ARE RESERVOIRS ECOLOGICAL SINKS FOR RECRUITMENT OF PALLID
STURGEON?
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Natural recruitment of pallid sturgeon (Scaphirhynchus albus) in the Missouri River
upstream of Fort Peck Reservoir has been nonexistent for at least four decades. Deviations
from the natural river morphology are likely driving the lack of natural recruitment. An
obligate riverine species, pallid sturgeon require large drift distances (> 245 km) before
transitioning to benthic habitats. Insufficient lotic habitat downstream from hatch locations
because of river impoundment is one hypothesis for the lack of pallid sturgeon recruitment.
During 2008, we sampled the aquatic habitat in the headwaters of Fort Peck Reservoir.

The headwaters were described as separate habitat units based on visible characteristics,

i.e., “river,” “transition zone,” “side channel,” “lake,” and “reference.” Velocity decreased
longitudinally through the headwaters of Fort Peck Reservoir suggesting that there is
insufficient drift distance for pallid sturgeon to transition through the larval stage. Water-
quality data examined at the diel scale indicated abrupt changes in temperature, dissolved
oxygen, and pH that may negatively influence larval pallid sturgeon. These diel fluctuations in
water quality parameters correlate with an increase in discharge from Canyon Ferry Reservoir.
Further research includes spatial analysis of larval drift dynamics, evaluating larval sturgeon
survival under fluctuating water-quality conditions, and experimentally evaluating larval
pallid sturgeon survival in the headwaters environment.

88 © Intermountain Journal of Sciences, Vol. 15, No. 4, 2009



