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Many people on the Northwest Arkansas side of the Illinois River associate it with sewage and chicken litter. 

But the Illinois is a top recreation and tourist spot from the Oklahoma point of view. 

Arkansas has several scenic waterways, such as the Buffalo National River and the Kings River, Crooked Creek and others, where residents and tourists enjoy canoeing, fishing, swimming and camping. 

Oklahoma has just a few. 

The Illinois River and its tributaries are among this elite group, and Oklahoma officials want to keep it that way. 

Ed Fite, administrator of the Oklahoma Scenic Rivers Commission, pushed for years to have his state impose numeric standards for the levels of nutrients. This year he finally got them. Clean, clear, cool water is critical for a thriving smallmouth population and important for tourism, he said. Oklahoma has only a handful of rivers that support smallmouth bass. The Illinois is one. 

The river is rich in aquatic life. Nutrients such as phosphorus do not impair or eliminate fish in streams, but they can create dead zones in reservoirs and lakes that are low in dissolved oxygen and unable to support game fish. 

EXCESS NUTRIENTS DARKEN WATER 

The biggest visual impact of excess nutrients on the river is a reduced water clarity and the growth of dark-tan-to-olive-colored algae on the rocks along the river bed. 

Game fish such as smallmouth bass thrive in clean water, while suckers and other bottom fish flourish in areas where algae growth is high because of nutrients. 

The river's water quality is much worse than it was 30 or more years ago, but it has improved significantly from 20 years ago, Fite said. 

Officials of the Oklahoma commission, the Cooperative Extension Service, universities and local volunteers were among the 40 people who got a firsthand look at the river-users' point of view during a tour Saturday. 

Fite and others talked about how phosphorus from cities and poultry operations in Northwest Arkansas affect the river. Several Arkansas cities discharge treated sewage into the river. The area also has a heavy concentration of poultry operations. Urban and farm runoff also drain nutrients into the river. 

Arkansas officials have agreed they contribute to the level of nutrients in the river but disagree with the limits set by Oklahoma and with whether Oklahoma has the authority to enforce such limits. 

Mark Dunham, a stream biologist with the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation, "shocked" a small area of the river near Tahlequah on Saturday and provided a close look at several types of fish, including many that are difficult to catch by rod and reel. 

River redhorse, channel catfish, largemouth buffalo, northern hogsucker, drum, long-eared sunfish, spotted or Kentucky bass, largemouth bass, rock bass and smallmouth bass are some that were captured and released by Durham. 

NEW LIMIT ON SMALLMOUTH 

Durham explained that a new limit for smallmouth bass is designed to increase the number of large "brownies" in the state's streams. A daily limit of six fish between 9 and 12 inches begins Jan. 1, he said. 

The river has a good smallmouth population, but there are not very many big ones remaining, he said. A 12-inch smallmouth in a stream is about 8 years old, he said. 

Several canoe-rental and camping operations and public-access points line the river along Oklahoma 10, illustrating how important the river is to the local tourism industry. Many who use the river come for the smallmouth bass, and the local people would like to see them come back. 

The tour included other educational opportunities. 

Cheryl Cheadle, the director of Oklahoma's Blue Thumb Program, demonstrated how the group's volunteers take water samples and gather small fish. The group's work has raised awareness of water-quality issues, she said. 

"When a group of people in canoes see a busload of kids getting out and taking water samples, it makes them more aware," she said.

