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Abstract The giant bully, Gobiomorphus
gobioides (Valenciennes), is widespread throughout
New Zealand, but remains one of our least known
freshwater fish. During a study of seasonal fish abun-
dance and movements in the Kakanui River estuary,
South Island, New Zealand, giant bullies captured
mainly in fyke nets were measured and tagged.
Growth rates and movements were calculated for the
19 fish recaptured. Growth rates corresponded with
mean growth rates back-calculated from otoliths—
scales were considered to overestimate age, and no
age classes were evident from length-frequency dis-
tributions. Seasonal changes in condition were as-
sociated with spawning during spring-summer.
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INTRODUCTION

The genus Gobiomorphus has seven representatives
in New Zealand. Not only do these species vary
considerably in size from the Tarndale bully (G.
alpinus, maximum recorded size of 75 mm,
McDowall 1994), to the large and robust giant bully
(G. gobioides, maximum size 222 mm, McDowall
1990), but the habitats they occupy are also diverse
ranging from lowland tidal areas (giant bully),
swiftly flowing rivers (bluegilled bully, G. hubbsi),
to high country lakes (upland bully, G. breviceps).

Although the species may be identified by diag-
nostic external features (McDowall 1990), field iden-
tification is often difficult and has led to some
confusion (McDowall 1998). Until a revision of the
genus by Stokell (1941), the giant bully was con-
fused with the common bully. For example, Parrott
(1934) investigated the scale-fish size relationship
of common bullies (then named G. gobioides, but
subsequently changed to G. cotidianus), although
from the description and sizes given, it is obvious
that the larger fish he examined were, in fact, giant
bullies. Whereas the general life history of some spe-
cies is reasonably well known (redfinned bully G.
huttoni, McDowall 1964, 1965a,b; common bully,
Stephens 1982; upland bully, Staples 1975), the gi-
ant bully remains one of the least known of our fresh-
water fish (McDowall 1997).

The giant bully is widespread throughout New
Zealand (McDowall 1990); it inhabits estuarine and
lower river reaches of waterways, but is seldom
found more than 10 km inland or at elevations
greater than 5 m above sea level (McDowall 1997).
The most abundant population known to date is in
the lower Kakanui River, North Otago (Jellyman et
al. 1997) where catches of up to 64 fish per fyke net
per night were recorded. Before the present study,
nothing was known of the longevity of the species,
although from the maximum size recorded (222 mm,
McDowall 1990) it would be assumed that fish live
for several years. The present study is the first to age
giant bullies, and also compares scales and otoliths
as ageing techniques, estimates growth rates from






