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Abstract 

A single specimen of Priacanthus sagittarius was captured by a commercial trawler off the Mediterranean coast of Israel on 28th 
November 2009. This is the first record of the species, and possibly the first alien member of the Priacanthidae from the 
Mediterranean Sea. 
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Introduction 

The continuous invasion of Erythrean fish 
species from the Red Sea into the Mediterranean 
seems to have accelerated recently. Of the 75 
Erythrean fish species reported from the 
Levantine basin, more than 20 were found during 
the last decade (Galil 2008, 2009; Golani et al. 
2008; Bilecenoğlu et al. 2008; Goren et al. 
2009). An additional alien species, Priacanthus 
sagittarius Starnes, 1988, is reported here. 

Of the twelve species assigned to the genus 
Priacanthus Oken, 1817 (Starnes 1988; Froese 
and Pauly 2009), four are found in adjacent 
regions and are potentially able to migrate into 
the eastern Mediterranean: P. arenatus Cuvier, 
1829 is known from the western and northern 
Mediterranean (Froese and Pauly 2009), whereas 
P. blochii Bleeker, 1853, P. hamrur (Forsskål, 
1775), and P. sagittarius Starnes, 1988 occur in 
the Red Sea (Goren and Dor 1994; Randall 1994; 
Starnes 1988).  

Materials and methods 

On the 28th November, 2009, a single specimen 
of P. sagittarius was collected by Mr. Levi 
Ornoy, captain of the commercial trawler Moty, 
off the Israeli coast. This is the first record of 

this species from the Mediterranean and the first 
member of the Priacanthidae collected in the 
Levantine basin.  

Abbreviations: TAU – fish collection of Tel 
Aviv University; SL – Standard length; TL – 
Total length. 

Results and discussion 

Priacanthus sagittarius Starnes, 1988 (Figure 1) 

Priacanthus sagittarius Starnes, 1988: Plates 
IIIe-g; Figures 3f, h, 5a-d, f, 8b, 12c, 18b. Type 
locality: Sumatra, Indonesia. 

Material examined: TAU – P. 13670, off Tel-
Aviv, Israel, (N 32º09'55'', E 34º47'09'') 40 m 
depth, 28 November, 2009. TL 136 mm.  

Brief description of the specimens: A 
Priacanthus species with a black blotch on the 
upper half of the membrane between the first two 
dorsal spines that gradually turns into a black 
strip along the upper margin of the fin. Length of 
second spine is nearly half the length of the tenth 
spine. A black blotch occurs at the base of the 
pelvic fin. The membrane of the pelvic fin is 
dark anteriorly and gradually turns yellowish 
posteriorly (Figure 2). Lower margin of the anal 
fin and the posterior part of caudal fin are 
blackish. Anterior margin of the dorsal, anal and 
pectoral spines are serrated or partly serrated. 
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Opercle and preopercle are entirely scaled. 
Preopercular spine nearly reaches margin of the 
opercle. Pectoral fin reaches to above the anus. 
Pelvic fin reaches third anal spine.  

Meristic counts: Number of scales along 
midline of body: 75; twelve series of scales 
between lateral line and dorsal fin; 34 series of 
scales between lateral line and anus. Dorsal fin 
with ten spines and 13 rays (last one splits into 
2); anal fin with 3 spines and 14 rays (last one 
splits); pectoral fin with 19 rays; pelvic fin with 
a spine and five rays; caudal fin with 16 
branched rays. Total number of gill rakers on 
anterior gill arch 18, three on upper limb and 15 
on lower limb.  

Body proportions: SL is 84% of TL; head 
length is 32% of SL; body depth is 38% of SL; 
eye diameter is 48% of head length; interorbital 
width is 26% of head length; Distance between 
orbit and upper lip is 9% of head length; distance 
between upper lip to origin of dorsal fin is 28% 
of SL; distance between upper lip to origin of 
anal fin is 53% of SL; longest pectoral ray is 
15% of SL; longest pelvic ray is  32% of SL; 
first dorsal spine is 10% of SL; second  dorsal 
spine is 11% of SL and 56% of tenth spine; tenth 
spine is 21% of SL; first anal spine 13% of SL; 
second  anal spine is 15% of SL; third spine is 
20% of SL. 

Remarks: Priacanthus sagittarius occurs in 
the Indo West Pacific ocean, from the Red Sea to 
Japan, Australia and Samoa (Starnes 1988). It is 
found “in sheltered reefs in moderate depths, 
usually in caves or under coral plates…in rocky 
and open areas” (Froese and Pauly 2009). Its 
depth range is stated as “60 to 100 m”, though 
Starnes (1988) lists material collected between 
surface and 440 m, including the specimen 
captured off Eilat, on the Red Sea coast of Israel, 
at 250-300 m. Khalaf (2004) implies that his 
specimens too were collected in the deep waters 
of the Gulf.  

The specimen of P. sagittarius found in the 
Mediterranean is distinguished from its three 
congeners occurring in adjoining regions - 
P. arenatus, P. blochii , P. hamrur - by the black 
blotch at the base of the pelvic fin (shown in 
Figure 2) and by the long tenth dorsal spine, 
which is almost double the length of the second 
spine. In addition, P. sagittarius differs from 
P. arenatus and P. hamrur in the smaller number 
of gill rakers (28-31 in P. arenatus; 24-26 in 
P. hamrur;  Starnes 1988).  

In 1980 a specimen identified as P. hamrur 
was collected off Mahdia,  Tunisia  (Abdelmoleh 

 

Figure 1. Priacanthus sagittarius Starnes, 1988 collected off 
Ashdod, Israel (TAU – P. 13670). Photo by M. Goren. 

 

Figure 2. Pelvic fin of Priacanthus sagittarius Starnes, 1988 
collected off Ashdod, Israel (TAU – P. 13670). Photo by M. 
Goren. 

1981).  However,  the inadequate description and 
the poor quality of the photograph preclude 
confirmation of its identity: Starnes (1988) and 
Golani et al. (2002) concluded that the "identity 
of specimen has not been confirmed". Thus, the 
present record is the first confirmed alien 
member of the Priacanthidae reported from the 
Mediterranean Sea. 

The Suez Canal, the most prolific invasion 
pathway into the Mediterranean (Galil 2009), is 
undergoing yet further enlargement in order to 
maintain its market share. The current expansion 
will increase its depth to allow passage of 
vessels up to a draught of 66 ft by the end of 
2009, and already the Suez Canal Authority is 
conducting feasibility studies with the aim to 
increase the draught to 72 feet to allow passage 
of fully loaded VLCC and ULCC tanker classes 
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(http://www.suezcanal.gov.eg). The deepening of 
the Canal may allow transit of biota formerly 
precluded due to its shallow depth. 
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