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ABSTRACT

A size goal for crappie and an abundance goal for walleye at Tongue
River Reservoir were met in 1997. The 1991 year class of crappie
(six year old fish) were still abundant in 1997. The daily crappie
limit instituted in 1996 is at least partially responsible. The
1997 year class of crappie appears to be of moderate size. Catch
rate of spotted shiners was the highest measured since this species
was first introduced in 1990.

INTRODUCTION

A size goal for crappie and an abundance index goal for walleye
have been in place for a number of years. These goals, in mid-
summer gill net catches, are for 20% of crappie to exceed a total
length of 250mm and for walleye catch rates to exceed an average
of 2.0 fish per gill net set.

A major construction project began at Tongue Reservoir in 1996
and will continue through 1998. This project consists of
reconstructing the dam, spillway and low-level outlet works to
meet safety standards. It has resulted in a very low reservoir
level of about 700 surface acres (approximately 3,200 acres at
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spillway level) beginning in the fall 1997 and will continue
through spring 1999. This long draw-down will decrease fish
abundance. In 1996 fishing regulations were changed to decrease
Crappie harvest so that good numbers of adult crappie would be
present to repopulate the reservoir following the construction
low water period and to allow survival of crappie to help meet
size goals.

METHODS

Fish populations were sampled with gill nets and seines. @ill
nets were of the sinking, experimental type, 125 feet long. A bag
seine of 100 feet length, 8 feet deep and 1/4 inch mesh was set
from a boat and hauled to shore.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results of gill netting are shown in Table 1. Table 2 compares
walleye and crappie statistics for 1997 with previous years.

Gill net catch rate of fish, in general, has been trending upward
since 1995. The overall catch rate of €3.9 fish per overnight
set in 1997 (Table 1) was almost twice the value for 1995. Rock
bass, a species found in Montana only in the Tongue River
drainage were sampled in both 1996 and 1997, after a two year
absence in gill net samples. Other species were collected in
gill nets in numbers and sizes similar to recent past years.

Goals for both crappie and walleye, two important sport species
in Tongue Reservoir, have been met for the past three years
(1995-97, Table 2). In fact the proportion of crappie in gill
net samples exceeding 250mm {(size preferred by anglers)in 1997
-has not been exceeded since 1981. This gocal has been met because
of the longevity of the 1991 year class (6 years old in summer
1997) . Without the crappie daily limit, this goal probably would
not have been met. I believe that the crappie daily limit has
decreased fishing pressure as well as individual take of crappie.
However, data from the statewide fishing pressure estimates is
not yet available to demonstrate this. The walleye goal will
probably continue to be met provided walleye stocking at present
levels is able to continue and providing effects of low water
levels in late 1997, 1998 and early 1599 are not severe.



Catch rate for young-of-the-year fish (YOY) in seine hauls was
scmewhat less than in 1996, but well within historical levels
{Tables 3 and 4). The catch rate for spotted shiner (9.7 per
haul) was the highest measured since this species was introduced
in 1990. It has never become abundant, but could increase the
growth rate for both crappie and walleye if it did. Walleye YOY
were not sampled in seine hauls in 1997, but zero catch rates
have been observed in past years. Since walleye planting began
on an annual basis in the mid 1980's at Tongue Reservoir, walleye
yearlings have alsays been observed in gill net samples. For
that reason the absence of YOY in seine hauls does not indicate

an absence in the reservoir.

Catch rate of crappie YOY in seine hauls in 1997 was lower in
1996, but was still large enough to indicate moderate year class
strength. Abundance of crappie YOY in seine hauls is an accurate
indicator of year class strength at Tongue River Reservoir.

Waters referred to: Tongue River Reservoir 7-21-9000
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Table 2. Tongue River Reservoir walleye gill net catch rates®
and percentage of crappie >250mm total length in
experimental gill nets, 1980-1997.

Percentage of

Walleye Walleye Mean Crappie
Year Catch Rate® Total Length (mm) >250mm Total Length
1997 4.2 384 24.2
1996 5.0 395 20.0
1995 2.4 335 21.2
1994 5.3 349 2.2
1993 1.1 308 0.7
1992 8.4 325 0.8
1991 3.9 383 15.5
1990 4.1 349 2.9
1989 15.7 343 12.8
1988 15.4 332 18.9
1987 5.6 279 4.2
1586 1.6 273 0.0
1985 0.6 463 2.7
1984 0.4 417 1.2
1583 0.2 427 3.4
1982 2.0 397 1.7
1981 5.6 377 27.8
1980 4.3 319 11.4

‘Average number of walleye per overnight experimental gill net.



Mean number of young-of~the—yeaf fish in Tongue River

Takle 3.
Reservoir seine hauls,
Year Mean Most Abundant Second Most
Numbexr Species Abundant Species
1987 104 Crappie Spottail shiner
1996 159 Crappie Yellow perch
1995 682 Crappie Smallmouth bass
1994 54 Yellow Perch Crappie
1993 3 Crappie Spottail Shiner
1992 17 Crappie Sunfish
1991 464 Crappie Carp
1990 569 Crappie Bullhead
1989 5 Yellow Perch Smallmouth Bass
1988 271 Crappie Yellow Perch
1987 68 Yellow Perch Smallmouth Bass
1986 127 Crappie Carp
1985 46 Crappie Yellow Perch
1984 585 Carp Bullhead
1983 288 Crappie Walleye
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