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The fishes of the Upper Luapula area (Congo basin):
a fauna of mixed origin

Maarten Van Steenberge*** Emmanuel Vreven* and Jos Snoeks*

A checklist of the fishes of the Upper Luapula area, situated in the Bangweulu-Mweru ecoregion (Upper Congo)
between the Bangweulu swamps and the Mumbatuta falls, is presented, with details of the distribution and com-
mon names in English and Bemba. Seventy-one species are recorded, 33 of which belong to the Cyprinidae and
Cichlidae. Ichthyofaunal comparisons confirm the inclusion of the Upper Luapula area within the species-poor
Bangweulu-Chambeshi subregion. This subregion was previously thought to have a Zambezian rather than a
Congolese ichthyofauna. However, ichthyofaunal comparisons showed a higher similarity with the Congo basin.
This study presents an updated list of the fishes of Kasanka National Park, the sole protected area within the
Upper Luapula area. Five synomymies are presented and the recent introduction of an exotic species, Oreochromis

andersonii, is reported.

Introduction

The Congo forms the largest basin on the African
continent and has an ichthyofaunal endemism of
about75 %. The basin is subdivided in three parts,
each with a characteristic fauna: the Lower
Congo, from its mouth to the outlet of Pool
Malebo near Kinshasa and Brazzaville; the Central
Congo, including Pool Malebo upstream to the
Wagenia falls near Kisangani; and the upper
Congo, upstream of the Wagenia falls (Roberts &
Stewart, 1976). The Upper Congo is dominated
by the Lualaba and its affluents. Its southeastern-
most part is formed by the Luvua-Luapula-
Chambeshi system. This drainage includes the
Bangweulu-Mweru ecoregion, as defined by Scott
(2005), which is isolated from the rest of the

Congo basin by a series of rapids and waterfalls
on the Luvua River shortly after it flows out of
Lake Mweru (Jackson, 1961) (Fig. 1).

The Chambeshi originates in the highlands of
northeastern Zambia just southeast of Lake Tan-
ganyika. After 480 km, the river flows into the
vast Bangweulu swamps in which no clear-cut
river channels can be observed. The outlet of these
swamps is formed by the Luapula River at the
village of Mkuka (Jackson, 1986). From there
until it flows into Lake Mweru, the Luapula de-
fines the boundary between the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo and the Republic of Zambia.
Between the Bangweulu swamps and Lake
Mweru, the Luapula River is split in three sections
by two main waterfalls: the Mambilima and the
Mumbeatuta falls, previously known respectively
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