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Approved Conservation Advice for  

Pristis clavata (Dwarf Sawfish) 

(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 

Pristis clavata, Family Pristidae, also known as the Dwarf Sawfish, Queensland Sawfish or 
Broad-billed Sawfish, is a small, robust, shark-like ray which is mostly greenish-brown on the 
dorsal surface and white underneath, with paler fins. The species is distinguishable from the 
similar P. microdon (Freshwater Sawfish) by the position of the first dorsal fin originating 
over or just forward of the pelvic fin origin, whereas in the Freshwater Sawfish, the dorsal fin 
is well forward of the pelvic fin origin (Last and Stevens, 1994, pp. 362–363). 

Conservation Status 

The Dwarf Sawfish is listed as vulnerable. 

This species is eligible for listing as vulnerable under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as, in 2009, the Minister considered 
the Threatened Species Scientific Committee’s (TSSC) advice under section 189 of the EPBC 
Act and amended the list under section 184 to include the Dwarf Sawfish. The TSSC 
determined that this species met Criterion 1 of the eligibility criteria because it is likely to 
have undergone a substantial reduction in numbers following contraction of range and 
susceptibility of capture in fishing nets. 

The Dwarf Sawfish is listed as Totally Protected under the Western Australian Fish 
Resources Management Act 1994 (Fish Resources Management Regulations 1995, Part 4 
Division 1 — Protected Fish). In the Northern Territory, the species is listed as Vulnerable 
under the Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000 (Larson et al., 2006). Since 
March 2009, all species of sawfish have been listed as ‘no take’ species under the Queensland 
Fisheries Regulation 2008. This applies to any person taking or possessing the fish in 
Queensland waters (east coast and Gulf of Carpentaria). The species is not listed under 
Queensland’s Nature Conservation Act 1992. 

Distribution and Habitat 

The Dwarf Sawfish inhabits shallow (2–3 m) coastal waters and estuarine habitats. The 
species ranges from Cairns and along coastline around the Cape York Peninsula, in 
Queensland, to the Pilbara coastline in Western Australia (Last and Stevens, 1994, pp. 362–
363; Stevens et al., 2008). Unlike the Freshwater Sawfish, the Dwarf Sawfish does not move 
into purely freshwater areas – the species’ range is restricted to brackish and salt water 
(Thorburn et al., 2007). In north-western Australia, estuarine habitats are used as nursery 
areas by Dwarf Sawfish, with immature juveniles remaining in these areas up until three years 
of age (Thorburn et al., 2007). Adults are known to seasonally migrate back into inshore 
waters (Peverell, 2007), although it is unclear how far offshore the adults travel, as captures in 
offshore surveys are very uncommon. 

The distribution of the Dwarf Sawfish is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed 
threatened ecological community. 
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Threats 

The main identified threats to the Dwarf Sawfish are being caught as bycatch in commercial 
and recreational net fishing, as well as illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. 

The main potential threats to the Dwarf Sawfish include habitat degradation due to increasing 
human development in northern Australia. 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
 Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 

existing programs, with an appropriate emphasis on correct species identification. 
 More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 

relative impacts of threatening processes. 
 Develop bycatch mitigation measures and gear technology to reduce threat. 

Regional Priority Actions  

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

Fishing Pressure 
 Raise awareness of the Dwarf Sawfish within the local, Indigenous and fishing 

communities, including species identification and handling techniques for bycatch 
specimens (i.e. using fact sheets and information brochures). 

 Work with fishers to develop appropriate codes of conduct for handling sawfish to reduce 
mortality. 

 Protect remnant populations through the development of conservation agreements and 
covenants with the fishing community. 

 Investigate the closure of some estuarine and coastal habitats to fishing. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

 Identify populations and areas of high conservation priority. 

Conservation Information 
 Maintain liaison with Indigenous ranger groups and other appropriate groups patrolling 

waters in which populations occur. 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the 
Dwarf Sawfish, 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 

There are no mandatory mitigation measures in place for the Dwarf Sawfish. 
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