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Lake Erie adapts to deadly fish virus 

VHS is there, but isn't killing 
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A virus deadly to Great Lakes fish might have run its course in Lake Erie. 

But it has surprised state fisheries agencies in Wisconsin, Michigan and New York by jumping quickly to inland lakes and reservoirs. 

Ohio has escaped the spread ing disease, according to fish samples collected from Lake Erie to the Ohio River this spring. 

"We've tested fish from Lake Erie, the Ohio River and many lakes in between," said Ray Petering, head of fisheries management for the Ohio Division of Wildlife. "All of our samples have been negative." 

Viral hemorrhagic septicemia, or VHS, most likely arrived in the lower Great Lakes in the ballast of ocean freighters. 

While generally confined to the lower Great Lakes, it has slipped inland into the Finger Lakes region in New York, Budd Lake in Michigan and the Lake Winnebago System in Wisconsin. 

Many fisheries biologists believe it is only a matter of time before the virus spreads throughout the upper Great Lakes. Petering isn't so sure that massive fish kills, like the sheepshead that died last spring around Lake Erie, are predictable. 

"I'm cautiously optimistic VHS may have taken from Lake Erie what it's going to take," Petering said. "We can go out there and find the virus in test fish, but it's not killing them. That's classic of diseases that have been around for a while." 

If fish are healthy and their immune systems function properly, they can fend off the virus. VHS affects fish but not humans. 

The rapidly warming waters of Lake Erie make it unlikely a ma jor outbreak of the virus is around the corner. 

The disease thrives in 37- to 54-degree water, and the west end of Lake Erie has already gone above that temperature range. 

If there are no reported fish kills by the middle of June, said Petering, Ohio will have dodged the VHS bullet this year. A lack of outbreaks could mean the virus has run its course. 

