COMMENTS ON THE CONTENT OF THE LATEST CAIRNS POST ARTICLE

1. Now that the skipper has gone public allowing a photograph of his boat in the paper, included as an attachment are two shot of his fishing on 06.09.06. One of his net buoys, according to my Garmin GPS 76, was about 800 m from the high tide line of a national park within a marine park area in World Heritage waters. Allowing for wind, the end of net was probably closer than 800 m to the shore. I am unaware whether this is in the yellow zone or not - though I have passed the co-ordinates on to DPI and the local marine parks office.
2. The skipper is quoted saying the mackerel "migrate up and down the entire coast". However there is no proof of only one stock of Grey mackerel on the East Coast nor that they all migrate long distances. A research project is underway, as I understand it, to determine whether Grey mackerel are actually composed of fairly discrete local populations which only aggregate in local areas as pre-spawning and spawning migrations "in the mackerel (breeding) season". This is thought to be quite likely as they are an inshore species found mostly in discoloured waters where nutrient levels are relatively high. Certainly there are no significant landings of Greys in the Torres Straits mackerel fishery.
3. Whether there is a single stock migrating long distances or not is relevant to management but not so much to our current campaign. It is an anachronism that large drum netters still fish vulnerable inshore pre-spawning and spawning aggregations in a World Heritage marine park  - regardless of the distance from shore. 
4. The paper quotes gill netters as fearful of being put out of business but the netters appear to have no concerns for the many Douglas Shire businesses, not least the small scale commercial line and charter fishers their actions are badly affecting. It appears to locals this is a case of taking not just the "cream" of the resource but most of the milk as well, progressively eroding the entire stock for many years to come. While this could be labelled speculation, it is actually sound application of the precautionary principle.
5. This year a breeding aggregation slowly built up on the (Douglas Shire) breeding grounds in late August, much later than in the 1980’s through 1990’s (and just like the previous two years). The net boat Victory came in on the afternoon of 5 September and ran out his 600 m nets right alongside the line fishing boats as they fished, both commercial and recreational. Incidentally commercial line fishers have a history of fishing harmonious with recreational fishers in the Shire. The net buoy was found to be within 800 m of the high tide line of a National Park, using a Garmin GPS 76. Over the 72 hours fishing trip, skipper Paul told me, around midday on 6 September he had caught a capacity load of 3 tonnes of Grey mackerel (about 600 fish if they average say 5 kg per fish) and was leaving for port. The few mackerel caught that day by local commercial line fishers were sold whole to local retailers. Only one had its belly cut open, probably by a shark and had ripening roe - indicating the rest may well have been in a fairly advanced pre-spawning condition.
6. The next night the Triton came in and repeated the process at the exact same location. By the time the Triton had left, the pre-spawning aggregation could not be located by the commercial and recreational line fishers - it appeared either the school had been wiped out, broken up or had left. As locals are accustomed to the mackerel staying on much longer in the past, they are convinced the netters had wiped out the entire school.
7. Certainly a closed season for netting is required within waters off the Douglas Shire during the months the Grey mackerel were previously at known to be in pre-spawning aggregations (May to September). However, by popular demand, our campaign has broadened to include all inshore and estuarine fish stocks in the Shire which appear to have crashed or are in the process of rapid decline, following intensive netting by “off-shore” out-of-town large gill netting boats fitted with hydraulic winches and allowed under current regulations, to fish inshore waters as shallow as two metres. 
8. Many fishers in Douglas Shire are of the opinion the out-of-town boats are now targeting “our” local waters because they have fished out their own areas. Hence many local Douglas Shire residents and visiting tourists, here for the fishing, are of the opinion that a process of serial overfishing is occurring up the Qld coast and now our own estuarine and inshore fish stocks have reached a fairly advanced stage of overfishing.
9. As views and information are being gathered and collated, it would appear that the minimum goal of this campaign should therefore be a complete closure of all off-shore netting in waters off the Douglas Shire. Commercial line fishing of the mackerel should be allowed to continue and the bag limit of the recreational fishers should be reviewed.

10. I am also required to report that concerns have been expressed that local gill netting of areas close to the estuary mouths may also have contributed to the declining stocks and a proportion of residents and visiting recreational fishers feel this should also be stopped. However we are required to recognized that ring netting of mullet and garfish carried out by local netters is completely different from gill netting as it targets and encircles moving schools of two very common species. The nets are only deployed for about 15 minutes at a time and the operations are such that dugong and turtle are very unlikely to be caught. If, in the unlikely event of this happening, they could still be very quickly released unharmed as the nets are actively worked, are used in shallow water over a sandy, tidal bottom and are constantly attended.
David C. Cook, 26 September, 2006 
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