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Photographic record of the butterfly ray Gymnura cf. poecilura
(Myliobatiformes: Gymnuridae) from the Bhagirathi-Hooghly River
in West Bengal, eastern India

Priyankar Chakraborty ®

Sundarban Tiger Widow Welfare Society (STWWS), Arampur, Gosaba, West Bengal 743370, India.
priyankar.jour@gmail.com

Most elasmobranchs are marine, but some
(euryhaline) species occur regularly in estuaries and
lower reaches of rivers, and some are obligate freshwater
species (Lucifora et al. 2015). Stingrays (some species of
Dasyatidae and most of Potamotrygonidae) have been
recorded in freshwater habitats (Compagno & Roberts
1982; Weigmann 2016).

Butterfly rays, family Gymnuridae, comprise a single
genus Gymnura van Hasselt, 1823 and are generally
marine, although sometimes found in brackish water
areas (McEachran & Carvalho 2002). It includes 12 valid
species found in the Indo-Pacific and the Atlantic Oceans
(Yokota et al. 2016). Globally, three Gymnura species are
marginal, and one is brackish marginal (Martin 2005).

Records of elasmobranchs from the freshwater
reaches of the Ganges go back centuries. Hamilton
(1822) described rays (called “skates”) occurring far
away from the tidal reaches of the river. At present, rays
are a rare bycatch in parts of the freshwater reaches of
the Ganges in West Bengal (author pers. obs. 14.vi.2012;
7.i.2018; 22.i.2022).

During a pilot survey of riverine elasmobranchs in
West Bengal, eastern India, a fisher showed photographs
of a “Shankar Maach” (local name for stingray) that he

Editor: Simon Weigmann, Elasmobranch Research Laboratory, Hamburg, Germany.

had caught in a set net. He said he had caught the fish in
April 2019 from the Bhagirathi-Hooghly River, a tributary
of the Ganga (22.311°N, 88.094°E) near Barkolia village
in Howrah district of West Bengal (Figure 1). He stated
that the fish weighed about 8.5 kg and had a disc width
of about 90 cm (Image 1). The fish was subsequently
identified from the photographs as a gymnurid ray based
on its unique body shape with a strongly depressed body
and pectoral fins extending into a “lozenge-shaped”
disc, and as Gymnura cf. poecilura (Shaw, 1804) based
on its long tail with 13 black bands and lack of a dorsal
fin (Yokota et al. 2016). The fisher stated that he and
his family had eaten the fish. As the species was only
recognised from photographs, the specific name is
preceded by the qualifier ‘cf’.

The nearest marine environment from which
gymnurids have been reported is over 100 km away in
Digha (Yennawar et al. 2017), and they have also been
listed in the mangrove-lined brackish waters of the
Sundarbans in southeast West Bengal (Mishra et al.
2019), which is also a considerable distance from the
capture site of this study. Therefore, this study reports
the first occurrence of Gymnuridae, i.e. Gymnura cf.
poecilura, from the Bhagirathi-Hooghly River in West
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Figure 1. Locations in West Bengal where butterfly rays (Gymnuridae) have been observed. The circle represents the new record described in
this study, and the triangles represent previous records. The inset map shows the location of West Bengal (hashed black) in India, and the red

dot indicates the collection area of the specimen in this study.

Bengal and India’s first Gymnuridae so far inland. A
separate species of Gymnura, also referred to as G. cf.
poecilura, occurs in the northern Arabian Sea (Muktha
et al. 2016). However, it is unlikely that the specimen in
this study is G. cf. poecilura (sensu Muktha et al. 2016),
as it was captured from a tributary of the Ganga that
flows into the western Bay of Bengal.

Although the identification of the species is based
on only two photographs, this evidence is crucial as G.
poecilura is listed as Vulnerable by the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List,
and its current population trend is reported to be in
decline (Sherman et al. 2021). This study shows how
fishers’ knowledge can help fill information gaps about
rare riverine elasmobranchs.

Thus, this study helps direct future research to
document the diversity of elasmobranchs in Indian
rivers and to understand how they use their non-marine
habitats. It is also important to study the impact of
fishing on elasmobranch populations in rivers. This will
help to detect any population declines.
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Image 1. Gymnura cf. poecilura from the Bhagirathi-Hooghly River in West Bengal, eastern India. a—Anterodorsal view; b—Posterodorsal view.
The latter shows the tail with 13 black bands.
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