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UNESCO says Great Barrier Reefisn'tin
danger, experts disagree

UNESCO has said that World Heritage Site the Great Barrier Reef isn't in
danger, a decision that has sparked concern among climate scientists
and environmental campaigners.
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Securing the future of the Great Barrier Reef—and corals around the world—requires urgent and rapid action to reduce global
warming, experts say. Image: FarbenfroheWunderwelt , CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 IIldllStl'y Spﬂﬂ.ight
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The decision has drawn mixed reactions from environmentalists and academics.

While some have welcomed it as an acknowledgement of recent efforts to protect

i i i . for the economy and
the marine ecosystem, others have slammed it as a failure to recognise the environment
pressure the reef is under from climate change.
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logging and poaching; and various ancient cities in Syria, which are being

ruined due to the ongoing civil war in the country. l
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Anna Marsden, managing director of conservation charity Great Barrier Reef
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Foundation, said in a statement that the Barrier Reef’s exclusion from this list

“recognises much is being done to reduce pressures on the Great Barrier Reef”.

“However, with so much to lose, more needs to be done,” she added.
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nutrients, pesticides, and other pollutants in runoff water from surrounding land

areas has affected corals as well as other marine life. MDA
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The plan will see US$1.2 billion spent over the next five years to achieve targets
such as reducing the amount of nitrogen, pesticide, and sediment in the water;
restricting new port development in the regions surrounding the reef; and

improving the reef’s resilience to climate change.

Yet, the Queensland government has staunchly supported Indian mining
conglomerate Adani’s plans to set up its Carmichael coal mine in North
Queensland. Experts have said that not only would burning the coal from the
mine accelerate climate change, but part of the project involves building a port

very close to the reef.

In May this year, experts also said the plan is no longer achievable due to climate

change.

However, the UNESCO Committee in its decision praised a December 2016
progress update on the LTSP saying: “The inception of the 20400 LTS has been
effective...Via the 2050 LTSP and its supporting initiatives, there has undoubtedly

been an unprecedented level of increased effort to reduce pressures affecting the

property’.

The UNESCO decision urged Australia to step up on efforts to achieving the water
quality targets set out in the LTSP. It also expressed “serious concern” over the
extent of coral bleaching over the past two years, and concluded: “Climate change
remains the most significant overall threat to the future of the property.”

We have lost an unprecedented amount of coral from two
years of back-to-back coral bleaching, and this will
continue to happen unless we can tackle climate change.

David Suggett, associate professor, University of Technology Sydney

Government under fire

Australia’s Minister for the Environment and Energy Josh Frydenberg was among
those who welcomed the decision, telling national broadcaster ABC Radio itan
“an endorsement by the World Heritage Committee of what Australia is doing to
protect the reef”.

His remarks drew swift criticism from environmental groups. Alix Foster Vander
Elst, a campaigner at Greenpeace Australia Pacific, said: “Queensland and
Australian government ministers say they are committed to preserving the Reef for
future generations, but their actions make it quite clear they do not care enough to
do what we need to save it.”

Both governments “are pouring billions of dollars of taxpayers’ money into fossil
fuel subsidies, talking up the construction of more coal-fired power stations and
bending over backwards to facilitate the expansion of Australian coal mining in the
Galilee basin,” she observed.

Given that the government is spending as much as 55 times more on fossil fuel

subsidies than on the Reef 2050 plan, “it’s quite clear what its priorities really are,”
she added.

UTS’s Suggett added that while enough gains had been made on reef protection to
avoid an ‘In Danger’ classification, “the reef simply cannot take any more

impacts”.

He said: “Any future developments, such as the Adani mine, will of course entirely

undermine this victory.”
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