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Introduction 

This submission meets the requirements for the assessment of the Northern Territory Trepang Fishery 

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) (EPBC Act).  

This submission has been produced to enable the Department of Climate Change, Energy, the 

Environment and Water (DCCEEW) to assess the Trepang Fishery management arrangements against 

the Guidelines for the Ecologically Sustainable Management of Fisheries – 2nd Edition and the 

requirements set out in relevant sections of the EPBC Act. 

The fishery 

Description of the fishery 

The NT Trepang Fishery operates in waters extending seaward from the high water mark to three 

nautical miles from the baseline, encompassing the NT coastline and surrounding islands (Figure 1). 

Fishing effort is primarily concentrated along the Arnhem Land coast, with the key harvest areas 

located around the Cobourg Peninsula and Groote Eylandt. 

For management purposes, the primary target species, Sandfish (Holothuria scabra), is managed as 

two distinct stocks: an Eastern stock corresponding to the Gulf of Carpentaria, and a Western stock 

corresponding to the Arafura West region. The boundary between these stocks is defined at the 

Wessel Islands. The fishery is managed through spatially defined annual catch limits applied across 32 

reporting grids. The fishery currently comprises six licences, of which three were active during the 

2024-25 fishing year. 

Figure 1. Area of the Northern Territory Trepang Fishery. 



3 
 

Fishing methods and gear 

The NT Trepang Fishery is a hand-collection fishery only. Harvesting is undertaken by walking at low 

tide and by diving in shallow coastal waters, including bays and foreshores, generally at depths of less 

than six metres. Diving activities may be conducted using snorkel, SCUBA (Self-Contained Underwater 

Breathing Apparatus) or hookah equipment.  

Commercial licence holders are permitted to use up to nine assistants under a licence, of whom no 

more than four may undertake diving activities at any one time. Licence holders may also operate up 

to four tenders from a mothership, with tenders restricted to a maximum length of seven metres.   

Target and byproduct species 

The NT Trepang Fishery is a multi-species fishery that permits the harvest of a defined group of sea 

cucumber species (Table 1). However, Sandfish (Holothuria scabra) is the primary target species in the 

NT and has comprised more than 99 per cent of the total commercial harvest over the past five years.  

Table 1. Species in the Northern Territory Trepang Fishery 

Common name Scientific Name 

Sandfish Holothuria scabra 

Lollyfish Holothuria atra 

Black Teatfish Holothuria whitmaei 

White Teatfish Holothuria fuscogilva 

Deepwater Redfish Actinopyga echinites 

Prickly Redfish Thelenota ananas 

 

Value of the fishery 

The economic value of the NT Trepang Fishery is derived from the commercial sector and is based on 

market returns reported to NT Fisheries by licence holders.  

The estimated annual Gross Value of Production (GVP) of the fishery over the past five years is 

provided in Table 2. Trepang product is processed (gutted and blanched) prior to export, with the 

majority of product supplied to overseas markers, primarily within Asia.   

Table 2. Gross Value Production of the Trepang Fishery between 2020-21 and 2024-25.  

 

Financial Year GVP ($/million) 

2020-21 0.5 

2021-22 0.7 

2022-23 0.5 

2023-24 1.2 

2024-25 1.7 
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Management regime 

Description of the management regime 

The NT Trepang Fishery is managed under the Northern Territory Fisheries Act 1988 and Fisheries 

Regulations 1992. All operations conducted under a commercial licence are also required to comply 

with the licence conditions.  

The key legislative instruments governing the management of the fishery are summarised in Table 3.  

Consultation processes 

NT Fisheries undertakes regular consultation with stakeholders to support transparent and effective 

fisheries management. Depending on the nature of the activity, consultation is conducted through 

established advisory groups, comprising experts and representatives from key stakeholder groups, or 

through targeted specialist working groups convened to address specific matters.  

Most recently, an updated harvest strategy was developed through collaboration between NT 

Fisheries, industry and an external consultant. This process involved the development of updated 

performance indicators to support the sustainable management of the fishery.  

Controlling the level of harvest 

Commercial 
The commercial sector of the Trepang Fishery is managed through a combination of input and output 

controls. The primary management measure is the application of spatially defined annual catch limits 

for the primary target species, Sandfish (Holothuria scabra), across 32 reporting grids. Each 60 x 60 

nautical mile grid has a specified catch limit, with the combined grid limits equating to the total 

allowable catch (TAC). These spatially based limits are designed to manage the risk of localised 

depletion while supporting sustainable harvest across the fishery.  

The TAC will be reviewed following each stock assessment, and if necessary, will be amended in line 

with the Harvest Strategy based on the Recommended Biological Catch (RBC). The TAC at current is 

246 tonnes whole weight. 

A summary of the key management controls applicable to the Trepang Fishery is provided in Table 3. 

Table 3. Summary of the management controls in the commercial sector of the Trepang Fishery.  

Management tool Instrument 

Catch-grid limits Individual catch limits for Sandfish are applied 
to each reporting grid (60 x 60 nautical miles)  

Licence condition 

Limited entry 6 licences  Fisheries Regulation 135 

Spatial restrictions Fishing restricted to waters within 3 nm of the 

territorial baseline.  

Fisheries Regulation 136 

Licence condition 

Method restrictions 

/ Permitted gear 
Hand collection only, including the use of 
SCUBA and hookah equipment. 

 

Fisheries Regulation 137 

Licence condition 

https://legislation.nt.gov.au/Legislation/FISHERIES-ACT-1988
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/Legislation/FISHERIES-REGULATIONS-1992
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/Legislation/FISHERIES-REGULATIONS-1992
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Recreational 
There is no available information on the recreational or Fishing Tour Operator harvest of sea 

cucumbers in the NT. Consequently, no possession limits or other restrictions have been implemented 

for the take of sea cucumber by recreational fishers or Fishing Tour Operator clients 

Aboriginal  
Aboriginal fishers are entitled to use the resources of an area of land or water in a traditional manner. 

This entitlement does not extend to engaging in commercial fishing activities without a licence. 

Commercial engagement by the Aboriginal sector is encouraged through the purchase of a commercial 

licence, or through the Aboriginal Coastal Licence (ACL) program, which was established to give 

Aboriginal people living in remote areas an opportunity to participate in small-scale fishing enterprises 

for community benefit and as a ‘stepping stone’ for entry into larger scale commercial fishing business. 

Harvest strategy 

The first Trepang Harvest Strategy was implemented 1 July 2023 developed around grid-based catch 

limits. The grid catch limits are monitored regularly to ensure catch stays within the catch limits 

where catch limits have not yet been exceeded. 

Recently, the Harvest Strategy has been updated to include biological reference points and was 

implemented 5 January 2026. The fishery will be assessed against performance indicators in the 

Harvest Strategy annually with the first assessment scheduled to be conducted in July 2026 at the 

end of the fishing season. The updated reference points include a primary performance indicator 

assessing spawning stock biomass (SSB) and a secondary performance indicator of Catch Per Unit 

Effort (CPUE) for each stock. 

The NT Trepang Harvest Strategy is published online and can be found here. 

Performance against objectives, performance indicators and performance 

measures 

The Harvest Strategy assessment for 2023-24 fishing season was completed where no grids 

exceeded the relative grid catch limits. No grids shifted between the previously assessed tiering 

system. No changes in management were required. 

Limit of up to nine assistants per licence, 
including a maximum of four divers. 

 

A maximum of four tenders permitted per 

licence. 

Minimum size 

targets 

Size limits for target species:  

• Sandfish: 16cm 

• Lollyfish: 15cm 

• Black Teatfish: 26cm 

• White Teatfish: 32cm 

• Deepwater Redfish: 12cm 

• Prickly Redfish: 30cm 

Licence condition 

https://daf.nt.gov.au/publications/publications-search/publications-database/fisheries/aquaculture-and-fishing/fisheries-management/nt-trepang-harvest-strategy.pdf
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The next Harvest Strategy assessment will be assessed July 2026 against the updated performance 

indicators.  

Recovery strategies for overfished stocks 

The Harvest Strategy includes provisions for developing a recovery plan if a species fails to show 

evidence of recovery under the decision rules. If a performance indicator remains below the limit 

reference point for an unacceptable period, a recovery plan will be implemented to increase the 

spawning stock biomass above 30% of unfished levels within an agreed timeframe. 

Enforcement of the management arrangements 

The NT Fisheries Compliance Unit is responsible for ensuring commercial licence holders comply with 

the management controls outlined in Table 3. All mothership vessels operating within the fishery are 

required to have a Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS), which provide real-time location data at hourly 

intervals.  

Mitigating impacts on the wider ecosystem 

The principles of Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) are the basis of fisheries and aquatic 

resource management in the NT. The NT Fisheries Act 1988 describes ESD as “the use, conservation, 

development and enhancement of the community’s resources so that ecological processes, on which 

life depends, are maintained and the total quality of life, now and in the future, can be increased”.  

The Trepang Fishery Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA) was undertaken in 2021 to help ensure that 

management for the fishery is both effective and efficient in the context of achieving Ecological 

Sustainable Development (ESD) outcomes. In addition to meeting the statutory requirements of the 

Act and national environmental legislation, this approach provides the fishing industry and key 

stakeholders with an ongoing opportunity to contribute to fisheries management outcomes. 

The 2021 Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA) for the NT Trepang Fishery assessed seventeen 

components relating to species, habitats, and ecosystems. The fishery was found to pose negligible 

risk to the majority of components, with the exception of ecosystem function, rated as low risk, and 

retention of Sandfish, rated as moderate risk. This reflects the highly selective nature of hand 

harvesting and the small size of the commercial fleet.  

Changes since the previous assessment 

Harvest Strategy  

On 1 July 2023, the Northern Territory Trepang Fishery Harvest Strategy was implemented. The 

Harvest Strategy provides a structured decision-making framework and introduced performance 

indicators, reference points and associated decision rules to guide management actions and ensure 

the fishery’s operational objectives are achieved. The Harvest Strategy was subsequently updated on 

5 January 2026, including revisions to reference points.  

Grid catch limits  

Since 2016, the fishery has been managed through spatially defined catch limits, with a current total 

allowable catch (TAC) of 246 tonne distributed across 32 reporting grids.  Grid catch limits were 

implemented to mitigate the risk of localised depletion and were informed by average historical catch 

over the preceding 20 years. 

https://nt.gov.au/_media/docs/boating,-fishing-and-marine/commercial-fishing/fishery-licences/trepang-fishery-ecological-risk-assessment-report.pdf
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VMS 

From 2016, all mothership vessels operating in the Trepang Fishery have been required to install a 

Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS). VMS provides real-time vessel location data and supports effective 

monitoring of fishing activity and compliance with spatial and harvest controls.  

Electronic logbooks 

From 2019, electronic logbooks were implemented in the fishery. The use of e-logs has improved 

reporting efficiency and data quality, enabling near real-time monitoring of catch and effort at the grid 

level.  

Ecological risk assessment 

In 2021, NT fisheries undertook an Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA) for the Trepang Fishery in 

accordance with the National ESD reporting framework. The assessment found the fishery posed a 

negligible risk to most ecosystem components, with ecosystem function assessed as low risk and 

Sandfish assessed as moderate risk. 

Monitoring and data collection  

Data collection, data validation and data monitoring programs 

The monitoring and reporting requirements for the NT Trepang Fishery are listed below. These 
requirements allow for monitoring of catch and effort and validation of reported data.  

Logbooks 
Electronic logbooks are required to keep a record of fishing activities and include detailed location, 
effort, catch and market information. Records need to be completed for each day fished and 
submitted electronically to NT Fisheries within 28 days of the end of each month.  

Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) 
All vessels operating in the Trepang Fishery are required to have a VMS equipped to allow for real-
time monitoring of the location of commercial fishing vessels. VMS is used to monitor fishing activity 
and ensure compliance with the management arrangements. 

Prior-landing notices 
Prior-landing notices are required to notify of the vessel’s intention to land. This notice can be 
provided electronically or verbally between 12 and 24 hours prior to making landfall. The notice 
includes the time and place the vessel is estimated to land. 

Stock Assessments 

Key target and byproduct species 

Status of Australian Fish Stocks (SAFS) classifies the Northern Territory Sandfish stocks (Eastern and 

Western) as Sustainable (Table 4). These stocks are assessed using biomass estimates and CPUE 

analyses, incorporating data up to the 2022-23 fishing year. CPUE trends show no evidence of localised 

depletion, indicating that the current spatial management arrangements are appropriate for the 

fishery (Smart et al., 2025).  
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Table 4. Trepang stock status and assessment indicators by region in the Northern Territory. 

Distribution and spatial structure of key stocks 

Sandfish are widely distributed in shallow coastal water on soft-sediment habitats throughout the 

Indo-Pacific region. Genetic research by Gardner et al. (2012) indicated the presence of two distinct 

Sandfish stocks in NT waters. Populations along the northern Australia coastline from Popham Bay to 

Groote Eylandt comprise two genetically distinct stocks: the Arafura Sea stock (Western Stock), 

extending from Popham Bay to Millingimbi, and the Gulf of Carpentaria stock (Eastern stock), 

extending from Nalwrung Strait to Groote Eylandt.  

Estimates of total removals 

Sandfish (Holothuria scabra) is the only species targeted in the NT Trepang Fishery. The total 

commercial harvest of Sandfish between the 2020-21 and 2024-25 fishing years are presented in Table 

5. The recreational and traditional harvest of sea cucumbers is considered negligible.  

Illegal fishing for sea cucumber does occur in northern Australia, with most activity concentrated on 
shallow reefs within the Australian Fishing Zone (AFZ) outside the managed area of the NT Trepang 
Fishery. While some inshore illegal harvesting has been reported within NT waters, the scale of this 
activity is difficult to quantify. Compliance and enforcement of illegal foreign fishing activity are 
managed by the Australian Border Force and the Australian Fisheries Management Authority. 

Table 5. Total catch of Sandfish by the Trepang fishery commercial operators.  

Year Catch (kg) 

2020-21 30984 

2021-22 41292 

2022-23 27350 

2023-24 63573 

2024-25 76614 

Bycatch 

Bycatch composition 

There is no reported bycatch in the fishery due to the highly selective nature of hand-harvesting which 

specifically targets sea cucumber species.  

Protected species and threatened ecological communities 

Fishery impacts on protected species and communities  

There have been no reported interactions with Threatened, Endangered and Protected Species (TEPS) 

in the NT Trepang Fishery, reflecting the highly selective nature of hand-harvesting methods.  

Stock 2025 Status Indicators 

Gulf of Carpentaria 
 

Sustainable 
 

CPUE, catch and biomass 

North West Northern Territory 
 

Sustainable CPUE, catch and biomass 



9 
 

Mitigating risks to protected species and communities 

Fishers are required to report all interactions with TEPS in mandatory daily catch and effort log book 

returns. 

CITES-listed species 

White Teatfish (H. fuscogilva) and Black Teatfish (H. whitmaei) are listed under the Convention on 

International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). No teatfish have been 

reported in the fishery’s catch over the past five years.  

Ecosystem 

Ecosystem management actions 

The 2021 ERA assessed the impact of the NT Trepang Fishery on the broader ecosystem as negligible 

or low, reflecting the passive nature of hand harvesting and the small size of the commercial fishing 

fleet. To ensure the fishery continues to operate sustainably and does not cause significant ecological 

harm, a range of safeguards and management controls are incorporated into the Harvest Strategy and 

licence conditions (Table 3).  

Research 

In 2024, Matt Koopman and Ian Knuckey (FishWell) designed and conducted surveys to estimate the 

density and biomass of Sandfish (Holothurian scabra) at Coburg Peninsula and Groote Island. This 

yielded precise estimates of density and biomass over relatively large spatial scales representative of 

the fishery, the results can inform the design of further fishery-independent surveys. It found generally 

high densities of Sandfish and suggests the current spatial management of the NT Trepang Fishery is 

conservative. 

A 2025 report by Smart et al. detailed the standardisation of Catch Per Unit Effort (CPUE) for Sandfish 

in the NT. Estimates of sandfish biomass and density from the 2024 FishWell surveys offered 

preliminary data on stock size for management consideration. The CPUE analyses derived from this 

data are used as an input for stock assessment models or as a proxy for evaluating stock status. 
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Progress against current Conditions 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE NORTHERN TERRITORY TREPANG FISHERY PROGRESS AGAINST THE RECOMMENDATION AS OF JANUARY 2026 

Recommendation 1: The NT Department of Resources (now DAF) to 
utilise logbook data on catch location to develop and implement 
performance indicators to mitigate the risk of localised and serial 
depletion. 

DAF implemented the NT Trepang Fishery Harvest Strategy on 1 July 2023. The 

Harvest Strategy provides a structured decision-making framework and 

introduced performance indicators, reference points and associated decision 

rules to guide management actions. The Harvest Strategy was subsequently 

updated in 2025, including revisions to reference points. 

Recommendation 2: The NT Department of Resources (now DAF) to 
continue to incorporate stock information into the management 
arrangements of the fishery. 

DAF continues to incorporate stock information into management 
arrangements. The harvest strategy uses the relative spawning stock biomass 
as the primary performance indicator to determine whether management is 
achieving the long-term fishery goals and to adjust the Recommended 
Biological Catch for sea cucumbers.   

Recommendation 3: The NT Department of Resources (now DAF) to 
facilitate and pursue collaborative research and complementary 
management arrangements for sea cucumber resources with all relevant 
jurisdictions across northern Australia. 

DAF will continue to facilitate and collaborate with other jurisdictions on 
research and management arrangements for sea cucumber resources across 
northern Australia. 
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