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Introduction 
 

The Redbelly Tilapia Tilapia zillii (Gervais, 

1848) (Osteichthyes, Perciformes, 

Cichlidae) is native to Africa and Eurasia in 

tropical range (Teugels and Thys van den 

Audenaerde, 1991), and considered now one 

of the most widely distributed exotic fish in 

the world, second only to common carp 

(Abidemi-Iromini and Eze, 2011). It inhabits 

freshwater, brackish, and benthopelagic 

water with pH range 6–9 (Riede 2004), and 

prefers shallow and vegetated areas (Eccles, 

1992). It is used in aquaculture, mosquito 

control, and weed control. It has established 

outside its native range in more than 90 

countries (Abidemi-Iromini and Eze, 2011).   

 

This fish species was first recorded in Iraq 

by Saleh (2007) at Mussayab, on Euphrates 

River, and then it was recorded for the first 

 

 

 

 

time in Al-Dalmaj Marsh which is situated 

between Wasit and Al-Diwaniya Provinces 

in the middle of Iraq by Al-Zaidy (2013). By 

now it is believed that this species is wide 

spread throughout Iraq. It is believed that 

introduction of this fish to Iraqi inland 

freshwater was with serious consequences 

on the existence of the endemic local fish 

fauna and could result in remarkable decline 

to the native fish populations. This fish is 

considered now a serious invasive species in 

Iraq.  

 

On the other hand, the health of fish is 

affected by parasites which make them 

susceptible to secondary infection by disease 

causing agents (Al-Maliki et al., 2015), also 

the parasites disease of fish reduces the 

amount of food available to people around 
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A collection of Redbelly Tilapia Tilapia zillii collected from the middle and 

south regions of Iraq was examined for their parasites. A larval form of 

Contracaecum sp. with infection rate of 0.07% and protozoa cysts with 

infection rate of 1.4% were recovered from the visceral cavity and intestine 

of the fish respectively. The results were discussed with pertinent literature. 

The cysts could not be identified and more future work is needed to clarify 

their situation. Neither blood parasites nor ectoparasites were detected in 

this collection. 
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the globe (Bichi and Ibrahim, 2009). The 

parasites usually affect the marketability of 

commercially produced fish, thus raising a 

lot of public health concerns (Barson, 2004).  

 

Al-Sa'adi et al. (2012) were the first to 

report on the parasites of this exotic fish in 

Iraq depending on a collection captured at 

the Euphrates River at Al-Musaib city, 

Babylon province recording 17 species of 

parasites. Then (Al-Maliki et al. (2015) 

studied the incidence of parasites in this 

species collected at Tigris at north of Qurna 

in the south of Iraq reporting 4 species of 

parasites. 

 

The aim of the present study is to determine 

the identity of parasitic fauna in the exotic 

fish T. zillii collected in the middle and 

south of Iraq. 

 

Materials and Methods 
 

The total number of fishes used in this study 

was 148 specimens with lengths ranged 9–

23cm. They were collected mainly from Al-

Dalmaj Marsh, Al-Diwaniya Province (60 

fishes in the middle) and Central Marshes, 

Thi Qar Province (88 fishes in the south). 

Fish specimens were purchased alive from 

fishermen directly at the time of removing 

their nets from water. The samples were put 

in cool box with some ice pieces and 

transferred as soon as possible to the lab. 

The mouth cavity of each fish was opened 

and searched for leeches that might be 

attached to its surface. Blood smears were 

taken through puncturing the heart area on 

the ventral side of the fish, air dried, fixed 

with absolute ethanol or methanol and 

stained with Giemsa's stain at strength 1:10 

at pH 7.2 for one hour. The skin of the fish 

was examined using a suitable hand lens and 

smears prepared by scrapping the skin, gills 

removed from the body and carefully 

searched, and the intestine were cut and 

opened to search for parasites. 

Results and Discussion 

 

Examination of fish specimen of the present 

collection revealed presence of two types of 

parasites; all infections were from Central 

Marshes in the south (Table 1). In one 

occasion, a larval stage nematode of a 

species of genus Contracaecum Raillet and 

Henry, 1912 (Nematoda, Ascaridoidea, 

Anisakidae) was observed, this constitutes 

0.07% of the total infection and 1.1% from 

the collection of the southern region while 

the second parasite was unidentified 

protozoa cysts appeared in two fishes which 

counts to 1.4% of the total infection and 

2.3% of the southern area. The total 

infection rate for both species of parasites in 

the southern region was 3.4%.  

 

The very low rate of infection and its 

absence in the middle region agrees with 

Mhaisen et al. (2015) who found no 

monogenean parasites in T. zillii specimens 

captured in the Euphrates River at Al-

Musaib City, Middle of Iraq. Although of 

the general smaller sample size from both 

sites of collection, the absence of parasites 

in fishes of middle region may reflect some 

difference in the vector potentiality of both 

regions.  

 

However, water temperature, season and 

region affect the incidence and abundance of 

a parasite in the host. Infection with 

Contracaecum sp. was found in the 

pericardial cavity while the protozoa cysts 

were in the intestine. Parasite locations of 

both cases of infection agree with Aloo 

(2002) and Al-Sa'adi et al. (2012) who 

found Contracaecum sp. in the pericardial 

cavity and with Bichi and Ibrahim (2009) 

who found the protozoa cysts in the 

intestine. 
 

The nematode Contracaecum is an anisakid 

nematode that infects fish-eating birds and 

marine mammals (Barson, 2004). Larval 
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stages of Contracaecum occur in the body 

cavity and mesenteries of fish while the 

adults occur in the gut of piscivorous birds, 

notably pelicans, cormorants, herons and 

darters (Barson, 2004; Whitfield and Heeg, 

1977).  

 

Table.1 Parasite Species, No. Examined, No. Infected, and % Infected in Middle Region,  

South Region, and Total Studied Area in Iraq 

 

Total area South region Middle region Parasite 

species 

 
% 

inf. 

No. 

inf. 

No. 

exam. 

% 

inf. 

No. 

inf. 

No. 

exam. 

% 

inf. 

No

. 

inf. 

No. 

exam. 

0.07 1 148 1.1 1 88 - - 60 Contracaecum 

sp. 

1.4 2 148 2.3 2 88 - - 60 Protozoa cyst 

2 3 148 3.4 3 88 - - - total 

 

 
 

Fig.1 Protozoa Cyst in the Intestine of Tilapia zillii Collected in the Middle of Iraq 

 

This coincides with the present results in 

view of the wide distribution of this fish in 

Central Marshes as well as other Iraqi 

marshes and also presence of the piscivorous 

birds relatively in large numbers either as 

migrants or resident birds including 2 

pelicans, 2 cormorants, 9 herons, and the 

African darter (Salim et al., 2006) with wide 

range of distribution especially in marshy 

areas in the south. 

 

The protozoa cysts (Fig. 1) are ovoid in 

shape, measuring about 75X110μm with 

rather moderately thick wall. The cysts 

could not be identified and more future work 

is needed to clarify their situation. Neither 

blood parasites nor ectoparasites were 

detected in this collection. 
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