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GULF FISHERY THE PAST AND THE FUTURE. 

 

Commercial fishers have been at the forefront of research & development in the Gulf inshore net 

fishery ever since the early 1950's when they commenced sending Barramundi product in quantity 

to the East Coast. It is largely thanks to the efforts of a few visionary souls over the years, & the 

good sense of their followers, that the industry enjoys the prominence & respect that it has today: 

a multi-species multi-product fishery with national & international markets, & which is an 

economic cornerstone of the Gulf community, proactive in caring about the resource on which it 

depends & progressive in its outlook for the future. The fishery was extended in 1999 to include 

the N9 fishery and has since been extended to include the joint authority permit holders. In 2012 

this offshore fishery became the N13. 

 

Looking beyond Barramundi, Gulf fishers have seen the need to promote the worth of a range of 

inshore species in consumer markets around Australia. Prominent among these is King Salmon, 

Grey Mackerel, Jewelfish and Mud Crabs. Value adding of the landed catch has opened up 

specialty markets as well as reduced waste. There is now a move to diversify into other species in 

offshore waters, but to do so in a conservative way while the extent of reserves are established. 

 

Understanding how highly prized species live & how their numbers change over time are essential 

for safeguarding a future for the fishery. Queries from Gulf fishers in the mid-1970's on 

sustainability of barramundi stocks helped instigate investigations across northern Australia into 

this species. Present knowledge about Threadfin Salmon, Jewfish, Grunter and Mackerel are a 

direct result of studies called for, paid for (through licence fees) and assisted by Gulf fishers during 

the late 1980's and is still continuing. The tradition among Gulf fishers of active involvement in 

research included the on-board observer program, (recently suspended by the Qld Government), 

fish sampling of commercial catch covering several species & several river systems throughout the 

year. & the continued support of restocking programs in various Gulf rivers. 

 

Gulf fishers have long pursued an active role in protection of the environment as a positive 

contribution towards quality of life in the Gulf area and sustaining a future for the fishery. The 

present network of Fish Habitat Areas along the Gulf coast owes much to the urging by fishers 

who first recognised the importance of these areas through their own experiences. The Gulf 



3 

fishermen have lobbied hard to have community concerns about environmental harm and human 

health risks from coastal developments heard & acted on by authorities. 

 

Getting along with neighbours is as necessary in the Gulf as anywhere else. Gulf fishermen 

recognise that they must share fisheries resources with other users. The Gulf industry has a long 

history of successful negotiation with these other interest groups to achieve access arrangements 

to resources that all parties are comfortable with. In recognising the rights of indigenous 

communities, Gulf fishers have been well ahead of their time. Correctly implemented, 

partnerships bring benefits to all involved. The Gulf of Carpentaria Commercial Fishermen have 

worked over many years with fisheries management agencies to get the best deal for members 

and to safeguard the fish stocks they harvest. The past success shows that co-operative 

management will be just as important in meeting the many new challengers for the Gulf fishery in 

the future. 
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Principles of Gulf of Carpentaria Fishery: 

To maintain ecological sustainability and economic viability. Gulf of Carpentaria Fishermen have 

adopted a set of principles that forms the basis for the Code of Conduct. 

• Adopt a Total Catchment Approach to Gulf Waters. 

• Protection of the environment. 

• Actively participate in conservation of threatened wildlife species. 

• Support research and development of the above principles. 

 

The Code: 

• Industry will work in conjunction with government & other stakeholders ensuring 

sustainability objectives of Fishery Management Plans are attained. 

• For the Gulf of Carpentaria Fishery to remain economically and ecologically sustainable, 

fishermen must: 

o Ensure the Industry complies with all fisheries regulations pertinent to the Gulf of 

Carpentaria. 

o Ensure the Industry respects the rights and safety of others by correct manning 

requirements, survey requirements; Occupational Health and Safety measures are in place 

for crew. 

o Ensure the Industry actively protects the environment and endangered species such as 

crocodiles, Turtles, Sawfish without endangering human life. 

o Ensure the Industry promotes the best quality of seafood for human consumption by 

attaining necessary qualifications such as safe food handling accreditation. Training crew in 

fish handling procedures. 

 

To comply with the Code of Conduct Fishermen will: 

• Be familiar with and adhere to the current regulations as set out in the Gulf of Carpentaria 

Management Plan and relevant sections of fishery regulations. Members will have access to 

a copy of current management plan. 

• Promote responsible environmental performance and advocate penalties for deliberate non-

compliance. 

• Promote effective consultative processes with government, the community and other users. 
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• Use the Code of Conduct to address environmental issues & extend self-management to 

include infringement issues. 

• Actively strive to reduce interaction with endangered species and other bycatch by the use 

of pingers to discourage dolphins and dugong from swimming into set nets. Regular 

attendance to clear nets to release bycatch to ensure better survival rates of unwanted 

species & supply a premium product. 

• Keep abreast of current procedures as they become available and attend such courses that 

will promote better understanding of the effects of our fishery on the community, such as 

creating a low carbon seafood industry. 

• Actively promote the fishing industry in the community at events such as seafood festivals, 

school lectures, community events, restocking events. 

• Actively abide with By Catch Action Plan. 

 

To Respect the Rights & Safety of Others: 

• Encourage consultation with the community & other users of the waterways to enable 

legitimate concerns and issues to be raised. 

• Recognise the needs of the users of the region & promote methods to minimise user conflict. 

Promote good will in local communities. 

• Ensure the correct uses net gear, lights & markers to ensure safety at sea. 

• Fishermen should ensure that all crew members are aware of safety requirements for their 

vessels and fishing operations and hold all relevant certificates of competency to comply 

with Marine Safety Queensland & Australian Maritime Safety Authority and all Occupation 

Health & Safety requirements. 

• Vessels working in close proximity to each other will maintain lookout and keep a safe 

distance from each other to avoid interaction with apparatus. Priority will be given to the 

vessel that was actively fishing the grounds first. 

• When possible, catches will not be processed or sorted where it will cause interference with 

another fishermen’s gear. Steam away from grounds to process. 

• Actively seek value adding for future products to reduce bycatch. 

• Comply with any gentleman’s agreements that are negotiated by GoCCFA. 
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To Protect the Environment: 

• Encourage operators to work in accordance with fisheries ethics. 

• Support a total catchment approach towards fisheries resource sustainability. 

• Promote industry training and education opportunities in environment awareness. 

• Correct disposal of all onboard rubbish, used engine oil & filters & sewage. 

• Collection & removal of unserviceable and abandoned fishing gear for disposal on land. 

• Notify local Ports Authority prior to careening vessels in the designated area, use of tarps etc. 

to collect shells and sponges. Clean up and disposal of paints and rubbish associated with 

careening vessels. 

• Use of pingers to warn dolphins and dugongs of net locations where appropriate. 

• Trialing of other bycatch reduction devices for use on nets, lines and pots. 

• The responsibility lies with the fisher to report the capture of protected species to the 

appropriate authority and to fill in the SOCCI log book when necessary. 

• Completion of an Endangered Species Awareness Course. 

• Completion of Creating Low Carbon Seafood Industry Course. 

• Installation and use of Sewerage treatment systems on vessels. 

• Correct operation and maintenance of refrigeration units on board vessels. 

• Know your capabilities and work towards this “know your limits”. 

• The taking of shark fins without also processing the flesh is contrary to this Associations Code 

of Conduct. 

• Entering into negotiations with government that led to the establishment of Wellesley Island 

dugong sensitive zone. 
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THE N3 FISHERY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The N3 fishery operates in Queensland Gulf of Carpentaria all tidal waters in rivers, creeks & 

within 7 nautical miles of mainland shore or the shore of an island. This is a multispecies 

fishery. The majority of the fishermen work in the rivers and foreshores where the main 

target species are Barramundi (as pictured) & King Salmon with lesser emphasis on species such 

as Blue Salmon, Shark, and Jewelfish & Queenfish. Nets cannot exceed 50 mesh drop. Varying net 

lengths depending whether the nets are set for estuaries (360m), nearshore (600m) or offshore 

(300m). Operators who temporarily transfer an additional N3 onto their licence are permitted to use 

600m when operating in offshore waters. 

 

The offshore area is the deeper waters out to 7 nautical miles & is normally fished July to 

October when a small number of the fishermen move further offshore and target Grey Mackerel. 

 

The number of entitlements has reduced from over 400 applications when the Gulf of 

Carpentaria net fishery split from the east coast of Queensland and was established as a 

fishery in its own right. The licences were originally on the person and to retain this licence  a 

strict criteria was put in place where licence holders had to comply with stringent conditions 

on how many days were spent fishing in the Gulf, amount of fish caught and value of that 

catch, if all these measures were not met then the licence was cancelled. These measures 

brought the numbers down to 212 in 1981. After the licences were moved from the person 

and attached to the vessel and became transferrable it was thought that these numbers were 

still too high for the industry to remain sustainable and an industry funded buyback scheme 

commenced in 1999 and that together with the creation of the N9 fishery brought the numbers 

of licences to 87 in 2009. 
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Most operators in the N3 offshore use net reels on their primary vessels (pictured below) 

when targeting Grey Mackerel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While dinghies and set nets are still the favoured method in the inshore & nearshore, some 

fishermen use reels on smaller vessels in the nearshore for King Salmon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initiatives such as a four-month total net closure in Gulf waters to 25 nautical miles offshore 

based on lunar spawning, selected river closures, maximum of 14-metre length for primary vessels, 

minimum and maximum net sizes. Minimum fish lengths apply for most species and both minimum 

and maximum lengths for barramundi, that also apply to recreational anglers in the Gulf region. This 

was changed in 2011 review to a fixed period from midday 7 October to 1 February and a Barramundi 

length of 58cm and a daily logbook program that has been in place since 1978. 

 

 

THE N13 FISHERY 

There is one N13 symbol for the use of 1800m of net in waters from 25 nautical miles to the 

extent of Queensland fishing zone. All other requirements for the N12 apply to the N13. 
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THE N12 FISHERY 

 

 

 

 

 

This fishery was originally the N9 fishery and now covers the area in the Queensland Gulf of 

Carpentaria from 7 nautical miles offshore to the extent of the Queensland fishing zone targeting 

Grey Mackerel (Scomberomorus Semifasciatus) (pictured) and Shark. There are 3 N12 symbols. 

The N12 vessels are fitted with compulsory VMS for position monitoring. The fishery is subject to 

a range of restrictions to ensure sustainable stocks including maximum net drop of 85 meshes. 

Net mesh sizes 160-165mm and a four-month net closure that corresponds with the N3 

Fishery. Each vessel may use 1800m. One net only no bottom set nets. Vessels up to 25m 

are allowed must report entering waters within 7 nautical mile line from more offshore 

waters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE L4 FISHERY 

 

 

 

 

The line fishery area consists of all tidal waters in the Gulf of Carpentaria south of latitude 10 48’ 

south. Main target species is Spanish Mackerel (Scomberomorus Commerson) (pictured) caught by 

trolling using gar or spoons using either the main vessel or dories. The number of tenders varies 

from each licence holder but is specified on individual entitlements. 
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• Fish may only be taken by using lines. 

• A person must not use more than 3 lines at a time. 

• The total number of hooks or lures attached to the lines must not be more than 6. 

• A primary boat must not be longer than 20m. 

• A tender boat must not be used more than 10nm from its primary.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE GULF CRAB FISHERY C1   

 

 

 

 

 

Mud Crab (Scylla Serrata) (pictured), in Queensland only the male Mud Crab can be harvested. The 

size of crab must exceed 150mm carapace width. 

 

 

 

 

 

• The crab fishery is regulated by the number of pots (50) per entitlement. 

• Gulf fishermen are encouraged to only take full crabs and return light or empty crabs back to 

the water with care. 

• Careful handling and storage of crabs during transport is necessary to ensure a premium 

quality product supplied to the market. 
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