


Weakfish scales are of the ctenoid type, and have a rather short
and wide configuration (Fig. 3). Scales are characterized by distinct
radii emanating from the focus to the anterior edge, and prominent
circuli in the lateral fields. Annual marks appear as thin, opaque,
broken lines and are most distinct in the radii zone. These annuli
are sometimes referred to as "cutting-over" zones. One distinc­
tive feature of the annuli is the shape or lack of circuli in the thin
band. Unlike some fish scales, such as haddock, the annuli appear
as an abrupt stoppage or change in growth. This is followed by
immediate resumption of regular growth, as opposed to a gradual
change. Consequently, identifying an annulus becomes more of a
"yes or no" decision rather than a "possibly."

In assigning an age to an individual fish, the researcher should
be aware of advantages in using a standardized lJanuary birthdate.
Weakfish are somewhat unusual since the annulus is formed in late
spring, at the same time that spawning occurs. If the age reader
uses the mean spawning date for a birthdate, the same year-class
may be assigned to 0 and l-year-old fish. A 1 January birthdate
eliminates this problem, especially if the reader assigns the correct
age for samples between January and the time ofannulus formation.

Checks may create some confusion for an age reader. Checks
are distinguished from annuli by their appearance in the lateral field
and by the relative spacing since the last annulus (Fig. 4). An in­
complete annulus in the lateral field is probably a check. Also, cir­
culi in the lateral field intersect the annulus at oblique angles,
whereas the circuli are parallel to checks. A check may also create
a false annulus near the focus (Fig. 5). In older fish greater than
age 6 or 7, annuli may be difficult or impossible to follow into the
lateral fields because of crowding. In such specimens, the ap~

pearance of a check in the anterior field will be the sole source for
a decision (Fig. 6).

The focus of a weakfish scale is usually a large area lacking any
clearly dermed circuli. Often there is a small degree of regenera­
tion that occurs near the focus which can be ignored. If the scales
are collected too close to the lateral line, the scale may have a hole
in the area of the focus. The first year ofweakfish growth is general­
ly quite rapid and total length reaches 15-25 cm. Consequently,
the first annulus on the scale is relatively far from the center and
usually quite distinct (Fig. 7). Scale growth during the first year
is fairly constant for fish throughout the geographic range.

The second annulus may be quite close to the first, indicating
.a growth-rate decrease of 10-15 em per year, but may vary some­
what depending on the origin of the sample. Fish in the northern
end of the range tend to have slower annual growth than fish from
southern waters and may have closely spaced first and second an­
nuli(Fig. 8). This phenomena, which has also been noted by other
researchers (R. Seagraves, Del. Div. Fish Wildt., P.O. Box 1401,
Dover, DE 19903, pers. commun. April 1980) may not be consis­
tent for each year. Nevertheless, close annuli are possible and age
readers should be aware of this possible source of error. Growth
between the second and third annuli varies, with the third annulus
often relatively close to the second (Fig. 9). The growth to the fourth
annulus may be as great, or greater, than the second to third incre­
ment (Fig. 10). At ages of 6, 7, and older, annuli are harder to
identify and may only be visible as a line of distorted circuli in the
anterior field (Fig. 6). The frequency of older fish tends to be
greatest at the northern end of the weakfish range.

With adequate preparation techniques, weakfish scales can be
relatively easy to age. Annulus interpretation problems can be
minimized if the sampling time and location are considered.
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Figure 1
Mean marginal scale Increments with 95% confidence Intervals of weakfISh for

all ages combined. Sample size given for each month.



Figure 2
Weakfish, Cynoscion regalilf, showing primary (A) and secondary (B) locations for collecting scales.

Figure 3
Scale impression from a 75-cin age-8 female weakfish showing common configuration of annuli with cutting

edge.

73



Figure 4
.Seale impression from a 35-cm age-2 female weakfish showing 2 annuli and

a check after first annulus.

Figure 5
Scale impression from a 47-cm oge-2 male weakfish showing a false an­

nulus near the focus.

Figure 6
Scale impression from a 79-cm age-ll female weakfish showing crowding of recent annuli near the anterior

edge of the scale. Last annulus on edge not yet formed.
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Figure 7
Scale impression from a 24-cm age-l male weakfISh sbowing typical

configuration of the first annulus.

Figure 8
Scale impression from a 34-cm age-2 female weakflSb showing close first and se­

cond annuli.

Figure 9
Scale impression from a 73-cm age-6 female weakfish showing close second and third annuli.
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Figure 10
Scale impression from a 68-em age-S female weakfISh showing amount ofgrowth
between the third and fourth annuli relative to growth between the second and

third.
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