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All Five Species are:

• Critically Endangered (IUCN)

• CITES Appendix I (bans international trade) 



US Based Conservation Actions

• 1992: Sawfish protected in Florida

• 1995: Gill nets banned in Florida waters



Inferred population decline 

of 95% from 1900 to 2000



2003 Manaus, Brazil 

AES Symposium
Sawfish: Threats, Biology, and Conservation in the 21st Century 
(Colin Simpfendorfer, Salao Madeira)

5

8 Presentations
Global (1)
United States (5)
Australia (2)

2

Diversity and distribution of extant sawfishes (Harrison and Dulvy, 2014). 

1990-2003: Much work in the U.S. by 
Simpfendorfer, Wiley, Yeiser, Poulakis, Seitz 



2016 New Orleans, Louisiana
AES Symposium: Biology and Ecology of Sawfishes 
(Gregg Poulakis, Dean Grubbs)

14

36 Presentations (14 countries) : Global (4) Morphology/Physiology (3)

United States (14) Senegal /Guinea Bissau/Sierra Leone (1) Bay of Bengal - Bangladesh (1) 
Bahamas (1) Mozambique, Madagascar (1) Australia (7)
Mexico (1) Red Sea – Sudan (1) Papua New Guinea (2)
Persian Gulf – United Arab Emirates (1)   Arabian Sea – Pakistan (1)
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Harrison and Dulvy, 2014 



Endangered Smalltooth Sawfish in Florida and the Bahamas – 
National Parks as Potential “Lifeboats” for Recovery



2003-2023: 20 Years on the Endangered Species List
 Signs of sawfish recovery? 

As of 2023, perhaps yes!



2026 New Orleans, Louisiana

AES Symposium: Learning from unusual sawfish mortality events: 
causes, effects, and conservation applications

(Gregg Poulakis, Tonya Wiley Jen Wyffels, Dean Grubbs)

30 Presentations
What happened?
Why it happened?
New biological info
Conservation implications?
What is next?



Thank You Symposium Sponsors!
All activities performed under 
authorization and guidance of 

NOAA Fisheries Emergency 
Section 7 Consultation 

#SERO-2024-00402 
 

and

ESA Section 10 permits 
to Gregg Poulakis, 

Tonya Wiley, John Carlson, and 
Colin Simpfendorfer
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Movement Patterns, Habitat Use, and Reproduction of Adult 
Smalltooth Sawfish in Florida

Collaborators: 

-J. Carlson, A. Brame – NOAA

-J. Gelsleichter - UNF

-G. Poulakis group – FWC

-T. Wiley, A. Kroetz – HCC

-G. Burgess, L. French– FMNH

-K. Feldheim – Field Museum

-Sonja Fordham – SAI

-Jen Wyffels – Ripley’s

-Chris Malinowski 

-D. Portnoy, D. Swift – TAMUCC

Graduate Students:

-Ashley Dawdy - FSU

-Jasmin Graham – FSU

-Bianca Prohaska – FSU

-Lisa Hollensead - FSU
-Emma Jackson - FSU

-Jake Beretta - FSU

-Mikayla Beeson -FSU

-Annais Muschett-Bonilla

-Blake Hamilton – FSU

-Brendan Talwar - FSU

-Johanna McNutt – FSU

-Matt Kolmann – FSU

-Cheston Peterson – FSU

-Bryan Keller - FSU



Fishery-independent longlines:
 50 hooks per set
 Baited with ladyfish
 1-hour soak time
 Gangions: 2.5m long, 800 lb (3.2 mm) 
 monofilament (last 25 cm doubled), 
 16/0 circle hooks



FSU Adult Sawfish Survey

1,329 sets (2011-2026)

161 large sawfish caught

5,321 total sharks and rays



Florida Bay/Ponce de Leon Bay (ENP)

High encounter rates with 
recreational fisheries



High encounter rates with commercial 
trawl and longline fisheries 



FSU fishery-independent longline survey set depths by month

16% of effort in deeper waters
20% of sawfish caught deep



Popoff Archival Transmitting (PSAT) Satellite Tags



Shift from satellite telemetry (high failure rates, low 
spatial resolution) to acoustic telemetry for adult 
sawfish beginning in 2016. 



FLORIDA
43 large sawfish implanted with V16 acoustic tags
(May 2016 – April 2019)

FLORIDA
44 large sawfish satellite tagged
(May 2016 – April 2019)
Data from 30, tracks from 18



Sawfish overlap with shrimp trawl effort



43 large sawfish implanted with 
V16 acoustic tags (May 2016 – April 2019)
Detected on 461 receivers



Regions containing possible 
Critical Habitat for adult sawfish

Possible migratory contingents



Winter 2023-2024: 56 confirmed large sawfish mortalities

    228 distressed individuals



Feb/Apr 2024:

  Tagged 15 “healthy” adults

Nov 24 - Apr 25:

  Tagged 24 more adults

Winter 2023-2024: tag and collect samples from sawfish in affected area

Sawfish sample type(s) Destination Purpose
Preserved whole blood (EM , 

RNA later, and formalin fixes)
Jen Wyffels 
(Ripleys Aquarium)

Blood ultrastructure

Blood smears, whole blood 

(lithium heparin), preserved 

whole blood (formalin fix)

University of Miami

Elasmobranch blood panel 

(complete blood chemistry and 

plasma chemistry analysis) 

Whole blood (EDTA), plasma
Michigan State 
University

Toxic elements, trace nutrients

Fecal swabs (banked)
Jen Wyffels 
(Ripleys Aquarium)

GI genetic sequencing

Fin clip
Kevin Feldheim 
(Field Museum)

Genetic sequencing

Plasma, red blood cells
Jim Gelsleichter 
(University of North 
Florida)

Reproductive hormone analysis

Plasma (banked)
Chris Malinowski 
(Ocean First Institute)

White muscle biopsy FSU Stable isotopes

Huge amount of work after returning 
to the dock led by doctoral students 
Ashley Dawdy, Emma Jackson, and 
Jake Beretta



https://www.changingseas.tv/
Episodes 1703

https://www.mutualofomaha.com/wild-kingdom/video/the-
mysterious-world-of-sawfish

Discovery Channel 
Shark Week 2026

Public Awareness 

3 documentaries 

https://www.changingseas.tv/


Why are some sawfish affected and others aren’t?



Why are some sawfish affected and others aren’t?

Text from Andrea Kroetz





2025 Mortality event:

9 confirmed large sawfish mortalities



FLORIDA

161 large sawfish caught

114 acoustic tagged by FSU (V16, 10-yr)

>200 incl. FWC and NOAA tagged



Dawdy et al. in prep
2016-2025
183 large sawfish with V16 acoustic tags
(tagged by FSU, FWC, NOAA)
Detected in 1,867 receivers
Nearly 400,000 detections





Thanks for listening!
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