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ABSTRACT. The study documents the presence of the box jellyfish Carybdea marsupialis in the 
waters of the Ionian Sea in Italy, which constitutes important data for the knowledge of new areal 
distribution of this species along the coasts of the Mediterranean basin. Carybdea marsupialis belongs 
to the phylum Cnidaria, class Cubozoa, and is known for its stinging and potentially dangerous stings 
for humans, making it a species of significant ecological and health interest. The species has previously 
been observed in other areas of the western Mediterranean, but the report in the Ionian Sea represents an 
eastward expansion of its distribution range. Results suggest that climate change, influenced by global 
warming processes and anthropogenic activities, facilitated the expansion of this species into the rest 
of the Mediterranean Sea. The work highlights the importance of continuous monitoring of indigenous 
and non-indigenous species and calls for international cooperation to manage any ecological impacts 
linked to the spread of these marine species.
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Expansión de la distribución de la cubomedusa Carybdea marsupialis (Linnaeus, 1758) hacia 
las costas jónicas de la región de Basilicata (Italia)

RESUMEN. El presente estudio documenta la presencia de la cubomedusa Carybdea marsupialis 
en aguas del Mar Jónico en Italia, lo que constituye un dato importante para el conocimiento de la 
nueva distribución de esta especie a lo largo de las costas de la cuenca mediterránea. Carybdea mar-
supialis pertenece al Phylum Cnidaria, Clase Cubozoa, y es conocida por sus picaduras urticantes 
y potencialmente peligrosas para los humanos, lo que la convierte en una especie de gran interés 
ecológico y sanitario. La especie ya se había observado anteriormente en otras áreas del Mediterrá-
neo occidental, pero el registro en el Mar Jónico representa una expansión hacia el este de su rango 
de distribución. Los resultados sugieren que el cambio climático, influenciado por los procesos de 
calentamiento global y las actividades antropogénicas, facilitaron la expansión de esta especie al resto 
del Mar Mediterráneo. El trabajo destaca la importancia del seguimiento continuo de las especies 
autóctonas y no autóctonas y hace un llamamiento a la cooperación internacional para gestionar los 
posibles impactos ecológicos vinculados a la propagación de estas especies marinas.

Palabras clave: Cnidarios, Cubozoa, Mar Mediterráneo, calentamiento del océano.

The Mediterranean Sea is recognized as one of the most vulnerable marine 
ecosystems to climate change, with increasing temperatures, sea level rise 
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and increasing acidification having a significant 
impact on marine ecosystems (Giorgi 2006; Somot 
et al. 2008). Another relevant consequence is the 
introduction/establishment of new species, often 
invasive, from warmer waters of the Red Sea or 
oceans, altering local biodiversity and threatening 
native species (Bianchi and Morri 2003; Lejeusne 
et al. 2010). Among the species, Carybdea marsu-
pialis (Linnaeus, 1758), a member of the Cnidaria 
phylum and the Cubozoa class, is one of the spe-
cies, though not exotic, that have been gradually 
expanding their distribution area in the Mediter-
ranean Sea (Acevedo 2016). This species is well-
known for its capacity to inflict painful stings and 
for positive phototaxis, making it easily captured 
by attracting light (Larson 1976; Gershwin et al. 
2013).

Box jellyfish are characterized by a transparent 
cubic bell and four tentacles containing stinging 
cnidocytes. Carybdea marsupialis has the bell that 
can reach dimensions of about 3-4 cm in length. 
From the lower edge of the latter, four long ten-
tacles extend, equipped with cnidocytes, stinging 
cells that the jellyfish uses both to capture prey and 
to defend itself (Acevedo 2016). The life cycle of 
this box jellyfish is complex and includes two main 
stages: the polyp stage and the medusa stage. In 
the polyp stage, the organism is sessile and attach-
es itself to marine substrates. During the medusa 
stage, however, C. marsupialis is vagile and active-
ly moves in water, behaving as an efficient predator 
(Bordehore et al. 2023). This mobility distinguishes 
box jellyfish from the classic jellyfish we are used 
to, which are often passively transported by marine 
currents (Gershwin et al. 2013). Carybdea mar-
supialis is an active predator and feeds on small 
fish and crustaceans that it immobilizes using its 
stinging tentacles. Its stinging power is capable of 
causing intense pain, skin irritation and, in extreme 
cases, systemic reactions such as nausea, dizzi-
ness and breathing difficulties in humans (Rottini 
et al. 1995; Avian et al. 1997; Peca et al. 1997; Di 
Camillo et al. 2006). However, it is not as danger-
ous as the Australian box jellyfish, for example the 

famous Chironex fleckeri, which has caused numer-
ous deaths (Hamner et al. 1995; Bailey et al. 2005; 
Bentlage et al. 2009; Keesing et al. 2016). Caryb-
dea marsupialis has been reported in several areas 
of the Mediterranean Sea, mainly western, where 
an increasing presence of stable populations has 
occurred (Katsanevakis et al. 2014) probably due to 
water warming and ecological changes (Morandini 
et al. 2014). This is evidenced in recent years by 
new records of other individuals of the phylum 
Cnidaria, for example Porpita porpita, in the Med-
iterranean Sea basin along the Italian coasts (Lillo 
et al. 2019, 2024). The species C. marsupialis pre-
fers warm and temperate waters and is frequently 
found close to the coasts. It has been reported in 
massive numbers in Tunisia, Spain and the Italian 
coasts in the Adriatic Sea (Bordehore et al. 2011; 
Boero 2013; Gueroun et al. 2015). No reports exist 
for the Ionian side of the Basilicata region in the 
Global Biodiversity Information Facility dataset or 
in some bibliographic works (GBIF 2024). 

The scientific community has become interested 
in C. marsupialis in recent decades due to an in-
crease in the number of sightings in Mediterranean 
regions such as Spain and Italy (Acevedo 2016), 
raising concerns about the impact on local marine 
biodiversity (Boero 2013). This article describes 
the first record of C. marsupialis in the coastal area 
of the municipality of Policoro, an important tour-
ist resort on the Gulf of Taranto in the Basilicata 
region, characterized by sandy beaches and medi-
um-deep waters. The appearance of C. marsupia-
lis in the Ionian waters of Basilicata represents an 
expansion of its known range to date, suggesting 
changes in environmental dynamics and warming 
of the Mediterranean Sea.

The first sighting of the species C. marsupi-
alis in Basilicata was recorded on September 8, 
2024, inside the port of Policoro, called Marina-
gri (40,2052° N-16,7306° E) (Figure 1). Individ-
uals were found during night hours near two boats 
placed at a distance of 10 m from each other. In the 
following 48 h, two inspections were conducted 
inside other areas of the port to verify the presence 
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of other individuals. The specimens were identified 
inside the port at depths between 1 m and 5 m. 
Observations were conducted visually during the 
night hours and during the day. Individuals were 
not collected but only photographed and inspected 
through visual census for identification. During the 
observation period, five specimens of C. marsupia-
lis were detected (Figure 2 A). All individuals had 
a cube-shaped bell, transparent with light whitish 
shades and a diameter of between 4 and 5 cm (Fig-
ure 2 B and 2 C). Tentacles, long and transparent, 
extended up to about 10-15 cm in length (Acevedo 
2016). These observations represent the first doc-
umented record of C. marsupialis in the Ionian 
Sea waters of Basilicata, a significant event for the 
region. Although populations of this species have 
been reported in other areas of the Mediterranean, 
such as Spain, France and the Adriatic and Tyrrhe-
nian coasts of Italy (Boero et al. 2008), this finding 
represents a new geographical expansion of the 
known range of this species in Italian waters.

The appearance of C. marsupialis in the Luca-
nian Ionian waters could be the result of human 
transportation of the larvae by ballast waters 
(Zangaro et al. 2024) and various environmental 
factors, including global warming and changes in 
marine currents that favor the movement of species 
(Canepa et al. 2017). Recent studies have high-
lighted that the increase in temperatures of the 
Mediterranean Sea facilitates the proliferation of 
exotic species, especially during the summer pe-
riod (CIESM 2001). One of the consequences of 
sea warming is the shift in the distribution area of 
thermo-tolerant species that have the potential to 
create interspecific interactions by altering food 
web structures and ecosystem processes (Mancini 
et al. 2022). In areas with a strong tourist vocation 
such as the city of Policoro, the presence of this jel-
lyfish could negatively influence seaside tourism if 
the species were to establish a sedentary population 
(Mariottini and Pane 2010). This jellyfish is known 
for its urticating stings, which can cause painful 

Figure 1. Carybdea marsupialis record in the port of Policoro (Basilicata, southern Italy).
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irritation and, in extreme cases, acute allergic re-
actions that require medical intervention. Ecolog-
ically, the expansion of C. marsupialis could alter 
local marine food webs. This box jellyfish feeds 
on small fish and zooplankton, and a significant 

increase in its population could impact local fish 
stocks. At the same time, the increase in jellyfish 
populations is often related to the decrease of their 
natural predators, such as sea turtles and large pe-
lagic fish, species that are increasingly threatened 
by human activities. In addition, the species seem 
to be favored by the high ratio of anthropogenic 
nutrients and human activities such as coastal con-
structions (Acevedo 2016). In fact, a high number 
of sightings of the species come from areas close 
to ports and marinas, which indicates that coastal 
constructions can be suitable settlement substrates 
for the planulae of the species (Bordehore et al. 
2011; Boero 2013; Gueroun et al. 2015; Zammit 
et al. 2015). The increasing presence of C. marsu-
pialis in the Mediterranean raises questions about 
the future of marine ecosystems and the impact of 
climate change. The increase in water temperature 
could further favor the expansion of this species 
in areas where it was previously rare or absent. 
Furthermore, the phenomenon of jellyfish blooms, 
a massive increase in population, can have sig-
nificant ecological consequences by altering food 
webs. The appearance of these phenomena is seen 
as a potential indicator of state change in marine 
ecosystems (Graham and Kroutil 2001; Mills 2001; 
Purcell 2005; Purcell et al. 2007; Richardson et 
al. 2009), attributed not only to natural but also 
to anthropogenic conditions (Purcell et al. 2007; 
Dong et al. 2010). Another factor to consider is 
the variation of marine currents, which could have 
transported the larvae of C. marsupialis to new ge-
ographical areas, such as the Ionian coast of Basili-
cata. Indeed, as cited in the work of Petrosillo et al. 
(2023), a rotation of the current at variable depths 
is noted at the extreme eastern side of the Ionian 
Gulf, inducing a vortex structure in the summer 
months. It is known that jellyfish in the planktonic 
phase are highly susceptible to passive transport 
by currents facilitating the geographical dispersion. 
Alterations in marine currents could also have con-
tributed to the dispersion of larvae or adult jellyfish 
from the western regions of the Mediterranean to-
wards the Ionian Sea of Basilicata. The expansion 

Figure 2. Carybdea marsupialis specimens found in Policoro 
(Basilicata, Italy). A) Two specimens of the box jel-
lyfish. B) and C) Show clearly one individual of Ca-
rybdea marsupialis followed by the tips of tentacles 
of another one hidden by the boat.
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of these species is under the attention of the sci-
entific community as it requires in-depth monitor-
ing and study to evaluate the long-term effects of 
their increase in the waters of the Mediterranean 
Sea. ‘Citizen science’ can help to contribute to the 
detection and monitoring of rare or alien species 
in aquatic environments (Tiralongo et al. 2020). 
Citizens, expert fishermen or simple sea lovers can 
be very useful in recognizing species considered 
relevant to track changes in the biodiversity of the 
Mediterranean Sea (Tiralongo et al. 2020). This is 
evidenced by the Citizen science project ‘Alienfish’ 
where the involvement of sea users and expert fish-
ermen has allowed the detection of both indigenous 
and non-indigenous rare species in recent years 
(Tiralongo et al. 2019). The same was carried out 
by the Regional Agency for Environmental Pro-
tection of the Basilicata Region (ARPAB), which 
started a reporting campaign regarding the alien 
hydrozoan P. porpita, inviting all bathers in the 
area to participate, to monitor its presence along 
the Italian coasts (https://www.arpab.it/2024/07/17/
avete-visto-questa-specie-in-mare-e-lidrozoo-
marino-porpita-porpita/). 

The discovery of C. marsupialis in the Policoro 
area represents an important signal for the monitor-
ing of marine biodiversity in the Ionian Sea. This 
sighting extends the known range of the species 
and highlights the need for monitoring to study the 
evolution of the species in Italian waters. Further-
more, it is essential to develop awareness campaigns 
aimed at bathers, tourism operators and fishermen to 
prevent possible incidents related to jellyfish stings. 
C. marsupialis along the coasts of Basilicata rep-
resents a new important data for the geographical 
distribution of the species in the Mediterranean. The 
stabilization of this species in the Lucanian Ionian 
waters is driven mainly by the sea warming and 
conventional marine currents of the Mediterrane-
an Sea, and in particular port waters may play a 
significant role on this process. This is because, in 
addition to providing artificial substrates, they have 
the characteristic of being rich in nutrients necessary 
for the development and growth of the polyp and 

medusoid phase of some jellyfish species (Duarte 
et al. 2013). As a result, larvae can settle in these 
areas by following this gradient enriching resident 
biofouling communities (Chiu et al. 2008). Given 
the potential impact on public health and the local 
ecosystem, it is necessary to continue to carefully 
monitor the box jellyfish population in the region 
and study the dynamics of their blooms to better 
understand their causes and effects. Some science 
platforms in Europe region are available for these 
purposes, such as the website https://observation.org. 
The Mediterranean Science Commission (CIESM) 
through the ‘Jellywatch’ program in 2008 collects 
information on the distribution, size and sightings 
of jellyfish in the Mediterranean Sea in order to 
continuously update the expansion of the species 
(Saygin 2017).
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