
20 RIPRAP, EDITION 34

A partnership between researchers, anglers, 
river managers and government representatives 
has been established to secure the future of the 
iconic Murray Cod fi sh for both conservation 
and recreational fi shing. Declines in the 
population of Murray Cod have led to its 
listing as a nationally threatened native fi sh 
species. The preparation of a National Recovery 
Plan for Murray Cod highlighted many actions 
which can be carried out to recover the species, 
including many relating to the importance of 
recreational fi shery. Recognising the need for 
collaborative action, researchers, managers, 
anglers, government representatives and 
research and development funding bodies 
have formed the Murray Cod Fishery 
Management Group (MCFMG) which 
aims to strengthen Murray Cod fi sheries. 

The allure of Murray Cod
There is something special about Murray Cod. 
They are unparalleled as sport fi sh but I think 
the remote, peaceful, timber-fi lled waters you 
need to explore to fi nd them also adds to their 
allure. Murray Cod are also important socially, 
economically, and culturally. A recent study in 
Victoria found 44 per cent of inland Victorian 
recreational fi shers target Murray Cod, and 
their estimated direct expenditure in 2009–10 
was $166.7 million. While we do not have similar 
data for other parts of the Basin yet, the total 
expenditure would be signifi cant. Current 
investments in Murray Cod stocking are 
up to $1.2 million annually in Victoria and 
New South Wales. 

MATT BARWICK FROM THE MURRAY COD FISHERY MANAGEMENT GROUP AND A 

PASSIONATE ANGLER EXPLAINS THE ALLURE OF ONE OF AUSTRALIA’S MOST ICONIC 

FISH SPECIES AND WAYS TO INCREASE THEIR NUMBERS IN OUR RIVERS.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION
Murray Cod Fishery Management Group — www.murraycod.org
Matt Barwick — matt.barwick@recfi shingresearch.org

Collaboration is the key to 
better Murray Cod fi shing
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There is no denying the importance of 
this species or the love affair anglers have with 
them. Nothing demonstrates this better than 
the increase in release after capture rates, with 
studies showing anglers release up to 77 per cent 
of the Cod they catch, and 85 to 98 per cent of 
these released Cod survive to be caught again. 

Changes to fi shing rules, the cessation of 
commercial fi shing, stocking programs, and a 
shift in anglers attitudes towards custodianship 
of a great sports fi sh have played a role in the 
Murray Cod returning to parts of the Basin, 
with some fi shers reporting “the best fi shing 
ever” during recent years. Issues such as the 
2010–11 fi sh kills due to ‘blackwater’ events 
which resulted in the loss of many large fi sh, 
however, mean there is still much to be done 
to ensure the future of the Murray Cod. 

Cod management
Murray Cod can only be properly managed 
with the most up to date knowledge. Signifi cant 
research of the Murray Cod’s biology, 
distributions, habitats, movements and breeding 
in the wild has been carried out during the past 
10 years. It is important this new knowledge is 
made readily available to inform management 
decisions. The MCFMG’s collaborative 
approach has examined what we know about 
the Murray Cod and pulled all this information 
together to develop a detailed assessment of 
the status of Murray Cod, including species 
distribution, how many fi sh there are, how 
big they are, whether they are spawning, and 
whether those young fi sh are surviving. This 
information is critical to enable a range of 
management options to be developed, such 
as setting bag and size limits, for a sustainable 
Murray Cod fi shery. 
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Research facts about Murray Cod
Many anglers may fi nd the Murray Cod they are catching are older than 
they are! A study carried out in 1992 reported the age of a 1.4 metre long, 
43 kilogram Murray Cod as being 47 years old. In another study the reported 
age of a 1.27 metre fi sh collected from the Murray River in 1996 downstream 
of Yarrawonga was 49 years old. It is likely there are even older Murray Cod 
swimming around out there — the largest Murray Cod ever caught was 
113.6 kilograms, and has been estimated at between 74 and 114 years old. 

Every Murray Cod stocked into Lake Eildon as part of the Million Murray 
Cod project funded through Victoria’s recreational fi shing licence have 
been marked with calcein, a harmless food dye which stains bony body 
parts, enabling researchers to learn more about the effectiveness of 
stocking as the fi sh get older.

Murray Cod were once thought to form pairs and spawn annually, but 
research carried out by researchers from the New South Wales Department 
of Primary Industries has shown Cod exhibit polygamy and polyandry 
(basically they sleep around).

Our understanding of spawning behaviour in Murray Cod has changed 
dramatically over the years. It was once thought Murray Cod require changes 
in fl ow to spawn, and this would prompt mature fi sh to undertake upstream 
spawning migrations. It is now known the species can spawn in both high 
and low fl ows, and only some of the mature population migrates upstream 
to spawn. Recent observations have also confi rmed Murray Cod can also 
spawn in dam environments, with nesting Cod observed in Glen Lyon Dam 
(Queensland) and the southern basin of Blowering Dam (New South Wales). 
It is not yet known if the spawning were successful.

PHOTOS THROUGHOUT THIS ARTICLE COURTESY OF JAMIN FORBES.

Careful handling is the key to survival of Murray Cod.

MATT BARWICK | MURRAY COD 
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Fishers unite 
to improve 
river health 

CHRISTOPHER COLLINS IS THE CHAIR OF THE 

MURRAY–DARLING BASIN RECREATIONAL FISHING 

COUNCIL AND IS ENCOURAGING KEEN FISHERS TO 

PLAY A ROLE IN CARING FOR RIVER HEALTH AND 

NATIVE FISH COMMUNITIES. 

Recreational fi shing groups have united to 
form the Murray–Darling Basin Recreational 
Fishing Council (MDBRFC) which aims to 
ensure rehabilitation efforts focus on native 
fi sh. Recreational fi shing is the lifeblood 
of rural communities near the rivers and 
tributaries which form the Murray–Darling 
Basin (MDB). Recent research has shown about 
430,000 fi shers in the MDB spend $1.3 billion 
each year when fi shing in the area, and support 
around 10,950 jobs throughout the Basin. The 
importance of fi shing to MDB communities 
extends beyond dollars and cents, bringing 
families together and providing time to think 
and relax, along with the odd meal too.

Over the years, recreational fi shers have 
observed a gradual decline in river health and 
fi sh communities, particularly during drought 
when the over-allocation of available water was 
evident. It was clear a new approach was needed, 
and the draft Basin Plan was developed. 

Rec[creational] fi shers were keen to have 
input into the draft Basin Plan but they were 
disappointed to fi nd a lack of emphasis on 

providing for native fi sh needs. Access to water 
for the environment is important, but it needs 
to be delivered the right way and at the right 
times of year, to be of benefi t for native fi sh. 
Other management strategies such as fi shways 
on dams, improving fi sh habitat and allocating 
water for fi sh was also felt to be lacking in 
the draft Basin Plan. 

The need to provide a unifi ed voice for 
recfi shers resulted in the formation of the 
MDBRFC which is an alliance of recreational 
fi shing bodies from fi ve states and territories 
throughout the Basin. It includes Victorian 
Recreational Fishing, the Capital Region 
Fishing Alliance, Native Fish Australia, 
Freshwater Fishing and Stocking Association 
of Queensland, NSW Council of Freshwater 
Anglers Inc., South West Anglers Association 
Inc. (NSW), Field and Game Federation of 
Australia, South Australian Recreational Fishing 
Advisory Council, Australian Fishing Trade 
Association, and Recfi sh Australia. Collectively, 
this Council represents the voice of more than 
991,000 recreational fi shers.

Recreational 
fi shing brings 
families together.

PHOTOS THROUGHOUT THIS ARTICLE 
COURTESY OF JAMIN FORBES.
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Recfi sh Australia chair Russell Conway 
said “We may not see eye to eye on some issues, 
but we are a united voice in calling for healthier 
waterways and fi sh communities in the Murray–
Darling Basin. That means more healthier 
habitat, enhanced fi sh passage, and obviously, 
water. It’s important to remember that it’s not 
just about volume too; water needs to be high 
quality, and fl ows need to be delivered at the 
right time and in the right way to optimise 
benefi ts for fi sh.”

To date, MDBRFC members have attended 
meetings with Murray–Darling Basin Authority 
staff and government representatives to call 
for greater focus on native fi sh requirements. 
The MDBRFC has provided feedback on the 
proposed MDB plan, advising how it can be 
improved to provide greater benefi t for native 
fi sh and recfi shers. These collaborative efforts 
have also played a role in allowing recreational 
fi shers to provide input to high level MDB 
management committees. 

Australia Fishing Trade chief executive 
offi cer Alan Hansard said “There is a long 
road still ahead, but results so far really show 
what Rec fi shers can achieve when we come 
together and cooperate on issues we all feel 
are important.”

Return to RipRap
WE NEED YOUR FEEDBACK
RipRap was fi rst published in 1993 and from those 
early days grew to bumper editions of 60 pages 
(as this one) with 6000 hard copies printed, 
the last in 2008. 

Though it’s been some time since that edition, 
it is clear that RipRap was doing something right 
by connecting people interested in river restoration
and management. If RipRap is to continue, we 
needs to demonstrate to potential sponsors 
that the ‘new-look magazine’ is read and 
valued by people working and living 
along our waterways. 

The Australian River Restoration Centre, 
believes in RipRap and the importance of 
providing ways for people to share science 
and stories. We encourage you to complete 
a short survey about this edition. Go to 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/SLNCVHX
or access the survey through www.arrc.com.au

The eight questions include what you liked about this edition, if it was 
too long or too short, how often you would like to receive it and what other 
topics you would like to see in future editions.

We really need to hear from you!

SHARE YOUR KNOWLEDGE 
BY SPONSORING AN EDITION OF RIPRAP
We are keen to work with organisations who have knowledge they want to 
share with others working in river and waterway management. Sponsoring 
an edition of RipRap on a topic of interest to our readership is a great way 
of accessing people from across Australia and distributing your work to 
others. Options range from sponsoring a couple of pages, through to a 
whole edition. Visit the ARRC ‘Be a RipRap Knowledge Sharer’ page for 
more information. To fi nd out when the next edition of RipRap is (hopefully) 
coming, subscribe to the ARRC blog — it is free, go to www.arrc.com.au and 
click on ‘subscribe’.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION
Fish Habitat Network — 
www.fi shhabitatnetwork.com.au
Christopher Collins — 
christopher@vrfi sh.com.au
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