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Most people will know of the humble 
prawn – a crustacean or ‘arthropod’  
and a favourite food of Queenslanders at 
Easter and Christmas.

Prawns’ shells are an exoskeleton 
(external skeleton) and prawns, like 
other arthropods (such as spiders!), 
have a segmented body and jointed legs 
– in their case five pairs for swimming 
and five pairs for walking! Their shell is 
made of protein, calcium carbonate and 
chitin (which is similar to the protein in 
human hair and nails).

Rainbow or ‘Tannum tiger’ prawns  
(C below), and banana prawns (D 
below) are the most common species 
of prawn found in the Gladstone region 
although you may catch an endeavour 
prawn if you’re lucky! Giant tiger prawns 
(B below) prefer to live in areas with 
seagrass, and brown tiger prawns (A 
below) live in deep waters offshore, 
however banana prawns prefer shallow 
inshore muddy conditions, relying on 
mangroves as nurseries.

Prawns have 10 pairs of legs 
– five pairs for swimming and 
five pairs for walking along the 
bottom of their habitat.
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Prawns do not have a back-
bone. When you de-vein a 
prawn, you’re actually removing 
its digestive tract! 
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Prawns ‘moult’ just like snakes 
and need to shed their shell  
to grow. 
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Besides the humans who love 
seafood, animals like squid, 
dolphins, whales, starfish, and 
demersal (bottom-dwelling) fish 
also prey on prawns.
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Prawns’ eyes glow ruby red in 
artificial light!5

5 PECULIARS 
OF THE PRAWN!

When we’re not  
on the menu...
Prawns are omnivores which means 
they eat plant material, micro-organisms, 
small shellfish or worms. Although they 
eat the same food, prawn species have 
very different feeding behaviours.

Some prawn species are sensitive to 
light so they bury themselves during the 
day and feed actively at night.  
Tiger prawns on the other hand are 
always looking for a bite to eat!

Population status
The floods that affected Gladstone in 
late 2010 and early 2011 also had a 
big impact on local prawn populations 
as sediment (dirt and rocks) and large 
volumes of fresh water washed into the 
saline (salty) areas that some kinds of 
baby prawns need to survive and grow.

Gladstone prawn populations are 
recovering, and are still considered 
some of the best tasting in Australia!

Habitat
Adult tiger and banana prawns live in 
coastal waters as well as rivers and 
creeks. Prawns generally like lots  
of mud they can hide in, but they 
are even happier if there are 
seagrass meadows or algal 
beds nearby – these are great 
places to raise their young!  
Baby prawns live in these 
shallow nursery areas for  
up to six months before 
they swim into open  
waters.

Introducing the prawns 
of the Gladstone region

A. Brown Tiger Prawn Penaeus esculentus
B. Giant Tiger Prawn Penaeus monodon 
C. Rainbow Prawn Parapenaeopsis sculptilis
D. Banana Prawn Fenneropenaeus merguiensis
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Plight of the prawn
•  Lots of people love to eat prawns and 

overfishing (catching them faster than 
they can reproduce) can wipe out local 
populations.

•   Mangrove forests and seagrass 
meadows are very important nurseries 
for baby prawns and damage to these 
ecosystems can upset the aquatic  
food chain!

Migration 
Like humans, some prawns like to hang out at home while others 
want to go on an adventure. Most inshore prawn species, like 
the banana prawn, will stay in their home river or shallow inshore 
coastal region for the majority of their lives.

School prawns however have been found up to 120 kilometres 
from where they spawned and king prawns can go even further – 
an astonishing 1300 kilometres in some cases – that’s about the 
same distance as driving from Gladstone to Port Douglas!

Life cycle of prawns 
The life of a prawn is short compared to that of a human, with some species  
(like school prawns) living a little over a year and larger species living up to  
two years of age.

Prawns mature at about six to eight months of age and mate and spawn  
(release eggs) in offshore waters. Tiger prawns mainly spawn during spring and 
summer. A single prawn can spawn more than once in any one year and each 
female releases hundreds of thousands of eggs.

The fertilised eggs 
hatch within 24 
hours and the baby 
prawns (called 
larvae) spend 
time floating in the 
water, developing 
through a number 
of stages, as they 
drift shoreward to 
shallow, hyposaline 
(lower levels of 
salt) waters. When they reach these shallow waters the baby prawns are called 
‘postlarvae’ and are ready to settle on the sea bottom to develop into juvenile 
prawns.

They remain in this shallow nursery area for up to six months before they reach 
a size when changes to their body encourage them to move back to offshore 
waters to mate and spawn and complete their lifecycle.

Top tips for a
sustainable catch!
• Look out for bycatch (things you 

didn’t mean to catch!) when fishing 
with nets.

• Trawling for prawns can damage 
the soft bottom of the seafloor and 
destroy habitat for many marine 
plants and animals.

• Listen to the law. Seagrass 
meadows are important for the 
productivity of prawn fisheries and 
many of these areas are closed to 
trawling.

• There are no size limits for prawns.

• A possession limit of 10 litres 
applies to prawns in Queensland, 
so use a 10 litre bucket to make 
sure you’re within the law.

Shrimpin’ and savin’ our prawns
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Find out more
Fisheries Research Development Corporation
www.fish.gov.au

New South Wales Government
www.dpi.nsw.gov.au  

Queensland Museum
www.qm.qld.gov.au

Queensland Prawns
www.queenslandprawns.com

Australian Fisheries Management Authority
www.afma.gov.au
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www.fish.gov.au/reports/crustaceans/prawns/Pages/tiger_prawns.aspx
www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/358863/biology-and-life-cycles-of-prawns.pdf 
www.qm.qld.gov.au/Find+out+about/Animals+of+Queensland/Crustaceans/Common+marine+crustaceans/Prawns+and+Shrimps#.VC4AUvmSx8E 
www.queenslandprawns.com/index.html
http://www.afma.gov.au/

