


he mainland coast of Western
Australia is about 12,500

kilometres long and there are 3,424
offshore islands. Our coastal waters
contain coral reefs, mangrove forests,
seagrass meadows, rocky reefs,
extensive areas of soft sediment and
open ocean, These ecosystems are home
to a rich array of plants and animals
such as seagrasses, corals, fish. starfish,
shells, dugongs, turtles, whales,
dolphins, sea-lions, penguins, shark
and crocodiles. Some of these animals
are rare and in need of special
protection, while some sea and
shorebirds found along our coastline
migrate from Asia and are protected by
international conservation treaties.

W,{s Ningaloo Marine Park protects
Australia's largest fringing coral reef.
The Shark Bay Marine Park, within the
World Heritage Area, has the world's
most extensive seagrass meadows, the
famous Monkey Mia dolphins and rare
communities of stromatolites. Many of
the State's marine plants and animals,
particularly those in southern
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temperate waters, are found nowhere
else in the world.

Unlike many places elsewhere, our
marine environment is generally in
excellent condition. Seagrasses are in
good condition except for those in
Albany's harbours, Cockburn Sound
and parts of Geographe Bay. Most coral
reefs are in pristine condition and most
mangrove forests are in good condition
except for some loss through industrial
and landfill activities and coastal
development. Around metropolitan
Perth, the marine environment has
been contaminated by sewage and other
run-off. About 27 exotic species have
been introduced into WA waters.
Commercial fishing stocks are
generally being managed at sustainable
levels, though intensive fishing around
highly populated areas has resulted in
depletion of key target species, such as
dhufish, from the more accessible areas
and, at Shark Bay, snapper stocks have
been depleted by overfishing.

POPUTATION PRESSURES
The marine environment of this

State is owned by all Western
Australians. Unlike the land, where
usage rights are defined by titles and
boundaries, the sea is a common asset
available to allusers. The flip side ofthis
is tiat as our population increases, so too
does ptessute on out ocean and its
inhabitants. Much ofthe degradation of
marine environments elsewhere in the
world has resulted simply from

increased human usage, often with
limited knowledge and understanding
that it is actually happening until it is
too late.

It is important, therefore, to
monitor our marine environment
closely so we can understand the.
implications of our activities. Good
indicators of the state of the ocean may
include water quality and coral,
seagrass and fish 'health'. If these vary
from what is'normal', something can
be done to investigate the causes of
such changes and, if necessary, to take
action to rectifu the problem before it is
too late.

Management agencies and scientists
recognise that they cannot do this
enormous task on their own and need
to involve the broader community.
Many local communities also recognise
that everyone (including Govemment
agencies, scientists and community
members) has a mutual responsibility
to protect our marine environment and
are keen to help.

DEVELOPING PARTNERSHIPS
In WA the govemment has sought to

tap into this enthusiasm through a new
project known as the Marine Community
Monitodng Program. The program was
developed by the Depadment of
Conservation and Land Management and
the Australian Mayine Conservation
Society WA (AntCS), with significant
assistance from the WA Museum and
Marine Education Society of Australia.
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WHO CAN TAKE PART?
All Western Australians with an

interest in the marine and coastal
environment can take Part in the
Marine Community Monitoring
Program, either as part of a community
group or as an individual. Invaluable
data can be collected from people from
all walks of life, who are living, working
or holidaying along the WA coastline.
You may be working on a Pearl farm or
an oil rig in a remote area, or pelhaps
you are a recreational fisher living in a
city. You may collect some data while
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on holiday, or monitor the health of
your local environment regularly. Local
residents, indigenous communities,
neighbouring land owners, recreational
boating, diving and fishing clubs,
nature study enthusiasts and collectors,
scientists, conservationists, school
groups, local government employees,
commercial f ishing operators,
aquaculturists, commercial tourism
operators and members of the mining
and petroleum industries have all
expressed an interest in participating.

WHAT YOU CAN MONITOR
A manual of monitoring methods

has been developed. The manual
provides background information on
each method and describes its relevance
to management agencies. It tells you
how to select and describe your site,

advises how and when to monitor, and

how to collect and store the data. The

manual also describes the level of

diff iculty of each method, outl ines

equipment and safety measures
required, tells you how to be

environmentally sensitive, shows you

how to find your data on the web,

describes existing community
monitoring programs and includes a

list of further references.
The 33 monitoring methods in the

manual cover the physical, biological

and social environment. The methods

were developed in conjunction with

marine scientists and managers to

ensure they were scientifically sound.
Methods to monitor the Physical

environment cover parameters such as

beach width, beach structure, water

clarity and water temperature. The

biological environment includes coral,

seagrass and mangrove health, algal

blooms, fish, marine mammals and

introduced marine pests. The social

environment includes beach and

underwater l i tter and human usage.
After the Department of

Conservation and Land Management
has received your data, it is checked

for errors and inconsistencies and

then entered into the CommunitY
Monitoring Database. Maps showing

the results ofyour data will be produced

as part of the community monitoring

data analysis process. These give a very
good overview of data collected for each

method. The maps will be available on

the Internet via the WA Atlas
(h t tp : / /www.wa l is .wa.  gov .au /a t las )
-linked from NatureBase.

Once the data is collated, it becomes

an important component of the

information-base that communitY
groups, scientists, govemment

departments such as the Depatment of

Conservation and Land Management,

and the Department of Environmental
Protection and local government

authorities can use to identify and

remedy undesirable trends.

WHO'S ALREADY INVOLVED?
Many communitY grouPs have

already helped to trial the methods
from the monitoring manual in the
field. These groups have selected
methods from the manual that address
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