Quagga Podcast

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources that provides you with information and entertains you with knowledge. It starts with a question and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Matt Notley: Welcome back to the Aquacast. Once again I’m Matt Notley in the Public Affairs Office, and today we’re going to mix it up. We’ve got a couple gentlemen here in the studio to help us answer today’s question. We have Dean Messer and Jeff Janik from the Division of Operations and Maintenance, welcome.

Jeff Janik: Thanks for having us.

Dean Messer: Thanks.

Matt Notley:  Lately in the media we’ve been reading a lot about the Quagga Mussel, its impacts, and how this Quagga Mussel is going to wreak havoc in California. Jeff, basically could you just tell us: what is the Quagga Mussel?

Jeff Janik: Yes Matt, the Quagga Mussel is a small, non-native freshwater mollusk that’s about 1/8th to 2 inches long. They and the related Zebra Mussels are notorious biofoulers that can attach to almost all natural and man-made surfaces, as well as attach to each-other. These mussels are highly efficient feeders and they can filter large amounts of algae and organic matter from the water. They’re also very prolific breeders, with individual females releasing more than 40,000 eggs per spawning event. The warmer climate here in California may result in a longer growing season with multiple spawning events and even higher growth rates than are found in the East. In Lake Havasu, it’s been reported that the mussel density increased from a mere 1 or 2 per square meter to more than 10,000 in just about a year. These attributes and the lack of any natural predators allow the mussels to thrive when introduced into new waters. Since trailer boats are the main way to transport the mussels into inland waters, it is really important that all boats and trailers be clean before launching and leaving any water body in the state. In their distribution in California, the Quagga Mussels are now found in Lake Havasu and in Southern California reservoirs connected to the Colorado River Aqueduct. Zebra Mussels have only be reported in one lake: San Justo reservoir near Hollister.

Matt Notley: Thanks Jeff. So Dean, Jeff was explaining how prolific these mussels are, but why are so many local and state agencies so concerned about the spread of Quaggas in California?

Dean Messer: Well Matt, the impacts from Quagga Mussels are well documented and can generally be categorized as either ecological or economic. The initial ecological impacts would include changes in water clarity and phytoplankton availability. As Jeff mentioned, Quagga Mussels are filter feeders that remove planktonic organisms, which are essentially the foundation of the aquatic food web from the water column. This alteration of the aquatic food web and aquatic habitats negatively affect key fish species such as Salmon and Delta Smelt. The economic impacts occur as a result of the mussels’ ability to firmly attach to hard substrates and to form dense colonies. The colonies of mussels encrust and clog steel pipes, fish screens, water intakes, you name it.  Dense colonies have reduced and even stopped operations at many of these types of facilities, causing billions of dollars of damage to water intake structures and delivery systems. Much of this has already occurred in the Eastern part of the country.  Similar damage and operational impacts would be seen in California due to the intensive water storage and conveyance systems present.

Matt Notley: So, I guess you could say this small mussel is quite a big deal for California and possibly the entire Western United States.

Dean Messer: Oh yes, it certainly is.

Matt Notley: Well, I want to thank both of you today for joining me and helping us answer this important question.

Dean Messer: Thanks Matt.

Jeff Janik: Thanks for having us.

Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll hear the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.

