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Separating Fact from Fiction:

Scientists Address Efforts to Downplay Asian Carp Threat to Great Lakes

An independent, peer-reviewed scientific paper refutes four main misconceptions opponents use as smokescreens to derail progress on halting the Asian carp’s migration from the Mississippi River into the Great Lakes.
The claims and the scientists’ responses follow:

Claim: An electric barrier operating in Chicago waterways is effective in blocking Asian carp; the Asian carp captured above the barrier arrived by human transport or other means.

Scientists’ response: “After more than a year of environmental DNA testing, electrofishing, netting and rotenone (fish poison) applications, no consensus has emerged among federal and state agencies responsible for control measures  as to whether or not the existing electrical barriers have been effective in blocking Asian carp under a variety of river conditions,” the scientists write. 

The authors state that electric barriers have numerous shortcomings, among them that they’re limited in the sizes of fish they can block and must be shut down for periodic maintenance. Such “barriers” are also subject to unexpected shutdowns from flooding, power interruptions, debris and human safety concerns.

The scientists note that the greatest deficiency of electrical barriers and other such permeable devices is their inability to block both upstream and downstream movement of all kinds of invasive aquatics, including fish, plants, disease organisms and parasites. “An electric field strength low enough to ensure safety of people falling into the water from barges and other watercraft will do little to prevent downstream migration and drifting of invertebrates, fish eggs and larvae, and other potentially harmful plants, parasites and disease organisms,” they write.

Widely publicized press reports following the June 2010 discovery of a live Asian carp beyond the barrier “confused the public by erroneously reporting various speculations and misinterpretations of research results” write the scientists. Analysis of the fish by Southern Illinois University researchers “concluded absolutely nothing about what path the carp might have taken to get to the Chicago area canal system from the lower Illinois River. But a State of Illinois press release asserted that the carp in Lake Calumet could have been the result of a human introduction, without even mentioning the possibility that the electrical barrier may have failed or been bypassed.”

Claim: Even if they do find their way to the Great Lakes, Asian carp won’t thrive there because the lakes lack adequate food and spawning habitat.

Scientists’ response: “Peer-reviewed literature strongly suggests that food sources in the Great Lakes and tributary rivers are more than adequate to support bighead and silver carp,” according to the scientists. Claims to the contrary are based on misrepresentations of one modeling exercise that hypothesized plankton – tiny organisms adrift in the water column -- to be the only food source available to the carp. Though that study’s authors were careful to acknowledge other food sources were omitted from the model, critics of hydroseparation ignore that fact.

The authors say further that scientific evidence shows the Great Lakes provide an array of nearshore areas, shallow bays and tributaries with enough plankton to support Asian carp, and that the carp would naturally gravitate to those areas.

The scientists warn that a scenario of Asian carp successfully spawning in the Great Lakes is a “significant possibility that cannot be ruled out.”

Claim: It’s too late to prevent an introduction. Asian carp have already found their way into the Great Lake -- or soon will -- through anglers dumping their bait buckets, malicious transfers or cultural practices.

Scientists’ response: Accidental releases via anglers’ bait buckets could be significant because of the numbers involved, say the scientists, but they note this group is the most apt to respond to educational and enforcement efforts aimed at preventing this type of release. The risk of intentional releases also must be addressed through education and enforcement, according to the authors. Of particular concern are misguided suggestions by some aquaculture specialists that Asian carp might be intentionally introduced into the Great Lakes watershed for use as biological controls against other nuisance species.
Of all the threats, however, the scientists state that the Chicago Area Waterway System and its connecting canals just outside Lake Michigan present by far the biggest concern based on the sheer volume of water flowing daily through the basin divide and the presence of established  populations of bighead and silver carp that continue to expand northward up the Illinois River.

Claim: Asian carp, if they become established, are unlikely to cause serious damage to the Great Lakes ecosystem.
Scientists’ response: “This assertion ignores more than a half century of Great Lakes history in which fisheries biologists and ecologists have struggled to minimize the damage wrought to the lakes by a series of Aquatic Invasive Species invasions,” the scientists write. “Statements that attempt to minimize the impacts invasive species already have had in the Great Lakes are spurious and ignore the management costs and economic losses incurred by commercial and recreational users.”

The scientists cite reports that six of the 70 known harmful invasives in the Great Lakes have fundamentally altered the food webs in many areas of the lakes and caused more than $1.6 billion in damages – harming municipal water intake systems, as well as commercial and recreational fisheries.

The scientists say Asian carp would threaten existing fish populations – among them fish prized by commercial and recreational fishermen – by competing for the same food sources at the bottom of the food chain.
###

Alliance for the Great Lakes - Freshwater Future - Great Lakes United - Healing Our Waters-Great Lakes Coalition - National Wildlife Federation - Natural Resources Defense Council - Prairie Rivers Network - Sierra Club
PAGE  
2
7-1-11


