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Was it sport or slaughter?

That's the question some area residents are raising in the wake of Cabela's Masters Walleye Circuit fishing tournament held last week that drew dozens of professional anglers to the area.

The contest released dozens of the prized walleye game fish back into Lake Erie waters, but many didn't survive.

Tim Fortner, a worker at Harbor Marine, said LaPlaisance Creek leading to the lake was littered with belly-up fish in recent days.

"We never get walleye up in here," he said as he looked down at a half-dozen fish bodies floating in a yacht haul-out basin at the marina. "They're from that tour. I'd bet money on that."

Some area residents also were alarmed that many of the fish caught by the 58 entrants ended up being filleted instead of freed.

Karen Orofino, a charter boat captain, said she figures more than 400 fish ended up being filleted and, in two days, counted at least 25 fish floating in Bolles Harbor that didn't survive their release.

Mr. Fortner said he saw probably 60 of the game fish floating in the creek on his way out to the lake.

State game officials acknowledged problems with fish deaths, due partly to transport issues and thermal shock when the fish were returned to the lake from a weigh-in station at Cabela's megastore in Dundee.

"Cabela's had contacted us because they had anticipated there would be some travel and mortality issues," said Kurt Newman, Lake Erie basin coordinator for the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. "We were working in consultation with them and we also gave them some of our fish transport trailers to minimize those impacts, but I don't think they anticipated the kind of surface temperatures they got.

Unseasonably warm weather heated the surface temperatures and probably shocked some of the fish who were being kept in cooler water during transport and weigh in.

Mr. Newman, who was on hand for two days of the tournament, said the DNR recommended that the tour organizers pay to have dying fish filleted and donated to The Salvation Army.

"I'm guessing they had about 50 percent mortality each day, but there were only 270 fish caught on the first day," he said. "You didn't have a lot of floaters out there, and I made it very clear to them that it's a lot better PR to make sure those fish get turned over to The Salvation Army as fillets than if they put back those fish that were marginal. Did a few get in there that died? No doubt. But they were working with us to take every precaution to minimize that."

He said even the largest possible number of fish that might have been taken during the tournament wouldn't have had a significant impact on the lake's walleye population. 

"Even if you had 39 boats and they all took five fish a day, that's inconsequential to the resource," he said.

But that seemed inconsistent to anglers in the area who have been subject to a shortened walleye season in recent years in an effort to allow the walleye population time to recover.

Mr. Newman said the recent harvest in Michigan alone has amounted to about 300,000 walleye.

"You have to keep in mind, every one of those guys was fishing with a legal license. They could have caught and killed all the fish. Legally, they could have offed them all. If half of them actually made it, that's better than none.

"I think they were trying to do the right thing, but I think everybody realized there would be a problem coming from Bolles Harbor up to Dundee." 

He said the DNR will make recommendations to reduce fish mortality if the tournament is held next year.

He said part of the problem was keeping water in the live wells of the fishing boats fresh and recirculating while they were queued at the weigh in station. In the future, he said he might recommend that contestants be sent to the weigh in station in small numbers to minimize waiting time or that a golf cart with oxygen shuttle along the weigh-in line to oxygenate the live wells in the boats.

But Mr. Fortner theorized that some of the fish succumbed because the professional fishing boats are smaller and faster than charter boats and the fish in their live wells might take a beating even coming back to the launch site.

"I think he's right," Mr. Newman said. "I think there are some ways to manage it better and we'll offer some advice for next year."

He said the tournament has value because the professional anglers in the circuit interact with kids and teach them stewardship.
