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STOCKTON — No one knows 
exactly by how much, or even 
why, smelt, bass and other fi sh 
species in the San Joaquin Delta 
have declined.

Nine months after a study was 
published suggesting some Delta 
fish species were in serious 
trouble, state scientists Monday 
were still unable to define 
exact reasons for the changes 
at a fi eld hearing of the House 
Resources Committee at the Port 
of Stockton.

“Can you tell me how much the 
smelt have declined?” asked Rep. 
Richard Pombo, R-Tracy. “Fifty 
percent? Ten percent?”

He was fi shing for a descriptive 
number. But none of the agency-
based scientists could — or 
would — bite.

“All we know is that the trend is 
down,” replied a stoic Randall 
Baxter, a biologist with state 
Department of Fish and Game. 
“We don’t know where the 
bottom is.”

But all agreed that a tangled web 
of factors ails the Delta, led by 
the unholy trinity of excessive 
water pumping, pollution and 

invasive species.

Fisheries in Suisan Bay, for 
example, are menaced by a 
nonnative species of clam, 
said Matt  Nobriga of  the 
state Department of Water 
Resources.

Pesticide runoff, meanwhile, 
could be what’s causing huge 
summertime blooms of toxic 
microcystis algae thought to 
contribute to the toxicity of Delta 
ecosystems, said Rich Breuer of 
water resources.

And the redistribution of 6 
million acre-feet of Delta water 
per year might hurt smelt and 
bass habitat, suggested fi sh and 
game’s Chuck Armor.

But they won’t have exact answers 
until more studies are completed, 
the scientists agreed.

“After years of study and millions 
of dollars,” scientists and 
offi cials still don’t understand 
what’s ailing the Delta, Pombo 
lamented.

His Democratic colleague on 
the Resources Committee, Rep. 
George Miller of Concord, 
suggested that even if we knew, 
it might not matter.

“Even the best science” might 

not be followed by policy, Miller 
said.

Miller said that contracts to 
pump Delta water to the dry 
regions of the San Joaquin Valley 
and Southern California could 
take precedence over scientifi c 
fi ndings.

Last summer, for example, at 
the same time that studies were 
released that showed an alarming 
drop in Delta fi sh species, the 
Department of Water Resources 
was selling a new pumping 
contract called the “South Delta 
Improvements Package.”

It includes provisions to increase 
pumping limits from 6,680 cubic 
feet per second to 8,500 cubic 
feet per second.

“Even at the present rate, the 
pumps kill all species” of plankton 
and water plants, decimating 
food sources for fi sh, said Bill 
Jennings, executive director 
of the California Sportfishing 
Protection Alliance.

“That’s what you get when you 
eliminate the requirement that 
policy be based on the best 
science,” and allow “political 
appointees to make policy,” 
said Brent Plater, lawyer for the 
San Franciso-based Center for 



Biological Diversity.

After two hours of expert 
testimony, the 100 people at the 
hearing Monday were left with 
more questions than answers.

“We know a lot more about 
what we don’t know,” said Rep. 
Dennis Cardoza, D-Merced.

Cardoza and others on the panel 
might have gleaned more from 
the 30 members of the California 
Striped Bass Association who 
gathered outside after the 
hearing.

“These waters used to boil with 
stripers,” Jennings said. Gesturing 
with his arms, the stout, white-
bearded man continued: “The 
whole area was once a thriving 
fi sh nursery. It ain’t like it used 
to be.”

Jay Sorensen of  the bass 
association agreed.

“What used to take us two hours 
then to catch now takes us 40 
hours,” Sorensen said.


