Draft: Suggested Response to the Grey Nurse Sharks RIS/PBT

Section A 
Nature conservation legislation (refers to section 8.1 in RIS/PBT)
Question 1 
Do you support or not support Proposal One (see section 8.1 in RIS/PBT)?

Full Support - Studies say as little as 300 to 500 individuals left and that definitely warrants an endangered listing under the Nature Conservation Act 1992.

Question 2 
Do you support or not support the development of a conservation plan for the species (see section 8.1 in RIS/PBT)?

Full Support - Protective measures are definitely needed. If nothing is done to protect the grey nurse sharks, they might be extinct in between 7 and 40 years.
Section B
Proposed areas for closures

Question 3a 
 Indicate whether you support or do not support a whole of year or a seasonal closure to minimise FISHING impacts on grey nurse sharks (see sections 7.2 and 7.3 in RIS/PBT)?

Full Support for annual fishing closure - Hook and line fishing is the greatest threat to the survival of the grey nurse sharks. 30% of observed sharks have hooks in their mouth, 80% of autopsied sharks have hooks in their throat or stomach; hooks and the resulting infections and septicaemia are by far the main reasons for unnatural grey nurse sharks deaths. Fishing within these sites threatens the survival of the grey nurse sharks and all forms of hook and line fishing must be removed.
Question 3b 
Do you support or not support the concept of having an annual or seasonal* closure to minimise DIVING impacts on grey nurse sharks (see sections 7.2 and 7.3 in RIS/PBT)? 

No Support for annual or seasonal diving closures - Diving is not considered a key impact to the grey nurse sharks, particularly when divers are managed appropriately. Over the last three years, the diving community has been very supportive in adopting and abiding by the voluntary GNS diving code of conduct but also in filling out surveys for the Queensland Parks and Wildlife Services. There is no scientific evidence to suggest that divers adhering to the code of conduct have more than a negligible impact on the grey nurse sharks. Divers are an important source of information about grey nurse sharks numbers and migration.
Question 4
If you support area closures, do you support or not support all of the distances proposed in the map below?

Support 1.2 km, but 1.5 km would be better, as a round zone with distance expressed in nautical miles – studies in both Queensland (Flat Rock) and New South Wales (Fish Rock) have clearly demonstrated that the grey nurse sharks do actually travel up to 1.2km from the site and throughout the water column to forage. A 200m protection zone + 800m buffer zone (as implemented in New South Wales) is totally ineffective.
Question 5
If you do not support the proposed distances in the map but do support having an area closure, indicate which distance you would support?

Support 1.5 km ideally, as a round zone with distance expressed in nautical miles – Boundary adjustments that are not seen as detrimental to the grey nurse sharks, but would minimise financial hardship for some stakeholder groups should be made possible. A square closure zone is more difficult to identify on a GPS so consideration should be given to circular closure zones. Distances should be expressed as nautical miles as this is the standard unit of measure for boating.

Section C 
Fishing activities
Question 6
Do you support or not support Proposal Two (see section 8.2 the RIS/PBT)?

Full Support - Hook and line fishing is the greatest threat to the survival of the grey nurse sharks. Fishing within these sites threatens the survival of the grey nurse sharks and all forms of hook and line fishing must be removed. Practices with no demonstrated adverse impacts on the grey nurse sharks could still be allowed so as to minimise financial hardship for professional fishermen and fish collectors.
Question 7
Do not answer if you expressed full support in question 6
Section D 
Diving activities

Question 8
Do you support or not support Proposal Three (see section 8.3 the RIS/PBT)?

Support but with the suggested amendments – 
· The specific restrictions stated for dive operators and dive clubs should be extended to all divers, including those diving from private boats;

· The dive group limit should be raised to 12. A limit of 12 is based on the average capacity for a standard day boat dive operation;

· Permanent mooring should be considered on heavily utilised dive sites such as Flat Rock so as to eliminate anchor and chain impacts to the reef but this also could be used to regulate the number of boats allowed to use the site at any point in time. The number of moorings should be proportional to the actual use of the site.

Over the last three years, the diving community has been very supportive in adopting and abiding by the voluntary GNS diving code of conduct. Implementation of the proposed legislation formalises the existing voluntary local diving practices in minimising impacts to the grey nurse sharks.
Question 9
Do not answer if you expressed full support in question 8.
Question 10
Should the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) give consideration to capping the numbers of divers in the water at any one time and/or any one day to minimise disturbance to the sharks (see section 8.3 of the RIS/PBT)?
Yes if backed by scientific evidence – Considerations should be in line with scientific evidence that large groups of divers actually impact the grey nurse sharks.
Question 11
Should the EPA give consideration to prohibiting diver access to areas during periods when sharks are at high risk of disturbance (see section 8.3 of the RIS/PBT)?

Yes if backed by scientific evidence – Considerations should be in line with scientific evidence of the impact of divers during these times.

General comments:
The Department of Primary Industries and the Environmental Protection Agency have done a great job in formulating an effective set of protective measures, backed by scientific evidence, for the protection of the grey nurse sharks in Queensland. The protection of the grey nurse sharks is long overdue and something must be done right now to prevent this species from becoming extinct. It is great to see the Queensland Government keen to do the right thing for the grey nurse sharks and promising to implement these measures before the end of the year.

