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THERE IS NO EVIDENCE FOR DIFFERENTIATING SAILFISH IN
THE ATLANTIC (ISTIOPHORUS ALBICANS) FROM SAILFISH IN
THE INDO-PACIFIC (ISTIOPHORUS PLATYPTERUS)

Antonio Di Natale?, Bruce B. Collette?
SUMMARY

The issue relating to the scientific name to be used for sailfish in the Atlantic Ocean has been
under discussion for several years. There has been agreement to use Istiophorus albicans for the
Atlantic population according to previous studies reporting some morphological differences from
the Indo-Pacific Istiophorus platypterus. Recently, the discrepancies were reduced to variability,
and genetic studies revealed that there are no significant differences between the two populations
and therefore Istiophorus platypterus is the single world-wide species. This short paper
summarises recent findings to help the decision of the ICCAT SCRS BIL SG and ICCAT SCRS on
this issue.

RESUME

La question du nom scientifique a utiliser pour le voilier de I'océan Atlantique fait I'objet de
discussions depuis plusieurs années. Il a été convenu d'utiliser Istiophorus albicans, pour la
population de I'Atlantique, sur la base d'études antérieures faisant état de certaines différences
morphologiques avec I'Istiophorus platypterus de I'Indo-Pacifique. Récemment, les divergences
ont été réduites a la variabilité et les études génétiques ont révélé qu'il n'y a pas de différences
significatives entre les deux populations et qu'lstiophorus platypterus est donc I'unique espéce
mondiale. Ce bref document résume les récentes découvertes, afin d'aider la décision du SG BIL
du SCRS de I'lCCAT et du SCRS de I'lCCAT sur cette question.

RESUMEN

La cuestion relativa al nombre cientifico que debe utilizarse para el pez vela en el océano
Atlantico ha sido objeto de debate durante varios afios. Ha habido acuerdo en utilizar Istiophorus
albicans para la poblacion atlantica segun estudios anteriores que informaban de algunas
diferencias morfologicas con el Istiophorus platypterus del Indopacifico. Recientemente, las
discrepancias se redujeron a la variabilidad, y los estudios genéticos revelaron que no hay
diferencias significativas entre las dos poblaciones y, por lo tanto, Istiophorus platypterus es la
unica especie mundial. Este breve documento resume los hallazgos recientes para ayudar a la
decision del Grupo de especies de istiofotidos del SCRS de ICCAT y del SCRS de ICCAT sobre
esta cuestion.

KEYWORDS

Sailfish; Istiophorus platypterus; Istiophorus albicans; systematics; taxonomy; genetics;
official name; statistics; ICCAT

! Aquastudio Research Institute, Via Trapani 6, 98121 Messina, Italy. adinatale@acquariodigenova.it
2 Chair, IUCN Tuna and Billfish Specialist Group and Research Associate, Division of Fishes, National Museum of Natural History,
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC 20024, USA, COLLETTB@si.edu

1


mailto:adinatale@acquariodigenova.it
mailto:COLLETTB@si.edu

1. Foreword

The most widely distributed species was considered to be the Indo-Pacific sailfish, Istiophorus platypterus (Shaw
and Nodder, 1792), while another species was considered to inhabit the Atlantic Ocean, Istiophorus albicans
(Latreille, 1804). The ICCAT Manual (Arocha and Ortiz, 2006) has been reporting the species as Sailfish,
Istiophorus albicans, following Nakamura (1983, 1985, 1990) and FishBase®. But the FishBase maps are clearly
contradictory, because they report I. platypterus distributed in all temperate, tropical and equatorial parts of the
Ocean including the Atlantic, while 1. albicans is reported as present only in the temperate, tropical and equatorial
parts of the Atlantic, including the Mediterranean Sea. Froese and Pauli (2024) reported in the World Register of
Marine Species (WORMS) Istiophorus platypterus as the species distributed in the Indo-Pacific and in the W.
Atlantic, but they also reported Istiophorus albicans distributed in the W. Atlantic, in the Indian Ocean and in the
E. Mediterranean. It is very clear that this situation needs a clarification.

In previous years and even recently, I. platypterus was often reported in the Atlantic, as the only sailfish species
in the area (Maksimov, 1971; Voss, 1972; Jolley, 1977; Jolley and Irby, 1979; Arfelli and Amorim, 1981; Limouzy
and Cayre, 1981; Prince et al., 1986, 2010; Hazin et al., 1994; Prager et al., 1995; de Sylva and Breder, 1997;
Lessa et al., 2004; de Amorim et al., 2009, 2011; Mourato et al., 2009a, 2009b, 2014; Ortiz et al., 2009; Pimenta
et al., 2009; Richardson et al., 2009; Arizmendi-Rodriguez et al., 2011; Wirtz et al., 2014; Gardieff, 2024), clearly
showing the need for the clarification of the proper name of the species.

In recent years, the IOTC and IATTC have been including I. platypterus in their statistics with the related FAO
code SFA, while ICCAT includes I. albicans in its statistics with the related FAO code SAI.

This short paper summarises recent findings about the Sailfish that help clarify the systematics of the species and
its taxonomic status.

2. Morphology

There has been continuous controversy over whether Atlantic and Indo-Pacific sailfishes are separate species or
not. Nakamura (1983, 1985) separated Atlantic from Indo-Pacific populations of sailfish but there is no genetic
evidence to support this. Sailfish were separated based on whether the pectoral and caudal fins are comparatively
short, in Indo-Pacific 1. platypterus, or slightly longer as in Atlantic I. albicans (immature specimens up to about
90 cm body length). However, Morrow and Harbo (1969) failed to find any differences in pectoral fin length
between populations of sailfish, or in any other morphometric or meristic characters, and Nakamura (1983),
considering that paper, wrote “Further study is needed before this issue is solved beyond doubt”. When two species
were considered, the Indo-Pacific sailfish was reported to attain a greater size than Atlantic sailfish (Nakamura,
1985).

3.  Genetics

Following the need for further studies proposed by Nakamura (1983), Graves and McDowell (1995), using
restriction fragment length polymorphism (RFLP) analysis of mitochondrial DNA, found that the presence of
identical haplotypes in samples from each of the three species-pairs of billfishes suggests that specific status may
not be warranted for any of the Atlantic and Indo-Pacific populations (these three pairs are the Sailfish, Blue
Marlin, and White-Striped marlins).

McDowell (2002) carried out a comprehensive study of Istiophorus platypterus and her results were included in a
paper by Collette et al. (2006). This paper concludes: “There is no genetic evidence in the mtDNA control region
to indicate that the Atlantic (Istiophorus albicans) and Indo-Pacific (Istiophorus platypterus) sailfishes are separate
species (Collette et al. 2006). However, there are two distinct mtDNA clades, both evident in the Atlantic while
only one is found in the Indo-Pacific (McDowell, 2002). There is also no difference in pectoral fin length or in any
other morphometric or meristic characters between Atlantic and Indo-Pacific populations of sailfish (Morrow and
Harbo 1969, McDowell 2002). There is no evidence that the Atlantic and the Indo-Pacific populations are separate
species”.

A molecular study (Orrell et al., 2006), in a comprehensive analysis of scombroid and xiphioid, again considered
Istiophorus platypterus as the only species of this genus.

3 https://www.fishbase.se/summary/Istiophorus-albicans.html and https://www.fishbase.se/summary/77
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A genetic work from an evolutionary perspective carried out by da Silva Ferrette et al. (2021) reported the
following “The goal herein is to evaluate the phylogeography of sailfish Istiophorus platypterus between the
Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific oceans. Our results evidenced a high genetic diversity and three distinct populations
among the ocean basins with limited gene flow among them. In addition, the species is characterized by two deep
evolutionary lineages that diverged during the Miocene/Pliocene transition, one of them is circumtropical while
the other is restricted to the Atlantic Ocean. These lineages evolved along the successive glacial-interglacial cycles
from the Pleistocene and remained isolated from each other in glacial refugium until deglaciation”. Even here, the
authors considered just a single species with different populations.

A very recent study (da Silva Ferrette et al. 2023), carried out with advanced techniques, concluded again that
there was one single species in the world Ocean, Istiophorus platypterus and they state: “...we presented a novel
high-quality reference genome for the species and applied a seascape genomics approach to understand how marine
environmental features may promote local adaptation and how it affects gene flow between populations. We
delimit two populations between the Atlantic and Indo-Western Pacific oceans and detect outlier loci correlated
with sea surface temperature, salinity, oxygen, and chlorophyll concentrations. However, the most significant
explanatory factor that explains the differences between populations was isolation by distance. Despite recent
population drops, the sailfish populations are not inbred”.

4. Conclusions

This short review of the most relevant information about the sailfish in the Atlantic confirms the IUCN recent
assessment* (Collette et al., 2022) that there is just one species of sailfish in all temperate, tropical and equatorial
parts of the Ocean, Istiophorus platypterus (Shaw and Nodder, 1792). The Global Biodiversity Information
Facility® also confirms this updated systematic position, considering Istiophorus albicans as synonym, after the
extensive systematic revision made by Carneiro et al. 2014.

The morphological differences, based on few immature individuals of both species, are now considered within the
variability of the species, while the genetic evidence is quite strong in defining one single species (Istiophorus
platypterus) with different populations.

The incidental presence of the species in the Mediterranean Sea (Albania; Algeria; Croatia; Italy; Lebanon; Libya;
Slovenia; Tunisia) is still considered as occasional and therefore it is there as vagrant. The rare catches should be
considered as by-catch in the fisheries concerned.

Of course, being the Sailfish in the Atlantic a separate population from the Indo-Pacific one and taking into account
the results of the genetic analyses from McDowell (2002), it makes sense for ICCAT to manage it under the current
“two stocks” approach for management purposes.

Therefore, based on this evidence, we recommend that SCRS BIL SG:

a) Request the SCRS to update the scientific name of the Sailfish to Istiophorus platypterus (Shaw and
Nodder, 1792), FAO species code SFA.

b) Request SCRS to fix the name issues in the ICCAT statistical tables, website and forms.

c) Request the SCRS to revise the ICCAT manual accordingly.

* The species was assessed by ITUCN as “Vulnerable”
5 https://www.gbif.org/species/5211984
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