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Outline of talk 

The purpose of the talk is to share the story and 
experiences of the Maningrida homelands 
Aboriginal Coastal fishing business in the Northern 
Territory, Australia. 

 

1: Background to Aboriginal Coastal Fishing 
Licences in the Northern Territory  and the 
Maningrida Homelands Fishing Business (Natasha) 

2: Fishing operation at Nardilmuk (Don) 

3: Benefits and Challenges (Natasha) 

 

 



Background to Aboriginal Coastal Fishing 
Licences (ACL) in the NT 

https://www.nlc.org.au/uploads/images/Sea-Country-Access-Map-A3-151117-copy.jpg 

• Current Aboriginal coastal 
licensing regime is linked to 
High Court Blue Mud Bay 
2008 decision. 
 

• Traditional custodians have 
exclusive rights to the tidal 
waters (to mean low tide 
mark) under the Aboriginal 
Land Rights Act (1976).  

 
• This applies to 85% of the 

Northern Territory coastline 
(shown in yellow). 
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Aboriginal Coastal Fishing (ACL) Licence Rules in NT 

• The Fishing Licence system is regulated by the NT 
Government Fisheries Act 1998 Regulations 
(section 183-186). 

• Allows for multiple licences to be held in a 
community. 

• ACL holders must nominate where they are going 
to fish on their traditional estate.  

• Each licence can use one gill net 100 meters long 
with a mesh size of 65mm.  

• The ACL holder is required to be present during 
any fishing activity. 

• Some fish can be kept for food for the family. 
• Most of the catch can be sold to community 

members, visitors, stores, organisations and  to 
other buyers in other towns and Darwin.  

• Limit of 5000kg/year per ACL holder. 
• Some fish species (Barramundi, Spanish Mackeral 

or Threadfin Salmon) are restricted to sell 10 fish 
a month. 

• ACL holder cannot also hold a commercial fishing 
licence (Reg 187) 

 
 



Maningrida and homelands region 

• Maningrida  township is located in West Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory. 
• It has a population of around 2400 people  (mostly Aboriginal people) who live in 

Maningrida and the surrounding homelands. 
• There are 12 language groups in the region and 3 main language dialects spoken: 

Ndjebbana, Burarra and Kuninjku. 
• The town is a service centre for the region, with a school, health clinic, supermarkets, 

and arts centre.  
• It is serviced by commercial flights operating daily to Darwin. 
• In the wet season the town and homelands are mostly not accessible by road. 



Starting the fishing business 
 

• In 2015, men applied for an Aboriginal 
Coastal Fishing Licence (ACL) to set up the 
family fishing business. 

• Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation (BAC)  
helped with administration, logistics and 
equipment, business plan, market 
development, funding applications. 

• BAC also set up a Community Development 
Program (CDP) fishing activity for family 
members to participate in fishing and get a 
top-up payment. 

• The NT Government Indigenous Fisheries 
Mentor team helped with advice and training 
to set up the fishing operation. 

• The NT Government provided some grants to 
purchase some equipment.   



Fishing licence holders 

Currently there are three 
active Aboriginal Coastal 
licences along the Maningrida 
homelands region  coastline.  
 
Don Wilton operates from 
Nardilmuk outstation, Jimmy 
Olsen  and Stuart Ankin both 
operate from Blyth River near 
Gupanga homeland.  
 
Andrew Duwadi plans to 
operate from Yilan outstation, 
but has not started working.  
 
They are senior custodians of 
their  country.  
 



Fishing at Nardilmuk Outstation 
Don Wilton was the first person to commercially fish 
using an ACL in 2016 on country, near Nardilmuk 
outstation, 25 kilometres from Maningrida.  
 
But Jimmy and Stuart work with Don on his country 
until they can start to fish on their country in 2018. 

Going fishing at 
Nardilmuk can be really 
hard in the wet season 
when the roads are 
boggy. Gupanga 
outstation is cut off for 
more of the wet 
season, so all fishing is 
done at Nardilmuk  



Fishing equipment at Nardilmuk 

There is a shipping container with an ice machine and an air-conditioner.  
It takes two hours to make enough ice for one day of fishing.  
All of this equipment is run from the generator behind the house.  
Thanks to the NT Government Business and Innovation for funding equipment. 



Loading the Fishing Net and Eskies 

At the start of each fishing day, the workers (around 5-8 people) drive from Maningrida to 
Nardilmuk. The fishermen load the fishing net and the eskies. This equipment and other 
supplies are taken to the fishing place about 3 kilometres from Nardilmuk outstation and 
set up for the day. Some days we fish at a different place on Don’s country. 

We 
normally 
fish 2-4 
times a 
week – 
Monday to 
Thursday  
 



Low Tide at the Fishing Spot 

 
The first job is to take a long rope out to a permanent post in the sand at low tide. It is 
important to check that the pulley is clear of sand each time. Sometimes the ropes are left 
set up in the water over night if we want to fish the next day. 



Putting the Net in the Water 

 
The rope is attached to two poles at the high tide mark on the beach and the net is 
connected to one end of this rope. Next we wait for the tide to come in a little. It is 
important to check that the rope can move through the pulley before the tide comes in 
too far.  
 
We teach the new boys how to fish on the job. 



Ready to Catch Some Fish 

 
Finally when the tide has come in enough the net can be pulled out into the water. As 
the net goes out check that all tangles are cleared so the net sits on the sea floor 
properly. Then we leave it for 2 or more hours while the tide comes in and catch any 
passing schools of fish. 



Fishing Camp 

There is a large shady tree where the fishing team has a rest and wait for the fish. During the 
rest it is a good time to drink some tea and have something to eat. Each person keeps an eye 
on the net for fish, everyone is excited when a school of fish swim into it.  
 
This is our favourite fishing camp spot. 
 



Beach Security 

Sometimes there are crocodiles in the area when we fish. There is always have one man with 
a fish wire for safety. 



Pulling in the Net  

 

After waiting for the tide to come in and then start to drop again the fishers pull 
the net out of the water. As the net comes up onto the sand you can see all of 
the fish caught. Everyone is excited when lots of fish have been caught. 
 



Todays Catch 

On a good day lots of fish are caught, 
with Blue Tail Mullet the most common 
fish. All of the fish are collected from the 
net and sorted into different species.  
 
This is the busy part of the operation and 
everyone gets to work clearing the net as 
quickly as possible before the fish get too 
hot. 



Fish Catch 

The fish we catch most are: 
 
• Blue Tail Mullet  
• Diamond Mullet  
• Golden Trevally  
• Queenfish  
• Blue Threadfin Salmon 

 
Sometimes we also catch 
• Milkfish  
• Barracuda 

 
and 
• Whiting 
• Shark 
• Spanish Mackeral 
• Barramundi 



Putting the Fish on Ice 

The next part of the 
process is to get all the 
washed fish into the esky 
full of ice.  
 
The fish are packed very 
carefully with fish put 
into layers with an ice 
and water slurry. 
 



Nardilmuk Sea Eagles 

Each time the team go fishing at 
Nardilmuk a pair of  Sea Eagles are 
always watching from a nearby tree. 
 
The Eagles always get a few fish for 
their lunch. 



Selling the Fish in town 

Each Thursday night the fish are 
sold outside the Maningrida super 
market. All the fish are weighed 
and cost $12.00 per Kilogram. 
 
Most times some of the team will 
drive around the community to sell 
directly to households.  
  



Filleting The Fish 
In May 2018 BAC installed a fish processing 
container (filleting shed) in Maningrida 
where all of the fish can be processed and 
packaged within Australian food standards 
rules.  
 
The filleted and packaged fish can now be 
sold at supermarket stores in Maningrida 
and in neighbouring communities. 
 
It is hoped that in the future packaged fish 
can be sold to the school and old age facility 
in Maningrida. 
 

Thanks to NT Chief Minister’s Department for 
funding for the shed. 
 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-06-06/fish-
processing-facility-opens-in-maningrida/9836462 
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Friday Cook Up 

Some weeks the team barbeque fish on Friday lunch time and sell them in 
Maningrida.  
 
We  also sell BBQ fish at special community events.  
 
In the future the fishing team would like to get a take away food van and sell the 
cooked fish around Maningrida community.   



Fish Sales To other Communities and Darwin 

When the roads are open we drive to Gunbalanya and Ramingining communities a 
couple of hours drive from Maningrida and sell our fish there.  
 
In Raminginging  we set up outside the Store. They make an announcement on the 
speakers around town. People come to the Store and we sell all our fish very quickly.  



Fish Sales to Darwin 

 
It is hoped to be the start of an ongoing partnership between the Aboriginal Coastal 
licence fishers and the Northern Territory seafood industry. 

The licence holders at the Darwin fish shop. 
 

Don Wilton with some Mullet from the 
first 300kg shipment of fish from 
Maningrida to the Darwin Fish Markets 
in  June 2017. 



BAC Office Story 
Clem Bresson is the BAC Enterprise Officer 
and he has been the main person to help us 
set up our business. 
 
Our workers are supported through 
Community Development Program (CDP) at 
the moment. We have about 15 men who go 
fishing with us on different days. We have to 
follow the rules CDP sets. 
 
We keep records of our fish sales each 
month. 
 
We have a system for sharing the money 
earnt from fishing with the licence holders, 
BAC and the workers.  
 
It is important we invest for the future. 



The Benefits of the fishing business 
• Family business – people all know each other and work together. 

• Maintains social connections to one another and cultural connections to country.  

• Strong leadership from elders to run the business.  
– “It is good to have this licence and be in charge of our business”. 

• Business provides healthy tucker and jobs on country for families and members of 
the Maningrida community. 

• Earn extra  income through selling fish. 

• Have learnt from experiences  over last 18 months that can start small and build 
things up along way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Challenges in the  business 
• Fishing is not the same every day, some days catch more fish 

than others. 

• The wet season weather makes the roads impassable and this 
makes it hard to get on country to go fishing and travel to other 
communities to sell the fish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Customers like different species to buy - barramundi. 

• Rely on support from different organisations to access, purchase 
equipment and transport to support business.  

• Have to keep good records of catch and sales and make a good system 
for doing that.  

• Have to be careful not to flood the market with too much fish so this 

means working and talking together. 
• A business support hub  would be beneficial  to support fishing 

enterprises 



Fishing Business in the Future 
• The fishing business is currently supported by CDP.  
• Would like to look at other models to transition it to a small business enterprise.  
• Fishing has the potential to become a successful local industry in the Maningrida 

region. This is because of a strong leadership, good office support, enthusiastic 
and knowledgeable work force and a proven market for our fish, both locally and 
to other places.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Expand fishing activities beyond the use of ACL’s to catch other fish. Some of the 
opportunities discussed include Barramundi fishing, Trepang harvesting, Oyster 
farming and Mud Crab collection.  

• The ACL holders would like to use a boat to expand the fishing business and allow 
wet season access to Gupanga outstation.  

• Identify further market opportunities. 



Barriers with ACLs in NT 

• NT Government recent review of ACLs (workshop) 
• Low uptake of ACLs to date is due to various 

barriers and challenges and lack of preparedness 
before applying for a licence 

• Requires dedicated personnel to support ACL 
holders and organisations in training, business 
development, fishing  

• Issues with boats, compliance and expenses - have 
to fish from boats in some areas due to crocs  

• Value chain/market development support needed 
• Barriers with fish sales through community stores 

and food handling and safety requirements 
• CDP and need for flexibility 
 



Other Developments 

• NLC -led sea country management and zoning 
plan underway for end of 2018 to meet with 
new permit system for intertidal zone. 

• Consultations between seafood industry and 
Maningrida North Wind Fisheries Committee 
(NWFC), has called for commercial fishing 
vessels to be banned from entering the 
Liverpool River. 

• NLC has funding to support indigenous 
ownership of commercially orientated fishing 
licences. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-09-20/arnhem-land-community-calls-for-ban-on-commercial-fishing/8964370
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Summary 

Aboriginal Coastal Fishing Business provides 
jobs, income, caring for country, and can 
improve nutrition outcomes in communities 

 

ACL holders and supporting organisations 
require ongoing fisheries mentoring, business 
support, funding, infrastructure and equipment. 

 

ACL is a pathway into other seafood enterprises.  
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Fishing Award and Recognition 
The  business has been recognised by many 
people. 

The Northern Territory Government Chief 
Minister Michael Gunner and Minister Ken 
Vowles has visited our fishing operation. 

 

 

 

 

 

The  business story has been praised in the 
media on ABC TV and radio. 

 

And  features in the national Fishing magazine 
this year.  

 

The Chief Minister of the NT visited  
The  fishing operation in 2017 

FISH magazine March 2018 edition 

Receiving our 
Certificates with 
Chief Minister 
and Minister in 
2017 


