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Introduction

Fish comprise a diverse group of some 32,000 species of limbless vertebrates and are 
found in aquatic habitats around the world, ranging from upland lakes and rivers to 
deep oceans . Most fish, and certainly all of the freshwater fishes of Britain and Ireland, 
are ‘cold-blooded’ (technically known as ‘ectothermic’), their body temperature varying 
with the ambient water temperature, which has a significant influence on their seasonal 
behaviour . The term ‘fish’ is in fact used somewhat loosely, as some are actually not ‘true’ 
fishes at all: the lampreys, for example, that occur in the fresh waters of the British Isles, 
lack jaws, paired fins and have only cartilaginous skeletons . However, all fish swim using 
fins and breath largely through gills . 

Fish play an important part in our lives . They are integral to the food webs and 
ecosystems of the world’s waters, but also have importance as a source of food, 
cultural identity and recreational opportunity, as well as having spiritual significance . 
We bring them close to us in garden ponds and in tanks in living rooms and dentists’ 
waiting rooms, a tangible form of connection with the natural world . Yet the fishes of 
the fresh waters of the British Isles are relatively little known, because the eye for many 
people stops at the surface film . The freshwater fishes of Britain and Ireland include 
those resident in rivers, streams, lakes, canals and pools of all sizes, but also those that 
penetrate seasonally upstream from the brackish waters of estuaries .

Accurate identification of fishes is important in order to determine the health of our 
waterways, and to understand the recreational, educational and other opportunities 
they offer . This guide aims to provide the information needed to identify all the 
fishes that are known to occur in the fresh waters of Britain and Ireland . It contains a 
comprehensive description of each of the species, yet is presented in easily understood 
language and graphic content . Its purpose is to help the non-specialist identify the fishes 
that they find in streams, rivers, pools, lakes and estuaries in Britain and Ireland . 

The Dace is a common 
and widespread fish of 
flowing fresh waters 
throughout Britain . 
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About this book
The emphasis in this book is on simple field identification from basic features (what is 
known by naturalists as the ‘jizz’ or ‘gestalt’), rather than expecting the reader to develop 
taxonomic expertise . All 41 species of freshwater fishes that are native to Britain and 
Ireland are covered, together with 12 that have been introduced . The bulk of the guide 
comprises individual profiles for these species, highlighting the key identification 
features and providing notes on their ecology and conservation . Each species is 
illustrated with a photograph to aid identification . 

It is important to note that this book focusses on the identification of adult fishes . 
Immature fishes can often be very difficult to identify to species, and in many cases  
their identification is best left to specialists . 

To ensure this book is as easy as possible to read, English names are used for the fishes . 
Scientific (Latin) names are included only in the main species accounts, although they 
are given for other, non-fish, species where appropriate . 

The book provides an introduction to the different aquatic habitats that freshwater 
fishes inhabit in Britain and Ireland (page 12), and information on conservation and 
legislative issues (page 132) .

Finding fishes
It is assumed that users of this guide will rely 
primarily on simple observation . With a stealthy 
approach, it is quite possible to ‘fish watch’, 
particularly in the summer when they are closer 
to the surface and the water is generally lower 
and clearer . Spotting fish is significantly aided  
by polarizing sunglasses to help you  
see through glare from the water’s surface . 
However, it is important to be aware of the 
finely tuned senses of the fish you hope to spot . 
Fish sense vibrations in the water using their 
lateral line organs, and this includes sensing 
heavy footfalls – so you must learn to stalk the 
waterside with care . Also, fish are finely attuned 
to predators that may attack from above, so 
make use of the cover of waterside trees and tall 
bankside vegetation to mask your silhouette, 
and avoid sharp movements . Stalk the bank 
top patiently and stealthly, and you may often 
observe fish behaving naturally and unaware of 
your presence . 

If you want to examine a fish closely, a pond net is often helpful – at least for the smaller, 
shore-hugging species that can be captured this way . Another approach is to ask anglers 
what species are present, though this will tend to overlook the so-called ‘minor species’ 
that are important in aquatic ecosystems .
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Sunglasses with polarizing lenses help 
you see fishes through the surface glare, 
whilst pond nets are helpful for catching 
smaller fishes in the margins .
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Other more thorough and quantitative 
non-destructive survey methods include 
electrofishing and also seine netting . 
However, these are expensive, have 
associated risks, require legal permissions 
and health and safety training, and are 
assumed to be beyond the needs of those 
using this guide .

The conservation value of fishes 
Some fish species are of direct nature 
conservation interest and a few are 
threatened and afforded legal protection 
(see page 132) . For example, all three 
species of lamprey recorded from Britain 
and Ireland are listed in both EU and 
British legislation . Others may proliferate 
if introduced into new waters to which 
they are not native, changing the balance 
of the ecosystems and potentially 
compromising the conservation of other 
fish, plant or animal communities . 

Smaller fish species and juvenile stages 
of larger fishes can serve as important 
links in food chains, feeding on small 
invertebrates and algae and in turn being 
fed on by birds such as kingfishers, grebes 
and terns, as well as predatory fishes . 
Larger fish such as Pike, Perch and Chub 
also play key roles in the cycles of food 
and energy, the life-cycles of parasites, 
and provide food for other species 
including birds such as bitterns, herons 
and cormorants, and mammals such as 
otters .
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Biosecurity
It is important to be very careful to avoid 
inadvertently spreading organisms 
between waters when sampling, 
particularly invasive species . These 
include, for example, invertebrates 
such as Signal Crayfish Pacifastacus 
leniusculus, plants such as New Zealand 
Pigmyweed Crassula helmsii and small 
fish such as Topmouth Gudgeon (see 
page 78) . This is achieved by the simple 
precaution of washing and thoroughly 
drying, or ideally disinfecting, boots, 
pond nets or other equipment on or in 
which small species or their propagules 
or diseases may be carried .

Signal Crayfish Pacifastacus leniusculus

New Zealand Pigmyweed Crassula helmsii
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Introduced species 
The fish fauna of fresh waters is probably one of the most manipulated elements 
of the biodiversity of the British Isles . Common Carp, for example, were repeatedly 
introduced to these islands from the 15th century onwards . They have since been widely 
redistributed into still waters for recreational angling purposes . Introduced Common 
Carp can cause major disruption to ecosystems with which they have not co-evolved, 
largely due to their habit of stirring up aquatic sediment while feeding, their voracious 
appetites and rapid growth, and their fecundity: the very attributes that suit them to 
introduction for aquaculture . Although the Barbel is native to British fresh waters, it too 
has been associated with ecological changes where it has been introduced, mainly for 
recreational angling, beyond its natural distribution in eastward-draining rivers from the 
Thames to those feeding into the Humber . 

Alien introductions, both deliberate and accidental, include large and small predators 
such as the Wels Catfish, Zander and Rainbow Trout, as well as small invasive and 
problematic species such as Topmouth Gudgeon and Sunbleak . All fish movements, 
from alien introductions to deliberate translocation of native stock, can also carry with 
them unwanted parasites and diseases as well as ‘stowaway’ species . 

So, whilst generalizations can be made about the natural distribution of freshwater 
fishes in our diverse standing and flowing waters, it is important to be prepared for 
surprises in which nature has had no direct hand . 

A number of fish species in the fresh waters of the British Isles are both alien and 
potentially invasive . The Common Carp, Rainbow Trout, Grass Carp, Orfe, Goldfish, 
Zander and Wels Catfish have been long-established and are accepted by many people 
as part of the British fauna, notwithstanding lingering conservation concerns and 
potential problems inherent in more widespread introductions . 

Rainbow Trout is a 
familiar and widespread 
introduced species that 
is native to the Pacific 
coast of America .
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As well as the Rainbow Trout, other American trout species have been introduced to 
British waters in the past . These include, for example, the Brook Trout Salvelinus fontinalis 
and the Cutthroat Trout Oncorhynchus clarkii, which have not become established and 
are increasingly less available due to concerns about their potential to establish self-
sustaining populations . In addition, the Tiger Trout, a hybrid of Brown and Brook Trout, 
has been introduced into British fisheries in the past, but this practice has ceased today . 
All species of Salvelinus (apart from the native Arctic Charr) are controlled under the 
Prohibition of Keeping or Release of Live Fish (Specified Species) Order 1998 (see page 136) .

However, a number of other, generally smaller, species are more recent introductions, 
and are giving rise to particular conservation concerns . These species are the Topmouth 
Gudgeon, Sunbleak, Bitterling, Pumpkinseed Sunfish and Black Bullhead, and they share 
some or all of the attributes generally considered to predispose aquatic organisms to 
become invasive: 

●	 Abundant and widely distributed in their original range 
●	 Wide environmental tolerance 
●	 High genetic variability 
●	 Short generation time 
●	 Rapid growth 
●	 Early sexual maturity 
●	 High reproductive capacity 
●	 Broad diet (opportunistic feeding) 
●	 Gregariousness 
●	 Possessing natural mechanisms of rapid dispersal 
●	 Commensal with human activity (e .g . transport in ship ballast water, or trade of 

ornamental species for aquarists) 

It is also worth noting that at least three species of small black American catfish are 
believed to have been imported into the UK for sale through the aquarist trade: the Black 
Bullhead, the Brown Bullhead Ameiurus nebulosus (formerly Ictalurus nebulosus), and the 
Channel Catfish Ictalurus punctatus . All appear to have the capacity to establish viable 
British populations, the consequences of which are largely unforeseeable but are in all 
probability seriously negative .

The Orfe is not native to Britain and Ireland but is capable of establishing self-sustaining populations, 
and has done so locally, threatening the balance of ecosystems .
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