
UP FRONT 

Managing the coast 

S 
ome 85'1. o f Austrnli~ns live 
within cooec of thl' coa~t. :;,o 1t'S 
not ~u rpri~i ng tha t the 'cni!~ta l 

/one' is home to many o f Au "'tral i~·~ 
CllVI f OI\Il'lL•fltCl l \ VOeS. 

M<)St of our major cities arc there, 
and thev have contributed the 
expected range vf problem~ including 
water poll u tion from scwag<! a nd 
indus trial waste and the destruction 
of esluannc fish brccdmg s ites. 
Conflicts between development a nd 
conserva tion crop up regularly ,h 

I'C:'id,•ntii! l and tourist pressures 
grow. 

1\nd the probk•rns <~re nul confi ned 
to ht-avi ly populated ~ rcas. In the f.u 
north oJ Queensla nd, fur example, a 
dramatic cx.1mpk· of the d,Hn,1gl' 1h,11 
inar1wopriat<" land use can do to the 
neighbouring marine environment 
has u nfolded m recent ye;1rs. 

Austra lia's second-larges t river 
~y,tem (in terms of water fllllv), the 
Mitchdl, flow:, through Cap<' York 
into the Gulf of Carpentaria. 
Large-scale land-clearing a nd an 
expcH1S1on ol grn%iog hnve seen 
run-off increase a nd sediment levels 
ri~e. In addition, c:hemic,ll~ u:;,ed t<> 
defoliate trees have• found their way 
into the n ver a nd the Gulf. 
Th~ rt:>ll lt hns he<'n a r,1p1d dedi ne 

in fish and pra,vn po pulations. The 
local fishing industry. Aborigin<t l 
wmmunitic::- ~nd lil lldholder~ h~ve 

instituted a process of consulta tion 
and momtoring to try to ens ure the 
survival nt both the area's marine 
I'IWironmenl a nd the local 
,1gricultural industry. 

In r~>co~;nition of l'llC' sc;1le ~nd 
u rgency of the problems needing 
solutions, CSIRO 1n 1990 nomin~ted 
tht> coasta l zone-broadly thP are.1 of 
land that affects the ncilrby sea and 
the p.~rl o f the~'-''' tiMt ilffect~ lhl· land 
-a~ a national rcse.Hch priority area . 

o w a $2-milhon-a-ve« r Coasta l 
7.one Prujcct, l'lt1111 i ng ini t ia 11 y for 
l yea rs and bringing together 
r<'~earch g roup:, from seven CStRO 
Divis ions, has been launched. Its 
general aim IS to contribu te 
information ,md techniques thtll will 
lead to better management of the 
arca!t at rbk. 

According to the project'~ 
co-ordiniltor. Dr John Finnigan o l the 
Centre for Environmenta l Mechamcs. 
t hc bro11d il i m nf the project is to 
'd.cvelop a better understanding o f 
how variou~ dernent~ of the coastal 
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:rone worl.., ,lnd ~topeci,l lly how they 
interact. WO? plan to pu t this 
knowledge into 11 "user-friendlv" 
form usilble bv cnvironmentnl 
managers a lter it has be<•n 
>Cien tific,1llv verified.' 

0 1w n·s('a rch t.•ilm, lt•d by Dr Keith 
Smettcm of the Division of Soils, wil l 
be cxamming the effects of differen t 
l.md use prilclices 0 11 tlw q u,1 nt itic' 
a nd types of nutrients that fi nd thei r 
"'"Y in to eSh.1,1rie~. A practical 
ou tcome s ho uld be a d ecision-support 
system that wi ll show ma nagers in 
advance what effects different tvpes 
of devclopment wil l have. 

Much o f this research will focus on 
tropic.1! northern Q uc<:'ntol,1nd, whe re 
la rge area~ o f ra inforest have bet'n 
cleared to ma ke wav for agricu lture. 
• u tTicnts from th i~ intensive 
agricu lture end up in rivers. posing 
lhc q ut:,lion: w hut effect:, wil l they 
have on the rivers and, out J l sen, on 
the Great Barncr Reef? 

An impo rta nt cstuMy a t thl' other 
end o f Australia, Tasma nia's Derwent 
Ri ver, will be the initia l testbed for 
,mother line of rcscJrch - on the 
dis tribution of various chemicals. 
both naturi\1 ~nd introduced, 111 

cstu~ries. The a im of thc p roject, led 
by Dr Dennis Mac key of the Division 
llf Oceanography, is to gather 
informa tion needed to dcvclop 

mm.l..:ob tha t m~nager" will be able to 
use to predict how di;,<olv<"d ;u1d 
suspended ma terial wi ll dis tribute 
itself in ,1 1\ )' es tuarv. 

I leading west, ~not her team. led by 
Or Trcvor Ward of the IJivi~ion of 
Fi~herie,, hab .:ho,el\ the Swan l~i ver, 
W.A., as onO? s ite for research on 
heavv nH.:tals and nutrients in 
~cdimc11t ~. Two other lest si tes will be 
in New South Wait'~. Thousnnd~ 1\f 
to nnes of heavy metals. wi th 
J'll>tenli,>llo inte rfe re with the growth 
of aquatic animals and pl~nts, now 
cuntun1inate Australic1n est uarint~ 

<,c•<.l i mcnts. ~~~~r r ull .1 s~cssmen t of 
thdr biolog ical effects, mur h mon.' 
in form,>tion is needed on how both 
nutrients ilnd heflvv rnctals are 
tra nsported, and how they arc ~hlred 
in and re lea~~·d from sed i mcnts. 

An important rcseMch goa l is to 
identify 'biolog ical indica tors', such '" 
:,eilgras" ,nl<l pl,111 kton s pecies. that 
can art as an ,,arlv warni11g svst.:m 
for excess nutrient levels that may 
lead to olgal l>looms and 
eutrophica tion . 

1 o help ensure that the research 
res ults find their w~y m tu the 
decision-making procf'"!>, Or Doug 
Cocks and col leagues a t the Division 
of Wildlife .u1d Ect1lvgy p lan to 
develop a computer-bascd 
mform~tiun system, ca lled CA 'vll{tS 
(Coastal a 11d Mari11e R<·sources 
Information S vstcm), that w ill tie in 
wi th vuio us otlwr Aust r~ l ian 
geographic in forma tion syste m,. Thi' 
is intended to provide a 
comp rchenswe v1ew of what 1s in the 
coasta l zone, on land and a t sea. 

The coast,11 <.one project researcher-. 
will b<' cnllilbnrating with St«tt• ~nd 
federal agencies to ensure that their 
111ve~tig<~tions target the real needs of 
coasta l managers. TI1ey will ,,Jso bl' 
collaborating with u nivers ity a 11d 
Auto t r~ li M1 Inst itute of Marine 
Science researchers i11 much of the 
work. 
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