Fish Diversity of the Saryu River in Ayodhya District: Nature’s Hidden Wealth
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Abstract
The Saryu River in Ayodhya District harbours remarkable ichthyofaunal diversity, reflecting its status as a vital freshwater ecosystem. Recent assessments reveal the presence of numerous indigenous and commercially important fish species, spanning multiple orders and families. Dominant groups include Cypriniformes, Siluriformes, and Perciformes, with both native and exotic species recorded. This rich fish assemblage supports local livelihoods and sustains ecological balance, yet faces threats from habitat alteration, overfishing, and invasive species. Documenting and conserving this hidden wealth are essential for maintaining biodiversity and ensuring the long-term health of the riverine ecosystem in Ayodhya.
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Introduction
The Saryu River, flowing gracefully through the heart of Ayodhya, is not only a sacred symbol in Indian mythology but also a vital artery of biodiversity in the region. While the river is often celebrated for its spiritual and cultural importance, what lies beneath its shimmering surface is a world teeming with life, a rich and diverse community of freshwater fishes. The Saryu River holds significant cultural importance, particularly in the city of Ayodhya, revered as the birthplace of Lord Rama (Dwivedi et al., 2004). It originates at an elevation of 4,150 meters in the Himalayas and flows through the states of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand. It extends for 350 kilometres in length and forms at the junction of the Karnali River (or Ghaghara) and Mahakali (or Sharda) in the Bahraich District (Kumar et al., 2024).
Why does fish diversity matter?
Fish diversity is more than just a count of species. It reflects the health of the river ecosystem. A diverse fish population indicates good water quality, balanced food chains, and stable aquatic habitats (Lakra et al., 2008). Fish also contribute to nutrient cycling and serve as prey and predators in the aquatic environment (Sahu et al., 2024).
For the people of Ayodhya, fish are not just food, they are a source of livelihood, tradition, and community bonding. Local fishers, many of whom rely on the river year-round, have developed a deep knowledge of fish behavior, seasonal patterns, and spawning grounds.
Ecological Significance of the Saryu
Ecologically, the Saryu provides critical spawning grounds, nutrient cycling, and connectivity between upland and lowland ecosystems, all while maintaining a water quality that, despite localized urban and industrial pressures, remains sufficiently oxygenated to support healthy fish populations (Lakra, 2010). Cultural practices along its ghats, such as daily pilgrims bathing at Guptar and Ram Ki Paidi, underscore the timeless bond between this river’s spiritual and ecological roles, reflecting how its environmental health underpins both biodiversity and cultural heritage.
Unveiling Fish Diversity
The Saryu River in Ayodhya hosts an astonishing array of ichthyofauna, with a survey conducted from October 2023 to March 2024 documenting an impressive 51 fish species across 34 genera and 17 families (Kumar et al., 2024). The Cyprinidae family, comprising carps, dominates the community, accounting for approximately 37 % of the recorded species, while the Bagridae family, catfishes, adds significant representation with six species from three genera. To measure and compare diversity across two distinct riverine sites, researchers applied ecological indices: the Shannon index ranged from 2.19 to 3.17 at Guptar Ghat and from 2.61 to 3.22 at Dhemwa Ghat, highlighting substantial species richness, particularly at the former location, with similar trends observed in Simpson’s and Margalef indices (Kumar et al., 2024).
These diverse metrics underscore the Saryu’s vibrant and varied fish community, marking it as an ecologically significant aquatic system within the region.






Table 1: Fish Diversity of Saryu River
	S. No.
	Common Name
	Scientific Name
	Family
	Order
	IUCN Status

	1
	Rohu
	Labeo rohita
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	LC

	2
	Catla
	Catla catla
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	LC

	3
	Mrigal
	Cirrhinus mrigala
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	LC

	4
	Common Carp
	Cyprinus carpio
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	VU

	5
	Silver Carp
	Hypophthalmichthys molitrix
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	NT

	6
	Grass Carp
	Ctenopharyngodon idella
	Cyprinidae
	Cypriniformes
	LC

	7
	Tengra
	Mystus tengara
	Bagridae
	Siluriformes
	LC

	8
	Singhi
	Heteropneustes fossilis
	Heteropneustidae
	Siluriformes
	LC

	9
	Magur
	Clarias magur
	Clariidae
	Siluriformes
	EN

	10
	Wallago
	Wallago attu
	Siluridae
	Siluriformes
	NT

	11
	Chital
	Chitala chitala
	Notopteridae
	Osteoglossiformes
	NT

	12
	Pabda
	Ompok pabda
	Siluridae
	Siluriformes
	NT

	13
	Baam (Eel)
	Mastacembelus armatus
	Mastacembelidae
	Synbranchiformes
	LC

	14
	Snakehead Murrel
	Channa punctata
	Channidae
	Perciformes
	LC

	15
	Snakehead
	Channa striata
	Channidae
	Perciformes
	LC

	16
	Tilapia
	Oreochromis niloticus
	Cichlidae
	Perciformes
	NE


Key: LC: Least Concern, NT: Near Threatened, VU: Vulnerable, EN: Endangered, NE: Not Evaluated
Threats and conservation challenges
The Saryu River is under significant ecological threat from rampant illegal sand mining, which erodes spawning habitats, shifts river channels (Fig. 1), and diminishes dissolved oxygen impacts that have severely disrupting aquatic life. Compounding this, urban and industrial pollution, including untreated sugar-factory effluents and sewage outlets, has darkened waters, elevated BOD levels, and resulted in fish kills while also harming surrounding communities (Singh et al., 2014).  To reverse these trends, urgent action is needed to enforce bans on mechanized mining and revive environmental monitoring, mandate proper treatment of industrial and municipal effluents; and protect riparian buffers through habitat restoration. Establishing fish sanctuaries, community-driven monitoring, and strict regulatory oversight aligned with NGT orders and supported by local engagement can help rebuild the Saryu’s hidden biodiversity and preserve both its cultural and ecological wealth (Sahu et al., 2024).
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Fig 1.  Threats and conservation challenges

Conclusion
The Saryu River is more than a holy stream; it is a living ecosystem that deserves our respect and care. The vibrant world of fish beneath its waters is a sign of nature’s balance, a balance we must strive to maintain. By recognizing and celebrating the fish diversity of the Saryu River in Ayodhya, we take a step closer to protecting our natural heritage for future generations.
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