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On the ecology of Cromeria occidentalis
(Teleostei: Gonorynchiformes)

Timo Moritz*, Ralf Britz** and K. Eduard Linsenmair*

Cromeria occidentalis, a miniaturized gonorynchiform of up to 35 mm SL, occurs in the big river systems of West
Africa: Niger, Benoué and Volta. It is a bottom dwelling fish that we collected on various substrates. We performed
choice experiments in aquaria to test the substrate preference of this species. Although sand was preferred over
coarse gravel, no substrate was chosen exclusively; surprisingly the naked glass bottom of the tank was preferred
over all other substrates. Burrowing into the substrate is a very rare behaviour, at least under aquarium condi-
tions. Cromeria occidentalis feeds on small particles, which are ingested by quick movements of the protractile jaws,
or occasionally scraped from the substrate using keratinous unculi on the lips. Food particles are then concen-
trated in the epibranchial organ situated between the fourth and fifth gill arches. The intestinal tract of wild-caught
specimens is about 1.5 times the body length and contained fine organic food particles that could not be identified

more specifically.

Introduction

In the gonorynchiform genus Cromeria (Kneriidae)
two species are currently recognized: C. nilotica
from the Upper Nile basin and C. occidentalis from
larger river basins of West Africa west of the Chad
basin (Moritz et al., 2006). The two species of
Cromeria were described 100 years and 50 years
ago, respectively, but with the exception of
d’Aubenton’s (1958) brief notes on the West
African species, C. occidentalis, nothing is known
on the ecology and general biology of Cromeria.
The present paper provides details of the autecol-
ogy of C. occidentalis, based on extensive field
work in West Africa supplemented with observa-
tions and experiments in captivity on substrate
preference and burrowing behaviour.

Material and methods

Fish sample data from 12 months of field work
in West Africa between October 2003 and May
2005 were used to characterize the natural envi-
ronment, where C. occidentalis occurs. The most
effective collecting technique was a 20 x 15 cm dip
net with 1 mm mesh pulled along the bottom over
a distance of 1.5 to 2 meters, usually towards the
river bank, but on a few occasions we collected
C. occidentalis with a 12 m seine of 4 mm mesh
size. Direct observations in the natural environ-
ment are virtually impossible due to low transpar-
ency of the water from zero to only a few centi-
metres.

For the experiments on substrate choice
C. occidentalis were caught in the Pendjari river
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