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The decline of black bream in the Blackwood River
Estuary: is restocking an ongoing requirement?

A Workshop Report - April 2007

Introduction

The Western Australian Fish Foundation (WAFF) convened this workshop on February 26,
2007 at the Fremantle Maritime Museum to discuss the implications of the recently-
completed project entitled “Restocking the Blackwood River Estuary with the Black Bream
Acanthopagrus butcheri’, which was funded by the Fisheries Research and Development
(FRDC) Corporation. The Workshop was convened by the WA Fish Foundation and
sponsored by WAFF, the FRDC, Challenger TAFE, Murdoch University, the WA Department
of Fisheries and the Blackwood Basin Group.

The aim of the Workshop was 1). to discuss the results and implications of the above study
on Black bream and of the current environmental condition of the Blackwood River Estuary,
2). to consider whether it would be appropriate to continue restocking this estuary with Black
Bream and 3). to determine what associated issues should be addressed in the future.

This report comprises the Synoptic Overview by Dr Peter Rogers followed by the Workshop
Summary. A number of relevant speakers (see Appendix 1 for the Workshop Schedule)
presented during the morning with the Workshop being conducted during the afternoon.
Attendance was by invitation (50) and the list of the 48 participants can be found at Appendix
2. Power point presentations and/or summaries from the speakers can be found at Appendix

3 and additional Workshop Notes at Appendix 4.
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1: The Synoptic Overview by Dr Peter Rogers

On 26" February 2007, a workshop was held at the Fremantle WA Maritime Museum to
consider the issue of Black Bream stocks in the Blackwood River and the need for

restocking.

The evidence presented pointed to a general decline in the health of the environment of the
riverine and estuarine waters of the Blackwood River Estuary over an extended period since
the early 1970s. This was linked to declining average rainfall (approximately 30%),
consequential reduced run off and river water flow, exacerbated by increased use of
freshwater entrapment for viticulture and other agricultural purposes, rising soil salinity,
increasing concentration of nutrients, particularly nitrogen and phosphate, and, within the
Scott River catchment area, rising acid leaching from acid-sulphate soils.

This combination of factors has significantly reduced freshwater flows into the Blackwood and
has led to increased periods of stratification of oxygen-depleted water, which are detrimental
to those fish occupying the deeper reaches of the river. Evidence of eutrophication has also
been apparent since 2000 through increasing nutrient levels and the appearance of harmful
blue green algae and dinoflagellates that has culminated in an increasing incidence of “fish

deaths” and occasional ulcerated fish around Molloy Island and upstream.

This picture of declining health of the riverine and estuarine system of the Blackwood, and
the knowledge that further development of the catchment, long-term climate change and
falling rainfall levels are likely to occur, suggests that this detrimental environmental trend will

continue.

Black Bream stocks in the Blackwood River Estuary are believed to have declined markedly
during the last two to three decades, on the basis of anecdotal community advice that
catches of this species have continued to fall and little evidence of significant recent
recruitment of juvenile Black Bream. Survey work undertaken by Murdoch University
(Beckley et al. in press) points to a significant reduction in Black Bream catch by recreational
fishers from the river and estuary to about one sixth of that taken in 1973/74 in 2005/2006.
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This fall in catch is despite similar orders of magnitude of fishing effort being applied over

both surveys.

World-acclaimed research on a restocking trial for Black Bream using aquaculture produced
fingerlings, which were chemically tagged for identification and monitoring purposes, proved
very successful. A total of 220,000 Black Bream juveniles were introduced in 2001 and 2002
at a cost of ~$0.50 per released fish. The restocked Black Bream were monitored and
followed through to maturity. Because of high survival (i.e. 35% over 12 months and 16% to
minimum legal length MLL of 250 mm), the cost of each stocked fish that survived to reach
the MLL was estimated to be only $1.60, exclusive of the cost of monitoring. Monitoring and
chemical tagging increased the cost to $2.19 per fish for each recruit entering the fishery.
Restocking of Black Bream in the Blackwood was thus very cost effective and therefore

potentially a viable ongoing management option.

The participants at the workshop, when considering the results presented and their
implications for management of the Black Bream stocks, made the following observations:

> The limited annual Black Bream recruitment in the Blackwood River Estuary over recent
years was not apparent in other permanently open south-western Australia estuaries or
indeed in other intermittently open estuaries such as Stokes Inlet, Pallinup River and the

Moore River.

> There is some as yet unidentified unique aspect of the current Blackwood estuary
environment and its impact on the Black Bream population that has led to limited recruitment

since the early 1980s.

> The high survival of restocked fish and subsequent high contributions (in excess of 80%)
of these fish to total catches over 3 years, demonstrates that the residual abundance of wild
Black Bream in the Blackwood River Estuary is low. Low reported commercial and

recreational catches support this view.

» The workshop postulated that failure of recruitment could be a result of environmentally-

induced changes which;

(@)  results in unusually high mortality of larval and/or juvenile wild Black Bream, or
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(b)  produced conditions that were not conducive to spawning and therefore led to very low
levels of breeding stock and thus limited ability to generate sufficient eggs and juvenile
fish to allow population recovery. Continued fishing of residual stocks will exacerbate

this problem.

» Management options to provide for the recovery of the black bream fishery in the

Blackwood estuary include:
. a temporary cessation of all black bream extraction;

= a significant pulse of restocking at an order of magnitude greater than that undertaken

in the research program; or
" an ongoing annual program of lower-level restocking over years.

It was noted that the first two management alternatives were aimed at addressing an
inadequacy of breeding stock. An ongoing program of restocking would be necessary
if some environmental factor in the river or estuarine system, which affected larval
survival or recruitment of wild bream juveniles in early life stages, was irreversible or
too costly to effect.

> [Each of these management options have pros and cons and may need further evaluation
which was beyond the scope of the workshop. This could include a level of risk evaluation.
However, practically, the earlier that management action is taken, noting normal population
lag effects, the greater the benefit and the sooner that Black Bream stocks may return to

historical levels.

> A one or two year pulse restocking of juvenile black bream into the Blackwood estuary, at
a magnitude of scale greater than that which occurred in 2001 and 2002, offers an immediate
pathway for adaptive management and potentially greater social and economic benefits.
This approach, linked with a program of monitoring and research, could assist in evaluating

the following objectives:

(i) Assess and identify any environmental factors affecting larval and early juvenile

Black Bream survival in the Blackwood River Estuary.

(i) Determine timing and optimum sizes for restocking juvenile black bream.
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(i)

Identify any density-dependent factors from restocking impacting on survival, growth
and recovery of restocked fish into the Blackwood estuary and subsequent

contribution to the fishery.

Assess lower cost options for mitigation of any environmental factors identified

impacting on black bream larvae or juvenile survival.

Identify lower cost breeding and hatchery options in situ at the Blackwood River
Estuary for ongoing restocking in the event that ongoing restocking remains the only

viable long-term management alternative.

Consultation with and involvement of the community in the development of adaptive
management solutions for maintaining and improving the Black Bream fishery in the
Blackwood River Estuary for community benefit. This could require further
assessment of different management and funding options not considered thus far for
restocking and environmental mitigation. Options should include various tagging and
licensing approaches, which could assist in management, monitoring and fishing.
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2. The Workshop Summary

2.1 Restocking in estuarine and marine environments

Stock enhancement and restocking into estuarine and marine environments is a relatively
new discipline, marked by the publication of the Blankenship and Leber (1995) paper on
responsible approaches to stock enhancement and restocking and the first International
Symposium on Stock Enhancement and Sea Ranching (ISSER) in 1997 (Bergen, Norway,
Howell et al. 1999). Formal definitions for stock enhancement and restocking are currently
being developed following the third ISSESR in 2006 (Seattle, United States, Bell ef al. in
prep.). Currently, the working definitions for these terms are:

Restocking - the release of cultured juveniles into wild population(s) to restore severely
depleted spawning biomass to a level where it can once again provide regular, substantial
yields. This may involve re-establishment of a species where it is locally extinct to rebuild a

fishery, or for conservation purposes.

Stock enhancement - the release of cultured juveniles into wild population(s) to augment the
natural supply of juveniles and optimise harvests by overcoming recruitment limitation. Note
that recruitment limitation is the rule, rather than the exception for marine species with
pelagic larvae in open ecosystems, even when spawning biomass is at the desired level
(Doherty, 1999; Bell et al., 2005).

From the workshop proceedings, the spawning biomass of the Black Bream population in the
Blackwood River Estuary is probably severely depleted and this species warrants
consideration as a case for a major restocking program in the Blackwood (see below).

2.2 Black bream in the Blackwood

The Black Bream Acanthopagrus butcheri is an estuarine species that is highly prized by
recreational and commercial fishers in temperate Australia. During the workshop, it was
reported that over 60% of the people using the Molloy Island Caravan Park and over 50% of
recreational fishers interviewed in 2005-06 were seeking to catch Black Bream (Beckley and
Prior, this workshop). Recreational fishing on the Blackwood is a major attraction to the
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region, with an estimated 10,000 people visiting the Blackwood in 2005-06 to fish on the river
(Beckley and Prior, this workshop). In 2005-06, anglers spent an estimated 72,000 h fishing,
catching about 132,000 fish and releasing about 70,000 of these fish. Caitch rates of
recreational fishers in 2005-06 were much lower (only about 10%) than those recorded in

1974 (Caputi 1976, Lenanton 1977, Beckley and Prior, this workshop).

Black Bream is found in many of the estuaries along the west and south coast of temperate
Western Australia and from genetic studies, there is little movement of fish between estuaries
(Potter et al. in press). This species spawns in the upper reaches of estuaries in south-
western Australia and there appears to be a link between spawning success, juvenile
recruitment and the level of freshwater flow in these systems. In the Gippsland Lakes,
Victoria, spawning of this species takes place in waters of 20 ppt salinity and the juveniles
are found in shallow waters with aquatic vegetation (Hindell, this workshop). lt is significant
that, in recent years, environmental flows in the Blackwood have typically been lower than in
the 1970s, resulting in marine water moving further up the estuary. The estuary has
subsequently become more stratified and periods of low dissolved oxygen have been

recorded (Robb and Forbes, this workshop, see below).

Since the major survey of the Blackwood in 1974, fish have been surveyed again in the
1990s and since 2002 as part of a trial restocking program in the Blackwood (Potter et al. in
press, Jenkins et al., this workshop). These surveys have found very few ‘wild” juvenile Black
Bream. Anecdotal reports from the workshop indicate that fish in spawning condition are
present in the estuary. This species is also known to spawn under a variety of conditions
once water temperatures reach those required for spawning (Jenkins, Sarre, pers. comm. at
the workshop). These reports suggest that the low numbers of juveniles recorded in the
Blackwood in recent times may be due to poor survival at the larval or juvenile stages of
development. Workshop discussions supported investigating factors contributing to the
successful survival and growth of the larval and juvenile stages of Black Bream in the
Blackwood and in an estuary on the south coast where healthy populations of bream are

currently found, e .g. the Pallinup.
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2.3 Environmental conditions in the Blackwood

Extensive sampling of the water quality in the Blackwood has been carried out by the
Department of Water over the last five years (Robb and Forbes, this workshop) and provides
a basis for comparison with conditions in 1974 (ref from Anne Brierley, this workshop). In
general, recent conditions in the region have been characterised by low rainfall and thus also
river flow. Marked differences in salinity and dissolved oxygen levels of the surface and
bottom waters of the Blackwood have been found over many months, ie. the estuary
becomes stratified and poorly mixed for extended periods (Robb and Forbes, this workshop).
The very low levels of dissolved oxygen in the bottom waters reported over several months
are cause for great concern as they are likely to affect the populations of fish and benthic
invertebrates. Although the levels of nitrogen and phosphorus in the system are relatively
low, acid discharges have been recorded and the catchment of the Blackwood has extensive

areas of acid sulphate soils (Hales, this workshop).

The Blackwood Basin Group has identified the following threats to the system (Hales, this

workshop):

1. salinity;

2. exotic/feral fish (redfin, yabbies);

3. increasing sediment and nutrient loads;

4. increasing acidification arising from exposure and disturbance of acid sulphate soils,
noting that the Hardy Inlet is surrounded by these soils, particularly along the Scott River,
where extensive clearing has taken place; and

5. increasing potential for ground water extraction from the Blackwood catchment.

Overall, the water quality in the Blackwood is poor and has declined significantly since 1874
(Robb and Forbes, this workshop).
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2.4 Trial restocking and potential for further restocking

A very successful collaborative FRDC project between Challenger TAFE (Fremantle) and
Murdoch University has investigated restocking Black Bream into the Blackwood River
(Jenkins et al. this workshop, Potter et al. in press). Mature fish were taken from the
Blackwood, spawned and the larvae reared at Fremantle and marked using a chemical mark
of the ear-bones (otoliths). A total of 70,000 juvenile Black Bream (70 mm in total length and
about 6 months old) were released in 2002 and 150,000 fish (smaller and younger fish) in
2003. The recapture rates of the released fish were very high compared to those of the wild
fish (3 to 10 times higher). The released fish also grew well, although slightly slower than
wild fish, and reached maturity in the Blackwood, indicating that they are likely to contribute
to the spawning stock in the estuary. The costs of producing released fish and monitoring
them in the Blackwood have been estimated as AUD$2.19 per fish ($1.60 per fish if they are
not monitored). The marks in the fish are still evident 5 to 6 years after marking, showing that
the populations could continue to be monitored. The results of the trial restocking are very
encouraging and received international recognition of the quality of the work and the potential
for restocking to rebuild the Black Bream population at the 3 International Symposium on
Stock Enhancement and Sea Ranching (Jenkins et al. this workshop). The next logical

sequence of research to build towards a major restocking program would be to:

1. continue to monitor the 2002 and 2003 releases over the next 2 years;
2. collect and evaluate information on the genetic composition of the wild population and
the released individuals;
3. investigate reasons for slower growth and for later and possibly reduced maturation of
restocked fish;
4. investigate larval and juvenile survival in the system;
5. discuss with various groups the potential for a major responsible restocking program to:
a. define abjectives;
b.  establish protocols;
c. identify risks.
6. Build support for a major program of responsible restocking (Blankenship and Leber
1995, Leber 2002, Molony et al. 2003).

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN FISH FOUNDATION ABN 15-258-462-080 10
Mr Ian Stagles (Chair), PO Box 362, Mount Hawthorn, WA, 6915, Telephone 08 9244 3411, fax 08 44501737, email: * . € o .i 2oy




2.5 References

Bell, J.D., Rothlisberg, P.C., Munro, J.L., Loneragan, N.R., Nash, W.J., Ward, R.D. and
N.L. Andrew. Restocking and stock enhancement of marine invertebrate fisheries.
Advances in Marine Biology 49: 1-374 (2005).

Bell, J. D., Leber, K. M., Blankenship, H. L., Loneragan, N. R. and Reiji Masuda. A New
Era for Restocking, Stock Enhancement and Sea Ranching of Coastal Fisheries
Resources. Reviews in Fisheries Science (in press).

Blankenship, H.L. and K.M. Leber. A responsible approach to marine stock enhancement.
Amer. Fish. Soc. Symp. 15: 67-175 (1995).

Caputi, N. Creel sensus of amateur line fishermen in the Blackwood River Estuary,
Western Australia, during 1974-75. Aust. J. Mar. Freshwater Res., 27: 583-593 (1976).
Doherty, P. Recruitment limitation is the theoretical basis for stock enhancement in
marine populations. pp. 9-21. In: Stock Enhancement and Sea Ranching (Howell, B.R.,
E. Moksness and T. Svasand, Eds.). Oxford, UK: Fishing News Books, Blackwell Science
(1999).

Hodgkin, E. P. Environmental study of the Blackwood River Estuary. Report to the
Estuarine and Marine Advisory Committee of the Environmental Protection Authority No.
1. Estuarine and Marine Advisory Commitiee of the Environmental Protection Authority,
Western Australia. pp. 3-5 (1976).

Howell, B.R., E. Moksness and T. Svasand (Eds.). Stock Enhancement and Sea
Ranching. Fishing News Books, Blackwell Publishing, Oxford (1999).

Leber, K. M. Advances in marine stock enhancement: shifting emphasis to theory and
accountability. In Responsible Marine Aquaculture, pp. 79-90: CAB International (2002)
Lenanton, R. C. J. Aspects of the ecology of fish and commercial crustaceans of the
Blackwood River Estuary Western Australia. West. Aust. Fish. Bull., 19: 7-72 (1977).
Molony, B. W., R. C. J. Lenanton, G. Jackson, and J. Norriss. Stock enhancement as a
fisheries management tool. Rev. Fish Biol. Fish. 13: 409-432 (2003).

Potter, I. C., French, D. J. W., Jenkins, G. |., Hesp, S. A., Hall, N. G. and S. de Lestang.
Comparisons of the growth and gonadal development of cultured and otolith-stained black
bream, Acanthopagrus butcheri, in an estuary with those of its wild stock. Reviews in

Fisheries Science (in press)

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN FISH FOUNDATION ABN 15-258-462-080 11
Mr Ian Stagles (Chair), PO Box 362, Mount Hawthorn, WA, 6915, Telephone 08 9244 3411, fax 08 44501737, email: i: 512 c 2l ik




Appendix 1: The Workshop Schedule 26 February 2007

The decline of black bream in the Blackwood River Estuary:
is restocking an ongoing requirement?

0930 Opening by Dr Patrick Hone - Executive Director Fisheries Research and
Development Corporation

0935 Ian Stagles — Chair of the WA Fish Foundation
Introduce topic and set the scene for the morning

0945 Dr Patrick Hone (Fisheries R&D Corporation)
Priorities For stock enhancement, fish stocking and stock recovery in Australia

1000 Professor Neil Loneragan (Murdoch University)
Outcomes from the 3™ International Symposium on Stock Enhancement and
SeaRanching in Seattle, USA September 2006

1015 Dr Anne Brearley (University of WA)
Historical insights of the Blackwood River Estuary

1030 Dr Malcolm Robb/Dr Vanessa Forbes (Department of Water)
Environmental Report on the Blackwood River, including the 2006 fish-kill

1045 Morning Tea

1115 Greg Hales (Blackwood Basin Group)
Environmental impacts on the Hardy Inlet — a community perspective

1130 Paul Close (Department of Water)
Managing estuarine systems for biodiversity — the influence of environmental flows

1145 Dr Rod Lenanton — WA Department of Fisheries
Management of fishing activities in degraded estuaries

1200 Dr Lynnath Beckley (Murdoch University) and Sheryn Prior
Blackwood River creel survey

1215 Dr Jeremy Hindell (Dept of Primary Industries — Victoria)
Black bream in the Gippsland Lakes

1230 Greg Jenkins (Aquaculture Development Unit - Challenger TAFE)
Restocking the Blackwood River Estuary with black bream Acanthopagrus butcheri

1245 Lunch

1345 lan Stagles/Dr Patrick Hone
Summary of presentations and scene setting for the workshop

1355 WORKSHOP - Facilitator Dr Bernard Bowen
1630 Summary of the workshop and the next step
1645 Close
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Appendix 2: The Workshop Participants
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Professor lan Potter (MU)
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Dr David Morgan (MU)

Ms Sheryn Prior (MU)
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Dr Kim Smith (DOF)

Mr lan Curnow (DOF)
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Hardy Inlet Condition Summary
Dr Malcolm Robb

Current information on the Hardy Inlet shows the system to be eutrophic (nutrient enriched)
and under stress, suffering symptoms of stratification and deoxygenation, increased algal
growth, with the occurrence of potentially toxic algae and fish deaths. Specific areas in the
Inlet that are a concern are the upper reaches of the Inlet around Molloy Island and the
estuarine reaches of the Blackwood River.

Conditions of concern for the Inlet highlighted in this document include: sources of nutrients
from the Blackwood and Scott River catchments, sources of nutrients released from the
organic rich sediments, the increase in macroalgae along the shores of urban impact areas,
sedimentation around the mouth of the Inlet, reduced flow into the Inlet (drying climate), fish
kills and potentially toxic algae.

Survey and process understanding studies of biotic (plant and animal) response and
sediment enrichment from organic loading and nutrient enrichment are required in
conjunction with assessment of social values of the local community. Capture of this
information type is required before a complete assessment of the current condition of the
Inlet and predictions for the future can be made.

The drying climate in conjunction with increased water abstraction is exacerbating the
symptoms of organic loading. For example water levels in, and flows from, the Scott River
are at historical lows and the water is clear of tannin colouring. With the lack of flushing and
increased light penetration algal growths are occurring in the vicinity of Molloy Island,
possibly in response to septage discharge from the island.

Low flows from the Blackwood and increased salt water intrusion is leading to increased
density stratification which has the effect of preventing wind mixing of oxygen through the
water. The organic rich sediments consume oxygen when they break down leading to low
oxygen (hypoxia) or no oxygen (anoxia) in reaches above Molloy Island resulting in fish
deaths and the growth of potentially toxic dinofiagellates which favour stratified conditions.
Management Actions should focus on reducing losses of nitrogen, phosphorus and organic
matter from the catchment. Resource condition targets for Total Nitrogen (TN) and Total
Phosphorus (TP) can be set for the catchment. Immediate attention should be given to
taking the residents of Molloy Island off septic tanks.

For the estuary resource condition targets can be set for oxygen in the area from Molloy
Island upstream and algal occurrence in the vicinity of Molloy Island. It is recommended that
studies on sediment nutrient accumulation and release be made from which resource
condition targets for denitrification can be set as a measure of the success in reducing
nutrient and organic loading.

Surveys of seagrass and macroalgae coverage, depth distribution and condition should be
made to understand the plant response and vulnerability of the estuary and possibly to
develop targets. Maintaining the biodiversity of fringing vegetation communities is important.
Approximately 78 % of the Hardy Inlet catchment (Blackwood River catchment and the Scott
Coastal Plain) has been cleared. The Blackwood River catchment and the Scott coastal plain
are both heavily modified by land-use and economic activity, including a diverse suite of
agricultural activities, such as vegetable and fruit production, cut flowers, cropping and stock
farming.
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Black bream in the Blackwood: 2005-06 recreational fishing creel survey

Lynnath E. Beckley and Sheryn P. Prior
Centre for Fish & Fisheries Research, Murdoch University, 90 South Street, Murdoch,
Western Australia 6150

The status of the recreational fishery in the Blackwood Estuary, south-western Australia, was
quantitatively assessed via a boat-based creel survey from September 2005 to August 2006.
Sampling was stratified by both season and day-type and, in total, was conducted on 144
days over the 12-month period. Daily sampling consisted of a count of number of anglers
throughout the estuary (for fishing effort), and surveys of catches by boat-based and shore-
based recreational anglers.

In total, interviews were completed with 1 212 angling parties. The retained catch of 2 631
fishes comprising 17 species was dominated by yellow fin whiting (47%) and Australian
herring (17%). Although black bream only constituted 6% of the catch it was the most
frequently targeted species (27%). Only 41% of the boat-based angling parties and 37% of
the shore-based angling parties surveyed had retained fish at the time of interview.
Nevertheless, compliance with minimum legal length regulations was found to be an issue,
particularly for Australian salmon and King George whiting.

Fishing effort was greatest during summer and over the Easter period, when there were
influxes of tourists to the region. More anglers were recorded on weekends and public
holidays than weekdays in every month of the year except for December and January.
Fishing from boats was recorded throughout the estuary, while shore angling was mainly
concentrated in accessible locations near Augusta.

The overall catch rate was 0.835 (£0.044) fish retained/ angler/ h. Mean catch rate for black
bream was 0.032 fish retained / angler/ h but for those specifically targeting black bream it
was higher at 0.092 fish retained/ angler/ h. Total annual fishing effort was estimated to be 71
565 angling hours and total harvest was calculated to be 61 311 fishes. Approximately 8
tonnes of fish was harvested from the Blackwood Estuary by recreational anglers over the
survey period, of which 1.26 tonnes was black bream.

Comparison with a similar 12-month creel survey conducted in the Blackwood Estuary in
1974-75 (Caputi 1976) showed some major differences. Catches were much lower in 2005-
06, with the total estimated harvest (number of fish) less than a quarter of the previous study.
Black bream dropped from the third most abundant species in the catch in 1974-1975 to sixth
in 2005-2006. Although total annual fishing effort in the two surveys was remarkably similar,
there was more shore-based effort in 2005-2006. The overall catch rate for 1974-75 was
almost five times greater than the overall catch rate recorded in 2005-06.

Although coastal fish stocks in Western Australia are known to exhibit inter-annual variations
in abundance, and effects of fishing in estuarine areas are difficult to distinguish from human-
induced changes to the environment, the marked decline in the recreational catch and catch
rates in the Blackwood Estuary over the past three decades is cause for serious concern.
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Black Bream in the Gippsland Lakes
Dr Jeremy Hindell

The Gippsland Lakes system is one of Australia’s largest estuaries. The Gippsland Lakes
support valuable recreational and commercial fisheries. The most important species
supporting these fisheries is black bream.

Commercial catch figures suggest that the black bream population is in decline. Recreational
catch figures also support this. It is thought that the decline is related to recruitment failure —
either because of spawning or larval/juvenile survival failure. There are some sectors of the
fishery, however, that believe catches have decreased as a result of fish moving to areas
where they are harder to catch. For the commercial fishery, this means up the rivers, where
commercial fishing is not allowed.

A large acoustic telemetry program was initiated to determine the degree to which fish were
likely to use the rivers versus the lakes. Thirty acoustic receivers were placed at strategic
locations throughout the lakes system. Sixty fish were implanted with acoustic transmitters.
The study was run over two years.

Results are preliminary, but there are several main findings:

1. Black bream survive surgery well —low mortality

2. Fish move extensively throughout the Gippsland lakes — some fish are moving more than
3000 km in a year

3. Fish move throughout the estuarine regions of rivers, and often move between rivers

4. During the study period, fish spent an average of 70% of their time in the rivers.

So, it is plausible that reduced commercial catches could be a reflection of fish spending
more time up the rivers during a period of drought. However, most recreational catch is taken
in the rivers, and this has also declined — despite fish spending more time in the rivers. It is
likely, therefore, that the population of bream has declined.

Reasons for the decline are unknown, but it is thought that early life-history failure due to
unfavorable environmental conditions is a primary candidate. A new research program has
been launched to investigate links among freshwater flows, water quality and early life-history
dynamics.

There is community and political interest in stocking of Victorian estuaries, based on the
expectation that stocking will help to sustain wild fish populations and/or enhance
recreational fishing opportunities. Stocking in Victorian waters is subject to:

e 1999 National Policy for the Translocation of Live Aquatic Organisms (to which Victoria is
a signatory)

e Guidelines for Assessing Translocations of Live Aquatic Organisms in Victoria (released
jointly by DPI and DSE in December 2003), which require adequate and balanced risk
assessment to identify and minimise the potential adverse impacts of stocking, and a need
to monitor the outcome of stockings — not only to measure any impacts, but also to
measure survival and subsequent benefits to recreational fishing.

20,000 juvenile black bream were released at three sites in the Gippsland Lakes during April
2004. This was the first known release of cultured black bream into Victorian public waters.
Fish were produced by PiRVic from Lake Tyers broodstock. The Minister's media release
indicated ‘it was a trial to determine the benefits of bream stocking, and that it was the ‘first
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Restocking the Blackwood River Estuary with Black Bream
Mr Greg Jenkins

Increases in commercial and recreational fishing pressure in recent decades have led to
over-exploitation of many valuable fish species. This problem in estuaries has sometimes
been exacerbated by the detrimental effects that have occurred in these systems through
adverse anthropogenic changes. Species whose entire life cycle is restricted to estuaries,
such as the recreationally and commercially-important Black Bream in Western Australia, are
especially vulnerable as their numbers are unlikely to be enhanced by recruitment from
outside the estuary. The impact that fishing can exert on a species, such as Black Bream,
which is restricted to estuaries, is demonstrated by the fact that the relative abundance of the
older individuals of this species is less in estuaries subjected to a substantial amount of
fishing than in those in which fishing is far more restricted (Sarre and Potter, 2000).

The sole commercial fisher and regular recreational fishers in the Blackwood River Estuary
consider that the abundance of Black Bream in this system has declined in recent times. This
view is supported by the fact that the numbers of Black Bream we obtained through extensive
sampling in the Blackwood River Estuary were far lower than those caught during a detailed
study of the fish fauna of this estuary in the 1970s (Lenanton, 1977). Widespread concern
that the numbers of Black Bream had declined in the Blackwood River Estuary resulted in the
initiation of a carefully-designed research program aimed at determining whether it would be
feasible and economically worthwhile to stock Black Bream in this large and important

estuary.

Our initial sampling demonstrated that Black Bream is largely found in the riverine component
of the Blackwood River Estuary and particularly in its upper reaches. The abundance in those
upper reaches is greatest in spring. As spawning occurs in this season, and the samples
from these upper reaches contained many maturing, mature and spent Black Bream, it is
concluded that A. butcheri migrates some distance upstream as it matures and spawns
mainly in those upstream waters of the estuary in spring.

For our restocking research, 56 females and 50 males were collected from the Blackwood
River Estuary to act as brood stock for producing juveniles for restocking this estuary. The
otoliths (ear bones) of the cultured juveniles were tagged by immersion of the fish in a
solution of alizarin complexone (ALC). The resultant pink stain on the otoliths of cultured
Black Bream was still clearly visible more than three and a half years after the otoliths had
been tagged with ALC. The cultured individuals were certified as disease free prior to release
into the upper reaches of the Blackwood River Estuary in which Black Bream had previously
been identified as being most abundant. The fish were introduced at several sites over a
distance of c¢. 20 km.

The maximum total length and age of wild Black Bream caught during our study was 440 mm
and 31 years. The latter age is the maximum yet recorded for any estuary in Western
Australia. Analysis of our length-at-age data demonstrated that, on average, the individuals of
the wild population of Black Bream reach total lengths of 143, 200, 244, and 279 mm at the
end of their first, second, third, and fourth years of life, respectively. This represents a
particularly rapid rate of growth for this species in a Western Australian estuary. The lengths
of the stocked fish at ages 1 to 4 were 119, 182, 219 and 242 mm, respectively, which were
less than those for wild fish of those ages. Comparisons of mean lengths at successive age
intervals confirm that wild Black Bream grow more rapidly than stocked Black Bream.
However, the growth of Black Bream stocked in the Blackwood River Estuary is still
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substantial, as is illustrated by the fact that it is greater than that of wild stocks of this species
in some other Western Australian estuaries (Sarre and Potter, 2000).

The average length of the females and males of wild Black Bream at first maturity were 178
and 155 mm, respectively. After adjustment to take into account the fact that a number of the
larger stocked Black Bream had not reached maturity, the average length of the females and
males of stocked Black Bream at first maturity were 202 and 189 mm, respectively. Thus,
stocked Black Bream do not typically reach maturity until they have attained a larger size
than wild Black Bream. The majority of females (84%) and males (94%) of wild Black Bream
attained maturity by the end of the second year of life, whereas only 75 and 54% of the
females and males of stocked Black Bream had reached maturity by the end of their third
year of life. Some stocked fish will require further years to reach maturity and some may
never achieve maturity.

The stocked Black Bream, that were cultured and released in 2001 and 2002, survived well
and comprised 75 and 92% of catches of Black Bream of the 2001 and 2002 year classes,

respectively.

In summary, this study has demonstrated that the abundance of Black Bream in the
Blackwood River Estuary was enhanced markedly through the introduction of restocking.
cultured fish. The Black Bream is a particularly suitable candidate for restocking estuaries in
south-western Australia as it is confined to these systems and thus any stocked fish are
unlikely to migrate to other estuaries. The ease and relatively low cost estimated for culturing
Black Bream, the hardiness of this species and its restriction to its natal estuary make the
restocking of Black Bream an economically viable and valid proposition when a stock of this
species has become highly depleted. Thus, such restocking provides a further tool for
fisheries managers to use to sustain the stocks of Black Bream in Australian estuaries.

Restocking the Blackwood River
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Conclusions

As Black Bream remain in their natal
estuary, restocking will contribute to
future generations of the stock.
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Although the stocked fish did not perform
quite as well as the wild stock, they still
performed better than wild stocks in some
other estuaries.

$2.05 Stocking of cultured black bream can greatly
increase the abundance of a depleted stock in WA
estuaries.
For culture and release only
$1.60
Conclusions Conclusions
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Research required

Utilise the ‘unique’ opportunity of having
identifiable cultured fish that are now 5 to 6 years
old.

« Is the geneti ftion of the ked fish rep ive of the
wild stock?

+ How do the cultured fish perform over the typical life span
of the species (reproduction and growth)?

« Others?

Research required

As ing appt lobeani future fisheries management
strategy in estuaries, what are the implications of this study?

What pi are required for future il y, release,
monitoring, research)?

As the estuary Is undergoing constant change due to anthropogenic
isthe p i y approach to k?

What other research Is required to facilitate the use of
restocking as a management option?

What caused the decline?
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Appendix 4: Additional Workshop Notes

Biological

What is the problem in the Blackwood?

Recruitment? Investigate all existing catch data and find if it is a stock/recruitment problem.
What is the size of the breeding stock?

Should restocking be an ongoing program?

Significance of the environment?

Is the poor state of the environment limiting larval survival? If so, then restocking is needed. It
was noted that the restocked black bream in the Blackwood are spawning.

What is different about the Blackwood to other south-west estuaries? It was noted that it is
deeper than other estuaries, the banks are steeper and it has little shallow wetlands
associated with it. The upper reaches where spawning is likely to occur are unique in that
they have steep sided banks. It was also noted that the black bream population structure is
different in the Blackwood to other estuaries.

It was agreed that there is a critical need for research into the low level of recruitment. All of
the existing data should first be complied and examined in an effort o determine the level of
the stock depletion.

Black bream are hardy, have high numbers of eggs, have a very high survival rate in the
hatchery in comparison to other species, are opportunistic feeders and hatchery released
juveniles have a high survival in the wild. Is larval survival the bottleneck?

Research focus

» Location of spawning (in the Swan Estuary, and in Victoria they spawn in about 20 ppt);
» Environmental conditions at the spawning sites (shallow water?, weed?, is suitable
habitat available?- waters behind Molloy?)

Available food for larvae (ie copepods)

Contrast with the highly productive Pallinup;

Can you enhance habitat for larval survival;

Can you improve the clarity of the water in the Blackwood,;

What are the constraints on recruitment?

YVVYVYYVY

Options for a stocking program and its monitoring
1 Restocking and monitoring to recover populations to historical (1970’s) levels
2 Stop fishing for black bream — but at what cost to the Augusta community?

Other Research questions
» What is the level of the wild black bream stocks and is there a good genetic basis for

broodstock for restocking

» Are other species in decline in the Blackwood?

» Is there a change from the 1970’s from Ruppia to macroalgae?

» 30% reduction in rainfall (environmental flow) over last 30 years, will it reduce further and
to what effect?
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Social

» What are the social values to the community for restocking and the recreational fishery?

» It was suggested that 50 -60% of people fish for black bream in the Blackwood.

» The black bream fishery attracts people to the region.

» When there are low populations of black bream in the Blackwood then people visit other
locations instead — such as Walpole for fishing.

Economic

> Rutledge — suggests that it costs $5 to stock a barramundi but it can return $191 to the
community to catch.

> It was noted that the cost that can be attributed to each caught fish is closely linked to the
survival of the juveniles —0 and that black bream had demonstrated high survival.

» Multipliers for stocking and recreational fishing examples can be found in USA and
Australia.

» Nichols (DOF) data for economic return to wild capture communities suggest ~ 5:1.

> Lynnath’s creel survey shows some economic data associated with both locals and
tourists for the region for fishing.

» Conservation cost?

The essential elements of large scale restocking

> (Genetics, should you use large broodstock numbers and retain them over time or use a
smaller group that are captured every year?

> Large-scale O/S production for restocking uses more natural systems such as ponds.

> What is the optimal size at release, best timing and other release strategies?

» How many fish and over how many years to restock?

» Objectives of the restocking — catch rates?

> Who is gong to pay? Will it be economically sustainable and under what form of
management?

» Fitness of hatchery black bream (lower growth, reproductive fitness)?
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