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First record of immature silver-cheeked toadfish
Lagocephalus sceleratus (Gmelin, 1789) on Eastern
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Abstract: The silver-cheeked toadfish Lagocephalus sceleratus (Gmelin, 1789) has been
present in Tunisian waters for around ten years. It was recorded in Mahdia in 2012. The
species, although caught accidentally and in low abundance, seems to generate negative
interactions with small-scale fishing gear, mainly nets and lines, giving rise to reasonable
concerns and complaints.

This note reports the identification of a nursery area of L. sceleratus along the Tunisian
coasts.

Keywords: Lagocephalus sceleratus; juveniles; nursery area; Eastern Tunisia; Central

Mediterranean.

1. Introduction

The puffer fish species (Tetraodontidae)
are distributed in tropical and subtropical
coastal waters around the world, and nine
species exist in the Mediterranean Sea, as
documented by several authors (Golani et
al. 2002; Akyol et al., 2005; Corsini et al.,
2005; Golani et al., 2006). In Tunisia, five
species have been recorded:
Lagocephalus sceleratus (Gmelin, 1789),
which is the focus of this paper; Ephippion
guttiferum (Bennett, 1831 (Hachaichi
1981); Lagocephalus lagocephalus
(Linnaeus, 1758) (Bradai et al., 2004);
Lagocephalus spadiceus (Richardson,
1844), and Sphoeroides pachygaster
(Muller and Troschel, 1848 (Bradai et al.,
1993).
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The silver-cheeked toadfish L. sceleratus
(Gmelin, 1789) was recorded for the first
time in Tunisian waters, in the Gulf of
Gabés in 2012 (Jribi and Bradai, 2012).
Then, the species was observed in several
localities along Tunisian coasts. However,
all observations were made on singular,
mature individuals. In this paper we
present the first occurrence of immature
individuals in the Tunisian waters.

2. Materials and Methods

During the last week of September 2024, a
recreational fisher posted a video on social
networks showing the capture of 8 small
specimens of Lagocephalus sp. in the
region of Mahdia (Tunisia's eastern fishing
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zone, figure 1). The fisherman was
contacted to obtain all the necessary
information and to recover the captured
individuals (figure 2). Regular monitoring of
the species' captures was thus carried out.
Captured individuals are collected. Once
recovered, Lagocephalus sp. specimens
are transported to the laboratory (figure 3)
where they were identified and biometric
measurements (LT, LS) and weight were
recorded, respectively, to within 0.1 cm
and 0.1 g. When possible, sex was
determined. All specimens collected
showed a regular pattern of equally sized
spots along the dorsal region, the absence
of spiny rays in the dorsal and anal fins, the
presence of small spinules on the belly and
dorsal surface extending to the base of the
dorsal fin, and a pectoral fin base with the
upper edge positioned below the lower
edge of the eye. Other distinctive features,
including a broad, prominent silver stripe
along the lower flanks, a silver patch in
front of the eyes, a dark pectoral fin base
and a white belly enabled the collected
individuals to be all conclusively identified
as Lagocephalus sceleratus.
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Figure 1. Geographical position of the Catch area
of L. sceleratus in Tunisian waters

The specimens caught showed an upward
trend, and the largest catch consisted of
around fifty individuals (dated 3™ October
2024).
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Figure 2. Individuals of L. sceleratus caught on
27th September 2024

OO 4 |
——

Figure 3. Lagocephalus sceleratus’ sample (1st
October 2024)

It should be noted that the specimens were
caught using hook-and-line fishing with bait
generally made up of picarels, sardines or
other species of no commercial interest.
The fishing area is spatially limited, the
bottom is sandy, and the depth is around
14 m. The first sighting of this species in
the Mahdia region dates back to June
2012, when a single mature individual was
caught (Ben Souissi et al, 2014).

3. Results and discussion

During the period from 25/09/2024 to
04/10/2024, more than a hundred
immature juveniles were caught, with a
total length of between 9.4 and 13.3 cm
(figure 4) with an average of 11.5 cm %
0.19, or a weight of between 10.8 and 41.1
g with an average of 19.8 + 1.08). The
collected individuals exhibited an isometric
relationship between length and weight
(figure 5).
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Figure 4. Length frequencies distribution of L.
sceleratus caught in Mahdia
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Figure 5. Length-weight relationship of L.
sceleratus caught in Mahdia

In the Mediterranean, scientific studies
have shown that the breeding season is
between spring and summer and spawning
generally takes place between late spring
and mid-summer (Ali et al., 2015; Kara et
al., 2015; Roussou et al., 2014; Kalogirou,
2013). This seems the same season for
Mahdia area which explains the presence
of juveniles in the Mahdia area during this
period. The species matures at a minimum
size of 32.5 cm total length. The estimated
size of first sexual maturity in different
localities in the Mediterranean varies
between 32.5 cm and 48.8 cm (Ali et al.,
2015; Kara et al., 2015; Roussou et al.,
2014; Kalogirou, 2013); indicating that the
individuals caught in Mahdia are immature.

Sandy bottoms have proved preferable for
juveniles of this species (and this is already
the case in the fishing area where
immature individuals were caught in
Mahdia), while adults are more common in
Posidonia oceanica meadows (Nader et
al., 2012; Kalogirou 2013; Dul¢ic &
Dragi€evi¢, 2014). Thus, in the fishing area
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with its sandy bottom, only juveniles were
observed as the capture of individuals did
not align with the spawning season.

4. Conclusion

L. sceleratus is considered one of the
Mediterranean's “worst” biological invaders
(Streftaris and Zenetos 2006), a devastator
to fisheries and a threat to native
biodiversity and human health (Ben
Souissi et al., 2014; Kalogirou 2013). The
Silver-cheeked toadfish can be lethally
toxic when consumed due to its
tetrodotoxin content (Arakawa et al. 2010),
which has paralyzing effects on both the
nervous and respiratory systems.

The presence of a significant number of
juvenile individuals in Tunisian waters
bears witness to the expansion of the
species' invasion and represents evidence
of the first stage of its establishment in the
area. Particular attention needs to be paid,
and regular monitoring must be
established to act in time and mitigate this
invasion. However, the public must be
informed and warned not to eat it. In
addition, fishermen need to be warned not
to throw back into the sea any individuals
caught, not to cut them up into pieces, and
not to sell it in fish markets.
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