MARINE ECOLOGY PROGRESS SERIES
Mar Ecol Prog Ser

Vol. 384: 231–239, 2009
doi: 10.3354/meps08057

Published May 29

Performance of tropical fish recruiting to
temperate habitats: role of ambient temperature
and implications of climate change
Will F. Figueira1, 2,*, Peter Biro1, David J. Booth1, Vanessa C. Valenzuela1
1

Department of Environmental Sciences, University of Technology, Sydney, PO Box 123, Broadway,
New South Wales 2007, Australia

2

Present address: Centre for Research on Ecological Impacts of Coastal Cities, School of Biological Sciences,
Marine Ecology Laboratories, A11, University of Sydney, New South Wales 2006, Australia

ABSTRACT: The warming of coastal oceans due to climate change is increasing the overwinter survival of tropical fishes transported to temperate latitudes by ocean currents. However, the processes
governing early post-arrival mortality are complex and can result in minimum threshold temperatures for overwinter survival, which are greater than those predicted based upon physiological temperature tolerances alone. This 3.5 mo laboratory study monitored the early performance of a tropical damselfish Abudefduf vaigiensis that occurs commonly during austral summer along the SE
Australian coast, under nominal summer and winter water temperatures, and compares results with
a co-occurring year-round resident of the same family, Parma microlepis. Survivorship, feeding rate,
growth and burst swimming ability (as a measure of predator escape ability) were all reduced for the
tropical species at winter water temperatures compared to those in summer, whereas the temperate
species experienced no mortality and only feeding rate was reduced at colder temperatures. These
results suggest that observed minimum threshold survival temperatures may be greater than predicted by physiology alone, due to lowered food intake combined with increased predation risk
(a longer time at vulnerable sizes and reduced escape ability). Overwinter survival is a significant
hurdle in pole-ward range expansions of tropical fishes, and a better understanding of its complex
processes will allow for more accurate predictions of changes in biodiversity as coastal ocean temperatures continue to increase due to climate change.
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INTRODUCTION
The production of pelagic larvae is a ubiquitous feature of the life history of marine fishes (Leis 1991) and
one which allows for the transport and settlement
(transition from pelagic to benthic existence) of benthic
fish recruits (newly settled fish) to areas well outside
the established breeding range of adult populations.
This phenomenon has been documented in situations
where tropical fishes are transported large distances
by ocean currents to temperate habitats during the

summer (Hutchins 1991, Hutchins & Pearce 1994,
McBride 1996, McBride & Able 1998, Nakazono 2002,
Booth et al. 2007).
Tropical fishes are frequently transported 100s of km
south by the East Australian Current (EAC) to temperate latitudes along the SE coast of Australia where
average winter temperatures of between 13 and 16°C
(depending on location) typically result in nearly 100%
mortality of tropical fishes, even in years with high settlement (Booth et al. 2007). However, this coastal
region is a global hot-spot for increases in coastal
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ocean temperatures (Lough 2007, Ridgway 2007), with
2 of the warmest winters since 1848 (~1.4°C warmer
than the long-term average) having occurred in the
past 6 yr, during which tropical fishes experienced
high survivorship (with death in subsequent cold winters; Figueira & Booth 2009).
Eme & Bennett (2008) indicated critical thermal minima for several Indo-Pacific damselfishes of ≤15°C.
Figueira & Booth (2009) analysed 6 yr of overwinter
mortality data for tropical fish in temperate waters and
identified minimum threshold average winter temperatures for the survival of 5 damselfish species between
17 and 17.5°C. While these 2 studies do not have any
species in common, they do contain the congeneric
species Abudefduf sordidus and A. vaigiensis. The
critical thermal minimum value for A. sordidus was
13.0°C (Eme & Bennett 2008). Assuming this would be
similar for A. vaigiensis, this represents a difference of
about 3.5°C between the physiological minimum and
that actually observed in the field.
The discrepancy between minimum physiological
tolerance, which is ultimately determined by physiological factors (loss of osmotic balance; Hurst 2007),
and field observations is likely due to biophysical
interactions related to the effect of temperature on
feeding, growth and swimming ability. The temperature sensitivity of metabolic rate in ectotherms means
there will be a positive relationship between temperature and feeding that is required to supply metabolic
demand (Angilletta et al. 2002). This can result in
dramatic reductions in feeding rates as temperatures
drop, even in the presence of abundant food supplies.
For instance, Eme & Bennett (2008) looked at the
lower thermal tolerances of 8 Indo-Pacific damselfishes and noted that, while critical thermal limits (the
limits of physiological survival) were ≤15°C for all fish,
fish stopped feeding at between 3 and 5°C warmer
than these temperatures. Thus, starvation, due to
metabolically induced reductions in feeding, is likely
to be an agent of overwinter mortality in expatriated
fishes.
Starvation risk is not the only potential source of
mortality for warm-adapted fishes finding themselves
in cool waters. The same metabolic response to reduced temperature that leads to reduced feeding also
leads to reduced growth. As predation is typically size
dependent in fish, reduced growth can extend periods
of vulnerability to gape-limited predators (Sogard
1997). In addition, reduced temperature can also compromise the escape ability of prey from more optimally
temperature-adapted predators. Several studies have
demonstrated reduced kinetic activity at low temperatures, which leads to lower maximum escape or ‘burstswim’ speeds and distances (e.g. Batty & Blaxter 1992,
Lyon et al. 2008). Reduced temperature has also been

demonstrated to increase the sensitivity of a fish to
threat stimuli, making it more likely to react, but often
with greater direction error (e.g. towards the simulated
predator; Preuss & Faber 2003). In aggregate, these
predator-mediated effects mean that at low temperatures, fish are likely to spend more time at sizes vulnerable to predation and be less able to escape in the
event of a predation attempt.
Starvation- and/or predation-mediated overwinter
mortality for tropical fishes at the temperate latitudes
described above could explain the loss of tropical fish
recruits in temperate waters. While ever more studies
have been focussed on the effects of increased water
temperatures on fish growth, reproduction and survival (e.g. Nakano et al. 2004, Biro et al. 2007, Munday
et al. 2008a,b) there are relatively few that have considered the lower temperature tolerances of tropical
fishes or the interaction of ecology and physiology in
the process of low temperature mortality. Thus, mechanisms favouring and disfavouring survival at marginal thermal habitats are poorly understood, because
it is not clear what the relative impacts of starvation,
acute thermal stress and reduced growth and escape
ability/predation play in the overwintering mortality
observed in these fishes.
In this study, we first present field data from temperate coastal waters linking temperature declines over
time to the loss of the tropical species Abudefduf
vaigiensis and contrast this pattern with a local temperate species. Next, because the processes driving
the overwinter mortality of this tropical damselfish are
difficult to study in situ, we examined, in the laboratory, the temperature sensitivity of feeding, growth
and burst swimming ability of A. vaigiensis relative
to a co-occurring temperate-adapted member of the
same family, Parma microlepis. By comparing the temperature-specific performance responses of the 2 species, we can evaluate whether starvation (related to
impaired feeding), reduced growth, reduced escape
ability, or all 3 together could explain increased mortality in the field, at temperatures well above their critical thermal minima. Based on the arguments discussed previously, we expected that the tropical species,
but not the temperate one, would show reduced
feeding at low temperatures and would experience
starvation-related mortality as a result, though this
mortality would be below the 100% expected in the
field, due to the absence of predation in the laboratory
studies. We also predicted that lower temperatures
would reduce growth and burst swimming ability in
the tropical, but not in the temperate species (i.e. significant interactions between species and temperature), which would demonstrate the mechanisms by
which the proposed increased predation risk at low
temperatures would occur in the field.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study species. Abudefduf vaigiensis is a tropical/
sub-tropical species that is broadly distributed
throughout the Indo-Pacific (including the Red Sea)
from Japan to Australia and has occurred in Hawaii
since the early 1990s (Maruska & Peyton 2007). Along
the east coast of Australia its distribution is generally
believed to be restricted to the Great Barrier Reef,
though reproducing adults are known to occur as far
south as the Solitary Islands (W. Figueira & D. Booth
pers. obs.). It is predominately planktivorous (Noda et
al. 1990) and occurs annually via sporadic recruitment
pulses at highly variable densities of between 1 and
50 ind. 100 m–2 (W. Figueira & D. Booth unpubl. data),
during the summer and early winter months (December to June) at sites all along the coast of New South
Wales, Australia (densities average between 0.6 and
12 ind. 100 m–2 at sites around Sydney; see Fig. 1a).
The present study is chiefly interested in establishing
the relative performance of tropical fish under 2 different temperature regimes; however, we include the
temperate-adapted con-familial Parma microlepis in
order to compare the effect of temperature between
the 2 species. P. microlepis is a benthic feeder (Moran
& Sale 1977, Buckle & Booth 2009) found year-round
on rocky reef habitats from northern New South Wales
to north-eastern Tasmania to a depth of at least 30 m
(Kuiter 2000). It co-occurs at sites with A. vaigiensis at
densities of about 20 ind. 100 m–2 (for Sydney sites; E.
Buckle unpubl. data), and, given its similar size and
habitat associations, it likely shares predators with A.
vaigiensis.
Seasonal abundance. We quantified the seasonal
abundance patterns of each of the study species using
existing visual census data from Shelly Beach, Sydney.
Abudefduf vaigiensis was surveyed approximately
weekly during summer (December to June) and
monthly during winter since 2003, within a fixed area of
approximately 1700 m2 as part of the tropical fish visual
survey program described in Booth et al. (2007). Parma
microlepis was surveyed monthly in 2002 along five
90 m × 2 m transects (E. Buckle unpubl. data). These
data were used to determine the average density per
census point (week or month) for each species at Shelly
Beach. As both species are highly site attached (E.
Buckle unpubl. data, K. Gledhill unpubl. data), mortality is unlikely to be confounded by migration.
Experimental procedures. Ten juvenile Parma
microlepis and 20 juvenile Abudefduf vaigiensis were
collected from Long Reef, Sydney, Australia, in late
April of 2007. Only a total of 30 ind. were used due to
limited laboratory space and ethical considerations of
housing fish individually for 17 wk. The additional A.
vaigiensis were used to compensate for their predicted
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lower survival. The lack of a strong recruitment pulse
for either species immediately prior to the collection
period resulted in the use of fish that had settled over
the previous 4 to 6 wk (based on length; D. Booth
unpubl. data), though individuals, which were recent
recruits, were still growing rapidly as they were below
their asymptotic size. Fish total length (TL) at the commencement of the experiment ranged from 41.3 to
60.3 mm (mean = 50.5 mm, SD = 6.95) for P. microlepis
and from 27.0 to 68.2 mm (mean = 46.4 mm, SD = 9.42)
for A. vaigiensis. The average wet masses ranged from
1.7 to 4.9 g (mean = 3.1 g, SD = 1.15) for P. microlepis
and from 0.4 to 5.3 g (mean = 2.1 g, SD = 1.22) for
A. vaigiensis. Fish were held individually in plastic,
opaque-walled 14 l aquaria with low-flow filters to
continuously oxygenate the water. Tanks were kept on
shelving racks in a temperature-controlled laboratory
at the University of Technology, Sydney, from May to
August 2007 (a total of 17 wk), with lighting on a 12 h
light:12 h dark cycle. Location on shelves was randomly assigned with respect to species and temperature treatments (discussed below). Each tank contained a 10 cm section of PVC tubing (6 cm diameter)
for shelter, a thermometer and a 12 W aquarium
heater. Fish were fed to excess with Spectrum marine
fish food pellets (high-quality protein source, 1 mm
diameter) 5 times d–1. Uneaten food was siphoned off
twice per week and three-fourth water changes were
carried out weekly using water of the same temperature as that in the tank. Filters were cleaned every
2 wk, and water chemistry (pH and ammonia) was
monitored weekly.
Temperature treatments were created by randomly
designating half the individuals of each species to 1 of 2
treatments: ‘ambient’ or ‘elevated’. The elevated temperature treatment was maintained at about 20°C with
aquarium heaters, representing the average minimum
winter water temperature experienced by tropical fish
on the southern Great Barrier Reef (D. Booth’s temperature logger data from One Tree Island research station,
2000 to 2007). The ambient temperature treatment
mimicked water temperatures at the collection site and
was achieved by gradually (approximately weekly)
lowering the room air temperature such that tank water
temperatures matched those observed at Long Reef,
Sydney (based on average 2002 to 2007 daily water
temperatures from in situ temperature loggers) that
reached a low of about 16°C (above the critical thermal
minimum for congener tropical fishes; Eme & Bennett
2008; but below threshold mortality values observed in
the field; Figueira & Booth 2009). Water temperatures
were recorded daily (Fig. 1b).
Fish size and mass were monitored by removing fish
from tanks and measuring total length, standard
length (to the nearest 0.1 mm with calipers) and wet
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mass (to the nearest 0.01 g) approximately weekly.
Growth was estimated over each interval as the instantaneous growth rate (G Inst) based on the mass of fish at
the beginning (M 1) versus the end (M2) of the interval
of length Δt (in days):
GInst =

M
ln ⎛ 2 ⎞
⎝ M1 ⎠
Δt

(1)

Because fish readily fed as soon as food was put into
the tank, the feeding rate was assessed for individual
fish by supplying food in excess and counting the number of bites (equal to the number of pellets) taken in
30 s after the addition of food. To ensure uniform responses each time, excess food was cleaned from the
tank and fish were not fed for 12 h before the test. The
feeding rate was estimated for all fish approximately
twice per week beginning in Week 11 (a different technique was used unsuccessfully prior to this).
Burst swimming was assessed by video-recording
the startle response of individual fish approximately
every third week during the experiment. Fish were
transferred individually to a narrow, opaque-walled
glass aquarium (25 cm deep, 80 cm long, 50 cm tall)
with a gridded background (for reference), and water
was kept within 0.5°C of their treatment temperature.
The tank was shielded from disturbances using black
sheeting with a small hole cut out to allow a tripodmounted Sony DCR-PC350E digital camera lens to
protrude. After a 5 min acclimation period, fish were
recorded by video for 1 min. Next, fish were startled
with a small weight dropped on the side nearest the
fish’s current position using a remote release system
and recorded for an additional minute. The video, shot
at 24 frames s–1 (adequate to assess burst swimming in
fish; Lyon et al. 2008), was analysed to determine the
distance moved (and therefore velocity), each frame
beginning with the dropping of the weight as a common reference point. The maximum velocity attained
during the 2 s following the release of the weight (burst
swimming behaviour was completed by this point) was
taken as the maximum burst-swim speed for the fish on
that trial. Analyses were conducted for all fish in the
study at each time point.
Statistical analyses. Since the response variables of
interest in the present study (feeding, growth and
burst swimming) were not measured simultaneously in
all cases, we identified 3 temporal periods over which
we could compare fish responses for each of these variables across temperature treatments and species. The
selection of these intervals was based upon the most
parsimonious overlap of measured responses. The intervals used for analyses were 0 to 8 wk (Week 8), 9 to
13 wk (Week 13) and 14 to 16 wk (Week 16). The use of
a repeated-measures factor (the intervals in this case)

also provides additional power to detect the effects of
temperature over the duration of the experiment.
In order to test for any differential effects on mortality
of temperature between the 2 species, the raw binomial
mortality data were analysed using Proc Genmod (SAS
Institute), and tested for the effects of temperature
treatment, mass and the interaction, specifying a binomial probability distribution, Type III sums of squares to
assess significance of effects and a logit link function
(Allison 1995). Because there was no mortality for
Parma microlepis (see ‘Results’), there was an infinite
likelihood associated with that estimate, and therefore
it was not possible to include a species effect in the
model. Therefore, the 95% confidence interval (CI) for
the estimates for Abudefduf vaigiensis mortality were
compared at each temperature to assess whether they
differ from the zero mortality obtained for P. microlepis.
Any differential effect of temperature on feeding between the 2 species was assessed by calculating the
feeding rate (bites 30 s–1) for each time interval as the average rate for all observations conducted during the interval (which varied from 2 to 4). The feeding response
was then evaluated using a general linear model (GLM),
with average feeding rate as the response variable, mass
(Ln transformed) as a continuous predictor variable (covariate), species and temperature treatment as fixed factors, and time (week number) as a within-subjects (repeated-measures) factor. Assumptions of homogeneity of
variance were evaluated in all cases (including models
below) using residual plots and Levine’s test. Unless indicated, this assumption was satisfied. Note that feeding
data were only available for 2 time intervals, Week 13
and Week 16. Where results indicated significant interactive effects, a priori contrasts were used to test for differences between temperature treatments for species in
each temporal period as necessary. The GLM was run
using only fish that survived for the duration of the entire
experiment. To assess if the necessary exclusion of nonsurviving fish from the GLM biased the results, the feeding rates of fish that did not survive the entire experiment were compared with those that did survive at each
time interval prior to the last (at which time all nonsurviving fish were dead, and thus no comparison was
possible as there were no data on feeding for those fish
from that interval). In the case of feeding, this was only
possible for the Week 13 interval.
In order to test for any differential effects of temperature on growth between the 2 species, instantaneous
growth data were Ln + 1 transformed (to account for
the ln–ln linear relationship between growth and size
in fish) and were used as the response variable in a
GLM with the same structure as that described above
for feeding. A priori contrasts and comparisons between surviving and non-surviving fish were also used
as described for feeding.
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Density of the temperate damselfish
Abudefduf vaigiensis was relatively
high and declined only slightly over
time from December through January
(Fig. 1a). In contrast, the tropical damselfish increased in density between
January and May, with episodic spikes
in recruitment present though June,
but declined quickly to near zero by
August (Fig. 1a) as the water temperature dropped (Fig. 1b). Abundance of
the tropical damselfish declined sharply
as temperatures dropped below 17°C,
suggesting a critical temperature affecting their survival (Fig. 1b).
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Any differential effect of temperature
on burst-swimming ability between
species was assessed by calculating an
average maximum burst-swim speed
(in cm s–1) for each individual from all
tests performed during the interval.
This average value was used as the
response variable in a GLM with the
same structure as that described for
feeding and growth above. A priori contrasts and comparisons between surviving and non-surviving fish were also
used as described for feeding and
growth. It is not uncommon to see burst
swimming speeds quantified as specific
speeds, in body lengths per second.
This study uses centimeters per second
rather than specific speed due to its
more direct relevance to escaping a
predator, which is fundamentally a matter of how fast a fish can move a specific
distance (away from a predator) and, as
such, is independent of size.
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Fig. 1. Abudefduf vaigiensis, Parma microlepis. (a) Average density (± SE) at
Shelly Beach, Sydney (2003 to 2007 for A. vaigiensis, only 1 yr for P. microlepis) . (b) Average water temperatures (± SE) at nearby Long Reef during
the same period, with experimental temperatures overlaid. (c) Proportion of
experimental fish surviving over time, by treatment and species (note x-axis
zoomed relative to Panels a,b)

Mortality
In the laboratory, there was no mortality for the
temperate damselfish, whereas mortality was observed for the tropical species at cool winter temperatures (Fig. 1b,c). The highest mortality occurred in the
ambient temperature treatment for Abudefduf
vaigiensis (4 out of 10 died) followed by the elevated
temperature treatment (1 out of 10 died; Fig. 1c).

Despite this difference, mortality of A. vaigiensis did
not differ significantly between temperature treatments, and there was no effect of individual mass or
the interaction of the 2 factors (all χ12 < 2.6, all p > 0.1).
The model with only species identity as a predictor
was fit to obtain 95% CI for each; as predicted, mortality of A. vaigiensis was significantly greater than
for Parma microlepis, which did not experience any
mortality (p < 0.05).
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Feeding
Feeding rates were greater in the elevated than in
the ambient temperature treatment (F1,21 = 7.19, p =
0.014; Fig. 2, Table 1), and there was no interaction between temperature and species (F1,21 = 0.98, p = 0.335),
which indicates both species showed a similar pattern.
Overall, feeding rate was greater for Parma microlepis
than for Abudefduf vaigiensis (F1,21 = 7.00, p = 0.015),
and there was no effect of time (F1,21 = 2.60, p = 0.122;
Table 1). The strong effect of temperature existed after
controlling statistically for mass, which showed that
larger fish consume more food than smaller fish, as
expected (F1,21 = 13.43, p = 0.001). As there was no
interaction and only 2 treatments per factor, no contrast tests were necessary. The comparison of surviving
and non-surviving fish (to assess bias from the exclusion of non-surviving fish from analysis) indicated that
there was no significant difference in feeding rates
Ambient
Elevated

20

Feeding (bites 30 s –1)

18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2

among these 2 groups at Week 13 (t = 1.01, df = 15, p =
0.325). Thus, there is no indication that observed feeding effects were due to the exclusion of non-surviving
fish from the analysis.

Growth
After statistically controlling for the expected
declines in growth rate with increasing mass (F1,20 =
4.55, p < 0.045; Table 1), a significant Species × Temperature interaction was revealed (F1,20 = 30.19, p <
0.001). There was also a significant within-subjects
effect of time, with growth rates slowing at the end of
the experiment (F2,40 = 7.48, p = 0.002). A priori comparisons indicated that growth of the tropical species
Abudefduf vaigiensis was significantly less in the
ambient than in the elevated treatment at all time
points (Week 8: F1,20 = 8.75, p = 0.008; Week 13: F1,20 =
87.07, p < 0.001; Week 16: F1,20 = 8.01, p = 0.010), but,
for the temperate species Parma microlepis, there were
no differences at any time point (Week 8: F1,20 = 0.09,
p = 0.766; Week 13: F1,20 = 0.35, p = 0.563; Week 16:
F1,20 = 0.03, p = 0.870; Fig. 3).
Growth rates were compared among the surviving
and non-surviving groups as described above for feeding. There were no significant differences in instantaneous growth (Ln + 1 transformed) at either the Week
8 (t = 1.00, df = 17, p = 0.329) or Week 13 (t = 1.68, df =
15, p = 0.114) time points. Thus, there is no indication
that observed growth effects were due to the exclusion
of non-surviving fish from the GLM analysis.

0
A. vaigiensis

P. microlepis

Burst swimming
Fig. 2. Abudefduf vaigiensis, Parma microlepis. Average (±SE)
feeding rates (least-squares means from general linear model,
GLM) in each temperature treatment across both temporal periods for which feeding data were available (Weeks 13 and 16).
The GLM indicated a significant (p < 0.05) effect of both temperature and species, but no interaction (see ‘Results — Feeding’)

There was no significant effect of either mass (Ln
transformed, F1,20 = 0.47, p = 0.502; Table 1) or species
(F1,20 = 0.62, p = 0.441) on maximum burst swimming
ability. While there was an effect of temperature (F1,20 =

Table 1. Abudefduf vaigiensis, Parma microlepis. General linear model results for the 3 response variables: feeding rate, instantaneous growth rate and maximum burst swimming speed. df values are given along with F-values and the corresponding p-value
for each factor. Interactions with time and other factors have been excluded as none were significant. Italics: significant (p < 0.05)
Factor
df

Feeding
.F

.p

df

Growth
.F

.p

df

Burst swimming
.F
.p

Temperature
Species
Temperature × Species
Mass
Error

1
1
1
1
21

7.19
7.00
0.98
13.43

0.014
0.015
0.335
0.001

1
1
1
1
20

30.84
16.64
30.09
4.55

0.000
0.001
0.000
0.045

1
1
1
1
20

6.66
0.62
4.63
0.47

0.018
0.441
0.044
0.502

Time (within subjects)
Error (within subjects)

1
21

2.60

0.122

2
40

7.48

0.002

2
40

0.36

0.699
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non-surviving fishes indicated no difference in burstswim speeds at either Week 8 (t = 1.25, df = 17, p =
0.229) or Week 13 (t = 0.34, df = 15, p = 0.739). Therefore, as with growth and feeding, there was no indication that observed burst swimming effects were due to
the exclusion of non-surviving fish from the GLM
analysis. Analyses were also conducted on specific size
(body length s–1) with identical results.
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Elevated

Ginst (d–1)
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ns

ns

0.004

*
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DISCUSSION
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Fig. 3. Abudefduf vaigiensis (A.v.), Parma microlepis (P.m.).
Average (±SE) instantaneous growth, Ginst (least-square means
from general linear model, see ‘Results — Growth’) in each
temperature treatment over the 3 temporal periods (Weeks 8,
13 and 16). Results of a priori comparisons between temperatures for each species at each temporal period are indicated as
either significant (*p < 0.05) or non-significant (ns)

6.66, p = 0.018), there was also a significant Species ×
Temperature interaction (F1,20 = 4.63, p = 0.044), indicating this response was not the same for each species.
There was no effect of time (F2,40 = 0.36, p = 0.699).
A priori contrasts indicated that Abudefduf vaigiensis
in the ambient temperature had maximum burst-swim
speeds half those in the elevated treatment (F1,20 =
10.77, p = 0.004), whereas Parma microlepis swam at
similar speeds at both temperatures (F1,20 = 0.10, p =
0.750; Fig. 4). Comparisons between surviving and

Burst-swim speed (cm s–1)
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Fig. 4. Abudefduf vaigiensis, Parma microlepis. Average
(± SE) maximum burst-swim speed (least-squares means from
general linear model, see ‘Results — Burst swimming’) in each
temperature treatment across all time periods (Weeks 8, 13,
16). Results of a priori comparisons between temperatures for
each species are indicated as either significant (*p < 0.05) or
non-significant (ns)

We observed a precipitous decline in the abundance
of the tropical vagrant fish Abudefduf vaigiensis when
temperatures declined below 17°C during winter, leading to the complete loss of recruited cohorts (Fig. 1a,b;
Figueira & Booth 2009). In contrast, the co-occurring
temperate damselfish Parma microlepis experienced no
such decline in numbers with declines in temperature.
A detailed laboratory experiment that mimicked this
seasonal temperature decline over 17 wk examined
performance traits that might explain the differential
loss of the tropical damselfish. Figueira & Booth (2009)
observed nearly 100% mortality of A. vaigiensis at temperatures <17.5°C in the field. In the present study mortality was 40%, even at temperatures reaching 16°C.
The fact that survival was greater in the laboratory than
in the field indicates that thermal stress and the subsequent loss of osmotic balance are not solely to blame for
overwinter mortality of these tropical fishes at temperate latitudes. Indeed, other laboratory studies have
demonstrated that critical lower temperatures for other
similar tropical species including the congener A. sordidus and 7 other confamilials were between 12.2 and
15.9°C (Eme & Bennett 2008). The discrepancy in mortality between the minimum threshold temperatures
observed in laboratory and field can be accounted for
by starvation mortality due to reduced feeding and increased susceptibility to predation due to slowed
growth and reduced escape ability.
As predicted by metabolic theory (Angilletta et al.
2002), lower temperatures reduced the feeding rate of
both species. However, it was only the tropical species
that experienced any increase in mortality as a result
of this reduction. While not significant, Abudefduf vaigiensis mortality in the ambient temperature treatment
was 4 times greater than in the elevated temperature
treatment (10 vs. 40%). The fact that these reductions
in feeding and subsequent mortality occurred even in
the face of abundant food indicates that starvation due
solely to reduced intake (independent of food abundance) will be an important mortality factor for these
tropical fishes.
Predation is also well known to be a powerful force
structuring reef fish communities in both temperate
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and tropical waters (Hixon & Jones 2005) and can be
even more important for novel species such as tropical
fish in temperate environments (Almany & Webster
2004). Our study highlights 2 mechanisms by which
predation risk may be enhanced for tropical fishes in
temperate habitats relative to co-occurring temperate
fishes: increased exposure due to reduced growth and
reduced escape ability.
Temperature-mediated growth is the norm for ectotherms, although the effect of a temperature change
will depend strongly upon the magnitude of the new
temperature relative to the performance response
curve and inherent optimal temperature of the organism (Angilletta et al. 2002). In the case of the temperate
damselfish, it is likely that the temperature at which
growth is optimized is within the range of the test temperatures used in the present study, and thus tested
temperatures are situated on either side of this optimum, thereby showing no real differences. This would
make sense since these temperatures span winter and
summer temperatures at the temperate field location,
thus bounding those experienced by a year-round resident. The optimum temperature for the tropical species
is clearly much higher than that for the temperate species and is likely much higher than the elevated temperature (20 to 21°C) used in this experiment. There
are no studies describing optimal growth for Abudefduf vaigiensis; however, 1 study on this species in
Japan demonstrated reduced growth at temperatures
above about 31°C, indicating optimal growth occurs
somewhere below this point (Nakano et al. 2004).
Medvick (1979) indicates that the optimal temperature
for growth of the congeneric species A. abdominalis in
Hawaii is 30.1°C. Thus, while it is able to grow much
faster than the temperate species when fed to satiation
at the elevated temperature, its growth rate drops dramatically (from 50 to 95% depending upon the temporal period) under temperatures typical of a Sydney
winter (15 to 16°C). This reduction in growth will increase the time spent at sizes vulnerable to predation,
thereby increasing mortality risk (Sogard 1997).
The outcome of predator–prey interactions is mediated by many factors, but one of the most important is
the prey’s ability to react to an impending threat and to
escape with sufficient speed (Domenici & Blake 1997).
We observed a roughly 60% reduction in burst swimming speed at winter water temperatures for Abudefduf vaigiensis, relative to warmer temperatures. This
reduction in maximum burst swimming speed, which
occurred as a result of reduced temperatures, is also
consistent with the metabolic theory of swimming performance and occurs due to the direct relationship
between muscle contraction times, tail beat frequency
and temperature (Batty & Blaxter 1992). As with
growth, the species-specific responses to temperature

observed in the present study are the result of the burst
swimming performance function of Parma microlepis
likely straddling temperature treatments used in the
experiment, while that for A. vaigiensis is likely shifted
far to the right of this, with an optimum occurring at
temperatures nearer to average temperatures within
its adult range (26°C and above). In addition, while not
quantified in our study, low temperatures not only
reduce burst-swim speeds, but can also dramatically
increase error in reaction direction, further reducing
the capability of prey escape (Preuss & Faber 2003). In
combination, these factors will lead to an increase in
susceptibility to predation at cooler temperatures.
The present study illustrates the challenges confronting newly settled tropical fishes at temperate latitudes attempting to survive their first winter. By demonstrating reductions in feeding, growth and escape ability,
our study helps to explain the failure of these tropical
fishes to survive winters, the temperatures of which
would be at the low end but still within their range of tolerance. The warming of the coastal oceans due to climate change has stimulated much scientific research
into the potential direction and magnitude of range shifts
in marine species (Parmesan & Yohe 2003, Perry et al.
2005, Parmesan 2006). The predicted 1 to 3°C rise in
ocean temperatures over this century in tropical regions
(Lough 2007) is likely to severely stress many species
that may already be at or near their thermal maximum
(Munday et al. 2008a). At the same time, these increases
are likely to allow poleward expansion of some species
(Munday et al. 2008a). The pelagic larval phase of the
life history of most fishes, and indeed many marine organisms, provides them with the ability to colonize distant locations. Climate change may alter patterns of connectivity by increasing larval growth rates (O’Connor et
al. 2007, Munday et al. 2008a) and altering ocean currents (Munday et al. 2008a), but a certain amount of
long-distance transport will remain. Thus, for the majority of tropical species, overwinter survival will likely remain the ultimate population bottleneck, as shown for
fish in temperate fresh- and saltwater habitats (Ludsin &
DeVries 1997, Hurst & Conover 2001, Pratt & Fox 2002,
Biro et al. 2004). It will, therefore, be increasingly important to understand the complex set of physical and biological factors, the interactions of which ultimately determine ecologically relevant temperature thresholds. Only
with this understanding will we be able to accurately
predict the nature of the changes in local community
structure that are likely to occur due to climate change.
Acknowledgements. The authors acknowledge R. Hahn at
UTS for his diligent efforts to keep the temperature control
facility functioning properly during the experiment and 4
anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments, which
greatly improved this manuscript. Collections of fish were
made under NSW Fisheries Permit F94/696 to D. Booth and

Figueira et al.: Temperature-mediated performance in fishes

W. Figueira. All research was conducted under UTS Animal
Ethics Permit TS/RNSH 0706-030A to D. J. B. This is Contribution Number 0018 to the Sydney Institute of Marine Sciences (SIMS) collection.
LITERATURE CITED

➤

➤

➤

➤

➤
➤

Allison PD (1995) Survival analysis using the SAS system: a
practical guide. SAS Institue, Cary, NC
Almany GR, Webster MS (2004) Odd species out as predators reduce diversity of coral-reef fishes. Ecology 85:
2933–2937
Angilletta MJ, Niewiarowski PH, Navas CA (2002) The evolution of thermal physiology in ectotherms. J Therm Biol 27:
249–268
Batty RS, Blaxter JHS (1992) The effect of temperature on the
burst swimming performance of fish larvae. J Exp Biol
170:187–201
Biro PA, Morton AE, Post JR, Parkinson EA (2004) Overwinter lipid depletion and mortality of age-0 rainbow trout
(Oncorhynchus mykiss) . Can J Fish Aquat Sci 61:
1513–1519
Biro PA, Post JR, Booth DJ (2007) Mechanisms for climateinduced mortality of fish populations in whole-lake experiments. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 104:9715–9719
Booth DJ, Figueira WF, Gregson MA, Brown L, Beretta G
(2007) Occurrence of tropical fishes in temperate southeastern Australia: role of the East Australian Current.
Estuar Coast Shelf Sci 72:102–114
Buckle E, Booth DJ (2009) Ontogeny of space use and diet of
two temperate damselfish species, Parma microlepis and
Parma unifasciata. Mar Biol 156:1497–1505
Domenici P, Blake RW (1997) The kinematics and performance of fish fast-start swimming. J Exp Biol 200:
1165–1178
Eme J, Bennett WA (2008) Low temperature as a limiting
factor for introduction and distribution of Indo-Pacific
damselfishes in the eastern United States. J Therm Biol 33:
62–66
Figueira WF, Booth DJ (2009) Increasing ocean temperatures
allow tropical fishes to survive over winter in temperate
waters. Glob Change Biol (in press) doi:10.1111/j.13652486.2009.01934.x
Hixon MA, Jones GP (2005) Competition, predation, and density-dependent mortality in demersal marine fishes. Ecology 86:2847–2859
Hurst TP (2007) Causes and consequences of winter mortality
in fishes. J Fish Biol 71:315–345
Hurst TP, Conover DO (2001) Activity-related constraints on
overwintering young-of-the-year striped bass (Morone
saxatilis). Can J Zool 79:129–136
Hutchins JB (1991) Dispersal of tropical fishes to temperate
seas in the southern hemisphere. J R Soc West Aust 74:
79–84
Hutchins JB, Pearce AF (1994) Influence of the Leeuwin Current on recruitment of tropical reef fishes at Rottnest
Island, Western Australia. Bull Mar Sci 54:245–255
Kuiter RH (2000) Coastal fishes of south-eastern Australia.
Gary Allen, Smithfield
Leis JM (1991) The pelagic stage of reef fishes: the larval biology of coral reef fishes. In: Sale PF (ed) The ecology of
fishes on coral reefs. Academic Press, San Diego, CA, p
183–230
Lough J (2007) Climate and climate change on the Great
Barrier Reef. In: Johnson JE, Marshall PA (eds) Climate
change and the Great Barrier Reef: a vulnerability assessment. Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority and
Editorial responsibility: John Choat,
Townsville, Australia

239

the Australian Greenhouse Office, Townsville, p 15–50

➤ Ludsin SA, DeVries DR (1997) First-year recruitment of large➤

➤
➤

➤

➤

➤

➤
➤
➤
➤
➤

mouth bass: the interdependency of early life stages. Ecol
Appl 7:1024–1038
Lyon JP, Ryan TJ, Scroggie MP (2008) Effects of temperature
on the fast-start swimming performance of an Australian
freshwater fish. Ecol Freshw Fish 17:184–188
Maruska KP, Peyton KA (2007) Interspecific spawning
between a recent immigrant and an endemic damselfish
(Pisces: Pomacentridae) in the Hawaiian Islands. Pac Sci
61:211–221
McBride R (1996) On the rarity of banded butterflyfish in the
mid-Atlantic. Underw Nat 23:18–20
McBride RS, Able KW (1998) Ecology and fate of butterflyfishes, Chaetodon spp., in the temperate, western North
Atlantic. Bull Mar Sci 63:401–416
Medvick PA (1979) Growth rates of juvenile Maomao,
Abudefduf abdominalis, at constant and cyclic temperatures. Trans Am Fish Soc 108:293–298
Moran MJ, Sale PF (1977) Seasonal-variation in territorial
response, and other aspects of ecology of Australian temperate pomacentrid fish Parma microlepis. Mar Biol 39:
121–128
Munday PL, Jones GP, Pratchett MS, Williams AJ (2008a) Climate change and the future for coral reef fishes. Fish Fish
9:261–285
Munday PL, Kingsford MJ, O’Callaghan MO, Donelson JM
(2008b) Elevated temperature restricts growth potential of
the coral reef fish Acanthochromis polyacanthus. Coral
Reefs 27:927–931
Nakano K, Takemura A, Nakamura S, Nakano Y, Iwama GK
(2004) Changes in the cellular and organismal stress
responses of the subtropical fish, the Indo-Pacific sergeant,
Abudefduf vaigiensis, due to the 1997–1998 El Nino/
Southern Oscillation. Environ Biol Fishes 70:321–329
Nakazono A (2002) Fate of tropical reef fish juveniles that settle to a temperate habitat. Fish Sci 68(Suppl 1):127–130
Noda M, Gushima K, Kakuda S (1990) Growth-related
changes in feeding patterns of the pomacentrid fish
Abudefduf vaigiensis at Kuchinoerabu island. Jpn J Ecol
40:7–17
O’Connor MI, Bruno JF, Gaines SD, Halpern BS, Lester SE,
Kinlan BP, Weiss JM (2007) Temperature control of larval
dispersal and the implications for marine ecology, evolution, and conservation. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 104:
1266–1271
Parmesan C (2006) Ecological and evolutionary responses to
recent climate change. Annu Rev Ecol Evol Syst 37:
637–669
Parmesan C, Yohe G (2003) A globally coherent fingerprint of
climate change impacts across natural systems. Nature
421:37–42
Perry AL, Low PJ, Ellis JR, Reynolds JD (2005) Climate
change and distribution shifts in marine fishes. Science
308:1912–1915
Pratt TC, Fox MG (2002) Influence of predation risk on the
overwinter mortality and energetic relationships of youngof-year walleyes. Trans Am Fish Soc 131:885–898
Preuss T, Faber DS (2003) Central cellular mechanisms
underlying temperature-dependent changes in the goldfish startle-escape behavior. J Neurosci 23:5617–5626
Ridgway KR (2007) Long-term trend and decadal variability
of the southward penetration of the East Australian
Current. Geophys Res Lett 34:L13613, doi:10.1029/
2007GL030393
Sogard SM (1997) Size-selective mortality in the juvenile stage
of teleost fishes: a review. Bull Mar Sci 60:1129–1157
Submitted: December 29, 2008; Accepted: April 14, 2009
Proofs received from author(s): May 25, 2009

