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Understanding Prey Species In East TN Reservoirs 

In pursuit of any predator species one must have an understanding of its primary habitats, movements, and prey.  Bass fishing is no exception.  However, many anglers do not have a vast knowledge of bass forage.  In the world of the bass fishing finding forage is the name of the game.

We have all seen it on our depthfinders, a blur of pixilated images that looks like an underwater cloud.  It is a school of baitfish.  At different times of the year, especially in the fall, finding these schools is the only way to find the bass. 

The depthfinder image only tells part of the story.  Knowing the types of baitfish in our local reservoirs can provide the link between finding fish and catching fish.  Trout anglers have long been known to “match the hatch” and bass anglers can use forage information to better match their lures with the natural prey black basses are in search of in East Tennessee.

The first prey species we’ll look at is the alewife.  Alewives are found in every East Tennessee Reservoir except for Douglas.  They prefer cooler water than their shad cousins and for that reason they were introduced by biologists to Dale Hollow and Watauga Lake in order to compensate for shad die-offs.  The alewife looks similar to blueback herring that is found in Deep South reservoirs.  The appearance of an alewife is silvery without dark pigmentation.  The back has a dark stripe and the fins are also a black/brown color.  The alewife has a protruding lower jaw that is evident when comparing other shad species side by side.  It also lacks the elongated dorsal fin found in the common shad species.

Alewives are found deep in the summertime.  They search out cooler water and are often found below the thermocline.  They are adverse to bright sunlight and will be found deeper and deeper as the day progresses.  The alewife spawn occurs in shallow waters in April to early May as evidenced by a high level of surface commotion leading up to the females laying their eggs.

Threadfin shad are another abundant prey species in local lakes.  They are a short lived, fast growing species that rarely lives longer than 3 years.  Threadfin prefer to abide in shallow areas in low light conditions, morning and evening, while suspending over deep water during daylight hours.  The threadfin shad spawn at different times from spring to fall depending on water temperature.  They prefer to spawn near submerged cover like laydowns and stumps.  In water temperatures below 45 degrees the threadfin shad have difficulty swimming and decrease their schooling behavior.  The threadfin shad cannot tolerate cold water and rapid declines in water temperatures and often die off in cold winter months.

The body shape of a threadfin shad is less streamlined than the alewife.  They often have a dark pigment behind the gill plate and a much smaller eye than the alewife.  The scales are silver to translucent.  The back is a dark gray to black and the fins have a yellowish tint.

Gizzard shad are also found in large schools around the Tennessee Valley reservoirs.  They have bright silvery sides, a white belly, and a bluish-green colored stripe down their backs.  A dark spot behind the gill plate is evident on younger fish but fades as the fish ages.  The dorsal fin is elongated and looks whip-like.

The gizzard shad are often found near the surface in deep water.  They prefer soft bottoms of clay and mud as habitat in the shallows.  They survive on a diet consisting of mostly zooplankton.  Gizzard shad spawn at night during the spring months of April and May.  The young run in dense schools creating ideal forage base for predators like bass but they soon grow too large and become solitary.

Gizzard shad grow very quickly and become mature at an early age.  They are often questioned as being a valuable prey species because they quickly become too large to be eaten by bass.  Striped bass diets are based on gizzard shad in many lakes and are helpful in keeping gizzard shad populations in check.  Overpopulated gizzard shad compete with native species like young bluegill for food and habitat and can become a nuisance.  

Other black bass prey includes sunfish (bluegill, redears), shiners, juvenile black basses, crayfish, frogs, and aquatic insects.  These prey species can be the dominant forage in ponds and river systems and at certain times of the year in our reservoirs.
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	Prey Species
	Average

Size
	Colors

	Alewife
	4-6 inches


	Silver or white body;

Black or brown back

	Threadfin Shad
	3-7 inches
	Silver or white with yellow fins; Gray or black back

	Gizzard shad
	3 inches first year;

9-14 inch adult
	Silver or chrome body; Blue/green back


Norris Lake

This highland lake has an abundance of both shallow dwelling and pelagic (open water) baitfish.  The shallows are home to both the threadfin shad and the gizzard shad.  Alewives prefer open water and can travel great distances from one day to the next.  Over the past decade the dominant forage species has been the threadfin shad but seasonal fluctuations have led to an upswing in alewives and gizzard shad abundance in the last two years.

Cherokee Lake

The fluctuation of forage species in Cherokee Lake has been drastic since 2002.  Alewives have had strong showings in past sampling data but were scarce in last year’s sample.  Threadfin shad are consistent and gizzard shad are found in good numbers but often too big to be black bass prey, while being preferred by the striped bass population on Cherokee.

Douglas Lake

Douglas Lake is the only area lake without a surviving population of alewives.  Threadfin shad dominate in Douglas Lake while gizzard shad are found as well.  The threadfin are often found in tremendous schools during the summer and fall.  During autumn, the shad come into the shallow bays and coves in search of warmer water and abundant food supplies.  The black basses are soon to follow.

Boone Lake 

High populations of alewives were found in 2002 but have tapered off on this popular Johnson City area lake.  The threadfin shad have come on as of late and would now be considered the dominant forage species.  Gizzard shad are found in decent numbers on Boone Lake as well.

South Holston and Watauga Lakes

Alewives are the preferred forage in these mountainous reservoirs.  The cooler water in the winter can hinder the threadfin and gizzard shad populations but they are still found in strong numbers.

How to “match the hatch”

Now that we know the types of baitfish in our local lakes we can begin selecting our tackle to resemble these species.  The baitfish all vary in their colors, shapes, and sizes.  Choosing a crankbait with black back and yellow or chartreuse sides or belly can closely match a threadfin shad.  Many lure manufacturers add dark pigmented spots on their crankbaits resemble natural prey.  The long, slender profile of an alewife can be matched to a soft jerkbait like a Zoom Super Fluke.  Swimbaits have become more and more popular in the east after beginning out west.  These swimbaits come in various sizes and color patterns as well making it easy to match a large gizzard shad.

Next time you are on the water think about the bass’ prey before you tie on your lure, it might mean the difference in catching and just fishing.
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