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Threatened and endangered are two more emotionally charged
terms that are regularly misused in fisheries management discussions.
Both are mentioned in “Enmeshed” as “hot issues” between Australia
and regional countries. Properly applied an “endangered” species is
one that is in danger of extinction throughout most or all of its
range. A “threatened” species is one is likely to become endangered
in the foreseeable future. No commercially harvested species in
Australia is either threatened or endangered.

3. Unmanaged fisheries are doomed to collapse.

Although “Enmeshed” makes this claim and predicts
the imminent collapse of Southeast Asian fisheries, they show little
evidence of this happening. With little or no management, their
industry has boomed, constrained only by economics
and resource limits. Contrary to popular belief the result has
not been a collapse but rather a change. Populations of higher level
predators have been replaced by fishermen harvesting
vast quantities of smaller fast-growing prey species further down
the food chain. Environmentalists and our managers condemn this
as fishing down the food chain and view it as a definite “No No”
for environmentally correct ecosystem management. With every
step down the food chain however, available biomass increases an
order of magnitude and the huge catch being harvested shows no
sign of declining.

A rising standard of living, higher labour costs and ongoing
increases in fuel prices will likely impose effective restraints on
Southeast Asian fisheries regardless of any policy effort we make.

4. The productivity of our waters is much lower than
other nations and our extraordinarily low catch is
already above sustainable limits.

This is perhaps the biggest furphy of our fisheries
mismanagement and “Enmeshed” extends it unqualified
credence. Up until a few years ago, low productivity was
not even mentioned. It became a convenient explanation only
after 1 brought up in public debate that claims of widespread
threats from overfishing were absurdly inconsistent with a
harvest rate that is only 1/30th of the global average and less
than 1/200th that of Thailand, our biggest supplier. In response
to this excuse, I pointed out the existence of global marine
primary productivity measurements from satellite monitoring
which showed no unusually, low productivity around Australia.
The feeble response to this fact then became that the
productivity figures were only averages and a large area of
exceptionally high productivity in our north meant that most of
our waters were very low. This ignores the fact that productivity
everywhere varies widely with time and place and ours is not in
any way unusual in this respect. It also raises a new issue
regarding the absence of major fisheries associated with the area
of highest productivity.

Even if true, low natural productivity does nothing to explain
why our aquaculture development is even more feeble than that
of our fisheries. It's booming elsewhere all over the world, it
doesn’t depend on natural productivity and we have better
natural conditions for it than virtually anywhere else. The
excuse offered for this has been our higher costs. Higher than
Japan, the EU and the US? Yeah, sure! Incidentally, Japan's
aquaculture production is 15 times larger than Australia’s and
the EU’s is over 40 times larger. The only reason it isn’t thriving
here is an impossible morass of restrictions, most of which are
theoretical precautions for imaginary problems.

5. Ongoing growth in domestic seafood consumption
will be supplied by imports.

In addition to predicting the imminent collapse of Southeast
Asian fisheries, the “Enmeshed” report also projects a two to
three fold increase in our own consumption over the next
several decades and a small decrease from current production to
remain “sustainable”. In a remarkable leap in logic, it then
assumes that our increased consumption will come from
Southeast Asia. Beyond the obvious contradiction of increased
imports from fisheries predicted to collapse, this assumption
displays an astounding economic naivety. With growth in
economic development in Asia their domestic demand for
seafood is rapidly increasing, as are prices.

Meanwhile, we have the smallest manufacturing sector in any
developed nation, the highest foreign debt (growing at twice the
rate of GDP), exploding imports and an economy increasingly

dependent on raw commodity exports. Now our resource managers
are recommending we import still more. Selling off non-renewable
resources to buy a renewable one we could easily produce
ourselves, they then call “sustainable management”.

6. High quality fisheries management can be effected
through remote control by office-based “experts”.

Implicit in any endorsement of current management must
be acceptance of the idea that competent fisheries management
can be effected by academically trained office
workers employing theories and models but having little or no
direct experience of either the industry or the resource.
While this might theoretically be possible with a well
understood industry/resource using proven theories and
models, the idea that it can be done now with fisheries at
our primitive level of real knowledge is beyond naive or
even simple ignorance. That entails just not knowing.
Compound pernicious ignorance however, demands not
knowing, thinking you do know and knowing so little you can’t
recognise your own ignorance.

In addition to the profound ignorance involved in attempting
remote control fisheries management, the damage is being
further compounded by imposing insanely demanding record
keeping on fishermen along with continuous satellite tracking,
remote cameras and paid observers at fishermen'’s expense. To
top it off, the observers cost $600 to $1000 per day with any
portion of a day counted as a full day. They are, after all,
government employees and must have the same suite of
superannuation, holiday, long service and sickness benefits as
other government employees. Never mind that those forced to
pay for all this enjoy little or none of it themselves.

7. Our management is a valuable model we should
encourage others to adopt.

The final supreme delusion is that having achieved the most
costly, restrictive management and lowest harvest rate in the
world, a rapidly declining industry and ballooning import bill, we
have something to teach our neighbours about fisheries
management. Asians are polite. They won’t laugh in our face.
They'll just listen, smile and keep on sending us larger and larger
bills for ever more expensive imports.

Conclusion

Fisheries are robust resources with little risk of irreversible
damage from overfishing. They often undergo large population
fluctuations from natural causes. Little is understood or
predictable about the dynamics of such fluctuations. At current
levels of knowledge, claims of ecosystem-based management and
computer models are a charade, not science. The only genuine
management possible or needed is to monitor stocks and set
limits on catches when such is indicated. The form of any such
limits must be developed in accord with industry input to
minimise detrimental socio-economic consequences. Until we
can manage our own fisheries profitably, productively and cost
effectively we have nothing of value to teach anyone else.

Independent audits of the expenditures, activities
and outcomes of the entire resource management bureaucracy
should be a matter of highest national priority and
primary producers must be provided a decisive voice in
future management.

The current approach of leaving it all to civil servants
unaccountable for costs or results and often with little
real understanding of either the industry or the resource is a
travesty of any concept of good management. As a nation we are
largely in a state of denial regarding the seriousness of this
problem but any primary producer can verify it is very real for
them personally.

Even if our tiny catch were indeed all our waters could
sustain, the ongoing trend of spending more and more on
management where the resulting production and profitability
become less and less is the antithesis of the very purpose of
management. Making bureaucratic budgets and authority
subject to outcomes would effect a quantum improvement in
governance.To obtain a complete copy of this and other articles
by Walter Starck, go to http://www.goldendolphin.com and click
on the ECO ISSUES link at the bottom of the contents list to
access downloadable .pdf copies.
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