Tastes like carp!


Yesterday I ate carp and it was actually quite delicious. The Ramsey-Washington Metro Watershed District (RWMWD) and University of Minnesota have a project underway to study common carp living in the Lake Phalen chain of lakes. They kicked things off with a bang on January 15, when they captured, tagged and released 1000 carp in Lake Gervais, just north of Highway 36 in Little Canada. Another 100 fish were “removed” for age analysis, which explains how my tasty snack came to be. Smoked, the carp tasted almost like trout. 


Common carp are a major problem for shallow lakes and wetlands in Minnesota because they destroy shallowly rooted aquatic plants and stir up sediment on the lake bottoms. As aquatic plant species decline, so do the desirable fish and waterfowl that depend on these plants for food. Without the plant roots in place, waves and even the carp swimming by churn up muck from the bottoms of the lakes, making the water murky and releasing phosphorus and other nutrients back into the water. The phosphorus, in turn, feeds algal blooms that result in even worse water quality, as well as fish and waterfowl declines. It can be a vicious cycle. 


The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources recommends that people help to slow the spread of carp by not releasing them into local lakes and ponds and disposing of unwanted bait in the trash instead of overboard. In most cases, though, they have found that the only way to get rid of carp already in a lake is to kill the entire fish population using a chemical called Rotenone and then restock the lake with game fish. Even then the carp tend to return within ten years, via connected lakes or unwise anglers. 


The purpose of RWMWD’s carp research project is to learn more about carp ecology, their impacts to water quality in local lakes, and possible methods for control. The 1000 carp tagged earlier this month were released back into the lake so that they can track their migration tendencies, spawning sites, and winter schooling patterns. They are also hoping to get an estimate on just how many carp are living in Lake Phalen, Lake Gervais and other connected lakes. 


The problem of the common carp highlights the connectedness of activities that happen both on and off the water. On the one hand, we have state and local agencies working hand in hand with cities to reduce stormwater pollution to local lakes. By regulating the way new development occurs and building raingardens and stormwater ponds to capture polluted runoff, we hope to reduce the amount of phosphorus that enters local lakes and thereby reduce unpleasant and sometimes deadly algal blooms during the summer. Our efforts are sometimes in vain, however, when an invasive species like carp churns up the phosphorus already settled into lake bottoms. Clearly we can only manage our lakes successfully if we use a holistic approach that reduces polluted runoff as well as the spread of invasive plant and animal species. Add to the mix impacts from boating, atmospheric deposition and point source of water pollution from pipes, and its clear that managing a lake is a trick matter indeed. 


For more information about carp and their management, visit the DNR’s website at www.dnr.state.mn.us/invasives/aquaticanimals/commoncarp/index.html. Learn about the RWMWD carp project at www.rwmwd.org. 
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