
A little invasive algae goes a long way 

 
  
  
  

  
 
Hawaii is at the 
crossroads of the 
Pacific Ocean.  As 
a hub for transpor-
tation, thousands of 
vessels come in and 

out of Hawaii’s ports each year.  Ships 
pose a particular risk to our marine envi-
ronment because invasive marine organ-
isms can lurk in bilge and ballast water 
and cling to ships’ hulls only to be re-
leased upon arrival in Hawaii.  Tourists 
or residents can also move aquatic pests 
by transporting fouled gear or boats be-
tween islands.  One example of this risk 
is invasive algae, which can multiply at 
disastrous rates, threatening the health 
of our living reefs and impacting our 
quality of life. 
 
 Outbreaks of invasive algae create thick 
mats that essentially suffocate our frag-
ile reefs.  Coral reefs depend on sunlight 
to produce food and to grow.  Fast-
growing alien and invasive algae out-
compete the slower growing corals for 
suitable habitat.  Once a coral becomes 
covered with algae it cannot produce 
food and starves. 
 
 One invasive algae has proven espe-
cially problematic in South Maui.  Hyp-
nea musciformis was intentionally intro-
duced to Kaneohe Bay in 1974 for com-
mercial cultivation.  Used in the produc-
tion of many everyday items from ice 
cream to toothpaste it seemed like a 
viable economic opportunity.  As a very 
successful invader, only one small frag-
ment is necessary to start a new popula-
tion.  Unfortunately in only 8 years it 
had spread to other islands. Hypnea 
musciformis is now found on Oahu, Mo-
lokai and Maui. 
 
 Hypnea musciformis comprises nearly 
2/3 of all the algae that drifts onto wind-
ward and leeward beaches of Maui, cre-
ating an unsightly and stinky mess and 
negatively impacting property values as 
well as tourism.  On some coral reefs 
where Hypnea musciformis is found, 
more than 50% of the reef has been 
completely covered. 
 

 Removing these algae once they be-
come established has proven to be very 
difficult.  Maui recently had a trial run 
with a smaller version of the “Super 
Sucker” that has been used in Kaneohe 
Bay.  Essentially an underwater vacuum 
run by a diver, the Super Sucker is in-
discriminate in its harvest, so invasive 
and native algae are collected. After 
being sorted out by hand the native al-
gae are returned. 
 
 Awareness of the problem is an impor-
tant part of stopping the spread of inva-
sive algae.  Any algae, native or alien, 
has the potential for explosive growth if 
transported into a nutrient rich area. 
 
 Remember, it only takes a small piece 
of algae attached to a fishing net, an-
chor, or snorkel gear to start a whole 
new population.  When snorkeling or 
diving, make sure you clean your gear 
with fresh water between sites.  If you 
own a boat, keep a clean ship and sched-
ule regular hull cleanings.  Never dump 
aquarium plants or animals in the ocean 
or in streams; instead check with your 
local pet store to see if they will accept 
them.  Only take what you need when 
fishing.   Many of the popular sport fish 
are algae eaters and are responsible for 
keeping invasive populations in check. 
 

 For more information on invasive ma-
rine algae please check out the Univer-
sity of Hawaii’s website at 
www.botany.hawaii.edu/invasive.    You 
can report unusual algal blooms to the 
Department of Aquatic Resources at 
243-5294. 
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Fast-growing and invasive alien algae threaten the health of reefs.  This picture 
was taken on Maui’s north Shore. 
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