Background for UMRRFMP Angler Outreach Survey from Dale Gilbert
The FWP is in the process of updating the current Upper Missouri River Management Plan which has provided the direction and resulting management that has been followed for the Upper Missouri River Reservoirs since 2010.

The survey was developed as a result of some concerns about how the past management has not seemed to have worked as well as it was hoped.  So the bottom line question is whether it is fine as is written and should be extended for another 10 years,  or whether some changes should be made that would allow for other management actions to try and improve the fisheries?

To better understand, it would be helpful to look at the history of the quality of fishing for perch, trout, and walleye.  The following charts are from FWP data showing what the history has been and its current status.

Attachment 1 – Distribution of walleye by size for Canyon Ferry from FWP
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Please note:  In the late 90’s and early 2000 years Canyon Ferry had a pretty significant percentage of “quality fish”.   With about 50% + or – being “quality” or better fish.  With the 20 fish limit, this had deteriorated and in 2007 only 14.8% were quality fish.  Most of the fish were smaller, 10-13” fish.
Looking at 2016, 2017 and the information for 2018 that follows, CF is not doing very well.

And contrary to some beliefs, the majority of the fish are not stunted, they are simply young fish that have not matured.  A 3 year old fish according to the FWP is about a 16” fish which is above average for growth rates for Montana fisheries – there are simply not very many of these fish in the system.
In 2011, the limits were reduced to 10 with a slot with not  more than 4 fish over 16” and only 1 could be over 28”.  These limits were in effect for 2011-2013 and the condition of the fishery improved per the above  in 2013-2015 with 30%+ of the fish being “quality” or better fish.

Then in 2014, the FWP raised the limit, removed the slot, and allowed 1 fish over 25”…..since that time the fishery had  deteriorated again to about the worst it has ever been.

In summary for 2018 the netting resulted in 101 walleye or 6.7 fish per net.  87% of the fish in the regular gill nets were less than 15”.   Considering the netting in 2018 only captured 58% of the total numbers of walleyes they got in 2017 (barely a bit over half)…bottom line, the odds of being able to catch a few nice eaters is even less than it has been.  In fact, there were only 6 fish from 15” – 19.9” or 5.9% of the total for 2018.   Overall, 7 of the 101 fish were 20” or larger or 6.9% of the total.

The FWP did get 10 larger fish in their 3” experitmental nets which is the best they have ever gotten.  Those fish and numbers are not considered in the plan.  So overall, the number of larger fish has increased, but the fact still remains that per the regular gill netting data that is used in the plan 87.1% of the fish are under 15” and the numbers of total fish is down signficantly from the past.
The bottom line is whether you are happy now with the quality of the fishery or would you like to see something different done to try and improve the overall quality of the walleye to have a few more quality sized fish (15”-19.9” fish) to take home and eat?   Or would you prefer to leave it as is with 87%+ of the fish being smaller than 15”.
For 2019 the FWP is leaving the limit at 20 fish daily with only 1 fish over 20”.  What will that do to the fishery?  We already have seen what the 20 fish limit did in 2018 by reducing the walleye poplulation from 11.6 fish per net to 6.7 fish per net, what is another year with this liberal limit going to do.  And the FWP per the current plan says they will not do anything to reduce the limits until they get a 3 year running average of less than 3 fish per net.  So considering the past history, even if the got “0” fish per net next year, they would still have a 3 year running average of 6.1 fish per net and do nothing.

Bottom line, the logic and rationale for only considering a change after seeing a 3 year running average has not been working very well and seems to add to the problems of maintaining and quality fishery.
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Consider the numbers and size distribution of the preferred 15”-19.9” fish per the above:




15”
16”
17”
18”
19”
Total


2014 


4
2
4
3
4
17
2015


4
6
3
6
2
21
2016


4
2
1
2
3
12
2018


1
2
1
2
0
6
It seems pretty obvious that the current limits per the existing management plan has not done anything positive towards the 15”-19.9” fish available to anglers – it shows the opposite.  The overall numbers in the plan for 2018 of 101 fish or 6.7 per net is within the plans acceptable range, yet they will continue with the 20 fish, 1 over 20 limits because the 3 year running average is above the trigger of 3.

Attachment 2 – Holter Fall Gill Netting results


Please Note:  There are only three years of record where the numbers look worse than they do now.

There are only three years of record where the numbers ever dropped to below 2 fish per net, which is the number used in the UMRMP as a lower trigger to consider changes to improve the fishery.  That number is too low!
Frankly when the FWP removed the slot that protected the 20-28” fish and raised the limit in 2014 the fishery has gone downhill.   So it would certainly appear putting the slot back in place and reducing the limits would make a lot of sense like we had in prior years would make sense.
We clearly have a history of having had a very quality trout and walleye fishery in years past with prior management.  It depends on an appropriate level of stocking for trout and reasonable limits and some protection for walleye and it could be a whole lot better than it currently is.

Most anyone I ask that fished Holter in the old days, prior to the removal of the slot would say that it was a much better fishery for trout and walleye then, than it is now.
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Figure 9. Holter Reservoir Fish Population Trends for Rainbow Trout, Yellow Perch, and Walleye from

Standardized Gill Netting Series.




The 2018 netting data for perch on Holter has now dropped to 7 fish per net from a high of over 66 fish per net a few years ago.  When the perch exploded for unknown reasons in 2013, FWP increased the daily limit to 50 with no possession limit and that is continuing into 2019.  That is because there is a management goal and trigger that essentially says until they get a 3 year running average of less than 10 fish per net, they will not do anything to reduce limits to conserve, preserve, protect or sustain the fishery.

Had the UMRMP been used as intended as an “adaptive plan” changes could have been considered to revise and reduced which seems would have likely tempered the downward trends of the perch that have been harvested and given us a few more years of a much better perch fishery than we will likely see in the next couple of years by allowing it to diminish to what it now is.

By the time we see a 3 year running average below 10 fish per net; the perch fishery will have been destroyed.   
In addition to the concerns about walleye and perch we are also currently seeing the trout fishery at both Canyon Ferry and Holter in about the worse shape we have ever seen.  The reasons for this is that the FWP were not able to manage to continue what has been a very successful stocking program for trout.  In fact they cut the stocking by 50% or more in 2018 and plan to continue the reduced stocking levels in 2019 – apparently because they did not pursue and get the authority from the Legislature to spend the money they say they have available.
The following is the current data on the trout numbers used in the plans for trout for Canyon Ferry.
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The following is the netting data for trout at Holter.   For 2018 it has now dropped to 2.8 per net.
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Bottom line, it would appear from the 25 years of history that we have, that we should be able to have a much better fishery for trout, perch, and walleye than what we are seeing by following the current management plan for the Upper Missouri River Reservoirs.   We have proof of having a quality multi-species fishery where trout and walleye have shown they have and can very successfully co-exist.
We need to see a reasonable range as a goal for trout and keep the walleye numbers within reason with a goal of maybe 5-7 per net.  We certainly have a history that shows with trout being the range 4-6 per net and the walleyes at 5-7 per net, we had what most people considered a very good fishery at both CF and Holter.

We need to see the FWP being more responsive in making management decisions and changes in limits to achieve those goals and not hang their hat on a management plan that ties everything to a 3 year running average like we have experienced.

It would certainly seem that if what has been done is not working well, at the very least, someone should be willing to make some changes and look at some other options.
Many parts of the country have lower limits with slots that require smaller fish to be harvested, but yet provide some protection for a designated slot….allowing for a limited harvest within the slot and maybe only 1 over to allow for harvest of a trophy.  FWP says slots don’t work and that what happened when we had slots was just a coincidence.  Maybe the slot needs to be tweaked a bit and given another chance.

Regulations and harvest limits should be looked at each fall and if necessary to stay within established goals for trout and walleye, they need to be adjusted without regard to the current policy of only looking at fishing regulations on a four year cycle.  This in itself is another reason we are seeing some fisheries doing so poorly right now in central Montana.

It is hoped that anglers will respond to the survey and make it known, that they want some changes and would like to see the systems managed with a goal of having a “QUALITY MULTI-SPECIES” fishery.

