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ABSTRACT 

A fish stock assessment project was completed on Lake Wahtopanah (Rivers Reservoir) in 

the summer of 2019 by Western Region Wildlife and Fisheries Branch staff. This project was funded 

by the Fish and Wildlife Enhancement Fund (FWEF) under grant number 16-026 to assess a number 

of popular southern recreational fisheries (Pelican Lake, Rock Lake, Lake of the Prairies, and Lake 

Wahtopanah). FWEF promotes and funds projects that enhance and conserve Manitoba’s 

recreational fisheries resource. The multiyear assessment project on these southern lakes provides 

an updated assessment on the species composition and to evaluate the success of the walleye 

stocking regime and/or natural population health status. Information on length, weight, and age was 

collected from walleye (Sander vitreus), rock bass (Ambloplites rupestris), and northern pike (Esox 

lucius) caught in gill nets, all other species were counted and weighed. Walleye were the most 

abundant species caught in nets followed by white sucker (Catostomus commersoni), yellow perch 

(Perca flavescens), shorthead redhorse (Maxostoma macrolepidotum), northern pike, and rock bass. 

Data analysis conducted includes Catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE), relative abundance, length 

frequencies, and species biomass.  
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Introduction 

Wildlife and Fisheries Branch carried out a multi-year index netting assessment on several 

southwestern Manitoba lakes through support from the provincial Fish and Wildlife Enhancement 

Fund (FWEF).  Our objective is to provide an updated assessment of the fish populations in Pelican 

Lake, Rock Lake, Lake of the Prairies, and Lake Wahtopanah and to evaluate the success of the 

supplemental stocking of walleye fry on lakes that receive fry. This report includes the summary of 

Lake Wahtopanah with indicators of fish community health. 

Wildlife and Fisheries Branch has been assessing fish populations for decades using a variety 

of netting standards/techniques. Gill nets are typically used as they are an effective tool, especially 

on large lakes where the amount of fish mortality will not negatively impact fish populations as a 

whole.  

Overview 

 
Lake Wahtopanah, also known as Rivers Reservoir, is a large recreationally fished lake in 

the southwestern portion of Manitoba along PR 25 located approximately 2 kilometres east of 
Rivers, MB (see Figure 1).   

 

 
Figure 1: Map of location of Lake Wahtopanah. 

 
 It is approximately 9.5 kilometres long orientated from southwest to northeast (Figure 2). 

The net set location depths ranged from 0.6 meters to 2.6 meters with an average of 1.6 meters.  
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Figure 2: Bathymetry map and orientation of Lake Wahtopanah. 

 
Lake Wahtopanah is part of the Little Saskatchewan River system. Lake Wahtopanah has 

been developed with cottages, campgrounds, Rivers Provincial Park, and has multiple boat 
launches.  

 
  

Methods 
 

Index netting surveys are completed on four important Walleye lakes in southwestern 
Manitoba: Pelican Lake, Rock Lake, and Lake Wahtopanah, on a revolving 5 year schedule, in 
addition to Lake of the Prairies, which has been assessed annually. The surveys are conducted each 
spring or fall when water temperatures are 15-20°C, a range at which walleye are more equally 
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distributed throughout lakes. Gill nets with mesh sizes of 1.5”, 2”, 3”, 3.75”, 4.25”, and 5” were set 
overnight for 3 nights in June at random locations.   

 
The number of nets set per lake was based primarily on netting for a 4 day period. The number 

of nets set during a survey influences the reliability of the catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) statistic. The 
status of walleye populations, as determined from a detailed assessment of biological parameters, 
can often be assessed from a sample of around 250 walleye. However, the sampling effort has not 
typically been increased to reach this target, rather it serves as a level at which time netting efforts 
can cease. Nets were retrieved and returned to shore where fishes were removed, sorted and 
biological data were collected. All walleye, northern pike, and rock bass were sampled for total length, 
round weight, and additional biological data collected included: sex, sexual maturity, and aging 
structures taken. Combined weight (g) was recorded for other fish collected.  

 

Stocking 
Lake Wahtopanah has been stocked since the mid 1900’s with records starting in 1960 

including a variety of species as follows: 

Table 1: History of stocking efforts in Lake Wahtopanah. 

Year Species Number Size 

2018 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

2017 WALLEYE 1500000 Fry 

2016 WALLEYE 1100000 Fry 

2015 WALLEYE 1100000 Fry 

2014 WALLEYE 400000 Fry 

2014 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

2014 WALLEYE 1000000 Fry 

2013 WALLEYE 400000 Fry 

2012 WALLEYE 1000000 Fry 

2011 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

2010 WALLEYE 300000 Fry 

2009 WALLEYE 300000 Fry 

2008 WALLEYE 800000 Fry 

2007 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

2006 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

2005 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

2004 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

2003 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

2002 WALLEYE 1500000 Fry 

2001 WALLEYE 200000 Fry 

2000 WALLEYE 1500000 Fry 

1999 WALLEYE 800000 Fry 
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1998 WALLEYE 900000 Fry 

1997 WALLEYE 700000 Fry 

1996 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

1995 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

1995 WALLEYE 200000 Fry 

1994 WALLEYE 800000 Fry 

1993 WALLEYE 800000 Fry 

1992 WALLEYE 1000000 Fry 

1991 WALLEYE 750000 Fry 

1990 WALLEYE 600000 Fry 

1989 WALLEYE 800000 Fry 

1988 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

1987 MUSKELLUNGE 100000 Fry 

1987 WALLEYE 300000 Fry 

1986 WALLEYE 250000 Fry 

1985 WALLEYE 200000 Fry 

1984 WALLEYE 300000 Egg/Fry 

1983 WALLEYE 300000 Fry 

1982 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

1980 WALLEYE 300000 Fry 

1978 NORTHERN PIKE 1215 Adult (>30 cm) 

1975 WALLEYE 500000 Fry 

1973 YELLOW PERCH 5000 Adult (>30 cm) 

1972 SMALLMOUTH BASS 5000 Fingerling 

1972 YELLOW PERCH 3000 Adult (>30 cm) 

1971 WALLEYE 200000 Fry 

1971 SMALLMOUTH BASS 3000 Fingerling 

1969 YELLOW PERCH 1450 Adult (>30 cm) 

1969 NORTHERN PIKE 875 Adult (>30 cm) 

1966 WALLEYE 300000 Egg 

1966 MUSKELLUNGE 10000 Fry 

1965 RAINBOW TROUT 10000 Fingerling 

1965 RAINBOW TROUT 5000 >1 year 

1964 LARGEMOUTH BASS 16000 Fingerling 

1964 RAINBOW TROUT 4000 >1 year 

1964 RAINBOW TROUT 20000 Fingerling 
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1963 RAINBOW TROUT 40000 Fry 

1963 WALLEYE 500000 Egg 

1963 LARGEMOUTH BASS 17000 Fingerling 

1962 LARGEMOUTH BASS 7500 Fingerling 

1962 RAINBOW TROUT 50000 Fry 

1961 WALLEYE 170000 Egg 

1961 RAINBOW TROUT 40000 Fingerling 

1960 LARGEMOUTH BASS 6075 Fingerling 

1960 RAINBOW TROUT 40000 Fingerling 

1960 WALLEYE 1000000 Egg 

 

Results 

A total of 446 fish were captured in the 12 gill nets set during the 2019 Lake Wahtopanah 

index assessment. The most commonly captured species was walleye, followed by white sucker, 

and yellow perch (Table 2).  

Table 2. Summary of species total catch by net site.  

 
Airplane 

Bay 
Island Lunch 

Point 
NAS 

1 
NAS 

2 
NAS 

3 
NAS 

5 
NAS 

6 
NAS 

7 
Spillway 

Bay 
TC 

Pipeline 
Windmill 

Point 
Grand 

Total 

Northern 

Pike 
1 6 5 4 3 2 3 

 
4 5 5 

 
38 

Rock Bass 2 1 
  

1 1 
   

8 
 

8 21 
Shorthead 
Redhorse 

5 2 1 
  

9 1 1 5 9 
 

12 45 

Walleye 20 17 13 5 7 15 9 9 15 5 40 10 165 
White 
Sucker 

16 20 14 10 8 7 11 4 
 

16 
 

6 112 

Yellow 
Perch 

3 9 3 18 7 4 
 

1 
 

11 4 5 65 

Grand 
Total 

47 55 36 37 26 38 24 15 24 54 49 41 446 

 

During the index netting program 165 walleye were captured and 38 northern pike, which are 

the main sportfish angled in the lake. The mean walleye catch per unit effort (CPUE) in 2019 on Lake 

Wahtopanah was 61.4 walleye per 100 yards of net. The average age of walleye caught was 6.08 

years. The age class frequency of the walleye population is healthy and the combination of stocking 

and natural recruitment seems to be sustaining the population well (see Figure 3). There were 18 

age classes caught during the index program and the rate of annual mortality of female walleye is 

21.2% for those age 6 to 14 and 13.3% for those age 2 to 18 years. 
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Figure 3. Walleye age size class frequency from 2019 index netting. 
 

The average weight of walleye was 1086 g (60–3350 g, n=165). Size classes were quite 
variable between the years, as seen in Figure 4, possibly due to the nature of the lake being 
supplemented by stocking of walleye fry on an annual basis, in which the volume and quality of the 
fry vary from year to year. 

 

 
 
Figure 4: Walleye size class frequency from 2019 index netting. 

 

Pike aging of the 38 fish caught showed relatively few strong age classes in the lake after 3 
years of age (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Northern pike age frequency from 2019 index netting survey. 

 
Rock bass aging was also completed on the 21 caught, which showed a relatively steady 

population structure with one poor year class (age 6) (Figure 7). 
 
 

 
Figure 7: Northern pike age frequency from 2019 index netting survey. 

 
Figure 8 shows the catch composition from the assessment in 2019. Walleye were the 

dominant species in the catch, followed by white sucker. Figure 9 shows the biomass of species 
caught during the index netting, which is slightly different than the species composition due to body 
size of the various fish. 
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Figure 8: Catch composition of species from 2019 index assessment. 

 
Figure 9: Species biomass (kg) from 2019 index assessment. 



 

 
12 

Based on 2019 stock monitoring results, the annual mortality rate of female walleye ages 6 to 

14 was 21.2%. This mortality rate is within recently published sustainable exploitation rates (Lester 

et al. 2014). The walleye population is being harvested within a reasonable range. 

 

Discussion 

 Data acquired during index netting indicate that the walleye population appears to be in 

good health with a wide range of age and size classes present and a low annual mortality rate. In 

2019, Catch per unit effort (CPUE) for walleye was 61.4 fish per 100 yards of net. Compared to 

historical netting efforts, the lakes fish population looks to be in good health with more age classes 

present than the 2007 assessment and a lower mortality rate. The rock bass population is steady in 

the lake with sport fishing anglers starting to recognize the quality rock bass present, with some at 

master angler sizes. Continued stocking and maintaining the protected slot size for mature walleye 

on the lake will ensure sustainability of the fishery in the future. 
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