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A Survey of Freshwater Commercial Fishermen in Louisiana

Summary

In the summer of 2012, the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries conducted a
survey to measure characteristics and activity of freshwater commercial fishermen in
Louisiana.

Objectives
The objective of the survey was to gain a better understanding of the Louisiana freshwater
commercial fishery, from the perspective of the commercial fisherman.

Methods

The Department conducted a mail-out survey of all Louisiana resident commercial
fishermen who reported catching at least one pound of any species of freshwater finfish in
Louisiana in 2011 (N=592). The survey had a response rate of 45.3 percent.

Fifty-eight percent of all respondents considered themselves to be “freshwater fishermen
only” (Figure A), and 31.4 percent considered themselves both “freshwater and saltwater
fishermen.” Approximately 8.6 percent considered themselves to be “saltwater fishermen
only.”
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Figure A. The respondents’ self-perception as freshwater or saltwater commercial fishermen.

The “saltwater only fishermen” respondents were omitted from the rest of this analysis.
The remaining 222 respondents, referred to as “active freshwater commercial fishermen”
were the basis for the remainder of this report.



Key Findings

e Eighty-five percent of active freshwater commercial fishermen live in southeastern
and south central Louisiana.

e A narrow majority of active freshwater commercial fishermen consider themselves
to be “full time” fishermen, earning more than 50 percent of their income from
fishing.

e About 90 percent of active freshwater commercial fishermen harvest catfish

¢ A majority of respondents reported using hoop nets or trot lines for gear.

e The four most popular freshwater water bodies for commercial fishing include the
Atchafalaya River basin, Lake Des Allemands, the Red River and the Mississippi
River.

Results

Approximately 11 percent of active commercial fishermen live in north Louisiana (Areas 1,
2,3 and 10). Approximately 3.2 percent live in southwest Louisiana, 42 percent live in
south central Louisiana (Areas 6 and 9), and approximately 42.8 percent live in
southeastern Louisiana (Areas 7 and 8) (Figure B).
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Figure B. The geographic distribution of residences of active freshwater commercial fishermen
respondents.



A narrow majority (51.8 percent) of active freshwater commercial fishermen consider
themselves to be “full time” fishermen, earning more than 50 percent of their income from
fishing (Figure C).
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Figure C. The status of active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents as part-time or
full-time commercial fishermen.

Characteristics of Freshwater Commercial Fishermen

An average of 50.7 years of age

Involved in commercial fishing for an average of 24.5 years

Took an average of 121.1 commercial fishing trips (saltwater and freshwater) in
2011

Took an average of 106.5 commercial fishing trips in freshwater in 2011

Uses an average of 13 gallons of fuel per freshwater fishing trip

Incurs an average of $142.17 in trip-related expenditures per freshwater fishing trip
Owns a vessel that is, on average, 18.4 feet long

Operates a vessel with an engine with an average of 82.8 horsepower

Harvest Data

Ninety percent of active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents caught catfish
(Figure D). Garfish, caught by 46.4 percent of active freshwater commercial fishermen
respondents, and crawfish, caught by 43.2 percent, were the second and third most cited
seafood type. Buffalo fish were caught by approximately one-third of this set of
respondents and freshwater drum, shad and carp by approximately one-quarter. About
one-sixth of respondents harvested some form of bowfin product in 2011.
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Figure D. The percentage of active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents who reported
catching specified freshwater seafood types in 2011.

A majority of respondents reported using hoop nets or trot lines in 2011 (Figure E). Nearly
4?2 percent used crawfish traps, roughly 24 percent reported using crab traps, and about
one-fifth reported using gill nets.

e Among those who reported using hoop nets, the average number of hoop nets set
per trip using such equipment was 25.2 nets.

e Among those who reported using crawfish traps, the average number of crawfish
traps set per fishing trip was 362.5 traps.

e Among those who reported using crab traps, the average number of crab traps set
per crab harvesting trip was 192.5 traps.
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Figure E. The percentage of active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents reporting use of
specified gear types in 2011.

Water Bodies

Respondents were asked to identify the freshwater water body where they most frequently
commercially fish. Over 200 respondents named nearly 70 different freshwater water
bodies as their commonly fished freshwater body in 2011. The four most commonly cited
water bodies were the Atchafalaya River Basin, Lake Des Allemands, the Red River and the
Mississippi River (Figure F).
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Figure F. The most commonly fished freshwater water bodies in 2011: four most commonly cited
by active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents.

Additional Information

Respondents were also asked to rate how frequently they caught Asian carp while
commercial fishing (Figure G). The Asian carps (Silver, Bighead, Black, and Grass carps) are
invasive species that have continued to expand their range throughout the Mississippi
River drainage. Itis important to know their distribution in Louisiana. One quarter of the
respondents said they seldom caught Asian or silver carp while approximately one third
claimed to have never caught the species.
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Figure G. The frequency of harvesting Asian or silver carp reported by active freshwater

commercial fishermen respondents in 2011.

Suggestions for improved opportunity to catch and sell Asian or silver carp in

Louisiana

Replies were placed in eight different topical categories. The top five categories and their

corresponding number of comments are below.

Top-Five Categories of Comments

Topical Category

Number of Comments

Developing a Market 45
Developing a Bait Market 16
Processing Asian or Silver Carp 6
Gear Recommendations 8
Offered No Solutions but Acknowledged the Problem 14

Perceived severity of conflicts between commercial fishermen and

recreational fishermen

Respondents were asked to rate the degree of conflict they believe exists between

commercial fishermen and recreational fishermen (Figure H). Approximately 22.6 percent
believed there to be no conflict. Roughly 59 percent though there was “very little” or

“some” conflict. About 15 percent thought there was “significant conflict.”
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Figure H. The perceived severity of conflicts between commercial fishermen and recreational
fishermen as reported by active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents.

Conflicts (or potential conflicts) cited between commercial and recreational
fishermen.

Replies were placed in seven different topical categories. The top five categories and their
corresponding number of comments are below.

Top-Five Categories of Comments

Topical Category Number of Comments
Theft and Vandalism 78

Gill Nets 6

Boating 16

Influence of Recreational Fishermen in the Political Process 14
Misunderstandings between Recreational Fishermen and 21
Commercial Fishermen

Active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents were asked to assess how often they
had problems with others stealing or vandalizing their gear, using a five-point scale (never,
seldom, sometimes, often and very often). Less than four percent said they “never”
experienced theft or vandalism, and over one-third said they “sometimes” experienced
such problems. Nearly half of survey respondents said they “often” or “very often” had
problems with theft and vandalism of their fishing gear.
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Figure 1. The frequency of theft and vandalism of freshwater commercial fishing gear or traps as
reported by active freshwater commercial fishermen respondents in 2011.

Suggested areas for improvement to increase opportunity to catch and sell
freshwater fish in Louisiana

Respondents’ replies were placed in 17 different topical categories. The top five categories
and their corresponding number of comments are below.

Top-Five Categories of Comments

Topical Category Number of Comments
Marketing or Advertising 46
Higher Prices 19
Imported Seafood 23
Seafood Dealers 31
Water Flow 15




Commercial fishing regulations seen as having a negative impact on ability to
fish commercially in freshwater

Replies were placed in 22 different topical categories. The top eight categories and their
corresponding number of comments are below.

Top-Eight Categories of Comments
Topical Category Number of Comments
Licenses
Paperwork
Gill Nets, Trawls, Strike Nets 2
Mesh Size

Net Tags

Various Gear Regulations

Closed Areas, Season, Restricted Hours
Comments Related to Catfish
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Suggestions for changes in commercial fishing gear use and regulations in

Louisiana
Respondents’ replies were placed in 29 different topical categories. The top five categories
and their corresponding number of comments are below.

Top-Five Categories of Comments

Topical Category Number of Comments
Licenses and Requirements 13
Comments Related to Gill nets 8
Comments Related to Crawfish 12
Comments Related to Shad 8
Comments Related to Gar 5
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