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Following presentation of the draft Statewide Fisheries Program and Guide to the Fish and
Wildlife Commission in the fall of 2018, several interested individuals felt there was evidence
that Walleye should be classified as a native species in Montana. Montana Fish, Wildlife &
Parks (FWP) took this claim seriously and extensive efforts were devoted over the past three
months to evaluate the species’ history in the state. The Division conducted an extensive
literature review of Walleye status in Montana. Additionally, staff contacted fisheries
professionals across the country including National and State Chapters of the American Fisheries
Society (AFS), fisheries professionals from surrounding states and provinces, and other
professionals who specialize in classifying distribution of animals.

FWP presented a paper on the native status of Walleye at the annual meeting of the Montana
Chapter of the American Fisheries Society in Billings on February 1. The intent of this talk was
to encourage discussion amongst fisheries professionals and to solicit any information that would
aid in designating Walleye as native or nonnative. A similar presentation was made by FWP staff
in Helena on February 28 in a public forum. This meeting included an extensive question and
answer session between FWP and attendees and was broadcast live over Facebook by Walleye
advocates. Summarized below are results from this review.

A native species is defined as one that has historically occurred in the drainage and has not been
introduced by humans. The understanding that Walleye are nonnative in Montana has long been
held by notable ichthyologists in the region and has been expressed in numerous publications
(e.g., Bailey and Allum 1962; Brown 1971; Cross et al. 1987; Baxter and Stone 1995; Holton
and Johnson 2003; Galat et al. 2005; Hoagstrom et al. 2006, 2007; Fuller and Neilson 2015). At
the center of the renewed interest in the designation of Walleye in Montana, is a figure
illustrating the natural distribution of Walleye that appears to include Montana waters east of
Glacier National Park and southeast to the northwest corner of Wyoming (Billington et al. 2011).
This figure was included in the chapter, “Distribution and population genetics of Walleye and
Sauger” in the special symposium, Biology, Management, and Culture of Walleye and Sauger
(Barton (ed.) 2011). However, the associated text in the article did not accurately depict what
was shown in the figure. The lack of clarity was compounded when additional references were
found to exhibit a similar pattern; a figure illustrating a native distribution for Walleye that
included portions of Montana with vague descriptions that failed to mention, or allude to,
Montana in context (e.g., Scott and Crossman 1973; Lee et al. 1980; Trautman 1981; Page and
Burr 1991). Some of the discrepancies in the figures could be attributed to the scale at which
watersheds were binarily populated for native distribution of Walleye. However, it was clear that
aspects of historical fish collections, stocking history, fossil records, and zoogeographic
processes would be necessary to gain a full understanding of indigenous Walleye distribution.
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Historical fish collections made in Montana, and early articles published on the subject, spanned
1803-1906 (Lewis et al. 1814; Girard 1858; Suckley 1860; Jordan 1878; Cope 1879; Jordan
1891; Evermann 1892; Eigenmann 1894; Evermann and Cox 1896; Henshall 1906). While
numerous species were collected and described during this timeframe, many of which are often
collected in the same habitats as Walleye, no Walleye collections were made. Furthermore, no
percid species (e.g., Walleye, Sauger, Yellow Perch) were collected upstream of the Great Falls
until after Yellow Perch were stocked in 1890 upstream of Black Eagle Dam and in 1898 in Lake
Sewell (Henshall 1906; Alvord 1991). Records in Montana support this lack of presence for
Walleye. The first recorded stocking of Walleye in Montana occurred in 1922 in Nelson
Reservoir (Gould 1995). Following this initial introduction, more than 12 million Walleye were
imported, stocked, and established in most major waterbodies across eastern and central Montana
(e.g., Milk R., Missouri R., Tongue R., Yellowstone R., Fort Peck Res., Lake Helena, Tongue R.
Res.) from 1933 to 1951 (FWP 2019). In 1989 the first Walleye was collected in Canyon Ferry
Reservoir by FWP during routine fisheries population monitoring (Alvord 1991; Spence 2001).
No empirical evidence has been found that establishes Walleye as being present in any Montana
waters prior to human introductions.

Absence of Walleye in the Missouri River in Montana is attributed to paucity of suitable habitat
for Walleye following the last glaciation. High sediment load and shallow braided channels are
more suitable for large river species, such as Sauger, Paddlefish, Pallid Sturgeon, Shovelnose
Sturgeon, and Blue Sucker (Cross et al. 1987; Hoagstrom and Berry 2006). Walleye were likely
present lower in the Missouri River basin (near present day South Dakota) and may have found
their way further up the Missouri River for short periods (Hoagstrom and Berry 2006); however,
there are no records of Walleye presence in Montana in early fish collections or in the fossil
record. Documented early stockings of Walleye in Montana saw limited success, and Walleye
abundance was limited in the State until dams and accompanying river regulation improved
water clarity.

FWP staff corresponded with professionals throughout the fisheries science community seeking
guidance on this issue. Local Walleye advocates provided contact information for Dr. Brian
Sloss, one of the co-authors of the “Distribution and population genetics of Walleye and Sauger”
article referenced above and Dr. Bruce Barton who edited the edition. When contacted by FWP,
Dr. Sloss had already spoken with a Montana Walleye advocate. Dr. Sloss indicated that the map
from the article was based on previous iterations of maps depicting similar native walleye
distributions. He spoke with other authors from that symposium and all agreed that geographic
range is not an area of specialty and they assumed watershed connectivity based on the absence
of historical barriers (e.g., waterfalls) between the Dakotas and Montana. Dr. Sloss mentioned
that Dr. Neil Billington, another co-author, was a more avid zoogeographical enthusiast than he;
however, Dr. Billington passed away in 2017. Dr. Sloss recommended engaging John Bruner to
discuss zoogeographical distribution of Walleye. Dr. Sloss was surprised that this map was
getting so much attention, especially since similar maps have been used previously in other
publications.
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Dr. Bruce Barton, editor of Biology, Management, and Culture of Walleye and Sauger, provided
some additional background on the editing and review of the symposium. Dr. Barton said that
after review of historic collections, he could not understand why Montana might have been
included within Walleye native range. Dr. Barton indicated that in hindsight he wished he had
taken a closer look at some figures in the book to scrutinize further, as the Chapter 4 figure was
likely drawn too generally and not as accurate as it could have been. However, under the
deadlines that were imposed, and the breadth of information covered inclusion of a figure
without corroborating text was an oversight. Dr. Barton also acknowledged that John Bruner
from the University of Alberta is an expert in palaeoichthyology and would be a useful contact
on this subject. Dr. Barton also recommended contacting Mike Bozek for more information on
the subject.

Prior to contacting Drs. Sloss and Barton, FWP staff received an unsolicited email from Mr. John
C. Bruner from the University of Alberta. Mr. Bruner had seen a Facebook video of the February
28 public presentation. Mr. Bruner’s email read: “I saw your presentation on “Walleye are a
nonnative fish of Montana.” You convinced me. I thought you did a really good job in a
somewhat hostile environment. Especially, since you put that together in two months. Really
impressive.” Mr. Bruner also provided some additional references regarding fossil records of
percids in southern Alberta and the U.S. Further, Mr. Bruner shared the presentation and his
assessment with the American Fisheries Society Walleye Technical Committee, which consists
of fisheries professionals engaged in Walleye management and research throughout North
America. To date, no one on the Walleye Technical Committee has refuted FWP’s assessment of
Walleye status in Montana.

FWP staff conferred with numerous other fisheries professionals through phone calls and email
throughout the US. To date, none have contested FWP’s assessment that Walleye are not native
to Montana. Besides those mentioned above, other individuals contacted by FWP staff include:
Leanne Roulson, AFS 2™ Vice President; Michael Bozek, Regional Program Manager, National
Park Service; Scott Gangl, North Dakota Game and Fish Fisheries Management Section Leader;
Bryce Maxell, Program Coordinator, Montana Natural Heritage Program; Dan Bachen, Senior
Zoologist, Montana Natural Heritage Program; Dirk Miller, Deputy Chief of Fisheries, Wyoming
Game and Fish Department; Dr. Eric Hallerman, Professor, Virginia Tech University; Eric Best,
Science and Technology Program, US Bureau of Reclamation; Harry Crockett, Native Aquatic
Species Coordinator, Colorado Parks and Wildlife.

The many contacts the Fisheries Division staff have made with outside contacts concur with the
conclusion that there is insufficient evidence that Walleye were native to any drainage in
Montana. At present, the Fisheries Division proposes no change to the status of Walleye in
Montana and that it is appropriately classified as a nonnative species in Montana.
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