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The red drum, Sciaenops ocellatus, is one of the most
highly prized inshore yshes by anglers in South Carolina.
Depending on the time of year, yshes from 12 to 50 inches
are available to the recreational community. This species
is a gameysh in our state and can only be harvested by rod
and reel and gig. The latter segment of the yshery is closed
from December through February.
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Since designation as a gameysh in 1985, the regulations ap-
plied to the harvest of this species have been altered eight
times by the legislature. The current creel limit of two (2)
ysh per angler per day and a 15 to 24 inch total length size
limits should allow a sufycient number of juveniles and
sub-adults to fiescaped, i.e., survive to maturity (ages 3 to
5) and join the spawning population in nearshore ocean wa-
ters.

Red drum are found in nearshore and estuarine waters from
Delaware Bay south to southern Florida and throughout the
northern Gulf of Mexico. Along the east coast of the Unit-
ed States, its geographical range is divided into two areas:
North Carolina and north; South Carolina and south. These
are the management units for this species in the Atlantic. In
determining the condition of the red drum population along
the east coast, the analyses are carried out for the ysh in
each of these areas.

The rationale for the subdivision into two units is that the
northern group has long-range seasonal movements. A por-
tion of the red drum that over-winter off the coast of North
Carolina move north and inshore and enter the western part
of Chesapeake Bay or along the barrier islands of the east-
ern shore of Virginia, i.e. Wreck Island, in spring.
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The southern unit moves seasonally inshore-offshore with
little movement in a north-south direction. Adults are found
in nearshore waters from late March-early April through
November. They are the ysh inhabiting the ocean inlets,
nearshore sand bars, and jetties. Divers have also seen
them during the warmer months around the artiycial reefs
that are closest to the coast.

The known spawning locations red drum are near the
mouths of inlets and inside the saltier sounds, such as St.
Helena Sound in the deeper holes. Spawning occurs over a
relatively brief period between late July and early Septem-
ber, with a peak in spawning activity in mid-August. The
locations of spawning can be determined by using a hy-
drophone (an underwater listening device). Male red drum
have a large swim bladder (air bladder) with muscles near
it. When the muscles contract very rapidly, the ysh makes
its characteristic drumming sound. Females do not make
this drumming sound. During the spawning season, mature
male red drum gather at speciyc locations where they all
produce drumming sounds. It is thought that the sounds
attract females that are ready to spawn.

The fertilized eggs poat and hatch in about 24 to 30 hours.
The young larvae feed on microscopic animals in the water.
The larvae are transported by tidal currents into the estuary
where they arrive in shallow tidal creeks that cut through
Spartina marshes. These creeks function as a nursery area,
where young red drum feed on opossum shrimp and grass
shrimp. As they grow, they feed on mud and yddler crabs
as well as some small yshes.

With the cooling of the creeks in late November and De-
cember, young red drum move from these areas and take up
residence along the edges of the deeper channels as well as
in deep holes inside the estuaries. In the spring, young ysh
move back into the tidal creeks where they have a wealth
of food. From March to August, young red drum increase
in size from 1 to 3 inches in total length to 8 to 10 inches.
They then move from these creek systems to the larger riv-
ers, creeks and main parts of the estuaries where they form
schools of like sized yshes. These red drum are referred to
as the subadults.

Subadult red drum remain in estuaries, around inlets and in
the surf of ocean beaches for three to yve years, at which
time they become sexually mature. The adults have a






