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You Can Help
• Limit the use of fertilizers, pesticides and irrigation.
• Use chemical-free lotions at the beach.

• Support efforts to manage septic and rainwater 
runoff to reduce harmful effects.

• Check that shell! Leave living mollusks and 
hermit crabs in the water. In many places, 
harvest of any shell containing a live animal is 
not allowed. Leave plenty of shells for other 
animals and the lovers of nature who follow in 
your footsteps. 

• Learn more! Visit the Bailey-Matthews National 
Shell Museum on Sanibel Island and

 www.CHNEP.org for videos, books and reports.

“The simple understanding that 
maintaining the health and diversity 

of the simplest of creatures is 
important for maintaining our 

quality of life enables citizens to 
make responsible choices 

concerning the impacts of human 
development on natural systems.”
~Jim Culter, Mote Marine Laboratory

Threats to Mollusks
Without living mollusks, there would be no shells. 
Humans cause declines in mollusk populations, 
both directly and indirectly. 

Mollusks Are Valuable
• Mollusks help maintain the balance of life on 

earth. They build reefs and provide living spaces 
for other animals. As an integral part of the 
food web, mollusks link primary production 
(photosynthesis) to diverse animal life, including 
game fish, birds and sea turtles.

• As food, jewelry, tools, decoration, spiritual 
objects and even pets, mollusks have been 
important to humans throughout history. 

• In 2011 the Department of Commerce 
estimated the value of the commercial bivalve 
mollusk harvest in the U.S. to be approximately 
$1 billion annually.

More than just a pretty shell
The horse conch eats other shelled mollusks. This largest snail in 

North America (to 24 inches) is our official state shell.

We see shells as beautiful gifts from 
the sea, but appreciating them only as 
natural art represents just part of their 
story. Seashells are made by mollusks. 
These animals have no backbone, and 
they protect their soft bodies with exquisite 
external skeletons. Living mollusks eat, are 
eaten and are ecologically connected to 
the marine environment at every stage of 

their lives. Even at the end of their lives, 
mollusks contribute. Their shells house 
other animals and eventually break down 
into an important component of the sand 
that makes our beaches. Southwest Florida 
has hundreds of species of shell-making 
mollusks, each fills a special niche. Their 
diversity is an indicator of the
health of our waters.

What Is a Gastropod?
Most gastropods are snails with a single coiled shell, but some have 
an internal shell or none at all. These animals, including conchs, 
whelks and limpets, make up nearly 80 percent of all living mollusks. 
Some eat plants, others eat organic matter or scavenge dead 
animals, and some are predators of other shells and even fish.

Life Stages of a Gastropod Banded tulip snails live on sandy bottom 
from shore to 100 feet deep. The snail’s smooth

shell grows to 4 inches long.

Crown conchs live in shallow bays where 
they feed on oysters and clams. Larger shells 

lose their color and can grow to 5 inches.

Sawtooth pen shells live in soft sediment out to 
20 feet deep. They filter food particles from water 

drawn through the gap between their valves.

What Is a Bivalve?
Bivalve mollusks have two hinged shells called valves. Most are filter 
feeders that gather food clinging to their gills. Burrowing bivalves 
have a pointed, retractable “foot” that protrudes and retracts to pull 
the animal into the sand or mud. This diverse group of animals 
includes clams, mussels, oysters and scallops. An estimated 9,200 
species inhabit virtually the entire world ocean.
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Calico scallops function as both male and 
female in the same individual. Sperm are 

released into the water first, followed by eggs.
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• Fertilizer use, septic drain fields and runoff from 
roads and other hardened surfaces all diminish 
water quality and a mollusk’s ability to thrive. 

• Canals for flood 
control bring drastic 
salinity changes that 
kill mollusks.

• Overharvesting for 
decoration and food 
can wipe out local 
populations.

• Dredging to deepen
 waterways removes
 mollusk habitat.

• Ocean acidification 
from atmospheric 
CO2 will increasingly 
harm all animals 
with shells, causing 
their growth to slow 
and survival to 
diminish.

Variable coquina clams live in wave-washed 
sand. These bean-size bivalves are an important 

food source for fishes, crabs and shorebirds.

1 Florida fighting conchs have separate 
sexes and reproduce by internal fertilization.


