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FARMING AT MACQUARIE  HARBOUR 

While growing conditions in Macquarie Harbour (MH) are conducive to low-cost salmon production 
the environment is well known to be complex and unpredictable. This means that there must be 
well controlled and scientifically based production limits if salmonid farming in the Harbour is to be 
sustainable. 

Huon has always maintained a strong commitment to sustainable production in the Harbour, as 
evidenced by a plethora of information available on the public record, and the unprecedented 
action of taking both Federal and State governments to court on this issue. 

As early as February 2014, the Tasmanian Salmonid Growers Association (TSGA) established the 
MH Dissolved Oxygen Working Group in response to concerns over significant declining dissolved 
oxygen levels in the Harbour. 

Despite the mounting scientific evidence, maximum permissible biomass limits were increased by 
the regulator, peaking at 20,020 tonnes. However, in response to severe deterioration of seabed 
conditions, marked decline in dissolved oxygen (DO) levels, mass mortality events associated with 
environmental conditions, and impacts on the World Heritage Area, the regulator subsequently 
decreased the maximum permissible biomass limit over several decisions back down to 9,500 
tonnes. 

The executive summary of a Report released by IMAS and CSIRO in July 2019 identifies an 
apparent stabilisation of environmental conditions within the Harbour. However, the report also 
cautions that oxygen levels in the middle and bottom waters of the harbour are still lower than 
observed historically and have the potential to return to very low levels in spring 2019. 

Over recent months (i.e. spring 2019), Huon’s monitoring has shown that DO levels in the water 
column from 20 metres to 45 metres deep have been consistently below 20 per cent saturation, 
with some depths being below 10 per cent saturation, and certain depths being at or around 0 per 
cent saturation.  

The low water exchange characteristics of the Harbour also have particular relevance to fish health 
and biosecurity. This must also be an important consideration in determining biomass limits. 

Given all the available science, Huon is very pleased to see that the EPA’s current biomass limit is 
back down to 9,500 tonnes and that DO levels hopefully have at least stabilised. 

Consistent with Huon’s strong commitment to sustainable production in MH, and despite having 
the capacity to farm more fish, Huon has always maintained a farmed biomass significantly lower 
than the biomass limits determined by the regulator (see chart over page). 

Despite recent interventions, it is clear from researcher (i.e. IMAS and CSIRO) and industry data 
that environmental conditions are still a long way off recovering to pre-farming conditions. 
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From the experience over recent years, it is clear that the environment in the Harbour has the 
potential to severely deteriorate and crash at production biomasses of around 14,000 tonnes, and 
therefore should never be considered as a sustainable limit in future decisions.  

Huon is of the firm view that the maximum permissible biomass limit should remain at 9,500 tonnes 
until environmental conditions have fully recovered and are proven sustainable. Biomass limits 
should not be designed to squeeze every last tonne of production out of any farming area including 
MH. 

It is important to understand that while the Harbour has had environmental issues due to its very 
unusual and unique hydrodynamics, it cannot be compared to areas such as Storm Bay which has 
completely different and high energy hydrodynamics.    

It is critical that we learn the lessons from the last few years. This is not only for the sake of 
sustainable production in the Harbour, but also for the reputation of both the industry and regulator 
so that public confidence can be rebuilt. 

 


