
 Minnesota Value: Are lake invaders affecting walleye? 
We’ve checked the boat, drained the 

water, hosed everything down… and yet, 

aquatic invasive species are still spreading 

to our favorite Minnesota lakes. 

But not all lakes. Yet. So what can we 

learn from invaded lakes that will help us 

prepare for new lake invasions? In 

particular, will zebra mussels and spiny 

water fleas affect popular sport fish like 

walleye in the state’s largest inland lakes? 

NRRI aquatic researcher Katya 

Kovalenko is leading a NRRI research 

team to understand the impacts of aquatic 

invasive species on walleye populations. 

The issue came up during a research 

needs assessment by the Minnesota 

Aquatic Invasive Species Research Center. 

They polled stakeholders ranging from 

agency managers and researchers to 

citizen activists. The overall project is led 

by Gretchen Hansen at the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources to 

understand the walleye food webs. 

So, even though scientists have long 

documented the impact of zebra mussels 

and spiny water fleas on the ecosystem, 

the impact on the ever-popular walleye is 

not well known. 

“I’m interested in the entire food web 

and how the lakes are changing,” said 

Kovalenko from the shores of Lake Mille 

Lacs in July. “But walleye are especially 

interesting because they are the top 

predator. They can give you a picture of 

everything below them on the food 

chain.” 

The researchers are studying 
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NRRI researchers Jonathan Utecht and Josh Dumke are assisted by MN DNR intern Isaiah 

Silvas, holding the net. NRRI is beginning a study this summer on the walleye food webs in nine 

popular fishing lakes to understand if they’re impacted by aquatic invasive species. 

Minnesota’s nine largest walleye lakes. 

Three (Cass, Winnibigoshish and Leech) 

have varying levels of zebra mussel 

invasions. Four lakes (Kabetogama, Lake 

of the Woods, Rainy and Vermilion) 

have spiny water fleas. One lake (Mille 

Lacs) has both invaders. And another 

(Red Lake) has neither. Historical data 

collected by the Minnesota DNR will 

also allow for comparisons of walleye 

populations pre- and post-invasion. 

And while the two unwelcomed 

critters are very different, they both 

reduce zooplankton, the tiny food 

source at the bottom of the chain. 

Reduced zooplankton could mean less 

food for young walleye and for yellow 

perch, the food source of grown walleye. 

The question is: Are walleye adapting to 

the changes in the food web? If so, what 

are they eating? 

The two-year study is in full swing in 

the summer of 2017. Funding is from the 

Environment and Natural Resources 

Trust Fund in association with the 

Minnesota Aquatic Invasive Species 

Research Center at the University of 

Minnesota. 
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From the Editor: 
 

Nat King Cole almost had it right. 

We're enjoying the "lazy, hazy, crazy 

days of summer" but minus the "lazy." 

We're busier than ever! 

 
Still, summer is a good time to invite 

guests to tour our labs and see the 
projects underway. In July about 50 

people toured our Duluth labs and 

enjoyed swapping stories about our 

building's previous life as an air defense 

facility during the Cold War. 

 
We also held our first Grand Rapids 

Chamber of Commerce event at our 

Coleraine Labs, highlighting our 

Renewable Energy research and 

minerals processing capabilities. The 

"After Hours" gathering attracted 20 

local business people.  

 
This month, on August 18, we're 

looking forward to visits from state 

legislators and local government 

leaders. Do you want learn more about 

our research? Visit our website or call 

to arrange for a tour. 

 

June Breneman 

Workshop success ties transportation to ‘everything else’ 

  

Most of us don’t have to pay attention 

to the details of moving stuff. But 

transport by trains, planes, trucks and 

ships is a juncture that bumps against 

everything else – natural resources, 

waste management, climate resiliency, 

materials and the environment 
In July, NRRI partnered with the 

Minnesota Department of Transportation 

and the Center for Economic 

Development to host a summer 

workshop that spanned the breadth of 

challenges and opportunities facing 

intermodal logistics. The event was held 

against a backdrop of the great Port of 

Duluth-Superior, by far the largest and 

busiest port on the Great Lakes. This 

freshwater resource connects the 

heartland of the U.S. and Canada to the 

rest of the world, with nearly 900 vessel 

visits each year. 
The workshop, held for the first time 

in Duluth, was sponsored by the 

Transportation Research Board’s 

Committee on Resource Conservation 

and Recovery and three other Board 

committees. NRRI Senior Researcher 

Larry Zanko was in Washington, D.C., in 

2016 when the workshop location was 

being decided. 

“And I raised my hand,” he said. “I 

knew that their focus on resource 

conservation and recovery overlapped 

with what we do here at NRRI. Our 

connections with MnDOT, the University 

of Minnesota, the Port Authority and 

agencies would tie everything together.” 

About 140 people from across the U.S. 

(including one from Japan) from a variety 

of disciplines attended, spoke and 

networked. Those who had never been 
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“Bringing people together, sharing 

innovations, looking to the future… that’s 

the role of NRRI,” said Rolf Weberg, 

NRRI Executive Director. “As the 

population grows and natural resources 

become more stressed, sustainable 

solutions – the topic of this workshop – is 

critical and timely.” 

Importantly, the workshop brought 

together a diverse group of people with 

time to interact over three days to share 

their experiences and approaches to 

solving common problems. 

“I also heard that the workshop and 

events managed to convert introverts to 

extroverts…at least for a couple of days,” 

Zanko added with a laugh. 

Participants in the 2017 Transportation Research Board’s  summer workshop toured the new 

Highway 53 bridge, built to reroute the road for mining expansion.  

to Duluth were impressed by the 

extensive transportation hub, restoration 

efforts underway, natural resources and 

sustainability efforts. 

And everyone’s knowledge was 

stretched. 

“We learned how integral the Soo 

Locks are to our Great Lakes 

transportation systems and the U.S. 

economy,” said Zanko, pointing out 

examples, “and what California is doing 

with high speed rail, and how Delta is 

addressing sustainability. The topics 

generated exciting discussions.” 

Graduate and undergraduate students 

in the University of Minnesota Duluth’s 

Civil Engineering program also presented 

research ranging from pavement materials 

to bike sharing. 

NRRI Manager, External Affairs, June Brene-

man leads a tour of the chemical extractives 
laboratory during the public open house in 

July. 


