
Michelle Nault 

AIS Monitoring & Response Specialist

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources

Monitoring and response 
following the discovery of starry 
stonewort (Nitellopsis obtusa) in 

Wisconsin 

Photo: Paul Skawinski

Illinois Lake Management Association Conference

March 22-24, 2018

Bloomington, IL



What is starry stonewort?
ÅStarry stonewort (Nitellopsis obtusa) is a member of the 

Characeaefamily. 

ÅCharaceaeare green algae that can range in size from 
centimeters to meters, and are found throughout the 
world. 

ÅNot a vascular plant like most our aquatic plant species.



Native Range
ÅNative to Europe and Asia

ÅEndangered species in the United Kingdom 
and Japan



Non-Native Range

ÅFirst documented in St. Lawrence River in 1970s; 
likely transported via international ballast water 

ÅDocumented in lower Michigan inland lakes in the 
mid-2000s. 

ÅFirst documented in southeast Wisconsin 
(Waukesha Co.) in September 2014.

ÅCurrently known from Indiana, Michigan (Lower), 
Minnesota, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 
Vermont, Wisconsin, and Ontario, Canada.



Starry stonewort distribution



Ecology & Habitat

ÅMacroalgae species that can grow up to ~7 ft tall

ÅAnchored to the sediments with clear filaments 
called rhizoids, which resemble fishing line

ÅCan persist under the ice in St. Lawrence River

ÅIn Detroit River, first appears in July with peak 
biomass in September, and declines beginning in 
November

ÅOccupies a broad range of habitats

ÅOccurs in lakes, ponds, and slow-moving water 
bodies

ÅTolerant of low light conditions



Reproduction & Dispersal

ÅFragmentation of the stem 

ÅSpecialized structures called 
bulbils 
ïwhite, star-shaped and less 

than 1/3-inch (~1 cm)

ÅOnly male starry stonewort has 
been found in North America
ïNo sexual reproduction

ÅPrimarily moved by boats, 
trailers, & anchors

ÅWaterfowl not believed to be 
source of dispersal due to lack 
of sexual reproduction 
(zygotes)
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Impacts

ÅImpacts of starry stonewort are largely unknown ς
primarily anecdotal and not science based

ÅMay outcompete native plants, alter fish spawning 
habitat, and become a navigational nuisance



First Discovery of SSW in Wisconsin

ÅWDNR staff first discovered starry stonewort 
in September 2014 while conducting an 
aquatic plant point-intercept (PI) survey out 
on Little Muskego Lake, Waukesha Co. 

ÅVerified by WDNR and the New York Botanical 
Garden

Little Muskego, Waukesha Co.



Monitoring Approach

ÅRegional SSW Monitoring (Rapid Assessment)

ï Targeted monitoring effort in southeast WI 
waterbodies around Little Muskego Lake

ï Monitoring consisted of rake tosses at boat 
launches, shoreline meanders, snorkeling, and 
lakewide AIS surveys

ï Some efforts were made to prioritize surveying 
waterbodies based on within lake characteristics 
(i.e. presence of other native Characeae, 
hardness)



Rapid Assessment ςSoutheast WI



ü2014: Little Muskego 
ü2015: Big Muskego (Bass Bay), Long, Pike, Silver
ü2016: Green
ü2017: Wind

Little Muskego, Waukesha Co.
Big Muskego, Waukesha Co.

Long, Racine Co.
Wind, Racine Co.

Rapid Assessment ςSoutheast WI

Pike, Silver, Green, Washington Co.



ÅReported to WDNR in August 2016 by a lake 
management consultant conducting an 
aquatic plant PI survey out on the Sturgeon 
Bay Channel (Door Co.) 

ÅVerified by WDNR and the New York Botanical 
Garden

First Discovery of SSW in Lake 
Michigan/Green Bay


