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Gemfish
(Rexea solandri)
exPloitation status recruitment overFished

Predominantly a Commonwealth fishery, exploitation status from Commonwealth stock assessment has 
been adopted.

Background
Genetic research determined that there are 
two stocks of gemfish in Australian waters. The 
eastern stock is distributed from Cape Moreton 
in southern Queensland to the west coast of 
Tasmania. The western stock extends from 
western Bass Strait to Geraldton in WA. 

Females mature between 4 and 6 years of age 
(60-75 cm fork length (FL)) while males mature 
between the ages of 3 and 5 (50-70 cm FL). 
Females can live to a maximum of about  
17 years and attain a maximum length of  
116 cm and weight of 13 kg. Males are shorter 
lived with a maximum age of about 12 years, 
maximum length of about 106 cm and weight 
of about 8 kg. 

Mature fish in the eastern stock migrate 
northwards along the continental slope to 
spawn off central and northern NSW during a 
short period in early to mid-August. The biology 
of the western stock of gemfish is thought to 
be similar to that of the eastern stock except 
that they appear to spawn in summer instead 
of winter.

The fishery for eastern gemfish began in the 
late 1970s, targeting the well-defined winter 
migration of mature fish along the continental 
slope from eastern Bass Strait to Port Stephens 
(latitudes 40°S-33°S) in depths of 350-450 m. 

Gemfish was the major harvest by trawlers 
operating from NSW ports during the period 
1977-87, with annual catches peaking at more 
than 5000 t in the early 1980s. Total annual 
catches then fluctuated around 3-4000 t until 
1987. In 1985 the South East Trawl Fishery 
(SETF), incorporating waters outside 3 nm 
and south of Barrenjoey Point (Broken Bay), 
was implemented by the Commonwealth 
Government. An annual Total Allowable Catch 
(TAC) of 3000 t was imposed for gemfish in 
1988 but, with catches continuing to decline 
and concerns about recruitment, the TAC 
was progressively reduced to zero by 1993. 
Subsequent TACs were as high as 1000 t but 
since 2005 have been set at around 100 t to 
allow for gemfish caught incidentally while 
targeting other species. 

Dropline fishers in the Ocean Trap and Line 
Fishery account for the majority of gemfish 
reported by NSW commercial fishers. Because 
of the overfished status of the gemfish stock, 
NSW commercial fishers are subject to a 50 kg 
trip limit for all fishing methods. Recreational 
fishers are subject to a bag limit of two gemfish 
per angler and a boat limit of ten gemfish.
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 scientiFic name standard name comment 

Rexea solandri gemfish  

Rexea solandri
Image © Bernard Yau
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 additional  notes
Nomination of gemfish as a threatened •	
species was unsuccessful in NSW but 
eastern gemfish were listed as “Endangered 
- Conservation Dependent” by the 
Commonwealth in early 2009.

An updated assessment using the results •	
from a trawl survey in 2008 estimated 
current spawning biomass to be about 
16% of unexploited level (likely spawning 
biomass of 2000-3000 tonnes) - however 
concerns have been expressed about the 
use of a ‘hyperstable’ abundance index in the 
assessment.

Despite the recruitment of a ‘stronger’ 2002 •	
cohort to the mature population, there has 
been little improvement in the stock from the 
low level following the recruitment collapse.

NSW commercial dropline fishery now has •	
only a small number of operators, and trawl 
catches are very low (both are subject to a  
50 kg trip limit). Landings by the charter boat 
fishery are likely to be significant (subject to a 
10 fish per boat limit).

The Commonwealth considers the eastern •	
stock to be overfished. (Wilson et al., 2009)

Length-based monitoring of NSW commercial •	
catch is continuing at the Sydney Fish Market.

There is a combined recreational bag limit •	
of 5 hapuku, banded rockcod, bass groper, 
gemfish and blue-eye trevalla. Additional 
restrictions applying to gemfish include a bag 
limit of 2 fish and boat trip limit of 10 fish.

catch
Recreational Catch of Gemfish

The annual recreational harvest of gemfish in 
NSW is likely to be less than 10 t. This estimate 
is based on the results of offsite and onsite 
surveys undertaken by I & I NSW.
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Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of gemfish for NSW from 1976/77 to 2008/09 for 
all fishing methods. Note that data prior to the late 1990s 
includes gemfish caught in Commonwealth managed 
fisheries.

Historical Landings of Gemfish

Reported landings of gemfish by NSW commercial 
fisheries from 1997/98. Fisheries which contribute less 
than 2.5% of the landings are excluded for clarity and 
privacy. A 50 kg trip limit was introduced for all NSW 
fishers in May 2000.

Ocean Trap and Line  (Key Secondary Species) 

Ocean Trawl 

Landings by Commercial  Fishery of Gemfish
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The length distribution of gemfish landed by NSW 
commercial dropline fishers comprises mainly fish 
between 50 and 100 cm fork length (FL).  There is no 
minimum legal length for gemfish in NSW.  

Length Frequency of Gemfish
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Rowling (1999). Lengths are presented as fork length 
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http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/research/areas/systems-research/wild-fisheries/outputs/2001/s_spawning_gemfish
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/research/areas/systems-research/wild-fisheries/outputs/2001/s_spawning_gemfish
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/research/areas/systems-research/wild-fisheries/outputs/2001/s_spawning_gemfish
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Please visit the CSIRO website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 37 439002, common name or 
scientific name to find further information.
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