IN THE SUMMERS OF 1996 AND 1997, THE GAME AND FISH DEPARTMENT
MADE EXCITING PROGRESS IN ITS ATTEMPTS TO BETTER UNDERSTAND

AND MANAGE PADDLEFISH IN NORTH DAKOTA.
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developed to a large enough size to force
them to the surface when startled. They
are vulnerable to capture at this size,
although YOY fish become less vulnera-
ble as they grow and become better
swimmers. Yearling paddlefish are far
better swimmers and even less vulnerable
to capture, although several dozen of
more than 30 inches in length were
caught in this manner. Once captured, all
fish are measured, tagged with coded-
wire in their paddle or rostrum, and then
released. Some are also weighed.

Some wild and hatchery-stocked YOY
paddlefish tagged in 1997 were recap-
tured several days or weeks later; even a
few hatchery YOY stocked in 1995 were
captured as yearlings in 1996. After their
second year, however, immature paddle-
fish are seldom observed or recovered.
Until we develop ways to study older
juvenile paddlefish, significant numbers
of these fish will not be seen again until
they become sexually mature and migrate
up the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers to
spawn. Only then will they become vul-
nerable to the popular snag fisheries in
North Dakota and Montana, or to capture
by managers using conventional netting
gear.

Studies of annual rings on paddlefish
jaw bones indicate that males first mature
at ages 8-11, and females at 15 to 20.
Although annual rings on jaw bones are
highly reliable in determining paddlefish
age, there is no way to absolutely verify
these age estimates. When the first coded-
wire-tagged, adult paddlefish are caught
in the snag fisheries within the next
decade, we will be able to verify ages
based on jaw bone annuli counts for the
first time. Since paddlefish can live 40-50
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Note the different colors of these young paddlefish. The top one was reared at Garrison Dam National Fish
Hatchery, the other one captured at Skunk Hollow near Williston in 1997.

DENNIS SCARNECCHIA, associate
professor of fisheries at the University of
Idaho, Moscow, and FRED RYCKMAN,
district fisheries biologist for the North
Dakota Game and Fish Department in
Williston, are conducting studies on the
paddlefish in Lake Sakakawea.

some probably not yet even envisioned,
may present themselves if we are able to
tag significant numbers of known-age
paddlefish.

Tagging wild, YOY paddlefish will
continue as this program is a key to better
understanding and managing North
Dakota’s paddlefish population in the
21st century.

Yearling paddlefish, like this one displayed by
fisheries worker Tom Crutchfield, are more diffi-
cult to capture than young-of-the-year fish because
they are better swimmers; however, several dozen of
more than 30 inches have been tagged after being
caught by researchers using dip nets.
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