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Spawning preferences and the effects of water extraction on 
the Eel-tailed Catfish 

Changes in water level could affect the breeding success of the Eel-tailed 
Catfish (Tandanus tandanus). 

Unnatural and rapid changes in water level may be contributing to the decline of Eel-tailed Catfish 
in the Murray–Darling Basin. 

Project description 

The Eel-tailed Catfish (Tandanus tandanus) is a threatened fish population in the Murray–Darling 
Basin (MDB). It is native to the MDB and coastal catchments of New South Wales and 
Queensland. 

Eel-tailed Catfish construct a nest of mud and/or gravel in pool and run habitats. The parents care 
for larval fish for approximately 20–23 days (Burndred et al. 2017). Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that changes in water level could affect nest establishment and breeding success.  

Research is necessary to answer the following questions: 

 Are there specific depth preferences for nest site selection in Eel-tailed Catfish?  

 What is the spawning season for Eel-tailed Catfish in the MDB? What is/are the critical 
spawning trigger/s (for example, day length or water temperature)? 

 Is there consistent nest abandonment behaviour by Eel-tailed Catfish in response to water 
level changes? If so, are there particular threshold conditions? 

The project will include: 

 a desktop study of existing nest data 

 a field study to test techniques for locating nests 

 a survey of nests in one or more MDB rivers 

 a mesocosm study to: 

o determine whether Eel-tailed Catfish will construct nests and spawn in mesocosms 

o identify whether there is a water depth threshold that triggers nest abandonment. 

Use of project outcomes 

The outcomes of this project will inform the management of environmental flows and extraction in 
NSW water sharing plans, water resource plans and long-term water plans. The project will 
contribute to adaptive management of environmental water planning and delivery to optimise 
positive outcomes for native fish.  

Project delivery 

Potential candidates for this project could include both undergraduate and postgraduate ecology 
students. It particularly suits those studying fish or aquatic ecology.  

We can break the project into smaller projects to suit the knowledge and skills of students, and the 

time available. The project could be several undergraduate or honours-type projects. Or it could be 
undertaken as a larger postgraduate project. 
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Timing/proposed timeframe 

The NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment—Water will oversee this project.  

Projects by university students will be time-bound due to the nature of their studies. For example, 
an honours project will have less scope and be for a shorter time than a Masters or PhD project.  

The NSW Department of Primary Industries—Fisheries (NSW DPI—Fisheries) will be a key 
collaborator in this project. This relates to using mesocosms to determine if Eel-tailed Catfish will 
construct nests and spawn in mesocosms, and to manipulate water levels to identify whether there 
is a water depth threshold that triggers nest abandonment. 

Location 

Most of the mesocosm research will take place at the Narrandera Fisheries Centre of NSW DPI—
Fisheries (dependent on timing and resources) or an alternative site with appropriate aquaria or 
ponds for fish spawning trials. 

Contact 

For more information on this project contact water.science@dpie.nsw.gov.au 
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