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By Gareth McGrath
Staff Writer

The latest report by the Lower Cape
Fear River Program offers a mixed re-
port card on the health of the Cape
Fear, Black and Northeast Cape Fear
river watersheds.

While fish surveys showed sev-
eral encouraging trends, water qual-
ity testing continued to highlight
problem areas. They included an
abundance of ammonia, which can
spawn algae blooms, and fecal
coliform bacteria, which can cause
diarrhea and other gastrointestinal
problems, at many monitoring sta-
tions.

Water sampling between June 2000
and June 2001 also showed that 40
percent of the sampling stations were
affected by low dissolved oxygen
counts - although that rate is a sig-
nificant improvement over test results
during hurricane years.

Low oxygen levels limit the abil-
ity of aquatic life to survive, said
Michael Mallin, whose research

team administers the sampling at
the University of North Carolina at
Wilmington's Marine Science Re-
search Lab.

Contributors to increased dis-
solved oxygen include sewage, ani-
mal waste and organically rich swamp
water entering the watershed.

But Dr. Mallin cautioned that it was
still too early to draw any conclu-
sions on the river system's health
because of the relatively limited sam-
pling information available. He said
10 years of data would offer scien-
tists a better basis on which to deter-
mine patterns.

The river-monitoring program be-
gan in summer 1995, but data has
been skewed several times because
of hurricane strikes.

However, the recent rash of hurri-
canes has given researchers valuable
insight into the influence of hurri-
canes on the river ecosystem, Dr.
Mallin added.

The Lower Cape Fear River Pro-
gram is a group representing indus-

try, scientists, government officials
and conservationists.

The program maintains 35 monitor-
ing stations in the river basin, extend-
ing as far inland as Duplin and
Sampson counties.

In contrast to the water quality test-
ing results, which proved inconclu-
sive, fish surveys showed several
encouraging trends.

Researchers found more species -
49 - and more fish during the spring
2001 sampling than during any other
testing period. Infection rates in fish
captured in the spring also were the
lowest on record.

"Collectively, increases in rich-
ness and abundance combined with
slightly lower disease rates suggest
that fish communities in the Cape
Fear River are recovering from im-
pacts experienced during 1996, 1998
and 1999," the study states.

The UNCW researchers also found
fewer grass carp than in past years.

The researchers plan to keep a
close eye on the grass carp catch
because any increase in the species,
which is used to control vegetation,
could seriously affect the population
of native fish.

But Dr. Mallin said the sampling
gives no indication that the fish,
which are supposed to be sterile,
are reproducing.

Officials feared that hurricane
strikes might have washed some
fertile grass carp into the water-
shed.

Information and data from this
year's and past years' studies are
available at http://www.uncwil.edu/
cmsr/aquaticecology/lcfrp/
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