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1. Introduction  
 

“Tilapia” is the generic name of a group of commercially important food fish, belonging 
to the family Cichlidae, and are native to Africa. The name tilapia probably originated 
from the native African Bechuana word "thiape," meaning fish. 
 
Tilapia have been raised as food for human consumption for a long time. The Nile tilapia 
(O. niloticus) was one of the first fish species cultured. Illustrations from Egyptian tombs 
suggest that Nile tilapia were cultured more than 3,000 years ago. Tilapia have been 
called “Saint Peter’s fish” in reference to biblical passages about the fish fed to the 
multitudes. 
 
During the last half century fish farmers throughout the tropical and semi-tropical world 
have begun farming tilapia. Today, all commercially important tilapia outside of Africa 
belong to the genus Oreochromis, and more than 90 percent of all commercially farmed 
tilapia outside of Africa are Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus), which is favored 
because of its high growth rate.  The red or pink hybrids are favored because of their 
attractive colour, of which the Jamaican Red is popular. 
 
Less commonly farmed species are Blue tilapia (O. aureus), Mozambique tilapia (O. 
mossambicus) and the Zanzibar tilapia (O. urolepis hornorum). 

 
Currently, tilapia is second only to carp in global finfish production with a total of over 
2,000,000 Metric Tons (mt) in 2004. It is grown in over 100 countries in a wide array of 
environments. In 2002, the production of Oreochromis nilotica alone amounted to 1.2 
million metric tons, with an approximate value of US$1.3 billion.   
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that revenue generated from the 
global sales of tilapia in 2004 exceeded US$3,000,000,000. 
 
Tilapia are a good fish for warm-water aquaculture. They are more tolerant than most 
commonly farmed freshwater fish to a range of salinities, high water temperature, low 
dissolved oxygen, and high ammonia concentrations. 
 
They are easily spawned, use a wide variety of natural foods as well as artificial feeds, 
tolerate poor water quality, and grow rapidly at warm temperatures. These attributes, 
along with relatively low input costs, have made tilapia the most widely cultured 
freshwater fish in tropical and subtropical countries. Consumers like tilapia’s firm flesh 
and mild flavor, so markets have expanded rapidly, most notably in the United States.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


