
Understanding through 
citizen Science

ARTICLE & IMAGES BY MATT BARWICK, RECFISHING RESEARCH

fact, fish health issues and their 
impacts on local fishers never left the 
headlines of Australian newspapers 

for a solid 6-month period – perhaps the first 
time that fishing held the public’s focus for 
such a consistent period (if only it were under 
better circumstances!). 

Recreational fishers were among those who 
raised the alarm early on in Gladstone, re-
affirming that Australia’s 4-5 million-odd 
recreational fishers truly are an important 
part of the security/quality control network. 
This has led to the recent emergence of a new 
era in fisheries monitoring, as managers, big 
industry and politicians begin to appreciate 
the enormous potential that exists to harness 

the passion, dedication and sheer person-
power of the recreational fishing community 
through ‘Citizen Science’ monitoring 
programs.

For example, ‘Project Gladfish’ was set up 
in 2011 with funding from the coal seam 
gas company QGC in the Gladstone Region 
under its Social Impact Management Plan 
associated with a Liquid Natural Gas plant on 
Curtis Island. 

If you opened a newspaper 
during 2011 chances are 
you were greeted by an 
article about fish health 
concerns in the Gladstone 
region, and the many 
possible causes/likely 
impacts for local fishers...

This picture of local gun fisher Bob Pirie with a huge 

barra with power station in the background highlights 

that the fishing community can live in harmony with big 

industry, and even benefit from it occasionally, so long as 

proper measures are in place to protect the health of local 

waterways and fish stocks.  

(courtesy of Bill Sawynok) 



in partner-
ship with the 
G l a d s t o n e 

Sportfishing Club, Infofish Australia took an 
innovative approach to collecting data on the 
local fishery – by enlisting the help of fishers 
themselves to collect, analyze and report on 
findings. 

Project leader, Bill Sawynok explains: “Project 
Gladfish has been instrumental in capturing 
fascinating information on the local fishery 
and factors – both positive and negative 
– which drive it. For example, fish health 
issues were still at the forefront of people’s 
minds when this project started in 2011, and 
everyone was trying to work out what had 
caused the problems (and may still for a 
long time to come). Project Gladfish helped 
to develop a picture of the fish population at 
the time (or at least the proportion that were 
susceptible to fishing), and will do for the 
project’s duration”.

Project Gladfish has also helped to track the 
movement of approximately 20,000 trophy-

sized Barra that are thought to have come over 
the dam wall at Awoonga in late 2010/early 
2011 when the dam spilled for the first time 
since the dam wall was raised in 2002. This 
changed the fishery downstream overnight, 
creating a trophy fishery of epic proportions 
and creating a temporary Mecca for fishers 
who flocked to the area in their thousands in 
hope of bagging a metre+ Barra. 

Predictably, it also attracted the focus of 
the local commercial fishers who enjoyed a 
1600% increase in catch rate in 2011, creating 
a fascinating and, at times, heated microcosm 
of the resource sharing issues that we are 
grappling with in many of our fish stocks 
around Australia. 

Of possibly greatest importance given the 
resource boom we continue to enjoy in rural 
Australia, Citizen Science initiatives such as 
Project Gladfish provide a great opportunity 
for big industry to work with the community in 
monitoring potential impacts cost effectively, 
whilst also building relationships with local 
communities.

 Bill explains “Project Gladfish has been a 
really useful and cost-effective source of 
valuable information, but perhaps its biggest 
benefit so far has been its vital role in building 
capacity within the recreational fishing 
community to collect data on the fisheries 
that are so important to us. 

Importantly having fishers involved 
increases the credibility and acceptance 
of the information and adds substance to 
the saying that its better to be part of the 
solution rather than being seen as part of the 
problem. Projects like this also provide a great 
opportunity for big industry to invest in local 
communities, showing that they value and 
listen to what the local fishing community 
has to say”

For more information on Project Gladfish click on 
the link below:

http://info-fish.net/gladfish/about-gladfish/ 

or simply ‘like Gladfish on Facebook : 
www.facebook.com/pages/
Gladfish/428613683899857

A nice Gladstone region Barra.  
(Courtesy of Bill Sawynok)

The injection of trophy Barra from Awoonga had an instantaneous impact on 
fishing effort, and local tourism (courtesy of Bill Sawynok)

“Project Gladfish has been instrumental in capturing 
fascinating information on the local fishery and factors 
– both positive and negative – which drive it.”
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