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Australian Sardine
(Sardinops sagax)
exPloitation status Fully Fished

Comparison of current annual yield with estimated biomass indicates a fully fished stock.

Background
Sardines occur in many temperate regions 
of the world, including all states of Australia 
except the NT. Sardines inhabit continental 
shelf waters and the lower reaches of estuaries. 
Spawning occurs from winter to spring in NSW 
waters. Fish mature at two to three years old 
and 10-15 cm fork length (FL). They reach a 
maximum length of 23 cm FL and age of  
8 years.

Australian sardines are mainly caught by the 
Ocean Hauling Fishery in purse seine nets and 
bait nets (which are modified hauling nets). 
Smaller quantities are also taken in general 
purpose hauling nets. Highest catches occur in 
winter and spring, although some catches are 
taken throughout the year. 

Results of a retrospective biomass estimate 
based upon the daily egg production method 
indicate a spawning biomass off eastern 
Australia of between 9,000-60,000 t, with the 

most probable estimate between  
25,000-35,000 t (Ward et al., 2008). NSW 
landings have recently increased to around 
two thousand tonnes per annum, with another 
one thousand tonnes being taken in adjoining 
jurisdictions.

Mass mortality of Australian sardines occurred 
in 1995 and 1998 throughout WA, SA, Victoria 
and NSW, apparently caused by a herpes virus. 
Closures were put in place during these periods 
preventing commercial catches of sardines. 

Sardines are sold for bait, pet food and for 
human consumption, either fresh, smoked or 
canned. Sardines are an important prey item 
for many fish, and other species including 
penguins and other marine birds. Sardines were 
previously known as pilchards in Australia.
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 scientiFic name standard name comment

Sardinops sagax Australian sardine  previously known as pilchard and Sardinops 
neopilchardus.

Sardinops sagax
Image © Bernard Yau
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 additional  notes
There has been a substantial increase in •	
landings in NSW since 2003/04.

preliminary results from the daily egg •	
production Method analysis indicate a 
spawning biomass of between 9000 -  
60 000 t, with the most probable estimate 
between 25000-35000 t. data for these 
estimates were collected during July 2004 
between Bundaberg, Queensland and 
Newcastle, NSW.

Total commercial catch from NSW, Victorian •	
and Commonwealth waters now exceeds 
3000 t per year, suggesting an exploited 
fraction of between 8-12%. 

Commonwealth assessments do not consider •	
Australian sardines to be overfished nor 
subject to overfishing (Wilson et al. 2009).

A current project is investigating the stock •	
structure of sardines off eastern Australia 
(FRdC project 2009/21).

There is a recreational bag limit of 50 for •	
Australian sardine.

catch
Recreational Catch of Australian Sardine 

The annual recreational harvest of Australian 
Sardine in NSW is likely to be less than one 
tonne.
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Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of Australian sardine for NSW from 1950/51 to 
2008/09 for all fishing methods.

Historical Landings of Australian Sardine
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Reported landings of Australian sardine by NSW 
commercial fisheries from 1997/98. Fisheries which 
contribute less than 2.5% of the landings are excluded 
for clarity and privacy.

Ocean Hauling (Target Species)

Landings by Commercial Fishery of Australian 
Sardine
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The length distribution of NSW commercial landings of 
Australian sardines for recent years is comprised mainly 
of fish between 10 and 20 cm fork length (FL) and shows 
two or three distinct modes.  In NSW, Australian sardines 
have no minimum legal length.  

Length Frequency of Australian Sardine
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please visit the CSiRO website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 37 085002, common name or 
scientific name to find further information.
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