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Genetag project lures extra 
funding for continued research. 
 
The Genetag team has just been 
awarded a further grant of $112,000 from 
the FRDC to continue the Genetag 
monitoring project for another three 
years. The grant recognises the value of 
this ground-breaking research and brings 
the total funding to more than $409,000. 
 
Dr. Rik Buckworth, the coordinator of the 
project, is delighted. “The project is 
providing vital information on Spanish 
mackerel and the additional research 
funding is wonderful news. It will allow us 
to conduct further sampling and tissue 
analysis and complete the project 
successfully.” 
 
As well as the support from the 
Commonwealth Government through 
FRDC funding, the project is backed by 
the NT Seafood Industry Council and the 
Amateur Fishermen’s Association of the 
Northern Territory. Rik and the team are 
extremely grateful for this support: “This 
project involves professional and 
recreational mackerel fishers. It could not 
have been possible without their 
support.”  
 
Double tagging trial exceeds 
expectations. 
 
The combined tagging trial has exceeded 
all expectations. You’ll remember that 
this component of the Genetag project 
was designed to compare the new 
genetic tagging with conventional tagging 
practices and also provide additional 
harvest rate information. In this trial, fish 
are tagged with conventional tags and, at 
the same time, a small piece of tissue is 
removed and returned to Fisheries for 
transport to Brisbane for genotyping.  
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Our initial goal was to tag 400 fish per 
year. Thanks to the assistance of a 
group of dedicated recreational 
fishers, we have exceeded that 
expectation with more than 800 fish 
tagged over two years. Additionally, 
we have had 22 conventional tags 
returned. Tagged fish had been at 
liberty for up to 18 months and 
travelled up to 60 nm. Twelve of the 
returned tags came from fish tagged 
during one of our two tournaments. 
The Genetag Team are eagerly 
awaiting genetic recaptures from this 
group of fish. 

 
Snippet: harvest rate 
 
In this edition of the “rag” we return to 
the genetag methods and explain how 
genetic tagging can provide 
information vital to the management of 
the Spanish mackerel fishery. Clearly, 
tagging can give us information about 
fish movement (see “Double-tagging 
trial” above). However, it also provides 
us with information to measure harvest 
rate, and thus improve the 
management of our fisheries. 
 
The proportion of recaptured tagged 
fish is a measure of the harvest rate. 
For example, from our recaptures of 
conventionally tagged fish (22 fish 
from about 800 tagged), we can work 
out that the harvest rate is around 3%. 
As we mentioned in the last edition, 
we don’t yet have a good estimate of 
the rate of post-release survival for 
conventionally tagged fish, nor do we 
know the rate of conventional tag loss, 
so it is difficult to know whether the 
harvest rate is really 3%. If, say, 20% 
of tags are lost or only 90% of fish 
survive the tagging process, then the 
actual harvest rate will be more than 
our calculated estimate. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Genetic tagging, on the other hand, is not affected 
by these processes. Fish striking the lure used for 
remote genetic tagging are highly likely to survive, 
and a genetic “tag” is never lost. Using both 
genetic and conventional tagging we can 
eventually estimate the rates of tag loss and post-
release survival and incorporate these rates into 
our estimates of harvest rate from conventional 
tagging. 
 
The main aim of calculating an accurate harvest 
rate is to help us determine the impact of fishing 
on our fish stocks. So far, most of our fisheries are 
managed conservatively to avoid overfishing, but 
the longer we monitor harvest rate, the more 
information we have about the fish stocks and this 
translates to a more adaptable management 
system, which eventually will lead to an optimum 
harvest level. This is a win-win situation - good for 
the fish stocks and good for fishing. 
 
The people behind the project 
 
In this edition we profile Norm Hedditch, owner of 
the Taroona II, a commercial Spanish mackerel 
troller. Norm, and the Taroona II, play a critical 
role in the Genetag tagging program. 
 

 
 
Norm grew up in Portland, Victoria and attended 
boarding school at Wesley College, Melbourne. 
After working on sheep and cattle stations as a 
jackeroo, Norm joined a geophysical exploration 
team for a while then decided to go fishing. Asked 
by the skipper if he knew anything about plotters, 
his experience with the geophysical exploration 
team came in handy; he was able to plot a course 
to within 1m.  
Norm’s fishing career took off, first crewing, then 
skippering many boats. Eventually Norm bought 
the Taroona II and went chasing prawns for 10 
years. 

He then sold the prawn licence to concentrate on 
fishing for Spanish mackerel. Now the owner of four 
boats, Norm is kept busy fishing for goldband 
snapper as well as Spanish mackerel and playing 
host to our tagging technician. 
 
This month’s fishing photo 
 

 
 
Dennis Lillee, catching some of the action at last 
year’s tagging tournament.  
 
The next edition 
 
Find out how you can be involved in the Third 
Spanish Mackerel Tagging Tournament .  
Following the enormous success of the 
previous events (see Double Tagging trial news 
item), a third tagging tournament is planned for 
June this year. Find out more in the next 
edition. 
 
How to contact us 
 
Please note that our website address has changed. 
You can now follow the progress of the Genetag 
project from the new fisheries web site: 
www.nt.gov.au/dpifm/Fisheries. 
 
Genetag Research Project 
Fisheries  
Department of Primary Industry, Fisheries and Mines 
GPO Box 3000 
Darwin NT 0801 Australia 
Tel: + 61 8 8999 2144 
Email: fisheries@nt.gov.au 
 
DISCLAIMER 
While all care has been taken to ensure that information 
contained in this newsletter is true and correct at the time of 
publication, the Northern Territory of Australia gives no warranty 
or assurance, and makes no representation as to the accuracy of 
any information or advice contained in this publication, or that it is 
suitable for your use.  No serious, business or investment 
decisions should be made in reliance on this information without 
obtaining independent / or professional advice in relation to your 
particular situation. 
 


