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Himantura leoparda Manjaji-Matsumoto & Last 2008

The family Dasyatidae is comprised of about a hun-
dred species of stingrays found in the Atlantic, Indian 
and Pacific Oceans (Froese & Pauly, 2019). The Medi-
terranean and the Black Sea region hosts six species of 
stingrays, of which Himantura uarnak (Gmelin, 1789) is 
considered a Red Sea immigrant (Froese & Pauly, 2019). 
In fact, this fish has been shown to be a group of sev-
eral cryptic species of similarly patterned tropical sting-
rays distributed throughout the Indian and Pacific oceans 
(e.g. Arlyza et al., 2013). “Himantura uarnak” has been 
moderately recorded in the Mediterranean Sea since the 
1950s in the eastern basin. A recent revision of the fam-
ily showed the presence of four species within the ge-
nus Himantura (Last et al., 2016), of which H. leoparda 
Manjaji-Matsumoto & Last, 2008 was also found along 
the Mediterranean coast of Turkey (Manjaji-Matsumoto 
& Last, 2008; Yucel et al., 2017). Furthermore, Himantu-
ra tutul Borsa, Durand, Shen, Alyza, Solihin & Berrebi, 
2013 has also been identified from the Indo-West Pacific 
as another cryptic stingray within the species complex 
(Borsa et al., 2013). We hereby report the first record of 
Himantura leoparda (Fig. 2) for Lebanon and the second 
record for the Mediterranean, based on photographs tak-
en by a scuba diver on 12 September 2018 at six meters 
depth off Beirut (33.904242° N, 35.482543° E). While all 
known Himantura species have a similar rhomboidal disc 
shape with an angular snout tip and a long, slender, whip-
like tail, the individual photographed is similar to adults 
(>550 mm DW) of H. leoparda in having the unique leop-
ard-like markings on the dorsal surface. Contrarily, the 
closely related Himantura uarnak has small black spots 
or fine reticulations in adults and H. undulata has strik-
ing reticulations and rings (Manjaji-Matsumoto & Last, 
2008). The individual from Lebanon also differs from H. 

tutul (sensu Borsa et al., 2013) by the degree of inter-
ruption in the contour of the spotting pattern, where the 
ocellae contours are mixed polygons (Fig. 2), while in H. 
tutul all ocellae have interrupted outlines and sometimes 
no defined shapes (Borsa et al., 2013). Other differenc-
es, such as the arrangement of the midscapular denticles 
or distinctions at the molecular level, are not possible to 
detect based on photos (e.g. Manjaji-Matsumoto & Last, 
2008; Last et al., 2016). The leopard-like markings on 
the dorsal sides also constitute unique spotting patterns, 
which differentiate all Himantura species from the native 
stingrays present in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea 
region. 

Epinephelus areolatus (Forsskål, 1775)

The Areolate grouper Epinephelus  areolatus  (Ac-
tinopterygii: Serranidae) is a common serranid species 
in the Indo-West Pacific region. It has a broad distribu-
tion from the Red Sea and the eastern coast of Africa to 
southern Japan and as far as New Caledonia (Froese & 
Pauly, 2019). Epinephelus areolatus lives usually in the 
vicinity of seagrass meadows or over silty sand bottoms 
near rocks or dead corals and can grow up to 40 cm. The 
species has been previously recorded from the Mediter-
ranean based on one specimen collected by an angler 
at a depth of about 37 m on 30 August 2015 off Haifa 
(Rothman et al., 2016). We hereby report the capture of 
two additional individuals of this species, constituting 
the second and third records from the eastern Mediterra-
nean: On 20 November 2019, an individual of an unusu-
ally spotted grouper was caught in the region of Sarafand 
(approx. 33.460097° N, 35.286547° E), off the southern 
coast of Lebanon. The individual was speared by a div-
er at about 30 m depth (Fig. 3). On 6 December 2019, 

Fig. 2: Morone saxatilis and Himantura leoparda recorded from the coast of Lebanon. (A) Sarafand (33.447261° N, 35.275731° 
E), 7 February 2018; (B) Saida (33.565969° N, 35.366533° E), 13 June 2019; (C; D) Beirut (33.904242° N, 35.482543° E), 12 
September 2018.
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another E. areolatus was captured with hook and line by 
an angler off Beirut (approx. 33.833911° N, 35.458081° 
E), at about 40 m depth (Fig. 3). The pictures of the two 
individuals were shared with the authors through social 
media (FacebookTM and Facebook Messenger). Both 
specimens were not retrieved as they were consumed and 
only pictures are available. 

Diodon hystrix Linnaeus, 1758

The Spot-fin porcupinefish Diodon hystrix (Acti-
nopterygii: Diodontidae) is a circumglobal species found 
in tropical and sub-tropical marine areas in the Atlantic 
and Indo-Pacific regions (Froese & Pauly, 2019). In its 
native habitat, the species live in lagoons and on reef 
slopes down to about 50 m depth feeding on benthic in-
vertebrates. Diodon hystrix has been sporadically record-
ed in several parts of the eastern central Atlantic, such 
as in Madeira, the Azores, the Atlantic coast of Moroc-
co and the Iberian Peninsula (reviewed in Ordines et al., 
2018). The only valid records from the Mediterranean 
are from the Gulf of Taranto in Italy, the Balearic Islands 
and Cyprus (Ordines et al., 2018; Kleitou et al., 2020). 
We hereby report the capture of one individual of this 
species, constituting the fourth record from the Mediter-
ranean: On 9 December 2019, an individual of D. hystrix 
was caught in the region of Tyre (approx. 33.267164° N, 
35.190972° E), in the south of Lebanon. The individu-

al was captured with hook and line by an angler fishing 
from the shore (Fig. 3). The fish was discarded assuming 
it has toxic spines.

The continuous reports of recent arrivals of non-in-
digenous marine species is of key importance to docu-
ment the occurrence and spread of these species in the 
Mediterranean, especially since introduction rates seem 
to have increased in the Mediterranean at an alarming 
rate. The Striped bass Morone saxatilis recorded here-
in is a first record, while both Himantura leoparda and 
Epinephelus  areolatus are second records and Diodon 
hystrix is the fourth from the entire Mediterranean Sea. 
Furthermore, all four species are considered first records 
for Lebanon.

Some scientists may still be uncertain about the im-
portance of data collected over social media platforms, 
as opposed to the collection of the organism and its han-
dling in a laboratory. It is certain that errors in identifi-
cation may occur, particularly in inconspicuous species 
that may require meristic, morphometric, and also genet-
ic characters to identify species such as Himantura leop-
arda. However, not reporting an occurrence pending the 
capture of another individual often means waiting for the 
species to establish a larger population, which may take 
years and increases the already existing bias between the 
date of first sighting and the real date of arrival of the 
species in the new area. This may result in a less precise 
estimation of the early stages of introduction and the dy-
namics of colonisation in the region. 

Fig. 3: Epinephelus areolatus and Diodon hystrix recorded from the coast of Lebanon. (A) Beirut (33.833911° N, 35.458081° E), 
6 December 2019; (B) Sarafand (33.460097° N, 35.286547° E), 20 November 2019; (C) Tyre (33.267164° N, 35.190972° E), 9 
December 2019.
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