
Tuna Migration
and Lifecycle

The Tuna Kuwharuwharu or Longfin Eel
(Anguilla dieffenbachii) is a creature of legend 

for both Māori and Pākeha, and aspects
of their complex life cycle are still a mystery. 

We do know some things about their lifecycles, 
but scientists and researchers are still 

working to learn more.

To breed, longfin eels swim for thousands of 
kilometres across the Pacific Ocean. Before 
making the transition from their freshwater 
home in Aotearoa to the salt water of the 
ocean, they undergo a remarkable physical 

transformation. Their head shrinks and 
changes shape, flattening and becoming bullet 

shaped, and the top part of their body 
darkens to help them camouflage against the 
water. Meanwhile, their eyes increase to twice 

their normal size so they can see into the 
depths of the ocean. This transformation helps 

them to survive their journey.



Every year hundreds of eels leave their freshwater 
homes in New Zealand in autumn, migrating down 

streams and rivers to the ocean. It’s important that 
they have plenty of body fat before they leave 

because they don’t feed during their journey, but rely 
on their stores of fat to sustain them.

Males leave first from March – they are smaller so the 
journey takes them longer – and the females leave 

later, usually in May. Males leave New Zealand waters 
once they reach about 75cm in length, but females 

generally stay for twice as long. They can live for over 
100 years before heading off to spawn - bigger 

females produce more eggs.

Tuna Kuwharuwharu leave to breed any time from 
the age of 10 years, depending on their size. The exact 

location of their breeding grounds is still a mystery. 
Scientists have tried different methods of tagging and 

tracing the eels, but during their journey they travel in 
darkness, so it can be difficult to track them, and often 

tags and transmitters fall off. 

At night they travel at a depth of 100-200 
metres in warmer water and during the day they 
travel at between 500- 900 metres below the 

surface in deeper colder water.

Researchers believe that they swim deep in the 
ocean to avoid being eaten, as they are harder to 
see in the dark. It may also enable the females to 

keep the eggs that they are carrying at comfortable 
temperatures, ensuring that they don’t mature too 

early. Scientists have learned that the eels may 
spawn near Tonga, making their journey an 

astonishing 2500km. 

Migrating eels swim at a speed of about 1km per 
hour, although some can travel up to 50km in a 

day, so getting to their spawning grounds could take 
nearly 3 months. Recent evidence tells us that the 
eels don’t breed until the year after they migrate, 
this probably helps them to adjust to their new 

environment before breeding.



When they are ready to spawn, females release 
between 1 and 20 million eggs into the ocean; little is 

known about how the eggs are fertilised. It is believed 
that once they have bred, and the eggs are fertilised, 

all the adult eels die and their young make the long 
journey back to New Zealand. When they first hatch, 

young eels are tiny toothed larvae known as 
leptocephali, which are flat and leaf-shaped,
and form part of the plankton in the ocean.

We still don't know how these minute creatures make 
their way back to New Zealand. Do they swim? How do 
they navigate? One theory is that they float on ocean 
currents. The tiny larvae develop into glass eels once 
they reach the continental shelf after spending seven 

to nine months in the ocean, arriving at the coast in 
New Zealand between July and December. Large 

numbers arrive during whitebait season, coming in on 
the spring tides.

When they finally arrive in fresh water, they darken 
and transform into elvers or juvenile eels and migrate 

upstream until they reach a place they can develop into 
adults. The young elvers can climb, travel over land as 

well as swim which helps them make their way up stream.

Another amazing fact about the longfin eel is that they 
do not develop into males or females until they are 10 or 
12 years old, and this change is influenced by how many 

other eels are around. If they develop in a crowded 
area, they are more likely to be male and when there 

are fewer other eels around they are more likely to be 
female. In another 30-60 years once they’ve matured, 

they’ll repeat this incredible cycle all over again!

Tuna Kuwharuwharu / longfin eels are amazing creatures, 
with a complex lifecycle that we are still working to 

understand. The more that we know about these taniwha 
of our waterways, the more we can do to help protect 

and preserve them and their environment.



Time to answer some ques�ons about the Tuna:

1. What do you think are the most surprising facts about the lifecycle of tuna/longfin eels?
Choose three facts and write about why you find these surprising.

2. Which aspects of their lifecycle could make them vulnerable as a species? Why?

3. Imagine you are a longfin eel. Write a story about your journey from New Zealand to your breeding ground.
Think about what happens to you before you leave, and what you might experience on your journey.

4. Based on what you’ve read in this article, what actions can we take to help protect the longfin eel?




