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ABSTRACT
Gars, Lepisosteus spp., and bowfins, Amia calva, have long been viewed by many anglers and managers as harmful

to game fishes and recreational angling. Most investigations of these ancient, piscivorous predators have centered on
their dietary habits, not on their broader ecological role in aquatic communities. Most management has involved
eradicating these fishes rather than using them constructively. It is suggested that managers should view gars and
bowfins not merely as nuisances to be destroyed, but as contributors to ecosystem stability and function, to balance
among predators and prey, and to more successful angling in the long term.

"The time will doubtless come when thorough going
measures will be taken to keep down to the lowest practicable
limit the dogfish [bowfin] and the gars-as useless and
destructive in our productive waters as wolves and foxes
formerly were in our pastures and poultry yards."

Forbes and Richardson 1920:41
The Fishes of Illinois

"Man is so constituted that he considers the value of
other living things solely on the basis of his own comfort
or convenience. A fish is useful or valuable to him only as
he can see some direct relation to his needs or pleasures.
On this basis, much has been said against the gars and
very little in their favor. The fish-culturist says that they
eat the food for his young fish, and, later, that they eat the
young fish. The commercial fisherman says that they tear
his nets and are not saleable if he does land them. The
angler says that they are not game and that they eat the
fish he wants to catch. These statements are correct, as far
as they go. To find the value of the gar we must look at
other points."

Weed 1923:10
The Alligator Gar

"Mr. Deputy in charge of fish
You are informed it is my wish,
That you take some dynamite in your flivver
And proceed to Jack's Fork river,
And, standing on the gravelly bar
Cast in the shots to kill the gar.
"But when you execute this command
Don't forget the law will demand
That while killing a gar, you must not harass
A single sucker, catfish, or bass.
You must obey instructions without fail
Or run the risk of going to jail."

Missouri Assistant Attorney General Lovan,
interpreting the state's right to kill
gars. State v. Freeland 1927:627.

One Way to Kill a Gar
n a brisk autumn day in 1985, eight Iowa State University
fisheries students and I were in johnboats on the main

channel of the upper Mississippi River south of Dubuque,
Iowa. State fisheries technicians were demonstrating to us
how to drift trammel nets to catch shovelnose sturgeons,
Scaphirhynchus platorynchus. We netted a few sturgeons, but
fishing was better that day for longnose gars, Lepisosteus osseus.
When the portion of the net bearing the first gar was aboard,
one technician gingerly disentangled the writhing fish, and
put one hand, with fingers together and palm down, around
the gar's midportion. His other hand he closed, palm down,
over the gar's toothed snout. He then exerted pressure
downward with both hands, until the fish's vertebral column
snapped, sounding much like a green stick being broken. The
gar was then sloughed over the gunwale and sank out of
sight in the turbid water.

It was explained to the students that gars made nuisances
of themselves by becoming entangled in nets. Under Iowa
statutes (since repealed), it was not even legal to release the
gar alive. Section 109.114 stated that "It shall be unlawful for
any person to place any gar pike in any waters of the state,
and such fish when taken shall be destroyed." A couple of
the students nevertheless remarked that gars were "neat
fish." A less sympathetic student took the next gar netted,
however, and showed us all that he had quickly learned
the preferred technique for readjusting a gar's spine. We
all learned many worthwhile fisheries techniques that day,
but was gar-bending one of them? Is our management of
these living holosteans, which consists mainly of killing
them, justified, or, as Weed (1923) suggested, are there
some "other points" that we need to consider? This question
is explored in this short essay, which treats not only the
five species of gars (the longnose gar; shortnose 
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of which they must turn. Gar fish 12 inches and over cannot
flex themselves sufficiently to make that turn, whereas game
fish of 20 inches in length can easily accomplish it" (Go-
wanloch 1940:293). Johnston (1961:205) reported success in
killing gars in North Carolina streams with dynamite. The
best results were obtained when gars congregated for
spawning. In his words, "During one day's operation, over
3.5 tons of gar were removed while killing 8.3 pounds of
game fish... . [In all], a total of 12,707 longnose gar weighing
47,142.3 pounds were (sic) removed with 7 cases of dyna-
mite." In other states, methods of gar and bowfin eradication
varied according to local conditions and laws (Figure 2;
summarized for gars in Lagler et al. 1942). In many instances,
especially early in this century before extensive regulation
of rivers, gar and bowfin control was an endless task because
floodplain lakes were repeatedly restocked naturally when
rivers flooded.

Some eradication efforts were successful, perhaps too
successful. There is evidence that the alligator gar gar conteples17Satolly 1988),
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when they stated: "Perhaps one of the most ideal forms of
gar control is ... the subjection of these fishes to angling
pressure. This tends to balance the circumstance created
by the more ordinary fishing which is for predaceous game
fishes that are presumably in themselves natural controls
for gars. It seems logical that ... every time a legal bass is
removed the gar population is favored."

Fourth, similar imbalances can occur as a result of poor-
quality habitat. Geagan (1960) reported that the percent
composition by weight of spotted gars in Chicot Lake,
Louisiana, increased from less than 2% in 1954 to nearly
25% in 1958. This change was associated with summerkill
of less tolerant game and forage species. But although
percent composition of gars increased more than 15 times,
actual standing stock increased only twofold. Largemouth
bass and crappies, in contrast, each declined severalfold
from 1954 to 1958. The tolerance of gars and bowfins to low
dissolved oxygen concentrations-a useful adaptation to
their colonization of floodplain lakes, ponds, and other
variable or marginal habitats-makes them more likely
survivors than most other fishes when habitat quality
deteriorates. Bowfins have even been reported to estivate
when their habitat dries up (Neill 1950).

Perhaps, then, high abundance of gars and bowfins in 






