ON NORTHERN POND

& Wall eyes in
Northern Ponds?

By Dr. Dave Willis

kay, okay — let’s just get it out right

from the start!! Walleyes are the
king (queen?) of northern sport fisheries.
There’s no way to get around that!

Not surprisingly, pond owners in
northern states typically want walleyes in
pond management programs. To be blunt,
managing walleyes can be tough. Walleyes
are not an ideal pond fish. Reproduction is
unpredictable and food chains are fickle.
However, | can offer a few rays of hope
to you!

Traditional advice from state agencies
and university fisheries programs has
been simple: walleyes are not suited to
pond management. That’s mostly, but not
completely true. Thanks to my interactions
with Pond Boss staff, readers, and the
Pond Boss Forum, I realize just how
much interest there is in diversity of pond
fisheries. That search for diversity is what
offers the ray of hope for walleyes in your
northern pond.

Let’s start with some basics. Walleyes
are not an ideal pond fish for two primary
reasons.  First, they are unlikely to
reproduce much in small waters. They
reproduce most successfully on clean,
wave-washed gravel bars. Such habitat
is much less likely to exist in small
ponds than in large, windswept lakes and
reservoirs. Even if walleyes do reproduce
in your pond, there often are other
predators and competitors. Largemouth
bass effectively prey on young walleyes,
as do yellow perch or crappies. Similarly,
young of those three species eat the same
food items as young walleyes, leading to
competition for younger fish, too. It's a
tough life out there for small walleyes in a
pond community.

Now, I certainly am NOT saying that
no walleye reproduction can occur in
ponds. Within 20 minutes of my home,
here in South Dakota, we manage two very
different ponds with strategies that include
walleyes. One is a 5-acre excavated gravel
pitthathas alot of sand and gravel substrate,
while the other is a 22-acre hill pond to
which the pond owner has added a LOT of
rock habitat. In both ponds, we have seen
a minute amount of natural reproduction in
years when no fish stocking occurred. We
typically measure abundance of those age-
0 walleyes in the fall of the year, when we
electrofish or trap-net. Fish generally range
from 5 to perhaps 7 inches by this time of
year. The problem is that we see very few
of young of the year. When I shock the
entire shoreline of a pond, and only see 3
or 4 young walleyes, then that certainly is a
sign not enough reproduction is occurring
to maintain sufficient predator density to
keep panfish species in check. Similarly,
low reproduction won’t provide much in
the way of walleyes for harvest. After all,
walleyes tend to be swimming fillets in the
North Country. The catch-and-release ethic
that is so strong for largemouth bass in the
southern U.S. has not entirely caught on
for walleyes up north.

The second primary reason that walleyes
are not an ideal pond fish involves their
foraging habitats. Walleyes tend to be more
of an open-water predator. As a result,
these sleek, toothy, brown beauties are not
as efficient foraging through submerged
aquatic vegetation as largemouth bass.
Because of their nature, most ponds have
aquatic vegetation. Panfish species such
as bluegill, yellow perch, or black crappie
have plenty of hiding places.

Remember that 22-acre South Dakota
pond? That land owner has a series of
ponds, so we manage different ponds
with different fish species. Walleyes are
his target. He’s from the North Country.
I decided to give it a good effort, and
see what happened. Initially, the pond
was stocked with walleye and yellow
perch. I was concerned yellow perch
would overpopulate and stunt unless we
maintained sufficient predator density. So,
the pond was heavily stocked with walleye,
and stocked again each year. We stocked
250 inch and a half walleye fingerings per
acre the first year. Survival rates were far
better than anticipated, and got us off to a
SLOW start in growth rates. In subsequent
years we stocked 50 6-7 fish per acre
in the fall. So, what happened? Well,
there’s good news and bad news. The
good news? Walleyes were indeed able
to keep the yellow perch in check. Perch
did not overpopulate and stunt, and to this
day, the pond consistently produces 10-12
inch perch for anglers. Goal met. However,
walleye fishing is not great! The walleyes
grew too slowly at these high stocking
densities. Most fish were only 13 inches
long at age 4 or 5. It’s a great place for
kids to catch a lot of small walleyes in a
hurry, but big fish are darn rare. Once in
a while, we see a big walleye from the
original 1997 stocking, such as a 28-incher
caught this summer. Such quality fish are
quite rare. Also, big ones are hard to catch.
I suspect there is ample food available for
a few big predators. Small walleyes have
a limited food supply, and always seem
willing to bite an angler’s offering.

So, what can I recommend for northern
pond owners who want walleyes? Here’s
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a simple solution. Let’s assume you
have a pond with appropriate habitat
for largemouth bass, meaning water is

relatively clear (at least 18 inch visibility

for most of the year) with submerged
aquatic plants to protect age-0 bass. In such
a scenario, stock largemouth bass with a
panfish species such as bluegill, or perhaps
black crappie or yellow perch. Remember
bluegill is the only multiple spawner.
Yellow perch and black crappie spawn
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once per year, and thus provide less prey
for bass. Plus, crappie and yellow perch
are predators. But, largemouth bass will
be the primary predator in the population,
and in northern ponds, will keep panfish in
check. THEN, use walleyes as a “bonus”
fish. Many private fish culturists across
the tier of northern states now produce
advanced sizes of walleye for sale, and I
suspect most of our readers could find a
nearby source of advanced fish. Generally

speaking, hatchery raised walleye will be
6-8 inches long by September. Stock 10
walleye per acre annually. A low density
walleye population will exhibit reasonable
growth rates. An alternative might be to
stock 20/acre, but stock every other year.
As long as you do not stock too many
walleyes, survivors will grow and be
plump. If your walleyes are skinny, then
you are stocking too many, and you should
cut your stocking rate. We manage the

Top left two small photos - Advanced fingerlings, stocking-sized walleyes. Top right photo - Nice adult walleye.

Bottom photo - Nice specimen being measured to determine growth rates. This walleye was grown in upstate New York.
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