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First occurrence of cubera snapper Lutjanus cyanopterus  
(Cuvier, 1828) in the southern Brazilian coast
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1. Introduction

The Lutjanidae is a family composed of 17 genera and 
approximately 103 species of mostly reef-dwelling marine 
fishes collectively known as snappers. Within this family, 
64 species compose the genus Lutjanus (Allen, 1985). It is 
considered a high-value fish on the market and according 
to Rezende et al. (2003), fish of the Lutjanidae family are 
highly vulnerable to overfishing because they have slow 
growth (K < 1.5) and high longevity (20 to 30 years).

The cubera snapper Lutjanus cyanopterus (Cuvier, 1828) 
is the largest lutjanid species in the western Atlantic and 
may reach up to 57 kg in weight and 1600 mm in length 
(Allen, 1985). Cubera snapper is a carnivorous fish, and 
feeds primarily on fish and crabs. Their strong canines 
allow mature cubera to feed on large crustaceans including 
lobsters and crabs. Their feeding grounds are typically 
located near the bottom in rocky reef areas or adjacent to 
other structures. Cubera snapper is a subtropical species 
distributed across the western Atlantic, Nova Scotia in 
Canada and Bermuda, to the coast of São Paulo (Figueiredo 
and Menezes, 1980; Moura and Menezes, 2003; Moura 
and Lindeman, 2007). More recently, however, Claro and 
Lindeman (2008), restrict the geographic distribution of 
L. cyanopterus to the northeastern Brazilian coast (Bahia 
state, 17° S).

On 17 March 2009, a specimen of cubera snapper 
(46,1 cm total length, LT, 1.456,3 g mass) (Figure 1) 
was caught in Lagoa da Conceição, Florianópolis, Santa 
Catarina, Brazil (27° 37’ S and 48° 27’ W; Figure 2). The 
specimen was collected employing experimental fish traps 
on a rocky bottom, at 4 m depth. Bottom temperature and 
salinity were 22 °C and 27‰. Specimen identification was 
based on Figueiredo and Menezes (1980) and Claro and 
Lindeman (2008). Diagnostic Features: Body relatively 
elongate and slender. large mouth with thick lips; canine 
teeth on both jaws, strong and with an enlarged pair nearby 
the tip, visible when mouth is closed; vomerine tooth patch 
crescentic to triangular, without a medial posterior extension; 
preopercular margin with a weak knob; dorsal fin with 10 
spines and 14 soft rays; anal fin rounded, with 3 spines and 
7 soft rays; pectoral fins short, not reaching level of anus; 
with 16 to 18 rays; caudal fin nearly truncate. Scale rows 
on back rising obliquely above lateral line. Colour: back 

and sides pale to dark grey, with a reddish tinge; dorsal 
and caudal fins greyish; anal and pelvic fins reddish and 
pectoral fins translucent or greyish. The specimen was 
deposited in the collection of the Museum of Zoology of 
the University of São Paulo (MZUSP 110.263).

This snapper is slightly different than some of the 
others in the Lutjanidae family as it has an elongate, slender 
body that is not very deep (Moura and Lindeman, 2007). 
It is similar to other lutjanids in having a long pectoral fin, 
and a continuous dorsal fin. Smaller adults of the cubera 
snapper are difficult to distinguish from the common 
gray snapper, Lutjanus griseus. The relative shape of the 
vomerine tooth patch is typically cited as the sole reliable 
criterion (Claro and Lindeman, 2008).

The occurrence of L. cyanopterus on the coast of Santa 
Catarina, southern Brazil, observed in this study, shows 
that this species has a wider geographical distribution than 
has been previously published, expanding by 1000 km 
southward its geographical range.

L. cyanopterus is reef-associated, living inshore or 
nearshore, over rocky ledges and overhangs, but the young 
members of this species typically inhabit inshore mangrove 
areas and seagrass beds that offer protection from predators 
and are also known to enter estuaries, and tidal reaches 

Figure 1. Specimen of Lutjanus cyanopterus collected in 
Florianópolis (Santa Catarina state, Brazil).
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of streams and freshwater canals. The cubera snapper 
is rare throughout its distributional range and currently 
classified as vulnerable by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN, 
2010). On the southeastern coast of Brazil, this species is 
even more threatened and categorized as “collapsed” in 
the Red List of Vertebrates of São Paulo (Bressan et al., 
2009). This range extension of the species in Brazil is 
hopeful and, although this species has not been recorded 
from the Marine Biological Reserve Ilha do Arvoredo, in 

Santa Catarina, it is possible that this species is present 
in this location, wherever the species may be relatively 
protected. More studies are necessary to assess information 
on population structure and conservation of this species 
in the southern Brazilian coast.
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