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Jackass Morwong
(Nemadactylus macropterus)
exPloitation status overFished

The commercial harvest is predominantly by trawlers in the Commonwealth Southern and Eastern 
Scalefish and Shark Fishery. Commonwealth assessment is based on a full population model which shows 
a very significant decline in biomass since the 1980s. The biomass has recently been estimated to be 
about 20% of the unexploited level.

Background
The worldwide distribution of jackass morwong 
(Nemadactylus macropterus) includes waters 
of New Zealand, southern South America, 
southern Africa and some islands in the Atlantic 
and Indian oceans. Jackass morwong are 
distributed in Australian waters from Moreton 
Bay in Queensland to Perth in WA. They occur in 
depths to 450 m and, in Australian waters, are 
most abundant between 100 and 200 m. 

Jackass morwong have a summer-autumn 
spawning period with larger, older females 
being more fecund. They have an extended 
pelagic post-larval stage known as a ‘paperfish’, 
which can be distributed up to 250 km offshore. 
After settlement they are demersal fish with 
juveniles inhabiting the shallow reefs of Bass 
Strait and Tasmania. 

Sampling of jackass morwong along the 
southern and eastern shelf region of Tasmania 
showed that newly settled juveniles were about 

10 - 13 cm fork length (FL). Maximum lengths 
observed were 43 cm FL for males and  
46 cm FL for females. Growth of juveniles is 
rapid with fish attaining a size of about 26 cm at 
3 years of age. After fish reach sexual maturity 
at 4 to 5 years of age, growth slows. A maximum 
age of 30 years for females and 41 years for 
males was recorded in this Tasmanian study, 
however few fish were older than 25 years. 

From the 1950s to the 1970s annual landings of 
jackass morwong frequently exceeded  
1500 t. There was a consistent decline in 
landings through the 1980s and 1990s, and by 
2000 total annual landings were about 800 t, 
of which about 50 t were caught off NSW. Most 
jackass morwong are caught by trawlers in the 
Commonwealth South East Fishery, and the 
Commonwealth has developed a quantitative 
stock assessment, which considers stocks east 
and west of Bass Strait separately.  In 2008 
the eastern stock biomass was assessed as 
being at about 19% of the unexploited level, 

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  J A C k A S S  M o r W o N G  | P 181

 scientiFic name standard name comment 

Nemadactylus macropterus jackass morwong  

Nemadactylus macropterus
Image © Bernard Yau



P 182 | J A C k A S S  M o r W o N G

and the stock was considered to be subject to 
overfishing (Wilson et al. 2009).  However, there 
was some uncertainty about the veracity of a 
separate western stock (which was assessed as 
being at 68% of the unfished biomass) and there 
were also concerns about the completeness 
and accuracy of some of the recent data (e.g. 
discard rates had been very poorly estimated).  
The 2009 assessment addressed some of 
these uncertainties, and the eastern stock was 
assessed to have improved slightly, to 24% of 
unfished biomass. The stock of jackass morwong 
off eastern Australia is still considered to be very 
significantly depleted. 

 additional  notes
Small quantities are caught by trap fishers in •	
southern NSW waters.

recent buyouts may reduce catch from •	
Commonwealth operators as 8% of the 
jackass morwong quota was bought back.

There is a minimum legal length of 30 cm •	
total length and a recreational bag limit of 10 
for jackass morwong in NSW.

catch
Recreational Catch of Jackass Morwong

The annual recreational harvest of jackass 
morwong in NSW is likely to be less than 10 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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Growth curve of jackass morwong using parameters from 
Jordan (2001). Lengths are presented as fork length (FL).

Reported landings of jackass morwong 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 (key Secondary Species) 

Fish Trawl 

Landings by Commercial Fishery of Jackass 
Morwong

Growth Curve of Jackass Morwong

Commercial landings (including available historical 
records) of jackass morwong for NSW from 1978/79 to 
2008/09 for all fishing methods. Note that the small 
decline in reported catch during the 1990s was due to 
changes in catch recording requirements for fishers with 
both NSW and Commonwealth licences. 

Historical Landings of Jackass Morwong
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Please visit the CSIro website, 
http://www.marine.csiro.au/caab/ and search for the 
species code (CAAB) 37 377003, common name or 
scientific name to find further information.

The length distribution of jackass morwong landed 
by NSW commercial fishers between 1970 and 1992 
remained reasonably stable and comprised mainly fish 
between 25 and 40 cm fork length (FL).  No recent length 
composition data are available for NSW catches. The 
minimum legal length for jackass morwong in NSW is  
30 cm total length.

Length Frequency of Jackass Morwong
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