THE MEDITERRANEAN MUSSEL INVASION (Mytilus galloprovincialis) 

IN THE LANGEBAAN LAGOON

By Mike Lodge, West Coast

After arriving in the Langebaan Lagoon by second class ticket in or on iron ore ships, the global alien invader known as the Mediterranean Mussel (Mytilus galloprovincialis) began establishing dense breeding grounds, or beds, on the firmly packed tidal sand beds of the Lagoon centre in 1992. They grow faster than our indigenous mussels (Choromytilus meridionalis & Aulacomya ater) and the rapid spread of the alien has resulted in a decline of these two endemic species ever since.  

Due to the Lagoon being situated in a National Park, this invasion by a non-indigenous species is cause for grave concern.  It must be noted that this alien species had already established itself as the dominant species on the Atlantic rocky shoreline from Lüderitz in the north down to Cape Point by the same year after being identified in that region as early as 1985, the same year that the Park was founded.

The Langebaan Lagoon , recognised as an important palearctic migrant wader summer feeding ground, is registered internationally as a RAMSAR wetlands site and as a BONN migratory birds site.  The conservation of the natural and endemic biota occurring in this area is thus of utmost importance.

The alien is able to overwhelm its indigenous cousins because it grows so rapidly. One of the causes of the increase in food, enabling the Mediterranean Mussel to breed so prolifically is the establishment of mariculture operations and the runoff from fish factories in the Saldanha area since the early 1970’s.  Also ingested are the larvae of many indigenous species, damaging the success rate of broadcast spawners and a subsequent loss of foods for other avian and marine life in the Lagoon. 

An unfortunate spin-off of this rapid growth is the resultant increase in faeces which has polluted the sand beds with organic material and sulphides, leading to smothering and anoxia (lack of oxygen). This makes the beds unsuitable habitat for the endemic mud and sand prawns (Callianassa kraussi & Upogebia africana) as well as the polychaete (Orbinia angrapequensis), the staple food of many waders and other avian and marine life forms.  All this means that the invasion has not simply added to the local diversity, but has replaced many sand-dwelling biota with rocky shores species, as their shells tend to form accommodation for such life forms not normally found on a sandy bottom.

A serious result of the mussel invasion is that the centre banks of the Lagoon are now no longer suitable for migrant waders, instead attracting gulls and African Black Oystercatchers which both rely on larger prey items like mussels and crabs.

South African National Parks, the custodians of the southern two thirds of the Lagoon’s length, have commenced a dredging operation to try and reduce the size of the larger mussel beds in the Lagoon. Targets are a half ton per working day (weather permitting).  Initial removal will require continuous follow-ups if re-establishment is to be minimised.  This is an expensive operation, and is currently paid for by the sale of the gathered mussels to a local processing plant. It is envisaged that at the current rate of removal, the invasion can be well controlled into the future.
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