
of India recognizes an estimated 3,231 valid species of 
freshwater and marine fishes, of which the total diversity 
of marine species comprise 75.6% (2,443 species) (Gopi 
& Mishra 2015).

Despite over 200 years of exploration and research, 
the fish fauna of peninsular India and Kerala continue 
to be poorly known.  Freshwater ichthyological research 
in Kerala started in the late 18th century with the 
description of Cirrhinus cirrhosus and Labeo fimbriatus 
by Bloch (1795) from the erstwhile Malabar, followed by 
the description of Wallago attu from the same region 
by Bloch & Schneider (1801).  Over the next century 
(1800–1900), several naturalists including Georges 
Cuvier (1828–1831), Achilles Valenciennes (1840–1847), 
Thomas Jerdon (1849), Albert Günther (1864) and Francis 
Day (1865–1889) advanced the knowledge of freshwater 
fishes of erstwhile Malabar District and Cochin State.  
One of the earliest checklists of freshwater fishes of the 
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Fish diversity known from the fresh and marine 
waters of India constitutes 9.7% of the total number 
(~33,059 species) of fish species known from the world 
(Eschmeyer & Fong 2014).  Of these, marine fishes alone 
account for 7.4%.  An assessment of the ichthyodiversity 
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Abstract: A checklist of the fishes of Kerala State is presented, along 
with their scientific and common names (English and Malayalam), 
endemism, IUCN Red List status, listing under different Schedules 
of the Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act and in the Appendices of 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Flora and Fauna (CITES). Nine Hundred and five species of fishes are 
recorded from the inland and marine waters of Kerala comprising 
of 41 orders and 172 families. Close to 30% of the freshwater fish 
species found in Kerala are endemic to the State. Only 8% of the total 
fishes of Kerala are listed as threatened in the IUCN Red List, of which 
the majority are freshwater species. Several hundred fish species 
occurring in the marine waters of Kerala have not yet been assessed 
for their conservation status by IUCN. 
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region - On the fresh water fishes of southern India was 
published by Jerdon (1849), in which he gave an account 
of the fishes of Madras Presidency (including Malabar 
State). 

Francis Day, a medical surgeon of the British army, 
who later turned to ichthyology, laid the foundation 
for fisheries research in Kerala.  His book The Fishes 
of Malabar (Day 1865a) was the first comprehensive 
account on the diversity of fishes off the Kerala coast.  
He describes that “while staying at Cochin on the 
Malabar Coast of India, from 1859 to 1864, the annually 
increasing importance of its fisheries came most 
prominently to my notice.  Desirous of ascertaining what 
species of fish were most abundant, and which were 
best adapted for different manufacturers, I was induced 
to make a collection of those procurable from the sea, 
estuaries or freshwaters, with notes on their habits and 
uses, to elucidate which, plain and coloured drawings of 
each species were made as soon as possible after the fish 
had been captured”.  Francis Day subsequently published 
pioneering accounts on the fishes of the region including 
On the Fishes of Cochin, on the Malabar Coast of India 
(Day 1865b,c), On the Fishes of the Neilgherry Hills and 
Rivers around their Bases (Day 1867a) and On some 
Fishes from the Wynaad (Day 1867b).

The H.M.S. Challenger Expedition in the late sixties 
and seventies of the 19th century triggered interest in 
marine resource surveys in the Indian seas and recorded 
the occurrence of several marine fishes along the Kerala 
coast.  Taxonomic investigations on deep-sea fishes of 
India began with the publications of A. Alcock, based 
on the samples collected during the voyage of Indian 
marine survey steamer H.M.S. Investigator (Alcock 
1899); and the descriptions also include a few deep-
sea fishes off the erstwhile Travancore State.  In the 20th 
century, several ichthyologists compiled information on 
marine fish fauna of the Indian Ocean, including those 
in the western ocean, notable in this series being The 
Fishes of Indo-Australian Archipelago (Weber & de 
Beaufort, 1916–1936; de Beaufort 1940; de Beaufort & 
Chapman 1951). 

The freshwater fishes of Travancore region remained 
poorly known until the checklists of Pillai (1929), Hora & 
Law (1941), Raj (1941) and Silas (1951) were published.  
During the last 50 years, several localized checklists 
and compilations confined to smaller regions such as a 
district, a protected area or a river system of Kerala have 
been published. 

Until this day, very few comprehensive checklists 
(Chhapgar & Manakadan 2000; Gopi 2000; Kurup et al. 
2004; Bijukumar et al. 2010) have been published on the 

fishes of Kerala State.  Since the publication of the most 
recent comprehensive checklist (Kurup et al. 2004), 
around 20 new freshwater species have been described, 
in addition to revalidation of the species status of several 
others.  There have also been many new genera and a 
new family of freshwater fish identified from Kerala 
during this period (2004–2014).  The last one decade 
witnessed renewed interest in marine fish taxonomy, 
with many new species described from the Kerala coast 
and more records of deep-sea fishes from the country’s 
exclusive economic zone of India. Recent information 
compiled by Gopi & Mishra (2015) reveals that 2,443 
species of marine fish are recognized from India, 
represented under 230 families and 927 genera; though 
state-wise species records and list of species were not 
mentioned. 

The last two years has also witnessed an increasing 
trend of dubious ‘taxonomic’ practices creeping into 
the ichthyological literature of Kerala State thereby 
disrupting an otherwise renewed phase in freshwater 
fish taxonomy in the region (see Raghavan et al. 2014). 
For the purpose of the present checklist, we have 
not considered any description that has appeared 
in a ‘predatory journal’ in which the peer review is 
compromised (see Beall 2012, 2015; Raghavan et al. 
2014).  In this checklist, freshwater fishes are listed in 
brown colored font.  The column marked EC (Ecosystem) 
denotes whether the habitat of the species is marine 
(M), freshwater (F) or primarily marine but secondary 
freshwater (S).
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Fishes of Kerala	 Bijukumar & Raghavan

1 Known only from the Ashambu Hills 
2 Known only from the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve
3 Known only from the Periyar Watershed including the diverted waters into Tamil Nadu 
4 Known only from the Santhampara Hills; Previously in the genus Horalabiosa 
5 Known only from the Periyar River at Pooyamkutty
6 Known only from the south of the Palakkad Gap
7 Known only from the north of the Palakkad Gap
8 Known only from the Silent Valley National Park and Chinnar Wildlife Sanctuary
9 Known only from the Periyar Tiger Reserve 
10 Possibly an introduced population 
11 Known only from the rivers in Kasargod and Kannur districts 
12 Known only from the Kabini River
13 Known only from the confluent rivers of the Vembanad Lake 
14 In Kerala, its distribution is restricted to the rivers in Wayanad 
15 Known only from the Kunthi River in Mannarkad 
16 Known only from the Periyar, Chalakudy and Bharathapuzha Rivers
17 Known only from the Chinnar Wildlife Sanctuary
18 Known only from the Silent Valley National Park
19 Known only from the Silent Valley National Park and adjoining landscapes (Bhavani and Kunthipuzha)
20 Known only from the Anamalai Hills 
21 Known only from the Santhampara Hills 
22 In Kerala, it is known only from Wayanad District; Previously in the genus Longischistura
23 In Kerala, it is currently known only from the east flowing Kabini River
24 Known only from the Periyar and Chalakudy rivers
25 Known only from Thrissur District 
26 Known only from the Chaliyar River
27 Known only from its type locality in the Manimala River
28 Known only from the Aralam Wildlife Sanctuary
29 Known only from Kottayam District 
30 The parent taxa is now considered as Tylosurus acus acus (Lacepède, 1803) and the sub species in western Indian ocean, including 
Indian coastal waters is represented by Tylosurus acus melanotus (Bleeker, 1850) (Bailly, 2015)
31 Known only from its type locality in Kottayam; Not collected since its description
* Exotic species
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Image 1. Sphyrna lewini
Image 2. Torpedo sinuspersici

Image 3. Rhina ancylostoma

Image 4. Pastinachus sephen

Image 6. Neoharriota pinnata

Image 5. Gymnothorax reticularis

Image 7. Dussumieria acuta

Image 8. Plotosus lineatus
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Image 9. Antennarius nummifer

Image 10. Pterygotrigla  arabica

Image 11. Pterois miles

Image 12. Epinephelus tauvina

Image 14. Trachinotus blochii

Image 15. Pseudanthias marcia

Image 13. Parupeneus indicus

Image 16. Lutjanus argentimaculatus
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Image 17. Pomacanthus semicirculatus Image 18. Thalassoma lunare

Image 20. Brachirus annularis

Image 19. Odonus niger

Image 21. Crossocheilus periyarensis

Image 23. Hypselobarbus periyarensis

Image 22. Garra periyarensis

Image 24. Lepidopygopsis typus
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