Here's a great article from our friend Gary Blockus at the Morning Call in Allentown. This is the first in a series. Go out and buy the paper.
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Editor's note: This is the first in a series of occasional stories that will examine the plight of the American shad in the Delaware River and its tributaries.

The Delaware River Shad Fishermen's Association is mad as hell and doesn't want to take it anymore. For more than a year, the DRSFA has been playing gadfly to the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission on the issue of the shad population in the Delaware River and its tributaries.

''The Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission was founded in 1866 to protect and improve the American shad,'' John Berry, one of the DRSFA's prime gadflies, explained when charging that the PFBC has not done enough to help increase shad populations in the Delaware River.

While that was one of the reasons the PFBC was founded, it is not the only one: pollution and poor conditions in mountain lakes and streams also were reasons the agency was established, according to its history. Pollution in those days was mainly from coal transportation.

Still, the DRSFA does not feel the PFBC is adequately focused on correcting the reality of a reduced shad population in the Delaware River.

The DRSFA would like to see the establishment of a dedicated shad hatchery in the river, as well as removal of all dams that prevent shad passage in the river and its tributaries such as the Lehigh and Schuylkill rivers. The group has an extensive wish list to go along with those suggestions.

''Shad are a lot like [bad] basketball players,'' Berry contended. ''They can't jump. Even six inches is a stretch for a shad, so not all fish ladders will work.''

Like salmon, shad return home to their native rivers to spawn after their their maturation in larger bodies of water such as oceans. The shad spawning run in the spring leads to festivals along the Delaware such as the Forks of the Delaware Shad Fishing Tournament and Festival. The DRSFA does not support the festival because the DRSFA adheres, for the most part, to a catch-and-release approach with shad to help maintain the shad population.

Both the DRSFA and PFBC agree shad numbers in the Delaware are on the decline. While it's impossible to give an exact number of shad, estimates are made based on fish passage through video monitor counts at passable fish ladders at the Easton Dam and three miles away at the Chain Dam in Glendon. Those numbers will be detailed in next week's story.

The PFBC contends, through its research, that while the shad are having difficulty returning home to spawn, the number of shad that are returning to the Delaware from the ocean is the real problem.

''The important thing to note is that both the DRSFA and the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission share the same goal,'' PFBC fisheries biologist Mike Hendricks said. ''We both want to restore shad to the Lehigh River and we both want to increase the numbers of shad in the Delaware to their full potential. We have a difference in how to best get there.''

In a series of e-mails starting with a DRSFA questionnaire to the PFBC, the local group declined to accept the PFBC answers without e-mailing back its commentary on those answers.

The DRSFA is basing its recommendations on the successful restoration efforts in the Potomac River as well as observations of anglers and guides in the Delaware River.

''The numbers of shad returning to the Delaware annually are not as good as they were in the 1980s and early 1990s,'' said Hendricks, the only state biologist on the East Coast who works full time on shad.

''There are improvements to be made. What we do know is that the number of juveniles produced remains relatively constant. The terminology we use is 'varies without trend.' There is no long-term trend. It goes up and down based on climatic factors. That tells us there are sufficient adults to supply the number of juveniles we need for the Delaware.

''It also suggests,'' Hendricks said, ''the decline in the number of adults isn't due to reproduction, but to some source of mortality in the ocean that is higher now than it was in the late 1980s and early 1990s.''

The numbers of striped bass, one of the main natural predators for American shad, have increased in recent years, which would be one cause for a decline in the returning population.

In a related finding, while the striped bass population has been near an estimated all-time high over the past decade, the menhaden (bunker or pogy), a herring cousin of the shad, is at an all-time low. If the menhaden population is low, the striped bass have to feed on some other similar schooling fish, and shad lures are one of the prime attractants for stripers.

Other factors would be commercial fishers, which harvest American shad and its cousin, river herring, as bait fish or net and kill great quantities of shad by accident.

Both the DRSFA and PFBC have ideas on how to address the situation, some in concert, some at odds, but both organizations want to see the shad population increase.

Next week: Inside the numbers -- shad population, passage and projections.
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