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A recent study undertaken 
by researchers from NSW 
DPI has been looking at 

whether snapper suffer from 
barotrauma from a range of 
depths, and if so, whether it 
reduces survival, and how 

best to treat it. 

Barotrauma is a condition experienced 
in some fish when caught from deeper 
waters, in which they suffer injury 
through the formation of gas bubbles 
in the bloodstream (in much the same 
way as a diver gets the bends when 
ascending too quickly). Symptoms 
range from bulging of the eyes and 
positive buoyancy (making it difficult 
for a fish to return to depth when 
released) in mild cases, through to 
everted stomach or intestines from 
mouth or anus in extreme cases.

Researchers have looked into 
barotrauma in snapper in the past, 
however this study attempted to 
eliminate the need to keep fish in small 
cages after capture for observation, 
and so it is hoped that the results 
obtained more closely resemble to 
what occurs in the wild.

The researchers confirmed that 
snapper can sometimes suffer from 
symptoms of barotrauma when 
caught from 11m depth, and all fish 
caught from >20m depth suffered 
from barotrauma symptoms. They 
then trialled two techniques to address 
symptoms of barotrauma: using a 
release weight (basically a barbless 
hook set in a lead weight attached 
to a release line) to return the fish to 
the bottom, which enables gasses in 
their body to recompress, and venting 
(piercing the swim bladder with a fine 
hollow needle to allow gas to escape). 

Snapper (Pagrus auratus) are a mainstay of coastal recreational fisheries in 
south-eastern, southern and southwestern Australia. As bold and tenacious 
young squire they are often the first species encountered by young new rec 
fishers, and so play an important role in introducing many new participants 
to the joys or rec fishing. And as adults they’re hard fighting, drag-testing 
bruisers which avidly take both natural and artificial presentations, opening up 
a myriad of options for the keen angler. 



Both of these techniques were found to 
be better than releasing fish untreated, 
however the researchers recommend 

that anglers consider which technique is 
most appropriate on a case by case basis, 
based on: 

•	 how	experienced	the	angler	is	(venting	
 can be tricky, and unless you know what 
 you are doing can harm the fish further); 

•	 whether	there	are	predators	in	the	area	
 (attaching a fish to a shotline to return to 
 the bottom with sharks around sometimes 
 does little to increase survival).

Interestingly this and other studies have 
highlighted that bringing fish to the surface 
slowly so as to minimise barotrauma impacts 
doesn’t work. Essentially no matter how 
slowly you retrieve a fish from depth, they may 
still suffer from symptoms of barotrauma, 
and if you delay capture and release of a fish, 
you may just tire them out further, in doing 
so further decreasing its chances for survival.

It should be noted that there were only few 
mortalities recorded throughout the study, 
indicating that whilst they do tend to suffer 
from barotrauma, snapper can also recover 
fairly well (unless also inflicted with deep 
hooking injuries or some other issue). 
However as fish were only held for a short 
time (3 days), it is possible that longer-term 
impacts may reduce survival that were not 
able to be monitored.

The researchers also suggested a number 
of other approaches to reduce the need to 
release fish suffering from barotrauma in the 
first place, including use of larger hooks and 
baits) to increase the proportion of legal-size 
fish caught, or alternatively consideration of 
quotas (rather than minimum lengths) in deep 
areas to reduce the need to release undersized 
fish caught in deeper waters. The researchers 
also suggest that implementation of closures 
in certain places or at certain times in areas 
where large numbers of fish are likely to be 
caught and released from deep water may 
also have a role to play.
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1. Gently insert the needle between 
the scales at a 45o angle, in line 
with the top of the pectoral (side) fin, 
and the fourth dorsal spine. This will 
puncture the swim bladder, and you 
will hear the gas escaping through 
the hollow tube (or if the fish is 
underwater, you will see bubbles). The 
swim bladder is known to then heal in 
a couple of days in some species, or 
weeks in some others.

2. If the deflated stomach doesn’t 
retract, don’t try to push it back in. 
It should fix itself after the fish is 
released.

A.Approx location of swim bladder

B. Fish retrieved from deep water often 
have an inflated stomach and or intestines 
protruding.
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Treating Barotrauma
Fish Care:

Fact Box:
You can buy some really nifty venting devices from some tackle 
suppliers, or alternatively a hypodermic syringe does the job, which 
you can pick up from your local pharmacy. Release weights are also 
becoming more readily available in tackle stores, or you can jump on 
youtube and find out how to    make your own: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpTAM9TS6s4&noredirect=1

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpTAM9TS6s4&noredirect=1

