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Mussels come in all shapes and sizes!

Credits for photos for Mussel guide:

L. Subviridis – Green floater – Center for Biodiversity and Conservation of the American Museum 
of Natural History  http://cbc.amnh.org/mussel/    Permission given by Jeanette Bowers of NJDEP
on April 17th, 2012.

Brook Floater, Creeper, Dwarf Wedgemussel, Eastern pearlshell, Triangle floater, Eastern Lampmussel
– Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. Permission given by Ralph Brissetta on 
March 20, 2012.
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You cannot tell a mussel by it’s color. These are all the same species!
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Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Alasmidonta undulata

Up to 3 inches

Subovate

Yellow/green to green/brown 
or black

Light pink to blue/ pink

Shell is smooth and often shiny, 
no rays

Most often in sand and gravel

Threatened in NJ, rare in PA 
and believed extinct in DE

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Up to 5 inches

Ovate

Yellow to yellow/brown

Blue, white, rarley pink

Possibly lines or rays radiating 
from hinge, often confused with 
Tidewater Mucket

Silt and sand, sometimes gravel 
and cobble

Endangered in DE, threatened 
in NJ, rare in PA

22

Yellow Lampmussel
Lampsilis cariosa

Triangle Floater

3

as strengthening streambeds by keeping soils in place 
and providing food and habitat needed by other animals
and plants.

Most importantly, mussels are filter-feeders that “clean”
the water in which they live by removing solids such as 
dirt, algae and other pollutants, much like a sieve. They 
suck water in, trap the solids with sieve-like gills, and 
then release filtered water back into the environment. 
Each mussel filters several gallons of water every day. 
One mussel bed studied in Southeast PA was found to 
remove 26 metric tons (the weight of 5 or more elephants!)
of solids from the water in a single summer season.

Both tanks of water were collected from the same stream source. A few mussels 
were placed in the tank on the right. Within a few hours, the water in the tank 
with mussels is visibly clearer than the tank with no mussels.

Photo courtesy of Virginia Tech website.



Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Alasmidonta undulata

Up to 3 inches

Subovate

Yellow/green to green/brown 
or black

Light pink to blue/ pink

Shell is smooth and often shiny, 
no rays

Most often in sand and gravel

Threatened in NJ, rare in PA 
and believed extinct in DE

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Up to 5 inches

Ovate

Yellow to yellow/brown

Blue, white, rarley pink

Possibly lines or rays radiating 
from hinge, often confused with 
Tidewater Mucket

Silt and sand, sometimes gravel 
and cobble

Endangered in DE, threatened 
in NJ, rare in PA

22

Yellow Lampmussel
Lampsilis cariosa

Triangle Floater

3

as strengthening streambeds by keeping soils in place 
and providing food and habitat needed by other animals
and plants.

Most importantly, mussels are filter-feeders that “clean”
the water in which they live by removing solids such as 
dirt, algae and other pollutants, much like a sieve. They 
suck water in, trap the solids with sieve-like gills, and 
then release filtered water back into the environment. 
Each mussel filters several gallons of water every day. 
One mussel bed studied in Southeast PA was found to 
remove 26 metric tons (the weight of 5 or more elephants!)
of solids from the water in a single summer season.

Both tanks of water were collected from the same stream source. A few mussels 
were placed in the tank on the right. Within a few hours, the water in the tank 
with mussels is visibly clearer than the tank with no mussels.

Photo courtesy of Virginia Tech website.



20

Eastern Pearlshell
Margaritifera margaritifera
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Distinctive
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Habitat

Rarity

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Up to 5 inches

Elongate and subtrapezoidal

Dark olive green to brown

White to pink/purple

The posterior end (see page 10) 
is pointy or blunt

Various substrates especially sand 
in slower flowing water

Endangered in DE, threatened in NJ, 
imperiled in PA

Up to 6 inches

Elongate

Light brown to dark black

White

Banana shaped

Firm sand, gravel or cobble, 
likes cold water

Imperiled in PA, no data for DE or NJ

Ligumia nasuta

Eastern Pondmussel

5

When a suitable fish comes along, the larvae are 
released, and sometimes spit at the fish by the mother 
mussel. Some of the tiny baby mussels clamp onto the 
gills or fins of the host fish, and hitch a ride for a week 
or so while they change (metamorphose) into juveniles 
that look like tiny adults. When ready, the baby mussels 
release from the fish host and sink to the stream bottom 
to begin their long lives in the streambed. Some mussel 
species can live for more than one hundred years.

Every species of mussel depends on a particular species 
of fish. Without the right fish hosts, baby mussels cannot
survive. Anything that is harmful to fish can therefore 
have an impact on mussels.

You can learn more about the importance of mussels 
and local research at www.delawareestuary.org/science_
projects_mussels_restoration.asp.

Fish Host

Adult

JuvenileGlochidium
MUSSEL

LIFE
CYCLE

Illustration by Frank McShane.
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Dwarf Wedgemussel
Alasmidonta heterodon

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Up to 2 inches

Elongate to subtrapezoidal

Yellow/brown, olive/brown
or black/brown

White or bluish white
sometimes with yellow

Wedge-shaped at posterior end

Mud, sand and gravel

Nationally endangered

Elliptio complanata

18

Variable, up to 5 inches long

Subtrapezoidal

Tan to dark brown or black

Pearly pink sometimes purple with 
brown/gold/white

This is our most abundance species 
within the estuary, this species can 
be found in all types of river bottom, 
but is referred to as a “bank climber”

Often fine silt or fine sands but can
be found in clay, mud gravel or cobble

Most common

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

Eastern Elliptio
N

A
TI

ONALLY

ENDANGER
E

D

DON’T TOUCH!

7

Never use freshwater mussels as bait for fishing.

Minimize or eliminate the use of chemicals, pesticides,
and fertilizers in and around your home.

Volunteer and support streamside restoration to plant 
trees, shrubs, and other plants. Healthy forests along 
streams stabilize banks, prevent erosion, and provide 
cooling shade for freshwater mussels during hot 
summer months.

Support projects that restore in-stream habitats for fish 
and promote fish passage, such as dam removal.

Never mow to the edge of a stream on your property.

Do not allow farm animals to trample stream banks or 
the streambed.

Keep structures, brush piles and other disturbances 
away from local waterways, and support protection of 
streamside buffers and wetlands.

Remember – only rain should go down the storm drain!
Dumping oil, trash and anything other than water in a
storm drain will pollute local waterways.

Help with volunteer mussel surveys (see page 11).

Avoid trampling mussels when walking in streams.

What you can do to protect
freshwater mussels

Everything we do on land has an impact on 
clean water in our streams and rivers, and 
the living creatures that depend on them.
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Mussel Identification

Every mussel is precious! As you gain experience and 
become better at spotting live mussels, avoid unnecessary
handling, and watch your step — one species is nicknamed
the “heelsplitter” for a good reason! Plus, scientists 
suspect that trampling by people kills many mussels.

Note that shell colors vary even within a species, and 
often get darker with age. Please consult additional 
references or experts for positive identifications.

Up to 6 inches long

Elongate

Variable; yellow, green, usually
black or brown

White sometimes with a pink or 
coppery color

Long and round, like a cigar, thick
shell at anterior end only

Silt, sand and gravel

Extremely rare in DE, was believed 
locally extinct in PA, but was recently 
discovered at many sites in NJ and PA

Size

Shape

Exterior
Color

Interior
Color

Distinctive
Features

Habitat

Rarity

16

Alewife Floater

Remember: Tread softly and handle minimally

Not abundant.

This animal is in danger of extinction throughout all or a large 
portion of its native territory.

This animal is likely to become an endangered species in the fore-
seeable future throughout all or a large portion of its native territory.

The number of these animals has drastically decreased making 
them rare/uncommon in their native territory.

This animal no longer exists in any part of its native territory.

Rare:

Endangered:

Threatened:

Imperiled:

Extinct:

RA
RI

TY
 D

EF
IN

IT
IO

NS
:

Anodonta implicata

Common Shell Shapes
In searching for and identifying freshwater mussels, it 
is helpful to understand some technical words that 
scientists use for identification purposes.

Elongate

Laterally
Compressed
(end view)

Laterally
Inflated

(end view)

Subtrapezoidal

Subovate

Ovate

Beak Toward Left

Right Valve

Beak Toward Right

Left Valve

RIGHT VALVE VS. LEFT VALVE

9Illustrations by Frank McShane.
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How to Survey Mussels:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Download a data sheet from www.Delawareestuary.org/musselsurvey.

Choose a section of creek to survey. Do not trespass on private property. 
Always walk upstream (against the current), so cloudy water stays 
behind you.

Fill out Section 1 of the data sheet. This section is VERY important. 
If you have a GPS, record a beginning point.

Decide what type of search you will do:

Shoreline Search – Most effective when water levels are low. 
Walk along the shoreline and look for shells that have washed up 
or were discarded by predators.

Wading Survey – Use polarized sunglasses, or a clear bottomed 
bucket or plastic container in shallow waters. This method is better 
than shoreline surveys because you can find live animals more easily.

Look for mussels: If wading, zig-zag to cover the entire bottom. 
Mussels may be visible on the stream bottom, or slightly buried in the 
silt or sand. You may only see a black line, which is the gap between 
their shells. If you find a mussel, search the area to see if there are any 
others, since they tend to congregate.

11

The Partnership for the 
Delaware Estuary (PDE), 
working with watershed 
organizations and academic 
partners, needs your help
in identifying streams that 
have mussels present, as well as those with no mussels 
at all. With trained volunteers, many more stream miles 
can be examined in less time than it would take for PDE 
to cover alone.

Volunteer partners play an important role in helping 
scientists target locations and monitor the health of 
these extremely threatened animals. In some cases, 
scheduled training with PDE scientists and watershed 
professionals can be arranged before volunteers hit the 
streams to ensure a thorough understanding of methods
for finding mussels, proper handling of live mussels, 
species identification, data reporting, and safety.

For more information on the PDE mussel survey volunteer
training, or to report mussel survey results, please see 
www.delawareestuary.org/activities_volunteer_mussels.asp

The Volunteer Mussel
Survey Program
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Eastern Pondmussel

5

When a suitable fish comes along, the larvae are 
released, and sometimes spit at the fish by the mother 
mussel. Some of the tiny baby mussels clamp onto the 
gills or fins of the host fish, and hitch a ride for a week 
or so while they change (metamorphose) into juveniles 
that look like tiny adults. When ready, the baby mussels 
release from the fish host and sink to the stream bottom 
to begin their long lives in the streambed. Some mussel 
species can live for more than one hundred years.

Every species of mussel depends on a particular species 
of fish. Without the right fish hosts, baby mussels cannot
survive. Anything that is harmful to fish can therefore 
have an impact on mussels.

You can learn more about the importance of mussels 
and local research at www.delawareestuary.org/science_
projects_mussels_restoration.asp.

Fish Host

Adult

JuvenileGlochidium
MUSSEL

LIFE
CYCLE

Illustration by Frank McShane.
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