
09 G
U

ID
E

PIKE & 
MUSKIE

2 ❙ PIKE & MUSKIE GUIdE in-fisherman.com ❙ 3

I

One World,
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In recent years, a photo of a mega-sized 
pike circulated wildly by email and on Internet forums, 
raising the eyebrows of North American anglers. The 
original story accompanying the photo told of a poten-
tial world record caught from the Winnipeg River in 
Manitoba. Others heard that the mystery fish came from 
Rainy Lake, Lake of the Woods, Lake Erie, the Detroit 

River, or somewhere in Montana. • The facts of the story were even-
tually explained in Pikelines, the publication of the Pike Anglers 
Club of Great Britain. The fish was actually caught in a large lake in 
Holland by Ewout Blom. According to Blom, the 42.9 pounder fell to a 
perch-pattern Super Shad Rap. • Specimens like Blom’s strike a fas-
cination with anglers about the enormous size potential of pike swim-
ming today, with Europe being the leader in producing fish of these 
proportions. Giant pike also are taken from Russian waters, but we 
hear little about those fisheries. Germany is home to the world-re-
cord 55-pound 1-ounce pike caught in 1986. Although catches in the 
40-pound range are infrequent but possible across Europe, 30-pound-
class fish are commonly reported. The North American record has 
stood since 1940, a 46-pound 2-ounce fish taken from Sacandaga Lake 
in New York—an exceptional fish indeed, as pike in North America 
typically top out in the 20s, with few breaching the 30-pound mark.

Fish like Blom’s also remind us that the pike Esox 
lucius has one of the broadest native distributions of 
any freshwater fish: circumpolar around the North-
ern Hemisphere. Native across North America and 
Eurasia, its range has been expanded by introduc-
tions in Ireland, Italy, Spain, even Australia and 
New Zealand, to name a few.

The pike has the widest distribution among the 
5 species within the Esox genus. It enjoys a broad 
recreational importance and is adaptable to a wide 
range of coolwater habitats. Even thousands of 
miles separated, fishery biologists working with 
pike share common interests in developing strate-
gies to effectively manage them, and to understand 
the effects this top carnivore has on fish communi-
ties and aquatic systems.

In North America, some of the major manage-
ment concerns are: overharvest of large pike; exces-
sive recruitment leading to overabundance of small, 
slow growing pike; habitat loss; and impacts of pike 
introduced outside their native range on endemic fish 
species. Many of these issues are shared overseas, 
where other unique challenges arise.

“The list of issues facing pike in Germany 
is rather similar to that in the U.S.,” says Dr. 
Robert Arlinghaus, Professor of Inland 
Fisheries Management at Humboldt 
University of Berlin. He’s also group 
leader for interdisciplinary recreational 
fisheries science at the Leibniz-Institute of 
Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries, 
Berlin. “Overexploitation, resulting in small 
average size at age; eutrophication (excessive 
nutrient loading); and channelization of 
rivers resulting in loss of spawning habitats 
are major concerns,” he says. 

“Broadly speaking, pike is among the most tar-
geted species throughout Europe, even in coun-
tries like Spain where it’s non-native but feeds 
a growing angling tourism industry,” he con-
tinues. “Pike is of particular importance 
for Central Europe and the Scandanavian 
countries. In Germany, most anglers fish 
for pike. It’s the number-one target spe-
cies and very popular among a range of 
anglers, from those who occasionally 
catch one for dinner to the highly spe-
cialized anglers, such as those in the 
German Pike Anglers Club. 
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middle of Berlin. With reduced nutri-
ent loads to the water bodies, pike 
abundance should greatly increase 
naturally in the future. Another ben-
efit will be rehabilitation of vegetated 
backwaters, in the course of imple-
mentation of the European Water 
Framework Directive, a policy among 
European Union states to improve 
the quality of surface waters.” 

“Whenever I fish abroad in pike 
fisheries that are less exploited, for 
instance in Canada, I’m completely 
amazed by the catch rates,“ Arling-
haus says. ”Here in Germany, in some 
of the more popular club waters, 
you’re a good angler if you can catch 
a pike in 5 days of fishing. This isn’t 
the case everywhere, though, as we 
do have some amazing fisheries, 
lakes and reservoirs that offer splen-
did pike fishing. Those in the Baltic 
Sea, are best—pike up to 55 inches 
and close to 45 pounds—and you 
can expect fish longer than 40 inches 
almost daily, particularly when win-
ter approaches and prey declines. 
Baltic pike have fantastic growth 
rates, feeding mainly on energy-rich 
herring, roach, and perch. I believe 
some of these fisheries are the best in 
the world, in terms of numbers of tro-
phies. Prime waters also can be found 
in Sweden, and fisheries in The Neth-
erlands and Spain can be quite pro-
ductive, as well.”

Pike are among the most studied 
freshwater species, creating oppor-
tunities for information-sharing 
among the many researchers who 
study them. This widespread inter-
est led to an International Pike Sym-
posium, a gathering of experts from 
5 European countries, 2 Canadian 
provinces, and 6 U.S. states, held in 
Lake Placid, New York, in 2006. 

In a summary of the event, pike 
researchers P. Anders Nilsson, Chris-
tian Skov, and John Farrell conclude 
that a major force driving the future 
of pike research is the “fascination 
arising from the multi-faceted attri-
butes of this significant, circumpolar, 
and captivating species.” That same 
fascination captivates pike fishermen 
around the world.  ■

*dr. Robert Arlinghaus is a Professor 
of Inland Fisheries Management at 
Humboldt University of Berlin, Ger-
many. He regularly fishes for pike, but 
his specialty is carp fishing with Eng-
lish techniques. 
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“In Europe, common 
ways to catch pike are with live 

baitfish where allowed (it’s prohib-
ited, for instance, in Germany and 
The Netherlands); dead baitfish; 
or with a variety of lures that 
are cast or trolled (also where 
allowed). Recently, fishing with 
soft plastics—particularly large 
plastic shads invented over-
seas—has become increasingly 
popular, especially for more 
specialized pikers.

“The character ist ics of 
pike fisheries and how they’re 
managed varies throughout 
Europe,” says Arlinghaus. “In 
Germany, pike are protected 
by minimum-length-limits on 
every water, and there also are 
closed seasons during spawn-
ing times. Occasionally, local 
angling clubs develop their own 
special regulations that extend 
or strengthen statewide mini-
mum standards. Recently, the 
use of inverse slot-length limits 
to protect large, fecund spawn-
ers has been hotly debated.” 

A state fishing license is 
required in Germany, but 
anglers first need to pass a 
30-hour angling course focus-
ing on ecology, fishing tech-
niques, and animal welfare 
issues. Dr. Arlinghaus explains 
that even on public waters in 
Germany, those owned by the 
state, fishing rights are gen-
erally leased out to private 
angling associations and clubs 
as well as to inland commer-
cial fisheries. To access private 
waters, anglers need to obtain an 
additional fishing license from the 
above fishing-rights owners. Alter-
natively, many anglers join such 
a club, paying a yearly license fee 
that allows them to fish in the club’s 
waters. In West Germany, clubs are 
typically small, a couple of hundred 
members; in East Germany, angler 
associations manage thousands of 
hectares of water.

“Maybe t he most  st r i k i ng 
difference from North America is that 
most German anglers like to harvest 
pike,” Arlinghaus notes. “Many 

anglers keep what they catch over the 
minimum-length-limit and fill their 
bag limit, typically 2 fish per day. 
Rarely are pike voluntarily released—

this is most common among more 
specialized anglers. Catch-and-
releasing, however, is in conflict 
both with local rules that demand 
the harvest of legal-sized fish, and 
the German Animal Welfare Act, 
which prohibits the release of legal-
sized pike. The reason is a stringent 
interpretation of the Act that says: ‘If 
you go fishing without the intent of 
harvesting fish, you are cruel to fish.’ 

This makes conservation of pike 
challenging, since this species is so 
heavily targeted.

“A major outcome of intensive 
pike harvest i s  age and size 
truncation of pike stocks,” he says. 
“It’s virtually impossible to fish 
them so heavily that the species goes 
extinct; rather, large numbers of 

smaller fish accumulate below 
the minimum-length-limits. Of 
course, this isn’t advisable from 
both an ecological and social 
point of view, since anglers in 
my country like to occasionally 
catch a large fish, and large pike 
have an important functional 
role within ecosystems. 

“Monitoring of pike stocks in 
Germany is poorly developed 
because fishing rights are pri-
vate property and every angling 
club develops its own moni-
toring schemes,” he explains, 
“—problematic because of the 
lack of manpower and educa-
tion that angling clubs have in 
the basic principles of sampling. 
It’s mainly done by voluntary 
workers with little assistance 
from expert fishery agencies. As 
a result, too much pike manage-
ment is anecdotal, and it’s diffi-
cult to obtain a true picture of 
the status of pike stocks. 

“Although I can only speak 
for Germany, as situations are 
highly diverse across Europe, 
I think that habitat quality is 
another shared issue,” Arling-
haus says. “Pike abundance is 
tightly linked to healthy aquatic 
vegetation or otherwise struc-
tured habitat, and if it becomes 
deg raded,  t hei r  nu mbers 
decline, and it becomes difficult 
to sustain high pike abundance 
and good size structure.

“In Germany pike are regularly 
stocked, mainly as fry but sometimes 
as larger fish; but I doubt stocking is 
effectiveness because pike have the 
potential to control their own num-
bers through cannibalism. In the 
end, what matters is vegetated habi-
tat, and any pike stocked in excess of 
a water’s carrying capacity (the limit 
on pike that a water can support natu-
rally) is a victim of a cannibilization. 

“To support habitats for pike, local 
improvements have been done, such 
as opening of spawning sites in chan-
nelized systems, including in the 
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