Three tips for better mussels


Tired of going to the gym? That’s okay, because building mussels, unlike bulging muscles, doesn’t require you to break a sweat. Mussels are those mysterious bivalves that live in the Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers and resemble a clam or oyster. Thirty-eight species of mussels live in the St. Croix, including the endangered winged mapleleaf, found nowhere else in the world, and Higgins’ Eye mussels. The Mississippi River is home to 28 species of mussels, although shells from 12 other species have been found, indicating there were once at least 40 species living in the river.


So, why should you care? Well, to begin, mussels have really cool names. Round pigtoe, monkeyface, white heelsplitter, purple wartyback and elephant ear are a few of my favorites. They also have an interesting cultural background. Before people started using plastics, factories lined the Mississippi to turn harvested mussel shells into buttons. Mussels are also collected for pearls and sometimes even eaten.  


Perhaps the most important reason to care about mussels, though, is that they give us an indication of overall water quality in the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers. Simply speaking, the cleaner the water is, the more mussels you will find. In the case of the Mississippi River, water quality has actually improved over the past fifty years. When the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and National Academy of Science surveyed the river in the 1970’s, they found only nine species of mussels. They also found mussels only in a small section of the river. Today, improved wastewater treatment, limits on discharges from factories and habitat restoration projects have helped to improve water quality and bring mussel numbers up.


The two biggest current threats to mussels in the Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers are pollution from stormwater runoff and invasive zebra mussels. The zebra mussels attach themselves to just about anything they can lay their feet on, including boat docks, submerged rocks and even other mussels, while stormwater runoff carries pollutants such as salt, sediment, heavy metals and phosphorus into the water. So what’s a mussel lover to do to protect those native mussels? 

1. If you boat on either of the rivers, be sure to clean your boat before and after entering the water to avoid spreading zebra mussels. In the St. Croix, boats are permitted to travel downstream from north of Stillwater but not upstream to prevent the spread of zebra mussels. 

2. If you have property along the St. Croix or Mississippi, maintain ground cover with native plants and avoid clearing any land along the water or the bluff. 

3. For everyone who lives in the Mississippi and St. Croix River watersheds (and this is pretty much anyone in the Twin Cities area) limit the amount of lawn chemicals you use, keep grass and leaves out of the street and storm sewers and use trees, raingardens and rain barrels to reduce stormwater runoff from your property. 

For more information about mussels visit the US Fish and Wildlife Service website at www.fws.gov/Midwest/Endangered/clams/stcroix.html or the National Park Service website at www.nps.gov/miss/naturescience/mussindex.htm. 
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