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Abstract: This paper examines the main plan-
ning and management strategies used to guide 
and regulate marine tourism on Australia’s 
Great Barrier Reef.  Much of the analysis focuses 
on the operations of two principle government 
agencies, The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Authority and the Queensland Department of 
Environment.  The former is in charge of func-
tions like zoning, planning and the issuance of 
permits, while the latter has responsibility for 
day-to-day implementation and enforcement.  
Since government is not the only stakeholder on 
the Reef, the paper also assesses the various ap-
proaches to self-regulation that are being taken 
by the industry, itself.  Fieldwork was done in 
1998 during the course of a sabbatical. 
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Introduction 
 
The purpose of this paper will be to examine 
the management of tourism on Australia’s 
Great Barrier Reef (GBR). In doing so, we 
will look at the marine tourism industry, at 
the Reef and at the public agencies that 
oversee it.  With regard to the work of these 
agencies, the paper will treat four different 
subjects: (1) the planning and management 
tools currently being utilized, (2) the 
mechanisms of implementation, (3) the en-
couragement of self-regulation by the tour-
ism industry and (4) the generation of a re-
search capability.  Fieldwork for this paper 
was undertaken in 1998 as the focus of a 
sabbatical.  Data were gathered from inter-
views with stakeholders in both the public 
and private sectors plus standard archival 
sources.  
 

To understand the nature of our subject, we 
must begin with a discussion of the size and 
diversity of the resource itself.  Although 
called The Great Barrier Reef, it is really a 
marine system composed of some 2900 in-
dividual reefs and approximately 900 is-
lands.  Located near the equator in the state 
of Queensland on Australia’s northeast 
coast, it runs north/south for more than 
2000 kilometers (1200 miles). In terms of 
area, it is equal in square miles to one-half of 
the state of Texas.  If sheer size were not 
daunting enough, add to the complexity of 
the management job the staggering diversity 
and variety of marine life found in these 
warm waters. The GBR is home to 400 dif-
ferent varieties of hard and soft corals, 1500 
species of fish, 4000 different mollusks, 
thousands of different sponges and crusta-
ceans plus countless other creatures. 
 
For millennia this colossal ecosystem slum-
bered on, undisturbed by any outside forces. 
With European discovery of Australia came 
major changes whose pace has accelerated 
dramatically in the last quarter century.  
Fearing that this vast resource might be in 
considerable danger from the effects of late 
20th Century life, the Australian Common-
wealth Government sought to permanently 
protect it by creating The Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park in 1975.  According to the law 
that set it up, the Park’s main purpose is 
conservation, and the pursuit of that pur-
pose was made the primary responsibility of 
its management agency, The Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA).  
The 1975 law instructs the Authority to 
regulate use of the Reef so that it will be pro-
tected but at the same time to allow for “rea-
sonable use” of it for various extractive 
activities such as commercial fishing.  The 
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same statute mandates that some areas be 
left completely undisturbed and that others 
be made available for the appreciation and 
enjoyment of the public. It is this last ele-
ment that, of course, forms the connection 
with tourism, but the great boost for that 
particular use of the Reef came in 1981 when 
it was listed as a World Heritage Site under 
the international World Heritage Conven-
tion (Lucas, Webb, Valentine and Marsh, 
1997). 
 
Today GBRMPA follows a multiple-use 
strategy that attempts to balance the values 
of conservation with those of four main user 
groups, or constituencies: the commercial 
fishing industry, Queensland citizens who 
are recreational users, a sizeable Aboriginal 
population and the commercial tourism in-
dustry.  Each of these groups has different 
needs and puts different types of demands 
on both the Reef and the management 
agency, but it is tourism that is the Reef’s 
major commercial use.  Commercial fishing 
comes in second, but the economic value of 
tourism is four times greater. 
 
 
Reef Tourism 
  
Tourism in Australia generates enormous 
economic activity (Driml and Common, 
1995; Wearing, 1991), and to that the GBR 
region leads the way, creating approx-
imately 10% of the region’s economic acti-
vity.  In addition to being high, it has been 
growing at a rapid rate in recent years.  
More than 3.5 million people visited the re-
gion in 1995, and nearly half of them took 
part in some type of reef-related activity.   In 
1997 more than 1.7 million visitor days were 
spent on the Reef.  This figure was up from 
approximately 900,000 in 1990. 
  
While many factors help to explain this 
phenomenal rate of growth, part of it is 
technology driven, with bigger and faster 
boats being able to deliver far larger num-
bers of passengers to what were once re-
mote areas of the Reef.  If acceptable travel 
time for the day visitor is two hours in each 

direction, then in 1985, most boats could 
traverse twenty miles of ocean in that 
amount of time; by 1990 they could cover 
fifty miles in two hours and by 1998 new, 
high-speed, high-tech, catamarans could 
reach cays and islands 75 miles from port in 
the same two hours.  It is estimated that by 
the year 2001 they will have a one-way 
range of 100 miles, enough to put almost the 
entire Reef within the reach of the day visi-
tor.  Such changes pose enormous chal-
lenges for the Authority in regulating some 
components of the marine tourism industry. 
  
On The GBR this industry is composed of 
eight major sectors:  

• Island transfer - boats that bring 
visitors out to island resorts 

• Day tour operators - taking visitors 
to reefs for a single day of activity 

• Live aboard dive boats – multi-day 
tours, usually scuba 

• Fishing charters 
• Bareboat charters - boats rented to 

visitors for their own use and pilot-
ing 

• General charter 
• Cruise ships 
• Miscellaneous - operators of busi-

nesses engaging in helicopter and 
aircraft sightseeing, water sports ac-
tivity such as jet skis, water skiing, 
etc.  

 
These eight sectors are composed of 660 dif-
ferent commercial operations in the Park, 
and together they use approximately 900 
vessels. However, while the numbers are 
large, the industry itself is highly concen-
trated with the five largest firms accounting 
for more than one-third of the total visitor 
days per year.  With such a far-flung con-
stituency the Authority’s management task 
is enormous, and thus we must examine the 
devices on which it relies. 
 
 
Management Tools 
 
The most comprehensive management tool 
available to marine resource managers is 
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zoning (Salm, 1982; 1985) and GBRMPA has 
relied on it extensively (Orams, 1999).  Most 
people are familiar with how this device is 
utilized on land, grouping similar uses and 
activities together.  Similarly, in a marine 
park, uses that are alike are kept together 
(Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996). Thus, for exam-
ple, commercial fishing areas are separated 
from conservation zones, as in The Galapa-
gos Islands (deGroot, 1983).  Because the 
GBR covers such an enormous area, the Au-
thority has first divided it into four geo-
graphic sections: The Far North Section, The 
Cairns Section, The Central Section and The 
Mackay / Capricorn Section. Each of these 
sections has, in turn, been divided into a 
number of different activity zones such as 
the: 

• Preservation Zone 
• Scientific Research Zone 
• National Park Zone 
• Buffer Zone 
• Conservation Park Zone 
• Estuarine Conservation Zone 
• Habitat Protection Zone 
• General Use Zone 
 

While not all of these zones will be found in 
all four sections, the basic idea on which 
they are all based is to set an increasing level 
of limitation on human activity as one goes 
up this list from the General Use Zone (least 
restrictive) to the Preservation Zone (where 
no unauthorized entry of any sort is permit-
ted). Together these zones regulate a broad 
range of activities like aviation, shipping, 
trawling, recreational fishing, specimen col-
lection and tourism (GBRMPA, 1992).  While 
certain dangerous activities such as mining 
and oil exploration are completely prohib-
ited through-out the entire Park,   other 
highly destructive practices are permitted -- 
but not everywhere.  For example nearly 
1,000 trawlers dredge for sea scallops or 
drag the sea bottom for prawns in the Ma-
rine Park, but not in all zones.  Because the 
practice cannot be stopped, the idea of zon-
ing is to regulate it by limiting the areas 
where it can be undertaken. 
 

As a management tool, zoning has been use-
ful, but because the zones are so broad and 
the reef is so vast, this technique is only the 
first, and crudest, tool in the overall man-
agement plan for the Reef.  Because tourism 
is now by far the most substantial economic 
activity there, the Authority has moved be-
yond zoning and developed a new man-
agement approach to deal with it: the Plan 
of Management or POM (Tourism Review 
Steering Committee, 1997).  POMs have be-
come essential because the main role of zon-
ing has been just to delineate where extrac-
tive activities like trawling can be pursued. 
Tourism is not an activity that was ever spe-
cifically addressed in the zoning plans. Part 
of the reason for this was simply that in the 
Park’s early days, tourism levels were ex-
tremely low. In such a setting the Authority 
could regulate visitation through a permit 
system where each proposed operation was 
examined in terms of its own requirements. 
Thus, as long as an operator could secure a 
permit, he could carry on tourism activities 
in all zones except those set aside for Scien-
tific Research or Preservation, which to-
gether cover less than one percent of the 
entire park.  
 
In terms of tourism, the most heavily used 
part of the Park is the Cairns Section. Be-
cause it is so intensively impacted - hosting 
over 60% of the Reef’s annual visitors - we 
can focus on it here to illustrate how a POM 
is structured.  The Authority applies a four-
level hierarchy to management areas like 
Cairns.  Thus, an area is divided into sectors; 
sectors are divided into localities; localities 
into locations and locations into sites. Cairns 
begins with six different geographic sectors.  
Within each sector there are a number of 
localities.  For example in the very popular 
Ribbon Reefs Sector one of the localities is 
known as Cod Hole, a place seen in count-
less television documentaries with divers 
hand feeding the enormous cod that lurk 
there.  Each of these localities is, in turn, 
composed of a set of locations, and within 
each location are the individual sites.  The 
locations are the separate reefs, cays, etc. to 
which a tourist might be taken, and the sites 
are the very specific geographic points on 
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the reef where he might be allowed to dive 
or where a mooring might be placed.  To 
appreciate how such an approach allows for 
very finely tuned resource management and 
protection, consider the following scenario 
involving two operators visiting the same 
reef-location.  The first is allowed to anchor 
at a site 25 meters from the reef, above a 
sandy sea-bottom.  He is allowed no closer 
because he uses an anchor and the reef’s 
delicate corals would be damaged by it. To 
limit such impact, a mooring buoy has been 
placed at an adjacent site and the other op-
erator can stop there if he has the right to 
use it; something stipulated by his permit.  
The two sites are side-by-side, but through 
the POM they are controlled in a way very 
different from that which would be possible 
under a simple zoning plan. 
 
Utilizing this hierarchical and spatial sys-
tem, the Authority’s planners now rely on a 
combination of scientific studies and site-
visitation data sets, to make assessments of 
the carrying capacities and vulnerabilities of 
major sectors, localities, locations and sites 
in the Cairns Area.  The concept of carrying 
capacity, of course, refers to a site’s ability to 
absorb visitation without suffering degrada-
tion (Clark, 1991).  Each reef or island can 
accommodate only so many boaters or di-
vers per day before their pressure begins to 
generate an unacceptable level of impact on 
the resource. The maximum “load” that can 
be sustained is referred to as the carrying 
capacity of the resource (Manning, 1996) 
and to manage it, GBRMPA planners gener-
ate numerous regulations, all of which vary 
with location.  There are maximum boat 
sizes and there are caps on the numbers of 
visitors who may be brought to a site.  A 
reservation and booking system regulates 
the number of operators who can voyage to 
any one reef on any one day.  For example, a 
certain popular location may have two pub-
lic moorings, but because there are ten tour 
operators who wish to go there on a particu-
lar weekend, they must call ahead and make 
reservations.  Otherwise they will not be 
allowed to bring divers there. 
  

In addition, there are stipulations regarding 
the placement and operation of large, float-
ing platforms called pontoons.  These are 
extensive, man-made structures perma-
nently moored in one place, miles from 
shore.  Many of the newer ones are floating, 
two-story buildings, complete with small 
theaters, underwater observatories, dining 
areas and catering for several hundred peo-
ple.  Some even come equipped with heli-
copters that can land on the deck and then 
take visitors out for a quick fun-flight.  All of 
these amenities are in addition to the usual 
provisions for diving, snorkeling and 
swimming.  
 
Each day modern, high-speed ferry boats 
deposit hundreds of passengers on each one.   
That same evening they return them to the 
port from which they left in the morning, 
usually Cairns.  Obviously this type of mass, 
or “industrial”, tourism needs to be care-
fully regulated and monitored if resource 
damage is to be kept to a minimum (Pigram, 
1990).  Authorities therefore have a legiti-
mate interest in everything on a pontoon 
from visitor behavior that may directly 
damage coral to the structural integrity of a 
facility’s waste-water holding tanks. 
 
However, despite its best efforts at manage-
rial innovation, it is doubtful that the Au-
thority can deal effectively with a tourism 
industry that is growing at a rate of 11% an-
nually and using a geographic area larger 
than Britain.  Part of the problem is that cer-
tain locations on of the Reef are so very 
heavily used.  Not only do high-speed boats 
bring hundreds of tourists to individual 
pontoons, but there are particular islands 
that are becoming almost urban in character.  
The largest of these is Hamilton Island, a 
miniature city that attracts thousands of 
visitors to its beaches, shops, restaurants, 20-
story hotel and high-rise apartment build-
ings.  Of course, even small cities produce 
enormous amounts of waste and these di-
rectly impact a resource like The Reef 
(Green and Hunter, 1992; Pearce, 1985).  
Another heavily used site is Green Island 
where ferry boats can deposit more than 
1,000 people daily on a single reef.  In cases 



Parker 47

such as these, the term “enlightened marine 
resource management” really means just 
minimizing the damage (Mieczkowski, 
1995). 
 
Of course, not all GBR tourism is so inten-
sive and thus each day scores of more mod-
est boats bring small numbers of divers, 
fishermen and others to more remote sites. 
In earlier days they might have just thrown 
an anchor overboard, upon arrival, but to-
day GBRMPA is eliminating this practice.  
Not only does a thrown anchor explode 
onto fragile coral like a wrecking ball, but 
the heavy chain attaching it to the boat de-
structively rakes over other nearby coral for 
hours as the craft swings back and forth 
with the wind and tide. 
 
Today, in order to decrease such damage, 
GBRMPA is using the POMs to encourage 
tour operators to install permanent moor-
ings instead of continuing to anchor.  Moor-
ings are far less environmentally destructive 
because they do not inflict multiple impacts.  
Instead, they rely on a one-time securing of 
a line from a floating surface buoy to the 
reef or sea bottom.  With the buoy in place, 
the operator merely has to clip his boat to it 
each time he arrives at the site.  Under the 
Cairns POM, the Authority has licensed the 
installation of more than 250 such devices 
with 115 more still planned. 
 
The connection between these individual 
operators and the POMs is the regulatory 
device known as the permit or license (Wal-
lace, 1993).  Anyone who wishes to go into 
the business of transporting or otherwise 
assisting paying visitors out to the Reef 
must apply for a permit from GBRMPA.  
Currently some 850 individuals and firms 
hold such permits.   Before the advent of the 
POM (1998), when the only tool that existed 
was zoning, a customized permit had to be 
written for each operator stating where he 
could go and what he could, and could not, 
do upon arrival. The process was widely 
criticized as inefficient (Brown, 1997). Given 
the size of the GBR, some permits could run 
to dozens of pages in length and take a year 
or more for approval.  Now, since accept-

able and unacceptable practices have been 
spelled out for each location, the licensing 
process has been greatly streamlined.  When 
the document is issued, the Authority needs 
only to list those places that the operator is 
allowed to visit.  Once there, the standards 
to which one must conform (boat size, num-
ber of passengers, etc.) are already in place.  
 
Five years ago these various management 
tools, along with a consideration of chal-
lenges and goals, were brought together 
when the Authority published its Twenty-
Five Year Strategic Plan (GBRMPA, 1994).  
The purpose of this document was to estab-
lish a general framework for both the con-
servation and the ecologically sustain-able 
development of the Reef.  To do this the Au-
thority brought a wide range of stake-
holders into the planning process: tourism, 
fishing, conservation groups, Aboriginal 
interests, state and local governments, etc.  
All participated in discussions of the Reef’s 
future and how to ensure it via responsible 
management. Because this document laid 
out a long-range vision for the resource, it 
has served for years as a standard against 
which to judge day-to-day management de-
cisions. 
 
The Plan has also served as a lightning rod 
for conflict, and its provisions frequently pit 
tourism against other industries like fishing 
and shipping, a phenomenon that is ex-
tremely common in this field (Boo, 1990).  In 
addition, there is considerable conflict 
within the tourism industry itself, with 
small, “life-style” operators frequently on 
one side and the large pontoon and ferry 
boat operators on the other.  They differ on 
issues relating to taxation, conservation 
practices and licensure, to mention just a 
few. 
 
 
Enforcement and Implementation 
 
We have seen that planning and rule mak-
ing are the primary responsibility of 
GBRMPA, but we have not yet dealt with 
the question of who enforces these rules. 
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Implementation is one of the most impor-
tant parts of the entire public policy process 
(Elliott, 1997), and on The Reef the discharge 
of this function rests with the Queensland 
Department of Environment (DOE).  This is 
the agency that operates the patrol boats 
and surveillance aircraft to ensure compli-
ance.  Its staff of 106 is also responsible for 
the development and maintenance of infra-
structure projects, such as island camp-
grounds, public moorings and docks (DOE, 
1997). Because it is the department with the 
personnel actually in the field, it is also in a 
unique position to observe problems and 
make reports to other agencies.  These re-
ports, in turn, frequently result in efforts to 
change the ways in which things are done.  
For example, when existing rental-boat 
regulations allow for unforeseen crowding 
on certain islands in an area known as The 
Whitsundays, the impetus for changing 
these regulations is likely to come from the 
DOE because it is the agency dealing with 
the problem on a day-to-day basis. 
   
Furthermore, DOE surveillance boats and 
aircraft in The Whitsundays have filed nu-
merous reports on reef and island damage 
caused by inexperienced sailboat captains.  
The “bareboat” industry rents boats to cus-
tomers with neither crew nor captain (i.e., 
the boat is bare), and the customer sails the 
boat himself.  Such individuals are likely to 
have never sailed in the area before and thus 
do not know all of the dangers -- both to 
themselves and to the Reef’s flora and 
fauna. Coral is damaged; islands are left in 
an unsanitary condition; nesting turtles and 
sea birds are disturbed.  When patterns like 
this appear, it is DOE that initiates action.  
However, it must be remembered that there 
are a mere 106 employees to watch over the 
entire 1200 miles of reef.  Inevitably, many 
impacts go unreported. 
 
The careful reader has undoubtedly noticed 
that there are two different levels of gov-
ernment involved in Reef management 
(Hall, 1995; Pearce, 1989).   GBRMPA is a 
federal agency reporting to a minister in The 
Commonwealth Government in the national 
capital, Canberra, while DOE is a state 

agency administered by the government of 
Queensland.  The establishment of the fed-
eral Marine Park in 1975 sparked consider-
able conflict and debate between these two 
levels of government as to who would actu-
ally be in charge, a problem that occurs 
quite frequently in tourism politics (Hall, 
1994; Innskeep, 1991).  The result of this de-
bate was a document called “The Emerald 
Agreement” which divided their activities 
into policy making, which was lodged at the 
national level, and administration, which 
was lodged at the state level.  While easily 
distinguishable in theory, the two functions 
have always overlapped in practice.  No-
where is this more true than in matters relat-
ing to the DOE’s budget where each level 
provides half of the approximately $(AUD)8 
million that is spent each year.  Since, under 
terms of The Emerald Agreement, each level 
contributes fifty percent of the total, the na-
tional government has considerable leverage 
in shaping exactly what types of manage-
ment practices are used by DOE.  This af-
fects everything from construction and 
maintenance priorities to personnel and ac-
counting techniques.  But the practice of 
joint contribution also means that there is 
considerable continuity in levels of funding. 
Even when the political parties controlling 
either government have changed, the aggre-
gate budget has not been dramatically af-
fected because the commitment of the other 
side has remained constant.  Of course, there 
is no guarantee that this pattern of coopera-
tion and back-stopping will continue in the 
future, and thus there are many who predict 
considerable management instability in the 
future.  If they are correct, this instability 
will occur at the same time that the de-
mands of tourism and all of its side-effects 
are continuing to grow. 
  
Much of the money used by both DOE and 
GBRMPA is generated by a user fee known 
as the EMC, Environmental Management 
Charge (GBRMPA, 1998).  A user fee is a 
payment collected either directly or indi-
rectly from visitors (Lindberg and Huber, 
1993).  Based on what is known as the “user 
pays principle,” it provides for the funding 
of a resource by those who benefit from it.  
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First levied at the Reef in 1993, the EMC is 
now $(AUD)4.00 per visitor, per day with all 
proceeds earmarked for reef agencies and 
not for automatic return into the general 
fund of the federal government.  In this 
way, monies generated by the resource can 
be used for its management and protection 
(Cater, 1994). 
 
The fee itself is collected by the tour opera-
tors and this has been a source of consider-
able friction between the Authority and the 
industry.  Businessmen have been fearful 
that the additional payment would serve as 
a disincentive to travel, but when the $4 fee 
is seen as a percentage of a visitor’s overall 
travel budget, it is minuscule.  No data exist 
demonstrating that the existence of the 
charge has caused tourists to cancel their 
trips. The main problem for the operators is 
really one of overhead.  It is they and their 
employees who collect the fees, do all of the 
paperwork and ultimately make the pay-
ments to government.  Such activities have 
become an additional cost of doing business, 
but a cost that helps to preserve the resource 
on which firms like these depend (Dixon 
and Sherman, 1991).  
 
Beyond the question of budgets and fund-
ing, the interplay of policy and administra-
tion goes on daily (Barborak, 1995).  A good 
example of its dynamic nature was apparent 
in the early 1990’s when criteria had to be 
set regarding the building of artificial reefs.   
Because such structures create additional 
habitat, both the sportfishing and recrea-
tional diving industries supported their con-
struction.  While it was GBRMPA that 
would ultimately be responsible for grant-
ing or withholding most licenses, it did this 
jointly with DOE.  The policy-level stan-
dards that would apply in making such de-
cisions were adopted with DOE input.  The 
state agency provided data, made recom-
mendations as to placement and submitted 
early drafts of criteria.  DOE may be referred 
to as a management agency, but it is not 
without discretion. 
 
 

Industry Self-Regulation 
 
In spite of this extensive regulatory regimen, 
private industry continues to be a vigorous 
force on the Reef, as it is at tourism venues 
worldwide (Holdan, 1992).  To illustrate this 
contention we may refer to the issue of 
moorings, discussed above.  Once licensed, 
a mooring is owned by the operator and, 
having the right to use it 365 days per year, 
he has several choices. He can use it himself 
to take visitors to the site. He can rent it to 
other operators for dates when he judges 
such a decision to be profitable.    In the long 
run, he may opt to sell the site and mooring 
outright to another businessman.  This 
course of action is open to him because the 
licenses are fully transferable.  This tradabil-
ity gives them financial value, and because 
of this fact current owners know that they 
will realize greater returns on investment if 
the sites are kept in an ecologically healthy 
condition.  In other words, part of the strat-
egy behind self-regulation is to make the 
pursuit of conservation profitable in the 
long run (Sherman and Dixon, 1991).  Of 
course, tradability does nothing to help with 
short-term situations in which a captain may 
decide to flush a bilge tank illegally or bring 
too many divers to a particular site. 
 
While most moorings are owned by indi-
vidual operators, the Authority has recently 
embarked on yet another approach to regu-
lation that relies heavily on the free market 
and the private sector. Known as self-
regulation, the system works as follows 
(Wachenfeld, Oliver and Morrissey, 1998).  
In each area of the Reef there are locally-
based marine tourism associations com-
posed of businessmen whose boats have the 
same ports and visit the same geographic 
areas each day.  Instead of issuing the moor-
ing licenses exclusively to the individual 
businesses, the Authority now dispenses a 
certain number of them to the associations. 
Once this is done, the site is listed as belong-
ing to the association, and only “members in 
good standing” can use it.  In his famous 
essay written more than a quarter of a cen-
tury ago, Garrett Hardin (1968) argued that 
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when a resource is owned by everyone, it is 
as though it is owned by no one because all 
have an interest in overusing it.  This prob-
lem is diminished when there are Codes of 
Practice and other types of ethical guidelines 
(Wight, 1993; McAvoy, 1990) requiring that 
members remain “in good standing.”   
 
It has been in the self-interest of the associa-
tions to develop Codes of Practice and to 
begin privately policing their own members.  
These Codes generally focus on matters 
such as mooring and anchoring procedures, 
visitor education, safety and conservation 
practices. Boats operating in an ecologically 
harmful manner can be fined or even ex-
cluded from use of the moorings.  All of this 
is done by the operators themselves, not by 
“big government,” and it is done because 
such policing is in their mutual self-interest. 
An irresponsible operator is a threat to the 
group and the group now has the authority 
to punish.  Of course, having this authority 
is not the same thing as actually using it, 
and thus the effectiveness of The Code of 
Practice approach is far from certain.  The 
program is new, and the Authority does not 
yet have sufficient information on the extent 
to which these businessmen are actually 
regulating one another.  On this matter, only 
time will tell. 
 
Around the world, another popular vehicle 
for bringing together the public and private 
sectors is the protected area advisory coun-
cil (Munro, 1995; Murphy, 1985; Eagles, 
1984). In Australia, GBRMPA has done this 
through its Regional Marine Resource Advi-
sory Committee (RMRAC) system.  Ranging 
along the 2,000 kilometers of the Reef’s 
length are a dozen major towns or cities, 
and in each of them a RMRAC has been 
formed. Committee membership is com-
posed of a broad cross-section of stake-
holders.  Aboriginal groups, tourism inter-
ests, commercial fishing, recreational boat-
ing and fishing interests, local governments 
and conservation organizations all partici-
pate. Together their purpose is to advise 
GBRMPA and DOE on a host of issues that 
affect them:  development, planning, pollu-
tion, etc.  In other words they provide the 

two agencies with input on problems and on 
how regulations affect their lives and liveli-
hood. 
 
 
Research 
 
Whether the regulations are public or pri-
vate, the ultimate rationale behind the 
POMs is to protect the reefs by monitoring 
the cumulative effects of usage.  Such a goal 
requires the existence of a substantial scien-
tific research capability and for this the Au-
thority usually turns to an organization 
called The Cooperative Research Center-
Reef (CRC-Reef).  A partnership founded in 
1993 between industry (including marine 
tourism), James Cook University, the Com-
monwealth Government and the Queen-
sland Government, CRC-Reef has an annual 
budget of AUD$9.2 million, which it focuses 
on off-shore research.  The research agenda 
includes marine ecology and biology, fisher-
ies engineering design, tourism and its im-
pacts, hydrodynamic modeling and water 
quality analysis. 
 
One of the most dramatic examples that 
might be cited of this organization’s impor-
tance to the sustainability of the reef-
tourism environment did not deal directly 
with tourism at all. Instead, it dealt with 
shipping.  Every year, through the mid-
1990s, some 2500 large commercial ships, 
about 10% of which were oil tankers, navi-
gated the sometimes-elusive channel that 
runs between the Reef and the mainland; it 
is actually a channel that runs between 2900 
separate reefs and an ever-changing coast-
line. More than 50 ships have run aground 
or collided since 1979.  In 1995 CRC-Reef 
released a study entitled “Shipping Risk 
Analysis for the Great Barrier Reef”. In it 
scientists focused on this commercial bulk 
shipping allowed in the interior waters of 
the Marine Park.  In the wake of well-known 
accidents such as the one involving the 
Exxon Valdez in Alaska, the fear was that a 
large oil spill could have devastating conse-
quences for the Reef and thus CRC-Reef was 
asked to do a risk assessment.  As a direct 
result of this study, federal shipping policy 
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was altered to require that most bulk ship-
ping routes be moved outside the Reef.  Loss 
of this inner passage cost the maritime ship-
ping industry both time and money, but the 
study clearly demonstrated the old policy to 
be too environmentally hazardous.  It 
should be obvious that while this study did 
not deal directly with tourism, it was indi-
rectly of great value and relevance to it. 
 
The Authority and CRC-Reef also monitor 
numerous ecological impacts that are spe-
cific to tourism, and just a brief sampling of 
these should alert the reader to the tremen-
dous complexity of the task.  Whether in 
Australia or elsewhere, the presence of tour-
ists on small islands may interfere with nest-
ing seabirds and turtles (Jacobson and Fi-
gueroa-Lopez, 1994; Burger and Gochfeld, 
1993),  but scientists and policy makers need 
data on both the extent and intensity of this 
interference (Claridge, 1997).  Once the data 
are gathered and conclusions drawn, rec-
ommended changes can be worked into the 
POMs. Furthermore, humpback whales mi-
grate annually from Antarctica to GBR wa-
ters for calving, and marine creatures 
known as dugong frequent the shallow off-
shore areas.  Both species are involved in 
frequent collisions with boats, especially 
small, fast recreational craft.  Data are being 
gathered on the dimensions of this problem 
as well.  To make informed policy, the Au-
thority also needs hard data on coral dam-
age that is the unintended consequence of 
island and resort development.  When resort 
access channels for boats are cut through 
reefs, the result can be a draining of lagoons 
during low tide and the consequent death of 
hundreds of acres of coral due to loss of sea-
water coverage.  Mitigation can be under-
taken, but to be effective it must be based on 
good data. 
  
Other threats to the reef have been more 
difficult to deal with.  Coastal development 
of infrastructure for tourism facilities such 
as resorts and marinas can cause massive 
environmental problems:   loss of habitat, 
the dumping of dredge spoil, increased ef-
fluent discharge from resorts plus spilled 
fuel and anti-fouling preparations from ma-

rinas (Frankel, 1995; Bacon, 1994).  A good 
example of both the promise and the failure 
of tourism management in the Marine Park 
area is provided by the case of a planned 
resort development known as Port Hinchin-
brook.  During most of the 1990s, developers 
and conservation groups battled over this 
proposed mega-resort.  Port Hinchinbrook 
was designed as an integrated tourism and 
residential facility with both shop-
ping/business areas and a central recrea-
tional core:  an extensive marina pro-viding 
access to the GBR.  While the developers 
referred to their plan as being ecologically 
friendly, environmental groups such as The 
Marine Conservation Society and The Aus-
tralian Conservation Foundation opposed it 
as being far too destructive.  Ultimately it 
was the developers who won, even though 
the project required extensive dredging of 
mangrove and sea-grass areas.  Although 
they opposed the project, neither GBRMPA 
nor DOE staffers were able to stop it because 
their recommendations were subject to re-
view by political officials at both the State 
and Commonwealth levels.  
 
Going beyond tourism, CRC-Reef claims 
that terrestrial development, in general, is 
the single greatest threat to this delicate 
ocean environment. Development creates 
change in land use and this change can 
bring massive siltation when it rains.  When 
one adds to this fact the migration of fertil-
izer and pesticide residues from agribusi-
ness, it becomes clear that run-off creates 
enormous problems for reef sustainability. 
In addition, urban development brings with 
it the discharge of wastewater that can poi-
son inlets and nurture the growth of algae 
that cover and thereby kill coral. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
It has been the purpose of this paper to dis-
cuss the main types of challenge faced by 
management agencies in charge of marine 
tourism on the GBR.  While one of their 
primary goals is conservation, there are 
ever-growing numbers of visitors from 
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around the world who want first-hand ex-
perience of a World Heritage Site like this 
one.  In addition, since Australia is dedi-
cated to the principles of a free-market 
economy, businessmen are allowed to oper-
ate in these waters.  The commercial fishing 
industry along with cargo shipping firms 
place demands on the Reef Region as do 
tourism operators, Aboriginal groups and 
Queensland residents in search of  recrea-
tional opportunities close to home.  Of 
course, such a high level of utilization car-
ries with it the danger of over-use and the 
consequent danger of resource degradation.  
 
In such situations, interviewees agreed that 
there is no alternative but informed man-
agement.  We have seen that on Australia’s 
GBR, the lead agency in this endeavor, The 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, 
has evolved a system that is both spatially 
and behaviorally structured (zoning and 
POMs).  It is assisted by the Queensland 
Department of Environment which is in 
charge of day-to-day management. These 
two agencies have primary responsibility for 
zoning, planning and regulation, but they 
share some of these functions with private 
industry.  Tourism operators have been 
given a substantial stake in their own self-
regulation through the use of Codes of Prac-
tice.  While this public-private partnership is 
a useful innovation, it also seems certain 
that new problems and obstacles will con-
tinue to surface as Reef tourism continues to 
grow and as technology delivers ever-faster 
and ever-bigger boats.  
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