
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!


