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Dear Dr Carroll, 
 
  Firstly, thank you for agreeing to meet with abalone industry 
representatives in Melbourne on the 5th May at the Hilton Hotel to discuss the 
Victorian government’s response to the outbreak of abalone viral ganglioneuritus 
(AVG) in wild abalone populations along the western Victorian coastline. 
 
Lack of appropriate bio-security management on Victorian abalone farms is largely to 
blame for the outbreak. The industry members present at the meeting expressed a 
collective view that the Victorian government and in particular, Victorian DPI have 
struggled to come to terms with effectively responding to this unprecedented 
catastrophic event. 
 
This insidious pathogen has caused mortalities of up to 95% of wild abalone stocks 
along 240 kilometres of Victorian coastline. Fishing enterprises and the families, 
businesses and coastal communities that they support are now faced with the grim 
reality of a 90% reduction in their ability to generate an income (Western zone 
abalone quota for the 2008 fishing season has been cut by 90%). 
 
This sad reality is further accentuated by the realisation that; 
 

1. No one knows with any degree of certainty how long wild abalone stocks 
will take to adequately recover to sustain future commercial harvesting, 

2. Poor bio-security practices prevalent in abalone aquaculture facilities that 
caused this disease outbreak in the first place are still continuing 
unabated, 

3. The discharge of untreated effluent from onshore abalone farms into the 
oceanic environment continues unabated, 



2 
 

4. There is no active surveillance of the movement of the virus front, other 
than that conducted on an ad hoc basis by commercial abalone divers, 

5. The spread of the virus along Victoria’s coastline is being significantly 
accelerated by human activity within that section of coastline where the 
virus front is active – i.e. ongoing commercial fishing activities and 
recreational fishing/diving activities and finally,  

6. The Victorian Department of Primary Industry has repeatedly 
demonstrated its indifference to working with industry to deal in any 
meaningful way with any of the points raised above.  

 
Additionally, the National Abalone Health Management and Coordinating Body 
(NAHMACB) established late last year to specifically deal with aquatic health matters 
has met only once in 6 months with little progress towards achieving its stated aims 
which are as follows; 
 

• Develop process for information sharing and abalone health updates to 
all abalone stakeholders, 

• Oversee the development of a national abalone bio-security 
     management framework, 
• Advise on appropriate national disease surveillance strategies, 
• Advise State and Federal agencies and industry on strategic research 
     and development requirements relating to abalone bio-security, 
     epidemiology, abalone health and abalone disease management, 
• Provide information on abalone disease response management, stock 
     rebuilding techniques and harvesting strategy in response to disease, 
     and 
• Oversee the development of a national disease management plan and 
     improved bio-security practices for the abalone sectors. 

 
The state abalone representatives (from Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia) that 
met with yourself, Ingo Ernst (Aquatic Animal Health Scientist) and Stuart Stark 
(Adviser to the Honourable Tony Burke – Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry) in Melbourne are now calling upon the Commonwealth Government to 
intervene to take a leading/coordinating/overseeing role in the future management 
of; 
 

1. abalone viral ganglioneuritus specifically and 
2. aquatic animal health and bio-security issues generally.  

 
In particular we are keen to see rapid progress in dealing with the following issues; 

1. Bio-security: i.e. mitigation of the risk of inadvertent transfer of diseases, 
unwanted pathogens and marine pests/parasites to the wild from on-shore 
aquaculture systems via implementation of appropriate bio-security and 
quarantine measures 

2. Waste management:  i.e. pathogen, marine pest and bio-waste removal from 
outflow effluents from existing aquaculture facilities and requirement for 
closed loop recirculation systems for all future aquaculture facilities    

The outbreak of AVG is symptomatic of a larger issue facing all Australian wild 
fisheries. I am referring to the burgeoning growth of Australia’s aquaculture sector 
and the apparent failure of State governments to adequately address bio-security 
and quarantine risks that aquaculture facilities pose to wild fishery resources around 
the nation. 
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Politicians and their fisheries advisors have for some time now blindly supported the 
headlong rush into aquaculture development primarily because of the “blue sky” 
nature of these enterprises – that is, the promises (in many instances grossly 
exaggerated) of job and wealth creation – particularly in regional coastal areas 
where many of these developments occur. 
 
The finfish, shellfish and crustacean farming industry that has developed in Australia 
(and around the globe) has become a major source of protein in the face of 
shrinking wild fisheries production and as such will no doubt continue to expand  - 
particularly in light of the increasing worldwide demand for seafood products.  
 
This is all “well and good” but I would like to raise a point of caution - it is widely 
accepted that when a “wild juvenile animal” is placed in an artificial environment, fed 
artificial food and proliferated at high stocking densities, the risk of disease is 
heightened.  
 
This acknowledged risk presents a significant challenge to aquaculture managers to 
deal with as no one wants to see their farm stock ravaged by a disease outbreak.  
 
There is however another element to this issue that industry regulators appear 
reluctant to either acknowledge or address and that is the direct risk that current 
aquaculture practises pose to the ongoing “health” of wild fisheries. This is in direct 
contravention to the National Policy on the Translocation of Live Aquatic Organisms 
(1999) and the 1992 Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment.  
 
Almost without exception, land based aquaculture facilities around Australia draw a 
large quantity of water from rivers/estuaries or the ocean which is then reticulated 
throughout the farm and returned along an outlet pipe to the river/estuary/ocean 
usually via some form of “settling” pond. In the absence of well designed bio-
security/quarantine management systems, there is a very real risk that diseases 
“created” within the farms can then be inadvertently transferred to the environment 
“at large” where they can spread to wild fishery resources. 
 
This is precisely what has happened at Port Fairy in Western Victoria. Quantities of 
sick and dying abalone were found in shore based abalone farms at Portland and 
Port Fairy in December of 2005. Untreated effluent from the Port Fairy farm 
continued to be pumped into the ocean for a further 6 months before the farm was 
destocked and pumping operations ceased on July 5th 2006.  
 
Wild abalone on reefs adjacent to the farm outlet at Port Fairy were found sick or 
dead in large quantities and since mid May 2006, the virus front has travelled along 
the coast in both an easterly and westerly direction. 
 
Initially, Victorian DPI supported the establishment of a “quarantine” area in the Port 
Fairy region. This measure failed to stop the spread of the virus because the only 
activity quarantined from the specified area was commercial abalone harvesting - 
other commercial fishing and all forms of recreational fishing were allowed and there 
is now little doubt that the continuation of these activities resulted in the transfer of 
the virus outside the specified area and further along the coastline in both directions. 
 
As you are aware, abalone industry groups in Victoria established a “firebreak” 
adjacent to Peterborough late last year – the idea being to remove as many abalone 
as possible from a designated section of coastline. It was intended that removal of 




