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Zebra Mussel: An Unwelcome Visitor
tlINUHN8 IIII'f

P1326 Karin A. Tammi and as far south as Aikansas in tbe

Mississippi River aixl its tributary sys-
tem. Recently, zebra mussels have ex-
tended their range to tbe Mohawk and
Hudson rivers of New York and are

expected to invade New England waters
by 1993.

Zebra mussels  Dreisserra
potyrnorpha! are tiny black-and-white
striped bivalve molluscs  relatives of
clams and oysters! that are new invaders
to North American freshwater and estua-

rine systems. TIiese pesky mussels have
caused millions of dollars of damage in
the Crreat Lakes region alone. The inva-
sion of the zebra mussel into tbe Great

Lakes bas not only created a serious
economic problem, but also threatens to
disrupt aquatic communities tlirougbout
most of North America.
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IS THAT A ZEBRA MUSSEL?

Zebra mussels look like small clains

with elongated yellow and/or brown "D"
shaped shells. They are usually marked
with alternating light and dark betTing-
bone bands, but the number and pattern
of the bands or stripes is highly variable.
Most zebra mussels are thumbnail size,
but some grow up to 2 inches long.
Zebra mussels grow in dense clusters
that contain numerous individuals

anacbed firmly to surfaces by strong
adhesive threads called byssal fibers.

BIOLOGY

Zebra musseLs, like other bivalves,
are filter feeders. Phytoplankton, micro-
scopic algae, and organic debris are
sipboned in and filtered by the mussel's
ciliated gills. Reports indicate that the
average zebra mussel can filter one liter
of water per day. Since its intnxiuction

Q printed on recycled peper

INVASION IN NORTH AMERICA

Zebra mussels are native to western

Asia and were indigenous to tbe drainage
basins of tbe Aral, Black, and Caspian
seas. During tbe 1700s, zebra mussels
invaded many freshwater bodies in
eastern Europe, particularly, tbe
Mazurian lakes in northeastern Poland.

A century later, they invaded rivers,
lakes, and water canah of tbe Nether-
lands. Presently, zebra mussels exist
throughout most inland water systeins in
Europe. The actual pathway of the zebra
mussel's introduction into tbe United

S tates is not completely known. How-
ever, biologists speculate that zebra
mussels probably were introduced into
North America during the mid-1980s by
a European cargo ship that discharged
ballast water into the Great Lakes. In

1988, the first zebra mussels were dis-
covered in the Great Lakes basin in Lake

St. Clair. Since their initial discovery in
1988, zebra mussels have spread
throughout all tbe Great Lalm and into
the St. Lawrence Seaway. By 1992, they
had been found as far north'as Wisconsin

WATCH OUT FOR HTI'CHHIKKRS

Although zebra mussels can be
transported naturally via water currents
and waterfowl, it is believed that the
rapid expansion from the Great Lakes to
other inland Iieshwater systems is attrib-
uted to dispersal influences through
human activities, Transportation of zebra
mussels from infested waters to

noninfested waters can occur by boats,
trailers, and anglers. Juvenile and adult
mussels attach themselves to ship and
recreational boat bulls and trailers.

However, the mimic mussel larvae
can easily be transported in ballast water,
boat bilge, engine cooling systems, bait
buckets, and live wells, Ilm inadvertent

transportation of larval mussels has
likely enbantzd the bivalve's dispersion
and rapid expansion into noninfestcd
inland waters of the United States,

'Ihese mussels will attach and colonize

on almost any surface type � metal,
rubber, glass, ciotb~ut have been a
problem particularly in utility plant
intake pipes, which have a constant
water current important for mussel
growth. Ilus often results in drastically
reducing tbe water flow into the plants.
Colonies of zebra mussels can also be

found along lake shores, riverbanks, and
piers. And mussels will attach to aquatic
plants, rocks, floating debris, other
bivalves, and crustacems. Reports of
zebra mussel densities along many
shallow areas of Lake Erie exceeds

30,000 per square meter, European stud-
ies have reported very high colony densi-
ties that exceed 100,000 mussels per
square meter.




