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Spawning behaviour of Sandelia capensis
(Teleostei: Anabantidae)

Jim A. Cambray*

The spawning behaviour of Sandelia capensis is described. Males exhibited distinctive nuptial colouration consist-
ing of an intense black barring, black gular region with all fins turning black. Females were a light yellow colour
with some dull black markings. Sandelia capensis are uniparental substrate breeders. No nest preparation was
observed. The male chooses a spawning arena which he aggressively defends from other males. Unlike other
anabantids, the male did not undergo the typical U bend embrace of the female. The female swims into the
spawning arena, the male assumes a position directly behind her, the female then touches the substrate and eggs
are shed as the female body vibrates, the male then swims over the area and thereafter chases the female away. The
male guarded the spawning area and his nuptial colouration would be very enhanced. Water-hardened, fertilised
eggs were light yellow, adhesive, demersal and 1.28 mm in diameter with 0.61 mm oil globules.

The breeding behaviour of S. capensis is quite distinct from the two main breeding behaviourial groups, the
bubble nesters and the free spawners, within the other African anabantid genera, Microctenopoma and Ctenopoma.
The lack of a typical anabantid U-embrace, demersal eggs and male substratum nest sites of S. capensis are
considered apomorphic compared to the character set of the last common ancestor of anabantoids. The suite of
reproductive characters of S. capensis align it more with the members of the Microctenopoma clade as a sister group
than with the Ctenopoma petherici clade as previously suggested based on morphological characters. These findings
are discussed with relevance to other members of the Anabantidae and some of the anabantoids.
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Introduction

There are no published reports on the initial breed-
ing behaviour of S.capensis, one of the medium
sized anabantids, with an adult size of up to
200 mm SL. Sandelia capensis is one of the fresh-
water fish species which is endemic to the Cape
Fold Mountain region. The natural distribution
of S. capensis is confined to the Cape Province
where it occurs in most lowland and middle reach-
es of Cape rivers from the Coega River in the
Eastern Cape to Verlorenlei and the Berg River in

the South-Western Cape (Jubb, 1965; Gaigher et
al., 1980; Skelton, 2001). The presence of Sandelia,
which belongs to the primary division of fresh-
water fishes being completely isolated in the
southern tip of Africa, is a zoogeographical puz-
zle (Jubb, 1967). The two anabantoid species,
S. capensis and S. bainsii are unusual elements of
the Cape ichthyofauna. The members of this fam-
ily, which is considered to be the most primitive
of the anabantoid families (Liem, 1963), are mainly
distributed in tropical latitudes (Skelton, 1986).
Liem (1963) considered that S. capensis was de-
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