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The Great Barrier Reef has never faced such a dire future. Amid increasingly doom-laden
headlines, the federal government this week unveiled a recovery package  aimed at securing
the reef’s prospects. The question is whether this is indeed a rescue, or just a smokescreen of
false hope.

The A$60 million package will be split between various projects: 

    -  

A$36.6 million will be spent on reducing the runoff of land-based agricultural fertilisers and
pesticides onto the reef

    -  

A$10.4 million will go towards an “all-out assault” on the coral-eating crown-of-thorns starfish

    -  

A$4.9 million will fund improved monitoring and early warning of issues such as mass bleaching

    -  

A$6 million will be spent on a new national Reef Restoration and Adaptation program . 

But what return can we expect for this A$60 million investment, which is only 0.1% of the A$56
billion estimated economic value
of the Great Barrier Reef?

Value for money

At face value, splitting the funding across several priority areas seems logical. Many local
stressors, from pollution to overfishing, affect the Great Barrier Reef in different ways and in
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http://www.joshfrydenberg.com.au/guest/mediaReleasesDetails.aspx?id=506
https://theconversation.com/love-connection-breakthrough-fights-crown-of-thorns-starfish-with-pheromones-75779
https://www.aims.gov.au/documents/30301/2146369/RRAPbrochure_A4_FINALjan18_V2small.pdf/5219b5ee-4c63-1949-e96b-6df56ceb1b12
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/economics/articles/great-barrier-reef.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/economics/articles/great-barrier-reef.html
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different places, so tackling them locally seems like a nice direct way to intervene. 

But here’s the problem: these stressors interact and amplify each others’ effects. This means
that spreading the money so thinly is a risky move, because successfully tackling any one
problem rests on successfully tackling all the others. 

Crown-of-thorns starfish is a great example. Even if we can remove or destroy them in sufficient
numbers to make a difference, their populations will simply bounce back unless we also reduce
the agricultural pollution that feeds their larvae. Alongside this, we need to ensure that their
natural predators such as the giant triton mollusc  also thrive.

Local impacts on the Great Barrier Reef are also amplified by global climate factors, such as the
warming and increased ocean acidity caused by rising atmospheric carbon dioxide levels. 

Focusing purely on local issues risks diverting attention from this wider problem. The
unprecedented back-to-back mass bleaching  that catastrophically damaged the Great Barrier
Reef in 2016 and 2017  was a direct result
of global climate change
. 

Preventing this from accelerating further requires global and collective action on greenhouse
gas emission reductions. As custodian of the Great Barrier Reef, as well as a major coal
exporter and a signatory to the Paris Climate Agreement, Australia has a responsibility to lead
from the front to find alternatives to fossil fuels.

For this reason, the new funding package has unsurprisingly been criticised  for not attempting
to “cure” the ultimate problem that ails the Great Barrier Reef. Local interventions such as the
ones being funded are often called out for being band-aid solutions. But the reality is that we
need band-aids more than ever – although perhaps “tourniquets” would be more apt.

Cutting emissions and curbing climate change must remain our absolute priority. However, even
relatively optimistic emissions reduction scenarios  will leave us with warmer and acidic reefs
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https://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:0835ad90-10cb-46a1-9fe1-248c31032668
https://theconversation.com/back-to-back-bleaching-has-now-hit-two-thirds-of-the-great-barrier-reef-76092
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature21707
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature21707
https://theconversation.com/its-official-2016s-great-barrier-reef-bleaching-was-unlike-anything-that-went-before-88078
https://theconversation.com/its-official-2016s-great-barrier-reef-bleaching-was-unlike-anything-that-went-before-88078
http://www.smh.com.au/environment/conservation/wasteful-stunt-turnbull-government-accused-of-doing-too-little-to-save-reef-20180122-h0mamy.html
http://climatica.org.uk/ipcc-long-term-climate-projections
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for the coming decades. This means we will have to 
think well outside the box
if we are to ensure that the Barrier Reef stays great. We cannot deny treatment while we
attempt to find the cure.

       Read more:       The Great Barrier Reef can repair itself, with a little help from
science

The problem is that most current local reef interventions are considered too risky or too
expensive, and are therefore dismissed without trying them. But unless we try alternatives, and
are prepared to learn by trial and error, how can we find the solutions that work? What the
government’s new package ultimately therefore provides is the incentive to innovate. 

In this sense it follows parallel calls from the Queensland government to find new ways to
boost coral abundance
. As such, the federal funding may only be successful if we ensure that the proposed investment
focuses on tackling the priority areas in new ways, rather than simply scaling up the current
efforts.

As the stress builds on the Great Barrier Reef, one thing is certain: its future will depend on
maximising its resilience. This necessarily calls for a range of efforts, focusing on biology,
ecosystems, and changing human behaviour – not just defaulting to a single solution.
Intensifying efforts to harness corals that are already adapted to extreme conditions  will likely
be crucial.  

And of course, all of this will count for nothing unless we also take parallel action to tackle the
underlying problem: climate change.

David Suggett receives funding from the Australian Research Council and AMP Tomorrow
Maker Program
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https://theconversation.com/the-great-barrier-reef-can-repair-itself-with-a-little-help-from-science-85182
http://theconversation.com/the-great-barrier-reef-can-repair-itself-with-a-little-help-from-science-85182
http://theconversation.com/the-great-barrier-reef-can-repair-itself-with-a-little-help-from-science-85182
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/governments-launch-2-million-challenge-to-save-great-barrier-reef
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/governments-launch-2-million-challenge-to-save-great-barrier-reef
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w5plQ6txceQ


$60 million to save the Great Barrier Reef is a drop in the ocean, but we have to try

Written by David Suggett, Associate Professor in Marine Biology, University of Technology Sydney

Authors: David Suggett, Associate Professor in Marine Biology, University of Technology
Sydney

Read more http://theconversation.com/60-million-to-save-the-great-barrier-reef-is-a-drop-in-th
e-ocean-but-we-have-to-try-90534

 4 / 4

http://theconversation.com/60-million-to-save-the-great-barrier-reef-is-a-drop-in-the-ocean-but-we-have-to-try-90534
http://theconversation.com/60-million-to-save-the-great-barrier-reef-is-a-drop-in-the-ocean-but-we-have-to-try-90534

