
    

 
    
 
 
 

 
  

  
  
  

 
  

 

     
 

 
 

 

    
  

     

  
 

 

   
  

 
 

  
 

 
 

  

    

Zebra Mussels: Frequently Asked Questions 

What are zebra mussels? 
Zebra Mussels (Dreissena polymorpha) are invasive freshwater mussels. The shells are triangular, 
smooth or shallowly ridged, and can vary in color from solid light to dark brown, or have alternating dark 
and light stripes. At various stages of life, mussels range in size from microscopic larvae that can be 
transported in water in boats up to about 1.5 inches. Adult zebra mussels attach to hard surfaces using 
‘byssal threads’ and tend to seek out dark crevices when they attach. Quagga mussels (Dreissena 
bugensis) are a closely related species that is found in the Great Lakes as well as in some western 
states, but has not yet been found in Texas. Quagga Mussels are more adaptable than zebra mussels, 
and can live at greater depths and in colder water. 

Where are zebra mussels native, and where were they first found in the U.S.? 
Zebra mussels are native to the Black and Caspian Sea drainages in Eurasia. They spread throughout 
Europe as manmade canals were built. In 1988, zebra mussels were first discovered in the Great 
Lakes. In 1989, quagga mussels were also discovered in the Great Lakes. It is believed they were 
brought to the United States in the ballast water and/or on the anchors of trans-oceanic ships. Within a 
few years, they had spread throughout the Mississippi River Basin via transport on barges/ships and 
then began to move overland by hitchhiking on boats. 

What are the environmental impacts of zebra mussels? 
Zebra mussels are filter feeders that can consume large quantities of plankton, the microscopic plants 
and animals on which other species depend. As a result the ecological balance of an entire waterbody 
can be disturbed, displacing native species and sport fish. Zebra mussels can increase water clarity— 
which sounds like a good thing—but this encourages invasive plant infestations, allowing them to grow 
at greater depths. Zebra mussels attach to and smother native mussels—and many of Texas’ mussel 
species are imperiled. 

What are the economic impacts of the zebra mussels? 
Zebra mussels pose an economic threat to Texas’ infrastructure and recreation industries. They clog 
pipes and intakes, impeding distribution of municipal water supplies, agricultural irrigation, and power 
plant operation. Zebra mussels can also impact recreation by limiting recreational opportunities, 
encrusting docks and beaches, and colonizing recreational equipment including watercraft hulls, 
engines, and steering components. 

How are zebra mussels spread? 
In addition to moving downstream with the flow of water, zebra mussels are spread by humans, who 
move objects (primarily boats) on which mussels are attached from one waterbody to another. Adult 
zebra mussels can survive out of water for a week or longer (up to a month under ideal conditions), and 
the microscopic larvae can be transported in water in bilges, ballasts, live wells, or any equipment that 
holds water. It is suspected that zebra mussels were brought to Texas on the hull of a recreational boat. 
Studies show the risk of birds transporting zebra mussels is extremely low. Catfish often eat them, and 
zebra mussels can pass through their digestive tracts unharmed, and so catfish could transport them. 
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When and where have zebra mussels been found in Texas? 
Zebra mussels were first discovered in 2009 in Lake Texoma in the Red River Basin. They have since 
continued to spread downstream as well as to other river basins by overland transport on boats. An up-
to-date listing and map of Texas lakes with zebra mussels can be found online at: 
http://tpwd.texas.gov/huntwild/wild/species/exotic/zebramusselmap.phtml 

How can we get rid of them? 
Eradication of zebra mussels is virtually impossible, although in certain cases where localized, low-
density infestations were present, Texas and local agencies have taken steps to try to prevent them 
from becoming fully established. Preventing spread is the best course of action. However, since their 
larvae are free drifting, preventing their spread downstream from known infestations may not be 
possible. In North America, zebra mussels have few natural predators. Several species of fish (for 
example, catfish, green sunfish, freshwater drum) and ducks have been known to eat them, but these 
species are not an effective control. 

What is being done in response to zebra mussels? 
A coalition of partners funds a public awareness campaign to inform boaters about the pathways and 
consequences of transporting zebra mussels and Clean, Drain, Dry methods for preventing their 
spread. These and other partners, including local, state, and federal agencies, are also monitoring for 
early detection of new infestations. We are also working with marinas to reduce the risk of boats 
infested with zebra mussels from being transported to other water bodies. 

Why isn’t recreational access restricted for waterbodies with zebra mussels? 
Closure of infested waters could have devastating economic impacts upon a community. TPWD works 
with the authority in charge of each infested water to implement signage to let boaters know zebra 
mussels are present and that boats must be cleaned, drained, and dried. 

Do all watercraft, including kayaks, need to be cleaned between waterbodies? 
YES. In Texas, it is unlawful to possess or transport zebra mussels, dead or alive. Zebra mussel larvae 
are microscopic and both adults and larvae can survive for days in or on boats transported from a lake 
and in residual water trapped in any watercraft. Boaters are required to drain all water from their boat 
and onboard receptacles before leaving or approaching a body of fresh water in order to prevent the 
transfer of zebra mussels and other invasive species. The requirement to drain applies to all types and 
sizes of boats whether powered or not: personal watercraft, sailboats, kayaks/canoes or any other 
vessel used on public waters. It is good practice to make sure to clean, drain, and dry anything that 
comes into contact with lake water before going to a new site. If you can’t let the boat or other gear dry 
completely, visit a carwash and use soapy, high pressure water to clean everything as well as possible 
to reduce the risk of transferring invasive species. 

More information about zebra mussels can be found online at http://tpwd.texas.gov/ZebraMussels 

TPWD receives funds from the USFWS. TPWD prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, disability, age, and gender, pursuant to 
state and federal law. To request an accommodation or obtain information in an alternative format, please contact TPWD on a Text Telephone (TDD) at (512) 389-
8915 or by Relay Texas at 7-1-1 or (800) 735-2989. If you believe you have been discriminated against by TPWD, please contact TPWD or the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Office for Diversity and Workforce Management, 5275 Leesburg Pike, Falls Church, VA 22041. 

In accordance with Texas State Depository Law, this publication is available at the Texas State Publications Clearinghouse and/or Texas Depository Libraries. 
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