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Pre-reading: Protecting Australia’s Great Barrier Reef 

Coral reefs are diverse underwater ecosystems. They are found in tropical and subtropical waters, which range from 
23–29°C, in temperature. Compared to the ocean, which makes up 97 per cent of earth, coral reefs are quite small, 
covering only one per cent of the earth’s surface and less than two per cent of the ocean floor. Although coral reefs are 
not large, they play a vital role in the management of the marine ecosystem. This is because twenty-five per cent of 
all ocean species depend on reefs for survival.  

Of the world’s coral reefs, one of the most famous is Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. The Great Barrier Reef is located 
in the Coral Sea and has the world’s largest collection of coral. It starts at Cape York Peninsula in Northern Australia 
and continues along the coast of Queensland to the city of Bundaberg. At a length of 2,300 kilometres, the Great Barrier 
Reef is roughly the size of Japan with over 400 types of coral, 1,500 kinds of fish, 130 types of sharks, and 30 species 
of whales and dolphins (The Great Barrier Reef, n.d.). There are also two important endangered animals that live 
there. The first is the green turtle and the other is the dugong, which is a rare marine mammal.  

The Great Barrier Reef is not only an important habitat for marine wildlife, but it is also a significant resource for 
Australians. Research shows that the Great Barrier Reef has over 2 million visitors each year, which contributes 
over six billion dollars to the Australian economy (Slezak, 2016).  

Unfortunately, studies have found that the Great Barrier Reef is under threat from development taking place along the 
coast. A recent report, by an independent organisation of scientists and journalists, criticised the Australian 
government for not better protecting the reef. The report concludes that the Great Barrier Reef is facing “a complete 
eco-system collapse.” This is mainly because of the Australian government’s emphasis on the use of fossil fuels, 
such as coal. Coal mining is very harmful to the Great Barrier Reef because it requires port dredging and increases 
shipping. In addition to this, the burning of coal creates greenhouse gas emissions. All of these activities destroy 
important corals found along the reef. Members of Greenpeace (a non-governmental environmental organisation) also 
expressed disappointment with the Australian government. They say that fertilisers from agriculture and further 
coastal development, such as building more hotels, will only put more stress on the already fragile eco-system. 

The effects on the Great Barrier Reef are already being seen. Studies show shocking evidence of coral bleaching, 
which kills the living corals. Once the coral is dead, the many species that depend on the reef are deprived of support, 
and the consequences will be devastating for both marine life and humans. 
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