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Warning over wild abalone

B Worm: State agency
blamed for not controlling
the spread of the pest.

BY MARILEE ENGE
Mereury News Staff Writer

A South African worm that has devastated
coastal abalone farmms across the state now
poses a threat to California’s prized wild
abalone, dozens of prominent biologisis
wamed recently in a letter to Gov, [Pete
Wilson.

The scientists blasted state Department of
Fish and Game managers for lailing 1o hal
the spread of the pest, which was first detec-
ted in cultivated abalone a decade ago, They
said the rocky offshore environment where
wild abalone grow is vulnerable to the wor.

"By releasing this parasite, we're not only
risking a wide variety of species, but risking
some major change in the most important
ecosystem along the coast,” said Andrew Co-
hen of the San Francisco Estuary Institute is,
Richmond. “This is the kelp forest that peo-
ple go to see at the Monterey aquarium. It's a
system that has been virtually untouched by
exotic species to date. [t's pristine.”

Hesearchers grew alarmed last year after
they found the wonm living on the sea floor
near a central coast abalone farm. The crea-
ture, discovered so recently it doesn't have a
scientific naume, had taken up residence in the
shells of local wild snails.

That find showed scientists that the South
Alrican import could survive in the ocean
here, While the danger to wild abalone is still
unknown, marine biologists fear the worm
might reach native populations, and il so,

they wonder what the long-term environmen-
lal consequences would be,

Abalone are valued for their delectable
meat, which brings $60 a pound wholesale
and can fetch $40 as a dinner entree in a
restaurant, For years the mollusks have been
on the decline in California, where overfish-
ing, poaching, pollution and sea otter preda-
tion sent populations plummeting. In May,
the state declared an emergency four-month
ban on harvesting red abalone from San
Francisco to the Mexico border.

The worm is believed to have reached one
of the state’s abalone fams in a shipment of
illegal abalone from South Africa in the mid-
18808, Sixteen farms operate between Cres-
cent City and San Diego, and the animals are
raised in either onshore tanks or cages sus-
pended in the sea. Most of the product is sold
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‘By releasing this parasite,
we're not only risking a
wide variety of species,
but risking some major
change in the most
important ecosystem

along the coast.’

— Andrew Colen, San Francisco
Estuary histitute in Richmond






