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The Incredible Journey of the American Eel
From Sargasso Sea
to the Tributaries
of the Inland Bays
By:  Eric Buehl
Habitat Coordinator

On December 15th, staffers from the
Center for the Inland Bays (CIB) donned
chest waders and wet suits and braved bit-
terly cold temperatures, strong wind, and a
rising tide to install an eelway on Mills-
boro Pond Dam

But their story is less remarkable than
that of the American Eel (Anguilla rostra-
ta).  Each year young American Eels make
an incredible journey of over a thousand
miles from their birthplace in the central
Atlantic Ocean’s Sargasso Sea to East
Coast freshwater streams like the tributar-
ies of the Indian River. 

Traveling on currents and swimming,
they arrive by the tens of thousands as ear-
ly as January to our coastal rivers and
streams, an amazing journey for an animal
just 2” long.  

But between the estuaries and their up-
stream freshwater destination is Millsboro
Dam and others like it on rivers through-
out the mid-Atlantic seaboard. Those that
find a way past the dam to their upstream
habitat will live there for up to twenty
years maturing before making the long
journey back to the Sargasso Sea to spawn
and die.

The new eelway will give the young eels
a way to get over the dam.  Before the eel-
way was installed, the easiest way for the
young eels to make it over the dam was to
be among the lucky that are captured by
the Delaware Department of Natural Re-
sources and Environmental Control’s
(DNREC) annual monitoring program.

Once they’ve been measured and counted,
they are released above the dam to contin-
ue their upstream migration.

But that was too little help for the tens of
thousands of eels that need to make that
journey upstream every spring.

Although the eel’s numbers at Millsboro
Dam can vary widely from year to year,
their overall population is of concern to
groups like DNREC’s Division of Fish and
Wildlife, other Atlantic Coast states, and
the National Marine Fisheries Service.  

Dams blocking access to their stream
habitats, and illegal trapping of the young
eels several years ago raised concerns
about the overall health of the species.  

“Eels are a fascinating species and are
an important part of our ecosystems,” said
Dr. Bill Hogarth, Assistant Administrator
for the NOAA Fisheries Service, one of
the partners in the Eelway project..  “Un-

fortunately, their numbers are declining in
North America. This project will help
these eels reach habitat that is currently re-
stricted by dams, and will help in our ef-
forts to rebuild their populations.”

Along with increased monitoring, en-
forcement, and surveillance to protect
young eels from illegal poaching, this pas-
sage should increase the number of young
eels that reach the upstream habitat they
need to reach to mature.                                 

This project is a good example of the
kind of cooperation that is so important to
restoring the health of the watershed.
Funded by the FishAmerica Foundation,
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Ad-
ministration (NOAA) Community-based
Restoration Program, and the Outdoor
CAP, and in cooperation with the State’s
eel monitoring program, the eelway at
Millsboro Pond and the State’s efforts

should go a long way to ensure the sur-
vival of this often misunderstood fish.
Critical help was also given by DelDOT,
DNREC, and the Town of Millsboro and
our funding partners.

Fish passages are an important activity
in watershed restoration and enhancement
and are part of the Center for the Inland
Bays’ overall effort to protect and restore
habitat in the Inland Bays watershed as re-
quired in their Comprehensive Conserva-
tion and Management Plan (CCMP). The
CCMP was developed in the mid 1990’s
with input from watershed residents, farm-
ers, business owners, and agency represen-
tatives.  The CCMP and its goals and ob-
jectives define the framework for the work
that the CIB does. The CCMP can be seen
at www.inlandbays.org.  For more infor-
mation, contact the Habitat Coordinator, at
CIB at (302) 645-7325.

American Beaver:  the Other Builders for Our Bays
By Chris Bason
Wetland Project Leader

As we work on our “Building for the
Bays,” we can take inspiration from some
other builders in our watershed.

The Native Americans called the beaver
the “sacred center” of the land because
they create rich habitats for other mam-
mals, fish, turtles, frogs, birds and ducks. 

It is a good inspiration for the center we
wish to create at our new facility on Indian
River Bay, a rich habitat for fostering com-
munity cooperation and action toward
healthy, living Inland Bays.

“Keystone” Species
The  American Beaver, Castor Canaden-

sis, is an important resident, in fact, a
“keystone species” in riparian (river)
ecosystems, which means that its presence
is essential to the integrity and stability of
the ecosystem.  

They are native to our watershed. But
beavers are relatively rare here today.
These animals were harvested nearly to ex-
tinction by the fur trade in the mid 1800’s.  

The loss of the beaver ecologically
transformed these riparian habitats and re-
sulted in a significant loss of diversity of
species.  

What were once a complex series of
ponds interspersed by numerous slow-

moving stream channels became hydrolog-
ically uniform areas, often with a single
unimpeded channel.  

Vegetation was also changed from a di-
versity of floating, emergent, shrubby, and
forested plant communities to the more
uniform floodplain forests of today. 

Re-Introduction of Species
After reintroductions throughout North

America, beaver have now reestablished
throughout much of their former range and
are once again engineering their riparian
homes.  However, their populations are
still only a fraction of their numbers prior
to the fur trade, and in the Inland Bays wa-
tershed, beaver remain uncommon.

Although beaver populations are cur-
rently low in our watershed, increases in
neighboring watersheds and in the Mid-At-
lantic region in general suggest that growth
could occur.  Beaver have an average of 3
– 5 young (kits) per year, and the kits usu-
ally leave home to begin a new colony at 2
– 3 years.  Further, beaver can travel miles
up and down riparian corridors to find
mates. 

Improving Water Quality
Watersheds such as the Inland Bays that

have excessive amounts of non-point
source pollutants entering their estuaries
may receive a water quality boost by main-
taining significant beaver populations.  

By building dams of wood, vegetation,
and mud across stream bottoms, North
American beaver families create the ponds
in which they spend most of their life.  

Beaver ponds can improve the quality of
stream water transported to downstream
estuaries by trapping and filtering the pol-
lutants that smother aquatic life and con-
tribute to eutrophication (decrease in oxy-
gen levels due to excess nutrients).  This
natural function of beaver pond wetlands
could prove to be a boon for water quality
in the Inland Bays.

Research has shown that beaver reduce
the amounts of excess sediments and nutri-
ents transported downstream.  This is how
it works. 

By slowing the flow of streams, beaver
ponds act as temporary retaining basins for
water and materials moving towards estu-
aries. In areas like the Inland Bays where
huge amounts of water pour into our
streams through stormwater pipes, beaver
ponds act as sediment ponds.  The water is
slowed down when it reaches the pond and
a portion of suspended sediments and their
attached nutrients are deposited on the
pond bottom rather than being carried into
the bays.

Beaver ponds are also particularly effec-
tive at removing nitrate, a major contribu-
tor to eutrophication that enters streams
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Above left, a beaver with a kit; above right, a beaver lodge on pond.

Above, E.J. Chalabala, left, and Josh Thompson work on the eelway (above
left) the CIB installed at the dam at Millsboro Pond.  At left, Eel that will use
the eelway are slightly small than the one shown.


