


SOME OF FLORIDA’S FRESHWATER EXOTIC FISHES
Thirty-two freshwater exotic fi shes (i.e., fi shes from other countries) are known to be reproducing 

in Florida waters.  Collectively, these fi shes represent one of the most diverse, abundant, and well-studied 
exotic fi sh faunas in the world. The introduction of exotic fi shes changes aquatic ecosystem dynamics, and 
some of these changes can have serious socioeconomic or ecological ramifi cations. All but one of these 
exotic fi shes were illegally released by individuals, through draining of aquaculture systems, or fl ooding of 
ponds.  Illegal release of exotic species in Florida is punishable by a $1,000 fi ne and up to one year in jail.  
Not only is releasing exotic species illegal, it is also inhumane since most die shortly after being released, 
and those that live may cause problems.  Anyone needing to dispose of exotic fi sh should give them to 
a friend or aquarium store, or euthanize them in a bag of cold water, possibly adding ice or placing in a 
freezer.
 FAST FACTS:  All of the exotic fi shes illustrated occur in southeast Florida, but some are found 
throughout the State.  African Jewelfi sh (Hemichromis bimaculatus)—small fi sh native to Africa and 
introduced in early 1960s; maximum size fi ve inches; associated with dense vegetation.  Black Acara 
(Cichlasoma bimaculatum)—native to South America and fi rst reported in early 1960s, this species 
sometimes becomes abundant in densely vegetated habitats or ponds containing few other fi shes.  Blue 
Tilapia (Oreochromis aureus)—native to Africa and Middle East, fi rst brought to Florida in 1961 by 
FWC for research purposes, but release into open waters never authorized; grows to 10 lbs and feeds 
primarily on plankton and detritus; male digs and guards large crater-like nest in shallow water; female 
broods eggs and young in mouth.  Brown Hoplo (Hoplosternum littorale)—fi rst reported in 1995 and 
now widespread in central Florida and spreading south; maximum size about 10 inches, native to South 
America.  Bullseye Snakehead (Channa marulius)—fi rst reported in 2000; can breathe air; resembles a 
bowfi n but has longer dorsal and anal fi ns; edible; native range Pakistan, Malaysia, and southern China.  
Butterfl y Peacock (Cichla ocellaris)—only established exotic fi sh introduced by FWC; stocked in 1984 
to help control undesirable exotic fi shes and to increase fi shing opportunities in metropolitan southeast 
Florida canals; now supports a multi-million dollar sportfi shery without deleterious effects; cannot live 
in water below 60oF, spawns in shallow water, and both parents guard young; maximum size 12-15 lbs; 
native to tropical South America.  Clown Knifefi sh (Chitala ornata)—large (to 35 inches and 15 lbs) 
unusually shaped fi sh native to tropical Asia; fi rst reported in 1994, not widespread or abundant.  Grass 
Carp (Ctenopharyngodon idella)—not reproducing, but many sterile fi sh have been approved for release 
to control nuisance aquatic plants; largest in Florida 75 lbs; native to Siberia and China.   Jaguar Guapote 
(Cichlasoma managuense)—native to Central America and fi rst documented in 1992; has small teeth.  
Mayan Cichlid (Cichlasoma urophthalmus)—fi rst reported from remote areas of Everglades National 
Park in early 1980s; native to Central America; tolerant of brackish water; widespread, abundant, and is 
a popular sportfi sh.  Midas Cichlid (Cichlasoma citrinellum)—fi rst collected in Florida in late 1970s; 
native to Great Lakes of Nicaragua; adults brightly colored, but young drab gray.  Mozambique Tilapia 
(Oreochromis mossambicus)—introduced in late 1960s; native to east Africa; maximum size about 3.5 lbs; 
breeding males are black with white cheeks and large mouths, but females appear similar to blue tilapia.  
Oscar (Astronotus ocellatus)—one of fi rst exotic fi shes reported in late 1950s, native to South America, and 
widespread south of Lake Okeechobee; grows to about 2.5 lbs, and is a popular sportfi sh.  Pike Killifi sh 
(Belonesox belizanus)—small fi sh (less than 7 inches) native to Central America; reportedly released in 
1957 after completion of a university research project; preys on small fi shes and births young alive; prefers 
marshy habitats.  Redstriped Eartheater (Geophagus surinamensis)—introduced in late 1970s; native 
to northern South America; not abundant.  Sailfi n Catfi sh (Pterygoplichthys multiradiatus)—one of three 
similar suckermouth catfi shes in Florida, this species fi rst collected in late 1970s, but another species had 
been present since 1950s; native to South America and covered with bony scales; grows to greater than 20 
inches; burrowing activity sometimes leads to erosion problems.   Spotted Tilapia (Tilapia mariae)—native 
to west Africa and fi rst reported in 1974; this is only substrate spawning tilapia in Florida; abundant in south 
Florida where it is the primary forage for butterfl y peacock; coloration changes from a barred pattern in 
juveniles to spotted pattern in adults.  Swamp Eel (Monopterus albus)—native to Asia and fi rst reported in 
1997; breathes air and body is snakelike without fi ns; start as females, some later change to males; primarily 
eat small fi sh and crustaceans.  Walking Catfi sh (Clarias batrachus)—native to Southeast Asia and fi rst 
reported in mid-1960s; numerous media reports anticipated catastrophic effects that never materialized; 
grows to more than 20 inches, can breathe air, and traverse short distances on land when raining.

More information about Florida’s exotic fi shes is available on the web at:
http://myfwc.com/fi shing/fi shes/non-native.html
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