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Not another first: the ‘first’ Mediterranean record of
Pomacanthus asfur (Forsskal, 1775) is probably based on
a misidentification

by

Julian EVANS & Patrick J. SCHEMBRI" (1)

Résumé. — Un premier signalement erroné : le premier référence-
ment de Pomacanthus asfur (Forsskal, 1775) en mer Méditerranée
est probablement basé sur une erreur d’identification.

Deux especes de Pomacanthus ont été récemment signalées
dans les eaux maltaises : P. maculosus, enregistré en décembre
2012, et P. asfur, en septembre 2015. Ce dernier signalement est
le premier pour la mer Méditerranéenne. Cependant, I’examen des
images publiées du spécimen ‘P. asfur’ suggere qu’il peut avoir été
mal déterminé et représenter un autre signalement de P. maculosus.
Par conséquent, a ce jour, P. asfur n’a pas encore été répertorié en
mer Méditerranée.
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Three species of Pomacanthidae were recorded for the first time
from the Mediterranean Sea between 2009 and 2011: Pomacanthus
maculosus (Forsskal, 1775) (Lebanon, September 2009; Bariche,
2010), Pomacanthus imperator (Bloch, 1787) (Israel, November
2009; Golani et al., 2010) and Holacanthus ciliaris (Linnaeus,
1758) (Croatia, October 2011; Dul¢i¢ and Dragicevié¢, 2013). Of
these, only P. maculosus has so far managed to establish breeding
populations (Salameh ez al.,2012) and this species reached the cen-
tral Mediterranean in 2012 (Malta, December 2012; Evans et al.,
2016). Yet another marine angelfish, Pomacanthus asfur (Forsskal,
1775), was recently reported from Maltese waters, based on a sin-
gle adult specimen caught in September 2015 (Deidun and Bonnici,
2016). This would make it the second non-indigenous pomacanthid
recorded from the central Mediterranean, and the fourth from the
entire basin. However, examination of the published images of this
specimen suggests that it may have been misidentified, and more
likely represents another record of P. maculosus.

Table I. — Distinguishing features of Pomacanthus asfur and P. maculosus that can be used to identify these species

on the basis of photographs (based on Sommer et al., 1996; Allen et al., 1998).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The ‘P. asfur’ specimen was not preserved and no morphomet-
ric measurements or meristic counts were taken (Deidun and Bon-
nici, 2016); thus, identification can only be based on features that
are visible in the photographs of the individual collected. Several
such characters can be used to differentiate between adult P. asfur
and P. maculosus (Tab. I). These are clearly visible in images of
the two species available on Fishbase (Froese and Pauly, 2016; see
Fig. 1A, B), and confirm that the angelfish recorded by Bariche
(2010), Salameh et al. (2012) and Evans et al. (2016; see Fig. 1C)
were indeed P. maculosus. Although Deidun and Bonnici (2016)
indicate that the livery of their specimen is consistent with the diag-
nostic one cited for adult P. asfur, most of the characteristics vis-
ible in the published images, including the body colour, presence of
markings on the nape and forehead, and the position and extent of
the yellow bar (Fig. 1D), indicate that this is a misidentification of
P. maculosus. Therefore, the pomacanthid caught in Maltese waters
in September 2015 represents the second individual of P. maculo-
sus recorded from Malta, while to date P. asfur has not yet been
introduced into the Mediterranean Sea.

This is by no means the first alien species to have been misiden-
tified and there are several examples of other alien fish that were
originally misidentified in their first Mediterranean Sea records,
including Apogonichthyoides pharaonis (Bellotti, 1874), Arius
parkii (Glinther, 1864), Chaunax suttkusi Caruso, 1989, Dussum-
ieria elopsoides Bleeker, 1849, Epinephelus coioides (Hamilton,
1822), Hemiramphus far (Forsskal, 1775), Hyporhamphus affinis
(Giinther, 1866), Nemipterus randalli Russell, 1986, Oxyurichthys
petersi (Klunzinger, 1871), Pempheris rhomboidea Cuvier, 1829,
Solea senegalensis Kaup, 1858, Sorsogona prionota (Sauvage,
1873), Tylosurus choram (Riippell, 1837) and Upeneus moluccen-
sis (Bleeker, 1855) (see Golani et al., 2013, and references therein).
Consequently, the reliable identification of non-indigenous species
has been included amongst the top issues relating to management of
marine alien species in Europe
(Ojaveer et al.,2014).

While Ojaveer et al. (2014)
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Misidentification of Pomacanthus asfur

Figure 1. - Images of specimens of Pomacanthus showing
main identification features; images are purposely drawn
to the same scale. A: P. maculosus, based on photograph of
specimen from Bahrain by J.E. Randall, available on Fish-
Base; B: P. asfur, based on photograph of specimen from
Sudan by J.E. Randall, available on Fishbase; C: P. macu-
losus, based on photograph of specimen from Malta by S.
Farrugia (see Evans et al., 2016); D: Specimen from Malta
identified as P. asfur by Deidun and Bonnici (2016), based
on photograph by C. Bonnici. The characteristics of the two
specimens from Malta, including the body colour, presence
of markings on the nape and forehead, and the position and
extent of the yellow bar, match those of P. maculosus. Scale
bars: 50 mm. For specimen (D), no indication of size was
provided by Deidun and Bonnici (2016).

cise caution and check their identifications carefully,
since once a new record is published and the species is
included in databases, it is difficult to correct the error.
For instance, we have recently highlighted that records
of the alga Asparagopsis armata, the crab Callinectes
sapidus, and the rabbitfish Siganus rivulatus Forsskal
& Niebuhr, 1775 from Malta were all made in error
(see Schembiri et al.,2012; Evans and Schembri, 2015;
Evans et al., 2015), yet all three species still appear as occurring
in Malta in the EASIN database (Katsanevakis et al., 2012). Such
inventories are often used as the main source of information on the
spatial distribution, introduction and dispersal pathways, and on
impacts of non-indigenous species, as well as for analyses of spe-
cies traits related to the ecology of successful establishment and
invasiveness; however, the utility of databases for such studies is
entirely dependent on the quality of the underlying data. The inclu-
sion of erroneous identifications will lead to misleading results
when workers use the information from databases at face value.
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