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As I write my spring message, lake lovers are pre-
dicting when the ice will be out for this season. 
The last few months saw good ice conditions 

and winter recreation on Lake Vermilion for a change. 
My husband, Mike, reported seeing more ice houses 
than he’s ever observed during his annual trek across 
the ice from Shamrock Landing to the cabin. 

While winter gives us some “down 
time,” our board members have been 
busy learning what they can about 
how to improve and protect our lake. 
We attended meetings, webinars and 
conferences, such as the Minnesota De-
partment of Natural Resources (DNR) 
Roundtable, the International Rainy-
Lake of the Woods Watershed Forum, 

the Minnesota Coalition of Lake Association meetings, 
Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center 
(MAISRC) webinars, (including Starry Stonewort and 
Detector Connector meetings), MN FISH and state-
wide DNR Fishery workgroups, the Minnesota Lake 
Management Society Symposium, and Itasca Waters 
Practical Wisdom webinars. Sara Bright, our Lake 
Steward leader, even earned a “Minnesota Master Natu-
ralist” certificate!

Since hearing in January of the Governor’s proposed 
budget for 2025, we have been writing letters and 
contacting other groups affected by cuts of 50% to our 
Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS) Prevention Aid. As you 
might know, the county uses this grant money to help 
pay for AIS inspectors at our public landings to prevent 
the introduction of AIS into the lake. It is much more 
expensive to try to get rid of and manage AIS once it’s 
in the lake than to keep it out of the lake in the first 

place. Legislators are expected to vote on the approved 
budget in mid-May. See more information on page 4.

We continue to get inquiries about algae on the lake. 
Educational articles about algae have been included 
in past newsletters (see our Winter 2025 and Sum-
mer 2024 newsletters), but more information is being 
sought through other publications, research, and meet-
ings with the MPCA. We hope conditions will not favor 
algae growth as much this coming summer. See the 
article on page 17, which also highlights some interest-
ing new uses of algae to soak up pollution.

Another area that we are exploring is the use of under-
water drones for detecting AIS. We are contacting lake 
associations and other organizations that use them to 
see if this is a viable option for us. While we have used 
drones for cormorant counting, we do not have experi-
ence with the underwater drones.

I am happy to report that our project at the Vermilion 
Dam is progressing with our partnership with the For-
est Service and the DNR. Still needed is some analysis 
of ground disturbing activity and approval of docks, 
which could be done later this spring. We should have 
more information for you in our Summer Issue and at 
the Annual Meeting on July 26, see article on next page.

And remember, “Be like Bob” and invite your neigh-
bors and friends to join our lake association!

Take care and enjoy the water!

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

The Vermilion Lake Association newsletter is published quarterly and mailed to members. 

Managing Editor: Jessica Templeton, VLA Communications Leader

Content Editors: Terry Grosshauser, Fisheries Leader, and Lori Ptak, VLA President

Typography and design work by the Timberjay

Cover photo by Gary Grosshauser, VLA member

We welcome your contributions! Send story ideas and photos to Jessica at 
VermilionLakeAssociationNews@gmail.com

288

7622

Lori Ptak
VLA Board President/ 
Newsletter Volunteer
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Save the date! Vermilion Lake Association’s Annual Meeting
Camp Vermilion, 2555 Vermilion Camp Road, Cook, MN 

Saturday, July 26th,  2025 from 4-7pm

Enjoy an informative presentation by  Sunny Lucas, District Ranger, LaCroix Ranger 

District, Superior National Forest,  on the “Vermilion Hazardous Fuels Reduction Project.”

Learn more about the Superior National Forest’s treatments on Forest lands around Lake 

Vermilion to lessen wildfire hazards, reduce threats to public safety, and decrease potential 

damage to nearby properties.

Email invites will go out in early July, so watch your inbox, not your mailbox!

RSVP required by Friday, July 18 to:

Terrie Heimann: jtheimann@live.com 218-666-6057

Pat Michaelson: plmichaelson@gmail.com 612-306-7702
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As I mentioned in my President’s message, 
there has been a lot of activity and dis-
cussion around the Governor’s proposed 

cut to our Aquatic Invasive Species Prevention 
funding. Jeff Forester, Executive Director of 
Minnesota Lakes and Rivers 
Advocates (MLR), has lobbied 
in person at the Capitol to keep 
this funding in place. 

In 2014, MLR worked with the 
Legislature to develop Coun-
ty AIS Prevention Aid. MLR, 
among others, successfully 
lobbied this program in 2014. 
Since then, this fund has contributed millions to 
inspection, decontamination, signage, education and 
enforcement throughout the state. The data from 
the MN DNR is clear: Minnesota Lakes and Riv-
ers’ County AIS Prevention Aid formula, started in 
2014, has actually bent the New AIS Invasion Curve.

There is still time to make your voices heard. The 
Legislature will have to agree on the budget by May 
19th, which is the last scheduled day of its session. If 
they can’t agree on a budget, they will go into a spe-
cial session. MLR is encouraging stakeholders to call 

and write their legislators. You may also wish to:

Sign up for their Citizens Action Network so that 
they can get legislative updates and action alerts that 
will allow them to contact their legislators with one 
click. 

Become a Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates 
Member. MLR formed on Lake Vermilion in 1994, 
and has since become the most respected and 
effective lake and river group in the state. MLR is 
almost entirely dependent on voluntary membership 
contributions to protect our lake. 

Governor proposes 50% cuts to 
invasive species prevention funding

Become a volunteer!
Help Us Make a Beautiful Lake Even Better!

https://www.vermilionlakeassociation.org/get-involved/

Lori Ptak
VLA Board President/ 
Newsletter Volunteer

Join Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates (MLR)
https://www3.thedatabank.com/dpg/529/personal2.asp?formid=signup

Join Citizens Action Network
https://www3.thedatabank.com/dpg/529/personal2.asp?formid=signup

Governor Proposes 50% Cut to Aqua4c Invasive Species Preven4on Funding 
By Lori Ptak, VLA President 
 
As I mentioned in my President’s message, there has been a lot of activity and 
discussion around the Governor’s proposed cut to our Aquatic Invasive Species 
Prevention funding. Jeff Forester, Executive Director of Minnesota Lakes and Rivers 
Advocates (MLR), has lobbied in person at the Capitol to keep this funding in place.  
 
In 2014, MLR worked with the Legislature to develop County AIS Prevention Aid. We 
successfully lobbied this program in 2014. Since then this fund has contributed $100 
million to inspection, decontamination, signage, education and enforcement. The data 
from the MN DNR is clear: Minnesota Lakes and Rivers’ County AIS Prevention Aid 
formula, started in 2014, has actually bent the New AIS Invasion Curve. 
 

 
 
There is still time to make your voices heard. The legislature will have to agree on the 
budget by May 19th, which is the last scheduled day of its session. If they can't agree 
on a budget, they will go into a special session. So call and write your legislators today.  
 
There are two things you can do to help us push back on this misguided budget cut:  

1. Sign up for their Citizen's Action Network so that they can get legislative 
updates and action alerts that will allow them to contact their legislators with 
one click.  

2. Become a Minnesota Lakes and Rivers Advocates Member. MLR formed on 
Lake Vermilion in 1994, and has since become the most respected and 
effective lake and river group in the state. MLR is almost entirely dependent on 
voluntary membership contributions to protect our lake. Join MLR 
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Zebra mussels can sometimes elude 
discovery by humans assigned to 
inspect boats hauled into and out of 

Minnesota lakes. But dogs, with their ability 
to smell 10,000 - 100,000 times better than 
humans, help discover boats with zebra 
mussels.  

Last summer, Minnesota’s 
DNR K9 officers em-
ployed three dogs trained 
to “sniff ” for the scent 
of stealthy zebra mussel 
hitch hikers. The dogs 
provided faster and more 
thorough inspections, 
greatly improving the effi-
ciency of conservation of-
ficers and boat inspectors. 

The K9 zebra mussel detection teams pro-
vided educational demonstrations at several 
public events including the Minnesota State 
Fair. They also performed 151 inspections at 
seven AIS check stations throughout the state.  

Brad Muyres, one of the DNR conservation officers 
working with the dogs, traveled to California, where 
more than a dozen dogs are utilized to find zebra and 
quagga mussels, another invasive species. The dogs 
and their handlers went through five weeks of train-
ing, teaching the dogs to identify the scent of zebra 
mussels. Once a scent had been picked up, the dogs 
would sit at the site and be rewarded with a ball.  

Not all dogs are up for the task. Muyres said it is a 
challenge to find the right dog with the right temper-
ament, sociability, search drive, stability and focus. 
Trying to get all of those elements together in the 
same dog can be really difficult. But when found 
either through a shelter or breeder, that dog may be 
one of the happiest DNR employees, happy to re-
ceive a ball, Kong or tug toy for services rendered. 
Off duty, they are content to lounge around and just 
hang out.

Nancy Watkins
VLA Board Member/ 
AIS Co-Leader

The Paw Patrol sniffs out zebra mussels

Wear your new caps proudly...
Show your support for your lake association. The price is right! Cap prices 
are $20, plus $7 shipping per order.  When you order 3 or more hats the 
shipping will be $9. Free local pickup is available. Order online at

  https://www.vermilionlakeassociation.org/merchandise/caps/

For more information contact Jerry Lepper, 218-753-2629 (H) or 218-404-2320 or email at 
jnclep4@frontiernet.net

Thank you for helping us improve and protect our lake!
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Lake water can carry a variety of AIS that are 
not visible to the naked eye. Live well/bait wa-
ter could be transporting larvae of AIS, plant 

fragments of AIS, and invasive viruses, bacteria or 
other microscopic invaders. Studies estimate that 

109 non-native species have been 
introduced in the United States 
through the use and release of live 
bait.

Unfortunately, there is not much 
information on water regulations 
pertaining to aerated live wells/bait 
containers. Aerated bait buckets that 
remain in boats without contamina-

tion are muddying the waters of Minnesota aquatic 
species regulations. Currently, the Minnesota DNR 
does not differentiate between aerated wells and 
bucket types.

Regulations on transport of water
As of July 1, 2012, the following regulations apply 
to the transportation of water in boats and other 
water-related equipment by boaters from all waters 
in the state ($100 civil penalty or misdemeanor):

 A person leaving waters of the state must drain 
all water from water-related equipment, including 
bait containers, live wells, and bilges, by removing 
the drain plug before transporting the watercraft and 
equipment from the water access or riparian prop-

erty.

 Drain plugs, bailers, valves, or other devices used 
to control the draining of water from ballast tanks, 
bilges, and live wells must be removed or opened 
while transporting watercraft and water-related 
equipment.

 Emergency response vehicles and equipment may 
be transported on a public road with the drain plug 
or other similar device replaced only after all water 
has been drained from the equipment upon leaving 
the water body.

The following are exempt from this subdivision: por-
table bait containers used by licensed aquatic farms; 
portable bait containers used when fishing through 
the ice, except on waters designated infested for viral 
hemorrhagic septicemia (VHS); and marine sanitary 
systems.

 Bait may NOT be disposed of in waters of the 
state. Dispose all unwanted bait in the trash or bring 
clean water from home to transport unused bait.

 PRACTICE CLEAN, DRAIN, DRY before enter-
ing and before leaving  each body of water. 

 

Gary Haugen
AIS Co-Leader

Regulations for managing aerated 
live wells or bait bucket water

The Vermilion Lake Association is grateful for donations received in memory of beloved friends, family,                                                
and neighbors. These gifts were received January 1, 2025 through March 31, 2025

In Memory...
Alpha Smaby
Arlene Branwall
Daniel Machacek
Don Anderson

Doug Wallace
Mike Huseby
Elio Pietrini
Joel Tracy

John and Ruth Stapleton
Matt Mihelich
Tim Flanagan
Tod Polley

Volnry “Zip” Hansen
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John Yocum
VLA Board Member

Starting on July 1, 2025, the State of Minnesota 
will require motorboat and personal watercraft 
operators born on or after July 1, 2004 (21 years 

of age and younger) to have a valid watercraft oper-
ator’s permit, which they can obtain 
by taking an online boating safety 
course. This requirement will be 
expanded to include older age groups 
over the next three years; by 2028, 
anyone born on or after July 1, 1987, 
will need to have a permit before 
operating a motorboat or personal 
watercraft. 

Youth operators under the age of 12 may operate a 
motorboat with less than 75 hp if an accompanying 
operator is on board. They may not operate a person-
al watercraft, even when an adult is on board. Also 

effective July 1, 2025, no one under the age of 18 
will be able to rent or lease a motorboat, including a 
personal watercraft.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) recommends that all adults take the online 
boating safety course to enhance their knowledge 
and safety. You can read more about the regulations 
at the DNR’s website. 

As we find out more information relating to these 
new laws, such as whether local schools are going to 
offer boating safety classes enabling young boaters 
to meet this requirement, we will publish it on our 
website and Facebook page. 

New Minnesota laws impacting young boaters

The DNR has plans for improvements at two 
Lake Vermilion Public Water Accesses, thanks 
in part to funding from the 2023 Get Out 

MORE  (Modernize Outdoor Recreation Experienc-
es) legislation. The projects are at Moccasin Point 

and Oak Narrows. The $35 million 
statewide investment is intended to 
make DNR-operated public water ac-
cesses accessible to all users, meet the 
needs of modern watercraft, improve 
protection of public waters from 
stormwater runoff and invasive spe-
cies, and enhance climate resilience.

I spoke with Scott Kelling from the DNR, who is 
managing the project. He reported that plans for the 
design for Moccasin Point are to be finalized in July 
of 2025, bids taken in August, and construction to 
start after the 2025 boating season. So while there 
will be no disruption to recreational boating use 
in 2025, there will be parking restrictions in 2026, 
when the bulk of the work is expected. During 2026, 
commercial lake service providers (barge, marina, 
docks and lifts, etc.) will continue to use Moccasin 
Point, but recreational users will need to go to nearby 

public or private landings, such as the Black Duck 
Bay public access. 

Some of the details for the project include improving 
the parking lot (asphalt, curbs, gutters) with about 
100 parking spots. There will be three ramps instead 
of two. Two will be for recreational boat users and 
one for barges. The current concrete pier will be 
replaced with an updated design. There will also be 
three new accessible mooring docks to the south of 
the ramps. For more details about the project, see the 
article in the Timberjay dated March 20, 2025. 

At Oak Narrows Landing, the existing concrete 
ramps and wooden crib dock will be replaced start-
ing with the ramps in late summer, with the dock to 
follow in the fall.

The DNR is planning an Open House/Public Meet-
ing for early summer so users of those sites can see 
the plans and get their questions answered about 
construction and options for parking in 2026. Once 
the details are finalized, we will let members know 
via Facebook and eVermilion. 

Lori Ptak
VLA Board President/ 
Newsletter Volunteer

Moccasin Point and Oak Narrows Landing improvements
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Matt Hennen
Large Lake
Specialist DNR    

Lake Vermilion is an exceptional multispecies 
fishery that is a destination for anglers to expe-
rience tremendous catch-and-harvest oppor-

tunities. Results from the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources’ (DNR) fall survey in 2024 indi-
cated walleye numbers may be down slightly in 2025 

from recent years. Anglers may also 
notice differences in catch-and-har-
vest rates between the east and west 
basins. Above average numbers of 
fish were found in West Vermilion, 
with notable numbers under 17 
inches resulting from recent moder-
ate to strong year-classes produced 
in that basin. Slightly below-average 
numbers were found in East Ver-

milion, partially the result of a weak 2022 year-class. 
However, a moderate number of those fish were in 
the preferred harvest range of 13 to 20 inches. A de-
cent number of smaller fish in the system will likely 
grow into the size range anglers prefer. 

Anglers will also have opportunities to catch other 
species in Lake Vermilion. Anglers targeting mus-
kellunge (muskies) will find opportunities for quality 
fish with trophy potential. Muskies measuring 45 
inches or larger make up a substantial proportion of 
the population, and a significant number of fish over 
50 inches are also present. Anglers targeting small-
mouth bass will find good numbers throughout the 
lake, with West Vermilion holding higher numbers 
of fish and East Vermilion providing a larger average 
size. Largemouth bass can be found in very low num-
bers overall, but certain areas of West Vermilion pro-
vide the best angling opportunities. Although north-
ern pike abundance is generally low overall, they do 
provide catch-and-harvest opportunities with the 
possibility for a trophy fish over 40 inches. Yellow 
perch numbers were down in the 2024 survey, but 
plenty of fish over 10 inches in the population will 
present harvest opportunities in 2025. Black crappie 
numbers are moderate compared to other lakes in 
the area with more fish found in West Vermilion. The 
crappies sampled in recent spring surveys were large, 

averaging close to 10 inches, with fish over 14 inch-
es in the population. Vermilion produces moderate 
numbers and size for bluegills. Higher numbers can 
be found in West Vermilion, but fish over 9 inches 
can be found throughout the lake. Finally, whitefish 
and ciscoes (tullibee) offer harvest opportunities 
that primarily occur during the fall sport gill-netting 
season while also serving as important prey for the 
predator species in the lake.

A special regulation exists for walleyes where all fish 
from 20 to 26 inches must be immediately released, 
and the possession limit is four walleyes with only 
one fish over 26 inches allowed. Anglers are also 
reminded that since 2019, northern pike have been 
managed under the Northeast Zone regulations 
requiring immediate release of all angled fish be-
tween 30 and 40 inches with only one over 40 inches 
allowed in a two fish possession limit. Separate reg-
ulations exist for dark house spearing which allows 
spearers to have two pike in possession but only 
one may be over 26 inches. All other fish species are 
managed under current statewide fishing regulations.

Fisheries Management
Lake Vermilion is composed of two major basins, 
East Vermilion (east of Oak Narrows) and West Ver-
milion (west of Oak Narrows). Each basin is slightly 
different in terms of habitat and fish communities. 
The lake is part of the Minnesota DNR Large Lake 
Monitoring Program which includes annual fisher-
ies population assessments, fish contaminant and 
disease inspections, water quality monitoring, zoo-
plankton surveys, aquatic invasive species surveil-
lance, and regularly scheduled creel surveys. Since 
1984, standardized fish population assessments have 
occurred for Lake Vermilion using a variety of sam-
pling gears to collect various fish species at different 
life stages. Fisheries assessments are standardized to 
ensure the same sampling gear is used at the same 
locations during the same time of year to accurately 
track population trends over time. Length, weight, 
age, and other scientific data are collected for fish of 

Status of the Lake Vermilion Fishery 
2025 Angling Prospects
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management concern. 

The current Lake Vermilion 
Fisheries Management Plan 
summarizes goals, objec-
tives, and activities to help 
guide fisheries management. 
Since 1971, DNR has an-
nually operated a walleye 
spawn take and hatchery 
each spring, excluding 2020 
due to COVID. The hatchery 
is located near the mouth 
of the Pike River, which is a 
major tributary to Lake Ver-
milion. A proportion of the 
walleye fry produced annu-
ally at the Pike River Hatch-
ery are put back into Lake 
Vermilion as outlined in the 
current management plan. 
The walleye fry stocked into 
Lake Vermilion are replaced 
at a higher rate than would be hatched naturally 
from the eggs taken during spawn take operations. In 
2024, 9.1 million walleye fry were stocked into Lake 
Vermilion. In the previous 10 years, outside of 2020, 
between 5.0 and 10.0 million walleye fry have been 
stocked annually in Vermilion. Because the walleye 
population in Lake Vermilion is primarily driven by 
natural reproduction, reduced walleye fry stocking 
rates over the last 25 plus years have not resulted in 

a decline in abundance, rather abundance has in-
creased due to various factors.   

A muskellunge stocking program began in 1987 with 
the goal of establishing a low-density, high-quali-
ty muskie fishery in Lake Vermilion. The current 
management plan calls for a base stocking quota of 
3,000 Leech Lake strain fingerlings annually with 

 

Figure 1. Gill-net catch rate (fish/net) of walleyes in Lake Vermilion from 1984-2024. The horizontal dashed line 
represents the management plan objective. The solid line represents the 3-year moving average. 

A gill-net bouy floating as steam fog rises off the surface of Lake Vermilion

Continued on next page
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up to 2,000 surplus fingerlings per two-year peri-
od, as available. In 2024, the base stocking quota of 
3,000 fingerlings was achieved along with 17 surplus 
fingerlings for a total of 3,017 muskie fingerlings 
stocked. All muskie fingerlings stocked into Lake 
Vermilion since 2017 (total = 24,652 fish) have been 
implanted with passive integrated transponder (PIT) 
tags to learn more about the population and further 
evaluate management strategies. Recently, PIT-
tagged fish are showing up in fisheries assessments 
and being reported by anglers who have PIT tag 
readers. Additionally, natural reproduction has been 
documented.

Walleye
Most anglers come to Lake Vermilion to fish for 
walleyes, and walleyes account for the most fish 
caught and harvested of any species on an annual ba-
sis. In 2024, the DNR’s fall gill-net survey produced 
a slightly below-average lakewide walleye catch rate 
which was a decline from higher catches observed 
during the previous four years. The lower catch rate 
was the result of recent weaker year-classes produced 
in 2020 and 2022. When looking at the individual 
basins, the 2024 West Vermilion catch rate was above 
average. This continues a trend of five consecutive 
years of high catches in West Vermilion largely re-
sulting from an exceptionally strong 2018 year-class 
and a strong 2021 year-class. Low numbers of fish 

showing up from the 2022 year-class in East Vermil-
ion are partially to blame for the slightly below-aver-
age walleye catch rate in that basin in 2024. 

Overall, fair numbers of fish can be found from 13 to 
20 inches lakewide, which is generally the size range 
anglers prefer to harvest. Additionally, above-average 
numbers of smaller fish from 11 to 13 inches were 
present in the population last fall. These fish will 
grow throughout the 2025 fishing season and provide 
catch and harvest opportunities. Moderate numbers 
of fish 20 inches and larger will continue to provide 
memorable catch opportunities throughout the lake.

Recently, walleye recruitment in Lake Vermilion 
has been on a boom-and-bust cycle with weak 
year-classes occurring in 2017 and 2020 followed by 
strong year-classes the following years in 2018 and 
2021. This is fairly normal for walleye populations 
driven primarily by natural reproduction. Early esti-
mates indicate this trend may not hold in the near-
term with moderate year-classes produced in 2022 
and 2023. Fortunately, back-to-back weak year-class-
es have not occurred since 2008 and 2009.

Fall electrofishing provides useful information on 
abundance and growth of young-of-the-year (YOY) 
walleyes, which are not well represented in the gill-
net survey. In Lake Vermilion, both the catch rate 
and the average length of YOY walleyes help predict 
future year-class strength. In 2024, high catches of 
larger-than-normal YOY walleyes create the poten-
tial for a strong year-class to be produced.

Fishery...from previous page

 

Figure 2. Length frequency distribution of gill-net captured walleyes (dark bars) in Lake Vermilion in 2024 in relation to the 
historic median length frequency distribution from 1984 to 2023 (light gray).  
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Muskellunge
Muskies provide an important catch-and-release 
sport fishery on Lake Vermilion with the potential 
for trophy fish. Muskies are second only to walleyes 
in terms of popularity for Lake Vermilion anglers. 
The muskie population was established via a stocking 
program that began in the late 1980s with the goal of 
providing a low-density, high-quality fishery. During 
the most recent targeted assessment conducted in 
2019, muskies averaged just under 45 inches with 
over 40% of fish measuring 45 inches or larger. 
Additionally, about 11% of the fish sampled were 
50 inches or larger. Assessment options are being 
planned for obtaining adult population estimates 
along with evaluating recent stocking strategies and 
natural reproduction. 

Smallmouth Bass
Smallmouth bass are found throughout Lake Ver-
milion and the population provides an important 
fishery. They are typically the third most sought after 
species by Lake Vermilion anglers behind walleyes 
and muskies. Release rates are very high and mini-
mal harvest occurs. Overall, smallmouth bass abun-
dance in Lake Vermilion has trended upward over 
the last three decades. Abundance and size structure 
differ by basin, as West Vermilion holds higher num-
bers of fish that are much smaller on average when 
compared to East Vermilion. Anglers can find fish 
over 19 inches in the population.

Largemouth Bass
Largemouth bass are a minor component of the Lake 
Vermilion fishery and are primarily found in West 
Vermilion. Few anglers come to Lake Vermilion to 
specifically target largemouth bass, but the popula-
tion provides some angling opportunities. They are 
primarily a catch-and-release species with very high 
release rates. Largemouth bass are not abundant and 
are limited to specific areas of preferred habitat in 
the lake. However, DNR electrofishing, gill-net, and 
creel data suggests a stable to increasing population, 
primarily in West Vermilion.

Northern Pike
Northern pike are found in relatively low numbers in 
Lake Vermilion with higher catches in West Vermil-
ion. The 2024 gill-net survey produced a moderate 
catch rate for Lake Vermilion, but overall, a declin-
ing trend has been observed lake-wide over the past 
three decades. Simultaneously, the size structure has 
shifted towards larger fish due in part to protected 
slot limit regulations that have been in place since 
2003. In 2024, sampled pike length ranged from 20 
to almost 38 inches suggesting anglers and spearers 
can find fish with a solid average size and trophy 
potential.

Continued on next page

Net full of fingerling muskies ready to be stocked into 
Lake Vermilion
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Yellow Perch
Yellow perch are a primary 
forage species in Lake Vermilion 
that also provide anglers catch-
and-harvest opportunities. In 
2024, survey results indicated 
perch abundance was down from 
the previous 6 years and over-
all lower than what is typically 
observed in Lake Vermilion. 
However, periodic fluctuations 
in perch numbers are normal for 
most systems. The average size of 
sampled fish was fairly large with 
notable numbers over 10 inches, 
potentially providing anglers 
catch-and-harvest opportunities 
in 2025. East Vermilion holds 
much larger fish on average, but 
lower numbers compared to 
West Vermilion.

Black Crappie 
Black crappies are generally a minor component of 
the Lake Vermilion fishery that can provide good 
fishing opportunities especially in the spring. Typi-
cally, few anglers specifically target them, but anglers 
tend to keep what they catch. Recent spring surveys 
suggest decent numbers are found in Vermilion com-
pared to other area lakes, but overall abundance is 
fairly low compared to elsewhere in the state. How-
ever, the sampled crappies ran large, averaging close 
to 10 inches, with fish over 14 inches in the popula-
tion. Both basins can produce large fish, but higher 
overall numbers can be found in West Vermilion.

Bluegill
Bluegills can provide catch-and-harvest opportu-
nities for anglers fishing Lake Vermilion. Typically, 
very few anglers come to Lake Vermilion seeking 
bluegills, but they tend to be one of the most caught 
and harvested species in terms of total numbers. 
Recent spring surveys suggest moderate numbers 

and size for bluegills found in Vermilion compared 
to other area lakes. Both basins can produce fish over 
9 inches, but West Vermilion holds much higher 
numbers of fish overall.

Aquatic Invasive Species
Aquatic invasive species are non-native animals 
and plants that do not naturally occur in Minnesota 
waters and cause varying levels of ecological and 
economic harm. Lake users should follow Minne-
sota’s aquatic invasive species laws to prevent intro-
duction and minimize the spread of invasive species. 
Several invasive species are present at varying levels 
in Lake Vermilion including Chinese mystery snails, 
curly-leaf pondweed, purple loosestrife, rusty cray-
fish, spiny waterflea, and Heterosporis sutherlandae 
(an invasive parasite that affects the muscle tissue of 
infected fish).

Rusty crayfish, native to the Ohio River basin, are in-
vasive crustaceans that were first captured in fisheries 
survey gear in Lake Vermilion in 1986. The popu-
lation rapidly increased and they became abundant 
in a significant portion of East Vermilion by 1993. 

Fishery...from previous page

Microscopic view of the otolith of a 22-year-old walleye. Fish otoliths, also 
known as ear stones or ear bones, are small, calcium carbonate structures 
found in the inner ear of bony fish, aiding in balance and hearing, and are 
used to determine a fish's age and life history
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Overall, catches of rusty crayfish 
in the annual gill-net survey dis-
play a relatively stable trend since 
the early 1990s, with considerable 
annual fluctuations. Rusty cray-
fish continue to be substantially 
more abundant in East Vermil-
ion, particularly in Big Bay, but 
the population has continued to 
expand in West Vermilion. They 
have significantly reduced aquat-
ic plant beds in certain areas and 
have displaced native crayfish.

Double-crested 
Cormorants

In 2024, double-crested cormo-
rant nest counts during peak 
nesting on Potato Island totaled 
453 nests, which was similar to 2023. No new nest-
ing colonies have been established outside of Potato 
Island. Ultimately, negative impacts on fisheries pop-
ulations of management concern, specifically yellow 
perch and walleye, appear to be negligible at this 
point. Cormorant and fish populations will continue 
to be monitored.

Fishing Tournaments
Historically, relatively few fishing tournaments have 
been permitted annually on Lake Vermilion, com-
pared to other popular Minnesota lakes. Recently, 
between four and eight permitted tournaments have 
occurred annually. In 2025, nine tournaments have 
been permitted. The DNR regulates fishing tour-
naments to protect fish and fish habitat, to restrict 
activity during high use periods, and for the safety 
of the participants. Regulating contests helps reduce 
potential conflicts with other lake users. DNR per-
mits are required for fishing tournaments that meet 
certain conditions and permits have been issued for 
the following tournaments in 2025:

 May 17: Safelite Walleye Classic 
(maximum 250 anglers/125 boats)

 May 18: Minnesota Bass Federation 
(maximum 60 anglers/30 boats)

 June 3: Champions Tour 
(maximum 67 anglers/67 boats)

 June 28: Up North Bass 
(maximum 50 anglers/25 boats)

 July 22: MN Junior B.A.S.S. Nation 
(maximum 80 anglers/40 boats)

 August 8: MN High School Muskie State Champi-
onship (maximum 40 anglers/20 boats)

 August 10: AIM Weekend Walleye Series 
(maximum 200 anglers/100 boats)

 August 24: Student Angler Tournament Trail 
(maximum 200 anglers/100 boats)

 October 4: Safelite Legacy Challenge 
(maximum 250 anglers/125 boats)

A PIT-tagged muskie that was recaptured several years after being stocked
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Thanks to all our business members

Our organization’s work to 
protect and improve Lake 
Vermilion is a team effort!

We appreciate the financial sup-
port provided by our business 
members, their employees who 
volunteer to help with our com-
munity service projects, and our 
business members’ willingness to 
share our story with their custom-
ers.

When you visit these businesses, 
please thank them for their sup-
port.

ALS Consulting LLC  

Aronson Boat Works  

B.I.C. Realty  

Broten Construction Inc  

Camp Vermilion  

Cook Chamber of Commerce  

Crosswater at Lake Vermilion  

Dennie Construction  

Dock & Lift Service - Spring Park 
MN  

Eagle Dock and Lift  

East Dhu River Sawmill  

Ernie’s Daughter Upholstery  

Forest Lane Resort LLC  

Grandview Lodge  

Hagemeyer & Co  

Head-O-Lake Resort  

Indigo Seagull  

Janisch Realty  

LaFavor Heating LLC  

Lake Vermilion Guides League  

Lake Vermilion Houseboats

Lake Vermilion Resort Associa-
tion  

Lori Melbostad, Realtor  

Ludlows Island Resort  

Manick Docks  

Marshview Properties LLC  

Montana Café LLC  

Muskego Point Resort  

Nelson Williams Linings Inc  

Nordic Home North  

Northern Waters Company  

Panichi Guide Service  

Pehrson Lodge Resort  

Pike Bay Lodge  

Range Reliable Agency, Inc.  

Retreat Lodge  

Russell Hyppa, Ltd.  

Spring Bay Resort  

Stefans Center Island 

The Timberjay

The Tire Shop  

Timbuktu Marina  

Tower-Soudan Agency  

Tri-State Lake Property Manage-
ment  

Vermilion Land Office - Cook  

Vermilion Land Office - Tower  

W.A. Fisher Printing  

Waschke Family Chevrolet  

Wheel City Motors Inc  

Whispering Winds Resort  

White Eagle Resort  

Zup’s Food Markets  

Nancy Watkins and Gary 
Haugen are pleased to 
announce that St. Louis 

County fully funded the VLA’s grant 
application for $35,500. Monies 
received will be used to continue 
watercraft inspections and cleaning, 
improving public awareness and 
education regarding AIS threats, 

enhancing early response efforts and 
expanding public and private part-
nerships. The VLA has been fortu-
nate to have received grant monies 
for AIS prevention since 2014. Since 
then, not one new AIS infestation 
has been detected.  

Vermilion Lake Association receives AIS funding

288

7622
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Cook 
Terry Grosshauser, Fisheries Leader, Oak Narrows, 218-666-0580, 
608-207-1509,  terrygrosshauser@gmail.com

Eric Hanson, Head-O-Lakes Bay,  218-666-5478, 218-780-1563, 
eric@pehrsonlodge.com 

Kelly Ludlow, Secretary, Oak Narrows, 218-235-7775, 
knberg99@yahoo.com

Pat Michaelson, Acting Vice-President, Waconda Bay, 
612-306-7702, plmichaelson@gmail.com

Mark Schmidt, Treasurer, Head-O-Lakes/Richie Bay, 612-810-4570,  
bigwalleye55@gmail.com 

Lisa Tamte, Member Records, 612-475-3064, ltamte@gmail.com

Dwight Warkentin, Niles Bay, 651-269-0674, 
dhwarkentin@hotmail.com

Tower
Craig Beveroth, Water Quality Leader, Pike Bay, 952-428-9155, 
cbeveroth@comcast.net 

Sara Bright, Lake Steward Program Leader, Smarts Bay, 
VLALakeSteward@gmail.com

Gary Haugen, AIS Co-Leader, Big Bay,                
612-720-2853, 218-753-3021,  ghmedrep@gmail.com

Andrine Lemieux, Volunteer Coordinator, 
218-979-7893, lemieux.andrine@gmail.com

Jerry Lepper, Daisy Bay, 218-753-2629, 
218-404-2320, jnclep4@frontiernet.net

Lori Ptak, President, Bystrom Bay, lori@ptak.org

Nancy Watkins, AIS Co-Leader, 320-291-2363, 2bitfarm@gmail.com

John Yocum, Fisheries Leader, 407-873-3883,  snootman@aol.com

Jessica Templeton, Communications Leader, Frazer Bay, 
763-923-8665, communications@vermilionlakeassociation.org

Board of Directors and Officers 2024-2025

The VLA Board is seeking a volunteer 
to help lead and expand our loon 
program. Some tasks/responsibilities 

could include:

 Create educational resources (research, 
websites, etc.)

 Explore putting together training for a 
volunteer loon rescue team

 Communicate with VLA Loon Count and 
Loon Cam Leaders

 Consult with area loon experts (monitors, 
researchers, rescuers)

 Provide Loon Platform education, development, 
placement

 Run “Get the Lead Out” programs

 Contribute to newsletter and Social Media

 Possibly join the VLA board as this leader

If interested, contact our volunteer coordinator, 
Andrine Lemieux at  lemieux.andrine@gmail.com 

Are you Loony for Loons?
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In the spring of 2022, I applied 
for a grant from Blue Thumb 
and the Lawns2Legumes 

program to establish a residen-
tial pollinator habitat to support 

at-risk pollina-
tor species. My 
application with 
a detailed plan 
was accepted, and 
I was awarded a 
$350 grant for 
cost-share fund-
ing. 

In the fall of 2022, I was able to 
start my new pollinator garden 
near my lakeside buffer zone with 
aid for plant selection from Prai-
rie Restoration, Inc. I picked up 
144 plants and mulch, and with 
help of Becca Reiss from SWCD 
and the Civilian Conservation 
Corps, the project was completed 
with less lawn to be mowed. 

My biggest success in Spring 
2023 was with monarch butterfly 
larva feeding on swamp milk-
weed. During the 2024 spring 
flooding, my survivors were the 
milkweed and blue vervain. Over 
the years, I have planted multiple 
pollinator gardens, and this year, 

My pollinator garden

 

 

[Please place near lawns to legumes article and box on SWCD workshops] 
 
 
Be a lake steward!  
 
Are you curious about whether your property qualifies for a Lake Steward award, or are you 
looking for ideas to improve alignment to best stewardship practices? Visit the VLA website 
and take the “Are You a Lake Steward” Survey:  
 
https://www.vermilionlakeassociation.org/other-programs/become-a-lake-steward/ 
 

 
 
We are always looking for volunteers for the Lake Steward program. We will provide training 
and mentoring to all new volunteers. Contact Sara Bright, Lake Steward Program Leader: 
VLALakeSteward@gmail.com 

Be a lake steward! 

Are you curious about whether your property qualifies for a Lake Steward award, 
or are you looking for ideas to improve alignment to best stewardship practices? 
Visit the VLA website and take the “Are You a Lake Steward” Survey: 

https://www.vermilionlakeassociation.org/other-programs/become-a-lake-steward/

We are always looking for volunteers for the Lake Steward program. We will provide 
training and mentoring to all new volunteers. Contact Sara Bright, Lake Steward Pro-

gram Leader: VLALakeSteward@gmail.com

Becca Reiss, SWCD and the Conservation Civilian Corps planted the new 
pollinator garden by the shoreline of Lake Vermilion.

Below: Swamp milkweed helps attract monarch butterflies.

I had the largest numbers I 
have ever seen of the large 
and rusty patched bumble 
bee and mason bees. 

As we all know, pollinators 
are in trouble due to habitat 
loss, pesticides, and patho-
gens. You can help even with 
small plantings of native and 
annual flowers.

Wayne Suoja
VLA Board Member
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Craig Beveroth
VLA Board Member- 
Water Quality Leader

Water quality update

The SWCD can help you with your conservation projects! 

Your local soil and water conservation district (SWCD) is here to help landowners with conserva-
tion needs on shorelines and other properties. Technical and financial assistance is available for 
many types of projects. Some possibilities are highlighted below.

 Shoreline restorations, including converting turf grass to native plants, failing retaining walls, and other 
erosion issues.

 Forestry management, including woodland stewardship plans and spruce budworm work.

 Stormwater mitigation, including rain gardens and other best management practices.

If you have questions or are just curious, please contact us. We are always happy to chat or come take a 
look at a site.

Keep an eye on the VLA Facebook account for SWCD-hosted shoreline restoration workshop dates!

Do you ever wonder why those green, slimy, 
sometimes smelly, messes of algae at the 
water surface that we see in the summer and 

fall get such a bad rap? While this is justified, some 
biochemists consider some of the 46,000+ recog-
nized species of algae attractive due to their ability to 
grow 10 times faster than land plants, produce 70% 
of Earth’s oxygen, capture up to 2.5 tons of CO2 per 
acre daily, and remove ammonia, nitrate, and phos-
phorus from wastewater. Start-ups in Morocco, Hong 

Kong, Italy, and Portugal are genet-
ically engineering strains of algae to 
capture carbon and remove water 
pollution. With the climate warming, 
we’re seeing increased algal blooms 
in pristine northern lakes like Ver-
milion and Lake of the Woods. Be-
fore we declare algae the silver bullet 
for the world’s environmental woes, 

however, we need to figure out what to do with the 
algae mess left over. So this summer, maybe look at 

Additional algae resources and how to report blooms:

https://www.pca.state.mn.us/air-water-land-climate/blue-green-algae-and-harmful-algal-blooms

https://cyanos.org/bloomwatch/

Continued on page 19
Algae in Norwegian Bay. Photo by Dave Coughlin
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Author interview by 
Kathleen Moccio

Like many of you, I love 
exploring the lake and 
learning about its histo-

ry. Reading stories about the 
early resorts and settlers has 
been interesting but it always 
left me wanting a more com-
plete understanding. What 
about the Ojibwe – a people 
who are part of the past, 
present, and future of the 
lake? So, I started to look for 
information. Walter Kurth, 
Taylor’s Island, as well as Bill 
King, Linda Grover and Carl 
Gawboy, Ojibwe teachers and 
historians, generously shared 
information and perspectives. 
I wrote this article to share 
some of the history I learned with 
you. 

On Nov. 9, 2024, I had the pleasure 
of speaking with Carl Gawboy, a 
nationally recognized artist, histo-
rian, teacher, and member of the 
Bois Forte Band of Ojibwe, about 
his book, “Fur Trade Nation: An 
Ojibwe’s Graphic History.” Through 
over 800 pen and ink drawings, the 
book provides a beautifully illus-
trated narrative of Ojibwe history 
and culture. Here are excerpts from 
our conversation.

When did you first conceive of Fur 
Trade Nation?

I was raised in Ely. My father and 
other men I knew ran traplines. 
It’s what men did. When I was a 
sophomore in high school, I started 
running traplines. So, from a very 
young age I thought about trapping 

and its importance to this area. The 
fur trade lasted for more than 250 
years, longer than mining, people 
still trap. People need to pay more 
attention to the history of the fur 
trade and the Ojibwe’s critical role 
in it to understand this area and its 
development.

What was the biggest challenge 
in making Fur Trade Nation a 
reality? 

Painting Ojibwe history. There is 
much to tell and I started doing 
sketches for the book about five 
years ago. I drew approximately 
1,000 illustrations – each one was 
a separate sheet of paper. Another 
challenge was creating the right 
typeset for the narrative. A designer 
came up with a font that matches 
my handwriting.  

Was there a particular miscon-
ception about the Ojibwe that you 

hoped to address in the book? 

Yes, I wanted to dispel the myth 
that the Ojibwe were victims to 
greedy traders. The Ojibwe were 
clever traders. They wanted spe-
cific trade goods. Cloth was the 
number one trade item. Images of 
trade always show an Ojibwe man 
holding a gun, but they should 
show a woman holding a bolt of 
cloth. Ojibwe women were skilled 
traders, and they used the cloth to 
make beautiful clothes. 

Ojibwe culture was very ad-
vanced. It had sophisticated trade 
routes, sustainable agricultural 
practices, recognition of women’s 
rights, and freedom. Each tribal 
member had freedom to move 
and to ignore commands. 

Can you tell us a little bit more 
about this? 

An example of advanced individ-
ual rights was an Ojibwe woman’s 
autonomy over her body. She had 
a say in whether she had children. 
In the 1800s it wasn’t unusual for 
an Ojibwe woman to have two 
children. Europeans didn’t under-
stand this. Thomas Jefferson wrote 
that Ojibwe men “must lack ardor.” 
The truth is that it was the wom-
an’s freedom. This began to change 
as more Europeans came into the 
area and there were intermarriages. 
Europeans wanted bigger families 
and Ojibwe women may not have 
been able to follow their cultural 
practices. 

Your book highlights several pow-
er couples during the fur trade 
who were mixed races or cultures. 

Ojibwe life on Lake Vermilion
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Fur Trade Nation...from page 18

Water Quality...from page 17
an algal bloom in a different light – it could be hiding 
a silver lining.

Speaking of algae, VLA volunteer Mike Ptak report-
ed seeing green at the bottom of ice holes he was 
drilling in Frazer Bay this past January. A strange 
phenomenon, but not unheard of according to the 
algae experts at the Science Museum of Minnesota. 
Algae lying on the lake bottom were being drawn to-
ward the surface to take advantage of sunlight mak-
ing its way through the ice (almost no snow cover at 
this time) in an attempt to photosynthesize.

One last algae mention. Gary Haugen and I attend-
ed the International Lake of the Woods Watershed 
Forum in International Falls mid-March. Since Ver-
milion is a major contributor to this watershed, the 
forum likes to hear what we’re sending their way in 
terms of water. This is a conference of about 100 at-
tendees, mostly scientists, from the U.S., Canada, and 
Tribal, University, Environmental, and Lake Asso-
ciation groups. There were 23 presentations dealing 

with AIS, algae, erosion, sediment, and phosphorus 
issues in the watershed. It was encouraging to see 
how much research is being done on these topics on 
both sides of the border. Everyone likes clean water. 

New water quality information has been recently 
added to the VLA website, including a historical sec-
tion with past analyses and research reports. We have 
also added an interactive map of Vermilion where 
the cursor hovers over a GPS location and reads out 
chemical and physical analyses that have been con-
ducted at that spot. This is a work in progress that we 
will be adding to as more data is collected.

Vermilion’s water is great.  Let’s do our best to keep it 
that way.

Chaudhary, Avya. “Start-ups Are Supercharging Algae 
to Clean up the Environment.” Chemical & Engineer-
ing News. February 4, 2025. https://doi.org/https://cen.
acs.org/environment/pollution/Start-ups-supercharg-
ing-algae-clean/103/i4.

Additional algae resources and how to report blooms:
https://www.pca.state.mn.us/air-water-land-climate/blue-green-algae-and-harmful-algal-blooms

https://cyanos.org/bloomwatch/

How did Ojibwe views on race 
differ from the English? 

The Ojibwe did not recognize race. 
So, it didn’t matter if an Ojibwe 
woman married a man of a different 
race. There were many intermar-
riages. The descendants of those 
marriages still live in this area. 

What changed as more Europeans 
came to this area? 

The French – people from Quebec 

who were integral to the fur trade 
integrated themselves into Ojibwe 
culture but the English settlers after 
1850 did not understand Ojibwe 
culture. For example, the Ojibwe’s 
freedom of movement. The Ojib-
we made decisions about access 
to property every year. An Ojibwe 
man may be given a right to run a 
trapline in a certain location, but 
others had the right to pass over 
that property. Ensuring that all 
members of the tribe had access 

and weren’t shut out was central to 
the Ojibwe culture. Our freedom 
was viewed as dangerous, and it 
clashed with the English settler’s 
view of land as a possession that 
belonged to the titleholder. There 
were many injustices and hardships 
because of this.

Interviewer note:  This interview 
covers a very small slice of the in-
formation you share in your book. 

I highly recommend “Fur Trade Nation: An Ojibwe’s Graphic History” to anyone who wants to better 
understand Ojibwe history and culture. You can learn more about the book at Thunderbird Press: 

https://fdltcc.edu/thunderbird-press-celebrating-release-of-fur-trade-nation/ 
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By Noel Sederstrom, VLA Volunteer

Soaking up the sun, diving in the waves of the 
Gulf off Florida – it’s a snowbird’s dream. The 
warm waters are a winter destination for a lot of 

us, and also for thousands of our northern Minneso-
ta loons.

“My first Florida loon!” said Steve Liffmann, a pro-
fessional bird photographer from New Hampshire, 
posting January 5th on Facebook. He was vacation-
ing in Sarasota when he spotted this young one hunt-
ing for food. “I was on the beach one morning when 
this bird was fishing for sardines right up against the 
shore.”

Liffmann is the Loon monitor for Arlington Pond 
in Salem, New Hampshire, and supports the efforts 
of the Loon Preservation Committee. He said he 
spotted 15 loons swimming in a flotilla out in ocean 
waters off New England in early March.  New Hamp-
shire’s loons just fly a little east to get away from the 
ice and snow.  But Minnesota loons love flying south 
to Florida.

“I have seen them on Lido several times,” said Do-
reen Steinhauser. Lido Key is a barrier island just off 
Sarasota. The whole Florida coastline is a birdwatch-
er’s paradise – on December 27 at Escribano Point 
Wildlife Management Area near Navarre, Maggie 
Paxson noted three loons among the 37 different bird 
species there that day.

Vacationers and residents up and down Florida’s 
coast report having had closeup encounters with 
“our” loons. It’s not always a happy experience. Ste-
phen Slaton reached out to the Emerald Coast Wild-
life Refuge near Navarre, not knowing if he should 
have tried to help two loons, struggling on the beach 
in front of his condo.  Both of them died, and Slaton 
wondered “should I have put them in the ocean?”

The experts at Emerald Coast Wildlife Refuge had 
this advice for Slaton, and it’s worth remembering 
for any of us encountering a loon in distress on Lake 
Vermilion in the summer months.

“Trying to determine whether or not an animal 
should be captured for rehab can sometimes be a 
very difficult thing. Of course if we see something 
with obvious injuries we know it needs help, but we 
do often hear from people about situations like this - 
where they saw a fine looking animal nearby one day 
and then soon after it had passed. We can’t always 
know what the best choice is. Many loons come to 
our shores to rest when they are exhausted by stormy 
weather and strong currents, so it makes sense if they 
are suffering from other issues, we might see them 
ashore as well. It is possible the ones you saw passed 
from something unseen like old age, toxicity, or fish-
ing line and hook ingestion. However, with no way 
to possibly know it can be a TOUGH choice to make, 
because with loons being incredibly high stress ani-
mals, even healthier ones may pass away in captivity 
just due to the intensity of the situation.” 

“For this species, we do usually err more on the side 
of leaving them be unless you see something obvious. 
We likely would have just asked you to observe the 
animals for us if you had called, so please know you 
did nothing wrong by simply witnessing the situation 
and not interfering.”

They told Slaton that, even in a perfect scenario, 

Minnesota loons become “snowbirds” in winter 
months, but it’s not always a relaxing getaway 

An injured loon being returned to the Gulf of Mexico.
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wildlife rehabbers can’t always 
help birds and other animals the 
way they want to, and that’s what 
makes the field truly “difficult to 
navigate.” But many people don’t 
realize that – and they can’t seem 
to leave a loon in distress without 
trying to seek out an expert to 
help.

“We love the loons!” said Sum-
mer Hignite, the Development & 

Content Creator for Emerald Coast Wildlife Refuge.  
“They are frequent patients here as their inability to 
walk on land often leads to them being ‘kidnapped’ 
and brought in for treatment.”

“With loons, their anatomy is very unique and adapt-
ed for a nearly fully aquatic lifestyle,” said Hignite. 
“Loons are more comfortable and agile in the water 
than on land, with their legs being positioned at the 
tail end of the body and sticking straight out, func-
tioning almost like rudders on a boat. This means the 
loon can dive and swim at shocking speeds, but liter-
ally can't take a full step on land! Instead, they must 
use their legs to push and scoot themselves across the 
sand. This can be quite exhausting for them and lead 
them to look in a very sorry state on land.”

“They need to be in the water before they can take 
flight, so this means that they may not fly away when 
approached like other wildlife,” she noted. “This is 
due to the unique density of their bodies compared 
to most birds, which makes it easier for them to dive 
after prey. So, there are a lot of reasons a normal 
loon can look like it needs help!” Hignite suggests it's 
always best to observe first and call a rehabber if pos-
sible before capturing a loon due to the high stress 
these birds experience in captivity.  

Being new to the Gulf Coast can also be a night-
marish experience for a loon.  Hignite shared on a 
FaceTime call that loons sometimes mistake a dark 
highway near the refuge to be a body of water, and 
come gliding in for a water landing.  It results in a 
stranded loon with road “brush-burn” on its belly.

Emerald Coast Wildlife Refuge (ECWR) has pro-
duced a video for its fans to help them understand 
why it’s so hard for loons to walk on the beach (they 
can’t) and why they need to be in the water most of 
the time.

Ironically, it’s the loons that don’t survive a winter 
getaway that give scientists and researchers the proof 
of where they spend their time in both summer and 
winter. 

Walter Piper, a professor who leads The Loon Proj-
ect, harnessed data in 2023 from the Bird Banding 
Laboratory in Maryland.  One of his graphics shows 
clearly that Minnesota’s loons choose to fly to Flor-
ida the most, but the Atlantic Ocean’s coastline has 
drawn some of them over the years.

This data is from loons banded in Minnesota.  The 
Loon Project’s teams of field researchers have been 
studying 105-110 loon pairs in Crow Wing and Cass 
Counties since 2021.  They have a longer-term study 
that has been going on in northern Wisconsin since 
1993.

“Most of these lines connect winter spots and breed-
ing spots, and in most cases the winter spots came 
from recoveries of dead loons in Florida,” said Piper.  

The loons who did have an enjoyable winter getaway 
“down South” are already on the move, heading back 
to Lake Vermilion and other summer homes. In late 

Continued on next page

Loon winter migration from Minnesota.

Summer Hignite
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Volunteering with the VLA
It worked like a charm. On June 19, 2024, Lake 

Vermilion property owners and neighbors watched 
as flooding led to floating docks, washed out roads, 

and flooding in countless business and private proper-
ties. I received a call from a VLA member informing 

me of flooded dock pallets at one 
of our shore lunch sites. With a few 
phone calls, volunteers sprang into 
action to assess and mitigate the ef-
fects of the flood on the docks. None 
of the pallets were lost. This is the 
best example of the value of volun-
teers and volunteer networks. 

This story highlights the benefit of 
volunteering at the local level. Re-

search also clearly shows that the volunteers themselves 
also benefit. Mayo Clinic and Health Systems outline 
three benefits of volunteering, including improved 
physical and mental health, increased sense of purpose 
and new skill learning, and building or strengthening 
new friendships. While it is not clear which direction 
this relationship moves, as these benefits may have led 
to volunteering or volunteering may have fostered these 
benefits in the volunteers, the VLA is blessed with hun-
dreds of proud volunteers ready to help keep Vermilion 
one of the best lakes in Minnesota. 

Our volunteers help monitor aquatic invasive species, 
work side by side with the DNR to manage our fish 
populations, monitor the quality of the lake’s water, 
build and maintain a network of shore lunch sites, track 
the loons and cormorants that make Vermilion their 
home, encourage boat safety, prevent lost boaters and 
snowmobilers by maintaining nighttime navigation 
lights, and work very closely with property owners to 
protect and improve shorelines in a way that encour-
ages healthy habitats and water quality (see graphic 
above). We have even gained international attention 

with our loon webcam. These are big jobs, but year after 
year our volunteers show up and roll up their sleeves to 
help. 

Are you a volunteer for the VLA? If yes, then thank you 
from the bottom of our hearts! We cannot do it without 
you. In fact, we are so proud and grateful to our volun-
teers that we will be holding our annual Volunteer Rec-
ognition dinner at Camp Vermilion on June 26, 2025. 
Watch for more information in your email. 

If you are not yet a volunteer, consider joining our 
enthusiastic team. We particularly need help in the 
lake steward program and fisheries. The VLA is also 
looking for a volunteer with expertise in loons and 
loon management to help guide the board, educate 
us on loon management, and assist with the annu-
al loon and cormorant counts. If you would like to 
hear more about any of these programs, please email 
volunteercoordinator@vermilionlakeassociation.org. 

Andrine Lemieux
VLA Board Member

hear more about any of these programs, please email 
volunteercoordinator@vermilionlakeassociation.org.  

 

Figure 1. Volunteer programs at the Vermilion Lake Association. 
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April or early May, those of us on the Vermilion Lake 
Association’s Live LoonCam team will power up our 
surveillance camera on a post in the water, along 
with our parabolic dish mic so we can also listen to 
the lake. The images will get out to the world thanks 
to our internet partner, Access Broadband of Virgin-

ia. Watch for it!

To see all of our LoonCam coverage from Summer, 
2024, go to the VLA’s website. You’ll find articles, 
photos and video clips about our loon pair’s deter-
mined effort to hatch new chicks on Lake Vermilion.

Loons...from page 21
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As fishing pressure on many Minnesota lakes 
has increased over recent decades, the DNR 
has reduced daily limits and possession limits 

to protect the fisheries.  While these limits have sta-
bilized many fisheries, recent developments in elec-
tronic technologies have created significant new risks 
to fisheries. Technologies such as forward-facing so-
nar have made it substantially easier to pinpoint fish 
at different depths and see how they 
react to lures. Forward-facing sonar 
shows a fish’s real-time location, 
size, and type. New terms are being 
discussed, such as “sharp shooting,” 
which means the fisher person is 
able to identify the type and size of 
fish nearby and concentrate on the 
larger fish. 

DNR fishery biologists have studied the impact on 
fish caught and released from water deeper than 30 
feet. Their findings are included in a DNR seminar 
on barotrauma recently produced by the DNR at 
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/fishwildlife/outreach/index.html 
(see episode 157 in the webinar archive). Walleyes, 
crappies, perch, panfish, and bass can experience air 
bladder issues, gas in the blood, or gas in the kid-
neys that they cannot quickly release when caught at 
depths greater than 30 feet deep. As many as 30-60% 
of the fish caught at depths greater than 30 feet will 
die, and some will die after being released and they 
swim away. 

Since we know that the technology will not be 
banned and we cannot legislate ethics, we all have to 
take responsibility for fishing with care. If you want 
to be steward of the fishery and protect the quality of 
the Vermilion fishery, consider the following actions: 

 Do not use catch-and-release for fish caught deep-
er than 30 feet except for slot fish, which must be 
released. Keep what you catch (except slot fish) until 
you have a limit including 10-inch walleyes. Some 
fishermen know the larger walleyes are in shallower 
water and avoid deep water fishing. It is against the 
law in Minnesota to relieve gas pressure in the air 
bladder with a needle.

 If you are targeting large fish with forward-facing 
technology, do not fish in deep water, so our largest 

fish can be released with a chance to survive. 

 Practice careful release of all fish. Release fish at 
boatside after a quick picture and measure it in the 
net. Do not put a large fish in the live well to take it 
home for pictures. Have a camera, pliers, and net in 
the boat to provide a quick release. A quick release 
is especially important if surface water temperatures 
are high.

 Handle fish carefully. Do not hold a large fish ver-
tically – the belly needs to be supported so the fish’s 
organs and jaw are protected. 

 Fish hooked deep in the gullet should have the 
line cut. Leave the hook in the fish or have large 
pliers capable of cutting a hook in the gills or gullet. 
More than likely a bleeding fish should be kept as 
part of your limit, except if it is in the slot. 

 Do not use this technology to identify the exact 
locations of fish.  

 Use selective harvest and only keep the smaller 
fish.  

 Consider conservation limits, which are essential-
ly 50% of the DNR regulations for the lake. 

 Remember that possession limits are the same 
as daily limits for each species. A possession limit 
includes what you have in the live well and what is in 
your freezer at home. 

Technology will continue to improve, making find-
ing and catching fish easier than ever before. Keep 
only what you plan to eat within the DNR regula-
tions so you do not have to throw out old frozen fish. 
The limit for two people is more than enough to have 
a couple of nice meals. 

The future is here and being a responsible steward of 
the fishery is very important. Consider that a fishing 
trip is more than keeping fish; it is the conversations 
and stories along with seeing the loon feeding its 
young, the otter doing back strokes, an eagle catch-
ing a fish, or a deer coming down to the shore for 
a drink. Enjoy your time and become a steward of 
the Vermilion fishery, the most beautiful lake in the 
country. 

The Antique Angler

Fish responsibly and use technology with care



Become a Member
Join those who love Lake Vermilion as   
much as you do. Help us continue the    

many activities you’ve just read about.

Not sure? Check us out at our website             
VermilionLakeAssociation.org. We’re pret-
ty sure you’ll like our vision for the future   

and the work we have underway now to 
make Lake Vermilion even better. 

Please mail a check with the form 
on this page or join at our website 

using PayPal or a credit card.  

The Vermilion Lake Association is 
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. 

Do You Qualify?
Trick question. Anyone can join 
the lake association whose mission 
it is to protect and improve Lake 
Vermilion. No need to be a proper-
ty owner. No need to be a fisher-
man or a kayaker. Just someone 
who cares about our great lake and 
wants to protect her for the next 
generation.

Volunteers Make the Difference
The Vermilion Lake Association has been fortunate over the years to have a dedicated group of leaders 
and volunteers to staff our important activities. We are grateful for their help.

Please consider joining this team. We have needs for both workers and leaders, for those with only a few hours to 
spare, and for those who can make a larger time commitment. 

If you think you may be interested, please contact Andrine Lemieux, VLA Volunteer Program Leader, at  
218-979-7893 (cell) or Lemieux.andrine@gmail.com.

Vermilion Lake Association 

PO Box 236                 

Cook, MN, 55723


