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Introduction

Recreational fishing is a popular leisure activity. In
New South Wales (NSW), approximately 20% of
the population like to go fishing for recreation
(NSW DPI 2003). People of all ages fish and there
are no clear distinctions relating to socio-economic
status, geographical locations or educational
attainment (Henry & Lyle 2003).

Recreational fishers are considered primary
stakeholders in the health of the habitats upon
which fish rely to survive and thrive and can make
significant contributions to the understanding and
management of aquatic environments (Ormsby
2004; Granek et al. 2008). However, in Australia,
recreational fishers are not as involved in habitat
rehabilitation as they are in some other countries,
principally the United Kingdom and United States
of America.

In the United Kingdom, for example, 20 per cent of
fishers volunteered time to conservation activities
(Brown et al. 2012). In the USA there is strong
agreement within the recreational fishing
community regarding the value of investment in
environmental works (Carpenter 2012). There is
also evidence that suggests that fishers play a key
role in shaping pro-environmental legislation in
some countries (Bate 2001; Kirchhofer 2002; Cowx
et al. 2010).

This widespread support for investment in habitat
is thought to be based on the recreational fishers’
perceptions of the value of fish habitat to their
fishing experience (Arlinghaus 2006).

The 2011 Australian Recreational Fishing Industry
Development Strategy includes the Strategy
“Encourage recreational fishers to be involved in
research, community monitoring and habitat
enhancement programs” (Recreational Fishing
Advisory Committee 2011). This suggests an
underlying appreciation of the importance of
habitat to healthy fisheries. However, it appears
that in comparison to the UK and USA relatively
small numbers of recreational fishers are openly
supportive of significant investment in habitat
rehabilitation or actively involved in on-ground
works.

Support and understanding for habitat
rehabilitation activities in general stem from a
combination of attitudes, peer acceptance and
information (NSW Council on Environmental
Education 2006). Initial work by Fisheries NSW
(NSW DPI 2010) to find out more about these
factors identified that, firstly, fishers preferentially
trusted information provided by other fishers; more
specifically, by respected or ‘good’ fishers (Li et al.
2010, NSW DPI 2010). This has implications for
how valuable and/or reliable information is
perceived as being because it will depend on who
is providing it.

Secondly, fishers have preferred sources of
information, although the relative position of
specific preferences can and does change. The
internet is a strongly preferred source of
information (NSW DPI 2010) with fishing
magazines generally in the top three (Sutton 20086,
NSW DPI 2010).

Both internet forums and fishing magazines
provide a variety of information in formats designed
to attract recreational fisher readership. Both also
utilise specific fishers to either provide articles or to
lend weight to these articles. They are both,
therefore, tapping into the trust that fishers have for
information provided by other fishers.

The media can be important agents of influence.
So there was a need to understand the extent to
which fishing media was providing information
about the relationships fish have with habitat and
the implications of habitat change for fisheries
productivity and recreational fishing success.

This project assessed fishing magazines, television
programs, online Forums and radio programs to
find out what type of fish habitat related information
was presented, how this information was
referenced and in what context it occurred.

We analysed the Spring 2012 issue of twelve
different recreational fishing magazines, seven
broadcasts of one free-to-air radio program, four
popular internet Forum sites and five broadcasts of
one popular free-to-air Television program.

www.dpi.nsw.gov.au



Enter document title here

What we found

There were a range of fish species and fish
habitats mentioned in the media reviewed,
however, while two-thirds of the media items had
some reference to habitat, no articles were
primarily about habitat. Also, there were only a few
instances in which the reference to habitat could
make a meaningful contribution to a broader
recreational fisher conversation about fish habitat.

Saltwater habitat was the most frequently
mentioned, followed by estuaries and freshwater.
Of the specific habitat features that fish use,
‘aguatic vegetation’ was the most mentioned,
followed by ‘snag’ (large woody debris or
structure), and ‘reef’. Several artificial habitat
features were referenced, namely wharves and
jetties, bridge pylons, dams and rock walls.

The fish species that were mentioned in relation to
aspects of habitat were similar to those recorded
as being the most commonly caught in Australia
(Henry & Lyle 2003). This varied with the media
type, for example, Bream (Sparidae spp) were the
most referenced within magazine articles and radio
programs, Mangrove Jack, (Lutjanus
argentimaculates) within Forums, and Barramundi
(Lates calcarifer) within the television programs.

However, in all media sources the principal reason
for habitat being talked about was in relation to
finding adult fish.

The second most frequent reason for a reference
to habitat varied between media sources. In
magazines, it was in relation to adult fish finding
food. In both radio and Forums, it related to habitat
rehabilitation. In television programs, it related to
fish reproduction.

There were far more references to habitat in
relation to catching adult fish than to conservation
and rehabilitation: 72% versus 28% respectively.
As such, this tells us that the references to habitat
are primarily about fishing rather than fisheries
productivity. The broader context of what fish need
to survive and thrive and the factors affecting this,
of which habitat is the most significant, appear to
be missing.

Habitat is important: where is it?

This study highlights several things to note with
regard to how and why habitat was referenced in
the fishing media.

Most of what was included about habitat
rehabilitation was passive

Information that related to the importance of
habitat or to habitat rehabilitation was passive in
that it was largely a passing-on of media releases

rather than informative articles or substantive
discussion.

Almost without exception these media releases
were provided by a government agency. This is
significant because fishers do not place
government highly on their list of trusted or
preferred sources of information (NSW DPI 2010).
The information therefore is not going to be
accepted as readily or taken as seriously as it is
likely to be provided by another, respected fisher. It
also highlights an apparent lack of focus by these
authoritative voices on the central importance of
habitat for fisheries productivity and successful
fishing.

Key fish habitat features were not covered to
the extent that would be expected given their
importance as fish habitat.

The predominance of references to habitat
focussing on finding adult fish was expected as the
media sources largely revolve around finding and
catching adult fish. Fishers may not understand
that habitat has greater values than simply the
places where adult fish are and therefore overlook
the range of habitat that fish use throughout their
lifecycle as a key component to the success of
their fishing effort.

In addition, the value of key fish habitat features
that do not have an obvious direct impact, such as
riparian vegetation, could be being over-looked by
fishers.

The type of media appeared to influence the
context within which habitat information was
presented.

This variation in habitat-related information
between media sources could be related to the
amount of content in each issue or program, the
drivers behind the content and the audience. Given
the diversity represented by the fisher community it
is realistic to expect a diversity of media form and
content. It is also reasonable to expect current
content to reflect responses to earlier content and
the editor’s or presenter’s perception of audience
interest and needs. The lack of specific habitat
content is therefore suggestive of a lack of interest,
a lack of understanding of its relevance, poor or
negative responses to previous habitat related
content or some combination of the above.

Given the diversity within the recreational fishing
community and the interest in habitat and its
importance evident in various surveys, it appears
that there is a gap in what is currently provided by
the recreational fishing magazines, radio and
television.
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The diversity of discussion in Forums and
substantial number of posts on habitat protection,
rehabilitation, research and funding could be a
reflection of the context. The diversity of authors,
many of whom gain their authority through earlier
posts, might be a factor. It is possible that Forums
offer ‘space’ for broader discussion and can
introduce a range of habitat information and
perspectives on the significance of habitat beyond
what is considered to be necessary to catching
adult fish. Readers can opt-in or move on but
revenue, in terms of for example magazine issues
sold, is not affected.

Previous studies have indicated that while the
majority of fishers now prefer to access information
online, the most trusted source of information
remains other fishers (NSWDPI 2010). Magazines,
radio and television use fishers as the presenters
and authors of their material. Magazines usually
include a photograph of each contributing author,
commonly holding a fish or fishing, both of which
adds to their inferred credibility as ‘a fisher’ and
lends credibility to them as an authoritative voice.

Validation in the context of online Forums relates
not only to the perceived quality and veracity of an
individual's posts but also to the peer response to
these posts. Given the lack of constraints related to
advertising interests and circulation, the potential
exists within the internet Forums for an
authoritative voice, once established and

accepted, to raise topics, such as habitat, that
might be seen by some as peripheral or irrelevant

The paucity of information about the central
importance of habitat to fisheries productivity
has implications for management.

The more information known about recreational
fisheries, the better management decisions can be
made (Ormsby 2004). Expectations of engagement
by fishers in either fisheries management generally
or habitat rehabilitation specifically are based on
assumptions about what fishers are interested in
and talking about.

Given the results of this review, it does not appear
that the majority of fishers are engaged in habitat

issues or appreciate the implications of habitat on
fisheries productivity.

That said, surveys of fishers both in Australia and
overseas demonstrate a generalised support for
funding and activities that improve habitat so the
lack of discussion within the recreational fishing
media could mean that:

() habitat is seen as something someone else is
dealing with

(b) habitat is considered peripheral to the core
activities of being a fisher

(c) habitat is seen as central but fishers are
unwilling to identify themselves as being
concerned or interested or

(d) conversations about habitat are occurring but
not within mainstream or online media.

Each of these requires a different response in
terms of information, education and engagement in
fisheries management.

Further research is needed into the role and
influence of fishing media, in its various types, and
the impact it has, if any, on fisher attitudes and
behaviour towards fish habitat issues.
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