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The present book aims to summarise the current state of knowledge of the
diversity of the parasites of freshwater fishes in Africa. It does not attempt to be
an exhaustive monograph covering in detail every fish parasite group reported
from freshwater ray-finned fishes (Actinopterygii) in Africa. The systematic chapter
documents the progress achieved and reveals the existing gaps in our attempts
to better define the parasite fauna of a continent that encompasses the whole
Ethiopian (Afrotropical) zoogeographical region and the far southwestern part of
the Palaearctic region. A simple comparison of the number of species and genera
of helminth parasites listed in the current publication with those in two earlier
checklists (Khalil 1971; Khalil & Polling 1997) shows a considerable increase over
the last two decades. However, there is still much to discover.

The information summarised in the systematic chapter clearly demonstrates, as
did the checklists of Khalil (1971) and Khalil and Polling (1997), how unbalanced
the present knowledge of African fish parasites is in several aspects. First, attention
paid to individual groups has been uneven, with the data available on protists
and helminth larvae the most limited. Second, there are conspicuous differences
in the number of studies on different fish hosts, with cichlids and catfishes the
most intensively studied groups. Third, and probably most importantly, there are
marked differences in the amount of data accumulated in the different regions and
countries of Africa. The information for some regions such as the Nile Basin (Egypt
and Sudan), African Great Lakes (especially Lake Victoria and Lake Tanganyika)
and South Africa is reasonably representative but there are vast areas of Africa for
which there is limited or no data.

Another important message that the editors would like to emphasise is in the
methodological chapters. Though they may appear at first sight too succinct, the
authors of individual chapters have used their long experience in parasite studies
to present the most relevant information for processing fish parasites correctly and
for the application of the best methods to ensure that valuable parasite material is
available for subsequent morphological, taxonomic, histopathological, ecological,
genetic and other studies. The book will serve as a guide to all principal steps
including catching fish, their examination for different groups of unicellular and
metazoan parasites and the appropriate processing of the parasites found.

The remaining chapters complement these two core parts of the book to provide
a compendium of useful information for both advanced fish parasitologists and
inexperienced beginners. However, the editors are aware that the present book
represents only an initial attempt to support the advancement of fish parasitology in
Africa. Therefore, any critical comments and suggestions for additional information
are welcome and should be sent to the Editors.

The future progress of African fish parasitology is difficult to predict as it depends
on many factors, such as the economic situation in individual countries, sufficient
funding for basic and applied research, the availability of human resources
including the development of a new generation of fish parasitologists trained in the
best methods of modern biological and veterinary research, and also in assessing
ecosystem health and richness of aquatic habitats.
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Several recommendations important for the further development of studies on the
fish parasites in Africa are suggested below:

1. Any study of fish parasites should be preceded by a comprehensive
literature search to avoid repetition of work already done.

2. The exactpurpose of a new study should be established before the start. The
availability of facilities, expertise and funding should be assessed realistically.
A study that is too ambitious may result in methodological mistakes.

3. Only fresh or recently dead fish should be examined, including those in
outbreaks of mass mortality in aquaculture.

4. Suitable methods and proper equipment should always be used, especially
good quality optics and chemicals (as fixatives, etc.).

5. There should be a focus on quality rather than quantity. Itis better to examine
fewer fish correctly than many fish incorrectly. Inadequate examination will
result in unreliable data.

6. Faunal surveys should be the first step in exploring fish parasites in a
given region and vouchers of parasites found should always be preserved,
preferably in an internationally accessible collection.

7. International cooperation with experts on individual parasite groups and
research areas is strongly recommended (and often inevitable) but only
properly processed parasite material should be used. Avoid making requests
for the identification of parasites from poor quality pictures of improperly
processed material.

The present book is the outcome of a long term international cooperation of more
than two generations of fish parasitologists and other specialists from South Africa
and several European countries. We hope that our efforts will facilitate the further
advancement of fish parasitology in the African continent.
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