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What I Know About Flame Chubs 
and Who I Told 
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8200 Hickory Hill Lane, Huntsville, AL 35802 

fundulus@hotmail.com 

U 
'd guess that everyone reading this article is concerned 

about the conservation status of North America's native 

fishes. That's largely what NANFA's about, along with 

the captive maintenance and propagation of these species. 

Most everyone reading this also has another characteristic that 

we often take for granted: we actually know something about 

native species, like where and when to find them, knowledge 

usually lacking among the general public and government 

officials . I would like to share my experience testifying to the 

Alabama Environmental Management Commission (AEMC) 

about my findings on the status of the flame chub, H emitremia 

jlammea, in northeast Alabama. 

The flame chub is a minnow now endemic to the 

Tennessee Valley, where it's always found in spring-fed 

streams. It's been considered to be in decline but with little 

hard data to back this up, although it has disappeared from 

peripheral areas of its range in Kentucky and from some 

streams in the Coosa River drainage near Anniston, Alabama. 

I became interested in the fish's status and, over the summer 

of 2005, carried out a series of stream surveys mostly in 

Jackson and Madison counties. Streams of primary interest 

were chosen from a list of 151 historic flame chub collections 

in the state based on the records of the University of Alabama 

Ichthyology Collection. 

What I found was that of the 17 historic collection sites 

that my team visited, flame chubs were located in only five of 

them. We sampled these sites using seine nets of various sizes 

(depending on the stream), and, depending on stream size, 

seined for about 100 meters for 1-2 hours . At one site, a large 

spring system that produced 29 flame chubs in 1966, only a 

single flame chub was found. 

I feel that I have at least the beginnings of a data set 

demonstrating that flame chubs are in decline in north 

Alabama. My explanation for this decline is habitat degradation 

of the spring water sources needed by this species. Many of 

the sites now lacking flame chubs show clear signs of suburban 

expansion, poor agricultural practices and road widening. The 

species is disappearing one small population at a time. 

Okay, now what? If the flame chub is in decline, whom 

can you tell in an effort at least to slow down this decline? 

This took me to Montgomery, the capital of Alabama. The 

AEMC supervises the work of the Alabama Department of 

Environmental Management (ADEM), the state's version of 

the EPA. Seven commissioners are appointed by the governor 

and function as the steering committee for ADEM's operation. 

They make decisions about land and water management in 

the state on a case-by-case basis . They hold an open meeting 

every two months and, after the formal business session 

(about two hours), allow public comment by prior application. 

I signed up for the November 4, 2005, meeting, and was the 

first of four speakers. The AEMC meets in a small auditorium 

that holds about 100 people, mostly ADEM employees, 

lawyers, reporters and environmental activists. 

I prepared a short PowerPoint presentation to support a 

planned seven minute presentation. That's the challenge: 

How do you explain all of this in seven minutes to a group 

who know nothing about it? 

My presentation went well. It was formal testimony 

speaking directly to the four commissioners who were present. 

I immediately noticed that two of the commissioners were 

listening to me, and two were studiously ignoring me. This 

reflected who appointed a given commissioner-the former 

or current governor-and how "pro-business" they are. One 

of the attentive commissioners asked me cont. on page 24 
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Perhaps not coincidentally, Craig's 2002 election campaign 

received more money from electric utilities that any other 

industry, and he was named "legislator of the year" by the 

National Hydropower Association. 

Some fish and wildlife managers dispute Craig's assertion 

that the FPC's work is redundant with that of other agencies. 

Jeffrey Koenings, director of the Washington Fish and 

Wildlife Department, said eliminating the FPC "will actually 

increase salmon recovery costs, as the states and tribes will 

need additional staff to replace the lost functions ." In 2000, 

an independent scientific advisory panel validated the integrity 

of the FPC's work. 

Michele DeHart, who runs the FPC, which employs 12 

workers and has an annual budget of $1.3 million, said she is 

flabbergasted. 

"We are biologists and computer scientists," she told the 

Vllishington Post, "and what we do is just math. Math can't 

hurt you." 

The FPC is scheduled to close March 2006. 

Oregon and California release fish status reports 

In August, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

(ODFW) released a public review draft status report on wild 

fishes in the state. ODFW biologists studied 69 Species 

Management Units, or SMUs-groups of populations from 

a common geographic area with similar genetic and life history 

characteristics-including all varieties of the state's salmon 

and steelhead species, and most of the trout population. They 

also assessed selected sturgeon, lamprey, dace and chub 

species listed under the Endangered Species Act. Of these 

SMUs, 13% are extinct, 49% are at risk, 20% are potentially 

at risk, and 18% are not at risk of irreversible declines in the 

near future. Most of the at-risk SMUs live in highly frag­

mented habitats with discontinuous distributions related to 

both natural and man-made causes. The report can be down­

loaded at http: / /www.dfw. state. or. us/fish/0 N FSR/report.asp. 

In November, the California Department of Fish and 

Game released a summary of the status of79 animals and 223 

plants listed under the California Endangered Species Act. 

The report provides information on the range and distribu­

tion of each listed species, describes factors that affect these 

plants and animals, and indicates whether populations in 

California are increasing, stable or decreasing. The following 

fishes are included in the report: chinook salmon (stable), 

coho salmon (declining), bull trout (extirpated), delta smelt 

(stable to declining), Mohave tui chub (declining), Owens 

tui chub (stable to declining), bonytail chub (declining), 

Colorado pikeminnow (extirpated), Lost River sucker (status 

unknown), Modoc sucker (stable to increasing), shortnose 

sucker (stable), razorback sucker (declining), desert pupfish 

(declining in the wild, stable at refuge sites), Cotton ball 

Marsh pupfish (stable), Owens pupfish (stable), unarmored 

threespine stickleback (stable), and rough sculpin (stable) . 

The full report, titled "The Status of Rare, Threatened, and 

Endangered Plants and Animals of California 2000-2004," is 

available at http ://www.dfg.ca .gov/hcpb/species/t_ e _spp/ 

ann_ te _rpt.shtml. 

Gila chub added to endangered species list 

In November, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service listed 

the Gila chub (Gila intermedia) as endangered under the 

Endangered Species Act and designated 160 miles of spring­

fed and perennial streams and headwaters in New Mexico 

and Arizona as critical habitat. Historically, the chub occurred 

throughout the Gila River basin in southeastern Arizona, 

southwestern New Mexico, and northeastern Sonora. Today 

the chub is found in less than 15% of its historical range; only 

29 isolated populations remain. Habitat degradation caused by 

livestock grazing, mining, expanded irrigation for agriculture, 

fire suppression, increased groundwater pumping, growing 

development pressures, and competition from nonnative fishes 

are implicated in its decline. 

Stallsmith, "Flame Chub," cont. from page 19 

two questions about what this means, allowing me to reinforce 

some of my points before I was allowed to step down from the 

microphone. 

I spent an entire day driving 37 5 miles around the state 

for not quite 10 minutes of presentation. What do I expect 

from this? My hope is that I've introduced tl1e declining status 

of the flame chubs as a "canary in the mine" indicator of 

broader environmental problems in the Tennessee Valley of 

north Alabama. The AEMC has the power to affect and 

control many factors causing habitat degradation in the state. 

It will take both state and federal level actions to mitigate 

factors negatively affecting species like the flame chub. There 

are other local aquatic species, fishes and mollusks, facing 

similar declines, so I have a feeling I'll be back before the 

AEMC and maybe other agencies. 

My thanks to Bemie Kuhajda of the University of Alabama 

Ichthyology Collection for providing the historic collection records, 

and to Emily Fitz and Carlos Soto for assisting in the field. 4-< 
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flame chub 
Hemitrimea flammea (Jordan & Gilbert 1878) 

Family: Cyprinidae 

In this issue: 
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Platyfish and Swordtails ~~ Two New Madtoms \~ and more 
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     Flame chubs (Hemitremia flammea), photographed by William Roston, are found in springs and spring runs in central and eastern Tennessee and northern Alabama, with historical records in northwestern Georgia and southeastern Kentucky. The "flame" in its name comes from males during the breeding season, which "flame up" with a conspicuous red-orange spot at the base of the dorsal fin and an overall golden sheen that lights the chub up like a goldfish. Information about its reproductive behavior first came from the aquariums of masternative fish aquarist Ray Katula, who reported that the chub spawned over gravel without nest building or egg care.
     According to Katula, flame chub prefer temperatures between 18-23°C, and a pH of 7.8-8.0. To spawn the fish, place at least three males and three females in a 40-gallon 
aquarium with fine-grain gravel (<11.3 mm). Place a plastic tray (30.5 x 40.6 x 7.6 cm) lined with the same gravel over one part of the substrate to facilitate harvesting of eggs. To induce spawning, create an artificial "winter" by lowering the temperature to 7.2°C with 6-8 hours of fluorescent light per day. Over the course of 6-7 weeks, gradually increase the light to 16 hours per day, while increasing the water temperature to 18.3°C. Condition the chubs with heavy feedings of frozen bloodworms, freeze-dried daphnia, live glassworms, and a flake food containing a vegetable base. When the females get heavy with eggs and the males display breeding tubercles and their most brilliant red, watch for spawning 


Kon
Typewritten Text

Kon
Typewritten Text

Kon
Typewritten Text
behavior to commence. Remove the plastic tray to a hatching aquarium, where the eggs will hatch 3-4 days later at 20°C. In another 3-4 days the fry will accept newly hatched brine shrimp. Keep an eye on the adults, as they may spawn again in captivity.
     Flame chubs are protected in Tennessee and Georgia and may not be collected without a special permit. Flame chub are legally collected in Alabama, but even here the 
responsible native fish enthusiast will exercise restraint and good sense. As noted by Bruce Stallsmith in this issue (page 19), flame chub habitat is fragile and disappearing, and flame chub populations are low. Any careless or overzealous removal of flame chub from the wild could have a negative impact on the species as a whole. Please do not collect flame chub unless you are serious about propagating them. 
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