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EXTENDED ABSTRACT ONLY - DO NOT CITE
Amazonian streams hold a rich and diverse fish fauna that depends on the organic material as its main energy source. Despite some studies dealing with aspects of natural history of very few species or with ecological communities, there are no comprehensive results about the characteristics of the stream fish fauna as a whole. We made a survey of published papers, unpublished theses, dissertations and databanks in order to gather information about occurrence, species richness and general characteristics of central Amazonian stream fishes.

Approximately 120 first- to fourth order streams were included, from data gathered from 11 sources and totaling 1352 registers of species occurrence. A total of 237 species were registered in the streams, belonging to seven Orders and 36 Families. Ostariophysan fishes composed almost 80% of the ichthyofauna and the most species-rich order was Characiformes (111 spp; 47%), Siluriformes (52 spp.; 22%) and Perciformes (42 spp.; 17%). The richest family was Characidae (61 spp.) followed by Cichlidae (39 spp.). Some families (e.g., Ctenoluciidae, Serrasalmidae, Hemiodontidae) were registered only at larger order streams while others (e.g., Lebiasinidae, Characidae) predominated at first- and second order streamlets. The mean species richness by stream was 12 (7.4 sd, with a modal number of 9 species (minimum = 5, maximum = 44) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Frequency of species richness registered in 120 Central Amazonia forest streams.

The cichlid Aequidens pallidus was the species with higher number of occurrences (65), followed by the erythrinid Erythrinus erythrinus (59), and the lebiasinid Pyrrhulina brevis  (59). The study also evidenced some unexpected omissions in the surveyed species lists, notably of some small species living among the submersed leaf litter banks. This denotes a biased underestimate of some components of the stream ichthyofauna, notably of the nocturnal, secretive gymnotiform species.

Although far from complete, the survey revealed a dominance of small characid species on the ichthyofauna of these forest streams. This contrast with published results for Atlantic Forest streams in Southeastern Brazil, which faunal composition seems to be dominated by Siluriform species. Although biogeographic patterns may be responsible for this apparent discrepancy, it is most probably related to differences in the substrate composition. The predominantly rocky bottom of Atlantic forest streams possibly provides a more complex substrate that is utilized as shelter by catfishes, which could explain the differences in faunal composition.

A common problem to comparative studies of species richness in streams and rivers is the methodological differences found on most of published accounts. This impairs direct comparison among the datasets and can lead to erroneous interpretation of diversity patterns. The common underestimate of the fish species richness in most of studies (due mainly to inadequate sampling) causes an overestimate of Beta diversity, with obvious negative implications for the definition of conservation strategies involving these aquatic systems. Nevertheless, the strong modal distribution of species number observed in the analyzed studies indicates that these data are reliable and represents adequately the Alfa diversity in central Amazonian forest streams. The overall high species richness and the variable degree of similarity among river basins (although not analyzed in the present study) points to the necessity of large areas to guarantee the effectiveness of biological conservation of the regional stream fish fauna in Central Amazonia.
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