Bonytail

(Gila elegans)—Endangered

Description

Thebonytailhasa wide, flattened
head whichisconcavein profile.
Anadultmay growuptol7
inchesinlengthand weighoverl
pound.However,most usually
rangebetween8and13inchesin
lengthand weighlessthana
pound.Itsmouthislarge, withthe
cornerof themouthextendingto
the front partof theeye. Thelips
lack barbels. The eyesare small
andeliptical. Itsback humpis
lesspronounced than the Hump-
back chub.The body isslender
butenlarged makingthehead
appearsmaller. Thisfisheither
lacksbody scalesor hastiny
embeddedscales.

Bonytailsfeed oninsects, with
largermemberseatingterrestrial
insectssuchasbeetles,grasshop-
persandants. Theyalsoeat
surfacedriftcomposedof insects
andplantmatter.

Distribution and Habitat

Thebonytailisfoundinlarger
channelsof theColoradoRiver
system,inswift water,andalsoin
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Nevada,alongthemainchannel
of theColoradoRiverandlower
partof the Virgin River.Several
historicalaccountsdescribe
bonytailthroughouttheColorado
Riversystemmorethan100years
ago.

Thebasicbiology of bonytail was
notstudiedindetail until thelate
1960’s. Even then, early studies
focusedontheabundance,life
history,anddistribution,andlittle
wasdetermined aboutitsecology.
Duringthisperiod,bonytail
numbersweregreatly reduced.
Thus, theecological requirements
of thebonytail remain poorly
understood. Thelastknown
concentrationof bonytail were
capturedinSplitMountainCanyon
of theGreenRiverthrough
DinosaurNational Monument,
Utah. In1993,asuspected adult
bonytail wascapturedinthe
ColoradoRiverabout4 miles
upstream fromitsconfluence with
theGreenRiver. Utah Divisionof
WildlifeResourcescapturedtwo
potential bonytailin1996inthe
ColoradoRiverinCataractCanyon
andinDesolation Canyon.

Thebonytailrepresentsenviron-

mentalselectionof thosetraitsin
thespecieswhichareof para-
mountimportancetolivingin
swiftwater. Thesetraitsinclude
greaterstreamlining powerful fins
formoreefficient propulsion,and
headdorsum concavity toaidin
steadyingagainst thestrong
currentsontheriverbottom.

Life History

Bonytailspawninthespring
usually when water temperatures
exceed 64 degreesE
Femalesproducebetween 1,000
and17,000eggswhichare
depositedatrandomovergravel
bars. The eggsadhere torocksor
settlein depressions. Noparental
careisgiventotheeggsoncethey
aredeposited. Eggsbegin hatch-
ingabout9hoursafter fertiliza-
tion,andswim-up occursgener-
ally 48120 hourslater. Survival
rateof juvenilesis17-38%.
Bonytailsmatureat 23 yearsof
age.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Bonytailsevolvedinaharshand
unusualenvironment. Asthe
environmentchanged,they
rapidly went from beingoneof
themostcommon totherarest
fishspeciesinthe ColoradoRiver
system. The primary reasonsfor
thedeclineof thebonytailare
changesinstream flow and water
temperature,directlossof habitat
duetoinundation by reservoirs,
blockageof migrationroutes,and
theintroductionof non-native
fish.

Recovery Efforts

Bonytails werelisted by the US.
Fishand WildlifeServiceasan
endangeredspeciesin1980.The
ColoradoRiverSystemEndan-
gered Fish Recovery Program
agreement,signedinJanuary
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1988, includesfive basicstepsto '
aidintherecovery of thebonytail: ot v
1. Provisionofinstreamflows
2. Habitatdevelopmentand
maintenance :
Nativefishstocking '
4. Managementof non-native & —=
speciesandsport-fishing Bk ﬂ%i?/ 24
5. Research,monitoringanddata : by
management < R
Thegoalof this programisto "\",?_:Jb &
maintainand protectself-sustain- o
ingpopulationsandsufficient - A :
naturalhabitattosustain these el
populations. Thisprogram will - S
likely bebeneficial toother | A
endangeredspeciessharingthis YN S VAL
habitat includingthehumpback o @\f '{a ¥,

b

chub,razorback sucker,and the

Coloradosquawfish. Thereis RAVRRTAN 2t SRR 1t 3
currentlyapopulationof bonytails A A2 Cr7: (PR AR AN

being maintainedatthe Dexter ; — -
National Fish Hatcheriesin Dexter, Bonytail distribution.
New Mexico.

@ Capture locations Drainage Basins

County boundarics Colorado River
Rivers Bonneville

B akes Snake river
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