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A parasitic marine isopod Aega tridens Leech
on mackerel Scomber scomber L. in British

Waters

James W. Treasurer

Fish Health, Lochailort, Inverness-shire PH38 4LZ

Isopods are dorsally-ventrally flattened crus-
taceans that do not have a carapace. The body
comprises a head, termed a “cephalon”, with
associated appendages such as antennules
and larger antennae, a thorax, termed the
“peraeon” comprising 7 somites, and an ab-
domen, the “pleon”, consisting of up to 6
somites. Some of the pleon somites may be
fused with the terminal telson to form a
pleotelson. Parasitic isopods are present on
many marine fishes of commercial importance
and may, as adults, be specific to a single host,
whereas others are found on a range of hosts.
Most parasitic isopods of fish attach
epidermally, in the gill chamber, in the buccal
region, behind the pectoral fins and some spe-
cies burrow beneath the skin where they live
in a pocket or capsule formed within the mus-
culature of the host. Records of parasitic
isopods on fishes in British inshore waters are
rare, many of these reports are from the last
century, and the host species are not given.
The occurrence of the parasitic isopod Aega

tridens on mackerel Scomber scombrus is re-
ported for the first time.

A marine isopod, 42 mm long by 16 mm wide,
was observed attached behind the pectoral fin
of a mackerel caught by handline in Loch
Sunart (56°36' N, 5°23' W) on 26 June 1998.

The mackerel was 320 mm fork length, 380 g
mean weight and in good external condition.
Loch Sunart is a narrow sea loch, 30 km long,
with a mean width of 1.5 km and a maximum
depth of 124 m. The capture location was 26
km from the mouth of the loch of 30 m depth.
Water temperature was 14°C and salinity 35
ppt.

The isopod was identified using the key of
Naylor (1972) and descriptions by Kussakin
(1979) and Enckell (1980) from the following
features: Seven pairs of peraeopods and the
uropods were lateral, flattened with a
pleotelson forming a tail fan (Figs 1 and 2),
identifying the isopod as belonging to the
suborder Flabellifera. The family was identi-
fied as one of the Cirolanidae, Aeginae and
Cymothinae from: The robust body with
uropod bases not extending above the telson;
the pleon had 5 distinct somites plus one fused
with the telson; and the uropodal rami was
flattened and fan-like.

The families Aeginae and Cymothinae occur
as parasites of marine fishes. The sub-family
Aeginae was identified from:a compact body
with distinct coxal plates on paraeon somites
2-7; the pleon had 5 distinct somites plus one
(the uropodal somite) fused with the telson;
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the uropods were lateral, not arching dorsally,
and with the pleotelson forming a terminal
fan.

The Aeginae are flattened with very large eyes
which often meet in the mid-dorsal line and
with paraeopods 1 to 3 having very large pre-
hensile dactyls. The following characters were
used in the identification of Aega tridens: The
distinct “w” shape of the pleotelson (Enckell,
1980), the size and distance between the eyes,
the shape of the peraeopods and the segmen-
tation and bristles of the antennal flagellum
(Kussakin, 1979).

Shoals of juvenile mackerel enter Loch Sunart
in early summer and leave in autumn. Sev-
eral thousand mackerel have been captured
by line and fly in the loch over the past 10
years and this is the first record of this isopod.
The occurrence at this location is therefore
rare. The apparent good health condition of
the host, despite the large relative size of Aega

tridens, suggests that the parasite can be tol-
erated without causing morbidity. However,
the large bulk of this parasite could disrupt
flow of water over the body and swimming
activity could therefore potentially hinder in-
fected fish during migrations.

In Scandanavia this species is listed as an ec-
toparasite of Gadus callarias (Enckell, 1980),
while Mann (1978) reported that A. tridens was
mainly found on gadoids. References to this
species are made in Russian waters by
Kussakin (1979). There is only one record from
British waters where it was reported “off the
Isle of Cumbrae”, Firth of Clyde although the
host species was not given (Norman, 1904).

The variety and number of species of the fam-
ily Aeginae recorded in the North west At-
lantic and the North Sea is not as high as for
parasitic isopods in more southern waters
(e.g. Brusca, 1981, over 250 species of the fam-
ily Cymothoidae in the eastern Pacific). Only
4 species of Aeginae were listed in the Ply-
mouth Marine Fauna (1957), including Aega

bicarnata, A. stromi, Rocinela damnoniensis and
R. dumerili. Mann (1978) lists six species com-
monly found on gadoids. Norman (1904) re-
viewing the families “Aegidae, Cirolanidae,
Idoteidae and Arcturidae” reported seven
species of the family “Aegidae”. However, the
number of species is greater further north,

Figure 1. Aega tridens, lateral aspecit.

Figure 2. Aega tridens, ventral view, pe = peraeopod,
ps = peraeon somites, pl = pleon somite, t =
pleotelson, u = uropod.
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perhaps due to the large geographical area of
Russian waters with 12 species, including A.
tridens which was recorded from fish
(Kussakin, 1979).

While not a major problem in mackerel, para-
sitic isopods can cause deleterious effects and,
in farmed salmonids in Chile Ceratathoa

gaudichaudii (Brusca, 1981), inhabits the buc-
cal cavity. Growth of farmed fish has been sig-
nificantly affected, fish may be killed in heavy
infestations and, in these situations, therapeu-
tic treatment is required.
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