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Lake Sturgeon Fishing Regulations Lake Sturgeon Fishing Regulations 
in Michiganin Michigan

•• Commercial take was stopped in 1977Commercial take was stopped in 1977
•• Recreational harvest: 50Recreational harvest: 50””; 1 per season ; 1 per season 
•• By the midBy the mid--19901990’’s sturgeon population estimates s sturgeon population estimates 

and other indicators suggested a population at and other indicators suggested a population at 
1% of presettlement numbers1% of presettlement numbers

•• Lake St. Clair and St. Clair River clearly had the Lake St. Clair and St. Clair River clearly had the 
largest population within the Great Lakes Basinlargest population within the Great Lakes Basin

•• Offered an opportunity to maintain a sport Offered an opportunity to maintain a sport 
fishery with limited harvestfishery with limited harvest



St. Clair sturgeon fishery prior to 1999St. Clair sturgeon fishery prior to 1999

•• Unknown level of participationUnknown level of participation
•• Harvest unknownHarvest unknown
•• Little evidence of C&R in fisheryLittle evidence of C&R in fishery



MichiganMichigan’’s Sturgeon Rehabilitation s Sturgeon Rehabilitation 
Strategy Strategy -- 19971997

•• Michigan DNR published a Lake Sturgeon Michigan DNR published a Lake Sturgeon 
Rehabilitation Strategy in 1997Rehabilitation Strategy in 1997

•• Recommended no harvest for populations < 500 Recommended no harvest for populations < 500 
adults, and annual fishing mortality < 6% adults, and annual fishing mortality < 6% 
maintaining larger populationsmaintaining larger populations

•• In 1999 MDNR applied new fishing regulations In 1999 MDNR applied new fishing regulations 
to lake sturgeon across the stateto lake sturgeon across the state

•• Allowed some very restricted harvest Allowed some very restricted harvest –– primarily primarily 
in the in the St. Clair River and Lake St. ClairSt. Clair River and Lake St. Clair.  .  



Poached: June 8, 2001

Location: Legas Pier

North Channel St. Clair R.

Charge:  Possession of 
sturgeon during closed 
season

Plead Guilty

Sentenced: 30 days in jail +

$2,000 fine +$1,500 restitution

St. Clair sturgeon fishery enforcementSt. Clair sturgeon fishery enforcement

Some illegal activity     increased enforcement





New Lake Sturgeon Angling RulesNew Lake Sturgeon Angling Rules

•• St. Clair River St. Clair River 
Regulations Regulations since 1999since 1999::
–– Short harvest season Short harvest season 

(July 16 (July 16 –– Sept 30)Sept 30)
–– Slot size of 42 to 50Slot size of 42 to 50””
–– 1 fish per season1 fish per season
–– Harvest tag required Harvest tag required 

(even with C & R) (even with C & R) 
–– Harvested fish Harvested fish 

registration within 24 registration within 24 
hours at a local sitehours at a local site



A new sturgeon fishery developedA new sturgeon fishery developed……

•• Internet fishing Internet fishing 
forums and forums and 
photosphotos

•• Michigan Michigan 
Outdoors TV Outdoors TV 
show featureshow feature

•• Sturgeon charter Sturgeon charter 
fishingfishing



…just about pulled 
the rod out of the 
holder…..30 min 
later and it was the 
biggest fish [my 
buddy] has ever 
landed!!!

….he got within 30 
yds of spooling the 
reel. 

“…I’ll be out for Mr. 
Ugly next week…”

A new sturgeon fishery developedA new sturgeon fishery developed……



A sturgeon fishery developedA sturgeon fishery developed……

“…from 8:15PM to 
midnight we caught 
3 surgeon for four 
anglers…..”

“….immediately 
after getting hooked 
this [69 inch] fish 
came straight up, 
jumped and actually 
tail-slapped the 
boat….”



Interest in sturgeon fishing increased Interest in sturgeon fishing increased 
with timewith time

•• Anglers who Anglers who 
registered for a registered for a 
sturgeon tag sturgeon tag 
increased each increased each 
yearyear

•• 9 tag 9 tag 
distribution distribution 
centers were centers were 
usedused
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The need for evaluation The need for evaluation --

•• As interest increased As interest increased –– we needed to we needed to 
evaluate angler effort, catch and harvestevaluate angler effort, catch and harvest

•• Difficult to creel census sturgeon anglersDifficult to creel census sturgeon anglers
-- largely night fishinglargely night fishing
-- safety issues for clerkssafety issues for clerks
-- cost of creel censuscost of creel census

•• FRUSTRATING!!!FRUSTRATING!!!



So we went So we went POSTAL!POSTAL!

• Used the US Postal Service to mail questionnaires to anglers

• Similar to several hunter surveys used by MI Wildlife Division



•• Conducted a postal survey of Conducted a postal survey of ALLALL anglers anglers 
who registered for sturgeon harvest tags who registered for sturgeon harvest tags 
in 2006 and/or 2007in 2006 and/or 2007

•• The last postal survey targeting sturgeon The last postal survey targeting sturgeon 
anglers was done in 1956 (Black Lake)anglers was done in 1956 (Black Lake)

•• Objectives:  Objectives:  
–– 1.) to quantify the fishing effort and catch for 1.) to quantify the fishing effort and catch for 

the St. Clair system sturgeon fishery in 2006 the St. Clair system sturgeon fishery in 2006 
and 2007 and 2007 

–– 2.) to characterize the demographics of the 2.) to characterize the demographics of the 
anglers participating in the St. Clair system anglers participating in the St. Clair system 
sturgeon fishery in 2006 and 2007sturgeon fishery in 2006 and 2007

–– 3.) to quantify angler opinions regarding 3.) to quantify angler opinions regarding 
sturgeon harvest & fishing sturgeon harvest & fishing regreg for the St. Clair for the St. Clair 
sturgeon fishery sturgeon fishery 

Lake Sturgeon Angler SurveyLake Sturgeon Angler Survey
2006 and 20072006 and 2007



•• Searched list of registered anglers and Searched list of registered anglers and 
matched with state data base matched with state data base 

•• Matched 458 names and addressesMatched 458 names and addresses
•• Sent letter,  2Sent letter,  2--page questionnaire, selfpage questionnaire, self--

addressed and stamped envelope addressed and stamped envelope 
•• If no response If no response –– sent up to two moresent up to two more
•• Collected responses and analyzed dataCollected responses and analyzed data

Lake Sturgeon Angler Survey     Lake Sturgeon Angler Survey     
2006 and 20072006 and 2007









Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey 
ResultsResults

10% of the 
anglers were 

females!

300 anglers responded (out 
of 458) for adjusted

response rate of 67.4%



Anglers ranged in age from 4 to 84 years, and 
the average age was 40.7

Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey 
ResultsResults



Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey Lake Sturgeon Angler Postal Survey 
ResultsResults

• 84% resided in St. 
Clair, Macomb, 
Oakland counties, MI

• Anglers came from 16 
Michigan Counties - as 
far away as Grand 
Traverse Co.



Did you fish for sturgeon in 2006 Did you fish for sturgeon in 2006 
and/or 2007?and/or 2007?

Did not fish
23%

Fished in 
2006 only

15%

Fished in 
2007 only

25%

Fished both 
years
37%



When did you mainly fish for sturgeon?When did you mainly fish for sturgeon?

Daylight
12%

At night
61%

Day and night
27%



Did you fish from a boat or dock?Did you fish from a boat or dock?

Boat
70%

Dock
19%

Both
11%



Number of sturgeon caughtNumber of sturgeon caught
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They caught:

683 in 2006

573 in 2007

156 anglers 
fished in 2006

188 anglers 
took 979 
fishing trips in 
2007

• Mean catch per angler was 4.4 fish in 2006, and 3.1 fish in 2007

• 10% of the anglers caught 90% of the fish



LegalLegal--sized sturgeon caught in 2007sized sturgeon caught in 2007

• N = 124 (22% of total catch of 573 fish)

• 78% of all anglers did not catch a single legal-size fish

• But only 4 were harvested!

Note:  
Legal-

sized are 
42 – 50 
inches
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Length frequency distribution for Length frequency distribution for 
sturgeon caught in 2007 MDNR surveyssturgeon caught in 2007 MDNR surveys

• 22% (n=34) of survey caught fish within the legal harvest slot 
(red bars)
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The Catch vs the HarvestThe Catch vs the Harvest
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Smallest and largest in the catchSmallest and largest in the catch
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•Angling gear selects for larger fish than survey gear or

•Anglers exaggerate the size of the fish they catch (?)



If you catch a legalIf you catch a legal--sized onesized one……will you will you 
keep it?keep it?

22%

13%
15%

17%

33%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Very likely Somewhat
likely

Unsure Not very
likely

Not at all

A
ng

le
rs

 re
sp

on
di

ng

50%35%



Satisfied with the current sturgeon Satisfied with the current sturgeon 
tag and registration system?tag and registration system?
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How likely will you fish during the new How likely will you fish during the new 
extended C & R season?extended C & R season?

26% 25%
23%
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Does C & R harm sturgeon?Does C & R harm sturgeon?
MDNR uses setlines to 
capture and tag sturgeon 
for studies & pop 
estimates:  

• Fish are often hooked for 
hours, then boated, 
measured and released

• Tagged sturgeon are 
often caught several times 
over several years with 
DNR survey gear and by 
anglers

• Sturgeon seem to survive  
C & R quite well.  



You never know who you might see late at night on the St. Clair River!

• The St. Clair system 
sturgeon sport fishery and 
associated regulations has 
provided anglers with a 
unique fishing opportunity 
while protecting and 
conserving the fishery 
resource. 

• The fishery is likely 
adding allies for the 
protection of the species.

SummarySummary





Registered Registered vsvs Reported HarvestReported Harvest
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Slot limit protects smallest and largest fishSlot limit protects smallest and largest fish
Length frequency distribution for St. Clair system lake 

sturgeon, 1996-2004 (n = 1474)
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18% fall within the 
current legal slot 
limit of 42"- 50"



So So –– should we promote sturgeon  should we promote sturgeon  
fishing? fishing? 

•• Yes!  But, with strict regulations!Yes!  But, with strict regulations!
•• Invested anglers tend to watchdog each otherInvested anglers tend to watchdog each other
•• Angler network has developed using internet sites for Angler network has developed using internet sites for 

sharing info,  pictures, Q&Asharing info,  pictures, Q&A’’s, encouraging effective s, encouraging effective 
C&R angling and fish handling techniquesC&R angling and fish handling techniques

•• With such a high C & R factor With such a high C & R factor –– little harm to the little harm to the 
populationpopulation

•• ““Fishing tagFishing tag”” needed for all sturgeon fishing, nonneeded for all sturgeon fishing, non--
transferable transferable ““harvest tagharvest tag”” to be used if a fish is to be used if a fish is 
harvested, similar to deer tagharvested, similar to deer tag



•• Move to License RetailMove to License Retail
Sales System Sales System 

•• Available at all RSSAvailable at all RSS
license terminalslicense terminals

•• Multiple vendors,Multiple vendors,
multiple locations,multiple locations,
some open 24 hourssome open 24 hours

•• Available at delayedAvailable at delayed
date, maybe June date, maybe June 

15th,15th,
30 days before 30 days before 

openeropener

•• Target implementationTarget implementation
for 2009 seasonfor 2009 season




