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Fig. 2 left:  Fossil and extant occurrence of M. auricularia in Europe (Prié et al. 2018),
right: Measuring a M. auricularia specimen (© J. Soler)
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Giant Freshwater Pearl Mussel 
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Fig. 1 Left: Life cycle (LIFE project), right: Live M. auricularia specimen (P. Jugé) 

Fig. 3 Adult M. auricularia releasing glochidia (Soler et al. 2018)

• one of the rarest bivalves worldwide, ‘‘critically endangered”
• previously occurring in many large rivers of Europe
• today, it only occurs in France and Spain (fig. 2)
• our studies indicate that some natural reproduction has taken

place after the extinction of the sturgeon in the studied rivers

The Giant Freshwater Pearl Mussel Margaritifera auricularia:

• a large unionoid mussel (up to 18 cm shell length)
• obligatory parasitic stage of larvae (glochidia) in fish gills (fig. 1)
• menaced by extinction of its favourite host fish (European

sturgeon species), water pollution, and habitat destruction

Artificial reproduction:

• sampling of glochidia, infection of fish in the laboratory (fig. 3, 4)
• artificial rearing of juveniles (currently, mortality is still high)
• release of juveniles and glochidia-bearing host fish into the wild

(projected)

The LIFE+ Project “Conservation of the Giant Pearl Mussel in Europe”

(LIFE 13 BIO/FR/001162)

• performs artificial reproduction (> 30.000 juveniles, so far)
• studies conditions for juvenile rearing, reproductive biology,

habitat ecology, and suggest habitat management strategies

Fig. 4 Left: Glochidia of M. auricularia (P. Jugé), right: Glochidia in gills (J. Soler)

Fig. 5 Juvenile Siberian sturgeon used for artificial rearing  (J. Soler)

As long as the favourite host fish (European sturgeon species) are
absent, captive Siberian sturgeons (Acipenser baerii) are used for
artificial reproduction (fig. 5).
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Fig 6 Stickleback: proven, alternative host fish for M. auricularia (M. Merkel)

Alternative host fish species for M. auricularia native (fig. 6) can be
used for on-site infection with glochidia and then released into the
wild, as an additional reinforcement of the mussel populations.

Conclusions:

Even specimen from over-aged (ca. 70y old) populations can be used for artificial reproduction 

Discovery of alternative host fish may “bridge the gap” until the recovery of sturgeon host fish
Artificial rearing still needs to be improved 


