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Don’t fear Asian carp, OSU professor says

Great Lakes won’t sustain breeding, his studies show

By Dave Golowenski, Columbus Dispatch, dispatch.com 

The threat to the Great Lakes posed by Asian carp has been greatly exaggerated, says an Ohio State professor who claims the experience to form a learned opinion.

"I've been working with the fish for 15 years," said Konrad Dabrowski, an aquaculturist with the School of Environment and Natural Resources.

There have been forecasts of doom for sport and commercially desirable species such as walleye and yellow perch should the invasive carp be let loose.

Lake Erie, the most productive of the Great Lakes for fishing, is thought to be especially vulnerable.

The focus of the anti-carp efforts is the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal, a manmade waterway that links Lake Michigan to the Illinois River, which ultimately drains into the Mississippi River. Sections of the Mississippi, Missouri and Ohio rivers and their tributaries are swarming with the non-native carp, which escaped from ponds in several southern states some 30 years ago.

"Asian carp have not wiped out other species in the Mississippi and Illinois rivers. However, in some places, Asian carp now make up over 90 percent of the fish biomass," wrote Ray Petering, the Ohio Division of Wildlife's executive administrator of fish management and research, in an e-mail. "That does not leave much room for native species."

Petering's explanation stands for what is feared could occur in parts of the Great Lakes should Asian carp breech an electric barrier near Chicago designed to keep them on the Mississippi side of the canal.

Environmental and sport-fishing groups became alarmed when a bighead carp, one of several Asian species, was caught on the Lake Michigan side of the barrier in June. The catch triggered lawsuits and caused an outcry that spurred governors of several Great Lakes states, including Ohio Gov. Ted Strickland, to demand that the federal government close the canal at least until a solution to the carp threat is found.

Opposed to a closure have been industries, companies and their allies that traffic on the canal, making the fight over the carps a conflict between environmentalists and commercial interests. At the same time, sport and commercial fishing thrive on the Great Lakes, generating billions of dollars to the regional economy.

In steps Dabrowski, who said he is driven by professional ethics to present a case that likely won't be welcomed by many people in the anti-carp community.

"I've been following the popular literature as well as the scientific literature," he said, not without irony, and has been astonished by the amount of what he characterizes as public "misinformation," including some testimony presented to Congress.

Dabrowski's stance indicated in the title of a summary statement he recently e-mailed to The Dispatch. The title says without equivocation: Asian carps pose no danger to Great Lakes.

While acknowledging the problems posed by the carp in numerous river systems, Dabrowski said the conditions that allow the carp to thrive in flowing rivers do not exist in the Great Lakes or its natural tributaries.

Both silver carp, which have gained notoriety because of their leaping behavior in the presence of passing boat motors, and bighead carp, which grow large and eat tiny planktons on which the young of native species also feed, can survive in the Great Lakes, Dabrowski concurs.

However, he writes that "the fundamental question is whether Asian carps that enter Lake Michigan and subsequently other Great Lakes can reproduce. In other words, will they be able to maintain or increase their populations, and eventually outcompete the local and prized sport-fish populations?"

The answer, he has concluded based on observations in numerous real-world settings and on what is known about the spawning process of the carp, is no. He writes, in fact, that the reasons both species of Asian carp can thrive in parts of the Missouri River "are precisely the same reasons why they will not flourish in the Great Lakes."

In order to spawn successfully, Dabrowski says, water flow and temperature must be elevated to certain thresholds simultaneously. Nowhere in the Great Lakes, including the Maumee River, do such conditions line up.

Asian carps were introduced to Dabrowski's native Poland without harmful consequences years ago, he said, to control algae and other unwanted life forms in certain containments.

"There are populations of Asian carp in Europe that are 40 years old and never spawned," he wrote.

Dabrowski dismisses the notion that an electronic barrier will keep the carp out of Lake Michigan. Once in that lake, it'll be only a matter of time before a few reach Lake Erie.

However, because it's unlikely they'll reproduce, the carp won't have a major impact on native fish, he said. What's more, the cold conditions that prevail for much of the year in the Great Lakes generally won't allow the carps that do get in to grow continuously to enormous sizes at which they can vacuum up the bottom of the food chain.

Although he says he's "anti-carp" in areas where they have crowded out native species, Dabrowski said that in some situations - not excluding Grand Lake St. Marys - the carps might be part of a solution for the blue-green algae infestation.

"They can eat the blue-green algaes without becoming intoxicated," he said.

