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Eels, too, need safe downstream passage
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Fish passage concerns on the Kennebec River have focused on alewife, Atlantic salmon and American shad -- not the American eel. 
But the American eel is in dire need of safe downstream passage past the several hydroelectric dams located on the Kennebec, according to Douglas H. Watts, president of Friends of Kennebec Salmon. 
Watts, an Augusta resident, and his brother, Timothy Watts, filed a petition with the Department of Interior and Commerce in November 2004 to list the American eel as endangered under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. 

Watts recently filed suit against the government agency for failure to reach a decision on the petition in what he said is the 12-month time period required. 

At the same time, he has petitioned the Bureau of Environmental Protection to enforce a 1996 agreement that called for hydro dam owners to provide passage for sea-run fish, including American eels, on the Kennebec by May 2002. 

So far the plight of the American eel has not generated a huge public outcry. Watts acknowledges that this may be due in large part to the eel's less than appealing image. 

"People's perception of eels is that they are fairly scary creatures," he said. "They certainly are not cuddly, but any one who likes to fish for stripers (bass) understands that eels, whether they are cute or not, are an important part of the food chain." 

Bass, he said, in particular feed on eels. 

The Board of Environment Protection earlier this year called for a public hearing to get more information on the subject of fish passage on the Kennebec, although that hearing has yet to be held. 

Dana Murch of DEP's Bureau of Land and Water Quality said the issue is less clear-cut than depicted by Watts. 

Murch said the language of the 1996 agreement is a little fuzzy on eel passage. 

Where there is agreement is that providing downstream passage for eels is a more difficult task than for other sea-run fish. Unlike alewife or shad, adult eels tend to swim at the bottom rather than the top of the water, which makes it more susceptible to being drawn into the turbine of hydroelectric dams. 

Murch said dam owners could provide safe downstream passage by shutting their generators during the eels' spawning season that usually lasts six to eight weeks, starting in late August or September. 

But Murch said that approach would bring a huge economic loss -- more than dam owners are willing to shoulder. 

"Everybody is interesting in finding an alternative that works but allows the dams to keep generating power," he said. 

Watts said viable alternatives exist. He said the owners of the American Tissue hydro dam on the Cobbosseecontee Stream in Gardiner devised a grating system that enabled eels to pass through the turbine without being hit by the turbine's blades. 

He argues the same could be done at the four hydro dams on the Kennebec: Lockwood, Hydro-Kennebec, Shawmut and Weston Hydro. 

Murch, however, said questions remain over the passage obligations dam owners have in regard to eels. (He said the Kennebec hydro owners have provided upstream passage for the baby eels that return to the Kennebec, but adds that this is easier to accomplish because young eels swim at the surface.) 

Uncertainty also exists regarding the state of the eel population. 

Watts insists that there has been a steep decline. Gail Wippelhauser of the Maine Department of Marine Resources said a study conducted on the St. Lawrence River in Canada supports this assertion. She said researchers found a dramatic decrease in eels migrating to the St. Lawrence -- from several hundred thousands each year to what is now only thousands. 

Still, she said commercial harvesting of eels has not shown a steep decline. 

"It looks like there is cause for concern," she said of the eel population, "but whether or not the species is threatened or endangered, I don't know." 

Colin Hickey -- 861-9205 
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Friends of Merrymeeting Bay [FOMB] and all of us owe a great deal of thanks to the Watts brothers for the incredible work they have done on behalf of this much maligned but critically important species. FOMB has joined with the Watts brothers in working hard to get the state to provide safe passage around hydro-electric dams for migrating American eels. Young eels moving upriver are blocked from perhaps 80% of their historical habitat by dams. Those tenacious eels that do find a way [they can leave the water briefly] around and over dams live for 15-50 years in our rivers before their single out-migration to the Sargasso Sea to spawn and die. 

When they travel down river they are forced though spinning turbine blades at the dams they encounter. Mortality can range from 50-100% per dam. Now picture the dozen or so dams on the Androscoggin [and eels have been found as far up as Rangeley Lake], as well as those on the Kennebec, and consider the cumulative impact. 

This is partly why the Watts brothers filed a federal petition to list the eel as an endangered species. The Board of Environmental Protection and the Department of Environmental Protection continue to aggressively fight efforts to bring these dams into compliance with the law- that state petitions from FOMB, Doug Watts, a number of legislators and many others are requesting. 

The BEP voted to give us a full adjudicated hearing on the petitions affecting the Kennebec River, but then in an astounding display of bureaucracy, the Assistant Attorney General [AAG]staffing the Board and the Board Chair, granted only the dam owners automatic party status and made us petitioners file motions to intervene in our own petitions. 

The Board rejected our petitions on the Androscoggin dams and with a blow to democracy the AAG and Board Chair then withheld a second and separate Androscoggin Petition [this one signed by virtually the entire Lewiston/Auburn legislative delegation], from the full Board and made a unilateral decision to hold it in abeyance until Doug Watts' appeal of the first petition's arbitrary and capricious rejection was resolved. The trouble is, the AAG has not been able to provide us with any legal justification for her decision in contrast to the statute that requires the full Board to review a petition within 30 days. 

Where many people don't have the background to get excited about eels or the important role they play, and some even roll their eyes at the thought of protecting a species as little known as eels, most everyone gets excited by eagles. 

An extremely important aspect of turbine mortality to migrating adult eels is the secondary contamination aspect. These long-lived creatures live on or near the bottom, are high- end predators and scavengers when grown and are very fatty. These are all critical ingredients for their unfortunate absorption of some of our most persistant organochlorine pollutants like PCBs and dioxins-some of the worst chemicals we have managed to make and release. 

A couple of years ago FOMB recovered a number of dam-killed eels on the Sebasticook River below the Benton Falls dam. These were sent to the top lab in the country for full spectrum chemical analysis-WHY? In part because bald eagles were repeatedly observed feeding on maimed or dead eels that washed up on and near downstream gravel bars. Test results of these approximately 23 year-old eels showed PCB levels in the 500 parts per billion [ppb] range. For reference,the state toxicologist issues a fish consumption advisory when PCB levels in fish are found to be 11ppb. If these eels had been from a pulp mill river like the Androscoggin or Kennebec, we would expect to see similarly high levels of dioxin, one of the most toxic chemicals known to man. 

Thus we see another illustration of the far-reaching effects of our mistakes-as eagles, osprey, otter and other fish continue to be exposed to toxic chemicals we have created and pehaps in some cases no longer even produce yet are recycled within our relatively closed local ecosystem. This example points to perhaps a little known role that eels could play in cleaning up our rivers if allowed safe passage. It also illustrates the need for the continued monitoring of species like the eagle and the obligation we as a society have to act on the information and data we gather, often in a rather intrusive manner, in order to improve the lot of those animals we study, and ultimately the lot of ourselves. 

More eel information including all petitions is available at www.friendsofmerrymeetingbay.org and www.kennebecriver.org 

Rich of Windham, Me
Jul 25, 2006 4:26 PM
Save the Eels. Dear lord...whats next? 


