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STRATEGY AT A GLANCE 
• This is a 10 year strategy  (2013 – 2023 ) to rebuild east coast rock lobster stocks 

to greater than 20% of an unfished stock and in excess of the peak biomass levels 
of the mid 2000s by limiting the amount of lobsters harvested each year from this 
region.  

• IMAS provide advice each year on what the total catch (recreational and 
commercial) from the East Coast Stock Rebuilding Zone (ECSRZ) should be 
limited to.   

• Specific east coast management measures are in place to limit the catch. These 
measures are different for the commercial and recreational fisheries.  

• There is annual catch monitoring and assessment of the stock status by IMAS. 
Management responses are reviewed and adapted (if needed) to keep the strategy 
on track.  

• This strategy also assists to reduce the risk of urchin barren formation from the 
long spined sea urchin (Centrosptephanus). 

• An east coast translocation program supports the stock rebuilding strategy 
through the relocation of undersize lobsters from deep water slow growth areas 
in the south west to inshore waters within the stock rebuilding zone. 

 

 

CURRENT MANAGEMENT MEASURES TO LIMIT CATCH  
• Recreational  

o Daily bag limit of 2, possession limit of 4 and boat limit of 10 rock lobster 
in the Eastern Region. 

o Winter closure for Eastern Region (1 May to 31 August).  

o Delay to the East Coast Stock Rebuilding Zone (ECSRZ) opening (five 
weeks after the western region opens).    

• Commercial 

o East Coast catch cap area (St Helens Point to Bruny Island), with the 
ECSRZ closing when the trigger is reached. 

o Statewide quota system. 
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BACKGROUND 
Rock lobster stocks on the East Coast reached historically low levels during 2011/12.   
 
In response, a strategy was developed to rebuild rock lobster stocks on the East Coast.  A strategy 
document detailing goals, regional management initiatives and monitoring was released by the Minister 
for Primary Industries and Fisheries in July 2013.  
 
The strategy document was updated in April 2017 and again in September 2018 to include 
management arrangements that have been implemented or adjusted since 2013. 
 

OUTLINE OF THE STRATEGY 
East Coast Stock Rebuilding Goal 

The goal is to rebuild stocks (total biomass) in each stock assessment area (1, 2 and 3) to a level 
equivalent to 20 % virgin biomass or greater within 10 years. An estimate of percentage (%) virgin 
biomass is a comparative estimate of current stock levels against an unfished or ‘virgin’ fishery (100%), 
and is a widely used as a performance measure in fisheries assessment.  
 
2012 estimates of % virgin biomass for areas 1, 2 and 3 were very low. 
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Area 1 16% 

Area 2 8.5% 

Area 3 10% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The rationale behind the stock rebuilding goal includes:  
• improved ecosystem function; 
• improved performance in the commercial and recreational fisheries (improved commercial catch 

rates, greater recreational fishing satisfaction - more chance of catching  a rock lobster per trip); 
• mitigate risk of urchin barren formation from increased predation on the long spined sea urchin 

Centrostephanus;  
• better stock buffer against variable recruitment/climate change. 
 
Why has the level of 20% virgin biomass or greater been set as the goal?  
• It is a much healthier stock status than 2012 levels; 
• In Areas 2 and 3 the total biomass is expected to be at a higher level than at any time in the last 

20 years (even the peak in 2003/4); 
• In Area 1 the total biomass is expected to be 25% or greater; 
• It is a substantial increase in biomass in a reasonable timeframe (10 years) subject to average 

recruitment and the effectiveness of limiting total catch to the maximum target level; 
• Legal size biomass is expected to increase from 2012 level 562 t (Area 1- 3 combined) to 1,066 

t in 5 years (2018) and 1800 t in 10 years (2023). 

 
What catch limit will achieve the goal?  
Modelling by the Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS) in 2012 demonstrated that the 
20% virgin biomass goal is highly likely to be achieved by limiting the total (commercial and 
recreational) catch from Areas 1, 2 and 3 combined to a maximum of 200 tonnes per year.  
 
This was a 35 tonne reduction from the 2011/12 total East Coast catch estimate of 235 t (185 t 
commercial catch 2011/12 commercial quota year, 50 t recreational catch 2010/11 recreational 
season). 

 

Indicative map of stock assessment areas 1 



 
September 2018   7 

The 200 tonne catch limit is reviewed annually by IMAS using latest catch and effort data in annual 
assessment of rock lobster stocks.  For 2018/19, the catch limit (for Areas 1, 2 and 3) has been 
adjusted to 195 tonnes. 
 
Stock Rebuilding Zone 
2013/14 – 2016/17 the stock rebuilding zone was defined as Areas 1, 2 and 3 combined.  
 
In 2017/18, the southern boundary of the SRZ was adjusted from a line running due south of 
Southport, to a line along the south coast of Bruny Island and running east from Tasman Head so that 
the SRZ more precisely covers the target area for stock rebuilding (see previous map for details).  
 
IMAS advice indicates that the status of lobster stocks in the area which now sits outside the new 
stock rebuilding zone is not of concern relative to the rest of the zone.  This change will also provide 
the capacity for management measures to be focused into this key area where the rebuilding is most 
required.  
 
Resource Sharing Arrangement 
In 2016 the Minister of the day determined that the notional maximum catch limit for the stock 
rebuilding zone (Areas 1, 2 and 3) would be split between the commercial and recreational fisheries 
79% / 21% respectively.  This sharing arrangement reflects the historic proportion of commercial and 
recreational catch from these areas combined. 
 
This sharing arrangement saw the 200 tonne maximum catch allocation split 158 tonnes to the 
commercial fishery and 42 tonnes to the recreational fishery for Areas 1, 2 and 3 combined. 
 
The revised stock rebuilding zone (implemented 2017/18) is a smaller zone than the original zone. 
IMAS has calculated the proportion of the catch historically taken inside the new SRZ by each sector 
and applied this proportion to the 79% / 21% catch share to determine the catch allocations for the 
new area. 
 
• For the 2017/18 200 tonne maximum catch allocation, the split within the new SRZ was 134 

tonnes for the commercial fishery and 41 tonnes for the recreational fishery. 
• For the 2018/19 195 tonne maximum catch allocation, the split within the new SRZ is 131 tonnes 

for the commercial fishery and 40 tonnes for the recreational fishery. 
 

MANAGEMENT ACTIONS  
The aim of management actions implemented under this strategy is to constrain the annual catch of 
each sector to its share (as determined by the resource sharing arrangement) so that the stock 
rebuilding goal can be achieved by 2023. 
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The commercial and recreational rock lobster fisheries operate very differently and this is reflected 
in the different types of management measures that are applied to each sector. 
 
The following sections detail the current management measures.  Refer to Appendix 1 for a summary 
of East Coast management changes 2011 onwards. 
 
Recreational Fishery – Current Management Measures  

These management measures apply to the whole Eastern Region (Point Sorell east to Whale Head). 
The stock rebuilding zone sits within the Eastern Region.  

• Daily bag limit of 2 rock lobster 
• Possession limit of 4 rock lobster 
• Boat limit of 10 rock lobster 
• Winter seasonal closure (1 May to 31 August) 

The 2018 season delay applies to the stock rebuilding zone only. 

• ECSRZ season opening 5 weeks after the western region opening 
 
The management tools available for the recreational fishery indirectly limit the total catch, and do not 
guarantee to limit the total catch to a specified level.  Recreational management tends to be blunt, 
simple, applied broad scale, easy to understand, cost effective to implement and relatively easy to 
administer.  In contrast, management imposed on commercial fishers tend to be more expensive and 
complex, and in the case of the Tasmanian rock lobster fisher able to directly control the catch.   
 
Even though recreational catch limits may be adjusted, and seasons reduced, fishers may fish more 
and potentially increase the total recreational catch.  In addition, as recreational fisheries are open 
access (participation and licence levels are not capped) there is potential for more fishers to go fishing.  
Adjusting season dates are one way of potentially limiting days fished.  
 
In 2016, the Department investigated setting an individual season limit for recreational fishers 
(regionally and statewide) as a tool to constrain east coast recreational catch, monitored through 
catch tags.  Due to the high cost of a catch tag system and the risks that it may not achieve the 
objective of constraining catch, the Minister of the day decided not to proceed with a catch tag system.  
 
Monitoring the Recreational Catch 
Annual recreational surveys are undertaken by IMAS to provide an estimate the recreational rock 
lobster catch from the stock rebuilding zone.  The catch estimate is calculated after the eastern region 
fishing season closes on 1 May.  
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Commercial Fishery – Current Management Measures 

Commercial East Coast Catch Cap  
The primary measure for managing a sustainable commercial fishery is the total allowable catch, with 
individual quota units allocated to fishers.  However, the allowable catch applies state-wide and does 
not provide for a limit to be set for any particular region. 
 
To provide a direct catch control measure for the east coast region, a catch cap system has been 
implemented.  The commercial east coast catch cap is a specific catch limit for a defined area – 
currently St Helens Point to Adventure Bay.  When the catch cap limit (measured from the start of 
the quota year from 1 March), is taken from the east coast catch cap area, the entire east coast stock 
rebuilding zone is closed to commercial fishing until the start of the following quota year. 
 
The catch cap amount is set annually based on scientific advice taking into account the latest stock 
information, over or under runs from the previous year and any other information such as significant 
unpredictable events (e.g. toxic algal bloom events). 
 
Seasonal Closures 
Seasonal closures are not used as tools to limit the commercial catch in the east coast stock rebuilding 
strategy as the catch cap system provides a more effective direct catch control mechanism. 
 
Seasonal closures in September apply to parts of the commercial fishery including the east coast catch 
cap area but these closures are in place to address rock lobster quality export market issues.  
 
The east coast stock rebuilding zone commercial opening date is directly linked to the recreational 
opening date because of the buffer between the two opening dates.  It is not set as a management 
measure to limit commercial catch. 
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Monitoring the Commercial Catch 
The commercial catch is monitored in real time through the quota year, via the quota dockets that 
fishers are required to submit to verify the weight of rock lobster landed.  Fishers are also required 
to complete (daily) a catch and effort logbook recording the details associated with every pot set and 
hauling event. 
 
Commercial fishers are restricted to single zone fishing trips.  Currently there are 3 zones in the 
fishery (east coast catch cap area, north east catch cap area and the rest of State waters), fishers have 
to declare which zone they intend to fish via a pre fishing telephone report and cannot fish in a 
different zone until all lobsters caught in one zone have been unloaded and the weight verified through 
the quota docket and associated telephone reporting system.  Quota dockets have to be submitted 
to DPIPWE within 48 hours of each unloading. 
 

EAST COAST TRANSLOCATION PROGRAM 
Translocation increases productivity and biomass in an area by moving undersize lobsters from slow 
growing deep water areas in the south west to faster growth inshore east coast areas. 
 
Since 2015, the Government has funded an east coast 
translocation program to support the stock rebuilding 
strategy.  A cross-sectoral committee oversees the 
translocation program, comprising the Department, IMAS, 
the Tasmanian Rock Lobster Fishermens Association 
(TRLFA) and the Tasmanian Association for Recreational 
Fishing (TARFish).  The on-water translocation catch and 
release activities are managed by the Tasmanian Rock 
Lobster Fishermen’s Association, with IMAS/DPIPWE 
scientific observers. 
 
A total of 145,000 lobsters were translocated to a variety of 
sites from St Helens to the Tasman Peninsular during the 
first 3 year program which concluded in March 2018.  This 
program has been funded for a further 4 years, with the aim 
of translocating about 30,000 lobsters each year.  
 
ASSESSING IF STOCK REBUILDING IS ON TRACK 
Each year, commercial and recreational catch and effort data, together with data from a variety of 
IMAS scientific programs is incorporated into an annual stock assessment.  This IMAS assessment 
including modelling, will report on total biomass for each stock assessment area (along with other 
stock information) in October each year, prior to the Minister setting the total allowable catch and 
commercial catch caps for the following year.  This allows an annual assessment as to whether the 
stock rebuilding strategy is on track to meet the virgin biomass goal. 
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The key performance measure is total biomass; however, other indictors will be tracked to provide 
a broader picture on the status of the East Coast rock lobster fishery.  These indicators will include, 
but not limited to, ecosystem function measures (for example large lobster biomass), egg production, 
legal sized biomass, commercial catch rate and recreational harvest rate.  
 
The stock assessment model reports on and provides forward projections for each stock assessment 
area and State wide.  It is not currently able to provide forward projections on smaller parts of each 
Area.  However, catch and effort information for both sectors is collected and can be reported at a 
finer spatial scale.  
 
From the 2016/17 stock assessment, the most recent estimates of virgin biomass are: 
 

 2016/17 2012 

Area 1 (south east) 22% 16% 

Area 2 (lower east) 10% 8.5% 

Area 3 (mid/north east) 10% 10% 

 
This demonstrates that after 3 years, the east coast biomass has started to improve under the east 
coast harvest strategy, noting that the rate of improvement is much greater in the south. 
 
Forward stock assessment model projections indicate that that all 3 areas are on track to achieve the 
stock rebuilding goal of greater than 20% virgin biomass by 2023.  Area 1 has already reached this 
target (22%) due to high levels of recruitment in this area and the greater protection that the minimum 
legal size limit provides for the slower growing lobsters in this region.  
 
Preliminary data from the 2017/18 IMAS stock assessment indicates that east coast catch rates 
(commercial and recreational) are continuing to increase which is a very positive signal for stock 
rebuilding.  The 2017/18 stock assessment including the latest biomass estimates, is expected to be 
finalised by November 2018. 
 
Refer to Appendix 2 for information on changes in catch and catch rates over time on the east coast 
and to Appendix 3 for information on annual catch over / under runs and biotoxin closures.  
 
FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 
Outcomes of current and future scientific research relating to the distribution of Centrostephanus 
urchin barrens, the ecosystem consideration of rock lobster populations in mitigating the spread of 
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urchin barrens and the impact of urchin harvest and culling programs may necessitate review of the 
harvest strategy. 
 
Future Challenges  
As stocks rebuild, there is a need for adaptive management of catch controls, particularly for the 
recreational fishery as the control mechanisms in place are indirect (e.g. seasonal closures, catch 
limits) rather than controls that directly limit the catch (such as the commercial catch cap).  If stock 
assessments indicate that the mechanisms to limit total East Coast rock lobster catch are either 
‘ineffective’ or ‘too effective’ the management measures will be adapted/fine-tuned, replaced or 
removed.  This will be done in consultation with the fishery advisory committees (FAC’s) and peak 
bodies. 
 
Biotoxin closures (to manage the risk of harmful algal blooms in the east coast lobster fishery) have 
also had significant impacts on both the recreational and commercial fisheries, particularly influencing 
recreational catch levels during extended summer closed periods.  However, in any given year, the 
impact cannot be forecast in advance.  These closures add another level of complexity to 
consideration of appropriate management responses under the stock rebuilding strategy each year, 
as well as stakeholder angst around the unpredictable nature pf the blooms and subsequent access to 
the east coast fishery.  These management challenges will be ongoing and any impacts are incorporated 
in the annual IMAS stock assessment process.   
 
Conflicting stakeholder views, changes to views over time, and differences in the aspirations of 
different sectors in relation to their ‘share’ of the catch and changes in community expectations will 
ultimately have to be resolved by Ministerial decisions.   
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APPENDIX 1  
 
Summary of East Coast management changes from 2011 onwards 
 
• 2011 Regional management for the Recreational Fishery was introduced including different 

daily bag limits for the eastern and western region. 
 

• 2013  East Coast Stock Rebuilding Strategy launched.  
November Regional seasonal open dates introduced, eastern region recreational 
opening two weeks later than western region, with two-weekend buffer between 
recreational and commercial openings. 

 
• 2014  Commercial east coast catch cap introduced and two catch cap winter closures. 

 
• 2015 Eastern Region recreational daily bag limit reduced from 3 to 2 

Commercial catch cap winter closure (15 – 31 August) rescinded. 
 

• 2016 Eastern region recreational winter closure (from 1 May) introduced. 
 

• 2014-17 Eastern region open dates – Recreational Fishery on third Saturday in November, a 
two weekend buffer to Commercial Fishery opening in late November.  

 
• 2017 Southern boundary line of stock rebuilding zone adjusted. 

Commercial catch cap winter closure (23 April – 14 June) rescinded. 
 

• 2018 Three week reduction in recreational open season in stock rebuilding zone, two week 
reduction for the commercial fishery. Buffer reduced to 3 days.  ECSRZ open dates; 
Recreational Fishery 8 December, Commercial Fishery 11 December.  
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APPENDIX 2  
 
Changes in catch and catch rates over time on the east coast 

IMAS has supplied the following catch and catch rate data for commercial and recreational fisheries. 
 
Graph 1 - East Coast (stock assessment areas 1, 2 and 3) commercial catches and standardised Catch per 
unit effort (CPUE) i.e. kilograms of lobster per pot lift.  Data for the 2017/18 season is preliminary and subject 
to change.  
 

 
 
Graph 2 - standardised CPUE for the three East Coast stock assessment areas.  Data for the 2017/18 season 
is preliminary and subject to change. 
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Graph 3 - Commercial catch for the three East Coast stock assessment areas. Data for the 2017/18 season 
is preliminary and subject to change. 
 

 
 
Graph 4 - Recreational catch and CPUE for the East Coast (stock assessment areas 1, 2 and 3). Note that 
CPUE is unstandardized and strongly influenced by events such as the harmful algal bloom closures in 2015/16 
and 2017/18 (which reduced CPUE in those years). Note that prior to 2014 recreational surveys were only 
conducted every second year. 
 
 

 
  



 
September 2018   16 

 
Graph 5 - Recreational catches in the three East Coast stock assessment areas. Note that prior to 2014 
recreational surveys were only conducted every second year. 
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APPENDIX 3 
 
Table 1 - stock rebuilding zone notional share over / underruns and biotoxin closures 
 

  Recreational 
SRZ Notional 
Share 

Commercial 
SRZ Notional 
Share 

Commercial 
Catch cap 

Biotoxin Closures  

2014/15 10 t overrun 7 t overrun Closed 26 Jan 
5 weeks early 
3.5 t overrun 

Maria Is Zone 
- recreational and 

commercial 1 week 
2015/16 6 t underrun 20 t overrun 

(deepwater 
region area 1) 

Closed 23 Feb 
1 week early 
7 t underrun 

Maria Is Zone  
- commercial 10 weeks 
- recreational  8 weeks  
Lower east Zone 
- commercial 3 weeks 
- recreational 4 weeks 
Upper East Zone 
- commercial 3 weeks 
- recreational 4 weeks 
Furneaux Zone 
- commercial 2 weeks 
- recreational 3 weeks 

2016/17 8 t overrun 3 t underrun No closure 
13t underrun 

Maria Is Zone  
- commercial 11 weeks,  
- recreational  3 weeks  
Lower East Zone 
- commercial 1.5 week 
Storm Bay/Bruny Is Zone 
- commercial 1.5 week 
Furneaux Zone 
- recreational 1 week 

2017/18 < 1t underrun To be 
confirmed 

Closed 29 Jan  
4 weeks early 
<1t underrun 

Maria Is Zone     
- recreational and 

commercial 13 weeks 
Central East Zone 
- recreational and 

commercial 9.5 weeks  
Lower East Zone 
- recreational and 

commercial 4 weeks 
Storm Bay/Bruny Is Zone 
- recreational and 

commercial 1 week 
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Indicative map – East Coast rock lobster biotoxin zones 
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