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Abstract
Oplegnathus punctatus (Temminck & Schlegel, 1844) is reported for the first time in the southern South China Sea, 
off Pulau Tenggol, Malaysia. This species is native to the north-western and central Pacific Ocean and mainly occurs 
in subtropical and warm temperate waters. This record is a significant southward extension of its range and also repre-
sents the first documentation of the family Oplegnathidae in Malaysia. 
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Introduction
Surveys on reef-fishes are frequently conducted in 
Malaysia for monitoring the health of coral reefs. Reef 
fish diversity in Malaysia have been reported in several 
publications that also serve as identification guides (eg, 
Matsunuma et al. 2011; Seah et al. 2020; Motomura et 
al. 2021). It was estimated that a total of 925 fish species 
inhabit the coral reefs of Malaysia (Chong et al. 2010). 

The family Oplegnathidae in the order Centrachi-
formes contains a single genus, Oplegnathus Richard-
son, 1840, which has seven nominal species (Fricke et al. 
2021). The main habitat for Oplegnathus is at rocky and 

coral reefs area (Kimura et al. 2018). The genus is gen-
erally recognized by the jaw teeth, which are fused into 
a parrot-like beak in adults and, hence, Opelegnathus 
species are named knifejaws (Froese and Pauly 2021). 
Diagnostic features of knifejaws are the single dorsal 
fin XI–XII, 11–24; anal fin III, 11–17; and body cover-
ing of small ctenoid scales (Kimura et al. 2018).  Opele­
gnathus species are mainly distributed in the subtropical 
and warm temperate seas in the northwestern and cen-
tral regions of the Pacific Ocean (Froese and Pauly 2021; 
GBIF 2021). The conservation status of Oplegnathus 
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punctatus (Temminck & Schlegel, 1844) is currently not 
evaluated in the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 

Herein, we report the first confirmed record of the 
family Oplegnathidae in Malaysia based on the observa-
tion of a specimen of O. punctatus on a coral reef off the 
state of Terengganu. 

Methods
Our new record was obtained during a coral reef health 
survey (Lee et al. 2019) conducted at Pulau Tenggol in 
the South China Sea off Terengganu, Peninsular Malay-
sia. A 50-m transect line was used in shallow water and 
surveyed 5 m wide along the transect to document the 
diversity and abundance of fishes in the area. The survey 
was part of the Post-COVID Expedition around coral 
reef islands of Terengganu, Malaysia. Where possible, 
fishes were photographed using a Canon G7 Mark II, and 
the images used for identification. Multiple underwater 
still photographs and videos were taken at various angles 
of the fish. 

Results
Oplegnathus punctatus (Temminck & Schlegel, 1844)

New record. MALAYSIA – Terengganu • South China 
Sea, Pulau Tenggol, Teluk Rajawali; 04°48′54″N, 103°40′ 
53″E; Yusri Yusof observer; 13 October 2020; 2 individ-
uals photographed (Fig. 1).

The two fish, each estimated at around 50 cm total 
length, were swimming around rocky coral reef at depths 
of between 2 and 5 m and were grazing on algae on the 
surfaces of rocks. One of the fish had a small, 25-cm 
remora (Echeneis naucrates Linnaeus, 1758) attached to 
its body.

We document O. punctatus for the first time in 
Malaysian waters. Our new record also represents a con-
siderable southward range extension for the species.

Identification. Diagnostic features of O. punctatus 
include: many irregular dark spots on head, body, and 
dorsal-, anal-, and caudal-fins; head and body greyish 
brown; whitish jaws; and dusky pectoral fins and dark 
pelvic fins (Fig. 1) (Kimura et al. 2018). 

Figure 1. Oplegnathus punctatus in Pulau Tenggol. A. In water column. B. On bare rock. C. On soft coral. 
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Discussion
Oplegnathus punctatus was observed in Malaysia by the 
first author, who has surveyed coral reefs in the country 
for more than 20 years. Much of the coastline of Pulau 
Tenggol has corals growing on a rocky substrate. The 
reefs there are in good condition, with live coral cover 
of 51.5% (Hyde et al. 2019). Large rock boulders and 
massive coral colonies were observed during the sur-
vey in most areas surrounding Pulau Tenggol. These are 
believed to be suitable habitat for O. punctatus (Kimura 
et al. 2018).  

Oplegnathus punctatus has been widely documented 
from the central Pacific Ocean, including Hawaii and 
Guam, to the north-eastern Pacific around Korea and 
Japan to Vietnam. This species occurs on coastal rocky 
reefs in depths down to 135 m (Kimura et al. 2018; Fro-
ese and Pauly 2021). The previous southernmost record 
was from Ha Long Bay, Vietnam (Kimura et al. 2018). 
The present record extends the known range of O. punc­
tatus by 1800 km to the southern South China Sea and to 
the Sunda Shelf (Fig. 2), which has a depth of less than 
100 m (Tangang et al. 2011). 

From November to March each year, the east coast of 
Peninsular Malaysia receives strong northeasterly mon-
soon winds, resulting in strong currents originating from 
Taiwan (Akhir 2012). Cold water flows along the Viet-
nam coast and approaches Peninsular Malaysia, centered 
at 5°N (Tangang et al. 2011; Akhir 2012). Pulau Teng-
gol is located near this cold-water inflow and hosts suit-
able rocky habitat for O. punctatus, and as juveniles of 
this species typically attach to drifting seaweed (Safran 
and Omori 1990), we hypothesize that currents transport 
drifting seaweed along with juvenile O. punctatus. 

One individual of O. punctatus was observed with 

a remora, Echeneis naucrates, which is believed to be 
juvenile based on its size and colour (upper and lower 
margins of caudal fin whitish) (Collette 1999). 

Oplegnathus punctatus is similar in appearance 
to Spotted Scat, Scatophagus argus (Linnaeus, 1766), 
which is known in Malaysia as ‘Kitang” in local Malay 
language. For O. punctatus, we propose the Malay-
sian vernacular name “Kitang Pisau Bintik” for use by 
local fishermen and divers. In Bahasa Malaysia, “pisau” 
means knife (in reference to the sharp teeth in the jaws 
and the English vernacular name) and “bintik” means 
spots (in reference to its colour pattern).
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