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On 7 April 2022, the Minister approved that draft alterations to the Fisheries (General and Fees) 
Regulations 2016 be consulted. These alterations principally take the form of a proposal to 
increase commercial size limits for blacklip abalone in the eastern, western and northern parts 
of the fishery. The scientific evidence behind these proposed changes is summarised below. 

 

ABALONE 

Abalone are gastropod molluscs, or in more common language, marine snails. Two species of 
abalone are harvested in Tasmania: Haliotis rubra (blacklip abalone) and Haliotis laevigata 
(greenlip abalone). Both species are mobile bottom dwellers that graze on drift seaweeds as 
well as on algae on rock surfaces.  They predominantly occur on rocky substrate, mainly 
within the littoral zone from depths of five to thirty meters, though they are also found from 
the shallows down to 40 meters.  Blacklip abalone are distributed around Tasmania. Greenlip 
abalone are found along the north coast and around the Bass Strait islands. 

Abalone are broadcast spawners; that is, they release their eggs and sperm into the water 
where fertilisation occurs. Abalone produce large numbers of eggs, which hatch within 24 
hours of fertilisation. There is a brief (usually a few days but up to 14 days) pelagic larval stage 
prior to settlement on the seafloor. This behaviour commonly results in limited dispersal of 
the larvae. This aspect of abalone biology makes them susceptible to overfishing and, in some 
cases, to local extinctions. The latter occurs where management is unable to prevent fishing 
to very low densities, at which point recruitment (replacement by breeding) fails and stocks 
collapse. There are many instances of such events in abalone fisheries world-wide.  

After settlement, juvenile abalone hide under rocks during the day, and emerge at night to 
feed.  When abalone reach sexual maturity (about five to eight years old) most animals no 
longer engage in this cryptic behaviour and they become vulnerable to fishing.  Adult abalone 
are sedentary and rarely move more than a few hundred meters from their natal site. Abalone 
can live to be upwards of 50 years of age. 

 

MINIMUM LEGAL LENGTH: THREE YEAR RULE 

Growth rates, maximum size and median size at maturity are highly variable among blacklip 
abalone populations around Tasmania.  Generally, abalone in the north grow slower and to a 
smaller maximum size, and become sexually mature at a smaller size, than abalone in the 
south.  On a smaller scale, within each region and even at the sub-block scale, there can be 
variation in growth and maturity among populations.  

It is impractical to develop different size limits that accommodate all the combinations of 
growth and size at maturity exhibited by populations within a region; management aims to 
achieve the best compromise.  Representative abalone populations around the coast are 
sampled by IMAS to estimate their median size at maturity.  In addition, abalone growth is 



measured through tagging programs in key parts of the fishery.  These maturity and growth 
studies have been in place since the late 1980s and are ongoing.  As a result, useful information 
from approximately 500 maturity samples and over 40 growth studies is available. With this 
information, the following rule, approved as part of the fishery Harvest Strategy in 2018, is 
progressively being applied, as far as practical and possible, to the setting of blacklip abalone 
size limits around Tasmania: 

That, from 50 per cent size at maturity in an area, blacklip abalone should be given three years 
size limit protection before entering the legally exploitable biomass. 

In other words, the legal minimum length should be set at where 50 per cent of blacklip 
abalone in an area have had the opportunity to spawn for three years after reaching maturity. 
Previously, minimum size limits were set where abalone had the opportunity to spawn for 
two years after reaching maturity.  Concern about declining spawning biomass and evidence 
that two years provided insufficient protection, as well as risk of localised depletion from 
pulse fishing, however, have prompted the move from two to three years protection.   

This change has upwards implications for a number of blacklip size limits around Tasmania.  
For example, by using a hypothetical population structure, conditioned for south-west 
Tasmania, and applying different legal minimum lengths (127, 132, 140, and 150 mm) the 
proportion of unfished mature biomass protected increases rapidly from 0.7% at 127 mm to 
18.5% at 150 mm (Table 1).  

Table 1:  Proportion of unfished mature biomass protected off the south-west of Tasmania at 
different legal minimum lengths 

 

Table adapted from:  Haddon, M. and C. Mundy (2016) Testing abalone empirical harvest strategies, for setting TACs and 
associated LMLs, that include the use of novel spatially explicit performance measures. CSIRO, FRDC Final Report 2013/200. 
Hobart. 182 p. 

Given that most of the mass of the unfished abalone stock in the south-west lies above 
140mm, it is not surprising regarding the table above that a legal minimum length of 127mm 



only protects 0.7% of the unfished spawning biomass, and even a legal minimum length of 
145mm protects only 12.3%. 

Applying 50 per cent maturity plus 3 years around the coast of Tasmania yields the following 
size limits.  

Table 2:  Theoretical mean shell lengths of blacklip abalone at 1, 2 and 3 years post maturity for each 
fishing block. n is number of data sets; n CFA is number of data sets outside of commercial fishing area 
described by the abalone georeferenced data set (2012-2015). Maturity estimates are LM50% and LM90%. 
SL max and MM SL max are the 95th percentile of maximum shell length recorded for each block from 
size at maturity records (SL max) and commercial catch sampling records (MMSLmax). 

 

 

Table adapted from: 2017 REVIEW OF SIZE AT MATURITY IN TASMANIAN ABALONE FISHERIES. Jones, H., Pyke S., 
and Mundy, C. Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies Report. University of Tasmania, Hobart. 

Regarding the example for south-west Tasmania, by moving to a three year rule what results 
is a legal minimum length of 150mm, which protects 18.5% of the unfished spawning biomass.  

Where size limits that meet the three year rule do not yet apply, there needs to be in place 
a plan to transition an area to the size limit stipulated by the three year rule.  In some cases, 
stepped size limit increases may be required to minimise the impact on divers.   



Thus, the following schedule is proposed for commercial blacklip abalone to meet the three 
year rule: 

  East coast 
West (area 
A) (1 July) 

King Is Upper west 
Musselroe 

Bay 

(existing) (138 mm) (145 mm) (127 mm) (132 mm) (127 mm) 

2023 140 mm   130 mm   130 mm 

2024 142 mm 150 mm  132 mm   132 mm 

2025 145 mm  136 mm 136 mm  

 

 

This commercial blacklip abalone size limits schedule has been drafted into the form of the 
Fisheries (General and Fees) Amendment Regulations 2022.  

The draft legislation is to be exhibited from 10 August 2022 to 10 September 2022 
inclusive during which period any person may submit written representations in relation to 
the proposed alteration. 

Copies of the proposed alterations may be viewed, or obtained at no cost, from the Fisheries 
Compliance and Licensing Branch of the Department of Natural Resources and Environment 
Tasmania (NRET), located on the first floor of the Lands Building, 134 Macquarie Street, 
Hobart, 7000. 



The documents are exhibited on the NRET website at www.nret.tas.gov.au 

The addresses to which representations may be sent are: 

 
The Secretary 

Attention: Matt Bradshaw 

Department of Natural Resources and Environment Tasmania 

GPO Box 44 

HOBART   TAS   7001 

 

Matt.Bradshaw@nre.tas.gov.au  

 

All interested persons are encouraged to view the draft legislation. 

 
Information about submissions 
All submissions will be treated as public information. If you wish your submission to be treated 
as confidential, either whole or in part, please note this in writing at the time of making your 
submission. No personal information other than the name of the individual making the 
submission will be disclosed. 
 
The Right to Information Act 2009 and confidentiality 
By law, information provided to the Government may be provided to an applicant under the 
provisions of the Right to Information Act 2009 (RTI). If you have indicated that you wish all or 
part of your submission to be confidential, the statement that details your reasons will be 
taken into account in determining whether to release the information in the event of an RTI 
application for assessed disclosure. 

 

If you have any enquiries about this draft legislation, please contact Matt Bradshaw (Principal 
Fisheries Management Officer [Dive Fisheries]) tel. 0457 097 534 or e-mail 
Matt.Bradshaw@nre.tas.gov.au 

http://www.nret.tas.gov.au/
mailto:Matt.Bradshaw@nre.tas.gov.au
mailto:Matt.Bradshaw@nre.tas.gov.au
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