AUSTRALIAN MARINE SCIENCES ASSOCIATION ‘<

Postal Address: PO Box 220
Campbelltown

SA 5074
ABN: 35279 182 164
ARBN: 604 875 774
President: Dr Alicia Sutton
Mobile: 0430 363 358

Email: president@amsa.asn.au

Sustainable Ocean Plan Taskforce
Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water
GPO Box 3090 Canberra City, ACT 2601
13 September 2024

Submission on Australia’s Draft Sustainable Ocean Plan

The Australian Marine Sciences Association (AMSA) is pleased to provide a submission on Australia’s draft
Sustainable Ocean Plan (SOP).

AMSA is Australia's largest professional association of marine scientists with close to one thousand
members nationwide. AMSA actively promotes the advancement of marine sciences in Australia and
engages in public debate where our members have specialist knowledge. Our members work across
research agencies, universities, museums, government departments, and the private sector, and have
expertise spanning all disciplines related to marine sciences. AMSA provides science-based position
papers and statements on marine issues, and throughout its over 60-year history has been influential in
the development of marine science policy in Australia. AMSA is also a member of the National Marine
Science Committee and Science & Technology Australia.

This submission has been prepared with input from the AMSA membership.
Overarching support for the SOP

AMSA strongly supports the need for a Sustainable Ocean Plan (SOP) and its inclusion of both state and
commonwealth waters.

The SOP serves as a valuable resource, offering both a high-level overview of Australia's oceans and a
detailed list of the marine-related commitments and forums in which the country is involved.

AMSA commends the emphasis on integrating young voices into decision-making processes and providing
a framework for students to align their career goals with marine sciences. For seasoned professionals in



marine sciences, the SOP reaffirms familiar priorities and encourages ongoing research efforts aimed at
achieving a sustainable ocean.

Additionally, the plan prominently features the contributions and initiatives of First Nations communities,
highlighting their significant role and influence in marine management and conservation efforts.

Overarching areas for improvement

While the aspirations outlined in the SOP are praiseworthy, the document should avoid presenting an
overly optimistic view of current management measures and the state of marine ecosystems, especially
in coastal areas. For instance, although the SOP notes progress in managing terrestrial pressures and their
impact on marine systems, these efforts have largely been insufficient to stop or reverse the degradation
of nearshore ecosystems nationwide.

The plan mentions several initiatives and programs, however overlooks others of significant importance,
such as Geosciences Australia and the AusSeabed initiative. Additionally, many state-based initiatives are
not included. For a plan that addresses both state and commonwealth waters, incorporating a
comprehensive list of government and non-government initiatives that could help achieve the plan’s
objectives would be beneficial.

The SOP could benefit from stronger alignment with the Nature Positive Plan, particularly concerning data
management, data standards, and data sharing, especially in relation to Matters of National
Environmental Significance (MNES).

On terminology, the plan frequently references a "healthy ocean" but this term is not defined anywhere
within the document. Clarifying what constitutes a "healthy ocean" would provide better context and
understanding. Further, incorporating the term "stewardship" throughout the SOP would enhance the
narrative, as it effectively captures both sustainable use and a deeper connection to the ocean.

The next steps outlined in the plan could be more robust. ‘State of the Environment’ reporting is referred
to throughout the plan, and there is an opportunity for next steps to consider integrating specific reporting
on the state of the ocean and the blue economy into this soon to be two-yearly reporting tool.

Specific comments on priorities

Climate action

AMSA suggests shifting the narrative of the target outcome from “equipped to respond” to “we make
well-informed and proactive responses” to emphasize a proactive rather than reactive approach. The plan
emphasizes adaptation and resilience in coastal areas but lacks detail on what this might look like,
including for offshore environments.

For inshore and coastal environments, AMSA supports the development of a National Climate Risk
Assessment and National Adaptation Plan, but recommends strengthening support for a specific and



national, coordinated approach to coastal adaptation, including updating local coastal adaptation plans
with down-scaled, risks assessments, and building upon the efforts of the former, Intergovernmental
Coastal Advisory Group and National Sea Change Taskforce.

Significantly, while carbon capture and storage is mentioned several times throughout the SOP, AMSA
reiterates the recommendations from the AMSA position statement on climate change, particularly 1)
strong support for drastically and immediately reducing global emissions through a commitment by the
Australian Government to reduce reliance on fossil fuels for energy and transport, and 2) redirecting time
and funding support the growing renewable energy sector instead of numerous carbon capture storage
projects.

First Nations

AMSA recognises the custodial rights and knowledge of Australia’s First Nations people in the
management of Australia’s coasts and oceans - and the extraordinary success of ‘two-way knowledge’ and
co-designed and Indigenous-led conservation programs on sea country. AMSA is strongly supportive of
the establishment of a First Nations-led, national sea Country representative body to represent and
advocate on behalf of communities regarding sea Country matters. As identified in the SOP, AMSA
strongly supports the need for sufficient resourcing and capacity for on-Country managers and the need
to expand existing successful programs, increase coordination, and support the development and
implementation of Country-based management models, such as formal partnerships and fee-for-service
arrangements. AMSA also notes the critical need for improved Commonwealth and State/Territory
coordination in the delivery of relevant programs.

In addition, AMSA highlights the critical need nationally to improve and strengthen education/training
pathways for First Nations ocean scientists, educators and researchers - and particularly in northern
Australia, where Indigenous marine tenure and sea country programs are prevalent. And also, the major
opportunity for First Nations, cross-cultural, ocean training/education exchange programs and ‘sea
country’ partnerships with regional neighbours.

Protect and restore

The plan focuses heavily on marine protected areas (MPAs) to help ‘Protect and Restore’, and AMSA
supports a review of the National Representative System of Marine Protected Areas (NRSMPA) through a
lens of strengthening representation and protection. Representative MPA strategies or policies are also
missing or ineffective for some states and territories (e.g., NT and Tas), which could be key actions to
address under this plan.

While AMSA advocates for the benefits of MPAs, the plan has missed the opportunity to also highlight
other marine protection strategies, such as legislating pollution controls, managing development, and
regulating shipping.

This ‘Protect and restore’ focus area is also largely concerned with habitat restoration and habitat
protection and less so with marine fauna protection and recovery. For example, there is no mention of



increasing data-gathering or improving data access for migratory, rare and threatened listed species under
the EPBC Act. A stronger emphasis on recovery of species is essential, particularly for global hotspots and
refuges. Recovery plans and Biologically Important Areas for listed species urgently need updates,
including leveraging information held by marine industries and other stakeholders.

Ecological engineering can play a key role in promoting biodiversity and providing habitat, though the plan
currently overlooks a key aspect of ecological engineering: maximizing the biodiversity benefits of blue
economy activities, by improving existing practices in innovative ways as well as implementing new
actions to restore and enhance biodiversity.

Industry

As the blue economy grows, competing space use among industries will arise. There needs to be a
mechanism to manage and resolve conflicts to ensure sustainable development.

AMSA commends the SOP for addressing transboundary and cumulative pressures as a collaborative
action, and strongly supports the need for improved environmental impact and risk assessment
frameworks for ocean industries, particularly the use of transboundary (ElAs), risk assessments, and
cumulative impacts. This is critical for ensuring a sustainable ocean - both at a national level and regional
level.

Collaboration

AMSA suggests modifying the enabler “collaboration” to “collaboration and coordination”. Even with high
levels of collaboration, achieving the aspirations articulated in the SOP will rely upon a mandated body or
bodies supporting coordination. This was a key recommendation from both the 2021 State of the
Environment report (Trebilco et al. 2021) and the National Marine Science Committee’s baselines and
monitoring report (Hedge et al. 2022).

AMSA supports national marine planning and believes such planning will be most effective if integrated
with state initiatives. For example, Victoria’s Marine Spatial Planning Framework outlined in the Marine
and Coastal Policy 2020 (DELWP 2020) and the NSW Marine Estate Management Authority functioning
under the Marine Estate Management Act 2014. However, there is also an opportunity to learn from past
marine planning initiatives, such as the Oceans Policy and regional marine planning, to effectively utilise
resources and ensure there is flexibility and adaptability for a rapidly-changing ocean and the
‘administrative landscapes’ of differing jurisdictions.

AMSA supports collaborating with regional neighbours to strengthen regional ocean governance and
mitigating transboundary environmental harm. Avenues include greater national and sub-national
(State/Territory) engagement, and support for cooperative, transboundary programs and research and
training partnership activities.



For collaborating on national ocean governance, successes and lessons can be harnessed from past
initiatives such as the Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC) and
the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council (NRMMC) Marine and Coastal Committee.

Equity and inclusion
AMSA strongly supports ‘Equity and Inclusion’ as a priority in the SOP.

Knowledge

AMSA strongly endorsed ‘Knowledge’ as a key enabler. The proposed outcome for ‘Knowledge’, however,
could be strengthened by aiming for the ‘best available’ knowledge instead of ‘adequate baseline’
knowledge to support actions and decision making. Baseline knowledge is important, but needs to be
defined and coupled with monitoring throughout the plan, as current and ongoing data collection on
marine systems is more crucial than baseline data alone (see Hedge et al. 2022). High-quality monitoring
data are vital for predicting the effectiveness of management actions.

Unlocking further data, particularly from industry partners, and reducing duplication in data collection is
crucial. There is a clear role for government to legislate or set licensing conditions to mandate data sharing
and clarify expectations for data collection, both at the state and national level. The high proportions of
restricted or confidential baseline and monitoring data is clearly evidenced in the NMSC baseline and
monitoring report (Hedge et al., 2022). The independent ‘Samuel review’ of the EPBC Act also identifies
inaccessible data as a significant issue, emphasizing the need for improved data availability and sharing
(Samuel, 2020).

AMSA strongly supports opportunities for collective action on ocean knowledge, noting that the NMSC
achieves a number of these functions, warranting support.

Finance

Achieving the SOP’s proposed outcomes requires significant and sustained funding. AMSA supports both
industry and government involvement in providing the necessary resources, including funds for First
Nations engagement, data infrastructure, product availability and national coordination and planning.

The plan should highlight that the blue economy is not only growing in scale and diversity, but that the
rate of growth is high, occurring at 2-3 times the rate of national GDP and accelerating. This growth is
making seascapes increasingly crowded, highlighting the need for the SOP and adequate resourcing of the
required support structures.

While collaboration is important, the SOP must also advocate for appropriate public funding for
independent science. We need to ensure evidence-based policies, scientific independence and expert
peer-review is well supported with resources, and that funding priorities align with these goals.
Additionally, the plan should emphasize that knowledge enhancement requires adequate resourcing for
mandated coordinating bodies.
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