
4A Three pairs of barbels present; tail forked
– Ariidae (Fork-tailed Catfish).

4B Four pairs of barbels present, tail tapering
to a point – Plotosidae (Dewfish, 
Eel-tailed Catfish
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Key to Southern Queensland families of freshwater fish
(adapted from ‘Freshwater Fishes of Australia’ Allen 1989)

1A Body eel-like (scales minute 
or absent)? 2

1B Body not eel-like (scales 
present or absent)? 3

2A Pectoral fins present; gill slit on each side
– Anguillidae (Freshwater Eel).

2B Pectoral fins absent; single gill slit across
throat – Synbranchidae (Single-gilled or
Swamp Eel).

3A Three or four pairs of elongate barbels
(“whiskers”) present around mouth
(catfishes)? 4

3B Barbels usually absent, sometimes a pair
maybe near corner of mouth (some
Cyprinidae) or a single flap of skin 
below lower jaw? 5

5A Adipose fin (small, fleshy, flap-like fin
between dorsal and caudal fins) present,
origin of anal fin about level with middle
rays of dorsal fin – Retropinnidae
(Smelt).

5B Adipose fin absent? 6

6A Pelvic fins consisting of a single ray
(usually split) on each side – Gadopsidae
(River Blackfish).

6B Pelvic fins consisting of two or more rays
on each side, fleshy and flipper-like in
one species? 7

7A A single dorsal fin present, composed of
mainly soft flexible rays (sometimes with a
stout spine at front of dorsal fin or with
reduced inconspicuous spines)? 8

7B Two separate dorsal fins present or, fin
single, consisting of a pronounced spiny
portion anteriorly and soft portion
posteriorly? 13

8A Head and body scaleless – Galaxiidae
(Galaxias, Jollytails).

8B Head and body scaly? 9

13A Two dorsal fins (sometimes joined 
by low membrane? 14

13B One dorsal fin? 22

9A Pectoral and pelvic fins long and flipper-
like, fin rays not readily apparent, tail
tapering to a point, scales very large –
Ceratodidae (Lungfish).

9B Pectoral and pelvic fins not flipper-like,
tail not tapering to a point? 10

10A Ventral midline of breast or abdomen with
series of scutes or spiny scales – Clupeidae
(Bony Bream, Herrings).

10B Ventral midline of breast or abdomen
without series of scutes? 11

11A Caudal fin rounded or with elongate
pointed extension on lower edge, dorsal
fin rays 7 to 14; anal fins of males
modified to form gonopodium (elongated
tube used for sperm transfer to female);
livebearing fishes – Poeciliidae
(introduced) (Guppies, Mosquitofish,
Swordtails, platys, Mollies).

11B Caudal fin forked to 
slightly emarginate? 12

12A Body long and slender; lower jaw forming
beak-like extension; teeth present
(although minute) in jaws –
Hemiramphidae (Garfish).

12B Body not long and slender; jaws not
forming beak-like extension; teeth absent
– Cyprinidae (introduced) (Goldfish,
European Carp, Koi Carp).

14A Pelvic fins well behind level
of pectoral fin base? 15

14B Pelvic fins approximately below or ahead
of pectoral fin base? 18

15A Three anal fin spines – Mugilidae (Mullet).

15B One anal fin spine (often weakly
developed) or anal fin spines 
absent? 16

16A Innermost pelvic fin ray not attached 
to belly by membrane; scales present 
on belly between pelvic fin base 
and anus – Atherinidae (Hardyheads).

16B Inner-most pelvic fin ray attached to 
belly by membrane; scales absent 
on belly between pelvic fin base and
anus? 17

17A Anal fin rays usually total 9 to 13; 
rigid fin spines always absent; 
anal fin origin usually on posterior half 
of body (excluding caudal fin) –
Pseudomugilidae (Blue-eyes).

17B Anal fin rays usually total 14 to 23; rigid
fin spines present or absent; anal fin
origin on anterior half of body or about
middle of body – Melanotaeniidae
(Rainbowfish, Sunfish).

18A Spines of first dorsal fin soft and flexible;
a single flexible spine at beginning of anal fin;
lateral-line scales absent? 19

18B Spines of first dorsal fin sharp and rigid;
one to three rigid spines at beginning of anal
fin; lateral-line scales usually present
(sometimes reduced or absent)? 20

20A Three anal fin spines; two dorsal fin spines
united  by low membrane? 21

20B One or two anal fin spines; two separate
dorsal fins; first dorsal fin usually with 
six spines, large head (about one third
standard length) – Apogonidae
(Mouth Almighty).

19A Pelvic fins united to form a single disc or
cup-like structure  – Gobiidae (Gobies).

19B Pelvic fins separate – Eleotrididae
(Gudgeons).

21A Caudal fin forked or emarginate; pelvic
fins without scaly axillary process at base;
scales cycloid (smooth-edged), preopercle
with an additional inner ridge giving
appearance of double rear margin –
Ambassidae (Glassfish).

21B Caudal fin rounded; pelvic fins with 
scaly axillary process at base; scales
ctenoid (rough-edged); preopercle 
with single rear margin – 
Centropomidae (Barramundi).

22
(go to next page)
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23A Lateral line interrupted 
or absent? 24

23B Lateral line present and 
continuous? 25

24A Dorsal fin with long base, in mature fish
often ending in long tapering point; no
distinct notch between spiny and soft
portions of dorsal fin – Cichlidae
(introduced) (Cichlids, Tilapia).

24B Dorsal fin with base of moderate length,
never ending in tapering point, always
rounded; distinct notch between spiny
and soft portions of dorsal fin – 
Nannopercidae (Pygmy Perch).

25A Pelvic fin origin below or in front of
pectoral fin base – Percichthyidae
(Bass, Yellowbelly, Cod).

25B Pelvic fin origin distinctly behind pectoral
fin base? 26

26A Dorsal fin spines – 10; mouth large,
extending posteriorly to below pupil of
eye; caudal fin with dark blotch across
upper and lower lobes – Kuhliidae
(Jungle Perch).

26B Dorsal fin spines – 11 or more;  mouth
smaller, reaching below anterior edge of
eye or farther forward; caudal fin usually
without dark blotches across lobes except
in estuarine species – Teraponidae
(Grunters, Spangled Perch, Silver Perch).

Further information

Books such as Wildlife of Greater Brisbane

provide useful information on the range 
of fish possibly found in South East
Queensland streams, and their 
identification.

Internet resources

FishWeb – Queensland Fisheries online:
www.dpi.qld.gov.au/fishweb/

Australian Society for Fish Biology online:
www.hydro.com.au/asfb/ includes links to
fishery related web sites:
www.hydro.com.au/asfb/sites.html

Australia New Guinea Fishes Association
online: www.angfa.org.au/main.htm

Schools – Care and Breeding of Australian
native fish in the classroom:
www.ferngrovsh.qld.edu.au/science/page2.htm

Native Fish Australia:
www.nativefish.asn.au/

Australian Capital Territory Native Fish
Information System – information for
secondary and primary students:
nativefish.www.act.gov.au/
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22A Head armed with numerous sharp bony
spines on snout, above eyes, on cheeks
and gill covers – Scorpaenidae (Bullrout).

22B Head without conspicuous 
spines? 23

(from previous page) A typical soft-rayed fish showing external features 
(after R.M. McDowall, 1986)

forked

truncate

Shapes of typical fish tails

emerginate

rounded

This factsheet was produced by Oxley Creek Waterwatch with
the assistance of Jeff Johnson, Queensland Museum.

It has been developed for use as a wall chart or field guide.

For information regarding fish sampling in creeks of 
South East Queensland, refer to Waterwatch Fish Factsheet #1.

lateral line

first dorsal fin

adipose fin (has no fin rays)

caudal fin

vent anal finkeel

pelvic fin

pectoral fin

dorsal

ventral

po
st

er
io

r

an
te

ri
or

preoperculum

second dorsal fin


