Diamonds from the deep

It’s the most primitive fish and produces the most expensive delicacy.
How the St. John River could become the saviour
of the sturgeon and the capital of caviar.

By Marty Klinkenberg

Cornel Ceapa cradles a sturgeon in his
arms as delicately as one would a new-
born baby. It’s a healthy female, he says,
gently stroking the fish on its soft, plump
belly, which is swollen with eggs. Then he
carefully slides the three-foot-long stur-
geon back into a tank at his fish farm on
the banks of the St. John River.

“I love sturgeon,” Ceapa says. “They
are the most amazing fish on Earth, from
all points of view — biologic, scientific, eco-
nomic. They have been here for millions
and millions of years, and have adapted
to everything. They don’t have any natural
predators.

“Only people can kill them off.”

A native of Romania, Ceapa has worked
with sturgeon for 10 years, the last three
in New Brunswick. He moved here from
Europe, in fact, because of the toothless,

prehistoric fish that uses its vacuum-like
mouth to suck shellfish up off the botrom
of the St. John River. So homely that they
are fetching, sturgeon spit out molluscs
they don’t like, just as you and I would
watermelon seeds.

“Sturgeon are my passion, and the St.
John is the last river system in the world
where they are in good shape,” says Cea-
pa. “I knew about it from literature, but
now that I am here I am quite amazed.”

A species that evolved from sharks
nearly 250 million years ago, the sturgeon
is a living fossil, looking nearly identical
today as it did when dinosaurs roamed
the Earth. Considered the oldest living
fish species, sturgeon are shaped like a
torpedo, have whiskers like a catfish, ar-
mour plates on their backs that bullets
can’t penetrate and skin as abrasive as
sandpaper. Resistant to disease, they out-
live most people and can grow longer than
a two-storey building is tall, but are dying

off because of the diamonds females carry

Sturgeon eggs, known as caviar, are
the most valuable marine product in the
world.

Think lobster is expensive?

Caviar from beluga snurgeon, the
most coveted species, sells for as much
as $3,000 per pound. At that rate, one
single, colossal fish caught recently in the
WVolga River in Western Russia was worth
$726,000. It weighed 2,156 pounds and
carried 242 pounds of eggs.

“The sturgeon’s problem is that it is
too valuable,” Ceapa says.

S0 how do vou save a species whose
eggs are worth about 20 times more than
silver? You block exports from countries
where sturgeon are overfished, which a
U.N. body did last month. You crack down
on profiteers who catch fish and sell them
on the black market, which countries are
trying to do with varied success. And you

look for other ways to satisfy demand.

That’s where Ceapa’s new enterprise,
Acadian Sturgeon and Caviar, and Su-
preme Sturgeon & Caviar, a fish farm in
St. George that has 50,000 fish swimming
in its tanks, come in.

“When vou look at the species, you
realize it has been persecuted for caviar,
and the reason it is so expensive is that
the fewer sturgeon there are, the more
valuable the product becomes,” says Matt
Litvak, a professor of biology and the di-
rector of the Centre for Coastal Studies
and Agquaculture at the University of New
Brunswick in Saint John. “If farmers are
able to provide a product that will replace
the wild stock, it will lower the price of
caviar and save the fish.

“My sense is that if we provide a regu-
lated, verifiable product we can prevent
poaching and the extinction of the species
around the world.”
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In the 18005, sturgeon were so plentiful
that taverns in New York served caviar free
with beer, like peanuts today. Now, all 27
species around the world are considered
threatened or endangered.

Years of dwindling catches in the Cas-
pian Sea, combined with intense fishing
pressure from organized black-market
rings, prompted the Convention on In-
ternational Trade in Endangered Species
last month to block shipments of sturgeon
eggs from Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkmeni-
stan and Azerbaijan, and to significantly
reduce exports from nations that harvest
sturgeon from the Black Sea. Limited ex-
ports are permitted from Iran, which vig-
orously regulates the fishery and submit-
ted catch data to the organization within
the U.I.

Legal caviar sales total $100 million
a vear globally, with black-market trade
bringing five times as much. That fishing
pressure, combined with factors such as
pollution and habitat loss, has led to an es-
timated 30 per cent decline in the world’s
sturgeon population in two years.

The species’ decline has also boosted
interest in growing sturgeon on fish farms.
And while more sturgeon are now farm-
raised than caught in the wild, the fish
take years to mature and produce the
prized eggs that are marketed as caviar.

The principals at Supreme Sturgeon &
Caviar have been working primarily with
shortnose sturgeon for eight years and
have poured about $8 million into the
venture. Only now are they beginning to
reclaim part of their investment.

Stll commeon in the St. John, the short-
nose sturgeon was once found in all ma-
jor rivers along the Atlantic seaboard be-
tween Florida and New Brunswick. Now,
it can only be found in a relative handful
of places and is listed as an endangered
species in the United States. Although the
population is rebounding in the Hudson
River, the greatest number seem to inhab-
it the St. John River and its tributaries, in-
cluding the Kennebecasis and Hammond
Rivers.

Ceapa, who plans to raise fish in tanks
on the Kingston Peninsula, iz working
with both shortnose and Atlantic stur-
geon, which come into the St. John River
in June and July to spawn. Shortnose stur-
geon spend their early years in the river
and become gradually more tolerant of
saltwater as they get older.

Shorinose sturgeon are a relatvely
small fish, rarely exceeding 50 pounds.
By comparison, Atlanric sturgeon, which
are currently being considered for the
endangered species list in the U.S,, grow
to 10 feet or more and several hundred
pounds. Stanley Whelpley, one of the last commercial fishermen on the 5t. John River to caich sturgeon, repairs
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