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Abstract. We report the capture of a single specimen of the slimy eel Eptatretus polytrema (Girard, 1855) 
off the coast of the city of Arica, northern Chile. This find extends the currently known range of the species 
by 1,600 km northwards from the city of Caldera (Atacama Region) to Puerto Montt (Lake Region). We 
discuss the importance of finding this species in the extreme north of Chile and the need for additional 
sampling to confirm the continuous range of E. polytrema between Caldera and Arica.
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INTRODUCTION
The Mixinidae is a monophyletic family of marine craniates and includes six genera and about 89 species 
(Fernholm et al. 2013; Fernholm and Mincarone 2023). Within this family, Eptatretus Cloquet, 1819 has the 
most species and is almost cosmopolitan in its distribution, except for along the European coast (Fernholm 
1998). Eptatretus polytrema (Girard 1855), commonly known as slimy eel or black eel (Reyes and Hüne 
2012), is a demersal, non-migratory, scavenging species (Jansen 1966; Kato 1990; Fernholm 1998; Rubio 
et al. 2005; Méndez-Abarca and Pepe-Victoriano 2020) endemic to the Chilean coast. Its geographic 
range extends from the city of Valparaíso (Valparaíso Region) to Talcahuano (BíoBío Region), where it lives 
at depths of 10–350 m (Ayala 2016), although Daza et al. (2011) reported catches of individuals between 
Caldera and Puerto Montt at depths ranging between 10 and 600 m.

Here, we expand the geographic distribution of E. polytrema to northward to off the coast of the city of 
Arica, northern Chile. We discuss the importance of our find in terms of the need to better document the 
geographic range of this species by focusing on the gap between its previously known distribution and our 
new record.

METHODS
A single specimen of E. polytrema was captured on 17 November 2018 while autonomous diving, using an 
underwater hunting harpoon at a depth of 25 m in the Playa Arenillas Negras area off the coast of the city 
of Arica, Chile (Figure 1). The specimen was measured and subsequently immersed in 15% formaldehyde 
solution in a closed glass bottle. Due to rapid deterioration in formaldehyde, the skin was later removed 
and mounted in an expanded polyurethane mold, dehydrating the skin in a taxidermy oven for 90 min, for 
later display. It was then photographed and deposited in the marine fish collection of the Vida Salvaje - 
Museo Vivo, Fundación Reino Animal (FRA), Arica, Chile.

RESULTS

Eptatretus polytrema (Girard, 1855)
Figure 2
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070°19′16″W; 25 m depth; 17.XI.2018; F. Méndez-Abarca leg.; captured with speargun; 1 specimen, sex 
indet., COLECIC0369FRA.

Identification. The identification of the specimen was based on meristic and morphometric characters 
described by Reyes and Hüne (2016). Our specimen has a body length of 194 mm, well below the maximum 
recorded length of 600 mm for the species (Gon and Heemstra 1990). Its body is elongate, the head and 
mouth are small, and there are three pairs of barbels. There is a fin-like fold on the tail and belly, and there 
are 13 gill apertures. Morphological features coincide with those provided by Reyes and Hüne (2012).

DISCUSSION
The previous known geographic distribution of Eptatretus polytrema was from the city of Valparaíso (Val‑
paraíso Region) to Talcahuano (BíoBío Region) (Ayala 2016), with interlying records from the city of Caldera 
(Atacama Region) to the city of Puerto Montt (Los Lagos Region) (Nelson 1994) (Figure 1). The specimen we 
captured in coastal waters off the city of Arica would seem to increase in the geographic distribution of E. 
polytrema by over 1,600 km.

The finding of E. polytrema at Arica, Chile, represents a considerable expansion in this species’ known 
geographic range, suggesting the potential for its occurrence along most of the northern Chilean coast. The 
widely separated localities from where E. polytrema is known suggests that this species has a continuous 
distribution from Caldera to the northern region of Tarapacá. However, additional sampling within the gap 
between these two regions is needed, especially within the context of the current global biodiversity crisis. 
Thus, our new data is both an important discovery that extends the known geographic distribution of E. 
polytrema and represents a valuable opportunity to enhance the understanding of its biology and ecology.

Figure 2. Eptatretus polytrema collected 
in Arica, Chile. A. Lateral view. B. Dorsal 
view. Scale bar = 3 cm.

Figure 1. Distribution of E. polytrema 
along the Pacific coast of South America 
showing historical and the new records 
of the species. The letters in the figure 
represent: A) Geographical distribution 
described by Ayala (1994), B) Subsequent 
catch record by Daza et al. (2011) and C) 
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