Douglas Shire Mackerel Landing Crash following 
unrestricted Netting by “out-of-town” Boats
Figure 1: Grey Mackerel catches in Douglas Shire taken under the commercial licence of one Douglas Shire line fisherman, from 2003 - 6 Sep. 2006. 
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The above and below histograms are based on landings reported to DPI through a commercial fisher’s logbook and graphed by David Cook with the approval of the commercial fisher (who wishes to remain anonymous).  The left axis of both graphs is the percentages  of Grey mackerel (above) and Spanish mackerel (below) landed each year in relation to the 2002 landings, in Douglas Shire under the one commercial line fisherman’s licence. Note the season usually finishes in September and figures for the remainder of  Sept 2006 are still to come (all the signs are that the season will continue to be very poor). 
Figure 2: (below) Spanish mackerel caught under same licence as above, from 2003 - 6 Sep. 2006 
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Note: Fishing effort expended under this fisherman’s licence has been relatively consistent over the five years with regards to determining whether the grey mackerel were present as schooling aggregations. If the schools had been there for any length of time, they would be fished - the lower catches are therefore not the result of less fishing. 
Over recent years, out-of-shire large gill net boats of around 20 metres length, using hydraulic drums to mechanically haul the nets, have targeted Douglas Shire stocks of grey mackerel, barramundi and mixed estuarine species including estuarine sports species such as Queenfish and trevally. These are inshore species that hug the coast and are not found in the open ocean. [DPI use the term “off-shore” to describe the sort of netting being undertaken, their definition of “off-shore” apparently is “in depths of over 2 metres at low tide”.
Daintree estuary commercial charter fisherman, Jamie Beitzel (Tel: 4090 7638) has also recently noted a rapid drop in his catches of these species in and near the Daintree estuary. “This is really bad news for us charter fisherman if this sort of thing is allowed to continue” says Jamie. “We used to just catch a small fraction of the numbers of fish taken by the big netters. I have many customers and we release much of what we catch, but just a few people in these big netters are really cleaning up, they are taking everything. Just a few people are spoiling it for so many of us”
The ‘out-of-town’ much bigger boats are known to fish at night and can continue doing so in winds of over 20 knots. In contrast, wind speeds over about 15 knots hinder or prevent line fishing (trolling) from small dinghies (tinnies) and winds of this strength are common at this time of year. The wind therefore provides some level of control on the small boat line fishery. 

Local Douglas Shire resident commercial fishermen have had a gentlemen’s agreement for 35 years not to net the Grey mackerel; they only catch them by lines from small boats. That means they only catch a small proportion of the breeding schools using trolling lines and so do not upset their breeding behaviour like netting does. 
Line fishing costs are much lower than net fishing because they only use small tinnies most of the time so they don’t have to catch so many as the net boats do to make a living. Local commercial fishers say they really hate to see these outsiders coming in and taking the lot - they say it’s not right - the mackerel numbers are so low this time they may never come back - we are going to suffer for years.
One commercial line fisher claims that netters came in to local waters in the late 80’s and the result was there were hardly any Grey’s in the early 90’s, but after the netters left the numbers of Greys built up again over several years. Now it is happening all over again, but it is worse this time, - it’s just not right - this time the damage could be permanent. Before there were so many you could almost walk on them - this season’s been disastrous. 
Retired Wonga Beach-based school teacher, Brian Cornell (Tel: 4098 7675) has been fishing the mackerel schools off Wonga since 1973. Brian says “I can remember the days when the sea was just boiling with mackerel all around the boat, you didn’t have to fish for long and you caught all you could use. In July I found this gigantic net that was set in broad daylight and stretched away for hundreds of metres and the netting boat was nowhere to be seen. ”
Wonga Beach-based, independent coastal fisheries consultant, David Cook (4098 7933) with almost 30 years experience in tropical marine fisheries says he can’t really believe DPI is still allowing overfishing of spawning aggregations of important sports fish - and right in his backyard - which so happens to be a World Heritage area. 
David notes that “Not only has DPI a national responsibility to ensure responsible and sustainable fishing but they also have an INTERNATIONAL responsibility! The drum netting boats can, in theory, legally continue fishing until they have wiped out all the fish present in these inshore, pre-spawning and spawning aggregations of Grey Mackerel. 
“It is extraordinary that DPI allows this, especially in the world famous Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. What we are witnessing is serial overfishing of highly vulnerable stocks of iconic Douglas Shire sports-fish. Commercial Net Fishers who have not previously done much or any fishing in the shire are now apparently having to target the waters immediately off the Douglas Shire beaches because of overfished stocks further south. Now that our stocks have been hammered, the boats will have little alternative but  to move further north so continuing the process of serial overfishing of local, inshore stocks.

QU: Are Grey Mackerel a highly migratory fish covering large areas or made up of restricted local populations with relatively little interchange between regions?

It used to be assumed that all mackerel were highly migratory species moving long distances up and down the Queensland coast according to season and that if they were heavily fished in one area, stocks would soon move in from another area to replenish their numbers. 

Some fisheries researchers now appreciate that Grey Mackerel, which only occur in N. Australian waters, are the least migratory of the four species and are normally restricted, at least along the east coast of Queensland, to waters relatively close to the coast and especially to those areas normally discoloured by heavy run-off from rivers. 

As Grey mackerel stocks are becoming better known, some researchers now consider it is quite possible that extensive areas of blue water between major estuaries (like the Daintree) result in very little movement of stocks from one region to another.

The implication of this is considerable. It means that overfishing or relatively unrestricted netting and constant disruption of spawning aggregations of Grey mackerel off Douglas Shire waters can indeed cause long term damage to local stocks. In a worst case scenario, they may never recover.

Grey mackerel numbers will be the slowest of the mackerels to recover from heavy fishing simply because their numbers may not be replenished by inward migration of adult fish from further up or down the coast. David Cook considers “Netting all the spawning aggregations in one region is a bit like a farmer shooting and marketing all his cows before they have had time to give birth and then going on and doing the same to his neighbour’s herd. Seriously it may be as bad as that.”
This must mean that DPI do need to urgently totally re-think their present quota system for the annual tonnage of Grey mackerel they allow to be landed. At present a single quota covers the entire east coast of Queensland, making the assumption that one huge, intermingling population is being fished.

This flawed assumption, and therefore meaningless quota, legalises the serial overfishing of localised stocks of Grey mackerel. One small population may be virtually fished out before netters need to move on to the next. This is not the fault of the netters, but of the management regulation currently being used by DPI.

Immediate changes are needed in the management of the Grey mackerel fishery to take this new information into account. Clearly this includes separate regional sub-quotas for different populations in different regions. 

There is certainly a case to be made for these quotas to be assigned to local commercial line fishers using smaller boats than the big out-of-town netters which have apparently recently decimated mackerel schools off Douglas Shire. 

……. But the bottom line is that the net fishery for Grey mackerel and Queensland School mackerel (Doggies) needs to be closed down once and for all and the net boat owners need to be adequately compensated. This would be a small, one-off price to pay in relation to the potential long-term value of the commercial line and recreational fisheries for Grey mackerel.

Dave Cook comments: “It is not that we blame the commercial netters, they have a living to make and families to feed, and mortgages to pay off. Actually we feel for them, it is DPI who are required to ensure that our fleet’s catching capability does not exceed the production potential of our stocks. DPI need to examine whether they have issued too many netting licenses without adequately restricting their catch quotas in given areas. They need to take a close look at the netters’ range of operations and fit the vessels with vessel tracking systems like the trawlers already have.
“It is very poor management to be allowing total removal of what may be entire, local populations of breeding fish. Nowadays even a primary school pupil will tell you what will happen if you allow modern day technology unrestricted access to breeding aggregations.”

 “It almost seems that DPI has overlooked the mackerel fishery in this area and this is of serious concern. Apparently they have been trying to get out a DPI Coastal Inshore Finfish Management Plan out for the last 11 years. We need to ensure we make them fully aware of the serious drop in mackerel numbers in local waters. I for one do not intend to let up on this one.  
We have enough solid evidence from logbooks as well as a host of claims from numerous fishers as to how abundant grey mackerel used to be in local waters. We don’t need to wait for scientific proof or a regional plan. Based on the Precautionary Principle, DPI has the obligation to act now. What we so badly need is an immediate and permanent closure of all mackerel netting in the Douglas Shire.” 
 “I believe the State fisheries legislation does allow for such local emergency regulation when it is shown that certain stocks have been hammered. It probably just needs the signature of the State Minister and follow-up notification to the fishing sector. We need to leave fisheries like these to the line fishermen; we may also need lower bag limits for the recreational sector, at least until stocks recover.”

“When the long-awaited DPI Management Plan does come out, it needs to take a regional approach so that only local fishers are allowed to commercially fish inshore waters. This process of serial overfishing by boats as they move north must be stopped. When people are given some level of stewardship over their own waters they will take much better care of their resources and fishers will have to answer to each other. The local  gentleman’s agreement with other netters in the Shire not to net the mackerel stocks is a perfect example of what is possible.”
 “Actually things are even worse: netting of breeding aggregations of Spotted mackerel in Eastern Queensland waters was banned in 2003 and of Spanish Mackerel some years before that. However both the commercial line fishers and recreational fishers regularly used to catch Spanish, Spotted and Queensland School Mackerel (or Doggies) while trolling for Grey Mackerel so obviously anyone netting Greys will be taking large numbers of the banned species, Spanish and Spotted. Once they have been in the nets for any length of time, mackerel die or become fatally injured - what are the Grey Mackerel netters supposed to do? Hang up signs in front of their nets saying ‘Grey Mackerel only beyond this point’? I’d be willing to bet that on some nights their catches of the banned species exceeds the catches of Grey Mackerel - we know that to be the case because sometimes we used to catch more of these species than Greys. It just depends on what species were around at the time.”
“But joking aside, what does a Grey mackerel netter do when a school of Spotted or Spanish “illegally” swim into his net and he has a whole pile of dead fish on his hands - chuck them overboard?? - hardly likely! Once filleted, even with their skins left on it is notoriously difficult to tell one species from another as the spots and stripes fade. Its hard enough telling a Spotted from a Doggie at the best of times but to allow netting of Doggies and not Spotted and allow netting of Greys and not Spanish is to open up a loop hole big enough to drive any Drum netter right through. I wouldn’t be surprised if you look at the recent figures recorded for landings of Grey Mackerel and find they have shot up, along with catch per unit effort figures since the banning of netting of Spanish and Spotted. The question is …. how much of that is really Spanish or Spotted - that’s a bit of a Grey area!!” 
Local Indigenous traditional owners Bennet Walker (4098 1119) and David Solomon (4098 6231) note that “It’s not only other mackerel that make up the by-catch, but we have heard that at least three dugong and four turtles have died in the mackerel nets over the last two tears. It stands to reason if you are going to net inshore areas and over seagrass beds in estuarine areas you will eventually tangle and drown dugongs - it all depends on how many dugong are around, the nets are going to catch them sooner or later.”
Notes prepared in some haste to meet deadlines for a press release by David Cook, 
davecook@bigpond.com
Tel: 4098 7933
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