REDISCOVERY OF THE DWARF SNAKEHEAD,
CHANNA GACHUA (HAMILTON, 1822) (CHANNIDAE)
IN SINGAPORE

Peter K. L. Ng and Kelvin K. P, Lim

During two recent ficld trips to the Nee Soon (resh water swamp forest, Singapore (ca.
123"28"N, 103 48°42"E), in December 1989, we obtained nine specimens of the Dwarf
Snakehead, Channa gachua (Hamilton, 1822). This was onc of the 31 species which
Alfred (19660 56) (as Channa orientalis Bloch & Schneider, 18017 had regarded as
extinct in Singapore. Although many recent authors regard C. orientalis (ype locality
“India orientali”) as the senior synonym of Ophiocephalus pachua Hamilon, 1822 (lype
locality “ponds and ditches of Bengal™), some studies (eg. Deranivagala, 1929: 93, 1932:
40, 1863: 71; Eurich, 1986: 289; see also Kouielal, 1989 20) suggest otherwise, The
original . orientalis deseribed has no pelvic fins whereas €. pachua has, We prefer 1o

172



Ralfles Bulletin of Zoology 1989 37 (1 & 2)

use the name C. gachua for Malaysian and Singapore specimens previously referred 1o C
orientalis by other workers. All the Malaysian and Singapore specimens of this specics
we have examined have distinct and well developed pelvie fins,

Channa gachua was first reported from Singapore by Pelers (1868 262) (as a new
form of Ophiocephalus pactua - var, malaceensisy from Kranji River. Hanistch (1901: 4,
1904 14) and Duncker (1904: 165} listed specimens from Bukil Timah, Herre & Myers
(1937. 71) recorded two specimens from the Mandai Road area while Fowler (1938; 124)
and Tweedie (1950: 1033 mentioned the species from Bukit Timah. Alfred failed o find
the species in Singapore and regarded it as extinet (Allred, 1966; 536, 1968 331). Johnson
(1973 110, 111) however, listed Ophicephalus parhua as present in Singapore (ree country
and tarrent sireams, He noted that it s the fargest carnivore in the lorrent streams of Bukil
Timah Hill. He later commented on lishes Alfred regarded as extinet - “Negative records
are always dangerous and at least two of these species do sull occur though in very small
numbers” (Johnson, 1973 1233, He did not indicate the identities of these two species, hul
is is very likely that one of them s Channa gachua, Allred examined Johnson's specimens
and comments that they had been collected from the hase of the bill and not m the more
lorrential waters higher up (personal communication), Much of the lower areas of Bukit
Tumal Hill have since been lost to development

The present record thus confirms the presence of the Dwarl Snakchead in Singapore,
16 years since Johnson’s report. This is also the first time this species has been reported
from the Mee Soon arca in acid waters. Tt is noteworthy that Herre & Myers' (1937)
specimens Irom the Mandai Road arca were collected near the present locality. The entire
area is relatively flatand thickly forested. Channa gachua has been reported to occur in
hill streams (Tweedie, 1950) as well as slow flowing forest sireams and their associated
pools, close wo hills (Allted, 1966). Six of the specimens collected from Nee Soon are
preserved in the Zoological Reference Collection (ZRC), National University of Singapore,
The others are being kept alive for siody,

The specimens were all obtained from very shallow (seven cm depth or less), slow
lowing, leaf liter strewn waters at night. The substrate was very soft and muddy. The
fishes atempted 1o escape by digging into the detritus and soll mud. A half-digested
palaemonid prawn (Macrobrachium sp.) and parathelphusid ceab ({rmengardia johnsond)
were disgorged by two separale specimens shortly afler caplure,

In the ZRC, there are only two specimens of O pachua rom Singapore on the shelves,
One (ZRC No. 1116} from Bukit Timah is probably the one listed by Hanisch (1901,
1904) and was examined by Alfred (1966), Whether it was from Bukit Timah Hill or the
adjucent arca was not stated, The problem with the precise locality also arizes for Duncker’s
(1904} recond. Another specimen (ZRC No. 367) was obtaimed by Hanitsch in 1915 from
i Singapore fishmarket. s exact collection locality cannot be ascertained. Examination ol
two specimens (ZRC No. 1034) collected in Sungzai Seletar (near Nee Soon Rifle Range),
Singapore, by Alfred in 17 February 1958 (identified as C. striata by him) showed that
they should be referred to €. gachua insiead. These specimens were listed under the
material examined for C. siviata by Allred (1966 36). Johnson's (1973) specimens could
not be found.

The increasing popularity of this fish for the aquarium rade is a serious threat to the
continued survival of this fish in Singapore. The red colour of the fins endear it 10 some
local Chinese whao associate the colour with good luck. Imparted specimens (averaging 10
em} command relatively high prices in Singapore of between USSE 1o USS25.
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