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onytail (Gila elegans) and razorback sucker

(Xyrauchen texanus) are large river fish
found only in western North America’s Colorado
River basin, The bonytail is nearly extinct and
the razorback sucker is becoming rare.

The bonytail (Fig. 1) is a large, streamlined
minnow (family Cyprinidae) that may reach 50
cm (18 in) in length and weigh up to 0.5 kg (1
Ib). The razorback sucker (Catostomidae; Fig.
2) may grow to 75 cm (2.5 ft) in length and
weigh up to 5 kg (10 1b). Both species have
evolved a unique dorsal keel or hump, a charac-
teristic shared by few other fish. Individual life
spans approach 50 years.

Historically, both species were common and
were used by Native Americans and early set-
tlers as food and fertilizer. Physical and biolog-
ical changes to their habitat and direct competi-
tion and predation from non-native fishes are
responsible for their decline. Young fish no

longer survive to replace adults as they die of
old age.

Status

Information about these fish is found in
sources ranging from scattered personal jour-
nals of early travelers to more recent biological
reports and scientific literature. Bonytail and
razorback sucker were first described by scief-
tists in the late 1850’s. Comprehensive studies
were not conducted in the lower Colorado River
until 1930, while similar investigations
upstream were delayed until the 1960’s becauseé
the area is rugged and remote.

Dill (1941) reported an alarming decline of
endemic fish in the lower river; Miller et a
(1982) reported similar trends farther upstream:
Three years after the 1973 passage of V‘he
Endangered Species Act, the Colorado Rivef
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former range, and razorback sucker in less than
25% of their former range (Fig. 3).

Reasons for Decline

The Colorado River ecosystem has been dra-
matically altered by water development that
transformed an erratic and turbulent river sys-
tem into a series of calm reservoirs and chan-
nelized river reaches. Eight dams were built
across the lower 563 km (350 mi) of the river by
1950. The historical habitat of these fish is now
controlled by 44 large dams and is being
drained by hundreds of miles of diversion
canals. Nursery areas, critical for early life
stages, have been flooded by reservoirs, and
upstream migration is physically blocked by
dams. Seasonally warm and turbid flows of the
natural hydrology of the basin were replaced by
cold, diminished reservoir releases governed by
hydroelectric and downstream water demands.

Although physical habitat changes have
been dramatic, subtle ecological changes may
have been even more damaging. Reservoirs and
cold tailwaters presented favorable conditions
to develop recreational fisheries.’ Although the
bonytail and razorback sucker were once valu-
able food sources, they became viewed as trash
fish when more desirable sportfish (e.g., trout,
catfish, and bass) became established. Resource
agencies stocked and promoted recreational
fisheries, often at the expense of native fishes.
For example, in 1962, 723 km (450 mi) of the
upper Green River was poisoned to improve
trout production. Today, over 90% of all fish
found in the river system are species introduced
for recreational fishing. Uncounted other aquat-
ic plants and animals, pathogens, parasites, and
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Fig. 1. Bonytail (Gila elegans).

Fig, 2. Razorback sucker
(Xyrauchen texanus).

Fig. 3. Historical range and cur-
rent concentrations of bonytail
and razorback sucker (Minckley
and Deacon 1991).
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chemical contaminants were introduced and
have changed the river’s delicate ecosystem.

The dramatic decline prompted the listing of
the bonytail as endangered in 1980, and a simi-
lar listing for the razorback sucker followed in
1991. Although both fishes are federally pro-
tected and recovery programs began over 15
years ago, these species continue to edge toward
extinction. The problem lies in the complexity
of the environmental and legal issues, combined
with possible conflicts in land-, water-, and fish-
ery-management philosophies. Controversy and
debate have slowed, stalled, and complicated
recovery effort. While sociopolitical issues of
recovery are debated, old relict populations are
not being aggressively protected through man-
agement and they continue to die off.

Recovery and Management

The goal of recovery is to reestablish species
or enhance their ability to maintain self-perpet-
uating populations in native habitat, which may
require both physical and biological habitat
restoration. Many scientists believe recovery of
bonytail and razorback sucker will take an
aggressive and long-term commitment.
Recovery efforts in the upper river are being
intensified to restore adequate spring flows and
develop nursery habitat. Stocking of bonytail
and razorback sucker is being postponed until
these habitat changes are made, and guidelines
for stocking recreational species and possibly
reducing their populations are being negotiated.
Whether these actions will be sufficient to
recover these fish is unknown.

While bonytail and razorback sucker are not
being stocked in the upstream recovery pro-
gram, they are being stocked farther down-
stream. A 10-year stocking program reintro-
duced razorback sucker into Arizona streams,
but although nearly 15 million razorbacks were
stocked between 1981 and 1990, the effort

failed because most small suckers were bel
to have been eaten by catfish and other
native fishes. This emphasizes the pee
predator removal or the stocking of larger fish

Removal of non-native species ig Vittual],
impossible and sometimes undesirable, [, Y
bonytails and razorback suckers are b;g; !
stocked by the Native Fish Work Group tg
attemnpt to maintain the Lake Mohave popula.
tion by replacing the old population with youp
adults that exhibit the genetic characterigticg 0%
the remnant population. Bonytail and Tazorback
suckers are being raised in isolated coveg where
other fish have been removed. Fish grow fo
about 30 cm (12 in) in length in a year and gy,
then released into the reservoir. At thig size
many should escape predation and could poten.,
tially survive 40 to 50 years.

Stocking is not an alternative to recovery,
but if done properly, it can be used to maimain:
expand, or reestablish long-lived endangereq
fish populations. L.ake Mohave is not pristine
habitat; however, maintenance of its population
can help preserve genetic diversity, enhance
species diversity in the reservoir, help ensure
against catastrophic loss of hatchery brood
stocks, and provide opportunities to study these
fish in the wild.

Aggressive management of remaining popu-
lations is essential to provide the time to com-
plete and test habitat restoration programs. If
remnant populations are not saved, we stand to
lose important pieces of a very complex ecolog-
ical puzzle.
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