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The quagga mussel was first identified in Arizona at Lake Mead in January 2007. This was the first 

record of their presence in the western United States. We should be concerned – especially about 

the potential for this invader to colonize the Verde River and its tributaries. 

 

The quagga mussel (Dreissena bugensis) is indigenous to the Dneiper River drainage of Ukraine. 

Its spread in that area was noted in the 1890’s where it spread through adjoining canals in Eastern 

Europe. It now occurs in almost all Dneiper reservoirs in the eastern and southern regions of 

Ukraine and deltas of the Dnieper River tributaries. In 1989, it was identified in the Great Lakes re-

gion. Then, in 1995, it was found in the Mississippi River. How it made it to the Colorado River is 

uncertain, but it has moved down the Colorado River from Lake Mead and into Central Arizona 

Project canals and Lake Pleasant.  

 

Potential impacts of quagga mussels are numerous. They often form massive colonies that can 

block water intake affecting municipal water supplies, agricultural irrigation and power plant opera-

tion. In the United States, Congressional researchers estimated that zebra mussels, a closely relat-

ed species established in the Great Lakes region, cost the power industry $3.1 billion in the 1993-

1999 period, with their impact on industries, businesses, and communities more than $5 billion. In 

areas where both species are present, quagga mussels have outcompeted zebra mussels. 

 

Quagga mussels are small, freshwater bi-valve mollusks (relatives to clams and oysters) that are 

triangular in shape with an obvious ridge between the side and bottom. They are filter feeders that 

consume large portions of the microscopic plants and animals that form the base of the food web 

and could cause a disruption of the ecological balance in the water body. These invasive mussels 

can live for three to five years and can release 30,000 to 40,000 fertilized eggs in a breeding cycle 

and one million fertilized eggs in a year.  

 

Quagga mussels do not have many natural predators in North America, but it has been document-

ed that several species of fish and diving ducks have been known to eat them. Natural predators 

will never eliminate quagga mussels completely, so it is incumbent on us to watch for quagga mus-

sels and take every step possible to prevent their spread. The Arizona Game and Fish Department 

has developed the “Don’t Move a Mussel” campaign and provides the following guidelines to em-

ploy with equipment that has been in contact with known infested waters.  
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• All equipment (e.g., dive gear, boats, trailers, motors, etc.) should be visually and tactically (by 
feel) inspected for the presence of zebra mussels prior to and after use in any water body. Addi-
tionally, any vegetation attached to this equipment must be removed and left at the site of origin. 

• Remove all sediment and gritty organic materials; these could actually be juvenile quagga mus-
sels (called veligers). 

• Clean and scrub boat hulls, motors, anchors and trailers. Then hose equipment with hot (140° F) 
and/or high-pressure water. Bilges, live wells, and any other compartments that could hold water 
should be drained at the site of origin, and, if possible, flushed with disinfectant or hot water. All 
boat equipment should be allowed to remain completely dry for at least 24 hours before being 
used again. 

• Thoroughly clean all other equipment (nets, poles, etc.) in a saltwater bath (1/2 cup per gallon) 
or with hot tap water. Ensure that all equipment remains completely dry for at least 24 hours be-
fore being used again. Pay special attention to those areas and equipment that can hold water. 

• Take similar precautions with waders, bait buckets, and other equipment that can hold water or 
comes into contact with water. 

We do not want quagga mussels in the Verde River, its tributaries, or the network of irrigation ditch-

es that are found throughout the Verde Valley.  

 

Quagga mussel. Photo: Amy Benson, U.S. Geological Survey, Bugwood.org 
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