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Overview
The Wet Tropics Report Card provides an annual assessment of the condition of our nine catchments
flowing into the Great Barrier Reef.
In 2016-17 the majority of Wet Tropics waterways continue to be graded as good or moderate. This
is likely due to below average rainfall across the last three reporting periods, which is associated
with lower loads of nutrients and sediments in runoff that flow to the Reef.

For more information go to www.wettropicswaterways.org.au

Rainfall
Rainfall in the 2016-17 reporting period was
average or below average for the region. The
areas with the lowest rainfall were the Mulgrave,
Russell, Tully and Herbert basins. Discharge
from the Barron, Mulgrave and Herbert rivers
was substantially below long term average.
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These monitored rivers do not align with reported estuaries

Seagrass
Seagrass condition has been
heavily impacted since cyclones
and severe floods in 2009-2011.
Partial recovery has been observed
in some locations including Trinity Inlet
and the North Inshore Zone but overall
condition has not returned to 2009 levels.

Coral
High ocean temperatures brought
unprecedented back-to-back coral bleaching
events in the Wet Tropics region during
early 2016 and early 2017. The latest science
indicates that climate change is the greatest
threat to the Great Barrier Reef, as marine ‘heat
waves’ become more common.
Despite these bleaching events, inshore coral
communities suffered only minor loss of cover
and inshore coral grades remained moderate.
The surveys for offshore coral occurred
before the 2017 coral bleaching event. Grades
remained moderate despite a decline in coral
cover due to the 2016 bleaching event (that
only impacted reefs north of the Daintree
River) and increased Crown-of-Thorns.

Recreational fishing
Following the introduction of a
commercial Net Free Zone in Trinity
Inlet in 2015, a Recreational Fishing
Strategy has been developed to build
and conserve fish stocks and increase
opportunities for recreational fishing and
tourism in Cairns.

Wetlands
Several projects along the coast are working to restore priority areas of the 1,120 square
kilometres of wetlands in the Wet Tropics. Wetlands are an important habitat and act as
a filter for contaminants flowing into the Great Barrier Reef.

Gully erosion
Remediation activities on grazing properties in
the Herbert catchment are being undertaken to
reduce fine sediment loads entering waterways
from gully and streambank erosion.

Plastic
pollution
Catchment repair
Bioreactors and other engineered
water quality treatment systems such
as constructed wetlands and sediment
basins are being tested in the Johnstone
and Tully catchments as a way to reduce
nitrogen runoff from farms.

A campaign to
reduce plastic
litter entering our
waterways led to over
250 reef operators,
resorts and food and
drink venues agreeing to
stop using plastic straws. This
has resulted in a reduction of nearly 2,000,000
plastic straws per year.

Agriculture
By June 2017, 698 cane farming businesses (representing 77% of
cane production land) were benchmarked in the Smartcane Best
Management Practice program, a 27% increase on the previous year.
76 banana farmers also completed training in Best Management
Practice (74% of banana production land), an increase of 65% on
the previous year.
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Waterway grades 2016-17

A
very good
Go to our website for more detailed information
about the grades and the science behind them.

The science
behind the grades
These waterway grades were
developed by analysing and
integrating scientific monitoring data
contributed by many organisations.
This process was overseen by an
independent panel of scientists.

Timing
This report card, although released
in 2018, presents data from July
2016-June 2017. The time delay
is necessary for quality control,
scientific analysis and expert
review. The Partnership has been
working to reduce this time lag. As
a consequence the 2017-18 data
will be released in a report card in
July/August 2019.

Habitat and Hydrology
Indicators
Existing habitat and hydrology
indicators for basins have not
changed from the last reporting
period. Any differences are due
to the addition of the new flow
indicator.

Fish surveys
Basin fish surveys have commenced
for the Mulgrave and Russell
catchments. These will be reported
in the 2019 Wet Tropics Report
Card. Fish surveys will continue to
be expanded across the Wet Tropics
over the next two years.
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River flows
The Partnership has invested in a
new flow indicator as an additional
assessment tool for waterway health
in basins and estuaries. All basins
were graded as good or very good
for flow in this reporting period.
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Freshwater
indicators
Fish

Dickson Inlet
Douglas Shire Council have modified
their water quality monitoring in
Dickson Inlet to enable reporting of
the water quality index for the Wet
Tropics Report Card. The grade for
2016-17 was good.
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The Wet Tropics Healthy
Waterways Partnership
The Wet Tropics Healthy Waterways Partnerships is
an initiative of the Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability
Plan. Our aim is to improve the condition of our
freshwater and estuary waterways that flow into the
Great Barrier Reef. If you would like to find out more
about joining our Partnership please email us at
info@wettropicswaterways.org.au or go to our website.

Partnering for healthy
tropical waterways and
vibrant communities
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To find out how you can join the
Wet Tropics Healthy Waterways
Partnership contact:
Greg Vinall - Manager
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