
Something's fishy

A disease usually found in aquariums is killing striped bass, a popular fish, but the overall stock is seemingly healthy.
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Before they grow up and swim out of the Chesapeake Bay, up to three-quarters of young striped bass are wasting away from a bacterial disease that afflicts their kidneys and spleen and later sometimes erupts as ugly ulcers.


At the same time, a congressional report characterizes the fishery's overall abundance as "very high" - a seeming success story for a stock once so depleted that a federal fishing ban protected it from North Carolina to Maine.

Marine scientists, regulators and fishermen are puzzled.

"There are many things we don't know," said Wolfgang Vogelbein, a researcher with the Virginia Institute of Marine Science in Gloucester County. "We can only speculate."

More striped bass, also known as rockfish and striper, are dying for reasons other than the saltwater anglers who reel in the large fish - typically weighing 15 to 20 pounds - for about $170 million worth of direct and indirect sales a year in Virginia.

No one knows exactly why the nonfishing death rate has increased by one-fifth since 2000.

"That means fewer fish," said Bill Goldsborough, senior scientist with the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, an environmental group.

Researchers suspect mycobacteriosis - a disease that typically infects fish confined in aquariums.

The disease was first discovered in striped bass in the Chesapeake Bay in 1997. Few other kinds of fish are infected with the disease, which occurs mostly in the bay.

Fishermen are urged to wear gloves when handling striped bass because a less common strain of the disease can cause skin infections and swollen joints in people who handle the fish. Researchers recommend not eating fish with visible ulcers.

But the main concerns center on the fishery's health.

Last month, Vogelbein applied for a federal grant to pay for the first comprehensive study looking to explain why the disease appeared and to better define its scope.

He cautioned that such grants seldom win approval on the first try.

On Tuesday, the Virginia Marine Resources Commission increased the harvest target for striped bass by about 100,000 pounds for the upcoming season - to about 3.1 million pounds.

Striped bass is the only saltwater fishery in Virginia with a quota for recreational anglers as well as commercial fishermen. They split Virginia's share of a baywide quota put in place in the 1990s as striped bass recovered from overfishing.

Robert O'Reilly, a state fisheries manager, said scientists know too little about the disease to reduce the quota on an otherwise healthy and plentiful stock.

He said his office has received relatively few reports about diseased fish, given the millions of pounds of fish landed.

Few people handle as many striped bass in Hampton Roads as Scott "Spot" MacDonald, a fish buyer who owns Spot's Fish Co. in Virginia Beach.

MacDonald processed about 400,000 pounds of striped bass last year and saw only a handful or so with visible signs of the disease.

Diseased fish seem to be more plentiful in the summer, he said. So far this year, he's noticed that the fish seem to be a little skinnier, their bellies not quite so full.

Vogelbein said most infected fish don't develop visible ulcers. Also, he said, fishermen might no longer detect weight loss because they've become used to seeing smaller fish over the past nine years.

No one knows for sure why the disease appeared here.

Two scientific guesses - which could be linked - dominate the debate.

One has to do with supply and demand - either there are too many striped bass or too few of the small fish, such as menhaden, that they eat.

Or both.

In response, some commercial fishermen want to increase the quota and pull more striped bass from the water.

Many recreational fishermen want to cap the large-scale commercial harvest of menhaden to replenish a prime food source for striped bass.

Vogelbein and others favor another theory:

Adult striped bass seek the bay's deeper, colder waters in the summer.

But excessive amounts of nutrients and sediments - runoff from development - have reduced the amount of dissolved oxygen in the deeper, cooler parts of the bay.

So striped bass are forced into less suitable, warmer waters during the summer. Scientists believe those fish are more stressed and more prone to disease.

"It's something about the Chesapeake Bay that is critical," Vogelbein said. "What that is - we just don't know yet."
