We lose a legend: farewell to Denis
O’Connell

The Queensland seafood industry has lost a legend - and one of its
most charming ambassadors - with the passing of Denis O’Connell.
Denis spent most of his 86 years working as an inshore fisherman
on the Gold Coast, especially netting the ocean beaches for mullet
and the Southport Broadwater for whiting. In 2012, Denis explained in
this magazine his family’s history in commercial fishing dating back
to the mid-1800s and his passion for the organisation that became the
Queensland Seafood Industry Association. That article neatly sums up
who he was and what he did for our industry and our organisation, and
is appropriate to reprint at this time. So, in his own words, here is the

story of Denis O’Connell.

IN 1913, an organisation was formed
to represent professional fishermen in
this State: the Queensland Professional
Fishermen’s Association (QPFA).

So, next year will see the centenary of
professional fishermen’s representation
in our State, a role the Queensland
Seafood Industry Association (QSIA)
has inherited.

| earnestly hope my fellow fishermen
will support the continuation of the
QSIA so indeed we can celebrate this
historic anniversary.

Fishermen throughout Queensland
today still need a Statewide industry
body to give them a strong, united
voice in dealing with governments and
with competing interests.

This is something fishermen in
fragmented local bodies recognised 50
years ago, when it became clear that
a Statewide organisation representing
all the catching sectors of the industry
should be considered.

Having fragmented organisations
with piecemeal representation wasn’t
getting the industry anywhere.

In 1965, initial proposals presented
to the Queensland Government were
deemed unacceptable. At the time, the
Queensland Professional Fishermen’s
League, which promoted the proposal,
represented most fishermen.

Fortunately, all organisations up and
down the coast (and there were lots)
eventually recognised the power of
having one strong body and, in 1972,
as a result of a petition to the State
Government, a provisional council was
formed.

On 12 January 1974, the Queensland
Commercial Fishermen’s Organisation
(QCFO) was officially gazetted. The
organisation was a pyramid type, with

26 branches, five district councils and a
State Council of 10 members.

A Statewide conference of all
branches was called in 1977 and again
in 1978 to approve setting up a 26-man
State Council.

As Chairman of the QCFO, | chaired
the 1978 conference and remember
the enthusiasm and support for the
new structure, officially adopted in
1980.

Together with the establishment
of a President, Board, CEO, qualified
project officers, office staff and
committees representing all sectors of
the fishing industry, it was the perfect
structure for the industry at that time
— but it came at a high cost.
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Denis with the love of his life, wife of 65 years Lorraine (at the 2019 Hervey Bay Seafood Festival).
Denis is survived by Lorraine, daughter Suzanne and son Greg.
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One of the major costs was meeting
the travel and out-of-pocket expenses
of so many representatives having to
travel such vast distances up and down
the State.

| remember vividly the turmoil
and resistance to the introduction of
compulsory membership. For anyone
who thinks things might be tough and
fishermen’s reps are copping some
criticism now, bear in mind in those
days we had more than just harsh
words to worry about: as Chairman at
the time, | was given police protection.

The resistance to compulsory
membership was severe but not fromall
members and it was generally accepted
that compulsory memberships, and
compulsory fees, were necessary and
essential at the time. Other primary
producer bodies also had compulsory
membership.

By then, there were dark clouds
on the horizon for our industry,
with Federal and State Government
departments flexing their muscles, the
green movement building momentum,
and politics entering the resource
debate, etcetera.

Of course, what were then clouds
on the horizon are now right overhead,
and life these days is pretty turbulent
for fishermen most of the time. Having
a strong and united industry body is
more important than ever.

More support from within the
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industry will give more security to the
organisation’s ability — and in turn
our industry’s ability — to survive the
challenges ahead.

| am aware of fellow fishermen who
strongly support the existence of the
QSIA but, because of their own financial
difficulties, are no longer members.

| suggest to them that they continue
to support the organisation in all other
ways, with the aim that, in changing
circumstance, they will once again
become financial members.

But, really, try to make the QSIA
membership fee one of your priorities:
there is no better insurance when it
comes to hanging on to your fishing
rights and especially to your fishing
access.

To me, one of the original concepts
in forming a peak body was to improve
the overall operation of the catching
sector, marketing benefits, etcetera.

However, one of its main roles
nowadays has become protecting
industry from unfair criticism and
regulation, at an enormous cost of
time, money and effort.

We fishermen have taken some
hits but, without our organisation, the
industry would have failed badly.

| remember one staff member (now
retired) from the Queensland Fish
Management Authority (QFMA) saying

there would be no commercial fishing
industry in Moreton Bay in |0 years’
time. And that was more than 20 years
ago!

He was talking about Southport
to Caloundra, and the fact that
commercial fishing continues in most
of those waters, and not just Moreton
Bay but Hervey Bay and the rest of the
Queensland coast, is testament to the
hard work of individuals who together
have given strength to our united
industry body.

To those who might prefer to
establish regional or local bodies,
be mindful that fragmentation can
lessen essential revenue required by
a Statewide organisation and cause
division, the very reason far-sighted
fishermen more than 50 years ago
worked so hard to provide strength
and unity -in dealing with fishermen’s
problems.

Family history

| have a personal interest in seeing
QSIA celebrate a century of fishermen’s
representation.

One reason is that my paternal
grandfather, Jim O’Connell, was
one of the founding members of the
QPFA all those years ago, and his
gold membership badge is a treasured
memento.

My great-grandfather came to
the south coast of Queensland from
Ireland as a child in the early 1840s.

Most of the O’Connells spread out as
farmers and cedar-getters from the
northern end of what is now the Gold
Coast down to the New South Wales
border, and some of the family turned
to oyster growing and fishing in the
Southport Broadwater.

My grandfather and father were
both professional fishermen, whose
main income came from netting sea
mullet in the winter months. It is a
tradition that | continued, along with
my son, Greg, though | have recently
retired from active fishing.

| became a member of the Southport
Branch of the QPFL in 1970, the same
year | was elected for the first time for
a three-year term as a Gold Coast City
Council Alderman, later representing
five southern QCFO Branches on the
|0-man State Council and was QCFO
Chairman in 1978-79, but was forced
to resign when | was again elected as an
Alderman on the City Council in 1979
(and later serving as Mayor of the Gold
Coast from 1982-85).

| wouldn’'t have resigned the QCFO
position but you had to derive two-
thirds of your income from fishing in
those days to hold a licence and that
wasn’t the case while | was on the
Council.

| served on numerous bodies,
including the Gold Coast (GC)
Waterways Authority, GC Harbour
Board, GC Catchment Association, GC
Water Futures Advisory Committee
and the Great Barrier Reef Advisory
Committee.

| am particularly proud of having
been able to set aside 1,900 acres of
wetlands in and around Coombabah
Lake (a fantastic area for water birds
and fish nursery) in the 1973 Town Plan
but was very disappointed to see the
area drained for “mosquito control”
later in the ‘70s, though it is still a
conservation reserve.

| say that only to emphasise the fact
| have been around a while and seen
a few organisations operate. And, with
that broad background of experience,
| am as passionate as ever about the
need for fishermen to maintain a
strong, united representative body.

As | said earlier, fishermen throughout
Queensland today, more than ever, still
need a Statewide industry body to give
them a strong, united voice.

It is absolutely essential for the future
of the fishing and seafood industry and
fishing and seafood families that we are
united and work together to secure a
prosperous future.
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