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Protocol for Use of Coldwater Task Group Data and Reports

The Lake Erie Coldwater Task Group (CWTG) uses standardized methods, equipment,
and protocols as much as possible; however, data sampling and reporting methods do vary
across agencies.  The data are based upon surveys that have limitations due to gear, depth,
time, and weather constraints that are variable from year to year.  Any results or conclusions
must be treated with respect to these limitations.  Caution should be exercised by outside
researchers not familiar with each agency’s collection and analysis methods to avoid
misinterpretation.

The CWTG strongly encourages outside researchers to contact and involve the CWTG
members in the use of any specific data contained in this report.  Coordination with the CWTG
can only enhance the final output or publication and benefit all parties involved.  Any CWTG
data or findings intended for outside publication must be reviewed and approved by the CWTG
members.  Agencies may require written permission for external use of data, please contact the
agencies responsible for the data collection.
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Background

     The Coldwater Task Group (CWTG) is one of several technical groups under the Lake Erie Committee (LEC) that
addresses specific charges related to the fish community.  The group was originally formed in 1980 as the Lake
Trout Task Group with its main functions of coordinating, collating, analyzing, and reporting of annual lake trout
assessments among Lake Erie’s five member agencies, and assessing the results toward rehabilitation status.
Restoration of lake trout into its native eastern basin Lake Erie habitat began in 1978, when 236,000 surplus
yearlings were obtained from a scheduled stocking in Lake Ontario.  Similar numbers of yearlings were also available
for Lake Erie in 1979.  In 1982, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), in cooperation with the Pennsylvania Fish
and Boat Commission (PFBC) and the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC),
committed to annually produce and stock at least 160,000 yearlings in Lake Erie and monitor lake trout restorat ion in
the eastern basin.

     A formal lake trout rehabilitation plan was developed by the newly-formed Lake Trout Task Group in 1985 (Lake
Trout Task Group 1985) that defined goals and specific quantitative objectives for restoration.  A draft revision of the
plan (Pare 1993) was presented to the LEC in 1993, but the revision was never adopted by the LEC because of a lack
of consensus regarding the position of lake trout in the Lake Erie fish community goals and objectives (FCGOs;
Cornelius et al. 1995).  A revision of the Lake Erie FCGOs was completed in 2003 (Ryan et al. 2003) and identified
lake trout as the dominant predator in the profundal waters of the eastern basin.  A subsequent revision of the Lake
Trout Rehabilitation Plan was completed by the task group in 2008 (Markham et al. 2008).

     The Lake Trout Task Group evolved into the CWTG in 1992 as interest in the expanding burbot and lake whitefish
populations, as well as predator/prey relationships involving salmonid and rainbow smelt interactions, prompted
additional charges to the group from the LEC.  Rainbow/steelhead trout dynamics have recently entered into the task
group’s list of charges and a new charge concerning cisco rehabilitation was added in 1999.  Continued assessments
of coldwater species’ fisheries and biological characteristics has added new depth to the understanding of how these
species function in the shallowest and warmest lake of the Great Lakes.

     This report is specifically designed to address activities undertaken by the task group toward each charge in this
past year and is presented orally to the LEC at the annual meeting, held this year on 22-23 March 2012 in Windsor,
Ontario.  Data have been supplied by each member agency, when available, and combined for this report, if the data
conform to standard protocols.  Individual agencies may still choose to report their own assessment activities under
separate agency reporting processes.
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Introduction

This year’s Lake Erie Committee (LEC) Coldwater Task Group (CWTG) has produced an Executive Summary Report encapsulating
information from the CWTG annual report.  The complete report is available from the GLFC’s Lake Erie Committee Coldwater Task
Group website at http://www.glfc.org/lakecom/lec/CWTG.htm, or upon request from an LEC, Standing Technical Committee (STC), or
CWTG representative.

Seven charges were addressed by the CWTG during 2011-2012: (1)  Lake trout assessment in the eastern basin; (2) Lake
whitefish fishery assessment and population biology; (3) Burbot fishery assessment and population biology; (4) Participation in sea
lamprey assessment and control in the Lake Erie watershed; (5) Electronic database maintenance of Lake Erie salmonid stocking
information; (6) Steelhead fishery assessment and population biology, and (7) Development of a cisco management plan.

Lake Trout
A total of 717 lake trout were collected in 89 lifts across the

eastern basin of Lake Erie in 2011.  Record lake trout catches were
recorded in New York surveys and near-record in Ontario surveys.
Young cohorts (ages 1-5) dominated catches with lake trout ages 10
and older only sporadically caught.  Basin-wide lake trout
abundance (weighted by area) increased to its highest value in the
time series but remains below the rehabilitation target of 8.0
fish/lift.  Adult (age 5+) abundance also increased in 2011 and
remains below target.  Recent estimates indicate very low rates of
adult survival. Klondike and Finger Lakes strain lake trout comprise
the majority of the population. Successful natural reproduction has
yet to be documented in Lake Erie despite more than 30 years of
restoration efforts.

Whitefish
Lake whitefish harvest in 2011 was 616,973 pounds,

distributed among Ontario (86%), Ohio (13%), and Michigan
(1%) commercial fisheries.  The 2003 year class (age 8)
dominated the population age structure in the observed harvest
and assessment surveys in 2011.  Ages present in the 2011
population ranged from 1 to 20, with no evidence of young-of-
the-year in assessment surveys lake-wide.  With recruitment
sparse or absent, population abundance continues to decline.  No
significant recruitment is expected in 2011, although older lake
whitefish persist in the population. Fisheries in 2011 will continue

to rely on the 2003 year class followed by the 2005 cohort with some
contribution from other adjacent year classes. In 2011, mean
condition factor of mature female and male whitefish was above the
historic average.  Chironomids and isopods represented the largest
fraction of prey observed in whitefish diets during 2011.

Burbot
Total commercial harvest of burbot in Lake Erie during 2011 was

2,894 pounds, a 40% decrease from 2010. Burbot abundance and
biomass indices from annual coldwater gillnet assessments increased
slightly in 2011 reversing a downward trend observed across east
basin areas following time-series maxima during the early- to mid-
2000s. Agency catch rates during 2011 averaged 1.2 (New York) to
2.3 (Ontario) burbot per lift which are about 3.5 to 3.1 times lower
than mean catch rates observed from 2000 to 2004. Despite an
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