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Approved Conservation Advice for 
Thymichthys politus (red 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 

Thymichthys politus, Family Brachionichthyidae, also known as the red handfish, is a small, 
slow-moving benthic fish. There are two primary colour morphs, both dominated by reddish 
tones. One morph is a uniform vivid red all over the body, while the other is a less strikingly 
patterned mottled pink with reddish patches (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). Red handfish 
can grow to at least 136 mm in length and have a relatively elongate and moderately 
compressed body that tapers towards the tail (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). The skin is 
covered in small, close-set, flattened warts and most of the scales and associated spines of this 
species are fully embedded in the skin (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). 

The red handfish was previously recognised as Brachionichthys politus. Recent taxonomic 
revision now recognises it as Thymichthys politus. 

 

Conservation Status 

The red 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 very restricted geographic distribution (Gledhill and Green, 
unpublished). Given the species’ limited breeding and dispersal capabilities and range of 
ongoing threats, the species’ distribution is considered precarious for its survival.  

All handfish species are protected in Tasmania under the Living Marine Resources 
Management Act 1995.   

 

Distribution and Habitat 

The red handfish is known from a small population in Tasmanian waters. The species was first 
collected near Port Arthur in the nineteenth century and during the 1980s was discovered at a 
small reef near the Actaeon Islands, south of Hobart (Last et al., 1983). A few specimens were 
found at Port Arthur and off the Forestier Peninsula during the 1980s and an additional 
specimen was collected off Bridport (Bass Strait) in 1950 (Last and Gledhill, 2009). The largest 
known population of red handfish was discovered on an inshore reef off Primrose Sands in the 
1990s (Gledhill and Green, unpublished).  

It appears that the red handfish has undergone a marked decline in both distribution and 
abundance. No specimens were recorded at Primrose Sands during surveys in 2005 and efforts 
to locate red handfish at sites where they were previously known to exist are reported to have 
failed (Gledhill and Green, unpublished). In late 2010, three red handfish were located in the 
Primrose Sands area (Brereton, pers. comm., 2010; Green, pers. comm., 2010) and limited 
sightings have since been made at this site (Green, pers. comm., 2010). 

This species occurs within the ‘Tasmania South East’, ‘Ben Lomond’, ‘Flinders’, ‘South East 
Corner’ and ‘South East Coastal Plain’ Bioregions and the ‘South’ and ‘North’ Natural Resource 
Management Regions 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 red handfish is habitat degradation resulting from one or a 
combination of impacts including introduced species, pollution and siltation, increasing water 
temperatures and the proliferation of other native species as a result of human activities. Illegal 
collection is also a threat due to the unique appearance of the red handfish and the ease with 
which it can be taken. 

The red handfish appears to have a critical reliance on the availability of green alga as 
spawning substrate. An increase in the abundance of the native sea urchin Heliocidaris 
erythrogramma has resulted in significant over-grazing of algae and depletion of handfish 
habitat (Brereton, pers. comm., 2010). When H. erythrogramma invaded and destroyed the 
algal habitat at Primrose Sands reef in the 1990s, red handfish disappeared from the site (Last 
and Gledhill, 2009). They were not seen here again until late 2010, when a few individuals were 
sighted (Brereton, pers. comm., 2010). 

The main potential threats to the red handfish are the loss of habitat that is critical to the survival 
of the species as a result of introduced species and environmental pollutants, and local 
environmental effects such as high water temperatures (Gledhill and Green, unpublished).  

 

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)  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);   

2)  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; and 

3)  establish whether colour morphs are temporally stable.  

 

Priority Actions  

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

 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

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

 Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
populations.  

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

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

 Prevent changes to hydrology from coastal development that may result in changes in 
sedimentation or pollution. 
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 Prevent collection for the aquaria trade and fishing practices that degrade red handfish 
habitat.  

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

 Manage any known, potential or emerging threats including introduced species (such as the 
European green crab) and collection for the aquaria trade. 

 

Conservation Information 

 Raise awareness of the red 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 red 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). 

 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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