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It is an all too common theme 
across the lake sturgeon’s range: over-
harvest due to uninhibited commercial 
fishing in the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
resulting in the collapse of the fishery 
followed by decades of fragmentation 
of watersheds by hydroelectric facilities 
and pollution of waterways by industry 
and ineffective treatment of human 
sewage, hampering any hope of the lake 
sturgeon’s recovery. So severe was this 
one-two punch of over-harvest followed 
by habitat degradation that, over a 
century later, lake sturgeon has been 
listed as a species at risk in the province 
of Ontario and is in the process of being 
listed across most of its natural range 
in Canada by the federal government.  
Nowhere is the devastation of a lake 
sturgeon fishery more apparent than 
right on Kenora’s doorstep, in the 
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section of the Winnipeg River between 
the outlet of Lake of the Woods and 
the former site of Whitedog Falls (now 
Whitedog Dam).  

A recent report prepared by Bill Straight 
of Straight Line North Inc., An Historic 
Review of the Presence and Abundance 
of Lake Sturgeon in the Upper Reaches 
of the Winnipeg River (which can be 
found in its entirety on the Common 
Ground Research Forum web site 
www.cgrf.ca), details the results of his 
extensive research into the history of the 
lake sturgeon on the Upper Winnipeg 
River. The report outlines a “perfect 
storm” for the collapse of the fishery 
downstream of Kenora.  An exponential 
human population increase in the area, 
heightened global demand for lake 
sturgeon, damming of the river system 
for hydroelectric power, and increased 

industrial and municipal pollution into 
the river all contributed to the demise of 
the lake sturgeon. These compounding 
factors resulted in a virtually extirpated 
population, with only two adult 
lake sturgeon caught during two 
years of netting in 2008 and 2009 by 
Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining Ojibway 
Nation (Dalles) and Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources (OMNR) technicians.  
As reported in a March 2010 Area 
News article, one of the adult lake 
sturgeon captured and tagged by Dalles’ 
technicians immediately downstream 

“Encampment on the Winnipeg River” 
Artist Paul Kane visited Lake of the 
Woods in 1846 and painted this 
traditional settlement on Tunnel Island 
at the outlet of Lake of the Woods. The 
artist subsequently traded the subjects 
of his painting—seven lake sturgeon for 
one cotton shirt.
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of the Norman Dam was recaptured a 
few months later near Lac du Bonnet, 
over 140 km and five hydroelectric 
developments downstream. This fish 
was a 17-year old male that had recently 
reached sexual maturity and, like most 
17-year old males, probably thought that 
a 140 km swim was well worth the effort 
if it increased his chances of finding a 
mate.

The collapse

Unfortunately there are no quantitative 
records of sturgeon numbers from 
1890 to 1964. We do know that by 1964 
there were very few sturgeon harvested 
by either aboriginal or non aboriginal 
fishers. From a healthy population 
in the 1800s providing a sustaining, 
subsistence fishery to aboriginal people, 
we have silently sat by and watched the 
demise of this sturgeon population. 
What we can try to do is provide a 
reasoned account of what has happened. 

In his report Bill Straight used historical 
records of the Hudson’s Bay posts in the 
region of isinglass annually produced 
through trade or barter with local 
aboriginal people. Based on previous 
work on Lake of the Woods he was 
able to convert weight of isinglass into 
numbers and kilograms of sturgeon. For 

example, it was estimated that the lake 
sturgeon harvest from Upper Winnipeg 
River during the time period from 1835 
to 1878 was approximately 2,750 fish 
(31,000 kg) per year. (Note: Isinglass is a 
gelatinous substance found in the swim 
bladders of sturgeon that was used as a 
binding agent in paint, in the production 
of glue, and as a clarifying agent for beer 
and wine). 

Anecdotal information on sturgeon 
abundance post-1900 was acquired by 
interviewing aboriginal elders and local 
aboriginal and non-aboriginal people 
who had some ties to the study area and 
an interest in sturgeon. In all, some 55 
persons were interviewed in this study 
by Sheldon Ratuski and Bill Straight. 
A main purpose of the interviews was 
to assess numbers, locations and time 
periods where people caught or saw 
sturgeon throughout the 1890s till 2010.  
The testimonies covered the time frame 
from 1907 until 2010, although few 
observations were made at both ends of 
the scale; the early years because of loss 
of memory, and recently beacause of the 
loss of sturgeon. 

As documented in Bill Straight’s report, 
the late 1800s saw drastic changes to 
the community of Rat Portage (now 
Kenora). As of 1879, Rat Portage had 

very few permanent residents and the 
surrounding aboriginal population was 
estimated at a few hundred individuals.  
From 1879 to 1890, the population of 
Rat Portage swelled to 1,500 people and 
this exponential growth continued with 
5,000 inhabitants estimated in 1900. This 
population was complemented with a 
transient population of railway, mining 
and logging workers in the 1890s. With 
the completion of the railway in 1883, 
caviar prices peaking in the 1890s and 
high demand for isinglass in Europe, 
lake sturgeon was a natural resource in 
great demand at the time (Note: Despite 
a popular belief that “caviar” is fish eggs, 
caviar historically referred exclusively 
to the unfertilized eggs of sturgeon. 
Most of the global supply of sturgeon 
caviar came from Russia and Canada 
in the late 1800s. Caviar is now also 
being marketed as the eggs of larger fish 
species such as salmon and paddlefish).  

The increase in lake sturgeon harvest 
levels from the Winnipeg River 
reflects these changing economic and 
demographic conditions. Following the 
population growth of Rat Portage and 
increased global demand, this harvest 
had increased to approximately 4,400 
fish (50,000 kg) per year for the time 
period of 1886 to 1890.  
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Following 1890, there is an absence of 
hard data on the lake sturgeon harvest 
from the Winnipeg River as the records 
found in the Hudson’s Bay Company 
archives ended at this time. However, 
interviews of local people with a history 
on the river indicate that this increase in 
harvest continued into the next century.  
Doug Perrault recalled his grandfather 
working at the Norman Dam in 1907 
and “the sturgeon were so plentiful that 
they were catching them with baited 
hooks and hauling them away in box 
cars.” There was a relatively brief period 
of over-harvest (likely between 1890 
and 1930, and mimicking the history on 
Lake of the Woods which had collapsed 
by 1930) followed by subsequent 
decades of industrial and municipal 
pollution, drastically fluctuating water 
levels and new dams restraining fish 
movement. The observations of the 
persons interviewed suggest a decrease 
of sturgeon from somewhat common 

to modest numbers in the 1930s–1970s 
gradually declining into the ’70s and 
’80s. Following the 1970s, any references 
to lake sturgeon on the Winnipeg River 
are of isolated adult fish (the exception 
being a juvenile lake sturgeon caught 
during a bass tournament on Black 
Sturgeon Lakes in 2010).  

Somewhere along this decline, likely 
pre-1950s, marked the end of the river 
being able to support a self-sustaining 
lake sturgeon population. This once 
bountiful and important fish species has 
become so rare that today many local 
residents and cottagers have never even 
seen one. 

With the installation of the dam at 
Whitedog Falls in the 1950s and 
increased pollution levels in the Upper 
Winnipeg River from Kenora’s pulp and 
paper mill, it was no longer feasible for 
the people at Dalles to continue their 
lifestyle of living from the land and the 

reserve was abandoned by 1968 (people 
began to resettle in the community in 
the late 1970s).  

On a more positive note, these statistics 
and anecdotal evidence not only 
demonstrate the potential role that 
over-harvest and development may 
have played in the demise of the lake 
sturgeon, they also provide provincial 
and federal recovery teams with 
important information to set accurate 
population targets and goals for future 
recovery efforts of this important fish.  

Getting beaten when you are down

While the over-harvest of lake sturgeon 
is the most likely cause for the drastic 
reduction in lake sturgeon numbers 
in the Upper Winnipeg River, habitat 
degradation pounded the final nails into 
the coffin of this prehistoric species. 
With the damming of the outlet of Lake 
of the Woods in the 1890s, the operation 
of a pulp and paper mill on the shores 
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of the Winnipeg River from the 1920s 
until 2004, decades of municipal 
sewage deposited into the river, and the 
construction of the Whitedog Dam in 
the 1950s, from today’s perspective it 
appears that there was an inadvertent 
war being waged against aquatic species 
inhabiting the Upper Winnipeg River.

The construction of dams for 
hydroelectric development on a river 
system poses a number of challenges 
for lake sturgeon. The designs of most 
of these facilities (including all of those 
on the Winnipeg River system) do not 
incorporate effective fish ladders or 
any other methods for upstream fish 
passage. Radio telemetry studies and 
tagging/recapture of lake sturgeon have 
demonstrated that these fish are prone 
to long migrations. With multiple years 
between spawning events for both males 
and females, lake sturgeon are able to 
travel incredible distances before they 

have to concern themselves with seeking 
out suitable habitat for doing the deed. 
When hydroelectric developments 
are situated in areas where upstream 
passage was historically possible for 
fish, these become one-way streets as 
the dams may permit safe downstream 
movement but upstream passage is no 
longer possible.  

The impact that the Whitedog Dam 
may have played in the demise of the 
sturgeon population in the Upper 
Winnipeg River was alluded to 
during interviews with those with a 
historical connection to the fishery 
in the Whitedog Falls area. Prior to 
the installation of the dam, Whitedog 
Island was surrounded by Whitedog 
Falls to the south and a back channel 
to the north. Commercial fishers from 
Whitedog identified that fish passage for 
lake sturgeon would have been possible 
through the north channel. In order 
to maximize water flow through the 

hydroelectric facility, the north channel 
was blocked off with rock material  
during the installation of the dam at 
Whitedog Falls (there is still water in the 
north channel and it is used by canoeists 
today as a portage route around the 
dam). If large numbers of lake sturgeon 
were indeed utilizing both sides of the 
Whitedog Falls as part of their annual 
migrations, the installation of the dam 
would have caused the majority of the 
fish to become concentrated on the 
downstream side of the facility (the 
design of the project did not allow 
for any fish ladders or maintenance 
of the back channel for upstream 
migration of fish). The likelihood of 
this concentration of fish attempting 
to head upstream was demonstrated 
during a horrible accident that took 
place in the 1960s. In the mid- to 
late-1960s, a number of people were 
picking blueberries in the area below 
the dam when their boat capsized and 
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they drowned. During the search for the 
bodies, Doug Simmons, an electrician 
working at dam, assisted one of the 
divers with the search. Doug recalled 
that the search had to be abandoned as 
the divers could not see the bottom due 
to the large numbers of lake sturgeon 
present.     
In addition, most hydroelectric dams 

function as peaking facilities, producing 
power as it is needed by the consumers.  
The result of this can be wildly 
fluctuating water levels downstream 
of these facilities as consumer demand 
changes throughout the day and during 
the week. Daily fluctuations in water 
levels where fish spawn can result in 
fertilized eggs becoming high and dry 
in subsequent days following the spawn.  

Fortunately, in recent years biologists 
and engineers have been working closely 
together to understand the impact of these 
fluctuating water levels on the spawning 
activities of fish. The result is that more 
“fish friendly” flow regimes are being 
developed and implemented continually.  

The pollution levels downstream of 
Kenora’s pulp and paper mill were 
documented in a 1978 report by 
Beak Consultants. The report notes 
the presence of over two-metre thick 
decomposing wood fibre in the deeper 
areas near Dufresne Island. These deeper 
areas have been identified as important 
summer juvenile habitat for lake sturgeon 
in the Winnipeg River system and the 
oxygen deprived conditions created by 
large quantities of wood fibre would have 
made these important areas uninhabitable.

The road to recovery 

The commitment of area First Nations and 
the province, in addition to the financial 
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support of the federal government 
and the Common Ground Research 
Forum, provide hope for the future of 
lake sturgeon in the Upper Winnipeg 
River. Biologists identified two potential 
barriers to recovery and efforts are being 
made to determine the extent to which 
limited spawning habitat and degraded 
juvenile summer habitat will hamper 
efforts to return the lake sturgeon to its 
former numbers.

A detailed spawning habitat study for 
the area downstream of the Norman 
Dam was conducted by North South 
Consultants during the fall of 2010. 
This study, jointly funded by Dalles and 
OMNR, provides important information 
on the role that limited spawning habitat 
may play in future recovery efforts. In 
addition, Dalles has identified funds 
through the provincial Community 
Fish and Wildlife Involvement Program 
to create lake sturgeon and walleye 
spawning habitat on the Winnipeg River 

in areas that will not be subject to the 
extreme fluctuations affecting the area 
immediately downstream of the dam.   

The Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining Lake 
Sturgeon Stewardship Project’s goals 
for the 2011 season are to assess the 
population levels of lake sturgeon on 
Black Sturgeon Lakes and to determine 
the current status of potential juvenile 
lake sturgeon habitat downstream of 
the former pulp and paper mill site. It 
is hoped that decades of flushing from 
high flows have removed the organic 
debris from these deep sites and that 
these important areas can once again act 
as nursery areas to support juvenile lake 
sturgeon. As of the publication deadline, 
Dalles had yet to receive funding 
confirmation for their work in 2011.

The lake sturgeon played a prominent 
role in the initial development of Kenora 
into a thriving community. It is likely 
that, had the collapse of this species 
not occurred, Husky the Muskie would 

have never realized the fame that he 
has, and “Stu the Sturgeon” would be 
keeping a watchful eye (or barbel!) over 
the activities on Kenora’s Harbourfront. 
With the current focus on species at risk 
across the country, both the province of 
Ontario and federal government are in 
the process of defining and evaluating 
the importance of lake sturgeon in the 
face of current and future development 
activities. The commitment of local 
government staff, First Nations, and 
volunteers have provided the provincial 
and federal governments with the 
information required to hopefully 
develop effective recovery strategies 
that can make the lake sturgeon an 
important part of our future. 

Ryan Haines is an independent fisheries 
biologist who conducts fisheries and 
environmental impact assessments for 
developments in Northwestern Ontario 
and Manitoba 807-548-8123.


