	
  
	
  
	
  

	
   	
  

114 Boundary Street
Railway Estate, Townsville
Qld, 4810
PO Box 364, Townsville
Ph: 61 07 47716226
office@nqcc.org.au
www.nqcc.org.au
14 November 2012

GBR Ports Strategy Project Manager
Department of State Development, Infrastructure and Development
PO Box 15009 City East
QLD 4002
Email: G B R p o r t s s t r a t e g y @ d s d i p . q l d . g o v . a u

Re: Great Barrier Reef Ports Strategy
Preamble
North Queensland Conservation Council (NQCC) welcomes the
opportunity to comment on the GBR Ports Strategy consultation
document, but queries the timing of this publication, contending that a
strategy should be developed after the Ministerial acceptance of the
strategic assessment and, in this case, the acceptance by UNESCO that
the implementation of the strategic assessment will result in the threat of
the GBRWHA being placed on the ‘in danger’ list being removed.
NQCC is concerned that the Ports Strategy for the GBR fails to recognise
the essential nature of a thriving and resilient environment – which forms
the base on which the ‘four pillars’ are grounded, and without which the
four pillars will fall. It is universally accepted that a healthy environment
is vital if there is to be a strong economy and a well-functioning
community. The focus on the environment in the strategy is minimal; the
emphasis is heaviuly on financial considerations of speedy growth.
As GBRMPA pointed out in its 2009 report, the greatest threat to the GBR
is climate change – yet the majority of the planned expansion of the
GBR ports would be used in exporting massive amounts of coal, the
export of which will greatly worsen the impact of climate change on the
GBR.

Support for rigorous cost/benefit analysis
NQCC supports port development decisions being informed ‘by rigorous
analysis of full costs and benefits’ (p.17).
Requisite economic information would include, for example, explicit evaluation of
all monetary and non‐monetary (including but not limited to non‐tangible,
residual and non‐user costs and benefits, including of externalities associated with
the development and all direct, indirect and cumulative) costs and benefits, and an
assessment of the distribution of costs and benefits.

Given the nature of this particular proposal, the analysis should extent to
international (ie cross‐international‐border) costs and benefits, and quantify the
costs and benefits over the lifetime of both the proposal and the MNES that are
likely to be affected. For example, if foreign income earned is seen as a benefit,
then the impact of carbon emissions arising from the project would need to be
seen as a cost.
All assumptions made in the cost benefit analysis (CBA) would needed to be stated
in order to render the analysis fully transparent. Sensitivity analysis to test the
impact of assumptions would be required.
The guidelines for conducting CBA prepared by the Department of Finance (DoF)
would be an appropriate starting place for detailing the CBA required. These
guidelines are provided in DoF’s 2006 Handbook for Cost Benefit Analysis, which ‘is
intended for use by those officers involved in appraising and evaluating projects
and programmes that carry major resources implications’. They are reproduced in
Appendix 6 to the Federal Government’s 2010 Best Practice Regulation Handbook .
These guidelines would need to be augmented by the use of environmental
accounting techniques, such as those referred to in the Australian Bureau of
Statistics’ publication Completing the Picture Environmental Accounting in
Practice.
Given that industry operates entirely on the basis of cost/benefit analysis, such a
requirement would not be onerous, especially given that much of the data required
will be collated to meet other requirements of the guidelines.
It is only when costs and benefits are compared that decisions about whether of
not to allow damage to World Heritage and National Heritage assets and to matters
of national environmental significance can be made by the public and decisionmakers.

Challenges to statements made in the document (examples only)
1. “The strategic assessment of the Great Barrier Reef coastal zone is
working to streamline and deliver greater certainty across industry and
community”(p.21).
This is fundamentally incorrect; the aim of the Strategic
A s s e s s m e n t i s t o “ assess the potential impacts on matters of national
environmental significance (MNES) from the implementation of the Queensland
coastal management, planning and development framework” – a very
different goal.
2. “[The GBR] remains one of the most protected and best managed marine areas in
the world” (p.9).
De’arth et al. (quoted in the strategy) note that the GBR is on the same
trajectory as the reefs of the Caribbean. (This paper also noted that ‘mitigation
of climate change and coral bleaching were essential for the future of the
GBR.)
3. “Threats to the health of the reef from ports and shipping were identified as
moderate and localized’”(p.9).
This was in 2009 and took no account of the massive expansion in coal ports
and shipping now planned.

4. The principles outlined in the GBR Ports Strategy are consistent with the priorities of the
National Ports Strategy” (p.14)
The National Ports Strategy requires that ‘other environmental objectives must
be addressed – and makes much more of the environmental issues than does
the GBR strategy. For example, the GBR Strategy states (p.15) “Strategic
planning is required to determine how to meet future demand while making the
best possible use of Queensland’s port infrastructure” … no mention of
environmental issues.

Meeting the demand for port capacity
It is essential that an empirical approach be taken so that lessons can
be learned from the past. While the GBR is said to be so well managed,
the fact is that coral cover has halved in the last seven years.
The environment must be taken more seriously in any assessment and the
fact acknowledged that environmental collapse can be triggered if
conditions fall below a certain level.

Social and cultural planning
That Australians and world citizens have a huge empathy with the GBR
and its loss (or severe degradation) would have a huge impact on the
welfare of Australia and those may never have seen the reef. The GBR
has what economists sometimes call ‘existence value’ – ie an intrinsic
value based simply on the fact that it exists.
The reputation of Queensland and Australia would suffer enormously if
the reef were to decline further.

Opportunities for improved shipping management
Compulsory piloting throughout the GBRWHA.
Specific ‘no-go’ areas.
Limits on number and size of charterers and other ships.

Integrating ports’ activities
No new ports until after the Strategic Assessment is approved by the
Federal Minister and UNESCO.

Strengths of ports in the GBR region
The ports in the GBR region have the advantage of proximity to the GBR
– and should take advantage of this unique position to focus on reef
visits.
Maximising competitive advantage
Ports used for single products or by single producers should not be
government-funded.

Improving environment management at ports
Take into account the true costs of environmental impacts.

Standards for CIAs of port development
CIAs should include the downstream and upstream impacts associated
with port activity – including the impacts of mines and the impacts of
the use of mine products (eg. the burning of coal).
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