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little while back I was exploring the Mulgrave River in the Cairns hinterland 
while holidaying up north, flicking little lures around in the hope of enticing 
a few sooties. I noticed a couple of small fish taking refuge in the shadows, 

and from a distance I guessed them to be archerfish. Given the quiet afternoon 
I was having, light tackle and small surface lure I was using I decided to see if 
I could generate any interest from them, but despite a few accurate casts and 
lure changes, was unsuccessful. 

I moved to a new vantage point to enable me to get a better look at them, and 
noticed that these fish looked quite unfamiliar. As I sat there watching them I 
realised that they weren’t archerfish, or indeed, even anything natural to the 
river system – I was looking at a spotted Tilapia (Tilapia mariae). As I started 
to scan the pool more carefully I began noticing more of them in the shallows, 
amongst the bankside vegetation and snags. I continued to flick lures at them 
for a while (unsuccessfully) before calling it a day and returning to my car.

On returning home I decided to learn more about these 
animals. Where did they come from? And how would 
their presence in some of Australia’s river systems and 
impoundments impact on my fishing? As I explored 
information available to me my suspicions were 
confirmed: Tilapia are not good news for rec fishos.



a bit confused at first as 
the pictures I could find 
of Tilapia didn’t look like 

the ones I saw in the Mulgrave. But I soon 
realised that there are actually two species 
which have successfully established in 
Australia’s waterways which are both known 
as Tilapia. The one I saw in the Mulgrave 
(Spotted Tilapia, also known as the Black 
Mangrove Cichlid) are dark olive green/light 
yellow and have 8 or 9 dark bars or blotches 
on their sides (hence my confusion with 
archerfish). The second species is known as 
the Mozambique mouth-brooder (scientific 
name: Oreochromis mossambicus) and are 
usually dark grey or almost black/silver, with 
2-5 dark blotches/spots on their side, and 
sometimes red tips on their fins. Both species 
are Cichlids (a family of fish which are popular 
with aquarists), and originated from Africa 
(Spotted tilapia originate from West Africa, 
and the Mozambique mouth-brooder comes 
from salty waters of East Africa).

Unfortunately, Carp pale in comparison to 
Tilapia species in term of their invasiveness 
and likely impacts to Australia’s aquatic 
ecosystems and recreational fisheries. Tilapia 
are incredibly successful when they breed, 

and this is because the female Mozambique 
mouth-brooder holds her eggs (and once 
hatched, her young too) in her mouth, which 
helps to prevent them being eaten by other 
fish. As a result, survival of young Tilapia 
can be as high as 50 – 90%, compared with 
survival of native fish species, which can be 
much lower.

Tilapia can also be incredibly aggressive – 
particularly when they are breeding. The male 
builds a nest (often dislodging and destroying 
native aquatic vegetation as they do this), and 
then fiercely guard these nests. Despite this 
aggressive behaviour they appear to show no 
interest in lures: I learned that Mozambique 
Tilapia mainly feed on plankton, insects and 
weed (but sometimes take other food types as 
well), and Spotted Tilapia mainly eat plants.

Tilapia also use a breeding strategy called 
’stunting’ at times, which means they can 
reproduce at a really small size/young age, so 
you end up with a huge population of tiny, 
though sexually mature fish. This stunting 
mechanism allows them to live in incredibly 
high densities and out-compete native fish 
for food and space.
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Oh, and did I mention they can live just about 
anywhere? Tilapia can handle water with next 
to no oxygen (they can ‘gulp’ air at the water’s 
surface) and can water temperatures from 8 
to 42 degrees Celsius (though they probably 
require temperatures of about 16˚C to remain 
active and feed). They can also withstand 
high salinities – in fact unlike many Australian 
native species Tilapia can actually move 
downstream into estuarine environments, 
and can even spread between river systems 
in this manner.

As you have seen here Tilapia species are 
highly successful breeders, can live almost 
anywhere, eat almost anything, and over time 
can transform a river of dense, healthy aquatic 
vegetation populated with lure snaffling 
natives into a relatively barren waterway 
inhabited with mob of tiny, aggressive, and 
destructive pests. This is a big problem for rec 
fishing in Australia. It is also why Tilapia are 
listed as one of the world’s 100 worst invasive 
species, and has been described as one of the 
greatest threats to Australia’s native aquatic 
biodiversity.

Figure 1
Mozambique mouth-brooder (Oreochromis 
mossambicus) (right) (Photo courtesy 
of Fisheries Queensland, Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry)

Figure 2
Stunted, fully mature male and female 
Mozambique mouth-brooders (Photo 
courtesy of Fisheries Queensland, Department 
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry)

Tilapia are listed as one of the world's worst invasive species...
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ozambique mouth-brooders 
have successfully established 
populations in around 90 

countries around the world, and in Australia 
populations currently exist in northern, 
central and southern Queensland, the Pilbara 
drainage division of Western Australia, and 
the Hazelwood power station cooling ponds 
in Victoria. Spotted Tilapia are currently found 
in a number of waterways surrounding Cairns. 
There is a very real risk that these species will 
spread further, which would be catastrophic 
for Australia’s recreational fisheries. For 
example, the Murray-Darling Basin (with a 
recreational fishery valued at $1.3 billion) and 
Gulf of Carpentaria regions are both currently 
free of Tilapia, however there is a very real 
risk of invasion, which could jeopardise 
Australia’s multi-billion dollar recreational 
fishing industry.

Unfortunately once Tilapia are in a system 
they are practically impossible to remove, and 
scientists and managers agree that our best 
plan it so prevent them spreading any further. 
So what can Australia’s fishers do to help? 
Plenty! The number of recreational fishers 
out on the water every weekend means that 
Australia’s recreational fishing community 
are the ‘front line’ for stopping the spread of 
Tilapia. Take a look at the guide below (Figure 
1) and make sure you know how to tell the 
difference between Tilapia and native fish 
species. Then, if you see a Tilapia outside 
of the areas highlighted in the map below, 
(Figure 2) tell your local fisheries agency. And 
please never use Tilapia as bait – live or dead. 
Through working together we can stop the 
spread of this damaging species and protect 
our recreational fisheries.

Figure 1
Their dorsal fin (1) is continuous 
and ends in an extended point 
(most native species have a 
dorsal fin with a dent/gap in 
the middle and a rounded end). 
The pelvic fins (2) of Tilapia are 
long and almost touch the front 
of the anal (bottom) fin (3) (This 
is unlike most native species 
which have short pelvic fins).

Figure 2
Australian distribution of 
introduced Mozambique mouth-
brooder. The Murray-Darling 
Basin and Gulf of Carpentaria 
are currently unaffected, but 
under threat. Map prepared 
by Queensland’s Department 
of Agriculture Fisheries and 
Forestry
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