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New tool uses growth rings on octopus beaks and stylets to
validate their age, possibly improving octopus fishery
management

A team of Australian scientists has developed the world’s first step-by-step practical guide to aging
octopus, published in the Marine and Freshwater Research Journal
(http:/dx.doi.org/10.1071/MF23159). The new aging tool uses growth rings on octopuses’ beaks and
stylets (internal shells near their gills) to validate their age, and could ultimately help improve octopus
fishery management.

“Over the past 30 years, various studies have explored different methods to age octopus, but only a
small number of researchers worldwide have the hands-on knowledge to execute these methods in the
laboratory,” said Dr. Zoe Doubleday, UniSA marine ecologist. “It's critical that we don't lose this practical
scientific knowledge because by determining their age, we can understand the impact of different rates
of fishing on the population.”

The guide was developed by UniSA Ph.D. student Erica Durante and research assistant Louise Hosking
under the supervision of Dr. Doubleday. It formed part of a larger study led by Dr Karina Hall of NSW
Department of Primary Industries and funded by the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation.
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A new tool uses growth rings on octopus beaks and stylets to validate their age, possibly leading to
improved octopus fishery management. Shutterstock image.

“Understanding an octopus’ age helps to keep fisheries sustainable,” Durante said. “If you know a
species’ age, you can estimate how fast they grow and reproduce and how much you can catch to keep
a fishery sustainable.”
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(https://link.chtbl.com/aquapod).

Many species of animals are aged by counting growth rings in their tissues (similar to tree rings),
although it’s a little trickier with octopuses because their rings represent days, not years, and methods
need to be customized for each species.
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“Age data also tells us how long it takes for an animal to mature, so you don't end up fishing out
immature octopus before they breed,” said Durante. “Age is also important for the general conservation
and management of a species, whether it is fished or not.”

An estimated 400,000 octopus are harvested from around 90 countries annually and this number is
expected to increase, putting pressure on octopus stocks worldwide.

“By publishing this guide and making the knowledge accessible to anyone, we can help keep fisheries
sustainable and ensure this incredible animal continues to survive and thrive,” said Doubleday.

Read the full guide here (http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/MF23159).
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