
TRUCKEE -  The Cal i fornia 
Department of Fish and Game said 
last week it plans to move forward 
with changing the delta smelt’s 
threatened status to endangered, a 
normally lengthy process that the 
agency has pledged to fast-track.

At its meeting June 7 in Truckee, 
the Fish and Game Commission 
considered “uplisting” the smelt to 
endangered status, based on a petition 
by Tina Swanson of the Bay Institute.

Steve Martarano, a Fish and Game 
spokesman, said the commission 
concluded that making an emergency 
change to the fi sh’s status would not 
be warranted under the California 
Endangered Species Act, because 
the listing change wouldn’t offer 
additional protections. However, 
he added that the commission 
suppor t ed  an  up l i s t i ng  and 
decided to fast-track the process.

The  process  normal ly  takes 
about 12 months and involves a 
full evaluation of the species. But 
Martarano said the agency has 
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Species on the ‘threshold of  extinction’

by: ELIZABETH LARSON already done considerable work on 
studying the delta smelt’s condition.

Because of that, he said the agency 
will have a review document 
f o r  t h e  c o m m i s s i o n ’s  n e x t 
meeting, July 12-13, in Bishop.

“That could speed things up 
considerably,” said Martarano, with 
the possibility of having the full 
process, which includes public 
comment, completed by early fall.

Bill Jennings, executive director of 
the California Sportfi shing Protection 
Alliance - the group which earlier 
this year sued to shut down the Water 
Resources pump station over the 
agency’s lack of proper permits - said 
his group is going to look at the Fish 
and Game Commission’s decision 
not to allow an emergency listing.

“We’ve got a species just lingering 
on the threshold of extinction and 
they are still talking about lengthy 
administrative process, which frankly 
is reprehensible,” Jennings said.

The endangered listing means that 
a species is in danger of becoming 

extinct, said Swanson, and that’s 
the case with the delta smelt.

“It’s very, very clear that they are 
at an imminent risk for extinction,” 
s h e  s a i d .  “ B y  i m m i n e n t ,  I 
mean in the next year or two.”

This year, they’re finding a 92-
percent drop in juvenile and larval 
smelt populations. The Bay Institute 
and Center for Biological Diversity 
reported in May that a spring trawl 
survey found only 25 juvenile 
delta smelt in a two-month period, 
the smallest number ever found.

Scientists aren’t sure what’s happening 
to the smelt, she said. What is clear is 
that aggressive protections are going 
to be needed in the coming months 
to protect the few remaining fi sh.

The delta smelt only live a year, 
she said, and it’s important to 
get them to hang on for another 
generation to give them a chance to 
spawn and increase the population.

She said she believes Fish and 
Game and the Department of Water 
Resources understand the danger 



to the species, as evidenced by the 
recent temporary pump shutdown.

“ I  th ink  shu t t ing  down the 
pumps was a good thing and it 
needed to be done,” she said.

But she’s unsure of what additional 
protections they’re willing to offer the 
fi sh, which she said is an indicator of 
the entire bay delta’s ecosystem health.

Water  Resources  has  s ta ted 
previously that there are many 
stressers for the smelt and that water 
exports may not be the main one. 

B a r b a r a  B a r r i g a n - P a r r i l l a , 
campaign director for Restore 
the Delta, said, “We absolutely 
believe that it’s unprecedented 
water exports that are stressing the 
smelt,” along with other issues, 
including toxicity and pollution. 

Swanson said the environmental 
coalition acting on behalf of the 
delta smelt - which includes the 

Bay Institute, Center for Biological 
Diversity, and Natural Resources 
Defense Council -  petitioned 
the U.S. Department Fish and 
Wildlife in March 2006 for a 
federal listing change for the fi sh.

The agency failed to respond, 
and last month the coalition sent 
Fish and Wildlife a 60-day notice 
letter of intent to sue for violation 
of the Endangered Species Act.

Then in May, U.S. District Judge 
Oliver Wanger ruled for the coalition 
in a federal court case, saying that 
Fish and Wildlife’s biological 
opinion that allows federal pumping 
projects was insuffi cient and illegal.

Swanson said she and the coalition 
have taken the listing issue with Fish 
and Game as far as they can. She 
added that she believes the agency will 
move quickly through the process.

Other species are in the pipeline for 
uplisting petitions, she said. One of 

those is the longfi n smelt, a delta 
smelt cousin, whose population 
also is at record low numbers.

The longfi n smelt is not currently on 
any threatened or endangered list, 
Swanson said. They have a similar 
life history to the delta smelt, and they 
spawn in the lower part of the delta. 

Barrigan-Parrilla said protecting 
the ecosystem and maintaining 
t h e  e c o n o m y  -  i n c l u d i n g 
a g r i c u l t u r e  -  g o  t o g e t h e r. 

“We do not believe this is a fish 
versus people problem,” Barrigan-
Parrila said. “If the smelt go, the 
other species will go, and we will 
see the collapse of the delta.”


