
An Introduction to Eelgrass
(Vallisneria Americana)    

Eelgrass has a wide-ranging geographic distribution in North America 
in lakes and streams. Eelgrass is a critically important part of the 
submerged aquatic vegetation community. It provides food and 
shelter for many aquatic animals. Over time, for reasons unknown, it 
has declined across much of its  Midwest range.

Eelgrass is extirpated from the Eel River basin except for a remnant 
population in the pool behind the Logansport dam.  This population 
is approximately one acre in size.



Kim Schraitle is a 1st year Master’s student of Biology 
with a Concentration in Conservation at 

Central Michigan University.
A summary of Kim’s  Master’s  project follows.



In collaboration with Central Michigan University, Virginia Tech, 
USFWS, and Ohio EPA, Ecosystems Connections Institute is 
reintroducing native eelgrass into the Eel River in Indiana. Eelgrass, 
along with other native aquatic plants, provides many benefits to 
stream ecosystems including excess nutrient uptake, sediment 
stabilization, and habitat for fish and freshwater mussels. Throughout 
2021, ECI will be monitoring eelgrass survival, environmental 
variables, and biotic populations in the river to determine 
ideal planting locations and the effects of reintroduction.



In the spring of 2020, we started digging 
up tubers,  similar to plant roots, to 
transplant in smaller streams as well as 
smaller growing containers to see if they 
would grow.



We spent the summer  
gathering and planting  
eelgrass in several large 
containers and even an 
old boat. We also 
received some  grass 
from Dr. Sara Sweeten 
Virginia Tech, one of our 
collaborating partners, 
that she had been 
starting and  growing for 
this project.



The light colored 
patch is the 
eelgrass in the 
river. We were 
looking to see if 
we could find it 
flowering. 



These are the 
flowers of the 
eelgrass plant. They 
grow to the top of 
the water where the 
current carries the 
released  pollen from 
the female to be 
picked up by the 
male flower for 
reproduction. 



This is an small 
test plot of the 
eelgrass. This 
picture shows fish 
hanging out in and 
around the 
Eelgrass.



ECI performed three 5-minute 
electrofishing efforts over the  remnant 
eelgrass population in the lower Eel River 
and compared these results to three 5-
minute electrofishing efforts over areas of 
no eelgrass in the same region of the river.  

A total of 53 individual fish and 7 species 
were collected in the control areas (no 
eelgrass) compared to 348 individual fish 
and 25 species over the eelgrass areas. 

What a Difference



Kim  snorkels to look for 
plants that we have 
planted throughout the 
stream. It is not always 
easy to locate the plants 
due to water depth and 
clarity of the water. 



After watching the plants grow  
enough that they were reaching 
the top of the water, along came 
a group of young geese and ate 
them. Was it mentioned that it 
is a favored food for many water 
fowl?



So… we had to devise a 
temporary plan to 
protect them. Since this 
project is in its early 
stages we have a lot 
more research to do 
going forward. 



The Reintroduction of Eelgrass has great 
potential to make the overall stream 
habitat better for a variety of  animals 
including fish, freshwater mussels and 
water fowl.



"I'm looking forward to seeing the eelgrass spread and 
potentially applying this restoration technique on a 
larger scale throughout the Eel River and other rivers in 
the Midwest. It will also be exciting to see fish and 
macroinvertebrates utilizing restored habitat, as well 
as waterfowl and potentially unionids once the 
eelgrass is well-established."

A quote from Kim about her project.
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