Going Native

There’s a discussion on the board about wild and native http://www.sexyloops.co.uk/cgi-bin/theboard_07/ikonboard.cgi?act=ST;f=4;t=7051  steelhead. This whole ‘native’ thing is a hot political issue that runs through society in all kinds of ways, and bristles with political agendas. It gets a sharp point on it down here, down under. As you all know, European agriculture was basically transported to New Zealand.  The landscape of the South Island, for example, is dramatically different to what it was just over a century ago.  For one thing there were no trout and salmon.   There were eels http://www.mtbruce.org.nz/eels_more.htm and some native galaxids, and mudfish http://www.doc.govt.nz/templates/page.aspx?id=33220 but nothing we’d call a freshwater game fish.  Trout have a serious impact on these native fish, and there’s a growing number of people who’d like to see all non-native predators removed from New Zealand waterways.  This is pretty unlikely, but you can’t argue against seeing some of these native fish re-establish themselves, claw back some New Zealand’s ancient eco-system and forestall, at least, the rapid decline in its original biodiversity.
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This South Island brownie is no native, but no denying its wildness.

I grew up with rainbow trout.  I caught my first one in Fish Creek, which is now more or less in the middle of Calgary, in 1956. I never regarded the rainbow as anything but a ‘native’ to Alberta waters, although they were introduced to Alberta about the same time they were transported to New Zealand.  The old-time trout were the Cutthroat and the Bull Trout http://raysweb.net/specialplaces/pages/trout.html .  Through a concerted effort by wildlife managers and a new catch and release angling ethos, these native fish have held on and even re-established pretty successfully in waters that held very few when I was a kid. Apparently, however, the cutthroat we catch in the southwest watershed aren’t pure strain anymore.  Interbreeding with rainbows has ‘polluted’ the original gene pool and the pure strain west slope cutty is at risk http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/species/factsheet/factsheet_cutthroat_trout_e.asp, so Fish and Wildlife have introduced a ‘pure’ strain of cutthroat into a couple of streams that historically held no trout at all.  These rivers are regarded as gene banks for the pure wild strain of cutthroat.  Better yet, they make for some damn fine fishing that wasn’t there before.  Thing is, the introduced cutthroats may be ‘native’ to the region, but they certainly aren’t native to those streams.  

So, I’ve got mixed feelings about this ‘native’ argument.  I can certainly appreciate the feelings that people have for things that have vanished or seem to be about to disappear, but I don’t see farming being stopped on the South Island any time soon, or all those ‘non-native’ New Zealanders being packed off to where they came from.  And along with all those people, and all that farming and fishing and forestry and power generation goes the irreversible changes to the ecosystem.  Some of those changes aren’t all bad.  Trout are a good thing for New Zealand, as far as I’m concerned anyway – native or not.  I can’t imagine those great rivers and lakes devoid of trout. And I’d fight hard for their preservation as wild trout fisheries, but I don’t think we’ll be turning back the clock anywhere.  Wildness is a thing we need in our lives, and I’ll settle for ‘wild’ rather than ‘native’. And wildness is a state, not a trait.

