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STOCK STRUCTURE

Eastern Sea Garfish (Hyporhamphus australis) is found in sheltered bays, coastal waters, and
occasionally in the lower reaches of estuaries from Moreton Bay in Queensland to Eden in New
South Wales, including Lord Howe and Norfolk Islands. Eastern Sea Garfish is considered a
single biological stock. Genetic analyses indicated that Eastern Sea Garfish sampled from
major ports in NSW were not significantly different, except for Eden on the far south coast that
contained potential hybrids with the Southern Sea Garfish (Hyporhamphus melanochir) [Riley
et al. 2023]. The Eastern and Southern Sea Garfish were confirmed to be genetically similar but
distinct species. A single genetic stock confirms the previous assumption based on the species
reasonably limited distribution along eastern Australia and the complex but southerly flowing
Eastern Australian Current [Stewart et al. 2005].

Here, the stock status of Eastern Sea Garfish is reported at the biological stock level—Eastern
Australia.

STOCK STATUS

Eastern The fishery for Eastern Sea Garfish is part of the NSW Ocean Hauling Fishery

Australia and uses garfish hauling nets to target schools of fish. These garfish hauling
nets are designed to fish the surface layers and can be used either from boats or
the shore; however most fishers are currently boat-based. The fishery is
seasonal, most catches being taken between December and May on the south
coast and between March and June on the north coast of NSW.
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The NSW Ocean Hauling Sea Garfish Fishery transitioned to quota management
in 2017-18, with an interim annual catch quota of 45.5 tonnes (t) allocated until
2024. The most recent assessment of Eastern Sea Garfish [Broadhurst et al.
2018; Stewart 2023] estimated that biomass and recruitment levels have
increased considerably (approximately tripled) since the stock was assessed as
being overfished during the early 2000s [Stewart et al. 2015]. Biomass has
stabilized since around 2013-14, averaging approximately 200 t, and in 2021-22
was estimated to be 190 t (95% CI 160 to 230 t) [Stewart 2023]. Recruitment of
Eastern Sea Garfish is variable, with peaks evident in 2009-10, 2013-14 and
2017-18 [Stewart 2023]. Variable recruitment is believed to be a natural
phenomenon in the Hemiramphidae; however, it may be exacerbated by the
stock continuing to rebuild from its previously depleted state. Nominal catch
rates in the boat-based fishery have steadily increased since 2016—17 [Stewart
2023]. Size and age compositions have been consistent, noting the variable year
class strength observed. These indices suggest that the biomass is not depleted
to a level that will inhibit recruitment. The above evidence indicates that the
biomass of this stock is unlikely to be depleted and that recruitment is unlikely to
be impaired.

Harvest in 2021-22 was reported to be 19.8 t, being approximately 15% of the
estimated spawning stock biomass in that year (130 t) and considered a
sustainable harvest fraction based on similar small-pelagic species [Stewart
2023; Smith et al. 2015]. Kienzle et al. [2021] estimated the maximum
sustainable yield (MSY) for Eastern Sea Garfish was 78 t per year and could be
achieved with a constant fishing effort of 700 boat-days annually. The spawning
stock biomass that generates MSY was estimated at 62 t. Total catch and
targeted fishing effort have been well below these estimates since 2010-11
[Stewart 2023]. The minimum mesh size in garfish hauling nets was increased to
28 mm during the mid-2000s, reducing fishing mortality on juveniles
considerably [Broadhurst et al. 2018]. Fishing mortality dropped below the
estimated natural mortality level in 2009—-10 and has remained there since, with
fishing mortality on juveniles (age-group 0) very low [Stewart 2023]. The above
evidence indicates that the current level of fishing mortality is unlikely to cause
the stock to become recruitment impaired.

On the basis of the evidence provided above, the biological stock is classified as
a sustainable stock.

BIOLOGY

Eastern Sea Garfish biology [Collette 1974; Hughes and Stewart 2006; Broadhurst et al.
2018]

Longevity / Maximum Size  |Maturity (50 per cent)

Eastern Sea Garfish 6 years, 398 mm FL 210 mm FL, 1 year

DISTRIBUTION
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Distribution of reported commercial catch of Eastern Sea Garfish

TABLES
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New South Wales — Recreational. (Catch) Murphy et al. [2022].

New South Wales — Indigenous (management

methods). https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/fishing/aboriginal-fishing
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