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Queensland barramundi farming 
Status report 2008

Growth of barramundi farming in Queensland remains strong, 
with its products dominating the Australian fresh white fish 
market.

An established industry
Barramundi (Lates calcarifer) has been farmed in the northern regions of Australia for over 
two decades. It can be grown in a wide range of aquatic conditions (sea water to fresh water), 
within different systems including sea cages, race-ways, earthen ponds and recirculatory 
tanks. The fundamentals of finfish farming technology are established worldwide.1 Production 
systems for barramundi are well established and reliable. 

Barramundi has excellent aquaculture attributes, including broodstock that can be spawned 
all year round, reliable fingerling production and reasonably fast growth rates. It is a hardy 
fish and can be grown at reasonably high densities. It is a well-recognised table fish and 
commands a medium to premium price in Australia.

The size of production units varies greatly from very small operations (usually based on 
recirculation systems) to large-scale pond or cage systems.

While there are a number of diseases that can affect barramundi production in Australia 
(common in intensive animal industries), management and immunisation methods will 
continue to be developed to meet this challenge.

By international fish-farming standards the scale of barramundi production in Australia is 
small; however, it is a significant domestic industry.

Queensland pond production of barramundi (1992–93 to 2006–07)
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Taken from DPI&F Report to farmers—Aquaculture production survey Queensland2

1 For international information visit www.fao.org and www.enaca.org
2 See www.dpi.qld.gov.au
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The productivity of farms in terms of dollars per employee has increased significantly in 
recent years.

Efficiency gains—tonnes and dollars per employee

2004–05 2005–06 2006–07

Pond based (tonnes per employee) 12.9 14.1 30.8

Tank based (tonnes per employee) 5.7 5.3 14

Pond based (A$ per employee) $106 900 $123 700 $163 800

Tank based (A$ per employee) $48 700 $56 400 $122 800

These figures are a combination of full-time and casual equivalent employees.

The number of farms producing barramundi in ponds has stabilised, with a reduction in those 
using tank systems.

Production systems—number of farms

2004–05 2005–06 2006–07

Pond based 25 26 27

Tank based 3 11 6

Hatcheries 12 12 10

Taken from DPI&F Report to farmers—Aquaculture production survey Queensland 2005–06 and 2006–073

Four farms produce more than 400 tonnes, with another four producing upwards of 200 
tonnes per annum.

Most farms are owner-operated, although several large farms are owned and managed by 
private investment syndicates.

In Australia, barramundi farming is clean and green—sources of incoming water are of a high 
quality, and discharge is monitored to ensure minimal environmental impact. In March 2008, 
the Australian Barramundi Farmers Association (ABFA) agreed to develop environmental 
management systems across barramundi farms with the ultimate aim of having farms 
accredited to the ISO 14001 standard.

An established market
Most farmed barramundi are sold on the domestic market. They are sold through agents, 
wholesalers, and directly to supermarket chains and markets such as the Sydney Fish 
Market.4

Fish are either sold as whole chilled (within ice slurries) to wholesalers or as fillets direct to 
retailers (including supermarkets). The two main product lines of barramundi include whole 
‘plate size’ (30%) and ‘fillet’ (70%) fish. Plate size fish range from 350–500 g, although larger 
(banquet) fish may be up to 800 g. Fillets are generally marketed in the range of 2–4 kg. There 
has been minimal development of value-added products such as smoked barramundi. A small 
proportion of live barramundi are sold to restaurants that specialise in live seafood products.

3 See www.dpi.qld.gov.au
4 Information on the Sydney Fish Market can be found at www.sydneyfishmarket.com.au
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The total Australian aquaculture production of barramundi is about twice the volume of 
commercial fisheries and continues to increase. Of this, Queensland has lead production with 
supplies exceeding all other states.

Barramundi production in Australia
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Figures adapted from Australian Fisheries Statistics, 2006 and 2007 (ABARE)5

Production of wild and aquaculture barramundi in Queensland
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Taken from DPI&F Report to farmers—Aquaculture production survey Queensland and DPI&F CHRISweb 
commercial fishing database6

5 See www.abare.gov.au
6 See www.dpi.qld.gov.au
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International trade in barramundi
Internationally, annual barramundi production has been relatively static since 1998, at 
approximately 20 000 – 27 000 tonnes. Thailand is the major producer, at about 8000 tonnes 
per annum since 2001. Indonesia, Malaysia and Taiwan are also major producers. The global 
average price of farmed barramundi has been around US$ 3.70/kg, over the past 10 years. 
The majority of international barramundi production is sold to local markets with limited 
exports.7

There has been a significant increase of international production of white finfish in the 
last few years—mainly from Vietnam, Thailand and China. The increased volumes of low-
cost import product have had minimal impact on the price of local fish in the Australian 
marketplace. The price received for aquaculture barramundi has fluctuated from $9.80 in 
1996–97 to a low of $7.45 in 2002–03, but recently has demonstrated an ability to hold its 
price above $8.00/kg. The average farmgate price for 2006–07 was approximately $8.86. 
This price maintenance has come with significant annual increases in production, averaging 
18% over the last decade.    

Queensland aquaculture barramundi prices (A$)
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Taken from DPI&F Report to farmers—Aquaculture production survey Queensland8

A positive outlook
Recently there have been positive developments boosting the competitive position of the 
domestic industry:

1. An increase in price with increasing production demonstrates that the Australian 
market for barramundi is exhibiting strong price maintenance. This suggests strong 
brand recognition and increased consumption levels of locally produced barramundi in 
Australia. 

7 See www.fao.org
8 See www.dpi.qld.gov.au



5

Queensland barramundi farming—Status report 2008

2. An economic assessment, using data derived from industry, indicates that an average 
pond-based farm producing fillet size fish (see the table below) should be profitable 
under current cost and price structures, with an internal rate of return in the order of 13%.9 

 Industry averages were obtained by surveying current operators. The average figures 
were inserted into the BarraProfit economic model10 and used to calculate economic 
performance. Analysis showed the profit level to be very sensitive to variations in yields 
and production times.

Economic performance of an average pond-based farm

$/kg

Average return $8.90

Cost structure

Fingerlings
Feed
Labour
Process/pack/freight
Electricity
Repairs and maintenance
Operating
Capital

$0.27
$3.11
$1.42
$0.04
$0.33
$0.16
$0.83
$1.31

Total cost $7.47

Net return $1.43

3. In 2007, the Australian Government tightened restrictions on the import of unprocessed 
fish to help minimise the risk of importation of exotic diseases into Australia.11

4. Australian consumers are more aware of the origins of fish after the Australian 
Government introduced truth in labelling legislation. Consumers are increasingly 
discerning and willing to pay more for fresh Australian product.

5. The industry representative body—the Australian Barramundi Farmers Association 
(ABFA)12—has formulated a strategic plan for its members. This plan is aimed at 
identifying regulatory hurdles and farm costs, and to increase efficiencies in production 
and engage sustainable farm practices through applied technologies.

6. In Queensland, most farms market their own fish. The peak aquaculture industry 
body in Queensland—the Queensland Aquaculture Industry Federation (QAIF)—runs 
a promotional strategy, Farmed Fabulous, which is used to distinguish Queensland 
products. 

9 This does not include the cost of water access rights (a requirement of freshwater systems) estimated at $400/ML, 
with an annual requirement of 850 ML for a farm of 50 hectares.
10 BarraProfit, and others in the AquaProfit series, can be obtained from Queensland Government Publications at 
www.bookshop.qld.gov.au  
11 For information on biosecurity controls of imports and controlling disease outbreaks in Australia, see  
www.daff.gov.au
12 See www.abfa.info
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7. The industry is becoming increasingly efficient in terms of production, food conversion 
rates and productivity per employee. 

8. ABFA commitment to sustainable industry growth was reinforced by a recent agreement 
of its members, in conjunction with government agencies, to develop and implement 
environmental management systems for barramundi.

9. ABFA has established a fund to undertake research and development (R&D) on 
domesticated genetic lines of barramundi (using ecological breeding techniques) and 
adds to the work in bioremediation, early production and system techniques. This offers 
the potential for increased farming efficiencies and higher returns from R&D investment. 

10. An important indicator is the sentiment of participants in the barramundi farming sector. 
A number of farms are seeking to expand production, expressing industry confidence in 
the future.

Investment options
Barramundi farming can be divided into two phases: hatchery and grow-out (some farms 
also specialise in a nursery growth phase of 10–100 mm). Hatcheries and nurseries 
are intensive farming, requiring a source of high-quality water and buildings but not a 
substantial area of land.

To be viable, grow-out facilities need more land area with a recommended minimum pond 
area of 10 or 15 hectares (preferably much more). Several farms are vertically integrated with 
hatchery, nursery and grow-out facilities.

There are several investment options:

1. Establish a new farm from scratch, with a design that makes use of the latest technology 
and operating standards.

2. Purchase a property with a pre-existing development authority (DA) to farm barramundi 
(the DA provides the required legal entitlement under Queensland legislation). This 
saves time and the conditions on the entitlement are already known. There are currently 
190 Queensland properties with a DA allowing barramundi farming and some may be 
available for sale.

3. Purchase a working farm or seek investment that funds expansions or improvements to 
an existing operation. These farms may also come with staff and experienced managers 
and technicians, which offer significant benefits.

4. Queensland welcomes investment from foreign sources, but there are some requirements 
concerning the maximum level of foreign investment.13

13 See www.austrade.com and www.firb.gov.au 
For information on skilled migration see www.business.qld.gov.au
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Environment
Australia has a well-developed regulatory environment, established to maintain 
environmental standards and quality of life for Queenslanders.

Queensland aquaculture promotes environmentally sustainable production systems and our 
barramundi farms demonstrate and continue to improve these practices.

Successful applications usually carry conditions requiring the developer to maintain 
environmental standards and report on matters such as production levels and the quality of 
waste water discharge.

How the Queensland Government can help
The Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries (DPI&F) and the Department of Tourism, 
Regional Development and Industry (DTRDI) aim to simplify the application process, and can 
assist you to understand and deal with regulatory and approval processes.

DPI&F can help with:

1. Farming systems 
Visit www.dpi.qld.gov.au to access our extensive resource material.

2. Site selection 
Our planning capacity for existing and future developments can identify suitable sites.

3. Extension and technical services 
We offer wide-ranging advice, from farming practices to disease diagnostics.

4. Licensing, approvals and policy 
Comprehensive advice is available, including up-to-date information about the 
Queensland Government’s position on aquaculture.

5. Research and development for industry to drive profitability 
The Queensland Government operates a number of aquaculture research and 
development centres that undertake work to support the aquaculture industry, and 
regularly seeks to partner with other organisations (e.g. CSIRO) to provide the best 
possible response to industry needs.

DTRDI can help with client management. Visit www.dtrdi.qld.gov.au for details of the 
comprehensive client management system. This incorporates whole-of-government agency 
meetings to simplify assessment processes.
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Contact us
Contact DPI&F on 13 25 23. A contact officer can put you in touch with an aquaculture industry 
development officer in North Queensland (Cairns) or South East Queensland (Bribie Island).

More information
Australian Fisheries Statistics, 2006•	 , see www.abare.gov.au
Queensland Aquaculture News•	 , see www.dpi.qld.gov.au
Report to Farmers•	 , see www.dpi.qld.gov.au
The Australian Barramundi Farmers Association, see www.abfa.info•	
The Global Aquaculture Alliance, see www.gaalliance.org •	
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