Chapter 4—Striped Bass, Neotropical Migrants, Wild Turkey
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:  Striped Bass, Neotropical Migrants, Wild Turkey.

STRIPED BASS

Life History of Striped Bass  (Morone saxatilis) 
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Classification 
The striped bass is the largest and most popular member

of the Temperate Bass family.  Other members of this

group include white bass, white perch, and yellow bass.  

Striped bass are easily identified by the rows of dark 

horizontal lines on their side, which are [image: image2.wmf]set against 

background colors that range from silvery-white to 

steel-blue.  Other unique features include two small patches

of sandpaper-like teeth located on the back of the tongue and sharp spines on the operculum.   The fusiform body shape is relatively long and narrow, which provides a streamline profile that is well-suited for powerful yet efficient swimming.  Adult striped bass can live over 30 years and weigh up to 100 pounds under ideal growing conditions.

Range & Habitat

Striped bass have the unique ability to live in salt water, brackish water, or freshwater and can easily move between these conditions.  Stripers prefer large bodies of water and can be found in coastal rivers, estuaries, and the ocean waters of the Atlantic from Canada to Florida and along the Gulf of Mexico to Texas.  In Georgia, striped bass are native to all coastal rivers, which include the Savannah, Ogeechee, Altamaha, Satilla, and Flint.  Georgia’s coastal river populations are year-round residents and normally do not migrate into the ocean like striped bass from their northern range.  Striped bass are stocked annually in many large freshwater reservoirs throughout north and middle Georgia and in many other states by natural resource agencies.  State and federal fisheries agencies often use striped bass as a means of controlling overabundant shad and herring populations in large reservoirs.
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Natural range of coastal striped bass populations

Coastal distribution of striped bass and inland populations in Georgia
Unique Anatomical Features

Striped bass are anadromous, which means they live in saltwater but migrate far upstream into freshwater to spawn every spring.  Adjusting from saltwater to freshwater requires the body to make extreme physiological adjustments in order to handle changes in salt concentration.  Most fish cannot make this adjustment and would die if placed in a different environment.  Striped bass, and other anadromous species like salmon and herring, have adaptations in the kidney and specialized cells in the gills that make it possible for them to move from saltwater to freshwater without harm.  

Striped 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 them 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 organs that allow dissolved oxygen in the water to be absorbed into the bloodstream while at the same time 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.
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To navigate under water, fish have five senses: 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.  These inner ear bones also help fish orient themselves in the water column.  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, striped bass are able to detect the movement of potential prey from great distances.

Niche & Food Habits
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Striped bass are pelagic predators, which means they prefer to roam open water in search of small fish they can eat.  Small, thin, silvery fish like gizzard shad, threadfin shad, and blueback herring are their favorite food items.  Striped bass congregate in small groups, called schools.  Working together, a school of stripers will surround a school of shad or herring and herd them to the surface of the water.  Pinned against the surface, the prey cannot escape.  Stripers rush to the surface to catch their helpless prey.  The feeding frenzy often draws the attention of sea gulls, which dive down into the fury of splashing water to grab an injured shad.  The presence of circling gulls and thrashing water provides a good signal to anglers that hungry fish are in the area.

Striped bass fill an important role in the aquatic ecosystem.  As a top predator, they consume large amounts of forage species, like gizzard shad, threadfin shad, and herring.  Without this natural population control, shad and herring would quickly overpopulate a river or lake and thus disrupt the delicate balance of nature.  In lake systems, where striped bass are stocked by state fisheries agencies, striped bass regulate forage populations by thinning down the number of adults.  In response, the remaining adults compensate these losses by produces more numbers of young the following spring.  The predator-prey relationship between stripers and forage fosters a size structure dominated by small, young-of-year forage species that many other predators can utilize.  You could say, then, that striped bass indirectly benefit other predator species like largemouth bass and crappie.

Spawning
In early April, the water temperature rises to 60oF, which stimulates striped bass to move far upstream to the spawning grounds.  Striped bass may migrate as much as 180 miles upstream to find swift, freshwater currents suitable for spawning. Males arrive at the spawning grounds several days to weeks before the females.  When the females arrive, small groups of males surround a single female. Depending on her body size, a mature female may carry between 500,000 and 4 million eggs.  As she releases her eggs, the males fertilize the eggs as they drift downstream.  The next few days are the most critical time in a striped bass’ life because eggs must remain suspended in the water to survive.  At least 50-miles of free-flowing river are necessary for striped bass eggs to hatch successfully. Within 72 hours, the fertilized eggs will transform into a newly hatched striped bass fry. 
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Striped bass stocked into freshwater lakes also make spawning migrations to the headwaters.  Because reservoirs lack sufficient current to keep the eggs afloat, fertilized eggs will settle to the bottom of the lake and die.  Reservoir striped bass depend on stocking to maintain the population.   

For a few days, the newly hatched larva will receive nourishment from a small yolk sac.  Once the yolk sac is absorbed, the striped bass fry have developed the ability to freely swim around and feed on microscopic organisms.  Within two months, young stripers are about two-inches long.  They will remain in the relative safety of shallow water and feed on aquatic insects and small fish.  By the fall, young striped bass may reach a length of 12-inches and weigh up to one pound.  Male stripers reach adulthood at age two and will make their first journey to their birthplace in the spring.  Females mature at age three.  Out of a typical batch of eggs, less than 1% will survive to adulthood. 

People & Striped Bass

Food

In the days when Native American Indians and earlier settlers roamed the coastal regions of the northeastern United States, striped bass were very abundant and provided a stable food source.  Striped bass were some of America’s first natural resources to be regulated by law.  In 1639, Massachusetts banned the use of striped bass as fertilizer.  In 1776, it became illegal in New York to sell striped bass during the winter.  Heavy commercial fishing pressure and increased recreational fishing continued into the 20th century, which ultimately led to overharvest and the collapse of coastal striped bass fisheries throughout the Atlantic Coast states.

Habitat

Striped bass populations in Georgia are threatened more by habitat degradation than by overharvest, as in the northeastern states.  Efforts to harness the power of free-flowing rivers for water supply and power generation have greatly altered the natural river flows that striped bass need to spawn successfully.  On the Savannah River, several dams and other types of water control structures have drastically changed the natural river flows and salinity levels where striped bass spawn.  As a result of these changes, the native population in the Savannah River nearly disappeared.  Although annual stocking has rebuilt the population to its historic level, the Savannah River population is sustained by stocking and not natural reproduction.  Similar problems have been identified on other Georgia rivers like the Altamaha and Flint. 

Management

The Fisheries Section of the Wildlife Resources Division is the state government agency that is responsible for managing the state’s striped bass populations and other freshwater fishery resources.  These freshwater resources include 29 lakes over the size of 500 acres and more than 12,000 miles of warmwater streams and rivers in Georgia.  
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The Fisheries Section manages Georgia’s striped bass fisheries in several ways.  First, fisheries biologists and technicians survey the fish populations in all major reservoirs and many large rivers annually using specially designed electrofishing boats and nets.  The data collected in this monitoring program allow fisheries biologists to evaluate population trends and detect potential problems early, while they can still be corrected.   The 

Fisheries Section also manages striped bass populations 

in the state by regulating the harvest through size limits and creel limits.  These limits are based on the results of fish tagging studies.  The number of tagged fish caught in a population allows fisheries biologists to measure the amount of fishing related harvest.  Harvest regulations, like a 22-inch minimum size limit and a 2 fish per day creel limit, protect striped bass populations from overharvest and ensure a stable population that provides quality fishing for many generations of anglers.  









Tagged striper from Savannah River

Striped bass stocking is an important fisheries management tool in Georgia.  The Fisheries Section operates a striped bass hatchery in Richmond Hill, Georgia.  Every spring, several 
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million 1-inch long striped bass and hybrid bass are produced at this facility.  When the young stripers are 30-days old, they are taken from the hatchery to reservoirs across north and middle Georgia.  Other young are held in the hatchery to continue growing to a larger size.  These larger fish are stocked annually into the Savannah and Ogeechee Rivers as part of a restoration effort.  Without these stocking efforts, striped bass would be nearly gone from Georgia waters.  

Stripping eggs from a female striper

at Richmond Hill Fish Hatchery
To fund the striped bass program 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.

Recreation

Due to strong recovery efforts by state and federal fisheries agencies, striped bass have grown in popularity among anglers.  Striped bass are well known as hard fighters, which are capable of reaching trophy size.  Georgia’s state record striped bass was caught in 1967 from the Oconee River.  This huge striper weighed 63 pounds. Many stripers are caught from Georgia’s stocked reservoirs each year which tip the scales over 50 pounds.  

Striped bass are caught in a variety of ways using both natural and artificial baits.  Because striped bass are such strong fighters, medium to heavy tackle is necessary.  Also, remembering that striped bass roam the open waters in search of shad or herring will help you select appropriate places to fish and aid in bait selection.  In the spring and fall, striped bass can be caught near the surface using topwater baits that imitate a crippled herring or shad.  Tightly circling sea gulls or the sight of thrashing water on the surface is a sign that feeding stripers are nearby.  Casting or trolling baits in these areas will hopefully produce a vicious strike.  In the summer and winter, stripers concentrate in deeper waters.  During these months, fishing live bait  on points, humps, and submerged standing timber are reliable methods for catching striped bass.  Good fishing finding equipment will also help you locate schools of stripers in these locations.

Fishing is the favorite outdoor activity of many Georgia residents.  In Georgia, over 1 million citizens go fishing every year, and about one-third of these anglers fish for striped bass.  Striped bass fishing contributes to the state’s economy through the sale of fishing tackle, bait, and boating supplies.  Each year, anglers spend over $500 million dollars on fishing in Georgia.  Fishing has an economic impact of more than $1 billion dollars and generates more than 10,000 jobs in the state.

Striped Bass FAQs

1. Where do striped bass live?  Striped bass naturally occur in Georgia’s coastal rivers like the Savannah, Ogeechee, Altamaha, Satilla, and Flint Rivers.  Landlocked populations have been established through the annual stocking efforts of the Fisheries Section in many large reservoirs in middle and north Georgia.  Today, lakes Lanier, Hartwell, Nottely, Juliette, and Carters offer excellent striped bass fishing opportunities.  

2. What do striped bass eat?  Because of their rather large size, striped bass have a big appetite.  They commonly feed on schools of gizzard shad, threadfin shad, and blueback herring.  In coastal rivers, stripers also eat mullet, eels, and crabs.  Seldom do striped bass eat other game species like largemouth bass or crappie.
3. Where can I go striped bass fishing?  For more information about striped bass and hybrid striped bass fishing in Georgia, go to the Fisheries website at www.gofishgeorgia.com and scan through the valuable fishing information.
4. Where was the world record striped bass caught?  
a. The world record landlocked striped bass weighed 66 pounds and was caught in California in 1988.
b. The world record striped bass from a free roaming population is 78 pounds, 8 ounces.  It was caught in Atlantic City, New Jersey in 1982.
c. The state record striped bass for Georgia weighed 63 pounds and was caught in the Oconee River in 1967.  Many fish over 50 pounds have been caught from several Georgia reservoirs including Lake Russell and Lake Nottely.
5. How old can striped bass live?  Freshwater fish seldom live beyond ten years of age, but striped bass have been known to live up to 30 years. 
6. When do striped bass spawn?  Striped bass spawn in fast-flowing rivers during the spring when the water temperature is between 60-68oF.  The female releases between 500,000 to 4 million eggs into the current.  As the eggs drift downstream, several males fertilize them.  Fertilized eggs must be carried by the river currents for 48-72 hours in order to hatch.  Because striped bass eggs must remain suspended in the current until hatching, reservoirs cannot support self-sustaining populations. 
Learning Activities

1. The following Aquatic Project WILD activities will enhance and reinforce the written background material for striped bass:

	Activity Name
	Page
	Key Concept(s)

	Designing a Habitat
	19
	Habitat

	Water Canaries
	24
	Identification, Water Quality

	Micro Odyssey
	49
	Food Web

	Hooks & Ladders
	43
	Fish Migration, Limiting Factors

	Fishy Who’s Who
	8
	Identification

	Fashion A Fish
	56
	Adaptations


Additional Internet Resource Links

www.floridafisheries.com/Fishes offers excellent information about stripers (click the striper button) as well as provides great information about fish anatomy that most readers can understand (click the anatomy button).

www.stripertracker.org is a great site about coastal striped bass.  It includes interactive modules to view underwater habitats as well as catching, tagging, and tracking striped bass movements.
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