
In many respects Mangrove Jack 
are the pinnacle of estuary fishing 
in northern NSW and southeast 
Queensland. They offer the royal flush 
of growing big, pulling hard, looking 
great, tasting even better and being 
relatively plentiful and targetable 
under the right conditions.

And if the saying “it’s the ones you don’t catch 
that keep you coming back” is accurate, Jacks 
have more to answer for in terms of the legions 
of addicted fishos haunting tackle shops than 
any other species, hands-down. Over the 
years I have been regaled by countless stories 
told by friends and acquaintances recounting 
that first time they hooked something truly 
unstoppable, and a common thread running 
through many of these stories suggests that 
Jacks may have played a starring role in 
most of them. They often take place by a rock 
wall, jetty or snag with good passing flow, 
involve that signature freight-train-take, and 
feature the sound-track of a reel’s drag hitting 
a previously-unregistered pitch, immediately 
before the lure/bait previously owned by the 
angler in question was comprehensively 
and irretrievably parked deeply into the 
aforementioned rock-wall/jetty/snag. Who 
wouldn’t be hooked by that?

Over the last thirty years the cult following 
for Mangrove Jack has steadily grown and 
spread southwards as new techniques and 
technology have made them easier to target, 
or perhaps as warming southern waters have 
made them more inhabitable, or maybe in 
response to the growing library of tantalizing 
stories and images in the fishing media on 
these street-fighter fish. Probably a mixture 
of all three.

Like most iconic fish species Mangrove 
Jack have received a reasonable amount of 
attention from researchers over the years, 
though almost all of the studies done have 
been up around Cairns and Townsville, and 
very little was known of the biology and 
behavior of southern populations. 

Those northern studies have provided an 
interesting insight into the life history of 
Mangrove Jack, showing that spawning takes 
place in summer months on offshore reefs, 
with tiny translucent juveniles then making 
their way into coastal estuaries, where they 
disappear into highly productive seagrass 
beds, snags and crevices among rocky reef 
structure. There they feed, grow and become 
increasingly adept at emptying tackle boxes 
until they reach around 40-50cm in size, at 
which time they head to offshore reefs to 
spawn and live for many more years. 
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Over time fishers in NSW began to suspect 
that their Jacks may not behave the same 
as their northern bretheren. In particular, 
there were suggestions that some large 
adult jacks may remain in NSW estuaries 
more or less permanently, rather than 
moving out to offshore reefs. 

And so in 2011 a project was funded under New 
South Wales Saltwater Recreational Fishing Trust 
to investigate these and other aspects of the 
movement and biology of Mangrove Jack within 
several northern NSW estuarine systems, giving 
mad fisher Toby Piddocke the opportunity to follow 
his passion and dive into the area of fisheries 
research.

By examining information on the growth 
and age of individuals, the researchers 
have been able to estimate the likely rate 
of natural mortality (basically how many 
Mangrove Jack die without considering 
those killed by fishos), and Toby explains 
“if you were to compare Mangrove Jack to 
a land-based animal on the basis of their 
life history characteristics, they would 
probably be the elephants of our estuaries. 
Slow growing, very few natural predators, 
and quite long-lived”.

When comparing preliminary findings of 
this study of southern Jack populations 
to what we know of populations studied 
further north, Toby explains that they are 
broadly consistent, however southern 
populations seem to grow slower, and 
get bigger before they leave the estuarine 
environment.

 “In northern estuaries they tend to head 
offshore at about 40cm in size, whereas 
down south they seem to move at around 
50cm” Toby explains. This difference may 
explain the perception reported by fishers 
that some of the larger Jacks might remain 
in rivers and estuaries in northern NSW 
rather than head to the offshore reefs.

With the help of an array of underwater listening stations and 
acoustic transmitters, Toby and his colleagues have been 
monitoring the movement of over 50 Jacks in and around 

three river/estuary systems in northern NSW. 

Researchers carefully 
inserting an acoustic tag 
into an anaesthetized 
Mangrove Jack

In a recent chat with Recfishing Research, 
Toby explained that what has surprised 
them the most, is exactly how much these 
fish move. Shattering misconceptions held 
by some that Mangrove Jack are sedentary 
predators that spend their time territorially 
patrolling a home snag, the findings of this 
study are revealing that under the cover of 
darkness Jacks often patrol the entire length 
of creek systems, from mouth to headwater, 
and often more than once in a single night, 
presumably in search of a feed. 

They have also recorded fish venturing out 
onto open sandflats in search of prey late 
at night. On reaching around 50cm+ some 
of the tagged fish have been observed to 
leave their estuary, sometimes in groups, 
and were later detected over 100km away 
at Fish Aggregation Devices some 70 km 
offshore only eleven days later!  The project 
team has also been gathering information on 
the basic biology of southern Mangrove Jack 

populations with the help of fishers, who 
have been donating the frames of fish that 
have been kept for a meal. 

These frames have enabled the researchers 
to examine their reproductive status and 
diet by examining the stomach contents and 
gonads, and to also age fish by removing 
their otoliths, or ear bones. This information 
has provided some fascinating insights, 
including the fact that Jacks may live to an 
age approaching that of the fishers who catch 
them! 

Some of the larger individuals (~14kg) caught 
from offshore reefs have been aged at up to 
57 years old, with spear fishers reporting 
sightings of even larger individuals on 
occasion. Catch-and-release fishers have 
been getting in on the action too, supplying 
small fin-clips from released fish, which 
enable the project team to gather genetic 
information from different catchments.

A researcher carefully handling a well 
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An array of accoustic recievers 
ready for deployment



What big teeth you have grandma!

Toby also explained that the body of 
research undertaken on this species to date 
has reinforced the need to preserve and 
restore the diverse array of habitat types in 
our estuaries in order to ensure vibrant and 
productive Mangrove Jack fisheries. 

“We have learned that Mangrove Jack use 
a variety of habitat types throughout their 
lifecycle, for example when the juveniles 
first arrive in the estuary they are strongly 
reliant upon complex structure like seagrass 
meadows, and coffee-rock, which offers 
millions of little crevices and cracks to hide in. 
Then as they grow, they start to occupy larger 
structure in rocky reefs, fallen snags and 
mangrove roots. As they get bigger still, they 
move into deeper holes in lower estuaries. 
So we really need to ensure that we don’t 
allow our estuaries to lose their complexity if 
we want to continue to enjoy exciting fishing 
opportunities for this species”.

Fact Box:
Toby and his colleagues are still hoping 
to collect some fin clips from fishos, 
so if you are planning to target jacks in 
northern NSW/southeast Queensland 
and you would be happy to contribute 
to this great project, contact Toby on 
0439796609 or mangrovejackresearch@

gmail.com.

The project team area also keen to get 
fishers who have caught Jacks in NSW 
to fill out a survey:  www.surveymonkey.

com/s/FYFL3KL

Keep up to date on progress with this 
fascinating project by ‘liking’ them on 
facebook: https://www.facebook.com/

themangrovejackproject

Whilst reflecting on other lessons learned through the project so far, Toby pointed out 
that the elephant-like characteristics of being long-lived and slow growing, coupled 

with the fact that almost all of the fish targeted by fishos in estuaries are sexually 
immature offer potential for Jacks to be overexploited... 


