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1. Executive Summary 

The Seafood Consumers Association (SCA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Murray–

Darling Basin Plan Review 2026. 

European Carp are widely recognised as a significant ecological pressure within the Basin, in some 

areas comprising up to 80–90 per cent of total fish biomass. Their impacts on water quality, aquatic 

vegetation, and ecosystem balance are well documented. However, current policy responses have 

become disproportionately framed around a single technical intervention — the potential 

deployment of Cyprinid herpesvirus 3 (CyHV-3).  

SCA submits that this framing is far too narrow. Current policy risks focusing on Carp as the problem, 

when the evidence increasingly shows Carp are a symptom of broader system failure in water quality,  

river management and the failure to see a ‘bigger picture’. 

A virus-based approach, while potentially one component of a broader toolkit, is inherently 

uncertain and insufficient as a standalone strategy. It does not address biomass removal, nor does it 

contribute to regional economic development, food security, or long-term industry capability.  

At the same time, Australia faces increasing pressure on food systems/security, regional 

employment, and supply chain resilience. This submission proposes a strategic shift. 

Rather than treating European Carp solely as a pest to be suppressed, SCA recommends adoption of 

a freshwater bioeconomy approach, centred on the establishment of a Freshwater Aquatic Food 

Centre of Excellence (FAFCoE). 

This initiative would transform a persistent environmental burden into a platform for: 

• Biomass removal and utilisation 

• Regional job creation and industry development 

• Food security and improved nutrition outcomes 

• Innovation in aquatic food processing 

• Strengthened ecosystem management 

 

The central policy question must evolve from: “How do we reduce Carp?” to: “How do we restore 

waterways, remove biomass, and generate long-term public value?” 

Our infographic below “Reframing the European Carp Response – From Virus Dependency to a 

Freshwater Bioeconomy” paints our ‘bigger picture’. 
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2. Policy Context and Problem Definition 

European Carp have become deeply embedded within the Murray–Darling Basin system. 

Their biological adaptability has enabled them to dominate biomass in many waterways, 

contributing to sediment disturbance, turbidity, and habitat degradation. 

However, Carp are not the sole cause of ecosystem decline. 

Habitat modification altered flow regimes, agricultural runoff, chemical pollution, and 

catchment degradation have all played major roles. Framing Carp as the singular problem 

risks oversimplifying a complex system and leads to incomplete policy responses. 

The current emphasis on biological control reflects this risk. 

Despite significant investment, including long-running investigation into CyHV-3, major 

policy gaps remain: 

• No mechanism for large-scale biomass removal 

• No development of processing or market systems 

• No contribution to food production 

• No regional economic benefit 

As such, the current approach risks delivering a partial ecological intervention without 

broader public value. 

3. The Real Driver: Water Quality and System Decline 

Recent research from the One Basin Cooperative Research Centre demonstrates that poor 

water quality is a fundamental and under-recognised driver of ecological decline across the 

Murray–Darling Basin. 

Water quality degradation arises from cumulative pressures including: 

• Agricultural runoff and chemical inputs 

• Nutrients and sediments 

• Altered hydrology and flow regimes 

• Catchment and riparian degradation 

These pressures produce chronic and systemic impacts on ecosystems, human health, and 

regional economies. 

Critically: 
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European Carp are not the primary cause of ecological decline, but a species that has thrived 

under degraded conditions. 

Carp are best understood as a “last fish standing” — occupying ecological space left by more 

sensitive native species. 

This has major policy implications. 

Policies focused primarily on Carp removal, without addressing water quality and system 

drivers, are unlikely to achieve ecological recovery. 

Even complete removal of Carp would not restore ecosystems without improvements in: 

• Water quality 

• Habitat condition 

• Flow regimes 

4. Limitations of a Virus-Led Approach 

SCA recognises the importance of scientific investigation and does not oppose continued 

research into biological control. 

However, a virus-led strategy has clear limitations: 

• Ecological uncertainty – unpredictable disease dynamics in open systems 

• Environmental risk – mass mortality leading to oxygen depletion and secondary 

impacts 

• Social licence risk – public concern around intentional release of virus. Risk appetite 

is extremely low. 

• No economic return – no jobs, no food production, no industry capability 

A virus may contribute to population management, but: 

It cannot deliver ecosystem recovery, economic value, or community benefit on its own. 

5. The Opportunity: A Freshwater Bioeconomy 

A more effective response is to reframe Carp as a biomass resource. 

Globally, Carp is one of the most widely consumed fish species, with established markets 

across Europe and Asia. The perception of Carp as a “waste fish” is cultural, not biological. 

Australia has the capability to develop value-added pathways, including: 

http://www.seafoodconsumers.global/
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• Food products (fresh, processed, ingredients) 

• Pet food and feed inputs 

• Fertiliser and agricultural products 

• Collagen and extractive industries 

Recent initiatives, including FRDC-supported campaigns promoting Carp consumption, 

indicate a growing recognition of this opportunity. 

This is not just about Carp. 

It is about building a new inland aquatic food system. 

6. Proposed Solution: Freshwater Aquatic Food Centre of Excellence 

Despite over $20 billion in Basin-related investment, ecological recovery has not met 

expectations, reinforcing the need for new approaches. 

SCA proposes establishment of a Freshwater Aquatic Food Centre of Excellence (FAFCoE). 

The Centre would: 

• Integrate biomass removal with water quality improvement 

• Build regional processing capability 

• Support native aquaculture development 

• Enable public procurement pathways 

• Develop workforce and skills 

• Provide scientific oversight and monitoring 

This represents a system-level solution, not a single intervention. 

These outcomes align closely with national policy priorities and with the strategic direction 

of both DAFF and FRDC, which emphasise innovation, market development, and the role of 

aquatic foods in supporting health and wellbeing. 

Earlier this week FRDC have financed through PR company, Papaya, the ‘Two4Life’ campaign 

featuring European Carp within a Seafood Nutrition Toolkit. 
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Photo – from the Channel 9 Today program 28 April 2026 - https://youtu.be/XQxmiTQoBRs?si=jLciE61ZBxq5Acnd 

 

7. Economic, Social and Food Security Benefits 

A freshwater bioeconomy delivers: 

Economic 

• Regional industries and processing capacity 

• SME development 

• Reduced reliance on imports 

Social 

• Jobs and skills 

• Community resilience 

• Indigenous engagement opportunities 

http://www.seafoodconsumers.global/
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Food Security 

• Domestic protein supply 

• Improved affordability 

• Public procurement leverage 

 

8. Policy Alignment 

This proposal aligns with: 

• National food security strategies 

• Regional development priorities 

• Innovation and industry policy 

• Environmental sustainability goals 

• UN Sustainable Development Goals 

9. Recommendations 

To ensure meaningful outcomes, SCA recommends: 

1. Recognise that a virus-only framing is insufficient 

2. Adopt a multi-pathway Carp strategy 

3. Establish a Freshwater Aquatic Food Centre of Excellence 

4. Commission a national Carp utilisation strategy 

5. Integrate food security and regional development into policy 

6. Fund pilot programs for utilisation and aquaculture 

7. Build partnerships across government, research and communities 

10. Conclusion 

Australia has an opportunity to lead. 

A virus may play a role in Carp management — but it is not a strategy. 

A strategy must deliver outcomes. 

It must: 
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• Improve waterways 

• Strengthen communities 

• Support food systems 

• Build long-term capability 

The evidence is clear: 

The Basin’s challenges are driven less by Carp, and more by the conditions that allow Carp to 

thrive. 

Only a broader, integrated approach can deliver lasting outcomes. 

Yours sincerely 

Seafood Consumers Association Limited 

 

Hon Prof Roy D. Palmer MBA 
CEO 

 

About the Seafood Consumers Association (SCA) 

SCA is an independent, consumer-first charity organisation established to improve trust, transparency, nutrition and 

knowledge in seafood markets. SCA represents the interests of everyday seafood consumers  (based on Nielsen Homescan 

evidence that 94% of Australian households purchase seafood at least once per year and applying that as a consumer-reach 

proxy to ABS estimated resident population data, SCA represents the interests of approximately 26 million seafood 

consumers nationally) — a stakeholder group historically under-represented in fisheries, aquaculture and food policy. 
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