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Which is which? Enviros cry foul over fish 
State wildlife officials plan to open a stretch of Fossil 
Creek to sport fishing next week, offering anglers a 
rare chance to catch a native roundtail chub. 
 
The problem, according to one conservation group 

, is that most of the fish found in that stretch aren't 
roundtail chub, (at right) but the less-common 
headwater chub, (below left) a species the Center for Biological Diversity says is off-limits 
for sport fishing. 
 
The center petitioned the Arizona Game and Fish Commission to hold off on opening the 

fishery at the creek, where biologists are rebuilding the 
native fish populations four years after water began 
flowing down the natural channel again. 
 
"They approved sport-water fishing for the wrong fish," 
said Robin Silver, who is following the issue for the 
center. "We've told them so and they chose to move 
ahead anyway." 

 
The commission will meet Wednesday afternoon to discuss the petition and decide whether to 
allow fishing at the creek, located about 80 miles northeast of Phoenix.  
 
The center was prepared to seek a court injunction to stop the Game and Fish Department from 
opening Fossil Creek to sport-fishing as scheduled next Saturday. 
 
State wildlife officials downplayed the issue, asserting that the chub population in Fossil Creek is 
healthy enough to allow a limited fishing season. The fishery is posted as catch-and-release, 
meaning that anglers must return any fish they hook, no matter the species. 
 
"The point of which fish is there is more of an academic question rather than a pragmatic 



question affecting the fishery," said Kirk Young, chief of fisheries for the department.  
 
Young said the two fish species are visually indistinguishable, which is one reason why earlier 
surveys indicated a larger population of roundtail chub. 
 
"There may be more headwater chub in there than we thought when we proposed the regulation," 
Young said. "This is the first information that showed a different picture. Given the status of the 
population, we didn't see any reason to change the regulation mid-term." 
 
The roundtail chub (Gila robusta) and the headwater chub (Gila nigra) look nearly identical, but 
they are treated differently under state and federal laws. 
 
The headwaters' numbers have dwindled with the loss of habitat and the species is a candidate 
for endangered status. Federal officials decided the slightly larger roundtail chub did not warrant 
protection. It is considered a sport fish in Arizona, but is protected in New Mexico. 
 
The biological diversity center brought in two experts in fish and wildlife genetics to test 
samples from the stretch of Fossil Creek the state planned to open. The tests found that more 
than 90 percent of the fish in one stretch were headwater chub and none were roundtails. Farther 
downstream, just 25 percent of the fish were roundtails, a mix that would leave other fish 
vulnerable, according to the report submitted by Thomas Dowling, a professor at Arizona State 
University's School of Life Sciences, and Paul Marsh, an emeritus researcher at the university. 
 
"The situation is exacerbated by the fact that it is virtually impossible to tell the two chubs apart, 
even for a trained professional," the two men wrote. 
 
Fossil Creek, which flows 17 miles down off the Mogollon Rim into the Verde River, was 
diverted out of its channel through two power plants 
for nearly 100 years. The plants were shut down in 2005 and the creek's steady flow was 
restored. 
 
Since then, biologists have tried to restore the creek's native fish habitat by removing non-native 
fish, such as trout and bass. The native fish were removed from stretches of the creek to speed 
the non-native removal and then returned. 
 
Young said allowing anglers to catch and release fish in the creek will help build respect and 
understanding for native species. 
 
"Most people only see native fish in books or posters," he said. "Here's a rare opportunity to 
expose the public to these cool native fish. The benefit is to develop an interest and an 
appreciation for native species and conservation of the natives." 
 
Silver said the state has the opportunity to create Arizona's premier native fishery at Fossil 
Creek, but opening the water to sport fishing without additional study could hamper recovery of 
the native fish. 
 
"Native desert fish are vulnerable and there's a debate over whether fishing protects native fish," 
he said. "Let's have an open discussion about whether opening a fishery there is the right thing to 
do."  
 


