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Introduction 

The Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area (Abrolhos FHPA) includes 
the breathtaking marine environment surrounding the Houtman Abrolhos Islands, 
located 65-90 kilometres off Geraldton in Western Australiaôs Midwest region. The 
island chain is approximately 90 kilometres long and includes over 200 islands and 
associated reefs. Pristine waters, a rich biodiversity of marine and other wildlife, 
significant historic shipwrecks and rock lobster fishing and aquaculture industries are all 
part of the magic that is the Abrolhos Islands. Visitors come from far and wide to enjoy 
the remoteness and beauty of this world class destination, and to undertake a range of 
activities in the marine environment. 

In October 2017, the Western Australian State Government made a commitment to 
develop a new whole-of-government approach to better protect the Abrolhos Islands. 
The creation of the Houtman Abrolhos Islands National Park (the National Park) in July 
2019, together with State Governmentôs Houtman Abrolhos Islands Strategic Direction 
2020 ï 20241 (Strategic Direction) in 2020, signals State Governmentôs intention to 
better position the Abrolhos Islands and surrounding waters as a sustainable, nature-
based tourism destination and to support regional economic growth. 

The Strategic Direction shares State Governmentôs vision and key initiatives that will 
inform future management of the Abrolhos across the land and water. The Strategic 
Direction provides a clear vision for the Abrolhos Islands: 

ñTo provide a world-class sustainable tourism experience and create new jobs and 
economic opportunities in the Midwest region, while protecting the unique natural, 
cultural heritage, fishing and community values of the Abrolhos.ò 
 
Houtman Abrolhos Islands Strategic Direction 2020 ï 24  

DPIRDôs strategic intent and goals to protect, grow and innovate align with this 
initiative. DPIRD is committed to working with relevant government agencies, industry 
and the community to achieve outcomes for the Western Australian community. Our 
purpose is to create enduring prosperity for all Western Australians by ensuring that 
primary industries and regions are key contributors to the Governmentôs agenda for 
economic growth and diversification, job creation, strong communities and better 
places.  

Management planning processes are currently underway for the National Park, the 
Houtman Abrolhos Islands Class A Reserve (Abrolhos Reserve) and Abrolhos FHPA. 
The management planning process for the National Park is being undertaken by the 
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions (DBCA) and information on 
this process can be found here - www.dbca.wa.gov.au.  

The management planning processes for the Abrolhos Reserve and Abrolhos 
FHPA are being undertaken by DPIRD.  

  

 
1 www.dbca.wa.gov.au/parks-and-wildlife-service/plan-for-our-parks/houtman-abrolhos-islands-national-park  

https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.dbca.wa.gov.au%2F&data=04%7C01%7CNatalie.Moore1%40dpird.wa.gov.au%7C1bb7584ca758436aba9a08d9e6bcfbd4%7C7b5e7ee62d234b9aabaaa0beeed2548e%7C0%7C0%7C637794521653433221%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=YKf3Ky4MWO%2Fk7ZWi0fkjspC%2FH4hdMMBOC5Q60oIYquc%3D&reserved=0
http://www.dbca.wa.gov.au/parks-and-wildlife-service/plan-for-our-parks/houtman-abrolhos-islands-national-park
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DPIRD has developed a purpose for the Abrolhos Reserve and FHPA that is aimed at 
supporting the State Governmentôs vision for the Abrolhos Islands: 

ñIn collaboration with State Government agencies and the community, sustainably 
manage the aquatic resources of the Abrolhos Islands, and promote the economic and 
social opportunities that exist for this unique island group off the Western Australian 
coast.ò 

The Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area Part 1: Draft Management 
Plan 2022 (draft management plan) and the Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat 
Protection Area Part 2: Draft Zoning Scheme 2022 (Abrolhos FHPA Draft Zoning 
Scheme) relate specifically to the Abrolhos FHPA. They seek to address current, new 
and emerging pressures and issues facing management of the Abrolhos FHPA and 
takes account of the current and anticipated growth in tourism.  

The draft management plan represents a genuine opportunity to explore, discuss, and 
debate the challenges of the management issues and future directions for the Abrolhos 
FHPA. The consultation and feedback will shape and enhance the quality of the 
decisions in the final plan that is approved by the State Government, and through this, 
achieve broad stakeholder ownership of the approved management plan.  

A comprehensive independent community engagement process was undertaken during 
2021 to inform the development of this draft management plan, and the draft 
management plan for the Abrolhos Reserve. The outcomes of this community 
engagement process have directly informed the management objectives and actions in 
this draft management plan, and the final report has been published to generate 
discussion and feedback.  

ñOverall, the clear message is that everything should be managed to achieve low impact 
and light touch. Stakeholdersô aspirations are for the Abrolhos to remain a place for 
community to connect, to belong, to share with the next generation, and to keep it as a 
place of wonder and peace, and not to be just a tourism destination.ò  

Abrolhos Reserve and Fish Habitat Protection Area Consultation Report 2022 

There are also some issues where there is clear conflict between and within sectors. 
Therein lies the challenge for Government and this draft plan aims to achieve an 
appropriate balance between the needs of nature, visitors and workers. 

ñBy managing a healthy co-existence between the needs of nature, those that want to visit 
and those that work here and have for generations, a special place can be retained for the 
future and shared sustainably with this generation of the Abrolhos community.ò 

Abrolhos Reserve and Fish Habitat Protection Area Consultation Report 2022 

This document should be read together with the following: 

1. Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area Part 2: Draft Zoning 
Scheme 2022 (DPIRD) 

2. Houtman Abrolhos Islands Class A Reserve Draft Management Plan 2022 
(DPIRD) 

3. Houtman Abrolhos Islands National Park Draft Management Plan 20212 (DBCA) 

 

 

 
2 www.dbca.wa.gov.au/parks-and-wildlife-service/plan-for-our-parks/houtman-abrolhos-islands-national-park  

http://www.dbca.wa.gov.au/parks-and-wildlife-service/plan-for-our-parks/houtman-abrolhos-islands-national-park
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Other documents relevant to DPIRDôs planning process for the Abrolhos FHPA include: 

1. Houtman Abrolhos Islands Strategic Direction 2020 ï 2024 
2. Abrolhos Islands Stakeholder Engagement Project ï Final Report 2022  
3. Abrolhos Islands Moorings Review and Analysis Project ï Final Report 2021 
4. Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area: A Summary of Marine 

Resource Use and Ecological Attributes 2022  

DPIRD documents of relevance include: 

1. Primary Industries Plan 2020 ï 2024 
2. Strategic Intent 2022 ï 20263; and 
3. Status Reports of the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources of Western Australia 

(State of the Fisheries)4. 

  

 
3 https://www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/strategic-intent-2022-26-department-of-primary-industries-and-
regional-development  
4 http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Publications/Pages/State-of-the-Fisheries-report.aspx  

https://www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/strategic-intent-2022-26-department-of-primary-industries-and-regional-development
https://www.wa.gov.au/government/publications/strategic-intent-2022-26-department-of-primary-industries-and-regional-development
http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Publications/Pages/State-of-the-Fisheries-report.aspx
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Invitation to Comment 

The Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area Part 1: Draft Management 
Plan 2022 and the Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area Part 2: Draft 
Zoning Scheme 2022 have been released for a six-week period to provide the public 
with an opportunity to comment on how the Abrolhos FHPA is proposed to be managed 
during the next 10 years.  
 
Both documents can be viewed online at http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Public-
Comment/Pages/default.aspx This includes a link to the online submission form.  
 
The deadline for submissions is 5:00pm on 3 April 2022.  
 
Please note that DPIRD will only be accepting submissions lodged via the online 
submission form. 
 
The draft management plan and draft zoning scheme will be reviewed in light of 
submissions received. A summary of public submissions will be made available along with 
the final approved management plan.  
 
Please note that a draft management plan has also been prepared for the Abrolhos 
Reserve. It can also be viewed at the above link, along with the online submission form. 
  

http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Public-Comment/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Public-Comment/Pages/default.aspx
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1. General Overview 

Western Australians are born wanderers and are highly mobile travellers. Since the 
detection of the first Australian case of COVID-19 in January 2020 and the ensuing 
world-wide pandemic, domestic and interstate travel to holiday destinations across 
Western Australia (WA) significantly increased. While this is a welcome trend for the 
community, domestic tourism providers and regional areas, the impacts on key values in 
the Abrolhos FHPA must be carefully identified and managed to ensure stunning natural 
landscapes and seascapes of the Abrolhos Islands are enjoyed by all for generations to 
come. 

DPIRD is seeking to address current, new and emerging pressures and issues facing 
management of the marine environment of the Abrolhos Islands and account for the 
current and anticipated growth in tourism. This draft management plan outlines the 
specific management objectives and actions that DPIRD proposes to implement to 
achieve management outcomes for the following key priorities relevant to the Abrolhos 
FHPA:  

1. Nature conservation and protection 
2. Cultural heritage protection 
3. Tourism 
4. Sustainable fisheries and aquaculture 
5. Abrolhos community; and 
6. Governance. 

1.1 Planning area and use 

The Abrolhos FHPA includes all state waters (as defined under section 7 of the Seas 
and Submerged Lands Act 1973) from the high-water mark of the Abrolhos Islands out 
to three nautical miles, an area of almost 2,500 square kilometres (Figure 1). The 
FHPA extends in a north westerly to south easterly direction for approximately 100 
kilometres and is around 40 kilometres at its widest point. In addition to aquatic 
organisms, DPIRD is primarily responsible for the management of marine-based 
activities and location of marine infrastructure within the Abrolhos FHPA.  

The Abrolhos Reserve is managed by DPIRD on behalf of the Minister for Fisheries. 
Most of the Reserve land (approximately 85%) is leased to the owners of ócampsô who 
are operating pursuant to commercial rock lobster and aquaculture licences in waters 
surrounding the Abrolhos Islands. The Abrolhos Reserve also includes the intertidal 
areas around all islands, except for two locations at East Wallabi and Beacon Islands. 
The Abrolhos Reserve and FHPA therefore overlap between the high and low-water 
marks.  

The Fish Resources Management Act 1994 (FRMA) and associated regulations is the 
primary legislation DPIRD uses to manage both the Abrolhos Reserve and FHPA. 

The National Park is managed by the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and 
Attractions (DBCA) under the Conservation and Land Management Act 1984 (CALM 
Act), on behalf of the Conservation and Parks Commission. The National Park includes 
all uninhabited islands and uninhabited portions of islands (i.e., North, West Wallabi, 
Rat, Leo and Newman Islands) to the high-water mark, except for two locations at East 
Wallabi and Beacon Islands where public jetties are to be located.  
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Figure 1- Abrolhos Islands Fish Habitat Protection Area 
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Abrolhos FHPA marine tourism and visitation trends 

Currently, most recreational visitors to the Abrolhos FHPA arrive by, and reside on, 
boats during their stay. Some visitors arrive by aircraft (North Island, East Wallabi 
Island or Rat Island) and join a marine tourism operation or private recreational boat. 
For further detail regarding tourism values and activities please refer to Section 2.3 
Marine Tourism and Recreation. 

There is a regulatory requirement to notify DPIRD before entering the Abrolhos FHPA 
by boat5. The notification requirement was introduced in March 2016 and has 
progressed from a paper-based form to an online form located on the DPIRD Fisheries 
WA website. The online notification requirement provides DPIRD with valuable 
information that can be used in medical emergencies, provision of evacuation advice, 
assessing marine biosecurity risks and for compliance and educative purposes. The 
notification data can also be used for planning purposes relating to marine tourism such 
as location and demand for future marine tourism infrastructure (moorings, jetties, 
pontoons etc), and further needs around navigation aids and safety at sea.  

Table 1 summarises the type of information obtained from the online notification 
database over the past three financial years (2018/19 to 2020/21).  

Most visitors to the Abrolhos FHPA are private recreational boat owners based in WA. 
A handful of private recreational boats visit from interstate or overseas and a number of 
commercial marine eco-tour (non-fishing) and licensed fishing tour (charter fishing) 
operators operate annually. Other reasons for entering the Abrolhos FHPA include 
research, training, defence and commercial film and photography. Expedition and small 
domestic cruise ship interest and visitation is increasing but is still operating at relatively 
low levels. There has also been historical interest in offering a visitation service from 
Perth to the Abrolhos FHPA via marine aircraft such as sea planes and boat planes.  

During 2020/21, most trips (1,256 trips - 70%) to the Abrolhos FHPA were made by 
local private recreational boat owners to the Pelsaert Group on boats up to 10 metres 
(33 ft). Charter and eco-tourism trips made up approximately 15% of visits. Trips for 
reasons such as research, training, commercial film/photography, óotherô and transiting 
made up 5% of visits (86 trips). Seven percent of trips (123 trips) were undertaken by 
aquaculture operators, commercial fishers or camp owners who chose to use DPIRDôs 
online notification form. Some commercial fishers, aquaculture operators and camp 
owners are permitted to notify using other means i.e., as required under regulatory 
management plans and licence conditions. This information is captured and recorded 
separately (refer to Section 2.4 Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture). 

The four months October to January across all years continue to be the lowest 
visitation months annually due to unfavourable wind conditions making for an 
uncomfortable recreational visit via boat. September (and August 2021), in addition to 
the five months February to June remain the most popular months for visiting the 
Abrolhos FHPA.  

  

 
5 Marine aircraft such as seaplanes and boat planes are included in the definition of óboatô in the Fish Resources 
Management Act 1994. 
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Cyclone Seroja passed to the east of the Abrolhos Islands during the peak visitation 
period in April 2021, with the Islands being evacuated prior to Seroja making landfall 
just south of Kalbarri. Despite this and COVID-19 impacts (see below) April 2021 
recorded the highest month trip number during 2020/21. 

Table 1: Abrolhos FHPA user annual trip trends 2018/19 ï 2020/21 

Indicator 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 

Number of individual boat trips 1,487 1,405 1,786 

Highest trip number month Apr 2019 Mar 2020 Apr 2021 

Lowest trip number month Nov 2018 Nov 2019 Nov 2020 

Most common home port Geraldton Geraldton Geraldton 

Number of overseas vessel trips 4 3 4 

Number of interstate vessel trips 9 5 17 

Most common vessel length 0-10m 0-10m 0-10m 

Island group most visited Pelsaert Group Pelsaert Group Pelsaert Group 

Most common reason for visiting Private recreational Private recreational Private recreational 

 

COVID-19 impacts on tourism and recreation in the Abrolhos FHPA 

Table 2 displays the changes in monthly visitation (number of trips) recorded prior to 
COVID-19 measures (July 2019 to March 2020) and since (April 2020 to June 2021).  

The effects from COVID-19 lockdowns and travel restrictions between 23 March and 29 
May 2020 influenced private recreational visitation and commercial marine tourism 
operations during 2020. After COVID-19 measures were relaxed at the end of May 
2020, local visitation increased between the four months June 2020 to September 
2020. The total visitation number for 2019/20 was only slightly less than 2018/19, 
indicating that COVID-19 did not have a significant impact on local visitation to the 
Abrolhos FHPA. Despite a number of lockdowns, local travel to the Abrolhos FHPA was 
highest in eight of the 12 months during 2020/21, and higher than the previous two 
years. 

The uncertainly around future COVID-19 measures and increases in visitation numbers 
has added to the difficulty around making future planning decisions around marine 
tourism infrastructure needs and commercial marine tourism operations. Overall, boat-
based visitation to the Abrolhos FHPA has been historically lower than other 
destinations around WA, however with a growing population and recreational boat 
ownership of more than 100,000 and growing (Boating WA, 2021), marine tourism is 
expected to increase across the State. 
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Table 2: Number of boat trips per month to the Abrolhos FHPA financial years 
2018/19 to 2020/21* 

Month 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 

July 62 85 97 

Aug 80 49 103 

Sep 96 152 190 

Oct 78 87 74 

Nov 27 22 26 

Dec 57 55 75 

Jan 55 36 90 

Feb 177 190 55 

Mar 164 198^ 266 

Apr 365 194 435 

May 231 139 183 

Jun 95 194 132 

 1,487 1,405 1,786 

 
*Based on recorded departure date 
^COVID-19 measures introduced from 23 March 2020 

Abrolhos FHPA commercial industries snapshot 

DPIRD manages the activities of commercial operations that target aquatic resources 
within the Abrolhos FHPA, including charter fishing and commercial fishing. DPIRD also 
manages aquaculture operations, and fishing and aquaculture marine infrastructure 
such as moorings, jetties, rafts and pontoons.  

The FRMA also allows for the management of marine tourism operations and related 
marine tourism infrastructure such as floating, fixed overnight accommodation.  

Commercial fishing 

Commercial fishing in the Abrolhos FHPA makes a valuable contribution to WAôs 
economy through employment and supporting regional businesses, and the supply of 
local, sustainable and high-quality seafood to the community. Commercial fishing in the 
Abrolhos FHPA is strictly regulated and operators must be licensed.  

Section 2.4 Sustainable Fishing and Aquaculture provides further information relating to 
the management of commercial fishing in the Abrolhos FHPA. 

Fishing tour (charter) operators 

The fishing tour industry provides visitors with an opportunity to enjoy world-renowned 
fishing-based activities in the Abrolhos FHPA. All fishing tour operators in WA must be 
licenced. The holder of a fishing tour operatorôs licence (FTOL) or a restricted fishing 
tour operatorôs licence (RFTOL) for the West Coast Zone of the WA Charter Fishery is 
permitted to operate in the Abrolhos FHPA.  

Section 2.4 Sustainable Fishing and Aquaculture provides further information relating to 
the management of fishing tours in the Abrolhos FHPA. 
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Aquaculture 

Most aquaculture sites in the Abrolhos FHPA are used for the growout of species such 
as coral, live rock, shellfish and finfish. The Midwest Aquaculture Development Zone 
(MWADZ) was declared in September 2017. The MWADZ includes 3000-hectares of 
water within the Abrolhos FHPA, which comprises separate northern and southern 
areas of 2200 and 800 hectares respectively. Currently, a person can apply for a new 
aquaculture licence for a site in the Abrolhos FHPA or transfer an existing licence.  

Section 2.4 Sustainable Fishing and Aquaculture provides further information relating to 
the management of aquaculture. 

Commercial marine tourism (non-fishing) 

Commercial marine tour (non-fishing) operators provide the platform for many visitors 
to experience a wide range of extraordinary word-class marine-based tourism activities 
in the Abrolhos FHPA that they may not otherwise have the resources to experience. 
Marine-based activities such as surfing, kitesurfing, windsurfing, paddleboarding, 
snorkelling, diving and kayaking are popular. Other experiences include visiting cultural 
heritage sites and wildlife watching (e.g., birds, sealions, dolphins, whales and turtles). 
Visitors appreciate the remote beauty and wilderness and gaining knowledge of the 
local residents and their industries. 

West Coast Zone fishing tour operators also offer eco-tourism activities to diversify their 
itinerary and to seek a broader range of clients. 

Section 2.3 Marine Tourism and Recreation provides further information relating to 
marine tourism management. 

Employment and supporting services 

The businesses that operate in the Abrolhos FHPA employ hundreds of local staff. 
They also rely on several mainland regional services that provide bait, fishing gear and 
equipment, vessel repairs and maintenance. 

1.2 Abrolhos FHPA key values, management focus and opportunities 

Table 3 provides a snapshot of the opportunities that can be realised based on the 
proposed management of the Abrolhos FHPAôs key values. All sectors across 
government, fishing and aquaculture, tourism, heritage conservation and the 
community agree that improved management arrangements will lead to better 
outcomes for the Abrolhos Islands for the WA community. 
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Table 3: Abrolhos FHPA key values, management focus and opportunities 

Key Values Management Focus Opportunities 

Natural 

¶ Fish 

¶ Marine mammals 

¶ Marine reptiles 

¶ Seabirds and migratory shorebirds 

¶ Benthic habitat (coral, seagrass etc.) 

¶ Mangrove communities 

¶ Broader marine environment 

¶ Sense of place - natural wilderness 

¶ Retaining the rich marine biodiversity and amenity 

¶ Aquatic resource management 

¶ Managing interactions with marine mammals, reptiles 
and birds 

¶ Habitat protection 

¶ Biosecurity 

¶ Water quality 

¶ Land and sea interface (intertidal zone) impacts 

¶ Knowledge gaps 

¶ Visitor education 

¶ Public marine infrastructure 

¶ Working collaboratively with DBCA and DoT 

¶ Greater protection for marine species and key habitats 

¶ Improved biosecurity controls 

¶ Improved water quality requirements 

¶ Collaborative research and monitoring 

¶ Enhanced Abrolhos community stewardship 

¶ Enhanced education 

Cultural Heritage 

¶ Shipwrecks 

¶ Guano mining heritage 

¶ Fishing heritage 

¶ Defence 

¶ Sense of place ï history 

¶ Marine cultural heritage sites 

¶ Visitor education 

¶ Working collaboratively with WA Museum 

¶ Greater protection for historic guano mining jetties 

¶ Sharing the stories of cultural heritage with visitors 

¶ Greater community understanding of protecting marine 
cultural heritage sites 



 

15 
 

Tourism 

¶ Rich marine biodiversity 

¶ Extraordinary wildlife experiences 

¶ Remarkable shipwreck and maritime 
history 

¶ Recreational fishing  

¶ Diving and snorkelling 

¶ Surfing, stand-up paddleboarding, 
kayaking 

¶ Windsurfing and kitesurfing 

¶ Growing domestic tourism interest 

¶ Sense of place - remote and 
raw/rugged wilderness 

¶ Integrated, whole-of-government approach to tourism 
management across tenures 

¶ Safety at sea 

¶ Achieving a balance between providing visitor access 
and opportunities for tourism, while also protecting the 
key values 

¶ Establishment of a commercial marine tourism 
approval, licensing and accreditation system for the 
FHPA 

¶ Establishment of appropriate management controls to 
support the development of a quality tourism 
experience 

¶ Ensuring tourism development does not significantly 
impact the existing commercial fishing and aquaculture 
communities 

¶ Public marine tourism infrastructure to support key 
areas in the FHPA and National Park 

¶ Opportunities for wilderness fishing ventures 

¶ Enhanced legislation to improve management 

¶ Facilitation of the establishment of diverse, viable, and 
vibrant commercial marine tourism ventures 

¶ Provision of marine based opportunities for overnight 
tourism accommodation 

¶ Increased awareness of the Abrolhos and a greater 
appreciation of its unique values. 

¶ Regional economic benefits 

Fishing and Aquaculture 

¶ Sustainable commercial, charter and 
recreational fishing 

¶ Local, family run businesses 

¶ Stewardship of aquatic resources 

¶ Economic benefit 

¶ Employment 

¶ Aquaculture development 

¶ Sense of place - unique workplace 

¶ Recreational fishing 

¶ Charter fishing 

¶ Commercial fishing 

¶ Aquaculture operations 

¶ Visitor education 

¶ Continuing sustainable world class fisheries and 
aquatic resource management 

¶ Ongoing access for fishing and aquaculture activities 

¶ Local (commercial fisher supplied) seafood 

¶ Improved regional economic benefits 

¶ Sustainable development of economic opportunities 

Abrolhos community 

¶ Community culture 

¶ Social amenity and lifestyle 

¶ Long term and regular visitors to the 
FHPA 

¶ Strong understanding and stewardship 
of marine environment 

¶ Social and family connections 

¶ Sense of place ï lifestyle, belonging 

¶ Retention of a vibrant, strong and engaged Abrolhos 
community 

¶ Sustainable coexistence of fishing, aquaculture and 
marine tourism 

¶ Safety at sea 

¶ Private marine infrastructure supporting commercial 
fishing and aquaculture operations 

¶ Visitor education 

¶ Ongoing access arrangements for FHPA users 

¶ Improvement in the quality of built structures in the 
FHPA 

¶ Diversification of industry sectors operating the FHPA 

¶ New and diverse sustainable economic opportunities 

¶ Improved education and safety at sea 
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1.3 Abrolhos FHPA management context 

Background 

The significant marine biodiversity values of the Abrolhos Islands were formally 
recognised in 1994 with the creation of four reef observation areas under the FRMA. 
The reef observation areas (ROAs) are located in waters adjacent to North Island, 
Beacon Island (Wallabi Group), Leo Island (Easter Group) and the Coral Patches reef 
complex (Pelsaert Group). While not sanctuary zones, commercial fishing, recreational 
fishing and aquaculture is prohibited in the ROAs, with the exception commercial rock 
lobster potting and recreational rock lobster potting or diving. 

In 1998, the (then) Department of Fisheries released a blueprint for the future 
management of the Abrolhos titled the Management of the Houtman Abrolhos System, 
Fisheries Management Paper No. 117.  

The Abrolhos FHPA was created by the Minister for Fisheries in 1999 under section 
115 of the FRMA for the purposes of: 

(a) the conservation and protection of fish, fish breeding areas, fish fossils or the 
aquatic eco-system 

(b) the culture and propagation of fish and experimental purposes related to that 
culture and propagation 

(c) the management of fish and activities relating to the appreciation or observation of 
fish. 

The Minister is empowered to regulate any matter necessary for the protection or 
management of the Abrolhos FHPA pursuant to section 120 of the FRMA6. There are a 
range of protections currently in place to conserve and protect aquatic organisms, 
habitat and resources within the FHPA, as discussed in further detail in this draft 
management plan. 

A management plan entitled The Houtman Abrolhos Islands Management Plan, 
Fisheries Management Paper No. 260, was released in November 2012. The 2012 
management plan applied to the Abrolhos Reserve (which, prior to the National Park 
included all islands) and the FHPA. Once finalised, this plan, along with the Houtman 
Abrolhos Islands Class A Reserve Management Plan 2022 ï 2032, will replace the 
existing Houtman Abrolhos Islands Management Plan 2012. The approved 
management plan will remain in place until it is formally reviewed and updated. 

The Aquatic Resources Management Act 2016 (ARMA) will replace the FRMA and 
the Pearling Act 1990 to become the primary legislation used to manage fishing, 
aquaculture, pearling and aquatic resources in WA. Considerable work continues 
towards implementing the ARMA. This will be a once-in-a-generation change that will 
provide a modern, innovative framework that will create a sound basis for effective, 
efficient and integrated fisheries and aquatic resource management for decades to 
come. ARMA is based on the principles of Ecologically Sustainable Development 
(ESD) and will provide the legal framework for improved governance (Gaughan and 
Santoro 2021).  

It is envisaged that new, separate regulations for the Abrolhos Reserve and Abrolhos 
FHPA will be developed under the ARMA. 

 
6 https://www.legislation.wa.gov.au  

https://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/
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Whole of government management 

In addition to the FRMA (and ARMA in the future), all relevant state legislation applies 
to the waters of the Abrolhos FHPA. In addition to DPIRD, there are number of other 
state government agencies with legislative responsibility in the Abrolhos FHPA 
including: 

¶ Department of Planning, Lands and Heritage 

¶ Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 

¶ WA Museum 
¶ Department of Transport  

¶ Department of Water and Environmental Regulation (DWER) 

¶ Department of Health (DoH) 

¶ City of Greater Geraldton 

¶ WA Police Force 

¶ Department of Fire and Emergency Services and State Emergency Management 
Committee 

Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions (DBCA) 

DBCA delivers services to support management of the National Park in accordance 
with the Conservation and Land Management Act 1984 (CALM Act) and the 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 (BC Act). DBCA has primary responsibility for 
protecting National Park values and facilitating land-based tourism and recreation 
experiences for the community. Under the BC Act, DBCA are also responsible for the 
protection of threatened species. This includes threatened fauna species (which 
includes marine species) across all tenures (including the Abrolhos FHPA). 

Western Australian Museum (WAM) 

WAM is responsible for management of underwater cultural heritage and maritime 
archaeological sites in WA waters under the Underwater Cultural Heritage Act 2018 
(Commonwealth) and Maritime Archaeology Act 1973 (State). WAM works with DBCA 
and DPIRD in delivering its services related to protecting, managing and interpreting 
the óBatavia shipwrecks and survivor camps 1629ô National Heritage listed site under 
the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Commonwealth), 
which has its own heritage management plan. 

Department of Transport (DoT) 

DoT has lead responsibility for the administration of the Marine Act 1982 (WA) for 
ensuring the safety of all vessels in state territorial waters. This is inclusive of the 
management of marine oil pollution responses, vessel accidents or groundings, and 
vessel moorings. DoT also has lead responsibility for the administration of the Jetties Act 
1926 and for ensuring that all jetty structures are licensed and maintained in a safe and 
good condition. 
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City of Greater Geraldton (CGG) 

The CGG local government area is located approximately 450kms north of Perth. 
Bound by the shires of Irwin and Mingenew to the south, Yalgoo to the east, and 
Chapman Valley to the north, the CGG covers 12,625 km2 and is the Local Government 
Authority for the Abrolhos Islands. CGG is responsible for administering State and local 
law relevant to the Abrolhos Reserve and Abrolhos FHPA, particularly in relation to 
emergency management, building, waste and wastewater. 

Abrolhos Islands planning framework 

The State Governmentôs Strategic Direction outlines key management priorities and 
initiatives across the land and waters of the Abrolhos under the following key themes: 
nature conservation and cultural heritage protection; tourism; sustainable fisheries and 
aquaculture; Abrolhos community; and governance. The Strategic Direction advocates 
development of a governance framework built on collaborative partnerships across key 
government agencies. This draft plan is informed by the Strategic Direction, together 
with management plans for the National Park and Abrolhos Reserve.  

 

Figure 2:  Planning Framework for the Houtman Abrolhos Islands  

 

  

State Government Houtman Abrolhos Islands Strategic Direction 2020-24
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Commonwealth legislation 

There are several Commonwealth government agencies that administer legislation 
relevant to the marine environment in, and adjacent to, the Abrolhos FHPA. These 
agencies are responsible for management relating to protection of marine species and 
habitats, commonwealth marine parks, vessels and operators, safety at sea, marine 
pollution, maritime heritage and mining such as: 

¶ Australian Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) 

¶ Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE) 

¶ Parks Australia 

¶ Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA) 

¶ Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources 

As Australiaôs national regulatory body, AMSA promotes maritime safety, protection of 
the marine environment and combats ship-sourced pollution. AMSA also provides the 
infrastructure for safety of navigation in Australian waters and maintains a national 
search and rescue service for the maritime and aviation sectors. DAWE is responsible 
for ensuring protection for marine environments, conserving biodiversity and delivers 
the Australian Governmentôs marine conservation priorities in accordance with the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). 

Parks Australia manage 58 marine parks which are all located within Commonwealth 
waters including the Abrolhos Marine Park (Figure 3). The Commonwealth Abrolhos 
Marine Park lies to the north, west and south of the Abrolhos FHPA and covers 88,060 
km2, with depths from less than 15 m to 6000 m (average depth of 3,796 m). It has 
National Park, Habitat Protection, Multiple Use and Special Purpose zones. 

 

Figure 3- Commonwealth Abrolhos Marine Park7   

 
7 h t tps : / /parksaustra l ia .gov.au/mar ine/parks/south -west /abro lhos/   

https://parksaustralia.gov.au/marine/parks/south-west/abrolhos/


 

20 
 

International obligations 

Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), Australia has 
rights and responsibilities over 16 million square kilometres of ocean ï more than twice 
the area of the Australian continent. Australia is signatory to several international 
treaties covering shipping, marine pollution and hazardous waste, safety at sea, 
underwater cultural heritage, biological diversity, trade of endangered species, 
migratory species protection, climate change and fishing. These obligations are 
recognised in Commonwealth and State law and apply to the Abrolhos FHPA. Further 
information regarding these treaties is provided on the Department of Foreign and 
Affairs and Tradeôs website8. 

Stakeholders 

The most important group with a stake in the Abrolhos FHPA is the WA community. 
The FHPA is a state asset for all Western Australians, and it is essential that access 
and activities are managed sustainably and appropriately to benefit current and future 
generations of the entire community. Within the WA community, there are several 
sectors with an interest in the Abrolhos FHPA including: 

¶ Commercial fishers, the WA Fishing Industry Council and industry associations 

¶ Aquaculture operators, the Aquaculture Council of WA 

¶ Recreational fishers, Recfishwest 

¶ Fishing tour (charter fishing) operators, Marine Tourism Association of WA 

¶ Recreational boat owners, Boating WA 

¶ Camp owners (Abrolhos Islands Body Corporate members) 

¶ Tourists and regular visitors 

¶ Marine tourism (non-fishing) operators 

¶ Tourism WA 

¶ Tourism Council of WA 

¶ Local industry representatives 

¶ Conservation and heritage groups 

¶ Marine safety and volunteer rescue services 

¶ Researchers and research institutions 

Abrolhos Islands Stakeholder Engagement Project 2021 

A comprehensive independent stakeholder engagement project involving many of the 
sectors listed above was undertaken during 2021. The outcomes of this community 
engagement process are outlined in the Abrolhos Reserve and FHPA Consultation 
Report (2022) and have informed the management objectives and actions in this draft 
management plan.  

A submission from the Marine Tourism Association of WA (representing licenced 
fishing tour (charter fishing) operators) was provided as part of this engagement project 
and has been considered by DPIRD in this draft management plan. 

  

 
8 https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/themes/environment-sea-law/  

https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/themes/environment-sea-law/
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The community engagement process illustrated that there is much about the future 
management of the Abrolhos FHPA that all stakeholders agree on. Equally, there are 
some matters where there are diverse views.  

This draft management plan has addressed these challenges by being deliberately 
bold, progressive and future thinking; and has asked the question how the Abrolhos 
FHPA should be best positioned for the next generation of Western Australians. Future 
planning and management for strategic priorities in the Abrolhos FHPA will consider the 
findings of the report, in addition to submissions received during the public comment 
period for this draft management plan.  

Marine research and monitoring 

DPIRD uses both fishery dependent (catch and effort information) and independent 
data (research project, monitoring and assessment of stocks) to inform the 
management of aquatic resources and ecological attributes within the Abrolhos FHPA, 
and to further guide the development of future science and monitoring plans. DPIRD 
has completed a fisheries research report entitled Houtman Abrolhos Islands Fish 
Habitat Protection Area: A Summary of Marine Resource Use and Ecological Attributes 
(FRR 321) which has informed this draft management plan. The report provides a 
summary of the DPIRD data specific to the Abrolhos FHPA on marine resource use 
(e.g., aquaculture, commercial, recreational and fishing (charter) tour operations) and 
ecological attributes (e.g., coral reef health, environmental data, relative fish 
abundance, habitat mapping).  

The data summarised in the FRR 321 for fisheries or industries and their specific 
association to the Abrolhos FHPA does not replace existing fishery wide stock 
assessments nor provide detailed analysis of fisheries or species stock structure or 
status. Detailed information on biology, stock structure and status and management 
arrangements of species, fisheries, industries or broader aquatic resources can be 
obtained in the annual Status Reports of the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources of 
Western Australia (State of the Fisheries)9. 

  

 
9 http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Publications/Pages/State-of-the-Fisheries-report.aspx  

http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/About-Us/Publications/Pages/State-of-the-Fisheries-report.aspx
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Performance assessment 

All proposed actions in this draft management plan have been prioritised with 
timeframes for implementation (refer to Appendix 1). Fifteen management objectives 
have been developed for the Abrolhos FHPA and are summarised in Appendix 2. 
Progress towards achieving the objectives and timeframes in the finalised management 
plan will be demonstrated by regular monitoring and evaluation to investigate the 
effectiveness of the management actions and to identify opportunities for improvement. 
The final plan will be subject to an external mid-cycle review commencing in 2027. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 2-  Sunset colours , Rat Is land Easter Group. Credi t :  DPIRD, M Kil l ick  
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2. Strategic Priorities 

2.1. Nature Conservation and Protection 

Natural values 

Aquatic organisms, resources and habitats 

The Abrolhos FHPA is of importance for its diverse and unique range of temperate and 
tropical fish and marine aquatic species, significant commercial and recreational 
fisheries, aquaculture and marine tourism. With its southern geographical location (28 
to 29° S) and the influence of poleward flowing Leeuwin Current, which carries warm 
tropical waters southward along the WA coast, the Abrolhos FHPA supports the 
southernmost coral reef system in the Indian Ocean and one of the highest latitude 
coral reef systems in the world. 

  

Image 3-  Baldchin groper  
(Choerodon rubescens ) .   
Credit :  DPIRD, Shannon Conway.  

Pelagic (water column) species include mackerels (e.g., spanish, school, grey and 
shark mackerel), tunas (e.g., bigeye, longtail, yellowfin and mackerel tuna), yellowtail 
kingfish, amberjack, cobia and samsonfish. Species of sharks found in the Abrolhos 
FHPA include port jackson, wobbegong, common blacktip, dusky, grey nurse, white, 
lemon, carpet, bull, sandbar and tiger sharks. Pelagic migratory shark species can also 
be found, including hammerhead, oceanic white tip, mackerel, thresher and whale 
sharks. Skates and rays include short-tail (smooth) stingrays, manta and shovel nose 
rays are also found. 

Up to 389 species of finfish have been reported 
in the Abrolhos FHPA, with a mixture of 
approximately 66% tropical, 21% warm 
temperate and 13% subtropical species. 
Common demersal (bottom dwelling) species at 
the Abrolhos FHPA include gropers (e.g., 
baldchin and eightbar groper), dhufish, 
emperors (e.g., redthroat and spangled 
emperor), snappers (pink, stripey, rosy and 
moses snapper), rockcods (e.g., breaksea and 
rankin cod), coral trout and sweetlips.  

Nearshore species include buff bream, mullet, 
trevallies, whiting, garfish, longtoms and 
barracuda. Smaller colourful reef fish add to the 
beauty of the coral reefs such as damselfish, 
butterflyfish, cardinalfish, wrasse, porcupine fish 
and parrotfish. Seahorses and pipefish 
(Syngnathids) can be seen residing in seagrass 
and macroalgae habitats. 
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Image 4-  Common coral trout  (Plectropomus leopardus ) ,  Goss Passage, Wallabi 
Group. Credi t :  DPIRD, Shannon Conway  

Over 492 mollusc species have been recorded in the Abrolhos FHPA. Molluscs include 
octopus, cuttlefish and squid (cephalopods), saucer scallops, oysters and clams 
(bivalves) and gastropods including conch, whelk, cone and cowry shells. Nudibranchs 
and sea hares are also included in the mollusc group of marine fauna.  

Over 172 echinoderm species have been identified in the Abrolhos FHPA, including 
sea cucumbers (holothurians), featherstars and sea lillies (crinoids), sea stars 
(asteroids), brittlestars (ophiuroids) and sea urchins (echinoids).  

The Abrolhos FHPA also play a vital role as a major habitat for the spawning stock of 
western rock lobster (Panulirus cygnus). Eggs and larvae from the Abrolhos FHPA and 
the deep-water refuges further north along Big Bank are thought to be distributed by 
ocean currents along the west coast. Other crustaceans found in sand habitat include 
western king and coral prawns and crabs. 

 

Image 5-  Western rock lobster  Panul irus cygnus .  Credit :  DPIRD 
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The coral fauna of the Abrolhos FHPA is diverse for a high-latitude reef system, with 
over 180 species from 42 genera discovered so far. The hard (Scleractinids) corals are 
reef builders and include branching, encrusting, plate corals and brain corals, with the 
Abrolhos FHPA recognised for its high percentage of branching Acropora species. 

 

Image 6-  Acropora  sp.  Credi t :  DPIRD, Shannon Conway  

The Abrolhos FHPA is also home to the Octocorals, including fleshy soft corals - 
gorgonian (sea whip) corals, organ pipe corals, sea fans and sea pens. Sea anemone 
(Actinarid) communities are common including the bubble tip anemone which is home 
to the Clarkôs anemone fish. Sea sponges can also be found attached to rocky 
substrate, either by a holdfast or an encrusting mass. Most sea sponges in the 
Abrolhos FHPA are ódemospongesô although some calcareous sponge species can be 
found. Tunicates (ascidians) known as sea squirts can also be found attached to rocky 
substrate. 

Around 295 species of marine plants have been recorded in the Abrolhos FHPA 
including a mixture of species from both tropical and temperate origins. Many marine 
plant species are at the northernmost or southernmost extent of their distribution, with 
almost 17% being endemic to the area.  










































































































































































