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With the growing concern about
the potential invasion of Rhode
Island's freshwater bodies by the Euro-
pean zebra mussel  see the Rhode
Island Sea Giant Fact Sheet "Zebra

Mussel: An Unwelcome Visitor" !,
there has been growing interest in the
native clams and musse,ls that inhabit

Rhode Island' s freshwater lakes and

streams. There are two main reasons

for this concern. First, public familiarity

Elliptio complanata: This is probably
the most common freshwater mussel in
the state. It grows to about 8 centirne-
ters � inch equals 2.54 centimeters! in
length and is found in many streams
and freshwater ponds.

There are close to 300 species
of freshwater clams and

mussels in North America.
Pyganodon cataracta: This is a com-
mon freshwater mussel in rivers and

streams throughout Rhode Island. It
often grows to greater than 10 centime-
ters  cm! in length. It prefers slow-
moving waters and is often found in
stream impoundmen ts.

Thickoniny

Anodonta intplicata: This mussel is
found in coastal freshwater drainages
along the south shore of Rhode Island.
It is similar to P. cataracta in size and

shape, but it has a distinctive shell
thickening at the outer margin.
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with tbe most common native fresh-

water clams and mussels may provide
a basis for comparison that promotes
vigilance for the appearance of any
unusual mollusks. Accurate reports can
then bc made to responsible state offi-
cials, so timely notifications and
appropriate remedial actions can be
taken. Secondly, experience in the
Great Lakes region � an area already
infested by zebra mussels � has shown
that the native mussels can be harmed

or killed by the exotic invader, Cases
have been described in which large
numbers of native mussels were killed

by zebra mussels attaching themselves
to tbe shells of the native mussels and

smothering them, or starving them by
outcompeting them for available food
in the water.

One threat of the zeb

invasion may be the loss of some of
the biodiversity in our freshwater
fauna. The native freshwater bivalves
of North America show the greatest
species diversity of any freshwater
bivalve group in the world. These
bivalves fall under two main catego-
ries: the unionoid clams that are

commonly referred to as freshwater
mussels, and the ' fingernail clams,"
named for their small size and appear-
ance. There are close to 300 species
of freshwater clams and mussels in

North America.
Considerable work was done

in the 19th and early 20th centuries
to describe the numerous species of
freshwater musscls in the United

States, This effort resulted largely
from the mussels' importance as a
fishery product to supply tbe button
industry prior to the introduction of
plastics in the 1920s.

In southern New England,
12 species of unionoid clams and
21 species of fingernail clams have
been reported. Many of the species of
freshwater musscls and clams found in

New England are couunonly found
throughout the freshwater drainages
of the eastern seaboard of the United

States and Canada, Some representa-
tive species that can be found in Rhode
Island are included here.



threads called byssal fibers. Zebra
musseis can colonize sediment sur-

faces by initially auaching to a hard
surface, such as an exposed rock, with
subsequent generations attaching
themselves to the shells of tbe older

musseis. Zebra mussels rarely exceed
2,5 cm in length, and often have
banded markings on their shells.

Sphaerium simile: This fingernail
clam grows to a maximum size of
about 2 cin, is found throughout the
state, and can be locally abundant in
backwaters and slow streams.

Lampsilis radiata: This mussel prefers
the larger rivers and ponds in tbe state,
and is locally abundant in Watuppa
Pond along tbe eastern Rhode Island
border with Massachusetts.

POTENTIAL EXOTIC

FRESHWATER

BIVALVE INVADERS

The native freshwater bivalves are

found in tbe sediments of streams or

lakes. Their shells can be partially
exposed, as in the case of Flliptio or
other freshwater tnussels, or com-

pletely buri~lowing breathing
through tiny sipbons that extend to the
sedunent surface gs in tbe case of the
fingernail clams.

Musculium securis: This is a common

species of fingernail clam that grows to
no more than 0.6 cm and occurs in

many different aquatic habitats,
including temporary "vernal" pools.

One potential
invader to Rhode island's fteshwaters
that also inhabits sediments is
Corbicula j!umi nea � a native of the
Far East. As of 1991, this Asian clam
had established itself in the lower
Connecticut River, causing concern to
Connecticut's state conservation
agency. The Asian clam has a heavier
shell than most native bivalves, grows
to about 2.5 cm in length, and has a
black exterior coat  periostracum! on
the shell.

Zebra mussels, Dreissena
polymorpha, are different from the
native biValVeS and the ASian Clara in

that they tend to settle ou, and encrust,
hard surfaces, such as rocks or
man-made suuctures, by adhesive

Pisidium compressum: This fingernail
clam very rarely exceeds 0.6 cm in
length and is very common in perma-
nent freshwater ponds throughout
Rhode Island.
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