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Fish not fit to eat, but no one’s finding out why 

For years, fishermen in the 5t Johns River
have been pulling in fish that arent it for the
e T ha

( ve raw, gaping sores on their
flanks, belliss and mouths — lestons that eat
through lving

[ARIVERIN | i evor

ing boney and
Intemal  or-
gans.

The  Mshar-
men aren't
likely to be
shocked at the
grusiome
;t:l.g of Lheic ?lch — they're used 1o It Most

n't even notify £n environmental 2

Why bother? ! ageney
. !;a one knlouu what Is causing St. Johns Rlver
ish to rol alive. And no one is ev
e even studying to

Ul think i's a mistake not to find out” sald
Larry Gilmore, a comme:ciat fisherman who hay
werked Jacktonville waters for more than 20
vears. "The stale uwes the prople al teast a shot
at it We're Mahing for the consumer. | want a
decent product to offer the people.”

Neal Boehnke, a chemist at Jacksonvile Uni-
versity, had studied the fish disease since it sur-
faced seven years ago but ran our of research
maney Lo continua,

Boehnke ssid he can't understand why Lhe

Neal Boehnke, a chemist at Jacksonvills
University, ance sludied a diseasa of lish in

siate {sn't working to find the cause of the dis-
eass,

"I would say it's 2 top priority,” he said. "To
me, it's raflective of the state of the dver”

He and others see the diseass ay Jjust another

] — Dennln HamHion/sta
lhe St. Johns River. But research money
ran out. Retunding isn'l a state prgrity.

sign of the ailing heakth of the St Johns, pollut-
ed by malfunctioning sewage tr2atment plants,
leaking septic tanks, industry and stormwater
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D_jseased fish in St. Johns not priority for DNR study |

{From Page B-1)

runoll. -

The fish disease s2ems to have subsided in
the Jacksonvitle area, at least {or now, flsh-
ermen say, The disease reached epldemic
proportions In the mid 1980s, and since has
gone throvgh peaks and valleys.

In 1987, the Legistalure authorized 3250.000
1o study the problem. Two years later, funds
for the study dried up with no major break-
throughs. .© . -

Who's responsible for swudying the diseass?
All- fingers point to the Florida Depariment
of Natural Resources, which 13 charged with
protecting the state’s saltwiater fish.

"We are concerned,” said George Hender-
son, a research scientist at the DNR's blarine

dldn't want to wasle the taxpayers’ money
studying something that's not there.”

But tn Nerth Carolina. where diseased flsh
also have been found, research is continuing
whether the disease |s on an upswing or a
decline, :atd Ed WNoga, a veterinarian at

‘Morth Carclina State University in Raleigh,

HNoga, whe wat 2 mamber of Lhe Florida
research team, said il's a mistake for the
state 1o slack ol in Its research.

‘[t's very shaky lo say thal, since i's not
common, we don’l have Lo worry about it,"
he said. "l think it's important o have the
big picture and find the stress that [eads Lo
the disease,” .

The research In Florida found the ulcers
are ylarted by a bacterdal infection com-

ded by a fungus, said George Burgess,

Resources Instlitute in St, F “We do
intend to get some siudies done eventually,
but 1t's not a priorily now.” . :

Fingers also point to the Florida Game and
Fresh Water Fish Commisslon, whlchlis Te-

an fchthyologist, or fish expert, at the Uni-

versity of Florida. Burg=ss was on the state’s

research team.

. The bacteria and (ungus are common —
hing fish usually can resist, he sald.

sponsible for the state’s fresh fi
The St. Johns 11 home to both salwater and
Ireshwater Fish. . X

“The problem kind "of dissipated,” said
Fred Cross, the ‘game and fish ‘tonimission’s
prolect leader ffor the-St; Johns River lower
basin, which!includes - Jacksonwilte. 'We

The gquestion is, what |s causing their im-
mune systems Lo break down? '
Pollution, perhaps.
Uurgess found thers was a higher incidence

-of diseased fish in areas of the river that are
Sknown to be keavily contaminated, such ns

Jacksenville's highly industrialized Talleyrand

area. -
- "IUs likety the disease outbreak was exac-

erbated in arezs with additional pollutams,” -

ha said.

The DNR's Hendersan said that, although
his agency is not studying the problem now,
he's hapeful that research being conducted
by the 5t Johns River Water Management
District might balp.

The district is collecting fish in the lower
basin of the fver and analyzing their tssue
for toxic chemicals. The study i pait of the
stale's Surface Water limprovement and Man-
aement program, which has targeterl the SL
Johns River for cleanup.

Although the results of the study will be
used to help the water management district
prioritize areas of the river far cleanup, Lhe
information will be shared with the DNR,
said John Schelt, a ioxicologist involved In
the study.

Schell, who was not invelved tn the initiab
study of the fish ulcers, said he thinks the
rescarchers went about it wrong becouse
they did not study the tissug of Lhe diseased
fish. .

His Iheory is; thal some fish miight be
stressed anyway, and when they are exposed

Lo contaminants such as dioxtn or polychlori-
nated biphenyls, their Imunune systems break
down and they are unable to fght off dls-
BLiE,

While the fish ulcer sutbreaks have subsid-
ed in the Jacksanville area, similar outbresks
have besn found over the past several sum-
mers in catfish in Rice Creek ln Palatka,
where the Gzorgia Pacific Corp. paper mill
discharges 23 nullion gallons af treated
waslenater a day.

The water managememt district and the
game znd fish commission have sampled ths
catfish and are awaiting e resulls.

And though the diseased fish arent that
capnan in the lawer St Johns for the mo-
mewt, officials are sure that wont Lust, -

"It seems clear historically that putbreaks
up and down the East Coast have come and
gone," said Burgess, the UF [fish expert. “[t's
predictable we'll see this situation occur
again.” ,

In the meantime, while further study re-
mains in limbo, the fishermen — and Lhe
fish — remain without help.

"¢ want te find out what's wrong,” sail
Gilinore, the Jacksonsille fisherman, “klayle
it's leing carused by something nobady wanls
o 5oy, -
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