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Schistura systomos,  
a new species of loach from southern Laos  

(Teleostei: Nemacheilidae)

Maurice Kottelat*

Schistura systomos, new species, is described from the Bolaven Plateau in southern Laos. It is distinguished by 
having a very small mouth, possibly the smallest in the family. The mouth occupies only the median half of head 
width. The head is about circular in cross-section, its lower surface is flat only in middle, and the infraorbital area 
is not expanded laterally. The snout is blunt. The interorbital area is deep and rounded, and the eyes are partly 
or almost visible in ventral view. Compared to other nemacheilids, the stomach is smaller and the intestine very 
thin. A dissected female 34.5 mm SL had an ovary with 14 large yellow ova, 1.2-1.4 mm diameter. It was found 
among blocks and stones downstream of a waterfall.

* Rue des Rauraques 6, 2800 Delémont, Switzerland (permanent address); and Lee Kong Chian Natural His-
tory Museum, National University of Singapore, 2 Conservatory Drive, Singapore 117377.  
E-mail: mkottelat@dplanet.ch

Introduction 

Loaches of the genus Schistura typically occur 
in fast flowing water of small streams and less 
often in other habitats, such as large rivers and 
caves. The genus presently includes about 210 
valid species (pers. obs., updated from Kottelat, 
2012, 2013). The genus has its greatest diversity in 
Southeast Asia (Irrawaddy, Salween, Mae Khlong, 
Chao Phraya, Mekong and Red River drainages, 
and drainages in between) from where about 160 
species have been described; most are described 
and figured in Kottelat (1990, 1998, 2000, 2001) 
and Freyhof & Serov (2001). However, new spe-
cies are still described (e. g., Bohlen & Šlechtová, 
2010, 2013a-b; Ou et al., 2011; Plongsesthee et 
al., 2011, 2013; Chen & Neely, 2012; Bohlen et al., 
2014, 2016; Kottelat, 2017a-b). The interrelation-

ships within Schistura have not been thoroughly 
studied yet but the accumulating morphological, 
molecular and distribution data unsurprisingly 
show that the genus is paraphyletic (pers. obs.; 
see also, e. g., Freyhof et al., 2016). 
 Bolaven Plateau is a volcanic massive in 
southern Laos, at about 900-1400 m asl, sur-
rounded by lowland around 100-200 m asl. The 
plateau is about 90 × 70 km, surrounded by cliffs 
and steep escarpments, especially on the south-
ern and eastern sides. The plateau is drained by 
the Xe Pian to the south, the Xe Namnoy and Xe 
Katam to the east, the Xe Set to the north and a 
number of smaller rivers to the west. The Xe Pian, 
Xe Namnoy and Xe Katam flow to the Xe Kong, 
while the others flow to the Xe Don or directly to 
the Mekong. All rivers exit the plateau through 
high waterfalls, except on the northern slope 
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