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Introduction 
 

In 2003, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park was re-zoned, increasing the 
“no-take” areas of the park from 4.5% of the area (6,200m2) to 33% 
(44,000m2).  This change embodied a new way of thinking about the Reef 
and its management.  It shifted the focus from protecting specific habitats 
(the “pretty, hard bits”) and individual species to ensuring that there was 
adequate representation of each of the unique bioregions in the Great Barrier 
Reef Region and that a sufficient area of each region would have pressure 
reduced.  This reflected a fundamental change in how scientists and the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (the Authority, or GBRMPA) 
understood ecological processes of the Reef.  The fundamental question that 
this paper addresses is: How did those ideas become animated in actual 
policy outcomes?  The factors contributing to this change are complex and 
rooted in not only changed understandings of ecosystem interaction, but also 
in the different ways that bureaucrats exercise leadership, the intersection of 
international and domestic science and advocacy groups, and how issue 
frames and alternate policy venues were used to apply pressure and 
legitimize a change of this magnitude.   
 
Intellectual Leadership in International & Domestic Science and Policy 
 
Since its inception, the Authority has developed political legitimacy based 
on expertise and a broad constituency that was international in scope. The 
organization has been a leader in driving scientific understanding of marine 
processes in both domestic and international scientific settings.  It used that 
knowledge to further understanding of marine management, and became 
recognized as a leader in policy development. Finally, through these 
activities and engaging with stakeholders, the Authority developed a broad 
constituency that supported its actions.  
 
Between 1976 and 2003, the Authority staff authored an impressive 1035 
papers. These include over 250 journal articles, many in internationally 
renowned scientific journals such as Science and Bulletin of Marine Science.  
Additionally, researchers at the Authority have participated in over 650 
international and domestic conferences, where experts and professionals 
share their information and understanding. Authority staff have been steeped 
in these professional and scientific organizations where they are active 
participants in shaping ideas and also having their own ideas transformed 
through those processes (Teske and Schneider 1994). 
 
The Authority is a leader in reef management and policy development. In 
1990, the Authority established the External Advisory Services Section. 
Combined with the already active participation in diffusion of knowledge, 
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external advisory services influenced not only domestic political decision 
making in Australia, but also assisted a number of countries around the 
world, including other iconic marine preserves such as those in the 
Galapagos, Vanuatu, Indonesia, Malaysia and Belize. In 1992, Graeme 
Kelleher (GBRMPA Chair) and Richard Kenchington (GBRMPA Senior 
Director, External Services) published Guidelines for Establishing Marine 
Protected Areas. This document noted that thinking about bio-
regionalisation had been circulating in the international scientific and 
management communities as early as 1988, and that the intellectual 
leadership of GBRMPA promoted and circulated a new management 
paradigm. In 1995, Kelleher et al., edited A Global System of Representative 
Areas which provided governments and agencies a foundation for 
prioritization in marine biodiversity conservation and advocated setting 
aside up to 10% of marine areas as “no-take” zones. 
 
GBRMPA staff have also established themselves as experts in Australian 
domestic policy development for marine management. Executive Officer 
Dr. Wendy Craik contributed to the development of national oceans policy, 
participating in the Oceans Outlook Congress (1994) which set the stage for 
policy development as Australia claimed its exclusive economic zone. 
Kenchington was Secretary for Coastal Zone Inquiry within the Resource 
Assessment Commission from 1990-1993.  Their report was described as 
“unequivocal about the need for a clear articulated Commonwealth coastal 
policy, and the catalyst for the development of the Commonwealth Coastal 
Policy 1995” (Global Forum on Oceans Coasts and Islands). GBRMPA staff 
continued to be influential in shaping the country’s understanding of and 
policies for establishing the National System of Marine Protected Areas 
(Thackway 1996) and other important pieces of national legislation.  
 

Expanding Constituency 
 

The Authority’s constituency, or support base, includes scientists, 
international and domestic conservation groups, and the tourism industry.  
Consistent with its original mandate to expand the knowledge base of Reef- 
related science, financial support for scientific research has greatly increased 
over the years.  Current funding levels are about $5 million in direct and in-
kind contributions to 90 projects.  The Authority also draws on research 
through its networks and 18 research partnerships.  The Director of the 
Australia Institute for Marine Science, Ian Poiner, noted that the Authority 
is a major consumer of their output (2005).  GBRMPA has further supported 
the scientific community by setting aside 275 sq miles of “pink zones” in 
the Park exclusively for scientific use. 
 
The tourism industry has grown from a relatively small contributor to the 
region’s economy to a major contributor. This is particularly true in far 
north Queensland. Figures indicate that the number of visitors more than 
doubled between 1993 (763,000) and 1998 (1.6mil).  By 1996, the gross 
value of the three primary direct uses of the Park was $912 million, with 
tourism contributing over 70% of that value (Hand 2003). It is widely 
acknowledged that the interests of the tourism industry are compatible with 
a healthy reef, although tourist accommodations and developments impinge 
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on its condition. The alignment of the interests between GBRMPA and the 
tourism industry make a politically powerful combination.  
 
In sum, by the 1990s, GBRMPA had established an international reputation 
of expertise is the science and management of the Reef.  Its policy expertise 
was used to inform decision making beyond its original purview of the Reef 
region to the broader arenas of oceans governance at a national scale.  Its 
constituency had burgeoned from a handful of conservationists and 
scientists on the Queensland coast, to international scientific and 
environmental groups and a rapidly expanding tourism industry. What is 
puzzling, therefore, is that the Authority had been promoting bio-
regionalization and increased areas of protection from the early 1990s, but 
the efforts to put these ideas into practice did not get underway until 1998.   
 

Time for Change: Framing World Heritage 
 

A question remains, then: what precipitated the Authority to act in 1998?  
Building on theories of agenda setting, I argue that it was a focusing or 
“tipping” event that provided the impetus to GBRMPA action (Wood 2006). 
In this case, the tipping event was the re-framing of a protracted dispute 
over development near Hinchinbrook Island.  Debate over the area 
commenced in 1987 with the proposal to build resort accommodation, but 
subsided when work ceased in 1990. A new developer continued with plans 
for a development on a smaller scale in 1993. Response was acrimonious: 
there were advocates for the development who saw the proposal as 
providing a much needed boost to the local economy at loggerheads with 
groups concerned about deleterious environmental impacts  (Senate 
Environment 1999: 3). 
 
Based in Townsville, the Friends of Hinchinbrook organized a forceful 
campaign in the mid-1990s to halt development in the area.  What made this 
particular appeal different is that they re-framed this issue arguing that 
development in the area would impinge on the World Heritage Values of the 
area (Haigh 1995). Observers noted: “the Commonwealth had become 
increasingly aware of the inconsistency of management arrangements across 
Australian World Heritage Areas, to the extent that questions were raised as 
to whether its obligations under the Convention were being met in some 
areas”(Corbett and Lane 1999). This attention was largely driven by the 
controversial project near, and its potential affects on, the Hinchinbrook 
Channel, adjacent to the Marine Park and part of the World Heritage Area. 
 
Rising concern over the proper management of all of Australia’s World 
Heritage Areas on both domestic and international agendas prompted 
Commonwealth responses to the World Heritage Bureau, inquiries by both 
the House and Senate (1996; 1999), and a review of the status of the region 
(Wachenfeld, Oliver et al. 1998).  The State of the Reef 1998 report 
concluded that “most issues of potential human impact on the great barrier 
reef World Heritage Area have been identified, and advantage with 
programs have been established by the [GBRMPA] or other government 
agencies to ameliorate these impacts.”  There was no call to arms, no 
discussion of a major shift in the principles underlying zoning decisions, and 
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no discussion of the major project GBRMPA was about to embark on by the 
end of that year.  
 
A call to arms did, however, travel through the international conservation 
community, including the IUCN and its Australian Committee (ACIUCN). 
The ACIUCN reported its concern that less than 5% of the Park was 
protected in any meaningful way. It established a link between preserving 
World Heritage Values through the establishment of representative areas 
and recommended that “the percentage of no-take areas within the Great 
Barrier Reef World Heritage Area should be increased to achieve a 
comprehensive, adequate and representative system of protected areas with 
at least 15 percent of all marine habitat types.” Their initial report also noted 
that “ the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority and Queensland 
Environmental Protection Agency did not support that part of this 
recommendation setting a minimum figure of 15 percent” (ACIUCN 1999: 
22).  Nevertheless, by 1999 the initial stages of the representative areas 
program were underway and the Authority was working towards identifying 
the various habitats found in the region.  
 
This narrative highlights some important dynamics in how GBRMPA 
interacted in the external environment (domestic and international 
policymaking, science, and reef conservation), helping advance the idea of 
establishing marine protected areas in Australia and around the globe.  Its 
leadership and staff were engaged in a community of scientists, policy 
makers, and activists advocating for the widespread use of marine reserves. 
While it advocated in the international arena for the development of a global 
system of representative area protection of 10% in 1994, the Park itself 
languished at a protection level of 4.6% and concerted action did not 
commence until 1998.   
 

Political Leadership 
 

Virginia Chadwick, GBRMPA Chair from 1999-2007, is credited with 
making the decision to zone the Park all at once.  People who had been 
involved in the Park for years thought that the scale of the project was 
simply too large and that it would tie up resources for years. “But she was 
right. If they’d attempted to do it in stages [as had been the previous model] 
they never would have gotten past the first stage.” (Interview with author 
Sept  2007)  Chadwick was able to mobilize political support from key 
ministers for the re-zoning process. She was able to increase the budget and 
gain the endorsement of the Minister for the Environment, Jack Kemp. Her 
success was in part due to the fact that the foundations for change and 
parameters for developing a representative areas program were already well 
established before her appointment.  Chadwick took ownership of the 
process and had the political acumen and experience to work within the 
Liberal Party machine to achieve the desired outcomes.    
 
While scientific understanding of marine areas has increased and 
management paradigms have shifted to more holistic approaches, there are 
complex relations between ideational advances and policy change.  Over the 
last three decades, GBRMPA had developed political authority due to its 
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expertise in reef science and management and had developed a supportive 
constituency which included both domestic and international actors. 
However, it was only when a development adjacent to the Park was framed 
as negatively impacting the World Heritage values of the region that 
attention turned to the then relatively scant level of protection for the reef.  
Increased attention to the reef and changed understandings of what entails 
best practices in marine management at the domestic and international levels 
provided an opportunity for a policy entrepreneur to harness the momentum 
for policy change.   
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