Largetooth Sawfish
Fact Sheet

In the waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria lives one
of the largest and most critically endangered fish
on Earth. Following population declines of over 80%
globally, northern Australia is a vital refuge and one of
the remaining strongholds for the species, but they
face a high risk of extinction in the wild.

What is a Largetooth Sawfish?

Largetooth sawfish (Pristis pristis) with their long
flattened body they are classed as a ray and are among
the longest rays in the world. They are best known for
their long, flat snout, lined with sharp tooth-like
structures known as a rostrum. Their eyes sit at the top
of their head and are functional, but because they live in
murky waters, they rely heavily on electroreception to
detect electrical signals of their prey. On their underside,
they have two nostril slits that look like eyes above their
mouth. These nostrils also assist hunting by detecting
chemical signals from prey.

Habitat

There are five living sawfish species worldwide, with four
of which are found within Australian waters. The
largetooth sawfish species is euryhaline, meaning they
can tolerate a wide range of salinity levels. Mature
sawfish are known to inhabit marine and estuarine
waters, whereas juveniles commonly inhabit estuarine
and upstream freshwater river systems, where they can
become isolated in pools of freshwater during dry
seasons for long periods of time.

Key facts

The largetooth sawfish is the largest of the five
sawfish species, reaching up to 7 metres in total
length.

Lifespan of approximately 36 years.

Diet consists of molluscs, fish and crustaceans.
Females reproduce upon sexual maturity at 8—10
years of age.

Pups are born live at about 72—90 cm in length.
The number of pups delivered varies with female
size and ranges between 4-12.

The juveniles can live up to 400 km upstream in the
freshwater reaches between 4-6 years before
moving into the marine environment.

Sawfish have specialised electrosensory organs to
hunt for prey.

They rapidly sweep their rostrum side-to-side to stun
and capture their prey.



Shape to survival

Sawfish have a unique and unusual body shape, with a
flattened body and pectoral fins fused to the head, along
with a long saw-like snout and eyes, nostrils, and mouth
positioned in different places. While this may seem
peculiar, every feature is perfectly adapted to their way
of life, with their body shape supporting how they sense,
hunt, and feed in their environment. Their fins are
arranged so that they form a wing-like body, allowing
them to glide through the water and providing stability
when striking their prey. Additionally, the mouth and
nostrils are perfectly located, enabling bottom-feeding.
To feed, they use their distinctive toothed rostrum, which
resembles a saw, to detect, stun and capture prey such
as fish and crustaceans before moving overtop and
consuming through their mouth.

Legislation

Due to severe population declines and the species
facing a high risk of extinction in the wild, strong
legislation now protects sawfish worldwide.

. Listed as Critically Endangered on the
International Union for Conservation (ICUN) Red
List.

. Listed as Endangered under the Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.

. Listed as Endangered under the Nature
Conservation Act 1992.

. Listed on Appendix | of the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES) which bans commercial
trade.

. The Sawfish and River Sharks Multispecies
Recovery Plan is a key document that outlines
conservation actions and objectives within Australia.

Breeding habits

The species shows strong habitat-use patterns, with
juveniles of the largetooth sawfish relying heavily on
freshwater and estuarine river systems as nursery
areas that provide safe shelter and abundant food.
Female sawfish exhibit natal philopatry, returning to
the rivers where they were born to give birth, creating
distinct family groups within each river system.
Males, however, move more widely between rivers
and coastal areas.

Key threats

Every sawfish in our Gulf rivers matters, especially
the females. If a female sawfish born in the Gulf of
Carpentaria, is lost, it reduces the ability of our local
populations to recover, because females return to
their home rivers to give birth to their young. This is
particularly concerning, as we risk losing the species
in our region before we fully understand its ecology
and behaviour.

Recreational and commercial fishing

One of the major threats to all sawfish populations is
fishing bycatch. Large commercial fishing operations
commonly use gill nets and trawls, which easily
entangle sawfish and often lead to death. CSIRO is
working with commercial fishers across Australia to
reduce bycatch and increase post release survival.
These rays are harmed through recreational fishing
when caught in fishing lines.

In addition, sawfish have historically been targeted for
their rostrums, which are highly valued as trophy
items. In some cases, fishers will remove the rostrum
before releasing the sawfish, mistakenly believing the
animal will survive. However, the rostrum is essential
for feeding, and a sawfish will die within days after its
removal.



https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/sawfish-river-sharks-multispecies-recovery-plan
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Habitat loss

Habitat degradation in the freshwater reaches of our
river systems is driven by urbanisation, mining, and
agriculture and can significantly reduce the quality of
critical nursery areas that juvenile largetooth sawfish
depend on in the first few years. These disturbances
alter the land and trigger a chain of linked
environmental impacts. As a result, river ecology is
altered, and water quality changes.

The key changes that impact the sawfish come from
increased sediment runoff from exposed soils and
include:

. Changes to river systems can cause channels and
waterholes to become shallower over time,
particularly during the dry season when flows are
low, leading to higher water temperatures, lower
oxygen levels, and an increased likelihood of algal
blooms.

. Increased nutrients in the system, such as nitrogen
and phosphorus, act as fertilisers and cause rapid
plant and algal growth, leading to pools becoming
congested, changing water flows and exposing them
to higher levels of predation from crocodiles and bull
sharks. Additionally, the increase of algae growth
can result in low oxygen levels, and the production
of toxins in the water.

« The introduction of chemicals and/or heavy metals
can cause disease and alter growth patterns.

Despite the species' endangered status, it continues to
be harmed throughout its range, further leading to local,
national and international population declines.
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Actions to reduce impacts

To improve conservation outcomes for the largetooth
sawfish, greater awareness of the threats it faces is
essential.

Public awareness

Public awareness of the threats posed by fishing can be
achieved through educational initiatives at popular
fishing locations.

Awareness campaigns should include:
« Increased signage in and around boating and
camping areas,
. Identification resources easily available,
« Clear instructions on how to safely handle and
release sawfish when caught in fishing gear.

Groundcover management

Land alongside waterways that support largetooth
freshwater sawfish habitat should be strategically
managed to minimise the impacts of livestock grazing,
land clearing, and invasive species, which can intensify
the effects of flooding and erosion.

To achieve this, areas considered priority habitat should
be protected through measures such as:

. Strategic fencing and off-stream watering points
installed to manage cattle impacts,

+ Implementation of seasonal closures of riparian
areas to ensure vegetated buffer zones around
waterways are maintained,

. Management of invasive species that contribute to
increased erosion, such as feral pigs that dig up
riparian zones and infestations of rubber vine that
reduce natural groundcover and increase sediment
runoff.




Want to help?

. Protect riparian zones to keep rivers, estuaries, and coastal habitats healthy
. Adopt sustainable grazing practices to reduce erosion and water pollution

. Adopt sustainable fishing practices to prevent accidental capture and harm
. Educate yourself and others about sawfish and the threats they face

Southern Gulf NRM Project

The Grazing for Healthy Rivers and Sawfish Conservation project works with land managers to protect and
restore important freshwater habitat for the threatened largetooth sawfish. It will supports sustainable grazing
practices on properties located alongside key river systems.

These waterways are integral to pastoral operations and our local economies, providing essential feed and water
resources for livestock.

The project focuses on practical actions, such as installing riparian fencing and off-stream watering systems, to
improve vegetation cover and reduce sediment runoff and erosion impacts on waterways.

Additionally, annual sawfish surveys will gather valuable data on population size, age structure and genetic
diversity, helping to assess the stability of regional populations. CSIRO is conducting surveys of rivers within the
Gulf, and this data will help enable robust estimates of Largetooth Sawfish abundance across northern Australia
and may also be used to inform sustainable development.

These actions represent a positive step toward improving critical sawfish nursery habitat areas.
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