anglers would be 
resigning lure collections to the 
scrapheap nor that manufacturers 
would need to redesign/re-tool 
overnight. For example, lures can 
be modified for single hooks – 
weight can be added by 
increasing spilt-ring size or using 
non-toxic beads – to restore the 
original swimming motion. As an 
interim step, manufacturers could 
also market lure ‘conversion kits’. 
Encouragingly, some of the best 
known lure manufacturers have 
introduced single hook lures and 
spoons into their ranges. 

NF: What you’ve described is very 
much a wish list rather than 
anything that is going to happen 
soon. Our contributor Jens Bursell 
is going into great detail about rigs 
which enable big trebles to be 
eliminated. The reason this 
magazine is publishing Jens’ 
material is that we believe that he 
has a point. Unfortunately we 

Three-hook lures can be reduced to two hooks, 
but without specialist rigging you cannot go any 
further and still hook pike

In many parts of Canada singles are compulsory, but 
you can afford to miss the odd take over there!
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really need the lure manufacturers 
to get on board with this idea, as 
not all anglers are good at making 
modifications to fishing tackle. 
Regardless of all this, single 
hooks are not really featuring in 
Jens’ ideas, admirable as they 
are.
 Another problem with single 
hooks is that you can effect better 
hooking if you use larger hooks. 
However, this requires hooks in 
the size 1-1/0 range as opposed 
to the size 4 treble in general use. 
In order to hook a fish a hook has 
to penetrate soft tissue or in 
extreme cases bone. This 
penetration is in itself risky, the 
deeper the penetration the riskier 
it is for the fish. A deep 
penetration in the region of a 
fish’s heart is invariably fatal. I 
had an 18lb pike a few years ago 
which was hooked by the large 
single hook that some soft plastic 
lures carry. The hook penetrated 
through the roof of the mouth into 
the eye socket. A freak accident, 
yes, but one I’d prefer to avoid. 
Large single hooks as used in sea 
fishing are not so much a 
problem, simply because most 
sea fish caught are taken for food. 
Our freshwater fish are usually 
returned alive. 
SM: It is accepted that once a 
hook enters a fish’s mouth there 
can be no absolutes and catch 
and release success varies from 
species to species. Recent 
research concluded that any 

discussion on fish damage would 
be meaningless without 
consideration of hook size and 
type. However, as discussed 
below this only part addresses the 
subject. There is no legal UK 
definition for successful C&R; 
Single Hooks uses a working 
definition where any returned fish 

has the maximum survival 
opportunity to successfully breed 
and grow bigger. Several 
hook-specific factors potentially 
influence this: angler experience 
(playing, handling and 
unhooking), air exposure and 
physical handling time, and 
damage potential, where hook 
damage potential is a function of 
penetration depth, number of 
penetrating 
points, placement (e.g. mouth or 
deep-hooked) and ease of 
removal. Importantly, these 
factors are not mutually exclusive. 
 Emerging single hook trends 
for pike indicate either a 
preference or requirement (i.e. 
fishery rule) for smaller sized 
single hooks than highlighted. 
Pike Watch fishery rules stipulate 
a single hook size ≤2 and Bury 
Hill Fisheries ≤4. Pike anglers 
appear also to be successful on 
smaller sizes. Hook placement is 
one of the most influential factors 
affecting released fish survival. 
Increasingly, studies (e.g. both 
commercial fisheries and 
recreational angling) – together 

with empirical evidence – 
demonstrate proven conservation 
benefits when single circle hooks 
are used. These mouth-hooking a 
greater proportion of fish due to 
the circle hook’s mechanics, 
reducing deep hooking compared 
with J-profile hooks. 
 Circle hooks are distinguished 
by having their point turned 
inward to the shank at 90°. Their 
origins can be found in 
commercial hook and line 
fisheries, where in the absence of 
human influence, their self-
hooking benefits come into their 
own. Circle hooks subsequently 
emerged on the carp fishing 
scene. UK-supporters confirm 
widely held benefits: fish are 
mostly mouth hooked and not 
deep hooked, and they are easily 
extracted – particularly when 
barbless – minimising air 
exposure time (see below) via 
quick release. Practitioners also 
state that once mastered, the 
requirement not to strike results in 
hook-up rates comparable with 
J-style hooks. 
 Air exposure time is another 

Big baits like these do catch better than small baits on 
many waters, but would circle hooks work?

Fish on, but 
if the hooks 
are wrong it 
will probably 
drop off

“no angler wants to part company 
with a fish before it has been landed”
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significant factor affecting 
released fish survival. This should 
ideally be avoided, or reduced to 
an absolute minimum. Handling 
practices can reduce air exposure 
and include unhooking/measuring 
with gills and mouth submerged – 
a process simplified when using 
single (circle) hooks. Air exposure 
and fish handling time will be 
typically less when removing a 
(crimped-barb/barbless) single 
point hook, compared with a 
(semi-)barbed treble hook. 
Quicker still when compared with 
up to three (semi-)barbed treble 
hooks, as often fitted to predator 
species lures, although it is most 
unlikely all points would penetrate. 
Where ease of hook removal is 
concerned, there is a greater 
potential damage will be inflicted 
when extracting (semi-)barbed 
multiple-point hooks, compared 
with (crimped-barb/barbless) 
single hooks. Exposed multiple-
point hooks can also result in 
other risks: foul-hooking, tethered 
fish if the line breaks and net 
entanglement. 

NF: Most of us are aware of the 
single hook only policy in some 
parts of the world, notably Canada 
and Russia. However, these rules 
are employed where the fishing is 
so exceptional that you could 
catch a salmon, trout or pike 
without a hook if you were lucky. 
Imagine the lone UK pike angler 
waiting days for a take only to 
lose it on the strike. Hardly 
encouraging more angling 
participation. 
SM: I am broadly conversant with 
these developments and refer to 
the above comments on hook-
specific factors potentially 
influencing successful C&R. 
Whilst hook penetration depth 
may be reduced when using small 
(or micro) trebles, any associated 
benefit(s) may be lost, as they are 
more notorious for deep-hooking 
and can become buried, making 
them more difficult to locate and 
extract. 
 It would be mistaken to 
suggest that single hook policies 
only operate in parts of the world 
where the fishing is as described. 
For example, single barbless hook 
use is mandatory for Atlantic 

salmon angling in all Canadian 
jurisdictions, except in the 
province of Quebec. Whilst there 
was considerable improvement in 
returns of large salmon in 2015, 
stocks remain low compared to 
their abundance in the 1970s and 
mid-eighties, and many rivers, 
such as the Miramichi, are failing 
to reach their minimum 
conservation limit. 
 No angler wants to part 
company with a fish before it has 
been landed. Assuming all anglers 
want to promote the highest fish 
welfare, what are the most 
appropriate fishing hooks? Where 
C&R is either a requirement and/
or preference, then in my view this 
means: (i) highest hook-ups to 
landings; (ii) quickest and easiest 
hook removal; and (iii) returned 
fish have the maximum survival 
opportunity to successfully breed 
and grow bigger. 
 Single hooks are most likely 
to deliver on (ii) and (iii). On (i) 
single (circle) hooks are 
increasingly seen as being just as 
effective compared with more 
traditional multiple-point hooks 
methods. [But how do you use a 
circle hook on an eight-inch lure? 
NJF]
 Moving forward, long-held 

views on certain types of tackle 
(e.g. “All my fish are caught on 
large lures with three treble hooks 
– it’s the only method I use.”) will 
not help deliver fish welfare or 
enhance angling’s public 
standing. Angling diversity (e.g. 
fly-fishing) may be one of the best 
ways of inspiring recruitment into 
(pike) fishing. 

NF: Stuart bravely started a 
petition to ban treble hooks, but 
170 supporters at the time of 
going to press is a long way short 
of that required to get a debate in 
Parliament. I feel that changes in 
how we fish ought to come about 
after consideration of facts 
obtained by scientific methods. I 

and many others can quote 
examples of predatory fish 
surviving repeated encounters 
with treble hooks. I personally 
would like to see Jens Bursell’s 
ideas converted into products 
that can be bought off the shelf. 
Any really big hook, single or 
treble, is risky for a fish. If we 
could downsize our treble hooks 
and maintain our catch rate that 
would be a way forward. I’m 
afraid I cannot see fly-fishing for 
pike resulting as a recruiting tool 
for pike fishing. It can beat the 
pants off of conventional lure 
fishing on some days, but 
generally it is hard work and not 
as effective as conventional 
methods.

No one has come 
up with a way to 
effectively hook 
pike using singles 
on lures like these

Some lures have smaller trebles on them 
and hook well, others don’t
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