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INTRODUCTION 

Live shrimp is the prefe1red bait for sea­
trouts , redfish , flounders, and most game 
fishes of the bays and inshore waters of t he 
Gulf of Mexico . The use of shrimp for bait 
h s gi ven rise to a large industry m some 
areas . About 85 million live shrimp and 
520 , 000 lb . (pounds) of dead shr imp with a 
wholesale value of $1 million were used by 
t he bai t industry of Florida in 1964. During 
the same year in Galveston Bay, Tex., more 
than 850 ,000 lb. of shrimp with a retai l value 
o f alm ost $1 million were taken for bait. It 
is apparent that catching shrimp for bait 1s 
an important industry m the Gulf States. We 
shall describe t he fishing gear used by bait 
fishermen , t he methods of operation, and 
the marketing practices m Texas and 
F lorida . In other areas of t he Gulf, marketing 
procedures may differ considerably, but 
fishmg gear and methods of ope ration are 
similar . 

Kll'l'DS OF SHRIMP IN THE BAIT FISHERY 

The bait fishery is based on three kinds 
of penaeid sh r imp, also used as human food: 
th white shrimp, the brown shr imp , and 
the pink shrimp . The kind that predominates 
varies accordin to locality and time of year. 

On the nort heast coast of Florida, t he bait 
fishery north of ew Smyrna depends on 
white shrimp, and that from 'ew Smyrna 
to For Pierce is based on brown and pink 
shrimp. On t he wes t coast of Florida from 
C dar Key to aples, the catch 1s chiefly 
pink shrimp. 
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Figure l.--Llfe cycle o f bait shrimps. 

BAIT SHRIMP INDUSTRY OF GALVESTON 
AREA, TEX. 

Fishing Gear and Methods of Operation 
Bait shrimp are caught almost exclusively 

with otter trawls in Galveston Bay. These 
trawls measure 12 to 25 ft. (feet) between 
the doors. Sometimes fishermen use a 5 - ft . 
try net to locate schools of shrimp before 
the larger net is put overboard . Sm all ca st 
nets and minnow seines a re used by sports 
fishermen to obtain shrimp for personal use 
but are not used by commercial operators . 
Bait nets are usually made with No . 9 or 12 
nylon twine. Me s h sizes vary from l I / 4 to 
2 in. stretch measure. The doors used for 
s preadmg the nets are 36 to 60 in . long and 
18 to 30 in . wide. T he nets are towed from 
small inboa rd trawlers 18 to 28 ft . long , o r 
from 14- to 16 - ft. sk iffs , equipped with 40 -
to 75-hp. (horsepowe r) outboard motors . 

Current Texas regulations require each 
commercial bait shrimp boat to be registered 
and licensed. The annual fee i s $30 . T his 
license entitles the buyer to take from inside 
waters or have aboard up to 150 lb . o f shrimp 
(heads attached) of any size for use as bai t. 
It is unlawful to sell or unload shrimp from 
a bait shrimp boat except to a bait shrimp 
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dealer or to a sports fisherman while in 
the bay . Each boat is allowed two nets - -one 
trawl not to exceed 25 ft., and a 5 - ft. try ne t. 

Alt hough bai t shrimping is carried on 
t hroughout t he year , most of the production 
occurs from May t h rough October . 

When shrimp a re abundant , each boat makes 
IO to 20 hauls per day, depending on the de ­
mand . To prevent excessive deat h o f shrimp, 
fishing is gene rally confined t o t he hour s 
just before dawn and is conc entrated as near 
to t he major retail outlet as possible . A s a 
result, the bait shrimp fishery is chiefly a 
bay f ishe ry . 

The cat ch is unloaded into a bait well on 
the boat and sorted . onsalable f ish and 
trash are discarded immediately . La r ge blue 
crabs are saved for later sale, either a s 
food or as bait for r edf ish . Dead shr imp 
are saved for t he dead - bait market, or i f 
sufficiently large and numerous, are sold as 
food. Some live shrimp a re b rought to the 
reta il outle t in barges or modi f i ed s ki ffs 
to wed behind o r alongside the boat. The 
barges and skiffs are partit ioned into a num ­
ber of compa rtments . T he compartments fore 
and aft are airt ight to keep t he barge afloat. 
T he middle compartments, in which the s h r imp 
are he ld, are pe rforated on t he bottom and 
s ide s t o permit wat er flow. 

( 



Tran porting and Holding M thods 

During wm r , \vhen shrimp are i,carce 1n 
the Galv ston area , some deal rs haul shrimp 
from mor t mp rate southwes ern Gulf areas 
m ank rucks. The bait ava1labl for trans­
port at t his time of year is usually pink 
shrimp , t h most hardy o f the three species . 
Tanks are made of plywood and divided into 
sev ral compartments , each provided with a 
screened top to prevent shrimp from sc aping. 
The carrying capacity of each tank 11, con ­
sidered by dealers not to exc ed 200 qt . 
(quar s) of shrimp . A gasoline - powered brass 
pump provides aeration by continually re­
c i r culat mg the water. A few dealers aerate 
t he water by bubbling oxygen t hrouijh air 
stones from oxygen cylinders, but ths rr,et hod 
1s not widely used because the expense 1s 
subs tan t ially mcreased without s1gn1f1cant in ­

crease 1n survival. 
Two types of holding pens are common. One 

type is made from cypress slats or perforated 
fiberboard and is suspended in the water (fig. 
2) . Water exchange is by natural currents and 
tidal movements . The live - boxes can be r aised 
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Figure 3. --Concrete holding tanks for bait shrimp. 

boatowner, he pays the owner one - half t he 
retail value. In the last transaction, if the 
actual fishing was done by a hi r ed operator, 
he in turn receives one -fourth the retail 
value from the boatowner. Fu r the r com ­
plications arise from the common p r ac t ice 
of dealers handling a catch on con signment. 
Under this arrangement, any l o ss becaus e o f 
mortality is sustained by the b o at owne r. 

Live shrimp are retailed by num be r or by 
the quart. When sold by the quart, shrimp 
are measured with a perforated, p l as tic c on ­
tainer sewn int o t he bottom of a d ip n et 
(fig. 4). During the s ummer, when s h r imp are 
plentiful, the re t ail price o f l ive s h rimp 
averages $2.00 pe r quart o r Zr/ per s h r imp 
in the upper Texa s coas t and $3 .0 0 per qua r t 
or 3r/ per shrimp in the P ort Isabe l area. 
During the winter, when s h r imp are s carce, 
t he p r ic e in the upper c oast a l areas r i ses 
to $3.00 pe r qua rt and in t h e Port Is abe l 
area i s a s high as $5 . 0 0 per qu a r t. Dead 
bait i s sold a t 5 0 to 75,j per p ound t h rough­
out the year . One qt. of live sh r imp i s abou t 
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equivalent to 1 1/2 lb . of h eads - on s h r imp, 
or 100 shr imp . 

FLORIDA BAIT SHRIMP INDUSTRY 

Fishing Gear and Methods of Operation 

A v a r ie ty of fishing gear i s u sed in F l or ida. 
On t h e n orth ea s t coas t, m ost b a i t s hrimp are 
cau ght with cast net s, dip nets, p u s h nets, 
or otte r trawl s. In the B i s c ayne Bay area, 
otter trawl s and frame tra wls a r e u sed e x ­
ten s ively. In the F lor ida B a y a rea, both frame 
and ott er t r awl s are common, but most of 
the c ate h i s o btain e d wit h bridge and channel 
l ift nets. On t h e west coast , the c enter of the 
Florida bait s h r imp industry , most f i s hermen 
u s e sid e- frame trawls. Stop nets, now illegal 
in F lo r ida, were popular in the Indian River 
ar e a dur ing World War II. 

T h e push net c onsists of netting attached 
to a rectangular frame, 3 to 10 ft. long by 



F1 re 4.--Dlp net used to measure 1 qt. of Un shrlmr. 
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2 to 4 ft. wide, with a 6- to 8 -ft. handle at­
tached across the midpoints of the long sides 
(fig . 5). The handle has a cross piece at the 
end. The net is f ished in 3 ft. of water or 
less, and i s pushed by the operator for 
periods of 10 to 30 mm. (minutes). The catch 
1s emptied into a skiff towed behmd the oper­
ator and 1s sorted either by him or by a partner 
in the skiff. 

Dip nets are construc ted from large hoops 
2 to 3 1 2 ft. in diameter, from which is 
sus pended netting of 1 2 - in . mesh at the 
mouth and l 4-m. mesh near the tail. The 
handle i s b to 8 ft. long. Dip-netting is done 
at night from a boat anchored in water 10 
to 20 ft. deep. Some dip-netting 1s done from 
bridges and abutments. 

Cast nets are circular, 12 to 14 ft. m diam ­
eter. A lead lme 1s connected to a central 
drawstring. \\'hen t he net 1s thrown, t he lead 
lme sinks to the bottom and envelops animals 
over ,,h1ch 1t fa ll s. As the net · s retrieved, 
the drawstrings clo se the bottorri of t he net 
to form a bag . 

The small otter trawls used m sorne areas 
of northeast Florida are s1m1lar to those m 

the Texas bait fishery . This gear i s not con ­
sidered satisfactory by Florida bait fishermen 
for capturing live shrimp, and i s used mostly 
for obtaining shrimp for food or dead bait. 
On the west coast of Florida, the otter trawl 
has been replaced to a large extent by the 
side -frame trawl . 

The side-frame trawl consists of a net at­
tached to the lower part of a galvanized pipe 
framework (fig. 6) . The mouth of the net is 
usually 2 I 2 ft. by 6 ft., but some larger 
ones are used. The net i s made of o. 6 or 
9 cotton or nylon twme and is 9 to 18 ft. 
long . Mesh sizes vary from 3/ 4- to 1 - m. 
stretched measure. A roller of metal or 
wooden slats is attached to the bottom of the 
frame for operation over grass beds . Ex­
cessive amounts of seaweed and trash are 
prevented from entering the net by i ron rods 
fixed vertically at the mouth of the frame. 
The frame trawl is raised and lowered by 
block and tackle attached to a crossbeam. 
!ost boats are rigged with two nets that are 

fished and hauled simultaneously, if the vessel 
is equipped with power winches, or alternately, 
when the gear 1s handled manually. 

Figure 5. -- Push net used to catch shrimp in shallow, grass - overed areas. 
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Figure 6.--Balt boa t rigged wtth side-frame crav. Is . 

ormal ope r a t ions require a c r e w of t wo 
men . 

Becau se of t he noc t urnal habit of t he b r own 
a nd pink sh r imp , which form t he b as is o f t he 
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in bai t wells on the boat . Oth er inv e r teb r a t e s, 
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If a boat operator is hired, he is p aio $6 per 
t housand shrimp by the boatowner. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR HOLDING LIVE 
BAIT SHRIMP 

B ecause individual shrimp are held in cap ­
tivity for only a short time, t hei r survival 
and well - being depend on relat ively few fac ­
to rs. Dens ity of stockin g in t he pe:ns, d i s -
posal of waste p roduc ts , and oxygen c ontent 
of the water appear to be of majo r importance. 

Overstocking is undesirable for several 
reasons. As numbers of shrimp in a tank 
increase, wa ste products and oxygen demand 
also become greater. If excess waste product s 
a re not disposed of by inc reasing the water 
ci rculation or by filtrat ion , they can reach 
deadly levels. Greater oxygen demand should 
be met by increasing the water circulati ::m 
or by aerating the water. Even if water flow 
and aeration are not problems, over stocking 
can cause considerable loss; shrimp are 
cannibalistic and are more prone to attack 
one anot he r when crowded . 

The n umber of s hrimp kept in holding tanks 
ranges from 3 shrimp per cubic foot, if t he 
water is not circulated, to 40 shr imp, if the 
wate r is circulated. A water flo w of 8 to 10 
gal. (gallons) pe r minute has been suggested. 
These figures vary somewhat in different 
situations and are best determined by the 
individual dealer through experience and ob -
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s e rva tion. T o increase t he h olding capacity, 
many d ealer s put sm a ll sting rays, with barbs 
r emoved , into t h e h o lding t anks to keep t h e 
sh r imp m o ving, which, in tur n , p rovides better 
u s e o f available s pace. 

Sal inity and temperat ure of t h e water in 
holding pens a r e of lesser impo r t anc e, but 
dra s tic change s should be avoid e d. Sea w ate r 
should be pumped from a deep s o u r c e t o k e e p 
salinity and temperat ure change s to a mini ­
mum. Shrimp survive well a t t e m p e r a t ures 
be t ween 60° and 70° F . and at sal init i es of 
15 to 2 8 p.p.t. (parts per thousand ) . In a r eas 
of strong sunlight, shading of holding tanks is 
strongly recommended to keep the wate r coo l 
and retard formation of plant growths on the 
sides of t he tank. 

Bait s hrimp are not normally held for l ong 
periods, so feeding is not es s ential and i s 
even undesirable. At warm temperatures , 
uneaten food spoils rapidly and fouls the 
water. The pens usually contain sufficient 
dead s h rimp to supply food for the survivors. 
If uneaten after a short time, dead s hrimp 
should be removed from the pens to p r event 
fouling. Bait pens suspended in water should 
be constructed with double bottoms and sides 
to prevent fi s h from eating the leg s of shrimp. 

The use of polyethylene or s imilar plastic 
piping is recommended for several reas ons . 
Many pla stic s are relatively inexpensive and 
the y do not rust. They are inert and thus 
will not add harmful materials to the 
w ater. 
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Crustaceans 

White shrimp 

Brown shrimp 

Pink shrimp 

Seabob 

Broken-neck s h rimp 

River shrimps 

Grass shr imps 

Blue crab 

Fishes 

Speckled seatrout 

Silver seatrout 

Sand seat rout 

Redfish (Red drum) 

Southern flounder 

Gulf flounder 

Stingray 

S OF SPECIES TIO ' D I ~ T EXT 

Penaeus etiferu 

Penaeus az ecue 

Pena us duorarum 

X1phopeneus kroyer1 

T r achypen us cons ric us 

Trach:rpeneus s1mil1s 

Macrobrach1um spp . 

Palaemone tes spp . 

Callinectes sap1dus 

Cynosc1on nebulosus 

Cynosc1on nothus 

Cynosc1on arenarius 

Sclaenops ocellat a 

Paral1chthys lrthos -~ 

Paralichthys alb 1 ,ttus 

Dasyat 1s sabin.::i 
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The following publications conta in more 
detailed informat ion on t he biology of shrimp 
and the bait s h rimp industry. 

ANDERSON, WILLIAM W., and MILTON J. 
LINDNER. 

1945 . A provisional key to the shrimps 
o f the family Penaeidae wit h special 
reference to American forms. Trans. 
Ame r. Fish. Soc. 73 (1 943): 284 - 319. 

DESY LVA, DONALD P . 
1954. The live bait shrimp fishery of t he 

northeast coast of Florida. Fla. State 
Bd. Cons erv., T ech. Ser. 11, 35 p. 

FLORIDA ST A TE BOARD OF CONSERVATION. 
1964. Wholesale and retail bait deale rs- -

Florida landing s - - Annual report for t he 
year 1964 . Fla. State Bd . Conserv.: 
1 p . (Mimeo.) 

GUEST, WILLIAM C . 
1956. T he Texas shrimp f i s hery . Texa s 

Game Fish Comm ., Bull. 36 , 23 p. 
HIGMAN, J. B. 

1952. Preliminary in vest igat ion of t he live 
bait shrimp fishery of Flor ida Bay and 
the Keys. Rep . Uni v . Miami Mar . Lab., 
Fla. State Bd. Conserv., 8 p . 

1955 . Ob servation s on the li ve shrimp in ­
dust ry of Pasco and Pinellas Count ie s, 
Florida . Rep. Univ. Miami Mar. Lab ., 
Fla. State Bd. Conserv. , 4 p . 

IDYLL, CLARENCE P. 
1950. The comme r cial s h r imp indu stry o f 

Florida. Fla. State Bd. Conserv. Educ. 
Ser . 6, 31 p. (Reissued, August 1957 .) 

JOYCE, EDWIN A., JR. 
1965. The commercial shrimps of t he no rth ­

east coast of Flo r ida . F la. State Bd. 
Conserv., Prof. Pap. Ser . 6 , p . 168 - 17 0 . 

LINDNER, MILTON J. , and WILLIAM W . 
ANDE RSON . 

1956 . Growth, migration, s pawning and s ize 
distribution of shr imp, Penaeu s 
setiferus. U.S . F i s h Wildl. Serv., F i s h . 
Bull. 56 : 553 - 645. 

LOESCH , HAROLD C. 
1957 . Obse rvations on bai t s h r im ping ac ­

t ivities in r ivers north of Mo bile Bay 
Causeway. J . Ala . Acad . Sc i . 29: 36 -43 . 

PEARSON , JOHN C. 
1939. The early life his tor ie s of some 

American Penaeidae, chie fly the c om ­
mercial s h r imp, Penaeus set i ferus 
(L inn .). U .S . Bur. F i s h ., Bull.49: 1 -7 3. 

10 

SIEBENALER, J. B. 
1953. The Biscayne Bay commercial fish ­

ery. Fla. State Bd. Conserv. Tech. 
Ser. 6, 20 p. 

1955 . Commercial fishing gear and fishing 
me t hods in Florida. Fla. State Bd. 
Conserv. Te ch . Ser. 13 , 47 p. 

U.S . FISH and WILDLIFE SERVICE. 
1958 . Annual report of t he Gulf F i shery 

Inves t igations for the year ending June 
30, 1958. G a lveston, Tex . , p. 21. 

1959 . Galveston B iological Laboratory fish ­
eries researc h for the year ending 
June 30, 1959. U . S . F i s h Wildl . Serv., 
Circ . 62, 127 p. (See p. 103.) 

1963. B iolog ical Laboratory Galveston, 
Texas , fishery research for the year 
ending June 30, 196 2. U.S. F i sh Wildl . 
Serv. , C i rc. 161 , 101 p. (Seep. 32.) 

1964 . Biological Laboratory Galveston, 
Tex., f i shery researc h for t h e year 
ending June 30, 1963 . U.S . Fish Wildl . 
Serv., Circ. 183 , 106 p. (Seep . 29.) 

1965. Biological Labo ratory Galveston, 
Tex., fishery rese arch for the year 
ending June 30 , 1964 . U .S. F i s h Wildl . 
Serv., Circ . 230 , 109 p . (See p . 35 . ) 

VIOSCA, PERCY , JR . 
1 920 . Repo rt of t he b iologist. L a. Dept. 

Conserv. , 4th B ienn . Rep . 1918 - 20, 
p. 120 - 130 . 

1957. Shrimppotpourri. La.Conserv.,9(7): 
10 - 13, 20, 21. 

VOSS , GILBERT L. 
1955. A key to t he comme rc ial and poten ­

tially comme rc i al s h r imp of the family 
Penaeidae of the western orthAtlantic 
and the Gul f of Mexico . Fla. State Bd. 
Conse rv. Tec h . Ser. 14 , 23 p . 

WEYMOUTH, F. W. , MILTON J . LINDNER, 
and W, W . ANDERSO . 

1933. P rel im inary report on the life history 
of the common shr imp, Penaeus 
setiferus (Linnaeus). U.S. Bur. F i s h . 
Bull . 48: 1 - 26 . 

WOODBURN, K. D., B. ELDRED, E. CLARK, 
R. F. HUT TON, and R . M. INGLE. 

1957. The live bait s h r imp industry of the 
we st coast of F lorida (Cedar Keys to 
N aples). Fla. State Bd. Conserv. Tech. 
Ser. 21, 33 p. 

MS #1530 


	002
	004
	006
	007
	008
	009
	010
	011
	012
	013
	014
	015

