This column came about while I was watching a local fishing show this past Saturday morning. Though I have intentionally stayed away from writing an article critical of other outdoorspeople, I was so perturbed by what I saw that I felt the need to write about it.

The host of the show and the anglers he was with were targeting northern pike while out on the ice. Early in the program, the host mentioned they were being careful with the fish and getting them back into the water quickly so that the fish could grow even bigger. However, by the end of the show I was convinced that these anglers’ actions did not match their words.
The one thing we all know is that fish can’t breathe out of the water. However, for some reason these anglers were routinely keeping the fish out of the water much longer than was necessary before releasing them.
Pike caught during the winter are less likely to suffer as much stress as when they are caught in warmer months. However, they still need water to breathe and if it’s cold enough they can suffer frostbite to fins and eyes. Letting a fish lay on the ice or holding it for picture after picture makes no sense if you’re going to be releasing that fish.
There was even a particular undersized fish that was kept out of the water long enough as to be possibly breaking the law. A fish that is not legal must be released immediately. Taking a couple of pictures after unhooking the fish is not a problem. Keeping the fish out of the water for several minutes while it’s passed around for pictures is not an immediate release. It’s even possible that fish did not survive.
There were many other examples of fish being kept out of the water too long. One such time was due to anglers did not have their release tools with them and even the host asking someone to go get his camera. I will not belabor the point. However, if you are intending to release a fish, get it unhooked, take your picture then get the fish back down the hole as soon as possible. That means having your release tools and camera nearby if not with you at all times. 
I was also becoming frustrated watching as the host and other anglers let the fish make multiple runs before attempting to set the hook. Part of the reason they were doing this was because they were using dead smelt for bait which can run a bit larger than standard live baits such as shiners.
They would let the pike make its initial run and then wait until after it had stopped and started to make its second run before setting the hook. This waiting method has been long practiced by pike anglers, but it’s one that tends to result in swallowed hooks or fish that are deeply hooked. A swallowed hook almost certainly means a dead fish whether it happens right away or a couple of days after being released.

Though on this show no fish were shown to be deeply hooked, they were either lucky or those fish were not shown on camera.
Compounding the issue of waiting to set the hook is that they were using Swedish hooks. This type of hook is called a “kill rig” in many fishing circles because it raises the likelihood that the fish will completely swallow the bait and the hook. There have even been discussions within the DNR of outlawing this hook style because of this issue. Thankfully many stores no longer sell it.
Many anglers have switched to quick-strike rigs when using larger baits. This rig allows for immediate hook set. There is no waiting for the pike to turn the bait and therefore limits the likelihood of swallowed hooks and allows for a higher hooking percentage. Anglers have found that being able to set the hook immediately means the pike are less likely to drop the bait.
To finish, I believe that that the host and anglers on this fishing show probably intend to protect the resource and allow those fish to be released healthy. However, their methods must match their words in order for that to happen. I would challenge these and other anglers to look at their rigging and fish handling methods if they really want to protect the resource.
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