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Gulf of Carpentaria Inshore Fishery Working Group 
Sustainable Fisheries Expert Panel 
The Hon Tanya Plibersek MP (Federal Minister Environment and Water) – Minister.Plibersek@dcceew.gov.au  
The Hon Annastacia Palaszczuk MP (Queensland Premier) – premier@ministerial.qld.gov.au  
The Hon Leanne Linard MP (Queensland Minister for the Environment and the Great Barrier Reef, Minister for Science and 
Minister for Mul�cultural Affairs) – environment@ministerial.qld.gov.au 
The Hon Mark Furner MP (Queensland Minister for Agricultural Industry Development and Fisheries) – 
agriculture@ministerial.qld.gov.au 
Public Release 

10 December 2023 

To whom it may concern,  

Please find atached the submission from the Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fishermen Associa�on Incorporated (GOCCFA) in 
rela�on to the Queensland Government’s Discussion Paper – Consultation on gillnet-free zones and fishery reforms. 

This submission is being publicly released by GOCCFA. It is accompanied by leters of support from several key stakeholders and 
has the support of many affected and concerned businesses throughout GoC communi�es and the supply chain. 

In rela�on to the GoC set net fishery, GOCCFA and the commercial fishing industry do not support: 

• the Commonwealth Government’s commitments to UNESCO;  
• the GoC Inshore Fishery policy changes being proposed by the Queensland Government; or  
• the way in which the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments are prosecu�ng these changes. 

The proposed measures are not necessary, appropriate, or propor�onal to achieve their stated purpose. 

The proposed measures will have serious and irreversible impacts. A full and honest assessment of the total impact has not been 
provided by government. If it had, it would have demonstrated that the rela�ve risks of net fishing to the environment are low, 
and therefore that the economic decima�on of an industry and those who rely on and benefit from it is not a propor�onal 
regulatory interven�on to contribute to long term sustainability.  

There are several major issues with the way in which the reforms have been pursued. Our submission comprehensively 
addresses these concerns and the expected impacts of the proposed reforms.  

GOCCFA and industry note in the strongest possible terms the seriousness of the current situa�on and the nature and extent of 
our concerns. These are shared among families, businesses, industry, and the general community. GOCCFA and our members 
also note our concern and dissa�sfac�on with the process being pursued by the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments 
in the strongest possible terms.  

GOCCFA is ready to engage construc�vely and has proposed a comprehensive way forward in this submission. 

Yours sincerely 

 

David Wren 

President – GOCCFA, for and on behalf of GOCCFA and its members  
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Submission — Impacts of the Queensland 
Government’s proposed changes to commercial 
fishing opera�ons in the GoC Inshore Fisheries 
 

10 December 2023 

 

This submission is made by the Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fishermen Associa�on 
Incorporated (GOCCFA). It has the support of many affected and concerned businesses 
throughout GoC regional communi�es and the Queensland seafood industry supply chain. 

 

 

 

Leters related to this submission have also been provided by:  

• Carpentaria Shire Council 
• Cairns Regional Council. 
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About the Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial 
Fishermen Associa�on Incorporated 
The Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fishermen Associa�on (GOCCFA) was founded in 2000 to replace the QCFO—Branch 
1 and to provide a representa�ve body for the Gulf Fishers of Queensland, including set net, crab, and line. The GOCCFA 
represents commercial fishers across the Gulf of Carpentaria (GoC) commercial fishery, including the 84 N3, 3 N12, and 1 
N13 net symbol holders. 

GoC fishers have been a pioneering force, having been at the forefront of research and development in the GoC inshore 
fisheries since the early 1950s. A mul�-product, mul�-species fishery with na�onal and interna�onal markets, it is an 
economic cornerstone of communi�es across the GoC. GOCCFA and its members care deeply for the resource on which it 
depends and take a proac�ve, progressive, long-term outlook on this resource and the industry’s viability. 

Considered a good steward of the GoC, the GOCCFA has an acknowledged track record of engagement and collabora�on 
across industry, government, and science to support an economically strong and environmentally sustainable industry. 
This includes broad-ranging ini�a�ves related to industry conduct, protocols, and prac�ces to minimise risks associated 
with protected species, voluntary implementa�on of ground closures and buy-backs, improvements in technology and 
fishing prac�ces, stocking and assessment programs, and research and scien�fic partnerships. 

 

Submission Development Principles and Process 
To ensure GOCCFA’s submission reflects the diverse views of our members, we have undertaken a clear, transparent and 
collabora�ve process of consulta�on, informa�on sharing and recommenda�on development with our members. Our 
principles in developing this submission were to:  

• undertake an evidence-based process to ensure a balanced and comprehensive submission; 
• reflect that Australian consumers’ right to access wild-caught Australian seafood protein, together with fishers’ 

responsibility for environmental sustainability, underpins the industry’s social license to operate; 
• conduct a transparent, inclusive, and fair process for all our members; 
• take a long term, realis�c view of the future opera�onal context and the requirements of maintaining a sustainable 

fishery in the GoC; 
• reflect that industry’s viability is intrinsically linked to the economic and social fabric of regional and remote 

communi�es across the GoC, and the seafood industry supply chain in Queensland and Australia; 
• recognise this as a cri�cal and defining point in the future of the GOC inshore fishery and all Australian fisheries; and  
• take a proac�ve approach, focussed on solu�ons and collabora�on with government and all stakeholders.  

Notwithstanding the afforded consulta�on �me being insufficient for such a significant reform, GOCCFA has:  

• undertaken extensive research and analysis to form an evidence-based response to government; 
• sought clarifica�on of nearly 100 ques�ons from the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments (which have not 

been adequately responded to); 
• communicated via email and phone calls to ensure all correspondence transparency of all informa�on, 

correspondence, relevant media and briefings with GOCCFA members; 
• conducted detailed engagement and a survey, open to all GOCCFA members (in person, online, and via telephone) to 

ensure the views and sugges�ons of members are reflected in the submission; and 
• atended various mee�ngs with relevant bureaucrats and Commonwealth and State Ministers, and the Queensland 

Community Cabinet mee�ng on 29 October. 
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Glossary of terms 
Acronym Defini�on 

AFMA Australian Fisheries Management Authority  

ATSEA Arafura and Timor Seas Ecosystem Ac�on Programme 

CSIRO Commonwealth Scien�fic and Industrial Research Organisa�on 

DAF Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 

EEZ Exclusive Economic Zone 

ERA Environmental Risk Assessment 

GoC Gulf of Carpentaria 

GOCCFA Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fishermen Associa�on Incorporated 

ITQ Individual transferable quota 

IUU Interna�onal, unreported, and unregulated fishing 

NGO Non-government organisa�on 

PSA Productivity and susceptibility analysis  

QSIA Queensland Seafood Industry Associa�on 

SAFE Sustainability analysis for fishing effect 

SOCC Species of conserva�on concern 

TDA Trans-boundary diagnos�c analysis  

TOR Terms of reference 

UN United Na�ons 

UNESCO United Na�ons Educa�onal, Scien�fic and Cultural Organiza�on 
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Execu�ve summary 
The pris�ne waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria (GoC) are cri�cally important to current and future genera�ons of 
Australians, and our economy. The GoC commercial fishing industry sustainably produces high-quality prized wild-
caught fish for dinner tables and restaurants in Queensland and Australia, beloved by locals, tourists and visitors alike. 

 
Our social licence to sustainably fish this resource has always been underpinned by the public’s demand for, and right 
and expecta�on of access to, high-quality Australian wild-caught fish and industry’s vital role in economic development, 
gainful employment in regional and remote communi�es, and contribu�on to Australia’s food supply chain and security. 

 
The reforms, as proposed, will decimate this industry, a specialised supply chain, and the people and communi�es who 
rely on it. None of these outcomes align with any of the Queensland Government’s stated objec�ves. What is at stake? 

 
As an industry, we have done, and con�nue to do, significant work to discharge our responsibility as a steward of these 
waters. We have an extensive track record in contribu�ng to the development of knowledge, science, and other prac�ce 
and research-based ini�a�ves, to drive the development of a sustainable fishery. Indeed, the Queensland Government’s 
Future Fishing Taskforce acknowledged industry as good environmental stewards in its publicly available communiques. 
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The GoC — and Australia’s — fisheries are already among the most heavily regulated in the world. In stark contrast, many 
of our immediate neighbouring fisheries in the Asia-Pacific region are over-fished and under-regulated by global and 
UNESCO standards. These proposed changes will permanently decimate Australia’s capacity and supply chain for wild-
caught Australian seafood protein. The narrow focus of government on species-level risks to jus�fy the proposed changes 
excludes the strong evidence of other, more significant, direct risks to environmental sustainability and broader, indirect 
risks to global fish stocks.  

 
There does not have to be a choice between ecological sustainability and industry viability. Both are achievable. 
 
The rela�ve risk of net fishing to the environment is low in the context of the many other more significant environmental 
risks facing the GoC. These are well-documented in the literature and over the last decade by UNESCO, however, have not 
been acknowledged in government’s jus�fica�on of these changes. That is not to say net fishing does not pose risks. 
However, these should be addressed through propor�onal and appropriate management approaches that balance the full 
economic, social, and environmental impacts.  
 
In rela�on to the GoC set net fishery, GOCCFA and the commercial fishing industry do not support: 
• the Commonwealth Government’s commitments to UNESCO;  
• the GoC Inshore Fishery policy changes being proposed by the Queensland Government; or  
• the way in which the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments are prosecu�ng these changes. 
 
The proposed measures are not necessary, appropriate, or propor�onal to achieve their stated purpose. 
 
There are several major issues with the way in which the reforms have been pursued by government. 
• The �melines being pursued on the current proposal are too aggressive for such a significant change. 
• There has not been open or transparent consulta�on process with commercial industry. 
• Government has neither meaningfully answered nearly 100 ques�ons asked by GOCCFA, nor provided a robust 

es�mate of the es�mated fishery impact of the current proposal. 
• Government has not completed or published an economic or social impact statement. 
• Government has not been transparent on the many more significant threats to sustainability than commercial fishing 

or addressed the many limita�ons of the Environmental Risk Assessment model. 
• We understand Government has dra�ed legisla�on for GoC compensa�on triggers in prosecu�ng the East Coast 

reforms, despite these reforms being separate and several public statements that no decisions have been made.  
 
The proposed measures will have serious and irreversible impacts. A full and honest assessment of the total impact has 
not been provided by government. If it had, it would have demonstrated that the rela�ve risks of net fishing to the 
environment are low, and therefore that the economic decima�on of an industry and those who rely on and benefit 
from it is not a propor�onal regulatory interven�on to contribute to long term sustainability. GOCCFA and industry note 
in the strongest possible terms the seriousness of the current situa�on and the nature and extent of our concerns. These 
are shared among families, businesses, industry, and the general community.  

This comprehensive submission addresses these concerns and proposes a comprehensive way forward.  
 
GOCCFA and our members are ready to engage construc�vely to this end.  
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Recommenda�ons to government 
1. Decouple all aspects of the development and implementation of the proposed GoC reforms from the East Coast 

reforms, because the GoC fishery is completely separate to the East Coast fishery and not part of the Great Barrier 
Reef World Heritage Area, and full and separate consideration of any proposed reform to the GoC commercial 
fishery is required on its own merits. 

2. Assure industry that none of the proposed net free zones or other reform changes will be implemented or have 
any effect on the 2024 commercial fishing season in order to provide confidence and certainty for industry to 
invest in refit and associated costs to prepare for the 2024 season, and to help mitigate the real human impact 
being caused through people’s lack of certainty of their livelihoods. 

3. Commit to the implementa�on of the planned Harvest Strategy for the GoC fishery as a pre-cursor to any further 
policy change. 

4. Assure all stakeholders that there will be no decisions or implementation of any potential GoC reforms until: 

a) An independent and neutral chair is appointed to the GoC Inshore Working Group and priority placed on 
finalising and implementing the draft Harvest Strategy for the fishery with all stakeholders, including the GoC 
commercial industry; and 

b) All stakeholders, including the GoC commercial fishery, can participate in a genuine reform co-design process; 
and  

c) A balanced and transparent assessment of the economic, environmental, and community impacts of all 
potential short, medium, and long term reform options is completed. 

 
5. Provide assurance to industry that any reduc�on in licenses as part of any future reforms is implemented in the 

first instance via a voluntary structural buy-out of license-holders, comprising appropriate compensa�on for 
forgone current and future earnings, buyout of residual assets and equipment, and retraining costs. 

6. Establish an independent evalua�on of the onboard observer program to inform future monitoring alongside 
camera technology. 

7. Provide an assurance that fishers’ data will be secured by a data management agreement to be signed between 
industry and government, including data derived from the trial phase of an onboard camera program and third 
party valida�on. 

8. Compel the Commonwealth Government to redouble diploma�c and trade efforts to address overfishing and 
associa�on fisheries management issues in interna�onal fisheries neighbouring the GoC.  
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1. Background 
This sec�on provides important context to GOCCFA’s response to the Queensland Government’s Discussion Paper. 

1.1 Social licence to operate 
The waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria (GoC) are pris�ne and cri�cally important to current and future genera�ons of 
Australians, and the Australian economy.  

Many stakeholders expect and derive benefits from the GoC waters, including (but not limited to) regional and remote 
communi�es, First Na�ons tradi�onal owners, recrea�onal and charter fishers, and commercial fishers.  

All stakeholders who use and derive benefits from these waters share responsibility, alongside appropriate legisla�on and 
regula�on, to preserve its condi�on and ensure its benefits are sustained for current and future genera�ons. 

The GoC commercial fisheries, together with fisheries across Australia, are among the most highly regulated in the Asia-
Pacific region and the world. The GoC net fishery was pioneered by Lloyd Clarke on the Larry Cork in 1950. Clarke was 
followed by Reg Ward in 1956. They invested in infrastructure and opera�ons, pioneered survey and stocking projects, 
and fished. Their efforts contributed to the development of an integrated supply chain with the specialisa�on to deliver 
high-quality pris�ne Australian wild-caught seafood protein from the rural and remote areas in which it is caught to 
consumers across Queensland and Australia.  

Today, around 50 mul�-genera�onal fishing families and communi�es across the GoC rely on this fishery. It is part of the 
social and economic fabric and lifeblood of regional and remote communi�es across the GoC and North Queensland, 
including Karumba, Pormpuraaw, Weipa, Normanton, Mapoon, Napranum, Cairns, Burketown, and Bamaga. Countless 
businesses across the supply chain benefit from the fishery, from chandlery, maintenance, and equipment companies to 
logis�cs and cold storage, distributors, retail stores, and restaurants. Its current and future economic value is es�mated 
between $600-800 million in today’s dollars.1 

Our social licence to sustainably fish this resource has always been underpinned by the public’s demand for, and right and 
expecta�on of access to, high-quality Australian wild-caught fish. It is also underpinned by the role of the fishery in 
economic development, the provision of gainful employment opportuni�es in regional and remote communi�es across 
the GoC, and its role in Australia’s food supply chain and nutri�onal security. 
 
Without a sustainable, pris�ne resource, not only is the environment at risk, but so too are the economic livelihoods of 
those who rely on it. Industry therefore has a common interest in preserving the sustainability of the fishery. 

A sustainable fishery and effec�ve custodianship of the water are necessary pre-condi�ons for a viable commercial 
fishing industry today and in the future, and industry’s con�nued social license to operate. 

 

It is in industry’s interest for commercial fishers to observe sustainable prac�ce and a culture based on 
partnership, learning, knowledge-sharing, reflec�on, and improvement. 

 

                                                                 

1 Based on current and future es�mated value-added across the supply chain for product origina�ng from the GoC commercial fishery, 
es�mated using reported catch volumes from the Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, informa�on sourced from industry 
operators, and economic parameters and evidence on supply chain inter-rela�onships in recent analysis undertaken by BDO 
EconSearch and funded by the Fisheries Research Development Corpora�on in Valuing WA smaller commercial fisheries across the 
supply chain (FRDC Project: 2022-038): Final Report, available here: htps://www.frdc.com.au/sites/default/files/products/2022-038-
DLD.pdf.  

http://www.goccfa.com/
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1.2 The commercial fishery’s track record of stewardship 
In the 73 years since the pioneering of the industry, there has been many developments in legisla�on, regula�on, fisheries 
management policy, industry prac�ce, and community expecta�ons. Throughout, fishing families and the industry have 
taken a long-term approach to sustainable prac�ce and industry development. 

For decades, industry has demonstrated good stewardship of GoC waters and high levels of compliance with relevant 
legisla�on and regula�ons. 

However, the industry has not stopped at the minimum expecta�ons of the legisla�on. Industry has, and con�nues to: 

• ac�vely par�cipate in ini�a�ves with government and the scien�fic community to improve understanding and 
evidence associated with the fishery and water; 

• facilitate, via the use of its fishing vessels, access for researchers to very remote areas to assist with undertaking 
research; and 

• coordinate and share knowledge in rela�on to the fishery. 
 

In several cases, the commercial industry has voluntarily implemented ground closures, adjusted its fishing paterns, 
shared knowledge, shared research priori�es, and advocated to further support environmental sustainability beyond 
minimum standards while ensuring the con�nued opera�on of the fishery.  

GoC fishers have deep knowledge and extensive historical understanding of fishing grounds, including sensi�vity of 
grounds, seasonal and migratory paterns for fish, and migratory paterns for protected species. For many decades, when 
fisheries have been iden�fied by local fishers as disrupted or having changed, they are ac�vely avoided.  

 
1.3 Historical ini�a�ves supported 
Some of the historical ini�a�ves driven by industry include (but are not limited to): 

• by-catch reduc�on forums; 
• voluntary closure of sea grass beds for dugong protec�on; 
• programs for turtle tagging, release, and resuscita�on; 
• publica�on of turtle release brochures and shark and endangered species booklets; 
• facilita�on of endangered species workshops (e.g., shark iden�fica�on, best prac�ce sawfish release); 
• voluntary buy-back programs funded by fishermen; 
• par�cipa�on in stocking programs; 
• par�cipa�on in sampling programs for research; 
• implementa�on of net size reduc�ons in line with scien�fic sugges�on; 
• implementa�on of river closures proposed by fishermen; 
• ar�cula�on in observer programs (incl. trap); 
• implementa�on of ini�al Gulf en�tlement program to support consolida�on of fishing effort; 
• establishment of the Wellesley Island Wildlife Area for dugong protec�on; 
• implementa�on of vessel monitoring systems 12-months prior to government requirements; and 
• establishment of environmental management systems, and implementa�on of industry codes of conduct. 

  

“…the majority of commercial fishers working in the Gulf worked with researchers and were generally 
good stewards of their environment.” 

Future Fishing Taskforce, Queensland Government 
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1.4 Current and future commited ini�a�ves 
GOCCFA and our members are currently partnering across several ini�a�ves, co-funded by industry and scien�fic 
partners, in rela�on to environmental sustainability and industry improvement. These include (but not limited to): 
  
• GOCCFA & Na�onal Environmental Science Program (CSIRO) (2022 – ongoing): Sawfish close kin mark recapture 

research participation by commercial set net fishers; 
• GOCCFA & CSIRO (2021 – ongoing): Commercial set net and crab fisher participation on spear tooth shark research in 

Wenlock River, Tentpole Creek, and Mapoon; 
• GOCCFA & DAF (2022 - ongoing): Commitment of two (2) commercial representa�ves to the Gulf King Threadfin Stock 

assessment to inform the stock synthesis modelling improvements;  
• GOCCFA & DAF (2023-2024): Investigating toothed whale and dugong proximity to fishing gear, including validation;   
• GOCCFA (2023): Led the redra�ing of the set net Code of Conduct for the 2024 implementa�on season; and 
• Wren Fishing (2022 – ongoing): Commitment to implementation of fish improvement program (FIP) for set net 

fishing operation in N12. 
 

In addi�on, future research development priori�es for 2024 include: 
 
• GOCCFA & NPFI (2024): Climate and agricultural runoff data collection in the GoC inshore and offshore fishing areas; 

and 
• GOCCFA, DAF & Curtin University (2024): Trace element study on King Salmon sampling to overlay with existing 

otoliths data to determine range and origins of stock. 
 

Industry has an extensive record in contribu�ng to the development of knowledge, science, and other prac�ce and 
research-based ini�a�ves to drive the development of a sustainable fishery. This con�nues today, with industry 
ac�vely partnering to help deliver and facilitate research programs and ini�a�ves in rela�on to protected species, 
fish improvement programs, stock assessments, climate and agricultural runoff, stock origins, and more. 

 

In addi�on to building and contribu�ng their deep knowledge of waters, fishers also facilitate access to some of 
the most remote areas of Australia to help enable scien�fic and research-based programs to take place. 

 

Despite this demonstrated, long term commitment to researching and implemen�ng sustainable fishing prac�ces, 
industry was not given a meaningful seat at the table as part of the development of the proposed changes – the 
most significant in a genera�on. 
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1.5 Interna�onal, Federal, and State policy context 
The GoC is one of the most highly regulated in the Asia-pacific region.2 Commercial catch in the GoC fishery is primarily 
regulated through input controls (e.g., gear length, spa�al and temporal closures), Commonwealth Government marine 
park closures, and monitoring and compliance programs (e.g., onboard observer programs).  

A key challenge in effec�ve fisheries management in Australia and the GoC is the complex �ers of management across 
mul�ple jurisdic�ons, landowners, and stakeholder groups.3 This includes increasing industrial interest in the area (e.g., 
from mining) and its broad reaching environmental and access impacts.  

 
1.6 Interna�onal policy and strategic context 
Several mul�lateral and intergovernmental agreements are in place to help manage global waters, including interna�onal 
trea�es such as the 1982 United Na�ons (UN) Conven�on on the Law of the Sea and the 1995 UN Fish Stocks Agreement. 
These are intended to underpin and inform interna�onal fisheries obliga�ons and coopera�on across Australia and all UN 
Member States.4   

The Australian GoC waters are bounded by the neighbouring countries and UN Member States of Indonesia, Papua New 
Guinea, and Timor-Leste.  

In addi�on to bilateral trea�es between each country and Australia, these countries, including Australia, also collaborated 
to implement the Arafura and Timor Seas Ecosystem Ac�on Programme (ATSEA), under the auspices of the UN 
Development Program. The current ATSEA-2 Programme, which commenced in 2019, seeks to manage the marine and 
fisheries resources in the Arafura and Timor Seas (for which the GoC is a recognised part).5  

Despite the interna�onal and bilateral trea�es, and collabora�on in rela�on to the aims of the ATSEA-2 Programme, the 
Arafura and Timor Seas, par�cularly the Arafura Sea is recognised as a global hotspot for illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing, which con�nues to pose a major trans-boundary threat to fisheries, food security, and globally 
significant biodiversity.6  

There is well-documented evidence that over-fishing and IUU has had devasta�ng impacts on fish stocks and marine 
habitats since the early 1950s.7 As these fisheries neighbour the GoC fishery, they also pose a significant threat to the 
environmental sustainability in the GoC. This issue is explored further in Sec�on 2.  

 

  

                                                                 

2 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
3 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
4 Australian Government, Australian Fisheries Management Authority, website, htps://www.afma.gov.au/fisheries-
management/interna�onal-fisheries-management/interna�onal-engagement, viewed 12 November 2023 
5 United Na�ons Development Program, Indonesia, Arafura and Timor Seas Ecosystem Ac�on Phase ll (ATSEA-2), 
htps://www.undp.org/indonesia/projects/arafura-and-�mor-seas-ecosystem-ac�on-phase-ii-atsea-2, viewed 12 November 2023 
6 Edyvane, K, 2018, Trends in IUU fishing in the Shared Arafura and Timor Seas, Australian Na�onal University, 2020 
7 Wilcox, Chris; Mann, Vanessa; Cannard, Toni; Ford, Jessica; Pascoe, Sean; Hoshino, Eriko. A review of IUU fishing related issues and 
progress in the APFIC region. Hobart, Tasmania, Australia: CSIRO Hobart; 2021. csiro:EP202288. htps://doi.org/10.4060/cb2640en 
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1.7 Federal policy context 
In 2017 the Commonwealth Government published the Marine Fisheries and Aquaculture Productivity Commission 
Inquiry Report, which highlighted that: 

• policy se�ngs were not maximising the value of fisheries to the community; 
• fisheries management is primarily through method controls, inhibi�ng fishers from introducing more innova�ve and 

cost effec�ve prac�ces;  
• cross-jurisdic�onal fisheries subject fishers to higher opera�ng costs and present risks to the management of 

sustainable fish stocks; and  
• alloca�on of access to fisheries should address social and cultural benefits, as well as economic benefits.8  

Very litle has changed since this �me, despite the release of the Commonwealth Government’s National Fisheries Plan 
2020 – 2030, which set out a shared vision for the future of fishing, aquaculture, and seafood in Australia.9 The plan 
contains an aim to align the strategic planning, priori�sa�on, and investment of Commonwealth, state and territory 
governments with a vision to support “Sustainable growth and development of Australia’s fishing, aquaculture and 
seafood community for the benefit of all Australians and our aquatic ecosystems now and into the future.” 

Further, it sought to empower key stakeholders, including commercial fishers, and set out nine priority areas including 
governance, sustainability, resource sharing and access security, indigenous opportunity, recrea�onal recogni�on, 
adapta�on, employment, par�cipa�on and health, community connec�on and interna�onal engagement.  

Separate to this plan, the Commonwealth’s Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) has a National Plan to 
Prevent, Deter and Eliminate IUU Fishing10 and its International Compliance and Engagement Program 2022-24.11 Whilst 
these plans have been successful in reducing IUU in Australian waters, Australia’s collabora�on and diploma�c efforts to 
ensure IUU is managed by neighbouring countries has not been effec�ve, with these waters con�nuing to be overfished.  

  

                                                                 

8 Australian Government, Marine Fisheries and Aquaculture Produc�vity Commission Inquiry Report, No 81, 19 December 2017 
9 Australian Government, National Fisheries Plan 2020 – 3030, 2022 
10 Australian Government, Australian Fisheries Management Authority, website, htps://www.afma.gov.au/fisheries-
management/interna�onal-fisheries-management/iuu-fishing, viewed 12 November 2023 
11 Australian Government, Australian Fisheries Management Authority, website, htps://www.afma.gov.au/fisheries-
management/interna�onal-fisheries-management/iuu-fishing, viewed 12 November 2023 
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1.8 State and local (GoC) policy context 
Over the last five decades there has been a sporadic, unfocused, and reac�ve management and regulatory approach to 
GoC inshore fisheries management.  

Reac�ve regula�ons were implemented in the early 1980s, including changes to licensing and seasonal bans. The mid-
1990s saw changes to licence fishing areas (subsequently reversed), permits, and gear. In 2010-11, the Queensland 
Government introduced new licensing, and in 2018 several fishing areas were lost to Commonwealth Marine Parks.  

Further closures implemented in the GoC were to support the mining industry, namely the Aurukun Bauxite Project 
(2020) and the Q23/P Petroleum explora�on permit closing more waters (2022).  

Not only did these closures have an economic impact on the commercial operators, but addi�onal mining creates 
addi�onal environmental risks that far outweigh those posed by commercial fishing.   

A�er years of reac�ve regulatory changes and inac�on on policy development, characterised by blunt closures and bans, 
the Queensland Government is now proposing the most consequen�al changes to GoC inshore fisheries in a genera�on. 

The Queensland Government’s Sustainable Fishing Strategy 2017-2027 sets out a vision for a “A modern, responsive and 
consultative approach to fisheries management ensuring fishing is a low risk to Queensland’s aquatic resources, and these 
are used in a way that optimises benefits to the community.”12  

This vision is to be realised through the delivery of 33 ac�ons 
across 10 reform areas. The Queensland Government claims that 
the strategy will ensure healthy fish stocks and support 
thousands of Queensland jobs.13  

Substan�ve progress by government in successfully delivering the 
Sustainable Fisheries Strategy reforms in the GOC inshore fishery 
is not evident. There is no substan�ve scien�fic evidence, no 
improvement in stakeholder engagement, the environmental risk 
assessment is based on flawed methodology, there is no harvest 
strategy in place and decision making is not informed, evidence 
based or responsive to the actual threats to the ecological health 
and sustainability of the fishery.  

In addi�on, and despite the release the Commonwealth 
Government’s National Fisheries Plan 2020 – 203014, the recent 
announcements, commitments, and proposed changes to GoC 
inshore fishery do not sustainable development, thousands of 
jobs or protect these valuable resources for Australian industries 
and communi�es.  

The proposed change will do the opposite.  

The proposed reforms and the way in which they have been 
prosecuted by government demonstrate a complete disregard for 

several of the established 2027 targets, including (but not limited to) increased certainty for commercial operators and 
reducing the volume of fisheries regula�on. 

                                                                 

12 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries, Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, 2017 
13 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries website, htps://www.daf.qld.gov.au/business-
priori�es/fisheries/sustainable/sustainable-fisheries-strategy-
overview#:~:text=The%20strategy%20outlines%2033%20ac�ons,on%20all%20commercial%20fishing%20boats, viewed 12 November 
2023 
14 Australian Government, National Fisheries Plan 2020 – 3030, 2022 
 

Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027 
10 Major Reform Areas: 
- Improved monitoring and research 

- Se�ng sustainable catch limits 

- Improved stakeholder engagement 

- Environmental risk assessments 

- Resource alloca�on 

- Harvest strategies  

- Fishing rules and access 

- Responsive decision-making 

- Compliance 

- Resourcing 
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1.9 Proposed management changes to the GoC inshore fishery 
The focus of this submission is, necessarily, on the proposed short-term reform, being the proposed implementa�on of 
net free zones in the GOC inshore fishery. However, the submission also presents a consolidated response to the package 
of medium- and longer-term future management op�ons proposed in the Queensland Government’s Discussion Paper.15  

While the Discussion Paper notes stakeholders will have further opportuni�es to provide comments on future 
management op�ons, including the Harvest Strategy, GOCCFA believes it is cri�cal to consider management op�ons and 
changes more holis�cally, including the most logical sequence of reform implementa�on.  

The table below outlines the GOCCFA’s posi�on regarding all the reforms outlined in the Discussion Paper. 

Table 1: DAF proposed GoC inshore fisheries short-, medium- and longer-term management actions 

Management Approach Timeframe GOCCFA Posi�on  GOCCFA Comments 

New gill-net free zones Short  Not supported as 
currently 
proposed  

GOCCFA does not support the net free zones as 
currently proposed, including the loca�on, consulta�on 
�meframe afforded, implementa�on �meframe, and in 
the absence of fair and balanced evidence-based 
analysis of economic, ecological, and social/community 
impacts of such a significant change. 

Temporal and spa�al closures (incl. net free zones) can 
be an important fisheries management prac�ce. 
However, they must be accompanied and sequenced 
appropriately with a wide range of other regulatory 
tools and transi�on and mi�ga�on strategies to ensure 
a balanced set of impacts are achieved. 

King threadfin 
rebuilding ac�ons 

Short - 
medium  

Supported  GOCCFA, in collabora�on with DAF, needs to close 
knowledge gaps on King Threadfin to beter inform the 
stock assessment process. These research priori�es 
must be aligned with current Fisheries Research 
Development Corpora�on (FRDC) EOI priori�es.  
GOCCFA is ready and willing to par�cipate in this 
research. 

GOCCFA will con�nue to offer commercial 
representa�on to the stock assessment project team. 

Industry is prepared to support adjustments to fishing 
prac�ses that support the stock recovery of King 
Threadfin. These adjustments need to be balanced to 
underpin the socio-economic needs of the fishery and 
regional community, as well as stock recovery of King 
Threadfin. 

 

                                                                 

15 Queensland Government, Gulf of Carpentaria inshore fishery, Consultation on gillnet-free zones and fishery reforms, Discussion 
Paper, 2023 
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Harvest strategy 
(including management 
reforms) 

Medium  Supported  GOCCFA supports as an immediate priority the 
finalisa�on and implementa�on of the Harvest Strategy.  

GOCCFA notes DAF’s commitment to further 
consulta�on. 

Management Framework Op�ons 

Op�on 1: Prescribed 
commercial catch limits 

Medium Not supported Needs clarifica�on and explana�on of how this differs to 
a total allowable commercial catch. 

Op�on 2: Individual 
transferable quota 

Medium Not supported GOCCFA does not support the implementa�on of 
individual transferable quota (ITQ), including the no�on 
of ITQ zones in the GoC fisheries, owing to the 
significant challenges observed in the East Coast net and 
line caught fisheries, notably: 

• quota limits set too high owing to fishers over-
repor�ng catches prior to ITQ 
implementa�ons;  

• increased likelihood of ins�tu�onal investment 
crea�ng uneconomic condi�ons for fishers to 
operate; and 

• lack of confidence observed by the current 
reforms in the East Coast Mesh net fisheries 
where ITQ rights have been ex�nguished two 
years a�er the implementa�on of such 
reforms.  

If any future proposed ITQ alloca�ons are considered 
within the context of the current dra� harvest strategy, 
they must be informed by updated stock assessments 
for individual species and peer reviewed by persons 
agreed by DAF and fishery stakeholders. 

Op�on 3: Effort units 
(N3 symbols) 

Medium Supported  GOCCFA supports net uni�sa�on as a means of reducing 
net effort in the GoC, as well as maintaining both legacy 
and new entrant operators in the fishery. 

Other general fishery reforms 

Marking nets with lights 
at both ends 

Medium Not supported GOCCFA con�nues to support light markers for nets 
over 50 metres. The industry objects to implemen�ng 
lights at both end of nets measuring under 50 metres 
due to increased naviga�onal safety risks they would 
present. 

GOCCFA also seeks assurance for industry, that a fault 
or failure of one or both lights (e.g., a blown light globe) 
does not warrant a return to port order. 
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Net closure for N12 
symbol – 7 Oct to 31 Jan 

Medium Supported GOCCFA members support the removal of the closure 
no�ng that this closure is prescrip�ve to the N3 fishery 
and as such the N12 fishery offers no risks to the 
sustainability of the inshore target species.  

Species that can be 
retained by L4 symbol 

Medium Not supported GOCCFA members, including its L4 members, do not 
support reten�on of target species prescribed to the N3 
fishery, no�ng that there is no economic jus�fica�on for 
this regulatory change now or into the future.   

Fishery area of N13 Medium Not Supported GOCCFA does support redefining the fishing boundaries 
for the N13 and GOCCFA calls for removal of the N13 
symbol through appropriate compensa�on processes. 

Protected species 
management strategy 
implementa�on 

Medium Supported  GOCCFA calls for an independent peer review of the 
current ERA level 2 for protected species in the GoC. 
GOCCFA is prepared to offer expert fishers to inform 
this review process. 

Future repor�ng 
arrangements 

Medium  Supported  GOCCFA calls for the development of a transshipment 
strategy to support the transfer of fishery products to 
third party operators or licensed fishing operators for 
return to designated unloading ports. 

GOCCFA calls for a tagging arrangement to support the 
reten�on of Black Jewfish. 

GOCCFA calls for the ongoing need for commercial 
operators based on the historical nature of this fishery 
to be permited to con�nue to fillet and freeze at sea. 

Independent onboard 
monitoring  

Longer Supported  GOCCFA is suppor�ve for the need of independent on-
board monitoring and has proposed several ac�ons as 
means to achieve this outcome. 

GOCCFA is suppor�ve of the implementa�on of trial 
Electronic Monitoring in 2024, suppor�ng with a data 
management agreement. 

 

GOCCFA and its members stand ready to work produc�vely and collabora�vely with the Queensland Government on the 
development and implementa�on of management approaches. This requires a legi�mate and meaningful seat at the 
table, the establishment of an evidence base, proac�ve and collabora�ve consulta�on with industry, and a full 
assessment of the environmental, social and economic impacts of each management approach. 

The GOCCFA also understands it has an important role to play in forming, funding and implemen�ng management 
reforms and our members recognise that more needs to be done. As outlined in Sec�on 4, we are ready to work 
produc�vely with government to develop and implement appropriate management approaches to support a sustainable 
GoC inshore fishery. 
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1.10 Approach to developing this submission 
Industry and the community have several causes for serious concern at the nature of the proposed changes and the way 
in which they are being pursued by the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments. 

This submission details extensive analysis and research undertaken by GOCCFA in the limited �meframe provided, to be 
clear on the problems with the reform, the likely impacts, and the reasons for industry’s posi�on based on this 
informa�on. 

A key focus has necessarily been on the impacts of the addi�onal net free zones, given the scale of their impact on the 
viability and economic output of the fishery. However, the submission also addresses a broader suite of issues that 
demonstrate the need for a much more rigorous, evidence-based package of reforms to more effec�vely balance all of 
the objec�ves and desired benefits of the fishery. 

Despite the serious concerns of industry, GOCCFA and its members want to work produc�vely and collabora�vely with the 
Queensland Government and stakeholders on the development and implementa�on of management op�ons that 
promote a modern, sustainable fishery in the GoC.  

To this end, this submission proposes a balanced and comprehensive suite of ac�ons to deliver improvements in 
environmental sustainability while also preserving and maximising the future economic value of the fishery for the benefit 
of all Queenslanders, including our regional and remote communi�es.  

Industry needs and insists on a meaningful seat at the table in this process. 

In the above context, the remainder of this submission is structured as follows:  

• Sec�on 2 addresses the serious concerns of industry in rela�on to the process, integrity, and quality of impact and 
risk analysis undertaken by government in developing the reforms as proposed; 

• Sec�on 3 discusses the economic and environmental impacts of the reforms as proposed; and 
• Sec�on 4 presents a collabora�ve proposal to the Queensland Government consis�ng of detailed ac�ons and 

recommenda�ons to move forward produc�vely. 
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2. Problems with the approach, integrity, 
and jus�fica�on of the policy by government 
The key milestones in rela�on to the reforms are as follows:  

 

The way these reforms have been devised, announced, and jus�fied by the Commonwealth and Queensland 
Governments is of serious concern to industry and affected stakeholders. The sec�ons below cover these issues in detail.  
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2.1 Lack of consulta�on with industry prior to the reform announcement 
There was no prior indica�on of proposed reforms to net zones in the GoC fishery or indica�on that the Commonwealth 
Government and Queensland Governments had coordinated to commit to these reforms.  

The Commonwealth Government’s commitment to UNESCO and the subsequent joint Commonwealth and Queensland 
Government announcement commi�ng to net free zones in the GoC were made prior to any consulta�on with GOCCFA 
or our affected industry stakeholders. 
 

2.2 Lack of transparency in rela�on to the Future Fishing Taskforce  
The Future Fishing Taskforce’s Terms of Reference (ToR) have not been made public.  

When requested, the Queensland Government withheld the release of the ToR under parliamentary privilege. The 
Queensland Seafood Industry Associa�on (QSIA) also made a similar request and received the same response. This means 
there is no transparency as to the purpose, principles, governance, or authority of the Taskforce.  

The Future Fishing Taskforce mee�ng communiques are publicly available. However, on 10 November 2023, mid-way 
through this consulta�on period and following the submission of several detailed ques�ons by GOCCFA in rela�on to the 
Taskforce (see Appendix A), the Future Fishing Taskforce’s mee�ng communiques were removed from the DAF website. 
They were reinstated on 13 November 2023 following queries from the media.  
 

2.3 Exclusion of industry from consulta�on process  
The Taskforce mee�ng communiques note representa�ons were made by a range of environmental groups, universi�es, 
environmental conserva�on focussed non-government organisa�ons (NGOs), environmental scien�sts, and a survey 
related to East Coast reforms as part of decision making and forming recommenda�ons. The Taskforce did not undertake 
adequate or �mely consulta�on with commercial fishers in regard to the GoC despite the existence of a Queensland 
Government appointed GoC Inshore Fishery Working Group (Working Group) having an ac�ve membership during the 
Taskforce’s appointment period. 

Whilst the Working Group met five �mes in 2022, with the last mee�ng occurring in November 202216 and despite the 
June 2023 announcement of reforms in the GoC and the period of Taskforce delibera�ons, DAF did not call a mee�ng of 
the Working Group again for 10 months.  

A mee�ng was held in September 2023, only weeks before the release of the Discussion Paper, despite members being 
available throughout 2023. At a pre-mee�ng the day prior to this Working Group mee�ng, DAF representa�ves displayed 
a map of 10 net free zone areas that had already been presented to the Future Fishing Taskforce (as outlined in the 
appended communica�ons). DAF representa�ves requested feedback from the commercial members during the mee�ng 
and industry declined on the basis that this was not a genuine consulta�on process.  

 

2.4 Lack of structured considera�on of reforms by the Future Fishing Taskforce 
The Future Fishing Taskforce mee�ng communiques demonstrate a lack of structured framework and evidence-based 
analysis of issues to underpin its recommenda�ons to the Queensland Government. Whilst the Taskforce acknowledges 
that commercial fishers in the GoC are good stewards of the environment and that commercial fishing was of par�cular 
economic importance to the GoC, with limited opportuni�es for businesses to shi� into other industries or 
employment17, none of this appears to have been quan�fied, analysed or to have borne any weight in decision making.  

                                                                 

16 Queensland Government, Gulf of Carpentaria inshore fishery working group communiques | Department of Agriculture and 
Fisheries, Queensland (daf.qld.gov.au), viewed 27 October 23 
17 Queensland Government, 1 September 2023 taskforce mee�ng | Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, Queensland 
(daf.qld.gov.au), viewed 26 October 23 
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The aggressive �meline under which these proposed changes were developed, lack of transparency, genuine and �mely 
consulta�on with GoC industry has resulted in poorly considered recommenda�ons by the Taskforce and does not align 
with the principles of evidence based, consulta�ve and informed decision and policy making. 

 
2.5 Confla�on of the GoC fishery with the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area 
The GoC is not a listed UNESCO World Heritage Asset. UNESCO’s 2022 Mission to the Great Barrier Reef (Australia) 
Report18 made recommenda�ons for net free zones in the Great Barrier Reef. These recommenda�ons do not relate to 
the GoC. Over the last decade, net fishing has not been highlighted as a key threat to the Great Barrier Reef in the 
UNESCO State of Conserva�on reports19.  

The Commonwealth Government made commitments to UNESCO that were not sought by UNESCO. It was only when the 
Commonwealth Government proposed net free zones in the GoC in their leter of 25 May 202320 that UNESCO 
acknowledged this ac�on without offering any suppor�ng assessment of the need for bans in this area. In making these 
commitments to UNESCO, the Queensland Government has made certain inferences in rela�on to the transfer of risk 
between the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park and GoC inshore fisheries. However, the Queensland Government either 
does not have, or does have but has not shared, compelling evidence to support this concern.  

These commitments to UNESCO do not acknowledge or seek to address the major environmental degrada�on risks to the 
GoC that have been previously iden�fied by UNESCO and other bodies, including IUU fishing, mining extrac�on and 
transporta�on, water extrac�on for agricultural irriga�on, agricultural runoff, marine debris, climate change21, and 
overfishing in neighbouring waters.22 The broader context of the major environmental risks facing the GoC is explored in 
detail in Sec�on 3 of this document. 

Further, and despite various interna�onal trea�es, the Commonwealth Government’s commitments further restrict an 
already heavily regulated fishery s despite the three neighbouring countries (all UN Member States) having overfished 
fisheries with significant IUU in their own waters.  

The Future Fishing Taskforce did highlight the poten�al risk to GoC fisheries posed by the East Coast net free zones and 
the transfer of commercial fishers from the East Coast to the GoC intensifying fishing in the area. 

Intensified commercial fishing in the GoC is a risk created by the Queensland Government’s own policy reforms 
in East Coast fisheries. Government appears not to have explored the many other management op�ons at its 
disposal to address the unintended consequences of its own policy decisions. 

                                                                 

18 UNESCO and IUCN, Thulstrup, H and Carter, E, Report on the joint World Heritage Centre / IUCN Reactive Monitoring Mission to the 
Great Barrier Reef  
(Australia) from 21 to 30 March 2022,  March 2022 
19 At regular intervals UNESCO World Heritage Conven�on publishes the Great Barrier Reef State of Conserva�on Report, which 
highlights the key threats to the property. The five reports conducted over the last decade do not highlight fishing as a key threat 
(reports undertaken in 2023, 2021, 2017, 2015, 2012). A summary of the key threats iden�fied across all 17 reports undertaken since 
1985 do not include fishing, htps://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/?ac�on=list&id_site=154 
20 Leter from The Hon Tanya Plibersek MP to the Director-General, UNESCO outlining the Australian and Queensland government 
commitments for the protec�on of the Great Barrier Reef, May 20223, obtained under the Freedom of Informa�on Act 
21 Australian Government, Species Profiles and Threats Data, Gulf of Carpentaria Marine Bioregional Plan, Department of Climate 
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water., viewed 24 October 2023, htps://www.environment.gov.au/sprat-
public/ac�on/kef/view/82;jsessionid=C696E761A8CE5B4930D8475FFB7AF58E 
22 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
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2.6 Lack of demonstra�on of balanced impact analysis iden�fied in the Fisheries Act (1994) 
The main purpose of the Queensland Government’s Fisheries Act 1994 is to provide for the use, conserva�on and 
enhancement of the community’s fisheries resources and fish habitats in a way that seeks to apply and balance the 
principles of ecological sustainable development and promote ecologically sustainable development.23  

To put forward significant changes that Future Fishing Taskforce note require changes to the Fisheries Act 1994 and its 
subordinate legisla�on (Fisheries (Commercial Fisheries) Regulation 2019, Fisheries Declaration 2019, Fisheries (General) 
Regulation 2019 and Fisheries Quota Declaration 2019), the changes should, at minimum demonstrate, an alignment with 
the principles of ecologically sustainable development. The principles of ecologically sustainable development are: 

• enhancing individual and community wellbeing through economic development that safeguards the wellbeing of 
future genera�ons;  

• providing fairness within and between genera�ons; 
• protec�ng biological diversity, ecological processes and life-support systems; 
• in making decisions, effec�vely integra�ng fairness and short and long-term economic, environmental and social 

considera�ons; 
• considering the global dimension of environmental impacts of ac�ons and policies; 
• considering the need to maintain and enhance compe��on, in an environmentally sound way; 
• considering the need to develop a strong, growing and diversified economy that can enhance the capacity for 

environmental protec�on; and 
• that decisions and ac�ons should provide for broad community involvement on issues affec�ng them; and 
• the precau�onary principle.24 

There is no available documenta�on in the Future Fishing Taskforce communiques to suggest the sustainable 
ecological development principles in the Fisheries Act 1994 were considered and assessed in a structured and 
demonstrable way. 

 
It is a legisla�ve requirement of the Queensland Government to undertake a balanced assessment of the nine ecological 
sustainable development principles in the Fisheries Act 1994 when considering changes to the legisla�on (including 
access, use, and alloca�on). This is the case with the proposed reforms. It is vital that all nine principles are given equal 
considera�on, and it is also cri�cal to note that the ‘precau�onary principle’, considered an overriding principle, is not 
applicable in this instance.  

The precau�onary principle as described in the context of the Fisheries Act 1994, reflects the intent of the precau�onary 
principle as defined under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Act, Section 391 (2): “The precautionary principle 

                                                                 

23 Queensland Government, Fisheries Act 1994, htps://www.legisla�on.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-037#pt.1, 
viewed 24 October 2023 
24 Queensland Government, Fisheries Act 1994, htps://www.legisla�on.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-037#pt.1, 
viewed 24 October 2023 
 

“In balancing the principles [of ecologically sustainable development], each principle is to be given the 
relative emphasis appropriate in the circumstances, having regard to ensuring access to the fisheries 
resources is allocated in a way that maximises the potential economic, social and cultural benefits to 
the community.”  

Queensland Government, Fisheries Act 1994 

http://www.goccfa.com/
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-037#pt.1
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-037#pt.1


GOCCFA 
PO Box 138, Karumba, QLD 4891 

www.goccfa.com 
 

 

 28 

is that lack of full scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing a measure to prevent degradation of 
the environment where there are threats of serious or irreversible environmental damage.”25 

The condi�ons under which the precau�onary principle is triggered are cri�cal. To trigger the principle, two cumula�ve 
condi�ons must be met.  

The first condi�on is that there is a threat of serious or irreversible environmental damage.  

In considering the first condi�on, the reforms should have demonstrated: 

• the environmental threat is serious and irreversible; 
• the threats consider many factors and were enhanced by consulta�on with rights holders; and 
• the threat of damage is adequately substan�ated by scien�fic evidence.26 

These thresholds have not been met. As outlined earlier, government has not provided any analysis or evidence of the 
serious and irreversible environmental damage posed by net fishing, therefore there is a high degree of uncertainty in 
regard to whether there is a serious or irreversible threat posed by net fishing.   

The second condi�on is the applica�on of appropriate and necessary measures based on analysis of many factors.  

In considering the second condi�on, the reforms should have demonstrated: 

• that if there are uncertain�es about the seriousness or irreversibility of environmental damage that cannot be 
substan�ated with scien�fic evidence, that an assessment of the degree of uncertainty involved an analysis of many 
factors; and  

• measures do not go beyond what is appropriate or necessary to achieve the overall objec�ve of the measure.27  

In the context of the significant degree of uncertainly and the many other more significant serious and irreversible 
environmental threats to the GoC, the proposed measures are neither appropriate nor necessary.  

In considering the full and detailed defini�on of the precau�onary principle and the condi�ons required for it to 
be triggered, it is important to note that the threat of seriousness or irreversible environmental damage post by 
net fishing cannot be substan�ated by scien�fic evidence and that in the context of this uncertainty, the 
proposed reforms are neither appropriate or necessary (given the lack of analysis and overall context). 
Therefore, the precau�onary principle does not apply. 

 
It is of significant concern to the GOCCFA that the Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2027-2017 inaccurately invokes the 
precau�onary principle in sta�ng that “…moving to best practice fisheries management, we will adopt the precautionary 
principle required by the Fisheries Act 1994. This means that if the information is insufficient at a particular time to 
provide confidence in the existing fishing rules to sustainably manage our fisheries, a more conservative approach may be 
required through clearly defined management actions”.28 This is not consistent with the defini�on of the precau�onary 
principle as outlined in the legisla�on or recent precedents.  

                                                                 

25 Australian Government, Environmental Protec�on and Biodiversity Act, Sec�on 391 (2), htps://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-
bin/sinodisp/au/legis/cth/consol_act/epabca1999588/s391.html#:~:text=(2)%20The%20precau�onary%20principle%20is,serious%20or
%20irreversible%20environmental%20damage, viewed 9 November 2023 
26 Federal Court of Australia, Bob Brown Foundation Inc v Minister for the Environment (No 2) [2022] FCA 873, BarNet Jade - Find recent 
Australian legal decisions, judgments, case summaries for legal professionals (Judgments And Decisions Enhanced), viewed 10 
November 2023 
27 Federal Court of Australia, Bob Brown Foundation Inc v Minister for the Environment (No 2) [2022] FCA 873, BarNet Jade - Find recent 
Australian legal decisions, judgments, case summaries for legal professionals (Judgments And Decisions Enhanced), viewed 10 
November 2023 
28 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries, Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, 2017 
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The Discussion Paper does not state a specific objec�ve, however notes that the measures “…are necessary to modernise 
management arrangements, be responsive to changes in stock levels, optimise economic benefits, manage ecological risks 
and ensure a fair and equitable access by all.”29 

Without any scien�fic evidence no�ng the nature and scope of the ‘seriousness’ and ‘irreversibility’ of the threat, 
or the level of certainty, it is GOCCFA’s view that this condi�on has not been met in rela�on to the proposed GoC 
reforms.  

The proposed measures go beyond what is appropriate and necessary to achieve government’s stated purpose. A 
single blunt regulatory instrument can never address complex issues, and certainly not in the absence of any 
evidence from which to jus�fy or determine such ac�ons. As such, the precau�onary principle cannot be 
triggered, and government is required to assess – with equal weigh�ng – the proposed changes against all nine 
sustainable development principles under the Fisheries Act 1994. 

 
It is further noted that the Queensland Government proposes to achieve the purposes of the Fisheries Act 1994: 

• in consulta�on with, and having regard to the views and interests of, all persons involved in commercial, charter, 
recrea�onal or indigenous fishing and the community generally; and 

• using a transparent and responsive approach to the management of access to fisheries resources.30 

The GoC commercial fishers and community were not afforded the opportunity to make representa�ons to the 
Future Fishing Taskforce, unlike East Coast and environmental stakeholders. They were not invited to make 
representa�ons at mee�ngs and therefore, the views and interests of commercial fishers were not considered. 

 

The Future Fishing Taskforce Terms of Reference have not been made public, having been held under 
parliamentary privilege, making this process neither transparent nor responsive to the management of access to 
GoC fisheries resources. 

 

The GoC Inshore Fisheries Working Group, established to enable representa�ves from industry and community 
to work collabora�vely with the Queensland Government, was not called to meet by DAF for 10 months 
(between November 2022 and September 2023). The Working Group was presented – not consulted – with 
proposed net free zone loca�ons weeks before their public release. 

 
In addi�on to the above legisla�ve process considera�ons, balanced and transparent analysis of the economic, 
environmental, and social impacts of the proposed changes is a requirement under the Fisheries Reallocation Policy. This 
has not been provided by government. 

                                                                 

29 Queensland Government, Gulf of Carpentaria inshore fishery, Consultation on gillnet-free zones and fishery reforms, Discussion 
Paper, 2023 
30 Queensland Government, Fisheries Act 1994, htps://www.legisla�on.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-037#pt.1, 
viewed 24 October 2023 
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The Fisheries Reallocation Policy sets out minimum criteria that are required to be met before considera�on of any 
realloca�on of fisheries resources.31 

The minimum criteria to be met for realloca�on to occur are:  
 
• there is the data suppor�ng the proposal of sufficient quality; 
• the cost-benefit analysis demonstrates that it will op�mise the economic, social and cultural benefits Queenslanders 

receive from the sustainable use of fisheries resources;   
• there is a workable plan to fund compensa�on for loss of access;  
• the required consulta�on been completed;  
• there is significant community support from the relevant community;  
• it is prac�cal and achievable; and  
• it is consistent with relevant policies, the Fisheries Act 1994 and relevant harvest strategies.  
 

It is noted that these are minimum criteria only and do not fully align with best prac�ce policy and decision making. 
However, at minimum, assessing the proposed changes against these criteria would provide prac�cal approach to 
evidence-based analysis, consulta�on, and policy change process for government to follow before making 
recommenda�ons about realloca�ng – or indeed comple�ng removing – access to fisheries.  

The Discussion Paper and the Future Fishing Taskforce communiques do not present evidence of quality data to 
support the proposed changes, a full cost benefit analysis of the impacts, detailed compensa�on plans for 
affected stakeholders, required consulta�on, community support, project management and implementa�on 
plans, and its alignment with the Fisheries Act 1994 and Harvest Strategies. 

 

2.7 Exclusion of scien�fic evidence related to more significant threats than net fishing  
GOCCFA and all stakeholders have a shared objec�ve of maintaining the health and sustainability of fisheries in 
Queensland and more broadly, across Australia, neighbouring and interna�onal waters. It is vital to the viability of the 
commercial fishing sector.  
 

                                                                 

31 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries, Fisheries Allocation Policy, 2018 
 

The assessment is to be based on maximising the economic, social and cultural value that 
Queenslanders receive from the sustainable use of fisheries resources, with one of the key 
principles being to ensure there is a transparent, predictable and repeatable process with clear 
reasons for decisions and certainty for users. 

Queensland Government, Fisheries Realloca�on Policy 
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The GoC faces a number of environmental threats which have been well documented by Government32 33, 
UNESCO34 and the scien�fic literature35. However, net fishing does not rate highly (or even at all) in reports and 
research over the last decade. 

 
The Commonwealth Government’s Gulf of Carpentaria 
Basin’s Marine Bioregional Plan profile36 noted the 
present and emerging pressures affec�ng environmental 
conserva�on values in the GoC as: 
• marine debris; 
• climate change (temperature increases and ocean 

acidifica�on); and  
• IUU. 

Marine debris 

According to a 2014 report, 6.4 million tonnes of fishing 
gear is lost in global oceans annually.37 

Referred to as ghost nets, is some�mes accidentally lost, 
abandoned or deliberately discarded poses a threat to 
marine wildlife as it dri�s with currents and entangles 
them.38 

In 2014, northern Australia had some of the highest densi�es of ghost nets in the world and remains an important and 
ongoing transboundary threat to biodiversity in the region that requires aten�on from the countries surrounding the 
Arafura and Timor Seas.39 

Many commercial fishers seek to recover, destroy and dispose the nets le� behind by IUU fishers, and other debris they 
come across, while historically, when border patrol have detained illegal fishers in the GoC, their boats have been taken to 
port, however their nets were not recovered. This burden was le� to commercial fishers, who voluntarily recovered and 
destroyed these nets. 

 

                                                                 

 

32 Queensland Government, Climate change in the Gulf region, version 1, htps://www.des.qld.gov.au/climateac�on/resources/science, 
viewed 14 November 2023 
33 Australian Government, Species Profiles and Threats Data, Gulf of Carpentaria Marine Bioregional Plan, Department of Climate 
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water., viewed 24 October 2023, htps://www.environment.gov.au/sprat-
public/ac�on/kef/view/82;jsessionid=C696E761A8CE5B4930D8475FFB7AF58E 
34 At regular intervals UNESCO World Heritage Conven�on publishes the Great Barrier Reef State of Conserva�on Report, which 
highlights the key threats to the property. The five reports conducted over the last decade do not highlight fishing as a key threat 
(reports undertaken in 2023, 2021, 2017, 2015, 2012). A summary of the key threats iden�fied across all 17 reports undertaken since 
1985 do not include fishing, htps://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/?ac�on=list&id_site=154 
35 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
36 Australian Government, Species Profiles and Threats Data, Gulf of Carpentaria Marine Bioregional Plan, Department of Climate 
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water., viewed 24 October 2023, htps://www.environment.gov.au/sprat-
public/ac�on/kef/view/82;jsessionid=C696E761A8CE5B4930D8475FFB7AF58E 
37 Wilcox, C. et al, 2014, Understanding the Sources and Effects of Abandoned, Lost, and Discarded Fishing Gear on Marine Turtles in 
Northern Australia 
38 Wilcox, C. et al, 2014, Understanding the Sources and Effects of Abandoned, Lost, and Discarded Fishing Gear on Marine Turtles in 
Northern Australia 
39 Wilcox, C. et al, 2014, Understanding the Sources and Effects of Abandoned, Lost, and Discarded Fishing Gear on Marine Turtles in 
Northern Australia 
 

Actual documented environmental threats to the GoC: 

- Climate change (temperature increases and ocean 
acidifica�on) 

- Marine debris 

- Foreign illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing 
(including transboundary overfishing) 

- Mining extrac�on and transporta�on 

- Water extrac�on for agricultural irriga�on 

- Agricultural run off 
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Climate change  

It is es�mated that more than 90 per cent of global blue food produc�on (defined as fish, shellfish, plants and algae) faces 
substan�al risks from environmental change.40 

The Queensland Government’s Regional climate change impact summary for the Gulf Region (including the GoC), 
highlights a range of climate risks including: 

• higher temperatures; 
• hoter and more frequent hot days; 
• more intense downpours; 
• less frequent but more intense tropical cyclones; 
• rising sea level; 
• more frequent sea level extremes; and  
• warmer and more acidic oceans.41 

These factors, individually and collec�vely, pose significant threats to the coastal estuaries and the GoC inshore fishery 
including coastline erosion, increased water usage (domes�c and agricultural), loss of ecosystems, cyclone and storm �de 
inunda�on, and sea level and storm intensity increasing inland flooding.  

The vulnerability to the GoC inshore fishery to climate and environmental change should be of much higher concern than 
the much smaller and mi�gable environmental risks posed by net fishing. 

 
Foreign IUU in interna�onal neighbouring waters 

Despite significant improvements to intercept illegal fishing boats in the GoC’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) (down from 
a peak of 120 in 2006 to zero in 2017 and 2018)42, a report by Charles Darwin University highlights the transboundary risk 
of environmental degrada�on and fisheries resource deple�on due to overfishing in neighbouring countries. For example, 
the report noted that the northern Australia commercial fisheries’ catch in 2009 was only 5.8% (13,340 tonnes) of the 
total catch (228,165 tonnes) in the neighbouring province of Papua.43 

Whilst IUU has been an ongoing issue since the 1950’s44, in the last decade, this risk has only intensified, with a recent 
global study of fish stocks highligh�ng it as the most important and urgent issue for global oceans.45 With 29 of the 142 
countries included in this recent global study not even atemp�ng to keep stock reports, not only is it impossible for 
governments to make informed policy decisions, but it has also created an environment where sustainable fishing prac�ce 
is undermined.46 

As global demand for fish protein con�nues to rise to feed growing popula�ons47, overfished stocks have tripled over the 
last 50 years.48 Live marine traffic monitoring reveals the many hundreds, if not thousands, of uniden�fied vessels fishing 
in neighbouring waters to the GoC and those surrounding Australian waters na�onally. Many fleets fish illegally in 

                                                                 

40 Cao, L., Halpern, B.S., Troell, M. et al. Vulnerability of blue foods to human-induced environmental change. Nat Sustain 6, 1186–1198 
(2023). htps://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-023-01156-y 
41 Queensland Government, Climate change in the Gulf region, version 1, htps://www.des.qld.gov.au/climateac�on/resources/science, 
viewed 14 November 2023 
42 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
43 Paterson, Ruth G, 2019, The Gulf of Carpentaria, Charles Darwin University (Australia) 
44 Wilcox, Chris; Mann, Vanessa; Cannard, Toni; Ford, Jessica; Pascoe, Sean; Hoshino, Eriko. A review of IUU fishing related issues and 
progress in the APFIC region. Hobart, Tasmania, Australia: CSIRO Hobart; 2021. csiro:EP202288. htps://doi.org/10.4060/cb2640en 
45 Minderoo Founda�on, Global Fishing Index 2021, Assessing the sustainability of the world’s marine fisheries, 2021 
46 Minderoo Founda�on, Global Fishing Index 2021, Assessing the sustainability of the world’s marine fisheries, 2021 
47 Wilcox, Chris; Mann, Vanessa; Cannard, Toni; Ford, Jessica; Pascoe, Sean; Hoshino, Eriko. A review of IUU fishing related issues and 
progress in the APFIC region. Hobart, Tasmania, Australia: CSIRO Hobart; 2021. csiro:EP202288. htps://doi.org/10.4060/cb2640en 
48 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
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interna�onal EEZs or in interna�onal waters on the periphery of other countries’ EEZs, or simply turn off their automa�c 
iden�fica�on systems to conduct illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing.49  

There is significant overfishing occurring in waters neighbouring the GoC.   

 

 
In 2011, ATSEA conducted a Trans-boundary Diagnos�c Analysis (TDA), and iden�fied Indonesia was responsible for 98 
per cent of catch in the Timor and Arafura Seas. This fish was caught by approximately 247,000 fishers, compared to 
Australia which only caught 1.65 per cent of the total catch and had just 625 operators (every Australian fishery in the 

                                                                 

49 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
 

 

Image 1: Fishing vessels (orange) and “Undefined” 
(grey) vessels in 718 fishery (Laut Aru, Laut Arafuru, 
dan Laut Timor bangian Timur) , 7 November 2023 
Source: Marine Traffic App 

 

 

 

Image 2: Fishing vessels (orange) and “Undefined” 
(grey) vessels in South-East Asia, 7 November 2023 
Source: Marine Traffic App 
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Timor and Arafura sea).50 Furthermore, these figures are likely underes�mated given Indonesian catch data is highly 
unreliable due the high degree of IUU that occurs across the country but par�cularly in the Timor and Arafura Seas.51  

Whilst the Commonwealth Government has successfully deterred IUU fishing in Australian waters, it has failed in its 
diploma�c efforts to manage the prac�ce in interna�onal waters52 which poses the most significant risk to global fish 
stocks,53 the industries these resources support, food security, and equitable access and use of Australian fisheries 
resources. 

Overfishing by Australian commercial fishers and net fishing are not iden�fied in the literature as posing a major 
environmental risk to the GoC. 

IUU in neighbouring UN Member States’ waters is a more significant environmental threat to the GoC. 

 

Other environmental risks to the GoC 

There are several other environmental risks that need considera�on, including mining extrac�on, mining and agricultural 
transporta�on, water extrac�on for agricultural irriga�on, and run off. Climate change will intensify agricultural risks to 
the GoC inshore fishery, while mining ac�vi�es (extrac�on, land and sea transport) con�nue to impact the environment. 

CSIRO has undertaken a range of studies across the northern and southern GoC areas to iden�fy opportuni�es for 
agricultural development and model the ecological impact of changed / reduced river flows to the downstream marine 
ecosystems of the GoC.54 Triggered by significant interest for increased irrigated agriculture development in the area, the 
modelling has consistently found nega�ve impacts on the ecological health of the GoC waters, and in turn the economic 
viability of the fishery.55 This poses a significant threat to the ecology of the GoC inshore fishery, and arguably a more 
significant risk, rela�ve to net fishing.  

A further and an equally cri�cal considera�on, is the indirect environmental impacts associated with demand subs�tu�on 
for protein caused by these reforms.  

With con�nued growth in protein demand in Australia and globally, and reduced GoC wild-caught Australian produc�on, 
exacerbated by the East Coast and related closures, the current and future increased demand for Australian product is 
expected to shi� to other seafood protein sources. To fill this gap and meet current and increasing demand, the two most 
likely sources of seafood protein will be imported seafood and aquaculture farmed product. 

Increasing Australia’s reliance on imported seafood product not only reduces food security but will likely also intensify 
fishing in interna�onal waters to meet this demand. At best, this will reduce currently sustainable fisheries, and at worst, 
will intensify IUU in already overfished fisheries.  

For aquaculture product, the increased reliance will be indirect, in the form of increased demand for fish meal inputs 
required to produce aquaculture farmed product. Wild caught fish s�ll accounts for 69% of fish meal inputs and 75% of 
fish oil produc�on used to feed farmed fish.56 Addi�onal inputs are also required to produce farmed fish, including 

                                                                 

50 ATSEA. 2012. Transboundary Diagnos�c Analysis for the Arafura and Timor Seas Region. 
51 Edyvane KS, and Penny SS. 2017. Trends in derelict fishing nets and fishing ac�vity in northern Australia: implica�ons for trans-
boundary fisheries management in the Shared Arafura and Timor Seas. Fisheries Research 188: 23-37. 
52 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
53 Minderoo Founda�on, Global Fishing Index 2021, Assessing the sustainability of the world’s marine fisheries, 2021 
54 Plagányi, Eva; Kenyon, Rob; Blamey, Laura; Can we have healthy marine ecosystems and modify rivers in northern Australia? - CSIRO, 
2022, viewed 8 December 2023 
55 Plagányi, Eva; Kenyon, Rob et al; Ecological modelling of the impacts of water development in the Gulf of Carpentaria with particular 
reference to impacts on the Northern Prawn Fishery. Gulf of Carpentaria MICE, 2022. Microso� Word - FRDC-Final-Report-Plaganyi et al 
2022.docx 
56 Naylor, R.L., Hardy, R.W., Buschmann, A.H. et al. A 20-year retrospective review of global aquaculture. Nature 591, 551–563 (2021). 
htps://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03308-6 
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terrestrial feed products (livestock and crops). These all have addi�onal environmental impacts including biodiversity loss, 
greenhouse gas emissions, nutrient and chemical waste, and pollu�on.57 This is further explored in Sec�on 3.  

 

The rela�ve environmental risk of net fishing is low compared to the many other significant known factors. This 
is not to say net fishing does not have poten�al impacts. However, management approaches need to be 
propor�onal and reasonable to the impacts. The Future Fishing Taskforce communiques demonstrate a very 
narrow focus on risk. Many other more significant environmental risks have, at worst, been ac�vely excluded, 
and at best, not ac�vely considered by the Taskforce or the Queensland Government. There is strong evidence of 
many other direct and indirect environmental risks that have not been considered to develop a full and honest 
assessment of the total impacts of the proposed changes.  

 

2.8 Lack of robust analysis and data to support es�mated fishery impact 
The Queensland Government has indicated that it expects the reforms – specifically, the new net free zones – to impact 
20 per cent of the current fishery. The Queensland Government has not provided transparency of its approach or 
underpinning assump�ons to this analysis and has not established an independent process to verify or validate this figure 
to provide confidence to industry and the community. 
 
Known limita�ons in data and evidence suggest that this is likely to be a significant under-es�mate of the impact. 
 
Based on industry’s knowledge of the fishing grounds, known data gaps and limita�ons, and broader research, industry 
notes the following significant limita�ons and inconsistencies in the data that the Queensland Government has likely used 
to derive this figure:  
 
• in many areas it is impossible to determine if catch came from within proposed net-free zones or just adjacent to 

these zones; 
• spatial data for several catches is not attached to reported logbook catches, while others logbooks are significantly 

incomplete for several years; 
• fishers have reported to the association that on receiving and reviewing their individual data sets that there are 

significant gaps in both fishing and protected species data;   
• there is no independent validation for data collected, and estimated catches may be inaccurate; 
• there is no accurate differentiation in the method of fishing used (e.g., creek net or foreshore netting); and 
• fishers move around, for example if they are concerned about stocks in a particular location they will not fish in that 

for several years, therefore catch data needs to be reviewed over a long period of time.  
 
We also note that in the process of reques�ng data to support GOCCFA’s considera�on of the Discussion Paper and 
proposed changes, we have iden�fied significant discrepancies in informa�on as well as large gaps in the data, beyond 
an�cipated gaps related to 2023 data (where DAF is s�ll entering this informa�on). 
 
DAF es�mates for the tonnage of catch caught in the proposed net-free zones are consistently less than half (but as low as 
25 per cent) what logbook data from 2018-2023 suggests. Furthermore, this logbook data excludes 13 authori�es. This 
suggests that at only two years of catch data (possibly less) has been considered in these es�ma�ons, posing a significant 
issue as fishing grounds may not be fished for long periods of �me to ensure they are produc�ve and sustainable. It is 
unknown how DAF came to these es�mates. 
 
There are several factors that impact the produc�vity of fishing grounds because the environment in these areas is 
variable and inconsistent. For instance, rainfall, salinity, temperature, �me of year, �des, wind, and turbidity will impact 
the abundance of target species in fishing grounds with variable hydrology and topographical features. In some cases, 
condi�ons may not be suitable to fish an area for many years. Addi�onally, there are social considera�ons to address, 

                                                                 

57 Naylor, R.L., Hardy, R.W., Buschmann, A.H. et al. A 20-year retrospective review of global aquaculture. Nature 591, 551–563 (2021). 
htps://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03308-6 
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including the distance from port (which may result in less trips, compared to area close to port), fuel costs, wholesale 
prices of fish, and availability of crew. Given these factors, it is cri�cal that several years of logbook data be analysed and 
considered alongside other quan�ta�ve and qualita�ve informa�on to develop a more robust es�mate of the impact of 
the proposed net-free zones on total harvest. 

 

These environmental factors are even more relevant for nearshore and river ne�ng, where considerably more 
physical rather than biological variables have a significantly greater variability, including salinity, temperature 
freshwater flows, and turbidity. It is these areas that are predominantly proposed for net-free areas. 

 

Given the poor condi�ons and subsequent catches in recent years, it is reasonable to assume that the catch 
es�mate provided by DAF does not adequately portray the importance of these areas and is therefore a 
significant underes�mate of the likely impact of the proposed changes on the current fishery. 

 
2.9 Significant limita�ons in the Environmental Risk Assessment model relied upon by 
government  
GOCCFA have serious concerns regarding the Productivity and Susceptibility Analysis (PSA) model used in the Ecological 
Risk Assessment to assess risk to Species of Conservation Concern (SOCC) in the GoC Inshore Fishery. These concerns, 
about the shortcomings of the PSA method, are supported by and shared with those expressed by it’s developers58 59, 
fisheries management60 61 and the broader scientific community62 63.   

More specifically, the PSA model of risk assessment was not designed to be a measure of absolute risk. The PSA is heavily 
conservative, with risk overestimated to account for uncertainty, which leads to a high number of false positives – as high 
as it (>50%)64 65. 

An overview of the ERA limitations include: 
 
• significant inaccuracies and incorrect allocations of scores for several PSA analysis attributes and species; 
• an inherent bias toward biological constraints (productivity analysis) rather than fishery impact (susceptibility 

analysis); 
• the ERA accounts for the entire GoC inshore fishery and is not appropriate at looking at risk posed by the N3 fishery, 

of which the nearshore and creek components operate in a vastly different way to the N12 fishery; 
• it does not adequately identify currently widespread fishing practices and methods that significantly reduce the risk 

to SOCC/protected species; 
• it incorrectly assumes fishers are doing the bare minimum as is required by legislation, however, there is 

demonstrable evidence that economic, social, and environmental drivers mean their operation generally exceeds the 
legislative requirements and standards; 

                                                                 

58 Hobday AJ, Smith ADM, Stobutzki IC, Bulman C, Daley R, Dambacher JM, Deng RA, Dowdney J, Fuller M, Furlani D, Griffiths SP, 
Johnson D, Kenyon R, Knuckey IA, Ling SD, Pitcher R, Sainsbury KJ, Sporcic M, Smith T, Turnbull C, Walker TI, Wayte SE, Webb H, Williams 
A, Wise BS, & Zhou S. 2011. Ecological risk assessment for the effects of fishing. Fisheries Research 108: 372- 384.  
59 Hobday AJ, Smith A, Webb H, Daley S, Wayte S, Bulman C, Dowdney J, Williams A, Sporcic M, Dambacher J, Fuller M, & Walker T. 
2007. Ecological Risk Assessment for the Effects of Fishing: Methodology. Report R04/1072 for the Australian Fisheries Management 
Authority, Canberra  
60 Good S. 2019. Review of the MSC Produc�vity and Suscep�bility Analysis for Out-of-Scope Species. Marine Stewardship Council. 
61 Australian Fisheries Management Authority. 2017. Guide to AFMA’s Ecological Risk Management. Commonwealth of Australia.  
62 Fulton EA, Bulman C, Thomas L, Sporcic M, & Hartog J. 2019. Ecological risk assessment global review. CSIRO, Australia.  
63 Hordyk AR, & Carruthers TR. 2018. A quan�ta�ve evalua�on of qualita�ve risk assessment framework: Examining the assump�ons 
and predic�ons of the Produc�vity Suscep�bility Analysis (PSA). PLoS ONE 13: e0198298.  
64 Zhou S, Hobday AJ, Dichmont CM, & Smith ADM. 2016. Ecological risk assessments for the effects of fishing: A comparison and 
valida�on of PSA and SAFE. Fisheries Research 183: 518- 529.  
65 Hordyk AR, & Carruthers TR. 2018. A quan�ta�ve evalua�on of qualita�ve risk assessment framework: Examining the assump�ons 
and predic�ons of the Produc�vity Suscep�bility Analysis (PSA). PLoS ONE 13: e0198298.  
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• there is important atributes missing (e.g. popula�on size and natural mortality), as well as adequate thresholds and 
criteria to determine risk for the attributes that are assessed; 

• the PSA attributes used to assess risk are not appropriate to assess risk, some are redundant, and are not of equal 
importance; 

• every attribute is treated equally, when the attributes important for identifying species-risk should be weighted; 
• that are considerable knowledge gaps for all species assessed; 
• the ERA over-subscribes to the precautionary principle when assessing risk; 
• the residual risk analysis criteria are not consistently adhered to; and 
• there is an obvious lack of industry consultation. 
 
Cri�cally, the atributes assessed have been deemed inadequate for assessing risk in other jurisdic�ons, including the 
United States and Europe, with only post-release mortality (and its accompanying criteria) assessed as being an 
appropriate atribute by the Marine Stewardship Council.66 
 

The flawed methodology used in the ERA means that every species is assessed as high risk for simply being present 
in the GoC, which is neither appropriate or accurate. 

 
In addition, many of these failings are indicative of the authors having an ill-informed understanding of set netting 
operations in the GoC inshore fisheries, with commercial fishers’ knowledge and input not sought or considered.  

Importantly, the ERA was not and was never intended to be used as a reference for making economically 
significant management decisions, such as the proposed introduc�on of net-free zones in the GoC. Its 
recommenda�ons iden�fy knowledge gaps that need resolving. 

 
Despite the authors’ own acknowledgement of the PSA model’s shortcomings, the Commonwealth and Queensland 
Governments ignore these significant limita�ons. A Sustainability Analysis for Fishing Effect (SAFE) analysis would provide 
a more realis�c assessment of realised risk as is acknowledged by DAF risk assessment guidelines.67 
 

2.10 Lack of regard for the Queensland Government’s own 2023 Better Regulation Policy 
Notwithstanding the legisla�ve requirements, without a structured and evidence-based assessment of the 
environmental, economic, and social impacts of proposed changes, government is not able to make informed decisions in 
the best interests of all stakeholders. 

                                                                 

66 Good S. 2019. Review of MSC Productivity and Susceptibility Analysis for Out-of-Scope Species. Published by Marine Stewardship 
Council [www.msc.org] 
67 Department of Agriculture and Fisheries. 2018. Ecological Risk Assessment Guideline. 
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Regulatory impact analysis is recommended under the Better Regulation Policy.68 This includes an Impact Assessment 
Statement, which provides a systema�c approach to assessing the impacts of the proposed changes and is considered by 
the Queensland Government to be an integral part of good policy making.  

Such an approach would support, at minimum, a full and balanced assessment of the proposed changes, within the 
context of the Fisheries Act 1994, and would provide a thorough assessment of the proposed changes including: 
 
• a defini�on of the actual problem that Queensland Government is seeking to address; 
• if and what management ac�on is actually required; and 
• iden�fica�on and assessment of regulatory and non-regulatory op�ons to address the clearly stated problem, and an 

assessment of the net impacts (costs and benefits) of each op�on. 
 

There are serious failures of due process, fairness, and transparency in the proposed changes and the way in 
which they are being pursued. 

There is no established evidence-based case for change or any evidence-based analysis of the economic, social, 
or environmental impacts of the proposed changes. 

The nature and scale of the proposed reforms are not jus�fied by the available evidence including the lack of an 
assessment of a full suite of regulatory and non-regulatory management op�ons to address the problems these 
changes are seeking to address. 

Through the above, DAF and the Queensland Government have failed to comply with the Queensland 
Government’s own Better Regulation Policy.  

 
Notwithstanding these requirements (which have not been met), the �meline for the proposed changes to come into 
effect does not seem realis�c. As noted by the Future Fishing Taskforce, the proposed changes require legisla�ve 
approval. Yet, the parliamentary process to give effect to legisla�ve changes, supported by the required consulta�on, 
analysis and suppor�ng implementa�on plans (including detailed compensa�on packages(s) and requisite process 
informa�on) and the dra�ing and legal review of the proposed legisla�ve changes, does not seem to have been taken into 
account by DAF. 

With the proposed changes flagged to come into effect by March 2024, it is unclear how these processes will be 
undertaken in �me, accoun�ng for the new year recess of the Queensland Government. During consulta�on for the 
development of the Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, one of the key iden�fied challenges was “…unclear 
decision-making processes that complicate effec�ve management ac�ons.” 

Despite DAF’s awareness of this challenge and the strategy’s commitment to improvements, the process remains 
unclear, not transparent and unnecessarily complicated. 

Details of any retraining and compensa�on package(s) that may be offered to commercial fishers and the process by 
which this would be delivered (to minimise the devasta�ng local economic impacts) have not been provided. The 
an�cipated closure of commercial fishing businesses and the range of businesses supported by and/or servicing the 
industry will result in an abrupt spike in unemployment across regional and rural communi�es. The delivery of retraining 
and educa�on packages is essen�al, given the acknowledgment by the Future Fishing Taskforce that there are limited 
opportuni�es to shi� into other industries or employment for local commercial fishers.69 

Further, the Future Fishing Taskforce webpage notes that the Taskforce was also required to consider an assessment of 
the impacts and the development of an impact mi�ga�on package for industry par�cipants directly affected by the Great 

                                                                 

68 Queensland Government, Better Regulation Policy, Queensland Treasury, September 2023, 
htps://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/Queensland-Government-Beter-Regula�on-Policy.pdf 
69 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries website, 1 September 2023 taskforce mee�ng, 
htps://www.daf.qld.gov.au/business-priori�es/fisheries/commercial/future-fishing/1-september-2023-taskforce-mee�ng, viewed 8 
November 2023 
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Sandy Marine Park zoning plan changes. This package was to include financial mi�ga�on, buy back, purchase of quota 
units for select species, and support for eligible post-harvest seafood businesses.70  

The Taskforce communiques and the Discussion Paper do not afford the GoC any of this considera�on. There has been no 
informa�on released about compensa�on, educa�on and retraining, or any other impact mi�ga�on measures for industry 
affected by the introduc�on of GoC net free zones.  

GOCCFA would expect, at minimum, the need for an impact mi�ga�on package including measures such as structural 
buyouts and compensa�on for the loss of current and future earnings, asset value, retaining and educa�on for 
employees, and a range of other measures for impacted stakeholders. At a minimum, impacted stakeholders should 
include commercial fishers, processors, and retailers.  

Retraining, educa�on and compensa�on package(s), process, and �meframe informa�on has not yet been 
released and therefore cannot be considered by GOCCFA and its members as part of this consulta�on. This 
creates significant uncertainty and greatly hinders members’ ability to assess informa�on vital to their future and 
decision making and offer considered feedback. 

In addi�on, the aggressive consulta�on period afforded to stakeholders (notwithstanding the extension provided a�er 
repeated requests) to consider the proposed changes does not provide adequate �me to fully consider the impacts. It is 
also at odds with the Queensland Government’s commitment to in improved stakeholder engagement as one of only 10 
reform areas in the Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017 – 2027.71 

The Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017 – 2027 noted that effec�ve engagement with stakeholders would be fundamental 
to its successful implementa�on. Much of the consulta�on feedback informing its development highlighted the need for 
ongoing and transparent stakeholder engagement, and a Stakeholder Engagement Strategy was implemented. However, 
subsequent sa�sfac�on surveys highlight that commercial fishers do not think that Fisheries Queensland is genuine about 
engaging.72 

The clandes�ne, unclear, and unfair nature of this process is of even further concern.  

Further, the proposed changes are flagged to come into effect by March 2024 and no �meframe for the release of the 
final reforms has been provided. With the 2024 season due to commence in February 2024 and prepara�ons now 
underway, there no certainty for commercial fishers who need to invest now if they are to be ready to commence the 
season in February 2024, or to consider the costs and or benefits of not commencing the season at all if zones are to 
come into effect within four weeks of the commencement of the season.  

In consulta�on with GOCCFA members, commercial fishers es�mated that over $1 million would be spent on refi�ng, 
gear and other required upgrades in prepara�on for the 2024 season. Fishers will either not make this investment – a 
significant loss to the local economy – or, if they take the risk and make the investment and the proposed changes do 
occur, the economic impact and destruc�on to these businesses is even greater.  

This is an impossible choice.  

Government and DAF’s lack of clarity and failure to provide assurances to industry about the 2024 season is 
crea�ng significant human impacts and pu�ng at risk investment in over $1 million refit costs and new 
investment, as well as ongoing economic returns from the fishery. 

 

                                                                 

70 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries website, Future Fishing webpage, Future fishing | Department of Agriculture and 
Fisheries, Queensland (daf.qld.gov.au), viewed 12 November 2023 
71 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries website, htps://www.daf.qld.gov.au/business-
priori�es/fisheries/sustainable/improving-stakeholder-
engagement#:~:text=Improving%20engagement%20with%20our%20stakeholders,have%20fish%20for%20the%20future, viewed 2 
November 2023 
72 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries website,  htps://www.daf.qld.gov.au/business-
priori�es/fisheries/sustainable/improving-stakeholder-engagement, viewed 9 November 2023 
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Without confirmed decision �meframes, compensa�on and retraining packages, or clarity of implementa�on 
�meframes, commercial fishers have certainty or confidence. This is in direct odds with the Sustainable Fisheries 
Strategy 2017-2027 target of increasing  certainty for commercial fishers. 
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3. Impacts of the proposed measures 
This sec�on discusses the impacts of the measures related to the GoC commercial fishery commited to UNESCO by the 
Commonwealth Government and being pursued by the Queensland Government. 

3.1 Current and future economic value of the GoC set net fishery 
In its Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, the government acknowledged that Queensland fisheries resources are 
highly valued for their economic, social and cultural contribu�ons to the state.73 That notwithstanding, the proposed will 
have a catastrophic impact on current and future industry viability, employment in regional and remote communi�es, 
food security and affordability, and the economic output of commercial fishing in the GoC.  

Around 50 mul�-genera�onal fishing families and communi�es across the GoC rely on the fishery and it is part of the 
social and economic fabric and lifeblood of regional communi�es across the GoC. Given the significance and contribu�on 
of fishing to regional communi�es, these changes will be felt throughout GoC and Queensland including (but not limited 
to) the communi�es of Karumba, Pormpuraaw, Weipa, Normanton, Mapoon, Napranum, Cairns, Bourketown, and 
Bamaga. 

The GOCCFA represents commercial fishers across the GoC, including the 84 N3, 3 N12 and 1 N13 net symbol holders who 
collec�vely produced 1,639 tonnes of wild-caught fish species across the GoC in 2020 with an end-market value of over 
$90 million in 2020. 

Countless businesses across the integrated supply chain benefit from the fishery, from chandlery, maintenance, and 
equipment companies to logis�cs and cold storage, distributors, retail stores, and restaurants. Based on current and 
future es�mated value-added across the supply chain for product origina�ng from the GoC commercial fishery (es�mated 
using reported catch volumes from the Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, informa�on sourced from industry 
operators), we considered the economic parameters and evidence on supply chain inter-rela�onships in recent analysis 
undertaken by BDO EconSearch.74  

The current and future economic value throughout the supply chain for product origina�ng from the GoC set net 
fishery is es�mated between $600-800 million in today’s dollars. 

 
The impacts of the proposed changes will be wide ranging and include economic and social impacts, and likely, 
environmental degrada�on in the GoC and to fish stocks more broadly. The proposed net free zones cover a significant 
area, with DAF sta�ng an es�mated produc�on impact of 20 per cent, however an assessment of the data indicates that 
this has been significantly underes�mated (as outlined in Sec�on 2). Given the size and value of the GoC fishery, the 
es�mated decrease in produc�on will reduce scale and therefore have significant direct and flow through impacts to the 
supply chain.  

 

 
 
  

                                                                 

73 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries, Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, 2017 
74 BDO EconSearch was funded by the Fisheries Research Development Corpora�on in Valuing WA smaller commercial fisheries across 
the supply chain (FRDC Project: 2022-038): Final Report, available here: htps://www.frdc.com.au/sites/default/files/products/2022-
038-DLD.pdf. 
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3.2 Impacts of the proposed changes 
The proposed changes cons�tute blunt regulatory interven�ons. The impacts will be far more severe than are necessary 
and includes reduced business investment, employment, and future business earnings that will increase business 
uncertainty, reduced access to wild caught seafood, jeopardising food and nutri�onal security and likely shi�ing demand 
to interna�onal, already over-fished waters. The proposed reduc�on in fishing area will likely concentrate fishing into 
smaller areas of the GoC, likely increasing the risk of environmental degrada�on.   

The economic destruc�on caused by the proposed changes is not propor�onal to the poten�al for environmental 
improvement. 

Reduced access to wild-caught Australian seafood product  

The global rate of demand for seafood and fish has doubled over the last 60 years, with the average global consump�on 
in 2019 being 20.5kg per person, compared with 9.9kgs in the 1960s.75 

Australian consump�on of fish and seafood is growing even faster. In 2019, Australian consump�on was 26.12kg per 
person76, up from 13.5kgs per person in 2015-16.77 

The significant reduc�on in commercial fishing in the GoC will result in a significant decrease in produc�on and 
community access to fish protein, including iconic Australian wild-caught fish such as Barramundi, King Salmon, Mackerel. 

Based on historical catch data, the loss of GoC collec�ve wild-caught fish output can be expected to be =more than 1,600 
tonnes per annum. This will be compounded by the loss of produc�on resul�ng from the East Coast fishery and 
associated closures.  

This loss will have a significant impact at a �me when there is significant evidence that global and local Australian 
aggregate and per-capita demand for seafood protein is only expected to grow.78 79 

It will be increasingly difficult for local consumers to access wild-caught seafood. Scarcity of product will also likely drive 
increased prices, further diminishing access. More broadly, the reduced volume of product will also further jeopardise 
Australian food and nutri�onal security, as the capacity of the highly specialised supply chain suppor�ng the processing, 
storage and distribu�on of product will be permanently diminished.  

Increased reliance on protein from interna�onal overfished fisheries  

There is also no evidence to suggest that consumers’ demand for wild-caught product will reduce as a result of the 
Government’s proposed changes. 

With con�nued growth in protein demand in Australia and globally, and reduced GoC wild-caught Australian produc�on, 
exacerbated by the East Coast and related closures, the current and future increased demand for Australian product is 
expected to shi� to other seafood protein sources.  

To fill this gap and meet current and increasing demand, the two most likely sources of seafood protein will be imported 
seafood and aquaculture farmed product. Both of these sources are expected to increase reliance on interna�onal 
fisheries, many of which are recognised as over-fished and under-regulated by UNESCO and interna�onal standards.80 

                                                                 

75 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
76 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
77 Australian Government, Department of Agriculture and Water Resources, 2017, Australian fisheries and aquaculture statistics 2016 
78 Sydney Morning Herald, Bagshaw, E, Who is eating all the fish?, 6 November 2023 
79 Minderoo Founda�on, Global Fishing Index 2021, Assessing the sustainability of the world’s marine fisheries, 2021 
80 Minderoo Founda�on, 2021, Global Fishing Index 2021, Assessing the sustainability of the world’s marine fisheries 
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Increasing Australia’s reliance on imported seafood product not only reduces food security, but it is also likely that 
imported product will intensify fishing in interna�onal waters due to this increased demand. At best, this will reduce 
currently sustainable fisheries, at worst, it will intensify IUU in already overfished fisheries. 

For aquaculture product, the increased reliance will be indirect, in the form of fish meal inputs required to produce 
aquaculture farmed product.  

Developed by the Australian Marine Conserva�on Society, the Good Fish Australia’s Sustainable Seafood Guide proposes 
a range of criteria to assess the sustainability of farmed fish. Shockingly, to score a green ra�ng (the highest available) 
against the Use of Marine Resources category, the es�mated wild fish input to farmed fish output required is less than or 
equal to 1.1:1.81 

Or, put simply, conserva�onists, Government and industry accept that 1.1 kilotons of wild fish input (as fishmeal or fish 
oil) provides just 1 kiloton of farmed fish output.  

Wild caught fish s�ll account for 69 per cent of fish meal inputs and 75 per cent of fish oil produc�on used to feed farmed 
fish82, and this does not include all the addi�onal inputs required to produce farmed fish, such as terrestrial feed products 
(livestock, land and crops) which have addi�onal environmental impacts including biodiversity loss, greenhouse gas 
emissions, nutrient and chemical waste and pollu�on.83  

With much of the fish meal input for aquaculture origina�ng from interna�onal fisheries, and with many of these fisheries 
already overfished, the flow on impacts of the proposed changes is likely to be a net-decrease in sustainability when 
taking a wider purview of the total impacts.  

The Future Fishing Taskforce communiques demonstrate a very narrow focus on risk. Many other more significant 
environmental risks have, at worst, been ac�vely excluded, and at best, not ac�vely considered by the Taskforce or the 
Queensland Government. This includes the lack of provision of a full and honest assessment of the impact to Australia’s 
food and nutri�onal security.  

Concentra�on of the fishery increasing the risk of environmental impacts  

As noted in previous sec�ons, commercial fishers currently have the space to be able to temporally vary their effort across 
the fishery. This allows the fisher to account for physical and other environmental factors impac�ng fishing grounds and 
support sustainable fishing prac�ces. They may not return to fishing grounds for several years. Alterna�vely, they may 
fully avoid certain areas unless absolutely necessary.  

This approach offers a range of benefits as it minimises localised deple�on of stocks and affords �me for stock 
replenishment. In addi�on, the current accessibility of fishing grounds offers fishers a range of op�ons on where to fish. 
This has provided the key addi�onal benefit of enabling fishers to be selec�ve about their fishing loca�ons taking account 
of increased variables such as protected species interac�on risk and ecology, whilst s�ll allowing them to catch enough 
fish to be economically viable. 

If the current fishing area is reduced on the scale as proposed, commercial fishing ac�vity will be naturally 
compressed. In the absence of other fishery reforms and effort reduc�on, this will have a nega�ve impact on 
sustainable fishing outcomes. This will likely be compounded by effort shi� from the displaced East Coast set net 
fishers who are asset and knowledge capable.  There is a high likelihood that these fishers will buy or lease latent 
N3 licences that have historically not fished, thereby increasing fishing effort and further impac�ng sustainable 
fishing outcomes. 

 

                                                                 

81 Australian Marine Conservation Society, 2021, Good Fish, Australia's Sustainable Seafood Guide, AMCS Aquaculture Assessment 
Criteria Version 2021A 
82 Naylor, R.L., Hardy, R.W., Buschmann, A.H. et al. A 20-year retrospective review of global aquaculture. Nature 591, 551–563 (2021). 
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Commercial fishers currently and ac�vely avoid areas with greater risk of protected species interac�ons and to 
allow fish stocks to recover for abio�c factors. If the proposed net free areas are implemented at the scale 
proposed, the compression of fishing ac�vity will lead to higher interac�on rates with protected species in 
remaining fishing areas. In the absence of other fishery reforms and effort reduc�on, this will lead to higher local 
deple�ons of protected species.   

 

Reduced business investment  

Significant investment is made by operators in prepara�on for each season, including for refits, maintenance and gear 
upgrades. GOCCFA members indicated investment requirements of over $1 million to prepare for the 2024 season, 
primarily in rela�on to refit and maintenance. This investment is unable to proceed un�l surety about the season is 
provided. 

In addi�on to annual investments, longer term investment in suppor�ng business infrastructure, such as processing, cold 
store and transporta�on will also cease. One GOCCFA member has already invested $750,000 investment in a storage 
facility in Mareeba. It is now 75 per cent complete and in jeopardy, along with the many staff it is intending to employ. 

A 2023 report from the Business Council of Australia, highlighted Australia’s precarious global investment posi�on, hailing 
it an investment drought, with much of the local investment now being directed to overseas markets.84 At a �me of 
global economic instability, high infla�on and cost of living, low rates of investment will result in lower produc�vity and 
innova�on, and s�fle real wages growth.85  

These impacts will be felt deeply by regional and remote communi�es, with flow on impacts for the broader state and 
na�onal economy.  

Reduced value of future business earnings 

Currently, GoC fishers collec�vely produced 1,639 tonnes of wild-caught fish species with an end-market value of over 
$90 million in 2020.  

The proposed changes, in their current form, will cause operators to forego current and future profits as the closures 
directly impact fishing opera�ons in the GoC inshore fishery. The reduced produc�on output and the likely higher costs of 
compliance will make current operators unviable moving forward as they cannot maintain their efficiencies of scale or 
their capacity. 

In addi�on to the range of external factors impac�ng operator viability, this reduced value is compounded by uncertainty 
over the future opera�ng environment and increased costs of compliance.  

Reduced employment  

Commercial fishers operate regional and remote businesses that provide valuable, and some�mes the primary, 
employment in their areas.86  The shu�ng down of the industry by the introduc�on of the proposed changes will cost 
hundreds of jobs. 

With litle to no opportunity for unemployed former commercial a (and suppor�ng business employees) to shi� into 
other industries or employment87, the �ming of the proposed implementa�on is par�cularly devasta�ng. Proposed to be 
implemented in March 2024 these jobs will be lost in the coming months  

 

                                                                 

84 Business Council of Australia, Australia’s investment drought and what to do about it, March 2023 
85 Business Council of Australia, Australia’s investment drought and what to do about it, March 2023 
86 Queensland Government, Department of Fisheries, Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027, 2017 
87 Queensland Government, 1 September 2023 taskforce mee�ng | Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, Queensland 
(daf.qld.gov.au), viewed 26/10/23 
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The loss of commercial fishing operators and the diverse businesses that support the industry, including processing, cold 
storage, transporta�on and retail will be devasta�ng to communi�es across the GoC and north Queensland. The scale of 
job losses will profoundly impact communi�es with very few other employment op�ons, while the broader contrac�on of 
related business will have an intergenera�onal impact. 

Increased business uncertainty 

The proposed changes and the process under which Government has developed them set a dangerous precedent for 
policy-making in Australia’s fisheries. Lacking in policy and procedural integrity, transparency, and evidence-based 
decision making, the impact of this uncertainty will reduce business confidence and in turn, reduce business investment.  

Notwithstanding the business uncertainty currently felt by commercial fishers and suppor�ng sectors including 
processing, transport and cold storage (amongst others), around the 2024 season, the longer-term impacts of reduced 
certainty for business will have a range of impacts including reduced investment, and reduced trust in Government. 

The Government’s credibility with business, industry more broadly, and the communi�es for which the proposed changes 
will detrimentally impact, will be diminished, as will its legi�macy – having disregarded the frameworks and processes it 
has made a public commited to.  

3.2 Propor�onality of impacts 
The introduc�on of net free zones will have devasta�ng economic and social impacts to the industry, to regional and 
remote Queensland communi�es, the seafood supply chain, food security and, more broadly the reputa�on and 
experience of tourists to Australia but realise a likely very small environmental upli� (if not degrade key areas of the GoC).  

As outlined in previous sec�ons, rela�ve to major environmental threats facing the GoC and their causal impacts on stock 
sustainability, net free zones are likely to result in minimal environmental improvements, however, the proposed changes 
will have a devasta�ng and irreversible impact on the industry and regional communi�es, with no op�on to rescale in the 
future.  

Ecological sustainability is a precondi�on for a viable industry and for decades, the majority of the industry has 
demonstrated good stewardship of these waters, with a strong track record of proac�ve sustainable fishing prac�ces, 
voluntary ini�a�ves and partnerships with the scien�fic community. 

In considering the principle of propor�onality in the context of the proposed changes, it is cri�cal to understand the 
balance between the objec�ve, means/methods and consequences of the proposed changes. Not only is there no 

Case Study: The loss of just one business will cost up to 35 jobs  

Carroll Bros., a local family owned business have invested heavily in four businesses suppor�ng the seafood supply chain. 
Carrol Bros. Fishing, a commercial fishing opera�on with four commercial fishing vessels opera�ng under four primary 
licences and 11 symbols in the GOC. The proposed changes will result in the loss of 14 employees, including local 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members.  

Carrol Bos. Seafood, a retail seafood shop, provides both retail and a wholesale outlet for the majority of its wild caught 
GOC product. Also housing a processing facility to support the wholesale market, including local and interstate hospitality 
and grocery customers.  The proposed changes will result in the loss of 13 employees (and Christmas casuals), the closure 
of the retail and wholesale shops and the local wild caught seafood available to the hospitality and grocery customers.  

Carrol Bros. Refrigera�on and Electrical provides refrigera�on services and electrical work and refits on fishing vessels in 
Karumba and Weipa. The proposed changes could result in the loss of up to 8 staff. 

The downstream impacts of these changes will also be felt by a range of businesses that provide services and products to 
these businesses, for example trade companies, fuel companies, local farmers, land and property owners, mechanical and 
diesel fi�ng trades and many others. With changes announced without consulta�on and warning, the Carrol Bros.’ 
$750,000 investment in a storage facility in Mareeba is now in jeopardy, along with the many staff it is intending to 
employ. 
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balance between these three considera�ons, the methods and consequences actually ensure that the objec�ve of 
proposing these changes cannot be achieved. The Discussion Paper states that the proposed measures “…are necessary to 
modernise management arrangements, be responsive to changes in stock levels, optimise economic benefits, manage 
ecological risks and ensure a fair and equitable access by all”.88 

Decima�ng an industry, a specialised supply chain, and the communi�es that rely on it does not achieve any of 
the Queensland Government’s stated objec�ves. 

 
Figure 1: An assessment of the proportionality of the proposed GoC net free zones 

 

 

 

 

A propor�onal response requires one that balances consequences (or impacts) with the intended objec�ve of the ac�on. 
When the impacts of a proposed ac�on do not achieve any objec�ves, the ac�on needs to be urgently reconsidered. 

 

                                                                 

88 Queensland Government, Gulf of Carpentaria inshore fishery, Consultation on gillnet-free zones and fishery reforms, Discussion 
Paper, 2023 

The means and methods 

There is only one short term method proposed by 
Queensland Government to achieve its mul�faceted 
objects. Government chose net free zones, a 
threshold reform for the sector, and one that will 
destroy it.  

 

Deploying just one, heavy handed regulatory 
instrument when a full suite of management ac�ons 
are available to Government is both short sighted 
and irresponsible. 

 

        
         

The Consequences 

The damage to industry, the economy and the 
community will be both severe and irreversible. 
There will be widespread destruc�on, loss of an 
industry, jobs and the economic and social health 
and well being of regional and remote communi�es.  

 

Poten�ally, the proposed changes actually increase 
environmental risks by concentrated ac�vi�es into 
smaller areas of the GoC while not implemen�ng 
other strategies that could improve both ecological 

d    h   f h  
        

The Objec�ve(s) of the Proposed Changes: 

• This does not modernise arrangements, it will 

destroy commercial fishing in the GoC; 

• This is not responsive to changes stock levels, it 

will simply shut down all fishing, regardless of 

stock levels and in the absence of stock and 

biomass related research;  

• This does not op�mise economic benefits, it 

decimates the industry, jobs, regional 

investment and the regional and remote 

communi�es and downstream services and 

businesses it supports; 

• This does not manage ecological risks, it 

conflates issues from different regions, 

concentrates fishing into smaller areas and 

serves to mi�gate unintended consequences 

from Government decisions in East Coast 

waters; 

• This does not ensure fair and equitable access 

by all, it shuts commercial fishers out of the 

GoC which is neither fair nor equitable. 
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4. Proposed way forward  
This sec�on sets out GOCCFA’s vision for a sustainable commercial fishing industry with contemporary management and 
technology approaches to support environmental sustainability, economic diversifica�on and growth, and the prosperity 
and wellbeing of regional and remote communi�es.  

 
4.1 A seat at the table 

The Discussion Paper is stated as “…to establish a framework for the future direction of the Gulf of Carpentaria inshore 
fisheries and a clear vision of the operational landscape that lies ahead, with a focus on providing guidance to all 
stakeholders, particularly those in the commercial industry.”89 

The Discussion Paper does not set out a vision. It simply states that the opera�ng environment will be different. It makes 
no atempt to describe what that might look like, how it might get there, or how it can work with industry to ensure that 
environmental sustainability and industry economic viability can both be achieved. 

Introducing ill-considered, blunt and reac�ve regulatory instruments is not a vision and it is not a framework for the 
future. Without consulta�on with industry, without seeking industry input and without pu�ng forward a viable 
framework – rather than one that fails at the measure – is reprehensible at worst, irresponsible at best.  

GOCCFA and its members have an important role to play in forming, funding, and implemen�ng management reforms. 

It is important to highlight the missed opportunity by the Queensland (and Commonwealth) Governments to u�lise the 
extensive, intergenera�onal knowledge that the GoC commercial fishers can offer, and their willingness to do so cannot 
be overstated. 

The majority of commercial fishing businesses are family owned and run, having been established over many decades 
and genera�ons. Our fishers are considered good stewards of the GoC and hold extensive knowledge of the areas they 
fish, what they fish, what they avoid and the prac�cal applica�on of management approaches. Their collec�ve 
knowledge, accumulated and passed down through genera�ons, is both immeasurable and priceless.  

GOCCFA and its members recognise that over �me, the industry will need to accommodate genera�onal change across 
fishing families, increased barriers to entry and investment, con�nued implementa�on of evidence-based fisheries 
management policies and prac�ces, and implement technological change. 

This can happen in a way that maximises economic benefits, facilitates a pathway for future genera�ons of 
fishers, and preserves the supply chain while ensuring improvements in sustainability. 

Though GOCCFA strongly objects to the currently proposed reforms and the process by which they have been developed 
and pursued, GOCCFA and its members stand ready to work collabora�vely with government and stakeholders to 
develop, assess, and implement appropriate management approaches. As outlined in detail below, we are ready to work 
produc�vely with government to develop and implement appropriate management approaches to support a sustainable 
GOC inshore fishery. 

However, industry needs and insists on a meaningful seat at the table in this process going forward. 

                                                                 

89 Queensland Government, Gulf of Carpentaria inshore fishery, Consultation on gillnet-free zones and fishery reforms, Discussion 
Paper, 2023 
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4.2 Recommenda�ons to government 

Notwithstanding the serious concerns documented in this submission, and GOCCFA’s strongest possible objec�on to the 
way these changes have been prosecuted by the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments, GOCCFA and our 
members have put forward a comprehensive proposal below for government and industry to work together to: 

• restore confidence in government’s approach to the management of the GoC fishery;  
• reset the �melines for the reform process;  
• ensure a fair, balanced, and transparent reform process for all stakeholders; 
• address gaps in the evidence base associated with the GoC fishery 
• increase confidence in, and validate, protected species interac�ons in the GoC fishery; and, 
• address more significant risks to sustainability than net fishing (e.g., overfishing in neighbouring interna�onal 

fisheries).  

In line with these objec�ves, our recommenda�ons to government are as follows:  

1. Decouple all aspects of the development and implementation of the proposed GoC reforms from the East Coast 
reforms, because the GoC fishery is completely separate to the East Coast fishery and not part of the Great Barrier 
Reef World Heritage Area, and full and separate consideration of any proposed reform to the GoC commercial 
fishery is required on its own merits. 

2. Assure industry that none of the proposed net free zones or other reform changes will be implemented or have 
any effect on the 2024 commercial fishing season in order to provide confidence and certainty for industry to 
invest in refit and associated costs to prepare for the 2024 season, and to help mitigate the real human impact 
being caused through people’s lack of certainty of their livelihoods. 

3. Commit to the comple�on and implementa�on of the dra� Harvest Strategy for the GoC fishery as a pre-cursor to 
any further policy change. 

4. Assure all stakeholders that there will be no decisions or implementation of any potential GoC reforms until: 
 
a) An independent and neutral chair is appointed to the GoC Inshore Working Group and priority placed on 

finalising and implementing the draft Harvest Strategy for the fishery with all stakeholders, including the GoC 
commercial industry; and 

b) All stakeholders, including the GoC commercial fishery, can participate in a genuine reform co-design process; 
and  

c) A balanced and transparent assessment of the economic, environmental, and community impacts of all 
potential short, medium, and long term reform options is completed. 

5. Provide assurance to industry that any reduc�on in licenses as part of any future reforms is implemented in the 
first instance via a voluntary structural buy-out of license-holders, comprising appropriate compensa�on for 
forgone current and future earnings, buyout of residual assets and equipment, and retraining costs. 

6. Establish an independent evalua�on of the onboard observer program to inform future monitoring alongside 
camera technology. 

7. Provide an assurance that fishers’ data will be secured by a data management agreement to be signed between 
industry and government, including data derived from the trial phase of an onboard camera program and third 
party valida�on. 

8. Compel the Commonwealth Government to redouble diploma�c and trade efforts to address overfishing and 
associa�on fisheries management issues in interna�onal fisheries neighbouring the GoC.  
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4.3 Ac�on plan and alignment 

The following table maps each recommenda�on and several addi�onal ac�ons for industry with various objec�ves iden�fied by GOCCFA and industry as cri�cal to moving forward. 

Table 2: Proposed suite of actions in response to the Queensland Government’s discussion paper and proposed reforms 
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Decouple all aspects of the development and implementation of 
the proposed GoC reforms from the East Coast reforms 

Queensland 
Government 

✓ ✓ ✓     

Assure industry that none of the proposed net free zones or 
other reform changes will be implemented or have any effect on 
the 2024 commercial fishing season 

Queensland 
Government 

✓  ✓     

Commit to the comple�on and implementa�on of the dra� 
Harvest Strategy for the GoC fishery as a pre-cursor to any 
further policy change 

 

 

Queensland 
Government 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    
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Assure all stakeholders that there will be no decisions or 
implementa�on of any poten�al GoC reforms un�l: 

 

• An independent and neutral chair is appointed to the GoC 
Inshore Working Group and priority placed on finalising and 
implemen�ng the dra� Harvest Strategy for the fishery with 
all stakeholders, including the GoC commercial industry; and 

• All stakeholders, including the GoC commercial fishery, can 
par�cipate in a genuine reform co-design process; and  

• A balanced and transparent assessment of the economic, 
environmental, and community impacts of all potential 
short, medium, and long term reform options is completed. 

Queensland 
Government 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

Provide assurance to industry that any reduc�on in licenses as 
part of any future reforms is implemented in the first instance 
via a voluntary structural buy-out of license-holders, comprising 
appropriate compensa�on for forgone current and future 
earnings, buyout of residual assets and equipment, and 
retraining costs 

Queensland 
Government 

✓  ✓ ✓    
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Establish an independent evalua�on of the onboard observer 
program to inform future monitoring alongside camera 
technology 

Queensland 
Government 

  ✓   ✓  

Provide an assurance that fishers’ data will be secured by a data 
management agreement to be signed between industry and 
government, including data derived from the trial phase of an 
onboard camera program and third party valida�on 

Queensland 
Government 

✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

Compel the Commonwealth Government to redouble diploma�c 
and trade efforts to address overfishing and associa�on fisheries 
management issues in interna�onal fisheries neighbouring the 
GoC 

 

 

 

 

Queensland 
Government 

    ✓ ✓ ✓ 

http://www.goccfa.com/


GOCCFA 
PO Box 138, Karumba, QLD 4891 

www.goccfa.com 
 

 

 54 

 

Pr
im

ar
y 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y 
(in

 
co

lla
bo

ra
�o

n 
w

ith
 o

th
er

 
st

ak
eh

ol
de

rs
 w

he
re

 a
pp

ro
pr

ia
te

)  

Re
st

or
e 

co
nfi

de
nc

e 
in

 g
ov

er
nm

en
t’s

 
ap

pr
oa

ch
 to

 th
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t o

f t
he

 
Go

C 
co

m
m

er
ci

al
 fi

sh
er

y 

Re
se

t �
m

in
g 

pa
th

w
ay

 

A 
fa

ire
r, 

m
or

e 
tr

an
sp

ar
en

t a
nd

 
ev

id
en

ce
-b

as
ed

 p
ro

ce
ss

 to
 d

ev
el

op
 

Go
C 

fis
he

rie
s m

an
ag

em
en

t p
ol

ic
y 

Fa
ci

lit
at

e 
th

e 
m

od
er

ni
sa

�o
n 

of
 th

e 
Go

C 
co

m
m

er
ci

al
 fi

sh
er

y 

Ad
dr

es
s s

ig
ni

fic
an

t g
ap

s i
n 

th
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 b
as

e 
as

so
ci

at
ed

 w
ith

 th
e 

fis
he

ry
 

In
cr

ea
se

 c
on

fid
en

ce
 in

 a
nd

 v
al

id
at

e 
pr

ot
ec

te
d 

sp
ec

ie
s i

nt
er

ac
�o

ns
 in

 
th

e 
Go

C 
fis

he
ry

 

Ad
dr

es
s m

or
e 

sig
ni

fic
an

t r
isk

s t
o 

su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y 
th

an
 n

et
 fi

sh
in

g 
(e

.g
., 

ov
er

-fi
sh

in
g 

in
 n

ei
gh

bo
ur

in
g 

in
te

rn
a�

on
al

 fi
sh

er
ie

s)
 

Commit to the installa�on of onboard cameras as prescribed and 
funded by the Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 
Environment and Water at the commencement of season 2024.  
It understands and commits to suppor�ng that the data will be 
independently validated and the Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial 
Fishers Associa�on commits to recrui�ng fishing operators 
across a representa�ve and geographically broad base of fishing 
areas to par�cipate in this trial. 

Industry      ✓  

Develop and implement a contemporary code of conduct for the 
2024 fishing season 

Industry    ✓  ✓  

Introduce mandatory par�cipa�on by industry in externally-
accredited science-based protected species training 

Industry    ✓  ✓  

Con�nue and increase engagement with the Queensland 
Government, scien�sts, and other science and evidence-based 
research programs in rela�on to the GoC fishery 

Industry   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
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9 December 2023 
 
To whom it may concern 
  
Dear Sir/Madam 
  
Gulf of Carpentaria Inshore Fishery 
  
Following the release of the Queensland Government’s Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
consultation on new gillnet-free zones in the Gulf of Carpentaria and general fishery reforms Council have 
engaged with our communities to work together on this very important issue. 
  
Council has been working with industry, namely the Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fisherman Association 
Inc (GoCCFA) and the Karumba and Normanton communities and more broadly with the North West 
Regional Organisation of Councils representing 10 local authorities across the North West including the 
Gulf. 
  
Council has been provided with a copy of the Submission from GoCCFA and wishes to advise that we fully 
support their submission. They provide a well-structured and thought-out submission and do offer support 
to certain areas of the management approach, the management framework and other general fishery 
reforms. They seek to work with the Commonwealth and Queensland Government and Council believes 
this will provide an opportunity for genuine engagement on this very important reform, before any other 
decisions are made without the proper consideration. 
  
Council’s own submission centres on the economic and social impact that the proposed closures will have 
on our economy and our communities. We are small communities, and an impact of this magnitude will 
have devastating consequences. Carpentaria relies on Tourism, Agriculture and Fishing for our existence 
and each one is as important as the other, to lose one would have an immediate and long reaching 
negative impacts on our lives and future existence. 
  
Whether or not reforms are necessary and when reforms are required they need to be openly discussed 
with all stakeholders and seen to be open and transparent. 
  
Please contact Council’s Director Community Development, Tourism and Regional Prosperity, Anne 
Andrew’s (P. (07) 4745 2200 E. anne.andrews@carpentaria.qld.gov.au ) if you have any queries. 
  
Yours faithfully 
  
Jack Bawden 
Mayor 
CARPENTARIA SHIRE COUNCIL 
Ph: 07 4745 2221 | Mob: 0427 459 424 
PO Box 31, NORMANTON QLD 4890 
mayor@carpentaria.qld.gov.au 
http://www.carpentaria.qld.gov.au 
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Atachment 2: Correspondence between DAF and 
the Commonwealth and Queensland 
Governments seeking clarifica�on across nearly 
100 ques�ons 
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