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Advice to the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts  
from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) 

on Amendment to the list of Threatened Species 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

 

1. Scientific name (common name) 

Pristis clavata Garman 1906 (Dwarf Sawfish) 

This species is also known as Queensland Sawfish and Broad-billed Sawfish. 

 

2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 

The Dwarf Sawfish was nominated for assessment by the Committee. The Committee 
provides the following assessment of the species’ eligibility for inclusion in the EPBC Act list 
of 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. 

The highest category for which the species is eligible to be listed is vulnerable. 

 

4.  Taxonomy 

This species is conventionally accepted as Pristis clavata (Dwarf Sawfish) (Garman, 1906). 

 

5.  Description 

The Dwarf Sawfish is a small, robust, shark-like ray which is mostly greenish-brown on the 
dorsal surface and white underneath, with paler fins. Early recorded specimens were 
significantly smaller than other sawfish species, around 140 cm in length, hence the common 
name of Dwarf Sawfish; however, recently specimens have been recorded with total lengths 
up to 318 cm (Stevens et al., 2008). The head is flattened with a broad rostrum (snout or bill) 
bearing 18 – 22 pairs of evenly spaced, lateral teeth. These rostral teeth are slender, with a 
groove developing along the rear margin of the tooth in adults (Thorburn et al., 2007a). The 
nostrils are broad with large nasal flaps and are located behind the eyes. The pectoral fins are 
triangular with broad bases and the dorsal fins are tall and pointed, with the first dorsal fin 
positioned over or just forward of the pelvic fin origin. There is no distinct lower lobe of the 
tail fin and the margin of the tail fin is almost straight (Last and Stevens, 1994, pp. 362–363; 
Larson et al., 2006). 

 

6.  National Context 

In Australian waters, the distribution of the Dwarf Sawfish extends from Cairns in 
Queensland, across northern Australian tropical waters to the Pilbara coast in 
Western Australia (Last and Stevens, 1994, pp. 362–363; McAuley et al., 2005; Stevens et al., 
2008). 
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There are no confirmed records of the Dwarf Sawfish outside of Australian waters. It is 
possible that the species may occur, or may historically have occurred, more widely in 
adjacent Indo-Pacific waters, including Indonesian, Malaysian, the Philippines and Thailand 
waters (Cook et al., 2006). There are anecdotal and unconfirmed reports of the species being 
recorded around Borneo in Indonesia, but no specimens have been caught there in recent 
years. The Australian population of the species is therefore considered likely to comprise the 
majority or all of the total global population (Thorburn et al., 2003; Stevens et al., 2005). The 
available evidence suggests that this species is an inshore species that does not move in or out 
of Australian waters. 

Sawfish have a significant cultural and spiritual relevance to Indigenous Australians around 
the Gulf of Carpentaria. For example, communities on Groote Eylandt believe an ancestral 
sawfish was the creator of the Angurugu River (McDavitt, 2005). 

In Western Australia, all sawfish (Family Pristidae) are listed as Totally Protected under 
Regulations made under the Western Australian Fish Resources Management Act 1994. In the 
Northern Territory, the species is listed as Vulnerable under the Territory Parks and 
Wildlife Conservation Act 2000. 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). 
However, the species is not listed under Queensland’s Nature Conservation Act 1992. 

The Dwarf Sawfish is currently listed as critically endangered on the 2008 International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. 

 

7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The Dwarf Sawfish inhabits shallow (2–3 m) coastal waters and estuarine habitats. Unlike 
P. microdon (Freshwater Sawfish), the Dwarf Sawfish does not utilise any purely freshwater 
areas - the species’ range is restricted to brackish and salt water (Thorburn et al., 2007a). A 
study in north-western Western Australia found that 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., 2007a). 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 maximum age of the Dwarf Sawfish has been estimated at 50 years and the approximate 
age of maturity of the species is between 8–10 years (Peverell (unpublished MSc Thesis cited 
in Salini et al., 2007)). Therefore, the generation length, the average age of mature breeding 
parents of the current cohort, is estimated to be 20 years. 

There are no data on rates of reproduction in the Dwarf Sawfish. However, it is known that all 
sawfish species reproduce by aplacental viviparity, where eggs hatch and develop inside the 
female’s body and the hatched pups feed on sibling embryos and unfertilised eggs (Stevens et 
al., 2005). Similar to other shark and ray species, sawfish species have low fecundity, a high 
age at first maturity and a low intrinsic rate of increase. 

As with other sawfish species, the Dwarf Sawfish uses its rostrum to stun schooling fish by 
sideswiping or threshing while swimming through a school (Larson et al., 2006). The main 
prey species is Rhinomugil nasutus (Popeye Mullet) (Thorburn et al., 2007b). 
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8. Description of Threats 

The toothed rostrum of all sawfish species, combined with their active hunting behaviour 
among schools of fish, makes them highly susceptible to capture in any fishery using nets. 
Due to the danger posed by the flailing rostrum while removing sawfish from fishing nets, 
many fishers kill sawfish prior to removing them from fishing gear. Gill and trawl net 
fisheries operate throughout the range of the Dwarf Sawfish and pose the greatest threat to the 
species in Australia. However, it is unknown how many Dwarf Sawfish are captured in 
fishing nets.  There are limited data available on bycatch of the species in gillnets, but given 
the similar appearance of the Dwarf Sawfish and other species of sawfish that occur in 
Australian waters, it is possible that numbers may not have been correctly recorded in bycatch 
surveys. 

If the distribution of the Dwarf Sawfish does, or did once, extend outside Australia, the 
extra-limital populations are likely to have been subject to far more intensive fishing than the 
population in Australian waters. An assessment for the IUCN in 2006 inferred that if the 
species occurred outside Australian waters then it is likely to be nearing extirpation in those 
waters (Cook et al., 2006). 

The Australian Indigenous harvest of all sawfish species, including the Dwarf Sawfish, is 
generally unquantified. Recreational fishers are known to collect sawfish rostra as souvenirs; 
however, the extent of this mortality is unquantified (Thorburn et al., 2004). 

Habitat disturbance and degradation of coastal areas adjacent to coastal development has been 
identified as a threat to other sawfish species. However, this is currently considered a lesser 
threat to the Dwarf Sawfish, as its remote habitat has been subject to low levels of disturbance 
due to the relatively low levels of development in the areas of northern Australia where the 
species is found (Peverell, 2005). 

 

9. Public Consultation 

The information used in this assessment was made available for public exhibition and 
comment for 30 business days. No comments were received. 

 

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 range and occurrence of the Dwarf Sawfish prior to 
European settlement in northern Australia. Since European settlement, the species’ Australian 
distribution has previously been considered to extend north from Cairns around the 
Cape York Peninsula in Queensland, across northern Australian waters to the Pilbara coast in 
Western Australia (Last and Stevens, 1994, pp. 362–363; McAuley et al. 2005; Stevens et al., 
2008). However, a review of specimen records of Dwarf Sawfish has found no records of the 
species from the eastern coast of the Cape York Peninsula, although the species has been 
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confirmed from the Pine River on the western coast of Cape York Peninsula (Peverell, pers. 
comm., 2008).  

While eastern Queensland populations of Dwarf Sawfish cannot be confirmed, if the species 
was historically present in these waters, these populations may now have been extirpated, 
representing a contraction of range. This potential contraction of range would also represent a 
decline in numbers, but there are insufficient data to quantify this decline. 

 

Susceptibility to fishing pressure 

The toothed rostrum, active hunting behaviour, and their dependence on inshore and estuarine 
areas for breeding and juvenile habitat, makes the Dwarf Sawfish highly susceptible to 
capture in fisheries using nets. Estuarine and nearshore gillnet fisheries, such as those 
targeting Lates calcarifer (Barramundi) and Eleutheronema tetradactylum (King Salmon) 
capture sawfish of all species as bycatch. Records of the Dwarf Sawfish in commercial fishery 
bycatch have been almost exclusively from inshore net fishing activities (Giles et al. 
(Unpublished report, Appendix 3 in Salini et al., 2007)).   

The species’ numbers may have been significantly reduced as a result of bycatch through 
commercial fishing in Australia (Pogonoski et al., 2002). The Northern Territory government 
assessed the eligibility of the Dwarf Sawfish for listing as threatened under Territory Parks 
and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000 in 2006. Under this assessment it was estimated that the 
Dwarf Sawfish had declined in Northern Territory waters by more than 30% within the last 
three generations of the species, based on potential levels of exploitation (Larson et al., 2006). 
This estimation was based on data describing the susceptibility of the species to various 
fishing practices in coastal and estuarine habitats, as described in Peverell et al. (2004). 

Researchers studying the Dwarf Sawfish in the Gulf of Carpentaria have noted that survey 
catches of this species are lowest in areas where commercial fishing is concentrated. 
Populations of the species are considered healthier in more remote areas, although total 
numbers of the species still appear to be low, as Dwarf Sawfish are encountered infrequently 
in surveys, and there is a high rate of recapture of tagged specimens (Peverell, pers. comm., 
2008). 

Recreational fishers are known to have collected sawfish rostra as souvenirs, but the extent of 
this activity is currently unquantified (Thorburn et al., 2004). Information on catch rates and 
post-release mortality following capture by recreational fishers is also unknown. 

 

Conclusion 

The Committee considers that the Dwarf Sawfish may have experienced a contraction of 
range, although accepts that there are insufficient data to quantify decline. The Committee 
considers that the species’ physical characteristics and habitat preferences render it highly 
susceptible to bycatch in inshore gillnet fishing, as well as being subject to other forms of 
fishing pressure throughout its range. Therefore, the Committee judges that the species may 
have undergone a substantial reduction in numbers within the last three generation lengths (60 
years) and is highly susceptible to future declines. Therefore, the species has been 
demonstrated to have met the relevant elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as 
vulnerable. 
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Criterion 2: Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and 
is very restricted, restricted or limited 

The distribution of the Dwarf Sawfish extends north from Cairns around the 
Cape York Peninsula in Queensland, across northern Australian waters to the Pilbara coast in 
Western Australia (Last and Stevens, 1994; Stevens et al., 2008). As outlined in Criterion 1, it 
is possible that the species has experienced a contraction of range through being extirpated 
from the eastern coast of Queensland. Despite this possible contraction of range, the extent of 
occurrence of the species encompasses a long stretch of coastline which is not considered 
precarious for the survival of the species. 

Based on the low numbers of recordings and reports from scientists and fisherman, it appears 
the area of occupancy of the Dwarf Sawfish may be restricted to estuaries and nearshore areas 
within its extent of occurrence. However, there are insufficient data available on the precise 
habitat requirements of the species and the availability of these habitats within its range, to 
determine the area of occupancy. 

There are insufficient data available to judge whether the species’ geographic distribution is 
very restricted, restricted or limited. Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated to 
have 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 the total numbers of mature individuals of 
Dwarf Sawfish in Australian waters. 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 of Dwarf Sawfish 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. 

No quantitative (statistical) analyses have been carried out to estimate a probability of 
extinction of the Dwarf Sawfish in the wild over a relevant timeframe. Therefore, as the 
species has not been demonstrated to have met the required elements of Criterion 5, it is not 
eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 

11.  CONCLUSION 

Conservation Status 

Pristis clavata (Dwarf Sawfish) was nominated for inclusion in the list of threatened species 
referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act. The nominator suggested listing in the vulnerable 
category of the list. 

The Committee considers that the Dwarf Sawfish is likely to have experienced a contraction 
of range which may represent a decline in numbers, although accepts that this cannot be 
quantified. The Committee considers that the species’ physical characteristics and habitat 
preferences render it highly susceptible to bycatch in inshore gillnet fishing, as well as being 
subject to other forms of fishing pressure throughout its range. The Committee judges that the 
species is likely to have undergone a substantial reduction in numbers within the last three 
generation lengths and is likely to experience further declines. Therefore, the species has been 
demonstrated to have met the relevant elements of Criterion 1 to make it eligible for listing as 
vulnerable. 

The highest category for which the species is eligible to be listed is vulnerable. 

 

Recovery Plan  

The Committee considers that there should be a recovery plan for this species. 

A recovery plan is required to ameliorate the impacts of fishing pressure on the 
Dwarf Sawfish, as fishing pressure is the main threat to the species. A multi-species recovery 
plan addressing threatened sawfish species may be appropriate. 
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12.  Recommendations 

(i) The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 
amended by including in the list in the vulnerable category: 

Pristis clavata (Dwarf Sawfish) 

(ii) The Committee recommends that there should be a recovery plan for this species. 

 

 

 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton AM FEIANZ 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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