The similarities between zebra mussels and dark false mussels are not just restricted to their
looks. Like zebra mussels, dark false filter tremendous amounts of water, altering its clarity
and the quality of the surrounding environment. Both species form dense clusters that can
cause considerable damage to shorelines, docks, boat hulls, and pipes. Their sharp shells can
be a hazard for swimmers and fishing line too. While zebra mussels are the classic non-native
invasive species, dark false mussels are considered native to the Chesapeake Bay.
How can you tell a zebra mussel from a
dark false mussel? First, if you find what
looks like a zebra mussel in tidal waters
where the salinity is typically more than 3
ppt (south of the Susquehanna Flats), odds
are high that you have found dark false
mussels. If the area is usually freshwater,
you could have either species. If you are in
non-tidal areas the habitat may be suitable
for zebra mussels.
There are a few key characteristics to tell
the two apart. Zebra mussels are more
pointed at their narrowest end (1b), while
dark false mussels are more rounded (1a).
Zebra mussels are also taller and triangular
in shape. The most reliable feature is inside
the shell. After separating the two halves of
the shell and removing the tissue, look
closely at the inside of the shell at the
narrow end. If you see a small triangle
tooth (an apophysis) that extends down you
are holding a dark false mussel (2a). Zebra
mussels do not have an apophysis inside
their shell (2b).

External and internal view of dark false mussel shell.

External and internal view of zebra mussel shell. Photos
by Walter Butler, Maryland Department of Natural
Resources.

We appreciate receiving information from keen observers and follow-up on each and everyone
as quickly as possible. If you think you have found a zebra mussel, put them in a zip lock bag and
freeze them or in a small glass jar with rubbing alcohol. Then call the Maryland Department of
Natural Resources at 1-877-620-8DNR or 1-410-260-8604. TTY via Maryland Relay.
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