
 

 
 
 

Scientists argue that both marine conservation and fishing lose out by 
scrapping sanctuary zones from the proposed Sydney Marine Park 

 
Marine scientists have expressed concern with the recent announcement by the NSW 
Minister for Primary Industries Niall Blair to cancel plans of establishing no-take 
sanctuary zones as part of the proposed Sydney Marine Park prior to the end of the 
consultation period on Sept 27th. 
 
“We are disappointed and frustrated that this decision has been made before the end 
of the consultation period, in what appears to be a response to the loudest voices in 
the community – fishers that oppose sanctuary zones - without giving due 
consideration to other stakeholders and submissions such as ours, representing the 
views from the scientific community”, explains Associate Professor Adriana Vergés, 
based at UNSW and president of the NSW branch of the Australian Marine Sciences 
Association. 
 
In its submission to the government, AMSA summarises the scientific results from 
recent high profile Australian studies published in prestigious peer-reviewed journals 
including Nature and Science that are of direct relevance to the proposed Sydney 
Marine Park. They all show clear and consistent beneficial impacts of establishing 
sanctuary zones. 
 
“There is clear scientific evidence from both NSW and globally that well enforced 
and well designed sanctuary zones contribute to more abundant fish populations and 
healthier marine communities”, says A/ Prof Vergés. “This benefits all recreational 
users, including swimmers, snorkelers and fishers”, she added.  
 
One of the clearest effects of protection is an increase in the abundance of larger sized 
fish. “For example, research from other NSW marine parks shows greater abundance 
and larger sizes of snapper following protection from fishing,” explains A/ Prof 
Vergés. These larger individuals are disproportionally important for fish populations 
because they reproduce more. Sanctuary areas can therefore have a particularly 
beneficial impact because they act as a refuge for bigger mothers that reproduce a lot 
more than smaller fish. 
 
“Sanctuary zones are in everyone’s interests”, says marine ecologist John Turnbull, 
secretary of AMSA NSW. A recent study shows the strong opposition to sanctuary 



zones by recreational fishers occurs only among Sydneysiders, who are yet to 
experience a marine park in the bioregion. In contrast to this, Australia-wide more 
than 63% of recreational fishers who fish in established marine parks support 
sanctuary zones, with only 18% opposing them. The study also shows that support for 
sanctuary zones grows over time, as the benefits of protection become apparent.  
 
“Available studies suggest that although there is currently opposition among some 
Sydney fishers to the establishment of sanctuary zones, this is unlikely to be long-
lasting. We need to design a Sydney marine park for the long term, to safeguard our 
precious marine environment for future generations”, added Mr Turnbull. 
 
AMSA is a professional society of marine scientists with over 800 members 
nationwide and over 200 in NSW. AMSA members are from universities and 
government agencies and have expertise spanning all disciplines related to marine 
science, with many having a particular focus on coastal or marine biodiversity and 
fisheries.  
 

 
Weedy seadragon at Sydney’s Cabbage Tree Bay Aquatic Reserve, one of the few 
sanctuary areas in Sydney where all fishing is prohibited, and where fish are more 
abundant and diverse than in fished reefs. Photo credit: John Turnbull 
 



 
Grey morwong from Cabbage Tree Bay Aquatic Reserve. This species is particularly 
targeted by recreational fishers and has been declining since the early 1980s, but 
studies from the Solitary Islands Marine Park show increases in abundance and 
maximum size inside sanctuary zones. Photo credit: John Turnbull 
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