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The Committee Clerk 

Public Administration Committee for Recreation Activities 
within Public Drinking Water Source Areas 

Legislative Council 

Parliament House 

Perth WA 6000 

Standing Committee, 

• I refer to recreational inland fishing in the southwest: the deteriorating fishing and 
loss of access to public waters. 

• Enclosed is a copy of an article I wrote for the Fisheries Department's magazine, 
"Western Fisheries" (issue spring 1997), on this subject. 

• In particular, the continuing loss of access to the large irrigation stillwaters 
on the Darling Scarp- not to mention destruction and abstraction of the 
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streams - could be offset by purpose-built dams, dedicated to fish stocks, ~ r f) r 
( 0 "\. J. 

outside the contentious catchments (e.g., trout can tolerate salinized inland 
water). 

• I am not in favour of blanket access for any purpose to major drinking water dams 
(though there may be minor exceptions possible for fishing with artificial lures as 
submitted to you by the WA Trout and Freshwater Angling Association). 

Yours Truly, 

/f fI7 
Dr Noel Morrissy (retired) 
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IN the last issue of Western Fisheries, a disgruntled local angler, Peter Hill, 
lamented on the dearth of freshwater fishing opportunities in the State's South West 
in his article, 'WA freshwater fishing - where to now?'. In our introduction to that 
article, we invited comments on the issues raised. One of the responses was from 
Dr Noel Morrissy, one of the pioneers of freshwater fish and crustacean research in 
this State. Dr Morrissy recently retired from his senior researcher role at Fisheries' 
WA Marine Research Laboratories after 30 years service (see accompanying article) 
but took the time to pen the following reply. 



PETER Hill's article quite correctly 
expresses the increasing despair 
amongst southwest inland anglers 
over poor catches in public access 
dams and rivers. Recent television 
programs and videos extolling 
angling in the eastern states and 
world hotspots only add to this 
frustration. 
The reasons for our problem are 
fundamentally peculiar to the W A 
landscape, but before discussing 
them I would like to point out that 
our most realistic option for creating 

etter fishing includes stocking fish 
and new species, but development of 

roductive stillwater habitat is the 
key to success. This visionary remedy 
hould be pioneered as a Fisheries 

Department project. 

The reason why we have never had 
world class inland angling in the 
southwest is the lack of any suitable 
native fish (marron apart). Except 
for a nocturnal catfish, the native fish 
species are all minnow size. Why are 
there so few (less than a dozen) and 
why are they so small? The reasons 
have an important bearing on 
whether the stocking of new fish 
species will be successful and why it 
has not been in the past (with some 
exceptions). 

Surprisingly, the southwest river 
drainage region rates as low, 
nationally, in annual water runoff; 
and, with a Mediterranean climate, 
rivers run close to dry over the 
summer. The rivers do not rise on 
high - let alone snow-clad -
mountains and there are no large 
springs. Instead the headwaters of 
the major rivers rise on flat inland 
farmland, heavily degraded by 
salinisation, erosion and 
eutrophication, due to excessive 
clearing and fertilisation. There are 
no lakes on the rivers, because the 
ancient Yilgarn Plateau of the 

Whoops! 
On page 46 of Western Fisheries, 
Winter 1997, in Peter Hill's article, 
" W A freshwater fishing, where to 
now?", there is a photograph of a 
brown trout, not a rainbow trout as 
described in the caption. It was a 
production error, not the author's, 
and we thank all those who 
contacted us to point out the error 
of our ways! 

The introduced redfin perch has thrived in 
WAwaters. 

southwest. is not actively eroding 
scree to block rivers, although there 
are some small coastal sand dune 
lagoons, shallow inland river oxbow 
lakes and evaporative salt pans. In 
Summary, there is not much natural 
surface freshwater in the southwest, 
particularly over summer. 

The total number of native 
freshwater fish species that occur in 
Australia's drainage regions is very 
low compared with other continents 
and relatively few are considered to 
be angling species. Furthermore, 
there is a direct correlation between 
the amount of annual runoff from 
each region and the number of native 
species supported in them, with the 
Southwest Drainage Division way 
down the list on both scores (the 
Gulf of Carpentaria drainage is the 
most biodiverse). 

With less water, fish species are 
smaller, too. In the southwest we 
should add that the soils of the 
pristine catchments are - at least in 
their original state - extremely 
infertile, which means the original 
waters were unable to grow and 
maintain high numbers of large fish. 

The only species in southwest rivers 
attaining a high biomass is the 
marron, a freshwater crayfish which, 

through its foraging stra tegies, 
derives most of its food, 
unconventionally, from the forest 
litter fall; the small native fish feed 
mostly on small terrestrial insects. 
Food chains leading to large fish 
biomass are usually based upon water 
plants - macrophytes and algae. 

As a further example to emphasise 
this low productivity, the only largish 
native fish, the catfish Tandanus 
bostocki is also an bottom sifting 
feeder, but even so, it is a much 
smaller species than its close eastem 
states relative Tandanus tandanus. 
And the small nightfish Bostockia 
porosa is similar in form to, and 
often reported optimistically as, 
juvenile Murray cod. 

While the southwest inland pristine 
waters were nutrient poor, 
unproductive fish habitat before 
development of surrounding land, 
this type of aquatic habitat only 
exists today where native forest is 
conserved. 

CC our most realistic 
option for creating better 
fishing includes stocking 
fish and new species, but 

development of 
productive stillwater 
habitat is the key to 

success. " 

It is these pristine streams which 
provide the main man-made 
stillwaters of interest to anglers: the 
large metro water supply and 
southwest irrigation water supply 
dams along the scarp of the Darling 
Ranges. These dams are fed by 
extremely low salinity feeder streams 
arising in the northern jarrah forest, 
with the exception of Wellington 
Dam fed by the mildly salinised 
Collie River extending somewhat 
into the cleared inland. 

Fishing is prohibited in metro dams 
and anglers have been trying to gain 
fishing access for many years. I can 
speak from long experience of this 
lost cause, but public health is 
paramount. Anyway the growth of 
fish such as trout in these dams is 
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low. With large annual drawdown of 
water, these dams have very bare 
eroded margins. This, together with 
the fact the Water Corporation is 
dedicated to maintaining low 
salinity, unpelluted (read, 'no 
nutrients') drinking water to Perth, 
means the dams represent sterile fish 
habitat. 

, It is a certainty that, as the Perth
t Mandurah-Bunbury population 
II 

corridor develops, dams further 
south will also eventually be closed 
to protect this 'high quality' drinking 
water supply. 

A second type of habitat is the long 
rivers with headwaters in the far 
inland, such as the Avon, Murray, 
Blackwood, Warren and Frankland 
Rivers. These unusual rivers continue 
to decline as suitable habitat for the 
sa nd oxygen-sensitive, bottom
crawling, native marron, due to 
increasing levels of salinity and 
eutrophication in their headwaters. 

However these rivers have provided 
successful trout fisheries as trout are 
more tolerant of salt levels and 
because greatly enhanced foodchains 
allow trout freedom to display their 
spectacular potential growth rates. 
However trout - in common with 
marron - are sensitive to low oxygen 
levels and they have been restricted 
to aerating rapids in these rivers. 
With continuing eutrophication of 
these long rivers, the vitalising 
influence of perennial, down-river 
tributaries which maintain river 
flr- s over rapids, is declining 

because of rampant damming and 
water extraction along their lengths. 
The dams and rivers, described 
above, provide the present southwest 
inland fishery for which public access 
is free, provided an appropriate 
Fisheries Licence is held. While 
fishing success is declining in these 
waters, the demand for productive 
angling is increasingly being met by 
private gully dams, particularly for 
trout fishing. 

~~These dams provide a 
fishing experience 

... which appeals to 
most anglers. ~~ 

While these dams are not built and 
managed for fish stocks, dams with 
fertilised cow pastures around them 
provide fast growing stocks of trout 
and very worthwhile angling. Access 
and private (club) stocking has been 
by informal agreement with property 
owners and rent-free. However, 
farmers with large well-stocked dams 
are diversifying by charging for a day 
of fishing under a fish farm licence. 
Bob McCarthy'S facilities near 
Williams is a well-known example. 
These dams provide a fishing 
experience subject to natural vagaries 
of weather, skill and 'wild' trout 
which appeals to most anglers. This 
is a very different experience to 
tourist angling for tame fish on mini 
fish-out lakes and 'put-and-take' 

Private fishing lakes or clams may meet anglers' demands for better sport. 
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ponds on trout farms, where anglers 
pay according to the weight of fish 
taken. 

The Fisheries Department should 
pioneer development of dedicated 
and purpose-built fishing lakes by 
developing the first one to 
demonstrate the concept for private 
developers. I believe that this is the 
only 'habitat' which can provide the 
public with access to worthwhile 
southwest inland angling - probably 
for a user day fee - on a large scale, 
in the future. 

Fish stocks can be closely managed 
by regular stocking of introduced 
species which can't breed in these 
'lakes'. This should alleviate most of 
the conservationists' concern over 
introduced species in natural 
waterways. 

Trout do need to be complemented 
by an introduced warm water 
angling species. Around the turn of 
the century, the notable Murray
Darling species and redfin perch 
were introduced to natural 
waterways in the southwest. 
However with the exception of 
Murray cod near Albany and redfin, 
these fish failed to establish 
themselves by natural breeding. This 
breeding failure - the reasons for 
which are understood - is now seen 
as a positive attribute of the Murray
Darling species. While a method of 
sterilising these species in the 
hatchery has not been established (as 
with trout), this early 'trial' indicates 
that they do not pose the 
conservation threat shown by the 
now widespread and uncontrollable 
redfin perch. 

At present the W A estuarine black 
bream is being assessed as a more 
acceptable candidate for stocking 
inland waters than the so-called 
eastern 'Australian native' species. 

Because of the present lack of choice 
of species, both recreational fishers 
and aquaculturists are concerned 
with introducing new species. 
However a third major group of 
stakeholders is 'species conserva
tionists', who oppose any 
introductions from outside W A. This 
group should note that the Fisheries 
Department has developed a 
comprehensive policy for reviewing 
proposed, and existing, introduced 
species, which has been accepted by 



litle Noel Morrissy sto"y 
by Chrissie Easton 

:=:STERN Australia's chief freshwater 
= ;:" and crustacean scientist, Dr Noel 
.' 'rissy, has hung up his sampling 
- e:5 and retired after a long and 
~strious career with the Fisheries 

:enartment. 

:; lorrissy began his career with the 
: e artment on May 8, 1967 in a 
- ~se - half a !;louse, actually - in 
:~:ram Street, West Perth. He had 
: ee specially recruited from South 
- _ 5 ralia, where he had obtained a 
:: in freshwater ecology from the 
_ - ' ersity of Adelaide, to become the 
- - ] freshwater research officer in WA. 

""'"' Iffy years later, on July 10 this year, 
:r oel Morrissy has decided it is time 
~ r a rest. As the 'father' of freshwater 
rayfish research in this State, Noel 

'las gained wide recognition around 
+he worle for his achievements. He 
. as visited countries including Rnland, 
Canada, United States, South 
~merica, New lealand, China and 
Japan to talk and advise on freshwater 
fisheries and aquaculture. 

Dr Morrissy speaks mostly about the 
tremeneous changes he has 
witnessed and been a part of 
throughout his long career in fisheries 
research. 

Highlights include his first trip to the 
Kimberley in 1967 to investigate what 
was happening in the north af the 
State. Another memorable event was 
helping to save the mangroves in the 
leschenault estuary iM 1968 - he gets 
great pleasure when he sees them 
still standing tooay. Noel believes that 
he was one of only a few. 
environmentalists who existed in WA 
in the late 19605. 

l'he 1~70s saw the Pemberton traut 
hatchery being handed over to the 
Rsheries Department (or the Rsheries 
and Wildlife Department as it was 
then). Thar:lks largely to Dr Morrissy's 
scientific management and 
perseverance, the hatchery has since 
played a pivotal role in the 
development of the recreational trout 
st0cking program, and the valuable 
South-West commercial trout farms. 

Similarly, Dr Morrissy's research on 
wild marron stocks and their culture 
potential in the 1970s and '80s has 
been the basis for the now rapidly 
developing marran farming industry in 
the State's south west. 

The early 1990s saw Dr Morrissy and 
fellow researcher Craig Lawrence 
begin a yabby research project at 
Avondale, near York - using grants 
from the Commonwealth Govemment. 
Dr Morrissy originally started this work 
at Pingelly on private farms, but 
decided a more controlled 
environment was needed in which to 
conduct experiments . By using 
miniaturised farm dams at Avondale, 
his team was able to easily drain them 
to see what was going on under the 
water. 

The Rsheries Department's research 
director, Dr Jim Penn, believes that 
over the next couple of years, Dr 
Morrissy's Yision for freshwater 
aquaculture in the south west and 
reputation in his field will come to 
e(:Iual that of Dr John Gladstene, the 
Agriculture Department scientist who 
recommended wine growing in the 
South West and started the 
development of what is new a major 
industry. 

Throughout his career, [;)r Molfissy has 
believed that one of his major roles 
was to help the public in any way he 
could - whether by giving advice over 
the telephone or personally in the 
field, or by the production of books, 
brochures, mobile displays and more 
recently mafron farming computer 
software. As he stresses, 'at the 
Rsheries Department, whatever our 
function, we are public servants'. 

On behalf of Rsheries staff and all 
our readers, Western Rsheries would 
like to wish Noel a long and happy 
retirement. 

the Environmental Protection 
Authority. 

The assessment and decision making 
process is based upon a modification 
of the national process for proposed 
introduction of foreign fish species. 
Basically, for a species to be 
considered seriously, it should not 
pose any major disease or 
environmental threat. However 
without question, all introduced 
species have some unfavourable 
influence on any natural ecosystem. 
For acceptance of a species, these 
minor 'costs ' need to be greatly 
outweighed by the social and 
economic benefits of the proposed 
introduction, or 'translocation', 
through angling and aquaculture 
production. 

eCfor a species to be 
considered seriously, it 

should not pose any 
major disease or 

environmental threat. " 

Additionally, the state translocation 
policy pmvides for specifying 
catchments or, on a larger scale, 
regions of the state as 'Go' or 'No 
Go' areas for a sp'ec~€s. Under the 
1994 Fisheries Act,"this policy can be 
managed and enforced; for exam,ple, 
with introduced species dependent 
upon aquaculture licensing, either for 
aquaculture per se or for hatchery 
produced fish for stocking angling 
waters. 

For Murray-Darling species an 
acceptable 'Go' area has been the far 
inland wheatbelt farm dams. For 
trout stocking, a 'No Go' area has 
been the remaining small pristine 
streams on the south coast, and 
increasing emphasis has been given 
to farm dams. • 

Further scientific details and 
references relating to my comments 
above , and discussion of 
translocation issues by other 
stakeholders, can be found in 
Rsheries Management Paper No. 83, 
July 1995, titled 'Translocation 
Issues in Western Australia'. 
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