
Zebra Mussels: Damaging Michigan Shipwrecks 

The non-native Zebra Mussel was first found in the Great Lakes in 1998 after a research 
team found them attached to rocks in Lake Erie. By the mid 1990’s the invasive species had 
spread throughout all the Great Lakes. Zebra Mussels are part of the mollusk family and are 
originally from Balkans. While the mollusks have the ability to filter large amounts of water, 
resulting in clearer lakes, they are harming the Great Lakes both ecologically and economically.  
Zebra Mussels have almost completely destroyed Michigan’s native clam population and, as a 
result of their ability to attach to each other, have clogged power plants and pipes throughout the 
Great Lakes.    1

The Mussels are a threat to the almost 2,000 ship wrecks in the Great Lakes. The Great 
Lakes, with its cold and calm waters, is prefect in preserving the ships wrecked on the bottom of 
the lakes. These wrecks haven’t been eroded like the sunken ships out at sea and are for the most 
part, intact.   The shipwrecks bring tourists and divers from all around the world to Michigan and 2

help boost the economy in the summer months.   

For my paper I would like to explore the affect the Zebra Mussels has on the Great Lakes 
focusing on ship wrecks. I know there has been a lot of research done on the wooden ships 
within Lake Champlain and I would like to compare the findings to the shipwrecks off the coast 
of my hometown of Alpena.  

Alpena is a small northeast Michigan town located on Lake Huron. It is where the 
Thunder Bay meets Lake Huron and was a trading port and logging town for much of its early 
history. There is an estimated 100 shipwrecks in the Thunder Bay dating back as far as 1849.   
Do to the number to shipwrecks, ranging from sail to stream boats; Alpena is home to the first 
national Great Lakes Sanctuary, the Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary, and part of an 
underwater preserve.    3
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