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THE FIRST WELL-DOCUMENTED RECORD OF MALTESE SKATE LEUCORAJA 
MELITENSIS (RAJIDAE) FROM THE ALGERIAN COAST 

(SOUTHWESTERN MEDITERRANEAN SEA)
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Laboratoire d’Ichtyologie, Université de Montpellier, 34095 Montpellier cedex 5, France
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Farid HEMIDA
École Nationale Supérieure des Sciences de la Mer et de l’Aménagement du Littoral (ENSSMAL), BP 19, Bois des Cars, 16320 Dely 

Ibrahim, Algiers, Algeria

ABSTRACT

The authors present a well-documented record of the first specimen of Maltese skate Leucoraja melitensis 
(Clark, 1926) ever to be reported from the coast of Algeria. According to data provided by the fishermen, it was 
an adult male measuring 253 mm in disc width, 232 mm in disc length and 455 mm in total length, and weigh-
ing 300 g approximately. Although the occurrence of this specimen is more likely attributable to migrations from 
other eastern Mediterranean areas such as the Tunisian coast, the possibility that it may indicate the presence 
of a viable population of L. melitensis in Algerian waters cannot be excluded.

Key words: Rajidae, first record, migration, extension range, distribution, Algerian coast

PRIMO RITROVAMENTO DOCUMENTATO DI RAZZA MALTESE LEUCORAJA MELITENSIS 
(RAJIDAE) LUNGO LA COSTA ALGERINA (MEDITERRANEO SUD-OCCIDENTALE)

SINTESI

Gli autori presentano un ritrovamento ben documentato del primo esemplare di razza maltese Leucoraja 
melitensis (Clark, 1926) mai segnalato lungo le coste dell’Algeria. Secondo i dati forniti dai pescatori, si trattava 
di un maschio adulto che misurava 253 mm di larghezza del disco, 232 mm di lunghezza del disco e 455 mm 
di lunghezza totale, con un peso di circa 300 g. Sebbene la presenza di questo esemplare sia più probabilmente 
attribuibile a migrazioni da altre aree del Mediterraneo orientale, come la costa tunisina, non si può escludere 
che possa indicare la presenza di una popolazione vitale di L. melitensis nelle acque algerine.

Parole chiave: Rajidae, primo ritrovamento, migrazione, estensione dell’areale, distribuzione, costa algerina
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INTRODUCTION

The Maltese skate Leucoraja melitensis (Clark, 
1926) is a species endemic to the Mediterranean 
Sea and its distribution seems to be restricted to 
the Sicilian Channel (Relini et al., 2010; Dulvy & 
Walls, 2015). However, investigations carried out in 
the Aegean Sea allowed to collect some specimens 
(Damalas & Vassilopoulou, 2011), and Ferretti et 
al. (2013) noted that a single specimen had been 
recorded during a bottom trawl survey in this area 
in 2005.

The species used to be caught in relative abun-
dance in Tunisian waters and the 674 specimens 
captured in this area between 1970 and 1975 pro-
vided the opportunity for a study of the reproductive 
biology of the species (Capapé, 1977). Investiga-
tions conducted by Mnasri (2008) in northern Tu-
nisian area allowed for a collection of 7 specimens 
only. Captures of L. melitensis are extremely rare in 
southern Tunisian areas such as the Gulf of Gabès, 
probably due to the fact that the local fishing fleets 
operate outside its area of occurrence (Ennajar, 
2002). More recently, Ben Amor (2018) recorded a 
juvenile specimen in northern Tunisia and noted a 
drastic decline of the species in this area, where it 
is already considered to be critically endangered.

Along the Algerian coast, L. melitensis is con-
sidered a rare species. Surveys regularly monitoring 
waters off the Algerian coast have allowed the 
collection of the L. melitensis specimen described 
in the present paper, which also provides comments 
on the distribution of the species in the area.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The present specimen of L. melitensis was 
caught by commercial trawl on 14 November 2016 

off Annaba, a city located in the eastern Algerian 
coast, 37°06’10” N and 7°51’02” E (Fig. 1). It was 
captured at a depth of 337 m, on sandy/muddy 
bottom, together with scorpaenid, lophiid and 
rajid species, including several thornback skates 
Raja clavata Linnaeus, 1758 and a brown ray R. 
miraletus Linnaeus, 1758. After being measured 
and photographed, the specimen of rare Maltese 
skate was carefully examined and identified using 
the relevant literature (Serena et al., 2020; Bar-
one et al., 2022). It was generally difficult to get 
morphometric measurements as the specimen was 
rapidly sold for local consumption together with 
other fish species.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The studied specimen of L. melitensis measured 
253 mm in disc width, 232 mm in disc length 
and 455 mm in total length, and weighed 300 g 
approximately according to interviews with the 
fishermen. It was a very large specimen display-
ing well-developed, calcified, and rigid claspers, 
characteristic of adult males (Capapé, 1977). 
Tortonese (1956) found in the Italian waters a 
specimen measuring 383.9 mm TL, while the larg-
est male and the largest female measured 222 and 
228 mm DW, and 400 and 420 mm TL, respective-
ly (Capapé, 1975). The present Algerian specimen 
was identified as L. melitensis via a combination 
of main morphological characters: dorsal surface 
almost rugose except in the centre of the disc, 
pelvic fins rather smooth, snout and tail with 
dense prickles; ventral surface smooth except for 
snout, disc margins and tail; two thorns in front 
and four around the inner margin of each eye, one 
on each shoulder, eight along the nape, a median 
series discontinuous from the central area of body 

Fig. 1: Map of the Algerian coast indicating the capture site of Leucoraja melitensis off Annaba (black star).
Sl. 1: Zemljevid alžirske obale z označeno lokaliteto ulova primerka vrste Leucoraja melitensis v vodah okoli 
Annabe (črna zvezdica). 
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to tail base; tail slender with a median groove 
in the anterior part, flanked by a parallel row of 
thorns on either side, no groove on the hind part 
of tail with three rows of thorns – a median and 
two lateral rows –, no thorns between the two 
dorsal fins; dorsal surface ochre to greyish-brown, 
with one large, darkish and vermiculated eye spot 
and three fainter dusky blotches on each pectoral 
fin (Fig. 2).

The general shape, morphometric measure-
ments, meristic counts and coloration recorded in 
the present specimen are in total agreement with 
Clark (1926), Capapé (1975), Stehmann & Bürkel 
(1984), Serena (2005), Serena et al. (2010) and 
Last et al. (2016).

Previously, L. melitensis was reported from the 
Algerian coast in the historical book by Dieuzeide 
et al. (1953) concerning the local ichthyofauna. 
However, it appears that the two specimens re-
ported by Dieuzeide et al. (1953, see page 105) 
were captured in the Skerki Bank and in the Gulf 
of Gabès, i.e., in Tunisian and not Algerian wa-
ters. Even though the species was frequently cited 
in the latter region, no specimen was available 
for confirmation, and such occurrences can be 
considered as doubtful or even wrong. 

Therefore, the finding of L. melitentis present-
ed herein constitutes the first well-documented 
record of the species from the Algerian coast, 
which could be taken as indication of the species’ 
presence in this area and consequently support 
its inclusion in the list of local ichthyofauna. On 
the other hand, the specimen could have migrated 
from Tunisian waters, where the species used to 
be caught in relative abundance, but is nowadays 
considered endangered. Recruitment from close 
eastern areas remains questionable, as does the 

presence of a viable population in Algerian wa-
ters, even if such a hypothesis cannot be totally 
ruled out. In the coast of Algeria, L. melitensis is 
probably just an occasional species.

Fig. 2. The Leucoraja melitensis captured off the Algerian 
coast, scale bar = 50 mm.
Sl. 2: Primerek vrste Leucoraja melitensis, ujet ob alžirski 
obali, merilo = 50 mm.
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PRVI POTRJENI PRIMER O POJAVLJANJU SKATA VRSTE LEUCORAJA MELITENSIS 
(RAJIDAE) IZ ALŽIRSKE OBALE (JUGOZAHODNO SREDOZEMSKO MORJE)

Christian CAPAPÉ
Laboratoire d’Ichtyologie, Université de Montpellier, 34095 Montpellier cedex 5, France

e-mail: christian.capape@umontpellier.fr

Christian REYNAUD
Laboratoire Interdisciplinaire en Didactique, Education et Formation, Université de Montpellier, 2, place Marcel Godechot, B.P. 4152, 

34092 Montpellier cedex 5, France

Farid HEMIDA
École Nationale Supérieure des Sciences de la Mer et de l’Aménagement du Littoral (ENSSMAL), BP 19, Bois des Cars, 16320 Dely 

Ibrahim, Algiers, Algeria

POVZETEK

Avtorji poročajo o potrjenem primeru pojavljanja vrste Leucoraja melitensis (Clark, 1926) ob obali Alžirije. Na podlagi 
podatkov ribičev je šlo za odraslega samca, ki je meril 253 mm v premeru diska, 232 mm v dolžini diska in 455 mm v 
telesno dolžino ter tehtal približno 300 g. Čeprav avtorji pripisujejo pojav obravnavane vrste migraciji iz drugih vzhodnih 
sredozemskih predelov kot npr. tunizijske obale, dopuščajo možnost, da obstaja viabilna populacija v alžirskih vodah.

Ključne besede: Rajidae, prvi zapis, selitev, širjenje areala, razširjenost, alžirska obala

REFERENCES

Barone, M., C. Mazzoldi & F. Serena (2022): Sharks, rays 
and chimaeras in Mediterranean and Black Seas – Key to 
identification. Rome, FAO. https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0830en

Ben Amor, M.M., K. Ounifi-Ben Amor & C. Capapé 
(2018): Record of a critically endangered skate, Leucoraja 
melitensis (Chondrichthyes: Rajidae) from Tunisian coast 
(central Mediterranean). Thalassia sal., 40, 9-16.

Capapé, C. (1975): Note sur la présence en Tunisie de 
Raja nævus Müller et Henlé, 1841 et R. melitensis Clark, 
1926: description, premières observations biologiques. Bull. 
Inst. nat. scient. Tech. Océanogr. Pêche, Salammbô, 4(1), 
75-96.

Capapé, C. (1977): Contribution à la biologie des Rajidæ 
des côtes tunisiennes. VII. Raja melitensis Clark, 1926: 
sexualité, reproduction, fécondité. Cah. Biol. Mar., 18(2), 
177-190.

Clark, R. S. (1926): Rays and skates. A revision of the 
European species. Fish., Scotland, Scient. Invest., 1, 1-66.

Damalas, D. & V. Vassilopoulou (2011): Chondrichthyan 
by-catch and discards in the demersal trawl fishery of the 
central Aegean Sea (Eastern Mediterranean). Fish. Res., 
108(1), 142-152.

Dieuzeide, R., M. Novella & J. Roland (1953): Catalogue 
des poissons des côtes algériennes, Volume I. Squales – Raies 
– Chimères. Bull. Sta. Aquic. Pêche, Castiglione, n. s. 6, I, 
1-274.

Dulvy, N. & R. Walls (2015): Leucoraja melitensis. 
The IUCN Rest list of Threatened Species 2015: e.
T61405A48954483.- Downloaded on 11 March 2022. 

Ennajar, S. (2002): Contribution à l’étude écobiologique 
des élasmobranches hypotrêmes de la région du golfe de 
Gabès. Dissertation, University of Sfax, Tunisia, 201 pp.

Ferretti, F., G.C. Osio Jenkins, A.A. Rosenberg & H.K. 
Lotze (2013): Long-term change in a meso-predator com-
munity in response to prolonged and heterogeneous human 
impact. Sci.. Rep., 3, 1057.

Last, P., G. Naylor, B. Séret, W. White, M. Stehmann & M. de 
Carvalho (2016): Rays of the world. CSIRO Publishing, 800 pp.

Mnasri, N. (2008): Les élasmobranches de la Tunisie 
septentrionale: biodiversité et méthode d’approche de la 
production débarquée. Dissertation, University of Carthage, 
Tunisia, 125 pp.

Relini, G., A. Mannini, S. De Ranieri, I. Bitetto, M.C 
Follesa., V. Gancitano, C. Manfredi., I. Casciaro & I. Sion 
(2010): Chondrichthyes caught during the Mdits survey in 
Italian waters. Biol. Mar. Medit., 17(1), 186-204.

Serena, F. (2005): Field Identification Guide to the sharks 
and rays of the Mediterranean and Black Sea. FAO species 
Identification Guide for Fisheries Purposes. FAO: Rome, 97 pp.

Serena, F., C. Mancusi & M. Barone (2010): Field iden-
tification guide to the skates (Rajidae) of the Mediterranean 
Sea. Guidelines for data collection and analysis. Biol. Mar. 
Medit., 17 (Suppl. 2), 204 pp.

Serena, F., A.J. Abella, F. Bargnesi, M. Barone, F. Colloca, 
F. Ferretti, F. Fiorentino, J. Jenrette & S. Moro (2020): Species 
diversity, taxonomy and distribution of chondrichthyes in the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea. Eur. J. Zool., 87(1), 497-536.

Stehmann, M. & D.L. Bürkel (1984): Rajidae. pp. 
163-196. In: Whitehead P.J.P., Bauchot, M.L., Hureau J.C., 
Nielsen J. & Tortonese. E. (eds), Fishes of the North-western 
Atlantic and the Mediterranean. Vol I. UNESCO, Paris.

Tortonese, E. (1956): Fauna d’Italia vol.II. Leptocar-
dia, Ciclostomata, Selachii., Calderini, Bologna, Italy. 
[In Italian.], 332 pp.


