Mapping the geographic distribution and modeling pathways of interaction of tilapia fish species between natural and aquaculture systems in upper Tana River basin, Kenya
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Tilapia is a group of three genera Oreochromis, Coptodon and Sarotheradon fishes of tilapiine cichlids endemic to Africa. They are important for fisheries and in particular aquaculture, accounting to about 80% of Kenya’s freshwater. In Kenya there are about 15 species of tilapia fishes with over 10 endemic. Before 1950s the distribution of these species were known. However, introductions of species from basin to basin begun to complicate the formerly clear delineation. In addition, in the late 2000s the Government of Kenya began a move to push aquaculture as a viable economic activity countrywide, through the Economic Stimulus Program. This saw the Nile Tilapia, O. niloticus, proliferated in every region and hydrological system. The source of this tilapia was mostly from hatcheries of the Fisheries Department around the country, one of which contains doubtful identified fish. Ichthyology Section of the National Museums of Kenya had previously identified fish from Sagana Fish Farm as a hybrid between the Nile Tilapia and the Sabaki Tilapia, O. spilurus, which occurs naturally along the upper Tana River catchment (including R. Sagana). These hybrids have been observed around the country in ponds and in rivers (due to escapes from ponds). This study is mapping out of distribution of tilapia species around the country using the museum collections, Fisheries Department restocking and aquaculture records and field expeditions in areas where aquaculture has been known to occur. The results will reveal areas where natural strains occur, hybridization zones and possible consequences including extinctions.
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