Lake Malawi National*Park

Searching for the source
of the Mie River in 1851, explor-
ers David Livingstone and John
kirk collected fshes that are as
intriguing to scentists today as
that mythical spring. Fishes from
Livingstone's Zambezi Expedition
labdled “fram Lake Wyasa” were
deposited in the Britsh Mussum
of Hatural Hstory. These fishes
are now identified as being from
the cichlid famiy, part of a
species flock wath at least S0
times more speces than the Gala-
pagos finches that Charles Dar-
win studied in developing his
theory of evalution by natural se-
lection. In lakes Malawi (Nyasa),
Targanyika, and ‘ictoria more
species of fish exist than in any
ather lakes in the world. The
exact mumber B unknown. Esti-
mates suggest that Lake Malawi
has maore than 1,000 spedies and
e species ane being continually
discovensd in all the lakes. Many
of the brightly coloured fish are
now known to be complexes of
reproductively  solated  sibling

species. Cichlid fshes in these
lakes offer extraordinary opportu-
nities to investigate spediation, an
evolutionary process that keads to
diversity, becauss they are the
‘World's most spectacular exam-
ples of spedation and adaptive
radiation wathin any wertebrate
family. Since the time of Darwin,
the arigin of spedes has been a
central foous of scentiic study.
The process of speciation gener-
ally involves the solation of dif-
ferent populations of an onignal
ancestral species. As time passes,
populations change geneticaly
and retain or assume characteris-
tics that are most suited to their
fwing conditions. The popula-
tions become so different that
they are incapable of interbreed-
ing and ewalwe into different
species. Spedies are often re-
stricted to small regions within
each lake. Linking currently stud-
i=d species to the earlier collected
specimens can prove difficult. De-
bate 5 fooused upon the manner
in which cichlid spedation has
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taken place. The quest for an un-
derstanding of the ongn of
species began inm Emgland in
1859, under the auspices of the
royal Geographic Society.  Rs
members, induding Darwin and
the three great African explorers -
David Lvingstone, Richard Bur-
ton, and John Speke - wers to
revolutionize the way the Vicio-
rian age viewed the world., 1859
saw major scientific contributions
by the falows of the Sodesty.
Darwin published the Origin of
Spedes by Means of Natural 5e-
lection and Livingstone first en-
countered Lake Nyasa (Malawi),
thought to be another possible
beginning of the Nie. In 1851, he




and Kirk were the first to collect
cichlid fishes in the Africa Great
Lakes and return them to Europs.
One curious lttle fish that they
collected & an indwidual from a
species named for Livingstone
(Metriachima [vingston). it be-
longs to a specialized group of
chasely related species that ocowrs
throughout the lake. They in-
habit snail shells for protection
while lving over open sand and
can change s2x fram female to
make when makes are i short
supnly - a phenomenon that has
piqued the interest of the scien-
tific community. Cichlics are
perch-like fshes that ocour not
only in tropical freshwaters of
Africa, but ako parts of Asia, the
Amazon, throughout Central
America, and as far north as

Exas. Although Cichlidas species
are confined to tropical and sub-
tropical regions, the family con-
tains maore species than any other
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fish family. Lake Malawi's 1000
fish species make it the most
speciesTich lake in the world.

More than 95 percent of these
species belong to the Cichlidas
family. Al but tewo ooour nowhere
gszin the world. The five Great
Lakes of MWarth America com-
tined have fewsr than 200
spedies from about 30 families.
Wore freshwvater species exist in
Lake Malawi alone than are
found in dl the lakes in Canada,
the United States, Mexico, and
Central America combined. Lake
Malawi's, fishes bvein every pos-
sibbe habitat - weeds, rock, sand,
mud, open water, and rivering
outlets. The feeding adaptations
of these fshes are their most
spectacular spedalsations Cich-
bids have evolved a great diversity
of feeding adaptations. They ex-
ploit all available sounces of food
including phytoplankton, zoo-
plankton, soft bottom depaosits,
algas aon the surface of rocks,
adlgas that grow upon other sub-
merged plants, moluscs, insects

and benthic arthropods, fish
scales, fish fins, fishes, and fish
eqqs, embryos and larvae. In fu-
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el e e
ture articles we will explore and
desoribe some of the most amaz-
ing behaviowr and adaptations in
the animal kingdom; why Lake
halawa National Park became the
first freshwater underwater park
im the world and a UNESC O Worlkd
Hertage Site.  We will examins
how HEEED, a Malawian NGO
v hieeedmalawi org), one of
the leading organizations in the
country at the farefront of con-
serving this rich region, B at-
tempting to  imorove the
education and lwelhood of the
people living adjacent to the lake.
ot only 5 Lake Malawi a biclog-
ical wonderland, itis an impartant
food source, a tremendous tourst
attraction and generator of for-
gign currency, but most mpor-
tanthy the Lake's water i the maost
important resowrce of all.  The
corsenation of this body of water
and the fauna within it & one of
the top priorities of World Con-
senvation agences and steward-
ship of this Warld Heritage Region
is all of owr responsibility.
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