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Description:  The common carp is a large, robust fi sh with 
two barbels on each side of the upper jaw. The body color 
can range from gray in young carp to a brassy green-gold in 
adults.  The scales are edged with a black spot at the base. 
At the front of both the dorsal and anal fi ns, there is a strong 
spine-like ray.  
Range:  Statewide. 
Average Length:  3 feet.
Average Size:  1 to 10 pounds.
Maximum Age:  20 years. 
Preferred Habitat:  Common carp inhabit either standing or 
sluggish warm water over soft mud bottoms where vegetation 
is found.  
Food Habits:  Worms, insect larvae, crustaceans and 
mollusks.  
Spawning:  Spawning for the common carp occurs from 

April to June. Female carp produce on average 100,000 to 
500,000 eggs that either attach to vegetation or sink to the 
muddy bottom. Spawning activities are quite vigorous, stirring 
up sediment and often causing a commotion that can be 
heard.  
Miscellaneous:  Common carp are native to Eurasia and 
were fi rst introduced in to North American in 1831. They were 
reintroduced widely in the 1880’s by the federal government 
as a food source. Consequently, they now occur in nearly 
all 50 states. Their introduction has proven to be a serious 
mistake because of their destructive eff ect on habitat where 
they feed and spawn. Carp can also adapt better than most 
fi sh to pollution. This adaptability allows the common carp to 
outcompete other native species.  
Commonly Mistaken Species:  Some species of fi sh that 
are commonly mistaken for this species are goldfi sh and grass 
carp.
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Minnow

GRASS CARP
Ctenyopharyngodon idella
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Description:  The grass carp has a thick, mullet-like body 
with a white head and a terminal mouth. The scales are large 
with dark edges. The dorsal and pectoral fi ns start at the same 
midway point along the body, almost appearing parallel. The 
grass carp’s body can range from silvery to olive in color on its 
back fading to yellow and white below.
Range:  Scattered within the Pee Dee to the Savannah River, 
mostly in the Coastal Plain. Not native to South Carolina.  
Average Length:  2.6 to 4.3 feet.
Average Size:  
Maximum Age:  
Preferred Habitat:  Grass carp prefer quiet or slow-moving 
water in ponds, lakes, pools and backwaters of large rivers.  
Food Habits:  Young grass carp eat small invertebrates 
and microcrustaceans.  As they become adults, they become 
voracious feeders and feed on a variety of plants and animals.    
Spawning:  Grass carp introduced here are tested to be 
sterile triploids and thus cannot reproduce, but they can 
commonly be found over shoals where they typically would lay 
and fertilize eggs.  
Miscellaneous:  Grass carp are native to eastern Asia, but 

were introduced in the United States in 1963 fi rst in Alabama 
and Arkansas. This non-native fi sh now occurs in 35 states. 
Grass carp were introduced to help control nuisance or 
invasive aquatic vegetation. Large grass carp can consume 
many pounds of aquatic vegetation in a day. However, 
due to their rapid growth rate, voracious appetite and high 
reproduction rates, fi sheries managers who introduced the 
species realized they could have adverse impacts on native 
fi sh and plant species. Therefore, they mandated only sterile 
triploids could be introduced. A permit is required from the 
South Carolina Department of Natural Resources to sell, buy, 
or possess any grass carp, even sterile triploids.  
Commonly Mistaken Species: One species of fi sh that is 
commonly mistaken for this species is common carp.  
Note:  It is illegal to harm or kill grass carp taken in public 
waters.
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Livebearer

EASTERN  
MOSQUITOFISH

Gambusia holbrooki
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Description:  The eastern mosquitofi sh is small and gray 
with scaled edges in black giving the body a chain-link, criss-
crossed appearance. The eye is large with a black bar running 
vertically down from the eye.  
Range:  Statewide.
Average Length:  1-2 inches.
Average Size:  Less than 1 ounce.
Maximum Age:  
Preferred Habitat:  Mosquitofi sh prefer vegetated areas 
of lakes, oxbows, ponds, drainage ditches, sloughs and 
backwaters of creeks and rivers over a soft substrate of mud 
or sand.  
Food Habits:  Mosquito larvae, aquatic insects, plant material
Spawning:  The eastern mosquitofi sh is a livebearer! During 
the warmer months, the male mosquitofi sh continuously courts 
and fertilizes the female. Males have a modifi ed anal fi n called 
a gonopodium that allows the male mosquitofi sh to fertilize the 
eggs. The female gives birth to live young after a 21- to 28-day 
gestation period. A female can produce three or four broods 
in one season of one to more than 300 young.  
Miscellaneous:  Mosquitofi sh are found in fresh, brackish 

and even salt waters and are extremely tolerant of poor 
water quality. They are generally the fi rst fi sh to be observed 
in new ponds. In spite of its small size, the mosquitofi sh is 
of economic importance because it feeds on the larvae and 
pupae of mosquitoes. It is also an important prey item for 
sunfi sh and young black bass. This species was once widely 
introduced for mosquito control; however, because of the fi sh’s 
aggressive nature, they may adversely impact native fi shes 
and their use as a biological control agent is now discouraged.  
Commonly Mistaken Species:  Some species of fi sh that 
are commonly mistaken for this species are rainwater killifi sh 
and western mosquitofi sh.      
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Eel

Anguilla rostrata
AMERICAN EEL
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Description:  American eel have a snakelike body that is 
olive green in color that fades to yellow or white on the belly.  
It lacks pelvic fi ns.  
Range:  Primarily in the Coastal Plain, rare in Piedmont.
Average Length:  2 ½ feet.
Average Size:  ½ to 3 pounds.
Maximum Age:  25 years (southern populations:  females, 9 
years and males, 5 years).
Preferred Habitat:  In freshwater, female American eels 
prefer coastal rivers and reservoirs where the males locate 
close to tidal areas.  
Food Habits:  Fish, insects, worms, snails, clams and crabs.  
Spawning:  American eels are diadromous fi shes, migrating 
between fresh and salt waters. Spawning begins when adults 
leave freshwater and brackish habitats and migrate to an area 
in the Atlantic Ocean east of the Bahamas and southwest of 
Bermuda in the region referred to as the Sargasso Sea. Very 
little is known of the actual act of spawning as it has never 

been observed. The eels begin their life as planktonic larva 
called a leptocephalus. The leptocephalus is transparent 
and ribbonlike as it fl oats in the currents of the ocean for 
up to a year before it metamorphoses into the next stage 
as a glass eel. Glass eels can be found in coastal rivers 
and streams during late winter and spring. The glass eels 
then metamorphose into the elver stage.  Elvers appear 
by the thousands at the mouth of creeks and rivers as they 
migrate upstream to grow. Before sexual maturation, the eels, 
both sexes, appear yellow in color. Once sexually mature, 
both sexes of eels appear silver and head to the ocean to 
reproduce once more.  
Miscellaneous:  Eels are highly esteemed food fi sh, 
particularly in Europe and Japan where they are served 
smoked, pickled and fried. Eels can be caught by angling but 
they are generally caught by trapping. 
Commonly Mistaken Species: One species of fi sh that is 
commonly mistaken for this species is lamprey.      
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Sturgeon

Acipenser oxyrinchus

ATLANTIC 
STURGEON
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Description:  Atlantic sturgeon have dark bronze to brown 
sides that fade to lighter browns on the sides with a white 
belly. The Atlantic sturgeon has a small mouth with a relatively 
pointed snout. Large individuals can have a blunted snout. 
There are a row of two to six small bony plates, or scutes 
between the base of the anal fi n and the midlateral row of 
scutes. It has a small mouth; the inner gape width (measured 
between the inside corner of the lips) is usually less than 60% 
of the interorbital width. A row of two to six small bony plates, 
or scutes, is present between the base of the anal fi n and 
the midlateral row of scutes. Body coloration is dark bronze 
to brown above, lighter on the side, and white below. The 
lining of the body cavity and the intestine is pale. The Atlantic 
sturgeon has a pointed snout and a narrow mouth; however, 
the snout can be relatively blunt in large individuals. In the 
adult the distance from the tip of the snout to the anterior 
edge of the upper lips is about twice that of the width of the 
outer gape (measured across the outer edges of the lips). 
Range:  All major river drainages, mostly in the river 
mainstems and on the coast. 
Average Length:  3 to 14 feet. 
Average Size:  Up to 800 lbs.
Maximum Age:  30 years.
Preferred Habitat:  Atlantic sturgeon are diadromous, 
spending its fi rst few years of life in fresh or brackish water 
of large rivers and then migrating to the ocean to mature. In 
South Carolina, adult Atlantic sturgeons occur in most rivers 
and estuaries along the coast.

Food Habits:  They are bottom feeders feeding on aquatic 
insects, amphipods, isopods, shrimp, mollusks and even some 
fi shes that live in the substrate.  
Spawning:  Spawning has been documented in both the fall 
and spring in South Carolina with spawning occurring in the 
Pee Dee, Edisto, Combahee, Savannah rivers and possibly the 
Waccamaw River. Dams impede natural spawning migrations 
on the Santee and Cooper Rivers but studies indicate that 
populations may reproduce below the dams.  
Miscellaneous:  Atlantic sturgeons are the largest fi sh 
living in freshwater on the entire Atlantic coast. During the 
mid-1970s, half of the US landings of this species came from 
South Carolina, in particular in Winyah Bay. The fi shery for 
this species in South Carolina was closed in 1985 and other 
Atlantic States. Currently, the Atlantic sturgeon is undergoing 
review for possible inclusion on the federal list of threatened 
species.  
Commonly Mistaken Species:  One species of fi sh that is 
commonly mistaken for this species is the shortnose sturgeon.  
Note:  It is illegal to harm, kill or possess Atlantic sturgeon. A 
sturgeon caught must be returned immediately.
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Sturgeon

Acipenser brevirostrum

SHORTNOSE 
STURGEON
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Description:  Shortnose sturgeons are generally brown in 
color with pink or salmon colored tones above that fade into 
white along the belly. Shortnose are much lighter in color than 
the similar Atlantic sturgeon. They also have a larger mouth, 
shorter snout which is bluntly V-shaped. Shortnose sturgeon 
lack the scutes or small bony plates between the base of the 
anal fi n and midlateral scutes.  
Range:  Occurs in all major drainages mostly in the river 
mainstems and on the coast.  
Average Length:  1 to 4 feet.
Average Size:  up to 50 lbs.
Maximum Age:  20 years. 
Preferred Habitat:  Shortnose sturgeon prefer deep 
water and are often found in areas with soft substrate and a 
vegetated bottom. Like the Atlantic sturgeon, shortnose are 
also diadromous; however, they enter the ocean with less 
frequency than the Atlantic sturgeon.    

Food Habits:  Mussels, worms, small crustaceans and insect 
larvae. 
Spawning:  Spawning occurs for the shortnose from mid-
February to March, primarily at night when water temperatures 
reach 48 to 53 degrees Fahrenheit. Shortnose sturgeon 
spawn over submerged timber, scoured sand and clay and 
gravel substrates. 
Miscellaneous: The shortnose sturgeon is federally listed as 
an endangered species.   

Commonly Mistaken Species:  One species of fi sh that is 
commonly mistaken for this species is the Atlantic sturgeon.  
Note: It is illegal to harm, kill or possess shortnose sturgeon.  
They are federally listed as an endangered species. A 
sturgeon must be returned immediately to the waters from 
where it is taken.
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Angler Ethics
It is important as an angler to practice good fi shing ethics in 
order to protect the resource and help improve everyone’s 
fi shing experience.  
Do your part to be a responsible sportsman by 
following these principles:

• Respect the law.  Obey all fi shing regulations and 
report violators by calling 1-800-922-5431.  

• Respect the resource.  Keep only those fi sh that are 
injured or those you intend to eat.  

• Practice catch and release fi shing.  
• Respect the rights of landowners.  Get permission to 

fi sh on their property fi rst.  
• Respect other anglers’ territory or space.  Treat them 

the way you would like to be treated.  
• Respect the land.  Leave no litter and take out what 

you take in.  Leave your fi shing area cleaner than 
you found it.  

• Pass it on. Teach a child or a friend to fi sh.  
• Support fi sheries research and habitat protection.  
• Join an organization that works to protect the 

resource and promotes responsible sportsmen 
conduct.  

Safety
• Keep at least 

one rod’s length 
between you and 
the next angler 
before, during and 
after you cast.

• Always look 
behind you and 
to the side before 
casting to prevent 
hooking power 
lines, trees, or a 
person.  

• Wear sunglasses, 
sunscreen, bug 
spray and other 
protection from the 
natural elements.  

• Always be aware of your surroundings and be on the 
alert for ant mounds and snakes.  Avoid thick grassy 
areas where you can’t see your feet.  

• Be very careful around water and make sure you 
have a fi shing buddy with you.  If fi shing from a boat 
or bank near deep water, always wear a life jacket or 
PFD (personal fl otation device).  
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Catch & Release or Catch & Keep
Catch & Release
Currently, many fi sh species of popular game fi sh have 
legally mandated size and catch limits, requiring anglers 
to release undersized and over the limit fi sh.  Many 
anglers voluntarily release their fi sh.  If these fi sh are not 
released properly, their chance of survival is reduced. 
Whether anglers choose to release fi sh or are required 
to do so by law, all released fi sh should be handled 
carefully to give the fi sh the best chance for survival.  

When practicing catch and release fi shing, you should 
do the following:  
• Use barbless or circle hooks and needlenose pliers 

or forceps to reduce injury and handling time of the 
fi sh.  

• Land the fi sh as quickly as possible to minimize the 
fi sh’s fi ghting time. 

• Use wet hands when handling a fi sh and minimize 
the fi sh’s time out of the water.  

• Never hold a fi sh by the gills.  
• When returning a fi sh to the water, point the fi sh into 

the current or cradle it in your hands loosely under 
the water until the fi sh swims away on its own.  

• If a fi sh is landed and the hook has been swallowed, 
cut the line as far down in the fi sh’s mouth as 
possible.  Do NOT pull the hook out!

Catch & Keep
Most of the game fi sh species are excellent fare for 
the frying pan or grill.  If fi shing to keep, make sure you 
follow all rules and regulations with regards to size and 
catch limits.  Keep only fi sh you will use and release the 
rest.  Plan ahead and bring a proper storage container 
to put the fi sh on ice or in water.  Get fi sh cleaned as 
soon as possible and enjoy!  Bon appetite!
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Invasive Species
Invasive or aquatic nuisance species are non-native 
organisms that lack natural predators or diseases that 
help keep their growth in check.  Some of the common 
invasive plants in South Carolina include hydrilla, water 
hyacinth, giant salvinia, water primrose, phragmites 
and alligator weed.  These plants grow very dense, 
covering large areas, degrading water quality, displacing 
native plant species and making recreation and boating 
impossible.  Preventing the occurrence of these invasive 
species can save millions of public and private dollars 
in control costs.  South Carolina law also includes fi nes 
up to $500 and/or imprisonment for persons spreading 
nuisance aquatic weeds.  

Anglers should also be aware of unnoticed passengers 
on their boats and/or waders and take the necessary 
precautions to assure they are not spreading harmful 
exotic animal hitchhikers from one stream to another. 

A few of the invasive animals include green mussels, 
zebra mussels, mud snails, fl athead catfi sh, spotted 
bass, Asian carp and lionfi sh.  The larvae (immature 
form) of animals can be so tiny that they are not visible 
to the naked eye. These animal larvae can live in mud, 
dirt, sand and on plant fragments. Therefore, anglers 
should always remove visible mud, sand, plants or plant 
fragments from their boats, wading gear, clothing and 
fi shing equipment before leaving a water body. Do not 
transport any potential hitchhikers, even back to your 
home. Remove and leave them at the water body.

To avoid further damage from exotic species, anglers 
should never take resource management into their own 
hands. Unplanned stocking of fi sh, other aquatic animals 
or plants by anglers can disrupt the natural balance in an 
aquatic ecosystem causing damage to the established 
fi shery, fi sh habitat and prey base. Unplanned stockings 

Zebra Mussels Snakehead
(juvenile)

Asian Clam Hydrilla
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Invasive Species
often occur from the careless use of live baits. Excess 
live bait, whether purchased at a local bait store or 
obtained from another body of water, should not be 
released. It may be disposed of in a trash receptacle or 
on one’s compost heap.  Even if you think your live bait 
is native, it has the potential to house nuisance species 
and disease that can have negative impacts on aquatic 
ecosystems.  Dispose of shrimp parts and oyster shells 
properly.  Shrimp heads and shells need to be disposed 
of in the trash and not thrown into the water because 
non-native shrimp parts have the potential to spread 
disease.  Oyster shells can be taken to a nearby oyster 
recycling facility.  

Harmful exotics such as Whirling Disease spores, 
Didymo algae, zebra mussels, mud snails, Asian clams 
and many more are becoming more common threats to 
aquatic resources. 

Anglers should thoroughly clean their boats and wading 
gear after each use!  

Ways to Clean Wading Gear
• Once wading gear is 100% dry, allow it to remain dry 

for 5 days before using again.  
• Another option is to dip wading gear in a 3% bleach 

solution, rinse well (as chlorine can be harmful to 

gear) and allow to dry thoroughly. To avoid possible 
damage from chlorine, anglers can dip their gear 
in a 100% vinegar solution for 20 minutes or in a 1% 
salt solution for 20 minutes. Don’t forget your best 
fi shing buddy! Pets can be carriers of harmful exotics 
too. Pets should be rinsed thoroughly in warm water, 
towel dried and brushed well after each fi shing or 
wading trip. 

Eliminate water from equipment before transporting.  Clean 
and dry anything that comes into contact with the water 
(boats, trailers, equipment, clothing, dogs, etc.).  

Taking time to prevent the spread of aquatic hitchhikers 
will help assure 
the resources are 
protected from harmful, 
exotic species.

Report aquatic weed 
problems in public 
waters to the Aquatic 
Nuisance Species 
Program, SCDNR, by 
calling (803) 755-2836.  STOP AQUATIC 

HITCHHIKERS!TM
Prevent the transport of nuisance species. 

Clean all recreational equipment.
www.ProtectYourWaters.net
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Rules & Regulations FAQs
Why do we have Rules & Regulations? People!  Along with natural pressures such as predators and competition for 
food and space, fi sh have to worry about pressures we put on them.  Those pressures include pollution, in the forms of 
litter and runoff  which damages water quality; loss of adequate habitat due to changes in the landscape such as urban 
development and farm practices; and overfi shing which comes from the unnecessary harvest of too many fi sh or from 
harvesting fi sh that are too small and haven’t had the opportunity to reproduce.  SCDNR's role is to protect and manage 
the resource through science and provide suggestions to the legislature on necessary laws.  The General Assembly 
then votes to make the bills law and SCDNR law enforcement offi  cers enforce these laws.  Some of the common 
management practices include daily bag or creel limits on the amount of fi sh an angler can catch and possess in a day, 
slot or size limits on fi sh to allow fi sh to reach sexual maturity and reproduce and restrictions on what type of gear can 
be used to harvest or catch certain fi sh—game versus non-game.  

Frequently Asked Questions about Fishing Regulations

Where do I fi nd fi sh and wildlife regulations for the state 
of South Carolina?

• Rules and Regulations are available at every license 
vendor in the state.  They are also found on the 
website at www.dnr.sc.gov/regulations. 

What age do I need to purchase a fi shing license?

• When you turn 16, you must have a fi shing license in 
order to fi sh legally in public waters.  

How often do I need to renew my fi shing license?

• A fi shing license is good from July 1st to June 30th.
Do I need a fi shing license to fi sh from my private 

property?

• Yes, you will need a license to fi sh in public waters 
(such as lakes or rivers) even if you’re on private 
land.  You don’t need a license to fi sh on private 
property in a private pond unless you are fi shing in 
a commercial pay pond.  You don’t need a license 
to fi sh in a commercial pay pond when the pond is 
permitted by DNR. 
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