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ATRACTOSTEUS SPATULA (ACTINOPTERYGII: LEPISOSTEIFORMES: LEPISOSTEIDAE): A
DELIBERATE AQUARIUM TRADE INTRODUCTION INCIDENCE
IN THE SHATT AL-ARAB RIVER, BASRAH, IRAQ
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Abstract. The first record of a single specimen of alligator gar, Atractosteus spatula (Lacepede, 1803), native to
North America, is reported from the inland waters of Iraq. The specimen was caught from southern reaches of the
Shatt al-Arab River at Om-al-Rasas Island, Basrah, Iraq during an ichthyologic survey in September 2016 using
gillnets with mesh size of 40 mm. The capture of a sub-adult specimen, 900 mm in total length, marks the first
record of a member of the family Lepisosteidae in the freshwater system of Iraq. Aquarium trade pathway is the
suspected factor for the presence of this species in the Iraqi freshwater area.
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The introduction of exotic species, is widely
considered to be the second most important cause of
species extinction after habitat destruction (Simberloff
2003). Acosta and Gupta (2005) suggested that exotic
fishes have been deliberately introduced primarily to
enhance fisheries and aquaculture production. Fishes may
be also introduced to support recreational fishery activities
in developed countries. Other main reasons include pest
control, research activities, and aquarium trade (Cohen et
al. 2007, Chang et al. 2009).

Basrah Province, Iraq has many aquatic resources
including coastal waters, marshes, and rivers, which are
potentially a suitable environment for exotic fish species
capable of surviving the local environmental conditions.
With the absence of regulations on importing fish species
and deficiencies in the knowledge on the biology of the
fish species being imported by the aquarium trade in Iraq,
such events give the chance for unfavourable fish species
to be included to the freshwater system of Iraq.

The only exotic fish introduction via aquarium trade
reported from the marshes of central Iraq is Pangasianodon
hypophthalmus (Sauvage, 1878) (see Khamees etal. 2013),
Mollienesia latipinna (Lesueur, 1821) (see Al-Faisal and
Mutlak 2014). The same species were also mentioned by
Al-Lamy et al. (2012) and Mohamed et al. (2008).

A single specimen of alligator gar, Atractosteus
spatula (Lacepéde, 1803), native to North America,
was captured from southern reaches of the Shatt al-

Arab River at Ome-al-Rasas Island, Basrah, Iraq
(30°30'04.56"N; 47°51'57.18"E) during a fish survey in
the Shatt al-Arab River basin. The aim of this study was to
report the presence of A. spatula in the inland waters of Iraq
and discuss the possible impact of the introduction of this
exotic species on the native fish fauna of the area. The fish
specimen was captured in September 2016 using gillnets
with mesh size of 40 mm. The specimen was identified
according to Page and Burr (2011) and deposited in the
fish collection at the Marine Science Centre, University
of Basrah, Iraq (MSC 00132). The nomenclature follows
Eschmeyer et al. (2017). A series of morphometric
measurements were made with a ruler to the nearest 1 mm
following the methods of Wiley (1976) (Table 1). Gonads
were examined using laboratory microscope.

Atractosteus spatula can be distinguished from the
other members of the family Lepisosteidae in having a
large, round body, with an elongated, but relatively broad
snout (Figs. 1 and 2). The fish examined was an immature
male, with gonad weight of 85.9 g.

The total length of our specimen (900 mm) is less than
the common total length given for this species (2000 mm)
(Wiley 1978).

The alligator gar can be harmful if it becomes a
successful invasive species and it is capable of creating
a sustainable population. Alligator gar feeds mainly
on fishes and it is a successful predator in its native
environment. The eggs of alligator gar are poisonous,
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but their consumption by people is unlikely (Boschung
and Mayden 2004, Goddard 2009). Additionally, this fish
could damage fishing nets due to the shape of its head and
the sharp teeth.

There has been no published information about
established population alligator gar outside its native
America. The nearest locality where alligator gar has
been reported is the Caspian Sea coasts of Turkmenistan
(Salinkov 2010). Considering the substantial distance
the possible migration of the fish to Iraq seems to be
unlikely. It is difficult to tell precisely how this specimen
was introduced and how it penetrated into the Shatt al-
Arab River of Iraq, but it is known that these fish are
kept in aquaria all over the world. Recently, the aquarium

Table 1
Biometric characters of Atractosteus spatula collected
from Shatt al-Arab River, Basrah, Iraq

Character Absolute value Relative value
Weight 5252 ¢
Total length (TL) 900 mm
Standard length (SL) 780 mm 86.7% in TL
Body depth 130 mm 16.7% in SL
Head length (HL) 245 mm 31.4% in SL
Head depth 74.8 mm 30.5% in HL
Head width 82.1 mm 33.5% in HL
Snout length 128 mm 52.2% in HL
Eye diameter 19.9 mm 8.1% in HL
Interorbital distance 66.6 mm 27.2% in HL
Dorsal fin length 46.8 mm 6.1% in SL
Pectoral fin length 75.3 mm 9.7% in SL
Pelvic fin length 78.8 mm 10.1% in SL
Anal fin length 47.3 mm 6.1% in SL
Predorsal fin length 670 mm 85.9% in SL
Postdorsal fin length 735 mm 94.2% in SL
Dorsal fin rays 7
Anal fin rays 7
Pectoral fin rays 14
Pelvic fin rays 7
Lateral line scales 60

Fig. 1. Atractosteus spatula, 900 mm TL, collected from
Shatt al-Arab River, Basrah, Iraq, mouth view

trade in Iraq has become very popular with the easing of
regulations importing fishes into Iraq, and increase of
aquarium shops (personal observation). Alligator gars are
sold in these shops, mainly in large cities like Baghdad
and Basrah. Aquarists frequently get rid of unwanted fish
by releasing them into open water bodies. It is also likely
that alligator gars are released, because of their substantial
annual length increment of 250—300 mm (Boschung and
Mayden 2004, Roberts and Harrel 2009).

The presently reported finding represents the third
Iraqi case of the exotic species introduction, blamed on
aquarium trade.
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Fig. 2. Atractosteus spatula, 900 mm TL collected from Shatt al-Arab River, Basrah, Iraq; lateral view
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