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ABOUT THE BIOREGION
The northern inland bioregion, encompassing the northern 
half of the state, is predominantly a desert area, with few 
permanent water bodies. As a result of occasional summer 
cyclones, the various river systems flow at flood levels for 
short periods before drying out to residual waterholes. The 
only exceptions to this are man-made dams which trap 
rainfall for water supply purposes and irrigation.

The only significant fishable water body in the region is Lake 
Argyle, created by damming the Ord River. The continuous 
release of water from the dam has resulted in the Ord River 
maintaining its freshwater fish populations year-round, as 
does the lake where some freshwater native fish populations 
have expanded. Populations of reptiles, such as the protected 
freshwater crocodile, are supported by the expanded food 
chain of native fish, and are thought to have expanded 
significantly from their original billabong-based populations.

The creation of Lake Argyle has produced a unique inland 
aquatic environment which is now home to various fishing 
and tourism-related activities. The lake supports the state’s 
only commercial freshwater fishery, for the silver cobbler 
or catfish, together with a processing facility supplying 
predominantly Western Australian and interstate markets. 
The lake and its associated river system also support 

recreational fishing for the freshwater component of the 
barramundi stock and cherabin (freshwater prawns).

Aquaculture development operations in the region have 
included a significant production of barramundi from a cage 
operation in Lake Argyle and a small but growing pond 
production of redclaw crayfish in the Ord River irrigation 
system around Kununurra. Production of aquarium fish  
using bore water in the southern Gascoyne region is also 
being explored.

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT

Regional Overview
Influences on freshwater bodies and habitats in the northern 
inland bioregion are largely terrestrial and outside the control 
of Fisheries legislation. While fishing activities in this region 
do not cause any significant environmental impact, the 
Department has supported a number of studies into the native 
fish fauna and their habitats in northern river systems.

In Lake Argyle, the development of the barramundi 
aquaculture industry is subject to environmental management 
under the Department’s licensing arrangements. Monitoring 
to ensure maintenance of water and benthic quality standards 
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is undertaken by the industry, and research has been carried 
out by the Department to assess the nutrient dynamics and 
carrying capacity of the lake in relation to barramundi. Water 
quality standards are set in consultation with the Water 
Corporation, Department of Water and the Department of 
Environment and Conservation.

COMMERCIAL FISHERIES

Lake Argyle Silver Cobbler Fishery 
Status Report
S. Newman and C. Skepper
Management input from A. Bain

FISHERY DESCRIPTION
The only commercial freshwater fishery in Western Australia 
is in Lake Argyle in the north-eastern Kimberley. This gillnet 
fishery specifically targets the silver cobbler or shovel-nosed 
catfish (Arius midgleyi).

In previous State of the Fisheries Reports, this fishery has 
been referred to as the Lake Argyle Freshwater Catfish 
Fishery. From this year, however, in response to requests 
from industry, the name has been changed to Lake Argyle 
Silver Cobbler Fishery. This change reflects the marketing 
name now commonly used for this species throughout 
Australia, as well as the move toward an Australian Standard 
for fish names.

Governing legislation/fishing authority
Fisheries Notice no. 665 (Section 43 order)
Condition 55 on a Fishing Boat Licence

Consultation process
Department–industry meeting

Boundaries
The Lake Argyle Silver Cobbler Fishery (LASCF) is 
contained in the impounded waters of the Ord River at  
Lake Argyle.

Management arrangements
This fishery is managed by input controls in the form of a set 
of licensing conditions. It is a limited entry fishery. For each 
licensee there is a gillnet length restriction of 1,500 m and 
all nets must be suitably marked with licence identification. 
While there is no mesh size restriction, the fishers have 
adopted a code of practice that states that nets should have a 
mesh size not less than 6¼ inches (150 mm) and a drop length 
of 30 meshes. All fishers are prohibited from taking any 
fish whatsoever by means of nets during the period from 1 
November to 31 December in any year. Fishers in the LASCF 
are not permitted to take barramundi (Lates calcarifer).

Since 2000, operators have voluntarily reduced effort in the 
fishery and hence the levels of catch.

In response to concerns from charter operators, the general public 
and conservation groups, Lake Argyle Silver Cobbler Fishery 
endorsement holders developed an industry code of practice 
to minimise the incidental capture of freshwater crocodiles. 
The code was implemented in 2001 and specifies the accepted 
means of operation in the fishery, and outlines contingency 
procedures for fishing gear that has been lost or abandoned.

Future management measures for this fishery include a 
review of the latent effort present within the fishery and a 
possible shift in the seasonal closures to better accommodate 
the wet-season breeding period for the target species.

Research summary
Data for assessing the status of the silver cobbler stock in 
Lake Argyle are derived from the catch and effort returns 
provided by industry. These data are compiled annually and 
used as the basis for this assessment. Biological data on the 
species’ specialised reproductive behaviour and low fecundity 
are used to interpret these assessments.
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