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resumen

En este artículo se revisan los ejemplares del río San Juan de Urabá depositados en museos 
nacionales e internacionales y, con base en esta revisión y otros estudios publicados, 
se documenta el primer listado de los peces del río San Juan de Urabá. Hasta la fecha, 
el conocimiento científico de la fauna íctica de esta región sigue siendo muy pobre. El 
único estudio sobre el río fue publicado en 1992 y sólo se enfocó en la zona costera 
donde encontraron 40 especies. Basado en nuestra revisión de especímenes de museos, 
se identificaron 38 especies en la cuenca, 15 de éstos fueron Perciformes y el orden más 
abundante. Las cuencas aisladas actúan como sistemas individuales que pueden contener 
biotas únicas, además son de alta importancia en un contexto biogeográfico, porque ellas 
actúan como sistemas particulares. 
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abstract

In this article fish samples from the San Juan de Urabá River deposited in national and 
international museums are reviewed, and based on this review and other published studies, 
the first list of San Juan de Urabá River fish is documented.  To date the scientific knowledge 
of the ichthyofauna of this region continues to be very poor.  The only study about the 
river was published in 1992 and was only focused on the coastal zone where 40 species 
were found.  Bases in our revision of museum specimens, 38 species were identified in the 
basin, 15 from which were Perciformes, the most abundant order.  The isolated basins act 
as individual systems that may contain unique biotas and also they are of great importance 
in a biogeographical context because they act as independent systems. 

Key words: actinopterygii, diversity, estuary, Antioquia, Caribbean Sea.

* Fr: 3-X-2010.  FA: 22-X-2010
1 universidad de Antioquia, Calle 67 no. 53-108, Bloque 7 - 309, Medellín, Colombia. e-mail: hdagudelo@

gmail.com; ljimenez@matematicas.udea.edu.co
2 Grupo de Limnología y recursos Hídricos, universidad Católica de oriente. sector 3, Cra. 46 no. 40B-50, 

rionegro, Colombia. e-mail: juangiopez@gmail.com

ISSN 0123 - 3068  bol.cient.mus.hist.nat.  14 (2): 129 - 138  



bo
l.c

ie
nt

.m
us

.h
ist

.n
at

. 1
4 

(2
): 

12
9 

- 1
38

Agudelo, Ospina y Jiménez130

introduCtion 

The fish of the rivers of northwestern Colombia are poorly sampled and 
knowledge regarding the icthyofauna remains scarce (DAHL, 1955; ROMÁN-
VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992; HAROLD & VARI, 1994). A few articles provide 

detailed information on fishes in the northern portion of Antioquia (EIGENMANN, 
1912, 1920c AND 1922; FOWLER, 1944; DAHL, 1960; ACERO & GARZÓN, 1987; 
ROMÁN-VALENCIA, 1990). Because the northern areas of Colombia connect Central 
and South America, they are of special interest to the study of the evolution and 
biogeography of freshwater fishes (DAHL, 1971; RODRÍGUEZ-OLARTE et al., 2009).

Recently, descriptions of new Colombian freshwater species have appeared 
regularly (MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2008). MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al. (2005) 
indicated that knowledge of Colombia’s fish fauna is based principally on surveys 
of the main rivers of the northern Andes (Magdalena and Cauca basins, Figure 1) 
and of the highlands of Cundinamarca and Boyacá. As the fish fauna of the small 
streams in these basins are poorly known, research efforts have begun to focus on 
these smaller streams and have resulted in the discovery to science of new species 
(DE SANTANA et al., 2004; MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2004; WIJKMARK, 2007; 
BERTACO, 2008). 

The San Juan de Urabá River originates in the Quimarí Peaks (670 m.a.s.l.) of the 
Abibe Mountains and drains into the Caribbean Sea. The river drains a basin of 

Location of the San Juan de Urabá river basin. 1: El Coco. 2: El Paso.  3: Main 
cannel. 4: Mouth (Estuary zone). 5: Coastal.

figure 1.
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some 1395 km2 (Figure 1), and its total length is approximately 183 km (RUIZ & 
CEBALLOS, 2005). Some of its principal tributaries are: the San Juancito and Aguas 
Claras Rivers, and the El Caimán, El Piritu, Caño del Medio, Molenillo, Zapindonga, 
El Coco, El Paso, and Honda Streams. The basin’s rainfall increases from northeast 
to southwest, varying from 1500 to 2750 mm/year (LARA-MEJÍA, 2004). These 
tributaries flow through the San Pedro de Urabá, Arboletes, and San Juan de Urabá 
municipalities, which form part of the northern region of Antioquia or “Urabá 
Antioqueño” (RUIZ & CEBALLOS, 2005). 

The objective of this paper is to identify the ichthyofauna found in the region of 
San Juan de Urabá River because of its zoogeographic importance and the fact that 
it has not been well sampled by modern ichthyologists.

Materials and MetHods

We reviewed database records from national (CP-UCO, IAvH-P, ICNMHN, IMCN, 
IUQ, INVEMAR-P, CSJ, MLS) and internactional museums (NRM, USNM, BMNH, 
AMNH, CAS, SU, ANSP, MCZ, MNHN, FLMNH) for specimens from the lower San 
Juan de Urabá River or the San Juan de Urabá Basin. In addition, we conducted 
direct sampling of the depositional zone of the Basin.

The only previous records for the area are cited in ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO 
(1992) (specimens deposited in ICNMHN) (see Abbreviations). We directly sampled 
the depositional zone of the basin. Fish species were identified based on REIS 
et al. (2003) and MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al. (2005) for freshwater fishes and 
ESCHMEYER (1998) for marine species. Families are presented in systematic order, 
but genera and species are in alphabetic order. Species are listed in the column 
1 of Table 1. The letters in column 2 indicate the material registered from these 
collections. The references listed in column 3 are the authors who cited the species 
from Colombia or boundary rivers (Table 2). 

order
family species

no. (%) no. (%)

Carcharhiniformes 1 4 2 5

Scorpaeniformes 1 4 1 3

Elopiformes 1 4 1 3

Clupeiformes 1 4 1 3

Cyprinodontiformes 1 4 1 3

Characiformes 3 13 9 24

Siluriformes 4 17 5 13

Syngnathiformes 1 4 1 3

Number of families and species for each fish order from de San Juan de Urabá              
River.

table 1.
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order
family species

no. (%) no. (%)

Batrachoidiformes 1 4 1 3

Perciformes 9 38 15 39

Pleuronectiformes 1 4 1 3

total 24 100 38 100

source of specimens

The specimens used were collected by the third author (L. F. J.-S.). Collecting sites 
were chosen for convenience, i.e. those easily accessed by boat and/or streams 
near roads. Collecting sites are indicated by numbers on the map (Figure 1). The 
material examined is deposited in CIUA. Abbreviations: Institutional abbreviations 
follow LEVITON et al. (1985) and SABAJ PÉREZ, (2010) except for: CIUA: Colección 
Ictiologia Universidad de Antioquia, Medellin, Antioquia – Colombia. CP-UCO: 
Colección Peces, Universidad Católica de Oriente, Rionegro, Antioquia – Colombia. 
IAvH-P: Colección de Peces dulceacuícolas, Instituto Alexander von Humbolt, Villa 
de Leyva, Boyacá – Colombia. IMCN: Colección ictiológica de referencia Museo de 
Ciencias Naturales Federico Carlos Lehmann Valencia. Colección Zoológica de 
Referencia Científica “IMCN” Instituto para la Investigación y Preservación del 
Patrimonio Cultural y Natural del Valle del Cauca –INCIVA–. IUQ: Colección de 
Ictiología Universidad del Quindío, Armenia, Quindío – Colombia. INVEMAR-P: 
Museo de Historia Natural Marina de Colombia, Santa Marta – Colombia.

taxon Collection references

Carcharhiniformes

Carcharhinidae
Carcharhinus porosus (Ranzani, 
1839) CIUA 7 FAO, 2002; FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

Rhizoprionodon porosus (Poey, 
1861) CIUA 9 ACEVEDO et al., 2007; FROESE & 

PAULY, 2008.
scorpaeniformes

triglidae
Prionotus punctatus (Bloch, 
1793) CIUA 18 RICHARDS, 2002.

elopiformes

Megalopidae

Fish species recorded from the lower San Juan de Urabá River. (Collection: see 
Abbreviations).

table 2.
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Tarpon atlanticus (Valenciennes, 
1847) ICNMHN 3149 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992; 

DAHL ,1971.
Clupeiformes

Clupeidae

taxon Collection references

Opisthonema oglinum (Lesueur, 
1818) CIUA 21 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

engraulidae
Anchoa lyolepis (Evermann & 
Marsh, 1900) CIUA 22 DAHL, 1971; FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

Cyprinodontiformes

Poeciliidae
Poecilia sphenops (Valenciennes, 
1846) CIUA 287 DAHL ,1971; REID et al., 2003.

Characiformes

Curimatidae

Cyphocharax magdalenae (Stein-
dachner, 1878) CIUA 290, 276

EIGENMANN, 1922; ROMÁN-VALEN-
CIA & ACERO, 1992; MALDONADO-
OCAMPO et al., 2005;
 VILLA-NAVARRO et al., 2006; MOJICA 
et al., 2006.

erythrinidae

Hoplias malabaricus (Bloch, 
1794) CIUA 788

DAHL, 1971, ROMÁN-VALENCIA & 
ACERO, 1992; MALDONADO-OCAM-
PO et al., 2005;
VILLA-NAVARRO et al., 2006; MOJICA 
et al., 2006.

Characidae
Roeboides dayi (Steindachner, 
1878)

CIUA 27, 277, 
293, 322, 789

LUCENA, 2000; MALDONADO-OC-
AMPO et al., 2006.

Creagrutus affinis (Steindachner, 
1880) CIUA 280 EIGENMANN, 1920b; HAROLD & 

VARI, 1994; REID et al., 2003.
Brycon henni (Eigenmann, 
1913) CIUA 281 DAHL, 1971; LIMA, 2003; MONTOYA-

LÓPEZ et al., 2006.

Astyanax fasciatus (Cuvier, 
1819) CIUA 285

EIGENMANN, 1922; DAHL, 1971; 
HAROLD & VARI, 1992; ROMÁN-
VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992,
MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2005; 
VILLA-NAVARRO et al., 2006; MOJICA 
et al., 2006.

Saccoderma hastata (Eigen-
mann, 1913) CIUA 291 DAHL, 1971; ROMÁN-VALENCIA & 

ACERO, 1992; MOJICA et al. 2006.
Hyphessobrycon proteus (Eigen-
mann, 1913) CIUA 295, 296 FROESE & PAULY, 2008; GARCÍA-

ALZATE et al., 2008, in this paper.
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Bryconamericus emperador (Ei-
genmann y Ogle, 1907) CIUA 321

MOJICA, 1999; ROMÁN-VALENCIA, 
2000, 2003; REID et al., 2003; LIMA et 
al., 2003; MALDONADO et al., 2005.

taxon Collection references

siluriformes

ariidae
Notarius grandicassis (Valenci-
ennes, 1840) CIUA 11 LASSO et al., 2004.

Sciades herzbergii (Bloch, 1794) CIUA 12, 909 ACERO, 2002.
Heptapteridae

Rhamdia quelen (Quoy & 
Gaimard, 1824) CIUA 278, 332

MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2006; 
VILLA-NAVARRO et al., 2006; MOJICA 
et al., 2006.

Callichthyidae
Hoplosternum punctatum (Meek 
& Hildebrand, 1916) CIUA 282 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992; 

MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2006.
syngnathiformes

syngnathidae
Syngnathus pelagicus (Linnaeus, 
1758) CIUA 279, 288 FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

Batrachoidiformes

Batrachoididae
Batrachoides surinamensis (Bloch 
& Schneider, 1801) CIUA 20 FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

Perciformes

Centropomidae
Centropomus parallelus (Poey, 
1860) CIUA 284 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

Centropomus pectinatus (Poey, 
1860) CIUA 13 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

Centropomus undecimalis 
(Bloch, 1792) CIUA 292 EIGENMANN, 1920a; ROMÁN-VA-

LENCIA & ACERO, 1992.
serranidae
Epinephelus itajara (Lichten-
stein, 1822) CIUA 14 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992; 

FROESE & PAULY, 2008.
Carangidae
Oligoplites saurus (Bloch & 
Schneider, 1801) CIUA 15 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

Chloroscombrus chrysurus (Lin-
naeus, 1766) CIUA 16 FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

sciaenidae
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Stellifer microps (Steindachner, 
1864) CIUA 30 FROESE & PAULY, 2008, in this paper.

Isopisthus parvipinnis (Cuvier, 
1830) CIUA 17, 4 FROESE & PAULY, 2008.

taxon Collection references

Nebris microps (Cuvier, 1830) CIUA 6 CERVIGON et al., 1992;  FROESE & 
PAULY, 2008.

trichiuridae
Trichiurus lepturus (Linnaeus, 
1758) CIUA 10 DAHL, 1971.

scombridae
Scomberomorus cavalla (Cuvier, 
1829) CIUA 19 DAHL, 1971.

taxon Collection references

Mugilidae
Mugil curema (Valenciennes, 
1836) CIUA 28 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

Agonostomus monticola (Ban-
croft, 1834) ICNMHN 3029 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

eleotridae

Eleotris pisonis (Gmelin, 1789) CIUA 286, 333 EIGENMANN, 1920b.
Cichlidae
Andinoacara sp. Atrato (Wijk-
mark, 2007) CIUA 283 WIJKMARK, 2007, in this paper.

Caquetaia kraussii (Stein-
dachner, 1879)

CIUA 289, 319, 
331 MALDONADO-OCAMPO et al., 2005.

Pleuronectiformes

Paralichthyidae
Citharichthys spilopterus (Gün-
ther, 1862)

CIUA 294; IC-
NMHN 3144 ROMÁN-VALENCIA & ACERO, 1992.

results

Table 2 records the list of fish species sampled from the lower San Juan de Urabá 
river basin. We found a total of 38 species in 10 orders and 24 families. The orders 
with the most species are Perciforms (15), Characiforms (9), and Siluriforms (5). 
We found two species of Carcharhiniforms and all the others orders had just one 
species (Table 1). 
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disCusion

review of san Juan de urabá river 

With the aim of inspiring further research on the fisheries of the San Juan de Urabá 
River, we offer some preliminary considerations regarding the ichthyofauna of the 
lower sections of this river. In the past, from Eigenmann (1912 to1923) forward, 
most researchers sampling fishes in northern Colombia have “jumped” from the 
Atrato to the Sinú River or San Jorge Drainages, leaving a gap in the coverage (see 
EIGENMANN, 1912 and Plate I; EIGENMANN, 1920c, 1921). Because the San Juan 
de Urabá basin apparently includes species from Panama as well as from adjacent 
basins, we believe it’s important to correctly identify the species of these basins 
(Atrato, Sinú, and Magdalena). This is the first listing of species from the San Juan 
de Urabá River Basin and furthers zoogeographic understanding of the region. 
Since the fish of the region were poorly known, previous studies of regional 
ichthyofaunas constructed zoogeographic provinces without taking the San Juan 
de Urabá and the Mulatos River Basins into account, thus excluding an important 
section of northern Colombia (RODRÍGUEZ-OLARTE et al., 2009).

The region has been geologically molded by the events of formation the Isthmus 
of Panamá, that occurred between the late Miocene and Pliocene, and also by the  
formation of mountain ranges of Colombia (DUQUE-CARO, 1990). The formation 
of the Isthmus led to the great faunal exchange between North and South America 
(BERMINGHAM & MARTIN, 1998). The closure of the ocean waters by the uplifting 
of Panamá’s isthmus did, however, caused the loss the exchange of other fauna in 
the area (WEBB, 1985; PORTA, 2003; RODRÍGUEZ-OLARTE et al., 2009).

Although we present a checklist for fishes of San Juan River, we understand there 
continues to be a gap in scientific knowledge for Colombian fish species. We 
encourage fish researchers to carry out sampling programs throughout this and 
other basins so as, to determine the total number of species present and their 
importance to our national biodiversity and to the biogeographic patterns for 
South American freshwater fishes. 
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