Flimsy net to justify bans
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A STATE Government minister has been reduced to using an article on a website about the Bahamas to spruik the scientific benefits of creating marine parks in NSW.
The Daily Telegraph can reveal no specific scientific studies have been done to justify the creation of the parks, which cover more than a thirdof the 1,189,000ha of coastal water overseen by the Government. 

And a top fisheries scientist has attacked the supposed scientific basis of their creation. 

Coastal residents from Tweed Heads to Eden - many lifelong Labor voters - are also promising a backlash against the Government at the next election as they see recreational fishing spots are being put out of bounds with no science to justify the restrictions. 

Towns which rely on holidaying fishers also fear economic devastation. 

Primary Industries Minister Ian Macdonald called The Daily Telegraph after learning of the paper's investigation into the issue. 

When specifically asked to provide proof of scientific studies to support his Government's decision to enforce marine parks in the state, Mr Macdonald said the evidence was in an article on the website newscientist.com. 

The article Fishing ban comes to the aid of the coral reef stated fishing restrictions were the unexpected saviours of a reef in the Bahamas that had been overrun by algae and seaweed. 

"Marine parks work," Mr Macdonald said, without providing further proof. 

The Daily Telegraph is unaware of algae or seaweed as a major issue affecting the state's offshore reefs. 

A Government source confirmed there had been no scientific work to show the kinds of marine parks being put in place produced the type of biodiversity Mr Macdonald wanted. 

"The jury is out on whether fish stocks have or will improve with the marine parks we have," the source said. 

"There is no pre-existing science that shows it works."

While large marine parks and exclusion areas as in the Great Barrier Reef showed stocks had changed, the source said the smaller sanctuary zones - where fishing is generally banned outright - were "biological nonsense". 

"They are so small the fish will move in and out and the only things that will benefit are oysters and abalone, which don't move," the insider added. 

While there are advocates for the parks, world-renowned NSW marine biologist Julian Pepperell said those people were not scientists. 

"There is a need for marine parks ... but we don't need to rush in, which has been the case for many parks. There needs to be more homework," he said. 

Dr Pepperell added the consultation process had been poor for Bateman's Bay, Cape Byron and Port Stephens, where the Government had rushed the projects through. 

"Once they are declared they are set in stone and that can be trouble," he said. 

Dr Pepperell said recreational fishermen argued from a reasonable position against total lock-outs, as fishing had been a vital economic and social platform in communities for - in some cases - more than 100 years. 

"Another argument is that all fish are over-fished and marine parks are a saviour to fishing stocks. Their arguments are spurious," he said. 

"There is little proof this happens. Marine parks protect fish that don't move around like rock cod and grouper. 

"Pelagic fish, which are surface dwellers like tuna, mackerel and marlin, pass through marine parks and are fished on the surface, and have no impact on biodiversity of reef areas."

Fishing groups and National Party MPs, whose electorates straddle several marine parks, claim the Government rolled out the parks in a blatant bid to duchess Green preferences. 

But both the Government and the Greens insist no deal has been made. 

Affected towns from Batemans Bay to Byron Bay have staged protests to force a reversal of park declarations. 

Residents fear fishing bans in marine parks will spell the end of tourism - costing each community millions. 

Batemans Bay businesses say the restrictions will cost the area up to $50 million a year in lost business and jobs. 

Each park comprises areas where fishing is totally banned, known as sanctuary zones. 

"They are usually the best spots and we are left to fish where there are vast sandy deserts and no fish," Coastal Rights Association chief Jack Tait said. 

At Port Stephens, the most recent park gazetted, recreational fishermen are considering a legal challenge. 

"We are not opposed to marine parks but there is no point in locking out the family fisherman as they have no impact," EcoFishers chief executive Ken Thirlow said. 

A spokesman from Environment Minister Bob Debus's office said it was clear Batemans Marine Park was being used as a political football. 

"The Labor Government has a plan to protect our coastal environment - the Coalition has not," the spokesman said. 

Greens MLC Ian Cohen, who admits to eating fish, supports marine parks but doesn't feel the current arrangement has been implemented properly. 

"If we did a deal with marine parks then there would be better marine parks," he said. "What I'm saying is there has been no deal."

