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Freshwater Mussel Tagging, Release, and Monitoring 
Partnership for the Delaware Estuary (PDE) Freshwater Mussel Recovery Program Method  
Kurt Cheng 
 
Description 
This Freshwater Mussel Recovery Program Method (FMRPM) describes the general conduct of a 
freshwater mussel gravidity check. A gravid mussel is assumed to be a female with fertilized 
eggs that have developed into viable larvae (glochidia) within water tubes of gills. Freshwater 
mussels are checked for gravidity either in the field or in a hatchery setting. Gravid mussels are 
used for propagation purposes and may be transported and held within a hatchery or 
laboratory setting. Alternatively, gravid mussels may be discriminated against non-gravid 
mussels during a collection for conservation purposes. 
 
Summary of Approach 
The general approach is to slightly open a freshwater mussel using appropriate tools. Trained 
scientists observe the status of the mussel’s gills and determines if a mussel is a female that 
possesses glochidia within its gills.  
 
Equipment 

Datasheet 
Pen 
Clipboard 
Camera 

Reverse Pliers 
Assorted-sized corks 
Hand towel 
Scientific Collection Permit 

 
Procedures 
1. Permitting 
 
If mussels were previously collected and reside in a laboratory or hatchery, proceed to step 2. If 
checking for mussel gravidity in the field, it is necessary to remove mussels from their habitat. 
This is considered a collection and as such, a scientific collection permit is required. Refer to 
FMRPM-01. 
 
2. Checking Gravidity 
 
 2.1 Orientation and Valve Manipulation  
 

To check for gravidity, trained personnel must gently pry open the mussel. This is 
performed by holding the mussel by the dorsal end and finding a small opening at the 
ventral end of the mussel either towards the anterior or posterior end. Gently slide the 
reverse pliers into the opening between the valves. Holding the mussel with a towel will 
help with grip if wet. Apply pressure on the pliers and continue to push the ends of the 
pliers into the mussel to maintain a solid grip. Care should be exercised to avoid opening 
the mussel to the point of damaging muscle tissue. When the mussel shell is opened 
enough to clearly observe the inside tissues, place a cork between the valves to serve as 
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a wedge while taking pressure off the pliers. When gravidity check is complete, insert 
pliers gently and apply pressure to easily remove the cork. When cork is removed, 
slowly release pressure on pliers and allow mussel to close valves. 

 
 2.2 Determining Presence of Glochidia 

 
When valves are ajar, the mussel may be investigated for the presence of glochidia. This 
is easiest when larvae are mature and ready for release. The gills of the mussel will 
appear large and slightly lighter in color. Gills that do not have glochidia within their 
water tubes will appear flat and may be hard to detect. Enlarged gills may be as large as 
the mussel’s foot. If unsure, checking multiple mussels for comparative purposes may 
aid in determining if a mussel is truly gravid.  
 

3. Data Collection 
 

Record the location and any observations on each mussel’s gravidity. Also record the mussel 
species, shell length, and any habitat considerations (FMRPM-02, FMRPM-03, FMRPM-04). 
 


