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Background: Sturgeons are primitive fish that have populated rivers worldwide for
millions of years. Atlantic and Shortnose Sturgeon are two species that are found in
northeastern rivers of the United States. These two species are physically similar, but
Atlantic Sturgeons have a proportionally larger snout. These sturgeons populated the
Saco River, Maine up until the 1950s, when they became locally extinct due to
anthropogenic disturbances. In the last decade, their return has been documented, but
their reason for return is unclear. This study looked at diet as a possible reason for their
return.

Methods: Sturgeons were caught using gill nets placed in the Saco River. Using gastric
lavage, a nonlethal method of measuring stomach contents, was used. A flexible tube was
inserted into the stomach of the sturgeon, and water was pumped into the stomach to
flush out the stomach contents. The contents were collected on a quadrant square and
brought to the lab and analyzed.

Results: It was found that although Atlantic and Shortnose Sturgeon are similar, their
diets vary dramatically. Using the index of relative importance (%IRlI), it was determined
that Sand Lance, Ammodytidae, make up 89% of the Atlantic Sturgeons’ diet. In contrast,
Scuds, Amphipoda, make up 54% of the Shortnose Sturgeons’ diet. In addition, it was
found that Atlantic Sturgeon are more common downstream, where Sand Lance are
found due to the sandy substrate. Shortnose Sturgeons are more common upstream,
where Sand Lance are less common.

Conclusions: The study suggests that the sturgeons are using the Saco River as a location
for feeding prior to traveling to nearby fresh water rivers for spawning, where prey
species are not as abundant. This contradicts previous hypotheses, stating that the
sturgeons were present in the river for spawning. This study is important in the future
conservation and protection of the sturgeon in the Saco River, Maine,
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