Marine debris in Northern Australia:
A short history of work on the problem

Introduction

Marine debris is defined as any manufactured od gobcessed material that enters the marine
environment from any source (Coe, 1995). Rubbistnef kind or another has probably always washed
ashore in northern Australia. Before plastics syrithetic materials became common, this rubbish
would have included organic materials such as trssedpods, pumice and seaweed. Human-made
items like wooden canoes and fishing nets made tnganic fibres have also likely floated in ocean
currents to wash ashore on the northern Australastline far from where they were lost.

Since plastics have become widely used around dnkelwplastic rubbish has become increasingly
common in our oceans. Plastics do not tend toklteavn very easily and as they are buoyant may
float in ocean currents and circulate through tlaeine environment for many, many years. Synthetic
rubbish like nylon fishing nets is also of concamthey tend to be larger, more durable and therefo
present a danger to wildlife for longer.

Until around 20 years ago, communities living alogthern Australia’s coastline found very little
marine debris washing ashore on their beaches.ekMawvsince then, people have begun to find more
and more rubbish washing ashore until some paittseofiorthern Australian coast have become
literally buried in rubbish.

A Shared Problem

The first instances of marine debris sightings natsrecorded but rangers from both Dhimurru Land
Management Aboriginal Corporation (Dhimurru) in REnhem Land, NT and the Anindilyakwa
speaking people of Groote Eylandt, NT (Anindilyakixand Council) started noticing large amounts of
rubbish, including synthetic fishing nets, washastpore on their beaches. In particular, the fishietg
that came ashore in large quantities were unfamdizghe local people. Consequently, the Dhimurru
and Anindilyakwa people began to realise that mafdhis rubbish on their beaches was likely to have
originated from places far away.

1993: Carpentaria Contracting, on the eastern shordseoBulf of Carpentaria, began removing
derelict nets from the coastline between DuyfkemtPand Pennefather River north of Weipa.
Stranded wildlife was recorded with the informatpmovided to Queensland Parks and Wildlife (Hugh
Edwards’s pers comm. 2005).

1995: The first journal reference on stranding of matimtles in marine debris by Chatto, Guinea and
Conway found in Marine Turtle Newsletter Volume 8918.

=« 1996: Dhimurru began to be extremely concerned aboutrtzuey

animals, especially culturally significant spedike turtles and sharks,
caught in the ghost nets. With the assistance ofyroeganisations they
initiated theirTurtle Rescue ProgranThey have been conducting
these helicopter surveys of stranded wildlife afigwen the same
40km stretch of coastline, which takes in the DhimdLand
Management Aboriginal Corporation Indigenous Prigg@rea, ever

. since. These surveys now provide one of the lmestes of

mformatlon on the |mpacts of marine debris in herh Australia. (Roeger 2003)
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1997/1998 A clean up and survey of Groote Eylandt was cotetliby the Anindilyakwa Land
Council, working with the Australian Fisheries Mgeanent Authority and Northern Territory
Government, where about 137km of coastline wasestay and debris destroyed. This survey reported
the quantities of debris present, the origins @$ fi®m both foreign (66%) and Australian fishing
vessels (34%) and recorded wildlife strandingsdB)d&Vallner and Mounsey 1998).

The problem was found to be not isolated to thd GuCarpentaria but across much of the Northern
Territory coastline. A survey was conducted bySoott Whiting in 1997 (Whiting 1998) on Bare
Sand Island, Fog Bay; while other coastal survegreweonducted by the NT Parks and Wildlife
Commission at three sites in the NT as part ofoggam called ‘Beachwatch’. Unfortunately the
results of these surveys were not made public.

At the same time, Col Limpus of the Queensland Emvhental Protection Agency began examining
derelict nets and stranded wildlife in the MapoQid area (north of Weipa) using vehicle and
helicopter surveys of the northern Queensland Giése surveys have reported significant mortality
of Green, Hawksbill and Olive Ridley turtles anaviy mortality levels of Flatback turtles caused by
derelict fishing nets entering the Gulf and agalrewwashing back into the ocean after storm events
(Limpus and Miller 2002)

1999: A survey was performed with the Northern Tergtbniversity of a 14km stretch of beach
south of Nhulunbuy recording the quantities of ingtpresent and identified their origins. Aldermein
al. (1999)

_' 2000: The current WWF marine debris program performedinst

S joint survey at Cape Arnhem in 2000. The prograemtexpanded to
# Groote Eylandt and Elcho Islands in 2002, Bing Bon§outh West

Gulf of Carpentaria in 2003 and Mapoon, Qld in 2@84well as

i} areas outside the Gulf. Indigenous rangers, lcmanounity

4 volunteers, Conservation Volunteers Australia and/Mperform

these surveys which vary in length from 1.2 tol®rkietres (White

2004).

2003 A beach cleanup from the Pennefather River to titkelece of Albatross Bay near Weipa by the
Nanum Wungthim Land & Sea Management Centre basBidpranum 2003. (Richard Barklay pers
comm. 2004)

Periodic clean-ups of a 50km length of shoreline@eht to Karumba, Qld (SE Gulf of
Carpentaria) have also been performed by commédisihg operators and the Seafood Industry
Association; (Claudine Ward pers comm. 2002).

2004 A helicopter based survey of seagrasses andendebris conducted in 2004 across the
northern Australian coastline (from the Van Dientauf to the Torres Strait) by the Queensland and

Northern Territory Governments with funding fronetAustralian GovernmenRéelofs et al.
2005
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2005: The Western Cape Regional Turtle ConservatiofeBr originally sponsored by Carpentaria
Contracting with scientific research being carmed by Col Limpus and lan Bell from Environment
Protection Agency & QId Parks & Wildlife Serviceijtivcoordination by the Queensland Department
of Primary Industry and Fisheries in collaboratwith Carpentaria Contracting and Mapoon Shire
Council rangers was initiated. (Hugh Edwards perara. 2006)

The surveys that have taken place in the Gulf e either; intensive surveys on short stretches o
coastline to determine what debris was presenitaratigins (Alderman et al 1999; White 2004),
helicopter surveys focussing on recording stranéwvents (Limpus and Miller 2002; Roeger 2004,
Roelofs etal. 2005 ) or debris removals without data recording, peried by Indigenous rangers,
local volunteers and commercial fishers.
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Carpentaria Ghost Net Programme

A number of other groups have done work on maret&id as people have become more concerned
about is impacts in northern Australia. Much a$tlork has tended to be irregular and little
information is available on activities, thoughdtadlear that more and more people have become
involved in keeping local beaches clean and sawifdjife found caught in fishing nets and other
rubbish as the marine debris problem has grown.

In 2002 The Northern Gulf Resource Management @rou
Qld (NGRMG) recognised that there was not only a
considerable problem with ghost nets in the Gutfdiso that
there was not a systematic approach to fixing thélpm.
They organized a 2 day forum to discuss the issuatjal
concerns and to workshop some possible solutiotiigo
shared problem. The forum was held in Karumba, (@lay
2004). Of the 75 people present there were at tea
representatives from 15 out of the 19 Gulf Indigeo
communities plus people representing the science,
government, nature conservation & commercial fighin
industries.

The outcomes of the forum expressed a strong desire
from communities to consolidate this scattered
approach and recommended the best ways to keep sea
country in the Gulf clean; external support that
communities need to remove ghost nets and ways of
bringing indigenous communities together so they ca
support each other. (NGRMG)

At the forum Riki Gunn, (NGRMG) was appointed

coordinator and an Interim Steering Committee of

government, non-government & indigenous

representatives was formed. On behalf of thigstigeommittee armed with the recommendations from
the Forum the NGRMG applied for funds to implemi¥eim. They were successful in securing $2M
through the Australian Government’s Natural Hegtdgust to develop a community based approach
towards solutions to marine debris in northern Aalgt. The project was officially launched by the
Minister for Environment & Heritage, Hon lan CamppBovember 2004.
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Milestones

Turtle Strandings Reported

Five marine turtles were found stranded in marigleris near Darwin, Northern Territory in 1994. On
the first occasion two olive ridley.épidochelys olivacgaa hawksbill Eretmochelys imbricategnd a
green turtle Chelonia mydasperished in a piece of foreign trawl netting. @nenth later a flatback
turtle (Natator depressusyas found washed ashore in Darwin, having diedtduegestion of fibres
from a woven plastic bag (Cha#bal. 1995). These stranding events became the fitst teported

in a journal article and documented the deathdl ébar marine turtles species found to date steahd
in marine debris in northern Australian waters

Marine Debris as a Threatening Process
Marine Debris was nominated by the Humane Sociggrhational (HIS) organisation in 1999 as a key
threatening process under the Australian GovernsiEntvironment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999t is now listed as ‘Injury and fatality to vebi@ate marine life caused by
ingestion of, or entanglement in, harmful marinbrgg. A threat abatement plan is currently being
developed and will:
- Review existing policies, codes of practice, cories and activities to determine their
effectiveness.
Coordinate abatement strategies identified in sgpanarine animal Recovery Plans such as
the Marine Turtle Recovery Plan and the Grey N&seovery Plan.
Examine the effectiveness of joint agreements wailier nations (and the need for new ones) to
address the issues of marine debris and its ingraatildlife.

The Net-Kit
One of the significant milestones in the historyGdfost Nets in
Northern Australia & in particular the Gulf was theeation of
the Net Kit by WWF, Dhimurru and the NT Govt and
Supported by the Natural Heritage Trust, which Wwa$
published by WWF in 2002 (Hamiltaet al. 2002). This is a
resource that is being used extensively by thetabas
communities to identify different nets found onittshores.
The identification includes country of origin anengral usage
of the nets eg trawl or gill net by comparing plogs$i
characteristics such as mesh size and types aodraufl
materials used in the construction of the nets.

Finding Solutions

To bring together all available information from kkalone by communities and researchers on marine
debris across the northern Australian coastlin@0@2 Dhimurru asked Charles Darwin University
(CDU) to work with them in developing a descriptiohmarine debris accumulation and impacts
across northern Australia and a series of recomatems towards finding solutions to the problem.
This report was titledrinding Solutions; Derelict Fishing Gear and othidarine Debris in Northern
Australia (Kiessling, 2002)
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