
Didymo / Rock Snot  
(Didymosphenia geminata) 

 

Didymo is an alga that 

historically was confined 

to cooler, low-nutrient 

waters. Although be-

lieved to be native to 

North America including 

the Great Lakes region, 

in recent years it has 

been found to occur at 

nuisance levels in nutri-

ent rich streams and riv-

ers expanding its eco-

logical range and toler-

ance throughout the 

world.  

Didymo forms dense 

mats that can be over 6 

inches thick smothering 

streambeds, aquatic 

plants, insects and reduc-

ing fish habitat and food. 

In excess it has the abil-

ity to alter foodweb in-

teractions with macroin-

vertebrates and alter the 

hydraulics of streams 

Currently nuisance blooms 

of Didymo are found in 

nineteen states including 

Idaho, Montana, Colorado, 

South Dakota, Arkansas, 

New York, and West Vir-

ginia. It has not been found 

in Wisconsin. There is a 

non-nuisance population in 

Lake Superior off of the 

coast of Ontario.   

 

A Threat to Wisconsin’s Waters 

A microscopic Didymo cell, seen to 

the right, creates an extracellular 

stalk that forms thick, nuisance 

masses which comprise the clumps 

pictured above. The clumps, often 

mistaken for raw sewage, are yel-

low-brown to white color and have a 

texture that is similar to wet wool, 

not slimy.   

Single cell of Didymo as seen through a microscope  
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and rivers.  

In addition to the afore-

mentioned ecological im-

pacts, Didymo also can 

have regional economical 

impacts. It can clog and 

foul water intakes, hamper 

the use of river water in 

supply systems and de-

crease sport fishing oppor-

tunities.   

Extensive blooms have 

been known to cover sev-

eral miles of water ways, 

making it nearly impossi-

ble to eradicate once it is 

well established.   

Despite the damage done 

by Didymo to other spe-

cies, it does not threaten 

the safety of drinking wa-

ter or produce an offensive 

odor. Overall, it is not con-

sidered a significant hu-

man risk. 

Identifying Didymo 

If Didymo finds its way into 

Wisconsin’s waters it will 

likely be introduced on rec-

reational equipment, such as 

waders or boats brought 

from infested areas.   

Learn how to recognize Di-

dymo and report any sight-

ings immediately by calling 

(715) 365-8998. 



Didymo is a diatom, a single-celled alga that grows an extracellular stalk that is resistant to de-

gradation in streams.  In Colorado, stalks persist up to 2 months, long after the cells are gone.  

The accumulation of these stalks is what you see in the pictures to the left and below.   

Historically, the ideal habitat for Didymo was a clear, cold, nutrient-poor, shallow stream or river 

that received lots of sunshine.  Didymo now thrives in a diverse range of physical and chemical 

conditions. It is found where both phosphorous and nitrogen are in low and high concentrations.  

It may be found in slow or fast moving, shallow or deep waters.  Large nuisance blooms are fre-

quent in rivers below impoundments where flow and temperature are more constant.  Waters that 

are subject to reoccurring large floods are less susceptible to large blooms as scouring floods 

tend to keep nuisance levels down.  

Your help is needed to detect new infestations early to prevent spread throughout the state.  Please become familiar with 

this species and be on the lookout while in the field.  Report any suspect findings!   

If you suspect that you have found Didymo, please contact Laura Herman, University of Wisconsin Extension at 

(715) 365-8998 immediately.   

 

Biology and Habitat 

 

Report It 
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Humans are believed to be the primary vector  spreading Didymo.  An-

glers, boaters and other recreationists can unknowingly spread microscopic 

algae which cling to fishing gear, waders, boots and boats from one water-

body  to another hundreds or thousands of miles away.   

Only one microscopic cell is needed to begin a new infestation. Didymo 

can survive in cool, dark, damp environments for at least 40 days.   

To avoid spreading Didymo, check, clean and dry equipment.   

CHECK: Inspect and remove visible plants, animals, and mud from boats, 

waders, hip boots, and other gear before transporting.  

CLEAN: Drain lake or river water from boats.   If you have any reason to 

believe that you might have come in contact with infested waters scrub 

and soak gear for at least 1 minute in a 2 percent bleach solution 

(approximately 1 cup bleach and 3 gallons of water) or in very hot soapy 

water for 30 minutes.   

DRY: Dry equipment thoroughly.  

Fishermen and others are encouraged to avoid using felt bottom wading 

boots as they remain moist longer and are more likely to harbor Didymo 

cells, other invasive species and viruses than hard rubber soled boots.  If 

you do use felt boots, soak them in hot soapy water for 30 minutes after 

use and allow to dry for 48 hours.    

(photo by Tim Daley) 

Stop the Spread: Check, Clean and Dry  

Don’t Spread Didymo 

♦ Remove plants, mud and water 
from all gear,  

♦ Scrub and soak in very hot soapy 
water for 30 minutes, or 1 cup of 
bleach and 3 gallons of water for 
at least one minute,  

♦ and dry all equipment thoroughly. 


