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1. Changes to Snapper fishing 

What is happening to Snapper fishing in South Australia? 

Snapper is an iconic fish in South Australia and a primary target species for the commercial, recreational 

and charter boat fishing sectors. 

The decline of Snapper stocks has been noted anecdotally by all three fishing sectors – recreational, 

commercial and charter – for a number of years and is supported by the latest science. 

South Australia now faces a serious challenge in relation to the future management of Snapper in this 

state. Serious action will be required from all fishing sectors – commercial, recreational and charter – to 

achieve longer term improvement to return the Snapper fishery to sustainable stock levels. 

As a result, tough decisions have been made to secure the long-term future of the Snapper fishery for all 

South Australian fishers, businesses and regional fishing communities. New management measures will 

apply from 1 November 2019. 

What are the new Snapper fishing rules? 

Full details including a closures map are available from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper 

 

A total Snapper closure will apply to the waters in the West Coast, Spencer Gulf and Gulf St Vincent 

regions from 1 November 2019 to 31 January 2023.  

An annual seasonal Snapper closure (from each 1 November to the end of each January) will apply to 

the waters in the South East region until 31 January 2023.  

During the closures, the targeting, the take, and possession of Snapper will be prohibited in these waters 

and penalties apply. Any Snapper accidentally hooked while fishing for other species must immediately 

be returned to the water unencumbered and with as little damage or injury as possible. 

In the South East during the fishing season, a total allowable catch will be implemented and shared 

between the commercial, recreational, and charter fishing sectors.  

What are the benefits of implementing these management arrangements, compared to other 

publicly canvassed management options? 

These arrangements will: 

 enable stocks to recover, particularly in the gulfs where the majority of the fishing pressure exists 

 provide full protection for Snapper stocks in areas classified as ‘depleted’ or ‘depleting’ 

 enable some limited fishing for Snapper to occur on ‘sustainable’ Snapper stocks in the South East 

 apply additional controls on catch for all sectors in the South East 

 ensure protection for Snapper in the South East through seasonal closures 

 likely improve the number of adult fish in the gulfs, ultimately leading to increased production in the 

fishery 

 equally apply to the recreational, charter boat and commercial sectors 

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper
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 allow for planned science to be conducted, to inform ongoing management. 

What do the closure and other restrictions mean for recreational and charter fishers? 

Snapper fishing is prohibited in the waters of the Spencer Gulf/West Coast and Gulf St Vincent from 1 

November 2019 to 31 January 2023. 

 

The South East region has an annual seasonal Snapper closure from 1 November to the end of January 

each year until 2023. 

 

The remainder of the year, the South East will be open to recreational fishing, subject to a total allowable 

recreational catch (TARC). If the TARC is reached, the fishery will be closed.  

 

During the open season, increased management restrictions and appropriate compliance and monitoring 

will be undertaken in South East waters to ensure any shift in effort is controlled and does not jeopardise 

the health of the South East Snapper stocks. (These stocks spawn in the Victorian waters of Port Phillip 

Bay, and are separate from the Snapper stocks in the West Coast/Spencer Gulf and Gulf St Vincent.)  

 

The TARC will be set based on a scientific assessment of the maximum sustainable yield from this 

stock. From this total allowable catch, the proportional catch shares taken by the recreational and 

charter fishing sectors will be maintained at 18%. 

 

A system to trial the use of Snapper recreational harvest tags will be developed for the South East 

Snapper stock. The number of tags will be limited to ensure the total recreational catch is constrained to 

within the TARC. During the trial, the recreational catch of Snapper in the South East will no longer be 

managed by current bag and boat limits, but through the tag system instead. Size limits will still apply. 

 

Before a recreational fisher in the South East can target Snapper, they will need to have a recreational 

harvest tag. Any legally sized Snapper caught will have to be tagged with a recreational harvest tag 

immediately upon capture. Full details on the harvest tag system will be finalised and released prior to 

the fishery opening on 1 February 2020. 

 

Consultation with the recreational and charter fishing sectors will be undertaken to develop an equitable 

method for allocating tags between the two sectors.  

 

Recreational fishers will have to use methods to maximise the survival of releasing Snapper, including 

using release weights. Intentional catch and release fishing for Snapper is not permitted  anywhere in 

South Australia. 
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What do the closure and other restrictions mean for commercial fishers?  

Snapper fishing is prohibited in the waters of the West Coast and Gulf St Vincent from 1 November 2019 

to 31 January 2023. 

 

The South East region will have an annual seasonal Snapper closure from 1 November to the end of 

January each year until 2023.  

 

The remainder of the year, the South East will be open to commercial fishing, subject to a total allowable 

commercial catch (TACC). 

 

During the open season, increased management restrictions and appropriate compliance and monitoring 

will be undertaken in South East waters to ensure any shift in effort is controlled and does not jeopardise 

the health of the South East  Snapper stocks. (These stocks spawn in the Victorian waters of Port Phillip 

Bay, and are separate from the Snapper stocks in Spencer Gulf and Gulf St Vincent.)  

 

Further consultation with the commercial fishing sector will be undertaken to determine how the TACC 

will be managed, including whether there should be an allocation of the TACC amongst fishers. 

 

Once the Commercial Marine Scale Fishery Reform process is finalised, commercial restrictions will be 

again reviewed. 

Is catch and release fishing permitted during the closure periods?  

No. Snapper can be affected by ‘barotrauma’, a condition caused by an expansion of gases in the 

organs due to rapid changes in water pressure as fish are pulled to the surface. Given the high mortality 

rates of Snapper in these circumstances, it is vital they are afforded a high level of protection. This is 

why the closure includes a ban on targeting, or engaging in acts preparatory to taking, Snapper including 

intentional catch and release fishing for the species. 

What if I accidentally catch a Snapper? 

Any Snapper accidentally hooked while fishing for other species must be carefully handled to 

immediately return it to the water.  

What is the penalty for failing to comply with these closures? 

The penalty for breaching new management arrangement carries an on the spot fine of $315 and in 

certain circumstances can carry a penalty of up to $20 000 if prosecuted before a court.  

 

Penalties for a broad range of fishing offences will be reviewed and increased over the coming months 

as an additional deterrent. 
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How will the closures be enforced? 

Fisheries Officers conduct regular patrols and inspections to monitor fishing activity both on land and at 

sea. This applies to all fishing sectors – commercial, recreational and charter. 

 

The majority of fishers do comply with closure regulations, but those who breach the rules may be fined, 

prosecuted in court and/or have their boats and cars  seized and forfeited. 

 

As South Australian waters are quite expansive, officers can’t be everywhere at once and the State 

Government wants to remind all fishers that if they see any illegal or suspicious fishing behavior to report 

it either through the SA Recreational Fishing Guide smartphone app, or to the 24-hour FISHWATCH 

number on 1800 065 522. All reports are recorded and used to inform compliance planning and 

operations.  

 

Please note: If you take Snapper in South East waters during the open fishing season you will not be 

able to enter the closed waters/areas while in possession of the Snapper taken in the South East.  

What controls are in place to ensure the South East stock won’t get fished unsustainably? 

During the open season in South East waters, increased management measures and appropriate 

compliance and monitoring in the region will ensure any shift in effort is controlled and does not 

jeopardise the health of the South East Snapper stocks. (These stocksspawn in the Victorian waters of 

Port Phillip Bay, and are separate from the Snapper stocks in Spencer Gulf and Gulf St Vincent.)  

 

Additional management measures are described in answers to the questions: 

“What do the closure and other restrictions mean for recreational and charter fishers?” and 

“What do the closure and other restrictions mean for commercial fishers?” 

Will the closure end sooner if the stock recovers? 

As Snapper is a long-lived and relatively slow growing species, it makes them less able than some other 

fish species to quickly recover from stock depletion and rapid environmental change. 

 

Because Snapper take about 3-4 years to reach a legal size of 38cm, at least three years is required to 

see the benefit of these management changes. The goal is to see meaningful improvements in the 

status classifications over this time. 

 

PIRSA will be monitoring the status of the stock through this period and can modify management 

arrangements if recovery occurs more rapidly than expected.  

Under what legislation have the changes been introduced? 

Initially the changes will be implemented through a Notice issued under section 79 of the Fisheries 

Management Act 2007, which provides for a ‘temporary prohibition of certain fishing activities’ until other 

regulations are implemented. 

 

2. The science behind the changes 

What scientific information has been used to inform the closures? 

There are three sources of scientific evidence – all of which are telling us the status of Snapper is 

concerning – and they are: 
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 an extended period of poor spawning seasons with a reduced number of juveniles reaching legal 

size , especially in Spencer Gulf 

 a reduction in commercial catch rates 

 concerning declines in biomass. 

 

The combined weight of these separate lines of evidence provide a consistent trend of decline in the 

Snapper stock, particularly in Spencer Gulf and Gulf St Vincent. 

 

Scientists from the South Australian Research and Development Institute (SARDI), use a range of best 

practice methods incorporating data provided from the fishery and through an independent survey.  

 

Research and monitoring will continue in order to further understand South Australia’s Snapper fishery 

and status of the fish stocks. 

What do we know about Snapper stocks in South Australia? 

The South Australian Snapper population involves three individual biological stocks, with separate 

nursery areas – the South East, Spencer Gulf/West Coast, and Gulf St Vincent. 

 

Snapper live on the seafloor and in a diversity of habitats ranging from shallow bays and estuaries to the 

edge of the continental shelf and a depth of at least 200 metres. They can live up to 36 years and can 

grow to a length of one metre. 

 

Snapper aggregate annually to spawn in South Australian waters between November and January, with 

the actual spawning period varying regionally. Throughout this period, Snapper undergo considerable 

physiological changes as they mature and develop, and their behaviour changes as they form the 

spawning aggregations.  

 

Not all eggs spawned will survive and reach a legal sized Snapper. The success of a spawning season 

is thought to be reliant on a number of factors including food availability, salinity and temperature.  

 

The scientific stock assessment report prepared by the South Australian Research and Development 

Institute (SARDI) in November 2018 classified the sustainability of the Snapper stock in Spencer 

Gulf/West Coast as ‘depleted’, the first such classification given to Snapper stocks in South Australia. 

Further, although Gulf St Vincent and South East Snapper stocks were classified as ‘sustainable’, there 

was evidence of increased fishing pressure on the Gulf St Vincent stock.  

 

A fish stock classified as ‘depleted’ means the spawning stock biomass has been reduced  through 

catch and/or non-fishing (environmental) effects such that recruitment of young fish into the fishable 

stock is impaired. Current management is not adequate to recover the stock, or adequate management 

measures have been put in place but have not yet resulted in measurable improvements. 

 

In June 2019 SARDI released additional updated scientific information on Snapper spawning biomass 

estimates, from surveys undertaken in December 2018. These indicated the Snapper spawning biomass 

was 22.9% lower in Spencer Gulf and 86.8% lower in Gulf St Vincent than five years ago.  

 

The most recent stock assessment report (September 2019), classified the sustainability of the Snapper 

stock in Spencer Gulf/West Coast as depleted, and Gulf St Vincent stocks classification had been 

reduced to depleting.  

 

This latest stock assessment underlines the need for further urgent action to protect Snapper stocks in 

South Australia. This is available from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper  

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper
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Has the science behind this decision been independently reviewed? 

The Daily Egg Production Method (DEPM) approach was developed through a Fisheries Research and 

Development Corporation (FRDC) project with surveys undertaken in 2013, 2014 and 2015. The FRDC 

process included an independent review of the final report. 

 

The methods developed as part of this project were peer reviewed in an international scientific journal, 

ICES Journal of Marine Science.1  

 

The December 2018 DEPM survey was undertaken to provide an updated fishery-independent estimate 

of Snapper spawning biomass, following the last status report for Snapper stocks. The results of this 

survey were delivered to PIRSA in June 2019. 

 

In July 2019 PIRSA Fisheries and Aquaculture convened a workshop to review the latest science, 

including the DEPM results, to support the assessment of South Australia’s Snapper stocks. This 

workshop involved an independent fisheries stock assessment scientist, PIRSA fisheries managers and 

SARDI scientists.  

 

The independent scientist supported the assessment of South Australia’s Snapper stocks, which 

integrated fishery-dependent catch and effort statistics from 1983, fishery-independent estimates of 

spawning biomass derived from the DEPM, and 20 years of biological sampling.  

 

The same independent scientist reviewed the 2019 Snapper stock assessment report. This review can 

be found at the back of the report which can be downloaded from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper  

 

3. The consultation process 
 

Who has been involved in the management reform process? 

In November and December 2018, on the basis of the SARDI 2018 Snapper stock assessment, the 

government held workshops with the commercial, recreational and charter sectors. This led to the 

development of additional management arrangements for the Snapper fishery which were implemented 

at midday on 15 December 2018. 

 

Following this, it was determined that further management measures for all three fishing sectors would 

be necessary before the 2019-20 summer.  

 

Joint sector meetings were held on 13 February and 20 June 2019, during which all fishing sectors were 

invited to put forward their ideas for future Snapper management. The Minutes of these meetings are 

available from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper  

 

On 8 August 2019, the State Government released a consultation paper for public feedback containing 

two Snapper management scenarios. 

 

The feedback from this public consultation period, which ended on 30 August 2019, has been 

considered as part of the finalisation of these new management arrangements for the Snapper fishery. 

 
The consultation responses received via YourSAy are available from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper  

                                                
1 ICES Journal of Marine Science, Volume 75, Issue 5, September-October 2018, Pages 1638–164 

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper2019
http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper2019
http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper2019
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How will key stakeholders be engaged in the future management of Snapper?  

A new Marine Scalefish Fishery Management Advisory Committee (MSFMAC) will be established to 

bring together all key stakeholders to participate in the future management of the Marine Scalefish 

Fishery.  

A key task of this committee will be to provide advice to government on the future management of 

shared fish stocks for Snapper, Whiting, Garfish, Calamari and other Marine Scalefish stocks, including 

their shared Harvest strategies. The committee will be supported by a Scientific Stock Assessment 

Group. 

4. Background on the Snapper fishery 

How did the Snapper problem emerge? 

There are a number of contributing factors that may have contributed to the decline of Snapper stocks in 

South Australian waters. 

 

 There has been an extended period of low natural stock replenishment of juvenile Snapper to 

populations in key areas, particularly Spencer Gulf. This is thought to be driven by environmental 

factors such as temperature, salinity or food availability, that have not been conducive to good 

survival of Snapper larvae. 

 Although attempts have been made to control fishing pressure through additional management 

measures, exploitation on the stock has been too high over the same period that juvenile 

replenishment has been low (too much fish has been taken out and not enough fish has been put 

back in). 

 There are too many commercial fishing licences – major reforms and restructure are needed in 

the commercial fishery (this reform process is underway). 

 The recreational catch level and cumulative impact on stocks is growing, but the extent of this 

sector’s impact is not well understood, due to poor data. 

Is the Snapper stock situation in South Australia unique to our waters?  

No. Both Western Australia and Queensland are also currently facing similar Snapper management 

challenges, having also recorded depleted Snapper stocks. Both those states are also investigating 

fishery management changes to address the declines in their Snapper stocks.  

How important is the Snapper fishery to the South Australian economy? 

In 2016-17 the Marine Scalefish Fishery had a gross value of production of $22.8 million, contributing 

$40.9 million to the gross state product and employing 576 full time equivalents across regional South 

Australia. 

 

The Snapper component of the gross value of production of the Marine Scalefish Fishery was $3.7 

million in 2016-17. 

 

The recreational fishing sector is also an important contributor to the State’s economy as well as being a 

major recreational pursuit for South Australians and interstate and international visitors. It is therefore 

essential fish stocks targeted by the recreational fishing sector are sustainable in the long term and 

shared in an equitable way if the sector is to continue to provide social and economic benefits to the 

State. 
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The Charter Boat Fishery operates across the State’s coastal waters, and accordingly the changes 

proposed to Snapper will impact charter boat operations in coastal regions which predominantly target 

Snapper. 

 

5. What other measures are being planned to assist Snapper stocks 

and the communities impacted by the new management 

arrangements?  
 

Information on the support measures is detailed below, and available on www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper 

 

Community support 
 

Commercial fee relief 

 Marine Scalefish Fishery licence holders impacted by the new management scenario will have 

their licence fees cut by 50 per cent for the duration of the ban, at a total cost of more than $3 

million. 

 

Charter sector diversification program 

 A two-year program of $500,000 from the Regional Growth Fund will be established to support 

the charter boat sector diversify in light of the snapper closure and improve their businesses to 

offer a broader suite of tourism experiences in South Australia’s majestic coastal waters.  

 The State Government will work with the Surveyed and Charter Boat Operators Association to 

develop this program informed by the Charter Sector Growth Strategy to make the state’s fleet 

more attractive for local, interstate and international tourists.  

 

Mental health and wellbeing support 

 The State Government is aware that the impending closures will have economic and other 

impacts, particularly on commercial fishers and charter boat operators. As a result, industry and 

PIRSA are implementing a support program that will be tailored to the fisheries industry.  

 The State Government is expanding the Family and Business Support (FaB) Program, launching 

Fisheries FaBS to support the mental health and wellbeing of affected commercial fishers, 

charter operators and seafood processors. 

 Through the FaBS program, which works in collaboration with the Rural Financial Counselling 

Service, dedicated mentors are available to: 

o provide one-on-one, confidential and independent advice, helping licence holders with 

problem solving and decision making 

o connect licence holders to assistance and support services available from the government, 

non-government organisations, the wider community and charities.   

 The program is provided at no cost to the South Australian fisheries industry. 

 Fisheries FaBS information is available from www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper  

 
  

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper
http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/snapper2019
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Scientific activity 
Barotrauma research program 

 The State Government is partnering with the Commonwealth Government Fisheries Research and 

Development Corporation to work with the charter and commercial fishing sectors to enable a small 

number of fishing trips to undertake a scientific catch, tag and release snapper program during the 

closure, to contribute to new science about minimising barotrauma and enhancing survival of caught 

snapper. 

 

Juvenile snapper monitoring program 

 Commencing in 2019-20, the State Government is partnering with the Commonwealth 

Government Fisheries Research and Development Corporation to conduct a research project to 

develop a cost-effective method of monitoring the number of juvenile snapper that enter the 

South Australian population each year. 

 

National snapper workshop 

 The State Government is partnering with the Commonwealth Government Fisheries Research 

and Development Corporation towill convene a national snapper workshop in Adelaide in 

November 2019 to bring together fisheries management, science, recreational and commercial 

industry experts from around Australia and New Zealand to discuss the most effective ways to 

conduct scientific stock assessment and management of snapper stocks. 

 

New recreational fishing survey 

 The State Government is partnering with the Commonwealth Government Fisheries Research 

and Development Corporation by investing $1 million to undertake a new national recreational 

fishing research project, using South Australia as a case study, to design a more modern 

recreational fishing survey methodology. This will use the latest technology to develop a more 

accurate picture of the recreational fishing catch data, to improve fishing management in the 

future. 

 

Snapper restocking 

 Submissions to the recent Snapper management consultation process, especially from 

recreational fishers, have indicated strong support for Snapper restocking.  

 Over nearly 20 years in Spencer Gulf, low levels of natural Snapper larval survival mean 

there has been an extended period of low natural stock replenishment (recruitment) of 

juvenile Snapper into the fishery. 

 A stocking program offers the opportunity to overcome this problem, in part, by rearing and 

growing Snapper in captivity and releasing fish into the wild, which ultimately bypasses this 

early stage of the life cycle. 

 By adding large numbers of hatchery-reared fish to the population at the right locations and 

right time of the year to maximise survival, the opportunity to accelerate the rate of stock 

recovery can be increased.  

 This type of stock enhancement approach is being used in various parts of the world and in 

Australia to enhance wild populations and to help depleted stocks recover, and may be 

considered as an option to support the recovery of Snapper stocks in South Australia. 

 The Government has committed up to $500,000 over two years from the Regional Growth 

Fund to fund snapper fish stocking in Spencer Gulf to help replenish depleted fish stocks, as 

recommended by the Minister’s Recreational Fishing Advisory Council. $200,000 over two 

years to fund Murray Cod restocking in the River Murray to create recreational fishing 

opportunities. 
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Other initiatives 
Commercial marine scalefish fishing sector reform 

 Consultation is currently underway on a number of options for reform, including proposals to 

reduce the number of commercial fishing licences. Commercial fishers have been meeting across 

the state. Consultation closes on 11 October 2019. Formal advice will be provided to the Minister 

by the end of 2019 as to industry’s preferred reform package for this fishery. 

 

Update to SA recreational fishing app 

 Working with the Minister’s Recreational Fishing Advisory Council to update the SA Recreational 

Fishing guide app to make it more user-friendly - will include consumer education and awareness 

and the development of a new statewide fish maps feature displaying where/how to catch lesser 

known species. 

 

Lesser known species awareness  

 The State Government will invest in promoting many of South Australia’s fantastic lesser known 

seafood species to consumers, recreational fishers, charter boat clients and tackle shops to 

promote the great diversity of local seafood and promote the range of fishing experiences and 

opportunities we have here in South Australia. 

 

Increased penalties for poaching 

 Review and increase penalties for offences under the Fisheries Management Act 2007. With 

few exceptions, the current expiation fees under the Act have not increased for over 15 years.  

In many cases the Victims of Crime Levy exceeds the amount of the fine. Increased fines on 

illegal fishing is expected to raise $1.4 million over four years.  

 

Will the changes to Snapper fishing impact other species?  

 

South Australian waters are home to an abundance of fish species, but fishing activity and consumer 

habits have been largely concentrated on a small selection of popular species, including King George 

Whiting, Garfish and Southern Calamari.  

 

The State Government strongly supports a change in targeting practices by all fishing sectors to spread 

their effort from a few species to many, to help relieve the pressure on our most popular fish stocks. 

 

The diversity of lesser known species such as Trevally, Australian Herring (tommies), Snook, Western 

Australian Salmon, Yellowfin Whiting or Mullet, also offer enjoyable fishing experiences, versatility in 

cooking and amazing taste.  

 

PIRSA will continue to monitor the status of other key target fish stocks such as King George Whiting, 

Garfish and Calamari, and if additional arrangements are required to protect these stocks, then action 

will be taken. The major Marine Scalefish Fishery reform process currently underway will also improve 

management of these species. 

Where can I find more information about the Commercial Marine Scale Fishery Reform process? 

Consultation is currently underway with the sector regarding reform of the Commercial Marine Scale 

Fishery Reform Process.  For more information visit www.pir.sa.gov.au/marine-scalefish-reform  

 

http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/marine-scalefish-reform

