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Introduction

Recently, some angling media attention has focused on a long-term pike monitoring programme conducted at
Windermere in the English Lake District by the Institute of Freshwater Ecology (IFE). Concern has been raised
amongst some sections of the pike angling community over these activities, particularly in the light of a recent
controversy over pike culling in Ireland. At the request of the Pike Anglers' Club of Great Britain and Ireland,
this article has been written to explain the background and current operation of this research. In particular, we
will take this opportunity to show that this scientific sampling currently has no adverse effect on the pike
population in Windermere and that, in fact, the population is now more abundant than it has been for several
decades.

First, however, we would like to emphasise that the current pike monitoring programme as conducted by IFE
is not a cull, which is defined in fishery terms as a selective killing or removal of fish for management purposes.
In fact, IFE has no management responsibility for the fish populations of Windermere or anywhere else. Rather,
its remit is to research and monitor fish populations, and many other aspects of freshwater ecosystems, in order
to gain a scientific understanding of their functioning and to enable their appropriate management by other
organisations with specific management obligations. Consequently, much of the fish research undertaken by
IFE is done so under commission to bodies such as the Environment Agency, the Ministry of Agriculture,
Fisheries and Food, and English Nature.

The water bodies of the English Lake District, and Windermere in particular, are some of the most extensively
studied and monitored lakes in the world. The resulting information provides society with an invaluable data
resource for our understanding of the complex interactions of lake food chains, and important applied issues
such as the enrichment of water bodies and global change. It is within this context that the 50+ year pike study,
the only one of its kind in Great Britain and Ireland, has made a major contribution to our knowledge of pike
ecology and management. Put in its simplest terms, the Windermere pike study is unique, invaluable, and
respected by fish ecologists and fisheries managers around the world.

The beginning of the study

While the current pike operations of IFE at Windermere are for exclusively scientific purposes, they did
originate from a pike cull undertaken during the Second World War and immediately thereafter. In 1941, an
exploratory fishery for perch was initiated by the Freshwater Biological Association (FBA) to produce fish for
human consumption. This proved successful and a commercial perch fishery continued on the lake until 1964,
running alongside a traditional fishery for Arctic Charr. In an attempt to protect and enhance the perch and
Arctic charr populations, the feasibility of operating a small scale gill net fishery for pike was assessed in the
winter of 1943/44.

During the above season, 88 pike were successfully caught and killed. Consequently, a much larger scale
operation was begun in the following winter, the catch of which was carefully examined and documented. For
each pike taken, biological information was gathered on features including length, weight, fecundity, and age.
Incidentally, early assessments of the validity of pike age determination using scales and the operculum (gill
cover) bone, and showing the greater reliability of the latter, were conducted at Windermere within this study
and are now routinely applied elsewhere in Europe and North America. The assessment of fecundity by
internal examination and age by examination of the operculum bone both require that the pike be killed. Such
data acquisition has continued to this day, evolving from a management cull to an exclusively scientific
monitoring programme.

The evolution from cull to scientific monitoring and its consequences.

As the reason for the pike programme changed from a cull to scientific monitoring, the sampling effort was
accordingly greatly reduced such that present levels are comparable with those of the exploratory fishing of
1943/44 (Fig. 1).
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