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Kentucky Depart-
ment of Fish and Wild-
life Resources research-
ers have found the ge-
netic keys to unlocking 
the potential for big-
ger largemouth bass, 
the most popular spe-
cies sought by anglers.

Biologists with the 
Kentucky Fish and 
Wildlife Fisheries Di-
vision, collaborating 
with the Center for 
Aquaculture Technol-
ogies, have identified 
specific genetic mark-
ers associated with 
enhanced size in na-
tive largemouth bass.

The discovery was 
made through the 
Fisheries Division’s 
Thoroughbred Bass 
Program, which has a 
research goal of selec-
tively breeding Ken-
tucky-origin bass that 
carry these markers 
in order to stock pub-
lic waters in the future 
with fish that have a 
higher probability of 
reaching trophy size.

“For more than 50 
years, biologists have 
been trying to increase 
the size potential of 
l a rgemouth  bass,” 
said Adam Martin, 
Fisheries Division bi-
ologist with Kentucky 
Fish and Wildlife. “In 
many states to our 
south, that effort in-
volves stocking non-
native Florida bass or 
first generation (F1) 
hybrids. Stocking Flor-
ida bass has increased 
bass size in many lakes 
in warmer climates but 
despite other attempts, 
it hasn’t worked so far 
in areas colder than 
southern Tennessee. 
More northern states 
like ours haven’t had 
any  great  opt ions 
for improving their 
genetics until now.”

Martin said this 
marks a major advance-
ment in fisheries sci-
ence and management.

“Modern genet ic 
tools are opening up a 
whole new world of po-
tential that biologists 
even 10 years ago could 
only dream about,” he 
said. “To the best of our 
knowledge, this is the 
first time such markers 
have been identified 
in largemouth bass.”

In a process known 
as a Genome Wide 
Association Study, re-
searchers used whole-
genome sequencing 
to identify single ge-
netic markers linked 
to large size potential. 
Fisheries biologists 
clipped fins from 300 
largemouth bass state-
wide to use for genetic 
testing. The sampled 
fish included 150 bass 
weighing more than 5 
pounds from 30 differ-
ent lakes and 150 slow-
growing bass under 
3.5 pounds from the 
same lakes. All sam-
ples were confirmed as 
pure largemouth bass 
before undergoing full 
genome sequencing. 
Researchers then ana-
lyzed more than 3 mil-
lion markers per fish 
to identify the genetic 

markers common in 
trophy fish but rare 
in smaller individuals.

Because of this re-
cent discovery, depart-
ment staff can screen 
potential largemouth 
bass broodfish for ge-
netic purity and use 
fish with the best com-
plement of trophy ge-
netics. Then, they will 
selectively breed fish 
in department hatch-
eries to maximize the 
size potential of the 
offspring. As selec-
tively bred fish repro-
duce with wild bass in 
stocked waters, the de-
sirable growth genetics 
can integrate into wild 
populations over time, 
creating sustained, 
generational improve-
ment. Kentucky Fish 
and Wildlife plans to 
stock public waters 
with fish having great-
er trophy-size poten-
tial under the name of 
“Thoroughbred Bass.”

“This process is very 
similar to the tradition-
al selective breeding 
programs used in agri-
culture for millennia,” 
said Jeff Ross, Fisher-
ies Division assistant 
director. “The only dif-
ference is that we are 
using genetic markers 
to pick which fish to 
breed. Most impor-
tantly, we can use bass 
caught right here in 
Kentucky - which pre-
serves local adaptation 
and genetic integrity.”

“The Thoroughbred 
Bass Program repre-
sents a science-driven, 
sustainable invest-
ment in Kentucky’s 
bass fisheries,” Fisher-
ies Division Director 
Dave Dreves said. “By 
combining advanced 
genetics with tradi-
tional hatchery prac-
tices, we are working 
to ensure that future 
generations of anglers 
have the opportunity 
to continue to catch 
exceptional bass in 
Kentucky waters.”

Another advantage 
of this program: re-
search suggests an-
gling pressure can im-
pact fish genetics by re-
moving larger or more 
aggressive bass. The 
Thoroughbred Bass 
Program could help 
invigorate waterbodies 
by introducing more 
replacement fish with 
genetics for larger size.

“Although the first 
production of 'Thor-

oughbred Bass' was 
anticipated in 2026, 
unfortunately we are 
currently still await-
ing the manufacture 
of the required screen-
ing panel of trophy 
markers,” Martin said. 
“Bass only spawn once 
a year so we only get 
one shot. Unfortunate-
ly, it looks like we will 
miss our window this 
year to start the selec-
tive breeding process.”

Regardless, biolo-
gists will spend signif-
icant time this spring 
and summer collecting 
and testing hundreds 
of wild largemouth 
bass to ensure the best 
possible broodfish will 
be available for 2027 
production. Additional 
trophy-sized bass from 
across the state will 
also be tested to further 

confirm the validity of 
each genetic marker 
and help narrow down 
which markers are 
the most important.

More information is 
available in the Thor-
oughbred Bass Pro-
gram Interim Progress 
Report on the depart-
ment’s website (fw.
ky.gov). The report will 
be continually updated 
with the achievement 
o f  new milestones 
i n  t h e  T h o r o u g h -
bred Bass Program.
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SAF Kentucky 
State 

Championship
Lake Cumberland

Halcomb’s Landing
Saturday, March 21

Total Teams - 166
W i n n i n g  Te a m 

-  Trenton Adkins/
Jackson Smith, Scott 
County Cardinals, 
Fish Caught - 3, To-
tal Weight - 10 lbs. 
13 oz.;Daily Big Bass 
- Braxton Woolridge/
Henry Mayer, St. Xavi-
er High School Tigers, 5 
lbs. 1 oz.; GCHS Teams 
(Place, Anglers, Fish 

Caught, Total Weight) 
- 11. Layton Froggett/
Reed York, Green 
County High School 
Dragons, Fish Caught - 
3, Total Weight - 8 lbs. 1 
oz.; 37. Larson Matney/
Keelan Curry, Green 
County High School 
Dragons, Fish Caught 
- 1, Total Weight - 3 

lbs. 10 oz.; 45. Col-
l in  Walker /Parker 
Curry, Green County 
High School Dragons, 
Fish Caught - 1, To-
tal Weight - 3 lbs.; 62. 
Brayden Davenport/
Grady Shuffett, Green 
County High School 
Dragons, Fish Caught 
- None.

GCHS Bass Fishing results

Reed York and Layton Froggett placed 11th out of 
166 teams Saturday.

Support Green County
students and their 

achievements!
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