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CORAL REEFS OF AUSTRALIA2

 Australia’s coral reefs fringe thousands of kilome-
tres of tropical coastline. Here, we describe the 
distinctive character of  Australia’s reef regions, 
from the isolated reefs of Western  Australia’s 
shelf, including the Kimberley coastline and 
 Ningaloo, extending offshore to the Indian Ocean 
territories of Cocos (Keeling) Atoll and Christmas 
Island and through the Timor and Arafura seas of 
 Australia’s northern coastline, to the Torres Strait, 
Great Barrier Reef and Coral Sea. Further off-
shore, the seamount reefs of Elizabeth and Mid-
dleton and Lord Howe Island are some of 
 Australia’s eastern coral outposts in the Pacific 
Ocean, the easternmost being Norfolk Island, 
some 7500 km from the westernmost reef of Cocos 
(Keeling) Atoll.

 Australia’s coral regions are subject to unique 
environmental conditions that have enabled corals 
to grow in different assemblages of species to form 
reef platforms of varying sizes and shapes. These 
reefs support a diverse community of marine life, 
some of which stays close to the coral reef through-
out its lifetime, while others such as seabirds, whale 
sharks, turtles, red crabs and dugong migrate 
through reef environments, connecting to land and 
other coastal waters, including those of neighbour-
ing countries.

Humans have lived alongside  Australian reefs 
for many thousands of years, since well before the 
Sahul Shelf connected  Australia to New Guinea 
some 20 000 years ago. In the Torres Strait, turtle 
and dugong are central to ceremonial life and 
important cultural resources to Islanders. For 
hundreds of years, Indonesian fishers have har-
vested clams, shark and bêche-de-mer, or trepang, 
from  Australia’s northern coastline. With the 
arrival of Europeans, marine industries grew in 
pearling in the Torres Strait and Coral Sea, oyster 
farming and lobster fisheries in the Houtman 
Abrolhos Islands, phosphate mining on Christmas 
Island and tourism on the Great Barrier Reef and 

Lord Howe Island. This reliance on marine 
resources brought humans into an intimate rela-
tionship with  Australia’s reefs.

Since Charles Darwin sailed to Cocos (Keeling) 
Atoll in 1836 and proposed his global theory of 
coral reef formation, our scientific understanding of 
 Australia’s coral reefs has expanded to include the 
broader marine life they support, while the ways 
humans have interacted with them have varied. 
Here, we provide a brief overview of  Australia’s 
reefs, their environmental characteristics and their 
human histories.

Coral reefs around  Australia
Sarah Hamylton

 Australia’s continent extends from the Indian 
Ocean in the West to the Pacific Ocean in the East. 
Much of its tropical coastline is lined with some of 
the longest, oldest, most biodiverse and pristine 
coral reefs on the planet.  Australia presides over 
around 50 000 km2 of coral reefs, or 17 per cent of 
the world’s coral reefs, inside its exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) [1]. After Indonesia,  Australia has the 
largest coral reef area of any nation. From the most 
extensive coral reef in the world (the Great Barrier 
Reef (GBR) in the north-east), to the world’s longest 
fringing reef in the West (Ningaloo Reef), 
 Australia’s reefs formed under different conditions 
and are marked by unique, often very remote, envi-
ronments today (Fig. 1.1).

Many individual corals combine to form lime-
stone framework reef platforms. In turn, these plat-
forms modify the waves reaching a shoreline and 
provide sediments that build beaches and islands. 
Environmental conditions for reef development 
vary substantially around  Australia with regional 
water quality, rainfall, sea surface temperatures 
and oceanographic characteristics, such as tidal 
range and currents, all of which determine whether 
or not a reef will grow and thrive.
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1 – AUSTRALIA’S CORAL REEFS 13

Fig. 1.9. Yawijibayas were a self-sufficient clan who lived on the seafood resources of Wooleejaaroo (Montgomery Reef) 
for more than 7000 years. (Image credit: Rebel Films)

Fig. 1.10.  (A) Australasian coral species diversity patterns adapted from [24]. (B, C). Catalaphyllia jardineri and 
Trachyphyllia geoffreyi are known only from the inshore Kimberley. (Image credits: Zoe Richards)
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Fig. 1.28. View of Lord Howe Island taken from the Mount Eliza in the north, looking towards the southern peaks of 
Mount Lidgbird and Mount Gower, with a sheltered, shallow coral reef lagoon to the west. (Image credit: Matt Curnock)
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CORAL REEFS OF AUSTRALIA40

Fig. 1.32. Great Barrier Reef and Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Boundaries. (Image credit: Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Authority)
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2 – LIVING WITH  AUSTRALIA’S CORAL REEFS 55

many hundreds of kilometres. Law and knowl-
edge associated with these Ancestral Beings 
becomes the property of various Yanyuwa fami-
lies. For the Dreamings discussed below, travel 
links to other groups, such as the Garrwa and 
 Gangalida people to the east, or the Marra people 
to the west. While there may be no known ‘blood’ 
links between these various owning groups, the 
people who share these Dreamings are seen to 
also share a substance derived from this common, 
non-human Ancestor. The groups sharing kinship 
with the Dreamings see themselves as kin; thus, a 
regional network is established that translates into 
daily duties of obligation. Journeys and transfor-
mations of the Ancestral Beings become 

important, pervasive images that convey different 
levels of relatedness.

Three reefs: Kurrkumala, Aburri-Babalungku 
and Wurlma
My own travels over the islands by boat and 
helicopter have identified three reefs that hold 
particular significance to Yanyuwa people 
(Fig.  2.2). The site Kurrkumala lies ~5 km from 
the Rosie Creek mouth. Historically, this site was 
not visited because of associations with impor-
tant Ancestral Beings. Modern forms of boat 
travel, helicopters and aeroplanes have allowed 
people to view and interact with these sites in 
ways that were not previously considered 

Fig. 2.2. (A) The location of Yanyuwa country in northern Australia’s south-western Gulf of Carpentaria region. (B) The 
three named coral reefs in the area of the Sir Edward Pellew Islands along with the paths of the Dreamings described. (C) 
The path of the Women’s Dreaming associated with Kurrkumala Reef, which is sung as part of the sacred Kunabibi 
ceremony. (Image credits: Sarah Hamylton)
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CORAL REEFS OF AUSTRALIA60

Fig. 2.3. The wreck of the trawler Pacific Lady on Boult Reef. (Image credit: M. Osmond © Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Authority, supplied with kind permission)

Frank Hurley’s aquarium and the art of 
coral reef science
Ann Elias

Flowers turned to stone! Not all the botany

Of Joseph Banks, hung pensive in a porthole,

Could find the Latin for this loveliness,

Could put the Barrier Reef in a glass box

Tagged by the horrid Gorgon squint

Of horticulture [19]

As the GBR became better known through tourist 
advertising, so its visual beauty became more 
prominent in  Australian art and literature of the 
1920s and 1930s. In Five Visions of Captain Cook 

(1931) quoted above, the poet Kenneth Slessor 
(1901–71), delighted in the wondrous, life- affirming, 
first-hand encounter of corals on the GBR, which he 
contrasted with the deadening effects of captive 
corals in scientific aquariums. His generation, 
though, was practised with aquariums. Nearly a 
decade earlier, Slessor’s fellow writer and artist – 
the photographer, filmmaker and explorer, Frank 
Hurley (1885–1962) – had set out for the GBR on a 
scientific and picture-making expedition equipped 
with a glass aquarium. It was far from Hurley’s 
intention to reduce the living reef to dull or lifeless 
specimens. Rather, his idea was to combine the crea-
tive potential of optical devices including an aquar-
ium and camera with artistic tricks, such as montage 
and hand-colouring, to improve upon nature and 
present the GBR as a vivid, modern spectacle.
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Fig. 2.20. Tourists snorkelling and feeding fish on the Great Adventures 
pontoon, Norman Reef, 1991. (Image credit: J. Oliverv © Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority, supplied with kind permission)
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