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School Prawn
(Metapenaeus macleayi)
exPloitation status Fully Fished

Research results and modelling have established that environmental factors (river flows) generally have a 
major influence on landings of school prawns. These findings have resulted in the species’ current status 
of fully fished however research is continuing on the optimum size at first capture.

Background
The school prawn (Metapenaeus macleayi) 
occurs along the east coast of Australia, 
between southern Queensland and eastern 
Victoria. Throughout this range, school prawns 
inhabit both estuaries (mostly as juveniles 
and sub-adults) and inshore ocean waters (as 
adults). Within estuaries, they prefer soft muddy 
substrates and areas of seagrass, and can be 
found well upstream into brackish to fresh 
waters. School prawns eat a variety of small 
invertebrates and detritus. 

School prawns spawn in nearshore ocean 
waters off NSW between February and May. 
After a larval stage of about 2 to 3 weeks, 
the post-larval prawns enter estuaries and 
move upstream. By the following spring, the 
now adolescent prawns return downstream 
and emigrate to sea to mature and spawn. 
School prawns grow to a total length of 13 cm      
(males) and 16 cm (females) and generally 

live for 12 to 18 months, spawning only once. 
Rainfall and the associated river discharge are 
thought to be important cues in the life cycle 
of school prawns, in that significant freshwater 
discharge appears to facilitate downstream 
migration, gonad maturation and spawning 
success. School prawns may undertake oceanic 
migrations of up to 100 km. 

School prawns are harvested mainly in 
estuaries by the Estuary Prawn Trawl Fishery 
(otter trawling) and by numerous methods in 
the Estuary General Fishery (set pocket nets, 
running nets, hauling and seine nets). They 
are also targeted in ocean waters by ocean 
prawn trawlers after periods of high rainfall or 
flooding. 

There is a valuable domestic market for larger 
school prawns for human consumption, and 
substantial quantities, especially from the 
Clarence and Hawkesbury Rivers, are also sold  
for use as bait for recreational fishing.
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 scientiFic name common name comment 

Metapenaeus macleayi school prawn  

Metapenaeus macleayi
Image © Bernard Yau
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additional  notes
Commercial landings of this short lived  •	
(< 2 years) species fluctuate between 500 and 
1000 t, dependent on rainfall levels.

Stock status may vary between different •	
estuaries, as each probably represents a 
separate population.

landings and catch rates in the estuary prawn •	
trawl fishery are variable but stable (no long 
term trend).

A research project which studied growth •	
and mortality rates of school prawns in the 
Clarence and Hunter Rivers is in the final 
stages of analysis.

Abundance is not high enough for ocean •	
fishery to be commercially viable in years of 
low river discharge, but there are peaks in 
ocean production in flood years. Concerns 
have been raised about the decline in 
landings from the ocean sector.

There is a combined recreational bag limit of •	
10 litres for all prawns.

catch
Recreational Catch of School Prawn

The annual recreational harvest of school 
prawn in NSW is likely to be less than 30 t. This 
estimate is based upon the results of the offsite 
National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing 
Survey (Henry and lyle, 2003) and onsite 
surveys undertaken by I & I NSW.
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Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of school prawn for NSW from 1978/79 to 
2008/09 for all fishing methods.

Reported landings of school prawn by NSW commercial 
fisheries from 1997/98. Fisheries which contribute less 
than 2.5% of the landings are excluded for clarity and 
privacy.

Historical Landings of School Prawn

ocean Prawn Trawl (Primary Species) 

Estuary Prawn Trawl (Target/Byproduct Species) 

Estuary General (Primary Species) 

Landings by Commercial Fishery of School Prawn

Catch rates of school prawn harvested using estuarine 
prawn trawling  for NSW. Two indicators are provided: 
(1) median catch rate (lower solid line); and (2) 90th 
percentile of the catch rate (upper dashed line). Note that 
catch rates are not a robust indicator of abundance in 
many cases. Caution should be applied when interpreting 
these results.

Catch Per Unit Effort Information of School Prawn 
Harvested by Estuarine Prawn Trawling in NSW
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Growth curves for school prawn in the Clarence River 
using parameters from Montgomery (in press). Lengths 
are presented as carapace length (CL). 

Growth Curves of School Prawn - Clarence River
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Growth Curves of School Prawn - Hunter River

Growth curves for school prawn in the Hunter River using 
parameters from Montgomery (in press). Lengths are 
presented as carapace length (CL). 
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Please visit the CSIRo website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 28 711029, common name or 
scientific name to find further information.
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