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Trout Unlimited and the Restoration of the Native Fish

Community to the Upper Rio Costilla Watershed
Trout Unlimited (TU) is a national conservation organization composed largely of anglers concerned about conserving, protecting and restoring North America’s trout and salmon fisheries and their watersheds.  TU has 142,000 members nationwide and over 1,100 members in New Mexico.  
TU and the Upper Rio Costilla Watershed
Together with New Mexico Trout and other organizations, TU has been actively involved for years in habitat restoration efforts on Comanche Creek.  Those efforts consist of building exclosures to keep elk and cattle from some of the riparian areas along the creek to foster the growth of willows and other native vegetation and the building of other structures to improve stream depth, water clarity, and fish habitat.  TU is also active in the Coalition for the Valle Vidal, a group of local and national organizations and individuals united to stop oil and gas development in the Valle Vidal.   TU has also supported the classification of the streams in the Valle Vidal as Outstanding National Resource Waters, a classification that protects those streams from permanent degradation.
Restoration of Native Fish to the Rio Costilla
TU strongly supports the project of the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish to restore the native fish community, including the Rio Grande Cutthroat Trout (RGCT), to the upper Costilla watershed.   TU through its national office has started seeking significant federal funding for the project, including funding for the construction of barriers, genetic testing of fish, and habitat improvements.  TU in New Mexico will provide volunteer labor and other support for the project.
Why Does TU Support this Project?
· The RGCT, New Mexico’s state fish, has been reduced to less than 10% of its historical range.  Where it does exist, it faces a number of threats from habitat degradation to hybridization with, and competition from, non-native fish.  The continued existence of RGCT cannot be assured unless genetically pure populations of RGCT are reestablished in large, complex drainages, such as the upper Rio Costilla, where they will not be geographically and genetically isolated and where they will not be subject to extirpation from catastrophic events, such as drought and fire.  

· If its current condition deteriorates further, the RGCT will be listed as endangered under the  federal Endangered Species Act.  Such a listing would create great economic dislocations in New Mexico and southern Colorado.  It would adversely affect fishing, logging, farming, grazing, irrigation, and urban water uses.  

· The RGCT is the trout that evolved in the streams of northern New Mexico, and it is more able than exotic trout to survive periods of drought, fire and other natural catastrophes.  Because it evolved in this environment with other native aquatic species, it is more compatible than exotic trout with those other species.  
· Perhaps most importantly, it is the stated policy of the United States, as expressed in the Endangered Species Act, that our native species be preserved and protected.  That Act accepts the principle that native species have significant value in themselves and for all of us.  
· The upper Rio Costilla offers an opportunity to restore the whole native aquatic ecosystem to this drainage.  There are very few places in New Mexico, and none in Colorado, where this native species complex still exists.  This is a cooperative effort, which involves the Vermejo Park Ranch, several conservation organizations, and several governmental agencies.

· The restoration of RGCT to the upper Rio Costilla will create a unique fishery, which will attract anglers from all over the United States.  We believe such a fishery will have positive economic benefits to the people and businesses in the Rio Costilla area.
Removal of Non-Native Fish
Currently, the Rio Costilla watershed is a mixed fishery that includes RGCT, rainbow trout, cutbows (RGCT-rainbow hybrids), brook trout and brown trout.  It also includes an abundance of non-native white suckers and longnose suckers.  Before RGCT and other native fish can be successfully restored to the watershed, all non-native fish must be removed.  If they are not, some of them will interbreed with RGCT and others will out-compete RGCT and the other native fish for food and habitat.  Brown trout will also eat RGCT and the other native fish.
The plan of the Department of Game and Fish for the removal of non-native fish from the Rio Costilla involves increased angler harvest limits, mechanical removal using electrofishing and netting, fish salvage orders permitting unlimited harvesting, and chemical application and neutralization.  Non-native trout removed through electrofishing and netting will be transferred alive to non-project waters.
The chemicals used to remove non-native fish, rotenone and antimycin, have been used in fish restoration efforts for over forty years.  Their use is necessary, since electrofishing, netting, and fishing are almost never successful at removing all non-native fish.  The use of these chemicals is heavily regulated by state and federal agencies, and both chemicals are approved for use in removing non-native fish by the United States Environmental Protection Agency.   Many of our members have spent considerable time reviewing the literature concerning these chemicals, and we are convinced that, at the amounts and time of exposure used in native fish restoration projects, they are safe for people and air-breathing animals and will have only minimal, short-term impacts on non-target aquatic species.  

More Information
For more information on TU and its position on the Rio Costilla project, contact Bill Schudlich, the chair of the New Mexico Council of Trout Unlimited, bill_s@outsidemag.com, (505) 989-8181, ext. 129, or Kevin Reilly, the NM representative to TU’s National Leadership Council, kevinvreilly@gmail.com, (505) 466-3786.






