
Ghostsharks
(Chimaeriformes)
Exploitation StatuS undEfinEd

Small numbers of individuals are harvested as bycatch in the Ocean Trawl Fishery mainly from the outer 
continental shelf and continental slope. There is a lack of information with which to assess stock status.

Background
Chimaeriforms include three families of mainly 
deepwater chondrichthyans (cartilaginous 
fishes), and all families are represented in 
NSW waters. The taxonomy of deepwater 
ghostsharks (Chimaeridae) in Australian and 
New Zealand waters has recently been clarified 
and the NSW fauna is now known to include 
at least nine species. There is one species 
of elephantfish (Callorhinchus milii; family  
Callorhinchidae), several species of shortnosed 
ghostsharks (Chimaera spp. and  
Hydrolagus spp.; family Chimaeridae), and 
two species of longnosed ghostsharks or 
spookfishes (Rhinochimaera pacifica and 

Harriotta ralieghana; family Rhinochimaeridae). 
However, despite their mainly deepwater 
habitat and unusual appearance, chimaeras 
have good eating qualities and small quantities 
of a variety of species are landed as incidental 
catches in the Ocean Trawl Fishery.  

The elephantfish is the only shallow water 
species of the group, occurring around 
southern Australia and in New Zealand.  
Elephantfish can grow to at least 110 cm in 
length and about 9 kg in weight, and are 
occasionally caught off the far south coast 
of NSW. They are bottom feeders with plate-
like teeth in both jaws used to crush shellfish 
and other invertebrate prey. The status of the 
elephantfish stock is currently being assessed 
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 SciEntific namE Standard namE commEnt 

Callorhinchus milii elephantfish Occasionally caught inshore south of 
Sydney.

Hydrolagus ogilbyi Ogilby’s ghostshark  Caught on outer shelf and upper slope (120 
to 400 m)

Hydrolagus marmoratus marbled ghostshark Small species infrequently caught off 
nothern NSW indepths 550-1000 m

Hydrolagus lemures blackfin ghostshark Caught in upper slope depths (200 to  
700 m)

Chimaera fulva Southern chimaera Frequently caught 780-1000 m.

Chimaera macrospina longspine chimaera Caught in midslope depths (435-1300 m).

Harriotta raleighana bigspine spookfish Caught in midslope depths (700-900 m).

Rhinochimaera pacifica pacific spookfish Caught in midslope depths (760-1290 m).

Chimaera obscura shortspine chimaera known only from four specimens caught in 
1050 m depth off Tuncurry

Hydrolagus ogilbyi 
Image © Bernard Yau
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by the Commonwealth, as it forms a significant 
by-catch in the Southern and Eastern Scalefish 
and Shark Fishery, and there is a significant 
recreational catch in the southern states.  

More commonly caught by NSW offshore 
trawlers, albeit in relatively small numbers, 
are several species of ghostsharks. Ogilby’s 
ghostshark (Hydrolagus ogilbyi) may be caught 
as shallow as 150 m but the other species 
inhabit continental slope depths between  
500 and 1500 m. Some species of NSW 
ghostsharks grow to about 80 cm in length 
(not including the tail filament) and weigh up 
to 5 kg. All deepwater chimaeras have long 
filamentous tails making them weak swimmers 
and they are reported to feed mainly on small 
fish and invertebrates, including squids. 

The females of all chimaeras are oviparous in 
that they lay single large eggs in leathery egg-
cases; these eggs take up to a year to develop 
and hatch into a fully formed small shark. While 
the elephantfish breeds annually in shallow 
water, little is known of the breeding biology 
of deepwater chimaerids. However, like most 
deepwater sharks, ghostsharks are likely to 
have slow growth rates and very low fecundity, 
making them vulnerable to over fishing.

additional  notes
It is likely that the abundance of these species •	
has always been quite low off NSW.

Most are deepwater sharks with typically low •	
fecundity.

Elephantfish is subject to catch limits in the •	
Commonwealth Southern Shark Fishery (Total 
Allowable Catch of 94 t).

Ghostsharks are a key secondary species in •	
the Ocean Trawl Fishery.

catch
Recreational Catch of Ghostsharks

The annual recreational harvest of ghostsharks 
in NSW is likely to be less than one tonne. 
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please visit the CSIRO website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 37 042001, 37 042011,  
37 042006, 37 042007, 37 043001, 37 042003,  
37 044001 and 37 044002 common name or scientific 
name to find further information. please note that 
common names have been adopted from Last and 
Stevens (2010) and may differ to those contained on 
the CAAB website.
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Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of ghostsharks for NSW from 1991/92 to 2008/09 
for all fishing methods.

Historical Landings of Ghostsharks
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