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Recreational 
Victorian deer 
harvest nears 
100 000

Recreational hunters harvested a record number 
of wild deer in Victoria in 2016, there are more 
hunters, more deer and more economic benefits 
from game hunting than ever before writes 
Australian Deer Association executive officer 
Barry Howlett.

In September 2017 the Victorian Game Management Authority 
(GMA) released a report estimating the recreational harvest 
of wild deer in Victoria in 2016 (Estimates of deer harvest in 
Victoria — Results from surveys of Victorian Game Licence 
holders in 2016).

The report highlights the importance and scale of recreational 
deer hunting in Victoria. Points of interest include:

The total recreational harvest for the year is estimated at 97 776 
deer (the long term average is 55 681).

Whilst a large increase in hunter numbers may be responsible 
for part of this the average harvest per hunter also rose 
significantly, up to 3.1 deer per hunter (up from the long term 
average of 2.2).

Sambar were by far the most popular species with hunters, 
with 80 875 taken (>92 per cent of the total harvest). 15 059 
fallow deer were taken.

Unsurprisingly hunting with hounds was the most efficient 
reported method of hunting, accounting for 37.5 per cent of the 
total harvest but just 13.7 per cent of the hunting days.

Contrary to a claim often advanced against recreational hunters 
that we ‘only target male deer’ there was a sex bias towards 
females in the harvest of sambar (54.7 per cent) and fallow deer 
(63.3 per cent).

The majority of sambar (>71.5 per cent) were taken on public 
land while the majority of fallow deer (62.6 per cent) were taken 
on private land.

The report underlined the fact that hunters have an integral role 
to play when it comes to tackling overabundant wild deer.

An effective wildlife management plan is like a three legged 
stool, it requires population management, habitat management 
and people management — if one leg fails, so, ultimately does 
the plan. Government has a key role to play, as do recreational 
hunters, private landowners, rural communities, environment 
and conservation groups and paid wildlife controllers.

Barry Howlett
Australian Deer 
Association 
executive officer

Bill Paterson
Field & Game 
Australia chairman

Field & Game Australia and its partners have 
invested millions of dollars and thousands of 
volunteer hours over the past decade to transform 
the Heart Morass from degraded grazing land 
to a pristine wetland but that achievement has 
been overshadowed by an emerging chemical 
contamination issue.

On September 18, without notice, Victoria’s Environment Protection 
Agency (EPA) issued an urgent warning against the consumption 
of ducks, fish and eels taken from Heart Morass and surrounding 
wetlands in the same complex.

The alert followed elevated PFAS (per and poly fluoroalkyl 
substances) in Department of Defence testing of the wetland 
environment and species consumed by hunters and fishers. The 
wetland is adjacent to the RAAF base at East Sale, one of 18 
Defence sites nationally included in a PFAS Investigation and 
Management Program.

As a result, FGA, its charitable Wetlands Environmental Taskforce 
and Heart Morass partners the Hugh D.T. Williamson Foundation, 
Bugblitz, Watermark Inc and the West Gippsland Catchment 
Management Authority, now have to deal with an emerging and 
complex issue.

The current advice is confronting and challenging. We are seeking 
expert advice on the testing and will seek to engage with the 
Department of Defence, the EPA and other relevant parties on both 
short and long-term strategies.

The 1375-hectare Heart Morass is an investment in the future and 
an important environmental asset for our members and the wider 
community. Sea Eagles have returned to nest on the site along with 
scores of waterbirds, every known species of duck, sugar gliders, 
and antechinus. The vulnerable growling grass frog and green and 
golden bell frogs have also established on the wetland.

The EPA advice casts a cloud over future use of Heart Morass while 
we await the December completion of the detailed investigation.

We are proud of our achievements at Heart Morass and will 
continue to pursue designation as a Ramsar site despite the 
uncertainty created by the PFAS investigation.

Uncertain future 
breaks hearts



Sustainable Hunting Action
We are starting to see outcomes from the Victorian government’s 
Sustainable Hunting Action Plan, a $5.3 million investment to support 
and guide the long term growth of hunting but both Field & Game 
Australia and the Australian Deer Association want to see more 
progress as we near the end of the first year.

We jointly presented key performance 
indicators for SHAP and welcomed a 
Victorian Government commitment to 
quarterly reporting on progress.

The first quarterly report was little more 

than a restating of the aims although 
there was one welcome funding initiative; 
$40 000 to the Wetlands Environmental 
Taskforce to ensure the Australian 
National Hunting Archive, Australia’s most 
comprehensive and valuable collection of 

works on the social history of hunting, is 
digitally indexed and accessible.

Minister Jaala Pulford made the 
commitment to quarterly reporting because, 
as she told a recent Estimates Committee 
hearing, “This is a multi-agency effort, but 
it is certainly something of great interest to 
hunters in Victoria.”

We remain supportive of the aims and 
expect the SHAP implementation to gather 
pace. The clock is ticking and the outcomes 
are critical to the future of hunting.

FGA was on the ground near Kerang as 
events unfolded on opening weekend and 
we took immediate action, both publicly 
and behind the scenes. Crucially, FGA has 
taken a leadership role in addressing those 
issues.

FGA has since met with Minister Jaala 
Pulford to deliver the outcomes of the 
summit, which identified seven areas of 
focus.

Trust and Credibility
The actions of a few have tarnished the 
reputation and credibility of many.

FGA helped spread a cautionary message 
about the presence of Australasian bittern 
at Lake Cullen towards the end of the 
season, a better outcome than 2016 when 
Johnson Swamp SGR was closed due 
to the presence of bittern, and hunting 
occurred without incident.

FGA has been working hard since then 
to argue against this ‘extreme caution’ 
becoming the policy norm but illegal and 
unethical hunting makes it more difficult.

Loss of Access to Public Land
FGA views these closures as similar to 
closing the Hume Freeway to all traffic 
because of one drink-driver: an extreme 
reaction. In the absence of meaningful 
enforcement, however, the loss of trust will 
continue to impact on all hunters.

Enforcement Efforts
In 2015, we wrote to the Game 
Management Authority about the 
concentration of taxpayer-funded resources 
being used mainly for crowd control of anti-
hunting activists, and this year we observed, 

once again, enforcement focused away 
from monitoring hunting activity.

FGA continues to advocate for a critical 
review of the effectiveness of existing 
enforcement methods and improving the 
monitoring of hunters.

Education
Education is a critical component, directly 
linked with the regulation and enforcement 
of responsible hunting. How do new 
hunters learn about hunting with respect, 
or their ethical obligations while hunting? 
FGA has identified opportunities to 
incorporate hunter education as part of the 
accreditation and licensing process that all 
lawful hunters go through.

Culture and Diversity
The hunting community is diverse, with 
members from many cultural backgrounds.

While we celebrate this diversity, it also 
presents challenges. Some groups may 
hold different attitudes to hunting due 
to their background, or there may be a 
language barrier, which makes it difficult to 
engage.

FGA, as the premier duck hunting 
organisation in Australia, has identified 
some areas where we can do more, but 
with so many different cultures and 
backgrounds, multiple and complex 
solutions are necessary to improve 
outcomes for hunting.

Communication and Setting 
Expectations
FGA will continue to communicate the 
positive stories around hunting: the 
sustainable, ethical harvest of amazing 

Tackling the issues
The start to 2017 Victorian Duck Season undermined the 
reputation of hunters and Field & Game Australia has been 
proactive in making sure the illegal and unethical actions of a 
few do not jeopardise our great hunting tradition.

wild food, the enjoyment of our beautiful 
wetland habitats, and spending time with 
family and friends, connecting with nature.

For the majority of hunters, this is not news, 
it’s a matter of fact, and the value placed 
on it is what drives our members to act 
responsibly, hunt ethically and continue to 
give back through conservation.

FGA will also continue to communicate 
the expectations around hunting and 
encourages responsible hunters to act as 
leaders among the community.

Risk Management
FGA has been advocating for some time 
for a more flexible, adaptable approach. 
We’ve seen improvement this season, with 
Lake Linlithgow simply having motorboat 
use restricted with little or no practical 
impact on hunting effort. However, we are 
still seeing decisions made around public 
land where there are only two choices 
considered: keep the land open or close it 
completely.

Closure removes an opportunity to learn 
and support more informed decisions in 
future.

3Conservation & Hunting



A cordial meeting for the mutual benefit of the environment should 
have passed without controversy but not when it involves duck hunters.

The North Central Catchment Management 
Authority (NCCMA) and Field & Game 
Australia have been working for some time 
on a more collaborative approach.

Both organisations have a deep 
commitment to good environmental 
outcomes and for FGA that goes back to 
1958 and the self-imposed levy on hunters 
that established the State Game Reserve 
system.

Having reached a commitment to work 
closely together the NCCMA posted a 
message on Facebook unleashing the anti-
hunting trolls.

“Why not partner with actual 
conservationists who want to create a 
haven for waterbirds and support nature 
based ecotourism?” was a question posed 

by a Coalition Against Duck Shooting 
advocate amid the vitriol.

FGA has no issue with ecotourism; we love 
wetlands and encourage everyone to enjoy 
them but tourism is not conservation, it is 
visitation.

Conservation, as we have learned over 
nearly 60 years, takes commitment, time 
and boots on the ground.

Tower Hill, the first SGR was replanted 
based on a landscape painting, it took years 
and the dedication of local groups including 
Field & Game.

The Heart Morass near Sale would still be 
a degraded grazing property if not for the 
efforts of FGA and its charitable Wetlands 
Environmental Taskforce in partnership 
with the Hugh D.T Williamson Foundation, 

Bug Blitz Trust, Watermark Inc. and the 
West Gippsland Catchment Management 
Authority.

The Heart Morass project has taken a 
decade and many thousands of volunteer 
hours, it is a commitment far beyond 
the capability of the self-proclaimed ‘real 
conservationists’ trolling social media.

We are yet to see CADS or Animals 
Australia and their volunteers commit to 
anything more than invading wetlands on 
the opening weekend of duck season.

Hunters are users of wetland and they 
harvest game birds for food. Hunters have 
always balanced the equation through 
active conservation, pest animal control, 
and nesting support for waterfowl.

The Memorandum of Understanding with 
the NCCMA is another measure of our 
commitment to conservation and healthy 
wetlands.

Committed to 
conservation

Reliable evidence?
Field & Game Australia is concerned that evidence gathered by activists 
opposed to duck hunting is being used in an emerging hunting 
compliance effort.

We understand that video footage supplied 
to the Game Management Authority (GMA) 
by anti-hunting activists is the basis for 
some current compliance actions. This is 
a new and concerning tactic and FGA has 
identified a number of serious issues.

FGA continues to promote responsible 
hunting, and for policy and decisions to 
be based on facts. This footage is no 
exception and we have raised this with 
the GMA. These are the same activists 

who, driven by ideology rather than facts, 
told the world about the ‘rescue’ and later 
death of a wounded swan in 2016. On 
discovering it wasn’t shot they instead 
claimed publicly it had been scared to 
death by hunters. You can excuse us for 
doubting the veracity of their claims and 
the wisdom of ‘outsourcing’ evidence 
gathering to anti-hunting activists.

FGA does not condone or excuse illegal or 
unethical hunting activity of any kind. We 

support compliance checks for the right 
reasons but the bias of those allegedly 
presenting ‘evidence’ of improper or 
illegal hunting is cause for concern.

The process of visits and interviews 
with GMA in regard to allegations may 
include Victoria Police conducting firearms 
registration and storage checks, an 
intimidating situation for any licence holder.

FGA continues work to deliver  
outcomes for hunting including  
addressing compliance issues. We 
support a strong regulator and greater 
focus on education, communication, 
and effective enforcement.
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Do not disturb
The use of extreme caution has created another barrier to land access: the risk of disturbance due to hunting. 
The presence of Australasian bittern is increasingly used as a trigger for wetland closures but during the 2017 
season there was also a move to limit hunter access due to the endangered orange bellied parrot.

Respected wildlife biologist Dr Graham Hall 
and Alison Cash from the University of New 
England answer the important question: 
what is disturbance and what does it mean 
for waterfowl management?

The opening of the Victorian duck hunting 
season has come and gone with the 
usual sensationalism intended to provoke 
negative public interest at the expense of 
accuracy from various animal rights groups. 
But one thing that was new this year was 
the pre-season closure of four hunting 
locations because of ‘disturbance’. This got 
us thinking — what is disturbance and how 
is it measured; what is being disturbed; 
who or what is making the disturbance; 
what are the effects of disturbance; and 
how do we manage for disturbance?

Studying disturbance

The host of variables underlying the 
interactions between ducks and people 
makes it difficult to accurately assess 
what is the cause and the implications of a 
particular recreational disturbance. This is 
particularly true for observational studies. 
Whilst these studies can establish an 
apparent effect between human disturbance 
and a response from the birds, it is not 
possible to establish whether human 
disturbance adds to or replaces natural 
disturbance such as would occur from birds 
of prey.

In a Victorian context, hunting plus 
protesters on a wetland may have a greater 
effect on disturbing ducks than either 
hunting or protesters alone!

Disturbance in itself does not always 
imply a serious problem to the birds in 
the short term. This is because ducks can 
compensate for disruptions to their natural 
behaviour in various ways.

Another lesson to be learnt from using 

waterfowl ecology and population dynamics 
to underpin an understanding of disturbance 
is the need to distinguish between effect 
and impact, and whether it is individuals or 
populations that are affected. Many studies 
report local effects on some individuals, but 
it is much harder to detect whether such 
changes have such an impact on waterfowl 
populations that the entire regional 
population declines.

Human disturbance adds to a background 
of disturbance from natural causes, such 
as birds of prey forcing birds to abandon 
feeding grounds but even without additional 
disturbance, some duck species regularly 
have increased mortality during stressful 
times such as drought.

Several studies have shown that the most 
widespread and long lasting disturbance 
often comes from aircraft, and that 
the slower the aircraft, the worse the 
disturbance. In an Australian context, this 
finding is ironic given that government 
agencies rely so heavily on data from the 
Eastern Australian aerial waterfowl counts 
for their knowledge of waterfowl abundance 
and distribution.

Overseas studies implies that flying over a 
wetland at 150 knots at 30 m as to count 
waterfowl causes greater disturbance 
than hunting, and certainly causes greater 
disturbance than flying at 60 m at a 
forward speed of 4m/second in a drone, as 
established by this university in 2015.

In a similar fashion the activities of the 
protesters in moving around the wetlands 
close to roosting ducks and waving flags 
and using whistles may place more stress 
on the ducks, more than if they did not 
engage in these activities.

The type and scale of response by different 
species to disturbance is also variable. Even 
individual birds of the same species can 

react in different ways at different times of 
their annual cycle and on different wetlands.

Waterfowl management in regards 
to human disturbance

Although there are many instances where 
waterfowl and people appear to co exist 
with few or no damaging impacts, there 
are also many examples where effects 
and impacts of varying severity have 
been described. Curiously, our searches 
have found none of these examples in 
the scientific literature from Australia, but 
perhaps that says more about the lack of 
research on waterfowl in this country than it 
does about disturbance!

The need for population-scale experimental 
studies is why the closure of the Victorian 
wetlands in 2017 for alleged disturbance 
was troubling.

Future Directions

Continuing to integrate the different human 
uses of a wetland with the conservation of 
nomadic waterfowl populations is one of 
the keys to achieving successful adaptive 
management. Education and the provision 
of information, and voluntary or statutory 
agreements on designated hunting zones 
are options.

There is little doubt that non-hunting refuges 
are important, hunters and managers alike 
recognise this. However, implementing the 
best approach to minimising disturbance 
to waterfowl in each wetland depends on 
a better understanding of the behaviour 
of both birds and people. In this context, 
closing a wetland because of disturbance 
achieves nothing unless we learn from the 
experience and adapt our management in 
the future, based on what was learnt from 
the closure.

Accordingly, we suggest that more effort 
is required to achieve an understanding 
of fluctuations in waterfowl populations 
at individual wetlands and within different 
regions. We also encourage an increased 
use of on-going scientific studies on 
populations, in contrast to the current 
observational studies or hands-off approach 
to waterfowl. Only by examining the full 
geographical range of a species and the 
factors influencing its distribution and 
survival will we be able to begin to answer 
some of the questions around disturbance.
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Leading the way
Field & Game Australia started an annual politician shoot 15 years ago 
and it has grown into a celebration of our culture and values.

The natural amphitheatre of FGA’s 
Willowmavin property near Kilmore is the 
perfect backdrop for a day of keen but 
friendly clay target competition, delicious 
wild food prepared by chef Riccardo 
Momesso and fine wine from Matt Fowles 
at Fowles Winery.

More than 100 politicians, advisers, and 
guests are mingling. It could be awkward 
with members of most parties and a 
mixture of representatives from federal and 
state as well as FGA, the Australian Deer 
Association, industry figures and plenty of 
volunteers.

However, unlike question time, this is not a 
day for politics and point scoring.

The politicians and their advisers are here 
to experience the thrill of firing a shotgun 
at a small clay disc and, hopefully, the 

satisfaction of successfully smashing a 
target.

They also get to experience the safe nature 
of the sport (we’ve never had an incident on 
our shooting grounds) and to understand 
the professionalism and passion of our 
people.

“It is a great day that Field & Game Australia 
puts on for parliamentarians every year, 
we get outside and find out what sporting 
shooting is really about, it is great to see so 
many people here,” Victorian Liberal MLC 
Gordon Rich-Phillips said.

Mr Rich-Phillips captained the winning 
squad on the day, and bragging rights over 
coalition partners the Nationals who were 
again well drilled and represented at the 
shoot.

FGA provides Federal Labor MP Rob 

Mitchell with his once a year experience 
of clay target competition and this year 
he achieved a milestone, nailing his first 
targets thanks to the volunteer coaches.,

“The great thing about a today is the  
bi-partisan support that is there for hunters 
and sporting shooters, it shows the benefit 
of shooting and there are professional, 
experience people here to show you how to 
go about it,” he said.

“It is great fun, everybody has a ball.”

Victorian Shooters Fishers and Farmers 
Party MLC Daniel Young is no stranger to 
firearms and shooting sports and he sees 
great value in being able provide practical 
experience through the annual clay target 
shoot.

“Exposure is absolutely invaluable in this 
game, there are so many people we deal 

Field & Game Patron David Hawker, Victorian Nationals leader Peter Walsh, Minister for Defence Personnel 
and Veterans’ Affairs Dan Tehan, Nationals Senator Bridget Mckenzie, and SIFA Executive Officer Rod Drew

Danny O’Brien, Matt Fowles, 
Bridget McKenzie and Peter Walsh. Victorian Liberal Gordon Rich-Phillips led his squad to victory.
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with who have never done this or even 
know someone who’s done it, they talk 
about our issues in parliament but have no 
experience of what it is like so here they 
get to see that we are real people, good 
people.”

At lunch, Riccardo Momesso’s goat 
casserole and camel burgers turns the 
conversation to sustainable use of wildlife. 
Both are introduced species and viewed as 
pests while others see value in harvesting 
from transient rangeland populations rather 
than shooting to waste simply to reduce 
numbers.

Goat is the most consumed meat product 
on Earth and Queensland and New South 
Wales have seen a shift in recent years 
from feral (opportunistic harvesting) to 
farmed, driven by strong demand and prices.

The Ngaanyatjarra Camel Company formed 
in 2012 as an alternative to a culling or 

“shoot to waste” program.

The Ngaanyatjarra Council signed a 
joint venture with Central Livestock 
Management and took on the role of 
mustering feral camels. Damage to 
infrastructure from thirsty camels was 
an on going problem in the region so 
mustering for sale made sense.

Aerial culling is costly and produces 
rotting carcasses left in the landscape 
but mustering and processing provides 
vital indigenous employment and the sale 
of camels for meat, milk, genetics or for 
racing covers wages and removal costs. 
The aim of reducing feral camel numbers 
is achieved while delivering social and 
economic benefits.

While sustainable use of feral animals is 
gaining acceptance, there is still vocal 
opposition when it comes to native wildlife, 
particularly kangaroos.

Gordon Rich-Phillips (South East Metropolitan)
Members Statement to Victorian Parliament, 
September 9, 2017

I congratulate Field & Game Australia on hosting another 
successful politicians clay target shoot last week. The event, 
at Willowmavin in central Victoria, was a great opportunity to 
introduce members of Parliament to recreational shooting, 
culminating in a lighthearted competition between 19 teams 
aligned to the different political parties who participated on 
the day.

In all, around 100 MPs and staff took advantage of the event 
to get a better understanding of recreational shooting and 
hunting.

Following the competition, participants enjoyed a light lunch 
which showcased dishes based on various game meats. 
A gundog demonstration in the afternoon highlighted the 
wider skill sets used in hunting beyond basic shooting ability.
Field & Game Australia has been referred to as ‘Australia’s 
most surprising conservationists’, recognising the role its 
members have played in preserving and restoring natural 
habitat for recreational use, and the skill, commitment and 
respect its members bring to sustainable game hunting.
It is important that Victorian parliamentarians have an 
understanding of shooting and hunting issues, and Field 
& Game Australia are to be commended for providing an 
opportunity for better engagement and understanding.

Daniel Young led the way 
for the Shooters, Fishers 

and Farmers Party.

Member for Northern Victoria Jaclyn Symes gets her eye in before competition.

Federal Labor MP Rob Mitchell says 
politicians gain a lot from participating
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Is there a national agreement?
CPI Strategic director and adviser to Field & Game Australia and the 
Australian Deer Association Rick Brown says the final chapter in the 
review of the National Firearms Agreement (NFA) has produced the 
seemingly bizarre and the cynically predictable.

When it became undeniable that there 
were not any facts or data to support 
re-classifying lever action shotguns in 
response to the importing of the Adler, 
federal Justice Minister Michael Keenan, 
on several occasions, said that there 
would not be any changes to the NFA 
other those necessary to re-classify lever 
action shotguns and to accommodate 
technological change.

Consequently shooters were stunned 
when a revised NFA, posted on the 
Commonwealth Attorney General’s 
website in February, contained changes 
in addition to the lever action shotgun 
re-classification, including changing the 
word ‘should’ to ‘must’.

At a meeting of a federal firearms 
industry advisery committee a month 
later, Mr Keenan appeared surprised at 
the outcome.

Mr Keenan did not tell the meeting of 
agreement between state and territory 
ministers the previous month. Nor did 
he say that, at that meeting, the focus 
was on the re-classification changes and 

not any additional changes.

Subsequent to the advisery committee 
meeting, Mr Keenan changed tack. He  
flick-passed the issue to the states by 
saying that:

•	 it is up the states and territories to 
determine whether, and how, they will 
regulate firearms in accordance with the 
updated NFA, and

•	 any concerns about how the NFA is 
reflected in state and territory legislation 
should be raised with relevant state and 
territory ministers.

In other words, there is no national  
firearms agreement.

As recently as June, Mr Keenan wrote  
that there were not any substantial  
changes to the 1996 NFA other than the 
re-classification of lever action shotguns 
and the addition of an opening statement  
to set out the purpose of the Agreement.

Thus changing ‘should’ to ‘must’ is not a 
substantial change. To argue that ‘must’ 
does not mean must, Mr Keenan has 

resorted to an argument, which  
goes like this:

Because the Federal Government does 
not have constitutional responsibility for 
firearms it cannot enforce any firearms 
agreement it signs; and an unenforceable 
agreement cannot be made enforceable by 
the words in the document.

Ergo, ‘must’ does not mean ‘must’.

Mr Keenan’s contortions did not dissuade 
the NSW Nationals from wrapping 
themselves in the sanctity of the NFA 
to brand the Shooters Fishers and 
Farmers Party’s policy to tear up the NFA 
extremist to save themselves from another 
humiliating defeat in a by-election in late 
October.

The prize for cynicism goes to the NSW 
Nationals’ northern colleagues in the 
Liberal National Party who for 12 months 
publicised their opposition to the re-
classification of lever action shotguns 
presumably as part of its strategy to shore 
up its defences against the rising One 
Nation tide in regional Queensland.

However, on the eve of a vote in late 
October on the Katter Australia Party dis-
allowance motion, the LNP did a back 
flip. It hid behind the need for national 
uniformity of weapons categories, despite 
Mr. Keenan’s revelation.

Motivations for wildlife 
management need to be clear
A recent forum hosted by the NSW Department of Primary Industries 
in Penrith examined how hunters can better contribute to wildlife 
management in New South Wales.

The Australian Deer Association presented 
at the forum on the successful programs 
being conducted in Victoria in conjunction 
with Parks Victoria and the Sporting 
Shooters Association of Australia.

Volunteer wildlife management programs 
have failed recently where the motivations 
for their establishment have been either 
political or financial. The ADA outlined the 
four basic principles and ten assessment 
criteria it uses to determine whether or not 
to become involved in a program.

The four basic principles are:

•	 Money is not a motivator for 
involvement

•	 The program would not diminish 
hunting opportunities for the wider 
hunting community

•	 The program would not degrade  
the image of hunters and hunting  

nor the standing of ADA

•	 The program complies with and 
compliments the social licence of 
recreational hunters

The ten assessment criteria are

•	 Is the problem clearly quantified?

•	 Is ground hunting the best tool 
available?

•	 Is there a clear understanding of what 
is required to address the problem?

•	 Is the treatment possible/feasible 
through simply opening the area in 
question to recreational hunting?

•	 Is there robust monitoring of all 
species of wildlife creating the 
undesired impact?

•	 Is there adequate resourcing to 
achieve the desired outcomes?

•	 Is there monitoring of volunteer and 
community sentiment?

•	 Have ADA been adequately involved in 
the design of the program?

•	 Does ADA have sufficient resources 
available (volunteers, administration 
etc.) to achieve the project objectives?

•	 Have Game Managers been involved in 
the design of the program?

Recreational hunters have successfully 
addressed environmental issues 
caused by overabundant fallow deer 
at the Yellingbo Nature Conservation 
Reserve near Melbourne.
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$119 million reasons why NSW 
should support public land hunting
NSW has 19 000 hunters contributing $119 m a year to the New South Wales economy 
sustaining 860 jobs. Not bad for a group of people whose treatment by government in 
recent times would suggest that they are viewed more as a liability than as an asset.

In late May the NSW Government released a report ‘Economic 
impact of recreational hunting in NSW’.

The release occurred with little fanfare and received only limited 
media attention, which is a pity because the information it reveals is 
compelling.

The statistics should influence public policy around the use of land 
and natural resources in the state if the NSW government is at all 
concerned about the health of rural communities and the amenity 
of the growing cohort of hunters.

The report found that game hunting in NSW is worth $199M a 
year and sustains 860 jobs. To put this in context, game hunting is 
worth more to the state than the Bathurst 1000 motor race or the 
Tamworth country music festival.

The report uses a similar methodology to that conducted by the 
Victorian Government in 2013 and the results stack up favourably, 
especially considering how limited hunting opportunities are in New 
South Wales compared to their southern cousins.

Victoria  
(2013)

New South  
Wales (2016)

Number of hunters 45,000 19,000

Expenditure $417M $100M

Gross State Product $439M $119M

Gross State Product  
per hunter

$9,700 $6,200

Employment 2,380 FTE 860 FTE

LOCATION
Game licence 
holders

Other 
recreational 
hunters

New South Wales 69% 74%

Victoria 21% 11%

Queensland 5% 10%

Australian Capital Territory 4% 2%

South Australia 0.3% 1%

Tasmania 0.2% 1%

Western Australia 0.1% 0.4%

Northern Territory 0.1% 0.8%

Outside of Australia 0.01% 0%

Employment 
(FTE)

Gross State 
Product

Private land 613 $85M

Public land 247 $34M

The comparison is not really ‘apples for apples’ though.

In contrast to NSW, Victoria has duck and quail seasons, far more 
liberal arrangements for public land access and a game hunting 
industry has not had to endure illogical disruptions, such as the 
unwarranted disbandment of the Game Council NSW in 2013, or 
the NSW Government’s cowardly capitulation on a commitment 
to enable game hunters access to National Parks (which was 
unfortunately aided and abetted by a craven and self-interested  
deal with the SSAA NSW).

The report also reveals that game hunting is just the ‘tip of 
the iceberg’ with regards to hunting in NSW. An estimated 
226 000 hunters hunt in NSW in any given year and the total 
estimated contribution of hunting to the state economy is at 
least $548 m and hunting provides at least 3,932 full time jobs.

The demographics of hunters in NSW was also 
investigated — 97 per cent of hunters are male and the 
dominant age groups are 30–34, 35–39, 40–44 and 45–49 
years of age.

31 per cent of hunters in NSW travelled from interstate, 
suggesting that even with the impediments mentioned earlier, 
hunting is a significant source of tourism.

This report makes it clear that the NSW Government’s cavalier 
treatment of hunters and hunting has had significant detrimental 
impacts on the economy and employment opportunities in that state.



Goose hunting in the Northern Territory 
has been cut for the 2017 season (which 
started on October 27).

NT Minister for Environment and Natural 
Resources, Lauren Moss said a shorter 
season and a daily bag limit of just three 
birds is based on scientific surveys 
indicating the resident population was 
seriously depleted and needed time to 
recover.

“The NT’s magpie goose population is the 
lowest on record at 725 000. This is a 
dramatic 45 per cent reduction on 2016 
and only a quarter of the 2012 population,” 
Minister Moss said, adding the allegation 
that the previous government had ignored 
similar advice, which exacerbated the 
problem.

But talk to Territory hunters and they raise 
questions about transects flown, areas 
counted or not counted, and the simple fact 
that Magpie geese have wings — they fly 
away and may well fly back.

It echoes conversations by duck hunters 
in the southern states last year when 
faced with an Eastern Australian Waterbird 
Survey indicating a 34 year low in waterbird 
abundance generally and games species 
abundance: “ …well below long term 
averages, in many cases by an order of 
magnitude.”

On the ground, traditional hunters were 
seeing large numbers of game birds and 
multiple breeding events, and had no 
concerns about abundance.

Professor Richard Kingsford’s survey 
report noted a breeding index at the 
second highest level on record, and it was 
fairly evident that the lack of abundance 
observed from the air wouldn’t be 
replicated on the ground. However NT 
scientists recommended a maximum take 
in 2017 of 15 000 geese for recreational 
hunting, and a maximum of 5 000 geese 
under crop protection permits.

When combined with an estimated annual 
indigenous harvest of 60 000 birds, the 
total take for 2017 would be 80 000 geese.

The average harvest is 100 000 birds, with 

40 000 for recreation and crop protection. 
So the argument here is whether reducing 
this take to 20 000 birds (2.76 per cent 
of the current estimated population), is 
justified.

Whitehead (1998) and Brook and 
Whitehead (2005) indicate that a maximum 
sustainable harvest of 5 to 14 per cent over 
the long-term would be viable.

An Aboriginal traditional harvest of 60 000 
and a non-Aboriginal harvest of say 40 000 
birds, together, would be 13.81 per cent 
of the 725 000 estimated Magpie goose 
population within the high range for a single 
season.

The permitted use of 80 000 geese is 11 per 
cent of the estimated population.

This brings us back to various fundamental 
questions: will the reduction in bag limit, 
season, and offtake have any direct impact 
on dynamic populations? What is the 
impact of hunting; is it additive to overall 
mortality and population dynamics? Does 
hunting mortality matter to the overall 
population dynamics? And what are the 
landscape strategies to enhance breeding 
habitat to rebuild the population if it is 
needed?

Esteemed international wildlife biologist 
Professor Grahame Webb believes tinkering 
based on partial science and intuition needs 
to be approached cautiously.

“Fluctuations in waterbird numbers are the 
end result of a multitude of interacting 
factors and variables, some that can be 
controlled to some extent (eg: harvest 
rates) and others which cannot (flood or 
famine),” he said.

“We rarely if ever know the complex 
interactions which take place between 
these variables, nor the effect of “tinkering” 
with the variables that we can control (like 
season length and bag limits). So trying to 
apply science to the problem still comes 
down to wielding something of a blunt 
instrument, with no real idea of whether it 
hits the target.”

Professor Webb said a paper prepared for 
Field & Game Australia in 2004 in relation 

to game birds made a strong case for 
maintaining a “constant” harvest regime to 
determine definitively what happens, and 
how the population adjusts, rather than 
altering seasons and bag limits annually, 
with no idea of whether these strategies 
have any impact on the population at all.

Adaptive Management (AM) works by 
identifying the best apparent way of linking 
available data to decisions (generally a rule-
based model), which is then applied to the 
managed system to allow its performance 
to be monitored. Through this process of 
trial-and error, AM allows incrementally 
better decisions about how to manage 
hunting seasons to evolve.

The report notes that the application of 
AM requires “ …absolute agreement 
and commitment by stakeholders to the 
process, and a fair degree of trust and risk 
taking” and the avoidance of cosmetic 

“precautionary measures” which interfere 
with the gathering of meaningful facts and 
date about how the population responds to 
depletion.

“Risk and uncertainty are integral parts 
of adaptive management, and efforts to 
counter any possible or potential risk, on 
the basis of being “precautionary”, can be 
scientifically counterproductive within an 
adaptive management program.”

The 2017 NT Goose Season is an example 
of extreme caution in the face of limited 
science (aerial waterfowl survey), and 
perhaps a missed opportunity to observe 
how the population does respond if 
subjected to the same harvest regime with 
regard to season and bag limits. Whatever 
the estimated abundance in 2018, there 
will be no mechanism for deciding whether 
it was due to management interventions 
or not. So there is an intellectual cost 
associated with tinkering with the harvest 
regime.

Professor Webb also made the observation 
that the indigenous harvest would naturally 
decrease in line with population decline 
because geese would be harder to come 
by but the assumed take is still 60 000 
regardless of abundance.

Down for  
the count
Once again hunters find themselves questioning 
whether the science of waterbird counting is 
really a valid mechanism for estimating the 
size and distribution of dynamic and transient 
waterbird populations — winged warriors 
continually searching for suitable habitats for 
feeding and breeding.
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According to Delta Waterfowl, the USFWS 
Breeding Population and

Habitat Survey reveals that pintails and the 
pond count “ …were both tremendously 
high in the mid-1950s, fell in the early 
1960s, rose in the mid-1970s and dipped 
during the horrid 1980s drought.”

Following the drought, the pond count 
was well above average in the late ‘90s 
but pintails floundered while other species 
flourished.

More recently, wet conditions have not 
helped the pintail, which prefer shallow 
water, and shifting agricultural practices 
have also impacted nesting cover. Pintails 
nest away from water making them 
vulnerable to predation.

In a special report, Delta Waterfowl outlined 
wetland protection, availability of habitat, 
water and predation as the primary drivers 
of pintail decline and argued a restrictive 
bag limit was an unnecessary response.

“I think it’s entirely unwarranted,” Dr Frank 
Rohwer, president and chief scientist of 
Delta Waterfowl said.

“There’s no data to suggest that hunter 
harvest is having any effect on the size of

the pintail population. A two-pintail daily 

limit has been tolerated in the past, so 
unless drought causes a major decline, I 
think that’s a pretty reasonable number.”

The argument is bolstered by research from 
University of Nevada-Reno Ph.D. candidate 
Ben Sedinger that suggests hunting’s 
impact on duck populations is even lower 
than previously thought.

“It’s estimated that 35 per cent of pintails 
die in a given year from all causes, including 
the approximately one to seven per 
cent that are shot,” Sedinger told Delta 
Waterfowl.

“Additionally, if we reduce the number of 
pintails harvested, roughly 35 per cent of 
the population will still die in a given year. 
It’s just that more will die of starvation, 
disease and getting eaten (by predators). 
Harvest may be an easy variable to manage, 
but fine-tuning the daily bag limit from two 
to one is very likely futile.

“Unless pintails replace that 35 per cent 
every year (through production on the 
breeding grounds), the population will still 
decline.”

Following five years of declines, the 2017 
survey shows pintails have increased 10 per 
cent to 2.89 million, but they remain 27 per 
cent below the long-term average.

Because an adaptive harvest model is in 
place the regulator has already responded 
to the 2017 survey, announcing a bag limit 
of two pintail per day for 2018–19, a full year 
before the season.

Delta Waterfowl, Ducks Unlimited and 
other waterfowl organisations continue to 
focus on management, habitat, water and 
promoting breeding success as the best 
way to make a positive impact on pintail 
recovery.

“Extensive North American research has 
shown that continental duck populations 
are primarily influenced by conditions on 
the breeding grounds and that regulated 
harvest is largely compensatory,” Delta 
Waterfowl CEO Dr Scott Petrie said.

“It is also well known that hunter 
participation declines when duck numbers 
decline, thereby making it unnecessary to 
reduce bag limits. Providing unnecessary 
bag restrictions serves to reduce 
participation and can result in declining 
hunter numbers and our biggest concern 
in North American is with declining hunter 
recruitment, because it is hunters that 
provide the bulk of the conservation dollars 
necessary to conserve waterfowl and the 
wetlands that they require.”

Solving the 
pintail problem
In North America it has been labelled the ‘pintail problem’, a significant 
decline in the flock across all four flyways and a restrictive one pintail 
per day limit in response for the 2017–18 season. It is a familiar tale that 
echoes our own experience in different jurisdictions with blue-winged 
shoveler, hardhead and more recently, Magpie geese.
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 www.facebook.com/fi eldandgame

65 Anzac Avenue (PO Box 464), Seymour VIC 3660
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FGA TODAY...
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• Respected

• Confi dent
• Liability Insurance
• Member Services

FIELD & GAME AUSTRALIA
Preserving Cultural Traditions

JOIN AUSTRALIA’S MOST SURPRISING CONSERVATIONISTS

The respected voice of FGA and its members is heard 
throughout the country. Strength is found in numbers 
– do you belong to Australia’s strongest and most 
successful shooting association?

OUR MISSION:
“To be the most effective organisation in the promotion of hunting, recreational shooting 
and habitat conservation.”

WHO’S PROTECTING THE FUTURE 
FOR YOUR FIREARMS LICENCE?
Firearm sports in Australia must have:
• Respected representation
• A knowledgeable and unifi ed voice
• All party support and acceptance
• Consistency in media messages
• New opportunities to shoot
• A code of ethics and high standards 
 of conduct

The deer people
www.austdeer.asn.au

Established in 1969
Expert advice 
on wild deer management
Representing the
interests of 60,000+ 
recreational deer hunters

Respectful, 
consistent and
transparent approach 
to Government relations


