
The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission (NGPC) 

organized the fourth intensive effort targeted towards 

sampling pallid sturgeon in reproductive condition in 

the upper channelized Missouri River.  Volunteers 

were solicited from area universities, colleges, state 

and federal agencies and the public to assist Game 

and Parks personnel from Monday, April 4 through 

Friday, April 15.  

Sampling crews targeted areas around the conflu-

ence of the Platte and Missouri Rivers (River Mile 

[RM] 595.0) to Lower Barney Bend below Hamburg, 

IA (RM 546.2).  With the additional help from volun-

teers, crews were able to span a total of nearly 53 

river miles and sample 14 different river bends.     

Sampling was conducted using 200-foot trotlines 

with 40 hooks per line baited with worms. Similar to previous efforts, trotlines were a valuable gear in the col-

lection of pallid sturgeon broodstock.  Overall, trotlines collected a total of 212 pallid sturgeon in 13 days of 

sampling. 

Pallid sturgeon are native to the Missouri and Mississippi River systems.  Due to popula-

tion declines, the species was listed as federally endangered in 1990.  The creation of 

dams and channelization has drastically modified the river from its natural state by 

changing the temperature, turbidity, depth, width, and flows of the river.  This caused 

widespread alteration and destruction of spawning areas and a reduction of food 

sources for many species in the Missouri River.  Several recovery projects have been 

initiated to monitor the current population status of pallid sturgeon and other native 

river species, evaluate changes in habitat alterations/improvements, and to identify and 

understand various life history characteristics of pallid sturgeon, particularly reproduc-

tive behaviors.  In addition to these recovery projects, a stocking  program was devel-

oped to ensure the persistence of 

the species until pallid sturgeon are 

able to reproduce naturally and are 

self-sustaining.  Since recovery pro-

jects began in the early 2000’s, very few adult pallid stur-

geon in reproductive condition have been captured in the 

Middle Basin.  Until 2007, the Middle Basin relied on the 

availability of Upper Basin progeny to stock into the river 

below Gavins Point Dam.  Beginning in the spring of 2007, 

NGPC initiated focused efforts to collect adult broodstock 

from the Middle Basin for the stocking program.  Brood-

stock efforts in 2008, 2009, and 2010  resulted in the cap-

ture of 22 adult male and 10 female pallid sturgeon that 

were successfully spawned in hatchery facilities produc-

ing almost 25,000 progeny.  These three year classes rep-

resent the first progeny of Middle Basin origin that 

have been stocked into the Missouri River. 
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Background 

Fort Hayes State students display two pallid sturgeon, one a non-reproductive female and 

the smaller a hatchery-reared sturgeon, sampled on trotlines near Plattsmouth, NE.  

Shovelnose (left) and Pallid (right) 

sturgeon 

Hilary Meyer (SDSU) poses with a male pallid sturgeon captured near Plattsmouth, NE. 



A total of 212 pallid sturgeon were collected during the 

2011 intensive broodstock collection efforts (Figure 1), 

compared to 167 during 2010.  NGPC captured and 

transported 14 adult pallid sturgeon to Gavins Point 

National Fish Hatchery in Yankton, SD while completing 

their standardized sampling using gill nets and trot 

lines.  Forty-five of the 212 pallid sturgeon collected 

during the intensive effort were transported to Blind 

Pony State Fish Hatchery for evaluation of their sex and 

reproductive condition.  Additionally, 163 known hatch-

ery-reared and 24 pallid sturgeon of unknown origin 

were collected.   

Upon arrival at the hatchery, broodstock fish were 

placed in raceways until a reproductive diagnosis 

could be conducted.  On several occasions, biologists 

from the United States Geological Survey-Columbia, 

MO (USGS) visited the hatcheries to determine sex and reproductive stage of pallid sturgeon that had been trans-

ported.  Blind Pony is currently holding eight females and fifteen males from both the 2011 broodstock effort and 

prior standardized sampling efforts; for a grand total of 23 reproductive fish.  

Two reproductive males, however, were genetically identified as hatchery 

related, they were implanted with a telemetry tag and returned to the river.  

All fish that will not be used as current or future broodstock were released 

back into the river near their capture sites.  One of the eight reproductive fe-

males and three of the fifteen reproductive males were captured prior to the 

broodstock effort and transported from Gavins Point National Fish Hatchery. 

 

With information gathered from PIT tags in recaptured pallid sturgeon, 53 of the 163 known hatchery-reared pallid 

sturgeon could be traced back to their hatchery, stocking site, and year class origin.  Fish raised at Garrison Na-

tional Fish Hatchery (N=19) and Gavins Point Dam National Fish Hatchery (N=19) each represented 36% of the total 

catch followed by Neosho National Fish Hatchery (N=15).  The majority of hatchery-raised fish were stocked at the 

confluence of the Platte and Missouri Rivers, NE (RM 595.0; N=19), 

Mullberry Bend, SD (RM 775.1; N=13), and Boonville, MO (RM 195.1; 

N=8).  The largest downstream movement of a stocked pallid sturgeon 

was from Sunshine Bottoms, NE (RM 866.2) to Upper Barney bend near 

Hamburg, IA (RM 550.4) traveling 315.8 miles and through Gavins 

Point Dam.  The largest upstream movement was 397 miles from Boon-

ville, MO (RM 195) to Plattsmouth, NE (RM 592).  Recaptured pallid 

sturgeon of hatchery origin had been at-large for an average of 5 

years.  The shortest time at-large of any recaptured hatchery-reared 

pallid sturgeon was two years, while one pallid sturgeon was recap-

tured after nine years at-large.  The 2008 year class was the most rep-

resented year class with 15 individuals, followed by the 2009 (N=12) 

and 2002 (N=11) year classes. There were ten fish that passed through 

Gavins Point Dam that were collected during this years broodstock 

effort. 

 

Total Pallid Sturgeon Captures 

Figure 1.  Number of pallid sturgeon caught per 25-mm length group during broodstock effort. 

Sex & Stage Determination 

Hatchery Recapture Data 
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Riley and Mark Harberg (USACE) holding a 958 mm non-

reproductive male pallid sturgeon caught south of Plattsmouth, NE. 

Michelle Koch holding the largest pallid sturgeon sampled during 

this years effort.  Length: 1079 mm Weight: 5136 g 
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A total of 112 volunteers, representing 6 universities, 4 government agencies, 3 non-government agencies, and 9 

private entities worked a total of 177 days.   There were 15 NGPC Missouri River Program employees that lead this 

effort and worked a total of 141 days.  With all help combined, 318 days of effort was exerted in a 13-day span.  Daily 

efforts varied depending on the number of volunteers; however, four boats fished daily from Sunday, April 3 through 

Friday, April 15 with extra effort put forth by a fifth boat on the last two days.  A total of 454 trotlines were deployed 

resulting in 18,160 hook nights.  Trotlines were specific to sturgeon species, as sturgeons comprised 4,661 of 4,957 

total fish sampled (94%) .  Prior to targeted broodstock efforts, trot lines had limited use on the Missouri River.  This 

gear has proven to be very effective and will likely continue to play a large role in future pallid sturgeon sampling 

efforts.   

In addition to the 13-day intensive effort, NGPC crews 

collected 14 pallid sturgeon during standard sampling 

in the fall of 2010 and the spring of 2011.  During these 

periods, pallid sturgeon were collected using multifila-

ment experimental gill nets and trot lines. 

During the intensive effort, pallid sturgeon (hatchery-

reared and wild origin) were collected everyday 

crews sampled.  In addition, adult pallid sturgeon 

(>750 mm) were transported to a hatchery for a repro-

ductive diagnosis daily.  Catch rates of pallid sturgeon 

varied throughout the 13-day period with rising water 

temperatures and a fluctuating hydrograph (Figure 2). 

River discharge during the sampling effort in 2011 was  

greater than previous years. Despite higher water lev-

els, more pallid sturgeon and total fish were collected 

in 2011 than in the past (Figure 3).  

Sampling gears were deployed in a variety of habitat types 

and catch rates varied between areas.  This indicates that 

sampling success may have been more related to activity levels of pallid sturgeon rather than targeting particular 

habitat types.  During this effort, crews fished water temperatures ranging from 5.8 to 10.1oC.  Water levels were 

unusually high prior to broodstock efforts due to extensive snow melt and precipitation.  However, discharge gradu-

ally decreased approximately 10,200 cubic-feet per second (cfs) during the two week sampling effort.   
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Figure 2. Temperature, and river discharge from 4/4/2011 through 4/15/2011 at 

Nebraska City, NE station and number of pallid sturgeon caught during 2011 effort.   

Randi Steele, Jarod Meiergerd and Erik Prenosil are presenting three 

sturgeons, one is a pallid and the other two are shovelnose. 

Total Fish Sampled by Broodstock Seasons

2008 2009 2010 2011

T
o

ta
l C

o
u

n
t

0

100

200

300

400

500

4000

5000 Total Fish 

Total Pallid Sturgeon

4/
3/
20

11
  

4/
3/
20

11
  

4/
4/
20

11
  

4/
5/
20

11
  

4/
6/
20

11
  

4/
7/
20

11
  

4/
8/
20

11
  

4/
9/
20

11
  

4/
10

/2
01

1 
 

4/
11

/2
01

1 
 

4/
12

/2
01

1 
 

4/
13

/2
01

1 
 

4/
14

/2
01

1 
 

4/
15

/2
01

1 
 

4/
16

/2
01

1 
 

C
o

u
n

t

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

T
e

m
p

e
ra

tu
re

 (
C

)

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

D
is

c
h

a
rg

e
 (

c
fs

)

60000

62000

64000

66000

68000

70000

72000

74000

76000

78000

80000

Pallid count 

Temp (
o
C)

Discharge (cfs) 

Figure 3. Total number of fish and pallid sturgeon caught during broodstock 

efforts each  year. 



PARTCIPANTS & VOLUNTEERS 

 

SAMPLING FACTS 
212 - Total number of pallid sturgeon collected dur-

ing intensive effort 

59- Number of pallid sturgeon sent to the hatchery for 

evaluation  

23 - Number of pallid sturgeon in reproductive condi-

tion (8 females and 15 males) 

1,079 mm and 5,136 g (11.3 lbs) -  Largest pallid stur-

geon collected during broodstock 

4 - Total number of lake sturgeon collected 

1- Total number of pallid x shovelnose hybrids col-

lected 

4,449- Total number of shovelnose sturgeon collected 

4,957- Total number of fish collected  

7– Number of pallid sturgeon caught more than once 

this year 

17.2 miles of trot lines deployed  

18,200 - Approximate number of night crawlers used 

during this effort   

1.7 miles - Distance of all night crawlers used if laid 

end to end 

3 – Number of volunteers to eat a worm 

31oF - Coldest day 

57 mph– Highest wind speed recorded 

112 - Total number of volunteers (89 males and 23 fe-

males) 

5 - Most days worked by volunteers (Tim Christensen, 

Jamie Jones UNL) 

809 pallid sturgeon have been sampled during the four 

broodstock efforts 

87 - Number of reproductive fish collected in the last four 

years 
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Jamie Jones (UNL) and Scott Aden (UNL) showing off two adult pallids. 


