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Main text
Please use the following subheadings:
Description of species/habitat/community/process (incl. spatial area of relevance) (68)

Hard corals occur in shallow waters all around tropical and subtropical Australia, forming
both biogenic coral reefs and diverse communities of corals growing on rock. There are
coral reefs in the World Heritage sites of Shark Bay, Lord Howe Is, Ningaloo Reef and the
Great Barrier Reef (GBR). Many nearshore reefs in the north and northwest have been little
studied and recent surveys have found surprisingly diverse communities.

Current state and recent trend (2011-2016) of species/habitat/community/process (refer to
the key to grades for state, trend provided for consistency of language). (210)

The greatest area of shallow coral reefs is Queensland’s GBR. This reporting period has seen
a major study showing that average coral cover on GBR reefs has halved over 27 years to
2012, mainly attributed to cyclones and crown-of-thorns starfish (COTS). Reefs in general
retain capacity to recover but frequent acute disturbances mean that recovery is
incomplete. The GBR region has been exposed to a cluster of severe cyclones in the past
decade and a new wave of COTS outbreaks is underway in the north. Direct human impacts
from runoff and the consequences of coastal development principally affect nearshore reefs.
The condition of GBR reefs generally is poor though reefs in many regions retain capacity to
recover in periods of low disturbance. The El Nifio conditions in 2016 are causing severe
bleaching in the northern GBR, which is still being assessed. Reefs in the northwest
experience frequent cyclones, and a recent sequence of high summer SSTs has caused
varying degrees of bleaching and coral mortality in different regions, notably from Exmouth
to the Abrolhos in 2011, and Exmouth & Dampier in 2013. Outbreak densities of COTS have
been reported on reefs in the Pilbara, but not elsewhere and they have not been seen on
the same scale as on the GBR. For these reasons, the condition of reefs varies greatly across
NW Australia but is good on aggregate.

Main uncertainties and knowledge gaps associated with providing an assessment of current
state and recent trend (42)

Ningaloo Reef, some offshore reefs in the NW and the GBR have ongoing monitoring
programs, and other programs have been established very recently. Much of the north
coast is very remote and rarely visited, so information for many locations is very limited.
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Pressures/issues of importance and associated management (112)

The GBR Outlook report (2014) lists climate change, acting through thermal stress, ocean
acidification and more severe weather as the greatest long-term threat to coral reefs, and
this applies to all regions. Poor water quality from land-based run-off, impacts from coastal
development, and some remaining impacts of fishing remain the major threats in the GBR.

A large joint Federal and Queensland Government program to improve water quality
through changing land use is showing some success. There is also a COTS control program to
protect coral around high-value tourism sites in the North central GBR. Water quality is not
anissue in arid NW Australia but industrial development affects reefs in some locations.

Outlook (72)

Coral reefs are dynamic systems that are subject to cycles of disturbance and recovery, and
the balance of these determines the nature of reef communities. Disturbances in the form
of severe weather and bleaching have occurred frequently in recent years, allowing limited
time for reefs to recover. Chronic stresses such as poor water quality, higher water
temperatures and ocean acidification are likely to impede reef recovery. The outlook for
reefs is grim.
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Great Barrier
Reef

Coral cover (per cent)

1985 -
1990 -
1995
2000 -
2005 -
2010 -

Figure 2.5 Hard coral cover, 1986-2012

The solid line represents modelled coral cover based on the analysis of data collected
from 214 reefs across the Region; while the dashed lines either side represent the
associated standard errors. Average hard coral cover in the Region has declined
significantly since monitoring began in 1986. Declines have been most severe in the
south. Source: De’ath et al. 2012*®

[Figure from GBR Outlook Report 2014 p. 20]

Assessment summary

The average state of shallow reefs on NE coast is Poor and declining; on the NW coast it is
Good and stable. In each case there is adequate high quality evidence and good confidence.
The state of reefs in the North is assumed to be good and stable but with much less
confidence.

Comparability: In 2011 the North and North Western reefs were considered to be in very
good condition, since then, many NW reefs have been affected by bleaching.

Summary:



Severe storms and COTS have affected Eastern reefs while many regions in the NW have
been affected by bleaching

Metadata

GBR:
e Marine Monitoring Program (GBRMPA/AIMS)
e AIMS Long-term Monitoring Program

NW Australia:

e WA DPAW unpublished data,

e CSIRO unpublished data.



