chapter 12:	RESEARCH in the fisheries environment


Research is fundamental to effective management of fisheries resources. The more knowledge fisheries managers have about fish stocks and their environment the more certain they can be in decision making. Unfortunately, because of the inherent complexities of research in the marine environment, it is inevitable that risk and uncertainty will always be associated with the decision making process. Fisheries research is both time consuming and expensive. This forces fisheries managers to make decisions with imperfect knowledge. 


One problem highlighted in the 1989 policy statement was the poor communication between researchers, industry and managers. The policy saw the need for fisheries managers, biologists and economists to join forces and convey the results of research more effectively to industry. Through this process of opening up communication between these groups it was believed the relevance and practical application of research would be enhanced.� 


The Australian fisheries research environment can be described as a "complex web". Fisheries research is undertaken by CSIRO, Bureau of Resource Sciences (BRS), Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE), Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS), universities and state based agencies.� In 1992 the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation was established. The FRDC has a coordination and management role in the research environment. The FRDC manages approximately $30 million worth of fisheries research annually. This is 60 per cent of Australia's total fisheries research of around $50 million. The FRDC provides around half of the funding for the projects it manages while the other half is levered from other funding agencies and research providers such as the CSIRO.� 


One of the FRDC's principal roles is to coordinate Australian fisheries research. This is to reduce the possibility of duplication, overlaps and gaps in the research program. The FRDC develops its research program in consultation with the Fisheries Research Advisory Boards (FRABs). The Commonwealth and each of the States and the Northern Territory have separate FRABs that advise the FRDC of their specific research needs and priorities. The FRDC is then able to develop a national approach to research priorities. 


AFMA is the Commonwealth FRAB, giving it direct input into the priority setting process. AFMA develops its own 5 year strategic research plan which is used to influence the type of research undertaken by other institutions that is funded by the FRDC through this process. AFMA has a similar consultation process to the FRDC for developing its 5 year strategic research plan with each MAC and CC having their own research committees. These research committees develop a 5 year strategic plan for each fishery which are then used to develop an AFMA wide viewpoint that is feeds into the FRDC process.� AFMA has also established a Fishery Assessment Group (FAG) in most of its fisheries which feed information into the MAC decision making process. The FAGs coordinate, evaluate and regularly undertake stock assessment activity, and make recommendations on issues such as setting TACs, stock rebuilding targets and biological reference points.� 


Another source of Commonwealth research funding is the Fisheries Resources Research Fund (FRRF). This funding source was established in 1991-92 to provide extra research needed to cover the additional responsibilities arising from the new management arrangements in Commonwealth fisheries. Funding for the FRRF has generally been just under $3 million annually. Since March 1995 $1 million (indexed) of the FRRF has been allocated to AFMA.� 


It is important to recognise that AFMA has no in-house research capacity and is entirely dependent upon other agencies to undertake research. Besides the funding it receives through the FRRF, AFMA has no other significant discretionary research expenditure. This means AFMA must rely on its capacity to influence the priority setting processes to ensure its research needs are met. 


Comments on the research arrangements


The ANAO made a number of conclusions and recommendations in relation to knowledge about fish stocks and how they relate to the decision making process. Some of these have already been discussed in chapter 6 of the Committee's report on ecologically sustainable development of fisheries resources. Those conclusions already discussed related to the stock assessment process and the use of logbooks. The ANAO acknowledged that it is unlikely research funds will ever be sufficient to meet all research needs. Given this basic problem in the fisheries environment, the ANAO concluded it is vital that the process for determining research priorities is robust and that the allocation of research funds be based on thorough analysis.� 


The ANAO recommended that AFMA develop a process for the evaluation of research options. It also recommended the development of a methodology, to enable an analysis of the costs and benefits of these options. It was intended that this would assist in the determination of priorities for the allocation of research funds. AFMA agreed with this recommendation and stated in its response that this process had already been implemented. � 


Committee's findings


Many parts of the industry feel left out of the research process. A number of industry participants acknowledged industry was now being given more opportunities to participate in the research process than previously, but they still felt this could be improved. Ms Karen Clifton, Executive Officer of the Victorian Fishing Industry Federation, highlighted the changes that have taken place in this area:


The first thing to say with research is that research has changed quite drastically in about the last three years. Part of that has been because most of the money for fisheries research comes from the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation — the FRDC. Part of FRDC's move has been to further involve industry and to make the research more focused. Prior to that there was a lot of research done and often the results were not published or taken heed of et cetera. Now there is a lot more accountability being brought in, so the research is changing and becoming much more accountable and focused. Part of that is due to the fact that the research dollars available from various funding agencies, universities, et cetera, have been cut; therefore, people are forced to make better use of the money. 


... In Victoria they have just started what they call stock assessment groups. Previously they had been purely scientist based — that is, scientists all talking together. Now they have actually started to involve industry, and the change has been quite remarkable. They have realised that there is a huge resource out there which is industry, and they are out there day in day out and they have a remarkable knowledge. Most of the industry keep very detailed log books and have enormous history which they have been able to input into the process. That has helped to validate the data and make the data a lot better. 


They [industry] have also been able to be involved in planning the research so that issues that are required for management can be addressed whereas in the past a lot of the research that had been done had been rather esoteric — something the scientists wanted to study. Now it is being forced to be focused to actually be useful, and mainly in management. 


I do believe the structures are getting better, although there is still a way to go. But the way to certainly improve them is by industry involvement, because there is a vast knowledge out there. One of the previous issues raised was a bit of a reluctance by industry to provide some of this data. Part of the reason for that is them having been bitten. They thought they were doing the right thing and providing all this information and then they were cut down to pieces. The vast majority of people are more than happy to provide their advice and their information. They have a wealth of knowledge out there. In the past they have been ignored.�


AFMA was questioned about the processes it has in place to ensure that the knowledge held by individual fishers is not lost to the research process. On this issue Mr Stevens, stated:


unless we get that confidence and trust in the industry, we are not going to get access to a lot of that information. I think I said at our last hearing that there are fishermen out there who have 25 to 30 years of water temperatures which they will not make available to researchers because they feel that in the past that information has been used to belt them around the ears. 


Until they get a confidence in the management approach being taken by AFMA, they are not going to come forward with that information and that is why confidence and trust is so important. I must say again that it is a heck of a lot better now than it was in 1991-92. Fishermen participate on the fishery assessment groups, and we would not have got a school shark assessment like the one we have got without the industry being involved in the whole assessment process.�


Many submissions highlighted the need for increased funding for research. At the same time they recognised that determining an adequate level of funding to undertake a full audit of fish stocks for example, and then obtaining these funds, was virtually impossible. Given the funding limitations, there was a focus on the need to ensure available funding was being appropriately utilised. In relation to the adequacy of the fisheries research environment, AFMA was not so concerned about the level of research funding, but rather about the processes involved in determining what research is actually funded. The priority setting process and the allocation of research funding is extremely important to AFMA given its limited discretionary research funding. Mr Stevens was asked whether he is satisfied with the priority setting process, to which he responded:


Yes, I am now. I was not in 1992 or 1993. There was a lot of research being undertaken which had no relevance to the management of Commonwealth fisheries. Through a process of contestability and accountability, we have got research scientists attuned to the fact that if they want their projects to get up they have got to contribute in some way towards the whole fisheries assessment process. That is in areas where we have got leverage over the funding. 


They can apply to the FRDC for habitat or whatever other type projects, which the FRDC will fund separately from the stock assessment process. But we generally have a process which complements the amount of money paid by the industry — which is between about $700,000 and $800,000 a year, with the matching funds from government, which gives us another $700,000, so it is about $1.5 million a year. That is what we use from FRDC to fund projects which contribute to stock assessment.�


Finally, the FRDC raised a problem related to the voluntary nature of their funding base. While all other industry research and development corporations are able to draw on a fixed base, the FRDC is forced to rely on the States providing their levies on a voluntary basis. Mr Peter Dundas-Smith, Executive Director of the FRDC, stated that:


The Fisheries Research and Development Corporation, being one of 15 R&D corporations, is the only one that relies on voluntary levy for much of its funding base. It gets a compulsory levy of 0.25 per cent from AFMA, but its contribution from the states is largely at the whim of the fishing industry and the governments within the states. Just recently we have had a lot of problems getting any contribution this year from Tasmania. 


I feel that I have added responsibility over that of other R&D Corporation Executive Directors, where I have to work continually to ensure our funding base. When you look at the issues with fisheries you see that this is a very contradictory situation, because there is so much need for research just to manage the public resource.�


Conclusions


One of the greatest obstacles to effective fisheries management will always be the problems associated with poor knowledge about the marine environment because of the prohibitively high costs of undertaking all the research that is necessary. The Committee was not concerned with determining what level of research funding is adequate. It was apparent that in the area of fisheries research, more funding would always be necessary. The Committee focused on the process of determining research priorities and considering whether it was effective. 


The Committee was satisfied that the priority setting process, although complicated, gives many stakeholders the opportunity to make a contribution. Mostly, the Committee found industry was satisfied with the input they have into the priority setting process. However, the Committee is concerned insufficient emphasis is given to marine biology and habitat. 


An area of concern raised with the Committee was the utilisation of the CSIRO research vessel, the Southern Surveyor, which the chief of the CSIRO's Division of Fisheries, Dr Peter Young, described as "state-of-the-art data collecting machine".� An example of the concern raised with the Committee was the value of the Southern Surveyor to Australian fisheries research given its high running costs. Mr Michael Miriklis of Jack Miriklis Marine doubted the level of "meaningful work" this vessel was producing.� The Committee formed the view that this key resource was being under utilised. It is necessary for the utilisation of this vessel to be more closely considered in the overall research agenda and not just in the context of CSIRO's research program. The Committee recommends that:


(31)	the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation annually review:


the role of the CSIRO research vessel (Southern Surveyor), to assess the priority research tasks it should undertake; and


the balance between cost recovery requirements and the need to address research priorities in Australian fisheries. 


It was obvious there remains some antipathy between researchers and industry. This is based on a history of generally poor relations between these groups. It is essential these problems be broken down and communication between researchers, industry and managers improve to enhance the quality of research. The Committee does not believe the industry is being utilised sufficiently by the scientific community. One of the single greatest resources of knowledge about the fisheries environment is the industry itself, and it is often being overlooked during research. However, industry still feels greater use could be made of their knowledge. Importantly, industry now recognises the importance of fisheries research which is demonstrated by their willingness to contribute financially to research programs.


AFMA believed this situation is improving and industry is participating more actively in the research environment. However, the Committee does not believe this has progressed fast enough and there needs to be greater use of industry knowledge in research, particularly given the willingness expressed by many parts of the industry to participate more actively in research programs. To promote the participation of industry in research programs, the Committee recommends that:


(32)	the Australian Fisheries Management Authority consult with industry to investigate ways to improve the participation of industry in the research process and that AFMA make reference to industry participation in their Annual Reports. 


It is a concern to the Committee that the FRDC monitors only approximately 60 per cent of total fisheries research expenditure in Australia. The funds not controlled by the FRDC account for almost $20 million annually, a very substantial amount of research dollars. While the FRDC was satisfied that there was little risk of duplication or overlap for the funds it managed, the Committee believes there is still a considerable risk of duplication occurring. The Committee recognises the FRDC may never be able to manage all research funding, the FRDC should still have a greater awareness of the overall research environment. For this reason, the Committee believes it is necessary for the FRDC to assume a coordinating role over the entire Australian fisheries research environment. The Committee recommends that:


(33)	the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation develop a complete register of all fisheries research taking place in Australia to reduce the risks of duplication and to assist in identifying future research priorities. 


Given the importance of the FRDC in Australia's fisheries research environment, it is a concern to the Committee that a significant part of the FRDC's budget is received on a voluntary basis. This has created considerable uncertainty in the FRDC's funding levels from year to year and contrasts the situation in other industry research and development corporations. As a result it has placed an unnecessary burden on the FRDC to secure funding. In order to develop a long term research strategy it is essential that funding levels be more stable and secure. To help achieve this the Committee recommends that:


(34)	the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation receive its funding on the same basis as other industry research and development corporations to give greater certainty of funding levels on a year to year basis. 
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