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Abstract 

Two alien molluscs, Bursatella leachii and Pinctada radiata, have extended their range along the Tunisian coast and are reported 
here from the Ghar El Melh lagoon, at the northeast of the Gulf of Tunis. 
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Since the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, a 
large number of Indo West Pacific molluscs have 
entered the Mediterranean through the Canal and 
established permanent populations along its 
coasts. Galil (2008) and Zenetos et al. (2008) 
listed respectively a total of 188 and 210 alien 
species mostly of Indo-Pacific origin in the 
Mediterranean Sea. The bivalve Pinctada radiata 
(Leach, 1814), was recorded as early as 1890 
(Vassel 1897) in the gulf of Gabès (south of 
Tunisia), followed nearly one century later by 
sixteen more alien species which include the 
bivalves Fulvia fragilis (Forsskål, 1775) 
(Passamonti 1996), Musculista senhousia 
(Benson, 1842) (Ben Souissi et al. 2004), the 
gastropods Melibe viridis (Kelaart, 1858) 
(Cattaneo-Vietti et al. 1990); Cerithium 
scabridum Philippi, 1848 and Bursatella leachii 
de Blainville, 1817 (Enzenross and Enzenross 
2001), Chromodoris quadricolor (Rüppell and 
Leuckart, 1828) (Ben Souissi et al. 2004), 
Erosaria turdus (Lamarck, 1810) (Wimart-
Rouseau and Wimart-Rouseau 2004; Boyer and 
Simbille 2006); and most recently Cellana rota 
(Zaouali et al. 2007), Siphonaria pectinata 
(Linnaeus, 1758) and Echinolittorina punctata 

(Gmelin, 1791) (Antit et al. 2007). Initial 
colonisation of most of these alien species may 
have been restricted to the gulf of Gabès. Some, 
like B. leachii and P. radiata, eventually 
colonised the northern Tunisian coast.  

The shallow Ghar El Melh lagoon (20 - 50 cm 
deep), situated in the northeast of the Gulf of 
Tunis, is considered as one of the most important 
wetlands in Tunisia (Romdhane 1985). The 
substrate of the sampling site (37°09'N, 10°13'E) 
is muddy to sandy with dense meadows of 
Cymodocea nodosa (Ucria) Ascherson mix to 
Nanozostera noltii (Hornemann) Tomlinson and 
Posluzny, Ruppia maritima Linnaeus and 
R. cirrhosa (Petagna). No alien species had been 
previously reported from the lagoon. During a 
survey of the fauna carried out in the northeast 
of the Ghar El Melh lagoon from June 2006 to 
October 2007, specimens of P. radiata and 
B. leachii (Figures 1, 2) were collected, photo-
graphed, then fixed in 4% formaledyde and 
deposited at the Animal Biology and Evolutiona-
ry Systematics Department, University of 
Sciences of Tunis, Tunisia. The finding of 
juvenile specimens suggests that the species are 
established in the area. 
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Bursatella leachii is a circumtropical species, 
widespread along the temperate water of the 
Indo-Pacific and Atlantic Ocean, and common in 
the eastern Mediterranean (Zenetos et al. 2004). 
In Tunisia, this species was first recorded in 
1996 (Enzenros and Enzenros 2001) from 
Kerkennah Islands, in the gulf of Gabès. 
Recently, Ben Souissi et al. (2005) and Diawara 
et al. (2008) reported the species’ spread to the 
lagoon of Tunis. In Ghar El Melh lagoon its 
density peaked in April 2007, when it formed 
massive aggregations in the northeast part of the 
lagoon. 

 
Figure 1. Bursatella leachii. Ghar El Melh lagoon. Photograph 
by Y. R. Sghaier 

 

Figure 2. Pinctada radiata. Ghar El Melh lagoon. Photograph by 
R. Zakhama-Sraieb 

Pinctada radiata was first recorded in the 
Mediterranean coast of Egypt in 1874 (Monterosato 
Di 1878), and has since become well established 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean (Zenetos et al. 
2004) and Sicily (De Natale 1982). In Tunisia, this 

species was firstly recorded in 1890 in Gabès 
harbour and off Jerba (Zenetos et al. 2004). It later 
spread throughout the gulf of Gabès (Seurat 1929), 
Kekennah Islands (Tlig-Zouari and Zaouali 1994), 
and the lagoon of Tunis (Diawara et al. 2008). This 
is the first record of the species in the Ghar El Melh 
lagoon, where it was found attached to Pinna nobilis 
Linnaeus, 1758 shells and C. nodosa rhizomes, or 
buried in the sediment. Its establishment may 
contribute to local artisanal fisheries, as happened 
with other molluscs such as Hexaplex trunculus 
(Linnaeus, 1758) and Ruditapes decussatus 
(Linnaeus, 1758). 
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