i0B8 COMPLETION REPCRT

LTHVERSTIGATIONS PRCJZCTS

of Montana

Projsct HNo. F-5-R-1 Work Plan No. VIZ Job Ng. VII-A

Titls of Job: Population Surveys of Streams Within the Project Area,

Objectives:

In order to effect or sustain propsr management of waters from a fishery
standpeint 1t is desirabls o have inforumation regarding the existing
figh populaticns. The objective of this study was to gather data from
several strsams In the arsa in an effort to obtain information nesded in
management.

Toachnigues Used:

Sampling was dons with an electric shocking device and each 300 foot
section was blocked off with 1/2-inch, squars mesh nets. All fish were
welighed and measured and scale samples wers taken from a high percentage
of each spsciss, '

In order to expedite the job and work as many strsams as posgible ths
sampling sections were chossn by merely driving to the sitreams at the
lowser, middle and upper snds and shocking a section irn each of thsse
locations.

Findings:

Big Elk Cresk. :

The origin of Big Elk creek is in the Crazmy Mountains. It flows east and
north approximetely 2D miles and emptiss initc the Musselshell river near
the town of Two Dot. The lats August siream temperaturss varisd from 432°F
in the canyon to BOCF. at the Bill Fox ranch, TFrom a fishery viewpoint the
stream verles from nsar barren waeter in the canyon to one supporting a
sizeable populstion of fish farther downstream,

Hatchery plants of Dastern Brook trout have established a population of
this speciss below the canyon. Farther downsiream the populaticn of game
fish grades intc one of predominantly Brown trout. Apparently this species
moved in from the Musselshell river and finding suitable habitat have
established themselves, reproduced and can now bs found in considerable
mumbers. At ths Bill Fox ranch the Brown trout make up nsarly the entire
population of geme fish (see Table 1). TFariher upstream in the vicinity

ef the Campbell ranch ths game fish population grades from a predeminance
of Browns to Eastern Brook frout. Several miles farther up in the vicinity
of the Jack Arthur ranch the game [ish were found %o be exclusively Zast-
ern Brook trout with the zreatest portion of the population heing of less
than legal size. The diffsrence in populations is shown in Figure 1.
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Table 1. Trout Populations found in Big Elk Creek, Wheatland County, Montana on Aug. 27 & 28, 1951,
| Brown trout . Eastern Brook trout Rainbow Trout
Seotion® In Bection Approx,.legals In Section Approx.legals In Section Approx.legals
Sublegst " Tegaty per mile Sublegal Legals  per mile Sublegal Legals per mile
Fox Ranch
Lower Big Elk 87 49 980 4 i 20 O 1 20
Campball Ranch
Middle Big Elk 22 20 400 32 23 460 B 3 80
Arthur Ranch
Middle Big Elk 0 0 0 40 4 310] 0 a 0
Canyon Crossing
Upper Big Elk 0 0 0 s 0 0 Q 0 0
Atso one sublegal cutthroat in this section.
i
Forks in Canvon
Unper Big Blk Two sublegal cutthroats in iwo sections.
Practically no fish.

* Sections sampled were thres hundred feet in length.
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Iin this vicinity the ecalculated number of f..L per mile was 880 with
less than one-tenth of legal size., There wore eight~ salculated legals
per mile. At the Fox ranch there were 980 calculated logal trout,

20 legal brooks and 20 legal rainbow trout making a %otal of 1,020
legal~sized fish per mile of stream.

The five year plan of fish distribution and management has called for
plantings of 5,000 three-inch Hastsrn Brook trout per year.

Analysis and Recommendations:

Adequate populations of trout wers found in all sections of Big Elk
Creek below the canyon, It is therefore recommended that hatchary
plants be discontinusd until such & time as it is shown to be neces-
sary.

Bestern Brook trout from 4 to 7 inches in total length maks up an
overwhelming portion of the population ir those arsas whare brook
trout ars abundant. It is recommended that the minimum size limit
be removed on Bastern Brook trout in Big Blk cresk,

Summary:

Data

Several sections of Big Elk Creek were sampled with ar electric
shocker in order to determine the fish populations present,

It was found that lower Big Elk Creek contains substantial numbers
of both legal-sized and sublegal Brown trout. The population grades
into Zasgtern Brook trout progressively upsiream and in the upper
portion below the canyon this species is found almost sxclusively.
Above ths crossing in the canyon the stresam was found %o he nearly
barren of fish,

and Reports:

The original data is with the fisheriss biologist at Belt, Montana.

Prepared by Nels &, Thoreson Approved b )4¢%/‘ Z
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