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Summary

This submission is based on the input of the membership of Sunfish and comments made by many unaffiliated recreational fishers at the public meetings on the Rocky Reef Fishery review during February 2011. The submission recognises the need for sustainability, and takes account of the scientific assessments and associated uncertainties of the stocks, particularly Snapper, as well as the perceptions of the current status of stocks based on the practical fishing experiences of a wide range of recreational fishers. The submission also takes into account the economic and social requirements of the fishery, and the need to keep management of the recreational fishing sector simple and easy to understand. The fishery is dominated by the recreational fishing sector in terms of the total annual catch, but also importantly by the many thousands of recreational anglers in Queensland who catch Snapper and other rocky reef fish.
The four options for management put forward in the Regulatory Impact Statement are TOTALLY UNACCEPTABLE to Sunfish and most recreational fishers. The following points provide a summary of the alternative management approach put forward by Sunfish that is responsible and acceptable to the vast majority of recreational fishers.
1. The rocky reef fishery should be confined to three species: Snapper, Pearl Perch and Teraglin.
2. The recreational bag limits for each of these three species should be 5 of each species in possession.
3. The minimum size limits should be: Snapper 35cm, Pearl Perch 35cm, Teraglin 38cm.
4. Within the bag limit of 5 for Snapper, only two Snapper over 70cm may be kept per person.

5. For the recreational fishing sector, regular monitoring of rocky reef fishery species shall be done via the existing programmes within Fisheries Queensland: the State-wide annual recreational fishing surveys held about every 3-4 years to estimate catch and effort parameters, and by the long term monitoring programme to monitor recruitment (abundance of small Snapper in inshore habitats) and by collecting and analysing the size and age frequency of Snapper taken by fishers.
Sunfish supports an additional voluntary monitoring programme whereby experienced Snapper anglers will keep logbooks of their catches on a voluntary basis. The aim is to establish a time series of catch and effort data from experienced Snapper anglers as another indicator of the status of the Rocky Reef stocks. Many Snapper anglers are willing to become involved on a voluntary basis in other Government programmes aimed at improving our understanding of the Rocky Reef Finfish fishery.
6. A stock assessment of rocky reef species shall be done in a mid-term review in five years time.
7. A R&D proposal should be put for funding by the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation to assess the impact of habitat changes, degradation and losses on rocky reef stocks.
Management requirements for the minor fishing sectors (commercial and charter). It is appropriate for the commercial and charter fishing sectors to determine their management requirements. Sunfish does not seek direct input to how these sectors are managed provided that their management is based on resource sustainability and fairness in resource allocations, and there are no adverse impacts or pressures on management of the recreational fishing sector. These two sectors are small but they do provide services and employment directly to a few hundred commercial fishers and charter guides. The number of rocky reef recreational fishers is in the order of 50,000 Queensland residents – compared with significant participants in the two minor sectors which number less than 200 each.
The rocky reef fishery must be restricted to the use of hand lines and rod and line only - this restriction applying to all three sectors. Sunfish opposes the use of nets to intentionally or unintentionally take rocky reef species, and opposes any by-catch limits on net-caught rocky reef species.
Sunfish recognises the reductions in trawl by-catch of small Snapper in recent years. However annual estimates of trawl by-catch of Snapper as well as determinations of the impact of trawling on the line fisheries for rocky reef species must be made and published in the Fisheries Queensland annual stock assessment reports. Sunfish supports all actions that would result in further reductions in the losses of small Snapper when they are caught in prawn-trawl nets. Prawn trawlers must use and improve the efficiency of By-catch Reduction Devices and operate in areas and at times so that the by-catch of Snapper is further reduced.
Background
This submission is in response to the Fisheries Queensland/Queensland Government Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) relating to the review of the Rocky Reef Fin Fish Fishery, December 2010. It has been prepared by Sunfish Queensland in collaboration with Sunfish member organisations and Regional Branches comprising a membership of some 45,000 Queensland residents. The submission also has input from the Australian Fishing Trade Association (AFTA). Sunfish office bearers attended and recorded comments of unaffiliated recreational fishers at all the public meetings held in February 2011. These meeting records are posted on the Sunfish website. It was noted that the vast majority of comments made at the public meetings by recreational fishers are in accord with this submission. Sunfish has also consulted with other recreational fishing organisations which are not affiliated with Sunfish.
A previous submission by Sunfish was made on 20 October 2008 to the Fisheries Queensland “Have your say” paper on the Rocky Reef Fishery review. This previous Sunfish submission is attached as Appendix 1. Whilst some of the issues raised in this previous submission were addressed, the critical issues of the uncertainty of the Snapper stock assessment and opposition to seasonal closures for the recreational fishing sector have been ignored in the RIS. In addition the current RIS proposal for compulsory permits costing $70-$90 per annum was not previously canvassed. It is frustrating that Fisheries Queensland continues to down-play the benefits of the huge areas of marine park green zones for rocky reef species, particularly the rezoning of the Moreton Bay Marine Park in 2008.
The last major review of rocky reef fish was completed in 2003. This is relatively recently given that Snapper in particular is a long-live species. Management changes relating to catch restrictions are expected to take several years to show benefits to stocks and catches because the Snapper fishery is based on 4 to 8 year old age classes. In 2003 the bag limit for Snapper was reduced from 10 to 5, and the minimum size from 30cm to 35cm.
Uncertain status of Snapper stocks
The current status of Snapper stocks is uncertain due to the limitations of available data. It is misleading and undesirable for Fisheries Queensland to continue to make unequivocal assertions that Snapper stocks are severely depleted. A summary analysis of all sources of information on the status of Snapper stocks, as follows, confirms that it is not possible at the present time to determine their exact status in Queensland.
1. Biomass modelling. The Fisheries Queensland biomass modelling by Campbell and others, 2009 is described in a Fisheries Queensland internal report. The report has been used by Fisheries Queensland as the primary basis for the Snapper management review options. The modelling has been questioned from the outset by many stakeholders and several persons with scientific backgrounds. The modelling and resulting interpretation are not accepted as an accurate view of the current status of Snapper stocks. The report has been the subject of three scientific reviews. The Minister agreed to the two independent reviews in late 2010, and to a committee of all Snapper stakeholders chaired by Mr Scott Spencer (who was well regarded by all stakeholder groups for his independence and sensible advice). The outcome of the Spencer ministerial review process is given as Appendix 2. In summary the findings in relation to the Snapper biomass model and the data used are:

Overall findings of the Spencer review of Snapper stocks and data.
“Due to the limitations of the historical data on Snapper catches and on Snapper population structure as well as the uncertainties associated with the 2009 stock assessment, the exact status of Snapper stocks in Queensland is not clear. However the results of the 2009 stock assessment modelling, using the limited available data together with scenario reconstructions over a range of possible parameter estimates, suggests that Snapper stocks are either fully fished or over fished.”

2. Commercial log book data. Commercial log book data shows stable annual catch rates over the past 25 years . The Fisheries Queensland stock assessment rejects this data as an index of Snapper abundance on the grounds that it is hyperstable. It is claimed that commercial fishers have maintained their catches through improved technology and by moving their operations North and East. This assertion about hyper-stability remains speculative. The data available to Sunfish is limited and consists of spatial mapping of commercial catch log grids which indicate that hyper-stability may not be a major factor - it may be present but its influence on the commercial log data as an index of abundance could be fairly minor. The issue in not just about whether hyperstability is present. It should be about the level of hyperstability and whether its magnitude is enough to justify the rejection of the commercial log data as an indicator of abundance. At this stage no rigorous scientific analysis has been carried out and published.

3. Recreational fishers’ opinions. At the recent public meetings in February 2011 and at other venues, the opinions of recreational fishers about the status of Snapper stocks are divided. Many reputable anglers are saying Snapper stocks are down based on their catches. Other equally reputable Snapper anglers say that catches are stable and high indicating healthy Snapper stocks. However it should be noted that the larger proportion of recreational Snapper fishers are of the opinion that Snapper stocks are in a healthy state at present.
4. Long Term Monitoring Programme. Fisheries Queensland has been monitoring two important aspects relating to Snapper stocks. Snapper recruitment surveys in Moreton Bay over the past four years have taken large numbers of very small Snapper. This data will eventually give abundance indices of Snapper recruitment. However the current time series of four years is too short to make any clear statements about recruitment patterns. However this information is of extreme importance in gauging possible changes to Snapper recruitment in the main juvenile habitats.
The sampling of the Snapper catches of all sectors is continuing. The data shows that the Snapper fishery is dominated by age classes 4 years old to 8 years old. There is a marked drop-off in the abundance of large, 8yo+ Snapper in catches, indicating possible growth overfishing – the reduction in older age classes.

5. Minimum size and spawning. Current minimum size of 35cm means that Snapper spawn for at least one full year before reaching the minimum size. Snapper does not form dense spawning aggregations like some other species (eg. tailor and mullet). Not only are Snapper disbursed in their spawning aggregations, they spawn over a long period, from about May to September. This type of reproductive biology does not render Snapper as highly vulnerable to overfishing of the spawning stocks.
Management of the recreational fishing sector
The four options for management of the recreational fishing sector put forward in the RIS are totally unacceptable to Sunfish and the recreational fishing sector generally as indicated at recent public meetings. It is the view of Sunfish that the sustainability of Snapper and other rocky reef species can be managed at this stage through bag and size restrictions, and by ensuring that only hand lines and rod and line are the only methods used by all sectors (commercial, charter and recreational) to take Snapper and the other rocky reef fish. It is not just biological issues that need to be addressed. Economic and social issues associated with the recreational sector are very important. The use of restrictive seasonal closures and or very low bag limits as put forward in options 1-4 are not warranted ,given the uncertainties about the status of Snapper stocks and the adverse social and economic impacts caused by such closures. Seasonal closures in particular have adverse economic impacts on the associated industries and businesses.

Recruitment of small Snapper into the inshore areas and the predominance of age classes 4-8 in the fishery are positive signs that Snapper stocks are in at least in reasonable shape. However Sunfish would support an additional limitation on the take of very large Snapper, that is fish over 70cm.
The management option put forward by Sunfish for the recreational fishing sector:

· The recreational bag limits for each of these three Rocky Reef species (Snapper, Pearl Perch and Teraglin) should be 5 of each species in possession.
· The minimum size limits should be: Snapper 35cm, Pearl Perch 35cm, Teraglin 38cm.

· Within the bag limit of 5 for Snapper, only two Snapper over 70cm per person.
On the issue of catch and fishery monitoring of the recreational fishing sector, regular monitoring of rocky reef fishery species shall be done as at present by Fisheries Queensland via the State-wide annual recreational fishing surveys held about every 3-4 years to estimate catch and effort parameters, and by the long term monitoring programme to monitor recruitment (abundance of small Snapper in inshore habitats) and by collecting and analysing the size and age frequency of fish taken by fishers. The RIS proposals for recreational logs and fees are opposed. People go recreational fishing to relax – NOT to fill out a lot of Government paperwork. Such an elaborate system of angler logs will create more problems than it could solve.
Sunfish supports an additional voluntary monitoring programme whereby experienced Snapper anglers will keep logbooks of their catches on a voluntary basis. The aim is to establish a time series of catch and effort data from experienced Snapper anglers. There is a high level of willingness by experienced Snapper anglers to cooperate with Government agencies in all activities aimed at improving both knowledge and management of rocky reef species. Such voluntary schemes are cost-effective and must be funded within existing budgets.
Sunfish supports the RIS proposal for a stock assessment of rocky reef species done in a mid-term review in five years time.

A major issue of habitat loss has emerged during the review. To address this issue of habitat loss and degradation, Sunfish supports a R&D proposal to be put for funding by the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation to assess the impact of habitat changes, degradation and losses on rocky reef stocks.

Management requirements for the minor fishing sectors (commercial and charter).

It is appropriate for the commercial and charter fishing sectors to determine their management requirements. Sunfish does not seek direct input to how these sectors are managed provided that their management is based on resource sustainability, and there are no adverse impacts or pressures on management of the recreational fishing sector. These two sectors are small (about 200 or less significant operators in each sector) but they do provide services and employment directly to a relatively small number of commercial fishers and charter guides. The number of rocky reef recreational fishers is very large, in the order of 50,000 Queensland residents – and some 35,000 boats are used by recreational fishers.

Note this section in italics has been added to the Sunfish submission draft 3 as a result of recent concerns by many recreational fishers.
Proposed Snapper Total Allowable Catch(TAC). The calculation of a total allowable catch for Snapper of 400 tonnes per annum for the entire fishery is not based on good science. It is “ projected” or very roughly conceived from the biomass model which itself is highly uncertain from a scientific viewpoint. It is reckless and inappropriate to base the future management of Snapper stocks on a very dubious TAC projection of 400 tonnes per annum.

If the Government persists with the dubious TAC of 400 tonnes of Snapper per annum which is not supported by Sunfish, the issue of breakdown allocations of the TAC to the sectors needs to be addressed. Such a breakdown allocation needs to be done fairly and strictly in accord with the recent history of catch-shares in the Snapper fishery. Sunfish is opposed to taking any of the recreational catch-share and giving it to either of the other two sectors, charter or commercial. In particular the RIS catch share to the charter sector of 32 tonnes annually is opposed and must be reduced in accord with the principles of fairness and past catch history.

The rocky reef fishery must be restricted to the use of hand lines and rod and line only - this restriction applying to all three sectors. Sunfish opposes the use of nets to take rocky reef species and opposes any by-catch limits on net-caught rocky reef species.

Sunfish recognises the reductions in trawl by-catch of small Snapper in recent years. However annual estimates of trawl by-catch of Snapper as well as determinations of the impact of trawling on the line fisheries for rocky reef species must be made and published in the Fisheries Queensland annual stock assessment reports.

Rocky Reef Species
The RIS suggest the possible inclusion of additional species in the Rocky Reef Fishery. It is the view of Sunfish that rocky reef species should be confined to Snapper, Pearl Perch and Teraglin ONLY.
The other species mentioned in the RIS are part of the East Coast Fin Fish fishery, which was only recently reviewed for the first stage in 2008/9. Some of the proposed new species range along the entire Qld coastline – well north of the traditional rocky reef species. New size and bag limits already apply to these species. There are no sustainability issues in relation to them. The second stage of the ECFF is still in progress. It will be confusing for recreational fishers if additional species and catch limits are added to the current rocky reef fishery (Snapper, Pearl Perch and Teraglin)
Rocky Reef RIS Response Form
The response form is not appropriate. It biases responses by dealing with specific issues and specific response options. It is not possible for Sunfish and many recreational fishers to put their views in the response form except for the final section on page 7 “Additional comments”.

This submission is valid until 30 September 2011. Sunfish reserves the right to amend any statements in this document should circumstances change or new information be forthcoming.
APPENDIX 1. Submission of 20 October 2008 by Sunfish to the Fisheries Queensland paper “Have your say” on Rocky Reef Fishery management

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 build-up 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.

APPENDIX 2. Findings of the Spencer review of Snapper stock assessment and associated data, November 2010.
Status of Snapper stocks in Queensland - conclusions resulting from two independent reviews by Basford, and Chambers and Larcombe

Basford Review Report overall conclusions:

“The uncertainty and patchiness in the data were acknowledged, and recommendations were made to improve that in future (e.g. by monitoring fisheries, improving recreational harvest estimates, refining recruitment surveys, and using capture-recapture data on a regular basis). This will assist in better informing the modelling process.”

“-my view is that the main conclusions of the assessment are justified: that the Queensland Snapper stock is either fully fished or over fished –.“

“Overall, the main conclusions of the report seem to be justified, i.e. that Queensland snapper are likely being harvested at or exceeding maximum sustainable levels -.”

Chambers and Larcombe Review Report overall conclusions:

“A number of issues highlighted in this review, particularly concerning data, suggest that the degree of uncertainty in the 2009 stock assessment of Queensland snapper is substantial.”

“Given the nature of the assessment, and the many sensitivity trials carried out, the overfished status finding suggested in the original report[1] remains plausible.”

[1]The original report (Campbell et al 2009, page 33): “All indicators, apart from the stable commercial catch rates and 2007 commercial catch-at–age data, suggest that snapper are likely being harvested at or exceeding maximum sustainable levels.”
Overall summary statement based on the two reviews:

Due to the limitations of the historical data on Snapper catches and on Snapper population structure as well as the uncertainties associated with the 2009 stock assessment, the exact status of Snapper stocks in Queensland is not clear. However the results of the 2009 stock assessment modelling, using the limited available data together with scenario reconstructions over a range of possible parameter estimates, suggests that Snapper stocks are either fully fished or over fished.

