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Overview

It is common knowledge that we are in a struggling economic climate, especially in most areas of the muskellunge’s native range, where income from tourism based on natural resources comprises a percentage of local, state, and provincial economies. Now, more than ever, tourism-based communities need protect and restore sources of local income. Due to an ever-increasing interest in the sport of muskie fishing and the tourism dollars it generates, the World Muskie Alliance believes that protecting, restoring, and propagating healthy muskellunge populations in select rivers and lakes in North America will result in significant economic benefits to the region.

The Sport

The allure of muskie fishing has been described in many ways. In short, the thrill and anticipation of the “hunt”, the ferocity with which the species attacks a lure, its greyhound-like jumps and cart-wheeling aerial acrobatics rival anything found in freshwater. The possibility of catching a truly huge fish, and, most importantly, releasing the fish using the safest methods possible to insure that it lives to fight another day for another angler, provide a unique and addicting fishing experience.  To be successful, one may hire a guide for just one day out of the year, or collect boats, rods, reels, lures, lore, photographs, and memories over the course of a lifetime venture, in which the rewards go far beyond just “catching a fish”. As the sport has evolved, the thrill of fishing “new water” has become popular with more experienced anglers.

The number of fisherman specifically targeting muskellunge is growing. Anyone who has followed the sport even for a brief time knows this. Ask any seasoned muskie fisherman or sporting goods store owner where muskies are found and they will concur. First magazines, then the Internet began introducing more to the sport, providing information on new waters and techniques, and safe methods of catch and release for the fish and the fisherman.  In recent years, rod, reel, line, tool, and boat manufacturers have begun to include products made specifically for chasing muskies. Many of these products are made in the United States and Canada. 

For nearly all muskie fishermen, the desired quarry is the largest, mature adults. Unfortunately, it seems probable that the number of adult fish in many areas can no longer keep up with the demand. Even though there is a concerted effort within the fishing community to promote catch and release and to educate the public on proper handling techniques to conserve the resource, many fish die from delayed mortality, liberal daily bag limits, and state-legislated size limits that do not allow fish to reach sexual maturity in order to sustain natural populations. Compounding the problem, fishing pressure has seemingly increased on waters known to hold significant populations of large, adult fish.

The Economics

A 2006 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service report stated that recreational fishing in the United States generated $82 billion in sales, $24 billion in income, and supported 534,000 jobs.  

While exact revenue amounts based on muskie fishing alone is somewhat elusive, the sport is commonly believed to have a very positive economic impact where healthy muskellunge populations exist. 

Well-known boundary waters such as Lake St. Clair, the St. Lawrence River, and Lake of the Woods draw large numbers of muskie fishermen every year. Properly managed and protected areas of Minnesota such as Lake Vermillion, Lake Bemidji, and Cass Lake, as well as recent attempts to restore historical populations of the Great Lakes strain of muskellunge in Green Bay have become huge fishing success stories. Successful propagation of the resource in order to boost tourism can be found as far south as Kentucky and Tennessee, as far east as New Jersey, and as far west as Washington State.  Muskie anglers commonly spend money on lodging, food and drink, vehicle fuels and additives, boat, trailer, and truck maintenance, state campground, access and launch fees, and more.  

In Indiana, native muskies nearly disappeared by the 1960s. Today, with excellent propagation and management, yet with only ten lakes containing the species, Indiana has become a prime muskie destination (Jordan 2008). An Indiana Department of Natural Resources report has stated “Assuming muskie anglers spend $50 per trip (American Sportfishing Association), the economic value of muskie fishing at Loon Lake was estimated to be $29,917 in 2004. The commercial value of 1,100 fingerlings (10-in) stocked each year is estimated to be $7,700 for a benefit:cost ratio of 4:1” (Pearson 2005). At Lake Webster, Indiana, muskie anglers spent an estimated $339,147, “representing 76% of the entire program since its inception and worth more than 10 times the annual cost of stocking ($30,960)” (Pearson 2005). In Minnesota muskies have been aggressively managed as a trophy fishery. A 2005 study was performed within the state showed that muskie anglers spent an average of 45 days on the water compared to just 21 days for non-muskie anglers. The study also reported that 33 percent of the members of Muskie, Inc. (the prominent muskellunge sport fishing based organization) spend $2,000 to $4,999 on fishing expenses every year compared to only 8.6 percent of non-muskie anglers who spent monies in that range (Schroeder and Fulton 2005). 

The economic impact of muskie fishing in Wisconsin is significant. In 2006, an estimated 1.4 million anglers spent $1.8 billion dollars directly on fishing within the state (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association 2006). It is estimated that 25% of anglers who fish Wisconsin specifically target muskies (Simonson 2008). That equates to $425 million dollars spent on fishing for muskies in Wisconsin in 2006 alone. Tim Simonson, fisheries biologist for the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, believes that a 50” fish could be worth in upwards of $35,850 dollars per surviving stocked fish, and take up to18 years for a fish to reach that size (Simonson 2008).

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources has listed 794 bodies of water within the state as containing known populations of muskellunge. In comparison to Wisconsin, Minnesota is listed as having only 111 bodies of water that contain muskie. Ironically, the previously mentioned U.S. Fish and Wildlife report states that the same amount of anglers who fished Wisconsin (1.4 million) spent an estimated $2.8 billion dollars in Minnesota – a difference of $1.1 billion. Using the same 25% of total anglers as those who target muskies, it can be assumed that $700 million was spent on muskie fishing in Minnesota in 2006 ($275 million more than Wisconsin with roughly 1/8 of the water). This analogy begs the question – Why? The answer is quite simple. The state of Minnesota, with the help of Muskies, Inc., localized clubs, and countless numbers of individuals who had a collective vision, have made the state’s muskellunge waters a more desirable place to fish. Minnesota has a more proactive management strategy that included raising the minimum size limit to 48 inches. Minnesota fish reach sexual maturity and beyond (required for natural recruitment) and maximum size potential desired by fishermen. 

It would only be fair to state at this point that mature fish are what the vast majority of muskie anglers target, and they will spend many hours, fruitless days, and vast amounts of money in their pursuit. In retrospect, it has become obvious that fishermen from other states, including Wisconsin, where the muskellunge is the state fish, are leaving other muskie lakes closer to home to travel to Minnesota, remote areas of Canada with “no kill” regulations, or more specific places like Lake Webster to pursue muskies. In the case of Minnesota and Indiana, it is clearly the result of the states’ direction in muskellunge management. 

The Problems

According to a 2006 Wisconsin DNR survey, 12,493 legal muskies were harvested by hook and line anglers (Wisconsin DNR 2008). This number is likely to be higher because of delayed mortality due to handling which could be as high as 30% (Casselman 2005), and legal winter harvest of fish by Native American tribal members (believed to be significant), were unknown and not included in the study. This number essentially equates to 53 legal fish harvested per 1000 acres of muskie water per year. These fish must be replaced each year in order to maintain the present levels of adult fish within the population. This presents a significant challenge to state natural resource officials who tend to rely on stocking efforts, due to high mortality rates of fish spawned naturally, and the likelihood of mortality before sexual maturity. Replacing fish through stocking efforts is risky, considering within the first several months a loss of nearly 70% occurs, leaving few remaining fish surviving to sexual maturity (Margenau and Hanson 1996).  Knowing that the species requires 5-7 years just to reach maturity (Margenau and Hanson 1996), and more to reach maximum size potential, stocking alone is clearly not a guaranteed replacement of harvested adult fish. In an attempt to maintain its muskellunge fishery, the Wisconsin DNR stocks roughly 145,000 muskies per year, at an annual cost of over $400,000 dollars (Simonson 2008).  

Compounding the problem, stable population densities tend to be relatively small. Target population densities of stocked Wisconsin lakes are commonly between .2 to 1 fish per acre, with the average density being less than .5 adult fish per acre (Hanson, et. al., 1986).  Logistically, population densities are known to be much smaller in larger bodies of water, such as the Great Lakes, making muskellunge especially difficult to study or to assess population densities. Essentially, due to low population densities indicative of the species, muskellunge are easily over-exploited, and have been in many places throughout history.

Muskellunge are of relatively old age at sexual maturity, obviously older near maximum size potential. This fact, combined with low population densities, leave populations highly vulnerable to over-exploitation. Documentation in regards to the actual exploitation rates of muskies is limited. However, in one tagging study performed in Peavy Impoundment, Michigan, 7 muskellunge were tagged and released. One fish was reported harvested in the very first year, for an annual exploitation rate of 14%. At Skegmog Lake, Michigan, 2 out of 11 tagged muskellunge were harvested in less than a year, for a minimum annual exploitation rate of 18% (Thomas, et. al., 2009). While the population samples may seem small for this particular study, they correlate well with the low population densities known to exist within these two particular bodies of water.

Being the tertiary predator in waters where they are found, muskellunge have been wrongly accused for decreases in other sport fish populations, such as walleyes, and therefore have been targeted for extensive harvest and wanton waste in some areas. Recently, it has been established that the preferred forage of muskellunge tend to be perch, white sucker, and other elongated, soft rayed, non-sport fish (Bozek, et. al., 1999; Williams 2007).

The Solutions

For years the idea behind bolstering muskie populations was to increase number of stocked fish.  While stocking of fish is important, especially where existing wild populations of fish are threatened or where decimated populations have the potential to be restored (such as the success of the Green Bay Muskellunge Restoration Project), it takes funding and knowledge to be correctly implemented. The idea that genetics play a considerable role in the propagation of the species, and that there are strains of muskellunge that differ greatly in life cycle habits and habitat requirements is not a new idea among those who study and pursue the muskellunge. However, the import role genetics play in regard to the species has only recently come to light within most natural resource agencies. Therefore, the proper genetic strain of muskellunge required by the particular body of water for the stocking to be successful must be carefully considered. Again, this requires knowledge, which requires study, which in turn requires funding. The act of raising fish and releasing them into a body of water is only a small piece of the puzzle.

Protecting the fish to maturity is also very important to the goals of the World Muskie Alliance. By selectively reducing bag limits and increasing minimum size regulations where needed, muskellunge can procreate successfully, naturally bolstering populations without stocking, and allowing fish to reach the desired maximum size. Taking the idea even further, some bodies of water that have struggling populations of wild, native fish with ultra-low densities (such as the Indian River chain and St. Mary’s River in Michigan) would greatly benefit from mandatory “catch and release” or “no kill” regulations. Lac Seul, Ontario, is a shining example of how the regulation can bolster populations and allow fish to reach their maximum growth potential. The “no kill” regulations could be seasonal or could be implemented for a specified length of time in order to examine how the population reacts or until a true population estimate can be established. These actions have the potential to ease the problem of over-harvest or exploitation and reduce the need for stocking in some areas.

Protecting the fish to maturity has a two-fold effect. It increases the likelihood of natural recruitment (MacLennan 1995), which saves money in stocking costs because fewer fish need to be replaced to sustain the existing populations, and it also allows fish to approach maximum size potential. These results help promote a self-sustaining population of various year classes of fish.

Sufficient quality habitat is a main requirement for any species. Habitat recognition, restoration, and improvement are part of another well-established plan to help bolster and protect muskellunge populations.  Wetland and near-shore habitat protection has been an important environmental topic for decades. This endeavor also requires funding, and time-consuming research, but great strides have been made and many are volunteering to help this cause (Wisconsin DNR 2009).

The previous solutions stated above can be tied together in a way that makes sense - a legislatively endorsed Muskellunge Stamp. An idea not new to fish management, trout and salmon stamps, as well as a stamp (or tag) requirement for sturgeon fishing, have been successful in several states for decades. Funding generated by a proposed muskie stamp could be used for stocking, habitat restoration, protection and research, and administration of the muskellunge stamp program.  Mandatory registration of each harvested fish would help greatly with acquiring crucial data to help manage muskellunge, including better representative estimates of populations and the assessment of the health of individual muskies brought in for registration, as well as the health of populations as a whole. Recently, Jerry Newman of the World Muskie Alliance has drafted a legislative proposal for Wisconsin, outlining a plan to generate funds through the use of a stamp that could be used as a model for other states and provinces as well. 

Conclusion

In recent years North America has a witnessed an economic decline rivaled only by the Great Depression.  In stark reality, every means of bolstering the economy should be explored. The World Muskie Alliance believes that promoting and maintaining healthy, and sustainable trophy muskellunge fisheries throughout the species’ native range, and where tourist and sport fishing-based economies exist, is a viable economic stimulus strategy. It is a strategy that will help our struggling economy, while protecting a valuable resource and meeting the goals of the World Muskie Alliance, preserving the sport of muskellunge fishing for generations to come.
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