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Rock Lobster Industry — Adjournment Debate 
HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [9.49 pm]: I stand tonight to make some comments on and perhaps 
clarify some of the debate that is occurring within the Western Australian rock lobster industry as a result of the 
recent changes that were announced and that have been brought forward, particularly from the 2009-10 season to 
the current season, designed to defeat the efficiency of the fleet and, by doing so, ensure the sustainability of the 
breeding stock for this valuable fishery. The Labor Party does not oppose the changes. I have told the media and 
the industry that we do not have an issue with the changes. We agree with the minister. It is a courageous 
decision and consistent with the decisions that we made in government. I congratulate the minister for doing that. 
We do have some issues with the overall management of the fishery. We would like to see some debate to move 
the fishery to a more effective management regime that will deliver some real cost benefits to the fishery. The 
fishery does not agree with all of those matters. That is the quota system. 

Tonight I will talk about these changes. It took a long while for us to examine the effects of the recently 
announced decision and to determine our position on that because we did not want our position to be inconsistent 
with the sustainability requirements and what the minister is trying to do. We had some internal debate and we 
agreed with the position that the government has taken. After some consideration, we felt that there was a case 
for some sort of assistance to be given to the industry. That is because the change was made mid-season. It was 
not just that reason. I made changes mid-season when I was the Minister for Fisheries, and on many occasions, 
not all, I negotiated some sort of assistance or rebate through the Department of Fisheries. Sometimes we would 
offer a pro rata return of licence fees, ex gratia payments to assist for loss of use of equipment and assistance in 
paying interest rates on loans that had been taken out on the understanding that the season would go on. Normal 
practice is to try to make changes before a season starts, knowing full well that these small business people move 
ahead and finance their operations on the basis that these are the rules they will operate under and this will be the 
story for the whole of the season. They bank on that. We fully accept that, based on the information that is 
available, these changes are sometimes unavoidable: if we see a stock collapsing, we have to act. 

We believe that there is a case for these fishers and some of the people around them because this is an 
exceptional fishery. It is completely self-funded and fully cost recovered. I think it is around $10 million a year. 
The industry itself pays between $24 million and $25 million a year in cost recovery, which is about half the 
budget of the Department of Fisheries. The industry has never asked for a handout before and it is not asking for 
one now; it is asking for some assistance. For those reasons and because of the global economic crisis, the 
families involved are facing the perfect storm. They are suffering from a credit squeeze, they have taken out 
loans for new equipment and their overseas markets, which are the most lucrative, are collapsing on them. The 
people who have taken out lease contracts on their pots are particularly affected. People on low margins have 
committed to paying certain amounts of money, and now the market has dropped out and their income has been 
further reduced by the government’s changes. Many of them will not recover. If we are to have a fleet 
adjustment, we should have that, but we believe there are other means to achieve it. The adjustment will not 
affect everybody in the fleet adversely. It will affect everybody in some manner but it will not cause them all to 
fall over. The big end of town—the people who have been in the industry for a long time and who own all their 
assets—will probably ride this out okay. I am advised by young and old fishermen in the industry that 
somewhere between 60 and 70 small businesses are in dire straits. I have met with the partners of fishers who 
have told me that their partners, who are not well educated—they said that—and who had worked all their lives 
and were heading to retirement and who had always owned everything were suddenly faced with losing all their 
assets. That is causing a great deal of distress. 

We would like the government to see what it can do to assist those fishermen. We know that not everybody can 
be helped. The fishermen are not looking for a lot; they are just looking for some help by way of a low-interest 
loan or a fee reduction. Any help would be of assistance to them. Some people need to access health services and 
not only financial counselling services, but also social work type services. That is not because of the decision the 
government has made but because they have been in a stressful position for a long time and are facing up to the 
consequence of that. The real fear is that we will get another low fish count. The government would then be 
forced to make some very hard decisions, up to and including seriously looking at closing the fishery. It is worth 
investing time in considering this issue. People are already talking about the fishery having to be closed. Some 
60 or 70 family businesses need help and some breathing space so that they can make the right decision to either 
get out of the industry or refinance so that they do not lose their homes or all their assets. That is what we are 
asking, and I would like the Minister for Fisheries to consider that on their behalf. I am aware that the state and 
everyone else is in a tight fiscal position, but these people are the backbone of the Western Australian fishing 
industry. It is our view that it is worth considering giving them some assistance. I understand all the rhetoric and 
I know all the stories about that. I hope that the minister will look hard at some of these cases and consider the 
matter seriously. That is the case I am putting forward on behalf of the fishers. As I said, we are very happy with 
the hard decisions the government has made but we really need to try to help out these people. 
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