Department of the Parliamentary Lihrary

Parliamentary
Research
Service

CURRE

T

ISSUES

BRIEF

No. 30 1994

Port Hinchinbrook To be or not to be?

..

1
••

/

.,+

Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia

..:4-~
_,

Ii., .. '"
a:..-.-

... ~\;,"c~,_·;

" I -. '-'-'~~J
- _._--~~. .~

ISSN 1J21-IS60
C"op~Tlght C"ommon....~a1th

of AUS!Taha 1994

E\cept to ihc: extent ofthc uses pcnmrted under d'lC: C"Of1}T'lghf Act /968. no pan of thiS publication may be n::produ~d
or transmitted In any form or by any mc:ans Including InformatIOn storage and n::trlcVI! system, .... Ithout the prior
written OO~Ol of the Department or the ParliamcnW)' Library. other than by Membe~ of the Australian PlU'tiamenl
In the course or their omCl.~J dUlle~
Published

b~

the Dep:utment or the PilJliamenwy Library. 1994

Bill McCormick

Science, Technology, Environment and Resources Group
7 December 1994

Parliamentary
Research Service
Current Issues Brief No. 301994
Port Hinchinbrook To be or not to be?

This papt"r hJ5 been preJW"cd fOl general dislnbIJuon 10 Memben of the Australian P:lI'hamenL
Readen outside: the Parliamcm are remmded thai dlis is not iIfl Ausrnlian Govemmcm doc;umenL but. paper prepared
by the IU1hor and publIShed b) the ParliamenW) Research ServICe 10 contribute 10 eomlde:raIion of the ISSues by
Senators and r,'kmbers The "K"'-S e'tpressed In lJ'us Papt"r Ill: !hose of the MJthor and do not l\oCCC'ssanly reflect those:
of !he: Parhamentary Reseatch $eo ICC atld are Il()I 10 be 3.ltnbuted to the Department of the Parhamcnwy librai)'

CONTENTS

Summary . .

Introduction

.

.

. , . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 3

Boat barbour study.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ..

3

Resort Village Cardwell. . . . . . . • . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 4
Abandoned site

Hinch in brook chanDel

_. _
DO

_ . . . . . . . . . .. 4

longer part DC GBRMP . . . . . . . . . . . .. 4

Port Hiocbiobrook

5

Environmental impact assessment

_ . . . . . . • . . . . .. 5

Opposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

World Heritage concerns

...............

Baseline studies and project approval

6

. . . . . ., 7

_

_ . . .. 8

Mangrove clearing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • • . . . . . . . . 10
Seagrass beds . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . • . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . .. I I

Commonwealth intervention
Scientific workshop . .

.

12
_ . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . . .. 14

Present situatioo . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 15
Commeot ... . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . .
Attachments

15

rort IItT,,:hmhrf)O!c - To IH: nr nol In be'

Summa~

This paper examines the background of the CommoO\.. ~alth Government's
temporary halting of the Pon Hinchinbrook development intended to protect
the values of the adjacent World Heritage Area. This has not been just a simple
case of environment versus development but rather a demonstration of how
assessment of the impact of development requires prior knowledge of the
environment in order to enable the prediction of outcomes.
It was the possible impact of this proposal that has resulted in Commonwealth
involvement in the approval process~ first. because the Great Barrier Reef
Marine Park (GBRMP) was adjacent to Hinchinbrook Channel and second, the
fact that Hinchinbrook Island and its Channel are part of the Great Barrier Reef
World Heritage Area. The Commonwealth has obligations under the World
Heritage Convention to ensure that the World Heritage values of places on the
World Heritage list are protected.
No Environmental Impact Statement was ever required from the developers for
the two tourist developments proposed for the Oyster Point site by the
Queensland Government and the Public Environment Report. required for the
Commonwealth. was never completed.
The Friends of Hinchinbrook. based in Townsville, is one of several groups
opposed to the project. While many of the people from Cardwell suppon the
project. a significant number are opposed to it.
h would appear that the Queensland Government did not specifically agree
with the Commonwealth that the results of baseline studies have to i-)e known
before dredging can begin.
A Workshop of 13 scientists and marine managers from both Commonwealth
and Queensland Governments plus consultants and academics was held on 24
November. While the scientists and managers reached consensus on some
issues the Workshop repan concluded that plans to deal with turbidity.
dredging and other environmental issues "must be based on sound
environmental information and well implemented." This implies that there is
still a lack of sound environmental information.
The project has not been permanently stopped but the question as to whether
the de'\"eloper will resume work and under what conditions is still to be
decided. The developer indicated that he would consider minimal changes to
his obligations to the project but that he wanted an ironclad guarantee of clear
passage through 10 completion of lhe resort. He also said that work on the
de,,"e!opment would not resume if the mangro,,"es were allowed to regenerate.
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Senator Faulkner and Ms Robson agreed that in future. the Great Barrier Reef
Ministerial Council should be used to provide political oversight of the
development
While mangrove clearing was the factor that initiated the Commonwealth's use
of the World Heritage Properties Conservation Act 1983. it is the issue of the
marina through the establishment and maintenance ell ~dging of the boat access
channel which is the crucial issue of the development. The Workshop fOl!l1d
that maintenance dredging to be the greatest potential source of sediment but
disagreed about how to time the dredging to reduce the likelihood of damage
to the seagrasses.
The very fact that alternatives have not been considered has restricted the
decision making process and is a sign that the environmental assessment
process could have been improved.

Pori Hlnchlnbroolc - To be or not to be?

Introduction
This paper examines the background of the Commonwealth Government's
temporary halting of the Port Hinchinbrook development intended to protect
the values of the adjacent World Heritage Area. This has not been just a simple
case of environment versus development but rather a demonstration of how
assessment of the impact of development requires prior knowledge of the
environment in order to enable the prediction of outcomes.
The Port Hinchinbrook Development is not the first development on the site
at Oyster Point. a kilometre south of Cardwell in North Queensland. There was
an earlier development which reached the site preparation stage in the late
1980s before it was halted due to financial difficulties. Both developments
have had a marina as their centrepiece, with a planned access channel out into
Hinchinbrook Channel. It was the possible impact of this proposal that has
resulted in Commonwealth involvement in the approval process; first. because
the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP) was thought to include
Hinchinbrook Channel and second. when it was found th....t Hinchinbrook
Channel was outside the GBRMP, the fact that Hinchinbrook Island and its
Channel are part of the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area.
The Commonwealth has obligations under the World Heritage Convention to
ensure that the World Heritage values of places on the World Heritage list are
protected. Nonnally the Commonwealth would allow the land manager. in this
case the Queensland Government. to take actions that are necessary to ensure
that the areas are protected. However, the Commonwealth has the power to
prevent actions which could adversely affect World Heritage values of the area
through the World Herilage Properties Conservation ACI 1983. It has acted to
halt the construction of the Gordon-below-Franklin Dam and limestone mining
at Benders Quarry in South-West Tasmania and to halt logging of rainforests
in the Wet Tropics of North Queensland.

Boat harbour study
In the 1970s the Queensland Department of Harbours and Marine carried out
a boat harbour f~asibility study for the Cardwell Shire and surrounding areas.
The Department recommended against Oyster Point as a harbour because of the
large sums of public money which would be required for its construction.
However. the report did not address a situation where the costs of the
construction and maintenance dredging associated with Oyster Point were met
by a private developer.

3
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Resort Village Cardwell
In 1985. Reson Village Cardwell Pty Ltd. a subsidiary of Tckin Australia.
proposed a reson de\elopment catering for 2.099 guests at Oyster Point with
a marina as a centrepiece. The company requested that Cardwell Shire Council
approve a rezoning of the site to a Special Facilities Zone. a change which at
the time did not require a Queensland Environmenlal Impact Statement (EIS).
Approvals for pan of the construction works including marina, boat ramp,
boardwalk and bund walls establishment were granted in 1988 and 1989.
In 1989 the company cleared 7 hectares (ha) of mangroves along parts of the
foreshore and Stoney Creek and removed melaleucas for the marina which was
partially excavated. Overall, the site was extensively damaged with
considerable areas of both mangroves and other vegetation cleared on the 44
ha site and the drainage extensively altered.
The developers needed to get a permit to build an access channel from the
marina out into Hinchinbrook Channel. At the time the Channel was
considered to be part of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park and so approval
fer the access channel had to be received from the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park Authority (GBRMPA). In 1989 GBRMPA invoked the Commonwealth's
Environment Protecrion (Impact of Proposols) Act 1974 (EP(IP) Act) and
required the developer to prepare a Public Environment Repon (PER) for the
proposal. In 1990, due to financial problems with the parent company Tekin,
the project was abandoned and the PER never prepared.
In summary. no EIS was ever required from the developer by the Queensland
Jovernment and the PER. required for the Commonwealth was never
completed.

Abandoned site
The degraded site was left by the developers with no rehabilitation measures
carried out. There were two alternatives: to rehabilitate the site to its original
condition (which would have been difficult and expensive f.:>r the Queensland
Govenunent). or find a use for the site and have the new user rehabilitate it.
The condition of the site has been described by Mr Keith Williams as a
"stinking. filthy mud hole".

Hinchinbrook Channel no longer part of GBRMP
In 1991 GBRMPA was given legal advice that the whole of Hinchinbrook
Channel was within Queensland State limits and therefore not within the
GBR1v1P. The northern limit of the Channel was delineated as being from
Hecate Point on Hinchinbrook Island to a point north of Cardwell. This change
in management of the Channel from GBRJ\1PA lO the Queensland Government
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did not change its status as a World Heritage property. What it did do was to
remove control (from GBRMPA) to the Queensland Government.

Port Hinchinbrook
In May 1993 Cardwell Properties Ply Ltd (owned partly by Mr Keith
Williams) bought 'he land at Oyster Point for an estimated $600,000 from
Farrow Mortgage Services Pty Ltd. A new development, "Port Hinchinbrook".
was proposed. It was similar in concept to the Resort Village Cardwell in that
it used virtually the entire site and had as its centrepiece the marina with a
dredged channel out into Hinchinbrook Channel. Port Hinchinbrook was able
to make use of the permits already granted to the previous developer but it
required additional permits and needed to amend some of the ~rmits already
granted.
The 44 ha development site is comprised of a 25.2 ha special lease and 18.995
ha of freehold land. The $100 million three/four star resort is intended to be
constructed in three stages over a seven to ten year period. (see attached
diagram). Stage I, with an estimated $30 million expenditure, would take two
years and would include the removal of mangroves, anificial beach
development north of Stony Creek, initial landscaping. excavation of the
marina, dredging of the connecting access channel and construction of the
breakwater in Hinchinbrook Channel, the boat ramp, 50 accommodation rooms
rising to 250 as soon as possible plus a tavern. restaurant, tennis courts,
swimming pool and access road. Stages 2 and 3 would involve development
of the marina, construction of additional accommodation at an average rate of
100-150 rooms per year in one. two and three bedroom apartments and
hoteVmotel style accommodation, additional shops, restaurants and recreational
facilities and the construction of convention facilities. A helipad, caravan park
and railway station would also be considered.
The resort was originally designed to cater for 2000 people but this was later
reduced to 1500 (750 rooms). When fully operational the marina would have
accommodation for 210 boats of 10-20 m in length as well as 24 berths for
private yachts and commercial vessels up to 35 m. One item, foreshadowed
after the completion of 250 rooms, is an upgrading of Dallachy airstrip, on
private land north of Cardwell, to take jet aircraft. This could have a
significant impact.

Environmental impact assessment
Any environmental assessment for projects requiring a number of permits is
carried out by the Queensland Office of the Co-ordinator General (OCG). The
OCG did not require a formal ElS for the Port Hinchinbrook development.
Since the Hinchinbrook Channel was no longer considered pan of the GBRMP
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GBRMPA had no power to require asseSSml.,lt of the project's impact under
the EP(lP) Act. However. in December 1993 the Queensland Government and
GBRMPA signed a leller of agreement stating that there would be an
environmental impact assessment for the project. Information would be made
publicly available and there would be adequate public consultation processes.
In May 1994 the Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage
released an Environmental Review Report (an ERR, not an El~) on the
proposal along with several consultant engineering reports and a cultural
assessment report for public comment. The ERR stated that:
The assessment of impact recognises that the site has been previously been degraded and
abandoned and that the project will improve local services by providing a public boat
ramp. marina facilities and municipal sewage system and the potential to provide
economic benefits to the local communiry and the State,
While the Cardno &. Davies Report (Consulting Engineers) answers the required
questions. the Government does not have sufficient information to adequately quantify
all potential impacts of such a project in this area. In similar projects, an Environmental
Management Agreement has been used to ensure that the required environmental
management is carried out and monitoring programs implemented.

It should be remembered that an environmental impact assessment of a project
can only be made on the available information and so decisions may need to
be modified when new information comes to light, There must be room to
require necessary changes in light of new information, written into any project
approval docwnent. This is in spite of the developer's need for certainty in the
approval process.
While the contents of these documents were the basis of the Queensland
Government's environmental assessment of the project, they are Dot equivalent
to an' ElS under legislation such as the Commonwealth's Environment

Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act 1974.

Opposition
The friends of Hinchinbrook. based in Townsville, is one of several groups
opposed to the project. While many of the people from Cardwell support the
project. a significant number are opposed to it. The concerns of the opposition
groups include:
the issue of the size of the development being too large for the region;
impact on the Hinchinbrook Channel by treated sewage effluent:
establishment of a marina with many vessels coming to the area;
impact of dredging a channel for the marina:

Port Hmchinbrook. - To be or not
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oil pollution from boats;
water supply
impacts of increased tourism pressure on Hinchinbrook and other islands;
•

the possible upgrade of a private airstrip to take 737 size aircraft resulting
in the clearing of a substantial area of Melaleucas (paperbark trees);

•

no alternative sites to the development were considered;

•

the environmental impact assessment did not consider the impact on the
World Heritage area or the GBRMP; and

•

there is a lack of information on effects of dredging on seagrass beds, on
the productivity of the mangroves and on the extent of acid drainage
potential.

World Heritage concerns
In June 1994 the Director of the Commonwealth's World Heritage Unit in the
Department of Environment, Sport and Territories (DEST) wrote a letter to the
Queensland Office of the Co-ordinator General listing the Commonwealth's
concerns about the project relating to its impact on the World Heritage values
of the area and stating that the ERR docwnentation was inadequate in
considering these impacts. He recommended that:
...the Queensland Government require preparation of a statement of the natural and
cultural values of the area, including those related to ilS World Heritage and National
Estate significance, its importance as habitat for endangered and migratory species, and
its cultwal relevance to the local Aboriginal community.

Senator Faulkner in an answer in Parliament on 9 June 1994 stated that:
Should the development be approved. obviously I will consider the Queensland
Government's assessment of the final proposal and environmental management and
monitoring plans. I will need 10 be assured thalthe area's World Heritage values will be
protected and that they will not be affected.
... the government will act to protect World Heritage values of the Hinchinbrook Channel
if this proposal does not take sufficient measures to ensure that these values are not
threatened.

Later in June Senator Faulkner engaged a consultant. Dr Peter Valentine from
James Cook University, to prepare a paper on the impact of the proposal on
the World Heritage values of the adjacent areas. This paper was submitted in
August 1994.
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Dr Valentine v,'as critical of the lack of information on Ihe likely impacts of
the development and indicated that if a comprehensive PER or EfS had been
prepared this would have been addressed. He noted that there was a lack of
detail concerning some aspects of the development. full understanding of which
is needed to assess the impact on the Channel, e.g., the length of the rock wall
along the access channel. He had "grave reservations" about the future of the
World Heritage area should the project proceed because of:
•

the impact of dredging and other activities on the seagrass beds and
associated fauna;

•

potential direct impacts on dugongs and sea turtles from substantially
increased numbers of powered vessels in the Channel;

•

possible flow·on effects which would undennine the management
objectives for the Channel and other sites on Hinchinbrook Island. Brook
Islands and especially the outstanding beauty and associated wilderness
properties of the east coast of Hinchinbrook; and
change to environmental values of Hinchinbrook Challnel by the presence
of a major resort and the consequences of that over the next few decades
as the character of the area is modified.

Dr Valentine considered the option of alternative development on the site to
avoid the above impacts although he referred to the fact that no such
alternatives were considered or proposed by the developer. He suggested two
options: a large development of less than 500 rooms or a small development
with less than 100 rooms. Neither of these options included a marina because
of the fact that, of the fifteen impacts on World Heritage values he identified,
most were a direct result of the construction of the marina.

Baseline studies and project approval
The Queensland and Commonwealth Government carried out negotiatIOns
relating to the development during August and September 1994. These
specifically related 10 the Commonwealth's concern that Ihe development
should not adversely affect the World Heritage values of the area. On I
October 1994 Senator Faulkner released correspondence between himself and
Ms Molly Robson. the Queensland Minister for Environment and Heritage, in
which he stated the need to assess the baseline state of the environment. In a
leuer dated 29 September 1994 Senator faulkner said:
No dredging of the access channel should ~gin until and unless Ihe results of the
proposed baseline studies are available. appropriate slandards set and agreed and
monitoring programs put into place which can ensure prolecllon of World Heritage
values. If we conclude. on Ihe basis of Ihese studies that World Heritages values cannOi
be prolecled. Ihere .... III be no allemative other than to refuse lhe developer permission
10 dredge.

Port Hinchinbrool: - To be or not to be?

He went on to say later:
I should add Ihal if, as a resull oflhis further work, it becomes clear Ihal World Heritage
values are likely 10 be damaged or destroyed Ihrough the proposed development. then it
will be necessary for it 10 be amended in such a way as 10 avoid that damage or
destruction. Otherwise. I will need to consider invoking the relevant provisions of the
World Heritage Properties Conservation Act 1983. I would be grateful ifyou would make
that clear to the developer.

This statement was made on the basis of advice from DEST which said:
You are required neither to approve nor even condone the project at this stage and you
will be able to consider the matter funher once baseline studies have been considered.

Ms Robson, responded on 30 September 1994 stating that:
Dredging work will only be allowed to proceed in oompH mce with a monitoring program
that is designed by the Director-General of my Department and is oversighted by an
independent site supervisor employed by my Department. This approach is designed to
ensure that dredging can only proceed on the basis that it does not threaten the World
Heritage values of the area.
I note your qualification that, in the event that as work proceeds it becomes apparent that
the development is damaging Worl~ Heritage values. you may need consider invoking
relevant provisions of the World Heritage Properties Conservation Act. As you requested.
I have infonned the developer of your position on this matter.

It would appear from this response that the Queensland Government did not
specifically agree with the Commonwealth that the results of baseline studies
had to be known before dredging could begin.
The Queensland Govemment, the Cardwell Shire Council and Cardwell
Properties Pty Ltd signed a Deed of Agreement concerning the development
in early October 1994. This set out details of pennits and what sort of baseline
studies were to be carried out as well as other conditions under which the
developer would operate. It included an environmental monitoring program
which included both baseline monitoring and on-going monitoring. A seagrass
survey was to be carried out by the Independent Monitor over 3 km of
shoreline on either side of the site of the access channel. The results and
recommendations of this survey about the significance of the seagrass resource
were to be considered by the Queensland Government as to whether a seagrass
monitoring program should be initiated. Baseline turbidity and water quality
was to be measured prior to dredging. Following recommendations arising
from these baseline studies an ongoing monitoring program is to be developed.
There is no mention that the dredging program could be modified or even
prevented from occl!rring if the baseline studies were to indicate that the 'World
Heritage values could not be protected.
The developer. i.e.. Mr Keith Williams. started work on the site in October. Mr
Williams halted the work in late October but resumed after a few days.
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Mangrove clearing
Mangroves cover a significant area of the development site. Portions of the
mangroves had been cleared on two previous occasions, in the early 1970s and
then in 1988/89. There was significant regrowth of mangroves in some of the
areas. According to the Cardno and Davies report there were about 3.0 ha of
regrowth mangroves and about 1.5 ha of old growth mangroves along the
foreshore.
Mar:groves provide stabilisation for intertidal banks and are especially
imponant in protecting the banks during cyclones and floods. The physical
structure of the above ground roots slows water movement over the sediments
and the below-ground roots bind the soil, so clear felling and removal of
mangroves may allow erosion of mud banks. creek margins and beach areas.
On 2 July 1994 a memorandum by a principal scientist of the Queensland
Department of Primary Industries (OPt) concerning an inspection of the Oyster
Point mangroves was sent to his superior. The author, Mr Rob Coles, assessed
the foreshore mangroves firstly as having two previous episodes of clearing
activity and regrowth and secondly, as being typical of a highly productive
tropical mangrove forest. He wrote that the mangroves would be contributing
to fisheries productivity, stabilising the foreshore, reducing erosion of the
foreshore and buffering the marine environment from the effects of the runoff
from adjacent land. There was erosion in the cleared areas. He recommended
that:
The remalRlng foreshore mangroves are contributing to fisheries productivity and
reducing erosion and sedimentation of the channel water. The reason put forward to clear
these mangroves is aesthetic and clearing for this reason is against published policy of
DPI. The clearing should be limited to the existing situation unless environmental studies
produce alternative strategies that will not reduce the fisheries productivity.
The downstream effects of development of this site may damage valuable seagrasses
which fonn the basis of primary productivity in the water in the (Hinchinbrook) channel.
It would be desirable if resources were provided to resurvey seagrasses and the fish and
prawn populations.

On early October the developer was given pennission to clear mangroves from
the: foreshore of the Channel in order to establish an artificial sand beach and
to remove other small areas of mangroves along Stony Creek and to allow for
the construction of a haul road through mangroves south of Stony Creek.
Under the Deed of Agreement with the Ql!eensland Government and the
Cardwell Shire Council the developer agreed to pay the Co-ordinator General
$ 100,000 for the removal of the mangroves on the site, to be paid in
instalments: $20.000 on clearance of the mangroves and then annually for four
years. The money is to be applied toward the cost of implementing a strategic
plan for the Hinchinbrook Channel and associated mangroves.

Port Hmchmbrook - Tro be or not to be?

The clearing of some of the foreshore mangroves started in late October
(clearing (he old growth mangroves did not start until early November), the
developer having been given approval to cut these mangroves down even
though they were situated below the high water mark in a Queensland marine
park. On 9 November the Queensland Government sent Senator Faulkner part
of a draft report on seagrass and then on 10 November the developer applied
to the Queensland Government for pennit to occupy the mangrove area of the
marine park under which he could ask police to remove protesters from the
site. This request was granted on 11 November.

Seagrass beds
Seagrasses are very productive areas. According to the ERR they:
stabilise substrates. contribute substantially to herbivore and detrital food chains and
provide important habitats for commercial penaeid prawns, finfish. waterbirds and
endangered green rurtles and dugongs.

In tropical areas of high turbidity seagrasses are restricted to shallow water and
one species, nonnally found in 20 m deep water, occurs in Hinchinbrook
Channel at I m depths. Research has indicated that activities that increase
turbidity in the long tenn need to be minimised if the reduction in deep water
seagrass is not to occur. There has been a generalised loss of seagrass in recent
decades in Australia, some of which appears to be due to a reduction in
available light to seagrass because of upstream erosion. eutrophication and
periodic dredging. Recently there was a loss of seagrass in Hervey Bay due to
light deprivation from floods and sediment suspension caused by cyclonic seas.
The principal source of concern for the Hinchinbrook Channel seagrass beds
is the turbidity caused by dredging the access channel but the possibility of
erosion from clearing of mangroves impacting on the seagrasses has been
flagged by scientists from the Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS)
in a 4 August 1994 fax from GBRMPA to the OCG.
There was no infonnation in the ERR documents on the extent or precise
location of seagrasses in Hinchinbrook Channel adjacent to the development.
However, the Queensland DPI carried out a reconnaissance survey around
Oyste!' Point in September 1994 and found 3.93 k.m 2 of seagrasses in a survey
area of 11.5 km~ of intertidal and subtidal areas. This represents 13% of the
seagrass habitat present in Hinchinbrook Channel. The seagrasses were not
found directly opposite the mouth of Stonv Creek where the access channel is
proposed but seagrasses at Oyster Point were restrkl.:d to shallow depths
because of high turbidities. no seagrasses being found at depths greater than
3.5 m. (see anadu,1ents. Figures I and 9)
The survey report stated that:
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Changes m sc=agrassdislTibution. abundance and spectescompOStllOn are known to change
seasonally and from )ear to year. AnlhropogeOic Impacts ma~ not manifest in the
seagrassc=s until 6 to 12 months after .he tmpactmg even! Large scale changes can only
be detecled over a period of years as loss may be gradual.

Five different species of seagrasses were found with the highest diversity of
species being found south of Oyster Point. One of the species. Halophila
tricostata. is a rare species which according to the report should be protected.
The report expects that the seagrasses make an appreciable contribution to the
fisheries producti6n of the Channel. They cited the example of nearshore
seagrasses covering 0.9 km 1 at Cairns contributed an estimated S 1.2 m per year
to commercial prawn fisheries and also supported approximately 9.000 fish per
hectare. Dugong feeding scars have been recorded in seagrasses just north of
the survey area and two green turtles and a dugong were sighted off Oyster
Point during the survey_ The report recommended that any losses of the
seagrasses need to be avoided because of their importance to the marine
ecology. to turtle and dugong populations and to the commercial prawn fishery.
The survey report expected that the impact of dredging of the access channel
would have a minor impact on the seagrasses but stated that there was a lack
of infonnation to fully support this view. Impacts of other human activities
such as runoff from farming, forestry and urban areas need to be considered
in assessing the total human impacts on the Hinchinbrook Channel seagrasses.
The report stated that this survey did not provide the detailed quantitative
baseline measures of seagrass abundance required for assessing future changes.
The report concluded that "prolonged periods of poor water quality may be a
threat to the health of the seagrasses and further impacts on water quality
should be a concern for the maintenance of rare species."

Commonwealth intervention
The Queensland DPI report was not sent to the Commonwealth until the
second week of November. Once this report was received it was assessed by
DEST as part of its deliberations on the threats posed to the World Heritage
Area by the development arising from clearing of mangroves. dredging the
access channel and construction of the breakwater.
Two academics from James Cook University. a botanist and a marine
geophysicist submitted that the removal of the mangroves would lead to
increased turbidity. thereby threatening the viability of the areas of seagrass
and dugong. In its advice to DEST. GBRMPA disagreed with this and
suggested that. since most of the mangroves proposed for removal are
regro\"1h. any impacts from the earlier removal have already happened and that
despite the removal of a larger stand of mangrove in 1988/89 the offshore
seagrass beds still remain intact. GBRMPA staff do not believe that mangrove
removal. haul-road construction and dredging pose unacceptable threats to the
GBR World Heritage Area. provided reasonable management control is
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maintained. However it also recommcnded seeking views of other seagrJ.Ss.
mangrove and dugong experts. GBRMPA did indicatc that seagrasses would
be threatened by uncontrolled dredging but pointed out that the Queensland
Government had taken steps to ensure that there would be adequate controls.
GBRMPA disagreed with the DPI report recommendation that baseline studies
on seagrasses still had to be carried ouL
Dr Wolanski. Senior Principal Research Scientist of AIMS and expert on
hydrodynamics and sediment dynamics in mangroves in the Hinchinbrook
Island and Channel. was asked for comment by the World Heritage Unit of
DEST. On 15 November he stated that the major agent affecting turbidity
seems to be the wind and waves over the shallow intertidal mudbanks which
would become more prone to erosion if mangroves were removed_ On the
same day, Professor Helene Marsh, an expert in dugongs. advised Senator
Faulkner's staff that, while the Hinchinbrook Island is of regional rather than
national significance as dugong habitat in terms of numbers. the value of the
area may be more important than the nwnbers suggest. She indicated that the
proposed marina is a potential threat to dugongs through sediment from
dredging possibly causing seagrass loss. Also the increa;e in boating traffic
may degrade the dugong habitat and directly impact dlgongs through boat
strike.
After considering this and other advice, DEST proposed that a moratorium be
declared on the permit to clear mangroves while an attempt was made to
achieve a consensus of scientists and marine managers on the likely impact on
seagrasses of mangrove clearing, dredging, etc. DEST further recommended
that if the developer or the Queensland Government did not agree with the
moratorium the Minster should use the powers under the World Heritage
Properties Conservation Act 1983 to halt the project until a consensus could
be achieved.
On 15 November 1994 Senator Faulkner contacted both the Queensland
Government and the developer about implementing a moratorium on the
mangrove clearing but the developer declined to halt his operation. In order to
stop further clearing of mangroves, proclamations were prepared under sections
6,7.9 and 10 of the World Heritage Properties Conservation Act 1983 and the
Governor-General signed them that evening around 10 PM. The developer had
decided to work under lights on the morning of 16 November starting at I
AM. in order to evade the protesters. The works supervisor could not be
contacted for several hours to be advised that the work had to stop as a result
of the proclamations so a substantial additional area of mangrove was cleared
that night.
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Scientific workshop
A Workshop of 13 scientists and marine managers from both Commonwealth
and Queensland Governments plus consultants and academics was held on 24
November. They reached some conclusions about the impacts of the
development on seagrasses and other World Heritage values (see Attachment).
The Workshop agreed that the seagrass beds of Hinchinbrook Channel are a
valuable feature of the Wcrld Heritage Area and while seagrass beds can be
destroyed by periods of elevated turbidity they may be able to survive such
conditions and recover. "Many of the activities associated with the Port
Hinchinbrook development have the potential to significantly increase local
turbidity levels" and short term risks of large scale sediment mobilisation
should be minimised. In a worst case situation there could be a significant
discharge of sediment into the adjacent Channel waters as a result of the
clearing of mangroves resulting in a moderate risk of localised seagrass loss
adjacent to the development. If the sediment conditions returned to normal then
it was highly probable that the seagrass could recover within 12 months. The
Workshop recommended that the mangrove sediments should be stabilised by
ensuring remaining mangrove root stock remains and any removal of felled
mangrove is carried out in such a way as not to disturb the sediments.
Members of the Workshop disagreed about the impact of removing the
remaining narrow fringe of mangroves with some believing their removal
would cause little loss of sediment but others believing these mangroves could
aid in the re·establishment of mangroves and protect the coastline from erosion
due to storms and tidal action.
They agreed that, as a source of sediment likely to be deposited on the seagrass
from the Port Hinchinbrook site. maintenance dredging of the access channel
rates ahead of mangrove clearing and site runoff.
The Workshop felt that a long tenn foreshore management plan needs to be
developed in order to control all forms of sediment loss into adjacent waters.
It noted that mangroves form an effective means of stabilising such foreshores.
It was stated that:
High quality site management is c:ritic:alto avoiding damage to World Heritage Values.
The present state of the site poses a significant erosion hazard with the imminent onset
of the wet season.

The scientists and managers went on to say that management plans regarding
turbidity. dredging and other environmental issues to be worked out under the
Deed of Agreement must be based on sound environmental information and be
well implemented in order to be effective. They said:
The ImpOr1ance of good management of the site and timing of construction activities with
respect to the wet season was emphasised .... The current state of the site poses a
significant erosion hazard with the imminent onset of Ihe wet season.
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Finally. the Workshop commented that the cumulative effects of other
activities. e.g.. aquaculture. agriculture and increased tourism on Hinchinbrook
Channel could create a risk 10 World Heritage values. The Queensland
Government needed to finalise management plans for the region addressing
development issues. before the Port Hinchinbrook development becomes
operational.

Present situation
The project has not been permanently stopped but the question as to whether
the developer will resume work and under what conditions is still to be
decided. The developer, Mr Williams, indicated on 30 November that he would
consider minimal changes to his obligations to the Queensland Government
which proved to be adequate and appropriate but that he wanted an ironclad
guarantee of clear passage through to completion of the resort. He also said
that work on the development would not resume if the mangroves were
allowed to regenerate. In a I December 1994 letter to Ms Robson, Queensland
Minister for Environment and Heritage, Senator Faulkner referred to the fact
that the Scientific Workshop report recommended that the remaining mangrove
roots should be left in place to minimise further disturbance to the sediments
and that future actions should be aimed at stabilising the sediments in the
foreshore area of Oyster point. He discussed the matter with Mr Williams, who
indicated a willingness to modify the project in order to retain the root
systems, and he raised the need for short term stabilisation of the site works
prior to the wet season. He cited the Workshop report:
In the longer tenn (years) sediment stabilisalion in the foreshore region may be
maximised by allowing natural re-establishment of mangroves, or by establishing and
maintaining mangrove species which can be trimmed and will coppice. 11llS will maintain
visibililY and at the same time retain a viable root syslem to slabilise sediments.

Senator Faulkner and Ms Robson agreed that in future, the Great Barrier Reef
Ministerial Council should be used to provide political oversight of the
development.
On 2 December 1994 Commonwealth and Queensland officials agreed that
foreshore stabilisation would be addressed by the preparation of a Foreshore
Management Plan which would provide protection for the seagr~ beds.

Comment
While mangrove clearing was the factor that initiated the Commonwealth's use
of the World Herifage Properties Consen-ation Act /983, it is the issue of the
marina through the establishment and maintenance dredging of the boat access
channel which is the crucial issue of the development. The Workshop of 13
scientists and marine managers has found that maintenance dredging to be the
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greatest potential source of sediment but has disagreed aboul how to time the
dredging 10 reduce the likelihood of damage to Ihe scagrasses. Without the
marina the developmenl would be considerably smaller and Ihe impact on the
World Heritage Area would be greatly reduced but lhe developer would most
likely not proceed with the project. In this case it has been portrayed as all or
nothing when in fact ahernative modified projects, such as without a marina,
could be economically viable. The very fact that alternatives have not been
considered has restricted the decision making process and is a sign that the
environmental assessment process could have been improved.
There is no indication thai further removal of the mangroves will be pennitted
because this depends on whether the foreshore can be stabilised and still allow
for their removal. The Workshop suggested that mangroves should be reestablished along the foreshores in order to maximise long tenn sediment
stabilisation but the report did not indicate whether this was essential. The
participants said that it is possible to have a stable situation with sand and
seagrass adjacent to each other, as occurs off Cardwell. The developer wants
a beach in place of the mangroves for aesthetic reasons. He has been given
permission for this by the Queensland Government. The Foreshore
Management Plan will be essential in determining the future vegetation along
the foreshore.
The lack of environmental information available to the Commonwealth has
created uncertainty about potential impacts of the project on World Heritage
values. This lack of information has been important in allowing opponents of
the project to predict dire consequences of the project on the environment. It
also meant that the Commonwealth Minister left his options open to intervene.
He acted to halt the mangrove clearing to allow for a Workshop of scientists
and managers to reach a consensus on its potential impact when he received
conflicting information about the potential damage to World Heritage values.
While the scientists and managers reached consensus on some issues. the
Workshop report concluded that plans to deal with turbidity. dredging and
other environmental issues. required by the Deed of Agreement, "must be
based on sound environmental information and well implemented." This
implies that there is still a lack of sound environmental information. Other
statements have been made by expert authorities without full infonnation being
available. The advice of GBRMPA staff given to DEST about the possible
impact of mangrove clearing on seagrass beds stated calegorically that the
seagrass beds adjacent to the site still remain intact after the 1988/89 clearing
of mangroves. However. no studies were made in 1988 about the extent and
state of the seagrass beds to determine whether they have since changed in area
or in species composition.
There needs to be flexibility
the environmental impact.
uncertainty is exacerbated
nfortunately the de"eloper

in the management of projects in order to reduce
Where there is lack of vital information the
and there is a greater need for flexibility.
wants certainty in order to ensure that the project
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can proceed as quickly as possible to completion. The only way to give the
developer more certainty is for the developer and the Government approving
the project to ensure there is adequate infonnation on which to predict its
environmental impacts and plan the management to allow for these impacts.
This was not the case at Port Hinchinbrook.
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REPORT TO THE MINISTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT, SPORT
AND TERRITORIES

RESULTS OF AN EXPERTS' WORKSHOP

THE EFFECTS OF MANGROVE CLEARING
AND RELATED FORESHORE DEVELOPMENTS
ON THE GREAT BARRIER REEF WORLD
HERITAGE AREA ADJACENT TO THE PORT
HINCHINBROOK DEVELOPMENT

Brisbane

25 November 1994

CONCLUSIONS
Seagrass beds in the Hinchinbrook Channel are a significant resource and a
valuable feature of the Great Barrier Reef World

Heri~age Area.

Scientific

evidence indicates that turbidity is a significant factor affecting the growth
and the distribution of seagrass communities. There is considerable evidence
of tropical seagrass beds being damaged or destroyed by periods of elevated
turbidity. There is also evidence that tropical seagrass communities can
survive periods of elevated turbidity and recover from disturbance.
Many of the activities associated with the Port Hinchinbrook development
have the potential to significantly inaease local turbidity levels. It is
therefore vital that site management be of high quality if risks to World
Heritage values are to be avoided. Short term risks of large scale sediment
mobilisation should be minimised and the timing of various aspects of the
construction in relation to the wet season must be carefully considered.
With the loss of mangroves the worst case situation would be a significant
loss of sediment into the adjacent Channel waters. The Working Group
view was that this gives a moderate risk of localised seagrass loss adjacent to
the development. However, there would be high probability of recovery
(within about 12 months) if water and sediment conditions return to those
existing prior to impact.
Future short term actions should therefore be aimed at stabilising the
sediments in the foreshore area of Oyster Point:
•
the remaining mangrove root stocks should remain in situ; and
•
removal of felled mangrove material should be completed in such a
way as to minimise disturbance to sediments.
The remaining very narrow fringe of Avicennia and SOllneratia provides
only minimal protection against foreshore erosion due to wave action but
their root systems will continue to stabilise sediment. If the trees were to be
removed, this would cause minimal impact on the seagrasses if the root
stocks are left in place and care was taken not to distuIb existing sediments.
There were differing views in the committee about the impact of removing
this narrow fringe of mangroves; some members believed the effect of the
removal on loss of sediment would be extremely small and some others
believed the fringe had the potential to aid re-establishmer.t of mangroves
and give some protection under particular \\'eather and tidal conditions.
In the longer term, development of the foreshore requires a foreshore

management plan that incorporates sustainable options that control all
forms of sediment loss to ~diacent waters and meet the needs of s:te
development. It is noted that mangro\·es provide an effective means of
stabilising such fares hares and that the two species that presently comprise
the narrow fringe readily coppice and C.In be trimmed.

High quality site management is critical to avoiding damage to World
Heritage Values. The present state of the site poses a significant erosion
hazard with the imminent onset of the wet season. The Deed of Agreement
for the development requires plans to be developed which deal with the
.
management of turbidity, dredging and other environmental issues. To be
effective, these plans must be based on sound environmental infonnation
and be well implemented. In particular, it ,vas noted that there is a need for:

•

turbidity control plans for the whole site to be developed and
implemented as a matter of urgency;

•

conservative water turbidity standards should be set and enforced
through a "reactive turbidity monitoring program", both for the initial
dredging and for future maintenance dredging; and

•

a comprehensive acid sulphate soil investigation at the site and the
development of an appropriate management plan.

It was noted that there are a range of developments in the Hinchinbrook

Channel which were outside the scope of this Working Group's task,
including aquaculture, agriculture and increased recreation. The cumulative
effects of these activities could impact on the Hinchinbrook Channel and
therefore create a risk for World Heritage values. There is a pressing need to
finalise management plans now being prepared for the area by the
Queensland Government in order to address development issues
strategically in the context of the ecologically sustainable development of the
region. These plans should have statutory force and need to be in place prior
to the Port Hinchinbrook development becoming operational.
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