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AIS SPOTLIGHT: 2016
UPDATES, LESSONS AND RESOURCES

The MCWD started an Aquatic Invasive 
Species (AIS) program in 2012, becoming 
the first watershed district in Minnesota to 
do so. In the ensuing years, we have been 
involved in a number of cutting edge research 
and management initiatives. We’re making 
progress in preventing infestations and are 
learning valuable lessons through research, 
experience, and applied science. 

This publication provides an update on 
our work, highlights some of our lessons learned and explains the 
resources we can offer others. Perhaps the most enduring lesson is 
that none of this can be accomplished alone, and we are committed to 
working with a broad spectrum of partners to protect the health of our 
waters for current and future generations. 

- Sherry White 
President, MCWD Board of Managers

MINNEHAHA CREEK WATERSHED DISTRICT

The MCWD is responsible for 181 square miles of land and water that 
drain into Minnehaha Creek and ultimately the Mississippi River. It 
includes all or part of 27 cities and two townships in Hennepin and 
Carver Counties. 

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Prevention
MCWD funds help provide 
inspectors at most public launches, 
logging 170,000 inspections to 
date P. 2

Monitoring
More than 50 volunteers help 
MCWD monitor lakes for the 
presence of new species. P. 3

Research
Close tracking of zebra mussels 
in Lake Minnetonka reveals major 
lessons about the conditions  
these mussels prefer. P. 4



It is much more efficient and effective to keep invasive species 
out of a water body than to remove an invasive species once 
it is already there. It is also important to keep new AIS at bay 
while researchers develop long-term solutions to managing 
these species. The District has partnered with a variety of 
organizations to help fund front line defense at major public 
access points across the District – programs that would not 
have been possible without MCWD support. 

MCWD grants have helped provide watercraft inspectors at 16 
of the 26 public accesses in the District, with the DNR providing 
inspectors at an additional five accesses (the five accesses 
without inspectors are rarely used and have little or no parking 
spaces). Since 2012, inspectors have stopped almost 3,500 
watercraft from bringing potential invasive species into lakes, 
including 35 carrying zebra mussels into uninfested lakes.  

PREVENTION RESULTS 
2012 - 2015

55,000 
Hours of inspector staff time within the 
watershed, logging 170,000 inspections

3,477 
Number of inspections that discovered 
potential AIS on watercraft entering 
District lakes

35 
Instances of watercraft carrying zebra 
mussels stopped from entering an 
uninfested lake

INSPECTION PARTNERS MORE INFO

“THE FINANCIAL RESOURCES, TECHNICAL EXPERTISE AND OTHER SUPPORT PROVIDED 
BY THE DISTRICT HAVE BEEN INTEGRAL TO OUR SUCCESSFUL EFFORTS TO KEEP ZEBRA 
MUSSELS AND OTHER AIS AT BAY.”

- Deb Pilger, Director of Environmental Services
Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board

Carver County
City of Shorewood
Lake Minnetonka Conservation District
Minnesota DNR
Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board
Three Rivers Park District

Eric Fieldseth
MCWD AIS Program Manager
efieldseth@minnehahacreek.org
(952) 471-7873
www.minnehahacreek.org/AIS

PREVENTION



MONITORING
EARLY DETECTION

If an invasive species is detected before it has time to take 
hold, it is possible to avoid a full-blown infestation. The 
District has begun an aggressive early detection campaign 
with a focus on lakes at a high-risk of infestation. 

In 2014, early detection monitoring led to an early 
discovery of zebra mussels in Christmas Lake (see sidebar). 

Interested residents have helped MCWD increase the scope 
of this monitoring that would otherwise be too expensive 
to undertake. Our AIS Early Detectors program has more 
than 50 volunteers actively monitoring lakes throughout 
the District. We produced a 36-page “how-to guide” that 
explains how to monitor effectively and how to determine 
the difference between invasive species and common look-
alikes. The guide has been adopted by groups across the 
state and is one of many educational materials the District 
offers about how to help in the fight against AIS.

CATALOGING EXISTING SPECIES

MCWD researchers are creating a first-of-its-kind catalog of 
where AIS are present within the watershed. 

This extensive inventory of what is present, and at what 
abundance, will help the District, its communities, and AIS 
researchers across the state better understand the impacts 
of these species and make more informed decisions about 
management and prevention. 

ZEBRA MUSSELS IN 
CHRISTMAS LAKE

The early discovery of zebra mussels 
in Christmas Lake in 2014 led to an 
aggressive, unprecedented response 
to eradicate the invasive species from 
the lake. Though the mussels were 
unfortunately found outside of the 
treatment zone later in 2015 -- likely 
because the treatment areas turned 
out not to be large enough in the first 
treatments of 2014 -- the effort yielded a 
number of successes and valuable lessons 
that will inform future responses. 

Among them was that the products 
we used did appear to kill all the zebra 
mussels in the area treated and had little 
other effect on the lake’s plants and 
animals. We also saw the value of strong, 
existing partnerships with the Minnesota 
DNR and City of Shorewood, which made 
the nimble response possible.

“MCWD’S EARLY DETECTION WORK SHOWS 
THE VALUE OF CATCHING INFESTATIONS 
EARLY, BEFORE THEY BECOME WIDESPREAD 
IN A WATERBODY. THE DNR GREATLY 
APPRECIATES THE DISTRICT’S CONTINUED 
EFFORTS TO DEVELOP EFFECTIVE AIS 
PREVENTION AND MANAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES AND CONSIDERS ITS EARLY 
DETECTION APPROACH A MODEL FOR 
OTHERS TO FOLLOW.”

- Heidi Wolf
Invasive Species Program Supervisor

Minnesota DNR



RESEARCH
ZEBRA MUSSELS IN LAKE MINNETONKA

When zebra mussels were discovered in Lake Minnetonka in 2010, MCWD began closely monitoring the way 
they’ve spread throughout the lake and their effect on water quality. Lake Minnetonka, which is a collection of 
diverse bays, is a uniquely valuable place for this study because of its variety of water types. 

Five years into the study, we’ve learned a lot about the conditions zebra mussels prefer and their impacts 
on the lake.  So far they appear to proliferate in bays with moderate amounts of algae while struggling to 
take hold in bays with high levels of algae.  This data will be a valuable tool for predicting the severity of 
infestations in lakes across the state. 

We also found that zebra mussels are quickly causing significant 
changes in the lake, including an increase in water clarity and a 
decrease in chlorophyll (which indicates algae) and phosphorus. 
These shifts can have significant long-term impacts, including 
more aquatic plants, changes in the food web that can cause a 
cascading impact on fish communities, more harmful  
blue-green algae blooms, and fewer native mussels. 

SIX MILE SUBWATERSHED CARP STUDY

Many lakes in the Six Mile Creek subwatershed have been ravaged by the effects of common carp, which 
disrupt ecosystems, destroy aquatic plant communities and stir up the lake bottom. Because carp reproduce 
so quickly, simply trying to remove them is not an effective option. In 2014, the District began a three-year 
study with the University of Minnesota to better understand these invasive fish. 

Now in its third year, the study has found a significant carp infestation - 12 of the 15 lakes surveyed had 
populations above the threshold at which carp become ecologically damaging. Some lakes had populations 
nearly ten times this threshold. We also have discovered how carp move through the system and where they 
reproduce, which will determine the most effective ways to manage carp in the future. 

UNDERSTANDING HYBRID MILFOIL

There are three common types of watermilfoil present in Minnesota: the invasive Eurasian variety we are all 
familiar with; the native Northern species; and a hybrid of the two that we know very little about. In 2015 
MCWD began studying the abundance and genetic composition of these hybrid plants in five bays of Lake 
Minnetonka and in Christmas Lake, in partnership with the University of Minnesota and Montana State 
University and funded by a grant from Hennepin County. 

The study found that this Hybrid milfoil was much more present in areas that had been treated with herbicides 
to control milfoil, whereas both the native and Eurasian milfoil were more common in untreated areas. This 
information, among other findings from this work, could lead to new ways to manage these aquatic plants.

“MCWD HAS DEMONSTRATED A FIRM COMMITMENT TO WORKING TO IMPROVE 
OUR UNDERSTANDING OF INVASIVE SPECIES AND THEIR IMPACTS ON OUR WATER 
RESOURCES IN THE STATE. I LOOK FORWARD TO MORE OPPORTUNITIES TO 
COLLABORATE, AND I CONSIDER MCWD TO BE A PROFESSIONAL, RELIABLE PARTNER.”

 
- Dr. Michael McCartney, Research Assistant Professor
Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center

200,000
Wayzata Bay

(moderate algae)

28
Halsted Bay
(high algae)

ZEBRA MUSSELS PER SQUARE METER


