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Over-fished or over-regulated? (transcript available)
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According to marine biologist Dr Walter Starck, Australia has the most over-managed, heavily restricted and least productive fishery industry in the world. He'll be speaking at the upcoming Australian Environment Foundation inaugural conference. We're also joined by chair of the foundation, Don Burke, to hear why Australia needs another environment group.

Transcript

Transcript

Michael Duffy: First let's look at the environment. Last year, a new organisation was formed, it was called the Australian Environment Foundation, and its aim is a new form of environmentalism that puts people back into the landscape. Most of its members are land users who believe locking up the landscape is not always the best way to save it. Counterpoint covered the launch of the AEF and now, in advance of it's first conference in Brisbane later this month, I thought we'd find out what it's up to. Our guests are AEF chairman Don Burke, a man who literally needs no introduction, and Walter Starck who'll be giving a paper at the conference. Walter is a scientist who lives in Queensland and he's an expert on coral reefs and fisheries. 

Welcome to the program, both of you. Don Burke, tell us about your interest in the environment. 

Don Burke: Well, it predates, I suppose, my media life. It goes back certainly well over 30 years. So lots of bits and pieces I've done. When I was president of the Institute of Horticulture, I introduced the first environmental weeds legislation in NSW with the then Labor minister for agriculture. But yes, set up the National Registration Authority for Agricultural and Veterinary Chemicals which has had a name change but that thing in Canberra...prior to that there was no national body to control the chemicals that lambasted our environment. I was one of about two or three people that set up Greening Australia and Year of the Tree and Decade of the Trees and lots, lots more. Board member of Landcare for a long time, board member of Sustainable Development Australia. I've sort of done that stuff all of my adult life. 

Michael Duffy: They're interesting environmental organisations, some of them. They're sort of working with people in the environment rather than just the National Parks 'lock it up' approach. Can I ask you a bit about Landcare? What do you think that's achieved in Australia? 

Don Burke: I think Landcare is one of the great success stories, and the fabulous thing about Landcare, the heart, the soul, the core of Landcare is that for the first time ever they brought all of the stakeholders together; farmers, environmentalists, scientists, business people, all of that, catchment management people, government bureaucrats, sat them all down and said, 'How do we make things better?' To me, that was the most brilliant step ever. 

Michael Duffy: And do you think it has made things better? 

Don Burke: It has. I mean, obviously they work on a different level to the Australian Environment Foundation. What they do is they take particular areas of the environment and improve them, and I've been involved in a lot of that and monitored a lot of things that they've done, and they've been brilliantly successful. Obviously it was originally based...and I suppose still is in a way, around catchment management. In other words, if you don't get your water the right way through a zone, you've got all sorts of terrible problems. In that regard they obviously guessed in advance some of the biggest environmental issues that were looming. But yes, I think they've done brilliantly well. 

Michael Duffy: Let's talk about the Australian Environment Foundation. Why does Australia need a new environmental group? 

Don Burke: After I'd looked at Landcare I realised just how well it worked, and then the more I looked at the standard environmental groups...I belong to many of them and have been involved in the committees that run some of them and so on, but the whole concept of conservation I think is a failed idea. You can't conserve anything. The environment, the world was always changing, and with man's rampant interference now it's changing at an incredibly fast rate. The sort of concept they have which is trying to keep things like they were before Captain Cook got here, if you like, is not a productive way of doing it. 

And I suppose if I went to the other extreme, I would say in the worst case scenario that I can see, you're often realistically aiming for the least worst outcome. For instance, getting involved in the National Registration Authority for Agricultural and Veterinary Chemicals in Canberra was a classic example of that. None of the environmental movement were interested in being involved in that. There was no one from any conservation group or anything else that got involved in that when I was trying it set up, with Simon Crean, a body that would look at the chemicals that we're pouring all over Australia and into animals and which therefore either directly or indirectly affect all of us, and see whether we can make things a little bit less worse. As I say, the environmental movement was never concerned in that and I think that that's a serious problem in their outlook. 

Michael Duffy: Walter Starck, let's bring you in now, perhaps just reflecting a little on what Don has just told us. Can you talk about Australia's fisheries as a sort of case study of this? 

Walter Starck: The fisheries are a rather extreme example because the difficulty with fisheries is that they're out there and they're under water and so you can't see them and any claims that are made one way or another, there's no obvious verification. Too much of the management has been office based without much reference to the actual situation out in the ocean. When you start looking at the overall view of fisheries, you realise how far out of balance things have gotten. 

Michael Duffy: I suspect most of our listeners would consider that Australia's fisheries are in a case of almost terminal decline. Would that be right? 

Walter Starck: It's just exactly the opposite. We have the least fisheries in the world. Australia has the third largest exclusive economic zone in the world and it comprises about 6% of the global total and it produces about two-tenths of 1% of the fish catch. In fact, New Zealand has over twice the fishery catch of Australia and we're on a par with countries like Poland and Finland and Greece, countries like that catch about the same as Australia does. Countries like Thailand and Vietnam are catching anywhere from 15 to 20 times more than Australia. Our fisheries are largely untouched, with a few exceptions. There are some things that are particularly vulnerable; school sharks and orange roughie being two examples that have very slow growth rates and low reproductive rates and they tend to get over-fished. 

But much of our area is not fished at all, while we're in the process right now of halving our commercially licensed Commonwealth fleet from 1,200 to 600 vessels. Last year there were reported sightings of 13,000 illegal fishing vessels in the northern waters of Australia, and they're not coming down here to sunbathe, they're coming down here because we've got an untouched resource that we're not using. So the situation is so far from any reality. We're importing...70% of the seafood consumed in Australia now is imported. It cost $1.8 billion a year in imports, and the CSIRO estimates that it's going to increase by about 400% over the present level over the next decade and a half. All of that comes from areas that are far more heavily impacted than our own and it all has to be paid for by other economic activity here with its own attendant impacts. 

Michael Duffy: Are Australia's fisheries as fertile as some of the ones you've been comparing us with? 

Walter Starck: Well, yes. The ones I picked as examples are all ones with modest productivity. The productivity of the Australian coastal waters is fairly typical of tropical and warm temperate regions throughout the world. There are some areas of super productivity such as off West Africa and off the western coast of South America where you get up-welling and some of the higher latitude areas where you get complete mixing in the winter so that deep water nutrients are brought up. But ours is fairly typical of these warmer regions. 

Michael Duffy: And I understand you've done quite a bit of research on this over the years, haven't you? 

Walter Starck: Yes, I spent a lot of time on the ocean myself. I had my own 150-tonne research vessel for 20 years and I've had a pretty good look at coral reef regions around the world, but what I'm talking about here mostly is the current situation on the basis of actual catch figures and so forth. It's quite extraordinary how little we're actually taking. 

Michael Duffy: Why is that? Why aren't we taking more out? 

Walter Starck: Because we put so many restrictions in the way of our fishery that fishermen are finding it impossible to operate. On the Great Barrier Reef we've put aside a third of the entire reef where they can't go at all, and then in the area where they're still allowed to go they have a total quota, they have individual quotas, they have closed seasons, they have gear limits, they have size limits, they have species prohibitions, and an incredible amount of paperwork that has to document each and every fish you catch and where it comes from and when you caught it, and it has to be filed within five hours of returning to port. Many fishermen are simply giving up. 

Michael Duffy: Walter, I want to come back to this because I find it absolutely fascinating. Don, what do you think are some of the other big issues that the AEF should be looking at? 

Don Burke: It's funny, isn't it, we're so overregulated in regards to fish, as Walter was saying, but then when you look at energy and you look at coal, we're amongst the worst offenders worldwide in terms of coal usage; in other words, pumping out carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Now, I know that we're a small country and statistically our effect on the world is not great but the entire world has to smarten up on this sort of thing. If we're then also shipping our coal around the world for everyone else to burn, it does look at this stage as if serious and possibly catastrophic damage could be done to the environment not too far away. 

Michael Duffy: The government is having a review of nuclear energy. Are you happy about that? 

Don Burke: Absolutely. Our view is that any form of energy should be looked at. We should look at it in the cold, clear light of day. For instance, if thorium turns out to be a wonderful system within nuclear energy...it's a safer one in terms of perhaps explosions and also in terms of the development of weapons of mass destruction. If that turns out to be good, fine. But I think what you have to do or what our group is saying is let's look at all of the forms of energy but let's audit them accurately and fully so that we know exactly what their impact is. Obviously with nuclear energy you've got issues of what do you do with the junk at the end of it? You either get very, very nasty stuff that's nasty for a shorter time, or mildly nasty stuff that's very nasty for a very long time, and you have to look at all of the issues of security with that and so on. But we just think that we should look at everything. 

But can I say though, Michael, our first major meeting is the one that's coming up that you mentioned, and our whole idea is that we're putting everybody together, we want everyone to come along, from the most rabid greenie (if you want to call them that, and I don't wish to be insulting in that) through to businessmen who want to exploit things totally as well. We have not formed our policies yet, we are just trying to start discussions because the policies will be formed at our meeting. 

Michael Duffy: Walter, if we can come back to fisheries. What about the area of aquiculture, of fish farming? Is Australia doing all right there? 

Walter Starck: Again, very poorly. Less than half of the production of New Zealand, one-thirtieth that of Thailand and Vietnam, a much smaller production than most European countries, and yet we have one of the longest coastlines and most unpolluted waters in the world. We've got ideal conditions for it, but again it's been virtually strangled at birth by such a maze of regulations. Our total aquaculture production now is coming out to about 40,000 tonnes. Globally, aquiculture is the fastest growing food producing sector in the world, and in total it's now producing 60% as much as the total of wild caught fisheries. But here it's just very difficult to get started. 

I understand that here in Queensland in the last three years there hasn't been a new application for aquiculture, and all the people that I've talked to that are already in it, they've all said that if they had to do it over again they wouldn't do it because once they got started they found that it was just an ongoing maze of regulations and they're never sure if they're going to be able to complete their project or not, and when they have finally been able to complete it, they've found that they have been restricted in so many ways it's cost them far more than anything they ever imagined. Their ability to expand has been limited, their ability to diversify has been cut off, and what they've got left is something which is of marginal economic value. In fact quite a few operations have closed down in recent years while they're thriving elsewhere. 

Michael Duffy: Don, can I ask you about water? There's water in the capital cities and there's water, I guess, for farming. How do you see those issues going? 

Don Burke: Water is a big issue, and it might sound as if I'm being a bit crazy when I say I often feel that the issue with water is bad population policy. I don't think they can be separated. If you look at, say, for instance, the north-western sector of Sydney, the state government is moving roughly a million people in there. Now, what I don't understand is, that land is government land, so Landcom land, so they get it all into their coffers so it's economically wonderful for government, but what I don't understand is why would you move another million people into the outskirts of Sydney when you're already running into serious water shortages...and I don't mean the drought, I just mean general water storages, because they never built the extra water storage. 

Why are they moving a million people in there? And I suspect partly the answer to that is that stupid concept, a bit like multiculturalism that maybe is never going to work, and the one that really won't work is the concept of decentralisation. As if you can send people out into a desert or something. The idea in principle I think was right, but I think sensitive placement and development of populations within Australia, in zones where water is achievable in one form or another is a critical thing. I think our basic city planning is appalling; it has never really faced who we are, what the country is and what the implications of population management are. 

Michael Duffy: And what's the first step in that? Do you think we need a population policy? 

Don Burke: I would like to see a group set up...again, I love the Landcare model...a la the Landcare model where you bring along people who don't represent any particular group but have a lot of different forms of expertise and interests, get them together and develop a population policy which is based on all of those things; energy supply, water supply and so on. And I think that that would fundamentally and radically change the future of Australia in terms of sustainability. 

Michael Duffy: You've heard what Walter has been saying about the problems in the fishing industry which are very strange and I want to go back to him in a moment and ask him why he thinks they've come about. Do you have a feeling that that sort of over-regulation is extensive and applies to others areas you'll be looking at? 

Don Burke: Well, it's certainly true in the fish one. Firstly, just let me say I support Walter in what he's saying there. Some of the other issues then...if you look at national parks, they are a mess. We've declared a lot of national parks and clearly, for one reason or another, we seem unable to manage them. I think that's so tragic. I visited so many parks that are just areas for horrible weeds to spread because they're unable to manage them properly and so on...not that I'm against national parks, I'm absolutely for them, I just think that either they don't get enough money or there's some poor management issues there. 

There's a whole range of issues where...for instance, the average punter in Australia has no control over its own wildlife. They've put in all these terribly restrictive laws like if you rescue an animal and it can't be re-released into the wild you're supposed to kill it. Now, I think that is absolutely outrageous. Imagine if those people got into our criminal justice system, maybe you'd be killed if you had some parking fines and you went to jail. I really think we need to get emotions out of a whole range of these decisions, get excessive regulation out, and work out ways of sharing power through the community in a balanced and stable way. 

Michael Duffy: I'd like to ask both of you why you think Australia got it so wrong. Walter, you've described a very strange situation where Australia seems to have gone off in a different direction to most other countries. Why do you think we've done this in the fishery area? 

Walter Starck: Part of it I think stems from the fact that we have had it so good. You know, we've got a small population and a wealth of resources, and we're an affluent society and we've been able to afford a lot of mistakes. We've built a large bureaucracy that's involved in managing these things and that's part of the problem. Part of it is the urbanisation of our society. I mean, 90% of the population lives in half a dozen cities and the major regional centres, and they don't really have much contact with the environment, it's more of a romantic notion of the outback and an unspoiled environment. But the realities of food production and so forth are not something that most people have much understanding of. 

Michael Duffy: And there does seem to be just an issue here of sheer knowledge. Can I ask you to tell us the story of the Murray cod which I've seen you writing about elsewhere? 

Walter Starck: A few years back there was a large, long-term survey done by the fisheries department in NSW on the Murray Basin, and they spent several years and made thousands of samples. During this they only took a very small number of Murray cod, I think it was half a dozen or a dozen or something, and they concluded that the Murray cod was virtually extinct in the areas in which they had surveyed. During that same period of time the recreational fishermen in the same general regions of the river took over 200,000 Murray cod, most of which were released because they were under size or whatever, but the recreational people got 200,000 while the biologists got half a dozen. So that's how far out of balance some of these things can be. 

Michael Duffy: That's an extraordinary reflection on theory versus practical experience, isn't it. 

Walter Starck: Yes. 

Michael Duffy: Don, can I ask you...I mean, pulling back from the individual issues, have you got any sense that we've gone wrong for some particular reason? 

Don Burke: It is a funny little country, Australia. I think that there are a lot of basic misunderstandings. Michael Archer, who was going to be talking at our conference I think, is one of those radical and different sorts of thinkers who are trying to jolt us out of conventional thinking. For instance, the Asians don't think about Asia like the Europeans think about Europe, and that's appropriate in both cases, and I think that our minds are not firmly rooted in Australia yet. Clearly Australia has had great difficulty in just facing the basics of who we are, what the country is and how you manage it. 

Michael Duffy: Thanks very much to both of you for coming on the program today. Don Burke is a gardener and chairman of the Australian Environment Foundation, and Walter Starck is a marine biologist who lives in Queensland and he's an expert on coral reefs and fisheries. The AEF is holding its first conference in Brisbane on 23 and 24 September. You can get more information from the website which is http://www.aefweb.info/. I'll be there and, as Don just said, Mike Archer will be there too.
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