Saving Our Mussels:
What you can do to help
Retain habitat for mussels

Get advice

ü Retain habitat for mussels by maintaining
natural shorelines, stream meanders, and riffles
and pools. Shorelines and banks should be
stable and not eroding.

ü Get advice from your local conservation
authority, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources
and Fisheries and Oceans Canada before
starting a project near or in the water (e.g.,
constructing a dock, boathouse, or boat launch,
creating or stabilizing a beach, removing aquatic
vegetation, dredging a channel, stabilizing a
shoreline). Find out about:

• Leave aquatic vegetation in place since it helps
stabilize the stream bed. Mussels require stable
stream beds to burrow into and remain anchored
in position. They are unable to quickly move to
new areas if the substrate shifts.
• Leave a vegetated buffer strip along the water's
edge. A vegetated buffer and overhanging
vegetation along streams, rivers, lakes, and
marshes keeps water temperatures from rising
too high. Natural shorelines also maintain water
quality by filtering out pollutants and reducing
erosion. Buffers around drains have the added
benefit of minimizing the need for drain
maintenance.
• Use natural vegetation buffers and storm-water
retention ponds to stabilize shorelines instead of
hardening the shoreline (e.g., gabion baskets).

Best Stewardship Practices
ü If you accidentally pick up a mussel, immediately
put it back in the same place in the same
position. If you don’t know which end was pointed
up, lay it flat on its side. Mussels need to sit in a
certain position in the riverbed, otherwise they will
be unable to breathe, feed or move.
ü Leave mussel shells where you find them. The
shells of dead mussels are an important way for
biologists to determine which species occur (or
used to occur) in a specific area.
ü Help control raccoon populations by ensuring
they cannot get into your garbage or compost.
Raccoons are a major predator of shallow water
mussels. Garbage and compost that is left
accessible to raccoons helps maintain high
raccoon populations, which can significantly harm
mussel populations.

• Best times of the year to do your project to
avoid harm to mussels and their host fishes
during spawning periods and other critical life
stages.
• What types of construction materials are nontoxic and suitable for use near water.
• Effective and appropriate vegetation removal
techniques.
• Methods to prevent erosion and other
unintended damage to mussel habitat.
• What Species at Risk might be living in your
area or be affected by your project.
• Regulations and permitting requirements
applicable to your project.
ü Contact your local Ontario Ministry of Natural
Resources office to learn more about programs
that provide funding and support for communitybased stewardship projects.

Did you know?
Under the Ontario Endangered
Species Act and the federal Species at
Risk Act it is illegal to pick up any
Endangered or Threatened Species at
Risk without a permit. It is also illegal
to collect or even possess the shells of
Species at Risk mussels without a
permit.

Saving Our Mussels:
What you can do to help
Maintain high water quality for mussels
ü Mussels are very sensitive to ammonia, certain
pesticides, other chemicals, and siltation.
Maintain high water quality for mussels by
following these guidelines:
• Use fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides in
ways that minimize effects on water quality.
Rain water transports these chemicals into the
water, impairing water quality and causing
unintended harm to aquatic species.
Fertilizers, especially phosphorus, can cause
algae blooms. You can minimize the impacts of
fertilizer use by altering the timing of
application (avoiding wet periods in spring and
fall), changing the type of fertilizer you use
(non-phosphorous based) and modifying the
rate of application (use only what is needed
based on soil tests).
• If you have a septic system, make sure the
tank is pumped out on a regular basis.
Maintain shrubs or trees in the area between
your septic system and the water. Plants help
absorb some of the nutrients that pass through
your septic system.
• Establish adequate manure collection and
storage systems to avoid accidental spills and
winter-spreading of manure. Develop and
implement a Nutrient Management Plan.
• Don’t dump chemicals down storm drains. In
most municipalities, storm water does not go
through any treatment processes before it is
released into local lakes and streams.
• Take your unwanted pharmaceuticals back to
pharmacies rather than throwing them in the
garbage or down your drain. We do not yet
know the effects these drugs have on wild
animals. Long term exposure to minute
quantities of pharmaceuticals may also have
harmful effects on human health.
• Report spills or suspected pollution problems
to appropriate authorities immediately.

• Ensure all chemical mixing and tank refilling,
vehicle refueling, and vehicle maintenance is
done at least 50 m away from waterbodies,
well heads and septic systems to minimize the
risk of spills.
• Install effective sediment and erosion control
measures before starting work on bridges,
culverts, drains, and streamside trails or roads
to reduce the amount of sediment released into
waterbodies. Inspect these control measures
regularly and make all necessary repairs if any
damage occurs.
• Water from tile drains is often loaded with fine
sediments, which can clog the gills of mussels
and affect their food supply by reducing the
amount of sun light available for aquatic plants.
Install a sediment sand trap (a strategically
placed deep spot) in your drain to remove
some of the fine sediment and to reduce the
frequency and scale of drain clean outs.
• Ensure that any vehicles that will be used in or
near water are clean (i.e., do not have oil,
grease, or other pollutants on the body) and
are not leaking any fluids.
• Keep livestock and vehicles out of streams and
away from shorelines. Install alternative
watering sources for livestock or a water
crossing if necessary. The movement of
livestock and vehicles in waterways churns up
riverbeds, which damages and destroys
mussel habitat, and can also accidentally
trample and kill mussels.
ü Municipalities and industrial facilities:
• Keep wastewater treatment facilities functioning up to specifications to minimize the amount
of ammonia, nutrients, and chemicals
released. Upgrade to better systems whenever
possible
• Review stormwater management systems for
quantity and quality control and make
appropriate improvements. Use settling ponds
to remove sediment before releasing storm
water into waterways.

Saving Eastern Pondmussel:
The Eastern Pondmussel (Ligumia nasuta) is a
medium-sized freshwater mussel that grows to a
length of 7 cm. The thin, but strong, shell is long,
elliptical, and compressed with a distinctive bluntly
pointed posterior end.
The life cycle of Eastern Pondmussel follows the
general cycle of most mussels. Spawning occurs
during late summer. Males release sperm into the
water and females siphon it out of the water and
filter it with their gills. The eggs are fertilized and
brooded over the winter in a special area of the
gill (marsupium) where they develop into larvae
(glochidia). Once released, the following spring,
glochidia require a suitable host on which they
become encysted and feed. The host species for
Eastern Pondmussel has not been identified but is
likely a fish since the glochidia do not have hooks.
The glochidia remain on the host for several
weeks until they develop into juveniles, at which
time they drop off and bury in the sediment. They
remain buried until sexual maturity, which is
estimated to be between 6 and 12 years.

Do you live near Eastern
Pondmussel?
In Canada, the Eastern Pond Mussel only
occurred in the Great Lakes region, in lakes St.
Clair, Erie and Ontario and their connecting
channels and tributaries. It was once one of the
most common freshwater mussels in Ontario but
scientists believe that it has been lost from over
90% of its historical range in Canada. Today it
only remains in the delta area of Lake St. Clair (in
the transition zone between wetlands and open
water) and in a tributary of the St. Lawrence River.
The Eastern Pondmussel prefers the sheltered
areas of lakes or slow streams where bottom
substrates are fine sand or mud and water depths
are less than 4.5 m.

Did you know?
Since the mid-1980s, over 90% of the area
once occupied by the Eastern Pondmussel
has become infested with Zebra Mussels.

Status: Endangered
The Eastern Pondmussel is protected federally under
the Species At Risk Act, and provincially under the
Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA), 2007. It is
illegal to kill, harm or collect the species, or to destroy
its habitat in Ontario. Additional protection is afforded
through the federal Fisheries Act.
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Field tips
ü Medium to large in size (average 70 mm)
with a long, elliptical, compressed shell
ü Posterior ridge is well-developed, distinct
and angled near the beak; posterior end
is bluntly pointed
ü Anterior end is rounded; ventral margin
broadly curved
ü Females have a swelling along the
posterior ventral margin; lacking in males
ü Beaks are located in the anterior quarter
of the shell and are low and slightly raised
above the hinge line
ü Shell surface is rough with concentric
wrinkles and visible lines of growth
ü Juveniles are yellowish or greenish black
with narrow green rays at posterior end
ü Adults are dark brown or black

Saving Fawnsfoot:
The Fawnsfoot (Truncilla donaciformis) is a small, oval
to triangular freshwater mussel with a prominent
posterior ridge. The Fawnsfoot’s small size and large
chevron-shaped markings make it easy to distinguish
from all other Canadian freshwater mussel species.
The Deertoe (Truncilla truncata) may also have
chevron markings, but the markings are much finer.
The Deertoe is up to twice as large as the Fawnsfoot
and has a sharply angled posterior ridge.
The life cycle of the Fawnsfoot is believed to follow the
general life cycle of most mussels. The host fish for
Canadian populations have not been conclusively
identified, but are probably the Freshwater Drum
(Aplodinotus grunniens) and Sauger (Sander
canadensis). The Fawnsfoot’s method of attracting a
host is unknown, but females of the closely related
Deertoe will open their valves and expose the bright
white, swollen marsupia (which contains the glochidia)
when attacked by a fish. Freshwater Drum is known to
eat mussels; the glochidia would be released into the
mouth of the fish when the marsupia is eaten, and
would have a chance to attach to the gills as they
pass through. The Fawnsfoot likely uses the same
strategy to get its larvae attached to the right host.
Although the time for a Fawnsfoot to grow to maturity
is unknown, the average age of maturity for similar
species is 6-12 years. Fawnsfoot live up to 20 years.

Status: Endangered
The Fawnsfoot is protected provincially under
the Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA),
2007. It is illegal to kill, harm or collect the
species, or to destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional protection is afforded through the
federal Fisheries Act.

Field tips
ü Shell is oval to rectangular in shape,
smooth and moderately thick
ü Prominent posterior ridge
ü Posterior ridge is rounded and
flattened dorsally
ü Beaks are full, located near the centre
of the dorsal margin, and slightly
elevated above the hinge line
ü Beaks have three to eight fine bars:
first bar is concentric, the others are
weakly double-looped
ü Shell is yellow to greenish in colour
with dark green V-shaped or chevron
markings
ü Average length of adults is 35 mm;
maximum length is 45 mm

Do you live near Fawnsfoot?
In Canada, the Fawnsfoot occurs only in southern
Ontario but has disappeared from much of its former
range. It is currently only found in several areas of the
lower Thames River and at single sites in the St. Clair
River delta. The populations are widely separated,
which would prevent sperm from travelling between
populations, but the probable host fish will travel long
distances in a single year, enabling the glochidia to
travel between populations as well as to new areas.
The Fawnsfoot is generally found in areas of
moderate to low flowing water in the lower portions of
medium to large rivers. It usually inhabits shallow
waters (one to five metres deep) with sandy or muddy
bottoms. In Ontario, it is usually found on fine sand or
gravel substrates. Adults reside at the substrate
surface in the summer but may burrow in the winter.

Did you know?
The Thames River population is likely
the largest remaining known population
in Canada.

Saving Hickorynut:
The Hickorynut (Obovaria olivaria) is one of two
species of the genus Obovaria that occur in Canada.
The other species is the Round Hickorynut (O.
subrotunda), which is also a species at risk. This
species is easily distinguished from other mussels in
Canada by its medium-sized, nearly oval shell and the
placement of the beak far back on the anterior edge.
The closely related Round Hickorynut has a nearly
round shell with beaks near the middle of the hinge
line.

Status: Endangered

The life cycle of Hickorynut follows the general cycle
of most mussels. After the eggs are fertilized, female
Hickorynut are thought to brood their fertilized eggs in
the marsupia over the winter. The host species for
Hickorynut is the Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser
fulvescens), also a species at risk in Ontario. The
glochidia remain on the host for several weeks until
they develop into juveniles, at which time they drop off
and bury in the sediment. They remain buried until
sexual maturity which is estimated to be between 6
and 12 years.

ü Easily distinguished from other
mussels by its almost oval shape
ü Shell is thick, green to yellowish
brown, becoming dark brown in old
individuals
ü Juveniles often have thin greenish
rays on their shells
ü Most individuals are less than 75 mm
long; maximum length in Canada is
100 mm
ü Beaks near the anterior edge of the
shell, curved inward and elevated well
above the hinge line

Like other freshwater mussels, Hickorynuts live partly
to almost completely buried in the river bottom, with
only the siphons exposed. Because of its heavy shell
and rounded shape, the Hickorynut is more limited in
its ability to crawl through substrates than mussels
that have tapered shells and is likely more sedentary
than other mussel species.

Do you live near Hickorynut?
In Ontario, it is currently known to occur in the Ottawa
River and the Mississagi River (northern Lake Huron).
It may occur in other large rivers that flow into Lake
Huron and Lake Superior that have Lake Sturgeon.
Historically, it is known to have been in western Lake
Erie, Lake St. Clair, and the Detroit and Niagara
rivers. Industrial pollutants likely led to the decline of
sturgeon and the disappearance of Hickorynut from
the Niagara River. The invasion of Zebra and Quake
mussels, combined with industrial pollutants and the
decline in its host, likely caused its disappearance
from the Detroit River, Lake Erie, and Lake St. Clair.
The Hickorynut lives mainly in large, deep (more than
2 m) rivers with steady, moderate to strong currents,
and sandy substrates.

The Hickorynut is protected federally under the
Species At Risk Act, and provincially under the
Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA), 2007. It
is illegal to kill, harm or collect the species, or to
destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional
protection is afforded through the federal
Fisheries Act.

Field tips

Did you know?
Since the host species, Lake Sturgeon,
are long lived, they eventually develop
resistance to the Hickorynut’s larvae.
Many Ontario sturgeon populations are
mainly made up of old fish, making it
more difficult for the Hickorynut to
successfully produce a new generation
of adults.
Surveys for Hickorynut have to be done
by SCUBA divers because they live on
the river bottom.

Saving Kidneyshell:
The Kidneyshell (Ptychobranchus fasciolaris) is a
medium to large-sized freshwater mussel that grows
up to 13 cm long in Ontario, but most individuals are
less than 10 cm long.
The life cycle of the Kidneyshell is believed to follow
the general cycle of most mussels. The Kidneyshell,
however, has a specialized method of delivering
glochidia designed to increase the likelihood of
encountering a suitable host (Blackside Darter, Fantail
Darter, and Johnny Darter). The glochidia are
released in mucous encased packages (conglutinates)
that resemble either fish fry (complete with eye spots),
or benthic invertebrates such as chironomids. The
host species eat fish fry and benthic insects, so these
forms stimulate the feeding instincts of the host
causing it to take the conglutinates into its mouth
where the conglutinates rupture, releasing glochidia in
close proximity to the gills. The hookless glochidia
clamp onto the gills of the host and become
encapsulated in a fluid filled sac where they are
nourished by the host until they metamorphose and
break free, settling to the substrate to begin life as
free-living juveniles. They remain buried until sexual
maturity, which is estimated to be between 6 and 12
years.

Status: Endangered
The Kidneyshell is protected federally under the
Species At Risk Act, and provincially under the
Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA), 2007. It
is illegal to kill, harm or collect the species, or to
destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional
protection is afforded through the federal
Fisheries Act.
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Field tips

Do you live near Kidneyshell?

ü

In Canada, it is historically known only from southern
Ontario, where it has been found in the Grand,
Thames, Sydenham, Ausable, Welland, Niagara and
Detroit rivers, as well as Lake Erie and Lake St. Clair.
This species has disappeared from about 70% of its
historical range in Ontario. It is now limited to the
Sydenham and Ausable rivers with a few specimens
in the Lake St. Clair delta.

ü

The Kidneyshell is most often found in small to
medium-sized rivers and streams, where it prefers
shallow areas with clear, swift-flowing water and firmly
packed sand and gravel substrates. It is rarely found
in either large rivers or headwater creeks, but has
been found on gravel shoals in Lake Erie and Lake
St. Clair. It is usually found buried deep in the
substrate and is often found near beds of American
Water-willow (Justica americana), a threatened
aquatic plant.

ü
ü
ü
ü
ü

ü

Distinguished from other mussels by its
elongated, yellow to brown shell
Wide, interrupted green rays that look like
squarish spots
Medium to large mussel with a maximum
length of approximately 13 cm
Shell is solid, heavy and compressed, and
may have a humped shape in old individuals
Anterior end is rounded and the posterior
end is bluntly pointed
Old individuals may be dark brown and
rayless
Outside of shell is unsculptured except for
coarse growth rests and a roughened
posterior slope
The more common Spike (Elliptio dilatata)
can be distinguished from old, rayless
Kidneyshells by its longer shape and its
heavy beak sculpture

Saving Mapleleaf Mussel:
The Mapleleaf Mussel (Quadrula quadrula) is a
medium to large-sized freshwater mussel that grows
to length of 12cm. Its heavy shell has two bands of
raised, warty bumps (nodules) radiating in a V-shape
from the beak to the ventral margin. In Ontario, the
only mussel that the Mapleleaf Mussel could be
confused with is the Pimpleback (Quadrula
pustulosa). The Mapleleaf Mussel’s nodules are
restricted to 2 bands whereas the Pimpleback’s are
scattered and more uniformly distributed. The
Mapleleaf Mussel is square shaped; Pimpleback is
rounded in outline.
The life cycle of Mapleleaf Mussel follows the general
cycle of most Unionidae mussels. The Mapleleaf
Mussel only broods its glochidia for a short time (late
spring to early summer) before releasing them in
small, white, lance-head-shaped, conglutinates.
Channel Catfish (Ictalurus punctatus) and Flathead
Catfish (Pylodictus olivaris) are known hosts for the
glochidia. The conglutinate bursts and releases the
glochidia when the host fish attempts to eat it. The
hookless glochidia clamp onto the gills of the host
where they are nourished by the host for several
weeks until they metamorphose into juveniles. Then
they drop off and bury in the sediment and remain
there until sexual maturity, which is estimated to be
between 3 and 10 years.

Do you live near Mapleleaf Mussel?
In Canada, the Mapleleaf Mussel is restricted to the
Red River drainage (Manitoba) and the Great LakesSt. Lawrence watershed (Ontario). The Great LakesWestern St. Lawrence population is confined to larger
rivers draining into Lake St. Clair and Lake Erie
including the Sydenham, Ausable, Grand and Thames
rivers. Historically, it was also found in Lake Erie, Lake
St. Clair, and the Niagara and Detroit rivers. Overall,
this mussel has disappeared from nearly 50% of its
former range in Ontario.
The Mapleleaf Mussel occurs in a variety of habitats
ranging from medium to large rivers with slow to
moderate current, lakes and reservoirs in mud, sand,
or gravel substrates. In Ontario they are typically
found in medium to large rivers in firmly packed
coarse gravel and sand to firmly packed clay/mud
substrate.

Status: Threatened
The Mapleleaf Mussel is protected provincially
under the Ontario Endangered Species Act
(ESA), 2007. It is illegal to kill, harm or collect
the species, or to destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional protection is afforded through the
federal Fisheries Act.

Field tips
ü Thick, square-shaped shell with one
squared end and one rounded end
ü Can reach 125 mm in length, 100 mm
in height and 50 mm in width
ü Raised nodules form a v-shape from
the beak to the ventral margin,
separated by a shallow groove
ü The ventral margin has a rounded
notch between the rows of nodules
ü Small beak, only slightly raised above
the hinge line
ü Annual growth lines obvious and well
defined
ü Young specimens are yellowish green
to light brown and older specimens are
greenish brown to dark brown

Did you know?
Mapleleaf Mussel can be long lived;
specimens up to 64 years old have been
found in Manitoba!

Saving Salamander Mussel:
The Salamander Mussel (Simpsonaias ambigua),
formerly known as Mudpuppy Mussel, is a small-sized
freshwater mussel that grows to a length of 5 cm. The
Salamander Mussel is the only mussel whose host is
not a fish – it uses a salamander: the Mudpuppy
(Necturus maculosus).
The life cycle of Salamander Mussel follows the
general cycle of most mussels. Once released, the
glochidia must attach to the external gills of the
Mudpuppy where they become encysted and undergo
a short life as a parasite, feeding on the Mudpuppy’s
body fluids. The glochidia have large, well-developed
hooks with microscopic spines on the edges of their
valves that penetrate the host’s skin, helping it
become securely attached. The glochidia remain on
the host for several weeks until they develop into
juveniles, at which time they drop off and bury in the
sediment. They remain buried until sexual maturity
which is estimated to be between 2 to 5 years.

Do you live near Salamander Mussel?
The Salamander Mussel was historically known in 14
states and the Province of Ontario. In Canada, it was
historically known from the Detroit, Sydenham and
Thames rivers although it is now restricted to 4 sites
within a 50 km stretch of the East Sydenham River,
where it appears to be reproducing. During a 1998
survey a single fresh valve was found on the Thames
River in the city of London. However, no other
evidence of the species has been found in the
Thames River since then, despite extensive mussel
surveys.
The Salamander Mussel is found in all types of clear,
freshwater habitat, including creeks, streams, rivers
and lakes. It is most often found burrowed in sand or
silt under large, flat rocks in shallow areas with swift
current, although it can also be found in mud and on
gravel bars. Habitat is dependent on areas that meet
the nesting and sheltering requirements of its larval
host, the Mudpuppy. When larvae have transformed
into juvenile mussels they are likely released into the
hiding place of the Mudpuppy, creating large clusters
of up to several hundred Salamander Mussels in one
area.

Status: Endangered
The Salamander Mussel is protected federally
under the Species At Risk Act, and provincially
under Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA),
2007. It is illegal to kill, harm or collect the
species, or to destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional protection is afforded through the
federal Fisheries Act.

Field tips
ü Shell is thin, fragile, oval to elliptical in
shape, and considerably elongated
ü Thicker at the anterior than the
posterior end
ü Shell is rounded at both ends while
top and bottom edges are nearly
parallel
ü The beak (raised part at the top of the
shell) is slightly swollen and
sculptured with 4 to 5 double-looped
ridges
ü Maximum shell length is about 50 mm
ü Shell is yellowish tan to dark brown
with no markings

Did you know?
Since the Salamander Mussel is only
found in a short stretch of a single
river, one catastrophic upstream event
(e.g., a chemical spill) could wipe out
the entire Ontario population.

Saving Round Hickorynut:
The Round Hickorynut (Obovaria subrotunda) is a
freshwater mussel that grows to a maximum length of
about 60 mm in Canada. It is easily distinguished from
other Canadian mussel species by its almost perfectly
round shape with prominent, centrally located beaks.
It has prominent growth rings but is otherwise smooth.
The shell is solid dark brown (growth rings may look
dark), often with a band of lighter coloration along the
posterior slope. Very young individuals may have
darker rays. Females are much smaller than males.
The Pimpleback (Quadrula pustlosa) can look similar
but it has a bright golden yellow shell and usually, but
not always, has knobbly bumps on its shell.
The life cycle of Round Hickorynut follows the general
cycle of most mussels. Spawning occurs during late
summer. The eggs are fertilized in the marsupium
where they are brooded until the following summer
(July or August in Canada). The host fish for Canadian
populations have not been conclusively identified, but
are probably the Greenside Darter (Etheostoma
blennioides) and the Eastern Sand Darter
(Ammocrypta pellucida), an Endangered species in
Ontario. The Round Hickorynut’s method of attracting
a host is unknown, but it does not appear to use an
active lure.

Do you live near Round Hickorynut?
Round Hickorynut has been lost from approximately
90% of its former range in Canada. Most populations
in the United States are also in decline. It is still found
in the Sydenham River, but its populations have
dropped dramatically and it may not be reproducing
there. The only large population left in Canada is in
the shallow areas of the Lake St. Clair delta near
Walpole Island, but this population is also threatened
by Zebra Mussels.
The Round Hickorynut lives mainly in medium-sized to
large rivers but is also found in shallow lake delta
regions. It prefers rivers with steady, moderate flows,
and sand and gravel bottoms at depths of up to 2 m.
However, in Ontario and southeastern Michigan it has
mainly been found in murky, low-gradient rivers with
clay/sand or clay/gravel substrates. In Lake St. Clair, it
currently occupies shallow (<1 m) nearshore areas
with firm, sandy substrates.

Status: Endangered
The Round Hickorynut is protected federally
under the Species At Risk Act, and provincially
under the Ontario Endangered Species Act
(ESA), 2007. It is illegal to kill, harm or collect
the species, or to destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional protection is afforded through the
federal Fisheries Act.

Field tips
ü Easily distinguished from other
mussels by its almost perfectly round
shape
ü Shell is thick, and dark brown with a
band of lighter colouration along the
posterior-dorsal surface
ü Maximum length in Canada approximately 60 mm
ü Centrally located beak curved inward
and elevated well above the hinge line

Did you know?
The introduction and spread of the
Zebra Mussel resulted in the loss of the
Round Hickorynut from most of its
former range in the Great Lakes, and
has put the population in the Lake St.
Clair delta at risk.

Saving Round Pigtoe:
The Round Pigtoe (Pleurobema sintoxia) is a thick
shelled mussel with a rounded anterior end and a
squared off or bluntly pointed posterior end. The
dorsal margin (hinge line) is nearly straight and the
ventral margin (the side that opens) is gently curved.
Juveniles have a smooth greenish-brown, light brown
or reddish-brown shell with distinct green rays. The
rays fade as the mussel ages. Adults are chestnut or
dark brown, sometimes almost black. The shell is
rough with concentric growth lines. The appearance of
the Round Pigtoe varies with its habitat. The river form
of the Round Pigtoe is compressed, flattened, and
usually somewhat rectangular, but can also be oval or
elongated. Its beak is compressed, slightly thicker
than the rest of the shell, projects only slightly above
the ridge line and has a few coarse, irregular, upwards
curving ridges. . It is a medium- to large-sized mussel
with a maximum length of 120 mm. The similar
looking Wabash Pigtoe (Fusconia flava) has a lower,
more centrally located beak, and a deeper furrow
extending from the beak to the edge of the shell, but it
is difficult to distinguish between these species based
on outer appearance. Pregnant female Wabash
Pigtoe have orangish glochidial packets; Round
Pigtoes have white packets. The Great Lakes form of
the Round Pigtoe is smaller (rarely over 75 mm long)
and more inflated, with a full, thick beak that projects
forward well beyond the hinge line. This form is similar
to the Hickorynut, but is duller, flatter, and less likely to
have coloured rays.
The life cycle of Round Pigtoe is follows the general
cycle of most mussels. Spawning occurs from May to
late July. The Round Pigtoe only broods its glochidia
for a short time (up to 3 months) before releasing
them. It’s method of attracting a host is unknown, but
its white glochidial packets may resemble the
invertebrates that the fish hosts would eat. Fish hosts
include Spotfin Shiner (Cyprinella spiloptera),
Northern Redbelly Dace (Phoxinus eos), Bluntnose
Minnow (Pimephales notatus) and Bluegill (Lepomis
macrochirus). The lifespan is unknown, but other
closely related mussels live over 30 years.

Did you know?

Status: Endangered
The Round Pigtoe is protected federally under
the Species At Risk Act, and provincially under
the Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA),
2007. It is illegal to kill, harm or collect the
species, or to destroy its habitat in Ontario.
Additional protection is afforded through the
federal Fisheries Act.

Field tips
ü
ü
ü
ü
ü
ü

A medium to large freshwater mussel, up to
120 mm long in rivers, almost always less
than 75 mm long in the Great Lakes;
Somewhat rectangular in shape but may
vary with habitat type;
River form has compressed and slightly
elevated beak, extending slightly beyond the
hinge line;
Lake form inflated, with full beaks that
extend well beyond the hinge line.
Shell is relatively thick and solid with a
roughened surface and concentric growth
lines;
Juveniles tan with green rays, darkening to
plain, deep reddish brown or black with age

Do you live near Round Pigtoe?
The Round Pigtoe has disappeared from over
54% of its Canadian range. The healthiest
population is in the Sydenham River, where it is
rare but still reproducing. Small populations that
are not reproducing are still found in the Thames
and Grand rivers, and the Lake St. Clair delta.
In small rivers, this species can be found in or
downstream of riffle areas of moderate flow on
substrates of gravel, cobble and boulder. In
larger rivers, it is usually found in mud, sand and
gravel, in areas over 3 m deep but it sometimes
lives on shallow sand or gravel bars. In Lake St.
Clair, it is found in shallow (<1m deep) areas
with a firm sandy bottom.

Muskrats are much less likely to eat Round Pigtoe than other
mussels because the Round Pigtoe’s heavy shell is difficult to open.

Saving Snuffbox:
The Snuffbox (Epioblasma triquetra) has a solid, thick
shell with a high and sharply-angled ridge. The
Deertoe (Truncilla truncate) usually has v-shaped
zigzag markings. The Elktoe (Alasmidonta marginata)
is much larger (up to 100 mm long) and thin shelled
with broad green rays and dark green dots.
The life cycle of Snuffbox is follows the general cycle
of most mussels. Logperch (Percina caprodes) and
Blackside Darter (P. maculata) are known host
species in Ontario but other hosts may also exist. In
May or June, when the glochidia are ready to be
released, the female gapes just enough to
accommodate a small fish’s snout. Logperch turns
over stones and mussels to find food and is likely to
stick its snout into the open mussel. When it does, the
mussel clamps onto the fish, uses its mantle to form a
gasket around the fish’s head, pumps the glochidia
into the fish’s mouth, then lets the fish go. The
Snuffbox has sharp points on the edges of its shell
that help prevent the fish from escaping until it is
released. The Logperch’s long, reinforced snout
enables it to survive the mussel’s grip. Weaker skulled
fish are often fatally crushed, but the glochidia may
become attached to the gills of fish that approach to
investigate the trapped fish’s thrashing. The glochidia
remain on the host for 3 to 6 weeks, depending on
water temperature, then they drop off and bury in the
sediment, where they remain for several years until
they become adults.

Do you live near Snuffbox?
Snuffbox has disappeared from 60% of the rivers and
streams in North America that it used to occur in. The
remaining populations throughout its range are small
and geographically isolated. In Canada, the Snuffbox
is now restricted to a 50 km stretch of the East
Sydenham River and to an unknown portion of the
Ausable River.
Snuffbox is typically found deeply buried in clean,
clear, swift-flowing riffle/run areas in small- to mediumsized streams and rivers with coarse, silt-free
substrates consisting of combinations of sand, gravel,
stone, cobble and boulder. The Snuffbox is usually
found entirely buried in the substrate, or with only the
posterior slope exposed. As it usually burrows into the
substrate, it may be particularly sensitive to siltation.

Status: Endangered
The Snuffbox is protected federally under the
Species At Risk Act, and provincially under the
Ontario Endangered Species Act (ESA), 2007. It
is illegal to kill, harm or collect the species, or to
destroy its habitat in Ontario. Additional
protection is afforded through the federal
Fisheries Act.
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Field tips
ü Shell is solid and thick, top and bottom edges
are nearly parallel
ü Males are triangular-shaped and up to 70 mm
long with a slightly curved ventral margin (the
side that opens)
ü Females are smaller (up to 60 mm long) and
much more inflated than males, have a
straight ventral margin and a longer, more
pointed posterior end
ü Swollen and sculptured beak (the raised part
at the top of the shell) with three or four faint
double-looped ridges
ü Shell is smooth, yellowish to yellow green and
with numerous dark green rays that may
resemble dripping paint.

You can watch videos of Snuffbox &
Northern Riffleshell catching fish!
www.unionid.missouristate.edu/gallery/
epioblasma/

