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Minnesota is home to 142 species of native fish.1 However, 26 species are designated as “rough 

fish”. The “rough fish” are generally species large enough to be caught with conventional angling gear, 

but not commonly utilized in American cuisine. (Fig 1) The term “rough fish” is defined by state statute 

(Minn. Stat. 97A.015, Subd. 43) but has no biological justification2.  

 The current regulations for the 26 species of native rough fish are largely unchanged since 1909 

(Minnesota Statutes, 1909, Chapter 545, § 2). However, some species have been removed from the 

rough fish definition, including yellow perch (Perca flavescens) and turtles. Most recently, burbot (Lota 

lota), lake whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis) and lake herring (C. artedi) were recategorized.  

Early management of native non-game fish was preoccupied with the presumed impacts of so called 

“rough fish” on game fish. However, those impacts have not been documented. 2,3 In fact, experimental 

rough fish removals conducted by the Minnesota DNR demonstrated the value of native rough fish to 

game fish.3 Native rough fish provide many ecosystem services.2 They are prey for game fish and birds of 

prey. They are host to imperiled freshwater mussels4. They can enhance the productivity of streams5. 

And, they compete with and prey on invasive species6. Furthermore, many species of rough fish are 

threatened in all or part of their range7. Seven species of Minnesota’s rough fish are listed as threatened 

by another state.  

Research shows that recreational harvest has a negative impact on fish populations. 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 

Possession limits are traditionally used to regulate recreational harvest on the assumption that harvest 

is density dependent.13 However, recreational harvest is not density dependent because fishing effort is 

directed to areas where fish concentrate.11 Active harvest methods which target schools of spawning 

fish are 200 times more efficient than angling. 14 This efficiency allows recreational fishers to maintain 

high catch rates even as populations decline. Highly efficient density independent fisheries require 

careful management to prevent stock collapse. Researchers are raising concern2, 15 and proposing 

regulatory reforms to address these issues.16  

A growing public awareness of our native rough fish17, 18 is creating an opportunity for regulatory 

reform. The Minnesota Division of the Izaak Walton League of America just passed a resolution calling 

for reforms to our native rough fish regulations. Adopting new regulations, which balance utilization and 

protection, will create responsible and sustainable fisheries.19  

I would like to propose a friendly amendment. Because the DNR is currently in process of creating 

possession limits for gar, the report must also include any rules in process or adopted.  

HF 2764 is the first step in rough fish regulatory reform, and it should be supported by all 

Minnesotans - especially those of us who pursue native, so called, rough fish.  
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Fig 1. A shorthead redhorse. 
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