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Dear Fisher,

Wilson Bay, Firth of Thames, Area B Interim AMA 

As you may be aware, the Ministry of Fisheries (MFish) is presently considering applications in relation to approvals for Area B of the Wilson Bay, Firth of Thames, Interim Aquaculture Management Area (WBAMA).

If fully implemented, the WBAMA would be one of the largest aquaculture management areas (AMA) in the country, covering some 2,473 hectares within the confines of the Firth of Thames.  Implementation would see large scale mussel farming located in the middle of snapper spawning grounds which are responsible for replenishing the wild snapper population along the northeast coast of the North Island.

The Leigh Commercial Fishermen’s Association (LCFA) has serious concerns as to the manner in which the proposal is being rapidly advanced by MFish with seemingly little input from any parties which are not connected with the aquaculture industry and with limited regard to the potentially very serious consequences for the snapper and other fisheries. 

Our concerns are set out in greater detail in the attached memorandum.  In summary however:

1. The LCFA is not against the development of aquaculture per se.  It is concerned that there is insufficient scientific evidence to support approving such a large area as is contained in the WBAMA application, particularly within the confined area that is the Firth of Thames.  

2. The proposed WBAMA is situated in the most important snapper spawning ground for the northeast coast of the North Island.  There is scientific evidence that mussels eat fish eggs and larvae.  However, no studies have been done regarding the effects of marine farms on upper trophic level species, particularly those species harvested by recreational, customary and commercial interests.  

3. The LCFA has considered the available science that has been completed to date regarding the potential effects that an AMA of this size could have on the future of our wild fish stocks, particularly snapper in the Firth of Thames, Hauraki Gulf and the northeast coast of the North Island.  The science reports have not alleviated our concerns.  They have in fact caused us to be more concerned regarding the future of our wild fisheries.  The science is neither thorough nor conclusive.  Theories, hypothesis and suppositions are not a good enough basis on which to make such an important decision.  That MFish has actually given preliminary approval, based on these same reports, and found that there would be no undue adverse effect on fishing or the sustainability of fisheries resources is the most concerning of all.

4. MFish has a responsibility for maintaining the sustainability of the wild fish stocks.  It generally takes a precautionary approach in relation to preservation of wild fish stocks: if the science is unclear it will introduce quota cuts and err on the side of caution.  It is difficult to understand why a similar degree of caution is not applied in relation to aquaculture.  If the science as to the effect of the WBAMA on the fishery as a whole is not there then MFish should also take a precautionary approach in this case.  It must look further and undertake robust scientific investigation before it can be satisfied that any effects would not be “undue”. 

5. The LCFA wants to maintain a sustainable wild fishery for commercial, recreational and customary fishers; and to know that our children and grandchildren will be able to go out on the water and experience the thrill of catching a snapper for their table.  We do not want a situation to develop in which the wild fisheries resource is diminished, resulting in inevitable quota cuts, both TAC and TACC, while the aquaculture farms are left to carry on, uninhibited, continuing to cause decline in the wild fisheries.

6. In short we just don’t know what the likely effect of approving the WBAMA may be on the northeast coast snapper fishery.  Proper steps should be taken to remedy that knowledge-gap before a decision is made.  The LCFA accordingly urges you to please take a closer look at the WBAMA application.  It has the potential to affect all of us.  It will be too late 10 to 20 years from now when the damage has been done.

If you share any of these concerns we need your support.  

Please make your concerns known to the Minister of Fisheries Phil Heatley and/or to MFish.

If you want further information, please contact us.

Yours sincerely

Leigh Commercial Fishermen’s Association Inc.

Memorandum

Wilson Bay, Firth of Thames, Area B Interim AMA
Wilson Bay - Firth of Thames (taken from the Ministry of Fisheries (MFish) preliminary evaluation.)

1. The Firth of Thames extends north from the Hauraki Plains into the Hauraki Gulf.  Its eastern boundary is the Coromandel Peninsula.  (Wilson Bay is located on the west coast of the Coromandel Peninsula.)  Mud dominates the floor of most of the estuary, giving way to sands as it opens onto the Hauraki Gulf.

2. The Firth and the Hauraki Gulf service an area of high population density.

3. The Hauraki Gulf and especially the Firth is the main spawning ground for New Zealand’s largest snapper fishery.  

4. John dory, rig and school shark are also relatively abundant within the Firth.

5. The Firth is an important area for recreational, customary and commercial fishing.

Background to Application

6. Environment Waikato (EW) has asked MFish for an aquaculture decision on around 1,783 hectares (ha) of interim Aquaculture Management Area (AMA) near Wilson Bay, Firth of Thames.

7. The Wilson Bay Marine Farming Zone comprises two sub-zones of marine farming space, with a 1 km gap between the two sub-zones.  The Regional Coastal plan currently limits aquaculture within the zone to shellfish; specifically mussel farming and spat catching, and oyster farming.  The two sub-zones are Area A which totals around 1,400 ha and Area B which would be around 1,072 ha.  This makes the total marine farming zone of approximately 2,472 ha. 

8. Area A is currently only being farmed to about 20% of its capacity.

9. MFish is being asked to make an aquaculture decision on two areas.  These are; the access way area within Area A, between and around the existing farms (around 710 ha); and all of Area B (1,072.56 ha) (WBAMA).

10. MFish made a preliminary decision to approve the WBAMA on 30th March 2009.  In coming to this decision, MFish has apparently satisfied itself that the WBAMA will not have an undue adverse effect on fishing or on the sustainability of fisheries resources.  Once MFish has given approval and the AMA goes ahead, there is no legislation presently in place for removal of the farms in the event that they prove to have significant detrimental effects.

11. Submissions providing any additional information or comment for consideration before a final decision is made were due 15th May 2009.

12. The LCFA requested an extension to the submission date on the grounds that the preliminary evaluation was based on inadequate and possibly biased information.  We sent a letter asking MFish some questions on issues requiring clarification, in order that we could prepare a further submission.  MFish declined to answer our questions and at the time of writing, has also declined an extension.  There is a statutory timeframe required for Interim AMA decisions and MFish are using this as the reason that they will not grant an extension.  However, MFish has failed to meet this timeframe on previous Interim AMA decisions and we do not understand why the WBAMA is any different.

13. The Cawthron Institute has just released a report regarding the effects of non-finfish marine farms on fisheries resources.  This report is yet to be discussed at an Aquatic Environment Working Group meeting.  The LCFA is awaiting the opportunity to discuss aspects of the report and possibly we will include the findings in our submission.  MFish has said that it will be using this report in the final decision for the WBAMA.  We are once again being placed in the position of being disadvantaged by not having the opportunity to discuss this report before submissions are due.

14. If the report fails to study the link between marine farms and the abundance, distribution, quality and recruitment of fish stocks, the LCFA, along with other stakeholders in the industry, is prepared to have this research done itself.  This information is critically important to maintaining sustainable development of aquaculture, while ensuring that the rights of current users are not unfairly compromised, nor the abundance of wild fish stocks threatened.

Fishing and Fisheries Resources

15. We have concerns regarding the size of the present AMA application (1,783 ha).  Combined with WBAMA Area A this would increase the total zone to 2,473 ha making it one of the largest marine farms.  Given the total size and location, there is no existing AMA with which to compare the potential adverse effects on wild fisheries or on the sustainability of fishing resources.

16. The WBAMA will cover an area that is almost half way across the Firth of Thames.  Mussels are filter feeders and this is a massive filter to put in this area.

17. The Auckland Regional Council (ARC) was investigating the possibility of an AMA (approximately 6000 ha) in the Western Firth of Thames.  This has not moved forward as the ARC has suspended any AMA applications at this time following its investigations.  This AMA would have effectively meant that there would be a huge filter stretching across almost the entire width of the Firth.

18. We understand that once MFish has given its approval for an AMA, the regional councils, in this case EW, can make changes to the type of farming, density and layout within the AMA.  MFish does not have to be consulted again.  If the AMA were converted to finfish farming, then EW would be solely responsible when it came to consider the effects of the farming activity on fishing and fisheries resources.  The LCFA understands that MFish is obligated (under s 9 of the Fisheries Act 1996) to consider the potential effects of finfish aquaculture on fishing and fisheries resources.  It should do so in the course of its current deliberations.

19. MFish, through its involvement with the Aquaculture Implementation Team, is officially supporting and, with the Ministry for the Environment, funding the growth of aquaculture in the Waikato, in particular the growth of finfish aquaculture.

20. Whilst MFish has the ability to reduce TAC and TACC in relation to the wild fishery, there does not seem to be any legislation in place to enable it to shut down these farms if they are found to be detrimental to the environment including fishing and sustainability of fisheries resources.  This lack of legislation goes against what MFish maintains is its responsibility in regard to fishing and the sustainability of fisheries resources.  How can it be that MFish does not have the ability to shut down or otherwise regulate these farms if they prove detrimental? 

21. This is of great concern to the LCFA and should also be of great concern to all fishers whether recreational, customary or commercial.  MFish has no option but to introduce quota cuts (both TAC and TACC) if the fisheries resources are under threat.  Yet an aquaculture farm could be left in place causing continuing decline in the fish stocks.

22. There is anecdotal evidence from fishers that flat fish and rig have already been affected in the vicinity of the existing mussel farms, remembering that Area A is only 20% developed at present.  

23. The existing mussel farms have changed the seabed directly under them and in the immediate vicinity, from mud to a hard bottom, affecting the habitats of bottom dwelling species that exist because of the mud.

Snapper Facts

24. The Firth of Thames is the major spawning ground for New Zealand’s largest snapper fishery.
 

25. According to NIWA’s research the majority of spawning takes place in waters less than 30 m deep.  The WBAMA is located in waters less than 30 m deep.

26. LCFA members’ experience is that snapper spawn in areas of muddy bottom.  The WBAMA application is located over a muddy bottom.

27. A recent scientific study has shown that nearly all snapper on the west coast of the North Island comes from nurseries in just one harbour.  This would suggest that all snapper on the northeast coast of the North Island may well come from one area in the Firth of Thames and that the northeast coast snapper nursery is not distributed evenly throughout the Firth of Thames or the Hauraki Gulf.  This is important to note because all the present scientific research/modeling makes the critical assumption that snapper larvae is evenly distributed in the Firth of Thames and not concentrated in specific areas.  This could be very significant for the future stocks of snapper on the northeast coast of the North Island if the WBAMA is approved.

28. Mussels are filter feeders.  They consume large amounts of nutrients from the water column which passes through them.  These nutrients include phytoplankton and zooplankton.
  

29. Snapper are affected both directly and indirectly by this filtering of nutrients.  The mussels consume the phytoplankton which forms the beginning of the food chain.  If the phytoplankton is depleted snapper larvae will not be able to grow and possibly starve as its food source is depleted. 

30. Snapper are also affected directly, as the snapper larvae are vulnerable to consumption by mussels for up to 8 days post spawn
.  If nutrients are lacking in the water column then it is possible it could take longer for the larvae to reach a size at which they cease to be vulnerable.  Snapper larvae are also vulnerable for a longer period in terms of exposure to consumption by the anemones that will grow on the mussels. 

31. The snapper eggs/larvae are carried by the currents through the mussel farms.  They are vulnerable to mussel predation and are vulnerable to other predators that follow the introduction of the mussel farms.  Snapper spawn over several months,
 making them vulnerable over a longer period of time increasing the chances of the spat being consumed by the mussels/predators introduced to the area.  During the period that the spat are most vulnerable they could spend their entire time within the mussel farm with little possibility of escape.  

Rock Lobster 

32. Rock lobster larvae are current borne for up to 18 months.
  During the first few weeks the larvae are small enough to be consumed by mussels.

33. In the settlement stage there is a danger that the juveniles will settle on the mussel ropes instead of inshore reefs.
  The mussel farms provide suitable, near- shore settlement conditions.  The mussel ropes provide shelter for settling lobsters and there is abundant food present for the juveniles.  When the mussels are harvested, the harvester will kill the juvenile rock lobster that have settled there.

34. The mussel farms in effect create artificial reefs on which the juvenile rock lobster settle.  The danger is that large mussel farms that are sited close to where the juveniles would otherwise settle could have a huge impact on the “natural” recruitment of rock lobster in the future i.e. the juvenile rock lobster settles on the mussel farm where they are destroyed rather than in usual natural surroundings where they will be free to develop in the normal course.

Recreational Fishing 

35. Many recreational fishermen and charter boat operators have noted that they have the best fishing in and around the mussel farms, particularly during the harvesting of the mussels.  They are in favour of mussel farms for this reason.  (Although we question whether farms are actually attracting more fish or whether it is simply “convenient” for recreational fishers to have a clear spot to direct their effort.  Studies done in the Marlborough Sounds, in fact did not find that marine farms attracted any commercially or recreationally important fish stocks.)

36. The LCFA understands that this may be the perception at present but what will happen in 10 to 20 years time if the fisheries resource is unsustainable because there is no juvenile recruitment due to change of habitat, lack of nutrients and consumption of larvae by mussels and other predators introduced by the marine farms.

37. If there is a change in farming activities such as the introduction of finfish farming instead of mussel farming, the recreational fishing experience will be quite different.

Finfish Farming

38. EW is already considering a change to the Regional Coastal Plan to allow other forms of aquaculture, such as finfish, crustaceans, seaweeds and sponges.  Wilson Bay is “the most likely area for large scale aquaculture diversification.” and “The most likely form of new aquaculture to be implemented is finfish farming because of its potential to generate greater returns than shellfish farming. However, international experience has shown that the environmental effects of finfish farming can be significant.”
.

39. Finfish marine farming requires the addition of feed.  This has the potential for additional problems with the introduction of foreign matter into the environment.  What happens to the waste that may not be consumed by the fish?  “Nutrient-rich wastes alter the physical, chemical and ecological characteristics of the benthic environment.”
.

40. The introduction of finfish farms also affords greater potential for the introduction of pests, diseases and possible effects on genetic makeup of our wild fish populations.

Conclusion

41. The proposed WBAMA is situated in the most important snapper spawning ground for the northeast coast of the North Island.  There is scientific evidence that mussels eat fish eggs and larvae.  The problem is likely to be further exacerbated if fin fish farming is subsequently permitted by EW.  However, no studies have been done regarding the effects of marine farms on upper trophic level species, particularly those species harvested by recreational, customary and commercial interests.

42. The LCFA is not against the development of aquaculture per se.  We are however very concerned that there is insufficient scientific evidence to support approving such a large area in a relatively confined space as is proposed in connection with the WBAMA at this time.  

43. In short the LCFA wants MFish to ensure that it does the science before it makes a decision on a matter which has the potential to affect the wild snapper fishery on the northeast coast of the North Island in a most serious way.  Theories, hypothesis and suppositions are not a good enough basis on which to make such an important decision.

Further Information
If you require further information on this matter then please contact:

Leigh Commercial Fishermen’s Association Incorporated

PO Box 158 

Leigh

Ph: 09 422 7918 

Fax: 09 422 7913

Email: lcfa@wave.co.nz
Pass on Your Concerns

If you share our concerns then please make that known to:

Phil Heatley 

Minister of Fisheries 

Parliament Buildings 

Freepost Parliament 

P O Box 18888 

WELLINGTON

Email: phil.heatley@national.org
and/or

Ministry of Fisheries

Private Bag 14

Nelson 

Attention: Christine Bowden 

Email: christine.bowden@fish.govt.nz
� See: Diagrams in MFish Consultation Information Pack, MFish Preliminary Decision and NIWA Report, October 2008, Fisheries Impact Assessment  


� Refer: NIWA Report August 2004 prepared for ARC, EW and Western Firth of Thames


� Refer Broekhuizen et al 2002 





� NIWA 2002 page 22 point 55


� NIWA Report, October 2008: Fisheries Resource Impact Assessment Wilson Bay Area B, Interim AMA


� Refer Broekhuizen


� Refer to the NIWA Report, October 2008


� Refer Phillips and Booth, 1994


� Refer Booth, 1992


� EW Technical Report 2008/38, page 1


� EW Technical Report 2008/38, page 3
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