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Dear Sir/Madam,

SYDNEY MARINE PARK PROPOSAL

OBJECTION TO PROPOSED CASUAL ANCHORING BANS OVER SEAGRASS

The Boat Owners Association of NSW Inc. (BOA) was established in 1987 to represent the

interests of boat owners in NSW. Whilst our constituency is centred on the world-class

recreational waterways of Sydney Harbour and Pittwater, it draws from all parts of the

Hawkesbury Shelf Marine Bioregion (Marine Estate).

Our members on the water and along the foreshore are a valuable resource with respect to

monitoring and managing environmental issues, and are well positioned to contribute to the

development of local management strategies. It is in the interests of this membership to see

that environmental values are effectively managed, and we consider ourselves a key

stakeholder in the Marine Estate and any discussion about its management.

In 2016, MEMA released a 1,700-page body of research involving surveys and workshops

that found the most pressing issue was “improving water quality and reducing marine litter”.

At this time, in 2018, we were expecting to see proposals that gave due prominence to this

fundamental objective, but instead found ourselves confronting the prospect of “spatial

management” initiatives that threaten to seriously compromise recreational and safe use of

the Marine Estate.

The BOA raises objection with the proposed casual anchoring bans over seagrass, along with

several elements of the consultation and assessment process that appear to have given rise

to such bans being proposed.
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Community Consultation ≠ Community Engagement

In terms of consulting with the community, MEMA is to be commended for taking a

multifaceted approach, but in terms of engagement achieved, it is worth noting the

“Submissions” phase of the Community Consultation process as something of a proxy:

Community Consultation Submissions by source*
Nature Conservation Campaign “Sydney needs a marine park” 2,316
Wilderness Society Campaign “Keep the Sydney marine park promise” 44
Environmental activism subtotal 2,360 (99.45%)
General public engagement 13 (0.55%)
Total Submissions 2,373 (100.00%)
*Summary of Hawkesbury Shelf community and stakeholder engagement, p29

These statistics bring into sharp relief the extent to which the consultation process has been

closely engaged with environmental activism. Even though MEMA appears to have

regarded these “form letters” as little more than another style of petition, it is telling to note

no similar campaigns by other interest groups appear in the numbers. This “proxy”

indicates that, despite the efforts to spread the word, MEMA has had the ear of one

grouping, almost to the total exclusion of all others. A return of just 13 responses from the

wider NSW community here suggests the initiative known as the “Hawkesbury Shelf Marine

Bioregion Assessment” has struggled to achieve traction as an issue that might affect the lives

of ordinary folk in any meaningful way.

BOA is of the view that a broader and more reasonable engagement with key stakeholders

would have been achieved had MEMA made use of the NSW RMS Fishing Licence and

Vessel Registration databases. A simple mail-out could have been used to test the

enthusiasm for various ideas. MEMA’s efforts to truly engage were further hampered by its

choice of language, with questions like:

“How do you feel about spatial management for biodiversity
conservation and use sharing within the Hawkesbury Shelf Marine

Bioregion?”

BOA suggests a more effective engagement would have been achieved through avoidance of

jargon, and a rephrasing of the question along the lines:

“There are calls from sections of the community to ban certain boating
and fishing activities within popular parts of Sydney’s harbour and

coastal areas – how do you feel about giving up some of the freedoms
you currently enjoy?”

Further evidence of the troubled consultation process was revealed in the “Feedback From

Community Engagement” summaries for each of the 25 proposed Marine Park sites, where

on each occasion, special prominence was given to views expressed by narrow interest

groups in a way that accorded a disproportionate level of importance:
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It is also noted that with the above Camp Cove example, no reference at all was made in the

summary of cultural values to the site’s historic links to The First Fleet, and the use of this

anchorage that gave rise to its name. To this day, sheltered anchorages like Camp Cove

provide important refuge from prevailing weather, and are highly valued locations for

vessels “camping” overnight at anchor.

Anchoring and Moorings are Entirely Different Things

In April 2012, DPI – Fisheries published an Issues Paper (INT 12/24531) in connection with a

push to establish anchoring bans at Quarantine Station and Manly Cove West.

Sketch showing the 2012 Quarantine Station anchoring lockout proposals

The DPI - Fisheries Issues Paper was widely and seriously discredited at the time, and the

plan for anchoring bans was dropped: http://www.afloat.com.au/afloat-magazine/2012/november-

2012/Mitch_Geddes_Letter_to_Afloat_-_Seagrass#.W6RB4M4zbIU

The Issues Paper process foundered on its claim that the seagrass coverage in the Sydney

Harbour estuary had suffered a decline of 60% in the 22-year period from 1978 to 2000,

while superior research commissioned by and available to DPI – Fisheries had already

addressed mistakes in earlier work and clarified: “the values derived for these years suggest that

there has been of the order of 50 ha of seagrass in the estuary over the past three decades”, before

going on to conclude: “While there is less seagrass in the estuary of Parramatta River than has been
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previously reported, the amount when mapped with a consistent technique has remained relatively

stable over the last 30 years with a peak in the 1980’s” (West & Williams, 2008).

MEMA’s own materials (Hawkesbury Shelf Environmental Background Report, pp28,29) then

went on to note with respect to Port Jackson since 1985: “aerial estimates for Posidonia australis

increased over this period”. And with respect to Botany Bay: “The overall area of seagrass has

increased since 1985, which appears to be due equally to increases in Posidonia australis and other

seagrasses.” Faced with the most relevant research confirming the overall Sydney Harbour

estuary seagrass coverage had been stable for the 30 years to 2008, and MEMA’s own reports

that the endangered population Posidonia australis had been increasing in Port Jackson and

Botany Bay since 1985, it appears a change in language was adopted with talk about

“localised losses of P. australis in recent years, particularly around Manly Cove where there are large

numbers of boat moorings.” (pp28,29).

This change in language does two things:

1. It serves to shift the discussion away from the overall seagrass coverage trend (which

is “stable”, and in the case of Posidonia australis, “increasing”), and

2. It conflates the issues of mooring impacts (which are undeniable, though not

necessarily increasing in a meaningful way), and anchoring impacts.

The BOA wholly accepts that swing moorings in seagrass have an impact. This impact is in

the form of a radial scour caused by the heavy ground chain moving around the mooring

block in all weather conditions over many years or decades. In acknowledgement of this

impact on seagrass, the BOA has two representatives on the RMS Community Reference

Group currently working with government to identify sustainable ways of mitigating these

impacts.

But localised impacts of moorings are unrelated to the issue of casual anchoring over

seagrass, and the impacts of moorings cannot be used as a justification for introducing

anchoring bans.

No Case for Imposing Anchoring Lockouts over Seagrass

As mentioned above, anchoring bans cannot be logically justified on the basis of impacts

caused by swing moorings. These are two different things, involving different processes in

different circumstances.

Casual anchoring over seagrass in Sydney Harbour is, by its very nature, a passive activity.

This is because on any given day, the anchorage is most often specifically selected on the

basis that it offers lee shore protection from the wind.

That is, if the prevailing wind has an easterly component, the favoured anchorages will be

Quarantine Station, Store Beach, Collins Flat (all in North Harbour), Castle Rock or Camp

Cove. If the prevailing wind has a westerly component, the favoured anchorages will be

Chowder Bay or Chinaman’s.
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Anchoring in the lee allows the vessel to ride quietly without calling on much duty from the

anchor. The further from shore, the greater the windage, and the greater the holding duty

required of the pick. The near shore locations often see the anchor fulfilling its role when

acting merely as a dead weight. In some cases, a house brick and a length of string would do

the job. If conditions change, and the wind swings around, this is often the signal that sees

the recreational vessel weigh anchor and move on. These realities surrounding casual

anchoring practices in Sydney might help explain why the seagrass coverage has been found

to be stable over 30 years, rather than declining.

Posidonia australis is listed as an “endangered population”. As such, it is the population, or the

meadow context, that is intended to be addressed by any special protection measures. While

human impacts on a micro scale can be readily measured, these do not necessarily signal a

state of distress for the meadow, or a threat to its continued ability to provide viable habitat.

To demonstrate the point, it is helpful to examine the Barrenjoey case posted by MEMA as

indicative of “significant damage” (Part 2 - Hawkesbury Shelf Marine Bioregion Discussion Paper

Site Proposals, page 33):

Close-up photo of a portion of the Barrenjoey seagrass meadow showing human impacts

The seagrass bed is denoted by the darker areas. The mottled shoreline edge is indicative of

the natural erosional forces of wave action at very low tide, particularly during westerly

gales when considerable fetch is generated at this location.

The circular mark is a clear example of the radial scour caused by ground chain swinging

around a mooring block over a long period of time. The linear scars are indicative of

propeller damage most likely caused at times of very low tide, and the smaller marks are

indicative of propeller damage that has been quickly corrected upon its discovery (generally

through raising the outboard leg after striking ground). Some of these marks could also be

caused by anchoring activity.

When these human impacts are measured, they amount to a total in the order of 350m2.

Mindful of the meadow context, it is important to keep this level of impact in perspective.

As shown in the sketch below, the seagrass meadow is 1,700m long by 500m wide, with an

area of 850,000m2.
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Barrenjoey seagrass bed measuring 1,700m by 500m

By viewing the human impacts (as regrettable as they are) in context, it can be seen that they

amount to 4 one-hundredths of one per cent of the meadow.

This means banning all human impacts here would be done in the interests of recovering the

0.04%. But at what cost? There are many socioeconomic and recreational uses derived from

this small impact, like the iconic seaplane business linking Palm Beach with Rose Bay, barge

hire in support of offshore populations, and connections to the western foreshores and

Central Coast. And anchoring in the lee of Barrenjoey will always be an important safety

measure for coasters seeking refuge.

Trade-offs to be Properly Weighed

The problem with the anchoring bans arises when the competing issues are not properly

weighed, and the ban is imposed without thinking of the trade-offs involved.

For instance, consider Botany Bay. Due to its different geomorphic setting, Botany Bay hosts

30 times the seagrass that we have in Sydney Harbour. It provides enormously important

habitat for the Marine Estate’s aquatic ecosystem. Yet we undertake Swing Basin dredging

in Botany Bay so the ships can be turned safely. And we know that dredging is very bad for

seagrass, with the resulting turbid water denying the light penetration required by the

seagrass for photosynthesis and survival. Clearly an assessment has been made that says the

impact on seagrass here is one we have to wear. We might not like it, but on balance, other

things take priority.

With respect to Sydney Harbour, the best research (West & Williams 2008) confirms that

seagrass coverage has been stable at 50 ha for the 30 years to 2008. This means it is not in

decline in Sydney Harbour, even though some contributors to policy formation seem intent
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on having us believe otherwise. Yet MEMA’s recommendation is to ban casual anchoring

over seagrass here.

As a flooded river valley (or sound) Sydney Harbour, with its steeper sides, has never

matched Botany Bay in the provision of the geomorphic conditions favoured by seagrass.

But seagrass beds do occur in the sheltered anchorages on the fringe of Sydney's Marine

Tidal Delta (MTD). The MTD is the wide part of Port Jackson that gets good flushing from

the sea. This is why the seagrass is happy there.

But these sheltered anchorages have important purposes other than hosting seagrass. They

are safe havens from the big blow, and they are recreational playgrounds for families

enjoying the quintessential Aussie culture.

Store Beach, North Harbour - a recreational and safe anchorage of critical importance

The importance of meaningful community engagement with respect to seagrass and

proposed anchoring bans can be brought home through consideration of the above image.

Some people could see a lot of boats anchoring over seagrass and think "gee, we'd better get

rid of all those boats". While other people could see a lot of boats anchored over seagrass and

think "gee, this area really is important to the boating community, we'd better not think about any

anchoring bans here". It is a matter for the Minister to weigh these things, and he navigates

the political challenges through being guided by more than hype and narrow interest.

Regrettably, the approach taken by MEMA appears to have been an extraordinarily narrow

one, where a net was dropped over the Harbour’s most popular anchorages, and an

anchoring lockout proposed in these places based solely on the presence of seagrass.

The more nuanced move would have been to appreciate that the popular parts are popular

for good reasons: they are safe, they are accessible, they are of high environmental value

making them worth the effort of visiting, they support commercial activity (but not

commercial fishing), and they are of cultural importance. After appreciating these factors,

any ideas of sanctuaries should have then been centred on the "next tier" locations - those

which are less popular due to inaccessibility and various other reasons. This is a logic that

suggests there’s room to be pro-fish and pro-habitat without being anti-man.
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Some of the social, economic, recreational and cultural costs of the mooted anchoring bans

are captured in this photo of Castle Rock (inside Grotto Point). This is typical of the way

Sydneysiders enjoy their Harbour beaches:

Kids preparing to safely swim to shore in the shallows off Castle Rock

All of the nicest sheltered anchorages in Port Jackson have seagrass. If we ban anchoring

over seagrass, we impose a massive change on how we use the harbour. Those of us who

like to anchor close to shore so the kids can swim safely to the beach will no longer be able

to do so. There will be lines on maps denoting "No Anchoring" zones, and probably the

"Keep Out" yellow buoys which bring their own brand of visual pollution.

Aerial photo of Castle Rock anchorage, with isolated patches of seagrass
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In the wrong hands and without due consideration of competing interests, anchoring bans

could become a tool for ideological mission creep. Instead of acting to ban anchoring over the

endangered population Posidonia australis, the ban could be applied to all seagrass species,

including the rampant Zostera capricorni. And instead of imposing the ban over seagrass, the

ban could be applied to “identified potential seagrass area”, including so-called “buffer zones”.

These are the circumstances that could lead to a place like Castle Rock being closed off in the

future, even though it is not part of the 25 Proposed Sites at this time.

The recreational boating community has adjusted to, and respects, the 50m penguin

protection zones that already apply in the proposed North Harbour sanctuary. Provided the

yellow buoys are accurately located, the needs of the boating community can still be met

when anchoring in the waters outside the protection zone. This is because the lee shore

protection extends beyond 50m, and this distance is not too far for the kids to swim safely to

shore. It all goes wrong when the anchoring is pushed further out.

The point to be made here is, if we can accept the dredging impacts on seagrass in Botany

Bay because shipping is important, we can accept (the much smaller) impact of recreational

boating in Sydney Harbour, because recreational boating here is important. Then there are

the safety issues – where a boat seeking safe haven from a blow will anchor in the nearest lee

no matter what the signs say about seagrass.

When the sou-westerly hits, the signs don’t matter

Posidonia australis – an Unnecessary Instrument of Tension

A key learning from the proposal to introduce North Harbour anchoring lockouts back in

2012 was that there are some voices in the community, and within the ranks of DPI –

Fisheries, who wish to see anchoring activity removed from those parts of the Harbour that

have served as safe anchorages for many generations.

Even though the photo of Store Beach on page 7 captures several different usage cohorts all

happily coexisting in the same space (and arguably greatly adding to the charm of the

space), it was widely reported in 2012 that one particular usage cohort was behind the push

for the anchoring bans: https://www.boatsales.com.au/editorial/details/anchoring-bans-on-

sydney-harbour-30184/
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