Research dispels myth about the predator 

Project indicates the fish does not defend territory 

By Bob Riepenhoff 
of the Journal Sentinel staff
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The musky is often thought of as a loner, a solitary predator that establishes a territory and defends it against all others. 

Now that adage appears to be nothing more than a myth, at least on Pewaukee Lake, according to preliminary results of a radio telemetry study of the lake's musky population. 

"The thing that we learned this year is that muskies do not appear to defend a territory," biology professor Robert Anderson said in an interview at Wisconsin Lutheran College in Milwaukee. "Although they have home ranges, their ranges overlap. They share them with other muskies." 

Anderson, along with some of his students, is using radio telemetry to monitor the whereabouts of 20 muskies in conjunction with a comprehensive study of the musky population of Pewaukee Lake in Waukesha County. 

The three-year study started this spring in cooperation with the Department of Natural Resources, and at the urging of the Milwaukee Chapter of Muskies Inc. 

"There were 28 fish over 50 inches long caught in Pewaukee Lake over the last five years," said Bob Marsh, of Muskies Inc. "That's outstanding. This is an incredible fishery. We're doing this study to make it an even better fishery." 

In spring, Anderson said, 20 Pewaukee Lake muskies were captured, either in fyke nets or by electric shock. Radio transmitters were then surgically implanted in each of the fish's bellies. Since then, researchers in boats have used antennas to log about 500 hours tracking the muskies. 

"The transmitters emit a beep every second or so," Anderson explained. "Each fish is a different frequency, so you can track their movement throughout the lake." 

Anderson's computer screen was lit up with a map showing a portion of Pewaukee Lake. The map was cross-hatched with dots and lines that pin-pointed the locations of specific fish. 

"Number 561 is a 39-inch female," he said. 

According to the telemetry readings, that fish spent most of June in a roughly one-quarter-square-mile area of water 8 feet deep off Taylor's Bay in the northeast section of the lake. During that time, she made one long trip into an area about a half-mile away, where three other muskies had overlapping home ranges. 

Another musky, a 40-inch female, spent most of June running a regular, daily pattern in six or seven feet of water near Middle Island in the lake's east basin, then moved to the deepest part of a nearby channel in July. 

"My guess is that, as the water temperature warms up, it could affect movement (to cooler, deeper water)" Anderson said. "The key thing that we're finding is that, as the year progresses, they change their home range." 

Another musky, a 36-inch male, spent the whole summer in a spot just east of Taylor's Bay with four or five feet of water, then moved to the deep channel when the water temperature hit 80 degrees. 

But, Anderson said: "As soon as the water cooled off, it moved back to the original spot." 

The muskies seem to linger in shallow water late into the summer. 

"There's a feeling (among anglers) that the fish move deep sooner in the year," Anderson said. "But they seem to be staying shallow and close to shore through August and into September." 

Whether that is true of big muskies, however, remains a mystery. Researchers picked up signals from a 45-inch musky they tagged three times in late June, but haven't been able to locate it since. 

"We've looked hard for that fish," Anderson said. "Either it was caught or it's in deep water." 

In shallow water, researchers can locate a musky's radio transmissions up to a quarter mile away. But in deep water, the distance drops to from 200 to 300 yards. 

Muskies are also affected by boat traffic. 

"We're finding that every time a boat comes by, the fish go down deeper in the water column," Anderson said. "They tend to be near the surface until the boat approaches." 

It's still too early, Anderson said, to answer some key questions, including whether there is any natural reproduction of muskies in the lake. 

"The real conclusions are going to come with some very careful analysis of the data and another year of tracking these muskies," he said. 

Anyone who catches musky with a radio transmitter is asked to contact Robert Anderson at 414 443-8863. You should provide the number on a yellow tag located near the dorsal fin, plus information on the size, and about when and where the fish was caught. 
