
Aquatic Invasive Species Quick Guide 

Chinese Mystery Snail (Cipangopaludina chinensis Reeve) 

Description: Chinese mystery snails are often large, up to nearly 3 inches tall. 

Shells are typically dark brown, and may have some dark vertical ridges near the 

opening. The lowermost whorl of the shell is usually much wider than the rest of 

the shell. At the opening of the shell, a thick, hardened plate called an operculum 

is able to seal the shell against predators or harmful chemicals in the water.  

Chinese mystery snails are capable of grazing algae from surfaces and  

filter-feeding on suspended algae particles. 

Dispersal Vectors: Native to eastern Asia, Chinese mystery snails were first  

imported to the U.S. in the late 1800s as a food item in oriental markets. It is  

believed that some people may have “seeded” these snails into local waterways for 

later harvest. Chinese mystery snails are also introduced to water gardens for the 

purpose of clarifying the water and grazing algae from hard surfaces. At any time 

during summer and fall, each female may contain dozens of small snails at different 

stages of development. She occasionally gives birth to small batches of live young, 

complete with shells. 

The Chinese mystery snail can be 

nearly 3 inches tall.  

Chinese mystery snails have a tough 

plate called an operculum covering  

the shell opening.  

North American Distribution: Scattered across North America, but they are 

most abundant in the eastern and central United States. 

Ecological Impacts: Chinese mystery snails likely compete for food and resources 

with native snails and other grazers or filter-feeders. Some research studies  

suggest that impacts to native species may be insignificant. Chinese mystery snails 

serve as a secondary host for a trematode parasite that has been killing large  

numbers of waterfowl in the Midwestern U.S. Some larger animals like turtles or 

muskrats may occasionally feed on Chinese mystery snails. 

Control Options: Manual removal of Chinese mystery snails remains the only  

effective method of control. Of course, the effect on the population depends on the 

number removed and the total population size. These snails prefer mucky, organic 

sediments, so manual removal is likely to be a difficult option in many areas. 

Chemical control efforts tend to be unsuccessful and have unintended consequences 

to native snails and/or other animals. Chinese mystery snails can seal up their shells 

with their operculum, protecting them from unfavorable conditions like chemical  

pesticides. Most North American snails do not have this ability and would be harmed. 

Additional Information: 

Dillon, R. T. Jr., M. Ashton, M. Kohl, W. Reeves, T. Smith, T. Stewart & B. Watson 2013. The freshwater gastropods of 

    North America. http://www.fwgna.org.  

Global Invasive Species Database. Bellamya chinensis. 

     http://www.issg.org/database/species/ecology.asp?si=1812&fr=1&sts=sss&lang=EN 

Photo credit: Paul Skawinski 

This Quick Guide is part of a series on aquatic invasive species, and may be reproduced for educational purposes. Visit us at 

www.uwsp.edu/uwexlakes/clmn or www.goldensandsrcd.org/our-work/water to download this series of handouts. 

Developed by Golden Sands Resource Conservation & Development (RC&D) Council, Inc. as part of an aquatic invasive species (AIS) education 

program, supported by an AIS grant from the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.   CMS-1-14 

Juvenile Chinese mystery snails, 

just minutes old.  
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