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Smalltooth sawfish are listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act, which makes it 
illegal to harm, harass or handle them in any way.  It is therefore illegal to hook or net one, 
except with a permit, or in a fishery where incidental take has been authorized.   
 
Accidental captures do occur while fishing for other species.  These are large powerful animals 
that can cause serious injury, use caution if you do hook or net one of these animals.  If a 
sawfish is hooked or netted it should be released immediately.  Follow these guidelines when 
attempting to release the animal.   
 
General Release Guidelines: 
 

• Do not remove the saw (rostrum) or injure the animal in any way. 
• Remove as much fishing gear as safely possible.   
• Use extreme caution when handling and releasing sawfish as the saw can thrash 

violently from side to side. 
• It is illegal to remove the fish’s saw (rostrum). 

 
If hooked: 
 

• Leave the sawfish, especially the gills, in the water as much as possible. 
• If it can be done safely, untangle your line if it is wrapped around the saw and try to 

remove the hook(s) with a long-handled dehooker if one is on board.  
• If the hook cannot be removed safely, cut line as close to the hook as possible. 
• If hooked internally, do NOT attempt to remove the hook, use line cutting pole or boat 

hook to remove as much line as possible.  
 
If tangled in a net: 
 

• Keep the sawfish, especially the gills, in the water as much as possible.   
• Cut the net removing as much of it as possible from the animal, and release the sawfish 

quickly. 
 
If tangled in a trawl net: 
 

• Make every effort to free the animal from the gear with minimal damage to the animal.   
• Use line cutting pole or knife to cut any net tangled along the saw by cutting the mesh 

along the length of the saw. 
 
If possible, take a photograph of the sawfish, estimate the size of the animal, note your location, 
and report the encounter to the Sawfish Recovery Team at 727-551-5781. 
 
 
 


