Asian Carp in both the Lake Erie and the Ohio River Watersheds

If you’re not sure that the Asian Carp problem is one that should concern you, watch this video of an infestation on the Illinois River, where they constitute 90% of the fish by weight: (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ChwJiKKBdA).  If you don’t have much time, skip ahead to minute 2:50.  Now imagine your favorite Lake Erie or Ohio River tributary in this condition.

There are now seven Asian carp species invasive to the eastern US.  We’ve all known of the Common carp and the goldfish for years, and many became familiar with the Grass carp in the last twenty years, when owners of small ponds bought them to control algae.  The other four are less familiar: the Bighead, Silver, Black and Crucian carps.  It’s the first two that are the problem referred to as Asian carp.  They have devastated river ecosystems lower in the Mississippi River watershed, and are on their way north, through the Illinois River to the Great Lakes watershed, and up the Ohio River as well.

The most urgent concern is for the Great Lakes, beginning with Lake Michigan.  It is directly threatened by a man-made connection to the headwaters of the Illinois River in the southwestern suburbs of Chicago.  The connector is the Sanitary Ship Canal, constructed for shipping purposes more than a century ago.  Its creation replaced what had been a portage for the French Voyageurs with a waterway, and removed the last barrier to clear shipping passage all the way from the East Coast to the Gulf of Mexico.  No longer did waterborne cargo have to go all the way around Florida to get to the Gulf.  

Illinois and Chicago officials have resisted closing of the canal because of the commercial ramifications; leaders of other Great Lakes states, led by Michigan’s Gov. Jennifer Granholm, have countered that a $7 billion fishing industry is threatened.  Ohio’s Lieutenant Governor Lee Fisher has participated in negotiations on behalf of our state, and Attorney General Richard Courdray has formally supported a suit brought by Gov. Granhold to force the Supreme Court to intervene.  This is not the first instance of Great Lakes states arguing over management of the canal; its construction was disputed to begin with, over concerns for ecological damage and possible lowering of lake levels.  The Supreme Court resolved the dispute at that time by, in effect, creating a role for itself in managing the canal.

Recently the federal government brokered an agreement known as the Asian Carp Control Strategy Framework which calls for new barriers to prevent flooding that might allow the spread of the fish, and a third electric barrier in the canal system.  The plan suggests that navigational locks along those waterways could be opened less often than they are now as a way to slow the carp.  Gov. Granholm said the measures were inadequate, particularly the notion of opening the locks less frequently. “They just need to shut the locks down, at least temporarily,” Ms. Granholm said after the meeting.  Implementation of the plan would be paid for mostly with $78 million in federal money advanced from the $475 million Great Lakes Restoration Initiative funding.  The US Fish & Wildlife Service has established a web site to coordinate the implementation of control and management of Asian carp in the United States: http://www.asiancarp.org/.  The full text of the strategy can be found here.

Asian carp facts:

· In some reaches of the Illinois River, they constitute 90% of fish by weight.  If this proportion seems shocking, watch this video (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ChwJiKKBdA), and particularly the scene at minute 2:50.  Best to be sitting down for this.  Imagine your favorite Lake Erie or Ohio River tributary in this condition. 

· They are of little economic or sport value. 

· They eat plankton, and thus compete with anything else that does – native fry, mussels, and adult paddlefish, big mouth buffalo, and gizzard shad.  They may also eat eggs and larva, and anything else that is filtered out of the water. 

· Many weigh more than fifty pounds. 

· Tagged individuals have moved as much as 200 miles in one year. 

· Members of some cultures buy them and release them into waterways for good luck. 

