Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission Biologist Report

Allegheny River Smallmouth Bass
Western Pennsylvania

2005 — 2012 Night Boat Electrofishing Surveys

As part of a larger evaluation of flowing waters across the Commonwealth, Pennsylvania Fish and Boat
Commission (PFBC) biologists annually survey the Allegheny River's renowned smallmouth bass populations
to assess trends in adult abundances, size structure, age structure, and general fish health over time. Since
1991, these surveys have been conducted every August or September using pulsed DC night boat
electrofishing gear at four “fixed sites” (i.e., sites where locations of sampling remain the same year after year).
Three fixed sites are located along the Allegheny River’s free-flowing reach at President, Kennerdell, and East
Brady; and one within the impounded reach at Freeport (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Locations of Allegheny River fixed
sites, depicted in red, surveyed annually for
adult smallmouth bass. Also depicted (in
black) are other Allegheny River fixed sites
and lock and dam (L/D) sites surveyed
routinely for broader-scope inventories or
during target species-specific evaluations
(e.g., walleye).




Our 2006 Biologist Report and 2007 Biologist Report each compares annual smallmouth bass catch results
since 1991. This Biologist Report evaluates data collected over the past eight years at each of the four fixed
site locations. A summary of this data is presented in Table 1 (below):

Table 1. Eight-year (2005-2012) smallmouth bass catch summary statistics at four Allegheny River fixed sites.

Freeport East Brady Kennerdell President

Total smallmouth 1,057 752 1,254 1,009
bass collected

Largest fish 20 inches 19 inches (2006 20:)% ”12%%%8 20 inches

(year collected) (2012) (2007) ’ ! ’ (2010 and 2011)

and 2011)

Total CPUE

(# fish collected per hour) 64 59 144 119

As part of routine stock assessments of managed smallmouth bass populations, PFBC biologists use catch-
per-unit-effort (CPUE; expressed herein as number of fish collected per hour of electrofishing) values to
estimate population relative abundances; this statistic serves as the principal evaluation benchmark, primarily
for legal-size fish. For this report, mean CPUE values were computed for smallmouth bass = 12 inches and 2
15 inches using the previous eight years of nighttime boat electrofishing data compiled independently for the
three free-flowing sites and one impounded site. These locations were evaluated discretely, as catch rates of
legal-size smallmouth bass for sites within the free-flowing river reaches have been consistently higher over
the past 30 years than sites within the impounded river reach.

Freeport

Electrofishing runs at this impounded site are made on both the left and right descending banks immediately
downstream of Lock and Dam 5. Over the past eight years, catch rates for legal-size bass were the highest in
2012 for both smallmouth bass = 12 inches (Figure 2) and = 15 inches (Figure 3) at this location.



East Brady

Electrofishing runs at this free-flowing site are all made on the left descending bank, starting downstream of the
confluence of Catfish Run to the Borough of East Brady. Over the past eight years, 2009 was the most
productive year for smallmouth bass = 12 inches (Figure 4) and = 15 inches (Figure 5) at this location.



Kennerdell

Electrofishing runs at this free-flowing site are all made on the right descending bank, starting downstream of
the confluence of Dennison Run to a short distance past the Kennerdell Road Bridge. Since 2006, most of the
catch rates met or exceeded the 8-year means (Figures 6 and 7). In particular, 2007 and 2009 were very
productive years for legal-size smallmouth bass at this location.



President
Electrofishing runs at this free-flowing site are all made on the right descending bank, starting downstream of

the confluence with Johnston Run to the first riffle encountered. Since 2005, most of the catch rates met or
exceeded the 8-year means (Figures 8 and 9). In particular, 2010 was a very productive year for legal-size

smallmouth bass at this location.



All of the column graphs provided above exemplify the fluctuations in smallmouth bass populations by location
as well as by year. Seasoned anglers targeting smallmouth bass in rivers are very familiar with this
phenonmenon; not to mention fluctuations also, in fishing conditions. The most important consideration for any
evaluation of Allegheny River smallmouth bass populations is that they are maintained entirely by natural
reproduction and recruitment, and not by any supplemental stockings.

Although it's not one of our smallmouth bass fixed sites for this evaluation, Oil City may be one of the best (if
not the best) location on the entire Allegheny River for smallmouth bass, in terms of numbers of large fish
(Photograph 1). In fact, during an April 2012 survey while targeting muskellunge, we had the highest catch
rate ever recorded by our Agency for Allegheny River smallmouth bass = 15 inches (CPUE = 20 smallmouth
bass = 15 inches per hour). Other locations along the Allegheny River are known to produce trophy
smallmouth bass from time to time (Photograph 2).

Photograph 1. Kelly McFarland (Fish Culturist 2 at our Corry State Fish Hatchery, left) and Craig Lucas (Hatchery
Foreman at our Tionesta State Fish Hatchery, right) with some Oil City trophies collected in October 2012. Kelly
and Craig assist us with annual YOY walleye surveys at Oil City. Although we were primarily targeting walleye
during these surveys, there were so many large smallmouth bass at Oil City, we paused for this photo!



Photograph 2. Area 2 Fisheries Biologist Brian Ensign with a 22-inch monster collected in October 2011 at the
tailrace of Kinzua Dam during a survey while targeting young-of-year walleye.

As a whole, the Allegheny River’s native smallmouth bass population is one of the most robust and healthiest
in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. The abundance and character of these fish populations are dependent
upon habitat and water quality. Smallmouth bass specimens collected from the Allegheny River, in the recent
past, have served as “unimpaired controls” for disease studies of Susquehanna River smallmouth bass. We
will continue to monitor the Allegheny River's smallmouth bass populations in 2013 at the four fixed site
locations, as well as at the tailwaters of one of the lock and dam sites in the impounded reach. See you on the
river!
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