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Scientists discover new species of dwarf rainbowfish unique to the 
Northern Territory 

A new species of rainbowfish, unique to the Litchfield National Park region, has been uncovered by 

Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory (MAGNT) researchers in collaboration with the 

University of Canberra, South Australian Museum and Western Australian Museum.  

“This is an exciting new addition to the fish fauna of northern Australia. We are so lucky to have an 

extremely diverse variety of habitats in the Northern Territory. The team here at MAGNT is proud to 

formally name and describe this rare new species of dwarf rainbowfish, now called the Little 

Rainbowfish (Melanotaenia wilsoni). It reaches a maximum size of only 3.5 centimetres, being the 

smallest member of its family recorded to date,” 

explained lead author Dr Michael Hammer.  

Rainbowfishes, belonging to the family 

Melanotaeniidae, are small and vibrant coloured 

fishes native to Australia and New Guinea. The 

species have a variety of biodiversity, ecological 

and cultural values, especially as aquarium fishes. 

The Little Rainbowfish is neatly marked, with 

purple to brown body stripes, having a whitish body, orange under the chin and pale yellow in the 

fins. They live in very shallow small streams and pools in amongst thick vegetation, in sandy areas fed 

by springs off the Litchfield escarpment. 

Dr Hammer said, “The species occurs in only a very small range in a specific habitat. Taxonomic 

studies such as this one are vital to fully document the different animals and plants of northern 

Australia. We can’t protect and care for what we don’t know. ” 

The presence of this population of rainbowfish in the Northern Territory has been known for some 

time as a form of McCulloch’s Rainbowfish (Melanotaenia maccullochi). However recent collections 

based museum research indicated the fish were unique at the species level and warranted a new 

name. The investigation also revealed another form occurring on Cape York and southern New 

Guinea was new, and it was named the Sahul Rainbowfish (Melanotaenia sahulensis). Overall the 

research team believes there are still lots of new species to be discovered and named in northern 

Australia. 

MAGNT Director Marcus Schutenko said, “This discovery is a testament to why MAGNT continues to 



 

 

invest heavily in scientific research. The MAGNT Fishes collection is unrivalled nationally and 

internationally in representing the species diversity of tropical northern Australia. MAGNT also ranks 

highly for the broader Indo-Pacific region. The strength of the collection is the degree to which it 

presents the broad habitat types and families of the Northern Territory, from tropical reef through to 

sandstone escarpments.” 

-End Media Release- 

Available for interview 

Dr Michael Hammer, Curator of Fishes at MAGNT  
 
Images and video of the new species available. 
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Image credit: 

The newly named Little Rainbowfish from the Northern Territory. Photo copyright Gunther Schmida 

Images available by Dropbox link. 

Additional notes: 

Details of the study published in the latest issue of the journal Zootaxa. 

This research forms part of a broader investigation into the taxonomy of northern Australian 

rainbowfishes in a partnership between MAGNT, The University of Canberra, South Australian 

Museum and Western Australian Museum, supported through funding from the Australian 

Government’s Australian Biological Resources Study (ABRS) National Taxonomy Research Grant 

Program. Members of the Australia and New Guinea Fishes Association as citizen scientists also 

contributed important aspects to the research. 
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