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Dear  
 
CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON EXMOUTH GULF VALUES FROM PROPOSED ACTIVITIES AND 
DEVELOPMENTS 
 
Recfishwest place the highest priority on preserving the future of recreational fishing experiences and 
the aquatic environment these experiences depend on. Western Australia’s estimated 750,000 
recreational fishers inject over $2.4 billion into the W.A. economy each year. Interstate and 
international visitors also injecting a considerable amount of money into important tourism areas such 
as Exmouth with several businesses relying on these visitors for the majority of their business. While it is 
difficult to vocalise or adequately describe the extent of the social and cultural values Exmouth Gulf 
provides, this submission will endeavour to address the questions asked in relation to this review. 
Should the EPA wish further information or clarification on anything contained in this submission please 
don’t hesitate to ask.  
 

1. What are the values (environmental, social and cultural) you associate or identify with in and 
around Exmouth Gulf? 

Most nations around the world contain specific areas of importance that are considered sacred and 
special.  In Western Australia Exmouth and the surrounding waters are one of these areas. With its fish 
rich shallow waters, mangrove lined creek system, numerous shoals and scattered reefs the fantastic 
fishing and wilderness experiences on offer in Exmouth Gulf are world class. The Gulf is one of the 
state’s few remaining accessible wilderness areas attracting dedicated sports fishers from around the 
country and around the world.  
 
Extremely high biodiversity within Exmouth Gulf provides unique opportunities for fishers.  Within the 
Gulf there are many islands, shallow flats and reef that hold a wide array of popular species and fishing 
opportunities.  On the eastern side of the gulf is an abundance of pristine mangrove creeks that hold 
prized sportfish such as barramundi, mangrove jack, giant herring and queenfish.  The gulf’s eastern 
shores have also been recognised by the Commonwealth government as a nationally important wetland.  
 
The intertidal systems of the Gulf contain numerous important recreationally targeted species including 
trevally, flathead, whiting and mud crabs.  The deeper waters of the Gulf harbour prized demersal 
species such as coral trout, red emperor, blue-bone, cods as well as multiple species of crustaceans.   



  

 

 
The pelagic sports fishing opportunities of the Gulf are also world class.  Sailfish are plentiful in late 
spring as they feed on the tonnes of baitfish that aggregate in the Gulf.  Juvenile marlin have also been 
regularly encountered right up in the shallows. January 2018 saw an Australian first when a Blue Marlin 
"grander" (the name given to a fish weighing more than 1000 pounds) was caught off Exmouth 
cementing Exmouth’s reputation as a “bucket list” destination for Game Fishers from around the world.  
 
Exmouth Gulf currently supports high fishing values, landscape values, solitude values, contemplative 
values as well as providing immense wellbeing value.  It is also free from access, light/noise/visual 
pollution associated with developments which would compromise the values listed above.  
  
All of the great fishing values on offer in Exmouth Gulf are underpinned by a shared wilderness value 
which makes people feel they are in an untouched part of the world. Developments within Exmouth 
Gulf have the real potential to severely compromise or destroy the beneficial use of all the values 
mentioned above.  
 

2. What activities do you engage with in and around Exmouth Gulf? 

As fishing is a key activity associated with Exmouth it should come as no surprise that Recfishwest has a 
strong presence in the region.  Recfishwest consult with local and visiting recreational fishers, provide 
input into management arrangements and provide the Minister for Fisheries with considered and timely 
advice on issues of importance across the state including within Exmouth Gulf.   In addition, we have a 
very good understanding of how the fishing community utilise and value the gulf.  
 
Since the early 2000’s the south-western corner of the gulf has become a very important flats-fishing 
location, including catch and release fly fishing, for highly sought-after species such as permit and 
queenfish. Opportunities such as this are rare in Australia and currently the southern portion of 
Exmouth Gulf is the only area in Western Australia that is able to offer this experience. Fishing tours 
tailored to this experience are dependent on this area continuing to produce good abundances of target 
species and satisfying a genuine wilderness experience.  
 
The Bay of Rest contains one of the most accessible mangrove systems in the Gascoyne with the current 
track off the Minilya - Exmouth Road allowing people to drive right to the lower reaches of Wapet Creek 
or launch a dinghy off the shore right into the Bay of Rest where they can catch a wide variety of 
popular species. Nowhere else in W.A. offers the same level of access to this particular experience.  
 
As described in response to Question 1, Exmouth Gulf is valued by recreational fishers for a wide variety 
of reasons. The way the community access and recreate within the gulf as well as the way in which 
recreational fishers derive benefit from the use of these values is reliant on maintaining the current 
wilderness value of the area.  
 
In 2018 Recfishwest deployed an artificial reef in the northern waters of Exmouth Gulf which is being 
monitored through our Reef Vision community monitoring program.  This reefs development is 
exceeding all expectations and is regarded as the fastest developing reef in Australia with almost 100 



  

 

species identified on it to date.  The speed at which this reef is developing demonstrates the significant 
environmental values of the inner gulf.   
 
It is worth noting that the current benthic composition within the gulf is unlikely to be the appropriate 
baseline from which to make assessments as decades of active within the gulf is likely to have 
substantially altered the benthic habitat composition within the gulf.  The artificial reef project 
demonstrates the value of substrate within the Gulf and provides a glimpse into the biodiversity 
Exmouth Gulf inner gulf environment could, should and probably did provide prior to the current level 
of commercial activity. The cumulative impacts of decades of activity within the gulf should be taken 
into account when investigating cumulative impacts within the Gulf to determine if the current 
environment is the most appropriate baseline to be referencing when investigating the impact of 
development proposals.    
 
For over Ten years Recfishwest has also been promoting a concept called Wilderness Conservation 
Areas which focus on the preservation of an areas’ natural condition and biodiversity value, while 
allowing for well managed recreational fishing.  Wilderness Conservation Areas should be virtually free 
of human development while allowing for low impact recreation.  
 
Recfishwest believes there can be benefits for recreational fishers and the wider community from 
establishing some of Western Australia’s coastal areas and/or rivers as Wilderness Conservation Areas. 
Developments within Exmouth’s Gulf are likely to detract wilderness values currently associated with 
the Gulf and therefore compromise the ability for a concept such as Wilderness Conservation Area to be 
implemented should this be a concept championed by the local community.  
 

3. What environmental pressures do you observe in and around Exmouth Gulf?  and  
4. What environmental pressures in and around Exmouth Gulf affect you/your sector or business? 

There are a number of environmental pressures in and around Exmouth Gulf which all impact on the 
values of the area. These pressures include increased visitation, shark depredation, changing climates, 
impediments to access and safety concerns. 
 

a. Increased visitation -During the recent travel restrictions associated with managing the 
threat posed by COVID-19 Exmouth received a sustained increase in visitation and this 
increase in visitation looks set to continue during the Summer which has traditionally 
been a ‘quite’ time of low visitation. This increase in visitation demonstrates how 
important and highly valued Exmouth is within the broader community. This increase in 
domestic tourism places a considerable impact on the towns available resources which 
have been stretched. Any developments within the gulf are likely to stretch these 
resources even further and jeopardise the wilderness value of the area which is one of 
the key reasons people flock to Exmouth.     
  

b. Shark bite off – Since 2012 there has been a steady increase in the number of 
encounters with sharks by recreational fishers. The sharks usually wait until a fisher has 



  

 

hooked a fish and then takes this fish from the line often leaving just the head behind. 
This ‘depredation’ by sharks may be placing a pressure in local fish stocks and is 
certainly jeopardising fishing experiences.  

 
c. Changing climate – Another pressure that exists within Exmouth is a global pressure 

associated with changing climates. This change is likely to impact on the reproductive 
success of fish stocks leading to concerns about sustainability. Any developments in this 
area no matter how small are likely to impact on fish stocks in some way and amplify 
the impacts on fish stocks that arises from a changing climate.  Any impacts on 
reproductive success due to a changing climate may reduce the resilience of the system 
as a whole. 

 
d. Safety - Great recreational fishing experiences are no good if you don’t live to tell the 

tale. The inside of Exmouth Gulf currently provides a safe place to fish especially when 
the nearby Ningaloo reef is experiencing high swell or winds. Recfishwest have 
significant concerns about the impact any developments within Exmouth Gulf will have 
on the safety of recreational fishers. With increased development comes an increase in 
the number and size of vessels operating in the area. These developments could also 
result in effort shift to less safe areas as people search for the wilderness experiences, 
they originally sought by visiting Exmouth.  
 

5. Are there other activities that are proposed (or likely to be proposed) that you are aware of, 
which will impact the Exmouth Gulf?  

In addition to the proposed Subsea 7 development, a deep-water port with multi-use marine facility, 
campsite developments between Point Lefroy and Osprey Point as well as the proposed K+S Salt project 
there are other challenges facing Exmouth Gulf. These other challenges include gaps in current 
knowledge and a proposal to restrict access to Pilbara inshore island (including those within the Gulf) 
which is highly likely to impact fishing experiences within Exmouth Gulf. 
 
There are substantial gaps in the current body of knowledge that will make it difficult to assess the 
impact of future developments within the Exmouth area.  The impact the increase in visitation is having 
on fish stocks is one such example. While the relationship between fishing effort and the number of fish 
taken is not linear there is a need to know if the current increase in visitation is impacting on fish 
abundances in proximity to Exmouth.  Any impacts on fish abundance will likely lead to reductions in 
fishing experiences.  
 
There is also a need to better understand the way any proposed developments will impact on fish 
stocks. Without this information it is impossible to determine the extent to which any development will 
impact fishing experiences. Currently developments often claim sustainability of fish stocks will not be 
put at risk however the wilderness fishing experiences offered by Exmouth Gulf rely on fish stocks being 



  

 

at abundant levels closer to unfished biomass rather than sustainable levels which can often represent 
only 20% of the unfished or natural biomass level.  
 
Understanding the impact shark depredation is having on fish stocks (if any) is also another crucial piece 
of information required in order to determine the extent to which any development will have on fish 
stocks.  A greater understanding on shark populations as well as the species responsible for depredation 
and mitigation measures that could be applied if required.  
 
Conclusion 
 
It can be seen Exmouth currently contains significant values for the recreational fishing community and 
the beneficial use of these values is likely to be compromised by developments within Exmouth’s Gulf.   
Access roads alongside developments take away from the feeling of isolation and solitude as do signs of 
human development such as lights, buildings, noise and alterations to the landscape value of the area.   
 
Fish stocks managed for sustainability rather than high abundance also detract from wilderness values 
as do developments which disturb the seafloor or take away from the notion you are a million miles 
away from civilisation.  
 
Recfishwest is concerned any developments within Exmouth Gulf will reduce access to Exmouth’s lower 
Gulf adversely impacting the highly valued wilderness experiences the area currently provides. If the 
community are prevented from accessing a particular area, they will lose their connection to that area 
and consequently will lose many benefits they currently derive from these values.   
 
The industrialisation of Exmouth’s lower gulf is simply not compatible with the area’s wilderness values. 
The very idea of developing an industrial footprint over one of the last truly accessibly wilderness areas 
seems ludicrous. I thank the EPA for the opportunity to comment on the cumulative impacts associated 
with development of Exmouth Gulf.  I would once again like to reiterate Recfishwest’s concerns about 
loss of access and wilderness values associated with this proposal.  Should you require any further 
information or clarification on anything contained within this submission, please do not hesitate to 
contact me on 9246 3366. 
 
Yours sincerely 

Chief Executive Officer 
 
11 November 2020 
 




