
Starry Stonewort:
A Primer on an Aggressive, Invasive Species

(Newly found in Big Cedar Lake Fall 2019!!)



Starry Stonewort: An Introduction
• An ancient plant-like macro alga which forms 

large, dense mats. It grows in water from 0.5 > 
10m in depth. Depth of the mats themselves 
can be 3m thick of dense material. 

• Mats can be so dense they impede boating or 
paddling. At the peak of the growing season, 
late July to late September, they appear like 
hill-like mounds under the surface of the 
water.

• It is anchored by clear filaments which 
produce small, white, star shaped bulbils. The 
bulbils are reproductive structures and organs 
for hibernation. It is the bulbils which make 
this alga so difficult to eradicate. 

• All starry stonewort in N. America is male. This 
means it is spread by fragmentation and the 
dispersal of the bulbils. 

Hill-like mounds covering a section of the Lost 
Channel on Stoney Lake, Sept. 2018



Identifying Characteristics
• The branchlets and stem are very thin (like 

heavy fishing line) and have a crisp texture. 

• Whorls of long, narrow branchlets in groups 
of 4 to 6 come off of main shoots. 

• Orange reproductive structures (male) occur 
at branchlet nodes. 

• The branches are anchored to the sediment 
by a clear filament which produce small, 
white, star shaped bulbils. 

• The small, white, star-shaped bulbils are the 
distinguishing feature that gives it the name 
Starry Stonewort

White Star-shaped Bulbils give it the name



Dense Mat

• The long stems and 
branchlets become 
entwined to form 
dense mats

Dense Mat of Entwined Starry Stonewort



Range of Invasive Spread

• Native range: Northern Eurasia – from Spain to Japan. Native range 
has expanded with climate change 

• Introduced into North America through the St. Lawrence River, 1974.

• Michigan – now in 27 bodies of water 

• New York State -14 bodies of water 

• Minnestota – confirmed in 13 lakes 

• Also in Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Ohio (Lake Erie) 

• 2016 – officially confirmed in Presqu’ile Bay, Lake Ontario – first noted 
date in American publications/websites



Ontario Infestation

• An email (Sept. 2018) from Dr. Eric Sager, from Trent University stated:

➢ “I think we don’t fully appreciate how extensive the growth of starry 
stonewort is throughout the Kawarthas. We’ve seen it in Upper and Lower 
Buckhorn, Trent River, Pigeon, Chemong . . . Just about anywhere we look 

• Spread along Trent-Severn Waterway (Lake Ontario → Georgian Bay /Lake Huron

• “Under the radar” 
invader

• Not widely reported

• Not listed in 
Ontario’s invasive 
species reporting 
website/app – since 
it is not a plant!



Big Cedar Lake is one of the first lakes outside 
of the Trent Severn Waterway to report 
sightings of Starry Stonewort! (in Fall, 2019)

• Found near the boat launch, so it likely has been brought in by a boat 
that had been in the Trent Severn and did not clean their boat before 
coming into our lake!



Approximate location of Starry Stonewort on Big Cedar Lake



Potential Impact

• Starry stonewort can spread at a rate that is both impressive and 
alarming

• Potentially we could be dealing with this in more areas of the lake 

• Starry Stonewort can become a more significant problem for our Lake 
than Eurasian Milfoil.

• Starry Stonewort has the potential to make Milfoil look like a non-issue.

• Starry Stonewort can grow in water deeper than Milfoil (up to 10 m but 
generally 1- 7 m) and unlike Milfoil is completely impenetrable by fish 
for their habitat. 



What does this mean to the lake environment? 
• Reduced biodiversity 

• Starry Stonewort can outcompete native species. It also outcompetes other invasives 
such as Eurasian watermilfoil. It does this by making it difficult for other plants to receive 
light. As well, the mass of starry stonewort acts as a benthic barrier accumulating 
phytotoxins that make the sediment inhospitable for other plant growth. 

• Degrades fish spawning habitat and can impede fish movement. This may be 
especially true for sunfish and bass that spawn in dense native Chara. 

(US geological survey, Nonindigenous aquatic species database 2019) www.nas.er.usgs.gov 

• Mats of Starry Stonewort which reach the surface mean that fish are blocked 
from passing through an area 

• A decline in fish could mean a decline in birds and mammals that eat them. 
Our loons, herons, osprey and mink are at risk. A habitat full of SSW will also 
be difficult for turtles. 

http://www.nas.er.usgs.gov/


Impact for cottagers and recreational lake users

• Starry Stonewort covering your shoreline, dock and swimming areas is 
a nightmare. Remember, this will happily grow in water up to approx. 
10 m (30ft) deep and will form dense mats that are 3m (9ft) thick. 

• Most docks are in much shallower water which means swimming and 
boating will be a problem. At docks in water less than 9ft deep it may 
be a dense mat right to the surface. Enjoyment of your waterfront will 
be limited. This is what’s happening in areas of Lake Scugog.  

• Fragmentation by boats and further spreading will be hard to avoid. 

• SSW at your dock will also likely affect your property value.



Eradicating this from the Lake may not be an option

• Starry stonewort has not been successfully eradicated anywhere.

• Reports put out by various States and academic researchers all reach the 
same conclusion: 

ONCE ESTABLISHED STARRY STONEWORT IS HERE TO STAY 

Big Cedar had a VERY SMALL WINDOW to try to stop the 
invasion before it took hold to the point where it could 
not be eradicated… We were able to hold it at to the 
Public Boat Launch for 6 years, but it has now spread to 
other areas of the lake.

• BCLSA continues to head up an initiative to aggressively target the invasion 
of Starry Stonewort on Big Cedar



Management

• Once it takes hold, there are very limited methods to deal with it:

• Harvesting – of various forms will reduce the Starry Stonewort mats but it will 
often grow back. With any mechanical methods there is also the risk of 
spreading fragments or bulbils. 

• Herbicides/algacides are not effective in eliminating Starry Stonewort.

• The bulbils in the sediment remain viable and will quickly re-sprout. 

• Another problem with both mechanical or chemical treatment is that they are 
non selective. They also impact native aquatic species as well. This means 
reduced competition for the SSW when it begins to regrow and the loss of 
habitat for other organism and fish



Management - Conclusion

• The conclusion of a study of various control methods carried out by 
the Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center was that: 

• “Where large infestations have been established, Starry 
Stonewort is likely to persist for the foreseeable future and 
realistic, sustainable goals should be pursued. 

• Those goals are reducing abundance and minimizing risk of 
spread”

•Our goal is now to minimize the spread of Starry 
Stonewort in Big Cedar Lake



Actions to Slow the Spread
• Create awareness/education so people

• know what this is 

• where it is

• how to minimize the risk of spreading it 

• This would include appropriate signage 
which we’ve already posted at the landing:

www.bclsa.ca/starry-stonewort



Actions to Slow the Spread

• Avoid the boat launch and other areas that are infested with Starry 
Stonewort whenever possible

• Stay away from the areas marked with buoys at the Public Boat 
Launch

• These are areas that HAVE Starry Stonewort

• If you MUST use the public boat launch be sure to raise your motor 
until fully out of the affected area.  The growth of this new 
dangerous weed is greatly accelerated by fragmentation caused by 
boat propellers.

• If you see or suspect you see Starry Stonewort in any part of the 
Lake, please report it immediately to the Association!



Inform Yourself, then:

•TELL YOUR NEIGHBOURS … 

•SPREAD THE WORD … 

•TALK TO FISHERMEN THAT VISIT OUR LAKE!
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