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Synonyms 
None 
 
FAO names 
Lake Tanganyika sprat 
 
Local names 
Bemba: Chilwe (Zambia), Kapenta (Zambia) 
Chilungu: Chilwe (Zambia), Kapenta (Zambia), Nsembe (Zambia) 
English: Lake Tanganyika sprat (official FAO name), Lake Tanganyika sardine (Tanzania) 
Bwari: Kalumba (Congo Dem Rp) 
Kirundi: Ndagala (Burundi) 
Swahili: Ndagala (Congo Dem Rp, Rwanda, Tanzania), Ndakala (Congo Dem Rp, Tanzania), Dagaa 
(Tanzania) 
 
Geographical distribution 
Lake Tanganyika (Poll et al 1984; Whitehead 1985; Gourène & Teugels 1994), including the 
outflowing Lukuga River downstream to the Kisimba-Kilia Falls (Kullander & Roberts 2012). 
Introduced in Lake Kivu between 1958 and 1960 (Collart 1960) but unsuccessfully. 
 
Key features 
Body slender, its depth about 17-22% SL; 13-14 pre-pelvic and 8-9 post-pelvic scutes, with pre-pelvic 
scutes not strongly keeled, beginning behind base of last pectoral fin ray, but post-pelvic scutes with 
sharp spines; maxilla blade about 2.25 times as long as its shaft, but not continued forward to hind 
tip of pre-maxilla; posterior supra-maxilla diamond-shaped or more or less rhomboidal, 
approximately symmetrical; 36-42 lower gill rakers, long and slender; 15-16 dorsal soft rays, 16-17 
anal soft rays; 44 vertebrae; a distinct silver stripe along flanks, broadest over tips of pelvic fins (Poll 
1974; Whitehead 1985). Resembles Limnothrissa miodon of Lake Tanganyika, which is slightly 
deeper-bodied, has a larger eye which is about equal to head length behind eye, and a maxilla blade 
continued forward to posterior tip of pre-maxilla (Whitehead 1985). 
 
Habitat and Biology 
A pelagic, lacustrine species, forming very large schools (Poll 1950, 1953; Whitehead 1985). Juveniles 
tend to stay closer to the shore than individuals of 5 cm SL or more (Whitehead 1985). Spends 
daylight hours at a depth of 70-95 m, rising up to 8-15 m at night, especially on dark nights (Poll 
1953; Whitehead 1985). These migrations also reflect the migration of plankton (Poll 1953) on which 
it feeds (Poll 1950, 1953; Kawabata 1975; Bernacsek 1980), including prawns, shrimps, copepods, 
chironomids, diatoms and algae (Whitehead 1985). Breeds at about 6 cm SL, with ripe individuals 
present almost throughout the year, but major spawning in May-June and again in December-



January, the adults moving inshore to breed; the eggs sink slowly (Whitehead 1985). IUCN red list 
status least concern (Ntakimazi 2006). 
 
Interest to fisheries 

 

Figure 1: Catches (in tonnes) of Stolothrissa tanganicae as available from FAO (April 2024). 

 

Figure 2: Catches (in tonnes) of “Stolothrissa, Limnothrissa spp.” as available from FAO (April 2024). 

Very oddly, FAO (2024) statistics contain data from Cote d’Ivoire of Stolothrissa or Limnothrissa. 
Both genera are currently monospecific and do not occur in West Africa. The data for Mozambique 
and Zimbabwe are not relevant for S. tanganicae, as only Limnothrissa has been  introduced in these 
countries. In Tanzania, Zambia and the DRC both L. miodon and S. tanganicae occur, but species 
level data are not available from FAO (2024).  
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Burundi reports species level data for both L. miodon and S. tanganicae, although reported catches 
for the former are surprisingly low. In addition, the added data for the two species do not 
correspond at all to the data reported at the combined generic level (Figure 2). At present, it is 
unclear what the Burundian data, at both the species and generic level, represent. 
In general, even though the major commercial pelagic stocks are distributed throughout all sectors 
of Lake Tanganyika, its northern half is dominated by a clupeid-based fishery, whilst the southern 
areas feature a Lates stappersii-based fishery (Mannini 1998). Catch frequency and Catch Per Unit 
Effort (CPUE) distribution showed that the S. tanganicae stock is very unevenly distributed in the 
lake, being mostly found in the northern part, from the Kalemie (DRC) latitude northwards and only 
at very low density in the southern half  (Mannini 1998; Mannini et al 1999; Szczucka 1998). A clear 
horizontal migration occurs with post-larval juveniles concentrating offshore. Young S. tanganicae 
move towards shallow water from the length of 30-40 mm (at about the age of 2-3 months). They 
are recruited first to the industrial fishery and then to the lift-net fishery. Fishing grounds of the 
former are normally more distant from the coast than those of the artisanal fishery. The S. 
tanganicae fishery is supported mostly by a single major cohort which is recruited during the dry 
season and makes the exploitable stock during the successive wet season. The availability of S. 
tanganicae resources in the local fishing grounds is very irregular due to the high mobility of the 
schools. These migrations, both horizontal and vertical, are primarily determined by predation 
avoidance towards L. stappersii and by prey preference on copepod mesozooplankton (Mannini et al 
1999).  
In Lake Tanganyika, most of the catch derives from the artisanal fishery in which the clupeids 
Stolothrissa and Limnothrissa compose about 65% (Langenberg 2008). The clupeids are caught in the 
pelagic area by artisanal fishers using lift-nets of 6-8 mm mesh sizes and artificial light during dark 
nights (Mulimbwa et al 2022). 
The fishing pressure has steeply increased during the last decades (Mölsä et al 1999; Sarvala et al 
2006; Van der Knaap et al 2014). Presently, overfishing is threatening the recruitment, and therefore 
also the fishery of the indigenous clupeid fish in Lake Tanganyika (Mulimbwa 2006; Mulimbwa et al 
2014a, 2014b, 2019, 2022; Van der Knaap et al 2014; De Keyzer et al 2020). The S. tanganicae stock 
is heavily exploited by liftnets in the northern part of the lake and the exploitation is more moderate 
in the central and southern parts (Aro & Mannini 1995). Although Aro & Mannini (1995) reported 
that beach seines are not used for Stolothrissa fishery in the north, Van der Knaap et al (2014) 
reported their use in the DRC, exploiting large quantities of immature clupeid fish, which will 
eventually affect the commercial pelagic fishery. In the south, where beach seines are common, the 
main body of the catches consist of young immature specimens and in the Mpulungu area (Zambia), 
about 70% of the catch is less than 50 mm in length (Aro & Mannini 1995). Offshore purse seine 
fishery in the Kigoma region (Tanzania) exploits the mature part of the stock, and the number of 
immatures in catches increases from Kigoma to Mpulungu (Aro & Mannini 1995). The Stolothrissa 
areal exploitation pattern shows that in all areas, catches are strongly based on the immature part of 
the stock. 
The kapenta seine fishery in Zambia mainly catches L. miodon (65%) and S. tanganicae (25%) 
(Plisnier 1995). The lift nets and chiromilla nets surveyed caught exclusively clupeids, with 69% L. 
miodon and 31% S. tanganicae for the lift nets and respectively 50% and 49% for the chiromilla nets 
(Plisnier 1995). The artisanal fishery represented 73% of all catches in Zambia, dominated by L. 
miodon (42% of the total artisanal catches) followed by S. tanganicae (22%). The clupeid catch 
represented 63% of the total artisanal catches (Plisnier 1995). This is lower than previously reported, 
78% in 1992 and 73% in 1980 (Lupikisha 1993). Only 67 tonnes of clupeids were caught by the 
industrial fishery in 1994 (2% of the industrial catch), with S. tanganicae contributing much less than 
L. miodon. The fishing companies of Mpulungu (Zambia) do not target clupeids since their 
abundance is generally low in Zambian pelagic waters (Plisnier 1995).  
Signs of excess fishing pressure on S. tanganicae stocks (high juvenile content and smaller mean 
length in catches) and a decrease in catch-rates (the catch by weight per effort spent fishing) exist 



since the early 2000s for the northern end of the lake (Mölsä et al 1999; Mulimbwa 2006; Sarvala et 
al 2006; Mushagalusa et al 2015). In Zambia the pelagic fish stocks were reported to decline in 
abundance in the mid-2000s (FAO 2006). The decreasing catches are characterized by daily, seasonal 
and long-term fluctuations that are partly due to natural causes such as predator-prey relationships 
existing between clupeids and Lates stappersii, food availability or an environment favourable to 
reproduction, and local over-exploitation (Roest 1988; Bayona et al 1992; Plisnier 1995; Mölsä et al 
2002; O’Reilly et al 2003; Chitamwebwa & Kimirei 2005; Mulimbwa 2006; Sarvala et al 2006; Kolding 
& van Zwieten 2012). Also climate change may be playing an important role (Plisnier 1997).  
It is notable that S. tanganicae was the dominant target species of the purse seine fishery in the 
Zambian waters of the lake during the 1980s. Although the S. tanganicae decline coincides with the 
expansion of purse seining in Zambia, the stock in northern waters, at least until recently, seems to 
have withstood decades of high fishing pressure in fairly confined areas. This strongly suggests that 
environmental factors have played a role in hastening the southern stock’s decline. A succession of 
poor recruitment periods brought on by environmental perturbations can rapidly reduce the size of 
short-lived clupeid stocks (Mannini 1998; Mölsä et al 1999). Nonetheless, the effect of fishing 
pressure resulting into local overfishing cannot be neglected since the fishing pressure has steeply 
increased during the last decades and remains high (Mölsä et al 1999; Chitamwebwa and Kimirei 
2005; Sarvala et al 2006; Van der Knaap et al 2014), arousing concerns about the sustainability of the 
fishery (De Keyzer et al 2020; Mulimbwa et al 2022). However, efforts to document the total catch 
and CPUE have been sporadic and inconsistent (Plisnier et al 2018), making assessment of catches 
and fisheries potential speculative (Kolding et al 2019; De Keyzer et al 2020).  The clupeids (including 
S. tanganicae) live for about one year; have high P/B ratio, are highly fecund and consequently have 
a high turnover rate, features that help them to withstand high exploitation pressure. A recovery in 
the highly fished areas of Zambia, Burundi and Congo has not been realized (Kimirei et al 2008). 
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