
Goolwa Cockle 
Donax deltoides 

Goolwa cockles, commonly known as Pipis, are bivalve (bi 
meaning two, valve meaning shell) molluscs. Usually white to 
light pink on the outside, the insides of their shells are dark 
purple. They can grow to 80mm but usually don’t grow to more 
than 60mm in 3.5 years.

Goolwa Cockles can tolerate salinities of 20–45 parts per 
thousand. Well adapted to living in the intertidal surf zone of 
sandy shores, they bury themselves a few centimetres below the 
sand in the surf area of the beach. These cockles are able to 
move with a strong muscle called a ‘foot’ that they can stick out 
of their shell. They are also known to actively migrate further up 
or down the shore by surfacing and being washed by the tide. 
They can rebury themselves quickly if disturbed because they 
orient themselves vertically in the sand. They are an important 
food source for many animals including fish and seabirds. 
Historically they were an important part of the diet of local 
Ngarrindjeri people in the Coorong region. They are now 
harvested (in limited numbers) for use in restaurants and sold as 
recreational fishing bait.

Diet

Goolwa Cockles feed by extending a tube called a ‘siphon’ to the 
surface and filtering out minute floating plants called phytoplankton.

Breeding

Goolwa Cockles have separate sexes and fertilisation happens 
outside their shells. They mature and are able to reproduce at 13 
months of age.

Habitat

They can be found in large numbers in sandy shore environments 
from southern Queensland to the Eyre Peninsula in SA. 

Threats

Harvesting (professional and recreational) for human 
consumption and bait are a potential threat to Goolwa Cockle 
populations. Bycatch of juveniles leads to fewer adults in the 
next generation which lowers the reproduction rate. Pollution of 
beaches and the ocean are another problem. Long spells of hot, 
calm weather or large freshwater outflows from the Murray can 
also lead to their decline.

Bioregion resources

Map courtesy of Mapping Unit, Customer and Commerical Services. 

Map is not intended to indicate spatial distribution of the species,  
only the bioregions in which the species is found.
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Cockle shells can be found in 
Aboriginal middens in the Coorong 
area dating back 2000 years!

Conservation

The cockle industry is being managed to try and keep harvesting 
at sustainable levels.

You can help the Goolwa Cockle by:

• putting rubbish in its place as litter makes its way to the 
ocean from everywhere

• not digging up Goolwa Cockles unless you are sure you are 
going to use them – the birds and fish that eat them will 
thank you

• observing recreational size and bag limits and never taking 
juveniles (you can recognise them because they will look 
smaller than average).
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For further information
Public enquiries
For more local information on any of the species in this resource 
please contact your nearest Natural Resource Centre office on:

Eastwood: (08) 8273 9100 
Gawler: (08) 8523 7700  
Lobethal: (08) 8389 5900 
Willunga: (08) 8550 3400

Education enquiries
For teachers wanting more information about environmental 
education resources and opportunities please contact the 
relevant NRM Education sub regional team on:

Northern Adelaide: (08) 8406 8289  
Barossa: (08) 8563 8436 
Central Adelaide: (08) 8234 7255 
Southern Adelaide: (08) 8384 0176 
Southern Fleurieu: (08) 8551 0524


