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Wetline Fishing
This assessment, which utilised the CAES database, 
indicates that less than one-fifth (17%) of the state’s 
wetline catch during 2004/05 was reported from this 
bioregion, which includes waters off both the Kimberley 
and Pilbara coasts. The top 10 species comprised goldband 
snapper (Pristipomoides multidens) 87 t, Spanish mackerel 
(Scomberomorus commerson) 63 t*, threadfin (Eleutheroyema 
spp.) 43 t, ruby snapper (Etelis carbunculus) 42 t, saddletail 
snapper (formerly scarlet sea perch) (Lutjanus malabaricus) 
24 t, crimson snapper (formerly red snapper) (Lutjanus 
erythropterus) 15 t, spangled emperor (Lethrinus nebulosa) 

11 t, trevally (Carangidae) 9 t, red emperor (Lutjanus sebae)  
9 t and grey-banded cod (Epinephelus octofasciatus) 8 t.  
The next most prominent species were unspecified shark  
7 t and cod (Epinephelus spp.) 6 t. The majority of threadfin 
were taken by net fishers south of the Kimberley Gillnet and 
Barramundi Managed Fishery. Most other species are taken 
by line fishing off the Pilbara coast. Of some concern is the 
escalating catch of goldband snapper.

*An interim management plan for the troll fishery for mackerel 
(details of which are reported on pp. 159–164) commenced in August 
2004, precluding mackerel from the wetline catch after that date. The 
catch reported above was taken during July 2004.

BECHE-DE-MER TABLE 1

Catch, effort and CPUE of sandfish (Holothuria scabra) in the beche-de-mer fishery since 1995.

Year
Live Wt (t)  

(all methods)
Crew Days 
(all methods)

Kg/Crew Day 
(diving only)

1995 92.7 737 212.0
1996 257.3 945 249.0
1997 382.1 1852 222.2
1998 309.7 2565 135.0
1999 175.7 1757 106.4
2000 82.9 607 134.7
2001 90.1 663 137.6
2002 87.1 535 124.8
2003 122.4 1019 146.2
2004 80.9 470 143.0
2004 77.7 545 150.0

North Coast Bioregion

RECREATIONAL FISHERIES

Regional Research Overview
Recreational fishing is a popular activity in the north coast 
bioregion, where about 7% of the state’s recreational fishers 
were active during 2005/06 (Baharthah 2006).

Scientific information to support recreationally fished stock 
management in the north coast bioregion has come largely from 
previous Department of Fisheries studies focused on commercial 
fisheries. This research has provided good biological data on the 
major lethrinid species (nor-west snappers), the red emperor and 
some related lutjanid species, the cods and coral trout, in the North 
West Shelf sector. A three-year research project on mackerel 
species has now been completed and provides detailed biological 
and fishery data on these important recreational species.

A major project completed in 2004 collected baseline data 
on the inshore finfish species targeted by recreational anglers 
across the north coast bioregion. In addition, a parallel 

collaborative project with Murdoch University has provided 
biological data on the species subject to shore-based fishing 
by both recreational and commercial fishers.

A 12-month creel survey of recreational boat-based and 
shore-based fishing in the Pilbara region of Western Australia 
was conducted between December 1999 and November 2000 
(Williamson et al. 2006). The survey area incorporated the 
region from Onslow up to and including Broome.

The total recreational catch of all finfish species for the region 
in 1999/2000 was estimated at 383 t, excluding charter vessel 
catches. This was approximately one-sixth of the commercial 
catch (2,442 t) taken in the region during the same period. 

The most common species retained by recreational fishers in the 
Pilbara region were (in order of estimated weight kept) spangled 
emperor (Lethrinus nebulosus) (31 t), narrow-barred Spanish 
mackerel (Scomberomorus commerson) (28 t), golden trevally 
(Gnathanodon speciosus) (26 t), blue-lined emperor (Lethrinus 
laticaudis) (23 t), blue swimmer crabs (Portunus pelagicus)  
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(22 t), blackspot tuskfish (Choerodon schoenleinii) (22 t), 
threadfin salmon (Eleutheronema tetradactylum, Polydactylus 
macrochir and Polydactylus plebius) (18 t), green mud crabs 
(Scylla serrata) (17 t), mullet species (13 t), estuary cod 
(Epinephelus coioides) (13 t), black-tip reef shark (Carcharhinus 
melanopterus) (12 t), Queensland and Australian spotted 
mackerel (Scomberomorus spp.) (11 t) and stripey seaperch 
(Lutjanus carponotatus) (11 t). These catches do not include 
charter boats and therefore understate the total recreational catch 
for the region.

These data, integrated with the long-run commercial CAES 
databases and the current fishery-independent projects, 
provide the basis for ongoing management of the most 
important recreational stocks in this region.

Fishing and Aquatic Tour Industry
C. Johnson and E. Lai

The north coast bioregion had 103 licensed fishing tour 
operators plus 19 licensed restricted fishing tour or eco-tour 
operators at the end of June 2006.

Tour operators were licensed by the Department of Fisheries 
in 2001, with all licensed operators required to submit daily 
trip returns. These returns enable data to be compiled on the 
overall number of tours, number of fishing tours, catch and 
effort estimates and other statistics.

Data for this bioregion continue to be presented by calendar 
year as returns indicate that the majority of the total catch is 
taken between March and October. Catch figures may differ 
slightly from those reported in previous years as a result of 
improved analysis of average fish weights and inclusion of 
some late returns.

Fishing effort
In 2005, 47.5% of tour operators who were licensed to operate 
on the north coast reported actively using their licence in this 
bioregion. Operators reported 5,227* tours during 2005, an 
increase from 5,091 in 2004, 4,340 in 2003 and 3,651 in 2002. 
Activities conducted on these tours included fishing, diving, 
snorkelling, wildlife observation and sightseeing.

The total number of ‘fishing only’ tours on the north coast in 
2005 was 3,458* tours compared to 3,606 in 2004, 3,151 in 
2003 and 2,965 in 2002. The total fishing effort reported by 
operators for the north coast bioregion in 2005 was 24,254* 
fisher days, a slight decline from 25,702 in 2004 but higher 
than the 20,832 fisher days in 2003 and 18,421 in 2002.

Catch
Catches of the major finfish species for the north coast 
bioregion between 2002 and 2005 are shown in North Coast 
Fishing Tours Table 1.

The estimated total finfish catch for 2005 is 81.5* t. Catches 
on the north coast have remained relatively stable over time.

NORTH COAST FISHING TOURS TABLE 1

Estimated catch of major finfish species reported by tour operators. Catches are calculated by calendar year as 
the majority of the total catch is taken between March and October.

Species
Estimated 

Catch (tonnes)
2002

Estimated 
Catch (tonnes)

2003

Estimated 
Catch (tonnes)

2004

Estimated 
Catch (tonnes)

2005*

Spanish mackerel	 Scomberomorus commerson 14 8 13.5 10
Spangled emperor	 Lethrinus nebulosus 6.5 9.5 7.5 7.5
Barramundi	 Lates calcarifer 7 6 6 5.5
Rankin cod	 Epinephelus multinotatus 1 5 6.5 5.5
Red emperor	 Lutjanus sebae 3 8 6 5
Fingermark bream	 Lutjanus johnii 4 5 3 5
Chinaman fish	 Symphorus nematophorus 5 7.5 4 4.5
Black snapper 	 Lethrinus laticaudis 
(blue-lined emperor) 2 2 3.5 4
Saddletail (scarlet) seaperch	 Lutjanus malabaricus 2 3.5 2.5 3
Mangrove jack	 Lutjanus argentimaculatus 2 2.5 2 1.5
Other finfish 30.5 35 32.5 30
Total 77 92 87 81.5

* Denotes some missing data (~10%)
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