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	"Wild" Atlantic salmon have been on the decline in Connecticut since the late 1700s, when numerous dams were built along the Connecticut River to power proliferating mills. The dams impeded the salmon's ability to reach their spawning grounds, halting their ability to reproduce.

By 1805 they were extinct, said Steve Gephard, a fisheries biologist with the DEP's fisheries division.

Now Connecticut's students are helping to restore Atlantic salmon to the Connecticut River basin.

Bolton High School has joined the program, overseen by The Connecticut River Salmon Association, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the National Fisheries Service and the state Department of Environmental Protection.

These government agencies have been working to restore salmon for 30 years, Gephard said. Nearly 9 million young salmon are stocked into the watershed annually by government workers and volunteers, he said.

A group of 11 Bolton students who volunteered for the after-school project received a delivery of 190 eggs -- each the size of a blueberry -- about two weeks ago from the state DEP.

From now until May, the students will monitor the water temperature in the specially built tank to ensure not only that the eggs survive, but that they develop at a pace that will allow them to be safely released in May.

Students won't have to feed the fish because the salmon will live off of their attached egg sacs until they are set free, said John Lewie, one of the students who will help monitor a growth index of the eggs' development.

Lewie took an interest in the salmon project partly as an extension of his hobby of raising tropical fish, he said. Other students signed on because they were attracted to a hands-on project that's part of such a large endeavor.

"I think it's pretty cool to actually be responsible for bringing the salmon back," said Sean Wraight.

Currently, 33 schools are in Connecticut's program, with similar projects underway in schools in Vermont, New Hampshire and Massachusetts.

"Educating our students about salmon and the river ecosystem is very important, and the DEP could not take on this Fish Friends project without the able assistance of the Salmon Association," Gephard said.

"I signed up for the project because I thought it would be pretty interesting," said Mike Moynihan, who insulated the tank with about 2 inches of the material used to insulate houses.

"I do very little fishing myself, but I'd like to see them return," Moynihan said.

The cost of the tank, insulating materials, temperature gauge and a $500 "chiller" to regulate the water temperature were covered by a state School-to-Careers grant, said technology education teacher Joe Carvalho.

One of the benefits of this kind of project is that it can be designed to draw on several disciplines, Carvalho said.

Science teachers Tom Dilworth and Betsey Zackeo have cooperated on the project, along with Carvalho and students in Midge Makuch's business classes.

The students will be learning a great deal about these tiny creatures over the next few months, Zackeo said. "They will be learning about the life cycle of the salmon, for example, and how it feeds into the food web."

As it turns out, salmon turns up on the menu of so many different animals -- eels, larger fish and a number of birds, to name a few -- that survival becomes a lesson in beating the odds.

When they are released into the Blackledge River, the salmon will still be less than 1 inch long.

Of the 190 eggs being nurtured by the Bolton students, only two are expected to return as adults from their spawning grounds, Lewie said.
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	Becky Pope can explain the chemistry of pH balance, the biology of a fish's life cycle and the geography of where fish travel as adults. And she is only 13 years old.

Becky is one of about 300 sixth- and seventh-graders who have been learning about the lives of salmon as part of the Atlantic Salmon Restoration Program, which involves local, state and federal agencies. Through a partnership linking Granby schools, Holcomb Farm Environmental Learning Center and the state Department of Environmental Protection, students have run a fish hatchery program in their classroom.

They have also been involved in a larger operation at the Holcomb Farm.

On Tuesday, Meghan Bascetta, 13, and other classmates took their turn stopping by the fish hatch house at the Holcomb Farm where 24,000 salmon are developing. Using a feather, Meghan moved the 6,000 fish resting in one of four shallow trays -- looking for dead fish. Each forest green fish was about the width of a coffee stirrer and less than an inch long.

"Does he look dead?" she asked.

"He's not moving," said Emily Beman, 12.

Meghan touched it with a turkey baster. It still didn't move, so she sucked it up in the baster and squirted it into a blue and white beverage cooler to be thrown away.

The program was started with the help of a $10,000 grant from Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge as well as in-kind help and donated materials worth about $11,000, said Kathy Perillo, director of the Environmental Learning Center. The in-kind services were donated by Perillo, middle and high school science coordinator Bruce Boehm
 and Rick Van Nostrand, a fish pathologist with the DEP.

Developing salmon need clean, cold water to be healthy, said Boehm, a seventh-grade science teacher.

Why do students bother to remove the dead fish?

When the eggs hatch, the discarded shells decompose and cause the water quality to deteriorate, Becky said.

While the fish were in their class, students checked and charted the water temperature, pH level, ammonia level and fish's development. When ammonia levels got too high about two weeks ago, they were moved to the farm.

Teams of students have been taking turns stopping by the farm after school to help with the maintenance. Ninth-grader Steven Gianinoto, 15, supervises the middle school students, instructing them on how to drain the water to make room for new, clean water.

The students said they have enjoyed learning this way. "It gives you a real visual -- instead of just seeing it in a book," said Meghan.

"You can remember it easier," Becky said.

The fish are scheduled to be released into the Salmon Brook that runs behind the farm on April 29. Already, students have learned the important role the salmon play in the cycle of life -- providing food for other animals and serving as a barometer of a river's health.

"We want to educate people not only on the Atlantic salmon, but the ecology of the environment," said the DEP's Van Nostrand. Through students' experiences, "they're getting a good sense of how the environment affects fish."

Even if all these students are not future scientists, what they are learning will help them be responsible adults who look out for the well- being of the environment, Perillo said.

And thanks to the more than 50 volunteers who have made it possible, she said, it will increase the number of salmon released into the state's waters. "When we increase the diversity of our ecology," she said, "we're improving the quality of our lives."


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��He was Mr. Jones’s seventh grade science teacher.  I still keep in touch with him!





