Health of the Marine and Coastal Environment

Trends

· Area of seagrass along the Adelaide coastline: DECREASING with 720 hectares lost between 1995 and 2002.
· Area of mangroves: DECREASING in selected locations along the South Australian coastline.
· Development along the South Australian coastline: INCREASING.
· Pollutant loads in wastewater discharged into Gulf St Vincent: DECREASING.
· Marine Protected Areas: UP from 3.5% of total State waters in 1996 to 4.4% in 2002.
Findings from the 2003 State of the Environment Report 

Making Progress

The Living Coast Strategy, to be released in late 2003, is a new South Australian initiative that aims to achieve sustainable management of the coast and marine environment through the implementation of ecosystem-based management practices.

Marine planning is also undergoing review. Six ecosystem-based regional marine plans are to be developed to provide a Marine Planning Framework for the State. A pilot marine plan for Spencer Gulf is currently in draft form and will be released for public consultation late in 2003. Priority must be given to completing Marine Plans for all regions.

Environment Improvement Programs have been commenced or completed at major wastewater treatment plants along the Adelaide metropolitan coastline, with the aim of reducing the level of pollutants entering Gulf St Vincent.

The ageing Port Adelaide Wastewater Treatment Plant is due to close in December 2004, with wastewater being redirected to upgraded facilities at Bolivar. This should lead to reduced nutrient levels entering the Port River.

The Marine Protected Area system is being expanded in an attempt to create a network that is more representative of the diverse range of marine ecosystems in South Australia.

The Adelaide Coastal Waters Study will provide valuable scientific information on the marine environment that will underpin the development of sustainable management strategies.

Attention Required

The continued development of coastal areas, if allowed to proceed unchecked and without consideration of the long term and cumulative impact on the environment, will irreversibly affect the nature of South Australia's coastline and lead to significant damage that may be difficult and costly to repair.

The loss of seagrass continues along sections of Adelaide's metropolitan coastline, particularly near Bolivar, and in some regional locations such as Beachport and parts of the upper Spencer Gulf, the West Coast and Kangaroo Island.

Poor water quality continues to threaten the health of aquatic plant and animal communities in the Port River. Water quality in the Patawalonga Lake and beaches adjacent to the Barcoo Outlet are of poor quality for recreational purposes in the days immediately following a storm.

There is insufficient information about the extent of changes in the health and distribution of mangrove communities. Anecdotal information suggests that there has been decline in some areas, but a lack of specific information makes it difficult to respond appropriately.

Reefs along the northern section of the Adelaide metropolitan coastline near West Beach and Semaphore are in poor condition. This is due to pollution from wastewater and stormwater discharges.

Around 85% of treated wastewater and stormwater is currently discharged to sea. More opportunities must be taken to re-use these valuable resources.

What are the Issues?

South Australia has 4000 kilometres of coastline, ranging from cliffs, rocky shores and sandy beaches in the South East and West Coast to mud flats, seagrass, samphire and mangrove habitats in the upper St Vincent and Spencer Gulf regions. Our marine environment is an extremely valuable resource. Coastal and marine waters support large commercial and recreational fisheries, as well as aquaculture worth approximately $500 million a year to the State's economy.

Marine and estuarine waters provide habitat for a diverse range of plants and animals, including internationally and nationally important species such as southern right whales, Australian sea lions, dolphins and the leafy seadragon. Our marine waters are among the most biologically diverse and unique in the world, with many endemic species (those found only in southern Australia). The beaches provide recreational facilities for the community and are part of our culture.

There are many ways in which humans place pressure on coastal and marine environments. Major sources of pollution include treated wastewater (stormwater) that carries a range of pollutants from roads, agricultural land and other sources; discharges from power stations and other industrial facilities; and shipping and recreational boating. Coastal development has increased significantly over the last thirty years. Houses and other buildings constructed along the coast can disrupt the natural movement of sand, destroy fragile habitat, result in vegetation clearance, impact on the natural beauty of the area and create additional pressures on stormwater and sewerage infrastructure. The aquaculture industry and the exploitation of wild fisheries may also, if not managed appropriately, exert pressures on marine health, particularly in regional locations (these are discussed in separate chapters). Ballast water from international ships is a major source of marine pests.

Many of the pressures that affect South Australia's coastal and marine environments are focused in shallow coastal waters where subtidal and sand mudflat habitats exist. These areas are very diverse and valued for their biodiversity, as well as being important habitats for recreationally and commercially valued species. They are extremely susceptible to environmental change.

Many of the pressures on our marine environment are most acute in or near metropolitan Adelaide and much of the monitoring for marine health is also conducted in this area. As a consequence, this report has a greater focus on the Adelaide region than other areas of the State.

See also chapters on Fisheries; Aquaculture; Introduced Species; Water Consumption in Urban Settlements; and Land Use.

What Impact will Deteriorating Coastal and Marine Health have?

Some of the environmental, social and economic effects of deteriorating coastal and marine health are listed below to illustrate the issue's broader significance for sustainability.

Loss of marine biodiversity. Deteriorating water quality (via wastewater, stormwater and industrial discharges), inappropriately managed aquaculture activities, recreational and commercial fishing activities and introduced species can all impact on marine biodiversity. Our marine waters are among the most biologically diverse in the world and we cannot afford to compromise the plants and animals that inhabit South Australian waters. They are home to nationally and internationally important species, provide habitat for unique communities of plants and animals and support large commercial and recreational fisheries.

Reduced commercial fish stocks. A less healthy marine and estuarine environment will result in reduced fish stocks and therefore reduced income from the State's commercial fisheries. Also, the reputation of our produce in international markets would suffer, eliminating the premium associated with a product sourced from a clean environment.

Reduced opportunities for aquaculture. The aquaculture industry relies on good quality waters. Reduced water quality would compromise aquaculture production.

Increased degradation and loss of fragile coastal areas. Increasing development along the South Australian coastline (such as marinas and boat ramps) and the loss of stabilising seagrass beds due to deteriorating water quality is increasing coastal erosion and sand loss. This threatens valuable coastal habitat and incurs high costs associated with rehabilitation and sand replacement.

Loss of coastal swamps and native vegetation. Increasing coastal development is leading to the reclamation of important coastal wetlands and swamps and the clearance of native vegetation.

Impacts on recreation and tourism. Less healthy marine, estuarine and coastal environments could affect tourism. If the water is not safe to swim in, or the beach has been washed away, the human experience of our natural assets is compromised. Deteriorating coastal and marine health has many flow-on effects for the community, particularly given the proximity of most South Australians to the coast. Recreational opportunities may be compromised, such as swimming, surfing, diving and fishing, as would opportunities for employment through fisheries and tourism.

Loss of sea views. Some of South Australia's sea views are amongst the most remarkable in the world. Continuing and inappropriate development along the coast will compromise these values, which cannot be replaced.

What is Being Done About It?

Policy and Program

The Living Coast Strategy, which is to be released in December 2003, aims to integrate the management of marine, coastal and estuarine environments and to establish a representative system of marine parks and multi-use marine areas. The Living Coast Strategy is a whole-of-Government environmental initiative that aims to deliver sustainable use of the coast and marine environment through ecosystem-based management practices. The objectives of the Living Coast Strategy are:

· to conserve coast and marine biodiversity and ecosystems and maintain physical and biophysical processes; 

· to ensure longevity of current and future use of the coast and marine environment for the benefit of South Australia (Ecologically Sustainable Development); 

· to integrate planning and management across the coast and marine zone; 

· to build the capacity and capability to manage coast and marine resources effectively. 

An Environment Protection Policy is a legislative tool provided for by the Environment Protection Act 1993 to address environment protection matters. The Environment Protection (Water Quality) Policy provides a consistent State-wide approach to the protection of water quality across all South Australian water bodies.

The Environment Protection (Water Quality) Policy applies to all inland surface and ground waters, and to marine waters, and replaces the Environment Protection (Marine) Policy (1994) and the Environment Protection (Vessels and Inland Waters) Policy (1998). It covers a broad range of issues including:

· the setting of water quality objectives for all waterbodies in South Australia; 

· the use of codes of practice that will describe best practice environmental management for particular activities; 

· mandatory provisions to ensure that essential practices are met; 

· the establishment of criteria, discharge limits and listed pollutants. 

Environmental standards specified in the Policy are designed to be consistent across the State's aquatic environments and are closely linked to national strategies.

A State Government Marine Managers Forum was established in 1999 which includes representatives from all State Government departments with an interest in marine issues. The primary aim is to reduce the difficulties associated with cross-agency responsibilities in marine management. The forum also informs State Government policy on a variety of marine management issues and determines research priorities.

Key State Government agencies involved in the management of estuaries, have commenced work on developing an estuary policy. This policy will outline clear objectives and actions to promote the sustainable use of estuaries in South Australia and increase awareness of the need for estuary conservation. In addition, recommendations for specific estuary management will be developed for Regional Natural Resource Management Plans.

Marine Planning for South Australia - six ecosystem-based regional marine plans will be developed to guide users of the marine environment and its resources in an ecologically sustainable manner. A pilot marine plan for Spencer Gulf is currently in draft form and will be released for public consultation late in 2003. A marine plan for Gulf St Vincent is also in development.

South Australia's Representative System of Marine Protected Areas is a series of multiple use MPAs proposed to conserve representative examples of South Australia's marine biodiversity. A marine reserve covering the Encounter Bay, Backstairs Passage and northern end of Kangaroo Island is being developed as a pilot to test concepts of multiple use, conservation of representative examples of marine diversity and full public participation.

A Marine Species of Conservation Concern Working Group was established in 2001 to identify marine species of conservation significance in South Australia. The establishment of a list of marine threatened species was identified as a key target in the Marine and Estuarine Strategy for South Australia by 2000.

The Adelaide Coastal Waters Study began in 2001. It is funded by the EPA and undertaken by the CSIRO. The study seeks to address gaps in knowledge about the marine environment of Gulf St Vincent from Port Gawler to Sellicks Beach and about 20 kilometres offshore. It focuses on chemical, physical and biological processes and will hopefully provide some of the background knowledge required to enable appropriate management for sustainability.

The EPA conducts Ambient Water Quality Monitoring of the marine environment through programs targeting areas under stress from significant pollution sources. These monitoring programs include:

· Adelaide Metropolitan Bathing Waters - designed to assess the impact of urban stormwater and wastewater on the Adelaide coastal waters, including water quality monitoring, seagrass and reef health surveys; 

· water quality sampling of the Port River and targeted studies of dolphins, fish and sediments, with the focus on investigating the cumulative effects of the industrialisation of the region; 

· Boston Bay - water quality monitoring and seagrass surveys, established to monitor cumulative impacts of aquaculture and urban discharges; 

· Nepean Bay - water quality monitoring and seagrass surveys, developed following concerns about seagrass losses in the region; 

· expansion of the EPA's Water Quality Monitoring Program. Completion of the Adelaide Coastal Waters Study will provide greater understanding of State coastal and marine waters to support management decisions and enable the success of management strategies to be monitored. 

In recent years SA Water has undertaken significant Environment Improvement Programs (EIPs) at its metropolitan Adelaide treatment plants. This has resulted in significant reductions in the discharge of nutrients into the marine environment and enabled increases in wastewater re-use. See chapter on Water Consumption in Urban Settlements.

As a consequence of the EIPs, nutrient (nitrogen and phosphorous) loads for the year 2002/03 are expected to be reduced by 65% from Christies Beach WWTP and by 72% at the Glenelg WWTP (EPA, 2002). It is planned that the Port Adelaide WWTP will be closed down in December 2004 when an upgrade of the Bolivar plant is complete. Improvements to the Bolivar WWTP are expected to produce a 45% reduction in nitrogen levels discharged to sea (Parliament of SA, 1999).

There are a number of community and education initiatives that aim to improve our understanding and management of coast and marine environments. The Coast and Marine Education Framework developed by the Department for Environment and Heritage in 2003 provides a valuable web-based educational resource for teachers and students that links directly with the South Australian Curriculum.

The Marine and Coastal Community Network promotes a more cooperative and coordinated approach to marine and coastal planning and management by bringing together all interest groups, both Government and non-government. Coastcare is now well established in South Australia and, to date, more than $1.22 million has been spent on a variety of projects.

What Can You Do to Help?

The major pressures on the health of the coastal and marine environment in South Australia include discharge from wastewater treatment plants and the transport of pollutants and sediments via stormwater. The Inland Waters - What can you do to help? section identifies the actions that you can undertake around the home to improve the quality of stormwater released into the marine environment.

Here are some of the community programs you can be involved with:

· Coastcare is a national program that encourages community involvement in the protection of our coastal and marine environments. The program assists local communities to form partnerships with local land managers to undertake projects that aim to improve and protect our coastal and marine habitats. http://www.nht.gov.au/nht1/programs/coastcare/index.html 

· Reef Watch is an environment-monitoring program run by the community and coordinated by the Conservation Council of South Australia Inc. Reef Watch is a program where recreational divers gather data about the health of the reefs they dive on. Diver involvement develops community awareness about the state of reefs and triggers action for their protection. http://www.reefwatch.asn.au/ 

· The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS) is a national non-government marine conservation organisation. It can offer information, assistance and advice to members. http://www.amcs.org.au/ 
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Links

Adelaide Coastal Water Study 
http://www.epa.sa.gov.au/acws.html
Australian Institute of Marine Science 
http://www.aims.gov.au/ 

Coasts & Marine - South Australia
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/ 

Coastcare
http://www.nht.gov.au/nht1/programs/coastcare/index.html 

Coastal and Marine Pollution 
http://www.deh.gov.au/coasts/pollution/index.html
Extent and Conservation Status of Mangrove and Saltmarsh Communities in South Australia 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/saltmarsh.pdf
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/ 

Marine and Coastal Community Network 
http://www.mccn.org.au/
Marine Education Society of Australasia 
http://www.mesa.edu.au/ 

Marine Life Society of South Australia 
http://www.mlssa.asn.au/
Marine Species Conservation
http://www.nht.gov.au/nht1/programs/mspp/index.html
Marine Species Protection Program 
http://www.deh.gov.au/coasts/species/projects/index.html 

Monitoring Sand Movements along the Adelaide Coastline 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/no32.pdf 

Oceans Alive 
http://www.abc.net.au/oceans/alive.htm
Seas and Coasts - Polices and Strategies 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/strategies.html
Protecting Adeaide's Beaches 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/adel_beach.pdf 

Sea Dumping
http://www.deh.gov.au/coasts/pollution/dumping/
Seagrasses of South Australia 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/seagrasses.pdf 

The Coastal Dune and Clifftop Vegetation Survey 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/coastaldune.pdf
Waterwatch Australia 
http://www.waterwatch.org.au/
Where's the Beach? 
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/coasts/pdfs/wherebeach.pdf
