
Justin Zunker, and invasive species specialist, decontaminating a boat at Mille Lacs 
Lake in spring 2019. He is looking for zebra mussels and spiny water flea. 
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Boozhoo! As we exercised our Ceded Territory rights this spring harvesting ogaa (walleye) and ginoozhe 
(northern pike) some of you may have noticed a loud, bright yellow machine spraying hot water on 
boats and equipment, and if you participated in the harvest you made have been asked to soak your 
nets by some Fond du Lac staff. This 
is all in an effort to prevent the 
spread of invasive species. An 
invasive species is something that is 
non-native and causes harm in 
some way, whether it be to the 
environment, to human health, or 
to the economy. In many of the 
lakes we harvest from, they have 
become infested with an invasive 
species, and Fond du Lac is doing its 
part to ensure we do not transfer 
invasive species from one lake to 
another as we exercise our rights. 
The staff you may or may not have 
seen at the boat landings running 
frantically around, are performing 
what is called a decontamination 
(pictured on the right). Although this may look like an ordinary cleaning, it is actually much more than 
that. A decontamination means that your boat or other equipment is deemed free of invasive species, 
and after your equipment is no longer a risk of transporting species, you are free to move to another 
body of water, knowing you have done your part to prevent the spread of species that can cause 
devastating harm to a lake. Some of the invasive species we countered this year include: 
 

Zebra mussels (pictured left), which are small 
invertebrates that filter feed phytoplankton out of the 
water column. Just one zebra mussel has the potential to 
filter out an entire liter o phytoplankton a day. I know this 
doesn’t seem like much, but when you multiply that by 
the hundreds of thousands of zebra mussels that are 
estimated to be in Mille Lacs Lake, it adds up pretty 
quickly. In lakes that have been infested with zebra 
mussels for long amounts of time, the overall clarity of 
the lake has increased by over 10 feet, such as in Pike 
Lake in Duluth MN. Some of you may think, I want better 
clarity, why is that a bad thing? However, many fish, 
including ogaa and ginoozhe depend on phytoplankton to 

keep the water murky so they can better hide both to be the hunter, and avoid being hunted. So in 

Zebra mussels collected on a native mussel.        
Photo credit: MN DNR 
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essence, zebra mussels are taking away critical fish habitat that the species we harvest depend on to 
survive. Zebra mussels can also cause issues to humans by clogging their boat intake valves, plugging 
water intakes and drainages for cities, cutting peoples feet with the sharpness of their shells, and 
overcrowding and killing our native mussels. 
 
Spiny water flea (pictured right) are another concerning invader that we 
were combating this spring both in Mille Lacs and Vermilion lakes. Spiny 
water flea is an invasive type of zooplankton that rarely gets over 15 mm 
long. So how can something so small cause so much damage? It comes from 
their fish hook- like tail barbs that can choke small fry (baby fish) as they 
attempt to eat them. Spiny water fleas are also ferocious predators, being 
able to swim, unlike other planktons, allowing them to more easily predate 
on our native zooplankton that our fry depend on for survival. They also 
have the advantage of being able to clone themselves, so one female may 
produce up to 10 offspring approximately every two weeks! Because of this, 
spiny water flea can easily become one of the most dominate types of 
zooplankton in a lake system each fall. So pair spiny water flea depleting the 
zooplankton for the fry along with a depletion of habitat from the zebra 
mussels, and we have an environment that is much harder for fish to survive 
in! 
 

Rusty crayfish (pictured left) are an invader we are 
concerned about getting into our manoomin (wild 
rice) producing lakes. We currently know them to 
be in Lake Vermilion, Lake Superior, and possibly 
parts of the St. Louis River. Rusty crayfish essentially 
act as lawn mowers to lake bottom vegetation, and 
have devastating effects on vegetative habitats 
where they invade. In a study conducted by the 
1854 Treaty Authority, it was shown that given no 
other option, rusty crayfish have the capacity to 
completely eradicate manoomin from an existing 
area. Luckily for us, rusty crayfish taste great when 
boiled and served with lots of butter. So the Fond 
du Lac team is constantly surveying for these 

invasive crayfish, and if we ever find them where they are causing harm, we can have a community 
crayfish boil and protect the manoomin at the same time! 
 
Eurasian watermilfoil (pictured right) is an invasive type of plant 
that can quickly take over lake systems if even just one fragment is 
moved to a new lake. It forms very dense mats of vegetation that 
will choke out other plant species, including potentially manoomin, 
and degrades fish habitat. It also greatly impedes our ability to use 
and enjoy the water. Eurasian watermilfoil was observed this year in 
Green and Sturgeon Lake, and equipment was decontaminated 
before being able to move to another area. 
 

Spiny water flea collected on 
fishing line. Photo credit:  Jeff 

Gunderson, MN Sea Grant 

Rusty crayfish. Photo credit: Steve Schainost, Nebraska 
Game and Parks Commission 

Eurasian watermilfoil infestation at Cayuga Lake, NY. 
Photo credit Robert L. Johnson; Cornell University 



There are several other invasive species, both aquatic and terrestrial, that threaten the Reservation and 
the Ceded Territories, and the list is too extensive to list all of them in this article. However, as we are 
fighting to protect our wetlands from a number of threats, it is important to recognize we are also trying 
to protect them from invasive species. Some of the main invasives threatening our wetlands on the 
Reservation and in the St. Louis River Estuary include: 
 

Invasive Phragmites (pictured left), also known 
as common reed, is a type of grass that is 
utilized by sewage companies as filter for 
contaminants, but is highly invasive in wetland 
and riparian areas. So far, on Reservation, we 
only have three known locations of invasive 
phragmites that our staff is monitoring, and 
controlling if they are causing harm. However, 
in the St. Louis River estuary, there are over 100 
occurrences of invasive phragmites that several 
organizations in the area, including Fond du Lac, 
GLIFWC, the 1854 Treaty Authority, Community 
Action Duluth, and several others are working 
on controlling. In Wisconsin and Michigan, 
invasive phragmites have destroyed property 
value, caused massive wild fire damage, 

wetland damage, and destruction of habitat for native wetland wildlife. Minnesota is trying very hard to 
stop this plant from causing the amount of damage it has in other states. If you would like to know 
more, there is an open house about invasive phragmites on June 6th at 5:30pm at Pier B resort. 
 
Emerald Ash Borer (pictured right) is 
an invasive insect that bores into the 
into ash trees, limiting their ability to 
transport nutrients, resulting in the 
eventual death of the tree. The 
closest known location of emerald 
ash borer is in Duluth, MN. Ash trees 
comprise a large amount of our 
wetland tree species on the 
Reservation and serve as “sink” 
soaking up water in wetland areas to 
keep the water table in balance. The 
water table is what keeps the some of 

the lakes on Reservation at the 
correct levels for growing manoomin. 
If the water table fluctuates too 
much, it can either drown or dry out manoomin waters. One threat emerald ash borer brings to our 
wetlands is greatly reducing the ash trees which moderate the water table, and thus raising the water 
levels too high to support manoomin growth. The loss of ash trees would also be a devastating cultural 
loss to Fond du Lac as they have been historically used and still used in the making of baskets, lacrosse 
sticks, and snowshoes. 

Invasive Phragmites patch. Photo Credit: Univeristy of 
Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center 

Emerald Ash borer larvae, adult, and gallery. Photo credits to David Cappaert, 
Michigan State University, and Eric R. Day, Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
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So you may be asking yourself, what can you do to help? The biggest management effort with invasive 
species is PREVENTION, and asking communities from all around the globe to help prevent further 
spread of invasive species. This can be as simple as brushing off your shoes and tires when moving from 
one location to another. This is also cleaning, draining, and drying your boat for a minimum of five days 
or getting an official boat decontamination, before moving from one body of water to the next. It also 
involves not moving wood of any kind from one area to another, unless it has been heat treated and 
certified to be certain it is free of any invasives.  
 
If you want to learn more and get more involved, you can become a first detector, where you would 
learn to identify invasive species and how to report them if you find them. You can also contact Kelsey 
Wenner, the invasive species coordinator at 218-878-7147 or kelseywenner@fdlrez.com. The invasive 
species program is working on setting up identification and reporting workshops for the Fond du Lac 
community, and they are happy to help with any invasive species questions, issues, or concerns you may 
have. Miigwech. 
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