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IUCN Red List Status
Critically Endangered globally

1.

Description and Life History
The freshwater sawfish is a large, shark-like fish with a 
distinctive 17–24cm saw-like snout, or rostrum. Adults 
can grow to over 6m in length, and can live at least 28 
years and possibly much longer. The species inhabits 
the sandy or muddy bottoms of shallow coastal waters, 
river mouths, estuaries, freshwater rivers (up to 400km 
upstream) and water holes, with adults generally 
inhabiting marine areas.

P. microdon is considered to occur/have once occurred 
in the Indo-West Pacific throughout the coastal areas 
of South and Southeast Asia, Australia, and possibly the 
Red Sea and Southeast Africa.  However, the species is 
today believed to be locally extinct throughout much of 
its former range.

P. microdon, along with all members of the Pristidae 
family, is vulnerable to both intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors. The species is characterized by very low 
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productivity, and populations are fragmented into sub-
populations that display very strong female philopatry, 
resulting in limited opportunities for re-establishment 
in the event of population declines. Habitat degradation 
and loss are a major threat to freshwater sawfish, as 
they rely on a number of very specific habitat types 
(e.g., mangroves and estuaries) for different phases of 
their lives; they are very sensitive to and as)�tion of this species remaining in the world today.

There are no empirical long-term data documenting 
population trends in P. microdon anywhere in its 
historic range, but anecdotal evidence and landing 
records strongly suggest major and rapid declines 
across most areas where it has occurred. These include 
reports from Borneo, where freshwater sawfish were 
common in the 1970s but had practically disappeared 
by the 1990s. Fishermen in Indonesia have stated that 
they have not seen the species in the last two decades. 
Similar stories are told of the species’ demise in 
Papua New Guinea, largely as a result of the shift from 
traditional to gillnet fishing gear, and in the Cambodian 
Mekong region, where once regularly seen freshwater 
sawfish have been absent for several decades.

Economic Importance
P. microdon was formerly actively targeted in fishing 
operations but is now predominantly taken as incidental 
catch. Landings over most of its original range appear 
to be extremely rare, although official catch data are 
largely unavailable. Recent cumulative risk assessments 
of elasmobranchs in northern Australia identified the 
freshwater sawfish as the species most at risk, with 
gillnet and trawl fisheries posing the greatest threat to 
these last viable populations.
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