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Okanagan water board braces for potential invasion
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An unexpected parental leave was partly to blame for a near-miss in the Shuswap that could have caused the depletion of fish
species the likes of which agencies are working hard to prevent here in the Okanagan.

The threat at Shuswap Lake in July 2012 appeared in the form of thumbnail-size quagga mussels attached to a boat arriving from
the U.S.

Quagga and zebra mussels multiply quickly and spread easily as stowaways in, and on, boats. After arriving from Europe in the
1980s, the invaders colonized the Great Lakes, where they caused billions of dollars in damage, and now inhabit lakes as far west
as California.

The mussels cause harm by attaching themselves to in-lake equipment, like dams and water intakes, and washing up on beaches
where their shells make walking difficult. They also strain nutrients from water, to the detriment of other aquatic life.

A report prepared this year for the Okanagan Basin Water Board estimated the annual cost to taxpayers could hit $40 million in
the first few years of an invasion here.

To help sink the threat, the Okanagan Basin Water Board launched this summer’s Don’t Move A Mussel awareness campaign
aimed at boaters, and is also funding a separate surveillance program.

“We think it’s probably one of the most important issues to hit the lake in the last 40 years, so we think it’s important people
know about it,” said OBWB executive director Anna Warwick Sears.

The campaigns complement a larger B.C. government initiative that urges boaters to clean, drain and dry their boats after
removing them from the water to kill any tag-alongs.

The OBWB has also asked the federal government to establish inspection stations at B.C.’s international and interprovincial
borders.

“What really gets people’s attention is when you drive up to the border with a boat and they tell you that you can’t bring it
through,” said Warwick Sears.

“That’s probably the best form of education there is.”

It might have also prevented the panic at Shuswap Lake that was revealed in documents obtained by the Western News under
freedom of information legislation.
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On June 23, 2012, the primary contact for B.C.’s aquatic invasive species program
received an email from counterparts in Idaho warning that a boat contaminated with
mussels had just passed through on its way north.

The boat had last sailed in Lake Pleasant, Ariz., and was accompanied by paperwork that
said it was decontaminated, although inspectors noted “many fresh-looking mussels
were still evident.”

“We recommend B.C. have a good look at this boat before it is allowed to launch,” the
email stated.

Despite the advanced warning, the boat made it into Shuswap Lake, where it was
moored for a week before conservation officers ordered its removal on July 3, 2012.

That delay had officials worried.

“Best case scenario here is that all the mussels were dead and we don’t have a problem,” Ted Down, the B.C.  Environment
Ministry’s manager of ecosystem protection, wrote in a July 3 email to colleagues.

“Worst case would be missing the opportunity to contain viable mussels at the marina and having them become established in
Shuswap, resulting in the decimation of fisheries stocks including key sockeye stocks.”

Test results later revealed the mussels attached to the boat were dead.

Environment Ministry spokesperson Dave Crebo said in a statement the 10-day lag between Idaho issuing the warning and B.C.
taking action was due to a staffing issue.

“The response protocol in place at the time of this incident followed the Columbia River Zebra and Quagga Mussel Rapid Response
Plan,” Crebo said.

“However, the one provincial staff person tasked with responding unexpectedly had to depart on parental leave earlier than
planned, resulting in a gap of a few days before the backfill staff person was in place.”

NDP environment critic Spencer Chandra Herbert said the incident revealed a gap in the province’s defences against invasive
species.

“Just one person not being at their job could have put hundreds, if not thousands, of people out of work. That seems like a pretty
thin line of defence,” he said.

Since the near-miss in the Shuswap the, “response protocol has been improved by having additional provincial staff available 24-7
to respond to reports of mussel-infested boats,” Crebo said.

He also noted the provincial hotline used to report poachers and polluters has now been set up to handle mussel-related calls,
and there have been no reports of the invaders anywhere in B.C. this year.
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