Gone Fishing – Again?

  With good spring rains and some new snow in the mountains, many Montana waterways are turbid and running high. Some spring fly fishers might be frustrated but with the great diversity of waters and prolific fisheries a host of opportunities exist for thirsty anglers. Big rainbow trout are cruising the clear, warming shallows of Montana ponds, lakes, and reservoirs giving fly fishermen some afield opportunities while they bide their time waiting for their favorite stream to clear enough to float a favorite dry fly. Soon Salmonflies and Golden Stoneflies will be fluttering on our big rivers and trout will gorge on these big bugs with a vengeance. Tailwater fisheries, like the Missouri River below Holter Dam and the Bighorn, are fishing well. Most of the larger rivers will be “blown out” with high, muddy water for a while yet; trout fishing is not very good but a few river anglers are hooking some walleye. At many reservoirs holding walleye you can here, “the bite is on” as increasingly hungry post spawners grab bottom bouncers. Smallmouth bass are on their spawning beds in the lower Clark Fork and the Tongue River.

  This year’s exuberant runoff could present a largely unknown, but suspected positive impact on our fisheries damaged by Whirling Disease. Richard Vincent of the Whirling Disease Task Force has made significant progress in research on the disease.  The fish killing disease, which could be described as the worst menace to Montana trout in modern times, is responsible for profound damage to many infamous Montana trout rivers, most notably the Madison River’s rainbow trout population brought to our attention in 1993. 

  Vincent’s research, concentrated in the Madison, includes data that strongly suggests infections of Whirling Disease diminish when the river runs full between June 15 and July 15 when the Whirling Disease organism is typically hatching. Preliminary research indicates that the infection rate average around 4.8 during lower flows, on a scale of 1-5, goes down to a mere 2.0 when high water occurs.. This certainly gives us some optimism for the Madison and other impacted waters like the Missouri River near Wolf Creek. 

  News over the past year of the discovery of PCBs in Lewistown’s Big Spring hatchery, from paint used in hatchery runs, and the subsequent discovery of PCBs in the Big Spring streambed was disheartening to many anglers, resident and nonresident. Hundreds of thousands of trout fingerlings raised at the hatchery and destined for Montana lakes and reservoirs had to be destroyed. However, there is good news; bids are being reviewed so that the winning contractor can go to work to clean up the hatchery over the summer with an expected completion date of September. By next spring, this major source for trout stocking will be back online. Lewistown’s Big Spring Creek’s streambed is another story; it will be impacted for quite some time. Options are being studied on how clean up procedures might move forward without further damaging the stream.

  Warm water fishermen will be pleased to know that the Fort Peck Warm Water Fish Hatchery has been fully funded, thanks to Senators Baucus and Burns and Representative Rehberg who helped straighten out some federal irregularities. Montana’s Warm water Fishing Stamp will provide the funding to operate the hatchery once it is built and online. Once more, Montana anglers have stepped forward to fund their own sporting endeavor. The hatchery is expected to go online in September.
  FWP’s Future Fisheries program has made significant inroads to repairing and enhancing quality fish habitat over the past 9 years with the help of anglers’ license dollars and matching private funds. This farsighted program, approved in the 1995 legislature and initiated in 1996 has funded over 400 projects to date. All projects, which can cost as little as $1,000 or range upwards of $300,000, must benefit wild fish populations in order to qualify for funding. Most fit into a handful of categories and many mitigate effects of manmade barriers and streambed changes.  A list of some projects include: fencing to keep livestock from damaging stream banks and thereby restoring riparian areas; installation of screens on irrigation diversions to keep fish from being lost in hayfields; projects to return straightened channels to their original natural meandering; the creation of fish passages around dams and other obstructions to reestablish natural migration patterns; and the list goes on.
  As you find yourself at work mentally drifting away to your favorite fishing spot, remember that proudly, Montana anglers have taken responsibility for their fishing resource and pony up when needed. The Future Fisheries Program, the Fort Peck Hatchery, the research being conducted by the Whirling Disease Task Force, and the Fishing Access Enhancement Program are just a few of the many successful programs that benefit not only anglers but also the general public. Anglers also contribute and engage in the management decision making and political process by giving freely of their personal time to enact policies that protect our resources. Fresh from a legislative session where some very good angler bills died, such as HB560 that would have put an Attorney General’s opinion supporting public access to streams at county bridges into law, and where a few good laws moved on to the Governor for his signature, Montana anglers can be proud of their involvement in a session that made the Fishing Access Enhancement Program permanent. 

  Montana Wildlife Federation is very proud of the engagement and partnership we have with many anglers and fisheries based organizations that have stepped forward to defend the Montana Stream Access Law, progressive water quality legislation, the warm water hatchery and who contribute hundreds of hours to ensure the future of our high quality Montana fisheries. As long as we continue to work together, we can rest assured that in the future our children and their children can hang a sign on the front door  – Gone Fishing! 
