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RESEARCHER PAUL BROWN EXPLAINS 

THE KEY ROLE RECREATIONAL FISHERS 

HAVE PLAYED IN A PROJECT AIMED AT 

ENSURING THE RECENT INCREASE IN 

MURRAY COD NUMBERS CONTINUES. 

Angler surveys are helping researchers to better understand if current 
management strategies will ensure the sustainability of Murray Cod. 
Recreational fi shers have provided vital information to help researchers 
understand the impact of harvest, catch  and post-release survival rates 
on Murray Cod fi sh populations in the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB). 
The results indicate Murray Cod can be protected from overfi shing if 
overall mortality rates can be kept below 20 per cent. 

Conserving Murray Cod stocks
The Murray Cod sits at the top of the food chain and plays an ecologically 
important, but complicated role in the MDB river system. Its status as an 
Australian icon, a favoured target of recreational fi shers, and a protected 
species, further raises the stakes for conservation efforts. While population 
numbers have started to bounce back following a long-term decline, 
researchers from the Victorian Department of Primary Industries felt 
a new in-depth fi shery analysis was needed to ensure ongoing conservation 
efforts are based on robust data.

There were concerns among both anglers and researchers about the 
size structure of the population, with many fi sh below the size limit but far 
fewer above it. Stocks are currently protected by a minimum size limit, with 
fi shers required to release fi sh below 60 centimetres in length. Researchers 
wanted to determine whether the size limit did correlate well with sexual 
maturity. The aim was to ensure individual Murray Cod stand a good 
chance of reproducing at least once, before being caught and kept. 

About 1400 anglers provided information about their fi shing activity 
as part of a roving creel survey which ran for two years and sampled along 
1700 kilometres of the MDB river system, including the Murray River 
from Yarrawonga downstream to the South Australian border, and on 
the lower Goulburn, Ovens and Loddon Rivers.

Fisheries researcher Taylor Hunt returns a large 
Murray Cod to the water after maturity testing. 
Photos throughout courtesy of the author.
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A numbers game for Murray Cod
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Angler survey results
The survey found about 6500 Murray Cod 
were kept from the study area from a total catch 
of about 98,000 fi sh — this amounts to a release 
rate of about 93 per cent and is explained by 
the prevalence of fi sh which are less than the 
minimum size limit. In contrast, the voluntary 
release rate for fi sh larger than 60 centimetres, 
was found to drop to between 14 per cent and 
32 per cent.

The study also examined what happens 
to the fi sh once released. With the help of the 
Donald Angling Club in northwest Victoria, 
released fi sh were observed for seven days and 
scored for injury and death. Since Murray Cod 
are notoriously aggressive, the fi sh were held 
in individual enclosures dangled by ropes into 
the river. The post-release mortality rate was 
estimated at 2 per cent. The rate may seem low, 
but has important implications for conservation, 
as thousands of Murray Cod are being caught, 
and in some areas the number of fi sh dying 
following release can be equal to the number 
legally kept.

The fi ndings are now being incorporated 
into models which simulate the impact of 
different management strategies. For example, 
simulations have found increasing the minimum 
size limit would improve the sustainability of the 
population and result in reduced harvests, but 
not catch rates. Conservation also stands to 
benefi t from further reducing post-release 
mortality. 

The results indicate while there is no 
harm in occasionally keeping a Murray Cod, 
the fi shery will benefi t from higher adoption of 
best practice methods for releasing fi sh. Ongoing 
work is needed to educate anglers as the uptake 
of best practice methods was found to be low, 
despite being well publicised.

Victorian Department of Primary Industries Fisheries 
researcher Paul Brown demonstrates how Murray Cod 
stocked into reservoirs such as Lake Eildon make great 
sustainable fi sheries for recreational anglers.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION
Sustainability of recreational fi sheries for 
Murray Cod in the Murray–Darling Basin Report — 
www.frdc.com.au/documentlibrary/fi nalreports/2006-053-DLD.pdf

SURVEY FINDINGS 
• The top three successful baits used 

to catch Murray Cod were cheese 
(24 per cent), shrimp (18 per cent) 
and bardi grubs (12 per cent). 

• Between two and 12 Murray Cod 
were caught per hectare, with 
0.14 kept per hectare and an overall 
release rate of about 90 per cent.

• Anglers also removed almost 
60 tonnes of carp, an invasive 
pest species, from approximately 
1500 kilometres of stream surveyed 
during the 18-month study.

• Catch of threatened species, such 
as Trout Cod and Silver Perch, was 
relatively high; for example, more 
than 12,000 fi sh in 350 kilometres 
of the Murray River downstream 
of Yarrawonga Weir.

• Anglers fi shing with two rods had 
signifi cantly higher harvest rates than 
those using a single rod. However, using 
three to fi ve rods achieved similar keep 
rates to single-rod users.

• Bait fi shing was consistently the most 
popular method for 52 to 97 per cent 
of anglers across the reaches studied.
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