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2011 B.A.l.T. Summary

Bass fishing in the State of Alabama has shown an overall trend of improvement during
the past several years, and particularly during the previous four. However, during 2011, this trend
appeared to level off with very similar numbers being reported, statewide. One exception was the
length of time required to catch a bass larger than five pounds, which increased by over 40% in
2011. Nevertheless, this figure equaled the 26 year statewide mean of 252 hours.

The lake that has shown the most improvement in recent years is unquestionably Pickwick,
which has shown drastic improvements since 2006. This reservoir had the highest percent
success (97%) and accounted for nearly 50% of all bass over five pounds caught in Alabama
during 2011. Of all bass over eight pounds caught in Alabama during 2011, 86% of them came

from Pickwick.

. Pickwick was the top lake in the overall quality indicator rankings

e  Bankhead, Lay, Logan Martin, Mitchell, and Neely Henry moved into the upper 1/3 of the
quality indicator rankings; Weiss Wilson, and the Mobile Delta improved also; while West
Point, Jordan, Harris , and Harding moved up also, but remained in the bottom 1/3, statewide

. Pickwick, Bankhead, Lay, Logan Martin, and Mitchell were the top five lakes in the overall
quality indicator rankings

° Guntersville, Pickwick, Lay, Eufaula, and West Point were the top five big bass lakes in
Alabama

2011 Statewide B.A.I.T. Statistics

3.72 — Number of bass caught per angler-day
7.54 — Pounds of bass caught per angler-day
2.02 — Average weight of bass caught

252 — Hours required to catch a 5 pound bass
9.90 — Weight of the largest bass caught

14 — Number of bass 8 pounds and larger
291 — Number of bass 5 pounds and larger




Introduction & Methods

The printing of the 2011 B.A.L.T. Annual Report marks the
twenty-sixth year of the B.A.l.T. Program. The objective of the program
since its inception has been to gather information on bass populations
by combining the efforts of bass club members and state fisheries
biologists. The B.A.l.T. Program summarizes catch data on reservoir
bass populations that are collected and provided to us by participating
clubs. This information is used by state fisheries biologists in
combination with data from other sources as a basis for fisheries
management decisions. Bass anglers use the report to establish future
tournament sites, or to locate a reservoir that provides a particular type
of fishing.

Through 2011, we have summarized 12,505 tournament reports.
Anglers have spent 2,740,985 hours collecting data for this program.
They have contributed data from 670,104 bass that weighed 1,173,558
pounds.

This report also contains information related to the Alabama
Division of Wildlife & Freshwater Fisheries’ Boating Access
Maintenance and Development Program which maintains nearly 120
boating access areas statewide. The accomplishments made by this
program during 2011 may be of particular interest to tournament bass
anglers and their organizations. In addition, details of the Angler
Recognition Program administered by the Alabama Division of Wildlife
& Freshwater Fisheries can be found here as well.

Every year, we attempt to maintain the support of the previous
year’s clubs and to enlist the support of new clubs through public
meetings, news releases and letters. Participating club officers or
tournament directors are sent the previous year’s annual report and
tournament report postcards to be completed following each
tournament. Clubs are assigned individual numbers to insure

confidentiality. As tournament cards are received, they are checked

for accuracy and entered into a computer database. Club officers are
contacted when data are suspected to be erroneous. We compile and
analyze the data following receipt of December tournament reports.
Statewide tournament results are sorted by reservoir and by club.

To rank reservoirs, five “fishing quality” indicators were used:
percent of successful anglers (percent of anglers with one or more bass
at weigh-in), average bass weight, number of bass per angler-day,
pounds of bass per angler-day, and hours required to catch a bass five
pounds or larger. Since the length of a fishing day varies between
tournaments, an angler-day is defined as one angler fishing for ten
hours. In this report, an angler-day may simply be referred to as a
“day” of fishing. A minimum of five tournaments for an individual
reservoir is considered necessary for minimum confidence in each
reservoir dataset. Reservoirs with five or more tournament reports are
ranked for each of the quality indicators. Values are assigned to each
rank and an overall rank is determined for each reservoir by summing
the values of the five quality indicators. This ranking system is intended
to be a quick reference for club tournament site selection. It does not
constitute a “best and worst” list of Alabama reservoirs and should not
be interpreted that way.

Tournament results were also broken down by month for each
reservoir with 10 or more reports. This section was intended to aid
clubs in scheduling tournaments since the quality of fishing can vary
considerably from one season to the next on any given reservoir. It
also allows anglers to better understand their chances of achieving a
particular goal (i.e., catching a big bass) on a given lake by studying in
detail how anglers performed during each month of the year. When
studying this section of the report, be aware that some months are
represented by only one tournament, which may not be a good

indicator of the overall quality of fishing during that month.

An impressive bag of spots from Holt Lake on the Black Warrior River.



Alabama’s

“Take a Kid Fishing”

Distinctive License Plate

Please take advantage of your
opportunity to provide perpetual support
for Alabama’s aquatic resources!

The cost of these tags is $50 and they can be purchased wherever you have
your tag renewed. Contact your county probate office or call the Alabama

Wildlife & Freshwater Fisheries Division at 334-242-3471 for more
inform3ati0n.



Statewide Tournament Results

Bass clubs submitted 368 tournament reports during 2011, down
slightly from 387 in 2010 (Tables 1 and 3). Club representatives did an
excellent job filling out the cards and few reports were rejected due to
incomplete or erroneous information. We want to again, thank all of the
participants of the B.A.l.T. Program and urge them to keep up the good

work! Twenty-two Alabama clubs provided data in 2011. One hundred

forty two reports from

Alabama waters were

For Big

received from Dr. Carl CLUB
Quertermus of the

. . Everstart Series
University of West Everstart Series
Georgia, who Alabama BASS Federation Nation

es t ¢ BFL

summarizes tournamen FLW Tour
data from the Georgia FLW Tour

North Alabama Tournament Anglers
Morgan County Bass Club

another 74 reports were National Bass Trail (GA/AL)

Peanut Craft

Bass Federation; and

received from Biologist
Larry Pugh, with the
Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks. Without their
support, several Alabama reservoirs would not have been well represented
in the quality indicator rankings (Table 2). Once again, we must stress that
reports from more locations increase the capability of the summaries to
reflect actual fish population conditions and not just a good or poor day's
fishing by one or two clubs.

In 2011,

Alabama’s Top 10 Tournaments

Average catch rates in 2011 for both number (3.72) and pounds (7.54)
of bass per angler-day slipped only slightly below the record numbers set
the year before. Compared to 2010, 12 lakes improved in overall fishing
success in 2011. The most notable improvements were on Bankhead, Lay,
and Logan Martin, which all moved into the top 5 in the overall rankings

(Table 2). The average size bass caught on Bankhead and Lay increased by

12-13% compared to
Bass in 2011 2010. Consequently,

LAKE DATE No. >51bs. the number of pounds
weighed-in per angler-
Pickwick Jun. 9th

Pickwick Jun. 10t
Eufaula Mar. 12th
Pickwick Jun. 4th

Pickwick Jul. 22nd
Pickwick Jul. 21st
Guntersville Feb. 12th
Guntersville Mar. 12th
Eufaula Jun. 15th
Pickwick Apr. 23

day increased by 15-
18%. The time
required to catch a
bass over five pounds
on Bankhead has

decreased by a

goooo000000 0 NN©

whopping 55% since
2010!

Most tournament reports in 2011 were received from Pickwick (78), Eufaula
(49), Guntersville (35), and Logan Martin (31). These four reservoirs
accounted for 52% of the statewide tournament reports. Weiss, West Point,
and Lay each had more than 15 reports (Table 1), which means that the
other 29 reservoirs contributed only 33% of the annual total for 2011. A

good distribution of reports provides more representative catch statistics

from which

Alabama’s Top 10 Tournaments

tournament reports

were received from 29

bodies of water that CLUB

were fished 74,439 Carroll County (Ga.) Bass Masters
Macon (Ga.) Bass Club

Tenn-Tom Bassin

caught 27,386 bass that Peanut Craft

Team Trails of Mississippi

Peanut Craft

(Table 1). A total of 291 26 Bassmasters

Conasauga (Ga.) Bassmasters
FLW Tour

larger were reported for Everstart Series

hours. B.A.L.T. anglers

weighed 56,134 pounds

bass five pounds and

an overall catch rate of

one bass five pounds or larger for every 252 hours of fishing. Tournament
anglers weighed in 14 bass eight pounds and larger in 2011. The largest
bass caught in 2011 came from Pickwick Lake and weighed 9.90 pounds.
With 141 bass weighing five pounds or larger, Pickwick led this category.
Other top lakes for big bass included Guntersville and Eufaula.

Of the 24 organizations that submitted data during 2011, only 75%
submitted five or more tournament reports, and 33% submitted 10 or more
reports. Three contributors submitted only one report. A list of contributing
clubs for the 2011 B.A.L.T. Report is presented in Table 4.

For Average 5-Fish Weight in 2011 meaningful

summaries can be

LAKE DATE WEIGHT prepared. All club

Guntersville May 14th 20.37 lbs. representatives
Eufaula Apr. 16th 16.57 Ibs.
Pickwick Jul. 16th 15.94 Ibs.
Pickwick Apr. 23 15.87 Ibs. that every report is
Pickwick Feb. 26th 15.50 Ibs.
Pickwick May 7th 15.49 |bs.
West Point Oct. 8th 15.41 Ibs. continued success of
Wheeler May 15th 14.83 Ibs.
Pickwick Jul. 2314 14.78 Ibs. the BA.LT Program.
Pickwick Jun. 11th 14.68 Ibs. Of the 29

should understand

important to the

reservoirs from

which reports were received, 19 had five or more tournament reports (Table
1). The following comments deal with these reservoirs, which are ranked by
quality indicators in Table 2. The percent of successful anglers (those with
one or more fish) ranged from 70% at Harding to 97% at Pickwick. The
average weight of bass caught ranged from 1.34 pounds at Harris to 2.77
pounds at Guntersville (Table 1). Catch rates expressed as bass per angler-
day ranged from 2.18 at Harding to 5.03 at Bankhead. Catch rates as
pounds per angler-day ranged from 2.99 at Harding to 10.41 at Pickwick.
The statewide average weight for bass caught on all 29 reservoirs was 2.02

pounds.



Statewide Tournament Results

Overall, Pickwick accumulated more quality indicator points (92) than
any other reservoir in Alabama, nearly doubling its 2010 margin over second
place. Bankhead (76), Lay (73), Logan Martin (60), and Mitchell (60)
rounded out the top five.

Readers should note that the primary intent of Table 2 is not to
determine the overall “best” reservoir, but to characterize the fishery of
each reservoir. Anglers should first review the quality indicator that is most
important to them. The overall rating would be used to narrow choices. For
example, if an angler wanted to have the best chance to catch a bass
greater than 5 pounds, then Guntersville or Pickwick would be the place to
go. Clubs interested in having all its members catch good quality stringers
would look at the pounds per angler-day rankings to find that Pickwick, and
Bankhead offer the best opportunity. If catching lots of bass is important,
then Pickwick or Bankhead might be the best destination based upon their
bass per angler-day rankings.

Bass data, as expressed in the B.A.I.T. report from reservoirs with
harvest restrictions or length limits, will be biased since the data is a function
of the restrictions. Length limits are imposed to increase the number of fish
below a minimum length or within a specified length range (slot limit) which
should eventually result in a greater supply of bass above the limit. Because
all minimum lengths and length ranges will be above the 12-inch limit self-
imposed by most tournaments, the restrictions will reduce the total harvest in
numbers and possibly pounds. However, those fish weighed in will be larger
(longer) by virtue of the minimum length (MLL) or slot limit. In the B.A.L.T.
Report, length limit lakes should rank high for average weight and near the
bottom for percent success and bass per angler-day. For instance, bass per
angler-day averaged 3.72 statewide in 2011; but for Guntersville and
Eufaula, each averaged 2.57. Statewide average weight was 2.02 pounds
for all reservoirs combined; but Guntersville with its 15-in. MLL averaged
2.77 pounds. These average weights were higher primarily because anglers
must release the smaller fish due to the minimum length limits. Length limits
remained in effect during 2011 on West Point (14-inch MLL on largemouth),
Wilson (14-inch MLL on smallmouth), Guntersville (15-inch MLL on

largemouth and smallmouth), Eufaula (14-inch MLL on largemouth),
Demopolis (14-inch MLL on all black bass), Pickwick

(14-inch MLL on smallmouth), Little Bear Creek (13- to 16-inch slot on
largemouth), Smith (13- to 15-inch slot on all black bass), and Harris (13- to
16-inch slot on largemouth).

Bass fishing in Alabama has been excellent in recent years, with 2011
generally scoring near the top since the Alabama Division of Wildlife &
Freshwater Fisheries began keeping records in 1986. For Alabama’s bass
fishermen, 2011 was among one of the best years reported during any of
the previous 26 years of B.A.l.T. reporting. In general, the 2011 numbers
slipped only slightly below the record setting year of 2010; however, the
number of bass over five pounds decreased considerably.

The average number of hours (effort) needed to catch a bass larger
than five-pounds dramatically increased beginning in 1998 due to the
presence of the Largemouth Bass Virus (LMBV), and reached its peak of
837 hours the following year. From 1999 through 2010, the amount of effort
required to catch a bass over five pounds decreased by 82%; however, in
2011 the time required to catch a bass over five pounds was 41% higher
than the previous year, and equal to the 26 year average (Figure 1).

Although there have been no recent outbreaks of LMBV, there are
indications that this disease may be impacting our bass fisheries by
elevating natural mortality rates; so, please report any unusual bass die-offs
to your district fisheries office, and never move fish from one lake to another.

The graphs throughout this report provide a historical record of how
your favorite waters have performed in the B.A.l.T. Program. A few words of
caution - these graphs are not restricted to bodies of water with five or more
tournaments. Data points for some years may be represented by only a few
tournaments. However, those situations are restricted to those water bodies
that have not been included in the quality indicator rankings in Table 2. You
can use these graphs to predict future fishing by looking for trends.

Good luck fishing, and don’t forget to take a child with you and
introduce him or her to your sport. Our children are our future anglers and

stewards of Alabama'’s resources.

Bass Over Eight Pounds from 2011 B.A.l.T. Reports

Date Organization Lake Weight

Feb. 26
Mar. 5

Mar. 12
Mar. 27
Apr. 2

Apr. 16
Apr. 23

Team Trails of Mississippi
Peanut Craft

Tifton Bass Busters
Memphis Bass Association
Peanut Craft

Lowndes County Bassmasters
Peanut Craft

May 21 Fishers of Men

May 21 Peanut Craft

Jun. 4 BFL

Jun. 10 Everstart

Jul. 2 Peanut Craft

Jul. 16 Tenn-Tom Bassin’

Jul. 22 FLW Tour

Pickwick
Pickwick
Eufaula

Pickwick
Pickwick
Eufaula

Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick
Pickwick

9.60 Ibs.
9.90 Ibs.
8.37 Ibs.
9.31 Ibs.
9.28 Ibs.
8.02 Ibs.
8.88 Ibs.
8.19 Ibs.
8.02 Ibs.
8.81 Ibs.
8.13 Ibs.
8.02 Ibs.
9.27 Ibs.
8.69 Ibs.



In this section, reservoirs with at least 20 reports are discussed in
detail and often refer to the monthly tournament results listed in Table 6.
This table provides monthly catch information for all reservoirs with at

least 10 reports.

Eufaula

Forty nine (49) tournaments were reported during each month
except September. The majority occurred during March (10) and May
(10). Eight hundred seventy six (876) anglers fished for 9,438 hours to
catch 2,436 bass that weighed 4,781 pounds, with an average size of
1.96 pounds.

Catch-rates declined by 20 % from the previous year, but remained
well above the historical average for this reservoir. The average sized
bass dropped below two pounds for the first time since 1991, but the
percent of anglers catching at least one fish remained high, decreasing
by only 5 % from the previous year.

The most notable change was the decline in bass larger than five
pounds. The number of hours required to catch a bass of this size had
shown steady improvement from 2007 (343 hours) to 2010 (85 hours);
however, in 2011, it took anglers almost three times as long to catch a
bass over five pounds than it had during the previous year. Nonetheless,

this value was similar to the long-term average for this reservoir.

Guntersville

Thirty five tournaments were reported during each month from
February through November, but most tournaments occurred in February
(8) and March (8). Seven hundred twenty six anglers fished for 7,002
hours to catch 1,800 bass that weighed 4,989 pounds, with an average
size of 2 Ib. 12 oz. All quality indicators declined from 2010 to 2011, but
remained above the 26-year average for the lake.

Overall, catch-rates fell slightly from 2010, but remained well
above the long-term average for this reservoir. The fishery at
Guntersville was dominated by largemouth bass (92 %) and no
smallmouth bass were reported, although they do exist in the reservoir.
Catch-rates from February through June were considerably higher than
during the rest of the year. Twenty-four percent of anglers weighed in
limits during 2011, as opposed to 37 % in 2010.

The number of hours required to catch a bass larger than five
pounds (152 hrs.) was almost three times greater than a year ago;
however, it was still much better than the long-term average for the lake
(191 hrs.). Average bass weight declined by only 3 % from the previous
year, indicating there are still good numbers of quality fish in the lake.

Excellent fishing and several elite bass tournaments have brought
national attention to the quality of this bass fishery. The past several
years have offered some of the best bass fishing in the 70 year history of

this reservoir and have attracted anglers from across the country.

Logan Martin

Thirty one tournaments were reported during 2011, with the

majority being held during the months of May (6), September (6), and
October (5). Five hundred seven anglers fished for 4,538 hours to catch
1,986 bass that weighed 3,240 pounds, with an average size of 1 Ib. 10
oz.
Catch-rates were similar to 2010 and well above the 26 year average for
this reservoir. The fishery at Logan Martin was dominated by spotted
bass (74 %), but a quality largemouth bass fishery also exists there.
The catch frequency for bass over five pounds (908 hrs.) was similar to
the previous year (845 hrs.), but three times lower than the long-term
average for the lake (297 hrs.). Catches of bass over five pounds from
this reservoir have been quite variable over time ranging from 76 hours
in 1991, to 1,444 hours in 2004.

The number of bass caught per angler-day (4.38) and the number
of pounds per angler-day (7.14) were both nearly identical to 2010.
Average big bass weight in 2011 tournaments was 3 Ibs. 13 oz.; the

second lowest of all Coosa River impoundments.

Pickwick

Seventy eight (78) tournaments occurred between January and
October of 2011. The peak month was July (12 tournaments), but at
least ten (10) tournaments were held during each month from March
through August.

Two thousand five hundred eighty five (2,585) anglers fished for
23,761 hours to catch 10,250 bass that weighed 24,744 pounds, with an
average size of 2 Ib. 5 oz. The percent success increased to 97% in
2011, and more than 65% of anglers weighed in a limit of five (5) fish.
Only two (2) lakes had a higher percentage of limits weighed in by
tournament anglers. The ratio of largemouths to smallmouths was 4:1.

The hours required for an angler to catch a bass larger than five
(5) pounds was slightly lower than the previous year (161 hours), but the
time required to catch a bass over 8 pounds fell drastically from 6,423
hours in 2010 to just 1,892 hours in 2011! That's a 70% reduction, which

was good news for the Pickwick trophy hunters.

Weiss

Twenty tournaments were reported during each month from May
through November, but the majority of tournaments occurred in June (8).
Three hundred twelve anglers fished for 2,831 hours to catch 1,059 bass
that weighed 1,742 pounds, with an average size of 1 Ib. 10 oz.

Catch-rates increased slightly, and remained well above the 25-yr.
average for this reservoir. The fishery at Weiss shifted more towards
largemouth bass from 2010 to 2011. This year largemouth bass made
up 61 % or the catches, as opposed to 51 % the previous year.

The catch frequency of bass over five pounds (283 hrs.) dropped
by 17 % from 2010, but remained similar to the 26 year average. The
number of bass caught per angler-day (3.74) increased slightly, but the
number of pounds per angler-day (6.15 pounds) decreased because

average fish size was down 12 %.



The Alabama Division of Wildlife & Freshwater Fisheries manages
45 public reservoirs through five District Offices. Inside the front cover of
this publication, each District Office is listed along with the reservoirs within
their area of responsibility. Each reservoir is sampled on a routine basis to
monitor the population structure of its sport fish species. These samples
are conducted in a standardized manner according to the guidelines of the
Alabama Reservoir Management Manual so that changes in population
characteristics can be monitored over time. Most reservoirs are sampled
on a three year cycle and management recommendations, such as length
and bag limits, are determined from this research. There are three key
components of the fish population that biologists must characterize in order
to make these decisions; they are growth, mortality, and recruitment.
Another important non-biological element is bass harvest rates, which is
determined through the use of angler creel surveys.

These four variables ultimately determine the quality of each fishery,

but all of them are limited by the nutrient levels in each reservoir. Even

Bass are measured and weighed so that biologists can determine the
size structure of the population, growth rates, and relative condition.

with good management, reservoirs with low fertility or poor water quality

do not have the potential to produce outstanding fisheries. Depending on
the results of these investigations, some management objectives may
include the reduction of small bass through the use of slot limits, or
increasing the number of larger fish using minimum length limits, which can
also reduce the effects of variable recruitment.

A careful review of the information in this section reveals certain
fishery trends that are reflected in the tournament reporting data. For
example, reservoirs that consistently produce good numbers of trophy
bass are usually those with populations that exhibit low annual mortality
and rapid growth. Conversely, lakes that rarely produce trophy bass are

often characterized by slow growth and high annual mortality.

Alabama Wildlife & Freshwater Fisheries biologists conduct a standardized
electrofishing sample at Lake Jordan on the Coosa River.

Complex statistical models are developed from these variables that
are used to predict how fish populations might respond to changes in the
length or bag limits imposed on each reservoir. Over time, these model’s
predictive ability can be validated by comparing the predicted effects to the
actual fishery responses to the changes in harvest restrictions. In general,
harvest restrictions have miniscule impacts unless the rate of fishing
mortality approaches or exceeds that of natural mortality because there is
little biological justification for protecting fish that are dying primarily of
natural causes. Since bass harvest in Alabama is generally very low, few
reservoirs have restrictive length limits at this time. However, routine
monitoring of bass populations will allow changes in harvest restrictions to

be made whenever necessary.

Cross-section of an otolith from a 16 year old largemouth bass. Dark
bands are formed in winter when cold temperatures reduce growth.



Growth

One of the three most important objectives of fisheries biologist’s
assessment of a fish population is to determine the growth-rates for the
fish being studied. There are many factors that can affect the rate at which
fish grow. The most important are prey abundance, size, and nutritional
value; and of course, the number of other fish competing with them for
those food resources. Other factors include the age and health of the fish,
water temperature, and water quality. Obviously, these variables do not
remain constant over time, so the assessment represents a snapshot in
time and can vary depending upon when the samples were obtained.

Biologist’s determine fish’s growth-rates by measuring their lengths
at each age represented in the sample. This is done by examining the
fish’s otoliths, which are free-floating bones in the inner ear that form
growth-rings similar to those that are visible on the top of a tree stump.
These rings are formed because calcium is deposited at a constant rate no
matter how fast the fish is growing. During winter, when the fish is not
actively growing, the calcium is deposited in a more concentrated area,
and leaves behind a ring once the fish’s growth-rate increase as water

temperatures become warmer. Using this technique, biologist’s can easily

determine the amount of annual growth since birth, or between two given
years.

In Alabama, largemouth bass rarely exceed 10 years of age, and
relatively few of the fish in these samples include fish greater than 5 years
old. In warmer climates, bass grow faster but do not live as long as fish in
colder climates. Additionally, a biologist’s ability to impact the size
structure of a fish population through the use of length limits is most easily
measured by examining the population characteristics of fish that are
about to enter the fishery (i.e. those fish becoming available for harvest).
Given all of these factors, a good benchmark for the growth-rates of most
Southeastern bass populations is the average length of bass at three
years of age, which is usually 12 -14 inches. The bar chart below
illustrates the results of these studies on the reservoirs that were sampled
by Wildlife & Freshwater Fisheries biologists during Spring 2011.

In order to make good management decisions, growth-rates of bass
populations are classified as slow, moderate, or fast. However, it should
be noted that growth-rates are only one piece of the fish production puzzle
and must be complimented by other desirable population characteristics in

order to produce high quality fisheries.

Total Length of Largemouth Bass at Three Years of Age

SLOW
GROWTH

Demopolis -

Eufaula -

Guntersville
Inland

Lay

Logan Martin
Martin
Miller's Ferry
Mitchell
Mobile Delta
Point A
Wheeler

MODERATE
GROWTH

FAST
GROWTH

11.5 12.0 12.5 13.0

13.5 14.0 14.5 15.0

Total Length (Inches)



Mortality

The second of the three most important objectives in fishery
assessments is to determine the mortality rate for the population. Mortality
is the death of fish, which can be caused by a wide range of things that
include both natural causes, and fishing-related causes. In this section, it
is total annual mortality that will be discussed; however, separating natural
mortality from fishing mortality is an important step in good fisheries
management. Determining the fishing-related component of mortality is
the most important, and most difficult, task that a fisheries biologist faces.
Documenting the number and size of fish being harvested by anglers is
relatively easy to do using angler interviews, but understanding how many
fish die following tournaments or catch-and-release is a much more difficult
task.

The most common way that biologist's determine the mortality rate
of a fish population is to measure the rate of decline in the number of fish
represented in each age group in the collection. For example, from a
collection of fish with a mortality rate of 50%, you might expect to see a
decline similar to this: Age-1 (100 fish), Age-2 (50 fish), Age-3 (25 fish),
Age-4 (13 fish), Age-5 (6 fish), Age-6 (3 fish), Age-7 (2 fish), Age-8 (1 fish).

In Alabama, typical annual mortality-rates for largemouth bass range
from 35% to 45%, but can vary considerably from one year to the next.
Only a small percentage of bass in Alabama populations live to exceed 10
years of age. Typically, less than 1% of bass collected in a standardized
reservoir sample will exceed 10 years of age. Even in populations with
very low mortality-rates, this figure is usually less than 3%.

Minimum length limits are a management tool often considered by
biologists if mortality-rates are high; however, they are only effective if a
large portion of the total annual mortality can be attributed to fishing-
related causes. Limiting angler harvest cannot reduce bass mortality from
natural causes.

The chart below reflects the total annual mortality rates of
largemouth bass populations sampled during Spring 2011. Biologists’ use
this information to help guide them to make management decisions in an
effort to improve the quality of fishing. A reduction in mortality-rates
following the enforcement of a length limit is an indication that this
management action has had a positive influence on the population.
Obviously, if fishing-related mortality is low, then length limits will do little to

improve the quality of a fishery.
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Recruitment

The final critical objective in fishery assessments is to determine
recruitment of the population into the fishery. This is generally defined in
two ways: 1) the number of fish surviving to reach one year of age, or 2)
the number of fish surviving to reach harvestable size. The firstis
important because fish that do not reach 3 to 3 %z inches before their first
winter are less likely to survive to the fol