
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
The Director 
Wildlife Trade Assessments Section  

Department of Agriculture, Water, and the Environment  

GPO Box 858  

CANBERRA ACT 2601  

21/01/2021  

Dear Director,  

Re: Comment on the application for export approval as a Wildlife Trade 

Operation (WTO) for the Northern Territory (NT) Barramundi Fishery (BF). 

The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS), Humane Society International 

(HSI), Environment Centre Northern Territory (ECNT) and Keep Top End Coasts 

Healthy (KTECH) appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the NTBF as 

part of the assessment under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) for the  WTO approval for this fishery.  

The NTBF operates in Aboriginal owned sea country, as recognised under the 

Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976.  We recognise Aboriginal 

people's connection to this country remains strong and both target and threatened 

species taken by this fishery have cultural significance. We support Indigenous rights 

and knowledge to be at the forefront of the management of this fishery. 

 

We welcome the current reformation of the NTBF, noting the re-establishment of the 

Management Advisory Committee (MAC) for the first time since it expired in 2017 and the 

MAC’S first meeting on 1 September 20211.  

 

However, there are grave concerns that the NTBF has sought WTO accreditation prior to any 

formal development of an appropriate management framework that adequately addresses the 

                                                
1 https://afta.net.au/nt-barramundi-fishery-management-advisory-committee/ 



‘severe’ and ‘high’ risks it poses to several threatened, endangered and protected species 

(TEPS), and highly vulnerable secondary and byproduct species (which are likely to become the 

most valuable component of an export fishery, as a swim bladder market). Issues specific to risk 

mitigation of TEPS and broader management framework are discussed in the Appendix. 

 

AMCS, HSI, ECNT and KTECH strongly recommend that the NTBF not be accredited with 

a WTO at this point in time because of the lack of management framework suitable for a modern 

day, environmentally sustainable fishery that meets the requirements of the guidelines used by 

the Department to assess fisheries against a WTO. Valuable export components of the NTBF 

are swim-bladders (from threadfin salmon and black jewfish) and shark fin, products both 

associated with illegal fishing and trade23. Therefore, the NTBF urgently requires robust and 

appropriate controls to mitigate illegal fishing and overfishing before being granted any ability to 

export products. 

 

We envision that a future WTO for the NTBF includes a number of conditions that are robust, 

measurable, urgently-implemented and time-bound to ensure that once this fishery gains 

access to international markets, any potential increase in environmental impact is significantly 

mitigated against. In the Appendix, we have listed recommended conditions to address current 

issues. 

 

Kind regards,  

  
 

Dr Leonardo Guida  

Shark Campaign Lead 
Australian Marine Conservation 
Society 

Lawrence Chlebeck 

Marine Biologist 
Humane Society International 

Shar Molloy 
Co-Director 
Environment Council 
Northern Territory 

 

  

Adele Pedder 

Manager 

Keep Top End Coasts Healthy 

  

                                                
2
 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-09-01/black-jewfish-bladder-blackmarket-queensland-fisheries/11457106  

3 https://www.ntsc.com.au/content/media-releases-2/nt-seafood-council-calls-on-further-action-to-stop-illegal-trade-of-swim-

bladders  
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APPENDIX 

 
The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS), Humane Society International (HSI), 

Environment Centre Northern Territory (ECNT) and Keep Top End Coasts Healthy (KTECH) 

recommend rejecting this application (in its current form) for Wildlife Trade Operation (WTO) 

accreditation based on the issues described in detail below. We recommend that before the 

Fisheries Division of the Northern Territory (NT) Department of Tourism Industry and Trade 

(DITT) reapplies for the NT Barramundi Fishery’s (NTBF) WTO accreditation, they are required 

to meet the conditions outlined at the end of each respective section below. 

 

Risk Mitigation for ‘Severe’ and ‘High’ risk threatened, endangered, and protected 

species (TEPS). 

 

The NTBF environmental risk assessment (ERA) 2021 has several TEPS assessed as ‘severe’ 

or ‘high’ risk with no formal mitigation strategies and/or management measures in place to 

mitigate these risks (Fig. 1). 

 

The NTBF in its current form is likely to continue contributing to the cumulative risk and 

extinction trajectory of the green and leatherback turtles, as well as the localised extinction of 

subpopulations of inshore dolphin species given their relatively small home ranges of only a few 

hundred kilometers (Brown et al. 2016 p.). 

 

The NTBF has a disproportionately negative impact on sawfish and river shark (Glyphis spp) 

populations. The fishery does not have any ‘fins naturally attached’ rule and there is no 

confidence that illegal finning is not occurring given the very poor observer coverage. There are 

ongoing concerns for the treatment of sawfish whereby rostrums are removed because of 

perceived safety concerns at best, or at worst, for the collection and sale of curios. Mortality 

levels of sawfish reported in the NTBF application (Fig. 2; dwarf: 31/166 = 19%; green: 31/87 = 

36%, narrow: 136/1305 = 10%) are also concerning and likely underreported given that at-

vessel mortality levels of ~40% across species were reported in an observer study in the NTBF 

(Field et al. 2008). In 2020, fishers in the NTBF reported 136 narrow sawfish deaths (which 

does not include additional post-release mortality) which is thought to have potential population-

level impacts such as localised depletion if mortality is concentrated in a particular region 

(Feutry et al. 2021). Inconsistencies in logbook reports since 2016 indicate considerable levels 

of underreporting of interactions. Whilst interaction rates for sawfish species may be attributed 

to better species identification and reporting by fishers, zero interactions with northern river 

sharks up until 2020 is almost certainly inaccurate. Importantly, There exists an opportunity to 

integrate improvements to the NTBF in its pre-accreditation as a WTO with the current review of 

the Sawfish and River Shark Multi-Species Recovery Plan. 

 

Recommended conditions: 

 

Prior to WTO accreditation DITT is to; 

● Implement a ‘fins naturally attached’ rule for all sharks and rays caught in the NTBF. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3GwD7z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3GwD7z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3GwD7z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ax8RUZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ax8RUZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ax8RUZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PwULq2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PwULq2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PwULq2


● Implement electronic monitoring on all vessels with data reviewed at level that is 

statistically determined as an accurate and robust representation of total fishing effort 

and spatial distribution. 

● Develop and implement a ‘Protected Species Management Strategy’4 that includes but is 

not limited to; 

○ Mortality thresholds for TEPS that support species recoveries, and that trigger a 

fishery closure (whole or in part) determined by biologically relevant regions 

specific to the species’ home range. 

○ Identification and protection of critical habitats for ‘severe’ and ‘high’ risk species. 

○ Implement world’s best catch handling practices to maximise the survivorship of 

all bycatch (incl. TEPS) and improve fisher safety. 

○ Net attendance rules that reduce interaction with TEPS, and in the event of an 

interaction, minimise the time TEPS are spent caught in a net. 

 

 
Figure 1. Excerpt from NTBF ERA identifying risks posed to TEPS. 

 

                                                
4 A similar process was undertaken by Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries for the 
management reform in the East Coast Inshore Fishery. See 
https://www.publications.qld.gov.au/dataset/queensland-fisheries-harvest-strategies/resource/38dcb9a7-
219e-489e-8e36-4324b19f1e50  

https://www.publications.qld.gov.au/dataset/queensland-fisheries-harvest-strategies/resource/38dcb9a7-219e-489e-8e36-4324b19f1e50
https://www.publications.qld.gov.au/dataset/queensland-fisheries-harvest-strategies/resource/38dcb9a7-219e-489e-8e36-4324b19f1e50


 
Figure 2. Excerpt from NTBF WTO application reporting interactions and mortality rates of 

TEPS. 

 

 

Independent monitoring 

 

Independent monitoring in the NTBF is very poor, and acknowledged in the WTO application as 

‘sparse since 2017’. We welcome proposals by industry to allow DITT access to three vessels 

for independent monitoring. However, there is no indication as to what proportion of fishing 

effort or spatial coverage in the fishery this represents, or whether independent monitoring is 

human or electronic (i.e. on-board cameras). Furthermore, fisher behaviour is altered under 

observation and there is a likelihood the three vessels chosen for monitoring will not be 

representative of fishing practices of the fishery as a whole. As mentioned above, the significant 

levels of underreporting in recent years (Fig. 2) are likely to continue without robust independent 

monitoring -  while improved fisher reporting in 2019 and 2020 is welcome, it serves to highlight 

the scale of gross underreporting that has been occurring across the fishery. 

 

There is no indication of how the fishery’s environmental performance will be reported to the 

public to ensure public confidence, particularly given the range of TEPS at risk in the fishery. It 

is crucial that independent observer data is analysed and reported regularly so that this 

information is disseminated to the public frequently and in a timely manner. There are risks that 

observer findings can be delayed for multiple years, as exemplified in the New South Wales 

Ocean Trawl Fishery which is yet to publish its observer data from 2014-2019. 

 

A lack of independent monitoring significantly increases the risk of illegal trade in shark fin and 

swim bladder not being detected. We acknowledge that some controls exist to mitigate illegal 



activities and overfishing (i.e. maximum shark and jewfish fillet weight retained, and swim-

bladder tagging), but without adequate independent observation such controls are weak. 

Access to an international market is likely to increase the demand for shark fin and swim 

bladder from the NTBF and therefore incentivise further illegal activity and overfishing. 

 

Recommended conditions: 

 

Prior to WTO accreditation DITT is to; 

● Implement electronic monitoring on all vessels with data reviewed at level that is 

statistically determined as an accurate and robust representation of total fishing effort 

and spatial distribution. 

● Collect observer data annually, with data analysed and reported to the public every six 

months. Reports are to specifically detail the extent of observer coverage by space, 

effort, and fisher participation rate. 

 

Inadequate management arrangements for high-value secondary and byproduct species 

 

We are concerned this application misrepresents the intent of the proponent for the export 

fishery, and the potential impacts of the fishery. While this is a barramundi fishery in name, and 

barramundi is the primary species by volume sold into the domestic market; barramundi holds 

low market value in an export capacity, where it competes with other wild-caught fish and 

farmed barramundi from SE Asia. 

  

Recent reports show that local wild barramundi fishers have seen returns of <$20/kg for 

barramundi5, and owing to the relatively long fishing trip durations and lack of logistical 

infrastructure, the NTBF has not delivered the highest quality and prices to the domestic market 

relative to other domestic barramundi fisheries. 

  

Conversely, recent reports show Australian fishers have seen returns from export markets for 

swim bladders from species listed as secondary or byproduct in this application, such as black 

jewfish of >$800/kg6. It is our understanding that there is an intent to export threadfin and 

potentially barramundi swim bladders as well, and it is known that international fishing in the 

region for swim bladders has created significant conservation issues for Australian TEP species 

(Ben-Hasan et al. 2021). Similarly, Australian fishers continue to contribute to the lucrative, and 

increasing trade in shark fin (Winfield 2021). 

  

In our view it is unlikely (if not economically irrational) that this application’s intent is to secure 

accreditation for sustainable export fishery focused on barramundi, though the great majority of 

the application is based on management of this species. In contrast, species like black jewfish 

or blacktip shark (fins) that are orders of magnitude more valuable to export markets are barely 

mentioned. 

                                                
5 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-05-17/barramundi-industry-collapses-in-nt-fishermen-going-broke/9770022  
6 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-12-23/qld-govt-tackles-black-jewfish-black-market/100720670  
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We would expect a sophisticated, modern and precautionary harvest strategy to be in place, 

and a highly robust compliance framework, for any fishery yielding $100s/kg to fishers. 

  

Further, if Australia is looking to support a contemporary export trade for high value wildlife body 

parts from ecologically vulnerable animals and environments (considering that Australia has 

participated constructively in international forums and conventions aimed at regulating and 

restricting such trade) we might expect a responsible approach to implement (as a prerequisite) 

a sophisticated regulatory and compliance framework. Such frameworks are already applied to 

native hardwoods, reptiles, birds, and high value fisheries such as lobster, pearls and abalone 

as part of responsible and sustainable management. None of that is evident in this application. 

 

Inadequate management of biological stock structure and potential for localised 

depletion 

 

Key target, secondary and vulnerable byproduct species exhibit an inadequately understood but 

very fine spatial scale biological stock-structuring, likely at the level of individual catchments. 

There are few controls or management arrangements on the fishery that are able to effectively 

detect and prevent localised depletion in the absence of this understanding. 

 

Barramundi 

 

The stock structure of barramundi is unknown, but separate biological stocks of barramundi are 

considered to exist at the scale of individual river catchments across northern Australia (Keenan 

1994, 2000; Jerry et al. 2013). 

 

There are concerns that under current management arrangements, fishing pressure at localised 

scales (eg. river system) is insufficiently controlled and is potentially driving stock depletions of 

between 40-60%. 

 

King threadfin 

 

Evidence currently suggests stock structuring of king threadfin being separated by as little as 

tens of kilometers (Welch et al. 2010). Similar to barramundi, there are concerns that under 

current management arrangements, fishing pressure at localised scales (eg. river system) is 

insufficiently controlled and is potentially driving stock depletions of between 40-60%. 

 

Our organisations are concerned that there is potential for a swim bladder export market to be 

pursued by industry which, as experience has shown for black jewfish (described hereafter), 

could create dramatically different and skewed incentives for fishing effort and intensity to 

change relative to fishing only for the domestic market. In the absence of fishery controls and 

data collection to address this issue, we consider there is a very high likelihood of serious 

environmental impacts. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mUhs6z
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Black Jewfish 

 

Separate biological stocks exist at the scale of tens of kilometres in NT waters (Saunders et al. 

2016). There are currently no tools to manage the NTBF at the appropriate spatial scale and 

according the 2020 Status of Australian Fish Stocks for black jewfish7, “...it is extremely difficult 

to collect relevant biological, and catch and effort information to assess each of these individual 

fine-scale biological stocks, although this fine-scale stock structure is an explicit consideration 

for fishery managers. Due to the logistic and operational constraints of the relevant monitoring, 

assessment and management agencies, assessment is only feasible at the jurisdictional level. 

This approach assumes that the assessment of stock status within a jurisdictional assessment 

unit is relevant to all biological stocks within that assessment unit.”  

 

It has been understood by managers and industry for several years that Black Jewfish are 

highly vulnerable to localised depletion, and that sustainable management of their fisheries must 

take this stock structure into account. According to (Saunders et al. 2016), “The finding by this 

project that (Black Jewfish has) fine-scale stock structures needs to be taken into consideration 

by managing the fisheries that harvest them. Overfishing of these species in the Darwin region 

highlights their vulnerability to serial depletion of localised stocks.”  

 

The only current explicit control referred to in the proponent’s application is a limit on black 

jewfish fillet retention, which does not explicitly constrain the mortality of black jewfish fishing 

targeting swim bladders. Our organisations’ view is that accrediting the export of products from 

the NTBF is likely to, as it has in the case of Queensland’s East Coast Inshore Fishery8, turn 

black jewfish into one of, if not the most economically valuable fish species in the NT 

jurisdiction. Sustainable management would also anticipate this and ensure a highly robust, 

spatially explicit and environmentally precautionary regulatory and compliance regime was in 

place well in advance of opening export opportunities. 

 

Recommended conditions: 

 

Prior to WTO accreditation DITT is to; 

● Prohibit export of swim bladder products until management and monitoring capability, 

highly precautionary and appropriate to the biological stock structure and/or vulnerability 

of barramundi, threadfins and black jewfish is in place; 

● immediately conduct stock assessments for key target, secondary and byproduct 

species at an appropriate spatial resolution to understand and monitor individual 

biological stocks; 

● Development, resource and implement robust compliance protocols to ensure there is 

no additional risk of black-market swim bladder fishing as a result of creating local export 

opportunities. 

 

                                                
7 https://fish.gov.au/report/369-Black-Jewfish-2020  
8 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-09-01/black-jewfish-bladder-blackmarket-queensland-fisheries/11457106  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1w0lJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1w0lJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1w0lJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1w0lJl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SiY0qG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SiY0qG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SiY0qG
https://fish.gov.au/report/369-Black-Jewfish-2020
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-09-01/black-jewfish-bladder-blackmarket-queensland-fisheries/11457106


References: 

 

Ben-Hasan A, Sadovy de Mitcheson Y, Cisneros-Mata MA, Jimenez ÉA, Daliri M, Cisneros-

Montemayor AM, Nair RJ, Thankappan SA, Walters CJ, Christensen V (2021) ‘China’s 

fish maw demand and its implications for fisheries in source countries’ Marine Policy 

132, 104696. doi:10.1016/j.marpol.2021.104696 

Brown AM, Bejder L, Pollock KH, Allen SJ (2016) ‘Site-Specific Assessments of the Abundance 

of Three Inshore Dolphin Species to Inform Conservation and Management’ Frontiers in 

Marine Science 3,. Available at 

https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fmars.2016.00004 [Verified 21 January 2022] 

Feutry P, Laird A, Davies C-L, Devloo‐Delva F, Fry G, Johnson G, Gunasekera RM, Marthick 

JR, Kyne PM (2021) ‘Population structure of Narrow Sawfish Anoxypristis cuspidata 

across northern Australia.’ (CSIRO Oceans & Atmosphere, Hobart: Hobart) Available at 

https://www.nespmarine.edu.au/document/population-structure-narrow-sawfish-

anoxypristis-cuspidata-across-northern-australia [Verified 7 December 2021] 

Field IC, Charters R, Buckworth RC, Meekan MG, Bradshaw C (2008) Distribution and 

abundance of Glyphis and sawfishes in northern Australia and their potential interactions 

with commercial fisheries. Dept of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts, 

Available at http://hdl.handle.net/2440/49088 [Verified 7 December 2021] 

Jerry D, Smith-Keune C, Hodgson L, Pirozzi I, Carton AG, Hutson KS, Brazenor AK, Trujillo 

Gonzalez A, Gamble S, Collins G, Vanderwal J (2013) Vulnerability of an Iconic 

Australian Finfish (Barramundi - Lates calcarifer) and Aligned Industries to Climate 

Change across Tropical Australia. Report Fisheries Research and Development 

Corporation, Douglas, QLD, Australia. Available at 

http://frdc.com.au/research/Documents/Final_reports/2010-521-DLD.pdf [Verified 20 

January 2022] 

Keenan C (1994) ‘Recent evolution of population structure in Australian barramundi, Lates 

calcarifer (Bloch): An example of isolation by distance in one dimension’ 

doi:10.1071/MF9941123 

Keenan CP (2000) ‘Should we allow human-induced migration of the Indo–West Pacific fish, 

barramundi Lates calcarifer (Bloch) within Australia?’ Aquaculture Research 31, 121–

131. doi:10.1046/j.1365-2109.2000.00442.x 

Saunders T, Barton D, Crook D, Ovenden J, Saunders R, Taillebois L, Taylor J, Travers MJ, 

Dudgeon C, Maher S, Welch DJ (2016) Optimising the management of tropical reef fish 

through the development of Indigenous scientific capability. Report NT Fishery Report 

No. 117, Darwin, Northern Territory. 

Welch DJ, Ballagh A, Newman SJ, Lester RJ, Moore B, van Herwerden L, Horne J, Allsop Q, 

Saunders T, Stapley J, Gribble NA (2010) Defining the Stock Structure of Northern 

Australia’s Threadfin Salmon Species. Report James Cook University, Townsville, QLD, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr


Australia. Available at http://frdc.com.au/research/Documents/Final_reports/2007-032-

DLD.pdf [Verified 20 January 2022] 

Winfield K (2021) ‘Management of the Shark Fin Trade to and from Australia.’ (Environmental 

Defenders Office: Australia) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ki9hFr

