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Aquafeeds

Feed color a�ects growth, feed
utilization of Nile tilapia

1 April 2004
By Abdel-Fattah M. El-Sayed, Ph.D.

Darker-colored diets had better growth and feed e�ciency
Tilapia are currently cultured in more than 100 countries around the world, especially in tropical and
subtropical regions of Asia, Africa, and the Americas. With a value that rose over U.S. $2 billion in 2001,
tilapia now represent the second most important cultured �sh group in the world after carp. 

Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus) is by far the most important farmed tilapia species. Representing
more than 80 percent of the total production of farmed tilapia, its production reached 1.11 million
metric tons in 2001.

Feed, the most expensive component in the intensive tilapia aquaculture industry, usually represents 50
percent or more of operating costs. Proper feeding management is therefore a necessary tool for
successful tilapia culture. Extensive research has been conducted on the nutrient requirements and
feeding regimes of farmed tilapia. However, the effects of feed color on growth e�ciency have not yet
been fully investigated.
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Feed experiment
The author recently conducted an experiment to evaluate the effects of feed color on the growth and
survival of Nile tilapia �ngerlings reared in a recirculating system. The indoor culture system at the
aquaculture facility of the United Arab Emirates University’s College of Food Systems in Al-Ain
consisted of 75-liter �berglass tanks provided with central drainage pipes to facilitate cleaning and
waste removal. 

The culture system also used a biological �lter, continuous aeration and water heating to keep the
water temperature at 27 degrees-C. The photoperiod was kept at 12 hours of light and 12 hours of dark.

Fish of 10.5 grams average initial weight were fed four test diets of different colors (red, light green,
dark blue, and yellow) in addition to a commercial, light-brown control diet. The test diets were prepared
by grinding the commercial diet, adding food colorants, and then reprocessing. The diets were fed to
the �sh at a daily rate of 4 percent of their body weight for 60 days. At the end of the study period, the
�sh were netted and weighed, and their �nal weights were recorded.

Results

In a UAEU study, Nile tilapia preferred dark-colored feed.
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The results indicated that �sh fed the darker-colored diets (red and dark-blue) had better growth and
feed e�ciency than those fed lighter diets. The red diet produced the best �sh performance, followed by
dark blue, the control, and light green. The poorest performance resulted in �sh fed the yellow diet. Fish
survival was not affected by food color, and was over 90 percent in all treatments.

Conclusion
This preliminary study indicated that feed color could be a key factor for feed acceptance in farmed
tilapia. Red or dark-blue pellets seemed preferable to light-colored yellow and light-green feed. However,
additional, long-term studies should be conducted using different size classes of tilapia to con�rm the
results.

Fig. 1: Effect of feed color on weight gain in Nile tilapia �ngerlings.
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(Editor’s Note: This article was originally published in the April 2004 print edition of the Global
Aquaculture Advocate.)

Author

Fig. 2: Effect of feed color on feed-conversion ratio in Nile tilapia
�ngerlings.
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