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WEST COAST DEMERSAL SCALEFISH (INTERIM) MANAGEMENT PLAN 2007 — 
DISALLOWANCE 

Motion 
Pursuant to standing order 152(b), the following motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson was moved pro forma on 
27 November 2007 — 

That the West Coast Demersal Scalefish (Interim) Management Plan 2007, published in the 
Government Gazette on 9 November 2007 and tabled in the Legislative Council on 20 November 2007 
under the Fish Resources Management Act 1994, be and is hereby disallowed. 

HON BRUCE DONALDSON (Agricultural) [9.18 pm]: I preface my remarks by saying that there would not 
be many people who disagree with the fact that we need to manage our fisheries. As much as we would like to 
think so, we are not immune to the collapse of any fisheries off our coasts, unless we manage them wisely and 
well. There are certainly plenty of precedents and examples from around the world where this has already 
occurred. We are seeing pressure being applied by the number of people gravitating to the coast. We are an 
island nation and we gravitate to the coast. Twenty years ago professional fishermen would have killed for the 
technology that we now enjoy in our recreational boating sector. Last Thursday night 500 people attended a 
public meeting in Fremantle. I compliment the mayor of the City of Fremantle, Peter Tagliaferri, who at times 
handled a very difficult meeting very well. Minister Jon Ford was grilled for quite some time at that meeting.  
Hon Jon Ford: For two and a half hours.  

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON: I compliment the minister for keeping his cool whilst under attack. 
The main issue that arose from that meeting was the feeling that those concerned comprised one small section of 
a fishing sector that was affected between what is known as the metropolitan zone, which is between south 
latitude 31 and 33 degrees, an area of about 120 miles. The government moved a prohibition order on 
commercial fishing in metropolitan waters using section 43 of the Fish Resources Management Act, which gives 
the minister unfettered powers. I appreciate the fact that I was able to sit down with the minister and his policy 
people to discuss this matter. I also appreciate the support I have received from the fishing industry and the 
Western Australian Fishing Industry Council. The resolution of the meeting was to call on Minister Ford to put 
in place a new management plan for demersal scalefish in the metropolitan fishing zone that would enable 
commercial and recreational fishing, with the objective of sustaining and rebuilding demersal scalefish stocks. I 
believe that what we have been able to negotiate comes close to fulfilling that resolution. I am sure that the 
minister will highlight some of the issues that we talked about and some of the commitments that he has given to 
me and that he will give to the house.  

As was clearly pointed out, there are 88 000 registered recreational vessels of some shape or form. It has been 
stated that about 62 per cent of those recreational vessels are somewhere within the metropolitan region and that 
60 per cent of the 62 per cent of the 88 000 vessels go fishing. It has been worked out that 24 000 recreational 
fishing boats go out each day. One journey equates to 24 000 fishing days. We live in a very affluent society. 
The Western Australian economy has allowed for an explosion in the number of pleasure craft, so much so that 
the marine brokers who sell boats are getting frustrated because they could sell many more pleasure craft but 
they cannot because there are no pens to accommodate them. They are looking for more and more pens. The 
increase in the number of recreational vessels has put pressure on the sector and as a result there has been a 
blame game between the commercial and recreational sectors, which must cease. The recreational catch is quite 
considerable, a point that formed a major part of the discussion that I had with the minister, which I appreciated.  

The prohibition of commercial fishing came about through rescind order 15 of 2007, which was gazetted on 13 
November with the use of section 43 to prohibit fishing by commercial fishermen in the metropolitan zone. The 
minister shares my view and the view of many others in the fishing sector that section 43 was never envisaged to 
be a management tool. As the interim management plan did not come into effect until 1 January, the minister and 
the Department of Fisheries saw the need to stop commercial fishing as at 15 November and until such time as 
the interim management plan came into being. I will not put words into the minister’s mouth; however, he will 
rescind that order. He will also ensure that he carries out the functions that he is required to carry out under 
section 65(1) and (2) of the Fish Resources Management Act. Amendments must be made to the existing shark 
management plan. At the moment about eight or nine fishermen fish within the metro zone.  

Another point that changed my view as to how far we should go with this issue was the fact that about 27 
commercial fishermen are fishing in the metro zone. There are three other zones beside the metro zone. Those 
zones are the Kalbarri zone, the mid-west zone and the south west zone. Twenty-six of those 27 fishermen have 
a permit to fish in those areas. They will still be eligible for the compensation package or the act of grace 
payments. I think we are looking at a sum of $5 million. That leaves one fishermen who does not have a permit. 
That put a different slant on things.  
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I share the views of marine scientist Dr Rod Lenanton, who said that we cannot properly manage a fishery 
without taking a holistic approach. I have spoken to many recreational fishermen who are prepared to share the 
pain, because they realise that unless something is done—they have to share in the management of that fishery—
they will not have a fishery in which to fish. I told them that if they keep going on without doing that, they 
should get a fibreglass cast of a dhufish and another of a pink snapper and donate them to the new museum when 
it opens. In that way they will be able to show their grandchildren what fish they used to catch off the coast. That 
is probably being a bit too simplistic.  

The minister will also commit to a plan for the recreational fishing sector by the middle of the year. We will see 
whether those people who believe that governments do not make decisions in an election year are right. I believe 
that the minister’s commitment is serious. Unless we do something we will put our category 1 icon fish at risk, 
especially dhufish and pink snapper. The minister will also ensure that act of grace payments or compensation 
from the better industry fund will flow to those particular fishermen. I guess at some stage during the year there 
will be a new management plan. If the government wants closures, it will have to implement a new management 
plan. I do not know whether that is correct. Certainly, commercial fishermen and many recreational fishermen 
see some of the areas that could help.  

The minister could have made a hero himself on 15 November by having a spawn enclosure that was quite 
clearly identified for the spawning of dhufish off our west coast. The best time for that spawning is between 
November and March. These seasonal or spawning closures will be a very important tool for building up and 
retaining the stocks by building up the number of juveniles during the spawning season. Scientists and marine 
officers involved are saying that, although the 18 to 20-kilogram dhufish shown in photographs in magazines 
look terrific, we do not see the smaller ones. They may not even come ashore, because a few people will practise 
what is called high-grading. Although they are allowed to have only two dhufish in the boat, sometimes they 
catch more than two, and keep only the two biggest ones. 

The use of global positioning systems has made us think far more seriously about these issues. I have said before 
in the house that when we went fishing in the past, if we caught a dhufish we would throw a marker buoy 
overboard at the spot, hoping that the weights on the bottom of it would hold it in position. We did not know 
what the current strength and the tide were like. We wondered why, when we went back to the point where we 
thought we had left the marker buoy, we could not find the buoy. It would have drifted quite a distance, and we 
would not be able to catch another fish in that spot. In this day and age, with the GPS, it is possible to come back 
to within three metres of the previous location. Recreational fishers are using depth sounders and fish finders, 
and they are amongst the biggest buyers of sonar devices. We all love fishing, but with the new technology and 
the growing population, we all have a responsibility. 

I will not support my own motion tonight. I came to an agreement with the minister today that he will outline 
some of the things to be discussed, and allay some of the fears of the fishermen. Once commercial fishermen see 
that there will be a holistic approach to the demersal scalefish stock, there will be a shift away from some of the 
ill feeling that exists at the present. Importantly, I hope that those people who have been compensated can still go 
on fishing, and that we will not destroy too many fishing families as this takes place. If we do something now, it 
may alleviate the plight of other fishing families in the future. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [9.34 pm]: I do not want to take up a lot of the time of the house, 
but I want to speak before the minister because I have a number of questions about this issue that I hope he will 
be able to respond to. The Greens (WA) were not intending to support this disallowance, and I am glad that it has 
been withdrawn. The circumstances that led to the need for this new management plan are very serious indeed.  

In my previous job, I was involved in marine conservation and fisheries issues. I was present at the conference at 
which fisheries officials bragged about Western Australia having the best managed fisheries in the world. I 
considered that that statement would always come back to bite them as soon as something like this situation 
arose, in which we are confronted with some very serious research that indicates that we are very close to losing 
some significant species. That is very significant for those species themselves, but as I have said before on this 
issue, we do not even know what the consequences will be for the ecosystems that those fish are a part of. Each 
fish in an ecosystem has a particular role and if a significant portion of that biomass is taken out, it is bound to 
have a cascading effect on the creatures that those fish are no longer predating on and on the habitats they are no 
longer occupying. It is a much more complicated equation, and we receive only a glimpse that things are not 
right. Part of the frustration of fisheries, as fisheries researchers and marine scientists themselves will 
acknowledge, is that the information in the marine environment is always so imperfect. It is frustrating to never 
have enough information to fully understand the life cycle of even the iconic species.  

The objective of reducing fish mortality by at least 50 per cent is described as being achievable in the short term. 
I wonder whether this is contained in the document “Managing the Recreational Catch of Demersal Scalefish on 
the West Coast — Future Management Scenarios for Community Consideration” that was released in September 
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2007. I am curious to know, because “short term” is not actually further defined. Are we talking about one year 
or 10 years?  

I attended the public meeting at Fremantle to hear the concerns raised. It was important to hear what people had 
to say. I acknowledge that people who fish commercially have a very extensive knowledge of a range of matters 
in fisheries management, and sometimes they will be at odds with the fisheries research officers. There was a 
very lively debate. I also have an enormous amount of sympathy for the distress suffered by the people who are 
now required not to fish in this fishery, because a lot of them have been doing it for a long time. It is not only 
their problem that these fish stocks have been so heavily depleted. It raises a question about how much more 
complicated it is to manage the recreational fishing effort.  

I have some questions about the capacity for policing the recreational fishing activities. I understand that most of 
the monitoring occurs at the boat ramps. I am curious to know how many boats actually operate in this area, and 
whether the bulk of the compliance for the recreational fishing sector is pinned on monitoring at the boat ramps, 
which will address only some of the problems. Hon Bruce Donaldson spoke of the issue of high-grading, which 
can result in a significant fish mortality. People go fishing, catch 10 fish and keep them on deck until they have 
selected the two largest ones, and then throw away the rest. This is an incredibly wasteful practice. 

I acknowledge that seasonal closure to protect the breeding processes also has a lot of merit. It has been argued 
to me that this has a lot of support within both the commercial and the recreational sectors, because the seasonal 
closure will apply equally to everybody. I am interested in whether, at any time, the minister will consider the 
seasonal closure of that area.  

Can the minister advise the estimated percentage of recreational fishers who are actually intercepted and their 
catch checked in any given season? I did not give the minister any notice of the question, so I do not expect him 
to answer it. Are we suggesting that half the catch is checked in any given season or is it 10 per cent? Again, the 
recreational effort is much harder to monitor than is the commercial effort. This precipitous situation is an 
indication of the problem with an unmanaged fishery. It is interesting how the fisheries sector or the fisheries 
department has prioritised which fisheries have come under management plans and at which time. I argue that 
this one should probably have come under a management plan much earlier. Perhaps the reason it did not is that 
the emphasis has been on prioritising the high-value species such as crayfish, prawns and pearls. I understand 
that the management plans for those fisheries were put in place as a matter of priority over and above what I 
would have thought would have been a better criterion—namely, the fishery that is most susceptible to over-
fishing or the area that is under the most pressure—in which case I strongly argue that the metropolitan area 
should have been brought under a proper management plan earlier and that would perhaps have meant these 
measures could have been introduced sooner.  

As did Hon Bruce Donaldson, I raise the question: what is to prevent the effort that has been removed from this 
fishery being transferred to the south coast in particular? My colleague Hon Paul Llewellyn has had meetings 
with concerned south coast fishers about there being nothing to prevent those 26 licence holders shifting their 
effort to the south coast if they choose. When will the south coast fishery also be brought under a management 
plan? I understand there are different conditions. I certainly understand from discussions with fisheries advisors 
that the number of days they can catch fish on the south coast are much fewer; nonetheless, if we are allowing 
even the possibility that those licence holders could shift, there is a very real concern that that could increase 
pressure on stocks in the south coast region. 

Hon Barry House interjected.  

Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes. Perhaps the minister could answer that and indicate what priority is being given to 
bringing the south coast fishery under a management plan and when that might actually occur.  

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Fisheries) [9.43 pm]: I am thankful to the opposition 
for not supporting the disallowance motion. I am very happy that Hon Bruce Donaldson and I were able to go 
through the plan and address his concerns. I thank him for that, and I thank the members who sought the 
information; I was happy to provide it.  

Members referred to the west coast area. I am holding up a very small map of the coast. The area at the top of the 
page indicates the bottom of Shark Bay. The blue area past Augusta shows the bottom of the fishery we are 
talking about. I am pointing out the whole fishery on the interim plan, which is broken up into three zones. 
Under the interim plan, from a commercial perspective, the metropolitan plan does not exist. That and another 
issue deal with effort creep. Fishers can be given a permit to fish in any of those three zones. That is the control. 
Overall, with the wetline review, we have reduced just over 1 100 potential unit licences to just under 70 for the 
whole of Western Australia. That is a massive reduction and brings it into perspective. The map shows that the 
fishery is in fact managed from south of Augusta up to Shark Bay. It is that region that we call the west coast 
bioregion. When we bring a fishery into line, we call it an interim plan because, like many of these changes, it 
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takes time to see whether they will work. We do not always get things right. An interim plan is implemented to 
see how adjustments are made. Sometimes the people who own the fishery demand that changes be made. They 
might want to reduce the number of licences in it or we might find that capacity can increase, and we watch the 
effort very closely over that period to make those judgements. 

Regarding the time frame, there is no intention to allow what we call the metropolitan zone to be open to 
scalefish commercial fishing again. From the government’s perspective, that is forever. As part of the whole 
package, five years of heavily focused research will be done to fill in the gaps. I imagine that my successor will 
be able to work according to more robust science and actual figures. In the event of what we regard as decent 
stock recovery, we will make adjustments over time. The fishery will remain managed from now on. 

The members who have spoken have dealt with most of the issues so I will not go over them in any great detail. 
We are trying to achieve 50 per cent reduction of effort. I have a feeling I should probably have targeted it a bit 
higher. I am not convinced that 50 per cent per se is enough, but fisheries are trying to convince me that it is. In 
my mind, perhaps we should have taken into account the boom and the huge population growth. We might also 
want to put in place other things to help with that. Overall, the commercial closure in what we call the 
metropolitan zone makes up 50 per cent of the effort reduction we require. Now we need another 50 per cent, so 
the recreational sector will play its role in that. In a couple of weeks I will release a paper that will give a number 
of shorter options that we are seriously considering, including seasonal closures, change of bag limits and a 
management plan for the charter industry. It will consider options regarding registration and licensing and come 
up with some sort of registration regime that will provide a much more robust way of allowing us to see exactly 
what the effort is over that area. A couple of weeks after the result comes back I will make a decision. I hope to 
have that all tied up and in place by June. We need to do that, otherwise the fishery will be in trouble. 
Consideration will be given to disallowing section 43, which is a very blunt instrument that allows the minister 
to close off fisheries without recourse to anybody. It is a draconian section of the legislation that is designed for 
those cases in which emergency intervention is required. In this particular case it has been used correctly. It was 
included in the legislation because the interim plan was not ready to be put in place and we wanted a quick 
reduction in effort. The commitment I have given to Hon Bruce Donaldson is that the government will propose 
to remove section 43 from the act. The only reason it is in place is to maintain the reduction in the effort to 
exclude the shark gillnet fishery from the metropolitan zone. We will do that as soon as we can. Over the next 
week or so Hon Bruce Donaldson and I will discuss how to move forward with that. The provision the member 
referred to in respect of — 

Hon Bruce Donaldson: Section 65.  

Hon JON FORD: Each of these fisheries has a ministerial advisory council and, under the act, I am required to 
seek their advice on any change to a fisheries management plan. The act does not require me to take that advice, 
but it requires me to consult with the councils. We will do that. I think that covers everything.  

Hon Giz Watson: What is meant by short term?  

Hon JON FORD: We are talking about between three and five years, certainly until the research comes into 
play. The reason for some of the research that has been undertaken is that I am cautious in accepting a 50 per 
cent total reduction. I need to be convinced that that is all that is required. We might need to implement other 
measures to protect the fishery. 

With reference to the closure of fisheries for the spawning season, I advise members that there will be some sort 
of seasonal closure for the recreation sector. We are talking about a multi-species fishery. Unfortunately, all fish 
do not spawn at the same time, so it is widespread and we have to think about how to manage it and get the 
sectors to take ownership of that. I anticipate that the interim plan will be in place within three or five years. The 
fishermen will be compensated as quickly as possible. A fisheries adjustment scheme committee is in place and 
those people who are not entitled to an adjustment under the Fisheries Adjustment Schemes Act will have act of 
grace payments offered to them. Their applications will be processed by the same committee. I thank members 
for their support and recommend that they vote no to the motion.  

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [9.54 pm]: I am glad that peace has broken out and that there seems to be 
general agreement on these issues. However, I will mention a few issues that have been raised with me by people 
in the south west who have a very keen interest in these things. I do not pretend to be an expert in fisheries 
legislation and regulations, but I understand the need for a sustainable fishery; the need for people to be able to 
order fish in their restaurants and have fish on their table; and the need for recreational fishers to get out into 
places like Geographe Bay to catch a feed of whiting, skippy or crabs. I understand that the professional 
fishermen in the south west have a right to earn a living from their fishing licence. All of that is against the 
backdrop of the resource.  
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Members agree that the resource needs to be looked after and protected. I am familiar with the south west area—
the bottom half of the west coast fishery and, around the corner, the south coast fishery. That area is not the icon 
fishery in Western Australia. It is not a Geraldton, a Jurien or even a Fremantle in terms of infrastructure. 
However, it is very important to the people who use it to make a living and recreate in. In addition there is the 
overlay of a marine park process that is, for good reasons, creating some exclusion zones associated with tourist 
activities, such as surfing, swimming, recreational fishing and recreational boating. It also includes fishery 
breeding grounds. All these issues require answers.  

I have had quite a few people—professional fishermen, recreational fishermen and members of the public—raise 
with me, as their member of Parliament, their issues and concerns about where we are going. Many recreational 
fishermen use Geographe Bay, on the south west coast, and the area around the coast to Augusta —an area with 
which I am most familiar —but they are severely restricted by the lack of boating facilities. At Mandurah there is 
a very good harbour, which was constructed by the Court government, in Bunbury there are reasonable facilities, 
and at Port Geographe there are some facilities, but then, apart from some very dodgy boat ramps, there is 
nothing until Windy Harbour or Albany. That is a major issue for people in that part of Western Australia.  

There are major issues, and I hope this general agreement might resolve some of them. The common thread from 
the issues that have come to me as a member of Parliament is that the minister has upset everybody—the 
professionals and the recreational fishermen —and the public is confused about what is proposed. People are 
concerned that unilateral decisions have been made, not on the basis of proper research, and certainly not on the 
basis of proper consultation. I have made representations to the minister, and he has conceded that in the new 
round of public forums, a forum will be conducted at the south end of the state, around Margaret River or 
Augusta, where a lot of people with a very keen interest in these issues reside. I hope the forum will actually 
cover some of the issues that have been raised.  

I will mention some of the issues that have been raised with me. If I do not get through the list, perhaps I will get 
up in the adjournment debate to complete it. The fishermen who have come to me are very concerned about the 
taking of shark. I am not sure whether their concern is directly related to this disallowance, but there is a general 
school of thought that professionals should be allowed to take the equivalent of the recreational catch, even if it 
is just equivalent to the cost of their fuel. Often they catch a shark, and if they were forced to throw it back into 
the ocean, the shark would be dead, so that is a very wasteful practice. The information coming to me is that the 
shark fishery off the south west coast and the south coast is not in dire straits and is at quite a sustainable level. I 
had about 15 fishermen in my office one day relating a series of these issues to me.  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Graham Giffard): Order! I note the time. I am required to interrupt the 
debate. The matter stands adjourned.  

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: The question does not have to be put today. The debate has one more day after 
today. Remember, it was brought on early and still has one more day to run.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


