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1. Executive Summary 

The resources sector and tourism are two key industries for Australia. Both have been 
identified as instigators of significant structural change, with each being accompanied by 
their own social, cultural and environmental challenges. Often observed to crowd out or 
replace each other in regions undergoing transformation, the resources sector and tourism 
have a well-established history of conflict. In Australia, the resources sector is increasingly 
developing in areas that have iconic tourism attractions and protected areas and, as a result, 
there is increased risk of losing assets that attract visitation, such as the natural environment 
and appeal of a region. One significant protected area with a vibrant tourism and expanding 
resources sector is the World Heritage listed Great Barrier Reef (GBR), in the state of 
Queensland.  

The impacts of tourism and the resources sector on the GBR have been the subject of a 
number of previous studies and are source of ongoing dialogue in the public forum. In 
addition to considerable debate on how tourism and the resources sector affect the GBR, 
there is a limited understanding of community perceptions of these impacts. Understanding 
how residents and key stakeholder groups perceive and evaluate the impacts of these two 
industries on the GBR are central to the successful co-existence of tourism and the 
resources sector in the GBR region and could be the key to unlocking practices that could 
contribute to the sustainable management of the GBR.  

As a result, this research sought to explore how residents and stakeholders in the Gladstone 
region perceived the management of the GBR as an iconic tourism attraction in a region 
undergoing massive industrial expansion. To achieve this objective a series of semi-
structured in-depth interviews were undertaken with 27 residents and 11 key stakeholders in 
the Gladstone region (38 interviews in total). Interviews focused on a range of topics 
including place attachment, the historical development of the region, perceptions of tourism, 
perceptions of the resources sector and points of conflict and synergy between the two 
industries. The questions specific to the GBR related, amongst others, to attachment and 
use of the GBR, who is responsible for protecting the GBR and the significance of the World 
Heritage status. This report presents the results of the questions specific to the GBR. 

The results reveal that respondents primarily visited the GBR for recreational purposes, with 
Heron Island being the most popular location among respondents. The majority of people 
interviewed expressed concerns about the management of the GBR indicating that there 
was a need to protect it, but also noting that regulations were often not obeyed or enforced. 
Locals were particularly concerned about the impact of the resources sector and associated 
dredging, and the potential for these activities to damage the GBR in the future. 
Respondents commented on the risk of heavy metal contamination in the harbour of 
Gladstone and their concern about eating the catch from recreational fishing in this area. 
Several respondents expressed concern about the level of shipping and risks involved with 
large vessels navigating the shallow waters of the GBR. Very few respondents commented 
on negative impacts from tourism; partly because tourism activity has decreased 
substantially in recent years.  

Throughout the interviews it became clear that there is a high degree of uncertainty among 
residents, in particular about how and why the marine environment is being impacted. 
Respondents were not always well-informed and sometimes confused about causes and 
effects of reef degradation. Overall, there was a sense that it is important to achieve a 
balance between environmental protection and economic development, with a number of 
respondents explicitly accepting trade-offs between reef quality and business activity.  

The vast majority of respondents were aware that the GBR was World Heritage listed by the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), acknowledging 
that this provided international recognition and protection. However, a small number of 
respondents were critical of the GBR’s status as a World Heritage Area (WHA), partly 
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because it attracts international media and conservation groups whose publicity undermines 
the region’s profile, and partly because it means that international interests may interfere 
with domestic ones. 

Results of the interviews showed that residents and stakeholders in Gladstone felt that while 
everyone needs to contribute to the protection of the GBR, there is also a risk that a lack of 
clearly allocated responsibility will result in nobody ensuring that this protection occurs. 
Despite calls for everyone to play a role in the protection of the GBR, the Gladstone 
respondents interviewed for this research had no clear sense of who was or should be 
responsible or accountable for the GBR. A number of respondents recognised the need for a 
policy framework to be put into place by the Government – both State and Commonwealth –
and complied with by all stakeholders who visit and use the GBR.  

When asked whether the current laws and regulations relating to the GBR are too strict or 
not strict enough, interviewees had mixed opinions, with an even split between ‘not strict 
enough’ and ‘heading in the right direction’. Many locals believed that most businesses that 
come into contact with the GBR are trying their best to minimise negative impacts and that 
the environmental laws in place are ensuring the majority do the right thing. Amongst a few 
locals there was a sense of fatalism in that they recognised that the export of coal will 
inevitably increase and along with it the level of shipping and the potential impacts on the 
GBR. Again, in terms of tourism, respondents were less concerned because of limited 
tourism activity.  

Some advocated for a need to redevelop tourism to provide economic activities beyond the 
resource sector. Locals also expressed uncertainty about the future of tourism opportunities 
in the GBR and the broader Gladstone region given the significant resource industry activity. 
Respondents felt that if the GBR is sustainably managed it could be an economically viable 
tourism destination for generations to come. 

Both the resident and stakeholder respondents were asked if there were any strategies that 
they could think of that would maintain industry activity in the GBR. Generally suggestions 
related to decreasing the activity in the GBR, limiting development, monitoring the activity 
and minimising the damage. It was also suggested that there was a need to increase 
cooperation between users of the GBR, maybe best described as a whole-of-user or industry 
approach. Several respondents also suggested collecting funds from the resources sector to 
direct it back towards the protection of the GBR.  
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2. Introduction 

The Great Barrier Reef (GBR) in Australia has generated media headlines around the world, 
due to concerns about the adequacy of current management surrounding port development 
and shipping (e.g. Shafy, 2013). In March 2012, a team from the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) World Heritage Committee visited Australia 
to review the status and management of the GBR World Heritage Area (WHA). In particular, 
the Gladstone region, in Queensland, has been in the spotlight due to the perceived 
negative impacts of dredging in the Port of Gladstone and an occurrence of increasing 
numbers of dead fish in the harbour (Cagnazzi, Parra, Westley & Harrison, 2013). In 
response to such concerns, the World Heritage Committee has threatened to place the 
GBRWHA on the list of World Heritage Sites "in danger”, but has now postponed this 
decision until 2015. 

The GBR is a unique hotspot of global biodiversity. It is the world's largest coral reef system 
stretching over 2,600 kilometers along the coast of Queensland. It is made up of about 3,000 
individual smaller reefs and 900 islands, and covers about the same area as Italy and Japan 
(circa 344,400 km²). The GBR provides habitat for 600 different types of corals, more than 
100 species of jellyfish, 3,000 different molluscs, 500 worm species, 1,625 species of fish, 
133 varieties of sharks and rays, and over 30 species of whales and dolphins (Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park Authority [GBRMPA], 2014a). Over the last 27 years, the GBR has lost 
more than half its coral cover, mainly as a result of agricultural run-off, outbreaks of crown of 
thorns star fish, cyclones, and a warming of water temperatures due to climate change 
(Fenton, Kelly, Vella & Innes, 2007).  

In addition to being rich in natural beauty, Queensland also possesses a large number of 
natural resources, such as coal and gas, which are vital to the prosperous resources sector. 
The exportation of these natural resources has increased substantially in the last few years. 
For example, coal exports grew by 2% between 2010/11 and 2011/12 and 9% between 
2011/12 and 2012/13 (Table 1). This growth also increased the need for shipping, which 
resulted in greater numbers of increasingly larger vessels. According to the GBRMPA, a total 
of about 6,000 vessels currently transit the GBR annually (GBRMPA, 2009). The port 
capacity in the GBR region is predicted to triple by 2020 (Bureau of Resources and Energy 
Economics, 2012). 

 
Table 1. Coal export volumes in tonnes in Queensland by port (Source: Queensland 
Government, 2013). 

Port 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013 
Abbot Point 15,063,943 13,602,137 17,723,836 
Brisbane 6,614,664 8,910,825 8,302,339 
Gladstone 53,035,260 59,400,656 57,248,872 
Hay Point 33,066,248 32,010,349 34,128,255 
Dalrymple Bay 54,714,400 51,011,208 62,374,219 
Total 162,494,515 164,935,175 179,777,521 

 

At the same time, the GBR is an important asset for tourism, generating an estimated 
AU$5.8 billion per year (Access Economics, 2007) and sustaining over 60,000 jobs 
(Bohensky et al., 2011). In turn, tourism has been identified to directly contribute to the 
environmental management of the GBR through its Environmental Management Charge. 
The amount paid by a tourist on a full day trip to the GBRMP with a commercial operator in 
2014 is $3.50 per visitor (full day) and $1.75 per visitor (part day). For many, within Australia 
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and internationally, the GBR is an icon that not only delivers direct use values (Figure 1), but 
also non-consumptive benefits, such as existence and bequest values (Farr, Stoeckl & Alam 
Beg, 2014). 

 

 
Figure 1. Visitors snorkelling in the GBR region (Photo credit: Tazim Jamal). 

 

Since the Global Financial Crisis in 2008/9, visitation to the GBR has softened, and it has 
been reported that many tourism operators have been struggling as a result of insufficient 
demand (Eastley, 2012). However, others (e.g. Carter, 2014) have noted that the decline of 
tourism is inherently linked to the ‘mining boom’ and an economic shift in Queensland from 
tourism towards the resources sector. Potential negative impacts of additional shipping on 
the GBR, coupled with the associated negative publicity, have also been identified to be a 
reason for the decline in visitor numbers (Milman, 2013).  

Tourist visitation data is available for the GBR, including the Southern Great Barrier Reef 
(SGBR), which encompasses the tourist regions of the Capricorn Coast, Gladstone and 
Bundaberg. Tourism Events Queensland (2014), reporting on Tourism Research Australia’s 
International and National Visitor Survey data for the year ended September 2013, indicated 
that domestic tourism to the SGBR region had declined by 12% compared with the previous 
year. The decline was mainly driven by a substantial drop in intra-state visitation, which 
could not be offset by the small increase in inter-state travel. International tourism to the 
region was steady. Overall tourism to the region has declined recently (Figure 2). Data from 
GBRMPA (2014b) that is sourced from vessels shows some growth in visitation to the 
Mackay/Capricorn area for 2013 (note the geographic scope of GBRMPA statistics differs 
from TEQ statistics).  
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Figure 2. Annual percentage change in total visitation to the Southern Great Barrier Reef 
(SGBR) compared with all of Queensland (Source: Tourism Events Queensland, 2014). 

 

A recent media release by the Queensland Government (April 2014) stated that 
misinformation and ‘scare tactics’ about the GBR is impacting Queensland’s reputation as a 
tourist destination and harming jobs. In the release, the Queensland Government argued 
that the key threats to the GBR were the crown of thorns star fish and the extreme weather 
events, concluding that “... the GBR is looking fantastic. The only threat to tourism and the 
GBR is this misguided and ill-informed campaign”. Yet others fear that future extents of 
dredging will far outweigh existing impacts, for example from agricultural run offs (Brodie, 
2013). 

Against the background of increasing contention, as well as a growing resources sector and 
a tourism industry that faces global and local challenges, the aim of this research was to 
investigate how residents and stakeholders in the Gladstone region perceived the 
management of the GBR as an iconic tourism attraction in a region undergoing 
massive industrial expansion.  
This report begins with a review of the scientific literature on the environmental impacts of 
human activity in and around the GBR, with a detailed focus on the impacts arising from 
tourism and the resources sector activities on the GBR (Chapter 2). This is followed by a 
synthesis of the governance arrangements for the GBR (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 provides 
information on the research design and specifics on the collection and analysis of the 
empirical data collected for this research. More specifically, interviews were undertaken to 
explore locals’ perceptions of tourism and the resources sector in relation to the GBR. The 
interviews sought to identify what the GBR means to people and what they associate with its 
World Heritage status. Community perceptions regarding the need to protect the GBR and 
the implementation of strategies for future tourism and resources sector development were 
also explored (Chapter 5). The report concludes in Chapter 6 by summarising key findings 
and highlighting points of contention regarding the sustainable management of the GBR. A 
key outcome of this report is to facilitate ongoing dialogue between the tourism and 
resources sectors in the Gladstone region, with the aim of providing a common platform for 
future partnerships between tourism, the resources sector and GBR conservation.    
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3. Human Impacts on the GBR 

The ecological health and integrity of the GBR has been examined in many studies and for 
many decades (e.g. for a review see Henderson & Kroon, 2009). Water quality has been a 
key focus, as it is an overall indicator of the state of the ecosystem, including the marine 
environment in which corals and other marine species thrive. To support the improvement of 
water quality, the Government (state and federal) funded the development of GBR Water 
Quality Protection Plans (GBR Plan) in 2009 and 2013. The GBR Plans were informed by 
Scientific Consensus Statements developed by a multidisciplinary and independent group of 
scientists.  

The 2013 GBR Plan (Brodie et al., 2013) concluded that key areas of the reef ecosystems 
are showing declining trends in condition. The main reasons are continuing poor water 
quality, cumulative impacts of climate change (e.g. warmer waters), over fishing, habitat 
modification and destruction, and increasing intensity of extreme events such as cyclones 
and flooding. Perhaps the greatest current challenge is pollution arising from the terrestrial 
runoff from adjacent catchments bringing high levels of sediment and nitrogen. The latter 
has been associated with outbreaks of crown of thorns star fish. The GBR Plan resulted in 
major improvements in pollution to the GBR; however Brodie (2013) warned that these could 
be more than outweighed by sedimentation resulting from increased dredging activities 
(estimated to be in the order of 14 million tonnes of marine sediment a year compared with 
agricultural sedimentation of about six million tonnes a year) in the GBRWHA and the Marine 
Park.  

Other key drivers of change impacting on the GBR region, and ultimately the health of the 
GBR, include changes in population and demographics, regional governance and 
leadership, water availability, oil and energy availability, infrastructure investment, and 
environmental policy (Bohnet, Bohensky, Gamley & Waterhouse, 2008). Global climate 
change is an additional key factor that requires adaptation to changing environmental 
conditions (Evans et al., 2011). Another, perhaps more critical and controversial, is the 
increasing impact of industrial activity occurring in and around the GBR. Two of the key 
industries to Queensland and the GBR region, that are both users of the GBR, are tourism 
and the resources sector. The impacts of these two sectors will now be explored in more 
detail. 

3.1. Tourism impacts on the GBR system 

The GBR is one of the most important and iconic tourist destinations in Australia. In 2012, 
visitation to the entire Marine Park reached two million visitor days (GBRMPA, 2014b). 
Marine tourism in the region is focused on two main areas with access to the GBR, namely 
off Cairns and in the Whitsunday Islands off Airlie Beach. Other areas, such as the southern 
parts of the GBR, are relatively less visited, but nevertheless constitute locally important 
tourist destinations.  

However, tourism does not only bring benefits. A considerable body of scientific literature 
has identified a range of tourism impacts on the GBR environment (e.g. Harriott, 2002). A 
vast majority of the research conducted on the impacts of tourism and associated 
development on the GBR was undertaken in the 1990s, as the ecotourism movement gained 
momentum (Moyle, Croy & Weiler, 2010). In addition to GBR-specific research, further 
studies provide reviews of the environmental impacts of both tourism and recreation on the 
wider coastal fauna and flora in Australian marine environments (Hardiman & Burgin, 2010). 
In the following, the key physical impacts of tourism on the GBR and its marine life are 
presented. This is followed by a summary of impacts associated with the resources sector, in 
particular port development and shipping. 
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3.1.1. Physical damage to the GBR 

Physical damage to the coral reef structures is a prime concern resulting from tourism 
activity on reefs. Scuba diving, as a major tourist activity at the GBR, has traditionally been 
considered to have relatively low environmental impacts, especially when compared with 
high-intensity dive sites such as those located in the Red Sea where there are over 30,000 
dives per year (Hasler & Ott, 2008). Early work by Dixon (1993) stated that localised overuse 
by divers may lead to large-scale degradation. Harriott, Davis and Simon (1997) suggest that 
diving activity with more than 20,000 divers per site and per year should be monitored 
closely for impacts, with a sustainable carrying capacity estimated to be as low as 5,000 
dives per site per year. 

Regardless, even at very moderate intensities, damage as a result of contact with the corals 
(by fins, equipment, hands etc.) can occur (Lynch, Wilkinson, Melling, Hamilton, Macready & 
Feary, 2004; Rouphael & Inglis, 1997, 2001). Harriott et al. (1997) investigated the impacts 
of divers at four major diving sites, including two situated in the southern GBR (at Heron 
Island and Lady Elliott Island), by recording divers’ contact with coral. On average, physical 
contact with the coral (or other layers of hard surface) per 30 minute dive varied from 35 to 
121, mainly due to contact via divers’ fins. Damage to coral in the form of breakage occurred 
between 0.6 and 1.9 pieces of coral per person per dive; indicating that impacts at popular 
diving sites could be substantial.  

Data on the cumulative and long-term impacts of diving on the GBR are lacking in Australia 
(Hardiman & Burgin, 2010). Most types of coral are fragile and sensitive to damage from 
tourists (Hannak et al., 2011; Harriott et al., 1997), particularly coral species with branching 
morphology. While pieces of coral that have been fragmented can survive, the recovery 
process is generally slow, with survival rates being higher for larger fragments (Kay & Liddle, 
1989; Liddle & Kay, 1987). Considerable progress has been made on techniques for 
transplanting broken but living coral fragments onto artificial structures thereby increasing 
their chances of surviving and building new reef structures (Hannak, Kompatscher, 
Stachowitsch & Herler, 2011). Artificial reef building is becoming increasingly popular as part 
of the tourist experience (e.g. Maldives, Fiji) with tourists being actively involved in coral 
planting. No such projects are known for Australia. 

Tourism can also result in coral damage in the reef through the use of boats and their 
anchoring. Indeed, the impact can be greater than just the point of anchorage; mainly as a 
result of chain dragging which affects larger areas. As a result, the provision of boat 
moorings at extensively used dive sites has been identified as a priority (Davenport & 
Davenport, 2006). There is relatively little focused research on boating impacts on the GBR; 
although the discussion about shipping (relating to larger vessels) further below provides 
some information on possible impacts.  

3.1.2. Impact on marine life 

The use of boats for tourism activity can result in an accidental collision between the boat 
and marine life (e.g., dolphins, turtles, dugongs), which can be lethal. Yet few studies 
quantify the risks and incidents of such events, despite anecdotal evidence that the impacts 
can be substantial (Hazel & Gyuris, 2006). In addition, dugongs, turtles and other protected 
species are often caught in shark nets (protective gillnets) put in place along the Australian 
east coast to protect swimmers from sharks (Krogh, 1994). Shark protection to protect 
swimmers from sharks is used on 84 beaches in Queensland (Department of the 
Environment, 2005). 

Before changes were made to netting in the mid-1990s, the Queensland Shark Control 
Program on the SGBR counted about 20 dugongs caught annually (Gribble, McPherson & 
Lane, 1998). More recent counts for the New South Wales and Queensland Shark Control 
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Programs show that 9,321 sharks were caught between 1993/4 and 2002/3. In addition, the 
shark protections lead to the capture of 2,580 other marine animals (between 1995/6 - 
2002/3), of which 1,597 were released alive and 855 died, with the condition of a further 128 
not being recorded (Department of the Environment, 2005).  

In addition, tourists often impact directly on marine life through activities such as viewing or 
swimming with dolphins or whales. Evidence suggests that the existence of tourism in 
marine settings has an influence on the behavioural patterns of wildlife (Orams, 2002). 
Analysing trends in tourist encounters with dwarf minke whales in the GBR over a period of 
six years (2003-2008), Curnock, Birtles and Valentine (2013) found that most encounters 
occur during June and July, when the whales visit the reef for breeding purposes (Birtles, 
Arnold & Dunstan, 2002). Curnock et al. (2013) found that the number of encounters has 
increased by 91% over the study period, even though the number of permitted operators 
remained constant. In other countries, swimming with dolphins or whales has been banned 
(e.g., Spain, Mexico) due to serious concerns about this potentially highly invasive activity 
(International Whaling Commission, 2000, in Curnock et al, 2013). 

More specifically, concerns relate to the repeated disturbance by tourists that lead to 
dolphins or whales having to spend unnecessary energy due to stress. This can impact on 
necessary life functions that might ultimately compromise population viability (Lusseau & 
Bejder, 2007). A long-term study in Shark Bay, Western Australia, for example, established 
that vessel-based dolphin watching resulted in substantial decline in the abundance of 
resident bottlenose dolphins (Bejder et al., 2006). While there is limited research on dolphin-
related tourism on the GBR specifically, based on studies undertaken in similar contexts it is 
likely that impacts on dolphin populations exist.  

Recreational fishing also has documented impacts on the marine life in the GBR, where it 
made up about 40% of the total catch of six million fish in 2007 (Brodie & Waterhouse, 
2012). Several longitudinal studies have compared the marine life in no-take and 
recreational fishing zones situated closely to reef areas. The findings show that density, 
abundance and biomass of fish species in no-take zones were significantly higher than in 
those zones open for fishing (Evans & Russ, 2004; Williamson, Russ & Ayling, 2004). 
Overfishing is a problem when it affects the ability of populations to recover; resulting in 
reductions in biodiversity and potentially wider impacts on food chains. However, these wider 
ecosystem-level impacts of recreational fishing are not sufficiently researched or understood. 

3.1.3. Pollution 

Pollution is often a problem in tourist dense areas, as a result of discharge, such as sewage, 
detergents and sunscreen. While most sewage from tourist resorts is treated through tertiary 
processes, some contaminated discharge can occur (Waterhouse & Johnson, 2002), which 
can lead to toxicants in the water and temporary eutrophication1 of coastal waters. Such 
pollution has significant implications for marine life, coral and seagrass, as well as 
recreational value.  

The seasonality of tourism means that water pollution often varies over the year, with peak 
times or unexpected tourism booms causing the greatest challenges. For example, septic 
tanks at smaller, but popular coastal tourism locations may struggle to cope with sudden 
peaks in load. During these peak periods, infrastructure might be overloaded with associated 
capacity issues potentially leading to marine pollution (Hadwen, Arthington, Boon, Lepesteur 
& McComb, 2006). 

                                                 
1 Oversupply of nutrients and lack of oxygen; often manifesting in algae blooms.  
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Recreational vessels that discharge sewage without treatment may cause local problems 
(Warnken & Byrnes, 2004). Vessels also discharge (often accidentally) fuel and oil, or other 
chemical substances. Anti-fouling coats on the boat hulls contain contaminants (e.g. copper 
based paints) and present a risk for the integrity of the marine ecosystem. Some paints 
contain Tributyltin (TBT), which is highly toxic to marine organisms (Mosisch & Arthington, 
2004). In 2001, the International Maritime Organisation adopted a treaty (the International 
Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling Systems on Ships) to ban the use of TBT 
in anti-fouling paints around the world (Champ, 2003; Kotrikla, 2009), and it is expected that 
the negative impacts of TBT have gradually declined (Hardiman & Burgin, 2010). 

Hardiman and Burgin (2010) quantified the pollution effects of recreational and tourist 
vessels on marine environments, at 20 popular anchor sites in the eastern part of the 
Moreton Bay Marine Protected Area. They specifically sought to establish the amount of 
copper, faecal matter and urine that 10,000 recreational vessels produced in one year, 
finding that the environmental load was substantial.   

3.1.4. Interference with the ecosystem 

The construction of tourist infrastructure within and adjacent to marine environments can 
have lasting effects on an ecosystem. For example, on Heron Island in the southern GBR, 
the development of tourist resorts resulted in a weed infestation and an influx of silver gulls 
that decreased the diversity of other sea-birds and changed breeding behaviour (Walker, 
1991). Under-water pilings and walls can also lead to changes in the local ecosystem, 
including changes in macro-algae, invertebrates and fish (Glasby, 1999; Connell & Glasby, 
1999). In particular, pontoons located further off shore and close to the reef have resulted in 
impacts on the local species composition. There have been instances where scuba diving 
structures have been redeveloped from relatively small pontoons to much larger structures, 
with several storeys, underwater observatories, and accommodation facilities (Harriott, 
2002). These redevelopments not only impact the GBR during the construction phase, but 
also in an ongoing manner, notably due to a loss of sunlight due to shading. 

A major risk associated with tourist visitation to the GBR is the introduction of exotic species, 
which can result in species competition, the spread of diseases or toxins and the 
degradation of habitats (Hardiman & Burgin, 2010). Tourists may carry invasive species, or 
more commonly, boats have organisms attached to their hull that are not indigenous to the 
locations they visit. One example is the Asian green mussel, which was discovered in 2001 
in Cairns Harbour. The discharge of ballast water from ships has also been identified as a 
key source of invasive species (Carlton, 1985; Low, 1999; Williams, Griffiths, Van der Wal & 
Kelly, 1988). Despite this, tourism businesses have been found to be active players in 
contributing to ecosystem conservation. For example, tourism operators have participated 
extensively in crown of thorns star fish eradication programs, guest education, and lending 
equipment for environmental conservation purposes (Biggs, Ban & Hall, 2012). 

3.2. The resources sector impacts on the reef system 

To obtain an overview of the possible environmental impacts that the resources sector 
activities cause in the GBR region, research on shipping, dredging and mining in or around 
the GBR was reviewed. As legislated through the GBR Marine Park Act 1995, there is no 
mining in the GBR Marine Park. Instead, what is more relevant for the GBR than physical 
mining is the indirect activities that support the resources sector such as the shipping 
associated with the export of resources. Moreover, the legislation is less clear for areas of 
the GBR that are outside of the official Park boundaries but could still be damaged by mining 
and dredging activities. Further, activities just outside the GBR boundary could indirectly 
contribute to damage to the official Marine Park through the contamination of nearby waters 
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that flow into the GBR or impacting marine life that do not stay confined to legislated 
boundaries.  

This section discusses the impacts of port development and dredging, followed by a 
synthesis of previous studies on shipping in the GBR area. Figure 3 provides an overview of 
port infrastructure along the GBR. 

 

 
 
Figure 3. GBR region ports and their location within or outside the borders of the GBRMP 
(Source: GBRMPA, 2014c). 

3.2.1. Port development and dredging 

The GBR region is home to 12 major ports, with the largest export facilities being in 
Townsville, Gladstone, Mackay (Hay Point) and Rockhampton. In addition, major 
developments are planned for Abbot Point, which lies north of Bowen and the Whitsunday 
Islands, an important tourist destination. In December 2013, the Commonwealth 
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Environment Minister, the Honourable Greg Hunt, approved a plan for dredging around 
Abbot Point to create three shipping terminals as part of a new port for coal export.  

Following this announcement, the GBRMPA issued a permit that allowed the dumping of 
three million cubic metres of (dredged) sea bed to be unloaded in waters within the GBR 
Marine Park. It is the view of the Authority that port development should be concentrated in 
areas of already existing activity, to minimise the impact on the park (Reichelt, 2014). The 
approval came with 47 new environmental conditions to protect the GBR. Expected volumes 
of dredged material (both so-called capital dredging for new developments, and 
maintenance dredging) relative to historic rates are shown in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4. Actual historical dredge disposal volumes compared to projected future dredge 
disposal volumes to the Marine Park. Note: Potential maximum projections are based on 
all referred projects being approved and proceeding as proposed (Source: GBRMPA and 
DSEWPaC, in GBRMPA, 2014c).  

 

Dredging is a controversial activity and substantial scientific research has examined the risks 
associated with dredging. Recently, Erftemeijer, Riegl, Hoeksema and Todd (2012) 
published a comprehensive review of literature on the sensitivity of corals to dredging. In 
essence, they found that the negative impacts on corals are largely from exposure to 
increased sedimentation and turbidity (Table 2). The magnitude of the impact depends 
significantly on the intensity, duration and frequency of the dredging activity (McArthur et al., 
2002). 
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Table 2. Cause-effect pathways for the response of corals and coral communities to sedimentation and turbidity. The level of stress 
increases from the top to the bottom (Source: Erftemeijer et al., 2012). 

 Sedimentation Turbidity 
Stress   

Photo-
physiological 
stress 

• Reduced photosynthetic efficiency of zooxanthellae and 
autotrophic nutrition to coral 

• Reduced photosynthetic efficiency of zooxanthellae and 
autotrophic nutrition to coral; switch to heterotrophic 
feeding, ingestion of sediment particles 

Changes in 
polyp activity 

• Extrusion of mesenterial filaments following severe stress 
• Increased ciliary or polyp activity, and tissue expansion in 

some species, to remove sediment 

• Increased ciliary or polyp activity to feed 

Mucus 
production 

• Increased mucus production or sheeting to remove sediment • Evidence of mucus production 

Severe stress   
Sediment 
accumulation 

• Accumulation of sediment on tissue of susceptible growth 
forms due to failure of mechanisms of rejection 

 

Change in coral 
colour 

• Change in coral colour arising from changes in the density 
of zooxanthellae and photosynthetic pigments 

• Paling of coral due to partial bleaching 

• Change in coral colour arising from changes in the 
density of zooxanthellae and photosynthetic pigments 

• Darkening of coral in response to reduced light due to 
photoacclimation 

Bleaching • Considerable whitening of corals due to the expulsion of a 
large proportion of zooxanthellae from the colony 

• Not known 

Partial mortality • Injury to coral tissue, loss of polyps and partial mortality of 
the colony  

• Decrease in (live) coral cover 

• Injury to coral tissue, loss of polyps and partial mortality 
of the colony 

• Decrease in (live) coral cover 
Mortality • Mortality of small-sized colonies and partial mortality of large 

corals 
• Mortality of susceptible species and size classes 

 
 • Mortality of susceptible species and size classes. 

• Decreased density, diversity and coral cover 
• Changes in community structure 

• Decreased density, diversity and coral cover 
• Changes in community structure 

 • Wide-spread mortality of corals 
• Major decreases in density, diversity and coral cover 
• Dramatic changes in community structure, and shifts 

towards the dominance of non-coral species, such as 
sponges and algae 

• Wide-spread mortality of corals 
• Major decreases in density, diversity and coral cover 
• Dramatic changes in community structure, and shifts 

towards the dominance of non-coral species, such as 
sponges and algae 
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The main consequence of turbidity (the cloudiness of water) is reduced light, which impacts 
the various coral species in different ways. While some species require less than 1% of 
surface irradiance, other coral types need at least 60% for survival. When exposed to high 
turbidity, some coral can survive for several weeks, but for more sensitive species turbidity of 
several days is fatal (Richmond, 1993; Thurman, 1994; Telesnicki & Goldberg, 1995).  

Sedimentation can constrain coral growth and survival through the burial of coral, the 
redirection of energy expenditures for the clearance of sediments settling on the coral and 
an explosion in the population of bacteria in coral mucus (Erftemeijer et al., 2012). 
Sedimentation particularly affects coral during the main spawning season, thus affecting 
reproductive success and consequently compromising coral recruitment and recovery of 
degraded reefs. This weakened coral resilience and ability to recover is highlighted when 
there are multiple stressors, such as environmental pollution and warmer water 
temperatures. Multiple stressors are a known problem in the GBR region (Johnson et al., 
2013).  

The impacts of turbidity and sedimentation are inherently linked. When exposed to reduced 
levels of light, most mesophotic reef corals2 exhibit flat, plate-like morphologies, allowing 
them to maximise light capture (Bongaerts, Ridgway, Sampayo & Hoegh-Guldberg, 2010). 
At the same time, this flat shape is more prone to catching sediment and increased levels of 
sedimentation on the coral can lead to large-scale mortality among mesophotic corals (Bak, 
Nieuwland & Meesters, 2005; Bongaerts et al., 2010). 

Dredging is likely to negatively impact coral reefs; however, conclusive detailed 
assessments of impacts are complex. Regardless, a substantial body of scientific research 
exists from which guidelines for the minimal impact of dredging could be developed, when 
combined with experience from dredging contractors and the non-scientific literature. 
However, a key issue is that the latter form of documentation is often confidential and not 
available to the public. Hanley (2011) analysed ten large dredging projects in reefs of the 
Pilbara region in Western Australia, finding that environmental controls and monitoring have 
become increasingly tight. While Hanley (2011) did not conclude that any of the individual 
projects were non-compliant with the environmental legislation, the cumulative impacts of 
dredging were not assessed and are still not addressed adequately in reef management 
more broadly.  

Besides the initial port development, the ongoing port activities constitute risks for the marine 
environment. Brodie and Waterhouse (2012) identify ports as sources of multiple pollutants, 
including ballast water discharged from vessels and micro-pollutants such as coal dust, 
nano-materials and other toxins. These are often ignored and inadequately managed – 
especially since port activities are not regulated by the GBRMPA. Nevertheless, pollutants 
occurring outside the boundaries of the park still impact the whole of the GBR due to the 
strong connectivity of coastal and marine ecosystems. In addition, a key part of ongoing port 
maintenance is further dredging to keep shipping lanes, swing basins and berth pockets 
clear of sediment (Grech et al., 2013).  

In Gladstone, dredging and other port activities (such as the open air storage of coal) have 
been attributed to declining water quality, as well as dead fish and megafauna (Cagnazzi et 
al., 2013). The impacts on human health have also been discussed (Rollo, 2012), though 
there is a lack of empirical evidence definitively linking dredging with declining human health. 
However, coal dust has not only been found to be a health issue, but it also directly affects 
the GBR as it can be found at large distances offshore from coal ports (Burns & Brinkman, 
2011). 

                                                 
2 Mesophotic coral reef systems extend from 30 m to greater than 100 m in depth. They are 
characterized by low availability of light for photosynthesis. 
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3.2.2. Shipping 

Groundings and collisions are common in the GBR, with an average of two significant 
incidents occurring each year (Greenpeace Australia Pacific, 2012). As early as 1994, 
research pointed to the risks of shipping in the GBR due to groundings and collisions 
(Ottesen, Sparkes & Trinder, 1994). At that time only about 2,000 vessels were navigating 
the GBR annually, mainly for the export of sugar, bauxite, iron and nickel ores, potassium 
nitrate and oil. Since then, shipping has increased continuously to a current level of about 
6,000 annual ship movements (vessels over 50 m length) (GBRMPA, 2009).  

Brodie and Waterhouse (2012) reported over 700 shipping or pollution incidents since 1987 
in the GBRMPA. Thirty-three of these were of a significant nature (Aston, 2006), including 
the grounding of the Doric Chariot in 2002 at Piper, GBR and the grounding of MV Shen 
Neng 1 in 2010 on a reef north-east of Gladstone. The latter accident left the largest ground 
scar recorded in the shipping history of the GBR (400,000 m2) and highly toxic anti-fouling 
paint was deposited onto the seabed (Marshall et al., 2002; Negri & Marshall, 2009).  

GBRMPA (2014c) summarises the present risks from shipping as follows: 

• accidents, incidents and groundings; 

• oil or chemical spills; 

• waste discharges; 

• atmospheric pollution; 

• pollution from illegal dumping; 

• introduction and translocation of invasive marine species; 

• introduction of harmful substances;  

• anchor damage to the benthos; 

• vessel strike on threatened or migratory species; 

• displacement of other users through the exclusive use of anchoring areas;  

• social and economic impacts; 

• impact to or loss of aesthetic values of the GBR; 

• increase in CO2 emissions; and 

• increased underwater noise resulting in displacement, hearing loss and stranding.  

Over the last ten years, the number of vessels transiting the GBR to Queensland ports has 
increased substantially at an annual growth rate of around 2.1%. The size of vessels is also 
increasing in line with global trends that show an 85% increase in the average size of ships 
over the last 15 years (Institute of Shipping Economics and Logistics, 2011). As can be seen 
in Figure 5, shipping activity is expected to increase substantially.  This potential increase 
could see a rise in the number of significant shipping incidents in the GBR and possibly 
further environmental damage. 
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Figure 5. Projected shipping activity measured as ship calls to ports in the GBR region - 
a comparison between coal vessels and all commercial vessels (Source: GBRMPA, 
2014c). 
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4. Governance and Management of the GBR 

Against the back drop of cumulative impacts from multiple sources of stress presented in 
Chapter 2, there is no doubt that the governance and management of the GBR is complex, 
multi-layered and highly contentious (Fidelman et al;, 2013). Such significant challenges 
need to be addressed through the collective action of government, industry, researchers and 
the community (Bohnet et al., 2008). However, clear leadership is also critical.  

The GBRWHA is currently managed as a multiple-use area, with uses including a range of 
commercial and recreational activities. As a result, the governance of such a large Marine 
Protected Area – and a World Heritage region – is highly complex (Department of the 
Environment, n.d.-a). The management of the GBR rests with several Federal and State 
Government Agencies who work collaboratively within a framework known as the GBR 
Intergovernmental Agreement, which was revised in 2009 (Department of the Environment, 
2014). In addition, a large number of natural resource management bodies, industry groups, 
community groups and individuals are involved in governance aspects of the GBR region 
(GBRMPA, 2011d). The following key points provide a summary of the governance structure 
of the GBR: 

• The Commonwealth Government manages the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
(GBRMP), which comprises just under 99% of the GBR region, covering most coastal 
waters (i.e. within three nautical miles of the coast) and 70 islands within the GBRMP. 
The management is implemented primarily by the GBRMPA with several other Federal 
Government Departments also being responsible for certain management issues. There 
is a range of legislation that covers the area; however the major tool for management is 
zoning. 

• Through the Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage Protection, the 
Queensland Government also manages the GBRMP, specifically around 900 islands 
and cays within the GBRMP, as well as land and water practices adjacent to the 
GBRMP. Several other departments are also responsible for certain aspects of 
management issues, with a range of state legislation covering the area. The State 
Government also uses zoning. 

• The State and Commonwealth Governments work together through the GBR 
Intergovernmental Agreement, facilitated by the GBR Ministerial Forum. Ministers 
responsible for the resources sector may not be members of the GBR Ministerial Forum 
(Department of the Environment, 2014). 

• Local councils manage land and water practices adjacent to the GBRMP, and work with 
GBRMPA through the GBR Guardian Council Program. 

• UNESCO has no legal power. Their only options when World Heritage sites are 
threatened are to list the site on their endangered list or remove it from the list 
altogether. 

• Federal legislation takes precedence over inconsistent state laws in the GBR region, 
and the GBR Marine Park Act 1975 takes precedence over inconsistent federal laws. 

More information on the complex governance structure of the GBR can be found in Figure 6, 
as well as in Appendix A.  
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Figure 6. Great Barrier Reef governance: Commonwealth Government, State Government and International Conventions. 
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Relative to other industrial areas around the world (e.g. Europe or North America) the extent 
of shipping in the GBR region is relatively small. However, because of its WHA status, 
shipping in the GBR region is an issue of international importance. The failure to inform the 
World Heritage Committee of several proposed liquefied natural gas plants at the Port of 
Gladstone, together with reported declines in biodiversity, prompted a United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation – International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (UNESCO-IUCN) reactive monitoring mission in 2012 (Brodie & Waterhouse, 2012; 
McGrath, 2012). The mission highlighted the possibility of adding the GBR to the List of 
World Heritage in Danger because the number and extent of port developments presents a 
significant risk to the conservation of the ‘Outstanding Universal Value and integrity’ of the 
GBR region (Douvere & Badman, 2012).  

The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Australian Marine Conservation Society (2014) jointly 
provided a third-party summary assessment and a scorecard of the progress made by the 
Australian and Queensland Governments. Their summary statement reads: 

“In summary, the Queensland legislation outlined throughout the Draft 
Program Report does not ensure GBR protection and many recent changes 
actively impede GBR protection. The proposed delegation of approval powers 
are of great concern for GBR protection. The Commonwealth Government 
plans to devolve “the broadest range” of decision-making approval powers to 
Queensland by September 2014, which is likely to allow Queensland to 
approve actions that may have significant impacts on the GBR”. – 
Environmental Defenders Office Queensland, January 2014 in WWF & 
Australian Marine Conservation Society, 2014, p. 3. 

Brodie and Waterhouse (2012) note that, while it is often claimed that the GBR is the best 
managed coral reef system in the world, this is only because most other reef systems are 
not managed adequately. The objective assessment or evaluation of such claims is almost 
impossible, as there are only a limited number of quantifiable targets set by policy that allow 
monitoring of management effectiveness. In particular, the lack of pre-set values or targets 
for key indicators, for example coral cover, dugong numbers or commercial fish stocks, is 
notable. 

With respect to shipping, Brodie and Waterhouse (2012) report on a number of activities that 
the GBRMPA has implemented to manage shipping in the Marine Park. Most notably, recent 
amendments to the legislation include vessel sewage discharge, and provisions for full cost 
recovery for the environmental rehabilitation resulting from any possible damage associated 
with a shipping incident. In addition, all large vessels are monitored by the GBR vessel traffic 
system, known as GBRVTS. Ships are only permitted to transit through so-called 
Designated Shipping Areas.  

While some progress in terms of shipping appears to be made, Dale, Vella, Pressey, Brodie, 
Yorkston & Potts (2013) point to the management and governance challenges that remain in 
relation to port development. In particular, they identified the ‘‘major project assessment’’ 
governance domain as an area of potential failure in the GBR governance scheme. In 
addition, the authors highlight the lack of measures for cumulative impacts as a key risk to 
sustainable infrastructure planning.  

A major problem is that the GBR region is affected by detrimental activities that occur 
outside the legislated area, but have a profound effect on the environmental integrity. 
Potential run-offs of contaminated substances into the GBR are not covered in the GBR Plan 
(2003 and 2009) (Brodie & Waterhouse, 2012).The example of Queensland Nickel illustrates 
this. Queensland Nickel discharged toxic water from its tailings dams at the Yabulu nickel 
refinery without a permit in 2009 and 2011 and there is a high risk of unpermitted discharges 
from the dam into the GBR area through the ocean pipe or more indirectly via coastal 
wetlands which eventually discharge to the Marine Park (Thomas, 2014). The GBRMPA is 
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trying to address these risks collaboratively with Queensland Nickel, but has no legislative 
control over the management of the Yabulu tailings dam. 

Management of tourism activity is through a permit system. At present there are in excess of 
900 active permits for tourism operations in the GBRMP (GBRMPA, 2009), however only 50 
tourism businesses are responsible for almost three-quarters of the visitor days to the GBR 
(Biggs et al., 2012). The GBRMPA works collaboratively with the tourism industry and has 
actively provided incentives for companies with good practice in conservation. More 
specifically, enterprises issued with an Advanced Ecotourism Certification with Ecotourism 
Australia are eligible for an extended permit of 15 years.  

Clearly the GBR, a major and internationally designated environmental asset, is exposed to 
environmental impacts from a wide number of activities, including tourism and the resources 
sector. The governance arrangements are highly complex, and whilst possibly world-leading, 
allow for a number of ‘loopholes’ or legislator gaps. It is important to address these and 
ensure the best possible protection of the unique reef system (Grech et al., 2013). What is 
also important, and might assist in further improving governance arrangements, is to 
understand resident and stakeholder perceptions. Locals who live close to the GBR have not 
only views, perspectives and local knowledge, but they can obstruct or support management 
initiatives. They can also act as watchdogs by reporting on non-compliances that might 
affect the reef. The remainder of this report will explore empirical research on perceptions of 
locals and key stakeholders in the Gladstone region.  
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5. Method 

This report presents the findings from resident and stakeholder interviews undertaken in 
Gladstone in Queensland, Australia, between July and October 2013 (Moyle, McLennan, 
Becken & Brown, 2014). Participants were recruited through a two tiered approach. Local 
residents were first identified through a random sampling procedure of the White Pages® 
Residential Directory. This process generated phone numbers and contact was made by a 
Research Assistant. If respondents agreed to participate interviews were conducted over the 
phone, with this process resulting in a total of 27 interviews with residents of Gladstone 
(Table 3). Interviews ranged between 30 and 60 minutes. 

To supplement the key findings of interviews with residents a second stage of interviews was 
conducted with key stakeholders from the tourism and resources sectors in Gladstone. Key 
stakeholders were identified via three main avenues. Firstly, stakeholders were identified 
based on recommendations made by residents in the phone interviews. Secondly, additional 
participants were sourced via an online search for key tourism, resources sector, 
government and community members in the region. Third, during interviews with key 
informants, snowball sampling was used, whereby one respondent recommends other 
potentially relevant interviewees. This process resulted in 11 interviews with key 
stakeholders (Table 3), which when added to the 27 interviews with residents resulted in a 
total of 38 interview transcripts for transcription and subsequent analysis.   

Both the resident and stakeholder interviews were structured around six key topics: 
demographics, resident place attachment, the historical development of the region, 
perceptions of tourism, perceptions of the resources sector and the points of conflict and 
synergy between the two industries. The questions for the key stakeholders were slightly 
modified from those asked of residents; simply to elicit some more detail on operational 
aspects of co-existence between the tourism and resources sectors. The questions specific 
to the GBR related, amongst others, to what the GBR means to people in the Gladstone 
region, how often they visited the GBR, who is responsible for protecting the GBR, and what 
the status of World Heritage means. Interviewing continued until a point of saturation was 
reached, at which point the interviews were coded for emergent themes using open, axial 
and selective coding. The analysis of the interviews presented in this report focuses on 
questions relating to perceptions of the management of the GBR for tourism and the 
resources sectors. 

The interviews were analysed using content analysis, whereby a large spreadsheet was 
designed that contained quotes classified into key themes. Content analysis is useful in 
uncovering knowledge and new insights from the participants’ perspective (Dann, 2005; 
Maxwell, 2005), and is often used to analyse unstructured material such as transcripts from 
interviews. Content analysis, which uses a set procedure to make valid inferences from text, 
is appropriate for analysis of data when an existing theory or research literature on a 
phenomenon is limited (Hsieh & Shannon, 2007), as is the case for this project.  

The presentation of results synthesises key findings, integrating the voice of participants into 
debates that are prominent in scholarly literature and mainstream media. Interviews remain 
anonymous, with pseudonyms used to preserve the anonymity of participants.   
  



23 
 

Table 3. Overview of interviews conducted for this research. 

 
 

  

Respondent How long in region? Age range Involved with tourism/resources 
sector? 

Glad_Res_1 10+ years 30 to 39 No 

Glad_Res_2 10+ years 60 + No 

Glad_Res_3 10+ years 50 to 59 Indirectly 

Glad_Res_4 10+ years 60 + No 

Glad_Res_5 Less than a year 40 to 49 Resources Sector 

Glad_Res_6 10+ years 40 to 49 Resources Sector 

Glad_Res_7 10+ years 50 to 59 No 

Glad_Res_8 10+ years 60 + No 

Glad_Res_9 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_10 10+ years 40 to 49 Indirectly 

Glad_Res_11 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_12 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_13 10+ years 18 to 19 Indirectly 

Glad_Res_14 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_15 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_16 10+ years 50-59 No 

Glad_Res_17 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_18 10+ years 50-59 No 

Glad_Res_19 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_20 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_21 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_22 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_23 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_24 10+ years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_25 1-2years 60+ No 

Glad_Res_26 5-10years 50-59 No 

Glad_Res_27 10+ years 40-49 No 

Glad_Stake_1 3 to 5 years n.a. Resources Sector 

Glad_Stake_2 10+ years n.a. Tourism Sector 

Glad_Stake_3 10+ years n.a. Local Historian / Tourism Sector 

Glad_Stake_4 10+ years n.a. Local Conservation Advocate 

Glad_Stake_5 10+ years n.a. Shipping Sector 

Glad_Stake_6 10+ years n.a. Tourism Sector 

Glad_Stake_7 10+ years n.a. Tourism Sector 

Glad_Stake_8 2 years n.a. Resources Sector 

Glad_Stake_9 10+ years n.a. Public Sector 

Glad_Stake_10 7 years n.a. Shipping Sector 

Glad_Stake_11 8 years n.a. Resources Sector 
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6. Resident and Stakeholder Perceptions 

A key part of the interviews with Gladstone residents and key representatives from 
businesses, government and community groups was to ascertain perceptions of the 
management of the GBR as an iconic tourism attraction in a region undergoing massive 
industrial expansion. Interviews also focused on identifying points of conflict, synergy and 
strategies for co-existence between tourism and the resources sector in Gladstone.  

Evidently, the Gladstone community had a strong attachment to the GBR and were generally 
aware of its iconic tourism and World Heritage status. However, it appeared that locals often 
felt ill-informed when it came to how the icon is being protected. In the following analysis of 
interviews, the level of use and meaning respondents attach to the GBR will be discussed. In 
addition, perceptions about the World Heritage status will be explored and views on the need 
to protect the GBR will be presented. The results section concludes by summarising future 
strategies for GBR protection and business facilitation, as discussed by participants in this 
research. More detailed quotes from the interview transcripts are available on request. 

6.1. Level of use and meaning of the GBR  

Interviews revealed that respondents primarily visited the GBR for recreational purposes, 
although the level of use varied substantially amongst residents and stakeholders. Some 
respondents commented that they “don't get out there as much as we want” [Res_16], 
others visited in the order of several times a year. The most frequently mentioned place was 
Heron Island; a popular tourist destination located 89 km off the coast of Gladstone.  

Respondents were asked what the GBR means to them (Table 4). The majority of 
interviewees expressed environmental concerns about the GBR, indicating that there was a 
need to protect it, but also noting that regulations were often not obeyed or enforced. 
Concern ranged from more generic statements about the importance to protect this valuable 
natural asset, to alarm about recent developments, activities or risks to the GBR.  

Locals were particularly concerned about the impact of the resources sector and associated 
dredging, and the potential risks such activities have for damage to occur to the GBR in the 
future. A number of respondents highlighted a massive change in the harbour of Gladstone, 
manifesting in significant beach erosion, turbidity and the loss of marine life, as exemplified 
in the quote below from a recreational pilot who has been flying over the GBR for several 
decades: 

“I have noticed the amount of shipping now….. it is mind-boggling. Unless you 
get out there 10 or 15 kilometres off and the courses and the routes that the 
ships are now taking to cut time - if you know what I mean - like sneaking 
through in parts of the GBR they shouldn't be in, and they are doing it. I've got 
photos of them. It's mind-boggling the amount of shipping out there that 10 years 
ago it just wasn't there. I'm talking about bauxite ships. They're not the ones that 
certainly - that come into the inner sections but some of the Chinese - no, we 
won't name that - some of the coal ships that come out here to be loaded and 
the other ones from Turkey and that, they just take tremendous risks. They cut 
corners….. that's the frightening part. If you had spent the time like I have flying 
over here, the difference - our harbour used to be blue. It's now dark brown. The 
whole harbour here, inner harbour and it's from the dredging that's going on to 
take these big gas ships in here.” [Res_12] 

And this was supported by a local hydrographer: 

“I'm a hydrographer by trade… You can see when the water's turbid, and 
Gladstone's had issues the last couple of years with dredging and stuff in the 
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harbour… a whole range of heavy metals and things like that pop up from time to 
time… On a personal level, I suppose it's the environmental impact of any of 
these industries. They certainly do have an impact. We're seeing this at Lilley's 
Beach for instance, near where we live - it's being eroded, and significant - must 
be hundreds of thousands of cubic meters of sand have gone up the beach. I 
feel it's probably at least partly a result of the dredging that's been going on in 
the harbour. You take the material out of somewhere, natures' going to want to 
put it back, and it's taking it off the beaches and putting it back out in the 
harbour. In an environmental sense I think that's pretty sad. It was a beautiful 
beach when we first arrived. It looks horrible now.” [Glad_Stake_11] 

Table 4. What the GBR means to locals – key themes and example quotes from the interviews. 
Theme Frequency Example Quotes 
Environ-
mental 
concerns 
and need to 
protect it 

15 “It does worry me that now and again you get a tanker that gets caught up 
on it or something…” [Res_2] 
“Yeah and it's got to be looked after and we look after it the best we can 
because we have to otherwise it's not going to be around forever is it?” 
[Res_3]  
“They've got a lot of protection zones now protecting some of the fish and 
the fish species and this is just great.” [Res_4]  
“That's pretty serious I think. We've got to try and protect it, it is a unique 
structure. Yeah they're getting closer and closer trying to mine near it and 
do all sorts other things and it's not good for it.” [Res_2] 
“I just hope they can preserve it.” [Res_25] 
“…should be protected - that's about it.” [Res_26] 

Fish and 
seafood 
 

11 “It means fish.” [Res_1] 
“Fishing around the reefs, that was one of the great things about the 
Great Barrier Reef.” [Res_4] 
“It's industry too because we've got the fishermen and stuff out there too. 
It's really part of life.” [Stake_6] 

Beautiful 
place 

6 “Beautiful area, something rare…” [Res_26] 
“Oh I love that Great Barrier Reef. I reckon they - that is something 
beautiful, the Great Barrier.” [Res_23] 
“I mean anyone that hasn't been there I feel sorry for because unless 
you've been there it's just unimaginable.” [Res_2] 
“Natural wonder.” [Stake_1] 

Australian 
icon 
 

6 “It's an Australian icon.” [Res_2] 
“What it should mean to all Australians. It's one of our greatest assets, it's 
a natural asset. It was handed virtually to us, to Australians.” [Res_11] 

Brings 
tourists  

5 “That's an important tourism industry.” [Res_23] 
“Yes. I mean it's part - yes, it's definitely our jobs. It's tourism.” [Stake_6] 

Sign of the 
health of 
the planet 

2 “It's a sign of the ocean and what health it's in; it's the sign of the planet 
and what health the planet is in.  Once that starts diminishing it's only, I 
reckon it'll have a devastating effect after it.” [Res_1] 

 

Respondents also commented on the risk of heavy metal contamination in the harbour and 
their concern about eating the catch from recreational fishing in this area. Such changes 
were a highly controversial topic among residents, with a clear divide in the community about 
whether the impacts had been due to flooding or dredging. For example:  

“I think all the dredging of the water and that here didn't help at all. Of course we 
had the floods with it too so there was a lot of dead fish and stuff like that. But 
some blame the floods and some blame the dredging.” [Res_14] 

Several respondents expressed concern about the level of shipping and risks involved with 
large vessels navigating the shallow waters of the GBR. One respondent stated “So there's 
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been a few ships running a ground and a couple of oil spills and we're going to have more 
shipping with LNG [Liquefied Natural Gas] coming on” [Stake_11]. A representative from the 
resources sector felt that any negative changes in the harbour and reef are blamed on the 
resources sector, even though this is not always proven to be correct. 

It became clear that there is a high degree of uncertainty about how and why the marine 
environment is being impacted. One respondent pointed to the negative impacts that tourism 
has on the GBR, as well as recreational fishing. In particular, concern centred on detrimental 
behaviour by divers who break off coral or touch them instead of just look at them. Particular 
international tourist markets were singled out as being a greater threat than others. Stake_8 
commented, “I think we're starting to talk about cross-cultural awareness and education 
there”. 

Many emphasised that the GBR is a place of outstanding natural beauty, and five 
respondents explicitly mentioned the GBR as an important tourist attraction, with [Res_4] 
stating “It is a great tourist draw card and it should be promoted as that…”. Several 
respondents noted that the GBR is an Australian icon – something that everybody should 
experience. A large number of respondents also viewed the GBR as supporting a traditional 
way of life, by providing a source of fish and seafood. Two interviewees saw the GBR as a 
symbolic sign of the health of the planet and for some the GBR evoked quite an emotional 
response, with [Stake_4] commenting: 

“…it’s diversity, it's the thing I think that we're all starting to understand, is that in 
our planet and in our little world, everything is interconnected.  When one thing is 
hurting, it hurts everything. I desperately, desperately want our grandchildren, my 
great-grandchildren to be able to see the wonders of the reef and of the islands 
and of the - islands we have got.”  

6.2. Meaning of World Heritage status  

The vast majority of respondents were aware that the GBR was World Heritage listed by 
UNESCO. When asked what they thought it meant for the GBR to be a WHA, the 
respondents indicated that the status attached to the branding was very important for the 
protection of the GBR environment, thereby conserving it for future generations and tourism 
activity. Having the GBR recognised internationally as “a significant environmental and 
ecological area” [Stake_8] was seen to give further impetus to the Australian Government 
and people to maintain its integrity.   

Respondents also felt that the World Heritage status provided international recognition, rules 
and guidelines and balance between conservation and use, with [Stake_2] commenting that 
the WHA “gives a worldwide recognition as to the protection of all aspects of the area”. 
Some respondents used the status as legitimacy for addressing perceived risks associated 
with shipping. For example, two different residents noted: 

“Obviously with that sort of status they'd expect that it would come up to certain 
standards and would be restricted with things like dirty great tankers and that 
going anywhere near it. I'm sure if someone from overseas decided to come 
here who was right into that sort of thing, World Heritage listed areas, came and 
saw dirty great tankers going right near or over the GBR they would not be too 
impressed at all.” [Res_2] 

“It means that there's somebody keeping an eye on the place even if you get a 
radical State Government or something like that in, they're still a bit hamstrung 
with what they can do if the World Heritage crowd don't agree with it, there's 
some control.” [Res_8] 

A small number of respondents were critical of the GBR’s status as a WHA, partly because it 
attracts international media and conservation groups whose publicity undermines the 
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region’s profile, and partly because it means that international interests may interfere with 
domestic ones. As the following comment illustrates, some felt a need to balance 
conservation needs with those of industry and economic development: 

“I think the way that a fisherman looks at it is shutting down the GBR. I think that 
it's got to be balanced. It's like we're talking about industry here.” [Res_6] 

6.3. Protection of the GBR 

Respondents were also asked who they thought was responsible for protecting the GBR, 
with a majority indicating that everyone should play a role in protecting the reef (28 
respondents). This is not unusual for natural resources that have a complex governance 
structure, yet are open for everyone to enjoy. Results of the interviews showed that residents 
and stakeholders in Gladstone felt that while everyone needs to contribute to the protection 
of the GBR, there is also a risk that nobody will put this into action. This problem is known in 
the context of "common-pool resources", where individual (rational) choices or actions lead 
to collectively irrational and undesired outcomes (Carpenter, 1998).  

“Who's responsible?  Well everyone is responsible. That's what it boils down to, 
everyone is responsible... It doesn't belong to anyone but it's up to everyone to 
try and do their little bits, take care of it.” [Res_1] 

Despite calls for everyone to play a role in the protection of the GBR, in the case of 
Gladstone, there was no clear sense of who respondents believed should be responsible or 
accountable for the resource. The most commonly named governance bodies was the 
Australian Federal Government (3 respondents), the Queensland State Government (3 
respondents), the GBRMPA (3 respondents) and industry (1 respondent). This diversity 
reflects a confusion and lack of awareness among locals and key stakeholders in terms of 
who is actually managing the GBR and suggests that current management systems are 
perhaps too complex to show clear leadership in the management of the resource. 

A number of respondents recognised the need for a policy framework to be put into place by 
the government and then complied with by all stakeholders, including those who visit the 
GBR and the industries using the region. Some respondents actually felt that to accomplish 
anything or to be seen as credible they needed to distance themselves from conservation 
activists, despite their belief that it is important to protect the GBR. 

“We're not greenies, but we're very much pro looking after it.” [Res_22]) 

When asked whether the current laws and regulations relating to the GBR are too strict or 
not strict enough, interviewees had mixed views. Ten respondents noted that the current 
laws were not strict enough, and another ten found they were ‘heading in the right direction’. 
Five respondents indicated that the laws are adequate in theory, but need to be more strictly 
enforced. Respondents commented on the politics and greed that have “taken this place 
down” [Res_11]. One Gladstone resident provided a detailed account of his views why the 
economic incentives in the shipping industry are likely to result in detrimental impacts on the 
GBR, for example as a result of illegally cutting short shipping routes.  

“No, they're certainly not strict enough... The situation is that the ship captains 
get paid on performance. They get paid for the shortest time they can get from 
China to here and load up. The less days in port, the better because they're 
saving a fortune on costs when they're tied up in here […]. The quicker they turn 
them around, the more the captain makes and the more the navigators make 
and the more the first mate makes.” [Res_11] 

Six respondents felt that they were ill informed and did not know enough to comment. The 
following quote highlights that even those who have expressed an opinion are not 
necessarily fully informed, for example in relation to mining activities generally not occurring 
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in the reef areas “…we should be looking after it in any way we can, which means we'd 
really get away from mining on the GBR and when it rains washing all our poisons and 
sprays and all that all over the GBR.  All that should be stopped in some way.” [Res_4]. This 
respondent’s answer shows that there is general unease about certain activities (including 
other land-based activities such as sugar cane farming), but detailed knowledge about 
industrial activity on the GBR is lacking.  

Locals often expressed uncertainty about the future of tourism opportunities in the GBR and 
the broader Gladstone region given the significant resources industry activity. If appropriate 
regulations are not enforced, development driven by the resources sector could irreparably 
damage the GBR and the tourism industry, as evidenced by the following quote: 

“Well tourism is very good for the area, but I’m not so sure since they started all 
this with the gas. It’s all been done in a mess and then we had trouble with the 
fish and that because they have the muddy waters from dredging to get the 
boats in and that.” [Res_14] 

Respondents felt that if the GBR is sustainably managed it could be an economically viable 
tourism destination for generations to come. One respondent suggested that more research 
was necessary to understand issues around fishing quotas and the respective impacts of 
recreational and professional fishing.  

6.4. Future strategies for GBR protection and business facilitation 

Results of the interviews indicate that many locals believe that most businesses that come 
into contact with the GBR are trying their best to minimise negative impacts and that the 
environmental laws in place are ensuring many do the right thing. Thus, when asked if the 
current levels of resources sector related activity on and near the GBR should be 
maintained, increased or decreased, a large number of respondents believed that it should 
be maintained. In contrast, only eight respondents felt it should be decreased. Just one felt 
the activity should be increased (Table 5). Amongst a few locals there was a sense of 
fatalism in that they recognised that the export of coal will increase and with it the level of 
shipping, with “State Government, the Federal Government - big industries - they want their 
dollar”, it was seen as “one of those things we have to deal with”. [Stake_10]. 

In terms of tourism, respondents were less concerned, especially given that there was a 
general sense that tourism activity has been low in recent years: 

“I think we're handling the tourism pretty well… as far as the tourists go and the 
volume of them, I don't think there's anything to worry about as such at this 
stage, we're nowhere near the place getting overrun by tourists.” [Res_2] 

Both the resident and stakeholder respondents were asked if there were any strategies that 
they could think of that would maintain industry activity in the GBR. Generally suggestions 
related to decreasing the activity in the GBR, limiting development, monitoring the activity 
and minimising the damage. It was also suggested that there was a need to increase 
cooperation between users of the GBR. Several respondents suggested collecting funds 
from the resources sector to direct back toward the protection of the GBR. Res_12 
emphasised, however, that it is not just about “collecting the coin”, but instead it is about 
complying with regulation and ensuring better policing of the GBR.  
  



29 
 

Table 5. Responses to the question: “Should current levels of tourism/resources sector 
activity in the region be increased or decreased?” 

Theme Frequency Example Quotes 
Maintained 16 “I think maintained. I think it could stand a little more tourism, at different 

times. But I wouldn't like to see too much more in the shipping side of it.” 
[Stake_5] 
“I think, actually, maintained at this stage. You've got to take - you actually 
can't sort of stand on people's toes too much because there's certain 
people that jump up and down about it and they won't accept big 
changes. It's got to be gradual.” [Res_9] 

Decreased 8 “I think the mining should definitely be decreased or at least no more than 
what it is.  To me, it cannot be anything more than what is here already.” 
[Stake_4] 
“Oh decreased. You don't want any more over around there now, there's 
enough trouble now with what it's doing to the turtles and everything else 
and the wildlife.” [Res_24] 

Undecided 2 “I don't have an opinion because I'm not aware of what's happening.” 
[Res_27] 

Increased 1 “Increased, resources industry is extremely environmentally conscious 
both through their own self-regulation and laws/community expectations.” 
[Stake_1] 

 

Table 6. Gladstone respondents’ comments on existing and proposed business 
strategies and plans for reducing impacts on the GBR. 

Strategy/plan Detail 
Pollution control Take back rubbish from visit to GBR islands; keep effluent on board 

and pump it to shore for sewage treatment. Use of biodegradable 
products (tourism operator) 

Environmental permitting Stringent guidelines and compliance relating the release of 
substances into the waterways and harbour.   

Business partnerships Greater collaboration between tourism and the resources sector 
(e.g. industrial tours) 

Transparency and education 
of GBR users 

Greater knowledge on who uses the reef, and education / training on 
environmental protection of the GBR 

Monitoring of marine 
environment  

Partnership with scientific organisations (e.g. CSIRO) 

Conservation partnerships  Financial support of conservation groups, e.g. the Quoin Island 
Turtle Rehabilitation Centre 

Incorporation of marine 
environmental management 
into curriculums 

Involvement of businesses in sharing information through the 
Healthy Harbour Partnership 
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7. Conclusion 

The GBR is an environmental asset of outstanding beauty and international significance. It is 
also one of Australia’s most iconic tourism attractions, drawing two million visitors each year. 
It has always been governed as a multi-use area; however, more recently the significant 
growth in international shipping and port development has caused global alarm. In response, 
the World Heritage Committee undertook a reactive monitoring mission in 2012 to 
investigate whether there was an imminent need to declare the GBR as a World Heritage in 
Danger. This decision has now been delayed, but global interest (or concern) in the status of 
the GBS and Australia’s ability to manage it effectively remains. 

Negative publicity, in addition to environmental impacts on the GBR, causes problems for 
the Queensland tourism sector as it is recovering from the Global Financial Crisis. Some 
members of the tourism industry have directly blamed the resources sector for the decline in 
tourism demand. In reality it is very difficult to decompose changes in tourism demand into a 
wide range of compounding factors, although it is possible that tourism and the resources 
sector do not always coexist comfortably. This research therefore aimed to shed more light 
on how residents and stakeholders in the Gladstone region perceived the GBR and its 
management, with a particular reference to both tourism and the resources sector.  

The review of the literature highlighted that both tourism and the resources sector contribute 
to a wide range of environmental impacts on the GBR. Impacts can be of a very direct 
nature, for example divers accidentally breaking off coral or vessels running aground. Other 
impacts are more indirect. Indirect effects relate, for example, to changes in the marine 
ecosystem – its health, species composition, and resilience to other disturbances or stress. 
Resilience of coral reefs and marine species is increasingly important due to systemic 
changes in the environment resulting from warmer water temperatures, ocean acidification 
and increases in extreme storm events.  

Tourism environmental impacts on the GBR tend to be more ‘point-source’ and lower risk; 
although cumulative impacts at highly visited sites can be substantial. In contrast, dredging – 
and the resulting turbidity and sedimentation, as well as increasing shipping across the 
(often shallow) GBR bear greater risks of more wide-spread or catastrophic impacts. Thus, 
while tourism management is likely to focus more on carrying capacities of particular sites 
and visitor education and behaviour change, port operations and shipping require more 
extensive hazard management planning. Both tourism and the resources sector can lead to 
cumulative impacts; however, these are not currently assessed systematically. Several 
experts have pointed to the need to begin monitoring to this effect. 

To improve the sustainable management of the GBR in high-use areas, such as the 
Gladstone region, a long-term view toward development needs be taken. The synopsis of 
governance arrangements presented in this report illustrated that this is not always easily 
achieved, as there remain legislator gaps, and possibly conflicting policy goals. All of the 
participants in this research were aware of the GBR’s World Heritage status, and with very 
few exceptions, they expressed positive views on global support in protection of the GBR. It 
is important to note that the views expressed in this research relate to people living in the 
Gladstone region – an area that is highly dependent on the resources sector. Research 
undertaken in other parts of Queensland or Australia might generate different findings.  

Generally, it appeared that the most common view was that ‘everyone’ should protect the 
GBR. This may relate to the great attachment that most of the respondents feel to the GBR 
and the concern they expressed over its protection. ‘Everyone’ is an inclusive approach that 
might provide fertile ground for the implementation of policy measures that support GBR 
protection and conservation. However, at the same time, Garret Hardin (1968) – the creator 
of the well-known tragedy-of-the-commons – noted in his seminal work that "Freedom in a 
commons brings ruin to all”. Instead, he suggested appointing a leader who is responsible 
for regulating access to, and use of the common is more effective in protecting common 
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assets. Leaders would be elected democratically and represent the interests of the group. It 
appeared in this research that the leadership on GBR matters was not clear in the eyes of 
the interviewees. This report highlights the need for more information to be provided to the 
general public on the governance and management of the GBR. 

Notwithstanding an explicit desire to protect the GBR, most respondents indicated that they 
believe the current level of use should be maintained. Some commented that they would 
definitely not like to see more shipping, but prefer a little bit more tourism, but generally, local 
residents were satisfied with present levels. One explanation for this dichotomy is that most 
locals directly or indirectly benefit from economic activities on or around the GBR – both the 
resources sector and tourism – and their personal or community benefits resulting from 
these outweigh more abstract environmental concerns. To bridge this gap, several 
respondents reported on existing environmental measures that tourism or resources 
companies have taken, and they also advanced ideas for further protecting the GBR (e.g. 
education initiatives). Overall, however, there was a sense that trade-offs need to be made 
between protecting the reef and ensuring a supportive business environment.  

Clearly, among local residents and key stakeholders, there is concern about the state of the 
reef, but also significant confusion surrounding the current governance and protection of the 
GBR. Ultimately, this report recommends a need for further independent and credible 
research surrounding the GBR to clarify the extent of the impact of tourism and the 
resources sector use on the natural asset. Emphasis on the monitoring of cumulative effects 
is essential. In addition, this report highlights the need for educational campaigns amongst 
not only the Australian public but also internationally. More information on the reef 
ecosystem, causes and effects of particular activities, and risk assessments would help the 
public – and stakeholders – to understand potential conflicts and make informed decisions. 
This may not only identify ways to protect the GBR, but may also reduce the impact of 
negative perceptions regarding the reef’s management upon Australia’s tourism industry that 
often markets itself as environmentally friendly.  

There is also a need to investigate whether there is a possibility for simplifying and improving 
the governance structures of the GBR, particularly in terms of leadership, enforcement, 
transparency and co-existence of users. This may include an assessment of UNESCO’s role 
as an external and independent body.  
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9. Appendix A: GBR governance arrangements 

This Appendix summarises the GBR Governance arrangements. Direct quotes can be 
identified by the use of quotation marks. The use of direct quotes seemed most appropriate 
to adequately and succinctly present legislator statements.  
 
Great Barrier Reef Intergovernmental Agreement 
• Signed by the Australian Prime Minister and Queensland Premier in June 2009, this Agreement 

“provides a framework for the Australian and Queensland Governments to work together to 
protect the GBR” (Department of the Environment, 2014). “The Agreement recognises that key 
pressures on the GBR… cannot be effectively addressed by either government on their own” 
(Department of the Environment, 2014).  

• This Agreement replaces the 1979 Emerald Agreement, and recognises additional “challenges 
such as climate change and catchment water quality that were not foreseen at the time of the 
1979 Agreement” (Department of the Environment, 2014). “Through the Agreement, both Federal 
and State Governments reaffirmed their commitment to a joint program of field management 
across the entire World Heritage Area with shared funding on a 50:50 basis (this includes 
Queensland marine and national parks within the World Heritage Area)” (Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

• Great Barrier Reef Ministerial Forum 
o The Ministerial Forum aims to “facilitate and oversee the implementation and 

achievement of the objectives” of the Intergovernmental Agreement (Department of the 
Environment, n.d.-a) 

o In 2011 the Council of Australian Governments was replaced with the existing Ministerial 
Council system with a three-tiered system. “Under the new system, the Great Barrier 
Reef Ministerial Council was discontinued as a formal CoAG Council. However, Ministers 
agreed to continue to meet outside of the formal CoAG system pursuant to the Great 
Barrier Reef Intergovernmental Agreement. From 1 July 2011 the Council is referred to as 
the Great Barrier Reef Ministerial Forum” (Department of the Environment, 2014). 

o The Ministerial Forum consists of four members:  
 The Commonwealth Minister responsible for administering the Great Barrier Reef 

Marine Park Act 1975, who is the Chairperson  
• The Hon Greg Hunt MP – Australian Government Minister for the 

Environment  
 One Commonwealth Minister appointed by the Prime Minister 
 Two Queensland Ministers appointed by the Queensland Premier 

• The Hon Andrew Powell MP - Queensland Government Minister for 
Environment and Heritage Protection 

• The Hon Andrew Cripps MP - Queensland Government Minister for 
Natural Resources 

 Ministers responsible for mining may not be members (Department of the 
Environment, 2014). 

o Specifically, the Ministerial Forum will: 
 “Provide a forum for joint policy development and coordination” (Department of 

the Environment, n.d.-a) 
 “Advise the Prime Minister and the Queensland Premier on the five-yearly Great 

Barrier Reef Outlook Report prepared under the GBRMP Act 1975” (Department 
of the Environment, n.d.-a) 

 “Ensure an integrated, ecosystem-based approach to management of land and 
marine environments with a bearing on the management and protection of the 
GBR ecosystem, including actions to address:  

• The quality of water entering the GBR from the catchments; 
• The impacts of climate change; 
• The management and regulation of fishing activities; 
• The impacts of changes in land use in the coast and catchment areas; 
• The impacts of extractive use of resources; and 
• The management of use within the GBR World Heritage Area” 

(Department of the Environment, n.d.-a). 
 “Agree on approaches for resource allocation, including:  
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• Periodic consideration of the resources needed for effective field 
management; and 

• Funding arrangements for proposals prior to referral to each government 
for budgetary consideration” (Department of the Environment, n.d.-a). 

 “Review periodically the operation of the agreement and the extent to which the 
objectives have been achieved” (Department of the Environment, n.d.-a) 

 
Commonwealth Government 
The Australian Federal Government is responsible for the management of the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park (GBRMP), established under the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975 (Department 
of the Environment, n.d.-a). “The current extent of the federal GBRMP, which was proclaimed as a 
single amalgamated section in April 2004, comprises just under 99% of the GBR Region, but does not 
include: 
• Internal waters of the State of Queensland that occur within the outer boundary of the Region 

including twelve ports or harbour areas, ten of which include the export of various commodities” 
(Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

o “Due to the definition of the GBR region, the Federal GBRMP extends to low water and 
does cover most ‘coastal waters’ (i.e. within 3 nm of the coast)” (Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• Approximately 980 islands that form part of Queensland (GBRMPA, 2011g, Day & Dobbs, 2013) 
o The Federal Marine Park does, however, include 70 Commonwealth Islands, including 

islands with lighthouses or within Defence Areas, which together from the Commonwealth 
Islands Zone (Department of the Environment, n.d.-a) (GBRMPA, 2011g). “Twenty-one of 
these 70 islands are held and managed by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
(GBRMPA) on behalf of the Commonwealth of Australia” (GBRMPA, 2011g). 

 
The various agencies involved in GBR management (as listed on GBRMPA (2011a)) include: 
• Australian Customs Service 

o “Enforces a range of Commonwealth laws at sea and at various international entry points, 
including ports” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 

• Australian Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) 
o “AMSA is responsible for managing shipping activities throughout the GBR region. It 

coordinates emergency responses to marine emergencies and marine pollution (for 
example oil spills)” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 

• Australian Quarantine Inspection Service 
o “Responsible for quarantine inspection services for all vessels entering Australian waters” 

(GBRMPA, 2011a) 
• Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) 

o Provides “warnings, monitoring and advice spanning the Australian region and Antarctic 
territory” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 

• Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 
o “CSIRO is Australia's national science agency and one of the largest and most diverse 

research agencies in the world” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 
• Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 

o “Develops and implement policies and programs that ensure Australia's agricultural, 
fisheries, food and forestry industries remain competitive, profitable and sustainable” 
(GBRMPA, 2011a) 

• Department of Defence 
o “In the management of Defence activities in the Marine Park, section 5.2(d) of the 

GBRMP Zoning Plan provides for use and entry” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 
• Department of the Environment 

o “Develops and implements national policies, programs and legislation to protect and 
conserve Australia's natural environment and heritage” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 

o “Responsible for the regulation of activities that may have a significant impact on matters 
of National Environmental Significance (NES) including world heritage values” (Day & 
Dobbs, 2013) 

• Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism 
o “Develops and delivers policies to increase Australia's international competitiveness in 

relation to resources, energy and tourism, consistent with the principles of environmental 
responsibility and sustainable development” (GBRMPA, 2011a) 
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• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
o The GBRMPA is an independent statutory authority with its own federal legislation, it 

reports directly to the Federal Environmental Minister, and is the primary federal agency 
responsible for planning, managing and protecting the GBRMP (GBRMPA, 2011h; Day & 
Dobbs, 2013; Department of the Environment, n.d.-a).  

o “The GBRMPA Board oversees the agency, which is structured into three main Branches: 
Strategic Policy and Reef Stewardship, Biodiversity, Conservation and Sustainable Use 
and Great Barrier Reef Operations” (GBRMPA, 2011h). 

o The “main office is located in Townsville, and there are regional offices in Cairns, Mackay 
and Rockhampton to keep a close connection with those communities. A small office in 
Canberra provides ministerial and parliamentary liaison to the Department of Environment 
portfolio and other Australian Government agencies” (GBRMPA, 2011h). 

o GBRMPA’s “work is guided by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975, Corporate 
Plan, Australian Government policies, Portfolio Budget Statement, Great Barrier Reef 
Outlook Report and government priorities” (GBRMPA, 2011h). “Out on the water, field 
management and enforcement of zoning rules is carried out with Queensland and 
Australian Government agencies on behalf of the GBRMPA” (GBRMPA, 2011h).  

o “GBRMPA’s decision making procedures have various conflict resolution processes built 
in (e.g. review rights for permit decisions). The Administrative Appeals Tribunal and the 
Ombudsman provide two further avenues for adjudication if necessary” (Day & Dobbs, 
2013). 

o “The GBRMPA’s role, responsibility, and jurisdictional limits in relation to the GBR are 
outlined within the GBRMPA Act. Section 2A(3) of the Act: 

 provides for the establishment, control, care and development of the GBRMP; 
 establishes the GBRMPA; 
 provides for zoning plans and plans of management; 
 regulates, including by a system of permissions, use of the GBRMP in ways 

consistent with ecosystem-based management and the principles of ecologically 
sustainable use; 

 facilitates partnership with Traditional Owners in management of marine 
resources; and 

 facilitates a collaborative approach to management of the GBR World Heritage 
Area with the Queensland Government” (Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

o Zoning & Permits 
 The GBRMP and the adjoining Great Barrier Reef Coast Marine Park (GBRCMP) 

are covered by a Zoning Plan which governs all human activities and allows for a 
wide range of “reasonable uses” (GBRMPA, 2011d; UNESCO, 2014b; Day & 
Dobbs, 2013). Permits are required for some activities in some areas; Marine 
Park regulations specify this process and the appropriate assessment criteria 
(Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

o “While the Zoning Plan is the 'cornerstone' of management and provides a spatial basis 
for determining where many activities can occur, zoning is only one of many spatial 
management tools and policies applied to collectively protect the GBR” (UNESCO, 
2014b): 

o GBR Advisory Committees (RACs) 
 The RACs are competency-based committees appointed by the Board of the 

Marine Park Authority and comprise “a cross-section of stakeholder interests with 
expertise and experience in relevant areas” (GBRMPA, 2011k). Four GBR 
Advisory Committees exist within GBRMPA with the purpose of guiding and 
assisting “in the management of particular issues in Marine Park locations and 
operational programs” as identified in the Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report 2009 
(GBRMPA, 2011h) (GBRMPA, 2011k).  

 The four RACs are: Catchment and Coastal; Ecosystem; Indigenous; and 
Tourism and Recreation, which each work closely with staff of the relevant branch 
and sections of GBRMPA (GBRMPA, 2011k). 

o Local Marine Advisory Committee 
 Local Marine Advisory Committees are voluntary community-based committees 

which “provide an advisory and communication role between the community and 
the Marine Park Authority” on “issues and policies relating to specific activities, 
conservation, environment, public information and public education concerning 
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their local catchment, marine and coastal region” (GBRMPA, 2011f). They 
“improve the involvement and support of local communities” and “provide a 
community forum for interest groups, government and the community to discuss 
issues around marine resources” (GBRMPA, 2011f).  

 The 12 Local Marine Advisory Committees are: Cape York, Douglas; Cairns; 
Cassowary Coast; Hinchinbrook; Townsville; Bowen-Burdekin; Whitsunday; 
Mackay; Capricorn Coast; Gladstone; and Burnett (GBRMPA, 2011f). 

o GBR Water Quality Protection Plan 
 This “is a framework for the Australian and Queensland Governments to work 

together - along with industry, regional natural resource bodies and others - to 
improve the quality of water flowing into the GBR. The GBR Plan was put in place 
in 2003, and updated in September 2009” (Department of the Environment, n.d.-
b). 

o Field Management Program 
 This program undertakes operations and routine day-to-day activities within the 

GBRMP, the adjacent GBRCMP and island national parks (GBRMPA, 2011c). 
The Intergovernmental Agreement outlines the obligations of both Governments 
(the Commonwealth through GBRMPA and the Queensland Government) under 
this program. There are four priority programs: compliance management; 
vulnerable species management and climate change; facilities management, 
natural and cultural resource protection; and Indigenous engagement (GBRMPA, 
2011c). 

o Plans of Management 
 These plans are in addition to the underlying Zoning Plan (GBRMPA, 2011d). 

They provide greater detail than the broader GBR-wide Zoning Plans, and are 
“generally prepared for intensively used, or particularly vulnerable groups of 
islands and GBRs, and for the protection of vulnerable species or ecological 
communities” (GBRMPA, 2011i). “The objectives of Plans of Management are set 
out in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975 (section 39Y)” (GBRMPA, 
2011i). There are currently four Plans of Management within the GBRMP: Cairns 
Area Plan of Management; Hinchinbrook Plan of Management; Shoalwater Bay 
(Dugong) Plan of Management; and Whitsundays Plan of Management 
(GBRMPA, 2011i). 

o Special Management Areas 
 “Provide a responsive and flexible approach to implementing appropriate 

management strategies at various sites in the Marine Park” (GBRMPA, 2011n). 
They have been created for particular types of protection, such as the Dugong 
Protection Areas, and, as with the Plans of Management, they are an additional 
layer on top of zoning (GBRMPA, 2011n). 

o Site-Specific Management 
 “Localised plans for use of a particular site. They identify significant values of the 

specific site and describe current management arrangements for these sites, 
concentrating on specific use issues and cumulative impacts at the site” 
(GBRMPA, 2011m). 

o In addition to the above, a range of other management tools and approaches are used to 
regulate access and to control and mitigate impacts associated with human use of the 
GBRMP, including: public education, enforcement, site planning, temporal closures, 
Fishery Management Plans, the GBR Climate Change Action Plan, Traditional Use of 
Marine Resources Agreements, mandatory ship reporting, monitoring and environmental 
impact assessments (UNESCO, 2014b). 

 
Commonwealth Legislation 
GBRMP legislation is implemented through both enforcement and education (Day & Dobbs, 2013). 
• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975 

o “It is the primary Act for the GBRMP.  It includes provisions which: 
 Establish the GBRMP; 
 Establish the GBRMPA; 
 Provide a framework for planning and management of the GBRMP; 
 Prohibit mining operations (which includes prospecting or exploration for, as well 

as recovery of, minerals) in the GBR region (unless authorised to carry out the 
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operations by a permission granted under the Regulations, for the purpose of 
research or investigations relevant to the conservation of the GBRMP); 

 Require compulsory pilotage for certain ships in prescribed areas of the GBR 
region; 

 Provide an investigation regime under the Act and the EPBC Act, including the 
appointment of inspectors and powers of investigation for those inspectors; and 

 Provide enforcement mechanisms including criminal enforcement action, civil 
penalties, administration action, infringements notices and emergency powers” 
(GBRMPA, 2011e). 

o The Act was amended in 2007 and 2008 and now provides for “the long term protection 
and conservation ... of the GBR region” with specific mention of meeting "... Australia's 
responsibilities under the World Heritage Convention" (UNESCO, 2014b). 

o “The Act provides precedence over inconsistent provisions of other federal laws, and 
federal laws have precedence over inconsistent state (Queensland) laws within the GBR 
region (Kenchington & Day, 2011) [Note: Management of shipping and aircraft 
movements is not covered by this precedence because they are subject to international 
agreements but operations under the relevant Australian legislation are conducted in the 
GBR in accordance with provisions of the Act]” (Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

o The Act may regulate or prohibit acts (both within the GBRMP and elsewhere) “that may 
pollute water in a manner harmful of the GBRMP’’ (Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

o The Act also provides the basis for GBRMPA’s role in the overall planning and 
management for the GBR, and for its role in field management tasks (i.e. ‘‘on-ground’’ 
operations) (Day & Dobbs 2013). 

• Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act 1999 
o The EPBC Act “affords protection to the GBR by ensuring matters of NES are subject to a 

rigorous assessment and approval process” (Australian Government in Day & Dobbs, 
2013), “often including public consultation, after which the Federal Minister may decide to 
approve, reject or approve under conditions designed to mitigate any significant impacts” 
(UNESCO, 2014b). Furthermore, the EPBC Act “puts into effect a number of international 
agreements and conventions to which Australia is a signatory and which are relevant to 
the GBR” (Australian Government in Day & Dobbs, 2013). 

o “Queensland and the Commonwealth both have responsibilities relating to fisheries in the 
GBRWHA under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999” 
(Department of the Environment, n.d.-a). 

o Australia is working towards a ‘one stop shop’ policy for environmental approvals. 
Decisions are made under state and territory processes that are accredited under the 
EPBC Act. . 

o In December 2013, a revised assessment bilateral agreement between the Australian and 
Queensland Governments was signed. This agreement accredits selected Queensland 
Government environmental assessment processes for the purposes of the EPBC Act. 
This includes  any proposed actions on state land or in state waters that may impact on 
the Commonwealth marine area or the GBRMP. 

• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (Environmental Management Charge-Excise) Act 1993 and Great 
Barrier Reef Marine Park (Environmental Management Charge-General) Act 1999 

o Both relate to the Environmental Management Charge (GBRMPA, 2011e). 
• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Regulations 1983  

o These “are the primary regulations in force under the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 
1975. They include a number of offence provisions, in addition to provisions relating to 
matters such as applications for and the granting of permissions, compulsory pilotage, 
Environmental Management Charge, plans of management, and review rights. 
Amendments to the Regulations came into force on 25 November 2009” (GBRMPA, 
2011e). 

• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (Aquaculture) Regulations 2000 
o “Regulate the discharge of waste from aquaculture operations which may affect animals 

and plants in the GBRMP” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 
• Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Zoning Plan 2003 

o “Primary planning instrument for the conservation and management of the GBRMP. In 
having regard to the objects set out in subsection 32(1) of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Act 1975, this Zoning Plan takes account of the World Heritage values of the 
GBRMP and the principles of ecologically sustainable use” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 
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• Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 1981 
o “Prohibits dumping of waste or other matter from any vessel, aircraft or platform in 

Australian waters unless a permit has been issued” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 
• Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976 

o “Prohibits certain activities in relation to historic shipwrecks and relics and requires 
discoveries to be notified” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 

• Native Title Act 1993 
o “Provides for a number of important aspects of native title, including the recognition and 

protection of native title and a mechanism for determining claims to native 
title” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 

• Protection of the Sea (Prevention of Pollution from Ships) Act 1983  
o This is “the responsibility of the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 

Development and Local Government together with the Australian Maritime Safety 
Authority” (GBRMPA, 2011e). 

• Sea Installations Act 1987 
o “Provides for a number of aspects relating to sea installations including requirements that 

they be operated in a manner that is consistent with protection of the environment” 
(GBRMPA, 2011e). 

• Fisheries Management Act 1991 
o “Queensland and the Commonwealth both have responsibilities relating to fisheries in the 

GBRWHA under the Fisheries Management Act 1991” (Department of the Environment, 
n.d.-a). 

 
State Government 
The State of Queensland is responsible for management of the GBRCMP. The GBRCMP was 
established under the Marine Parks Act 2004. “This is contiguous with the GBRMP covering the area 
between low and high water marks and most of the waters within the jurisdictional limits of 
Queensland” (UNESCO, 2014b, Day & Dobbs, 2013). The State Government is also responsible for 
management of around 900 islands and cays within the GBR that are under state jurisdiction, about 
half of which are declared as national parks under the Nature Conservation Act 1992 (Queensland) 
(Department of the Environment, n.d.-a). “The Queensland GBRCMP and the Queensland island 
national parks form part of the GBRWHA” (Department of the Environment, n.d.-a). In most of the 
adjoining waters, the State Government has ‘mirrored’ the federal marine park zoning plan, thereby 
covering virtually all the World Heritage Area (GBRMPA, 2011d, Day & Dobbs, 2013). 
 
A number of Queensland agencies form part of the management of the GBR and its adjoining lands, 
islands and tidal waters, including (as listed on GBRMPA, 2011j): 
• Department of Environment and Heritage Protection  

o “Responsible for the management of Queensland's environment, including water, salinity, 
Native Title and threatened species. It is the lead agency to the Queensland Government 
for environmental management matters including the assessment and approval of works 
in intertidal areas, internal water and the GBR catchment” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 

• Department of National Parks, Recreation, Sport and Racing  
o “Responsible for day-to-day field management in the GBRMP, as well as island and 

mainland national parks” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 
• Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 

o “Responsible for management of and research on fisheries and fisheries habitat in the 
GBR Region. The Queensland Boating and Fisheries Patrol is responsible for 
enforcement of fisheries regulations (including Dugong Protection Areas) and marine 
parks and transport legislation” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 

o “Under an agreement with the Australian Government, Fisheries Queensland undertakes 
much of the fisheries management within the Marine Park” (GBRMPA, 2011d) 

• Department of Premier and Cabinet 
o “Provides overall coordination and direction for Queensland Government involvement in 

GBR matters. Within the department, the GBR Secretariat provides support for the GBR 
Water Quality Protection Plan” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 

• Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Planning 
o “Ensures essential planning and infrastructure is developed and delivered. This includes 

the development of regional plans along the GBR coast” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 
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• Department of Transport and Main Roads 
o “Responsible for providing policy and strategic advice relating to Queensland's ports 

system. Within the department, Maritime Safety Queensland is responsible for licensing, 
registration and the safe navigation of vessels. It is the lead response agency for oil and 
chemical spills” (GBRMPA, 2011j) 

• Queensland Water Police 
o “Enforces Marine Park legislation and investigates crimes on the water” (GBRMPA, 

2011j) 
 
State Legislation 
Legislation enacted by the State of Queensland, which is relevant to the GBR, includes: 
• Marine Parks Act 2004 (Qld) 

o The GBRCMP was established under this Act (Department of the Environment, n.d.-a);  
• Coastal Protection and Management Act 1995 (Qld); 
• Environmental Protection Act 1994 (Qld); 
• Fisheries Act 1994 (Qld); 
• Great Barrier Reef Protection Amendment Act 2009 (Qld) 

o Introduces regulations to improve the quality of water entering the GBR. It applies to 
sugarcane growing and cattle grazing properties in the Burdekin Dry Tropics, Wet Tropics 
and Mackay Whitsunday catchments in North Queensland; 

• Marine Parks Act 2004 (Qld); 
• Native Title (Queensland) Act 1993 (Qld); 
• Nature Conservation Act 1992 (Qld); 
• Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (Qld) 

o Covers both regional land use planning and Local Government Planning Schemes (Dale 
et al., 2013); 

• Transport Operations (Marine Pollution) Act 1995 (Qld); 
• Transport Operations (Marine Safety) Act 1994 (Qld); and 
• Workplace Health and Safety Act 1995 (Qld) (GBRMPA, 2011e). 
 
Local Governments 
• Along with the Queensland Government, local councils also have a “primary responsibility for land 

and water management practices adjacent to the GBR Marine Park and World Heritage Area” 
(GBRMPA, 2011b). 

• GBRMPA works with local governments through the GBR Guardian Councils to effectively 
manage GBR coastal ecosystems (GBRMPA, 2011b). 

• The GBR Guardian Council Program: 
o “Showcases environmentally sustainable practices undertaken by councils in the GBR 

catchment. 
o Recognises the effective management and protection of the GBR requires a coordinated 

effort from industries, communities and all levels of government. 
o There are currently 13 councils between Bundaberg and Cooktown in the GBR Guardian 

Council Program undertaking a range of projects. This covers a 300,000 km2 area and a 
population of almost 900,000 people. 

o GBR Guardian Councils undertake environmental initiatives in the following areas: 
 Water management - waterways rehabilitation, water monitoring, urban 

stormwater treatment, wastewater and trade waste treatment 
 Waste management - waste avoidance, waste reuse and recycling 
 Land management - vegetation and pest management, resource assessment, 

erosion control, and land planning and management 
 Climate change - planning and policy, energy and resource efficiency, and 

community education 
 Community - education, capacity building and developing partnerships” 

(GBRMPA, 2011l). 
 
International Conventions/Agreements 
A number of international conventions are relevant to the GBR, including: 
• Convention for the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1972 (the World 

Heritage Convention) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013)  
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• Convention on Biological Diversity, 1992 (the Biodiversity Convention) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & 
Dobbs, 2013) 

• Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, 1973 
(CITES) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, 1979 (the Bonn 
Convention) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially as Waterfowl Habitats, 1971 (the 
Ramsar Convention) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships, 1973 (the MARPOL 
Convention) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 1982 (the Law of the Sea Convention or 
UNCLOS) (GBRMPA, 2011e; Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

o “Shipping in the GBR is managed under the United Nations Convention of the Laws of the 
Sea. GBR is classified as one of the few particularly sensitive sea areas worldwide” (Dale 
et al., 2013) 

• United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992 (the FCCC) (GBRMPA, 2011e; 
Day & Dobbs, 2013) 

• Convention on the International Trade of Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (Day & 
Dobbs, 2013) 

• Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage - UNESCO 
o GBR “was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1981”, and “was the first ‘Particularly 

Sensitive Sea Area’ designated by the International Maritime Organisation” (GBRMPA, 
2011e). 

o “Each State Party to this Convention recognises that the duty of ensuring the 
identification, protection, conservation, presentation and transmission to future 
generations of the cultural and natural heritage referred to in Articles 1 and 2 and situated 
on its territory, belongs primarily to that State.” (UNESCO, 2014a) 
 

UNESCO 
• “The Committee shall establish, keep up to date and publish, whenever circumstances shall so 

require, under the title of "List of World Heritage in Danger", a list of the properties appearing in 
the World Heritage List for the conservation of which major operations are necessary and for 
which assistance has been requested under this Convention. This list shall contain an estimate of 
the cost of such operations. The list may include only such property forming part of the cultural 
and natural heritage as is threatened by serious and specific dangers, such as the threat of 
disappearance caused by accelerated deterioration, large-scale public or private projects or rapid 
urban or tourist development projects; destruction caused by changes in the use or ownership of 
the land; major alterations due to unknown causes; abandonment for any reason whatsoever; the 
outbreak or the threat of an armed conflict; calamities and cataclysms; serious fires, earthquakes, 
landslides; volcanic eruptions; changes in water level, floods and tidal waves. The Committee 
may at any time, in case of urgent need, make a new entry in the List of World Heritage in Danger 
and publicise such entry immediately” (UNESCO, 2014a). 

• “The World Heritage Committee has no power to enforce compliance by Australia… 
Nevertheless, if the Committee is not satisfied with Australia’s response, it can relegate the 
GBRWHA to the List of World Heritage in Danger, or remove it from the World Heritage List 
altogether” (Hunt, 2012). 
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