
Spiny water flea (Bythotrephes longimanus) 

Species and Origin: Spiny waterfleas are 

zooplankton (microscopic animals) that are native to 

Europe and Asia. 

 

Date of U.S Introduction: They were first 

discovered in Lake Ontario in 1982.  They were 

introduced into the Great Lakes by ballast water 

discharged from ocean-going ships. 

 

Date of Minnesota Introduction:  They spread to 

Lake Superior in 1987. 

 

Description:  Adults range from 1/4 to 5/8 inch 

long. Spiny waterflea have a single long tail with 

small spines along its length. 

 

Impacts: Spiny waterfleas eat small animals 

(zooplankton), including Daphnia, which are an 

important food for native fishes. In some lakes, they 

caused the decline or elimination of some species of 

native zooplankton. They can clog eyelets of fishing 

rods and prevent fish from being landed. 

Status: They have spread throughout the Great 

Lakes, and are established in some inland lakes and 

rivers in Minnesota.  

 

 

 

 

Means of spread: They can spread by attaching to fishing lines, downriggers, anchor ropes, and fishing 

nets. While female waterfleas die out of water, under certain conditions they produce eggs that resist 

drying and freezing, and can establish a new infestation. They also can be unintentionally transported in 

bilge water, bait buckets, or livewells. 

Where to look: They collect in gelatinous globs on fishing lines and downrigger cables. They prefer 

deep lakes, but can be found in shallow lakes and rivers. 
 

 

 


