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Highlights of the Annual Lake Committee Meetings 
Great Lakes Fishery Commission proceedings, Ypsilanti, Michigan  

This is the third of a series of annual special reports and adds updates to the second report – Lake Erie – and adds information  on 

St. Clair. These lake committee reports are usually from the annual Lake Committee meetings hosted by the Great Lakes Fishery 

Commission, but the Lake Committee meetings were canceled for this year. We encourage reproduction with appropriate credit 

to the GLSFC and the agencies involved. Our thanks to the staffs of the GLFC, OMNRF, USFWS, USGS, NYSDEC and 

Michigan & Ohio DNRs for their contributions to these science documents. 
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Ohio’s Lake Erie Fisheries 2019 Report 

Executive Summary 
The ODNR-DOW Lake Erie Fisheries Program manages 

sport and commercial fisheries for the 2.24 million acres of 

water under Ohio’s jurisdiction. Within this area, sampling 

activities are directed at three districts and provide 

information on how the fisheries and food web respond to 

changes in the ecosystem. 

 

 
Fig 1- Ohio’s Lake Erie districts: District 1 (western), 

District 2 (west-central), and District 3 (east-central). 

 

Walleye 
Walleye fishing was excellent in 2019 thanks to recent 

strong hatches. Ohio recruitment was the 2nd highest on 

record during 2019 in the western basin in both our August 

and Fall surveys. Additionally, central basin walleye hatches 

were some of the highest on record, indicating strong 

recruitment to the fishery in coming years.  

 

 
Fig 2-Ohio’s Lake Erie walleye - Top: western basin 

recruitment index of age-0 fish (catch-per-hectare).  

Bottom: Targeted walleye fishing rates. Recording of total 

catch started in 2008. 

 

Yellow Perch 
Yellow perch catch rates in the Western basin were low in 

2019 despite recent years of recruitment. Hatches continue 

to be near or above average in the western basin, signaling 

consistent fishing opportunities across multiple year classes. 

However, angler harvest for 2019 was estimated at 559 

thousand perch with a harvest rate of only 1.6 fish per angler 

hour. 

 

 
Fig 3-Ohio’s western basin Lake Erie yellow perch – Top: 

Recruitment index of age-0 fish (catch-per-hectare). 

Bottom: Targeted fishing rates for western basin yellow 

perch. 

 
Yellow perch fishing catch rates in the Central basin were 

low in 2019. Recruitment indices have been below average 

since 2014. Angler harvest and targeted angler hours in 2019 

were the lowest since the creel survey began 1980.  

 

The Lake Erie yellow perch commercial fishery experienced 

reduced harvests in all three management units. The 

decreased harvest in MU2 is partially dictated by lower 

quota allocations. Catch rates declined 62% in MU1 and 

44% in MU2 and MU3. The lakewide catch rate was 105 

pounds per lift, down 46% from the 2018 catch rate of 193 

pounds per lift. 
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Fig 4-Ohio’s Central basin Lake Erie yellow perch – Top: 

Relative abundance of age-0 fish (catch-per-hectare) 

Bottom: Targeted yellow perch fishing rates for the central 

basin. 

 

Smallmouth and Largemouth Bass 
Smallmouth bass fishing in 2019 was consistent with recent 

years. A new trophy regulation was imposed in 2019 where 

an angler may harvest one fish greater than 18” daily from 

May 1 through June 21. Prior to this year, the spring season 

has been closed since 2004.  

The average size of smallmouth bass in 2019 was 16 inches 

long with a weight of 2.6 pounds. Largemouth bass fishing 

continued to be strong in 2019. The average length of  

harvested largemouth bass was 16.5 inches with an average 

weight of 2.4 pounds in 2019. This fishery continues to 

produce exceptional catches and some large fish in 

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

 

 
Fig 5-Smallmouth and largemouth bass targeted fishing 

rates. 

 

Steelhead Trout 
Tributary and open lake fisheries should remain stable with 

continued annual stocking of yearling steelhead. In 2019, 

ODNR hatchery personnel raised and stocked 586,413 

steelhead that were a mix of Little Manistee, Chambers 

Creek and Ganaraska strains. 

Annual targeted steelhead stocking numbers will remain the 

same for 2020 (450,000). Stocking locations will also 

remain the same as previous years. The Lake Erie 2019 

recreational harvest came from the central basin and was 

below the 10-year mean with harvest and release rates 

around 0.02 to 0.01 fish per angler hour, respectively. 

 

 

Table 1-Private and charter combined angler harvest (numbers of fish) of major species, by statistical district and month, in 

the Ohio waters of Lake Erie during 2019. 
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Forage Fish Community 
Indices of abundance were about half of the ten-year 

averages for all forage species in the western basin in 

August. Adult and young emerald shiner abundances have 

plummeted to near zero and have been low since 2015. 

Gizzard shad abundance was also low (~14% of average), 

while round gobies increased to near average levels in 2019.  

August forage indices in the central basin were below long-

term means, with most species being below ten-year 

averages for the last two years. September forage indices did 

not improve over August relative to long-term trends. The 

main forage species of rainbow smelt, emerald shiner, and 

gizzard shad had indices below their ten-year averages. 

End  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ohio’s Lake Erie Fisheries Assessment 2019 

Lake Erie Fisheries Monitoring Program 
The mission of the Ohio Department of Natural Resources is 

to conserve and improve fish and wildlife resources and their 

habitats for sustainable use and appreciation by all. The 

Lake Erie Fisheries Program within the ODNR manages 

sport and commercial fisheries for the 2.24 million acres of 

Lake Erie under Ohio’s jurisdiction. In this report we 

summarize the annual Lake Erie fish and fisheries 

assessment, research, and other projects conducted by our 

fisheries personnel at our Sandusky and Fairport Harbor 

Fisheries Research Stations. 

 

Objectives of Ohio’s Lake Erie Fisheries 
Assessment Program: 
● To monitor the fish community with standardized bottom 

trawl, gill net, electrofishing, and hydroacoustic gears to 

obtain detailed age-specific relative abundance, recruitment, 

growth rates, maturation rates, diets, and distribution for 

walleye, yellow perch, white bass, white perch, smallmouth 

bass, steelhead and lake whitefish, and general age-0, age-1 

and older abundance for all other species. 

 

● To conduct creel on targeted sport fisheries for walleye, 

yellow perch, white bass, smallmouth bass, and steelhead 

trout in the lake during April – October, and for walleye 

fisheries in the Sandusky and Maumee Rivers during March-

April, to quantify catch, effort, and size and age 

characteristics of the sport harvest. 

 

● To collect water temperature, dissolved oxygen, water 

transparency, phytoplankton, zooplankton size/species 

composition, total phosphorus, and benthos data following 

protocols of the Forage Task Group to assess forage base 

conditions. 

 

Sport Fishery Survey 
Open lake access point direct contact creel surveys were 

conducted at 40 major boat departure sites along Ohio’s 

portion of the Lake Erie shoreline April - October 2019. In 

total, 4,875 interviews were completed and 6,209 fish 

measurements were collected for the open lake survey. 

Interviews of anglers that fished Sandusky Bay (private 

boats) and Lake Erie tributaries (private and charter boats) 

were excluded from the estimates. Private and charter boat 

estimates of harvest and effort were based on 4,724 boat 

interviews and 8,097 interval boat counts. Tributary fisheries 

were assessed using a direct contact creel survey conducted 

at 12 access points on the Maumee and Sandusky rivers, 

March-April 2019 to characterize harvest, effort, and catch 

rates for walleye during the spring spawning run. A total of 

257 interviews were completed and 128 fish length 

measurements were collected from the tributary fisheries. 
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Table 1-Summary of walleye and white bass angler interviews for the 2019 spring fishery on the Sandusky and Maumee rivers. 

 
 

Commercial Catch Reports 
Catch reports (both electronic and paper reports) were edited 

and summarized by gear, month and species. In total, 1,443 

daily catch records were summarized, which documented 

3.81 million lbs of fish harvested during the 2019 season. 

Trap net harvested yellow perch were sampled for harvest-

at-age estimates. Across all basins, 2,936 yellow perch were 

measured, with a subsample of 893 being sampled for 

weight and age analysis. 

 

Bottom trawl 
Population assessment surveys were conducted in the 

western basin from May 21, 2019 through October 8, 2019 

and in the central basin from June 12, 2019, through October 

28, 2019. For the central basin, the lake remained thermally 

stratified and hypoxic well into late October and caused the 

delay of the fall survey. Overall, 30 species were collected, 

including 67,021 fish in the western basin compared to 23 

species and 44,213 individual fish in the central basin. From 

the western basin samples 633 yellow perch were aged. 

From the central basin trawl surveys, there were 1,526 fish 

aged and 877 diets were assessed across seven species 

(walleye, yellow perch, white bass, burbot, steelhead, 

whitefish, and smallmouth bass). Total number of trawls and 

corresponding water profile measurements are included 

below by month 

 

Gill net 
Twenty-four overnight gill net sets were fished during 

September 5-19, 2019 to assess smallmouth bass populations 

in the western (n=8) and central basins (n=16). Fifty-three 

 

 overnight kegged gill net sets were planned during 

September 23 – November 11, 2019 to assess adult walleye 

and white bass population abundance, recruitment, maturity, 

age and growth in the western (n=12) and central (n=41) 

basins. We accomplished 35 overnight kegged gill nets in 

the western (n=12) and in the central (n=23) basins.  

 

Hydroacoustics

 
Fig 1-Hydroacoustic survey transects and midwater trawl 

sites for the western and central basins of Lake Erie, July 

2019. 

 

Approximately 140 km in three transects were surveyed in 

the western basin on three nights during 

July 9 - 11, 2019 (Fig 5). The survey 

resulted in the collection of 

approximately 16 hours and nearly 1.5 

GB of acoustic data along with 

collecting water temperature and 

dissolved oxygen levels. In the central 

basin, 354 km were surveyed in six 

transects July 8-12, 2019. Thirty-six 

temperature and dissolved oxygen profiles and 8.9 GB of 

acoustic data were collected during the three-night survey. 

To maximize the amount of hydroacoustic data collected, the 

R/V Grandon did not conduct midwater trawls in 2019. 
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Monitoring Results 
Overview 
In 2019, sport anglers made an estimated 804,724 fishing 

trips on the Ohio waters of Lake Erie. Total angler effort 

(i.e., charter and private) was at the prior 10-year mean of 

3.6 million angler hours. Most of the effort was directed 

toward walleye (84% to 95% for private and charter, 

respectively) and yellow perch (9% to 3% for private and 

charter, respectively). Anglers targeted eight other species 

including smallmouth bass, largemouth bass and steelhead 

trout. The Ohio commercial fishery harvested 3.8 million 

pounds of fish in 2019, below the 10-year average of 4.3 

million. The harvest of buffalo, burbot, common carp, 

channel catfish, freshwater drum, quillback, suckers, white 

perch, and whitefish increased compared to 2018, while 

declines were observed for gizzard shad, goldfish, white 

bass, and yellow perch. Ohio’s yellow perch commercial 

harvest (0.9 million pounds) was 34% lower than 2018 and 

well below the 10- year mean of 1.4 million pounds. The 

bulk (75%) of the commercial harvest by weight was taken 

by the end of June. The total dockside value of the 

commercial harvest was approximately $3.7 million USD, 

well below the 10-year mean. 

 

Walleye 
For 2019, Ohio sport harvest of 2.6 million walleye was a 

30% increase from 2018 and was comprised mostly of fish 

from the 2015 and 2016 year-classes. The western and 

central basin walleye sport harvest increased 36% and 24%, 

respectively, compared to 2018. Angler effort increased in 

both the western and central basins, with an overall increase 

in angler effort of 28%. The mean annual walleye angler 

harvest rate increased to 0.83 fish/hour. This is the highest 

annual walleye harvest rate ever recorded in the Ohio angler 

creel survey. Angling effort on the Sandusky and Maumee 

Rivers was down compared to recent years due to flooding 

and poor weather. Targeted walleye harvest rate also 

decreased to 0.09 to 0.22 fish/hr for the Sandusky and 

Maumee Rivers, respectively. 

 

Young-of-the-year walleye indices collected with bottom 

trawls indicate that the 2019 hatch was one of the largest in 

the August and September time series across districts (Table 

2). Additionally, gill net catch rates for yearlings and older 

walleye in the western and central basins reflected the recent 

strong year classes, with substantial contributions from the 

age-4 cohort in both basins. 

 

Table 2-Mean catch-per-hectare of age-0 fish for selected species during September trawls in the Ohio waters of District 1, 1992-2019. 
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Yellow Perch 
In 2019, Ohio yellow perch sport fisheries declined across 

Districts. Sport harvest was approximately 559 thousand fish 

lakewide in 2019, down 67% from 2018 and the lowest since 

the survey began in 1975. Angler effort was also down 

lakewide, falling 45% from 2018. Harvest rates in all three 

districts were among the lowest they have ever been since 

the creel survey began. Harvest rates in the western basin, 

west central, and east central basin were 1.71, 0.41, and 0.12 

fish per hour, respectively. The lakewide harvest rate was 

1.59 fish per hour, the second lowest since the inception of 

the creel survey. 

 

The commercial fishery in District 1 harvested 193 thousand 

pounds at a harvest rate of 37 lbs/lift, a rate less than half of 

2018. The commercial fishery also saw declines in District 2 

harvest (420 thousand pounds) as dictated by lower quota 

allocations. The yellow perch trap net harvest rate in District 

2 decreased 44% to 187 lbs/lift. In District 3, commercial  

 

harvest (318 thousand pounds) decreased compared to 2018; 

harvest rates decreased 44% to 109 lbs/lift. The 2014 and 

2015 year-classes contributed the most to combined sport 

and commercial harvest in all three Districts. The yellow 

perch population has been assessed annually since 1969 with 

various bottom trawl surveys throughout Ohio’s portion of 

Lake Erie. In 2019, the catch rate of age-2 and older yellow 

perch in District 1 was lower than observed in 2018, and 

below the long-term mean (Table 3). Catch rates in District 

2 and 3 were the lowest since 1990. Reproduction in the 

western basin was strong (467 fish/ha) and well above the 

long-term mean, contributing to stability and enhancement 

of the yellow perch population over the next several years in 

the west. The central basin hatch has been below average 

since 2014. Specifically, the District 2 hatch was the lowest 

on record. Populations will be driven by the 2014 year-class 

in Districts 2 and 3, with contributions from other year 

classes expected to be low. 

 

 

Table 3-Relative abundancea,b of age-2 and older yellow perch from fall trawl surveys in the Ohio waters of Lake Erie, 1990-2019. 

 
 
Smallmouth Bass 
Smallmouth bass was the fourth most sought-after species 

by private boat anglers behind walleye, yellow perch, and 

largemouth bass. The 5-fish daily bag limit and a 14-inch 

minimum length limit remained unchanged since 2000. 

Additionally, beginning in 2019 the former bass “catch-and-

immediate-release” season changed to a daily one fish bag, 

18” minimum length limit from May 1 until the 4th Saturday 

in June. This regulation change provides anglers the 

opportunity to keep a trophy fish while minimally affecting 

harvest. As in previous years, the smallmouth bass fishery 

was mainly catch and release, with an overall catch rate of 

0.77 fish per angler hour, but only a targeted harvest rate of 

0.04 fish per angler hour. In 2019, the 2010 and 2013 year-

classes each contributed 17% of the with twelve year-classes 

in total contributing to the harvest. Mean age of harvested 

fish was 7.6 years and the mean size at harvest was 436 mm 

and 1,607 g (17.2 inches and 3.5 lbs., respectively). 

 

In 2006, ODNR began a targeted smallmouth bass 

population survey using gillnets to track recruitment and 

biological parameters. In District 1, the catch rate of age-2+ 

smallmouth bass (7.3 fish/net) was the lowest since 2015 but 

was similar to the long-term mean (7.9 fish/net; Table 4). 

Average age of smallmouth bass caught in District 1 (5.4 

years old) was older than average (3.8 years old). The 

District 2 catch rate (0.8 fish/net) was again the lowest in the 

time series for the second consecutive year. Catch rate was 

minimal in District 3 (0.12 fish/net) and well below the long-

term mean (6.7 fish/net). Most fish collected were age-3 or 
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ages-6 to 7. Future smallmouth bass gillnet surveys will 

continue to use the same mesh configuration but target  

 

different habitats and bottom types to more effectively 

sample these fish. 

 

 
Table 4-Mean catch-per-net of smallmouth bass in September gill net surveys in the Ohio waters of Lake Erie, 2006-2019. 

Continued next page 
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Table 4 con't. Mean catch-per-net of smallmouth bass in September gill net surveys in the Ohio waters of Lake Erie, 2006-2019

. 

 

Steelhead Trout 
The combined 2019 recreational harvest of steelhead trout 

decreased 46% compared to 2018 and was well below the 

10-year average. Steelhead trout were harvested in the 

central basin with 51% of the harvest in District 2 and the 

remaining 49% in District 3. Private boat targeted effort 

(4,472 hours) decreased 44% compared to 2018 with harvest 

and release rates at 0.02 fish per angler hour and 0.01 fish 

per angler hour, respectively.  

 

Tributary and lake fisheries should remain stable with 

continued annual stocking of yearling steelhead. In 2019, 

ODNRDOW hatchery personnel raised and stocked 586,413 

steelhead that were a mix of Little Manistee, Chambers and 

Ganaraska strains (Table 5). Steelhead were stocked as age-

1 (yearlings) in the Ashtabula, Chagrin, Grand, Rocky, and 

Vermilion rivers, and Conneaut Creek. An additional 

stocking of age-0 steelhead was done in Cleveland Harbor in 

October. Mean size of the steelhead ranged from 178 mm to 

200 mm for fish stocked in the Tributaries, and 135 mm for 

fish stocked Cleveland Harbor. 

 

The sea lamprey population and its parasitic effect on 

steelhead and other Lake Erie coldwater species remains a 

concern. In 2019, the sea lamprey abundance estimate 

decreased to below target levels in Lake Erie and was the 

lowest abundance estimate since 1995 (CWTG 2020). 

Wounding rates on lake trout, however, remain high. In 
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2019 wounding rates were 9.7 per 100 fish. Wounding rates 

have been over the acceptable target rate of five wounds per 

100 fish since 2003. The West Branch of Conneaut Creek 

was treated with the lampricide 3-trifluoromethyl-4-

nitrophenol (TFM) by the USFWS in 2019. The Grand River 

is scheduled to be treated with TFM in April of 2020.  

 

Plans continue for work on the Grand River’s Harpersfield 

Dam. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has selected an 

onsite rebuild as the preferred alternative and has completed 

the Detailed Project Report. Construction on the new barrier 

started in October of 2018 and is expected to be completed 

by December 2020. 

 
Table 5-Steelhead stocked in Ohio drainages of Lake Erie, 2012-2019. Steelhead stocked in 2012-2015 were Little Manistee River strain 

(Michigan). In 2016, stocking included Little Manistee River, Chambers Creek and Ganaraska (Wisconsin) strains. In 2017, stocking 

strains were from Chambers Creek and Ganaraska. In 2018 and 2019 stocking strains were Little Manistee, Chambers Creek and 

Ganaraska. 
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White Bass 
White bass main lake angler harvest decreased to 17,843 fish 

compared to 21,082 in 2018. There were very few white 

bass angling trips in 2019, with less than 100 targeted hours. 

Most harvest was incidental while targeting other species. 

Most of the harvest came from Districts 1 and 2 (54% and 

45%, respectively). The Maumee and Sandusky River white 

bass fisheries were not surveyed in 2019. Reported 

commercial harvest of white bass in 2019 was 

approximately 230 thousand pounds, a 7% decrease from 

2018 and the lowest harvest in the previous ten years. 

Assessment surveys continued to show low numbers of age-

0 white bass in both basins. Fall gill net catches in the 

western and central basins were carried by older (age-6+) 

white bass, reflecting low levels of recruitment in recent 

years. 

 

Regional Angler Information 
Of the 4,760 responses collected during the boat angler creel 

survey, 83% of the respondents resided in Ohio, while 17% 

were from out-of-state (35 states in total). The neighboring 

states of Pennsylvania (24%), Indiana (22%), and Michigan 

(12%) had the highest number of out-of-state responses. 

Within Ohio, the two Wildlife Districts which border Lake 

Erie - District 3 (61%) and District 2 (26%) - comprised 

most of the trips. Eighty-six of Ohio’s 88 counties were 

represented in the 2019 survey. Boaters from the seven 

lakeshore counties comprised 47% of the total responses. 

 

To determine how many boaters from the lakeshore counties 

remained in their home county for their Lake Erie trip, 

responses were grouped by county of origin and county of 

destination. Of the seven lakeshore counties, boaters from 

Ashtabula (94%), and Erie (84%) were most likely to stay in 

their home county. Only 56% of the trips by Lorain County 

boaters were in their home county. The top destination for 

Lorain County residents outside their home county was Erie 

County. 

 

Addition of Third Fishing Rod Survey 
Private and charter boat anglers were asked their opinion on 

the proposed regulation change that would allow individual 

anglers to fish with three rods instead of two rods in Ohio. 

Anglers in favor of the increase were asked to expand upon 

their opinion by selecting one of six options in which 

waterbodies the proposed change should take place (e.g. 

Statewide, statewide with exception, inland waters only with 

exceptions, inland waters, Lake Erie only, or don’t 

know/don’t care). Full questions and response options are 

listed in Tables 1.1.25 and 1.1.27. Overall, 49% of anglers 

were in favor of allowing an additional rod, whereas 35% 

where opposed. Walleye anglers (51% approval) were the 

most likely to be in favor of the proposed change, whereas 

smallmouth bass anglers were the least likely to approve the  

 

change (23%). Angler responses to question two were also 

mostly in favor of making the changes applicable statewide 

(61%), followed by 33% anglers in favor of making the 

change on waters of Lake Erie only. 

 

Angler Fishing Depth 
All anglers were asked the depth of water they fished as well 

as the depth their lure was in the water column during their 

fishing trip. Responses included general increasing trends 

from west to east for both anglers targeting yellow perch and 

walleye with average fishing depths for walleye increasing 

from 31 feet to 57 feet, and 25 feet to 52 feet for yellow 

perch. Likewise, the percent of walleye anglers fishing off 

the bottom (defined as >2 ft off bottom) increased from west 

to east and averaged 80% lakewide. The percentage of 

Yellow perch anglers fishing off the bottom ranged from 

18% in District 2 to 44% in District 3. The average fishing 

depth lakewide for smallmouth bass and largemouth bass 

anglers was 18 feet and 9 feet, respectively. The percentage 

of anglers fishing off the bottom was 22% for smallmouth 

bass and 37% for largemouth bass. 

 

Lake Trout 
Ohio continued their portion of the lakewide recovery plan 

for lake trout by stocking USFWS-produced fish in the west 

and central basins of Lake Erie. In May 2019, 80,026 lake 

trout were stocked at Catawba (40,012) and Fairport Harbor 

(40,014. Ohio-stocked lake trout are showing up in fisheries 

in the west and central basins. In the fall of 2019, ODNR 

and USGS staff were able to implant 9 lake trout caught in 

trap nets with acoustic transmitters. Movement and habitat 

use of the tagged lake trout will be monitored through the 

Great Lake Acoustic Telemetry Observation System. 

 

Forage Fishes 
In 2019, District 1 August trawl indices were around half of 

ten-year averages for combined forage fish species. 

Dominant species were typical in 2019: young-of-year white 

perch (67%) and yellow perch (14%) made up most of the 

catch. Age-0 white perch abundance in 2019 (1,300/ha) was 

near half of the long-term average (2,687/ha). Gizzard shad 

young-of-year abundance (36/ha) was very low, near 7% of 

the long-term average (523/ha). Adult silver chub abundance 

was eight times the long-term mean in 2019 (10/ha). Adult 

and young-of-year emerald shiner abundances were near 

zero and have been very low since 2015. In general, similar 

patterns were seen in District 1 September trawls. In 2019, a 

total of seven channel darters Percina copelandi were 

collected, the first instance of this species being detected 

since 2001. These specimens were sent to Ohio State U, 

Museum of Biological Diversity for verification and have 

been included in the specimen collection (OSUM 120447-

120450). 
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Table 6-Arithmetic mean catch-per-hectare of age-0 fish for selected species during August trawls in the Ohio waters of Lake Erie 

District 1, 1987-2019.  

 
 

The white perch age-0 index in District 3 was the only 

August index that was above the ten-year mean. All other 

forage indices for both age-0 and age-1+ in the central basin 

August trawl surveys were below long-term means, with 

most species being below long term means for two years or 

more. September central basin forage indices did not 

improve over August relative to ten-year means. All 

September indices in the central basin were below ten-year 

means. Young-of-year rainbow smelt and both age groups of 

round gobies increased from 2018 across the basin. Emerald 

shiner, gizzard shad and age-1+ rainbow smelt indices were 

some of the lowest in the time series. 

 

The western basin hydroacoustic survey estimates density 

and biomass of forage and other small bodied fishes in 

aggregate. Unlike previous years, higher densities and 

biomass were found east of the islands. An increase in 

average fish densities (8,123 fish/ha) were observed 

compared to 2018 but remained below the long-term mean. 

Average fish size was slightly larger than in 2018 leading to 

a greater increase in biomass (15.9 kg/ha) but remained 

slightly below the long-term average.  
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Table 7- Percent composition of fish captured in midwater trawl samples collected in the central basin Lake Erie, July 2019. 

 
 

 

The central basin hydroacoustic survey is designed to 

estimate densities of the main pelagic forage species of 

emerald shiner and rainbow smelt. Central basin 

hydroacoustic density estimates were extremely low for age-

1+ rainbow smelt and have been low since 2017. Young-of-

year rainbow smelt increased from 2018 and were the main 

species caught in midwater trawls run by the R/V Keenosay 

(Table 3.4.1). Young-of-year yellow perch were also caught 

in every trawl, with the highest catches occurring on the east 

(58100) and west (57350) transects. Emerald shiners have 

been less than 1% of the total midwater trawl catch since 

2016 and this trend continued in 2019 with only 10 captured 

in 4 out of 35 midwater trawls. Emerald shiners were not 

included in spatial analysis of the 2019 survey. Age-0 

rainbow smelt distribution tended to be uniform throughout 

the basin, like previous years. Yearling-and-older rainbow 

smelt distributions shifted to western and northern areas of 

the basin. Depth distribution of rainbow smelt was 

dramatically different in 2019. Typically, age-0 rainbow 

smelt are located above the thermocline and age-1+ below 

the thermocline. 

 

In 2019, age-0 rainbow smelt were found throughout the 

water column. Yearling-and-older rainbow smelt were below 

the thermocline; however, their densities were very low and 

were masked by the high densities of age-0. Density 
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estimates are reported for the entire water column depth for 

each transect. 

 

Lower Trophic 
In 2019, District 1 sampling began in April to better assess 

post-ice out plankton blooms and linkage to gamefish 

recruitment; the following summaries are limited to 

comparable May – September data from 2007-2018. The 

2019 average Secchi depth in District 1 (1.7 m) was close to 

the ten-year mean of 1.8 m. Average bottom temperature in 

2019 (19.2 °C) was lower than 2018 and below the ten-year 

average (20.1 °C). Average bottom dissolved oxygen level 

(7.72 mg/L) was close to the ten-year average (7.78 mg/L) in  

 

2019. Total phosphorus levels in the west basin averaged 

0.058 mg/L. This was the greatest concentration since 2015 

but slightly below the ten-year average (0.062 mg/L). In the 

central basin, average Secchi depths were 2.9 m in District 2 

and 3.3 m in District 3. In both districts Secchi depth was 

slightly below the ten-year average. Surface water 

temperature in the central basin was 17.9 °C in District 2 and 

18.4 °C in District 3. Both districts were lower than the 10-

year average of 19.9 °C and 20.0 °C respectively. 

Phosphorus in 2019 central basin samples averaged 0.022 

mg/l. This is the highest phosphorus concentration since 

2012, and it is above the ten-year average of 0.020 mg/l. 

 

 

 

Nearshore Fish Community 
Thirty-seven species were collected 

as part of the 2019 District 1 

electrofishing survey, including 

4,178 individual fish. Out of those 

fish, 258 individuals were sunfish 

species, mostly bluegill and 

largemouth bass (n = 88 and 92, 

respectively). One new species 

(trout-perch) was detected in 2019. 

Average Index of Biotic Integrity 

(IBI) scores were close to their time-

series average values in 2019, 

similar to 2018 (Fig 2). Proportional 

stock density of quality-sized 

largemouth bass (PSD-Q; > 12 

inches,) was 73 in 2019, above the 

survey average (61). Bluegill PSD-Q 

in 2019 (32; > 6 inches) was also 

near the survey average (33). In the 

central basin transects, 22 species 

were collected with a total of 296 

individuals. Out of those fish, 129  

were sunfish species, primarily largemouth bass (71), smallmouth bass (16), and 

bluegill (24). Largemouth bass collected for age ranged up to 8 years old. 

 
Fig2- Location of nearshore fish community assessment sites. 

 
 
 

 
Conclusions 
The Lake Erie Fisheries staff will continue to assess Lake 

Erie fish stocks annually with our standard programs. 

Division staff will continue to improve these assessment 

efforts through new gear development, evaluation, and 

ongoing collaborative research projects with universities. 

These data are essential to fisheries management, both 

within Ohio waters and across Lake Erie jurisdictions. 

Changes in the Lake Erie ecosystem will be addressed 

through new research and management, including work 

applied to harmful algal blooms, hypoxia, and their effects 

of fish populations and fisheries. Opportunities will be 

 

 

 sought to restore and enhance fish habitat in the Lake Erie 

basin through Lake Management Plan initiatives, 

partnerships with other Department of Natural Resources 

divisions, and targeted research to understand where fish 

species and specific spawning populations occur in the lake 

and how their populations can be enhanced. We will also 

assist in the implementation of strategic, tactical, and 

operational plans to move these initiatives forward. With 

new research and continued annual monitoring, the Ohio 

Division of Wildlife will ensure Lake Erie’s natural 

resources are managed sustainably for current and future 

generations of stakeholders. 

End  
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NY Lake Erie Salmon Stocking Summary (NYDEC) 
York has maintained a robust annual stocking program for 

salmonines (trout and salmon) into Lake Erie and its 

tributaries at least since 1968 when the first coho salmon 

were introduced. Initial introductions were made to create a 

recreational fishery and to utilize the lake’s sparsely 

inhabited hypolimnion (below the thermocline). One 

exception is lake trout, which have been stocked by the 

USFWS since the mid-1970's to re-establish this native 

species. Coho and Chinook salmon are no longer stocked 

into Lake Erie by any jurisdiction and most of the lake wide 

stocking effort focuses on steelhead and lake trout.  

 

The number of fish stocked is expressed as yearling 

equivalents; the majority of the salmonines stocked in Lake 

Erie are stocked at the yearling (one year old) life stage. 

However, in some years surplus fish become available and 

are typically stocked as fall fingerlings (~ 6 months old). In 

this instance, fall fingerlings are converted to yearling 

equivalents based on a lake wide standard of 0.03527 

yearlings per fall fingerling for steelhead and brown trout 

(unpublished data), and 0.41 yearlings per fall fingerling for 

lake trout (B. Lantry, USGS, unpublished data).  

 

A total of 332,164 salmonines were stocked into the New 

York waters of Lake Erie in 2019. The majority (230,941; 

70%) were stocked as yearlings with the remainder being 

fall fingerlings. Stocking was below target for steelhead but 

exceeded target for both domestic rainbow trout and lake 

trout. The overall combined stocking of salmonines in 

yearling equivalents in 2019 was below average compared to 

the previous 30 years of the time-series and the second 

lowest number of salmonines stocked in New York’s portion 

of Lake Erie since 1982 (Fig 1).  

 

 
FIG.1-Number of coho and Chinook salmon, brown trout,  

and rainbow trout (domestic and steelhead) stocked in New  

York waters of Lake Erie, 1968-2019.  

 

Steelhead  
Steelhead were the most numerous salmonine species 

stocked in NY’s portion of Lake Erie in 2019 (Fig.1). A total 

of 146,760 yearlings were stocked into the Lake Erie 

tributaries from the Salmon River State Fish Hatchery 

(SRSFH). This was below the stocking target of 255,000 due 

to shortages at the hatchery.  

 

A total of 61,000 fall fingerling domestic rainbow trout were 

stocked in 2019, exceeded the stocking target of 45,000 fish 

due to surplus fish being available at the Bath State Fish 

Hatchery (Fig.1). This was the second year of stocking fall 

fingerling domestic rainbow trout into the Lake Erie 

tributaries as replacements for yearling brown trout. Brown 

trout stocking was terminated because the most recent 16-

year brown trout stocking effort failed to produce a reliable 

lake, harbor, or tributary fishery based on angler surveys 

(Markham and Todd 2018). The fall fingerling domestic 

rainbow trout were stocked into the four largest streams 

(Cattaraugus, Eighteen Mile, Canadaway, and Chautauqua 

Creeks) near the end of October. Due to their large size at 

stocking (average=6.5 the fall fingerling domestic rainbow 

trout were considered yearlings in Fig. H.1. In addition to 

the fall fingerlings, 5,000 yearling domestic rainbow trout 

were stocked into Eighteen Mile Creek in mid-April.  

 

Lake Trout  
A total of 79,181 Lake Champlain strain (LC) yearling lake 

trout were stocked in New York’s portion of Lake Erie on 6–

7 May 2019. The lake trout were stocked via the R/V Argo in 

70 feet of water off Dunkirk. Additional yearling lake trout 

were also stocked into the Ohio (80,026; Finger Lakes (FL) 

strain), Pennsylvania (39,677; LC strain) and Ontario 

(52,566; Slate Island strain) waters of Lake Erie in 2019. 

The combined total of 251,450 yearlings exceeded Lake 

Erie’s Lake Trout Management Plan (Markham et al. 2008) 

annual stocking target of 200,000 yearlings (Fig. 2). Lake 

trout stocking targets on Lake Erie have been met or 

exceeded in eleven of the past 13 years. 

 

 
FIG.2-Number of lake trout stocked by all jurisdictions in 

Lake Erie, 1980–2019, by strain. Stocking targets through 

time are shown by black lines; the current annual stocking 

target is 200,000 yearlings.  

 

In addition to the yearlings, 40,223 fall fingerling lake trout 

(FL strain) were stocked into Cattaraugus Creek in late 

October 2019. This was the second year of a three-year pilot 

stocking initiative to determine if stream stocked lake trout 
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can survive and return to the stream in the fall; the goal is to 

establish a successful adult spawning population. Evaluation 

of this pilot stocking program will begin in fall 2020 through 

electrofishing surveys and an ongoing tributary angler 

survey.  

 

Cooperative Net Pen Project  

An annual cooperative pen-rearing project pursued in 

partnership with the Bison City Rod and Gun Club in the 

lower Buffalo River did not occur in 2019 due to early 

steelhead stocking dates and a shortage of steelhead. This 

project is scheduled to resume in 2020. 
 

 

TABLE 1- Numbers (in thousands of fish) of salmon and trout planted in New York waters of Lake Erie,1970-2019. Lake 

trout numbers include those stocked in Pennsylvania, Ontario, and Ohio waters. Totals do not include spring fingerling 

or fry stockings. 

 
 

 
 

End  
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Open Lake Sport Fishing Survey (NYDEC) 

Since 1988, a direct contact sport fishing survey has been 

conducted to monitor boat fishing activity. This has been a 

standard, annual program that extends from May through 

October along the entire New York portion of Lake Erie. 

The principal objective of this survey is to estimate angler 

effort, catch, and harvest for all fish species in the open 

water sport fishery in the New York waters of Lake Erie. 

Walleye and yellow perch effort and harvest-at-age data are 

also contributed to the Lake Erie Committee’s (LEC) 

interagency Walleye and Yellow Perch Task Groups for 

annual lake wide assessment, quota setting, and compliance. 

 

TABLE1-The distribution of 2019 open water boat 

fishing effort (angler-hours) in New York’s portion of 

Lake Erie. 

 
 

Estimated overall 2019 open water sport fishing effort in 

New York waters of Lake Erie was 403,572 angler-hours, 

the highest measured angler effort since 2001. Peak fishing 

activity occurred in July, but fishing activity remained high 

from June through September. The most frequently used site 

was Buffalo Harbor (Safe Harbor Marina, formerly Buffalo 

Small Boat Harbor), which accounted for 39% of estimated 

boat fishing effort in 2019 (Table 1). Effort targeting  

 

       Distribution of open water boat fishing effort 

 
FIG 1-Distribution of directed sport fishing effort by 

boat anglers in NY waters of Lake Erie, May-October, 

2019. 
 

walleye was the largest component of the sport fishery, 

accounting for 74% of overall angling effort (Fig 1). 

Smallmouth bass and yellow perch angling effort accounted 

for 12% and 8% of the total effort, respectively 

 

A major declining trend in boat fishing effort extended 

through the 1990’s and 2000’s to a low point in 2009. Since 

2009 effort has generally increased (Fig 2). This increase is 

almost totally attributable to improvements in the status of 

walleye stocks and increases in targeted walleye effort. Lake 

Erie’s major decline in boat fishing effort from the late 

1980’s through the 1990’s is consistent with broad trends 

observed in other waters and is likely attributable to factors 

independent of fishing quality such as high fuel prices, aging 

of the boat angler population, and regional population 

decline.  

                   Total open water boat fishing effort          

 
FIG.2-Open water sport fishing angler effort for walleye, 

bass, yellow perch and all other species, May–October, 

1988-2019. 

 

A total of 24 species were encountered by boat anglers in 

2019, resulting in a total catch of 422,533 fish (Table J.2). 

Thirteen species were harvested resulting in a total harvest 

of 238,780 fish. Walleye and yellow perch accounted for 

99% of the harvest and 68% of the catch.  

 

TABLE.2-Harvest, catch, and two standard errors (2SE) of 
selected species by boat anglers, May-October, 2019. 
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Walleye  
Estimated 2019 targeted walleye fishing effort was 296,678 

angler-hours, a 29% increase from 2018 and the highest 

annual effort measured since 1994 (Fig 3). Estimated 2019 

total daytime walleye harvest was 174,466 fish, the highest 

in the 32-year time series (Table 2; Fig 3). 

 
Walleye harvest and effort  

 
FIG.3-Annual trends in walleye sport fishing effort 

(angler-hours) and number harvested from May-

October, 1988–2019. 

 

Walleye was the most frequently caught species in 

2019(Table 2). Walleye catch and harvest peaked in July, 

and the June–September period accounted for 98% of total 

catch and harvest. All five harbors were significant 

contributors to walleye catch and harvest in 2019. Walleye 

catch rates have been relatively high over the past decade 

and at record levels from 2017–2019. The 2019 targeted 

walleye catch rate was 0.68 fish per hour, the second highest 

recorded.  

 

Measures of walleye angler success can also be expressed as 

frequency of boat limit catches and zero catches for targeted 

walleye trips. In 2019 24% of walleye fishing boats achieved 

a party limit while only 18% failed to harvest walleye. Both 

metrics represent time series records. 

 

In the past, large decreases in the average size of harvested 

walleye have been a precursor to excellent fishing, as they 

are an indication of large pulses of young walleye entering 

the fishery. In the last four years the average size of 

harvested walleye decreased by 3.5 inches to 19.8 inches in 

2019, one of the lowest observations in survey history. This 

decrease is a result of recent production of exceptionally 

strong year classes in the east and west basins and is an 

indicator of excellent fishing quality now and in the coming 

years.  

The age distribution of the walleye harvest was determined 

from otolith samples taken at fish cleaning stations and was 

expanded to estimate number harvested by age (Fig 4). 

Walleye harvest was dominated by the 2015 (age-4) and 

2016 (age-3) year classes, comprising approximately 48% 

and 29% of the total harvest, respectively. It is likely that 

most of the age-4 fish are the result of exceptional west 

basin recruitment in 2015.  

 
FIG 4-Age distribution of the 2019 walleye harvest 

estimated by expanding the age distribution of samples 

at fish cleaning stations by the 2019 walleye harvest 

estimate. 

 

In general, walleye weight at length has been trending down 

over the last decade. In 2019 the estimated weight of a 20-, 

24- and 28-inch harvested walleye was 2.5, 4.3 and 6.9 lbs., 

respectively, compared to long-term averages of 2.7, 4.8 and 

7.6 lbs. Decreasing weight at length may indicate a lack of 

suitable forage and increased predator density. In 2019, 

round goby dominated angler-caught walleye diets while 

smelt contributed a record low 2% (Fig 5). Walleye reliance 

on smelt has been decreasing since 2015 as walleye have 

switched to goby as their dominant diet item. The past five 

years were the only period in which smelt did not dominate 

walleye diets. Other fishes, including yellow perch have also 

become increasingly prevalent in walleye diets recently.  

FIG 5-Diet composition (percent by volume) of angler 

caught walleye from the New York waters of Lake Erie, 

collected at fish cleaning stations, 1993–2019. 

 

The exceptional eastern basin 2016 and west basin 2015 

walleye year classes supported record fishing quality in 

2019. There is also evidence of an exceptional 2017 east 

basin year class and strong 2018 and 2019 year classes in the 

western basin. Overall strong walleye recruitment 

throughout Lake Erie in recent years should continue to 

result in excellent fishing quality in New York waters for 

years to come.  
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Targeted walleye angling effort increased in response to 

excellent fishing quality over the last decade. However, 

though the quality of walleye fishing in the New York 

waters of Lake Erie is at record levels, walleye effort is 

nowhere near the highs recorded in the late 1980’s and early 

1990’s (Fig 3). This may indicate limited capacity for 

increased walleye effort in the NY waters of Lake Erie by 

the current angling population. Walleye exploitation in New 

York’s portion of Lake Erie is relatively modest compared to 

other jurisdictions indicating that efforts to further publicize 

the current, unprecedented walleye fishing quality are 

justified. 

 
The most important factor contributing to walleye fishing 

quality in the east basin of Lake Erie is likely summertime 

movements of walleye from western Lake Erie into the 

central and eastern basins. The magnitude of this migration 

varies between years and may be attributable to high walleye 

population densities in western Lake Erie as well as other 

factors independent of walleye densities. Beginning in 2015 

the Lake Erie Unit began a study which uses acoustic 

telemetry technology to quantify this annual walleye 

migration and its importance to the eastern basin fishery.  

 

Smallmouth Bass  
Estimated targeted fishing effort for smallmouth bass in 

2019 was 50,455 angler hours (Fig 6). Though targeted 

smallmouth bass effort has been very stable over the past 

decade, 2019 effort decreased to levels not observed since 

the late 1980’s, prior to the implementation of New York’s 

spring bass season (1994). Smallmouth bass angling quality 

has been quite variable over the last decade, ranging from 

1.37 to 0.88 fish per hour. The amount of trip-to-trip 

variability has also increased. Overall catch rate by bass 

anglers was 1.03 bass per hour in 2019, which is equal to the 

average quality since the spring season began. Smallmouth 

bass harvest was estimated at only 700 fish in 2019, only 

1.2% of the total bass catch (56,685) and a time series low 

(Fig 6). Approximately 66% of the catch and 51% of the 

harvest was reported from the Buffalo Harbor survey 

location in 2019. 

 
               Smallmouth Bass harvest and effort  

 
FIG 6-Annual trends in smallmouth bass fishing effort 

(angler-hours) and number harvested, May - October, 

1988–2019. 

 

A long-term decline in smallmouth bass harvest rates has 

been underway since this survey began in the 1980’s. This 

notable trend of increasing catch-and-release fishing has 

caused catch rates by anglers targeting smallmouth bass to 

diverge from overall harvest totals. In recent years, 

smallmouth bass harvest totals have been the lowest 

observed in the time series. Anglers targeting species other 

than smallmouth bass can account for as much as 70% of the 

total smallmouth bass harvest in a given year. The excellent 

quality percid fishing observed recently may provide a more 

appealing alternative for anglers interested in consuming 

their day’s catch. 

 
Measures of bass angler success can also be expressed as 

catch per boat and frequency of zero catches for targeted 

bass fishing trips. Table J.6 indicates that the 2019 catch per 

boat was 11.4 (average 12.7) and the percentage of boats 

that caught no bass was 12% (average 16.2%). Lake Erie’s 

bass angling quality can still be characterized as excellent, 

especially relative to other bass populations.  

 

Yellow Perch  
Yellow Perch was the second most caught species by boat 

anglers in 2019 (Table 2). Estimated 2019 targeted yellow 

perch effort (30,285 angler-hours) was the highest in the last 

four years and was slightly below average (35,000 angler-

hours) for the 32-year survey (Fig 7). Estimated 2019 yellow 

perch harvest (61,981 fish) was slightly above average (Fig 

7). Boats launching out of Cattaraugus Creek accounted for 

highest catch and harvest of yellow perch in 2019. The 

highest monthly yellow perch harvest occurred in May (56% 

of total).  

 
                     Yellow Perch harvest and effort  

 
FIG 7-Annual trends in yellow perch fishing effort 

(angler-hours) and number harvested, May - October, 

1988–2019. 

 

The overall 2019 yellow perch catch rate was 1.96 perch per 

hour, well above the time-series average of 1.46 fish per 

hour. The mean length of harvested yellow perch was 10.8 

inches in 2019. The age distribution of the yellow perch 

harvest was determined from anal spine samples and was 

expanded to estimate harvest at age. Yellow perch harvest in 

2019 was dominated by the 2016 and 2015 year classes 

(ages 3 and 4, respectively) making up approximately 77% 

of the total harvest. (Fig 8). 

 

Measures of yellow perch angler success can also be 

expressed as frequency of boat limit catches and frequency 

of zero catches for targeted yellow perch fishing trips. Boat 
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limit catches of yellow perch remain a rare occurrence 

across all years, while complete lack of success (zero 

harvest) occurs more commonly. During 2019, only 4% 

(average 1.4%) of yellow perch fishing boats achieved a 

party limit, while 26% (average 40%) failed to harvest any 

perch. 

 

          2019 age distribution of yellow perch harvest 

 
FIG 8- Age distribution of the 2019 yellow perch harvest  

 

Beginning in 2001, excellent yellow perch fishing quality 

returned after a full decade of poor fishing. Improvements in 

yellow perch fishing quality were consistent with other 

population metrics indicating improved status relative to the 

1990's. Yellow perch fishing effort and harvest peaked in 

2014, supported by the two strongest year classes observed 

to that point (2008 & 2010). These two strong year classes 

were followed by three consecutive years of weak 

recruitment in 2011–2013. As the 2008 and 2010 year 

classes aged and exited the population, fishing quality 

declined as evidenced by the relatively low observed catch 

rates in 2016 and 2017. However, strong year classes of 

yellow perch in ‘14, ‘15, and ‘16 led to improved fishing  

quality in 2018 and 2019. These three cohorts will be 

concurrently abundant in the harvestable population (ages 4-

6) in 2020, which should produce catch rates similar to 

2019. However, two poor year classes in 2017 and 2018 

should begin to reduce catch rates in 2021. 

 

In recent years trends in perch catch and harvest have 

decoupled from catch-per-effort and abundance, i.e. 

increases in perch abundance have not resulted in increased 

effort, catch, and harvest as they have in the past. We 

hypothesize that the reason for this decoupling is that 

exceptional walleye fishing has caused some perch anglers 

to shift their effort to walleye.  

 

Perch fisheries in New York’s portion of Lake Erie typically 

operate in deeper water (> 40 ft) and some anglers tend to 

release smaller, but otherwise harvestable-sized yellow 

perch. Yellow perch that are retrieved from depths greater 

than 30 ft. are known to experience barotrauma resulting in 

high mortality for released fish. Ongoing outreach efforts are 

conveying this message to the angling community with 

recommendations to harvest all perch with barotrauma or 

count them towards your limit.  

 

Other Species  
Freshwater drum (56,685; 11%) and white bass (11,477; 

3%) were routinely caught by anglers in 2019. Round goby 

(11,513) also remained a commonly encountered nuisance 

species. Lake trout (2,232), steelhead (621), brown trout 

(39), coho salmon (21), Chinook salmon (17), and lake 

whitefish (16) were the salmonines identified in the 2019 

angler catch. Lake trout (340) and steelhead (224) were the 

most commonly harvested of the salmonine species. 

End  
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Fisheries status in Michigan Waters of Lake Erie and Lake St. 
Clair, 2019 

Highlights for 2019 
 Anglers spent over 583,000-hours fishing the Michigan 

waters of Lake Erie and Lake St. Clair in 2019, taking 

112,000 total trips  

 The 2019 Lake Erie Walleye year class was the largest 

in our survey time series, which started in 2014  

 Lake Erie Walleye harvest by anglers was the second 

highest on record since 2006, following the 12-year 

record high in 2018  

 Nearly 1 in 10 Smallmouth Bass captured on Lake St. 

Clair was over 20” long, while 2/3 of fish were over 17” 

in total length  

 The 2019 Yellow Perch fishery in Lake Erie was 

challenging, with very low harvest rates in both the 

recreational fishery and the charter fishery  

 18 Muskie were tagged with acoustic tags in Anchor 

Bay, Lake St. Clair; anglers assisted in collecting 16 of 

these fish for tagging  

 Station personnel handled 147 Lake Sturgeon from the 

St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair; these fish averaged 

nearly 50” in length 

 

About the Lake St. Clair Fisheries Research 
Station 
The Lake St. Clair Fisheries Research Station is a unit of 

the Research Section of the MDNR Fisheries Division. 

The station conducts research and stock assessment on 

fish populations of Lake Erie, the St. Clair-Detroit River 

System (St. Clair River, Lake St. Clair and the Detroit 

River), and Saginaw Bay. Results of this work are 

instrumental in fisheries management decisions affecting 

these waters. The station works closely with MDNR 

fisheries managers and routinely collaborates in joint 

projects with other state and federal partner agencies, 

local units of government, non-government organizations, 

academic institutions, and stakeholder groups. Federal 

Aid in Sport Fish Restoration (SFR) Act dollars provide 

support for the majority of the station’s assessment 

activities.  

 

The SFR Program provides grant funds to restore and 

better manage America's fishery resources through excise 

taxes on the purchase of fishing equipment, motorboat 

and small engine fuels, import duties, and interest. More 

information on the SFR Program can be found at: 

http://wsfrprograms.fws.gov/Subpages/GrantProg 

rams/SFR/SFR.htm. 

 

Lake Erie  
Sport Fishery Summary  
The annual creel survey conducted by the MDNR during 

2019 produced an effort estimate of 334,026 angler hours 

and a total harvest estimate of 208,164 fish (Table 1) for 

Michigan's Lake Erie non-charter recreational boat 

fishery. Angling effort and harvest both decreased (Fig 1) 

compared to 2018 (2018 effort: 411,581 hours, 2018 total 

harvest: 490,372 fish). The decrease in both angler effort 

and total harvest in 2019 was driven by the poor Yellow 

Perch fishery; targeted Yellow Perch effort (57,929 angler 

hours) and total harvest (48,595 fish) decreased by 58% 

and 84% from 2018. Total harvest was mostly comprised 

of Walleye (74%), followed by Yellow Perch (23%) and 

White Bass (1%). Channel Catfish, White Perch, 

Freshwater Drum, Smallmouth Bass, Rock Bass, 

Rainbow Trout, and Northern Pike accounted for the 

remaining 2% of total harvest.  

 

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

Erie sport fishery, 1986-2019.  
 

 

http://wsfrprograms.fws.gov/Subpages/GrantProg%20rams/SFR/SFR.htm
http://wsfrprograms.fws.gov/Subpages/GrantProg%20rams/SFR/SFR.htm
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Table 1- Estimated harvest, total harvest rate, effort and released catch for Michigan’s 2019  

Lake Erie non-charter boat fishery. 

 

In 2019, Michigan charter boat operators reported a total 

harvest of 21,935 fish of all species from Michigan waters 

of Lake Erie during 884 excursions, down substantially 

from 2018 (40,256 fish during 1,117 excursions). The 

steep decline reflected the challenging fishing conditions 

for Yellow Perch in Michigan waters of Lake Erie in 

2019. Similar to the non-charter recreational boat fishery, 

Walleye comprised 87% of all fish harvested in the 

charter fishery.  

 

Yellow Perch  
The difficult Yellow Perch fishery in Lake Erie during 

2019 is reflected not only in angler effort and total 

harvest, but also in the harvest rate, which provides a 

standardized annual measure of fishery performance. The 

non-charter recreational boat fishery targeted harvest rate 

for Yellow Perch in 2019 was 0.84 fish per angler hour, a 

63% decrease from the 2018 targeted harvest rate of 2.3 

fish per angler hour and the 2nd
 

lowest harvest rate 

observed in the 1986-2019 creel survey time series (Fig 

2). The targeted Yellow Perch charter harvest rate was 

1.63 fish per hour, a 60% decrease from 2018 (4.05 fish 

per hour). Similar results were observed in Ohio waters of 

Lake Erie’s west and central basins, where angler harvest 

decreased from 41-93% in the west, west central, and east 

central basins compared to 2018. Changes in Yellow 

Perch abundance do not explain the poor fishery  

 

performance, as the population size of Yellow Perch was 

projected to decrease in a smaller proportion (1-13%) 

than the observed change in harvest in the west, west 

central, and east central basins of Lake Erie from 2018 to 

2019. For more information on Yellow Perch fishery 

performance and abundance across Lake Erie, refer to the 

annual report of the Lake Erie Yellow Perch Task Group 

which is available on the Great Lakes Fishery 

Commission website: http://www.glfc.org/lake-erie-

committee.php.  

 

 
Fig 2- Walleye and Yellow Perch targeted harvest rates 

(fish per hour) for Michigan’s Lake Erie sport fishery, 

1986-2019. 
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Yellow Perch harvested in the Michigan Lake Erie non-

charter recreational boat fishery were primarily age-2-4 

fish from the 2015-2017 year classes, which each 

contributed between 23-27% of the total harvest by age. 

Age-5 fish from the 2014 year class accounted for 17% of 

the Yellow Perch harvest, with smaller contributions from 

age1 (2018 year class), age-6 (2013 year class) and age-7 

(2012 year class) fish (Fig 3). Average lengths of age-3-5 

Yellow Perch in 2019 were slightly lower than 2018 but 

above longterm averages. Yellow Perch reproduction 

continues to be successful, as evidenced by young-of-year 

catch rates in the August bottom trawl survey. During 

2019 we captured 611 age-0 Yellow highest began in 

2014. 

 

 
 

Fig 3-Year-class contribution to Michigan sport harvest 

for Yellow Perch and Walleye from Lake Erie in 2019. 

 

Walleye  
While the total harvest and harvest rate of Lake Erie 

Walleye during the 2019 non-charter recreational boat 

fishery decreased compared to 2018, the fishery remained 

excellent. A total of 265,330 angler hours were spent 

harvesting 153,171 Walleye, the second-highest harvest 

observed since 2006 and only 13% below the 12year high 

of 176,089 Walleye harvested in 2018. The targeted 

harvest rate of 0.58 Walleye per angler hour in 2019 was 

the fifth highest in the 1975-2019 time series (Fig 2). The 

harvest rates of the past two years, which include the time 

series record of 0.67 Walleye per angler hour in 2018, 

have not been observed since the early 1980s and are well 

above the long-term average of 0.37 Walleye per angler 

hour for Michigan waters, and 0.43 Walleye per hour for 

the western and central basins of Lake Erie. Walleye 

fishing in the Lake Erie charter fishery was also strong; 

the 2019 charter targeted harvest rate was 1.23 fish per 

hour, similar to last year (1.22 fish per hour).  

 

The decrease in Walleye catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) 

during the 2019 gill net survey (Fig 4) was due to a lower 

proportion of fish from the large 2015 year class being 

represented in the catch, an artifact of the gear’s size 

selectivity towards younger, smaller individuals  

(particularly yearlings). Clearly, the 2015 year class 

 

 
Fig 4-Average total Walleye catch per unit effort, by 

year for Michigan Lake Erie index gill nets, 1978-2019. 

The horizontal line represents the average for the time 

series. 

 
continues to be a strong contributor to the fishery as 

indicated by fishery-dependent data from the creel survey, 

which showed that age-4 (2015 year class) Walleye 

comprised 69% of the total non-charter sport fishery 

harvest. While slightly lower than 2018, the 2019 gill net 

catch rate of yearling walleye remained above average for 

the second year in a row and is the 4
th 

highest yearling 

CPUE observed since 2004 (Fig 5), when the very strong 

2003 year class was sampled as age-1 fish. Age-0 

Walleye catch rates from the 2019 trawl survey (32 fish 

per 10-minute tow, the highest in the 6-year bottom trawl 

survey time series), in combination with yearling Walleye 

catch rates from the gill net survey, show continued 

strong Walleye reproduction in Lake Erie’s western basin 

during recent years. Pending good overwinter survival, 

the 2018 and 2019 year classes should be strong 

contributors to the Lake Erie Walleye fishery in the 

future. For more information on Walleye fishery 

performance and abundance across Lake Erie, refer to the 

annual report of the Lake Erie Walleye Task Group, 

which is available on the GLFC website: 

http://www.glfc.org/lakeerie-committee.php.  

 

 
Fig 5-Average yearling Walleye catch per unit effort for 

Michigan Lake Erie index gill nets, 1978-2019. The 

horizontal line represents the average of the time series. 
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Forage fish  
A total of 7,282 forage fish representing 14 different 

species were captured during 8 trawl tows for an average 

CPUE of 931 fish per 10-minute tow. Young-of-year 

Yellow Perch had the highest average CPE (611 fish per 

10-minute tow). Young-of-year White Perch (179 fish per 

10-minute tow), Mimic Shiner (64 fish per 10-minute 

tow), young-of-year Walleye (32 fish per 10-minute tow), 

and Round Goby (11 fish per 10-minute tow) were also 

substantial contributors to the catch. Trout-perch, young-

of-year White Bass, Emerald Shiner, Spottail Shiner, 

Freshwater Drum, Silver chub, Logperch, Channel 

Catfish, and Gizzard Shad were also captured.  

 

The 2019 forage catch rate was equal to the median (50
th 

percentile) CPUE observed since Michigan’s modern-day 

bottom trawl survey began in 2014. Since this was only 

the sixth annual trawl survey in recent years, it is difficult 

to put these catch rates into a broader context for the West  

 

Basin of Lake Erie. However, Michigan’s young-of-year 

Walleye CPE paralleled that of the decades-long Ontario 

and Ohio bottom trawl survey, which also indicated 

another large Walleye year class in 2019.  

 

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 2019, one Michigan commercial 

fishing operator fished two active licenses on Lake Erie. 

The 2019 commercial harvest included 14 types of fish 

for a total of 328,194 pounds (Table 2). In combination, 

Channel Catfish (31%), Goldfish (13%), White Bass 

(12%), and Common Carp (12%) accounted for 69% of 

the total harvest by weight. The 2019 total harvest 

rebounded slightly from 2018 (307,128 total lbs).  

 

 
Table 2- Commercial harvest (pounds caught) of selected species from Michigan waters of Lake Erie, 1982-2019. 

 
 

St. Clair River – Lake St. Clair  
Sport Fishery Summary  
Non-charter recreational anglers spent a total of 249,300 

hours fishing the Michigan waters of Lake St. Clair in 

2019, down roughly 40% from 2018. A total of 40,423 

fish were harvested, down 54% from 2018. Walleye 

accounted for just under half of all fish harvested in 2019.  

 
For the St. Clair-Detroit River System (St. Clair River, 

Lake St. Clair and Detroit River), charter boat anglers 

 

 reported a harvest of 28,260 fish of all species from the 

American waters of the system. Walleye accounted for 

(89%) of total charter harvest in 2019.  

 
In 2019, charter boat captains reported a total of 2,524 

excursions on the American waters of the St. Clair-

Detroit River System, a 13% increase from 2018, which 

continues a trend of increased charter activity since 2012. 
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Table 3-Estimated harvest, total harvest rate, effort, and released catch for the 2019 Lake St. Clair non-charter boat 

fishery. Released numbers represent legal sized fish where applicable. 

 
 

 
Yellow Perch and Walleye  
Non-charter recreational anglers harvested a total of 

18,141 Walleye and 9,906 Yellow Perch (Table 3) in 

2019 from the Michigan waters of Lake St. Clair. Both 

values were down substantially from 2018 (Walleye 

~60% decline; Yellow Perch ~41% decline) but were 

roughly congruent with the decline in effort observed.  

 
Charter anglers harvested a total of 25,311 Walleye from 

the American waters of the St. Clair-Detroit River system, 

up 9% from 2018 (23,179 fish harvested). Of these, the 

vast majority (99%) were taken by charters targeting 

Walleye, and 73% of total harvest occurred in the Detroit 

River. The targeted charter catch rate of Walleye was 

0.84 fish per hour.  

 
There are currently no Walleye-specific survey programs 

taking place in the St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair. 

However, Walleye continued to be captured at relatively 

high rates (2.98 per 24-hour set) in trap nets in Anchor 

Bay during 2019, down from 2018 and 2017. 

Nevertheless, this catch rate is slightly above the long-

term average from 2002-present (2.31 per 24-hour set). 

Age-0 Walleye are rarely captured during the fall trawl 

survey, indicating low levels of reproduction from Lake 

St. Clair and its tributaries.  

 

 

 

 
Fig 6-Year-class strength for Yellow Perch in Lake St. 

Clair as indicated by fall trawl age 0 catch rates, 1996-

2019.  
 
Yellow Perch reproductive success as indexed by age-0 

catch rate in the fall trawl survey decreased from 2018 

and was the lowest observed since 2014 (Fig 6). 

However, high reproductive success doesn’t necessarily 

lead to increased recruitment to the adult population in 

Lake St. Clair. For example, the 2017 age-0 Yellow Perch 

catch rate in the fall trawls was the second highest since 

2010; however, this did not translate to higher catch rates 

of age-1 fish in the spring 2018 trawls.  
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Growth of Yellow Perch in Lake St. Clair continues to be 

below the statewide average. Average length-at-age for 

Yellow Perch is below the statewide average at all 

consistently observed ages (age-1 to age-5. Additionally, 

Yellow Perch growth is lower than it has been historically 

as seen by average length-at-age estimates from pervious 

time periods.  

 
Black Bass (Smallmouth Bass and 
Largemouth Bass) 
Non-charter recreational anglers reported capturing 

108,145 Smallmouth Bass in the Michigan waters of Lake 

St. Clair in 2019. Of these fish, 71,397 legal-sized fish 

were released and 1,856 legal-sized fish were harvested. 

Both Smallmouth Bass release and harvest were down in 

comparison to 2018, but again declines were of similar 

magnitude to the decrease in fishing effort. A total of 

58,821 Largemouth Bass were captured by anglers in the 

Michigan waters of Lake St. Clair in 2019. A total of 

13,366 legal-sized fish were released, and 176 legal-sized 

fish were harvested.  

 

Charters targeting Smallmouth Bass in the St. Clair-

Detroit River System captured and released 14,539 fish in 

2019, virtually unchanged from 2018 (14,600 total). Only 

602 fish were harvested, resulting in a total release rate of 

about 96%. Targeted Smallmouth Bass catch rates were 

1.42 fish per hour, down slightly from 2018 (1.46 fish per 

hour).  

 

 
Fig 7-Lake St. Clair Smallmouth Bass entered in the 

Michigan DNR Master Angler Program, 1986-2019. 

 

Statistics from the Master Angler program indicate that 

Lake St. Clair is the premier waterbody in the state for 

trophy Smallmouth Bass. With 20 entries in the Master 

Angler program in 2019, Lake St Clair represented 36% 

of the total Smallmouth Bass entries statewide. The next 

highest waterbody had 4 total entries and that was the 

adjoining St. Clair River. Master Angler catches of 

Smallmouth Bass on Lake St. Clair vary over time (Fig 7) 

due to a combination of biological, weather, and human-

related factors. 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.  

A total of 343 Smallmouth Bass were captured in the 

spring 2019 Anchor Bay trap net survey for a catch rate 

of 3.82 fish per 24-hour set, which was up from last year 

(2.89 fish per 24-hour set), but slightly below the long 

term average of 4.16 fish per 24-hour set (2002-2019). Of 

these 343 captures, 306 individuals received jaw tags, 

with the remainder being too small to tag. Concurrent 

with our spring trap net survey, we sampled additional 

Smallmouth Bass by electrofishing near the “Mile Roads” 

area of Lake St. Clair, east of St. Clair Shores. An 

additional 59 Smallmouth Bass were sampled, with 58 

receiving tags as part of this electrofishing effort. 

Therefore the total sample size for 2019 was 402 

Smallmouth Bass handled, 364 of which were tagged. 

Valid age estimates were obtained for 389 individuals.  

 

 
Fig 8-Smallmouth Bass annual mortality rates for Lake 

St. Clair, 2006-2019, estimated from catch curve 

regression. Black line and points represent estimates; 

grey lines represent the upper and lower 95% 

confidence interval. 

 

Analysis of age composition and annual mortality 

includes individuals from both trap netting and 

electrofishing efforts pooled together. Year-class 

contribution to Smallmouth Bass catch was relatively 

uniform; the 2010 year class was most abundant (16% of 

the catch), but strong contributions by the 2011, 2012, 

and 2015 year classes were evident as well (range 11-

15% of total catch). Smallmouth Bass averaged 17.3 

inches in length across the two surveys. We estimated 

proportional size distributions for Smallmouth Bass, 

which can be thought of as the percent of the adult 

population (considered 8 inches in total length or larger 

for this exercise) that is larger than a given threshold. We 

calculated these values for fish 14, 17, and 20 inches and 

greater. In 2019, 88% of adult Smallmouth Bass we 

caught were 14 inches or larger, 67% were 17 inches or 

larger, and 9% were 20 inches or larger. Smallmouth Bass 

sampled in the Anchor Bay trap net surveys had an 

average weight of 3.4 lbs (weights are not collected 

electrofishing). The annual mortality rate was estimated 

using catch curve analysis, which assumes that the 

abundance of year classes in a given sample is related to 

the population mortality rate. For 2019 the annual 

mortality rate was estimated at 39.8%, maintaining an 

overall flat trend since 2006. This suggests no change in 

Smallmouth Bass mortality has occurred across the time 

series.  
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Since 2002, a total of 5,648 Smallmouth Bass captured in 

survey trap nets in Anchor Bay have been tagged and 

released. Smallmouth Bass movements appear rather 

localized, with nearly all the Smallmouth Bass tag 

recoveries reported to date coming from the Michigan 

waters of Lake St. Clair. The northernmost Smallmouth 

Bass tag recovery has been from the Port Huron area of 

the St. Clair River, and the southernmost recovery came 

from the Oak Harbor area in Ohio waters of Lake Erie. 

On average, recaptured Smallmouth Bass tagged during 

2002-2019 traveled less than 6 mi (9.7 km) from the 

Anchor Bay tagging site.  

 

In 2019, Michigan tagged a total of 306 Smallmouth Bass 

with non-reward jaw tags in Anchor Bay of Lake St. 

Clair. A total of 18 non-reward tags placed on 

Smallmouth Bass in 2019 were recovered by anglers for a 

single-season reporting rate of 5.8%. 

 

A total of three of the 58 non-reward tags placed on 

Smallmouth Bass in the Mile Roads area during 2019 

were recovered by anglers for a single season reporting 

rate of 5.1%, nearly identical to the reporting rate in 

Anchor Bay. Similar reporting rates suggest that, all else 

being equal, angling pressure for Smallmouth Bass is 

likely similar in Anchor Bay and along the Mile Roads 

area of Lake St. Clair. Like tagged Anchor bay fish, 

recaptured Smallmouth Bass that were jaw-tagged during 

2016-2019 did not travel far, ranging an average of 5.0 mi 

(8.0 km) from the Mile Roads tagging site.  

 

 
Fig 9-Year-class strength for Lake St. Clair Smallmouth 

Bass as indicated by fall age-0 catch rates (bars) and 

average length (solid line), 1996-2019. Average year 

class strength indicated by the horizontal dashed line 

 

Recruitment of age-0 Smallmouth Bass as indexed by our 

August Lake St. Clair trawl survey was down slightly to 

2.2 age-0 Smallmouth Bass per acre trawled (Fig 9; 2018 

value: 2.3 Smallmouth Bass per acre trawled). The 

average size of age-0 recruits, which is a critical indicator 

of overwinter survival, was 2.9 inches, slightly below the 

long-term average (1996-2019 average age-0 Smallmouth 

Bass length: 3.1 inches). While monitoring of age-0 

Smallmouth Bass abundance is a useful indicator of 

summer conditions and nesting success, strong 

compensatory effects are known to occur for Smallmouth  

 

Bass, such that year class strength is not necessarily 

correlated with high abundance of adults in the future.  

 

Generally, few Largemouth Bass are captured during 

spring trap netting in Anchor Bay, and 2019 was no 

exception with eight individuals sampled. These eight fish 

ranged from 10.4 to 15.8 inches in total length, with 

weights ranging from 0.6 to 2.3 lbs.  

 

During the fall nearshore electrofishing survey 254 

Largemouth Bass of all sizes were captured (1.6 to 18.1 

inches). Total catch rates of Largemouth Bass have varied 

from 17.4 fish per 10-minutes of shocking in 2016 to a 

low of 7.7 fish per 10minutes of shocking in 2017. The 

average catch rate of Largemouth Bass was 9.8 fish per 

10minutes of shocking in 2019. The size structure of 

Largemouth Bass indicated many large, catchable-size 

individuals, and no apparent cropping at the legal harvest 

size. Moving forward the nearshore survey will provide a 

strong basis for evaluating change in size structure and 

recruitment of Largemouth Bass in Lake St. Clair.  

 

Northern Pike and Muskellunge  
In 2019 five Muskellunge were reported harvested from 

Lake St. Clair, with 4 additional fish reported harvested 

from the Detroit River. 2018 was the first year of 

mandatory harvest reporting of Muskellunge in the State 

of Michigan, and five Muskellunge were registered as 

harvested from Lake St. Clair that year. Anglers are 

reminded to report harvested Muskellunge within 24 

hours by visiting http://www.michigan.gov/registerfish 

or call 844-345-3474.  

 

A total of 2,163 Muskellunge were captured by non-

charter recreational anglers in the Michigan waters of 

Lake St. Clair in 2019. Of these, 824 legal-sized fish were 

estimated released. A total of 4,011 Northern Pike were 

estimated captured in the Michigan waters of Lake St. 

Clair, of which 3,024 were estimated released and 186 

were estimated harvested.  

 

Charter captains reported a total catch of 647 

Muskellunge in 2019 throughout the American waters of 

the St. Clair – Detroit River System, with two fish 

harvested. Charter targeted catch rates were 0.08 fish per 

angler hour.  

 

Muskellunge 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 2019, the catch rate showed a small 

decrease from the previous year (Fig 10). The observed 

Muskellunge catch rates for 2019 continues a pattern of 

increased variability in catch rates over the past 17 years. 

Efforts are in place in 2020 to increase the number of 

Muskie anglers in the Angler Diary program, which we 

hope will provide more consistency in Muskie catch rate 

reporting.  
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Fig 10- Lake St. Clair Muskellunge catch rate from the 

Angler Diary Program, 1986-2019. 

 

Lake St. Clair continued to dominate the statewide Master 

Angler entries for Muskie in 2019 with 19 of the 31 total 

entries (61%). Another six fish were entered from the 

adjoining St. Clair and Detroit rivers. This year was the 

first decline in entries since 2011, though there has been a 

general decline in Muskellunge entries since the peak in 

2001. We suspect this is largely a reflection of waning 

interest in submitting Master Angler entries for 

Muskellunge 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 Muskellunge population continues to 

provide excellent fishing opportunities. 

 

Two Muskellunge were captured during our 2019 Anchor 

Bay trap net survey, continuing a trend of decreased gear 

effectiveness observed in Anchor Bay since 2010. We 

believe this decline in catch is correlated with increased 

water clarity, which makes trap nets easier to see and 

likely increases the ability of Muskellunge to avoid the 

gear.  

 

In 2019 we tagged 18 Muskellunge with acoustic 

telemetry tags. Sixteen of these fish were captured by 

angler partners before being tagged by MDNR fisheries 

personnel. Since 2016, 48 Muskellunge have been tagged 

in the American waters of Lake St. Clair and the Detroit 

River, with an additional 92 fish tagged by our Canadian 

counterparts in the Ontario waters of Lake St. Clair. 

These acoustic telemetry tags have an expected battery 

life of 7+ years and can be detected by stationary listening 

stations located throughout the Great Lakes as part of the 

Great Lakes Acoustic Telemetry Observation System 

(GLATOS; https://glatos.glos.us/). Since 2016, more 

than 1.1 million detections of these tagged fish have been 

logged, revealing substantial movements and use of Lake 

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

 

A total of two age-0 Muskellunge were captured during 

our fall nearshore electrofishing survey, for a catch rate of 

0.05 fish per 10-minutes of shocking. This value was 

down from 0.10 fish per 10-minutes of shocking in 2018. 

Over time this annual Muskellunge recruitment index will 

provide valuable information about the success of  

 

Muskellunge spawning, as well as the spatial distribution 

of age-0 Muskellunge within Michigan waters of Lake St. 

Clair.  

 

We captured a total of 101 Northern Pike during our 

spring trap net survey in Anchor Bay. Valid age estimates 

were obtained for 98 individuals. The majority of the 

catch was comprised of the 2015 (37%) and 2014 (32%) 

year classes. Across all individuals captured the average 

length was 28.7 inches; total length ranged from 20.5 

inches to 33.7 inches.  

 

Lake Sturgeon  
A total of 147 Lake Sturgeon were collected during 

assessment surveys on Lake St. Clair and the St. Clair 

River in 2019. Captured Lake Sturgeon averaged 49.7 

inches in total length, ranging from 23.0 inches to 72.7 

inches. A total of 103 Lake Sturgeon were caught in the 

St. Clair River during the annual setline survey in June, 

while 44 fish were caught with trawls in Lake St. Clair 

during August. The length frequency for setline and 

trawl-captured Lake Sturgeon in 2019 illustrates the 

higher proportion of large individuals in the trawl catch in 

the lake (Fig 11). We suspect this reflects a difference in 

the actual size structure of the Lake Sturgeon population 

present in the lake during the summer, rather than a 

product of differences in size bias between the two survey 

gear types. Survey setlines were modified in 2002 to 

include small hooks, providing a less biased sample of the 

Lake Sturgeon population in the St. Clair River. In 

addition to sampling Lake Sturgeon, each setline is also 

set with two minnow traps, one attached to each end. 

These traps target Northern Madtom, a small catfish 

species that is endangered in the State of Michigan and 

Province of Ontario. Each trap is baited with earthworms, 

which experimentation in past years has suggested as 

being the preferred bait. A total of 44 Northern Madtoms 

were sampled in 2019. Northern Madtoms have very 

specific habitat and water quality requirements, making 

them a sensitive indicator of environmental quality. The 

high catch rate suggests high quality habitat conditions 

exist in the St. Clair River at this time.  

 

 
Fig 11- Length frequency distribution for Lake 

Sturgeon caught in 2019 with survey setlines in the St. 

Clair River (SCR), and bottom trawls in Lake St. Clair 

(LSC). 
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A total of 3,449 Lake Sturgeon have been tagged and 

released in the St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair since 

1996. To date, 918 tagged Lake Sturgeon have been 

recaptured with survey gear or reported by fishermen. A 

total of 551 tagged sturgeon have been recovered with 

survey setlines. One was recovered in a survey trap net in 

Anchor Bay, one in a survey gill net, and 16 have been 

recaptured in assessment trawls on Lake St. Clair. Sport 

anglers have reported 315 recoveries, most from the 

North Channel of the St. Clair River. Twenty-six 

recoveries have been reported from the Ontario 

commercial trap net fishery in southern Lake Huron, 

approximately 70 km (43.5 mi) from the tag site. Seven 

recoveries have been made on Lake Sturgeon that were 

found dead from boat strikes or unknown causes.  

 

Forage fish community  
Recent declines of most shiner species in our spring and 

fall trawling continued in 2019. However, we captured 

86.6 Spottail Shiners per acre trawled in our spring 

trawls, up from 10.9 fish per acre trawled last year and 

the highest catch rate observed since 2014 (but well 

below the longterm average). Along with Spottail Shiner, 

Johnny Darter (24.2 fish per acre trawled) and Round 

Goby (4.5 fish per acre trawled) were the most common 

forage-sized fish captured during spring trawls. During 

 

 our fall trawl survey Spottail Shiner (38.9 fish per acre 

trawled), Round Goby (7.7 fish per acre trawled), and 

Mimic Shiner (6.9 fish per acre trawled) were the most 

common forage species captured.  
 

Brook Silversides were again the most frequently 

captured forage-sized fish species during our fall 

nearshore electrofishing survey (46.3 fish per 10minute 

sample period). This value was up from 2018 (40.5 fish 

per 10-minute sample period) and the highest observed 

across the four-year time frame of the survey. Other key 

forage species captured included Emerald Shiner (29.8 

fish per 10-minute sample period), Spottail Shiner (13.1 

fish per 10-minute sample period), and Gizzard Shad 

(14.8 fish per 10-minute sampling period). While still 

new (2019 was the fourth consecutive year of effort), the 

nearshore electrofishing survey provides important 

additional insight into the lake’s forage fish community, 

which can in time be compared to our traditional trawl 

surveys to provide a more complete picture of the status 

and trends of Lake St. Clair forage species and their 

potential availability to sportfish.  

 

Commercial Fishery Summary  
No state regulated commercial fishery exists in the 

Michigan. 

 

End  



 


