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Red Snapper    
Lutjanus campechanus 
 
Contributor (2013): Byron White (SCDNR) 
 
DESCRIPTION 
 
Red snapper, a large snapper of great commercial and 
recreational fishery importance, is found near reef habitats 
consisting of limestone outcroppings, live-bottom habitat (Powles and 
Barans 1980), and shipwrecks along the southeastern United States, from North Carolina around the 
Gulf of Mexico to the Yucatan Peninsula (Nelson and Manooch, 1982; Manooch and Potts 1997). Red 
snapper occur in depths ranging from a few meters as juveniles, to over 600 m as adults (Camber 1955; 
Bradley and Bryan 1975). Little is known of juvenile red snapper along the Atlantic coast as they are 
rarely seen or harvested. 
 
Taxonomy and Basic Description  
 
Red snapper is a member of the family Lutjanidae (Snappers). Lutjanids are members of a large, diverse 
order of bony fishes, the Perciformes, which includes basses, sunfishes, perches, drums, groupers and 
many families of familiar shallow-water fishes. The genus Lutjanus includes silk snapper, gray snapper, 
schoolmaster, and many other species in addition to red snapper. Maximum adult total length (TL) for 
red snapper is 1.0 m (3.281 ft.) (Smith 1997); maximum weight is 22.8 kg (50 lbs.) (IGFA 2001). 
 
The red snapper's body has a sloped profile, medium-to-large scales, a spiny dorsal fin, and a laterally 
compressed body. Red snapper have short, sharp, needle-like teeth, but they lack the prominent upper 
canine teeth found on the mutton, dog, and cubera snappers. Coloration of the red snapper is light red, 
with more intense pigment on the back. The iris of the red snapper is red. 
 
Red snapper have 10 dorsal spines, 14 dorsal soft rays, 3 anal spines, and 8-9 anal soft rays. Red 
snapper under 30 to 35 cm (12 to 14 in.) TL frequently have a large, dark spot on the upper sides, 
located below the anterior soft dorsal rays. 
 
Status 
 
The stock of red snapper off the Southeastern Atlantic Coast was listed in 2010 as overfished 
and undergoing overfishing under Sustainable Fisheries Act (SFA) standards. The most recent stock 
assessment was completed in 2010 (with 2009 as the last year of data included), and results indicated that 
the stock off the coast of the Southeastern US was reaching an overfished condition and that overfishing 
was occurring (SEDAR 24). An updated SouthEast Data, Assessment, and Review (SEDAR) stock 
assessment is scheduled for 2014. 
 
POPULATION SIZE AND DISTRIBUTION  
 
Red snapper occur from North Carolina to the Yucatan Peninsula, including the Gulf of Mexico (Nelson 
and Manooch 1982; Manooch and Potts 1997). On the continental shelf off South Carolina, red snapper 
have been collected at depths from 7 to 74 m (23 to 243 ft.) (SCDNR-MARMAP data, see Figure 1). 
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An estimate of absolute red snapper population size in South Carolina is not available. South Carolina’s 
annual landings of red snapper have been highly variable. The commercial fishery landings of red 
snapper have averaged 42, 000 pounds per year from 1979 to 2005 (NOAA Fisheries 2013 online data; 
see Figure 2), while recreational landings in South Carolina have averaged nearly 19,000 pounds per 
year from 1983 to 2008 (NOAA Fisheries 2013 online data). However, the landings of red snapper have 
been decreasing since the mid 1990’s. The sharp decline in commercial and recreational landings after 
2009 are a function of management measures—to close the fishery—that were imposed in 2009.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Red snapper collection sites 
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HABITAT AND NATURAL COMMUNITY REQUIREMENTS  
 
In offshore waters, red snapper occupy natural and artificial reefs including wrecks, hard bottom, live 
bottom, shelf-edge scarps, ledges, sponge/coral habitat, and other habitats that provide vertical relief 
above the bottom. Small red snapper, less than age one, are rarely captured by commercial or 
recreational fishing gear in the Atlantic waters of the Southeastern United States (Stender and Barans 
1994; SEAMAP 2000). In the Gulf of Mexico, red snapper juveniles are frequently taken as by-catch in 
shrimp trawls (Bradley and Bryan 1975; Gutherz and Pellegrin 1988). 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
Red snapper are considered to be overfished and are experiencing overfishing (SEDAR 24, NOAA 
Fisheries 2013). Because red snapper are long-lived (57 years, Allman et al. 2002), slow growing, and 
late maturing (it takes five years to reach 100% maturity in females (White and Palmer 2004)), 
overfishing is a primary concern as such activity is likely to skew age compositions and reproductive 
ability of the population. Red snapper are frequently caught in deep water, 30+ m (98+ ft.); if caught 
from these depths and subsequently released, mortality is high due to pressure changes.  
 
CONSERVATION ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
 
The red snapper fishery off South Carolina is managed in federal waters by the South Atlantic Fishery 
Management Council (SAFMC 2013). In the commercial fishery, a limited access permit is required. 
Red snapper must be landed with the heads and fins intact to facilitate enforcement of regulations. There 
is currently a prohibition on recreational and commercial harvest and possession of red snapper, except a 
brief (3-14 day) open season which occurred in 2012 and 2013. In addition, the SAFMC established 
Marine Protected Areas (MPA) in the region in 2009 that are closed to bottom fishing year-round 

Commercial Landings of Red Snapper in SC.
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(SAFMC 2013). The scheduled SEDAR stock assessment for red snapper in 2014 will provided updated 
information as to the status of the population in the region. 
 
CONSERVATION RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

• Continue to evaluate the effects of management plans, including MPA’s, on red snapper stocks. 
• Continue to monitor red snapper populations via fishery independent sampling. 
• Initiate studies of the early life history, juvenile habitat preference, and spawning locations for 

red snapper. 
  

MEASURES OF SUCCESS 
 
The SCDNR-MARMAP program that annually monitors relative abundance, length frequency, size and 
age at maturity of reef fishes can detect changes in those parameters that result from management efforts.  
MARMAP is also monitoring sex ratios, which should indicate a restoration of normal sex ratios if 
spawning season closures and other management measures have been effective. Measurement of 
management success is difficult in the absence of long-term historical data that precede expansion of the 
fishery in the 1970s; however, MARMAP monitoring can detect changes in relative abundance, size, 
age, maturity and other population parameters that respond to fishing pressure or management 
regulations. Increases in abundance, size, size and age at maturity, sex reversal, and sex ratios with at 
least 20% males would indicate positive trends in the population.   
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