Tunnel Nets

Trials of 1.6km inshore nets in Central & Nth QLD

Presentation to Whitsundays LMAC on 5 March 2026



Who are we?

Promoting the Protection and
Conservation of QLD’s Inshore
Flats and Coastal Fisheries

PRESERVE THE WATERS. PROTECT THE FUTURE.



Why are tunnel nets being trialled?

Gillnets are currently used in Central & Nth QLD

Fed & QLD Gov has committed to phasing out gillnets by mid-2027

27 gilinet licences remain - owners have already been compensated
FishLIGHT is a $9million research project to trial replacement gears
Funded by QLD Government & FRDC, conducted by Fisheries Queensland
Tunnel nets are one of the gears being trialled

16 trial days in 2025 under licence granted by GBRMPA, including Bowen,
Airlie Beach & Shute Harbour (also Gladstone, Turkey Beach & Hinchinbrook)

Further trials planned for 2026

Other gear being trialled includes line fishing, fish traps & smaller trap nets




How does a tunnel net operate?

Location: coastal flats (beaches & foreshores)
Length: wings stretch 800m each side

Barrier to other users: operate during the day,
over an entire run-out tide (6+ hrs)

Non-selective: 6000+ fish in one shot, 50
different species caught during trials

Species mix: 97% by-catch or by-product

Iconic sportfish: eg trevally & permit were
approx. 30% of catch

Fish mortality: some fish dead prior to release.
Post-release mortality unknown
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Predation of fish released alive: sharks & bird
risk




This is what one of the 800m wings looks like...

Fish holding
chamber




S0 why is this such a
serious concern®?



Inshore Flats Project verdict: a tunnel net fishery would

Pose an unacceptable risk to the environment and ecosystem
Damage or destroy a world class, economically valuable, high growth, recreational fishery
Impact on tourism and locals’ enjoyment of fishing, local beaches and foreshores

Lack a social licence

Not provide a viable alternative gear for commercial fishermen

And.....increase risk of GBRMP listed as ‘World Heritage in Danger’

Detailed analysis: visit www.inshoreflatsproject.com.au and see ‘Our Advocacy’



http://www.inshoreflatsproject.com.au

Imagine 1.6km long nets here....

In and adjacent to GBRMP waters

In Dugong Protection Areas: FQs documents state that
Moreton Bay tunnel nets pose a “medium” risk to turtles &
dugongs

Nursery grounds for juvenile fish
Movement corridors linking estuaries and deeper waters

In or near key tourism spots (eg beaches, jetties, high use
recreational areas)

Areas used by Traditional Owners practising traditional
hunting




A recipe for localised depletion

Economic necessity for a high volume harvest: 3 or 4
operators + 8 hrs work + 97% no/low seafood value fish

Lack of scientific information to determine sustainable
commercial harvest levels at sites

Fish released alive # fish surviving

Observational and historical experience: fish stocks of
sportfish on flats do not replenish

Impacts across the fishery: what happens on the flats
doesn’t stay on the flats (consider loss of juvenile fish and
baitfish)




Threat to a high-value recreational fishery

Recreational fishing contributes over $2.5 billion annually to QLD Economy
A significant % of this is attributable to the northern inshore fishery

lconic sportfish such as trevally & permit attract tourists from QLD, interstate & internationally (and which
are a high proportion of tunnel net catch)

Local businesses have developed around this inshore flats fishery, which has never been the subject of
netting of this scale




Case study: QLD flats fishing charter industry

Key target species: permit, golden trevally and giant
trevally on the flats. 98% catch & release fishing.

12+ businesses in QLD, some with multiple guides

In 2026: 2400 days booked, $7.3 million direct spend by
clients

Bookings growing by 30% / year
International clients growing by 20% / year

World class reputation: acclaim in media, films and with
influencers




Local communities will pay the price

Loss of tourist anglers, who will favor other destinations

Tourism and fishing related businesses will suffer, with
economic consequences for local communities

Impact on diverse, unique natural environment & local amenity
Loss of resource for current and future generations

Locals will find it harder to catch a fish off the beach

Threat to First Nations cultural heritage

Community opposition is growing - common sense says that
1.6km inshore nets won'’t gain a social licence




Stop the Tunnel Net Trials

There is enough data from the 2025 trials
to show that tunnel nets make no sense.

Other options exist: eg

e commercial line fishing is highly
selective, causes minimal harm to
by-catch, has less risk to TEPs and is
more likely to gain a social licence

e aquaculture is also a successful
industry




Let’s continue the
conversation

@theinshoreflatsproject
info@inshoreflatsproject.com.au

www.inshoreflatsproject.com.au




Endnote: Moreton Bay vs Central & Nth Queensland

Moreton Bay

1.

Established tunnel net fishery, operating for 30+
yrs

Smaller, plate-sized fish (whiting, bream etc)

Fish with good eating reputation

Species subject to stock assessments, harvest
strategies & quotas

Different climatic conditions with different
post-release mortality & predation risk

Not allowed to operate in preferred dugong
habitat

A lovely place, but not a World Heritage Area

Central & Nth QLD

1.

New tunnel net fishery -> conflict with existing
businesses, rec anglers & TOs

Larger sportfish & tropical species

97% bycatch (no commercial value) and
byproduct (low commercial value)

Most species have no stock assessments,
harvest strategies or quotas

Post-release mortality & predation a serious
and unknown risk

Trials occurred in DPAs

A World Heritage Area



