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Advice to the Minister for the Environment and Water Resources from the Threatened 
Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) on Amendments to the list of Threatened 

Species under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999  
(EPBC Act) 

1. Scientific name (common name) 
Pristis zijsron (Green Sawfish, also known as Narrowsnout Sawfish and Dindagubba) 

 

2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 
This advice follows assessment of information provided by the Conservation Overview and 
Action Plan for Australian Threatened and Potentially Threatened Marine and Estuarine 
Fishes that identified the Green Sawfish as a potentially threatened species. 

This is the Committee’s first consideration of the species under the EPBC Act. 

 

3. Summary of Conclusion 
The Committee judges that the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient elements 
of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as vulnerable. 

 

4.  Taxonomy 
The species is conventionally accepted as Pristis zijsron (Green Sawfish) (Last & Stevens, 
1994). 

 

5.  Description 
Green Sawfish is a species of large ray from the family Pristidae.  Green Sawfish have a 
shark-like body, a flattened head and an elongated snout or rostrum, which is studded with 
24-28 pairs of rostral teeth.  This tooth-studded rostrum is commonly described as the ‘saw’.  
Green Sawfish are greenish brown or olive in colour on their upper surfaces and pale to white 
on their undersides.  Mature adult Green Sawfish can grow to 5 metres in length in Australian 
waters (Last & Stevens, 1994). 

  

6.  National Context 

Green Sawfish was once widely distributed in the northern Indian Ocean, westwards to South 
Africa, around South and South East Asia and around northern Australia.  Available catch 
records suggest that the species may now be virtually extinct in South East Asia, and that 
northern Australia may be the last region where significant populations of Green Sawfish 
exist (Stevens et al., 2005).   

In Australian waters, Green Sawfish have historically been recorded in the coastal waters off 
Broome, Western Australia, around northern Australia and down the east coast as far as Jervis 
Bay in NSW.  On the east coast of Australia, however, Green Sawfish are now only found 
north of Cairns and are most commonly known from the Gulf of Carpentaria (Stevens et al., 
2005).  

It is unknown whether there is migration into Australian waters of Green Sawfish adults, 
juveniles or larvae from populations outside Australia.  Green Sawfish are found in 
Indonesian waters and it is possible that individuals may migrate between Australia and 



Pristis zijsron (Green Sawfish) Advice - Page 2 of 8 

 

Indonesia, however it is probable that the Australian population can be considered 
geographically separate (Stevens et al., 2005).  

Green Sawfish is listed in NSW waters as endangered (with a proposal currently under 
consideration to upgrade the species to presumed extinct) under the NSW Fisheries 
Management Act 1994.  In the Northern Territory, it is listed as a vulnerable species under the 
Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000.  Sawfish are listed as ‘totally protected 
fish’ in Western Australia under the Fisheries Management Act 1994.  The species is not 
currently protected in Queensland or Commonwealth waters.  It is listed as an endangered 
species on the 2003 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 

 

7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 
Green Sawfish are bottom dwelling rays, commonly found in near-shore coastal environments 
including estuaries, river mouths, embankments and along sandy and muddy beaches.  Green 
Sawfish have been found in very shallow water less than 1 metre deep to offshore trawl 
grounds over 70 metres deep.  Smaller specimens (less than 2.5 metres total length) are more 
common in inshore environments, while larger individuals (over 2.5 metres total length) are 
found in both inshore and offshore waters.  Their apparent preference for shallow inshore 
waters as nursery areas increases the likelihood of interaction with inshore gillnets (Stevens et 
al., 2005). 

While limited data are available on the life history of Green Sawfish, it is likely that they are 
long-lived, produce few pups and mature late in life (Stevens et al., 2005).  Preliminary 
studies have estimated that Green Sawfish become sexually mature after 9 years and attain 
their maximum size and age at 24 years.  Generation length for the species has been estimated 
to be 16 years.  The low fecundity and late maturation of Green Sawfish render the species 
highly susceptible to anthropogenic mortality and limits the ability of the species to recover 
from threats such as overfishing (Stevens et al., 2005).  

Green Sawfish actively pursue schools of baitfish and prawns by stunning their prey with 
sideswipes of their rostrums.  The rostrum is also used to sweep other prey, such as molluscs 
and small crustaceans, out of the sand and mud (Poganoski et al., 2002).  A large adult Green 
Sawfish was acoustically tracked in Port Musgrave in 2004, data collected showed that it 
moved continuously during the 27 hours it was tagged and did not rest on the bottom.  This 
active behaviour renders the species susceptible to capture in gillnets, as animals are more 
likely to encounter fishing gear if they are moving around an area as opposed to being 
inactive for long periods (Stevens et al., 2005). 

 

8. Description of Threats 

The toothed rostrum of sawfish, combined with their active hunting behaviour, makes them 
highly susceptible to capture in all fisheries that utilise nets.  Gill net and trawl fisheries 
operate throughout the range of Green Sawfish and pose the greatest threat to the species in 
Australia.  Due to the danger of flailing rostrums while removing large sawfish from nets, 
many fishers kill sawfish prior to removing them from fishing gear (Stevens et al., 2005). 

Sawfish fins are highly sought after in the international shark fin trade.  Escalating prices for 
shark fins are causing declines in sawfish globally. Illegal foreign fishing is known to occur in 
northern Australian waters and it is possible that Australian Green Sawfish are being poached 
by foreign vessels (Stevens et al., 2005).   

While there are few quantitative data, the number of sawfish appears to have declined 
drastically along the east coast of Australia over the last 40-60 years, with Green Sawfish now 
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virtually extinct in NSW and South East Queensland (Stevens et al., 2005).  The 
disappearance of Green Sawfish from areas adjacent to dense human habitation suggests the 
species is sensitive to human disturbance, in particular to habitat alteration as well as 
degradation to the inshore soft bottom areas the species requires for feeding and breeding 
(NSW DPI 2005, Stevens et al., 2005). 

The combination of restricted habitat, extreme susceptibility to entanglement in fishing nets 
and low fecundity, renders Green Sawfish highly at risk to overfishing and the effects of 
coastal development (Stevens et al., 2005).  

 

9. Public Consultation 
This assessment was made open for public comment for two months.  The Committee has had 
regard to all public comment that was relevant to the survival of the species. 

 

10.  How judged by the Committee in relation to the criteria of the EPBC Act and 
Regulations 

The Committee judges that the species is eligible for listing as vulnerable under the EPBC 
Act.  The assessment against the criteria is as follows: 

 

Criterion 1: It has undergone, is suspected to have undergone or is likely to undergo in 
the immediate future a very severe, severe or substantial reduction in 
numbers 

Contraction of range 

There are no data available on the abundance of Green Sawfish in Australian waters prior to 
European fishing, although the species has historically been recorded in northern Australian 
waters, from Broome, Western Australia, around the top of Australia and down the east coast 
as far south as Jervis Bay in NSW.  The species was historically described as the most 
commonly encountered sawfish in the Australian region and was regarded as a menace by net 
fishers on the east coast of Queensland due to the frequency with which Green Sawfish 
became entangled in and damaged nets (Pogonoski et al., 2002).   

Increase in commercial net fishing and recreational fishing in the 1960s and 1970s 
corresponded with a widespread decline in the species (Pogonoski et al., 2002).  This was 
evidenced by declining catch and bycatch rates, despite continuous catch effort.  Anecdotal 
reports from commercial, recreational and indigenous fishers concur that the species has been 
caught and observed less frequently over the last 30 years on the east coast of Australia.   

Sawfish bycatch from the Queensland Shark Control Program provides a large dataset from 
approximately thirty years of beach meshing around major Queensland population centres 
during the summer months (Figure 1).  While these data are not species-specific, they show a 
clear decline in sawfish catch from 1970 to 1990, particularly in southern Queensland, over 
which period the catch effort was relatively constant (Stevens et al., 2005).  
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Figure 1  Catches of unidentified sawfish from Cairns, Townsville and Rockhampton in the 
Queensland Beach Control Program (1969-2003) (Stevens et al. 2005). 
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Catch data indicate that distribution of Green Sawfish within the Gulf of Carpentaria is very 
patchy (Stevens et al., 2005), although key habitat areas within the Gulf that harbour 
populations of Green Sawfish have been identified at Albatross Bay (Weipa) and Port 
Musgrave (Mapoon).  There are few data on the species’ relative abundance in northern 
Western Australian waters, although given that this region is less populated by humans than 
the east coast, it may contain the healthiest populations of the species’ in Australian waters 
(Stevens et al., 2005). 

Green Sawfish have been protected as endangered in NSW since 2000, following a population 
decline in NSW waters (NSW Fisheries Scientific Committee, 2000).  Previously, the species 
was regularly found in the shallow waters at the mouth of the Tweed, Clarence and Richmond 
Rivers, however the last recorded museum specimen from NSW was captured in 1972.  The 
last specimen from the Sydney region was captured in 1926.  

With the Green Sawfish no longer found in NSW waters or southern Queensland waters, the 
species appears to have experienced a contraction of range of around 30% in Australian 
waters.  The Committee judges that a contraction of range of this magnitude is substantial.   

Fishing pressure 

Bycatch, or incidental capture, of Green Sawfish is known to occur in both the Pilbara Trawl 
Fishery and the Northern Prawn Fishery.  Studies of shark and ray bycatch in the Northern 
Prawn Fishery have identified the Green Sawfish as a species that is particularly susceptible 
to capture, based on the species’ behaviour and habitat preferences.  An estimated 73 Green 
Sawfish of unrecorded size are caught as bycatch in the fishery annually (Stobutzki et al., 
2002). In 2005, the Pilbara Fish Trawl Fishery in WA reported that 16 Green Sawfish were 
caught, of which 6 died.  In 2006, 26 Green Sawfish were caught with 7 fatalities.  Anecdotal 
reports suggest that most of these animals are killed before landing to prevent them from 
inflicting damage to the crew and equipment on board with their flailing rostrums.    

Green Sawfish are also caught as bycatch in various gillnet fisheries in estuaries and inshore 
areas in north-western and northern Australia, particularly in the Gulf of Carpentaria (Stevens 
et al., 2005).  The mortality of the species following interactions with this fishery is unknown.   

The species is also caught by amateur fishers who sometimes kill the animals and remove the 
rostrum as a curio.  Information on catch rates and post release mortality following capture by 
recreational fishers is unknown. 

Shark finning 

The Green Sawfish is targeted as a high value species in the shark fin trade.  This trade has 
been identified as a primary threat to the species globally.  Shark fins (including sawfish fins) 
exported to Asia can be worth $100-250/kg (Stevens et al., 2005).  The fins of a large adult 
Green Sawfish are reported to be worth up to $2500.  Shark finning is known to occur both 
legally and illegally in Australian waters.  A secondary targeted threat to the Green Sawfish is 
the opportunistic trade in sawfish rostrums, which are used in traditional Asian medicines and 
sold as curios in Australia and overseas. 

Habitat degradation 

The disappearance of Green Sawfish from areas adjacent to dense human habitation suggests 
the species is sensitive to human disturbance.  Habitat alteration and destruction caused by 
coastal development is likely to have a negative impact on the species, in particular 
disturbance to the inshore soft bottom areas they require for feeding and breeding (NSW DPI 
2005, Stevens et al., 2005). 
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Conclusion 

Green Sawfish were once commonly found across northern Australian waters as far south as 
Broome in WA and Jervis Bay in NSW, but in eastern waters are now only found north of 
Cairns.  This represents a contraction of range of around 30% in the last 40-60 years.  The 
Committee judges that this contraction of range fairly represents a corresponding reduction in 
numbers.  With regard to the life history of the species, this reduction is considered by the 
Committee to be substantial.   In addition, ongoing threats from trawl fishing, gillnet fishing, 
illegal fishing for fins and rostrums and habitat degradation through coastal development may 
continue to reduce Green Sawfish populations. 

The Committee considers that the species is suspected to have undergone a substantial 
reduction in numbers. Therefore, the species has been demonstrated to have met the relevant 
elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as vulnerable. 

  

Criterion 2: Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and 
is very restricted, restricted or limited 

Green Sawfish were once commonly found across northern Australian waters, including in 
eastern Australian waters as far south as Jervis Bay in NSW.  The species has experienced a 
contraction of range in their eastern Australian distribution and are now only found north of 
Cairns.  Despite this contraction in range, Green Sawfish are still found from Broome to the 
Gulf of Carpentaria and their current geographic distribution is not considered precarious for 
the survival of the species. 

Therefore, as the species has been demonstrated to have not met this required element of 
Criterion 2, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 3: The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited to a 
particular degree; and either 
(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a 

particular rate; or  
(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic 

distribution is precarious for its survival 
 

There are insufficient data available to estimate whether the total number of mature 
individuals is very low, low or limited.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated 
to have met this required element of Criterion 3, it is not eligible for listing in any category 
under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 
low or low 

There are insufficient data available to estimate whether the total number of mature 
individuals is very low, low or limited.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated 
to have met this required element of Criterion 4, it is not eligible for listing in any category 
under this criterion. 
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Criterion 5:  Probability of extinction in the wild that is at least: 
a) 50% in the immediate future; or 
b) 20% in the near future; or 
c) 10% in the medium-term future. 

While localised declines of Green Sawfish have been reported along the NSW and 
Queensland coasts, there is no evidence to quantify a risk of extinction as required by this 
criterion. Therefore, as the species has been demonstrated to have not met this required 
element of Criterion 5, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 

11.  CONCLUSION 
Green Sawfish were once commonly found across northern Australian waters, including in 
eastern Australian waters as far south as Jervis Bay in NSW.  The species has experienced a 
contraction of range and is now only found north of Cairns in eastern Australia and north of 
Broome in Western Australia.  The Committee accepts that this represents a contraction of 
range and reduction in numbers of around 30% over the last 40-60 years, which is judged to 
be substantial.  In addition, ongoing threats from trawl fishing, gillnet fishing, illegal fishing 
for fins and rostrums and habitat degradation through coastal development may continue to 
reduce remaining Green Sawfish populations.  Therefore, the species has been demonstrated 
to have met sufficient elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as vulnerable. 

 

12.  Recommendations 
The Committee recommends that: 

i) the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be amended by including in the list in 
the vulnerable category: 

Pristis zijsron (Green Sawfish) 
 

ii) there should be a Recovery Plan for the species, preferably as part of a multispecies 
Recovery Plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pristis zijsron (Green Sawfish) Advice - Page 8 of 8 

 

13. References cited in the advice 
Last, P.R. & Stevens, J.D. (1994) Sharks and Rays of Australia.  CSIRO Division of 
Fisheries.  CSIRO, Melbourne, Australia. 

NSW Fisheries Scientific Committee (2000) Recommendation: Pristis zijsron – Green 
Sawfish.  NSW Fisheries. 

NSW DPI (2005) Primefacts, Threatened Species in NSW: Green Sawfish – Pristis zijsron.  
Threatened Species Unit, NSW Department of Primary Industries, Port Stevens. 

Pogonoski, J.J., Pollard, D.A & Paxton, J.R. (2002) Conservation Overview and Action Plan 
for Australian Threatened and Potentially Threatened Marine and Estuarine Fishes.  
Environment Australia. 

Stevens, J.D., Pillans, R.D. & Salini, J. (2005) Conservation Assessment of Glyphis sp. A 
(speartooth shark), Glyphis sp. C (northern river shark), Pristis microdon (freshwater sawfish) 
and Pristis zijsron (green sawfish).  CSIRO Marine Research, Hobart, Australia. 

Stobutzki, I.C., Miller, M.J, Heales, D.S. & Brewer, D.T (2002) Sustainability of 
elasmobranchs caught as bycatch in a tropical prawn (shrimp) trawl fishery.  Fishery Bulletin 
100(4): 800-821  
 


