National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey - background

Introduction

The National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey (National Survey) is a joint initiative of Commonwealth and State Governments to obtain fisheries statistics to support the management of non-commercial fishing in Australia. The survey will obtain reliable, consistent and comparable Australia-wide data on angler participation and demographics, catch and fishing effort, economic activity and the attitudes and awareness of anglers to fisheries regulations. 

The information will be valuable to fisheries management and research agencies, as well as recreational fishing organisations and a range of non-government organisations. This information can be used, in conjunction with commercial catch data, to obtain a better picture of the overall catch of fish species which are caught by different sectors of fishing, recreational, commercial and traditional. The information should give a better indication of the population biology of these species and lead to better informed fisheries management for all sectors of fishing. 

An angler survey of this magnitude and complexity has never been attempted in Australia before, and in many aspects will be a world first. This is a valuable step towards better management of all sectors of fishing in Australia, especially recreational fishing. 

All States and Territories through the Standing Committee on Fisheries and Aquaculture (SCFA) and the Ministerial Council on Forestry, Fisheries and Aquaculture (MCFFA) support the project. There is also very strong support for the survey from both the recreational and commercial fishing sectors. 

The Fisheries Action Program of the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT), Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC) and all State/ Territory fishery agencies are funding the Survey. These funding bodies are confident that the development phase has confirmed the suitability of this survey instrument for gathering national recreational fishing data. The funding bodies have provided more than three million dollars to allow the National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey to proceed. Anglers throughout Australia will have the opportunity to participate in the most ambitious survey of their sport in history of this nation.

The Beginnings

Recreational Fishing in Australia: A National Policy was developed by the National Recreational Fisheries Working Group consisting of senior officers in Commonwealth, State and Territory fisheries agencies and published in December 1994. The Policy endorsed the principle that "fisheries management decisions should be based on sound information including fish biology, fishing activity, catches and the economic and social values of recreational fishing". The Policy also noted that there was an "urgent need to obtain accurate national information on the values of recreational fishing, and changes in these values over a period of time" as "all levels of government have inadequate information for managing many fish stocks of most importance to recreational fishing".

The Policy recommended that "a national survey of expenditure and participation rates of recreational fishing should be undertaken on a five yearly basis" and that a "national survey can obtain information on participation and expenditure by resident fishers and overseas tourists as well as demographic data and participation by fishery type". In addition, the Policy suggested that "there was also a need to identify the attitudes of anglers toward their pastime and determine the reasons why people fish and the best means of incorporating these needs into management polices". Standing Committee on Fisheries and Aquaculture (SCFA) and the Ministerial Council on Forestry, Fisheries and Aquaculture (MCFFA) adopted the National Policy and supported the development of a national recreational fishing survey.

The National Survey has been progressively developed by a Steering Committee for the past three years. A National Recreational Fishing Survey - Feasibility study was conducted in 1998 to select an appropriate survey method for Australian recreational fisheries. It recommended a national telephone screening/ diary survey with on-site field surveys and separate components for indigenous fishers and visiting international fishers. The Steering Committee conducted further work (the development phase) in 1998-99 to refine and test all components of the survey method. 

The National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey is currently being implemented (the implementation phase) Australia-wide in conjunction with the States and Territories. 

The implementation phase of the survey was completed in August 2001. The report of the results has been completed and is expected to be released in July 2003. 
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The Feasibility Study 

Standing Committee on Fisheries and Aquaculture (SCFA) and the Ministerial Council on Forestry, Fisheries and Aquaculture (MCFFA) adopted the National Policy on Recreational Fishing and supported the development of a national recreational fishing survey, which was one of the key recommendations of the Report.

At that time, the Commonwealth Fishcare Program (precursor of the Fisheries Action Program) held community workshops around Australia with key stakeholders of the aquatic environment. These workshops canvassed a range of natural resource and habitat issues of interest or concern to a broad cross-section of the community. A common issue was the lack of scientific information on the status of many fishery resources and the level of exploitation by commercial and recreational fishers. Community groups lamented the paucity of information on recreational fishing in view of the apparent growth in the number of participants in this sport. It was acknowledged that government fishery agencies had an obligation to understand the impact of recreational fishing and the sustainability of fish stocks. The workshops strongly agreed with the need for more comprehensive information on recreational fishing activity.

To address the needs of MCFFA/SCFA and stakeholder input from the community workshops, the Fishcare Program facilitated a National Recreational Fishing Survey Workshop in November 1995. Commonwealth, State and Territory representatives discussed the scope of a national recreational fishing survey, stakeholder data needs, and sampling and funding strategies. Considerable progress was made at this workshop and a National Recreational Fishing Survey Steering Committee (the Steering Committee) was established to determine the preferred methodology and the process to complete the development phase and planning for a national survey. The Steering Committee was required to oversee and co-ordinate the development of the Commonwealth, State and Territory survey components and advise on the timing, cost and funding options of developing and implementing a national survey.

The committee expanded the terms of reference to include all non-commercial fishing (ie. indigenous and overseas visitors) and commissioned a feasibility study to define output requirements for the survey, review existing survey methodologies and identify and evaluate relevant implementation options. 

A National Recreational Fishing Survey - Feasibility study was prepared by Kewagama Research (West 1998), in consultation with the Steering Committee and Fishcare. The Steering Committee met to discuss the draft report in October 1997 and provided responses both during the meeting and in subsequent weeks to assist Kewagama Research to prepare a final report. The completed report (National Recreational Fishing Survey: Feasibility Study) was presented in April 1998 and was adopted by the Steering Committee at a meeting in May 1998. 

The study consolidated the output specifications of each State and Territory, provided a literature review of potential survey methodologies (including international surveys), discussed survey methodologies in light of the output specifications and characteristics of Australian recreational fisheries and explored alternative implementation strategies. The feasibility study recommended a national screening and diary instrument as the most appropriate survey technique for gathering national recreational fishery statistics. The feasibility study also provided an assessment of development and implementation costs of a national survey.

SCFA approved the development of a national recreational fishing survey (development phase), along with additional components for indigenous fishing communities and international visitors. 

The Development Phase

The Steering Committee initiated the development of the National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey (National Survey) in July 1998.The Steering Committee implemented a transparent and inclusive approach to the development phase of the National Survey. This was designed to maximise the expertise of all people interested in the National Survey and their parent organisations. The Steering Committee sought advice from consultants with relevant experience and comment from representatives of the peak recreational and commercial fishing associations. The conduct of the development phase was broadly publicised among the peak angling groups and the fishing media and the opinions of a range of interested fishers were considered. The Steering Committee and its smaller sub-committee (the working group), conducted much of their business out-of-session, but held six workshops/ meetings during the year to discuss and endorse the progress on a range of issues.

The working group reviewed the various methods of conducting non-commercial fishing surveys and selected three different methods for use. Firstly, a national telephone screening and diary method to gather information from households throughout Australia; secondly, a community/dwelling based method using face-to-face interviewing is proposed for indigenous communities in northern Australia; and thirdly, a face-to-face interview method for international visiting fishers at major airports. 

The development of the indigenous fisher survey was conducted in three stages. First, a review of the literature and databases relevant to indigenous survey methodologies was undertaken. Informal discussions were held with aboriginal liaison officers within fisheries and other government agencies, fisheries consultative committees, land councils and people within aboriginal communities in northern Australia. A pilot survey of the intended data collection methods and procedures was conducted within two aboriginal communities in each of the Northern Territory, Western Australia and Queensland. 

The Steering Committee adopted a multi-tasked workplan with individual members being responsible for particular components of the project. Each member developed their component in consultation with other members, consultants, colleagues in fishery agencies and other scientists, managers and fishers who were able to provide relevant advice on their project. In this manner, the major components of the National Survey were developed. The recreational fishing survey, indigenous fishing survey, overseas fishing survey, on-site field surveys, data management strategy and the statistical, economic and survey design components were developed by small groups and presented to the Steering Committee for discussion and final endorsement.

A training course for State Managers was conducted at the NSW Fisheries Research Institute to familiarise staff with the survey methods. Following a debriefing, working group members began short and long-term pilot tests of the survey instrument in each Australian State/ Territory to assess problematic data elements, respondent burden and general applicability of the method. The pilot tests were completed to the satisfaction of the working. The training course and pilot tests have provided State Managers with a level of proficiency to implement the survey and an understanding of the efficacy of the survey tools.

While there have been difficult issues to resolve during the development phase, no particular matter was unsolvable, nor were problems of any importance to the project left unresolved. The Steering Committee pursued the major issues and their related tasks to a satisfactory conclusion. 

1n 1999, the Steering Committee developed and refined the output specifications, sampling design, questionnaires and other survey instruments for a national survey of recreational fishing, indigenous fishing and overseas visiting fishers. The scope of the survey and core data elements were incorporated into the survey documentation (questionnaires, data forms, instructions, manuals). Sampling strategies have been prepared for each component of the survey and the resources necessary for implementing the plan was identified.

The statistical design and analysis, sample allocation, estimation procedures and data aggregation methods have been developed. The sample size for each State/ Territory has been finalised and modelled to provide error estimates for effort and harvest in major fishing regions. The geographical boundaries of the survey were defined, species lists and identification cards developed and a communication strategy drafted. A data management model to provide a coherent strategy to manage the diversity of recreational fishing information for access, manipulation and storage was completed. The data management strategy will facilitate the development of a software application for data capture and the Steering Committee is in the process of evaluating the options.

A comprehensive set of documents has been prepared for the implementation of the National Survey. This documentation includes screening forms, questionnaires, workload control sheets, instruction guides, interview manuals and other survey material for each major component (recreational fishing, indigenous communities, and international visitors) where appropriate. The Steering Committee developed a detailed workplan for the survey and confirmed that the final costing was within the proposed budget. The Steering Committee is confident that the development phase has confirmed the suitability of this survey instrument for gathering national recreational fishing data. The Committee recommended that the National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey proceed to the implementation phase in 1999-2000.

The Implementation Phase

After a number of years of planning, testing and development, the National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey began in earnest in 2000. The key survey personnel in each State and Territory (State Managers and office staff) were recruited in January 2000. The documentation (screening forms, questionnaires, workload control sheets, instruction guides, and interview manuals) and other survey material were also finalised and printed in January. Ninety-six field staff (interviewers) were appointed in February following advertisements, culling and interviews. Training programs were conducted in March and April to familiarise interview staff with the survey design, documentation and interviewing procedures. The national population scan to determine the level of participation in recreational fishing took place in March / April 2000. 

The survey is being conducted using a telephone screen / diary survey method with on-site field validation and separate components for indigenous fishers and visiting international fishers.

National Population Scan

To collect profiling data, an initial random screening survey of more than 44,000 Australian households were selected from the electronic white pages telephone directory according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics statistical subdivisions. These households were contacted by field staff (interviewers) and asked a series of questions regarding their fishing/ boating activities and demographic profile. Cooperating fishing households were further encouraged to participate in an ongoing diary survey. A survey kit consisting of a fishing diary, fish species identification booklet and a letter of appreciation from the agency was posted to each fishing household. The collection of national recreational fishery statistics (catch, effort, location, method, and expenditure) commenced in May 2000 and will continue for 12 months. 

Data from the national population scan has been collated, edited and entered on to the survey database. State managers are in the process of cleaning the data, amending any obvious errors and conducting logic tests. A preliminary scan of these data indicate that about 90% of the households contacted provided useable information on their fishing activity. A relatively small proportion of the sample (4%) refused to provide any information. Of the households containing one or more fishers, approximately 91% agreed to participate in the diary phase. The interview staff are now collecting fishery statistics from about 9,500 Australian households. In the vicinity of 19,000 individual fishers are participating in the survey.

Other Fishing Sectors

In addition the survey is collecting data from the indigenous and overseas fishing sectors. These sectors have generally been ignored in research activities but are considered to contribute significantly both economically and/or biologically to some fisheries. Different techniques are being used to accurately survey these components. These techniques include identifying and contacting indigenous communities located near marine and freshwater systems. These communities are believed to be active fishers but their fishing activity has not previously been qualified. 

Indigenous Fishing

The survey of indigenous fishing in northern Australia was developed along the same lines as the recreational component. Staff recruitment, sample selection, documentation, initial contact and pilot tests occurred in late 1999-00. Forty-six indigenous communities have agreed to participate in the survey. These communities were selected for their location, size and salt/ freshwater fishing. They are located across the top of Australia from Broome to Cairns. These communities have been mapped and the initial scan of their fishing characteristics completed. The field staff (interviewers) started gathering fishery statistics in June 2000. The survey team has a substantial quantity of indigenous fishing information, which is being collated, edited and filed in preparation for its entry on the database. 

Visiting International Fishers

The Australian Bureau of Tourism Research (BTR) has commissioned AC Nielsen Research to conduct an ongoing quarterly International Visitor Survey (IVS) at Australian international airport terminals. A number of meetings were held with BTR during 1999-00 to develop a cost-effective approach to collect information on recreational fishing by visiting fishers. Each year, approximately 20,000 short term visitors (duration of stay less than 12 months), aged 15 years or older, are interviewed at international airports (Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Cairns, Perth, Adelaide, Darwin) as they depart from Australia. The program will provide an estimate of the total number of visiting fishers to Australia each year, tourism-related data (length of stay, States/Territories visited etc) and profiling information (country of origin, age, sex etc). The information is collected, edited and stored on computer by AC Nielsen and provided to the National Survey staff electronically. 

Information Technology Systems

Dr Jeremy Lyle (TAFI) has led the development of the information technology system by the Victorian Marine and Freshwater Resources Institute (MAFRI). IT work was implemented in two parts. The first part was for the development of software to provide data entry, editing, simple query capability, data storage and data transfer functionality. This stage has been completed and the database rolled-out to each State/ Territory. State managers have finalised data entry for the screening data and are now routinely entering catch data. The second stage will involve development of statistical analysis and reporting routines. Funding for this work has been included in the survey implementation budget and the work is proceeding according to the timetable outlined in the project work-plan. On completion of the project, data will be up-loaded into a central repository based at the Bureau of Rural Sciences, Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry - Australia. 
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