


























INTRODUCTION

Fishery harvest in Everglades National Park has been monitored nearly contin-
uously since 1958 (Higman 1966; Davis 1980). The monitoring program has revealed
that harvest of all fish and shellfish in the park declined from 1972-1978 (NPS
Fishery Assessment 1979). Public concern over the decline in harvest prompted the
South Florida Research Center to initiate an investigation of the age and growth,
mortality, food habits, and spawning activity of the four park gamefish species
most preferred by sportfishermen: gray snapper (Lutjanus griseus), spotted
seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus), red drum (Sciaenops ocellatus), and snook (Centro-
pomus undecimalis). This paper, one of a series of papers reporting the results of
these studies, describes the age, growth, mortality, spawning activity, and food of
gray snapper in Everglades National Park from November 1978 through January
1980.

The gray snapper is a tropical and subtropical marine fish primarily found in the
western Atlantic in the inshore waters of Florida, West Indies, Bermuda, and the
Bahama Islands. Stragglers have been found as far north as Massachusetts and as
far south as Brazil (Starck and Schroeder 1970). Tabb and Manning (1961) listed the
gray snapper as the most common snapper species in northern Florida Bay and
adjacent estuaries. Juvenile gray snapper inhabit shallow inshore grass beds or
mangrove areas where salinities vary widely (Reid 1954; Starck 1964). Adults are
apparently less tolerant of low salinity occurring in deeper saline waters in
channels and on reefs. Tagging studies indicate that gray snapper are relatively
non-migratory; adults make short coastwise movements and move offshore in
summer to spawn (Beaumariage 1969; Starck 1964).

Previous studies have described gray snapper age and growth, food habits, and
spawning activity in Everglades National Park (Croker 1960; Odum 1970) and in the
Florida Keys (Starck 1964). Gray snapper may grow up to eight pounds (3.6 kg) and
live to at least nine years (Starck 1964), although in Everglades National Park, fish
older than three years are seldom caught (Croker 1960). Spawning occurs offshore
from June through August (Starck 1964). Gray snapper are carnivorous, eating
mainly crustaceans and fish. Their diet changes with size and habitat. Juveniles
from grass beds eat mainly amphipods, palaemonid and penaeid shrimp, and few
crabs. Adults from channels and around reefs consume mainly fish and crabs
(Longley, Schmidt, and Taylor 1925; Croker 1960; Starck 1964; Odum 1970).

Description of Study Area

The mainland shoreline of Everglades National Park extends from the Florida Keys
to Everglades City on Florida's west coast. It contains numerous bays, inlets, and
rivers which lie at the terminus of the historically immense Everglades and Big
Cypress swamp drainages. Tabb, Dubrow, and Manning (1962) have described the
animal and plant communities of park waters and identified distinct ecological
zones. Their work provided the basis for delineating the six fishing areas used in
Everglades National Park fishery investigations since 1960 (Higman 1966; Fig. 1).
These areas differ in their topographical, hydrological and biological character-
istics (Tabb, Dubrow, and Manning 1962).
























































































































