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The freshwater apple snail genus Pomacea (Ampullariidae) has a native range covering most of South and Central America and the southeastern U.S. Pomacea spp. have been introduced widely in southern and eastern Asia, Hawaii and other Pacific islands, and to various locations in the mainland U.S. Where introduced, they have become major pests of wetland crops, notably rice and taro. The taxonomy of Pomacea, including the identity and precise geographic origins of invasive populations, is poorly understood. This lack of understanding has implications for research on many aspects of ampullariid biology, including development of effective pest management programs. As part of a systematic study focusing on the genus Pomacea, I am using DNA sequence data to investigate hypotheses concerning the geographic origins, molecular systematics and genetic diversity of introduced populations. So far, 300 individuals representing at least 10 putative Pomacea species have been analyzed. Preliminary results suggest possible cryptic species among the apple snails that have been introduced to south-east Asia. These data also suggest multiple independent introductions of the most common invasive apple snail, P. canaliculata, contrary to anecdotal accounts of a single introduction spreading throughout the region. Pomacea canaliculata collected in Hawaii and numerous south-east Asian locations appears to have originated in Argentina, whereas snails from Thailand and Cambodia are likely to have come from Brazil or elsewhere and may even be a different species. Overall, the results indicate that at least four, possibly more, species of Pomacea have been introduced into southern and eastern Asia.  Further work will include additional species and will allow all the introduced species to be identified, thereby laying the foundation for more rigorous research on the ecology and behavior of the pests that is necessary for the development of improved pest management.

