
WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Pallid Sturgeon are pale gray with a smooth white
belly. Instead of scales, their bodies are covered
mostly in cartilage, with rows of bony plates
called scutes running down the back, along the
midline, and down each side of the belly. The base
of the tail is fully armored in scutes, and like a
shark, the tail is heterocercal - the upper lobe is
longer than the lower.

Their eyes are small, and the snout is broad and
flat. Underneath, a toothless mouth can extend
down to grab prey, set back from the tip of the
snout. Four whisker-like barbels sit in front of
the mouth, sensing the environment - the inner
pair is shorter and set slightly forward of the
outer pair.

Pallid Sturgeon look a lot like their smaller
relative, the Shovelnose Sturgeon, but a few
things set them apart: Shovelnose barbels are all
the same length and sit in a straight line, its snout
is shorter, and its belly is covered in scutes rather
than being smooth.

QUICK FACTS

Length: 30 to 72 inches
Weight: 5 to 15 pounds in the lower Missouri
River; up to 85 pounds farther north in the upper
Missouri and Yellowstone rivers
Status: Endangered since 1990

WHERE THEY LIVE

Pallid Sturgeon live in the Missouri River and
the middle and lower Mississippi River, along
with the lower stretches of large tributaries.
They favor the swift, muddy water of big, sand-
bedded rivers.

The Pallid Sturgeon 

REPRODUCTION

Pallid Sturgeon can live 50 to 100 years. Males
mature around age 5 to 7; females take longer,
reaching maturity around 15. Once mature,
females spawn every 2 to 5 years, and males
every 1 to 3 years. Spawning happens from
March through July, in water between 60 and 73
degrees. A large female can produce up to
150,000 eggs, deposited near coarse gravel or
rocky bottom and fertilized by males in the
current. Eggs hatch in 5 to 8 days. Newly hatched
sturgeon drift with the current as free embryos,
still absorbing their yolk sac, before developing
fins and settling into slower water to feed.

WHAT'S ON THE MENU

Juveniles eat mostly insect larvae. Adults move on
to small fish - chubs, minnows, even small catfish.
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HOW THEY'RE BUILT FOR THE RIVER 

Pallid Sturgeon are built for swimming and feeding in fast, muddy water. Their slender bodies and
broad, flat snout let them glide along the riverbed with little effort. Their eyes aren't much use for
spotting prey in murky water, so instead the snout is covered in receptors that detect the faint electrical
signals prey give off. The barbels and lips carry taste buds that sense food before the mouth extends out
and captures it with a quick burst of suction.
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WHY THEY'RE ENDANGERED

Like other sturgeon species, Pallid Sturgeon populations began dropping with commercial harvest
starting in the mid-1800s, prized for their eggs to make caviar. Dam construction and channelization
reshaped their habitat through the 1900s, and by 1990 they were listed as endangered.

Dams block their spawning migrations and disrupt the flow and temperature cues that trigger
spawning. Channelization and bank stabilization have also erased much of the habitat diversity along
the Lower Missouri and Mississippi Rivers - the slow, shallow water juvenile sturgeon depend on has
largely been replaced with faster, deeper channels. That's left less habitat for spawning and rearing, and
fewer of the small native fish adult sturgeon rely on for food.

Pallid Sturgeon's long lifespan and slow reproductive cycle compound the problem. Males may be
ready to spawn by age 7, but females might not mature until their mid-to-late teens - which means
populations recover slowly, even with active management and restoration underway.
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