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The Northern Territory wild-catch Barramundi Lates calcarifer fishery: a 
comparative investigation of the social, cultural, economic and environmental 
values of key stakeholders. 

Abstract. 

This paper describes the issues of importance surrounding the management of a 
valuable natural resource, the Northern Territory's wild catch Barramundi fishery. 
The perspectives of commercial fishers, recreational anglers, and Indigenous resource 
users have been examined in a comparative investigation of the social, cultural, 
economic and environmental values of the fishery. The project partially addresses a 
lack of information and integration of the issues surrounding this valuable fishery by 
describing the key issues in a single concise study. Some of the concerns, conflicts 
and cooperation in the management of specific international fisheries with similar 
situations and constraints have been included as useful comparisons. As well as 
describing past and present management regimes, resource allocation, economic 
values, environmental and sustainability concerns and socio-cultural values, the study 
makes a number of conclusions. Monitoring of the fishery indicates that overall the 
Barramundi fishery is presently well managed compared to other wild catch fisheries 
internationally and within Australian waters. Fish stocks are in good health and are 
considered biologically secure from overexploitation; stakeholders have reasonable 
access to the resource; there is little evidence that cultural and social values of the 
fishery are being compromised through favouring one stakeholder group above 
another; and cooperation and consultation among stakeholders in managing the 
resource is becoming an increasingly adopted paradigm. Having noted this, there 
appear to be examples of conflict within the fishery, resolution of which would lead to 
better resource management, social cohesion and improved environmental outcomes. 
As a response to stakeholder conflict in recent years, progressive Northern Tenitory 
governments have been shifting the direction of fisheries management from a purely 
economic model to a mixed management regime. Ultimately the question remains as 
to how fisheries managers will value the resource differently in the future as 
successful altemati ves to wild capture (such as aquaculture) are developed, and the 
economic, social, cultural and environmental values associated with the non
commercial exploitation of wild Barramundi are realised. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 Project Rationale. 

Natural Resource Management issues are increasingly being recognised as having 
broader concerns than traditionally studied economic or population and enviromnental 
sustainability issues. Particularly with regard to wild fisheries management there are 
important social and cultural implications for competing interests. Discord between 
fisheries resource users has been well observed and reported throughout the world, 
and it is certainly the case that the principal users of the wild Barramundi fishery in 
the north of Australia are representative of an oft-repeated resource sharing conflict 
scenario. The three commonly recognised stakeholders in the Northern Territory's 
wild-catch Barramundi fishery are those from the commercial fishing sector, 
recreational anglers and Indigenous people, all of whom have strong claims to fishing 
and access rights. The arguments for maintaining or even expanding individual group 
rights or access privileges to this natural resource are often based on historical links, 
and cultural and/or social values. 

As an intensely managed and politically important fishery, the Barramundi may not 
be wholly representative of all wild-catch (and less recreationally important) species 
presently harvested in the Northern Territory. However, the wild-catch Barramundi 
fishery has been chosen as an example of broader, mixed species wild fisheries for 
two main reasons. Firstly the Barramundi is an iconic species, highly prized by all 
stakeholders for a mix of commercial, social and cultural reasons, and is therefore 
useful in a comparative assessment. Secondly there is a great deal of data on 
conunercial and, more recently and particularly importantly recreational catches and 
expenditure- data which is difficult to obtain for other recreationally important 
species. Recent studies have also made available data relating to Indigenous use of the 
resource, which allows conclusions to be drawn as to the possible importance of the 
wild fish resource to Indigenous communities in Northern Australia 

With respect to social and cultural importance of recreational and Indigenous fisheries 
in particular, a certain amount of information used in this project relates to international 
experiences (primarily from the North American continent and Europe). This 
information however has often been found to be directly applicable to the local 
experience, with similar recognition of key stakeholder groups found throughout the 
world where sharing of fisheries resources occurs. The Atlantic, Coho and Chinook 
salmon fisheries ofNorth America, and the iconic recreational/commercial/indigenous 
fisheries of Europe share remarkable similarities with the Northern Territory's own 
wild-catch Barramundi fishery, and were found to be worthy of concurrent (albeit brief) 
inclusive investigation. Similarly the socio-cultural values attributable to recreational 
angling internationally and within Australia as a whole were found to be useful when 
discussing particular domains of interest. 

Significant research has been dedicated to the investigation of direct and flow-on 
economic effects of both recreational and commercial fisheries within Australia and 
worldwide. To a lesser extent, the importance of wild fisheries to the traditional 
economies of Australian Indigenous communities has been of recent interest to 
fisheries administrators. The focus of this study is therefore on the social and cultural 



considerations of the management of the wild fishery, though it also considers 
economic and environmental concerns. From a holistic natural resource management 
perspective all these values are inextricably linked. Through a comparative analysis of 
stakeholder values this study indicates some of the reasons why fisheries managers 
throughout the world are shifting their attention from a purely exploitative approach 
in decision making and are increasingly recognising the value of non-commercial 
stakeholder contribution. The study also indicates why decision makers in the 
Northern Territory should similarly be favouring a greater recognition of non
commercial community interests. 

1.2 Barramundi 

The Barramundi is one of a number of similar species whose natural range extends 
from the northern parts of the Australian continent, throughout South East Asia, South 
Asia and the Indian sub-continent, and into The African continent (where they are 
known as Nile Perch) (Bowerman 1989; Native Fish Australia 2003; Starling 1989). 
These species are especially important throughout their range for their commercial 
and traditional fishing values, and in certain areas for their value to recreational 
anglers. In Australia' s Northern Territory the Barramundi is particularly valued for its 
commercial qualities, and its sport fishing characteristics make the Barramundi one of 
the most sought after fish for recreational anglers (Kelly and Griffin 2000). The 
Barramundi (the name most commonly used for Lates calcarifer is said to be derived 
from an Aboriginal word meaning "big scales") is also highly prized by Indigenous 
people who see the fish as a valuable target for traditional fishing, and who in some 
areas regard the fish as a totemic species (Bowerman 1989; Kelly and Griffin 2000; 
Starling 1989). 

The Barramundi is found in a diverse range of environments, from coastal headlands 
and reefs to freshwater billabongs and the upper reaches of freshwater rivers, and has 
a regular seasonal pattern of movement throughout its range (Bowerman 1989; Native 
Fish Australia 2003; Starling 1989). This is part of the appeal of the fish for 
recreational and commercial stakeholders, who are able to target the fish at certain 
times of the year in using specific, reliable locations and harvesting techniques 
(Bowerman 1989; Kelly and Griffin 2000; Julius 2003). Indigenous people over 
thousands of years have also developed an intimate knowledge of the fish, its 
behaviour and characteristics, and commonly harvest the fish in traditional fishing 
areas throughout the Northern Territory (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Lister 2002; NRIFS 
2003). 

Interestingly, Barramundi are catadromous and will not reproduce in freshwater 
(Native Fish Australia 2003). For this reason they are considered a safe stocking 
option for many north Australian dams. In the Northern Territory, Manton Dam is one 
of many artificial water bodies (both private and public) which have recently been 
stocked with Barramundi with the purpose of creating recreational fisheries 
(NTFRAB 2001). Additionally, dam and cage based aquaculture is becoming an 
increasingly important supply ofBarramundi for the commercial market- to the point 
where aquaculture is expected to become more important than the wild catch 
commercial fishery in the near future (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Wingfield 2003). 



The appeal of the fish is universal. It is seen as a valuable commodity worth millions 
of dollars every year for a modem commercial sector that provides the fish as table 
product for markets throughout Australia and the world, it is an ideal species for 
recreational anglers from all over the globe for its sport fishing characteristics, and it 
supports a growing and increasingly developed recreational fishing infrastructure in 
the Northern Territory. The Barramundi is also seen as part of an important source of 
cultural and spiritual identity for many Indigenous commwrities throughout Northern 
Australia. It soundly remains one of a few valuable species for all stakeholders in the 
north of Australia, and it is certainly an important part of the lives of many of the 
people who live in the Northern Territory. 

1.3 Aim of Study 

This study intends to achieve a number of objectives. It is an assimilation of 
information including numerical data relating to the social and cultural, envirorunental 
and economic values of the wild-catch Barramundi fishery in the Northern Territory. 
Secondly the reader is informed of issues of conflict and cooperation between 
stakeholders in the management of this fishery. Finally the study makes several 
recommendations as to how the fishery may be better managed in the future if 
community interest is to be a priority of fisheries management and considers- given 
alternatives, concerns and present conflict - if there is a place for the commercial 
aspect of the wild-catch Barramundi fishery in the long term. 



Chapter 2. Recreational Fishing 

2.1 Scale and Scope of Recreational Fishing 

2.1.1 Recreational Fishing- an International Perspective 
The importance of recreational fishing to economies throughout the developed world 
is welllmown (Cowx 2002), and high personal expenditure on and participation in 
recreational fishing is observed in many countries (Cowx 2002; Prokop 2002). 
Recreational fishing has until recently however, been managed in Australia in a 
somewhat informal manner and has largely been regarded as being of less importance 
than commercial fishing (Prokop 2002). Prokop (2002) describes written comment 
from 1940 by the then Chief Secretary of Western Australia, who recorded that "the 
provision of food is considered to be of very much greater importance ..... than the 
sporting side of fishing, and consequently the professional fisherman must, and 
always will, receive greater consideration than the angler". However, community 
attitudes have since driven escalating change in fisheries management, and 
recreational fisheries have been increasingly recognised as being important 
contributors to Australia's economy (Prokop 2002). 

Catch effort, participation rates and expenditure for recreational anglers is more 
difficult to measure than for commercial operators due to the high numbers of 
individual anglers. However, in recent years figures have become increasingly 
available from a variety of sources, particularly among international fisheries (Pollock 
2002). In the United States for example, it has been estimated that more than 35 
million people annually (Cowx 2002) spend an estimated $US42 billion on fishing 
equipment, transportation, accommodation and other fishing related expenses 
(Tennyson 2003). Recreational fishing in the United States supports more than 1.1 
million jobs, and has an overall annual economic impact ofUS$116 billion (Tennyson 
2003), and it has been estimated that some 88 percent of Americans fish at least once 
in their lives (Fedler et al. 1998). Cowx (2002) remarks that among 22 European 
countries with an estimated angling population of 21.3 million, annual expenditure in 
just 10 out of these 22 countries has been estimated at $US10 billion. Cowx (2002) 
also reports in 1995 it was calculated that 4.2 million Canadian anglers fished during 
a given year, spending an estimated US$5.1 billion ofwhich US$3.4 billion was 
directly associated with the sport. 

2.1.2 Australians and Recreational Angling 
According to the recently published National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing 
Survey (2003), recreational angling in Australia remains one of the most popular 
pastimes for Australians of all ages throughout the country. The NRIFS (2003) 
discovered that recreational fishers spent an estimated AU$1.8 billion on fishing 
related items during the survey year, with the major expenditure being on boats and 
trailers, followed by travel and fishing gear (Table 1 ). Boats alone used for 
recreational fishing in Australia during the survey period were valued at AU$3.3 
billion. On average it was found that Australians spent AU$552 for the 6 days of the 
year used to go fishing, and that an estimated 3.36 million Australians went 
recreational fishing in the 12 months prior to May 2000 - equivalent to a national 
participation rate of 19.5% (NRIFS 2003; Table 2). The survey also estimated 1.8 
million households nationally, or 24.4% of the total number of Australian households, 
contained at least one recreational angler. 



2.1.3 Northern Territory Recreational Fishing 
While the highest numbers of anglers were found in New South Wales, the highest 
fishing participation rates were from the Northern Territory where around 31.6% of 
the population was estimated to have recreationally fished during the survey period 
(NRIFS 2003; Table 3). This was equivalent to around 44 000 local people 
participating in recreational fishing in the Territory. The Northern Territory was also 
found to be a net importer of recreational fishing effort during the year, with many 
participants from interstate and overseas (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Coleman 2000; 
NRIFS 2003). Recreational fishing has been conservatively estimated at .AU$30 
million annually in the Territory (NTFRAB 2001). The FISHCOT.JNT (1995) survey 
established that in the Northern Territory Barramundi were the most prized catch for 
recreational fishers, and accounted for around 38% of all fishing effort (Coleman 
2000). FISHCOUNT also found that Barramundi comprised some 13% of the total 
catch and 10% of the total harvest by recreational anglers. Importantly, almost half of 
all Barramundi taken by recreational anglers throughout Australia (105,000 of 
215,000 fish) were caught in the Northern Territory during the year to May 2000 
(NRIFS 2003; Table 4). 

According to FISH COUNT data (quoted in Kelly and Griffin 2000) the annual 
recreational catch for Barramundi appears to be in the order of 300 MT, making it a 
significant component of the overall fishery. Recreational Barramundi fishing is seen 
to be an integral part ofthe Northern Territory's unique lifestyle. It attracts a large 
number of interstate and overseas visitors and it underpins a growing interest in 
fishing tourism supported by specialised professional guiding services, fishing lodges 
and remote safari camps (Kelly and Griffin 2000). In fact Kelly and Griffin (2000) 
note that according to Fishing Tour Operator catch data, approximately 60% of all 
commercially guided fishing trips were undertaken with Barramundi as a target fish, 
resulting in the capture of some 40,000 fish of which 88o/o were released. 

Expenditure during recreational pursuit ofBarramundi can be substantial according to 
Kelly and Griffin (2000), with much of the equipment and many of the boats used 
being highly specialised. It has been found that the Northern Territory has the highest 
proportion of boats used for recreational fishing in the country and the second highest 
level ofboat ownership overall (NT Fish News4 2003). The NRIFS (2003) determined 
that Territory anglers spent an estimated AU$27 million on recreational fishing during 
the survey year, a substantial amount given the small resident population of around 
200,000. Murphy (2002) remarks that in addition to direct expenditure, local and 
visiting recreational anglers contribute indirectly to local industries such as the real 
estate and automotive markets due to their specialist requirements. The impact of 
recreational fishing activities on rural and regional areas therefore cannot be 
understated, with recreational fishing having a large positive effect on many regional 
economies (Murphy 2002). 

2.2 Social and Cultural Values 

2.2.1 Introduction 
The Barramundi is a highly prized catch for recreational anglers throughout its range, 
and has an iconic status among recreational fishers (Bowerman 1989; Kelly and 
Griffin 2000; NRIFS 2003). Kelly and Griffin (2000) remark that part of the attraction 
of fishing recreationally for Barramundi is perhaps not only the palatability of the 



fish's flesh (which makes it so valuable to the commercial sector), but its excellent 
sport fishing qualities combined with the fact that it can be caught in a diversity of 
enviromnents. But why do people fish for Barramundi or fish recreationally in 
general? What is the attraction which compels anglers to pick up a fishing rod, climb 
into their four wheel drives/aircraft/boats and travel to a remote fishlng destination 
(often at great financial and time expense) to chase a fish they could have purchased 
from their local seafood supplier? And what are the benefits for society of 
encouraging this type of recreation? 

2.2.2 Why do people fish? Angler Motivation 
The reasons people fish recreationally are diverse and often very personal, although 
they appear to have a few common and important threads. The NR.IFS (2003) 
established that for most Australian anglers, fishing involves r:nuch more than 
catching fish. Factors related to the anglers' psychological state, the physical 
enviromnent, social interactions and resource status are much more important 
motivators for recreational anglers (Fedler and Ditton 1994, quoted in NRJFS 2003). 
The most important factor indicated by the NRIFS (2003) was to "relax or unwind", 
with some 90% of survey respondents reporting this as their primary motivation for 
fishing. Other important motivating factors included "fishing for the enjoyment or 
sport of catching fish", being with friends and family. Catching fish for food rated 
significantly lower than all of these factors (Table 5). 

These results compare with a report on the social and motivational aspects of 
recreational fishing in one of Australia's most heavily utilised marine resources, the 
Great Barrier Reef region. For Queensland anglers, the strongest motivations for 
recreational fishing were for "rest and relaxation", "to be outdoors", and "to enjoy 
nature" (Ormsby and Innes 1999). Ormsby and Innes (1999) report that the RFISH 
(1999) socioeconomic survey found that although "catching fish to eat" was very 
important to many of the participants, most would qualify their response to explain 
that if no fish were caught they would still be able to enjoy their fishing trip "as long 
as they had the opportunity to catch a fish". Catching a fish was therefore not the 
primary measure used by anglers to determine the success or otherwise of a fishing 
excursion. The non-catch, or psychological/physiological and "natural environment" 
motivations were of substantially greater importance to anglers than catch successes. 
The attitudes of recreational anglers surveyed during the RFISH program were 
therefore very similar to those described by anglers surveyed by the NRIFS (2003 ). 
Interestingly, the RFISH (1999) survey discovered that Barramundi was one of three 
principal target species pursued by recreational anglers in the region. 

The Review of Recreational Fishing in South Australia (RRFSA 2001) discovered 
that in addition to being extremely valuable to the economies of rural and regional 
areas throughout the state, recreational fishing provided substantial social benefits by 
allowing people to become involved in a range of leisure experiences. Similar to other 
Australian studies, the RRFSA (2001) established the importance of non-catch related 
benefits to recreational anglers. The most important motivating factors for anglers in 
this state were "being with friends and family", relaxation, "getting away from it all", 
and appreciation of the natural environment. Catching a feed of fish was of 
significantly less importance that the other motivations. Thls is not only a local 
phenomenon, as studies from the United States and elsewhere have established a 



similar suite of motivations for recreational anglers (Nicol2002; Burger 2002; Fedler 
et al. 1998; Fedler 2000). 

2.2.3 International Perspective 
A number of recent reports have concluded that American families view fishing as 
one of the best ways to spend "quality time" together, and a nationwide Harris Poll 
found that fishing was ranked the most popular outdoor activity in America (Nicol 
2003). An analysis of a number of reported angler motivation studies in Fedler et al. 
(1998) concluded that non-catch related motivations were most important for many 
recreational anglers in the United States, although motivations did vary between 
groups. Likewise, studies of angler motivation in the highly developed Newmark Bay 
complex discovered that only 3 to 4 percent of people surveyed reported that fishing 
for food was the primary motivation for their activity, and by far the majority reported 
that relaxation was the principal reason for angling (Burger 2002). Similar to the 
Australian studies, Burger (2002) found that other important motivating reasons for 
engaging in fishing activities included getting outdoors, being away from demands, 
communing with nature, and recreation. In fact, as Burger (2002) reports, over 30 
percent of people surveyed did not consume their catch at all- though fear of catch 
contamination may have been important in these cases. 

The American outdoors journal, Field and Stream, provides further anecdotal 
evidence of some the reasons for recreational angling. Toth (1999) describes fishing 
with old friends as a "tonic for the soul", which helps the author to feel "young". 
Infrequent (once a year) fishing excursions with three long time friends allow the 
author to put his life into perspective and to concentrate on simple, pleasurable 
activities if only for a short while. Hill (1999) describes fishing as an opportunity for 
intergenerationallearning and sharing. According to Hill ( 1999) a great deal can be 
gained from both parties of an intergenerational fishing party, and sees considerable 
social and psychological benefit for youth and the elderly alike. There is therefore a 
wide ranging spectrum of motivations for recreational fishing, many of which are 
highly correlated with non-catch, aesthetic and personal reasons. 

2.3 Youth and Fishing- Social and Psychological Values 

2.3.1 Introduction 
There has been a generally increasing level of concern in many societies that despite 
the efforts of legislators, government and community, an increasing number of 
juveniles or at-risk youth are coming into contact with the juvenile justice system 
(McCready 1997). Self esteem issues and drug (and other substance) abuse are seen as 
being two of the principle factors for these young people at risk of entering the 
juvenile justice system (Dembo et al. 1994). McCready (1997) comments that 
although the personal factors which influence "at-risk youth" (defined as young 
persons who are in danger of engaging in undesirable behaviour) have been receiving 
considerable scholarly attention, little has been done to investigate the environmental 
factors affecting these juveniles. These environmental factors include leisure time and 
how this is spent. 

2.3.2 Leisure Time 
McCready (1997) remarks that adolescents who lack social and leisure skills may 
experience boredom, especially if they feel that the opportunity for involvement in 



leisure activities is limited. This can lead to an increase in the risk of drug taking or 
engaging in other socially undesirable behaviours (Mason and Wilson 1988; Surren 
and Stiefvatr 1995). Diversionary and recreation programs that teach youth and their 
families positive values and fill free time with constructive learning experiences are 
considered an essential part of preventing anti-social delinquent behaviour (NRP A 
1993). Analysis of recreation and crime statistics in the United States has 
demonstrated that those youth who have less access to legal recreation are more likely 
to engage in illegal activities (Messner and Blau 1987). 

The United States department of justice has acknowledged the importance of 
recreation and access to recreation for youth, where annually the cost of incarcerating 
juvenile offenders has been calculated in excess ofUS$2 billion (NRPA 1993). 
Additionally, the U.S. Senate recently approved the "Violent and Repeat Juvenile 
Accountability and Rehabilitation Act" which recognises the importance of recreation 
as prevention and made significant funding available for prevention and intervention 
related programs (NRPA 1999). 

2.3.3 Youth Recreation and Diversion Programs 
In the United States a series of successful youth programs using fishing and fishing 
related activities to create youth drug awareness and self esteem building have been 
running for a number of years. The Future Fisherman Foundation- a not for profit 
educational arm of the American Sportfishing Association - aims to improve the 
quality of life of participants of its programs by teaching people to fish and 
introducing the1n to environmental values of aquatic systems. Programs run by the 
Future Fisherman Foundation include the "Hooked on Fishing, Not on Drugs'' (HOF
NOD) campaign, the Fishing Tackle Loaner Program (FTLP), and the Camp Fishing 
Initiative (CFI) (FFF 2003). 

Australia's peak national organisation representing recreational fishing, Recfish, and 
the Commonwealth government have funded a similar initiative called "Get Hooked 
.. .it's fun to fish". "Get Hooked ... " includes information on the Redish code of 
practice for junior recreational anglers, and a series of environmental education 
modules for schools (Recfish 2000). By giving youth the opportunities to learn new 
skills, to socialise in a safe and productive environment, and to develop positive 
stewardship and environmental values, these types of programs aim to educate youth 
on the positive contribution that fishing as a form of recreation can make to their 
lives. 

Community based programs such as HOF-NOD and "Get Hooked ... " which help 
young Australian's realise leisure alternatives to illicit drug and substance abuse are 
of particular importance. The Alcohol and Other Drugs Council of Australia (ADCA 
2000) reports that in NSW it has been estimated that up to 80% of prison inmates 
were either in custody for drug related offences or were under the influence of drugs 
at the time of offending. A recent study by the Australian Institute of Criminology 
(quoted in ADCA 2000) found a strong link between the use of drugs and property 
crime, with some 43o/o of detainees whose most serious charge was property fence 
found to be users of opiates. Prevention measures which convince youth (including at
risk youth) of the benefits of a healthy drug free lifestyle and avoidance of self
destructive behaviours are immeasurably more valuable to the community than 
dealing with a problem through the juvenile justice system once it has been realised 



(Cooley 1998; NRPA 1999; Russel et al. 1998). However, out-of-court diversionary 
programs may be a productive way to deal with offenders once a problem has been 
established (ADCA 2000; Bates 2001 ). 

Juvenile justice is a topical and emotive issue, and one which causes difficulties for 
policing and community governance alike (Bates 2001 ). To deal with the increasing 
number of young people who are coming into contact with the criminal justice system 
for reasons related to drug and substance abuse in particular, diversionary programs 
have recently been seen as a sustainable and culturally appropriate alternative to 
traditional sentencing and punishment regimes (ADCA 2000; Bates 2001). 
Internationally, diversion programs have been used by courts and community welfare 
groups for decades (ADCA 2000; Cooley 1998). These diversion programs have 
typically involved activities such as community service, vocational training and 
wilderness therapy (ADCA 2000; Cooley 1998; Russel et al. 1998). Wilderness 
therapy and ecopsychology in particular have been used extensively in the United 
States as a form of therapy for disturbed children, adolescents, and adult psychiatric 
patients (Segal1997). Segal (1997) describes how the type of wilderness experiences 
a participant of a program which incorporates outdoor education and nature based 
leisure activities " .. can and do result in positive changes to self concepts, 
personalities, individual behaviours and social functioning". 

2.3.4 lntergenerational Learning 
Social activities which allow contact between different generations are becoming 
especially important given the agjng populations of much of the developed world 
(Swedburg and Ostiguy 1994). Swedburg and Ostiguy (1994) indicate the 
circumstances which conspire to separate different generations, including 
demographic change, divorce, delayed childbirth and stereotypes, can only be 
overcome through planned activities of mutual interest to both parties. Among the 
more successful intergenerational activities are outdoor related recreations. The 
Covecrest Retreat and Conference Centre in Georgia for example, aims to "stimulate 
and improve the bond between grandparents and grandchildren" through engaging the 
program participants in a range of outdoor activities, which include recreational 
fishing. As Hill (1999) described, fishing was an activity which could be wholly 
enjoyed by participants of any age, from aging adulthood to children. 

2.3. 5 Outdoor Leisure 
The health of our society is dependant upon a number of factors including human 
physical health, social cohesion and emotional well being (Stokois 1992, quoted in 
Henderson 2000). Among other leisure activities, recreational fishing can help to 
address each ofthese important factors (Cowx 2002; FFF 2003; Hill1999; Swedburg 
and Ostiguy 1994). When it is easy to engage in passive, indoor activities, it is 
becoming obvious that today's children need access to and encouragement to enjoin a 
range of interesting outdoor physical and positive socialisation activities. International 
studies have shown that children are more active outdoors and that being outdoors 
was the most influential factor in the amount of physical activity a child would engage 
in (Henderson 2000). Henderson (2000) also noted that children with better access to 
outdoor recreational facilities would be more inclined to pursue these activities. With 
recreational fishing as one of Australia's most popular leisure time activities, a 
healthy and accessible recreational fishery should therefore be considered an essential 



community asset and a valuable tool for encouraging youth to adopt a healthy outdoor 
lifestyle. 

2.4 Environmental Values 

2.4.1 Promoting Environmental Education and Values 
Recreational anglers often see their chosen activity as being consistent with teachings 
of positive environmental values. Proponents of the HOF-NOD program from the 
United States and the similar Australian based youth fishing program "Get Hooked .. " 
consider the promotion of positive values and environmental knowledge as integral to 
the sustainability of the sport (DeGroff2003; FFF 2003; Tennyson 2003). A study by 
Siemer and Knuth (200 1) of the environmental education outcomes of the "Hooked 
on Fishing .. " program has found that youth who participated in HOF-NOD activities 
involving experience based fishing developed a stronger sense of environmental 
stewardship and environmental responsibility than those who did not participate in 
fishing activities. Siemer and Knuth (2001) see recreational fishing programs as an 
effective way to develop environmental sensitivity among youth, particularly among 
entry level (or first time) fishers. 

Proponents of recreational fishing believe that for recreational fishing to remain 
socially and environmentally sustainable into the future, it is essential that anglers are 
perceived as protectors rather than despoilers ofwi1derness (Pitcher 2002). As Pitcher 
(2002) remarks, an unregulated recreational fishery has the potential to be more 
damaging to some fisheries than a regulated commercial sector. Remaining a 
sustainable and socially acceptable activity therefore necessitates the adoption by 
recreational anglers of ethical practices. The Australian based Recfish recognises this, 
and through its code of conduct attempts to deliver a framework of positive ethics and 
environmental consciousness to Australian recreational fishers (Recfish 2000). 
Likewise, the American based programs run by the Future Fisherman's Foundation 
(FTLP, CFI, HOF-NOD) teach similarly positive angler ethics (FFF 2003; Siemer and 
Knuth 2001). 

2.4.2 Environmental Action 
Sponsorship of environmental values in the United States extends to further than just 
teaching respect for wilderness. The American Sportfishing Association is a 
substantial contributor to community based environmental rehabilitation projects 
(DeGroff2003). Through its conservation and research project ann, FishAmerica 
Foundation, the ASA contributed almost US$450,000 to community partners in 2002 
for a variety of fishing restoration projects. These ranged from restocking projects, 
restoration and creation of fish habitat, revegetation, to improvements of fish 
migration pathways (DeGroff 2003). 

There is a similar potential for an impassioned response to environmental issues 
relating to local fisheries. Concern among Northern Territory recreational Barramundi 
anglers over the seasonal deaths of thousands of fish in the Mary River led to what 
has been called "operation flying fish". Each year during the late dry season, 
declining water levels in freshwater ponds above a man made barrage in Carmour 
Creek near the Mary River lead to anoxic conditions resulting in a large scale but 
localised fish kill. In 1998, Operation Flying Fish attempted to rescue many of these 
fish by trapping them above the earthen wall and carrying them to the nearby sea 



using a helicopter (DBIRD 1999; Martin 1998). The program was successful and has 
since been reported and described in fishing magazines and in a scientific paper 
(DBIRD 1999). 

2.4.3 Barramundi Catch and Release. 
Catch and release has become synonymous with recreational angling throughout the 
world in recent years as fishing pressures increase and the finite nature of fish stocks 
are realised (Wilde 2002). The release of line caught Barramundi is particularly 
common in the Northern Territory- the NRIFS (2003) determined that more than 
71% of all recreationally caught Barramundi were released throughout Australia 
during the survey period. However, studies of released fish survival in Australia and 
elsewhere in the world have indicated that a number of fish do experience mortality 
once released (Griffin 2002). This reported mortality has supported negative publicity 
from groups opposed to recreational angling (ALSA 2003). For this reason the NT 
Fisheries Group have recently commenced mortality tracking of Barramundi released 
under varying conditions, with an expectation that better information will lead to 
superior release practices (Griffin 2002). Devotees of the practice continue to see 
release fishing as a conservative and sustainable form of fishery utilisation that helps 
to preserve fish stocks (Wilde 2002). Public education programs such as Australia~s 
"Gently Does It!" also play an important role in guiding anglers toward pre-eminent 
practices for handling and releasing fish, for improved social and environmental 
outcomes (FRDC 2003). 



Chapter 3. Indigenous Fishing 

3.1 Scale and Scope of Indigenous Fishing 

3.1.1 Historical Perspective 
Indigenous people have utilised and managed Australia's fishery resources for tens of 
thousands of years, and the harvesting and management of fish, crustaceans and 
molluscs continues to play an important and central role in many aspects of 
Aboriginal life (Lane and Dale 1995; Smyth 1994). Throughout this time, fisheries 
resources have been harvested by Aboriginal people in a sustainable fashion and on a 
scale which has ensured that local stocks were not depleted (Carne 2002). Indigenous 
fisheries resource management in Australia includes historical commercial 
agreements with foreign trepang fishermen - the Macassans - which endured for 
hundreds of years prior to the arrival ofEuropeans (MacKnight 1976; NLC 2001; 
Powell 1998). 

Despite the influences of European colonisation, most Aboriginal people have not 
relinquished their attaclunent to their traditional lands and resources (Pearce et aL 
1996) and continue to harvest their fisheries for traditional purposes, recreation, and 
increasingly for commercial ventures (Farley et aL 1997; Lane and McRae 1997; Risk 
and Browne 1998). Wild harvest fisheries are not only an important food source for 
Indigenous people, but allow Aboriginal people to maintain skills and cultural and 
religious values through the collection of these foods (Lane and Dale 1995; Smyth 
1994). 

3.1.2 Participation Rates 
The importance of wild harvest fisheries in the Northern Territory for Aboriginal 
people is indicated by an ongoing high participation rate for fishing in the region 
(NRIFS 2003). The National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey (2003) 
found a participation rate of 91.7% among Indigenous people living in communities 
in Northern Australia, and the largest nwnber of participants (almost 21 000) in the 
Northern Territory. The NRIFS (2003) discovered that of more than 3 million aquatic 
animals harvested in Northern Australia by Indigenous fishers during the period of the 
survey, 63 000 were Barramundi (NRIFS 2003). As the fifth most prominent finfish 
catch during the year for Indigenous fishers, Barramundi continue to make an 
important contribution to traditional fishing harvests (NRIFS 2003; Table 6). 

3.1.3 Indigenous Fisheries Management Today 
Indigenous fisheries management today encompasses more than traditional fishing, as 
Aboriginal people take a more active role in the commercial exploitation of their 
natural resources (Sutherland 1996). Aboriginal commercial fisheries interests are 
diverse, and include joint venture recreational sportfishing operations, aquaculture, 
and commercial exploitation of wild fisheries (Altman 2002; Schulz 2002; Sutherland 
1996). With more than 85% of the Northern Territory coastline bordering on 
inalienable Aboriginal Freehold title land (Schulz 2002), the Northern Territory 
government has recognised the importance of consultation with Aboriginal people in 
the development-and management of local fisheries - including the wild-catch 
Barramundi fishery. Many remote communities have begun to model their economic 
development in terms of natural resource management themes, and fisheries managers 
and decision makers have begun to establish mechanisms and institutions to ensure 



the sustainable use of fisheries resources for traditional, recreational and commercial 
interests on Aboriginal land and seas. 

3.2 Rights of Indigenous Fishers. 

3.2.1 Introduction 
Until relatively recently, Indigenous people tlrroughout Australia have only been able 
to harvest aquatic organisms within similar constraints to those which apply to the 
wider recreational and commercial sector, and the custodial rights of Indigenous 
fishers have largely been ignored (Carne 2002; NRIFS 2003; Smyth 1994). This has 
meant that for Aboriginal people to engage in collection and harvesting or aquatic 
organisms they must abide by size and possession limits, closed seasons, and other 
regulation (NRIFS 2003; Smyth 1994). This has impacted on the ability of Indigenous 
Australians to utilise their natural resources for traditional and cultural purposes. 
Progressive Australian governments have begun to consult with Indigenous people to 
develop appropriate fishing laws which do not adversely affect customary practices -
including harvesting of marine and other aquatic life (Carne 2002; DBffi.D1 2003; 
NRIFS 2003). 

3.2.2 The Northern Territory 
In the Northern Territory (and other regions of Australia), the importance of access 
for Aboriginal people to natural resources including fisheries has been reflected in 
law. The Territory Parks and Wildlife Act 1993(N1) allows Aboriginal people who 
have traditionally used an area of land or water for hunting and food gathering and for 
ceremonial and customary reasons to continue using these resources for traditional 
purposes (ATSIC 2003; Carne 2002). More recently the NT Fisheries Act (1999) has 
developed provisions to allow Northern Territory coastal Aboriginal people to 
continue their traditional practices of hunting and collection of marine resources 
(Came 2002). 

The Northern Territory Government Fisheries Group in its 2001/2002 Annual Report 
sees ecologically sustainable development and sound management practices in 
fisheries as a key factor in maintaining the availability of aquatic resources for 
Indigenous stakeholders (DBIRD 2002). Although the Fisheries Act 1995 (NT) 
(section 53) allows for the harvesting of fish and aquatic life for subsistence ·Or. 
personal use only, provisions exist under sl83 ofthe Fisheries Act Regulations for 
Aboriginal people to hold Coastal Licenses. These licenses allow Aboriginal people to ., 
sell fish within specific areas for the benefit of the community (DBIRD- 2003). 
However, the holder of a Coastal License may not sell any of the key managed 
species, including Barramundi, nor may they hold a commercial fishing license 
(ATSIC 2003). 

3.2.3 Who Owns the Resource? 
Restrictions on Aboriginal Coastal Licensing arrangements and lack of control over 
perceived community resources has lead to conflict in places like Maningrida, where 
commercial Barramundi fishers compete with customary and sportfishing activities 
(Altman 2002). Debate over Indigenous control of aquatic resources continues (NOO 
2003; Schulz 2002) despite recommendations from numerous government funded 
inquiries and reports for greater Indigenous involvement in the decision making 
process (Tsamenyi and Mfodwo 2000). The Report of the Senate Select Committee 



on the Land Fund Bill (1995)~ the Final Report of the Resource Assessment 
Commission, Coastal Zone Inquiry (1993), the Miller Committee's Review of 
Aboriginal Employment and Training Programs (1985), and the Second Report of the 
Woodward Aboriginal Land Rights Commission (1974) have all recommended that 
consideration needs to be given to traditional resources ownership in the form of 
royalties, that preference be given to Indigenous enterprise in commercial exploitation 
of aquatic resources, that commercial operators may need to be licensed to work in 
Aboriginal waters, and licensing and access arrangements should favour traditional 
owners in management of aquatic resources (Tsamenyi and Mfodwo 2000). 

Smyth (1994) describes the discrepancies in Indigenous fisheries management 
throughout Australia as seriously undermining of Aboriginal rights. Smyth (1994) 
reports that in the Torres Strait, Indigenous people have had a consultative role for 
many years via a treaty, access to licenses is preferentially offered to Indigenous 
enterprise, and there are areas of exclusive access for Indigenous people. Throughout 
the remainder of Queensland there has been a de facto recognition of Indigenous 
fishing rights. In New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia 
Indigenous people have no exclusive rights and are regularly imprisoned for breaches 
of fisheries laws. In Western Australia, like the Northern Territory, Aboriginal people 
are exempt from normal fishing regulations, although the debate over exclusivity of 
rights to coastal and marine resources for commercial and customary use continues 
(Christophersen 2002; Smyth 1994). 

The granting of a limited form of native title to the seas around Croker Island in the 
Northern Territory has been seen as only a partial compensation to traditional 
resource owners, and some Aboriginal people believe this does not go far enough 
(Lamilami and Y armir 1998). Lamilami and Y armir (1998) believe that sea country 
should be under the exclusive control of traditional owners, and that a permit system 
or similar should be established for those who wish to use the ocean and river estates. 
By denying Aboriginal people exclusive rights to manage the seas, many Indigenous 
people feel that they are being denied what they perceive to be inherent rights to 
control and manage their estate for the spiritual, social and economic wellbeing of 
future generations (Christophersen 2002). 

3.2.4 Recognition of Traditional Rights 
There does appear to be a general move toward recognition of Indigenous fishing 
rights throughout Australia from decision-makers and representatives of common law. 
Since 1996 a number of Aboriginal Fisheries Consultative Committees have been 
established throughout the Northern Territory to provide input to the management of 
Northern Territory Fisheries (DBIRD3 2003). In 1999 the High Court confirmed (in 
theY anner Decision) that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people may claim 
right under native title to hunt living resources (including aquatic resources) 
according to customary law (FRDC 2003). Also in Cairns a Torres Strait Island man 
was recently acquitted of charges relating to his attack on a commercial cray 
fishermen operating in a traditional fishing area (AJAC 2001). The court decided that 
the Torres Strait Islander involved was not liable under section 22 of the Criminal 
Code, as he believed as an Indigenous person that the commercial operators were 
stealing his property (AJ AC 2001 ). This judgment concurs with Christophersen 
(2002), who believes that the Aboriginal people of Australia are the owners or 
custodians of their neighbouring seas, and that rights to manage the resources within 



should be seen as "owner rights". Inclusive consultation and aclmowledgment of 
traditional owner rights has confirmed a higher recognition of the spiritual and 
cultural significance of marine resources for many Aboriginal people. 

3.3 Social and Cultural Values 

3.3.1 The Role of Fishing and Wildlife Harvesting in Aboriginal Societies 
The concept of the seas and rivers as common property is a relatively recent one for 
Aboriginal people, imported at the time of colonisation (Carne 2002; NLC1 2003). 
Prior to colonisation, Indigenous perceptions of sea country included ownership 
beyond the low tide mark, to reefs, bays, and rivers and all the resources held within 
(Christophersen 2002; Smyth 1994; NLC1 2003). For coastal Aboriginal people in 
particular, custodianship of these resources and areas was an intimate part of their 
daily lives (NLC1 2003; Smyth 1994; Walsh 1992). Aboriginal people had a 
comprehensive lmowledge of the sea and how to manage it, and would pass this 
knowledge on through the generations in dance, song and story telling (Carne 2002). 
Smyth (1994) describes how sea country was central to many of the belief systems of 
Aboriginal people, with certain geographical features being described in terms of 
spiritual values, stories and legends. 

Collection of wildlife including fish continues to play an important role in the cultural 
and economic life of many Indigenous Australians (Walsh 1992; Vardon et al. 1999). 
Among the many aquatic organisms commonly harvested by Indigenous people 
throughout the Northern Territory, wild catch Barramundi remain an important 
species in many coastal and some inland areas - for some Aboriginal groups the 
Barramundi even has high totemic significance (Kelly and Griffin 2000). The 
collection and consumption of fish and other wildlife has been described as part of a 
lifestyle essential to many Aboriginal people who desire to maintain links with 
tradition and customs (Lane and Dale 1995; Missi 1999). Such processes allow a 
continuation of association and maintenance of traditional values which might 
otherwise be lost (Pearce et al. 1996). Walsh (1992) describes the importance of 
social food gathering exercises in maintaining social cohesion within communities. 
Social networks and customary teachings are also reinforced through the sharing of 
collected foods (Caughley et al. 1996; Missi 1999; Walsh 1992). 

Wildlife and fish harvesting has also been demonstrated to contribute substantially to 
the diet of many Aboriginal people from both coastal and inland communities 
(Meehan 1982; Vardon et al. 1999). Meehan (1982) estimates that in a single 
outstation community in the Northern Territory some 30 to 40 percent of calorific 
intake is supplied by seafood harvested from the surrounding area. Vardon et al. 
(1999) discovered at Momega outstation in Amhem Land that wild caught foods 
including fish remained a significant source of healthy food for the Indigenous 
residents. The importance of seafood as a nutritional and social resource for 
Aboriginal people makes access to and control of traditional sea country a pressing 
issue in many Indigenous communities (Lamilami and Yarmir 1998; Risk and 
Browne 1998). 

3.3.2 Modern Approaches to Fisheries Management, and Social Benefits 
There are many differences within Indigenous management of the aquatic 
environment and Aboriginal people from different areas have their own unique 



concepts and priorities for utilisation of their fisheries resources- this is a reflection of 
the diversity of Australian Aboriginal culture (Came 2002; Smyth 1994; Sutherland 
1996). However, as Smyth (1994) describes there is also much uniformity throughout 
Australia in terms of Aboriginal concerns about pollution, the health of fisheries, 
interest in commercial ventures, restrictions on access to fisheries resources and 
perceptions of the social benefits that improved management of community resources 
may bring. In many communities, local people are demanding an enhanced level of 
involvement in the management of their aquatic resources to varying degrees (Baker 
et al. 2001; Lamilami and Y armir 1998; Risk and Browne 1998; Williams 1998; 
Yunupingu 2002). 

Aboriginal people are incorporating modem values, science and teclmology in the 
management of their resources, while at the same time sharing their own traditional 
values and knowledge systems with non-Indigenous land and resource managers 
(Baker et al. 2001; Williams 1998). In Maningrida for example, the Bawananga 
Corporation's Djelk Community Ranger program has utilised a combination of 
traditional Aboriginal knowledge and non-Indigenous learning resources to 
successfully manage land and natural resources in the Maningrida area (Williams 
1998; Yunupingu 2002). For both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people involved 
with the program, learning has been a mutually educational experience (Baker et al. 
2001; Williams 1998). The skills developed throughout this program are now being 
applied to a range of natural resource management opportunities for the local people
the ranger program has begun to diversify into aquaculture, wildlife harvesting 
enterprises and commercial fishing ventures (Yunupingu 2002). As Yunupingu (2002) 
reports, the new projects are still being managed by the landholders themselves, in 
accordance with their own customs and traditional laws. 

Commercial fishing ventures including aquaculture are becoming an important 
contributor to the social and economic environment of many Aboriginal communities 
(NLC2 2003; Sutherland 1996). Marine Harvest, a Bathurst Island joint-venture 
Barramundi aquaculture project has begun exporting whole fish to national and 
international markets in volumes which, in addition to output from other Barramundi 
farms, are soon expected to surpass that of the entire wild-catch commercial fishery in 
the Northern Territory (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Wingfield 2003). Indigenous 
communities are also taking advantage of restricted Coastal License fisheries to 
provide a valuable seafood product for consumption by local people (Sutherland 
1996). However, few Indigenous people have branched into full commercial 
exploitation of their coastal fisheries as the cost of licensing and infrastructure for 
these types of operations can be prohibitive (Altman 2002; Sutherland 1996). 

Aboriginal business interests have also diversified into tourism-oriented sportfishing 
ventures in many remote locations throughout the north of Australia as a source of 
income and employment opportunity (Altman 2002; NLC2 2003). For example, the 
family operated and very professional Jarbu Lodge on Croker Island is fully owned 
and managed by Indigenous Australians (Angling Adventures 2003). A successful 
joint venture sportfishing operation has been working out ofManingrida in the 
Liverpool River system for many years (Altman 2002; Schulz 2002). Many other 
similar businesses have been established across the Northern Territory including the 
Manu pi Fishing Lodge on the Tiwi Islands, and other operations such as ''Simmo' s 



Aboriginal Fishing Tours" and night time Barramundi spear fishing excursions on 
coastal and inland waterways close to Darwin (NTTC 2003; Risk and Browne 1998). 

3.3.3 Socially Sustainable Development 
Sustainable commercial interest in resource management is considered essential for 
the sustainable development of Aboriginal communities from both a resource 
protection perspective and for social, cultural and economic development goals 
(Holmes and Mott 1993). For remote communities to escape a widespread pattern of 
high unemployment and welfare dependency (and the social consequences associated 
with this), individuals and communities have entered into business arrangements 
which aim to serve two ostensibly contradictory goals- to preserve a living 
Aboriginal culture while facilitating the economic development of a corrununity 
resource (Holmes and Mort 1993; Hunter 2000). By developing community 
awareness and making a contribution to the management of traditional resources, 
Aboriginal custodians are ensuring the protection of local fisheries and the associated 
social, cultural and economic benefits afforded by these resources. 

3.4 Natural Resource Management Solutions to Social Dysfunction 

3.4.1/ntroduction 
The disproportionate number of Aboriginal people coming into contact with the 
criminal justice system is a phenomenon recognised throughout Australia (Hedger 
2002; McDonald 1996). Nationally the imprisonment rate for Indigenous people is 
14.2 times higher than that for non-Indigenous Australians (ABS 2002). In the 
Northern Territory, incarceration of Aboriginal people occurs at rates approximately 
14 times that for non-Aboriginal people- in line with the national average 
(McDonald 1996). Hedger (2002) reports that the likelihood of Aboriginal juveniles 
coming into adverse contact with the juvenile justice system and criminal justice 
system is substantially higher than for non-Aboriginal youth. This is due in part to a 
range of factors including substance abuse, unemployment, previous exposure to 
violence, and poor education (Crawford-Maher 1993; Hedger 2002). Natural resource 
management has implications for many remote communities as part of a solution to 
social dysfunction and high unemployment, through providing sustainable lifestyle, 
leisure, and sentencing alternatives for community members (Bates 2001; Hunter 
2000; Sutherland 1996). 

3.4.2 Correctional Services and Aboriginal Youth 
Northern Territory Correctional Services have recently recognised that traditional 
corrective services and punishment regimes may not be the best option when dealing 
with young Aboriginal offenders, particularly those with a history of substance abuse 
and few educational or general life skills (ADCA 2000; Bates 2001; Newman 1990). 
If the high number of Indigenous people behind bars is to be addressed nationally, law 
makers and enforcement agencies have realised that corrective services need to be 
flexible and creative when dealing with young Aboriginal offenders (Newman 1990). 
For this reason the development of community based programs for diversion and 
prevention has been encouraged by the Police and Correctional Services in the 
Northern Territory (Bates 2001). Bates (2001) discusses how when dealing with 
young Aboriginal offenders in the Northern Territory, diversion programs and a 
Community Policing Philosophy are increasingly replacing the court system and are 
achieving better outcomes for conununities and law enforcers alike. 



3.4.3 Diversion and Leisure Programs 
Newman (1990) and Bates (2001) suggest that culturally appropriate diversion 
programs such as the Wilderness Work Camp and the Station Placement Programs 
that teach basic life and work skills should be an integral part of any treatment for 
juvenile offenders. Other successful diversionary programs in the Northern Territory 
have included options as diverse as family conferencing, adventure therapy, 
employment, opportunities to become involved in substance abuse programs, and 
community based and directed diversion programs for urban, rural and remote 
communities (Attorney General's Department NT 2000). Siniilar diversion and leisure 
programs have been operating interstate for a number of years. The Kowanyama 
Justice group in North Queensland for example has a strong focus on young people, 
and aim to provide them the opportunity to take part in community policing, sporting 
opportunities, cultural instruction, reward camps and other outdoor activities 
(Chantrill1997). 

While the individual programs may need to vary depending on location and the social 
and cultural circumstances (ADCA 2000; Bates 2001), it is clear that if the ultimate 
aim to keep juveniles out of the criminal justice system is to be achieved there needs 
to be a focus on developing core social and cultural values among Indigenous youth 
and their communities (Bates 2001; Chantri111997). Chantrill (1997) for example, 
recommends that teaching of traditional activities can be integrated into the 
sentencing regime. These ideas have been adopted in communities such as Anguragu 
(Groote Eylandt), where young Aboriginal offenders are encouraged to participate in 
traditional hunting and fishing activities as part of their rehabilitation program (Mason 
and Wilson 1988). Traditional fishing and hunting activities continue to make a 
significant contribution to the maintenance of social cohesion and community values 
(Lane and Dale 1995; Missi 1999; Walsh 1992). The employment opportunities 
afforded by commercial fishing ventures, aquaculture, and interests in recreational 
sport fishing operations could also be expected to be of value to Indigenous 
communities for a diversity of social, cultural and economic reasons (Francis 1998; 
Henson 1990; Hunter 2000; Sutherland 1996). 

3.5 Indigenous Environmental Values 

3.5.1 Modern Management and Challenges 
Aboriginal people have successfully managed Australia's aquatic resources in an 
environmentally and culturally sustainable fashion for millennia (Came 2002; Smyth 
1994). Recent development pressures following the arrival of non-Indigenous people 
and values have meant that community resource management ideologies have been 
forced to adapt to a new paradigm of commercial exploitation versus traditional needs 
and values (Lane and McRae 1997; Taylor and Braithwaite 1996). Utilisation of 
natural resources by Aboriginal people today is increasingly involving market 
activities as well as the traditional, non-market activities. Interests include 
pastoralism, horticultural projects, tourism related activities, mineral extraction, and 
increasingly in fishing and aquaculture (Farley et al. 1997; Lane and McRae 1997; 
Risk and Browne 1998; Taylor and Braithwaite 1996). These activities have the 
potential to adversely impact on natural environmental values (Taylor and Braithwaite 
1996). 



Due to the fact that many Aboriginal land holders are permanent residents of their 
lands and are unable to invest elsewhere, it is vitally important for Aboriginal people 
that they ensure their resources are managed in an ecologically sustainable manner 
(Baker et al. 2001; Langton 1998). The new threats to traditionally managed 
ecosystems require the development of a new knowledge base, for which programs 
such as the Dj elk Community Rangers are invaluable (Williams 1998). Such 
cooperative management and mutually educational programs allow a sharing of 
information which gives Aboriginal resource managers the skills to cope with the 
potential threats posed by tourism and commercial wildlife management enterprises 
(Altman 2003; Crough 2002; Williams 1998). As custodians of more than 85% of the 
Northern Territory coastline (Schulz 2002), sustainable resource management within a 
framework of economic progressiveness is vital to ensure the health of natural 
resources such as fisheries into the long term (Crough 2002). 



Chapter 4. Commercial Fishing 

4.1 Scale and Scope of Commercial Fishing in the Northern Territory 

4.1.1 Historical Perspective 
Commercial fishing has played an important role in the development of the Northern 
Territory, and continues to contribute to regional growth (NTFRAB 2001 ). Modern 
commercial fisheries were first established in the Northern Territory during the 
1800's with the harvest of pearl oysters and trepangfbeche de mer (DBIRD 2003). 
Prior to this period, trepang fishermen from the area now known as Indonesia - the 
Macassans- had been trading with local Indigenous people over several hundred 
years for access to productive trepang habitat and for marine products such as turtle 
shell (Powell 1988). Between the 1800's and the mid 20th century development of 
viable commercial fisheries in the Northern Territory was slow, until the 1960's when 
the Barramundi and Prawn fisheries were commercially fished on a large scale for the 
first time (DBIRD 2003). 

4.1.2 Economic Value of the Commercial Wild-Catch Fishery 
Fish Account Australia (ABS 2003), records that the Northern Territory's 
contribution to overall seafood production nationwide is still relatively insignificant, 
amounting to only 2% of the State and Territory total. In 1996/1997 for example, the 
Northern Territory contributed approximately 3, 700 MT to a combined national state 
and territory total of over 255,000 MT. The wild-catch Barramundi fishery in the 
Northern Territory has historically accounted for around 670 MT per year, although 
this appears to be rising (Griffin 2001). 825 MT ofBarramundi were captured by the 
commercial sector in the year 1999/2000 (Griffin 2001), and a total of924MT landed 
in the 2000/2001 fishing year (NTFRAB 2001). The wild catch in 2000 had a value of 
$5.4 million, including by-products and non-targeted species such as Threadfin 
Salmon (Kelly and Griffin 2000). Therefore despite its comparatively small size the 
commercial wild-catch Barramundi fishery remains a significant contributor to the 
Northern Tenitory economy (Kelly and Griffin 2000). Interestingly however, a single 
Barramundi aquaculture project on Bathurst Island, "Marine Harvest", is expected to 
exceed the entire output of the commercial wild-catch fishery in the very near future 
(Kelly and Griffin 2000). With several more commercial Barramundi aquaculture 
projects already producing for international and national markets, the aquaculture 
industry is soon expecting to produce in total more than 1 OOOMT of Barramundi 
product per year (DBIRD 2002; Wingfield 2003). 

4.1.3 Location- Where are the Nets? 
Commercial netting generally occurs in coastal areas, and activities of commercial 
fishing operations are limited to areas outside of the mouths of most rivers and creeks. 
Netting is mostly permitted within the coastal zone extending to 3 nautical miles 
seaward from low water. Commercial fishing is not allowed within Kakadu National 
Park, marine reserves, and in the area around Aboriginal sacred sites (Kelly and 
Griffin 2000). It is also banned from the Roper, Daly, and Mary Rivers, and from the 
areas around Borroloola, North Arnhem, Blue Mud Bay and Murganella (Kelly and 
Griffin 2000). Recently, Darwin Harbour and Shoal Bay have also been excised from 
areas permissible for commercial netting activities. The closures of these areas to 
commercial fishing activities have led to vociferous complaint from netters and 
conflict between commercial fishers and other stakeholders, with one commercial 



netter opting to pay for a half page advertisement in the local newspaper denouncing 
moves to close rivers, and numerous letters to the editor from other complainants. 

4.2 Commercial Fishing Environmental Issues 

4.2.1 Fisheries Management Issues 
In spite of advances in fisheries sciences, many of the world's wild catch fisheries 
have been characterised in recent years by catastrophic stock collapses and the 
resulting destructive economic and social impacts (Chase and Dunn 2002; Kearney 
2002; NTFRAB 2001; Rogers and Curnow 2002). From the Atlantic oceanic tuna 
fisheries, marlin and swordfish industries, to Coho and Chinook salmon fisheries, 
these failures in fisheries management have arisen due to a range of environmental 
factors and resource allocation problems coupled with a limited understanding by 
decision makers of the application ofEcologically Sustainable Principles to resource 
management (Chase and Dunn 2002; Moore 2002; Rogers and Curnow 2002). 

In simplest terms, the sustainable harvest of wild fish stocks requires that the rate of 
harvest does not exceed the long term rate of replacement (NTFRAB 2001). 
Unfortunately, the information required with which to establish a sustainable rate of 
harvest is often complex, difficult and expensive to collect, and inherently imprecise 
(NTFRAB 2001). One of the difficulties therefore in developing a sustainable 
framework for fisheries management is that the models applied must be able to 
incorporate information from sources as diverse as fishery logbooks, on the ground 
consultation with commercial, recreational and indigenous fishers, surveys, and 
biological, behavioural, reproduction and biomass data (NTFRAB 2001 ). 

The NT Fisheries Group employs a number of monitoring programs to determine the 
health ofNorthem Territory conunercial and recreational fisheries. These include the 
annual BARRACADE in Corroboree Billabong on the Mary River, and programs 
such as BARRA watch and River Watch. The information obtained from these 
programs, surveys and a variety of other sources is used by mangers to provide 
quantitative information about stock productivity, mortality rates, exploitation rates, 
and an understanding of harvesting techniques. These are used by decision-makers to 
develop sound and sustainable management regimes for Northern Territory fisheries 
(NTFRAB 2001). 

4.2.2 Historical Exploitation 
In the 1970's, the commercial wild-catch Barramundi fishery was being utilised to the 
point of over-exploitation (Griffin 2001). Anecdotal evidence describes river and 
creek mouth netting practices which allowed little opportunity for escape by fish of 
any species, and there are many reports about the high incidence of poaching by 
licensed and unlicensed commercial operators alike (Julius 2003). Julius (2003) 
describes the mouth of the Daly River in 1980 as being fished unsustainably, with 21 
commercial Barramundi netters fishing at least 21 kilometres of gill net within the 
same system. Poaching was a widespread and accepted phenomenon; commercial 
fishers would "take turns" illegally netting a creek mouth (Julius 2003). This over
exploitation of the resource was reflected in a general downward trend in CPUE, or 
Catch per Unit Effort in fisheries management records (Kelly and Griffin 2000). 



The unsustainable level of commercial exploitation of the fishery was reduced 
substantially during the 1980's, wild stocks have since recovered to stable levels 
(Griffin 2001) and CPUE has increased to several fold that which it was during the 
1970's (Kelly and Griffin 2000). Only 26 licenses are now issued for the entire 
Northern Territory coast during a limited season from February to September 
(inclusive), and commercial netters are limited in mesh size and the length of their 
nets (Griffin 2001). While Griffm (2001) reports that the wild-catch Barramundi 
fishery is now sustainable at its present level of exploitation, as with most fisheries 
the demonstration of sustainability of the Barramundi fishery is decidedly difficult 
and dependant on seasonal constraints (Kelly and Griffin 2000). Presently a draft 
assessment report is being prepared for Environment Australia regarding the Northern 
Territory wild-catch Barramundi fishery, to ascertain whether it will satisfy the 
sustainability requirements of the Commonwealth's Enviromnent Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act for an export fishery (NT Fish.News1 2003). All 
Australian fisheries that export product will need to be assessed by December 2003 
under the EPBC Act. 

4.2.3 Status of the NT Commercial Wild Catch Barramundi Fishery 
Legislation in the Northern Territory governing the sustainable utilisation of :fisheries 
resources is enshrined in the NT Fisheries Act 1988, which aims to ''provide for the 
regulation, conservation and management of fisheries and fisheries resources so as to 
maintain their sustainable utilisation, to regulate the sale and processing of fish and 
aquatic life, and for related purposes'' (NTFRAB 2001). The Northern Territory 
Fisheries Research Advisory Board recently concluded that wild Barramundi stocks in 
the region are in a healthy condition. However, with a noted increase in commercial 
capture and an increasing level of recreational utilisation there are concerns that some 
stocks may be reaching the upper limits of sustainable exploitation- in particular in 
heavily utilised areas such as the Daly and Mary Rivers (NTFRAB 2001). 

4.2.4 By-Catch 
Recreational and Indigenous fishery stakeholders have expressed concerns regarding 
the use of gillnets to harvest Barramundi due to the incidence of by-catch, or 
unwanted non target species (Altman 2002; Evans 1998; Griffin 2001; Roeger 2002). 
Typical by-catch in a Barramundi gill net includes threadfm salmon, blue salmon, 
jewfish, sharks, tripletail and catfish (Griffin 2001). Griffin (2001) reports that all 
these species (except for the catfish) are retained and sold as ~'mixed fillets". It is clear 
however that many non fin-fish species are claimed by commercial netters each 
season, including crocodiles, dugong and sea turtles. Griffin (200 1) remarks that 
while most of these animals are released alive, a number are inevitably killed. In the 
Gulf of Carpentaria where dugongs are abundant, there have been many instances in 
which numbers of the protected mammal have been killed through entanglement in 
fishing nets (Evans 1998; NLC2 2003). For this reason, Indigenous people in 
consultation with the Northern Territory government and other stakeholder groups 
have recently established special gillnet free areas to minimise the potential adverse 
impacts of conunercial netting in this region (NLC2 2003). 



Chapter 5. Conflict 

5.1 Stakeholder Conflict 

5.1.1 Introduction 
Most fisheries throughout the world have evolved with no or few clearly defined 
allocation policies (Petrachenko 2002). As fisheries resources have become less 
abundant, and with many connnercially fished stocks at critical levels, resource 
allocation has become an important tool for fisheries managers (Petrachenko 2002). 
Fisheries throughout the world are increasingly being allocated to stakeholders to 
avoid the "Tragedy of the Commons" and over exploitation, in the expectation that 
the resource will be managed with a view to long term sustainability (Kearney 2002; 
Rogers and Curnow 2002). Progressive managers in the Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans in British Colombia for example, have introduced a system whereby there is 
clear allocation of salmon fisheries among stakeholders (Petrachenko 2002). Not 
surprisingly as Kearney (2002) explains, this type of resource allocation has 
inevitably led to conflict - whether this allocation is through increased ownership, 
preferential access or temporal or geographical restriction. 

Claims for access to fisheries resources are made on many grounds: through 
birthright, historical precedent, cultural heritage, community and social values, 
commercial value, and environmental values (Kearney 2002). Conflict of this type 
between commercial, Indigenous and recreational anglers poses a dilemma for 
fisheries managers throughout the world where parties demand access to the same 
resource (Petrachenko 2002). The British Colombian experience in managing their 
salmon fisheries may seem familiar to those who have an understanding of the 
challenges facing managers of the wild-catch Barramundi fishery in the Northern 
Territory and other parts of Northern Australia, and may be a useful comparison. 

5.1.2 The British Colombian Experience 
To the people of Atlantic Canada and Quebec, the wild Atlantic salmon is considered 
a vital measure of Canada's environmental health and well being (Chase and Dunn 
2002). Not only do wild salmon stocks continue to contribute as an important source 
of food and cultural identity for the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people of the area, 
the fish provide opportunities for highly valued recreation and an enhanced quality of 
life. The salmon fisheries create jobs and income for people in the area, and they are 
considered to be an important part of the local heritage (Chase and Dunn 2002). 
Chase and Dunn (2002) explain that for several decades the numbers of some species 
of wild Salmon in the North American continent have been declining. This has placed 
increased pressure on decision-makers and key stakeholders to come to a consensus 
on how to better manage wild fish stocks and their environments. 

Whereas historically there had been little conflict between key stakeholders, from the 
late 1980's and into the 1990's oceanographic and environmental factors led to poor 
marine survival of the key species, and the introduction of stringent management 
guidelines soon followed (Petrachenko 2002). Petrachenko (2002) describes the 
unprecedented working relationship and level of cooperation between commercial, 
Indigenous and recreational fishers following discussions between decision-makers 
and stakeholders. Arising from these negotiations were mutually agreeable 
concessions including limited seasons, preferential harvesting by the commercial 



sector of non-threatened or non-recreational species, and importantly a ''buy backu 
scheme whereby halfofthe commercial salmon fleet was removed through voluntary 
rationalisation of the fleet (Petrachenko 2002). At the same time, recreational anglers 
were required to adhere to new season and bag limits which were able to be changed 
according to seasonal management demands. Indigenous rights to the Sahnon 
resource for food, social and ceremonial purposes were second only to conservation 
considerations, and Indigenous people were given priority access to the fishery as a 
constitutional right and First Nation treaty obligation (Petrachenko 2002). As 
Petrachenko (2002) explains, this cooperation has resulted in a better managed fishery 
with improved long term economic, environmental and social/cultural outcomes. 

5.1.3 Conflict in Australia's Northern Territory 
As with the almost parallel situation in British Colombia, most conflicts between 
fisheries stakeholders in Australia in recent years have involved this combination of 
commercial, recreational and indigenous interests (Kearney 2002; Petrachenko 2002). 
This is certainly the case in the Northern Territory where these groups are seen as the 
principle directly competing users of the resource (Came 2002). Closures of rivers 
and bays to commercial Barramundi fishers have incensed many commercial 
operators while being lauded by the recreational angling lobby as a sign of 
progressive management (Hawke 1998; Julius 2003). Access to Aboriginal land for 
recreational purposes has proven to be a divisive issue for Aboriginal custodians and 
non-Aboriginal recreational anglers (Schulz 2002). And Indigenous people have 
expressed continued frustration at the activities of commercial fishers operating in 
traditional waterways (Altman 2002; Lamilami and Yarmir 1998). Analogous to 
many international experiences, there is no easy solution to the multiplicity of 
fisheries resource disputes in the Northern Territory. 

5.2 Recreational and Indigenous Stakeholder Conffict 

5.2.1 Trespass by Recreational Anglers 
Disputes over access rights for recreational anglers who wish to travel and fish on 
land and seas managed by the traditional Aboriginal custodians have long antagonised 
the relationship between the two stakeholder groups in the Northern Territory (Nagle 
1998; Schulz 2002). Presently, non-Aboriginal people are required by law to obtain 
written permission in order to access Aboriginal lands throughout the Northern 
Territory (Harrison 2002; NLC2 2003; Schulz 2002; Sutherland 1996). Recreational 
angler dissatisfaction with the process of obtaining permission has meant that 
transgressions onto Aboriginal land and coast are common. For many years the Tiwi 
Islander people have expressed their frustration at the behaviour of small numbers of 
non-Indigenous recreational fishers and boaters who camp and fish without 
permission on Bathurst and Melville Islands (DBIRD3 2003). Further trespasses by 
recreational Barramundi fishers into Amhem Land in the freshwater reaches of the 
East Alligator River have led to calls limit recreational boating access of this part of 
the river (Parks Australia 1998). 

5.2.2 Non-exclusive Access to Oceans and Rivers 
The disappointment expressed by the indigenous people of Croker Island regarding 
the non-exclusivity of resource rights following a ruling by the High Court in 1997 
exemplifies a principal area of conflict for recreational and indigenous users of 
fisheries resources in the Northern Territory (Lamilami and Yarmir 1998). While 



many Aboriginal people feel they should have the right to control and manage the 
resources within their traditional estate boundaries (Christophersen 2002; Davies and 
Drewien 200 I), non-Indigenous Australians are equally convinced that they should 
continue to have unfettered access to marine and fisheries resources in keeping with 
an adamant and widely held belief that the seas "belong to all" (Pike 2001). 

5.2.3 Closed Areas and Sacred Sites 
Some Aboriginal people would like to establish nursery areas and create closed or 
restricted areas to recreational fishers, whose activities they perceive as being 
responsible for a degree of detriment to some popular local fish stocks 
(Christophersen 2002). Christophersen (2002) recognises that this may result in 
conflict between the two stakeholder groups, especially if Aboriginal people continue 
to use these areas for traditional fishing activities. There is also a level of concern 
among Aboriginal people for a lacking of respect and understanding that non
Aboriginal fishers have for sacred sites. As Risk and Browne (1998) describe, one of 
the primary concerns for the Larrakia nation involves the activities of recreational 
anglers fishing in areas surrounding marine and terrestrial sacred sites. Similarly, 
Lamilami and Yarmir (1998) express concern for the welfare of their marine sacred 
sites near Croker Island. 

5.2.4 Perceptions of Double Standards 
Perceived disparities between Indigenous and recreational fishing rights and 
regulations have also led to conflict. Indigenous fishers have been allowed, under 
provisions ofthe Territory Parks and Wildlife Act 1993(NT) and Northern Territory 
Fisheries Act 1995 (NT) (section 53) to engage in fishing and harvesting activities in 
line with traditional or customary practices for personal or family use (ATSIC 2003; 
Carne 2002). These activities have been exempt of the rules and regulations which 
govern the non-commercial activities of recreational anglers. Size and bag limits, 
techniques, equipment and closed seasons or fishing areas which are necessarily 
adhered to by recreational fishers are not determinate of traditional fishing practices. 
Some recreational angling groups have voiced opposition to what they perceive as a 
duality in regulation based on ethnicity (ABC1 2003). The practice of taking 
undersized Barramundi by Aboriginal custodians with cast nets and spears at the 
Amhem Highway culvert near the South Alligator River for example, has been 
observed to lead to confrontational situations between recreational anglers and the 
Aboriginal fishers (personal observation). This has been reported in previous years by 
local newspapers and angry editorial letters. 

A number of recreational fishing groups have recently demonstrated their opposition 
to a proposal to incorporate similar wildlife management legislation into resource 
governance at a higher national level. The Department of fisheries in Western 
Australia has been meeting with Aboriginal stakeholders with the aim of developing a 
strategy which allows for traditional fishing, and involvement of Aboriginal 
stakeholders in the management of the fisheries resource ( ABC2 2003 ). Similar to 
concerns raised by groups in the Northern Territory, Western Australian lobby groups 
are opposed to the move based on social equity grounds. Recreational fishing groups 
see as inconsistent any fisheries legislation which allows for customary fishing to be 
exempt from existing state wide practices (ABC1 2003). 
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5.3 Commercial and Recreational Stakeholder Conflict 

5.3.1 Area Closures and Buy-Back Schemes 
Conflict between recreational Barramundi anglers and conunercial fishers has been 
highlighted in the past through closures of certain rivers~ bays and estuary systems to 
commercial operators (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Hawke 1998). Commercial fishing is 
not permitted in a number of places throughout the Northern Territory, including 
areas around Aboriginal sacred sites, the Mary River system, the Daly and Roper 
Rivers, Darwin Harbour, Shoal Bay and Kak:adu (Griffin 2001). Commercial fishing 
has also been excluded from areas around Borroloola, North Amhem, Blue Mud Bay 
and Murganella (Kelly and Griffin 2000). These area closures have been facilitated in 
part by a government buy-back of dozens of commercial Barramundi fishing licenses 
following from recognition of an unsustainable level of commercial involvement in 
the fishery early in the 1970's (Griffin 2000). From an original high number of around 
110 in the 1970's, the number of commercially licensed Barramundi netters has been 
reduced to 26 (Griffin 2000; Julius 2003). 

The removal of commercial fishing capacity has angered representatives of 
conunercial Barramundi netters (Kelly and Griffin 2000; Hawke 1998; NTFRAB 
2001 ). Some commercial fishers perceive a reduction of sustainable commercial 
fishing effort as an attack on local economic capacity (Hawke 1998). Recreational 
groups on the other hand have lauded the buy back scheme as a sign of progressive 
fisheries management and quote the high numbers of fish being caught in protected 
areas throughout the Northern Territory (particularly during competitions such as 
~'The Barra Classic" on the Daly River) and associated anecdotal evidence as signs of 
improved stock and environmental health following the cessation of commercial 
fishing (Julius 2003). 

5.3.2 Value of the Resource 
While representatives of commercial fishers cite economic reasons as their opposition 
to exclusion to the fishery, recreational lobby groups subscribe to an analogous 
argument in support of their own claims to economic value. With the economic value 
of recreational fishing conservatively estimated at AU$30 million annually to the 
Northern Territory, and with a large number of interstate and international tourists 
coming to the Northern Territory either specifically to fish or with fishing as one of 
their preferred activities while on holiday, proponents of recreational fishing believe 
that the value of their sector to the local and regional economies is substantial (Kelly 
and Griffin 2000; Coleman 2000; NTFRAB 2001; NRIFS 2003). Combined with the 
reported social and cultural benefits provided by access to a healthy recreational 
fishery, recreational angling groups argue that the Barramundi fishery is ultimately 
more valuable to the Northern Territory as a recreational resource (Julius 2003). 

5.4 Commercial and Indigenous Stakeholder Conflict 

5.4.1 Inequity in Fisheries Management 
Exploitation of Australian fisheries resources has lead to conflict between Indigenous 
and commercial stakeholders (Baker et al. 2001; Came 2002; Clrristophersen 2002; 
FRDC 2003; Smyth 1994). The commercialisation of intertidal mussels in the 1970's 
for example, effectively excluded southern Aboriginal people from a wild catch 
fishery which had been managed by Aboriginal people for millennia (Baker et al. 



2001; FRDC 2003). In the Northern Territory, commercial harvesters of wild catch 
Barramundi continue to conflict with Indigenous people over concerns regarding 
fishing rights and resource control (Altman 2002). Smyth (1994) explains the 
concerns held by many Indigenous people about the sustainability of commercial 
exploitation of fisheries, and describes the destructive inconsistencies between states 
and territories when dealing with Indigenous utilisation of aquatic resources. Because 
of these concerns, many Aboriginal people are increasingly demanding a role in 
decision making and management of the aquatic resources that they perceive as their 
birthright (Baker et al. 2001 ; Lamilami and Yarmir 1998; NOO 2003; Schulz 2002). 

In the Northern Territory in particular and Australia as a whole, commercial fishing 
rights have traditionally been given precedence over customary Indigenous fishing 
(Altman 2002; Baker et al. 2001 ). Conflict between commercial Barramundi (and 
other species) fishers and Indigenous stakeholders is common in the Northern 
Territory, where 85% of the coastline is adjacent to inalienable Aboriginal Freehold 
Land (Schulz 2002). Altman (2002) describes a situation involving a commercial 
Barramundi fishing operation near the community ofManingrida in central Amhem 
Land. Community members are concerned according to Altman (2002), about the 
consequences of commercial netting in the creek and river mouths in a location 
utilised by a sport fishing "catch and release'~ joint venture and for customary fishing. 
Despite the likely long term benefits of focusing on a potentially more sustainable and 
lucrative sport fishing and customary or traditional fishing agenda, the licensed 
commercial harvesting ofBarramundi continues in close proximity to Maningrida 
(Altman 2002; Schulz 2002). The people ofManingrida do not receive any income 
from the commercial harvesting of Barramundi in nearby river and estuary systems, 
despite perceiving the catch as their resource (Schulz 2002). 

5.4.2 Non-exclusive Access to Oceans and Rivers 
Lamilami and Y annir (1998) describe similar concerns for Indigenous people in the 
Cobourg Peninsular and Croker Island area. In mid 1998, years of lobbying by local 
Aboriginal people and their representatives in Australia's Federal High Court 
culminated in the granting of limited rights over the sea around Croker Island 
(Lamilami and Yarmir 1998; NLC 2001; Robinson 2001). However, many Aboriginal 
people see this as only a partial recognition of traditional Aboriginal ownership of sea 
country (Lamilami and Yarmir 1998; NLC 2001; Robinson 2001). According to 
Lamilami and Y armir (1998) this recognition does not go far enough. They comment 
that by not giving the traditional owners exclusive rights to the claim, commercial and 
recreational anglers are still able to access the area without consulting Indigenous 
custodians, something which would otherwise be required under a system which 
recognised traditional Aboriginal law. 

5.4.3 By-Catch Concerns 
In addition to social and access issues, Aboriginal people have expressed concern 
about the environmental effects of commercial netting on fisheries resources. By
catch is an issue of major concern for many Indigenous people (Altman 2002; Evans 
1998; Risk and Browne 1998). In Maningrida for example, dead by-catch from the 
commercial operation which fishes in the network of creeks and estuaries at the 
mouth of the Liverpool River frequently washes ashore within areas frequented by 
members of the community (Altm.an 2002). This causes distress for some people who 
see the practice of discarding non-commercial species as wasteful. Along the 



Northern Territory coast, the accidental killing of non-commercial species extends to 
internationally protected species such as dugong, crocodile and sea turtle (Evans 
1998; Griffin 2001; Roeger 2002). Evans (1998) describes the killing ofDugong and 
other species as ''very disheartening" for Aboriginal people, who perceive the animals 
as being important for food and cultural reasons. 

Risk and Browne (1998) comment specifically on the effects of the Coastal Net 
Fisheries. The four and a half inch mesh in particular has the ability to catch both 
juvenile and adult Barramundi as well as sharks and other species according to Risk 
and Browne (1998), who feel that this equipment should be banned from the fishery 
altogether. Similar by-catch concerns are expressed for the 2-inch mesh Coastal Net 
Fishery. Interestingly the Fisheries Group of the Department of Business, Industry 
and Resource Development is in the process of a review of the Coastal Net Fishery. It 
is expected that the review will involve all stakeholder groups to ensure that adequate 
and appropriate provisions are established to govern the use of small mesh nets (NT 
Fish News2 2003). Such consultation is becoming an increasingly adopted paradigm 
in the management of Northern Territory Fisheries. 



Chapter 6. Co-operation 

6.1 Co-operative Management through Inclusive Consultation 

6.1.1 Introduction 
In recent years inclusive consultation on issues affecting coastal and marine fisheries 
has become an increasingly accepted paradigm for fisheries management in the 
Northern Territory (Kelly and Griffin 2000). Recognition of wider community (other 
than commercial) rights to consultation over fishery resource management is due in 
part to an appreciation by decision makers of their obligations under international 
laws and conventions. These include; the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; 
the Convention on Biological Diversity; and the Convention 107 on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (NOO 2003). Inclusive .consultation to date has 
taken the form of a number of formal and informal institutions such as the Ministerial 
Advisory Committee on Recreational Fishing, the Barramundi Fishery Advisory 
Conunittee (BF AC), The DatWin Harbour Advisory Committee, Aboriginal Fisheries 
Consultative Committees, and consultation with the wider community through 
discussion papers calling for public conrment on various issues (Kelly and Griffin 
2000). 

6.1.2 The Darwin Harbour Advisory Committee 
The Darwin Harbour Advisory Committee, established in 2002, has been assigned the task 
of overseeing the development of Darwin Harbour in accordance with the Darwin Harbour 
Regional Plan of Management (DHAC 2003). The DHAC recognises the importance of 
recreational fishing as one of the most significant leisure activities undertaken by people 
who use the harbour, with ahnost 45% of all fishing trips undertaken in the Northern 
Territory occurring within Darwin Harbour itself. The DHAC sees public consultation as 
essential to the sustainable development of the harbour, its resources, and its catchment. 

6.1.3 The Ban-amundi Fishery Advisory Committee (BFA C) 
The Barramundi Fishery Advisory Committee was established by the minister in 1990 as a 
formal mechanism for a number of key stakeholders to provide counsel in the preparation 
of a management plan for Barramundi and to provide ongoing advice in relation to the 
operation of the plan (Kelly and Griffin 2000). BF AC involves representatives from the 
commercial, recreational and retail sectors, from the Police Marine and Fisheries 
Enforcement Unit, as well as the NT DBIRD Fisheries Group (Kelly and Griffin 2000). 
Further consultation from the Indigenous sector into the management of Barramundi is 
provided by the recently established Aboriginal Fisheries Consultative Committees. 

6.1.4 Aboriginal Fisheries Consultative Committees 
In an attempt to escape dependency on welfare and create a sound economic base for the 
future, many Aboriginal organisations have established enterprises involving the harvesting 
of wildlife, feral animals and forestry products, and interests in pastoralism and commercial 
fishing (Farley et al. 1997; Lane 1997; Langton 1998; Risk and Browne 1998; Taylor and 
Braithwaite 1996). As Hohnes and Mott (1993) state, the management of Aboriginal land 
must attempt to achieve three seemingly opposing goals; to maintain a policy of sustainable 
land use, eliminate welfare dependency, and develop sustainable and autonomous 
institutions involved in resource management. To this end, and following from the Northern 
Territory government's recognition of the importance of inclusive consultation, Aboriginal 



involvement in the management of their conununity fisheries resources has become 
significant (Baker et al. 2001; NT Fish News4 2003). 

The Northern Territory Government Department of Business, Industry and Resource 
Development Fishery Group have, since 199511996 established a number of 
Aboriginal Fisheries Consultative Committees which typically meet twice annually in 
the communities where they are based. These seven consultative committees allow 
indigenous participation in issues affecting marine and aquatic resources, and have 
provided valuable feedback to the Fisheries Group on a variety of management issues 
(Baker et al. 2001; DBIRD 2002; DBIRD3 2003). Issues discussed in session with the 
committees have included concerns as diverse as: marine debris pollution in the 
Groote Eylandt region; the development of a Barramundi aquaculture project on 
Bathurst Island and the possibility for establishment of a similar prawn farming 
venture; activities of recreational anglers around the Tiwi Islands; perceived depletion 
of fish stocks due to commercial fishing; concerns over dugong by-catch in the Gulf 
of Carpentaria; and the ongoing development of a Marine Ranger program for coastal 
locations in the Territory (DBIR.D3 2003). 

Subsequent to discussion with these committees, resource stakeholders and the 
Fisheries Group have been able to implement a number of successful management 
changes. The development of several dugong sanctuaries in the Borroloola region in 
consultation with commercial Barramundi netters, the Northern Land Council, the 
Commonwealth Government and the NT Seafood Industry Council has been lauded 
as a representation of positive cooperation between stakeholders over what had been a 
sensitive issue (NLC2 2003). Concerns over the scale of Rock lobster harvesting by 
recreational anglers in the English Company's Islands region of East Arnhemland has 
resulted in DBIRD introducing a possession limit in line with more sustainable 
fishing. The NT Fisheries Group has also recently approached the Northern Land 
Council for funds to expand the Marine Rangers Program across the Northern 
Territory Coastline (NT Fish News3 2003). 

6.1.5 Ministerial Advisory Committee on Recreational Fishing 
The Ministerial Advisory Committee on Recreational Fishing is the principal mechanism 
for recreational angler representation at a ministerial level (Coleman 2000). The Advisory 
committee has representatives covering a broad spectrum of recreational users of wild fish 
stocks. These include Fishing Tour Operators, divers, people from the tackle industry, 
regional representatives, and representation from the peak recreational fishing body in the 
Northern Territory, AFANT (Coleman 2000). Coleman (2000) remarks that although this 
representation is comprehensive it is by no means complete. Input from less defined 
stakeholders and interest groups may be obtained through contact at special events and 
during surveys such as FISHCOUNT. 

6.1.6 Additional Government Support 
The NT Fisheries Group has continued to provide support for recreational fishing 
activities, including children's workshops teaching the benefits of recreational fishing 
and general fishing methods, and logistical support for the Barra National and Barra 
Classic on the Daly River (DBIRD 2002). Additionally, the NT Fisheries Group and 
AFANT (Amateur Fisherman's Association of the Northern Territory) jointly hosted 
the third World Recreational Fishing Conference held in DaiWin in 2002 (DBIRD 
2002). The Northern Territory Govenunent also continues to provide a generous 



stipend to AF ANT to allow the organisation to provide input from the recreational 
sector into the management of key recreational fisheries. The funding, amounting to a 
promised AU$160 thousand per annum for each of the following three years is in line 
with the AU$175 thousand in funding provided to the NTSC (Northern Territory 
Seafood Council) for a similar consultative role in fisheries management (NT Fish 
News4 2003). 



Chapter 7. Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations 

It is clear that where there are multiple users of a resource, for sustainable utilisation 
of that resource to occur there is a need for decision makers to establish clear 
guidelines relating to resource allocation - how best to allocate fish stocks for the 
benefit of the community as a whole. Ultimately this comes down to a matter of 
priorities, and throughout the world decision-makers are left with three principal 
choices. As with management of natural resources internationally and elsewhere 
within Australia, the Northern Territory's wild-catch Barramundi fishery may be 
managed with the intention of maximising the value of the fisheries resource by 
concentrating on the economic benefits of the fishery, it may be administered using a 
model which attempts to maximise social equity through protection of social and 
cultural values (community interest), or managers may adopt a compromise model 
whereby fisheries are allocated with the aim of achieving a sustainable combination of 
net economic benefit and social equity. 

On review it appears that fisheries managers in the Northern Territory have been 
increasingly leaning toward developing a long-term, sustainable compromise 
approach to the wild-catch Barramundi fishery. In recent years, the Barramundi 
fishery has been characterised by an increased measure of inclusive consultation 
involving all stakeholders. This involvement has been supported through the 
provision of government funding for a well supported recreational fishing body 
(AF ANT), continued development of and research into commercial fishing 
alternatives including aquaculture, and promotion of the Northern Tenitory as a 
recreational fishing "hotspot" through support of activities such as the World 
Recreational Fishing Conference and internationally recognised fishing competitions 
like the Barra Classic. 

The Barramundi is an iconic species with universal appeal, and it is clear that all 
sectors of the wild-catch Barramundi fishery - the Indigenous, commercial, and the 
recreational- have played important roles in the development ofthe Northern 
Territory as a social, cultural and economic identity. However, decision-makers have 
a legal and moral obligation to manage the fishery in the best interest of the 
community. Fisheries managers should be asking whether resource allocation as it 
stands is optimal, given greater recognition of the recreational, socio-cultural, 
enviromnental and economic values of the non-commercial uses of this community 
resource. This is especially the case since the development of economically and 
enviromnentally sound alternatives to commercial netting such as cage aquaculture. 
Only through progressive management and broad consultation which identifies the 
wider community's social, cultural and economic aspirations will the wild-catch 
Barramundi fishery continue to contribute to the long term sustainable development 
ofthe Northern Territory. 

The following recommendations are not necessarily in order of priority, but follow a 
similar order to the study text. 

• Investigate the full (including flow-on) economic value of recreational 
Barramundi fishing. Such an investigation could report on enterprise directly 
related to recreational Barramundi fishing including the professional guiding 
industry, tackle outlets, boat and marine sales, and indirect benefactors 



including fuel outlets and vehicle vendors, as well as fishing's contribution to 
the Northern Territory tourism industry. Fisheries managers would find this 
information invaluable when justifying long term management decisions. 

• Provide funding (AFANT/Government) to promote fishing as a healthy leisure 
activity for youth, including "at risk youth ". This can be achieved through 
staging fishing clinics and family oriented fishing competitions. School 
programs could feasibly include fishing and fishing related activities as a 
component of environmental education. Models include Recfish "Code of 
Conduct" and school education kits, and the successful HOF-NOD program 
from the United States. 

• Increase fishing opportunities for youth through providing access to fishing 
gear and access to quality fishing. The United States Fishing Tackle Loaner 
program could be a workable model for a program that loans equipment to 
yout.h. who otherwise would not have access to fishing gear. Ensuring youth 
interest in fishing also requires a commitment from fisheries managers to 
maintain recreational fisheries in a healthy state - so that anglers have a 
realistic opportunity to catch a fish. 

• Consider investment in promotion of recreational fishing as an ethical, 
environmentally sustainable and socially responsible activity. A perception by 
some people of recreational angling as cruel, unnecessary and for the most 
part carried out by a particular caste of "yob bos" is propagated by media 
stereotypes (the sort found in beer commercials!) and irresponsible public 
behaviour among some groups of anglers. Public education including 
promotion of desirable fishing practices would help to improve public 
acceptance of fishing and ensure its social sustainability. 

• Increase the use of recreational/traditional fishing activities in diversionary 
programs. Internationally and within Australia, diversionary programs that 
utilise outdoor activities such as fishing have been shown to be extremely 
valuable. This has particularly been the case with drug and alcohol offenders. 
Experience in Australian Aboriginal communities has shown the worth of 
these types of programs in reducing anti-social behaviour. 

• Consider an expanded buy-back of commercial netting licenses adjacent to 
traditionally fished areas (such as Maningrida). A reduction of non
Indigenous commercial fishing effort close to communities should be viewed 
as essential. Present exploitation of these areas by commercial netters has been 
demonstrated to cause distress among conununity members and has a 
perceived negative impact on traditional activities and local enterprise using 
the same resource. 

• Expanded monitoring of activities adjacent to Aboriginal Land through 
expansion of the Marine Ranger Prografl'J (or similar). Few people know or 
understand the Northern Territory coast like the traditional custodians. The 
Marine Ranger program provides the logistic and financial support for what 
could become a potentially very valuable marine monitoring service. 

• More research and funding to investigate the options for sustainable 
management of fisheries by traditional owners, including the possibility of 
joint venture agreements modelled on existing successful enterprises. 
Sportfishing based tourism focussing on Barramundi (successful operations 
include those on the Tiwi Islands, Croker Island and in Maningrida as 
examples) could provide a sustainable source of income and employment for 
many communities on Aboriginal land. These types of ventures have the 



further benefit of providing recreational anglers with improved access to 
quality fishing. 

• Greater involvement of Aboriginal people in the commercial fishery, and 
introduction alternatives to commercial wild-catch fishing such as 
aquaculture. Employment is clearly a high priority for many remote 
Indigenous communities. With 85% of the Northern Territory coastline on or 
adjacent to Aboriginal land, Indigenous involvement in the commercial 
Barramundi fishery (including aquaculture), would provide significant 
employment opportunities for these communities. 

• Establish simple and accessible mechanisms that facilitate recreational fishing 
on Aboriginal Land, with economic benefits to resident communities. This can 
be achieved through a simplified licensing or camping fee system as has been 
established in the Tiwi Islands and Cobourg Peninsular. This not only allows 
monitoring and control of access by recreational anglers, but provides a source 
of income to remote communities. Recreational anglers will equally benefit 
through easy and legal access to fishing areas. 

• Continue and expand the processes of inclusive consultation. Consultation 
with all stakeholders on matters relating to the management of the wild-catch 
Barramundi fishery should continue. Mechanisms for community consultation 
should be strengthened and formalised. Mechanisms to facilitate action on 
recommendations arising from stakeholder consultation should be 
strengthened and ongoing. 

• Consider designating the Barramundi fishery a "recreational and traditional 
only" fishery in the Northern Territory. With only 26 commercial licenses 
remaining in the Northern Territory, and with aquaculture soon set to exceed 
wild-catch annual output (according to sources within the industry), is there a 
need for a commercial wild-catch Barramundi fishery? Research assessing the 
full economic impact of recreational Barramundi fishing may be valuable 
when gauging the relative worth of the present-day commercial effort. Other 
issues aside, total removal ofBarramundi gillnets will be of substantial benefit 
to those species trapped as by-catch, and could be a powerful marketing tool 
for fishing based tourism. Commercial fishing efforts could subsequently be 
directed towards proven alternatives such as aquaculture. 



TABLES 

1. Estimated Annual Attributed Expenditure on Recreational Fishing by State 
(NRIFS 2003) 

2 . Estimated Number of Persons and Proportion of the Australian Population Who 
Fished During the Survey Period. (NRIFS 2003) 

3. Estimated Number of Recreational Fishers and Proportion of Resident Population 
by Age, Gender and State or Territory (NRIFS 2003) 

4. Estimated Annual Harvest by Species and State (NRIFS 2003) 
5. Importance Ratings for Reasons to do with Recreational Fishing Motivation 

(NRIFS 2003) 
6. Annual Harvest by Indigenous Fishers of Key Species (NRIFS 2003) 



Table 1. Estimated Annual Attributed Expenditure on Recreational Fishing by State. 
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Table 2. Estimated Number of Persons and Proportion of the Australian Population 
Who Fished During the Survey Period. 
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Table 3. Estimated Number of Recreational Fishers and Proportion of Resident 
Population by Age, Gender and State or Territory. 
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Table 5. Importance Ratings for Reasons to do with Recreational Fishing Motivation. 

Motivation/importa nee 
Relax and Unwind 

Very lmponant 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

To be Outdoors 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

For Solitude 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

To be with Family 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

To be with Friends 
Very [mportant 

Quite Important 
Not V cry Important 
Nor at a! I Important 
Unsure 

Competitions 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

Fish for Sport 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very lmponant 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

Fish for Food 
Very Important 
Quite Important 
Not Very Important 
Not at all Important 
Unsure 

NSW VlC 

65.8 66.6 
25.2 28.5 
7.9 4.6 
1.1 0.3 
0.0 0.0 

62.9 60.3 
30.5 33.1 

6.0 5.1 
0.6 1.4 
0.0 0.0 

15.7 20.8 
24.9 23.9 

44.1 35.0 
15.1 20.2 
0.3 0.1 

36.3 38.2 
32.6 32.0 
24.7 20.2 
6.0 9.6 
0.4 0.0 

31.6 3&.2 

44.6 39.0 
19.6 14.8 
4.1 8.1 
0.0 0.0 

1.9 1.6 
4.2 4.4 

16.1 10.6 

77.1 83.4 
0.7 0.1 

49.9 49.9 
3L7 37.4 
13.8 8.8 

3.8 3.9 
0.8 0.0 

29.2 29.7 

25.6 27.5 
34.4 31.2 

10.3 I 1.7 
0.5 0.0 

OLD 

61.5 

22.8 
10.6 
5.2 
0.0 

SA \VA 

55.S 60.3 
30.6 31.1 
10.5 7.0 

3.0 1.4 

0.1 0.2 

51.9 51.5 59.2 

33.2 38.1 34.5 
9.7 7.0 5.2 
5.2 3.3 1.1 

0.0 0.1 0.0 

20.6 I9.5 18.9 
16.7 22.9 24.8 

17.4 3-U 42.6 
45.3 23.4 13.6 

0.0 0.1 0.0 

3S.I 38.8 44.1 
25.9 25.7 28.0 
10.6 18.3 17.7 
25.4 16.7 IO.l 
0.0 0.5 0.0 

27.1 33.6 34.8 
36.2 41.1 44.8 
14.4 15.9 15.9 
"'? ~ 
__ _, 
0.0 

9.3 

0.1 

I.9 1.4 ., ... ., .... 
--~ __ ;, 

4.5 
0.0 

0.8 
3.5 

3.1 10.6 12.1 

92.8 85.3 83.1 
0.0 0.4 0.5 

50.2 -4 1.8 46.9 
29.6 40.4 36.4 
10.7 12.8 13.2 

9.6 4.9 3.4 
0.0 0.1 0.1 

35.4 32.1 44.6 
26.1 31.7 32.4 
13.2 24.1 16.9 

25.4 12.1 6.1 
0.0 0.1 0.0 

TAS NT 

51.7 62.7 
35.6 31.2 
10.3 4.9 
2.4 0.8 
0.0 0.4 

57.6 65.4 

35.1 31.] 
6.5 2.9 
0.8 0.2 
0.0 0.4 

14.6 15.6 
24.3 27.6 

38.9 36.3 

22.3 20.0 
0.0 0.5 

39.6 ll.l 
3 1.5 19.5 
20.1 29.1 
S.7 10.3 

0.0 0.0 

24.9 24.1 
41.7 52.3 

25.5 20.9 
7.8 .2.6 
0.0 0.0 

I.l 1.1 
1.9 4.6 

10.8 21.6 

86.1 71.9 
O.I 0.8 

37.2 29.5 
40.9 45.4 
15.5 16.9 
6.3 7.6 
0.1 0.6 

26.1 20.3 
34.9 28.9 
30.9 30.5 
S.l 19.7 
0.0 0.5 

ACT TOTAL 

61.3 62.6 
31.8 27.2 

5.2 8.0 

I. 7 2.2 
0.0 0.0 

67.4 

28.6 
4.0 

0.0 
0.0 

18.5 
22.4 

46.0 
13.1 

0.0 

44.4 
27.8 
22.6 . .., 

.:>.-
0.0 

44.7 

29.8 
20.5 

5.0 
0.0 

3.7 
1.1 

17.3 

77.9 

0.0 

52.0 
29.0 
15.2 

3.8 
0.0 

24.6 

31.7 
27.9 

15.8 
0.0 

58.2 

33.1 
6.6 
2.1 
0.0 

18.6 

22.6 

34.9 

23.8 

0.1 

38.6 
29.5 
18.9 

12.9 

0.2 

32.3 
41.1 

16.9 
9.7 
0.0 

1.6 
3.4 

10.9 
83.7 

0.3 

48.0 
34.3 
12.1 
5.3 

0.3 

32.8 

28.1 
25.3 

13.7 
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Table 6. Annual Harvest by Indigenous Fishers of Key Species. 

Harvest (numbers) 

Species/ species group QLD WA NT Total 

Mullet 68,573 30,415 83,277 182,265 

Catfish 21,738 26,920 60,83 I 109,489 . 

Sea perch/snappers 38,200 18,645 27,588 84,434 

Bream 44,205 9,387 17,876 71.469 

Barramundi 5,745 13,318 44,134 63, 197 

Grunters/trumpeters 15, 116 33,938 8,195 57,249 

TrevaJly 21,494 l0,369 8,241 40,104 
Threadfin salmon J 1,950 8,980 8,565 29,495 

Wrasselruskfish/gropers 9,181 11~301 8,778 29,260 

Garfish 26,169 26,169 

Whiting 19.879 5,450 770 26,099 

Cod (various) 11,679 2,748 4,254 18,681 

Sharks/rays 3,819 2~011 12,464 18,294 

Australian bass/perch 612 1,205 12,789 14,606 

Emperors 9.268 3,417 612 13,297 
Coral trout 7,004 79 792 7,875 

Rock-cod/gropers 4,530 4,530 
Red emperor 1,207 90 3,210 4,508 

Mackerels 2,382 424 1,416 4,222 

Buttcrfish 2,189 1,072 3,261 

Flathead 2,384 168 0 2,552 

Tuna/bonitos 335 1,420 1,755 

Pike 972 148 467 1,586 

Redfish 795 543 1,338 

MuJloway/jc::wfish 366 568 934 

Eels 869 869 
Pink snapper 726 726 
Leathetjackets 176 543 719 

Australian salmon 641 641 

Dart 207 207 

Y ellov.u.il kingftsh 148 148 
Blue mackerel 132 132 

Tailor 97 97 
Luderlck 80 80 
Scads/mackerel 72 72 

Other 19,321 11 '148 63,051 93,520 

Finfish Total 346,404 198,178 369,2;d 913,880 
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