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IDENTIFICATION OF THE COMMERCIAL COMMON SHRIMP SPECIES 

By Car ter Broad';~ 

INTRODUCTION ; 

Only four out of the numerous S]"leci e s of shximp found along the 
South Atlantic and Gulf coasts are of commercial importance. 'Ihese 
are: 

The common shximp (Penaeus setiferus); 
'!he grooved shximp (Penaeus aztecus, and Penaeus duorarum): 
'!he sea.-bob (Xi llhopenaeus kroyeri). ----

Since the fishermen do not distinguish between the species of grooved 
shrimp, all of these usually have been included under the single species 
(~. brasiliensis) and to the industry they are known as ''brasilian'' 
shrimp or ''brownies.'' 

Outstand'ingly the most important commercial species, the common 
or white shrimp (~. setiferus) is estimated to make up 85 to 90 ~ercent 
of the total shrimp catch. However, in 1948, commercial fi shermen in 
Texas re~orted that the majori~ of the catch ~t certain times of the 
season consisted of grooved shrimp. It has recently been established 
that there are mainly t.'I'O species of grooved shrimp in the commercial 
catches--P. aztecus and P. duorarum. In order to assist fishermen to 
distinguiSh between these two species and the common shrimp, the Univer
si ~ of North Carolina's Institute of Fisheries Besearch has prepared 
the following description and key to the various species of shrimp which 
are taken commercially in the waters of North carolina. 'Ihe se~bob 
variety of grooved shximp is not included in the key as it is not taken 
commercially on the South Atlantic Coast. 

This key can be used by fishermen in all sections of the South 
Atlantic and. Gulf Coasts to differentiate between the main species 
of shrimp encountered in the commercial catch. (Editors). 

IDENTIFICATION 

Commercially important shrimp of North Carolina fall into two groups distin
guished from one another by the presence or absence of gr ooves along the back of 
the "head." If the body is divided into "head" and "tail" (cephalothorax and ab
domen), then that part which is marketed is the "tail," and the part which is 
usually discarded is known as the "head." 

The "head" bears the eyes, the feeler s or "whiskers" (antennae), the horn 
(rostr um), the mouth and jaws, and the long, walking legs. Internally, the "head" 
conta ins the brain, the oesophagus and stomach, tne heart, and most of the repro
duct ive organs. Actually, it is a fusion of the true head and the thorax or chest 
of the animal and for convenience is referred to as the "head." 

The "tail" bears externally the swimming legs and the fan-like legs of the 
l ast segment which, together with the nuddle portion, the telson, make up the true 
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PENAEUS AZTECUS 
(BROWN SHRIMP) 
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PENAEUS OUORARUM 
(eROw -SPOTTED SHRI p) 

tail. Internally, the "tail" contains the intestine, certain blood vessels and 
nerve cords and, in mature females, part of the ovaries . in , t s part of t e 
animal (properly called the abdomen) is known conveniently as the "ta 1." 

Although the color of shri.r:Jp is not always a valie. char cter for d1st .lish -
ing species, the two mos t coornon shrirrp of the South Atlan ic cast are kn~nn as 
the green or white shrimp and the brown shrimp . A gr at Imny names are iven to 

these two speCies, SO!;le of which are applied to 
both forms. As already mentioned , the most easily 
recognized character distinguishi t~e green shr~p 
from the brown is the head grooves of the brown shrimp . 

Comnx:m hrimp: The most co=on shrimp of the 
South Atlantic Coast 1S knC1Jm in 10rth Carol1na as 
the green shrimp (~ . setiferus) . The norn of the 
green shrimp is long . It is edged in dark color 
and blends into the head about two-thir s of the 
way back. The green shri~ is Wh1tish in color and 
usually somewhat softer than the h/o brown shrimp . 
Its tail is edged in green . Its feelers, or "whisk
ers," are over twice a s long as its body and are 
dark. The l ast segment of the "tail" is keeled on 
top and edged in dark color. 

Brown Shrimp: The bro~m shrimp (~. azterus) 
is usually tinted in a brownish or orange hue. The 
horn is shorter than that of the green shrimp and 
continues as a low keel to the posterior margin of 

PENAEUS SETIFERUS the head. It is bordered on each Side by a deep 
(WHITE SHRIMP) 

groove. Its tail is edged in hues of purple or 
blue, ranging from a red-purple to sky blue. Its feelers are less than twice as 
long as its body and are usually a dull orange color. The last segment of the tail 
is keeled and grooved as the head. 

~-Spotted Shrimp: A Variety of brown shrimp is known as the brovm-spotted 
shrimp (1:. duorarum). This shrimp resembles the brown shrimp but has a reddish or 
brown spot on each side at about the middle of the "tail." In color it sometimes 
tends to be bluish or blue-grey. Its tail is edged in blue. 
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'WHAT KIND OF SHRIMP DO YOU CATCH? 

LOOK AT THE HEAD. 

Is it grooved? 
,-----------------------, r----------------------, 

GROOVED HEAD WITHOUT GROOVE 
PENA EUS A ZT E.CUS ( BROWN S HR IMP) 

OR 
PENAEUS SETIFERUS (WHITE SHRIMP) 

PENAE I~~ ()UORARUM (BROWN-SPOTTED SHR IMP) 

LOOK AT THE BODY. 

Does It have a spot? 

3 

) 
PENAEUS AZTECUS 

(BROWN SHRIMP) 

I. SHORT HORN 
2. SHORT FEELERS 
3. GROOVED HEAD 
4. NO SPOT 

PENAEUS DUORARUM 
(BROWN-SPOTTED SHRIMP) 

I. SHORT HORN 
2. SHORT FEELERS 
3. GROOVED HEAD 
4. S POT ON TAl L 

/' 
/ 

PENAEUS SE~FERUS 
(WHITE SHRIMP ) 

I. LONG HORN 
2. LONG FEELERS 
3. NOT-GROOVED HEAD 
4. NO SPOT 
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PENAEUS SETIFERUS 
(WHITE SHRIMP) 
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"Red-legged shrimp" may be any specie _ego are :::-ed . An:' 

species of shrimp may t· n bluish and i s _18;" b~come soft:::.d t.e . s 
then known as a "blue shrimp" or "cotton shr1..I::p . " The e n.a;nes:ray e sa d t.o de 
scribe a physiological condition ratler than a species . 

FISH FACTS 

DO YO J Kl'O; ••••• 

That fish have adapted the~selves to an 
enormous variety of environments and on y the 
most extre:ne condit 10ns, such s the briny waters 
of the Greht Salt l.aj{e , or foullY- l-olluted areas 
created by man , def1es the1r existence ••••• 
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