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A Review of the Gulf of Mexico Red Snapper Fishery 

By 
JAMES S. CARPENTER, Fishery Biologist (General) 

Bureau of Commercial Fisheries Exploratory Fishing. Base 
Pascagoula, Miss. 

ABSTRACT 

The developments of the fishery (fourth most valuable 
fishery in the Gulf) are shown by the following comparisons: 

Vessels.-From a relatively small fleet of sail-driven 
schooners with live-wells for keeping fish to numerous diesel 
powered boats using ice for preserving the catch. 

Fishing grounds.-From areas lying close to the mainland 
(inside 40 fathoms) off Florida :and the "Middle Grounds" south
east of Pensacola to the "Western Grounds" off Texas and the 
Campeche Banks off Mexico. 

Gear, equipment, and fishing methods.- From cotton hand
lines using the hand over hand technique to stainless steel lines 
wi th reels and improved terminal gear. From dead-reckoning and 
sounding techniques for navigation and locating fis hable bottoms 
to modern electronic equipment, complete and accurate charts, 
and celestial navigation. From the generally ineffective cod gill 
nets, longlines, hoop nets, and fish traps for catching snapper to 
the highly s uccessful modified otter trawls. 

Handling and marketing.-From unsati s factory fish hand
ling techniques, resulting in poor quality fish, to greatly improved 
methods. From almost exclusive use of railroads for shipping fish 
iced in barrels to the predominant use of trucks for shipping 
boxes of iced fish. 

Production.- From good catches made per boat by the re
lati vely small snapper fleet, producing moderate total landings, 
to decreased catches per boat for a much increased fleet, making 
greater total production. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The exis ting Ii LeraLure con Lai ns on ly f ow and 
incomplete descriptions of the r",d s napper fi s ~ery . Com 
prehensi ve descriptions have been mado at various Limps 
by Stearns (1885); Jarvis (1935); and Cam~er. (1955). 
There is, however, no up-to-date deSCription. SI nee '\0 

many innovations in vessels, gear, and methods haVe> been 
made in the past few years, and because the Burpnu of 
Commercial Fisheries has received numerous roque1its for 
information on the snapper and grouper fishery, It I.' 

necessary to redescribe the fishery to inrludt' Ihps!' 

changes. 

HISTORY 

The Gulf of Mexico red snapper fishery, pionl'l'r
ed by New Englanders, had its origin off the north"'.l'sINn 
coast of Florida some 15 or 20 years before the ('1\ Ii I~ar. 
During this period, catches, taken by handllne1i from lill'
well smacks' and chings' that fished only th' In horf' 
waters, were either shipped to New Orlenns "where th .. y 
sold like hot cakes" (Collins, 1887) or IH're ~old In \10-
bile (Warren, 1898). Some catches were s{)ld in Ppnsllcol 
for local consumption. "The existence of r'd 'nupP"r 
grounds in Florida waters and the pot.entilllitIP"; of th .. 
waters offshore were unknown to the locnl peopl . In th .. 
early seventies of the last century the ground fished 
were within the forty fathom line, between \lohill', \111., 
and Fort Walton, Fla. The lack of experience as depp ~ 'n 
fishermen, as well as the absence of correct sounding, 
contributed further to the delay in the discoler) of th .. 
red snapper banks off the Gulf coast." ( nrher, l!Hi!i) 

Not until after the Civil War (1' 72) IIIlS th .. fi h

ery really started on a large scale (Wan n, 1 b9/j). \t th I ' 

time, a New Englander built a fish house for handlin/! !lnd 
shipping red snapper and imported fishermen and Ii I e·w .. II 
smacks from the North. In the following few yenr s , \\ ith 
the organization of new companIes and partnt'rships, thf' 
red snapper fishery in Pensacola became more flrml) 
established. The Texas red snapper fishery dCI eloped In 
the 1880's (Camber, 1955), and at about this same period 
Mobile became one of the principal snapper ("t'nters . In 
1932, two companies in Pensacola worked about 70 'mack .. 
and produced half the U.S. red snapper catch (Jan is, 
1935). 

In the early fishery, live-well chings and smack' 
were used exclusively, These vessel were constructed 
to hold live fish in tanks or wells. Fish could be kept 
ali ve only for a relati vely short period of time, therefore, 
fishing was confined mostly to grounds lying short dis
tances from home ports. 

A revolution in the red snapper fishery had Its 
beginning when schooners brought ice from Maine. Fish 
dealers found that ice-packed red snapper remained in 
good condition for long periods. Although natural Ice was 
available as early as 1868 (Collins, 1887), it soon became 
too expensive to use because of increased shipping costs. 

'''Smacks'' are large schooners of 50 to 60 tons, 
carrying 8 to 12 men. They spend at least 17 and up to 32 days 
at sea. 

'''Chings'' are small sailing vessels over 5 but nor 
exceeding 20 rons, carrying 3 -7 fishermen. :rhey spend a max
imum of 10 days ar sea. 
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to L-wch cork nr! 
foam :1.d) , I· to 6-lnch 
cork. Thl' entranc" to efle h I I 
hold With :1 4- by 6- hy 10-lnch h.fUng ho rd~ nd bouom 
and top uoor~ 

The smaller \e~ (·1" or chln.:~ thlll fi"heu for 
snapper W(Ht' usu II) of the {hoonpr rlt' ign, how IN, 
some were nond ,..CrlPl with numprou .. 1(\Ilation..; in hull-. 
and rigging'. (hlng>' "'re 10 to 41) fe't long and between 
10 and 20 tons, with most les" than 15 ton~ The) had 
3- to 7- man crew, and trips \\er seldom mor than a 
week. Chings could never handl more than 5.000 pounds 
of fi h; usual catches ranged from 500 to 3,000 pound'. In 
1 5, snapper boats Increased In 'ize to more than 2 
tons net ( tearns, 1 5). Later, with the introduction of 
the larger schoone rs or smacks of the ~6- to 50- ton cIa 
a definite size distinction became oblious (Camber, 1955), 

The larger two-mast.ed 'chooner or macks 
which were 50 to 100 feet long carried to 12 men, and 



fishing trips were 2 to 4 weeks (figs. 1 and 2). The in
creased size of these vessels, compared with chings, en
abled them to make longer cruises a~d to explore offshore 
grounds. 

A boost was gi ven to the fishery after the turn 
of the century when sail-rigged smacks were powered with 
auxiliary gasoline engines; in the early 1920's diesel 
engines provided a further boost. With motor-powered ves
sels, fishermen were not as dependent on weather as they 

.. 
1=: ' , 

had been when only sails were used. Freed from de
dependence on winds, the boats needed less time for pas
sage to and from fishing grounds and more time was spent 
in the actual fishing operation. 

In 1923, over half the vessels operating from 
Florida ports were auxiliary-powered sailing vessels. In 
1939, the first modern diesel engines were installed in 
s napper boats. By 1945, most snapper vessels had con
verted from auxi Ii ary-powererl sailing vessels to diesel 

Figure l.--The Buccaneer, built in 1925, is a 105-gross ton, 103-foot two-masted schooner of the type 
used in the early fishery. A few are still in use today. 
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Figure 2.--The Star Queen, built in 1953, is a 71- ross lon, f3 -foot motor Jlbo t. 

powered vessels (Camber, 1955). Some diesels were in
stalled during World WarII; however, the ready avai lability 
of surplus engines after the war was probably the main 
factor that contributed to complete dieselization. Although 
the adoption of diesel engines has changed the mode of 
locomotion, sails are still used on boats for stabilization. 
The main engine, together with the steadying effect of the 
mainsail ("spanker"), is used to maintain position on 
fishing grounds, where winds and currents are variable. 
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.\,; a rl?~ult of thl? \ r)ing profitability of the 
fishery, the sizl' of the commcrci I red snapper neet has 
nuctuated considerably in the p~L From 1935 to 1955 
only 3 to -1 ne\\ boats WNI? added to the napper neet; 
however, dUring the past e\eral y ar' ne ..... and more 
modern \e'sels ha\e been built -- about 15 \e -els are 
under construction. The new \e 'o'el' ha\'e a modified 
schooner design that incorporates feature of the. ·ew 
England schooner and of the deep water hrimp trawler. 



These vesse ls have schooner bows and use a "spanker" 
or main sail. Mos t ne w vessels are 65 to 80 feet long and 
have larger horsepower engines than were previo us ly in
s talled on the older smacks. Also, there has been a re
duction in the amount of sail (fi g. 3). 

The arrangement of all supe rstru cture is the 
prerogative of the captain for whom the boat is built. Pro
bably t he greatest variations in new vessels are in the 
positions of the galley and mast, whether they are placed 
forward or aft of the pi lothous e. 

Figure 3.--The Silver Chalice, built in 1964, is a 63-gross ton, 72-foot snapper boat. 
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Figure 4.--The Ten Kids, built in 1964, is a 58-gross ton, 70-foot co mb ination vesse l that can be us ed to 

fish for snapper and trawl for shr imp . 

Some of the new boats are constructed so that 
they can be used as combination vessels to fish for snap
per and shrim p (fig. 4). 

Statistics compiled by the Bureau of Commercial 
Fisheries for 1962' list 420 snapper and grouper vessels 
in the Gulf of Mexico. Al so, N.L. Pease (personal com
munication) said that 546 vessels fi s h the Gulf waters for 
snapper and grouper. Although these totals ar& document
ed, they appear high and probably do not represent the 

• 1%2 statis tics of the number of vessels fis hing for 
snapper and grouper in the Gulf of Mexico, compiled by the 

Branch of StatlStlCS, have not yet beea publ ished a nd are, there
fore. unofficiaL 
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actual si ze o f the commercial fl eet that consistently 
fishes for snapper and grouper. Evaluation of information 
gained through intervi ews with industry members (fish 
company officials, vessel captain s , and fishermen) indi
cates that· sh rimp an d s port fi s hing vessels , which fish on 
only a part-time bas is, form th e greates t part of the above 
values. The size of the comme rcial fleet (s macks and 
ching<3), whic h fishes only for s napper and grouper, pro
bably does not exceed 300 vessels . 



FISHING GROUNDS 

During the early period of the fishery, chings 
fished only inside the 40-fathom curve between Mobile 
Bay, Ala., and Cape St. George, Fla. (fig. 5). Because of 
its proximity to the grounds and other advantages, such 
as communications, transportation, and harbor facilities, 
Pensacola became the red snapper center. "Before 1880 
it was common for smacks to make weekly trips, and they 
were seldom compelled to go far for good fishi ng" (Warren, 
1898). In 1883-84, however, heavy fishing pressure on the 
waters parallel to the edge of the continental s helf caused 
the area off Pensacola to become less productive. Conse
quently, vessels had to sail 200 miles southeast of Pensa
cola to an area called the "Middle Grounds" (fig. 5). In 
due time, the increased fishery on the "Middle Grounds" 
resulted in rapid declines in catches (Stearns, 1883). 

With discovery in 1885 of new snapper grounds 
between Tampa and the Dry Tortugas by the U.S. Fish 
Commission research vessel Albatross (Collins, 1885), 
and discovery of excellent snapper grounds (Galveston 
"Lumps" or "Western Grounds") off Texas in the 1880's 
(Camber, 1955), new centers were established, and the 
fishery gradually spread out from Pensacola. T hese cen-

+ W£)flCO 

./ 

Since 1892 J'--\) 
__ ../" J 

---

+ 

ters, Tampa, Carrabelle, Apalachicola, Panama Cit), and 
iceville, Fla. ; Pascagoula, Mis .; and Fre port and 

Brownsville , Tex., were supplied With fish caught b) 
smaller vessels on grounds that had been 'abandoned 
earlier by the larger ves els (Camber, 1955). e\\, ports 
that have developed as snapper center in recent years 
a re Bayou La Batre and Gulf hores, Ala.; and Corpu 
Christi, Port Arthur, and Aransas Pass, Tex. 

Not until about 1 90 did smacks begin to fish for 
snapper on the Campeche Banks. Although fish could be 
taken from that area on a year round ba is, th.:l heavie t 
fi s hing pressure was genprally during times of the year of 
adverse weather (winter) on the U.S. side of the Gulf. Dur
ing winter, good catches could not be made on the Florida 
and Texas coasts. 

By 1897, with continued emphasis on the Cam
peche Banks , numerous smacks from Pensacola , Mobile, 
and Galveston fi s hed on a year round basis. At the turn of 
the century the areas fished (Arcas Cay, Triangle Cay, 
Arenas Cay, and Alacran Reef) were confined easterly by 
the Tortugas at lat. 24° N., long. 83° W. and extended 
westerly across the banks to lat. 20° N., long. 93° W. 
(Camber, 1955) (fig. 5). 

With snapper schooners compelled to sail 400 to 

\ 
\ 
\ 

Figure 5.--Major sources of snapper in the Gulf of Mexico since 1 65 (Camber , 19 55). 
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700 miles to reach the Campeche Banks, the average fish
ing trip was about 23 days, of which 8 were allotted for 
the outward and homeward passage. 

Through the years, even with over incr('asing 
fishing pressure, Campeche Banks have remained the most 
important snapper area in the Gulf. Jarvi s (19:3!i) esti
mated that 75 percent of all snapper taken in 19:33 w('ro 
from the Campeche Banks. Company offiCIals of the I argN 
snapper companies in Pen sacoLa and Mobile' hav(' agrN'd 
with this estimate of75 percent of the s nappN and groupC'r 
catch coming from the Campeche Bank s (personal com
munications). In 1935, however, about 50 percent of th" 
total catch came from U.S. waters. This r('(luction In 
Campeche's contribution can probably be altributpd to 
increased fi shing activities on the "Western Grounds", 
an area from a few miles south-southwest of th(' MISS
issippi River Delta to Galveston, Tox., at depths of to to 
100 fathoms (fig. 5). Areas fished in 1933 were from thl' 
eastern limit in about lat. 21° 20' N., long. 86° 10' "., 
with the northern limit about 400 miles from P('n>;acolll 
(Jarvis, 1935). 

In 1935, vesseLs from Pensacola and Mobilp tuok 
their fares from all portions of the Campeche Bank .. whil., 
Galveston schooners fished from the Triangle RC'efs north
ward. The Tampa and Panama City fleets usually \\orked 
only the eastern area of the banks. At this timC', \lc·,icun 
and Cuban schooners were aLso fishing that Ilrpa (,Jan is, 
1935). 

Camber (1955) states that about 40 \e~~pls fish
ed the Campeche Banks bet\\ een 1937 and 1951 nnd list 
the areas as follows: 

a. "The Eastern Grounds "--a tri angu lar an'n 
formed by a line runnin g along the 25 fathorr l"ur\l' froM 
Cape Catoche to Alacran Reef, then running northp:lst 
along the 60 to 65 fathom line to longltudp ~hO \\. and 
latitude 23° 30' N., and from there back to Cnpt' ('ato('h,'. 

b. "Between the Reefs"--a rectangular arC'a lop 
tween the ALacran Reef and Arcas Ca~, bounth·d SPlt ll af'! 
by the 65 to 70 fathom line, and Inshore by the 1;; futhom 
line. 

c. "Arcas Grounds"--an area bpt\\el'n tht> 1" 
and 55 fathom lines, confined In the north by a line runn
ing from Areas Cay inshore and tapering off' in the HoUt~
west toward Vera Cruz, ~\exico . 

"In 1950-51 fishing commenced on new grounds consit'ling 
of an area formed between the former most northerl\' and 
westerly seaward limits of the fishing ar('a and th~ 140 
fathom line." (Camber, 1955) (fig. 5). 

Between 100 and 150 commercial snapper \es
sels, sailing out of about 15 Gulf coast ports, fish all 
portions of the Campeche Banks (inside the lOa-fathom 
curve from the eastern edge of the bank southwest toward 
Vera Cruz, Mexico) and the "lVestern Grounds" off Texas. 
Al so, U.S. vessels fish off the Mexican coast from an 
area east-southeast of Vera Cruz, referred to as th(' 
"t'lountai ns" up to the United States-Mexico border. An 
estimated 200 or more pleasure boats, from the Florida 
west coast to Texas, make occasional trips to the inshore 
snapper banks. In addition, an unknown number of com
mercial shrimp boats occasionally fish for snapper. 

The Campeche Banks are considered the most 
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important s nllppnr nr,," in thl! (julf. An .. "timntnd al) to fll) 
U.S. vI'HEwls 1:lln hI' Sl'f' n on tit,· Bllnks M ,.ny tim' or lh' 
yf'flr. CIlptnin of linllPP"r VI' Hr'l fi hin' th" C/lmp""he 
Bnnks huv,' >llllf.·d (Pf'rHOfl II I ,·omrnuni I.fionl'l) thal mo l 

fi s hing I'ffnrt I'! ,·onr·"ntrul.l'd nnlH Arl·rt, Ohl po, Th,. 
Triangl!' !!, Ilnd ·u,·vo. In thf I'IlS t fo\\ y'urf! not mU"h 
fi shing ha>l h""n donI' In th" \renll '!, ,\lfll rnn, "Th .. (o,a!'lt. 
C'rn (;rounds", Ilnd "~(Jrth"rrl .. hpl ... " " orUB ; hO"'"fi\f(*r, 
IX)llt li 11r<' gWdUlllly hlf[lng h "k t" tl". I' nr .. u , I' pcdal
Iy t1) thr'" 'orth"rn helvl' .. 8"<1 "'I hf' f~1l t'rn (jroundfl", 
rlo\\n to nn "rr'll n Ilr ( IIpe ( Il lueh,·. f>f'(Jth fi h"d rnngl' 
from :lO tf) 100 futhfl~ \\ itll heuvi 'lit nCf'ntrllllc,n cd ef

fort In ~fj to tiO frdholT: . 
Conr,pntr tIlon'! l,i red snllp(J'( arr u unlly founr! 

only OVf'r .' 'rtnln t}l'f' of hOltom • Irr .. gular hard hoUnm 
formlltlon (suhrrarlnf' .. Inv Lion (Ir lump and Ilpprl'8 ion 
or gullie ) of r k or "m" tone l'O\pr d \\ILh liv .. coml 
Ilnd gras ar,' (. ""('ially pr 'fcrr, (I hy nn(Jp ·r. lIow('\ 'r, 
II" '!tnt,,<1 hy ('amb, r (1 !l!i!i), .. J hf nlJmb"r oC 1)( h hablUi 
I rl'lntlvr·1 mnll." fo'i h ehool ar .. u unlly 10' u·d 
,'vpral f". l of( th. hOltom uf lump lUIeI gull!' wh r 

fl,od '!late rI I brou 'ht in hy eddYing curr .. nt ('ul· 
'I'h!' nulf of \1., 1<'0 nllpJI<'r lump Rrp u IJ Ily 
arl'a (10 than a mli ), allhough fl.'\\ na~lp' r hank MI' 
knOll n to e l~nd for c\ pral mt\. . lIard bottom' Rr' th 
prl'ferrNI hahltat ror n I'per and 'roup r, y good c t.chp 

('xplurnlor) \. r I 
Im'i1tlon In thc (,ule. I!(' ull 
nrl'a krtJ" n to th 
po Ilion 
\, el 

H \ 

nd bottom. 

found b) 
100 yard 

abo\,' the urrounrllng bottom, 
onglnilu,d ncar lat n° [ii' ~ • long. {} • rr,' \\ . and ex. 
ll.'nd"d l'\ 'r I mil.' In n ea t- uthl.' lerl) direction 
along lhl.' r;O-rnthom c.Ur\<>. Echo rl'('ordur Leneln' hO\\I.'e1 
good IndlcntlO'l or fi h long the' ('Mire rid!! _ \ urie~ 
or handllN' t tlon mad t \ riou pOlfll- along Il~ 
Jl'ngth Ylelde I nboul 1, 00 pound of r d "nopp"r nd 300 
pound" of grouper In 1 dn)' r, hlng (H \ Or'l'!on l rUl-e 

R!'port :\0 3. i!I:iC) \11 Infurmallon g, thurer! b) th •• 
Ort'gon "a~ pn" , leI on to th,· nlll'per n,hury \ a (I.'-ult 

of thiS disclosure, \( el.., from T",.,.. nd Florida .. tarted 
flshng thi" rldgl' nnd ('Hught 200,000 pounds of nnpper 
and group"r In 1 month. \lthuugh not 410cum"nted, furlhpr 
rl'ports on t~ ... ridgf' ft'l paler! that 50U,OOO pound .. of fl..;h 
\Iere tak .. n In II 3· [0 l- ~onth period nfter It .. dl-co\l'r\". 

Con,;!(h'rable ch'lOgp..; hn\(' bl'£'n madl' in nn\'I
g<1lwn.li tl'chr i4IUl" '" nt'1' th .. ..;nllpp"r fl -hl'r) b .. gun In 
e"rl~ ) ('ar" fl"h"Pllpn i..nL'l\ little about (['I .... liul n \ I
gallon hut rdil'd "ntir<'l) on d"ad rl'{'i..uning" and "(lund 
Ing" \I thuugh smaek" liN!' uhl t • to satl all ItrPlh of thl.' 
Gulf , errors in nllligution ret'ultt'rl in 10,.;" of lim(' nnd 
fuel. Upon reaching the fishing grounds, n - hermen us('d 
soundIng methods to locate actual fl 'hi n,g spot". The rir5t 
mate used a sounding line \\ith baited hook attached to 
try. to locate both hard bottom and snappers. Almo tin
variably when hard bottom was found, one and sometime 



hour ""n' parching \Ih 'n 1\ "hol 
ncnor"rl or 110\\

pradu <'In, fJ h, f\ 

"ol,,,d 11 Informlltl<Jn \\a !'cumul Ipd on po ttlOn of 
nlippl'r I.lnk (g6lnl'd through par of filling p P'rI

I'nc'" ), lind ('ompll'tl' und an'urall' charI rl"pi tin I d"lJlh 
and ho(/om t}f)!' "PrP introduc('(J. Bul nol until tIl' Inlro
ductlOn lif modl'rn nllvlg~llonlllln"trum('nl ' \'Pf(' II hPrm,'n 
nfll" to "pinpoint" IUllturll' und longltudl' . \llth radio, 
d 'pth rf'('ordl'r , and loran" U' standard r.qulpml'nl, fl h"r
In!'n hllv(' Iittlr. difficult} In locating anel tU)ln. O'l'r 
fl hahl!' hoUom", Oncl' fl VI' 1'1 rl'!lC ' nl'S a fl hing arl'n, 
thl' cll'pt h nnd lopograph) of th bottom (rpl~rdNl h) dC'pth 
el!'""',, ) d(>t rmlnt' thl' unchoragl' spot "h"re' the actunl 
fl hing wi II rommpnt'C', 

\ fish flndc'r, ""hieh utili?!' . an oscillo cop" IQ 
(' II'('[ronl (,lllly portray the botlom C'ompo:i tion and fi she, 
prl'sl'nl undpr the> boat" (Mol', 196:\) "as t"s[Nl by th 
H V regon, This dovice wa:-; found to tx> promising in 

1./,.. 

dl tingul h h. I" 

T;pl' ha fill hlng light \11 

of a {'flthoell' ra, tuhc. Thl cond t)r 
d"vi 'IS not ('~mm{)nlv U I'd 

F i u r > , -' I, I,' h rrn n r t r i q n I. 



FISm~G \IETHOD AXD GEAR 

Today's fishing operations are basically similar 
to tho,;e in the past; I.e., a line with baited hooks is sus
pended about 1 to 3 feet above the bottom. When a bite is 
fel t, the hook is set b~ a sharp jerk and the fish is brought 
up, unhooked, and thrown aside. Today a hand reel (fig. 6) 
is used to bring up the fish, while in the past the "haud 
over hand" technique was used. 

Baits most commonly used in the fishery are 
lad) fish, panish mackerel, blue runners, mullet, cigar
fish, menhaden, shrImp, and squid. Most bait is bought in 
a frozen condition rather than fresh as it was in the early 
fishE'fY· Bait is placed in wooden or steel barrels aboard 
\essels and salted on the outward passage to the fishing 
grounds. Salting hardens the bait and s ubsequently makes 
it more difficult for fish to strip it from the hooks. After 
the fishing area is reached, the thawed and salted bait is 
cut into small strips and threaded on the hooks. Fisher
men consider ladyfish and squid to be most effective in 
cat.ching fish. Squid are imported from the Atlantic and 
Pacific coa ts, while ladyfish are bought from Florida 
dealers. 

Jarvis (1935) said the handlines are "made of 
no. 12 tarred cotton line and average about 100 fathoms in 
length. When not in use the lines are coiled down in small 
\~uoden tubs. A pear-shaped 'patent' lead is used by most 
fishermen. These leads come in several different weights, 
but the usual weight is 3% pounds. A short brass rod, end

ing in an eye with a box swivel, projects at an angle from 
the lower end of the lead. To this are fastened two, some
times three, 3-foot gangings, each with a no. 4 Mustad 
japanned hook." 

Changes in snapper gear, as noted by Camber 
(1955), have heen in the use of untarred hard lay net 
t\\ ine for handlines and Kirby os. 3, 4, and 5 hooks 
rather than \lustad japanned hooks. In recent years there 
~a~ b~en a change from hard lay net twine to 3/64-inch 
tainless steel line on reels. Also, fishermen have return

I'd to the use of japanned or "tuna circle hooks", Nos. 6 
to 9. Fishermen clai m that the e hooks do not have to be 
"Pt, since the fish will hook themselves. Nos. 5 and 6 
'ooks are mo t widely used in the fishery. From 5 to 15 
of these hooks are secured to a line. Off the Texas coast 
("I\estern Grounds"), snapper are located in shallower 
water,; and are predominantly smaller in size. In this area, 
up to 10 ~o. 9 hooks are strung out on a single lim,. In
--tpad of the 3\-pound' pear-shaped lead, window sash 
I\PI:.{hts are u,,;ed as SInkers. <\ rath e r new apparatus in 
tIl!' fishl·r) IS the rubber shock or "rubber snubber". This 
del iel' molded of rubber WI th brass eyes on each end, is 
ahout l~ to lK inches long. The swiveled end of the stain
II' " stl'pl line IS attached to one end of the "rubber snub
.bpr" and a heal ~ duty (test) monofilament line with gang
Ing (snoods) sl\ilels, and hooks is secured to the op
po Ite Pl'd. Ilhpn fish take the baIted hooks, the elasticity 
of tllP "ruhbf'r snuhher" prelents sudden strong tension 
on th(· lint'; con<;e'luent I~ fell er fish are lost from gear 

')r ah 1/.:'> or t"arin~ loose from the hooks. In crea sed relia
hd ty 1"< another :llhancement of todals gear; i.e., all 

"1onofdaml'nt n}lon :lnd ,.;tDlnless steel, are fasten
hy a crimping process using a micro-

pr .. 

10 

Other advances in s napper gear have been in 
developi ng e lectri c and gasoline powered reel s, which 
were introdu ced in 1950 and 1952 by the Warren Fish 
Com pany and E .E. Saunders Fi s h Company. These reels 
we re found to be effective in catching s napper. Because 
of high costs and complexity, however, these reel s were 
soon found to be impractical and only a few were install
ed on boats. "Electric reels were used with considerable 
success" during Cruise No.9 by the U.S. Fish and Wild
l ife Service exploratory vessel Oregon (R/ V Oregon Cruise 

Report No.9, 1951). Later, the Warren Fish Company in
troduced a sim ple r reel which consisted of a bicycle 
coaster brake and a large hand-drive wheel with stai nless 
steel line (Cambe r, 1955) (fig. 7). In 1949, a fleet of 14 

Figur e 7.- -Hand reel with bicycle coaster 

brake and a large hand-drive wheel. 



Figure 8.--Direct-drive high speed hand reel. 

red snapper vessels was equipped wi th high- s peed manual 
reels of the direct drive type as seen in figure 8 (Siebena
ler and BradY,.1952). With hand reels, which were relative
ly inexpensive and easy to install, fishermen could fi s h 
greater depths much fa ste r than they could with handline s. 
As a result , catch rates incre.ased considerably. 

Most snapper vessels have changed from hand-

11 

lin es to manual reel s with steel l ine, .of the types s een 
in figure s 7 and 9. Depending on the number of fishermen, 
each boat has 4 to 12 of these reels, which are mounted 
on steel posts along the starboard and port weather rails. 

Although through the years hand lines have been 
the traditional gear in taking snapper, continual efforts 
have been made to find more efficient gear and methods. 



Figure 9.--Modified direct-drive high-speed hand reels of the type now used on most vesse ls. 

Developments in this gear are as follow s: 

a. Cod gill nets that were brought from Bos-
ton in 1884 proved inefficient and impractical in the Gulf. 
Stearns (1885b) states--"the fishermen did not understand 
hauling them and were indifferel1t as to their s uccess. ,. 

b. Longlines or trawllines were gene rally 

12 

unsuccessful in catching comme rcial quantities of s napper 
(Jarvis, 1935; Whiteleather and Brown, 1945). The in
effectiveness of this gear, i n many instances , stemmed 
from inadequate materi als, strong currents, and rough 
bottoms. As a result, considerabl e gear was damaged or 
lost. Jarvi s (1935) believed that lon glines may be more 
s uccess ful for catching groupe r than s napper. 



c. Hoop nets were tested and com pared wi th 
handlines by Smi th (1948). He found that wi th all factors 
being equal (except gear used) handlines caught more fish 
than hoop nets. 

d. Fish traps of the type used in the West 

Indies were successful in catching commercial quantities 
of snapper. Jarvis (1935) states "that this apparatus can 
be used successfully, especially by chings fi s hing near 
shore." Experiments on the effectiveness of traps made 

by the R/ V Oregon showed trap capture rates to be low in 
comparison with handline fishing (R/ V Oregon Cruise Re
port No.9, 1951). Also, more recent trap tests by the 
Oregon in March 1964 were unsuccessful. 

e. Modified otter trawls (fish trawls rigged 
with roller gear) have been tested on 21 cruises by the 
U.S. Fish and Wi ldli fe Service exploratory vessels Silver 

Bay (fig. 10) and Oregon . Conclusions on the effective-

Figure lO.--Mixed catch of snapper, porgies, and triggerfish taken with modified otter trawl by BCF
chartered exploratory vessel Si I ver Bay. 
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ness of this gear by Captiva and Rivl'rs (1 !l(jO) ar .. Il'l 
follows: 

1. Modified attN lmwls ('lin 11<' lI !' I'd 
as effective commNcial mC'ans of cat('hing rl'd 'lnappPr. 
grouper, and other speclC's In thl' (lulf of Mp'\I('(), 

2, BrokC'n nnd rough hollom IHPll". 
previously consider(>d unlrul\lnhlp. (,lin IH' work(,d !'('o' 
nomically with gear propC'riy d(>signl'r1 lind ('onSlruci"d, 

3. \dditional sp(>cips of n1nrkl'lllhl,' 
snapper, not g('nerully cuu~ht Ilith hllndlin,·s, Itr .. Illail
able to trulIl gear. 

1. R(>Il'as(' (If lIndl'r:>I"!' snal'P"r II, 
accomplishC'd (>ffecli~(>ly by lnrgl' nll'~h tflllll' lind !lId 
ends. 

5. Daily lmlll calchl'" (lfll'll "url'!I" 
those of handline I ('::<::<els IIh"n thp tl\O ml'thlld !lr .. u ,,<.I 

SlIlIullnn"1I1J Iy In 'HI" ur"l1 e 1"'f'lolly wh,." th" rl hare 
appllr,'nlly nlll r .. ,·din/, or during h"flYY 1100 • 

Ii , 'Irn",1 ~"ur, ultahlf' ror u (. by 
flrp . .. rtl (;ul f of M")(II'p hrlmp~.. "1 ... an h" adopt, II by 
I hI' I nrlll I ry PILIII" on 1I full · cl1le or'l a upplomunlary 
"1,,'rul'''11 IIl1rlllg JlPrlOd of In", hrlmp ('Dwhe • 

\ C'Hnl',' relal fl h"rmnn out of I','n 'ola domon-
lrall'd Ihll ,'Omr!Hlf('1fi1 Ppll£"lIllIllly or roller'rllI:lI:"d r. h 

lrllwl for (Blehln/! nnpIK·r. \\hllt, rl hlng 10 40 ralhom 
off 1'''11 neoll1, he ('aught '00 to I ,'iOO Ilound of rl h II'r 
c11l ( 'lIll/1l' "" I" mllll,' In n M,n ",h"r, h ndhne opera· 
tion ",,,'(' nlll J1rndu(,ln~ fl " Ih 1", nll), ,000 pound of 

n (lll<-'r an I ·roupPr "'ero lllk n In 3·da p' nod b) t.hl 
anw rl 1\('[' ,nn, ('\.'r I I lorida un IN ro fl hlOl( With 

,o'iN r g.,.r\ rl h'rll",1 Fl\(' 1I"0r .. lr wl"r r, "Ilhr-r 

h, I r ~ '>n 'U ( ( I II r pi r IT' I 

Fir,ufC' 11. 1>11 of rl h IC C lin ul l d , J 



HANDLING AND MARKETING 

Improvements in methods of handling s napper 
have been in eviscerating and carefully packing them in 
ice. In the past, snapper were often allowed to remain too 
long on deck and were not eviscerated, but packed round. 
Fishermen's erroneous objections to gutting fish were that 
gutted fish decomposed more rapidly. Gutting required too 
much time during the fishing operation, and gutted or dress
ed fi s h were hard to pack (Jarvis, 1935). Also, in the past, 
ice bin s were often overloaded, and, as a result, pressure 
exerted on the fish prohibited air circu lation and, there
fore, the coo ling effect, and many inferior or spoiled fish 
were brought in and unloaded at the fi s h house. With better 
handling methods, the quality of s napper is considered to 
be much improved. The fish are gutted and packed us ually 
within an hour after they are landed. Fish are prevented 
from "drying out" on deck by dousing them regularly with 
water from ei ther a bucket or a hose. 

Since emp has is on quality of fish is stressed 
continually , more time is spent in the actual drawing 
and was hing operation. Fish are prepared for drawing 
by making an inci s ion toward the head on the lower side 
(almost vertically) between the pecto ral and ventral fins 
and running the knife at an angle to the vent. Care is 
exercised in removing the viscera so that the white mem
brane (peritoneum) lining the abdominal cavity is not 
damaged (Jarvi s, 1935). 

Vessels fishing out of Texas have even a bigger 
job in cleaning their catch. Texas requires that all fish 
must not only be gutted but also gilled--the so-called 
G & G Law. 

Upon accumulation of a good size pile of fish on 
deck, the fi s h are drawn and washed and tossed into thp. 

hold to be packed in ice (figs. 11 and 12). The first hand 
or icer, res ponsible for icing the fi s h, remains in the hold 
for considerable lengths of time, adding ice and stacking 
fi s h. Abnut 6 inches of ice are s hoveled into the bottom 

Figure 12.--Fish being thrown into icebox. 
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of an icebox, then fish are added. Fish arc 1'tackcd wi th 
their drawn sides down to permit drainage. Crushed Ire, 
dispersed evenly to a 2-inch thickness, separates rows of 
fish. Usually, small fish (1 to 2 pounds) are stacked thn p 

and four layers deep before a layer of icc is arJdf'd. LargN 
fish are stacked in only one or two laycrs, the>n ice is 
added. After an icebox ha'5 been fi lied or "lopPf'd off", a 
thicker layer of ice is added to the> top and in thp sr~cp 
between the shifting boards and the doors. If propprly 
cared for, fish caught during the first part of a fishing trip 
can be kept in ice for 3 weeks and when unloaded will 111' 

,. 

almost as fn·<;h as fi'!h lakl'n during Ih ' II1Ul'r part or thp. 
trip. If thp Vt''! .. I I Iii I ClVf'r th .. rl'!hlng an'll when ri h 
arf' drawn, thp pnlrllJi'l arl' nol di ('urd.·!! ()~.·rt"Jllfd. hut 
nrf' rplainNlln huck .. 1 () Ihal Ilhllrk .... ill not I,,· fIltrlll'lM 

UJ thl' aron. 

In Rumm.'r (Ish flrf' n"If'pr! thr.", und rour limps a 
dll). hili dllrlng \\Inll'r 0111\ unO' fir L"o n'-Iclng I"'r dll) lin' 

rf'qulr,.d TI", fir l !jan'" Joh I Ilg"ll'n"" (WI 1'\\ hill no". 

1"'('1111 " mo L \ I' .. I no long"r (' rr) "lor k II (' "hIC h 
0111 I I,,· ell pPl,d \\" I I piC k or till 1'1 lhl') (arn ftc/lint 

<Tush,·" It (' pmlldl'd Cli III' (I h I'ou ,. 1(' I add",j to 

Figure 13.--Fish being unloaded from vessel by large-capacity steel bucket. 
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the boxes by a blower system which is attached to the 
crusher. Many fish houses have their own ' plants in which 
they make ice. 

It has been known for a long time that fish spoil
age results from chemical decomposition and bacterial 
action. In the past few years many fish companies have 
made antiseptic ice by adding a bacteriostatic chemical to 
the water before freezing. (This chemical retards growth 
of bacteria.) Fish companies are discontinuing the use of 
antiseptic ice because they cl aim that little di fference 
can be detected between fish packed with treated ice and 
those packed in untreated ice. Also, it seems that fisher
men are relying on antiseptic ice alone to keep fish in a 
fresh condition, rather than on a combination of ice and 

good handling techniques. 
Only a few changes have been made in the over

all processing operation in today's red snapper fi s hery as 
compared with processing methods of the pas t fishery. 

Fish companies attempt to arrange vessel ar
rivals so that landings will be made about the tim e th e fi s h 
supply on hand is exhau s ted. The arrival s, how ever, can
not always be scheduled properly and , s ubsequ ently, a 
glut may occur. Excess supplies of fish for which the 
producer does not have an immediate market are frozen 
and in most cases are sold within a week after st-orage . 

At port, the catches are unloaded from fishing 
ve ssels by means of a large-capaci ty stee.! bucket (figs . 
13 and 14). Each bucket is raised and lowered by an 

Figure 14.-- Fish being unloaded from hold of vessel. 
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electric hoist and when fully loaded weighs about 400 to 
500 pounds. In the past, each bucket load of IIsh was 
weighed before it was unloaded and the weight was check-

cd by the' lI"h hou'!" Ilnd 11 mflmlll'r of '-hr' Vl'8 "1 nl'W, 

Now, fiHh art' not wf'igh,·d ul du' l)i'glnnlng of th,' prr)("'/I • 
ing opl'rlllion but Ilflpr lhpy huvf' bf'f'n Hor(r,d lind grllllr'd, 

Figure 15.--Fish being dumped into hopper. 
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Figure 16.--Fish leaving hopper on conveyor belt. 

Un loading, techniques used by various fish companies in 
transporting fish from vessels to the fish house are as 
follows: 

a. Fish are dumped from the bucket to a chute 
and hopper system and then are moved into the fish house 
VI a a conveyor belt (figs. 15 and 16). As the fish move 
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along the belt, they are sorted and graded. 
b. Fi s h are dumped directly from the bucket 

onto the dock adjoining the fish house. Then fish house 
employees pew or gaff the fish and separate them into 
baskets (fig. 17). The fi s h are pewed or gaffed only in 
the head. 



Figure 17.--Fish being sorted and weighed. 

The newer fi sh companie s use the hopper and 
conveyor method for moving fish , while the old er com
panies retain the old direct handling method. 

20 

Regardless of the unloading methods used, the 
fi s h are so rted and graded acco rding to s pecies, size, and 
quality and then are weighed on platform sc ale s (fig. 17). 



Figure 1 .--Weight of c(\tch bcinf( recorded lJ fish 3rm n (lE'fl n fi h hou 

('ardul rl't'ord of IIl'I!::ht::; I;; kl'pt b) th{' Ii"h hllU~l' and 
by II flshl'rmnn n:>pn'sl'nting thl' fl.·hing Il' ...... "1 (fig. 1 ). 

l nfl'rior U "'POill'd fl"h an' dl";,' rd,'d' fl"h not In 

1~lml' ('ondilion re' h 'ndl'd and ;;old a' "hI dip.," fl:-h 
Ih)\\ 1'1 l'r. fi;;h Ot h"r than tho::; ~ of 10\\ l'r qu !at) rt al 0 
h"!Hhd: I.P •• ,lbout half of II fi"h I nd"d l' ,hlpp<>d 11 
h". iii I' ... ,.. fl"h. On" of the grl' ll' t eh ng . 'Ing 

~l 

r!lpl rI h 



Figure 19.--Heads being removed from snapper and grouper. 

Steaks and fillets are packed and frozen in small lots with 
most being sold to restaurants, hotels, hospitals, and 
public institutions. 

Fish houses differ in their ways of processing 
fish for shipment. Fish that are to be headed go to dress
ing tables where heads are removed with an axe (fig. 19) 
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or with an electric saw. Red snapper heads are then mov
ed to another table where small pieces of flesh, rou gh ly 
triangular in shape, are cut away from the side of the 
head. This meat, referred to as "snapper throats", act
ually is snapper cheeks and is said to be the richest and 
most delicately flavored part of the fish ; it is sold in bulk 



to some markets. Whole fish are either dumped into large 
tanks containing iced water (where th ey are was hed) (fig. 
20) or they are moved directly to the packing area. In the 
latter case, fi s h are washed while in the hopper before 
they enter the fi s h house. 

Wood en boxes and barrel s are used for s hipping 
fish. In the past, barrel s were used almost exclus ively 

and nearly all catches were s hipp ed by rai l express. The 
rea,sons barrel s we re preferred to boxes, as given by 
J arvis (1935) , are: "first, that most shipments are small 
and made to wayside station s, and undergo considerable 
rough handling before reaching the buyer. In such ship
ments barrels a re said to be more easi ly handled and less 
liable to breakage en route. Expressmen are said to prefer 

Figure 20.--Snappe rs be ing washed before they are packed in ice. 
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barrels for larger shipments because of ease of handling. 
Second, customers are said to request barrels, believing 
that the fish arrive in better condition with less meltage 
of ice. In the third place, barrels also have a reuse value 

and are preferred by ('usLomprs for Lhis rf'ason." 
Now the lrC'nd is r ·VPrSNJ. Most shipml'nts (in 

excess of 75 percenL of LhC' production) arf' mad!' by truck 
in toO-pound boxC's (fig. 21). Somo of th(' older compani(>s 

Figure 21.--Boxes of fish being loaded on truck. 
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continue to send snapper and grouper in barrels by ex
press, mainly to the larger southern ci ties (fig. 22). 

Most fi s h sales are made by te lephone orders 
from customers in the larger northern and eastern cities. 
Shipments are sent via truck to di stribution centers, s uch 
as Chicago, Detroit , Cleveland, St. Louis, Cincinnati, and 
New York . Although the s napper fi s hery is quite com peti
tive, fish houses cooperate with one another in making 
arrangeme nts whereby trucks owned or re nted by a certain 
company will pi c k up and de liver fish for anoth er company. 
This system is advantageous for both, si nce at times one 
company wi II not have a large e nough s upply of fi s h to 

supply customers' needs . Also, trucks which are not fully 
loaded and are heading for ce rtain cities will go out of 
their way to pick up fi s h from other companies that have 
orders for the same places. In addition to normal retail 
outlets, fr esh fi s h are sold to independent fish merchants 
(commonly re fe rred to as fish "peddlers"), who in turn 
distribute the fi s h to markets, public establishments, and 
individual s within abo ut a hundred mile radius of the 
coast. 

Boxes used for shipping s napper and grouper are 
the standard lOO-pound capacity type. Crushed ice is 
s hoveled i nto the bottom of the packing box, and the fish 

Fi gure 22.--Barrels of fish being loaded on express truck for delivery to railroad. 
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are carefully packed by alternating heads and tails to 
secure an even layer. Crushed ice is added to separate 
layers of fi s h. After 100 pounds of fish are added, a heavy 
scoop of ice is placed on top (fig. 23). At one ti me, it was 
a practice to "top off" a box with a heavy block of ice. 
The box was then covered with burlap and wired down. 
Now, however, because of the expediency of truck de
livery , block ice is not added and boxes are seldom cov
ered. Snapper shipments made by truck reach their destIna
tions in 1 to 2 days. If most of the ice melts en route, the 
driver repacks the boxes with crushed ice, which is 
carried in the truck. 

Barrols used for shipping fish arl' usually of 
two sizes: thC' larger hold s 200 poundfl of fiflh and about 
150 pounds of i co, the sma ll r holds 150 pounds of fi Hh 
and about 100 pounds of ico. Barr'ls aro pac-kpd by first 
placing a 20- to 25-pound blo(·k of icc on the bottom and 
then adding crushed ICO to fill In around thl' blod. Fi.sh 
are packed in lay<'rs, in the same way as for boxc>s. Bar· 
rels aro "topped off" by adding pnough crushNJ icl' to 
form a mound and then plaCIng an If: chunk on top. Bar· 
re Is are then eov<'r!'d WI th bonded bu rI ap pap!'r, whi ch IS 
held in place by wooden hoops that arf' tac-kf'fJ to makl' a 
tight fit. The burlap C()Yf'rH arf' Hoeurl'd () that I'xpr,.",.;. 
men can rpmo\"p th('m whpn rp.icings arp rpquirf'd. 

Figure 23.--Boxes of snappers being iced for shipment. 
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SPECIES TAKEN 

Although commercial landings of s nappe r fl eets 
do not consist e ntirely of th e red s napp er, Lutjanus aya 

(al so called ~ blackfordi and perhaps .!:..: campechanus), 
thi s s pecies I S the predominant one taken (cover photo). 
Camber (1955) s tates, "Producers never separate red 
snappers according to s pecies. As a result, th e reported 
landings include not only the principal s pec ies ~~.~.h 

but a ls o other fi s h marketed a s red s napper. " The follow 
ing species (arranged in order of importance ) are caught 
i.n the Gulf and marketed as red s nappe r: 

~~tja~us aya -- red s nappe r 

Lutjanus vivanus. -- yelloweye, golde n eye, or 

s ilk s n apper 
Lutj an us anali s -- mutton s napper or kingfis h 

Lutjanus synagri s -- L ane or Mexican snappe r 

Lutj anu s gri se us -- mangrove or gray s napper 

Lutjanus campechanu s -- Caribbean red s napper 

Lutj anus bu ccane lla -- gunmouth , hambone, or 

black fin s napper 
~utjanu~ apod~ -- schoolmaste r s napper 

~t:.<?~boplites aurorub ens -- vermilion, mingo, or 

ba sta rd snapper 
Ocyuru s ch rysu ru s -- yellowtail s napper 

Eteli s oc ul atus -- queen s napper 

Horocentrus ascensionis -- s quirrel fi s h 

Fri stipomoide s macrophthalmus .- wenchman 

In addi tion to the above species, the deep sea wenchman 
(Pristipomoides and ersoni) has been taken in l arge num
bers off the Texas coast by the Bureau' s exploratory ves
sel .9 regon and probably is a l so taken by commercial 
handline ve sse ls. 

The red s napper is most abundant in 20 to 60 
fathoms . Th e yelloweye s napper is the predominant 
species in 90 to 120 fathoms. The numbers of red snapper 
and ye lloweye s napper appear to be more equally distrib
uted in about 80 fathoms than in other depth s (personal 
comm uni cations with snapper boat captain s and fi s her
men). 

Studies by Jarvi s (1935) a nd Camber (1955) s how 
that at least 90 pe rcent of t he total Gulf of Mexico s nap
per production throughout the years has been composed of 
red s nappe r, while grouper and additional form s of s napper 
(mainly ye lloweye) consti.tute the remai nder of t he catches. 

In additi on to s na ppers, the Gulf of Mexico s up
ports a large grouper fi s he ry . Most gro up ers taken by 
snapper vessels are in ci de ntal to s na pper catches and are 
co nsi dered a byproduct of the fi s he ry; howeve r, some 
ve sse ls off the western coast of Florid a fi s h only for 
grouper. The red grouper ~E~n.~~~~~ mori.?) is the most 

important of the groupers because of its a bundan ce and 
excellent flavor. Al so, the black groupe r (Mycteroperca 
~~ is commonly tak en. Al so market;d ·· -;'~;-;th-~; 

s pecies of groupe r, the s peckl ed hind (Epinephelus drum

mondhayi) , the yellcwfin ~roupe r (Mycteroperca venenosa) , 
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the gag (Mycteroperca microlepis), and the scamp (Mycter

operca phenax). The scam p is considered by many to be 

the fine s t flavored fi s h of the group; however, it is taken 
in relative ly small numb ers and is us ually reserved by the 
fi s hermen fo r their own use (J arvis, 1935). Little is known 
o f the life histo ry and habits of red snappe r and grou
per. Numerou s examinations of gonads indicate that the 
red s napper s pawns between July and September and grou
pers spawn in early s pring (Jarvis, 1935; Camber, 1955; 
Moe, 1963). 

PRODUCTION 

Because many factors have affected production 
of snap per and grouper, these fisheries have fluctuated 
tremendously s i nce their begi nning. As pointed out by 
Camber (1955), some of the non-biological factors that 
have affected production are market conditions, war, size 
and efficiency of the fishing fleet, labor-management re
lations, la bor s hortage , and weather. 

Red s napper production inc reased continually 
from 1880 to 1902 and then apparently stabilized until 
1929 . Because of the economic depression from 1929 to 
1935, catches declined s harply. From 1935 to 1939, a 
period of economic recovery, catches increased, but not 
to the predepression level s. Catches decreased again from 
1939 to 1945 because of the di s rupting ef fect of World War 
II. Catches began to increase after the war , and by 1952 
production had again approached the 1929 level. Except 
for a few s poradi c years, production increased continually 
from 1952 to 1963. 

Statistics on red snapper and grouper have been 
collected since 1880 by the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries, the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Com
merci al Fisheries (table 1). From 1880 to 1963, the re
ported Gulf production of red s nappe r .(round weight) has 
been 313 m'illion pounds, valued at $48 million, and the 
production of grouper has been 174 million pounds, valued 
at $13 million, Statistics are, unfortunately, lacking for 
some extensive periods of years, Estimates of production 
for these years are provided , based on production in years 
immediately before and after the miss ing ones and on 
partial landings. I estimate that more than 612 million 
pounds of s nappe r and 239 million pounds of grouper, 
va lued at $67 million and $19 million, respectively, have 
been taken. This is, roughly, a yearly average of 10 
million pounds of both s pecies, valued at $1 million, for 
the past 83 years from the Gulf of Mexico, or a total of 

853 million pounds worth over $86 million. In 1963, 
12,600,676 pounds of s nappe r were taken from the Gulf 
of Mexico , Thi s production value almost reached the all 
time high . The best year for s napper production was in 
1902, Alexander (1905) and Radcliffe (1921) reported 
13 ,608,553 pound s and 13,995 ,660 pounds, res pectively , 
for that period (Camber, 1955) (table I), 

Since the early 1900's, the Campeche Banks 
h~ve been the most productive area for red snapper and 
also an exce llent source for grouper, I estimate that 50 
percent of the snapper, or more than 300 million pounds, 
valued at ove r $30 million, of the total Gulf production 
has come from the Campeche Banks and coast of Mexico . 
This is an average of over 3. 5 million pounds a year, 
va lu ed at over $3,50,000, 



Year 

1880 

1888 

1889 

1890 

1897 

1902 

1908 

1918 

1923 

1927 

1928 

1929 

1930 

1931 

1932 

1934 

1936 

1937 

1938 

Table I.--Total producllon 01 fnn[,pC'1 (]nd oroup r by U ". It hlflq VC>LJu I., 

from the Gulf of M'.XICO for VrHlCiU •• Y0(Jl. 1880-: 

Snapper Grouppr -J 
-

fnopp r (,roup r 

I 

Weight Value Weight V(J IUr> , Y or -Iv 1 ht , 
II 

Thousand Thousand Thousand Tholl lnd , taou. -- • 
and 

pounds dolla13 pounJs dollar P,U"" d 
-

2,750 --- --- --- · i9 I 8 

3,525 102 39C II I Ie 11 , 

3,793 3<) ~ I 
I 4c I I 

4,481 134 f/6 J 

6,114 200 7",. --- J • 4g I 

13,609 410 I, I ; 2 ,,"> ' .4 U I 

12,546 6C3 ;,430 - II .1 I 7 

9,430 609 '1, L 2 ~ --- I , 
I 

I I, 

11,729 864 4,63<1 " , I 7 

11,899 g74 4,7)C . l~ 

I 
I I 

10,372 860 4,24. I , .'~ 

9,969 816 4,352 , ~4 c.,c I 

7,113 595 3,346 " • (j f .v, 64 

6,093 415 2,774 7 I ,q[~ ~ j 0 

6,359 315 3,10C f-I lqrg 1 ) 6 . 0 112 

5,856 323 3,570 85 .%0 () . L bO 6, 41 72L 

7,320 458 5,247 156 1961 11,8 tiS (,OLI b,79g 694 

7,522 516 5,547 175 1962 I 1,6 x 2,Y 17 b600 bbO 

8,110 586 4,814 151 1963 L,E ~,3 I 7, i24 

Totals for reported years - - - - - - - - - - - - - H2b 48 47,674 '73,624 
1---. 

-'--===~---
Estimated totals for all years since 1880 612,7 )5 b7 3"::J7 :9,399 
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Year 

1954--

1955-

1956-

1957-

1958-

1959-

1960-

1961-

1962-

1963-

Table 2. --Production of red s napper in round weights from the Gulf of Mexico 

for 1954-63 by U.S. snapper fleet. 

Percen t of total 
Production U.S. vessels weight from international 

Total production (international waters waters off 

U.S. vessels off Mexico, including Mexico, including 
(all waters) Campeche Banks) Campeche Banks 

Weight Value Weight Value 

Thousand Thousand ' Thousana Thousand Percent 

pounds dollars pounds dollars 
----

8,386 2,174 5,000 1,296 59.62 

8,863 2,265 5,400 1,380 60.93 

8,700 2,165 Y 1/ Ji 

8,541 2,204 4,400 1, 135 51.52 

9,859 2,532 3,000 700 30.43 

10,219 2,639 3,600 930 35.23 

10,215 2,Q06 3,017 770 29.54 

11,888 3,061 4,300 1, 107 36.17 

11,600 2,927 4,200 1,060 36.21 

12,600 3,162 5,900 1,481 46.83 

100,941 25,735 38,817 9,859 42.94 

1/ No data 

29 



Year 

1954-

.Q55-

19:6-

:957-

!9S8-

1959-

1960-

1961-

1962-

1963-

-

Table 3.--P roduction of grouper in round weights from the Gulf of Mexico 

for the years 1954-63 

Production U.S. vesse ls P ercen t of total 

(international waters 
weight from international 

Total production 
off Mexico , including 

waters off 
U.S. vessels 

Campeche Banks) Mexico, including 

Campeche Banks 

~'v'eigh t Value Weight Valu e 

Thousand Thousand Thousand Thousand P e rcent 

pounds dollars poun ds dollars 
---

4,945 554 1/ 1/ 1/ - - -

~,898 501 1/ 1/ 1/ 
- - -

6,063 604 1/ 1/ 1/ - - -

6,661 664 1/ 1/ 1/ - - -

4,393 490 200 22 4.55 

6,180 712 200 23 3.24 

6,341 772 316 36 4.98 

6,798 694 900 92 13.24 

6,600 660 1,000 10 15. 15 

6,400 640 1,200 12 18.75 

59,279 6,291 3, 816 195 9 .98 

No data 
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Complete statistics of s napper and grouper land
ed from the Campeche Banks and off Mexico's coast have 
been collected by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for 
the past 9 and 6 years, re spectively (tables 2 and 3). An 
average of 43 percent of the snapper or38,817,000 pounds, 
valued at $9,859,000, and 10 percent of the grouper or 
3,816,000 pounds, valued at $195,000, of the total Gulf. 
production for 1952-63 has come from the Campeche Banks 
and off the Mexican coast. 

FLUCTUATION OF EFFORT ON THE 
CAMPECHE BANKS 

For 1929-51, accurate record s of the number of 
trips made to the Campeche Banks by each vessel is a
vailable for a portion of the total fleet. Camber (1955) 
presents data including the average number of trips to 
Campeche per month by 28 vessels owned by the Warren 
Fish and E.E. Saunders Fish Companies of Pen sacola, 
and the Star Fish and Oyster Company of Mobile , during 
1929-36 and 1938 (fig. 24). The effort decreased from an 
average high of 24 trips per month in March to an average 
low of 17 trips per month in September, and then increased 
again in October. Figure 25 also shows the average num
ber of trips to Campeche made by 15 vessels owned by 
E.E. Saunders Fish Company during 1937 and 1939-51. 
Again, these data show that the Campeche Banks effort is 
high in March and low in September. Two reasons can be 
advanced for this pattern: First, hurricanes are most ac
tive in the Gulf of Mexico during fall, with September hav
ing most hurri canes. Therefore , vessels of any kind avoid 
getting too far away from home port during this time. Also , 
s·napper and grouper fishing is good and can be done in 
favorable weather during s ummer, but during wi nter the 
weather is adverse and the northern Gulf is plagued with 
"Northers" (cold fronts which pass through with consider
able velocity at times, causing hazards to unwary fisher
men). 

These factors tend to explain the concentration 
of effort on the Cam peche Banks from October to April and 
the decrease in effort during the remaining months. It is 
evident that this general pattern of effort along the coast 
of Yucatan would apply to almost any period of years or 
anyone year. 

PRODUCTION PROBLEMS 

Many problems that confronted the snapper in
dustry in the past exist today, and more problems have 
arisen, some of which are as follows: 

1. Production.-The old problem of catchin g 
s uffici ent quantities of s napper and groupe r to make a 
worthwhile trip still exists. Although there has been con
s iderabl e advancement in vessels and fishing equipment 
(diesel engines, depth recorders, radios, and electri c and 
hand reels) during the last few years, the average vessel 
fare has decreased. Total production , of cou rse , is greater 
than it was in previous years. The main reason for pro
duction declines per vessel is ~hat the numerous vessels 
are exerting heavy pressu re on snapper populations. 

2. Production costs .-O peration and maintenance 
of s napper vessels are expensi ve. Also, constru ction 
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costs of new vessels are high. Since all work aboard ves
sels is done by hand, operations are slow and tedious. 

3. Competition from other seafood products.-Pro-

duction costs for other sea foods are usually much less 
than for snapper, so they are sold more cheaply at retail. 
The promotion of new types of sea food s has given con
sumers a wider variety, which competes wi th snappers. In 
the past, red s nappers had much less competition. Sea 
food markets were generally localized in areas where 
catches were brought in and fi s h were sold in fresh con
dition. With development of modern refrigeration and new 
methods of process ing, packaging, freezing , and canning, 
all types of sea foods are di stri buted nationwide. 

4. Location and retainme nt of vessel captains. 
With the increased number of new snapper vessels in the 
Gulf, fish hou ses are experiencing diffi culty in finding 
and retaining competent captains. In an effort to obtain 
captains, a type of competition which rarely existed in the 
early fi s hery is becoming quite common among fish houses 
today; i.e., companies conti nue to advance the attractive
ne ss of employment with their company by offering the 
captaincy position to the better captains on the newer and 
bette r vessels. Also, some fi sh companies are having 
vessels constructed according to s pecifications of their 
captains within certain limitations, such as size and 
horsepower. Another problem facing the industry is an 
overall shortage of fi s hermen. 

SUMMARY 
The red snapper fi s hery in the Gulf of Mexi co 

was started about 1850 off P ensacola, Fla. During early 
years, live-well vessels fished inside the 40-fathom curve 
between Mobile, Ala., and Cape St. George, Fla. As the 
fishery expanded it graduall y exploited the grounds off 
Texas to the Rio Grande and the banks along the west 
coast of Florida to the Dry Tortugas. In 1890, vessels be
gan to fish for snapper and grouper on the Campeche 
Banks. At fir st, efforts on the Banks were sporadi c; how
ever, by 1895 live-we lls were abandoned when artificial 
ice became available at a reasonable price. The Campeche 
Banks became regularly fished with vessels constructed 
or modified to carry ice. Through the years, the Campeche 
Banks have remained the mos t important snapper grounds 
in the Gulf of Mexico. 

From 1935 to 1955, on ly three to four boats were 
added to the snapper fleet; however, in the past few years, 
only a few vessels have been lost or retired and numerous 
modern vessel s have been constructed. Consequently, the 
size of the commerci al fleet has increased tremendously. 
More vessels were built in the past 12 months than in the 
previous 12 years; about 15 vessels are under construction. 

From the masted schooner s of ea rly years, the 
red snapper fishery changed to vesse ls rigged with sail 
and powered with auxiliary gasoline engines. Later, die
sel engines were introduced , and by 1945 most of the 
snapper fleet had transformed to die sel powered vessels. 

Throughout the years, efforts have been mad e 
find more e ffi cient types of gear for taking snap pe r. Of the 
types of gear developed and tested, the mo?ified otter 
trawl has proved to be the most promisi ng method of cap
turing fish. Five trawlers which will be outfitted "ith 
roller-rigged fish trawls for s napper fishing are (' hC'r 
und e r construction or in the planning stage. 
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Figure 24.--Seasonal fluctuations in number of trips per month to the nmpcche B nks, 19~9·36, 193 

Recent advances In fishIng gear have included 
the introduction and use of power and hand driven reels 
and stainless steel lines, rather than the traditional cotton 
handlines of the past. Also, improve!f1ents have been made 
in terminal gear (hooks, swivels, and rubber shocks), and 
superior tech niques were devised for fastening this gear 
to the mainli ne . In addition, accurate charts, depth re
corders and electronic navigational aid s have helped the 
fishery immensely. 

The red snapper (Lutjanus aya) is the predomi 
nant snapper taken in the Gulf of Mexico. This species 
has con tri buted more than 90 percent of the total Gulf pro
duction throughout the years. Produ-cers never separate 
fi s h according to species, and, as a result, about 13 
~p.ecies of s napper and other fish are marketed as red 
snapper. Species of snapper other than ~ ~~. and about 
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six specie· of groupe r make up the rema ining 10 percen 
of the total production. 

From 1 0 to 1963, the total reported Gul f pro 
duction of snapper and grouper y,as 313 and 174 milllo 
pounds, respectl\el). I estimate that total Gulf of Mexic 
production from 1 0 to 1963 y, as more than 612 mIllio 
pounds of snapper and more than 239 mi IlIon pounds 
grouper. In 1963, 12,600,676 pound s of snapper y,;e 
taken from the gulf of Me XICO . Thi production \ alu 
almost reached the alltime high of o\er 13 millIOn pound 
caught in 1902. An a. erage of 43 percent of the total Gul 
production , or 38,817,000 pounds, was taken from th 
Campeche Banks and off the coast of Mexico du ring th 
pas t 9 years, while 10 percent or 3, 16,000 pounds of gro u 
per was produced from thi s area duri ng the past 6 years 
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Figure 25.--Seasonal fluctuations in number of trips per month to the Campeche Banks, 1937, 1939-51. 

A primary problem facing the snapper industry is 
the high operation costs. Vessels used in the fishery are 
expensive to operate and maintain, and construction costs 
of new vessels are high. The red snapper fishery must 
also compete wi th other fisheries that produce fish for 
considerably less. Although the total catch is greater than 
in previous years because of the increased number of ves
sels fishing for snapper, the average catch per boat has 
decreased. 
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