
 

Scientists call for no-take coral sea park

February 23 2012

More than 300 eminent scientists from 21 other countries around the
world today urged the Australian Federal Government to create the
world's largest no-take marine reserve in the Coral Sea.

"Marine reserves are an important tool for managing and restoring
ecosystems. They protect brood stocks for sustainable fisheries and
rebuild distorted foodwebs. We know how well they work because of the
differences that we observe again and again between different marine
zones under existing management schemes. Already, the recent rezoning
of the Great Barrier Reef has resulted in a doubling of coral trout and
other commercially important species" says the Director of the ARC
Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies, Professor Terry Hughes.

"The Australian Government's draft plan for a marine reserve in the
Coral Sea is a significant step forward - but misses a unique opportunity
for Australia to demonstrate global leadership in marine stewardship, by
declaring the Coral Sea within Australia's EEZ as the world's largest no-
take area," according to the statement, signed by more than 300
scientists.

"The Coral Sea adjoins the Great Barrier Reef, and because of its
remoteness is one of the most intact oceanic ecosystems in the world.
Together the two reserves would constitute the world's largest protected 
ocean ecosystem – at a time of growing concerns over the widespread
loss of megafauna, corals and other marine life closer to shore," says
Professor Hugh Possingham, Director of the ARC Centre of Excellence
for Environmental Decisions.
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"We believe that an increased level of protection would be of immense
benefit to Australia and to the world, at negligible cost. The Coral Sea is
one of only a handful of places in the world where a very large oceanic
no-take park could be created within a single national jurisdiction," the
scientists said.

Their statement identifies six main reasons for extending the level of
protection in the proposed marine reserve:

Most of the shallow coral reefs, cays and sublittoral reefs of the
western Queensland Plateau and the seamounts of the southern
Coral Sea will not be fully protected in the Government's
proposed reserve.
The reefs of the Coral Sea need more protection: under the
current plan only 2 new reefs out of 25 will receive a high level
of protection. These reefs are important for recharging the corals
of the GBR.
Deep sea systems and seamounts need greater protection. The
area contains Australia's largest deep trough system, which
attracts large numbers of feeding and spawning fish, birds and
whales.
Ocean ecosystems need better protection from long-line fishing
vessels, which threaten populations of yellowfin tuna, barracuda,
sharks, turtles and seabirds.
Catch-and-release fishing in the Coral Sea should be banned
because of the high losses caused by predation and barotrauma,
and its impact on shark populations
It is much more cost-effective to manage a single, large no-take
zone with simple boundaries than a variety of differently
classified zones .

"A reserve of this scale and level of protection would provide
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unprecedented refugia for top ocean predators that are fast disappearing
elsewhere in the world,", Professor Terry Hughes said. 

"Such a reserve will help to improve the resilience of the region's coral
reefs to climate change, and provide a globally significant scientific
reference site," adds Professor Bob Pressey of CoECRS and James Cook
University.

"We believe that our recommendations will have minimal social and
economic costs because there is very little current use of the Coral Sea
region - but the recommendations will boost Australia's international
reputation as a leader in marine protection and as an eco-tourism
destination," he adds.

"Fully protecting the Coral Sea will provide a lasting legacy for future
generations to enjoy and will reinforce the excellent levels of protection
already achieved in the GBR," Professor Hughes said.
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