Strategic Plan for Engaging Stakeholders on Salmon and Trout Discussions

Executive Summary

Each year, Wisconsin’s Great Lakes fishing opportunities draw some 178,000 anglers (as
measured by the sale of the Great Lakes Salmon and Trout stamp) who spend more than
1.2 million days fishing. According to the American Sport fishing Association, these
anglers contribute $114.3 million to the economy through direct retail expenditures and
generate more than $12.5 million in state and local tax revenue.

Chinook salmon remain the target of choice for many of these anglers. The Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources 2015 creel surveys indicate the 113,973 chinook kept
by anglers accounted for nearly 24 percent of the total sport harvest. Yet the chinook
fishery faces serious challenges due to record low and declining stocks of prey fish
including alewives, the predominant food source for chinook.

To prevent a collapse of the fishery, the multistate Great Lakes Fishery Commission Lake
Michigan Committee charged with oversight of the resource is proposing to reduce lake-
wide stocking of chinook salmon by 61.5 percent from current levels. Given the strong
angler affinity for chinook and the economic impact of the Great Lakes sport fishery,
these efforts to restore a sustainable balance of predators and prey in Lake Michigan
hold implications that extend far beyond the traditional angling community.

Wisconsin and the other Lake Michigan states must now develop their own
management plans to account for the new lake-wide chinook stocking strategy and the
need to balance the overall predator-prey ratio. DNR recognizes the role local
businesses and conservation groups must play in the dialogue and through a robust
engagement process, intends to develop shared solutions that support local jobs,
respect multi-state management efforts and protect our diverse recreational fishery.

The following strategic plan identifies plan objectives, target audiences and tools that
will be employed to engage a broad group of stakeholders and provides benchmarks for
measuring success.

Fisheries Management has started to and will continue to work with anglers to
determine the best strategy for continuing the excellent trout and salmon fishery on
Lake Michigan. We have engaged anglers in the discussion in 2016 through various
methods to disseminate critical information on the status of the fishery. These include a
Charter Boat meeting in March, a Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum meeting in April, a
Wisconsin Federation of Great Lakes Sport Fishing Clubs in April, various GOV Delivery
bulletins, continuous updates to the DNR Lake Michigan webpage, press releases and
presentations at sport fishing club meetings.




The plan moving forward is to hold three informational meetings in late June to present
critical Lake Michigan fisheries information and receive feedback, suggestions, and
comments from anglers. In addition, these meetings will be recorded and placed on our
website so that anglers that could not attend can watch the presentations. The
comment and input period will be 15 to 30 days. After the comment period is over, we
will prepare a final draft proposal of our decisions and present those at a Lake Michigan
Fisheries Forum meeting in August. We will ask that group to provide input and
comments on our proposal. Once that meeting is complete, the fisheries bureau will
prepare the final proposal for approval within the department and communicate that
final plan with all stakeholders.

Background

Since the introduction of chinook and coho in the 1960s to control populations of
invasive alewives, the resulting sport fishery has produced significant economic benefits
despite its ongoing volatility. In the 1980s for example, increased chinook stocking
resulted in notable harvest increases until the number of stocked chinook salmon
exceeded the available prey and the chinook salmon population became stressed.
Intensive culture of chinook salmon that carried the Bacterial Kidney Disease (BKD)
pathogen resulted in a disease outbreak in the stressed lake population in the late
1980s. Chinook salmon catch rates declined significantly lake-wide leaving the public
concerned and seeking answers.

Subsequent low chinook salmon catch rates during the 1990s presented the most
significant concern for Lake Michigan fisheries management since alewife were
introduced. The Lake Michigan Committee consulted with angling groups, the general
public and federal agencies to develop stocking reductions in 1999 and 2006. The
continued decline in prey abundance coupled with marking data showing more natural
reproduction led managers in 2010 to again suggest that stocking reductions were
necessary to bring predators and prey closer to balance.

Recognizing the importance of stakeholder involvement in the lake-wide decision
making process, fisheries managers from all states in coordination with the Lake
Michigan Committee established a more robust engagement process that continues to
develop to this day. Beyond simply consulting with angler groups, fisheries managers
introduced a variety of collaborative tools to more fully integrate stakeholders into the
decision making process, including establishing goals and objectives and providing input
on a variety of data and other information.

In response to the concerns noted in 2010, constituents and fisheries managers were
asked to share their goals and objectives for the Lake Michigan fishery in June 2011.
The goals and objectives were used by the Michigan State University Quantitative
Fisheries Center to run a catch-at-age salmon decision analysis computer model known
as the Lake Michigan Decision Analysis Model.



The Lake Michigan Committee then established a stakeholder group to assist in the
development of stocking scenarios that met their risk tolerance given the established
goals and objectives for the fishery. A total of 26 potential stocking options that
included increases, decreases, or no change in stocking as well as policies that evaluated
stocking changes annually to every five years were identified for further consideration.

A lake-wide public meeting was held at Lake Michigan College in Benton Harbor,
Michigan on April 14™ 2012. During the meeting, two members from the Core
Stakeholder Group reviewed the stocking strategy process. Lake Michigan Technical
Committee members discussed the status of Lake Michigan followed by a basic review
of the Lake Michigan Decision Analysis Model by MSU, QFC. LMC members followed
with a description of the stocking options and policies and an assessment of the public
review process. Discussion and public feedback ensued with participation from both the
live audience and the Web Connect. The meeting concluded with the next steps in the
decision process and encouragement of meeting participants to take an online survey
provided by Michigan Sea Grant to further voice their opinion and rank the options. The
online survey was available for one month with 580 unique responses, and the LMC also
accepted written comments.

In addition to public meetings organized by the multistate group, to fully engage
Wisconsin stakeholders, a series of meetings was held in May 2012 and August 2012 to
inform stakeholders of Lake Michigan modeling results and seek feedback from anglers
on the best path forward.

After these meetings concluded, it was decided that DNR would use the Lake Michigan
Fisheries Forum to work with anglers, receive comments and determine future stocking
levels. Following a Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum meeting held in December 2012
attended by DNR Sec. Cathy Stepp and others, stocking reductions were set. Starting in
2013, about 800,000 chinook salmon were stocked in 2013, a 30 percent decrease from
2012 levels.

Additional meetings provided guidance to DNR about equitable stocking levels by
county and identified key metrics for monitoring the fishery. The strategy includes use
of the following data to help determine the distribution of stocked chinook going
forward:

e Coded wire tag information from the Mass Marking program;

e Fall charter trips in September and October;

e Chinook salmon harvest rate in September and October; and

e Chinook salmon directed fishing effort in September and October.

To continue building trust and strengthening the relationship with stakeholders, DNR
and its partners have organized numerous additional meetings and opportunities for
collaboration. These include: Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum Meetings




April 2014
September 2014
April 2015
October 2015
0 April 2016
e Charter Boat Captain Meetings
o April 2014
O October 2014 - Bureau Chief meeting with charter boat captains
0 March 2015 — special charter boat captain meeting to address concerns
raised in the October 2014 meeting with our Bureau Chief
0 March 2016
e Various local clubs, Wisconsin Federation of Great Lakes Sport Fishing Clubs,
Conservation Congress and others

O 00O

Among the outcomes of these meetings has been the introduction of a new framework
for understanding the interaction of chinook salmon on their favorite prey, the alewife.
The predator/prey ratio now serves as the main tool by which agencies determine the
stocking levels needed to maintain a sustainable forage base into the future.

The predator/prey ratio analysis is based on a very simple concept of predator/prey
balance, but incorporates detailed datasets and analytical approaches (e.g., modeling)
that help account for some of Lake Michigan’s complexity. The primary indicator used in
the predator/prey ratio analysis is a ratio of total lake-wide biomass of chinook salmon
(> age 1) / total lake-wide biomass of alewives (> age 1). Associated target and upper
limit reference points and projections have also been developed to provide additional
insight and guidance for management decisions. The chinook salmon / alewife ratio
itself is pretty simple to interpret (i.e., a high ratio suggests too many predators with
few prey, while a low ratio suggests too few predators with abundant prey), but it’s
important to acknowledge that the underlying methods are very comprehensive.

Current plan objectives and activities

The current plan to engage stakeholders on salmon and trout issues aims to build on the
success of past efforts and encourage participation from additional business and
conservation community members as the department works to effectively manage the
Lake Michigan resource while minimizing the negative impacts of lake-wide changes in
the fishery.

Plan objectives include:
e Increased public understanding of the challenges facing Lake Michigan salmon
populations and the potential consequences of various management actions.
e Gaining valuable insights from stakeholders regarding their preferences on
gamefish species, use of various rearing and release techniques, hatchery
production, habitat restoration and the potential to increase focus on species



with the greatest chances of thriving in the changing Lake Michigan
environment.

e Completion of our Lake Michigan Integrated Fisheries Management Plan that
ensures continued diverse opportunities for sport anglers, support for local jobs
and optimization of the lake-wide chinook stocking strategy for anglers here.

With support from the administration and key elected officials, DNR is well positioned to
undertake these efforts due in part to previous outreach efforts. The communication,
stakeholder involvement and meetings from 2011 to 2016 have set the stage for us to
continue discussion of critical Lake Michigan fisheries issues with new urgency given the
latest trends in the predator/prey ratio.

Charter captains have been and continue to be an important part of DNR;s outreach
strategy and information presented to Charter Boat Captains at a March 2016 meeting
helped prepare these important stakeholders for current discussions to help determine
the future of the Lake Michigan fishery. In addition, we presented the same information
to the Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum at the April 2016 meeting.

In order to engage the stakeholders, receive comments and create a strategic plan for
future management efforts, we will be holding three initial public meetings in
Wisconsin:

Monday, June 27"

Lakeshore Technical College

Centennial Hall — West, 1290 North Ave., Cleveland, WI 53015
Wisconsin DNR Fisheries Meeting

6to 8 pm

Wednesday, June 29"

Brown County Library

515 Pine Street, Green Bay, WI 54301
Wisconsin DNR Fisheries Meeting
6to 8 pm

Thursday, June 30™

UWM-SFS Ballroom

600 E. Greenfield Avenue, Milwaukee, WI 53204
Wisconsin DNR Fisheries Meeting

6to 8 pm

At these meetings, we will discuss a holistic strategy on a variety of topics using our Lake
Michigan Integrated Fisheries Management Plan 2016-2015 (LMIFMP) as the framework
to develop and implement these initiatives. The management plan defines Wisconsin
DNR management and policy direction pertaining to sport and commercial fisheries in




Lake Michigan for the coming decade. This plan was developed under the following five
broad Lake Michigan fishery visions:

e Adiverse, balanced and healthy ecosystem;

e Adiverse multi-species sport fishery;

e Asustainable and viable commercial fishery;

e Science-based management; and

e Effective internal and external communication.

For each vision we have established goals, objectives and tactics to work on improving
the Lake Michigan fishery. For example, under the “Diverse multi-species sport fishery”
vision, we have tactics to

e Maintain appropriate salmon and trout stocking levels and species mix, guided
by harvest targets, the growth rates of adult salmon, lake wide estimates of
forage abundance, and modeling of forage consumption.

e Work with the charter industry to design and implement methods to determine
charter boat reporting accuracy and implement changes if needed.

e Participate with other states in lake wide estimates of natural reproduction of
salmon and trout (e.g., Great Lakes Mass Marking Program) including measuring
biological parameters of naturally reproduced fish (e.g., age, growth, length,
weight).

e And many other goals, objectives and tactics

We intend to use the Lake Michigan Integrated Fisheries Management Plan as a guide to
work with stakeholders on future projects to enhance and improve the fishery. We will
present a multitude of ideas and options for the fishery beyond just stocking changes.
This holistic approach will help us engage anglers in critical projects. This holistic
approach will cover:

1) Wisconsin’s chinook salmon stocking numbers for 2017;

2) Chinook salmon stocking numbers for each county;

3) Lake trout bag limits and fishing season;

4) Atlantic salmon as an alternative species;

5) Net pen usage to increase survival of stocking fish;

6) Stocking at night to reduce bird predation;

7) Predatory bird hazing;

8) Steelhead production;

9) Fish purchase from private hatcheries;

10) Support for enhanced research capacity;

11) Habitat enhancement opportunities;

12) Enhanced outreach, education, and marketing of the Wisconsin Lake Michigan

fishery; and
13) Stakeholder suggestions.

Target audiences and tools



Target audiences for these engagement efforts include:

Recreational anglers from Wisconsin and neighboring states who travel here to
fish.

Charter captains and guides whose businesses depend on a well-managed,
sustainable fishery.

Retail, lodging, hospitality and other business owners whose livelihoods and
employees are affected by the Great Lakes fishery.

Conservation groups whose efforts have helped restore critical fish and wildlife
habitat and who may be called upon in the future to work in partnership with
DNR.

Elected officials whose input reflects the needs and values of their constituents.
Members of the news media who will be called upon to help disseminate key
messages.

Members of the general public.

To gather the broad input needed to inform development of an effective
management plan, the following tools may be employed:

High level briefings with elected officials and personal meetings with partner
groups and key stakeholders.

The three large public meetings referenced earlier.

GOV Delivery emails sent directly to stakeholders promoting the meetings and
opportunities for input.

Supporting messages from partners.

News releases and direct media outreach to highlight the importance of the Lake
Michigan fishery and further publicize opportunities for engagement.

Social media tools including online chats, Facebook posts and Tweets to engage
the broadest possible demographic of anglers and encourage new participation
in the dialogue.

A three to five minute video highlighting the proud traditions associated with the
strong Lake Michigan fishery as well as the challenges and opportunities that lie
ahead.

MediaSite taping of the planned public meetings and posting to the internet to
provide additional information for those unable to attending in person.
Consistent website updates and highly visible public meeting notifications.
Deployment of online and in-person survey tools to solicit input on potential
management actions and gauge satisfaction with the overall process and
outcomes.

Outcomes
Outcomes from the three initial meetings will include:

Gathering stakeholder input and comments from stakeholders that attend one of
the three meetings;
Posting meeting presentation and comments to Lake Michigan website;




e Creating a press release and GOV Delivery bulletin to notify others of the
opportunity to comment on the topics.

e Gathering comments for 15 to 30 days;

e Creating draft proposals; and

e Presenting information to the Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum.

Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum
The Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum currently engages diverse stakeholders from
throughout Lake Michigan. Therefore, it will serve as the venue to engage stakeholders
in developing, implementing, and evaluating initiatives to enhance the Lake Michigan
fishery. Activities will include:

e Holding a LMFF meeting in August;

e Presenting a draft proposal; and

e Gathering additional input and comments from the members.

Final Proposal and Implementation

Information, comments and input gathered from the initial meetings and the meeting
with the Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum will be used to create a final proposal for
department review and approval. Once the proposal is approved, we will disseminate
the proposal to stakeholders.

Fisheries plans and projects
Once the proposal is approved, we will work to collect the appropriate amount of
Chinook salmon eggs to meet our quota for 2017. In addition, we will begin work on any
projects that came from the discussions with stakeholders. In addition, we will continue
our outreach efforts to all stakeholder groups to keep them up-to-date with the latest
Lake Michigan fisheries information. These efforts will include:

e Lake Michigan Fisheries Forum meetings;

e Charter Captain meetings;

e Pressreleases;

e Website updates; and

e Information sent via GOV Delivery system.



