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Abstract 

A red lionfish, Pterois volitans (Linnaeus, 1758), was captured in the Anegada de Adentro Coral Reef (19º13′0.7″N; 96º03′25″W) off the 
coast of Veracruz, Mexico on January 12, 2012. The collection site is about 700 km (435 mi) from the location where the first lionfish was 
captured in the Southern Gulf of Mexico in late 2009. The record off the Veracruz suggests that the lionfish may be establishing a well-
adapted population along the Mexican coast in the Southern Gulf of Mexico. 
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Introduction 

After more than 20 years since it was first 
sighted off the coast of Florida (USA) in the 
1980s (Morris and Akins 2009), the non-native 
red lionfish, Pterois volitans (Linnaeus, 1758), 
has covered most of the Western Atlantic ocean, 
including The Bahamas, Cuba, Dominican 
Republic, Puerto Rico, most Lesser Antilles, 
Cayman Islands, Jamaica, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Belize, Venezuela, and Mexico (Whitfield et al. 
2007; Schofield 2009, 2010). Its continuous 
expansion may be naturally self-sustaining 
through larval dispersal (Betancur-R et al. 2011), 
since its larval phase lasts 25 to 40 days 
(Ahrenholz and Morris 2010).  

The red lionfish represents a threat to the 
marine ecosystem that may interact with other 
stressing factors (Albins and Hixon 2012). In 
fact, detrimental impacts on native reef fishes 
were recently documented in The Bahamas, 
where the red lionfish reduced by 65%, on 
average, the biomass of small-bodied fishes from 
42 species in two years (Green et al. 2012). 

Currently, there is no scientific understanding 
about its natural enemies in the invaded 
ecosystems. Although some groupers 
(Mycteroperca tigris [Valenciennes, 1833], 
Epinephelus striatus [Bloch, 1792]) were able to 
feed on this invasive fish in the Bahamas 
(Maljković et al. 2008), whether these groupers 
act as biocontrol (Mumby et al. 2011) is 
inconclusive.  

The red lionfish invasion throughout the Gulf 
of Mexico now appears to be widespread. In 
2006, the first individual was captured in the 
Gulf of Mexico off Treasure Island, Pinellas 
County, Florida (Brown and Ruiz-Carus 2006). 
In late 2009, the species was detected off the 
northern Yucatan Peninsula, Southern Gulf of 
Mexico, by a local lobster-fisher who caught one 
specimen (Aguilar-Perera and Tuz-Sulub 2010). 
In 2010, two juveniles were captured north of 
Dry Tortugas and west of Cape Romano, about 
99 and 160 miles respectively, off Florida by the 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Research Institute 
(Ruiz-Carus pers. comm.). During one year 
(2010-2011), lobster fishers voluntarily collected 
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Figure 1. Location of the Parque 
Nacional Sistema Arrecifal 
Veracruzano, Mexico, where a local 
fisher hand-netted a red lionfish, 
Pterois volitans, in the Anegada de 
Adentro Coral Reef. Location of 
capture denoted with *. 

 

Figure 2. Red lionfish, Pterois 
volitans (185 mm, TL), captured by 
hand-net in the Anegada de Adentro 
Coral Reef, off the Veracruz State 
(Mexico), Southwestern Gulf of 
Mexico. (Photograph by Gregorio 
Cruz Aja). 

 

 
about  445 red lionfish (90-274 mm TL) on 
various locations off the northern coast of the 
Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico (Aguilar-Perera et al. 
2012). Here, we report a specimen that was 
captured in a natural protected area off the coast 
of Veracruz, Mexico, in the Southern Gulf of 
Mexico. The objective of this note is to report its 
presence in this protected location, which may 
suggests that the red lionfish larval dispersion 
off the Yucatan Peninsula is following the 
prevalent marine currents. 

Materials and methods 

Coral reefs and five cays, with a total surface of 
about 52,239 ha, comprise the Veracruz Reefs. 
On August 24, 1992, the Mexican Federal 
Government declared the area Parque Nacional 
Sistema Arrecifal Veracruzano (PNSAV) a 
natural protected area. The PNSAV is an 
important coral reef system supporting a wide 
array of human activities where at least 101 reef 
fish species are commercially exploited 
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(Jiménez-Badillo et al. 2007). With the support 
of specialists on lionfish control from another 
protected area, the Parque Nacional Arrecifes de 
Cozumel (Mexican Caribbean), we implemented 
training seminars for fishers, recreational divers, 
and beach rescue organizations to identify red 
lionfish. On December 30, 2011 (13:30 PM) at 
12 m water depth, the first red lionfish was 
photographed within the PNSAV in the Anegada 
de Adentro Coral Reef, about 7.5 km from the 
shoreline (19°13′0.7″N, 96°03′25.9″W; Figure 
1). Subsequently, on January 12, 2012 a local 
fisher captured one specimen with a hand-net 
and brought it to the laboratory where it was 
measured in Total Length (TL) to the nearest 
millimeter and weighed (TW) to the nearest 
gram. Its meristic characters were counted 
(number of fin-ray elements) and it was 
taxonomically identified following Schultz 
(1986). 

Results and discussion 

The specimen captured in the PNSAV is Pterois 
volitans (XIII-12, III-8), and it is larger in body 
size (185 mm in TL, Figure 2) than the specimen 
(137 mm TL) caught in late 2009 off the 
northern Yucatan Peninsula (Aguilar-Perera and 
Tuz-Sulub 2010). The collection site in the 
PNSAV is about 700 km (435 mi) from the 
location where the first specimen was captured 
off the Yucatan Peninsula in late 2009.  

It is possible that the red lionfish population 
entered the Southern Gulf of Mexico as early as 
late 2009 (Aguilar-Perera and Tuz-Sulub 2010) 
through larval dispersal. The specimen recorded 
from the Veracruz suggests that the population 
appears to continue dispersing as larva carried 
out by prevalent marine currents. However, this 
assertion still needs to be verified by molecular 
markers. 

Efforts to eradicate the red lionfish in the 
Western Atlantic could be fruitless because this 
predator lives in both shallow and deep waters 
(Meister et al. 2005), and has a broad diet 
(Morris and Akins 2009; Green et al. 2012). 
What could be relevant now is to provide as 
much information as possible to the users of 
coastal areas about the red lionfish biology and 
morphology as an aid to control of the invasion 
and to organize monitoring efforts to build 
coherent databases to track its progression in the 
marine ecosystem of the region. 

Acknowledgements 

We thank Manuel Victoria M (Dorado Dive Shop) and Carlos 
Rizo for hand netting the first red lionfish in the PNSV. Also, we 
thank Tomás Camarena-Luhrs, director of the PNSV for his 
suggestions and recommendations, and Gregorio Cruz Aja for his 
support. We acknowledge Ramón Ruiz-Carus for providing 
important information and for improving editing. 

References 

Aguilar-Perera A, Tuz-Sulub A (2010) Non-native, invasive red 
lionfish (Pterois volitans [Linnaeus, 1758]: Scorpaenidae), is 
first recorded in the southern Gulf of Mexico, off the northern 
Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico. Aquatic Invasions 5: S9–S12, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3391/ai.2010.5.2 

Aguilar-Perera A, Tuz-Sulub A, Chan-Perera L, López-Gómez 
MJ, González-triste X, Carillo Flota E (2012) Lionfish 
invasion off the Northern Coast of the Yucatan Peninsula, 
Mexico, Southern Gulf of Mexico: What do we know? 
Proceedings Gulf Caribbean Fisheries Institute 64 (in press) 

Ahrenholz D, Morris JA Jr (2010) Larval duration of the lionfish, 
Pterois volitans along the Bahamian Archipelago. 
Environmental Biology of Fishes 88: 305-309, http://dx. 
doi.org/10.1007/s10641-010-9647-4 

Albins MA, Hixon MA (2012) Worst case scenario: potential 
long-term effects of invasive predatory lionfish (Pterois 
volitans) on Atlantic and Caribbean coral-reef communities. 
Environmental Biology of Fishes, http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/ 
s10641-011-9795-1 

Betancur-R R, Hines A, Acero A, Ortí G, Wilbur AE, Freshwater 
DW (2011) Reconstructing the lionfish invasion: insights 
into Greater Caribbean biogeography. Journal of 
Biogeography 38: 1281-1293, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 
1365-2699.2011.02496.x 

Brown J, Ruiz-Carus R (2006) First-known lionfish caught of 
Florida's Gulf coast waters. Press Release, FWC Florida Fish 
and Wildlife Research Institute, St. Petersburg. http://myfwc. 
com/research/saltwater/nonnative/marine-life/gulf-coast-
lionfish-caught/ 

Green SJ, Akins JL, Maljković A, Côté IM (2012) Invasive 
lionfish drive Atlantic coral reef fish declines. PLoS ONE 
7(3): e32596, http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0032596 

Jiménez-Badillo ML, Castro-Gaspar LG (2007) Pesca artesanal 
en el Parque Nacional Sistema Arrecifal Veracruzano, 
México. In: Granados-Barba A, Abarca-Arenas LG, Vargas-
Hernández JM (eds), Investigaciones Científicas en el 
Sistema Arrecifal Veracruzano. Universidad Autónoma de 
Campeche, pp 221-240 

Maljković A, van Leeuwen TE, Cove SN (2008) Predation on the 
invasive red lionfish, Pterois volitans (Pisces: Scorpaenidae), 
by native groupers in the Bahamas. Coral Reefs 27: 501, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00338-008-0372-9 

Morris JA, Akins JL (2009) Feeding ecology of invasive lionfish 
(Pterois volitans) in the Bahamian Archipelago. 
Environmental Biology of Fishes 86: 389-398, http://dx. 
doi.org/10.1007/s10641-009-9538-8 

Meister HS, Wyanski DM, Loefer JK, Ross SW, Quattrini AM, 
Sulak KJ (2005) Further evidence for the invasion and 
establishment of the Pterois volitans (Teleostei: 
Scorpaenidae) along the Atlantic coast of the United States. 
Southeastern Naturalist 4: 193-206, http://dx.doi.org/10. 
1656/1528-7092(2005)004[0193:FEFTIA]2.0.CO;2 

Mumby PJ, Harbone AR, Brumbaugh DR (2011) Grouper as a 
natural biocontrol of invasive lionfish. Plos ONE 6(6): 
e21510, http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0021510 



J. Santander-Monsalvo et al. 

124 

Schofield PJ (2009) Geographic extent and chronology of the 
invasion of non-native lionfish (Pterois volitans [Linnaeus 
1758] and P. miles [Bennett 1828]) in the Western North 
Atlantic and Caribbean Sea. Aquatic Invasions 4: 473-479, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3391/ai.2009.4.3.5 

Schofield PJ (2010) Update on geographic spread of invasive 
lionfish (Pterois volitans [Linnaeus 1758] and P. miles 
[Bennett 1828]) in the Western North Atlantic Ocean, 
Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico. Aquatic Invasions 5: 
117-122, http://dx.doi.org/10.3391/ai.2010.5.S1.024 

Schultz ET (1986) Pterois volitans and Pterois miles: two valid 
species. Copeia 3: 686-690, http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1444950 

Whitfield PE, Hare JA, David AW, Harter SL, Muñoz RC, 
Addison CM (2007) Abundance estimates of the Indo-Pacific 
lionfish Pterois volitans/miles complex in the Western North 
Atlantic. Biological Invasions 9: 53-64, http://dx.doi.org/10. 
1007/s10530-006-9005-9 

 
 

 


