Invasion of the Rock Snot

Invasive species. Sounds like terrorism and in some ways is worse. The hemlock will soon be the Former State Tree of Pennsylvania (the villain: Woolly adelgid).  Dong! not Crack! Will be the sound at baseball parks as ash wood is no longer available for Louisville Sluggers (the villain: Emerald ash borer).  

Our streams are facing a new potential threat. Didymosphenia germinata is a form of algae, sometimes called “rock snot.”  As of now, Pennsylvania is affected only in the Delaware River. However, Maryland has detected  Didymo in the Gunpowder Falls, downstream from Prettyboy Reservoir. This area is less that 60 miles from the Pennsylvania State Capitol. The Pennsylvania Fish and Boating  Commission is aware of this threat and has an alert posted on its web page: www.fish.state.pa.us/water/habitat/ans/didymo/faq_didymo.htm.

However, there has been almost no media coverage of this new and insidious threat to our existing ecology.

Didymo/rock snot is a diatom, which my science friends tell me means very small, indeed microscopic. However, like many algae forms, it reproduces well and rapidly. As a result it, form thick mats of an adhesive brown glop which smothers stream bottoms and wipes out aquatic life thereby starting a domino effect on the food chain which, according to a study in South Dakota, seems to affect fish.
The main problem with Didymo is the ease by which it can be spread. Since it is both tiny and adhesive, it can be transported from stream to stream completely unnoticed by the carrier. The Maryland Department of Natural Resources is extremely concerned about the spread of Didymo. It has even set up washing stations where trout fishermen have stream access. Obviously, waders and hippers are the most likely means of spreading Didymo. A special problem are felt soled boots, which harbor the tiny algae and are more difficult to clean. However, anything in contact with the water—kayaks, bass boats, inner tubes, etc., can spread the Didymo. The specific instructions for effective cleaning are available at the Pennsylvania Fish and Boating Commission site listed above.

The most puzzling aspect of this and other invasive species threats is the seeming lack of basic research for their prevention or eradication. Many hemlocks could have been saved to provide a reforestation source, but as far as I can determine, minimal research is being done to eradicate the woolly adelgid. As for Didymo, only New Zealand has begun substantial research in ways to eradicate this threat to streams.
Clearly, any stream or lake in Adams County is at risk. We need to shut the barn door BEFORE the horse gets out. The proximity to infected waters is quite close. There are many fishermen in either Maryland or Pennsylvania who fish in the other state. So far, the effort get the word out to anyone using both states' waters seems to me to have been minimal. Certainly, fishing groups such as Trout Unlimited and the Federation of Fly Fishers will want to warn their members. The best way to get the word out would surely be though local newspapers and especially through television.

R. B. Lasco is a member of the Board of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County. WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org.
