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The first tilapia were introduced to the Americas around 1950.  Aquaculture of tilapia producing commercial quantities began around 1975.  By 1998, production had grown to 204,267 mt.  Tilapia are now produced in virtually every country in the Americas.  Production systems vary from extensive ranching operations where fry are released into a reservoir and later captured by fishermen to hyper-intensive systems with densities of over 100 kg/m3 inside buildings in industrial cities.  The market for tilapia has grown even more quickly.  The US alone imported 30,559 mt of tilapia products representing 72,428 mt of live weight fish in 2000.

Production in the US is focused on intensive systems that utilize additional sources of heat to maintain growth rates year-round.  The most common source of heat is geothermal water, followed by greenhouses, industrial waste heat and then direct heating.  These systems are roughly grouped with geothermal systems in the West, greenhouses in the Southeast, industrial heat in the North and the direct heating systems along the Atlantic Coast.

In Latin America, Mexico is the biggest producer of tilapia, while Brazil uses the greatest variety of production systems.  In Mexico and Cuba, stocking and harvesting from reservoirs is the major source of tilapia.  In both countries industry is shifting to cage culture in these same reservoirs.  Polyculture with shrimp is another current trend.  Ecuador and Peru are also integrating tilapia culture into their shrimp industry that has been devastated by viral diseases. Polyculture with tilapia appears to improve shrimp survival and improve return on investment.  Costa Rica, Colombia and Jamaica have developed intensive pond culture systems with a mix of high flow rates and paddlewheel aerators.  Honduras is increasing production rapidly with a mix of cage culture, intensive ponds and integration with shrimp farming.

Brazil will probably become the biggest tilapia producer in the Americas within 20 years.  Already Brazil utilizes virtually all of the production systems available.  It has tremendous warm water resources, a large domestic market and proximity to US and European markets.  In addition, Brazil has pioneered the tilapia skin leather industry providing a variety of attractive clothes and accessories.

Future production trends in the Americas include:

· Further intensification in virtually every country

· Production will be 75% Oreochromis niloticus, 20% Red strains, O. aureus and O. mossambicus mostly for hybridization

· Production will be 50% intensive ponds, 25% cages, 10% intensive recirculating systems

· Leather goods from skin will become a significant contributor to profitability

· Processing and "value-adding" will intensify in producing countries

· Production in the Americas will reach 500,000 mt by 2010 and 1,000,000 mt by 2020

· Polyculture with shrimp will become common in most shrimp farming areas

· US production will increase slowly, intensifying current production methods

