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COW AND CALF ISLANDS ISRA 

Australia and Southeast Indian Ocean Region 

 

SUMMARY 
Cow and Calf Islands is located in the Whitsunday Coast region of north Queensland, 
Australia. It encompasses a shallow coastal shelf and shares a continuous fringing reef flat 
that extends from the mainland past Cow Island to Calf Island. The area is influenced by a 
tropical climate with a wet season in the austral summer, and strong reversing currents that 
flood predominantly southward and ebb northward through the island passages. The area 
overlaps with the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. Within this area there are: threatened 
species and undefined aggregations (Giant Guitarfish Glaucostegus typus). 
 
 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C5 – Undefined Aggregations 
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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 
 
Cow and Calf Islands is located in the Whitsunday Coast region of north Queensland, Australia. It 
encompasses a shallow coastal shelf and shares a continuous fringing reef flat that extends from the 
mainland past Cow Island to Calf Island. The area is characterised by a patch of mangroves, high 
macroalgal cover (predominantly Sargassum), low hard-coral cover, and a fringing reef flat 
(Sweatman et al. 2007). The reef slope has a shallow to moderate gradient and consists mostly of 
small granite boulders with rubble and silt substrates (Sweatman et al. 2007). 

The area is influenced by a tropical climate with a wet season in the austral summer from January–
March and by southeasterly winds. The tidal range in the area typically spans from ~1.3 m on neap 
tides to ~3.8 m on spring tides, generating strong reversing currents that flood predominantly 
southward and ebb northward through the island passages (Sweatman et al. 2007). These energetic 
tidal flows, together with the shallow reef flat and boulder–rubble substrate, create a high-energy, 
well-flushed nearshore environment around Cow and Calf Islands, leading to frequent resuspension 
of fine sediments across the lower reef slope and sand–silt seabed, as well as episodic disturbance 
from cyclones, flood plumes, and runoff (Sweatman et al. 2007). 

Cow and Calf Islands overlap the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park – Marine National Park Zone 
(UNEP-WCMC & IUCN 2025). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthic and pelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to 10 m based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

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 Critically Endangered Giant Guitarfish 
(Kyne et al. 2019). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C5 – UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS 
Cow and Calf Islands is an important area for undefined aggregations of one ray species.  

Giant Guitarfish have been observed aggregating in the shallows of the area. Between 2017–2024, 
aggregations (n = 3) of 10–20 individuals, with sizes of up to 200 cm total length (TL), based on visual 
size estimations, were opportunistically recorded by scientists and on iNaturalist in the area 
(iNaturalist 2025; J Gaskell & K Lawrence pers. obs. 2025). Size-at-maturity for the species is 150–
180 cm TL (Last et al. 2016) indicating that the individuals observed were adults. In November 2017 
and 2018, at least 20 Giant Guitarfish, mainly females (based on the lack of visible claspers when 
observed in the water), were observed resting a few meters from shore in very shallow water (<50 
cm depth; J Gaskell & K Lawrence pers. obs. 2025). Additionally, in November 2024, 10 Giant 
Guitarfish were sighted in very shallow water within the area (iNaturalist 2025). Due to the 
remoteness of the area, observations are opportunistic, but the large numbers of individuals during 
the same months reported across three different years indicate regular use of the area. Further 
information is required to understand the nature and function of these aggregations. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

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 

RAYS 

Glaucostegus typus Giant Guitarfish CR 0–100  X       X   
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Carcharhinus melanopterus  Blacktip Reef Shark VU 

Nebrius ferrugineus Tawny Nurse Shark VU 

RAYS 

Pastinachus ater Broad Cowtail Ray VU 

Urogymnus granulatus  Mangrove Whipray EN 

 

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. 
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