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How a dedicated NSW fisheries co-management policy would help the 

Minister and fish stocks 

A dedicated co-management policy would help correct two weaknesses in the present NSW system: 

1. The consultation model is largely controlled by NSW Fisheries—who participates, what 

information is provided, which questions are considered and how stakeholder advice is 

treated.  

2. Harvest strategies are being developed unevenly, species by species, through temporary 

working groups without a clear statutory timetable, consistent governance framework or 

guaranteed pathway from recommendation to implementation.  

A co-management policy would not remove the Minister’s authority. Properly designed, it would 

give the Minister better evidence, broader ownership of decisions, clearer accountability and a more 

dependable system for protecting fish stocks. 

Consultation is not co-management 

Under the current model, stakeholders may be consulted, but NSW Fisheries generally: 

 defines the problem;  

 selects the process and participants;  

 controls the available information;  

 prepares the management options;  

 advises the Minister on the results;  

 decides how competing views are characterised; and  

 manages implementation and subsequent review.  

Advisory councils and harvest-strategy working groups can provide useful input, but they normally 

have no authority to require action or even a formal response. Their existence can create the 

appearance of shared decision-making while actual control remains concentrated within the 

Department. 

A genuine co-management policy would define what responsibilities are shared, who participates, 

what information they receive, how recommendations are assessed and when the Minister must 

publish a decision. 

 

How it would help the Minister 
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1. Provide advice that is independent of the Department 

At present, much of the Minister’s fisheries advice is assembled and filtered through NSW Fisheries. 

Even where advisory councils or working groups are consulted, the Minister may receive the 

Department’s account of their views rather than an unfiltered formal recommendation. 

A co-management policy should require significant recommendations to be provided directly to the 

Minister, accompanied by: 

 the supporting scientific evidence;  

 areas of stakeholder agreement;  

 dissenting views;  

 social and economic analysis;  

 Aboriginal cultural fishing considerations;  

 implementation options; and  

 the Department’s separate response.  

This would allow the Minister to distinguish scientific advice, stakeholder advice and departmental 

administrative advice. 

2. Reduce the Minister’s political exposure 

Difficult fisheries decisions frequently create an immediate loser. Bag-limit reductions, commercial 

catch changes, closures and resource reallocations can all produce strong opposition. 

Under a co-management system, affected sectors participate in: 

 defining the problem;  

 agreeing on objectives;  

 examining the evidence;  

 designing management options;  

 setting predetermined trigger points; and  

 monitoring the outcome.  

The Minister would still make or approve the final statutory decision, but could demonstrate that it 

arose from a transparent and representative process rather than a closed departmental 

recommendation. 

That does not eliminate controversy, but it makes decisions more credible and defensible. 

3. Prevent the Minister being blindsided 

A properly constituted co-management committee would provide an early-warning system for: 
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 declining catch rates;  

 changes in fishing effort;  

 recruitment failures;  

 habitat deterioration;  

 regional access problems;  

 emerging compliance behaviour;  

 conflict between fishing sectors;  

 displacement of effort; and  

 unintended effects of existing rules.  

Fishers often detect practical changes before they are visible in formal stock assessments. Co-

management provides a structured way to test and incorporate this knowledge instead of waiting 

for a crisis, media campaign or parliamentary question. 

4. Give the Minister clearer choices 

Departmental advice can present one preferred option supported by several nominal alternatives. A 

co-management body could provide the Minister with a more complete decision package: 

Component What the Minister would receive 

Stock position Scientific assessment and uncertainty 

Fishing observations Structured commercial, recreational, charter and cultural knowledge 

Management choices More than one workable response 

Sector effects Who benefits, who bears costs and where 

Regional effects Consequences for communities, tourism and employment 

Risks Ecological, legal, operational and political 

Recommendation Agreed position or clearly recorded areas of disagreement 

Implementation Responsibilities, timetable, funding and measures of success 

This would improve the quality of ministerial decision-making and reduce dependence on internal 

departmental framing. 

5. Establish a defensible decision trail 

A dedicated policy would require publication of: 

 meeting papers;  
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 relevant data;  

 recommendations;  

 minority or dissenting views;  

 government decisions;  

 reasons for departing from recommendations; and  

 implementation and review reports.  

This creates a clear record demonstrating that the Minister considered relevant ecological, social, 

economic and cultural factors. That is valuable politically and administratively, particularly when 

decisions are challenged. 

6. Separate management advice from administration 

NSW Fisheries is simultaneously: 

 a scientific adviser;  

 policy developer;  

 regulator;  

 program administrator;  

 compliance agency;  

 consultation manager; and  

 adviser on stakeholder recommendations.  

A co-management framework would provide a limited but important institutional counterweight. It 

would not displace NSW Fisheries, but it would reduce the risk of one organisation controlling the 

evidence, process, recommended solution and evaluation of its own performance. 

7. Share responsibility for difficult decisions 

When stakeholders have a genuine role in designing a recovery plan, they also assume responsibility 

for helping make it work. 

Representative bodies could assist with: 

 explaining restrictions;  

 correcting misinformation;  

 promoting voluntary stewardship;  

 collecting information;  

 supporting compliance;  

 communicating management triggers; and  
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 reviewing results.  

The Minister would no longer carry the entire public burden for decisions developed internally. 

8. Improve implementation 

Many fisheries reforms fail not because the regulation is legally defective, but because affected 

fishers do not understand, accept or support it. 

Rules developed with fishers are more likely to be: 

 practical on the water;  

 clearly communicated;  

 capable of being complied with;  

 supported by credible sector leaders; and  

 adjusted promptly when unintended consequences emerge.  

A better-designed rule with broader legitimacy is generally easier and less expensive to implement. 

How it would help fish stocks 

1. Replace haphazard harvest strategies with a statewide program 

NSW has developed harvest strategies for selected fisheries and species, but the approach has been 

uneven. Some species receive detailed working groups; others remain subject to reactive rule 

changes or general management arrangements. 

A co-management policy should require: 

 published criteria for prioritising fisheries;  

 a statewide timetable;  

 consistent minimum content;  

 multi-sector participation;  

 independent scientific review;  

 mandatory implementation arrangements;  

 scheduled performance reviews; and  

 public reporting against milestones.  

Priority should be based on ecological risk, stock status, fishing pressure, community value and 

management uncertainty—not merely which issue has become politically urgent. 

2. Agree on objectives before arguing about restrictions 

Many fisheries disputes begin with a proposed rule: reduce a bag limit, close an area or change 

commercial catch. 
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That is the wrong starting point. 

A co-management process would first agree on: 

 the desired stock condition;  

 acceptable ecological risk;  

 recreational fishing quality;  

 commercial and regional objectives;  

 Aboriginal cultural access;  

 recovery timeframe; and  

 how benefits and restrictions should be distributed.  

Once objectives are explicit, management measures can be assessed against them. This reduces 

arguments based solely on defending existing access. 

3. Establish predetermined management responses 

A strong harvest strategy identifies what happens when stock indicators cross agreed thresholds. 

For example: 

 above the target—maintain or cautiously increase access;  

 between target and limit—apply moderate restraint;  

 below the limit—activate a rebuilding response;  

 at critical biomass—apply strong recovery measures.  

Predetermined rules make it harder to defer action after a stock decline becomes politically 

inconvenient. 

4. Act earlier and more predictably 

Reactive management usually waits for a formal stock assessment, departmental review, 

consultation paper, regulatory proposal and ministerial approval. By then, additional decline may 

have occurred. 

Co-management committees could continuously examine: 

 catch and effort;  

 recreational survey results;  

 charter logbooks;  

 recruitment indicators;  

 environmental conditions;  
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 fisher observations;  

 habitat condition; and  

 compliance information.  

Earlier detection allows smaller, targeted interventions before drastic restrictions become necessary. 

5. Incorporate information beyond formal catch data 

NSW recreational fisheries frequently suffer from incomplete or infrequent data. Co-management 

cannot remove this problem, but it can expand the information base through: 

 structured fisher observations;  

 fishing-club records;  

 charter data;  

 competition and app data;  

 tagging programs;  

 citizen science;  

 boat-ramp surveys;  

 Aboriginal cultural knowledge;  

 habitat observations; and  

 targeted regional monitoring.  

Such information must be scientifically assessed, but it should not be dismissed merely because it 

was not generated internally by NSW Fisheries. 

6. Consider all causes of stock change 

Fishing restrictions are sometimes treated as the most readily available response even where stock 

condition is also influenced by: 

 habitat loss;  

 altered river flows;  

 water quality;  

 coastal development;  

 dredging;  

 climate change;  

 disease;  

 predation;  
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 pollution;  

 recruitment variability; and  

 illegal fishing.  

A dedicated policy should require each harvest strategy to distinguish fishing mortality from broader 

environmental pressures and assign actions to the responsible agencies. 

This would help avoid placing the entire burden on lawful fishers while leaving other major causes 

unaddressed. 

7. Improve sector allocation 

A stock can remain under pressure even where one sector is subjected to restrictions if total fishing 

mortality and effort displacement are not properly understood. 

Co-management would allow recreational, commercial, charter and Aboriginal interests to examine: 

 total removals;  

 sector shares;  

 mortality from release and discard;  

 spatial and seasonal effort;  

 economic and social value;  

 cultural access; and  

 the cumulative effect of proposed controls.  

This supports fishery-wide solutions instead of isolated rules aimed at the most visible or 

administratively convenient sector. 

8. Build legitimacy and compliance 

Rules work best when fishers understand: 

 the evidence;  

 the management objective;  

 why action is required;  

 how the burden is being shared;  

 what recovery will look like; and  

 when restrictions will be reviewed.  

Perceived fairness encourages voluntary compliance and peer support. It also reduces the belief that 

decisions are predetermined or directed at one sector. 

9. Require review and reversal when measures do not work 
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Management restrictions can remain in place long after their original justification has weakened. 

A co-management policy should require every significant measure to have: 

 a baseline;  

 an intended outcome;  

 performance indicators;  

 a review date;  

 responsibility for monitoring;  

 criteria for continuation, amendment or removal; and  

 an independent performance assessment.  

This is good for both fish stocks and fishers. Ineffective measures can be replaced, while successful 

recovery actions gain stronger support. 

What the policy should require 

A NSW Fisheries Co-Management Policy should include at least these commitments: 

1. Standing multi-sector committees for priority fisheries.  

2. Independent chairs and properly resourced participation.  

3. Direct submission of committee advice to the Minister.  

4. Access to relevant fisheries data and scientific assessments.  

5. Published criteria and timetable for harvest strategies.  

6. Agreed objectives, indicators, reference points and control rules.  

7. Assessment of fishing and non-fishing pressures.  

8. Formal consideration of ecological, social, economic and Aboriginal cultural outcomes.  

9. Written government responses to recommendations within a fixed period.  

10. Published reasons where the Minister departs from formal advice.  

11. Clear implementation responsibilities.  

12. Annual fishery performance reporting.  

13. Independent review at scheduled intervals.  

14. A dispute-resolution process.  

15. Progressive delegation of suitable services to accredited representative organisations.  

Essential safeguards for the Minister 
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The policy should preserve the Minister’s capacity to act where: 

 there is an immediate threat to stock sustainability;  

 urgent action is needed to protect a threatened species;  

 a committee is unable to reach agreement;  

 a recommendation is inconsistent with legislation;  

 native title or other legal rights would be affected;  

 the proposal is not supported by credible evidence; or  

 the public interest requires another course.  

However, when departing from the co-management process, the Minister should publish reasons 

and return the matter for review when the emergency has passed. 

Overall benefit 

A properly designed co-management policy would not weaken the Minister. It would give the 

Minister: 

 broader and less filtered advice;  

 earlier warning of emerging problems;  

 transparent options;  

 shared ownership of difficult decisions;  

 a stronger evidence trail;  

 improved implementation;  

 greater stakeholder trust; and  

 protection against being dependent on a single departmental view.  

For fish stocks, it would provide: 

 consistent harvest strategies;  

 earlier intervention;  

 predetermined recovery actions;  

 broader sources of information;  

 attention to all major pressures;  

 better compliance; and  

 mandatory evaluation of whether management is working.  
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The strongest argument is therefore: 

A co-management policy would allow the Minister to retain final statutory responsibility while no 

longer being dependent on a closed, department-controlled consultation process. It would turn 

fishers from occasional consultees into accountable partners and turn harvest strategies from 

isolated projects into a consistent, transparent and adaptive system for protecting NSW fish stocks. 

 

 


