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Cobitis illyrica, a new species of loach from Croatia 
(Teleostei: Cobitidae)

Jörg Freyhof* and Björn Stelbrink*

Cobitis illyrica, new species, from Imotski polje, Croatia, is distinguished from other Cobitis in drainages of the 
northern Adriatic basin by a slender caudal peduncle, a single, indistinct black spot at upper caudal-fin base or 
no black spot, lateral pigmentation zone Z1 and Z3 with few small spots; on postdorsal body, zones Z1-Z3 conflu-
ent in males.

* Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries, Müggelseedamm 310, 12561 Berlin, Germany. E-mail: 
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Introduction

Spined loaches of the genus Cobitis are widespread 
from northern Africa, throughout Europe to 
eastern Siberia, southeast to Central Vietnam. In 
Europe, 24 Cobitis species are known, most of 
them being morphologically very similar (Bohlen 
& Rab, 2001; Vasil’eva & Vasil’ev, 2006; Kottelat 
& Freyhof, 2007). In the Black and Caspian Seas 
and in northern European drainages, various 
hybridogenous lineages live in sympatry with 
one of their parental species, making their iden-
tification by morphological characters especially 
difficult (Bohlen & Rab, 2001; Janko et al., 2003). 
 In Mediterranean drainages, hybridogenous 
Cobitis lineages are almost unknown (Bohlen & 
Rab, 2001) and species have small ranges and 
seem to be morphologically more distinct (Econo-
midis & Nalbant, 1997; Erk’akan et al., 1998) 
compared to northern species such as C. taenia, 
C. elongatoides, C. melanoleuca or C. tanaitica. In the 
Western Palaearctic, the genus Cobitis is most 
diverse in the Mediterranean drainages, espe-
cially in Turkey and Greece (Economidis & Nal-

bant, 1997; Erk’akan et al., 1998; Bohlen & Rab, 
2001), while the northern Adriatic drainages, al-
though rich in endemic species and genera of the 
families Cyprinidae and Gobiidae (Freyhof et al., 
2006; Mrakovcic et al., 2006; Robalo et al., 2006), 
are inhabited by only three species of Cobitis: 
C. bilineata, which is native in Adriatic Rivers of 
Italy, Slovenia and Croati south to River Zrman ja; 
C. dalmatina, endemic to River Cetina (Croatia); 
and C. narentana, which is known from the lower 
River Neretva and some of its tributaries in 
Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina (Mrakovcic et 
al., 2000; Schneider et al., 2000). 
 Spined loaches are also known from Lake 
Proložac in Imotsko polje (Croatia) (Kai Witte, 
pers. comm., 2000), but their identity was not 
studied until recently. Actually, Perdices et al. 
(2007) included this species in their phylogenetic 
analysis of the Adriatic Cobitis, supporting our 
results in recognizing it as a distinct lineage based 
on DNA markers. The species is obviously very 
rare and the access to the water in this area is very 
difficult. We were not able to find this species in 
2003. During a visit in 2006, only four individuals 
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