
WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Zebra Mussels get their name from the striped,
zebra-like pattern across their shells, though
that pattern isn't always visible. Unlike native
mussels, they attach to hard surfaces using thin
fibers called byssal threads.

WHERE THEY LIVE

Zebra Mussels favor lakes and rivers like the
Missouri, and they'll attach to almost anything
stable they can find - rocks, boats, docks, even
other mussels.

A cluster of  zebra mussels 

REPRODUCTION

Zebra Mussels reach maturity before they're
even a year old. A female can produce up to a
million eggs annually. The microscopic larvae
drift with the current, and after about three
weeks they settle down, grow to about the size
of a sand grain, and anchor themselves with
byssal threads.

WHAT'S ON THE MENU

Zebra Mussels feed by filtering plankton
straight out of the water - a single mussel can
filter up to a liter of water per day.

A close up of  a zebra mussel

QUICK FACTS

Size: up to 1.5 inches wide, though most are
closer to fingernail-sized

ZEBRA MUSSEL
A TINY HITCHHIKER WITH AN
OUTSIZED IMPACT
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SOURCES

“USGS. Zebra mussel (Dreissena polymorpha) - species profile. nas.er.usgs.gov
Missouri Department of Conservation. Zebra mussels. mdc.mo.gov/fishing/protect-missouri-
fishing/zebra-mussels
Missouri Department of Conservation. Zebra Mussel Control. mdc.mo.gov
Missouri Department of Conservation. Zebra mussel. mdc.mo.gov/discover-nature/field-guide/zebra-
mussel

WHY THEY'RE A PROBLEM HERE

Zebra Mussels are originally from the seas of Eastern Europe and Central Asia. They hitched a ride to
the Great Lakes in the ballast water of cargo ships coming from the Black Sea. From there, their
numbers exploded - Zebra Mussels can survive multiple days out of water and travel on boats and
equipment into brand new watersheds, which has helped them spread across much of the country.

Once they arrive, there's no easy way to stop them. They showed up in Missouri's Mississippi River in
1991, reached the Missouri River near Sioux City, Iowa by 1999, and have since turned up in the lower
Meramec and Osage Rivers, plus lakes like Lake of the Ozarks and Bull Shoals Lake.

For the river's ecosystem, the biggest problem is competition - Zebra Mussels filter out the same food
native fish depend on. For people, they cause a different kind of headache: damaged boat parts and
docks, clogged pipes, and even sunken navigation buoys.
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