
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome – Dallas D’Silva & Kate Simpson 
Dallas D’Silva welcomed everyone to the meeting noting the great turn out and thanking 
everyone for their attendance. 

He paid special thanks to all the guest speakers, the Victorian Fisheries Authority (VFA) staff 
and VRFish for organising the evening and the Yacht Club for their hospitality in hosting the 
event. 

Kate Simpson then gave an introduction of all the presenters for the evening and a brief 
overview of what each person would be talking about.  Attendees were encouraged to voice 
their ideas, opinions and questions throughout the evening as sharing information was the 
primary objective of the meeting.   

 

Date: 23 May 2018 Time: 5:30-8:30pm 

Location: Albert Park Yachting and Angling Club, Albert Park 

Meeting number: 1 

Chair: Kate Simpson 

Minute-taker: Scott Hanger 

Invitees  
Dallas D’Silva (VFA) Lawrance Ferns (DELWP) 
Kate Simpson (VFA) Justin O’Connor (DELWP) 
Simon Conron (VFA) Lidia Harvey (MW) 
Paul Hamer (VFA) Bruce Rhodes (MW) 
Scott Hanger (VFA) Mike Burgess (VRFish) 
Sarina Loo (VEWH) Michelle Wenner (VRFish) 
Kylee Carpenter (VEWH) Franz Grasser 
Ross Winstanley Brian Wright 
Steve Hunter Peter Pantadis 
Ron Wilson Bob Meeuwissen 
David Clark Patrick Slavich 
John Dallas-Rosa Frank Aarsman 
Allan Beazley Michael Smith 
Michael Sanders David Oates 
Les Joyce Phil Walters 
Michael Smith David Oates 
Sam Cunsolo Alby Thomas 
Alexey Savko Phil Goddier 
Michael Fava John Hotchin 
Peter te Hennepe  
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Port Phillip Bay sand flathead stock status update – Dr Paul Hamer 
(VFA) 

Dr Paul Hamer gave a presentation on the biology and status of sand flathead in Port Phillip 
Bay (Attachment 1).  

In summary: 

- the VFA has quite a lot of data on sand flathead stocks and they are an important 
social species in Port Phillip Bay (PPB); 

- tagging studies, growth data and larval studies of PPB flathead stocks show they are 
a separate stock to those found elsewhere along the coast of Victoria; 

- there are two primary recreational species of flathead in PPB, the yank or blue 
spotted flathead and sand flathead. Rock flathead are not typically taken by 
recreational fishers; 

- females grow faster and reach larger sizes than males which means females are 
vulnerable to harvesting for a greater period of their life. Many males in PPB will not 
even reach the 27cm minimum size; 

- sand flathead are broadcast spawners from Sept – March with peak periods in Nov-
Jan; 

- commercial and recreational catches of sand flathead have decreased in recent 
years.  The overall fishing pressure has reduced on sand flathead over time with 
recreational fishers preferring to target other species such snapper, King George 
whiting and calamari; 

- fishery independent and dependent data is used to assess the status of stocks 
including large otter trawl, small beam trawl, commercial longline catch reports, 
recreational creel surveys and the diary angler program; 

- Fishery dependant data (catch and effort), creel surveys and diary angler programs 
all reflect the same trends of stock status for sand flathead; 

- length composition trends for both recreational creel surveys and small beam 
surveys both indicate that there has been an increase in the last three years; 

- there have been several small peaks in juvenile recruitment since 1988; 
- most legal-size fish (greater than 27cm) caught in PPB are 3-7 years old and were 

born post 2000. 
- the mature (spawning) biomass has shown three distinct regimes since the late 

1970’s: intermediate – 1978-1993, high – 1994-2003 and low – 2006 – present. 
- the current low regime has stabilised since 2010 with recent signs of an increase.  

The recent low biomass regime has been driven by prolonged low recruitment levels; 
- given similar fishing pressure and recent recruitment levels the current low biomass 

regime is expected to continue, with a slight further increase expected in the short 
term; 

- recruitment is influenced by the environment with intermediate freshwater flows 
(and associated nutrient inputs) important for the larval stages of sand flathead.                                                  

 

Port Phillip Bay Environmental Management Plan 2017-2027 – 
Lawrance Ferns (DELWP – Marine biodiversity policy and programs) 
Lawrance Ferns gave a presentation on the PPB environmental management plan (PPB 
EMP), a 10-year plan to address growing pressures on PPB and maintain water quality 
(Attachment 2).  
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The PPB EMP is required by Victorian legislation and the current plan builds on the first plan 
developed in 2001 to reduce nutrient loads and manage marine pests. The new plan will 
address climate change and a growing population. Melbourne’s population is expected to 
reach 5 million in 2025 and climate change is expected to result in higher rainfall and storm 
events which will impact on water quality and increase the risk of algal blooms.   

The vision of the new plan is a healthy PPB that is valued and cared for by all Victorians with 
focus being on: 

 Maintaining water quality 
 Managing marine pests 
 Reducing litter loads 
 Minimising human health risks (pathogens) 
 Protection of marine life and habitats 
 Improving partnerships between the community, business and government 

 

Water for the environment in Victoria: Fish, Flows & Fishing – 
Dr Sarina Loo (Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH)) 

Dr Sarina Loo provided an outline of the VEWH and how they manage Victoria’s water for 
the environment (Attachment 3).   

The VEWH is an independent body established in 2001 with responsibility for managing 
Victoria’s water for the environment. VEWH works with local waterway managers to develop 
seasonal watering plans and achieve the best environmental outcomes with the available 
environmental water.  

Victoria’s rivers and wetlands have been modified over the past 100 years and 
environmental watering is aimed at improving waterway health.  Water for the environment 
benefits everyone including recreational fishers.  Nine out of ten native fish species targeted 
for environmental watering are recreational fishing species and 28 of the top 50 recreational 
fishing reaches receive environmental water.  

The Yarra River feeds into PPB and is divided into 7 individual management reaches that 
each have different values and assets that require different environmental flows.  The 
annual environmental water entitlement is 17 gigalitres which is only 4% of total Yarra flow. 
There are numerous objectives for environmental watering in the Yarra and the river is 
managed using a seasonally adaptive approach depending on natural flows. To gain 
environmental benefits you can’t just “add water”, as there many other actions that are 
required to improve instream health. Water is allocated and used according to the best 
available science but there is still lots to learn.  There are large benefits to recreational fish 
and improving angler and general community engagement is key. 

 

Waterway health and Yarra flows – Lidia Harvey (Melbourne Water) 

Lidia Harvey shared information about Melbourne Water and its responsibilities in the PPB 
catchment, development of the Healthy Waterway Strategy and managing environmental 
flows (Attachment 4).  

Melbourne Water’s Healthy Waterway Strategy has developed goals through a co-design 
process for the region’s five main catchments. The strategy contains nine values and eleven 
environmental conditions to be considered in delivering the strategy.   
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There are numerous actions in place to deliver the strategy and some of these consider the 
needs of the bay with water quality targets set to protect the health of PPB.   

Due to the changes in the Yarra River, environmental flows need to be managed with 
consideration of duration, frequency, volume and ecological objectives.  The seven reaches 
within the Yarra River have individual needs and are tricky to manage but since 2011 
environmental flows have improved water quality and enhanced ecology. 

Future opportunities include continuous learning and improved understanding of species and 
community expectations.  The engagement of recreational fishers and the broader 
community is critical to implementing the Healthy Waterway Strategy and she encouraged 
all those in attendance to submit ideas through Melbourne Water at 
https://yoursay.melbournewater.com.au/healthy-waterways. 

Comments and Questions 

Q. Waterways in Gippsland have very healthy bream and flathead populations while the 
Yarra River has poor bream and flathead.  Is that a reflection of water quality?  Why are 
their limited numbers of bream in the Yarra? 

R. There is bream in Maribyrnong and Werribee rivers, these are similarly modified rivers.  It 
is difficult to make conclusive statements about this. Flathead are a different species in 
Gippsland. 

 

Sand Flathead Fishing Experience & Satisfaction – Michelle Wenner 
(VRFish) 

Michelle Wenner presented on the results of the recent VRFish recreational fishing survey on 
sand flathead and shared the stories and experiences of sand flathead fishing in PPB 
collected as part of the survey (Attachment 5).   

The typical sand flathead fisher that completed the VRFish survey was identified as being an 
advanced male fisher who fishes more than 10 days a year.  84% also fish for snapper, 
78% chase squid and 57% target King George whiting. 

Satisfaction with sand flathead fishing was mixed with 53% quite or very satisfied while 
41% were no very or not at all satisfied. A range of factors were identified to be affecting 
fishery performance including environment and habitat conditions and fishing pressure.     

VRFish identified several opportunities in managing sand flathead including: 

 Holistic management 
 Social objectives embedded in management 
 Research 
 Co-management, creating stewardship and ownership over the resource 

 

How satisfied are sand flathead fishers? – Simon Conron (VFA) 

Simon Conron presented in the results of creel surveys conducted by the VFA in relation to 
sand flathead and compared them to other species (Attachment 6). 

The results from 1300 interviews undertaken over the last four years showed that 40% of 
fishers preferred flathead (sand and blue spotted/yank), noting that most (86%) anglers 
nominated multiple species they prefer to catch in PPB.  
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Most fishing trips take less than ten flathead per trip with approximately 45% taking 
between 1-5 and 35% of trips no flathead at all. 80% of the flathead catch is sand flathead. 

People of all ages like to catch flathead and children in particular like to catch flathead.  
Flathead fishers typically fish less often than those who harvest other species. 

The survey results also emphasised that non-catch motives are important to flathead fishers 
with those harvesting flathead also placing greater value on spending time with family. 

When anglers were asked to rate their level of fishing satisfaction most were very or quite 
satisfied.  Interestingly there was little differences in the level of satisfaction between 
anglers who had or had not included flathead as a preferred species or if catch or non-catch 
motivation was their most important reason for fishing. The level of satisfaction has 
increased slightly from 70% in 2014/15 to 80% in 2017/18. 

Comments and Questions 

Q. How many people did the VRFish online survey contact?  And how many spoken too in 
the VFA creel survey? 

R: The VRFish online survey included 250 people 

R: The VFA creel survey included 1300 interviews 

Q.  How do VFA decide which species were preferred on any given trip? 

R: The fishers are asked what species they prefer to catch and are given a maximum of 
three species. 

 

General discussion, questions and comments – All  
Q. Have there been any studies on trends with sand flathead compared to other 
species at the same time eg: King George whiting and snapper?   

The angler making the comment/question suggested there are very clear links between the 
success of one species to the detriment of the other.  For example, in the eighties there 
were no snapper but lots of flathead and now there are much fewer flathead but heaps of 
snapper.   

The angler made reference to finding plenty of snapper that were full of flathead and 
therefore a link can be made to the decline in flathead is due to the increase in snapper. 

Having said this however the angler had bagged out on flathead each week since January 
but only while fishing with pilchards suggesting that the flathead are eating more pilchards 
since the commercial bait fisherman stopped fishing and that there are greater numbers of 
pilchards in PPB. 

Response: Predator/prey or trophic relationships are important in regulating fish 
populations.  Fisheries used to conduct studies of these relationships have moved away 
from ecological studies and now have a core focus on monitoring.  There is merit in this 
theory but it would need further exploration of snapper diet composition. 

Further comment: There are big cycles in PPB, eg: there are heaps of squid in the Bay now 
therefore snapper eating more squid and pilchards, and less flathead. 
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Q. There are some very specific objectives for say platypus but none for the 
marine environment?  Is there a gap there? 

Response: There is no specific marine objective other than to have good general water 
quality flowing into the Bay.  VEWH don’t have enough evidence to make informed decisions 
on how the environmental flows would impact PPB. 

Q. Can this be included in your current policy? 

Response: Our current policy could include PPB but only after the evidence is there to show 
it is warranted.   

Q. Which agency has mandate over quality of PPB water? 

Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) 

Response: When considering environmental watering it is important to remember that we 
get allocated a certain amount of water we cannot choose how much we get then we can 
decide how to use that water to best meet objectives.  Currently there is not enough 
environmental water for all objectives so trade-offs need to be made.  We need more 
science and research and monitoring to inform decisions and maximise outputs. 

Comment:  One angler described his ongoing use of a camera to view the sea floor while 
fishing. He claims it looks very healthy with a good mix of bait species and others.  No 
rubbish or human waste viewed. 

Q. What species benefit from high in flows? 

Response: None that we know of but we only study a few species.  Flathead and snapper 
prefer medium flows.  High flows increase nutrients into the Bay which can cause algal 
blooms dominated by diatoms which can produce toxins and lead to reduced productivity of 
the zooplankton that fish larvae feed. The blooms can also boom and bust as they suck of 
the nutrients rapidly and then die and sink to the sea floor. 

Q. For the angler with the camera on the sea floor – How many Yank flathead are 
you seeing? 

Response: approximately one yank for every fifty sand flathead 

Q. Is there a decrease in blue spot and increase in sand flathead? Why are blue 
spot in one area good size but not in another?  Why can I catch blue spot in one 
area but not in another?  General concern raised for blue spot flathead. 

Response: We don’t really know what influences the spatial patterns of blue spot within the 
bay and there could be many factors influencing when and where they occur in higher 
abundance.  It would be interesting to look into these behavioural patterns.  Sand flathead 
are certainly more abundant than blue spot throughout the bay, particularly in the deeper 
waters, but the two species are managed the same. 

Q. 27cm is very small minimum legal length.  Most angling clubs have bigger 
minimum sizes.  Can we increase the size limit to give spawning females a 
chance? 

Response: The Fisheries Regulations are sun setting (being reviewed) in Feb 2020.  All 
regulations will be reviewed in this process including size and catch limits for flathead. 
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Q.  What nutrients are coming into PPB at what time?  Which nutrient is 
beneficial for flathead? 

Response: Nitrogen is the most important nutrient for marine algal growth, with phosphorus 
being less limiting in marine than freshwaters.  An increase in silica can be important for 
blooms of diatoms which require it for their skeletons. When diatoms bloom in very high 
concentrations it can be to the detriment of the environment, and doesn’t seem to benefit 
fish larval survival in the bay. 

Response: Melbourne Water are funding a study in collaboration the University of Melbourne 
developing a model of inflows and nutrient inputs to the Bay, that has an objective to 
predict production of zooplankton. A prototype model has been developed based on 
Hobsons Bay. Current work is attempting to extend the model to cover the whole of PPB.  
The model will be highly valuable as we can run the model to see how changes in flows and 
what’s in the flows from different sources will affect nutrient inputs and zooplankton 
production.   

Q. Have we compared PPB to other areas with similar characteristics? 

Response: Based on angler creel survey data sand flathead in Western Port seem to have 
not shown the same decline as in PPB. PPB is very unique with a localised stock.  In 
Tasmania there were issues with the Derwent River flathead stocks which led to some 
regulatory changes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


