
2012 LAKE MICHIGAN SALMON STOCKING SURVEY RESULTS

In short, the production of baitfish in 
Lake Michigan may not be high enough or 
consistent enough to maintain the number  
of predatory gamefish. 

Managers and scientists worked with 
stakeholders from Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, 
and Wisconsin to develop and evaluate options 
for decreasing the number of salmon and/or 
trout stocked into Lake Michigan on an annual 
basis. This fact sheet provides a summary of 
the survey responses. The primary purpose 
of the survey, and the preceding outreach to 
stakeholders, was to evaluate stocking options 
on a lakewide basis in recognition of the fact 
that Lake Michigan and its fish are shared 
resources.

SURVEY METHODS
Options were shared at a public meeting on 
April 14, 2012. The four proposed options 
were the result of a collaborative process that 
involved key stakeholder groups and computer 
simulations that evaluated potential outcomes. 

An online survey was developed to gauge 
reactions to proposed stocking reductions. 
Survey respondents were given a summary 
of the outcomes, which allowed for objective 
comparison of the risks associated with each. 
Survey submissions were accepted through 
May 18, and the survey was referenced in 
several newspaper articles, online message 
boards, e-mail lists, and club presentations 
to encourage stakeholder participation. 
Excluding incomplete and duplicate entries, 
580 surveys were returned (IL=128, IN=34, 
MI=271, WI=118). 

Fisheries managers around Lake Michigan now face a difficult 

dilemma. The lake’s world-class sport fishing for five salmon and 

trout species is in jeopardy. 

REACTION TO PROPOSED OPTIONS
Survey respondents were asked to rate their 
level of comfort with each of the proposed 
options on a scale of one to five with five being 
the highest. Options were also ranked from 
best to worst.

OPTION 1: 50% reduction in Chinook salmon 
stocking for 2013.
n Average Rating: FAIR (1.97)
n Ranking: 69% WORST, 11% BEST

OPTION 2: 50% reduction in Chinook salmon 
stocking for 2013; automatically adjust stocking 
in future based on feedback policy.
n  Average Rating: between FAIR and  

NEUTRAL (2.61)
n Ranking: 2% WORST, 20% BEST

OPTION 3: 30% reduction in Chinook salmon 
stocking and 10% reduction in coho salmon, 
steelhead, and brown trout stocking for 2013; 
automatically adjust stocking in future based on 
feedback policy.
n  Average Rating: NEUTRAL (2.96)
n  Ranking: 8% WORST, 15% BEST

OPTION 4: 30% reduction in Chinook salmon 
stocking and 10% reduction in coho salmon, 
steelhead, brown trout, and lake trout stocking 
for 2013; automatically adjust stocking in future 
based on feedback policy.
n  Average Rating: between NEUTRAL and  

GOOD (3.28)
n  Ranking: 20% WORST, 54% BEST
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stocking for the 
background science 
and process behind 
development of the 
four options, full 
presentations and 
audience comments 
from the April 14 
meeting.
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RATING AND RANKING
Option 1 was the lowest rated by respondents 
in all four states. Reactions to other options 
were mixed, with ratings averaging close to 
neutral (3.00) for each. Option 4 had a slightly 
higher average rating, but reactions to Option 
4 were more polarized due to the inclusion of 
lake trout stocking reductions. 

ALTERNATE OPTIONS
In developing this survey, it was recognized 
that some stakeholders would prefer either 
greater or lesser stocking reductions than 
those proposed. Although 55% of respondents 
indicated that they did not wish to propose 
another option, 15% proposed greater 
reductions in stocking and 18% proposed 
lesser reductions. 

With five salmon and trout species being 
considered, the recommendations for alternate 
options varied greatly. Many respondents who 
called for greater reductions in one species also 
called for no reductions, or even increases, in 
other species. 

Only one survey respondent out of 580 
proposed an increase in Chinook stocking, 
while 97% were in favor of some decrease.  
Opinions were more divided for other species 
(Table 1). Some anglers mentioned species 
other than the five principal salmonines, with 
4% suggesting an increase in walleye stocking 
and 2% suggesting the stocking of forage 
fish. Space was also provided in the survey 
for additional comments regarding state- and 
port-specific concerns.

WHERE SHOULD STOCKING CUTS OCCUR?
Two themes emerged from comments. 
Substantial support was voiced both for 
even reduction of stocking around the lake 
and for greater reductions in areas where 
natural reproduction of Chinook salmon 
occurs (Table 2). Michigan and the northern 
part of the lake were frequently mentioned as 
areas for greater reductions due to natural 
reproduction, although broodstock and 
economic considerations, as well as concern 
for Upper Peninsula ports, were mentioned by 
fewer respondents.

WHERE THE WILD FISH ARE
Chinook salmon are well known for their ability 
to home in on their natal stream and return to 
their place of birth (or stocking site) when they 
mature. Anglers sometimes assume this means 
that catches from states with high natural 
reproduction will be dominated by naturally 
produced fish, while catches in other states will 
be dominated by stocked fish.

Fisheries scientists have been studying angler 
catches to test this theory by looking for 
chemical (OTC) marks in salmon vertebrae. 
Their conclusion is that by age two, the 
stocked and naturally spawned fish are evenly 
distributed throughout the lake. This means 
that wild fish from Michigan tributaries (and 
also Lake Huron streams) contribute about 
equally to big lake fisheries in all four states 
bordering Lake Michigan.

This is encouraging news for big lake anglers 
since the percentage of naturally spawned 
Chinook salmon has increased from 19% to 
56% in Lake Michigan over the past three 
decades. However, terminal pierhead, harbor, 
and river fisheries in areas that do not support 
natural reproduction may still be dependent 
upon stocked fish to ensure a late summer and 
early fall return of mature Chinooks.

100% 
Decrease

51-99% 
Decrease

31-50% 
Decrease

11-30% 
Decrease

1-10% 
Decrease

Unspecified 
Decrease

None Increase

Chinook Salmon 6% 2% 4% 6% 1% 4% 3% 0%

Lake Trout 3% 2% 2% 3% 3% 1% 7% 1%

Steelhead 2% 0% 1% 2% 4% 0% 8% 5%

Brown Trout 2% 1% 1% 2% 4% 1% 6% 3%

Coho Salmon 3% 1% 1% 3% 4% 2% 6% 2%

Michigan Sea Grant helps to foster economic growth and protect Michigan’s coastal, 
Great Lakes resources through research, education and outreach.

TABLE 1.  Percent of all respondents (n=580) who commented on species-specific stocking recommendations.  
Note that shaded recommendations have some overlap with Options 1-4, and that these percentages only reflect 
write-in comments from respondents indicating a preferred option that differed from Options 1-4.

TABLE 2.  Number of all respondents who commented on state- 
or port-specific stocking reductions.  Comment themes mentioned 
by less than 15 respondents are not shown.

States reduce evenly 74

States with more natural reproduction reduce more 101
Ports reduce evenly 57
Ports with more natural reproduction reduce more 55
Greater Reductions in Michigan 71
Greater Reductions in northern part of lake 30
Reductions based on angler effort or club support 30


