
 Briefing: Quagga and Zebra Mussel Threat to the Pacific Northwest

Impacts
•  Quagga and zebra mussels have cost more in prevention and control than  
    any other aquatic species to invade the United States, costing an estimated  
    $5 billion in prevention and control efforts since their arrival in the 1980s.

•  The quagga mussel infestation of water supply pipes, dams, and other  
    infrastructure has cost the Metropolitan Water District of Southern  
    California about $35 million over the last six years, with costs expected to  
    continue into the future.

•  The Bureau of Reclamation at Hoover Dam alone spends $1 million  
    annually on quagga mussel control.

•  There is concern that these prodigious filter feeders could threaten the  
    health and survival of endangered native salmon and steelhead stocks in  
    the Columbia and Sacramento River basins, as well as cost millions of  
    dollars to hydropower operators, irrigators, and municipal drinking water  
    facilities throughout the West.

Spread
•  Introduced into the Great Lakes in 1986 via ships’ ballast water, quagga and  
    zebra mussels spread quickly throughout the Great Lakes and have made the  
    leap west to Lake Mead on trailered boats.

•  From Lake Mead, quagga mussels quickly spread to connected lower  
    Colorado River basin lakes and reservoirs in Arizona and southern  
    California and then turned up in New Mexico, Colorado, Nevada, and Utah.

•  The movement of trailered watercraft from infested waterbodies is the  
    pathway of highest risk. The risk increases substantially when those  
    watercraft have been moored for longer periods of time in infested waters.

Current Prevention Efforts
•  The Quagga/Zebra Mussel Action Plan (QZAP) identifies and prioritizes  
    strategies to address the invasion of quagga and zebra mussels in the West.  
    The plan was developed at the request of Senator Dianne Feinstein by the  
    Western Regional Panel on Aquatic Nuisance Species.

•  Western watercraft inspection programs implemented by states, tribal,  
    federal, and local jurisdictions are intercepting boats from all over the  
    country. It is estimated that state and local agencies inspected more than  
    900,000 watercraft in 2012, stopping more than 350 contaminated  
    watercraft. Nearly 75 percent of the boats were from the lower Colorado  
    River region (Mead, Havasu, Mohave).

•  Continued pressure on underfunded and understaffed state and inter-state inspection programs concerns western  
    invasive species coordinators, and there is a consensus that the best way to stop further spread of the mussels is to stop  
    them at the source.

•  Most of the infestation is coming from federally-managed reservoirs in the lower Colorado River system.

•  States should not be left to fight this inter-state movement alone; they need the federal government to take up its  
    share of the burden.

•   There are “on the ground” measures that can greatly reduce the number of fouled boats infesting western waters if  
    federal agencies are given the regulatory tools to implement these measures.

Quagga mussels on Davis Dam, Colorado 
River Penstock Gate.

2012 Fouled Boat Interceptions. 

Tahoe Resource Conservation District watercraft 
inspector.
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Regulatory/Policy Changes Needed

•  A QZAP priority is for the establishment and implementation of strong, consistent law enforcement programs.  
    Law enforcement is hampered by a gap in federal law.

•  Quagga mussels are recognized as a species of concern. The listing of the Genus Dreissena as an “Injurious  
    Species” under the Lacey Act (56 FR 56592) would give federal agencies more authority to address the interstate 
    transport of infested articles.

•  Because the administrative species listing process under the Lacey Act is likely to take years, we believe that  
    Congress should immediately amend the Lacey Act to add quagga mussels by listing the genus Dreissena, which  
    includes both zebra and quagga mussels.

•  We believe that because quagga mussels cause severe economic and environmental impacts, and have no redeeming  
    value, that such a listing would be uncontroversial.

•  As a matter of policy, the Department of Interior and National Park Service need to require the implementation of  
    mandatory inspections and decontaminations of moored boats before leaving federal and inter-jurisdictional waters  
    of the lower Colorado River as called for by QZAP and the National Park Service’s Quagga/Zebra Mussel  
    Infestation Prevention and Response Planning Guide (2007).

 

Future Interior Budget Appropriations

•  One of the action items in QZAP is to “Expand Mandatory Watercraft Inspection and Decontamination Capacity  
    for Uninfested Regions.” This effort was estimated to cost a minimum of $19 million annually.

•  State and local agencies across the western U.S. are spending millions of dollars annually on watercraft inspection  
    and decontamination programs funded primarily though state boat license, watercraft registration, or boat  
    inspection sticker fees. The states have stepped up the battle, but they need federal assistance.

•  Funding for on-the-ground management activities found in state and interstate Aquatic Nuisance Species plans  
    should be appropriated at the level originally authorized by section 1204 of the National Invasive Species Act  
    (1996) at $4 million. (This authorization was never appropriated to the full amount; however the need for federal  
    funding to support state efforts to prevent the spread of aquatic invasive species has increased.) In addition, the  
    increased number of state and interstate management plans has decreased the funding share available to  
    each plan.

•  Funding for efforts along the lower Colorado River in the amount of $1 million, in addition to $4 million in state  
    and interstate plan funding is required to effectively contain the spread of quagga mussels from “hot spots” in the  
    West while also addressing the continued threat of zebra and quagga mussels from the East.
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