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Key Term Definition 
Coral bleaching When coral expels the algae (zooxanthellae) living in its tissues causing the coral to turn 

completely white 

Biodiversity the variety of plant and animal life in a particular habitat 

The Great Barrier Reef: is in the Southern Hemisphere off the north east coast of Australia in the Coral Sea. 

It stretches 2300 km along the coast of Queensland. It is classed as a biodiversity hotspot with over 600 species of coral 
and over 1,600 species of fish and is the largest coral reef ecosystem in the world. 

Interdependence: The different species are closely interlinked as the fish 
benefit from the safety of the reef for breeding, whilst the coral depends on the 
nitrogen excreted by fish. Human activity can disrupt this balance. 

The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA) oversees the 
management of the reef and has a 25 year management plan. 

Threats to the Great Barrier Reef Mitigation attempts 

Crown of Thorns starfish (COTS) is a predator of the 
coral. Estimates suggest it is responsible for 50% of coral 
loss on the GBR from 1985 - 2012. Tritons Trumpet is one 
of the starfish’s few predators – due to their beautiful 
shells they were collected and numbers of COTS 
exploded. 

Managing Outbreaks of COTS 
Individual divers cull outbreaks by injecting them with 
salt solution (short term). 
In the long term, protecting the starfish’s natural 
predator the Triton’s trumpet snail. 

Climate Change: 
Coral Bleaching – Resulted in loss of around 22% of the 
reefs coral in 2017. Increased sea temperatures cause 
corals to expel the zooxanthellae from the polyps, 
removing their colour and main food source.  
Ocean Acidification – pH levels in the ocean have fallen 
by 0.1 pH. CO2 from burning fossil fuels has dissolved into 
the oceans making them more acidic. This reduces the 
ability for corals and other animals to build their calcium 
carbonate skeleton. 

Reef zoning also allows fragile areas to be studied by 
scientists and protected from fishing and careless 
tourism. 
The GBRMPA are working with reef managers, 
researchers, industries and communities to build the 
health of the Great Barrier Reef so it can withstand the 
impacts of climate change. More than 250 projects since 
2007 to help mitigate the impacts of climate change. 
 

Pollution – 35 rivers bring agricultural run-off into the 
ocean. The run-off contains pesticides and fertilizers 
which can increase algal growth  blocks sunlight  
coral can’t grow. 

Monitoring of key species and chemistry to track, halt 
and reverse changes in water quality. The GBRMPA 
guidelines identify 'trigger' levels for managers to take 
action if conditions exceed them. They also work to 
educate and raise awareness of pollution and how to 
minimise land run-off. 

Overfishing - Recreational fishing is an open access 
fishery, taking an estimated six million fish in 2007. 
Studies have found that in zones that permitted fishing, 
there are a disproportionate number of prey and not 
enough predators to keep them in check. 

Reef zoning is managed by the GBRMPA which zoned the 
GBR into 19 mapped areas that contain 7 different uses. 
E.g. preservation zones for scientific study only. They also 
limit fishing quotas and police the area. 3000 tonnes 
annual limit for commercial fishers, 2500 tonnes limit for 
recreational fishing. 67% of the reef is open to fishing – 
number of operators licences restricted. Zoning also 
helps by ensuring fishing only happens in designated 
areas so fragile areas are protected. 

 

Value:   

Contributes $5.6 bn per 
year to the Australian 
economy & 70,000 jobs 

Protects the coast of 
Queensland from 
erosion from storms 

Fish breeding grounds 
and a hotspot for 
biodiversity. 

Biodiverse ecosystems are under threat from 

human activity: coral reefs. 

 


