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Abstract

Inland epigean freshwater amphipods of Romania are diverse and abundant for this region has a favourable geographical 

position between the Balkans and the Black Sea. Excluding Ponto-Caspian species originating in brackish waters and 

freshwater subterranean taxa, there are 11 formally recognized epigean freshwater species recorded from this country. 

They belong to 3 genera, each representing a different family: Gammarus (Gammaridae, 8 species or species complexes), 

Niphargus (Niphargidae, 2 epigean species) and Synurella (Crangonyctidae, one species). Their large-scale distribution 

patterns nevertheless remain obscure due to insufficient data, consequently limiting biogeographical interpretations. We 

provide extensive new data with high resolution distribution maps, thus improving the knowledge of the ranges of these 

taxa. Gammarus species display substantial altitudinal variability and patchy, fragmented distribution patterns. They occur 

abundantly, particularly in springs and streams, from lowlands to sub-mountainous and mountainous regions. In the light 

of recent molecular research, we hypothesize that the complex geomorphological dynamics of the Carpathian region dur-

ing the Late Tertiary probably contributed to their allopatric distribution pattern. Contrasting with Gammarus, the genera 

Niphargus and Synurella exhibit low altitudinal variability, broad ecological valences and overlapping distributions, being 

widespread throughout the lowlands. The current distribution of N. hrabei and N. valachicus seems to be linked to the 

extent of the Paratethys during the Early Pliocene or Pleistocene. We further discuss the taxonomic validity of two syn-

onymized and one apparently undescribed taxon, and provide an updated pictorial identification key that includes all taxa 

and forms discussed in our study. The mosaic distribution of epigean freshwater amphipod species in Romania shows that 

this region is particularly suitable for phylo- and biogeographical analyses of this group.

Key words: geographic range, distribution patterns, habitat preferences, allopatry, sympatry, Gammarus, Niphargus, Syn-
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Introduction

Distribution patterns offer valuable insights towards understanding historical factors that have shaped the 
contemporary distributions of species (Brown et al. 1996). Freshwater amphipod crustaceans are particularly 
suitable for biogeographical studies because of their restricted dispersal capabilities and the fragmentary nature of 
freshwater habitats (Väinölä et al. 2008; Hou et al. 2011). Amphipods are predominantly aquatic benthic animals 
that do not possess free-swimming larval stages or resistant propagules, and thus are prone to genetic 
differentiation and isolation (J.L. Barnard & C.M. Barnard 1983). Furthermore, many freshwater taxa display 
allopatric or discontinuous distributions, frequently presumed to result from vicariant events of geological origin, 
such as island separation, sea level fluctuations, and continental break up, or that follow ancient drainage patterns 
(Hogg et al. 2006; Finston et al. 2007; Bauzà-Ribot et al. 2011, 2012).

The European continent is inhabited by a relatively high number of freshwater amphipod species with diversity 
increasing towards the south-east (Väinölä et al. 2008). The diversity of the amphipod fauna of Romania is rich due 
to the favourable geographical position of the country, being situated at the edge of the Balkan Peninsula and the 
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Pictorial identification key to the epigean freshwater Gammarus, Niphargus and Synurella species of 

Romania

This key should be used as a complement to other identification resources rather than alone.
Meaning of abbreviations: A1—first antenna, antennules; A2—second antenna; E2—second epimeral plate; E3—third 

epimeral plate; P6—sixth pereiopod; P7—seventh pereiopod; U3— third uropod.

1a. Eyes present. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2

1b. Eyes absent  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  13

2a. Urosome segments fused. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . S. ambulans

2b. Urosome segments free  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3

3a. Metasome segments with large dorsal spines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. roeseli

3b. Metasome segments without dorsal spines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4

4a. Setation of external margin of U3 outer ramus is scarce and as long as or shorter than the width of underlying segment . . . . . 5

4b. Setation of external margin of U3 outer ramus is dense and longer than the width of the underlying segment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

5a. Postero-inferior corner of E2 pointed, 4 setae on the dorso-posterior side of metasome segments  . . . . .  G. balcanicus dacicus

5b. Postero-inferior corner of E2 straight/slightly pointed, many setae on the dorso-posterior side of metasome segments  . . . . .  6

6a. Body length up to 8 mm, inner ramus of U3 is half length of the outer ramus. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  G. balcanicus montanus

6b. Body length longer than 8 mm, inner ramus of U3 is longer than half length of the outer ramus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. balcanicus

7a. Setation of A2 peduncle dense and ca. 2x longer than the width of the underlying segment. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  G. komareki

7b. Setation of A2 peduncle scarce and shorter than or slightly exceeding the width of the underlying segment  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

8a. Flagellum of A2 swollen and bearing flag-like brush of setae as long as or exceeding the width of the underlying segment . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. pulex

8b. Flagellum of A2 slender . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  9

9a. Inner ramus of U3 reaches at most half length of the outer ramus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. fossarum

9b. Inner ramus of U3 is longer than half length of the outer ramus  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  10

10a. Posteroinferior surface of P7 basis with setae, distal margin of E2 setiferous . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. arduus

10b. Posteroinferior surface of P7 basis without setae, distal margin of E2 not setiferous  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

11a. Postero-inferior corners of E2 & E3 pointed, upper quarter of external margin of U3 outer ramus setiferous . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  G. cf. kischineffensis

11b. Postero-inferior corner of E2 straight, upper half of external margin of U3 outer ramus setiferous . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12

12a. First and 2nd peduncle segments of A1 have equal lengths, flagellum of A2 without calceoli  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . G. leopoliensis

12b. First peduncle segment of A1 longer than the 2nd one, flagellum of A2 with calceoli . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  G. kischineffensis

13a. Dactylus of P6 and P7 bears 1 spine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . N. hrabei

13b. Dactylus of P6 and P7 bears at least 5 spines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . N. valachicus
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