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KNOWLEDGE GAPS:
FEEDING ECOLOGY

Suspended

Benthic

Poorly understood feeding ecology

• What do they eat? 

• How do they eat it?
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Objective

Objective: Quantify food resources for three species of 
unionids in a lentic system using stable isotope 

analysis

Chapter A

1. Are mussels eating the same thing regardless of species?

2. Feeding mode: Benthic or suspended?

3. Does feeding change with age/size?

4. Are recently immersed mussels different from emersed mussels?
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Methods

Chapter A
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Methods

Chapter A
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Results

Chapter A 1. Are mussels eating the same thing regardless of 
species?

𝛿𝛿15𝑁𝑁

𝛿𝛿13𝐶𝐶 F. escambia < E. pullata

No difference 

Recently immersed

C: N F. escambia < E. pullata

H3 = 8.63, p = 0.035

H3 = 15.64, p = 0.001
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Results

Chapter A

For all species: 

Limnetic FPOM = ≥99%

All other food sources = <1%

2. Feeding mode: Benthic or suspended?
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Results

Chapter A 3. Does feeding change with age/size?

U. hartfieldorum 

𝛿𝛿15𝑁𝑁

𝛿𝛿13𝐶𝐶
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Results

Chapter A 4. Are recently immersed mussels different from 
emersed mussels?

recently 
immersed

8-week 
emersion

𝛿𝛿15𝑁𝑁
Emersed > Immersed 

H3 = 11.24, p = 0.01



13
Conclusions

1. Are mussels eating the same thing regardless 
of species?Chapter A

Minimal variation in isotopic signatures 

All species deriving C from limnetic FPOM

Minimal inter-specific variation in C source - community 

wide management approach

2. Feeding mode: Benthic or suspended?

99% dietary C from limnetic FPOM, <1% from SPOM

Benthic sources can be dominant food resources for mussels

Quality of benthic sources
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Conclusions

Chapter A 3. Does feeding change with age/size?

Relationships in size and length for U. hartfieldorum

Diet shifts associated with ontogenetic niche shifts between young 

and old individuals 

4. Are recently immersed mussels different from 
emersed mussels?

Emersed E. pullata more nitrogen enriched – self catabolism

Stranded unionids may rely on internal energy stores to survive 

emersion
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