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A Statement Concerning the Snatl Darter

by David Etnier

The snail darter, Percina (Imostoma) tanasi still known only
from the lower 15 miles of the Little Tennessee River, has been
officially recognized by the U.S. Department of Interior Office of
Endangered Species as ‘‘endangered” (Federal Register, 9 Oct.
1975, p 47505-06). A critical habitat listing appeared in the U.S.
Federal Register on 16 Dec. 1975 (Vol. 40, No. 242, p 58308-
58312), and could become effective following a 60-day comment
period.

The Tennessee Valley Authority, currently constructing Tel-
lico Reservoir on the lower Little Tennessee River, is continuing
to work on the impoundment, reportedly 24 hours a day, 7 days
a week. Listing of the snail darter as an endangered species has
had no apparent effect on construction. It seems unlikely that cri-
tical habitat listing will have any noticeable effect on reservoir
construction.

The TV A has countered pressures from environmentally con-
cerned groups with the following positive statements concerning
the continued existence of the snail darter: (1) They have initia-
ted a transplant operation, currently with about 400 individuals
transferred to the lower Hiwassee River and about 60 individuals
transferred to the lower Nolichucky River. (2) TVA biologists
have observed several adult snail darters, and recently about fifty
juveniles, in water about 25 feet deep at about River Mile 0.2,
just below the site of the dam, and have indicated in press releases
the probability of the snail darter being more widespread in reser-
voirs in the area.

Both statements (1) and (2) above imply that the snail darter
would not necessarily become extinct following impoundment of
Tellico Reservoir. Considering point (1), the Hiwassee River was
presumably available to the snail darter within the past few hun-
dred years or so, since the presence of a closely related species in
the Ozarks is best explained by assuming that both the Ozarkian
and Tennessee upland species are relicts of an ancestral species
once continuous across what are now the Mississippi River low-
lands. The snail darter was presumably present in the main chan-
nel of the Tennessee River prior to impoundment, at least as far
downstream as the Hiwassee River, only 100 river miles down-
stream from the mouth of the Little Tennessee River. In spite
of almost certain access to the Hiwassee River, the snail darter
is unknown from the Hiwassee as a native species. There are
two possible explanations for the absence of the snail darter
from the Hiwassee River, neither of which suggests any opti-
mism for the success of the TVA transplant. Either there was
never suitable habitat in the Hiwassee River, or the snail darter
formerly occurred there, but has been extirpated. The trans-
planted darters will not attempt to spawn until about April,
1976. Since juveniles are extremely difficult to locate in the
Little Tennessee River, it would be difficult to demonstrate
successful spawning of the transplants until fall of 1976 or
thereafter, even if the transplants were successful. Interior’s sug-
gestion that construction activities that could damage the snail
darter be curtailed until such time as the transplant could be de-

(Top) Post clearing view of the Little Tennessee River upstream from
the spring. Right is down river.
(Bottom) Percina tanasi Etnier, (upper) male, (lower) female.

monstrated successful have been ignored by TVA. Chances of the
transplant of less than 100 individuals into the Nolichucky River
being successful would appear to be even more remote because of
arguments presented above in addition to the small number of in-
dividuals and greater differences in native fish and invertebrate
faunas.

Point number (2), discovery of snail darters in deep water just
below the dam site by TVA biologists, does increase our know-
ledge about the biology of the species in addition to extending its
known range a few miles downstream to the mouth of the Little
Tennessee River. If the snail darter is indeed a deepwater fish, it
should be relatively easy to collect in adjacent main channel reser-
voirs such as Watts Bar, Chickamauga, or Fort Loudoun, The fact
that it hasn't appeared in reservoirs, coupled with the lack of
specimens of other saddle-backed /mostoma from reservoirs, sug-
gests that these specimens had merely drifted into this area as
part of the normal behavioral repertoire of the species, but cer-
tainly does not imply any ability of the species to survive and re-
produce in reservoir environments. (Continued on Page 2)
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View of Little Tennessee River, prior to clearing, from gravel bar above
mouth of spring, looking downstream. Courtesy Sam Venable, Knox-
ville News-Sentinel, April, 1975.

Dﬂrler((:unﬁnued)

The facts remain unchanged. Completion of Tellico Reservoir
will result in extinction of the snail darter in its only known natu-
ral habitat, the lower Little Tennessee River. The complete ex-
tinction of the species would result unless transplants to the Hi-
wassee and/or Nolichucky rivers are successful.

The responsibility of the TVA, under the Endangered Species
Act of 1973, is clearly to assure that their projects do not result
in the extinction of endangered species. Their accelerated con-
struction on the Tellico project indicates that they are ignoring
this responsibility. The burden of proof is clearly on TVA. They
should support an intensive survey to determine if there are other
extant natural populations of the snail darter. If other popula-
tions are found and the Federal Endangered Species Office de-
cides that the Little Tennessee River area is no longer a significant
portion of the range of the species, then and only then should the
project be eligible for activatian.

Actual impoundment of water in Tellico Reservoir is not
scheduled for several years. At present, however, timber removal
operations along the banks of the river are proceeding, and prior
to impoundment the entire area to be innundated will be clear
cut. It is our feeling, as members of the Executive Committee of
the Southeastern Fishes Council, that timber removal along both
banks of the entire portion of the Little Tennessee River inha-
bited by snail darters is in itself detrimental to the species and
could result in its extinction prior to impoundment. Since the le-
gality of the impoundment-is difficult to defend, it seems emi-
nently logical to curtail all construction activities and immediate-
ly begin to search for an alternative use for the area to be im-
pounded that would be compatible with preserving the snail
darter as an extant species. All activities, including clearing of
banks and construction, should be stopped.

PROCEEDINGS is a publication of the Southeastern Fishes Council,
Inc. and is published in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. Dr. Herbert T. Bos-
chung is temporary editor. PROCEEDINGS, Box 5897, University,
Alabama 35486. Phone (205)348-7550.

NEWS NOTES...

Etheostoma okaloosae Under Study

In August, 1975, Pete Crittenden (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice) and Maurice F. Mettee (Alabama Geological Survey) were
funded by the Region 4 offices of the USFWS to conduct a study
on the Okaloosa darter (Etheostoma okaloosae) in Northwest

" Florida. The purposes of the study are to better define the critical

habitat of the Okaloosa darter, to determine the extent to which
the Brown darter (Etherstoma edwini) has invaded its range, and
to assess its impact, if any, on the endangered form. The study
will last for one year and involve six bi-monthly collecting trips to
the study area.

Mississippi Legislature to Consider Wildlife Bill

The Mississippi Legislature will be considering a Wildlife and
Scenic River Bill this session. The original bill is one of the strong-
est of any state, and includes the Wolfe River, the Strong River
(Pear! River tributary) and the Big Black River.

Attorney General Fights Army Corps of Engineers

Bill Baxley, Attorney General of the State of Alabama, has
filed suit against the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for their
planned channelization of the Luxapalila River. The hearing has
been set for February 12, 1976, in Birmingham, Al.

The Southeastern Fishes Council is Incorporated

Thanks to the efforts of Wayne Starnes and David Etnier, the
SFC was issued a certificate, in accordance with the Tennessee
General Corporation Act, from the Secretary of State of Tennes-
see on July 8, 1975.

SFC Meets in New Orleans April 21, 1976

The Southeastern Fishes Council will meet Wednesday, April
21,1976, at 8 p.m. in Room 10 of the Braniff Place Hotel in New
Orleans. This meeting will coincide with the Association of
Southeastern Biologists” annual meeting. We encourage every SFC
member to attend this very important meeting. There are a num-
ber of issues that need everyone’s attention as we proceed
through this critical time of developing our fledgling organization.

ASIH Notes Meeting Schedule

The ASB conference in New Orleans in April also provides the
setting for the ASIH Meeting. There will be three full sessions for
the Ichs and Herps. The schedule is as follows:

First Session—Thursday, April 22,8-11 a.m.,

Second Session—Thursday, April 22, 1:52 - 4:42 p.m.

Third Session—Friday, April 23,8 - 11 a.m.

All three sessions are at the Braniff Place Hotel.

A Note on Postage

If you are shipping specimens in the mail, whether in a can or
box, mark as “library material.” The present rate is $.08 for first
pound, $.04 per pound thereafter. This is about one third the
cost of a shipment labeled as scientific specimens, no commercial
value. This applies to domestic shipments only. Also, “library ma-
terial’’ can be insured.

Committee Well Under Way

Technical Advisory Committee Chairman Royal Suttkus re-
ports that all seats on his committee have been filled. Serving
with Suttkus will be James Barkuloo, Glenn Clemmer, John
Cooper, Bob Jenkins, Bob Kuehne, Henry Robinson, John Ram-
sey and Ralph Yerger.
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