
 
 
        
 
 
  

 
MEDIA RELEASE 
 
2 September 2026 
 
DUGONG NUMBERS NEED “HONEST ASSESSMENT” 
 
QUEENSLAND’S peak fishing industry body has called for an “honest assessment” of the causes of dugong 
mortality in northern Australia. 
 
This follows release of a report from James Cook University estimating that dugong numbers in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria have fallen from 10,000 to 5,000 between successive aerial surveys in 2007 (2007) and 2025. 
 
“This report has led to an immediate call from one group to ban gillnet fishing in the Gulf of Carpentaria but we 
know gillnet fishing is not the problem,” Queensland Seafood Industry Association (QSIA) CEO David 
Bobbermen said today. 
 
“There needs to be an honest assessment of the causes of dugong deaths in the Gulf of Carpentaria and 
elsewhere in northern Australia. 
 
“Researchers have identified issues with loss of seagrass – the food source for dugong – and consequent 
deaths from starvation. This has also affected green turtles, which rely on seagrass. Deaths or dispersal of 
dugong and turtles historically has been seen in other areas, such as Hervey Bay, following loss of seagrass. 
 
“However, researchers rarely mention traditional hunting as a cause of declining dugong numbers, despite the 
fact traditional hunting appears to be the single largest cause of dugong mortality in many regions. It’s time 
traditional hunting was discussed publicly.  
 
“We cannot treat traditional hunting as a sacred cow. To do their job properly, researchers and journalists 
should discuss traditional hunting and its impact on dugong. Right now, some authorities refuse to even list 
traditional hunting as a threat to dugong. This is condescending and serves no-one’s best interests.” 
 
Mr Bobbermen said commercial fishermen do not object to dugong being taken in sustainable numbers by 
traditional hunting and QSIA also recognises there is a right to hunt dugong under the Native Title Act 1993. 
 
However, when apparent declining dugong numbers led to a call for an end to gillnet fishing, his Association 
had a responsibility to respond.  
 
“The original aerial survey was conducted in 2007. Just three years earlier, in 2004, scientists had warned that 
traditional hunting at then levels in the Torres Strait and eastern Cape York was unsustainable. A research 
paper in the Zoological Society of London journal, Animal Conservation, concluded that traditional hunting 
could lead to ‘quasi-extinction’ – where numbers fall to just 10 per cent of the original population – in both 
regions. 
 
“Now, 18 years later, another aerial survey suggests dugong numbers in the Gulf of Carpentaria have halved. 
As I said, it’s time for an honest assessment of what is impacting dugong numbers and to openly discuss all 
the factors involved.” 
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Mr Bobbermen added that QSIA would strongly support allocation of more government funding for regular 
surveys of dugong numbers across northern Australia, particularly the Gulf of Carpentaria. 
 
“I am stunned that the home of the second-largest dugong population in Australia had not been surveyed for 
18 years. Here is a dugong population that everyone agrees is internationally significant but it had not been 
looked at in such a long time. That’s remarkable.” 
 
Note: Attached is an article from the current QSIA “Queensland Seafood” magazine discussing traditional 
hunting of dugong, with links to previous research work. 
 
 
 
Further information: 
David Bobbermen 
Tel 0417 631 353 
Email eo@qsia.com.au  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
About the Queensland Commercial Fishing Industry 
 
The Queensland Commercial Fishing Industry operates along the Queensland Coast using varied apparatus, mainly pots, 
lines, nets and trawling.  Historically, it is an industry important to many small coastal towns. In the most recent economic 
data (2021-22 year), it contributed over $250 million to the State’s GVP.  This contribution was valued at “beach price” – 
which significantly undervalues the industry. Over 900 businesses work in the industry, employing around 3,000 people. 
 
 
About QSIA 
 
Queensland Seafood Industry Association Inc (QSIA) is Queensland’s peak membership-based organisation representing 
businesses in the wild harvest commercial seafood industry in Queensland. Its history dates back over 100 years. 
Membership activity ranges from the NSW border to the NT border and encompasses all forms of commercial fishing – 
namely line, pot, net and trawl. QSIA also has members that provide pre- and post-harvest goods and services to the 
industry. 

The QSIA Vision is: 
The trusted advocate for a profitable, thriving and sustainable Queensland Wild Caught Seafood Industry. 

  
QSIA Mission: 

To champion Queensland’s wild-caught seafood industry, its people, and its communities by enhancing 
profitability, supporting best practices, fostering innovation, and maintaining sustainability. 

  
QSIA is proud and honoured to have Mr Keith Payne VC, AM as its patron. 


