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Researchers to hunt for sea lampreys

Population of invasive species on the rise in Lake Erie, biologists say

By Mark Tower, thenews-messenger.com 

A handful of researchers from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will climb aboard small boats and head out onto a few area rivers and streams later this month.

The crews will be searching for larval sea lampreys, an invasive species that biologists say kill Ohio's native fish and are increasing in number in Lake Erie.

"In recent years, we have had an increase in sea lamprey abundance in Lake Erie," said Jeff Slade, station supervisor at the Fish and Wildlife Service's Ludington Biological Station in Michigan. "We are trying to figure out where the increasing population may be coming from."

Slade said some rivers and streams, particularly in the eastern portion of Lake Erie, have been confirmed as spawning ground for lampreys, which grow to about 18 inches after attaching and feeding from fish in the Great Lakes. Virtually no lampreys have been found in the waterways in Sandusky and Ottawa counties in the past, he said, but it is time to check again.

"We're not ruling anything out," Slade said. "If we do find them, then we would follow up with steps to try to reduce the populations."

Lamprey behavior

Sea lampreys, a parasitic fish that have a long eel-like body and no scales, typically migrate upstream after feeding on the bodily fluids of other fish in Lake Erie for about one year, Slade said.

"That is when they do the damage to the native fish species," he said.

After spawning, usually in gravel areas similar to where steelhead spawn, their eggs hatch and the about five-inch-long sea lamprey larvae live in the rivers and streams for four to six years, burrowing in the sediment and living off scraps of food.

"Then they go through their metamorphosis, develop their eyes and teeth and turn a silvery color," Slade said. "Then they go out into the lake."

Species history

There are six species of lampreys native to Ohio. Two of those, including the Ohio lamprey, are parasitic species, but rarely kill their host fish, according to information from the Ohio Department of Natural Resources.

Sea lampreys first invaded the Great Lakes in the 1920s and have wreaked havoc on fish species ever since, according to a news release from the Fish and Wildlife Service.

"Sea lampreys attach to fish with a suction-cup mouth, rasp a hole through the fish's scales and skin and feed on blood and bodily fluids," biologists wrote in the release. "The average sea lamprey will destroy up to 40 pounds of fish during its parasitic phase."

Research plans

Four to six researchers plan to split into two or three crews and conduct larval surveys in Muddy Creek, Portage River, Toussaint Creek and the Sandusky River from July 19-28.

Slade said the crews will spray a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency- approved pesticide, Baluscide 3.2 percent, into the water. That sinks to the bottom, he said, and irritates any sea lamprey larva in the sediment below, forcing them to swim to the surface.

The researchers plan to focus on areas of deeper water in the rivers and streams, where the larva are more common, Slade said.

The lampricide has been ruled no unreasonable risk to general population and environment when applied in approved concentrations, according to a 2003 ruling by the EPA and Health Canada Pest Management Regulatory Agency.

The Great Lakes Fishery Commission also has implemented a research program to develop other control techniques.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada are evaluating the release of sterile male sea lampreys as a control measure in St. Mary's River. The commission also is working on a strategy to increase barriers on sea lamprey-producing streams and assessing the use of barriers, traps, attractants and biological controls.

