
A 
keen fisho recently asked 
Recfishing Research about 
whether scale loss during 
handling impacts on a fish’s 
long-term health and survival. 

To answer this question it helps to first 
consider the purpose of fish scales. Scales 
and mucus layers work together as a barrier, 
protecting fish from injury and reducing the 
risk of infection. Damage or loss of these 
protective layers can increase risk of infection 
and even affect a fish’s ability to osmoregulate 
(basically how they control the fluids in their 
body to help prevent them becoming too 
diluted or too concentrated)1. If bad enough, 
these factors can lead to reduced survival.

Whilst scale loss is generally not good for any 
fish species, available research suggests that 
fish species can differ in their susceptibility 
to scale loss through handling, and their 
response to it as well. Australian Bass 
(Macquaria novemaculeata) for example, 
appear to be fairly hardy.  A study in NSW 
looking at survival of bass after catch and 
release recorded only six fish with scale 

loss after handling out of 313, though the 
researchers suggested that this low incidence 
of scale loss may have been the result of the 
fish being landed with the use of knotless 
landing nets2.  Other studies examining 
Yellowfin Bream (Acanthapagrus australis) 
and Mulloway (Argyrosomus japonicus) 
have shown that these species suffer little 
scale loss during handling, and that this does 
not appear to be a main factor impacting on 
survival for these species4,5.

Then there are species which are slightly 
less hardy with respect to scale loss. A study 
investigating survival of Luderick and Tailor 
after catch and release observed significant 
scale loss in released Tailor (75% of tailor 
caught and released), but this did not result 
in any mortalities or infections during the 
10 days the fish were held for observation6. 
Another study examining survival of Black 
Bream (Acanthopagrus butcheri) and Snapper 
(Pagrus auratus) in Victoria observed no scale 
loss in 85% of fish released, but 10% scale 
loss in 9% of fish examined, and 20% scale 
loss in 6% of fish examined. 
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A study on Barra in the Northern Territory 
found that scale loss and fin damage was 
significantly reduced by using knotless nets 
compared to old-style knotted varieties 
(though no fish died from their injuries using 
either net design)10.
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None of the fish which suffered 20% 
or more scale loss before release 

survived7...

Knotless nets are 
another great way 
to minimise scale 

loss in fish...

And finally at the other end of 
the spectrum are the species 
that drop their scales if you 
look at them funny. Anchovies, 
Herrings and Garfish are 

sometimes described as having “deciduous 
scales”, which basically means their scales 
can rub or fall off easily. 

Unfortunately this can make them particularly 
prone to reduced survival if not handled 
correctly, and in fact studies looking at 
Garfish and Herring species have found that 
the biggest issue impacting on their survival 
after handling was scale loss8,9.

Fortunately there are a number of things you 
can do to get fish back in the water safely. 
Firstly, it’s a good idea to try and avoid 
handling the fish if at all possible. Handling 
with dry hands, accidentally dropping a fish 
on the ground, and prolonged exposure to air 
or other surfaces can all increase scale loss. 

With small fish such as Garfish, hold the shank 
of the hook with pliers and gently shake the 
fish off without touching the fish’s body. With 
larger fish, use pliers to remove your hook 
from the fish’s mouth, using damp hands to 
hold the fish’s head if necessary (barbless 
hooks can help minimise handling required 
for release as well). 


