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Invasive species currently cost the BC economy tens of millions of dollars per year and the worst by far is 

yet to come.  When invasive zebra and quagga mussels hit our Okanagan waters it is conservatively 

estimated the adverse economic impact will be $43 million per year (and that’s only for the Okanagan 

basin).  You’ll be happy to know that the BC Government is taking this looming threat so seriously that 

they have actually declared the second week of June Invasive Species Week.  Now don’t you feel a 

whole lot better? 

These invasive mussels from Europe (first discovered in the Great Lakes in the mid-1980s) are spreading 

rapidly across North America, mainly by hitching a ride on watercraft of various sorts – usually boats 

being trailered from one state or province to another.  In 2012 the Provincial Government passed 

legislation making it illegal to bring these mussels into the Province; unfortunately since then they have 

taken no actions to provide any kind of enforcement.  Right now they are simply crossing their fingers 

and hoping to goodness that every boat owner coming into the province has meticulously cleaned his 

boat and hoping that the States of Washington, Oregon, Montana and Idaho are 100% successful with 

their inspection programs.  All four of these States have mandatory (that’s right – mandatory) inspection 

programs.  In Idaho, if you want to launch a boat (and that includes canoes, sailboards and paddle 

boards) in the State you must have an Invasive Species sticker on your craft.  The cost for the sticker is 

$10 ($22 non-residents) and that money funds their inspection, monitoring and education programs. 

And these programs work.  Idaho inspects just over 40,000 boats per year coming into their State from 

elsewhere.  Already this year, with the boating season not yet really underway, they have intercepted 7 

boats coming into Idaho that were fouled with these invasive mussels.  And since the mussels can 

survive up to 30 days out of water, trailering your boat for a week from one state to another is no 

assurance that you are “clean”.  In 2012 (most recent figures I have) Washington State intercepted 40 

boats fouled with the mussels.  Similar statistics are coming out of the Montana and Oregon programs. 

As to our great hope that boaters will voluntarily clean their boats between launchings, a Montana Fish 

and Wildlife survey found only 49% of boaters did so.  It takes only one contaminated boat to infect the 

entire Okanagan basin.  In Canada, these mussels had been confined to Ontario and Quebec but they 

have recently been found in Lake Winnipeg.  Without drastic action on the part of our Provincial 

Government, it is only a matter of time before they are in Okanagan Lake.  If these mussels get into the 

Okanagan basin they will infect the entire Columbia Basin as the Okanagan River drains into the 

Columbia.  I don’t imagine WA and OR officials will be all that thrilled! 

This problem seems so serious that I believe that in absence of any meaningful Provincial action, the 

three Regional Districts of the Okanagan basin should undertake their own mandatory inspection 

program.  After all, $43 million is a lot of money and a program modeled on the Idaho program would be 

basically self-funding.  And don’t forget that the adverse impact of these mussels on the Okanagan will 

be far more reaching than the estimated $43 million as that does not take into account the 

environmental impact on our native species. 



The South Okanagan Naturalists’ Club next monthly meeting will be on September 25.  For details on 

that meeting and other Club functions (birding outings and various walks) check out our website at; 

www.southokanagannature.com.  

Bob Handfield is President of the South Okanagan Naturalists’ Club but the views expressed here are his 

own and not necessarily those of the Club. 

 


