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Preface


For the past 16 years I have had the privilege of working with a group of true Aussie pioneers. As young men throughout the 1960s and early 1970s they were attracted to the laid-back lifestyle and potential riches of the budding abalone industry.


In the first years of the fishery there were few rules or regulations, almost no specialised equipment and a poor understanding of the long-term effects of deep diving on the human body. What they did have in abundance was a sense of adventure, ingenuity and a lack of fear.


Using small fibreglass runabouts and cobbled-together dive equipment and lacking maps and depth sounders, they explored the deep waters off the far southwest coast of Victoria. To venture into the deep unknown using this primitive equipment in an area known to be frequented by great white sharks took a level of courage few of us possess.


Over the years many divers suffered the effects of bone necrosis and muscular disorders from their years of deep diving, and a number of deckhands drowned when their small boats succumbed to the power of the sea. Others retired to enjoy the fruits of their labours.


A small hard core have continued their involvement in the fishery up until the present day; they continue to be the backbone of the Western Abalone Divers Association. The common thread that now binds all of the pioneers is an absolute dedication to preserve and enhance the abalone resource that has been such an intrinsic part of their lives. Most of the original pioneers are approaching 80 years of age, so there was a very real need to have their stories documented for posterity.


Today we have a new breed of pioneer divers who are blessed with modern equipment and technology that the early divers can only marvel at. These divers are pioneering management techniques and data collection that sees them leading the world in cutting-edge fishery management.


This book is a brilliant series of snapshots of individual diver stories.  These tales have elements of humour, tragedy, success and failure, but throughout are an inspirational synopsis of the Australian pioneering spirit.


As you read I hope you gain a level of respect, as indeed have I, for the achievements of the unique group of men involved in the abalone industry.


Harry Peeters


Executive Officer


Western Abalone Divers Association
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Frank Matthews with a typical catch. Photo source: Frank Matthews
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1. About abalone


Abalone is said to be one of four treasures of the sea, along with sea cucumber (bêche-de-mer) and shark’s fin. There’s debate about the fourth treasure, with some maintaining it is fish maw (the swim bladder of a fish), while others claim it is lobster.


Hardly the prettiest of marine creatures, its rough nondescript shell belies the hidden treasure within. The Chinese refer to the mollusc as ‘the grazing cow of the sea’ and prize them for their health benefits.


Abalone is a gastropod (stomach-footed) mollusc with an ear-shaped shell. It has a large muscular foot – the edible part – that is protected by an iridescent shell, similar to mother of pearl. It is known as a gastropod because it appears to travel on its stomach. In Australia, abalone is sometimes referred to as ‘mutton fish’ or ‘mutton ear’ because its shell resembles an ear. The ear-shaped shell has a row of knobs along the edge and six or seven of these open for respiration.


There are both male and female abalone, but there is no differences in their exteriors. Both are eaten – they are the same quality and size. Approximately one-third of the animal is shell, one-third foot muscle (the meat) and the remaining third offal. The meat is the edible component and the shells are used as decorative items and are a source of mother of pearl.


The exterior of the shell is coloured red, brown and green to blend with their habitat.


The wild waters off Victoria’s southwest coast are home to the two main species of abalone taken by Western Zone divers.
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Haliotis rubra (blacklip abalone) is the main species harvested in Victoria and comprises approximately 80 per cent of the commercial catch in Australia. Adult blacklip grow to 10–20 cm. As its name implies, the side of its foot muscle (the meat) has a black edge (lip). The habitat for blacklip varies: it can be found on reefs, in caves and in narrow crevices. The blacklip prefers comparatively shallow waters around 5 metres but can be found at depths in excess of 30 metres.


Haliotis laevigata (greenlip abalone) are larger than blacklip and grow to more than 22 cm. The shell is rounded, smooth and pale with a chalky texture. This species lives on low reefs and can also be found in rough waters at the bottom of rocky cliffs. It is easy to distinguish from the blacklip because the side of the foot muscle has a bright green edge.


Habitat


Abalone inhabit vertical rock faces as well as crevices and caves, and cling to the rocky surfaces with their broad muscular foot. These shy creatures are also found under rocks on rocky shores at and below the low-tide line. As light-evading animals, abalone attach themselves to shady parts of rocks with their foot, which has a suction force of more than 4000 times that of their body weight.


The molluscs thrive where the water surges and provides a ready food supply of drifting algae. If the conditions suit they will remain fixed to a particular rock in a single location and will only move to seek out food or during calm weather. They travel by night in search of food, grazing on seagrass leaves and algae growing on rocks. Red algae dominates their diet.


Abalone are prolific spawners and release large quantities of eggs and sperm into the water where fertilisation occurs. However, very few juvenile abalone survive because of their natural predators, which include crabs, starfish, stingrays, some sharks and even rock lobsters.




What’s all the fuss about?


Australia produces about one-third of the world’s wild abalone, yet it is rarely eaten here because, it seems, the taste and texture don’t appeal to the Australian palate. A lot of Australians have tried abalone, usually only once, and most simply shrug their shoulders and ask what all the fuss is about. Some complain that it’s tough with a leathery texture; others say it lacks flavour when compared with crayfish, oysters and mussels.


Despite the general lack of appreciation of the mollusc in Australia, it’s still acknowledged that there is something exotic about abalone. If you yearn for an unforgettable seafood dining experience and want to taste the mollusc, you’ll need to search hard to find it live in seafood tanks in some Asian restaurants. If you can find it on the menu, you’ll also need deep pockets because the cost of a meal of wild abalone could be several hundred dollars and even a sliver of the mollusc can send the cost of the dish skyrocketing.


It’s a different story in Asia, where abalone is considered a delicacy in southeast Asian cuisine and is an essential ingredient in many traditional restaurant dishes. Abalone is traditionally eaten for special occasions. The Chinese serve it at wedding banquets as it is said to increase the fertility of the happy couple. And, at the other end of the spectrum, they feed it to the elderly in soups to delay the symptoms of senility.


The quirky television show Iron Chef featured abalone as the mystery ingredient in an episode filmed in 1998. The commentator said they’d used US$10,000 worth of abalone during the show. That’s HAUTE CUISINE … to the extreme.
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The early abalone divers


Seafood was an integral food source for the traditional inhabitants of the Western Zone, the Gunditjmara and Buandig people, who would have gathered a range of shellfish from these waters, including abalone from tidal pools. When Europeans first settled the area in the early 1830s the settlers saw little value in abalone, either as a food source or a commodity to trade.


Interest in diving for abalone gained some popularity during the 1950s and early 1960s when developments in scuba diving made it possible for non-professionals to dive to depths of 30 metres or more. While the divers developed their skills and some even sold the fish to local restaurants for a bit of pocket money, it was very much a small-scale hobby by a bunch of amateur fishermen.


Fast forward to the hazy, crazy days of the swinging 1960s when abalone divers, like surfers, were a tribe unto themselves. The fledgling industry attracted lots of different people from weird and wonderful backgrounds, with many living fast lifestyles that seemed unsustainable and irresponsible. The idea that a bunch of ‘scruffy longhairs’ could create an industry based around their desire to play in the ocean doing something they loved was simply beyond belief.


Often these men were fringe-dwellers who took pride in being outrageous — some had a reputation for disgracing themselves by just wanting to have fun. There are probably a few knowing people still around who have a sly chuckle over the goings-on at local pubs where the divers and deckhands held court.
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Clockwise from top left: Tony Jones, Bob Ussher and Noddy Hill with two unidentified men at rear. Noddy Hill. Photo source: Bob Ussher. A group of early divers, including Tony Jones (left). Divers on a whale. Photo source: Tony Jones




When this first wave of divers moved into the area on their migratory path southwards from Eden in New South Wales or farther south from Mallacoota in Victoria in search of abalone, they were attracted to the abalone industry for its lifestyle. And what a hedonistic lifestyle it was, a lifestyle that was a perfect fit for young fit men who liked being around the water, who didn’t much care for a boss looking over their shoulder in a mundane nine-to-five job. Some of them were recreational or spear fishermen. Others spent their days surfing and diving, surfing because it gave them something to do on the days when it was too rough to dive. Some lived on the beach and spent the money they earned on booze and girls. Others lived off the sea, trading abalone and crayfish for essentials.


These hedonistic days were akin to a gold rush. As Len McCall explains, ‘We were a bunch of young blokes all eager to get out there and test ourselves with literally no brakes on — and we could make money. I thought I’d do it for a couple of years and then go back to a regular mundane job. Fortunately that didn’t happen.’




Certainly the industry attracted its share of flamboyant characters. They were pioneers and, as with pioneers of any sort, not all survived in the industry. Some men found it could be difficult to handle the sudden big money they earned or the trappings that came with it. Many became caught up in the problems the lifestyle attracted — the fast pace of living life to excess in all its manifest forms. Suddenly, they had access to the good life, fast cars and women. They were young men with lots of cash, high testosterone and a lot of time on their hands. It was a potent mix.
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Top, John Hollingworth and Robert Coffey carting their catch. Photo source: John Hollingworth. Wharf shed at Port Fairy. Photo source Murray Thiele




Establishing an industry


Gary Kenyon, production manager at Sou’west Seafoods, believes the earliest divers sold their abalone to a Chinese man — perhaps Cecil Chang. Cecil travelled through New South Wales into Victoria and then into South Australia buying abalone. Gary believes the man had a processing facility in Mount Gambier and was one of the first to start in the industry back in the very early 1960s.


Frank Matthews, founder of Marine World cannery, says that golfing legend Peter Thomson was the first to realise there was an overseas market for abalone around this time. He recalls how Peter was travelling throughout Asia on a golf tour and became aware of the insatiable demand for abalone there. Peter knew Frank was diving for oysters and mussels and he telephoned him to ask whether Australia had abalone. ‘I told Peter I knew where there was plenty, so he began searching for markets over there. We set up a little factory and sent product to Singapore. That was the first can of abalone to ever go out of Australia.’
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Once the demand was established, in Victoria the focus turned to Mallacoota in East Gippsland when, as Bob Ussher puts it, ‘There were abs everywhere.’ Many of the divers had moved to Mallacoota from Eden in New South Wales and somehow a newspaper got hold of the story that abalone divers were making huge money. Then according to Bob, ‘What could float or anyone who could swim hit Mallacoota.’ One day he counted 160 boats going out. They took whatever abalone they could find, from the very small to the large, and within a year the beds had been fished out. In the end they were only getting 30 kilograms a day where previously they’d been getting 700 to 800 kilos.


With an insatiable hunger for the lifestyle that fishing for abalone provided, the men packed their bags and moved south, looking for new and more abundant grounds.
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How they did it


In the abalone industry’s early days diving technology was primitive, ineffective and in many instances extremely dangerous. The divers worked from beaches with homemade compressors and non-floating hoses. They snorkelled rocky shorelines and used inflated tractor tubes to hold their catch while they fished the inside reefs of enclosed bays. Screwdrivers and levers were used to pry the abalone from the reefs and the men would fill up to six potato sacks with abalone, which were lifted to the surface in buckets. At that time, Frank Matthews recalls, the abalone were as big as dinner plates: ‘Wall to wall ab on the bottom. Just mountains of the stuff. Incredible. But it was only worth 25 cents a kilo.’


Frank says the shore crew pulled the diver and his catch by the hose line, hand over hand, through the surf zone and into shore with the catch. They loaded the abalone into plastic garbage bins ‘borrowed’ from Melbourne’s leafier suburbs — that way they were harder to identify. The catches were then manhandled along the beaches to the road, which sometimes meant up high cliffs, where they were loaded onto open flatbed tray trucks for delivery to the processors. All this made diving for abalone an exhausting and risky business.


‘Best practice’ and ‘standards’ were terms that were simply not known, or applied, in those early days. A diver’s airline was often nothing but a piece of garden hose tied to a compressor with wire. Buckets were used as underwater parachutes to lift the abalone to the surface. Compressor filters were made from anything — most often sanitary napkins. The unreliable motors the men used as compressors were notorious for playing up in the wet conditions.


It didn’t take long before the divers knew they had to improve their working conditions, so they began using boats, bought new compressors and hoses and started using improved diving equipment. This helped them better understand dive medicine and its effects on their body. In the longer term this has made commercial abalone diving a safer occupation than it historically had been.
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2. The abalone industry


Abalone is one of Australia’s more valuable commercial fishery resources, and the industry is the most highly regulated of the fisheries. Australia produces about 40 per cent of the world’s reported wild-stock abalone harvest. Victoria, which produces 1440 tonnes annually, is Australia’s second largest abalone-producing state after Tasmania, which produces 2100 tonnes.


The season


Although the abalone season is open all year, if the quota has been filled it automatically closes down until the official start of the next season, which is on 1 April each year. What the divers call a ‘shot gun start’ often occurs on opening day, as the divers race to be first out. Particularly if the previous season’s quota was filled sometime earlier, they want to be quick out of the blocks so they can begin earning money again.
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The wild winter weather in southwest Victoria is not conducive to diving, so around mid-year the diving slows down. During spring conditions are variable, and by October and November the weather has improved sufficiently for the men to crank up their diving days so they can catch their quota before Christmas and take the traditional three-month holiday to the end of March.


Licencing


In the earliest days of abalone diving, divers were only required to hold a non-specific fishing licence. Frank Zeigler recalls that Dick Kelly bought his licence for a shilling and grumbled a few years later when it skyrocketed to one pound (approximately $2). Later, fishing licences cost the princely sum of $6.






[image: ]






It is estimated that in 1965 the number of abalone divers had peaked to around 300 and these divers reaped a total harvest of 376 tonnes, live weight. The harvest increased rapidly, peaking at 3384 tonnes during the 1967–68 season. When the fishery was closed to new entrants in 1968, the numbers decreased to 162 divers. The increase in production occurred as many part-time divers left the fishery and those who stayed were relying on abalone diving as their main source of income. At the same time there was a sevenfold increase in annual fishing effort, from an average of about 23 hours per diver to 168 hours per diver.


A $200 abalone fishing licence was introduced as part of the Fisheries Act 1968. This law became effective in May 1970 and further reduced the number of divers to 108. As a limited-entry fishery with non-transferable licences, the number of licenced divers was down to 90 by 1982 through attrition of licence holders. As a result of this limitation of licences production declined steadily to about 2000 tonnes per annum, with some fluctuations upwards, reaching lows of 1143 tonnes in 1977–78 and 1275 tonnes in 1983–84.


Despite the catch rates declining by about 13 per cent between 1968 and 1978, the reduction in annual harvest can be partly explained by reduced fishing effort resulting from diver attrition but mostly by the drop in catch prices during 1977–78. However, decreases in production between 1978 and 1983 occurred concurrently with annual fishing effort increasing to an average of 305 hours per diver in 1982–83 (almost double the average effort per diver of 1967–68) and the lowest recorded average catch rate of 47 kg per hour.


Recent initiatives with respect to the catching and processing sectors of the Victorian abalone industry have involved refinements to the Abalone Quota Management System to provide greater surety of compliance. The main initiatives were the introduction of a sealed bin weighing scheme in 1996, and the implementation of a comprehensive audit trail that covers all phases of harvesting, processing and distribution.
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Current catch quotas were initially set on the basis of early assessments and observed stable levels of catch. Victoria’s approach has been to adopt a management strategy that attempts to assess how much of the change in abundance at a number of fixed sites in a management zone is due to adjustments in the total allowable catch (TAC). This adaptive management process seeks to determine an ecologically sustainable catch by manipulating the TAC and by monitoring indices of stock abundance.


Zones and catches


In 1968 the Victorian abalone fishery was divided into two management areas: the Eastern and Western zones. In 1970 a third management area, the Central Zone, was added. As part of the zoning arrangement, each licence holder was restricted to fishing in one specific zone and by late 1970 there were 34, 56 and 18 licenced divers in the Eastern, Central and Western zones respectively.


––


Legal minimum lengths (LML)


Legal minimum lengths (LML) were introduced as a strategy for managing the fishery and catch quotas were initially set on the basis of early assessments and levels of catch. For blacklip abalone the LMLs were 10 cm for Port Phillip Bay, 11 cm for all other areas between Lakes Entrance and Lorne, and 12 cm elsewhere. A single LML of 13 cm was set for greenlip abalone in all areas.


Licence consolidation, 1984


During 1984 the Fisheries (Abalone Licences) Act was introduced to permit licence transferability on a two-for-one basis (ie, a diver needed to obtain two existing licences which were then consolidated into one new licence) to encourage new, generally younger divers into the fishery without causing an unsustainable increase in catch. Licence fees were based on the average price per kilogram paid to divers for the preceding year’s catch.


However, the entry of highly motivated divers, who had each paid $100,000 to $160,000 to purchase two consolidated licences plus a $10,000 licence transfer fee, led to a substantial increase in production to 1900 tonnes during 1987–88. A threefold increase in price was paid from an average of $4.59 per kg live weight in 1983–84 to $15 in 1987–88. This provided an additional incentive to increase fishing effort. Some divers were landing about 40 tonnes of abalone annually.


Total allowable catch (TAC)


The abalone fishery introduced TAC in 1988, under the Fisheries (Abalone) Act 1987, to control the size of the catch. Zone boundaries were re-defined to 148° E (between Central and Eastern zones) and 142° 31’E (between Western and Central zones), and separate TACs of 460, 700 and 280 tonnes were set for the Eastern, Central and Western zones respectively. These TACs were equitably distributed by allocating a quota of 20 tonnes per annum to each licenced abalone diver in the Eastern and Western zones, while each Central Zone licence holder was allocated 20.58 tonnes.


Also, licences became transferable on a one-for-one basis. Each diver’s quota allocation effectively became an individual transferable quota (ITQ). The total TAC of 1440 tonnes was set to limit the catch to about 70 per cent of the production in the early 1970s. Licences and quota cannot be transferred between zones.


Since the introduction of licence transferability and consolidation, the number of licence holders has been 23 divers in the Eastern Zone, 34 in the Central Zone and 14 in the Western Zone. Similarly, divers’ ITQs have not changed since the introduction.


Quotas are reviewed on an annual basis after a consultation process between the industry representatives and Fisheries. What the industry wants they don’t always get, and sometimes the decision isn’t known until the start of the season on 1 April.


The virus


In 2006 the abalone viral ganglioneuritis (AVG) devastated key fisheries scattered along 200 kilometres of Victoria’s southwestern coast. The virus is a highly virulent herpes-like virus that affects the nervous tissue of abalone and causes death in a short space of time. There are no known public health or food safety implications associated with this virus.
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After the virus was detected, Western Zone divers fished to a reduced zonal quota of 20 tonnes per year. The zone’s abalone divers are confident the industry will bounce back from the disease that cast a shadow over it for almost three years.


Poaching


Although abalone fishing is strictly regulated and heavy fines are enforced for those who break the rules, this hasn’t stopped unscrupulous unlicenced fishermen from poaching abalone in the Western Zone.


Konrad Beinssen recalls that while he was conducting research in the Western Zone he came across many areas that had been poached and knew of a couple of well-known poachers. The poachers took enormous risks to get an illegal catch, such as working Lady Julia Percy Island at night where the waters are notorious for sharks, particularly white pointers.


Konrad describes the notorious poacher Cam Strachan as being a ‘nice bloke’. He adds, ‘They should have given him a licence in the early days — he was so resentful at having been rejected for a licence. He had an early history in the industry and probably deserved a licence.’


Ron O’Brien believes poachers did real damage to the Zone, first targeting the inshore shallow grounds with shore access. He maintains they also hit Whites, Murrells and Inside Nelson. The most resilient beds for poachers were The Passage, front of Nelson, front of Bridgewater and Whites Beach.


Phil Plummer lives just outside Port Fairy and has seen poachers at work near his home. One day he was taking his dog for a walk along the beach and saw a group of men sitting on rocks. The men didn’t look suspicious, he says, but he knew what they were up to when his dog charged at them and returned carrying abalone meat. Phil phoned Fisheries but by the time they arrived the men had disappeared. The poachers weren’t too bright, because they got caught when they came back to collect their 30 undersized abalone. Phil described the men as serious poachers, as they took all the abalone irrespective of size.


Dick Cullenward lived on the beachside of the road just outside Port Fairy, and like Phil could see poachers at work from his home. He says he’d see them leave their abalone in a bag on the bottom and return at night to collect it — he would see a flashlight as they came to pick up their catch. Although he reported the poaching activity to the authorities, he believes the penalties had little deterrent effect.


The perils of diving


A weird lot


People living in the southwest corner of Victoria were a notoriously conservative bunch. Fishing was an important industry in the region and locals were used to the idiosyncrasies of fishermen, but abalone divers were considered even more eccentric.
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In the early days, the men were diving for the big money they could earn. They needed the money to sustain their lifestyle and it was well known that they only wanted to be paid in cash. This meant that the local banks had to have tens of thousands of dollars in cash on the days the men were diving and arrange for armed guards to accompany the deliveries. The banks also had to learn about international banking, letters of credit, exchanging matching documents and a host of other banking practices not previously required in the sleepy coastal villages.


The Portland Observer of 27 January 1971 offered insightful observations about the local abalone divers and their way of life. ‘Four years ago, abalone was a foreign word to most Portland people. Today, the word abalone conjures up visions of divers braving sharks and the bends, small boats in wild seas and a new breed of people making big money from the sea-bed. But, as with all stories, there is another side to this fascinating industry. The abalone industry invaded Portland about three and a half years ago. With the industry came new people, people who were close knit and, in some respects, different to the original townsfolk. Many had long hair, others were highly educated and all lived a free life. The industry appeared exotic and seemed even more so when stories of divers making $1000 in little more than a week began circulating … Legends grew up about the daring of the “ab boys”. Why do these people risk their lives for the abalone shell? One of the main answers is money. Another … is because the people involved in the industry like the life.’


The Island


Lady Julia Percy Island, 22 kilometres southwest of Port Fairy, is one of four Australian fur seal breeding colonies in Victoria and is possibly the largest colony in Australia. The Island is off bounds to visitors except on organised tours. It is also legendary among the Zone’s divers. The pristine waters surrounding the Island coupled with its remoteness have created an abundant abalone population.


When abalone is in short supply in other areas along the southwest coast, divers know there is always a good catch to be had at the Island. The Island strikes fear into the hearts of many a diver because it is an important hunting ground for great white sharks (aka white pointers), which prowl the waters in search of fur seals.


Diver Henri Bource lost his leg during a dramatic encounter with a great white off Lady Julia Percy Island in 1964. He was with two other divers off the Island when a great white came from under Bource, attacked him and took his leg off at the knee. His diving partners managed to get Bource back on board their boat and then radioed to shore for help. Bource later described how he tried to get his leg free by jamming his hand down the shark’s throat and gouging its eyes. A few years later Bource, an amateur underwater photographer and filmmaker, used the film footage of the attack to create the documentary Savage Shadows. If you’ve got a strong stomach, you can see footage of Bource and the shark on YouTube.


Being bent


The bends is an ever-present spectre for abalone divers every time they dive. The bends results from diving too deep for too long and/or not surfacing slowly enough to allow the body to adequately decompress. This causes nitrogen bubbles to form in the body’s bone marrow and escape through the bone joints, resulting in damaged tissue and chalky bones. The bubbles can form in, or move to, any part of the body and the effects on the diver range from joint pain and rashes through to paralysis and even death. Pain can be anything from mild to excruciating.
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The bends affects all divers differently — some are more susceptible than others. Age, body type, fitness and ambient temperature are all factors that affect a diver’s vulnerability to the condition. Pain most frequently occurs in the shoulders, elbows, knees and ankles, while headaches, skin complaints and visual problems are also common.


Breathing 100 per cent oxygen reduces the nitrogen in body tissues and can provide effective protection, but breathing pure oxygen alone does not provide full protection. In severe cases, divers are treated in a  decompression chamber, which allows them to undergo their decompression stops in a controlled environment. Portland now has a decompression chamber but before that the Zone’s divers had to be taken to either Melbourne or Sale for recompression.
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Bob Ussher was quoted in a lengthy undated article published in Adelaide and written by Chris Pash. Bob described how he was diving one day when his compressor failed and he could not breathe: ‘You have one breath and the next breath it’s gone,’ he said. He shot to the surface once he shed his weight belt. ‘All I was thinking of was getting to the surface. I didn’t know what was going on. I knew I was coming up far too quick and tried to have a duck dive to slow myself up. The next thing I knew I was on the surface and climbed on board the boat. After about five minutes my shoulder started to pain and I thought it was just a normal little niggle of the bends.’


Bob had not only surfaced too quickly, but he had spent too much time at depth. By the time the anchor was up, he was suffering severe stomach cramps, and dizziness set in within half an hour. Despite breathing pure oxygen on board, by the time they arrived home Bob was unable to move his arms or legs and was almost blind. A plane equipped with a portable decompression chamber was sent from Morwell and transported Bob to Royal Adelaide Hospital. He arrived within three hours of the accident. During the week Bob spent in hospital, three hours a day were in a decompression chamber. At the time it was said that Bob had a 50:50 chance of survival without a decompression chamber. The article concluded: ‘Against medical advice, Bob Ussher has returned to professional diving.’


Some content derived from Co-operative Resource Management in Action, Entity Films 2005.




The Victorian abalone industry







	1962
	The abalone fishery commenced




	1965
	Divers peaked at around 300




	1965–66
	Harvest 376 tonnes live weight




	1967–68
	Harvest 3384 tonnes live weight




	1968
	Fishery closed to new entrants. Up to 350 divers. Introduction of two management zones: Eastern and Western. 162 divers
LML introduced. Blacklip 10–12 cm, greenlip 13 cm




	1969
	A $200 abalone fishing licence introduced as part of the Fisheries Act 1968. Introduction of the Central Management Zone. Licence holders: Eastern Zone 34, Central Zone 56 and Western Zone 18 




	1982
	Licence holders reduced to 90 through natural attrition 




	1983
	Further effort made to reduce licence numbers




	1983–84
	Live weight $4.59 kg




	1984
	Abalone licences become transferable on a 2:1 basis. Cost $100,000–$160,000 for two consolidated licences, plus $10,000 licence transfer fee. Fees based on average price/kg




	1987–88
	Live weight $15 kg. Some divers landing 40 tonnes annually




	1988
	1:1 transfer of Abalone Fishery access licences: 23 in Eastern Zone, 34 in Central Zone and 14 in Western Zone. Introduction of quotas and TACs: Eastern Zone 460, Central Zone 700 and Western Zone 280 tonnes




	1992
	Introduction of $20,000 abalone processor fee, resulting in processor numbers dropping from 42 to 14 overnight




	1995
	Increasing illegal activity. Leased licences: Eastern Zone 17%, Central Zone 65%, Western Zone 43%




	2000
	Abalone thieves activity increasing, having significant impacts




	2001
	LOFM research confirms that LML not adequate to protect abalone stocks from over-harvesting or serial depletion. Continued competition from abalone thieves. VADA spends $140,000 on a Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) pre-assessment report to identify and highlight ecological concerns. TAC in the Central Zone drops for the first time in 15 years, because of these concerns




	2002
	Introduction of MOU agreements to spread fishing across the Central Zone. TAC drops in the Central and Western zones for second time in 16 years




	2003
	TAC drops for the third time in 17 years: total of 191 tonnes having been lost in three years 




	2004
	MOUs start to address effort distribution. TACs stabilising as effort and voluntary size limit increases start to show stability to the resources. Continued problems of significant illegal activity by abalone thieves




	2005
	New indictable offences aimed at stopping abalone thieves and traffickers. New regulations to stop abalone thieves who claim to be recreational divers




	2006
	Number of identified areas in the MOU expanded from 12 to 15
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3. Western Abalone Divers Association (WADA)




The Western Abalone Divers Association represents the interests of divers and access licence holders across the Zone. Many of its members are those who pioneered development of the fishery and are still active in the industry. WADA supports the divers of the Western Zone and the Association strives to put the interests of the resource first.


The owners of the 14 Western Zone licences have controlled access to the abalone resource, amounting to some 200 to 300 tonnes annually. Each licence allows a diver to collect a set amount of abalone each year under the quota system, which is reviewed annually and varies from year to year.


WADA plays a key role in managing the Zone’s abalone resource and protecting the interests of licence owners and their divers. WADA has developed a reputation for putting the interests of the resource first and has been at the forefront of co-operative resource management in Victoria.


Co-operative management has evolved in the Western Zone from a grass roots level. Once there was evidence of the resource being depleted, the owners and divers soon realised that their desire for responsible stewardship could only be fulfilled through a collaborative approach at all levels. This meant open and honest dialogue with all parties, including the scientific community and the state’s Fisheries Department. Through goodwill and perseverance, relationships of mutual trust and respect have evolved, which today makes the Western Zone fishery a shining example of co-operative responsible management in action.


Fine-scale management


For management purposes the Western Zone is divided into 36 reef codes. The principles of fine-scale management includes the need to manage abalone product from each individual reef code. This has been a revolutionary concept for abalone production in Victoria.


Traditionally, outputs have been set as a total allowable catch for the Zone. Now, through WADA’s initiative, each of the Western Zone’s 36 reef codes has quota reference points that are set annually and are constantly monitored through a memorandum of understanding. The abalone harvest from the Western Zone is now evenly distributed across all productive reefs.


The powers behind WADA


Rick Harris


Divers were caretakers of the resource


One of the pioneers of the abalone industry, Rick Harris began his diving career after he sank a small boat off Parkdale, a Melbourne suburb on the edge of Port Phillip Bay. He hired a diver to salvage the boat and became interested in diving for abalone through talking with him. Rick went out and bought the gear, plus the $6 commercial fishing licence.


Rick was a plasterer by trade and continued working at that for two years, diving for abalone on the weekends and working at his plastering job during the week. His dive partner, Noel Middlecoat, was also his plastering partner. Noel lived at Altona and they started diving for abalone on the inshore reefs there. ‘I got into it because of the money,’ Rick explains. ‘Lifestyle was a factor, but it was mainly the money. We could make a week’s wages in one day. I’d work all week plastering, and then go out diving for one day and make the same amount of money.’


They went snorkelling for abalone with a square kerosene tin and sold their catch to Les Tuckey in Maribyrnong. They dived at Half Moon Bay near Blackrock, on Port Phillip Bay, and then at the air force base at Altona: ‘I called it GI Joe,’ he says. They tried right round Port Phillip Bay. The abalone were good at Half Moon Bay, at the wreck of the Cerberus and at the back of the Sandringham Yacht Club. ‘In the early days we worked the back of Portsea — the quarantine area. But the army booted us out. We then walked around the rocks on the shore at low tide.’
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The water in the bay is very cold, particularly in winter, and they soon discovered their wetsuits weren’t good enough for the icy waters. So they made their own. ‘The Espies [divers] made their own suits and that was the first time I ever saw a top with a hood and no zips,’ Rick says. ‘I went to some blokes who made wetsuits and told them I wanted the thickest neoprene they had. A top with a hood attached and no zips. They said it wouldn’t work, that I wouldn’t be able to put it on. I told them that was my problem. Mine was the prototype. They didn’t last very long — I chopped the knees and elbows out pretty quick.’


Rick made lots of experimental suits with a chap named David Dunn. He glued two lots of neoprene together, lining to lining, so he had two outsides to the suit. But it wasn’t a success because the water saturated the lining, which then came away from the neoprene. When they started diving in the deep waters at Portland off the lighthouse at Nelson, they found the neoprene would compress and collapse and stay that way. ‘It was useless and so darn cold.’


Then Rick asked his wetsuit maker to glue two lots of neoprene together, rubber to rubber, with the lining worn on the outside and no lining inside. ‘I had to use goanna oil to slip into my suit. I also used it in my ears to stop infections. Those suits were really good and you stayed warm. They didn’t collapse with deep diving.’


Rick credits Phil Sawyer with inventing the hot-water-bottle wetsuit using two hoses. ‘He was lucky he didn’t burn himself,’ he says. ‘We tried everything. Masks with purge valves were popular for a time and big flippers.’ They didn’t wear boots for a long time and gloves were the gardening variety, not neoprene. They always wore two weight belts with 36 lb (17 kg) of lead around their waists with the hose tied onto one belt with a cord.


After diving for 18 months in Port Phillip Bay, a few of the divers told him about the abalone at Portland. ‘In 1968 I ventured all the way down here in an old FJ Holden with Noel Middlecoat. That’s how we got here in the first place.’


Working in the Southern Ocean was new to them after the relatively calmer waters of Port Phillip Bay. There were a lot of big boats at Portland and Rick got a job working for Tony Jones on his 19-foot (7-m) boat with Paul ‘Noddy’ Hill. He worked on Dick Kelly’s 17-foot (5.18-m) Hercules until it sank at Crayfish Bay. Rick explains: ‘I got turned over by a big wave and couldn’t get out of the break. My deckhand Richard Lakey was in a bit of trouble, so I had to save him. But we lost the boat and everything.’


According to Rick, some of the men had abalone boats but their hearts weren’t in it. ‘They saw too many shadows, feared sharks too much. Regular hard-working divers seldom saw sharks. Lots of those on the fringe saw them all the time. They were the blokes who always came home with small loads. I don’t blame them. You gotta be a water baby if you’re gonna work in it.’


Rick recalls how they would all get up in the morning and meet at the quarry carpark overlooking The Passage and decide if they were going to work or to the pub. ‘We spent a lot of time in the pub because of the big seas we get down here. We’d also congregate at the boat ramp. There would always be blokes trying to talk us out of going to work. They would try to block the ramp, just sit there with their boats on their trailers and stop the leaders from going by talking and talking — because if one went, then most would go.’


Another ploy to stop others working was when some of them developed bad ears after a good day’s diving. Instead of staying home and getting over it, they would go out and sit on their patch and not dive. That way they were protecting their hot spots until they could get back there. ‘If I had a good day,’ Rick explains, ‘I’d never lead others back to it the next day. I’d take them miles away. At the end of the day we would tie up floats on an anchor where the going was good and it made it a lot easier to find the next day. We’d leave them there and pick them up next dive.’
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