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THE VALUES AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MARIA
ISLAND NATIONAL PARK MARINE RESERVE
The Maria Island marine reserve is a remarkable,
pristine marine stronghold that protects a wide range of
marine habitats, including seagrass beds, kelp forests,
sandy plains and rocky reefs. It helps seed commercially
valuable seafood species (like rock lobster, abalone
and urchins) to adjacent reefs. The busy and diverse
nature of this marine reserve is demonstrated by the
concentration of high calibre stakeholders that are
active in the area (CSIRO, Institute for Marine and
Antarctic Studies, commercial seafood industries,
recreational fishers and the public).
The Maria Island marine reserve is an 1878-ha area that
extends around the north and west coasts of Maria Island
from the low water mark to 20 m water depth (or 1 km
offshore, when water depth is shallower than 20 m). The
western part of the reserve (from Return Point to Cape
Boullanger) is a no-take zone where fishing and other
extractive activities are not allowed. Both commercial
and recreational fishing is permitted in the exposed
northern part of the reserve (including Ile du Nord).
The Maria Island marine reserve has a long history as
a marine research site: it is one of the best studied
marine protected areas in the world, with an ongoing
reef monitoring program that commenced in 1991,
prior to the declaration of the marine reserve. CSIRO
has recently deployed a permanent long-term ocean
acidification mooring at Maria Island, which provides
high frequency data on ocean carbon changes and
contributes to national and international studies.
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There is significant evidence of species conservation
and resource enhancement in this marine reserve.
Maria Island is a hot spot for global warming, with
temperature increase expected to be greater than other
areas of the Tasmanian coast due to the influence of
the East Australian Current. There is strong evidence
that marine protected areas are under less stress than
non-protected marine environments and are more likely
to cope with the pressures of climate change or invasive
species than ecosystems weakened by many years of
human impact.
The Maria Island marine reserve is unique in that it lies
adjacent to an isolated island national park, where land
practices are managed for conservation. This means
that the reserve is further protected from threatening
land-use processes, such as agricultural run-off and
eutrophication, making it a rare example of pristine
temperate marine habitat.
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The Maria Island marine reserve is significant due to
its large size and its accessibility to visitors. It has huge
potential for preserving marine biodiversity and for
educating the public, and for creating appreciation of
the marine environment and awareness of issues such
as the impacts of climate change.

.USERS OF THE MARIA ISLAND NATIONAL PARK
MARINE RESERVE
Given the length of coastline in the reserve, and the
diversity of marine habitats that it includes both below
and above the water, the marine reserve is accessible
to a range of local and tourist visitors. Visitors to Maria
Island National Park can access the marine reserve
by swimming, snorkelling, diving or exploring the
rockpools. The rockpools at the Painted Cliffs contain a
variety of marine life and are easily reached at low tide.
The jetty at Darlington is a popular and very accessible
site for snorkelling, as are several rocky reef sites. Dive
sites include rocky reefs and caverns, many of which are
accessible from the shore.
Commercial eco-tourism ventures include boating,
diving, snorkelling, and kayaking in the marine reserve,
and fishing in the northern section. School groups
visiting the national park will often include snorkelling
and rockpool exploring in their program, and the
University of Tasmania hosts multiple week-long
marine biology undergraduate courses on Maria Island
annually, which brings students to the island from all
over Australia and overseas to learn first-hand about the
reef ecology of the area by snorkelling and diving in the
marine reserve.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE MARIA ISLAND
NATIONAL PARK MARINE RESERVE
MANAGEMENT PLAN
The marine reserve provides education, scientific
research, and conservation opportunities to be explored
in the Maria Island National Park Management Plan:
> The accessibility of the pristine marine environment
of the Maria Island marine reserve to a wide
range of visitors provides an ideal opportunity to
promote an understanding and appreciation of
the marine environment, and raises awareness of
marine environmental issues including warming
temperatures, species range expansions, and the
impacts of marine debris.
> Marine reserves provide scientists with fundamental
opportunities to learn about our impacts on the
marine environment by comparing changes in
protected areas with non-protected areas, helping to
improve management of our coastal waters.
> The unique layout of the marine habitat in the Maria
Island marine reserve, which consists of discrete
patches of rocky reef separated by seagrass beds
and sandy plains, provides a network of isolated reefs
which could potentially be used for marine species
re-introductions and the conservation of threatened
species (for example, giant kelp).
There is excellent existing marine interpretive signage
in various areas at Darlington, and at Triabunna
and Orford, detailing the boundaries of the marine
reserve and the species and habitat present within.
The signage publicises the research findings of
long-term monitoring in the reserve, and promotes
an appreciation of the marine environment and an
awareness of the threats to marine biodiversity.
> It is important that this interpretive signage remains
up to date and relevant to current issues in the
marine reserve.
> The potential for a ‘snorkel trail’ (underwater
interpretation trail) signage and information at a
selection of sites within the marine reserve could
be explored. This could include maps of underwater
landmarks, species likely to be seen, and information
to promote access with minimal impact.
The management plan will include the current
knowledge of species range expansions and introduced
species relevant to the Maria Island marine reserve,
warming sea temperatures, and the changing climate.

PHOTO CREDIT: JOE SHEMESH

PHOTO CREDIT: EMMA FLUKES

PHOTO CREDIT: DARRYN ALTCLASS

CHALLENGES AND ISSUES
There are significant areas of seagrass beds and unique
rocky reef habitat that are not included within the
marine reserve.
The northern section of the marine reserve has no
restrictions on either recreational or commercial
fishing, and therefore has no greater protection of fish
and marine plants than an unreserved marine area.
Clear and effective marking of the marine reserve
boundary is important; however, physical boundary
marker buoys can break off in heavy seas and require
management and maintenance. Electronic navigation
charts are used by the majority of vessels, but there are
discrepancies regarding the marine reserve boundaries
on the various electronic navigation charts (20 m depth
contour vs 1 km offshore).
Marine pests have the potential to become established
in the marine reserve. These range from harmful algal
blooms, to shells and seastars, and can threaten marine
seafood and recreational fishing industries. Users of the
marine reserve need to wash and dry equipment and
gear before moving between marine areas.
Range extensions of invasive species have the potential
to threaten species and habitat diversity in the reserve.
> The introduced Northern Pacific seastar Asterias
amurensis is present on the sandy habitat in
Mercury Passage but is not a significant issue in the
marine reserve.
> The introduced seaweed Undaria pinnatifida is
found in the sheltered western rocky reef of the
marine reserve and fluctuates seasonally (it is more
abundant in winter months). Undaria has not had the
extensive impacts predicted after its introduction in
the late 1980s. Undaria is associated with rocky reef
and does not threaten seagrass or seagrass habitat.
> The invasive long-spined sea urchin
Centrostephanus rodgersii is common in exposed
habitat and may become established in the northern
section of the reserve.

The current Marine and Safety Tasmania public cruising
moorings at Darlington consist of a clump weight and a
length of chain on the seabed with a surface buoy. While
these structures provide secure mooring to boating
visitors and prevent multiple boat anchors damaging
the seabed, the dragging chain of the current mooring
design continuously scours the seabed, removing
seagrass and damaging sandy habitat.
Darlington jetty has recently been upgraded and
now has all-weather access. The concrete jetty has
a breakwater at the jetty head and a lower landing
platform on the northern side. There is potential
conflict between boats and snorkellers and divers
at this popular snorkelling site.

KEY QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
Are the important values of the Maria Island
marine environment suitably managed
and communicated?

Is there adequate access to the Maria Island
marine reserve for potential visitors, and how
could this access be improved?

Your response to these questions or the
development of the draft plans can be provided
through Have Your Say on the PWS website at
https://parks.tas.gov.au/be-involved/have-yoursay/maria-island-management-plan-review

The impact of visitor activities in the marine reserve
requires monitoring, policing and management.
This includes touching or handling marine life, the
impact from damage (walking on, kicking, touching,
upending habitat in rock pools), marine debris, and
fishing within the marine reserve.

WWW.PARKS.TAS.GOV.AU

