Brief prepared for a Visit to Douglas Shire by Hon. Jason O’Brien, M.P.

Labour Member for Cook Electorate: 22 September, 2006 


CONCERNS OVER INSHORE & ESTUARY FISH STOCKS IN WORLD HERITAGE WATERS
OFF THE DOUGLAS SHIRE
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Figure 1: Plates showing a commercial gill netter fishing for Grey mackerel in inshore waters off the Douglas Shire on 6 September, 2006 and a Grey mackerel showing ripening roe, caught on the same day near the netting boat.
Attachments

1. Statements collected form concerned fishers meeting with Mossman Gazette at Rocky Point, Aug. 2006
2. My experience with Grey mackerel, letter by commercial line fisherman, Mark (Scrubber) Harris to Cairns Post dated 14 Sep 06, with photo
3. Statement and photo by Douglas Shire Councillor George Pitt regarding his experience fishing Grey Mackerel with his father in waters off Douglas Shire

4. Press Cutting, PD & M Gazette 31.08.2006, Front page headlines “Mackerel fear - Local fishermen fear species will disappear”
5. Press Cutting, Cairns Weekend Post, 09.09.2006, p 8: DPI BLASTED FOR ‘ALLOWING SERIAL OVERFISHING’ Breeding site being bled dry

6. Letter from David Cook to Cairns Post in response to DPI claims in 5, above

7. Press Cutting, PD & M Gazette 07.09.2006, Letters to the Editor: Mackerel Investigation needed and Netting drowns dugongs
8. Press Cutting, PD & M Gazette 14.09.2006, “Fish Stocks impact tourism” 

9. SCRFA Newsletter, Aug. 2006. “Breaking news” on “spawning aggregations of grey mackerel reportedly overfished…. in Australia ..”
10. Current State of Knowledge, Fisheries of Qld East Coast, CRC Reef Research Centre: summaries of fisheries of the four mackerel species

CONCERNS OVER INSHORE & ESTUARY FISH STOCKS IN THE WORLD HERITAGE WATERS OFF DOUGLAS SHIRE

The Main Issues
1. In Douglas Shire, local commercial line fishers, charter fishers, recreational fishers and those with commercial interests in fishing, including tackle shop owners and outboard motor service agents, caravan park owners and all seven Shire Councillors have signed a petition calling for the banning of netting of Grey Mackerel in the waters off Douglas Shire. Almost 700 signatures have been collected.

2. Based on local knowledge and experience, long-term residents
 are aware that there are fewer species
 of large fish being commonly caught nowadays in local, inshore waters than even 10 years ago; those species which are still being caught are now far less abundant and the average sizes of most species caught are noticeably smaller than they used to be.
3. Very large schools of Grey mackerel
 used to be common at specific sites in inshore waters off the Douglas Shire from around June to September but the size of the schools and the frequency they have been encountered during this period has dropped very significantly in recent years
.
4. Local opinion is that the cause of the Grey mackerel decline has been the repeated netting by large boats (around 50 ft in Loa) over the last few years of all the known grounds where pre-spawning and spawning Grey mackerel aggregate. As shown in Fig.1 (incl. photo of Grey mackerel bearing ripening roe caught next to a netting boat) the net boats use large hydraulic drum winches to haul 600 m of monofilament 6 inch mesh nets. 
5. DPI has banned the use of nets to capture both Spanish and Spotted Mackerel. Large Spanish mackerel in breeding condition (with large roe) and Spotted mackerel are caught by hand line fishing on the same grounds where the Grey mackerel reach breeding condition and where they are currently being netted. It is inevitable that they are also caught in significant quantities by the Grey mackerel gill netters.
6. The temptation to keep the large Spanish and Spotted mackerel inevitably caught as by-catch from netting Greys, and simply either declaring them as Grey mackerel (or as having been caught whilst trolling between the grounds and port) must be considerable. The chances of being caught are probably very slim. The question needs to be asked whether DPI can guarantee that mis-reported by-catch of these other two species is not artificially boosting the level of catches recorded for Grey mackerel.
7. About 4% of the total annual catch of Grey mackerel is by recreational fishers (1997 & 99 survey, RFISH).
8. It should also be noted that winds over about 15 knots greatly limit the amount of fishing done by recreational fishers while the netters can fish in considerably rougher weather over many more days of the season.
9. A major problem with using total catches and catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) figures as indicators of the health of fish stocks of inshore species (like the Grey mackerel) where all known breeding sites are netted, is that catch figures and CPUE can remain quite high until the stocks suddenly crash. Population are likely to remain low for years afterwards.
10. Mackerel stocks (different species) and before them, Atlantic Herring stocks have both crashed elsewhere in the world as a result of heavy netting, e.g. Atlantic mackerel off Scotland. Both took decades to partially recover. There are many other similar examples. We need to learn from such past mistakes and act now to prevent similar damage to local stocks.
11. While mackerel net fishermen claim they “follow” the same schools up and down the coast, this has not been proven. It is quite possible they are simply fishing down known local populations aggregating at known sites. Mackerel may simply be gathering at the same sites at the same time of year to feed on locally abundant bait fish schools occurring in these locations during these months. There is currently a research project operating out of JCU investigating this possibility.

12. If the Grey mackerel stocks on the East of Queensland are indeed subdivided into local and relatively discrete populations with little exchange of individuals, then the opportunities for serial overfishing of what amount to pre-spawning and spawning aggregations is alarming. This is because, at least in waters off Douglas Shire, the schools remain for long periods in the one small locality rather than roaming freely over the whole area. The current practice of relatively unrestricted large scale gill netting using hydraulic drum net-haulers is almost certainly contributing to a massive decline in local stocks.
13. Regardless of whether there is only a single stock i.e. a freely intermingling single population moving up and down the entire Qld coast as claimed by the netters, or a number of discrete populations, because of the serious decline observed in Grey mackerel in local waters in recent years, we are still required to exercise the ‘precautionary principle’ as indicated in the 1995 FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing (see below) and further restrict catches of Grey mackerel.
14. There is currently ample justification based on good fisheries management principles (see below) to demand an immediate moratorium on netting of grey mackerel in the waters off the Douglas Shire. It may prove to be irresponsible to wait for the finalisation of the long awaited DPI Inshore
 Finfish management plan before taking appropriate management measures. 
15. As an additional precautionary measure, dropping the recreational bag limit from 10 fish to 5 would also be supported by many/most recreational fishers as nowadays they can never get their limit in local waters. 
16. The stocks of other species in local estuaries has fallen so low that there should be an immediate ban on all (other) commercial netting by persons who do not live in the shire and/or do not have an established history of netting in the shire. Other management measures such as the buying out of local netting licenses may also be necessary to give stocks the opportunity to rebuild.
International Concerns 
As the GBRMP is a World Heritage Area we have an international obligation to responsibly manage the fisheries of the area. The 1995 FAO Code of Conduct on Responsible Fishing (to which Australia is a signatory) www.fao.org /fi/agreem/codecond/codecon.asp applies. This code lays out a number of principles in relation to fisheries management including the following:
· “In preparing fisheries policies, countries should use the best scientific information available while taking into account traditional fishing practices and knowledge ….

· In the absence of adequate scientific information, countries should act more cautiously in setting fishing limits. 

· All people and organizations concerned with fishing should be encouraged to share their views and opinions on fishing issues. 

· Particular attention should be given to the needs of local people who depend upon fisheries for their livelihoods.”

In addition the Society for the Conservation of Reef Fish Aggregations (www. scrfa.org) has expressed interest in local concerns that stocks of Grey Mackerel in Douglas Shire are having their pre-spawning and spawning aggregations overfished by commercial gill netting - not least because it is occurring in a World Heritage Area. Once the SCRFA have had the opportunity to check the facts their director has indicated they will consider lending their support to any campaign to stop the netting of spawning Grey mackerel in World Heritage waters. Stop Press! See Attachment 9.
General Fisheries Management Concepts relevant to current issues

In financial investment terms, fish stocks can be likened to the capital value of your investment. The amount by which individual fish grow each year and increase in numbers through reproduction can be likened to the interest on your capital. The bigger your investment (i.e. your fish stocks), the greater is your annual interest. If your capital is big enough you could perhaps just live off the interest. Over-fishing is like spending some of your capital every year in addition to all of your interest - obviously your investment (or your fish stocks) becomes smaller every year until you end up broke (overfished stocks).
In farming terms, what primary producer kills and sells as much of his pregnant stock as he can before they have time to give birth, and when there is very little left, just goes on to adjacent areas and repeats the same thing?

Answer: Someone continuously netting spawning aggregations of local populations of inshore fish such as Grey mackerel.
Conclusion: Fishing occurs below the surface and so, out-of-sight. If the same practices were to occur on the land, in full view of government authorities and the general public, public outcry would surely call for far greater levels of research, knowledge of, and controls on the industry.

As fish are considered a “common resource”, government has to legislate, regulate and enforce strongly as the “law of the commons” applies: “If you don’t take ‘em, someone else will”. Countries need to have strong fishery regulations and enforcement to ensure over the medium term, average annual catches do not exceed the average annual production of fish - otherwise fishers will end up broke with overfished resources and very small catches. 

Modern trends in fisheries management of inshore fisheries recognize the benefits of some level of perceived community resource ownership and localised management of fish stocks. This encourages restriction of commercial fishing to licensed/permitted fishers who should preferably be community members. Such community members are influenced by community values and have a far greater incentive to ensure good husbandry of “their” resources than outsiders who can simply relocate their fishing activities to more distant fishing grounds when given stocks have been overfished.
Selected General Biological Concepts applying to local Fisheries

As represented in Fig. 2 (below), of the Red emperor life cycle, fish do not just wander randomly through the ocean but are confined to certain very limited sets of conditions and therefore types of marine habitats. Fig. 2 shows how Red emperor spawn on or near the deeper barrier reefs, their seaborne eggs or larvae end up close inshore where they require certain types of shallow habitat as nursery grounds. As they grow and mature, the juveniles migrate back to the more offshore habitats favoured by adults of the species. 
Similar life cycles apply to many other species and their ranges are heavily restricted to coastal inshore waters including estuaries and/or reefs and/or other localised habitats on relatively shallow sea bed. In summary, the majority of fish we utilise as seafood and capture in Queensland coastal waters, to a greater or lesser extent depends mostly only on our relatively shallow inshore coastal waters of the State not the vast expanses of the open, oceanic offshore waters. The populations of these species are therefore small in comparison to the oceanic tunas and can be readily over-fished by use of modern technology.
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Fig 2: Life Cycle of the Red Emperor. Taken from a CRC Reef publication and painted by Russell Kelley, (Contact: http://homepage.mac.com/russellkelley/ FileSharing94.html). 

As can be concluded from Fig. 2, for a species to be plentiful, favourable conditions need to exist over a variety of habitats. Adverse conditions affecting just one stage of the life cycle may prove to be the limiting factor greatly reducing the numbers of a species available to the fishery. It may be that some of these factors are currently reducing the survival and therefore annual production of Grey mackerel. If so, all the more reason not to fish spawning and pre-spawning aggregations of this species.
Another figure (Fig. 3, below) by Russel Kelley beautifully illustrates the dependency of the various Queensland mackerel species and other large pelagic
 fish on schools of inshore, small pelagic ‘baitfish’. The abundance of baitfish in turn depends on environmental conditions, including water temperature, wind conditions, nutrient levels and plankton levels including outflow from estuaries and mangroves.
Finally it should be noted that Grey Mackerel (Scomberomorus semifasciatus) is restricted to N. Australian and southern Papuan waters only, being found nowhere else. The species is found mostly in inshore and/or discoloured waters having relatively high nutrient levels in comparison with the clear, blue oceanic waters. 
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Fig. 3: Showing links between small and larger pelagic fish species, seasons and nutrient outflow from estuaries. Taken from CRC Reef Research Centre publications, artwork by Russell Kelley.

Grey mackerel therefore do not ‘wander freely’ over the vast oceanic expanses, rather they are found to spawn mostly only close inshore, at least in Douglas Shire, in areas not protected by the Green Zones. The local fishery therefore merits special and immediate attention in order that a moratorium on all mackerel netting is declared before the start of next “Grey mackerel season”, i.e. by May 2007.
Notes prepared by David C. Cook acknowledging the willing help of many Shire residents. 

davecook@bigpond.com 

20 September, 2006.

Itinerary & Contacts: see over.

Itinerary & Contacts for visit by Jason O’Brien, M.P.

to the Mossman - Daintree area, 22 Sep. 2006

	Name/Venue
	Timing incl. travel
	Comments

	Jim & Pat Hutton, Mossman Bait & Tackle, 4098 1784

Jason & Michelle Steele of Making Waves Marine 4098 2443 
	09.45 - 10.00
	

	Mossman - Rocky Point
	15 mins
	

	Scrubber Harris, 4098 7526 Col Patterson 4098 6236 Commercial Fishers & Traditional leaders Bennet Walker 4098 1119 & Ray Pierce - Rocky Point, 
	10.15 -30
	

	Rocky Point - Old Wonga
	15 mins
	

	Cecelia & Trevor Pinkstone Wonga Beach C’van Pk Managers, 4098 7514, & Recreational fishers
	10.45 -11.00
	

	Old Wonga - Pinnacle
	15 mins
	

	Kath Hargrave, Manager, Pinnacle Village C’van Pk. 4098 7566

Ron Savage 4098 7857, rec. fisher
	11.15 - 45
	

	Pinnacle - Daintree B’t ramp
	15 mins
	

	David Solomon 4098 6231

Traditional Owner
	12.00 - 12.15
	

	Dave Patterson 4098 6111

Jamie Beitzel 4090 7638

Charter Fishers, Daintree Jetty
	12.15 -12.30
	

	Return to Mossman
	30 mins
	Arrive Mossman 13.00 hr


	Narelle Hine, Journalist, The Cairns Post
PO Box 512, Port Douglas 4099 8596
	left a message on her answering machine. 

	Stephanie Sager, Journalist, Port Douglas and Mossman Gazette 4099 8555
	called and promised to keep her informed


� See for example attached records of many statements by local residents


� Jumping Cod (Tripletail) used to be extremely common in and near the Daintree estuary, these are now very rare, Maori seaperch used to be commonly caught and are now never seen. 


� See statements


� Evidence in one commercial line fisher’s DPI Fisheries log book where effort has been relatively consistent, and the attached observations and statements by long-time local recreational fishers.


� Note: The Grey mackerel are caught by what DPI term “off-shore” netting, where DPI apparently define “off-shore” as “in waters over 2 metres depth”; internationally “off-shore” is usually considered to be beyond a given number of nautical miles or kilometres from the shore.


� pelagic -living in the open water, as opposed to being reliant on, e.g. the sea bed or reef 





Prepared by David C. Cook B.Sc.(Hons.) Dp. Fish. Mgt., Dp. Cons. & Lnd. Mgt., 

Coastal Fisheries Specialist (Tropical Indo-Pacific) 
davecook@bigpond.com; 21 September, 2006
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