
Chapter 3
Conservation Values of 

the North-west Marine Region



73

Conservation Values

Chapter 3 Conservation Values of 
the North-west Marine Region

Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plans w�ll �dent�fy those components 

of mar�ne b�od�vers�ty and her�tage that are recogn�sed 

as conservation values by the Austral�an Government. 

Know�ng what the conservat�on values are for each 

Mar�ne Reg�on w�ll help �n mak�ng dec�s�ons about 

proposed developments and other ongo�ng act�v�t�es.

For the purpose of mar�ne b�oreg�onal plann�ng, 

conservat�on values are defined as those elements of 

the Reg�on that are e�ther spec�fically protected under 

the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 

Act 1999 (EPBC Act) or the Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976, 

or have been �dent�fied through the plann�ng process 

as key ecological features �n the Commonwealth 

mar�ne env�ronment. Key ecolog�cal features are not 

spec�fically protected under the EPBC Act, although the 

Commonwealth mar�ne env�ronment as a whole �s a 

matter of nat�onal env�ronmental s�gn�ficance under the 

EPBC Act. Key ecolog�cal features are be�ng �dent�fied as 

conservat�on values w�th�n Commonwealth waters to 

help �nform dec�s�ons affect�ng the mar�ne env�ronment 

�n each Mar�ne Reg�on. 

Matters spec�fically protected under Parts 13 and 15 of 

the EPBC Act are recogn�sed conservat�on values. In 

the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on, these �nclude l�sted 

threatened, m�gratory and mar�ne spec�es, cetaceans 

(whales, dolph�ns and porpo�ses), Commonwealth 

mar�ne reserves, Ramsar s�tes and places l�sted on the 

Commonwealth Her�tage L�st. H�stor�c sh�pwrecks are 

also �dent�fied as conservat�on values by v�rtue of the�r 

protect�on under the Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976.

The mar�ne conservat�on values �dent�fied �n th�s 

chapter w�ll be the subject of assessment dur�ng the 

development of the North-west Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plan 

to: 

• understand the threats posed by current and 

emerg�ng act�v�t�es;

• determ�ne pr�or�t�es for m�t�gat�ng these threats; 

and

• prov�de gu�dance for future dec�s�ons under the 

EPBC Act on potent�al s�gn�ficant �mpacts on l�sted 

threatened and l�sted m�gratory spec�es or the 

Commonwealth mar�ne env�ronment of the North-

west Mar�ne Reg�on (see sect�on 3.1 for defin�t�on).

The nature and locat�on of conservat�on values w�ll also 

be cons�dered �n the establ�shment of Mar�ne Protected 

Areas (MPAs) as part of the Nat�onal Representat�ve 

System of MPAs (see Chapter 4). However, conservat�on 

values w�ll not automat�cally be �ncluded �n 

Commonwealth mar�ne reserves. In accordance w�th 

the Reg�onal Spec�ficat�ons (Sect�on 4.2), only those 

mar�ne conservat�on values for wh�ch spat�al protect�on 

�s both des�rable and appropr�ate w�ll be cons�dered �n 

develop�ng the MPA network for the Reg�on.

More �nformat�on on the mar�ne b�oreg�onal plann�ng 

process �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on can be found 

�n Chapter 6. 

Manta ray feed�ng at Scott Reef. Photo: Austral�an Inst�tute of Mar�ne Sc�ence.
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le 3.1 Key ecological features of 
the marine environment

Under the EPBC Act, the ‘mar�ne env�ronment’ under 

Commonwealth jur�sd�ct�on �s a matter of national 

environmental significance (see Sect�on 23 of the Act). 

Th�s means that any act�on that w�ll have or �s l�kely to 

have a s�gn�ficant �mpact on the Commonwealth mar�ne 

env�ronment must be referred to the M�n�ster for the 

Env�ronment, Her�tage and the Arts for assessment 

and approval. Nat�onal gu�del�nes have been developed 

to help �n determ�n�ng whether act�ons are l�kely 

to have a s�gn�ficant �mpact and can be found at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/epbc/gu�del�nes-pol�c�es.

html>.

The North-west Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plan w�ll �dent�fy 

and descr�be key ecolog�cal features of the North-west 

Mar�ne Reg�on’s mar�ne env�ronment. Once the Plan �s 

final�sed, these key ecolog�cal features w�ll be cons�dered 

�n mak�ng dec�s�ons about whether an act�on �s l�kely to 

have a s�gn�ficant �mpact on the Commonwealth mar�ne 

env�ronment.

For the purpose of mar�ne b�oreg�onal plann�ng, key 

ecolog�cal features of the mar�ne env�ronment meet one 

or more of the follow�ng cr�ter�a:

• a spec�es, group of spec�es or a commun�ty w�th a 

reg�onally �mportant ecolog�cal role (e.g. a predator, 

or a prey spec�es that �nteracts s�gn�ficantly w�th a 

large b�omass or number of other mar�ne spec�es);

• a spec�es, group of spec�es or a commun�ty that �s 

nat�onally or reg�onally �mportant for b�od�vers�ty;

• an area or hab�tat that �s nat�onally or reg�onally 

�mportant for:

a) enhanced or h�gh b�olog�cal product�v�ty (such 

as pred�ctable upwell�ngs),

b) aggregat�ons of mar�ne l�fe (such as feed�ng, 

rest�ng, breed�ng or nursery areas), or

c) b�od�vers�ty and/or endem�sm; or

• a un�que seafloor feature w�th known or presumed 

ecolog�cal propert�es of reg�onal s�gn�ficance.

Key ecolog�cal features �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on 

have been �dent�fied by the Austral�an Government 

Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and 

the Arts on the bas�s of adv�ce from sc�ent�sts about the 

ecolog�cal processes and character�st�cs of the Reg�on. 

A sc�ent�fic workshop was conducted �n September 

2007, br�ng�ng together mar�ne sc�ent�sts w�th spec�fic 

exper�ence and expert�se �n the Reg�on. The workshop 

explored what �s currently known about the ecosystems 

of the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on, and the sc�ent�fic 

understand�ng of l�kely �nteract�ons and ecosystem 

processes. The outcomes of the workshop are ava�lable 

at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north-west>. 

Chapter 2 �dent�fied features and areas of ecolog�cal 

�mportance �n both State and Commonwealth 

waters w�th�n each prov�nc�al b�oreg�on. The mar�ne 

b�oreg�onal plann�ng process focuses on matters w�th�n 

Commonwealth waters. Therefore, key ecolog�cal features 

have only been �dent�fied w�th�n Commonwealth waters 

of the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. 

Table 3.1 �dent�fies the key ecolog�cal features of the 

North-west Mar�ne Reg�on recogn�sed dur�ng the 

development of th�s B�oreg�onal Profile, and summar�ses 

the rat�onale used to �dent�fy a spec�fic feature as a 

conservat�on value �n the Reg�on (Chapter 2 prov�des 

further context for understand�ng the role of d�fferent 

features �n the ecosystem). The collect�on of further 

and finer-scale �nformat�on dur�ng the next stage of the 

plann�ng process w�ll �mprove our understand�ng of key 

ecolog�cal features �n the Reg�on. Th�s �nformat�on w�ll 

also be used to confirm and refine the key ecolog�cal 

features �dent�fied dur�ng the profil�ng stage of the 

process and w�ll underp�n the analys�s of threats fac�ng 

the mar�ne env�ronment over the next 10–20 years. 

The North-west Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plan w�ll �nclude a 

refined l�st of key ecolog�cal features.

Fourteen key ecolog�cal features have been �dent�fied so 

far w�th�n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. These �nclude 

un�que geomorph�c (seafloor) or topograph�c features, 

as well as areas or hab�tats that are cons�dered to be 

reg�onally �mportant (Table 3.1). F�gure 3.1 �dent�fies the 

locat�on of the key ecolog�cal features.
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le Table 3��1 Key ecological features of the North-west Marine Region 

Key ecological 

features

Provincial 

bioregions 

IMCRA v.4.0

Rationale

1. Carbonate 
banks �n 
the Joseph 
Bonaparte Gulf

Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on

Unique seafloor feature
The carbonate banks w�th�n the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf cons�st of a hard substrate 
w�th flat tops and steep s�des that r�se from water depths of 150–300 m. They 
r�se to between 50-100 m of the surface. Each bank occup�es an area generally less 
than 10 km2 and �s separated from the next bank by narrow channels. They are 
reg�onally s�gn�ficant as over 90 per cent of the carbonate banks �n the North-west 
Mar�ne Reg�on are located w�th�n th�s b�oreg�on, and overall the Reg�on conta�ns 
more than 70 per cent of the carbonate banks �n the ent�re Austral�an Exclus�ve 
Econom�c Zone (EEZ).
Sc�ent�sts bel�eve that the banks are e�ther drowned carbonate platforms or have 
formed �n assoc�at�on w�th seafloor hydrocarbon seeps, and the hard carbonate 
substrate �s �deal for reef-bu�ld�ng organ�sms. The carbonate banks are thought 
to be s�tes of enhanced b�olog�cal product�v�ty and support filter-feed�ng coral 
commun�t�es ut�l�s�ng suspended nutr�ents. The banks and channels are l�kely to 
support a h�gh d�vers�ty of an�mals �nclud�ng reef fish, sponges, soft and stony 
corals, gorgon�ans, bryozoans, asc�d�ans and other sess�le filter feeders. The banks 
and channels are known to be �mportant forag�ng areas for loggerhead turtles and 
the north-west K�mberley breed�ng populat�on of flatback turtles. Ol�ve r�dley and 
green turtles are also l�kely to occur �n the area. 

2. L�mestone 
p�nnacles �n 
the Bonaparte 
Depress�on

Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on

Unique seafloor feature
The l�mestone p�nnacles of the Bonaparte Depress�on are bel�eved to be the 
remnants of calcareous shelf and coastal depos�ts wh�ch have eroded to the�r 
current elevat�ons. They can be up to 50 m h�gh and 50–100 km long and are an 
�mportant seafloor feature because of the�r prevalence �n th�s area. The p�nnacles 
�n the Bonaparte Depress�on represent 60 per cent of the l�mestone p�nnacles �n 
the ent�re North-west Mar�ne Reg�on, and 9 per cent of the l�mestone p�nnacles �n 
the ent�re Austral�an EEZ. 
The p�nnacles are bel�eved to be assoc�ated w�th enhanced local b�olog�cal 
product�v�ty, because the movement of water around these features �s l�kely to 
fac�l�tate the m�x�ng of nutr�ents and sed�ments �n the phot�c zone. Assoc�ated 
commun�t�es are thought to �nclude sess�le benth�c �nvertebrates �nclud�ng hard 
and soft corals and sponges, and aggregat�ons of demersal fish spec�es such as 
snappers, emperors and groupers. The p�nnacles are also thought to be �mportant 
feed�ng s�tes for green, loggerhead, ol�ve r�dley and flatback turtles.

3. 
Commonwealth 
waters 
surround�ng 
Ashmore Reef 
and Cart�er 
Island

T�mor Prov�nce Enhanced biological productivity; feeding and breeding aggregations; high 
biodiversity
Ashmore Reef and Cart�er Island are Commonwealth mar�ne reserves and have 
been relat�vely well-stud�ed. They are regarded as b�od�vers�ty hotspots as 
they support a d�verse array of pelag�c and benth�c mar�ne spec�es. The waters 
surround�ng Ashmore and Cart�er are areas of enhanced local�sed b�olog�cal 
product�v�ty �n relat�vely unproduct�ve waters. Local�sed upwell�ng and turbulent 
m�x�ng around the reef systems prov�de nutr�ents to the system. 
The reefs prov�de var�ed hab�tat that attracts a d�verse range of pr�mary and 
secondary consumers, �nclud�ng a part�cularly d�verse fish fauna. Toothed whales 
and dolph�ns are also found around these reefs. 
Large areas of seagrass �n waters surround�ng Ashmore Reef are �mportant for a 
genet�cally d�st�nct dugong populat�on. Both Ashmore and Cart�er reefs support 
an unusually h�gh d�vers�ty and dens�ty of sea snakes, for wh�ch these reefs are 
�nternat�onally s�gn�ficant. They are also �mportant stag�ng po�nts for m�gratory 
wetland b�rds and the s�te of some of the most �mportant seab�rd colon�es �n the 
North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. 
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Key ecological 

features

Provincial 

bioregions 

IMCRA v.4.0

Rationale

4. 
Commonwealth 
waters 
surround�ng 
Scott and 
Ser�ngapatam 
reefs

T�mor Prov�nce Enhanced biological productivity; feeding and breeding aggregations; high 
biodiversity
Scott and Ser�ngapatam reefs are coral-dom�nated reefs wh�ch have been relat�vely 
well-stud�ed and are regarded as b�od�vers�ty hotspots that support d�verse 
pelag�c and benth�c mar�ne spec�es. The waters surround�ng the reefs are areas of 
enhanced local�sed b�olog�cal product�v�ty �n relat�vely unproduct�ve waters due �n 
part to the act�on of �nternal waves generated by �nternal t�des.
The reefs are reg�onally s�gn�ficant for the�r affin�t�es w�th both the fauna of the 
Indo-Pac�fic reg�on and Indones�a. The reefs support many spec�es of fish, molluscs 
and ech�noderms, some of wh�ch are not found elsewhere �n Western Austral�a. 
The reefs and surround�ng waters support a h�gh d�vers�ty of fish spec�es �nclud�ng 
small pelag�c and trop�cal reef spec�es, groupers, emperors, dolph�nfish, marl�n and 
sa�lfish. Sperm, blue and small toothed cetaceans are thought to v�s�t the area. 
Scott Reef supports a small but genet�cally d�st�nct breed�ng populat�on of green 
turtles and both reefs are �mportant for sea snakes and seab�rds. Desp�te the�r 
prox�m�ty to each other, Scott and Ser�ngapatam reefs have d�st�nctly d�fferent 
sponge fauna. 

5. Demersal 
slope fish 
commun�t�es

T�mor Prov�nce, 
Northwest 
Trans�t�on, 
Northwest 
Prov�nce

Communities with high species biodiversity and endemism
Demersal slope fish assemblages �n the T�mor Prov�nce, the Northwest Trans�t�on 
and the Northwest Prov�nce are character�sed by h�gh endem�sm and spec�es 
d�vers�ty. The level of endem�sm of demersal fish spec�es �n these b�oreg�ons �s 
h�gh compared to anywhere else along the Austral�an cont�nental slope.
The Northwest Prov�nce, spec�fically the cont�nental slope between North West 
Cape and the Montebello Trough, has more than 500 fish spec�es, 76 of wh�ch are 
endem�c, mak�ng �t the most d�verse slope b�oreg�on �n Austral�a. The slope of the 
T�mor Prov�nce and the Northwest Trans�t�on also conta�ns more than 500 spec�es 
of demersal fish, of wh�ch 64 are cons�dered to be endem�c, and �s the second 
r�chest area for demersal fish spec�es across the ent�re Austral�an cont�nental slope. 
The demersal fish spec�es occupy two d�st�nct demersal commun�ty types (b�omes) 
assoc�ated w�th the upper slope (water depths of 225–500 m) and the m�d-slope 
(water depths of 750–1000 m).

6. Canyons 
on the slope 
between the 
Argo Abyssal 
Pla�n and Scott 
Plateau

T�mor Prov�nce Enhanced biological productivity; feeding aggregations; unique seafloor 
feature
The canyons on the slope between the Argo Abyssal Pla�n and Scott Plateau 
and the north of Scott Reef are bel�eved to be up to 50 m�ll�on years old and 
are assoc�ated w�th small per�od�c upwell�ngs that locally enhance b�olog�cal 
product�v�ty. Deep ocean currents upwell�ng �n the canyon create a nutr�ent r�ch, 
cold water hab�tat attract�ng fish aggregat�ons that �n turn attract large predatory 
fish, sharks and toothed whales and dolph�ns. Whal�ng records from the 19th 
century �nd�cate that aggregat�ons of sperm whales occurred on the Scott Plateau. 
There �s also anecdotal ev�dence that the Scott Plateau may be a breed�ng ground 
for sperm whales and beaked whales.

7. 
Commonwealth 
waters adjacent 
to Quondong 
Po�nt

Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce

Enhanced biological productivity; feeding aggregations
Waters surround�ng Quondong Po�nt are an area of enhanced local�sed b�olog�cal 
product�v�ty attract�ng large feed�ng aggregat�ons of b�rds and ba�tfish. 
Aggregat�ons of humpback whales, other cetaceans, mar�ne turtles and dugongs 
are also regularly reported here and the area may prov�de �mportant hab�tat 
for sawfish, although th�s �s yet to be confirmed. The phys�cal and b�olog�cal 
processes that result �n enhanced b�olog�cal product�v�ty �n th�s area are not well 
understood but may be assoc�ated w�th a un�que comb�nat�on of bathymetry and 
oceanography. 
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Rationale

8. Anc�ent 
coastl�ne at 
125 m depth 
contour

Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce, 
Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on

Unique seafloor feature
The shelf of the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on conta�ns several terraces and steps 
wh�ch reflect the gradual �ncrease �n sea level across the shelf that occurred dur�ng 
the Holocene. The most prom�nent of these occurs ep�sod�cally as an escarpment 
through the Northwest Shelf Prov�nce and Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on, at a depth 
of approx�mately 125 m.
It has been suggested that humpback whales, whale sharks and other m�gratory 
pelag�c spec�es may use th�s escarpment as a gu�de as they move through the 
Reg�on. The topograph�c var�at�on of the anc�ent coastl�ne may also fac�l�tate 
small local�sed upwell�ngs as a result of �nternal t�de act�v�ty or reg�onal m�x�ng 
assoc�ated w�th seasonal changes �n currents and w�nds. These areas of enhanced 
b�olog�cal product�v�ty could attract ba�tfish wh�ch may prov�de food for m�grat�ng 
spec�es. 

9. Glomar 
Shoals

Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce

Unique seafloor feature; high biodiversity
The Glomar Shoals are a un�que seafloor feature of h�ghly fractured molluscan 
debr�s, corall�ne rubble and coarse carbonate sand that occurs approx�mately  
30–40 km offshore of Damp�er �n Commonwealth waters, between depths of  
26–70 m. Anecdotal ev�dence �nd�cates that th�s area has local�sed �ncreased 
b�olog�cal product�v�ty wh�ch attracts fish such as Rank�n cod, brownstr�pe 
snapper, red emperor, cr�mson snapper and frypan bream, all of wh�ch are caught 
�n large numbers by commerc�al fisher�es �n th�s area. 

10. 
Commonwealth 
waters 
surround�ng 
the Rowley 
Shoals

Northwest 
Trans�t�on

Enhanced biological productivity; feeding and breeding aggregations; high 
biodiversity
The Rowley Shoals are a collect�on of three atoll reefs: Clerke, Imper�euse and 
Merma�d, wh�ch are thought to be s�tes of enhanced b�olog�cal product�v�ty due to 
the act�on of the break�ng of �nternal waves generated by �nternal t�des. Break�ng 
�nternal waves cause m�x�ng and the resuspens�on of nutr�ents up �nto the phot�c 
zone, wh�ch tr�ggers enhanced pr�mary product�v�ty. The product�ve waters 
are c�rculated throughout the reef system and are read�ly ava�lable to pr�mary 
consumers. 
Merma�d Reef �s the only reef of the Rowley Shoals wh�ch occurs ent�rely �n 
Commonwealth waters, and �s a Commonwealth mar�ne reserve. Clerke and 
Imper�euse reefs occur �n State waters, and form the Rowley Shoals Mar�ne Park. 
The reefs have been relat�vely well stud�ed and are noted for the�r h�gh spec�es 
d�vers�ty. B�od�vers�ty surveys of the reefs have �dent�fied 184 spec�es of corals, 
264 spec�es of molluscs, 82 spec�es of ech�noderms and 389 spec�es of finfish. 
Un�que sponge faunal assemblages are assoc�ated w�th each of the reefs. Because 
of the predom�nantly southward flow of currents past the Rowley Shoals and 
beyond, the Rowley Shoals are also thought to prov�de a source of �nvertebrate 
and fish recru�ts for reefs further south. 
Steep changes �n slope around the reefs attract a range of m�gratory pelag�c 
spec�es such as dolph�ns, tuna, b�llfish and sharks. Surveys around Merma�d Reef 
have confirmed that there �s a h�gh d�vers�ty of sharks around the Rowley Shoals, 
�nclud�ng grey reef and s�lvert�p whaler sharks. Sharks are found �n cons�derable 
numbers on the Rowley Shoals, compared w�th the�r low abundance on Scott and 
Ashmore reefs, wh�ch have been adversely affected by overfish�ng �n the MoU Box.

11. Exmouth 
Plateau 

Northwest 
Prov�nce

Unique seafloor feature
The Exmouth Plateau covers an area of approx�mately 50 000 km2 and cons�sts 
of a generally rough and undulat�ng surface at water depths of approx�mately 
500 m to more than 5000 m. The plateau �s thought to be dotted w�th numerous 
p�nnacles. It �s an �mportant geomorph�c feature that mod�fies the flow of deep 
waters, and has been �dent�fied as a s�te where �nternal waves are generated by 
�nternal t�des. The plateau also rece�ves settl�ng detr�tus and other matter from 
the pelag�c env�ronment. 
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12. Canyons 
on the slope 
between the 
Cuv�er Abyssal 
Pla�n and the 
Cape Range 
Pen�nsula

Northwest 
Prov�nce, 
Central Western 
Trans�t�on

Enhanced productivity; aggregations of marine life; unique seafloor feature
The canyons on the slope between the Cuv�er Abyssal Pla�n and the Cape Range 
Pen�nsula �nclude the Cape Range Canyon and the Cloates Canyon. They are 
bel�eved to be assoc�ated w�th upwell�ng as they channel deep water from the 
Argo Abyssal Pla�n up onto the slope, where �t m�xes w�th the overly�ng water 
layers at the canyon heads. The upwell�ng zones at the canyon heads are s�tes 
of spec�es aggregat�ons such as sweetl�p emperor fish. The soft bottom hab�tats 
w�th�n the canyons themselves are l�kely to support �mportant assemblages of 
ep�benth�c spec�es. 
B�olog�cal product�v�ty at the head of Cape Range Canyon �n part�cular �s known 
to support spec�es aggregat�ons, �nclud�ng whale sharks. The canyons are thought 
to be s�gn�ficant contr�butors to the b�od�vers�ty of the adjacent N�ngaloo 
Reef, as they channel deep water nutr�ents up to the reef, st�mulat�ng pr�mary 
product�v�ty. 

13. 
Commonwealth 
waters 
surround�ng 
N�ngaloo Reef

Northwest 
Prov�nce, 
Central Western 
Trans�t�on, 
Central 
Western Shelf 
Trans�t�on, 
Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce

Unique seafloor feature; high biodiversity; aggregations of marine life
N�ngaloo Reef �s globally s�gn�ficant as the only extens�ve coral reef �n the world 
that fr�nges the west coast of a cont�nent. N�ngaloo Reef extends for over 260 km 
along the Cape Range Pen�nsula.
The Commonwealth waters around N�ngaloo Reef are a Commonwealth mar�ne 
reserve. As the reef �s located next to an ar�d h�nterland and rece�ves very l�ttle 
terrestr�al run-off, �t �s almost ent�rely dependent on processes �n the mar�ne 
env�ronment for nutr�ent �nput and ma�ntenance of �ts ecology.
The waters of the reef are a s�te of enhanced b�olog�cal product�v�ty, due to 
upwell�ng assoc�ated w�th the adjacent canyons on the slope and �nteract�ons 
between the N�ngaloo Current and the Leeuw�n Current.
The reef �s known to support an extremely abundant array of mar�ne spec�es 
�nclud�ng over 200 spec�es of coral and more than 460 spec�es of reef fish, as 
well as molluscs, crustaceans and other reef plants and an�mals. Mar�ne turtles, 
dugongs and dolph�ns frequently v�s�t the reef lagoon. The Commonwealth waters 
around N�ngaloo �nclude areas of potent�ally h�gh and un�que sponge b�od�vers�ty. 
Upwell�ngs on the seaward s�de support aggregat�ons such as whale sharks and 
manta rays (these waters are the ma�n known aggregat�on area for whale sharks �n 
Austral�an waters). Humpback whales are seasonal v�s�tors to the outer reef edge 
and seasnakes, sharks, large predatory fish and seab�rds also ut�l�se the reef and 
surround�ng waters. 

14. Wallaby 
Saddle

Central Western 
Trans�t�on

Unique seafloor feature; aggregations of marine life
The Wallaby Saddle occurs on the slope w�th�n th�s b�oreg�on, towards the edge 
of Austral�a’s EEZ. It represents almost the ent�re area of th�s type of geomorph�c 
feature �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. It �s shallower than adjo�n�ng abyssal 
areas to the north and south and �s bel�eved to be assoc�ated w�th upwell�ng as 
deeper more nutr�ent-r�ch waters are pushed up onto the saddle. Aggregat�ons of 
sperm whales are known to occur on the Wallaby Saddle and �t �s bel�eved that 
they feed on aggregat�ons of ba�tfish that are attracted to the product�ve waters.
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le 3.2 Nationally protected 
species

Spec�es l�sted under the EPBC Act are commonly referred 

to as ‘protected spec�es’ because �t �s an offence to k�ll, 

�njure, take, trade, keep or move a l�sted spec�es w�thout 

author�sat�on. Under the EPBC Act, spec�es can be l�sted 

as threatened, m�gratory, or mar�ne. Cetaceans are also 

protected under the Act through the establ�shment of 

the Austral�an Whale Sanctuary. Further �nformat�on 

on the EPBC Act �s prov�ded �n Append�x B. Nat�onally 

protected spec�es �nclude: 

• Threatened species – those spec�es that have been 

�dent�fied as be�ng �n danger of becom�ng ext�nct;

• Listed migratory species – those spec�es that are 

l�sted under:

• the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory 

Species of Wild Animals (CMS or Bonn 

Convent�on),

• the Agreement between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of Japan for the Protection of 

Migratory Birds in Danger of Extinction and their 

Environment 1974 (JAMBA),

• the Agreement between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of the People’s Republic of 

China for the Protection of Migratory Birds and 

their Environment 1986 (CAMBA), 

• the Agreement between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of the Republic of Korea on the 

Protection of Migratory Birds 2007 (ROKAMBA), 

• the Partnership for the Conservation of Migratory 

Waterbirds and the Sustainable Use of their 

Habitats in the East Asian Australasian Flyway 

(Flyway Partnersh�p), or

• any other relevant �nternat�onal agreement, 

or �nstrument made under other �nternat�onal 

agreements approved by the M�n�ster for the 

Env�ronment, Her�tage and the Arts. 

Further �nformat�on on the CMS, JAMBA, CAMBA 

and ROKAMBA �s prov�ded �n Append�x A;

• Cetaceans – all spec�es of cetacean (compr�s�ng 

whales, dolph�ns and porpo�ses) are protected �n 

Austral�an Commonwealth waters through the 

establ�shment of the Austral�an Whale Sanctuary 

under the EPBC Act; and 

• Listed marine species – spec�es occurr�ng 

naturally �n a Commonwealth mar�ne area that 

the Austral�an Government recogn�ses as requ�r�ng 

protect�on to ensure the�r long-term conservat�on. 

L�sted mar�ne spec�es occurr�ng �n the North-west 

compr�se:

• sea snakes (fam�ly Hydroph��dae);

• dugongs (genus Dugong);

•  mar�ne turtles (fam�l�es Chelon��dae and 

Dermochely�dae);

•  seahorses, sea-dragons, p�pefish and 

ghost p�pefish (fam�l�es Syngnath�dae and 

Solenostom�dae); and

•  b�rds (seab�rds, shoreb�rds, waterb�rds and 

other coastal or m�gratory spec�es that occur 

naturally �n Commonwealth mar�ne areas).

Spec�es can be l�sted under more than one category; for 

�nstance mar�ne turtles are l�sted as threatened spec�es, 

m�gratory spec�es and as mar�ne spec�es.

Under the EPBC Act, spec�es l�sted as ‘threatened’ or 

‘m�gratory’ are matters of nat�onal env�ronmental 

s�gn�ficance. (Spec�es l�sted as ‘ext�nct’ or ‘conservat�on 

dependent’ are not matters of nat�onal env�ronmental 

s�gn�ficance under the EPBC Act). Proposals for act�v�t�es 

l�kely to have a s�gn�ficant �mpact on matters of nat�onal 

env�ronmental s�gn�ficance must be referred to the 

Austral�an Government M�n�ster for the Env�ronment, 

Her�tage and the Arts for approval. The requ�rement to 

refer proposals for act�ons l�kely to have a s�gn�ficant 

�mpact on matters of nat�onal env�ronmental 

s�gn�ficance appl�es to act�v�t�es proposed not only �n 

areas managed by the Commonwealth but also �n areas 

managed by the States and Terr�tor�es.

Significant Impact Guidelines for Matters of National 

Environmental Significance have been produced to prov�de 

adv�ce to proponents on when referrals should be 

subm�tted for approval. These gu�del�nes prov�de spec�fic 

adv�ce about the k�nds of act�ons l�kely to have a 

s�gn�ficant �mpact on threatened and m�gratory spec�es. 

The gu�del�nes also prov�de spec�fic adv�ce about the 

k�nds of act�ons l�kely to have a s�gn�ficant �mpact on 

the Commonwealth mar�ne env�ronment. Under these 

gu�del�nes, any act�ons �n the Commonwealth mar�ne 

env�ronment that w�ll have, or are l�kely to have, “a 

substant�al adverse effect on a populat�on of a mar�ne 

spec�es or cetacean �nclud�ng �ts l�fe cycle (e.g. breed�ng, 

feed�ng, m�gratory behav�our, l�fe expectancy) and 

spat�al d�str�but�on” are �dent�fied as act�ons that should 

be referred for approval. These gu�del�nes are ava�lable 
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at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/epbc/gu�del�nes-pol�c�es.

html>.

Spec�es l�sted under the EPBC Act are also protected 

from adverse �nteract�ons w�th commerc�al fish�ng 

operat�ons. Under the EPBC Act, all fisher�es managed 

under Commonwealth leg�slat�on, and State managed 

fisher�es that have an export component, must be 

assessed to ensure that, over t�me, those fisher�es are 

managed �n an ecolog�cally susta�nable way. These 

fishery assessments are conducted us�ng the Guidelines for 

the Ecologically Sustainable Management of Fisheries. These 

gu�del�nes spec�fy that fisher�es must be conducted �n 

a manner that does not threaten by-catch spec�es and 

that “avo�ds mortal�ty of, or �njur�es to, endangered, 

threatened or protected spec�es”. Further �nformat�on 

about fisher�es assessments carr�ed out under the EPBC 

Act �s ava�lable at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/

fisher�es>.

The EPBC Act �ncludes other forms of protect�on for 

l�sted spec�es to ensure that human act�v�t�es do not 

threaten the�r surv�val �n the w�ld (see Append�x B for 

further �nformat�on and relevant l�nks). 

3.2.1 Protected spec�es �n the North-

west Mar�ne Reg�on

The North-west Mar�ne Reg�on �s an �mportant area for 

many spec�es that are protected under the EPBC Act. 

Many of the spec�es l�sted under the EPBC Act are also 

protected under State leg�slat�on. 

In the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on there are 151 spec�es 

protected under the EPBC Act that are known to occur: 

17 spec�es l�sted as threatened, 73 as m�gratory, 21 

cetaceans and 126 l�sted as mar�ne (Table 3.2). In 

add�t�on, there are another 75 spec�es that may occur or 

occur infrequently �n the Reg�on. Spec�es that may occur or 

occur infrequently �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on are 

defined as those:

• that are acc�dental v�s�tors to the Reg�on; or

• that on the best ava�lable �nformat�on about the�r 

range, are cons�dered l�kely to occur �n the Reg�on.

Append�x C l�sts all spec�es protected under the EPBC 

Act that are known to occur and all that may occur or occur 

infrequently �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. 

Table 3��2 Number of protected species known to occur in the Region by broad taxonomic group (as at March 2008)

L�sted Threatened Spec�es
L�sted M�gratory 

Spec�es

Cetaceans (whales, 
dolph�ns and 
porpo�ses)

L�sted Mar�ne 
Spec�esEndangered Vulnerable

Sharks - 4 2 - -

Bony F�sh - - - - 17

Sea Snakes - - - - 20

Mar�ne Turtles 2 4 6 - 6

B�rds 1 3 54 - 82

Dugongs - - 1 - 1

Cetaceans 1 2 10 21 -

Totals 4 13 73 21 126

At the t�me of final�sat�on of th�s B�oreg�onal Profile, there are no spec�es l�sted as ‘cr�t�cally endangered’ �n the Reg�on. 

There are also no spec�es known to have become ext�nct �n the Reg�on. 
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le Protected species group report cards have been 

prepared for each of the broad taxonom�c groups 

l�sted under the EPBC Act that are known to occur �n 

the Reg�on (Append�x D). The report cards �dent�fy 

threatened and m�gratory l�sted spec�es, descr�be 

the�r ecology, �dent�fy �mportant areas for threatened 

and m�gratory spec�es w�th�n the Reg�on, expla�n 

what processes and act�v�t�es pose a threat to the�r 

cont�nued surv�val and �dent�fy how these threats are 

be�ng m�t�gated. The report cards also po�nt to relevant 

references and research for further read�ng. The report 

cards are ava�lable at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/

coasts/mbp/north-west>, and w�ll be updated as new 

�nformat�on becomes ava�lable. Protected spec�es group 

report cards are ava�lable for sharks, bony fish, sea 

snakes, mar�ne turtles, b�rds, dugongs, and cetaceans 

(whales, dolph�ns and porpo�ses) occurr�ng �n the North-

west Mar�ne Reg�on.

Spec�es l�sted as ‘threatened’ or ‘m�gratory’ under 

the EPBC Act are cons�dered matters of nat�onal 

env�ronmental s�gn�ficance. Important areas for 

threatened and m�gratory spec�es have been �dent�fied 

�n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on and �n State waters 

adjacent to the Reg�on. Table 3.3 �dent�fies breed�ng 

areas, nursery and calv�ng areas, feed�ng areas and 

rest�ng areas for threatened or m�gratory sharks, mar�ne 

turtles, b�rds, dugongs and cetaceans. These areas were 

�dent�fied on the bas�s of ava�lable �nformat�on, expert 

adv�ce and the follow�ng cr�ter�a: 

• sharks: nursery grounds and feed�ng areas; 

• marine turtles: aggregat�on areas, nest�ng and 

forag�ng areas;

• birds: colon�es, feed�ng areas, and stag�ng areas for 

m�gratory shoreb�rds;

• dugongs: feed�ng and breed�ng areas; and

• cetaceans (whales, dolph�ns and porpo�ses): 

aggregat�on areas, feed�ng areas, calv�ng areas and 

m�grat�on rest�ng areas. 

Add�t�onal �mportant areas for spec�es protected 

under the EPBC Act may be �dent�fied dur�ng the next 

stage of the plann�ng process, as further and finer 

scale �nformat�on about the Reg�on �s collected. Th�s 

�nformat�on w�ll underp�n the analys�s of the threats 

protected spec�es may face over the next 10–20 

years, and w�ll be �ncluded �n the North-west Mar�ne 

B�oreg�onal Plan.

Table 3��3 Important breeding, feeding and resting areas for species listed as threatened or migratory under the EPBC Act

Where ava�lable, further �nformat�on and references for �mportant areas for threatened and m�gratory spec�es are 

prov�ded �n Append�x D.

Important Areas Rationale

Shark Bay – D�rk Hartog 
Island

Resting area – humpback whales
An �mportant rest�ng area for m�grat�ng humpback whales, part�cularly for females and 
calves on the�r southern m�grat�on. Also home to res�dent populat�ons of bottlenose 
dolph�ns. 
Breeding and feeding area – marine turtles
Supports the largest breed�ng populat�on of loggerhead turtles �n Austral�a and the 
th�rd largest �n the world. D�rk Hartog Island has been �dent�fied as cr�t�cal nest�ng and 
�nternest�ng hab�tat for loggerhead turtles. Shark Bay has been �dent�fied as a cr�t�cal 
feed�ng hab�tat for loggerhead and green turtles.
Breeding area – seabirds
Wedge-ta�led shearwaters, br�dled terns, Casp�an terns, and roseate terns breed �n th�s 
area. 
Breeding and feeding area – dugongs
The Shark Bay populat�on of dugongs �s thought to be one of the largest �n the world 
and �s est�mated to �nclude approx�mately 10 000 �nd�v�duals. 

N�ngaloo Reef – North Feeding area – whale shark
West Cape Th�s �s the ma�n known aggregat�on area �n Austral�an waters for whale sharks, where 

they feed on concentrat�ons of kr�ll and zooplankton.
Breeding area – marine turtles
North West Cape �s a major green turtle nest�ng area and an �mportant nest�ng area for 
loggerhead turtles. 
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Important Areas Rationale

Exmouth Gulf (�nclud�ng 
Mu�ron Islands)

Resting area – humpback whales
An �mportant rest�ng area for m�grat�ng humpbacks, part�cularly for females and calves 
on the�r southern m�grat�on.
Breeding area – marine turtles
The Mu�ron Islands off North West Cape have been �dent�fied as cr�t�cal nest�ng and 
�nternest�ng hab�tat for loggerhead turtles and also support a major green turtle rookery. 
Breeding and feeding area – dugongs
A populat�on of approx�mately 1000 �nd�v�duals has been recorded �n the Gulf, although 
numbers are thought to have decreased after the destruct�on of seagrass beds dur�ng 
Cyclone Vance �n 1999.

Serrur�er Island Breeding area – marine turtles
A major nest�ng area for green turtles and may also be a forag�ng area for th�s spec�es. 
Breeding area – birds
Casp�an terns, l�ttle terns, wedge-ta�led shearwaters and ospreys breed on Serrur�er Island 
and nearby A�rl�e Island.

Thevenard Island Breeding area – marine turtles
Supports a s�gn�ficant flatback turtle rookery and small numbers of green turtles.
Feeding area – marine turtles
Feed�ng area for green turtles.

Montebello – Lowendal 
– Barrow �slands and 
surround�ng waters

Resting area – humpback whales
Rest�ng area for m�grat�ng humpback whales. Also has res�dent populat�ons of common 
bottlenose dolph�ns and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.
Breeding area – marine turtles
Green, hawksb�ll and flatback turtles regularly nest �n th�s area. Occas�onal nest�ng 
by loggerhead turtles has also been recorded on Barrow Island. Barrow Island and 
surround�ng waters w�th�n a 20 km rad�us have been l�sted as cr�t�cal nest�ng and 
�nternest�ng hab�tat for green turtles and also support an �mportant flatback turtle 
rookery. The Montebello Islands and surround�ng waters have been �dent�fied as cr�t�cal 
nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for both flatback and hawksb�ll turtles. Varanus Island 
(part of the Lowendal Islands) and surround�ng waters have been �dent�fied as cr�t�cal 
nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for hawksb�ll turtles and supports an �mportant flatback 
turtle rookery. Summer mat�ng aggregat�ons of green turtles occur to the west of Barrow 
Island and w�th�n the Montebello Island group. 
Feeding area – marine turtles
Poss�ble green turtle forag�ng grounds occur over the Barrow Shoals off the south-east 
coast of Barrow Island. Hawksb�ll turtle feed�ng grounds occur �n the Mary Anne and 
Great Sandy Island groups to the south of the Barrow Shoals. There �s also some ev�dence 
that juven�le flatback turtles use the Barrow Island reg�on as developmental hab�tat. 
Breeding area – birds
These �slands support s�gn�ficant colon�es of wedge-ta�led shearwaters and br�dled terns. 
The Montebello Islands support the b�ggest breed�ng populat�on of roseate terns �n 
Western Austral�a. Ospreys, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagles, eastern reef egrets, Casp�an terns, 
and lesser crested terns also breed �n th�s area. 
Feeding area – seabirds
Observat�ons suggest an area to the west of the Montebello Islands may be a m�nor zone 
of upwell�ng �n the Reg�on, support�ng large feed�ng aggregat�ons of terns. There �s also 
some ev�dence that the area �s an �mportant feed�ng ground for Hutton’s shearwaters 
and soft-plumaged petrels. 
Feeding area/staging post – migratory shorebirds
Barrow Island �s ranked equal tenth among 147 s�tes �n Austral�a that are �mportant 
for m�gratory shoreb�rds. Barrow, Lowendal and Montebello �slands are �nternat�onally 
s�gn�ficant s�tes for s�x spec�es of m�gratory shoreb�rds, support�ng more than one per 
cent of the East As�an-Australas�an Flyway populat�on of these spec�es. 

Mangrove Islands Aggregation area – marine turtles
Aggregat�ons of male green turtles occur on the Mangrove Islands pr�or to the nest�ng 
season. However, the purpose of these aggregat�ons �s unknown.
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Onslow to Damp�er 
Arch�pelago

Breeding area – birds
Islands between Onslow and the Damp�er Arch�pelago are �mportant nest�ng s�tes for 
wedge-ta�led shearwaters, roseate terns, crested terns, Casp�an terns, br�dled terns, 
ospreys, eastern reef egrets, beach stone-curlews and wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagles. 

Damp�er Arch�pelago Breeding area – marine turtles
Rosemary Island and all surround�ng waters w�th�n a 20 km rad�us have been �dent�fied 
as cr�t�cal nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for flatback turtles. The �sland also supports 
the most s�gn�ficant hawksb�ll turtle rookery �n Western Austral�a and one of the largest 
�n the Ind�an Ocean. Damp�er Arch�pelago also supports major green and flatback turtle 
nest�ng s�tes.
Breeding area – birds
Important nest�ng areas for wedge-ta�led shearwaters, br�dled terns, fa�ry terns, roseate 
terns, Casp�an terns, eastern reef egrets, beach stone-curlews, ospreys and wh�te-bell�ed 
sea-eagles. 

Port Hedland Breeding area – marine turtles
Important flatback turtle rooker�es occur at Port Hedland and Cape Thou�n. Cr�t�cal 
nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for flatback turtles has also been �dent�fied at 
Mundabullangana Beach.

Bedout Island Breeding area – seabirds
Bedout Island supports one of the largest colon�es of brown boob�es �n Western Austral�a. 
Masked boob�es, lesser fr�gateb�rds, roseate terns and common nodd�es also breed �n the 
area. 

E�ghty M�le Beach 
– Roebuck Bay

Breeding area – marine turtles
Major rookery for flatback turtles.
Feeding area/staging post – migratory shorebirds
E�ghty M�le Beach and Roebuck Bay are two of the most �mportant areas �n Austral�a for 
m�gratory shoreb�rds. The area regularly supports up to 500 000 b�rds at any one t�me, 
w�th more than 850 000 b�rds us�ng the area annually. The area �s an �nternat�onally 
s�gn�ficant s�te for 20 spec�es, regularly support�ng more than one per cent of the East 
As�an-Australas�an Flyway populat�on.
Breeding and feeding area – cetaceans
Roebuck Bay �s thought to be an �mportant area for Austral�an snubfin dolph�ns and 
other �nshore dolph�n spec�es.

Merma�d Reef – Rowley 
Shoals

Breeding area – seabirds
Red-ta�led trop�cb�rds, wh�te-ta�led trop�cb�rds and l�ttle terns breed �n th�s area. 
Feeding area/staging post – migratory shorebirds
Sand cays of the Rowley Shoals may be �mportant rest�ng and feed�ng s�tes for m�gratory 
shoreb�rds. 

Quondong Po�nt Feeding area – marine turtles
Feed�ng area for flatback, loggerhead, hawksb�ll and green turtles. 
Aggregation area – cetaceans
H�gh dens�t�es of m�grat�ng humpbacks as well as false k�ller whales, pygmy blue whales 
and dolph�ns. 

Lacepede Islands Breeding area – marine turtles
The Lacepede Islands and surround�ng waters w�th�n a 20 km rad�us have been �dent�fied 
as cr�t�cal nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for green turtles, support�ng the largest green 
turtle rooker�es �n Western Austral�a.
Breeding area – seabirds
The Lacepede Islands support some of the largest brown booby colon�es �n Western 
Austral�a. Lesser fr�gateb�rds, br�dled terns, roseate terns and common nodd�es also breed 
�n the area. 
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Important Areas Rationale

K�mberley coast Calving area – humpback whales
The ma�n calv�ng area for the West Austral�an populat�on of humpback whales �s centred 
around Camden sound but extends to south of Broome and north of the Maret Islands. 
H�gh dens�t�es of m�grat�ng humpbacks are observed �n Pender Bay. 
Breeding and feeding area – cetaceans
Shallow coastal waters and estuar�es along the K�mberley coast, part�cularly Pender Bay, 
Beagle Bay and t�dal creeks around Yamp� Sound and between Kur� Bay and Cambr�dge 
Gulf are �mportant areas for Austral�an snub-fin dolph�ns and Indo-Pac�fic humpback 
dolph�ns. 

Adele Island Breeding area – seabirds
Th�s area supports large colon�es of brown boob�es and lesser fr�gateb�rds as well as 
smaller populat�ons of red-footed boob�es, masked boob�es and lesser crested terns. 

Bonaparte Arch�pelago Breeding area – marine turtles
The Maret Islands and other �slands of the Bonaparte Arch�pelago �nclud�ng the 
Montal�vet �slands, Albert Island and the Lamarck Islands support s�gn�ficant green and 
flatback turtles rooker�es. 

Scott Reef Breeding area – marine turtles
Supports a small but genet�cally d�st�nct breed�ng populat�on of green turtles.
Feeding area/staging post –birds
Scott Reef �s an �mportant stag�ng post for m�gratory shoreb�rds and a forag�ng area for 
seab�rds �nclud�ng roseate terns, lesser fr�gateb�rds and brown boob�es. 

Browse Island Breeding area – marine turtles
Major rookery for green turtles.
Aggregation area – cetaceans
Offshore waters surround�ng Browse Island support a larger number of cetacean spec�es 
than any other area on the Western Austral�an coast, �nclud�ng large pods of ocean�c 
dolph�ns, pygmy k�ller whales, false k�ller whales, melon-headed whales, m�nke whales 
and p�lot whales. May also be a feed�ng area for blue whales. 

Ashmore Reef – Cart�er 
Island

Breeding area – marine turtles
Cr�t�cal nest�ng and �nternest�ng hab�tat for green turtles, support�ng one of three 
genet�cally d�st�nct breed�ng populat�ons �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. Low levels of 
nest�ng act�v�ty of loggerhead turtles have also been recorded here. 
Feeding area – marine turtles
Supports large and s�gn�ficant feed�ng populat�ons of green, hawksb�ll and loggerhead 
turtles. It �s est�mated that approx�mately 11 000 mar�ne turtles feed �n the area 
throughout the year. 
Breeding and feeding area – dugongs
Ashmore Reef �s thought to support a small (less than 50 an�mals) but genet�cally 
d�st�nct populat�on.
Breeding area – seabirds
These �slands support some of the most �mportant seab�rd colon�es on the North West 
Shelf �nclud�ng colon�es of br�dled terns, common nodd�es, brown boob�es, eastern reef 
egrets, fr�gateb�rds, trop�cb�rds, red-footed boob�es, roseate terns, and lesser crested 
terns. 
Feeding area/staging post – migratory shorebirds
Ashmore Reef and Cart�er Island are �mportant stag�ng areas for many m�gratory 
shoreb�rds. 

Montgomery Reef Feeding area – marine turtles 
Records of green turtles, and poss�bly other spec�es.

Cape Dommett Breeding area – marine turtles
Major rookery for flatback turtles.

Joseph Bonaparte Gulf Feeding area – marine turtles
Carbonate banks �n the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf are forag�ng areas for flatback and 
loggerhead turtles. Green, ol�ve r�dley and flatback turtles are thought to forage around 
p�nnacles �n the Bonaparte Depress�on. 
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le 3.3 Protected places 

The Austral�an Government has respons�b�l�ty for 

the conservat�on of Austral�a’s natural, �nd�genous 

and h�stor�c her�tage, �nclud�ng the management 

of protected places on the World, Nat�onal and 

Commonwealth Her�tage L�sts and the Reg�ster of the 

Nat�onal Estate. Protected places l�kely to occur �n the 

mar�ne env�ronment �nclude Mar�ne Protected Areas and 

h�stor�c sh�pwrecks.

Marine Protected Areas – W�th�n the North-west 

Mar�ne Reg�on, there are four ex�st�ng Commonwealth 

mar�ne reserves wh�ch contr�bute to the Nat�onal 

Representat�ve System of MPAs – N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park 

(Commonwealth Waters), Merma�d Reef Mar�ne Nat�onal 

Nature Reserve, Ashmore Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve 

and Cart�er Island Mar�ne Reserve (see F�gure 3.2). In 

add�t�on, there are a number of ex�st�ng and proposed 

MPAs �n State waters adjacent to the Reg�on. These 

�nclude (among others) the Rowley Shoals Mar�ne Park, 

N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (State Waters), Barrow Island 

Mar�ne Management Area and the proposed Damp�er 

Arch�pelago Mar�ne Park, as well as over 300 �sland 

conservat�on reserves and a number of proposed coastal 

reserves along the P�lbara and E�ghty M�le Beach coasts. 

More �nformat�on on MPAs �n State waters can be found 

at <www.naturebase.net>. 

Also w�th�n the Reg�on, Merma�d Reef, Ashmore Reef, 

Ser�ngapatam Reef and the Commonwealth waters of 

the N�ngaloo Mar�ne Area and Scott Reef are l�sted on 

the Commonwealth Her�tage L�st. In Western Austral�an 

State waters adjacent to the Reg�on, Shark Bay and the 

Damp�er Arch�pelago, �nclud�ng the Burrup Pen�nsula, are 

l�sted on the Nat�onal Her�tage L�st. 

National Heritage – An area encompass�ng N�ngaloo 

Reef, Cape Range and Exmouth Gulf was nom�nated to 

the Nat�onal Her�tage L�st �n October 2005. In March 

2008, the Austral�an Her�tage Counc�l found that 

parts of the N�ngaloo Reef-Cape Range-Exmouth Gulf 

nom�nated area, �nclud�ng N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (State 

and Commonwealth Waters) and the Mu�ron Islands 

Mar�ne Management Area, m�ght have outstand�ng 

her�tage value to the nat�on. Follow�ng publ�c 

consultat�on, the Counc�l w�ll cons�der recommend�ng 

the place for �nclus�on �n the Nat�onal Her�tage 

L�st. Further �nformat�on on the Commonwealth 

and Nat�onal Her�tage l�sts can be found at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/her�tage>.

Figure 3��2 Existing Marine Protected Areas in the North-west Marine Region
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World Heritage – The Austral�an Government �s 

comm�tted to also nom�nat�ng N�ngaloo Reef-Cape Range 

for �nclus�on on the World Her�tage L�st. The Department 

of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and the Arts �s 

currently prepar�ng the nom�nat�on �n close consultat�on 

w�th the Western Austral�an Government. The 

nom�nated area �s l�kely to �nclude the ent�re N�ngaloo 

Mar�ne Park (State and Commonwealth Waters). Further 

�nformat�on on the World Her�tage L�st can be found at  

<whc.unesco.org/en/l�st>.

The Shark Bay World Her�tage Area l�es w�th�n State 

waters adjacent to the Reg�on. Th�s area �s recogn�sed 

for �ts outstand�ng natural her�tage values �nclud�ng 

�ts d�verse seagrass assemblages, �ts large dugong 

populat�on, and �ts �mportance as a rest�ng area 

for m�grat�ng humpback whales, a nest�ng area for 

mar�ne turtles, and a nursery hab�tat for many spec�es 

of fish and crustaceans. Further �nformat�on on 

the Shark Bay World Her�tage Area can be found at  

<www.sharkbay.org>. 

Wetlands of International Importance – Ashmore 

Reef �s �ncluded on the l�st of Wetlands of Internat�onal 

Importance under the Convention on Wetlands of 

International Importance 1971 (Ramsar Convent�on) for 

�ts var�ety of mar�ne hab�tats, �ts b�od�vers�ty, �nclud�ng 

populat�ons of threatened or endangered spec�es and 

ecolog�cal commun�t�es, �ts �mportant seab�rd rooker�es, 

and �ts role as a stag�ng-post for m�gratory shoreb�rds. 

Three s�tes �n State waters adjacent to the North-west 

Mar�ne Reg�on are also l�sted as Ramsar s�tes: E�ghty 

M�le Beach, Roebuck Bay and the Ord R�ver Floodpla�n. 

E�ghty M�le Beach and Roebuck Bay support globally 

s�gn�ficant populat�ons of m�gratory shoreb�rds, wh�le 

the Ord R�ver Floodpla�n �s the most b�olog�cally d�verse, 

cont�guous floodpla�n and mangrove system �n Western 

Austral�a. More �nformat�on on these s�tes can be found 

at <www.ramsar.org> or on the Western Austral�an 

Department of Env�ronment and Conservat�on webs�te  

<www.dec.wa.gov.au/management-and-protect�on/

wetlands/wa-s-ramsar-s�tes.html>. 

Historic Shipwrecks – There are four known h�stor�c 

sh�pwrecks �n the Reg�on (see F�gure 3.3). All h�stor�c 

sh�pwrecks older than 75 years, �nclud�ng any that are 

as yet und�scovered, are protected under the Historic 

Shipwrecks Act 1976. More �nformat�on on the Historic 

Shipwrecks Act 1976 can be found �n Append�x B.

Figure 3��3 Historic shipwrecks of the North-west Marine Region 
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le 3.3.1 Commonwealth mar�ne reserves �n 

the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on

Ningaloo Marine Park (Commonwealth Waters)

N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth Waters) 

stretches approx�mately 300 km along the west coast 

of the Cape Range Pen�nsula near Exmouth, and covers  

2436 km2. The Commonwealth mar�ne reserve �s adjacent 

to the N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (State Waters), wh�ch covers  

2640 km2. N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth 

Waters) was procla�med �n May 1987 under the National 

Parks and Wildlife Act 1975, wh�ch was replaced by the 

EPBC Act. The park has s�nce been extended tw�ce (�n 

July 1992 and aga�n �n Apr�l 2004), to �nclude two areas 

that were formerly the subject of petroleum explorat�on 

perm�ts. The State park was also extended �n 2004 

to �nclude the whole of the N�ngaloo Reef w�th�n the 

Mar�ne Park. N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth 

Waters) �s managed cooperat�vely by the Department 

of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and the Arts, the 

Western Austral�an Department of Env�ronment and 

Conservat�on and the Western Austral�an Department of 

F�sher�es. 

N�ngaloo Reef �s one of the longest fr�ng�ng barr�er reefs 

�n the world and has been �ncluded on the IUCN L�st of 

Coral Reefs of Internat�onal S�gn�ficance. As a whole, the 

comb�ned State and Commonwealth N�ngaloo Mar�ne 

Parks prov�de a un�que representat�on of an ent�re 

mar�ne ecosystem, from the �ntert�dal env�ronments of 

the coastl�ne to the coral reef and lagoon and the deep 

ocean�c env�ronments of the edge of the cont�nental 

shelf. The parks l�e along a trans�t�on zone between 

trop�cal northern and temperate southern flora and 

fauna, w�th a number of trop�cal spec�es reach�ng the�r 

southern l�m�t �n the parks. 

N�ngaloo Reef conta�ns a h�gh d�vers�ty of corals (more 

than 200 spec�es), reef fish (more than 460 spec�es), 

molluscs, crustaceans and other reef plants and an�mals. 

Many deepwater pelag�c spec�es such as marl�n, sa�lfish 

and swordfish are also found much closer to shore here 

than �n other parts of Austral�a and the world, because 

of the narrow cont�nental shelf and the �nfluence of the 

Leeuw�n Curent. More �nformat�on on the ecology of 

N�ngaloo Reef and surround�ng waters can be found �n 

Chapter 2.

The reef also prov�des �mportant hab�tat for several 

threatened or m�gratory spec�es. N�ngaloo �s one of the 

few places �n the world where whale sharks congregate 

regularly �n s�gn�ficant numbers. It �s also part of the 

annual m�grat�on route for humpback whales and 

supports a h�gh dens�ty of threatened mar�ne turtles. 

The area �s part of the m�gratory route of many trans-

equator�al shoreb�rds or waders, and prov�des valuable 

feed�ng grounds for many m�gratory seab�rds. It �s also 

an �mportant feed�ng area for manta rays �n autumn and 

w�nter. 

Under the EPBC Act, Commonwealth mar�ne reserves 

are ass�gned to an IUCN protected area category 

reflect�ng the management object�ves for each reserve 

(see <www.env�ronment.gov.au/parks/�ucn.html> for 

more �nformat�on on the IUCN’s reserve categor�es). 

The N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth Waters) 

�s managed as an IUCN Category II – Nat�onal Park: 

Protected Area Managed Ma�nly for Ecosystem 

Conservat�on and Recreat�on. As such, commerc�al 

fish�ng, petroleum and m�n�ng act�v�t�es are not 

perm�tted. A range of other act�v�t�es such as 

recreat�onal fish�ng and commerc�al tour�sm act�v�t�es 

are allowed under perm�t from the D�rector of Nat�onal 

Parks. 

The EPBC Act also proh�b�ts act�ons affect�ng nat�ve 

spec�es �ns�de the park unless author�sed under 

the Ningaloo Marine Park (Commonwealth Waters) 

Management Plan 2002 (EA 2002). Further �nformat�on 

on the N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park �s ava�lable at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/n�ngaloo>. 

Mermaid Reef Marine National Nature Reserve

Merma�d Reef �s the most northerly reef of the Rowley 

Shoals, wh�ch l�e 300 km west of Broome. The reserve 

was establ�shed �n March 1991 by proclamat�on under 

the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1975, wh�ch 

was replaced by the EPBC Act. The Merma�d Reef Mar�ne 

Nat�onal Nature Reserve covers a total area of 5.4 km2, 

�nclud�ng the seabed and subsurface to a depth of 

1000 m. 

The two other reefs �n the Rowley Shoals, Clerke Reef 

and Imper�euse Reef, �nclude permanent sand cays above 

the h�gh water mark and fall under State jur�sd�ct�on. 

These two reefs const�tute the Rowley Shoals Mar�ne 

Park, wh�ch was declared as a Class A Mar�ne Reserve 

by the West Austral�an Government �n 1990. The 

Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and 

the Arts manages Merma�d Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve 

through a cooperat�ve management arrangement w�th 

the Western Austral�an Department of Env�ronment and 
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Conservat�on and the Western Austral�an Department of 

F�sher�es. 

The Rowley Shoals, �nclud�ng Merma�d Reef, have 

nat�onal and �nternat�onal s�gn�ficance due to the�r 

relat�vely pr�st�ne character, geomorpholog�cal �nterest 

and d�verse fauna, �nclud�ng many spec�es of molluscs, 

ech�noderms and finfish wh�ch have not been recorded 

elsewhere �n Western Austral�a, and wh�ch reflect the 

shoals’ strong l�nks w�th Indones�an fauna. It �s thought 

that the shoals are an �mportant stepp�ng stone �n 

ma�nta�n�ng gene flow among the northwest Austral�an 

coastal reefs. The reefs have been l�sted on the IUCN 

L�st of Coral Reefs of Internat�onal S�gn�ficance and 

are cons�dered to be the best examples of shelf-edge 

ocean�c reefs �n Austral�an waters. The remote locat�on 

of the reefs means that they do not have a h�story of 

d�sturbance by coral predators, such as the crown-of-

thorns starfish.

The Merma�d Reef Mar�ne Nat�onal Nature Reserve 

�s class�fied as an IUCN Category Ia – Str�ct Nature 

Reserve. As such, the reef �s managed pr�mar�ly for 

sc�ent�fic research, l�m�ted commerc�al tour�sm and 

educat�onal purposes, and �s closed to all forms of 

fish�ng and collect�ng. The Merma�d Reef Management 

Plan (EA 2000) exp�red on 16 May 2007, and a draft 

management plan w�ll be released for publ�c comment 

�n 2008. Unt�l the new plan takes effect, the reserve �s 

be�ng managed �n a manner cons�stent w�th �ts IUCN 

Category 1a class�ficat�on, under approvals �ssued by the 

D�rector of Nat�onal Parks. Further �nformat�on on the 

Merma�d Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve �s ava�lable at 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/merma�d>.

Ashmore Reef National Nature Reserve and 
Cartier Island Marine Reserve

Ashmore Reef and Cart�er Island l�e off the coast of 

northern Western Austral�a approx�mately 600 km north 

of Broome. The Ashmore Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve 

was establ�shed �n August 1983 under the National Parks 

and Wildlife Act 1975, wh�ch was replaced by the EPBC 

Act. The Ashmore Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve covers 

an area of approx�mately 583 km2, and was des�gnated as 

a Wetland of Internat�onal Importance under the Ramsar 

Convent�on on 21 October 2002. 

Cart�er Island Mar�ne Reserve, approx�mately 45 km to 

the south-east of Ashmore Reef, was establ�shed �n June 

2000 (also under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1975) 

and covers approx�mately 167 km2. 

These reserves protect un�que and vulnerable mar�ne 

ecosystems w�th h�gh b�olog�cal d�vers�ty wh�ch, l�ke the 

Rowley Shoals, are thought to be �mportant b�olog�cal 

stepp�ng-stones between centres of b�od�vers�ty �n the 

Indo-Pac�fic and reef ecosystems on the North West Shelf 

– poss�bly play�ng an �mportant role �n the ma�ntenance 

of b�od�vers�ty �n reef systems farther south. 

The Ashmore Reef and Cart�er Island reserves protect 

cr�t�cal hab�tat for an unusually h�gh d�vers�ty and 

abundance of sea snakes, and prov�de feed�ng and 

breed�ng areas for three spec�es of mar�ne turtle. 

Ashmore Reef �s an �mportant stag�ng post for many 

m�gratory shoreb�rds and supports substant�al seab�rd 

breed�ng colon�es. The reef also supports a small 

populat�on of dugongs that �s thought to be genet�cally 

d�st�nct from other Austral�an populat�ons. 

Both reserves �nclude the seabed and substrate to a 

depth of 1000 m. The two reserves l�e w�th�n an area 

subject to a Memorandum of Understand�ng (MoU) 

between Indones�a and Austral�a wh�ch prov�des for 

cont�nued Indones�an trad�t�onal fish�ng act�v�t�es �n an 

area known as the MoU Box. The MoU Box also �ncludes 

Scott Reef and Ser�ngapatam Reef. More �nformat�on on 

the MoU can be found �n Append�x A.

As a result of �ts prox�m�ty to Indones�a and the MoU 

arrangements allow�ng trad�t�onal Indones�an fish�ng 

�n the MoU Box, Ashmore Reef �s frequently v�s�ted 

by trad�t�onal Indones�an fishermen. Although no 

commerc�al fish�ng �s allowed �n Ashmore, trad�t�onal 

fishermen do v�s�t the area to shelter, obta�n fresh 

water from the well on West Island and v�s�t grave s�tes. 

The Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage 

and the Arts and the Austral�an Customs Serv�ce work 

together to �nform users about the rules of the reserves. 

The Ashmore Guardian has been stat�oned at Ashmore Reef 

s�nce Apr�l 2008 and prov�des a near permanent presence 

to ensure the reefs’ protect�on.

Cart�er Island Mar�ne Reserve and the major�ty of 

Ashmore Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve are class�fied as 

IUCN Category Ia – Str�ct Nature Reserve, and are closed 

to the publ�c. At Ashmore, West Island Lagoon and part 

of West Island �s zoned as IUCN Category II – Nat�onal 

Park. V�s�ts to the reserves are l�m�ted to th�s area, 

although h�stor�cally there have been few v�s�tors to the 

reserves. Commerc�al fish�ng and o�l and gas explorat�on 

are not allowed �n the reserves, and commerc�al tour�sm 

and sc�ent�fic research must be conducted under a 

perm�t. Cart�er Island and the surround�ng area w�th�n 
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le a 10 km rad�us �s a declared Defence Pract�ce Area, 

although �t �s not currently �n act�ve use. 

Due to the r�sk of unexploded ord�nance, v�s�tor access 

to Cart�er Island �s proh�b�ted and the area �s closed to 

sh�pp�ng. These reserves are managed under the Ashmore 

Reef National Nature Reserve and Cartier Island Marine Reserve 

Management Plan (EA 2002), wh�ch exp�res �n June 2009. 

As w�th other Commonwealth mar�ne reserves, �t �s 

proh�b�ted under the EPBC Act to k�ll, �njure, take, trade, 

keep or move a member of a nat�ve spec�es �n these 

reserves except �n accordance w�th the management 

plan. Further �nformat�on on the Ashmore Reef Nat�onal 

Nature Reserve and the Cart�er Island Mar�ne Reserve 

�s ava�lable at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/

ashmore>.

3.3.2 H�stor�c sh�pwrecks

Most h�stor�c sh�pwrecks are found �n State waters. 

However, there are four h�stor�c sh�pwrecks wh�ch are 

known or bel�eved to l�e w�th�n the Commonwealth 

waters of the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. These are:

• the Trial, wh�ch �s the earl�est known sh�pwreck �n 

Austral�an waters. It �s an Engl�sh East Ind�an sh�p 

wrecked on Tr�al Rocks north of the Montebello 

Islands �n 1622, on �ts way to the port of Batav�a �n 

Indones�a from Plymouth �n England;

• the Lively, an Engl�sh whaler vessel bel�eved 

wrecked on the western edge of Merma�d Reef �n 

1818;

• the Ann Millicent, an �ron hulled barque wrecked 

on the southern reef edge of Cart�er Island �n 1888; 

and

• the Crown of England, foundered dur�ng a cyclone 

at Depuch Island �n 1912.

It should be noted that �nformat�on about the locat�on 

of sh�pwrecks �s often approx�mate and that other 

h�stor�c sh�pwrecks may yet be d�scovered w�th�n the 

Reg�on. 

H�stor�c sh�pwrecks are recogn�sed and protected under 

the Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976, wh�ch protects h�stor�c 

wrecks and assoc�ated rel�cs found �n waters from the 

low water mark to the edge of the cont�nental shelf. 

Under the H�stor�c Sh�pwrecks Act, all wrecks more 

than 75 years old are protected, together w�th the�r 

assoc�ated rel�cs. The M�n�ster for the Env�ronment, 

Her�tage and the Arts can also make a declarat�on to 

protect any h�stor�cally s�gn�ficant wrecks or art�cles and 

rel�cs that are less than 75 years old. More �nformat�on 

on the H�stor�c Sh�pwrecks Act can be found �n  

Append�x B.

The Act a�ms to ensure that h�stor�c sh�pwrecks are 

protected for the�r her�tage values and ma�nta�ned for 

recreat�onal and educat�onal purposes. It also regulates 

act�v�t�es that may result �n the damage, �nterference, 

removal or destruct�on of an h�stor�c sh�pwreck or 

assoc�ated rel�c. Under the H�stor�c Sh�pwrecks Act: 

anyone who finds the rema�ns of a sh�p or 

art�cles assoc�ated w�th a sh�p �s requ�red to g�ve 

not�ficat�on of the locat�on as soon as pract�cable 

to the M�n�ster for the Env�ronment, Her�tage and 

the Arts; and

h�stor�c rel�cs must not be removed, or the phys�cal 

fabr�c of a wreck d�sturbed, unless a perm�t has 

been obta�ned.

The Act also prov�des for protected zones to be declared 

around wrecks that may be at part�cular r�sk of be�ng 

�nterfered w�th. Perm�ts are requ�red to enter protected 

zones, wh�ch can cover an area up to a rad�us of 800 m. 

There are currently no declared protected zones under 

the H�stor�c Sh�pwrecks Act �n the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on. The only protected zone �n Western Austral�a 

�s �n State waters adjacent to the Reg�on around the 

wreck of the Zuytdorp, a Dutch East Ind�a Company 

sh�p wrecked on the Western Austral�an coast north of 

Kalbarr�. 

Further �nformat�on about h�stor�c sh�pwrecks 

and the H�stor�c Sh�pwrecks Act can be found at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/her�tage/sh�pwrecks>.

•

•

Coral at Ashmore Reef. Photo: Kr�ton Glenn, Department of the 
Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and the Arts.
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3.4 Consideration of pressures on 
regional conservation values 

There �s a range of pressures currently �mpact�ng or 

l�kely to �mpact upon conservat�on values �n the Reg�on. 

Wh�le Append�x D descr�bes some of the threats relevant 

to spec�es l�sted under the EPBC Act, threats to all 

conservat�on values w�ll be cons�dered �n deta�l �n the 

next stage of the b�oreg�onal plann�ng process, the 

development of the Draft Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plan.

Austral�a’s mar�ne b�od�vers�ty �s under �ncreas�ng 

pressure from many uses of the mar�ne env�ronment 

�nclud�ng fisher�es, sh�pp�ng, petroleum and m�neral 

extract�on, tour�sm and recreat�on. Pressures from 

chang�ng land use, �nclud�ng agr�cultural and urban 

run-off and coastal development, also ex�st. Cl�mate 

change �s an �ncreas�ngly s�gn�ficant concern (see Box 

3.1). Increas�ng populat�on globally, reg�onally and locally 

w�ll also result �n �ncreas�ng threats to b�od�vers�ty and 

pressures on resources. 

Austral�a’s oceans have been the subject of s�gn�ficant 

recent research act�v�ty but large gaps �n our knowledge 

rema�n. Based on ava�lable knowledge, Austral�a’s 

mar�ne b�od�vers�ty �s probably �n better cond�t�on than 

that of many other countr�es. However, desp�te the 

comb�ned efforts of Austral�a’s governments, �ndustr�es, 

stakeholders and the commun�ty, there are s�gn�ficant 

concerns w�th decl�ne �n some key spec�es and local�sed 

�mpacts on hab�tats and populat�ons.

Desp�te l�m�tat�ons �n knowledge about mar�ne 

b�od�vers�ty and hab�tats, the�r current cond�t�on 

and the pressures affect�ng them, suffic�ent ev�dence 

ex�sts to conclude that a cumulat�ve decl�ne �n mar�ne 

b�od�vers�ty �s occurr�ng. The effects of a number of 

threaten�ng processes are caus�ng decl�nes �n hab�tats, 

changes �n ecosystems and loss of spec�es. The key 

pressures on mar�ne b�od�vers�ty �nclude: cl�mate change, 

resource use, land-based �mpacts, �ntroduced mar�ne pest 

spec�es, and mar�ne pollut�on. 

An overv�ew of the types of pressures �mpact�ng on 

mar�ne b�od�vers�ty can be found �n the ‘Coasts and 

Oceans’ chapter of the 2006 State of the Environment Report 

at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/soe/2006/publ�cat�ons/

report/coasts.html>.

The �nformat�on collected dur�ng the profil�ng stage w�ll 

�nform an assessment of the pressures on the reg�onal 

conservat�on values descr�bed �n th�s chapter as well 

as opt�ons for address�ng them. Chapter 6 conta�ns 

more �nformat�on about how and when �n the process 

stakeholders’ �nput w�ll be sought to �nform the 

development of the plan.

Box 3��1 Climate change impacts on marine life

The 2006 CSIRO report Impacts of Cl�mate Change 

on Austral�an Mar�ne L�fe <www.greenhouse.gov.au/

�mpacts/publ�cat�ons/mar�nel�fe.html> prov�des an 

overv�ew of the potent�al �mpacts of cl�mate change 

on mar�ne b�od�vers�ty and ecosystems. 

Cl�mate change �s expected to have cons�derable 

�mpacts on mar�ne l�fe and mar�ne ecosystems. 

There w�ll �nev�tably be flow-on �mpl�cat�ons for 

human soc�et�es and econom�es, part�cularly those 

�n reg�onal Austral�a h�ghly dependent on the mar�ne 

env�ronment and �ts resources. 

Ev�dence from Austral�an waters �s sparse, ma�nly 

due to a lack of h�stor�cal long-term data collect�on. 

Importantly, l�ttle modell�ng has been conducted 

to pred�ct future changes �n Austral�an mar�ne 

ecosystems and th�s rema�ns a cr�t�cal gap.

Three general find�ngs emerged from th�s study:

• F�rstly, although part�cular factors such as 

temperature stand out as prom�nent dr�vers of 

observed changes �n Austral�a’s mar�ne flora and 

fauna, �t �s the comb�ned effects of mult�ple 

cl�mate and oceanograph�c factors that w�ll 

shape Austral�a’s mar�ne l�fe �n the future;

• Secondly, Austral�a’s mar�ne l�fe �s currently 

affected strongly by non-cl�mate related 

stressors such as fisher�es, coastal runoff 

and pollut�on, and the ecolog�cal effects of 

these stressors w�ll serve to reduce ecosystem 

res�l�ence to cl�mate change. An �ntegrated and 

adapt�ve management approach �s requ�red to 

deal w�th these comb�ned effects; and 

• F�nally, both mon�tor�ng t�me ser�es data 

and modell�ng of cl�mate change �mpacts �n 

Austral�a’s mar�ne ecosystems are extremely 

l�m�ted at present, and represent cruc�al 

components of a strateg�c nat�onal assessment 

of cl�mate change �mpacts that can �nform 

development of pol�cy and management 

strateg�es.
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Barrel sponge (Xestospongia testudinaria) �n 70 m of water off Merma�d Reef, Rowley Shoals. Photo: CSIRO.




