Understanding and protecting the marine wildlife associated with coral reefs
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Significant populations of marine wildlife occur in coral reef habitats. For example, the Great Barrier Reef region and Torres Strait regions supports visiting and/or resident populations of about 20 species of whales and dolphins, the dugong, six species of sea turtles, two million seabirds of 22 species, and 14 species of sea snakes. The populations of some of these species are globally significant and are one of the reasons for the World Heritage Listing of the Great Barrier Reef region. Most of these species are long-lived and slow breeding and some are already seriously depleted. The human impacts are complex and difficult to disaggregate from each other and from natural change. Many of these species move across jurisdictions within the Great Barrier Reef region and Torres Strait and between these regions and other areas. Zoning protects these species from some anthropogenic impacts, especially commercial fishing, and GBRMPA’s Representative Area Program will certainly improve this protection. However, zoning will need to be combined with other initiatives in order to protect the marine wildlife values of these and other reefal areas. These initiatives should be focused on reducing anthropogenic mortality and protecting critical habitats and should include regulation of terrestrial runoff, boating, tourist activities and indigenous harvest. Complementary zoning of Queensland waters and control of activities on islands will also be important. The need for this approach will be illustrated using the dugong as a case study.

