


Elodea canadensis: An Invasive Aquatic Plant in the Chena River System

by Alan Batten

An aquatic invasive plant, Elodea canadensis (also called common waterweed or Canadian waterweed), has been found
in Chena Slough (aka Badger Slough) and the Chena River downstream from the slough in interior Alaska near Fairbanks.
No one knows for sure how aggressively it is likely to spread in Alaskan waters, but thick beds of it have developed in
several miles of Chena Slough over the last 10 years, and smaller populations have been found in the Chena River itself
in town. It grows entirely submerged in water and roots in silts or organic muck on the bottom. It rarely flowers in
northern waters and no flowers or any evidence of fruits or seeds have been

seen in the Chena population. However, the stems readily break into pieces

which wash downstream and take root in acceptable habitats. It survives quite

well when frozen into ice and can be carried long distances that way. Its ideal

habitat is lakes and slow-flowing streams with clear water and summer

temperatures from 10-20° C (50-68° F). It is unlikely to grow in the turbid waters

of the main stem of the Tanana River but could potentially establish itself in

sloughs of the Tanana or at the mouths of clearwater tributaries if transported

there by ice or boats. It is readily transported between drainages by man on

boats and boating equipment, particularly propellers, jet units, trailers and

aircraft pontoons. It is commonly used as an aquarium plant and it probably got

into Chena Slough in the first place by someone dumping out an aquarium

there. In the right habitats elodea grows so vigorously and aggressively that it

clogs waterways and can make boat travel difficult. Thick beds of it can increase

sedimentation and alter stream flow, which could impact spawning salmon in

the Chena River or Arctic grayling in Chena Slough.

Chena Slough was an active channel of the Tanana River when E. T. Barnette

landed on its shores in 1901, establishing a trading post which became the town

of Fairbanks. Since then, the building of the Alaska Highway, the Alaska Railroad

extension out to Eielson Air Force Base and, finally, the Chena River Flood Control project has sealed off the head of the
slough from the Tanana River so now the slough carries mostly groundwater seeping through the floodplain.
Consequently, the channel is quite large relative to the amount of water it is carrying, and the water is shallow, slow-
moving and clear. This habitat appears to be ideal for the growth of elodea and certain other aquatic plants.

This is the second report of Elodea canadensis in Alaskan waters. The first was in 1982 from Eyak Lake near Cordova, and
that was also considered to probably be the result of aquarium dumping. No one has been monitoring that population,
but it has apparently not spread or expanded.

Elodea is native to southern Canada and the northeastern United States. However, it has been moving around aided by
boats, canal construction and other activities of humans for a couple of centuries at least, so its exact pre-contact range
is unknown. It is now present in most of the lower 48 states and has made itself a nuisance in several of them. It has
become such a problem that at least 10 states have laws prohibiting its sale. Elodea was introduced to western Europe
in the 19th century and has spread eastward beyond Lake Baikal, crossing two major drainage divides in the process
with a lot of help from people and their boats. It arrived in St. Petersburg, Russia in 1880 and had spread upstream 1000
miles and over a drainage divide to the Caspian Sea by 1895. It has also been introduced to Australia and New Zealand
where it is causing great problems in slow-moving waterways.

Alaskans in general and users of waterways in particular (that's most of us isn't it?) need to be aware of this problem so
that we don't inadvertently introduce elodea or other unwanted aquatic organisms into new watersheds. Currently we
only know that this is a problem on the Chena River but there may be numerous streams in the Interior, the Matanuska-
Susitna Valley and the Copper River Basin where elodea might grow well. The basic rule that we need to train ourselves
to follow is not to put any detritus (animal, vegetable or mineral) clinging to our boats or other equipment into a



different water body than the one it came out of. Boats and other equipment should be inspected and cleaned at the
end of each trip. For elodea this should be fairly simple since, as far as we know, we don't have seeds to worry about. It
can only spread via sizable fragments (>2 cm?) of vegetation which should be clearly visible to anyone looking closely. As
more and more exotic and potentially invasive plants (and animals!) move north we need to minimize the extent to
which we help them move around. For information on responsible practices for boaters to avoid spreading aquatic
organisms of any kind, see http://www.protectyourwaters.net/.

A website acting as a clearing house for information and activities in regard to the elodea infestations in interior Alaska
has been set up by the Fairbanks Soil and Water Conservation District
(http://www.fairbankssoilwater.org/resources_Chena_Slough_Invasive.html). It includes a link to a description,
photographs and line drawings of what elodea looks like. Anyone finding new populations of elodea in interior Alaska
can report it through this website. New populations of elodea (or any other weed) elsewhere in the state can be
reported through the Alaska Natural Heritage Program AKEPIC (Alaska Exotic Plants Information Clearinghouse) website
(http://akweeds.uaa.alaska.edu/).

For more information: 1) "Introduction to Common Native & Potential Invasive Freshwater Aquatic Plants in Alaska"
which is available locally from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or can be downloaded (7.5 mb) at
http://alaska.fws.gov/fisheries/invasive/reports.htm.

UAF Herbarium Summer Field Work

In early July, herbarium curator Steffi Ickert-Bond, collection manager

Jordan Metzgar and research affiliate Richard Bond traveled to

Chukotka, Russia on an NPS and NSF funded Russian-American

collecting expedition. Landing in the Chukotkan village of

Provideniya, they were met by Russian collaborators from the

Komarov Botanical Institute in St. Petersburg. Collections were made

along the coastline near Novo Chaplino before traveling by

whaleboat to Lorino. A tundra exploration was launched from the

nearby village of Lavrentiya, with transportation provided by a

tracked vehicle. The group traveled to the Chegitun River

headwaters, with many collecting stops spanning windswept alpine Tundra “tank” used for Chukotka expedition.
ridges and marshy bottomlands. Several hundred plant specimens

were collected in the three week trip and will be used for studying Beringian plant distributional patterns.

In the early summer, herbarium collection manager Jordan Metzgar,
traveled through Southcentral Alaska collecting plant specimens for
ongoing research on the post-glacial migration history and climate
change sensitivity of the parsley ferns (Cryptogramma spp.). Jordan
visited localities along Turnagain Arm, across the Kenai Peninsula and
near Valdez. Parsley
ferns are commonly
found on recently
deglaciated land,
leading to dramatic
Jordan Metzgar collecting parsley ferns collecting spots like

Byron Glacier. At this site, Cryptogramma sitchensis was one of the few

vascular plants growing mere feet from the glacier. Parsley ferns also

prefer exposed rock outcrops, leading to collecting stops at windswept

localities along Turnagain Arm and an avalanche chute near Hope. The

samples collected will be used for morphological and molecular studies

of Cryptogramma. Zachary Meyers collecting plants
in Lake Clark National Park.












ALASKA NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY
2011 FIELD TRIP PLANNING WORKSHEET

Return this form to: Anjanette Steer by April 15.

E-mail: anj@ak.net, Tel: 1-907-745-5121 Mail: HC 03 Box 8490, Palmer, Alaska 99645
Leader:
Telephone: FAX: E-Mail:
Field Trip to:
Date: Day of Week: Time Allotted:
Meeting Time: Meeting Place:

Driving Distance/Car Pooling, etc.

Reservations by (date):

Level of Difficulty Minimum Age:

Description of Trip:

Special Instructions:









