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Recreational Fishing Changes — Adjournment Debate 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [5.17 pm]: Today on two occasions the Leader of the House and 
Minister for Fisheries issued a challenge to me to raise a motion on the recently introduced proposed rules for 
recreational fishing, specifically aimed at protecting the west coast zones’ at-risk demersal fish. I am happy to 
raise that motion. In fact I will word a motion and bring it into this house next week if the minister is prepared to 
put it on the notice paper as an order of the day and give it some priority so that we are not debating it in a year 
and half’s time. Alternatively, if the minister wants to debate the motion, the minister can raise it, as he controls 
the order in which we deal with issues in the house. 

Hon Norman Moore: You could have moved an urgency motion; that was the point I was making. 

Hon JON FORD: The Leader of the House says that the opposition has not raised the issues or that I 
particularly have not raised the issues. He is wrong. I have just gone through the questions I have asked in this 
house, and I have asked lots of questions about demersal finfish over the time the Leader of the House has been 
in government. I will therefore bring a motion into this house and we will see how genuine the Leader of the 
House is in wanting to debate the matter. 

Hon Norman Moore: I am looking forward to it. 

Hon JON FORD: Good. 

Hon Norman Moore: I am just disappointed I haven’t had a chance to do it now. 

Hon JON FORD: I am sure the rest of the members of the Leader of the House’s party are looking forward to it 
as well. 

Hon Norman Moore: They are. 

Hon JON FORD: In continuing the massive public debate in relation to recreational fishing, I note there was an 
article by Paul Murray in the “Opinion” page in today’s The West Australian. The article, headed “Fishing lobby 
has hooked Liberal MPs”, has the subheading “Dithering Government should take on board WA expertise as 
leader in fish restocking”. The article raises a number of issues. Although I welcome the debate and the 
contribution by Paul Murray, he has missed the point on a number of issues. He particularly argues in the article 
that we should be putting more effort into aquaculture as a stock replenishment method. The problems with 
using aquaculture to supplement or replenish dwindling fish stocks in the ocean are many. On the east coast of 
America sea bass have just about been fished out. There is an ongoing research program over there that involves 
breeding sea bass in captivity with a view to letting them out into the ocean and supplementing the wild stock. 
They have found a number of issues with that. One issue is to do with human selection versus natural selection. 
The risks, as explained to me while I was over there, are that humans will select different qualities in the animals 
that they release into the ocean—if they are allowed to do that—that do not necessarily match up to what the 
environment would do through natural selection. We see examples of that in a lot of other species. We 
introduced cane toads to get rid of cane beetles. That has proved to be a disaster. We introduced European carp 
into our rivers. That fundamentally stuffed many of our rivers for native fishers, and in fact damaged the banks 
to the stage that there is a big erosion problem. There is particularly a real risk in feeding these animals that we 
end up with an introduced disease. That genetic pool then gets out into the ocean and mixes with the wild stock. 
Those inherent issues get taken through the wild stock. There are a lot of risks of unintended circumstance.  

The real value in aquaculture is in supplementing our take from the ocean. If we could build aquaculture to a 
scale that was big enough to make an impact on the stock we take out of the ocean, that would be a real 
advantage. Interestingly enough, Brussels’ seafood spectacular—which most of the world’s commercial fisheries 
go to—showed that there is a huge influx now into the market of aquaculture products, but there are still a 
number of problems associated with them that have not been dealt with.  

The other issue with aquaculture is cost. America wants people to eat more fish because there are a lot of health 
benefits from fish, but the fundamental issue is an economic one. The reality is that it costs between $5 and $11 
a pound, depending on the species of fish, to produce a fish. Even though the conversion rate is nearly one-to-
one, which is from food to fish, it is unheard of compared with most other animals we eat. The simple fact of the 
matter is that it costs $1 or less to produce an equivalent pound of protein from chicken. A poor person 
struggling on a budget—which most of the world is—is going to go for the chicken every time, not because it is 
liked but because it is an affordable protein source. There is a range of issues that need to be dealt with before we 
can seriously look at aquaculture. I am not sure that we will ever be able to deal with that as a supplement to 
dwindling wild stocks. I am a great supporter of moving on with aquaculture as a way of taking the pressure off 
our wild stocks.  

The fundamental issue I believe we currently have with the debate on recreational rules and licence fees is that 
we have mixed up two issues. Introducing licence fees never has and never will be a successful way to stop 
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people fishing. Depending on the ratio, it will exclude some people, but not all, from being able to fish. The 
people who can afford to fish will always fish. The proposed demersal fee of $150 to go out and catch a 
demersal finfish will not stop the people who do most of the fishing out there. They are people who own big 
boats worth $80 000 to $100 000, and who easily spend $200 plus on a spool of good braid. The $150 cost for a 
licence, whilst it will be annoying, will not stop them from fishing. The real issue is about stopping people 
fishing; it is not about revenue raising. The problem we have is that the revenue-raising issue and the 
conservation issue have been blended together. The minister talked to the public about raising revenue as an 
issue. There is a good argument for doing that to assist in research and to maintain the fishery, but that is a 
different debate. The minister cannot say that raising revenue will save fish because all the revenue that the 
government could raise from fishing fees simply would not be enough for the amount of effort that we would 
need to put in. In the end, the government would need to supplement the research and the effort with taxpayer 
money. It would also have to ask the commonwealth to help out. I know that is a hard thing but I am more than 
happy to go over to Canberra to assist. However, the government is really trying to pull the wool over people’s 
eyes by saying that putting a general fishing licence on boat fishing will somehow help fish stocks. A year and a 
half ago I received a report that said our stocks were in serious danger and needed immediate action. We put up a 
plan and then we lost the election. Funnily enough, a review carried out as part of an election promise came back 
and said that we were right—we need a 50 per cent reduction in the fishing effort out there. 

Hon Norman Moore: Nobody argues with that. 

Hon JON FORD: That is right; nobody does. But what has the government done in the meantime? That report 
was released more than a year and a half ago and if it is right, we really are facing a situation whereby dhufish in 
particular may not recover. We were in that situation a year and a half ago, and here we are a year and a half 
later and we still have not done anything to save the dhufish. We had a particularly good season from a 
recreational fisher’s perspective. The reason, members need to know, is that they are not seeing the recruitment 
of a breeding cohort—new fish—coming through. That is how serious the issue is; therefore, the debate needs to 
return to conserving fish, not filling budget revenue shortfalls. 

Hon Norman Moore: That has nothing to do with it. 

Hon JON FORD: It has everything to do with it and that is why the government is losing the debate. The 
government is losing the debate with its own backbench! It has lost the debate. Recreational fishers are not silly 
and the people of Western Australia are not silly; they have seen straight through the government. 

Hon Norman Moore interjected. 

Hon JON FORD: I have not had to say anything because the people of Western Australia are saying it for me. 
 


