3D seafloor map of Australia’s South-east marine region, Geoscience Australia.

What’s so special?
Where oceans meet
Beneath the ocean waves around south-eastern
Australia, three great oceans meet. Warm currents
from the Pacific and Indian Oceans blend with the
cold Southern Ocean, drawing up water and nutrients
from the deep to create ideal conditions for abundant,
diverse and unique marine life.

Submerged mountains and canyons
The sunlit reefs on the relatively shallow continental
shelf (around 40 metres average depth) give way to the
unimaginably deep and dark abyssal plain almost five
kilometres down. The continental slope and the deep
ocean floor are incised by majestic submarine canyons
and peppered with massive underwater volcanoes
(seamounts), each of which sustains its own unique
community of plants and animals.

and other specialised features. The fish that live here are
thought to be the most abundant in the ocean and they
play a vital role in keeping the ocean ecosystem healthy.

Globetrotting giants
The parks are critically important to migrating seabirds
and whales. Many oceanic seabirds, including the world’s
largest, the wandering albatross, forage in these waters.
Albatross spend nearly all their lives at sea, travelling
hundreds of thousands of kilometres while fishing in
and resting on the ocean’s surface. Thirteen albatross
species breed and feed in the south-east marine region,
including several endangered and vulnerable species.
Over 20 species of whales migrate through the southeast region. Some, such as the blue whale, gather to
feed in the parks while others, such as the southern
right whale, breed there.

We’re only just beginning to learn about the
extraordinary sea creatures living in the oceans’ deepest
and darkest reaches. Adapting to a world almost devoid
of light and under extreme pressure, these organisms
developed huge eyes, fang-like teeth, bioluminescence

Cold, nutrient-rich subantarctic waters
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Map of ocean currents, Peter Boyer.
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Waters both shallow and deep, a huge variety of
seafloor features and a relatively stable marine climate
have created favourable conditions for marine life over
millions of years. The warm and cool currents of the
region have inhibited migration, causing species to
evolve independently in each habitat. Each park hosts
different biological communities, and within parks,
unique ecosystems exist in different canyons and
seamounts. Species found nowhere else in the world
abound. Up to 85% of fish, 90% of echinoderms, 95% of
molluscs and 65% of seaweeds live only in these waters.
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For more information about the
South-east Marine Parks network, go to
www.parksaustralia.gov.au/marine/parks
Contact us at
South-east Marine Parks Network Manager
Parks Australia
Department of Agriculture, Water and
the Environment
GPO Box 3090
Canberra ACT 2601
marineparks@awe.gov.au
1800 069 352
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Our oceans ...
a whole other world
South-east Marine Parks Network:
Protecting the known—and the unknown
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Science in our parks

There are so many stories to tell about our parks—here are just a few …
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While we know the environment of the
south-east marine region is unique, there
is still much to discover.
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South-east Marine Parks Network

The first temperate deep sea network
of marine parks in the world
• Extraordinary underwater canyons
and mountains
• a remarkable diversity and abundance of
marine creatures (most of which are found
nowhere else in the world)
• weird and wonderful deep sea creatures,
with bizarre and fascinating adaptations to
their completely dark homes
—and that’s just what we know ...
The oceans of south-eastern Australia support a rich
diversity of marine mammals and birds, more than four
thousand species of fish, and tens of thousands of species of
invertebrates, plants and microorganisms—m
 any of which
are globally significant and found nowhere else in the world.
The 14 marine parks of the South-east Marine Parks
Network were established in 2007 to ensure that
representative examples of the variety of marine habitats
and the marine life they support are protected.

Murray Marine Park connects the
waters draining from the MurrayDarling river system to the deep ocean
abyss nearly five kilometres below
the surface of the Southern Ocean.
It contains a spectacular undersea
canyon system so vast that America’s
Grand Canyon would fit inside. ‘Rivers’
of sediment scour channels into
the continental shelf and eventually
deposit their nutrient-rich load on the
seafloor. Seasonal changes in water
currents bring a huge upwelling of
this deep nutrient-rich water
to the sea-surface, triggering a
phytoplankton bloom which attracts
swarms of krill, breeding seabirds,
seals, dolphins and whales to feast.
MACQUARIE ISLAND

2 Ancient river system

3 Seamount spectacular

A shallow marine park on the
continental shelf, Apollo features
reefs, and ancient shorelines and
river courses. During the last ice
age 18,000 years ago, the sea level
was lower and this area was part of a
lake and river system. Many oceanic
seabirds—including albatrosses,
shearwaters and terns—forage here,
while blue, fin, sei and humpback
whales migrate through the park to
Bass Strait. The wreck of MS City of
Rayville also lies in the park. Destroyed
by a German mine in 1940, it was the
first US ship to be sunk during WWII.

Huon Marine Park boasts more
than 120 undersea mountains—the
largest cluster in Australian waters.
These seamounts are remnants of
extinct volcanoes and are hotspots
of biological diversity. Living mazes
of corals, sponges, anemones and
other marine animals are attached in
dense colonies to their rocky slopes.
Many species are long-lived and
slow-growing—some of the corals
here are hundreds of years old.
The park also protects the spawning
grounds for basketwork eels (the
only known in the world) and for
commercial fish species, including
orange roughy.
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Who does what?
State governments manage marine waters
close to shore—within 3 nautical miles.
The Commonwealth Government manages
marine waters from 3 nautical miles out to 200
nautical miles.
Parks Australia manages 58 Australian Marine
Parks around Australia, ranging from the tropical
waters in the north, to the sub-Antarctic waters
in the South-east network.

Scientific craft and deep sea probes allow us to explore
thousands of metres deep into the ocean. Research
voyages to some parts of these marine parks have
already discovered an extraordinary diversity of species,
including thousands that are new to science. Australia’s
marine researchers use a variety of sea and shore-based
facilities and instruments, including moored sensors,

4 Sub-Antarctic sanctuary

5 Out far, down deep

6 An ancient land bridge

This marine park protects the ocean
offshore from Macquarie Island, the
only place on earth where rocks from
the earth’s mantle are actively exposed
above sea level. The submerged
Macquarie Ridge and the Island act
together as a boundary between the
deep waters of the Pacific and Indian
Oceans. The park features distinctive
sub-Antarctic life and protects tracts
of the wild Southern Ocean to provide
safe migration, feeding and breeding
sites for seals, whales, penguins
and seabirds.

Ranging from the shallow continental
shelf to the deep abyssal plain, this
park includes large seamounts too
deep to have ever been fished.
A submerged coastline of calcified
sand dunes runs for most of its
length, providing important habitat
for commercial fish species such
as striped trumpeter and jackass
morwong. Deep granite reefs support
colourful gardens of cold-water corals,
sea urchins and feather stars, including
recently discovered large, tree-forming
‘black’ corals new to science (black
refers to the colour of the skeleton).

Named for the ship that brought
Charles Darwin to Australian waters,
the park’s seafloor was once part
of a land bridge to Tasmania. About
10,000 years ago, as the last ice
age ended, melting glaciers caused
a rapid rise in sea levels, isolating
Tasmania. This park in Bass Strait
is a valuable foraging area for the
many bird species that breed on
the small islands it surrounds. The
marine park contains two historic
shipwrecks—the Eliza Davies, a
wooden trading ketch that sank in
1924, and the SS Cambridge, sunk in
1940 by a German mine in World War II.

1) Humpback whale, Dave Paton; 2) MV City Of Rayville wreck, Dave Hurst; 3) Seamount cluster in Huon Marine Park, Cameron Buchanan,
Geoscience Australia; 4) King penguins at Macquarie Island; Marty Passingham; 5) Black coral on Joe’s Reef, James Parkinson/Australian Marine
Parks; 6) SE Australia with sea-level at 60 metres below present day, showing the land bridge connecting Tasmania to the mainland, Mike Sandiford.

Australia’s marine research vessel, the RV Investigator,
provides scientists with a 94-metre long floating
laboratory with state-of-the-art instruments, including:
• a towed camera system allowing real time video
observation of organisms alive in their natural
habitat to depths of up to 6000 metres
• sonar technology which can map the sea floor
and species habitats in 3D to the greatest depths
of the ocean
• a range of sampling equipment to collect biological
and sediment samples to depths of 5000 metres

The value of marine parks
Supporting ecosystems under stress
As the climate changes, the world’s oceans offer us a
lifeline, taking up excess heat and carbon dioxide from
the air and producing about half the oxygen we breathe.
Not only are ocean waters becoming warmer, they are
gradually becoming more acidic, a direct result of their
increasing absorption of carbon dioxide.
The waters off south-east Australia are a rapidlywarming hotspot, encouraging sub-tropical and
tropical species to venture south.

Together they form one of the largest networks of
temperate marine parks—a total of 388 464 km2 (an area
almost one and a half times the size of New Zealand).
From the warm temperate waters around South Australia,
Victoria and New South Wales, the marine parks extend
through to the cool temperate waters around Tasmania,
and the sub-Antarctic Southern Ocean waters around
Macquarie Island.

The importance of what we do know confirms the need
to find out more, to better inform our management of
marine parks into the future. However, exploring life in
such deep and inaccessible regions is difficult and costly.

deep sea floats, autonomous underwater vehicles,
acoustic tracking devices, baited remote underwater
video systems and remote sensing satellites.

Ocean profile diagram, Peter Boyer.

By reducing some of the other human pressures on the
ecosystems they protect, marine parks allow the species
they host to become more resilient in dealing with
climate change.

Replenishing the ecosystem
Pollution, pests and diseases and historic overfishing
have all taken their toll on many fish stocks in the
south-east marine region. Long-lived, deep water species
are particularly vulnerable. By creating spaces where
marine animals can thrive, marine parks not only conserve
biodiversity but can help to support sustainable uses.

