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Abstract
The freshwater apple snail Pomacea canaliculata was introduced to Taiwan 
then to mainland China in the early 1980s from Argentina, its native region, 
for the purpose of aquaculture. Because of the lack of natural enemies and 
its tolerance of a wide range of environmental conditions, both its abundance 
and distribution have dramatically increased and it has become a harmful 
species to local agriculture and other native species in many areas of China. 
Unfortunately, the snail also acts as an intermediate host of Angiostrongylus 
cantonensis, and has been implicated in transfer of the parasite to people, 
resulting in angiostrongyliasis manifested as eosinophilic meningitis. Efforts 
to prevent its further spread and population expansion were initiated many 
years ago, including the use of chemicals and biological control agents to 
control the snail.

Keywords
Angiostrongyliasis, Apple snail, China, Control, Eosinophilic meningitis, Host, 
Introduced species, Nematode, Parasite, Pest, Pomacea canaliculata

Introduction to China
The native range of Pomacea canaliculata, one of two spe-
cies commonly known in Asia as the golden apple snail, is 
Argentina and Uruguay. It is an invasive species and is now 
widespread in many countries of eastern and southern Asia, 
including the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, Japan, and Ko-
rea.1 A cluster of eggs of P. canaliculata was brought to Taiwan 
at the end of the 1970s from Argentina by a Chinese person 
resident in Argentina. In 1981, P. canaliculata was intention-
ally introduced to Zhongshan, Guangdong province, China, as 
an aquaculture species and bred successfully.2,3 Subsequently, 
during the 1980s, aquaculture of this snail rapidly expanded to 
many regions of 17 provinces, including Guangdong, Guangxi, 
Fujian, Sichuan, Shanghai, Hubei, Guizhou, Zhejiang, Jiangsu, 
Anhui, Beijing, and even to Gansu and Liaoning. During this 
time, many government sponsored technical training programs 
and publications greatly boosted the spread and culture of this 
snail in China. In the 1990s, the impetus for development of 
aquaculture gradually faded because of the distastefulness of 
the snail to many people. However, the species had established 
many natural populations in many areas where it had never been 
artificially bred and cultured, expansion of its distribution being 
facilitated by its wide tolerance of environmental conditions 
and broad food preferences. Gradually it became a devastating 
agricultural pest of wetland crops, most notably rice, in various 
Southeast Asian countries2,4 and Japan.5 Pomacea canaliculata 
was subsequently found to be an important intermediate host 
of Angiostrongylus cantonensis, the rat lungworm, which can 
infect humans, causing angiostrongyliasis manifested as eo-
sinophilic meningitis.6-7 In 2003, P. canaliculata was included 
in a blacklist of 16 invasive pests by the State Environmental 
Protection Administration (SEPA) of China. 

Spread in Mainland China
There are no accurate data on the abundance and spread of 
P. canaliculata since its introduction to China in about 1980. 
However, based on reports from various parts of China, it has 
been suggested that the spread of P. canaliculata in mainland 
China took place in two main phases, a first phase of rapid 
spread during the 1980s resulting from domestic introduc-
tion for aquaculture, and a second phase of slow spread in the 
subsequent 20 years or so once major control measures against 
the snail were widely implemented (Figure 1).8 Pomacea cana-
liculata is now well established in waters of southern China, in 
a band spanning from northeast to southwest. It has also been 
observed in mountainous areas at high elevations in Yunnan 
province. And it has crossed from the Pearl River valley into the 
Yangtze River valley, and now occurs in the southeast section 
of the latter.9 In a separate area in the Sichuan basin, there is 
an independent population of Pomacea canaliculata that may 
be associated with the its earlier introduction for aquaculture.9 
	 The most important factor driving the invasion of P. canalicu-
lata is considered to be the environmental temperature, although 
many other variables, such as the level of dissolved oxygen, 
the pH of the water, and soil moisture during dormancy, are 
associated with overwintering success.10 Experimental studies 
on P. canaliculata have found that the threshold temperature 
and effective accumulated temperature for its development 
were 11.4 ℃ and 1309 degree days respectively. Based on these 
results, it was predicted that this snail can overwinter in nearly 
all areas in China as long as they are in unfrozen water. In all 
provinces there are some natural waters that could permit it to 
complete one generation in two years, and in southern provinces 

Figure 1. The number of locations in which Pomacea canaliculata 
was recorded in China from 1980 to 2005. Modified from Yang et al.8
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such as Guangdong and Hainan that could allow it to complete 
three generations per year.11 This potential is confirmed by 
the existence of the natural population in Sichuan province, 
despite many waters in this province being iced up in winter.12 
In Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, the natural population of P. 
canaliculata moved northward about 10 km per year.13 Based 
on its current distribution in China and the effective temperature 
accumulation for its development, it has been predicted that its 
range will expand into large areas further northwards by the 
2030s, including the entire Chongqing municipality, Hunan, 
Hubei, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang provinces.14 The predicted increase 
in the distribution between the 2020s and 2030s is 378,700 km2. 
The region in which it becomes established will move further 
northeast, mainly including the Huaihe River valley in southern 
Henan and Anhui provinces, and central Jiangsu province.14 
Considering uncertainties regarding the rate of global climate 
change, the future distribution may be even greater than these 
predictions suggested. 

Host of Angiostrongylus cantonensis 
Angiostrongylus cantonensis, known as the rat lungworm, is 
a nematode parasite, with the adult worms being found in the 
pulmonary arteries of rats. Molluscs, ie, freshwater and ter-
restrial snails, serve as the intermediate hosts. By ingestion of 
uncooked or undercooked foods (eg snails) containing live third 
stage larvae of A. cantonensis, the parasite causes an infection 
in humans known as angiostrongyliasis, with the symptoms 
of eosinophilic meningitis, although humans are only acci-
dental hosts of this species of nematode and in which it does 
not complete its life cycle. Eosinophilic meningitis caused by 
Angiostrongylus cantonensis, a potentially fatal disease, is 
considered an emerging infectious disease in mainland China.12

Thirty-two species of molluscs in China have been screened 
for A. cantonensis; 22 of them (69%) harbored the parasite.12 
The highest rate of infection was recorded in the giant African 
snail, Achatina fulica (97%), followed by slugs (up to 100% in 
some species, ie, Philomycus bilineatus and Vaginulus spp.), 
and Pomacea canaliculata (69.4%). Although terrestrial snails 
and slugs showed higher rates and intensities of infections than 

freshwater molluscs overall, at least one freshwater snail, P. 
canaliculata, plays an important role in the epidemiology of 
angiostrongyliasis. 
	 Extensive epidemiological evidence indicates that P. cana-
liculata is becoming the most important natural intermediate 
host for A. cantonensis in mainland China because of its high 
susceptibility to the parasite and its wide environmental toler-
ance. Third stage larvae of A. cantonensis were first detected 
in P. canaliculata in China in Wenzhou, Zhejiang province, 
from examination of 361 individuals of this snail species.6 The 
prevalence (proportion of the sample that were infected) was 
69.4% and mean intensity (number of larvae per snail) was about 
32.6. Subsequently, there have been many other reports from 
other parts of China.15-17 The broad and rapid expansion of the 
distribution of P. canaliculata due to its dispersal both on the land 
and in the water, the high prevalence and intensity of infection 
by A. cantonensis,9 and the fact that it is still being collected 
as food by some people and offered in some restaurants, have 
contributed to it being the most important intermediate host not 
only in the regions where it now occurs, but also in provinces 
where it is not found, having been transported for food to such 
locations.7 Pomacea canaliculata is a somewhat amphibious 
snail. Females emerge from the water to lay their eggs attached 
to emergent vegetation, rocks, logs, and other rigid surfaces. 
In the absence of water (eg, drained rice paddies) they survive 
by estivation in the mud. Thus, although the primary route of 
infection by A. cantonensis larvae is from ingestion of rat feces 
washed into the water, their ability to survive out of the water 
enhances their likely contact with rat feces and increases their 
chance of infection.
	 The biggest outbreak of eosinophilic meningitis caused by A. 
cantonensis in Beijing, where P. canaliculata does not occur, 
resulted from consuming undercooked P. canaliculata imported 
from more southerly regions where it does occur.3 Based on 
reports of outbreaks of eosinophilic meningitis in China caused 
by A. cantonensis, 8 of 9 outbreaks resulted from consumption of 
undercooked P. canaliculata and only one from eating Achatina 
fulica (Table 1).16 Thus, the emergence of angiostrongyliasis 
has largely been attributed to the spread of P. canaliculata.14 

Table 1. Reported outbreaks of eosinophilic meningitis caused by Angiostrongylus cantonensis infection in mainland China (from Zhang, et al.)16

Year Location (city, province) Number of people infected Source of infection Reference
1997 Wenzhou, Zhejiang 65 Pomacea canaliculata 22
2002 Changle, Fujian 8 Pomacea canaliculata 15
2002 Fuzhou, Fujian 9 Pomacea canaliculata 23
2002 Fuzhou, Fujian 13 Achatina fulica 24
2004 Kunming, Yunnan 25 Pomacea canaliculata 25
2005 Kunming, Yunnan 9 Pomacea canaliculata 26
2006 Beijing 160 Pomacea canaliculata 27
2007 Zhaoqing, Guangdong 6 Pomacea canaliculata 28
2008 Dali, Yunnan 41 Pomacea canaliculata 29
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Control of P. canaliculata in China
Since in China Pomacea canaliculata appears to be the main 
vector of angiostrongyliasis to humans, and because it is a major 
pest of crops in many regions of mainland China, widespread 
efforts have been implemented in attempts to control it and 
limit its further spread. These control measures can generally 
be divided into physical, chemical, biological, and agricultural 
methods.18 Most simply, farmers hand-pick egg masses of the 
apple snails or collect the snail in the ditches and paddy fields.19 
Many commercial molluscicides, primarily niclosamide, crystal 
copper sulfate, sodium pentachlorophenate and fentin acetate, 
have proven to be effective, but with environmental side effects.18 
Many by-products and extracts of plants, such as tea seed cake, 
aqueous saponins, nicotine, and extract of Eynedrella nodiflora 
have been used to kill or control the snails.20,21 Animals used 
for biological control of the snails mainly include ducks and 
snail eating fish such as black carp (Mylopharyngodon piceus). 
It has even been reported that ducks cultured in paddy fields 
could eliminate 99% of the adult snails and 92% of egg masses 
in rice fields.18 Mechanized farming and rotation of aquatic and 
xeromorphic crops can kill some of the snails and prevent major 
outbreaks of the snail in crop fields.10,19

Conclusion
To reduce the chance of human infection by the parasite, one 
of the most effective methods would be interrupting its life 
cycle by controlling the intermediate hosts. The current wide 
distribution of P. canaliculata in China and the lack of a pow-
erful, specific, and environmentally safe molluscicide make it 
extremely difficult to control populations of this snail in wild. 
Furthermore, the wide environmental tolerance exhibited by P. 
canaliculata facilitates its rapid spread, and its potential spread 
to all parts of China requires the highest attention. Global warm-
ing will assuredly facilitate its northward spread. Due to the 
close connection of this snail with outbreaks of eosinophilic 
meningitis, the abundance, distribution, and spread of this 
snail should be closely monitored. However, the most effec-
tive method to prevent human infection is to educate people to 
maintain good sanitation in food preparation areas, not to eat 
raw or undercooked snails, and to avoid eating raw vegetables 
that may harbor inconspicuous (eg juvenile) snails or slugs in 
regions where A. cantonensis is present. 
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