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SHARK BAY (INNER GULF) STOCK 
SUSTAINABLITIY: 

a
NEGOTIATION EXPERIENCE



• The inner gulfs of Shark Bay contain stocks of pink snapper 
that are genetically separate from each other and the wide-
ranging ocean stock.

• As a consequence of increasing fishing effort, which was 
mainly due to recreational fishing pressure, pink snapper 
stocks in the inner gulfs of Shark Bay became significantly 
depleted by the 1990s.  

• To allow stocks to rebuild a Total Allowable Catch (TAC) was 
set  for each area of the snapper fishery, with explicit catch 
allocation for the commercial and recreational sectors – this is 
the first time this has been achieved in Australian fisheries 
management history.

BACKGROUND



What this presentation will cover

• This presentation will explore the issues 
associated with gaining community support for 
managing the recreational component of the 
harvest within the context of TAC for all sectors.



FIRST WHY DID THE FISHERY BECOME DEPLETED

• Shark Bay, located on the central coast of Western Australia 
has been a popular recreational fishing destination since at 
least the 1970s

• Recreational effort was low in the 1970s, but increased 
through the1980s to the early 1990s

• High levels of recreational fishing pressure continued during 
the mid 1990s, resulting in more widespread concern about 
serious stock depletion. 

• This fishery was typical of many recreational marine 
fisheries, with little or no quantitative information available as 
a basis for management. 



MAP OF SHARK BAY



FIRST ATTEMPTS TO MANAGE THE 
RECREATIONAL CATCH

1. Initial management measures were unpopular, and in the 
absence of quantitative evidence of serious stock depletion, 
were not supported politically. 

2. This was demonstrated in May 1997 when the Eastern Gulf of 
Shark Bay was first closed to snapper fishing. 

3. Following the implementation of the closure local community 
residents launched a political campaign, which was critical of 
fisheries research estimates and a poorly constructed 
community consultation process.

4. As a consequence of this political pressure the fishery was 
reopened in July 1997. 

5. This incident set a scenario of distrust and reluctance to co-
operate and “locals know better “syndrome that effected all the 
future consultations that took place.



FORMAL REVIEW OF 
MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS

1. In 2002 the Minister for Fisheries established a 
formal consultative working group to review the 
snapper fishing management arrangements in 
Shark Bay. 

2. Even though the depletion of stock was primarily 
due to recreational fishing it was important that all 
stakeholders were involved in the review process. 

3. This helped address perception issues over the 
perceived impacts of certain activities and ensure 
representatives ultimately took some ownership 
over decisions that were made.

4. In reviewing the snapper fishery a number of 
issues came to light which are summarised below



ISSUES

Scientific data
Members of the working group were suspicious of the data 
relating to the condition of the pink snapper stocks. Contributing 
factors were:

• Initial mishandling of the consultation process surrounding 
the snapper fishing closure in the Eastern Gulf. 

• Skepticism over research techniques and findings.

• The research modeling on stock abundance was complex 
and difficult to understand.

• The aggregating behavior of spawning pink snapper gave 
the impression of fish abundance. 

• Some segments of the community were hostile towards 
research staff engaged in data collection.



Economic Impact
It was a widely held view that the Shark Bay economy was 
dependent on tourism involving fishing for pink snapper. Locals 
believed decreasing the amount of snapper taken by tourists would 
result in significant and economic impact.

Other causes for the decline in snapper populations
There was the belief that prawn and scallop trawling was 
responsible for removing large quantities of juvenile snapper

Who gets what fish are left
Some section of the community believed commercial beach seine 
fishers should not be allowed to take pink snapper as the economic 
and social benefit was higher if they were caught by the 
recreational sector

Lack of understanding over what was required to effectively 
manage the recreational catch 
Traditional controls such as bag and size limit have limited capacity to 
manage the recreational take and a new approach was required.

ISSUES (Cont…)



Scientific data 
These issues were overcome by summary documents of the 
scientific reports being written for specific target audiences.

Presentations on research findings and management issues 
were given at public meetings.  

To ensure the community had a better understanding of the 
research techniques, local volunteers were used to assist in the
collection of field data. This had a positive effect in building trust 
in the research program.

Economic Concerns 
The Gascoyne Development Commission (GDC) - a State 
Government agency - commissioned a consultant to do an 
economic impact study on the likely effect of management 
changes on local business.

HOW ISSUES WERE DELT WITH



Other causes for the decline
To a large extent the impact of trawling was a perceived issue 
rather than a real issue. 

Research trawling did indicate where there were higher 
abundances of juveniles and negotiations were entered into 
with the prawn and scallop industry to reduce the trawl grounds 
to exclude identified snapper nursery areas. 

Commercial beach seine fishers had historically taken pink 
snapper within the inner gulfs.  To ensure they had the capacity
to continue to catch pink snapper, their stance was that a 
specific allocation should be made within the total allowable 
catch (TAC) to reflect their long-term historical catches.

The working group accepted this view which was supported 
politically.  The commercial beach seine fishers were initially 
allocated 25% of the available catch in each area of the fishery.

HOW ISSUES WERE DELT WITH (Cont…)



Ensuring the long-term sustainability of snapper stocks 
required the setting of sustainable harvest levels with explicit
catch allocations to recreational and commercial fishers. To 
manage to these allocations required the use of different 
solutions such as the use of “tags” to restrict the number of fish 
caught, which had not been used in fisheries management in 
Western Australia before. 

Gaining acceptance for these controls among the working 
group and the wider community required extensive 
consultation. 

HOW ISSUES WERE DELT WITH (Cont…)



LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE SHARK BAY 
EXPERIENCE

In summary the following lessons were learnt from negotiating 
management outcomes with the Shark Bay community, and the 
recreational representatives:

• The consultation process needs to be clearly defined and 
agreed to by all parties.

• Different stakeholder groups need to be adequately 
represented on any review group established. 

• Having community-based working groups reviewing 
management arrangements can lead to better ownership of 
solutions at a local level.

• Any group reviewing management arrangements needs to be 
chaired effectively and provided with high quality executive 
support. 

• Scientific data needs to be presented in a manner that is 
readily understood by stakeholders.



• The wider community needs to be adequately 
informed of management changes and also 
provided with clear rational for management 
decisions. 

• It is important that people involved in the review of 
fisheries management arrangements feel that they 
have contributed to the final outcomes in a 
meaningful way. 

LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE SHARK BAY 
EXPERIENCE (Cont….)


