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STOP PRESS!!   
We have just been made aware (announcement made on the 17 September 2018) that sanctuaries, or 
no-take areas, will no longer be considered in the plan, before the consultation period has even 
concluded. This does not appear to follow due process and goes against the best interests of the 
community. Marine sanctuaries are vital to a healthy marine ecosystem because they protect 
important species and habitats. The Australian Coral Reef Society is disappointed to hear Minister 
Blair’s response, which may lead to a review of no-take protection in other marine parks throughout 
NSW.  Any deviation from an evidence-based approach that includes comprehensive community 
consultation is unwise. Our formal submission below is based on the original Proposal. 

 

 
On behalf of the Australian Coral Reef Society (ACRS), we appreciate the opportunity to comment 
on the Hawkesbury Shelf Marine Bioregion Assessment released in August 2018. The ACRS is the 
worlds’ oldest coral reef society, with a professional membership of over 250 coral reef scientists 
and managers. We play a prominent role in bringing conservation issues to the attention of 
governments and the general public (http://www.australiancoralreefsociety.org/). Many of our 
members reside and work in NSW, and we all share a strong interest in marine protection. Areas of 
NSW, including Sydney, contain unique coral reef habitats, which are being altered by climate 
change (Booth & Sear 2018), and need adequate protection. 
 
NSW’s marine estate is under increasing pressure as the population continues to expand, as well as 
the impacts of ongoing climate change. At a higher level the Marine Estate Management Strategy’s 
initiatives represent an important and comprehensive management plan which we support and 
commend the NSW Government on this. Below we have chosen four key initiatives to comment on 
directly. We also refer to the State-wide Threat and Risk Assessment (TARA), underpinning these 
initiatives, which ranks threats to the marine estate using research summarised in comprehensive 
background documents. 
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Initiative 1: Improving water quality and reducing litter 
As more coastal vegetation and habitats are cleared for coastal development, roads and agriculture; 
marine environments are increasingly exposed to high levels of nutrients, sediments and pollutants 
through land-based runoff, sewerage effluent and septic runoff. These localised environmental 
stressors increase turbidity and reduce light availability for marine wildlife as well as decrease 
overall water quality, having a far-reaching effect on marine biodiversity. Thus, we support the 
comprehensive list of initiatives proposed to improve water quality and reduce marine litter and have 
some additional suggestions to supplement these plans.  
 
As we have seen with other large successful initiatives to manage catchments, for example the 
Smartcane BMP initiative reducing run-off to the Great Barrier Reef from sugar cane farming 
(Saunders et al. 2017), a community driven, self-assessment based NSW initiative such as this could 
also have success at reducing impacts of agriculture and industry on water quality. We also strongly 
support the continued research and development into new technologies in water quality management, 
for example new water recycling approaches, nutrient removal and the treatment of wastewater in 
algal systems (i.e. Lema and Martinez 2017).  
 
We also ask the NSW Government to further support local initiatives aiming to reduce marine litter, 
in addition to local government run programs. These community run NGOs, such as Tangaroa Blue 
Foundation and Take3, effectively engage the local community in educational and hands-on 
activities that have immediate impact and provide creative solutions, often involving new 
technologies and approaches. We also suggest that additional regulatory measures and resource 
allocation be used to reduce pollution, especially plastic pollution, through the implementation of 
bans on single use plastics and continued support for the container deposit scheme. Lastly, we note 
that fishing debris is a major source of coastal litter (Smith et al. 2013). Along with the proposed 
education campaigns and the installation of new bins, especially in litter hotspots, compliance and 
enforcement activities need to be implemented if behavioural change programs are going to be 
successful.  
 
Initiative 2 Delivering healthy coastal habitats with sustainable use and development 
We believe that the 25 proposed marine parks are geographically extensive in their latitudinal spread 
along the Hawkesbury Shelf, although we note a gap in protection between Wollongong and the 
Royal National Park to the south of Sydney. In general, we applaud the spatially explicit approach to 
conservation planning endorsed in the discussion paper. However, while Marxan spatial planning 
software provides an objective, strategic approach to marine conservation, the results derived will 
only be as good as the layers used as input spatial data. We note that the nature and condition of 
many benthic habitats and associated marine flora and fauna that fall within the Marine Bioregion, 
particularly those that are proposed as marine parks, are largely unknown. We suggest that targeted 
underwater surveys and mapping campaigns focussed on the biophysical features, habitat, vegetation 
and populations of marine mammals, fish and associated invertebrates would greatly improve the 
information upon which the reserve boundaries can be planned to effectively integrate the selection 
criteria outlined in Appendix 4 (e.g. regarding habitat types and connectivity). In several areas, this 
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would also provide a useful baseline from which monitoring studies could track the efficacy of 
protection measures put in place. 
 

Initiative 3: Planning for climate change 
We commend the NSW Government on including an initiative directed at addressing climate change. 
Protection from fishing pressure and water pollution can provide marine ecosystems with resilience 
to the impacts of climate change (Bates et al. 2014). However, this initiative is ultimately destined to 
fail unless the Australian Government steps up actions to reduce carbon emissions in line with the 
Paris Agreement (COP21). Thermal coal extracted from Australia will significantly increase global 
carbon emissions, whether it is burned here or elsewhere. These impacts directly threaten the NSW 
marine estate. Specifically, the East Australian Current is currently warming two to three times faster 
than the global mean under climate change, making eastern Australia a potential hotspot for warming 
and subsequent biological alteration and ecological modification (Verges et al. 2014). This process is 
predicted to increase in severity and frequency (Suthers et al. 2011), significantly impacting the 
biodiversity within the NSW marine estate. We therefore need the Australian Government to take 
responsibility and act now on a national level. Also, the support of scientific research endeavouring 
to understand how the NSW marine estate will respond to a changing climate is essential if we are to 
better inform decision-making and planning into the future.  
 
Initiative 6: Ensuring sustainable fishing and aquaculture 
 
We question the finding that TARA ranked pollution, among others, before fishing as the main threat 
facing the NSW marine estate. Any environmental threat should not hold reduced importance based 
on perceived social or economic benefits. There is overwhelming evidence showing increases in fish 
populations when no-take zones are enforced, including in NSW waters (e.g. Edgar et al. 2014, 
Harasti et al. 2018, Turnbull et al. 2018). We also highlight the benefits of sanctuary zones to 
recreational and commercial fishers because of the spill-over of fish, which often enhances catch in 
adjacent areas (Harrison et al. 2012). Under the original proposal, only 2.4% of the bioregion is 
planned sanctuary zone. This represents the lowest area of no-take protection in Australia, compared 
with 7% in NSW’s other six marine parks and 30% within the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. No-
take zones in accordance with the IUCN’s recommended 20% to 30% can increase the marine park’s 
productivity. We therefore support the inclusion of high-level protection and recommend an increase 
in the area designated as sanctuary zone.  

 
We reject that proposed conservation zones can be considered as effective as sanctuary zones if the 
fishing of lobster and abalone are allowed. Evidence has shown that when lobsters are removed, sea 
urchins can take over and decimate important seaweed habitat, which are in decline throughout NSW 
(Ling et al. 2009). To avoid such trophic cascades, there is an urgent need to increase the protection 
of conservation zones to the status of sanctuary zones (where these critical species and habitats exist) 
and increase the area of sanctuary zones in general.  
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We urge the Minister to consider the above evidence and to return to a democratic process that works 
towards providing adequate protection for the unique coastal and marine communities of NSW.  
 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
Dr Anna Scott 
President, Australian Coral Reef Society 
 
Submission prepared by Professor David Booth, Dr Sarah Hamylton, Dr Paloma Matis and Ms Samantha Goyen 
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