To everyone who lives, visits and loves Bear Lake,

It is time for me to write a serious column about something that I worked my entire professional career to achieve. 
When I first moved to Bear Lake as a young fisheries biologist in 1974, the world was making some significant changes in environmental attitudes.  Probably one of the most significant was the passage of the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  When it was passed bald eagles and peregrine falcons were barely hanging on as were many other species.  At first I welcomed it because I thought that was needed and would be used responsibly.  Unfortunately, before long, many of the more extreme preservationist groups started to misuse it.  They called themselves environmentalists but in reality their primary mission was to stop growth, development and frequently they were more dedicated towards animals than humans.  

I gradually saw many of my fellow biologists start to fall into the ESA trap.  One thing was for sure.  If a species was listed the Federal government came in and took over.  Then they would throw tons of money at the problem and take away any local or state control.  This would have been fine except they never planned for the species to be removed from the list.  They started accepting failure as a goal.

At the same time, these projects employed many biologists and supplemented state agencies coffers.  There was no motivation to succeed because that meant you lost your job and the funding dried up.  As time went on it became obvious that if you could get a plant or animal listed, you could stop any development or change.  If you don’t like logging of old growth timber, get the spotted owl listed.
Personally, I don’t like this strategy so when I came to Bear Lake I made a conscious effort to learn as much as I could about the four endemic species of fish so if they were ever petitioned for listing, there would be data to prevent it.

Over the years we spent a significant  amount of money studying fish that did not generate any income from selling fishing licenses.  We, biologists and Universities, learned how this unique ecosystem was tied together.  We collected lots of data.  People always asked why the endemics were not listed.  Groups would often threaten that if they did not get something they wanted, they would petition for listing.  I always felt confident that we had the data to assure the species continued existence.

It finally happened.  In 2007 the WildEarth Guardians petitioned listing for 475 species across the West.  Mostly plants and invertebrates, but there in the middle were the Bonneville cisco, Bear Lake whitefish, Bonneville whitefish and Bear Lake sculpin.  Last week, on the back pages of the Heard Journal was a short piece that said the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service had turned down the request to provide endangered species status to 165 species.  The others they would study further.  Intrigued, I went to the FWS website to see which they had thrown out.  Strange plants that I had never heard of, snails, grasshoppers, mosses, mayflies were all there plus fours vertebrate fishes.  You guessed it, the Bear Lake endemic species.  A wave of gratification came over me.  Maybe the years of gill netting, fish guts, trawling, acoustics and countless meeting may have been worthwhile.  I think so.

As always, I appreciate comments or questions at cisco@cut.net and keep our beautiful lake clean, clear and blue. 

Bryce Nielson

Cisco’s Landing     

