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lOpposite page: Narrow entrance
I channels to the Shoals must be
I carefully negotiated to reach the
sheltered lagoons.
Photo - Patrick Baker

I R&ilr The coral gardens of Mermaid
I Reef contain dozens of different
I varieties of staghorn corals.
Photo - Patrick Baker

I Belou. An Australian lnstitute of
f Marine Science researcher among
I staghorn and massive coral at Mermaid
Reel
Photo - Terry Done

numerous coral knolls and patch reefs
that increase in number towards the
south. The largest and shallowest basin
contains many living coral pinnacles and
extensive staghorn growth.

Imperieuse Reef, 42 kilometres from
Clerke, is the Iargest and most south-
westerly atoll. It is visited less than the
other hdo because the passage connecting
the lagoon to the sea is extremely narrow.
Satellite imagery shows that its largest
central basin appears to be infilling with
extensive coral growth.

All three atolls have a similar north-
south orientation. Each is pear-shaped,
rising with near vertical sides from very
deep water, with a rim of reef-flat that
bares at low tide. The Shoals have an
unusually high tidal range for oceanrc
islands. When the tide is low their reef
flats stand like damwalls enclosing huge
lakes ,  severa l  met res  above the
surrounding sea. Water gushes from the
passages in powerful torrents, like a fast-
floujing river. At high tide the reefs
disappear beneath the sea, with only the
sandy islands of Clerke and Imperieuse
visible.

RESEARCH
In  the  ear ly  to  mid-1980s,  WA

Museum sc ien t is ts  spec ia l i s ing  rn
invertebrates, marine plants and fish,
and John Veron, an expert on Indonesian
corals from the Australian Institute of
Mar ine  Sc ience (A IMS,  based in
Townsvil le, Queensland), undertook
surveys which greatly extended the
species lists for these and most of Wn s
other coral reef regions. The result of
these studies was an important scientific
workon the Rowley Shoals, published by
the  WA Museurn .  The sc ien t is ts
discovered that the Rowley Shoals were
moderately rich in species and had strong

affinit ies with slightly richer Scott Reef,
300 kilometres to the north. In turn,
Scott Reef was found to have strong
affinities to Ashmore Reef, which is only
80 kilometres from Indonesiaandwithrn
the region of maximum diversity ofcoral
reef species. To the south, there are no
offshore reefs until the Abrolhos Islands,
which are luxuriant coral and algal reefs
of somewhat lower species diversity.

In 1993, the research vessel lady
Basler? twicevisitedthe Rowley Shoals as
part ofa four-month research cruise for
scientists ftom AIMS. In September of
that year. Terry Done led a coral cruise
with four AIMS coileagues. Chris Done
andAllen Crosse, both ofthe Department
of Conservation and Land Management,
joined the vessel in Broome, after the
AIMS scientists, Captain Brian McCarthy
and the ship's crew had endured a torrid
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structures. Reef scientists use the term
'veneer' to describe the framework built
by l iving corals and their standing
skeletons. The thickness of the veneer rrr
some wave-bat te red  ree f  hab i ta ts  i s
measured in only centimetres, and may
be stripped off by storm waves several
times each century, as the corals grow
too big to resist the inevitable errant
wave. However, in sheltered areas, the
ponding and currents at the Rowley
Shoals provide conditions forsuch prolific
coral growth and reef-building that the
term'veneer' seems totally inappropriate;
skyscrapers would perhaps be more apt.

PRISTINE REEFS
Having conducted research on the

Great Barrier Reeffor more than a decade,
the AIMS team were familiar with the
dramatic and lasting effects of cyclone
waves and crown of thorns starfish on
coral and fish communities. Many reefs
seem to be perpetually in some state of
damage or recovery. However, the Rowley
Shoa ls  were  as  devo id  o f  ma jor
disturbance as any seen by Terry and
Dave since they began work in the mid-
1970s.'Equil ibrial ' ecological processes
such as interactions among predators,
competitors, and mutually beneficial
partners, rather than disturbance, may
have been the predominant controls on
the composition and abundance ofmany
of the Rowley Shoals' plants andanimals.

CALM has the task of ensuring that natural asset of world-wide significance
the reef's existing qualit ies are that can be enjoyed for generations to
maintained. This requires more come if usedwisely now. Amanagement
knowledge about sustainable fishing plan for the Rowley Shoals wil l be
regimes, sources of replenishment, and prepared, in consultation with charter
tolerance forvarious impacts. At the same operators and other interested bodies.
time, coral reefs are subject to natural Several important issues need to be
disturbance. Like any other reef addressed. They include concerns about
management agency, CALM has to fishing levels and fish feeding, minimising
manage human impacts in the context of damage caused by anchors and ensuring
natural impacts that are not well rubbish is carried back to the mainland.
und€rstood. Above all, management will foster the

The Rowley Shoals are a valuable ethic of low impact diving. This means

MARINE ANIMALS AND PLANTS

There are probably thousands of species of shellfish. Nowhere else in WA can
the5e shells sti l l  be found in the numbers in which they can be seen at Rowley Shoals,
Several dozen species are not recorded anywhere else in WA beside Scott and
Seringapatam Reefs, which are not protected in marine reserves. Giant clams are
abundant. Trochus shells are also seen in the area.

A seagrass species (Ih olassia hemprichir, rccorded nowhere else in W4 grows ar
Mermaid and Clerke Reefs. Unlike seaweeds, these plants bear flowers ano even
poll inate underwater by means of currents.

The red-tailed tropicbird nests on the small sandy islands of Clerke Reef. lt is one
of only two nesting sites in WA. This oceanic bird can be recognised by its long red
tailstreamers. ltspends most ofits l i te atsea and rarelyvisits land. Other 5eabirds visit
the island5 from time to time, including the crested tern and ruddy turnstone. Sandy
islands are probably important resting places for flocks of migratory bird species
on route between Australia and Asia.
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Yellow-billed spoonbills haue aisited
Star Swamp for the last three uears.
Theg sift small mtstaceans from the
shallou uater. The story of this
suburban wetland is told on page 45.

About a quarter of Stirling Range
National Park has been closed to
protect its unique flora from dieback
desease. Tum to page l0 to disconr
these plants on the edge-

Found all ouer Australia, short-beaked
echidnas are one of two Australian egg-
laging mammak. Theg still occur
around Perth. See page 18.

The orange-bellied frog k part of the
South West's fine-scale richness qnd
aariety. Find out more about these
foscinating creatures on page 35.
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A marine park is proposed to adjoin
the Prince Regent Nature Reserue. The
Complex Coast (page 49) discusses the
need for integrated m1nqgemant of
land and sea around our coast-

ARBoR DAY POSTER C0MPET|T1ON......................26

The coral gardens in the sheltered
lagoons of the Rowley Shoals contain
dozens of different varieties of staghom
coral and are inhabited by a huge nnge
of colourful reef fish. See 'Coral for
K€eps' on page 28.
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