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Lake Sturgeon Version 



I. Overview 
Taken from DNR Lake Sturgeon Profile, written by Nadine Meyer and the “Fishing: Get in 

the Habitat! Leader’s Guide, Lesson 1:3 – “Run For Your Life Cycle” with permission from the 

MN DNR MinnAqua Program. 

Cold winters, hot summers, dry seasons, lack of food, and the need for a safe spot to bear 

young are factors that induce animals to travel from one habitat to another. Many animals, 

including mallard ducks, caribou, and butterflies travel from one location or habitat to 

another at some point in their lives. Migration is the annual or seasonal movement of an 

organism from one habitat to another, typically involving a return trip to the original habitat. 

Many fish migrate at specific times in their life cycle. An organism’s life cycle is its 

progression through a series of developmental stages from inception to its sexually mature 

state.  

The lake sturgeon is an example of a freshwater fish that migrates to complete its life cycle. 

Lake sturgeon, sometimes called living dinosaurs of the fish world, are remnants of an 

ancient and primitive group of fish that have cartilaginous skeletons and bony plates in their 

skin. Lake sturgeon are one of three species of sturgeon that live exclusively in freshwater; 

the other two species are shovel nosed sturgeon (found in Minnesota) and pallid sturgeon 

(federally listed as an 

endangered species, not 

found in Minnesota). There 

are twenty-seven species of 

sturgeon worldwide, all of 

them found in the Northern 

Hemisphere.  

 

II. Lake Sturgeon Information   

1. History: Lake sturgeon almost disappeared from Minnesota in the early 1900’s. 

During the 1800’s sturgeon were considered a nuisance fish because they easily 

broke through commercial fishing nets. They were taken out of the rivers and lakes 

they inhabited and stacked on the shorelines like logs; sturgeon were also used to 

power steam boats because their meat has a high oil content. In the late 1800’s 

sturgeon eggs were recognized as a dining delicacy. They were harvested by the 

hundreds for their caviar until the population crashed in the early 1900’s. This 

dramatic harvest along with significant habitat changes around the sturgeon 

spawning areas nearly drove the entire population in the United States to extinction. 



Currently lake sturgeon are listed as a species of special concern in Minnesota and 

have strict regulations for harvest.  

2. Identification—Sturgeon can easily be identified by the following characteristics: 

 Flattened, spade-like head 

 Four barbels on the underside of the snout 

 Bottom facing sucker-like mouth with fleshy lips and no teeth 

 Heterocecal Tail – the top edge of the tail is longer than the bottom edge 

 Grayish to brown-gray in color with a white belly 

 Large bony plates covering the head and five rows of shield-like plates 

along the body that are topped with bony ridges which can be extremely 

sharp when the sturgeon are small 

 

 

3. Habitat: Historically, lake sturgeon were found throughout the Mississippi River and 

its tributaries including the Missouri and Ohio rivers from Minnesota to Louisiana, all 

of the Great Lakes and most of the St. Laurence Seaway, the Red River from 

Minnesota to Hudson Bay, and many tributaries of Hudson Bay. 19 of the 20 states 

where lake sturgeon are found list them as threatened, endangered or a species of 

special concern. Lake sturgeon are considered extirpated from Louisiana, Alabama, 

and Arkansas. Lake sturgeon are endemic to each major watershed in which they are 

found. For example, lake sturgeon found in the Great Lakes do not interact with lake 

sturgeon found in the Hudson Bay watershed or the Mississippi River watershed. 

Restoration projects, which include stocking lake sturgeon in each of these major 

watersheds, use brood stock that comes directly from the same watershed. Tagged 

sturgeon have been tracked migrating 300 miles or more through contiguous bodies 

of water.  

 

4. Food: They forage in areas with sandy, gravelly and muddy bottoms using their 

snouts to stir up the benthic materials and their powerful sucking mouths to draw in 

the water and floating debris. The small particles of sand and muck are expelled 

through their gills and the larger food items are consumed. Sturgeon primarily eat 

aquatic macro-invertebrates, freshwater mussels, snails, crustaceans, and small fish. 

They do not eat decomposing or dead organisms, preferring fresh food even in 

hatchery situations.  

5. Predators: Most predation of sturgeon happens during the egg stage. Sturgeon eggs 

are vulnerable to predation by larger benthic organisms such as crayfish and small 

fish. Fingerlings and small juvenile sturgeon can be predated by herons. By the time 

sturgeon reach 20 inches or more in length their primary predator is humans.  



III. Lake Sturgeon Life Cycle  

 

 

Around mid-May through June, when the water temperatures reach 50 degrees F, sturgeon 

begin to migrate to their spawning habitat. They spawn in shallow rivers that have clear 

water and gravel or cobble bottoms free of silt and sand once temperatures reach 55 

degrees F. During this time the males arrive before the females and neither forage for food 

until they leave the spawning grounds. The females, accompanied by two males, lay 

hundreds of thousands of eggs generally in one or two days and the males fertilize the eggs 

after they are released from the female. The eggs stick to the rocks and gravel at the bottom 

of the stream and hatch in about 5-8 days; ideal water temperatures for hatching is 59-64 

degrees F.  

The freshly hatched sturgeon have a large yolk-sac on their belly and are called sac larva. 

They settle into the rock crevasses and feed off of their yolk-sac.  

Note: different terms are used for some life stages.  



After 10 days the yolk-sac is consumed and the larva are now able to swim up into the river 

current. They float downstream and settle out in areas with sandy bottoms to feed on 

burrowing invertebrate larva and other small organisms in the benthic substrate of the river.  

The larva grow rapidly and in about five months they are five to seven inches long and are 

now fingerlings. For the next five years these fingerlings continue to forage in the river for 

larger aquatic invertebrates, freshwater mussels, small snails, and fish. They continue to 

grow rapidly and by five years old they are now around 20-inches in length and are ready 

to migrate into larger river and lake systems.  

At this point the sturgeon are still juveniles and will not reach sexual maturity until 15 years 

for males and 25 years for females. Their growth slows significantly and they generally grow 

to 45-50 inches by the time they reach sexual maturity.  

Once sturgeon reach sexual maturity they return to the spawning grounds where they were 

born. The females spawn once every four to eight years, and the males spawn every one to 

two years. Males have a shorter life span than females. Generally males live for 65-90 years 

and females live over 150 years.  

 

 

IV. Liming Factors  

Lake sturgeon face a variety of limiting factors from egg stage through adulthood. A limiting 

factor is a condition influencing the survival of an organism or population. A population is 

the collection of organisms of a particular species living in a given geographic area. Limiting 

factors can be natural, or a result from human activity.  

Natural limiting factors include drought, floods, and other 

weather conditions, as well as predators, food shortages, 

inadequate cover, lake of space, and disease. Human-induced 

limiting factors include pollution, overfishing, rerouting streams 

for development or agriculture, and accidental chemical waste 

spills.  

Low-head dams are small, relatively inexpensive concrete 

structures built to control water levels at the outlet of a lake or 

a stretch or river. During the 1930s, the Works Progress 

Administration built hundreds of low-head dams throughout 

Minnesota. Low-head dams can be limiting factors because 

Low-head dam and water current.  



they block or impede fish migration. They also create dangerous backflows on their 

downstream sides. The flow of water over the head (top) of the dam creates a waterfall, and 

below this waterfall, a turbulent back flow or circulating water current is produced. The 

backflow can capture and hold animals or objects that pass over the dam. Then fish attempt 

to jump over the head of the dam during their spawning run, they often can’t pass the 

backflow – or the dam. Low-head dams pose danger to people as well as to fish. Because 

the tops of dams are low in the water on their upstream sides, boaters and swimmers 

sometimes don’t notice the dams until it’s too late, and they’re suddenly swept over the top of 

the dam and into the backflow. Numerous drownings have occurred in this manner.  

Low-head dams can be removed or modified to include fish passages that help restore 

natural spawning runs. Fish passages are water-filled canals, ladders or staircases placed in 

front of the dam. All are designed to help fish bypass human –constructed obstacles. In 

Minnesota, fish passages over low-head dams are often created by adding boulders and 

backfill to raise the level of the stream to the height of the dam. This type of project is usually 

less expensive than removing the dam. Fish passages minimize the dangers of the head, the 

drop, and the back flow current, allowing fish to pass upstream or downstream. The risk of 

people drowning in the backflow currents of the dam is also greatly reduced.  

Fishing pressure can also be a limiting factor for fish populations. State fishing regulations 

keep fishing pressure in 

check, preventing 

overharvest.  

Biologists view habitat 

destruction as a primary 

concern for the health of 

fish populations. Causes of 

habitat destruction include 

wetland drainage, loss or 

removal of aquatic 

shoreline plant life, and 

the construction of barriers 

(dams or roads) between 

rivers and lakes.  

 

 

A style of fish passage commonly used in Minnesota 


