First occurrence of blackspot wrasse,
Decodon melasma Gomon 1974
(Pisces: Labridae), in California

ABSTRACT - Although wrasses (family Labridae) are
the second largest family of marine fishes, only three
species have been reported from California: rock wrasse,
Halichoeres semicinctus; sefiorita, Oxyjulis californica;
and California sheephead, Semicossyphus pulcher. This
paper reports the first occurrences of a fourth species,
the blackspot wrasse, Decodon melasma Gomon 1974,
in California. Following the 1997-1998 El Nifio, three
specimens were collected in southern California trawl
surveys; two were collected in June 1998 near Dana Point
and Laguna Beach at depths of 60 m and one in April
1999 off San Diego at a depth of 100 m. Although
blackspot wrasse reaches a length of 200 mm standard
length (SL), all specimens collected in California were
small juveniles (51-57 mm SL). The species was previ-
ously found in the Gulf of California but not on the Pacific
Coast of the Baja California Peninsula. The Laguna Beach
record represents a range extension of 1,500 km from
Cabo San Lucas, Baja California Sur, Mexico.

Wrasses (family Labridae) are epibenthic, demer-
sd, and water-column fishes found in coastal warm-
temperate and tropical waters, usually near rocky and
coral reefs of the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific oceans.
Although thisis the second largest family of marine
fishes (Nelson 1994), only three species have been
reported from California: rock wrasse, Halichoeres
semicinctus; sefiorita, Oxyjulis californica; and
California sheephead, Semicossyphus pulcher
(Hubbs et al. 1979, Eschmeyer et al. 1983). This
article reports the first occurrences of afourth
species of wrasse in California.

Following the 1997-1998 El Nifio, three specimens
of asmall labrid were collected in the Southern
CdiforniaBight (SCB) by 7.6-m wide (headrope)
semiballoon otter trawls with 1.2-cm cod-end mesh.
Thefirst specimen, 51 mm standard length (SL), was
collected on June 2, 1998, off Dana Point, Cdifornia
(latitude 33°27.80° N and longitude 117°44.85° W) at
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a depth of 60 m. The second specimen (also 51 mm
SL) was collected on June 25, 1998, at a depth of 60
m off Laguna Beach, Cdifornia (latitude 33°30.07" N
and longitude 117°49.40° W). These fish were
collected during a cooperative trawl survey between
the Ocean Ingtitute (Orange County Marine Institute
at that time) and the Southern California Coastal
Water Research Project (SCCWRP). Both speci-
mens were identified at that time by M.J. Allen as the
blackspot wrasse, Decodon melasma Gomon 1974.
A third specimen (57 mm SL) was collected on April
26, 1999, off San Diego, Cdifornia (latitude 32°37.54'
N and longitude 117°19.37 W) at a depth of 100 m.
It was captured at one of the City of San Diego,
Metropolitan Wastewater Department, Environmental
Monitoring and Technical Services long-term, fixed-
location trawl monitoring stations. City of San Diego
marine biologists brought this specimen to the atten-
tion of R.H. Rosenblatt (Scripps Institution of Ocean-
ography; SIO), who identified it as Decodon
melasma. All three specimens have been catalogued
in the SIO Marine Vertebrates Collection: SIO 99-100
(San Diego); SIO 00-77 (Dana Point); and SIO 00-78
(Laguna Beach).

The capture of blackspot wrasse at Laguna
Beach, California represents a range extension of
more than 1,500 km north of its northernmost record
(Gomon 1974). The three specimens are the first
records of the species outside of the Gulf of Califor-
nia north of Cabo San Lucas (latitude 22°45' N).
Based on the new specimens, the current geographic
range of black spot wrasse is now from Laguna
Beach, Cdifornia; and the northern Gulf of Cdifornia
to Peru, including Cocos Idands (Gomon 1974, Allen
and Robertson 1994). Its range extends aong the
warm-temperate San Diego and Cortez Provinces
and the tropical Mexican and Panamic Provinces of
Briggs (1974). Blackspot wrasse occurs on flat sandy
to soft bottoms, often with some rocky rubble or



patch reefs at depths of 40 to 160 m (Gomon 1974),
and as such, is characteristic of the middle and outer
shelf zones of Allen and Smith (1988). It occursin
deeper water and on a different habitat (soft-bottom)
than the other California species, which are inner
shef (<30 m) rocky bottom and kelp bed species
(Feder et al. 1974).

The three California specimens had smilar
meristics (Table 1) and color patterns. They had five
dusky bars on the back (about two to three scales in
width), extending ventraly from the dorsa fin, across
the laterd line, and to the midlaterd body, fading
ventrally, with adark spot on each side of the dorsal
caudal peduncle (Figure 1). The color of the body
was similar to that shown in Allen and Robertson
(1994). The body was pink, fading to white on the
abdomen, on the pectoral fin base, and under the
pelvic fins. The nape, top of head, and snout were
dusky, with white on the head below the eye, and on
the lower jaw. The head posterior to the eye was pink
extending from there to the dorsal base of the pecto-
rd fin. The upper lip was yellow posteriorly, around
the anterior and ventral rim of the eye was yellow,
and ayellow line extended posteroventrally from the
eye onto the operculum. There was a yellow spot on
the posterior operculum dorsal to thisline, and the
preopercular area was yellow. The spinous dorsal fin
was dusky on the dorsal edge, with a black spot on
dorsdl spines 11 to 13. The anal fin was yellowish
with awhite edge, the caudd fin and pelvic fins
white, and the pectora fin pink. The eyes had black
edges dorsdlly, fading to yellow, then red around most
of the pupil.

The blackspot wrasse has arelatively elongate
compressed body (depth 20-32% of standard length,
increasing with size) (Figsures 1 and 2) (Gomon 1974,
1995). Adults (not yet observed in California) have
relaively blunt heads and dightly subtermina mouths
(Figure 2). The body is red dorsally and white below,
with heed red dorsdlly, white ventrally, and with three
yellow stripes below the eye. Meristic elements have
the following ranges (from Gomon 1974, Watson
1996, and new Cdifornia specimens): dorsal fin (X-
XIl, 9-10); and fin (111, 9-10); pectord fin (14-18);
pelvic fins (1,5); branchiostegd rays (6); laterd line
scales and pores (28-29); and gill rakers (5-7+9-
12=14-19). It has caniniform teeth, with two pairs at
the anterior of each jaw enlarged (Gomon 1974, Allen
and Robertson 1994).

Characteristics that distinguish blackspot wrasse
from other Cdifornia labrids are the following: (1)
scaly head with lower limb of preopercle scaly; (2)

large scales (28-29 in lateral line); (3) 10-12 dorsal
spines; (4) adult coloration — red with a black spot
dorsolateral on body and yellow eye stripes; and (5)
juvenile coloration — pinkish red with up to 6 dusky
bars above the laterd line, yellow eye stripes, and a
dark spot on the spinous dorsal fin (Table 2). Blacksgpat
wrasse is more similar in characteristics to California
sheephead than to rock wrasse or sefiorita. Maximum
Sze of adult blackspot wrasse is 23 cm in length
(Gomon 1995).

Blackspot wrasse first occurred in California
during the 1997-1998 El Nifio period, as did severa
other species (Leaand Rosenblatt 2000). It islikely
that its larvae came into the Southern California Bight
with the warm water mass from the south. It is not
known if these individuas are the result of long-
distance dispersal from a distant population (1,500 km
away) or whether they dispersed from populations
along the outer coast of Bgja California, whichisless
well sampled. Many shallow-living wrasses transform
at asmall size (Watson 1996) and may be planktonic
as eggs and larvae for about a month. Blackspot
wrasse (a deeper living species) may transform at a
larger size (as do many deeper living species of other
families, Moser 1996). If so, they may spend more
time in the plankton (perhaps to 3 months), and travel
further in the current before settling. Assuming
current velocities of 2 to 10 cm/sec without eddies
(based on extreme vaues for the California Current;
Hickey 1993), eggs and larvae could travel about 50-
250 km in one month or 150-800 km in three months
in a north-flowing current. Given that both of these
distances fal short of the 1,500 km distance from
Cabo San Lucss, itislikely that the individuas
captured in June 1998 in Cdlifornia came from
spawning populations off the coast of northern Bgja
Cdlifornia. However, the individua caught in January
1999 (after the El Nifio had subsided) may have been
spawned off either southern California or northern
Bga Cdifornia. The generdly tropicd distribution of
the species and the warm-temperate or cooler
environment of the outer coast of Bgja Cdifornia
suggests that the species may have expanded north-
ward aong the Baja California coast during the ocean
warming of the past two decades (Smith 1995).

Thus, it islikely that the blackspot wrasse had
spawning individuasin or near southern Cdifornia
and was spawning during this period. The two fish
captured in June 1998 (both 51 mm) were probably
spawned in spring of 1998, while the one captured in
January 1999 (57 mm) was probably spawned in fall
or early winter of 1998. Blackspot wrasse may
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TABLE 1. Location and meristic data for blackspot wrasse (Decodon melasma)

specimens collected in southern California in 1998 and 1999.

Specimens
Category SIO 00-77 SIO 00-78 SI10 99-100
Collection Information
Date 2-Jun-98 25-Jun-98 26-Apr-99
Location Dana Point, CA Laguna Beach, CA San Diego, CA
Latitude N 33°27.80° 33°30.07° 32°37.54'
Longitude W 117°44.85 117°49.40° 117°19.37
Depth (m) 60 60 100
Standard Length (mm) 51 51 57
Meristic Counts
Dorsal Fin Elements X,10 XI,9 XI1,10
Anal Fin Elements 11,10 1,10 1,10
Pectoral Fin Rays 17 17 16
Pelvic Fin Elements 1,5 1,5 1,5
Lateral line pores 29 29 Scales missing
Gill Rakers 5+9=14 5+9=14 5+9=14

o

326 Blackspot wrasse

FIGURE 1. Juvenile (51 mm standard length) blackspot
wrasse (Decodon melasma) collected off Laguna Beach,
California, at depth of 60 m on June 25, 1998; SIO 00-78
(drawing by Atsuhiro Kubo).

FIGURE 2. Adult (140 mm standard length) blackspot
wr asse (Decodon melasma) (drawing by Atsuhiro
Kubo, based on photograph in Gomon 1974).



TABLE 2. A key to species and life stages of wrasses, family Labridae, of California. Based on informa-
tion in Jordan and Evermann (1898), Miller and Lea (1972), Gomon (1974), Eschmeyer et al. (1983),
Allen and Robertson (1994), Nelson (1994), Gomon (1995), Humann (1996), and Watson (1996).

Characteristics of California Labridae: Mouth protractile; jaw teeth separate, projecting outward; dorsal fin with 8-14
spines and 9-13 soft rays; anal fin with 3 spines and 9-13 soft rays; caudal fin with 7+7 principal caudal rays; pectoral rays
12-19 soft rays; pelvic fins, 1 spine and 5 soft rays; 6 branchiostegal rays; gill rakers, 5-8 (upper limb) + 9-16 (lower limb)
(note, gill raker counts for California sheephead (Semicossyphus pulcher) are 6-7+10-11=17-19; R. N. Lea, Calif. Dep.
Fish Game, pers. comm.); lateral line scales, 26 to 60; lateral line continuous.

la. Dorsal spines 10-12; sides of head more or less scaly; pink or red coloration on body 2
1b. Dorsal spines 8 to 10; head mostly naked; body color yellow to brown (sometimes green) 3
2a. Scales large (28 to 29 in lateral line); lower limb of preopercle scaly; one or more dark blotches dorsolaterally
on sides; yellow eye stripes blackspot wrasse, Decodon melasma
a. Single dark spot dorsolaterally on side (Figure 2); body depth 25-30%; color red; > 13 cm SL—adult
b. Five to six dark bars on back (one on dorsal caudal peduncle) (Figure 1); body depth about 20-25% of
standard length; color pink; <13 cm SL juvenile
2b. Scales small (about 60 in lateral line); lower limb of preopercle naked

California sheephead, Semicossyphus pulcher

a. Head and tail black, midbody red, chin white; body deep, compressed; > 30 cm SL
terminal phase (male)
b. Fins without spots; body deep, compressed, pinkish with white chin; length 15 to 30 cm SL
initial phase (female)
C. Single white stripe on side; black spots on anterior and posterior dorsal fin, dorsolateral caudal base,
anal fin, and pelvic fins; body deep, reddish; < 15 cm SL juvenile
3a. Posterior canines well developed on both sides; dorsal spines pungent

rock wrasse, Halichoeres semicinctus

a. Body with black bar behind pectoral fin, back unmarked or with multiple bars; > 30 cm SL
terminal phase (male)

b. Black flecks generally present on body; length 12 to 30 cm SL initial phase (female)

C. Body with two white stripes on side of body, and two black spots on dorsal fin; body elongate com-
pressed; yellow, orange, or green; <12 cm SL juvenile
3b. Posterior canines rudimentary; dorsal spines slender, very flexible ——— sefiorita, Oxyjulis californica
a. Body with broad black spot on the caudal fin at base of fin; > 2.5 cm SL———juvenile and adult
b. Body with a black spot on posterior dorsal and anal fins; length less 2.5 cm —————small juvenile
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spawn from spring through fdl, as do the other
Cdifornialabrids (Watson 1996). Adults of the
blackspot wrasse appear to be synchronous hermaph-
roditesin al but very large individuals (Gomon 1974).
Individuas with two well-developed ovaries and a
small testis on the left side occur at least to 150 mm
SL; individuals with just testicular tissue occur from
138 to 200 mm SL (Gomon 1974).

Little is known about the ecology or behavior of
this species. However, its general body morphology
as an adult (i.e., elongate compressed, dightly inferior
mouth, caniniform teeth) and behavior of morphologi-
caly smilar labrids (Hobson 1968) suggest that it may
be a solitary species that cruises over the bottom
while foraging on small benthic crustaceans.
Blackspot wrasse is a geminate species of the red
hogfish, Decodon puellaris, of the Atlantic, which
occupies smilar depths (6-275 m) and habitat in the
Atlantic and Caribbean between South Carolina and
northeastern Brazil, and which grows to asimilar sze
(15 cm) (Gomon 1974, Robins et al. 1986).

The common name ‘ blackspot wrasse' was
suggested by its scientific name melasma (black spot)
in reference to the black dorsolateral spot on each
side of the body (Gomon 1974). This name has been
used in Allen and Robertson (1994), Gomon (1995),
and Escobar-Fernandez and Siri (1997). Bussing and
Lopez (1994) used *blotched hogfish.” As this species
has not yet been included in the American Fisheries
Society Checklist of Common and Scientific Names
of Fishes of the United States and Canada (see
Robins et al. 1991), we recommend the common
name “ blackspot wrasse” as the English common
name for this species. In Spanish, this species has
been called “lorito marcado” (Bussing and Lopez
1994) and “ sefiorita de mancha negra’ (Gomon 1995,
Escobar-Fernandez and Siri 1997).

LITERATURE CITED

Allen, G.R., and D.R. Robertson. 1994. Fishes of the
Tropical Eastern Pacific. University of Hawaii Press.
Honolulu, HI.

Allen, M.J., and G.B. Smith. 1988. Atlas and zoogeography
of common fishesin the Bering Sea and northeastern
Pacific. NOAA Technical Report, NMFS 66.

Briggs, J. C. 1974. Marine Zoogeography. McGraw-Hill
Book Co., New York, NY.

Bussing, W.A., and M.I. Lopez. 1994 (1993 on back cover
but printed in Feb. 1994). Demersal and pelagic inshore

328 Blackspot wrasse

fishes of the Pacific coast of lower central America. Revista
Biologia Tropical, Specia Publication. Sacramento, CA.

Eschmeyer, W.N., E.S. Herald, and H. Hammann. 1983. A
Field Guide to Pacific Coast Fishes of North America.
Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, MA.

Escobar-Ferndndez, R., and M. Siri. 1997. Nombres
vernéculosyy cientificos de los peces del Pacifico mexicano.
[Vernacular and scientific names of fishes of the Mexican
Pacific]. Universidad Autbnomade Baja California,
Sociedad IctiolégicaMexicana, A. C., MX.

Feder, H. M., C. H. Turner, and C. Limbaugh. 1974. Observa-
tions on fishes associated with kelp beds in southern
Cdlifornia. California Department of Fish and Game, Fish
Bulletin 160. Sacramento, CA.

Gomon, M.F. 1974. A new Eastern Pacific labrid (Pisces),
Decodon melasma, a geminate species of the western
Atlantic D. puellaris. Proceedings of the Biological
Society of Washington, 87: 621-629.

Gomon, M.F. 1995. L abridae. pp. 1201-1225 in: W. Fischer,
W. Schneider, C. Sommer, K. E. Carpenter, and V. H. Niem
(eds.), Guia FAO paralaidentificacion de especies paralos
fines delapesca. Pacifico centro-oriental. Val. I11.
Vertebrados — Parte 2., United Nations, Food and Agricul-
ture Administration, Roma, IT.

Hickey, B.M. 1993. Physical oceanography. Pp. 19-70in:
M.D. Dailey, D. J. Reish, and J. W. Anderson (eds.),
Ecology of the Southern California Bight. University of
CaiforniaPress, Berkeley, CA.

Hobson, E.S. 1968. Predator behavior of some shore fishes
in the Gulf of California. United States Department of the
Interior, Fish Wildlife Service, Bureau of Sport Fisheries
and Wildlife, Washington, DC. Research Report 73.

Hubbs, C.L., W.I. Follett, and L.J. Dempster. 1979. List of
fishes of California. Occasional Papers of the California
Academy of Sciences 133. San Francisco, CA.

Humann, P. 1996. Coastal fish identification: Californiato
Alaska. New World Publications, Inc., Jacksonville, FL.

Jordan, D.S., and B.W. Evermann. 1898. The fishes of North
and Middle America: A descriptive catalogue of the
species of fish-like vertebrates found in the waters of North
America, north of theisthmus of Panama. Part I1. Bulletin of
the United States National Museum No. 47: 1241-2183.

Lea, R.N., and R.H. Rosenblatt. 2000. Observations on
fishes associated with the 1997-1998 El Nifio of California.
California Cooper ative Oceanic Fisheries Investigations
Reports 41: 117-129.



Miller, D.J., and R.N. Lea. 1972 (addendum added 1976).
Guide to coastal marine fishes of Cdifornia. California
Department of Fish and Game, Fish Bulletin 157. Sacra-
mento, CA.

Moser, H.G. (ed.), The early stages of fishesin the Califor-
nia Current Region. California Oceanic Cooperative
Fisheries Investigation Atlas No. 33. Allen Pressinc.,
Lawrence, KS. CA.

Nelson, J.S. 1994. Fishes of the World. Third edition. John
Wiley & Sons, Inc., New York, NY.

Robins, C.R., R.M. Bailey, C.E. Bond, JR. Brooker, E.A.
Lachner, R.N. Lea, and W.B. Scott. 1991. Common and
scientific names of fishes from the United States and
Canada. 5th edition. American Fisheries Society Special
Publications 20.

Robins, C.R, G.C. Ray, J. Douglass, and R. Freund. 1986. A
Field Guideto Atlantic Coast Fishes of North America
Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, MA.

Smith, P.E. 1995. A warm decade in the Southern Cdlifornia
Bight. California Cooperative Oceanic Fisheries Investi-
gations Reports 36: 120-126.

Watson, W. 1996. L abridae: Wrasses. pp. 1088-1103in: H.
G. Moser (ed.), The early stages of fishesin the California
Current Region, California Cooperative Fisheries Investiga-
tions AtlasNo. 33. Allen Pressinc., Lawrence, KS.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors thank the crew members of the Orange
County Marine Institute (now Ocean Institute), particularly
Julie Goodson (now at Channel Islands National Marine
Sanctuary, Ventura, CA) and Shelly Moore (Southern
California Coastal Water Research Project) for recognizing
the first two specimens as different and submitting them for
identification. We al so thank the crew of the City of San
Diego Ocean Monitoring Program (especially Steven
Lagos) for recognizing the third specimen as different. We
thank Atsuhiro Kubo for providing the drawings of the
L aguna Beach specimen and of an adult. We also thank
Phillip Hastings and H.J. Walker of Scripps Institution of
Oceanography, University of California, San Diego, and
Richard Feeney and Jeffrey Siegel of the Natural History
Museum of Los Angelesfor collection information on
blackspot wrasse.

Blackspot wrasse 329



