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Start here

YesYes

YesYes

No

No

Key to 
freshwater snails

Is the shell a flattened spiral shape, 
like a wheel or ram‘s-horn?

Top view

Side view

Is the aperture clearly
circular in shape, and is 

there an operculum present 
(if visible)? 

Go to 
flat snail key
(p. 2)

Go to
raised

snail key
(p. 5)

Valvata cristata (Flat Valve Snail)

The only flat snail with
an operculum, visible in
the aperture or through
the shell. This species has
the aperture on the
other side of the shell to
the ram‘s-horn snails.

Operculum

Actual size
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Key to flat snails

Start here

Key to flat snails
(ram‘s-horns)

YesYes

YesYes

YesYes

YesYes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

Is the aperture a distinct ‘heart’
or ‘v’ shape with an angled edge?

Width less than 10 mm.

Does the shell have five or
more whorls which increase 

in size slowly?

Is there a distinct keel around the outer edge of the shell?

Are the whorls higher than
broad, and is the aperture 

very narrow and 
crescent-shaped?

Does the shell have white
ribs, visible inside the shell?

Bathyomphalus contortus (Twisted Ram’s-horn)

Shell very tightly
coiled. The bottom
surface is deeply
concave.

Hippeutis complanatus (Flat Ram’s-horn)

Anisus vortex (Whirlpool Ram’s-horn)

Anisus vorticulus (Little Ram’s-horn)

Anisus leucostoma (White-lipped Ram’s-horn)

Sharp keel around the
edge of the bottom
surface, which is flat.
Common.

Blunt keel around the
middle of the whorls.
Rare, now found
only in ditches in 
S England.

Segmentina nitida (Shining Ram’s-horn)

Shell surface glossy. 
The bottom side of the shell is
much more concave than the top.
Rare, now mainly in ditches in 
S England.

Aperture rounded.
Common, typical
of seasonal water
bodies.

Over

Shell surface dull. The
top and bottom sides
of the shell are roughly
equally convex.
Common.

Or
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Key to flat snails

No

No

Is the shell >10 mm wide?

Is the outer whorl clearly tilted in side view?

Yes

Yes

Planorbarius corneus (juvenile)

Juvenile shells of 
P. corneus (under
about 6 mm wide)
have a tall aperture,
rounded whorls and
tiny spiral grooves.
Sometimes has rows
of minute hairs.

Over

Is the shell >10 mm wide,
and with a distinct, raised 
keel around the outer edge 

of the shell?

Is the raised keel in the centre of the shell edge? Is the outer whorl
broad, more than twice the width of the previous one (in top view)?

YesYes

No

YesYes

No

Planorbis planorbis (Margined Ram’s-horn)

Menetus dilatatus (Trumpet Ram’s-horn)

Top surface flat.
Aperture taller than
in Gyralus crista.
Uncommon but
spreading.

Planorbis carinatus (Keeled Ram’s-horn)

Aperture more pointed. 
Shell usually glossy when alive.
Keel strong at all life stages.

No
Is the aperture relatively large, and the
outer whorl clearly more than 1/3 the
width of the shell (in bottom view)?

YesYes

YesYes

No
Is the shell tuba-shaped and <4 mm wide? Is the aperture

height much greater than that of the previous whorl?

Planorbarius corneus (Great Ram’s-horn)

Very large
(often >20 mm).
Whorls very
rounded.

Planorbella sp. (Ornamental Ram's-horns)

Aperture rather
rounded. Shell usually
matt when alive. Keel
strong at all life stages.

Inner whorls often
keeled. Rare, 
non-native species
of aquaria and
heated water.
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Key to flat snails

Is the shell clearly
transparent (as opposed to
opaque or translucent)?

Does the outer whorl
have a blunt keel?

Is the keel in the
centre of the whorl?

Does the shell have tiny
grooves which run around 
the spiral of the shell?

Gyraulus chinensis (Glasshouse Ram’s-horn)

Gyraulus laevis (Smooth Ram’s-horn)

Shell nearly
smooth.
Uncommon,
found in
clean water.

Gyraulus albus (White Ram’s-horn)

Shell surface with spiral
grooves. Often pale or even
white, rather flattened.
Common.

YesYes

YesYes YesYesNo

No

No

YesYes

Shell nearly
smooth. Rare,
non-native species
of aquaria and
heated water.

Gyraulus acronicus (Thames Ram’s-horn)

Weaker keel and
sculpture than
Planorbis species.
Rare, found only
in tributaries of
the River Thames.

Gyraulus crista (Nautilus Ram’s-horn)

Aperture broad. Top
surface flat. Usually has
strong, fin-like ridges, but
can be smooth.

No
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Key to raised snails and limpets

Start here

Key to raised snails and limpets

Yes

No
Is the shell cap-shaped or

hump-like, with no spiral coiling?

Ancylus fluviatilis (River Limpet)

In flowing water. Shell
rounded and tall in
side view. Apex points to
the back of the shell in
top view.

Theodoxus fluviatilis (River Nerite)

Physella acuta Physella gyrina

Both Physella species key out here. Distinguishing
them from shells alone can be difficult. Physella acuta
(left) usually has a tall spire and a narrow callus, and
reaches 13 mm high. Physella gyrina (right) usually
has a short spire and broad callus, and often grows
> 13 mm.

Aplexa hypnorum
(Moss Bladder Snail)

Very smooth.
Typical of
seasonal pools
and ditches.

Physa fontinalis
(Common Bladder Snail)

Ferrissia californica
(American River Limpet)

Rare non-native species.
Shell elongate. Apex
inclined to the right in
top view.

Acroloxus lacustris (Lake Limpet)

YesYes

Is there an operculum
present? 

If the shell is dead or
empty, follow "Not sure".

Is the shell thick, with a
blunt, almost flat spire?

Is the shell
thick, with a
blunt, almost 
flat spire?

Is the shell large (> 20 mm
high), and fairly wide (width up

to 3/4 height?) 

No

No

With the spire upwards,
and the aperture facing you, 
is the aperture on the left?

Is the rim of the aperture
(peristome) continuous, rather
than interrupted by the body
whorl? (If so, the species
will have an operculum).

No

No

No

No

Does the shell have brown,
horizontal bands? No

No

Yes

Is the shell slender and
pointed, with an aperture up to

1/2 the shell height?

YesYes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Is the shell blunt and
rounded and no more
than 12 mm high?

Yes

and

Over

Over

Over

In still water. Shell
elongate. Apex inclined to
the left in top view.

Most of shell dark,
or with a blotchy
pattern. Aperture
pale. Operculum
yellow or orange.

Shells with the aperture on the right
side, and the peristome interrupted.

Go to page 7

No Not sure

Or

Or
Apex blunt.
Callus broad.
The mantle of
live animals
has blunt,
finger-like  

projections.



 6 Adapted from Rowson et al 2021. Freshwater snails of Britain and Ireland.

Key to raised snails and limpets

Cipangopaludina chinensis                 
(Chinese Mystery Snail) Viviparus viviparus

(Common River Snail)

No

Is the shell much higher
than wide, forming a tall spire?

Does more than 1/3 of the
aperture lie underneath the

body whorl?

Yes

No

Is the shell very slender and
pointed, with strong
horizontal ridges?

Yes

No

Can the operculum be
drawn deep into the shell? Yes

No

Does the aperture have an
angular upper edge? Yes

No

Does the aperture have a
smoothly rounded upper edge? Yes

No

Roughly as wide as
high. Umbilicus
narrow, 1/4 of shell
width. Common. 

May be confused
with juvenile
Viviparus, which
have colour bands
and an even
narrower umbilicus.

Yes

Blunt apex (feel with fingertip). 
Small and unclear umbilicus. Sutures
shallow.

Valvata macrostoma                         
(Large-mouthed Whorl Snail)

Much wider than high. Umbilicus broad, 
1/3 of shell width. Rare, in ditches in 
S England. 

May be confused with Valvata cristata,
which is completely flat.

Valvata piscinalis                               
(Common Valve Snail)

Viviparus contectus                          
(Lister’s River Snail)

Pointed apex (feel
with fingertip). Large umbilicus. Sutures deep.

Bithynia tentaculata            
(Common Bithynia)

Shallow sutures.
Aperture
teardrop-shaped.
Larger than 
B. leachii.

Melanoides tuberculata                    
(Red-rimmed Melania)

Shell often has spots
of red pigment.
Rare, non-native
species of aquaria
and heated water.

Go to top of page 8

Very large (to 60 mm). 
May have ridges behind
aperture. Greenish, with brown colour 
bands only in juveniles. Rare, non-native species.

Shells with an operculum
that can be drawn deep 

into the aperture.

Over
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Key to raised snails and limpets

Is the shell large (>6 mm)
and is the aperture tall, at
least 1/3 the shell height? 

Deep sutures.
Aperture
rounded.
Smaller than 
B. tentaculata.

Bithynia leachii
(Leach’s Bithynia)

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes Yes

Is the aperture
very tall, at least 

2/3 the shell height?

Is the spire
narrower than the

body whorl, forming
a distinctive ‘step’?

No

No No
Is the shell extremely
thin and transparent,

without a spire?

Is the spire relatively tall, 
and the aperture rather

straight-sided?

Is the shell very elongate,
and the aperture small 

(about 1/4 the shell height)?

Is the aperture a broad ear shape which
meets the body whorl at a right angle?

Shell partly covered 
by soft body (mantle)
when alive. Callus
broad, but very thin.
Rare, now only in
clean water in C Ireland
and N Wales.

Myxas glutinosa (Glutinous Snail)

Spire short and pointed. Usually with a
strong fold on columella. Lowland habitats.

Radix auricularia (Ear Pond Snail)

Lymnaea stagnalis (Great Pond Snail)

Large (to 45 mm),
aperture
typically 1/2
shell height.

Callus usually broad.
Rare, non-native
species of aquaria and
heated water.

Radix rubiginosa                                 
(Aquarium Pond Snail)

Evenly slender. 
Rare species of
seasonal pools.

Omphiscola glabra                              
(Slender Pond Snail)

Callus usually narrow.
Aperture teardrop-
shaped. Very variable -
any uncertain “Radix”
or “Myxas” specimens
are likely to be this

species.
Common. 

Ampullaceana balthica                       
(Wandering Pond Snail)

Yes

Yes

From page 5

No

No

Over

Over

No



 8 Adapted from Rowson et al 2021. Freshwater snails of Britain and Ireland.

Key to raised snails and limpets

Does the shell have deep
sutures, shouldered whorls,
and an open umbilicus?

Is the aperture narrow 
with distinctive teeth?

Is the shell slender, its
height more than twice

its width?

Are the sutures very
shallow, making the shell
almost straight-sided?

Shells with an operculum
that can be drawn deep

into the aperture.

Shell more
compact than
Lymnaea stagnalis.
Often with 
criss-crossed or

‘hammered’ surface.
Juveniles resemble
Galba truncatula.
Dissection is required
to distinguish between
the two Stagnicola
species. 

Stagnicola sp. (Marsh Pond Snails)

Strongly brackish
water, mainly
intertidal. Shell
elongate-conical,
very thick. 

Peringia ulvae (Laver Spire Snail)

Above the intertidal
of estuaries and 
some coasts. Shell
squat-conical.

Assiminea grayana (Dun Sentinel)

Oval aperture.
Lives mostly out
of water.

Galba truncatula                                 
(Dwarf Pond Snail)

From page 6

Shell thick, white. 
2 teeth on the inner
edge of the aperture.
Saltmarshes, lagoons
and some beaches.

Leucophytia bidentata 
(Two-toothed White Snail)

Shell thin, brown. 
2-4 teeth on inner edge
of aperture and 0-7 on
outer edge. Brackish
water of saltmarshes,
lagoons and some
beaches.

Myosotella myosotis 
(Mouse-eared Snail)

NoNo

No

YesYes

No

Yes

Yes

Over

Or
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Key to raised snails and limpets

Is the shell slender, its
height more than three times

its width?
No

Yes

Yes
Yes

Does the shell have more than 6 whorls?

All three are rare
species of brackish,
but not intertidal
water at coastal sites.
All are more slender,
and often smaller, 
than Potamopyrgus
antipodarum or
Peringia ulvae. 

However, the three
cannot reliably be
distinguished from one
another using a key to
shells (see species
accounts for details).

Ecrobia ventrosa, 
Hydrobia acuta neglecta
Semisalsa stagnorum                         

and

Is the shell globular, its height
barely more than its width?

Rare species, on or
above intertidal on
coasts and estuaries in
SW Britain; usually out
of water. Tiny (to 2 mm),
yellow-brown. Short,
stubby eye tentacles
distinguish from marine
snails (winkles, etc.).

Paludinella globularis (Lagoon Snail)

Yes

No

No
Is the apex blunt and the

aperture height around 1/3
the shell height?

Does the shell have
distinct ridges, equally sized

whorls and a flat apex?

Yes

No

Rare species, in fresh
water inland at few
canal and river sites in
England and S Scotland.
Aperture smaller than in
Mercuria anatina. Tiny
(to 3 mm).

Marstoniopsis insubrica
(Taylor’s Spire Snail)

Rare species, in
tidal rivers in S
and E England and
S Ireland. Aperture
nearly half the
height of the shell.
Tiny (to 4 mm).

Mercuria anatina
(Swollen Spire Snail)

Rare species, on or above
stony intertidal in S England
and W Ireland; usually out
of water. Juveniles have up
to 6 whorls and a pointed
apex. In adults the apical
whorls are lost and the apex
is flat.

Truncatella subcylindrica                   
                        (Looping Snail)

Very common
species in fresh
water of almost
any kind. Also in
weakly brackish
water. Last whorl
quite large,
sometimes with a
keel of eyelash-like
bristles. Small (to
5.5 mm).  

Potamopyrgus antipodarum             
                        (Jenkins' Spire Snail)No


