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Abstract

A roving access point interview creel was conducted on Cayuga Lake anglers from April 2023 to
March 2024. One thousand, three hundred and sixty-two interviews were conducted. Angler
satisfaction was very positive, but concerns remain about the bass habitat availability and the
current invasive plant species management strategy. Effort has shifted from predominantly ice
and shore anglers in the previous survey in 1979, to mostly boat anglers in the current survey
although there was little ice to fish during the survey period. Good fishing was reported for
yellow perch with 13, 532 reported caught. Lake trout targeted catch rates, 0.24 fish per hour,
were good but lower than reported rates for nearby Skaneateles and Owasco lakes. Rainbow
trout catch rates, 0.01 fish per hour, were also lower than reported rates for nearby Skaneateles
and Owasco lakes. Bass fishing was excellent with anglers targeting bass catching 0.75 fish per
hour, well above the state average.

Introduction

Cayuga Lake extends northward from the city of Ithaca through Tompkins, Cayuga and Seneca
counties. At 43,560 acres, Cayuga Lake is the second largest Finger Lake. Cayuga Lake offers
a diverse fishery for both coldwater and warmwater species. Cayuga Lake has a shallow, weedy
area at its north end which extends south for approximately six miles and occupies 5,800 acres.
The south end has a similar, albeit smaller shelf extending off Stewart Park. The remainder of
the lake is deep and supports a coldwater trout and salmon fishery. Many of Cayuga's
tributaries also provide fisheries for rainbow trout in the spring and landlocked salmon and
brown trout in the fall. Boat launching is available at four state parks and a DEC launch at Mud
Lock, as well as numerous private and municipal marinas around the lake. Management
concerns range from nutritional deficiencies leading to spawning failures amongst salmonids,
viral hemorrhagic septicemia disease outbreaks, invasive round goby impacts to the food web,
the impact of sea lamprey on native lake trout, and the intense angling pressure on black bass
and sunfish populations.

The lake provides excellent fishing opportunities for smallmouth bass, largemouth bass, yellow
perch, lake trout, Atlantic salmon, and brown trout. Cayuga Inlet, located at the south end of the
lake, Salmon Creek on the east side, and Taughannock Creek on the west side support a
popular spring fishery for lake-run rainbow trout as well as autumn fisheries for brown trout and
landlocked Atlantic salmon. Finger Lakes wild strain rainbow trout, landlocked Atlantic salmon,
lake trout and brown trout are all stocked annually. The Cayuga Inlet fishway is the source of
the Finger Lakes wild strain rainbow trout. The Finger Lakes strain lake trout egg take takes
place each fall near Taughannock Falls State Park. An experiment is underway to determine if
stream stocking at a smaller size will increase Atlantic salmon recruitment. Spring fingerlings
are stocked in Yawger Creek, Salmon Creek and Cayuga Inlet. Spring yearlings with an LV clip
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are stocked in the lake. Evaluation is occurring through standard nettings, stream surveys, and
angler diaries. In addition to the coldwater fisheries, the lake is popular with bass tournaments
and warmwater anglers. The state record smallmouth and largemouth bass have come from
Cayuga Lake in recent years.
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Figure 1. Cayuga Lake anger diary cooperator coldwater catch per trip by year.

Cayuga Lake coldwater angler diary cooperators have long enjoyed plentiful lake trout angling
opportunities (long term average of one fish every two hours — Figure 1), and long wished for
better recruitment of landlocked Atlantic salmon and brown trout in the lake and better tributary
fishing. Sea lamprey control contributes to better brown trout fishing, and stocking changes
(study initiated in 2022) may result in better survival of landlocked Atlantic salmon.
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Figure 2. Cayuga Lake angler diary cooperator Large and Smallmouth Bass catch rates by year

Targeted catch rate of legal Smallmouth Bass increased to 0.08 fish/hour, and targeted catch
rate of legal Largemouth Bass increased to 0.31 fish/hour (Figure 2). While fishing for
smallmouth bass may be slow, it is worth noting that the state record was broken in 2022 when
an angler caught an 8 Ib 6 0z smallmouth on the opening day of bass harvest season on
Cayuga Lake. Even slow fishing can produce a memorable fish for the persistent angler!

Fishing regulations in place at the time of this survey for trout and salmon (brown trout, rainbow
trout, lake trout and Atlantic salmon) were open all year, minimum length of 15 inches except 18
inches for Atlantic salmon, and a daily limit of five fish in combination with no more than three
fish of brown trout, rainbow trout or Atlantic salmon. Anglers may keep five lake trout per day
but many anglers keep fewer than they catch.

The purpose of this survey was to gain current knowledge of angler catch and harvest rates,
preferences, and satisfaction level on Cayuga Lake, as the last angler survey took place in 1978
(Chiotti 1979). Obtaining current information on the fishery is necessary to determine
appropriate management objectives for the lake.
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Methods

An angler survey was conducted from April 13, 2023 to March 13, 2024 on Cayuga Lake. This
access point angler survey was conducted as a bus route survey (Pollock et al. 1994). The clerk
followed a bus route schedule, with equal time spent at each access site. Angler interviews
were conducted at twelve access sites around the lake: Mud Lock, Cayuga Lake State Park,
Union Springs village boat launch, Dean’s Cove, Allan Treman State Park, Taughannock Falls
State Park, Long Point State Park, Myers Point town launch, Salt Point, Stewart Park, East
Shore Park (Milliken) and Lake Ridge Point (Figure 3). Post cards were also used for anglers
that were still out fishing at the DEC Boat Launch when the survey agent was done at that site
for the day. The postage paid post card was left under the vehicle’s windshield wiper. Questions
asked included start and stop times, party size, breaks taken, are you done fishing for the day,
target species, fishing type (boat, shore or ice), species caught and harvested, were you taking
part in a tournament, are you an angler diary cooperator, and angling satisfaction on a scale of
1 to 5, with 5 being the best. The Interview data sheets can be seen in Appendix 1 and the post
card in Appendix 2.

Data were analyzed using version R 4.0.5 (R Core Team 2021). Both complete and incomplete
trips data were used. Black bass was the combined effort, catch, and harvest for anglers who
reported targeting largemouth bass, smallmouth bass or just “bass”. Similarly, crappie was the
combined white crappie, black crappie, and “crappie”, and sunfish was the combined
pumpkinseed, bluegill and “sunfish”. If anglers reported targeting a specific species of those
mentioned above (like largemouth bass, bluegill, etc.) those data were also reported by species.
Data were also broken down for interviewed anglers who reported taking part in a tournament or
being an angler diary cooperator. See Lake Champlain Open-water Creel Survey (NYSDEC
2021) for more detail on the bus route angler access point survey methods.

Results

The creel agent conducted 1,362 angler interviews including 114 returned windshield cards,
where 311 trips were incomplete (not done fishing for the day) and 1,051 were complete (done
fishing for the day). Mean trip length was 4.7 hours. Anglers who were not part of the angler
diary program made up 96% of the interviews and 4% were angler cooperators. Most interviews
were conducted at the Cayuga Lake State Park (N=283, 6 cards and 277 in person), followed
by Dean’s Cove DEC launch (N=240, 24 cards and 216 in person) (Table 1). Boat-tournament
interviews were only conducted at northern sites (Mud Lock, Cayuga Lake SP, Union Springs
and Dean’s Cove (N=66). The shore interviews were more evenly distributed and recorded at
every site the creel agent encountered anglers (N=309). The most shore interviews (N=144)
were at Taughannock Falls State Park, followed by Mud Lock (N=62), Cayuga Lake State Park
(N=34), Myers Point (N=25), and the Long Point State Park (N=13). The most interviews were
conducted in May (N=236), June was also a busy month with 207 interviews and July and
August were close with 203 and 181 interviews respectively (Table 2). There were no ice
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interviews on Cayuga Lake during this survey. Cayuga main lake rarely ices over and winter
2023-24 was warm and windy enough that there was no ice to fish in the northernmost area or
at the south end where shelf ice does sometimes form. As a result, December and January
were very lightly fished and fewer interviews were conducted in that time.

Overall effort of interviewed anglers was 12,394 hours with boat angling accounting for 10,367
hours with an additional 943 boat tournament hours and shore angling accounting for 1,084
hours. Anglers targeting lake trout had the most hours of effort with 2,463 hours, followed by
anglers targeting largemouth bass at 2,273 hours. Smallmouth bass anglers exerted 209 hours
of effort, but warmwater combination anglers accounted for 1,160 hours of effort and black bass
(neither smallmouth nor largemouth specified) accounted for 372 hours. Anglers targeting
yellow perch were the third highest group with 2,208 hours of effort. Coldwater combination
anglers accounted for 2,142 hours of effort, while anglers targeting rainbow trout accounted for
67 hours and brown trout 8 hours. No interviewed anglers targeted Atlantic salmon exclusively.
Some anglers targeted panfish (23 hours), black crappie (19 hours), bluegill (7 hours), chain
pickerel (25 hours), northern pike (1 hour), and common carp (6 hours). Some anglers were
fishing for anything for 1379 hours. (Figure 4).
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Figure 3. Angler interview locations for the 2023-24 angler survey on Cayuga Lake.
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Table 1. Location and number of angler interviews conducted on Cayuga Lake in 2023-24.

Site Interviews Percent
Mud Lock 118 8.7%
Cayuga Lake SP 283 20.8%
Union Springs 203 14.9%
Dean’s Cove 240 17.6%
Allan Treman SP 32 2.3%
Taughannock Falls SP 207 15.2%
Long Point SP 132 9.7%
Mpyers Point 127 9.3%
Salt Point 6 0.4%
Stewart Park 11 0.8%
East Shore Park 3 0.2%
Lake Ridge Point (Milliken) 0 0%
1362

Table 2. Angler interviews, angler hours of effort, and mean trip length for interviewed anglers
by month on Cayuga Lake 2023-24.

Month Interviews Angler Hours Mean Trip Length (hr)
APR 129 1379 4.9
MAY 236 2428 5.4
JUN 207 1900 5.1
JUL 203 1828 4.4
AUG 181 1687 4.8
SEP 153 1261 4.5
oCcT 102 785 4.1
NOV 46 263 3.1
DEC 16 120 4.0
JAN 7 37 3.5
FEB 41 350 4.3
MAR 41 358 4.4

Total 1362 12394 4.7

NYSDEC BUREAU OF FISHERIES



2500

2000
1500
1000
500
11 ) o
& &

Angler hours

& < & N o Q O & . & S
N (S ) N N3 Q) O
¥ T I T ETIT IS TS E
¥R I &N & &S o & &
(b\’b ,\O$ Q)k \(\’b k(Jo (}O((\ Og’@ éo‘ Qié\(\ \\((\ (('O @
\
N 4{8\_‘3 \/’b c)@ $,$\.Q’
® &
C $’b

Figure 4. Number angler hours by target species of interviewed anglers on Cayuga Lake in
2023-24.

Yellow perch were by far the most abundant species in the overall reported catch with 13,532
reported caught and 6,455 harvested (48%), followed by 2,563 lake trout reported caught and
608 harvested (24%). Largemouth bass anglers reported 2,128 caught of which 21 were
harvested (1%). The highest harvest rate was for black crappie, where 47 were caught and 26
were reported harvested (56%). Brown trout anglers caught 27 and kept 11 fish (41%). Rainbow
trout were the second most caught coldwater species with 193 caught and 56 harvested (29%).
Atlantic salmon anglers caught 63 fish and kept 9 (14%). Smallmouth bass anglers interviewed
for this survey caught 210 bass and kept 5 of them (2%). (Figure 5).

Black bass anglers fishing in tournaments accounted for 582 (26%) of the black bass caught by
interviewed anglers. Shore fishing accounted for 5% of the lake trout caught, 50% of the brown
trout and 8% of the sunfish caught. (Table 3).

Overall mean targeted catch per unit effort (CPUE) for select species was highest for
largemouth bass at 0.52 fish/hour (0.57 fish per hour for black bass combined), followed by lake
trout at 0.48 fish/hour and rainbow trout at 0.04 fish/hour (Figure 6). Tournament anglers
targeting largemouth bass had lower catch rates at 0.62 fish/hour compared to 0.86 fish/hour for
non-tournament boat anglers targeting largemouth bass. Yellow perch targeted catch rate was
highest in December (0.50 fish/hour) and was consistently higher than other targets and other
species throughout the year, except in August when none were targeted and caught (Figure 7).
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For anglers targeting trout and salmon, April, May, and June were good with lake trout
dominating the catch (0.03 fish/hour). June targeted catch rate for rainbow trout was good at
0.04 fish/hour. Chain pickerel and northern pike anglers were scarce but reported catching
chain pickerel in May and northern pike in July.
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Figure 5. Overall reported catch and harvest for interviewed anglers by species on Cayuga Lake
in 2023-24.

Table 3. Number of select species caught by fishing type for interviewed anglers on Cayuga
Lake in 2023-24.

Species Boat Boat Tournament Shore
Black Bass 1,709 582 a7
Sunfish (including rock 217 40 21
bass)

Bullhead 32 0 1
Lake Trout 2,439 0 124
Rainbow Trout 186 0 7
Brown Trout 18 0 9
Atlantic Salmon 60 0 3
Chain Pickerel 114 33 1
Northern Pike 15 25 0
Yellow Perch 13,261 84 187
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Figure 6. Overall mean targeted catch and harvest rates (Fish/Angler Hour) for selected species
by interviewed anglers on Cayuga Lake in 2023-24.
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Figure 7. Monthly targeted catch rates (Fish/Angler Hour) for select predator species by
interviewed anglers on Cayuga Lake 2023-24.
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Angler satisfaction for interviewed anglers was over 90% satisfied vs unsure (less than 2%) or
unsatisfied (less than 7%) overall. Shore anglers were the most satisfied (96%), followed by
boat anglers (92%) and tournament anglers (77%). By target species, only largemouth bass and
warmwater combination anglers reported satisfaction rates less than 90% (Table 4).

Table 4. Percent satisfaction of interviewed anglers by target species on Cayuga Lake in 2023-
24. Scale was Satisfied, Unsatisfied, or Unsure.

Target Percent Satisfied
Rainbow trout 100
Lake trout 96
Coldwater combination 91
Sunfish species 100
Smallmouth bass 92
Largemouth bass 84
Black bass species 100
Yellow perch 96
Warmwater combination 80
Anything 95
Discussion

This angler survey was an important tool to help gain current knowledge of angler catch and
harvest rates, preferences, and satisfaction level for anglers using Cayuga Lake. The angler
diary program has been the only measure of angler use, but information is limited because of
low participation.

Chiotti (1979) found that shore, boat, and ice fishing accounted for 50, 40 and 8 percent,
respectively, of the fishing effort on Cayuga Lake in a mailing list angler survey conducted in
1978. This 2023-24 survey showed a shift away from ice and shore angling toward boat angling,
with 72 percent of the interviews conducted with boat anglers and 23 percent of the interviews
with shore anglers. While there was little ice to interview ice anglers, there were also fewer
anglers either shore or boat fishing in the traditional ice fishing months. The 2023 angler diary
cooperator report had 93 and 3 percent for boat and shore effort, respectively. The angler diary
program is focused on gamefish only and though many ice anglers would likely target yellow
perch if there were ice, anglers interviewed for the creel survey were catching them from boats
in the winter. Yellow perch are not tracked in the angler diary program at this time.

Targeted lake trout CPUE was 0.24 fish/hour for anglers interviewed for this survey. Average
lake trout catch per hour for 2014 to 2023 by volunteer angler diary participants on Cayuga Lake
was 0.51 fish/hour. By comparison, for the same period the average lake trout catch per hour by
volunteer angler diary cooperators on Skaneateles Lake was 0.32 and Owasco was 0.42 fish
per hour for a shorter time period (2015-2020) (Zollweg-Horan 2024, Blackburn 2024). For
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largemouth bass, the targeted catch rate was 0.75 fish/hour, well above the statewide average
of 0.45 fish/hour for all sized largemouth bass (Green et al. 1986).

Rainbow trout catches by volunteer angler diary cooperators in 2023 (0.03 fish/hour) were
greater than anglers interviewed for this creel at 0.01 fish/hour. The average for angler diary
cooperators in 2015-2020 was 0.02 fish/hour. Rainbow trout catches on openwater Cayuga
Lake are historically fairly stable and low compared to other nearby lakes with similar fish
communities. Skaneateles Lake in the 2015-2020 time period averaged 0.06 rainbow trout per
hour caught by volunteer angler diary cooperators and Owasco Lake for the same time period
averaged 0.03 rainbow trout caught per hour. While not evaluated during this creel survey, it is
important to note that the value of the rainbow trout populations in the Finger Lakes lies not in
the open water fisheries, but in the tributary fisheries. On Cayuga and Owasco lakes, the
tributary anglers are successful in catching rainbow trout such that time to catch a legal
salmonid has decreased in the last decade and percentage of successful trips has improved in
the same time frame (Zollweg-Horan 2024, Blackburn 2022).

There is currently no record of how many fishing tournaments take place on the lake as there is
no registration required for the organizers. If using the DEC launch for weigh-ins, groups are
required to get a temporary revocable permit (TRP) from the DEC Region 7 Fisheries office.
Two were issued by Region 7 during the creel survey. Currently, nothing is required from DEC if
using a private marina. A new mandatory bass tournament registration system has been
implemented to capture that data in 2025. All the tournament interviews on Cayuga Lake
occurred at the DEC launch at Mud Locks, Deans Cove, Cayuga Lake State Park or the Village
of Union Springs launch. Of the interviewed open water anglers, tournament anglers accounted
for 5 percent of the total interviews, 8 percent of the hours (943 hours total) and exclusively
targeted black bass. Targeted black bass catch rates varied between boat anglers, tournament
anglers, and shore anglers (0.69 fish/hour, 0.66 fish/hour and 0.41 fish/hour respectively).

Angler satisfaction (90%) is well above the 2017 Statewide Angler survey where 53% of anglers
who fish Cayuga Lake indicated they were satisfied with their angling experience (Duda et al
2019). Satisfaction did vary by species targeted, only largemouth bass and warmwater
combination was below 90%. Bass anglers can continue to expect generally good fishing as
much of the lake is suitable habitat and food appears plentiful at this time. Many of the
comments received however were about the bass habitat and current invasive plant
management strategies using herbicides. Lake trout anglers can also expect generally good
fishing as lake trout are quite numerous, sea lamprey populations are controlled, and their food
also appears plentiful at this time. The rainbow trout, brown trout and Atlantic salmon anglers
will continue to find good fishing in the tributaries and occasionally in Cayuga Lake itself. Yellow
perch anglers were happy, but concerned about future declines if the bag limit remains at 50
fish per day, many comments suggested a 25 fish limit.
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Recommendations

Recommendations based on the 2023-24 angler survey.

o Use information on current angler use for Cayuga Lake Fisheries Management
Plan

o Continue with current Special, Finger Lake, and Statewide fishing regulations

o Continue with the current rainbow trout, brown trout, and Atlantic salmon stocking
policies. Reduce the current lake trout stocking policy.

o Continue with sea lamprey control

o Continue to monitor use of aquatic herbicides in the lake
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Appendix 1

Appendix 1. Data sheets used by interview agent during 2023-24 Cayuga Lake Angler Survey.

Interview_num | Date | Fishing_type | Site | Int_card | Party | End_time | Start time | Breaks | Complete | Diary_coop | Target | Satisfied

Interview Date Species Legal Sublegal Kept
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Appendix 2

Post card from 2023-24 Cayuga Lake Angler Survey.

2023-24 Cayuga Lake Angler Survey/Catch Card Site#
DATE: __/ ______COUNTY of RESIDENCE: _
START TIME: STOP TIME: # OF ANGLERS in PARTY: FImportant Data*

DID YOU FISH from: [ ]Boat[ ] Shoreor [ ]Ice  Are you an angler diary keeper? [ ]Yes [ ]No
TARGET SPECIES: [ ] Anything [ ] Trout [ ]Bass [ ] Northern Pike [ ] Yellow Perch [ ] Sunfish [ ] Other

Indicate in the boxes below the number of fish caught and kept, if any. If more than one person fishing, number of
fish caught and/or kept should be for the entire party.

Lake | Rainbow Brown | Atlantic LMB SMB Northern | Yellow | Sunfish | Other
Trout Trout Trout Salmon Pike Perch

#Legal Fish Caught

# Sublegal FishCaught

#Kept

Angler Opinion Questions:
Were you satisfied with your fishing experience at Cayuga Lake (circle)? Satisfied Neutral Unsatisfied

Do you have any questions or concerns relating to the Cayuga Lake Fishery?

If you were fishing in a group today, only one member of the group needs to fill out a card. *Trips with no fish
caught are just as important as trips in which fish are caught*

If you are interested in our eastern Finger Lakes angler diary program, please contact Region 7 Fisheries at

(607)753-3095.

16|[NYSDEC BUREAU OF FISHERIES



	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Recommendations
	Acknowledgements
	Literature Cited
	Appendix 1
	Appendix 2



