
 

 

 

Advice to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage 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) 

Cherax tenuimanus (Hairy Marron) 

Marron were originally identified as a single species by Smith (1912). Two species of marron 
have now been formally recognised and described. The original species name ‘tenuimanus’, 
which once covered both species, is now restricted to the species that is endemic to the Margaret 
River, the Hairy Marron (Austin and Ryan 2002). The other, more common marron species, the 
Smooth Marron, now has the species name Cherax cainii. 

 

2.  Description 

Marron are large freshwater crayfish which can grow to more than 380 mm in total length. They 
are one of the largest freshwater crayfish species in the world with specimens having been 
recorded in excess of 2 kg (Nguyen et al. 2002). The Hairy Marron has tufts of hair-like bristles 
on its carapace and other body surfaces (Molony et al. 2004). While adults are readily identified 
from the Smooth Marron (Cherax cainii), hybrids do occur and are more difficult to identify 
(CALM 2005). 

Marron are crepuscular or nocturnal, being most active for a few hours after sunset, especially 
around a new moon when water temperatures are above 18°C (Morrissy and Caputi 1981, 
Molony and Bird 2002). Marron take at least two to three years to reach sexual maturity (Molony 
et al. 2004) and are brooders with limited dispersal ability (Beatty et al. 2003). Due to this 
breeding strategy, movement of both adults and juveniles is limited and is estimated to be in the 
order of several hundred metres (Morrissy 1974, Molony and Bird 2002, Molony et al. 2003) 
with favourable conditions required (i.e. summer flood events) to assist the downstream 
movement of the species (Molony et al. 2004). 

 

3.  National Context 

The Hairy Marron only occurs in the Margaret River in the south west of Western Australia. 

The species is currently listed as rare under the Western Australian Wildlife Conservation Act 
1950 and is managed as 'critically endangered' (according to IUCN criteria) by the Western 
Australian Government (CALM 2005). The upper reaches of the Margaret River, which contain 
the majority of the species’ known sites, are within managed State forest (CALM 2005). 

An interim Recovery Plan is currently being prepared for this species (Molony et al. 2004). In 
addition, the Western Australian Department of Fisheries manage the recreational marron fishery 
and have monitored marron populations for a number of years (Molony and Bird 2002). Long 
term surveys (1970 – present) have been carried out by the Western Australian Department of 
Fisheries which show a decline in the abundance of marron in general (Molony and Bird 2002) 
and a decline in the range and abundance of the Hairy Marron in particular. The decline in the 
Hairy Marron is considered to coincide with the introduction of the Smooth Marron to the 
Margaret River in the early to mid 1980’s (Molony 2002). Monitoring of the species is based on 
surveys of recreational fishing licence holders and some field survey and therefore indicates a 
general trend of reduced abundance rather than absolute numbers. In late 2002, in order to reduce 



 

 

the impact of recreational fishing, the upper Margaret River, from 10 Mile Brook junction, was 
closed to marron fishing by the Western Australian Department of Fisheries. 

In waterways of the south west, little is known of the ecology of marron  and habitat requirement 
differences between the Hairy and Smooth Marron species (Molony and Bird 2002, Molony et al. 
2002, Molony 2003). Habitat requirements may be similar for both species. Information on the 
current distribution of the Hairy Marron indicates that the species requires relatively good quality 
water and a diversity of habitat structure (e.g. they generally prefer sandy areas, particularly 
where organic matter accumulates and access to shelter and refuge sites) and may struggle to 
persist in disturbed habitats. 

Smooth Marron appear to have a competitive advantage over the endemic Hairy Marron and 
concern exists that if competition from, and hybridisation with, the Smooth Marron remains 
unchecked, it is likely that the Hairy Marron will be completely replaced in the wild by this 
species (Molony et al. 2004). 

Hairy Marron brood stock is currently held at the Pemberton Freshwater Research Centre with 
the aim of producing individuals for reintroduction into the Margaret River. 

 

4.  How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act criteria. 

The Committee judges the species to be eligible for listing as critically endangered under the 
EPBC Act. The justification 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. 

The distribution of the Hairy Marron is now mainly restricted to the upper reaches of the 
Margaret River in areas where the river is surrounded by forested vegetation. These reaches of 
the river have better water quality, abundant riparian and terrestrial vegetation, are less modified 
and presently support the greatest abundance of Hairy Marron. Marron are known to generally 
prefer sandy areas in rivers, particularly where organic matter accumulates and require structural 
diversity for shelter and refuge (Department of Fisheries 2004, Moloney et al. 2004). The Hairy 
Marron still occurs at three sites downstream but competition with the Smooth Marron may see 
the demise of the species at these sites (Bunn 2004, CALM 2005). 
 
The relative abundance of the Hairy Marron is in decline (Molony 2002) with competition from 
the Smooth Marron considered to be the biggest threat to the survival of the species. The Hairy 
Marron has been reported to hybridise with the related and more common Smooth Marron, 
Cherax cainii, however hybridisation is not a very common occurrence and is known from only a 
small percentage of the population. The Smooth Marron was probably introduced into the natural 
habitat of the Hairy Marron, the Margaret River, in the early to mid 1980s (Austin and Ryan 
2002, Molony et al. 2004) and is currently found at all known population sites for the Hairy 
Marron (Bunn 2004). At one section in the upper reaches of the Margaret River, approximately 
10% of marron collected were identified as hybrids, 40% as Hairy Marron and 50% as Smooth 
Marron (Bunn 2004). The lower and middle reaches of the Margaret River have reduced habitat 
quality and are subject to water extraction, factors which may have influenced the ability of the 
Smooth Marron to replace the Hairy Marron (Bunn 2004, Molony et al. 2004). 
 



 

 

 

In Western Australia, a recreational license is required to fish for marron and rules apply to 
fishers including bag and size limits and the use of legal fishing gear (i.e. currently only marron 
with a 76 mm minimum carapace can be taken and there is a daily bag limit of ten marron per 
fisher). Females with eggs or attached live young and undersize marron are to be returned to the 
water. In addition, the use of fine mesh nets, boats or diving gear to catch marron is illegal. 
 
In late 2002, in order to protect the Hairy Marron, the Western Australian Department of 
Fisheries prohibited recreational marron fishing from the Margaret River above the junction of 10 
Mile Brook (Molony et al. 2004). Illegal fishing, which targets mature individuals of marron, is 
also likely to threaten the Hairy Marron when it occurs in the middle and upper reaches of the 
Margaret River, as poachers make no distinction between Smooth and Hairy Marron. 
 
Introduced fish such as the Mosquito Fish, Gambusia holbrooki, and the Redfin Perch, Perca 
fluviatilis, are currently found in the Margaret River and other catchments of south west Western 
Australia. There is evidence that the Refin Perch has a negative impact on marron populations 
either from increased competition or predation (Beatty 2000, Morgan et al. 2002). Yabbies, 
Cherax albidus, are also common in the south west of Western Australia, having been introduced 
in the 1930’s from the eastern States. This species competes directly with marron for food and 
habitat and may also have a competitive advantage due to their earlier sexual maturity (typically 
less than 6 – 9 months) and more aggressive behaviours (Molony et al. 2002). 
 
Water volume and flow are also considered critical to marron. Sediment entering the river has a 
negative influence on in-stream habitats due to its smothering effect (e.g. it reduces pool depth, 
increases pool temperatures in summer, lowers dissolved oxygen content, and buries snags and 
rocky outcrops) and is considered to also adversely affect marron populations (Molony et al. 
2004). 
 
It is difficult to determine trends in total numbers for the Hairy Marron. Information provided by 
Austin and Ryan (2002) indicates that at one location on the Margaret River, the proportion of 
Smooth Marron has increased from approximately 10% of the total marron population (i.e. 
including both C. tenuimanus and C. cainii) to approximately 80% of the total marron population 
between 1985 and 1992 (i.e. an approximately 70% proportional reduction in Hairy Marron over 
7 years). Sampling at the same site in 1998 showed that no Hairy Marron were present (i.e. a 
possible 100% reduction over 13 years) (Austin and Ryan 2002). 
 
While these data relate to one location only, Smooth Marron are known to occur at all sites where 
the Hairy Marron persists, and the threat posed to the species due to competition from, and to a 
lesser extent, hydbridisation with the Smooth Marron, is considered to be of immediate and 
ongoing concern. In addition, a number of other threats are likely to be operating, such as water 
extraction, changes to water volume and flow, illegal fishing, habitat change and the impact of 
introduced fish. The Hairy Marron is likely to undergo a severe reduction in numbers and this 
reduction is likely to be at least greater than 50% in the immediate future. 
 
Therefore, the species is eligible for listing as endangered under this criterion. 
 



 

 

 

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

The Hairy Marron is naturally restricted. The species is currently known from only eleven sites 
along a section of the Margaret River and occurs in an area less than 50 km in length.  

The majority of the species’ population is restricted to pools located in the forests of the upper 
reaches, within an area of less than 10 km2. Very few Hairy Marron have been collected recently 
from the middle or lower reaches of the Margaret River, where the Smooth Marron is the 
predominant species recorded (Bunn 2004). The Hairy Marron persists within the upper reaches 
of the Margaret River surrounded by forested land and is now thought to be mainly restricted to 
the upper reaches of this system (Bunn 2004). This section of the Margaret River (i.e. the 
upstream State Forest areas) support the last significant wild populations of the Hairy Marron and 
the relative abundance of Hairy Marron compared to Smooth Marron is up to almost 50% within 
some pools of this section of the Margaret River. 

The middle reaches of the Margaret River (i.e. downstream from the State Forest area) are 
relatively degraded and do not contain Hairy Marron, with relatively low numbers of both the 
Smooth Marron and the introduced Yabby, Cherax albidus (Molony et al. 2004). 

The lower reaches of the Margaret River (e.g. the downstream weirs) are modified by three weirs 
where the introduced Smooth Marron dominates. Hairy Marron are extremely rare here (Molony 
et al. 2004). 

The most serious current threat to the Hairy Marron is competition from, and to a lesser extent, 
hybridisation with, the related Smooth Marron, a species that is now found throughout the 
Margaret River system (Bunn 2004). 

If the processes that have enabled the Smooth Marron to replace the Hairy Marron from most of 
its original range continue, then the species’ extent of occurrence is likely to decline 
significantly. Populations of Hairy Marron in the pools downstream of the Margaret River town 
sites, where the species currently makes up only a small proportion of the total marron recorded, 
are likely to become locally extinct. This would lead to a significant reduction in the species’ 
geographic distribution. Once these small populations of Hairy Marron are lost, the pools within 
the forests of the upper reaches will be the only locations that this species will be found in the 
wild (Bunn 2004, CALM 2005). 

The geographic distribution of the Hairy Marron is very restricted and is precarious for the 
survival of the species. The Hairy Marron is under particular threat through competition from, 
and to a lesser extent, hybridisation with, the introduced Smooth Marron. 

Therefore, the species is eligible for listing as critically endangered under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 3 – The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited to a particular 
degree and: (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. 

 
The total population size of the Hairy Marron is estimated to be less than 10 000 individuals 
(Bunn 2004, CALM 2005) and the species’ geographic distribution is precarious for its survival. 
The estimated total number of individuals is limited and there is sufficient evidence to suggest 
that the number will continue to decline at a substantial rate due to competition from, and to a 
lesser extent, hybridisation with, the introduced Smooth Marron. 



 

 

 

 
Therefore, the species is eligible for listing as vulnerable under this criterion. 

 

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

The Hairy Marron has a total population size estimated to be less than 10 000 individuals (Bunn 
2004, CALM 2005), which is not extremely low, very low or low. 
 
Therefore, the species is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 - Probability of extinction in the wild 
There are no quantitative data available to assess the species against this criterion. 

 

5.  CONCLUSION 

The Hairy Marron has a population with a very restricted geographic distribution which is 
precarious for the survival of the species. The estimated total number of individuals is limited and 
there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the number will continue to decline at a substantial 
rate due to competition from, and to a lesser extent, hydridisation with, the introduced Smooth 
Marron. Other threats are also likely to be having an impact on the species, including water 
extraction, changes to water volume and flow, illegal fishing, habitat change and the impact of 
introduced fish. 
 
The species is eligible for listing as endangered under criterion 1, critically endangered under 
criterion 2, and vulnerable under criteria 3. 
 

6.  Recommendation 

The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be amended 
by including in the list in the critically endangered category: 

Cherax tenuimanus (Hairy Marron) 
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