2
M INVASIVESNET

Biolnvasions Records (2025) Volume 14, Issue 2: 457462

Rapid Communication

First record of the African hind Cephalopholis taeniops (Valenciennes, 1828)
in the NW Mediterranean Sea: a likely ship-borne introduction documented
in collaboration with a recreational fisher

Andrea Pierucci', Giuseppe Suaria? and Ernesto Azzurro3

"European Commission, Joint Research Centre (JRC) Via E. Fermi, 2749, 21027 Ispra (VA) - Italy
2CNR-ISMAR, National Research Council, Institute of Marine Sciences, Forte S. Teresa, Pozzuolo di Lerici, La Spezia, 19032, Italy
3CNR-IRBIM, National Research Council, Institute for Biological Resources and Marine Biotechnology, Largo Fiera della Pesca, 2, Ancona 60125, Italy

Corresponding author: Andrea Pierucci (andrea.pierucci@ec.europa.eu)

Citation: Pierucci A, Suaria G, Azzurro E
(2025) First record of the African hind
Cephalopholis taeniops (Valenciennes,
1828) in the NW Mediterranean Sea: a
likely ship-borne introduction documented
in collaboration with a recreational fisher.
Biolnvasions Records 14(2): 457462,
https://doi.org/10.3391/bir.2025.14.2.13

Received: 23 December 2024

Accepted: 5 March 2025
Published: 29 May 2025

Handling editor: Michel Bariche
Thematic editor: Amy Fowler

Copyright: © Pierucci et al.

This is an open access article distributed under terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(Attribution 4.0 International - CC BY 4.0).

Pierucci et al. (2025), Biolnvasions Records 14(2): 457-462, https://doi.org/10.3391/bir.2025.14.2.13

Abstract

In October 2024, a single specimen of Cephalopholis taeniops, an Eastern Atlantic
grouper, was captured by a recreational fisher near the port of Genoa, Italy
(44°23"2"N, 8°59'34"E), in the Ligurian Sea. Here, we briefly report this unusual
capture, which represents the northernmost Mediterranean record for the species,
and we examine evidence suggesting a possible new and independent introduction
likely related to ship transport.

Key words: Epinephelinae, bluespotted sea bass, spotted grouper, alien species, non-
native species, non-indigenous

Introduction

Occurrences of Non-Indigenous Species (NIS) are increasingly reported
from the Mediterranean Sea (Golani et al. 2021; Azzurro et al. 2022),
including a number of non-indigenous groupers belonging to the genera
Epinephelus, Mycteroperca, Paranthias and Cephalopholis (Evans and Schembri
2017). The African hind, Cephalopholis taeniops (Valenciennes, 1828)
(Serranidae: Epinephelinae), is notable for its distinctive reddish-orange
skin with blue spots, distinguishing it from other groupers in the western
Mediterranean basin. While it can grow up to 70 cm, the typical size observed
is around 40 cm (Guidetti et al. 2010). Its natural range encompasses the
eastern Atlantic African coast, extending from Morocco to Angola, and includes
the Canary Islands, Cape Verde, Principe, and Sdo Tomé (Ragkousis et al. 2020).

In the Mediterranean Sea, the species was first recorded in 2002 from
Libya (Ben Abdallah et al. 2007). Since then, it has been documented at
various locations in the eastern Mediterranean basin, including Malta
(Deidun et al. 2011; Vella et al. 2016; Evans and Schembri 2017), Sicily
(Ragkousis et al. 2020) and Pelagie Islands in Italy (Guidetti et al. 2010;
Deidun et al. 2021), Israel (Salameh et al. 2009), Lebanon (Gerovasileiou et al.
2017) and Turkey (Engin et al. 2016; Ozcan et al. 2020). In the western
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Figure 1. Capture location of the present Cephalopholis taeniops record in the Ligurian Sea (yellow star) and previous published
records (orange dots) in the Mediterranean Sea extracted from the ORMEF database (Azzurro 2023).

Mediterranean basin, however, there are only two confirmed sightings: a
single individual reported from Almerimar, in southern Spain, by Stern et al.
(2019) and another recently captured off the port of Algeciras in the Strait
of Gibraltar (Langeneck et al. 2023). Details of these observations, as retrieved
from the ORMEF geoportal (Azzurro et al. 2022), are shown in Figure 1.

The biological aspects of C. taeniops are largely unexplored, particularly
its unique reproductive nature as a diandric protogynous hermaphrodite,
where some males develop directly from immature females without undergoing
a functional female stage (Rocha et al. 2008). Economically, the African
hind is primarily harvested for local consumption within its native range,
but it is also caught in Senegal for export to the French market (Ben Abdallah
et al. 2007; Heemstra and Randall 1993). Mediterranean scientists regularly
provide new geo-referenced records of NIS (e.g. Ragkousis et al. 2023), whose
correct identification is sometimes subjected to taxonomical amendments or
revisions (Evans and Schembri 2017). Documenting new species introductions
is crucial for monitoring marine bioinvasions and supporting policy
development, as specifically outlined in Descriptor 2 of the Marine Strategy
Framework Directive (MSFD) (Tsiamis et al. 2021). The aim of this paper
is to document a new occurrence of C. taeniops from the Ligurian Sea in
the Western Mediterranean basin.

Materials and methods

On October 30, 2024, a single specimen of Cephalopholis taeniops (Figure 2)
was captured by a recreational fisher using boat-based bottom fishing
(bollentino) near Quarto dei Mille, Genoa, in the Ligurian Sea, Italy
(44°23'2"N, 8°59'34"E), at a depth of 36 meters (Figure 1). The fish was
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Figure 2. Cephalopholis taeniops caught in October 2024, near the Quarto dei Mille, Genoa in the Ligurian Sea. Photographs by
Matteo Pierucci.

photographed with a smartphone, weighed using an electronic scale, and
measured with a tailor’s tape directly by the fisher. However, it was
subsequently consumed before any formal analysis could be conducted.
Due to the absence of a preserved specimen, the taxonomical identification
relied solely on the morphological characteristics and color pattern visible
in the photographs, following the description provided by Heemstra and
Randall (1993) and Craig et al. (2011), without additional morphometric or
genetic analysis.

Results and discussion

The Cephalopholis taeniops specimen had a total length (TL) of 35 cm and
a total weight of 830 grams (Figure 2). The fish exhibited a deep reddish-
orange hue, with tiny blue speckles covering its entire body, including the
head. The fins displayed a more intense shade of blue (Figure 2). The capture
location (44°23"2"N, 8°59'34"E) was on a seabed composed of a mix of sand
and rocks near the wreck of “Pelagosa”, a minelayer of the Italian Royal
Navy that entered service in 1927 as part of the Fasana class and was sunk
by the Germans during World War II. The capture site was approximately
5 km from the harbor of Genoa, one of the largest commercial ports in the
Mediterranean basin.

Despite the absence of a preserved specimen, which precluded further
morphological analysis, several distinctive features of the color pattern allowed
for the unequivocal identification of the specimen as C. taeniops. The photograph
clearly shows an orange-brown background color with numerous blue spots
outlined in dark margins distributed across the body. The pectoral fins are
blackish at their distal ends and exhibit numerous blue spots at the base.
Additionally, a horizontal blue line extends from the snout to below the eye.
These features are diagnostic of C. taeniops (Heemstra and Randall 1993)

Pierucci et al. (2025), Biolnvasions Records 14(2): 457-462, https://doi.org/10.3391/bir.2025.14.2.13 459


https://doi.org/10.3391/bir.2025.14.2.13
https://www.invasivesnet.org

h
M INVASIVESNET

First record of Cephalopholis taeniops in the Ligurian Sea

and effectively differentiate it from the similar Cephalopholis hemistiktos
(Ruppell, 1830). The latter species, often confused with C. taeniops (Evans
and Schembri 2017), exhibits lighter bluish spots and lacks the characteristic
blue line below the eye (Golani et al. 2021).

Continued scientific surveillance is essential for monitoring NIS introductions.
This study further confirms the value of engaging recreational fishers in
the early detection of these events in the marine environment, as highlighted
by several studies (e.g. Azzurro et al. 2013; Kousteni et al. 2022). Another
important insight from our findings is that the capture location of C. taeniops,
near the commercial harbor of Genoa, strengthens the hypothesis of its
transport via ships or mobile oil rigs, as reported in both Mediterranean
(Golani et al. 2021) and Atlantic observations (Wirtz et al. 2013). Multiple
introduction events likely apply to various non-indigenous fish species in
the Mediterranean, whose isolated and occasional occurrences are challenging
to explain as natural long-distance secondary dispersal (Azzurro et al. 2022).
While rarely addressed in Mediterranean studies, multiple introductions
are well-documented in other aquatic systems (Olenin et al. 2016). This
implies that several species, despite being recorded multiple times in the
Mediterranean, may not be truly established in the areas where they have been
observed. Instead, their observations might be linked to repeated introductions,
a hypothesis that warrants further investigation through molecular studies.
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