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Editorial: Keep funding control measures, or watch sea lamprey multiply
Opinion, freep.com 


Sea lamprey might be loving all the attention paid to Asian carp -- if their real love wasn't just sucking the juices out of fish in the Great Lakes. But Michigan can ill afford to let the spotlight on potential invasions divert its attention from a notoriously destructive one that has been here for ages.
The danger is real. President Barack Obama's February budget proposal cut 15% from lamprey control in the Great Lakes, which is handled through the Great Lakes Fisheries Commission with funds from the U.S. and Canada. Further budget cuts, if carelessly layered on to Obama's plan, would make a bad situation worse.

Sea lamprey have been in the Great Lakes for decades but, after long and hard work, are considered controlled or nearly controlled in four of the five lakes (more later on the fifth, Lake Erie). The most tangible evidence of success has shown up in Lake Huron, where lake trout are now surviving long enough to reach reproductive age -- seven years -- and show signs of becoming self-sustaining again. That is a major victory.

But the Fisheries Commission has pulled that off on a budget that is just barely sufficient -- currently $21.4 million a year from the U.S. Indeed, the current success in Lake Huron may have come at the cost of some complacency about Lake Erie, where lamprey had been considered controlled until recently.

The commission has renewed its efforts in Lake Erie of late, but lamprey numbers, while declining, have not fallen back as far as expected. That suggests the next push will have to include some additional sleuthing. An investigation on Lake Michigan, for example, found a minor dam breach in the Manistique River that was providing miles of previously unrecognized spawning habitat for lampreys.

So, while lamprey control is intensive, it is something the experts know how to do -- as long as they get the dollars to do it. It's one area where the Great Lakes delegation must fight tooth and nail to keep funding at least stable. That a president hailing from Chicago would not get this is not just disappointing but dumbfounding.

Programs like lamprey control also demonstrate why simplistic budget solutions like across-the-board cuts can be so damaging. Holding down the number of lamprey takes consistent effort; easing up because the budget is pinched leads to a rebound that costs even more money to address later.

Longtime beach walkers will remember the era when alewife die-offs littered the shoreline, after lamprey sucked the life out of the lake trout that had kept alewives under control. No one would have dared run a Pure Michigan advertising campaign back then.

In other words, it is not just a lake trout revival and the fishing economy that's at stake here. The shores of Michigan's pleasant peninsulas support tourism and recreation that depend on keeping beaches stink-free. Sea lamprey cannot be allowed to wriggle away and multiply.
