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Note: Second in a series of articles examining the plight of the American shad in the Delaware River and its tributaries.

No one denies that the number of American shad returning to the Delaware River and its tributaries is on the decline, and studies by the Delaware River Basin Fish and Wildlife Management Cooperative and the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission prove it.

The shad, considered America's heritage fish and one that fed U.S. troops during the American Revolution, is so beloved by the local Delaware River Shad Fishermen's Association that the majority of the members practice catch-and-release only with the silvery fish that presents a challenging fight.

According to studies by the DRBFWC, which manages the shad fishery, the number of adult shad in the Delaware River reached its modern peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but the number of juvenile shad has not fluctuated since 1979.

Shad are an anadromous fish, that is they are born in freshwater, migrate to the ocean to mature, and then return to their freshwater home to spawn the next generation. Unlike salmon, surviving mature shad can then return to the ocean. Shad counting stations are set up at various locations throughout the Delaware River and the numbers have been counted in a variety of ways to reach estimated populations. The current method is to check for adult return through monitoring at passable dams.

In 1981, for example, an adult population of more than 548,907 was assumed through the average of a pair of studies. By 1989, that number soared to 831,595. In 2007, the last year of published data, that number dropped to 155,900.

The returning numbers of shad, and passage of the adults as they return to spawn in the upper portion of the Delaware River, has been dismal. While the numbers of shad passing through both the Easton and Chain dams are not considered totals, they are considered representative statistically for passage.

In 2001, a total of 4,740 shad were counted passing through the Easton Dam, and 2,057 were later counted three miles away making it through the Chain Dam for a 43 percent passage rate.

In 2009, just 425 shad were counted returning through the Easton Dam, and only 60 (14 percent) were counted passing through Chain Dam. That 425 was up from the previous year's 408, a low since 1995. The passage from Easton to Chain dam is considered ''shad friendly'' as opposed to the four dams on the lower end of the Lehigh River that impede shad passage.

The DRSFA takes issue with the fact that the PFBC stocks shad fry in the Lehigh and Schuylkill rivers, which are tributaries of the Delaware, but not the Delaware itself.

''No fry went to the Delaware this year because not enough eggs were produced,'' said Mike Hendricks, a fisheries biologist with the PFBC and the only fish biologist on the East Coast who works full time on shad. ''The plans are to take eggs from the Delaware and return the fry to the Lehigh, Schuylkill and Delaware. The Lehigh and Schuylkill get first priority. If they get their allotment of 750,000 shad fry each, then we stock the remaining fry in the main stem of the Delaware as a replenishment stocking to repay the Delaware for the eggs we took.''

The DRSFA contends that because the Lehigh passageway is blocked by four impassable dams and the Schuylkill offers an inhospitable environment, that is a foolhardy use of a dwindling resource.

The DRSFA has also proposed a shad hatchery on the Delaware, removal of the ''shad killer'' dams that inhibit spawning runs, and a variety of other measures.

Former PFBC commissioner Norm Gavlick of Wilkes-Barre, who is hopeful of receiving a reappointment to the board, thinks that the PFBC has ignored the shad issue largely because of other political-type problems within the agency.

The PFBC board of commissioners announced last summer that it was terminating its contract with former executive director Dr. Doug Austen, who served for six years. Austen served his last day on the job last week following pressure from the board of commissioners to step down. Deputy director Brian Barner was named acting executive director during a special meeting in Harrisburg last week.

But the agency is not forgetting the shad, thanks in part to the noise the DRSFA is making. The agency announced last week that there will be a special session on the state of American shad during their quarterly meeting at the agency headquarters in Harrisburg on Wednesday. It was not listed on the original meeting agenda.

Next time: Proposed plans to restore American shad on the Delaware.
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