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I 
remember my first encounter with a big 
cod in widescreen technicolour. It came 
after many years of hunting on a warm 
February afternoon 15 years ago. And 

as can sometimes be the way, I was totally 
unprepared.

Like many keen fishers, I had dedicated 
many fruitless fishing sessions to chasing 
the big green fish, and was beginning to 
think they were a myth. At the very least I 
was certain their label of ‘fish of a thousand 
casts’ was well deserved. On this particular 
day I was fishing a stretch of the upper 
Murrumbidgee consisting of a series of large 
pools broken up by a system of smaller, 
faster flowing sections. Cod were the furthest 
thing from my mind as I tied a small minnow 
onto my little 2 to 4 kg spinning outfit; I 
was targeting golden perch or redfin, and 
generally just enjoying an afternoon spent 
wading up a river.

I came up to a small, deep pool a little 
bigger than a dining table and flicked my 
lure up into the little rapid feeding into it. 
The rear treble of my lure caught up on 

my line mid-cast so my minnow began to 
spin un-enticingly across the surface as 
I retrieved it. Slightly frustrated, I wound 
my spiralling lure quickly past a ledge I 
had intended to work, already thinking 
about my next cast. As I did this the pool 
exploded, and a fish much, much bigger 
than I was targeting (or even thought could 
occupy such a small space) decimated 
my lure. The drag on my little reel let out 
a short yelp as it yielded a short length of 
line, seemingly before I even registered any 
shock through the rod. And then all was 
silent. Unfortunately the fish didn’t hook 
up, and I was left slack-jawed, shaking, and 
in absolutely no question of the species I 
had just encountered. The swimming pool 
of water displaced by the attack told me 
everything I needed to know, but if there 
was any doubt remaining in my mind the 
big golden-green flank that flashed as it 
seemingly vapourised back into the cup or 
so of water that had originally concealed it 
confirmed my suspicions. I probably put 
in another 100 jittery casts in that tiny pool 

that day, and another 30 million chasing the 
species ever since. Nearly every cod I have 
caught since has been just as exhilarating as 
that first encounter on the ‘Bidgee.

Most freshwater fishers who target 
natives in south-eastern Australia have their 
own stories of green monsters marauding 
their lure, bait or fly. And all recount 
them with the twitchy mannerisms and 
wide-eyed intensity of someone in the 
grips of addiction to the species’ size and 
power. Cod are unparalleled as sportsfish 
throughout the freshwater systems of 
the Murray-Darling Basin. Unfortunately 
the species has experienced decline in 
abundance throughout its distribution since 
European settlement, thus needs a hand 
from recreational fishers to help ensure we 
continue to enjoy vibrant cod fisheries into 
the future.

In edition 113 of Freshwater Fishing 
readers learned that a body had been 
established to help enhance recreational 
fishing opportunities for Murray cod 
throughout the Murray-Darling Basin. What 
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spawning 
behaviour

Our understanding of spawning behaviour in 
Murray cod has changed dramatically over the 
years. It was once thought that Murray cod 
require changes in flow to spawn, and that this 
would prompt mature fish to undertake upstream 
spawning migrations. However it is now known 
that the species can spawn in both high and 
low flows, and that only some of the mature 
population migrates upstream to spawn. Recent 
observations have also confirmed that Murray 
cod can also spawn in dam environments, with 
nesting cod observed in Glen Lyon Dam and the 
southern basin of Blowering Dam. It is not yet 
known if these spawning are successful however 
(e.g. if the larvae survive).
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Fish TraCking
Every Murray cod stocked into Lake Eildon 

as part of the ‘Million Murray Cod’ project 
funded through Victoria’s rec fishing licence have 
been marked with Calcein, a harmless food dye 
that stains bony body parts, enabling us to learn 
more about the effectiveness of stocking as these 
fish get older.
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pairing up
Murray cod were once thought to form 

pairs and spawn annually, but research 
undertaken by researchers from New South 
Wales’ Department of Primary Industries has 
shown that cod exhibit polygamy and polyandry 
(basically they sleep around).
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makes the Murray Cod Fishery Management 
Group (or MCFMG) work so well, is 
that rec fishers sit alongside managers 
and researchers from each jurisdiction 
throughout the Basin, with equal say on 
how we should go about strengthening our 
Murray cod fisheries. Representatives from 
the Murray-Darling Basin Authority, and 
input from the Department of Sustainability, 
Environment, Water, Populations and 
Communities (SEWPaC) also helps to 
provide a balanced perspective.

Financial support provided by the 
Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s Native 
Fish Strategy helps the MCFMG to progress 
actions required to enhance recreational 
cod fisheries throughout the Basin. 
Recognition received from the Australian 
Fisheries Management Forum (or AFMF, 
which comprises directors of fisheries from 
each jurisdiction Australia-wide) also helps 
ensure the group has a good chance of 
making a difference.

Since issue 113 the MCFMG has been 
reviewing all of the scientific literature 
available to work out what needs to be 

done first. This review has revealed some 
interesting insights on Murray cod (see 
research facts below), but also reinforced 
that there is a lot we don’t know about 
Murray cod, including information critical to 
the sustainable management of this species.

For example, there is not a lot known 
about the status of Murray cod throughout 
its distribution (e.g. how many fish there are, 
how big they are, whether they are spawning, 
and whether those young fish are surviving). 
This sort of information is critical to enable 
suitable management arrangements to be 
developed (e.g. setting bag and size limits), 
to ensure our fisheries remain sustainable. 
It’s not that there is no information available 
– recreational fishers help to collect some 
great data whilst taking part in fishing 
competitions on Lake Mulwala in the south, 
the Dumaresq and Macintyre Rivers to the 
north, and many places in between. There 
are also a number of surveys conducted by 
government departments and universities 
using electrofishing, fyke nets and other 
techniques. But all of the datasets collected 
to date have been collected at different 
times, using different techniques, and often 
for different purposes, and until now no 
one has tried to stitch all of this information 
together to develop a detailed picture of how 
our Murray cod fisheries are going. This has 
been identified as a key research need by the 
MCFMG.

Another really important issue the 
MCFMG has highlighted is that we have no 
idea where little Murray cod go once they 
hatch. We know Murray cod throughout 
most of the Basin spawn successfully each 
year, because researchers often catch newly 
hatched larvae drifting downstream at the 

right time of year. However Murray cod 
larvae usually ‘settle out’ of drift after 5 to 
7 days, and after that researchers generally 
don’t see them again until they are around 
one year old. In recent years researchers 
and managers have become concerned that 
very few Murray cod larvae appear to be 
surviving to become one year old fish in the 
southern Murray-Darling Basin. Because we 
don’t currently know what happens to them 
during this critical and vulnerable time of 
their life, it is difficult to work out what is 
causing this reduced survival, or how to fix 
it. This has been identified as the second 
key research need to be addressed during 
2012/13.

The MCFMG has helped to spark 
a collaborative push from a number of 
government agencies and all jurisdictions 
within the Murray-Darling Basin to address 
these important issues. The Fisheries 
Research and Development Corporation 
(FRDC) is currently seeking proposals from 
the research community which address 
these research questions. Recfishing 
Research (an industry body that provides 
guidance to FRDC on national research 
needs relevant to recreational fishing) and 
the MCFMG will then work together with 
researchers, managers and the rec fishing 
community to uncover some answers to 
these knowledge gaps over the next three 
years. Information gathered will help to 
identify opportunities to provide better 
recreational fishing outcomes for this great 
sportsfish.

If you would like more information 
on the MCFMG, or a copy of the literature 
review or action plan developed for this 
species go to www.murraycod.org or 
contact Matt Barwick on matt.barwick@
recfishingresearch.org.

The MCFMG would like to acknowledge 
the support of the Murray-Darling Basin 
Authority’s Native Fish Strategy 

age, lengTh and 
weighT

A lot of anglers may find that the cod they 
are catching are older than they are! A study 
conducted in 1992 reported the age of a 1.4 m 
long, 43 kg Murray cod as being 47 years old, 
and another study reported the age of a 1.27 
m fish collected from the Murray River in 1996 
downstream of Yarrawonga to be 49 years old. 
It is likely that there are even older Murray cod 
swimming around out there – the largest Murray 
cod ever caught was 113.6 kg, and has been 
estimated at between 74 and 114 years old. 
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