
LARVAE
Kākahi larvae (called glochidia) use hooks 
to latch on to a passing fish’s gills and 
fins. There they transform from larvae  
to mussel while they ‘hitch a ride’, 
hopefully upstream to good  
habitat.

2EGGS 
The eggs are fertilised in the gill pouch 
of the female where they develop into 
larvae. The female releases them into 
the water when they are mature.
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For more information visit  
niwa.co.nz/te-kuwaha/kakahi

THERE ARE THREE 
SPECIES OF KĀKAHI IN 
AOTEAROA

3 JUVENILES
Once juvenile kākahi detach from the host fish they are very 
difficult to find because they are very small (approximately 0.3 
mm) and live below the sediment surface in streams or in other 
locations we haven’t yet discovered. Juveniles grow rapidly and 
are vulnerable to contaminants. They have a different  
feeding mode to adults, using their foot to feed. 

KĀKAHI LIFE CYCLE
Kākahi (also known by the names kāeo and torewai) are a native species of freshwater mussel found in 
Aotearoa-New Zealand. Kākahi depend on native fish, because for part of their life cycle their larvae are fish 
parasites, attaching themselves to the gills and fins of fish.

ADULTS
At about four years of age (approximately 40 mm 
long) they mature and are then able to reproduce with 
neighbouring kākahi. Males release their sperm into 
the water and nearby females collect it while filtering 
to fertilise their eggs. 
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Echyridella menziesii

The most common species, found all 
over Aotearoa.

At risk, declining status

Echyridella onekaka 

A very rare species found only in the 
northwest of the South Island. 

Data deficient status

Echyridella aucklandica

An uncommon species found in the  
North Island from Waikato northwards 
and in isolated pockets of the lower  
North and the South Island.

Threatened, nationally vulnerable status

YOUNG MUSSEL
6.5 x 40 mm long

Female eggs 
brood inside 
the female gills

ADULT MALE SPAWNING
Males release sperm into 
the water in early spring.

Glochidia  
(larvae) released 

into the water during 
spring/summer.

Juveniles detach, 
sink to the bottom 

and burrow into 
sandy sediment

Glochidia (larvae) attach 
to (encyst on) and 

metamorphose on the 
gills and fins of host fish

Inhalent 
siphon

Exhalent 
siphon
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FEMALE
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