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Protected Species Group Report Cards

D4 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Seasnakes 

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

Seasnakes are rept�les, and as such have lungs and must 

surface to breathe. Most spec�es of seasnakes have 

trop�cal and subtrop�cal d�str�but�on. Few seasnakes 

�nhab�t ocean�c waters and most spec�es l�ve �n shallower 

waters around reefs and �nshore env�ronments. Of the 

35 spec�es of seasnake (�nclud�ng sea kra�ts) known to 

�nhab�t Austral�an waters, 19 spec�es are found �n the 

Reg�on w�th n�ne spec�es cons�dered as vagrants or that 

may occur �n the Reg�on.

There are two fam�l�es of seasnakes: Hydroph��nae, 

wh�ch are aquat�c spec�es that never leave the water, 

and Lat�caud�nae, wh�ch are amph�b�ous spec�es that can 

l�ve on land and �n water.

Spec�es of note �n the Reg�on �nclude:

• ol�ve-headed seasnake (Disteira major), wh�ch 

�s w�dely d�str�buted �n the trop�cal waters of 

northern Austral�a and moves southward along the 

western and eastern Austral�an coasts dur�ng the 

wet season. Th�s spec�es has been found �n sandy 

and muddy hab�tats �n water depths between 

3–10 m, as well as �n deeper trawled areas of the 

Northern Prawn F�shery;

ornate seasnake (Hydrophis ornatus), wh�ch occurs �n 

trop�cal northern Western Austral�a, the Northern 

Terr�tory and northern Queensland. Th�s spec�es 

somet�mes occurs further south �n the wet season 

(December–March), extend�ng �ts range as far as 

Tasman�a (Cogger 2000). The ornate seasnake 

occurs �n a var�ety of hab�tats, �nclud�ng clear 

water near coral reefs and turb�d (muddy) water �n 

estuar�es (Cogger 2000); and

elegant seasnake (Hydrophis elegans), wh�ch �s 

w�despread �n trop�cal Austral�a, occurr�ng �n 

Queensland, Western Austral�a and the Northern 

Terr�tory (Dell and Fry 2003). The d�str�but�on of 

th�s spec�es extends from Shark Bay �n Western 

Austral�a Papua New Gu�nea and Moreton Bay 

�n Queensland (Cogger 2000; Storr et al. 2002). 

The elegant seasnake uses a var�ety of mar�ne and 

estuar�ne hab�tats, from sandy substrates �n less 

than 2 m of water, to depths of approx�mately 80 m 

(L�mpus 1975). It �s one of two spec�es of seasnake 

�n northern Austral�a that are most l�kely to occur 

�n areas of soft sed�ment where prawn trawl�ng 

occurs (M�lton 2001).

•

•

Olive seasnake. Photo: Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority.
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Spec�es w�th trop�cal and subtrop�cal d�str�but�on that 

m�ght occur as vagrants or are not res�dent �n the 

Reg�on �nclude:

•

•

•

•

leaf-scaled seasnake (Aipysurus foliosquama)

turtle-headed seasnake (Emydocephalus annulatus)

yellow-l�pped sea kra�t (Laticauda colubrina)

large-scaled sea kra�t (Laticauda laticaudata)

Nat�onally protected spec�es

All seasnakes are l�sted under Sect�on 248 of the EPBC 

Act and are protected as l�sted mar�ne spec�es. No 

spec�es of seasnake has been l�sted as threatened or 

m�gratory under the EPBC Act. 

Ecology of protected spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Seasnakes

Seasnakes occupy d�verse hab�tats �nclud�ng coral reefs, 

turb�d water hab�tats, and deeper waters (Gu�nea et al. 

2004). The d�str�but�on of seasnakes �s �nfluenced by 

t�me of day as well as seasonal factors assoc�ated w�th 

mat�ng or breed�ng aggregat�ons of grav�d females. The 

presence of seasnakes as by-catch var�es w�th local�ty, 

depth, season and prev�ous trawl h�story of the area 

(Ward 2000). The major�ty of the �nformat�on about the 

locat�on of seasnakes �n the Reg�on has been obta�ned 

from trawl by-catch logs. 

Seasnakes exh�b�t spec�al�sat�on for the�r aquat�c 

env�ronment, w�th a paddle-l�ke ta�l, dorsally pos�t�oned 

nostr�ls each w�th a valve, fangs at the front of the 

mouth, salt-regulat�ng glands, and a s�ngle lung that 

extends nearly the full length of the body (Dunson 1975). 

Most seasnakes feed on eels, fish and/or the�r eggs. In 

the Reg�on, only the yellow-bell�ed seasnake (Pelamis 

platurus) has the ab�l�ty to capture fish �n open water. 

Other seasnake spec�es found �n the Reg�on corner the�r 

prey �n burrows or crev�ces (Kropach 1975; Jayne et al. 

1988).

Important areas for seasnakes �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

None known (data defic�ent).

Known �nteract�ons, threats and 

m�t�gat�on measures

Commercial fisheries

In the Reg�on, seasnakes are caught acc�dentally �n the 

trawl nets of the Northern Prawn F�shery. The most 

common seasnakes �n commerc�al trawl by-catch �nclude 

the elegant seasnake, the ol�ve-headed seasnake and 

the ornate seasnake. Up to half of the seasnakes that 

are caught as by-catch d�e (Wassenberg et al. 1994). 

S�gn�ficant reduct�ons �n seasnake by-catch have 

occurred s�nce the �ntroduct�on of by-catch reduct�on 

dev�ces (Brewer et al. 1998). 

Trade

Seasnake-sk�n goods are sold w�dely �n northern 

Austral�a. There are currently no commerc�al export 

perm�ts for Austral�an seasnakes �ssued by the Austral�an 

Government.

Other interactions/threats

Seasnakes have been found �n derel�ct fish�ng nets �n 

northern Austral�a. Hav�ng a tendency to frequent sl�cks 

and dr�ft l�nes at sea, the yellow-bell�ed seasnake may be 

vulnerable to o�l sp�lls. 
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D5 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Crocodiles 

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

The saltwater (or estuar�ne) crocod�le (Crocodylus porosus) 

belongs to the fam�ly Crocodyl�dae. It has a trop�cal 

d�str�but�on that extends to the north coast of Austral�a, 

where crocod�les �nhab�t coastal waters, estuar�es and 

freshwater lakes, �nland swamps and marshes (Webb et 

al. 1987).

Nat�onally protected spec�es

The saltwater crocod�le �s l�sted under Sect�on 248 of 

the EPBC Act and �s protected as a l�sted m�gratory and 

mar�ne spec�es. The saltwater crocod�le �s also l�sted on 

Append�x I of CITES �n all countr�es other than Austral�a, 

Papua New Gu�nea and Indones�a, where �t �s l�sted 

on Append�x II (Ross 1998). The Austral�an populat�on 

of Crocodylus porosus was transferred to Append�x II 

�n 1985 follow�ng a proposal (Webb et al. 1984) to 

pursue susta�nable use through ranch�ng, wh�ch a�ms 

to save w�ld populat�ons and the�r hab�tat by plac�ng 

a commerc�al value on w�ld stocks (Webb and Vardon 

1996). In 1994 the Austral�an populat�on was g�ven an 

unqual�fied Append�x II l�st�ng under CITES to allow the 

�ncent�ve-dr�ven conservat�on programme to extend 

beyond ranch�ng to l�m�ted w�ld harvest.

Saltwater crocodile. Photo: Robert Thorn, Department of the Environment, Heritage, Water and the Arts.




