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Key messages
 ⊲ This collaboration has galvanised partners 

around a shared vision to improve the health 
of our waterways and the quality of water 
flowing to the Great Barrier Reef.

 ⊲ The majority of Wet Tropics waterways are 
graded as moderate for 2014/15, indicating 
that there is room for improvement. 

 ⊲ Improving the grades over the long term will 
need a coordinated approach to management 
that builds upon the excellent work already 
being undertaken in the region.

 ⊲ As this is a Pilot Report Card a number of 
monitoring gaps have been identified. Future 
report cards will include additional freshwater 
and estuary monitoring.

Our vibrant community
The vibrant communities of the Wet Tropics region are proud of their natural environment with its two unique 

World Heritage Areas. They understand the need to ensure waterways and lands are looked after to sustain their 

prosperity and wonderful lifestyle into the future.

For more information refer to the website wettropicswaterways.org.au.
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31%
of Wet Tropics coastal 
residents rely on the 

reef# for at least part of 
their household income

63%
of residents see the reef# 
as part of their identity 

in the Wet Tropics

86%
of Wet Tropics residents 

feel the reef# has 
outstanding beauty

90%
are proud of its World 

Heritage status

*TNQ area includes Cape York Peninsula and Torres Strait in the north, Cairns, Cairns Beaches, Palm Cove, Port Douglas, 
Daintree and Cape Tribulation, Cooktown, Gulf Savannah, Kuranda, Atherton Tablelands, Mission Beach and south to Cardwell.

# Great Barrier Reef Marine Park including beaches

Source: Social and Economic Long Term Monitoring Program, 2013
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It is important to view 
these grades in context, 
for example:

 ⊲ Freshwater grades 
are poor largely due 
to historic loss of 
wetlands.

 ⊲ Estuary habitat and 
hydrology grades are 
poor due to historic 
loss of riparian, 
mangrove and 
saltmarsh.

 ⊲ Inshore marine 
grades are poor due 
to seagrass decline 
as a result of regional 
climate patterns 
compounded by 
recent cyclones and 
storm events. 



Waterway management - everyone’s business
Our regional industries recognise their role in stewardship - the responsible use and protection of the natural 

environment through sustainable practices and conservation. Many individual businesses and landholders have 

adopted innovative management efforts well above those required by legislation or recommended in current 

management practice guidelines for maintenance of waterway health.

Agriculture
The percentage of land area under various best management practices (posing low 

to moderate risk to water quality) in major regional agricultural sectors:

Other 
industry
Other industries such 

as ports, tourism, urban, 

aquaculture, fishing 

and heavy industry also 

contribute to water 

quality and have a role 

to play in enhancing 

waterway health. These 

sectors are represented 

on the partnership, 

and a lot of excellent 

work is already being 

undertaken to minimise 

their influence on water 

quality.

A stewardship 

framework for 

measuring their efforts is 

being refined and results 

are not yet available for 

this Pilot Report Card 

but will be included in 

future report cards.

Wet Tropics Pilot Report Card
Understanding waterway health
The waterways of the Wet Tropics region sustain our 

people, nature and economy. To ensure we manage 

waterways well - now and into the future - we need 

to measure waterway health and assess the changes 

that occur over time. 

This Pilot Report Card presents an assessment of 

the state of health of the freshwater, estuarine and 

marine waterways of the Wet Tropics in 2014/15. Each 

waterway has been given a final grade from A (very 

good) to E (very poor) and these are presented on 

the map overleaf. These final grades consist of several 

indicators of waterway health (e.g. water quality and 

seagrass). 

This Pilot Report Card provides a snapshot of the 

environmental health and social and economic status 

of our waterways. It also highlights management 

actions that are already taking place, improvements 

that can be made, and where we can focus our efforts 

to improve waterway health. 

The Wet Tropics Healthy 
Waterways Partnership
The Pilot Report Card has been developed by the 

Wet Tropics Healthy Waterways Partnership as an 

initiative of the Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability 

Plan under a shared vision to improve the condition 

of our freshwater and estuarine waterways and the 

Great Barrier Reef. The partnership brings together 

community, industry, researchers, businesses and all 

levels of government.

wettropicswaterways.org.au

Bananas % total area under best practice
Sediment

69% Fallow management

65% Ground cover

Sediment traps 25%

50% Crop removal

Controlling
runoff 46%

51% Tillage - plant crop

Nutrients

Nitrogen rate 51% 55% Soil testing

55% Application frequency

73% Application method

Sugarcane % total area under best practice

Nutrients

9% Nitrogen rate Timing 97%Placement 77%

Soil

Tillage 38% Trash cover 98%58% Fallow

44% Wheel traffic

Pesticides

9% Timing 60% Use in ratoons23% Targeting

Grazing % total area under best practice

21% Pasture 83% Streambank

0% 100%

0% 100%

0% 100%

0% 100%

0% 100%

0% 100%
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Waterway grades

The science behind the grades
The waterway grades were developed by pooling, assessing 

and analysing scientific monitoring data contributed by 

many organisations. The scientific rigour of the process was 

overseen by an independent panel of scientists.

The grades in this Pilot Report Card provide the first 

assessment of the health of the freshwater, estuarine and 

marine waterways of the Wet Tropics region for 2014/15. It is 

a snapshot of a point in time and a baseline for comparing 

changes in the future. 

The project has also highlighted opportunities for future report 

cards to build a more complete picture of waterway health by 

integrating additional monitoring data.  

More information on the methods used to generate the grades 

can be found at:

Regional drivers

Confidence surrounding the 
data has been assessed using 
a multi-criteria framework.
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Thanks to our partners

Climatic features
Climatic events including rainfall and cyclones influence 

the health of our waterways. The 2014/15 year was 

relatively free of severe weather events and subject to 

a late wet season. 

Annual rainfall ranged between average and very much 

below average across the region, resulting in reduced 

river discharge. A lower rainfall year can result in 

reduced sediment, pesticide and nutrient runoff.  

The coral bleaching event that occurred in early 2016 

will be captured in the next report card. For further 

information go to http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/media-

room/coral-bleaching.
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Discharge (GL)

Long-term average 
annual discharge

Discharge during 2014/15

These monitored rivers do not align with reported estuaries

Wet Tropics 
Sugar Industry 
Partnership

CAREFISH
CAirns REcreational Fishing 

Industries StakeHolders

**CANEGROWERS Cairns, CANEGROWERS Herbert River, CANEGROWERS Innisfail, CANEGROWERS Mossman, CANEGROWERS 
Tablelands, CANEGROWERS Tully 

Jimmito Harris, Gunggandji Rangers

**




