THE NATURE CONSERVANCY’S EMIQUON PRESERVE: RESETTING AND RESTORING THE THOMPSON LAKE FISH COMMUNITY
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Thompson and Flag lakes, located in Fulton County, Illinois, were historically known as two of the most productive backwater lakes of the Illinois River.  In the early 1920’s, Thompson and Flag lakes were leveed from the Illinois River, drained, and farmed.  Eighty years later the land was purchased by The Nature Conservancy with the intention to restore the lakes to their natural state; a fully functional floodplain labeled the Emiquon Preserve.  In the spring of 2007, rotenone was applied to remaining agricultural ditches in an attempt to rid the existing waters of invasive and nuisance fish species.  The remnant farm ditches and the newly reformed Thompson Lake were then stocked with desirable fishes by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources in accordance with historical accounts of native fishes once present in the lakes. Thus far, 29 fish species have been stocked at the Emiquon Preserve.  The Illinois Natural History Survey’s Illinois River Biological Station has conducted preliminary fish and aquatic vegetation monitoring on Thompson Lake since its restoration.  We used a multiple gear approach to sample the fish population in Thompson Lake from July-November, 2007, and April-October, 2008.  We collected a total of 1,290 fish comprised of 8 species during the 2007 sampling period, and 32,907 fish comprised of 15 species in 2008.  Largemouth bass Micropterus salmoides comprised 90% of the total catch with a mean of 376 bass/ hour electrofishing in 2007.  In 2008, largemouth bass represented 3.1% of the total catch with a mean of 100 bass/hour electrofishing.  One invasive species, an individual adult common carp Cyprinus carpio, was collected while electrofishing in 2007, while one invasive species, YOY and adult goldfish Carassius auratus, were collected while electrofishing and fyke netting in 2008 suggesting rotenone survival or unintentional stocking.  Unidentified Lepomis spp. (bluegill L. macrochirus or pumpkinseed L. gibbosus <40mm) dominated the total catch in 2008 comprising 76.5% of the total catch.  Centrarchid diets were obtained using gastric lavage to determine the emerging food web, snorkeling surveys were conducted to determine habitat usage by fish species and size classes, and largemouth bass were Floy-tagged to determine growth rates, movement, and population size in 2008.  Aquatic vegetation sampling was also conducted in 2008 and showed a community comprised of 14 species dominated by coontail Ceratophyllum demersum.  The information gained from the fish and aquatic vegetation monitoring and supplemental research will help manage this system and provide future management recommendations for floodplain restoration efforts. 
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