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Introduction

This report summarizes information provided
by scientists participating in a workshop to
discuss issues related to stocking yellow perch
in southern Lake Michigan. The workshop was
convened by Clifford Kraft, fisheries specialist
with the University of Wisconsin Sea Grant
Institute, and was held on April 1, 1998 at the
Great Lakes WATER Institute (formerly the
Great Lakes Research Facility: 600 E.
Greenfield Ave.) in Milwaukee. Workshop
participants are listed on the final page of this
summary. The purpose of the workshop was to
review and summarize available information
related to the feasibility and desirability of
implementing a stocking program for restoring
yellow perch populations in southern Lake
Michigan. The workshop was not designed to
initiate or signal the establishment of a yellow
perch stocking effort in southern Lake
Michigan. Instead, it was designed to provide
stakeholders and managers with an opportunity
to review, with experts, the scientific issues
related to stocking yellow perch.

At the outset participants were reminded that
personnel in charge of fishery management
programs for the Departments of Natural
Resources in Michigan, Illinois, Indiana and
Wisconsin have publicly stated that it is
premature to stock yellow perch in Lake
Michigan. Nevertheless, some angler group
representatives have asked the Wisconsin DNR
to consider implementing a yellow perch
stocking effort. The workshop was designed
primarily to obtain input from scientists
regarding this issue. Stakeholders and
managers were invited to participate so they
could discuss and review key issues related to
the potential impacts of stocking yellow perch.
The workshop format consisted of short
presentations by the invited scientists, who
were asked to specifically address the following
questions:

1) What are potential goals of a yellow perch
stocking program in Lake Michigan?

2) How could we evaluate the success or
failure of a yellow perch stocking program?

3) What risks are associated with conducting a
yellow perch stocking program?

4) Given the extensive history of stocking as a
fishery management practice, under what
circumstances has stocking been effective
(What goals were accomplished)?

5) If a yellow perch stocking program is
developed for Lake Michigan, would this
require modification of bag limits, quotas
and other rules related to harvest?

6) What has been learned from past
experience in stocking yellow perch?

7) What financial costs are associated with
conducting a yellow perch stocking
program?

8) How would we design and assess the
impact of an experimental stocking
program?

Scientist’s responses to these questions are
summarized in the following sections.

Questions 1: What are potential goals of a
yellow perch stocking program in Lake
Michigan?

Initially, workshop participants outlined three
potential goals for a yellow perch stocking
program (supplement the existing sport fishery,
rehabilitate the native yellow perch stock,
provide a “put-and-take” fishery for yellow
perch). After further discussion, it became
clear that the goals of a “put-and-take” fishery
and “rehabilitate stock” were at two opposite
ends of a spectrum, with the third goal
(supplement existing sport fishery) at some
unspecified position in the middle. This third
goal was dropped from further discussion, so
that workshop participants could clearly address
the two distinct goals for a yellow perch
stocking program.



Goal 1: A “Put-and-Take” fishery

A “Put-and-Take” fishery is one in which
anglers would harvest fish reared in hatcheries,
without any expectation that hatchery-reared
fish would survive and grow in the wild. For
example, put-and-take fisheries are commonly
used in situations where hatchery-reared trout
are stocked in streams that cannot support
survival of these fish due to warm summer
water temperatures. Fish are stocked at a rate
such that anglers are expected to harvest all
stocked fish before these fish die as a result of
unsuitable habitat. Resorting to a put-and-take
fishery for yellow perch in Lake Michigan
would similarly require a judgement that the
Lake Michigan habitat had changed to such a
degree that it is no longer suitable for
sustaining yellow perch populations.

Goal 2: Rehabilitate Yellow Perch Stocks

A stocking program to rehabilitate the yellow
perch stock in southern Lake Michigan would
be designed to supplement existing numbers of
wild yellow perch in order to enhance their
ability to reproduce and increase in abundance.
Such a stocking program would be conducted
under the assumption that suitable habitat for
self-sustaining populations of yellow perch in
southern Lake Michigan is available. A great
amount of workshop discussion focused on the
possibility that a stocking program with this
goal could also be designed as an
“experimental” stocking program, in order to
determine whether conditions in Lake Michigan
were currently suitable for self-sustaining
populations (this is discussed below).

Question 2: How do we evaluate success or
failure of a stocking?

The scientists observed that any evaluation of
success would depend on the particular goal of
the stocking program. In any case, it would
take 3-5 years to evaluate the success of a
stocking program, due to the slow growth rates
of yellow perch in Lake Michigan and the great

amount of year-to-year variability historically
seen in yellow perch year-class strength (i.e.
the number of yellow perch produced in a given
year). They also emphasized that the success
or failure of a yellow perch stocking program
could not be confidently predicted based on
existing information.

[Also see Question 3, Risk 4: “We would not
be able to evaluate the results of a stocking

effort without marking all hatchery-reared
fish.”]

Question 3: What risks are associated with
conducting a yellow perch stocking program?

Risk 1: We don’t know why naturally-spawned
yellow perch are not surviving, therefore we
don’t know whether hatchery-reared fish
would suffer the same fate.

All workshop scientists agreed that a crucial
piece of missing information is the fact that
nobody knows the life stage at which yellow
perch are failing to survive in Lake Michigan.
Without this information, it is impossible to
know whether hatchery-reared fish would suffer
the same fate. Based on available information,
the “Yellow Perch Task Group” -- a panel
established under the auspices of the Great
Lakes Fishery Commission to review the
southern Lake Michigan yellow perch situation
-- has agreed that yellow perch year-class
strength is established during the first year of
life. Investigations are currently underway to
determine more precisely when this mortality
occurs during the first year of life. Potential
critical periods are:

* Before eggs hatch;

e Fry stage (within the first six weeks of life
when yellow perch are less than 1 inch in
length);

* Young-of-the-year stage (before the first
fall, when yellow perch are 1 to 3 inches
long).

If, for example, yellow perch are disappearing






