THE FIRST INSHORE FINFISH CONSULTATION MEETING 

Port Douglas, 23 October, 2006
Report prepared by David Cook, 26 October, 2006 

OBSERVATIONS & INFORMATION PRESENTED

1. Serious drop in local inshore and estuary catches and CPUE. 
The local commercial fishers including Scrubber Harris and Col Patterson and a number of recreational fishers including Brian Cornell and Ron Savage reported a recent serious drop in inshore fish catches and considered this was due to too much netting of both the inshore and offshore waters. The local commercial fishers have recently noted an increase of all types of netting by commercial fishers from outside the shire and are convinced this is unsustainable and has already significantly reduced fish stocks in the fast few years. They also state the netting by outsiders is the reason for reports of several dead dugong and turtles washed up in recent years. 
The local inshore netters said it was important to declare a “Locals Only Zone” in Douglas Shire waters before major fish stocks were either wiped out or reduced to a fraction of their former size. Local recreational fisher and cane contractor Keith Ives outspokenly insisted the Grey mackerel stocks were being completely “hammered” by offshore netters with no history of fishing in the shire. He said that this was in complete contravention of a long standing gentleman’s agreement not to net the mackerel because of a wide spread community belief that this would disrupt spawning activity. 
Mr. Ives said the community was no longer prepared to sit back and listen to DPI claiming they had no evidence offshore netting was having any serious impact on the Grey mackerel stocks. Mr. Ives said that for four years now locals had been unable to catch any number of Greys, this year being the worst ever in living memory. He said they are convinced this is due to the commencement of netting by out-of-shire, offshore gill netters. Mr. Ives insisted that if DPI continued to ignore this point then it was just proof that the officers down in Brisbane did not know what they were talking about and had complete disregard for local knowledge and experience. 
Col Patterson, local commercial Grey mackerel line fisher, said that the lack of Grey mackerel in local waters this year meant that he had lost what was normally the best three months fishing of his year. He explained his frustration was made all the worse by witnessing a Grey mackerel drum-netting boat coming in on the only good school of the year that he was line fishing at the time and having it netted out right under his nose. Col said he was aware it was a pre-spawning aggregation but line fishing had never broken up schools in the past and it was heartbreaking to see a netter coming in so close inshore and either wiping out or breaking up the entire school. 
Mrs. Gladys Pitt, widow of deceased commercial line fisher, George Pitt Snr. described how she used to go out with her husband to catch the mackerel and there was always enough for everyone, recreational and commercials alike, for months at a time. She said how upset she was to hear the schools had all but disappeared. Her son, Councillor George Pitt, spoke convincingly of his lifelong passion for Grey mackerel and how thick they used to be for months on end at certain very specific locations within the inshore waters of Douglas Shire. He urged immediate action to prevent the final extinction of the Grey mackerel in local waters.

A DPI&F representative confirmed that in theory and if they so wished, under the present fisheries management regulations, all 450 licensed net fishers in Queensland could come and legally fish the spawning aggregations of Grey mackerel in local inshore waters. The prospect of this was greeted with horror by the participants who voiced the opinion that this was proof of a need to urgently introduce a regional or area approach to management of effort, quotas and access.
2. Grey mackerel research 
The meeting was briefed by DPI&F Fisheries staff on a brief outline of research on Grey mackerel. DPI confirmed that recent research reveals that there are at least three stocks of Grey mackerel in Australian waters with little of no mixing of stocks between Eastern Australian waters and the Gulf of Carpentaria. However DPI&F did not have any evidence at present to indicate definitively whether the Grey mackerel stocks along the East Coast were composed of one large intermingling stock or of a number of local populations. In addition, the present DPI&F data was not capable of estimating population size (and by inference, any changes in population size as a result of overfishing). 

3. Evidence of Overfishing 
David Cook pointed out that total annual catches and CPUE have been found to be unreliable indicators of stock status for net fisheries based on schooling species forming spawning aggregations where there are no seasonal or spatial restrictions on fishing effort. These parameters have in the past remained quite high for a number of overseas species before sudden and significant crashes in population resulting from overfishing. 
Mr Cook also pointed out that DPI’s inability to determine Grey mackerel population size, and therefore changes in population size, made it unlikely for DPI to detect any evidence of overfishing of the Grey mackerel stocks before it was too late. Hence DPI’s statement there was no evidence of overfishing of Grey mackerel was meaningless and, with respect to the local knowledge and experience of Douglas Shire commercial and recreational fishers alike, Australia is obliged to apply the precautionary principle to local fishing grounds (which happen to be in World Heritage Waters) if Australia is to honour our international commitments to the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing. 
4. Importance of anecdotal information 
Mr. Cook noted that Australia is bound by the UNDP/FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing to use the “Precautionary Principle” when evidence pointing towards serious overfishing of stocks is found. Under this Code government is obliged to take into account the combined experience and wisdom acquired by local populations who have fished given resources for a significant length of time and who are expressing concerns. Mr Cook noted that one interpretation of the “Precautionary Principle” is “using simple common sense” without having to wait an excessive period for scientific proof which may not be available until it is too late. He noted it obviously was NOT common sense to continue to net pre-spawning aggregations of any species found to be struggling.

5. Environmental effects on stocks 
Wonga Beach based commercial fisherman, Damien Langley, raised his concerns that the large scale destruction of salt flats, creation of acid sulphate conditions and excretions by wild pigs over huge areas of coastal flats in Cape York were having a considerable impact on the differential survival of plankton including larval fish in coastal waters and that this was almost certainly affecting survival of juvenile Grey mackerel such that there was more to the demise of the Grey mackerel than meets the eye. Mr. Cook surmised if that was the case then there was an even greater argument not to net the pre-spawning aggregations but leave the stock entirely to the line fishers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Netting ban 
Scrubber Harris said that it was only recently had the Shire has been over-netted by “out-of-towners” and that if this level of netting keeps going there will not be any fish left for anybody. He said he would rather see all netting be completely shut down and local licence holders be given fair compensation rather than have the area ruined by “out-of-towners.” The general consensus of the meeting appeared to be that a complete ban on all set gill netting in the shire may be the best way to go if an adequate buyout of licences held by those living in the shire could be arranged. Set gill netting needs to be distinguished from surround or ring netting of mullet and garfish in shallow waters which is a targeted fishery with minimal by-catch and does not harm dugongs or turtle. As mullet and garfish cannot be caught by other means in any quantity, the ban on gill netting should not affect mullet and garfish surround netting.

Following some discussion there were unanimous calls from Douglas Shire-based commercial, charter and recreational fishers attending the meeting, for a complete ban on all offshore netting in waters off the Douglas Shire. The recreational fishers considered that inshore and estuarine fish stocks had dropped so low that it was extremely important this should be done before the commencement of the next Grey mackerel season by 1 June, 2007. 
Tempers flared as a commercial netter from Cairns who attended both the commercial and recreational meetings, had his say. In the end some of the local commercial fishers insisted the Cairns-based fisher doesn’t normally fish the Douglas Shire waters, doesn’t know the history of the area and pointed out that all net fishers from outside the shire are not welcome in the area. The local commercial fishers called for the complete ban on all offshore netting to extend over all inshore waters within a line drawn from Cape Tribulation out to Low Isle and down to Yule Point.
2. Need for localised fisheries management 
The Douglas Shire mayor, Mike Berwick stressed the need for much better co-ordination of fisheries management matters along regional or local lines and emphasised the economic importance of fishing for tourism in the Shire. He noted the difficulties inherent in any system where one authority managed the habitat and another, the resources. He also noted the importance of good working relationships between the two organisations. He said Council had been pushing for the entire inshore waters of the Shire to be the equivalent of a yellow zone free of commercial netting for some time now.

The mayor pointed out that the current high level of unrest amongst fishers in the shire was the result of the perceived levels of local stock depletion and this is clear evidence that East-Coast-wide fish stock management had failed. Mr Berwick said it was clear form the Shire’s perspective that the only viable option for the future will be localised fisheries management and local monitoring of fish stocks. The current system lays itself open to allowing localised stock depletion.

The mayor called for a special zone to be established with local area management practices. He also said afterwards he strongly supports the indigenous call for the establishment of a Dugong Protection Area throughout the coastal waters of Douglas Shire (see below).  

David Cook stated he was of the opinion, like Keith Ives, that DPI are out-of-touch with fish stocks in the shire. His opinion is based on DPI’s confirmation that the only stocks for which the department held sustainability concerns were sharks and rays. Mr. Cook called for local fishery management advisory committees to be put into place, similar to the type run by LMAC to GBRMPA, so that DPI can be kept more up to date with local fisheries issues and avoid the trap of overseeing serial overfishing as fishing boast worked their way north causing localised stock depletion. He said it was clear DPI&F’s present system of data collection and/or analysis was insufficiently sensitive to pick up local issues but which are so obvious to all fishers having any significant history of fishing local estuaries and inshore waters.

3. Call for an immediate ban on all offshore netting in local waters
Mr Cook noted it should be within the power of the current fisheries legislation for the Minister for Primary Industry, Tim Mulherin (tel: 3239 3000; dpi@ministerial.qld.gov.au) to bring out a special management regulation to have all offshore netting closed with the area described above by June 2007 for sustainability reasons. 
Mr Cook noted it was just a matter of persuading DPI of the justification for immediate action on this matter. To this effect he announced the formation of a Network for Sustainable Fishing (NSF) and urged all those interested to join for a concerted campaign for as long as it takes to achieve this goal. The temporary contact address for NSF is davecook@bigpond.com & 47 Marlin Drive, Wonga Beach, QLD 4873.
SUNFISH - Mr. Cook briefed the meeting that MP for the Cook Electorate, Jason O’Brien has already held a series of meetings in the Shire to discuss his electorate’s concerns about local fish stocks and that Mr O’Brien had already brought these to the attention of Minister Mulherin. Mr O’Brien has advised that one way to ensure the voice of recreational fishers is heard within the Shire is to form a local branch of SunFish which he says is the only voice for the recreational fisher to which the Minister is prepared to listen.

4. Dugong Protection Area 
The Indigenous Elders Justice Network (EJN) were represented by Gladys Pitt, Clara Ogilvy, Joan Salam and EJN Co-ordinator, Julie Cook. They offered apologies on behalf of local traditional owners and representatives Bennet Walker and David Solomon, both of whom had pre-arranged obligations. Julie Cook read out the letter from the EJN Elders noting the great concern the elders felt about the netting of the shire’s few remaining dugongs by big boats from outside the Shire and calling for a Dugong Protection Area to be established in the waters along the Douglas Shire coastline before the dugong is netted to extinction in local waters. 

5. Zoning of estuaries 
Phillip Laycock suggested extension of complimentary zoning to include estuary waters flowing into GBRMP "Conservation Zones" also referred to as "Yellow Zones". He stated the justification for this is that it completes/compliments the intended management goal of "Conservation Zones"  by linking all inter connected habitats. He said his personal observations indicated the lower estuary areas in at least some of the Douglas Shire estuaries are used by Turtle and Dugong. Mr. Laycock noted that this would eliminate the potential for confusion and debate over what constitutes estuary and intertidal areas eg. small delta systems such as Mowbray and Muddy creek make demarcation lines difficult to discern or police and he assumes the situation is similar in other estuaries.

6. Review of recreational beach seine / dragnet fishery and regulations
Mr. Laycock backed up Damien Langley’s call for a ban (possibly seasonal) on recreational baitfish seine netting. He noted the justification of urging an overhaul of the approach to the recreational beach seine / dragnet fishery is that by-catch from the use of these nets remaining on beaches, after their use by recreational fishers, showed an unacceptably high mortality of juveniles of the following recreational and commercial target species: Threadfin salmon, Queenfish, mackerels, Trevally, croakers / Jewfish and whiting. 
Mr Laycock noted the current arrangements allow abuse by "bait collectors" through over-collection and ignoring size limits. Mr. Cook added that even when beach seine bait nets are emptied in shallow water, juveniles of many species, depending on their size, become gilled and are impossible to release in a condition enabling their survival. He noted his experience that dorsal and anal spines of fish such as Queenfish made them particularly susceptible this fate. 
Mr. Langley urged that there should at least be a seasonal closure on bait netting to coincide with the period when juvenile fish were most abundant. Others from the floor suggested it would be better to have a complete ban on recreational bait netting. (Additional post meeting comment: WA pilchards are widely available as bait at affordable prices at local tackle and service station outlets).

7. Suggested review of bag and size limits for the recreational fishery
Many on the floor seemed to support Mr Laycock’s comment that recreational fisherman must assume some responsibility for the sustainability of the inshore fishery and accept they must contribute by reducing their catch via bag limits and size limits. Mr Laycock pointed out the early stage of consultation and the need for adequate research and considerations of the implications of this. 
Mr Laycock noted that nowadays many anglers rarely reach bag limits and gave Barramundi as and example, suggesting reducing their bag limit to 2 per angler in possession with a maximum of 4 per boat. There is a need to consider an option for original limit of 5 per angler in possession for multi-day camping trips to Cape York locations. Mr Laycock suggested this is one to be taken only as an example of a possible change and not a final proposal.
Someone else from the floor stated there was little point in reducing the recreational bag limit if this just meant leaving more fish to be caught by the gill-netters and endorsed the need for a netting-free zone.
8. Review of net attendance requirements 
Mr Laycock noted net attendance requirements and penalties needed review and this is especially necessary in areas populated by Dugongs. In support of local indigenous concerns expressed at the meeting he gave an example of his personal observation of a visiting (out-of-Shire) commercial fisherman walking nets out at low tide and then only checking them on foot on the following low tide. This is clearly unacceptable as it gives no opportunity to release entrapped wildlife and is likely to result in their drowning.

9.  Review of and changes to privacy of data 
A question from the recreational meeting floor which seem to win significant support related to requiring commercial fisherman to provide more detailed data on location of effort and catch and that this should be collated and summarised by DPI on an area or regional basis. There also was the need for a means of monitoring the accuracy of such returns from fishers. DPI replied that much of this information is personal and therefore cannot be given such treatment. Suggestions from the floor which met with much approval suggested this information is no different to information we must supply for income tax i.e. where, from who, how much do we earn and what are our assets and such data are vital to prevent serial overfishing.
10. Review of buy-back of netting licences and /or compensation for closure of net fisheries because of sustainability concerns 
This topic caused confusion on the floor and needs much more discussion in order to present a clear view of the current regulations, conditions and implications of both by-back of licences and compensation for closure of fisheries or parts thereof for any reason including sustainability concerns. The floor noted there should be conditions imposed on by-backs to prevent re-entry to the fishery by beneficiaries. It was suggested this would be a way of preventing reallocation of effort to other licences that had previously recorded low catches. It was noted it is vital to consider the catches recorded in past years from each licence before a value was assigned to each licence. Mr Laycock noted that getting this right will maximise the dollar return on effort reduction.
DISCLAIMER
The above is a synthesis from the contributions of a number of people who attended one or both of the inshore finfish fishery consultation meetings in Port Douglas on 23 October, 2006. An earlier draft of this document was examined by a number of attendees and additional information has been incorporated as a result of their input.
This report is meant to represent a combined formal record of the two meetings but does not claim to contain an full and adequate account of all the issues raised at the both meetings. Those who attended the two meetings remarked on the similarity of the content of the principles discussed and recommendations raised.
It is expected that additional issues will be raised following subsequent discussion and the author and contributors to this report reserve the right to make additional personal representations with regards to their own recommendations to the Inshore Finfish Fishery review.

David Cook

davecook@bigond.com;

26 October, 2006
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