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Abstract: All five species of sawfishes (family: Pristidae) are currently Critically Endangered. Two species
have been recorded in South African waters, Pristis pristis and P. zijsron, both of which are regarded as lost
in this area, due to the absence of any local records since 1999. Of the two, P. pristis was by far the rarer,
with only seven confirmed records from five specimens since 1951; the most recent was in 1985. This spe-
cies was rediscovered in September 2025 when the decomposing body of a 3.5 m total length male washed
ashore close to Bhirha River Mouth, approximately 70 km north of Port Alfred, Eastern Cape, which is the
southern limit of its distribution in South African waters. Publicity given to this finding resulted in the re-
emergence of a 1955 record of P. pristis from the Touws River at Wilderness and a newly-uncovered 1962
record from Cape St Blaize, in the Western Cape, which are 485 km and 540 km southwest of Port Alfred
respectively, and therefore represent a substantial range extension along the South African coast. All the
South African records of this species are large (>3.3 m) individuals, which are likely to be highly mobile,
with significant dispersal capability. In the absence of any evidence of females or nursery grounds in South
African waters, these individuals are assumed to be vagrants that have swum considerable distances south
from Mozambique, where there is formal protection for sawfishes but fishing pressures remain high.

Keywords: Pristis pristis, Pristis zijsron, Critically Endangered species, South Africa, range extension, con-
servation challenges

Conservation statement: The rediscovery of Pristis pristis on South Africa’s east coast, after an apparent
absence of 40 years, confirms the species’ continued presence in the region. The nine individuals of this spe-
cies on record were large (>3.3 m), and all those sexed were males. As there is no evidence of nursery areas
in South African waters, these individuals are assumed to have originated from Mozambique, undertaking
southward movements of at least 2,000 km. Despite full protection in that country, fishing pressure, includ-
ing the deployment of gillnets, remains high. Effective conservation of P. pristis in South Africa is therefore
dependent on enhanced compliance and law enforcement in Mozambique, where stricter enforcement
of legislation, especially gillnetting in freshwater nursery areas, and community engagement to reduce
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bycatch, are imperative. Regional collaboration and renewed search efforts along the South African coast
will improve understanding of the species’ movements which is fundamental to effective transboundary
conservation strategies.

Resumo: Todas as cinco espécies de tubarao serra (familia: Pristidae) estao atualmente em perigo critico.
Duas espécies foram registadas em aguas sul-africanas, Pristis pristis e P. zijsron, ambas consideradas per-
didas nesta area devido a auséncia de registos locais desde 1999. Das duas, P. pristis era de longe a mais
rara, com apenas sete registos confirmados com cinco individuos diferentes desde 1951, o mais recente em
1985. Esta espécie foi redescoberta em setembro de 2025, quando um corpo em decomposi¢ao de um ma-
cho com 3,5 m de comprimento total foi encontrado na costa perto da foz do rio Bhirha, aproximadamente
70 km a norte de Port Alfred, Eastern Cape, que € o limite sul da sua distribuigao nas aguas sul-africanas. A
divulgacao desta descoberta resultou no reaparecimento de um registo de 1955 de P. pristis no Rio Touws,
Wilderness, e de um registo de 1962 recém-descoberto de Cape St Blaize, no Cabo Ocidental, que se situam a
485 km ate 540 km a sudoeste de Port Alfred, respetivamente, representando, assim uma expansao substan-
cial da distribuicao local ao longo da costa sul-africana. Todos os registos sul-africanos desta espécie sao de
individuos de grande porte (>3,3 m), que sao provavelmente altamente moveis e possuem uma capacidade
de dispersao significativa. Na auséncia de qualquer evidéncia de fémeas ou de areas de reproducao em
aguas sul-africanas, presume-se que estes individuos sao errantes que nadaram longas distancias do sul de
Mogambique, onde existe protec¢ao formal para os tubardo serra, mas a pressao da pesca continua elevada.

Palavras-chave: Pristis pristis, Pristis zijsron, Espécies Criticamente Ameacadas, Africa do Sul, extensio da
distribuicao, desafios de conservacao

Declaracio de Conservacio: A redescoberta de Pristis pristis na costa este da Africa do Sul, apés uma
aparente auséncia de 40 anos, confirma que a espécie continuou presente na regidao. Os nove individuos
registados eram de grande porte (>3,3 m) e todos os que o sexo foram determinados eram machos. Como
nao existem evidéncias de areas de crescimento em aguas sul-africanas, presume-se que tenham tido ori-
gem em Mocambique, realizando deslocagdes de mais de 2.000 km. Apesar da protecgao integral naquele
pais, a pressao da pesca, incluindo a utilizacdo de redes de emalhar, continua elevada. A conservagao
eficaz de P. pristis na Africa do Sul depende, portanto, de uma maior conformidade e aplicagio da lei em
Mogambique, onde a aplicagao mais rigorosa da legislacdo, especialmente a proibi¢ao da pesca com redes
de emalhar em zonas de bercario de agua doce, e o envolvimento da comunidade para reduzir a captura
acidental sao indispensaveis. A colaboracao regional e a renovacao dos esforcos de busca ao longo da costa
sul-africana irao melhorar a conhecimento do movimento da espécie, que sao fundamentais para estraté-
gias de conservacao transfronteirica eficazes.

INTRODUCTION

torically had sawfishes in their coastal waters
(Yan et al. 2021). All five species are currently
assessed as Critically Endangered in terms of
the International Union for Conservation of

All five species in the sawfish family Pristidae
are at a greater risk of extinction than all other

elasmobranchs (Dulvy et al. 2024). This can be
attributed to several factors: their low intrinsic
rates of population increase; major destruc-
tion and loss of their shallow-water habitat,
particularly in mangroves and other estuarine
and freshwater environments, which serve as
nursery areas; and their high value to fisher-
ies and extreme vulnerability to entanglement
in fishing nets (Dulvy et al. 2016). Overfishing
and habitat loss have resulted in local extinc-
tions in 55 (59%) of the 90 nations which his-
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Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species
(Espinoza et al. 2022; Harry et al. 2022, 2024).
In South Africa, the absence of any sawfish
records since 1999 is a major concern (Everett et
al. 2015), which still persists. The nomenclature
of local sawfishes has been described as ‘lengthy
and convoluted’, with various names including
Pristis microdon, P. pectinata, P. perrotteti, P. pris-
tis, and P. zijsron appearing in the literature
(Ebert et al. 2021). The confusing taxonomy is
also evident at a global level. This, accompa-
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nied by a lack of understanding on the possi-
ble geographical structuring of different pop-
ulations, resulted in an extensive global study
of the family (Faria et al. 2013). These authors
collated morphometric data and photographic
records and examined specimens deposited in
public collections, with a focus on rostral tooth
counts. They also determined mitochondrial
DNA sequences (NADH-2) in 213 specimens
from all five species. Their findings confirmed
that P. perrotteti and P. pristis are both syn-
onyms for P. pristis and that P. pectinata is con-
fined to the Atlantic Ocean. Furthermore, they
concluded that there were only two species in
South African waters, the largetooth sawfish
P. pristis (Linnaeus, 1758) and the green sawfish
P. zijsron Bleeker, 1851 (Faria et al. 2013).

Rediscovery of the largetooth sawfish

The distribution of P. pristis was widespread
in tropical and warm-temperate coastal waters
of the Western and Eastern Atlantic, Eastern
Pacific, and the Indo-West Pacific Oceans. Local
populations have experienced large declines
and currently the species is possibly extinct in
19 of its 60 former range states, and its pres-
ence in another 14 is uncertain (Espinoza et al.
2022). It was uncommon on the South African
coast (Everett et al. 2015; Wallace 1967), where
it was reported to occur as far south as Port Al-
fred (Fig. 1) in the Eastern Cape, 1,000 km from
the national border with Mozambique, but
this was based on a single record (Compagno
2012). There is very little published informa-
tion on the life history of either sawfish species
in South Africa and elsewhere in their South-
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Figure 1. Map of South Africa with exploded views of the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and much of the
Eastern Cape and the northernmost section of the Western Cape. The maps were generated using ArcGIS

Pro 3.6.0.
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west Indian Ocean range, which for P. pristis
includes Madagascar, Tanzania, and Mozam-
bique (Braulik et al. 2020; Last et al. 2016). Most
of the research conducted on this species has
been in northern Australia or the Lake Nicara-
gua-Rio San Juan system in the Western Atlan-
tic (Kyne et al. 2021).

By contrast, P. zijsron is an Indo-West Pacif-
ic species, which is possibly extinct in 11 of its
36 range states, and its presence is uncertain
in another 11. In the Southwest Indian Ocean
there are historical records from Kenya, Mo-
zambique, and South Africa (Harry et al. 2022).
Ebert et al. (2021) stated that its South African
distribution appeared to be confined to Kwa-
Zulu-Natal (KZN), although the exact limits
are uncertain, due to misidentification with
P. pristis. This contradicts distributional re-
cords elsewhere, as P. zijsron is regarded as the
sawfish most tolerant of cooler water, and thus
it has a more temperate distribution, especial-
ly in the southern hemisphere (Simpfendorfer
2013).

In South Africa, the province of KwaZu-
lu-Natal (KZN), with a coastline of 580 km, lies
immediately south of the national border with
Mozambique (Fig. 1). The earliest fisheries re-
cords of sawfishes in KZN date back to 1931,
when a very short-lived commercial shark
fishery operated out of the port city of Durban
and 36 individuals were reported in the catch
among 6,681 sharks, 1,018 rays, 323 manta
rays, and 301 skates. No further details, such
as species composition or depths fished, were
provided (Anonymous 1932). These statistics
indicate that sawfishes were not uncommon,
but it is possible that this catch may have in-
cluded the sawshark Pliotrema warreni that oc-
curs in deeper waters along the entire east and
south coasts of South Africa (Ebert et al. 2021).

Everett et al. (2015) documented all known
sawfish records for the period 1951 to 2012.
The focus of their study was KZN, as they only
uncovered a single South African record from
outside this province. Their database com-
prised largely catches, supplemented by infor-
mation from research surveys, the media, and
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personal observations of researchers and con-
servation managers. Of the 246 listed records,
89 were unidentified sawfish and 150 were
P. zijsron (Everett et al. 2015). Historically adult
P. zijsron entered the estuarine systems of both
St Lucia and Richards Bay (Mhlatuze Estuary)
in northern KZN (Fig. 1), where the females of-
ten gave birth (Wallace 1967, 1975). Individuals
caught in these systems were therefore signifi-
cantly smaller than those taken in the inshore
marine environment (Everett et al. 2015). These
authors reported that a total of 115 P. zijsron
were caught in extensive research gillnet sur-
veys deployed in The Narrows of the St Lucia
estuarine system in the 1960s, of which 112
were released alive.

There were only seven confirmed records
of P. pristis from five individuals, all caught
in shark nets set off the popular recreational
beaches of KZN (Everett et al. 2015) to reduce
the risk of shark-inflicted injuries (Cliff and
Dudley 1992). Three large males of 3.6-3.9 m
total length (TL; all lengths are reported as
such) were caught in Durban between the date
of first installation of shark nets in 1952 and
the date of publication, but the years of cap-
ture were not listed (Wallace 1967). The three
most-recent records were of the same individ-
ual, a male of 3.4 m, which was released alive
from the Durban nets (Fig. 1), following cap-
ture on two successive days in 1985 and then
found dead in these nets two days later (Cliff
and Everett 2022a). There were no reports of
females or small individuals.

In this entire database there are only five
sawfish records post 1989, namely, one P. zijs-
ron in 1991 and four unidentified sawfish, the
most recent of which was in 1999. Based on
extinction probability analysis, Everett et al.
(2015) concluded that both species no longer
occur in KZN waters. They suggested that this
may represent South Africa’s first case of lo-
cal extirpation of marine elasmobranchs in the
modern era.

There have been no reports of any sawfishes
in KZN marine or riverine waters or elsewhere
along the South African coast in the ensuing
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two decades (Cliff and Everett 2022a, 2022b).
As a result, both species in this region meet the
criteria for the recently introduced concept of a
lost species, which is defined as “one not con-
firmed alive by photographic, audio or genetic
information for over 10 years in the wild and
has no ex situ population under human care”
(Long and Rodriguez 2022). Thus, they were
considered locally or regionally lost, prior to
the rediscovery described here. Legal protec-
tion was only afforded to sawfishes in South
Africa in 1997, whereby their targeting or re-
tention in any fishery (Republic of South Africa
1997) was prohibited, but this was essentially
a symbolic measure, given their apparent local
extirpation (Everett et al. 2015).

EVIDENCE

Recent record

On 19 September 2025, a male P. pristis was
found on the beach south of the Bhirha River
Mouth (-33.3855, 27.3204), approximately 70 km
north of Port Alfred, Eastern Cape (Fig. 1). A
large portion on the right side of the decom-
posing body, including the entire first dorsal
fin and the underlying vertebral column, had
recently been cut away and removed. A local
resident photographed the fish and reported it
to one of the authors (KC), who visited the site
and found that all the internal organs, including
the gills, were missing. The total length record-
ed in situ was 3.5 m (Fig. 2). As P. pristis males
mature at 2.8-3.0 m (Kyne et al. 2021), this indi-
vidual, with elongated claspers, appeared to be
an adult. The head and rostrum were removed
and frozen at the East London Museum, where
several measurements were taken. The stan-
dard rostral length was 0.7 m and there were 21
pairs of rostral teeth, of which three teeth were
missing and several more were worn down to
their bases. These remains, together with tissue
samples, were accessioned into the collection of
the South African Institute for Aquatic Biodi-
versity (SAIAB Catalogue Number 247064) in
Makhanda (Fig. 2).
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Historical records

The discovery of the Bhirha specimen prompt-
ed a nationwide media release, requesting
members of the public to submit any sawfish
records to the authors. Four responses were
received, each with an associated photograph,
which enabled the species to be identified (Ta-
ble 1). One was a 1.8 m, 18 kg P. zijsron, caught
by an angler in 1974, approximately 6 km up-
stream in the Chalumna River, 80 km north of
Port Alfred (Fig. 1). This finally confirms that
this species does occur south of KZN in South
African waters.

The other records were of P. pristis. An un-
sexed individual of about 5 m washed ashore
between the Kiwane and Keiskamma Rivers
(Fig. 1), about 90 km north of Port Alfred, in
1994. The earliest record was from the Touws
River, Wilderness (Fig. 1), in February 1955.
An unsexed individual was sighted near the
estuary mouth (-33.99, 22.58) and was pursued
for over three hours, before it was harpooned.
It measured 4.1 m and bore 16 pairs of rostral
teeth. The George and Knysna Herald of 18 Feb-
ruary 1955 reported the incident as the second
from this section of the coast, after an unidenti-
fied sawfish had washed ashore there two years
earlier, but no additional confirmatory informa-
tion was forthcoming. The rostrum was acces-
sioned into the collection of the South African
Museum (SAM) in Cape Town, as SAM 22785
(Faria et al. 2013). This record was overlooked
in all subsequent species listings of Southern
African and South African fishes, which record-
ed Port Alfred as the southern limit of P. pristis
(Compagno 2012; Ebert et al. 2021; Smith 1961).
Another record from the same area, in the form
of a single photograph from the collection of the
late ichthyologist Professor Phil Heemstra of
SAIAB, shows a 5.4 m individual being offload-
ed from a commercial fishing vessel in the har-
bour at Port Elizabeth (now Ggeberha) (Fig. 3).
Inscribed on the back were the words “Cape St
Blaize 1962” and “17’ 8””. Cape St Blaize is situ-
ated in the Western Cape, 85 km west of Wilder-
ness and 540 km southwest of Port Alfred and
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some 1,500 km south of the South Africa-Mo-
zambique border. These two records extend the
southward range of P. pristis in South African
waters by a substantial distance.

Natural history of P. pristis in Southern
Africa

Young P. pristis spend much of their early life in
rivers and other freshwater environments up to

Rediscovery of the largetooth sawfish

400 km from the sea, which accounts for the al-
ternative common name of freshwater sawfish
(Kyne et al. 2013; Thorburn et al. 2007). Unlike
P. zijsron, there are no records of this species
utilizing any of the estuarine and freshwater
environments in KZN (Everett et al. 2015), de-
spite extensive research in the major systems
of St Lucia and the Mthlatuze River (Richards
Bay) (Wallace 1967, 1975) and all other KZN es-
tuaries (Begg 1978, 1983). This included Durban

Figure 2. The specimen of Pristis pristis that washed ashore south of the Bhirha River Mouth on 19 September
2025, with a large section recently removed between the pectoral and pelvic fins. Images of the head and ros-
trum were photographed at the East London Museum. Photographs: East London Museum / WILDTRUST.
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Table 1. Details of all nine known records of largetooth sawfish Pristis pristis in South African waters.

Year Total Sex Location Reference/ Additional notes
length Source
(m)
1952-1966 3.6-3.9 Allmale Durban, Kwa-  Wallace (1967) 3 different individuals, 180-188 kg; no
Zulu-Natal dates reported; all shark net catches
1955 4.1 Unknown  Touws River Fariaetal. —Harpooned; rostrum at South African
estuary, Western (2013); Museum: SAM 22785
Cape this study
<1958 54  Unknown Unknown Everettetal. Rostrum on display at Point Yacht
(2015) Club, Durban
1962 54  Unknown Cape St Blaize, This study ~ Commercial catch offloaded in Port
Western Cape Elizabeth harbour; single photograph
1985 34 Male Durban, Kwa- Everettetal. Same individual caught three times in
Zulu-Natal (2015); shark nets over four days
this study
1994 ~5 Unknown Between Kiwane Paul Toich: ~ Stranding; single photograph
and Keiskamma personal com-
Rivers, Eastern munication,
Cape in this study
2025 3.5 Male Bhirha River This study  Stranding; South African Institute for
Mouth, Eastern Aquatic Biodiversity: SAIAB 247064
Cape

Bay, also a large estuarine embayment, but
this is not unexpected, given that it was trans-
formed into Durban Harbour, one of the busiest
ports in Africa, over a century ago (Everett et al.
2015). Nevertheless, Faria et al. (2013) reported
that a female P. zijsron of 1.8 m was caught in
Durban Bay in 1922 and accessioned into the
British Museum of Natural History (BMNH
1922.1.13.7). This indicates that the authorities
of the time were aware of the significance of
sawfish presence inside the Bay.

In extensive interviews undertaken across
Mozambique, Leeney (2017) documented 14
captures and sightings of P. pristis as recently
as 2013-14, and examined 12 rostra from indi-
viduals whose total length ranged from 1-5 m.
The smallest was found in the Zambezi Riv-
er, where this species was once regarded as
common (Wallace 1967). In addition, Faria et
al. (2013) listed individuals of 1.0 m (Museum
fiir Naturkunde, Berlin, ZMB 4527) and 1.2 m
(ZMB 7851) from this river. As size at birth is
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0.7-0.9 m (Last et al. 2016), the presence of such
small individuals is strong evidence that this
species reproduces in the Zambezi River sys-
tem, which is in the region of 2,500 km long
and is the fourth largest in Africa.

All the South African records of P. pristis
were large individuals (>3.3 m) and all those
that were sexed were males. In a study of the
conservation genetics of sawfishes in northern
Australian waters, Phillips et al. (2017) found
that P. pristis has high levels of mtDNA hetero-
geneity and no nDNA heterogeneity, which is
indicative of female philopatry and evidence
for male-biased dispersal. This may explain
why only the larger males, likely to be highly
mobile and capable of making long-distance
movements, have been recorded in South Af-
rican waters. These individuals appear to have
originated from the closest-known nursery ar-
eas in Mozambique, which has about 2,500 km
of coastline. The distance from the mouth of
the Zambezi River to Bhirha is in the region of
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Figure 3. A 5.4 m Pristis pristis of unconfirmed sex being offloaded at Port Elizabeth (now Ggeberha) har-
bour, following capture at Cape St. Blaize in 1962. Photograph from the collection of the late Phil Heemstra.
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2,500 km and to Wilderness/Cape St Blaize is
over 3,000 km. An alternative but far less likely
hypothesis to that of a Mozambican origin, is a
West African one. This would involve a swim
of at least 4,000 km from northern Angola, the
southern limit of the species” range in this re-
gion. Faria et al. (2013) found a significant
restriction of gene flow between Atlantic and
Indo-West Pacific populations. They attributed
this to the cold waters of the Benguela upwell-
ing system on the west coast of South Africa
and Namibia that extend into southern Angola
(Shannon 1985), creating a major biogeograph-
ical barrier, thereby isolating tropical organ-
isms of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans.

In the absence of any species-specific in-
formation on the catch of 36 sawfishes in the
short-lived commercial shark fishery out of
Durban in 1931 or in any other KZN fisheries
in the first half of the twentieth and the entire
nineteenth centuries, it is impossible to ascer-
tain to what extent this coastline formed part
of the historical range of P. pristis. It is therefore
assumed that the nine confirmed individuals
of this species found in South African waters
since 1951 are vagrants.

Future prospects

The legal protection introduced in 1997, which
prohibits the targeting or retention of sawfishes
in South African fisheries, offers limited benefit
for P. pristis. This species is rare, with only nine
confirmed individuals in seven decades, and
no evidence that it reproduces in these waters.
Its conservation status in the two countries im-
mediately north of South Africa is not favorable
as, despite several records as recent as 2013-14,
P. pristis has experienced large-scale declines
in Mozambique (Leeney 2017) and similarly in
Tanzania (Braulik et al. 2020). Unlike KZN wa-
ters, that were dominated by P. zijsron (Everett
et al. 2015), only rostra of P. pristis (n =16) were
found in Tanzania (Braulik et al. 2020) and 11
of the 14 rostra examined in Mozambique were
P. pristis (Leeney 2017). These findings suggest
that P. pristis is the more tropical of the two
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species in the Southwest Indian Ocean. In Mo-
zambique gillnets are still extensively used by
artisanal fishers, with considerable fishing ef-
fort in rivers and estuaries (Leeney 2017). Na-
tional regulations in the form of Regulamento
da Pesca Maritima (Repuiblica de Mogambique
2020) published in 2020 state that this species is
now fully protected in Mozambique, but com-
pliance and effective law enforcement remain
major concerns. Furthermore, Leeney (2017)
noted that sawfishes do not hold any perva-
sive cultural importance in the region and the
sale of their highly valuable fins is an economic
asset in an impoverished country. Given their
extremely high vulnerability to capture in gill-
nets, fishing pressure is likely to remain high.
As a result, recruitment of P. pristis from Mo-
zambique, where they are known to reproduce,
is likely to remain severely compromised.

CONCLUSION

The 2025 record is confirmation that P. pristis
can no longer be regarded as a lost species in
South African waters. As there is no evidence
that this species reproduces in South Africa,
we speculate that the nine confirmed individ-
uals, which are all large and therefore the most
mobile, are vagrants which originate from Mo-
zambique, the closest known nursery ground.
Fishing pressure in that country remains high,
despite full protection since 2020, which does
not bode well for the future of this Critically
Endangered species and its congener P. zijsron
in the region. On a positive note, the significant
southward range extension highlights the re-
markable mobility of P. pristis, which can only
strengthen the ecological and evolutionary re-
silience of the East African population. The re-
cent rediscovery should be a huge incentive for
authorities in the region to continue with their
conservation efforts. These should be aimed
at protecting both sawfish species and other
threatened elasmobranchs, as well as the large
riverine and estuarine systems in which they
reproduce.
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Akashinga, Mozambique, translated the Abstract
and Conservation Statement into Portuguese. The
input from the reviewers and editors in improving
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