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States hope fence foils Asian carp

Indiana marsh could provide entry to Maumee River, then Lake Erie

By Kristina Smith Horn, CentralOhio.com, marionstar.com

Ohio and Indiana wildlife officials have agreed to form a response plan for potential flooding in a wetland that is considered the second-greatest threat for allowing Asian carp into the Great Lakes.

Nearly two years ago, Indiana put up a chain-link fence at Eagle Marsh in Fort Wayne, meant to keep the invasive fish from moving from the Wabash River system into the Maumee River system and ultimately Lake Erie. Officials from both states met at the end of May and decided the rapid response plan was necessary, said Doug Keller, aquatic habitat coordinator for the Indiana Department of Natural Resources.

Two types of Asian carp, the silver and bighead, are moving toward the Great Lakes through the Mississippi River system. They devour plankton and push out other species of fish while growing to 100 or more pounds.

The fish are considered a major threat to Lake Erie's multi-million-dollar fishing industry, which pumps an estimated $680 million a year into Ohio's economy.

Officials haven't actually made the rapid response plan or discussed it much since then, Keller said. Nor do they have a timeline.

"It's still in a developmental stage," said Bethany McCorkle, Ohio Department of Natural Resources spokeswoman.

ODNR officials met with Kristy Meyer, director of agricultural clean water programs for the Ohio Environmental Council, this week and told her they plan to move quickly on developing the plan with Indiana. They might have it done this summer.

"I was encouraged to hear that they are being proactive on this," Meyer said. "I think they're moving as fast as they can with Indiana."

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has listed Eagle Marsh as the No. 2 place of concern when it comes to carp moving from the Mississippi River basin into the Great Lakes. The fence, which was erected as a temporary barrier to the carp, sits in the marsh, a reclaimed wetland that was used for growing crops until 2005.

Keller does not believe the site prevents significant danger.

"It's a pretty remote possibility it could happen here," Keller said. "It takes pretty spectacular flood events for those two sides to come together."

The Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal remains the greatest geographical danger, as the fish continue to move up the Mississippi River system toward Lake Michigan, said Keller and Chris Jerde, University of Notre Dame research assistant professor. Researchers found more genetic material from the fish in water past the electric barrier on the canal meant to keep the fish from moving into Lake Michigan this spring. One actual carp has been found past the barrier.

Keller also believes people moving the fish between bodies of water, especially through dumping bait buckets, is a serious concern.

Conditions required to mix waters

Fort Wayne, the second largest city in Indiana, is known as the Summit City because it rests along the two watersheds, said Tony Fleming, Little River wetlands project water and geology adviser.

On one side lies the Little River, which is part of the Wabash River system. The Wabash has established populations of carp in some spots.

On the other side are the St. Marys and St. Joseph rivers, which are part of the Maumee system that does not contain carp.

For the two watersheds to come together and possibly transfer carp, there would need to be significant flooding in the Little River to allow the carp to move upstream. The St. Marys also must flood enough to back water up into a ditch that runs through the marsh, Keller said.

"They both would have to occur the same time, be of sufficient magnitude to allow water deep enough ... for big carp to migrate in to overtop the divide for a long enough period of time, probably measured in a week or more, to allow this migration," Fleming said.

The watersheds met in May 2011 during the wettest May on record in Fort Wayne, said Betsy Yankowiak, Little River Wetlands Restoration director of preserves and programs. The water reached more than a foot high along the fence, she said.

In contrast, Northeast Indiana and parts of Northwest Ohio are in a drought this year, and Fort Wayne saw the second driest May on record, she said.

Yankowiak said the St. Marys River tends to flood every year, but she and other officials do not have data on how often both watersheds flood and come together. Fleming estimates it happens once every decade or so.

Even then, conditions would have to be right for carp to move past the fence, Fleming and Keller said.

The fence is designed to stop adult carp, but the chain link could allow small fish and larval fish to move between the watersheds. Again, however, Keller believes this is unlikely.

When they spawn, Asian carp send their eggs down a river, and they need warm water - at least 70 degrees - and an estimated 100 hours of being suspended in that water to successfully hatch, he said. Fleming said Eagle Marsh dries down quickly, which could interrupt the movement of larvae.

Most major flood events in that area tend to happen in January, February and March, when the waters are too cold for Asian carp spawning, Keller said.

"We did not need to design this fence to stop baby Asian carp because baby Asian carp simply will not come up here," he said.

Where are the carp now?

The carp have a concentrated population on the Wabash at Logansport, Ind., - about 80 river miles from the marsh - and Lafayette - about 100 miles from the marsh, Keller said.

A carp tagged with a transmitter was spotted on the Wabash River near a dam at Huntington, Ind., which is about 20 river miles from Eagle Marsh, during a flood event, Jerde said. That fish, however, headed back toward Logansport and away from Eagle Marsh.

In 2010 and 2011, Notre Dame researchers tested the waters on both sides of the fence, including the Little, Maumee, St. Joseph and St. Marys rivers. They did not find genetic evidence of the carp - called environmental DNA or eDNA - near the marsh, Jerde said.

They found eDNA and captured carp around Logansport.

"It doesn't appear the fish are anywhere close to Eagle Marsh," Jerde said. "They would have to go through a gauntlet of ditches and pathways."

IDNR contracts with Purdue University in Lafayette to put transmitters in the carp and track them, Keller said. Those transmitters show few fish moved past Logansport, suggesting they might not like the rocky and faster moving section of the Wabash from Logansport to Eagle Marsh, he said.

"We had lots of flooding last spring, and the Wabash was really high," he said. "That really showed us the fish really don't like that part of the river, even in a flood event."

Fence providing temporary solution

The Eagle Marsh chain-link fence is 7 feet high and stretches 1,200 feet through the nature preserve. Cement slabs anchor it 4 feet into the ground.

IDNR put up the fence using money from the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative, and the cost was estimated at $200,000.

It's supposed to be a temporary solution to the problem while the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers decides on a permanent fix.

Keller expects the Corps' decision in the next month or so.

"A permanent solution may look a lot like this," he said. "It may be different. There's a lot of other options the corps has thrown out there."

Other ideas include completely separating the watersheds with a solid wall and using pumps to keep the waters from meeting, he said. The solid fence would create flooding issues in Fort Wayne, which is why the temporary fence is permeable, he said.

When the corps chooses a permanent fix, finding money to build it could be problematic, Keller said.

"There's general going to be no money available to implement a permanent solution," he said. "That may be the more tricky part, finding the money to implement a permanent solution."

