
2026 Tennessee Coldwater Summit
TAKING STOCK: Who are we and where are we headed?

The Changing Angler Dynamic & Our Organizational Missions
Great Smoky Mountains National Park

Matt Kulp

Supervisory Fishery Biologist

Great Smoky Mountains National Park

107 Park Headquarters Road

Gatlinburg, Tennessee 37738

Matt_Kulp@nps.gov

865-436-1254

mailto:Matt_Kulp@nps.gov


Fishing Approved Recreational Activity Since Yellowstone Established in 1872

Angler and NPS Ranger, Slough Creek. Yellowstone NP 1933



tǊƻŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ !ōōƻǘǘ .ƻȅǎΣ DǊŜŀǘ {Ƴƻƪȅ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ мфолΩǎ

36 CFR 2.3 Fishing
Except in designated areas or as provided in this section, fishing shall be in 

accordance with the laws and regulations of the State within whose exterior 

boundaries a park area or portion thereof is located. Nonconflicting State laws are 

adopted as a part of these regulations.

Congress added the following:
1. Hook and line only in freshwater
2. Prohibits possessing bait 
3. Chumming
4. Commercial fishing, except where specifically authorized by Federal statutory law
5. Fishing by the use of drugs, poisons, explosives, or electricity
6. Digging for bait, except in privately owned lands
7. Failing to return fish carefully and immediately to the water from which it was taken
8. Fishing from motor road bridges



/// aŜƳōŜǊǎΣ DǊŜŀǘ {Ƴƻƪȅ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ мфплΩǎ

мфслΩǎ-мфтлΩǎ [ŜŘ ǘƻ bŜǿ tƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ
1. Restricted stocking of non-native fish without NPS approval
2. Focused management actions on sustainable fisheries for native fish
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Elkmont Campground, Great Smoky Mountains 1974

RECREATIONAL FISHING: Conflict with Mission?!?
άΧǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΧέ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ άΧŎƻƴǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǳƴƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘΧέ



Closed harvest of Brook Trout parkwide

1976



Role of Angling in NPS mission

GRSM Recreational Angling Tenants
Å Fisheries managed so does not interfere with functions of natural 

aquatic systems or riparian zones
Å Consumption approved if it does alter aquatic ecosystem
Å Harvest may not reduce reproductive potential of population or alter 

age structure
Å Goal is NOT to maximize sustainable harvest rather, balance harvest 

with quality of experience
Å Fishless aquatic areas should remain to protect aquatic assemblages
Å Management will not attempt to enhance the size or density of sport 

fish as it will likely have negative impacts on native non-game fish
Å GRSM will emphasize the opportunity to fish in a natural setting for 

the number and size of fish that are naturally produced

GRSM Fish Management Plan 1993



GRSM Angler Expectations & Behaviors

GRSM Angler Trends
Å Local (44%) and non-local (56%) anglers evenly split (local <50 miles)
Å 84-88% of anglers report good to excellent fishing experiences
Å Despite catch rates of 3.5 and 1.5 fish/hour, 68-74% of local/non-local 

anglers do not harvest legal fish
Å Legal fishing has no population level impacts to wild Brook, Brown, or 

Rainbow Trout in GRSM

Source(s): GRSM Brook Trout Fishing Study (2006); GRSM Annual Fisheries Report (1999)

GRSM Fishing Regulations
Approved Gear:  Single hook, artificial lures only 
Size Limit: Trout & Smallmouth Bass >7-inches; Rock Bass None
Creel Limit: Combined 5 Trout & Smallmouth Bass; 20 Rock Bass



GRSM Angler Expectations & Behaviors

GRSM Fishing Regulations
Approved Gear:  Single hook, artificial lures only 
Size Limit: Trout & Smallmouth Bass >7-inches; Rock Bass None
Creel Limit: Combined 5 Trout & Smallmouth Bass; 20 Rock Bass
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Why do people fish???
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https://www.responsivemanagement.com/



National Fishing Trends by the Numbers

https://www.takemefishing.org/getmedia/a57d8109-fec7-

48eb-8b19-47b193e0fb18/2025SpecialReport.pdf

Å 57.9 million Americans (>6 yrs old) fished in 2024 (19% U.S. participation)

Å 43.2 million freshwater fishing (14% participation)

Å 15.1 million saltwater fishing (5% participation)

Å 8 million fly fishing (3% participation)



Program Gaps in GRSM Angling Behaviors
Statistically Valid Angler Creel Surveys Angler Socioeconomic Data

Angler Aquatic Nuisance Species Transmission



Å Only 1 in 5 anglers fished alone

Å 87% caught at least one fish on trip
Å 38% released fish; 35% kept fish; 27% did some of both

Å *85% of current fishing participants fished before the age of 12*

Å Youth Programs WORK!!! ï TroutCamp, RiverCourse

Growing Angler Demands, Trends, etc.


