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Synopsis 

The collection of a specimen of cownose ray in the Colombian Caribbean is reported. 
Based on the presence of 9 rows of teeth in both jaws~ it was identified as 
Rhinopt~ b~~en6~ MÜller & Benle. The range of the species is extended 7~300 
km~ from Rio de Janeiro to Isla de Salamanca. Some comments on the size at birth 
and habits of the species are made. 

Introduction 

The family of batoid fishes Rhinopteridae 
includes only the genus Rhinopt~a with 
approximately 10 species occurring 
worldwide in tropical and warm temperate 
coastal waters (Bigelow & Schroeder, 
1953). Two general works about the 
southern Caribbean fishes have been 
published in recent years (Cervigón, 1966; 
Dahl, 1971), but they do not report the 
presence of cownose rays in the areas 
studied. 

On September 22, 1981, fishermen using 
a beach seine collected a male specimen 
of Rhinopt~ (Fig. 1) on the seaward 
side of Isla de Salamanca (71°18' W; 
11°00' N), Colombian Caribbean. The 
specimen is deposited in the fish col
lection of the Instituto de Investigacio
nes Marinas de Punta de Betín (INVEMAR-P 
0615). The morphometric data were taken 
following the methods of Bigelow & 
Schroeder (1953). 

Mater i a I 

The specimen has 9 rows of teeth in both 
upper and lower jaws, only one caudal 
spine, and an umbilical scar. Its 
morphometric data (mm) are: disc breadth 
333; disc length 189; snouth length in 
front of orbits 4; snout length in front 
of mouth 30; horizontal diameter of orbit 
8; distance between orbits 60; distance 
between spiracles 55; mouth breadth 39; 
distance between inner ends of nostrils 
28; 1st gill opening length 9; 3rd gill 
opening length 9.5; 5th gill opening 
length 6; distance between ~nner ends of 
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1st gill openings 54; distance between 
inner ends of 3rd gill openings 46; 
distance between inner ends of 5th gill 
openings 38; vertical height of dorsal 
fin 13; lenght of base of dorsal fin 19; 

Fig. 1. Dorsal (upper) and ventral (lower) 
views of a young male specimen 
of RhiYl.opt~a b~~enó~ 
(INVEMAR - P 0615; 333mmdisc 
breadth) collected in the 
Colombian Caribbean. 
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outer margin of pelvic fins 30; lenght of 
inner margins of claspers 5.6; dis tance 
fr~m tip of snout to center of cloaca 175; 
distance from center of cloaca to tip of 
tail 352. The teeth of the median series 
of the upper jaw are 4.9 times as broad 
(transversely) as long (anteroposteriorly), 
those of the first series outward are 3.8 
times as broad as long, and those of the 
next series are 1.8 times as broad as 
longo The coloration of the fresh specimen 
was greenish gray dorsally, whitish 
ventrally and blackish on the tail 
posterior to the spine. 

Discussion 

Bigelow & Schroeder (1953) dis
tinguished two western Atlantic species 
of cownose rays, R. b~~enó~ Müller 
and Henle, 1841, and R. bo~~~ 
(Mitchill), 1815, separating them by the 
number of tooth rows in each jaw, 7 in 
R. bo~~~ and 9 in R. bJt~~enó~. They 
discussed the advantage of retaining single 
species status for these two forms since 
they are apparently identical in other 
aspects and there are specimens with 
intermediate counts. They considered it 
wise, however, to keep them as distinct 
species. Schwartz (1965) regarded alI 
the western Atlantic Rhi~op~eJta as 
belonging to one species which should be 
called R. bo~~. Unfortunately he did 
not give evidence for this in the 
published abstract of his work. Figuei
redo (1977) followed Schwartz and reported 
one species from southeast Brazil, 
without commenting on the problem, while 
Roux (1979) recorded both taxa from that 
country, again without comments. J. D. 
McEachran and M. Stehmann (pers. comm., 
1981) favor Bigelow & Schroeder's de
cision to consider them asvalidspecies. 
The distributional range of R. bo~~~ 
includes the Atlantic and Gulf of México 
coasts of the United States and the 
coasts of México, Cuba, Venezuela, 
Trinidad, Guyana and Brazil (Bigelow & 
Schroeder, 1953; Schwartz, 1965); R. 
bJt~~enó~ was known only from Brazil 
(Bigelow & Schroeder, 1953). 

As we do not have enough material to 
discuss the systematic status of the 
western Atlantic Rhi~op~eJta, we follow 
the opinion of McEachran and Stehmann and 
consider our specimen the first report 
of a Caribbean cownose ray with 9 teeth 
rows in each jaw, i. e. the first 
Caribbean record of R. b~~el'lJ.:,~. This 

represents, therefore, a range extension 
for the species of 7,300 km towards the 
northwest, from Rio de Janeiro to Isla 
de Salamanca. Bigelow & Schroeder 
(1953) supposed that the species is born 
with a breadth of about 450-500 mm, 
while our specimen is only 333 mm wide, 
and, hence, the smallest free living 
juvenile of R. bJt~~enó~ collected. 
The Colombian specimen is also smaller 
than any reported free living juvenile 
of R. bo~~~, since those authors 
referred to a 13.5 in (approximately 
343 mm) embryo of this species. 
Nothing was known of the habits of R. 
bJt~~enó~ (Bigelow & Schroeder, 1953). 
Our specimen was caught in less than 3 m 
of water over a sandy bottom, near the 
mouth of the largest estuarine lagoon 
of the Colombiam Caribbean, along with 
fishes of the families Sciaenidae, 
Clupeidae, Engraulidae, Trichiuridae, 
Gerreidae and Centropomidae. The 
stomach contained organic matter and 
fragments of gastropod and opisthobranch 
shells. 

Schwartz (1965) discussed the 
migrations of the western Atlantic 
cownose rays and indicated that one 
stock of R. bo~~~ (the only species 
he accepted) arrives at the northern 
coast of South America in mid-January 
from the Atlantic coast of the United 
States, while a second stock is 
restricted to the Gulf of México. 
Our specimen is very young, since it 
still has an umbilical scar, and it 
was collected in September when the 
migratory stock of northern R. bo~~~ 
is between Chesapeake Bay and Cape 
Hatteras (Schwartz, 1965). The capture 
of this specimen in Colombia is 
inconsistent with the conclusions of 
Schwartz (1965) regarding the systematics 
and population structure of western 
Atlantic Rhi~op~eJta. 
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Resumen 

Se registra la colecta de un especimen 
de raya de la familia Rhinopteridae en 
el Caribe colombiano, el cual tiene 9 
filas de dientes en ambas mandibulas. 
Este carácter lo incluye en la especie 
Rh{~optena b~~en6~ Müller & Henle, 
extendiendo su rango 7.300 km, de Rio de 
Janeiro hasta la Isla de Salamanca. Se 
hacen comentarios sobre la talla de na
cimiento y los hábitos de la especie. 
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When this paper was ~n press the authors examined 3 ~ore specimens of Rhi~optena 
b~a6~en6~ which were collected on May 4 and September 22, 1982 in the same 10-
cality and conditions as the first individual. These specimens, which are also 
juveniles (disc breadth 305 - 445 mm), have 9 rows of teeth in both upper and lower 
jaws. The capture of these fishes confirms the inconsistence of Schwartz (1965) 
conclusions about the status of the cownose rays in the western Atlantic. 


