Dark false mussel (Mytilopsis leucophaeata)
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Common name(s)
in English

Dark false mussel. Conrad’s false mussel. Brackish water mussel. False
dark mussel.

… and in other
languages

German: Brackwasserdreiecksmuschel.

Scientific name

Mytilopsis leucophaeata (Mytilopsis leucophaeta). See also Mytilopsis
leucophaeata (Mytilopsis leucophaeta).

Organism group

Molluscs. Bivalves.

Size and appearance

Mytilopsis leucophaeata is a member of the family Dreissenidae, along
with the zebra mussel (Dreissena polymorpha) and the quagga mussel
(Dreissena rostriformis or D. bugensis). These three mussels are very
similar and can be difficult to distinguish, especially as immature
individuals. A fully grown dark false mussel is, like the zebra mussel, dark
brown. Immature zebra mussels have a characteristic zigzag or striped
pattern on their shells, and in juvenile dark false mussels, too, the shell is
striped. Adult specimens of M. leucophaeata are small, rarely exceeding 2
cm in length. The shell, which is less angular than that of the zebra
mussel, is closer in shape to the shell of a blue or common mussel
(Mytilus edulis).
To be sure that a mussel is in fact M.
leucophaeata, it is necessary to examine
the internal shell structure, and in
particular to look for the tooth-like
projection inside the end of the shell.
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May be confused with

The zebra mussel and the quagga mussel. See above under “Size and
appearance”.

Geographical origin

There are conflicting views on the origin of this species. It probably
comes from the Atlantic coast of North America, with a range extending
from Hudson Bay in Canada in the north to Mexico in the south. It is also
conceivable that it originates in West Africa. Other reports suggest that
the species may hail from the Caribbean.

First observed in
Swedish waters

Has not yet been observed in Swedish waters.

Occurrence in Swedish
seas and coastal areas

Has not yet been observed in Swedish waters.

Occurrence in
other sea areas

Specimens of Mytilopsis leucophaeata were recorded as early as 1835 in
the port of Antwerp, but that population disappeared. In 1886 the species
was reported from a canal near Brussels, and in 1895 from the river
Amstel in the Netherlands. Over the ensuing decades, it spread in Belgian
and Dutch inland waters, and to the Zuiderzee. Around 1910 the first
finds were made in the Wadden Sea. In Germany, the species was first
discovered in the Kiel Canal in 1928, but it is believed to have arrived
there some years earlier. The dark false mussel now occurs widely in
European estuaries. As well as along the North Sea coast from Germany
to France, it is found in the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea. The species has
also spread to Britain. In 2004 it was found in the Gulf of Finland, near a
Finnish nuclear power plant (Loviisa); previously, no finds had been made
further north than the Baltic Sea coast of Germany.

Probable means
of introduction

Probably with shipping, as a fouling organism and in ballast water.

Habitat(s) in which
species occurs

Mytilopsis leucophaeata is regarded by some scientists as a genuine
brackish-water species. It can withstand wide variations in salinity, but is
most commonly found in fresh- and brackish-water environments, such
as rivers, canals, lagoons and estuaries, with salinities from 0.5 to 5 psu.
However, the species may also be found in coastal waters of higher
salinity. In European waters, such as the Wadden Sea, it occurs at
salinities of up to just over 12 psu. It does best in areas with salinities
between 1.4 and 12.7 psu. It needs relatively warm water, 18–20°C, to
reproduce successfully. During cold winters, entire populations can die
out.
Using its foot and strong byssal threads, the dark false mussel can attach
to various hard substrates, and it is able to exploit both natural and manmade surfaces. In western European waters, it coexists on substrates
with both common mussels and zebra mussels. Particularly in waters of
low salinity, between 0.2 and 3 psu, mixed populations of dark false and
zebra mussels are often found. M. leucophaeata can form very large
aggregations: up to 28,000 individuals (wet weight: 9.8 kg) per square
metre have been recorded.

Ecological effects

Mytilopsis leucophaeata competes for space and food with barnacles and
other filter feeders.

Other effects

Like the zebra mussel and other bivalve species, Mytilopsis leucophaeata
is a nuisance fouling organism, especially when large accumulations of
the species clog the cooling-water intakes of industrial installations. The
dark false mussel is highly resistant to the methods used to control it,
including chemical biocides (chlorination) and heat treatment. It also
fouls aquaculture cages, boat hulls and ropes.
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http://sgnis.org/publicat/6017.htm
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US Army Corps of Engineers, Environmental Lab: Mytilopis leucophaeata
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