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Telemetry studies were conducted to determine seasonal movements and habitat
areas of adult and juvenile shortnose sturgeon (Acipenser brevirostrum) in the
Savannah River. Thirty-two adults (19 prespawn and 13 postspawn) and six
cultured juveniles were equipped with transmitters between April 1985 and March
1987, Upriver spawning migrations occurred from mid-February to mid-March
when river temperatures ranged from 9 Cto 12 C, Downstream migrations began
in mid-March with all adult shortnosed sturgeon leaving the freshwater reaches
by early May. Migration rates were as high as 33 km per day. Based on our
observations, two probable spawning sites were identified: rkm 179~190 and rkm
275-278. These areas were characterized by submerged timber, scoured sand,
and a clay and gravel substrate. Depths ranged from 6-9 m and bottom velocities
averaged 82 cm/sec. The freshwater /saltwater boundary region of the river was
utilized by adult and juvenile sturgeon during both fall and winter, and prelim-
inary data suggest that this area may serve as an important feeding ground for
sturgeon. A probable nursery area for juvenile shortnose and Atlantic sturgeon
was identified, approximately 2-5 km downriver of the freshwater/saltwater
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boundary region. This area was characterized by sandy-mud and clay-mud bottom

at a depth of 10-14 m.

LTHOUGH formerly commercially har-
vested, the shortnose sturgeon, Acipenser
brevirostrum, is listed currently as an endangered
species in the United States (Miller, 1972) and
is considered rare and possibly endangered in
Canada (Gorham and McAllister, 1974). This
species occurs along the east coast of North
America from the Saint John River in New
Brunswick, Canada to the St. Johns River in
Florida (Vladykov and Greeley, 1963).

Little information exists on the biology and
exploitation of this species which was part of
the reason for listing the shortnose sturgeon as
an endangered species in 1967. In recent years,
however, research has been focused on this spe-
cies, especially in the northeastern United States.
Reproducing populations have been identified
and characterized in the Delaware River, New
Jersey (O’Herron and Able, New Jersey Divi-
sion Fish, Game, and Wildlife, unpubl.), the
Connecticut River, Massachusetts (Taubert,
1980; Buckley and Kynard, 1985), the Saint
Johns River, New Brunswick, Canada (Dad-
swell, 1979), the Kennebec River, Maine (Squiers
et al., Maine Department of Marine Resources,
unpubl), and Montsweag Bay, Maine (Mc-
Cleave et al., 1977). Shortnose sturgeon have
been documented in southern rivers: the Al-
tamaha and Ogeechee rivers, Georgia (Heidt

and Gilbert, 1979); the Savannah River, Geor-
gia (Smith, unpubl.); the Winyah Bay System
and the Pee Dee and Edisto rivers, South Car-
olina (Dadswell et al., NOAA, unpubl.; Smith
and Dingley, 1984); in North Carolina (See-
horn, 1975); and Florida (Kilby et al., 1959);
but little is known of its life history and ecology
in southern rivers.

During April 1985 to March 1987, the South
Carolina Wildlife and Marine Resources Divi- ¥
sion conducted studies focused on shortnose
sturgeon in the Savannah River. Specific objec-
tives were to characterize movements and hab-
itats.

STuDY AREA
The Savannah River basin drains an area of
over 27 km?. Its headwaters originate

in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina,
South Carolina, and Georgia. The Seneca and
Tugaloo rivers join near Hartwell, Georgia, to
form the Savannah River, From here, the river
flows approximately 500 km in a southeasterly
direction to the Atlantic Ocean (Fig. 1). The
Savannah River serves as a boundary between
South Carolina and Georgia.

The river is used for a variety of purposes
ranging from cooling water disposal to com-
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River. Detailed ecological analyses of the areas
inhabited by sturgeon could provide additional
information about the habitat requirements of
both Atlanticand shortnose sturgeon. Rigorous
examination of the freshwater/saltwater region
and the characteristics of the King's Island
Turning Basin could identify the importance of
these areas in the life cycle of the Atlantic and
shortnose sturgeon inhabiting the Savannah
River. :

Our data indicate that Savannah River stur-
geon utilize much of the river during spawning
migrations and make extensive use of the upper
estuary. Careful consideration of possible im-
pacts to the sturgeon population should be made
before physically modifying the river channel
or the water quality standards in the Savannah
River.
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