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• >40 species of mahseer across the 

genera Neolissochilus, Naziritor

and Tor 

• Biogeographic range extending 

across South and Southeast Asia 

• Flagship and indicator species

• High recreational, economic, 

cultural and conservation value

• Collectively regarded as the 

hardest fighting freshwater fish in 

the world (Tiger of the water)

INTRODUCING THE TIGERS  OF THE WATER



• Sculptures of Vishnu’s first 

incarnation as the fish “Matsya” 

are found in temples throughout 

India

WHY ARE MAHSEER OF INTEREST? (religion and culture)

Indus Valley Civilization 3000BC



WHY ARE MAHSEER OF INTEREST? (recreational angling)

Skene Dhu 
(1923)

Henry Sullivan 
Thomas (1873)

Macdonald 
(1948)

"There he stood the 
Mahseer off the Poonch 
beside whom the Tarpon 
is a Herring and he who 
catches him can say he is 
a fisherman". ~ Rudyard 
Kipling



POPULATION THREATS: Pollution



POPULATION THREATS: Pollution

“We worship our rivers, yet we treat 
them with shocking disregard”

Dr Manmohan Singh
Prime Minister of India 2004 - 2014



POPULATION THREATS: River fragmentation



POPULATION THREATS: Changing riverscapes



POPULATION THREATS: Abstraction

1,500 MLD



POPULATION THREATS: Unsustainable fishing



CONSERVATION CHALLENGES: Knowledge is power!

Research (Tor spp.)

(over time)



CONSERVATION CHALLENGES: Lack of relevant science

Research (Tor spp.)

(by discipline over time)



• Ecology – critical 

habitats

• Ecological plasticity and 

resilience to change?

MAJOR KNOWLEDGE GAPS AND STUDY 
APPROACH

Taxonomic confusion

Distributions

Population
threats

Population 
trends

Conservati
on concern 

and 
prioritisati

onConservation 
needs and 

action

• Ecology – critical 

habitats

• Ecological plasticity and 

resilience to change?



TAXONOMIC CHALLENGES

• Many descriptions lack 

type specimens and/or 

illustrations

• Mahseer now extinct in 

some type localities

• Failure to reference type 

materials

• Stocking / translocation

• Repetition / propagation 

And to make matters worse –
polymorphism!



RESOLVING THE TAXONOMIC CONUNDRUM

• Extensive literature 

review

• Examination of type 

specimens and type 

localities

• Historical photographs

• Social media / Citizen 

science 

• Morphometric and 



IUCN RED LIST WORKSHOP

• 16 species assessed

• Distribution range 

(hydro-basin scale)

• Population trends

• Threats

• Assessments 

published 14th Nov 

2018



Tor putitora – golden mahseer / putitor mahseer (Hamilton 1822)

• Described from Teesta River in 1822

• Distributed throughout Himalayas

• Not established beyond endemic 

range

• Most studied of all Tor

• Migrates considerable distances

• Population reduced by >50% due to 

dams and overfishing

• Cultured for stocking



Tor khudree – Deccan / blue-fin mahseer (Sykes 1839).

• Described from Mota Mola River, 
Pune in 1839
• Endemic to the eastward flowing 
Krishna River system
• First Tor to be extensively cultured 

Severe population declines 
within endemic range



Tor remadevii – Hump-backed mahseer (Kurup & 
Radhakrishnan, 2007)

• Despite being the largest Tor, lacked a
valid scientific name until 2018 
(erroneously referred to as Tor mussullah)

• First documented by Henry Sullivan 
Thomas in The Rod in India (1873)

• One of the most sought after 
freshwater game fishes in the world



THE VALUE OF ANGLER DATA

The Cauvery was first stocked 
with T. khudree in the late 1970s. 

Hump-backed
mahseer

Humpback
(endemic)

T. Khudree
(invasive)



RELATIVE ABUNDANCE RATIOS

Year
Ratio of Hump-backed

to Blue-fin

1998 1:4
2012 1:218



TEMPORAL TRENDS IN HUMP-BACK (INDIVIDUAL) WEIGHT
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Tor remadevii – Hump-backed mahseer (Kurup & 
Radhakrishnan, 2007)

• Population decline of >90% in last decade

• Endemic and exclusively restricted to River 
Cauvery catchment

• Extensive exploration and integrated 
taxonomy study has confirmed the 
humpback is conspecific with T. remadevii



Tor mosal – Mosal mahseer (Hamilton 1822)

• Described from the Kosi River in 1822

• No voucher specimens available

• Genetic characterisation from wrong
• site (Khare et al., 2014)



Tor tor – deep bodied/red-finned mahseer (Hamilton 1822)

Narmada
(West flowing)

• Described from the Mahananda
River, NE Bengal,1822
• Currently considered to be most 
widely distributed of all Tor

W. Ramganga River Ken

• Assumptions of conspecificity 
require urgent validation



Mahseers of the Mekong drainage

Tor ater (Roberts 1999)

Tor dongnaiensis 
(Hoang et al., 2015)

Tor laterivittatus
(Zhou and Cui 1996)

Tor sinensis (Wu 1977)

Tor yingjiangensis
(Chen and Yang 2004)

Tor polylepis 
(Zhou and Cui 1996)



IUCN Red List (V2018.2) summary

1 species (T. remadevii) 

3 species (T. putitora, T. khudree, T. 
malabaricus) 

1 species (T. sinensis) 

3 species (T. barakae, T. ater, T.
dongnaiensis) 

8 species (T. kulkarni, T. mosal, T. tor, 
T. tambra, T. tambroides, T. 
laterivittatus, T. polylepis T. 
yingjiangensis ) 



CONCLUDING REMARKS

• New taxonomic baseline validating 16 species

• Ongoing and dynamic state of knowledge

• - new species descriptions expected

• - emerging evidence to challenge current assumptions

• Regular conservation reassessments required

• Effective in-situ conservation of wild populations will 

require a shift in research focus from aquaculture to 

species specific ecology throughout ontogeny.
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