LAKE OF THE WOODS and RAINY RIVER

INFORMATION
December 1, 2015 – April 23, 2016
Lake of the Woods is a border water, shared with the Canadian provinces of Manitoba and Ontario. The
Minnesota portion of Lake of the Woods has several regulations that differ from the general statewide
regulations. Please take the time to familiarize yourself with these differences to avoid inadvertently
violating any regulations. Make sure that you note the effective dates of the various regulations outlined
in this summary. Regulations that apply to Lake of the Woods during the summer are different than
those listed here.

Minnesota Waters Fishing Regulation Summary
Walleye and Sauger

Northern Pike

Lake of the Woods (Dec. 1, 2015 – Apr. 14, 2016)
and Fourmile Bay (Dec. 1 –Feb. 29, 2016)

All Northern Pike from 30 through 40 inches
must be released immediately, and only one
Northern Pike over 40 inches may be possessed.
The possession limit for Northern Pike is three.

The Walleye/Sauger aggregate limit is eight (no
more than four can be Walleye). Walleye from 19.5
through 28 inches must be immediately released.
Only one Walleye over 28 inches total length may
be possessed.
Fourmile Bay of Lake of the Woods
(Mar. 1, 2016 – Apr. 14, 2016)
The Walleye/Sauger aggregate limit is two (all
Walleye 19.5 inches and longer must be
immediately released).
Rainy River (May 9, 2015 – Feb. 29, 2016)
The Walleye/Sauger aggregate limit is six (no more
than four may be Walleye). Walleye from 19.5
through 28 inches must be immediately released.
Only one Walleye over 28 inches total length may
be possessed.
Rainy River (Mar. 1, 2016 – Apr. 14, 2016)
The Walleye/Sauger aggregate limit is two (all
Walleye 19.5 inches and longer must be
immediately released).

There is no closed season for Northern Pike on
Lake of the Woods or the Rainy River.

Yellow Perch
The bag limit is 20 Yellow Perch per day, with 40
in possession.
There is no closed season for Yellow Perch.

Lake Sturgeon
Lake Sturgeon cannot be harvested from Oct. 1,
2015 through Apr. 23, 2016. Catch and release
fishing is allowed during this time period.
See the "Canada-Minnesota" Border Waters section
of the fishing regulation booklet for more details
about Lake Sturgeon fishing regulations.

For a more thorough listing of all regulations that apply to the Lake of the Woods area, please see the "Canada-Minnesota" Border
Waters section in the 2015 Minnesota Fishing Regulations (pp. 43-46).

Fish and Game Violations
If you witness a violation, please report it. Don’t let poachers steal your fish and wildlife. If you see someone violating a hunting or angling law, or hear about a
violation, call the toll-free 24-hour TIP (Turn In Poachers) hotline at 1-800-652-9093

Where is the ice?
As I write this on December 2, Lake of the Woods and the Rainy River are still wide open, with only a few bays and shoreline areas
locked in ice. The 10-day forecast calls for above freezing highs, and lows in the mid- to upper-20s. These temperatures are certainly
poor ice making weather, and I don’t expect any opportunities to fish on solid ice until after Christmas, although a few days of singledigit highs could quickly change that dismal outlook. At this point be patient, and don’t go out on any marginal ice. Always call
ahead to the resort you are staying at, or that maintains the road system you plan to use. Because they are on the ice daily, those
resorts will be the best source of up-to-date information for you.

Creel Survey
Creel Survey is the tool used to estimate the number and pounds of fish anglers harvest from a water body. The value of a creel
survey is twofold for Lake of the Woods. First, since a target harvest (a safe level of harvest that is based on the physical
characteristics of the lake) has been determined for Lake of the Woods, creel survey gives insight into where harvest is relative to the
target. Secondly, creel survey provides the ability to see what the consequences of management actions are on anglers. The most
significant management action that has been undertaken on Lake of the Woods is the implementation of a reduced limit and the
protected slot (for Walleye). This action was undertaken to reduce harvest to a safe level, below the target. In other water bodies,
creel survey may be used to gauge the effectiveness of regulations designed to improve the size structure or overall abundance of a
fish population.
Summer creel surveys were conducted annually on Lake of the Woods from 1981 through 2007, and winter surveys were conducted
most years between 1989 and 2006. Annual creel surveys on Lake of the Woods were discontinued after 2007 due to the funding
shortfalls affecting the Fisheries Section. With the passage of the fishing license fee increase in 2013, funding again became available
to conduct creel surveys on Lake of the Woods. We do not anticipate having annual summer surveys, but are planning on annual
winter surveys. Currently we plan to conduct spring,
summer and fall creel surveys two consecutive years, and
Meet Zach, the
then two years are without creel surveys. The winter of
Creel Survey Clerk
2015-2016 is the start of a two-year cycle of surveys,
which will be concluded with the end of the summer
survey in 2017.
The winter creel survey is conducted by a Creel Survey
Clerk travelling on the lake by truck and snowmobile.
During his travels the clerk counts the number of fish
houses and open-ice anglers. He will also stop at a
sample of the houses, which he checks for occupancy,
and talks to the anglers. You will be asked questions
about your fishing experience, including when you
started
fishing, how many fish you have released and
how many you kept. You may also be asked to estimate
the lengths of any fish you released, and the clerk may
measure the lengths of your harvested fish. Please do
your part for fisheries management and cooperate
with the survey.

Lake of the Woods Fish Population Surveys and Status
What makes a healthy fish population? The number of year classes that are present is a major indicator of the health of a fish
population. A year class is simply a group of fish that are of the same age; they were "produced" in the same year. A population of fish
with a large number of year classes is considered healthier than a population of the same species, living in similar habitat, with fewer
year classes.
So why is a population with many year classes healthier? There are several reasons. First, the presence of many year classes is an
indicator of relatively low mortality. When a greater number of fish survive from one year to the next, they have a good chance to
grow old and stay in the population longer. Second, a large number of year classes suggest the environment is suitable for that species.
A suitable environment allows a species to successfully reproduce annually, rather than infrequently only when environmental
conditions are highly favorable. Research has shown that large, old fish contribute more offspring to a fish population than small fish,
especially during years when weather is not optimal for reproduction. In a fish population with many year classes, there are
multitudes of young fish that will produce large numbers of eggs. These eggs tend to survive when conditions are ideal, but may not

in years when conditions are not as favorable. Along with these small fish, there are large old fish that produce high quality eggs that
will survive in less ideal conditions.
How is the health of the fish population monitored? The largest lakes in Minnesota are sampled every year, in order to closely
monitor their fish populations. Lake of the Woods is one of the ten lakes included in this Large Lake Sampling Program. These lakes
are at least 15,000 acres in size, and typically support the best Walleye fisheries in the state.
Anglers fish the Minnesota portion of
Lake of the Woods for a variety of
species, including Walleye, Sauger,
Yellow Perch, Northern Pike and Lake
Sturgeon. Due to the cultural and
economic importance of Walleye and
Sauger, a great deal of population
monitoring effort is focused on them.
In the spring, at the end of April,
spawning Walleye electrofishing is
Walleye, note the single black spot at
conducted at the Long Sault Rapids,
the posterior base of the dorsal fin
near Birchdale, MN. This assessment
monitors the size structure of the
mature (spawning fish) segment of the Walleye population. Electrofishing is a non-lethal technique, in which electric current is
applied to the water. Fish exposed to the current are stunned and float to the surface, where they can be picked up with a net. The
length and sex of captured fish are recorded, and the fish are released unharmed.
The most recent samples depict a Walleye population that has changed a great deal since the first electrofishing survey was conducted
in 1982. One of the highlights is that the current spawning population has more large fish in it. In 1982 the most common length of
female Walleye sampled was about 17 inches. Recently, that has increased to about 26 inches. During that same period, the relative
abundance of male Walleye sampled has declined quite a bit, which is of concern. This decline may be due to the increase in angling
pressure that has taken place since the early 1990s. Despite the decline, there are still enough males on the spawning run to fertilize
the available eggs.
Smaller (younger) Walleye (from 8 to
about 22 inches long) are sampled during
fall gill net sampling. During the first
three weeks of September gill nets are
set at 16 sites around the Minnesota
portion of Lake of the Woods. Biologists
record the sex, stage of maturity, length
and weight of each fish caught in the gill
nets. The otoliths (“ear bone” structures
used to determine the age of fish) are
removed from a sample of the fish.

An otolith from a 27-year old, 28.5-inch
long Walleye. This is the oldest Walleye
we have found on Lake of the Woods.

Sauger, note numerous black spots all
over the dorsal fin. Many sauger have
some white on the caudal (tail) fin

By sampling annually, and comparing the data to past years, changes in
fish populations (age distribution and age of sexual maturity) can be
described and monitored. Abundance is estimated from the average
number of fish caught per gill net. More fish in the gill net suggests there
are more fish in the lake. Fall gill net data also allows biologists to
determine how many year classes of a fish species are in the lake, and
the relative strength of those year classes.
The most important fish species on Lake of the Woods are managed
with a target harvest as a major management component. The target
harvest is based on a number of physical and chemical lake
characteristics, and is simply the estimated poundage of fish that can
safely be harvested in a year, on average. The harvest measured through
creel survey is averaged across a number of years because
environmental conditions can have a significant effect on angling
success in any particular year.

Walleye forecast. Walleye catches in the 2015 gill net
sampling averaged 14.7 Walleye per gill net. This level of
abundance is close to the long-term average of 15.3. Figure 1
is from a series of 54 net sites that have the longest history of
being surveyed. All of these nets are located close to shore, in
less than 25 feet of water. In 2002 we added 12 nets that
surveyed the off-shore (33 to 37 foot deep water) portions of
Lake of the Woods.
These off-shore nets can, at times, paint a very different
picture of the Walleye population than the near-shore nets.
For instance, in 2015 the Walleye catch rate in the off-shore
nets was almost twice as high as it was in the near-shore nets.
Walleye may have had a general off-shore movement due to
the presence of a food source, or possibly more favorable
temperatures.

Figure 2-Walleye year class strength, 1963 to 2015. Note that the 2014 and
2015 strengths are predicted. The horizontal lines are the bounds of strong
and weak year classes. If a bar is higher than the upper line it is a strong
year class, if a bar does not reach the lower line, the year class is weak.

Even though the overall abundance of the Walleye population
has ranged from 9.1 to 23.2 Walleye per gill net from 2000
through 2014, anglers have not experienced similar variability
in their fishing catch rates. Much of the variability in gill net
catch is due to young fish, from age-0 through age-2. In
contrast, angler harvest is primarily of Walleye from age-3
through age-7. The abundance of this group of five ageclasses is much more stable than that of the younger age
groups (only three age classes), resulting in relatively stable
angler catch rates.

Figure 1-Annual walleye gill net catch rate, from 1968 to 2015.

Walleye abundance tends to vary quite a bit. Some of this
variation is due to environmental conditions during the fall
sampling period, but most of it is attributable to the presence,
or absence, of strong year classes.
The decline in Walleye abundance from 2001, through 2009,
is a good example of how year class strength influences
overall abundance. Walleye abundance in 2001 was unusually
high; in fact, it was the highest abundance measured since
1970. That high abundance was the result of a series of
moderate and strong year classes produced from 1994 through
2001. During that eight-year span, only one weak year class
was produced, in 2000. Strong consecutive year classes are
unusual in a Walleye population.
Reduced Walleye production from 2000 to 2009 caused the
overall abundance to decline. Through this period, only the
2001 and 2005 year classes were strong, while the 2000, 2002,
2004 and 2008 year classes were weak. The remaining year
classes were of moderate strength.
The decline in abundance reversed in 2014 due to the
production of strong year classes in 2011 and 2013.

Predicting angler success is very difficult due to the variety of
biological and environmental conditions that influence angling
success. However, the sizes of fish anglers can expect to catch
is very predictable.
Anglers can expect to catch a wide range of Walleye sizes this
winter. Notably abundant Walleye size classes this winter will
be 11-13 inches (2013 year class), and 14-17 inches (2011
year class). Trophy-size Walleye (longer than 28 inches) are
about as abundant as anglers have come to expect, and
Walleye up to 31 inches are caught annually.
Anglers are frequently interested in the age of Walleye they
have caught. It is rather difficult to provide this information
with a great degree of certainty, because individual fish can
grow at different rates. The sex of a fish, stage of sexual
maturity and various genetic factors all influence growth
within a population. Differences in growth between lakes can
also be due to climatic conditions and lake productivity.
In general, Walleye in Lake of the Woods reach 12 inches
when they are three years old. Male Walleye start to mature
when they are 12 inches long and three years old, but it is not
until they are 16 inches long and five years old that all male
Walleye are sexually mature. Female Walleye grow faster than
male Walleye after they reach three years of age. They also
mature at an older age. Female Walleye start to mature when
they are four years old and 15 inches long, but all of them are
not sexually mature until they are seven years old and 20
inches long. Generally, female Walleye that are 25 inches long
are about 10 years old; 30-inch females are about 20 years old.

Sauger outlook. The Sauger population remains at a high
level of abundance, at 16.6 Sauger per gill net lift. For
perspective, the 1968 to 2011 average catch is 13.9 Sauger per
gill net. Sauger abundance increased steadily from 2006
through 2009 due to the recruitment of the strong year classes
produced in 2005, 2006, and 2007. Overall abundance
declined steadily from 2009 through 2013, because no strong
year classes were produced after 2007.

Sauger grow at a much slower rate than Walleye, do not get as
large as Walleye, and do not get as old. Typical lengths for
Sauger sampled during the fall assessment are 6 inches for
age-1, 8 inches for age-2, 10 inches for age-3 and 12 inches
long for age-4. In 2015 the oldest Sauger we sampled were
both 17 years old. The male was 15 inches long, and the
female was 19 inches long.

Abundance stabilized in 2013 as the strong 2011 year class
recruited to the fishery. The 2009 and 2010 year classes are
moderate strength, while the 2011 year class is strong. The
2012 and 2013 year classes are of moderate strength, and the
2014 and 2015 year classes are projected to be of moderate
strength. Unless another strong year class of Sauger is
produced, Sauger abundance will decline to long-term average
levels over the next few years.

Figure 4-Sauger year class strength, 1982 to 2015. Note that the 2014, and
2015 strengths are predicted. The horizontal lines are the bounds of strong
and weak year classes. If a bar is higher than the upper line it is a strong
year class, if a bar does not reach the lower line, the year class is weak.

Sauger from 11 through 14 inches long will be very
commonly caught by anglers this winter. These Sauger are
mostly from the 2009 through the 2011 year classes.
Figure 3-Sauger abundance from 1968 to 2014.

A thorough description of the sampling programs conducted on Lake of the Woods can be viewed on the Baudette Area Fisheries page
on the MN-DNR web site (http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/areas/fisheries/baudette/index.html).

Winter Fishing 2014-2015, a Review
If you fished Lake of the Woods last winter you no doubt noticed that fishing was slow along the south shore. Ice roads, over 25 miles
long, were maintained so that anglers could take advantage of good fishing from Stony Point, on the south side of the Northwest
Angle, to the eastern side of Garden Island. Last winter the fish distributed very differently than what we have come to expect as
normal. I looked at our gill net data from the fall of 2014 to see if there were any early clues that this would happen.
I split the lake into a north and south portion, along a line from Stony Point to Knight Island. The gill net catches north of the line
were about 50% higher than the catches south of the line, for both Walleye and Sauger. I looked at our gill net catch data back to
2012, and did not find any similar distributions any of those years, including 2015. Hopefully our fishery will be a bit more “normal”
this winter.
I can’t offer a solid explanation for why the Walleye and Sauger were located further north last winter. Typically fish move to spawn,
find preferred environmental conditions, or to take advantage of an abundant prey item. I think we can rule out the first two reasons.
Fall gill net sampling in 2015 showed an unusually strong number of age-1 Cisco (Tulibees). These fish didn’t show up in our nets
last fall (2014) because they were too small to be caught, so they went unnoticed. Due to their small size they would have been an
ideal prey item for Walleye and Sauger. If the Cisco were concentrated in the northern portion of the lake, the Walleye and Sauger
could have followed them. This is only speculation, since we have no evidence that the northern portion of the lake really held more
Cisco than in the past.

Trash on Lake of the Woods
An unfortunate side-effect of the high angler use in the winter is the disturbing
amount of trash left on the ice, which then washes up on local beaches in the
spring. A wide variety of objects, from aluminum cans, to wooden blocks, to
plastic bags of human waste, all wash up on private and public shorelines.
To address concerns about the trash levels on the lake, Lake of the Woods
County established a partnership with the Lake of the Woods Tourism Bureau,
private citizens and business owners, including resorts, and the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources. The charge to this group was to formulate workable solutions, and to educate resource
users about the problem.
It is difficult to identify the reasons anglers would leave trash on the ice, but it is likely that some of it blows out of trucks
and some may simply be lost in the snow when garbage is stored outside the fish house. To address garbage being lost by
accident, consider being more careful when transporting the garbage back to shore. To make garbage easier to find after
being stored outside the fish house, try to use garbage bags that are not white. Also, don’t store your garbage outside the
fish house when the wind starts to blow. It would be simple to store it in the back of a truck. Finally, remove the wood
used to block up your house, and don’t use treated wood for that purpose.
To make it more convenient for anglers to bring their garbage off the ice, and then deposit it in an appropriate location,
trash receptacles will be located at high-use access sites.

An App Worth Considering: iFishForever
As I mentioned previously, we will be conducting a series of creel surveys on Lake of the Woods for the next two years. Creel
surveys are an extremely important tool used to manage a fishery, but they are expensive. In cooperation with The University of
Minnesota, the Minnesota DNR is employing an app that will be able to provide some of the information that has traditionally been
collected through creel surveys. If enough anglers participate in reporting their angling experience, we may be able to reduce the
number of creel surveys we conduct, and thereby save a lot of money.
To evaluate the usefulness of angler self-reporting, we plan to compare the data collected through the creel survey with that collected
through the iFishForever app. Note that the app currently requires a cell signal to work, but this is being addressed by the app
developer. You will also generate a downloadable catch log that you can use as a record of your fishing trips!
Using iFishForever is easy:
• Register as an iFishForever user.
• Take your phone with you when you fish.
• Start a new trip once you're on the water; enter the waterbody that you're fishing, the species (if any) that you're targeting.
• Hit the <Caught One> button each time that you catch a fish (do not log other people's fish). Then enter the species, length,
and whether or not you kept the fish. Your phone will automatically record the date and time of your catch.
• Click on 'Done trip' once you're off of the water. It is okay if you took short breaks during your trip, such as lunch or to move
to another spot. If a break will be longer than about an hour, stop the first trip and start a new one.
• Provide accurate information, and only log during a trip (to avoid errors in the data).

For more information about the app, go to: http://www.ifishforever.com/ .

