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Executive summary 
This report examines non-fisheries marine resource use activities in the East Marine Planning 
Region (the ‘Region’) which includes Commonwealth waters extending from Bermagui on the 
New South Wales south coast to Cape York in north Queensland. The Region covers an area of 
approximately 2.4 million square kilometres between 3 nautical miles and the outer limit of the 
Australian Exclusive Economic Zone (approximately 200 nautical miles off the Australian 
coastline). Exclusive Economic Zones of Lord Howe Island and Norfolk Island are also included in 
the Region. Waters of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park are not included in the Region as they 
are managed separately under the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975. 

The East Marine Planning Region is one of five planning regions that cover Australia’s 
Commonwealth waters. In accordance with the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) a Marine Bioregional Plan will be established for each region, 
including the establishment of a system of marine protected areas in Commonwealth waters. 

Preparation of Marine Bioregional Plans is dependent upon a comprehensive scientific knowledge 
and understanding of the ecological, socio-economic and cultural values of the Region. An 
understanding and appreciation of these values will be achieved through the preparation of a 
regional profile for each marine planning region.  

This report on Non-fisheries Marine Resource Use Activities in the East Marine Planning Region 
focuses upon the socio-economic values of the East Marine Planning Region. Information on the 
main marine commercial resource use activities in the Region was used to determine the socio-
economic importance of the Region to coastal communities and the nation, and understand the 
challenges associated with managing these industries in an ecologically sustainable manner. The 
report has been prepared through a comprehensive review of available literature and data to provide 
a summary for future planning in the Region. It does not address activities in the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park in detail as this area is governed by a separate authority. 

There are a number of existing and potential resource uses within the Region that encompass some 
of Australia’s major marine-based industries. These include:  

 Ports and shipping; 

 Offshore oil and gas; 

 Offshore minerals; 

 Ocean waste disposal; 

 Marine-based tourism; 

 Defence and customs; 
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 Submarine cabling including energy transmission lines and communications networks; and 

 Emerging industries including desalination and biotechnology. 

These marine-based activities are described in this report from a social and economic perspective. 
Potential information gaps that need to be addressed to better manage marine resource use activities 
in the Region are also included to assist key stakeholders in identifying major resource use issues 
and their implications on the marine environment, the Australian economy and society.  

The report forms part of a suite of products that will be used by the Department of the Environment 
and Water Resources to prepare a draft version of the East Marine Regional Profile. The final 
regional profile will provide valuable input for the development of the East Marine Bioregional 
Plan and preliminary identification of candidate marine protected areas (MPAs).  

Key findings of this report are listed below. 

Ports and shipping 
For the period 2005-2006: 

 Ports of the East Marine Planning Region accounted for 18% of coastal freight loaded and 
67% unloaded by Australian ports   

 Ports of the Region accounted for 42% of Australia’s international exports and 51% of 
international imports by tonnage 

 International imports through the Region primarily consist of petroleum oil and petroleum 
products, chemicals, iron ore and non-metallic mineral products.  

 International exports through the Region primarily consist of mineral resources including iron 
ore, coal, crude minerals and aluminium ore products; and forestry products including cork and 
wood 

 The Coral Sea shipping lanes are the busiest in the Region.  

Offshore oil and gas 
 There is currently no significant oil and gas production in the Region. 

 Minimal explorations of offshore rises, plateaus and basins have occurred in the Region. 

 The Lord Howe Rise, extending from southwest of New Caledonia to the west of New Zealand 
has the greatest potential for the discovery of petroleum reserves in the Region. 

 Drilling conducted in the onshore zone of the Sydney Basin has produced a number of oil and 
gas shows which may also occur offshore, but require further investigation.  

 The economic contribution of oil and gas within the Region will depend largely on the future 
exploration and success of the Lord Howe Rise and successful drilling in the Sydney Basin.  
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Offshore minerals 
No offshore mining or exploration is currently taking place within the East Marine Planning 
Region, although many minerals within the Region have been identified and show promise for 
future offshore mining including:   

 Sand mining off the New South Wales Central Coast; 

 Base and precious metals on Lord Howe Rise; 

 Manganese nodules off the New South Wales and Queensland coasts; and 

 Phosphorites off the New South Wales north coast on continental margins and seamounts. 

Currently the cost of extracting and treating these resources outweighs their commercial value but 
this may change as new technologies are researched and developed. 

Ocean waste disposal 
 Most permits issued for sea dumping in Australian waters are for dredge spoil and creation of 

artificial reefs. 

 A total of 471 ocean waste disposal sites exist in the 14 provincial bioregions that comprise the 
East Marine Planning Region.  

 Most of these sites are concentrated to the shelf provinces. 

 Two reported incidents have occurred whereby humans have been exposed to chemicals 
dumped at sea. 

Marine-based tourism 
 Marine-based tourism within the East Marine Planning Region is difficult to quantify due to 

the aggregated nature of tourism statistics on Australian National Accounts.  

 A broad range of land-based and vessel-based tourism activities take place in the East Marine 
Planning Region including water sports such as sailing, snorkelling, scuba diving, cruise 
lining, and whale and dolphin watching. 

 Environmental impacts include pollution from boating activities and increased sewage outflow 
from island-based tourism, impacts associated with construction of island-based activities and 
potential impacts to aquatic biota as a result of diving, snorkelling and anchoring. 

Defence and customs 
 The Australian Government has allocated significant Australian Defence Force resources in a 

coordinated effort to protect offshore assets and to deter and respond to threats that may arise 
in areas such as the East Marine Planning Region.  

 The Australian Defence Force works in collaboration with the Australian Customs Service to 
protect offshore areas, including the Region, from illegal activities such as illegal fishing, drug 
smuggling and people smuggling. 
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 Defence operations to protect Australian borders include surveillance, interception, legal 
action, preparedness and contingency planning (including combat training), fisheries law 
enforcement, search and rescue, hydrographic assessments and oceanographic data 
management. 

 The Australian Government has established a number of conditions to minimise the 
environmental impacts associated with combat training and other defence activities within 
regions such as the East Marine Planning Region. 

Submarine cables 
 Submarine communications cables carry approximately 99% of Australia’s international voice 

and data traffic. 

 Their estimated worth to the national economy is in excess of $5 billion yearly as they provide 
the critical link for the flow of information between Australia and other countries.  

 Three operational submarine cables exist in the Region – the Australia Japan Cable, the 
Southern Cross Cable and the Tasman 2.  

 Cables are easily damaged by trawling and anchoring activities. 

 The Australia Japan Cable and the Southern Cross Cable have been declared cables of national 
significance with the Australian government creating 1 nautical mile protection zones either 
side of the cables. Activities that may cause damage to the cables are prohibited or restricted in 
the protection zones.  

 Sixteen other cables are located within the Region, all of which are no longer in service. 

 Further research needs to be conducted into the longterm effects of cable laying, maintenance 
activities and the provision of habitat by decommissioned cables.  

Emerging Industries 
Marine biodiscovery 

 Marine biodiscovery and biotechnology is a rapidly growing global industry and has large 
economic potential for the East Marine Planning Region due to the diversity of life that 
inhabits the ocean.  

 A number of species have been harvested for their compounds including the cone shell (Conus 
magnus) whose peptides have been used to create a chronic pain treatment called Prialt 
(zirconitide).   

 Queensland is investing significant funding into research and the development of the industry.  

 Further research into marine biodiscovery is underway, but intellectual property rights inhibit 
disclosure of existing and potential locations.  
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 Due to a lack of knowledge regarding the abundance and life histories of target marine 
organisms, the environmental impacts and the sustainability of marine biodiscovery are largely 
unknown.  

Renewable Energy 
 There is currently no renewable energy production taking place in the Region; however a trial 

wave energy program is underway in State waters off Port Kembla, New South Wales.  

 Advances in wave energy systems as a result of the Port Kembla wave energy program and the 
potential for development and installation of offshore wind farms may contribute to the growth 
of the industry in the future.  

Aquaculture 

 Few wild fisheries operate in the East Marine Planning Region as a majority of commercial 
species are classified as fully or over-exploited. 

 The major aquaculture industries located in coastal waters adjacent to the Region include the 
farming of scallops, prawns, edible oysters and silver perch.  

 In terms of value, the majority of aquaculture production is land-based; however there is a 
large amount of research being conducted into expanding the marine component of this 
resource. 

Desalination plants 
 At this stage, desalinisation plants are planned for major cities including Sydney and the Gold 

Coast which will utilise seawater from surrounding coastal environments to supply water for 
domestic and industrial uses.  

 Potential impacts to the marine environment as a result of desalination include a reduction in 
water quality, localised impacts on aquatic habitats and changes to flora and fauna abundances. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Marine Bioregional Plans  
The East Marine Region is one of five planning regions identified in Commonwealth waters. Other 
planning regions include the South-east, South-west, North-west and North Marine Planning 
Regions (see Figure 1-1). As part of a Federal Government initiative to better manage the 
conservation and sustainable use of the marine environment and its resources Marine Bioregional 
Plans are being established for each of these regions in accordance with Section 176 of the EPBC 
Act. Each Marine Bioregional Plan will include the identification of candidate MPAs in 
Commonwealth waters. The final plans will be used by Ministers, government bodies and industry 
to prioritise conservation issues in each region. 

 Figure 1-1 Marine Planning Regions surrounding Australia 

 

Under the EPBC Act the environment of the ‘Commonwealth Marine Area’ is classified as a matter 
of ‘National Environmental Significance’. Consequently, any activity that may or will significantly 
impact on the Commonwealth marine environment must, by law, undergo assessment and 
approval. Introducing regional marine planning in the form of Marine Bioregional Plans under the 
Act therefore streamlines the link between plans and the decisions that need to be made by the 
Minister in determining whether an activity is approved under the EPBC Act. These plans apply to 
Commonwealth waters between 3 and 200 nautical miles off the Australian coastline or to the outer 
limit of the Australian Exclusive Economic Zone. 
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Before a Marine Bioregional Plan can be prepared, a Regional Profile of each marine region must 
be established. This preliminary stage of the planning process captures the ecological 
characteristics, key species, human uses and heritages values of each marine planning region. 
Development of each Regional Profile will rely upon marine science studies and socio-economic 
research being conducted in Australia. The process of developing the Regional Profiles will involve 
the investigation of the marine environment, where possible, according to provincial bioregions.  
These are large biogeographical areas that are delineated by their ecological characteristics. 
Provincial bioregions were established under the Integrated Marine and Coastal Regionalisation of 
Australia (IMCRA) Version 4. Through IMCRA, Australia’s oceans have been categorised into 41 
provincial bioregions. 

This report will form part of the Regional Profile of the East Marine Planning Region. It describes 
marine resource use activities, in particular, marine industries that significantly contribute to the 
Australian economy. Where appropriate, the East Marine Planning Region is discussed in terms of 
provincial bioregions.  

1.2 The East Marine Planning Region 
The East Marine Planning Region covers an area of approximately 2.4 million square kilometres, 
extending from Bermagui on the New South Wales south coast to Cape York in Far North 
Queensland (Coral Sea). The Region is also bound by the State – Commonwealth jurisdictional 
boundary 3 nautical miles off the coast, and the outer limit of the Australian Exclusive Economic 
Zone approximately 200 nautical miles offshore. The Region also includes waters around Lord 
Howe and Norfolk Islands. The latter is an external territory of Australia. 

The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, which comprises approximately 98% of the Great Barrier 
Reef Region, does not form part of the East Marine Planning Region. The park extends 2,300 
kilometres along the Queensland coastline and includes 2,900 reefs, 900 islands and cays, and 70 
distinct habitats, all situated within an area of 3,440,000 square kilometres.  This extensive network 
of reefs and cays has its own legislation and is managed by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Authority. 

The East Marine Planning Region is comprised of 14 provincial bioregions, which are identified in 
IMCRA Version 4 (see Figure 1-2). Their biodiversity is influenced by the East Australian Current 
(EAC) which moves from the tropical waters of the Coral Sea to the cool waters of the Tasman 
Sea.  

IMCRA provincial bioregions located in the Region include:  

 Cape Province; 

 Northeast Transition; 
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 Northeast Province; 

 Kenn Province; 

 Kenn Transition; 

 Central Eastern Transition; 

 Central Eastern Shelf Transition; 

 Tasman Basin Province; 

 Lord Howe Province; 

 Norfolk Island Province; 

 Central Eastern Province; 

 Central Eastern Shelf Province; 

 Southeast Transition; and 

 Southeast Shelf Transition.  
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1.3 Scope of this report 
Sinclair Knight Merz (SKM) was commissioned by the Department of the Environment and Water 
Resources to provide a succinct report on marine resource use activities (excluding fisheries) in the 
East Marine Planning Region. This report has been prepared to provide the Department and 
stakeholders with a greater understanding of existing and potential marine resource use activities in 
the Region and the economic pressures that are faced by marine-based industries.  

The marine resource use assessment describes existing and potential activities as well as the socio-
economic links with coastal communities dependent upon the Region’s resources. Historical trends 
in major commercial activities including marine-based transport are outlined and an assessment of 
the economic contribution of the major resource use activities is included.  

The resource assessment will form part of the Regional Profile of the East Marine Planning Region. 
The Regional Profile describes: 

 key habitats and species; 

 natural processes; 

 heritage values; and  

 human uses (fisheries and other marine resources). 

Once the Regional Profile for the East Marine Planning Region is prepared, it will be published and 
reviewed by stakeholders in the preparation of the East Marine Bioregional Plan. The Regional 
Profile will be used to gain further understanding of the ecological, cultural, social and economic 
values of the East Marine Planning Region. A draft plan will be developed, which will address the 
legislative framework and policy tools available to manage the current and future threats to the 
marine region.  

The following sections of the report detail the major marine resource use activities undertaken in 
the East Marine Planning Region. These are: 

 Ports and shipping; 

 Offshore oil and gas production; 

 Offshore minerals exploration; 

 Ocean waste disposal; 

 Tourism; 

 Submarine cables; 

 Defence and customs; and 

 Emerging industries. 

This report provides an overview of marine resource uses in the Region but excludes fishing 
activities. 
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2. Ports and shipping 

2.1 Background 
Shipping is the primary mode of transporting international freight to and from Australia. Total 
trade for the period 2005-2006 was $79.7 billion, a significant contribution to the Australian 
economy (see Table 2-1). As ports provide the critical infrastructure for marine-based transport of 
Australian commodities, effective movement of cargo across Australian wharves is paramount. 
However, continuing growth in world trade is placing pressure on Australian ports to expand, with 
the mass tonnage of sea freight increasing significantly over the past twenty years (see Figure 2-1). 
To accommodate these increases investment in port expansion has become a priority for the 
Australian Government and ports corporations. In order to remain competitive and meet marine 
transport needs in a global market, sea freight trade is being shifted away from major ports such as 
Sydney to less developed ports. Major port expansion activities are also underway to ensure that 
the growing volume of sea freight can be accommodated.  

 Table 2-1 Total international freight for 2005-2006 

 Air Sea Total 

Total trade ($billion) 79.7 249.0 328.7 
Loaded ($billion) 28.3 128.5 156.8 
Discharged ($billion) 51.3 120.5 171.8 
Total trade ('000s tonnes) 676.0 695,351.0 696,627.0 
Loaded ('000s tonnes) 270.0 624,481.0 624,751.0 
Discharged '000s tonnes) 406.0 71,470.0 71,876.0 

Source: Adapted from BTRE (2007a) 
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 Figure 2-1 International sea freight by tonnage between 1983 - 2006 
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2.2 Regional activity 

2.2.1 Ports 
Commercial ports in the East Marine Planning Region include (see Figure 2-2):  

 New South Wales – Coffs Harbour, Yamba/Grafton, Newcastle, Port Kembla and Sydney 

 Queensland – Abbott Point, Brisbane, Bundaberg, Cairns, Gladstone, Hay Point, Lucinda, 
Mackay, Rockhampton and Townsville. 

For the period 2005-2006, ports within the East Marine Planning Region accounted for 18% of 
coastal freight loaded through Australian ports and 67% unloaded. The latter relates to the higher 
population density on the east Australian coastline compared to other coastal areas in Australia and 
the associated demand for supply of goods and services.  

In terms of international sea freight movements, ports in the Region accounted for 42% of exports 
and 51% of imports by tonnage. Six ports within the Region were ranked in the top ten Australian 
ports for total tonnage crossing wharves for the period 2005-2006. These included Newcastle, Hay 
Point, Gladstone, Brisbane, Sydney and Port Kembla (see Table 2-2).  

At the regional level Newcastle port processed the highest mass tonnage of sea freight for the 
period 2005-2006, including the largest international exports by weight which was in excess of 82 
million tonnes (see Table 2-2). For the period 2005-2006, Sydney was the largest international 
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importer in the region by weight with over 15 million tonnes of imports, whilst Gladstone loaded 
and unloaded the greatest tonnage of coastal freight. 

International imports for the 2005-06 period primarily consisted of petroleum oil and petroleum 
products, chemicals, iron ore and non-metallic mineral products. International exports primarily 
consisted of mineral resources including iron ore, coal, crude minerals and aluminium ore products; 
and forestry products including cork and wood (see Appendix A).  

 

 

 


































































































































































