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Sea Urchins
(Echinoidea)
exPloitation status undeFined

A large amount of biological information is available for these three species, but there is insufficient 
useful monitoring data to allow exploitation status to be decided. Confusion over common names needs 
to be addressed.

Background
Three species of sea urchin are harvested by 
commercial fishers in New South Wales.  All 
are harvested for their roe, which commands 
a high market price when in a well developed 
condition; fishing is therefore concentrated 
on periods when the roe is developing, prior 
to spawning.  The fishery remains relatively 
small with few divers participating, due to the 
limited domestic market and the high cost of 
processing the product.  

Purple sea urchin (Centrostephanus rodgersii) 
is an abundant species in shallow rocky reef 
habitats along the NSW coast, and occurs from 
Coffs Harbour to eastern Victoria and north-
eastern Tasmania.  Purple sea urchins grow to 
a maximum test diameter of about 10 cm, and 
are profusely covered with thin tubular spines 

up to 7 cm in length.  They shelter in crevices 
during the day, and move up to 10 metres in 
surrounding habitat to feed during the night.  
Purple sea urchins mature at a test diameter of 
about 5 cm when they are about 4 years of age, 
and individuals may live for more than  
10 years. Purple sea urchins are the main 
species harvested commercially in NSW, with 
annual landings of 40 to 70 t.  

Two other species of sea urchin also occur 
in intertidal and subtidal areas of rocky 
coastlines.  The green sea urchin (Heliocidaris 
erythrogramma) is widely distributed around 
southern Australia, from southern Queensland 
to Shark Bay in Western Australia, including 
Tasmania, while the red sea urchin  
(H. tuberculata) is found from southern 
Queensland to the south coast of NSW.  These 
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 scientiFic name standard name comment

Centrostephanus rodgersii purple sea urchin Also known as longspine sea urchin. 
Majority of the commercial catch.

Heliocidaris tuberculata red sea urchin Also known as black sea urchin. Also 
important in commercial landings.

Heliocidaris erythrogramma green sea urchin Also known as purple sea urchin. Very small 
landings.

Image © Bernard Yau



P 280 | S e A  u r C H i N S

W i l d  F i s h e r i e s  r e s e a r c h  P r o g r a m

Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of sea urchins for NSW from 1999 to 2009 for all 
fishing methods.

Historical Landings of Sea Urchins

0
20

40
60

80
10

0

1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009

Calendar Year

La
nd

in
gs

 (t
)

species are smaller than the purple sea urchin, 
and generally have a smaller test diameter (6 to 
9 cm) and shorter spines (maximum of 3 cm in 
length).  The spines of the green sea urchin are 
thin and sharply pointed, while those of the red 
sea urchin are thicker with blunt red-coloured 
tips. red sea urchins are harvested in significant 
amounts in NSW (5 to 15 t per annum). The 
catch of green sea urchins is quite low (less 
than 500 kg per year).

Because sea urchins can occur in dense 
concentrations, they have the ability to locally 
overgraze algal habitats, creating large areas of 
‘barrens’.  it has been found that moving urchins 
from barrens to areas with better algal cover 
can increase the yield of roe.  in conjunction 
with the turban shell fishery, the commercial 
fishery for sea urchin is subject to a significant 
number of area closures, designed to provide 
areas of refugia against which the effects of 
fishing in the open areas can be evaluated.  

additional  notes
Two species provide the bulk of landings •	
in NSW with purple sea urchins making up 
the majority. There is some confusion over 
common names because the names do not 
reflect the apparent colour of the animal.

urchins are harvested by commercial fishers •	
only for roe – quality varies; and only the 
market-preferred stage receives any interest 
from buyers. Processing is a labour-intensive 
operation and markets are limited.

recreational fishers are subject to a bag •	
limit of 10 urchins (all species combined) 
- recreational catches are not known, but are 
thought to be small.

Since 2002 red sea urchins have been subject •	
to a Total Allowable Commercial Catch 
(TACC) limit of 60 t per annum managed as 
individual Transferable Quota (iTQ).

research surveys estimated the harvestable •	
biomass of red and purple sea urchins to be 
1195 t and 55,000 t respectively (Worthington 
& Blount, 2003), suggesting sustainable 
yields at 5% harvest rate of 60 t and 2750 t 
respectively.

catch
Recreational Catch of Sea Urchins

The annual recreational harvest of sea urchins 
in NSW is likely to be less than 5 t.
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Please visit the CSirO website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 25 211001, 25 247001 and   
25 247002 common name or scientific name to find 
further information.
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