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Submission to the Northern Territory Government 

Golden Snapper Management Reform “Have Your Say” Consultation 

Amateur Fishermen’s Association of the Northern Territory (AFANT) 
Date: 26/04/2026 

 

1. Executive Summary 

AFANT welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the proposed 2026 Golden Snapper 
management reforms as contained in the Have Your Say consultation. 

AFANT recognises that Golden Snapper stocks in the Greater Darwin region require responsible 
management action to support long-term recovery. Our submission accepts the need for 
intervention and concludes that the most effective pathway is a staged and adaptive response 
that combines immediate action with rapid improvement in the evidence base, stronger 
stewardship measures and better preparedness for future decisions. 

Golden Snapper management is not a new issue. Specific controls have been in place for many 
years, yet important constraints remain. These include uncertainty around stock structure and 
connectivity, limited monitoring and abundance indicators, data quality challenges, unresolved 
research priorities and weakened stakeholder confidence. In this context, the next phase of 
management should prioritise strategic recovery planning, with staged interventions rather than 
blunt long-duration restrictions at this time. 

AFANT therefore proposes a practical recovery pathway built around four pillars: 

1. Secure funding for essential research  

2. Priority investment in data and monitoring  

3. Build shared stewardship and industry preparedness  

4. Sequence any future restrictions strategically  

Our submission also outlines proportionate interim measures that could be implemented 
immediately should Government determine precautionary action is necessary. These include 
targeted seasonal measures, stronger compliance, habitat initiatives and settings that reduce 
unnecessary disruption while stronger information is assembled.  

AFANT also notes that a recent joint letter to the Minister from AFANT, NTGFIA, Hospitality NT and 
Tourism Top End similarly supported a practical staged recovery response (Appendix A). 

This approach is designed to support stock recovery while restoring trust, and protecting tourism 
value, Territory lifestyle and the broader economic contribution of recreational fishing. 

AFANT believes the Northern Territory has an opportunity to turn this difficult long-term issue into 
a plan for practical, modern fisheries management built on strategic sequencing, improved data 
and genuine partnerships. AFANT stands ready to work with Government and stakeholders to 
help deliver that outcome. 
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2. Protecting sustainability, economy and Territory Lifestyle  

AFANT is the peak body representing the recreational fishing sector in the Northern Territory. Our 
membership includes individual fishers, fishing clubs and their members, other peak industry 
bodies, and Territory businesses including tackle retailers, marine service providers, and tourism 
and hospitality operators. This submission has been informed by engagement with members and 
a wide range of key stakeholders. 

Recreational fishing is a major economic and employment contributor to the Northern Territory. 
It was estimated that in 2019 recreational fishing contributed $270 million to the Territory 
economy and supported approximately 2,500 full-time equivalent jobs (Moore et al., 2023). The 
same Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC) commissioned report found the 
Northern Territory has the highest recreational fishing participation rate in Australia, with 33% of 
adults (more than 65,000 adult Territorians) participating each year. Recreational fishing is 
therefore central to Territory Lifestyle. 

Importantly, visitor fishing effort in the Northern Territory is comparable to resident fishing effort. 
This highlights the significant role recreational fishing plays in attracting tourists and bringing new 
expenditure into the Territory economy. Recreational fishing and fishing tourism deliver 
substantial benefits to tourism operators, hospitality businesses, retailers and service providers 
across Darwin and regional communities. Some regions are particularly reliant on the visiting 
fisher economy. 

Golden Snapper fishing forms an important part of this broader value proposition, particularly for 
demersal fishing around Darwin and Dundee Beach. In these locations access to snapper and 
other demersal fishing supports recreational outcomes, as well as charter operations, trailer-
boat tourism, and the viability of hospitality, accommodation and retail businesses. 

Long-term sustainable fisheries management underpins these social and economic values. 
AFANT recognises that action is required where science and monitoring provide evidence of a 
challenge to sustainability. 

However, durable fisheries recovery is not delivered by regulation alone. Evidence from Australian 
and international fisheries governance shows that communities are more likely to support, 
comply with, and help deliver management measures when they understand the problem, trust 
the process, have meaningful involvement in solutions, and can see that rules are fair, targeted 
and effective. This is particularly important in data-limited fisheries, where a degree of 
uncertainty is unavoidable and trust becomes central to legitimacy, stewardship and compliance 
(Arlinghaus et al, 2013; Hamelin et al, 2024; PIRSA, 2013; Thomas et al 2016). 

The Northern Territory should aim to protect both fish stocks and the economic and social values 
built around them. AFANT believes there is a genuine opportunity to achieve this for Golden 
Snapper without compromising long-term sustainability outcomes. Doing so will require a reset 
from the current approach and a stronger commitment to working in partnership with the 
recreational fishing and tourism sectors through more collaborative management, better data 
collection, and shared stewardship. 

Without this shift, decision-makers are likely to remain constrained by avoidable evidence gaps 
and low trust. The result will be management responses that are less precise, less measurable, 
and less likely to secure the community support needed for long-term success. 
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3. Current Situation: A long-term issue requiring a comprehensive response 

 
Golden Snapper stock concerns around Darwin are genuine and require ongoing management 
attention. However, after decades of intermittent interventions, the challenge is no longer 
biological alone. It now also concerns public trust, stakeholder confidence, data quality, fairness 
of measures, regional economic impacts, and the ability of Government to deliver recovery in 
partnership with the community and industry. 

A successful recovery response must address all of these dimensions. 

Golden Snapper have already been subject to specific management controls for more than two 
decades. A personal amateur possession limit of five fish was introduced in 2002 and reduced 
from five to three in 2015 as part of a broader reef fish reform package. This package also reduced 
general possession limits, introduced vessel limits for at-risk species, established Reef Fish 
Protection Areas and tightened commercial controls. 

This history matters. The issue is not an absence of prior regulation, but whether earlier 
restrictions were matched by sufficient investment and sustained effort in monitoring, research, 
stewardship and recovery evaluation. 

Despite long-term concerns, historical underinvestment in targeted science, independent and 
fishery-dependent monitoring systems and sustained stakeholder engagement has been a 
critical limiting factor. It has constrained the ability to accurately track the fishery and has 
reduced the range of management tools available to decision-makers today. 

As a result, the community and Government are now being asked to consider major new 
restrictions in circumstances where important limitations remain, including: 

• Limited catch and effort information 
• Significant uncertainty regarding stock structure and connectivity 
• Limited fishery-independent abundance monitoring 
• Limited ability to monitor and measure recovery outcomes 
• Reduced public trust following years of concern and inconsistent communication 

If these underlying weaknesses are not addressed, high-impact restrictions alone risk creating 
conflict, weakening compliance, and further eroding trust without fully harnessing the 
stewardship and partnership potential of fishers, industry and the wider community. 

AFANT has received strong feedback from fishers, tackle retailers and tourism operators that 
there is genuine willingness to be part of the solution. However, many stakeholders are deeply 
disappointed that consultation options appear weighted toward pre-determined restrictions 
rather than a broader mix of management, research and stewardship responses. 

The Northern Territory Government still has an opportunity to reset this issue and adopt a more 
strategic, collaborative and enduring pathway to long-term sustainability. 
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4. Evidence gaps; building better foundations for recovery 

4.1 Stock concerns appear justified but addressing uncertainty is essential 

AFANT accepts that, while incorporating necessary assumptions, the 2024 stock assessment 
indicates a depleted Greater Darwin assessment unit. Responsible, staged management action 
in response to that concern is supported. 

However, the assessment and its independent review both make clear that management is 
operating within a significantly constrained evidence base. The reviewer identified major 
uncertainties relating to recreational catch estimates, reliance on Fishing Tour Operator (FTO) 
CPUE as the sole abundance index, and several fixed biological assumptions (Klaer, 2025). 
Broader limitations also include reconstructed historical recreational catch estimates, limited 
age-composition sampling, simplified stock-structure assumptions, and unresolved biological 
stock boundaries. 

Taken together, these are not minor technical caveats. They directly affect confidence in the 
precision, scale and timing of management responses, particularly where proposals involve high 
social and economic cost. 

This concern is reinforced by the degree to which assessment outcomes depend on how the FTO 
abundance dataset has been processed. The 2024 report notes that alternative treatments of 
Fishing Tour Operator CPUE data materially influence model results, including assumptions used 
in earlier approaches. This demonstrates the importance of transparency, regular review and 
stronger fishery-independent monitoring or alternative abundance data. 

This issue is sharpened by long-standing concerns from the guided fishing sector regarding the 
historical design and usability of logbook systems. Where fishery-dependent data are relied upon 
for major management decisions, modernisation, co-design and routine validation should be top 
priorities. 

AFANT acknowledges that the 2024 assessment appears more transparent and methodologically 
advanced than earlier versions. However, the fact that revised methods can materially change 
the estimated stock trajectory demonstrates why caution, transparency and adaptive 
management are essential when imposing measures with major community and economic 
consequences. 

Klaer also noted that more comprehensive presentation of uncertainty scenarios and model 
outputs would assist interpretation. For high-impact management decisions, best practice 
extends beyond presenting a single central estimate. It also requires clear communication of 
uncertainty, scenario ranges and plausible outcomes (Privitera-Johnson & Punt, 2020).  

This is especially important given the history of public reporting and stakeholder expectations. 
Following major management changes in 2015, subsequent public stock-status reporting 
indicated biomass had improved to approximately 29 per cent of unfished levels, while noting 
recovery would take time (Penny et al., 2018). Fishers, businesses and representative bodies 
understandably made decisions, set priorities and gave advice in reliance on that official 
information. The 2024 assessment modelling presents a materially different retrospective picture 
of stock status. 
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AFANT does not raise these matters to argue for inaction. We raise them because robust recovery 
requires both decisive and practical management, as well as honest recognition of the limits of 
current knowledge. 

These limitations justify caution in how major restrictions are designed, sequenced and 
evaluated. They can also justify immediate investment in stronger monitoring systems, fishery-
independent indicators, expanded biological sampling, and regular review of model assumptions 
as new information becomes available. Without that investment, future decisions will remain 
unnecessarily constrained by avoidable uncertainty. 

 

4.2 Important knowledge gaps remain 

Available research and monitoring data remain limited. Existing research provides valuable 
guidance to management of the fishery, but several important uncertainties remain highly 
relevant to future management design and recovery success.  

These include: 

• Stock connectivity and movement over time, particularly between inshore and offshore 
habitats  

• Offshore and regional stock boundaries, including the extent of the Darwin-associated 
unit  

• Post-release survival under local fishing, handling and environmental conditions  

• Spawning timing, frequency and aggregation behaviour across regions and seasons  

• Abundance trends derived from recreational fishing and/or fishery-independent 
monitoring  

• Likely effort redistribution to other stocks, regions or less-fished parts of the Greater 
Darwin management unit if major restrictions are imposed 

• Social and economic impacts on tourism, guided fishing and regional businesses  

Addressing these gaps would materially improve future decision-making. It would allow for more 
targeted interventions and reduce the risk of unnecessary or ineffective restrictions. 

 

4.3 Stock structure and connectivity are more nuanced than often presented 

Available research supports the view that Golden Snapper in northern Australia exhibit a mosaic 
of overlapping biological stock structuring. AFANT accepts that this is relevant to management, 
including the Darwin region. AFANT also accepts that localised depletion risks can arise where 
fishing pressure is concentrated, such as close to major population centres. 

However, the available evidence base is significantly more nuanced than some later summaries 
and communications from NT Fisheries have implied. In several instances, complex research 
findings appear to have been simplified into narratives of highly discrete reef-scale stocks 
separated over only tens of kilometres. This warrants a more balanced presentation of the 
evidence. 
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Golden Snapper are distributed in varying concentrations across much of the Northern Territory 
coastline and offshore waters to the Australian Fishing Zone boundary (Knuckey & Koopman, 
2022). This broad distribution does not negate stock structure. It does, however, provide 
important context that the species occurs across a wide geographic range of 
heterogeneous habitats, rather than as a collection of isolated local reef populations. 

Saunders et al. (2016) and Taillebois et al. (2021) are frequently cited by NT Fisheries in reference 
to stock structure. These studies, particularly the latter, are indeed robust and both support 
population structuring of Golden Snapper within the Northern Territory. However, neither study 
resolves stock boundaries with the degree of spatial precision that has been implied in 
subsequent public communications, formal reports and engagement with fishery stakeholders.  

Taillebois et al. (2021) identified a Darwin-associated biological stock that included Darwin 
Harbour and Lorna Shoal and estimated the longshore extent of that stock at approximately 
300km. The study also acknowledged that due to limited sampling locations, some boundaries 
had to be inferred. This included the proposed Darwin stock unit, for which there was no offshore 
sampling location in the study. Significantly, the authors noted that additional sampling is 
required to better test both longshore and offshore stock limits. Accordingly, the offshore extent 
of the Darwin-associated stock appears to have been inferred and has not yet been directly 
resolved through further sampling and analysis. 

This is particularly relevant to offshore habitats beyond the primary range of routine recreational 
effort from Darwin. It remains an open question as to the extent to which some offshore Golden 
Snapper may be more connected to the Darwin-associated stock than current management 
assumptions recognise.  

The available science supports differentiated stock structure, but not the level of certainty 
sometimes suggested regarding exact reef-scale boundaries or movement limits. This caution is 
also consistent with NT tagging data, where most recaptures occur in the short term, while a 
small number of longer-term recaptures have occurred 100–200km+ from initial release 
locations. 

Available life-history research also points to greater ecological connectivity than static reef-
based descriptions alone might suggest. Studies on Golden Snapper habitat uses indicate that 
juvenile fish commonly utilise mangrove-associated estuarine habitats before shifting into 
inshore, coastal and reef-associated habitats as they grow (Kiso & Mahyam, 2003; Tanaka et al., 
2011; Ng et al., 2025). Ng et al. concluded that multiple biological markers suggest Golden 
Snapper exhibit similar ontogenetic migrations across their Indo-West Pacific range. 

AFANT also notes consistent fisher ecological knowledge from experienced Northern Territory 
fishers that the seasonal availability of larger Golden Snapper close to shore can vary materially 
both seasonally and between years. In particular, fishers report increased encounters with larger 
fish during warmer wet-season months, including at inshore areas where smaller fish are 
otherwise more commonly encountered. While such observations are not a substitute for formal 
science, they are relevant hypotheses that may indicate seasonal movement, spawning 
behaviour, or seasonal changes in catchability and therefore warrant targeted investigation. 
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These clarifications do not displace the importance of local management units or the potential 
for local stock depletion risk. Rather, these findings indicate that Golden Snapper ecology is likely 
more complex than can be captured through overly simplified descriptions of static, highly 
localised reef-bound populations. 

For decision-makers, the practical implication is not inaction. Rather, management responses 
should reflect both what is known and the current limits of that knowledge. Continued investment 
in movement studies, improved stock boundary resolution, and fishery-independent monitoring 
is essential. 

 

4.4 Historical tagging data suggest greater movement complexity than presented  

Fisheries communications and the 2024 stock assessment both cite historical tagging evidence 
as suggesting Golden Snapper movement is generally restricted to local scales. 

In the Queensland tagging dataset reported by Welch et al. (2014) which is referenced in the latest 
stock assessment, 766 Golden Snapper were tagged in central Queensland and 40 recaptured. 
While most recaptures indeed occurred within 10km of release locations, five fish reportedly 
moved more than 20km, including recorded movements of approximately 98km, 120km, 135km 
and 140km. The two largest reported movements occurred with the fish at liberty for one year and 
for six months respectively. 

A similar pattern appears in the Northern Territory tagging database. Most recaptures occurred 
within six months of release, and almost all within 18 months. However, among the small number 
of fish recaptured after longer periods at liberty (greater than two years), one fish showed no 
movement, one moved approximately 70km, and three moved between approximately 100km 
and 230km from the original tagging locations. The two fish that moved furthest were recaptured 
in the offshore trawl fishery (NT Fisheries/AFANT tagging records, unpublished). 

Taken together, these datasets suggest that many Golden Snapper may display local site fidelity 
over shorter timeframes, while at least some individuals undertake substantial movements over 
both short and longer timeframes. This distinction is important. Tagging datasets dominated by 
short-term local recaptures are generally more informative about immediate recapture 
probability than lifetime movement limits. 

These data are too limited to draw firm conclusions about the proportion of fish that undertake 
larger movements. Equally, these limited data should be applied cautiously when used to support 
overly simplified descriptions of Golden Snapper as static, highly localised populations with little 
meaningful movement. 

Even a relatively small number of longer-distance movers could be relevant to stock connectivity, 
seasonal catchability, recolonisation and broader resilience. This warrants further investigation 
rather than being discounted or overlooked. 

AFANT recommends renewed movement research that could begin promptly through fisher-
assisted science. If sustained, it could materially strengthen understanding of seasonal 
movement, offshore connectivity and the relationship between inshore, coastal and offshore 
habitats. 

 



AFANT – Submission on Golden Snapper Management Reform HYS 2026 

P a g e  8 | 16 

 

 

4.5 Improved trust and confidence are essential to recovery success 

Trust and stakeholder confidence are not peripheral issues in fisheries management. They are 
central to stock recovery success, particularly in data-limited fisheries where uncertainty is 
unavoidable. Long-term outcomes depend heavily on voluntary compliance, stewardship 
behaviours, and cooperation between managers, fishers and industry. Effective communication, 
stakeholder inclusion and respectful relationships improve acceptance of management 
outcomes, strengthen compliance and can build long-term stewardship. By contrast, poor 
communication and exclusion can alienate science from those expected to operate within 
management settings (Dedual et al., 2013; Krogman et al., 2025). 

In the Golden Snapper fishery, stakeholder confidence has been weakened by a combination of 
factors. These include materially shifting stock assessment narratives over time, strong public 
messaging during the Have Your Say process that emphasised severe depletion outcomes while 
giving limited prominence to acknowledged uncertainties (Northern Territory Government, 2026), 
and perceptions that stakeholder-generated alternatives developed through earlier engagement 
processes received insufficient visible consideration. 

Confidence has also been affected by the history of Reef Fish Protection Areas (RFPA), introduced 
in 2015 as temporary measures subject to five-year review (Northern Territory Parliament, 2015). 
Many stakeholders reasonably expected formal review, timely public reporting and renewed 
engagement before any proposal for significant expansion. Instead, after approximately a decade 
in place, the first major public communication regarding reported benefits was released during 
the Have Your Say consultation. The same consultation also sought views on substantially 
expanding two of the existing closures. While releasing positive monitoring information at a time 
of renewed focus on the fishery is understandable and valuable, the timing has nonetheless 
contributed to concern regarding process neutrality and cynicism among some stakeholders. 

Concerns regarding the consultation survey have also been raised with AFANT. Of particular 
interest was a section that appeared to combine support for proposed management measures 
with a stated willingness to comply. Contemporary research indicates that compliance behaviour 
in recreational fisheries is not a simple binary matter of support versus opposition. It is shaped 
by multiple psychosocial factors, including perceptions of fairness and legitimacy, trust in 
management institutions, social norms, expectations about whether others will comply, and the 
way rules or messages are framed and communicated (Mackay et al., 2018; Potts et al., 2020). 
Support for a recovery measure and actual compliance behaviour are therefore related, but 
distinct, concepts. AFANT raised concerns regarding this aspect of the survey design with NT 
Fisheries prior to commencement and again during the consultation period. 

AFANT also notes concerns that consultation materials did not make sufficiently clear that 
seasonal closures directed at Golden Snapper would, in practice, require broader reef fishing 
closures to be operationally effective. Likewise, respondents were asked for views on measures 
linked to a proposed 50 per cent reduction in fisher-induced mortality. Though, without equivalent 
context regarding the likely contribution of each measure, expected duration, or alternative 
pathways previously raised through stakeholder forums. Some stakeholders told AFANT this 
made it difficult to offer an informed and appropriately situated view on the options presented. 
AFANT also received reports of technical difficulties completing the survey, reinforcing the 
importance of cautious interpretation of participation data and partial responses. 
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These issues are not trivial. They matter because trust cannot be separated from the likelihood of 
recovery plan success. Where fishers and businesses view decisions as fair, evidence-based and 
openly explained, they are more likely to comply willingly, adapt constructively and contribute to 
better outcomes. Where legitimacy is weakened, conflict increases and an important source of 
stewardship capacity can be lost. 

Rebuilding trust and confidence in fisheries management should therefore be treated as part of 
the recovery strategy itself. This requires transparent communication of uncertainty and regular 
public reporting of outcomes. It should also move beyond consultation alone to include visible 
investment in better data and monitoring, together with genuine partnership approaches that 
reflect co-management principles (Rowling et al., 2019). Given the current situation, this work 
should commence in earnest before major long-term structural restrictions are imposed. 

 

4.6 Stewardship and industry preparedness are underused recovery assets 

Recovery of Golden Snapper stocks will depend on more than regulation alone. Management and 
enforcement remain essential, but they are not the only tools available. There is increasing 
recognition that long-term outcomes are also shaped by fisher behaviour, social norms, voluntary 
restraint, trusted peer influence and stakeholder ownership of recovery goals. 

Recreational fishers are not merely users to be regulated. They can also be stewardship partners 
whose local knowledge, voluntary monitoring capacity and community influence are difficult to 
replace (Shephard et al., 2023). Recreational fisher stewardship can support management 
outcomes through voluntary behaviour that complements formal regulation and enforcement. 
Education, peer learning and stewardship within angling communities have been shown to 
improve compliance, reduce conflict and encourage more sustainable practices (Elmer et al., 
2017). 

In recreational fisheries, peer-to-peer influence is often more effective than formal messaging 
alone. Fishers commonly respond most strongly to trusted voices within their own community. 
Behaviour relating to fish handling, release practices, effort decisions, spawning protection and 
habitat care can therefore often be improved through respected sector networks in ways that 
regulation and top-down education alone may struggle to achieve. 

Recreational fishers are not a uniform stakeholder group. Australian segmentation research has 
identified distinct fisher cohorts with different motivations, values, behaviours and 
communication preferences. Building support for recovery plans will therefore require multiple 
engagement pathways and trusted voices, not a single generic communication approach 
(McIlgorm, et al., 2016; Sexton et al., 2024). Public agencies can face real challenges identifying 
and engaging diverse fishers in stewardship activities, particularly where staff and resources are 
limited (Landon et al., 2018). 

The Northern Territory already has substantial capacity in this regard. AFANT, the Northern 
Territory Guided Fishing Industry Association (NTGFIA), fishing guides, tackle stores, clubs, 
tourism operators and local fishing communities collectively engage with large numbers of 
resident and visiting fishers each year. These networks provide ready-made pathways for 
stewardship campaigns, voluntary behaviour change, fisher-assisted science, tagging programs, 
catch reporting improvements and practical preparation for management change. For example, 
AFANT has partnered with NT Fisheries on citizen science initiatives for around three decades, 
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and more recently on projects including innovative social dimensions research, fish tagging 
coordination, data management and reporting, as well as biological sample collection. 

Effective stewardship through citizen science requires partnership models, ongoing resourcing 
and genuine two-way communication. It also depends on actively promoting participation 
opportunities through multiple trusted pathways to prospective participants (Smith et al., 2025). 

To date, this capacity remains underutilised. Recent Golden Snapper communication efforts 
have been largely government-led and developed in relative isolation from peak stakeholder 
bodies willing to assist. This is despite the need for such programs being co-identified in the NT 
Recreational Fishing Development Plan 2023 to 2033 and Government support for an associated 
action being secured through the AFANT 2024 Policy Questionnaire.  Moving towards a more 
collaborative model would deliver broader reach, stronger legitimacy and greater shared 
ownership of recovery outcomes. 

Industry preparedness is equally important. Where structural change may be required, fishing 
guides, tourism businesses and affected sectors need lead time to pivot, practical support and 
involvement in transition planning. Recovery measures introduced without preparedness risk 
avoidable disruption, lower compliance and unnecessary economic impacts. 

AFANT is seeking immediate investment in a co-designed stewardship and preparedness 
program led in partnership with NT Fisheries, AFANT, the NTGFIA and relevant stakeholders. This 
would represent contemporary best practice, materially expand the tools available for stock 
recovery, and help position fishers and industry as active partners in rebuilding Golden Snapper 
stocks. 

 

 

4.7 A staged and adaptive recovery plan 

Taken together, the current context and available evidence supports a staged and adaptive 
recovery pathway. Uncertainty does not disqualify the need for intervention, but priority should 
also be given to measures that improve evidence, leverage stewardship, build compliance and 
reduce unnecessary economic disruption, rather than relying solely on long-duration blunt 
restrictions. 

There is a need for rapid, strategic investment in improved monitoring, movement and stock 
structure research, diversified abundance indicators and co-designed stewardship measures 
that can begin influencing behaviour and mobilising underused capacity immediately. 

If more restrictive measures are later required, they are likely to be more effective, better targeted 
and more broadly supported when based on stronger evidence and paired with improved 
stakeholder trust, buy-in and preparedness. 

 

 

 

 



AFANT – Submission on Golden Snapper Management Reform HYS 2026 

P a g e  11 | 16 

 

 

5. Four pillars for recovery  

AFANT supports a practical recovery plan built around four pillars that improve evidence, 
mobilise stewardship capacity, improve community confidence and ensure any future 
restrictions are better targeted, more effective and less disruptive. 

 
Pillar 1: Secure funding for essential research 

The need for improved targeted research has been consistently identified by AFANT, NTGFIA, 
other stakeholders, NT Fisheries (Curin-Osorio et al., 2025) and the Coastal Line Advisory Group 
(Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, 2025). Better evidence will improve confidence, 
strengthen future decision-making and help ensure management responses are proportionate 
and effective. Because research takes time, investment needs to begin immediately. 

Priority research areas include: 

• Stock connectivity and fish movement 
• Offshore genetics and broader sampling 
• Post-release survival 
• Spawning timing and aggregation behaviour 
• Juvenile recruitment, nursery habitat use and pathways into adult stocks 
• Stocking program effectiveness (genetic sampling) 

Citizen science partnerships, including fish tagging and sample collection, can help leverage 
government investment and attract co-investment from non-government sources. 

 

Pillar 2: Priority investment in data and monitoring 

Improved data and monitoring are essential to rebuilding confidence, measuring progress and 
ensuring future management decisions remain proportionate. Whatever recovery pathway is 
adopted, stronger information will be needed to track effort, harvest and stock response over 
time. 

Government should prioritise: 

• Strengthened Fishing Tour Operator reporting and validation, including modernised 
reporting systems and appropriate verification measures 

• Annual boat ramp surveys with secure ongoing funding 
• Recreational citizen science initiatives, including tagging, biological sample collection 

and other supported partnerships with AFANT and the fishing community  
• Investigation of a Golden Snapper angler diary program to capture trend data and/or pilot 

recreational sector abundance measure 
• Stronger catch, effort and age-structure sampling and analytics 

Some future additional constraints on fishing effort may be unavoidable, but restrictions should 
be supported by the improved collection of reliable information, measurable outcomes and the 
optimised targeting of interventions. 
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Pillar 3: Build shared stewardship and industry preparedness 

Behaviour change can reduce mortality faster and often more durably than regulation alone. The 
best outcomes are achieved through trusted peer-to-peer learning, genuine partnerships and 
practical support for affected sectors. 

Government should support and partner with AFANT, NTGFIA, industry and the community to 
develop and promote: 

• Best-practice fish handling and release methods, including shallow water release where 
appropriate 

• Greater awareness of fish size, breeding contribution and responsible harvest choices 
• Sector-led campaigns that reduce waste and build new conservation norms 
• Diversification toward alternative fishing opportunities over time 
• Support for affected businesses to prepare, adapt and pivot toward diversified 

experiences 
• Collaborative pathways to better align Fishing Tour Operator effort with recovery needs in 

high-pressure areas, particularly Darwin Harbour and nearshore Dundee 
• Co-designed transition planning that supports operators while improving fairness for the 

broader recreational fishing community 

Recovery is strongest when it is genuinely owned by community and industry. Partnerships can 
also attract capability and investment beyond government resources alone. 

 

Pillar 4: Sequence future interventions strategically 

Golden Snapper abundance in the Darwin region is a long-term issue. While there is evidence of 
localised depletion and long-term recovery will require changes to practice and management, 
there remains genuine opportunity to respond strategically by prioritising action on Pillars 1–3 
before relying on major new long-term restrictions. 

If substantial, long-term closures and effort caps are later considered necessary, they should 
ideally follow a meaningful preparation period of several years that allows for: 

• Stronger data collection and monitoring 
• Reliable measurement of management impacts 
• Active stewardship programs and voluntary mortality reductions 
• Time for businesses to prepare, adapt and pivot 
• Promotion of alternative fishing opportunities 
• Progress on outstanding intertidal and river fishing access agreements 
• Improved community trust through genuine communication and collaboration 

This approach is more likely to deliver stronger biological outcomes, broader support and lower 
policy risk, while reducing avoidable social and economic impacts. 
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6. Proportionate interim measures available now  

If Government considers immediate precautionary action necessary, AFANT would support 
development of a draft recovery plan containing proportionate interim options such as: 

• A two-month peak spawning closure (January–February), capable of refinement as better 

temporal and spatial information becomes available 

• Review of vessel possession limits, with settings that reduce targeting pressure while 

avoiding unnecessary discard mortality or other perverse outcomes 

• Improved targeted compliance and deterrence, including stronger enforcement of 

existing possession limits and Reef Fish Protection Areas 

• Habitat enhancement in closed areas, including constructed complex fish habitat 

projects that support recovery without unnecessarily displacing fishers 

• Review of existing Reef Fish Protection Areas outside the core Darwin region to assess 

effectiveness and whether some settings could better support effort redistribution 

• Prioritise genuine offsets through intertidal and river fishing access at Finniss River and 

Mini Mini 

• Harvest Strategy Review; separate management of Jewfish and revise target, trigger and 

limit thresholds for Darwin unit of Golden Snapper 

These measures should be accompanied by immediate investment and prioritisation of Pillars 1-
3.  AFANT does not support the proposed expansion of existing RFPA. 

 

7. Recommendations 

AFANT recommends that Government adopt the four pillars for recovery set out in this 
submission and commence immediate implementation through a staged and adaptive Golden 
Snapper recovery plan. 

Priority actions should include: 

1. Immediate investment in essential research, monitoring and data collection. 

2. Activation of shared stewardship measures in partnership with AFANT, industry and the 
community. 

3. Implementation of proportionate interim precautionary measures where urgent action is 
required. 

4. Support for industry preparedness, transition planning and diversification. 

5. Publication of clear milestones, transparent progress reporting and scheduled review 
points. 

6. If major long-term closures or structural restrictions are ultimately required, stage them 
following a three-year preparation period to allow better informed, more targeted 
interventions and improved sector readiness. 
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8. Closing Statement 

The Northern Territory has an opportunity to turn a difficult long-term issue into a practical, 
modern fisheries management response that charts a new course for sustainability, co-
management, improved trust and sustained socio-economic outcomes. 

Stock recovery, community trust, tourism value and Territory Lifestyle do not need to be 
competing goals. 

With better sequencing, better information, genuine partnerships and strategic investment, 
Government can achieve all of them. 

AFANT stands ready to work with Government to help build a recovery plan that works for fish, 
communities and the Territory economy. 
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24/04/2026 

The Hon Gerard Maley MLA 
Deputy Chief Minister 
Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries 
Parliament House 
(via email: Minister.maley@nt.gov.au ) 

 

 

Dear Minister, 

Re: Golden Snapper Management 2026 – Joint Industry Position  

We write jointly on behalf of the Amateur Fishermen’s Association of the Northern Territory 
(AFANT), the Northern Territory Guided Fishing Industry Association (NTGFIA), Tourism Top 
End and Hospitality NT regarding proposed Golden Snapper management changes for 2026.  

Recreational fishing and fishing tourism are highly valuable to the Northern Territory, 
contributing around $300 million annually and supporting approximately 2,500 full-time jobs. 
These benefits flow across many sectors, including guided fishing, tourism operators, 
restaurants and bars, accommodation, outdoor retail and associated services. 

Reef fishing, including fishing for Golden Snapper, is an important part of this economy and 
provides accessible fishing opportunities for Territorians and visitors of all ages and abilities. 
Destinations such as Dundee Beach are particularly renowned for reef fishing, with local 
businesses heavily reliant on visiting fishers. 

As the peak bodies representing industries likely to be most affected by potential 
management changes, we wish to convey the following shared position. 

We support management aimed at placing Golden Snapper on a clear long-term 
sustainability trajectory. We acknowledge that appropriately managing the stocks around 
Darwin has been a longstanding challenge, and that the Northern Territory Government’s 
best available science indicates local stocks have remained below ideal levels for an 
extended period. 

Given the long-term nature of this issue, we respectfully submit that the timing and design of 
any new interventions warrants careful consideration. There is an opportunity for 
Government to balance any additional measures for sustainability outcomes with steps to 
reduce unnecessary economic and social disruption. 

We note that due to historical shortcomings in management settings and poor 
communication of the issue over time, many businesses are not well prepared for major 
sudden change. There are also concerns regarding the data currently being relied upon, 
making improved monitoring essential to both targeting management actions and measuring 
recovery. 
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If imposed imminently, measures such as 3–5-month regional bans on reef fishing, or the 
introduction of new closure areas over accessible natural reef, would have substantial 
negative impacts on businesses, employment and regional communities.  With the current 
state of preparedness, news of this, along with the need for booking cancellations would 
affect the Territory’s reputation as Australia’s preeminent fishing destination. 

Accordingly, we urge the Government to prioritise investment in better data collection for the 
recreational and tourism sectors through partnerships with industry, targeted research, and 
support for industry preparedness and stewardship initiatives. This should be coupled with 
an improved compliance plan to ensure consistent enforcement of strict possession limits 
and the protection of existing reef fish protection areas. 

We further note that strict possession limits and significant reef fish protection areas are 
already in place. Any immediate additional precautionary measures should therefore be 
targeted, proportionate, and capable of adjustment as better information becomes available 
and industry has had reasonable time to adapt, including through development of alternative 
fishing experiences. 

Our industries are presently facing significant challenges including damage to infrastructure 
and businesses from recent flooding, high fuel costs and high airfares with reduced 
frequency of flights into Darwin.  We appreciate your consideration and would welcome the 
opportunity to discuss practical pathways that support both fishery sustainability and 
Territory jobs. 

Yours sincerely, 

David Ciaravolo 
AFANT 

Samantha Bennett 
Tourism Top End 

Blane Simmons 
Northern Territory Guided Fishing 
Industry Association 

Cathy Simmonds 
Hospitality NT 


