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MAIN POINTS 
Background 

• Australia’s oceans provide a wide range of values, worth over $69 billion per year. Australia 
has the world’s third largest marine estate, with very high biodiversity and many unique 
species. 

• The November 2012 declaration of the Commonwealth Marine Reserves Network meets an 
international commitment made in 2002 and supported since then by both major parties. 
State governments are in various stages of declaring their own marine protected areas 
(MPAs).i Australia now leads the world in marine protection.  

• To ensure that Australia sees the benefits of this leadership in practice, not just on paper, we 
now need to implement management plans for MPAs, and ensure adequate funding for their 
ongoing upkeep and monitoring.  

Key points 

• The world’s oceans face increasing risks, and Australia is not immune. Much of 
the world’s oceans are damaged by overfishing, pollution, nutrient loadings and lowered 
oxygen levels.  The growing impacts of a changing climate include rising temperatures, 
stronger and more damaging storm events and increasing acidification due to carbon 
absorption. Australia’s oceans are in better shape than many, but face the same threats. In 
some cases, like that of the Great Barrier Reef, the evidence of significant damage is already 
apparent.   

• Marine protected areas can insure against risk; they are essential to 
maintaining healthy marine areas to avoid ecosystem collapse. MPAs function as 
zones where fish and other species can multiply and grow older, larger, and reproduce 
more; where ecosystems are stronger and more complex; and where the reduction of threats 
improves resilience to stress and leads to faster regrowth after damage. Allowing a 
comprehensive network of representative marine ecosystems to regenerate without human 
interference is presently our best bet for preserving the health of Australia’s oceans. There is 
therefore a strong case for creating sanctuary zones within the multiple-use MPAs. 

• Marine protected areas have strong economic benefits. Because MPAs help to 
repopulate fish stocks in areas outside the protected zones, they can help to keep 
commercial fisheries economically productive. Recreational fishers benefit too, particularly 
from the many MPAs where commercial fishers are excluded or limited but where 
recreational fishing is allowed. Coastal communities also have businesses that depend on a 
healthy marine environment for their livelihoods, and when an area gains a marine park or 
other protected status it helps to draw visitors and tourist revenues. Recent examples of 
these benefits are documented in this paper. 

• Marine protected areas are an asset whose value increases over time. The 
benefits of MPAs start when an area is declared but increase over the years. Biology takes 
time, and those areas that have been protected the longest have richer biodiversity and 
greater productivity. These areas have become the basis for eco-tourism revenues, 
education, research and improved fishing. 

• Community support for marine protected areas is high. Surveys taken in 
communities around Australia and from different users of marine resources, including 
recreational fishermen, show a strong support for marine parks, reserves and protected 
areas of all kinds, including marine sanctuaries.  

                                                        

i The CMRN and state networks include zones with different degrees of protection and different names. Together it is simplest to call 
them marine protected areas (MPAs). Within MPAs, sanctuary zones are areas where no extractive uses, including fishing, are allowed. 



Conclusions 

• The ‘insurance premiums’ for protecting marine assets are small compared to 
benefits, but need to be paid regularly. The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park is the 
most obvious case of this. The annual cost of running the park is less than 2 per cent of what 
it contributes to the economy.  

• Sufficient funding and smart management will be needed for Australia to 
benefit economically from marine protection. Australia is wise to be among the 
global leaders in this area, working to avoid the depletion and damage to marine systems 
occurring elsewhere. The steps we’re taking will enhance our image as a tourism destination 
and high-value seafood exporter. The most important thing for Australia right now is to put 
in place management plans for the MPAs that will ensure that their potential benefits are 
realised in practice. 



AUSTRALIA’S MARINE ASSETS ARE VALUABLE, BUT FACE INCREASING RISKS  

High biodiversity and high economic value 
Australia has the third largest marine estate in the world, and our oceans have very high 
biodiversity and many unique species.1 Data from the Census of Marine Life shows over 5,000 
species of fish and tens of thousands of invertebrates, plants and microorganisms and an estimated 
250,000 marine speciesii in total.2  

Our seas provide an estimated $69 billion per year in value, including $44 billion in market values 
(from tourism, boating industry, commercial fishing and aquaculture and offshore energy) and an 
estimated $25.2 billion per year in non-market ecosystem service valuesiii.3 

Ecosystem services: the concept  
Ecosystem services (services provided to us by biological systems for free) can be valued in 
economic terms by accounting for the benefits they provide that aren’t directly traded in markets.4 
Marine environments provide us with a particularly rich and diverse range of ecosystem services, 
from the oxygen we breathe (roughly 80 per cent of which is created by ocean algae) to the seafood 
we eat.5  

Ecosystem services can be grouped into different categories such as those shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Categories of ecosystem services provided by healthy oceans 

Provisioning services 
• food (fish, shellfish) 
• raw materials (sand, gravel) 
• genetic and medical resources (biochemical products used in medicine, cosmetics) 
• ornamental resources 

Regulating services 
• climate regulation (removing atmospheric carbon dioxide and other gasses; 

influence of coral in causing rainfall) 
• nutrient cycling (removal of nitrogen, phosphorus etc. from run-off water) 
• disturbance prevention (dampening storm surges and flood protection) 
• erosion protection (avoiding shoreline erosion) 
• waste treatment/ water purification (removing pollutants and providing clean water) 
• biological control (dispersal of eggs and plankton; pest and disease control) 

Habitat services 
• nursery services (habitat for breeding fish and other species) 
• gene pool conservation (maintaining genetic diversity) 

Cultural services 
• recreation and tourism (snorkelling, diving, boating, recreational fishing) 
• cultural heritage (value of marine environment for religion, cultural and spiritual 

traditions) 

• inspiration and information (research, education, art, design) 

Ecosystem services: examples 
The ocean absorbs about 25 per cent of all the carbon dioxide emitted by human activities and the 
value of this ecosystem service has been estimated to represent an annual subsidy to the global 
economy of (US) $86 billion/yr.6 It should be noted that the economic value of this service depends 
on the carbon price used when calculating it.7 

                                                        
ii The figure 250,000 is for macroscopic species, this would be higher if microscopic species were included. 

iii Based on Value of Production 



Seagrasses in Australia are the focus of research on carbon absorption, with a recent article in The 
Conversation noting that Australia is at risk of losing A$45 billion in carbon uptake services if 
seagrasses are not protected. Half of Australia’s seagrasses have already been destroyed by dredging 
and pollution. Seagrasses also absorb 10 times as much carbon per hectare as the Amazon rain 
forest and can preserve carbon for millennia compared to centuries for forests, which are subject to 
fire.8 

The ecosystem services value of a proposed marine protection network in Scotland was estimated at 
£10bn (about A$15 billion).9 The report finds that MPAs will help mitigate against extreme weather 
impacts, boost fisheries and secure Scotland’s tourism appeal. The report also details economic 
benefits provided by Scotland’s seas, tests different possible MPA scenarios projected over 20 years 
and finds that the greatest economic benefits will come from a network that protects threatened 
and declining habitats and species as well as spawning and nursery grounds for fish.10   

Australia’s marine assets are at risk 
Global marine resources are under pressure. The ocean is damaged in much of the world by 
overfishing, pollution, nutrient loadings and decreased oxygen levels, as well as the growing 
impacts of a changing climate, including fluctuating temperatures. As some 90 per cent of the 
global increase in heat is trapped in the oceans, the ocean heat level reflects global warming more 
accurately than land and atmosphere warming.11 The heat content of the ocean has risen 
significantly in the last twelve years.12 Figure 1. shows changes in ocean heat content compared with 
the total heat content of the world’s land, ice and atmosphere.  

Figure 1: Build up in total ocean heat content 

Source: Nuccitelli et al, 201313 

Increased storm events and acidification due to carbon absorption threaten the existence of corals 
and all shell-forming organisms. This includes some microorganisms at the base of ocean food 
chains.  

Australia’s marine resources face similar pressures to the rest of the world. Australia’s ocean estate 
has fewer problems than the oceans in many other parts of the world, but unfortunately we are not 
immune to environmental damage. Our fisheries management is among the best in the world but 
the quality of global management is so bad that we can be ahead of it and still be placing our fish 
stocks at risk. Unexpected crashes in important high-value marine species such as the Western 
Rock Lobster, Australia’s biggest marine food export earner, serve as important reminders of this 
fact. Whatever the cause (unidentified environmental change, cheating on quotas or 
mismanagement have been suggested as possibilities), it is clear that there was not enough of a 
buffer in the way catch levels were set, so not enough unfished lobsters were left to re-establish the 
population following an unexpected problem. Meanwhile pollution, mostly from land, threatens 
parts of the Great Barrier Reef and many other marine areas.  



Marine protected areas (MPAs) are part of a multi-pronged approach to long-term stability and 
sustainability. We want to continue to fish, both commercially for our markets and as a recreation 
for generations to come. This requires that we avoid the example being set globally of ‘fishing down 
the food chain’ – the practice of depleting stocks of desirable species beyond recovery and repeating 
the process on less and less desirable species.iv Good fisheries management is essential and so is the 
complementary practice of completely protecting some areas from human intervention to allow 
whole marine ecosystems to recover or to remain healthy in the face of increasing risks. 

MARINE PROTECTED AREAS WORK AS INSURANCE POLICIES 

Insurance concept 
The main reason for creating MPAs is to try to preserve ocean ecosystems and biodiversity, to help 
to make them more resistant to the numbers of challenges they face. The goal is protection and 
preservation.  

Creating an MPA can be compared to an insurance policy. We know that what we are trying to 
protect is valuable to us. While some of the values can be estimated, many cannot. We recognise, 
however, that they are valuable, even essential to us, and we decide to pay for insurance based on 
our sense of risk.  

The comparison goes further. With insurance we pay annual premiums, and when the worst 
happens we have access to this insurance to allow us to rebuild. With the marine ecosystem, we pay 
an annual premium in the form of management costs for MPAs and the reduction of some 
extractive uses. With this we build up our capital in the marine system; research has documented 
that stronger ecosystems suffer less damage and rebuild faster. We want our reefs and other 
ecosystems to be able to withstand threats, avoid losses and rebuild more rapidly after disasters 
such as bad storm damage. 

Research into ocean health was once more focused on monitoring and understanding individual 
species. Now we know that the interactions that occur between multiple species, food chains and 
habitats are crucial to keeping an entire ecosystem functioning. In this context, MPAs and 
sanctuary zones are a smart kind of insurance.  

Protection strengthens marine ecosystems 
To be effective as insurance, MPAs must have three primary characteristics: 

• They must include some sanctuary zones where no extractive uses are allowed, 

• They must include real habitat protection, where destructive practices such as bottom 
dredging are not allowed, and 

• They must ensure that extractive human use is allowed only in the context of sustainable 
management, meaning overarching biodiversity and ecosystem protection. 

When these objectives are achieved, marine protected areas provide environmental benefits which 
are, in turn, beneficial to people. These can include: 

• More abundant and diverse marine organisms including fish species of interest to 
commercial and recreational fishers,  

• An increase in the age and size of fish, which is important for reproduction, as older females 
produce more far more eggs than younger ones, and  

• The ecosystems gain in biomass and diversity and become stronger and more resilient to 
stress and better able to recover. 14 

                                                        

iv Southern Blue Fin Tuna is so heavily exploited and so highly valued now that price records in the 
Tokyo fish market continue to rise. In January 2013, the record was 155.4 million yen about A$1.8 
million, for a 222kg tuna, or over A$8,000 per kg. (Boehler, M, Time, Jan 7 2013, 
http://newsfeed.time.com/2013/01/07/japan-worlds-most-expensive-fish-sold-for-1-8-million/ 
accessed 24 Feb 2012) 



There are now literally hundreds of studies on what happens to ecosystems in MPAs. A meta-
analysis of these by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) clearly outlined 
obvious biological improvements.15 Increases in species outside protected areas (spill-over effects) 
are observed most often when the MPAs are large and/or part of networks that allow for 
connectivity. The following are just two regional examples of the complexity of ecosystems and the 
need for sanctuary zones to be included. 

Tasmania’s warming waters and the argument for ecosystem protection 

Highly protected zones in Tasmania improve resistance to predators which are drawn south by 
warming waters. Water off eastern Tasmania is warming four times faster than the global ocean 
warming average; the fastest in the Southern Hemisphere. As a result, the number of long-spined 
sea urchins found in the area is rising rapidly. 16  

These sea urchins turn precious carbon dioxide-absorbing kelp forests into barren seabeds devoid 
of any other life forms – unless they are consumed by an organism higher in the food chain.  

The spiny lobsters that would usually control sea urchin numbers have suffered a drastic reduction 
in both population and average body size, brought about by centuries of overfishing. However, this 
reduction does not seem to exist in fully protected sanctuary zones where bigger populations of 
larger adult lobsters, fewer sea urchins and healthier kelp can be consistently observed.17 

 

Poor Knights Islands Marine Reserve and the importance of including fully protected 
sanctuary zones in MPAs 

Fully protected sanctuary zones proved the most effective way to preserve rare species off Poor 
Knights Island in New Zealand. A particularly rich area of reefs and pinnacles, Poor Knights was 
initially zoned for recreational fishing only. After 17 years of partial protection fish numbers 
continued to dwindle and the area was then declared fully protected.  

In 2007 National Geographic reported: 

‘…Few realized the extent to which recreational fishing can damage marine ecosystems. 
Commercial fishing, with its capacity to scoop up whole schools in a single trawl, or 
deploy thousands of hooks in a night, was perceived to be the enemy, not a bunch of 
weekend anglers trying to catch a feed. Only later as fish numbers dwindled and some 
species became rare, was the scale of the problem realized.’18 

EVIDENCE OF THE BENEFITS OF MPAS CONTINUES TO GROW 
‘The economy is a wholly-owned subsidiary of the environment.’v 

Evidence of the benefits of MPAs keeps getting stronger. We can look at places where MPAs and 
sanctuary zones have been in place for some time to get a sense of how communities and businesses 
have benefitted. A number of examples are outlined below.  

Australian marine-based tourism is valuable and growing industry 
In a 2008 study by the Australian Institute of Marine Science, marine-based tourism was estimated 
to contribute $11.3 billion to the Australian economy, $9.5 billion of which came from domestic 
tourists and $1.62 billion from international tourists. This value surpasses that of total wild marine 
catch of $1.14 billion and marine-based aquaculture of $665 million in the same year.19 This does 
not diminish the importance of commercial fishing, but it does demonstrate the importance of 
tourism revenues, trends for which were shown to be increasing. 

Great Barrier Reef:  economic benefits outweigh costs 
The Great Barrier Reef is a true icon and one of a relatively small group of natural wonders to hold 
World Heritage status. It also brings a huge amount of money to Queensland coastal region each 

                                                        
v Timothy Wirth, former US Senator, first US Secretary of State for Global Affairs, former President and current board 
member of the United Nations Foundation.   



year. To protect this asset and its associated economic contribution, the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park was established in 1975 and expanded over the years.  In 2004, the Government increased the 
areas protected from extractive activities (such as fishing) from 4.6% to 33.3% of the park. 

In a 2009 report, the economic contribution of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park to Australia’s 
economy was estimated to be about $2.8 billion annually in 2006-07vi.20 Reef related employment 
was estimated at 26,700 full-time jobs, with tourism accounting for the vast majority of economic 
contribution and employment. 21  These are considered to underestimate the total value because 
most of the ecosystem values (listed in the sections on ecosystems, above) are not included.   

Total expenditures on zoning and overall management of the Marine Park were less than 2 per cent 
of the direct economic contribution annually.22 Expenditures for field management, predominantly 
zoning enforcement, are less than 1 per cent of the economic contribution.23  The initial cost of 
establishing the Great Barrier Reef marine park has also been very affordable. The one-off $211 
million cost of compensating commercial fishers and related businesses, while significant, 
represents less than 10 per cent of the economic contribution from the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park in a single year.24 Recreational vessel registration was unaffected by enlarging the no take 
zones. Other data sources also suggest that there was little impact on businesses in the recreational 
fishing industry.25  

Ningaloo: protection leads to valuable non-extractive use of marine resources  
Ningaloo Park was gazetted in 1987, expanded in area in 2004 and in December 2004, the 
Australian Government increased protective sanctuary zones on the Ningaloo reef from 10 per cent 
of the reef to 34 per cent.  The MPAs involved fall under Commonwealth and State management.  
In June 2011 Ningaloo Coast was inscribed on the World Heritage List.26  Ningaloo Coast boasts 
over 200 species of corals, over 460 species of reef fish, as well as healthy populations of marine 
turtles, manta rays, sharks, whale sharks, dugongs, dolphins, and whales. It is now famous 
worldwide as one of a few places where it is possible to swim with whale sharks.  

The draw of Ningaloo has changed over the years from commercial whaling and fishing in the 1950-
60s to recreational fishing in the 1970-80s to more passive, nature-based activities as the protected 
areas have evolved. That trend is expected to continue, while recreational fishing is projected to 
grow and commercial fishing remains in some areas.27  Nature-based and wilderness tourism is 
now the main source of income in both Exmouth and Coral Bay.28 The estimated tourist 
expenditure in these regions for the year ending September 2008 was $141 million, with 179,352 
visitors staying for an average of 9.92 nights. Average nightly expenditure was $79.46. This is 
consistent with a 2004 study in these regions that estimated annual expenditure to be $127 million. 
Although reliable statistics are not available for the early 1990s, it is believed locally that visitor 
numbers have increased markedly since the MPAs were put in place and protection expanded.29 

The tables below demonstrate that the tourism industry in the area is heavily dependent on the 
health of marine ecosystems as a draw for attracting visitors. 30 

 Table 2: Ningaloo visitors' ratings of the importance of their activities 
Activity Importance 
snorkelling 60.8 per cent 
sightseeing 47.3 per cent 
sunbathing 29.4 per cent 
fishing from the shore  26.8 per cent 
fishing from a boat 21.3 per cent. 
surfing 6.9 per cent 

 
Source: Jones et al, 2009, p. 11.31  
  

                                                        
vi Based on Value Added for the direct contribution from tourism, commercial fishing and recreational activities. The 
more commonly seen value of $5.4billion annually includes direct and indirect contributions. 



Table 3: Ningaloo visitors’ ratings of the importance of different elements of their trip 
Element Importance 
natural environment 88.4 per cent 
region’s warm weather 74.8 per cent 
access to Ningaloo Reef 71.5 per cent 
‘getting away from it all’ 68.2 per cent 
fishing  37.1 per cent 
 
Source: Jones et al, 2009, p. 11.32 
 
The management plan by the State emphasises the importance of protection throughout, starting 
with its vision statement:   

‘The marine flora and fauna, habitats, sediment, and water quality of the Ningaloo 
Marine Park and the Muiron Islands Marine Management Area will be in the same or 
better condition in 2015 than in the year 2005 and the reserves’ cultural and Indigenous 
heritage values will be fully protected from adverse human impacts. The marine 
conservation reserves will be considered to be important ecological and social assets by 
the local, national and international community.’33 

Goat Island Bay NZ: an ordinary coastline becoming an extraordinary reserve 
Goat Island Bay is one of the oldest no-take reserves in the world, having been established in 1977. 
Because it has been closed to fishing for over 30 years, research into the long term effects of the 
sanctuary zones has been possible. It is one of the best known demonstrated examples of clear 
‘spill-over effect’ and ‘larval export’ where the no-take zone’s positive effect on surrounding areas 
has been clearly shown.  

Before the reserve was declared swaths of sea-urchin barrens had been created. Once fishing was 
stopped and the urchin predators (spiny lobsters and snappers in this case) returned, sea urchin 
numbers dropped.34 Snappers aggregate in large resident populations and lobsters are now 15-
times denser inside the reserve than outside. Spill-over and larval export, the drifting of millions of 
eggs and larvae beyond the reserve, mean that commercial fishers do well with pots placed outside 
the boundaries.35 

When the idea of creating the marine sanctuary at Goat Island was proposed, local opposition to 
closing the area to fishing was strong: about half the commercial fishermen endorsed the idea, half 
opposed, and the local newspaper carried headlines like ‘Nothing to do at Goat Island anymore.’36 
Now the commercial fishers and former sceptics are some of the reserve’s staunchest defenders. 
‘They refer to it as “our reserve” and act as marine minutemen reporting poachers and boundary 
cheats.’37 

An additional and unanticipated effect of the declaration of the marine reserve was an influx of 
100,000 visitors per year for school trips, weekend snorkelling, glass-bottom boat tours and a 
marine education centre.38 One of the important aspects of the Goat Island story is that it had not 
previously been an iconic spot, like the Great Barrier Reef, but an ordinary stretch of coastline.39  

Batemans Bay: recreational fishing improves 
The success of Batemans Bay Park increasing recreational fishing has been cited previously in CPD 
reports and by others.40 Local papers reported ‘the best snapper fishing in a decade.’41 ABC fishing 
commentator Brian “Snapper” Pratt wrote ‘I’ve been writing about the great fishing in the 
Batemans Marine Park since the park’s gazettal in 2007 and with proper care and management 
from the authorities and the users that could continue in perpetuity.’42  It is just one of many 
instances in which recreational fishers cite improved fishing related to the creation of a marine park 
or reserve where commercial fishing is removed or restricted.  

Mornington Peninsula: example of a sustainable, marine-based, eco-tourism 
company 
Judith Muir, the owner-manager of eco-tourism business Polperro Dolphin Swims in Port Phillip 
Bay, is generally very supportive of marine protection.43 The following are her statements. She says 



the family business, started in 1986, has benefited from the declaration of Marine Parksvii because 
their iconic status adds value to the area. Polperro Dolphin Swims is Advanced Ecotourism 
Accredited and has won the Hall of Fame Environmental Tourism Award. When asked if the added 
protection has made a difference in the fish populations or for the dolphins, she said it’s not 
possible to know for two reasons:  

• There was no baseline study and so it is not possible to prove change one way or the 
other.  

• At about the same time, the southern waters of Port Phillip Bay were dredged between 
the heads, to improve the boating channel. The results were such that stronger tides 
have created shipping restrictions rather than 24-hour access and higher tides and wave 
action have seen an iconic and popular beach destroyed; what it did to marine life is 
unknown. The intertidal zone is changed. 

However what is known is that tourism, both land-based and marine, has grown hugely in the area. 
The marine-based tourism has a multiplier effect for local businesses as the visitors buy petrol and 
food, rent kayaks and boats, dive gear and more. The clearest economic benefit of the MPA 
declaration for Polperro has been the attraction for schools and tourists alike that the designation 
has brought. People want to be taken out to the Marine Parks to see natural ecosystems for 
themselves, and the fact that it is a Marine Park assures them that there is something to see. This 
and the protective overlay that allows for reproduction, sanctuary and stability make the business 
sustainable. School trips and student 3-day camps have become an important part of their work 
and their revenue. ‘The most important value is that we are able to educate the young about the 
importance of our oceans and marine conservation.’44 

MARINE ECONOMY STAKEHOLDERS AND THE FUTURE 

Coastal communities & the general public support MPAs 
Various regional surveys have been conducted to gauge public opinion about the creation of MPAs.  
The results are mixed but overall very positive towards protection of marine resources including 
partially and fully-protected areas. The following are examples: 

Market research in WA showed that almost two thirds of all respondents believe that Western 
Australia’s marine life is in decline and two thirds of all respondents agree that the waters off WA 
should be protected.45  

Market research in South Australia during 2012 showed that 85 per cent of the population (87 per 
cent in metro Adelaide and 82 per cent in the regional areas) are in favour of marine parks.46 

In a community survey undertaken on attitudes to the Jervis Bay Marine Park in 2008, 84 per cent 
of the community indicated they were in favour of the park.47 

The following reasons were given for supporting the park: 

• Allow future generations to enjoy the park (42 per cent)  

• Supports a diverse array of marine and bird life (40 per cent)  

• Provides important natural habitats (40 per cent)  

• Provides important locations for recreation and leisure activities (11 per cent)  

• Important part of the lifestyle (4 per cent) 

An additional indicator is the feedback when MPAs are proposed.  The number of public responses 
during the comment period for the creation of the entire Commonwealth Marine Reserve Network 
was nearly 80,000 submissions, and the majority were supportive.48  Feedback for the protection of 

                                                        
vii States’ MPA terminology varies: ‘Victoria's marine waters include 13 Marine National Parks and 11 smaller Marine 
Sanctuaries as well as 4 Marine/Marine and Coastal Parks. These parks and sanctuaries protect 5.3% of Victoria's coastal 
waters’ http://www.coastlinks.vic.gov.au/marineparks.htm accessed 10 March 2013. 



the Coral Sea Commonwealth Marine Reserve was particularly high with 38,000 positive 
submissions, and over 95 per cent of all submissions were in favour.49 

Fishers, commercial and recreational 
Commercial fishers are generally handsomely compensated for reduction or relocation of catch 
when MPAs are established. When the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park was created, the amount of 
compensation was considered by many observers to be generous and by some, excessive.50 The 
federal government has earmarked $100 million for compensating any fishers displaced by the 
creation of the Commonwealth Marine Reserve Network. In some areas, such as the Coral Sea, 
commercial fishers may welcome the buyout as rising fuel costs are making fishing less viable 
economically.51 

 MPAs benefit commercial fishing in the longer run when combined with good fisheries 
management.  Australia’s comparative advantage in the long run will be for high-value fish, and 
prices for fish are projected to increase substantially especially higher value fish with estimates 
ranging from about 15 per cent to 70 per cent for the high value finfish and crustaceans, depending 
on many factors, including the relative state of international oceans. Widespread ecological collapse 
in major global fisheries would lead to the highest price projections.52  

Recreational fishers vary in their response to MPAs. Recreational fishers get better catches when 
commercial fishing is banned or reduced and recreational fishing is permitted; this is the case in 
most of the MPAs.  

Sanctuary zones have been the most hotly contested areas. However, while some recreational 
fishers have objected to the concept and creation of these areas, other recreational fishing 
organisations are cautiously supportive. In an advertisement in the Australian, RecFish SA stated: 

 ‘RecFish SA has been working tirelessly to minimise the impact sanctuary zones will have 
on recreational fishing. However, RecFish SA does not have a policy of blanket opposition 
to sanctuary zones and believes they can have benefits for all community members, 
including fishers.” … says Chairman Mr Brenton Schahinger.  

Mr Schahinger stated that RecFish SA appreciated it is not always easy for some community 
members to accept the loss of access to something that had been taken for granted for more 
than 100 years.  ‘If sound scientific evidence is presented, which supports the closure of any 
particular area then we do consider it on its merits, as we want to make sure our members 
can continue to enjoy fishing for generations to come’, he said.’ 53 

Polls of recreational fishers have indicated that significant majorities of individuals in this 
stakeholder group do understand the need for protection and are in favour of conservation-based 
management, including the creation of MPAs.  The WA study revealed that 60 per cent of frequent 
fishers in WA believe that up to 30 per cent of the waters off Perth should be protected.54 

Scientists and managers 
From the point of view of scientists, one of the major benefits of a fully protected reserve is that it 
allows the regrowth of natural ecosystems and provides a benchmark for understanding how much 
the marine environment has been changed. When fish stocks decline and underwater ecosystems 
degrade, people who never knew the earlier abundance accept the existing situations in 
impoverished areas as normal, a phenomenon called ‘shifting baselines’.55  Sanctuary zones, acting 
as reference collections or ‘living libraries’ can at least partially address that problem.  

Fisheries managers have traditionally resisted the idea of MPAs as part of fisheries management, 
preferring catch and effort limits or special closings. However, increasingly, MPAs are being seen by 
fisheries managers as part of an integrated management approach that benefits fisheries as well.56 
In the longer run, the interests of fisheries managers and scientists must be complementary; the 
managers’ decision-making must be based on scientists’ observations and understanding.  

Marine Park managers’ roles increasingly involve education and improved communication, as well 
as enforcement. Recent innovations in Parks Victoria, for instance, include new apps for smart 
phones for fishers in the parks.57 These apps supply information about the parks more completely 
than signage or paper leaflets can cover.  One very useful development is that by using a smart 
phone’s GPS location services, combined with park boundary information the app can let fishers 



know where they are relative to zoning.58 In the future, such innovations are likely to become 
standard management practices, as marine tourism, recreational fishing and park use generally are 
important parts of Australians’ enjoyment of the outdoors and supplying more useful information 
to visitors will be valued by managers and users alike.59  

AUSTRALIA’S MPAS MUST BE ADEQUATELY ZONED AND FUNDED 
Australia is leading the world in establishing marine protected areas, but needs to do so in practice 
as well as on paper. 

Sylvia Earleviii, ocean explorer, scientist and advocate, said in her speech accepting the 2009 TED 
Prize:60  

‘There’s still time, but not a lot, to turn things around… About 12 per cent of the land 
around the world is now protected… and less than one percent of the ocean [in 2009, now 
less than 2%]… We have one chance, right now, to get it right… the next ten years may be 
the most important in the next 10,000 years, the best chance our species will have to 
protect what remains of the natural systems that give us life.… We need many things, but 
nothing else will matter if we fail to protect the ocean. Our fate and the ocean are one.’61 

Australia is among the leaders in creating marine protected areas and sanctuary zones. This will 
serve us as insurance for our future, especially where we can protect our reefs and kelp, seagrasses 
and shelves, islands and open ocean from some of the coming threats. 

Australia and other countries agreed in 2002, at the United Nations World Summit on Sustainable 
Development, to establish a National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas (NRSMPA) 
by 2012, and Australia has now honoured this important commitment.  

While Australia is doing its part by forming the Commonwealth Marine Reserve System, and states 
are in different stages of forming MPAs in state waters, most of the world is not doing as much. 
Although recent declarations are improving the situation somewhat, the extent of MPAs globally is 
less than 2 per cent of the ocean area with the extent of totally protected sanctuary zones at about 
0.01 per cent (as shown in Figure 2).  

                                                        
viii American oceanographer, aquanaut and author. Earle was the chief scientist at the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration from 1990 to 1992. Since 1998 she has been a National Geographic explorer-in-residence. Sylvia Earle was named 
by Time Magazine as the first Hero for the Planet. She is Explorer-in-Residence at the National Geographic Society, leader of the 
Sustainable Seas Expeditions, council chair for the Harte Research Institute for the Gulf of Mexico Studies at Texas A&M-Corpus Christi, 
founder and chairman of the Deep Search Foundation, and finally the chair of the Advisory Council for the Ocean in Google Earth. She 
has founded three companies, among them DOER Marine (Deep Ocean Exploration and Research) in Alameda, California. (Wikipedia)  



Figure 2: Extent of MPAs globally 

 

Source: Lafolley, 201362 

This is bad news for the world, and especially bad news for the billion people who rely on fish as 
their primary source of protein.63 However, it is a potential source of comparative advantage for 
Australia: the value of production from Australian fisheries could rise by up to 42% if we maintain 
the health of our fish stocks in the face of a global decline.64  

The next stage is to develop, authorise and fund the management plans for the Commonwealth 
MPAs. Management plans must mandate zoning that will actually protect those areas designated as 
reserves, and particularly the sanctuary zones. The guidance must come from scientific advice. 
Australia has internationally respected scientific researchers and institutions, and good exchange 
with marine scientists around the world. Our scientific individuals and bodies have been pointing 
out significant changes and threats for years, arguing in favour of putting some part of the oceans 
off-limits to fishing, mining, and other extractive activities. The Australian public and politicians 
are beginning to listen, but may not be acting fast enough or with sufficient effectiveness to protect 
the oceans. 

With all the threats already facing the oceans and even tougher times coming, managing the 
protected areas for long-term sustainability – and most likely expanding the totally protected 
sanctuary zones based on scientific analysis over time – is part of the strategy for guarding the 
health of our oceans for future generations. For now, the immediate need is to secure management 
plans for the Commonwealth Marine Reserve Network that will ensure that zoning is strong and the 
funding adequate to provide the benefits that these areas promise. These areas act as an insurance 
policy against risks to our oceans. If we pay the relatively low premiums for this protection, it will 
be the basis for benefits of many kinds to our communities and businesses, recreational and 
commercial fishers, and for Australia as a whole.  
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