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Tena koutou katoa. 

Thank you for the invitation to come and talk to you all today. I know that so many of you have listened to the Greens over the years, increasingly convinced of our erudite analysis and wise policy. I feel very trepidatious in delivering this speech, knowing that it could mean I finally tip many of you into joining the Greens. Don't worry though, I have a large swag of membership forms in my purse. Please feel free to come and see me afterwards! Just please don't tell the Auditor General. 

Fish are part of an extremely complex web of life. They are affected by what they eat and what eats them, by damage to their habitat, especially if they are bottom dwelling species; by pollution levels, by climate change. Conservation of the marine environment requires us to protect the ecosystem of which fish are a part, target and non-target species and marine biodiversity both for its own sake and because without such protection fish stocks simply will not be sustained for very long. Conservation of the Oceans is not a selfish pursuit. It is absolutely necessary, for the oceans themselves and for those who depend on them, namely, us. 

Marine Conservation 

It will come as no surprise that the Green Party strongly supports marine reserves as one crucial tool in marine conservation. Marine reserves are the primary area of conflict between conservationists and fishers, but the issue is not absolute nor insoluble. 

However much you may dislike the idea of reserves, their beneficial impact on the marine ecology and fish abundance is overwhelming. International experts have found that marine reserve areas, which currently cover just 0.6 per cent of the world's oceans, increase numbers of fish species by over 20% and can boost catches in waters nearby, (UN Concerned For Fish Stock Collapse Press Release: United Nations 06-02 10:32-2007). New Zealand studies of reserve areas have been very positive, and conversely, the studies of Mimiwhangata have shown that even allowing limited recreational take reduces the net benefit of reserves as a nursery and certainly does not improve biodiversity generally. 

Marine reserves perform a critical function of providing a scientific baseline to compare the effects of extractive activities elsewhere. We cannot expect to have good scientific information in the future if we have no baseline to measure from. And, given that current marine reserves take up only 1% of the EEZ, and most of that from the two big ones not the inshore reserves, frankly it seems a little mean. We protect areas of land precisely for the purpose of retaining it for its pristine state, because we accept the multiple values in doing so. The marine environment is very far behind land conservation and it is right that we continue to use marine reserves as one key tool for its continued conservation and protection. 

There are other tools - Maori tools, rahui,mataitai, taiapure and practices based on tikanga. These tools are also very effective in marine conservation and sustainability but have considerably less support than other measures. This is a serious problem - the fisheries regulations are failing us. Because of poor resources, these measures cannot properly demonstrate their effectiveness and are seen as the poor cousin, in conservation terms. We must secure better financial support and where necessary makes changes to the regulations to bring these mechanisms in line with others. 

But I want to be clear. We should make the best use of all the tools we have for marine protection. Abandoning marine reserves would be a serious mistake and should not ever be on the agenda. 

Bycatch of birds and other marine animals
Conservation of the oceans requires other measures as well; not just marine reserves. And many of those measures are about the better practice and management of extractive activities. 

One major conservation objective is the reduction of bycatch. Effective techniques to avoid seabird bycatch are well established and need to be applied by all fishers posing danger to seabirds. These techniques include the use of tori lines, underwater setting, fishing only at night, releasing offal only at night, rapid sinking lines and others. The most appropriate methods should be used for the species of birds present given the different behaviour of different species such as albatross and shearwaters. About 10,000 albatross and petrels die each year as bycatch. 

Birds are not the only species adversely affected by fishing. Mammals such as Hector’s and Maui’s dolphins, New Zealand sea lions and New Zealand fur seals are all killed in the fishing process. Hector’s and Maui’s are still being caught in set nets, so set net bans in their habitats are a key conservation tool. The threat management plan being developed at the moment needs to be much stronger than it currently is in order to protect the Maui’s dolphin, of which there are only about 100 left. To allow them to become extinct due to government and industry negligence is an utter disgrace and entirely avoidable. 

It may be that certain areas need to be off-limits for trawling at certain times of the year if other effective avoidance measures cannot be developed. Again, this is another conservation measure. This happened of course with the squid fishery a couple of years ago when the limit for sea lions was reached. But in a ridiculous move the bycatch limit for sea lions was raised the next year to allow the squid fishery to recoup some of their losses from the previous year.. So the net effect was to enable the killing of even more of the world’s most endangered sea lions. 

Land use 

Another issue of concern to the conservation of marine resources is the impact of land use on inshore fish breeding grounds. 

Sedimentation has helped to cause the spread of mangroves and the decrease, in areas, of seagrasses. For example, 90% of the subtidal seagrass in Tauranga Harbour disappeared over about 40 years to 1996. These areas are a crucial fish nursery for snapper and John Dory amongst others. Kai Tahu use seagrass as an indicator for good marine health. 

In contrast, the increase in mangroves may have positive effects on fish recruitment because of the shelter they provide juveniles. However, it is unlikely that the same types of fish will be found in both types of habitat, so sedimentation may lead to species shifts in inshore waters. 

And then there is the key issue of the pollution of lowland rivers from farm runoff and other activities that pollute the harbour areas. 

The impact of land use on Maori fishing interests is important, as two of the largest Maori investments are in agriculture and forestry. Many Maori organisations will have investments in all three areas. Agriculture and forestry impact on the health of the marine environment. Maori looking to increase the opportunities for inshore fishing, especially shellfish, will need to consider better land management. For those developing local fisheries management plans, as Ngati Kahungunu is doing, land based activities need to be part of the consideration. 

Climate Change 

Another major uncertainty is the current and future impact of climate change. 

Firstly, it is of course obvious that any air temperature rise will not only affect the land masses but will also increase sea temperatures; this may have highly disruptive effects on currents and nutrient flows, affecting the productivity of different areas of ocean. 

Secondly, egg and fry survival and development may be markedly affected by sea temperature in ways that are scarcely yet understood. We know that eels go out to sea to breed. We know very little of what they do out there and what leads their offspring back to their rivers and lakes. Some research strongly suggests that it is sea temperature that guides them back to New Zealand rivers. As sea temperatures change so may the eel fishery. 

It is also well accepted that the increase in the atmospheric concentration of CO2 is resulting in an acidification of the oceans. An Otago University study suggests there has been a 3% increase in acidification already. This may have enormous ramifications for marine ecosystems as it affects the incorporation of calcium carbonate into the bodies of species that are low down in marine food chains. Plankton, molluscs, bivalves and crustaceans will be adversely affected; whole ecosystems may be at risk. 

Commercial fishery species such as kina, päua and other shellfish may also be directly impacted on by this effect on shell building, making them more vulnerable to predation and wave action. NIWA has been doing some work on this, looking at the modelling of various changes in acidification from the best information available internationally. The best assessment so far is a 30% increase in acidification by 2100, at which point experiments show that the shell of a pteropod will dissolve completely within 48 hours. 

And the impacts will be worse in colder waters, meaning that New Zealand species may suffer more than other areas. We could see real impacts on the kina fishery within 30 years. 

Acidification may also affect other physiological functioning of stock species directly; for example, Japanese research has shown that squid, one of our major fish export income earners, are unable to maintain metabolic function in acidic conditions. 

It’s true to say that New Zealand fishers cannot prevent such climate changes occurring, although they can, like everyone, play their part to minimise them. And it’s also true to say that climate will have adverse effects on the industry and its economic viability. Preparation and adaptation, based on sound science is absolutely necessary. 

Quota management system 

In New Zealand these risks to the fisheries are often dismissed because we have the QMS system, which is supposed to manage the fisheries to avoid these problems. But it is not entirely based on sound, scientific evidence and resource sustainability is not assured through it. 

The Total Allowable Catches are based on historical catches rather than real knowledge of the stock biology and ocean ecology. And, it isn’t correct to say that because we’d been able to catch at historical levels for some time it must have been sustainable, because that ignores changes in the size of fish being caught, the amount of effort being put in to maintain catches, and the exploitation of additional areas or depths. 

In New Zealand, the history of the east coast Orange Roughy stocks is instructive; catches were fairly stable through the late eighties and early nineties but then dropped rapidly from the mid 1990s. Hoki may be currently undergoing a similar decline. 

The QMS is based on the assumption that we have knowledge of fish population dynamics – how the species interacts with other species and how it is affected by physical conditions in the ocean. The setting of allowable catches is supposedly now based on knowledge of the biomass of fish that needs to exist to allow the maximum sustainable yield (BMSY). 

But a 2006 analysis by the Ministry of Fisheries of the demersal stocks with landings of more than 500 tonnes per year has revealed that, in fact, for two thirds of these stocks it is unknown whether the current biomass of the stock is above, at or below BMSY. These stocks account for more than 80% of landings, so this lack of knowledge will have serious consequences for the whole industry. 

So how could this situation be addressed? 

The situation could be ignored, which is largely what seems to be happening currently and is likely to result in stock collapses here. This may have short-term benefits but that is not what sustainability is about. 

Or, a lot more effort could be put into studying the fish stocks, both to identify BMSY, and to understand their interactions with other species and the way they are affected by the physical conditions of the marine environment. This will cost money, and under current rules this has to be paid for by fishers themselves through levies. Is the industry willing to pay for this research, especially if it leads to reduced TAC and TACC? 

A third option is to consider whether BMSY is actually as useful a measure as it has been made out to be; are there other measures that are more important in determining the sustainability of harvesting, such as age-structure of the stocks? Should we continue to rely on a single tool that we know has limited usefulness? And of course, it may be that we can simply not know enough to make a rational decision about some stocks. 

The QMS is over-rated and is no guarantee of sustainability. It may be giving fishers a false sense of security about the sustainability of their activities, which is disastrous. It is not a system on which we should rely to enable us to adapt to the ecological changes that will occur through either direct human impacts or climate change. 

Maori Fisheries 

This is where Maori fisheries could make a real mark in future proofing our investments as property that is taonga tuku iho. We can focus beyond the 50-100 years and ask the necessary hard questions. 

We need research into the effects of climate change on the New Zealand fisheries; which species will be most affected, which species will be most resilient. Without that research we cannot possibly know how to prepare for the altered ecosystem conditions. Change is inevitable and the first in the industry to adapt with be the first to reap any rewards. 

Such assessments require serious research into the complex interactions of the marine environment and to that extent at least, no-take areas across a broad range of habitats is essential. The work can not happen without it. Marine reserves are a key part of the research capacity. 

We cannot say how well we are doing for the majority of stocks. The QMS system does not work to give fishers accurate information about fish stocks. The incentives within the system are wrong and lead to perverse outcomes. Some iwi are investing in research into stock levels, others need to do so too, so that, as far as possible, rational decisions can be made about the use of the quota that you have. 

Maori could possibly be being sold a red herring. Having to pay minimum wage to foreign crews might be the least of your problems, if you find in a few decades that the fish are simply not there to catch. We have to stop taking it for granted that there are plenty of fish in the sea. And frankly, the industry is not doing as well as it has in the past and knows this already. Resisting change is an understandable reaction but not a rational one. 

Environmentally sustainable fishing could be a marketing opportunity not yet fully explored. There are key markets for that kind of branding into which Maori could participate. Hoki has a real advantage in the European markets because of its Marine Stewardship Council certification, although that fishery is close to losing that certification because of under assessment and over exploitation. Since hoki was certified by the Marine Stewardship Council as “sustainable” the Government has cut the allowable catch of hoki by 60% because of collapsing stocks. 

Maori need to be careful about involvement in activities that signal an unhealthy disregard for the marine ecology. Whaling is a classic example, and some Maori fishing companies have come under fairly sustained pressure as a result of links to Japanese whaling activities. The disingenuous attempts of the bottom trawlers to bind the Government to a plan for benthic protection areas that would have virtually no benefit for marine ecosystems is another. The continued use of destructive methods such as bottom trawling, which a later speaker, Mike Hagler, will elaborate on, and the impact of fishing on non–fish species are all well-known and do the industry no favours at all. 

Conclusion 

I think that Maori have definitely had it rough in the fisheries. The changes in the last 20 years have been extremely hard fought. Most of the legislation around our fisheries, particularly customary fisheries, has failed to deliver on its promises. After all the work it has taken to get access to commercial fisheries, we do so at a point when the fishing industry is under enormous pressure: pressure from consumer demand, from fierce competition in the industry and from ecological damage. So it is extremely unfair to ask Maori to lead the way on scaling back on fishing – all fishers have to do it, including Maori. It requires an industry wide commitment not just a Maori one. 

Climate change impacts can not be directly controlled by the industry. Over fishing and habitat destruction are two areas where the industry is directly in control of the effects. Whatever the cause of the constraints, the industry will be required to adapt to cope with changes in predominant species, changes in habitats and most likely a reduction in stocks available for extraction. That adaptation can only happen sensibly if the industry is prepared to work together for two primary purposes. 

The first is to invest in accurate scientific information about habitat, ecosystems and fish stock, understanding that changes will most likely be required. 

The second is to commit to working strictly within the ecological constraints of the marine environment. And that will only happen when the conservation of the oceans is treated as a crucial part of the long term viability of the industry itself. The use of all the available conservation tools, mataitai, taiapure, marine reserves, strictly enforced bycatch limits, set net bans, use of observers and other tools should be properly explored and supported. You know that the industry is 100% dependent on the health of the oceans. It surely must be your priority. 

Two thirds of high seas fish stocks are either depleted or at high risk of collapse. (UN report ‘State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture’, 7/3/07). The UNEP Global Environment Outlook (GEO) Year Book 2007 makes it clear that the rising demand for seafood and other marine produce will lead to a collapse of today's commercial fish stocks by 2050 unless better management is introduced. 

Whether you like it or not, we must step up our efforts to properly conserve the marine environment if we are to have a marine environment that meets all our needs: economic, recreational, environmental, and of course, cultural. The health of our oceans is, in large part, in your hands. 

Thank you very much.
