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Both predator and recycler, water 
mold wipes out thousands of fi sh 
in the Cape Fear and Neuse rivers 
annually.

It also devours entire crops of 
sugar beets and peas in states such 
as Louisiana and Texas.

Water mold – a fungal-like organ-
ism smaller than a piece of dust – is 
one heck of a living thing. For years, 
it was also shrouded in mystery.

That is until University of North 
Carolina Wilmington biology profes-
sor David Padgett and two colleagues 
began studying and documenting 
these hard-to-identify organisms that 
look similar to one another.

Soon, he will publish a book co-
written with two other experts – Terry 
Johnson and Rolan Seymor – who 
have retired. 

Their work will help other scientists 
fi gure out how to stop water mold from 
wreaking havoc on fi sh and certain 
crops.

To date, Dr. Padgett is one of the 
only practicing specialists in water 
mold identifi cation.

He spent his 32-year career study-
ing the organism, identifying and 
classifying 1,000 different types of 
water mold.

“In the case of water molds, no 
one pays attention to them until they 
cause diseases,” said James Rodman, 
program director for Partnerships for 
Enhancing Expertise in Taxonomy 
of the National Science Foundation, 
which awarded Dr. Padgett a grant. The 

soon-to-be-released book, Biology and 
Systematics of the Saprolegniaceae, 
is expected to be available by Jan. 1, 
2006. 

The book is not exactly your typical 
bedtime read.

At 1,283 pages long, it summarizes 
published scientifi c literature on water 
mold dating back to 1760. The book 
measures a foot thick and costs $500, 
according to a UNCW press release.

So why the hoopla?
“If you can’t identify the organism 

that’s causing the problem, you – by 
defi nition – can’t study it, and if you 
can’t study it, you can’t solve the 
problem,” Dr. Padgett said.

Watermold – which reproduces 
either asexually or sexually – can be 

good or bad, depending on where you 
fi nd it.

For developing countries, the effects 
can lead to heavy economic losses.

“Watermolds are closely related 
to the organism that caused the Irish 
potato famine in the late 1800s,” Dr. 
Padgett said.

Freshwater fi sh living in estuaries 
and fi sheries fall prey to the mold, 
which eats them alive.

For example, salmon fi sh farms in 
the Pacifi c Northwest are devastated 
annually. Watermold preys on shrimp 
and crayfish populations in South 
America and Scandinavia.

“They can be wiped out over-
night,” Dr. Padgett said, snapping 
his fi ngers.

On the upside, watermold is also 
considered “nature’s recycler,” he 
said. It decomposes dead leaves and 
berries as well as dead fi sh.

Dr. Padgett’s work is far from done.
With a $742,000 grant from the 

National Science Foundation award-
ed to Dr. Padgett and fellow biology 
professor Craig Bailey, the research 
of watermold genetic relationships 
and classifi cation will continue, ac-
cording to a UNCW press release.

Dr. Padgett will also use the grant, 
awarded in 2003, to train the next 
generation of students to carry on his 
work after he retires in three years, 
the press release stated.

About 20 UNCW undergraduates 
have been involved in this research, 
and another 30 undergraduates are 
expected to take part, according to 
the university.

“Someone needs to be able to 
identify them so we can track how to 
knock them out,” Mr. Rodman said. 

Dr. Padgett exports samples from 
around the globe –mostly tropical 
countries – and brings them to his lab 
at UNCW’s Marine Science Center 
where he feeds them rabbit food, 
dead hemp seeds or snakeskin. As 
they grow, he scrutinizes them under 
a microscope.

Through a microscope, they look 
like tiny white hairs. Those hairs can 
penetrate plant roots and fi sh, often 
killing them. 

Mr. Padgett describes the publish-
ing of his book as the “capstone” of 
his career.

“I’ve got nothing else to prove,” 
he said. “I’m done.”
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David Padgett, a mold researcher at the University of North Carolina 
Wilmington, shows a culture of water mold in his UNCW Center for 
Marine Science laboratory on Wednesday. Dr. Padgett has spent 32 
years identifying various strains of water mold, some of which are 
known to kill fi sh and other forms of life. 
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