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Voracious Asian Carp Clear Chicago’s Electric Fence; Lake Erie next? Probably, experts say

By Michael Scott, Plain Dealer Reporter

Lake Erie environmental experts are lamenting reports that aggressive Asian carp invaders have defeated a $9 million electronic barrier in Chicago. 

"That's because it's only a matter of time before the Asian carp gets here, in my opinion," said Jeff Reutter of Ohio Sea Grant, director of Ohio State University's Stone Laboratory on Gibraltar Island in western Lake Erie. "The impact is likely to be greater on Lake Erie than anywhere else in the Great Lakes." 

There's good reason for that bad prediction: As the shallowest and warmest of the five Great Lakes, Erie is by far the most biologically productive -- supporting a multi-million million sport fishing industry on the Ohio side and an equally lucrative commercial fishing industry on the Canadian shores. 

"The real concern is that the carp will out-compete the perch and walleye here -- and that could hit the fishing industry hard," Reutter said. "But it will really depend on how the Asian carp fits into this particular ecosystem." 

Asian carp -- actually four different types of the fish, some of which can reach 100 lbs. -- were originally raised as farmed fish in the lower Mississippi. But they've since moved up river, closer and closer to Chicago, where the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal connects the Mississippi to the Great Lakes watershed. 

The fish are also known to leap out of the water when spooked by motorboats -- sometimes battering boaters, anglers or Jet Ski enthusiasts, but also making for well-watched online videos. 

But the now near-certain arrival of the fish in the lakes is no laughing matter, Reutter said. 

"This is not just a bottom feeder, like the common carp, this is a predator," he said. 

The response around the lakes was equally dismal after federal officials on Friday said there is now DNA evidence showing fish on the Great Lakes side of the barrier are likely Asian carp. That means the electric fence -- installed in the last several years -- apparently failed. 

"These fish are huge and they're already dominating the Illinois River system," said Jeff Skelding of the Healing-Our-Waters Great Lakes Coalition, a non-profit lakes advocacy group. 

"It's not hard to see that once they get into the lakes, they'll continue their voracious feeding there -- and that could upset a balance in the lakes that is already teetering on the edge of irreversible harm." 

The Coalition and other environmental groups responded to Friday's news by calling for radical action -- severing the more than 100-year old connection of the Mississippi and Great Lakes watersheds by closing off the canal entirely. That would stop more from coming in and give officials time to kill off the early arrivals. 

The canal was built in the late 1880s -- essentially reversing the flow of the Chicago River away from Lake Michigan and toward the Mississippi watershed -- to prevent the city's sewage from flowing out into the lake from where drinking water was taken. 

The U.S. Coast Guard had announced plans earlier this month to close the canal for four to five days beginning Dec. 2 to perform routine maintenance on an electric barrier built to keep the carp at bay. 

"The electric barrier is a bandaid," Skelding said. "The ultimate solution is to separate the watersheds. What was practical 100 years ago is now potentially incredibly destructive to the lakes." 

Meanwhile, the The Illinois Department of Natural Resources is planning to pour a fish-killing poison into the Illinois River for a six miles stretch leading up to the ship canal. 

