
If you believe half of what you hear in the media you might be forgiven 
for thinking that Australia’s rivers and oceans will be emptied of fish 
before your next fishing trip. I opened the paper recently and was 

confronted with a headline that screamed “All seafood will run out by 
2050!!” Really…?

When faced with claims like this the natural response for many is to do a bit of sleuthing 
to try and work out if they know what they’re talking about. But where do you go if you 
want to find out about the status of our fish stocks in Australia?”

Last year the Fisheries Research and 
Development Corporation recognised that 
the Australian community were concerned 
and confused about the status of Australia’s 
fish stocks, and so they commissioned 
a fantastic resource entitled ‘Status of 
Key Australian Fish Stocks Reports 2012’. 
Around 80 of Australia’s top fisheries 
researchers worked together to conduct 
robust scientific assessments of forty-nine 
key species or species groups around 
Australia. That might not sound like many, 
but these species/groups collectively 
contribute around 70% of the total catch, 
and around 80% of the total value of 
Australia’s wild-capture fisheries.
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The researchers examined the available data for each 
species/species group to determine whether the abundance (or 

biomass) and level of harvest are sustainable. Each of the species/
species groups were classified into one of five categories:

Sustainable:  this means the biomass is big enough to ensure that, on 
 average, recruitment (survival of fish from eggs to   
 reproductive age) is adequate, and fishing pressure is well 
 controlled to avoid overfishing.

Transitional-recovering:  biomass has been reduced so that recruitment is low, 
 but management is enabling stocks to recover

Transitional-depleting:  recruitment is satisfactory for the time being, but fishing 
 pressure is too high.

Overfished:  biomass has been reduced so that recruitment is low, and 
 management is not adequate to recover the stock

Undefined: not enough information exists to assess status.

Happily, the report shows that the vast majority of Australian fish stocks are healthy and 
well-managed. The only two species listed in the report as ‘overfished’ were Southern 
Bluefin Tuna and School Shark, both of which have rebuilding strategies in place and 
are already showing signs of recovery (these findings highlight the importance of 
having a good handle on how many of these species rec fishos catch, and the survival 
rate of released fish - see “Social Science” article in this edition for info on research 
underway in this area).

The report highlighted the need to keep an eye on Snapper in 
South Australia’s Spencer Gulf and Bigeye Tuna in the pacific, as 

both were classified as “Transitional-depleting”. 

18 populations were categorized as ‘Undefined’ because 
insufficient data was available.

The report itself is fairly substantial, but if you’re like me you will enjoy having a hard 
copy on your bookshelf to flick through whenever you have a question about a particular 
species (available from the good folks at FRDC). Alternatively, there’s a website (www.
fish.gov.au) which provides all of the results in a simple, easy to use form, as well as 
information about the different fishing techniques used.

In 2014 the FRDC and their co- contributors will commence the next edition which will 
include assessment of more species, and implementation of the results of a recently 
completed project by CSIRO to help with the assessment of data-poor species. That’s 
potentially a good thing for us fishos, as many of the species that we catch currently 
fall into this category. 


