WHAT IS A CICHLID (Photocopied chapter from ZSL book)
Reps of largest gp of fishes, the advanced bony fishes of the Infraclass Teleostei.  Spiny-finned fishes of Supoerorder Acanthopterygii, Order Perciformes, or perch-like fishes

· Efficient pharyngeal jaws.

Characterised by fusion of lower pharyngeal bones into a single triangular tooth-bearing structure.  The upper and lower pharyngeal bones can function as a 2nd set of jaws in processing food.  The lower pharyngeal bone varies dramatically, reflecting the feeding pattern of the species in question. A quick look at this bone tells an ichthyologist a lot about he ecology of the fish.  This arrangement frees the true jaws from a primary role in processing foodstuffs.  Makes them more efficient structures for prey capture or manipulation of the physical environment.
· Single pair of nostrils.

· Moderate to highly protrusible jaws

· Toothless palates

· Anal fin with 3 or more spines and single dorsal fin containing both spiny and soft elements – this feature sets them apart from all other freshwater fishes

· Absence of bony shelf beneath orbit
· Presence of an obvious suture line at point of fusion of the 2 halves of the lower pharyngeal bone.

· Divided lateral line (most cichlids)

· Reproductive biology, esp the mechanism by which eggs are attached to the substratum upon which they have been deposited.

· Secondary division freshwater fishes – ancestors evolved under marine conditions – quite salt tolerant
· Essentially opportunistic reproductive pattern.  Cichlids will breed whenever their reserves of stored food are sufficient to permit the maturation of eggs and the implementation of species-typical parental behaviour.  The only environmental factor that works in a proximate way to inhibit or encourage breeding in cichlids is water temperature (intolerant of low water temperatures).
· Cichlids among most easily maintained and bred of all aquarium residents.

· Sophisticated parental care of eggs and mobile fry.

· Female plays important parental role.

· Parental behaviour is often synonymous with acute intolerance of other fishes and extremely effective measures aimed at excluding such potential fry predators from the immediate vicinity.

· Highly intelligent.

· Less rigidly stereotyped than most other fishes.

· Behavioural sophistication and trophic flexibility probably explains the family’s success in colonizing new habitats.
Size range from 2 inches (Lake Tanganyika) to 1 yard (Amazonia, Tanganyika)

Feed on:

· Fins and scales of other fish

· Embryos of mouthbrooding cichlids

· Fishes

· Invertebrates

· Algae

· Zooplankton

· Aquatic plants

· Molluscs
Distribution

· Africa

· South America

· Middle America

· Near East (handful of species – Sri Lanka, Southern India)

· None farther east in Asia or Australia

Not adapted for crossing extensive stretches of open water – this requires morphological and behavioural characteristics.

Cichlids are opportunistic breeders whose parental behavious comprises both hygienic and custodial elements.  This frees them from dependence upon spawning areas created by the action of external forces.  Gives them a real edge over primary division freshwater fishes in colonizing lake biotypes.  Other fish have to migrate upriver to suitable spawning grounds, leaving cichlids, who suffer from no such reproductive constraint, free to become the dominant element in the evolving lacustrine fish community.

Relatively few Malawian cichlids are plankton feeders as adults, however virtually all species depend upon this resource to some extent as fry.

Threats: 

· Agrochemical

· Forest loss and therefore loss of plant matter and insects dropping into water

Prime candidates for organiszed captive breeding effort by serious aquarists.

The preservation of viable populations of any species in secure portion of their natural habitat must always be the desired goal of any conservation effort.  However, for many freshwater fishes, this option is simply not realistic.

