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Giant African Land Snail Facts: An In-Depth Look at the World’s Largest 
Snail

When you think of a snail, you might picture a slow �moving garden visitor, its spiral shell glistening in the sunshine.

But among the many species that glide along damp earth, one stands out for its sheer size, its ecological impact,

and its fascinating biology: the Giant African Land Snail (Achatina fulica). This remarkable creature has captured

the curiosity of scientists, hobbyists, and conservationists alike. In this article, we dive deep into the world of the

Giant African Land Snail, exploring its physical characteristics, natural habitat, feeding habits, reproduction, and the

profound influence it has on ecosystems worldwide. Whether you’re a curious reader, a budding snail enthusiast, or

an environmental professional, these facts will give you a comprehensive understanding of one of nature’s most

intriguing gastropods.

1. Taxonomy and Scientific Background

1.1 Species Classification

The Giant African Land Snail belongs to the family Achatinidae and the genus Achatina. Its full scientific name is 

Achatina fulica, first described by the French malacologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck in 1822. Over the centuries,

taxonomists have debated its subspecies and related varieties, but the original classification remains the

cornerstone of modern malacology.

1.2 Common Names and Etymology

While “Giant African Land Snail” is the most widely recognized name, it is also referred to as the “African Giant

Snail,” “Achatina snail,” or simply “the giant snail.” The genus name “Achatina” derives from the Greek word

“akchata,” meaning “to move,” a nod to the snail’s slow but relentless locomotion.

1.3 Global Distribution

Native to the tropical forests of East Africa, the Giant African Land Snail has, over the last century, spread to many

parts of the world. Its current distribution includes:

•  Africa: Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

•  Asia: India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and the Maldives.

•  Oceania: Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, and the Cook Islands.

•  North America: Florida (USA) and Puerto Rico.

•  Europe: Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom (limited to controlled environments).

Its ability to thrive in diverse climates—from humid tropics to subtropical regions—makes it a formidable invasive

species.

2. Physical Description and Anatomy

2.1 Size and Shell Characteristics

The most striking feature of the Giant African Land Snail is its size. Adults can reach:



•  Shell diameter: up to 12 cm (4.7 inches).

•  Shell height: approximately 10–12 cm (3.9–4.7 inches).

•  Body weight: up to 500 grams (1.1 pounds).

The shell is typically a pale, translucent brown with a glossy surface. Its spiral structure is tightly coiled, with 7–9

whorls that create a high spire. The aperture—where the snail’s body extends—has a smooth edge and a small,

translucent lip.

2.2 Soft Body and Locomotion

Behind the shell, the snail’s body is soft and slimy, a characteristic feature of gastropods. The foot—an enormous,

muscular organ—covers the underside of the shell and is responsible for locomotion. The snail secretes mucus

from the foot, reducing friction and enabling it to glide effortlessly over various surfaces.

2.3 Sensory Organs

The Giant African Land Snail possesses two prominent tentacles on its head:

•  Upper tentacles: Contain the eyes at their tips, allowing the snail to detect light and movement.

•  Lower tentacles: Known as the “proboscis,” these are sensory organs that help the snail navigate its 

environment and locate food.

3. Habitat and Environmental Preferences

3.1 Natural Ecosystems

In its native range, the snail inhabits tropical rainforests, mangrove swamps, and lowland grasslands. It prefers:

•  High humidity (70–90%).

•  Warm temperatures (20–30°C).

•  Soil rich in organic matter.

3.2 Urban and Agricultural Settings

Human activity has facilitated the snail’s spread to urban gardens, farms, and even indoor environments. Its

adaptability allows it to thrive in:

•  Subtropical gardens with ample shade.

•  Rice paddies and other wet agricultural fields.

•  Household compost bins and potted plants.

3.3 Climate Tolerance

While the snail prefers warm, humid climates, it can survive in temperate zones if protected from extreme cold. In

cooler regions, it often retreats underground or into insulated habitats during winter.

4. Diet and Feeding Behavior

4.1 Herbivorous Nature

The Giant African Land Snail is a strict herbivore, feeding on a wide variety of plant material:

•  Leaves, stems, and roots of vegetables (e.g., lettuce, cabbage, potatoes).

•  Fruits, especially bananas and mangoes.

•  Tree bark and dead plant matter.

•  Some species of algae and fungi.



4.2 Feeding Patterns

Unlike many other snails, the Giant African Land Snail is a diurnal feeder, meaning it is most active during daylight

hours. It typically feeds for 2–4 hours each day, moving slowly across the ground and leaving a trail of mucus in its

wake.

4.3 Impact on Agriculture

Farmers often report significant crop damage due to snail feeding. In rice paddies, the snail can consume the

young seedlings, leading to yield loss. In vegetable gardens, it may eat the outer leaves, causing aesthetic and

economic damage.

5. Reproduction and Life Cycle

5.1 Hermaphroditic Nature

One of the most fascinating aspects of the Giant African Land Snail is that it is hermaphroditic. Each individual

possesses both male and female reproductive organs, enabling it to mate with any other adult of its species.

5.2 Mating Process

During mating, two snails align their heads and exchange sperm through a process called “cross-fertilization.” After 

the exchange, each snail stores the received sperm in a specialized organ called the ductus deferens, which it will

use to fertilize its own eggs later.

5.3 Egg Laying

After mating, a snail can lay up to 200 eggs in a single clutch. The eggs are small (about 2–3 mm in diameter) and

pale pink. They are laid in moist soil or under leaf litter to maintain humidity.

5.4 Development and Maturation

Eggs hatch after 2–3 weeks, depending on temperature and moisture. Juvenile snails resemble miniature adults

but are initially smaller and lighter in color. They reach sexual maturity within 6–12 months, depending on

environmental conditions.

6. Behavior and Ecological Role

6.1 Territoriality

While not aggressive, Giant African Land Snails can exhibit territorial behavior, especially when food is scarce.

They may fight for access to preferred food sources, using their radula—an organ lined with tiny teeth—to scrape

and compete.

6.2 Predators and Threats

In the wild, natural predators include:

•  Birds (e.g., herons, thrushes).

•  Small mammals (e.g., rodents, marsupials).

•  Reptiles (e.g., lizards).

•  Invertebrates (e.g., beetles).

Invasive populations often lack these predators, allowing them to proliferate unchecked.

6.3 Ecosystem Impact

As a prolific herbivore, the snail can alter plant community composition. By preferentially feeding on certain



species, it may give competitive advantage to less palatable plants. Moreover, its mucus can carry spores and

seeds, influencing plant dispersal.

7. The Giant African Land Snail as an Invasive Species

7.1 Pathways of Introduction

Several mechanisms have contributed to the snail’s global spread:

•  Intentional release as a food source in the 19th century.

•  Accidental transport via imported plants, soil, or cargo.

•  Pet trade and exotic pet enthusiasts.

7.2 Ecological Consequences

Invasive populations can cause:

•  Crop damage and economic losses for farmers.

•  Competition with native snail species, leading to declines.

•  Altered soil chemistry due to increased decomposition rates.

7.3 Control and Management

Efforts to curb the snail’s spread include:

•  Mechanical removal (hand picking, traps).

•  Biological control using predators (e.g., the African snail parasite Philornis).

•  Chemical molluscicides (used cautiously to avoid environmental harm).

•  Public education and regulation of pet trade.

8. Human Uses and Cultural Significance

8.1 Culinary Traditions

In several African and Asian cultures, the Giant African Land Snail is considered a delicacy. It is often boiled, fried,

or incorporated into stews. The snail’s meat is valued for its texture and mild flavor.

8.2 Scientific Research

Because of its large size and ease of handling, the snail is a popular model organism in malacological studies,

particularly in research on:

•  Shell development and growth.

•  Reproductive biology.

•  Environmental stress responses.

8.3 Pet Trade

Some hobbyists keep Giant African Land Snails as pets due to their unique appearance and relative ease of care.

However, regulations vary by country, and many places prohibit possession due to invasive risks.

9. Interesting Trivia and Lesser-Known Facts

1.  Despite their size, Giant African Land Snails can only move at a speed of about 1–2 centimeters per minute.

2.  The snail’s mucus contains a protein that has been studied for its potential use in medical adhesives.

3.  They can survive for up to 10 years in captivity, provided they have adequate food and humidity.

4.  In some regions, the snail’s slime is used as a natural lubricant in industrial processes.



5.  When threatened, the snail can retract its head and foot into the shell, sealing the aperture with a layer of 

mucus.

10. Caring for a Giant African Land Snail (If You Choose to Keep One)

10.1 Housing Requirements

Provide a spacious enclosure (at least 60 × 45 × 45 cm) with a secure lid. Use a substrate of loamy soil mixed with

compost. Keep the enclosure humid (70–80% relative humidity) and maintain a temperature of
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