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SMALL WONDERS: To learn more
about the fish, Dr Tan, who has
about 40 of the puny creatures, is
trying to get them to breed. --
JOYCE FANG
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SPELT out, its name -
Paedocypris progenetica - is
longer than its puny size.

In the world of science, the root
'paedo' means children, a perfect
fit for a fish which retains the
appearance of a juvenile even
when it is fully mature, explained
Dr Tan Heok Hui. Cypris shows
that the fish is part of the carp
family, while progenetica refers
to its larva-like characteristics.

'We decided that the name was
apt, and that any scientist
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S'pore scientist helps find tiniest fish

Mature females of carp species can be as small as 7.9mm

By Chang Ai-Lien
SCIENCE CORRESPONDENT

A SINGAPORE fish expert has uncovered the world's smallest fish, which is also the tiniest creature on
earth to possess a backbone.

Mature females can be as small
as 7.9mm, making some fully
grown adults of this carp species
about the size of large
mosquitoes.

The fish is not always that small,
however, and can reach about
1cm in length.

'It came as a surprise that this
was the world's smallest
vertebrate. We knew it was
small, but didn't know just how

small,' said Dr Tan Heok Hui, one of the scientists credited with the
discovery of Paedocypris progenetica, together with experts from
Switzerland, Indonesia, Germany and Britain.

The fish, which looks like a juvenile with its transparent body and
missing portions of skull which leave the brain exposed, is found in
the region's peat swamp forests.

The discovery of the tiny, bizarre
fish is making waves among
researchers, and underlines how
little is known about the rich fauna
in the region, said Dr Tan, a
researcher with the Raffles
Museum of Biodiversity Research
at the National University of
Singapore.

At best guess, they can live for
one to two years, are plentiful in
some areas in Sumatra and
Sarawak, with thousands living in
the cool, deep waters of flowing
forest streams.

To learn more about them, Dr Tan
has about 40 of the creatures and
is trying to get them to breed.

Because of its size, females
produce only one ripe egg at a
time - 'The egg is so big it's the
equivalent of a human with an egg
the size of a rock melon,' said Dr
Tan.

Males have highly modified pelvic
fins which could be used to hold
and deposit the precious egg on
leaves.
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apt, and that any scientist
looking at it would know
something about this fish.'

The latest discovery trumps the
former champion of the miniature
league - a form of marine goby

where the fully grown female measures around 8mm from tip to
tailfin.

While none of the latest catch can be found in Singapore, it is
nonetheless home to some of the world's smallest fish, such as the
2.5cm dwarf rasbora.

Though the latest discovery has only just been published in the online version of the scientific journal
Proceedings of The Royal Society: Biological Sciences, the fish has been a prized catch for collectors,
particularly aquarists in Japan, he said. The Paedocypris progenetica was in fact netted over a decade
ago, by a local team which included Associate Professor Peter Ng, the museum director.

'It was so small we thought it was a baby fish at first,' he said.

Prof Ng, who is famed for his views on conservation, has been singled out by top scientific journals for
his ground-breaking work uncovering a wealth of animal life in habitats long neglected and dismissed
as barren by the mainstream scientific community.

His landmark work has also sounded the alarm on the grave state of the region's biodiversity,
predicting the loss of up to 42 per cent of animal populations in South-east Asia by the end of the
century.

It was during one of his famous trips in the early 1990s, when he was wading through the acidic, tea-
coloured peat swamps of Malaysia that he came across the fish. 'It's amazing how small an animal can
go. Each time we find something smaller, it's pushing the limits further,' he said.

'Here we have found the smallest fish in our own backyard, it just shows that nature still has every
opportunity to shrink and surprise.

'Who knows what else we have there, and time is fast running out as the swamps fall prey to
development.'
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