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Executive summary

Fisheries co-management is more than consultation. It is an arrangement in which government and
fishing stakeholders negotiate and share defined responsibilities for managing a fishery. Depending
on the model, stakeholders may help set objectives, develop harvest strategies, commission
research, collect data, deliver extension services, monitor performance or administer agreed
management functions. Government normally retains responsibility for legislation, compliance,
ecological sustainability and the public interest.

New South Wales has elements of collaborative management, but it does not have a comprehensive,
publicly stated co-management policy comparable with South Australia. Its principal mechanisms—
ministerial advisory councils, expenditure committees and species-specific harvest-strategy working
groups—provide advice. They generally do not possess independent decision-making powers, secure
operating capacity, control of a management budget or an enduring right to participate in
implementation and review.

Accordingly, NSW is best described as consultative or collaborative at selected points, rather than
operating a mature co-management system. South Australia is the clearest state benchmark.
Western Australia has comparatively advanced resource-sharing machinery and strong sector
partnerships; Victoria and Queensland use fishery-specific advisory structures and harvest-strategy
processes; Tasmania relies more heavily on advisory committees; and the Northern Territory has
important Indigenous and fishery-specific partnership arrangements. The Commonwealth’s
Management Advisory Committee and Resource Assessment Group system also provides a more
institutionalised model than is generally available in NSW.

The central weakness in NSW is not an absence of meetings. It is an absence of formal power-
sharing, durable institutions, clear accountability and funded stakeholder capacity.

1. What co-management means
Co-management exists on a spectrum:
1. Information: government tells stakeholders what it proposes or has decided.
2. Consultation: stakeholders comment, but government controls the process and decision.

3. Collaboration: stakeholders jointly develop proposals, science priorities or harvest
strategies.
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4. Delegated co-management: an accredited body performs agreed management functions,

subject to government standards and audit.

5. Community or industry management within legislation: stakeholders exercise substantial

operational authority while government retains statutory oversight.

Many arrangements described publicly as “co-management” are actually consultation or

collaboration. A genuine model should specify:

e the decisions or functions being shared;

e who represents each fishing sector and how they are selected;

e access to data and scientific advice;

e funding and administrative support;

e transparent procedures for recommendations and government responses;

e conflict-of-interest and accountability rules;

e performance indicators, audit and review; and

e adispute-resolution or escalation process.

2. Comparative position across Australia

Jurisdiction
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Western
Australia
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Main approach

management
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responsibility; fishery
management plans and advisory standards
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service agreements with

recognised industry bodies in

some fisheries.
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processes; extensive use of sector Moderate to
organisations and fishery-specific high, but
consultation; mature uneven
arrangements in major

commercial fisheries.

Australian state

Comparison with NSW

The strongest direct
benchmark. SA expressly
defines co-management and
embeds it in management
plans, capacity-building and
audited service delivery. NSW
has no equivalent system-wide
policy or pathway for
delegation.

WA has generally been more
explicit about allocating shares
among sectors and
establishing structured
partnerships. NSW has a
resource-sharing policy, but
implementation has been less
systematic.



Victoria

Queensland

Tasmania

Northern
Territory

Commonwealth
(AFMA)

Statutory fisheries authority,
fishery management plans and
fishery-specific Management

) ) Moderate
Advisory Committees. Some plans
expressly seek to strengthen co-

management.

Sustainable Fisheries Strategy,
multi-sector fishery working
groups, expert panel and jointly Moderate

developed harvest strategies. collaborative

Working groups provide model
operational advice rather than
make final decisions.
Fishery advisory committees,
statutory management plans and

. . . Low to
strong industry involvement in
. . . moderate /
important fisheries;

uneven

arrangements remain fishery-
specific.

Fishery advisory processes plus
distinctive partnerships with

Moderate, with

Aboriginal Traditional Owners,
. strong

land councils and ranger ]

o . Indigenous
organisations; negotiated access . ..

] dimension in

and management have particular
. . . some areas
importance following recognition

of sea-country rights.

Statutory Management Advisory

Moderate to
high

directly to the AFMA Commission; institutional

Committees and Resource
Assessment Groups linked
documented operating rules, participation
scientific input and remuneration.

Victoria provides more visible
fishery-level institutional
structures in some fisheries.
Like NSW, final authority
remains with government and
practice varies between
fisheries.

Queensland is also largely
advisory, but its network of
standing fishery working
groups and harvest-strategy
architecture creates recurring
operational involvement
across major fisheries.

Similar limitations to NSW
where committees advise
rather than decide. Some
small, organised commercial
sectors can nevertheless
exercise substantial practical
influence.

NSW recognises Aboriginal
cultural fishing in legislation,
but has fewer visible, durable
arrangements through which
Aboriginal communities share
fishery-management functions
at a regional scale.

AFMA’s structures are
enduring, fishery-based and
integrated into assessment
and decision processes. NSW
working groups are often
narrower, temporary and
department-controlled.

This table is a governance comparison, not a claim that every fishery in a higher-ranked jurisdiction is

genuinely co-managed. Practice varies greatly within each jurisdiction.

3. The South Australian benchmark

South Australia provides the clearest Australian example because it has an explicit Policy for the Co-

Management of Fisheries. Its model recognises a continuum from centralised government



management to greater delegation, and proposes phased implementation so representative
organisations can build capacity and government can audit performance.

Current SA management plans continue to apply that policy. The 2025 Marine Scalefish Fishery
Management Plan refers to a staged co-management approach, while the 2024 ecological risk
assessment records co-management service agreements with recognised peak industry bodies. The
Marine Scalefish Fishery Management Advisory Committee also covers commercial, charter,
recreational and Aboriginal traditional interests in a shared-access fishery.

The lesson for NSW is not that government should surrender its statutory responsibilities. It is that
stakeholder roles can be formally defined, funded, tested and progressively expanded. Under that
approach, co-management becomes an accountable governance program rather than an informal
promise to consult.

4. The present NSW model
NSW currently uses several forms of stakeholder involvement:

e the Recreational Fishing NSW Advisory Council advises the Minister on recreational fishing
matters;

e the Commercial Fishing NSW Advisory Council provides advice on commercial fishing issues;
e the Recreational Fishing Trusts Advisory Council advises the Minister on Trust expenditure;
e expenditure and technical processes assess projects and management proposals;

e species or fishery working groups assist with harvest strategies, including mulloway, lobster,
spanner crab and line-and-trap fisheries; and

e public consultation is used for rule changes, management strategies and marine-estate
decisions.

These structures can improve policy and build shared understanding. NSW harvest-strategy working
groups are particularly valuable because they bring sectors, scientists and managers together around
objectives, indicators and predetermined responses. Some NSW terms of reference expressly use
the language of a “co-management approach”.

However, the legal and practical character of most arrangements remains advisory:
e councils provide advice to the Minister rather than exercise management authority;

e government determines membership, terms of reference, agendas and access to
information;

e working groups are commonly established for a defined project and can cease when that
project ends;

e there is generally no statutory duty to adopt a recommendation or publicly explain its
rejection;

o stakeholder bodies lack secure funding and professional capacity to undertake management
functions independently; and



e data, regulatory drafting, compliance, research commissioning and final allocation decisions
remain concentrated within the department and Minister.

The new Recreational Fishing Trusts Advisory Council is an oversight improvement, but advising on
expenditure is not the same as jointly managing a fishery or the Trust. Likewise, developing an action
plan with an advisory council does not transfer authority or create an independent institution.

5. Why NSW has limited co-management opportunities
5.1 Advice is institutionally preferred to shared authority

The Fisheries Management Act 1994 permits advisory councils, advisory groups and management
advisory structures, but the prevailing model places the Minister and department at the centre.
Stakeholders are invited into a government-designed process rather than given an enduring
institutional share in management.

This makes consultation relatively easy to establish and discontinue. Genuine co-management is
harder because it requires government to define which functions it is willing to share, the conditions
attached to delegation and how disagreement will be handled.

5.2 No comprehensive NSW co-management policy
Unlike South Australia, NSW has no clear public policy that:
e defines levels of co-management;
e identifies functions capable of being delegated;
e establishes readiness and accreditation criteria;
e funds sector capacity;
e requires performance agreements and audits; or
e provides a staged pathway from consultation to delegated responsibility.

Without this framework, collaboration depends on the preferences of the Minister, senior officials
and individual managers. Progress is therefore episodic and vulnerable to administrative or political
change.

5.3 Fragmented representation

NSW fisheries involve recreational, commercial, charter, Aboriginal, conservation and regional
interests. Within the recreational sector alone, representation is dispersed across statewide
organisations, clubs, species groups, tackle interests and unaffiliated anglers.

Government can reasonably question who has authority to speak for a sector. Yet the present
system also perpetuates fragmentation by appointing individuals to advisory bodies rather than
investing in a transparent, member-based and accountable peak structure. Individually appointed
advisers may bring expertise, but they do not necessarily possess a mandate from, or reporting
obligation to, the wider fishing community.



5.4 Insufficient stakeholder capacity and funding

Co-management transfers work as well as influence. Representative bodies need governance
systems, staff, technical expertise, consultation networks, insurance, financial controls and the
ability to manage conflicts of interest. Volunteer organisations cannot reliably absorb complex
submissions, data analysis and statewide consultation without secure support.

NSW frequently funds projects, but it has not built a durable, independent management partner for
recreational fishing. Short-term grants are not equivalent to core institutional funding tied to agreed
functions and audited outcomes.

5.5 Departmental control of information and process

Effective co-management requires timely access to catch, effort, survey, stock-assessment,
compliance, social and economic data. Where the department controls the information, secretariat,
agenda, regulatory options and final advice to the Minister, stakeholders cannot participate on equal
terms.

Consultation late in policy development—after the problem, evidence base and acceptable options
have already been framed—offers influence at the margins rather than shared problem definition
and design.

5.6 Unresolved resource allocation and sectoral conflict

Co-management is easiest where participants accept objectives, rights and decision rules. It
becomes difficult when recreational, commercial and Aboriginal sectors contest access to the same
stocks and government has not transparently settled allocation principles.

An FRDC national review found that, although NSW had a resource-sharing policy, Western Australia
and South Australia were the jurisdictions that had implemented management arrangements most
clearly in accordance with their policies. Without accepted allocations, a co-management forum can
become another arena for lobbying rather than a body capable of implementing agreed
management.

5.7 Risk aversion and ministerial accountability

Fish stocks are public resources. Ministers and agencies remain answerable for sustainability, animal
welfare, threatened species, compliance, equitable access and expenditure of public or
hypothecated funds. Officials may therefore be reluctant to delegate functions to bodies perceived
as representing sectional interests.

That concern is legitimate, but it supports carefully bounded delegation, audit and review—not
permanent reliance on non-binding advice. Functions such as education, extension, data collection,
research-priority setting, local stewardship, project delivery and monitoring can be shared without
surrendering the Minister’s statutory responsibility.

5.8 Weak feedback and accountability loops
Advisory participants and the wider community often cannot readily see:

e which recommendations were accepted or rejected;



e the evidence and reasons for the decision;

e who is responsible for implementation;

e whether agreed actions were completed; or

e whether the advisory process improved management outcomes.

Where government can receive advice without a formal response, consultation fatigue grows and
trust declines. Co-management needs reciprocal accountability: stakeholder bodies must meet
governance and performance standards, and government must respond transparently to their
formal recommendations.

6. Consequences for recreational fishing in NSW

The limitations are especially significant for recreational fishers because they are numerous,
geographically dispersed and mostly represented by volunteers. The commercial sector has licences,
businesses and established economic incentives that make organisation easier. Recreational fishers
pay approximately $16 million a year into dedicated Trusts, yet fee payment does not itself give
them a governing role in broader fisheries policy, allocation, research or regulation.

The likely consequences are:
e policies shaped predominantly inside government rather than jointly with fishers;
e inconsistent engagement between species and issues;
e slow responses to local access, infrastructure and stock concerns;
e limited ownership of difficult management decisions;
e repeated consultation without a clear path from advice to implementation;

e suspicion that selected individuals are being used to validate decisions; and

loss of volunteer expertise and institutional memory when councils or working groups
change.

7. A practical NSW reform model

NSW could adopt a staged model drawing on South Australia and AFMA without copying either
wholesale.

Stage 1: legislate principles and accountability

e Insert an express co-management objective and enabling provisions in the Fisheries
Management Act.

e Require a published NSW Fisheries Co-Management Policy.

e Define functions that must remain with government and those capable of agreement or
delegation.

e Require reasons when formal recommendations from accredited bodies are not accepted.



Stage 2: establish credible representative partners

e Establish or recognise independent peak bodies for recreational, commercial and Aboriginal
fishing through transparent criteria.

e Require democratic or otherwise demonstrably accountable representation, published
conflicts registers, annual reports and consultation obligations.

e Provide multi-year core funding linked to functions and independently audited
performance—not political agreement with government.

Stage 3: create standing fishery and regional forums

e Replace temporary, issue-by-issue engagement with standing multi-sector committees for
priority shared fisheries and regions.

e Give them agreed work programs, independent chairs, secretariat support, access to data
and published minutes.

e Integrate scientific, recreational, commercial, charter, Aboriginal and conservation
knowledge.

Stage 4: negotiate service and management agreements
Initially delegate lower-risk functions such as:
e fisher education and extension;
e collection of citizen-science and voluntary monitoring data;
e regional habitat and access projects;
e research-priority development;
e communication of rules and stewardship programs;

e administration of specified grants or programs; and

annual fishery performance reporting.

More substantial roles could follow after successful audit, including joint harvest-strategy
implementation and recommendations on predetermined management responses.

Stage 5: introduce transparent performance and dispute processes

e Publish recommendations, government responses, delivery milestones and evaluation
reports.

e Commission periodic independent reviews.
e Establish mediation or independent review for unresolved allocation and process disputes.

e Measure trust, participation, timeliness, compliance and ecological, social and economic
outcomes—not merely the number of meetings held.



8. Recommended immediate actions

1. Commission an independent audit of NSW fisheries governance against the national co-
management spectrum and the SA and AFMA models.

2. Publish a NSW co-management discussion paper identifying functions suitable for shared or
delegated delivery.

3. Pilot two arrangements: one multi-sector species fishery and one regional recreational
fishery/access program.

4. Fund representative capacity for at least three years, with transparent eligibility and
audited deliverables.

5. Guarantee access to relevant data and independent scientific advice for accredited bodies.

6. Require written ministerial or departmental responses to formal recommendations within
a fixed period.

7. Connect Trust governance to broader fisheries outcomes while preserving the statutory
requirement that recreational licence revenue benefit recreational fishing.

8. Review the proposed recreational peak-body model against the test of genuine
independence: statutory standing, member accountability, secure funding, control of its
work program and capacity to publicly disagree with government.

Conclusion

NSW is not devoid of co-management activity. Its harvest-strategy working groups, advisory councils
and collaborative projects provide foundations on which a stronger model could be built. But those
foundations should not be confused with shared governance.

Compared with South Australia in particular, NSW lacks a clear policy, a staged delegation
framework, funded and accredited representative organisations, enduring fishery-level institutions
and reciprocal accountability. Its system remains highly centralised: stakeholders can advise, but
government decides what they may advise on, controls most of the information and retains the
ability to accept, reject or not act on advice without a consistent public explanation.

The reform task is therefore to move from participation by invitation to participation by design. A
credible model would retain government’s responsibility for sustainability and the public interest
while giving fishing communities defined, resourced and accountable roles in the decisions and
services that affect them.
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https://pir.sa.gov.au/fishing-and-aquaculture/commercial-fishing/management/publications
https://pir.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/479822/management-plan-sa-commercial-marine-scalefish-fishery-2025.pdf
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https://www.dpi.qld.gov.au/business-priorities/fisheries/engagement/working-groups/current/gulf-inshore
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