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Abstract

This paper provides an overview of the freshwater fishes of the remote and sparsely populated Kimberley region of West-
ern Australia, an area that has been subject to minimal scientific surveys, most of which have occurred in the last 30 years.
A total of 49 freshwater fish species are reported from the region, but this number will likely grow as a result of future
discoveries. It is an endemic hotspot, with ~40% of the species found nowhere else; many of which are known from only
a few localities. The fauna is dominated by members of the Terapontidae (10 species) and Eleotridae (10 species), fol-
lowed by the Plotosidae (five species), Melanotaeniidae (five species), Atherinidae (four species) and Ambassidae (four
species). Additionally, in terms of freshwater fishes of the Kimberley, there are two species each in the Toxotidae and Ari-
idae, and a single species from each of the Anguillidae, Clupeidae, Hemiramphidae, Belonidae, Apogonidae, Gobiidae
and Soleidae. There are currently no introduced fishes found in any major catchments of the Kimberley, however, there
are records of the Eastern Mosquitofish (Gambusia holbrooki) from Cape Leveque (Morgan et al. 2004c) and the Redclaw
Crayfish (Cherax quadquicarinatus), which have recently been found within the Ord River basin (Doupé et al. 2004).

Key words: Western Australia, fish community, endemism, catchment 

Introduction

From a hydrological and ichthyological perspective, the Kimberley region of Western Australia lies within the
Timor Sea Drainage Division; one of the 11 major geographical drainages within Australia (Fig. 1). The Timor Sea
Drainage Division is over 500,000 km2 in size, extending from the Fitzroy River catchment in the southwest Kim-
berley across to the north-western portion of the Northern Territory. It has the second highest average annual dis-
charge of all the major Australian drainage divisions (Allen et al. 2002). The Timor Sea Drainage Division is
further characterised by a comparatively diverse fish fauna by Australian standards, with approximately 100 spe-
cies recorded (~50% of Australia’s freshwater fish fauna) and hosts a number of endemic species (approximately
25%) and three endemic genera, including Hannia, Syncomistes and Kimberleyeleotris (Unmack 2001, Allen et al.
2002).

With regard to the Kimberley region, which lies within the western extent of the Timor Sea Drainage Division
(Fig. 1), the proportion of endemic freshwater fishes is thought to be considerably higher, with previous ichthyo-
logical surveys of its inland waters including those on the Gibb River Road to the Drysdale River (D. Rosen, G.
Nelson & W. Butler in 1969 for the American Museum of Natural History); the Ord River area (R. McKay in 1971,
Storey 2003; Gill et al. 2006); the Prince Regent River (Allen 1975); Drysdale, King George, Berkely and Carson
Rivers within the Drysdale National Park (Hutchins 1977); Mitchell, King Edward and Lawley Rivers (Hutchins
1981); stream crossings on the Gibb River and Kulumburu Roads (Allen & Allen in 1998); Allen and Leggett
(1990) sampled numerous sites on the Isdell, Mitchell, King Edward, Drysdale and Ord Rivers; the Fitzroy River
(Morgan et al. 2002, 2004a); King Edward and Carson Rivers (Morgan et al. 2006, Morgan in press); and, a num-
ber of sites across the Kimberley were surveyed for euryhaline elasmobranchs (Thorburn et al. 2003) (Table 1). 

Collectively, the previously mentioned studies and that by Unmack (2001) demonstrate that the region’s fauna
is highly endemic, and that many species are highly localised or have poorly known distribution patterns. Where
possible, the records from these studies are collated here, in order to provide an overview of the distribution of
freshwater fishes of the Kimberley, particularly at the catchment scale and in relation to major habitat types. This
work also includes additional sites sampled during 2007 and the authors’ previously unpublished data. 


