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MIGRATIONS OF STURGEON TAGGED IN THE
SACRAMENTO-SAN JOAQUIN ESTUARY'

LEE W. MILLER
Anadromous Fisheries Branch
California Department of Fish and Game

A total of 2,692 white sturgeon (Acipenser tfransmontanus) and 54
green sturgeon (Acipenser medirostris) were tagged in 1967 and 1968,
Tag returns from white sturgeon indicate that the population inhabits
the lower estuary during the summer; fall and winter.. An apparent
spawning migration occurs during late winter and spring. Two green

" sturgeon wére recaptured at the mouth of the Columbia River, one in
" -Washington, one at Santa Cruz and one in the estuary.

INTRODUCTION

Tagging of sturgeon in 1954 (Chadwick, 1959) revealed very little
‘concerning white sturgeon migration. One white sturgeon tagged in
San Pablo Bay was caught at the mouth of the Columbia River 294
days later. All other tag returns from white sturgeon were from San
Pablo Bay to the confluence of the Sacramento-San Joaquin rivers. No
upstream returns were obtained. Twenty-five green sturgeon were
tagged in 1954. Three tags were returned from Oregon (Chadwick,
1959).

In 1967, we tagged 1,612 white surgeon and 26 green sturgeon. In
1968, we tagged 1,080 white sturgeon and 28 green sturgeon. Most of
the tagging was done in San Pabo Bay. All sturgeon tagged were legal
sized fish, 40 inches TL or larger. For a description of tagging methods,
see Miller (1972).

MIGRATION OF WHITE STURGEON

A total of 341 white sturgeon tag returns have been received. This
includes 3 years of 1967 tags and 2 years of returns from the 1968
tagging. Returns were tabulated according to the areas designated in
Figure 1. All years of returns were combined since differences between
years could not be ascertained due to the small number of returns in
any year and area. Defining migrations by such tabulations has inher-
ent drawbacks because the fishery probably does not always reflect the
abundance of fish in a given area.

Over 73% of the tag returns were received from the Suisun and San
Pablo areas (Areas 6 and 7), Table 1. The fishery in these areas exists
throughout the year, but is concentrated in the period from November
to March. Over 63% of the returns from these two areas were received
during these 5 months. Sturgeon returns from the Delta (Area 9)
were only 3% of the total and were concentrated in the winter and
spring months. :
1This study was performed as part of Dingell-Johnson Project California FOR, “A

Study of Sturgeon and Striped Bass”, supported by Federal Aid to Fish Restoration
Funds. Accepted for publication November 1971.
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'FIGURE 1. The Sacramento-San’ Joaquin estuary showing tag return areas.
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Many sturgeon appear to migrate to the lower Sacramento River
(Area 2) in the winter prior to the spawning season and move on up
the Sacramento River (Areas 1 and 5) from March through June.
Returns from the upper Sacramento River were scattered between the
mouth of the Feather River and Colusa. )

This time period agrees well with known spawning times determined

by sampling larvae (Stevens and Miller, 1970). Larvae were catught -
" in the Saecramento River system from March 28 to May 21, 1968. Tag
.returns from the upper Sacramento River ranged. from March 26 to
May 11, 1968.

The average size of fish caught in the upstream areas was nearly 52
inches TL at tagging which is about 4 inches above the average size of
the tagged population. It is not known at exactly what size sturgeon
become sexually mature although we have found female sturgeon -
mature at 45 inches. The likelihood of being mature-increases with size .
and age so it is not surprising that the average size of fish caught in
the spawning area is larger than the population mean size. .

Tag returns suggest that the Sacramento River is the major spawn-
ing area for the white sturgeon. The fact- ‘that ome sturgeon was =

“caught in the Feather River in April indicates that spawning may -
occur there. The San Joaquin River may have been an important -
spawning area prior to its degradation by man. In 1968 flows were low
in the San Joaquin River when the two sturgeon were caught there. |
One of these sturgeons was caught 7 miles north of Modesto and the -
other 3 miles south of San Joaquin City. No sturgeon larvae were
caught in the San Joaquin River in the spring of 1968 during some:
exploratory sampling.

MIGRATION- OF GREEN STURGEON

Of the 54 green sturgeon tagged, 5 returns were received. Four of
these fish were tagged in October 1967 and were recaptured by commer- -
cial fishermen. They ranged from 45 to 50 inches TL at tagging. The -
dates and localities of recapture were December 28, 1967 near Santa -
Cruz, California; September 20, 1968 at the mouth of the Columbia ;
River; July 25, 1969 at Gray’s Harbor, Washington; and August 17,
1970 at Astoria, Oregon. The return from Gray’s Harbor is the farthest
riorth of ‘all returns received from green sturgeon tagged in San Pablo
Bay. One green sturgeon tagged in October 1967 was recaptured in .
San Pablo Bay on January 1,1971. ‘ ,

CONCLUSIONS

. White sturgeon appear to. be confined principally to the estuary,
spending the summer, fall and winter in the lower bays and Delta. The
fish which are going to spawn migrate upstream during February,
March, April and May, then return downstream. Green sturgeon re-
turns corroborate previous findings (Chadwick, 1959) that they spend
_more time in the ocean than white sturgeon and move considerable dis-
tances along the coast. It is not known whether green sturgeon spawn
in the Sacramento-San Joaquin system, but 10 to 20-inch juveniles are .
common in the Delta (Radtke, 1966).
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