
 
 

  
  

 

 

 

 

Common Fish of the 
Roper River 

Elsey National Park 

The clear waters of the Roper River provide an opportunity to observe fish in their natural 
habitat. The following eleven species are commonly seen in the river within Elsey National 
Park and should be easily identified by referring to these notes. 

Bony Bream 
Nematalosa erebi 
Often seen in schools of up to a dozen fish, they are 
usually first noticed as flashes of silver-white in colour 
and are commonly 15-20 cm long, a distinguishing 
feature is the deeply forked tail. 

Archer Fish 
Toxotes chatareus 
This fish gets its common name from its ability to 
‘shoot down’ insects from overhanging vegetation; 
it fires a ‘bullet’ of water through a tube formed by 
the roof of the mouth and tongue. Archer Fish can 
readily be seen along stream banks where they patrol 
their territory looking for food. Although a maximum 
length of 40 cm has been recorded most are less than 
25 cm. Their distinctive markings are 6 or 7 black 
spots on the upper side of a silvery white body. 

Black Bream 
Hephaestus fuliginosus 
Also known as Sooty Grunter, this predominantly 
sooty black to grey-brown Bream is an excellent 
eating fish and growing up to 4 kg can provide good 
sport fishing on light tackle. 

Barramundi 
Lates calcarifer 
The famous ‘barra’ is the fish most sought after by 
Top End anglers. It is a member of the Giant Perch 
family and has been known to reach a maximum 
weight of 60 kg. ‘Barra’ are blue-grey to greenish-
brown along the back with silvery sides and a 
white belly. Their diet includes shrimp, crayfish, 
crabs, insects, fish and even the occasional small 
freshwater crocodile. 

Mature adults move downstream to spawn in 
estuaries or coastal shallows. A fascinating feature 
of Barramundi is that males turn into females after 
about five years of age. 

Black Striped Grunter 
Amniataba percoides 
An easily identified small common fish of the Upper 
Roper is the Black Striped Grunter.  Only growing to 
about 12 cm this silvery white fish has five distinct 
black vertical bars on its sides. It lives on aquatic 
insects, crustaceans and algae. 
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Common Fish of the Roper River 
Freshwater Long Tom 
Strongylura kreftii 
Looking somewhat like a torpedo with teeth the Freshwater 
Long Tom can attain a maximum size of 85 cm but in the 
Roper they are most commonly 30-60 cm. They are silvery-
greenish in colour, have very long jaws, about 1/4 total body 
length, with a multitude of needle sharp teeth. They feed 
mostly on other fish but will also catch prawns. 

Sleepy Cod 
Oxeyeleotris lineolatus 
Sleepy cod are rarely seen during the day but are readily 
sighted in shallows at night. Looking a bit like a Flathead. 
These fish are a mottled brown above with a whitish or tan 
belly. Although they can reach 50 cm and 3 kg it is more 
common to see specimens less than 30 cm. 

Saratoga 
Scleropages jardinii 
Sometimes referred to as the Northern Spotted Barramundi, 
Saratoga are an excellent sport fish, growing up to 100 cm, 
but 50-60 cm is more common. They have a laterally 
compressed body with a single dorsal and anal fin near the 
tail. Usually greenish in colour with a brown to olive-green 
back. Red-pink markings on the scales give the body a 
distinctive chequered pattern. 

References: 

For those interested in obtaining more information on freshwater fish species the following 
books are recommended. 

Freshwater Fishes of Australia, by  Dr Gerald R Allen, T.F.H Publications 

Freshwater Fishes of the Northern Territory, by Larson and Martin, N.T. Museum. 
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Chequered Rainbow Fish 
Melanotaenia splendida inornata 
A small (less than 10 cm) deep bodied fish of variable 
colouration, usually blue-green with defined scale margins 
giving a chequered appearance, with orange spots or brown 
stripes on sides. 

Lesser Salmon Catfish 
Arius graeffei 
Also known as Blue Catfish this predominantly grey to 
dusky blue fish is commonly seen at Stevie’s Hole where 
they readily feed on bread and can be observed at close 
quarters. They are not regarded as a good eating or sport 
fish, however are often caught inadvertently. Care should be 
taken when handling this species as the pectoral and dorsal 
fins have strong poisonous spines which can be dangerous. 

Spangled Grunter 

Another interesting feature is that once the eggs have been 
fertilised the male carries them around in his mouth for 
3-5 weeks until they hatch. 

Leiopotherapon unicolor 
This widespread and common species also known as 
Spangled Perch features red-brown spots on the head and 
sides over a variable background colour from silver to 
bronze to gold. They feed on aquatic insects, small fish 
(including each other) crustaceans, algae and aquatic plants, 
and reach 25 cm in length. 

Information Sheet 
For more information see our website: www.parksandwildlife.nt.gov.au or contact Katherine Visitor Information Centre on (08) 8972 2650. 
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