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Hydrilla, which is considered one of the most invasive aquatic species in the world, was 

found in Cayuga Lake in 2011. Aggressive herbicide treatment has been effective 

keeping it at bay. As of Fall 2016, there are sparse or no remnants of hydrilla in the 

Cayuga Inlet or Fall Creek. However, hydrilla was recently spotted farther north near 

Aurora. 

The Ithaca Journal is compiling fact sheets on important issues in the community to 

provide context for when more news breaks. This page will be updated regularly as we 

learn more. If you have topics or questions you would like to see addressed or have more 

information to add, email Kelsey O'Connor at koconnor@ithacajournal.com or call 274-

9261. 

What is hydrilla?  

Hydrilla verticillata is a freshwater plant with stems that can grow up to 25 feet long. The 

plant branches out horizontally at the water's surface and creates dense mats. Hydrilla 



has small, pointed, serrated leaves arranged around the stem, typically in whorls of 

five. Hydrilla grows quickly and creates dense mats that can block out sunlight and harm 

native plants, and its density can also kill fish by decreasing oxygen levels. To say the 

plant spreads easily is an understatement, as just a fragment can proliferate new plants. 

Hydrilla can be easily mistaken for a beneficial native plant called elodea, which is 

common in Cayuga Lake. Elodea typically has three leaves in a whorl and also appears 

to have smooth edges. 

Hydrilla is native to Australia, Asia and Africa and is believed to have made its way to the 

U.S. as an aquarium plant. Either because it was discarded or deliberately planted, 

hydrilla was found soon after in canals in Miami and Tampa, according toNew York State 

Invasive Species Information. 

Hydrilla is often spread by boaters, as hydrilla fragments can cling to boats and trailers. 

Very small fragments of hydrilla can start new populations. Members of the Hydrilla Task 

Force believe hydrilla likely arrived in Cayuga Lake as a fragment on a boat, trailer or by 

someone dumping an aquarium. 

When was hydrilla discovered in Cayuga Lake?  

The plant was first discovered in the Cayuga Inlet in Summer 2011 by volunteers aboard 

the Cayuga Lake Floating Classroom. Hydrilla was also found in Fall Creek and the 

southeast corner of Cayuga Lake. It was the first time the plant had been spotted in 

Upstate New York at all. 

What is being done about it? 
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Fisherman Roy Bibbie, of Brooktondale, left, asks Hydrilla Project Manager James Balyszak about a red dye that 

was floating in Fall Creek on Thursday afternoon. Balyszak’s team used the dye to study water flow into Cayuga 

Lake, and they have prepared to inject herbicide into the creek in Summer 2015. (Photo: ANDREW CASLER / Staff 

Photo) 

The Hydrilla Task Force has been using two herbicides — endothall and fluridone — to 

eradicate the plant. The herbicides disrupt photosynthesis. A dose of endothall is usually 

used early in the growing season, from mid- to late-July, to kill growing hydrilla shoots and 

stems. Fluridone is applied at low doses throughout the rest of the season. The Hydrilla 

Task Force works with the Tompkins County Health Department to make sure the water is 

safe. After endothall is applied, swimming in the treatment area is prohibited for a day. 

There are no restrictions on drinking, fishing, swimming or boating when fluridone is used. 

Benthic barriers mats have also been used in the southeast corner of Cayuga Lake. The 

mats block sunlight and can be used in small areas when a new population has been 

found. Trained volunteers and professionals continue to monitor Cayuga Lake and 

neighboring lakes to keep an eye on the spread. 

The measures taken to stop the spread of hydrilla have been successful. In an interview 

with The Ithaca Journal in July, Hydrilla Program Manager James Balyszak said herbicide 

treatments were nearing a point where they would be scaled back since traces of hydrilla 

have disappeared. Past Cayuga Lake and Fall Creek monitoring had shown up to 800 



hydrilla tubers — which are like roots in the substrate — per square meter, but now people 

monitoring have had difficulty finding any hydrilla at all, Balyszak said. 

If left unchecked, hydrilla will out compete native plants and clog up waterways, which can 

impact businesses and recreational activities. In Florida, where hydrilla was found first in 

the U.S. in the 1950s, it costs millions each year to control the infestation. 

"In a region like the Finger Lakes, where you have this abundance of freshwater resources 

and interconnectivity, there’s a huge number of businesses, and even just basic 

recreational activities — boating, swimming, fishing, things that general community enjoys 

— that is the highlight, is the feature, of this region, and hydrilla specifically and other 

invasive species in general can threaten the ecological and economic viability of these 

resources that we have locally," Balyszak said. 

Has it spread beyond the Ithaca area? 

Though eradication efforts have been largely successful in the southern end of Cayuga 

Lake, on Sept. 13 volunteers aboard the Floating Classroom spotted what looked like 

hydrilla near Wells College in Aurora. Further testing confirmed it was hydrilla, and another 

sample was found a few days later on shore nearby. 

To begin addressing the discovery in Aurora, Balyszak said the hydrilla task force and local 

groups are getting the word out to stakeholders, and once enough people are brought to 

the table they will put together a plan to conduct a full survey of the infestation. 

How can you help? 

Anyone who thinks they might have spotted hydrilla should take a close-up photo against a 

light-colored background and report it at stophydrilla.org, or contact Hydrilla Program 

Manager James Balyszak at 607-254-1715. 

Boaters can prevent hydrilla spread by inspecting their watercraft, all equipment and 

trailers after each use for plant material. Boaters should dispose of all plant matter, dirt, 

mud and other material in a trash can or above the waterline on dry land, away from where 

it might get washed back in the lake. In fact, boaters who do not wash their boats before 

entering New York waterways can face a fine under a law passed in 2015. 

Boaters will receive a warning the first time they are caught entering water without 

cleaning, drying and draining their vessel and trailer. A second offense brings a fine of 

$150 and a third carries a $250 fine. For a fourth offense and every one there after, 



boaters would face a fine of at least $250 and not more than $1,000, according to the new 

law. 

More information 

 Visit stophydrilla.org for updates from the Hydrilla Task Force, more information about the 

invasive plant and how to get involved. 

 Cornell Cooperative Extension has an extensive Hydrilla Resource Library online, with 

webinars, press releases and documents. 

 The Department of Environmental Conservation has cleaning and disinfection information for 

voters to stop the spread of invasive species.  

 Additional information about hydrilla and other invasive species is available at New York 

Invasive Species Information. 

Key coverage, in reverse chronological order 

► New hydrilla outbreak spotted farther north in Cayuga Lake, Sept. 23, 2016 

► Cayuga Lake hydrilla program shifting priorities, July 14, 2016 

► Hydrilla treatment closes Cayuga Inlet on Tuesday, Aug. 18, 2015 

► Herbicide will target Cayuga Lake hydrilla, June 25, 2015 

► New law creates fine for not cleaning boats, Sept. 2, 2014 

► Hydrilla's invasive attack on Cayuga hard to repel, Nov. 7, 2014 
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