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NORTHERN PRAWN FISHERY MANAGEMENT ADVISORY COMMITTEE
NORMAC

CHAIRMAN:  Mr. Stuart Richey

PO Box 7051 CANBERRA MAIL CENTRE  ACT  2610

3 July 2003 

Dr. Wendy Craik,
Chairperson,
Australian Fisheries Management Authority,
PO Box 7051,
CANBERRA MAIL CENTRE ACT 2610

Dear Wendy, 

It is my pleasure to provide the AFMA Board with a summary of the key outcomes of
NORMAC 54 which took place in Brisbane on 26th & 27th June 2003. The main items
on the agenda were the 2002 NPF tiger prawn stock assessment report, fishing season
dates for the 2003 tiger prawn season, consideration of the timing and design of at-sea
monitoring programs for 2004, and future strategies for increasing fishing time.

Amendments to legislation

NORMAC noted that in April 2003, AFMA management discovered a drafting error in
the NPF Management Plan.  To address this error AFMA took immediate action and
issued a Temporary Order under section 43 of the Fisheries Management Act 1991 to
make a gear SFR in the NPF equate toan operational headrope length of 7.5 cm.  

At its 15-16 May 2003 meeting the AFMA Board approved the release of a draft
amendment to the Northern Prawn Fishery Management Plan 1995 for public comment,
to address the drafting error in the Plan.  NORMAC noted that only one comment had
been received and that this comment supported the amendment.  NORMAC 54
recommended that the AFMA Board proceed with the amendment to the NPF
Management Plan 1995. 

NPFAG Report

NORMAC received the  2003 tiger prawn assessment from the
Northern Prawn
Fisheries Assessment Group, noting that the major change in
this year’s assessment is the replacement of the constant
five percent effort creep and the variable fishing power
series with a new series that has been derived from  the
AFMA and FRRF funded fishing power project. The new fishing
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power series varies considerably from past values used in
the assessment and is also the biggest influence on any
changes to the output of the model. NORMAC was advised that
the results of the surveys which had recently been
undertaken in the fishery were not been incorporated into
the stock assessments at this stage as a time series of at
least two years is required before they can be used.

The  assessment indicated that the grooved tiger prawn stock
is not over-exploited, due to increased recruitment in
recent years, and has recovered to a biomass level that
corresponds to that associated with the Maximum Sustainable
Yield. The stock is fully exploited and this stock level is
projected to continue based on the assumption that current
effort levels (2002) are being maintained and are not
increased. However it was noted there were concerns about
this being a realistic assumption. 

The  assessment for brown tiger prawns  indicated that brown
tiger prawns are still over-exploited. All outputs from the
model showed  that the spawning stock is below that which
will produce Maximum Sustainable Yield (SMSY).  However the
NPFAG indicated that if the low 2002 effort levels are
maintained, the biomass of the brown tiger stock should be
able to recover to the level that corresponds to that
associated with the Maximum Sustainable Yield.   Further
effort reductions were not recommended for the brown tiger
resource, but the NPFAG clearly stated that effort levels
should not increase on this species.

It was noted that the brown tiger prawn recovery appears not
to be as fast as expected, however,  the assessment is
consistent with the past data for both species, but relies
entirely on logbook data. The NPFAG advised that the data
source for brown tiger prawns may no longer be sufficient to
adequately describe the stock trends in recent years given
that the mid-year closure is now of such length that it
almost entirely covers the expected peak period of brown
tiger prawn catches. This was a deliberate strategy adopted
at NORMAC 51 to reduce fishing effort on brown tiger prawns.
Furthermore, the fleet dynamics have altered substantially
in the last few years such that the ability to detect a
brown tiger prawn recovery using fishery-dependent data may
be limited. Because of the closure, the current brown tiger
prawn catch rate data needs to be interpreted with care.

However the NPFAG advised that caution would be needed,
given the apparent slow recovery of brown tiger prawns,
before reducing the present protection afforded by the
present mid-season closure. NORMAC noted that effort levels
on tiger prawns had only been below Emsy for one to two
years which, based on data from other fisheries eg Exmouth
Gulf, is not enough time to rebuild the stocks. The NFAG
advised that a fishery independent mechanism is needed to
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assess the effectiveness of the rebuilding strategy. NORMAC
noted that the  current independent survey project may need
to be reassessed to address this issue.

NORMAC considered advice from the NPFAG regarding the banana
prawn fishery  and noted  that the recent extension to the
mid-season closure prevents continued exploitation of the
banana prawn resource to the end of May. The FAG indicated
that, while there may be scope to permit additional effort
on banana prawns (except in Weipa), any such measures would
have to ensure the on-going protection provided to brown
tiger prawns by the current closures. 

Concern was also expressed by the NPFAG about the decline in
the banana prawn catch at Weipa over the last four years
irrespective of rainfall. There were differing views held by
industry members of NORMAC on Weipa with some members
believing that there are not enough boats to cover the
grounds, and others believing that environmental factors and
possibly the Comalco mines were causing a decline in stocks.
NORMAC agreed that  consideration of the Weipa fishery is a
priority to be addressed by the NORMAC REC. 

In considering the FAG report, NORMAC noted concerns expressed by   NPF (Qld)
Trawl Association members about the  lack of data in relation to brown tiger prawns
given that the peak catching periods were now closed, and also doubts about the validity
of the power series project incorporated into the final stock assessment. As a result, the
Association proposed that a review of the power series project be undertaken, and
indicated that the Association had initiated discussions with Sean Pascoe on undertaking
a review.  NORMAC noted that an external review of the power project had been
undertaken in December/January but the final project report had not yet been concluded. 

NORMAC noted advice from the NPFAG Chair that the power series report would take
approximately 3 weeks to conclude and any review process could take some months,
depending on the nature of the comments from the reviewers and the responses required
to those comments. CSIRO had no concerns with the proposed review but advised that
this could cause delays in other work such as the species split project which would mean
that the species split data would not be available for incorporation in the 2003 stock
assessment. This was a priority area as results to date indicate that the current mechanism
for categorizing the tiger prawn catch into the two species is over-estimating the brown
tiger prawn catch. 

Other industry members of NORMAC expressed concerns about the  request for another
review of the power series project and indicated that any  review should not cause delays
in addressing other priorities for the fishery eg the species split project.

NORMAC 54 accepted the NPFAG 2002 stock assessment as the best scientific
advice available at this time.  
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NORMAC agreed to support a desk top review of the power series project on the
basis that:

a) it was initiated by the NPFAG, which would be responsible for identifying
three independent reviewers and for determining the terms of reference for
the review 

b) that the reviewers and the authors response to reviewers would report to
NORMAC

c) that the authors response to reviewers comments and/or NORMAC initiated
responses to the review report would not occur until after the species split
data was gathered and  incorporated into the 2003 stock assessment

  
d) that the review would not delay any decisions NORMAC may need to take on

managing the fishery

NORMAC agreed  there  is a clear need for more data on tiger prawns to be
collected during the  mid year closure and would incorporate this into the 2003/04
survey designs.

NORMAC resolved that, in accordance with the decision of NORMAC 51,
compulsory recording of appropriate size data should be reintroduced into the NPF
log book program as a priority.

NORMAC recommended that the NORMAC REC address the Weipa fishery and
determine whether it was a priority area for research.

 2003 tiger prawn season dates

AT its meeting in December 2002, NORMAC agreed to delay the determination of the
tiger prawn season dates until after the 2002 tiger prawn assessment had been completed.
At that time it was agreed that unless there was compelling evidence to change, the 2003
season dates would remain the same as those in place in 2002. 

In  considering this issue, NORMAC 54 noted that whilst improvements had occurred in
relation to the grooved tiger prawns in 2002, there was little opportunity to make changes
to the tiger prawn fishing season without increasing effort on brown tiger prawns.

NORMAC resolved that, to ensure no additional effort went on brown tiger prawns,
the same fishing season dates which had been in place for 2002 would remain in
place for the second half of 2003.  The tiger prawn season opening is scheduled for
0830 UTC on 1 September  and the fishery will close at 2200 UTC on 30 November
2003.

At- Sea Monitoring Projects
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CSIRO presented the reports from the at-sea surveys undertaken in  August 2002 and in
January 2003. NORMAC noted that the surveys reflected what had been  expected and
appeared to confirm commercial catch rates.  In accordance with the long term
commitment made at NORMAC 51 in August 2000, NORMAC considered the timing
and design of the at-sea monitoring projects for 2004 and reconfirmed its agreement to
undertake the  January recruitment survey on an annual basis.

Based on its conclusion that a fishery independent survey is needed to assess
the effectiveness of the rebuilding strategy on tiger prawn
stocks, NORMAC agreed to repeat the August spawning survey
in 2003. NORMAC noted comments that it may be more
appropriate to undertake that survey in June or July in the
future. NORMAC agreed that the  commitment  to sample for
both species of tiger prawns required the survey to take
place in August but agreed that NPF(Qld) would provide a
discussion paper on the possibility of additional surveys to
take place  in June/July for consideration by NORMAC. NORMAC
noted that it may not be necessary to continue to survey in
August in the long term but agreed that it was appropriate
to undertake these surveys during the stock rebuilding
program.

NORMAC noted that the cost of the two surveys would be  approximately $620,000. In
considering how the surveys would be funded, it was noted that given the developmental
nature of the work,  CSIRO would contribute $50,000 to the survey costs in 2003/04 and
NORMAC  recommended that the REC seek additional funding for the survey from the
FRDC MOU funds. The residual funding would be provided by industry.

NORMAC approved a budget of $540,000 for industry research levies in the AFMA
budget to cover both the cost of the surveys and a $30,000 contribution to MIRF for
other projects which may arise.  

NORMAC noted that  additional research levies to cover the compulsory FRDC
levy of .025% of GVP and  $100,000 agreed under the NPF/FRDC MOU will also be
collected. 

Strategies for Increasing Fishing Time in the Future

NORMAC considered a discussion paper provided by A Raptis & Sons on possible
strategies for increasing fishing time in the future. NORMAC noted advice that a four
and  a half month fishing season combined with current exchange rates,   lowering export
prices, high fuel prices and increased competition on the international market were
causing concern for operators.  Other issues related to the  under-exploitation of the
banana prawn fishery due to the short season, crew problems, and a fleet of aging vessels
as the available fishing time did not justify the  cost of boat replacement. 

There was general recognition that operators would like more fishing time/ increased
tonnage for economic reasons  but that the sustainability of the prawn stocks is the first
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priority. NORMAC noted that the Raptis proposal did not include a change to the stock
rebuilding target but proposed that NORMAC reconsider the ways in which the target
was to be achieved. Initiatives proposed for consideration included a ban on  tiger prawn
fishing during the first season, a reduction in the total allowable gear and some changes
to spatial and seasonal closures.   

Industry held differing views on the need to amend the current stock rebuilding strategy.
NPF(Qld) TA advised that they were happy to retain the status quo and sought the
NPFAG chairs opinion as to whether  a reduction in gear would help rebuild tiger prawn
stocks. Ms Dichmont (NPFAG) advised that if a gear reduction resulted in vessels
leaving the fishery that was a definite reduction in effort which would have a positive
affect on the resource. David Carter indicated that the West generally supported the gear
unit system resulting in  the  removal of  vessels as  the preferred mechanism for both
biological and economical restructuring. 

Noting that the objective for AFMA and NORMAC is to have a biologically and
economically sustainable fishery, NORMAC requested the NPFAG to provide advice on
possible options available for increasing fishing time/tonnage in the future,  including
advice on the relationship between fishing time and  headrope length. It was agreed the
FAG would provide advice on the options included in the Raptis proposal, including how
much gear reduction would be required to result in a seven and a half month fishing
season (as per the Raptis proposal) and fishing seasons of 8, 9 & 10 months,  whilst
maintaining the stock rebuilding targets for tiger prawns.

As a separate issue, NORMAC requested the FAG to provide advice on options for
extending the banana prawn season through the use of night time trawling bans and
protection for the brown tiger stocks through spatial closures. 

NORMAC noted that there was considerable work involved in this project and
recognised that the NPFAG would require some months to properly respond to the
requests. NORMAC agreed that the NPFAG would undertake the work as requested and
would report to NORMAC out of session. NORMAC resolved to  meet in
mid_November to consider available options with a view to implementation of any
agreed changes in 2004. 

Dr. Poiner  advised that suitably qualified CSIRO staff to do this work are currently fully
committed on NPF research and agreed to advise NORMAC of any impacts the proposed
work may have on other research activities within the next two weeks. 

NORMAC resolved that the FAG would examine a range of options aimed at
extending fishing time with a view to increasing the catch per trawler,  including
those listed in the Raptis document, whilst maintaining the stock rebuilding targets
for tiger prawns
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NORMAC resolved that, as a separate issue,  the NPFAG will provide advice on
options for  extending the banana prawn season in 2004 through the use of night
time trawling bans and other protection for the brown tiger stocks 

NORMAC requested AFMA to provide an assessment of the costs of any new
compliance requirements that might arise from implementation of spatial closures
or catch limits 

All  NPF operators are invited to put forward any other mix of options for
increasing fishing time (provided they do not increase effort on tiger prawns) to the
NORMAC Executive Officer by COB Monday 21 July. Any proposals received will
be forwarded to the NPFAG for incorporation into the advice provided to
NORMAC in November. 

Strategic Assessment

NORMAC received a brief update on the NPF Strategic Assessment process, noting that
the report on the NPF Strategic Assessment was before the Minister for the Environment.
NORMAC noted that  although there were some actions which would need attention,
Environment Australia (EA)  had recommended to Minister Kemp that the NPF be given
a five year export exemption.The EA representative advised that she could not pre-empt
the decision of the Minister on the recommendation. 

NPF Confidentiality Policy
NORMAC noted advice from AFMA on the proposal put forward by NORMAC in 2002
to modify the NPF confidentiality policy.  At that time  AFMA expressed concern that
the proposed changes were a major shift from past practices and current policy and  that
any such variation to the policy for single fisheries may tend to create confusing multiple
data arrangements.  To address these concerns AFMA and NORMAC agreed that
retrospective changes should not be implemented without an opportunity for the
individual SFR holders concerned to comment. The AFMA Board also elected to seek
comment from all MACs  on NORMAC’s proposed variation to the confidentiality policy
prior to making any other decision on the matter.  Most MACs provided feedback on the
proposal and the feedback from the MACs emphasised the individual nature of each
fishery and that they were not adverse to the development of fishery specific measures.  

NORMAC 54 was advised  that another discussion paper and draft AFMA confidentiality
policy, which takes into account the NPF specific proposals, will be sent to all MACs and
AFMA stakeholders for comment.  AFMA wants this process  completed before SFR
holders in the NPF are contacted regarding the retrospective release of data under the new
confidentiality policy. NORMAC was advised that in the interim AFMA will continue to
release NPF data under NORMAC’s proposals on a case-by-case basis and in a timely
fashion.  NORMAC noted that it was not expected that the process will be completed
until the end of the 2003.  

NORMAC expressed concern that the second process of seeking feedback from the
MACs was duplicative as this had already been done with no adverse comments
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being received from MACs, and that the latest  advice received from AFMA
management was contrary to previous advice that release of disaggregated data
could occur provided the clearance process was implemented. NORMAC
recommended that  AFMA commence with placing the advertisements in relation to
release of data so that no delays would be incurred.

TED/BRD Report

NORMAC was advised that NPF operators had become increasingly familiar with the
operation and tuning of TEDs and that  TEDs were effectively reducing the capture of
turtles and other large animals.  The sub-committee agreed that no changes were required
to TED specifications for the 2003/04 fishing year. NORMAC congratulated industry and
the committee on the progress made in improving the efficiency of TEDs in such a short
time.  It was agreed that the committee and industry should  shift its focus towards the
performance of BRDs and sustainable fishing practices in general. 

 The Sub-committee members advised that a modified fisheye tested by Jim Yarrow had
been successful in excluding  bycatch without associated prawn loss. NORMAC
endorsed the proposal  that the modified fisheye should be approved and included for use
as an approved BRD  under NPF Direction 60. 

NORMAC was advised  that Bigeyes were not as successful as other devices at excluding
bycatch. As a result   NORMAC  approved the recommendation of the Sub-committee
that bigeyes  will be removed from NPF Direction 60 as an approved BRD from the start
of the 2004 tiger prawn season. Operators will be advised that the use of big-eyes will be
prohibited in the fishery from that time.  The Sub-committee agreed it was appropriate to
allow a phasing-out period up to the 2004 tiger prawn season to allow  operators to fine
tune other approved BRDs in one net against the bigeye in the other net. 

Other Issues

Other items considered by NORMAC included the reports from the NORMAC Research
& Environmental  Sub-committees, a presentation from a representative of the National
Oceans Office on the Northern Section marine planning process, a presentation on
Coburg Marine Park,  transshipment of bycatch, and the need for a  communications
policy. NORMAC agreed that a report against the 2001-2006 NPF Strategic Plan and a
draft communications policy would be prepared for the first meeting in 2004. A
performance review of the  NORMAC Executive Officer was also undertaken with the
MAC members expressing their satisfaction with the level of service provided by the EO.  

In closing I would like to express appreciation on behalf of my NORMAC colleagues to
the NPFAG and to CSIRO for the extensive work in preparing and reporting on the 2002
stock assessment and the at-sea monitoring projects undertaken to date. NORMAC
recognizes that both of these projects have been extremely time consuming and extends
appreciation for the timeliness in providing the reports to the MAC, AFMA and industry.
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Yours sincerely,

Stuart Richey
NORMAC Chairman
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