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Tarwhine
(Rhabdosargus sarba)
exPloitation status Fully Fished

The age composition of commercial landings indicates that fishing mortality is similar to natural 
mortality.

Background
The tarwhine (Rhabdosargus sarba) belongs 
to the family Sparidae which also includes 
snapper (Pagrus auratus) and yellowfin bream 
(Acanthopagrus australis). It was originally 
described (named) from the Red Sea, but it 
is now believed that the Indian Ocean form 
(including WA) differs from the West Pacific 
form and therefore may need to be re-named. 
The tarwhine found off eastern Australia ranges 
from southern NSW, through the tropical West 
Pacific, to Japan. It is an inshore species found 
in estuaries and on coastal reefs out to depths 
of about 70 m.

The tarwhine is often confused with yellowfin 
and black bream. Distinguishing features of 
the tarwhine include obvious yellow or gold 
lines on a silver body and a more rounded 
head shape. A yellow marking is found above 

the pelvic base and on each scale. The head is 
rounded when compared to the more pointed 
head of a bream. Also above the lateral line on 
the tarwhine are 6 - 7 scale rows whereas on 
bream there are only four. 

In NSW, tarwhine attain a maximum size of 
about 40 cm fork length (FL) or 45 cm total 
length, and weigh up to 1.4 kg. In commercial 
catches, tarwhine are typically 17-20 cm FL but 
recreational catches generally comprise larger 
fish in the 20-30 cm range (0.2-0.5 kg). They 
mature between 16 and 21 cm FL at  
2 to 3 years of age, but after reaching about  
24 cm at age 5 years, their growth rate slows. 
Spawning takes place in coastal reef areas, 
sheltered bays and lower estuaries in winter 
with the peak activity in July. Main food sources 
for tarwhine include molluscs and other bottom 
dwelling invertebrates such as crustaceans and 
worms. 
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Rhabdosargus sarba tarwhine  
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Annual NSW commercial landings have 
fluctuated between 30 and 80 t during the past 
decade. The bulk of the landings come from 
the estuary General Fishery, caught mainly by 
hauling net and mesh net. Smaller amounts 
(20-25% of landings) are taken in the ocean by 
Ocean Trawl, Ocean hauling, and Ocean Trap 
and Line Fisheries. Tarwhine are commonly 
taken as byproduct with yellowfin bream, and 
catches peak in the autumn - winter months. 

additional  notes
Tarwhine comprise a significant incidental •	
catch of commercial and recreational fisheries 
in estuarine and near-shore ocean waters

Fish mature at about 19 cm FL (23 cm TL), •	
slightly larger than the minimum legal length 
of 20 cm total length (hughes et al., 2008).

Fishing mortality has been estimated to be •	
similar to natural mortality.

Mesh-netting catch rates are stable apart •	
from a peak in 1999/00.

There is a minimum legal length of 20 cm •	
total length for tarwhine and a combined 
recreational bag limit of 20 for all bream and 
tarwhine.

catch
Recreational Catch of Tarwhine 

The annual recreational harvest of tarwhine in 
NSW is likely to lie between 130 and 210 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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Reported landings of tarwhine by NSW commercial 
fisheries from 1997/98. Fisheries which contribute less 
than 2.5% of the landings are excluded for clarity and 
privacy.

Ocean Trap and Line 

Ocean hauling (Conditional Target Species)

Fish Trawl

estuary General 

Landings by Commercial Fishery of Tarwhine

Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of tarwhine for NSW from 1944/45 to 2008/09 
for all fishing methods.

Historical Landings of Tarwhine
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Catch rates of tarwhine harvested using mesh-netting 
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 Tarwhine 
Harvested by Mesh-Netting in NSW

0.
0

0.
2

0.
4

0.
6

0.
8

1.
0

98/99 00/01 02/03 04/05 06/07 08/09

Financial Year

R
el

at
iv

e 
C

at
ch

 R
at

e



TA R W h I N e  | P 339

s t a t u s  o F  F i s h e r i e s  r e s o u r c e s  i n  n s W ,  2 0 0 8 / 0 9

Fur ther reading
Gray, C.A. and S.K. Kennelly (2003). Catch 

characteristics of the commercial beach-seine 
fisheries in two Australian barrier estuaries, Fisheries 
Research 63: 405-422.

Gray, C.A., S.J. Kennelly, K.e. hodgson, C.J.T. Ashby and 
M.L. Beatson (2001). Retained and discarded catches 
from commercial beach-seining in Botany Bay. 
Fisheries Research 50: 205-219.

henry, G.W. and J.M. Lyle (2003). The National 
Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey. Final 
Report to the Fisheries Research & Development 
Corporation and the Fisheries Action Program 
Project FRDC 1999/158. NSW Fisheries Final Report 
Series No. 48. 188 pp. Cronulla, NSW Fisheries.

hesp, S.A. (2003). Biology of two species of sparid 
on the west coast of Australia. Perth, Murdoch 
University. PhD Thesis.

hesp, S.A. and I.C. Potter (2003). Reproductive biology 
of Rhabdosargus sarba (Sparidae) in Western 
Australian waters in which it is a rudimentary 
hermaphrodite. Journal of the Marine Biological 
Association of the United Kingdom 83: 1333-1346.

hesp, S.A., I.C. Potter and S.R.M. Schubert (2004). 
Factors influencing the timing and frequency of 
spawning and fecundity of the goldlined seabream 
(Rhabdosargus sarba)(Sparidae) in the lower reaches 
of an estuary. Fishery Bulletin 102: 648-660.

hesp, S.A., N.G. hall and I.C. Potter (2004). Size related 
movements of Rhabdosargus sarba in three different 
environments and their influence on von Bertalanffy 
growth equations. Marine Biology 144: 449-462.

hughes, J.M., J. Stewart, B.W. Kendall and C.A. Gray 
(2008). Growth and reproductive biology of 
tarwhine Rhabdosargus sarba (Sparidae) in eastern 
Australia. Marine and Freshwater Research  
59 (12): 1111-1123.

Kailola, P.J., M.J. Williams, P.C. Stewart, R.e. Reichelt, 
A. McNee and C. Grieve, eds. (1993). Australian 
Fisheries Resources. Canberra, Australia, Bureau 
of Resource Sciences, Department of Primary 
Industries and energy, and the Fisheries Research 
and Development Corporation.

Kuiter, R.h. (1993). Coastal Fishes of South-eastern 
Australia. honolulu, University of hawaii press.

Patnaik, S. (1973). Some aspects of the fishery and 
biology of the Chilka khuranti, Rhabdosargus sarba 
(Forskal). Journal of the Inland Fish Society, India 5: 
102-114.

Radebe, P.V., B.Q. Mann, L.e. Beckley and A. Govender 
(2002). Age and growth of Rhabdosargus sarba 
(Pisces: Sparidae), from KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
Fisheries Research 58 193-201.

Growth curve of tarwhine using parameters from  
Hughes et al. (2008). Lengths are presented as fork 
length (FL). 

Growth Curve of Tarwhine

Tarwhine landed by NSW commercial fishers in the 
1980s and 1990s were mostly between 17 and 20 cm fork 
length (FL), and a recent research project has found this 
continues to be the case (Stewart and Hughes, 2008).  The 
minimum legal length for tarwhine in NSW is 20 cm total 
length (which equates to approximately 17 cm FL).  

Length Frequency of Tarwhine
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