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Outdoors Insider: Bad weather blamed for deaths of Western Lake Erie walleye

By D’Arcy Egan, The Plain Dealer, Cleveland.com 

Dead walleye littering the Western Basin of Lake Erie over the past week are most likely the result of a small die-off after spring storms and turbulent waters during the spawning season, said Roger Knight, Lake Erie fisheries program manager for the Division of Wildlife. 

"This is the most stressful time of year for walleye," said Knight. "The adverse weather makes them more susceptible if they're already weakened by the spawn. According to reports over the past few days, the number of dead walleye has been unusually high - much higher than we would normally see at this time of year."

Worried about walleye, Knight joined DOW pilot Joe Barber for an airplane tour of the western portion of the lake on Wednesday. We saw floating walleye on our journey from east of Kelleys Island to West Sister Island, but only a couple of dozen of them. They were easy to spot, even with northeast winds whipping the lake into scattered whitecaps. When we spotted a couple of sea gulls on the water, the birds were often pecking a dead walleye.

Not the hundreds of gulls that followed an Ohio commercial fishing boat on Wednesday to feast on the discarded by catch, just a small knot of gulls eager to scavenge a free lunch. 

 Knight was relieved after the trip, though he knows that many of the dead walleye spotted a few days ago might have sunk by now.

 "There is always concern when our marquee species is showing up dead," said Knight. "This wasn't unexpected. We knew the terrible April weather, with high winds coming from every direction, would be tough on the walleye population. Most of our natural walleye mortality, which annually can be as high as 30 percent, is during and after the spring spawning season."

 The majority of the dead walleye checked by fisheries biologists were males, which spend more time on top of the shallow Lake Erie reefs. Waiting to mingle with visiting, egg-laden females, the male walleye can be battered by high winds and rough waters. That can cause them to lose protective slime, allowing fungus to attack and kill them.

Knight was also fearful a virus such as Viral Hemorrhagic Septicemia (VHS) could be the culprit. A few years ago, VHS left thousands of dead sheepshead floating  along the Lake Erie near-shore areas from Toledo to Huron. Walleye carry the virus, which is not transmittable to humans, and it generally pops up in a fish population stressed during a cool spring. 

"We'll be testing walleye. We certainly don't want this to be the result of VHS or a new virus," said Knight. 

The FLW Walleye Tour anglers searching for walleye heading into this week's Lake Erie tournament at Port Clinton have spotted dead walleye, but not in large numbers. Some fishing guides have reported them, blaming the fish kill - and the nasty April weather - for poor walleye catches this spring. Knight has been in contact with Ontario and other state officials, with nothing unusual reported. 
