Chapter 2—Black Bear, Loggerhead Sea Turtle, Largemouth Bass
This chapter highlights species that are points of focus during the summer months.  The following accounts and information on the black bear, loggerhead sea turtle, and largemouth bass will explain why these species are important wildlife resources and what is being done to responsibly manage these species.  You can go directly to any of these sections by clicking on their name: Black Bear; Loggerhead Sea Turtle; Largemouth Bass.
LARGEMOUTH BASS

Life History of Largemouth Bass  (Micropterus salmoides)

Classification

The largemouth bass is one of the most popular game fish in the United States and is recognized by Georgia legislation as the state fish for Georgia.  Largemouth bass belong to the Sunfish Family, which includes three primary groups of fish – black bass, crappie, and sunfish (bream).  Within the black basses, there are six species found in Georgia – spotted bass, smallmouth bass, redeye bass, shoal bass, Suwannee bass, and the largemouth bass.  Of this group, the largemouth bass is the largest and most common member of the group.  Largemouth bass are distinguished from the other black bass by its huge mouth in which the hinge of the jaw extends well past the eye. 

Range & Habitat

Prior to settlers coming to America, largemouth bass naturally occurred in the eastern half of the United States.  Due to their popularity among anglers throughout the 1900s, their range was greatly extended by fisheries biologists and special interests groups by stocking them into water bodies where they did not naturally occur.  Today, largemouth bass inhabit every state, except Alaska, and most of southern Canada and Mexico, as well as several other continents.  In Georgia, largemouth bass are found in most warmwater ponds, lakes, streams and rivers.  Largemouth bass are even found in the brackish waters of Georgia’s coastal rivers.  They do not typically inhabit very small creeks or the coldwater mountain streams of northeast Georgia.

Unique Anatomical Features

Largemouth bass, like all fish, are cold-blooded, vertebrate animals, which possess several unique features that equip them for life underwater.  Their streamline, torpedo-shaped body allows them to swim efficiently through the water.  An assortment of appendages, called fins, allows a bass to cruise through the water or have rapid bursts of speed.  Fins allow fish to turn, stop, move up or down, swim backward, and even hover in place.  Fish have gills, which are structures that allow fish to absorb dissolved oxygen in the water and expel carbon dioxide.  You may have noticed a bright red color in the gills of healthy fish.  This color is from the oxygenated blood that is circulating through the gills.  Besides fins and gills, fish also have scales, which are thin bony plates that cover the skin in overlapping rows, just like the shingles on a roof.  Scales are the armor that protects the skin from abrasions and parasites.  Fish also possess a slimy coating to help prevent disease organisms and parasites from burrowing into the skin and body.  All things considered, fish are uniquely designed for aquatic life.

To navigate under water, fish have five senses, which include sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch.  Most of these senses are similar in form and function to other animals.  Of particular interest is a fish’s ability to hear.  Fish can hear using two methods.  One is through the vibration of inner ear bones, called otoliths, which are located inside the skull.  Although fish do not have an outer ear like we do, we share a similar arrangement of inner ear bones, which also aids in balance.  A second way fish hear is through their lateral line.  The lateral line is a special hearing device that allows fish to detect vibrations in the water.  The lateral line is made of a series of pores and nerve receptors on the side of the fish’s body.  As sound waves are transmitted through the water, they are detected by the nerve receptors in the lateral line system.  These signals are then relayed to the brain for interpretation.  Using the lateral line system, largemouth bass are able to detect sounds and movement in the water from great distances.

Niche & Food Habits

The need for food is a driving force in any animal’s life, including fish.  The availability of food often determines where a predator, like the largemouth bass, will choose to roam.  Bass primarily feed on small fish, and it takes about four pounds of fish for an adult bass to gain one pound of body weight.  Largemouth bass fill an important place in the environment.  As top predators in most water bodies, they help keep the abundance of smaller fish in proper balance with the available food supply.  Without the presence of a top predator, small fish would quickly outgrow the available food supply thus creating all sorts of problems that disrupt the balance of nature.

The size of a fish’s mouth will determine the size and type of prey it can consume.  The wide mouth of the largemouth bass and preference for shallow water allows them to consume many types of prey such as small fish, snakes, turtles, frogs, crayfish, insects and even birds, mice, and baby alligators.  As with most fish, they swallow their prey whole, instead of biting off chunks of flesh.  In addition to having a wide mouth, their stomach can stretch to accommodate very large prey items.  Largemouth bass lack digestive enzymes that allow the breakdown of carbohydrates common in plants; therefore, bass are restricted to a protein diet of primarily fish.

Spawning
As the water temperature warms into the 60 degree range (farenheit), the rising temperature triggers an adult bass’ natural instinct to spawn.  During the spawning season, the male largemouth bass uses his tail to fan out a small, circular nest in shallow water.  If a female is attracted to the nest, she may lay up to 20,000 eggs into the nest.  As she releases her eggs, the male swims over the nest depositing milt, which fertilizes the eggs.  After mating, the female leaves the nest, and the male remains behind to guard the eggs.  For up to three weeks, the male will forego food to repeatedly circle the nest and chase away anything that threatens the eggs and young.  Within three weeks, the young will grow to a size of one-inch and will leave the protection of the nest. Out of a nest of 20,000 eggs, less than half will hatch out.  Among the eggs that hatch, bream and small bass will eat most of the young before they leave the nest.  From a nest that started with 20,000 eggs, less than 1% of the young will survive to adulthood.

People & Largemouth Bass

Food

During the years when Native American Indians freely roamed the hills, valleys, and plains of our state, largemouth bass was likely an important food fish.  Largemouth bass remained a food fish for Georgians through the Great Depression years in the 1930s.  However, in 1932, George Perry caught a largemouth bass out of a south Georgia lake that weighed 22 pounds and 4 ounces.  This huge fish is the biggest largemouth bass ever caught, and it still remains the world record today.  Mr. Perry’s record fish attracted the interest of fishermen all over the country.  As a result of his record catch, more and more people began fishing for largemouth bass, not as a food source but just for the fun and challenge of the catch.

Recreation

Today, over 31 million Americans enjoy the sport of fishing.  In Georgia, over 1 million citizens go fishing every year, and about one-third of these anglers fished for bass.  Not only does bass fishing provide a wonderful recreational activity for every age and skill level, it also contributes to the state’s economy.  Each year, anglers spend over $500 million dollars on fishing in Georgia.  These dollars are spent to purchase fishing licenses; fishing rods and reels; fishing lures, hooks, weights, and bait; and motorboat fuel.  Fishing has an economic impact of more than $1 billion dollars and generates more than 10,000 jobs in the state.

Management

Georgia is blessed with an abundance of aquatic resources, which provide excellent habitat for largemouth bass.  The Fisheries Section of the Wildlife Resources Division is the state’s government agency that is responsible for managing the state’s freshwater fishery resources.  These resources include 29 lakes over the size of 500 acres, which when combined total more than 500,000 acres.  There are more than 12,000 miles of warmwater streams in Georgia and over 70,000 small, privately owned ponds in the state.  

The Fisheries Section manages Georgia’s bass fisheries in several ways.  First, fisheries biologists and technicians survey the bass populations in all major reservoirs and many large rivers annually.  The data collected in this monitoring program allow fisheries biologist to evaluate population trends and detect potential problems early, while they can still be corrected.   The Fisheries Section also manages bass populations across the state by regulating the harvest through size limits and creel limits.  Harvest regulations, like a 12-inch minimum size limit and a 10 fish per day creel limit, protect the bass population from over-fishing and ensure a stable population that provides quality fishing for many generations of anglers.  In some reservoirs, habitat management is an important tool in bass management.  In reservoirs that lack a lot of natural shelter, like fallen logs, stumps, rocks, and weed beds, largemouth bass are faced with shortages of suitable spawning habitat or protective shelter for young bass.  In these reservoirs, biologists and technicians construct artificial habitat to meet the needs of bass for cover during critical stages of their life.  The Fisheries Section also operates several fish hatcheries to produce largemouth bass for stocking into new lakes and ponds.  These hatcheries typically produce over 1 million small bass each year for this purpose.  As you can tell, the Fisheries Section works hard to manage, conserve, and protect largemouth bass populations across the state of Georgia.

To fund bass management and many other programs of the Fisheries Section, money from fishing license fees plus supplemental funds are put into the Fisheries Section’s budget each year by the Georgia General Assembly.  Additional funds are received from the federal government (U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service) through the Sport Fish Restoration Program.  In this program, a user tax on fishing tackle and motorboat fuels is earmarked for the states to use in managing important game species like largemouth bass.  Without these federal funds and state appropriations, the Fisheries Section could not operate its many fisheries programs.

Largemouth Bass FAQs

1. Where do largemouth bass live?  Largemouth bass live in freshwater environments such as ponds, lakes, and rivers.  Largemouth bass usually prefer shallow water near some type of structure, such as a fallen log, rocks, or weed beds.  Largemouth bass typically do not inhabit very small creeks nor do they live in fast flowing cold-water streams like you find in the north Georgia mountains.

2. What do largemouth bass eat?  Largemouth bass feed mostly upon small animals.  Because they have a huge mouth, they can eat a wide variety of critters like small fish, insects, crayfish, frogs, snakes, turtles, ducklings and other small birds, mice, and even baby alligators.  But their diet is mostly fish.

3. What are gills?  Gills are structures located behind the head which allow the fish to breathe.  The gills are shaped much like a feather, with a central shaft for carrying blood and thousands of small filaments.  Oxygen enters the blood stream through the thin walls of the gill filaments.  The red color of the gills is due to the oxygenated blood that is circulating through the gill filaments.

4. Can fish breathe out of water?  Gills can extract some oxygen out of the air when they are taken out of the water, but usually not enough for a fish to live for more than a few minutes.  The reason for this is because the thousands of tiny gill filaments that make up the gills collapse upon each other, thus greatly reducing the surface area needed for adequate gas exchange.

5. Why are fish so slimy?  Fish naturally have a slimy coating.  This coating provides a similar function as the mucus in your nose and throat.  The slime blocks out harmful bacteria, viruses, and parasites before they can penetrate through the skin and into the body and make the fish sick.  Before handling any fish, it is important to wet your hands so that the protective slimy coating remains in place.
6. I’ve heard of walking catfish, but can bass walk on land?  No.  On land, fish can only flop around.  Fish are designed for life underwater.  Like your hands and feet, fish have fins to help them move through the water.  The caudal fin (tail) propels the fish forward.  Bass can reach a top speed around 10 mph.  Two sets of paired fins – the pelvic fins and pectoral fins – help bass to stop and turn as well as move up and down, backwards, and hover.
7. Where can I get bass to stock into my pond?  For new or renovated ponds, the Fisheries Section provides small bass, bream, and catfish for stocking.  Pond owners can contact their local Fisheries office for more information about this service.  Phone numbers are available through the WRD internet site at www.georgiawildlife.com and are listed in the Fishing Regulations.
8. Where can I go bass fishing?  Georgia has 29 large reservoirs scattered across the state.  All these reservoirs provide bass fishing opportunities, but mostly by boat.  The Fisheries Section operates eight Public Fishing Areas (PFAs).  These are smaller lakes, which are intensively managed for largemouth bass.  Most PFAs provide excellent bass fishing opportunities for those with small boats and for bank anglers.  For more information about bass fishing in Georgia, go to the Fisheries website at www.gofishgeorgia.com and scan through the valuable fishing information provided there.
9. Where was the world record largemouth bass caught?  The world record largemouth bass was caught by George Perry on June 2, 1932 from an oxbow lake called Montgomery Lake, which is off the Altamaha River near Lumber City, Georgia.  This record is one of the longest standing world records in fishing.  The fish weighed 22 pounds and 4 ounces and was caught on an artificial lure.  Only replicas of this giant bass exist today since the Perry family ate the fish for supper.
10. How old do largemouth bass get?  Like most freshwater fish, largemouth bass seldom live beyond 10 years of age.  In fact, most bass die before age 6 from natural causes like disease and predation.  Less than 20% of most bass populations die from fishing related activities.  Male largemouth bass become sexually mature at age 2 whereas females usually mature a year later at age 3.

11. When do largemouth bass spawn?  Largemouth bass spawn when the water temperature ranges from 60o and 72oF.  In south Georgia, bass begin spawning as early as February but spawning is delayed until April or May in the colder north Georgia mountains.  When the water temperature warms into the 60’s, male bass fan out a circular nest in shallow water near structure with their tails.  Once a female is attracted to the nest, she may deposit up to 20,000 eggs into the nest.  While she deposits her eggs into the nest, the male deposits milt over the eggs to fertilize them with sperm.  The eggs will hatch in 2 to 5 days, and the newly hatched fry will remain in the nest for up to three weeks.  Out of a nest of 20,000 eggs, less than a dozen fish will reach adulthood.

Learning Activities

1. The following Aquatic Project WILD activities provide supplemental information and activities that enhance and reinforce the written background material for largemouth bass:

	Activity Name
	Page
	Key Concept(s)

	Designing a Habitat
	22
	Habitat

	Water Canaries
	38
	

	Micro Odyssey
	64
	Food Web

	Hooks & Ladders
	76
	Fish Migration, Limiting Factors

	Fishy Who’s Who
	86
	Identification

	Fashion A Fish
	88
	Adaptations


2. The Aquatic Project WILD manual provides an excellent overview of the aquatic ecosystem on pages 207-210.

3. Watching fish in an aquarium is a fun and interesting activity for children. The Aquatic Project WILD manual provides useful information about setting up and maintaining an aquarium on pages 211-214.

4. Fishing is also a fun way to learn about fish and fishing.  The Fisheries Section sponsors Kids Fishing Events throughout the year at many different locations around the state.  A list of Kids Fishing Events is posted on the Fisheries Section webpage at www.gofishgeorgia.com.  At the site, click on the fish and then click on the “Take a Kid Fishing” icon.  If you would like to sponsor an event, contact your local Fisheries Office for more information.

5. Two DNR Videos entitled First Time Fishing and Fishing Fun offer tips for beginning anglers to help them get hooked on fishing.  Contact your local Fisheries Office to check out the videos.

Additional Internet Resource Links

The Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission provides high quality information and learning activities about largemouth bass.  Their website can be accessed at www.sites.state.pa.us.

The Content Well provides an excellent overview of the life history of largemouth bass.  Their web address is www.thecontentwell.com.  Largemouth bass information is located under the Fish.Game button.

The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries as well as the North Carolina Wildlife Division has good information and resources that are targeted at students.  Their sites are located at www.ncfisheries.net/kids and www.ncwildlife.com.

The Recreational Boating & Fishing Foundation provides a number of links to quality aquatic education resources.  Their homepage can be accessed at www.rbff-education.org/directory/educational_resources/fishing.

For teachers, useful information about the aquatic ecosystem is available in the Envirothon materials that are provided through the University of Georgia Cooperative Extension Service.  These materials can be accessed at www.aged.ces.uga.edu.







