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identification
A small fish with a rounded tail, distinctly 
flattened head and an upturned mouth. 
Maximum length 60 mm. The single high, 
soft-rayed dorsal fin originates well back on 
the body. Females are much larger than males 
and usually have a large, black blotch just 
above the vent. Males have the front rays of 
the anal fin elongated and modified to form 
the gonopodium, which is used in breeding. 
Usually, olive to brownish on the back, with 
bluish-grey sides and a silvery belly.

Biology and habitat
The Eastern gambusia is commonly found in 
lakes or still or slow-flowing streams, mostly 
around the edges or amongst freshwater 
plants. Maturity can be reached after only 
two months, at about 25 mm long. Breeding 
occurs during the warmer months and a 
female produces about 50 young in each 
batch, and up to nine batches per year. The 
species does not lay eggs, but produces live 
young. The fertilised eggs develop inside the 
female and the young are a few millimetres 
long when born. 

The Eastern gambusia is not known to 
migrate. It tolerates of a wide range of water 
temperatures, oxygen levels, salinities and 
turbidities. Because of its ability to breed 
rapidly, it has assumed plague proportions in 
many habitats. 

Often referred to as Mosquitofish, it was 
introduced into Australia for mosquito 
control in the 1920s, but unfortunately 
mosquito larvae do not figure prominently in 
its diet. Consequently, Mosquitofish should 
not be used as the common name as it implies 
some environmental or social benefit, which 
is largely incorrect. Gambusia are primarily 
carnivorous and the diet contains a range 
of small freshwater invertebrates and wind-
blown terrestrial insects.

impacts on native Fish
An aggressive species, Eastern gambusia chase 
and fin-nip fish much larger than themselves. 
They also prey on the eggs of native fish and 
frogs and larval native fish, and significantly 
reduce growth rates of small native fish. 
Gambusia are implicated in the decline of 

Common name eastern gambusia (gambusia, Mosquitofish,  
 top minnow, Plague minnow)

scientific name  Gambusia holbrooki (girard, 1859)
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eastern gambusia female
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more than 30 fish species world-wide, at 
least nine of which occur in Australia. It 
has recently been listed as a key threatening 
process for frog populations in NSW, and is 
implicated in the decline of more than 10 
species of frogs in Australia.

Distribution and abundance
Native to rivers draining to the Gulf of 
Mexico, Eastern gambusia was introduced 
into Australia in 1925. Health authorities 
made further introductions in the 1930s and 
the species was distributed to many military 
camps during the Second World War. Now 
widely distributed throughout Australia, 
it is commonly found in farm dams, slow-
flowing waters and shallow wetlands, and is 
widespread and abundant across the Basin.

general references
Aarn & Ivantsoff 2001; Arthington & 
Marshall 1999; Howe et al. 1997; Ivantsoff 
& Aarn 1999; Lloyd et al. 1986; McDowall 
1996b; NSW NPWS 2003; Pen & Potter 
1991; Stoffels & Humphries 2003. 
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 1 Avoca
 2 Border rivers
 3 Broken
 4 campaspe
 5 castlereagh
 6 central Murray
 7 condamine
 8 darling
 9 goulburn
 10 gwydir
 11 Kiewa
 12 Lachlan
 13 Loddon
 14 Lower Murray
 15 Macquarie
 16 Mitta Mitta
 17 Murrumbidgee
 18 namoi
 19 ovens
 20 Paroo
 21 upper Murray
 22 Warrego
 23 Wimmera



Published by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission 
Postal address: GPO Box 409, Canberra ACT 2601 
Office location: Level 3, 51 Allara Street, Canberra City ACT 
Telephone: (02) 6279 0100, international + 61 2 6279 0100 
Facsimile: (02) 6248 8053, international + 61 2 6248 8053 
Email: info@mdbc.gov.au 
Internet: http://www.mdbc.gov.au

For further information contact the Murray-Darling Basin Commission office on 
(02) 6279 0100

This fish fact sheet is an extract derived from the report: 
Lintermans, M. 2007, Fishes of the Murray-Darling Basin: An introductory guide.

MDBC Publication No. 10/07

ISBN 1 921257 20 2

© Murray-Darling Basin Commission 2007

This work is copyright. Graphical and textual information in the work (with the exception of 
photographs, artwork and the MDBC logo) may be stored, retrieved and reproduced in whole 
or in part provided the information is not sold or used for commercial benefit and its source 
(Fishes of the Murray-Darling Basin) is acknowledged. Such reproduction includes fair dealing 
for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright 
Act 1968. Reproduction for other purposes is prohibited without the permission of the Murray-
Darling Basin Commission or the individual photographers and artists with whom copyright 
applies.

To extent permitted by law, the copyright holders (including its employees and consultants) 
exclude all liability to any person for any consequences, including but not limited to all losses, 
damages, costs, expenses and any other compensation, arising directly or indirectly from using 
this report (in part or whole) and any information or material contained in it.

F i s h e s  o F  t h e  M u r r ay- Da r l i n g  B a s i nii


