
Sturgeon - An ancient fish is back in town
If you’ve never seen one before, a sturgeon might look like a lot of things:
a salmon, a shark, or maybe even a long-lost dinosaur, thanks to the
rows of bony plates that line their body. However, sturgeon have been
around for 200 million years, making them even older than the dinosaurs.
Two species of sturgeon can be found in Maine: the Atlantic sturgeon and
the Shortnose sturgeon. Atlantic sturgeon are the larger of the two, and
can grow to nearly 14 feet in length and weigh up to 800 pounds! Despite
their gargantuan size, sturgeon are bottom feeders, finding invertebrates
in the muck with catfish-like whiskers and sucking them up.

Drawing by Roz Davis Designs, courtesy of the Maine Department of Marine Resources Recreational
Fisheries program and the Maine Outdoor Heritage Fund.

Sturgeon have long been a part of Maine’s ecosystem, but like many
other sea-run fish, their numbers dwindled sharply in the last two
centuries – primarily as a result of overfishing and habitat loss. It takes
years for a sturgeon to reach reproductive age, and even then they don’t
reproduce every year. And, unfortunately for the fish, their eggs (caviar)
are very tasty. The good news? Local populations are showing signs of
recovery following broad protections laid down by the Endangered
Species Act and Clean Water Act, as well as a number of dam removal
projects which restored large areas of upstream spawning habitat. Today,
scores of people gather on the banks of the Androscoggin and Kennebec
Rivers during migration season for a chance to see these gentle giants
launching themselves out of the water (a behavior scientists don’t yet fully
understand).

While the best places in Maine to see sturgeon have been further South,
around three years ago, members in our local network alerted DSF that
“giant salmon” were being observed in the Narraguagus, Chandler, and
Pleasant river estuaries. Further investigation by DSF identified these
“salmon” as sturgeon, which had all but disappeared from cultural
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memory.

Restoration of estuaries is particularly important for habitat recovery of
these and other sea-run fish. For instance, removal of tide gates and
other man made obstructions will have a direct and positive bearing on
their recovery. DSF will continue its work towards the important goal of
creating safe passage for these ancient creatures and other sea-run fish
in the region.

We hope you have the chance to see one of these incredible animals one
day. Please continue to support our efforts. Even fish long lost to our
memories can in fact, recover and be recovered when we give them half
a chance.

Click here to watch a video from NOAA about ongoing sturgeon restoration efforts:
Restoring the Ancient Sturgeon

A Shortnose sturgeon washed up in Machias Bay earlier this year. The
University of Maine at Machias is preparing the skeleton for scientific display.

https://videos.fisheries.noaa.gov/detail/videos/greater-atlantic-region/video/6316275674112/restoring-the-ancient-sturgeon?autoStart=true&page=1
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