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Abstract

Background

Parasites are a vital component of ecosystems. However, their contribution to the functioning and
structuring  of  ecosystems  has  historically  been  overlooked.  In  South  Africa,  marine
ichthyoparasitology  has  a  long  history  but  research  has  largely  been  confined  to  taxonomic
studies  and  the  literature  pertaining  to  marine  ichthyoparasites  is  highly  fragmented.  This
situation makes it difficult to gauge advances in marine parasitology, identify knowledge gaps
and hampers our understanding of their ecological roles in the marine environments of Southern
Africa as well as their use as tools in fisheries science. This study aimed to provide the first
comprehensive checklist  of metazoan parasites associated with marine fishes of South Africa
reported between 1818 and 2018.

Methods

A review of published and gray parasitological literature,  including postgraduate projects and
dissertations, was conducted to generate a list of metazoan parasites associated with marine fishes
of South Africa. Unpublished records made by the first author were also included in the checklist.
Only parasites identified at least to genus level were included. The host-parasite records were
entered  in  a  spreadsheet  along  with  their  geographic  location  and  reference.  The  data  were
explored and summarised by means of pivot tables. The number of new South African records,
and new host species examined per year as well as the cumulative number of parasite taxa and
host species examined over the two centuries was determined. The same procedure was then
applied within each of the different phyla included in the checklist.



Results

The checklist revealed that 320 marine ichthyoparasites have been recorded off South Africa and
included taxa from six phyla: Acanthocephala (12), Annelida (6), Arthropoda (185),  Cnidaria
(11), Nematoda (6) and Platyhelminthes (100). The parasites formed 633 unique host-parasite
pairs with 253 host taxa spread across the classes Elasmobranchii (76), Holocephalii (2), Myxini
(1) and Actinopterygii (174). Analysis of the spatial distribution of parasitic phyla revealed that
arthropods and platyhelminthes dominated the parasite assemblage on the west, south and east
coasts while cnidarians and nematodes were absent from the east coast. The analyses showed that
since the 1980’s, there has been a high number of new records published along with an increase
in the rate of publications.

Conclusion

The study revealed how our knowledge of ichthyoparasites is biased towards arthropods and
platyhelminthes.  The  results  also  highlighted  that  fact  that  since  the  1980’s  there  has  been
increasing interest in marine parasitology as evidenced by the high number of new records in
some phyla and a rapidly increasing number of parasitologically inclined publications. However,
all parasite taxa suffer from a lack of local taxonomists, making identifications problematic.
The majority of fishes have also not been examined for parasites. The study revealed that
parasites are severely understudied despite their ecological importance while highlighting the
potential for new discoveries. 


