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COLLECTION OF POSTLARVAL AND JUVENILE HOPLIAS 
MALABARICUS  (CHARACOIDEI: ERYTHRINIDAE)

IN FLORIDA1

D a n n i e  A. H e n s l e y

Florida D epartm en t of N atural Resources, M arine Research Laboratory,
St. Petersburg, Florida 33701

A b s t r a c t : T w enty-four posticliva! and  juvenile specim ens o f  Hoplias m alabaricus were col­
lected in the Little M anatee R iver drainage, Hillsborough C ounty, Florida. This collection confirm s 
that H. m alabaricus has become established in Florida.

O c c u r r e n c e  of the  South A m erican e ry th rin id  Hoplias m alabaricus  in F lo rida 
has b een  docum ented  by  H ensley and  M oody (1975). They p resen ted  strong evi­
dence th a t the species has rep roduced  in the  drainage of th e  L ittle  M anatee 
River. A large num ber of specim ens (126-325 mm SL) was co llec ted  in one p ond  
in this d rainage system , and  histological exam ination  of the  gonads has show n 
tha t they  can becom e rep roductively  ac tive  in  F lorida. Because of research  p ri­
orities, only a sm all section  of the  L ittle  M anatee River d rainage was sam pled 
extensively. H. m alabaricus  was found in only one pond. W ate r levels a t tha t 
tim e w ere low and  the  pond  was isolated. In  hopes th a t this was the  only locality  
w here H. m alabaricus  was found, they  trea ted  the  pond  w ith  an  ichthyocide. 
This effort failed  to  erad ica te  the species. The p resen t pap e r verifies the es tab ­
lishm ent of this species in  F lorida.

D uring  August and  S ep tem ber 1975, 24 postlarval and juvenile specim ens 
of H. m alabaricus w ere  co llected  by  seine in  th e  same small system of drainage 
d itches and  ponds w here  H ensley and M oody originally  co llec ted  them . D ue to 
recen t rains, w ate r levels in the  area w ere high, form ing a system  of in te rco n ­
nec ted  sw am ps and  w eed-choked ditches and  ponds. Aerial surveillance in d i­
ca ted  th a t during periods of high w a te r  levels, this system has extensive connec­
tions w ith  the  rem ain d er of the  L ittle  M anatee River d rainage (Vernon Ogilvie, 
personal com m unication). Tw o w ate r tem p era tu re  readings of 27 and 29°C  w ere 
taken on tw o separate  days in the  area w here the specim ens w ere collected. 
Seventeen of these specim ens are a t th e  Exotic Fish Research Laboratory , F lo r­
ida G am e and F resh  W a te r  Fish Com m ission, Boca Raton. T he sm allest speci­
m ens (18.7-43.3 m m  SL) are deposited  a t the F lo rida D ep a rtm en t of N atu ral 
Resources M arine R esearch L aboratory , St. Petersburg , and  w ere  the only ones 
available to me for exam ination.

An 18.7 m m  SL specim en is illu stra ted  in Fig. 1. W ith  the exception of the 
pec to ral fins this specim en  resem bles th e  adult. T he pec to ral fins are the “ la rva l” 
type w ith  a  fleshy base and  a fan-shaped m em brane bearing  only actino trich ia .

'C on tribu tion  N um ber 268, F lo rida D epartm en t of N atural Resources M arine Research Laboratory.
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Fig. 1 Postlarval Hoplias m alabaricus, 18.7 m m SL.

P ecto ra l lep ido trich ia  ap p e ar to  beg in  to  develop b e tw een  22 and  30 m m  SL 
(Table 1). W ith  developm ent of the lep ido trich ia, th e  fleshy fin base becom es 
reduced. Since none of the  specim ens available to  m e h ad  developed th e  adult 
com plem en t of p ec to ra l lepido trich ia (14-15 total), I  have called  them  postlarvae 
(Hubbs, 1943). T h e  can ine te e th  w ere well developed  in all specim ens exam ined. 
T h e  g u t of a  30.6 m m  SL specim en was found to  con tain  tw o fishes w hich could 
n o t b e  positively  identified  due to  the  sta te  of digestion; one cyprinodontiform  
(16.5 m m  SL), p robab ly  G am busia a ffin is , and  one sm all unidentifiab le speci­
men.

T a b l e  1. N um ber o f pectoral lepidotrichia for postlarval Hoplias malabaricus.

SL (mm)
N um ber of pectoral 

lepidotrichia

18.7 0
21.0 0
22.6 0
30.6 9
36.0 12
41.5 13
43.3 13

D ue to th e  g rea t am ount of in te rconnection  b e tw een  localities w here this 
species has been  co llec ted  and the rem ainder of the  L ittle  M anatee R iver d ra in ­
age d u ring  periods of h igh w a te r  levels, H. m alabaricus  is p robably  w idely  dis­
tr ib u te d  w ith in  this d rainage system. Thus, efforts to  erad ica te  this species seem 
futile. H ow ever, due to  its g rea t po ten tia l for causing dam age to  n ative freshw ater 
fish popu la tions (Hensley and  M oody, 1975), its dispersal should be rigorously 
m onitored . I t  m ay  be possible to  contain  this species to  som e ex ten t or to  p re ­
ven t its d ispersal in to  p articu la r areas.

A c k n o w l e d g m e n t s — I thank  C harles F u tch , D erril M oody, and  M ark 
B errigan  fo r assistance in th e  field. I  am gratefu l to  V ernon Ogilvie and  Paul 
Shafland of th e  F lo rida  G am e and  F resh  W a te r  F ish Com m ission for th e ir  in te r­
est in this species and  for th e ir  tim e sp en t w ith  m e collecting. I am  especially 
thankful to  Jam es Seagle for the  draw ing of the  postlarval specim en. C ritica l re ­
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view  of th e  m anuscrip t was kindly fu rn ished  by  C harles F u tch , G regory  Smith, 
D r. W alte r R. C ourtenay, Jr. and  D r. F rederick  A. Kalber.
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