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Threatened ﬁshes of the world: Pristis microdon Latham 1794 (Pristidae)
Dean C. Thorburn & David L. Morgan
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Common names: Freshwater sawﬁsh, Leichhardt’s sawﬁsh, smalltooth
sawﬁsh. Conservation status: Endangered (IUCN Red List 2003), vulnerable (Australian Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999). Identiﬁcation: Distinguished by ﬁrst dorsal ﬁn being
considerably anterior to pelvic ﬁns, caudal ﬁn has a conspicuous ventral
lobe (Compagno & Last 1998). Reputed to attain 700 cm TL. Rostral
saw broad with 14–23 teeth on each side (17–23 teeth in Australian
waters), but diﬀers between sexes (17–21 for females and 19–23 for males
in northern Australia) (Ishihara et al. 1991, Thorburn & Morgan et al.
2004a). Uncertainty exists to whether P. microdon should be synonymised with Pristis perotteti and Pristis zephyreus from the Atlantic and
eastern Paciﬁc (Compagno & Last 1998), however, Ishihara et al. (1991) demonstrated a signiﬁcant diﬀerence in rostral teeth counts
between P. microdon and P. perotteti, e.g. 17–21 teeth in Australian female P. microdon cf. 14–17 in female P. perotteti. Similarly, male
P. perotteti have 16–20 teeth cf. 19–23 in male P. microdon. Distribution: Tropical waters of Indo-West Paciﬁc, including northern
Australia, New Guinea, South-east Asia, India and eastern Africa, but also includes the Americas and western Africa if synonymised
with P. perotteti and P. zephyreus. Abundance: Sawﬁsh populations have been decimated from gill net and trawl ﬁsheries (Simpfendorfer 2000). Current rates of decline for P. microdon are unsustainable and it faces extirpation from many parts of its range. Northern
Australia may soon represent the only geographical region where populations persist (Pogonoski et al. 2002). Habitat and ecology:
Often considered to occur purely in inland waters, including estuaries (Last & Stevens 1994), with only recent reports from marine
waters in Australia (Thorburn et al. 2004b). It has been recorded over 400 km from the coast in the Fitzroy River (Western Australia)
(Morgan et al. 2004). Tanaka (1991) reports that growth of this species is slow (18 cm in ﬁrst year and 10 cm in the tenth), with 247 and
361 cm TL specimens estimated to be 16 and 44 years of age, respectively. This is in contrast with the ﬁndings of Wilson (1999) who
reports that young are born at 50 cm and an individual grew from 60 to 260 cm in three years, while Thorburn et al. 2004a, based on
annuli present on vertebral centra collected from individuals from the Fitzroy River, Western Australia, estimated that those measuring 1000 mm TL were ~ 1 year old, between 1400 – 1600 mm TL were ~ 2 years old, and between 1800 – 2200 mm TL were ~ 3 years
old.’ Reproduction: Thought to breed in freshwater (Tanaka 1991; Compagno & Last 1998; Wilson 1999), however the only reports of
mature animals are from a 360 cm TL mature male from the Oriomo River mouth (New Guinea) (Tanaka 1991) and one mature
300 cm TL male oﬀ the northern Pilbara coast (Western Australia), hundreds of kilometres south of the nearest riverine population
(Fitzroy River) (Thorburn et al. 2004b). Thirty ﬁve of 36 P. microdon captured in Tanaka’s (1991) study from northern Australian and
New Guinean fresh and estuarine waters were immature. Similarly, all 30 males (80–230 cm) captured during a study of the Fitzroy
River were immature (Thorburn et al. 2004a). It is suggested that rivers may act as nursery grounds. Maturity attained at lengths
greater than 240 m (Compagno & Last 1998, Thorburn & Morgan unpubl. data). Threats: Commercial and recreational ﬁsheries and
habitat degradation of rivers. Rostral teeth make them extremely vulnerable to nets of all mesh sizes. While protected in Australian
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Commonwealth Waters, which incorporate marine waters beyond three nautical miles from the low water mark, it is not protected in
nearshore waters or rivers inside this limit. Conservation recommendations: Urgent assessment of populations in marine, estuarine and
riverine waters of northern Australia. Australian State and Territory Governments should protect P. microdon in waters that fall under
their jurisdiction.
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