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Fishing
Guide 101 

Here’s What You Should Know. 
Want to Become a Great Fishing Guide in Texas? 



 

 

 

 

Maybe you love fishing, have accrued a lot of fishing 
experience, and are now looking to take the leap into doing it 
professionally as a fishing guide. Perhaps you already are a 
fishing guide and are interested in learning how you can improve 
your skills. This booklet presents guidelines on requirements and 
recommendations for becoming the best fishing guide you can be. 
This includes licensing policies; suggested equipment, insurance, 

Legal Requirements for 
Texas Fishing Guides 

Looking to Become a Fishing 
Guide in the State of Texas? 

To operate a motorized vessel as a for- TEXAS STATE WATERS 

 

 
and other business considerations; and skills and knowledge you 
should have in order to provide your clients and guests with an 

exciting, successful, and safe fishing experience. 
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This factsheet is part of Texas Sea Grant’s 
recreational fishing educational series. For 
information on angler ethics and etiquette, 
sustainable fishing, environmental stewardship 
tips for anglers, and to learn about additional 
Texas recreational fisheries resources, 
visit tx.ag/anglerresources. 

Cover photo courtesy of Gene Gallin via Unsplash. 

Photo courtesy of Matthieu Leroux 2 

U.S. Coast Guard License 

 

hire fishing guide in saltwater, you must 
possess a valid and appropriate U.S. 
Coast Guard Operator of Uninspected 
Passenger Vessels (OUPV) License. 

Anyone who takes money to take 
passengers out on a vessel in saltwater 
is required to have this license. A 
drug test and physical exam are 
required to obtain this license. For 
more information, contact the USCG 
Regional Examination Center at
(713) 948-3350 or visit USCG Captains’ 
License Information at tx.ag/license. 

First Aid and CPR certification is 
required to obtain your U.S. Coast 
Guard license. You may receive training 
and certification through the American 
Red Cross or another local or national 
organization. This is essential to ensure 
that you are prepared to handle injuries 
or emergency situations that may occur 
on your vessel during a fishing trip. 

Fishing Guide License

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

To work as a fishing guide in Texas state 
waters (from shore to 9 nm), visit the 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department’s 
Fishing Licenses and Packages page
to purchase your TPWD Fishing Guide 
License at tx.ag/fishinglicenses. 

The cost of fishing guide licenses
depends on whether you are a
resident or non-resident, whether
you will be guiding in freshwater or
all-water (saltwater and freshwater),
and whether you will be fishing using 
paddle-craft (kayaks, canoes, etc.).
For a list of residency requirements,
license stipulations, costs, and
where to purchase licenses, visit
tx.ag/fishinglicenses. 

U.S. FEDERAL WATERS  
To operate a charter fishing business 
in federal waters (>9 nm from shore), 
visit the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) 
Southeast Regional Office Southeast
Fisheries Permits site to review permit 
requirements for federal waters
including the Gulf of Mexico at 
tx.ag/southeastpermits.  

Fishing Vessel Registration 

The following types of vessels and outboard 
motors must be registered: all motorized 
vessels, regardless of length; all non-
motorized vessels (including sailboats) 
14 feet in length or longer; and all USCG 
documented vessels. For registration and 
titling requirements, visit TPWD’s Boat 
Title, Registration, & ID Requirements page 
at tx.ag/boatregistration. 
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What You Should Have as a 
Fishing Guide in Texas 

Insurance 

We recommend that you have insurance and consider 
the following types of coverage in your insurance 
policy, as needed and appropriate for the type of 
business you have: 

General liability 
Covers property damage and injuries to others as 
a result of an accident where you are found to be 
legally liable. 

Collision and/or comprehensive 
coverage 
Covers physical damages to your boat, engine, 
and trailer due to collision and other events such 
as fire, theft, windstorm, lightning, vandalism, and 
catastrophic loss. 

Passenger liability 
Covers injuries that may be sustained by your 
passengers while onboard your vessel. 

Medical coverage 
Covers medical expenses for injuries incurred by you 
or others while operating or occupying your vessel. 
If you employ a captain and/or crew, ensure your 
medical coverage policy also covers them. 

Personal property coverage (including 
fishing equipment) 
Covers damages sustained to your personal property 
and fishing gear while it is onboard your vessel or 
while it is being carried on or off your vessel (often 
covers replacement costs for your property). 

Uninsured or underinsured boater 
coverage 
Covers damages and injuries caused by an accident 
where the owner/operator of the other vessel is 
uninsured or underinsured. May also cover hit-and-
run accidents. 

On-water towing and labor coverage 
Covers costs for towing expenses and other 
emergency services if your vessel becomes disabled 
on the water. 

Pollution liability 
Covers damages from any spills or wreckage 
originating from your vessel. Without pollution 
insurance, this will be costly and may bankrupt you. 
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Policies 

It is good practice to establish policies to set 
standards for your business and to make your 
expectations clear for your clients. You should post 
your policies on your website and/or social media 
pages where your clients and potential clients can 
see them. This protects the clients as well as your 
business. Consider setting policies for the following 
scenarios: 

Cancellations/refunds 
Under what conditions will you allow cancelled trips 
and provide refunds? 

Deposits 
Will you require a deposit of partial or full payment in 
advance to secure bookings? 

Gratuity 
Will you incorporate gratuity in the cost of your trips 
or leave it up to the client’s discretion? 

Weather conditions 
How will you handle trips when facing inclement or 
questionable weather conditions, such as rough seas 
or rain? What will your protocol be if a client gets 
seasick? 

Equipment/license/experience 
requirements for trip 
How will you ensure that your clients have their 
required fishing licenses? Will you cater to beginner 
or advanced anglers, or to everyone? If you will 
require your clients to bring any equipment with 
them on their trip, you will need to make this clear 
to them. 

Fish retention by clients and fish 
cleaning services 
How much fish, if any, will you allow your guests to 
keep at the end of the trip? Will you offer to provide 
fish cleaning services to them, and if so, at what cost? 

Onboard behavior/code of conduct 
Inform clients how you expect them to conduct 
themselves and what behaviors are unacceptable/ 
will result in the trip being cancelled. 

Food and beverage policy 
Will you provide food and drinks to your clients or 
expect them to bring their own? What is your policy 
regarding alcohol onboard your vessel? 
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Business Plan 

All business owners, including fishing guides, should 
have a business plan. Your plan should be reviewed, 
and updated if needed, annually. We recommend 
that you include the following elements in your 
business plan: 

Legal structure 
Is your business a sole proprietorship, a partnership, 
a limited liability company (LLC), or another type of 
business structure? Different types of businesses 
have different requirements for filing taxes; ensure 
that you choose the most appropriate structure 
for your business and learn the corresponding tax 
requirements. It is recommended that you consult 
an accountant to determine which type of business 
structure is best for you. It may also be helpful to 
have an attorney set up your business structure for 
you if it is not a sole proprietorship. 

Company overview/mission 
A short statement that describes your business, its 
purpose, and its goals. 

Services provided 
Describe the types of trips you offer. Consider 
inshore or offshore fishing trips, other types of trips, 
length of trips, target species, and maximum number 
of passengers you can take. 

Location of operations 
The port, city, and state your business is based in. 

Insurance 
Include the components of your policy as described 
on Page 4 in the Insurance section. 

Inventory log 
Containing your vessel information and a list of the 
equipment you own. 

Financial plan with a bookkeeping system 
You should have the capital to invest in your business 
and stay afloat in case of emergency, such as lost 
equipment, damaged vessel, or economic downturn. 
With a solid financial foundation, your business will 
be better prepared to qualify for financing of new 
equipment as well as future disaster or emergency 
funding through state and federal programs. Your 
financial plan should consider the costs of marketing/ 
advertising, maintenance, the fishing trips you offer, 
insurance, equipment, employees, dockage or boat 
storage, licensing, and other pertinent costs. 
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Marketing Plan 

A marketing plan describes how you will advertise 
your business, for example, through social media, 
a website, newspaper advertisements, flyers, or 
other resources. The methods and frequency of 
advertising you do will impact how much business 
you attract. 

Will you build your own website (or pay a 
professional to do so), or will you use an existing 
trip booking service? There are pros and cons for 
both options. Using an existing site will likely be 
easier, faster, and less costly for a new business, 
but these sites typically take a percentage of the 
booking rate as their commission. 

Having your own website can help your business 
stand out from the rest, gives you full control over 
how you present your business and advertise 
your product, and does not give a commission 
to another entity. However, you will likely have to 
pay to build a website, and may pay monthly fees 
to maintain and update your site. 
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Disaster Plan 
A disaster plan describes how you will prepare for natural disasters, such as hurricanes, 
winter storms, other inclement weather conditions, and economic downturns, and how your 
business will recover after the disaster has passed. Your plan should include: 

• Where you will store important documents, including vessel registration, business 
documents, insurance policies, contact information and client lists for upcoming trips 

• Equipment inventory list 
• Pre-disaster photographs of your vessel and equipment 
• Contact information list for employees 
• How you will communicate with deckhands/crew and customers in the event of a disaster 
• An evacuation or shelter-in-place plan, including where you will keep your boat and 

equipment in the event of a natural disaster 
• A list of federal, state, and local resources you can turn to if you need recovery 

assistance (FEMA, Texas Department of Emergency Management, Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Department, city and county emergency management services, etc.) 

• An emergency fund containing at least three months of operating costs to support your 
business during and/or after a disaster. 
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Equipment You Should Have 
as a Fishing Guide in Texas 

You should ensure that you have appropriate gear for the 
types of fishing you plan to do and enough equipment for the number 
of clients you plan on taking out. You should also have spares 
available in case any gear gets damaged or lost. Regularly inspect 
and maintain your equipment to keep it in good working condition 
for yourself and your guests. This will make a good impression on 

your clients and will extend the lifespan of your equipment.  

Suggested Fishing Gear 

• Rods • General tools (pliers, 
• Reels line cutters, knives, 

fillet tools, etc.) • Line 
• Fish handling tools • Tackle 
• (dehooking, venting, • Nets 

and descending• Bait devices) • Buckets • Tape measure for • Coolers measuring fish to 
• Portable ensure they meet

handheld scale regulations 

Boat-Based Equipment 

• Vessel 
• Trailer 
• Fuel 
• Safety equipment (see Page 8)
• A GPS or nautical charts 
• Any other equipment required or 

recommended by the U.S. Coast Guard 

Supplies to Improve 
Guest Experience 

• Drinking water and ice 
• Sunscreen 
• Camera to photograph guests with their 

fish 
• Dry/waterproof place to store 

belongings, including guests’ personal 
items they want to keep safe and dry 
during the trip Photo courtesy of Seth Patterson 

Photo courtesy of Drew Farwell 
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Safety Equipment 

Requirements for safety gear vary based on the size and type of your vessel and where you 
are operating the vessel. Consult the U.S. Coast Guard for the specific requirements for your 
boat (uscgboating.org). Regularly inspect your safety equipment to ensure it is up to date and 
functioning properly so that you can replace it before you need it. Consider taking a boater 
safety course to ensure you are familiar with the requirements and know how to use safety gear. 
It is good practice to give a safety briefing to your clients at the start of every trip so that they 
know where lifesaving and first aid equipment is located and what to do in case of an injury or 
another emergency situation. Safety equipment includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

pERSONAL FLOTATION 
DEVICES (PFDs), SUCH AS 

TYPE 1 LIFE PRESERVERS AND 
THROWABLE LIFE RINGS 

Sound-producing devices, 
such as whistles, horns, 

and bells 

First Aid Kit that is 
clearly labeled 

Visual Distress Signals (VDS), such as 
pyrotechnic devices (red flares, orange smoke), 

non-pyrotechnic devices (electric distress 
lights), and day-use signals 

navigation lights, such 
as sidelights, stern light, 

masthead light, and 
anchor light 

Photos by Texas Sea Grant 
Fire extinguishers 

Radio or 
emergency 

position-
indicating radio 
beacon (EPIRB) 
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What You Should Know as a 
Fishing Guide in Texas 

These are skills you won’t necessarily need to prove your 
knowledge of to get your fishing and boating licenses, but that 
you should have or know to be the best fishing guide possible. 

First Aid and CPR Training 
Certification is required to obtain your 
U.S. Coast Guard license, and should be 
renewed on schedule (typically every two 
years). 

Any crew or deckhands you employ 
should also complete this certification. 
You may also take additional courses that 
can make you more prepared to handle 
onboard emergencies, such as man 
overboard training, lifeguard training, 
Automatic External Defibrillator (AED) 
training, fire safety training, or other 
advanced courses. 

Photo by Texas Sea Grant 

Fishing and Boating Experience 

• Knowlege of the type of fishing you want to 
do, what species you’d like to target, and 
where you can do that type of fishing. Do 
you want to be a fly-fishing guide; inshore 
bay guide who targets redfish and trout; 
run an offshore charter going after tunas, 
mahi, and billfish; offer kayak fishing trips; 
participate in tournaments? 

• Some level of understanding of fish 
behavior would be helpful to be able to put 
your guests on the fish and know when it is 
time to move to a new fishing area 

• Fish identification skills 

• Fish cleaning skills, especially if you plan on 
offering this service to your guests 

• Knot tying skills 

• Boat handling skills beyond the basics, 
to be able to comfortably and confidently 
maneuver your vessel under different 
weather conditions and scenarios 

• The ability to conduct basic maintenance on 
your vessel (e.g., mechanical, welding, and 
electrical training) 

• Knowledge of your local waterways, 
including where the best fishing spots are, 
how to navigate under different conditions, 
location of any hazards, knowledge of 
bottom habitats, etc. 

• Familiarity with commonly used recretional 
fishing gear 

• Understanding of state and federal fishing 
regulations. 
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Environmental Stewardship Knowledge 

Responsible fishing guides and anglers help preserve and 
maintain fishery resources for their own enjoyment as well as 
for future generations. By implementing sustainable fishing and 
environmental stewardship techniques, guides demonstrate 
their commitment to interacting with Texas coastal and marine 
environments in a responsible and knowledgeable manner. 
Furthermore, by teaching your guests some of these practices, you 
will help get others interested in ecology and conservation while 
impressing your clients with your knowledge of the ecosystems 
around you. Some recommended actions you can take are: 

• Get familiar with state and federal fishing and boating 
regulations to ensure that you are complying with them, such 
as seasonal closures, size limits, and bag limits. 

• Know some of the main types of flora and fauna (fish species, 
seabirds, mangroves, and other habitats) you are likely to 
encounter on your fishing trips so that you can educate your 
clients about them and help preserve them. 

• Have fish identification guides and measuring tools handy so 
that you can accurately identify the species your clients catch 
and can ensure that they meet any size restrictions. 

• Have and know how to use proper handling tools when 
releasing fish, such as dehooking tools, descending devices, 
and venting tools. 

• Practice catch-and-release fishing when bag limits have been 
reached, when your coolers are full, or when your clients are 
not interested in taking any fish home with them. 

• Use tools such as circle hooks, barbless hooks, and knotless 
nets to reduce bycatch and minimize potential injury to your 
fish, especially if you may release fish on your trip. 

• Never feed fish scraps or bait to marine mammals, sea turtles, 
seabirds, or other wildlife as it is illegal to do so. 

• Avoid interacting with marine mammals, sea turtles, seabirds, 
or any other protected species; reel in your lines if any 
approach while you are fishing. 

• Know what to do if you accidentally hook a seabird, marine 
mammal, or sea turtle, including where to find local wildlife 
rehabilitation contacts. 

• Always dispose of your used fishing line in monofilament 
recycling bins. 

• Never throw trash or fishing line in the water. 

Photo by Diego da Silva 
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People Skills 

There is much more to being a fishing guide than being a great fisherman or fisherwoman. Build 
your people skills or soft skills. Even if you are an expert angler, to be an excellent guide, you 
should hone your skills in: 
• Teaching/communication 

• Leadership: Guests will look to you to direct and coordinate them and you may have to 
step in if a client in doing something incorrectly or potentially dangerous. 

• Patience with beginners and experts who may think they know more than you 

• Being able to create a positive and enjoyable experience for guests even if the fish 
aren’t biting: Be prepared to work with people of all ages and experience levels and be 
courteous, friendly, and helpful. 

• Once you become a guide, your priority should become providing a safe and enjoyable 
experience to your clients, rather than trying to catch as many fish as possible. 

Photos by Texas Sea Grant 
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For more information visit 

texasseagrant.org 
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