
Whilst most of the rest of Australia is 
studying the form guide, or perhaps donning 
suits and fascinators and heading along to 
“the race that stops the nation”, University 
of Canberra PhD candidate is out chasing 

Murray cod in the middle of the night on the 
Murrumbidgee River around Canberra. 

No spinnerbait could tempt his quarry though: 
despite being Australia’s largest freshwater 

fish species, the fish Alan is chasing are 
7-12mm long, and perhaps a week old.

Alan is doing a study into the larval ecology of 
Australia’s most loved freshwater fish species to 
understand more about when and where they breed in 
upland rivers such as the Murrumbidgee. Alan explains 
“almost everything we know about Murray cod we 
have learned from looking at populations in lowland 
rivers such as the lower Murray. Lowland rivers are big, 
turbid, slow-flowing systems, which are quite different 
from the narrower, faster-flowing, cooler and clearer 
waters higher up. Possibly because of these factors, we 
believe that Murray cod in upland areas are different 
from lowland fish in their behavior, life history and 
perhaps ecology, and we need to learn more about 
these differences to manage them properly”.
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So why Melbourne cup day? Alan reckons 
that’s about the time that they first start to 
leave the nest and drift downstream in the 
upper ‘Bidgee. Alan explains “we know that 
after Murray cod spawn the male guards 
the nest and eggs/larvae until they have 
developed enough to leave the nest and start 
to drift downstream. This usually starts in the 
first week of November, and continues into 
December. I say ‘drift’, but it actually looks 
like the little fellas are pretty active swimmers 
right from the start, and are able to control 
their position in the water column, and also 
when they drift. We believe they hang out in 
the rocks on the bottom during the day, and 
then drift at night. We also think they drift for 
about a week this way but we’re not really 
sure. Depending on how long they drift each 
night and the flow at the time, they could 
perhaps move as far as a couple of hundred 
kilometres. This sort of information is pretty 
important, because it may reveal that your 
favourite cod hole is the result of spawning 
which took place hundreds of kilometres 
further upstream, which clearly makes 
looking after those areas pretty important”.

Many fishers would know that bony fish have 
tiny earbones or otoliths, which can be used 
to age fish. These can be a challenge to extract 
at the best of times, so spare a thought for 
Alan who has been painstakingly removing 
tiny, 0.2mm long otoliths from larval fish no 
more than 12mm in length! Whilst at times 
frustrating, Alan explains that the information 
able to be gleaned from their earbones is 
vital, and very informative. 

“By counting daily growth rings we can work 
out exactly when each fish hatched, and 
we also hope to be able to work out where 
fish were born as well. A fish’s otoliths start 
developing shortly after it hatches, and as 
the layers are deposited (which form the 
rings that are counted to determine age), 
other chemicals from the surrounding water 
are also deposited in trace amounts. So 
by comparing the chemical makeup of the 
otoliths with water from different places, we 
can potentially work out where each larvae 
came from”, Alan said. “My project is part of a bigger program 

of research funded by ACTEW (the local 
water/energy service provider), with other 
researchers undertaking detailed habitat 
mapping throughout the same region. 
Working together in this way may reveal 
some interesting insights into key factors 
which determine spawning success. If my 
work reveals, for example, that a particular 
pool or stretch of river is actually responsible 
for most of the Cod recruitment that we 
see in the river, we could then use habitat 
information to work out what it is about that 
specific area that makes it such a fish factory, 
and then use this knowledge to create similar 
conditions elsewhere”.

This sort of information is badly needed for 
Murray cod - particularly in the lower areas 
of the Murray-Darling Basin, as fisheries 
surveys have failed to find evidence of 
significant recruitment for around fifteen 
years now, despite some big flood events, 

and researchers are unsure why this is. Alan 
hopes that by learning more about factors 
contributing to successful spawning they 
may be able to share important insights to 
help understand what is going on in South 
Australia.

Carton Mid have come on board to sponsor 
Alan’s work, recognizing the importance 
of this iconic species, both socially and 
economically, to rural communities in 
the Basin. “Their support has been great, 
enabling me to gather as much data as 
possible”, Alan said. “Murray cod are a vital 
species to the rec fishing community, and 
is also listed as vulnerable under national 
environmental legislation. We want to ensure 
that we can learn as much as possible about 
this fascinating and enigmatic species, so 
that this information can be used to make 
smart decisions about how we manage our 
fisheries and rivers in future”.
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“By counting daily growth rings we can work out exactly when 
each fish hatched, and we also hope to be able to work out where 

fish were born as well.”


