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This year's run of Atlantic salmon could end up being the best since efforts to restore the fish to the Connecticut River began more than 20 years ago, state biologists say.

With nearly 400 fish already returned to the river and a month still to go, 1992 already has been the second-best year, surpassed only by 1981 when 529 salmon returned by the middle of July.

"We've got a good chance of breaking the record," said Steve Gephard, a biologist and salmon restoration specialist with the state Department of Environmental Protection.

Gephard spoke about the restoration efforts during a visit to the Rainbow Dam on the Farmington River in Windsor, where four returning adult salmon were caught in an upstream fish passageway Friday, bringing the total to enter the fish passage there so far this season to 80.

Before Europeans arrived and built settlements, salmon were abundant in the Connecticut River and teemed in its tributaries during the migration to spawning grounds in such places as the Farmington River.

But the strain of salmon native to the Connecticut River was wiped out about 200 years ago when many dams were built, blocking access to the spawning areas.

Using fish and eggs from other rivers, biologists have been working since 1967 to re-create a Connecticut River salmon run that experts believe once was one of the largest in the world. The effort has cost about $100 million in public and private money.

Atlantic salmon hatch in fresh water, migrate to the seas off Greenland and grow to maturity. They return to the river of their birth to complete a cycle that takes about two years.

The first fish to return in the restoration effort arrived in 1978 and there was plenty of optimism three years later when the record was set. But with runs of less than 100 fish the following three years, optimism turned to a realization that a sustained effort would be necessary for fish populations to reach a minimum level -- about 700 -- that would allow the state to consider a very restricted fishing season.

Overall, this year's run of salmon on the Connecticut River, which began in late April and lasts until the middle of July, has reached 382 fish. At Holyoke, Mass., about 20 salmon a day have been captured in the past several days, and about five a day have been trapped at the Rainbow Dam.

Once captured, the fish are taken to holding tanks in Barkhamsted, where they spawn in October and November. Eventually, the young are released to swim out to sea.

Gephard said the salmon seem to like to enter the mouth of the Connecticut River when the water level is high, such as after the recent heavy rains and flooding. But the fish don't make their move upstream, he said, until the water has receded a bit.

They also like to move when the water is relatively cool -- below 77 degrees -- and water temperatures have remained cool lately as a result of many cool nights, Gephard said.

If these conditions persist, he said, there is a good chance for a record run.

"This weekend ought to be a big weekend," Gephard said. "We don't believe we've peaked yet."

Earlier this week, an international treaty organization with representatives of the United States, Canada and European countries with Atlantic salmon met in Washington.

The gathering marked the first time the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization met in the United States.

Commercial salmon fishing is banned in international waters. But each country determines its own fishing policy. The treaty organization, which usually meets in Scotland, tries to coordinate conservation efforts.

This year, following protests by the United States, Canada banned commercial salmon fishing in Newfoundland's waters. Gephard said that restriction should help the Connecticut River restoration. Some of the returning salmon heading for Long Island Sound have been intercepted off Newfoundland in previous years.

Gephard, however, is more concerned about the Rainbow Dam because many of the salmon released on the Farmington River pass through turbines at the dam on their way to sea. Many of the fish that go into the turbines are killed, Gephard said.

Stanley Works, which owns the dam, is negotiating with the Department of Environmental Protection over plans to install a fish passageway that would avoid the turbines, Gephard said. The passageway, he said, would cost about $100,000


