
THE LIONFISH INVASION IN TURKEY, WHY TO WORRY AND HOW TO HELP: LESSONS LEARNED 
FROM THE CARIBBEAN INVASION.

Although fish originating from the Indo-Pacific region are not new for Turkey, one new invader 
should ring alarm bells, the devil firefish also known as the lionfish!!!  Each person who comes 
in contact with this species should try to capture them to save the remaining fisheries and 
ecosystem stability. These crazy predators can out-breed, out compete and decimate local fish 
populations in a very short time.

THE FACTS

Invasion history

The lionfish (Pterois miles) was initially sighted with just one record in Israel in 1991, and then 
not again until in Lebanon and Cyprus in 2012. By 2014, it had established itself in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and expanded its distribution northwards to Turkey, first sighted in Iskenderun 
Bay.  The same year it was reported along the Antalya coast from Demre to Kas. By 2015 it had 
made its way as west to Fethiye, Datca by 2018 and is now expanding up the Aegean Sea as it is 
now in Bodrum, as of spring 2019. It has also made its way west to Tunisia. It is now very 
abundant in the Eastern Mediterranean. It likely either swam through the Suez Canal by itself, 
which was recently expanded in 2014, or was transported in larval form via ballast water in 
large ships through the Suez.



This species invaded the Caribbean Sea, causing the worst marine ecological disaster in history! 
In some places, up to 800 individuals can be found per 100 square meters. They live in a wide 
variety of habitats, from 1-300+ meters in depth, and since they are so exotic and new, most 
species do not realize they are ferocious predators until it is too late.

Lack of predators

Lionfish do not present a problem in their natural habitats in the Indo-Pacific Ocean and Red 
Sea, where natural predators control their populations. Large predators which naturally eat and 
control the lionfish population in their native regions such as sharks, large groupers and moray 
eels are extremely rare here, therefore will likely not help control this explosion. In fact, in their 
invaded habitats, there are no records of any predatory fish catching and eating lionfish. The 
Eastern Mediterranean is very poor in nutrients, thus, it does not support much marine life 
anyways, plus, it is one of the most overfished areas in the world! 

Feeding and diet

They can be called the “vacuum cleaner of the ocean” as they are capable of rapidly reducing 
other fish abundances by over 80% in just five weeks! The Caribbean invasion has taught us 
they indiscriminately can eat anything they can fit into their mouths, up to half body their size. 
Their stomachs are able to expand 30 times their normal size and they will continue eating until 
their stomachs are full. More than 165 different species including molluscs and other 
invertebrates in addition to fish have been found in their stomachs in the Caribbean. If there is 
no food, they will not starve. Lionfish can go 3 months without eating, nearly completely 
stopping their metabolism and will only lose 10% of their body weight in this time!



Lifespan & Reproduction

In addition to being a like a vacuum cleaner, they are also like an egg factory. A female lionfish 
has an extremely high recruitment rate and can release between 10,000 to 30,000 eggs every 
four days, throughout the year in the Caribbean. Every female permanently carries eggs at 
some stage of development. It is hoped in the Mediterranean, the cooler winter water will 
prevent year-round spawning, but this has yet to be investigated. They mature very young, at 
only about 1 year old and can live up to 15 years! Their eggs contain a chemical which deters 
other fish from eating the eggs. Therefore, even one individual present in a small area can 
severely disrupt the natural equilibrium. They are also highly resistant to most parasites and 
diseases making them even harder to control. 

Costs

The wild marine fisheries in Turkey are already under extreme pressure as they have been 
declining for (at least) the last 25 years. Thousands of fishers along the Mediterranean and 
Aegean coasts continue to catch less and less fish each year, while their operating costs 
continue to rise. Many fishers interviewed stated they are no longer making any profit from 
fishing and are willing and trying to quit the industry altogether. If the lionfish population 
continues to increase uncontrolled, the subsequent further declines and pressure on native 
commercial fish may cause the end of the small-scale fishing sector, increase unemployment 
and possibly hunger for costal people depending on fish. Lionfish have caused extinction to a 
number of native species in the Caribbean, adding further to the instability of the marine 
ecosystem.

How to help!

If you do not mind eating cultured fish, raised in cages and pools, filled with antibiotics and 
parasites, then this may not bother you. But it should, because wild fish are a common good, 
they belong to all of us and need to be protected and helped wherever possible. This is a 
warning and a plea to anyone who can help control the lionfish population. We are asking all 
scuba divers, fishermen, spearfishers, swimmers to immediately kill and remove any Lionfish 
they come across. Lionfish do not attack humans, they are docile and unbelievably easy to 
catch. Just please take care not to touch the dorsal spines. 



In Belize (the Caribbean Sea) for instance, one diver trying to control the lionfish explosion 
killed 121 fish in just one hour at just one dive-site, that is how bad their density can get if 
uncontrolled. In Florida, on May 18-19, 2019, the largest fishing competition ever was 
organized to kill lionfish, and over 14,000 lionfish were caught in two days, greatly benefitting 
the native fisheries. Only targeted killing of this species can control this invasion. Everyone’s 
help is needed. We are still at the early stages in Turkey, which is the best time to control the 
population. The most efficient way to catch this species is spear them. You can safely eat this 
species, they are venomous not poisonous, the venom is only in the spines, not at all in the 
meat.  

First-aid

Great care must be taken however not to touch any of the needle-like 18 dorsal spines which 
contain the venom and can cause very intense pain. The recommended first aid for lionfish 
stings is to remove any of the spines using tweezers if they punctured the victim’s skin, then 
disinfect the area, and immerse the area in very hot water (as hot as the victim can handle) for 
30 to 90 minutes. Since the venom is protein based, heat breaks it down. Also give the victim 
anti-histamines and strong pain killers and monitor the victim for any signs of shock. Although 
the pain may be intense, there have been no known deaths directly from Lionfish stings, 
however, some may have died from untreated allergic reactions to the venom, similar to any 
allergy.

Since only the dorsal spines that contain venom, after removing the spines from the fish, the 
meat itself can be eaten and is very delicious. It is also very healthy as the meat contains high 
amounts of Omega 3 fatty acids which are a super-food, important for maintaining good vision, 
heart and cholesterol levels, in addition to helping relieve anxiety and depression. Additionally, 
since this fish grows very fast, it has very low amounts of mercury and lead in comparison to 
larger fish, which can poison humans over time.



We hope the facts provided here have scared you enough to share this important call for help 
with anyone you know close to the sea, so that together we can try our best to control this 
vacuum-like egg-factory invasive lionfish.
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Please note, these facts from the Caribbean can be checked with Lionfish University 
(www.lionfishuniversity.org), the only NGO of its kind, where this species has been extensively 
studied.

Traps, tubes and spears website: https://www.zkstore.com/

Here is a link to a new lionfish cookbook, so you can try out some delicious recipes  at home as 
you help improve the seas: 
https://www.amazon.com/Cook-Lionfish-Polly-
Alford/dp/1457558521?fbclid=IwAR345BT_cqk9wn1n8B1ZwsFNQooOe5kJh5XYtuXQYsHq7ahZ_
p4SmxsIqHU&pldnSite=1


