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ABSTRACT

The present paper reports the first record of the red-toothed triggerfish, Odonus niger (Rippell, 1836), in the
Mediterranean Sea. Two specimens were captured in Syrian marine waters (Eastern Mediterranean), measuring
250 mm and 225 mm in total length (TL) and weighing 209 g and 126 g, respectively. The species’ original distri-
bution is in the Indo-West Pacific, including the Red Sea, suggesting O. niger is a Lessepsian migrant introduced
through the Suez Canal. However, other explanations for its presence in the Mediterranean Sea, such as introduc-
tion via ship ballast waters or release from aquariums cannot be totally excluded. This new record confirms that
the number of alien species entering the Mediterranean is still increasing and highlights the need for further
monitoring to determine the true status of this species in the study area.

Key words: Odonus niger, Lessepsian migrant, aquarium, Eastern Levant, Mediterranean Sea

PRIMA SEGNALAZIONE MEDITERRANEA DI PESCE BALESTRA NERO ODONUS NIGER
(BALISTIDAE) LUNGO LA COSTA SIRIANA (MEDITERRANEO ORIENTALE)

SINTESI

Il presente lavoro riporta la prima segnalazione del pesce balestra nero, Odonus niger (Riippell, 1836), nel
Mediterraneo. Due esemplari sono stati catturati nelle acque marine siriane (Mediterraneo orientale), di 250 mm e
225 mm di lunghezza totale (TL) e 209 g e 126 g di peso, rispettivamente. La distribuzione originaria della specie
e nel Pacifico indo-occidentale, compreso il Mar Rosso, il che suggerisce che O. niger sia un migratore lessepsiano
introdotto attraverso il Canale di Suez. Tuttavia, non si possono escludere altre ipotesi per la sua presenza nel
Mediterraneo, come l'introduzione attraverso le acque di zavorra delle navi o il rilascio dagli acquari. Questo nuovo
dato conferma che il numero di specie aliene che entrano nel Mediterraneo e ancora in aumento e sottolinea la
necessita di ulteriori monitoraggi per determinare il vero status di questa specie nell’area di studio.

Parole chiave: Odonus niger, migratore lessepsiano, acquario, Levante orientale, Mediterraneo
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INTRODUCTION

So far, according to Kovacic¢ et al. (2021), the fam-
ily Balistidae has been represented in the Mediterra-
nean Sea by two species: the grey triggerfish, Balistes
capriscus Gmelin, 1789, and the clown triggerfish,
Balistoides conspicillum (Bloch & Schneider, 1801).
B. capriscus was reported as B. carolinensis Gmelin,
1789, by Tortonese (1986), who noted that the species
was common throughout the Mediterranean Sea and
rare in the Black Sea. In Syrian marine waters, B. ca-
priscus was first recorded by Gruvel (1931), and more
recently by Ali (2018). The species feeds on molluscs
and crustaceans, and deposits eggs in the summer in
a cavity made by the female and guarded by the male
(Tortonese, 1986).

Balistoides conspicillium was sighted in an un-
derwater photograph by Weitzmann et al. (2015) off
Sitges, a city in Costa Daurada, northern Spain. The
species is solitary and its diet is similar to that of B.
capriscus. 1t is widely distributed in the Indo-Pacific,
from South Africa to Samoa, but is unknown in the
Red Sea (Golani et al., 2021).

Investigations conducted over the past two decades
along the Syrian coast have provided the opportunity
to collect two specimens of the red-toothed triggerfish
Odonus niger (Ruppell, 1836). This species is widely
distributed in the Indo-West Pacific, from East Africa
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Fig. 1: Map of the Syrian coast with the black star
indicating the capture site of the two specimens of
Odonus niger (ref. 2332 and 2333 MSL).

Sl. 1: Zemljevid sirske obale z oznaceno lokaliteto
ulova (¢rna zvezdica) dveh primerkov vrste Odonus
niger (ref. 2332 in 2333 MSL).

to southern Japan, including the Red Sea, the Ogas-
awara Islands, the Great Barrier Reef and the Coral
Sea (Randall et al., 1990). It is also present in the Mar-
quesas and Society islands (Golani & Fricke, 2018),
around Madagascar and Sri Lanka (Fischer & Bianchi,
1984), as well as in Indonesia and the Marianas Is-
lands (Heemstra et al., 2022). It has been recorded at
depths of up to 130 m off the southwest coast of India
(Ramachandran & Philip, 2010). Previously, O. niger
had not been confirmed in the Mediterranean Sea;
therefore, both collected specimens, and the potential
causes of these new findings are discussed here.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study of both specimens follows the protocol
of Bello et al. (2014), recommended for first records.
The two specimens were caught on 13 September
2024, using a metal bottom cage, at a depth of 15
m on a rocky bottom. The captures occurred 1 km
off the fishing port of Banias city at 35°11" N and
35°55" E (Fig. 1). The identification of the specimens
was based on ichthyological notes and field guides.
Morphometric measurements, recorded to the near-
est millimetre are summarized in Table 1, along with
meristic counts and total body weight to the nearest
gram. The specimens were photographed, preserved
in 10% buffered formaldehyde, and deposited in the
Ichthyological Collection of the Marine Sciences
Laboratory (MSL) at the Faculty of Agriculture,
Tishreen University (Syria), under reference numbers
2332 MSL (Fig. 2) and 2333 MSL.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The two specimens measured 250 mm and
225 mm in total length (including long caudal-fin
lobes), and weighed 209 g and 126 g, respective-
ly. They were classified as O. niger based on the
combination of the following main morphological
characters: body deep and laterally compressed,
with large rectilinear scale plates forming regular
rows on thick skin; a prominent groove in the skin
extending anteriorly from front of eye equal to, or
slightly longer than eye diameter; three prominent
dorsal fin spines, with first capable of being locked
erect by second; caudal fin rays greatly prolonged
above and below; anterior rays of both soft dorsal
and anal fins elevated, with margins prominently
concave in profile; mouth slightly supraterminal,
with lower jaw jutting forward, featuring distinctive
red teeth, including two canine-like lateral teeth in
upper jaw; enlarged bony scales present behind gill
opening; deep groove before the eyes and below the
nostrils; dorsal fins with 3 spines, 34 rays; anal fin
with 28 rays; pectoral fins with 14 rays; pelvic fins
reduced to a single rudiment; caudal fin extremely
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Tab. 1: Morphometric measurements with percentages of total length (% TL), meristic counts, and total body weight of
the Odonus niger captured 1 km off Banias city, Syrian coast (ref. 2332 MSL and 2333 MSL).

Tab. 1: Morfometricne meritve z delezi celotne dolzine (%TL), meristicna Stetja in celokupna teza primerkov vrste
Odonus niger, ujetih v vodah, oddaljenih 1 km od mesta Banias, sirska obala (ref. 2332 MSL in 2333 MSL).

References MSL 2332 MSL 2333
Morphometric measurements mm %TL mm %TL
Total length 250 100 225 100
Standard length 161 64.4 144 64.0
Fork length 197 78.8 175 77.8
Body depth 84 33.6 76 33.8
Head length 55 22 45 20.0
Eye diameter 8 3.2 7 3.1
Snout length 38 15.2 35 15.6
Upper jaw length 8 3.2 6 2.7
Lower jaw length 7 2.8 5 2.2
Base of first dorsal fin length 23 9.2 21 9.3
Base of second dorsal fin length 102 40.8 92 40.9
Base of pectoral fin length 10 4.0 9 4.0
Base of anal fin length 59 23.6 53 23.6
Base pelvic fin length 25 10.0 23 10.2
Pre- first dorsal length 53 21.2 48 21.3
Pre- second dorsal length 93 37.2 84 37.3
Pre-pectoral length 50 20.0 46 20.4
Pre-pelvic length 65 26.0 58 25.8
Pre-anal length 104 41.6 88 39.1
Meristic counts

First Dorsal fin rays 1 1

Second Dorsal fin rays 34 34

Pectoral fin rays 14 14

Pelvic fin rays XV XVI

Anal fin rays 28 28

Total body weight (gram) 209 126

lunate, with upper and lower lobes extended into
filaments; head and body bluish black. Colour:
ground colour of body and fins blackish-brown,
with a darker stripe running from mouth to pectoral
fin base; posterior margin of caudal fin featuring a
lunar-shaped white bar.

All these characters are completely consistent
with Fischer & Bianchi (1984), Randall et al. (1990),
Heemstra & Randall (1993), and Heemstra et al.
(2022). The findings constitute the first record of the
species from the Syrian coast (Saad, 2005; Ali, 2018),
as well as in the Mediterranean Sea, where this spe-
cies had not been recorded previously (Golani et al.,
2021). However, these observations are not sufficient
to suggest that a viable population of the species is

successfully established in Syrian marine waters. Ad-
ditional records are necessary to determine the true
status of the species in the study area and the broader
Mediterranean Sea.

O. niger is relatively abundant in the Red Sea (Golani
& Bogorodsky, 2010; Golani & Fricke, 2018). It has also
been recorded along the Egyptian coast of the Red Sea
(El Sayed et al., 2017), in the Jordanian Gulf of Aqaba
(Khalaf, 2004), and in Somalia (Sommer et al., 1996).
O. niger is known to be a strong swimmer (Randall et
al., 1990), therefore, given its proximity to the Syrian
coast, a migration from the Red Sea through the Suez
Canal could be considered a plausible hypothesis. O.
niger is a new Lessepsian migrant (sensu Por, 1971),
contributing to the increasing number of alien fishes in
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Fig. 2: Odonus niger (ref. 2332) captured 1 km off Banias city, Syrian coast. Scale bar = 30 mm.
Sl. 2: Primerek vrste Odonus niger (ref. 2332), ujet v vodah, oddaljenih 1 km od mesta Banias, sirska obala.

Merilo = 30 mm.

the Mediterranean. According to Golani et al. (2021),
75% of the exotic species recorded in the Mediterranean
Sea to date originate from the Indo-Pacific, primarily
from the Red Sea. However, as suggested by Golani
et al. (2021), other vectors may also be responsible for
the introduction of many exotic species, including ship
ballast waters and aquarium releases.

The latter cause should be particularly considered
in relation to O. niger, as it was found to apply to B.
conspicillum (Weitzmann et al., 2015). Randall et al.
(1990) noted that these balistid species are highly
valued and very popular in aquariums, with many
available for sale on various online platforms. There-
fore, a management plan should be implemented

in local fisheries, in cooperation with fishermen,
to identify the causes of new arrivals, monitor their
presence, and potentially contribute to the establish-
ment of a viable population of O. niger in the study
area and throughout the Mediterranean Sea.
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PRVI ZAPIS O POJAVLJANJU RDECEZOBE BALESTRE ODONUS NIGER (BALISTIDAE)
IZ SIRSKE OBALE (VZHODNO SREDOZEMSKO MORJE)

Malek ALl
Marine Sciences Laboratory, Production Animals Department, Faculty of Agriculture, Tishreen University, Lattakia, Syria
e-mail: malekfaresali@gmail.com

Aola FANDI
Biology Department, Faculty of Sciences, Tartous University, Syria

Christian CAPAPE
Laboratoire d’Ichtyologie, Université de Montpellier, 34095 Montpellier cedex 5, France
e-mail: capape@orange.fr

POVZETEK

Avtorji poroc¢ajo o prvi najdbi rdec¢ezobe balestre Odonus niger (Riippell, 1836) v Sredozemskem morju.
Gre za dva primerka, ujeta v sirskih vodah (vzhodno Sredozemsko morje), ki sta merila 250 mm in 225 mm
v dolZino in tehtala 209 g in 126 g. Vrsta domuje v Indo-zahodnem Pacifiku, vklju¢no z Rde¢im morjem, na
podlagi ¢esar avtorji sklepajo, da je O. niger lesepska selivka, ki je prisla v Sredozemsko morje skozi Sueski
prekop. Vendar drugih razlag za njegovo pojavljanje v Sredozemskem morju, kot je prihod z balastnimi
vodami ladij ali izpust iz akvarijev, ni mogoce popolnoma izkljuciti. Ta novi zapis o pojavljanju potrjuje, da
Stevilo tujih vrst, ki vstopajo v Sredozemsko morje, Se vedno narasca, in narekuje potrebo po nadaljnjem
spremljanju te vrste na proucevanem obmocju, na podlagi katerega bo mozno opredeliti pravi status.

Klju¢ne besede: Odonus niger, lesepska selivka, akvaristika, vzhodni Levant, Sredozemsko morje
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