                                    Connecticut River Aquatic Invasive Plant Survey
By: Linda K. Schneider

Can invasive exotic plants take hold in our rivers? The answer is YES. They can, they will, and they are already here.

This summer, in the Upper Valley a survey is being completed on the Connecticut River from Pompanoosuc in the north to Brattleboro in the south. (Actually it’s from the CT Lakes in the north, but that region and the Moore Reservoir are not typically thought of being “the river”.)
Most people, including some of our scientific best, have believed for a long time that the depth and flow of the river would not allow the fragments to take hold and root in our rivers. The central sections are too deep for plants to become established.

Aquatic biologist Laurie Callahan said, “I’m not too surprised. I found what I expected to find, Eurasian Milfoil has taken hold here on the Connecticut River.” She stood looking into the river at the TransCanada Boat Launch at the Wilder Dam.

Callahan spent several hours searching for and identifying the native and exotic aquatic plants Monday morning. From the seat of her kayak and along the water’s edge, she gathers plant samples. She started the morning using simple tools; hands and rakes to gather the plants; polarizing sunglasses and an aquascope to get a better view of plants under the water; and magnifying lenses to get a closer look at plant details. Her biological knowledge base of native and exotic aquatic plants is used to positively identify the species. She will send her photos and plant samples to IPANE to add to their database. Callahan will also summarize her findings this fall and share them with the public. (IPANE - Invasive Plant Atlas of New England)                     
“Knowing the profile of the type of location where these plants will start to take root is helpful in finding them. I’ll kayak over into that cove to examine the plants there. The water carries debris and plant fragments which can settle or get stuck there and have time to take root,” Callahan explains.

More sophisticated tools start showing up later in the morning. The handheld depth finder records the river’s depths at approximately 70 feet at the deepest measured channel. GPS locations are recorded where exotic invasive plants are found. This information will be sent to IPANE and will be included in her project summary. 
As Laurie Callahan’s kayak zigzags across the river looking at the aquatic vegetation, her volunteer for the day has chosen to snorkel to find specimens. Your local conservation district – Ottauquechee Natural Resources Conservation District was there as a partner to help gather plants and to learn how to identify these water plants, both native and exotic species.

“There in the section of water celery, I see one lone specimen of Eurasian milfoil, but farther off the point is a larger clump that is well established,” Linda Schneider reports.

This survey is tasked with detection that will hopefully lead to more education and prevention activities. The next step needs to be control. On shore the discussion begins with all questions and no answers. Who will take responsibility for the Connecticut River? Is there an association that will lead the aquatic invasive species management activities for the river? Who will manually harvest Eurasian milfoil in the Connecticut River? Does TransCanada know this invasive is here? Are there partners that can work together to keep this plant in check along the Connecticut River and its watershed?    
Callahan states, “It is a small a “controllable” infestation here at Wilder Dam. The small clumps can be fairly easily controlled if they are harvested relatively soon. If left to grow, it multiplies rapidly and becomes a dense mat that boaters, fishermen and swimmers will find it difficult to maneuver through. Boaters need to be informed. The public knowledge and awareness of this invasive plant is important. Eurasian milfoil was the only invasive aquatic plant found at Wilder Dam. In Hinsdale, NH in a cove with a boat access there are three invasive plant species – Eurasian milfoil, curly leaf pondweed and European naiad.”

Aquatic invasive plant species can have a significant impact – recreational or ecological – on the freshwater habitats of the CT River, its watershed and beyond. Because these species typically become dense stands and spread rapidly they can out-compete native species, negatively impact water quality, threaten biodiversity and alter food webs. The presence of aquatic invasive plants has also dramatically interfered with recreational uses in many lakes and ponds – sometimes resulting in significant economic losses or costs.
Preventing the introduction and spread of aquatic invasive plants and early detection of their presence within a water body or watershed are important aspects of controlling the impacts of aquatic invasive plants. Individuals that use a water body – for recreational or other purposes – can contribute in some way to prevention and early detection efforts.

Three information meetings have taken place and four survey field sites have been completed so far this summer: Hinsdale, NH at Prospect Street launch; Rockingham, VT at TransCanada recreational area; Springfield, VT at Hoyts Landing boat launch; and Wilder, VT at Wilder Dam TransCanada boat launch. In August and September, seven additional survey locations are scheduled: Bradford, VT at Bugbee Landing; Pompanoosuc, VT at Ompompanoosuc River launch; Barnet, VT at Comerford Reservoir; Littleton, NH at Moore Reservoir; Waterford, VT at Moore Reservoir; Pittsburg, NH at Second CT Lake and Pittsburg, NH at Third CT Lake.
This Connecticut River Aquatic Invasive Plants Project has received major funding from the Connecticut River Joint Commissions 2006 Partnership Program and other funds from the Connecticut River Conservation District Coalition and the Connecticut River Watershed Council through Sullivan County (NH) Conservation District.

For more information or if you are interested in attending the field site visits please contact Laurie Callahan at therivermist@hotmail.com or 802-258-1877.  The field visits are an opportunity for attendees to explore areas of the Connecticut River, to play a role in gathering information for this project and to learn or practice native and invasive aquatic plant identification skills.
Linda K. Schneider is the District Manager at Ottauquechee Natural Resources Conservation District located in White River Junction, Vermont. This District covers 18 towns in Windsor County and one in Rutland County.    802-295-7942 x11
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