
Endangered status sought for smelt

Delta smelt are rapidly going extinct 
and should immediately be listed 
as an endangered species, environ-
mentalists said in documents fi led 
Wednesday.

The tiny fi sh, widely considered a 
barometer of the overall health of 
the Delta, already is designated for 
protection under state and federal 
endangered species laws. But its sta-
tus as a “threatened” species does not 
refl ect the dire circumstances it is in, 
environmentalists said.

Three environmental groups fi led an 
emergency petition with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service to get the fi sh 
reclassifi ed as “endangered.”

“It would recognize that the smelt is 
in worse shape than when it was fi rst 
listed (as threatened in 1993), and 
is on the verge of extinction,” said 
Kate Poole, a lawyer for the Natural 
Resources Defense Council.

“It would increase the urgency of 
agencies’ actions (to protect the 
fi sh),” Poole said.

Delta smelt -- whose population, en-
vironmentalists say, has declined an 

estimated 97 percent since 1993 -- are 
the most imperiled of several open-
water Delta fi sh species that are in a 
rapid decline. They hit a record low 
in 2004, and then saw their population 
plunge much lower last year.

Scientists have been trying to deter-
mine the cause of the ecological crisis 
for the past year. Contributing factors 
could include pesticides or other toxic 
substances; water delivery opera-
tions; and invasive species, especially 
a clam that is carpeting Suisun Bay 
and consuming much of the food that 
small fi sh need.

“State and federal management and 
protective regulations have proved 
inadequate to protect Delta smelt 
and their estuarine ecosystem,” the 
petition said.

Environmentalists contend that a 
likely culprit is the pumping that de-
livers water from the Delta to the San 
Joaquin Valley and Southern Califor-
nia. Those pumps have diverted more 
water in recent years than in the past, 
and state officials are considering 
increasing rates further in the next 
several years.

Tina Swanson, a scientist at the Bay 
Institute, an environmental research 

organization, said new information 
shows that pumping from December 
to March affects the overall popula-
tion of fi sh later in the year.

A spokesman for the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, which must rule 
on the petition fi led Wednesday, said 
changing the status of Delta smelt 
would not improve protection for 
the fi sh.

“The protection for a species applies 
equally for a threatened or endan-
gered species,” said spokesman Al 
Donner. “I’m not sure what this really 
accomplishes.”

But the NRDC, the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity and the Bay Institute 
said the reclassifi cation would turn 
up the scrutiny of biologists look-
ing at proposals to increase Delta 
pumping.

The petition also attempts to put 
numbers on the smelt population. 
Biologists typically use an index to 
measure the relative health of the 
population but say it is very dif-
fi cult to extrapolate those numbers 
to estimate the actual size of the 
population.

Using methods adopted from an 
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earlier study, the environmentalists’ 
petition says there were an average 
of 800,000 Delta smelt from 1967 
to 1982. Today, there are fewer than 
25,000, the petition said.

“It’s dire,” said Poole. “It is literally 
on the verge of extinction. It’s not just 
about the smelt, because the smelt is 
the canary-in-the-coal-mine species 
for the Delta.”

Earlier this week, an anglers’ orga-
nization fi led a notice it will sue the 
state Department of Water Resources 
for operating its pumps in violation of 
the state endangered species law.


