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SIGATOKA RIVER ISRA 

New Zealand & Pacific Islands Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Sigatoka River is located on the south coast of Viti Levu Island in Fiji. It is one of Fiji’s longest 
rivers with a basin that is enriched by a deep deposit of alluvial soil. The habitat is 
characterised by tropical trees, mangroves, sandy beaches, sand dunes, and soft-mud 
substrates. Within this area there are: threatened species and reproductive areas (Bull 
Shark Carcharhinus leucas). 
 
 
CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas 
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Sigatoka River is located on the south coast of Viti Levu Island in Fiji. The river originates from the 
central highlands of Viti Levu and extends ~120 km to the Coral Coast in Fiji’s Western Division. 
Although it flows through the drier part of the island for much of its course, the river originates in 
the wetter part (Nunn & Kumar 2004). During the wet season from November–April winds are 
weaker, and river flow is higher (Kumar & Prasad 2010). The lower reaches feature floodplains and 
wetlands. Near the river mouth, mangrove forests are important for coastal protection and sediment 
trapping (Smith 1989). The lower reaches of the river are up to 13 m deep (Smith 1989) with alluvial 
charcoal substrates (Nunn & Kumar 2004), but tidal influences at the river mouth can create a 
relatively shallow bathymetry. The sediments eroded from the magnetite-bearing volcanic and 
intrusive rocks inland have formed iron sand deposits at the river mouth (Pearce et al. 2021). The 
closest coral reefs are 150 m off the estuary and are adapted to the high sediment loading in the 
water column. Areas of exposed bedrock are common, coral cover is patchy, and algae dominates 
the benthic cover, tending to be more abundant at the river channel and in the bay (Rowlands et al. 
2005).  

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthic and pelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to 256 m based on the global depth range of the Qualifying Species. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

One Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species regularly occurs in the area. This is the Vulnerable Bull Shark (Rigby et al. 2021). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS 

Sigatoka River is an important reproductive area for one shark species.  

Neonate Bull Sharks are regularly seen and captured in this area (Glaus et al. 2019; Pearce et al. 
2021). A fishing survey from November 2016 to January 2017 (91 h of effort), and from November 2017 
to February 2018 (96 h), used gillnets (150 x 3 m) to survey the river for Bull Sharks during two 
parturition seasons (Glaus et al. 2019). In total, 10 Bull Sharks were captured, five in each season, 
including nine neonates with an open umbilical scar and one juvenile. Neonates ranged 71–86 cm total 
length (TL). The size-at-birth for the species ranges between 56–81 cm TL (Ebert et al. 2021). All 
captures were made in the lower parts of the estuary up to 7 km upstream (Glaus et al. 2019). 
Individuals were tagged with passive integrated transponder (PIT) tags, but no shark was recaptured. 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge supports that neonate Bull Sharks are regularly seen in this area, 
and the site underneath Sigatoka bridge is locally referred to as a ‘Bull Shark nursery’ (Pearce et al. 
2021). The Research Division of Fisheries for the Sigatoka River reported that villagers sometimes 
encounter Bull Sharks during their daily fishing activities (N Marosi pers. obs. 2024). Moreover, 
pregnant Bull Sharks, with a visibly distended abdomen, were tracked into Sigatoka River during two 
parturition seasons in 2016–2017 and 2017–2018, presumably to pup in this area. Acoustic receivers 
placed in Sigatoka River recorded the presence of five of the 15 detected pregnant Bull Sharks that 
entered one of the four monitored rivers on Viti Levu (Brunnschweiler et al. unpubl. data 2024). 
Combined, these data show that Sigatoka River is an important area for pupping and the early life 
stages of Bull Sharks.  
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically 
Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Carcharhinus leucas Bull Shark VU 0–256 X  X       

http://www.iucnredlist.org/
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