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Atrazine is an herbicide, meaning it kills un-

wanted plants. Atrazine has been found in sur-

face water sources in agricultural areas of North 

America because of pollution. Atrazine may 

have negative effects on aquatic life. The impact 

of atrazine will depend on how sensitive the spe-

cies is to the chemical and how much atrazine is 

in the water. 

Periphyton consists of a group of very small or-

ganisms that grow on surfaces underwater. It is a 

common food source of aquatic snails. When 

there is more periphyton in an aquatic commu-

nity the snail population may grow.  

Atrazine may reduce the growth of phytoplank-

ton (a very small plant). This could allow pe-

riphyton to grow more because it is not compet-

ing with phytoplankton for resources. If there is 

more food for the snails, then the snail popula-

tion could also grow and this could be a bad 

thing if the snails contain parasites that make 

amphibians sick. 

The objectives of the study were to measure the 

effects of atrazine on phytoplankton and pe-

riphyton biomass. If there were any changes the 

researchers could then see how this affected 

growth of the aquatic snail population. 

W hat is this research about? 

Atrazine is a chemical used to kill plants. It 

runs off agricultural fields into water systems 

and may have an effect on aquatic life.  

This study looked at periphyton – a group of 

very small organisms that aquatic snails eat. 

The researchers used test ponds to see how 

different concentrations of atrazine would 

affect the snails and their food source.  

They found that atrazine did not reduce or 

increase growth of periphyton. Without 

changes in periphyton, there were no changes 

in snail populations caused by atrazine.  

W hat you need to know: 

H ow can you use this research? 

This research can be used to help understand the 

effects an herbicide might have on nearby 

aquatic environments.  
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In ponds with the highest concentration of 

atrazine the mass of the macrophytes was lower. 

This means atrazine at the highest concentration 

had an effect on macrophyte growth. The mass of 

the phytoplankton and periphyton was not signifi-

cantly different between the ponds. This means 

the concentration of atrazine did not affect the 

growth of these organisms. No changes were ob-

served in the snail population in response to the 

atrazine. Overall the study did not find that 

atrazine causes more growth of periphyton, and 

therefore no growth in snail populations.  

W hat did the researchers find?  

A bout the Researchers: W hat did the researchers do? 
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A microcosm is a small system representative of 

the real environment. Fifteen experiment ponds 

were used as microcosms in the study. Each pond 

had atrazine added to have an initial concentration 

of 0, 1, 10, 30, or 100 μg/L of atrazine. The low-

est of these concentrations simulate typical con-

centrations in agricultural areas. Macrophytes 

(large aquatic plants), phytoplankton, periphyton 

and cages with snails were put in every pond.  

Some of the snails were released from the cage to 

be free in the pond. 

Over 73 days the researchers measured the mass 

of macrophyte, phytoplankton, and periphyton.  

They also measured the growth and production of 

the snails. 

University of Guelph, Institute for Commu-

nity Engaged Scholarship (2012). The effect 

of the herbicide atrazine on aquatic plant life 

and snail populations. Retrieved from: 

http://hdl.handle.net/10214/3708 

C ite this work: 

rticle citation: A 
Baxter, L.R., Moore, D.L., Sibley, P.K., Solo-

mon, K.R., Hanson, M.L.  (2011).  Atrazine does 

not affect algal biomass or snail populations in 

microcosm communities at environmentally rele-

vant concentrations.  Environmental Toxicology 

and Chemistry. 30, 7, 1689-1696. 

mailto:psibley@uoguelph.ca
http://www.theresearchshop.ca
http://www.catalystcentre.ca
http://www.uoguelph.ca/research/communications/spark/index.shtml
http://www.researchimpact.ca
http://www.researchimpact.ca
http://hdl.handle.net/10214/3708

