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Congressmen urge aggressive action to block Asian carp

By Tom Henry, Blade Staff writer

The Asian carp's sordid reputation hasn't eluded Congress. 

In a recent bipartisan slam dunk, 50 members of the Great Lakes congressional delegation have urged federal agencies to toughen up their stance against the large, exotic fish to protect the region's $7 billion fishery. 

The letter dated Friday said a crisis is imminent if the government doesn't do all it can to keep Asian carp from colonizing the lakes, including closing two shipping locks southwest of Chicago if there is another "reasonable likelihood" the carp have slipped through. 

The letter did not rule out another mass deployment of pesticides, separating Lake Michigan from the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, and raising the voltage of the $9 million electrical barrier meant to repel the carp. 

It also told the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to review its future budget needs to see what else it can do. 

Democrats and Republicans signed the letter, including U.S. Sens. Carl Levin (D., Mich.), Debbie Stabenow (D., Mich.), George Voinovich (R., Ohio) and Sherrod Brown (D., Ohio), as well as U.S. Reps. Marcy Kaptur (D., Toledo), Bob Latta (R., Bowling Green), and John Dingell (D., Dearborn). 

"There may be no greater threat to the ecosystem of the Great Lakes than the introduction of the Asian carp, and we must do all that we can to prevent this from happening," the letter stated. 

Mr. Levin is co-chairman of the Senate Great Lakes Task Force with Mr. Voinovich. 

The letter was sent to Jo-Ellen Darcy, assistant secretary of the Army for civil works; Lisa Jackson, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency administrator, Adm. Thad W. Allen, U.S. Coast Guard commandant, and Sam D. Hamilton, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service director . 

It was in response to a Nov. 17 announcement by one of the region's top experts on invasive species, David Lodge of the University of Notre Dame, who said he found evidence of Asian carp DNA beyond the electrical barrier. 

Federal and state officials responded this month by temporarily closing down portions of the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, a manmade waterway that helps link the Mississippi River and Lake Michigan. 

The Illinois Department of Natural Resources injected a pesticide into a six-mile stretch of the canal, an unprecedented effort to repel the carp. Thousands of fish other than carp were sacrificed. 

Asian carp are seen as aquatic vacuum cleaners. 

Known to grow more than 4 feet long and weigh more than 85 pounds, they gobble up prized sportfish and the food that supports them while also destroying their habitat and multiplying rapidly. 

There are four species of Asian carp, but most in this area are bighead or silver carp. 

Bighead carp can consume 40 percent of their body weight in plankton daily. 

Silver carp are sensitive to the noise and vibrations of boat motors. They have leapt out of water and knocked over boaters, sometimes injuring them. The U.S. Geological Survey has compared the impact to that of a thrown bowling ball. 

Their potential for devastating the fishing industry has great implications for Lake Erie's western basin, the warmest, shallowest, and most biologically productive part of the Great Lakes. 

The Maumee River and Lake Erie's Maumee Bay near Toledo are the top spawning areas. Shoreline cities such as Port Clinton thrive on charter fishing. 

The Ohio Department of Natural Resources estimates that the widely popular rod-and-reel sportfishing industry alone has an $800 million impact on the Buckeye State's economy, from bait shop purchases to hotel and restaurant receipts. 

Toledo-area officials have viewed fishing as a way of diversifying the local economy with more recreation and tourism. 

Although some religious groups have imported live Asian carp for years, many of the fish out in the wild now came from or are descendants of those imported by some Arkansas fish hatcheries in the 1980s to eat pond scum. 

The carp got loose when the Mississippi River flooded in 1993. They have been swimming upstream toward Chicago for 17 years.

