Marine Protection

The Australian Government has responded to marine environmental issues in several ways, including the implementation of Australia’s Oceans policy, continuing development of the National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas, and the delivery of programmes under the Natural Heritage Trust.  Complementing these arrangements are a number of specific measures to reduce environmental risk in industries such as fishing and petroleum exploration and development. For example, the Government has taken, or is proposing to take, measures to further reduce threats to biodiversity through fisheries management reform and further tightening of fishing access through spatial measures. Initiatives to address by-catch, threatened species and invasive marine pests are some of the many conservation measures in action. The assessment and approval of developments are implemented through comprehensive environmental regulation under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  Australia's national policies and programs are also supported by active international involvement in multilateral environmental and resource management forums where Australia promotes an ecosystem approach to environmental management.

Australia’s Oceans Policy is largely implemented through regional marine planning. The plans are designed to bring together a comprehensive knowledge base about the biodiversity and ecosystems of large marine regions and use this information as the basis for developing strategies for the conservation and sustainable management of each region. The plan for the South-east marine region, including an associated network of marine protected areas, has been completed. The Department of the Environment and Heritage is in the process of implementing a new approach to regional marine planning will be undertaken through the development of Marine Bioregional Plans produced under section 176 of the EPBC Act.  These plans will provide the broad strategic direction for management and decision making over the life of the plan, to mitigate or where feasible eliminate risks to conservation values.  

The new Marine Bioregional Plans will give industry greater clarity about the various conservation-related statutory obligations they face in each marine region under the EPBC Act.  In particular, the plans will help industry/businesses proposing activity in the marine environment to determine whether they should refer their proposed actions for assessment and approval under the EPBC Act.  Plans may also provide guidance on the types and level of information required for decision-making under the EPBC Act.  In addition, identification of marine protected areas along with conservation strategies that identify key conservation priorities to be pursued over the life of the plans will be one of the major outcomes of Marine Bioregional Plans. Bioregional planning is occurring progressively around Australia’s major marine regions. Additional plans are either underway or will soon be – in the South-west, North, central East and North-west regions of Australia’s exclusive economic zone.   

Marine Protected Areas

The Australian Government has made an international commitment to establish a representative network of MPAs by 2012.  This commitment was made at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 and builds on a 1998 agreement between the Australian, State and the Northern Territory governments to establish a National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas (NRSMPA) in Australian waters.  

Since the establishment of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park in 1975, Australia has been at the foreground of MPA development.  The State and Territory Governments have also been active in establishing MPAs under their jurisdiction.  For example, in 2003 Victoria established a significant network of highly protected MPAs covering 5.3% of Victorian waters.  New South Wales has also expanded its MPA estate to 6 reserves with the declaration of the Batemans Marine Park in 2006.  Australia’s current MPA estate (including State/Territory MPAs and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park) comprises more than 360 individual MPAs and is 756 000 square kilometres in size.  

The level of protection afforded to Australia’s two most significant coral reef systems, the Great Barrier Reef and the Ningaloo Reef in Western Australia, has been increased substantially through rezoning and both systems now have more than 30% of their area included in highly protected zones.

In addition to the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, which is managed under the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975, there are currently 13 Commonwealth reserves managed under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  These reserves include tropical MPAs at Ningaloo Reef, Mermaid Reef, Cartier and Ashmore Reef, Coringa-Herald and Lihou Reefs, temperate MPAs in the Great Australian Bight, Solitary Islands, Elizabeth-Middleton Reefs, Lord Howe Island and Tasmanian Seamounts and sub-Antarctic MPAs at Macquarie Island and Heard and McDonald Islands.  The Australian Government recently announced another 13 MPAs covering a total of 226 000 square kilometres to be established in Commonwealth waters in the South-east Marine Region.  The South-east network raises the Australian MPA estate by 30% to around 982 492 square kilometres of which 845 945 square kilometres is in Commonwealth waters (see Figure 1).

These MPAs protect identified biodiversity conservation values under a variety of World Conservation Union (IUCN) management categories listed under the EPBC Act, ranging from strict nature reserves (IUCN category Ia) to managed resource protected area (IUCN Category VI).
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The South-east MPA network is the first deep water representative system of its kind.  The objective was to ensure that the MPA network as a whole contained representative examples of the major seafloor habitats across 2 million square kilometres of offshore waters in the South-east marine region.  It covers 226,000 square kilometres protecting temperate and sub Antarctic waters, massive seamounts, canyons and some of the deepest ocean in Australian waters.  





With the addition of the South-east network, Australia will now have about one third of the world’s marine protected areas by area.
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Includes the proposed South east MPA network






































