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Sturgeon was once widespread across Europe and occurred in all major European rivers. Today, this
fish is extinct in most Western European countries, including the Low Countries and the UK. It was
traditionally assumed that this extinct sturgeon species was the European sturgeon (Acipenser
sturio Linnaeus 1758), since no other sturgeon species were believed to have ever occurred in
Western Europe. However, recent archaeozoological and molecular research on modern museum
specimens and sturgeon bones from archaeological sites, has indicated that, in the past, also the
American Atlantic sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus Mitchill 1815) occurred in several large river
basins in France (Desse-Berset, 2009, 2011), Germany and Poland (Ludwig et al., 2002, 2009). This
project aims at determining which sturgeon species historically occurred in the North Sea, more
specifically in Belgium, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. To this end, we are currently
performing a combined morphological and genetic analysis on sturgeon remains from
archaeological excavations in Belgium, the UK and the Netherlands, as well as on modern museum
specimens.

The morphological research aims at validating the criteria to distinguish A. sturio from
A. oxyrinchus by the surface morphology of their scutes, formerly described by Magnin (1964) and
applied by several other authors (Ludwig et al., 2002; Desse-Berset, 2009). Regarding the surface
ornamentation of the scutes, the possible effects of the position of the scute on the body or size of
the animal on the surface ornamentation of the scutes have never been verified. Therefore,
sturgeon specimens in different European and North American museums are examined. Once valid
criteria to distinguish the two species based upon isolated scutes are defined, species identification
and size reconstruction will be done for archaeological sturgeon scutes.

In a next step, the results of the morphological study on the archaeological material will be
validated by means of mitochondrial DNA analysis on a selection of the archaeological specimens
using ancient DNA techniques (paleogenetics). As hybridization could have occurred between both
species (Tiedemann et al., 2007), nuclear DNA will also be analyzed to evaluate such possible
scenario.
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