
Creel survey responses  

Boat anglers had a success rate of 1.0 fish caught per angler 
hour of fishing while the success rate for bank anglers was 0.3 
fish/hour.  Mean trip length for all American shad anglers was 
2.1 hours with an average of 1.9 anglers per party. Boat anglers 
fished an average of 2.3 hours/trip (2.1 anglers/party) while 
bank anglers fished 1.5 hours/trip (1.6 anglers/party).

Fifty-three percent of all American shad anglers interviewed 
during the creel period (boat and bank anglers combined) rated  

         their trip satisfaction as poor (24.8 percent) or fair (27.8 per-
cent). The remaining anglers (47 percent) rated their trip as good (41.3 percent) or excellent (6.1 percent). Broken out 
by angler type, bank anglers rated their trip satisfaction much lower than did boat anglers. Seventy-one percent of all 
bank anglers rated their trip satisfaction as either poor (41.1 percent) or fair (29.7 percent) while only 45 percent of 
boat anglers (17.8 percent-poor; 27.1 percent-fair) rated their trip satisfaction as such (Table 1).
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American Shad – Highly Prized Sport Fish in Cape Fear River
Fishing for American, or white, shad has long been a popular tradition on 
the Cape Fear River in Bladen County with most of the angling action 
occurring immediately below each of the three locks and dams. A recently 
completed creel survey conducted by fisheries biologists with the N. C. 
Wildlife Resources Commission targeted recreational anglers fishing the 
river from March 15, 2011 to May 15, 2011. 

Creel survey objectives  

The project objective was to characterize major components of this recreational fishery by estimating boat and bank 
angling effort, catch and harvest. 644 shad anglers were interviewed with boat anglers accounting for 83.5 percent of 
all American shad anglers and bank anglers comprising the remaining 16.5 percent. Estimated total angler effort was 
25,706 angler hours with an estimated total catch and harvest of 22,312 and 14,888 American shad, respectively.  
Male American shad accounted for 54 percent of all American shad harvested during the creel with female American 
shad accounting for the remaining 46 percent.

Fishing for American shad on the Cape Fear River below Lock and Dam 1
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Table 1. Comparison of satisfaction ratings for boat and bank anglers fishing for American shad.

American shad

Duane Raver/USFWS

Rating Boat Angler Bank Angler All Anglers Combined
Poor 17.8 41.1 24.8
Fair 27.1 29.7 27.8
Good 46.5 29.1 41.3
Excellent 8.6 0.0 6.1
Totals 100.0
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American Shad - Highly Prized Sport Fish in Cape Fear River

Figure 1. The relative abundance of American shad in the Cape Fear River is lower when compared 
to American shad abundance in other North Carolina coastal rivers.

Of the 618 Cape Fear River American shad anglers respond-
ing to the county of residence question, 76.5 percent resided 
in the nearby counties of Bladen, Brunswick, Columbus, 
Cumberland, Harnett, Pender, Robeson and New Hanover. 
An additional 22 percent of anglers were from other North 
Carolina counties, including Duplin, Durham, Greene, Guil-
ford, Hoke, Onslow, Sampson and Wake. Out-of-state anglers 
accounted for the remaining 0.6 percent of all anglers inter-
viewed and consisted of two anglers from South Carolina and 
two anglers from Delaware. Five anglers (0.8 percent) did 
not provide a response to this interview question.

Noticeable differences in recreational angling opportunities 
between the Cape Fear River and other coastal North Carolina 
systems require specialized management strategies to optimize 
angler satisfaction. Since 2001, the Commission annually con-
ducts an American shad stock assessment with boat electrofish-
ing to monitor the abundance, length frequency, as well as age 
and sex composition, of American shad in coastal rivers. Based 
on the results of this stock assessment survey to date, the Cape 
Fear River relative abundance of American shad appeared lower 
when compared to American shad abundance in other North 
Carolina coastal rivers. 

From 2005 through 2010, the mean catch rate (catch-per-unit-effort - CPUE) for the Cape Fear 
River population was 24 fish/hour (Figure 1). While the catch rates for the Cape Fear River are comparable to cap-
ture rates reported for the Neuse River (23 fish/hour), the trend in capture rate remains lower than mean capture rates 
reported for the Tar River (70 fish/hour) and Roanoke River (107 fish/hour). 
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Measuring an American shad caught during the Cape Fear River creel survey

Reeling in the catch
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Commission staff will continue monitoring these trends in American shad abundance and relation-
ship with ecological variables and angling trends to develop appropriate management strategies for 
future angling opportunities.

In an attempt to provide access to upstream spawning habitats, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers personnel are construct-
ing a rock arch weir at Lock and Dam #1. The rock arch will provide a gently sloping ramp that American shad and 
other migratory fish (like striped bass and sturgeon) can swim over during spawning runs. The rock arch is scheduled to 
be completed sometime in late 2012. By providing expanded access to upstream habitats, biologists hope that stronger 
year-classes of American shad will be produced in the Cape Fear River for the benefit of recreational anglers. 

A rock arch wier being constructed at Lock and Dam #1 will provide American shad with access to upstream spawning habitats, and,
biologists hope, lead to stronger year-classes of American shad in the Cape Fear River, which will benefit reccreational anglers.


