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The Clinch River contains one of the richest assemblages of freshwater mussels in the 
world.  Many of these mussel species are endangered and extremely rare, so this gives the 
town of Cedar Bluff, Virginia quite a distinction. 
 
Around the turn of the century about 60 species of mussels called the Clinch River home.  
Since then many of these mussels have disappeared or fallen upon hard times.  Recent 
surveys by biologists indicate about 43 species still occur in the entire Clinch River with   
about 23 still occurring in the upper Clinch River.  Unfortunately many of these species 
are very rare and are known from only one specimen or only a handful of individuals.  
One especially rare species, the tan riffleshell, is found in the Clinch River at Cedar Bluff.  
This is the only reproducing population of this species known to exist in its entire historic 
range.  The tan riffleshell is teetering on the brink of extinction and is currently listed as 
endangered on the federal and state endangered species lists. 
 
North America has the greatest diversity of freshwater mussels in the world, about 300 
species, and the loss of these invertebrates is of global significance.  Since the turn of the 
century many species of this faunal group have become extinct, and the existence of 
numerous additional species is threatened.  By some accounts, fifty percent or more of the 
North American mussel fauna is imperiled. 
 
The tan riffleshell is a member of the riffleshell group of mussels which consists of about 
25 known species.  Riffleshell species require excellent water quality and prefer well-
oxygenated, stable shoal or riffle habitat.  Twelve of these species are federally listed as 
endangered, and at least another ten are considered to be extinct.  Of the remaining three 
species, two have been proposed as endangered, and the remaining  species is considered 
to be imperiled in much of its range.  Given this background, the outlook for the 
riffleshells as a group is bleak; however, recent developments and progress regarding 
mussel propagation and rearing provide hope this species can be saved from extinction. 



 
Recent research done in 1996 by Dr. Richard Neves and students at Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute, has identified several fish hosts for the tan riffleshell.  This knowledge can 
provide an opportunity to increase the existing population of the tan riffleshell in Cedar 
Bluff and perhaps even create new populations if adequate habitat and water quality is 
found.  This would help to recover the species and eventually get the tan riffleshell off the 
endangered species list. 
 
Why have mussels declined and why should we be concerned about the fate of the tan 
riffleshell mussel?  Answers can be found by examining the habitat requirements of these 
unique bivalved invertebrates, and how their lives are affected by our stewardship or lack 
of stewardship of surrounding land and streams. 
 
Most folks who have fished or waded the Clinch River have probably observed empty 
shells of mussels or clams washed upon the shore or lying in shallow water.  The live 
mussel actually lives attached to the inside of two shells which it can close and open to 
provide protection.  The mussel usually remains buried in the river bottom out of sight of 
the casual observer.  A single foot is extended below the shell to help maintain its 
position in the swift current.  With the shell slightly opened, the mussel siphons in food 
and oxygen from the water.  As filter feeders, mussels help clean the waters they live in 
and restore nutrients within a river system.  Mussels are entirely dependent upon the 
quality of water flowing  by them, therefore, water quality is extremely important to the 
very existence of these animals.  This is something we can relate to since we all depend 
on clean water to drink,  fish and swim in.  Mussels are very sensitive to pollution, and as 
such they serve as excellent indicators of water quality.  The presence and status of 
mussels in a stream can be very helpful in providing us with a kind of measurement of 
how we are doing as stewards of the environment. 
 
Pollutants that contribute to water quality degradation include sedimentation and nutrients 
often caused by soil erosion from poor agricultural and mining practices or construction.  
Mussels are part of the rich and varied aquatic life of the river and they serve as a food 
source for various fish, aquatic birds, raccoons, and muskrats.  What can you do to help?  
The future condition of water quality of the Clinch River is in our hands. 
 
 The community should take pride that the tan riffleshell still survives in the Clinch River 
at Cedar Bluff.  With proper stewardship we can make it an even better home for mussels, 
people, and a whole host of other life that depends upon good water quality.  
 

 


