chapter 9:	accountability


Objective (d)		ensuring accountability to the fishing industry and to the Australian community in the Authority's management of fisheries resources;


Accountability


Because AFMA is a statutory authority with considerable delegated powers over the management and regulation of Commonwealth fisheries it is important that appropriate accountability processes exist to facilitate public scrutiny of its decisions and decision making process. The enabling legislation, the Fisheries Administration Act 1991, details the provisions of AFMA's accountability processes.


AFMA's first level of accountability is to the Minister. This is provided through a number of mechanisms. AFMA's Annual Report, Annual Operational Plan and 3-5 year Corporate Plan are approved by the Minister. These documents enable the Minister to monitor AFMA's activities, decisions and its performance against its legislative objectives. The requirements on what should be included in each of these documents are set out in sections 72-80 and 88 of the Act.


The Minister must also approve Commonwealth fishery statutory management plans. This means the Minister is involved in the process of implementing fishery management plans which are considered the principal tool for managing a fishery. From an accountability perspective, the Minister can ensure that, before a management plan is introduced into a fishery, AFMA has undertaken appropriate processes in terms of consultation and development of the plan. 


AFMA is also accountable to the Parliament. This operates through the same documents detailed above that require Ministerial approval. AFMA's Annual Report is tabled in Parliament by the Minister. AFMA's performance can also be subject to review by the Australian National Audit Office whose reports are also tabled in the Parliament. AFMA can also be subject to inquiry from Parliamentary Committees providing Members and/or Senators the opportunity to examine any aspect of AFMA's operations.


AFMA's third level of accountability is to the public, including the fishing industry. Given their involvement in the partnership approach to management, industry is in a key position to make informed judgements about AFMA's performance. Additionally, there are many other groups and individuals that have a stake in the Commonwealth's fisheries resources who require adequate accountability provisions. This includes members of the recreational and game fishing sector, environmental groups and any other groups or individuals interested in the administration and management of this community resource. 


Accountability is provided to the public through a variety of mechanisms. AFMA's Annual Report, Corporate Plan, Annual Operational Plan and fishery management plans are all public documents and provide a means to assess AFMA's performance, administration and operations. These documents provide any member of the public with the opportunity to comment on any aspect of AFMA's performance. 


The Fisheries Administration Act 1991 requires AFMA to hold a public meeting no more than 12 months apart where the AFMA Board is present and is available to answer questions from the floor.� Any person can attend this meeting and question the Board about any of its decisions. AFMA also facilitates similar styled public meetings for some of its fisheries. At these meetings industry and other stakeholders are able to discuss important issues for a fishery. An important part of these workshops is a session in which members of the MAC can be questioned about their decisions. In this way, the MAC has to justify decisions in much the same way as the AFMA Board at AFMA's annual public meeting.


The ANAO's comments on AFMA's accountability


The ANAO found there was considerable scope for AFMA to improve its accountability reporting to Parliament.� In general terms the ANAO found that the following occurred in a timely fashion:


submitting Annual Reports, Corporate Plans and Operational Plans to the minister;


establishment of management advisory committees for fisheries;


referral of planning documents, Annual Reports, drafts of strategy documents, management plans and management arrangements, etc, to the MACs and the peak industry body, ASIC;


annual meetings for AFMA in general and for a number of the MACs; and


public consultation processes with respect to the development of management plans. � 


The ANAO found that AFMA's four Annual Reports up to and including the 1994-95 Annual Report did not comply with the prescribed guidelines of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet for annual reports. These guidelines direct agencies to minimise descriptions of activities and outputs in favour of providing information related to impact or effectiveness. The ANAO concluded that:


the management assertions are work flow-related and do not provide an indication of level of achievement of legislative objectives.�


The ANAO also concluded that AFMA:


does not report against all five of its legislative objectives;


uses statistics that are often incompatible and inconsistent;


does not report all foreign fishing activity; and


does not include available information which could be used by AFMA to report on the impact and effectiveness of the program. � 


The ANAO stated that one of AFMA's major accountability failures related to the poor use of performance indicators. The ANAO reported that AFMA has included performance indicators in its Corporate Plan, Operational Plan, fishery management plans and fishery management strategies. Yet these performance indicators are seldom used in its Annual Report, the principal document where AFMA should report what impact its actions have had on achieving its legislative objectives. The absence of reporting against performance indicators has made it difficult to assess whether or not AFMA's activities are leading to the achievement its legislative objectives.� 


The ANAO made two recommendations to improve AFMA's accountability processes. The first directed AFMA to develop specific performance indicators which would enable Parliament, industry and the general public to make an objective assessment of its achievements against its legislative objectives (ANAO recommendation 34).� The second ANAO recommendation in this area directed AFMA to include in its Annual Report a short summary for each fishery containing details of management strategies, performance standards, actual performance and factors influencing performance including confidence in standards and data.� 


AFMA agreed with both these recommendation. In its response to ANAO recommendation 34 AFMA stated that performance indicators are being developed that will be incorporated in future Annual Reports and Annual Operational Plans.� 


In a submission to the Committee AFMA detailed what actions had been taken and what actions were planned in response to recommendations 34 & 35. In relation to recommendation 34 AFMA stated that the development of meaningful performance indicators was a key objective in the preparation of its 1995-96 Annual Report. AFMA also recognised the importance of performance indicators in both the Annual Operational Plan and the Corporate Plan. Furthermore, external consultants were contracted in October 1996 to conduct a program of in-house training for AFMA managers on planning, implementing and managing performance indicators with a focus on outcomes.� In relation to recommendation 35, AFMA reported that in accordance with the ANAO recommendation, a summary table of 20 of AFMA's fisheries was included in the 1995-96 Annual Report.� 


The ANAO acknowledged that AFMA had made major changes in line with the general tenor of these recommendations. In evidence to the Committee Mr John Bowden, an Executive Director within the ANAO's Performance Audit Business Unit particularly noted:


the most recent annual report presented by the Authority, which we think has made substantial advances in the way it presents performance information.�


�Other comments on AFMA's accountability


In the evidence received by the Committee there was little criticism of the existing accountability processes AFMA must follow. However, there was some areas identified where AFMA had not adequately met its requirements. The Tuna Boat Owners Association of Australian agreed with the ANAO that AFMA could improve its reporting against performance criteria in its annual report. Although the Association was concerned about the resource implications of these recommendations (ANAO recommendations 34 & 35) as well as the litigious nature of fisheries which requires AFMA to be careful when making definitive statements about performance.� 


The Tasmanian Government also examined the issue of AFMA's accountability in its submission:


AFMA has been a leader in demonstrating accountability to the fishing industry in terms of management decision making and the expenditure of funds. It could however, improve accountability to the broader community through provision of reports of performance against output targets.�


Of more concern to the Committee were criticisms from industry that AFMA was not held accountable for its decisions. Mr Dale Bryan, a Tasmanian fisherman, stated in his submission:


The problem is that AFMA inherited and has maintained a thin-skinned, autocratic approach to fisheries administration, rather than a cooperative and accountable one. In fact accountability has declined, as was shown recently when the AFMA Board, to its great shame, refused to answer any questions at its annual meeting with industry.�


Finally, DPIE highlighted the role it plays in independently assessing AFMA's performance. DPIE reviews outcomes of AFMA's decisions in relation to its legislative objectives, providing the Minister with an additional check on AFMA's activities and processes. DPIE also highlighted that, in relation to ANAO recommendation 34, it has commissioned research to identify performance indicators for fisheries management based on AFMA's legislative objectives. These additional functions that have been undertaken have been funded through the Fisheries Research Resource Fund (FRRF).� 


Scope for greater accountability


AFMA's accountability provisions are important for a number of reasons. Firstly, they enable the Minister and the Parliament to monitor AFMA's management of the Commonwealth's fisheries. Secondly, they provide the public and industry with the opportunity to also assess AFMA's performance. For industry. seeing that AFMA is accountable for its management is important in developing trust that Commonwealth fisheries are being managed appropriately. 


Unfortunately, AFMA's poor performance in reporting against its legislative objectives has seriously eroded the value of the accountability processes written into the Commonwealth fisheries legislation. The ANAO rightly identified this as a major problem and made appropriate recommendations and implementation of these recommendations will enhance the accountability processes that currently exist. 


The Committee found that AFMA has already made some progress in implementing these recommendations. Its 1995-96 Annual Report provided more detailed performance of its achievements against its legislative objectives. The Committee recognises the substantial improvement in this document over previous Annual Reports. Importantly, AFMA has also recognised that responding to the ANAO recommendations is an evolving process that will improve over time.� 


The development of fishery based workshops has been a positive step toward improving accountability and communication between management and industry. These workshops allow the industry, management and other key stakeholders to discuss key issues affecting their fishery. They also provide industry with the opportunity to question MAC members about MAC decisions and recommendations to the AFMA Board. 


The Committee believes AFMA should continue to facilitate these workshops and, where appropriate, extend them to as many fisheries as practical. Obviously this process will not suit all fisheries but the Committee believes the workshops perform a useful function beyond that provided by the annual public forum of the AFMA Board. It is also important that the agenda for these meetings are not simply determined by AFMA and that all stakeholders in a fishery can have input into the workshop agenda. Finally, AFMA must ensure that, in geographically spread fisheries, the workshop is held in a different port each year so all industry participants have the opportunity to attend a workshop at some stage. 


To improve the accountability of the MACs and the management process, the Committee recommends that:


(24)	for all Commonwealth fisheries, the Australian Fisheries Management Authority conduct industry wide annual workshops in which Management Advisory Committee members can be questioned about their decisions and recommendations to the Australian Fisheries Management Authority Board. 
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