
Richmond River Chapter – OzFsh Unlimited submission for discussion 

Coastal Protection Reform draft – Ballina 25th Nov 2015 

This is a preliminary submission by the Richmond River Chapter of OzFish Unlimited, summarising 

our concerns for the overall health of the Richmond River. This submission is preparatory to a more 

detailed submission requested by Marian Fitzgerald in her email correspondence dated Mon 23rd 

Nov 2015 to OzFish, Richmond Chapter 

Of prime concern to OzFish is the confirmed decline over the past 45 years of the Recreational 

Fishery on the Richmond. This decline has been verified by DPI Fisheries, local commercial Fish 

Cooperatives , Southern Cross University in a recent survey and of course local recreational fishers.  

The validity of this decline is also abundantly supported by the vast number of scientific studies and 

anecdotal evidence throughout the community and academic circles, the latest of which was the 

recent release of the UNE Eco Health Card river report (WQ, Rip, Geo, MacroIn’) which rated the 

Richmond at an overall D- 

One other key indicator of water quality decline has been the cessation of the commercial oyster 

industry on the Richmond back in 1974. The Richmond was once, one of the most prolific oyster 

growing rivers on the east coast of Australia (ref’ legacy Middens in North Creek). Only two 

wholesalers remain today and they import oysters from other river and lake systems. Recently it was 

determined that the Richmond is now the only coastal river system that does not have a commercial 

oyster industry, a direct result ongoing poor water quality issues and resulting QX disease. A series of 

data loggers installed in key areas also confirm the export of poor quality water into the main river 

system 

Reasons for the fishery decline and cessation of the Oyster industry are complex but are all directly 

associated with environmental issues resulting from the following 

 Drainage of key estuarine wetlands. exposing many areas of ASS and PASS (subsequent 

oxidisation  and/or disturbance resulting in water quality issues) 

 Drainage of key estuarine wetlands causing direct loss of fish habitat 

 Loss of several small estuarine creeks attached to the main river systems (flood gated 

off) 

 Flood gated agricultural drains, many with environmental issues, collectively are 

significantly adding to the river's water quality issues 

 

With the introduction of a new/revised Coastal Protection Act, OzFish would like the opportunity 

to work with OEH, local councils, Local Land Services, SCU and NPWS to have appropriate 

legislation that will facilitate repair/restoration of our coastal river systems, in particular the 

Richmond River. Of particular interest to OzFish is your reference in Part 2, Sect 6, 2b – to 

promote the rehabilitation and restoration of degraded coastal wetlands and littoral 

rainforests. In addition, Part 2, Sect 8, 2c- to maintain and improve water quality and estuary 

health, and how you intend to set legislation in place to effect these objectives 

 



OzFish, along with partner organisations, continues to work with a view to restoration of the 

Tuckean Swamp, a large 8,500 ha part-estuarine, part-freshwater waterway 15 km south-west of 

Ballina. This vast drained wetland has been identified as one of the major contributors of poor 

quality water into the Richmond, this year in particular, with data loggers validating extremely poor 

acidity/DO levels 

 

Comments on draft for discussion  

We note in Part 3 of the draft, ‘Coastal management programs and manual’. Local councils will 

most likely refer to the Coastal Zone Management Plan – Richmond Estuary, Aug 2011 and how or 

if, this document will qualify for a Coastal Management Programme as stipulated by the Minister. 

We note that this plan (CZMP) has similar objectives to those set out in the draft document  

We refer specifically to Management Objectives 5,6,7,8 and 10 of the CZMP, all of key interest to 

OzFish. While some of these objectives have achieved limited success, the root causes of the river's 

acidity/black water issues have not been addressed. In forthcoming meetings with OEH, (all-in 

meeting suggested- Fitzgerald -OEH) we need to discuss these areas of concern and the possibility of 

making provision within the CPA, given that these concern areas are broad scoping to other river 

systems as well 

Additional areas for discussion that we would add to the ‘all-in’ meeting for possible integration or 

part integration into the act, or identify which Act; 

 There are many groups involved with different aspects of the Richmond 

Floodplain and its issues, some with small parts to play, others with larger roles, 

some duplication, some unaware of what the other is doing. Can or will the 

revised act have any part to play here?  (Comment source: LGA staff) 

 

 Agricultural drains, floodgates, conditions of drains themselves. There is a 

serious lack of legislation in respect of an LGA enforcing compliance on a 

landholder to maintain a certain status of the floodgate aperture to enable ‘tidal 

flushing’ of drains that have ASS/anoxic/MBO ingredients. This is one area of 

major concern for LGAs (and OzFish). EPA states,” this is an LGA role to enforce”. 

And the obvious question, under which piece of legislation? (Source : OzFish) 

 

 Can the Act force LGAs to introduce either a ‘Coastal Protection Levy’  ...or... 

Environmental Levy, as per the direction taken by many coastal LGAs in NSW. It 

would appear that a ‘Coastal Protection Levy’ is more manageable in respect of 

‘containing collected revenue’ for specific environmental repair issues within 

each specific LGA. (source: OzFish) 

 

 To provide our rural community (farmers) with more financial support towards 

repair of environmentally challenged areas on their properties (source:LGA) 

 



 Pertinent to the last point, could there be a mechanism whereby a wetland that 

has been drained and now constitutes a small area of agricultural productivity 

for that farmer, be reinstated as wetland with some form of financial incentive, 

proportionate to loss of productivity revenue? On most of these drained areas, 

especially those converted to cane, the yield is much lower compared to the 

rest of the farming property. The benefits are many (plenty of discussion 

available on this). After all, it has been successive governments that have 

permitted and even encouraged the practice of wetland drainage to continue 

from European settlement through to the mid-1980s (source:OzFish) 

 

 Who defines where and to what extent, breaches of the Act (or associated 

regulations) have occurred and who acts to rectify the problem? (source:LGA) 

 

We would hasten to add at this point, while we recognise the economic contribution of 

our valued rural community, specifically our sugar industry on the floodplain, the 

farmers cannot and should not be above the law in respect of disregard of serious 

environmental issues. We would also add a similar concern at the attitude of some 

management groups of nature reserves on the Richmond Floodplain. Two specific 

nature reserves that were drained from previous estuarine wetlands are now point 

sources for the export of poor quality water into the river system.  

The Richmond Valley, along with other coastal valley communities, has always been 

reliant to a degree, on tourism and its offshoots and spinoffs, direct and indirect.            

A healthy river system with a productive recreational fishery has until recent times 

constituted a significant tourism attraction but a series of highly publicised, widespread 

fish kills resulting from poor water quality has periodically damaged tourism and will 

continue to affect this important industry until problems are resolved  

Restoration projects in other coastal river systems have either commenced or are about 

to. OzFish encourages the Stokes/Speakman/OEH CPA draft review team 

representatives of our current State Government to ensure that ongoing restoration 

and address of environmental issues are made easier to resolve. The Government of the 

day owes this to any community 

We look forward to discussing the draft of the new coastal protection legislation and 

hopefully how we can move the Richmond off the bottom of the ladder! 

This submission has been compiled by the Richmond River Chapter of OzFish Unlimited 

http://ozfish.org.au/ .  Our key national charter/objective is to improve the nation’s 

recreational fishery through habitat replacement and improving the health of our rivers, 

lakes and estuaries. Our local chapter key objectives are : Reverse the decline of the 

Richmond’s recreational fishery:  Improve the Richmond River’s health to allow re-

establishment of a commercial Oyster Industry 



OzFish also submits this document on behalf of the Richmond Valley Community and 

herby requests attention and response by the applicable review committee(s) 

 

Yours Faithfully 

John Larsson 

Chair – Richmond River Chapter – OzFish Unlimited 

 

 

 




