
 New York State  
 Department of Environmental Conservation  

 
Division of Fish and Wildlife  

 

 
  

 

w Department of 
:ft Environmental 

Conservation 

 

Kathy Hochul, Governor | Sean Mahar, Interim Commissioner 

Skaneateles Lake Angler Survey 

April 2022 – March 2023 

 

 

Bureau of Fisheries 
January 3, 2025 

4



 

 

[This page is intentionally left blank] 

 

 



 

 

SKANEATELES LAKE ANGLER SURVEY  

APRIL 2022-MARCH 2023 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Emily Zollweg-Horan 
Region 7 
Bureau of Fisheries 
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation  
Cortland, New York  

Cover photo: Skaneateles Lake in spring. Photo by Emily Zollweg-Horan 



 

1 | N Y S D E C  B U R E A U  O F  F I S H E R I E S  

 
  

Abstract 

A roving access point interview creel was conducted on Skaneateles Lake anglers from April 

2022 to March 2023. Three hundred and sixty-four anglers were interviewed. Angler satisfaction 

was generally positive, but concerns remain about the viability of the rainbow trout and yellow 

perch populations in the face of increased predation pressure from the recently established 

population of walleye. 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 no ice 

to fish during the survey period. Good fishing was reported for walleye (0.07 fish per hour). Lake 

trout catch rates, 0.32 fish per hour, were good but lower than reported rates for nearby Cayuga 

and Owasco lakes. Rainbow trout catch rates, 0.04 fish per hour, were also good and higher 

than reported rates for nearby Cayuga and Owasco lakes. Bass fishing success reportedly 

varied by user group, with tournament anglers reporting the highest success at 2.11 fish per 

hour, boat anglers reporting 0.64 fish per hour, and shore anglers reporting 0.06 fish per hour. 

 

Introduction 

Skaneateles Lake is 8,960 acres in area with a maximum depth of 315 feet and an average 

depth of 145 feet. Located west of Syracuse, within portions of Onondaga, Cortland and Cayuga 

counties, the watershed is largely rural. The Village of Skaneateles is situated at the north end 

at the outlet to Skaneateles Creek. Skaneateles Lake is part of the Oswego River watershed, 

which drains to Lake Ontario. Boating access is available at the DEC launch on the northwest 

side, at the town launches at Mandana and Scott, and at private marinas around the lake. Shore 

fishing access is available at the DEC boat launch on the west side, at the DEC cartop boat 

launch at the south end of the lake, at the village park and dock at the north end, and at informal 

spots around the lake where roads end at the lake, or private landowners allow angler access. 

The lake provides excellent fishing opportunities for smallmouth bass, yellow perch, lake trout, 

and some of the best shore fishing for rainbow trout in the Finger Lakes. Grout Brook, located at 

the south end of the lake, supports a popular spring fishery for wild, lake-run rainbow trout. Two 

strains of rainbow trout (Finger Lakes wild strain, and Finger Lakes hybrid strain) were stocked 

by DEC, along with landlocked Atlantic salmon. Finger Lakes wild strain rainbow trout stocking 

ceased in 2021. Walleye have become established within the last decade.  

The lake is oligotrophic, steep-sided, and deep and has a history of excellent water quality. 

Modest littoral areas supporting areas of dense aquatic vegetation are present at the north and 

south ends of the lake and a narrow littoral fringe extends along the length of the eastern and 

western shorelines.  Management concerns for the lake include harmful algal blooms, declining 

angler catches of rainbow trout and landlocked Atlantic salmon, and an expanding walleye 

population. Angler diary participants reported catch per trip of rainbow trout in the 2000’s of 0.76 

and in the 2010’s that catch rate dropped to an average of 0.29 rainbow trout/trip (Figure 1, 

Zollweg-Horan 2022). 
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Hybrid wild (Female) x domestic (Randolph Male) rainbow trout have been stocked in 

Skaneateles Lake for about 30 years, with no re-evaluation as to the fitness of the hybrid fish 

until recently. It was unknown how much they contribute to the fishery which also included 

stocked Finger Lakes wild strain rainbow trout (collected at Cayuga Inlet fishway) and natural 

reproduction from Grout Brook. While the growth potential in Skaneateles remains good, the 

smaller wild strain stocked fish did not survive well in the face of larger populations of 

smallmouth bass and recently established walleye and were not caught by anglers.  The 

decision to stop stocking the Finger Lakes wild strain was made in 2021 and 2022 was the first 

year they were not stocked. 
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Figure 1. Catch per trip of legal salmonids and walleye caught by our Skaneateles Lake open 

water cooperators from 1984 through 2022 and the relative contribution of each species in the 

catch over time. 

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, and a 

daily limit of five fish in combination with no more than three fish of any one species. The new 

walleye regulations went into effect at the start of this survey where the season for walleye is 

open all year, with a minimum length of 12 inches and no daily limit. Alewife possession remains 

prohibited as this prey species is not present in Skaneateles Lake and it is important for the 

survival of the trout and salmon fisheries that alewife is not introduced and become part of the 

forage community. 
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The purpose of this survey was to gain current knowledge of angler catch and harvest rates, 

preferences, and satisfaction level on Skaneateles Lake, as the last angler survey took place in 

1976-77 (Chiotti 1979). Obtaining current information on the fishery is necessary to determine 

appropriate management objectives for the lake. 

 

Methods 

An angler survey was conducted from April 21, 2022 to March 28, 2023 on Skaneateles Lake 

and nearby Otisco Lake (this report will only discuss Skaneateles 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 public access site. Angler interviews were 

conducted at seven access sites around the lake: DEC Boat Launch, Mandana Town Launch, 

DEC car top launch at Glen Haven, Grout Brook parking area, Scott Town Launch, Lourdes 

Camp, Skaneateles Village Pier (Figure 2). 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 post card was left under the vehicle’s windshield wiper. A drop-box was placed at the DEC 

launch for the completed post cards to be deposited. Some of the questions asked were 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 can be seen 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. 
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Figure 2. Angler interview locations for the 2022-23 angler survey on Skaneateles Lake. 
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Results 

The creel agent conducted 364 angler interviews including 23 returned windshield cards, where 

31 trips were incomplete (not done fishing for the day) and 333 were complete (done fishing for 

the day). The average trip length was 4.6 hours. Anglers who were not part of the angler diary 

program made up 84% of the interviews, 10% were angler cooperators, and 6% did not indicate 

whether they participated. Most interviews were conducted at the DEC launch (N=289, 23 cards 

and 266 in person), followed by the Scott Launch (N=89) (Table 1). Boat-tournament interviews 

were only conducted at the DEC launch (N=23). The shore interviews were more evenly 

distributed, although there is no shore fishing at the Mandana Launch, so no shore interviews 

were recorded there. The most shore interviews (N=17) were at the Scott Launch, followed by 

the DEC launch (N=10), the Skaneateles Village Pier (N=9), Lourdes Camp (N=8), and the DEC 

car top launch at Glen Haven (N=7). There were no ice interviews on Skaneateles Lake during 

this survey. The most interviews were conducted in October (N=78), June was also a busy 

month with 65 interviews and July and August were tied at 59 interviews each (Table 2). 

Skaneateles rarely ices over and winter 2022-23 was windy enough that there was no ice to 

fish. The DEC launch is also closed during the winter months as the steep access road is not 

plowed. As a result, December, January, and February were very lightly fished and only two 

interviews were conducted in that time period.  Both were shore anglers. 

Table 1. Location and number of angler interviews conducted on Skaneateles Lake in 2022-23. 

Site Interviews Percent 

DEC Launch 289 79.40% 

Mandana Launch 2 0.55% 

DEC car top – Glen Haven 7 1.92% 

Scott Launch 49 13.46% 

Lourdes Camp 8 2.20% 

Skaneateles Village Pier 9 2.47% 

 364  

Overall effort of interviewed anglers was 2,928 hours with boat angling accounting for 2,799 

hours (2549 non-tournament boating and 250 tournament hours) and shore angling accounting 

for 129 hours. Anglers targeting black bass had the most hours of effort with 597 hours, followed 

by anglers targeting anything at 508 hours. Eighty-three percent of anglers targeting anything 

were boat anglers. Smallmouth bass anglers exerted 449 hours of effort, only one angler 

indicated targeting largemouth bass accounting for 6 hours of effort. Warmwater combination 

anglers accounted for 246 hours of angling effort, less than the 329 hours of effort expended by 

yellow perch anglers interviewed for this survey and less than the 252 hours of angler effort 

expended by walleye anglers. Coldwater combination anglers accounted for 205 hours of effort, 

while anglers targeting lake trout expended 243 hours of effort. Rainbow trout anglers 

interviewed accounted for 68 hours of effort, and no anglers targeting just Atlantic salmon were 

interviewed. Nine interviews were conducted with bullhead anglers accounting for 22 hours of 

effort. (Figure 3). 
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Table 2. Angler interviews, angler hours of effort, and mean trip length for interviewed anglers 

by month on Skaneateles Lake 2022-23. 

Month Interviews Angler Hours Mean Trip Length (hr) 

APR 12 133 4.73 

MAY 34 230 3.78 

JUN 65 548 5.06 

JUL 59 522 4.78 

AUG 59 535 4.96 

SEP 34 291 5.33 

OCT 78 570 4.52 

NOV 15 63 2.25 

DEC 1 1 0.50 

JAN 0 0 0 

FEB 1 1 1.25 

MAR 6 35 3.43 

Total 364 2928 4.61 

Smallmouth bass were the most abundant species in the overall reported catch with 2,136 

reported caught and 145 harvested (7%), followed by 1,269 rock bass reported caught and 210 

harvested (16%). Yellow perch anglers reported 1,014 caught of which 623 were harvested 

(61%). The highest harvest rate was for pumpkinseed, where 26 were caught and 26 were 

reported harvested (100%). Bluegill anglers caught 23 and only kept 4 fish (17%). Lake trout 

were the most caught coldwater species with 243 caught and 64 harvested (26%). Rainbow 

trout anglers caught 20 fish and kept 9 (45%). Walleye anglers interviewed for this survey 

caught 63 walleye and kept 57 of them (90%). (Figure 4).  
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Figure 3. Number angler hours and interviews by target species by interviewed anglers on 

Skaneateles Lake in 2022-23. 
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Figure 4. Overall reported catch and harvest for interviewed anglers by species on Skaneateles 

Lake in 2022-23. 

Black bass anglers fishing in tournaments accounted for 532 (24%) of the black bass caught by 

interviewed anglers. Shore fishing accounted for 25% of the rainbow trout caught, and 96% of 

the bullhead caught. (Table 3). 

Table 3. Number of select species caught by fishing type for interviewed anglers on 

Skaneateles Lake in 2022-23. 

Species Boat Boat Tournament Shore 

Black Bass 1,712 532 8 

Sunfish (including rock 
bass) 

1,190 233 16 

Bullhead 2 0 55 

Lake Trout 242 0 1 

Rainbow Trout 15 0 5 

Walleye 62 0 1 

Yellow Perch 946 28 40 

 

Highest targeted catch per unit effort (CPUE) for select species was smallmouth bass at 1.58 

fish/hour, followed by lake trout at 0.32 fish/hour and walleye at 0.07 fish/hour (Figure 5). 

Tournament anglers targeting black bass had higher catch rates at 2.1 fish per hour compared 

to 0.63 fish/hour for non-tournament boat anglers targeting black bass. Black bass targeted 

catch rate was highest for smallmouth bass in June (2.32 fish/hour) but was consistently higher 
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than other targets and other species throughout the year (Figure 6). For anglers targeting trout 

and salmon, August was the best month with lake trout dominating the catch (0.93 fish/hour). 

October and November were also good months for trout and salmon with anglers catching more 

rainbow trout (0.07 fish/hour and 0.16 fish/hour respectively) as well as lake trout (0.58 fish/hour 

and 0.22 fish/hour respectively). Walleye anglers reported the most success in September (0.34 

fish/hour). 
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interviewed anglers on Skaneateles Lake in 2022-23. 
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Figure 6. Monthly targeted catch rates (Fish/Angler Hour) for select predator species by 

interviewed anglers on Skaneateles Lake 2022-23. 

Angler satisfaction for interviewed anglers who took the time to respond averaged 3.3 overall 

(scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the worst and 5 being the best). Boat-tournament anglers were the 

most satisfied with an average score of 3.9, followed by boat anglers at 3.3 and shore anglers 

had an average satisfaction score of 3.0. By target species, sunfish and bullhead anglers were 

most likely to indicate high satisfaction followed by lake trout anglers and then bass anglers, and 

rainbow trout anglers were most likely to indicate low satisfaction (Table 4). 

Table 4. Mean satisfaction of interviewed anglers by target species on Skaneateles Lake in 

2022-23. Scale was 1 to 5 with 5 being best. 

Target Mean Satisfaction 

Rainbow trout 2.3 

Lake trout 3.7 

Coldwater combination 3.3 

Sunfish species 4 

Smallmouth bass 3.3 

Largemouth bass 3 

Black bass species 3.6 

Yellow perch 3.3 

Walleye 3.4 

Warmwater combination 3.1 

Anything 3.2 

Bullhead 3.9 
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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 Skaneateles Lake.  The 

angler diary program has been the only measure of angler use, but information is limited 

because of low participation. Three hundred and sixty-four interviews were collected, primarily in 

person, although an additional 23 cards (6%) were returned providing valuable information on 

completed boat trips. 

Chiotti (1979) found that shore, boat, and ice fishing accounted for 48, 35 and 16 percent, 

respectively, of the fishing effort on Skaneateles Lake in a mailing list angler survey conducted 

in 1978.  This 2022-23 survey showed a shift away from ice and shore angling toward boat 

angling, with 86 percent of the interviews conducted with boat anglers and 14 percent of the 

interviews with shore anglers. While there was no ice to interview ice anglers, there were also 

very few anglers either shore or boat fishing in the traditional ice fishing months. The 2022 

angler diary cooperator report had 89 and 9 percent for boat and shore effort, respectively. The 

angler diary program is focused on gamefish only and though many ice anglers would likely 

target walleye if there were ice, many likely target yellow perch too, which are not tracked in the 

angler diary program at this time. The poor ice conditions were unfortunate as the current 

amount of ice fishing effort is still unknown, as is the target of those anglers as the species 

composition of the lake has changed since the 1978 survey. However, as climate change 

continues to affect ice formation, this may become less important as ice is expected to form less 

frequently in the future leading to even less opportunity for ice fishing on Skaneateles Lake. 

Targeted catch rates in the 2022-23 survey for the main predator species were at or above what 

would be considered good fishing in New York. The average CPUE for walleye was 0.07 

fish/hour. A catch rate of 0.05 to 0.10 is considered fair walleye fishing by NY standards (Festa 

et al. 1987). Given the walleye fishery is relatively new, this catch rate is impressive for anglers 

and suggests an abundant walleye population. New fishing regulations for walleye went into 

effect as this survey began with a small (12 inches) minimum size and no bag limit.  Of the 24 

interviews that indicated catches of walleye, only one indicated keeping more than 5 per person 

(the statewide regulation), and all but 4 indicated keeping all that they caught. It remains to be 

seen whether this experimental regulation in conjunction with the DEC netting targeting 

spawning walleye will be effective at reducing the walleye population in Skaneateles Lake.  The 

targeted netting is scheduled to continue through 2025 and may continue through 2027 if it is 

deemed even partially effective. 

Targeted lake trout CPUE was 0.32 fish/hour for anglers interviewed for this survey. Average 

lake trout catch per hour for 2013 to 2022 by volunteer angler diary participants on Skaneateles 

Lake was 0.35 fish/hour. By comparison, for the same time period the average lake trout catch 

per hour by volunteer angler diary cooperators on Cayuga Lake was 0.48 and Owasco was 0.42 

fish per hour for a shorter time period (2015-2020) (Zollweg-Horan 2024, Blackburn 2024). 

While lower than nearby lakes, the catch rate is still good, and occasionally produces a whopper 

lake trout, although admittedly most lake trout are rather skinny due to the lack of forage 
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available. For smallmouth bass, the targeted catch rate was 1.58 fish/hour, well above the 

statewide average of 0.51 fish/hour for all sized bass (Green et al. 1986). 

Rainbow trout catches by volunteer angler diary cooperators in 2022 and anglers interviewed for 

this creel were the same at 0.04 fish/hour. The average for angler diary cooperators in 2015-

2020 was 0.06 fish/hour, and the high point of the rainbow trout fishery on Skaneateles Lake 

was an average catch rate of 0.21 fish per hour between 2001 and 2010. Cayuga Lake in the 

2015-2020 time period averaged 0.02 rainbow trout per hour caught by volunteer angler diary 

cooperators and Owasco Lake for the same time period average 0.03 rainbow trout caught per 

hour. While the rainbow trout catch rate has declined substantially for anglers in Skaneateles 

Lake, those anglers are still more successful on Skaneateles than the other nearby Finger 

Lakes (Owasco and Cayuga) with stable rainbow trout populations. While not evaluated during 

this creel survey, it is important to note that the value of the rainbow trout populations in the 

other 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 2022, Blackburn 2022). Skaneateles Lake 

has one tributary with substantial public access, Grout Brook, but so few tributary anglers 

participate in the volunteer angler diary program for Skaneateles Lake that we cannot evaluate 

fishery statistics. Only one of the access points on Grout Brook was included in the Skaneateles 

Lake creel survey, and only one interview was conducted there. Given the lack of information 

provided by volunteer angler diary participants, it would be appropriate to include all Grout 

Brook access points in a future creel survey of Skaneateles Lake to assess use of the Grout 

Brook fishery as well. 

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.  

Seven such permits were issued for 2022. Currently, nothing is required from DEC if using a 

private marina. All the tournament interviews on Skaneateles Lake occurred at the DEC launch. 

Of the interviewed open water anglers, tournament anglers accounted for 7 percent of the total 

interviews, 9 percent of the hours (250 hours total) and exclusively targeted black bass.  Black 

bass catch rates varied markedly between boat anglers, tournament anglers, and shore anglers 

(0.64 fish/hour, 2.11 fish/hour and 0.06 fish/hour respectively).  

Although it is a different scale (3.1/5 = 64%), angler satisfaction seems to be above the 2017 

Statewide Angler survey where 50% of anglers who fish Skaneateles Lake indicated they were 

satisfied with their angling experience (Duda et al 2019). Satisfaction did vary by species 

targeted, with lake trout, walleye, yellow perch, and smallmouth bass all above average and 

only largemouth bass and rainbow trout below average. Largemouth bass anglers can expect to 

continue to be disappointed as there are very few in Skaneateles Lake as most of the lake is not 

suitable habitat. While rainbow trout catch rates are still fairly high compared to other lakes, 

rainbow trout anglers continue to be disgruntled by the illegal introduction of walleye and the 
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concomitant decline in rainbow trout catch rates. Walleye anglers appear to be pleased with the 

opportunity and the regulations. Yellow perch anglers were happy, but concerned about future 

declines if the walleye population continues to expand. Smallmouth bass and lake trout evoked 

size concerns from anglers as they are numerous but not all that large.  

 

Recommendations 

Recommendations based on the 2022-23 angler survey. 

o Use information on current angler use for Skaneateles Lake Fisheries 

Management Plan 

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

o Continue with the current rainbow trout and Atlantic salmon stocking policies 

o Include Grout Brook in future creel surveys 
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Appendix 1 
 

Appendix 1. Data sheets used by interview agent during 2022-23 Skaneateles 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 2022-23 Otisco Lake Angler Survey. 

 

 

 

2022-23 Otisco Lake Access Point Angler Survey-Catch Card 

DATE: COUNTY of RESIDENCE: 
--========-. 

NUMBER OF ANGLERS in PARTY: ----------
ST ART TIME:___ STOP TIME: ___ PLEASE be sure to FILL IN 

DID YOU FISH from: [ ] Boat [ ] Shore or [ ] Ice 

TARGET SPECIES: [ ] Anything [ ] Trout [ ] Walleye [ ] Bass 

[ ] Tiger Musky [ ] Sunfish [ ] Crappie [ ] Yellow Perch [ ] Other 

Indicate in the boxes below the number of fish caught and kept, if any. If more than 1 
person fishing, number of fish caught and/or kept should be for the entire party. 

Trout Walleye Bass Tiger M. Sunfish YPerch Other 

#Caught 

# Kept 

Angler opinion questions: 

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the worst and 5 being the best, how would you rate 
your fishing experience today? Circle each anglers response. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Do you have any comments or concerns? _________ _ 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this catch-card 

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

After completing the survey, please place it in the drop-box slot. 
Box can be found at; 

DEC launch. 
Thank you. 

Division of Fish and Wildlife, Bureau of Fisheries, Region 7 
1285 Fisher Avenue, Cortland NY, 13045-1012 
P (607) 753-3095 ext . 213 
fwfish7@dec.ny.gov 
dec.ny.gov 

4 w Department of 
:fE Environmental 

Conservation 
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