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Natural history of Trichogenes longipinnis,
a threatened trichomycterid catfish

endemic to Atlantic forest streams in southeast Brazil

Ivan Sazima*

The natural history of the threatened trichomycterid catfish Trichogenes longipinnis is reported here. This catfish
dwells in pools beneath small waterfalls in steep hill streams flowing over rocky and sandy substrates. The spotted
colour pattern differs consistently between stream populations, an indication of genetic differentiation. Contrast-
ing with most trichomycterids (bottom-dwelling and nocturnal), T. longipinnis is nektonic and active both during
daytime and at night, with juvenile and small adults being more active at daytime than large adults. This catfish
uses visual, tactile, and chemo-sensory orientation to feed on bottom-dwelling aquatic and terrestrial insects in the
water column or on the surface. Trichogenes longipinnis is restricted to steep hill stream stretches, and is absent in
streams on gently sloping terrain dominated by the characid Astyanax sp. The catfish possibly developed, or
retained, its characin-like role (diurnal, nektonic, and insectivorous) in allopatry with this more widespread tetra.
Trichogenes longipinnis qualifies for the Vulnerable VU B1+2bc status according to the most recent IUCN criteria.
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Introduction

Basic natural history features have only been
described for a few species within the diversified
and species-rich catfish family Trichomycteridae
(pencil catfishes, candirus and cambevas) (de Pin-
na, 1998). Most of published data focus on the
parasitic habits of the candirus in the Vandelli-
inae and Stegophilinae (e.g., Winemiller & Yan,
1989; de Pinna & Britski, 1991; Spotte et al., 2001).
For the speciose Trichomycterinae, the few avail-
able data are greatly disproportional to the large
number of species (review in de Pinna, 1998). An
exception is the cave-dwelling Trichomycterus ita-
carambienis, whose ecology is well studied (Tra-
jano, 1997a-b). For the remaining five subfamilies,

available information is restricted to short com-
ments on habitat and/or diet (e.g., Costa & Bock-
mann, 1994; Nico & de Pinna, 1996; de Pinna,
1998; de Pinna & Winemiller, 2000).

The genus Trichogenes was described within
the Trichomycterinae despite several peculiar fea-
tures previously unrecorded in the Trichomyc-
teridae (Britski & Ortega, 1983). The species sub-
sequently was placed in a subfamily of its own,
Trichogeninae (Isbrücker, 1986; see comments in
de Pinna, 1998). The single known species,
T. longipinnis, is endemic to coastal streams in the
Atlantic forest of southeast Brazil (Britski & Orte-
ga, 1983; de Pinna, 1998). Information on the
habits of this remarkable trichomycterid is re-
stricted to a few presentations in scientific meet-
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