SAVING SAWFISH
A Strategy to Recover World’s
Most Endangered Marine Fish
CURRENTLY RECOGNIZED SAWFISH SPECIES

WHAT IS A SAWFISH AND WHY ARE THEY IMPERILED?
Sawfish are large, shark-like rays of warm, shallow, coastal waters,
estuaries, and rivers. Their tooth-studded snouts (rostra), which
are easily entangled in fishing gear, and their low reproductive
rates make them exceptionally susceptible to overfishing. Sawfish
are also threatened by degradation of their habitats.
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The IUCN Shark Specialist Group has developed a network of experts and a
Global Sawfish Conservation Strategy to address these pressing threats.
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Countries urgently needing basic legal protection
for sawfish protection.
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THE AMERICAS
Smalltooth sawfish used to range
seasonally as far north as New York.

A sawfish at the Vancouver
Aquarium in 1986 was valued
at $10,000 USD.

Florida Keys & Everglades: South
Florida is the last stronghold for
U.S. smalltooth sawfish.

Dozens of sawfish rostra were
interred beneath the Aztec
Great Temple in Mexico City.

Nassau’s Atlantis Resort is the
site of the only successful
captive breeding of sawfish.

Ancient Mayans buried their dead
with sawfish rostral teeth.

Sawfish, some taken by harpoon,
were targeted from the 1950s-1980s
in Belize.

In the span of five years in the
1970s, artisanal fishermen took
60,000-100,000 sawfish from
Lake Nicaragua, thus depleting
the population.

Once abundant in Lake Maracaibo
and coastal areas, sawfish are now
considered locally extinct in
Venezuela.

The Kuna people of Panama view
sawfish as protectors of humankind.

Largetooth sawfish have been
reported in the Amazon, more than
2,000km from the coast.

AFRICA & THE MIDDLE EAST

In the mid-1990s, a British diplomat “writing
about Bahrain’s Hawar Islands noted that sawfish
were numerous and that the “shore near the
villages was littered with [their] beaks.” Much
sawfish habitat in this region has been destroyed
by land expansion.

A single sawfish was captured in
Mauritania in 2010, the first one
seen in 35 years.

Sawfish were once considered a hazard to fishermen in Dubai Creek, before it was deepened by
dredging around 1960.

Sawfish are featured on the West
African bank notes and coins.

Guinea-Bissau is today the only place in
West Africa where the presence of sawfish can be confirmed, thanks to remote
and protected mangroves of the Bijagos
Archipelago.

Exploitation of Red Sea sawfish for the Asian shark
fin trade dates back to the early 1800s.

The most recent sawfish record was of a female
with six pups taken by a prawn trawler near
Trinkitat Sudan in 2012.

Nigeria’s large network of mangroves
and estuaries may still support sawfish,
but surveys are lacking.

Sawfish have been displaced from Madagascar's
Lake Kinkony due to the introduction of tilapia.

Sawfishes are the principal symbol of
judicial impartiality for several coastal
Congo peoples.

In 2007, Kenya co-sponsored the proposal that
led to the listing of all sawfish species under
the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species.

Shark nets off South Africa's Kwa-Zulu
Natal coast caught 30 sawfish in the
1980s, three in the 1990s, and none since.

East African sawfish used to penetrate far inland
in large rivers, like the Zambezi.

ASIA & AUSTRALASIA
Sawfish are featured in narrative paintings
in Thai Buddhist temples.

Chinese demand for sawfish parts, particularly fins for shark fin soup, has been a major
factor in sawfish declines worldwide.

In parts of Malaysia, it was tradition to hang
sawfish rostra over doorways to keep out
ghosts and over cradles to prevent babies
from crying.

Sawfish were once so common in Pakistan
that the rostra were used as fence posts in
coastal towns.

According to legend, the first Muslim teacher
to reach Borneo performed several miracles
involving an immense sawfish.

Sawfish meat & liver oil has been long prized
in India; sawfish fins from this region were
reportedly selling for more than double the
price of shark fins as far back as 1847.

There is extensive tribal mythology regarding
sawfish in Papua New Guinea

Northern Australia is the last stronghold for
all sawfishes in the region.

Sawfish have been fashioned into weapons in
many countries, including some where the
species are not native like New Zealand.

Until recently, sawfish exported from
Northern Australia to public aquariums
worldwide and sold for more than
US$5000/meter.

SAWFISH PARTS
AND THEIR VALUE

ROSTRAL TEETH

Since the 1970s, the preferred
material for spurs in Peruvian
cockfighting, selling for up to
US$220 per pair.

MEAT

Used for food, usually locally, although
sawfish meat from the 1970s Lake
Nicaragua fishery was exported to the
US and throughout Central America
and the Caribbean.

FINS

Among the most preferred
species for shark fin soup in
Asia; one set can sell for
close to US$4000.

ROSTRA

Valued curios worldwide; still
sold through internet auction
sites. Used to treat respiratory
ailments in Mexico & Brazil,
and pain in India.

SKIN

Once processed into
leather for cowboy
boots, etc.

LIVERS

Processed into medicinal oils to
treat a variety of ailments in China,
India, Madagascar, the US, Eritrea,
Yemen, and elsewhere.*

BILE

Used in Traditional
Chinese Medicine as a
cure for scabies & ulcers*

OVA
*There is no evidence to support the
perceived medicinal value of sawfishes.

The largest eggs in the
animal kingdom, used in
Traditional Chinese Medicine
to combat diarrhea*

HOW THEY HUNT
The rostrum contains
extensive sensory organs
that can detect the minute
electrical signals from prey
It is used to ‘club’ fish stunning or killing them
before they are eaten

35%
An estimated 35% (by continent) of
the world’s mangrove stands, a
preferred sawfish habitat, were
degraded or destroyed over the last
two decades of the last century.

10

sawfish rostra were found offered
for sale on one given day, eight
years after eBay banned sale of
sawfish products.

72

individual sawfish
representing 4 species
are currently in public
aquariums
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Sawfish are the only shark/ray species listed on Appendix I of the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES)

sawfish range countries
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Number of encounters documented
by The International Sawfish
Encounter Database, representing
10,611 individual sawfish since 1792.
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*One sawfish species was listed on CITES Appendix II
in 2007, then uplisted to Appendix I in 2013
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URGENTLY NEEDED
ACTIONS INCLUDE
s Strict, species-specific, national protections in all range states
s Enforcement of the CITES ban on international, commercial trade
s Minimization of bycatch mortality through fishing modifications & fisher education
s Conservation of mangroves and other coastal, tropical & sub-tropical habitats
s Cooperation among neighboring countries through regional recovery plans

IUCN Shark Specialist Group Vision: A world where all sawfishes are restored through understanding,
respect, and conservation to robust populations within thriving aquatic ecosystems.
See the full IUCN Shark Specialist Group Sawfish Conservation Strategy at www.iucnssg.org

