Netting & the Grey Mackerel Demise off Bowen

 

Anyone interested in fishing FNQ will be fascinated by this book, recently published - "The North Qld FISHING ELDORADO" by Ralph de Lacey, "Memoirs of a Gulf Fisherman" (Ralph also fished the Grey Mackerel off Bowen until they were either fished out or just never came back to their old seasonal grounds).

 

His chapter on the demise of the Bowen Grey Mackerel fishery (copy of last page attached) during a period of unrestricted netting by the locals documents our worst fears in Douglas Shire. As the local line fishers here had heard on the pro-grape vine, "over-netting" of Greys in at least one area further South has in fact already destroyed a Grey Mackerel fishery (in the 1970's).

 

Ralph makes the point in the last page of his alarming chapter on the Grey Mackerel fishing that the fish "were not fished out, because if they had ...., the catches would have tapered off gradually".

 

Actually that point is debatable, perhaps Ralph never got round to doing a bit of research on the subject, fish stocks of schooling species have been known to crash in the past, rather than just taper off. I am not an expert on this, but as I understand it, this is the result of highly efficient gear targeting relatively small fish aggregating grounds. The breeding population can fall to critical levels whilst CPUE is still quite high because the boats are catching all they can (so they are lulled into a false sense of security - “We caught as much as we could last year, so there must be plenty left!” Sorry, think again, it’s because they have all come together in one big school!
 
In the process of catching all they can handle in one year of these schooling fish, the netters may still, over the years, be reducing the breeding population to a fraction of its former size. The amount of gear used in the last year before the crash, over the relatively small range of the population, is sufficient to cause the crash. Therefore, there may not be the gradual tailing off in CPUE that Ralph expects; rather what you get can be just exactly what did happen in Bowen.

 
This principle is very simple to demonstrate in practice, it is not rocket science. Imagine your investment account and every year taking out a set large amount, significantly more than the annual total of your deposits and annual interest earned. Your total withdrawals can be thought of as equivalent to the catching power of all the net boats. It is obvious what will happen - you will get the amount you take every year until the last year when your withdrawal can still be quite high - next year - zilch - Bowen Grey Mackerel scenario and a polite letter from the bank manager! 

 

This lends strength to our concern that there may well be a series of local stocks of Grey Mackerel, each returning every year to the one or few local areas, rather than one big population that migrates up and down the coast. If there was the one big stock, wouldn’t fish still be coming in to the old Bowen grounds? Can schooling fish actually learn to avoid an area - anyone any real proof that this has actually happened anywhere -or is it just circumstantial evidence as in the Bowen case? Perhaps the local Bowen population has indeed been wiped out, just as we may well be witnessing right now in the Douglas Shire.

 

Would Mark Lighthowler and Claire Andersen of DPI& Fisheries who are helping co-ordinate the review of the QLD East Coast Fin Fishery, please note the above and address these concerns in the proposed new fishery management measures due out soon? In addition would Mark please acknowledge to us all he has received this email and if possible, advise us all whether he considers any of the above to be either inaccurate or beyond the bounds of probability?

 
Thanks to Queensland Seafood Industry Association (QSIA) Regional Commercial Fishing Net Delegate, Mark (Scrubber) Harris for bringing Ralph de Lacey’s book to my attention and for the work he is doing to try and form a local Net Fishing Management Area for Douglas Shire. 

 
Any comments appreciated.
Best wishes,
David Cook
Wonga Beach
