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WEEDY SEA DRAGON — PROTECTION 

Statement 
HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [9.46 pm]: I want to talk this evening about an interesting marine 
species known as the weedy sea dragon. It is a charismatic mesofauna that members might be interested to know 
about! Importantly, it is endemic only to southern Australian waters. It is protected everywhere else in Australia 
from being taken. When I was involved in marine and coastal conservation, particularly with the establishment 
of the Cottesloe marine protected area, it came to my attention because weedy sea dragons have been seen in that 
area. One of the reasons for creating that fish habitat–protected area was to encourage that species, amongst 
others, to thrive in the area and to protect them from recreational activities. They are greatly admired by scuba 
and snorkel divers because they are very interesting animals to watch. The fact that they are protected elsewhere 
in Australia actually means that they are inadvertently more likely to be taken here in Western Australia, making 
them even more vulnerable. The Australian Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
lists weedy sea dragons as a nationally threatened species. The International Union for Conservation of Nature 
lists weedy sea dragons as near-threatened species because of human impacts on the inshore habitat. They are 
vulnerable because of deteriorating conditions in the inshore habitat, but they are also vulnerable in other ways. 
Australia is a signatory to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora. The aim of CITES is to ensure that international trade in wild animals and plants does not threaten their 
survival. In 2002, all seahorse species—the weedy sea dragon is part of the same family—were CITES listed 
because of concerns over unsustainable exploitation. Members may be aware that they are highly sought after in 
the Chinese medicine market. There is international concern about how vulnerable this species is. Western 
Australia, however, still sells them and allows recreational fishers to take threatened weedy sea dragons. 
Unpublished genetic studies have been carried out on weedy sea dragons, and show that weedy sea dragons west 
of the Great Australian Bight are actually a separate species, warranting a new name and, in fact, making them 
even more special. The ones on our side of the southern part of Australia are genetically separate.  

The number of weedy sea dragons collected by marine aquarium fishers has decreased in recent years but we are 
concerned that this may indicate that the population has substantially decreased. We cannot find out from the 
Department of Fisheries how many there are. It is interesting that collectors want to collect pregnant males for 
the aquarium industry. Pregnant males are especially sought after under the marine aquarium fishery licences 
because it is extremely rare for weedy sea dragons to breed in captivity. The fry born from captured pregnant 
males will sometimes survive in specialist aquaria.  

There is great demand for weedies for aquariums, particularly from Sydney and several overseas countries. It is 
of concern that there are no population figures available for weedy sea dragons and no monitoring is done. 
Currently, WA has a recreational bag limit of 30 per day. That is of great concern. Weedy sea dragons are 
sparsely distributed and have very small territories. In fact, they are very territorial. Despite their cryptic nature, 
some experienced hunters can still find them. A lot of dive operators will not show people where weedy sea 
dragons are because they are worried that they will come back later and take them for the aquarium trade.  

Interestingly, weedy sea dragons are monogamous. If a pregnant male is captured, the female may never breed 
again. Also, they are very poor swimmers, have specific dietary needs and have a low fecundity. It is a wonder 
they survive at all.  

Hon Liz Behjat: They are poor swimmers?  

Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes. They are not very stable. They are very vulnerable.  

Hon Liz Behjat: Pregnant males! I can understand why they are unstable. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: All of them. 

Hon Ken Travers: Do you think Hansard got the shaking of your hand? 

Hon GIZ WATSON: The shaking of the hand to indicate the not very stable swimming? Possibly! Maybe not. 

Once these weedy sea dragons are protected, dive and snorkel businesses can develop around them, especially in 
country WA. As I say, dive operators are presently nervous about showing visitors any animals they find as there 
have been instances of people returning and collecting them after a guided dive. Owners of the Seahorse 
Sanctuary in Kalbarri, which members may be aware of, say there is a black market in syngnathids, which is the 
generic name for this family of animals. This is detrimental to their business. They breed seahorses, not weedy 
sea dragons. The breeding of seahorses can be done in captivity, but weedy sea dragons do not breed in captivity. 
Millions of seahorses are traded each year for the Chinese traditional medicine trade. As seahorses are 
disappearing worldwide because of over-collection, conservationists fear that sea dragons will be targeted for 
this very lucrative trade. This reason was cited by the South Australian fisheries minister, Rory McEwen, when 
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he announced protected species status for seahorses, pipe fish and weedy sea dragons in South Australia. That 
was back in February 2006.  

Most people are no longer comfortable with creatures being in cages and bowls, especially when they die. This is 
the case with weedies in the domestic aquaria trade. Weedy sea dragons have become an iconic species, certainly 
in terms of the conservation sector and dive operators. My concern is that we do not know the population 
numbers of weedy sea dragons in Western Australia. We have received some conflicting figures from the 
Department of Fisheries on the estimated population. Weedy sea dragons are vulnerable to changes in their near-
shore environment. They are also vulnerable in Western Australia because the taking of them is banned 
elsewhere in Australia. Therefore, those who have licences to take them in WA have an incentive to do so. What 
I am saying to the Minister for Fisheries—I am sure he will take note of this—is that there is a very strong case 
for weedy sea dragons to have protected status in Western Australia as well. I argue that the number of weedy 
sea dragons taken by the aquarium trade is so low that it is not a substantial economic trade. If we do not know 
how many of these animals are left, but they have been identified as being under threat, now is the time to 
prohibit the taking of them. It is much easier to monitor and police a protection order of that nature than to have 
some system of trying to control and monitor the number taken. That is a very good argument. People value 
seeing these animals, particularly in the marine protected areas in the metropolitan area, because they are quite 
extraordinary. It is really important that the minister says that there should be no more taking of these animals. 
That would be a great bonus for this iconic species that is dearly loved by not just conservationists but also 
people who enjoy recreational diving.  
 


