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TwospeciesofElodea,aquaticplantscommonlyknownasCanadianandNuttall’swaterweed,have
beenfoundinrecentyearsinahandfuloflakesandsloughsnearFairbanks,Anchorage,Cordova,
andKenai.NativetosomestatesintheLower48,thesetwospeciesarethefirstinvasiveaquatic
weedsinAlaska.

Unlikesometerrestrialweedsthatseemtobecontenthangingaroundtownsandhighways,Elodea
isfullycapableofspreadingintoslow-movingwaterbodiesthroughoutAlaska.Ithasalready
begun.Alaska’svauntedsport,commercialandsubsistencefishingindustriesmayeventuallybe
theweedsfirstvictims.

Plantthattakesawayyourfish

Thebigconcernisthatthealienweedwilldegradefishhabitatforspeciessuchassalmon,trout
andgrayling.Untilthe1990sFairbanksareaanglersconsideredChenaSloughtobeaproductive
arcticgraylingstream.However,inrecentyears,anglersbelievethefisheryhasdeclined
substantially.SomescientistsattributethedeclinetoElodea.

There’salottolose.In1997,bysomeestimates,ChenaSloughsupportedupto50percentofthe
graylingspawnedintheChenaRiversystem.Worsethanthat,thesloughisatributaryofthe
TananaandYukonrivers,raisingthepossibilityoftheweedspreadingdownstreamintooneof
NorthAmerica’slargestriversystems.

Alaska’sfirstconfirmedsightingwasinEyakLake,nearCordova,in1982.WhereElodeahas
becomeinvasiveitgrowsfastandclogslakesandslow-movingrivers.Itthrivesincoldwater,even
growingundertheice.Withoutprompthumanintervention,theaquaticweedwillspread
throughoutthestate.Theproblemis,contoleffortsaren’tkeepingupwithAlaska’sarmadaof
floatplanes,boatsandboatIis,allofwhichcansnagandtransportfragmentsoftheweed.

Floatplanesareadiabolicallyeffectivewayfortheplanttocolonizenewlakesandstreams.In
September,SteveSwenson,withtheU.S.ForestService,conductedanaerialsurveylookingfor
insectanddisease-damagedforests.HispilotlandedonMartinLake,anElodea-infestedlakeon
theCopperRiverDelta.Beforedeparting,Swensoncarefullyremovedfragmentsoftheinvasive
weedentangledintheruddersoftheCessna206floatplane.

About15minutesintotheflighttoHinchinbrookIsland,Swensonlookedoutthewindowandsaw
apieceofElodeadanglingfromoneoftherudders.Onceyou’reairbornethere’snotmuchyoucan
dobutworryaboutwherethefragmentwillfall.ShortlybeforelandingatHinchinbrookIsland,
Swensonlookedback.TheElodeawasgone.AthoughtcrossedSwenson’smind:‘Wow,ifit
happenstous,itcouldhappentoanybody.’

ButhowdidElodeagetintoAlaska’slakesinthefirstplace?Waterweedisacommonaquarium
plant.EveryexpertI’veaskedblamedtheproblemonpeopledumpingthecontentsofaquariums
intolocalwaterbodies,Don’tthinkso?AturtlewasspottedinSandLakelastsummer.Anyonewho
wouldtossaturtleintoSandLakewouldpitchanythingelsecontainedinanaquarium,Fishand
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fisheatersaren’ttheonlyonesliabletobeaffected,Becausetheweedchokeswaterwaysitcanalso
decreasewaterflowaridincreasesedimentation,impedeboatsandfloatplanes,andreduce
propertyvalues.

EstablishingrootsinSouthcentral,InteriorAlaska

AfterElodeawasfoundinEyakLake,itwassubsequentlydiscoveredinseveralotherwaterbodies
ontheCopperRiverDelta.Elodea’sabilitytocolonizetheseremote,unconnectedwaterbodies
suggeststhatweedfragmentsarebeingdispersedbyfloatplanes.

AnotherinfestationwasfoundinFairbanks’ChenaSloughin2010.Bytheendof2011scientists
hadfoundadenseconcentrationofElodeainthelower10milesofthesloughaswellasinChena
RiverandChenaLake.TheFairbanksSoilandWaterConservationDistrictisactivelycombating
theweed.Theyusedfederalfundingtopurchaseasuctiondredgemountedonabargeand
operatedthebargewithsomesuccesslastsummer.

However,accordingtoDarcyEtcheverrythatexperienceledtheagencytobelieveitwilltakesix
yearsofhardworktosignificantlyreduce,butprobablynoteliminate,ElodeainChenaSlough
usingthedredgealone.Shesaidthedistrictisconsideringherbicides,butneedsmoreinformation
fromexpertsandstakeholdersbeforeproceeding.WhilemostElodeainfestationsinAlaskaare
currentlyconfinedtolakesandponds,ChenaSloughwillbeachallengingenvironmentfor
herbicidesbecausethewaterisflowing.HearingthebadnewsfromFairbanks,CecilRich,the
regionalfisheriesandaquaticinvasivespeciescoordinatorfortheU.S.FishandWildlifeService,
wonderedifElodeawasestablishedinAnchorage-arealakes.In2011hesearchedthemain
floatplanelakes--LakeHoodandSpenardLake--andfoundnothing.ButwhenhevisitedSand
Lake,hefoundlotsofElodea.SubsequenttripsdiscoveredthewaterweedinDelongandLittle
Campbelllakes.

LastyearElodeawasfoundinStormyandDanielslakesontheKenaiPeninsulasouthofAlaska’s
largestcity.InJanuary,severalstateagenciessignedamemorandumthatcededprimary
responsibilityfordealingwithElodeatotheAlaskaDepartmentofNaturalResources.

DNRsdivisionofagricultureoverseesthestate’sInvasiveWeedsProgram.DNRalsosupportslocal
soilandwaterconservationdistrictprograms.TheAlaskaLegislaturehasfundedtheFairbanksand
Anchoragesoilandwaterconservationdistrictstoassistineducation,outreach,anderadicationof
ElodeainAlaska.TheAnchoragedistricthasreceived$11,000inlegislativeappropriationsand
theFairbanksdistrict$70,000.

GettingtothebottomofSandLake

InOctober,theAnchorageWatershedandNaturalResourcesCommission,wantingtolearnmore
aboutinvasiveweeds,invitedRyanStenceltotalkattheirmonthlymeeting.Stencel,operations
manageroftheAnchorageSoilandWaterConservationDistrict,focusedherpresentationonSand
Lake’sElodea.

ItsoonbecameobviousthatoneofStencel’schiefconcernswasfederaloverreach.

SomeSandLakehomeownersownlloatplanes.TheU.S.FishandWildlifeService,concernedthat
ElodeawillhopaflighttoLakeHood,thelargestfloatplanebaseinAlaska,andfromtherejumpto
anynumberoflakesthroughoutAlaska,wasrecommendingthattheweedbeeradicated
immediately--byherbicide,ifnecessary.

NotwithstandingthelikelihoodthatmostofthehomeownersaroundSandLakeuseweed-and-feed
orotherlawnherbicides,Stencelraisedthespecterofpoisoningthelake.

Heragencywasn’tplanningtokillElodeawithanherbicide.Instead,shehadfoundsomeonewho
wouldprovide100percentnaturallyoccurringmicrobestokilltheweed.Otherdetailsregarding
themicrobialtreatmentweresketchy,butStenceltoldthecommissionersthatanewsletterher
agencypublishedlastJulyforSandLakehomeownerscouldprovidemoreinformation.The
newsletterwasn’tveryhelpfulinthatregard,however.The‘goodarticleregardingspecific
microbes’thatStenceltoutedinthenewsletterwasentitled‘BeanExpertonBiologicalLake
TreatmentinSMinutes!’
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Thewebsitedidn’tmention“specificmicrobes’likeStencelpromised,unlesssheconsiders
‘bacteria’tobeaspecificmicrobe.Instead,itclaimedtousethe‘right’microbes‘inveryhigh
concentrationsandattherightprice.’Theauthorofthewebsiteclaimedhiscompanyhad
switchedfromtreatingpondswithchemicalstousinghisproprietarybacteria“withoutthe
customerevenknowingitinmanycases.’Thatoughttoraisethehaironthebackofyourneck.

Oddly,thewebsiteneverevenmentionedinvasivespecies.Itdidreferto‘nuisanceweeds,’buta
weedisn’tnecessarilyinvasive,itmayjustbeaplantgrowinginthewrongplace,likefireweedin
yourpotatopatch,Astonishingly,thewebsite’sauthorconcludedwiththestatementthathis
undisclosedmethodoflakemanagement‘hastakenmealongtimetofigureoutandhasnotbeen
publishedinscientificjoumals.’Ihavenoobjectivemeanstoassesshisclaims.Andneitherdoes
anyoneelse.

StencelclaimedthewaterinBrentwoodCanal,ashallowchannelprojectingfromtheeastendof
SandLakeusedforlloatpianeandboatarress,hasapHofnearly12.That’shigherthanthepHof
ammonia.

TheregulatorythresholdforfishhabitatinAlaskaisapHoflessthan8.5,whichmaynotvary
morethan0.5pHunitsfromnaturalconditions,becausehighconcentrationsofanmtoniaaretoxic
tofish.Farfrombeingapanacea,addingbacteriatoSandLaketoacceleratethedecompositionof
Elodeamightactuallyincreasetheammoniaconcentration,

Hopefullynomicrobesin“veryhighconcentrations’willbedumpedintoSandLakeuntilsomeone
withrealexpertiseensuresthatthiswebsite’sclaimsweren’twrittenbyasnake’oilsalesman.

IsElodeanativetoAlaskaornot?

WhatStencelsaidnextconfoundedthecommissionersevenmore:sheclaimedthatElodeawas
nativetoAlaska.“It’saprettyplant,”shesaid.HerSandLakenewsletterwentfurtherthanthat,
claimingthatElodeais‘animpoctant,uniquelybeneficialplant”inecosystemswhereitoccurs
naturally.Contradictingthestateagencies’memorandumofunderstanding,untilElodeaisproven
tobeaninvasiveweed(tohersatisfaction)StencelopposeseliminatingitfromSandLake.

AnotherpersoninvitedtotalktothemunicipalcommissionwasLindseyFlagstad,anecologist
withtheAlaskaNaturalHeritageProgram.FlagstadmanagestheAlaskaExoticPlantInformation
Clearinghouse,acollaborationofseveralfederal,stateandlocalorganizations.Initially,Flagstad
hadbeenpatientlywaitinghertumtospeak,butshewasobviouslygettingalittleantsylistening
toStencel’spresentation,TheclaimthatElodeawasnativetoAlaskawenttoofar.Flagstadtoldthe
commissionersthatnoreputableexpectsbelievedtheElodeainSandLakewasanativeaquatic
plant.

Flagstadhadacopyofaletter,writteninApril2013,fromTriciaWurtzandNickLisuzzotothe
AlaskaOivisionofAgriculture’sPlantMaterialsCenterdetailingninereasonswhyElodeaisn’t
nativetoAlaska,WurtzistheinvasiveplantprogrammanagerfortheU.S.ForestServicein
Fairbanks,Theauthorsreviewedmorethan140scientificarticlesandotherdocuments.

TheyfoundElodealistedasaninvasivespeciesinaguidetoinvasivefreshwaterplantsinAlaska
publishedbystateandfederalagencies.Theweedisnotyetwidespread,

TheUniversityofAlaska’sMuseumoftheNorthhasdocumentedonlytwocollectionsofElodea”
fromEyakLakeandChenaSlough”amongmorethan1,500aquaticplantspecimenscollected
from1923to2010.ElodeaisnotfoundintheYukon(except,Ishouldadd,inaquariums),whichis
convincingevidencethatitwasbroughtintoAlaskabypeople,TheupstreamextentofElodeain
ChenaSloughbeginsataspecificpoint,suggestingthatitsprogenitorsweredumpedintothe
slough.

Creatinganimpasse

Thesespecificpointswerenotdiscussedinthecommissionmeeting,However,undeterredby
Flagstad’sassertionthatElodeawasnotnativetoAlaska,Stencelcontinued.Inheropinion,Elodea
hasbloomedinSandLakeberauseofthe‘muck’andadeclineinwaterquality.Thenshelaunched
intoamuddledexplanationofhowthebottomofSandLakeusedtobesandandgravel,keptclean
ofsedimentsandorganicmatterbynaturalflow.Apreviousadministration“hereshepaused
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dramaticallyandrolledhereyes--hadallowedthelake’soutlettobealtered,whichslowedthe
waterflow,increasingtheaccumulationoforganicmatterandlettingthe‘native”Elodeagetoutof
control.

FlagstsdandDanBosch,afisheriesbiologistwiththeAlaskaDepartmentofFishandGame,were
bemusedbytheideaofalakewherewaterflowsfastenoughtoflushsediments.“Thatwouldbea
river,”Boschremarked.

Stenceldidn’tagree,butshechangedthesubjectbydroppinganotherincendiarybomb.

Shetoldthecommitteeshedoesn’tpersonallybelieveElodeacanbetransportedbyfloatplanes.
Afterall,shesaid,floatplanesflyfromSandLaketoLakeHoodallthetimeand,asfarasweknow,
LakeHoodisstillElodesfree.

Flagstaddisagreed.TheweedwasfirstdocumentedinSandLakein2011.Thatdidn’tgiveitmany
summerstomoveelsewhere.It’snotunusual,Flagstadcautioned,foraninvasivespeciestoexhibit
alagbetweenitsintroductiontoanewenvironmentandsubsequentrapidspread.

Stenceldeflectedthatargumentbyclaimingthat,basedonherinterviewswithpropertyowners,
ElodeawaspresentinSandLakebythe1960s.But“present”doesn’tmeanabundant,andit’s
unlikelythatanySandLakepropertyownerswereadeptatidentifyingaquaticplantsinthe1960s.
Thelakehasnativeaquaticplantsthat,decadeslater,homeownerscouldhaveeasilyconfusedwith
Elodea.

Failingtogaintractionwiththatresponse,Stencelblamedanotherculprit.In2009,FishandGame
treatedSandLakewithrotenonetokillnorthempike,anotherinvasivespecies.Stencelclaimed
homeownershavetoldherthatthe“beginningoftheexplosionofElodeaovergrowthcoincides
withthistimeframe.”HerSandLakenewsletterstatedbluntly,‘Deadfishfalltothebottomofthe
lake,decompose,andaddincrediblyhigh-value‘fertilizer’tothelake’ssediment.”Boschwasn’t
buyingthatoneeither.HelatertoldmethattheElodeainDelongLakealsoaddedalotofbiomass
duringsummer2012,andDelongLakewasnottreatedwithrotenone.Basingabroadclaimona
samplesizeofone,Boschpointedout,ispseudo-science.

Muchofthisbackandforthboilsdowntoachoicebetweentwomanagementstrategies.Either
Elodeaisanativespeciesandis,atworst,alocalissueinseverallakes,ortheweedisnotnativeto
Alaskaanditisapotentialscourgetofishandfisheatersstatewide.Ifit’salocalproblem,wecan
dither,studyitforafewmoreyears,andtryafewunprovenmethodstoreduce,butnoteliminate,
it.IfElodea’saninvasivespecies,it’saloomingstatewidecatastrophe--andnowisthetimeto
eradicatetheweedbeforeitspreadsoutofcontrol.

Clearly,it’sthelatter.Stencelisnoscientist,andsheappearstobeattemptingtoexploit
uncertaintyandfearoffederal“overreach”forpoliticalpurposes.

Politicalscienceisnotanaturalscience

InitsSandLakenewslettertheAnchorageSoilandWaterConservationDistrictlaudsitselffor
“rational,non-emotional,science-basedprojectmanagement.”Infact,theagency’smissionis:
“Supportingself-govemanceandprivatepropertyrights,toassistlandownersandlandmanagers
withconservationanddevelopmentthroughtechnical,financial,andeducationalprograms.”
Scienceseemstobetakingabackseatintheoperationofthisquasi-governmentalagency.

Forexample,severalyearsago,whenfederalfundingwasavailableforAlaska’ssoilandwater
conservationdistrictstohireinvasiveplantcoordinators,mostdid.ButtheAnchoragedistrict
adamantlyrefusedtotakethemoney.NowStencelisn’tevenlisteningtoexpertadvicefromother
agencies.

StencelranfortheAnchorageAssemblyin2007.Shesteppeddowntoavoidsplittingthe
conservativevotewithanothercandidate.ItseemsasifStencelislettingherpoliticalpersuasion
cloudherscientificperspicacity.Youcannotstuffspoliticiansodsscientistintothesamepairof
hipwsders.
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Farfromoverreaching,thefederalagenciesanduniversitiesinvolvedintheElodeaissuearesimply
offeringadviceandtechnicalassistance.Expertsintheseagencieshaveidentifiedtheproblem,
suggestedsolutions,andtriedtofacilitatecommunicationbetweenscientistsandlandmanagers--

alldesignedtonipthispotentiallydevastatinginvaderinthebud.Unfortunately,inAnchorage,
thelocalsoilandwaterconservationdistrictisinthedriversseat.Itsbecomingincreasingly
evidentthattheagencydoesnthavetheexpertisetodealwithabiological,social,andeconomic
issueofthiskindandmagnitude.

RickSinnottisaformerAlaskaDepartmentofFishandGamewildlifebiologist.Theviewsexpressedhere
arethewritersownandareflatnecessarilyendorsedbyAlaskaDispatch.Contacthimatricksinnott
(at)gmail.com
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FormerAlaskawildlifebiologistRickSinnottretiredin2010after
nearly30yearsinthefield.He’snowaregularAlaskaDispatchNews
columnist.
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