
Tim Winton’s novel Dirt Music (2002) tells the 
story of an awkward love triangle set amidst 
the booming rock lobster industry in “White 
Point,” a fictional fishing town resembling 
Lancelin or Jurien, located just north of Perth. 
Winton describes the coastal waters as 
teeming with life:

“From a hole in the reef a groper slides out 
into the open in a blue-green blast of light… 
There’s staghorn and brain coral, eels and 
blennies and blackarse cod and the feelers of 
a hundred wary rock lobsters.” [a, 126]

Rock lobster
The rock lobster, or crayfish, industry in Western Australia provides a backdrop to Dirt Music, as it is the main industry in the novel's 
fictional town of White Point. Rock lobsters are invertebrates, which means that they do not have a backbone, but instead have an 
exoskeleton—or a hard outer shell. Rock lobster are a kind of “spiny” lobster, and unlike the other type of lobster—“clawed” lobsters
—the rock lobster has no claw. Australia is the world’s largest source of spiny lobster. [q]
Rock lobsters have two spiny antennae, which they use to navigate, defend themselves, and communicate. They also urinate in 
each other’s faces to communicate. [r] They can regrow their legs and antennae, if they happen to lose one in a fight with a predator. 
[f] Not only are they a source of food for humans, octopuses and large fish like to eat them too.

Rock lobster facts:
• They can live up to 20 years and weigh up to 5kg; however, the typical rock lobster lives 10-15 years and weighs less 

than 3kg. [g]
• They are “opportunistic omnivores,” which means they will eat almost anything including molluscs, crustaceans (even 

other lobsters), coral algae and detritus—dead and dying marine matter. [g]
• Around 8 species are found in Western Australia’s waters, but the most common is the western rock lobster. [i]
• They are part of the phylum crustacean, and subphylum arthropods, which means they are related to insects, spiders, and 

centipedes and millipedes. [h]
• They have 10 legs—5 sets on the main body for walking—plus 6 other appendages near their head. The other 

appendages include antennae for touching, antennules for smelling, and mandibles and maxillipeds, which are mouth 
parts for crushing food. [w]

• Their shell does not grow, so as a lobster gets bigger it has to moult and grow a new one. Once or twice early in their 
lifetime the new shell that they grow is much paler than the normal deep red colour. This is known as a “white moult” or a 
“white run” and its purpose is for camouflage when lobsters make a mass migration across the shallower white sands to 
the deeper reefs, and then back to offshore breeding grounds. [t] At the next moult, their red colour returns.

• You can tell a male from a female rock lobster by looking at their “swimmerets,” or feathery appendages underneath their 
tail. On a female, each pair of swimmerets has a slender rod to hold eggs, and a small nipper claw on the ends of the rear 
legs. Females that are carrying eggs are said to be “berried.” [u, v]

• Rock lobsters are caught in “cray pots,” or specially designed traps, which are baited—usually with North Sea herring, 
local scaly mackerel or salmon heads. [t] Rarely, octopus and turtles can also become caught up in rock lobster fishing 
gear. [p] Pots are now fitted with special Sea Lion Exclusion Devices (SLEDS), which are spikes that prevent vulnerable 
sea lion pups from becoming trapped while trying to steal lobster. [n]
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Fig1. Snowflake Moray Eel. 
Source: William R. Marhoffer.
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Managing commercial lobsters
Dirt Music discusses how fishers can catch more fish than was possible decades ago 
because they have better technology—faster boats, better fishing tackle and equipment, 
improved communication, more accurate weather and tide information, GPS navigation, 
and echo sounders for finding fish. Such advances in fishing technologies, along with the 
strong export market, risk depleting fish and lobster populations. In order to make sure 
that there is enough marine stock for the future, the government raised the cost of cray 
pots and fishing licenses and manages how fish and lobster are caught.
Scientists in Western Australia use the “puerulus settlement index” (PSI) to predict how 
many adult lobsters will be available in the future. To make this prediction, samples of 
puerulus, or rock lobster larvae in late stages, are collected each month. Puerulus settle 
when the moon is full, so a representative proportion of the puerulus population can be 
calculated by collecting samples that settle on artificial seaweed underneath buoys that 
are set around five days either side of the full moon. Scientists then factor in the 
strength of the Leeuwin Current, wind patterns and water temperatures to 
determine the likelihood of the puerulus surviving. Using the PSI, scientists can 
predict rock lobster catches up to four years in advance, which is why record low 
puerulus settlement in 2008–2010 led to the Minister of Fisheries restricting the 
total allowable catch to allow the population to recover before introducing a new 
quota system in the 2010–2011 season. [d, x]
To make sure there are enough rock lobsters for breeding stock, the state 
government has protective measures including [f, i]:

• size limits so juveniles are able to grow and reproduce

• protection for breeding females

• controls on the type and amount of fishing gear used (allowing smaller 
lobsters to escape from lobster pots)

• limits on the length of the fishing season

• limits on the total amount of commercial lobsters allowed to be caught. 
In 2010–2011 individual catch limits were introduced under an Individual Transferrable 
Quota (iTQ) system, which means that fishers no longer have to compete against each 
other to get the greatest share of lobster. Instead of having an annual quota of what can 
be caught and other restrictions, the quota is divided up and given as shares to fishers 
that can be traded. This management strategy has changed fishing patterns because 
individuals can maximise profit and minimise risk, costs, and effort by setting their pots 
when the market is strong and weather conditions are favourable rather than having to 
work harder and travel further to get more fish, which can lead to overfishing. [e, x]
The West Coast Rock Lobster Fishery is the first fishery in the world to be certified as 
sustainable for a third time (2000, 2006, and 2012). [j, t]

Winton describes rock lobster 
fishing as a dangerous business 
governed by chance and “by 
fluctuations in weather and ocean 
current, by momentary changes in 
spawning patterns and migration. 
Crustacea was a fickle 
kingdom.” [a, 37] 

Fig 2. Western Rock Lobster species 
distribution map. Source: Department of 
Fisheries, Western Australia.

Fig 3. Large male Western 
Rock Lobster caught by a 
recreational fisher freediving 
near Carnarvon, 2009. 
Source: M. Stadler.
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Abalone
Another animal mentioned in Dirt Music is the abalone. The character Luthur (Lu) Fox 
illegally dives for abalone and sells it on the black market to a Vietnamese restaurateur 
along with jewfish, snapper, and cod that he catches without a license and rock lobster 
that he poaches from the commercial fishers’ pots (see page 27 of the novel). 
Abalone, or Haliotidae, are marine snails that live on reefs and eat algae—either with 
their rasping tongue called a radula, or by catching algae as it floats by. They attach 
themselves to reefs or rocks using a muscular foot, which is edible. They are protected 
from waves and predators by their rough, flat, and ear shaped shell, and breathe by 
passing water from their gills through several holes on the edge of their shells. [b, c]

Abalone facts:
• Of the 11 species of abalone found in WA, only three are large enough to be 

fished: Roe’s abalone (Haliotis roei) are found in the Jurien Bay area where Dirt 
Music is set, and Greenlip abalone (Haliotis laevigata) and Brownlip abalone 
(Haliotis conicopora) are further south. [b]

• An abalone’s blood is clear in colour with a milky tinge, just like a rock lobster’s 
blood. [w] 

• Abalone blood does not clot, and they 
often bleed to death if cut. [l, m]

• Paolin, a drug made from Abalone juice is 
used to treat penicillin resistant strains of 
bacteria including streptococci. [o] 

• Abalone blood contains anti-microbial 
properties that are effective against 
Staphlococcus aureus, Bacillus subtilis, 
Salmonella paratyphi A and B, Salmonella 
typhi and Streptococcus pyogenes. [m]

• Abalone is found throughout Australia’s 
waters, but Tasmania supplies around 25%  
of the world’s abalone every year. [s]

Like many seafoods, abalone can be cooked in a 
variety of different ways (e.g., steamed, pan fried, or grilled) or served raw (e.g., sushi or 
sashimi). [For a sample of recipes, see http://www.sbs.com.au/food/ingredient/abalone]

Managing Abalone
Although scuba diving for abalone is illegal in many parts of the world, it is allowed in 
some parts of Australia. More often, freedivers (divers who do not use scuba gear, but 
instead hold their breath until surfacing) and rock pickers (people who wade in water 
during low tide) are permitted to catch a specified limit of abalone per fisher or boat. 
Fishers are also required to make sure they don’t remove abalone that are smaller than 
the minimum size limit. Recreational fishers who go over their limit, or try to sell their 
catch can be heavily fined. In fact, recreational fishers in WA who try to sell their catch 
can be fined up to $40,000AUD plus up to 10 times the value of the catch. [For more 
information about the 2012/13 limits in the West Coast zone of Western Australia, see 
http://www.fish.wa.gov.au/Documents/recreational_fishing/licences/
rec_licence_abalone.pdf]
Restricting the amount of abalone, rock lobster, and other seafood that is caught 
benefits both the marine animals and the long-term livelihood of the fishers. Scientific 
studies are important for gaining an accurate understanding of life cycles of marine 
animals, including changes in size and age, in order to decide how many fish can be 
caught sustainably.

Dirt Music invites readers to think about poaching, fish stocks, the 
management of recreational and commercial fisheries, and the 
economic and ecological consequences that advances in fishing 
techniques and technologies may have for coastal Western Australia. 

Winton describes Lu freediving for 
abalone: 

“There’s still no one out this way 
so he presses his luck and moves 
into shallower ground to anchor 
where he knows there’s abalone. 
Pulls on a wetsuit, mask, fins.

The water is warm, though blurry 
with plankton and silt and dim in 
the half-light… The bottom looms 
and there it is, a long reef crevice 
just wide enough to reach into, 
and inside, hidden from casual 
view, a stippled colony of 
molluscs. He pulls a small lever 
from his belt and opens his mesh 
bag.” [a, 61]

Fig 4. Roe’s Abalone, Southwest 
region of WA. Source: M. Stadler

Fig 5. Roe’s Abalone species 
distribution map. Source: 
Atlas of Living Australia.
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