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FOREWORD 

Wetlands along the, Queensland coast adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area have 

declined significantly since the 1950s. For example, on the Burdekin River floodplain, 

approximately 80% of ephemeral wetlands have been lost. Along the coast from Cairns to Ingham, 

70% of the Melaleum wetlands and a significant area of sedgelands have been lost. Riparian areas 

in coastal lowland zones are in poor or very poor condition. 

Preservation of our remaining wetlands and reinstatement of degraded wetlands is one of the 

most important environment priorities we have today. Wetlands are vital for the protection of the 

Great Barrier Reef as they ameliorate the impacts of run-off from catchment uplands. Coastal 

wetlands disperse and slow the velocity of run-off and this allows entrained sediments, nutrients 

and toxicants to settle out before they enter the Great Barrier Reef lagoon. Wetlands are also 

intrinsically valuable in their own right. They are vitally important habitat areas for a diversity of 

wildlife which includes a number of endangered species as well as commercially important 

species of fish and invertebrates. c 

Protection of wetlands is regulated by the Wafer Resources (Wafercmrse Protection) Amendment 

Regulation 2995 which is administered by the Queensland Department of Natural Resources. Other 

legislation associated with wetland protection includes the Fisheries Act 2994 (Queensland 

Department of Primary Industries); Nnfure Conservrrfio~~ Act 2992 (Queensland Department of 

Environment); Comfnl Profecfiorz clr~l Mmngenzenf Act 1995 (Queensland Department of 

Environment); end file LOLX~ Govemrlrerlf (Plalzning nrlll Environnre~zf) Act 2990 (Department of Local 

Government and Planning). 

Legislation in itself is not sufficient to protect substantial portions of Queensland’s coastal 

wetlands. It is time that a new cooperative relationship between the three tiers of Government, 

land holders and other interest groups and stakeholders was forged, aimed at protecting and 

preserving the remaining wetlands and rehabilitating and re-establishing wetlands where 

possible. 

The Babinda workshop was the first of its kind in north Queensland. It was designed to bring 

interest groups, stakeholders, landowners, the scientific community and government agencies 

together to discuss perspectives and possibilities for cooperation to enter into a new, enlightened 

era of wetland management and preservation. It is hoped that the Babinda workshop may be a 

catalyst for establishing a cooperative cross-sectoral approach to the important issue of wetlands 

protection, and ultimately ensure the future of the Great Barrier Reef. 

Ian McPhail 

Chairperson 

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
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Program for workshop ‘Protection of Wetlands Adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef’ held in 

Babinda, Queensland, Australia, 25-26 September 1997 

1AY 1 

3.00 Registration 

3.30 Field trip Host: Sheriden Morris 

I.00 Afternoon tea 

2.45 Welcome - The importance of wetlands to the Dr Ian McPhail 

Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area 

3.00 Wetlands - A national approach Senator the Hon. Ian 

Macdonald 

3.15 The Department of Natural Resources’ approach Hon. Howard Hobbs 

to wetlands 

3.30 The Department of Environment’s approach to Lindsay Delzoppo 

wetlands 

3.45 Panel discussion - integrating the management of Dr Ian McPhail, 

wetlands adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef Senator Ian Macdonald, 

Hon. Howard Hobbs, 

Lindsay Delzoppo 

5.00 Local knowledge: some anecdotal evidence of Blue Bulling 

change 

Social function 

DAY2 
3.30 The ecological benefits of wetland protection and Eddie Hegcrl 

discussion 

3.15 The extent of the loss of wetlands adjacent to the Andrew Johnson 

Great Barrier Reef and discussion 

10.00 Morning tea 

10.30 Wetland protection - we all have an equal Representatives from 

responsibility QCFO, Sunfish, RMRACs, 

Conservn tionists, 

CANEGROWERS, Tourism 

interests, Indigenous 

12.30 -:.. Lunch 

1.30 Discussion - focusing on cooperation to achieve 

real and workable solutions 

5.00 Summary of, and commitment to, outcomes 
5.30 : : .‘.‘, i;“, Close 

interests, local government 

Selena Ham 

Dr Ian McPhail 

. . . 
Vlll 



The Bnbinda Statement of intent 

The Babinda Statement of Intent 

R. Humphries 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Pnrlc Authority, PO Box 1379, Townsville Qld 4810 

Preamble 

A cross-sectoral workshop addressing management issues relating to wetlands adjacent to the 
Great Barrier Reef was held in Babinda, north Queensland, 25-26 September 1997. The 
workshop was sponsored by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 

The non-government participants included representatives from: 
The Queensland CANEGROWERS, Sunfish, the Australian Conservation Foundation, the 
Queensland Commercial Fishermen’s Organisation, the Girringun Reference Group, the 
Mackay CANEGROWERS, the Babinda CANEGROWERS, the North Queensland Conservation 
Council, World Wildlife Fund, the Regional Organisation of Councils, the Queensland 
Conservation Council, the Cairns and Far North Queensland Environment Centre, the Banana 
Growers, the Australian Coral Reef Society, the Association of Marine Park Tourism Operators, 
the Pro Guides Association, the Australian Marine Conservation Society, the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority Tourism 
Advisory Group, Reef 2005 and the Gladstone, Port Douglas, Cairns, Mackay, Whitsundays, 
Townsville, Hinchinbrook, Cooktown and Capricornia Regional Marine Resource Advisory 
Committees (RMRACs). 

Government and institutional representatives included: 
Senator the Hon. Ian Macdonald, The Hon. Howard Hobbs, Dr Ian McPhail and Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park Authority staff, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation, Wet Tropics Management Authority, Queensland Department of Environment, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission, Queensland Department of Natural 
Resources, Australian Institute of Marine Science, Environment Australia, James Cook 
University and the Queensland Department of Primary Industries. 

The diverse range of opinion represented at the workshop presented a considerable challenge 
in terms of establishing a consensus on the question of the future of the remaining wetlands 
adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef and the associated issues of water quality and fish habitat. 

The final session focused on a range of possible initiatives. What follows below is a record of 
the outcome in the form of TLe Bnbirh Sfnferrzent of Intent, based on what was recorded by the 
facilitator, and n compilation of the broadly agreed motions put forward by a number of 
delegates. It is apparent from subsequent discussions ihat while on most points there is 
consensus, some issues remain to be resolved. 

Therefore, in recognition of this and in order to maintain the considerable momentum 
generated by the workshop, the Authority presents the following statement of intent to 
participants for your consideration and feedback. 

Please note, that following discussions with the CANEGROWERS, the Marine Park Authority 
has received their comments. At their request we have included these, as on a number of points 
the CANEGROWERS feel that the Authority’s record does not accurately reflect what was 
agreed at the workshop. Their comments are in square brackets following the particular point 
in question. 

It is hoped that similarly to the CANEGROWERS, all participants will provide their 
comments to the Authority by the middle of November to enable a summary of delegate’s 

1 



Protection of wetlands adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef 

comments regarding T/ze Babinda Statement oflntent to be included in the published proceedings 
of the workshop. In this way the statement becomes: 
(a) a vehicle for a better understanding of the range of opinions regarding wetland protection; 
(b) a focal point for ongoing debate and discussion of this important issue; and 
(c) a mechanism which may facilitate ongoing contact and cooperation amongst participants 

on the issue of wetlands protection. 

The Authority hopes that The Babindn Statement @Intent will, over time, yield consensus 
amongst all participants on a plan of action designed to protect and enhance the remaining 
wetlands adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area. 

The Babinda Statement of Intent 

The following statement is a representative summary of recorded motions, broadly agreed 
statements and other points of agreement expressed by participants in the final plenary session 
of the workshop in regard to THE PROTECTION OF THE REMAINING WETLANDS 
ADJACENT TO THE GREAT BARRIER REEF WORLD HERITAGE AREA: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

That the remaining wetlands must be preserved. 
[The CANEGROWERS recognise the values of all remaining wetlands.] 

That all pre-emptive clearing should cease as a practice. 
[Pre-emptive clearing should not be an advantage in the granting of cane assignment - land 
suitability will be based on the land in its uncleared state.] 

That drainage design and associated works be modified to incorporate fisheries habitat 
values. 

That the Commonwealth Government should be lobbied to introduce a 150% tax rebate for 
on-farm works that are beneficial (to wetlands), such as a combination of watercourse 
stabilisation, restoration or maintenance of riparian strips and wetlands and the 
establishment of artificial wetlands and lagoons. 

That local governments should be lobbied to reduce rate charges on land within properties 
identified by Queensland Department of Environment and Queensland Department of 
Primary Industries (Fisheries) that remain unproductive for the landholder but are of 
benefit to the wider community. 

That the workshop request the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (in partnership 
with Environment Australia, the Queensland Department of Environment, the Queensland 
Department of Natural Resources and the Queensland Department of Primary Industries) 
conduct one- to two-day workshops with each Local Government and relevant regional 
stakeholder organisations adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef and that these workshops be 
individually tailored to each area and seek the following outcomes: 
l an assessment of the area of wetlands existing prior to European settlement and the 

amount lost since that time; 
l an understanding of the values of wetlands to fisheries and related ecosystems, 
l the consequences of wetlands loss; 
l evaluation of the threats to wetlands; 
l a strategy for the restoration of wetlands; 
l recipes and formulas for the conversion of drainage systems to healthy habitats; 

2 



The Babinda Statement of Intent 

l model local laws which local governments could adopt to halt the further loss of 
wetlands and to address the management of degraded systems; 
[The CANEGROWERS do not believe that there was agreement on the concept of ‘model 
local laws’.] 

l funding opportunities to resource local governments to undertake community education 
and remedial work. 

7. A process is required to further resolve outstanding issues and that such a process should 
be in place before the end of 1997 and should involve the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Authority and the other stakeholders. 

8. Finally, it was acknowledged that there are a wide range of human activities which degrade 
wetlands including urban development, industrial development, port works and 
reclamation, aquaculture and stormwater run-off. 

3 
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SESSION ONE - 
OPENING ADDRESSES TO THE 

WETLANDS WORKSHOP 



The lnzportance of Wetlands to the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area 

The Importance of Wetlands to the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area 

Dr Ian McPhail 
Chairperson, Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, PO Box 1379, Tozonsville Qld 4810 

I’d like to officially welcome everyone here, in particular Senator Ian Macdonald, 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Commonwealth Minister for the Environment, Senator Robert 
Hill, and Mr Howard Hobbs, the state Minister for Natural Resources. I think we are 
particularly honoured to have both these senior members of the Federal and State Governments 
present here today and we look forward to their participation this afternoon. I think it’s very 
important that their being here recognises the issue that we are dealing with: how do we 
provide for prosperous and growing rural industries while at the same time protecting not only 
the Great Barrier Reef in the general sense but protecting the industries that are based on the 
Great Barrier Reef - such as the inshore fisheries, for both commercial and recreational use, and 
also of course the natural features of the inshore area which are a tourist attraction in 
themselves? So it’s how we balance out the needs of the upstream industries with the 
downstream industries as well as, of course, the intrinsic value of the Great Barrier Reef as a 
World Heritage Area, that we hope to resolve. 

It’s also very gratifying to myself and my colleagues from the Marine Park Authority that so 
many people from so many different interests have come to this workshop. I am delighted to 
welcome the Chairs of our RMRACs (our Regional Marine Resource Advisory Committees) 
that are advisory committees to the Authority; and we have the Chairs from as far north as Port 
Douglas to Mackay in the south. 

We also have a wide range of people representing other interests: conservation interests, 
agricultural interests, and could I in particular express my appreciation to Harry Bonanno for 
his attendance this afternoon. Harry has had a number of consuming issues to deal with 
recently and it is an indication of the importance of this issue that Harry has been able to make 
the time to participate in this workshop. 

I really look towards this as being a constructive, positive approach to talking through issues 
related to the maintenance of wetlands while at the same time being sensitive to the concerns of 
both upstream and dilwnstream industries and also sensitive to the broad environmental 
concerns related to the Great Barrier Reef. 

The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority is in an interesting position in that we have an 
obligation under our legislation to protect the Great Barrier Reef. The Marine Park Authority is 
vested with that responsibility but because we live in a parliamentary democracy the Authority 
is responsible to the Commonwealth Minister for the Environment. The Authority also operates 
in an unique partnership arrangement with the Queensland State Government and I think it’s 
important to stress that the Authority has a senior appointee from the Queensland 
Government. The Queensland Government is invited to nominate not less than one third of the 
number of members of the Great Barrier Reef Consultative Committee. 

The day-to-day management of the Great Barrier Reef is carried out by the Queensland 
Government and it is a partnership arrangement which has worked, and is working, well on 
the water -but it becomes more difficult when we move upstream. The Authority’s statutory 
rights end at the low water mark. Now if somebody wants to develop a plant producing toxic 
materials and pump waste materials through a straight pipe into the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park, our legislation would allow us to do something about that. But our legislation doesn’t 
allow our intervention, or it would be particularly difficult, when we are talking about diffuse 
sources of pollution. In a sense that is also a healthy thing as it requires us to work very closely 
with the Queensland authorities and the Queensland industries in the management of the land. 
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Because what you do to the land is what you do to the water. I spent seven interesting but 
difficult years as a Commissioner at the Murray-Darling Basin Commission where in fact that 
hard lesson had been learnt. And that also what you do to the land can sometimes come back 
and bite you very severely, illustrated by the penalties of salinisation, water logging and 
broken down irrigation infrastructure and so on that are being dealt with in the Murray- 
Darling Basin. I lived in Adelaide for 18 years. I had to drink water which of course came down 
from the Murray River and we were aiways very grateful in Adeiaide because we knew the 
water had passed through several towns on its way to us. But even though I draw on that 
example, I think it does underline the reality that a marine area is dependent to a very large 
extent on the way in which land is managed. 

Australia as a whole has a relatively healthy marine environment but not because we are 
necessarily particularly good managers. It has a relatively healthy marine environment because 
we don’t have the population around the Australian coast that other countries have. But 
Australia on the other hand has gone to some considerable lengths in recent years to coordinate 
and cooperate with the States to start developing not only strong coastal programs but also 
programs such as ‘Landcare’ that are as significant for the health of the marine environment as 
any other program. Programs, such as in South Australia and other States, designed to manage 
the clearance of native vegetation so as to avoid riparian loss, gully erosion and all those other 
problems of over clearance. It is, those programs of State Governments that are just as important 
for the health of the marine environment, as those concerned with what happens right on the 
coastline. So it’s bringing all of those programs and the Commonwealth Government and the 
State Governments together, to coordinate and to have them working effectively so the 
downstream effects of land use are minimised. 

We are here today in particular because we are interested in the issue of coastal wetlands. 
People have given me notes with a certain anatomical approach to them - they describe the 
wetlands, I think very accurately, as the kidneys of the natural system. The wetlands are the 
filters. The wetlands are nature’s way of removing, if you like, non-flood levels of silt, of 
nutrients, of other contaminants in the water. Now that of course was part of the natural 
environmental scheme prior to European use. We can now imagine the pressure that has been 
put on those wetlands. They have been used as rubbish dumps - most evident around 
metropolitan areas. You will find that they have been seen as wasteland and it’s always a very 
difficult thesis to make that ‘your swamp is my wetland’. Swamps arc seen as untidy. They arc 
seen as places where large mosquitoes grow. They are seen as places that arc wasted land 
which should therefore be converted into much more productive uses. 

What we have, however, discovered is that in fact those wetlands are of major economic value 
to us. And it’s maintaining the economic value of those wetlands (that is, the way in which they 
help maintain the health of that natural system upon which the marine based industries 
depend) that I think we would see now a common need to remove wetlands from the ‘must 
clean up’ list and recognise their function in the maintenance of the natural systcrn. And it is 
very important for the Authority that we are able to cooperate closely with other 
Commonwealth agencies and with the State Government in ensuring that programs are in 
place; or when developments are being effected, that those developments are done in such a 

way that they meet the economic objective, that is, supporting the farming industry but at the 
same time not affecting the natural system by removing those filters from it. 

This is a great opportunity for everybody who has an interest in the protection of wetlands. 
There is also the interest in economic use of those lands and the sea. At the conclusion of the 
workshop we will hopefully have arrived at a strong common view about the value of the 
wetlands and a commitment to their protection. 
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Wetlands - A National Approach 

Senator Ian Macdonald 
Pmlinrnentnry Secretary to the Commonwealth Ministerfor the Environment, Stmcorp Plaza, 61 Sttlrt 
Street, Townsville Qld 4810 

It gives me great pleasure to be here today at the workshop on water quality and wetlands. It is 
most encouraging to be surrounded by such a wide range of participants, each having a specific 
interest in the conservation and long-term sustainable management of the region’s, and 
Australia’s, wetlands and waterways. 

In my presentation today, I will discuss wetlands and water quality from a broad, national 
perspective, providing you with the latest advice on a number of positive steps that the 
Commonwealth Government is taking to develop a national approach to wetlands 
conservation and management; initiatives that will increase the level of community 
understanding and stakeholder involvement in wetland and waterway management and 
rehabilitation. 

In the past year, the Commonwealth has further improved its commitment to the International 
Convention on Wetlands, otherwise known as the Ramsar Convention, and has adopted and 
launched the WetIuuds Policyfor the Colirrlzorzzue~lfII Governruerlf of Australia. Before going into 
detail on these national and international trends, I would like to spend some time touching on 
some of the important issues in this very rich and beautiful region of Australia. 

The location chosen for this workshop was no mistake. The Wet Tropics bioregion, of which the 
Babinda-Tully area is the heart, is riddled with wetlands of high ecological value. This precious 
strip of coast contains no less than 29 wetlands of national significance; all of which are listed in 
the latest edition of A Direct+/ ofIlr/flortnrrt WctIfl~ds in Austmliu. More than half of these 
wetlands are located within a 60-kilometre radius of Babinda. 

The major occurrence of these wetlands is on the littoral shores, the alluvial and colluvial 
backplains, floodplains, overflow channels, stream deltas of the lowlands, and the permanent 
fast flowing streams and their tributaries. Providing further challenges for wetland managers in 
this region is the fact that the coastal regions are subject to a strong maritime influence and 
high levels of humidity. The climate is characterised by an intense wet season between 
December and April, with a moderate dry season between August and December. 

Perhaps the most important and, from a management perspective, complex, of all wetlands in 
the Wet Tropics is the Port of Cairns and Trinity Inlet. This nationally important wetland 
satisfies the criteria for listing as a Ramsar site and as a Shorebird Reserve Network site. It is 
recognised for its ability to support vast populations of shorebirds and waders as well as a 
breeding and feeding area for fish and prawns. This is a good example of where sound 
management can incorporate a number of uses and establish systems to protect the ecological 
qualities. 

I understand that the Queensland Government is proposing to declare the Port of Cairns as a 
marine habitat under the Mmine Protection Act 1982. In conjunction with its status as both a fish 
and wetland habitat under State legislation, and together with the Trinity Inlet Management 
Plan, this move recognises the significance of the wetland as a valuable resource and will aim 
to balance development needs with conservation objectives. 

As the impact of human interaction and development over the years becomes increasingly 
evident, it is critical that we intensify our research and monitoring programs to increase our 
overall understanding of wetlands, and other marine and coastal ecosystems generally. As our 
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society continues to recognise and adopt principles of integrated catchment management, it is 
more important than ever, particularly in the biodiversity rich Wet Tropics, to fully appreciate 
the fragile nature of wetland ecosystems, and the significant relationship between the on-shore 
aquatic systems, including wetlands, waterways, catchments, and complex marine systems 
such as the Great Barrier Reef. 

There is no doubt in any of our minds as to the environmentai, heritage, tourism and 
commercial significance of the Great Barrier Reef. Indeed, the Great Barrier Reef is one of 
Australia’s, if not the world’s, most prized natural assets. As you are all no doubt aware, 1997 is 
the International Year of the Reef and I, for one, am positive that greater attention will be 
placed on the protection of coral systems in Australia and around the world. 

A little recognised fact is that coral reefs, by definition, qualify as wetlands. Although the Great 
Barrier Reef is not listed as a wetland under the Ramsar Convention, it easily satisfies the 
criteria and is already being managed in accordance with the Ramsar Convention’s and the 
Commonwealth Wetlands Policy’s wise use guidelines for wetlands management. This 
management approach is supported by a legislative framework in which conservation is the 
dominant theme. 

The Great Barrier Reef is not a National Park as such, but a multiple-use protected area. 
Subsequently, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority has been established to manage the 
reef to provide for its protection, wise use, understanding and overall enjoyment. In 
recognition of its natural heritage characteristics, in 1981 the Reef was nominated for, and 
added to, the World Heritage List. The wise use management of the Reef is exemplary of a firm 
and lasting commitment from the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments to share 
resources and responsibilities to achieve positive conservation outcomes. 

Zoning of activities in the Great Barrier Reef has been achieved in a cooperative and 
consultative manner and has resulted in a modern management style which exemplifies the 
Commonwealth’s commitment to raising the profile of ALL wetlands, and at the same time 
accommodating a wide range of uses. Zoning plans are subject to regular revision and the 
Commonwealth and Queensland Governments recognise that active community involvement 
is an essential component of this management style. 

From a national, and indeed international perspective, Australia is at the forefront of protecting 
and better managing its wetlands. Since signing on to the Ramsar Convention in 1971, 
Australia has identified a total of 49 wetland sites which are considered to be of international 
importance and are now listed under the Ramsar Convention. It is also worth noting that, with 
great honour, Australia was chosen to host the Sixth Conference of Contracting Parties to the 
Ramsar Convention, held in Brisbane in March 1996. Among other things, the Ramsar 
Convention directs Contracting Parties to develop national policies to implement and direct the 
adoption of wise use management principles for all of its wetlands; a challenge that the 
Commonwealth welcomes and is actively pursuing. 

After months of development, followed by broad-ranging consultation, Senator the Hon. 
Robert Hill launched the Wetlands Policy of the Commonwealth Government of Australia to 
coincide with the inaugural World Wetlands Day in February 1997. This policy was well 
received by a wide range of stakeholders. The Commonwealth is now focused on developing 
an implementation plan to complement and deliver on the strategies outlined in the 
Commonwealth’s Policy. 

Another important means by which we will be supporting the objectives of the Commonwealth 
Policy is through the development of partnership agreements with each of the State and 
Territory Governments for delivery of the Natural Heritage Trust. In relation to wetlands, we 
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