
Enviros: Cancel fishing on upstate creek  

Six environmental groups and 
the Yavapai-Apache Nation are 
asking the state Game and Fish 
Commission to cancel fishing on 
a stretch of a prime desert creek 
because it could hurt a threatened 
fish species and allow non-native 
species to invade the creek. 

When fishing was approved last 
year, the prevailing thought was 
that much of the area where fishing 
would occur was dominated by 
roundtail chub. But new research 
shows that Fossil Creek is actually 
dominated by a different species 
— the headwater chub — that 
is typically protected from sport 
fishing. 

The Game and Fish Department 
says it sees no reason to cancel 
the opening of this much-heralded 
creek to chub-catching on Saturday. 
The chub sport-fishing season is 
planned to run through April 30 in 
a 4 1/2-mile stretch of the 14-mile 
creek, lying about 2 1/2 hours by 
car north of Phoenix. 

The fishing techniques required 
at Fossil Creek will have no 
likely effect on either species, the 
department said, adding that the 
sport fishermen would become 
strong advocates to conserve the 
creek’s habitat. 

Opponents, backed by a prominent 
fish biologist, will get their chance 

By Tony Davis to make their case to the commission 
in an emergency meeting scheduled 
for this afternoon in Phoenix. 

The two chub species look virtually 
alike. The headwater chub is being 
considered for federal protection 
under the Endangered Species 
Act. The roundtail chub is also 
considered a candidate species for 
federal listing, but the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service has already once 
turned down a chance to list it. 

At issue will be two key points: 

• Will fishing in Fossil Creek damage 
the headwater chub’s population? It 
is far more prevalent in the creek 
than the roundtail but has until now 
been protected from fishing in this 
state unless the headwater chub are 
caught accidentally while trying to 
catch something else. 

• Will the return of fishing bring back 
non-natives that were concentrated 
in the creek until 2005? 

The return to life of Fossil Creek 
four years ago has been celebrated 
as one of the state’s environmental 
success stories. That year, Arizona 
Public Service Co. decommissioned 
a power plant in response to 
environmentalist pressure, which 
let the creek run wild and increased 
streamflows tenfold. 

State and federal  biologists 
conducted a major restoration 
project and killed off non-native 
fish using a toxicant known as 

antimycin that left the stream mostly 
or exclusively to native fish. 

Three years later, the Game and Fish 
Commission agreed unanimously to 
open the creek to fishing starting 
this fall, for catch and release only, 
using artificial flies and lures, and 
barbless hooks. 

“Managing Fossil Creek as a catch-
and-release fishery for roundtail 
chub, a sport fish native to Fossil 
Creek, would allow the public an 
angling opportunity where none 
is available now with a very low 
risk of impacting the sensitive 
fish species in the system,” the 
department said at the time. 

This week, the department’s Kirk 
Young added: “We believe that 
Fossil Creek is a unique opportunity 
to increase the public’s appreciation 
of native fish. This increased public 
appreciation, even by anglers, will 
aid our efforts in recovering other 
native fish species, even those listed 
under the Endangered Species 
Act.” 

Fish biologists Paul Marsh and 
Thomas Dowling found in a 
February genetic analysis that in 
separate stretches of the creek, 92 
percent and 48 percent of the fish 
found were headwater chub, and that 
zero percent and 25 percent of the 
fish in those stretches, respectively, 
were roundtail chub. 

“Doubt was raised about this in 
October 2008, and the proof came 
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in February — they have had seven 
months to correct an established 
mistake. They have not done it,” said 
Robin Silver, conservation chair of 
the Center for Biological Diversity, 
one of the groups that petitioned to 
reverse last year’s decision. 

At the time the commission voted, 
Marsh was dubious about the idea of 
having any kind of sport fishing in 
Fossil Creek of either chub species. 
Catch-and-release fishing may be 
harmful to the roundtail chub, even 
when using a barbless hook, he 
wrote the department, and recent 
studies of related species show they 
are quite sensitive to handling. 

“ C o l l e c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f 
professionals who work with (this 
family of fish) indicates these 
species are sensitive to handling 
with impacts that may include 
stress through delayed mortality,” 
wrote Marsh, co-author of a 
soon-to-be-published book on 
native Southwestern fish and a 
retired Arizona State University 
professor. 

As for headwater chub, he questioned 
whether fishermen would be able to 
tell the two species apart and avoid 
taking headwater chub. 

“What evidence does the department 
have to indicate that catch and 
release of headwater chub is not 
detrimental to the population in 
Fossil Creek?” Marsh wrote. 

In reply, Game and Fish’s Young 
said repeated studies of various 
trout species show that when they’re 
caught with the fishing methods 
planned at Fossil Creek, mortality 
rates from hooking and releasing are 
only 3 percent to 7 percent. Because 
chub are hardier than trout, “we 
think that (3 percent to 7 percent) 
is a valid expectation for the chub,” 
he said. 
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