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B ut it  is the  "g re e n e r” and m o re  d e lica te  ro le s  o f C u s to m s  th a t a re  
help ing A u s tra lia 's  to u r is m , rec re a tion  and c o m m e rc ia l fish ing

ind us tries  and p ro te c tin g  th e  e n v iro n m e n t as w e ll as

As the  o ffic ia l “eyes and e a rs ” o f th e s e  re m o te  sandy 
cays and is le ts , C u s to m s  N ationa l M arine  U nit (NMU) 
and C oas tw a tc h  o ffic e rs  p rov ide  reg u la r in fo rm a tio n  
on the  C ora l Sea N a tu re  R ese rves  and id en tify  
p rob lem s fo r  env iro nm en ta l o rg a n isa tio n s  w h ich  re ly  
on th e m  to  p ro te c t th e  la rg e s t m arine  p a rk  in th e  
w o rld , th e  G rea t B a rr ie r Reef.

'  ■ \  The  C ora l Sea  N a tu re  R ese rves  lie d irec tly  e a s t o f
4  / ,  C a irns , w ith  the  C oringa-H era ld  R ese rve  4 0 0 k m  o f f  the

m ain land . T h is  re se rv e  is p ro tec ted  by the  W orld  
C ons e rva tio n  U nion and is c a te g o rise d  as a “s tr ic t  na tu re  re s e rv e ” . 
Th is  m eans fish in g  is n o t p e rm itte d , co ra l m u s t be p ro tec ted  fro m  
b oa ts  and d ive rs  and the  f lo ra  and fauna m u s t n o t be rem oved  o r  
pu t a t r isk  in any w ay.

S top p ing  illega l fish in g  b oa ts  in th e ir  tra c k s , in te rc ep ting  peop le  and 
drug sm u g g le rs  and p ro te c tin g  A u s tra lia 's  b o rd e rs  fro m  illega l 
ac tiv ity  are  tw o  o f th e  h ig he r p ro file  ro le s  o f the  C u s to m s  N ationa l 
M arine  U nit and C u s to m s  C o as tw a tch .

By M E R R A N  TE A L E

W ith  s ix is le ts  and cays rang ing  in s ize  fro m  16  to  3 7  hec ta re s , the  
C oringa-H era ld  R ese rve  is m a in ly  m ade up o f co ra l sand, ro c ks  and 
co ra l rubb le and th e  is land s are  no m o re  than  ab ou t five  m e tre s  
above sea level. The re  are  th ic k  fo re s ts  on s o m e  o f the  is le ts .

The  sec lus ion  o f th e  C ora l Sea  is land s m ake s  an a ttra c tiv e  b reed ing  
and nesting  g round  fo r  o ve r 6 2 8  sp ec ies o f f ish , 2 7  sp ec ies o f
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seab irds, 7 4 5  species o f m o lluscs and a num ber o f co ra ls , 
m arine  tu r t le  species and ce taceans (dolphins, dugongs and 
whales).

To p ro tec t th is  m ed ley o f w ild life  sp ec im ens and unique 
landscape, o rg an isa tions  such as E nv iro nm en t A us tra lia , the 
A ustra lian  F ishe ries  M anagem ent A u th o rity  and the  G rea t 
B a rrie r Reef M arine Park A u th o rity  call on C us to m s  to  a s s is t 
w ith  the  research  and m on ito ring  o f env ironm en ta l a c tiv ity  in 
th is  area.

The m on ito ring  ta sks  provide m easu res  ag a in s t th re a ts  such 
as cora l b leaching and crow n o f th o rn s  s ta rfis h  and give 
ind ica tions  o f the  im pacts o f g lobal w a rm in g  and th re a ts  such 
as ove rfish ing .

O ver the  p as t year, C usto m s has supp o rted  e nv iro nm en ta l 
research  a t A shm o re  Reef N ationa l N ature  R ese rve , C a rtie r 
Island M arine R eserve and C oringa-H era ld  N ationa l N atu re  
R eserve . W ith  a substan tia l p rop o rtion  o f the  G rea t B a rrie r 
R eef d estroyed  already, it is now  m ore  im p o rta n t than  ever to  
p ro te c t these  w o rld  heritage m arine  parks  fro m  fu r th e r 
dam age.

Long -te rm  su p p o rt has been g iven by C u s to m s  a t the  C oringa- 
H erald R eserve  in exe rc ises  such as m o n ito rin g  the  use o f the  
is lands via v is ito r logs, ob serv ing  the e ffe c ts  o f in sec t pests , 
ass is tin g  w ith  the  p lacem ent o f s igns and co lle c ting  rubb ish o ff 
th e  beaches to  reduce the incidence o f in ju ry  to  w ild life .

C u s to m s  has a lso  helped w ith  reco rd ing  and m on ito rin g  
num b e rs  and hea lth o f bird p op u la tions , m arine  tu r t le s , w ha les  
and tre e s  and bushes used by b irds fo r  nesting .

B o ttle s , p lastic  bags, fo o tw e a r and fra g m e n ts  o f ne ts  
d isca rded  fro m  passing  ships and fro m  the  m ain land all w ash 
up on th e s e  stunn ing  trop ica l is lands. The rubb ish poses a 
m a jo r th re a t to  both flo ra  and fauna. S om e sp ec ies , includ ing 
tu r t le s , can con fuse  p lastic  bags w ith  je lly fish  and die a fte r

ea ting  them . Va rious  spec ies  b eco m e en tang led  in net 
fra g m e n ts , p lastic  s trap p ing  and d iscarded fish ing  gear.

Fo r the  o ffic e rs  p a tro lling  th e s e  w a te rs  and m a in ta in ing  the  
m a ritim e  border, c lean ing  up the  env iro nm en ta l po llu tion  is all 
in a day's w o rk .

"If we w e re n 't doing the  rubb ish  co lle c tio n  ta sk , th e  is lands 
w ould  be a real e y e s o re ,” NMU E ng ine er C hris  Everden said. 
“ It's  all about m a in ta in ing  e q u ilib riu m .”

Fe llow  NMU o ffic e r M arce llus M ills , fro m  Thu rsd ay Island, has 
ass is ted  w ith  ta s k s  such as co lle c ting  w a te r sam p les  fo r  
te s tin g  and rubb ish co lle c tion .

On a pa tro l to  the  C oringa-H era ld  R eserve  w ith  A ustra lian  
C us to m s Vesse l Corio Bay la s t year, M arce llus said , "The 
H erald cays are a lo t c leaner th is  t im e . On a rece n t p a tro l I 
saw  a baby tu r t le  caug h t in a net. Saving  it gave m e a real 
b o o s t."

B rian M uham ad, NMU o ffic e r a lso  fro m  Thu rsd ay Island, 
ag reed  th a t the  env ironm en ta l ta s k s  m ade the  job  m ore  
in te re s ting  and rew ard ing .

"It's  good to  see the  o th e r side o f the  job , the  w o rk  the  o th e r 
agencies d o ,” he said. “ I've done th re e  env ironm en ta l ta s k s  so 
fa r  - one w as a t Lord H ow e Island w here  we looked  a t the 
re e fs  and rem oved  ne ts  fro m  a sh ip w reck to  save the  sea life ."

C oncerned  ab ou t the  e ffe c ts  o f sca le  insec t and haw kw ing  
c a te rp illa r m o th  on the  native  Argusia  and P ison ia  fo re s ts  on 
NE Herald Cay and o th e r is le ts  in the  reg ion , E nv iro n m e n t 
A ustra lia  asked C us to m s o ffic e rs  to  ta ke  p ho to g rap hs  o f the  
veg e ta tion  and any evidence o f insec t a tta ck  w hile  on a pa tro l 
in the C oringa-H erald  area.
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On the  f ir s t  island v is ited  in the  C oringa is le ts , C h ilco tt Is le t, a 
large am o u n t o f rubbish w as co llec ted  and v is ito rs ' log books 
w ere  checked . W hile asho re  on NE Herald Cay, the  c rew  
co llec ted  rubbish and then  sw am  o u t in to  the w a rm  w a te rs  o f 
the  G rea t B a rrie r Reef to  record  w a te r te m p e ra tu re  read ings 
and leve ls fro m  p rev ious ly  p laced m arke rs .

The a m ou n t o f bird life on the  is lands w as ove rw he lm ing  and 
the  o ffic e rs  had to  tread  ca re fu lly  in case they  stepped on 
una ttended  eggs in the  sand. Each bird species has p re fe rred  
nesting  s ites . S om e p re fe r tre e s  and bushes w hile  o th e rs  like 
sand and open beach. S om e  species build burrow s under the  
shrub s and tre e s .

Th re e  spec ies o f booby b irds, tw o  species o f fr ig a te b ird s  and 
the  red-ta iled trop icb ird  w ere  all p o ten tia lly  s itting  on ch icks 
w hile  the  o ffic e rs  w ere  ashore . If the  paren t b irds le ft th e ir  
nes ts  a t th a t t im e  the  ch icks w ould  have been ve ry  vu lne rab le  
to  hea t s tre s s  and m ay have died w ith in  a few  m inu tes.

A fte r landing the  te n d e r vesse l on NE Herald Cay, a tu r t le  nes t 
w as d iscovered  by NMU o ffic e r Lisa Pugh. W ith a m arine  
sc ience and quaran tine  backg round , Lisa w as fa m ilia r w ith  the  
d isc re e t s igns le ft in the  sand by the  tu r t le  and w as care fu l no t 
to  tread  in to  the nes t in case eggs w ere  still buried the re .

The is le ts  and cays are breed ing areas fo r  the g reen tu rtle , 
w hich is lis ted  as a th rea tened  spec ies under the  Environment 
Australia Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.

The fem a le  tu r t le s  com e ashore , usua lly  betw een N ovem b er 
and April, to  lay th e ir  eggs in nes ts  dug in the sand above the  
high w a te r m ark . They lay m ore  than  1 0 0  eggs on average. 
E igh t w eeks la ter, the  eggs hatch but few  surv ive to  adu lthood  
as p red a to rs  take  m o s t o f the  new b orn  soon a fte r leaving the  
nest.

In such a harsh  but frag ile  env ironm en t, g re a t care needs to  
be taken by v is ito rs  and E nv iro nm en t A ustra lia  has now  tra ined  
o ve r 4 0  C u s to m s  o ffic e rs  to  becom e Environm en ta l W ardens.

The w ard ens are em pow ered  to  en fo rce  E nv iro nm en t 
A us tra lia 's  leg is la tion  and have a m ore  in-depth understand ing  
o f the  na tu ra l env iro nm en t and native and m ig ra to ry  species.

Fo r NMU o ffic e r K e rry  M illard, fro m  B risbane, becom ing  an 
Env ironm en ta l W arden gave him  a b e tte r understand ing  o f the 
varied  ro le  o f C us to m s  a t the  border. "I th ink  the  (m on ito ring ) 
ta s k s  are ve ry  w o rth w h ile ,” he said. “ It w a s n 't until I'd done the 
E nv iro nm en t A ustra lia  W arden cou rse  thoug h  th a t I apprec ia ted  
th e  env iro nm en ta l tasks .

"It adds to  the  overa ll en jo ym e n t o f the  job . You're no t s tuck  on 
the  one job  all th e  tim e . Only w ard ens can a rre s t a person  on 
env ironm en ta l b reaches. A lthough I haven 't used them  ye t, I 
have fu ll p ow e rs  under the  E nv iro nm en t A ustra lia  le g is la tion ."

Increasing ly, C us to m s is p rovid ing  
com p liance  and e n fo rc e m e n t sup p o rt 
fo r  env iro nm en ta l p urposes. W hile 
the  NMU o ffic e rs  are p ro tec ting  the  
border fro m  illegal ac tiv ity  such as 
people and drug sm ug g le rs , th e y  are 
a lso keep ing  a w a tch fu l eye o ve r the 
ree f fo r  any env ironm en ta l c rim es .

"It's  no t all com p liance - C us to m s  
does ta s k s  th a t p ro te c t the  
e nv iro nm en t as w ell as the  border,"
Lisa Pugh said.

Fe llow  NMU o ffic e r Shaun Conw ay, a 
fo rm e r m arine  b io log is t, said 
C us to m s ro le  on the sea b o rd e rs  had 
expanded in to  in te llig ence g a the ring .
"O ur env iro nm en ta l w o rk  is less 
com p liance and m ore  resea rch ," he 
said.

Th is in te llig ence no t on ly he lps to  
p ro te c t the  env iro nm en t but a lso 
sa feg uard s A us tra lia 's  to u ris m , 
rec re a tiona l and c om m e rc ia l fish ing  
ind us tries .

"It's  the  ind us try  we rea lly  w a n t to  p ro te c t,” he said. “The

Having p rev ious ly  w orked  fo r  o ve r 16 
yea rs  in the  com m e rc ia l fish in g  industry , NMU Eng ineer C hris 
Everden rea lises  the im p o rta nce  o f p ro tec ting  A ustra lia 's  
w a te rs  fro m  illegal fish ing  vesse ls .



typ ica l m u lti-task pa tro l can include inves tig a ting  s tranded  
vesse ls  on ree fs  th a t are leaking  oil and p o llu tan ts  in to the  
w a te r, rep o rting  vesse ls  w ith in  tw o  nautical m iles o f pink, 
o range and g reen shipping zones, iden tify ing  navigation 
hazards and rep o rting  loca tions  o f long line rs  (tuna and m arlin  
fish ing  vesse ls) op e ra ting  w ith in  five  nautical m iles o f a park 
boundary.

M ichael T ho m son , NMU o ffic e r fro m  B risbane, said, "O ur w o rk  
is a m ix o f all d iffe re n t agenc ies ' task in g s . W e are a p la tfo rm  
to  all agencies - w hoe ve r w an ts  to  use us."

W ith highly skilled  o ffic e rs  and th e ir  fus ion  o f env ironm en ta l 
and m arine sc ience know ledge, the  NMU and C oas tw a tch  
fle e ts  are in a key p os ition  to  sa feguard  A us tra lia 's  prized 
ree fs . Th e ir en th us iasm  and en jo ym e n t o f the  job  m akes the 
v ita l se rv ice  they  o ffe r  o th e r agenc ies even m ore  e ffe c tive .

Roam ing  the w h ite  sands o f a d eserted  C ora l Sea island o ff 
the  c oa s t o f fa r  no rth  Q ueensland m ay seem  like an ideal 
holiday but, fo r  som e , it is cha lleng ing  and fasc ina ting  w o rk .

"On a patro l la s t ye a r we to o k  fo u r illegal fish ing  vesse ls  in to  
D arw in . A pp rehension  o f illegal fish in g  vesse ls  is the  m o s t 
in te re s ting  w o rk  fo r  me.

"The env ironm en ta l w o rk  is an im p o rta n t part. We are used as 
a p la tfo rm  fo r  o th e r agenc ies to  im p rove  the  p rocess o f 
p ro tec ting  the  m arine  e nv iro nm en t."

The ve rsa tile  ro le  o f the  NMU and C oas tw a tch  and th e ir  ab ility  
to  ta ke  on ta s k s  fro m  o th e r ag enc ies ensu res C us to m s 
resou rces  and tec h n o lo g ie s  are being used in the  m o s t 
e ffic ie n t way.

Tasks rece ived by o th e r agenc ies are m o s tly  in te rw oven  and 
on m o s t occas ions the  needs o f 
seve ra l c lien ts  can be m e t w ith  the 
one pa tro l. W ork ing  on a p rio r itis a tio n  
sys te m , C oas tw a tch  a sse sses  the  
specific  op era tiona l needs o f an 
agency and then  a lloc a tes  resou rces , 
such as the NMU, to  ca rry  o u t the  
ta s k s  in the  m o s t p rac tica l way.

"The sys tem  we have in p lace fo r  
doing job s  fo r  o th e r agenc ies b rings a 
lo t o f va rie ty  to  ou r w o rk ," Shaun 
C onw ay said.
As the  chosen “eco -in sp e c to rs " fo r  
A us tra lia 's  sp ec tacu la r coastline , a

fish ing  ind us try  can be a viab le and eco-friend ly  ind us try  if we 
do it p roperly . The las t th ing  we need is fo r  som e one  to  go in 
open slather.
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