Invasive Species Highlight

Zebra Mussels

Zebra mussels (Dreissena polymorpha) were unintentionally introduced to the United States’
Great Lakes through the discharge of ballast waters in cargo ships in 1988. As of 2024, 311
Minnesota lakes are reported to be infested with zebra mussels. Zebra mussels are a prohibited
species, making it illegal to possess, import, purchase, transport or introduce them.

Environmental Impact

Zebra mussels are a large threat to Minnesota’s waters by affecting

recreation, the economy, and the environment. Zebra mussels:

« Encrust boats and equipment, reducing performance and increasing
maintenance costs

« Pose hazards to swimmers and pets with their sharp shells

. Clog water intake systems, creating expensive issues for cities and
power plants

. Disrupt the food chain by filtering out essential nutrients, leading to
increased aquatic plant growth

. Threaten native mussels by attaching to and suffocating them

Identification
« Striped, D-shaped shell composed of two hinged valves joined by a
ligament
« Shells are typically 1/4” - 1 1/2” long with alternating yellow and brown
colored stripes, although coloring and stripes are highly variable and
may lack stripes altogether
« Attach to hard surfaces underwater

Look-alikes
Zebra mussels may resemble many invasive and native mussels due
to their variable appearance. Invasive species look-alikes include
Quagga mussels and Asian clams. Many mussels in Minnesota may
be mistaken for Zebra mussels and can be difficult to distinguish.

Clean all invasive species from boats, trailers, and other equipment.

Drain water from boats, ballast tanks, motors, and live wells before leaving.
Dry boats and equipment to ensure young mussels are not transported.
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