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If you have ever visited any of New Hampshire’s gorgeous lakes, rivers and ponds, you probably 
have seen all sorts of plants and animals calling those bodies of water home. However, you may 
be surprised to know that some of those organisms were not originally a part of that ecosystem. In 
fact, at Pawtuckaway Lake in Nottingham, NH, there are quite a few aquatic invasive species that 
have left native species vulnerable. One such invasive species can be found lurking in the murky 
depths of the water, an exotic, alien-looking gastropod known as the Chinese Mystery Snail. 

 

 
 

Image: Chinese Mystery Snail. Image Credit: Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

Cipangopaludina chinensis, or the Chinese Mystery Snail, is a fairly large species of freshwater 
snail first brought into the United States from Southeast Asia in the late 1800’s as a potential food 
source. Since then, they have spread throughout the U.S. and can be found in numerous 
waterbodies in New Hampshire, including Lake Winnipesaukee, the Merrimack River, and the 
Ashuelot River. Their appearance is olive-green in color with a spiral-shaped shell consisting of 
about 6-7 whorls in adults. They are also called “trapdoor snails” because they can close their 
shells using a body flap known as an operculum. This allows the snail to protect itself from 
predation and from getting dried out, allowing the snail to survive out of the water for up to four 
weeks! 

The reason why they are referred to as “mystery snails” lies in the mysterious ways they are able 
to reproduce. Females can live up to five years, and in that time they can birth over 150 live 
offspring. That’s right, these snails do not lay eggs. They incubate their embryos in their shells, 
emerging with the ability to swim and with a protective shell that has already hardened. This 
gives the snails a significant advantage, as juvenile mystery snails are not as susceptible to 
predation as native species. These traits have allowed Chinese Mystery Snail populations to 
explode, and once they are introduced to a waterbody, it is virtually impossible to remove them 
entirely. 



 

                                                                  
View of Burnham’s Marsh at Pawtuckaway State Park, habitat for Chinese Mystery Snails. Image 

Credit: Sean Gregoire 

 

Photo left: Chinese Mystery Snail adult size compared to an acorn. Photo right: 24 Chinese Mystery 
Snails found in a small section of Burnham’s Marsh in a 2-hour period. Image Credit: Sean Gregoire 

So, what makes these snails such a threat to local ecosystems? Since Chinese Mystery Snails are so 
resistant to predation and environmental conditions, as well as being able to reproduce at an 
alarming rate, they are outcompeting native species of mollusks and filter feeders for food and 
habitat. In fact, they are so effective at consuming algae and plankton that it can negatively 
impact water quality. Furthermore, these snails can transmit deadly parasites that can be harmful 
to waterfowl and humans alike, so consuming them is not advised. They are known to cause 
damage to human infrastructure as well, clogging water-intake pipes and screens. Large amounts 
can die off and leave their foul-smelling shells on the shore, making them a nuisance for property 
owners and recreators. 

Unfortunately, there are no effective methods of limiting populations of Chinese Mystery Snails 
once they are established other than picking them out of the water by hand. However, the best 
way to fight back against the spread of these creatures is by following the principles of “Clean. 
Drain. Dry.” 

https://www.cleandraindry.org/
https://www.cleandraindry.org/


Clean your watercraft and gear of mud, debris, plants and animals (like Chinese Mystery Snail) 
using hot, high-pressure water after visiting a waterbody. Be sure to discard material away from 
the water into the trash. 

Drain your watercraft and gear by pulling the plugs of storage compartments, ballast tanks, 
motors, live wells, etc. Once again, make sure the materials do not run-off back into the 
waterbody.  

Dry your watercraft and gear in the sun for at least five days. If you are using the craft again 
within five days, rinse with hot, high-pressure water and towel dry prior to entering the water. 

If you are interested in seeing Chinese Mystery Snails 
up close, be sure to visit Pawtuckaway State Park 
for my “Life in the Pond” program, where 
participants get to explore Burnham’s Marsh and see 
the creatures that live there. For exact times and 
dates, please visit New Hampshire State Parks - 
Discover the Power of Parks Nature Programs & 
Schedules. 

If you spot Chinese Mystery Snails or any other 
invasive species in your local waterbody, please be 
sure to report the sighting using the Aquatic Invasive 
Species Report Form provided by the New Hampshire 
Department of Environmental Services. 

              Image: A CD3 watercraft cleaning station. 
Credit: Invasive Species Centre 
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