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“STATE OF THE FISHERIES REPORT 2003-04” 
Statement by Minister for Fisheries 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Fisheries) [3.34 pm]:  I am pleased to table the 
important “State of the Fisheries Report 2003-04”.   

[See paper 427.] 

Hon JON FORD:  This document provides a full explanation of the performance of the state’s fisheries and 
expands on the summary tables presented in the Department of Fisheries’ annual report.  The “State of the 
Fisheries Report 2003-04” this year is tabled later than usual, because the report has been completely 
restructured from previous years to reflect the implementation of ecosystem-based fisheries management.  This 
framework provides the basis for the management of WA’s fisheries. 

To set the scene, each bioregion has an environmental summary introduction and shows the substantial 
protection to the marine environment afforded under the Fish Resources Management Act 1994.  For example, it 
shows that about half of the state’s coastal marine habitats are protected from any trawl impacts by significant 
permanent trawl closures.  In fact, more than 90 per cent of the state’s waters have never been trawled.  I believe 
Western Australians can be proud of the high levels of protection and relatively pristine marine environments in 
this state. 

Unlike previous editions of this report, which grouped fisheries by sector - that is, commercial and recreational 
fisheries, aquaculture and pearling, and fish habitat - this year’s report is focused on each aquatic bioregion in 
the state.  This approach examines the combined effect of all fishing activities within a bioregion and is in 
keeping with the integrated fisheries management initiative announced in this government’s previous term.  
Integrated fisheries management is an initiative aimed at addressing the issue of how fish resources can be best 
shared between competing users within the broad context of ecologically sustainable development.  Integrated 
fisheries management is about sustaining WA’s fish stocks into the future by setting the total sustainable harvest 
level of each fishery resource that allows for an ecologically sustainable level of fishing; the allocation of 
explicit catch shares for use by commercial, recreational and indigenous fishers; the continual monitoring of 
each sector’s harvested catch; managing each sector within its allocated catch share; and developing mechanisms 
to enable the re-allocation of catch shares between sectors. 

I have recently returned from Norway where I attended the fourth World Recreational Fishing Conference and I 
am proud to say that, after having had discussions with delegates from around the world, this state’s reputation 
for world leading edge management of sustainable fisheries is well justified. 

The “State of the Fisheries Report 2003-04” provides an audit of the performance of each of the state’s fisheries 
and covers all significant commercial fisheries, recreational fisheries and aquaculture development.  For each 
fishery or stock, the breeding stock levels are reported, and I am pleased to say that WA has an outstanding 
record, with more than 90 per cent of our stocks being fully sustainable.  Importantly, the report also identifies 
stocks in need of management action.  I will come back to specific actions under way in a moment. 

Members will be interested to note that for all major fisheries the report also presents data on the risks of each 
fishing activity to the ecosystem; that is, the impacts on sea floor habitats, bycatch species, protected species and 
food chains. 

Fishing management is a complex field in which management action must be based on rigorous scientific data, 
such as that provided in the “State of the Fisheries Report 2003-04” each year.  This information is also provided 
to the Australian government as part of our reporting on the sustainability of fisheries under the commonwealth 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

My current management initiatives include recently announced new measures to protect shark stocks off the 
Pilbara-Kimberley coasts.  The new management package will reduce fishing pressure on sandbar sharks by over 
80 per cent.  Sandbar sharks have been increasingly targeted in recent years to supply valuable shark fin markets 
in Asia.  The vulnerability of sandbar sharks is highlighted by the fact that even with zero fishing mortality, the 
capacity for the stocks to grow is only 2.5 per cent a year.  Fisheries research has shown the growth potential of 
stocks in 2003-04 was approximately minus 4.9 per cent per year and was estimated at minus 7.9 per cent in 
2004-05.  A significant management response was therefore required to stop further decline and eventual 
collapse of these stocks. 

The Department of Fisheries has worked with industry to develop this package that will arrest the decline and 
allow stocks to rebuild.  I commend industry on its cooperative approach in developing a package that may 
impact on its viability, but will ensure the long-term sustainability of stocks. A key component of the package is 
a closure from Broome to North West Cape that will also benefit other shark species such as hammerhead, 
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pigeye and lemon sharks.  As a consequence, there will now be no WA shark fisheries operating from Broome to 
Steep Point, which is a vast proportion of the state’s northern waters.  I am also encouraging the Australian 
government to actively deal with the catch of tropical sharks in the face of illegal fishing pressure from foreign 
vessels.  I will also shortly be announcing further action to ensure the long-term sustainability of temperate shark 
species.  This will include revised arrangements in the shark fisheries off the west coast to protect whiskery and 
dusky sharks, and restrictions on the take of sharks by operators who are not part of the managed commercial 
shark fisheries.  

The rock lobster is our most important fishery and is a considerable contributor to the state’s economy and a 
significant job provider.  Although sustainable overall, there are serious concerns about the breeding stock in 
coastal waters above latitude 30 degrees south.  I am taking advice and will act to ensure that this sector of the 
rock lobster fishery maintains its breeding stock levels. 

Members will be aware that the inner gulf Shark Bay snapper stocks were severely depleted by recreational 
fishing in the late 1990s.  I am pleased that strong action has paid dividends and the stocks have recovered.  For 
example, at the time a fishing closure was introduced in the eastern gulf, the spawning biomass was depleted to 
around 10 per cent of the virgin biomass; that is, the unfished mature stock.  The fishery reopened in 2003 with 
strict management controls in place.  I am pleased to report that the fishery has continued to recover, and the 
spawning biomass is currently estimated at 64 per cent of unfished levels, which is significantly healthier than 
the 40 per cent target.  In the offshore snapper fishery, the government has also recently taken steps to reduce the 
commercial quota due to a natural downturn in recruitment of that stock. 

I am pleased to note that state of the fisheries-type reporting is now being adopted by most of the other 
Australian states and the Australian government.  The document has also been commended by the 
Environmental Protection Authority as a model for other bodies that are reporting on natural resource 
management in Western Australia.  I commend the report to members as a reference document, particularly 
members with coastal electorates and an interest in preserving our marine environment.   

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson. 
 


