BLUEGILL, SUNFISH

The bluegill sunfish (Lepomis macrochirus) is a popular game fish and is common in Arizona’s and Nevada’s warm waters.  The colors of the bluegills are often misleading,  since the water affects coloration, and the colors change rapidly when the fish are removed from the water.  The best identifying characteristics are the short head, small plug-shaped mouth, three-spined anal fin, solid dark gill patch, and black smudge-like spot on the dorsal fin.  The “keeper” bluegills usually are about 5-6 ounces, or over 6 inches.  Occasional large ones up to a pound and a half have been reported in the South, the record being nearly four pounds.

Habitat Needs

Water

Highly fertile, nonturbid, stable water is best for bluegill growth and activity.  They spawn in the late spring or early summer when the afternoon water temperature is between 72oF. and 80oF.  The bluegill frequently spawns when it reaches 3 or 4 inches in length.  Water temperatures over 70oF. and up to 90oF. are best for growth.  Oxygen requirements are a minimum of about 2 ppm for activity.  Desirable pH range is between 6 and 9.5.

Food

The adult bluegill makes its best growth in spring before spawning takes place.  Zooplankton and aquatic insects make up most of the food supply.  Of course, worms, small crawfish, and flying insects are eaten when available.

Stocking

Proper stocking of bass with red ear and bluegill sunfish normally produces good fishing within one year.  For waters with average fertility, fifty large mouth bass fingerlings per acre in combination with 500 bluegill and red ear sunfish fingerlings per acre will give good results.  In fertilized ponds, the stocking rates should be doubled – 1,000 bluegills and red ears and 100 bass fingerlings per acre.  The sunfish should be stocked in the fall and winter, and the bass the following spring.

Even though these numbers and ratios are recognized as good, when fish are ordered from state and federal hatcheries, the hatcheries’ numbers and rates of stocking should be followed.

Related items

Fishing should not be done in a newly stocked pond until the bass have spawned.  This is normally the spring following the stocking of bass.  It is usually a good idea to wit until June or July of the next year following the year of stoscking before fishing; however, it may take two years in some waters.  To be sure the bass have spawned successfully, a small seine should be pulled through the water to see if small bass fingerlings (1-2”) are to be found.  The bass should be fished lightly the first year, even though a spawn has occurred.

The waters should be fertilized and aquatic weeds controlled for the best production.

This species has a very high reproductive capacity, feeds bass very well, and withstands heavy fishing.

Soil and Water Conservation Practices

Useful in Establishing and Maintaining Habitat

Farm Pond:  A water impoundment made by constructing a dam or embankment, or by excavating a pit or “dugout.”

Fish Pond Stocking:  Stocking impounded waters with sport fish, bait fish, food fish, shrimp, and other fishery animals.

Fish Food Management:  Developing or improving a fishpond by fertilizing, liming, using fish toxicants, feeding, controlling diseases and parasites, or by other means.

