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Rock Lobster Industry — Adjournment Debate 

HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Fisheries) [10.15 pm]: I want to respond to 
the comments made by Hon Jon Ford about the rock lobster industry. Before I do that, I suggest to Hon Ljiljanna 
Ravlich that she ring Julia Gillard and tell her to take out the unfair dismissal clause in the federal government’s 
industrial relations legislation, because that is the most significant issue affecting small business in Australia at 
the moment. If the member wants to see angry small business people, she should ask them about that particular 
issue. So perhaps she can give Julia Gillard a call and get that sorted out. 

With respect to the rock lobster industry, Hon Jon Ford as Minister for Fisheries introduced a 22 per cent 
reduction in effort for this season. That was a courageous decision. As minister at the time, he made that decision 
because in the past few years the puerulus count has been relatively low. The expectation was that the catch this 
season would be 9 200 tonnes. That expectation was based upon the 22 per cent reduction. When I became the 
minister—in fact, the day I took office—I walked into a puerulus count of zero right down the Western 
Australian coast. I asked the department what that meant, and it said it did not really know what was causing it, 
but if that count continued into the future we would have a serious, serious problem. I therefore asked the 
department what we should do about it, and I talked to a lot of people, and the decision was made that we should 
reduce the catch this year to about 7 800 tonnes. We believed that would achieve two things. It would protect the 
breeding stock, if that is the reason that the puerulus count is low, and it would also provide some carryover of 
crayfish into future years, because the puerulus count relates to the catch three or four years down the track.  

Hon Ed Dermer interjected. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I am not going to explain it now, because I do not have enough time, but I will tell 
the member afterwards. 

There is about a five per cent level of accuracy between the puerulus count in one year and the catch three or 
four years later. With a zero puerulus count, it looked as though in three to four years we would have a very low 
catch indeed. Therefore, the collective view of the industry was that the catch this year should be 7 800 tonnes. 
In order to achieve that, we needed some further input controls. That is why I announced, on top of the 22 per 
cent that Hon Jon Ford had introduced, another 15 per cent cut. I expected that that 37 per cent input cut would 
reduce the catch from 9 200 tonnes to 7 800 tonnes. Well, it did not. The latest catch statistics show that we are 
headed towards another 9 000 tonne-plus catch this season. That would mean that the 37 per cent cut has 
achieved no reduction in catch at all. Therefore, we are still confronted with the problem of what will happen in 
three or four years.  

Therefore, in the middle of this year, I brought in additional constraints on efforts to try to achieve what we had 
sought to achieve at the beginning of the year. People say that I changed the rules midstream. All I did was 
modify the rules midstream to try to get the output that we had sought at the beginning of the season, which was 
a 7 800 tonne catch. I also said when I made my initial decision that there may be a need for another 15 per cent 
cut for the 2009-10 season to bring the catch down to about 7 200 tonnes, because that is the sort of sustainable 
catch that we believe is possible at this point in time.  

Until we made the most recent decision, this season looked as though it would be a 9 000 tonne-plus season, the 
same as it was last year. That is the tonnage that the fishermen have been catching up until now. They have had a 
very good season to date, quite frankly. Indeed, the prices that were achieved during Chinese New Year were 
very good, at $40 or $50 a kilo. Therefore, the suggestion that some people are being driven out of businesses 
because of what I have done in the past week or so does not stack up to scrutiny, because the catch is what it was 
before I made that decision. These people need to understand that the catch has to go down. Until we find out for 
sure what is causing the low puerulus count, we need to work on the precautionary principle and on the basis of 
the evidence that has been provided by the puerulus count in the past. We want to ensure that the fishery is 
sustainable in the future. Puerulus needs to be produced every year if we are to have adult crayfish three or four 
years down the track. I am not going to preside over the death of this industry. Quite frankly, we cannot continue 
to allow these fishermen to catch as many crayfish as they like. These fishermen are extraordinarily efficient. I 
can tell Hon Jon Ford that the 37 per cent reduction has not actually resulted in a reduction in the catch. That is 
because the efficiency levels of these fishermen are increasing all the time. There has probably been a saturation 
of pots and they are catching all the crayfish that are there.  

Therefore, I have made these hard decisions because I want this fishery to survive. It is that serious. This is a 
$200 million to $400 million a year business. If we just sit back and say, “Go for your life; catch what you like”, 
there will be nothing to catch in three or four years, and, indeed, the children of the current fishermen will not be 
able to go into the industry because there will not be one. Members should read the book Cod about the 
Newfoundland cod fishery. That will tell them how the fishermen in that area over-fished that fishery to the point 
where it is almost completely destroyed. It probably is destroyed and will never be resuscitated. I am not going 
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to let that happen here. Interestingly, the cod fishermen still deny that they caused that situation by over-fishing. 
The cray fishermen tell me they have had the good years and the bad years, and it has always been the same, and 
this year is just a bad year and next year will be a good year. I hope they are right, but I cannot take the risk, so 
we are making these hard decisions.  

I do not think it can be proved yet that compensation is necessary this season. Some might argue that in three or 
four years, if the puerulus count is accurate and the catch is 4 000 or 5 000 tonnes at the most, there may be some 
argument for compensation. However, as Hon Jon Ford knows as a former Minister for Fisheries, compensation 
is generally not payable in fisheries if it relates to sustainability issues; compensation is paid if we take away 
somebody’s licence compulsorily, or in a voluntary way, as happened on the Swan River. Compensation is not 
paid on sustainability issues because sustainability is the government’s job; that is, it is about making sure the 
industry is sustainable.  

The member referred to a reduction in licence fees. As the member knows, it is a cost recovery industry: they 
work out at the beginning of the year what it will cost to manage that fishery, and that is what it will cost per 
unit. If we reduce the amount that fishermen pay per unit, we must reduce the amount of money we spend on 
managing the fishery. The government does not want to do that, because it is necessary to manage it even better 
than was the case in the past.  

I am worried that this iconic fishery may not have been managed as well in the past as people have led us to 
believe. The tragedy right now, and why I am absolutely frustrated—Hon Jon Ford will share my frustration—is 
that I cannot find out why there is a low puerulus count. All I get is that it might be climate change, overfishing 
of the breeding stock, the weather or the current; it might be anything! Western Australia has all these research 
scientists and the Fisheries Department and the universities, and they can tell me all about the breeding habits of 
dhufish, but I do not want to know about that right now; I want to know why we have no puerulus out there. 
They are putting some effort in now, but it seems that a lot of the research that has been done in fisheries has not 
related to the fishing industry and has been more related to aquatic activities and the particular interests of 
scientists in what goes on under the water, as opposed to the management of a commercial fishery. 

The government has some hard decisions to make. We are looking at quotas. Hon Jon Ford raised the issue of 
quotas. The department and the Rock Lobster Industry Advisory Committee are giving a lot of attention to 
whether we can bring in a quota system. There are problems with quotas, but there are some advantages, as Hon 
Jon Ford would know, in this industry. I have to say to the member that I believe this industry is fundamentally 
dysfunctional, and it needs dramatic reform, and it will get that because it has to get that.  

We are faced with a very, very significant problem if all the evidence that is available is correct. I desperately 
hope the evidence is wrong. I desperately hope that puerulus are 50 metres out to sea from the collectors and 
they are out there in their millions and that we will find them; therefore, in three or four years the catch will 
again be 14 000 tonnes a year. I desperately hope that is the case. However, precautionary principles are used in 
this business, and that is what I am using now. I will only contemplate compensation if I am around in four years 
and the fishery is dead, and we will look at it then.  

Question put and passed. 

House adjourned at 10.24 pm 
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