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SAUGER IN WIND RIVER DRAINAGE GET ANNUAL CHECK UP
LANDER –Throughout Wyoming, sauger populations have declined, but the populations in the Bighorn-Wind River remain a valuable sport fishery. In an effort to continue to protect the Wind River population, Game and Fish biologists have conducted several studies with the University of Wyoming to enhance understanding of this important native sportfish.    


Saugers are adapted to large, un-dammed, slow-moving rivers with warm, muddy water. Populations were once widely distributed throughout North America. Numbers and distribution have been reduced due to damming of rivers that block migration routes and result in a loss of river habitat, competition with introduced species, over harvest and hybridization with walleye. In Wyoming, saugers are native to the North Platte, Bighorn-Wind, Tongue and Powder River drainages. They no longer occur in the North Platte drainage and are rare in the Tongue and Powder River drainages. Because of the problems they face in Wyoming today they are classified as a State Species of Special Concern. Genetically pure populations still occur in the Bighorn-Wind Rivers.  

“The Wind River sauger population is one of the few pure wild populations left in the entire Missouri River drainage,” said Game and Fish Fisheries Supervisor Kevin Johnson. “Most populations of sauger have been contaminated with saugeye, a sauger-walleye hybrid. The overall population in the Wind River is relatively small and could be impacted easily. The study we are conducting will give us a better understanding of this population and hopefully help us protect it from impacts.” 

Sauger research in the Wind River involved three University of Wyoming graduate students, who studied different aspects of sauger from 2002 through 2006. These students researched occurrence, habitat use and movement of adult and juvenile saugers and laid the groundwork for Game and Fish biologists to manage the species.

“As part of a long-term sauger management plan, we have begun returning to some of the survey sites established by the graduate students to monitor the population,” said Johnson. “Data collected from these sites should allow us to monitor the trends in sauger numbers.”

Game and Fish biologists sample these sites by electrofishing, which involves running an  electric current into the water to stun fish. “Electrofishing is a practice that allows us to quickly collect fish from a stretch of river, giving us a good look at sauger numbers,” said Johnson. “It is a method we prefer because it is not harmful to fish and we can release them back to the river with little to no mortality.”

Biologists monitor the entire Wind River drainage but focus much of their time on the Little Wind and the Popo Agie as these provide important spawning areas for sauger. The study is a cooperative effort among Game and Fish, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Wind River Reservation.

“Much of the sauger habitat monitored is located on the Reservation and this study would not be possible without the great cooperation we get from the tribes and the Fish and Wildlife Service,” said Johnson. “It is great to be able to work together to preserve this valuable resource for the entire public.”

For more information, contact your regional Game and Fish office at (307) 332-2688 or visit our web page at http://gf.state.wy.us/services/news/RegionalNews/Lander/index.asp. 
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