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Who's keeping a watchful eye on our Great
Barrier Reef? Reef Check, that’s who ...
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Keeping an eye on our Great Barrier Reef is a big job, but necessary if we are to gain
any understanding of the pressures imposed by humans and climate. Dan Bateman
talks o the two people, yes two people, on coral watch

you will find the headquarters of some
of Australia’s hardest working marine
scientists.

They aren’t exactly fighting to save
the planet, they have enough of a battle
keeping their tap water from turning brown
— one of the “perks’ of being a non-profit
organisation.

Despite their prime location in Flinders
Mall, ask the friendly visitor information
centre staff whether they can point you in
the direction of Reef Check Australia and
you’ll be met with blank stares. They’ve
never heard of them.

It may be a thankless job, but these reef
surveyors are under no allusions about the
job they do.

It’s important, all right, it just might take
100 years for us to realise it.

The Reef Check story began 10 years ago
when Hong Kong-based scientist Dr Gregor
Hodgson asked the question,

IN a small, dingy office in Flinders Mall

““what is the health of the world’s reefs?”

With enough coral to fill an area the size
of France, this was not an easy question to
answer.

Dr Hodgson needed help, stat. His call
was answered by an army of volunteer
divers, who he gave a very precise set of
instructions on how to measure coral cover,
and the health of reef systems.

They teamed up and surveyed more than
300 reefs in 31 countries and territories,
finding, funnily enough, that while there was
decline in the world’s reefs, humans had
very little impact upon coral reefs, even in
very remote sites.

My how times change.

On September 11, 2001, the same day
the Twin Towers in New York came
crashing down, scientists released the most
detailed assessment ever of the status and
distribution of the world’s coral reefs.

They

concluded that 58 per cent of the world’s

coral reefs were threatened by human

activities.

Mere months after the Reef Check survey
in the Indian Ocean, a storm decimated
up to 90 per cent of corals in parts of the
Indian Ocean - five per cent of the world’s
reef area.

‘We’re now hearing that this trend could
continue due to climate change, and things
could get a hell of a lot worse.

Enter a young British diver who went
holidaying in the Philippines and Thailand
in 1999.

Jos Hill was so drawn to the world beneath
the sea that when she saw an advertisement
for Reef Check, she joined instantly.

There was no Australian chapter for the
organisation, so when she travelled on to
Australia, the Reef Check followed.

The program eventually led Jos to Port
Douglas, where she worked with dive
operators to survey the coral reefs of Far
North Queensland.

From there, she headed to Townsville to
undertake a master’s degree. Again Reef
Check followed.

With help from several funding bodies
including, the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park Authority, the Australian Institute
of Marine Science and Townsville City
Council, this was where Reef Check’s

Australian headquarters stayed.

Sunferries even gave them a home at
their Breakwater terminal.

““It seemed to be a good place to stay
because of the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park Authority,” Jos said.

“*With JCU and AIMS, Townsville is the
marine biology hub of Australia.

“*But not many people realise that.”

Roger Beeden, another Brit who
worked in marketing for the pharmacy
industry, soon joined the team.

His marketing experience proved

invaluable to the organisation.

Soon Reef Check was able to attract
even more funding with brainwaves
such as "Beeramundi’ — a beer creation
by Townsville’s Brewery, which donates
a portion of the proceeds made from

sales of the beer to Reef Check.

Last year, 1700L of the beer was

sold out within a month of it being

released. There are, of course, plans to

make more Beeramundi.

The team has also released
underwater coral viewing guides,
where snorkellers and reefwalkers
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a lot easier to attract interest in the Great
Barrier Reef - something we can thank a
little animated red and white striped fish for.

“1t’s very clear that the aesthetic beauty of

it is one of the best things about it,” Roger
said.

“1t’s the Nemo effect. I think a lot of
the footage people have seen on wildlife
documentaries and in National Geographic
has been really motivating and people are
starting to see the connection between the
reef and other industries.

““And there is a lot more understanding
that reef tourism is big business.”

For the past six months the pair was joined
in their small office in the Tropical Bodies
building by a public relations officer, Lauren
Bird, who left Australia for the UK the day
after our interview.

The young intern, who worked as a

Reef Check members Roger Beeden and Lauren Bird
toast the brewery’s Beeramundi beer, a percentage
of the proceeds going towards Reef Check, a charity
involved with preservation of the Great Barrier Reef

can jot down their findings and add
them to a global database.
Roger said these days it had been

public relations officer at London’s Covent
Garden, said the biggest problem the
organisation had was it was too busy to talk.




CAPTURING THE REEF

HOW important is the the Great
Barrier Reef to you? It's right on
our doorstep and mo ake
advantage of its presence.

Do you fish on it? Sqil? Snorkel?
Dive? Or enjoy it in other ways?

In celebration of Australian
Biodiversity Month Reef Check
Australia will hold a photography
competition to demonsirate
what Australians value about the
Great Barrier Reef and what their
concerns are about the threats
it faces due to climate change
and pollution and even, possibly,
overuse.This is the first ime Reef
Check has run this competition
and they hope for entries which
show all the recreational and
commercial activities which take
place on the reef, as well as
traditional cultural activities for
many indigenous Australians, as
well as tourism and harvesting the
bounty of the reef.

Categories are: People and the
Reef, showing the relationship
between coral reefs and humans;
Creative Visions of Coral Reefs,
showing your vision of the essence
of the reef environment in an
imaginative or artistic way; The
Reef in Our Hands which should
highlight the dynamic relationships
between humans and coral, the
threats and pressures they face
today and inte.the future; Animal
Behaviour which should show
memorable, unusual or striking
animal behaviour on the reef; and
Icons of The Reef in which entries
should capture iconic scenes and
or inhabitants of the reef.

The winning entries in each
section will be reproduced as
high quality prints and displayed
at the Perc Tucker Gallery during
September, Australian Biodiversity
Month. The overall winner will get
a brand new Canon A630 digital
camera and underwater housing
kit, and a weekend sail/dive trip.

Closing date for entries is August
31, and all entries must be
submitted through the website at
www.reefcheckaustiralia.org.
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