To: Those on the mailing list for the Douglas Shire Action Network for Sustainable Fishing
JASON O’BRIEN, MP, PROMISES ACTION
A big THANK YOU to Jason O’Brien, State Labour MP for the electorate covering Douglas Shire, who spent last Friday morning at various venues in the Mossman - Daintree area holding meetings with:

· a commercial fishing tackle and bait shop owner and a couple of clients, including Councillor George Pitt,
· a local commercial fisher who line fishes for mackerel,
· two caravan park managers and their patrons,
· the traditional owner of some of the Daintree estuary and immediate area,
· two charter fishers who operate in and out of the Daintree estuary.

Low resolution snapshots of three of these meetings (high resolution shots are available), the text of a brief prepared for Jason, and the relevant press cutting from today’s (25.09.2006) Cairns Post, are included as attachments to this e-mail. The attachments referred to in the brief have not been included as most have been circulated already. 
The topic for discussion was the concern for the inshore Grey mackerel stocks following targeting by large offshore gill netters over the last few years. It transpired during Jason’s visit that at least an equal level of concern is held for the estuary and near-estuary fish stocks of the shire following similar targeting by big, out-of-town offshore gill netters. 

Only one dissenting voice was heard at one of the caravan parks, namely that of a visiting commercial fisher from NSW who considered that low catches were more likely to be just because of a cyclical “bad year” for fish and / or bad weather. One answer to that claim may be that if it is part of a cyclical bad year - all the more reason for a moratorium on netting of spawning aggregations. As a similar decline has been claimed by many for beach and estuary caught fish, where fishing activities are not so restricted by wind, there is reason to doubt weather as the main cause. The inshore and estuary charter fishers, who chose their fishing sites daily according to the wind strength, certainly made their views on this subject known to Jason at the Daintree boat ramp on Friday. 
A number of people at the caravan park meetings with Jason expressed their doubts whether above average seasonal winds were the main reason for the poor mackerel seasons as either nil or only very small catches were made on a number of occasions when good weather did extend over several days during what used to be known as “the Grey mackerel season”.
The commercial fisher referred to above expressed his concern that if restrictions were placed on commercial netting then those most affected should be adequately compensated. On that issue there was complete agreement.
So I consider the evidence is certainly there - a larger systematic survey of recreational, charter and local (shire) commercial fishers experiences over the last 20 years would be useful to formally record what so many people are adamant is a steady decline in fish stocks. The survey needs to be short and sweet (why not make a start?). However any delays in collating results should not be used as an excuse to delay implementation of appropriate precautionary measures.
Jason O’Brien has invested his time to experience first hand the level of genuine concern there is in the Douglas Shire for our declining fish stocks. Jason has shown considerable interest in the problem and promised to take our concerns to the DPI this week. Jason is prepared to put in the hours to help ensure positive steps are taken towards attaining a sustainable fishery and confirms he will keep us informed of progress. 
We trust that DPI will, in turn, take the issue onboard by first recognizing there is indeed a serious problem requiring early effective action on their part. Denials will only result in escalation of this campaign. SCRFA has picked up the issue on the international front. The Australian Conservation Foundation and CAFNEC have today been contacted. I am aware WWF have extensive experience in this field, having heard them speak at a couple of international conferences.

In summary, further fisheries management measures for BOTH inshore and estuarine fish stocks (especially fish in waters around the mouth of estuaries) are indeed urgently needed. We need to reverse the observed serious decline in fish stocks and allow fish stocks to re-build. We need to take positive action to ensure there will be fish for the future for all those in the recreational, charter and commercial fishing sectors. 
Such measure need to include a closure of inshore spawning grounds and near estuary areas to offshore, commercial gill netting boats with hydraulic drum haulers, before the start of  next Grey mackerel season (May 2007).  Recreational fishers may also be required to make sacrifices with regards to bag limits. What’s the use of bag limits which are nowadays virtually impossible to catch in inshore and estuarine waters (except, possibly, by the most experienced, skilled and lucky (!) minority?
David Cook, 
Wonga Beach,
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