
FISH Group 
 
The Fish Group has completed two projects and is currently starting with its third. 
 

Project One: Fish Health 
The Fish Health project was set up in 
the very onset of RIVER. The 
primary objective of this first project 
was to capture fish and examine the 
individuals for any signs of ill-health, 
including external parasites and 
wounds. Various capture techniques 
were utilised in order to catch fish. 
Once captured, the fish were 
identified if possible, their length 
recorded and health issues noted 
and the fish were returned. If the 

group was unable to identify the fish, it was sealed in a plastic ziplock bag, labelled 
with date, location and collectors' names, and then stored in a freezer for later 
identification. 
 
It was soon realised that the task of identification to species level with any degree of 
confidence was quite difficult. In addition to this problem, Project One did not have 
standard sites or a standard unit effort by which to make comparisons between sites. 
As such, Project One was wrapped up, and based on what the Fish Group had 
already learnt, Project Two began. 
 
Prolect Two: Fish Identification and p roduction o f a species li st. 
This project was established in August 1998. 
 
Aims: 
Monitoring 
$ To investigate changes in populations of estuarine fish commonly encountered by 

people using cast and seine nets over time and per unit effort, on each of the 
Ross and BohIe Rivers. 

$ To generate a species list for the Ross and BohIe Rivers to complement/compare 
with lists being generated by the Department of Primary Industry's Fisheries 
Project. 

 
and Education 
$ To produce an easy to follow guide to commonly encountered fish with notes on 

their biology and habitat requirements 
 
Equipment:     
$ Seine Net 
$ Cast Net 
$ Data Sheets 
$ Plastic Zip Lock Bags 

$ Water-proof paper 
$ Pencils 
$ Buckets 
$ Clipboards 

$ Fish Identification 
Guides, keys, lists, 
etc 

$ First Aid Kit. 
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Method s: 
 

A Ross River Site Selection 
Four sites were selected to represent the length of the estuary. Easy access to sites was 
also a necessary factor to consider during the site selection process, not only in terms of logistics, 
but also with respect to maintaining the safety of the volunteers. A site comprises a stretch of the 
bank approximately lOOm upstream and lOOm downstream of the point of access. A suitable site 
also needed to be able to facilitate cast netting and seine netting easily and safely. The four sites 
selected were (1) the Mouth of the Ross River, (2) Gordon Creek, (3) Bicentennial Park and (4) 
Love Lane Park. For actual site details see Map FG-O0. 
 
Sampling Methodoloav 
To compare the datacollected at each site it is necessary to standardise our unit effort. 
Therefore, at each of the 4 sites, the following sampling protocol will be followed: 
 
10 casts - starting at the downstream end of the site and moving to the upstream end, conduct 10 
casts, each approximately 20 metres apart. 
5 drags - using seine nets and starting at the downstream end of the site and moving upstream, 
conduct 5 drags, each approximately 40 metres apart. The net should be dragged to a point mid-
stream before returning to the bank. At no time, should volunteers drag in water beyond the depth of 
their own mid-thighs, or if they do not feel comfortable doing so at any given time or site. 
 
Identification of SDecies 
It should be the primary aim to identify and release all fish that are caught unharmed. Where 
accurate field identification is not possible, the fish should be placed in an airtight plastic ziplock bag 
for later identification. A waterproof paper label should be placed in the bag with the fish. The label 
should contain the following information as a minimum: 
date collected, site collected (including some details eg. near a log, over a sandbar, etc.) whom it 
was collected by, the method of capture and some notes about fresh colour and behaviour. All of 
this information should be written in pencil. The fish can then be frozen, and identified at a 
scheduled identification and collation meeting. 
 

A Bohle River 
Site Select ion 

Site select ion for the Bohle River is made a more diff icult t ask due to the river's nature, when com
pared to the Ross River. Most of the banks on the BohIe River are steep and high, making it diff ic
ult t o find places where cast net t ing and seine net t ing can be conducted safely. For this primary re
ason, only three sites have been selected for the Bohle River: (1) beneath the BohIe River Bridge, (
2) at the mouth of the Bohle River, and (3) adjacent to the Boat ramp at Bushland Beach. 
 
SamDung Methodoloav 
In order to make comparisons between the rivers and the seven sites, the same sampling protocol o
ut lined for the Ross River will be followed in the Bohle River. 

Due to possible logist ical diff icult ies and safety risks (part icularly crocodiles) associated with fish s

ampling on the Bohie River, it may be decided - after

 an init ial t rial of methodol25 
ogy and sites - that the selected sites are not feasible for any number of reasons. This issue would 
be addressed after an init ial sampling run had been t rialed. 



Results & Discussion 
The results are summarised in tables FG-01 and FG-02. 
 
After t rialing the sites and methods at the Bohle River, it was decided that these sites were not fea
sible and therefore data would not be coll ected frorr ~ the three Bohle sites ident ified. However, the
 four sites at t he Ross River were sampled on a fortnight ly rotat ional basis. 
 
This project was ext remely beneficial to the Fish Group as we are now able to ident ify around 30 f
ish species confident ly in the field. In the course of ident ificat ion, the gmup constructed a taxonom
ic key to ident ify mull et species, and a set of notes on ponyfish ident ificat ion. Numerous ill ust rat io
n were also made which will be ut ilised in producing the field guide to com monly encountered " bai
t fish" in the Ross River Estuary. 
The project also highlighted some important considerat ions for future projects: Without more volu
nteers it is difficult to sample more frequent ly across each site. As such, future projects will have le
ss sites that are sampled more often. 
 
In addit ion some interest ing t rends were noted: 
Table FG-01 'Species and Capture Method' shows that  
A 35.5% of the species captured were found in casts only. 
A 33.3% of the species captured were found in drags only. 
A 31.2% of the species were captured in either casts or drags. 
 
Mugil cepha/ us is likely to be captured in either cast or drag nets1 as are the four species of whit in
g captured by the group, and Ambassids or glass perchlets. 
Tet radont id fish (puff er fish) are more likely to be captured in a cast net only, as are certain specie
s of pony fish notably, Lelognatus ~sciatus and Lelognathus leucisicus. 
 
Table FG-02 'Species and Frequency of Capture' reveals that only one species was captured 62.5% 
of the t ime across all the sites, this was Lelognathus equulus. The other 2 most commonly captured
 species were Nematolosa come and Mugil cephalus, both being encountered on 50% of occasions. T
he majority of species were only captured at one of the eight sampling occasions. 
 
Current MMeemmbbeerrss  
A Graeme Buckley 
A Tanya Korn 
A Ralph Zulman 
 
PPaasst t MMeemmbbeerrss  
A Brian Davies 
A Domenico Farina 
A Domenica Kellaway 
 
A Karyn Lawrence 
A Leigh Oakley 
A Jeremiah Tonks 
A Just in Innes 
EExxppeerrtts s ccaalllleed d uuppoonn::  
A

 Chad Lunow, Fisheries Biologist , Department of Primary Indust ries, Oonoonba Dist rict Off i
ce, Townsvill e 

A Graham  Inglis - James Cook University, Townsvill e 
A Marcus Sheaves - James Cook University, Townsvill e 
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HHiigghheesst t AAcchhiieevveemmeennttss  
A

 Learning to ident ify diff erent species of f ish and fish families, and to examine fis:~ i' fl ~ diffe
rent light . 

A
 Gaining an appreciat ion of problems and difficult ies in conduct ing a ~ll -scale populat ion sur
vey. 

 
WWhhaat t hhaavve e wwe e eennjjooyyeed d tthhe e mmoosstt   
A Fun we have on out ings as a group 
A The educat ional value of our t rips 
A Passing on our knowledge to others who are interested 
A Seeing Tanya wading in the river at 8am  in the middle of winter 
 
TTaalll l ttaalleess  
8

  An experience that will not be quickly forgott en by Ralph was when he was spined through 
his hand by a St riped Butt erfish (Selenotoca mult ifasciata) and was sent spinning into a whirl
wind of excruciat ing pain. A dramat ic tale of danger and t reachery that most of you will recall
 from  issue 17 of RIVER  Matters. 

8
 Ralph and Graeme know the Ross River quite well. As a result , drag nett ing with them  was
 usually an interest ing experience. Graeme would say politely and unassumingly " I will take th
is end, Tanya, you' ll get t he other end" (all the while plot t ing his cunning plan). " OK" , I 'd say
. We would begin our seine in knee-deep water, when suddenly I would fall into a hole, a t renc
h, a channel you name it , I fell into it . Of course, all of this occurred much to the amusement 
of Ralph and Graham. T ime and t ime again I would fall (literally) for Graeme and Ralph's t ri
ckery. I have certainly learnt my lesson now. They are just lucky I was never eaten by a croco
dile! (I guess I am  too when I think about it ) 

 
 
FFuuttuurre e ddiirreecctt iioonnss  
  
PPrrootteecctt   TThhrreeee: : MMuulllleet t &&  WWhhiitt iinng g iin n tthhe e RRoosss s RRiivveer r EEssttuuaarrvv  
Based on the survey work completed by the group in Project Two and our confidence in ident ifyin
g com monly encountered fish, the Fish Group decided that t he third project should become more s
pecific. As such, Project Three was com menced on 8 September 
1999. 
 
AAiimmss::  
1.

 To survey fish belonging to the Family Mugilidae (mullet ) and the genus Sillago (whit ing). 
These groups were selected for the foll owing reasons: 
i) Mullet and whit ing are fish that have commercial value within our com munity. 

 ii)Mullet were encountered at each site that we sampled at t he previous study (aside 
  from  Love Lane Park). 
 iii)Whit ing were not encountered frequent ly, but were most often captured at Love 
  Lane Park and the Mouth of the Ross River. 
2.

 To survey for seasonal abundance of these fish at t wo sites in the Ross River - at t he mouth
 and midway along the length of the estuary at t he Rocky Bar adjacent t o Bicentennial Park. 

3. To monitor changes in length/ size of these fish at each site over t ime. 
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4.



 To keep records of parasite load and overall health of these species at t hese two sites over t i
me (ie check for black spot , red spot , and fin rot ) 

5. To keep records of incidental captures of other fish at each site. 
6. To monitor water quality parameters at the t ime of sampling using RIVER's new probe. 
 
EEqquuiippmmeenntt ::  
As out lined for Project Two 
and a TPS 90 FL Basic Water Quality Field Analyser (Conduct ivity, Salinity, pH, Temperature a
nd Dissolved Oxygen). 
 
MMeetthhooddllss::  
AA  5 5 ccaasst t nneet t aannd d 5 5 ddrraag g nneet t ccaattcchhees s wwiilll l bbe e ccoonndduucctteed d at each site. Caught fish will be 

ident ified, measured, then released without harm. 
A T imes for sampling will centre around the incoming side of low t ide. 
A Data will be recorded in the newly developed data sheets. 
A At least 3 volunteers will be required each sampling t rip. 
 
aaddddiitt iioonnaal l ccoonnssiiddeerraatt iioonnss  
Once more volunteers are att racte
d to the fish group we would like t
o set up a second group of three v
olunteers, who choose two differen
t sites in the estuary (based on ou
r exist ing data) and monitor these
 sites using the described object ive
s and methods. 
This project is commencing well a
nd already we are not icing interest ing t rends in size and number. The results will be reported on in
 twelve months t ime. 
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