




he conservation significance of

Ningaloo Reet-the largest

fringing coral reef in Australia-was
recognised in the 1960s by the Western
Australian branch of the Australian
Marine Sciences Association. Despite
concern from the local communities at
Exmouth and Coral Bay, who felt that
it would affect the local economy and
their lifestyles by restricring fishing and
other activities, the State waters of
Ningaloo (and a 4O-metre strip along
the shore) were finally declared a
marine park by the Western Australian
Government in April 1987. The park
included about 90 per cent ofthe reef,
and extended about 260 kilometres
ftom North West Cape to Amherst
Point.
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Maln Ningaloo Reef and Sandy and
Osprey bays, Ningaloo Marine Park.
Photo - David Betlini
lnset Lionflsh,
Photo - Petet and MaEy Nicholas/
Lochman Tra n sparencie s

Below Anemone and fish on reef.
Photo - Glen Cowans

Living colour
Today, more than 200,000 people

visit Ningaloo Marine Park every year
to dive, 6sh, surf or just soak up the
remote landscapes and winter sun.
However, the park is important to most
Western Australians, as Ningaloo Reef
has become r symbol of all that is
special and pristine about Western
Australiat marine environment.

People who have dived or
snorkelled at Ningaloo understand thrs
only too well. Many have had the
privilege of swimming alongside
massive whale sharks, up to 12 metres
long, as they cruise the wate6 of
Ningaloo, sucking in tiny prey. Dugongs
are frequently seen in the shallow

Above left A blennie peers from its home.

Above A feather star extends its arms to
feed.
Photos - Glen Cowans

lagoons. There are also big numbers of
large marine animals such as nunta rays,
marine turtles and humpback whales.
Every year on certain nights, mainly
following the full moons in March and
April, divers gather to witness the mass
spawning of coral, when billions of
pink eggs and sperm burst from therr
parents in a synchronised display.

ln many of the sheltered lagoons
between the reefand the beach,staghorn
and other corals grow in dense colourfi:l
gardens populated by tropical 6sh of all
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north of Coral Bay. The endemic wcst

coast shellfish firrlo prtldter is abundant

as far north as about Cnarraloo Bay but

is rcplaced by Trtbo dr.q)trostuo uts

further north on the Ning'rloo l{eef.

Scienti f ic understanding of the

ecological values of the Ningaloo lleef

has also increased signi{icantly since the

marine park was established.

Hcnce, a new draft nTanagemenr

plan (to rcplace the original 10-year

n)JnJgcnrent plart) was relcr 'ed for

public consultat ion in July 2004, along

with an indicative management plan

for a proposed southern extension

to the park ro l{ed Bluff (covcring

a lurther 38,0iJ0 hcctares) to include

thc entirc 300-ki lonrctrc length of

Ningaloo Rccf in rhe park.

The draft plan also included an

indicativc managenent plan for a

proposed 28,00()-hectare marine

management area at lhe Muiron and

Sunday islands, 15 ki lometrcs north of

North West Cape. One of the most

magnificent dives in the Exrnouth arca

is the'cod spot ' ,  which is of|shore at

Above A diver looks at a giant clam at
Ningaloo Reef.

Top left Swimming with a whale shark is
the experience of a lifetime.
Photos - Alex Steffe/ Lochman
Transparencies

centre left lvlassive potato cods are
also among the larger inhabitants of
Ningaloo Marine Park.
Photo - Geoff Taylor/ Lochman
Transparencies

Left Staghorn coral garden at Ningaloo
Marine Park.
Photo - Clay Bryce/Lochman
Ttansparencies
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other areas. For example, research by
Dr Mark Westera of Edith Cowan

Universiry at Ningaloo Marine Park

has shown that there are twice as n-lany

enrperors in sanctuiry zoncs than in

the neighbouring general use zones,

where fishing is allowed.
Elsewhere inWestern Australia, early

results of some research bY Dr Russ

Babcock from CSIRO on a sanctuary

zone at Rottnest lsland Marine Reserve
show that rock lobsters are appreciably

larger and considerably more abundant
within the sanctlrary zone. The same

research has:hown sitnilar resul$ for

some 6sh species commonly targeted

by recreational fishers.
A recent survey of 80 'no take'

zones arcund the world found that the

number of 6sh in the 'no take' zones

increased by 192 per cent; the total

weight of 6sh was higher than in

adjacent fished arcas; and average fish

size was 20 to 30 per cent higher than

in adjacent fished areas. ln Florida, very
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Above The southern end of Ningaloo
Reef, near Gnarraloo BaY, is now
included in the marine Park.
Photo - David Bettini

Above llght People may fish in 66 per
cent of Ningaloo l\4arine Park.
Photo - Brett Dennis/Lochman
lransparencies

Lelt Tourists at Turquoise BaY.
Photo - Bill Belson/Lochman
tansparencies

large game fish are almost seven times
l'nore colllmon in areas next to a no-

take reserve than in fishing areas where

no reserve exists. A similar pattern has

been recorded for sharks in a tropical'no

take' area of Western Australia, where

they are larger and more comnon than
in comparable fished areas.

A11 of the significant different
habitats within the Ningaloo Marine

Park are now included in sanctuary
areas (the original sanctualy zones
were all close to the coast and did not

afford any prctection to deep water

habitats). For similar reasons, sanctuary
zones in the Great Barrier Reef

Marine Park werc recently incrcased
from 4.5 per cent to 33 Per cent.

'While 
some recreational fishers

have been quite vocal in their

oPPOSrtrOn tO Sanctuary zone

extensions, nuny conservation-minded
fishers and local business peoPle

suPport the increases to sanctr:ary
zones at Ningaloo. Peter Shaw, a

commercial fisher and charter operator
at Coral Bay. while not necessarily

agreeing with all areas suggested in the
draft plan, supports the concePt of

increasing sanctuary zones in the

Ningaloo Marine Park.
' 'There is  def in i te ly;  need lor  ntor .

s.rncua.y zones in the nnrine park You

need arers for replcnishment of lish

stocks. Also, not all people who come to

Ningrloo conle here to fish. A lot of

people go snorkelLrrg rnd there wi l l  be

morc mrrine life for rheD) to see in ireas

that crnt be 6shed."

New developments
The economic return from tourism

is now cxpected to grow evcn lurther.

because of an increased public profile

lor Ningaloo as J rrsult  of rhe tnarine

park extensions, and as developments

such as the Exmouth Boat Harbour

Resort and Residential Development

are conpleted. However, as use of

the area increases through such

developments, it is going to be even

morc vital to prorect the attractions that

people go ro Ningaloo ro see. Hence.

Ningaloo's new nunagenent plan and

extended boundaries, and the new

n-nrine management area at the Muiron

and Sunday islands, will be vital to

protect the area's natural marine values

and ensure that visitors are able to keep

enjoying its natural beaury

Carolyn Thomson-Dans is a long-time
writer and editor for l/NDSCOPE,
with a special interest in the marine
environment. She can be contacted
on (08) 9€89 8&,4 or via email
(carolynt@calm.wa,gov,au).
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