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The red snapper, Lutjanus campechanus, is a fish found in the Gulf of Mexico 
Florida and the southeastern Atlantic coast of the United States and, much less 
commonly, northward as far as Massachusetts. In Latin American Spanish it is known 
as huachinango or pargo. The red snapper commonly inhabits waters thirty to two 
hundred feet deep, but some are reported to be caught at three hundred feet deep. All 
feature a sloped profile, medium-to-large scales, a spiny dorsal fin and a laterally 
compressed body. The maximum published age of a caught red snapper was reported 
to be fifty-seven years old. Coloration of the red snapper is light red, with more intense 
pigment on the back. A red snapper attains sexual maturity at 2–5 years old. An adult 
snapper can live for more than 50 years and weigh 50 pounds. Red snapper are a 
prized food fish, caught commercially, as well as recreational. Red snapper is the most 
commonly caught snapper in the continental USA (almost 50% of the total catch), with 
similar species being more common elsewhere. When “red snapper” is sold in 
restaurants, it may be one of similar snapper species or rockfish in order to meet 
demand or reduce costs.  

The red snapper's body is very similar in shape to other snappers, such as the 

mangrove snapper, mutton snapper, lane snapper, and dog snapper r. All feature a 

sloped profile, medium-to-large scales, a spiny dorsal fin and a laterally compressed 

body. Red snappers have short, sharp, needle-like teeth, however they lack the 

prominent upper canine teeth found on the mutton, dog, and mangrove snappers. 

The red snapper reaches maturity at a length of about 39 cm. The common adult length 

is 60 cm but may reach 100 cm. The maximum published weight is 22.8 kg, and the 

oldest reported age is 57 years.  

Coloration of the red snapper is light red, with more intense pigment on the back. It has 

10 dorsal spines, 14 soft dorsal rays, 3 anal spines and 8-9 anal soft rays. Juvenile fish 

(shorter than 30-35 cm) can also have a dark spot on their side, below the anterior soft 

dorsal rays, which fades with age.  

 is a fish found in the Gulf of Mexico and the southeastern Atlantic coast of the United 



States and much less commonly northward as far as Massachusetts. In Latin American 

Spanish it is known as huachinango or pargo. 

The red snapper commonly inhabits waters from 30–200 feet (9.1–61 m), but can be 

caught as deep as 300 ft (91 m) on occasion. They stay relatively close to the bottom, 

and inhabit rocky bottom, ledges, ridges, and artificial reefs, including offshore oil 

rigs and shipwrecks. Like most other snappers, red snappers are gregarious and will 

form large schools around wrecks and reefs. These schools are usually made up of fish 

of very similar size. 

The preferred habitat of red snapper changes as it grows and matures due to increased 

need for cover and changing food habits. Newly hatched red snapper spread out over 

large areas of open benthic habitat, then move to low-relief habitats, such as oyster 

beds. As they near one year of age, they move to intermediate-relief habitats as the 

previous year’s fish move on to high relief reefs with room for more individuals. Around 

artificial reefs such as oil platforms, smaller fish spend time in the upper part of the 

water column while more mature (and larger) adults live in deeper areas. These larger 

fish do not allow smaller individuals to share this territory. The largest red snapper 

spread out over open habitats as well as reefs. 

Reproduction and growth 

Diaz reported weight vs. length data for L. campechanus for the National Marine 

Fisheries Service (US). As red snapper grow longer, they increase in weight. The 

relationship between length and weight is not linear. The relationship between total 

length (L, in inches) and total weight (W, in pounds) for nearly all species of fish can be 

expressed by an equation of the form: 



 

Invariably, b is close to 3.0 for all species, and c is a constant that varies among 

species. Diaz reported that for red snapper, a=0.000010 and b=3.076. These values are 

for inputs of length in cm and result in weight in kg. 

Szedlmayer et al. reported length vs. age data for L. campechanus in a primarily 

artificial reef environment off the coast of Alabama, USA: TL (age) = 1,025 (1 - e^ (-0.15 

age)), N=409, R = 0.96. For the first five years, growth can be estimated as being 

approximately linear: TL (age) = 97.7 ages + 67.6, N = 397, R = 0.87 (for each equation, 

age is in years and total length is in mm).  

Red snapper move to different types of habitats during their growth process. When they 

are newly spawned, red snapper settle over large areas of open benthic habitat(s). At 

age 0, the red snapper move to low-relief habitats for food and cover. If available, oyster 

shell beds are preferred. The second stage is when the age 0 fish outgrow low-relief 

habitats and move to intermediate-relief habitats as age 1 snapper leave to move on to 

another growth stage. Next, at about age 2 snapper seek high-relief reefs having low 

densities of larger snapper. Next, at platforms, smaller snapper occupy the upper water 

column. Then, the larger, older snapper occupy the deeper areas of the platforms and 

large benthic reefs and they prevent smaller snapper and other fish from using these 

habitats. In spite of local habitat preferences, Szedlmayer reported that of 146 L. 

campechanus tagged, released and recaptured within about a year, 57% were still 

approximately at their respective release site, 76% were recaptured within 2 km of their 

release site. The greatest movement by a single L. campechanus was 32 km. 

A red snapper attains sexual maturity at 2–5 years old and an adult snapper can live for 

more than 50 years. Research from 1999-2001 suggested that populations of red 



snapper off the coast of Texas reach maturity faster and at a smaller size than 

populations off of the Louisiana and Alabama coasts. 

 

Red snapper are a prized food fish, caught commercially, as well as recreational. Red 

snapper is the most commonly caught snapper in the continental USA (almost 50% of 

the total catch), with similar species being more common elsewhere. Red snapper will 

eat almost anything but prefer small fish and crustaceans. They can be caught on live 

bait as well as cut bait, and will also take artificial lures, but with less vigor. They are 

commonly caught up to 10 pounds (4.5 kg) and 20 inches (510 mm) in length, however 

there have been fish taken over 40 lb (18 kg). 

Recreational fishing for red snapper has been popular for a long time, restricted mostly 

by fishing limits intended to ensure a sustainable population. The first minimum size 

limit was introduced in 1984, after a 1981 report described quickly declining harvests 

(both commercial and recreational) From 1985 to 1990, the annual recreational catch of 

red snapper was about 1.5 million. From 1991 to 2005, the catch was substantially 

higher, varying from year to year from 2.5 to 4 million.  

When red snapper bite on a line, they tend to be nibblers and pickers, and a soft touch 

is needed when trying to catch them. Because the older red snapper like structure, 

anglers use bottom fishing over reefs, wrecks, oil rigs, and use line and supplies in the 

fifty pound class. Since the anglers have to both choose the right baits and present it 

right, they have to use multiple hooked baits. Favorite baits include squid, whole 

medium-sized fish and small strips of fish such as amberjack. Although many red 

snapper are caught right on the bottom, in some situations the larger fish are caught on 

heavy jigs (artificial lures), often tipped with a strip of bait or by free lining baits at the 



proper upper level.  

Interest in recreational fishing for red snapper and in the Gulf of Mexico in general, has 

increased dramatically in the last decade. This is supported by the fact that from 

1995-2003, the number of Louisiana fishing charter guide license holders increased 

eight-fold.  

Since 1990, the total catch limit for red snapper has been divided into 49% for 

recreational fishermen and 51% for commercial. Commercially, they are caught on 

multi-hook gear with electric reels. Fishing for red snapper has been a major industry in 

the Gulf of Mexico, however, permit restrictions and changes in the quota system for 

commercial snapper fishermen in the Gulf have made the fish less commercially 

available. Researchers estimate that by catch of young red snapper, especially by 

shrimp trawlers, is a significant concern. 

Genetic studies have shown that many fish sold as red snapper in the USA are not 

actually L. campechanus, but other species in the family. Substitution of other species 

for red snapper is more common in large chain restaurants who serve a common menu 

nationwide. In these cases, suppliers provide a less costly substitute (usually imported) 

for red snapper. 

Juvenile red snapper have been released on artificial reef habitats off the coast 

of Sarasota, Florida, to conduct investigations into the use of hatchery reared juveniles 

to supplement native populations in the Gulf of Mexico. Artificial reefs off the coast of 

Alabama have proven to be a favorite habitat of Red Snapper two years old and older. 

Galloway et al. (2009) analyzed several studies and concluded that in 1992 70 - 80% of 

the age two red snapper in that area were living around offshore oil platforms.  

First Managed 



The first FMP applied to red snapper in the GOM was completed in 1981; it described 

rapidly declining commercial and recreational harvests of red snapper. A 13-inch 

minimum size limit was the first GOM regulation in 1984. Since then, there have been 

more than 35 amendments to the federal FMP that includes red snapper in the GOM. In 

1988, the first red snapper stock assessment showed that the species was both over 

fished and undergoing overfishing. That designation required action from both the Gulf 

of Mexico Fishery Management Council (Gulf Council) and NOAA Fisheries to develop 

a plan to both limit harvest and rebuild the population. The assessment concluded that 

fishing mortality (commercial and recreational harvest plus by catch mortality) needed to 

be cut by 75 percent in order to recover the species by 2000. The Gulf Council, 

believing that the impacts to fishers from a 75 percent cut would be too severe, 

subsequently opted for measures that would reduce mortality by 20 percent, thus 

postponing additional restrictions to the future while making recovery of the red snapper 

in a timely fashion much less likely. 
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