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Breaking down the costs of operating a competitive 
sport-fishing program  BY CHRIS KELLY
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over time.
As a starting point, we generally suggest look-

ing north of $4 million and moving up from there, 
depending on the program’s goals. From a fam-
ily office perspective, our clients typically purchase 
boats in a tax-efficient manner, often using entity 
structures that align with the broader balance sheet. 
At this level, we very seldom see traditional financ-
ing—the decision is usually about deployment of 
capital, not access to it.

INSURANCE
The first item after the purchase is insurance. No 
one wants to operate a $5 million asset on the water 
without proper coverage. For conversation pur-
poses, a $5 million sport-fishing boat can expect 
to carry an annual insurance premium of roughly 
$40,000, though that number can move meaning-
fully in either direction.

I recently spoke with Greg Jones, a 20-year vet-
eran in marine insurance with Christi Insurance, 
who outlined several variables that directly impact 
premium costs. One of the first questions under-
writers ask is whether the program has a full-time 
captain. Quite frankly, you can’t run a truly com-
petitive program without one—and insurers know 
that. Experience, continuity and professional over-
sight matter.

Travel plans are another major factor. Will the 
boat remain up north and sit on the hard during the 
winter months? Will it relocate to Florida to fish the 
sailfish circuit? Or will it spend part of the year in 
the Pacific? Each scenario carries different risk pro-
files, and premiums adjust accordingly.

There are many variables that ultimately deter-
mine insurance costs, but from a family office 
perspective, we encourage clients to think beyond 
just the boat policy itself. Additional layers of cover-
age are often warranted to protect not only the vessel 
and crew, but also any entities tied to the boat’s LLC 

o, you want to own a competitive sport-fish-
ing team? You’d better make sure you have 
plenty of money—and more importantly, 

manage it well.
As the founder and CFO at Barclay Breland, a 

wealth management firm located in South Florida, 
we see firsthand what it takes to fund and sustain 
these operations. Competitive sport fishing isn’t just 
a passion project; it’s a recurring cash-flow com-
mitment that demands planning, discipline and the 
right expectations.

This article is subjective in more ways than you 
can imagine, but the goal here is simplicity—not 
precision. In every category, there will be teams that 
spend far more and others that spend far less.

Think of this as a framework for conversation 
around capital deployment, liquidity and ongo-
ing operating costs—because owning a competitive 
program isn’t about whether you can afford it once, 
but whether you can comfortably support it year 
after year without disrupting the rest of your finan-
cial life. 

THE BOAT
The first item on the agenda is the boat, of course. 
Buying a sport-fishing boat isn’t much different 
than buying a car. You need to find one that fits your 
needs, your style, and how you plan to use it.

Is a 50-plus-foot Carolina boat with a simple 
interior, indoor-outdoor carpet in the salon, three 
staterooms and two heads good enough? Or do you 
want a fully custom build with every option avail-
able? Do you need four staterooms, Seakeepers, 
sonar, Starlink and a custom interior? 

The reality is the price range is wide—anywhere 
from $500,000 to over $20 million. Let’s be hon-
est, though: Competitive programs tend to need the 
bigger boat. That said, many owners are perfectly 
well served by an older custom boat that has been 
thoughtfully updated or had new technology added C
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When it comes to invest-
ments in competitive sport-
fishing, purchasing the boat 
is just the tip of the iceberg.  
Boat systems, crew, oper-
ating costs, and the right 
manner to deploy the capital 
to fund it all… There is much 
to consider.  
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when clients or business guests are on the boat. 
Experience matters, but reputation matters even 
more. The sport-fishing circuit is a small world, and 
those who have been around know which captains 
are the right fit for a given program. Not every pro-
gram fits every captain, and vice versa.

Like senior roles in any nonfishing business, 
compensation goes beyond base salary. Health 
insurance, retirement plans, travel expenses, hous-
ing allowances, company vehicles and time off all 
come into play. For conversation purposes, a qual-
ity captain might earn approximately $125,000 

Sure, the thought of jumping blue 
marlin captures all the atten-
tion, but there are many levels of 
investment that make it possible. 
Competitive sport-fishing teams 
generally require a full-time 
captain and a full-time mate. 
Tournament fishing often means 
additional crew expense and a size-
able investment in bait, tackle, and 
more.  Dredges, ballyhoo, mullet, 
electric teaser reels, and the range 
of rods and reels—there is quite a 
bit that goes into competing at the 
highest level of tournament fishing.  

annually, plus health insurance, a 401(k) (depend-
ing on employment structure), a company vehicle, 
and a housing allowance when the boat is not at its 
home port. The home port, of course, is where the 
boat primarily resides.

If you plan to fish tournaments, you’ll also need 
a full-time mate. Mates tend to move around more 
than captains, and they typically have less interaction 
with the owner and less input on travel and opera-
tional decisions. That said, a great mate can make an 
average captain look exceptional. These individuals 
put in enormous time and effort, and many aspire 

structure. Proper risk management isn’t just about 
replacing an asset—it’s about protecting the broader 
balance sheet.

CAPTAIN AND CREW
If you want a first-class program, you need a team—
and that team is run by the captain. He gets all the 
credit when things go right and all the criticism 
when they don’t.

The captain’s responsibilities extend far beyond 
turning the wheel and texting buddies on the rip. 
This isn’t a 9-to-5 job; it’s a lifestyle. Long hours, 

constant travel, oil changes, buffing and polish-
ing, coordinating yard work—the list never ends. 
It’s a big ask. You are effectively handing the keys 
to someone responsible for managing a $5 million 
asset that requires constant attention and sound 
judgment.

So, what does a captain get paid? This is where 
opinions vary widely. In my view, one of the 
most important qualities in a captain is experi-
ence—someone who has competed successfully in 
tournaments but also knows how to treat the fam-
ily when they’re aboard and can hold a conversation 
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reels alone.
From there, add another $25,000 for the support-

ing cast: hooks, swivels, leader material, line, pliers, 
crimpers, lures, headsets, and all the other gear that 
quietly adds up over time.

Yes, some programs will spend double—or 
more—but for a competitive operation, this is a 
realistic starting point.

From a family office perspective, gear is often 
underestimated because it’s purchased in pieces. 
In reality, it’s a meaningful capital investment that 
requires budgeting, replacement planning and dis-
cipline, just like any other asset tied to the program.

A TOURNAMENT DAY: WHAT 
IT REALLY COSTS
Now let’s look at what a typical tournament day 
looks like from an expense standpoint.

As we’ve discussed, costs vary significantly 
depending on where you’re fishing, but most compet-
itive programs add extra crew during tournaments. 
In today’s world, nearly every serious boat carries a 
sonar specialist—someone dedicated to working the 
sonar while the captain focuses on baits, conditions, 
and coordinating with other captains. A good sonar 
guy commands about $500 per day.

Many teams also run two tower guys, posted all 
day watching the dredges and teasers, and scanning 

the ocean for signs of life. A competitive boat will 
often add a second mate as well, helping the pri-
mary mate with rigging, bait prep and cockpit 
management. These mates are typically full-time 
professionals whose home boat may not be fish-
ing that particular event, and they generally earn 
around $250 per day.

Some boats also bring on a third mate, often 
someone looking to gain experience and time on 
the water. They handle a mix of fishing-related tasks 
and general support work, and usually earn about 
$100 per day.

All in, $1,000 per day for additional crew is a rea-
sonable expectation for a tournament day.

FUEL
As discussed earlier, $4,000 per day in fuel would 

Traveling operations may 
incur additional expenses. 
These may include increased 
fuel costs, longer runs, 
crew housing allowances, 
differential docking rates, 
increased provisioning cost, 
and potentially yacht trans-
port.   

40 competitive fishing days
10 scouting days
25 “fun fishing” days
In Florida, that can easily translate to around 400 

gallons per day. Using $4.50 per gallon, a Florida-
based program could reasonably expect to spend 
around $100,000 per year on fuel alone.

From there, many teams head to the Bahamas or 
begin working their way north, stopping along the 
way to fish additional tournaments. For those fish-
ing the mid-Atlantic, runs are typically longer and 
fuel prices higher. A six-hour run day—three hours 
out, three hours back—with fishing in between can 
burn 1,000 gallons or more. At those prices, a sin-
gle day can cost $4,250 in fuel alone. Fish 30 days 
and you’re looking at $127,500 annually, not includ-
ing the fuel burned relocating the boat from Florida 
or the Bahamas.

Swap Florida sailfish season for the Pacific—
places like Quepos or Los Sueños—and annual fuel 
costs in those regions can easily approach $125,000, 
before factoring in the cost of shipping the boat 
(which is a conversation for another day).

All of this is subjective, but when you step back 
and look at the full program, an annual fuel budget 
of $250,000 is not unreasonable for a competitive 
operation.

From a wealth-management perspective, fuel is 
a perfect example of why cash-flow planning mat-
ters. It’s not a one-time expense—it’s recurring, 
unpredictable, and tied directly to how hard you 
choose to fish.

GEAR
Now let’s talk about gear. Many years ago, I can 
remember having 125 rods and reels on the boat at 
one time, ranging from spinners to 80-pound outfits 
and everything in between. Fast-forward to today, 
and the cost of outfitting a competitive program has 
escalated dramatically.

Take electric reels as an example. The LP SV-2400 
now runs about $8,750 each, and many boats carry 
four. That’s $35,000, and these are essential for 
kite-fishing and pulling dredges. Add two teaser 
reels—Miya Epoch Super US-9 HDs at roughly 
$4,000 apiece—and you’re another $8,000 in. Before 
you’ve even picked up a conventional rod and reel, 
you’re already staring at $43,000 in electric reels 
alone.

We could go on forever, but for conversation pur-
poses, let’s focus on basic rod-and-reel setups (see 
Fig. 1)

Even with a conservative approach, you can eas-
ily justify allocating at least $100,000 for rods and 

to move to the bridge one day. A strong mate should 
expect to earn around $75,000 annually.

All in, a captain and mate can easily represent:
$200,000 in salaries
$20,000 in housing
$20,000 in food and travel-related expenses
From a family office perspective, one effective 

approach is to pay these expenses through a sepa-
rate LLC beneath the family office holding structure, 
which may provide tax efficiencies while also help-
ing limit risk exposure. At this level, crew isn’t just 
labor—it’s part of the asset management strategy.

FUEL
We haven’t even started fishing yet, and we’re already 
into a significant initial outlay—and we still haven’t 
scratched the surface of ongoing expenses. One of 
the biggest questions we hear is: “How much did we 
spend on fuel this year?”

That’s a loaded question. The variables are enor-
mous: the boat itself, engine type, efficiency, how 
often you fish, how aggressively the captain runs the 
boat, sea conditions and more. But for conversation 
purposes, let’s try to put fuel costs for a competitive 
tournament program into perspective.

As a rough starting point, a tournament boat 
can burn around 150 gallons per hour, depending 
on speed and conditions. (Yes, it varies widely.) If 
you’re an East Coast boat fishing the Florida sailfish 
circuit, it’s not unusual to have approximately: ©
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Equipping a traveling 
sport-fishing operation with 
the breadth of rods, reels, 
and gear that many carry 
is perhaps best viewed as a 
meaningful capital expense. 
Thoughtful budgeting, 
planning, and structure can 
make all the difference to 
the owner.  

QUANTITY SIZE / TYPE BRAND COST (EACH) TOTAL

8 20-25 lb. Talica $800 $6,400

6 50 lb. Talica $1,000 $6,000

4 80 lb. Avet $1,000 $4,000

8 20 lb. spinners Saragosa $400 $3,200

26 Matching rods Various — $14,000 (est.)

5 Gaffs — — $2,000 (est.)

Fig. 1
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Funding a competitive sport-fishing team 
can result in a lifetime of memories and 
an abundantly appointed trophy room. 
When it all comes together—where financial 
planning meets great fishing-- this team 
becomes an incredible lifestyle investment.  
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not be a shock. Actual burn depends on location, 
run length, speed, weather and fuel pricing, but it’s a 
realistic number for competitive fishing days.

BAIT
You need bait—and plenty of it. It’s not uncommon 
to have 10 dozen ballyhoo ready to go at $15 per 
dozen. Add dredge bait, where a double dredge can 
easily go through 100 mullet, and you’re looking at 
another $500. Bait costs can add up quickly.

FOOD
Everyone needs to eat. I’ve been on boats where 
meals rival a Michelin-rated restaurant, and I’ve also 
warmed pasta on the manifolds. It’s entirely a boat 
preference. Feeding the crew and guests for the day 
typically runs around $500.

LODGING (AWAY FROM HOME PORT)
Lodging costs vary widely based on location, head-
count and expectations. Some guests and crew stay 
on the boat, while others stay in hotels, condos or 
rentals. One owner once told me that lodging often 
runs about half the total tournament cost, exclud-
ing calcuttas.

CALCUTTAS AND ENTRY FEES
This is where tournament fishing gets serious. Entry 
fees themselves are usually reasonable, anywhere 
from $2,500 to $10,000, depending on the event. 
The real expense is the calcuttas.

One of the most expensive examples is the White 
Marlin Open in Ocean City, Maryland, where being 
“all-in” can approach $100,000. That’s a signifi-
cant wager—but the winning boat has taken home 
around $4 million, which is a pretty compelling 
return. 

That said, don’t let those numbers discourage you. 
There are plenty of excellent tournaments where 
you can spend a fraction of that and still have a great 
experience—and a legitimate shot at winning.

CLOSING THOUGHTS
By now, it should be clear that owning a com-
petitive sport-fishing program is far more than 
buying a boat and heading offshore. From the ini-
tial acquisition and insurance to crew, fuel, gear and 
tournament expenses, every decision carries both a 
financial and operational impact.

This is why we always frame these programs 
like a business within a family office. Every line 
item—from captain salaries to bait budgets—needs 
careful planning, ongoing monitoring and thought-
ful capital allocation. Without that discipline, even a 
multimillion-dollar asset can become a drain rather 
than an investment in lifestyle and enjoyment.

In my line of work at Barclay Breland, we work 
with clients to manage these operations in a way that 
balances passion with prudence. That means struc-
turing ownership and expenses to be tax-efficient, 
limiting unnecessary risk exposure, and ensuring 
cash flow is never stretched too thin.

Owning a competitive sport-fishing team is an 
incredible experience, but it comes with a responsi-
bility: You’re not just buying a boat; you’re running a 
small enterprise. Approach it with the right planning, 
the right people and the right mindset, and it can 
deliver unparalleled enjoyment for years to come. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Chris Kelly is the Founder and Chief 
Financial Officer of Barclay Breland 
Family Office, with more than 25 years of 
experience delivering sophisticated wealth 

management solutions for high-net-worth families, 
particularly within the sportfishing industry. He 
combines a lifelong passion for sportfishing with 
deep asset-management expertise, enabling personal 
client relationships and disciplined, institution-
al-quality results.

The boat, the crew, the 
insurance, the fuel, the bait, 
the tackle, the gear. The 
crew housing, the travel, the 
logistics and coordination. 
All of the investment. For 
many owners, it all comes 
together for tournament 
time.   
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