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 Officials in the Iowa Great Lakes are 

fearful of a water pipe-clogging, fresh-

water mollusk. 

 But they soon may have an ally against 

the tiny zebra mussels. The invasive spe-

cies from Asia spread rapidly to cover the 

entire bottom of Clear Lake in 2007. 

 To avoid a similar fate in the Iowa 

Great Lakes, the DNR, Iowa Great Lakes 

Water Safety Council and lake protective 

associations have taken the initiative to 

combat the zigzag-patterned intruders. 

Billboards and boat ramp signs have gone 

up. Maps have been printed and messages 

have been transmitted on a radio informa-

tion system. Community volunteers and 

summer interns have waited by boat ramps 

to help educate boaters about the threaten-

ing species 

 Now man's best friend, a hunter's com-

panion and a police officer's trusty partner 

can be used as a weapon against the zebra 

mussels. 

 Iowa Great Lakes advocates are in 

early discussions with Mussel Dogs, oper-

ated by Central Valley Detection Canine in 

California. The proposal calls for two dogs 

to be used at area boat ramps this summer. 

Grants are needed to help cover the 

$45,000 cost for the two dogs and the local 

handlers. 

The idea was first brought up to 

the Okoboji Protective Associa-

tion through an acquaintance 

who knew the Iowa Great 

Lakes efforts to block the arri-

val of zebra mussels. Research 

helped the group locate Debi 

DeShon and Mussel Dogs. 

 The Denair, Calif., busi-

ness has been using canines to 

detect contraband since 1996. 

In 2008, Mussel Dogs began 

training their animals to search 

for zebra and quagga mussels. 

 DeShon, owner and opera-

tor of Mussel Dogs, realized the 

need for zebra mussel detecting 

dogs and decided to go with it. 

This past summer, word spread 

to northwest Iowa that there may be a 

quicker way to finding the invasive species. 

The training process is very familiar to 

DeShon. 

 "It's basically the same concept as a 

drug dog," DeShon she said about the train-

ing process. "You find a dog that's abso-

lutely ball crazy and do hide and seek to 

find a ball that smells like a zebra mussel. 

To them, it's a big game." 

 The trainer does an initial program 

with the canine for five to six weeks. The 

hardest part, according to DeShon, is find-

ing the dog that has the right motivation. 

"Usually, you like to use the hunting 

breeds," she said. 

 The only canine Mussel Dogs has 

trained right now is a chocolate lab, but that 

doesn't worry DeShon. A second dog, usu-

ally between eight months and three years 

of age, can be trained with minimal notice. 

 "At least once a month we get people 

inquiring about our mussel detecting dogs," 

DeShon said. "The concept is so new that a 

lot of people don't even know about it. 

Something like this with the Iowa Great 

Lakes will help get the word out.ò 
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Zebra mussels have a new foe 

Debi DeShon and her zebra mussel sniffing  
companion, Popeye, toured the countyôs waterways  
while shedding new light on an innovative way to 
combat the infestation of this prolific invasive  
species which threatens our lakes. 

Bighead carp travel 
to East Lake Okoboji  
 The Iowa Department of Natural Resources has 

verified the presence of bighead carp in East Okoboji 

Lake after two fish were collected last summer during 

the DNRôs annual fish sampling effort.  

 Bighead carp, native to Asia, are present in the 

Missouri River, Mississippi River, Des Moines River 

and the lower reaches of their tributaries. It is not 

known for certain how bigheads got in to East Oko-

boji Lake, but fisheries experts believe that the flood-

ing on the Missouri and Little Sioux rivers allowed 

these fish to pass over area dams.                                   
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Bighead carp, like those caught in East Okoboji Lake last summer, are not 
indigenous to the lakes and may cause unforeseen impacts on area water-
ways. Plans to halt them include an electric barrier at the weir in Lower Gar.  


