SUNFISH QUEENSLAND INC

SUBMISSION – QLD ROCKY REEF FISHERY (20 October 2008)

INTRODUCTION

This submission to the review of the Rocky Reef Fin Fish Fishery has been prepared by Sunfish Queensland. It includes inputs and comments from member organisations and regional branches of Sunfish. It also includes inputs through comments made by recreational fishers at the 10 public meetings (Note that the Chairman and Deputy Chairman of Sunfish between them attended all the public meetings that were held by QDPIF from 1 to 14 October 2008).

At the outset it is critical to note the economic importance of the recreational fishing component of this fishery. To participate in the fishery recreational fishers must own or have access to a relatively large and costly vessel (eg greater than 5 metres). The gear, bait and other running costs for anglers in this fishery are very high. The expenditure by recreational fishers in this fishery is the basis of many support industries, employing many people. At present the recreation catch component alone in this fishery is about 66%, with charter fishing another 10% approximately.

The contents of this submission are current at the date of submission (20 October 2008). The position of Sunfish may change after that time as a result of possible changes in circumstances in the fishery or as a result of supplementary information.

STOCK ASSESSMENT OF SNAPPER

Sunfish supports the approach taken by QDPIF and the stakeholder network working group in completing a stock assessment prior to reviewing the management arrangements for this fishery. However there needs to be greater consultation by QDPIF with stakeholders on the stock assessment methodology before an assessment is undertaken. This issue will be taken up separately by Sunfish with QDPIF to ensure an improved consultation process in future management reviews of particular fisheries.

Sunfish has major concerns about the type of stock assessment used in this case for the following reasons:

1. The actual model is complex and impossible for most people to understand. As a result recreational fishers cannot support the outcomes of the modelling because they simply cannot understand it.

2. The data applied to the model is very limited and not reliable. For example the charter data is a small subset from the Gold Coast and not the complete charter logbook data set. The recreational data is very limited in terms of the numbers of annual surveys, and these surveys have differing methodologies and should not be directly compared. Some of the scientific data is very limited and its accuracy is questionable.

3. The resulting extrapolations by the model both forward and backward in time are dubious and cannot be supported by recreational fishers.

4. The use of a biomass-type model using the concept of MSY (maximum sustainable yield) is questioned because MSY is more suited to commercial fisheries where total production (tonnage) from the fishery is important. MSY is not of prime importance to recreational fisheries where maximising the total catch is much less important than achieving other outcomes.

5. The model used in this case does not directly relate to the usual approaches to fishery management in Queensland whereby stocks are managed and sustainability achieved through minimum sizes to enable most/all fish to spawn at least once before capture, bag limits are set to restrict catches, areas are closed to protect parts of the stock (juveniles, spawning adults, or unfished elements of the total population), catch limits and gear restrictions are placed on commercial fishing operations.

6. The latest snapper stock assessment report referred to by QDPIF in the public meetings is not available to any stakeholders for reading.

7. The overall result of the above points is that recreational fishers are not convinced that the entire snapper stock needs to be “rebuilt”. Based on available information, Sunfish believes that the snapper stock in Queensland is relatively healthy and does not need “rebuilding”. It is accepted that it is not a “virgin stock” but the current protective measures (min size, bag limit of 5, huge closure green zones) ensure that the stock is in good shape. Sunfish does accept that there may be an area on the Gold Coast where localised reductions in catches have occurred. However it is not clear whether this is due to increasing fishing activity, changes to fishing patterns, habitat changes, or a combination of these, or some other factors.

MARINE PARK ZONING

Sunfish is surprised and disappointed that the DPIF discussion paper of September 2008 does not discuss the value of Marine Park zoning, particularly the extensive areas of green zones which are habitats of juvenile and adult rocky reef fishes especially snapper. The Queensland Government continues to make public statements that marine park green zones are for the long term sustainability of fish stocks. QDPIF seems to be ignoring this Government policy. The policy was reinforced on 19 October 2008 when the Premier announced that 16% of the Moreton Bay Marine Park would be declared as green zones.
The extensive declaration of green zones throughout the range of the fishery, and the new additional areas within the Moreton Bay Marine Park provide a vast population of unfished stocks. This alone ensures the long term conservation of the relevant stocks. The extensive use of green zones throughout the rocky reef fishery reduces the need for stock conservation measures under the fisheries management legislation.

TRAWL BYCATCH OF SNAPPER

Trawlers currently operate in vast areas of juvenile snapper habitat in Queensland. The mortality of small snapper taken in trawls and discarded is very high. For example in Moreton Bay alone some hundreds of thousands of juvenile snapper are killed annually as trawl bycatch. The predicted loss to the Snapper fishery from Moreton Bay alone is 30 tonnes annually. Even more important, the loss of Snapper biomass including potential spawners is expected to be significant when compared with the virgin biomass as per the model used by QDPIF. Sunfish is concerned that data on trawl bycatch of Snapper was not presented in the discussion paper or factored into the stock assessment model.

HABITAT

The issue of change and degradation of Snapper habitats is a concern. Snapper is an offshore/open water species that inhabits a wide range of habitat/substrate types. Water quality degradation in the near-shore areas could be impacting on stocks. The buildup of sand sediments in the Gold Coast area could also be adversely impacting on stocks.

THE CURRENT MANAGEMENT PROPOSALS

The management options put forward in the QDPIF paper are based on the notion that the Snapper stocks need “rebuilding”. This is not accepted by Sunfish as mentioned above, except in the limited area of the Gold Coast. Even at the Gold Coast, it may be acceptable to have a smaller stock available to the fishery, given the vast areas of nearby marine park green zones completely protecting a large proportion of the population, and given the situation that Snapper stocks to the north of the Gold Coast are less heavily fished and relatively healthy.

Proposal 1. Catch sharing. Sunfish supports this concept. However the way that it is applied in practice needs to be done fairly to each of the three sectors based on reasonable catch history. Sunfish objects to the calculation of catch sharing data for the commercial fishery using data collected after the investment warning. This commercial catch data is inflated, dubious and should not be used in the calculations.
Proposal 2. Minimum Size. Sunfish supports the current size of 35cm, and does not support any change.

Proposal 3. Bag limits and pectoral fin removal. Sunfish supports a bag limit of 5 as at present. 
Sunfish does not support the proposal to remove a pectoral fin. Sunfish believes that the black marketing of Snapper is over-stated. Black marketing is already illegal and should be reported by marketers of seafood. Sunfish would need scientific information which shows significant levels of black marketing before considering the need for pectoral fin removal.

Proposal 4. Seasonal closure. Sunfish strongly objects to seasonal closures in this fishery. The stocks are adequately protected by existing management measures, particularly marine park green zones. Seasonal closures would be disastrous from the view of economic viability of support industries.

Proposal 5. Improve catch monitoring. Sunfish supports this concept. However the major concerns within the recreational fishing sector that their catch information is invariably used against them are carefully noted. Before recreational catch monitoring is implemented QDPIF must act to restore the confidence of recreational fishers. In addition any catch monitoring must apply to ALL recreational fisheries in Queensland – not to just the rocky reef species.

Proposal 6. Gear restrictions. Sunfish supports a voluntary (not regulatory) approach to using gears and methods to reduce discard mortalities. Sunfish also supports education and awareness in the recreational sector to encourage the use of these gears and methods.

Sunfish strongly supports the banning of all commercial nets to take rocky reef fish. Sunfish also objects to any bycatch limits for net fishers for rocky reef fish.

Proposal 7. Area closures. Sunfish opposes further area closures under fisheries legislation because huge areas of marine park green zones are already in place which stop fishing in prime Snapper habitats.

Proposal 8. Regional management. The situation on the Gold Coast is discussed above under the heading Current management proposals, which states “At the Gold Coast, it may be acceptable to have a smaller stock available to the fishery, given the vast areas of nearby marine park green zones completely protecting a large proportion of the population, and given the situation that Snapper stocks to the north of the Gold Coast are less heavily fished and relatively healthy.” An acceptable alternative is for regional management to be introduced to the Gold Coast for Snapper whereby restrictions of the banning of all commercial fishing for Snapper and a reduced bag limit of 4 per angler for Snapper be introduced for the Gold Coast ONLY.
.

Proposal 9. Current size limits and bag limits on species other than Snapper. Sunfish supports the proposal for no changes to current arrangements.

