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Introduction 
 

The Keweenaw Bay Indian Community (KBIC) signed a treaty with the United States in 1854 

establishing the L'Anse and Ontonagon Indian Reservations (Figure 1). Tribal members 

traditionally fished both subsistently and commercially within the area presently known as the 

1842 treaty ceded area within Michigan waters of Lake Superior.  Since 1983, KBIC has more 

closely monitored the extent of the commercial fishery, and Tribal members have expended 

various levels of their commercial fishing effort in this area of Lake Superior. 
 

The intent of this Fisheries Management Plan is to ensure the continued health of the fish stocks 

and the commercial fishery by protecting the resource from overexploitation.  The plan is written 

with lake whitefish as the principle target species of the tribal large mesh gill net fishery and lake 

trout as the incidental catch species, and the species driving fishing effort via establishment of a 

lake trout quota.   Cisco (lake herring) is the principal target species of the small mesh gill net 

fishery in this plan.  The plan attempts to delimit the tribal harvest and protect fisheries 

management interests of the tribe (and all other user groups) by ensuring that lake whitefish and 

lake trout stocks are not overfished, and cisco populations also maintain sustainability in the treaty 

ceded area.  
 

Past Management Plans have been developed to maintain recommendations over periods of five 

years.  It is recommended that this and future plans be adopted and up for review on an annual or 

bi-annual basis, due to the increasing interest and ultimate extraction extent of this fishery.  In 

addition, and due in part to intensive efforts by KBIC to rehabilitate and manage Lake Superior 

walleye populations through limited subsistence harvest and strategic stocking, this plan 

recommends continued KBIC commercial walleye harvest allowance, with a 2024 Walleye Quota 

of 5,000.     

   
A Brief Tribal Management and Harvest History 
 

Native Americans have traditionally fished with gill nets in Lake Superior for several hundred 

years. KBIC licensed fisherman began fishing off-reservation in 1983.  KBIC allowed an 

assessment fishing by Red Cliff and Bad River fishermen in 1984-85. In 1989, a 2-year intertribal 

agreement was signed between the KBIC and the Red Cliff and Bad River Bands of Chippewa.  

As part of that agreement, all three bands began fishing off reservation in the 1842 Treaty ceded 

area in Michigan waters of Lake Superior.  KBIC decided to manage this fishery more 

conservatively post-1990 and did not sign a joint agreement.  Red Cliff and Bad River have 

continued to commercially fish in these waters through current times.   

 

The reported KBIC commercial fishery harvest was 77,000lbs of fish (all target species) in 1984, 

and by the late 1990’s, that reported harvest level had grown substantially (approximately 

200,000lbs in 1999).  From the period 2000-2010, the KBIC commercial fishery had seemingly 

leveled, with an average 17 licenses and average reported harvest of approximately 184,000lbs 

annually.   

 

There was a decline in reported KBIC harvest from 2011-15, with an annual average harvest of 

approximately 111,000lbs, though the average annual license issuance actually increased to 19 for 

this period.   A significant continued decline in KBIC commercial harvest occurred 2016-2000, 

with 51,570lbs average annual harvest being reported for the period.  There are several possible 

explanations for this, with the most notable being an observed decrease in KBIC large boat fishing 

efforts, 2016-2020.  The COVID-19 global pandemic, and challenges associated with it, heavily 

impacted commercial and subsistence fisheries as well.   



4 

 

2021 reported KBIC harvest continued to trend toward decline (36,033lbs reported).  However, in 

2022 and 2023, harvest spiked substantially (115,757lbs and >153,003lbs reported, respectively).  

This is likely and at least partially attributable to intensive fishing expenditure by a licensed fisher 

who started a fish sales business in L’Anse, Michigan, and in the introduction of a trap netting 

operation in 2023.   2022 and 2023 reported harvest surpassed the 5-year (2011-15) average of 

111,000lbs.  

 

The KBIC commercial fishing fleet has confined most effort and harvest to MI-4 in recent years, 

with reported MI-5 harvest <2,000lbs for the 7-year period 2016-2022.  However, that trend 

changed significantly in 2023, when 2 Licensed KBIC fishers reported a total MI-5 harvest of 

13,898lbs.         
 

The combined (Bad River, KBIC, Red Cliff) reported commercial fish harvest of all species by 

the three active bands increased from approximately 302,000lbs in 1984 to 540,000lbs in 1999.  

From 2000-2010, the combined commercial fish harvest averaged >615,000lbs.  From 2011-15, 

the combined commercial fish harvest averaged approximately 735,000lbs.  From 2015 to current, 

the annual combined commercial fish harvest has averaged 500,000-600,000lbs.  

The annual number of KBIC licensed fishers has hovered around 15 for many years.  Of these, 

the number of licensed fishers who are considered “active” in a year (expending >0ft of gillnet 

deployment and recovery effort), has typically been around 10.  Although the number of active 

fishers did not increase significantly, KBIC fishing activity intensified in 2023, with an active 

large boat and trap net fishing operation expending effort in mid to upper Keweenaw Bay.     

Figure 1.   1842 Ceded Territory, KBIC Home Territory, and L’Anse Indian Reservation 

Boundaries.  

and Statistical Grids. 
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Figure 2.   1842 Ceded Waters of Lake Superior, Major KBIC Management Zones, and 

Statistical Grids. 

 

Primary target species for the Lake Superior KBIC commercial fishery have included lean and 

siscowet variety lake trout Salvelinus namaycush, lake whitefish Coregonus clupeaformis, cisco 

(aka lake herring Coregonus artedi), and round whitefish Prosopium cylindraceum. 

 

Lake trout, considered the native Apex predator of Lake Superior, has been the driving species 

for overall fisheries management, with a Management Zone based Quota system.  For decades, a 

primary management recommendation has been that when target quotas for lake trout are 

reached, other species become harvest limited due to cessation of large mesh gillnet use (meshes 

capable of catching additional adult lake trout).   This model has proven effective in best 

managing lake trout, lake whitefish, and other species that are susceptible to capture in the large 

mesh commercial fishery.     

 

List of Management Zones: Management Zones and Home Territory Resource 

Management 
 

Management zones for regulation and reporting of commercial/biological statistics in Michigan 

waters of the 1842 Treaty ceded territory are made up of 4 whole management zones and 1 partial 

zone (Figure 2) which are further divided into statistical grids (Figure 2). The eastern boundary of 

the Treaty ceded waters is a line extending northward from the mouth of the Chocolay River, near 

Marquette, Michigan. 

 

MI-1  Isle Royale     MI-4  East of Keweenaw Peninsula   

MI-2  Porcupine Mountains/Misery Bay  MI-5  Big Bay 

MI-3  West of Keweenaw Peninsula  
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Status of Lake Trout Stocks, Past to Present 

Lake trout populations were severely reduced in Lake Superior in the 1950s due to sea lamprey 

predation and intensive fishing by state licensed commercial fishermen (Pycha and King 1975).  

In the early 1960s, after various techniques to control sea lamprey were developed, and gains were 

made in reducing sea lamprey abundance, state, federal, and provincial governments bordering 

Lake Superior began intensively stocking hatchery reared fish in an effort to rehabilitate lake trout 

populations.  Currently, the sea lamprey control program has been generally successful in reducing 

sea lamprey in Lake Superior to 10% of their pre-control levels, but sea lamprey remain a major 

predator on lake trout, and are estimated to kill more lake trout than the combined commercial and 

sport fishery of modern times in many areas of Lake Superior.   

By 1996, the Lake Superior management agencies agreed that survival of stocked lake trout had 

been declining, that the harvest quotas were not being exceeded, that wild fish composed >50% of 

the catch in the assessment fishery, and that wild lake trout abundance was stable in much of Lake 

Superior (Hansen 1996). In current years as well, lean lake trout abundance in Michigan waters of 

Lake Superior has been reported to be at or above historic levels (Sitar et al. 2007), and as a result, 

stocking has continued to be heavily reduced in many regions of the lake.   

KBIC continues to stock lake trout in areas of MI-4, although levels have been reduced from an 

annual target of 100,000 yearling lake trout from 1993-2005 to 50,000 2006-current.   It is felt by 

KBIC that lake trout have not been completely rehabilitated in this region, and possibly other zones 

as well (MI-2, 3 and 5).  In fact, lake trout rehabilitation in MI-2-5 has arguably not been fully 

attained currently, possibly due to, but not limited to: 1) sea lamprey predation; 2) fishing activity 

increases by sport and commercial fishermen; 3) continued interspecific competition with exotic 

species like Pacific salmon varieties or other non-native trout species.   

From a basin-wide perspective, the Lake Superior Technical Committee (LSTC) of the Great 

Lakes Fishery Commission (GLFC) has indicated on numerous occasions that lake trout stocks 

are considered to be at or approaching historic abundance in most Michigan Regions.  However, 

pressures of sea lamprey predation, fishing by sport and commercial fishermen, reduced survival 

of stocked lake trout in some regions, and a changing and at times unstable forage base have all 

contributed to uncertainty of full lake trout recovery.   

The long-term recommendation by the LSTC and GLFC suggests that total annual mortality rates 

on lake trout should not exceed 45% in order to maintain Lake Superior lake trout populations. 

Fishing mortality plus natural mortality yields total annual mortality.  Low fishing mortality (10-

15%) is recommended for species such as lake trout that live long, grow slowly, and mature late 

(Ricker 1975). The LSTC concluded that historic total annual mortality levels greater than 45% 

have caused declines in the lake trout stocks where these excessive mortalities have occurred.  

Total annual mortality of wild lake trout exceeded this goal in MI-3 and MI-4 from 1988 to 1990, 

but have reportedly been below 45% most years from 1991 to present times.  However, the LSTC 

realizes that a major challenge for fishery managers will be to convince fishers not to increase their 

catch when fishing is temporarily good. Failure to limit fishing as stock size increases will impede 

restoration, causing large variations in catch, and limit yield (Hansen 1996).  This, in combination 

with the persistent threat to fish stocks from sea lamprey, make it advantageous to monitor and 

review harvest parameters as prescribed in this and other fisheries management plans on an annual 

or bi-annual basis, vs. every 5 or more years.   

Tribal Commercial Fishing Effort Trends 

The fisheries currently operating on Lake Superior varies greatly among management zones.  

Some zones have intensive sport and commercial fisheries, some have almost solely commercial 



Figure 3.  Trend in total Inter-Tribal gillnet deployment effort in Michigan Waters of 

Lake Superior, 2000-2022 (All Management Zones vs. MI-4).  Effort reported in millions 

of feet.  
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fisheries and others have intensive sport fisheries but little to no commercial operations.  The 

varying degrees of exploitation are reflected in the harvest and status of fish stocks in the zones. 
 

Due to the diversity and richness of the MI-4 Fishery, much effort occurs here.  MI-4 features 

include major lake trout and lake whitefish spawning reefs (Buffalo Reef, Traverse Island, Huron 

Islands shoals, and other reefs), unique bathymetry and habitat features that contribute to high 

productivity as a fishery.   The KBIC Commercial Fishery, for a multitude of reasons, continues 

to expend most of its fishing effort in MI-4 (nearly 70% on average 1984-present, and >90% for 

the past 10 years).   

Overall reported tribal fishing effort (Bad River, KBIC, Red Cliff), 2000-2022, shows a relative 

stability trend, with 2012 and 2015 being years of significant exception (>6,000,000ft and 

>8,000,000ft of effort expended, respectively; Figure 3).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When considering zone MI-4 exclusively, Tribal commercial fishing effort continues to be 

conducted by multiple tribes.  In 2015, for example, over 57% of the total reported gillnet effort 

in MI-4 was deployed by Bad River and Red Cliff Bands.  Nearly 80% of reported MI-4 lake 

whitefish extraction, and nearly 44% of reported MI-4 lake trout extraction, came from Bad River 

and Red Cliff efforts. 

In addition, the MI-4 proportion of total Inter-Tribal effort expenditure has trended toward 

noticeable increase since 2010 (Figure 4), even with management suggestions to spread effort 

regionally, and beyond MI-4.  The robust, complex intertribal Lake Superior fishery is challenging 

to manage. Research, effort and harvest tracking needs vary among management zones depending 

on fishing pressure and the status of fish stocks.  Major challenges associated with best 

management in these waters relate to uncoordinated inter-tribal allocations, and disputes over 

quotas, fishing areas and effort expenditures, licensing procedures, and other management 

measures. 
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Figure 4.  Percentage of total Inter-Tribal gillnet effort (Michigan Waters of Lake Superior), 

that has been expended in MI-4, 2011-2022.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Plan Goals and Objectives 
 

The goal of the plan is compatible with the Great Lakes Fishery Commission’s “Strategic Great 

Lakes Fishery Management Plan”.  This goal being to secure fish communities, based on 

foundations of stable self-sustaining stocks, supplemented by judicious plantings of hatchery 

reared fish, and to provide opportunities and associated benefits to meet needs identified by society 

for food, employment, income and recreation. 
 

Since the mid 1980’s, Tribal commercial fisheries for Michigan waters of Lake Superior have 

regulated harvest using a quota management system. Quota establishments are based on multi-

agency efforts to track the Lake Superior fishery through a variety of scientific means.  KBIC-

NRD contributes to this science by providing commercial harvest monitoring statistics, 

standardized Lake Superior assessment data (Spring, Summer, Fall Surveys), sea lamprey attack 

tracking data, etc. to GLIFWC and partnering agencies who pool these inter-agency data to 

populate data-sets for quantitative fisheries modeling efforts. Results ultimately drive best fisheries 

management with prescriptive harvest and protection guidelines.  Continuing with this concept, 

the following are major objectives for this commercial fisheries management plan: 
 

1) Manage the lake trout populations based on the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) concept, 

which constrains the total annual mortality of lean lake trout to 45% per year, as measured 

by standard methods developed by the Lake Superior Technical Committee.  Various 

quantitative and computer models have been developed and used to establish lean lake trout 

TACs in ceded waters.  Through the years, TAC recommendations have been adjusted or 

carried depending on the health and condition of the fishery, as evidenced by surveys, 

commercial harvest monitoring, quantitative modeling, and consensus amongst the 

management agencies.  Table 1 summarizes the prescribed TAC for each Michigan 

Management Zone of Lake Superior, 1987 to present.   
 

2) Promote the harvest of siscowets and cisco to reduce fishing pressure on the lake whitefish 

and lake trout population, without adversely impacting the populations of siscowets and 
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cisco.  This continues to be a major objective for KBIC and other regional managers, 

especially as siscowet abundance continues to grow, and this variety of lake trout 

encroaches on the lean lake trout distribution throughout the region.  Concerns with 

contamination levels in large siscowet lake trout continues to challenge fisheries managers 

in promoting sensible utilization of this tremendous potential resource, and efforts continue 

to develop creative ways to overcome stigmas linked to contaminant and consumption 

concerns (i.e. using siscowet lake trout for fish oil production, pet foods, fertilizer, etc.). 

 

3) Manage the lake whitefish population as the primary target species and using gillnet effort 

that is compatible with the lake trout quotas.  Maximum gillnet effort recommendations 

and the rationale for them are discussed later in this plan, and are prescribed for a number 

of ecological and species specific reasons.  
 

4) Manage walleye commercial harvest as a means of supplementing primary harvests of lake 

trout and lake whitefish.  The 5,000 walleye Quota establishment in 2023 led to the harvest 

of >2,000 pounds of this species, with 1,100 of the 5,000 Walleye Quota tags being 

distributed at the time of this report.  In 2023, the commercial season opening for walleye 

was June 1, due mainly to internal discussions and the formal approval process continuing 

into May and June 2023.  For 2024, the recommended KBIC Commercial Walleye season 

is May 1, 2024 through March 1, 2025.   
 

 

These objectives are compatible with the LSTC and GLFC Fish Community Objectives for Lake 

Superior, and are resultantly in the best interest of long-term Lake Superior Basin-Wide 

management.  It is felt the lake trout TAC concept should be continued in 2024, using similar 

harvest targets and tactics to previous recent years.  

 
 

1) Total Allowable Catch (TAC) Recommendations 

The TACs summarized in Table 1 represent the maximum number of lake trout that can be taken 

in each area by all human means, including sport and commercial fishing as well as assessment 

extraction.  KBIC-NRD has, in recent years, taken measures to minimize lake trout extraction 

during assessment and survey work, tagging and releasing as many lake trout and other 

commercially valuable species as possible.  We will continue to do everything possible to reserve 

as much as the TAC for the commercial fishery.  Typically, assessment catch mortalities are 

donated to the KBIC Tribal Community as an opportunistic source of subsistence (Seniors Center, 

Annual Pow Wow, etc.).  
 

From 2001-current, TAC recommendations have generally been carried over on an annual basis, 

and attempts to refine the TAC prediction models have been made by the management agencies.  

In Zone MI-2, concern with drastic declines in lean lake trout abundance during recent surveys 

and monitoring efforts prompted most agencies to halt or greatly reduce lake trout extractions there 

(Tribal Quota reduction to 1250 fish 2010-11).  The MI-2 tribal quota was readjusted back to 

approximately 3000 after the short-term reduction, and continues to be maintained at 3000. MI-4 

saw a recommended Tribal Quota increase (25,000), based on a separate quantitative model 

developed by GLIFWC and KBIC-NRD, for extreme lower Keweenaw Bay, that quantitatively 

weighed hatchery fish contributions to this region.  This established quota is felt to be a 

biologically proper harvest level for the MI-4 Tribal Commercial Fishery.  Concerns with Inter-

Tribal commercial effort and harvest trends in all Michigan Lake Superior Zones, but particularly 

in MI-4, remain.  
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Table 1.  Prescribed Total Allowable Catch (TAC) criteria established for Michigan Management 

Zones of Lake Superior, 1987-present. 

 

                    *NOTE:  The above TAC's are representative of the maximum TOTAL number of lake trout that  

                                    can be taken in each area by all users (sport, commercial, and assessment).  

 

2) Siscowet Lake Trout Harvest Considerations 

The 1999 total harvest of siscowets in MI-2 - MI-5 was 44,275lbs.  National Biological Services 

has limited data on siscowet populations in Lake Superior.  In 1995, fisheries modelers developed 

conservative estimates of maximum yield of siscowets in Lake Superior Zones MI-2, MI-3, and 

MI-4. These estimates are still considered valid, although recent efforts to better estimate siscowet 

abundance and potential safe harvest amounts are being pursued.  Based on these efforts, a 

hypothetical TAC summary for siscowets has been suggested for MI-2, MI-3, and MI-4: 

 

 

MI-2:   2,400 MI-3:   3,450 MI-4:   21,212  Total:    27,062 
 

 

Some fisheries managers presently discourage and/or prohibit any commercial fishing for 

siscowets (due to contaminant warnings) and sport fishermen harvests are arguably low, so a large 

% of the siscowet harvest could be allocated for tribal commercial fishermen.  With documented 

increased encroachment of siscowets into preferred habitats of lean lake trout, it is felt some 

siscowets are being extracted by commercial, sport and subsistence fisheries, and are being 

misidentified as lean lake trout.  Regardless, major impediments to taking advantage of this 

potential vast fishery include concerns with contaminants, dangers of extreme deepwater fishing, 

and developing the technology and efficiency to take advantage of the flesh of siscowets, as well 

as omega oils and fatty acids (nutrition and vitamin supplement market demands).  It is evident 

that a potential market does exist, and is arguably expanding. 
 

    Time-Frame Current 

Zone   
1987-
1990 

  1991-
1994 

1995-
1999 

2000-
2005 

2006-
2010 

2011-
2015 

 2016-       
  2024 

                  
MI-2 TAC 19800 10400 9700 6606 6606 6000 6000 

  Tribal 9900 5200 4850 3303 3303 3000 3000 

             

MI-3 TAC 5000 7600 6600 4950 4950 5000 5000 

  Tribal 2500 3800 3300 2475 2475 2500 2500 

             

MI-4 TAC 20600 53400 46920 40440 43200 50000 50000 

  Tribal 10300 26700 23460 20220 21600 25000 25000 

             

MI-5 TAC 16100 15700 17080 33130 33130 34000 34000 

  Tribal 4830 4710 5124 16565 16565 17000 17000 

                  

Total TAC 61500 87100 80300 85126 87886 95000 95000 

  Tribal 27530 40410 36734 42563 43943 47500 47500 
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3) Tracking Guidance; Gillnet Effort 

In order to promote sound fishery management for KBIC Home Territory Waters and to attain the 

above mentioned goals, it is necessary to limit fishing effort for each management zone to keep 

the lake trout harvest within TAC guidelines and constrain mortality to 45% on lake trout. As 

mentioned, TAC's for lake trout are calculated and adjusted during periods covered by previous 

plans, or carried over multiple years if the fishery is deemed stable.  For example, from 2005, lake 

trout TAC levels in MI-2, 3 and 5 had been reviewed and generally carried over as acceptable 

levels to apply each year (small adjustments depending on quantitative model outputs), partially 

due to the need to redevelop population prediction models for each Management Zone, and 

partially due to the general stability in the level of reported annual effort for the intertribal 

commercial fishery.  A recent exception to general effort stability trends is observable in 2015, 

when reported intertribal fishing efforts exceeded 8,000,000ft. (Figure 3). 
 

The following descriptive calculations are used to better suggest protective effort limits for 

targeting the fishery stocks in 1842 ceded waters of Lake Superior.  For each zone, the tribal quota 

is multiplied by the most current average weight estimates (via monitoring and surveying efforts) 

of lake trout for each zone to arrive at the maximum harvest for lean lake trout.  Maximum harvest 

divided by lake trout Catch Per Unit Effort (CPUE; lake trout captured per 1000ft net per night, 

derived from the Tribal commercial lake trout fishery experiencing a total annual mortality less 

than 45%), and multiplying the product by 1,000 yields an effort for each zone.  This effort 

calculation based on TAC's and CPUE's maintains stability of the lean lake trout population, while 

permitting robust harvests of lake whitefish. 
 

The average weight for lean lake trout in each zone is determined through multi-agency sampling 

of commercial harvests on a periodic basis.  The CPUE used in the calculations was based on a 

year when lean lake trout were subject to a total annual mortality of less than or equal to 45%.  

Total annual mortality estimates were taken from past GLIFWC reports.  Table 2 summarizes 

these calculations.  
 

Table 2.   Current TAC’s, mean weights of lean lake trout, total lake trout harvest (lbs), lean lake 

trout Catch Per Unit Effort averages (CPUE), and calculated allowable effort for Management 

Zones MI-2, MI-3, MI-4 and MI-5.   

            

Mgt Total No.  Mean Wt. Calc. Total Lake Maximum Lake Trout- 

Zone Lake Trout Lake Lake Trout Trout Whitefish Effort (ft) 

  Quota Trout Harvest (lbs) CPUE   

      

MI-2 3,000 4 12,000 28 428,571 
      

MI-3 2,500 3.3 8,250 20 412,500 
      

MI-4 25,000 3.5 87,500 22 3,977,272 
      

MI-5 17,000 3.7 62,900 24 2,620,833 

 
     

Totals 47,500  170,650lbs  7,439,176ft 
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Figure 5.  KBIC reported lbs. harvested per 1,000ft 

gillnet, by month, for lean lake trout, lake whitefish, 

and walleye (no gillnetting occurred in March). 

This suggested methodology generates maximum effort recommendations for each zone.  For 

example, the suggested gillnet effort maximum for MI-2 is 428,571ft, while in MI-4 it is nearly 

4,000,000ft.   Although the maximum gillnet effort recommendations for MI-4 and MI-5, based 

on this modeling technique, have not been reportedly surpassed in recent years (2011-current), the 

maximums have routinely been surpassed in MI-2 and MI-3.  In 2015, the maximum recommended 

gillnet effort for combined Michigan 1842 Ceded Territory Waters of Lake Superior was 

reportedly surpassed by the intertribal fishery (8,143,350ft reported gillnet effort vs. recommended 

maximum of 7,439,176ft; Table 2).  Although it is difficult to make specific inferences on impacts 

to the fishery from spikes in region-wide intertribal fishing effort, it does warrant continued careful 

tracking.  

 

4) Experimental Walleye Quota, 2023-24 

KBIC-NRD Fisheries and Aquaculture Staff have assisted in managing walleye populations of the 

Lake Superior region for decades.  The development of walleye rearing and stocking capability, 

and increasing involvement with walleye assessments in Lake Superior and connecting waters, has 

in part driven the recommendation to establish a 2023-24 KBIC commercial walleye quota.    

As of 2/25/2024, 1,100 of 5,000 2023 Walleye Quota tags have been distributed, and nearly 2,500 

lbs, of walleye have been reported harvested. 

Interestingly, reported walleye harvest 

(pounds per 1,000 gillnet; 2023-24 to date) 

markedly increased September through 

October (Figure 5).  Reported lake trout 

poundage increases in December and January 

are a predictable trend, as hungry post-spawn 

lake trout cover large areas in search of food, 

and are more susceptible to capture.  Lake 

whitefish reported capture poundage data 

show similar trends December-January, and 

also peaked in spring (April, 2023).  Lower 

lake trout and lake whitefish capture rates in 

October and November, 2023, are very likely 

linked to refuge and seasonal closures and 

fishing restrictions meant to protect spawning 

aggregates as part of long-term (7 generations) 

best management practices.  It is encouraging 

to see walleye potentially serving as a 

supplemental target species during periods of 

closure for primary commercial target species.  

This plan recommends a renewed 1-year, 

experimental commercial walleye harvest, 

beginning May 1, 2024 and extending to 

March 1, 2025.  The experimental TAC/quota 

for walleye is recommended to be set at 5,000, 

with harvest seals made a mandatory 

stipulation for commercial sale (the strategy 

utilizing harvest seals would mimic that used for 

lake trout, with uniquely coded and numbered 

seals for walleye).   



13 

Final and Major Management Recommendations 

Specific fishery management recommendations for the KBIC Home Territory Waters of Lake 

Superior: 

1)  A lake trout quota should continue to be applied and used to estimate optimum effort in each 

management zone to maintain sufficient escapement of mature individuals to further rehabilitation.  

The TACs should apply to both large and small boats fishing in ceded waters.  TACs have been 

calculated, have carried over annually on some occasions, and/or have been adjusted to reflect new 

model predictions or concerns with struggling stocks (MI-4 TAC increase, MI-2 TAC reductions, 

etc.), and should continue to ensure a mortality rate of 45%.  

The TACs represent the maximum number of lean lake trout which can be killed by all user groups.  

TAC's should not be regarded as flexible figures, but as the most lake trout which can be harvested 

while still allowing a sustained lake trout population.   

Some of the major challenges in maximizing the effectiveness of the TAC system in enabling best-

management of this fishery include:  

Uncoordinated inter-tribal allocations, and disputes over quotas, fishing areas, licensing 

procedures, and other management measures, and resultant uncertainty regarding whether 

we are approaching or surpassing the TACs.   

Concern with tracking procedures utilized by non-tribal agencies who are co-managing this 

fishery.  Typically, 50% of the TACs in each management zone are allotted to non-tribal 

extractions (sport fisher, trapnet commercial fisheries, etc.).  Although a great deal of effort 

is expended by management agencies to track fish extraction trends from various user 

groups, there are instances when this becomes very difficult (staff shortages, limited 

budgets and resultant lack of management resources, increased human interest and fishing 

pressure on local and regional fish stocks, etc.).   

Sea lamprey predation on lake trout and other critically important species to commercial, 

sport and subsistence fisheries is a constant inhibitor to best management of the Lake 

Superior (and Great Lakes) Fishery, and complicates lake trout population prediction 

modeling, thus increasing the challenge of properly predicting safe harvest (TAC) levels. 

To reiterate, a major challenge in maximizing the effectiveness of the TAC concept is coordination 

between all user groups in tracking human extraction extent on lean lake trout primarily, but also 

lake whitefish, cisco, siscowet lake trout, walleye and other species.  The importance of intertribal 

and multi-agency coordination on managing the vast and diverse Lake Superior Fishery is 

acknowledged by KBIC, who routinely meets with biologists, stakeholders, and policy managers, 

both tribal and non, to best manage this fishery.   
 

2)  A mandatory tagging requirement for lean lake trout should continue be utilized to maximize 

effectiveness of the TAC system.  The TAC in each zone should be implemented through the 

number of tags allocated to each fishermen for each zone. All harvested and saleable fish should 

be banded/tagged with tags that associate each fish with the zone it was extracted from.  This 

should also include walleye, pending approval of this plan.  The 5000 walleye quota will not be 

size or zone specific for 2023, and the quota and rules pertaining to it can be adjusted in future 

seasons, if warranted.  
 

3)  The entry of boats into the fishery should be partially determined by recommended maximum 

effort that should be expended annually in each management zone. The number of commercial 

fishermen licensed to fish in KBIC Home Territory Waters should be restricted to the current levels 

of 2 large boats and 17 small boats, as this typical licensing trend has proven effective in 
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maintaining stable trends in KBIC reported effort and harvest, past to present.   
  

4)  The commercial fishing season for lean lake trout and whitefish should be closed in all off-

reservation waters from 11:59 PM October 31 through 11:59 PM November 27 to protect whitefish 

spawning aggregations.   

5)  Area and Seasonal Restrictions that have been approved by past KBIC Leadership, and have 

proven effective in protecting critically important spawning aggregates of various commercial and 

subsistence fish species, should continue to include: 

a) All areas south of the line between East/South Entry and Point Abbaye (shall be closed except 

to small boat fishermen). 

b) All nets set off-reservation during the time period from January 31 - March 31 should be 

anchored with hook anchors and buoyed with at least one cedar pole or equivalent gear, to 

reduce the amount of gillnets that are set and lost due to shifting ice floes. 

c) The following areas as shown on the attached maps 1-9 are closed to all fishing during the 

month of October (and November if in off-reservation waters): 

I. (MAP 1) Union Bay: no fishing within a two-mile radius. 

II. (MAP 2) Eagle River Shoals: no fishing within a two-mile radius.  

III. (MAP 3)  Copper Harbor: no fishing within a two-mile radius of the navigational light   

                       at Copper Harbor. 

IV.  (MAP 4)  Buffalo Reef: no fishing within a two-mile radius of Loran C coordinates  

         8920-x-31856.4, 8920-y-46687.9. 

V.   (MAP 5)    Traverse Island: no fishing within a two-mile radius of the Island. 

VI.  (MAP 6)   Huron Islands: no fishing within a two-mile radius of any of the islands  

           which constitute the Huron Islands. 

VII.      (MAP 7)  Big Bay Reef: no fishing within a two-mile radius. 

VIII.     (MAP 8)  Pequaming Point;  no fishing within a two-mile radius of and portion of   

                              the Pequaming Point or Bay Spawning Shoals. 

IX.  (Map 9)  Marquette Harbor/Marquette Shoals: no fishing within statistical grid 1529. 

6)  Target fishing for siscowets and chubs should be permitted during the closed season (October 

31 - November 27) as long as lean lake trout and whitefish comprise less than 10% by weight of 

the total daily harvest and fishing occurs at depths greater than 90ft.   

7)  Fishing for cisco should be permitted during the closed season for whitefish and lake trout as 

long as stretched gillnet mesh is from 2 3/8 to 3 inches, inclusive.  On-reservation fishermen shall 

set cisco nets at depths less than 90ft year round except during the closed season. 

8) Gillnets with minimum mesh size of 4 ½ inches stretched mesh and larger for lake trout, salmon, 

and whitefish; 2 3/8 to 3 inch stretched mesh for cisco, round whitefish (aka menominee), and 

chubs; and 1 ½ inches stretched mesh for smelt shall be legal commercial gear.  No other nets 

stretched mesh will be legal. 

9) A minimum length limit of 17 inches should be enacted for all commercially sold lean lake trout 

and whitefish.  Fish should be measured from the tip of the snout to the end of the extended bottom 

lobe of the tail.  Every effort should be made to release sublegal lake trout alive and back into the 

system.  
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10) Commercial fishing should be prohibited within one-quarter (1/4) mile of any stream mouth. 

11) A mandatory catch reporting system should be maintained and enforced, with reports to be 

filed for each month's fishing on the 15th of the following month.  We are asking for similar 

consideration for a growing KBIC Subsistence Fishery, and are developing the means to track 

subsistence harvest rates in Michigan waters of Lake Superior.  

12) Commercial fishermen should move their small mesh nets if the incidental catch (other than 

ciscos and chubs) is greater than 10% by weight. Gill nets should be moved a distance greater than 

one mile from the previous set.   

13) It is felt that the State of Michigan needs to compile better estimates of the sport fishery 

harvests and limit the sport harvest to 50% of the TAC.  There is uncertainty in state extraction 

estimates, which are based on creel census, charter fishing monitoring, fisheries assessment, 

prediction modeling and other techniques, all of which can be limiting, and further limiting when 

considering factors such as staff shortages, insufficient budgets and resultant lack of management 

resources, increased human interest and fishing pressure on local and regional fish stocks, etc.  It 

is felt the state should better address these issues, to assure KBIC is not being deprived the right 

to manage and fully utilize its’ portion of the fisheries resources within 1842 Declared Home 

Territory Waters of Lake Superior. 

14)  It is felt that intertribal coordination must be improved in the interest of best managing the 

Lake Superior Fishery.  In particular, the KBIC declaration of Michigan 1842 Ceded Territory 

Waters of Lake Superior as KBIC Home Territory Waters should be considered by all user groups, 

and intertribal agreements of the past should not be considered acceptable in current times until 

renewed discussion and consensus on Home Territory perspective is reached.    

15) It is recommended that this and future plans be adopted and up for review on an annual or bi-

annual basis, due the increasing interest and ultimate extraction extent of this fishery. 

To close, it should be stated that managing the Lake Superior Fishery is a daunting task. However, 

recommendations provided in this Fisheries Management Plan are based on sound science, expert 

consensus, and an approach focused in conservative resource management for current and multiple 

future generations.  
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