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INTRODUCTION
The Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency (TWRA) initiated the Bass Information

from Tournament Entries (B.I.T.E.) program in 1989 as a cooperative effort between the

agency and Tennessee’s organized bass fishing clubs. Completing its thirteenth year, the

objective of the program has been to establish a closer working relationship with bass clubs

and tournament organizations through the  mutual exchange of bass tournament data. The

B.I.T.E. program summarizes catch data already being collected by participating clubs on

reservoir bass populations. These data will supplement T.W.R.A.’s reservoir fishery data-

base, while providing bass clubs with a statewide summary of tournament results for their

interest and possible use in tournament site selection.

Based on TWRA creel survey results, reservoir bass fishing is one of Tennessee’s

important recreational resources with approximately 34 percent of fishing effort statewide

geared toward black bass.  These bass anglers produced an estimated  4.1 million angler

hours of effort in pursuit of black bass in 2000.

Economically, fishing generated over $474 million in total expenditures by anglers

in Tennessee during 1996 (USFWS 1996), the latest year for which data is available. A new

study should be concluded this year. Total trip expenditures by bass anglers on reservoirs in

Tennessee was over 11.3 million dollars during 2000. These expenditures only included

items such as fuel, food, bait, and lodging, but excluded boat and vehicle costs.

Through 2001, 4,308 tournament  reports have been summarized. More than 138

clubs or tournament organizations participated through the first thirteen years of the pro-

gram. Bass anglers have spent over 1,236,955 hours collecting data for this program, which

included 248,053 bass weighing 450,777 pounds.

METHODS
Membership in the B.I.T.E. program was solicited via fishery biologists, creel clerks,

wildlife officers, statewide news releases, TWRA’s web site, and support from the Tennes-

see B.A.S.S. Federation. Direct mailings and preliminary data reports were used in main-
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taining the support of the previous years’ clubs. News releases were also circulated  to

inform the public of the B.I.T.E. program.

Participating clubs and tournament organizations were sent the previous year’s an-

nual report, along with postpaid tournament report cards to be completed and mailed after

each tournament (Figure 1). Completion of one card  per tournament was all that was re-

quired from each club. Electronic mail and fax was also used to collect tournament data.

Clubs were assigned individual code numbers to insure confidentiality. Tournament data

cards were checked for accuracy and entered into a computer database. Club officers were

contacted when data were incomplete or suspected to be erroneous.

Statewide tournament data were summarized by club and by reservoir. Various indi-

ces including fishing success(weighing in one or more bass), average weight, bass per day,

and pounds per day were calculated to measure bass fishing tournament characteristics on

specific reservoirs statewide  and for each club. Since the length of a fishing day varied

between tournaments, an angler-day was defined as 10 hours of fishing effort. Bass weight

listed in the tables is reported in pounds. In the past, Ft. Loudoun and Tellico reservoirs

have been combined because the anglers fishing the tournament could “lock through”  to

fish either reservoir.  This year, some clubs specified that tournament anglers could only

fish one or the other. Therefore, in Table 2 and 4  these reservoirs are separated based on this

specific reporting.

Reservoirs with five or more tournament reports were ranked according to important

tournament characteristics.  A minimum of five tournaments per reservoir is considered

necessary for minimum confidence. The categories were as follows: percent successful (per-

cent 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. Values were assigned to each rank and an overall rank was determined for each

reservoir by averaging the values of the five categories. The intent of this ranking system

was not to rank the “best” or “worst” reservoirs in the state, but to provide club members

with a reference guide for possible use in tournament site selection.  Unless otherwise noted
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in this report, the term “bass” is used collectively to include largemouth, smallmouth, and

spotted (Kentucky) bass.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The B.I.T.E. program was supported by fifty-two  clubs or tournament organizations

during 2001, which submitted 463 tournament reports (Table 1).  This is down from 484

reports in 2000.  Reports were also received from the Alabama Department of Conservation

and Natural Resources (53) and the Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks

(10), for reservoirs on the Tennessee River system, and are included in Table 2. Club repre-

sentatives did a great job filling out the report cards, and only 3 were rejected due to incom-

plete or erroneous data. Thirty-seven clubs (71%) submitted five or more tournament re-

ports, down 1 percent from last year. Eighteen clubs submitted 10 or more reports. On

average, 9 reports were received per club. Higher numbers of reports allow estimates to

reflect fishing conditions more closely, and not just a good or bad day’s fishing by one or

two clubs. All club representatives should remember that each tournament report is impor-

tant to this program.  A list of clubs and tournament organizations contributing tournament

results for this report are presented in Table 5.

The following reservoirs had exceptions to the statewide black bass regulations of

five fish daily with no length restriction during 2001: (LMB=Largemouth Bass, SMB =

Smallmouth Bass, SPB = Spotted Bass) Barkley 15" minimum on LMB and SMB; Boone

15" minimum on LMB and SMB (15 fish creel limit for SPB); Center Hill 15" minimum on

LMB and SMB, 12" minimum on SPB; Cheatham 14" minimum on LMB and SMB; Chero-

kee 15" minimum on LMB and SMB (15 fish creel limit for SPB); Chickamauga 14" mini-

mum on LMB and SPB (18" minimum on SMB with one fish limit); Dale Hollow 15"

minimum for LMB (for smallmouth bass 16-21" PLR with one under 16" and one over 21"

daily); Fort Loudoun/Tellico 14" minimum on LMB and SMB (15 fish creel limit for SPB);

Guntersville 18" minimum on SMB with one fish limit; Kentucky Lake 14" minimum on

LMB and SMB; Melton Hill 15 fish creel limit for SPB; Nickajack 14" minimum on LMB

and SPB (18" minimum on SMB with one fish limit); Normandy 15" minimum on LMB

and SMB;  Norris 14" minimum on LMB, 18" minimum on SMB (15 fish creel limit for
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SPB); Old Hickory 14" minimum on LMB and SMB; Percy Priest 15" minimum on LMB

and SMB; Pickwick 14" minimum on SMB; Reelfoot Lake 15" minimum on all species;

Tims Ford 15" minimum on LMB and SMB; Watts Bar 14" minimum on LMB and SPB;

and Watauga 12" minimum on LMB and SMB (15 fish creel limit for SPB).  Guntersville

and Wilson reservoirs in Alabama had a 15" minimum size limit, while Wheeler had no size

limit. Sardis had a 16-20" PLR with 7 bass per day, only 3 over 20".

During 2001, tournament reports were received for 37 bodies of water that were

fished 161,012 hours (Table 2). Tournaments averaged 39 anglers per event, for an average

of 7.8 hours each. The average tournament had 47 bass weighing 92 pounds. Most tourna-

ments were received from Chickamauga (56), followed by Pickwick, Kentucky Lake, and

Watts Bar.  Cheatham, Cherokee, Douglas, Guntersville, Percy Priest,  Tims Ford  and Wheeler

each had 20 or more tournament  reports.  Fourteen lakes were  represented by 20 or more

reports in 2000.  The more reports received from each reservoir increases the size and utility

of the statewide database and provides more representative catch statistics from which mean-

ingful summaries can be prepared. Of the 20,569 bass anglers competing, 12,142 (59%)

were successful. These anglers brought  25,493  bass (12 inches and larger) weighing 49,248

pounds to weigh-ins.  Average weight of bass caught in-state ranged from 1.26 pounds on

Ft. Patrick Henry Reservoir (one tournament) to 3.45 pounds on Reelfoot Lake (one tourna-

ment). Overall, the average weight was 1.93 pounds, up slightly from last year’s 1.80 pounds.

Fishing success on in-state reservoirs ranged from a high of 3.23 bass per angler-day at

Douglas to 0.51 at Normandy  reservoir. The overall average fishing success was 1.58 bass

per angler-day.  Pounds per angler-day was highest for Reelfoot Lake at 7.92, and was

lowest for Normandy Reservoir at 0.90 pounds per angler-day.  The overall average was

3.06 pounds per angler-day.

B.I.T.E. club participants used a self-imposed length limit of 12 inches on 34% of

reported tournaments where length limits did not exist. Approximately 98% of all bass

caught by B.I.T.E. participants were released. Approximately 9% of individual anglers brought

in limits of bass.
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A total of  336 bass, weighing five pounds or  more, was reported caught during

2001 (down from 376 in 2000), with an overall catch rate of  one 5-pound bass or larger for

every 479 hours of fishing (a decrease from last year’s average of 509 hours). The largest

bass reported was 8.73 pounds taken from Guntersville in October, and reported by Profes-

sional Bass Fisherman, Inc. Guntersville led all reservoirs in the catch of bass five pounds

and larger with 58 fish, followed by Pickwick with 45. A total of 11 bass seven pounds and

larger were reported  in 2001 (Table 3) with most (54%) of these big fish  being caught in

March. Fifteen bass seven pounds or larger were reported in 2000.

The seasonal distribution of tournament fishing effort, including night tournaments,

is depicted in Figure 2. Most tournaments were held during March, April and May. Night

tournaments accounted for approximately 21% of tournaments with most occurring in June

through August.

Of the 37 bodies of water  from which  tournaments were reported, 25 had 5 or more

tournaments reported (four less than in 2000). Relative ranks of these 25 reservoirs within 5

categories were determined and the following comments relate only to these reservoirs (Table

4). Percent  successful anglers (those with one or more fish) ranged from 29.7% at

Chickamauga to 88.1% at Douglas. The  average was 60.5%. Average weight of bass caught

ranged from 1.27 pounds at Melton Hill (no size limit) to 2.80 at Barkley (15" size limit).

The average weight for these reservoirs was 1.98 pounds.  Catch rates expressed as bass per

angler-day ranged from 0.76 at Percy Priest  reservoir (15 inch size limit) to 3.23 at Douglas

(no size limit).  Catch rate as pounds per angler-day ranged from 1.78 at Percy Priest Reser-

voir  to 4.70 at Douglas. The average was 2.90 pounds per angler-day. Anglers at Tellico

expended the least amount of time required to catch a bass 5-pounds or larger (120 hours).

Overall, using the relative ranking procedure, Guntersville reservoir ranked the highest,

replacing Douglas, which had ranked highest overall for the past four years. (Table 4).

Kentucky Lake  ranked  second and Pickwick  third. Remember, the intent of this ranking

procedure is not to determine the “best” reservoir, but to characterize the bass fishery of

each reservoir. Anglers should first look at the category that is important to them. The over-
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all rating would be used to narrow the choices. For example, Douglas produces high num-

bers of fish but of relatively low average weight. It ranked the highest for pounds per an-

gler-day, a measure important at weigh-in. If you want to catch big fish it may not be the

“best” place to go, but if you want to catch good numbers of fish, you may want to consider

Douglas near the top of your list.  It is important to remember that these rankings are relative

in nature and sensitive to fluctuations in bass abundance and size structure.  The rankings

are also affected by varying  environmental conditions and angling pressure from year to

year.

Bass populations managed with harvest and length restrictions in this report are ap-

parent when compared to those populations without restrictions. Length limits are imposed

to increase the number of fish below a minimum length or within a specified Protected

Length Range(PLR). Since all minimum lengths and PLRs exceed the 12-inch limit fished

in most tournaments (except Watauga), they will reduce the total harvest in number and

possibly weight. However, once the length restrictions have had time to work, average weight

will be higher. In the B.I.T.E. report, length limit reservoirs  usually rank near the bottom for

percent success and bass/angler-day, but high in average weight. For  instance, bass per

angler-day averaged 1.58 for all 25 bodies of water, but were low at Barkley and Percy

Priest with 0.95 and 0.76, respectively. Statewide average weight was 1.93 pounds but ex-

ceeded 2.30 pounds at Barkley, Boone and Percy Priest.

Tournament fishing success for number and pounds of bass per angler-day stayed

relatively the same as last year (Figure 3).  Statewide, average weight  increased slightly

from the last two years. The hours required to catch a bass 5 pounds or larger during the year

(479) declined slightly from last years all time high of 509. However, this  decrease in  hours

does not indicate an increase in the number of bass five pounds or larger. The number of

bass 5 pounds or larger has declined since 1997 (876 in 1997; 637 in 1998; 426 in 1999; 376

in 2000; to 336 in 2001). It should be noted that a similar increase in hours and  reduction in

the number of bass 5 pounds or larger has also occurred in Alabama, Arkansas and Okla-

homa in the past few years.
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According to TWRA surveys, growth rates of bass in Tennessee reservoirs have

remained relatively unchanged with forage densities ranging from good to excellent.   How-

ever, bass abundance has been impacted somewhat in recent years, as low  reproductive

success or failures have occurred on many reservoirs. Fish population abundance cycles to

some degree naturally, however water level fluctuations and habitat changes  (cover/struc-

ture) contribute to  this cycling.  Increased  mortality of larger fish is on the minds of many

fisheries agencies, especially as it relates to the largemouth bass virus (LMBV). Since 1995,

LMBV has been found in bass populations in at least 15 states,  including Tennessee. Bass

kills have been attributed to this virus in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana,

Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Texas. LMBV outbreaks

appear to be triggered by a combination of  stress and heat and adult bass larger  than 2

pounds are most affected. Thus far there has not been a fish kill attributed to LMBV in

Tennessee, although the virus has been found in ever reservoir  where the Agency has tested

for it. The occurrence of the virus in sampled Tennessee reservoirs during 2001 ranged from

5% to 28%. This is a decrease from the 7% to 47% occurrence during 2000.

Much is still unknown about this virus and the full effect it has on bass populations,

such as how it is spread, why it primarily affects larger fish and it’s long term impact. In an

effort to learn more about the virus and the impact on the resource the U.S. Fish and Wild-

life Service has provided grants to four studies that focus on the virus. Tennessee is  one of

several states that will participate in these new studies being conducted be several universi-

ties and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Fish Health Center at Warm Springs, Georgia.

Preliminary recommendations from LMBV investigators include cleaning the live

wells and weigh-in tanks with at least a 5% solution of bleach and allowing them to dry out

for several days between tournaments. Also, when not fishing competitively, releasing fish

immediately will provide the highest survival and eliminate stress and mortality associated

with holding fish in a live well for extended periods of time. If fish are to be harvested they

should put on ice and not held in live wells.

We do not know what effect, if any, LMBV has on the reduction in catch of larger

bass in Tennessee, but TWRA fisheries biologists are continuing to monitor reservoir bass
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populations and working with researchers studying the LMBV. Efforts will also continue

with federal and state agencies, universities and private groups in improving fish habitat,

including water level management. We will continue to rely on bass clubs and tournament

organizations to provide tournament data so that we can continue to follow the trends. Please

report any unusual bass die offs to the nearest TWRA regional office. For further informa-

tion on the LMBV visit the Agency’s website at: www.tnwildlife.org.

Occasionally bass anglers express concern  regarding the lack of available informa-

tion on handling tournament bass. So we are providing  suggestions on bass handling tech-

niques and live wells that reduce bass mortality during tournaments in the back of this

report.

Also, B.A.S.S. has a new publication that will be available in March 2002 titled

“Keeping Bass Alive: A Guidebook for Anglers and Tournament Organizers”. According

to B.A.S.S, this publication will help tournament anglers and organizers maximize the sur-

vival of bass caught and released in bass tournaments. To request a copy call 334/272-9530,

ext. 404 or visit their website at: www.bassmaster.com.

The Appendix included in this report provides anglers with a historical record of

how  reservoirs have performed in the B.I.T.E. program since 1989.  Please note that these

graphs were not restricted to reservoirs with five or more tournaments. Data points for some

years were represented by only one tournament, or data were completely absent in some

years. Reservoirs which had data reported for three years or less were not included. Readers

should be aware that the scales on the vertical graph axes vary in range, which must be

considered when comparing reservoirs.

This B.I.T.E. report was possible because of the time and effort these clubs or tour-

nament organizations have taken in contributing bass tournament data to T.W.R.A. (Table

5). With their continued support, and the needed support of other bass clubs across the state,

the program can continue to be successful in yielding important information about Tennessee’s

reservoir bass resources.
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