
This Conservation Advice was approved by the Minister on 20 September 2012. 

Brachionichthys hirsutus (spotted handfish) Conservation Advice 
Page 1 of 4 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Brachionichthys hirsutus (spotted handfish) 

 
(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this Conservation Advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 

management prescriptions for this species. 

 
Description 

Brachionichthys hirsutus, Family Brachionichthyidae, also known as the spotted handfish, 
spotted-hand fish, spiny handfish or tortoiseshell fish, is a small, strikingly patterned, slow 
moving benthic fish (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). Spotted handfish grow to a typical adult 
size of approximately 70–90 mm (Last et al., 2007). They have a relatively elongate, moderately 
compressed body that tapers towards the tail and is covered with tiny spinules (small spines) 
(Last and Gledhill, 2009). The upper surface and sides of the head and body are white or pale 
pink, and they are covered with numerous orange, brown or black spots and/or streaks that can 
have orange borders (Last et al., 2007). Spotted handfish are thought to have unique colour 
patterns (Bruce and Green, 1998) which may provide a means for recognising and monitoring 
individuals.  

 

Conservation Status 

The spotted handfish is listed as critically endangered. This species is eligible for listing as 
critically endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as it has a highly restricted and fragmented geographic distribution with an 
estimated area of occupancy of 1.8 km2 (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). Given the species’ 
limited breeding and dispersal capabilities and range of ongoing threats, the species’ distribution 
is precarious for its survival.  

The species is also listed as endangered in Tasmania under the Threatened Species Protection 
Act 1995. All handfish species are protected in Tasmania under the Living Marine Resources 
Management Act 1995.   

 

Distribution and Habitat 

The spotted handfish is known from nine sites in the lower Derwent Estuary of southeast 
Tasmania with an estimated total area of occupancy of 1.8 km2 (Gledhill and Green, 
unpublished). The species occurs demersally inshore at depths of 1–60 m but appears to be 
most common at 5–10 m (Last et al., 2007). Individuals primarily occur on unconsolidated 
substrata and are often found in shallow, shell-filled depressions near rocks of low relief 
projecting from the substrata (Bruce and Green, 1998).  

Prior to the mid 1980s, spotted handfish were common throughout the lower Derwent Estuary 
and adjoining bays. However, the species is suspected to have undergone a decline in 
distribution and abundance in recent years (Bruce et al., 1999; Pogonoski et al., 2002; Last et 
al., 2007). Spotted handfish are heavily dependant on the availability of suitable spawning 
substrata such as stalked ascidians (Sycozoa spp.), seagrasses, sponges, small macrophytic 
algae and polychaete worm tubes (Bruce and Green, 1998). An estimated 1500–2700 mature 
individuals remain in the wild (Gledhill and Green, unpublished).   

This species occurs within the ‘Tasmania South East’ Bioregion and the ‘South’ Natural 
Resource Management Region of Tasmania. 

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological community. 
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Threats 

The main identified threat to the spotted handfish is the reduced abundance and distribution of 
benthic organisms suitable for egg mass attachment and a consequential reduction in the 
recruitment of juveniles. Reduced spawning substrata may be caused by one or more of the 
following: pollution and siltation, increased nutrient run-off, impacts from previous Danish seine 
fishing, the introduction of the northern Pacific seastar (Asterias amurensis), and the 
proliferation of native species (such as the bivalve Electroma georgiana) as a result of human 
activities.  

The main potential threats to the spotted handfish are collection for the aquaria trade, sustained 
damage to spawning substrata and the re-suspension of heavy metal contaminated sediments 
in the Derwent Estuary (SHRT, 2002).      

 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 

 Support and enhance existing monitoring programs. 

 More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the relative 
impacts of threatening processes 

 Undertake genetic analyses to: 

 1)  establish through the use of DNA markers if individual fish have unique colour 
patterns thus allowing identification of individuals; 

 2)  assess current gene flow (using markers and analyses capable of distinguishing 
population divergence on an evolutionary timescale, from that which might be 
due to more recent impacts); and   

 3)  identify populations with low genetic diversity that might benefit from artificial 
introduction of genetic material from other populations from which they have 
relatively recently diverged. 

 

Priority Actions  

The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the spotted handfish. 

 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

 Monitor known populations to identify key threats and determine population size and rates of 
population change.  

 Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 
the need to adapt them if necessary.  

 Identify populations and habitat areas of high conservation priority. 

 Ensure there is no disturbance in areas where the spotted handfish occurs, excluding 
necessary actions to manage the conservation of the species. 

 Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in increased sedimentation or pollution. 

 Manage any other known, potential or emerging threats including the northern Pacific 
seastar, collection for the aquaria trade and fishing practices that degrade spotted handfish 
habitat.  

 Where suitable spawning substrata for the spotted handfish is lacking, encourage the 
introduction and maintenance of artificial spawning substrata and/or natural spawning 
substrata to increase reproductive success.  
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Animal Competition 

 Continue to implement the National Control Plan for the northern Pacific seastar (Aquenal 
Pty Ltd, 2008). 

 

Conservation Information 

 Raise awareness of the spotted handfish within the local community through the use of fact 
sheets, information brochures and/or field days in conjunction with industry and/or 
community interest groups, such as the Environment Protection Authority (Tas.), Tasmanian 
Scientific Advisory Committee, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and 
Environment (Tas.), the Australian Marine Conservation Society, Derwent Estuary Program 
and Natural Resource Management regions.      

 

Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations 

 Investigate options for linking, enhancing or establishing additional populations. 

 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the spotted 
handfish, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the Conservation Advice.  

 

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the Species 

 National Recovery Plan for Four Species of Handfish (DEH, 2005; under revision). 

 National Control Plan for the Northern Pacific Seastar (Asterias amurensis) (Aquenal Pty 
Ltd, 2008). 

 Spotted Handfish 1999–2001 Recovery Plan (Bruce and Green, 1998). 

 Derwent Estuary Program Environmental Management Plan (2009). 

 

These prescriptions were current at the time of publishing; please refer to the relevant agency’s 
website for any updated versions.  
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