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Whirling Disease strikes the Madison

By Tom Anacker
Madison-Gallatin Chapter

he Madison River entered

a new era on Dec. 19,

1994, with the discovery
of Whirling Disease. Although
the Madison continues to offer

_exceptional angling, changes in
the fishery are anticipated. The
rainbow trout population in the
upper river declined from 3,000
per mile in 1991 to 300 per mile
in 1994. Studies done by the
Montana Department of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks (MDFEWP)
implicate Whirling Disease as
the likely cause. The brown
trout population has remained
stable and, in fact, may have
increased slightly. Even with the
decimation of the rainbow num-
bers, overall trout numbers in
the Madison remain higher than
many other heavily fished Mon-
~ tana waters.

The Whirling Disease out-
break appears to have origi-
nated near the junction of the
West Fork and main stem of the
Madison River. While the source
of the infection is as yet uncer-
tain, it is suspected that it re-
sulted from an illegal fish intro-
duction in about 1987. The caus-
ative organism has been de-
tected in fish as far upstream as
the Raynolds Pass area and as
far downstream as the bypass
reach of the Madison immedi-
ately below Ennis Dam. Tests in
the Madison above Quake Lake

Dam and in the Norris section
of the lower river have been
negative so far.

In mid-February, Whirling
Disease was confirmed in the
Ruby River near Sheridan and
an illegal fish introduction is
suspected in that instance, too.
Montana is the nineteenth state
where the disease has been
documented.

Whirling Disease is caused by
a myxosporean parasite,
Myxobolus cerebralis. This para-
site infects salmonids and de-
stroys the cartilage of young
fish, particularly in the area of
the brain case. Destruction of
unossified cartilage occurs and
leads to skeletal deformities.
Young fish with active disease
may swim in a circular pattern
when feeding or frightened,
hence the name Whirling Dis-
ease. The neural system also is
affected, causing dark abnormal
pigmentation near the tail, a
condition known as “Black
Tail.” Older fish can become
infected, but fail to show the
characteristic whirling behavior
or Black Tail.

The parasite generally does
rot kill the young fish directly,
but the whirling behavior ren-
ders them susceptible to preda-
tion. In addition, they have diffi-
culty feeding in the wild and
may have a lowered resistance
to other diseases.

The complex two-host life
cycle of Myxobolus cerebralis was

Changes in store
for Montana rivers

Photo courtesy of Rob Breeding
Rainbow trout numbers in the Madison River have plummeted since being infected with Whirling Disease.

Anglers and boaters might con-
tribute to the spread of Whirling
Disease between river systems
bytheinadvertenttransfer of mud,
water or plant material containing
viable spores. To minimize. the
possibility of spread by anglers,
the Montana Department of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks advises these

Don't contribute to the problem

procedures:

e Check and remove all mud and
aquatic piants from vehicles, trail-
ers, boats, anchors, waders, boots
and fishing equipment before leav-
ing access sites oninfected waters.
* Drain boats and equipment of
water. Do not transport any river or
lake water from one river basin to

another river basin.

* Do not dispose of fish en-
trails, heads or other byproducts
in any body of water, including
any waste water systems that
communicate with rivers or lakes.
* Do not transfer live fish from
one body of water into other wa-
ters.

not understood until the 1980s.
In infected fish, the parasite
exists as an environmentally
resistant spore, about the size of
a red blood cell. The spores are
released into the water when the

infected fish die or are eaten by
predators. Once in the water,
the spores are taken up by an
aquatic worm, Tubifex tubifex. In
the worm’s digestive tract, each
spore undergoes a transforma-

ticn into eight dendritic forms
called Triactinomyxon gyrosalmo.
These forms of the parasite,
characterized by a sporoplasm
head and several hook-like ap-
continued on page 6

Halftime at 1995 Legislature: good news and bad

By Bruce Farling
Montana TU Executive Director

uring the first half of the
D 1995 Montana Legisla-
ture, lawmakers savaged
many of the state’s long-stand-
ing environmental protection
laws like rottweilers on a road-
kill. But despite the vicious at-
tacks on environmental protec-
tion, Montana TU was able to
keep alive many of the bills on
its priority list.
First, the good news:
HB 472, the bill allowing

private interests like TU to lease
water rights for in-stream flows
passed the House by a resound-
ing 90 to 10 vote. Sponsored by
Rep. Dick Knox (R-Winifred),
HB 472 is the product of eight
months of negotiation involving
TU'’s state council, the Montana
Wildlife Federation and the
state’s four main agricultural
groups. It encompasses about 75
percent of the bills we tried to
pass the last two legislatures,
but which were defeated after
busloads of opponents stormed

the capitol in Helena.

The measure’s prospects in
the Senate look good, and if the
bill passes, TU will have been
part of an incremental but his-
toric step forward for in-stream
flow protection. The good guys
in moving this legislation have
been Knox, as well as Gov.
Marc Racicot, who allowed his
Consensus Council to facilitate
the negotiations. They deserve
thanks. The House Appropria-
tions Committee (Chairman
Tom Zook) needs to hear that

the Consensus Council does
work and that it should con-
tinue to be funded.
Representative Hal Harper
(D-Helena) has taken on much

of TU’s agenda this session, and
he’s doing a superb job getting
bills through a minefield of ra-

bid anti-government and anti-
continued on page 7
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