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I am a lurker on the Australian Saltwater Fly Fishing Forum and during the holidays found some 

interesting reading in a thread started by a fellow Certified Casting Instructor (CCI) 
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 in 

Queensland. Mike was offering free casting instruction for anyone who could come along to his 

local park of an afternoon. His post was waylaid by a fishing guide who was frustrated by the lack 

of casting skills of some of his clients and suggesting that practicing in the park did little to prepare 

people for the real world of fly fishing. As with most of these “discussions” on forums some heat 

was generated and no consensus was reached but some interesting points were raised.  Many of us 

practice in the park and I know there are other CCIs and aspiring CCIs who freely give of their time 

and expertise to help people develop their casting skills so I thought it would be a good topic to 

explore for this month’s column. 

 

 
 

Sifting through the three or four pages of posts on this thread there were obviously two sides to the 

argument and both camps made valid points. To some casting in the park was a waste of time 

because it was not preparation for the reality of casting in real fishing situations. Others saw it as 

the place where foundations were laid and basic skills developed. Some cast for the sheer 

enjoyment of forming loops while others were only interested in learning how to deliver a fly. 

Being a lurker I didn’t contribute to the forum and I am not going to use this column now to 

rekindle the debate. What I would like to do is reflect on my own experience and look at how I see 

the pros and cons of park casting versus casting in the real world. 

 

I‘ve done a lot of park casting in my time and still try to do so regularly. Casting in the park is 

convenient, easy and encourages practice when you haven’t got the time to go to the water. I’ve 

used my time in the park to work on many aspects of my casting. All the lawn casting I have done 

has made me a better caster. When practicing in the park there’s time to watch what you are doing, 

analyze your mistakes and get it right. But as I see it there are three aspects of park casting that fail 

to address the needs of real life fishing situations. I can understand how a guide could easily be 

frustrated by a client who has not taken these into account when practicing in the park. 



 

I’ve just returned from two weeks on the South Island of New Zealand. Of the fish we caught many 

were within 20 feet of the tip of the rod. Given the long leader and inevitable wind, making an 

accurate cast was not easy. When we practice in the park we tend to have 30feet or more of line out 

and use short leaders. We usually only practice on good days. We can easily convince ourselves 

that we can cast accurately. But in New Zealand I can recall a number of fish I missed because I 

couldn’t get my first cast to land where I wanted it to. Practicing in the park improves accuracy but 

it needs to involve short casts – sometimes with only a leader. I guess that’s why I like the Orvis 

Master your Casting Program
2
 and continue to advocate its use. It starts with casts at 20 feet! 

 

 
 

 

 

The second problem with park casting is that it usually takes place in good weather and our 

approach can be casual and relaxed. What better way to spend a few hours than standing in a sunny 

park watching your loops sails through a light breeze! You can practice your curve casts over and 

over again knowing that the wind is coming from the right angle and it doesn’t matter if your line 

gets tangled on a witch’s hat. If you miss the target the first time you can do it again until you get it 

just right. The reality was brought home to me on my New Zealand trip when I had to make a curve 

cast around a matagouri bush to a fish tucked in under the willows. There were no second chances 

and not getting it right would mean spooking the fish or having the “matagouri monster” eat my 

line. I’d like to be able to report I nailed the cast but even after practicing curve casts on the lawn 

many times I wasn’t confident I could pull it off and took the easy way out by entering the water 

giving myself a straight line cast to the fish. The fish took the fly first cast and I landed my one and 

only fish for that day. 

 



 
 

 

Real life fishing situations put you under pressure. In the park it doesn’t matter if you don’t nail the 

cast first time. You simply pick up the line and do it again. In the world of fishing, especially trout 

fishing in New Zealand, you have to make the first cast count. You don’t have the time or the 

luxury of making a number of false casts to judge your distance. Big New Zealand trout don’t get 

that big without learning to avoid signs of danger. I’m not big on competitive fishing but I am an 

advocate of competition casting. I don’t enjoy it but I know it sharpens my casting skills. 

Admittedly in some disciplines you get to make a number of false casts but you still have to make 

that first presentation count. Maybe if we made our park casting a little more competitive it would 

be much better preparation for fishing. 
 

The third problem I see with park casting is that too often we only practice the easy things that we 

enjoy doing. There’s nothing wrong with that because the more practice you do the more muscle 

memory you develop and the more consistent your casting becomes. Unfortunately, if you only 

practice the easy casts you won’t be prepared for the real world of fly fishing. I don’t recall any fish 

in New Zealand that I cast to without having to deal with challenges such as the wind, bushes in 

front and behind, drag, casting off my opposite shoulder, using a long leader and probably a few 

others. Countering these challenges requires a level of casting that goes beyond what we usually 

practice in the park. I remember a story from the American Master Casting Instructor Gordy Hill 

who prepared his students for bonefish trips by sitting them on top of a step ladder and asking them 

to cast at a remote controlled buggy as it zigzagged across the lawn in front of them. Although not 

the reality of standing on the bow of a skiff in the Bahamas it was the best way Gordy could make 

practicing in the park meaningful. 
 

You can’t become an effective fly fisher by only practicing when you go fishing. You will 

eventually get better but you probably won’t catch many fish and you will annoy the hell out of 

anyone you happen to be fishing with. No one gets to be a competent fly fishing without practicing 

in the park at some time. You just need to make sure your casting in the park reflects the real 

fishing scenarios that you encounter. That’s my contribution to the argument and I’ll leave you to 

decide where you stand. I’m off now to practice in the park. 
 



1
 Fly Fishers International is an international organization headquartered in Livingston, Montana. 

FFI trains and certifies casting instructors in two tiers—Certified Casting Instructor (CCI) and 

Master Casting Instructor (MCI).  
 
2 
“Orvis Master Your Fly Casting From Novice To Masters” by Jim C. Chapralis. 
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