
chasing bream on little surface 
lures around the canals on the Gold Coast a few weeks 
back with a friend, and hooked a hungry little specimen 
that was hell-bent on introducing my little vibe to a 
nearby pylon. Fortunately he was unsuccessful, and 
as I guided the fish into my Environet I noticed an 
abnormality in the fish’s silhouette. Upon bringing the 
fish into the boat I realized that the fish had a large, 
crescent-shaped depression in its back, originating just 
forward of its dorsal fin and extending past where the 
dorsal fin begins. The dorsal spines were deformed, 
angling off in different directions in a way that clearly 
wasn’t normal. Other than that the fish appeared fairly 
healthy, and certainly gave a good account of itself 
once hooked. 

So what caused this deformity?
Was it an old injury from a predator? 
Or pollution perhaps? 
And what were the implications 
for the local bream population that 
like many other fishers, I enjoy so 
much? 
On speaking with Dr Barry Pollock, Scientific Officer for 
Queensland’s peak recreational fishing body Sunfish 
Queensland, I learned of a project being undertaken by 
Queensland Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry looking into this type of deformity in Yellowfin 
bream. 

Project leader Mr Matt Campbell advised that the 
deformity, called ‘saddleback syndrome’, is basically a 
crescent-shaped indentation on the back of fish, causing 
a lack of hard spines and rays, and abnormalities in the 
associated pterygiophores (the connecting points for 
the fin rays). Matt advised that the condition not only 
affects Yellowfin bream, but also a number of other 
species as well.

I learned from Dr Pollock that the issue was first 
raised by Sunfish members back in 2007, who had 
begun noticing an increasing incidence of saddleback 
syndrome in their catches. Between 5-10% of bream 
weighed in after a single fishing competition were 
noted to suffer from the deformity. 
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Recent FRDC study highlights that Yellowfin bream aren’t the only 

species impacted by Saddleback Syndrome...



Dr Pollock explains:
“we brought this to the attention of state 
fisheries management agency, and initial 
testing revealed that affected fish were 
safe to eat, containing acceptable levels of 
pesticides and heavy metals, though arsenic 
levels were a little higher compared to a 
sample taken from an unaffected fish. We 
were still concerned about what was causing 
the deformities, so were relieved when 
the Fisheries Research and Development 
Commission agreed to fund the study being 
undertaken by Matt and his colleagues to 
look at how prevalent saddleback syndrome 
is in Queensland, and what causes it”.

Matt and his research partners first looked at 
data collected by Queensland’s Assessment 
and Monitoring unit and learned that 
saddleback syndrome seems to affect 
approximately 3.3% of Yellowfin bream 
caught in south-east Queensland, with 
highest prevalence from fish on the Sunshine 

Coast. This level of occurrence was lower 
than that anecdotally reported by Sunfish 
members, though there are a number of 
factors that might be responsible, including 
different sampling methods and times.

It seems that studies from 
Australia and overseas have 
reported cases of saddleback 
syndrome from a variety of 
species, many from the same 
family as Yellowfin bream 
There was some disagreement in the 
research available on what causes saddleback 
syndrome, with several factors implicated 
including heavy metals, poor nutrition during 
early larval stage, and genetics. 

Few projects reported 
saddleback syndrome from 

wild fisheries, with most 
reported cased coming from 

captive populations.
Saddleback syndrome has been reported 
World-wide in many species of fish both 
in wild populations and in aquaculture. In 
Queensland it is most common in Yellowfin 
bream, but has also been reported in 
Tarwhine, Snapper and Luderick. It is 
particularly common in the family Sparidae 
throughout the World. Several factors 
have been implicated as the cause of this 
deformity in the scientific literature, most 
notably developmental defects of the early 
stages in the life-cycle of the fish, due to 
unsuitable water quality or poor nutrition. 
Chemical contaminants in the water have 
been implicated in several cases. It has also 
been shown to be genetically based in one 
species. However a minority of overseas 
studies suggest that the deformity is a result 
of physical injury. Scientific studies to date 
have indicated that much more research 
is needed into the cause(s) of saddleback 
syndrome.

 “Research often throws up more questions, 
and this project is no exception” Matt 
explains. 

“for example, it’s possible that fish suffering 
from saddleback syndrome don’t swim as 
well as their healthy counterparts, and so 
experience increased mortality. 

If this were the case, what see in adult bream 
could be the ‘tip of the iceberg’, with a higher 
proportion of larval/juvenile fish suffering 
from the deformity getting eaten at a young 
age. We definitely need to do more work in 
this area to look at these and other factors”.

Sunfish Queensland members have since 
been undertaking follow-up research of their 
own to explore this and other unanswered 
questions relating to this mysterious 
syndrome, to try and understand its cause 
it in bream populations in the Moreton Bay 
region.
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