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Grey Nurse Joint RIS/PBT

Queensland Fisheries Service
4 Seaward Crescent

Department of Primary Industries
Pallarenda

GPO Box 46
TOWNSVILLE QLD 4810

BRISBANE QLD 4001


Fax 07 32251823

Dear Sir\Madam

This submission is made on behalf of the 600 freedivers and spearfishers who are members of the Australian Underwater Federation (AUF). The AUF is the peak body representing the interests of underwater enthusiasts in activities such as freediving, underwater hockey, spearfishing, SCUBA and is involved in competitions, communication, education, training, research and administration. 

Firstly, the members of the AUF are extremely disappointed with the proposals in the Grey Nurse Joint RIS/PBT as they are biased against freedivers and spearfishers and show a limited understanding of the importance of these sites to our activities (they are some of the best spearfishing sites in Australia for pelagic species such as wahoo and Spanish mackerel). There are numerous unsubstantiated claims in the documents which are not supported by research, despite the claim of ‘science driving management’.

This submission will provide some general comments on international best practise and then focus on some specific comments and then conclude with some recommendations for spearfishing in SE Queensland.

International best practise

I refer to a recent paper by Sorice, Shafer and Scott (2003) Managing endangered species within the Use/Prevention Paradox: Understanding and defining harassment of the West Indian Manatee (Trichechus manatus). Coastal Management 31: 319-338.

This paper has some excellent lessons for the GNS management in SE Queensland for the paradox of providing while protecting the target species. There are two impacts – direct and indirect as shown below in Figure 1.

As seen in Figure 1, direct impacts include harvest and harassment. Harvest includes fishing activities in which the species (GNS) is removed from the environment (for GNS this includes beach meshing, aquariums and indirectly by recreational bycatch and hook mortality). Harassment is more ambigious but involves human disturbance and a significant negative impact to GNS (intentional and unintentional harassment may be distinguished). Direct impacts are often more of a concern than indirect impacts.
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Figure 1. Classifciation of wildlife impacts resulting from recreation (Sorice et al. 2003).

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

8.2.1. The AUF totally disagrees that spear fishing is a threat to GNS. We are selective and this species is totally protected. We do not take it.

8.2.1 The AUF totally disagrees with the statement that the “area closures are small enough for stakeholders to fish or dive in adjacent sites”. We need clear water, relatively shallow depth, current and fish to enjoy our activity and these sites are the best sites in SE Queensland. 

8.2.9. The AUF totally disagrees with the statement that closing the areas to spearfishing will reduce the treat of “spearing through accident or misidentification (a recent example was in June 2003 when a shark was speared at a NSW aggregation site)).” Firstly there is no threat of us spearing a shark as they are protected and placid. Secondly, the alleged incident in NSW was not proven to be a spear.

8.2.9. The AUF totally disagrees with the statement that “expected that the restrictions on spearfishing would not cause significant hardships”. The reason is that there are very few areas in SE Qld where there is clear water, currents, abundant fish life in shallow water (most are offshore islands and reefs). These sites are the best sites in SE Queensland and many divers travel from interstate to catch species such as wahoo and Spanish mackerel. Any closure of sites and particularly Flat Rock would result in very significant hardship and we would seek further information on decisions and be prepared to fight any closures through the legal system.

9.4 The statement that “shark behaviour at night might put a spear fisher on edge” is totally misleading as spearfishers are only active during the day. However, if necessary we would support banning of spearfishing at night at these sites and throughout Qld waters.

9.4. The statement of “risk of accidental capture and damage from the spears” is misleading. Because we are selective there is no risk. Further education and surveys could support the very, very low risk of our activity to GNS.

CONCLUSIONS 

1. There is alack of objective scientific research to exclude spearfishers from these sites.

2. There is scientific research that spearfishers have no bycatch, no hooks, no bait, are restricted by depth, do not harass GNS and have coexisted with GNS in may locations and have no direct impact on GNS 

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Spearfishers must be allowed to continue to use all six sites (the only site we may negotiate on is Wolf Rock because it is not dived as frequently as the other sites). These sites are important locally, regionally and nationally for freedivers and spearfishers.

2. Spearfishers catches are already restricted by bag and size limits and further spatial restrictions at these nationally important ‘iconic’ sites is not necessary because the status of GNS is not food limited and spearfishers are not competing with GNS for food.

3. Proposed area closures are ineffective for management of spearfishers as these six sites have strong currents and we drift dive.

4. Spearfishers can assist with research and monitoring of GNS by reporting protected species sightings.

5, The AUF would be prepared to be responsible for briefing, training or accrediting all freedivers or spearfishers who wish to continue to dive these sites and ensure they can identify GNS, and report any sightings.

6. The AUF would support banning of spearfishing at all these locations at night only (to counter any concerns raised in 9.4, when sharks are active)

I plan to discuss these issues with the relevant Ministers and their advisors this month. If you require more information please contact me on 0418726584.

Attached is also a submission in the format requested.

Dr Adam Smith  BSc (Hons), PhD, FAICD, MEIANZ, AIMM

Chair (Australian Underwater Federation – Spearfishing)

15 November 2003
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