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		I recently spoke with Chris Wilkes of the Highland Hiker about one of my favorite subjects: trout fishing. Since the Hiker folks outfit trout anglers and schedule them with guides, I knew Chris would have inside information on how fishing has been going this summer.
Chris reiterated that midsummer is always a slow time for posting big trout numbers, but he said it had been extremely difficult for their professional guides this summer. They have had to contend with dry spells where water levels were extremely low. Also, the region has had periods of higher-than-normal temperatures; put these two factors together and the trout go into a dormancy survival mode. They go into a hibernation mode like what bears do in the winter.
I knew conditions were bad when I drove by the Tuckasegee and Cullasaja Rivers and noticed you could walk across them in places by stepping on exposed rocks and never getting wet feet. In normal conditions, these rocky areas have flowing ripples of water or even rapids.
My concerns were confirmed when I read the Asheville Citizen-Times Monday morning. A main article announced that the NC Department of Wildlife Resources have delayed the traditional delayed harvest October stocking program to sometime in November.
Several factors drove the decision to delay the stocking program, from habitat problems created by Helene to elevated temperatures and low water levels. Also, the state had closed one of the two hatcheries that supply Western North Carolina for renovation. It also had sustained damage from Helene.
But the major problem was that even at the functioning hatchery, the water temperature had reached around 70 degrees. That caused the fingerling trout to become stressed, and about 70% died. As a result, the hatchery system has a shortage of stock.
This delay is unwelcome news for our multi billion-dollar trout fishing industry. Many hospitality workers depend on a vibrant trout stocking program.
The trout are like canaries in the coal mine for Western Carolina; they warn us of dangerous change.
Most people know that, in the past, canaries were very prevalent in coal mines as a warning system. Canaries have a very high metabolism and breathe much faster than humans, meaning they process toxic air more quickly; a canary would show signs of distress, pass out, or die well before a human felt any symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning, giving miners time to escape. 
The trout are extremely sensitive to water temperature changes because they are cold-blooded animals whose metabolism and oxygen needs are controlled by their environment. When water temperatures reach or exceed 68°F, trout experience severe stress, become lethargic, and stop feeding.
The canaries in the coal mines of Western Carolina and the trout in our stream show how Mother Nature warns us of trouble. If the trout are struggling for survival, our environment is struggling and has problems too.
This gives us even more reason and motivation to protect our watershed and wilderness areas. Cool, clean waters are essential for trout and, for that matter, residents to thrive. Projects like dredging Mirror Lake are a part of the equation for a robust watershed. Dredging will return lake levels to anywhere from 4 to 10 feet in some areas. Those depths will help keep millions of gallons of water cold.
The lake now has many areas where the water is two feet or less. With high summer temperatures and abundant sunshine, a Petri dish effect develops where algae and weeds flourish, as seen this past summer.
One letter writer mused in the newspapers last week as to whether the town and McGill Engineering have bitten off more than they can chew by doing this project. My response is two-fold. Yes, there are challenges, and completing the project will not be a one-and-done event when it comes to improving our watershed, but it is a welcome step toward improving our water environment. Also, the Town of Highlands has done extremely complicated public works projects in the past, like building a water and sewer system. Working with professional engineers like McGill, we can do this project too.
Let me end on a positive note about trout fishing. The state hatchery will make up the shortfall in stock. Late fall and winter are great times to fish the streams and rivers in the area. The cool waters make trout highly active and hungry. Bundle up in warm attire and contact your local outfitters for a guided fishing trip. The guides will appreciate the business, and you will have an enjoyable time catching trout.
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