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Few Anglers Target American Shad on the Neuse River
A recently completed creel survey on the Neuse 
River found that few anglers target American shad 
(white shad) during the spring (April-May) on 
their spawning grounds. N.C. Wildlife Resources 
Commission staff conducted the survey from April 
1 to May, 15 2007 in the upper Neuse basin from 
Seven Springs in eastern Wayne County to Mil-
burnie Dam in Raleigh (Figure 1). 

Creel survey objectives  

They conducted the survey to estimate recre-
ational harvest and fishing effort for different fish 
species, which is important in determining man-
agement strategies to improve public fishing. The 
survey focused in the upper river because most of 
the American shad caught during the 2002-2003 
survey were caught in that area.

Neuse River anglers targeting American shad 
spent an estimated 225 hours fishing during the 
45-day period, and caught an estimated 303 fish. 
Anglers fishing for American shad practiced 
catch-and-release as none of the anglers inter-
viewed harvested fish. American shad anglers had 
a success rate of 1.3 fish per angler-hour. 

The catch estimate was similar to the estimate 
(318 fish) from the year-long creel survey on the 
Neuse River from 2002-2003. During that survey 
most of the anglers targeting shad were fishing for 
hickory shad in the lower river. 

While the Neuse River is known for its annual hickory 
shad run, it appears that few anglers exclusively pursue 
American shad on their spawning grounds.

From the spawning stock survey data, Commission biolo-
gists are unable to determine why angler effort, catch and 
harvest are so low. They have been collecting American 

Figure 1.  Access areas included in the Neuse River American shad creel survey 
April 1- May 15 2007.
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shad on the Neuse River spawning grounds since 2002. Since electrofishing sample sites were 
standardized in 2005, average catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) at a site near Goldsboro has been stable 
at about 30 fish per hour. Average CPUE during the spring has been variable since 2002, most likely because of dif-
ferences in water temperature and river flow. Peak CPUE near Goldsboro has been as early as late March and as late 
as mid-May. CPUE near Raleigh seems to be more dependent on river flow as catches are typically low during low-
flow years.

Average total annual mortality 
(fishing and natural mortality com-
bined) has been about 70 percent 
for males and females combined 
since 2002, which indicates that 
the numbers of spawning Ameri-
can shad in the Neuse River are 
low. Female shad collected on the 
spawning grounds were typically 
about 1.5 to 2 inches larger than 
males of the same age-class 
(Table 1). 

American shad grow about 5 inches per year before maturity but only about 1 inch per year afterward, so it is difficult 
to gauge a fish’s age based on its length. Angler effort, catch and harvest of American shad on their spawning grounds 
may be low because population levels appear to be low.

Commission biologists plan to continue to monitor this stock and search for ways to improve the number of spawn-
ing adults. Results from the creel survey, along with yearly monitoring of the spawning stock, will be used to refine 
management strategies for American shad on the Neuse River. 

Table 1.  Comparison of mean length at age (2000 to 2007) of female and male American shad collected on the 
spawning grounds of the Neuse River.

Milburnie Dam, located in Wake County, limits the upstream migration of spawning American shad during the spring. 

Age Male Mean Length Female Mean Length Differences
(inches) (inches) (inches)

3
4
5
6
7

15.6
16.5
17.6
18.2
19.0

17.6
17.9 
19.3
20.0 
20.6

2.0
1.4
1.7
1.8
1.7


