Communique
2 September 2015
•

The Great Barrier Reef Water Science Taskforce met for the second time for a two-day workshop in Brisbane
on 1 and 2 September 2015.

•

The taskforce has been established to provide the Queensland Government with the best possible advice on
how it can meet its ambitious water quality targets and the priority areas for investing an additional $90 million
over five years. The taskforce’s key objective is to ensure clean water flows from the rivers to the sea to protect
the Great Barrier Reef for future generations.

•

The taskforce recognised the excellent work and improved management practices in recent years in some
areas but reiterated the challenge ahead and the difficulty in leading and managing a much needed and
significant change program across such a vast scale.

•

Following the first workshop, taskforce members had engaged with multiple stakeholder groups to gather their
views on what had worked well and what hadn’t in the past, potential investment priorities and the best
approaches to meeting the targets. One of the top issues identified by stakeholders was the need for a clear
narrative about the water quality linkages from the paddock to the river to the reef. Stakeholders also
emphasised the need to pursue the most effective interventions for nutrient and sediment reduction considering
the cost, likelihood of achievement and the ecological and potential economic benefits. This should be coupled
with monitoring and evaluation to measure outcomes. Stakeholders wanted the currently complex and
fragmented governance system to be simplified to improve accountability and outcomes. They also wanted to
be engaged and recognised for their efforts.

•

A key recommendation to emerge from the taskforce workshop was the need for improved alignment and
integration of governance, programs, investment and communication to ensure all levels of government were
combining their efforts and sending a clear message on the need for change.

•

The taskforce was very clear that achieving the ambitious pollutant reduction targets would be unlikely without
transformational rather than incremental change, and that accelerated improvements in land management
would be needed to increase progress towards the targets. Notwithstanding this, the taskforce agreed to retain
the existing targets in the short term because they were captured in the Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability
Plan and noted the targets will be refined in 2016 as part of the planned mid-term review of the Reef Water
Quality Protection Plan.

•

Taskforce members identified that it was important to expand the targets to include farming practices and
catchment condition.

•

The workshop discussed the findings from taskforce sub-groups from the first workshop. A range of potential
interventions are being considered including market mechanisms, incentives, regulations, wetland and coastal
rehabilitation, extension, education and communication; and prevailing funding and governance.

•

Two major integrated projects (one focussed on sediment and one focussed on nutrients and pesticides) in the
Burdekin and Wet Tropics were considered that would deliver water quality and ecosystem health
improvements for the reef while recognising the need for farm productivity and profitability. Members agreed
these on-ground projects would need to bring together a mix of tools including extension, grants, systems
repair, innovations, finer scale monitoring and improved communication in a more integrated way and evaluate
and communicate the environmental, economic and social benefits. The integrated projects will help
demonstrate the capacity to deliver water quality improvement at a broader scale. At the same time, the good
work already happening across all reef regions must continue.
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•

The taskforce acknowledged the need for innovation and improved technology to meet the water quality targets.

•

Members agreed additional funding was critical and considered expanding the resources available by potentially
leveraging Queensland Government funding via offsets, emission reduction funds, private and philanthropic
funds, and social and reef bonds. Members agreed that both governments should look at opportunities to pool
funding and seek to leverage that funding from other sources.

•

The taskforce considered potential pathways to regulation and market instruments and cautioned the need to
consider the complexity of implementation. However, they agreed there was a need to provide economic signals
to help change practices in order to reduce loss of nutrients and sediments.

•

The taskforce recognised that a key driver for success was commitment and buy-in from landholders to achieve
on-farm best management practice, recognising that many producers are already innovators. This highlights the
need for enhanced communication, engagement and extension to accelerate progress towards meeting the
targets.

•

The taskforce also recognised the role that land use change and ecosystem repair play in reaching the water
quality targets.

•

The taskforce supported the importance of additional monitoring and evaluation and noted the priority was
focussing on water quality in the short term including filling critical gaps and providing finer scale information.
Members agreed that it was fundamental that government provided long term funding and certainty for core
monitoring programs.

•

Four working groups were established to further develop 1) two major integrated projects, 2) different
regulations and market-based instruments, 3) the cost-effectiveness of the different policy tools and
interventions, and 4) improved governance.

•

The taskforce will meet again in November to consider the detailed work being undertaken and pull together its
consensus, conclusions and recommendations.

•

The taskforce will provide an interim report and recommendations to the Minister by December 2015.

•

There will be substantial broad consultation prior to delivering its final report in 2016.

Background
•

The taskforce consists of experts in science, industry, government and the community and is chaired by
Queensland's Chief Scientist Dr Geoff Garrett AO.

•

There is also an expert Review Group who are providing peer review to the work of the taskforce and its
outputs.

•

The Queensland Government targets are to reduce nitrogen run-off by up to 80% and reduce total suspended
sediment run-off by up to 50% in key catchments such as the Wet Tropics and Burdekin by 2025.

•

As background context, the taskforce discussed key conclusions from the recent Queensland Audit Office
performance audit of the Reef Water Quality Protection Plan. This included aspects such as the absence of an
overarching program and clearly defined accountabilities, relatively slow progress towards the targets,
fragmentation of efforts, and the relative paucity of monitoring sites which are critical for ongoing validation.

•

The Queensland Government has committed an additional $100 million over five years to secure progress
towards the targets through water quality initiatives, scientific research and helping businesses to transition to
better environmental practices in the primary production industries. Ten million has been set aside for fishing
buy backs to support three new net-free fishing zones.

•

The Queensland Government has committed to an interim on-the-ground program aimed at ensuring producers
are meeting their legislative responsibilities and implementing farming practices that reduce their impacts on the
Great Barrier Reef. The program will involve having additional officers in the sugarcane regions to encourage
faster uptake of industry standards through awareness, extension and compliance activities.
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Members
The members, who have been appointed in their individual capacity, are:
•

Dr Rebecca Bartley, Research Scientist, CSIRO (Sediment movement)

•

Steve Banney, Consultant, Grazing land management (Grazing industry)

•

Jon Black, Director-General, Department of Environment and Heritage Protection (Queensland Government)

•

Professor Susanne Becken, Director of Griffith Institute for Tourism, Professor of Sustainable Tourism, Griffith
University (Tourism industry)

•

Prof Mike Bell, Chair in Tropical Agronomy, Gatton Campus, The University of Queensland (Cane industry)

•

Colin Creighton, natural resources management

•

Professor Allan Dale, Professor of Tropical Regional Development, Cairns Institute, James Cook University
(Regional community expert)

•

Dr Rob Fearon, Director, Innovation Partnerships, qldwater, Manager Queensland Water Regional Alliances
Program (Local government)

•

Professor Ove Hoegh-Guldberg, Director of the Global Change Institute, Professor of Marine Science, The
University of Queensland (Tropical marine science)

•

Euan Morton, Principal, Synergies Economic Consulting (Economics)

•

Dr Steve Morton, Honorary Fellow, CSIRO Ecosystem Sciences (Conservation planning)

•

Dr Chris Rawlings, Director, Queensland Energy Resources (Resources industry)

•

Dr Russell Reichelt, Chairman and Chief Executive, Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (Great Barrier
Reef Marine Park Authority)

•

Dr Britta Schaffelke, Research Program Leader - Sustainable Coastal Ecosystems and Industries in Tropical
Australia, Australian Institute of Marine Science (Water quality and research)

•

Dr Roger Shaw, Independent consultant, Chair of the Reef Water Quality Protection Plan Independent
Science Panel (Reef water quality science)

•

Di Tarte, Independent Chair of the Mackay Whitsunday Healthy Rivers to Reef Partnership (Community
engagement and partnerships)

•

Malcolm Thompson, Deputy Secretary Environment Protection, Department of the Environment (Australian
Government)

•

Jane Waterhouse, Research Fellow, Catchment to Reef Processes, James Cook University (Water quality
improvement planning)

•

Brad Webb, Director of BM Webb Group (Ports industry)

•

Dr Stuart Whitten, CSIRO Group Leader - Economics, Productivity and Sustainability Land and Water
(Economics).
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