Tilapia

Tilapia is a genus of fish in the cichlid (pronounced ‘sishlid’) family. These freshwater fish are native to Africa but have been widely introduced to warm waters in many countries. Their natural habitat is lakes but they are now extensively bred and reared in fish farms.  

The cichlids are mostly carnivorous, hunting about for food on the bottom or snapping up organisms floating in the water. Most species of Tilapia, however, feed on algae in plankton, though Tilapia zillii eats the stems and leaves of water plants. When swimming in ‘schools’, the fish usually move almost simultaneously and this tends to keep the school together.
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In their breeding behaviour, the cichlids may be divided into two groups, the substrate spawners and the mouth brooders. The former lay eggs in a pit dug in the bottom of the lake or pond. The eggs are aerated and guarded by the parents. 

   The mouth brooders, on the other hand, though they may lay their eggs in pits, then take them into the mouth and keep them there till the young hatch. 

   The male guards the territory round the pit, driving off intruders by nipping or pushing them (see Fig.1). 

   If a female enters the territory, the male changes his behaviour pattern to a slow, swimming movement, with body tilted downwards, leading her towards the pit he has dug (Fig. 2). There may follow a courtship pattern, which varies very much with the species, but often consists of quivering movements or swimming round and round in the nest-pit (Fig. 3), while the male butts at the protruding genital tube of the female.

    Such an elaborate behaviour pattern ensures that sperms are shed at the moment that eggs are laid, thus increasing the chances of fertilization.

   In the mouth brooders, the courtship pattern is followed by spawning in which the female lays perhaps hundreds of eggs in the nest and these are immediately taken up into the mouth. 

For about ten to twelve days the female carries a mouthful of eggs or young fish (Fig. 4). The breathing movements are restricted and feeding is not attempted (Fig. 5). If the young fish swim out of the mouth, they are snapped up again but after about ten days the mother ejects them in swarms. These swarms form a school and follow the mother. In some species the youngsters will return to the mouth if danger threatens (Fig. 6); the mother ‘calls’ them by swimming slowly backwards. 

* The function of the structures shown and the general physiology of fish can be found at http://www.biology-resources.com/fish.html
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