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Evidences of Multicomponent Structure of the Migratory Stock and Morphological Distinctions of Shads
from the Genus Alosa (Clupeaformes, Alosiinae) of the Sea of Azov. Mezhzherin S. V., Vernygora O. V. –
Migratory stocks of shads passing through the Kerch strait during their seasonal migrations consist of three
groups of specimens, that can be identified based on the number of gill rakers on the first arch. These
are so called Kerch shad A. maeotica (50.2 %), Pontic shad A. immaculata (48.7 %) and Caspian shad
A. caspia (1.1 %). This ratio of species in the region remains stable for the last 60 years. Populations of
Kerch and Pontic shads have similar age structure and sex ratio with a shift toward females 52—54 %.
Specimens of A. maeotica have greater linear size and weight than those of A. immacuta, that indicates
higher growth rate of the former. Analysis of 26 body measurements shows definite differences between
these shads in their absolute features, there are also some differences in the proportions of the head.
Nevertheless, degree and reproducibility of interspecific differences during various periods of time, do
not allow for the reliable discrimination of specimens of these species assumed by some researchers.
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Äîêàçàòåëüñòâà ìíîãîêîìïîíåíòíîñòè ñòðóêòóðû ìèãðàöèîííîãî ñòàäà è ìîðôîëîãè÷åñêèå îñîáåííî-
ñòè ïóçàíêîâûõ ñåëüäåé (Clupeaformes, Alosiinae) Àçîâñêîãî ìîðÿ. Ìåææåðèí Ñ. Â., Âåðíèãîðà Î. Â. –
Ìèãðàöèîííûå ñòàäà ïóçàíêîâûõ ñåëüäåé, ïðîõîäÿùèå â ïåðèîä ñåçîííûõ ìèãðàöèé ÷åðåç
Êåð÷åíñêèé ïðîëèâ, ñîñòîÿò èç îñîáåé òð¸õ ãðóïï, êîòîðûå ìîæíî èäåíòèôèöèðîâàòü ïî ÷èñëó
æàáåðíûõ òû÷èíîê íà 1-é äóãå. Ýòî òàê íàçûâàåìàÿ êåð÷åíñêàÿ ñåëüäü, A. maeotica (50,2 %), ÷åð-
íîìîðñêî-àçîâñêàÿ ñåëüäü, A. immaculata (48,7 %), è ïóçàíîê, A. ñaspia (1,1 %). Òàêîå ñîîòíîøå-
íèå ìåæäó ýòèìè âèäàìè â ðåãèîíå îñòà¸òñÿ ñòàáèëüíûì íà ïðîòÿæåíèè ïîñëåäíèõ 60 ëåò.
Ïîïóëÿöèè êåð÷åíñêîé è ÷åðíîìîðñêî-àçîâñêîé ñåëüäåé èìåþò îäèíàêîâóþ âîçðàñòíóþ ñòðóê-
òóðó è ñîîòíîøåíèå ïîëîâ, ïðè êîòîðîì ñàìêè ñîñòàâëÿþò 52—54 %. Îñîáè A. maeotica îòëè÷àþò-
ñÿ îò A. immaculata áîëüøèìè ëèíåéíûìè ðàçìåðàìè è ìàññîé, ÷òî ñâèäåòåëüñòâóåò î áîëåå âûñî-
êîì òåìïå èõ ðîñòà. Èñïîëüçîâàíèå 26 ïðîìåðîâ òåëà ïîêàçûâàåò îïðåäåë¸ííûå ðàçëè÷èÿ ìåæäó
ýòèìè ñåëüäÿìè ïî àáñîëþòíûì ïðèçíàêàì, òàêæå îòìå÷àþòñÿ íåêîòîðûå ðàçëè÷èÿ è â ïðîïîð-
öèÿõ ãîëîâû. Òåì íå ìåíåå ìàñøòàá è íèçêàÿ âîñïðîèçâîäèìîñòü ìåæâèäîâûõ ðàçëè÷èé â ðàç-
íûå ïåðèîäû íå ïîçâîëÿþò íàäåæíî äèñêðèìèíèðîâàòü îñîáåé ýòèõ ïðåäïîëàãàåìûõ íåêîòîðû-
ìè èññëåäîâàòåëÿìè âèäîâ.

Êëþ÷åâûå  ñ ëîâ à: ÷åðíîìîðñêèå ñåëüäè, Alosa, ñòðóêòóðà ñòàäà, ìîðôîìåòðèÿ, ýêîìîðôû.

Alosa shads traditionally attracted attention of ichthyologists of the Black Sea and Sea of Azov. And that
is not accidental, because this is one of the most valuable commercial groups of fish in the region. Numerous
scientific studies were done on this group of fish, including those dealing with problems of systematics.
Nevertheless, there are still some disputable questions including the species composition of the genus Alosa Linck,
1790 in the Black sea and Sea of Azov. Many researchers  (Knipovitch, 1923; Tret’yakov, 1947; Ambroz, 1956;
Pavlov, 1959à, 1959 b; Vinogradov, 1960; Vasil’eva, 1996) stated that there were three species of shads in the
Black Sea and Sea of Azov: Alosa immaculata E. T. Bennett, 1835, A. maeotica (Grimm, 1901), and A. caspia
(Eichwald, 1838). Others (Vladimirov, 1961; Svetovidov, 1964) argued that there were only A. immaculata and
A. caspia present, uniting A. maeotica and A. immaculata into one species. Moreover, in some publications few
unidentified species were added to the last two species of shads, based on the single catches of individuals that
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differed in their morphology and electrophoresis specters (Svetovidov, 1964; Mezhzherin, Fedorenko,
Dobrovolov et al., 2012).

Lately the idea about the identity of the three proposed species of the genus Alosa in the Azov-Black sea
basin became widely accepted. These results are based on the genetic analysis at the level of allozyme mark-
ers as well as on the DNA sequencing of anadromous and resident shads of the Atlantic that did not show any
clear differences among species and forms (Boisneau et al., 1992; Bentzen et al., 1993; Faria et al., 2006; Bowen
et al., 2008). Consequently, these three species should only be considered ecomorphs. Herewith, A. immacu-
lata – large anadromous form with 40 to 60 gill-rakers that spawns in rivers; A. maeotica – large shad (20 to
49 gill rakers) that, unlike A. immaculata, spawns in brackish waters of the Sea of Azov; and A. caspia – res-
ident small shad with number of gill rakers varying in the range from 60 to 80. Presence of both anadromous
and resident ecomorphs is common for species of the Holarctic, and special morphological and genetic anal-
yses (Ferguson et al., 1978. Hecht et al., 1987, Østbye et al., 2005) have showed that just like shads these eco-
morphs have different number of gill rakers and size, whereas anadromous forms are significantly larger then
resident forms, even though they are genetically identical to each other.

It is known that shads with fewer number of gill rakers, identified as A. maeotica, are only abundant in
the Sea of Azov (Pavlov, 1959 a). Detailed morphological analysis, not only of the recent years (Fedorenko,
2006; Mezhzherin, Fedorenko, 2007), but also of the first half and middle of the XX century (Pavlov, 1959 a,
1959 b), has showed that shads with less than 36 gill-rakers are almost absent in the basins of the Danube, Dnepr,
and Dnester rivers, meaning that A. maeotica is tightly connected to the Sea of Azov. Based on the number of
gill-rakers this shad can be clearly distinguished not only from the species of the Danube, Dnepr, and Dnester
stocks, but also from so called Don shads that spawn in the Don river. Therefore, even if A. maeotica is not a
separate species, it can still be considered an independent unit of reproduction and feeding. Nevertheless, Kerch
(Azov) shad and Pontic shad that spawns in the Don river are still not differentiated not only in commercial
catches, but also during the period of feeding, and therefore the ratio of Kerch shad in the Sea of Azov is unknown.
The question about the degree of differences of other morphological characteristics between these two forms
remains unclear. Available comparative morphological descriptions of shads were made according to the stan-
dards of 50s of the XX century, and therefore require revision and specification according to the modern stan-
dards of statistical analysis.

Material and methods 

Present research was based on the series of shad samples collected from commercial catches in the peri-
od from December 2009 to May 2011 in the Kerch strait near the station Zavetnoe. Samples, total of
623 specimens, were collected evenly throughout the seasons.

Besides the biological analysis: determining of size-weight values, sex, and age; the latter was done accord-
ing to the method specific for shad (Miklashevskaia, 1953); the detailed morphological analysis of all fish was
performed. The scheme of 26 body measurements was used for this purpose (Pavlov, 1953 a): Smith’s length
(L), maximum body height (H), minimum body height (h), antedorsal distance (D), postdorsal distance (pD),
anteventral distance (V), anteanal distance (A), distance between pectoral and ventral fins (P-V), distance between
ventral and anal fins (V-A), length of caudal peduncle (pl), length of dorsal fin base (lD), height of dorsal fin
(hD), length of anal fin base (lA), height of anal fin  (hA), length of pectoral fin (lP), length of ventral fin
(lV), length of the upper lobe of caudal fin (lC_1), length of the lower lobe of caudal fin (lC_2), head length
(HL), head height (Hh), snout length (ae), eye diameter (gh), postorbital distance (fd), upper jaw length (ak),
lower jaw length (al), head width (wi). Indexation of body and fin measurements was done relatively to the
body length, and indices of head measurements were calculated relatively to the head length. Besides that, num-
ber of gill-rakers on the first arch (sp. br.) was counted for each fish.

Statistical analysis of the material was performed using the Statistica V.6 package.

Results and discussion 

Number of gill rakers on the first arch in the total sample of shads varied from 25
to 75, with the distribution being quite uniform without any definite modal value (fig.
1). Therefore, based on this feature, three species can be identified among the studied
fish. Individuals with number of gill rakers from 26 to 40 should be considered A. maeot-
ica (313 specimens, 50.2 %), from 40 to 60 – A. immaculata (304 specimens, 48.7 %),
and more than 60 – A. caspia (7 specimens, 1.1 %). Worth to mention that there is no
hiatus between groups of shads identified as A. maeotica and A. immaculata. That means,
that despite decrease of the number of individuals with 39—40 gill ra-kers, this feature
cannot be used for the differentiation of these two ecomorphs. Unreliability of this fea-
ture for the differentiation of so called marine and anadromous forms has been mentioned
previously (Vladimirov, 1961). The fact that specimens with less than 39 gill-rakers are
absent in the Dnepr and lower Danube rivers (fig. 1) gives a reason to consider shads
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with a small number of gill-rakers to be specific to the Sea of Azov. This means that more
than a half of the shad stock in the Sea of Azov is formed of the Kerch shad that appar-
ently spawns in the Sea of Azov. It should be emphasized that the same ratio of this species
was present in catches in the Kerch strait during the late 40s of the XX century, found
in Pavlov’s works (Pavlov, 1959 a). Nearly the same ratio of Azov shads in the previous
catches was noted by other authors (Sirotenko, 1966).

Comparison of biological characteristics of A. maeotica and A. immaculata (table 1)
shows that A. maeotica has slightly larger size and body weight, while these two groups
of shads have the same mean age value, and this proves greater growth rates of A. maeot-
ica. There is also no difference in the condition of the two species, estimated with Fulton’s
condition coefficient (1.32 ± 0.013 and 1.31 ± 0.014 for A. maeotica and A. immacula-
ta respectively). Sex ratio is nearly equal, slightly shifted toward females (table 1).

Specimens with more than 60 gil rakers were identified as A. caspia, but apparent-
ly this group included both A. caspia and A. immaculata with a big number of gill ra-kers.
This idea is supported by extremely high individual variations of the size and age values
of some specimens.

Comparison of the mean values of individual body measurements revealed highly sig-
nificant differences of a number of characteristics, with A. maeotica always having greater
values than A. immaculata, and that is quite natural because the former shads are larger
than the latter (table 2). Range of variability of some characteristics that differ with a high
level of significance overlap for the two species and thus none of the characteristics can
be used for the clear differentiation of A. maeotica and A. immaculata. In regard to indices,
these species are much less different in their body proportions and only some head indices
are significantly different. Particularly, A. maeotica has relatively greater snout length, eye
diameter, length of lower jaw, and head width. However, in this case as well, variation
of these indices of the two species overlap and therefore cannot be used to obtain reli-
able diagnostics of the individual specimens of A. immaculata and A. maeotica. 

Insignificance of morphological differences between A. maeotica and A. immacula-
ta is also supported by multidimensional analysis. When using the factor analysis, almost
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Fig. 1. Distribution of number of gill rakers on the first arch in shads of the genus Alosa: row-1 – Azov shads
(Kerch strait, 2009—2011s), row-2 – Danube shad (2005-2008s); row-3 – Dnepr shads after: Ambroz, 1956
(1937).

Ðèñ. 1. Ðàñïðåäåëåíèå ïóçàíêîâûõ ñåëüäåé ðîäà Alosa ïî ÷èñëó æàáåðíûõ òû÷èíîê íà ïåðâîé äóãå: ðÿä
1 – àçîâñêàÿ ñåëüäü (Êåð÷åíñêèé ïðîëèâ, 2009—2011-å ãã.); ðÿä 2 – äóíàéñêàÿ ñåëüäü (2005—2008-å ãã.);
ðÿä 3 – äíåïðîâñêàÿ ñåëüäü ïî: Ambroz, 1956 (1937 ã.).
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Tab l e 2. Mean values (M) and their standard errors (SE), minimum  (min) and maximum (max) values of char-
acteristics, and statistical significance (p) calculated by one-way ANOVA for the two supposed species of shads
Ò à á ëèö à 2. Ñðåäíèå çíà÷åíèÿ (M) è èõ ñòàíäàðòíàÿ îøèáêà (SE), ìèíèìàëüíûå (min) è ìàêñèìàëüíûå
(max) çíà÷åíèÿ ïðèçíàêîâ è ñòåïåíü äîñòîâåðíîñòè (p) ðàçëè÷èé ñðåäíèõ ïî êðèòåðèþ (one-way ANOVA)
äëÿ äâóõ ïðåäïîëàãàåìûõ âèäîâ ñåëüäåé

Characteristic
A. immaculata A. maeotica

p
M min max SE M min max SE

sp. br. 46.3 41 75 0.29 35.8 27 40 0.17 0.000000

Í, mm 59.5 20 90 0.88 62.6 21 95 0.80 0.009080

h, mm 17.5 6 26 0.24 18.3 6 24 0.21 0.005030

aD, mm 112.0 44 144 1.31 117.2 48 161 1.15 0.003090

lD, mm 31.2 13 44 0.38 32.7 12 47 0.34 0.005003

hD, mm 28.6 9 42 0.40 30.4 12 42 0.36 0.001081

lA, mm 35.9 14 47 0.42 37.5 15 50 0.37 0.006249

hA, mm 15.8 5 24 0.22 16.7 5 28 0.21 0.002177

lC_1, mm 47.2 22 64 0.51 49.2 20 65 0.45 0.004003

lC_2, mm 54.1 28 68 0.56 56.1 25 74 0.50 0.007656

HL, mm 54.1 24 69 0.57 56.1 24 77 0.49 0.007931

ae, mm 14.8 4 21 0.20 15.8 4 22 0.18 0.000188

gh, mm 9.8 3 15 0.16 10.7 3 15 0.15 0.000035

ðl, mm 31.2 11 43 0.39 32.9 13 45 0.34 0.000886

wi, mm 10.2 2 16 0.19 11.1 2 17 0.17 0.000284

al, mm 10.8 8 15 0.09 10.3 8 16 0.09 0.000303

ae/HL, % 27.1 16 34 0.18 28.0 15 33 0.18 0.000639

gh/HL, % 17.9 10 25 0.18 18.8 10 25 0.17 0.000224

al/HL, % 57.4 37 71 0.27 58.5 48 73 0.27 0.002590

wi/HL, % 18.4 7 26 0.23 19.4 7 27 0.20 0.000669

Ta b l e 1. Basic biological characteristics of shads identified to species based on the number of gill rakers on the
first arch
Ò à á ëèö à 1. Îñíîâíûå áèîëîãè÷åñêèå ïîêàçàòåëè ó ñåëüäåé, îïðåä¸ëåííûõ äî âèäà, ïî ÷èñëó æàáåðíûõ
òû÷èíîê íà ïåðâîé äóãå

Characteristic N M min max m

26—40 (À. maeotica)
Age 294 3.37 1 6 0.05
L, cm 313 24.7 107 324 0.23
P, g 313 222.85 10 550 4.88
}, % 277 0.52 0.03

41—60 (À. immaculata)
Age 278 3.38 1 6 0.06
L, cm 304 23.8 105 303 0.27
P, g 304 201.68 8 398 5.37
}, % 253 0.54 0.03

61—75 (A. caspia)
Age 9 2.88 1 5 0.40
L, cm 9 16.9 140 287 0.17
P, g 9 76.67 22 320 31.9
}, % 7 0.57 0.19

complete overlapping of scatter plots of A. maeotica and A. immaculata specimens in the
space of the first two factors obtained from the analysis of the variability of 25 body indices
(fig. 2) is observed. Moreover, discriminant analysis shows that accuracy of identifying
individual specimens by a complex of indices is only 63 % (table 3), that does not meet
the level of interspecific morphological differentiation.



Previously, researchers have noted that differentiation of Don and Kerch shads based
on their body measurements is not reliable and stable. Particularly, the artificia-lity of
differentiation between A. maeotica and A. immaculata is supported by the fact that dif-
ferences of body indices between Kerch (marine) and Don (anadromous) shads of the
sea of Azov were significantly smaller than between populations of marine shads with a
small number of gill rakers, identified as A. maeotica, in different parts of the Azov-Black
Sea basin, Danube region of the Black sea and the Sea of Azov in particular (Pavlov,
1959). Researchers of that time explained this paradox by close similarity of the feeding
conditions of anadromous and marine shads in the Sea of Azov. Thus number of gill rak-
ers on the first arch has always been the only feature for identifying A. maeotica and A.
immaculata. However distribution of the number of gill rakers in the samples of shads is
quite uniform without any hiatus and therefore decision to draw a line between species
at the mark of 40 gill-rakers would be rather disputable.

Differences of body indices between A. maeotica and A. immaculata are not stable in
time and probably depend on the individual researcher doing the measurements. Analysis
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Fig. 2. Scatter plot of the two species of shads in the space of two principal components based on 25 body and
head indices (Factor-1 – 28 % of the total variability, Factor-2 – 13.5 %).

Ðèñ. 2. Ðàññåèâàíèå îòäåëüíûõ îñîáåé äâóõ âèäîâ ïóçàíêîâûõ â ïðîñòðàíñòâå ïåðâûõ äâóõ ãëàâíûõ êîì-
ïîíåíò ïî 25 èíäåêñàì òóëîâèùà è ãîëîâû (Factor-1 – 28% îáùåé èçìåí÷èâîñòè; Factor-2 –13,5%).

Ta b l e 3. Classification matrix of the discriminant analysis of shads of the Sea of Azov, based on 25 body and
head indices  (rows – observed classification, columns – expected)
Ò à á ëèö à 3. Êëàññèôèêàöèîííàÿ ìàòðèöà äèñêðèìèíàíòíîãî àíàëèçà ïóçàíêîâûõ ñåëüäåé Àçîâñêîãî ìîðÿ
ïî 25 èíäåêñàì òóëîâèùà è ãîëîâû (ïî ðÿäàì – íàáëþäàåìàÿ êëàññèôèêàöèÿ, ïî ñòîëáèêàì – îæèäàåìàÿ)

Species % A. maeotica A. immaculata

A. maeotica 67.1 210 103

A. immaculata 60.3 121 184

Total 63.7 331 287



of the modern material showed the maximum differences between the two species in al/Hl,
wi/Hl, fd/Hl, Hh/Hl ratios (tables 2, 4), with A. maeotica having greater values of the first
three indices and lower value of the last index. While in the samples of shads collected
50—60 years ago, differences between these species were much less and were observed for
different indices and for the same indices had different direction (table 4). Significant changes
of morphological features have also occurred during the compared period of time. Not only
has the size of fish become larger, but also a number of body proportions has changed,
especially: al/Hl, ak/Hl, wi/Hl, and fd/Hl. Moreover, these changes have occurred par-
allel of the same indices and in the same degree in the stocks of Azov and Don shads.

Thus, the present research provides evidences that, indeed, there are shads with a
small number of gill rakers in the Sea of Azov that some researchers have viewed as a
separate species A. maeotica and that has currently disappeared in the North-Western region
of the Black Sea. Just as 50—60 years ago this form comprises about a half of all shads.
Morphological analysis of a number of indices showed that plastic features of individu-
al specimens identified as A. maeotica and A. immaculata had only slight differences and
nature of these differences was not stable in time and space.
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Ta b l e 4. Comparison of a number of morphological features between shads of the modern stocks and those of
the 40—50s of the XX century 
Òàáëèöà 4. Ñðàâíèòåëüíàÿ õàðàêòåðèñòèêà ðÿäà ìîðôîìåòðè÷åñêèõ ïàðàìåòðîâ ñåëüäåé ñîâðåìåííîãî ñòàäà
è ïî ìàòåðèàëàì 40—50-õ ãîäîâ ÕÕ ñò.

* According to P. I. Pavlov (Pavlov, 1959 a).

Characteristic, %
(except L)

A. maeotica A. immaculata

2009/2011 40—50s ÕÕ c. * 2009/2011 40—50s ÕÕ ñ. *

M m M m M m M m

L, cm 24.7 0.23 20.8 0.26 23.8 0.27 20.1 0.17

al/L 10.3 0.09 12.1 0.08 10.8 0.09 12.0 0.13

hD/L 12.2 0.07 12.5 0.08 12.0 0.08 12.2 0.1

hA/L 6.7 0.06 6.2 0.06 6.6 0.06 5.9 0.11
lP/L 13.8 0.06 – – 13.9 0.07 15.4 0.17

lV/L 8.8 0.04 – – 8.9 0.05 9.5 0.07

lC_1/L 19.9 0.07 19.0 0.08 20.0 0.07 19.0 0.11

lC_2/L 22.7 0.07 20.7 0.07 22.9 0.08 20.7 0.11

Hh/Hl 81.7 0.3 70.0 0.21 82.3 0.36 72.0 0.48

fd/Hl 58.5 0.19 53.3 0.14 57.9 0.20 54.5 0.27

ak/Hl 50.1 0.16 46.0 0.16 49.6 0.18 46.1 0.24

al/Hl 58.5 0.27 59.9 0.14 57.4 0.27 60.0 0.24

wi/Hl 19.4 0.21 16.4 0.13 18.4 0.23 15.97 0.16
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