A review of ‘Fisheries biology and interaction in the northern Australian small mackerel fishery, (Cameron & Begg, 2002) in relation to sustainability concerns for the grey mackerel fishery in Far North Queensland
NON TECHNICAL SUMMARY

The results of research undertaken in Queensland on grey, spotted and school mackerel between1993-1996 are recorded in the government report ‘Fisheries biology and interaction in the northern Australian small mackerel fishery, (Cameron & Begg, 2002
). The report contains the following findings and post-research observations relevant to grey mackerel fishery management in Far North Queensland, eastern waters:

· 1,949 recreational boats targeted “small” mackerel (incl. grey, spotted and school or ‘doggies’) in FNQ, 2,068 caught “small” mackerel  in 1993-94;
· dramatic increases & decreases in commercial effort and harvest for “small” mackerel species probably stimulated by demand from overseas markets; 
· tagging of school mackerel support the concept of a number of (different) local stocks but findings are inconclusive;
· tagging of spotted mackerel indicates there may be only one single stock undertaking seasonal migrations;

· from tagging of 313 grey mackerel there was only one recapture and this was in the same local area as it was tagged, no evidence was detected to indicate grey mackerel travel long distances;

· there has been no research conducted on grey mackerel published prior to the Cameron & Begg, 2002 and even this report presents relatively little information on the species;
· female grey mackerel reach sexual maturity at 651-700 mm (fork length this translates to 75-80cm total length).
The key recommendation of the report is that: “Small mackerel species should be managed with utmost caution until detailed stock assessments are undertaken”. 
Other relevant recommendations of the report include:

· the need to develop “a reliable indicator of stock abundance for each ‘small’ mackerel species (i.e. a means of estimating independently of total annual landings, whether annual stock numbers are relatively steady, declining or increasing);

· The respective stock structures (of the three mackerel species) … should be integral in considering management arrangements for each species (i.e. to manage stocks effectively we need to determine whether individuals of each species intermingle freely throughout their range or are there different centres of population with very little if any exchange of individuals between the different populations);
Douglas Shire commercial line fishers, charter fishers, recreational fishers, including annual visiting fishers, have up to 40 years fishing experience of the annual four month grey mackerel fishery in local waters. They have developed their own “reliable indicator of stock abundance”. The seasonal fishery in Douglas Shire lasts from late May/early June to mid September and is based on pre-spawning aggregations at well known localised fishing grounds. Catches reveal that roe are ripening throughout this period whilst the species feeds voraciously on bait fish. 
Over the last few years Douglas Shire fishers have reported the numbers, size and frequency of grey mackerel schools to have dropped sharply. In addition stocks of other large inshore fish have also fallen markedly whilst stocks of baitfish have remained high. This has coincided with round-the-clock, offshore netting of grey mackerel at their pre-spawning and spawning aggregations in inshore waters. Allowing unrestricted offshore netting of inshore spawning grounds throughout the breeding season is hardly “managing with utmost caution”.

Whilst there will undoubtedly be other factors affecting mortality and recruitment in the grey mackerel fishery, the unrestricted netting of breeding schools in easily accessed areas, throughout the breeding season, is likely to be the major cause of the observed decline in grey mackerel in waters off the Douglas Shire. 

Both local and visiting fishers are not prepared to condone continued offshore netting in local inshore waters as they consider it unsustainable. 2007, as predicted by some locals, was the worst year ever for local line catches of grey mackerel. We consider current offshore gillnet management measures are currently allowing the steady depletion of stocks of both grey mackerel and other inshore fish. 
A compromise interim solution is proposed until local management committees are effectively managing local fishing effort as proposed under Stage 2 of the East Coast Fin Fish Fishery review.
BACKGROUND
This review is undertaken following numerous media reports that serious fears are held by commercial inshore, charter and recreational fishers for the sustainability of grey mackerel stocks in Far North Queensland (FNQ) as a result of increased levels of the commercial offshore netting of the species’ inshore spawning grounds. There is no closed season for the operations of the “offshore” drum netters which may legally set 600 m of monofilament gillnet in inshore waters to a minimum depth of 2 m. There is also no limit to the licensed netters who may fish the area. In theory the entire Queensland netting fleet could target the same fishing grounds at one time.

The Network for Sustainable Fishing in Douglas Shire (NSF) comprising local inshore commercial fishers, charter fishers, recreational fishers including the Mossman Boat & Fishing Club, members of the tourism sector including caravan park managers, the Local Marine Advisory Committee to GBRMPA, (the Douglas LMAC) and the Douglas Shire Sustainability Group (DSSG, individuals with general sustainability interests) have repeatedly called for a ban on all offshore netting in inshore waters since presenting their local MP with a petition having 658 signatures requesting this in August 2006.
The website of Fishers For Conservation (FFC) at http://www.ffc.org.au/Grey_Mackerel.html presents an account of the campaign to have offshore gillnetting banned in inshore waters along the Douglas Shire Coast. The FNQ and national media, including Cairns Post, Port Douglas & Mossman Gazette, Line Burner Magazine, ABC Far North Radio, Win News and National TV, (a Channel 9 travel documentary by Lin Sutherland and David Warth, on 23 December, 2007) have reported the concerns of locals, namely that they have recently witnessed a marked drop in available inshore fish stocks and that they attribute this to increased levels of commercial gill netting, especially offshore gillnetting in inshore waters.
Whilst offshore reef fishing may still be yielding reasonable catches, and baitfish numbers have remained high, local line catches of inshore fish, such as queenfish, trevally, fingermark in addition to grey mackerel, have also fallen off markedly over the last few years (many sources, e.g. Jamie Beitzel pers com. Ron Savage (pers. com.). Whilst this may be the result of a combination of circumstances, the one single factor likely to have the greatest single effect on fish numbers in inshore waters is the operation of large (15 - 20 m, Loa) offshore gill-net boats, using the nets described above, in inshore waters. 

Over the last few years offshore netters have targeted the traditional, seasonal grey mackerel spawning grounds where local line fishers have long maintained a gentleman’s agreement not to net grey mackerel. This agreement was reached following advice from Lenny Kite, a Bowen grey mackerel fisher who introduced local commercial line fishers to grey mackerel fishing techniques. Mr. Kite experienced the collapse of the Raywards’ Reef grey mackerel fishery off Bowen in 1971, after only three years of intensive gill netting (see also De Lacey, 2005
). 
This review of Cameron & Begg does not intend to be exhaustive and records only results of most relevance to future management of the grey mackerel fishery in FNQ. An earlier draft of this report was circulated to NSF Members, DPI&F staff and the authors. This final draft takes into account all comments received.  
REPORT CONTENT RELEVANT TO GREY MACKEREL MANAGEMENT
In their report Cameron and Begg cover “Northern Australian Small Mackerel Species” and considers school mackerel (Scomberomorus queenslandicus), spotted mackerel (S. munroi) and grey or broad-barred mackerel (S. semifasciatus). The report names but does not report on two species referred to as “additional Northern Australian mackerel species” namely narrow-barred Spanish mackerel (S. commerson) and shark or salmon mackerel (Grammatorcynus bilineatus).
The field work covered by this report was undertaken in 1993 - 1996, mostly during 1994 and early 1995. The report, 210 pages in length, published in 2002 is well laid out and an informative read. A detailed contents page and tabulated results allows relevant information to be readily located whilst a useful ‘Non-technical Summary’ lets the casual reader gain a quick overview of Cameron & Begg’s findings and their recommendations.
Numbers of Recreational Fishers targeting “small” mackerel
The authors estimate that in the 12 months prior to their telephone survey of 1994, 20,500 (p. 174) (20,600 p.169) Qld recreational fishing boats captured small mackerel. They found most boat fishers capturing small mackerel were actively targeting them. 1,949 boats targeted small mackerel in FNQ whilst 2068 actually caught small mackerel in FNQ (p. 170).

The report estimates 19,000 registered recreational boats actually targeted “small” mackerel in all of Qld (p. 169) in 1993. The authors estimate 117,600 recreational fisher boat days were spent actually targeting “small” mackerel that year. Most “small” mackerel (recreational) fishers contacted in 1993-94 telephone survey supported the concept of “establishing panels of expertise” to discuss the management of “small” mackerel fisheries in Qld. 
Increase in the Fishery
Cameron & Begg state that:  “In the five years since 1996 there have been dramatic increases and decreases in commercial effort and harvest for small mackerel species … In Qld under existing management arrangements, there is also enormous potential (particularly in east coast waters) for additional licenced commercial fishers who have not previously harvested small mackerel, to target small mackerel species in the future.”  This paragraph is somewhat ambiguous as they do not make it clear whether the potential is only in the existing licensing arrangements at the time or whether they considered stocks to be sufficient to support such increases. They state that increased demand from overseas markets has stimulated the commercial fishery into targeting these species. However they do not discuss any reasons for observed decreases in commercial effort and harvest of “small” mackerel species nor the frequency and extent of such decreases.
Selected data
The table below lists those results presented in the report of greatest relevance to the management of grey mackerel fishery in FNQ. Appendix 1 of the report, Table 3, ‘Details of Biological Sampling’ and Table 2: ‘Details of small mackerel sampling for reproductive characteristics’ indicate that the only months when grey mackerel were sampled in north eastern Queensland waters, as well as the numbers of grey mackerel examined, are as follows: June 5 fish, July 16 fish, August 52 fish, September 110 fish, October 281 fish. The species was apparently not available in north eastern Qld waters for the rest of year whilst spotted and school mackerel were sampled throughout the year. (Comment: in Douglas Shire in the past, the species has been available to the line fishery in significant numbers only from late May/June to mid September.)
Table (below): Summary of some relevant information contained in the report
	 Criteria
	School Mackerel
	Spotted Mackerel
	Grey Mackerel

	Spawning period considered to be:
	Oct to Jan
	Aug – Oct
	Sept - Jan (none caught in N after Oct!)

	Size at first sexual maturity (Fork length, mm.)
	F 401-450 mm

M 351 - 400 mm
	F 451 - 500 mm

M 401 - 450 mm
	F 651 - 700

M 551 - 600

	Numbers tagged & recaptured
	4,941
102
	2,385
43
	313, 

1

	Tagging recapture rate
	2.1%
	1.8%
	insignificant

	Av & Max distance moved
	26 km, 270 km, movements support hypothesis for existence of a number of stocks
	202 km, 1110 km 

likened to a “single stock undertaking seasonal migration”
	recapture in the same area as released

	1993 est. residential recreational catch
	43 t
	70 t
	12 t

	Interstate visitor’s and charter fishers catch 
	substantial but not estimated
	ditto 
	ditto

	Markets
	The authors consider that since mid 1990’s there has been a substantial increase in demand for grey mackerel from overseas markets


Key Recommendations
Under BENEFITS - 6.1 Recommendations (p 190) and Non-technical Summary (p 14) Cameron & Begg give as their first recommendation, the only one presented in bold font, as:  
· “Small mackerel species should be managed with utmost caution until detailed stock assessments are undertaken” 
Other recommendations given in the report, under this Section and of importance to our management concerns in FNQ include:
· “The respective stock structures … should be integral in considering management arrangements for each species”
·  “Requirement for all commercial fishers to identify catches of mackerel to species level” 
· “Development of a reliable indicator of stock abundance for each small mackerel species”

Nets Capturing Under-sized Grey mackerel
The report mentions that widely used 95.2mm mesh (3.75 inches) catches Grey mackerel at a size well below maturity and mentions “the inappropriateness of taking immature Grey mackerel” (by gill net). 

Other Publications on Grey mackerel biology
Peer reviewed publications on spotted and school mackerels eventuated from the work done for this report but none from the limited data obtained on grey mackerel. The report cites numerous references but lists none on grey mackerel. This indicates an absence of published material on the species (other than catch data).
Further Development - Biological 
Under this heading the authors recommended future research to:
· “more definitively describe the stock structure of grey mackerel throughout the eastern Qld coast and school and spotted mackerel populations north of Cairns.

· investigate and describe the localised spawning grounds, nursery areas and preferred habitat of each small mackerel species”
· and “greater tagging effort north of Mackay for all 3 species.
DISCUSSION
Choice of term “small mackerel”
The choice of the group name “small mackerel” species is hardly appropriate. Small mackerel fisheries in the Indo-pacific region and in the Atlantic are based on the mackerels in genera including Trachyurus, Rastrelliger and Scomber.  These mackerels reach sexual maturity at lengths less than 25 cm. A species such as grey mackerel in which the females first reach sexual maturity at fork lengths of 65-70 cm (75-80 cm DPI&F, 2007
) and commonly reach 90 cm is hardly a “small” mackerel.
This is not a minor point. The grey mackerel, despite its uninspiring name, is a beautiful and fairly large fish, being endemic (found nowhere else in the world) to waters off northern Australian and southern Papua New Guinea and West Irian. It is considered in FNQ to be excellent eating and a good fighter when hooked. It is therefore a much sought after sports and food fish. Hundreds if not thousands of locals and interstate visitors have line fished our local well-known, seasonal fishing grounds for this species for years with apparently little impact on stocks. 
Calling this fine sporting fish a “small” or “lesser” mackerel, as does other literature, ignores the respect this species has earned in FNQ and may be a contributing factor to its neglect by managers who may have no experience of the species. We need to recognize grey mackerel for what the species is: a handsome, medium-sized, excellent sports fish and a first class table fish.
Douglas Shire fishers’ have a “reliable indicator of stock abundance”

Local and visiting fishers have long used a very simple but reliable indicator of stock abundance for grey mackerel. Estimates of relative school size and numbers occurring during any given breeding season can be quite simply made for grey mackerel by a combination of visual sightings, line fishing and use of echo sounders. 
When grey mackerel feed they often chase their prey to the surface, often attracting flocks of terns. Just the presence of the birds is sometimes the first indication that the mackerel have arrived or are feeding. Within half an hour of arriving on the fishing grounds in the early morning, a good grey mackerel fisher can often determine the presence and relative size of any grey mackerel school present, sometimes by first seeing the birds and then observing the numbers, size and species of fish breaking the surface, by the use of an echosounder and by strike rate (number of times fish strike the lure). 
Based on their observations and catch-effort results over the years, regular line fishers of grey mackerel in waters off the Douglas Shire have concluded that the numbers, size and frequency of schools of the species on their regular spawning grounds have declined sharply in recent years. One commercial line fisher who used to catch between 500 and 800 per season caught less than 100 in 2007.
Local observations have led a number of fishers (including Owen Suffolk) to the conclusion that some time prior to spawning, the fish descend to near the bottom and then remain there to spawn where they can apparently still be located by echo sounders. At such times they do not respond to lures passing over the school and do not appear to be disturbed by line fishers who soon discover fishing is unrewarding and stop fishing. 
Whilst spawning the grey mackerel are most vulnerable to netting as the net boats can detect the fairly stationary schools by echo sounder and drop their 600 m nets right through the schools and remain on the spawning grounds until no more fish are being caught, or as some would say, “the area is fished out”. As locals have observed offshore gillnet boats removing tonnes of grey mackerel from the spawning grounds from what are certainly pre-spawning aggregations and may also be whilst the species is actually endeavouring to spawn, they naturally attribute the observed decline to the unrestricted offshore netting carried out during the breeding season.
Economic Loss to FNQ
The figures quoted by Cameron & Begg indicate the economic importance of the “small” mackerel species to local economies. They record 117,600 recreational fishing boat days per year targeting our “small” mackerel species by Queensland registered fishing boats alone. These figures do not include hundreds of uncounted tinnies which come north from other states annually to fish FNQ waters. The authors acknowledge that catches by these visiting holiday makers are “substantial”.
The report records a huge increase in commercial targeting and catches of these mackerel species since 1996 and attributes this to a significant increase in overseas markets where they are presumably sold at far below the local retail price for reef fish. Local businesses in Douglas Shire, particularly caravan park owners have started to report a significant commercial loss whilst local fishers are reporting a loss of recreational opportunity and reward for effort and expenditure. Holiday makers with tinnies in tow or on the roof rack are beginning to seek alternative areas looking for better inshore fishing, especially during the winter months, as a result of poor catches of inshore and estuary fish over the past few years. 
Locals, long accustomed to making significant catches of grey mackerel during the season are now unable to do this. With the retail price of local fish at over $20/kg, they are now buying imported fillet whilst, as the report implies, much of the netters’ catches may be exported. 
The locals and visiting recreational fishers, until recently, kept a healthy support industry of bait and tackle shops and outboard motor agents in business. Whilst the outer reef fishery is apparently fairly healthy, the boat, tackle and tourism sectors are now loosing potential revenue from inshore fishers. Retirees, holiday makers and local owners of smaller tinnies (small aluminium dinghies) who do not normally fish the outer reef because of the distances involved, including the risk in small craft and fuel expenses are giving up fishing in the shire as word spreads of a shortage of fish of catchable size in FNQ inshore waters. 
In the case of Douglas Shire, the drum net boats do not land fish in the Shire and do not buy stores or fuel locally. These offshore boat owners are considered to be “taking everything and giving back nothing in return”. 

The recommendation that mackerel stocks “should be managed with utmost caution”

I applaud the foresight of Cameron & Begg. Their main recommendation is that “small mackerel species should be managed with utmost caution until detailed stock assessments are undertaken”. I found nothing in their report which in anyway can be used to challenge the stand taken by NSF and the Mossman Boat & Fishing Club with regards to our concern that current levels of offshore netting in local waters are depleting inshore fish stocks. 
Rather the authors themselves appear to have been concerned about the potential for over-netting of the stocks and make recommendations for further research to “describe the stock structure of grey mackerel throughout the eastern Qld coast” and “develop a reliable indicator of stock abundance for each small mackerel species”. They clearly recognized, as do members of NSF, the need to take into consideration, the possibility of there being separate stocks of grey mackerel along the north eastern coast of Queensland.
Tagging returns indicate some spotted mackerel do migrate long distances and that there may be a single mixing, migrating stock of this species on the East Coast moving as far, or beyond Cairns. Note however there were no tag returns north of Cairns. Returns of tagged school mackerel indicate there may indeed be a number of different stocks of this species on the east coast of Queensland. Out of almost 5,000 school mackerel tagged there were 102 recaptures; the average distance moved was only 26 km and the maximum 270 km. 
Only 313 grey mackerel were tagged with only one recapture. Cameron & Begg suggest this may be because “grey mackerel may be harder to catch” by line fishers. Actually in Douglas Shire we find they takes lures readily, except just before and during the spawning period.  The single recapture recorded by Cameron & Begg was from the same local area as the fish was tagged. 
QDPI&F told a meeting with members of the NSF and other fishers at Wonga Beach on 7 June 2007, there was “evidence indicating the grey mackerel moved long distances”. This is incorrect, there is no published evidence prior to 2002, to indicate grey mackerel move long distances. Enquiries indicate there have been no such findings since 2002. 
In the long term, for Douglas Shire, the importance of determining whether there are local stocks or not is that if local stocks are wiped out by netting, they may never recover even after netting is banned. If there is the one single stock on the east coast then the chances of recovery are higher if the level of netting is managed for a catch that is sustainable over the long term, rather than the “immediate” future. Whether there are local populations or not, the current management regime has allowed stocks to be fished to a level that many Douglas Shire residents consider accounts for the significant drop in numbers returning annually to local spawning grounds. The crux of the issue is whether they can ever recover to levels approaching those of previous years following the introduction of adequate protection for pre-spawning and spawning aggregations.
Grey mackerel Spawning Season
The authors appear to assume the grey mackerel spawning season on the East Coast is the same as that in the Gulf of Carpentaria, however subsequent research by DPI&F grey mackerel researcher, David Welch et al (pers. comm.) have shown that the two areas have separate stocks. Cameron & Begg were unable to sample grey mackerel taken from north eastern Queensland waters from November to May inclusive. The meeting at Wonga Beach in June 2007 was told by DPI&F that they considered the spawning period for grey mackerel was October to January. 

The Office of the Premier and Minister for State replied to the Mossman Boat and Fishing Club that “The DPI&F assessment found that, based on the best available information, the continued commercial and recreational harvest of grey mackerel in the Port Douglas region in 2007 is not considered to be an immediate threat to the sustainability of grey mackerel.” (Rob Whiddon, Chief of Staff, 7.09.07). Local experience in Douglas Shire is that the local grey mackerel spawning season is over by around mid September and the species is not normally encountered from then until, at the earliest, late May of the following year, with the exception of a few individual landings after summer floods. 
Retired professional line fisher, Evan Kingston, who used to fish grey mackerel commercially in the early 1970’s, reports his first grey mackerel catches were usually around the Queen’s birthday weekend (in June). These fish he says were usually the larger individuals and these usually had well formed roe. Mr. Kingston acknowledges that commercial line fisher, the late Ted Harris did sometimes make some good catches of greys in late May. Mr. Kingston notes that in the 1970s the peak fishing time for greys was from around mid June through July trailing off in August. Mr. Kingston also noted that towards the end of the season catches of greys had a much higher composition of smaller individuals. 
Owen Suffolk, a recreational fisher who for the last 40 years, has travelled north to Wonga Beach to spend his holidays, has over 30 years experience fishing the grey mackerel and has found the grey mackerel spawning season to be moving progressively later over the past few years. This observation should be further researched and the possibility considered that this could be the result of constant harassment of pre-breeding schools of grey mackerel on their spawning grounds by offshore gill nets. 
Almost by definition, any fishery targeting spawning aggregations in readily located, easily fished, inshore areas, using highly efficient gear, is susceptible to levels of overfishing being masked by the phenomenon known to fishery managers as hyperstability. A fishery going through hyperstability normally displays relatively stable net catches from year to year, despite the actual stock progressively declining. It’s a bit like retirees living on both their investment interest and some of their capital. Every year they can take the same amount out until “suddenly” it runs out. However the retirees “reliable indicator of stock abundance” is their monthly bank account statement which tells them how much capital they have and how much interest they are earning. They can therefore observe their capital being used up, as their potential to earn interest also declines.

Hyperstability does not occur where stocks are always scattered over a wide area; in such situations catch rates usually fall fairly steadily as stocks decrease. Where fish school or aggregate to spawn in limited, easily fished areas, it’s like all the fish being in one bank account, just a few boats can fill up their holds every year, progressively reducing stock size until, without prior warning, one year there is almost nothing left to take. This is the reason a “reliable indicator of stock abundance” is required. Such an indicator, like the retiree’s bank account, enables a fishery manager to estimate the approximate sustainable catch for the season and whether stocks are progressively declining.

One of the problems with the current management system may be that DPI&F rely only on catch returns from the offshore net boats to record total annual landings and how much fish were caught in each different area. As far as I am aware there is no means of checking whether the figures and locations given by the commercial netters for their catches are accurate. If a fisher wishes to conceal the fact he has commenced fishing in a new area it is apparently up to his conscience whether he returns accurate figures and locations. It is quite conceivable he would wish to keep “his” new fishing grounds a secret for as long as possible. This is a significant weakness in the system and apparently wide open to abuse.
The fact that virtually invisible, 600 m nets set in shallow inshore waters of FNQ are also potential death traps to dugong and turtle is not considered in this paper in any detail as it is considered that on fishery sustainable grounds alone, the method should not be used in our inshore waters. The indigenous elders of Douglas Shire wrote to the director general of DPI&F in October 2006 pointing out they considered the nets to be a significant danger to their already endangered stock of dugong and to their turtles and requested a Dugong Protection Area be established in inshore waters along the Douglas Shire coastline.
CONCLUSION

QDPI&F have so far been unable to develop a reliable indicator of stock abundance, as recommended by Cameron & Begg and also have not been able to estimate total stock size. They are however currently researching whether there are different stocks of the species along the east coast and preliminary results are expected shortly. As there have been no attempts to determine stock size and recruitment rates in grey mackerel, it is impossible to predict with any accuracy, just what is a sustainable catch. 
Because of the possibility of hyperstability, fishery managers cannot afford to risk basing sustainability conclusions solely on steady catch rates by a commercial net fishery such as our present grey mackerel fishery, when a whole community have noted a serious decline in school numbers, size and frequency of encounter. 
The claim that “best available information” was used to determine that netting of grey mackerel is not a threat to sustainability, when the information was apparently based: 
· solely on figures by offshore net fishers returning what may well be “dodgy data”, 
· on a lack of awareness that netting of “roed-up” spawning aggregations on traditional, easily netted, inshore breeding grounds continues round the clock, throughout the breeding season, 
· whilst the administration was under the impression that the breeding season was a few months later on in the year, 
· whilst dismissing statements by a local community that stocks in the area have crashed in recent years, and

· without considering the possibility of hyperstability, 

is a claim that is unlikely to be accepted in international fisheries management circles. 
Experience throughout the world is that basing sustainability conclusions on steady catch rates by a commercial net fishery such as our present grey mackerel fishery, when there is an observed decline in school numbers, size and frequency of encounter, is likely to prove a regrettable management option. It is important that managers are strong enough to withstand commercial and political pressures and self-serving commercial lobby groups; their first priority has to be to ensure (long-term) sustainability at relatively high catch levels in this fishery. 

It is also important to determine where grey mackerel catches are being made over time throughout the year and whether different stocks are being fished. The reason for this is we need to know whether current catches are being replaced by a combination of annual growth and recruitment without reducing stocks from year to year in given areas or whether boats are progressively “fishing out” areas and moving on to new areas and relatively virgin stocks. This is a recognized process known to fishery managers as serial overfishing. 
Under the present circumstances, commercial line fishers, charter fishers resident recreational fishers and the hundreds of holiday makers that travel north annually to fish inshore fish stocks in local waters are entitled to expect the grey mackerel fishery to be managed under the precautionary principle as recommended under the FAO Code Conduct for Responsible Fishing, (a voluntary code to which Australia is a party). Australia’s obligations under its commitments to management of World Heritage Areas must also be considered. Allowing fishing of spawning aggregations of a large charismatic predator within a WHA, whilst it’s stocks are widely reported to be undergoing significant decline within that WHA, is hardly appropriate, responsible management.

Under the precautionary principle DPI&F should heed both their own research findings and recommendations (Cameron & Begg, 2002) and those of the Douglas Shire community. The precautionary principle requires the adoption of an appropriate precautionary approach to avoid the risk of a total and lasting collapse of the local inshore grey mackerel fishery. 
Members of the Network for Sustainable Fishing in Douglas Shire and the Mossman Boat and Fishing Club consider that there is sufficient evidence of heavily depleted fish stocks in inshore waters to merit a complete ban on offshore netting throughout local inshore waters and are committed to continue campaigning until this is achieved. They are aware that the second stage of the East Coast Inshore Fin Fish Fishery Review (ECIFFFR) will consider how best shared access can be determined on a local level but are concerned that any revised allocation will not come for a number of years and be too late to prevent more serious, possibly permanent damage to some stocks of inshore fish species including grey mackerel. 
Until local fishery management areas under Stage Two of the ECIFFFR are operating effectively, it is essential that a compromise solution is brokered to ensure netting pressures on inshore stocks is reduced. The alternative is that FNQ community will be encouraged to exert their political pressure to make their concerns more widely known. Some locals are already considering taking strong affirmative action to ensure recognition by the national and international media and other relevant authorities.
RECOMMENDATION

As an interim compromise and an absolute bare minimal management measure, there should be a seasonal closure to all offshore and out-of-town inshore netting within a line drawn from:


Cape Tribulation: 145° 28’ 30” E, 16° 04’ 36” S to


Snapper Island Light: 145° 33’ 30” E, 16° 22’ 48” S to


Port Douglas Island Point: 145° 28’ 00” E, 16° 29’ 00” S.

A scan of the relevant area is shown in Figure 1. The closure should include both the Grey mackerel spawning/pre-spawning aggregating period and also the Barramundi closure. For ease of administration the closure should be from 1 June until 1 February, commencing 1 June, 2008.

Note this is considerably less than we feel is justified and is definitely our last compromise. We hope it will suffice as an interim measure until the local management areas proposed on Stage Two of the ECIFFF are operating effectively. This will avoid the otherwise likely political and affirmative action forecast for the coming season.
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Figure 1: Proposed Compromise Closure (June-February) until such time as the recommendations of the Local Management Committee established under Stage Two of the ECIFFFR are in effect.
Figure 1: Proposed Compromise Closure (June-February) until such time as the recommendations of the Local Management Committee established under Stage Two of the ECIFFFR are in effect.
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