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SA trout industry is swimming against tide of biodiversity priorities

BRIAN W VAN WILGEN

CONCERNS have recently besen
raised about the government's
alleged intention “todestroy the
trout-fishing industry” becatseof
draft regulat bons on invasive alien
speches that list as invasive 551 alien
plant and animal species, ncluding
twio species of trout.

Generally, invasive allen species
harm emsystems and the services
that ecosystems deliver to people.

The problen of invasive alien
speches rapidly growing and has to
be addressed o the substantial
dfectsare tobe avalded

It is necessary in thisdebateto
distinguish between alien species
that dono harm and are benbgn or
wsefiil, and those that are harmful.
Useful alien species include most of

ournon-imvasivecrops, livestocls,
garden plants and pets.

The planned eradication of
invasive and harmful alien species
{pests or weads) that have little or no
use b notcontroversial. But there s
anothercategory of nvasive species
that provide benefits butalsodo
harm. Trout & one.

Trout were ntroduced into South
Afriea over 100 vears ago, with the
full and active supportof nature
mnservatbon authorites. Trout
proved to bewell-adapted to some
high-altitude, conl mountain
streams in South Africa. They
established self sista ining
popuilat bons that rapidly invaded
virtually all suitahle reaches of
these streams. Today trout play an
important role nagquaculture,
recreatbon and tourism, providing

mnsiderable econambc benefits. It
may then, seem inappropr iate to try
to regulate the trout industry

However, South Africa’s
motntain streams are home toa
large number of relatively small
ndigenous fish, frogs and
invertebrate species that are found
nowhere else an Earth, and South
Afriea, asa signatory to the
Conven tion on Biodiversity ks
obliged to protect them.

The loss of biodiversity ks an
Bssue of global impartance, not to be
underestimated. Lead ing sclentists
warn of the dangers of allowing this
erosbon of species to go unchecled,
as it will have serions conseq inenoes
for | e on Earth.

Troutare voracious, invasive
predators, that spread quickly and
mnsuwme ndigenous shes, frogs

and invertebrates, leaving the
streams hiologically impoverished.

Two indigenous fishes (the
Eerste River redfin minnow, and the
Maluti redfin minnow) have already
been driven to extinction in rivers
where trout have been introduced. In
ather South Afrkcan rivers where
trout have besn introduced, most af
the smalle indigenous fish arenow
anly able to survive in the lower and
warmer reaches of rivers where
trout cannot live, or where barers
such as waterfalls or welrs have
prevented the nvasion by trout.

In these lower reaches, the
indigenous fish are under threat
{rom pollutbon and degradation.
Whaolesale changes to the
communitiesof plants and animals
that character ise healthy
emsystems anonly be detrimental,

bt hawe been poarly researched in
South Africa making thisaspect
iffieult toguant iy, 1t would thus be
prudent to protect at least a
representativesampleof these
emsystems until the effects of
Invasbon are better understood.

The government s responss has
included sett ing aside protected
areas, intiating invas ive species
cantrol programmes, and passing
relevant legislation. Protected areas
cover a relatively small propartion of
the country but they provide a
valuahle reservoirof indigenous
species, In protected areas, all
threats to indigenous species should
be mana ged to tey to prevent
cascadesof extinetion, And there
aremany areas outside reserves,
where unique hiodiversityalso
needs to be protectsd.

In thecase of trout, & it possible
to meet the goals of conservation
and of emnomic activity and
development simultaneously? And i
possible, what trade-offs would be
needed? The proposals in the draft
regulations on invas ve alien speches
areclear in this regard. Far from
advomting “an intention to destroy
the troutfishing industrv®, they
maks innova tive proposals for both
exploitation and conservat ion.

They will clearly allowthe
Industry to continue to operate
profitably in given areas while
allowing forthe protection of South
Afriea’s unigue biod vers ity and
emsystems,

South Africa bs lead ing the world
in developing such legislation, The
government hasgoneout of itsway
to accommaodate the concerns of

stakeholders, and to make
coneessions, while standing firm by
ensuring that the cuntry's
wmsystemns and thelr unkgque
componen tspecies are protectsd.

The trout industry has every
right to highlight the benetits of
trout. But a truly constructive
approach would be to recognisethe
concemsol other parties and male
some concessbons of thelrown, We
owre it to the world and future
generations not toleave them a
biolog keally impoverished world in
which life would at best beless
Imteresting, at worst unable to
sustain us.
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