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 Good afternoon Chairman Grisanti, Chairman Sweeney, and members of the Committee.  My name is 

Craig Schutt.  I am the District Manager of the Tompkins County Soil and Water Conservation District.  I am here 

today representing not only the District, but also the City of Ithaca and Tompkins County to bring a significant 

threat to our environment and economy to your attention, and propose a solution that we believe will address 

that threat.   

 Last fall, an invasive aquatic plant called hydrilla made its first appearance in the Finger Lakes and Great 

Lakes system.  A high school student discovered the plant in an inlet leading to the southern shore of Cayuga 

Lake in the City of Ithaca.   

 The discovery was the cause for great alarm; and for good reason.   

 Hydrilla grows and spreads at a remarkable pace.  Stems can grow as fast as 6 to 8 inches a day.  A single 

stem can produce 268 feet of growth in five weeks.  The plant not only grows tall, it quickly spreads and 

becomes extremely dense.   Hydrilla’s typical biomass is concentrated in the top two feet of a water body, 

where it clogs water movement and prevents recreational and other use.   

It is easily transported from one area to another through boat movement, whether in-water or launched.   

 If not stopped now, hydrilla will spread rapidly throughout the Finger Lake system, choking the inlets, 

tributaries, canals, and shallow shorelines of these treasured Upstate assets, making them virtually impassable 

and causing incalculable economic and environmental devastation.   Soon enough, the plant will make its way to 

the Great Lakes.    

 The window to eradicate this plant, now confined to less than 200 acres within Tompkins County, will 

soon close.    

18 Days Growth of Hydrilla 
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We need to act now.  

An effective eradication strategy will cost New York State between $700,000 and $1 million a year for 

the next five to eight years.  If that investment isn’t made beginning this spring, the cost to localities, the region, 

and the state will increase exponentially ….as will the damage to our environment.    

We are asking you today to fully fund this effort, beginning in the 2012-13 State budget.  

Local governments supported most of the eradication efforts last fall.  Today, the scope of the problem and cost 

of the solution are far beyond our capacities.  

Given the tremendous pressures on the State budget, you have every right to ask why this issue is so 

important.   

The economic costs of allowing the hydrilla plant to spread are enormous.  A recent study by Cornell 

researchers found that in 2003, recreational boating in the New York State regions bordering the Great Lakes 

and Finger Lakes had an annual economic impact of $600 million.   New York State is in danger of losing much of 

this if hydrilla is not dealt with and is allowed to move throughout the system.  

The tourism industry, which is vitally important to the Finger Lakes economy, is directly tied to the 

pristine beauty and recreational opportunities of the region’s waterways.   As those waterways become clogged 

and, in some cases, impassable, tourism will diminish and jobs will be lost.  

Hydrilla grows in shallow areas.  Imagine the shorelines of Skaneateles, and Seneca, and Cayuga, and all 

of the other Finger Lakes if they are choked by densely packed mats of hydrilla.  Property values of waterfront 

properties, an important source of strength and growth for the tax bases of many rural Finger Lakes counties, 

will dramatically affected. 

Once hydrilla begins its spread, the cost to New York State to maintain some level of public access will 

be enormous.  I’ll have more to say about this in a minute, but the State of Florida now spends $30 million a year 

to essentially mow a temporary path through the weeds.  That’s what New York State should expect if hydrilla 

takes hold in its waterways.  

Clearly, the economic consequences of allowing hydrilla to spread are enormous.  The choice facing New York 

State today is to pay a little now, or pay a lot more later.  

 

 Fortunately, we don’t have to speculate about the costs and benefits of the policy options available to 

New York State.  We can look to experiences in California and Florida, where hydrilla appeared some time ago. 

 In Florida, hydrilla appeared in the 1950’s but wasn’t properly identified until the mid-1960’s.  By the 

1970’s, hydrilla was in every major drainage basin and, since 1982, has been found growing in more than 80% of 

Florida’s public lakes and rivers.    

Florida lost control of hydrilla.   

As I said earlier, it now spends $30 million a year to maintain growth of the plant; basically mowing paths 

through its waterways.  

 The California experience is different.   

Once hydrilla was discovered, the state legislature quickly mandated a detection and eradication program.  To 

date, hydrilla has appeared 30 times and has been fully eliminated in 22 of those locations.   California spends 

about $7 million annually to carry out an effective eradication strategy. 

 I hope you agree that the California eradication model is a better course for New York State.   A properly 

funded eradication program is not only best for the environment and economy, it is the most cost effective 

budget strategy.  

 

 You may ask what we have done at the local level to deal with this problem. 

 We’ve done a lot. 

 When the plant was discovered last fall, the City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, the Soil and Water District, 

and others immediately came together to develop a safe and effective treatment strategy, work through 
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regulatory hurdles, alert and educate the public, appropriate $26,000 of County funds, apply a herbicide 

treatment, coordinate the hand removal of plants outside the original project scope, monitor water quality 

during treatment, and begin assessing a strategy for this year.     

All told, our commitment of staff and direct funding exceeded $100,000.     

 We cannot sustain that level of effort.  

 While all of us remain committed to an eradication strategy, the level of effort and funding required to 

address this infestation of State waterways is far beyond the capacity of local governments and agencies.    

 This is a State problem that requires a State solution. 

 We greatly appreciate DEC’s commitment of $380,000 of Great Lakes Restoration initiative funds to 

support our efforts in 2012.   Unfortunately, that is not enough.   

 As I said earlier, if our goal is to eradicate the hydrilla plant before it spread, the effort will cost between 

$700,000 and $1 million a year for 5 to 8 years.   I would be happy to share a breakdown of those numbers with 

you or your staff at your convenience.  

 

 As I close, I ask that you take a look at the graphics at the end of my testimony.  One shows a picture of 

the growth of hydrilla over a period of two and a half weeks.  The other shows how quickly we need to move 

before the infestation reaches uncontrollable levels.  Both are alarming and instructive.   

 I can’t stress enough that hydrilla isn’t simply a nuisance.   

It is an immediate and dire threat to New York’s treasured Finger Lakes, and a killer of jobs and commerce.   

 On behalf of the City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, and the Tompkins County Soil and Water Conservation 

District, I urge you to fully fund an aggressive, effective program to stop the spread of hydrilla right now, before 

it spreads throughout the Finger Lakes and beyond.  

 Thank you for your time and consideration.  

 

 
 

 


