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Charter captains consider how to counter carp

By Tom Jackson, Sandusky Register online, sanduskyregister.com 

Former police chief Rick Unger has found a second career as a charter boat captain on Lake Erie.

In good weather during the summer, Unger fishes out of a marina in Marblehead from his boat, Chankanaab. It's a ancient Mayan word that means "chief of the little sea."

"That's a dive site in Cozumel, Mexico," he explains. "I'm also a diver."

He's also the president of the Lake Erie Charter Boat Association. The group represents about 200 members. There are 800 charter boat captains in Ohio. Most belong to Unger's group or to groups that are affiliated with it.

"I would think that probably 75 to 80 percent of the boats of charter captains on the lake are in the Western Basin. It's not just Erie County, but it's west out toward Toledo, from Huron to Toledo," he said.

Asked if he expects a good summer this year, Unger assures me, "It's always a good summer."

We caught up with Unger last week, on a day he met with his board at a Port Clinton restaurant. Unger agreed to take our questions about what's on the minds of charter boat captains this year.

Q. I looked on your Web site and I noticed the aim of your organization is to fight for sound fisheries management. What is the biggest threat to sound fisheries management on Lake Erie right now?
A. Actually, we're working on several different projects. One is the Bay Shore power plant, which is killing lots of baby walleye. The water that they intake is right off the Maumee River, and it's killing a lot of fish. We're working on open lake dumping of dredge material, which we believe is in part responsible for the algae problem we have on Lake Erie. Another big issue for us is the Asian carp, trying to keep that from getting into the Great Lakes.

Q. The Asian carp invasion is a very hot issue right now, so let's follow that up for a moment. Has the charter boat association taken a position on what should be done about the Asian carp?
A. Yes, maybe six weeks ago I got contacted by state Rep. Skindell (Rep. Michael Skindell, D-Cleveland), who asked me to come to Columbus. Capt. Mike Matta and I went down to discuss the issue of the Asian carp. I've been contacted by the attorney general's office. In fact, tonight I have a board meeting, and a representative of the attorney general's office is going to attend that meeting.

The charter boat association in conjunction with Ohio Sea Grant holds a yearly charter boat captain's conference. That will be in March. Traditionally, we have about 200 captains that come to that meeting. The attorney general is also going to be there to address the membership about Asian carp.

So, this is a very important issue for the LECBA. We're just looking for the best science, the best way to prevent the Asian carp from entering the Great Lakes.

Q. What are the other top issues, beyond fisheries management?
A. We work closely with the Ohio Division of Wildlife. We are absolutely concerned about the population of walleye. That's all driven by nature; that's not something that we can control. But we are concerned. We are working closely with the DNR to set limits that will do the best for the lake, make sure we don't overfish it, yet give the sporting public the chance to catch those fish.

Unlike a lot of charter boat associations, our focus is not to drive trips for our guides, it's not to get business. Our focus is environmental. I have two vice presidents in the association. One of them is dedicated strictly to environmental issues. That's Capt. Paul Pacholski. He is doing great work. He is actually this year's charter captain of the year.

Of the five Great Lakes, over 50 percent of the fish that are caught are caught out of Lake Erie. It's a tremendous resource.

Fishing in the Great Lakes is valued at an $8 billion a year industry.

Q. Did you say $8 billion, with a "B"?
A. With a B.

And that's why it's so vitally important that we (keep) Asian carp from getting into our Great Lakes.

