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LIVEBAIT FISHES OF THE MALDIVES ,1 
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Tuna fishing is a vital indust1:y irl the Ma,ldivus. ,! It provi�lc§ fl ,rnajpr ·ource of 
employment, a major source of food, and a major source of export earnings. Most tu-na 
caught is t?ken by the pole and line method. This requiies c6piou's 'p1pii,es1 fsnpll livr. 
fish wh1cn can be used as bait. When a tuna school is sp�tted handfuls of Ji\,ilb 'it fish are 
thro��;{ i'nto the water (or 'chumrhe

1
d') to attract the t�na 'wi'thin range of the'fisherrnen'J 

poles. Hundreds of tonnes of livebait are used in .catching tl1e 2b-25,000 tonnes of hf 1/i·
l,1keL1 annually by pole a1)d line fishermen. , , 11 

Fishc'rmcn look fol· a number of qualities in·a potential baitfish. First, it should bL• 
r <!'A'tively c�sy lo catL1hi An ideal SJJetie's in' this respect would be one which is common' 
a111:l ldnb' larg� scli<H ls in shallb'•Jvl \'i,ater' 'cld;e'enoug'h to reef' edges· to allow ·cdsy 
anchoring, b.ut does not take refuge arnlJfig tHc corals when disturbed. Since the tuna 
sought are rnlali.vely s111all (30-70 cm in lengtl;i) the qait used are also r,c1ativcly small: 
most are in the ran<>e 4-8 cm standard le1_1gth., Sorne,of the bail,v,arities used,ar,·,J·�veniles 0 \ 11 J J \ I 

uf species which grow quite large a� adults, whik· others never grow particularly large. 
Another practical reason for this size factor is thal1smaller fish are more abundant·ihan 
larger ones. /\ further quality oi a pbtential ba1tfish1 is that it should be hardy enough· tli 
survive captivity for scverrll d'ays. Fina'lly,''il should be a godd churnh,er, that is, when 
lhrow/1 inlo 'till' �L'a ·it should head back towards the· shadmv under the boat swimming in 
such a way �s lo l!raw the tuna after it. Bright, particularly'silvery, colouration is also 
believed to be an asset in chumming. ln practice no livebait sp�cies is perfect in all 
respects, most suffering somewhat by either being relatively delicate or.difficul\ to catch. 
Howeve,r, a species which .does not c�1um well will never be a popular bait., 

The Maldives is fortunate in having a variety of species which 111akc useful livebail. 
The beautiful coral reefs provi0e1abundant food and sheller for many small fishes .• There 
aru literally scores of species that arc used as live bait, but only about (I doze,i;i, ar,e u;;ed 
commonly. Of the others, they 1J1ay be used occasionally either be<;ause. t),ey, .ire 
temporarily abundant or, .111ore ,commonly, because thgy are t<1ken incidentally �y/1ile 
fishing,foi• onL' of the major•bait sp()cies. Al111ost aqy t-ype of fish q)ay,pe taken in thi� 
manner. In order to find out more about the vilal livebait resources of lhe Maldiycs ll1e 
Ministry of fisheries initiated a preliminary survey in June 1983. In their travels about the 
country Ministry officials took time to interview experienced chummers on a number of 
islands in atolls between Raa and Meemu. It was from thcsl' interviews that the material 
for this artick was dr.iwn. However, with livl'l,ait pole and line fishing being conducted 
fro111 nearly 200 islands spread over the length and breadth of the country, each with its 
own local reef syste111s and fishing preferences, only a very generialized account of the 
commonest species can be given here. Scientific idenfication of baitfish species requires 
that specimens arc secured; in a few cases this has not been possible, and so only tentati\·e 
idcnfications are given. 
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Rrhi and.Hondeli 

Rehi is the Divehi name for the silver sprat .§P.ratelloides' gracilis (family 
Dussumieriidae). Seen from above this fish ap'pears dull green, but it' has a broad 
reflective silver stripe on each side. A moving swarm of rehi in shallow water scintillates 
as different fish turn and catch the sunlight. Rehi can be found all year round but it is most 
abundant during the southwest monsoon. It is widely considered to be a very good 
baitfish, and on some islands to be the best. In season it ·is common, occurs in large

schools in relatively shallow water, and so is quite eas·y to catch, and makes good chum.
The only major problem with rehi is that it is very delicat.e, the fish tending to- die very 
quickly in captivity. Rehi cannot be stored.9vernight, and indeed greater numbers of this 
species must be caught each mor.ning than is necessary for most other baitfishes to offset 
this rapid loss. · ., ' ' 

Hondeli.is thE: blue sprat �P.ratelloides d,elicatulus. It is closely related to rehiapd very, 
similar in many respects: Its',general appearance is very much like'that of rehi, but it is 
dark blue dorsally and though its sides ar� sUve_vy lik� ,mo'st spra.t-like.fishes, it lacks the 
broad reflective stripes. It is fo.und nwst often auring\he southwest monsoon, although it 
is not as common as rehi. When present, hondeli is found in large schools in shallow 
water, often even shallower than rehi, and is relatively easy to catch. It makes good chum 
and is overall considered to be a good baitfish. However, like rehi hcindeli suffers from 
high mortality in captivity. 

FIG. 1. REH1 { SPRA�ELL01dEs GRAc1us) 

Muguraan 

There are several species of muguraan. ·Most chummers recognize between four
and 

1six types, each type'freque�dy being given a diffe_rent nam·e in different atolls, and
t i I I, 11 • fl I som_etimes on adjacent i,slanas, thereby creating much confusion. Most types of 

muguraan are juven'le fusiliers (Caesi6dinae, Family Lutjanidae). The species involved 
appear, to be gymriocaesio"gymnoptera, Pterocaesio P.isang and Caesio coerulaureus as 

. �ell as Caesio chrysozo�a and Pterocaesio tile. The superficially similar llipterygonotus 
leucogrammicus (F. Emm,elichthyidae) is also called muguraan' by Maldiviah fishermen. 

• ' ( J , • � ' ' J ',- • ! 

Muguraan are widely considered to be very good bajtfisp.; h:i areas where rehi and 
hondeli are usually unavailable, muguraan ar.e often coi;isidered the best bait. In the 
Northevn atolls they· appear to be most, .commonly :av,11ilj1J:?le during, t1'e ·northeast 
monsoon, but in the southern atolls it is reported that they are most abundant,during the 
southwest. To capture muguraan scraped fish fillets must be used to lure them over the 
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lift net, and swimmers are often employed as well to drive them into p�sition. While 
the bait net is usually deployed with long poles tied to at I.east t�e outerq-ipst two corners, 
in fishing for muguraan the net is sometimes suspended by four ropes bene�th a floating 
frame constructed of poles and the sailing boom. 
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Boadhi and Fathaa 

FIG. 2. MUGURAAN ( SUBFAMILY CAESIONIDAE) 

There are several species of boadhi'and fathaa. All are cardinal fishes of the family 
Apogonidae, species of the genera Archamia, Ap.sigon and Paramj� being the most 
important as livebait. As a broad generalization, red coloured species whid\ live on coral 
reefs are calleµ boadhi, whi_le pale coloured cardinal fishes which live in Iagoo_ns are called 
fathaa. Bo�dhi are widely used as liveb11it, and on so�1e islands are 'considered to be the 
best available. On a few islands, however, boadhi ar� either unav_ailable or are considered 

. to be poor, chum,mers, anq so are 111;,t taken. In diffeniht atolls boadhi a�e· corilmone�t in 
different

1
1,easors depen9ing. on the particular species caught. \he¥ kre usually' ve�y 

di(ficult to cat<;h beca1,1s,e tJ-;tey tend tp live in deep water and shelter under or insi,de corals. 
in Lhaviyjil)i atoll boad\1i have ,always formed a major part of the bait-catch, and the 

fishermen there are renowned _for their deep diving skills. In some other areas,boadhi 
have only' be'come important as livebait since the introduction of diving masks. The 
'collectic'm ·of boadhi is ofte·n'a very· destructive• procedure, in which the,fishermen break 
'the corals·ifl which the fish are hiding, thereby forcing them out into a w.iiting net:'Fathaa 
· are similar to' boadhi in inany respects,'but tend to be rarer and so they are riotiused.very
ofteh. '· ' ,, 








