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Comment on application of the Western Australian Department of Fisheries’ application for WTO 

export accreditation for the Western Australian temperate demersal gillnet and demersal longline 

fisheries, January 2012 

 

Executive summary 

This comment on the application of the Western Australian Department of Fisheries (DFWA) application 

to the Commonwealth Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

for approval under the guidelines of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 

(1999) for Wildlife Trade Operation (WTO) export accreditation of the Western Australian Temperate 

Demersal Gillnet and Demersal Longline Fisheries, is supported by the Conservation Council of Western 

Australia (CCWA), the Conservation Council of South Australia (CCSA), the Australian Marine 

Conservation Society (AMCS) and the Humane Society International (HSI). 

CCWA, CCSA, AMCS and HSI welcome the opportunity to comment on the application for WTO 

accreditation of the Western Australian Temperate Shark Fisheries (WATSF). While there have been 

some commendable improvements in the management of this fishery in regards to some of the target 

stocks it has previously overfished, it is clear that the DFWA and industry have not been able to satisfy 

the conditions of their previous WTO accreditation. Serious inadequacies in management, particularly 

around monitoring and management of bycatch issues, catch reporting, and uncertainty around the 

status of target stocks, demonstrate that it would be grossly inappropriate to renew the accreditation of 

this fishery without significant, immediate improvements to aspects of its management. 

The following issues are of particular concern: 

 The DFWA has failed to meet critical conditions (Condition 5(b)) designed to measure and mitigate 
the impact of the WATSF on Australian sea lions by refusing to implement an observer program. 

 In doing so, the DFWA has ignored both the independent advice of reports they have commissioned 
and directly relevant experience from the adjacent South Australian fishery (the Commonwealth-
managed Gillnet, Hook & Trap sector of the Southern and Eastern Scalefish and Shark Fishery) 
where an independent observer program discovered that Australian sea lion and dolphin mortalities 
were an order of magnitude higher than had been reported through catch recording by fishers 
reporting schemes similar to those the DFWA is defending in WA. In SA, voluntary reporting 
recorded less than ten Australian sea lion deaths per year, whereas an independent observer 
program estimated 256 annual mortalities. It is also noted that an estimated 80% of sea lion deaths 
may be missed without dedicated observers given that many Australian sea lion mortalities will fall 
out of nets during recovery. Since 100% observer coverage has been mandatory in the SA fishery, 56 
dolphin deaths have been observed. 

 The Australian sea lion is a protected species, with less than 12,500 individuals remaining worldwide 
and population numbers declining. There are approximately 2,000 in WA, though population 
information in WA is dated and generally poor. The WA population is made up of a series of small, 
isolated breeding colonies, making them even more vulnerable than SA populations, and therefore 
even very low numbers of mortalities caused by fishing would push these colonies towards 
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extinction. Therefore, as acknowledged in material provided by the DFWA in support of their 
application, WA’s Australian sea lions are extremely vulnerable to mortality from fishing interactions 
and this must urgently be addressed by DFWA.  

 As such, WTO accreditation should not be renewed for the WATSF, until a 100% observer coverage 
programme similar to the South Australian model has been adopted, and exclusion zones 
established around all Australian sea lion colonies in WA. 

 In addition, a fully comprehensive independent observer monitoring programme must be 
implemented to empirically assess the impact of the fishery on Australian sea lions, dolphins and 
other protected marine species.  Given the lack of data on a species as prominent and easily 
identified as an Australian sea lion, and no other reporting by the fishery regarding threatened 
species interactions, our organizations have serious concerns about what other species are being 
killed by the fishery. 

 Given the similar conservation status of dusky and sandbar sharks to the great white shark, which is 
a protected species, and the significant uncertainty in catch data and stock assessments, we call for 
an end to Commonwealth approval for the fishing of these species. 

 
 
 
Assessment of progress against conditions of the Approved Wildlife Trade Operation for the 
temperate gillnet and demersal longline fisheries 
 
 
Condition 4. DFWA to:  

a) review and report against the outcomes of actions taken to date to rebuild dusky and 
sandbar shark stocks, and publicly release the report; and, 

b) continue to further develop strategies to ensure the recovery of dusky, sandbar and 
whiskery shark stocks within an appropriate timeframe relevant to the biology of the 
stock. 

Dusky shark 

While several recent management initiatives by the DFWA are commendable, including moves to 

protect large individuals from capture by non-target fisheries and closure of the northern shark fisheries, 

serious concerns remain regarding the dusky shark fishery and the dusky shark’s conservation status. 

Last and Stephens1 note that current assessments indicate a stock decline. 

While the prohibition on retention of large whaler sharks in non-target fisheries is encouraging, there is 

no information regarding survival of dusky sharks after release from fishing gear. Post-release mortality 

is a recognised threat to shark species which requires further investigation in this fishery. 

Catch reporting in the WATSF still does not identify and distinguish dusky sharks from bronze whaler 

sharks2. This must be addressed as a priority, as it creates serious uncertainty for management of both 

species, and occurs despite new reporting requirements introduced to the Temperate Shark fisheries in 

                                                           
1
 Last P.T. & Stevens, J.D. (2009). Sharks and Rays of Australia. CSIRO Publishing. 

2
 DFWA State of the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Report 2010/11 
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2006/07. This is particularly concerning given that the most recent assessment is based on CPUE. Dusky 

sharks are highly susceptible to fishing mortality, and if there is to be any certainty that the stock is 

indeed recovering (as claimed), catch reporting needs to be of higher quality.  The concern is further 

exacerbated by the fact that in the adjacent South Australian Marine Scalefish Fishery (MSF) targeting 

bronze whalers there is also no differentiation between bronze whalers and dusky sharks.   

The DFWA has upgraded the dusky shark stock status in its most recent report to ‘recovering’, from 

‘depleted’2. This appears to be because CPUE has been marginally higher in recent years than it was over 

the last twenty years. Furthermore, CPUE is used to infer that downwards trend in recruitment may 

have stabilized or even reversed, and therefore the stock is ‘recovering’. It is highly questionable that 

these marginal improvements are of sufficient magnitude, and over an adequate timeframe, to justify 

this change in stock status, particularly in light of the known fact that dusky sharks are among the least 

productive of all sharks, and the threats facing the larger dusky sharks of reproductive age outside of the 

fishery. Given that species level identification has not been carried out in catch reporting until relatively 

recently, there cannot be sufficient confidence in these figures over the necessary timeframe to support 

an upgrade in stock status, particularly in a species with such a vulnerable life history. 

Any fishing activity targeting dusky sharks is inappropriate given their unusual biology and extreme 

susceptibility to overfishing, failure of management to maintain the stock3 and conservation status - 

IUCN ‘Near threatened’ in Australia, Vulnerable internationally4 and currently under consideration for 

threatened species listing under the Federal Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 

(1999) (EPBC). The great white shark has the same conservation status5, and is protected from fishing in 

Australia. 

In light of the dusky shark’s status, it is likely that a 1-2% mortality of dusky sharks over a period of more 

than 10 years could cause negative population growth2. In the absence of accurate records of dusky 

shark catch we consider it possible that current fishing effort is causing mortality levels of 1-2% or 

greater and exacerbating the likely decline of dusky shark stocks. We therefore consider that a full 

assessment of the dusky shark stock is required and catch identification issues must be resolved before 

WTO accreditation can be given to this fishery. Without this information the take of dusky sharks cannot 

be deemed sustainable. 

Whiskery Shark 

The status of Whiskery shark has been upgraded from ‘recovering’ to ‘acceptable’, following revised 

estimates of total Whiskery shark biomass. There are concerns with this change, which appear 

confounded by the high degree of uncertainty in the model, and the fact that recovery rates of the stock 

appear to be very slow (mean annual increase of 0.25% yr-1)2. In fact the model used to justify the 

upgrade in status of the stock would also imply that the stocks were never fished below 40% of virgin 

                                                           
3
 http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/fish/organizations/ssg/sharknews/sn13/shark13news2.htm 

 
4
 IUCN Red list 2012: http://www.iucnredlist.org/apps/redlist/details/3852/0 

 
5
 IUCN Red list 2012: http://www.iucnredlist.org/apps/redlist/details/3855/0 

http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/fish/organizations/ssg/sharknews/sn13/shark13news2.htm
http://www.iucnredlist.org/apps/redlist/details/3852/0
http://www.iucnredlist.org/apps/redlist/details/3855/0
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biomass. This contradicts much of the history of management of the fishery, and does not fit well with 

observed catch records from that period2. In addition, Last and Stephens (2009) report that the stock 

was depleted during the 1980s and stabilised at about 35% of total virgin biomass1. This new modelling 

suggests that the fishery was heavily depleted almost a decade earlier than the models used in prior 

assessments. Such a low level of certainty over Whiskery shark stock status both at present and 

historically suggests that a formal stock assessment, and empirical evidence of recruitment of biomass 

to the fishery is necessary before upgrading the status of Whiskery shark. These issues must be resolved 

before WTO accreditation is given to the fishery. 

Sandbar shark 

While our groups recognise and commend the recent management changes made in the WATSF and 

other shark fisheries in WA (including the recent ceasing of operation of the JANSF and WANCSF) that 

have significantly reduced the catch of this species, we remain concerned about the conservation 

requirements of the sandbar shark, given its life history characteristics, and the careful monitoring over 

a long period required for its recovery. Further investigation into the impacts of the fishery operations 

and the development of a formal stock assessment is required before WTO accreditation can be given to 

the fishery. 

Recommendations: 

Comments and recommendations on this specific shark fishery are made noting our organisation’s deep 

concerns over targeted shark fishing in light of a number of factors, including intrinsic vulnerability of 

sharks and lack of data on shark biology and fishing mortality. The current application to renew the WTO 

export accreditation provides no further evidence that demonstrates shark fishing can be considered to 

be sustainable. We therefore provide the following recommendations: 

1. No WTO accreditation should be issued in light of the uncertainties facing the dusky, whiskery 

and sandbar shark stocks  

2. Identification of shark species must be resolved as a matter of urgency 

3. The pending decision of the listing of the dusky shark under the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 must be resolved before any decision is made on renewing 

WTO accreditation 

4. That the stock status of whiskery sharks and dusky sharks in the WATSF be thoroughly and 

urgently investigated with particular focus on the following concerns: 

a. That the low quality of catch records and insufficient time/magnitude of CPUE 

improvement provides insufficient information to upgrade the dusky shark stock status. 

b. That the extremely low rate of predicted recovery and confounding modelling results 

cannot support an upgrade in stock status of Whiskery sharks until modelling results can 

be supported with empirical data. 

 

Condition 5 DFWA to;  
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a) by 30 March 2011, undertake a study to estimate risk of interactions between fishers and 
Australian sea lions and determine scientifically robust levels of observer coverage 
required for the purposes of designing an appropriate and effective observer program; 
and  

b) subject to the outcomes of Condition 5(a) implement an observer program to determine 
the nature and frequency of interactions with Australian sea lions 

Whilst DFWA have met part of Condition 5(a), the subjective and controversial analysis of reports cited 

within their submission to the Environment Department demonstrates that they have been unable to 

meet the Conditional requirements of the 2009 WTO accreditation of the WATSF. In particular, DFWA 

refer to two studies to support the case that an observer program is unnecessary, which is in 

contradiction to the conclusions of FRDC Report 2007/059. We are unable to assess the conclusions of 

FRDC Report 2009/096 as we are not party to the draft version. These studies must be made public if 

they are to be the basis of a future WTO accreditation. 

The application by DFWA cites two studies, FRDC Report 2007/059 and 2009/096, in the development of 

a ‘risk-based management system using empirical-based science to assess the impact of incidental 

capture of protected and threatened species in WA’s demersal gillnet fisheries’. The clear paucity of 

evidence-based data that Report 2007/059 is founded on highlights severe inadequacies in the quality of 

available information on the spatial distribution of fishing effort in relation to Australian sea lions: 

historical reporting of interactions with Australian sea lions and other bycatch species, the status and 

threat posed by the WATSF to specific breeding colonies in WA, and data on foraging behaviour of 

Australian sea lions in WA colonies. 

In the desktop study6 cited by DFWA, the only empirical data on which the analysis is based is sourced 

from 60nm-reporting blocks. This spatial scale is too coarse to accurately assess risk of ASL interactions, 

as that study notes. While the data was adjusted to incorporate finer scale catch reporting introduced 

more recently, CAES data from these years has been problematic - highlighted by the data recovery 

exercise performed on catch returns between 2006/07 and 2008/09. We therefore cannot be confident 

that bycatch data extrapolated from this period is accurate.  

The Gillnet, Hook and Trap (GHAT) sector of the Southern and Eastern Scalefish and Shark Fishery 

(SESSF), managed by the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA), provides a comparative 

case study; both fisheries use gillnets and geographical effort overlaps with Australian sea lion 

distribution. The GHAT has recently been subject to extensive management changes as a result of gillnet 

interactions with threatened, endangered or protected species. A study based on observer-recorded 

Australian sea lion and gillnet interactions7 led to the conclusion that approximately 374 Australian sea 

                                                           
6
 Fisheries Research Report 223: Campbell R. 2011. Assessing and managing interactions of protected and listed 

marine species with commercial fisheries in Western Australia. Report to the Fisheries Research and Development 
Corporation. Department of Fisheries, Western Australia. 48pp. 
7
 Goldsworthy, S.D., Page B, Shaughnessy, P.D and Linnane A 2010. Mitigating Seal Interactions in the SRLF and the 

Gillnet Sector SESSF in South Australia. Report to the Fisheries Research and Development Institute. South 
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lions were killed approximately every 18 months in gillnets. Analysis of catch records determined there 

were few records of any pinniped interactions, although anecdotal reports from fishers suggested 

interactions occurred more frequently than reported. In response to this historical and extensive 

underreporting, AFMA issued the following statement: 

“Gillnet fishers operating off South Australia have been under-reporting the level of interactions with 

threatened, endangered and protected species including sea lions, and the additional closures are a 

necessary precaution to protect those sea lion colonies most at-risk from fishing.”8 

It is clear from the GHAT fishery experience in South Australia that observer-collected data provides the 

best means of assessing the true scale of interactions. Added to which, observer work7 clearly identified 

that the majority of Australian sea lion mortalities drop out of gillnets before or as the nets are brought 

onboard, indicating that only dedicated observer work may accurately identify the true impact of gillnet 

fishing. In the WATSF, DFWA are currently citing a lack of data as evidence of lack of interaction 

between the fishery and Australian sea lions; the observer data collected from South Australia would 

indicate this is an incorrect conclusion to draw, with the high likelihood that the fishery is having a 

significant detrimental effect on a species listed as Vulnerable under the EPBC Act. In addition we do not 

consider this approach to be in line with the precautionary principle, as required under the EPBC Act. 

 

DFWA note that risk of Threatened, Endangered or Protected species (TEP) interaction has been 

reduced by a range of factors, including recent effort reductions and spatial closures. However, they cite 

an approximate 35% effort reduction due to the metropolitan closure on the west coast among these 

factors – an area where there are no Australian sea lion breeding colonies. Indeed, one of the areas 

found in the study where effort had remained relatively high was in the close vicinity of the largest 

breeding colony on the west coast at Beagle Island – so the relatively few individuals that haul out in the 

Metropolitan area closure are still potentially exposed to fishing as they migrate to breeding colonies in 

the mid-west.  

The lack of specific knowledge regarding the critical habitat and WA population demographics of 

Australian sea lions is of concern, and is restricting implementation of management measures that could 

protect Australian sea lion populations. For example, to our knowledge to date, tagging studies of 

Australian sea lions have produced insufficient information to allow confident determination of threat to 

specific colonies. However, knowledge of Australian sea lion population dynamics from SA4 as well as 

population viability analysis conducted in WA as part of Condition 5(a)6 indicate that many of the 

breeding colonies in WA are vulnerable to even very low levels of additional mortality, particularly those 

colonies in the eastern South coast and the largest colony in WA at Beagle Island4. The small size of WA 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Australian Research and Development Institute (Aquatic Sciences), Adelaide. SARDI Publication No. F2009/000613-
1. SARDI Research Report Series No. 405. 
8
 http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/fisheries-a-to-z-index/southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-

shark-fishery/notices-and-announcements/changes-in-the-gillnet-hook-and-trap-sector-of-the-southern-and-
eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/ 
 

http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/fisheries-a-to-z-index/southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/notices-and-announcements/changes-in-the-gillnet-hook-and-trap-sector-of-the-southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/
http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/fisheries-a-to-z-index/southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/notices-and-announcements/changes-in-the-gillnet-hook-and-trap-sector-of-the-southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/
http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/fisheries-a-to-z-index/southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/notices-and-announcements/changes-in-the-gillnet-hook-and-trap-sector-of-the-southern-and-eastern-scalefish-and-shark-fishery/
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colonies suggests they are inherently at risk of localized population extinction as a result of low level 

fishery induced mortality, making the implementation of protective measures especially urgent. In 

addition, new research from SA has identified three previously unknown Australian sea lions sub-

populations (A/Prof Simon Goldsworthy, pers. Comm.). The most recent data regarding Australian sea 

lion population distribution in DFWA’s submission is from the early 1990s9, which is quite clearly out of 

date. Committing to obtaining comprehensive, up to date and relevant distribution data is an urgent 

priority.  

Due in part to the poorly targeted nature and inadequate spatial resolution of the few existing observer 

data available for the WATSF fishery, DFWA’s own research7 clearly identified the need for a targeted 

observer program to provide sufficient data on which to base subsequent analysis; for example: 

”…that a one-off independent observer programme be developed that would include monitoring of 

bycatch for a minimum of 20% of fishing effort, preferably in areas of high probability of interaction” (P. 

25) 

 “There is a pressing need for more empirical data on the actual rates of incidental capture” (P.24) 

“These data highlight the need for a more robust estimate of incidental mortality. Based on these figures 

a much higher level of observer effort would be required to ensure a robust estimate of incidental 

mortality rate.” (P.25) 

Given these findings, it is inexplicable that DFWA considers that there is not strong evidence supporting 

the need for an observer program to monitor bycatch. Not only is this opinion contradictory to the 

findings of the research required to meet condition 5(a), but is also contradictory to evidence provided 

from the GHAT off SA that has clearly demonstrated gillnets are responsible for significant levels of 

threatened species mortality, following the implementation of an observer program. 

A key driver for the apparent reticence to instigate an adequate observer program may be that the cost 

of implementing is considered uneconomic given the Gross Value of Production (GVP) of the fishery. 

CCWA, CCSA, AMCS and HSI do not consider the relatively low GVP of the WA TSF a justifiable excuse for 

lack of protection of TEP species. It is clearly evident from the recent management intervention in the 

GHAT fishery that a comprehensive observer program is necessary based on extensive compliance issues 

and bycatch problems in the fishery. There is nothing within the DFWA submission that demonstrates 

any of the key issues behind that intervention are different in the WATSF. If it is indeed unfeasible to 

conduct such a program on economic grounds, and adequate independent data on interactions and risk 

cannot be obtained, then the only satisfactory approach should involve a systematic application of 

precautionary spatial zoning, applied in key areas throughout the fishery, as has been applied in SA. We 

consider that establishing adequate exclusion zones around all Australian sea lion colonies is essential.  

                                                           
9
 Gales NJ, Cheal AJ, Pobar GJ, Williamson P 1992. Breeding biology and movements of Australian sea lions, 

Neophoca cinerea, off the west coast of Western Australia. Wildlife Research 19: 405-416 
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Parallel to this, DFWA argues that there is highly likely to be conservation benefits to Australian sea lions 

arising from Commonwealth Southwest Marine Bioregional planning. This claim is incongruous given 

that the Joint Fishing industry submission to the Southwest Bioregional plan10 comprehensively reduced 

protection afforded to Australian sea lion foraging grounds over the (inadequate) levels proposed by 

DSEWPAC in the draft plan – in some cases with the stated aim of reducing the impact of that plan on 

shark fisheries. It is contradictory to claim the benefits of the Southwest marine planning process in 

reducing risk to Australian sea lions while industry seeks to dilute any such benefits from that process. 

We also wish to note that the Marine Bioregional Planning process is a separate procedure to that of 

WTO accreditation, and since the outcome of the Bioregional Planning process is not yet finalised, it is 

impossible to base decisions regarding the export approval of this fishery on ‘potential’ marine park 

protection. 

Interactions with other threatened species 

Observer data collected in the GHAT sector of the SESSF has clearly demonstrated that under reporting 

of threatened species interactions was far more extensive that originally believed. 100% observer 

coverage in the GHAT has resulted in reports of unacceptably high numbers of dolphin interactions; 45 

dolphin mortalities were reported between September 2010 and September 201111, with 11 more 

reported within the past few months. It is clear from this example that whilst limited TEP interactions 

were previously noted in the gillnet fishery off SA, under-reporting was endemic across the fishery. 

Evidence from the WA Pilbara Trawl Fishery, which highlighted discrepancies between fisher records 

and independent observer records of interactions with dolphins12, adds to the weight of evidence which 

suggest that unless mandatory observer coverage is implemented, there is not independent verification 

of the impact of a fishery on non-target marine fauna. 

It is apparent the WATSF interacts with a range of threatened species, including grey nurse and great 

white sharks, both of which are listed as Vulnerable under the EPBC Act. Great white sharks are also 

listed on the Convention of Migratory Species Appendices. The interaction rates reported are a mean of 

11 yr-1 for great whites and 66 yr-1 for grey nurse sharks, with the majority reported to have been 

released alive. Given the high numbers of reported interactions, issues with data reporting compliance 

and lack of detail regarding the condition of sharks upon release, CCWA, CCSA, AMCS and HSI consider 

the potential impact of gillnets on these two shark species as extensive, adding further weight to the 

argument for an observer program. In addition it is also highly likely that the WATSF impacts upon 

shortfin mako sharks, listed as migratory under the EPBC Act and also currently under consideration for 

                                                           
10

 http://comfish.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/Joint-Fishing-Industry-submission-SW-marine-reserve-
network-8-August-2011.pdf 
 
11

 http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/environment-and-sustainability/Protected-Species/ 
 
12

 Allen S. and Loneragan N. 2010. Reducing Dolphin Bycatch in the Pilbara Finfish Trawl  
Fishery. Report to the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC) on Project  
No. 2008/048 

http://comfish.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/Joint-Fishing-Industry-submission-SW-marine-reserve-network-8-August-2011.pdf
http://comfish.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/Joint-Fishing-Industry-submission-SW-marine-reserve-network-8-August-2011.pdf
http://www.afma.gov.au/managing-our-fisheries/environment-and-sustainability/Protected-Species/
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a threatened species listing under the same Act.  Interactions with all these species must be reported 

upon. 

Recommendations: 

 

1. Exclusion zones around Australian sea lion breeding colonies must be immediately 
implemented, until the results of a monitoring trial are established, as a condition on the 
fishery. 

2. Any renewal of WTO accreditation must include a condition that commits DFWA to 
undertaking a comprehensive survey of Australian sea lion populations in WA immediately. 

3. The immediate implementation of a trial consisting of 100% observer coverage across the 
fishery to independently assess the level of threatened species interaction must be included 
as a condition on the fishery. 

4. Subject to the results of the observer trial, any renewal of WTO accreditation must require 
mandatory and on-going monitoring using on board video monitoring fishery-wide to address 
any reporting and/or compliance issues identified in the trial. 
 

 
General Recommendations 

Dolphins 

Observer studies have highlighted an alarming rate of capture of dolphins in the GHAT. In fact, when the 

last WTO accreditation process for the WATSF finalised in 2009, the potential impact of demersal gillnet 

fishing on dolphins was unknown, but systemic under-reporting of dolphin interactions in SA was 

uncovered as a result of the implementation of 100% observer coverage in the GHAT. There has been no 

detailed analysis of the impact of the WATSF fisheries on dolphins in WA. This adds further impetus for 

the immediate implementation of a comprehensive observer program as required as part of Condition 

5(b). 

Shark processing at sea 

In respect of the global conservation concerns regarding the impact of the trade in shark fin on shark 

populations and the complexities surrounding the processing of sharks at sea, CCWA, CCSA, AMCS and 

HSI strongly recommend that WA practises are brought in line with the Commonwealth legislation, 

which requires all sharks be landed with fins naturally attached. This approach prevents potential ‘high 

grading’ and aids in compliance monitoring of fishing practises relating to shark fins. 

Concern about targeted shark fishing in Australia 

Sharks are inherently vulnerable to over-fishing because they grow slowly, are late to mature and 
produce relatively few young (Lack and Sant 2008)13. In particular, dusky sharks are among the least 
productive of any species for which demographic studies have been completed and are therefore 

                                                           
13

 Lack M & Sant G 2008. Illegal, unreported and unregulated shark catch: A review of current knowledge and 
action. Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts and TRAFFIC, Canberra. 
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particularly susceptible to population collapse as a result of over-harvest. As such, the breeding stock 
biomass of dusky sharks is believed to be in decline. 
 
In light of the extremely poor knowledge on which to base management, the inherent vulnerability of 
sharks to overfishing and that the prospects for achieving ecologically sustainable shark fisheries in the 
future are very low, our organisations hold significant concerns with all targeted shark fishing in 
Australia. 
 

Demersal scalefish catch component of WATSF 

Demersal scalefish are a legitimate, and increasingly valuable component of the catch of the WATSF. 

Management of this highly diverse suite of scalefish stocks has proven difficult, with key indicator 

species recent subject to severe management intervention in an attempt to address overfishing by all 

sectors on the West coast fishery bioregion2. This intervention has had significant impacts on the 

operation of the WCDGDLF. While management of this component of the fishery is data-poor in general, 

the south coast bioregion in particular (fished by the JASDGDLF) has never been subject to any form of 

stock assessment. There is significant concern within the South Coast community that rapid and severe 

depletion of demersal scalefish is occurring there, and that JASDGDLF fishers may be targeting demersal 

scalefish increasingly as further restrictions have been put in place to address overfishing of target shark 

stocks. A relatively large number of these species are endemic to WA, and these fish are typically highly 

vulnerable to fishing pressure. Our organisations are concerned that there has been no stock 

assessment for demersal scalefish on the south coast despite significant commercial fishing pressure 

and their apparent growing importance to the fishery. 

 

Recommendations 

1. As part of a comprehensive ongoing monitoring program, the DFWA to assess interactions 

with dolphins, including assessing those that may be killed but not detected from on board 

fishing vessels. 

2. That the DFWA immediately initiate a stock assessment of demersal scalefish in the South 

coast region of the fishery. 

3. In any renewal of WTO accreditation for the fishery, a condition be included that requires the 

introduction of legislation to prevent any processing or finning at sea, in line with 

Commonwealth requirements. All sharks must be landed with fins naturally attached to the 

carcass. 


