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Introduction:  
In 1999 the New South Wales state government came under pressure to review the balance of 
access between commercial and recreational fishers.  Key recreational fishing areas adjacent 
to the city of Sydney and a range of estuaries along the NSW coast were eventually set aside 
for exclusive recreational fisher access, being declared “recreational fishing havens”.  
 
Methods & Materials:  
The case of the commercial fishery area closures in NSW is used to evaluate the prime drivers 
and information requirement required to re-allocate fishing access. The paper seeks to 
constructively identify the key issues and information that may be of assistance to policy 
makers. At the time a multi-account benefit-cost framework for increasing the transparency of 
evaluating and assessing the implementation of inter-sectoral re-allocation programs was 
proposed. 
 
Results: The NSW program illustrates that an inter-sectoral allocation framework (ISAF)is 
set in both a political and resource management policy context. The controversy and fears of 
sectors winning and loosing provide incentives that limit the capacity to do inter-sectoral 
analyses. In such circumstances political intentions dominate.  In the NSW case, the 
introduction of a saltwater recreational fishing enabled compensatory payments to displaced 
commercial fishers to be made and recreational fishing access increased.  
 
Conclusion: Direct government intervention to re-allocate between sectors is less desirable 
and more socially costly than inter-sectoral allocation frameworks that assist in apolitical re-
allocation of fishery access.  In the absence of inter-sectoral allocation frameworks, politics is 
a crude but potent tool to address perceived imbalances in inter-sectoral levels of access. The 
introduction of a saltwater recreational fishing licence adds resource and a powerful 
mechanism to the inter-sectoral debate, with unknown long term impacts on sectoral access 
levels. 
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Introduction:  
In 1997 the New South Wales (NSW) state government implemented limited entry in 
commercial fisheries.  In 1999 the NSW state government came under pressure to review the 
balance of access between commercial and recreational fishers.  This was not surprising given 
the level of population in Sydney (4.5m persons) and their leisure aspirations.  
 
This pressure resulted in key recreational fishing areas adjacent to the city of Sydney ( Botany 
Bay and Lake Macquarie) and a range of 30 estuaries along the NSW coast being set aside for 
exclusive recreational fisher access, being declared “Recreational Fishing Havens”.  
 
This paper seeks to evaluate the lessons for policy making arising from this case study in the 
hope they may benefit other policy makers faced with “sharing the fish”. 
 
Background to the allocation  
The advent of limited entry in commercial fisheries in Australia in the 1960s, 70s and 80s was 
resisted by the fishery managers in NSW at that time.  By the 1990s it was clear the legacy of 
“laissez faire” was over exploited fisheries and poor economic earnings in the commercial 
sector.  “The economic impact of the lack of commercial capacity restraining measures in 
previous decades haunts most fishery management decisions in NSW” Dominion (2002). 
 
The poor profitability of estuarine and inshore commercial fisheries was confirmed by an 
independent “Pricing Commission” study in 1996 to determine the ability of industry to pay 
the costs of management.  It found “that 70% of fishers in NSW were not in the position to 
pay cost recovery charges” (IPART, 1996). The fishing industry had gradually fallen into this 
economic malaise, not assisted by the small holder and part time nature of many of those 
fishing in these estuarine low volume fisheries. Business rules reduced the number of 
commercial fishers from 2,400 licences in 1990 to circa 1,650 licences in 2001, through the 
consolidation achieved by the Registered Fishing Operation  policy (EG  EIS, 2001 Vol 4; 
page 46).  
 
The saltwater recreational fishing sector was unmanaged until the introduction of individual 
angler species catch limits (bag limits) in the early 1990s.  By 1999 frustration among anglers 
was growing with a perception that previous fish availability had been depleted by the 
commercial sector. The visibility of estuarine and near shore commercial fishing operations 
exacerbated these frustrations.  Usually the complaints were expressed through fishing clubs, 
to fishery administrators and in complaints to politicians.  In 1997 commercial fishery 
management committees (MACs) were established for each commercial fishery and included 
a recreational fisher as part of the co-management process.  This also included a state wide 
Advisory Committee for Recreational Fishing issues (ACoRF). 
 
In summary any attempts to change the relative access allocations between sectors were to be 
inhibited by the following: 
 

• A late start to commercial fishery management and little management having taken 
place with recreational fishers; 

• Evidence of localized stock depletion and reduced fish availability; and 
• Minimal involvement between the sectors in the fishery management process and not 

in any sort of mutual sharing, or allocation discussion framework; 
 
The implications were clear for potential sectoral re-allocation.  



 
Lesson 1: Those proposing sectoral reallocation are a prisoner of past policies and 
surrounding perceptions, particularly the economic legacy. 
 
In summary, previous policy and management of fishers of all sectors in NSW did not provide 
a good context for sharing fish access between sectors. Lack of fishing rights and governance 
experience among user groups meant that any re-allocation between sectors was unlikely to 
be forthcoming, other than by substantial government intervention.   
 
Which sector should fish the fish?  
The sharing of fishery access between commercial and recreational fishers has been the 
subject of many articles. Most start with asking “who should fish the fish”, explaining the 
basic economic proposition for efficiency in inter-sectoral allocation. The value of the 
marginal fish to each sector is proposed as a theoretical allocation model. The most efficient 
sectoral allocation is where the value of the marginal fish to each sector is equal (Figure 1).  
 
).  However a resource sharing framework is more than this economic conceptualization,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfortunately the model has been more postulated, than estimated!  It is potential tool to 
monitor efficiency within a Inter-Sectoral Allocation Framework (ISAF). 
 
An Inter-Sectoral Allocation Framework should have the following elements (see Table 1). 
 
Table 1:  The four key elements of an Inter-Sectoral Allocation Framework 

 
1. A common currency for allocation (effort, catch or access to fish); 
2. An ability to adjust between sectors and preferably be autonomously adjusting 

without government intervention – (it is unlikely this can happen without the first 
criteria being in place); 



3. Should be able to reallocate with the minimum of social transaction costs and with 
maximum amount of transparency and information available to both sectors; 

4. Ideally post adjustment feedback from all stakeholders should give some sense of 
equity, or at least a sense that winners have compensated losers (a crude measure of 
economic efficiency). 
 
 

What happened in allocating access in NSW? 
While the economic theory is well known, the practical estimation of the marginal benefits of 
a fish to each sector is a substantial research exercise.  Ideally it should be undertaken over 
two year prior to any mention of reallocation.  Social survey fieldwork may be compromised 
when it is apparent that reallocation between sectors may introduce bias, over estimation of 
“willingness to pay estimates” and the risk of data falsification in survey responses.  
 
No previous inter-sectoral economic comparisons had been undertaken in NSW and urgency 
in the policy agenda and high feeling among fishers of all persuasions made it a poor climate 
for field research with high social impacts.  An independent desk top assessment was made to 
appraise the available social data on the commercial fishers and their communities in an 
attempt to foresee potential impacts.  In short, the specter of re-allocation against a 
background of no inter-sectoral allocation framework and controversy between sectors, may 
likely preclude any meaningful economic or social surveying.   
 
Lesson 2: Allocation frameworks are designed, being less likely to emerge from systems with 
a poor management history; 
Lesson 3: Empirical studies should happen before the specter of re-allocation stirs up user 
passions and field work may have respondent bias; 
Lesson 4:  A quick economic appraisal cannot fill the gap left by the lack of a transparent 
inter-sectoral allocation framework; 
Lesson 5:  A desktop economic study in these circumstances will likely indicate the direction 
of re-allocation, but not the magnitude (estimation problems). 
 
In the NSW case, the available information indicated the direction of reallocation between 
sectors. It was considered economically desirable to increase the recreational level of access.   
 
Reallocating sectoral access – all or nothing?  
There is also a binary element to sectoral reallocation 1,0  (a sector tended to get all, or 
nothing).  Question - Can the management system in place in the fishery actually reduce 
commercial fishing effort, or catch by say 40%?  If total effort or catch are not controlled, it is 
unlikely the controls on the commercial fishery can partially adjust effort.  
 
The response in NSW was to ask if commercial fishing should be banned altogether in 
specific areas? (estuaries and bays were targets). This also coincided with the concerns of 
managers that it may be nigh impossible to manage a more limited use by the commercial 
sector and sharing areas may lead to the potential conflict with recreationalists. Exclusive area 
access became the management control variable.  Does the economic theory still apply?   
 
In Figure 2 the theory and the case for exclusive fishing by one sector is presented. Figure 2 a 
is similar to Figure 1, and Figure 2b is the one sector allocation example.  The relative value 



per fish between sectors (Pr/Pc) gives possible cases of a species being 100% allocated to one 
sector.  In an estuary with mixed species, 100% exclusion of one sector is unlikely.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In NSW the commercial industry believed the empirical evidence for their exclusion was  
weak, the likely efficient sectoral outcome being mixed, as opposed to exclusive to one 
sector. However the policy outcome was closure of area to the commercial sector and total 
access given to the recreational fishers. The management system apparently could not cope 
with non binary outcomes and area partitioning was used as a substitute for sharing.  
 
Lesson 6: Even if precise theoretically efficient allocation percentages were available 
between sectors, implementing them reduces to area partitioning due to lack of effort control 
(ITE’s or ITQs would be required, or boat removal as a proxy to this). 
 
Wider Costs and Benefits should also be appraised 
In NSW Dominion (2002) proposed a wider multi-account Cost-benefit analysis be adopted 
early in the allocation process.  This recognises other “accounts” that need appraised in 
reallocating areas (see appendix 1) 
 

1. Public finance account- fishing licence revenues and compensation to commercial 
sector, plus increases in expenditure on the recreational fishing sector; 

2. Industry/Consumer account- net gains in the private sector; 
3. Economic impact account- increases expenditures on RF inputs and a reduction in 

expenditure on CF inputs; 
4. Environmental impact account- litter, bush fires, habitat and less oil leaks?; 
5. Social impact account - non-money values, community, lifestyle – what is the change 

for whom?;  
6. Political account- perceptions and votes; 



The proxy to all these accounts is guesswork and political perception. In retrospect the 
strongest driver in such an “multi account” approach is the “political account”.  This could 
have both actual and potential voter numbers, direct and derivative (fishermen and citizens 
who enjoy eating seafood) for sectors on both sides of the re-allocation equation.  Secondly, 
there are perceived costs and pay offs from making re-allocations that are a political reality 
and are not transparently declared or appraised. Displaced commercial fishers believe that 
sinister political agendas were afoot.   
 
Lesson 7: Beware- in the absence of a mature ISAF, the political account is king! 
 
What happened after the re-allocation of access? 
The NSW model proceeded with government intervention and a partial ISAF. The 
government introduced a Saltwater Recreational Fishing Licence for the first time in NSW; 
previous licences had been for freshwater angling.   
 
The RFL monies were held in trust and payments were made to commercial sector in respect 
of their lost access creating Recreational Fishing Havens (RFHs) for anglers.  The SRF 
licence has been popular, justifying original belief that the fishing access had been under 
allocated to the Recreational sector.  In fact, licence sales exceeded everyone’s expectations. 

• In 2001-02, there were 375,000 licences sold with $6.5m revenue to the Trust Fund.   
• In 2004-05 there were 550,000 licences sold with $10.0m revenue. 

The SRF licence captured a willingness to pay for RF access and was used to fund the buyout 
of $20m of commercial fishers in the RFHs.  What did this do for sectoral re-allocation?  
 
Figure 3 indicates what the economic implications of this could be.  

 
If we had started at an under allocation to the RF sector (A, compare a and a’ to see the 
different marginal values between sectors), we now have moved to the right to either point B 
or C.  If B, we would predict the RF sector will wish to gain more access given their 



substantial trust funds. It is actually possible the fishery is now at point C.  Figure 3 suggests 
the RF licence is a new inter-sectoral allocation mechanism that can keep removing 
commercial fishers after the “optimum” mix has been reached.  At C the access mix has  
passed the most efficient allocation.  The trust funds could potentially reduce commercial 
access towards low levels and lead to an inefficient allocation.  This causes angst in the 
commercial sector.  
 
Discussion 
In the NSW case it was apparent that the attempts to widen the basis of allocation into a 
transparent policy framework did not have enough time, nor was there a sufficiently mature 
multiple policy use framework to assist a resource sharing process. What developed was a 
crude and pragmatic way to re-allocate access by area, being funded from the introduction of 
a recreational fishing licence. 
 
The NSW program illustrates that inter-sectoral re-allocation is set in both a political and 
resource management policy context. The controversy and fears of sectors winning and 
loosing provide incentives that limit the reliability of many of the tools proposed in theory. In 
such circumstances and given the lack of a sharing policy framework, politics dominates.   
 
In the NSW case limited information led to significant areas being set aside for recreational 
fishing through exclusion of commercial fishers from these areas. The intervention recognized 
that compensatory payments to displaced commercial fishers were required and a formula 
consistent with national benchmarks for ex gratia payments to displaced fishers was funded 
from the introduction of a recreational fishing licence.  In 2002 a $20million buyout package 
was implemented by government to establish recreational fishing havens.   
 
How did all this fall short of an ideal ISAF?   
Table 2 presents how the NSW program fell short of an ideal ISAF.   
 
Table 2:  A comparison of the NSW regime with an ideal ISAF. 

Features of an ideal ISAF Features of NSW sharing regime 

1. A common currency for allocation 
(effort, catch or access to fish); 

1. No common access currency, only general 
access with sector partitioning;  

2. An ability to adjust between sectors 
and preferably be autonomously adjusting 
without government intervention – (it is 
unlikely this can happen without the first 
criteria being in place); 

2. Government arrange adjustment. Limited 
reciprocity between sectors; 
No Commercial fishing restructuring outside 
reallocation scheme; 

3. Should be able to reallocate with the 
minimum of social transaction costs and with 
maximum amount of transparency and 
information available to both sectors; 

3. Mixed transaction costs, but low 
transparency; 
 

4. Ideally post adjustment feedback from 
all stakeholders should give some sense of 
equity, or at least a sense that winners have 
compensated losers (a crude measure of 
economic efficiency). 

4. The rec. fishing licence funds adjustment 
enabling commercial fishers to exit the 
fishery 

 



It can be seen that most of the deficiencies in the NSW program stem from the inability to cap 
and control either fishing effort or catch across sectors.  Hence different sectors do not have 
established levels of access or catch entitlement and trading is not an option due to the lack of 
a clear tradable mechanism.  Hence government get involved and are accused of lack of 
transparency and of forcing reallocation between sectors.   
 
Lesson 8: Government should not mix general commercial fishery restructuring needs with 
re-allocation via a Recreational Fishing Licence…..both have different causes and should not 
be mixed.  
 
The most interesting development from the NSW case is the emergence of the recreational 
fishing licence mechanism as a tool for inter-sectoral adjustment.  Its power is in meeting the 
compensatory elements of an ideal ISAF, its weakness is its overlaying poor inter-sectoral 
communication and allocation mechanisms.     
 
Lesson 9: A reallocation mechanism such as the RFL lacks key parts of a ISAF;  NSW has 
made little effort to develop a ISAF before or after the adjustment; They now have powerful 
key elements of an ISAF and should move to develop this approach more fully. 
 
So was the intervention and re-allocation successful? 
Given the background of poor economic management of commercial fishing effort, depletion 
of profit and the large population in the city of Sydney, it was likely that “numbers would 
prevail” and recreational access would be increased.  The welfare based analysis at the time of 
the policy being conceived was limited and the policy was driven by political will.   
 
Any attempted assessment of the effectiveness of the reallocation is limited by limited pre and 
post adjustment information.  
 
Many commercial  fishers  complained “there was no science to back up the decisions” and 
that politics had ruled the day. The most crude measure of increased welfare, is the success of 
the recreational fishing licence.  In 2005 some 750,000 licences were sold to recreational 
fishers with a revenue stream to a recreational trust Fund of $10.5m per annum. This has 
increased from the first year of 375,000 licence sales and $6.5m in revenue in 2001.  At the 
simplest level of analysis, recreational fishers may now be paying an access fee likely in 
excess of the economic profit generated across the State’s commercial fisheries.   
 
The licence fortuitously has been the mechanism to restructure NSW fishing access providing 
the recreational sector with fishing havens. This proves that recreational fishers “did have the 
numbers” and did have under-allocation of fishery access before the re-allocation.  If this is 
correct, the test will be in the future use of the Trust Funds, as these provide a powerful 
mechanism to outwork the access demands of recreational fishers.  
 
As in the marginal economic value of access argument, theory suggests the Trust Fund will 
use its financial resources to further buy out commercial fishers with the lowest marginal 
value of access.  However, theory also indicates it is inefficient to buy out all commercial 
fishers, given their provision of fish to the community who do not go recreational fishing.  
Rightly, or wrongly, the size of the licence income stream to the recreational fishing trust 
fund may actually enable all commercial fishers to eventually be removed.   
 



Lesson 10: Don’t rush to be a commercial fisher in NSW – see lesson 1…economic 
restructuring of the commercial industry is still an issue. 
 
 
Conclusion: Direct government intervention to re-allocate between sectors is less desirable 
and more socially costly than longer term ISAFs and mechanisms to assist in apolitical re-
allocation of fishery access. However the NSW experience shows that, political intervention 
on behalf of a high number of recreational fishers, can translate via a funded fishing licence 
into increased recreational sector fishing access.  The licence is a crude and potent tool to 
address perceived imbalances in inter-sectoral levels of access. It remains to be seen what 
long term role it will have in inter-sectoral allocation levels and whether it can graduate to 
being part of a fuller inter-sectoral allocation framework in NSW. 
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 Appendix 1: Appraising the Benefits and Costs of re-allocation  (Dominion, 2002) 
 
A multi-account benefit-cost framework for increasing the transparency of evaluating and assessing the 
implementation of inter-sectoral re-allocation programs was proposed by Dominion (2002). This is a more 
general Benefit and Cost approach than the “economics of who should fish the resource”, in that it deals with 
economic, environmental and social impacts as well as the traditional economic efficiency issue in a reasonably 
transparent “account framework”.  It was proposed as being “more useful to decision-makers in that it presents 
its results under five different headings”. These “accounts” are summarised below: 
 
The Financial Account: summarises the effects of the proposal on the public sector budget. For example, if 
recreationalists were to displace commercial fishers, revenues might be obtained from the issuing of recreational 
fishing licences, but compensation might have to be paid to commercial fishers, and expenditures made on 
public facilities to allow recreational access to the fishery.  
 
The Industry/Consumer Account: summarises the net gains and losses which occur in the private sector of the 
economy. For example, recreationalists may gain to the extent that they value the increased access to the fishery 
by more than the extra costs they incur. Similarly, commercial fishers may find that their revenues decline 
relative to their costs, and the net fall in revenue is a loss to them. It should be noted that these gains and losses 
are measured net of costs. A common misconception, particularly in valuing recreational fisheries, is to argue 
that the value of the fishery is represented by the sum of expenditures on travel, bait, equipment and so forth. It 
is true that the gross value of the fishery includes these costs, but the net value is the gross value less the costs 
incurred, and it is the net value that belongs in the Industry/Consumer account. The expenditures by recreational 
(and commercial) fishers are analysed in the Economic Impact Account. The commercial industry may have low 
profitability and may make little economic contribution to the economy in efficiency terms. As noted above, this 
contribution is measured by the difference between the revenue and the economic costs associated with effort 
applied to the fishery.  
 
The Economic Impact Account: summarises the effect of the proposal on economic activity in the State. For 
example, if the recreational sector expands there will be increased expenditures on fuel, bait, supplies, fishing 
gear, boats etc, these will result in an expansion in activity and employment in the retail sector. However, if the 
commercial sector contracts, there will be a reduction in expenditure on similar inputs by commercial fishers, 
with a resulting contraction in activity by, and employment in, enterprises which supply the fishing industry. 
 
The Environmental Impact Account: summarises the environmental effects of the proposal. For example, 
increased access by recreationalists may result in more litter and more bush fires, whereas reduced access by 
commercial vessels may result in less damage to underwater strata; fish stocks may be affected in various ways. 
 
The Social Impact Account: summarises the social impacts of the proposal. These could include the effects of 
declining coastal communities, pressures of relocation, and effects on family cohesion. The analysis of social 
impacts is more extensive than the economic impact analysis and may appraise people's non monetary values 
and feelings about community and lifestyle. There is little published material on social aspects of fishers of any 
kind in NSW.  
 
The political process tries to reflect values and opinions and struggles when policies impact one section of the 
community disproportionately, or where a significant number of voices are not heard. There are always demands 
to change allocation of any scarce resource, and fisheries access is no exception. The decision to examine 
allocation of fishing access in NSW estuaries and bays comes with these political background factors.  
 
 
 


