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Year Round Kayak 
Fishing By Jason Walker

We’ve had a few mixed weather patterns this summer, but 
overall it’s been a good summer with some long dry spells 
especially in the North Island. We have been a little spoilt and 
with winter rolling around some may be tempted to shelve the 
kayak until spring and the temperature rises a few degrees 
more. 

By	doing	so	you	could	miss	out	on	the	good	winter	fish	and	stunningly	
calm	winter	conditions	on	the	water.	Just	because	you	are	fishing	from	a	
kayak and getting wet in the process, it doesn’t mean you should call it 
quits in winter. We will look at the various approaches and products that 
can help keep you on the water longer in these cooler periods.

With	the	drop	in	temperature	many	of	the	juvenile	fish	of	species	like	
snapper leave the inner harbours for deeper water, but there are many of 
the	larger	specimens	that	stay	behind	and	there	are	fish	worth	targeting.	
Yes, you may see a drop in your catch rate but all going to plan you should 
also	see	an	increase	in	the	size	of	the	fish	you	land,	so	taking	home	a	feed	
will still be within your grasp.

Staying Warm

The	biggest	 factor	 that	puts	people	off	kayak	fishing	 in	 the	winter	 is	
the thought of being cold. It is exactly that, just a thought that they will be 
cold.	What	you	have	to	keep	in	mind	is	kayak	fishing	is	quite	physical.	You	
don't just jump on a boat, head over the horizon and just sit there on the 
gunnel	waiting	for	the	fish	to	jump	on	your	ledger	rig,	having	just	scared	
them away with your dirty great motor! Yes, it’s true, if you are just sitting 
there, cold will set in very quickly! What you need to remember is when 
kayak	fishing	you	have	to	paddle	to	your	fishing	spot	which	means	you	
have raised your heart rate, got the muscles and blood pumping and you 
have created body heat, so you feel warm. At some point though you do 
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Polyprop top with waterproof leggings.

want	to	stop	paddling	and	do	some	fishing,	so	you	need	to	try	and	retain	
that generated heat. To facilitate this there is a large range of products on 
the market targeted at kayakers but they can be split into three categories: 
thermals; waterproofs; and technical wear.

Thermals

Thermals are great for helping you retain heat and feeling warm. The 
weave of the fabric traps the warm air around your body while at the 
same time, it wicks away any moisture from the skin so you don’t end 
up in a hot sweaty mess. You can also wear multiple layers if it is really 
cold	which	increases	their	effectiveness.	There	are	two	distinct	types	of	
materials used to manufacture thermals; man-made polypropylene (often 
marketed	as	poly-prop)	and	natural	fibres	(Merino	wool	being	the	most	
popular). They both have their pros and cons, natural is normally warmer 
than poly-prop, but if you get poly-prop wet then it will dry a lot quicker than 
the	natural	materials.	This	is	very	useful	if	you	are	on	a	multi-day	fishing	
trip where you can dry your thermals for the next day. Cost wise thermals 
are a relatively less expensive option. 

Waterproofs

With your under layers in place, you now need to look at the top layer, 
which	will	have	a	huge	effect	on	keeping	you	warm	and	retaining	that	heat.	
People immediately assume waterproofs are for keeping the water out and 
keeping you dry. If they are doing their job correctly, of course, they will 
do. But they stop the wind. If the wind hits your bare body or your thermal 
under layer, it will very quickly strip out any heat you have generated from 
your paddling (wind chill). So the top layer is not so much about keeping 
you warm but stopping the elements from robbing you of any heat. 

You will want to make sure you have covered both your upper and lower 
body	and	to	facilitate	this	you	will	find	both	paddle	jackets	and	pants	are	
available to ensure you are covered head to toe. There are several options 
from	different	manufacturers	out	there	depending	on	your	budget	but	even	
a cheap one will keep out the wind if nothing else.

Technical Wear

This is a term that has been given to clothing that has been made for a 
specific	purpose	and	from	what	are	relatively	new	materials	on	the	market.	
They are not technically a single fabric but made up of several layers that 
are sandwiched together to form a single piece. They consist of a warm 

protect yourself from the elements

For the full range go to

www.sharkskin.co.nz
  /sharkskin_watersports

Technical wear including leggings and socks.Paddle jacket with waterproof leggings.

inner layer, a wind and/or waterproof layer, and an outer layer that is quite 
often	neoprene.	There	are	different	manufacturers	 of	 these	and	 some	
are better than others, but the usual rule of thumb “the more you pay, the 
better they are” seems to run true with these. One of the best (and what I 
personally use) is Sharkskin. It sports a totally wind proof middle membrane 
that stops the wind chill but I still wear a paddle jacket over the top as a 
secondary water/wind layer.



w w w . k a y a k n z . c o . n zP A G E  2 4       I s s u e  8 1  A u t u m n  2 0 1 6

NO Compression 

A common misconception is that compression wear as used by athletes 
etc, will also keep you warm. Compression wear constricts against your 
skin	which	in	turn	causes	blood	flow	to	come	to	the	surface	of	your	skin	and	
the surrounding muscles (which is the reason why athletes wear it) which 
in turn will make you feel warm but it's only psychological – the warmth is 
drawn from your core but overall your body is actually losing heat!

Where to keep warm?

What part of your body should you keep warm? Well, everywhere is the 
correct	answer,	and	the	goal,	but	the	act	of	paddling	and	fishing	does	keep	
your upper body, in particular your arms moving and active so you may not 
need quite so much insulation on these areas. What you do need to pay 
particular attention to are the parts of you that aren't active, that don’t have 
the warm blood pumping around them, such as your legs and your feet.

You can achieve leg warmth with long-john type thermal leggings or a 
pair of technical-wear leggings that are worn under a pair of good paddle 
pants. Myself, during the real cold days, I wear the Sharkskin long-johns 
under my paddle pants. On the not so cold days, I will wear a pair of poly-
prop	long-johns	under	the	same	paddle	pants.	Both	configurations	between	
them keep me both warm and dry.

Cold	feet	were	my	nemesis	for	my	first	couple	of	seasons	kayak	fishing	
in the winter. I just couldn't keep them warm.  The main issue and start 
of the problem is that when you launch your kayak your feet get wet, so 
you are on your back foot right from the start. I was only wearing standard 
dive booties but then got told about wearing a good pair of wool socks 
under my boots; that worked wonders even though they were wet. Then I 
discovered the Sharkskin socks and they work even better, but if you don’t 
want the outlay at least try the wool socks.

www.vikingkayaks.co.nz Free call 0800 529 253
30 Year Warranty Quality assurance

Profish Chill Pod™
• Insulated to keep your catch in 

perfect condition.  
Just add ice.
• Quick release for ease 

of loading into your vehicle.
• Contains the mess making 

clean down a breeze.

Profish Tackle Pod™
•  Integrated Sounder, Transducer 

and Battery pod.
• Large internal tackle 

storage facility.
• Completely 
removable in one 
easy action.

Profish “Load & Go” Pods
Our Removable Pod system will see you 

having more time on the water.

Rig up the night before and 
simply load your pods on 

location and go...

Technical wear socks worn inside the boots

The Buff neck gaiter
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Your face is another area that once the rest of your body is fully covered 
it	will	start	to	feel	the	cold	and	the	wind	chill.	A	neck	gaiter	is	fine	or	better	
still	(and	what	I	use)	is	a	Buff.	These	will	stop	some	of	the	wind	and	give	
you	an	insulating	layer.	The	other	advantage	of	the	Buff	is	that	it	offers	UV	
protection too so protects you from sun burn - yes you can still get sun 
burnt by the winter sun.

Don't forget your head! Your head is a huge outlet for heat, even more 
so for those of us who are a little "thin" up top. You can lose a third of 
your heat through your head. In the winter throw on a beanie, you can 
get	them	in	good	fluorescent	colours	these	days	so	you	will	still	be	visible	
from a safety point of view. If you don't want to wear a beanie and want to 
stick with your cap etc there are also skull cap options in both thermal or 
technical wear that you can wear under your normal head wear.

The cold comes back

So	you	are	out	there	floating	around	on	the	ocean,	wrapped	up	to	the	
eye	balls	in	layer	upon	layer	of	clothing	and	after	sitting	there	fishing	for	
an hour you are starting to feel cold, so what can you do now? It's simple 
-	start	moving,	put	the	fishing	rod(s)	away	and	pick	up	your	paddle,	just	
go for a quick paddle. It doesn't need to be miles just enough to raise your 
heart rate and get that warm blood pumping around your body again, even 
if	the	fishing	is	good	on	your	spot	just	paddle	away	and	back	in	a	loop,	
you'll soon warm up again.

If the quick paddle doesn't work and you just can't get warm then be a 
man and face facts you are going to have to pull the pin and paddle back 
to shore, the last thing you need is to get hypothermia while out there on 
a kayak. Hypothermia causes normal muscular and mental abilities to 
become impaired. If your condition continues to deteriorate, it can even 
lead	to	death.	Some	of	the	first	signs	of	hypothermia	are:	goose	bumps,	

feeling cold in your extremities (hand, nose, feet etc), your feet are numb, 
and/or you start shivering - not under voluntary control, and/or cannot do 
complex motor functions - can talk but paddling strokes are sloppy and 
tying knots next to impossible. 

If you are displaying ANY of these signs then it's time to start paddling to 
the nearest shoreline before things get worse, and a call to Coastguard at 
this point is also a very good idea so they know where you are and what's 
happening just in case. 

This	is	also	a	good	time	to	remind	you	about	the	buddy	system,	fishing	
with friends means you always have someone watching your back who 
can assist should you need any help and you can both keep an eye on 
each other for any signs of hypothermia etc. Look after each other, I've 
been	there	myself.	On	a	trip	up	to	Matai	Bay	in	Northland,	I	came	off	the	
water on a cold and wet day with the beginnings of hypothermia, serious 
shivering	and	numbness	of	hands	and	feet.	My	mates	packed	me	off	to	
my car where I started the engine and wound up the heater to warm up 
while they took care of my gear on the beach - thanks guys!

Winter Fish

So with all that said please don't put the kayak away for the winter. Get 
out	there	and	do	it.	Winter	fishing	can	bring	you	some	very	good	catches,	
the	fish	tend	to	head	out	deep	or	head	to	the	shallows.	The	deeper	fish	
may be out of reach but those hanging around in the shallows will be your 
targets. It's a time to go paddling along the shorelines discovering the rocky 
outcrops	and	gutters	where	the	fish	will	be	hunkered	down	and	for	you	to	
try and tempt them out.  Don’t forget, those guys in their big noisy motor 
boats can’t get in close to the shoreline like you can in your kayak!


