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As we draw towards the end of the year, and the end of the 2013-2016 Quadrennium 
for IUCN I am also looking back at my last three years as Chair of FFSG, and marveling at 
what a fantastic set of individuals the Freshwater Fish Specialist Group is. Individually, 
and collaboratively, we have achieved so much. Our members continue to publish 
descriptions of new species of fishes, as well as papers on the ecology and conservation 
of freshwater fishes, on guidelines for recreational fisheries, and the conservation and 
management of freshwater ecosystems. Some of you regularly post notes of your 
publications on your FaceBook pages ς if you do, please let Ian Harrison, our Technical Officer, know so he can 
pick up those posts and share them on our own FFSG FaceBook page. Many of you have also worked on some 
of the regional freshwater assessments for the Red List over the last couple of years, such as those for the 
Arabian Peninsula (reported in Issue 9 of our Newsletter, August 2015), Brazil (Issue 7, December 2014), the 
Tropical Andes (this issue, page 11) the Sunda region (Issue 11, 2016) , and North America. The Global 
Freshwater Bioblitz (http://www.inat uralist.org/projects/global-freshwater-fish-bioblitz) continues to receive 
photographs of fishes from around the world, and the World Fish Migration Day had another exceptionally 
successful, globally extensive, series of events this year in May, as reported below (pages 17-31). Our Home 
Aquarium Fish Subgroup is continuing to reach out to partners in the pet trade world, looking for options to 
support sustainable freshwater aquarium fisheries that can also promote conservation of freshwater 
ecosystems and support livelihoods of rural communities. Every year Scott Dowd, the Chair of the Subgroup 
runs important tours of the Rio Negro region, promoting awareness of the sustainable aquarium fisheries 
trade and bringing together experts who can identify mechanisms for developing best practices. 
 
The good work that we do was well 
represented at the IUCN World Conservation 
Congress in HawaiΩi, this September, with 
numerous sessions devoted to freshwater 
issues. These are summarized below on pages 
44-64 ς ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ lot of information there, 
compiled by several of our FFSG members; I 
hope this is helpful to those of you who could 
not attend. In particular, the report of the 
summary session on Consolidating 
Partnerships for a Global Vision for 
Freshwater Ecosystems (pages 61-64) and the 
report on the submission of the Motion calling 
for a calling a Union-Wide Strategy to Raise 
the Urgency of Freshwater Biodiversity 
Conservation (pages 65-68) will be of interest.  
 

                                                                       /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ wall for conservation messages at the Congress 

    FFSG UPDATE 

Message from the FFSG Global Chair 
 

Dr. Richard Sneider 

http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/global-freshwater-fish-bioblitz
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The latter point has set the stage for stronger inclusion of freshwater in the 2017-2020 IUCN Program of 
Work, which is extremely encouraging. I am especially grateful to our colleagues in WWF-US and the SSC 
Freshwater Conservation Subcommittee, who worked especially hard on making these recommendations. 
 
I was also fortunate enough to be invited to attend The East-West Sustainability Summit that occurred in 
IŀǿŀƛΩƛ immediately before the Congress. I joined a session on ά{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ aƻŘŜƭǎέ where we 
discussed the importance environmental awareness and conservation as a corporate responsibility and 
mission.  The topic of sustainability was raised 
repeatedly throughout the sessions at the 
Conservation Congress, especially with respect to the 
opportunities presented by the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals to ensure that ecosystem concerns 
are integrated with socio-economic concerns, 
regionally and globally. One of the most compelling 
syntheses of the messages presented at the Congress 
was made by Martha Rojas-Urrego (Secretary General 
for the Ramsar Convention) when she commented at 
the session on Consolidating Partnerships for a Global 
Vision for Freshwater Ecosystems that sustainable 
development cannot occur without sustainable water 
provision, and we cannot discuss sustainable water 
provision without healthy ecosystems. 
 
The World Conservation Congress showed me the 
breadth of the fantastic work we do, together, and in 
collaboration with partners around the world. More 
important, it showed me the opportunities that we 
have for the future. All the freshwater sessions that are 
summarized in this Newsletter included discussion of 
plans and opportunities for what to do next, and 
where we need to place our priorities for the 
upcoming Quadrennium ς mapping ecosystems, 
addressing the problems of dams, migratory fishes, measuring environmental flows, managing fisheries, will 
all be important for us. And doing fieldwork and raising awareness about freshwater biodiversity. We are 
already working on these topics. During the Congress we held a session on developing the Blueprint for 
Freshwater Life (see pages 46-47) and one on communicating conservation messages (see pages 52-54) ς and 
senior staff of National Geographic attended both those sessions. I am delighted to be working with National 
Geographic in developing work on the Okavango delta. 
 
 
At the Congress Ian Harrison spoke with various colleagues about a plan to implement biodiversity surveys 
and monitoring in the Rio Marañon, Peru, and discussed this with potential funders. This newsletter includes a 
short report about the plans for this work in the Marañon (see pages 32-40). 
 
As noted above, there are plenty more projects that we must push forwards as our priorities for the next four 
years. Moreover, the urgent need for our work to continue to conserve freshwater fishes and their habitats, 
has never been greater; as you will see from my short report on the newly published, 2016 Living Planet 



5 

 

Report (see page 6), which shows that freshwater ecosystems are declining at an even greater rate than was 
found in the 2014 Report. The challenge is strong, as I note in my report below, but it is not insurmountable 
and I very much look forward to continuing to work with you towards our objectives. 
 
 
Best wishes, 
 

 
 

 

Richard Sneider 

FFSG Global Chair 
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2016 Living Planet Report published: an urgent call to action for 
freshwater biodiversity. 
 

Richard Sneider 

FFSG Global Chair 

 

Many of you will remember that one of 

ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ²²CΩǎ нлмп Living 

Planet Report was that freshwater was 

showing the greatest decline for any of 

the biomes measured in the report. The 

Living Planet Index (LPI) for freshwater 

species showed an average decline of 76 

per cent in the size of the monitored 

populations, between 1970 and 2010. 

 

In October 2016 WWF published the 

2016 Living Planet Report, and the news 

is bleak. The LPI for freshwater has 

become worse, now showing that on 

average the abundance of populations 

monitored in the freshwater system has 

declined overall by 81 per cent between 

1970 and 2012 based on data for 3,324 

monitored populations of 881 freshwater 

species). Habitat loss is the most 

significant cause of these declines. More 

detailed analyses in the report describe 

declines in wetland dependent species 

and migratory species. The report substantiates several existing studies that species living in freshwater 

habitats are faring worse than terrestrial species.  

 

The complete report can be downloaded at: 

http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/all_publications/lpr_2016/. 

 

As I read this report, it reminded me of the address that I gave to the audience at the workshop on Catalyzing 

communication: Conservation action through core messaging at the IUCN World Conservation Congress (see 

pages 52-54), where I discussed the dire condition of freshwater ecosystems, and our responsibility to look 

after them. Below is a slightly updated version of that text.  

http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/all_publications/lpr_2016/
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Freshwater ecosystems host some of the richest biodiversity hotspots on the planet and provide critical 

services for every other ecosystem and species, yet their loss and degradation remains largely unrecognized. 

This is an international catastrophe in the making. 

 

Freshwater biodiversity is not taken into consideration when addressing our water challenges in the service 

infrastructure context.  

 

Biodiversity interconnectedness is vital to the health of all ecosystems, and so it is in fresh water. At least 64% 

of all wetlands have been lost since 1900, and the 2016 Living Planet Index shows a 30 per cent decline over 

the past 40 years alone. Studies show that the economic service value of this loss is twice that of the US GDP 

per year! Endemic biodiversity is largest in freshwater systems. Again, according to the Living Plant Index, 

freshwater species loss is occurring at about double the rate of marine and terrestrial life. 

 

!ƭōŜǊǘ 9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǎŀƛŘ άLook deeply into nature, and then you will understand everything betterΦέ 

 

To look deeply into nature is to understand the relational essence of the biosphere, and the vital role species 

play in it. The obsolete belief that the earth can afford the loss of species without major foreseen and 

unforeseen consequences is unfortunately both apocalyptic and foretelling. Whether it be active removal, or 

ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŜȄǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǘΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ¢ƘŀƴŀǘƻǎΩ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎ ƻǊ ŀ 

ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊ ƻƴ 9ƘǊƭƛŎƘΩǎ wƛǾŜǘ-popper hypothesis. In comparing thŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƛǊǇƭŀƴŜΣ 9ƘǊƭƛŎƘ 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǊƛǾŜǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƭŀƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƻƭŘ ƛǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ LŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊ ƻǊ 

mechanic were to remove a rivet, the plane would eventually disassemble and crash. Each passenger would 

not believe that their removal of a single rivet would have catastrophic consequences, but eventually, it 

ǿƻǳƭŘΤ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿ 

Ƙƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ǊƛǾŜǘΩǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ Ƙŀǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾerall balance of earth, the aggregate of removing species would 

be extremely harmful in unanticipated or unforeseen ways, and at times, fatal.  

 

Schistosomiasis is a debilitating disease carried through parasitic worms knows as blood flukes, which live 

insƛŘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾŜƛƴǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƻ ŘŜōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŀǊŀǎƛǘŜǎ ƛǎ ŀ 

snail, which releases the parasite into the water.  When people come into contact with the infested water the 

larvae enter their bodies. It is estimated that 200 million people are affected by it in 74 countries. According 

to the World Health Organization, schistosomiasis has become second to malaria in its global health impact. 

In addition to the physiological and psychological horrors schistosomiasis inflicts on its victims, the disease 

has a deep economic impact on the populations affected by it. Through its severe debilitating effect, the need 

of care of those suffering from it, and learning impairment in children, it taxes entire communities. 

  

A telling and alarming example of species attrition or extinction in freshwater ecosystems, on several 

populations worldwide and more crucially in Africa, is the increase of schistosomiasis. In Lake Malawi, the 

processes of overfishing and habitat degradation resulted in a virulent outbreak of schistosomiasis, a lake 

that had been free of it until a couple of decades ago, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 



8 

 

(CDC) has issue travel advisories on visiting the entire region, let alone water bathing and recreation; yet 

another blow to these communities! 

 

Species attrition and biodiversity loss resulted in 87% of school children in these communities becoming 

afflicted by the disease. 

 

To make matter worse, and as evidence of the possible far reaching unforeseen consequences of biodiversity 

loss, schistosomiasis has increased HIV infection up to three times in certain communities.  Lesions caused by 

the waterborne parasite increased the incidence of HIV threefold across rural Africa. 

 

This example underscores the urgent need to address biodiversity loss in fresh water habitats. This example 

clearly links biodiversity loss to human population suffering and loss. Think of it! We have freshwater species 

extinction, unaddressed, and it results in afflicting 200 million people!, a three-fold increase in HIV incidence 

increase in regions affected by this, 87 % of children population suffering, and economic devastation!  

 

Conclusion 

This is a matter of veins! Of blood flow! We need to understand freshwater as the circulation system of the 

earth. Rivers! ς these are the veins of the earth. Our planet is already experiencing many strokes from 

massive blockages we have in our dams in our rivers, the drying of lakes from disruption of flow and climate 

change, contamination from industrialization and overpopulation of our most precious resource! If we 

continue in this path, we will continue to have strokes and heart attacks until it is fatal! We need preventive 

measures for Mother Earth, just as the ones we apply for our own health! Healthy living practices are much 

better approaches than medical cures, which are often not effective, and often too late!  Fresh water species 

prevention loss can specifically prevent HIV!  

 

Just as we need rainforests, as the lungs of the earth, we need our circulation system. Biodiversity is the heart 

of Mother Earth, and freshwater bodies and rivers are her circulation system. Fresh water biodiversity is at 

the heart of a healthy planet. 

 

Here is my message to the audience! I assure you that if it were your kids who had worms in their veins, or 

your daughters who innocently contracted HIV, your resolve and action on this matter would be very 

different  I exhort you to be very engaged in what we are trying to accomplish in this workshop, and there 

ŀŦǘŜǊΗ !ǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀǊǘƘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƪŜŜǇ ƻǳǊ ōƭƻƻŘ ŦƭƻǿƛƴƎΣ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƛƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭdren free of deadly 

parasites! Please, become active ambassadors for fresh water conservation, AND fresh water biodiversity and 

health! 

 

Thank you! 
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Welcoming a new SSC Chair  
 

Richard Sneider 

FFSG Global Chair 

 

I am sure that many of you know that Jon Paul Rodríguez has been elected as the new Chair of SSC, taking 
over from Simon Stuart on the day of his election at World Conservation Congress in HawaƛΩƛΦ 
 
There have been so many deeply sincere messages of thanks to Simon for his leadership since 2008, from the 
ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ нлмр {{/ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŜƳŀƛƭǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ IŀǿŀƛΩƛΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
wonderful celebration of his service ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŜǎ tŀǾƛƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ IŀǿŀƛΩƛ ƻƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
than can be said, except to agree with the huge respect that the SSC membership has shown to Simon.  
 
More importantly, we have a dedicated leader, in Jon Paul, who has a deep knowledge of SSC through his 
roles in many SSC activities, not least as Deputy Chair since 2009. He understands SSC and its Specialist 
Groups from the grassroots of doing action on the ground, to the importance of publishing ground-breaking 
science, to the application of that science to successful management and policy. We have a strong future with 
Jon Paul, with plenty to look forward to. We have a lot to look forward to. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dr Jon Paul Rodríguez. SSC Chair 
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SSC Membership Renewal  
 

Richard Sneider 

FFSG Global Chair 

 

The September/October 2016 edition of the Species e-bulletin distributed electronically to SSC members 
included a note that membership of the Commission remains in place for 90 days from the final day of the 
IUCN Members Assembly ς which is until mid-December 2016.   
 
During this period the Specialist Group Chairs for the new Quadrennium 2017-2020 will be appointed by Jon 
Paul Rodríguez, our new SSC Chair. The Group Chairs will then review membership lists and invite existing 
members to renew their membership, or invite new members to join for the next four year period. The exact 
procedure for this step is being finalized by the SSC Secretariat, and in FFSG we will be looking at creating the 
strongest membership to achieve our objectives for the next four years. In the next few weeks we will be 
reviewing some of the priorities identified for FFSG at our meeting in Mexico in 2014 (see FFSG Newsletter 
Issue 7, December 2014; and see documents posted in the Union Portal, under the FFSG webpage). 
 
Look out for email from Ian Harrison, or SSC Secretariat staff, to keep you up to date with the membership 
renewal process. 
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New Publication - The Status and Distribution of Freshwater 
Biodiversity in the Tropical Andes 
 
Marcelo F. Tognelli 

IUCN-Conservation International Biodiversity Assessment Unit 

 

As a major contribution towards the provision of 

information of freshwater species in the region, the 

IUCN Global Species Programme, in collaboration 

with local partners, conducted an assessment of the 

conservation status (according to the IUCN Red List 

of Threatened SpeciesTM) and distribution of all 

species of freshwater fish, mollusks, dragonflies and 

damselflies, and a select group of aquatic plants 

endemic to the Tropical Andes region (defined in this 

project as including the Andean-Amazon region of 

Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia, as well as the 

Colombian Chocó and northwestern Ecuador). In 

total, 967 species of freshwater species endemic to 

the Tropical Andes region were assessed and 

documented.  Overall, 17.5% of the species for which 

sufficient information was available to assess its risk 

of extinction, are globally threatened. Twenty-three 

species are Critically Endangered (CR), of which 

three, one fish and two odonates, are Critically 

Endangered Possibly Extinct. Major drivers of threats 

are identified as agriculture and aquaculture, 

pollution, natural system modifications, energy 

production and mining, and biological resource use. 

The higher numbers of threatened species are found 

in the Magdalena-Cauca and Dagua basins in Colombia; the Ucayali, Madre de Dios and Marañón basins in 

Perú (also see pages 32-40 of this newsletter); the Napo, Pastaza and Cayapas basins in Ecuador, and the Beni 

and Mamoré basins in Bolivia.  

 

The data derived from the Red List assessments were used in the identification of freshwater Key Biodiversity 

Areas (KBA, sites of importance for the overall persistence of biodiversity). Overall, 86 freshwater KBAs 

containing 151 trigger species were identified; 39 were adopted existing KBAs, 22 were adopted existing 

protected areas and 25 were newly delineated KBAs. In addition, the susceptibility of species to climate 

change was assessed using the methodology developed by the IUCN: the Climate Change Vulnerability 
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Assessment Framework. This framework is based on the relationship between climate change and the 

biological and ecological traits that may increase or decrease its impacts on species. Overall, aquatic plants 

have the highest percentage of species vulnerable to climate change (40%), followed by the other three 

groups, with almost the same percentage of vulnerable species each (11-12%). Contrary to what was 

expected, many species vulnerable to climate change are in low altitude areas and not in the Andean region, 

where it is assumed that the impact of changes in temperature will be higher. Plants were the exception, but 

this may be due to the selection of species included in the assessment, which was mostly biased towards 

upland species. It is expected that the information provided here on the conservation status, distribution, 

vulnerability to climate change, and the identification and delineation of freshwater KBAs, will help guide and 

motivate policies and conservation actions in the region to protect freshwater biodiversity in the Tropical 

Andes.   

 

The full report is: 

Tognelli, M.F., Lasso, C.A., Bota-Sierra, C.A., Jimenez-Segura, L.F. y Cox, N.A. (Editores). 2016. Estado de 

Conservación y Distribución de la Biodiversidad de Agua Dulce en los Andes Tropicales. Gland, Suiza, 

Cambridge, UK y Arlington, USA: UICN. xii + 199 pp. 

 

It can be downloaded from https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/46341 

 

The project was funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, with contributions from 

Conservation International. 

 

 

 

https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/46341


13 

 

 

Supplement issue on Freshwater Protected Areas in a Rapidly 

Changing World 
 

Ian Harrison 
FFSG Technical Officer 

 

In June 2016 the international journal Aquatic 

Conservation: Marine and Freshwater Ecosystems 

published a Supplement issue on Freshwater Protected 

Areas in a Rapidly Changing World. The supplement, 

which was was funded by Scottish Natural Heritage, 

Edinburgh, was prepared by Guest Editors, Virgilio 

Hermoso, Robin Abell and Simon Linke.  

 

The entire contents of this issue are freely available for 

one year from the publication data, at: 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/aqc.v26.S1/

issuetoc 

 

Among the many important papers in this issue, there is 

a paper on Climate change sensitivity of threatened, 

and largely unprotected, Amazonian fishes by Renata G. 

Frederico, Julian D. Olden and Jansen Zuanon. 

 

There are also several papers co-authored by FFSG 

members: 

 

¶ Freshwater conservation potential of protected areas in the Tennessee and Cumberland River Basins, 

USA by  

¶ Michele L. Thieme, N. Sindorf, J. Higgins, R. Abell, J. A. Takats, R. Naidoo and A. Barnett 

 

¶ Protected areas and imperilled endemic freshwater biodiversity in the Western Ghats Hotspot by 

Rajeev Raghavan, Sandeep Das, P.O. Nameer, A. Bijukumar and Neelesh Dahanukar 

 

¶ Protected areas and freshwater provisioning: a global assessment of freshwater provision, threats and 

management strategies to support human water security by Ian J. Harrison, Pamela A. Green, Tracy A. 

Farrell, Diego Juffe-Bignoli, Leonardo Sáenz and Charles J. Vörösmarty 

 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/aqc.v26.S1/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/aqc.v26.S1/issuetoc

