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HEADWATERS

UDDENLY THE HATCHES CAME
off in abundance and there was a
cloud of flies”

Len Hillegass was describing a perfect
day fishing for trout, “That’s when it gets
real fun, especially if you're using a dry
flv." The experienced craltsman went on
L |!I!'.|5_1. “1 fooled that hsh.”

First, a man obviously needs free time to
carry out this devious plan. Second, he needs
unfettered trout waters, While sediment
and podlution can coud plans more thana
poorly timed dinner date, others can invade,
too: foreign parasites, alien mussels, and even
exotic fish. Fortunately, these are easier to ad
dress than a spouse who makes plans during
trout season, especially when the misplaced
species is a rooted invasive plant, That's
because aware, observant, and in-the-stream
anglers are in a tremendous position to catch
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these pleasure-robbing thieves,

“Aquatic invasive species are a serious
threat to TU's mission,” and “vigilance” is
how “vou can minimize the thing,” said
Dave Kumlien, director of Trout Unlim
ited’s Aquatic Invasive Species program.

Some plants cause more trouble than
others, and the culprits vary from one
region Lo the next. While Kumlien must
battle Furasian watermilfoil (Myriophyl
T spicatum) in the cold waters of Boze
man, Montana, conservationists in the
Mid-Atlantic states have targeted another
big toe: the European water chestnut
[ Ili||||'-‘.|' Haterrs .

Native to Europe, Asia, and North Af
rica, its seeds are edible, but it is unrelated
to the popular Chinese vegetable. T ra-
tans moved to America sometime before
1884 as an addition to a New England

water garden and has since clogged the
Great Lakes Basin, Lake Champlain, the
Connecticut, Nashua, Sassafras, Hudson
and Potomac rivers, and more.

From spring to autumn, a single plant
can grow a 15-foot rooted stem from
which a rosette of leaves emerges from a
3-inch buovant stalk. 1t spreads as quickly
as it grows. One rosette can produce
20 seeds, and each seed can become 10
rosettes. In the Mid-Atlantic chimate,
botanists have seen an acre of chestnut
turn into 100 acres the I'n”ﬂ‘-"-'i!?l_-'- year,

Moist seeds remain viable for 12 vears
inside their underwater “nuts,” which
resemble a “Ninja star” type weapon. The
nuts' four points are so sharp they can
easilv draw blood, pierce a w ader, or cling
10 a goose’s feathers. Broken rosettes can

become new plants, too.



Why It’s a Problem
With infestation, water navigation be-
“It

changes the makeup of the biodiversity,”

comes nearly impossible. Moreover,

Kumlien explained. “1f you've got this
[

dense canopy of chestnut [or watermilfoil ],

sunlight doesn't reach the bottom, and the
areca underneath becomes relatively sterile
|I|'I_"'|,[\. ST VORLD :_:I_l, SO Wil ||'I.i| :'l'll!:'_i'”
look on the surface to be interesting, but
there’s nothing there.” No bugs, no native
plant life, and no fish

Juvenile fish are forced to I|1u perim
eters of the underwater forest. There, the
big fish cruise to cat the fi[[h‘ ones, and
this attracts the advantageous human
Anglers such as Kumlien who understand
long-term species survival know that
“over time, that increase in predation is
going o screw up the fishing.”

More problematic, however, is what
happens when the first frost hits. All
the plants die at once. As the material
decomposes, it robs significant amounts

of oxveen from the fish.

[hese effects are felt mainly at the
ource. Typically, the chestnut roots in the
mud of shallow, still, nutrient-rich waters.
However, when infestations occur in the
headwaters, the eutrophic conditions impact
the entire systen. Also, seeds and plant pieces
that wash downstream during tlooding can

infect peacetul eddies, coves and estuaries.

One Tough Fight

A5 the former \.”“‘\L'["--.'-l.i'-"rl :'[!n“'-.':-::'-'[ Ior
the Perkiomen Watershed Conservancy in
southeast Pennsylvania, where the chest
nut issue is relatively new, Krista Scheirer

dedicated herself 1o w,n\_::in\;__',nnl and

destroying the invader.

When colonies were found, she
rounded up hardy volunteers to methodi
cally hand-weed the annuals before they
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Al
one site they removed mounds of heavy,

bloomed and formed seeds in summer.
soaking-wet plant material and collected
every seedpod they could find, only to
come back the next spring to the same
conditions. With the tenacity of steelhead,
they tought for three vears, emploving
herbicide only once and with great care.
They finally got relief when, in the fourth
year, they found only a few plants.

Today, the Conservancy's inttiatives
have moved to surveying and prevention
in the 362-square mile watershed. Mean
while, in places like the Upper Delaware
River in New York, conservationists are
doing the same, waiting to tackle the
chestnut should it surface,

Scheirer said, " This is an economically,
ecologically and recreationally harmful
plant. In Pennsylvania, if we keep investing
in this problem and educating people so that

it stops spreading to other areas, we can stop

it Otherwise, 1t's just BOmg W0 Like over.

Kumlbien agreed. " The more people
understand not just the specific threats,
better off we are, because this is about
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risk management and risk reduction.

Rapid response is a key, whether they're
infections or critters or plants.”

letf Skelding directs the Friends of the
Upper Delaware River, He said, “In my
opinion, the average {lv fisherman has a
more heightened sense of ecological stew-
ardship. Perhaps this is because fly fishing
requires a more in-depth knowledee of
stream svstems, insect life, and fish behavior,
['his tends to instill a deeper understanding
of the intricate connections of river systems
and broader watershed influences.

And to folks like Hillegass, that means
the difference between simply catching a

fish and fooling one.

Ruth Hedl is a writer who supports
conservation-nunded outdoor enthisiasts,
She lives along Swamp Creek in Green
Lane, Pennsylvania and blogs at www.

todayswalkontside.com.

PREVENTING THE SPREAD OF THE EUROPEAN Wﬂ'IEH CHESTNUT

e European
ft) and its “ninja
(right).

The f Imefirq [
water chestrut
star” shaped

M Leamn what the culprit looks like.

B Survey the places you fish.

M Avoid traveling through or disturbing a water chestnut
infestation.

M If you find a single chestnut, gently wiggle the entire
plant out of the sediment and dispose of it far away from
where water or floods may reach it. Be careful - a seed is
avector for 120 more plants.

M Inspect boats and equipment for European water chest-
nut hitchhikers.

M Report all sightings, even suspected ones, to your local
or state Fish and Boat Commission, even if you removed
the plant. Speak with a g5 biologist or watershed
specialist if possible.

B Teach others how to fight the spread.




