WILDLIFE NOTES
Texas Hornshell Mussel
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At one time New Mexico had at
least eight species of native mussels; now we have a remnant population of one species, the Texas
Hornshell (Popenaias popeii).

RANGE
The Texas Hornshell historically
occurred in New Mexico, Texas
and Mexico, but has declined notably throughout its range. It is now
FRQ¿UPHGRQO\LQWKH%ODFN5LYHU
of Eddy County, New Mexico and
SRVVLEO\WKH%LJ%HQGUHDFKRIWKH
5LR*UDQGHLQ7H[DV+RUQVKHOOV
used to be fairly common in the
ORZHU3HFRV5LYHUQHDU&DUOVEDG
DQG5RVZHOOEXWQRZDUHFRQ¿QHG
to a few relict populations in a nine
PLOHVWUHWFKRIWKHORZHU%ODFN
5LYHUZKLFKVWLOOKDVSHUPDQHQW
ÀRZVDQGJRRGZDWHUTXDOLW\7KLV
represents only 12% of the historic
range in the state.

HABITAT
Hornshells typically occur in narrow areas of rivers and streams
ZLWKWUDYHUWLQHEHGURFNDQG¿QH
grained sand, clay or gravel on
the bottom. They prefer undercut
EDQNVFUHYLFHVDQGEDVHVRI
big boulders where the current is
slowed, allowing the mussels to get
a safe foothold and not be washed
away in times of high water.

DESCRIPTION
The Texas Hornshell is a bivalve
PROOXVNPHDQLQJLWORRNVOLNH
a clam with two hard shells.

The outer shell
surface appears
ROLYHJUHHQWRGDUN
brown. They may
grow as long as
7 inches. Inside
there is a muscular
foot for movement,
siphons for water
exchange, gills and
the viscera.

BEHAVIOR
Hornshell mussels live partially
imbedded in mud, sand and
gravel on the bottoms of rivers and streams. Adult mussels
move by thrusts and pulls of the
foot. The slow movements of
mussels stir sediments and help
exchange oxygen between the
sediment and water.

TOP: Hornshell habitat in Black River.
BOTTOM: Adult Hornshell.

DIET/FEEDING
0XVVHOVDUH¿OWHUIHHGHUVE\
VLSKRQLQJDFWLRQWKH\WDNH
bacteria, diatoms, algae, tiny
animals and organic detritus
from the water. They may also
obtain food by using the foot to
sweep up organic and inorganic
particles from the substrate.

pond where they settle in
as juvenile mussels for a
OLIHRI¿OWHUIHHGLQJ
Preliminary research
KDVFRQ¿UPHGJORFKLGLD
RQVHYHQ¿VKVSHFLHVLQ
WKH%ODFN5LYHU*L]]DUG
6KDG5HG6KLQHU5LYHU
Pinhead-sized juvenile mussel has dropped off
&DUSVXFNHU%OXH6XFNHU
¿VKKRVWWREHJLQERWWRPIHHGLQJ3KRWRFRXUWHV\
*UH\5HGKRUVH&KDQof USFWS.
QHO&DW¿VKDQG/RQJHDU
REPRODUCTION
6XQ¿VK
Hornshells and other freshwater
mussels have evolved a fasci7KHRGGVRIJORFKLGLD¿QGLQJ
nating and complex reproductive a host, attaching, landing in a
strategy. The life cycle begins
suitable environment and reachwith males releasing a ball of
ing adulthood are incredibly slim
sperm into the river current. Fe- even in the best environmenmales living downstream inhale
tal conditions. They also have
WKHVHGXULQJWKHLU¿OWHU³IHHGLQJ´ predators such as raccoons,
and eggs are fertilized internally. PXVNUDWVVRPHELUGVWXUWOHV
*UDYLGIHPDOHVDUHIRXQG$SULO
DQG¿VK%XWLIWKH\GRVXUYLYH
through August.
they may live well over 20 years.
In favorable environments, musThe embryos develop in spesel beds can be extremely longcialized portions of the females’
lived, from a few decades to a
gills, growing into tiny creatures
maximum of about 200 years.
called glochidia, about the size
of sand grains. Females release
CONSERVATION
these babies into the current.
The Texas Hornshell represents
7KHJORFKLGLDPXVWWKHQ¿QG
the last remaining native musFHUWDLQ¿VKVSHFLHVWKDWDUHVXLWsel in New Mexico, as all other
DEOHKRVWV0RVWNLGVDUHFRPnative mussels (7 species) have
pletely dependent upon others
been extirpated. There remain
at some point in their growing
only a few thousand Hornshell
up and these mussel babies are
individuals. The decline in freshno exception. If they encounter
water mussel populations in New
WKHULJKW¿VKWKH\FODPSRQWR
Mexico can be directly attributed
gill tissues where they are nourto human actions that modify
LVKHGE\¿VKEORRG+RZHYHU
physical conditions in streams.
since the meeting of Hornshell
JORFKLGLDDQGDSSURSULDWH¿VKLV
,QJHQHUDO¿OWHUIHHGLQJPXVPRVWO\E\OXFNUDUHO\GRHVWKH
VHOVUHTXLUHFOHDQÀRZLQJ
number of glochidia attached to
water. They are very sensitive to
WKHJLOOVGDPDJHD¿VK
$IWHUDIHZZHHNVRIXVLQJWKH
¿VKDVQXUVHU\DQGWD[LWKHWLQ\
JORFKLGLDEHJLQWRORRNOLNHPLQiature mussels. They develop
DIRRWNLFNIUHHRIWKHKRVWDQG
fall to the bottom of the stream/

environmental degradation and
VHUYHDVLQGLFDWRUVRIDTXDWLF
ecosystem health. Habitat modi¿FDWLRQLQWKHIRUPRILPSRXQGments, diversions for agriculture
DQGÀRRGFRQWUROFRQWDPLQDWLRQ
of water from the oil and gas
industry, increased sedimentation from prolonged overgrazing
and loss of native vegetation
KDYHEHHQOLQNHGZLWKWKHGUDVtic decline of many North American mussels. Much of the river
habitat within the historic range
of Texas Hornshell has experienced tremendous increases in
salinity as a result of agricultural
UHWXUQVWRWKHULYHUV*URXQGZDter depletion and exotic species
are further threats to mussel
communities. Mussels may
also be threatened by the loss
RIWKHVSHFL¿FKRVW¿VKIRUWKHLU
glochidia. Over the last century, the decline of many native
¿VKHVDQGHYHQWKHH[WLQFWLRQ
and extirpation of some species,
could have affected Hornshell
numbers. Dams may have preYHQWHGKRVW¿VKPLJUDWLRQV
New Mexico has listed the Texas Hornshell as a state-endangered species since 1983. The
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
FODVVL¿HVWKH7H[DV+RUQVKHOODV
a candidate for federal endangered status. A recovery plan for
the species developed by New
0H[LFR*DPHDQG)LVKFDQ
EHIRXQGDWKWWSZZZZLOGOLIH
state.nm.us/conservation/threatened_endangered_species/
GRFXPHQWV7;+RUQVKHOO5HFRYeryPlanFinal.pdf
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