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Highlights of the Annual Lake Committee Meetings 
Great Lakes Fishery Commission proceedings, Toronto, Ontario  

This first of a series of annual special reports is an extensive summary of Lakes Erie & St. Clair. These lake committee reports 

are from the annual Lake Committee meetings hosted by the Great Lakes Fishery Commission in March/April 2018. We 

encourage reproduction with the appropriate credit to the GLSFC and the agencies involved. Our thanks to the staffs of the 

GLFC, OMNR, USFWS, USGS, NYSDEC and Michigan & Ohio DNRs for their contributions to these science documents. 

Thanks also to the Great Lakes Fishery Commission, its staff, Bob Lamb & Marc Gaden, for their efforts in again convening and 

hosting the Lower Lake Committee meetings in Toronto, Ontario. 
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Abbreviation Expansion 

CPH   Catch per hectare 
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DEC   NY Dept. of Environment Conservation 

DFO   Dept. of Fisheries and Oceans 

LEBS   Lake Erie Biological Station 

LEC   Lake Erie Committee 

MDNR   MI Dept. of Natural Resources 

ODNR   Ohio Dept. of Natural Resources 

OMNR   ON Ministry Natural Resources 

OSU   The Ohio State University 

SLCP   Sea Lamprey Control Program 

USFWS   U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

WTG   Walleye Task Group 

YAO   Age 1 and older 

YOY   Young of the year (age 0) 

 

 

Highlights 
 Great walleye hatches from 2014 and 2015 are expected to contribute to exceptional fishing opportunities. 
 Anglers pursuing yellow perch in Lake Erie’s Western Basin will likely find excellent numbers and size. 

 The 2018 Ohio daily bag limit will be six walleye from May 1 through Feb. 28, 2019. 

 The 2018 Pennsylvania creel limits are being held at the 2017 limits.” 
 The yellow perch daily bag limit will be 30 from May 1 through April 30, 2019. 

 The 2017 walleye hatch was near average, giving the population its third average or larger year class in the past four years. 
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 Smallmouth bass fishing in 2018 is expected to be consistent with recent years. 

 Beginning June 30, the daily bag limit for bass will be five, with a 14-inch minimum length limit. 

 Steelhead anglers should enjoy another year of great fishing in 2018. 

 Steelhead daily bag limit remains at five fish per angler from May 16-Aug. 31, two per angler Sept. 1 to May 15, 2019. 

 White bass continue to provide excellent seasonal fishing opportunities in the Maumee and Sandusky rivers and in the open 

lake. 

 The total allowable catch (TAC) in quota area waters of the west and central basins for 2018 is 7.109 million walleye. 

 The total allowable catch (TAC) in 2018 for yellow perch is 10.498 million pounds. 

 Lake Erie has 842 tributaries (525 Canada, 317 U.S.). 

 Thirty tributaries (11 Canada, 19 U.S.) have historical records of larval Sea Lamprey production. 

 17 tributaries (7 Canada, 10 U.S.) have been treated with lampricides at least once during 2008-2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

Lake Erie Walleye and Yellow Perch Catch Levels for 2018 

Walleye and yellow perch bag limits 
announced 
COLUMBUS, OH – Lake Erie anglers should experience 

another year of diverse fishing opportunities in 2018, 

according to Ohio DNR. Great walleye hatches from 2014 

and 2015 are expected to contribute to exceptional fishing 

opportunities in Lake Erie this year. Anglers pursuing 

yellow perch in Lake Erie’s Western Basin will likely find 

excellent numbers and size. 

 

Lake Erie walleye and yellow perch fisheries are managed 

through an interagency quota system that involves Ontario, 

Michigan, Pennsylvania, New York and Ohio. Each 

jurisdiction regulates its catches to comply with annually 

determined safe harvest levels that minimize the risk of 

over-fishing these species. Quotas for the upcoming fishing 

season are determined through consensus agreement by 

these jurisdictions through the Lake Erie Committee of the 

Great Lakes Fishery Commission, which were just recently 

announced for 2018. 

 

Currently, the walleye daily bag limit is four, and the yellow 

perch daily bag limit is 30 per angler in Ohio waters of Lake 

Erie until April 30. As a result of the 2018 quota allocation, 

the daily bag limit will be six walleye from May 1 through 

Feb. 28, 2019. From March 1, 2019, through April 30, 2019, 

the daily walleye bag limit will be four. A 15-inch minimum 

size limit is in effect during the entire season for walleye. 

The yellow perch daily bag limit will be 30 from May 1 

through April 30, 2019, with no minimum size limit. Lake 

Erie anglers can find walleye and yellow perch bag limit 

information at ODNR offices, in special publications at bait 

and tackle shops and at wildohio.gov. 

 

Walleye 
Ohio walleye anglers will catch fish mostly from the 2015 

and 2014 hatches, with some fish from the 2010 through 

2013 year classes. Additional trophy opportunities from 

2007 and 2003 will also be encountered by anglers. Many of 

the previously undersized walleye from the 2015 hatch will 

range from 15 to 20 inches during the 2018 season. Walleye 

from the 2014 hatch will range from 16 to 24 inches and 

accounted for just over half of the 2017 harvest of 1.3 

million fish. Fish from the 2003 and 2007 hatches will 

continue to provide “Fish Ohio” opportunities (greater than 

28 inches) and may give Ohio a new state record walleye. 

The 2017 walleye hatch was near average, giving the 

population its third average or larger year class in the past 

four years. Anglers should expect to catch undersized 

walleye until these fish grow to legal size late in the 2019 

season. Anglers are encouraged to release these fish with as 

little handling as possible so they can contribute to the 

fishery in the future. 

 

Yellow Perch 
Anglers can expect excellent perch fishing in the Western 

Basin in 2018. Perch anglers in the west will primarily catch 

fish from 2014 and 2015, providing a good range of sizes. 

Fall fishing in 2017 produced both excellent sizes and catch 

rates. The largest perch in the Western Basin will come from 

2013 and older year classes. In the Central Basin, anglers 

should expect perch fishing to be similar to 2017. Central 

Basin yellow perch populations have declined from the 

record levels set 10 years ago, but remain near their long-

term average despite lower than expected catch rates. 

Anglers fishing in the Central Basin will primarily catch fish 

from the 2014 year class, and older year classes will provide 

the potential for trophy yellow perch. 

 

Black Bass 
Smallmouth bass fishing in 2018 is expected to be consistent 

with recent years. In 2017, smallmouth bass catch rates 

remained strong for the sixth consecutive year, and in 2018, 

anglers should expect more of the same, including an 

excellent size range of 14 to 22 inches and fish weighing up 

to 6 pounds. The best fishing for smallmouth bass will 

continue to be in areas with good bottom structure, which is 

the available habitat across much of the entire Ohio 

nearshore and islands. 

 

Continuing the trend from previous years, largemouth bass 

fishing should be excellent in 2018. This fishery continues to 
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produce exceptional catch rates and some large fish in 

nearshore areas and harbors across Ohio’s Lake Erie. All 

black bass (smallmouth and largemouth) must be 

immediately released from May 1 through June 29. 

Beginning on Saturday, June 30, the daily bag limit for bass 

will be five, with a 14-inch minimum length limit. 

 

Steelhead 
Steelhead anglers should enjoy another year of great fishing 

in 2018 in Ohio’s Lake Erie open waters and in tributaries. 

Peak summer steelhead action on Lake Erie can be found 

offshore from June through August between Vermilion and 

Conneaut, with catches measuring 17 to 29 inches. Most 

Lake Erie anglers troll for steelhead in deep waters using 

spoons with divers or downriggers until fish move close to 

shore in the fall. The daily bag limit remains at five fish per 

angler from May 16 through Aug. 31, and two fish per 

angler between Sept. 1 and May 15, 2019. A 12-inch 

minimum size limit is in effect throughout the year. 

 

White Bass 
White bass continue to provide excellent seasonal fishing 

opportunities in the Maumee and Sandusky rivers and in the 

open lake. The 2018 catch will again be dominated by fish 

from the 2012 and 2010 year classes, along with younger 

fish from 2016. Fish from older year classes could be as 

large as 16 inches. Anglers should focus on major Western 

Basin tributaries during May and June and nearshore areas 

of the open lake during the summer. There is no white bass 

daily bag limit or size limit. 

 

Other Species 
Bays, harbors and main lake shorelines offer excellent 

fishing for panfish, as well as occasional northern pike and 

muskie in vegetated areas. 

 

Anglers are reminded that fishing conditions on Lake Erie 

can change hourly, and adjustments are often necessary to 

improve success. Anglers should take into account factors, 

such as water temperature, cloud cover, water clarity, boat 

traffic, wave action, structure, currents and the amount of 

baitfish in the area. Anglers are also reminded to carefully 

monitor Lake Erie weather and to seek safe harbor before 

storms approach. 

 

Updated Lake Erie fishing reports are available at 

wildohio.gov or by calling 888-HOOKFISH (888-466-

5347). Information is available from ODNR Division of 

Wildlife staff from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. weekdays at the Fairport 

Harbor station (440-352-4199) for the Central Basin and at 

Sandusky Station (419-625-8062) for the Western Basin. 

 

Information on the ODNR Division of Wildlife’s Lake Erie 

research and management programs, fisheries resources, 

fishing reports, maps and links to other Lake Erie web 

resources are available at www.wildohio.gov.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.wildohio.gov/
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Walleye Task Group Report, 2018 (LEC) 

2017 Fishery Review  
The total allowable catch (TAC) in quota area waters of the 

west and central basins for 2017 was 5.924 million fish. This 

allocation represented a 20% increase from the 2016 TAC of 

4.937 million fish. In the TAC area, the total harvest was 

4.551 million fish, or 77% of the quota (Table 1). Harvest in 

the non-TAC area of the eastern basin amounted to 0.362  

million fish. Lake-wide Walleye harvest was estimated at 

4.913 million fish in 2017. The sport fishery (1.636 million 

fish) harvest level reported for 2017 was below the long-

term mean for the 1975-2016 time series (2.274 million 

fish), while the commercial fishery harvest (3.277 million 

fish) was above the long-term (1976-2016) mean of 2.008 

million fish. 

 
Table 1. Summary of walleye harvest by jurisdiction in Lake Erie, 2017 

 
 

 

 Table 2. Ontario walleye gillnet effort in 2017 

 

 
 

 
Fig 1-Lake Erie walleye management unit  
 

Total lake-wide commercial Walleye fishery effort 

decreased 2% in 2017 from 2016. Commercial gill net effort 

increased in MU 1 (15%), decreased in MU 2 (9%) and MU 

3 (20%), and increased in MU 4&5 (5%). Historically MU 1 

has been the largest component of the commercial effort, 

which continued in 2017 (Table 2). The total commercial 

effort of 20,458 km of gill net fished during 2017 was 9% 

above the long-term average (18,714 km). Across the lake, 

2017 sport fishery effort increased 9% relative to 2016. 

Sport effort in MU 1 decreased in Michigan waters by 20% 

and in Ohio waters by 11%. Central basin sport effort 

increased, and was 65% higher in Ohio waters of MU 2 and 

26% higher in Ohio waters of MU 3 compared to 2016. 

Sport effort increased in Pennsylvania (62%) and decreased 

(2%) in New York waters of MUs 4&5 (Table 3). The 2017 

Walleye sport effort (3.207 million angler hours) was 63% 

of the long-term mean (5.103 million angler hours). 

 

The 2017 harvest rates in the lake-wide sport fishery (0.48 

fish/hour) and commercial fishery (160. 2 fish/km gill net) 

increased from 2016 and are above the long-term means 

(0.43 fish/hour and 120.0 fish/km gill net). Compared to 

2016, the 2017 sport harvest rates increased in all MU’s 

(MU 1 = 14%; MU 2 = 38%; MU 3 = 100%; and MU4&5 = 

125%). Gill net catch rates increased in MU 1 (59%), MU 2 

(70%), MU 3 (81%), and MU 4&5 (10%). Age distribution 

of fish in the harvest was dominated by age 3 and younger 

Walleye from the 2014 (age 3, 36%) and 2015 (age 2, 45%) 

year classes. Age 7 and older Walleyes were the next most 

harvested age group, representing 8% of the total lake-wide 

harvest in 2017. 

 

 
Fig 2. Population estimate of Lake Erie Walleye ages 2 

and older from 1978– 2017, and the projection for 2018 

 

2018 Population Abundance  
Using the 2018 integrated SCAA model, the projected 

abundance of Walleye in the west-central population is 

41.405 million Walleye (Table 4). The most abundant year 

class (56%) in the population is projected to be age 3 

Walleye from the 2015 cohort (23.293 million fish). The 

next most abundant year class is 2014 (age 4) at 6.678 

million fish (16%). The 2016 (age 2), 2013 (age 5) and 2012 

(age 6) year-classes are expected to contribute 14%, 4%, and 

2% to the population, respectively. Age 7 and older fish are 

expected to account for 8% of the 2018 population size. The 

projected spawning stock biomass (SSB) for 2018 is 44.958 

million kilograms. 

 

2018 Harvest Strategy and Recommended 
Allowable Harvest (RAH) 
Beginning in 2015, the WTG implemented the Walleye 

Management Plan, which includes the integrated Walleye 
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assessment model and a Walleye Harvest Control rule 

(HCR). The HCR sets the target fishing rate at 60%Fmsy, 

with an accompanying limit reference point which will 

reduce the target fishing rate beginning at 20% of the 

unfished spawning stock biomass (20%SSB0). This 

probabilistic control rule, P-star (P*) was set at 0.05 and 

incorporated to ensure that SSB in 2019 is not below the 

SSBo threshold after fishing in 2018. In addition, there is a 

limitation of TAC variation from one year to the next of 

20% to implement a measure of fishery stability. Using 

results from the 2018 integrated SCAA model, the harvest 

policy used for 2018, and selectivity values from the current 

fisheries, a mean RAH of 8.809 million fish was calculated 

for 2018, with a range of 6.698 to 10.921 million fish (Table 

4). The TAC range for 2018 based on minimizing variation 

from the 2017 TAC, ± 20%, would be 6.698 to 7.109 million 

fish. 

 

 
Table 4. Stock size estimates and RAH values  

 

Catch-at-Age Analysis Population Estimate 
and Projected Recruitment for 2018 and 2019  
Based on the 2018 integrated SCAA model, the 2017 west-

central population estimate was 53.725 million age 2 and 

older Walleye (Fig 2). An estimated 34.025 million age 2 

(2015 year class) fish comprised 63% of the age 2 and older 

Walleye population. Age 3 (2014 year class) represented the  

 

second largest (20%) and age 7 and older (2009 and older 

year classes) the third largest (7%) components of the 

population. Using the 2018 integrated SCAA model, the 

number of age 2 recruits entering the population in 2018 

(2016 year-class) and 2019 (2017 year-class) will be 5.973 

million and 12.276 million Walleye. 

 

 
Fig 2-Lake-wide harvest of Walleye by sport and 

commercial fisheries, 1975-2017. 
 

 

 
Fig 8-Estimated (1978 – 2016) and projected (2017 and 

2018) number of age-2 Walleye in the west-central Lake 

Erie Walleye population from the latest ADMB 

integrated model run. 
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Table 1- Annual Lake Erie walleye total allowable catch (TAC, top) and measured harvest (Har; bottom, bold), in 

numbers of fish from 1983 to 2017.  
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Table 2-Annual harvest (thousands of fish) of Lake Erie walleye by gear, management unit, and agency. Means contain 

data from 1975 to 2016. 
 

 



8 Great Lakes Basin Report 

 
Table 3-Annual fishing effort for Lake Erie walleye by gear, management unit, and agency, 1975 to 2016 

 
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Yellow Perch Task Group Report, 2018 (LEC) 

2017 Fisheries Review 
The lakewide total allowable catch (TAC) of Yellow Perch 

in 2017 was 10.375 million pounds. This allocation 

represented a 13% increase from a TAC of 9.208 million 

pounds in 2016. For Yellow Perch assessment and 

allocation, Lake Erie is partitioned into four management 

units (MUs; Fig 1). The 2017 TAC allocation by MU was 

3.062, 3.237, 3.776, and 0.300 million pounds for MUs 1 

through 4, respectively. The lakewide harvest of Yellow 

Perch in 2017 was 7.789 million pounds, or 75% of the total 

2017 TAC. This was an 8% increase from the 2016 lakewide 

harvest. Harvest from Yellow Perch MUs 1 through 4 was 

2.773, 2.142, 2.639, and 0.235 million pounds, respectively 

(Table 1). The portion of TAC harvested was 91%, 66%, 

70%, and 78%, in MUs 1 through 4, respectively. In 2017, 

Ontario harvested 4.983 million pounds, followed by Ohio 

(2 .387 million lbs.), Michigan (0.256 million lbs.), 

Pennsylvania (0.123 million lbs.), and New York (0 .040 

million lbs.). 

 

Targeted gill net effort in Ontario waters in 2017 decreased 

from 2016 in all MUs (-7% in MU1, -5% in MU2, -20% in 

MU3, and -57% in MU4). Similarly, angling effort in U.S. 

waters in 2017 decreased from 2016 in all MUs (-9% in 

MU1, -42% in MU2, -35% in MU3, and -1% in MU4). U.S. 

trap net effort in 2017 increased in MU1 (+57%), but 

decreased in MU2 (-43%), MU3 (-25%), and MU4 (-16%). 

Fishing effort by jurisdiction and gear type is presented in 

Table 2. 

 

Targeted gill net harvest rates in 2017 increased in MU1 

(+46%), MU2 (+21 %), MU3 (+22%), and MU4 (+78%) 

from 2016 rates. Angling harvest rates, in fish harvested per 

angler hour, decreased in Ohio and Michigan waters of MU1 

(- 12% in each, respectively), in Ohio waters of MU2 (-19%) 

and MU3 (-16%), and in Pennsylvania waters of MU4 (-

5%), but increased in in the Pennsylvania waters of MU3 

(+8%) and New York waters of MU4 (+42%). In 2017, the 

trap net harvest rate increased in all fv1Us (176% in MU1, 

51 % in MU2, 66% in MU3, and 29% in fy1U4) compared 

to 2016 harvest rates. 

 

 
Fig 1-Yellow Perch Management Units (MUs) of Lake 

Erie 

 

 
Table 1- Lake Erie Yellow Perch harvest by jurisdiction and gear type for 2017 
 

 
Table 2- Lake Erie Yellow Perch fishing effort by jurisdiction and gear type for 2017  



10 Great Lakes Basin Report 

 

Statistical Catch-at-Age Analysis and 
Recruitment Estimate for 2018 
Population size for 1975 to 2017 for each MU was estimated 

by statistical catch-at-age analysis (SCAA). Stock size 

estimates for 2018 (age-3-and-older) were projected from 

SCAA estimates of 2017 population size and age-specific 

survival rates in 2017. Age-2 Yellow Perch recruitment in 

2018 was predicted by multi-model averaging of juvenile 

Yellow Perch survey indices against SCAA abundance 

estimates of age-2 Yellow Perch within each MU. Projected 

age-2 Yellow Perch recruitment from the 2016 year class 

was incorporated into the 2018 population estimate along 

with estimates of age-3-and-older fish in each MU, 

producing the total standing stock of age-2-and-older fish in 

2018. 

 

In 2017 and 2018, the YPTG used two SCAA models in 

each MU to estimate abundance. The first was the model the 

YPTG has used in the past (hereafter referred to as the 

YPTG model), the second was the model developed by the 

Quantitative Fisheries Centre at Michigan State University 

(hereafter referred to as the Peterson-Reilly or PR model) as 

part of the Lake Erie Percid Management Advisory Group 

process. Descriptions of the YPTG and PR models can be 

found in the complete YPTG report on the GLFC's Lake 

Erie Committee Yellow Perch Task Group website (see 

below). 

 

The YPTG recommended using the YPTG model in 2017 

and 2018. The current harvest policy was developed for the 

YPTG assessment models after conducting a stock 

recruitment simulation to evaluate the risks of various 

fishing strategies, and the formal risk assessment has yet to 

be completed for the PR models, which is currently 

underway through LEPMAG. 

 

Using the YPTG model, abundance estimates of age-2-and-

older Yellow Perch in 2018 are projected to decrease by 

40% in MU1 and 25% in MU2, and increase by 19% in 

MU3 and 54% in MU4, compared to the 2017 abundance 

estimates. Age-2-and-older Yellow Perch abundance in 2017 

is projected to be 41.341, 43.279, 49.543, and 17.292 million 

age-2-and-older Yellow Perch in MUs 1 through 4, 

respectively. Using mean weight-at-age information from 

 

 assessment surveys, 2018 biomass estimates are projected to 

decrease in MU1 (-35%), MU2 (-25%), and MU3 (-5%), and 

to increase in MU4 (+30%), compared to 2017 estimates. 

 

Using the PR model, abundance estimates of age-2-and-

older Yellow Perch in 2018 are projected to decrease by 

35% and 26% in MU1 and MU2, respectively, and to 

increase by 5% and 4% in MU3 and MU4, respectively, 

compared to the 2017 abundance estimates. Age-2-and-older 

Yellow Perch abundance in 2018 is projected to be 37.901, 

53.868, 77.644, and 16.983 million age-2-and-older Yellow 

Perch in MUs 1 through 4, respectively. Using mean weight-

at-age information from assessment surveys, biomass 

estimates in 2017 are projected to decrease in MU1 (-35%), 

MU2 (-27%), and in MU3 (-9%), and to increase in MU4 

(+12%), compared to 2017 estimates. 

 

Recommended Allowable Harvest (RAH) for 
2018 
Standard errors and ranges for population estimates were 

calculated for each age in 2017, and projected forward into 

2018 using estimated survival rates from catch-at-age. RAH 

min, mean, and max values are based on mean population 

estimates minus or plus one standard deviation. Proposed 

target fishing rates for RAHs in 2018 are the same as 2017. 

The fishing rates applied to abundance estimates from the 

PR model were the same as those used for the YPTG model. 

A formal risk assessment has not been completed for harvest 

strategies applied to the PR model. RAH ranges are 

presented in Table 3 for management units 1 through 4. '  

 

 
 

Table 3- Lake Erie Yellow Perch fishing rates and RAH 

(in millions of pounds) for 2018 bv management unit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Forage Task Group, 2018 (LEC) 

West Basin Status of Forage 
In 2017, hypolimnetic dissolved oxygen levels were below 

the 2 mg per liter threshold at only one site during the 

August trawling survey. In total, data from 72 sites were 

used in 2017. Total forage abundance increased 58%, to 

above the long-term mean. Total forage biomass declined 

slightly. Relative biomass of clupeids increased to well 

above historic averages. Young-of-theyear Yellow Perch 

age-0 density was above the long-term mean. Young-ofthe-

year Walleye abundance was below the long-term mean. 

Young-of-theyear Gizzard Shad, Rainbow Smelt and Round 

Goby indices were at long-term means. White Bass 

abundance was the highest since 2009. Densities of Emerald 

Shiners were very low. Michigan initiated a trawling 
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program to assess the forage community in August of 2014. 

The 2017 survey had the highest density of forage sized fish 

(3,315.4 fish/ha) across the four-year time series.  

 

 
 

Central Basin Status of Forage 
In the central basin, forage densities in both Pennsylvania 

and Ohio remain low. All forage group indices were below 

the 25-year mean. Emerald Shiner indices continue to be 

well below long-term means throughout the basin. Young-

of-the-year Rainbow Smelt indices were at or above long-

term means; age1+ Rainbow Smelt were well below long-

term means. Young-of-the-year Yellow Perch indices in 

Ohio remain below long-term means. In contrast, 

Pennsylvania index was the third highest in the time series. 

In Ohio, age-0 Gizzard Shad and Alewife indices were some 

of the highest in the time series. Round Goby indices in 

Pennsylvania are above long-term means, while Ohio 

indices are below long-term means. 

 
 

East Basin Status of Forage 
In 2017, forage fish densities decreased in Ontario and New 

York and increased in Pennsylvania. Rainbow Smelt are the 

most abundant forage species in most years and 

jurisdictions, and 2017 was no exception. However, this was 

primarily age-0 Rainbow Smelt in 2017. Very low densities 

of age-1+ Rainbow Smelt were caught in New York, Ontario 

and Pennsylvania. Young-of-the-year Emerald Shiners 

remained at very low densities across the basin. Alewife 

densities were above long-term means in New York and 

Ontario. Spiny-rayed fishes were above long-term means in 

Pennsylvania, driven by high densities of White Perch. 

Round Goby indices are generally below long-term means 

throughout the basin. 

 

 
 

Hydroacoustic Assessments 
The Forage Task Group introduced fisheries hydroacoustic 

technology on Lake Erie to provide a more comprehensive 

assessment of pelagic forage fish species abundance and 

distribution. Beginning with surveys of the eastern basin in 

1993, coverage was expanded to the central basin in 2000 

and western basin in 2004. In 2017 the east basin survey was 

conducted from July 17- 25, the central basin survey from 

July 17-21, and the west basin survey from July 18-21. East 

basin forage fish density was moderate, with a mean of 

3,201 forage fish the size of age-1+ Rainbow Smelt per 

hectare. The largest density of forage fish occurred between 

Long Point, ON and Erie, PA. In the central basin, age-0 

Rainbow Smelt tended to be higher in the eastern transects 
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compared to the west, and uniformly distributed from north 

to south across the basin. Yearling-and-older Rainbow Smelt 

densities were concentrated off Erieau, Ontario. Emerald 

Shiner have been generally declining since 2011, and have 

been in very low abundance in the survey since 2015. 

Western basin forage fish densities were marginally highest 

on the middle transect (9,007 fish/ha) and lowest on the 

eastern transect (1,626 fish/ha). Western basin forage fish 

density (4,726 fish/ha) was the lowest since 2008-2011 and 

less than half of 2016 densities. 

 

Interagency Lower Trophic Level Monitoring 
The lower trophic level monitoring (LTLA) program has 

measured nine environmental variables at 18 stations around 

Lake Erie since 1999 to characterize ecosystem trends. The 

Trophic State Index, which is a combination of phosphorus 

levels, water transparency, and Chl a measures, indicate that 

the western basin is slightly above the targeted mesotrophic 

status, the central basin is within targeted mesotrophic 

status, which favors percid production, and the nearshore 

waters of the eastern basin are borderline 

mesotrophic/oligotrophic. The offshore eastern basin waters 

remain near targeted oligotrophic status. Trends across Lake 

Erie in recent years indicate that overall productivity is 

slowly declining. Low hypolimnetic dissolved oxygen 

continues to be an issue in the central basin during the 

summer months. 

 

 
 

Aquatic Invasive Species 
The Aquatic Invasive Species charge was developed in 

recognition of the need for a systematic, centralized, lake-

wide effort to track records of new, non-native species that 

might become invasive. In 2017, FTG members reported 3 

species on the Injurious Species list or other unusual non-

native species. One Clown Knifefish was reported by a 

private citizen from Van Buren Bay, New York. This species 

is believed to pose little threat as it is not adapted to cold 

winter water temperatures. One Rudd was captured in 

Cleveland Harbor in the Central Basin. Forty-Two Grass 

Carp were reported from Michigan (N=16), and Ohio 

(N=26) waters of Lake Erie or its connected waterways in 

2017. The majority were reproductively-capable diploid fish. 

Eighteen Grass Carp captured in OH were released alive 

following surgical implantation of acoustic tags as part of 

collaborative research to track Grass Carp movements. The 

remaining 24 Grass Carp were killed and samples taken for 

ploidy and other testing. Annual fish community surveys 

(electrofishing, gill nets, trawls, seines, and trap nets) 

provide extensive spatial coverage on Lake Erie. There were 

no Bighead or Silver carp captured in assessment surveys in 

2017. In addition, neither species was reported from 

commercial or recreational fisheries 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Status of Fisheries in Michigan Waters of Lakes Erie and Lake St. 
Clair, 2017 

Highlights for 2017 
The purpose of this report is to provide an update on the 

status of the fisheries in the Great Lakes and connecting 

waters of Southeast Michigan. Sources of information used 

in compiling this report include creel surveys, charter boat 

reports, an angler diary program, the Michigan DNR Master 

Angler program, commercial fishery records, and fisheries 

survey results. 

 

Some of the highlights described in detail 
include: 
 Michigan non-charter anglers captured over 1 million Lake 

Erie Yellow Perch and harvested over 870 thousand of these 

fish. Catch rates were the second highest observed since 

1986, second only to 2016. 

 The 2017 non-charter angler harvest rate for Lake Erie 

yellow perch was the second highest recorded since 1986,  
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while the walleye harvest rate was below the long-term 

average. 

 Michigan non-charter anglers on Lake Erie caught 214,111 

Walleye and harvested 56,938 of those fish. The high release 

rate was due to the abundance of sub-legal fish from the 

large 2015 year class. 

 Lake St. Clair continues to be the premier Michigan water 

for trophy Muskellunge and Smallmouth Bass based on the 

number of entries recorded in the Master Angler program in 

2017. 

 Non-charter recreational Lake St. Clair anglers harvested 

more than 42 thousand Walleye in 2017, a 71% increase 

from 2016. 

 Trap netting and trawling in Lake St. Clair resumed in 

2017 after a hiatus in 2016. 

 The Lake St. Clair trawl survey revealed better than 

average recruitment of Yellow Perch and Smallmouth Bass 

in 2017. 

 The 2017 catch of two-year old Walleye in the MDNR’s 

Lake Erie assessment gill nets reflects the strong 2015 year 

class, which will fully recruit to the fishery during 2018 and 

result in impressive catch rates of Walleye in Michigan 

waters of Lake Erie and the St. Clair-Detroit River System 

for years to come. 

· Brook Silversides and Emerald Shiners were the 

numerically dominant species in the 2017 nearshore 

electrofishing survey. 

 

Sport Fishery Summary 
Information on angler catch rates, effort, and opinion of 

Michigan’s sport fisheries is collected with angler surveys. 

An angler survey can be conducted on-site where anglers are 

interviewed or counted while on the water, or off-site when  

anglers are interviewed by mail or telephone. Onsite 

methods, also known as creel surveys, have been used 

extensively by the MDNR on various Michigan waters to 

estimate angler effort, harvest, and catch. In Southeast 

Michigan, on-site creel survey data are collected each year 

from the noncharter recreational fishery of Lake Erie. An 

onsite creel survey was also conducted on Lake St. Clair 

during 2017. Charter boat harvest, release, and angling effort 

are also recorded by Lake Erie and St. Clair-Detroit River 

System charter operators, who are required to report this 

information to the MDNR on a monthly basis. 

 

Another example of an off-site angler survey is an angler 

diary program, where anglers keep their own records of 

angling activity and success. A 

voluntary Sport Fishery Diary Program is used to collect 

catch and effort data for recreational fishing on Lake St. 

Clair. The program was initiated by the Ontario Ministry of 

Natural Resources and Forestry (OMNRF) in 1985 to 

monitor trends in the Muskellunge catch rate for Lake St. 

Clair. Five years later the program was expanded to include  

 

other species. The MDNR became involved in the program 

in 1993. Since that time, the program has been a cooperative 

effort between the OMNRF and MDNR to provide annual 

estimates of catch rates for the major sport fish species in 

Lake St. Clair. The MDNR Master Angler program, 

established in 1973 to recognize anglers who catch 

unusually large fish, also provides information on trends in 

voluntary reports of “trophy” catches throughout the Great 

Lakes waters of Southeast Michigan. 

 

 
Fig 1-Estimated harvest and effort for Michigan’s Lake 

Erie sport fishery, 1986-2017. 

 

Lake Erie non-charter recreational fishery 
The annual creel survey conducted by the MDNR during 

2017 produced a total harvest estimate of 948,062 fish 

(Table 1) for Michigan's Lake Erie non-charter sport fishery, 

representing a modest decline when compared to harvest in 

2016 (1,297,684), but is still substantially higher than 2015 

(461,826). Yellow Perch alone accounted for 93% of the 

total harvest, reflecting their continued dominance of the 

recreational sport fishery.  

 

 
Fig 2-Walleye and Yellow Perch harvest rates for 

Michigan’s Lake Erie sport fishery, 1986-2017. 
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Table 1-Estimated harvest and total harvest rate for Michigan's 2017 Lake Erie non-charter boat fishery.  

 
 

 

Non-charter anglers harvested an estimated 56,938 Walleye 

in Michigan waters of Lake Erie, which declined when 

compared to the harvest in 2016 (65,816), though catch rates 

improved slightly (2017 total catch rate: 0.14 Walleye/hr; 

2016: 0.13). Angler effort in 2016 declined 19% from 2016 

(Fig 1). The Walleye harvest rate in 2017 (0.14 fish/angler 

hour) remained below the long term mean of 0.21 fish/angler 

hour (Fig 2). The Yellow Perch total harvest rate (2.17 

fish/angler hour) decreased 11% compared to 2016, but still 

represented the second highest catch rate in the time-series 

(Fig 2). Trends in angler effort and harvest rates for Walleye 

and Yellow Perch since the mid-1980s suggest that the level 

of angler effort on Lake Erie is affected by many factors in 

addition to harvest rates. Other factors, including weather, 

prey fish abundance, fishing success on other Great Lakes 

waters, fuel expenses, and regional economic conditions 

have likely contributed to the comparatively low level of 

fishing effort since 1991. 

 

Biological data were collected from Walleye and Yellow 

Perch during the 2017 on-site creel survey. The age 

composition of harvested Walleye was dominated by ages 2  

 

 

through 4 (2013 to 2015 year-classes), collectively 

representing 68% of the harvest; though the 2014 year class 

(age 3) singlehandedly made up 43% of the catch. Similar to 

last year, age 11 and older Walleye accounted for only 7% 

of the harvest (Fig 3). The average length of Walleye 

harvested in the sport fishery in 2017 was 18.8 inches. 

 

 

 
Fig 3 -Year-class contribution to Michigan sport harvest 

for Walleye and Yellow Perch from Lake Erie in 2017. 
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Fig 4-Mean length at age for sport-harvested Yellow 

Perch from Michigan’s waters of Lake Erie, 1991-2017 

 

Yellow Perch harvest was dominated by age 3 fish (2014 

year-class), which accounted for 69% of the total harvest 

(Figure 3). The overall average length of Yellow Perch 

harvested in the sport fishery in 2017 was 8.6 inches. The 

mean length-at-age for Yellow Perch taken in the Michigan 

sport fishery decreased for ages 3, 4 5 fish in 2017 relative to 

2016 (Fig 4). 

 

Lake St. Clair non-charter recreational fishery 
In 2017 the MDNR conducted a creel survey of the 

American waters of Lake St. Clair. Recreational anglers 

spent 540,779 hours (down from 553,457 hours in 2016) 

fishing the American waters of Lake St. Clair. Anglers 

harvested a total of 137,511 fish up from 117,658 fish in 

2016 (Table 2). Yellow Perch were the most commonly 

harvested species in the American waters of Lake St. Clair 

during 2017, representing 49% of the total harvest. A total of 

66,946 Yellow Perch were harvested, yielding a total harvest 

rate of 0.12 fish/angler hour, both down slightly from 2016. 

Non-charter anglers harvested a total of 42,620 Walleye, up 

71% from 2016 (13,396 Walleye harvested in 2016), 

representing a total harvest rate of 0.08 fish/angler hour. 

Over 155,000 legal sized black bass (Largemouth and 

Smallmouth combined) were captured in the American 

waters of Lake St. Clair, and 96% were released. 

Additionally in 2017, 1,339 legal-sized Muskellunge were 

captured and 39 were estimated harvested. Anglers are 

reminded that beginning with the 2018 license year any 

harvested Muskie must be reported within 24 hours at 

www.michigan.gov/registerfish or by calling 1-844-345-

3474. 

 

 

 

 
Table 2-Estimated harvest and total harvest rate for the 2017 Lake St. Clair non-charter boat fishery.  
  

http://www.michigan.gov/registerfish
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Fig 5-Year-class contribution to Michigan sport harvest 

for Walleye and Yellow Perch from Lake St. Clair in 

2017. 

 

Similar to Lake Erie, biological data were collected from 

Walleye and Yellow Perch during the 2017 on-site Lake St. 

Clair creel survey. The age composition of harvested 

Walleye was dominated by age 2 and age 3 (2014 and 2015 

year-class), which together accounted for 72% of the harvest 

(Fig 5). Age 10 and older Walleye accounted for only 4% of 

the harvest. The average length of Walleye harvested in the 

 

sport fishery in 2017 was 17.1 inches. 

 

Yellow Perch harvest was dominated by age 4 fish (2013 

year-class), which accounted for 51% of the total harvest 

(Fig 5). This year-class was the most numerically dominant 

in last year’s (2016) harvest as well. The average length of 

yellow perch harvested in the sport fishery in 2017 was 8.7 

inches. 

 

Charter fishery 
In 2017, Michigan charter boat operators reported a total 

harvest of 53,383 fish of all species from Lake Erie. In 

combination, Yellow Perch and 

Walleye accounted for over 99% of the total harvest. The 

Walleye targeted harvest rate in 2017 (0.83 fish hour, Table 

3) was down from 2016. The total Walleye harvest rate 

(0.56) remained slightly below the long-term mean total 

harvest rate of 0.71 fish/angler hour (Fig 6). The Yellow 

Perch targeted harvest rate increased substantially from 

2016, exceeding the long-term mean of 0.70 fish/angler hour 

for the 8th consecutive year (Fig 6). 

 

 

 
Table 3-Total targeted harvest per hour and targeted harvest per excursion for charter boats on Lake Erie, 2017. 
 

 
Fig 6-Michigan Lake Erie charter boat harvest rates for 

walleye and yellow perch, 1991-2017. 

Beginning in 2010, Michigan charter boat operators were 

required to report catch-and release fishing activity as well 

as harvest. For Lake Erie, charter operators reported 

releasing 18,630 fish of all species in 2017. About 72% of 

the released fish were Walleyes, suggesting a high 

abundance of sub-legal sized fish associated with the strong 

2015 and 2016 year-classes. Lake Erie charter boat operators 

reported the catch and release of 15 Muskellunge in 2017, all 

non-targeted catch. 

 

For the St. Clair-Detroit River System, charter boat anglers 

reported a harvest of 22,014 fish of all species. Walleye 

(74%) and Yellow Perch (15%) made up the bulk of the 

harvest. In 2017, the charter boat targeted harvest rate for 

Walleye increased substantially when compared to 2016 and  
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was well above long-term mean Walleye harvest rate of 0.21 

fish/angler hour (Fig 7). The Yellow Perch harvest rate 

decreased slightly from 2016, and remained well below the 

long-term mean harvest rate of 0.43 fish/angler hour (Fig 7).  

 

Charter operators on the St. Clair-Detroit River System 

reported releasing 30,780 fish. Smallmouth Bass (49%) and 

Walleye (24%) accounted for the majority of the fish that 

were captured and released. For charters targeting 

Smallmouth Bass, charter operators released 96% of the 

15,853 fish caught in 2017. Of the 857 Muskellunge 

reported caught, seven were harvested for an overall release 

rate of 99.2% (Table 4). 

  
Fig 7-Michigan St. Clair-Detroit River system charter 

boat harvest rates walleye and yellow perch, 1991-2017 

 

 

 
Table 4-Total targeted harvest per hour, targeted harvest per excursion and number harvested, for charter boats on the 

Detroit River, Lake St. Clair, and the St. Clair River, 2017 

 

 

The number of reported Michigan charter excursions on 

Lake Erie decreased slightly in 2017 but was the second 

highest amount since 2007 

(Fig 8). In 2017, charter boat excursions on the St. Clair-

Detroit River System increased 9% from 2016, continuing a 

trend of increased charter activity since 2012. The reporting 

requirement of catch and release fishing implemented in 

2010 may explain some of the increased activity that was 

reported; however, it is likely that the continuing upward 

trend in charter excursions since 2012 represents a true 

increase in charter activity. The charter fishing activity on 

the St. Clair-Detroit River System is primarily catch-and-

release oriented, and was largely unreported prior to 2010 

making long-term trends in charter effort difficult to assess 

in the St. Clair system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 8-Reported charter boat excursions on Lake Erie and 

the St. Clair-Detroit River system, 1990-2017 
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Sport Fishery Diary and Master Angler 
programs 
Muskie catch rates derived from the Sport Fishery Diary 

Program on Lake St. Clair improved through the late 1980’s 

and early 1990’s, but were more variable in the 2000’s. In 

2017, the catch rate increased slightly from the previous year 

(Fig 9). The increase in Muskie catch rates for 2017 

continues a pattern of increased variability in catch rates 

over the past 17 years. We suspect this increased variability 

may be more reflective of the lower number of Muskie 

anglers involved in the diary program, than of actual 

changes in the Muskie population. 

 

 
Fig 9-Lake St. Clair muskellunge catch rate from Angler 

Diary Program, 1985-2017 

 

For years, the quality of the Lake St. Clair Muskie fishery 

was reflected in the MDNR’s Master Angler program. Lake 

St. Clair continued to dominate the statewide Master Angler 

entries for Muskellunge in 2017 with 32 of the 55 total 

entries. The previous three years have shown an increasing 

trend in the number of Master Angler entries from Lake St. 

Clair (Fig 10). There has been a general decline in entries 

since the peak in 2001. We suspect this is largely a reflection 

of waning interest in submitting Master Angler entries for 

Muskie less than 50 inches in length, which has become a 

local benchmark for “trophy” status for Muskellunge from 

the St. Clair-Detroit River System. By all accounts, the 

Muskie population continues to provide excellent fishing 

opportunities. We expect that the following factors will 

continue to contribute to a strong Muskie population and 

fishery in Lake St. Clair and the connecting waters: 1) a 44 

inch minimum size limit (MSL) for Ontario waters and a 42 

inch MSL for Michigan waters of the St. Clair system; 2)  

 

 
Fig 10-Lake St. Clair muskellunge entered in the 

Michigan DNR Master Angler Program, 1986-2017 

physical and biological changes in the lake such as clearer 

water and increased aquatic plant growth resulting in 

improved habitat for Muskie; and, 3) extensive voluntary 

practice of catch-and-release fishing for Muskie in Lake St. 

Clair by both charter and non-charter anglers. 

 

Statistics from the Master Angler program indicate that Lake 

St. Clair is one of the premier waterbodies in the state for 

trophy Smallmouth Bass. With 27 entries in the Master 

Angler program in 2017, Lake St Clair represented 21% of 

the total entries statewide. The next highest waterbody had 5 

total entries. This represents a substantial increase from the 

general decline that had been observed from 2013 – 2016 on 

Lake St. Clair (Fig 11). The continued strong representation 

of Lake St. Clair Smallmouth Bass in the statewide Master 

Angler program is likely a reflection of an abundance of 

trophy-size Smallmouth Bass in the lake, a high degree of 

angler effort targeting the species, and widespread practice 

of catch-and-release among Smallmouth Bass anglers. 

 

 
Fig 11-Lake St. Clair smallmouth bass entered in the 

Michigan DNR Master Angler Program, 1986-2017 

 
Commercial Fishery Summary 
Since 1979 the commercial fishery in Michigan waters of 

Lake Erie has primarily harvested rough fish species using 

seines in the shallow embayments along the shoreline, 

although a small-mesh trap net license has been active since 

2006. In 2017, a total of three Michigan commercial fishing 

licenses were active on Lake Erie. The 2017 commercial 

harvest included 11 types of fish for a total of 348,115 

pounds. In combination, Channel Catfish (23%), White Bass 

(18%), Common Carp (13%) and Gizzard Shad (12%) 

accounted for 67% of the total harvest by weight. The total 

value of the 2017 Lake Erie commercial harvest from 

Michigan waters was estimated at $194,936 (Table 5). The 

2017 total harvest was the lowest since 2004 with harvest 

declining for all species besides Gizzard Shad (Table 6). 

The harvest of Common Carp was the lowest since 1981. 

 

Summary of Fisheries Surveys 
The MDNR conducts a number of annual assessments using 

a variety of gear types to target the diverse fish communities 

present in Lake Erie and the St. Clair-Detroit River System. 

Since 1978, the Lake St. Clair Fisheries Research Station has 

fished variable mesh multi-filament gill nets at two fixed 

(index) locations in western Lake Erie each fall, as part of 
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the interagency walleye assessment program. In 2014, a 

bottom trawl survey was added to our standard assessments 

of the Michigan waters of Lake Erie in order to measure 

recruitment of important fish species. Trap nets have been 

deployed in Anchor Bay of Lake St. Clair each spring since 

2002 to sample adult fish populations, while juvenile and 

forage fish populations in the lake have been assessed with 

bottom trawls each spring and fall since 1996. A setline 

survey has been used to monitor the Lake Sturgeon 

population in the North Channel of the St. Clair River since 

1997; beginning in 2013 the MDNR modified its bottom 

trawl to increase its success in capturing Lake Sturgeon in 

Lake St. Clair. After a hiatus in 2016 associated with the 

repower of our primary work platform, the R/V Channel 

Cat, the annual trap net and trawl surveys resumed in 2017. 

In 2017 we also continued our fall nearshore electrofishing 

survey for a second year utilizing our electrofishing boat, the 

R/V Mooneye. 

 

Lake Erie 
Eight sites, including the two index gill net stations, were 

sampled during the 2017 Lake Erie bottom trawl fish 

community survey. A total of 11,492 fish representing 22 

different species were captured during 8 trawl tows for an 

average catch-per-effort (CPE) of 1,444 fish/10-minute tow. 

Age 0 White Perch had the highest average CPE (759 

fish/10-minute tow) for forage-sized fish, followed by age 0 

Gizzard Shad (292 fish/10-minute tow), Yellow Perch (133 

fish/10-minute tow), Mimic Shiner (50 fish/10-minute tow), 

and White Bass (41 fish/ 10-minute tow). Trout Perch, 

Round Goby, Age 0 Walleye, Logperch, Silver Chub, 

Rainbow Smelt, Spottail Shiner, and Tubenose Goby were 

also captured. The non-forage size (adult) catch was 

dominated by Yellow Perch (50 fish/10-minute tow), 

followed by Freshwater Drum (44 fish/10-minute tow), 

White Perch (20 fish/10-minute tow), White Bass (14 

fish/10-minute tow), and Walleye (7 fish/10-minute tow). 

Also captured were Channel Catfish, Common Carp, Rock 

Bass, Shorthead Redhorse, Pumpkinseed, Quillback, White 

Sucker, and Smallmouth Bass (all less than 2 fish/10-minute 

tow). While 2017 brought the highest overall CPE observed 

since Michigan’s modern-day bottom trawl survey began in 

2014, this was only the fourth trawl survey in recent  

 

 
Fig 12-Average total walleye catch per unit effort, by 

year, for Michigan Lake Erie index gill nets, 1978-2017 

 

memory, making it is difficult to put the catch rates that we 

observed into a broader context for Michigan waters of Lake 

Erie. 

 

In 2017 a total of 1,110 fish representing 10 species were 

captured during four net lifts at two index sites completed 

during the annual October gill net survey in Michigan waters 

of Lake Erie. White Perch (36%), Walleye (29%), and 

Gizzard Shad (20%), comprised over three-quarters of the 

catch by number, followed by White Bass (9%), Channel 

Catfish (3%), Freshwater Drum (1%), White Sucker (1%), 

and Yellow Perch (1%). The remaining two species 

(Goldfish and Shorthead Redhorse) accounted for less than 

1% of the total catch. The average Walleye catch rate for the 

two index sites (80 fish/lift) in 2017 was two-thirds that 

observed during 2016 (Fig 12). Two year-old fish from the 

robust 2015 year class accounted for 71% of the total catch, 

followed by age 1 (2016 year class; 17%) and age 3 (2014 

year-class; 10%) Walleye. The average catch rate of yearling 

Walleye (13 fish/lift) decreased 84% from 2016, and was 

well below the average of 37 fish/lift for the 1978-2016 time 

series (Fig 13), which reflects the smaller size of the 2016 

year class compared to the strong 2015 year class. The 2015 

Walleye year class, which will be fully recruited to the 

fishery in 2018, is expected to be a strong contributor to the 

Lake Erie fishery in upcoming years. 

 

 
Fig 13-Average yearling walleye catch per unit effort, by 

year-class, for Michigan Lake Erie index gill nets 

 

Lake St. Clair and St. Clair River 
The 2017 trap net survey ran between April 24

th
 and May 

18th culminating in 36 net lifts. Total catch per lift was 

49.06 fish which was higher than the average over the time 

series (39.9 fish/lift), and the highest observed since 2012 

(50.8 fish/lift). Rock Bass and Walleye were the two most 

commonly observed species making up 56 and 15% of the 

catch, respectively (Fig 14). Age was estimated for 203 

Smallmouth Bass and 99 Northern Pike (Fig 15). Year-class 

contribution to Smallmouth Bass catch was relatively 

uniform (Fig 15), with the 2011 year class being most 

abundant (21% of the catch).  
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Fig 14-Catch composition for trap nets fishing in Lake 

St. Clair during April – May 2017 

 

For Northern Pike, the 2013 (33%) and 2014 (34%) year-

classes made up the majority of the catch. Smallmouth Bass 

averaged 17.2 inches in length and Northern Pike averaged 

27.9 inches in length. Additionally four Muskellunge were 

captured, averaging 43.1 inches in total length, and ranged 

between 8 and 15 years old. In addition to the trap net survey 

we continued Smallmouth Bass sampling by electrofishing 

along the “Mile Roads” area east of St. Clair Shores. A total 

of 146 individuals were sampled with an average length of 

16.9 inches and an age range of 3 to 12. Together these 

surveys indicate strong populations of sportfish in Lake St. 

Clair, with an abundance of large, and relatively old 

individuals. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New York Lake Erie 2017 Annual Report 

Program Highlights 
The New York State Department of Environmental 

Conservation’s Lake Erie Fisheries Research Unit is 

responsible for research, assessment and fisheries 

management activities for one of New York’s largest and 

most diverse freshwater fishery resources. A variety of 

annual monitoring programs are designed to improve our 

understanding of the Lake Erie fish community, guide 

fisheries management, and safeguard this valuable resource 

for current and future generations. This document shares just 

a few of the highlights from the 2017 program year. Our 

complete annual report is available on DEC’s website at 

http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/32286.html,  or by contacting 

DEC’s Lake Erie Unit office (contact information below).  

 

 

Walleye  
Lake Erie’s eastern basin walleye resource is composed of 

local spawning stocks as well as substantial contributions 

from summertime movements of west basin spawning 

stocks. Walleye fishing quality in recent years has generally 

been very good and largely attributable to excellent 

spawning success observed in 2003, 2010, 2012, 2014, & 

2015. Measures of walleye fishing quality in 2017 were the 

highest recorded in the 30-year survey. New York’s most 

recent juvenile walleye survey indicates an exceptional 

spawning year in 2016. Overall good recruitment through 

recent years, especially in 2010, 2012, and 2016, suggests 

adult walleye abundance in the east basin will remain 

satisfactory for the next several years. The west basin of 

Lake Erie experienced a record high walleye recruitment 

event in 2015, which should also help support New York’s 

walleye fishery for years to come. Preliminary results from a 

new research initiative that began in 2015 using acoustic 

telemetry indicate that western basin migrants make a 

substantial contribution to the New York walleye fishery. A 

$100 reward is associated with the return of each tagged fish 

along with the internal acoustic tag. 

http://www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/32286.html
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Smallmouth Bass  
Lake Erie supports New York’s, and perhaps the country’s, 

finest smallmouth bass fishery. Bass fishing quality in 2017 

was below the 30-year average for the first time in eight 

years, with the peak observed in 2013. Generally stable 

spawning success, coupled with very high growth rates and 

acceptable survival, produce relatively high angler catch 

rates and frequent encounters with trophy-sized fish. Recent 

data indicate a very gradual decline in abundance to near 

long term average measures. Juvenile abundance measures 

suggest 2016 was a below average smallmouth bass year 

class. 

 

 
 

Yellow Perch  
Lake Erie yellow perch populations have experienced wide 

oscillations in abundance over the last 30 years, from 

extreme lows in the mid-1990’s to an extended recovery that 

has now lasted well over a decade. Poor recruitment in 2011-

2013 resulted in a declining adult population and more 

recently a decline in angler catch rates. However, perch 

fishing quality began to increase 2017 and is now above the 

long-term average. Strong year classes observed in 2014, 

2015, & 2016 should result in continued improvements in 

fishing quality in upcoming years. 

 
 

Lake Trout Restoration  
Re-establishing a self-sustaining lake trout population in 

Lake Erie continues to be a major goal of Lake Erie’s 

coldwater program. Lake trout have been stocked since 1978 

and annual assessments monitor progress towards restoration 

objectives. A revised lake trout rehabilitation plan was 

completed in 2008 and guides current recovery efforts. The 

overall index of abundance of lake trout in the New York 

waters of Lake Erie increased 30% in 2017. Overall 

abundance has met or exceeded the Plan objective of 8.0 

fish/lift in five of the past ten years. Adult lake trout (age 5+) 

measures slightly increased in 2017, remaining high relative 

to the entire time series; older fish (age 10+) remain scarce. 

Basinwide estimates of adult abundance remain below 

targets for the second time in the past five years. Adult 

survival for some lake trout strains remains low, mainly due 

to high sea lamprey predation. Natural reproduction has not 

yet been detected in Lake Erie. Significant stocking and sea 

lamprey control efforts must be continued to build and 

maintain the levels of adult population necessary to support 

natural reproduction. An acoustic telemetry study began in 

2016 to determine spawning locations and habitats used by 

stocked lake trout. 
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Sea Lamprey  
Sea lamprey invaded Lake Erie and the Upper Great Lakes 

in the 1920s and have played an integral role in the demise 

of many native coldwater fish populations. Great Lakes 

Fishery Commission (GLFC) coordinated sea lamprey 

control in Lake Erie began in 1986 in support of lake trout 

rehabilitation efforts, and regular treatments are conducted 

to reduce sea lamprey populations. Annual monitoring 

undertaken by NYSDEC includes observations of sea 

lamprey wounds on lake trout and other fish species, and 

lamprey nest counts on selected stream sections. Wounding 

rates on lake trout have been steady over the past five years 

but remain well above targets. Inspections of sportfish 

species documented sea lamprey wounding on warmwater 

species as well. GLFC surveys conducted in recent years 

indicate the largest source of Lake Erie’s sea lamprey 

production may be the St. Clair River rather than 

traditionally monitored and treated Lake Erie streams. 

 

 
 

Salmonid Management  
New York annually stocks approximately 255,000 steelhead 

and 35,000 brown trout into Lake Erie and its tributaries to 

provide recreational opportunities for anglers. Wild 

reproduction of steelhead also occurs in some tributaries but 

remains a minor contributor to the overall fishery. Steelhead 

stocking was above the target in 2017 due to a surplus of 

fish at the Salmon River Hatchery. A tributary angler survey 

conducted in 2014-15 found steelhead catch rates were 0.32 

fish/hour, which represents some of the highest fishing 

quality in the country. A new angler survey is now being 

conducted in 2017-18. A study examining two different 

stocking sizes of steelhead and two different stocking 

strategies began in 2015, and will to continue through 2018. 

This research will provide guidance on the role of stocking 

size and location on adult returns with the goal of improving 

fishing quality. 

 

Prey Fish  
The Lake Erie Unit conducts a number of surveys to assess 

forage fishes and components of the lake’s lower trophic 

levels that further our understanding of factors shaping the 

fish community. Current surveys include trawling, predator 

diet studies, and lower food web monitoring. A variety of 

prey fish surveys that began 20+ years ago identified 

rainbow smelt as the dominant component of the open lake 

forage fish community. Beginning in 2000, there was a 

notable increase in prey species diversity accompanied by 

slightly lower smelt abundance, and in some year’s high 

abundances of round gobies and emerald shiners. In recent 

years overall prey fish abundance has become highly 

variable with a notable decline of goby abundance in trawl 

surveys. Overall abundance of soft-rayed forage fishes 

slightly increased in 2017 but stayed at average levels 

compared to the previous decade. Young-of-the-year (YOY) 

rainbow smelt were the most abundant soft-rayed prey 

species for the fourth consecutive year. YOY alewife were 

also abundant in 2017. Trawl catches of round gobies 

indicate low but stable abundance, and many sources of 

information suggest emerald shiners were scarce again in 

2017. Lower trophic monitoring indicates near shore waters 

are within the mesotrophic productivity zone typically 

favored by yellow perch and walleye. 

 

 
 
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2017 Lakes Erie/Huron Lake Sturgeon Working Group Report 
(USFWS) 

The 2017 Lakes Erie/Huron Lake Sturgeon Working Group 

Reports, comprised of fisheries biologists from USFWS 

(multiple offices), U.S. Army Corp of Engineers, the Great 

Lakes Center at SUNY Buffalo State, New York Department 

of Environmental Conservation, USGS Great Lakes Science 

Center, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry 

(OMNRF, U of Windsor, U of Toledo, Michigan DNR, Ohio 

DNR and West Virginia U are collectively collaborating in 

twelve ongoing projects to collect life history and population 

demographics for the lake sturgeon population in and about 

Lakes Erie, Huron & St. Clair; and the Maumee, St. Clair, 

Detroit and Niagara Rivers. 

 

Some sample projects: 

 

 Molecular diet data quantify factors affecting levels of 

larval lake sturgeon predation by piscivorous fishes in the 

Black River, MI. 

 

 Behavior of juvenile lake sturgeon stocked above a 

hydropower dam. 

 

 Variation in retention time: how riverine characteristics 

influence female spawning behavior, reproductive success, 

and ovarian quality in lake sturgeon. 

 

 Effects of parentage and microhabitat variation within 

adult‐selected spawning sites on lake sturgeon growth during 

early life stages 

 

 Lake Sturgeon Population Assessment in Southern Lake 

Huron 

 

 Lake Sturgeon Gamete Collection in Southern Lake Huron 

 

 Lake Sturgeon Rehabilitation in the Saginaw River 

Watershed 

 

 

 Geographic organization and population structure of lake 

sturgeon in the Lake Huron‐to‐Lake Erie corridor as inferred 

from long‐term, population‐scale movement patterns. 

 

 Investigation of Lake Sturgeon Spawning Migration and 

Larval Drift Dynamics in the Garden River  

 

 Scent Enhancement and Tagging Effects in Juvenile Lake 

Sturgeon 

 

 Great Lakes Acoustic Transmitter Observation System 

(GLATOS) 

 

 Assessment of Lake Sturgeon Spawning Habitat in the 

AuSable River, MI 

 

 
 

 

 
 
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PA 2018 Creel Limits For Lake Erie Yellow Perch and Walleye 
HARRISBURG, PA. – The Pennsylvania Fish and Boat 

Commission (PFBC) announced that the 2018 creel limit for 

Lake Erie yellow perch will remain at 30 per day and the 

creel limit for walleye will stay at six per day. “The 2017 

assessment showed that both yellow perch and walleye 

populations remain at maintenance levels,” said Chuck 

Murray, the PFBC’s Lake Erie biologist. “Based on this, the 

2018 creel limits are being held at the 2017 limits.” 

 
At its March 29 meeting, the Lake Erie Committee allotted 

to Pennsylvania a yellow perch total allowable catch (TAC) 

of 627,668 pounds, a 3% increase from 2017, and 15% 

above the long-term average of 546,000 lbss. The 2018 level 

includes a yellow perch TAC for the commercial trap net 

fishery of 100,000 pounds. 

 
Since 1996, the average harvest of yellow perch by 

Pennsylvania’s combined recreational (135,500 lbs.) and 

commercial fisheries (13,000 lbs.) has been 148,500 

pounds.    

 
Based on a 2018 abundance estimate of 41 million walleye 

age two or older, the walleye population has decreased by 

about 23% from 2017 levels, but should provide excellent 

fishing in 2018. The 2015 year class (age-3) is estimated to 

represent 56% of the population and should contribute 

significantly to the harvest.  
“Adaptive fishing regulations are based on the most recent 

fishery assessment results and are better aligned with the 

current status of the yellow perch and walleye stocks,” 

Murray added. “This regulatory flexibility gives fisheries 

managers the ability to change daily harvest limits prior to 

the onset of the summer boat fishing season on Lake Erie.” 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fisheries Research/ Monitoring; Lake Erie Biological Station, 2017 
(USGS) 

Summary 
Lake trout investigations from annual gill net surveys and 

more recent acoustic telemetry of spawning migration and 

habitat use in coordination with Ontario, New York, and 

Pennsylvania were reported in the Coldwater Task Group 

annual report to the Great Lakes Fishery Commission 

(GLFC) and the CLC (http://www.glfc.org/lake-erie-

committee.php). Likewise, interagency forage fish 

assessments conducted with hydroacoustics were 

summarized and reported in the Forage Task Group annual 

report. Additionally, at the request of the Lake Erie 

Committee (LEC) in 2016, we worked with Ohio and 

Ontario to develop a bottom trawl survey in the central basin 

that addressed current uncertainties in the yellow perch stock 

assessment. The USGS contribution to this effort has been 

incorporated into the Ontario database, which included a 

trawl comparison study in 2017, summarized in the Yellow 

Perch Task Group annual report 

 
This report presents biomass-based summaries of fish 

communities in western Lake Erie derived from USGS 

bottom trawl surveys from 2013 to 2017 during June and 

September. The survey design provided temporal and spatial 

coverage that does not exist in the interagency trawl 

database, and thus complemented the August Ohio-Ontario 

effort to reinforce stock assessments with more robust data. 

Analyses herein evaluated trends in: total biomass, 

abundance of dominant predator and forage species, non-

native species composition, biodiversity and community 

structure. This data can be explored interactively online 

(https://lebs.shinyapps.io/western-basin/), and future 

analyses will be supported by public data and metadata 

records available on Science Base 

 

Lake Erie is the most populated of the Great Lakes basins 

(approximately 12 million people; and as such has 

undergone dramatic anthropogenic changes. Since the 

1800s, stresses such as overexploitation, habitat destruction, 

exotic species introduction, industrial contamination, and 

changes in nutrient loading have resulted in substantial 

changes to the fish community. The most notable changes 

have been declines in or extirpation of many native species. 

Since the implementation of the Clean Water Act and Great 

Lakes Water Quality Agreement in the 1970s, habitat 

conditions for fish improved, which in part resulted in 

several strong percid year-classes. These strong year-classes 

benefited from more restrictive management that ultimately 

rehabilitated Lake Erie percid stocks 

 

Today, the primary goal of fishery resource managers in 

Lake Erie is “To secure a balanced, predominantly cool-

water fish community characterized by self-sustaining 

indigenous and naturalized species that occupy diverse 

habitats, provide valuable fisheries, and reflect a healthy 

ecosystem,” yet there is little guidance on what fish 

community characteristics indicate a balanced and healthy 

http://www.media.pa.gov/Pages/fish-and-Boat-Commission-Details.aspx?newsid=185
http://www.glfc.org/lake-erie-committee.php
http://www.glfc.org/lake-erie-committee.php
https://lebs.shinyapps.io/western-basin/
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Lake Erie ecosystem. Historically, Lake Erie’s mesotrophic 

cool water habitats supported harmonic percid and salmonid 

fish communities, and it is the aim of management to re-

establish these communities.  

 

Although Lake Erie management agencies have traditionally 

focused on numerical indices of a few economically 

important species (primarily Walleye, Yellow Perch, Lake 

Trout, and Smallmouth Bass), aquatic ecosystem models are 

typically evaluated in terms of biomass. Most time series of 

fish community data from Lake Erie do not contain 

measurements of biomass. Therefore, our understanding of 

fish community structure and ecosystem dynamics from 

mass-balance models has been limited to short-term 

investigations and proxy measurements (e.g., length-weight 

conversion).  

 

In 2012, the USGS trawl program was revised to provide 

biomass-based measurements of fish population dynamics 

and ecosystem condition for Lake Erie. This was coincident 

with the switch to a new research vessel, the R/V Muskie. 

Trawl gear used by the previous vessel, the Musky II, did 

not maintain proper orientation in the water when fished 

with the R/V Muskie, therefore a different bottom trawl was 

developed. As this situation marked the beginning of a new 

time series of data, the sampling design was expanded for 

greater spatial coverage and increased sample size. Note that 

traditional numerically-based catch data (e.g., number per 

hectare) for individual species can be explored and 

downmloadedmonline (from 2013 to present - 

https://lebs.shinyapps.io/western-basin/, 

https://doi.org/10.5066/F7KK9B1R,) or obtained via Science 

Base for earlier years (https://doi.org/10.5066/F75M63X0). 

The purpose of this report is to develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of the long-term changes and 

population dynamics of key fishes of interest to management 

agencies, including native percids and their forage. Here, we 

summarize survey results for the most recent series of 

western basin trawl data from 2013 through 2017. 

 

Survey Results 
Forage biomass averaged 0.19 and 1.32 kg/ha during 2017 

spring and autumn sampling, respectively. Catches of 

Emerald Shiner peaked at 51.49 kg/ha in spring 2013 and 

were <0.01 kg/ha in autumn 2017 (Fig 2). Rainbow Smelt 

catches were low and varied from <0.01 kg/ha to 4.99 kg/ha 

(Fig 2). Similarly, Gizzard Shad were also low and variable, 

but typically higher in autumn than spring, reflecting the 

occurrence of young-of-year fish (Fig 2). 

 

 
Fig. 1. Western Lake Erie trawl survey sites sampled by 

Lake Erie Biological Station in spring (diamonds) and 

autumn (circles) in 2017. 
 

 

 
Fig 2. Stacked area plots of catch of primary forage 

(upper panel) and non-native (lower panel) fishes from 

trawls in western Lake Erie. Rainbow Smelt belong to 

both categories but are only plotted in the upper panel. 

Also, note that Round Goby, Sea Lamprey, and Goldfish 

are non-native species that were not plotted due to very 

low abundances in trawls. 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.5066/F7KK9B1R
https://doi.org/10.5066/F75M63X0
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The biomass proportion of catch of non-native species was 

generally less than 25%, averaging 0.16 (s.d. = 0.06) over 

the five years. The dominant non-native species either 

declined or showed little evidence of trends. White Perch 

averaged 15.69 kg/ha (s.d. = 32.36) across the series, with 

catch rates of 7.74 kg/ha and 2.20 kg/ha respectively in 

spring and autumn caught of 2017 (Fig 2). Common Carp 

represented the second most abundant non-native species by 

biomass, and varied from 0.2 to 17 kg/ha (mean = 5.1 kg/ha, 

s.d. = 5.6; Fig 2). After relatively large mean catches of 

Alewife in 2013 (0.69 kg/ha and 7.69 kg/ha in spring and 

autumn, respectively) none were captured from 2014-2016, 

and few were captured in 2017 (<0.01 kg/ha, Fig 2). Other 

non-native species (Round Goby, Goldfish, Sea Lamprey) 

were captured in low abundances (<0.1 kg/ha).  

 

Despite decreasing trends in total biomass, biodiversity of 

trawl catches varied seasonally with an increasing trend in 

spring and no prominent trend in autumn. In previous years, 

Index values were higher autumn than spring; but in 2017, 

increased diversity was observed in spring rather than 

autumn due to one additional species – Lake Whitefish.  

 

Fig. 3. Biomass proportion of fish in bottom trawls in 

western Lake Erie. 
 

Like the numerically-based Index estimates of fish 

community structure, species biomass composition varied 

little across the series. While large benthic species were not 

numerically dominant, they accounted for 50% or more of 

the total catch biomass during nearly every sampling season 

(Fig 3; numerical versus biomass summaries can be explored 

here: https://lebs.shinyapps.io/western-basin/ ).  

 

Freshwater Drum dominated the biomass proportion with 

percentages as high as ~70% in spring 2015 (Fig 3). 

Although it has remained the dominant single species by 

biomass (except in autumn 2016), Freshwater Drum biomass 

 

fluctuated from 25% to 53% since autumn 2016. By 

comparison, the proportions of other large benthic species, 

such as Channel Catfish, Common Carp and Quillback, have 

remained relatively constant across the series. Other non-

forage species that dominated the biomass composition of 

the catch were percids (Walleye and Yellow Perch) and 

moronids (White Perch and White Bass). Both moronid 

species and Yellow Perch biomass proportions were 

relatively constant across the series, but Walleye (adults and 

juveniles) increased since 2014 from 10% to 20% of the 

catch biomass (Fig 2). The proportion of Gizzard Shad to the 

overall catch has remained stable over the 5-year survey (~5-

10%), while contributions from other forage species 

(Emerald Shiner and Rainbow Smelt) declined across the 

series to below 5%. 

 

Trends in Percids  
Young-of-year (YOY) Yellow Perch catch rates in 2017 

were low (32.31 fish/ha), varying little compared to the 

previous two years, and smaller than 2013 and 2014 catch 

rates by an order of magnitude (Fig 3). Young-of-year 

Yellow Perch catch rates peaked in 2014, and although we 

expected a corresponding peak in age-1 catch rates one year 

later, the data did not exhibit such a pattern (Fig 3). By 

comparison for Walleye, a lagged year-class signal was 

evident in YOY and age-1 catch rate peaks corresponding to 

the 2015 year-class (69.67 fish/ha; Fig 3). Further, an 

increase in YOY catch rate from 2013 to 2014 was also 

reflected in an increase in age-1 catch rates from2014 to 

2015. Similar cross-validations of Walleye year-class 

variability from this survey will depend upon additional 

years of data. 

 

 
Fig 4. Mean number per hectare of young-of-year (YOY) 

and age-1Walleye (upper panel) and Yellow Perch (lower 

panel) in bottom trawls from western Lake Erie during 

autumn of years 2013-2017. 

 

  

https://lebs.shinyapps.io/western-basin/
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Summary  
Although biomass of bottom trawl catches from western 

Lake Erie has declined dramatically over the past five years, 

in the other Great Lakes, cycles of fish population 

abundance are often longer than five years. Thus, trends 

from a five-year data series should be interpreted cautiously. 

The survey results reported here provide new perspectives 

not immediately available from existing monitoring efforts 

to support fish community goals of a mesotrophic ecosystem 

with a harmonic cool-water species assemblage of forage 

fish and percids. Notably, other Lake Erie surveys have 

underemphasized the importance of Freshwater Drum 

because they tend to report numerical instead of biomass-

based measures of relative abundance. The potential for 

Freshwater Drum to impact invasive Dreissenid mussels has 

only been evaluated superficially, but due to its dominance 

in the fish community, this species has potential to  

 

contribute substantially to the remineralization of 

phosphorous in Lake Erie through the consumption of 

mussels.  

 

These data also highlight the need to better understand 

mechanisms driving forage fish abundance. Adult Walleye 

and Yellow Perch rely on Gizzard Shad and Emerald Shiner 

as primary forage. Particularly for Walleye, which have 

experienced a strong recent year-class in 2015, the low 

abundance of forage in western Lake Erie may result in 

reduced growth and early emigration. Diet investigations 

that incorporate ontogenetic changes in spatial distribution 

may be needed to better inform potential management 

actions that would ensure sustainable fisheries in Lake Erie. 

Such efforts will require surveys like the one presented in 

this report.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sea Lamprey Control In Lake Erie, 2017 

Introduction 
This report summarizes Sea Lamprey control activities 

conducted by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service 

(Service) and Fisheries and Oceans Canada (Department) as 

agents of the Great Lakes Fishery Commission 

(Commission) in Lake Erie during 2017. The Sea Lamprey 

is a destructive invasive species in the Great Lakes that 

contributed to the collapse of Lake Trout and other native 

species in the mid-20th century and continues to affect 

efforts to restore and rehabilitate the fish community. Sea 

Lampreys subsist on the blood and body fluids of large 

bodied fish. It is estimated that about half of Sea Lamprey 

attacks result in the death of their prey and up to 18 kg (40 

lbs) of fish are killed by every Sea Lamprey that reaches 

adulthood. The Sea Lamprey Control Program (SLCP) is a 

critical component of fisheries management in the Great 

Lakes because it facilitates the rehabilitation of important 

fish stocks by significantly reducing Sea Lamprey induced 

mortality. 

 

Lake Erie has 842 tributaries (525 Canada, 317 U.S.). Thirty 

tributaries (11 Canada, 19 U.S.) have historical records of 

larval Sea Lamprey production. Of these, 17 tributaries (7 

Canada, 10 U.S.) have been treated with lampricides at least 

once during 2008-2017. Nine tributaries (3 Canada, 6 U.S.) 

are treated every 3-5 years. Details on lampricide 

applications to Lake Erie tributaries and lentic areas during 

2017 are found in Fig 1. In addition, larval production has 

been documented in the St. Clair River, three of its U.S. 

tributaries, and two tributaries to Lake St. Clair (one Canada, 

one U.S.), one of which required treatment during 2008-

2017. 

 

• Lampricide treatments were completed in 4 tributaries (2 

Canada, 2 U.S.). 

 

• Big Creek was treated from the lamprey barrier for the first 

time in 2017. 

 

• The Grand River (Ohio) was successfully treated after 

being deferred in 2016 

 

 
 

Fig 1- Location of Lake Erie tributaries treated with 

lampricides (corresponding letters in Table 1) during 

2017. 

 
Barriers  
The Sea Lamprey barrier program priorities are:  

1) Operate and maintain existing Sea Lamprey barriers that 

were built or modified by the SLCP.  

2) Ensure Sea Lamprey migration is blocked at important 

non-SLCP barrier sites.  

3) Construct new structures in streams where they: a. 

provide a cost-effective alternative to lampricide control;  
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b. provide control where other options are impossible, 

excessively expensive, or ineffective;  

c. improve cost-effective control in conjunction with 

attractant and repellent based control, trapping, and 

lampricide treatments; and  

d. are compatible with a system’s watershed plan.  

 
Field crews visited one structure on a tributary to Lake Erie 

to assess Sea Lamprey blocking potential and to improve the 

information in the BIPSS database.  

Operation and Maintenance  

 Routine maintenance, spring start-up, and safety 

inspections were performed on 11 barriers (7 Canada, 4 

U.S.).  

 

 Repairs or improvements were conducted on three 

Canadian barriers:  

 

 Big Otter Creek – Plans to rehabilitate the Black Bridge 

Dam as a Sea Lamprey barrier were abandoned. The 

engineering consultant completed rehabilitation plans and 

specifications, and provided a Class A construction estimate 

of $1,446,680. This was more than twice the preliminary 

estimate, and the cost-benefit of rehabilitating the dam 

relative to ongoing, periodic lampricide treatment of the 

upstream larval infestation is unfavorable.  

 Big Creek – Based on a site visit, Obermeyer Hydro 

Incorporated submitted a proposal for upgrading the existing 

components of the inflatable crest barrier, including 

replacement of the computer control system and sensors. 

The Department has reviewed the proposal and returned it 

with minor revisions. Upgrades will be implemented 

following the 2018 Sea Lamprey spawning migration.  

 

 Little Otter Creek – The Department is replacing the 

barrier-integrated trap to improve its function and safety. 

Construction will be completed following the 2018 Sea 

Lamprey spawning migration.  

 
 Cattaraugus Creek – The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 

along with project partners Erie County and New York DEC 

have approved the selected plan for the Springville Dam 

Ecosystem Restoration Project. The selected plan will lower 

a portion of the existing spillway but the structure will still 

serve as a Sea Lamprey barrier. Requests from the National 

Historic Registry will be fulfilled by preserving a portion of 

the original spillway on both banks to show the original 

structure. A 15-foot wide rock riffle ramp with seasonal 

trapping and sorting operations is also included in the 

design. Construction is targeted for 2021 following the Sea 

Lamprey spawning run.  

 
New Construction  

• Grand River – The USACE is the lead agency 

administering a project to construct a Sea Lamprey barrier to 

replace the deteriorated structure in the Grand River. The  

 

USACE has selected an onsite rebuild as the preferred 

alternative and barrier design is under review. Design 

considerations for the barrier include an 18” drop between 

crest height and tail water elevations and tail water velocities 

capable of preventing Sea Lamprey passage during high 

water events. Construction is targeted for completion by the 

end of 2019. 

 
Larval Assessment  
Tributaries considered for lampricide treatment during 2018 

were assessed during 2017 to define the distribution and 

estimate the abundance and size structure of larval Sea 

Lamprey populations. Assessments were conducted with 

backpack electrofishers in waters <0.8 m deep, while waters 

≥0.8 m in depth were surveyed with gB or by deep-water 

electrofishing (DWEF). Additional surveys are used to 

define the distribution of Sea Lampreys within a stream, 

detect new populations, evaluate lampricide treatments, 

evaluate barrier effectiveness, and to establish the sites for 

lampricide application.  

 

The control agents continue to delineate the distribution and 

abundance of the larval Sea Lamprey population in the St. 

Clair River, a potential source of parasitic juveniles in Lake 

Erie. Results of these efforts form the basis for further 

actions and strategies for Sea Lamprey control in this 

important interconnecting waterway.  

 

• Larval assessments were conducted on 64 tributaries (27 

Canada, 37 U.S.) and offshore of 2 U.S. tributaries.  

 

• Surveys to detect new larval populations were conducted in 

42 tributaries (18 Canada, 24 U.S.). A new Sea Lamprey 

population was discovered in the Huron River in Huron and 

Erie Counties, Ohio. The Huron River is scheduled for 

treatment in 2018.  

 

• Post-treatment assessments were conducted in 4 tributaries 

(2 Canada, 2 U.S.) to determine the effectiveness of 

lampricide treatments conducted during 2016 and 2017. 

Surveys indicated that all treatments were highly effective, 

precluding the need for re-treatment.  

 

• Surveys to evaluate barrier effectiveness were conducted in 

2 tributaries (1 Canada, 1 U.S.). All barriers assessed were 

effective in continuing to block Sea Lampreys.  

 

• A total of 2.6 ha of the St. Clair River were surveyed with 

gB, including the upper river and the three main delta 

channels. Forty-nine Sea Lamprey larvae were captured 

throughout the river with no additional areas of high density 

detected. 

 

• Larval assessments were conducted in non-wadable lentic 

and lotic areas using 21.00 kg active ingredient of gB (8.96 

Canada, 12.04 U.S. 
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Tributary  Bayluscide 

( 
kg)1  

Area  
Surveyed   

Canada   
St. Clair R.  8.96 1.6 
Total (Canada)  8.96 1.6 
   
United States    
St. Clair R.  5.60 1.00 
Buffalo R. (lotic)  1.12 0.20 
Cattaraugus Cr. (lotic)  1.68 0.30 
Cattaraugus Cr. (lentic)  0.56 0.10 
Huron R. (lotic)  1.12 0.20 
Sandusky R. (lentic)  0.84 0.15 
Muddy Cr. (lentic)  0.56 0.10 
Toussaint R. (lotic)  0.56 0.10 
Total (United States)  12.04 2.15 
   
Total for Lake  23.81 3.75 

Table 1. Applications of granular Bayluscide to 

tributaries and lentic and lotic areas of Lake Erie for 

larval  assessment purposes during 2017. 
 

Juvenile Assessment 
Based on standardized fall assessment data, the marking 

rate during 2016 (plotted as the 2017 sea lamprey spawning 

year) was 15.0 A1-A3 marks per 100 Lake Trout >532 mm, 

up from 11.6 in 2015 (Fig 2). The marking rate has been 

greater than the target for the last 14 years. 

 
In cooperation with Walpole Island First Nation, the 

Commission and partners completed the third year of an 

annual index for out-migrating juvenile Sea Lampreys in the 

St. Clair River (SCR). Ten floating fyke nets were deployed 

on November 15, 2017. Due to complications surrounding 

U.S. Coast Guard aids to navigation and ice flow, the nets 

 

 were retrieved on December 29. Over the collection period, 

98 juvenile Sea Lampreys were captured.  

 

 
Fig 3 - Average number of A1-A3 marks per 100 Lake 

Trout >532 mm from standardized fall assessments in 

Lake Erie. The horizontal line represents the target of 5 

A1-A3 marks per 100 Lake Trout. The spawning year is 

used rather than the survey year (shifted by one year) to 

provide a comparison with the adult index. 
 

Adult Assessment 
• A total of 3,827 Sea Lampreys were trapped in 5 tributaries 

during 2017, all of which are index locations. Adult 

population estimates based on mark-recapture were obtained 

from each index location (Table 2, Fig 3).  

 

• The index of adult Sea Lamprey abundance was 14,743 

(95% Confidence Interval 8,750 – 20,736), which was 

higher than the target of 3,039 (Figures 5-6). The index 

target was estimated as the mean of indices during a period 

with acceptable marking rates (1991-1995).  

 

• The adult Sea Lamprey migration in Cattaraugus Creek 

was monitored through a cooperative agreement with the 

Seneca Nation of Indians.  

 
Table 2. Information regarding adult Sea Lampreys captured in assessment traps or nets in tributaries of Lake Erie 

during 2016 (letter in parentheses corresponds to stream in Figure 4).  

End 


