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Soda pans located in the northern part of Serbia are alkaline and very shallow water habitats
influenced by seasonal drying. Due to the rareness, vulnerability, and specific biota, these
saline habitats have high conservation priority according to the EU Habitats Directive
(92/43/EC).

Since 2017, ten soda pans have been intensively studied with the aim to determine the
diatom biodiversity and to evaluate ecological conditions. Diatom samples were collected
from mud and reed, and samples for molecular analyses were additionally collected in 2021.
The diatom community is mostly composed of species that prefer alkaline conditions and
high conductivity. Some of the most dominant genera are Nitzschia and Navicula. Among the
recorded diatoms, Mayamaea permitis and one unknown Mayamaea species were recorded
in two soda pans (Okanj bara and Bela bara). The unknown Mayamaea can easily be
distinguished from similar species by the valve outline and shape of the central area using
light and scanning electron microscopy. In a metabarcoding (partial 18S rRNA gene sequence)
data set from the same sample, we could identify two amplicon sequence variants showing
affinities to the genus Mayamaea, one of them matching published sequences from M.
permitis, the other without exact matches in the Diat.barcode and NCBI databases. We
conclude that the latter probably belongs to the new Mayamaea species observed by
microscopy, which indicates that the unknown Mayamaea species is closely related to but
different from Mayamaea terrestris.

Based on morphological features and molecular analyses, we consider the unknown
Mayamaea species as a species new to science. Bearing in mind the vulnerability of soda
pans due to anthropogenic threats and climate change, knowing which species inhabit these
habitats is the first step in preserving these unique ecosystems.
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