Great Barrier Reef
The impact of pesticides

The plant science industry and the
Great Barrier Reef
CropLife Australia (CropLife) is the voice, advocate and representative of the plant science industry in
Australia. Our members provide farmers with the products that they need to produce safe, healthy and
affordable food for Australia and export markets.
It is not necessary to choose between agriculture and the reef. We can have agricultural systems that take
advantage of the significant benefits that accrue from agricultural chemical use while minimising the risk of
any adverse effects. Our objective with this booklet is to inform the debate on measures necessary to protect
the reef, and to ensure that the outcome of these measures do not restrict productive, innovative, sustainable
and profitable agricultural industries.
Sustainable agriculture is critical for Australia’s continued food security. The responsible use of agricultural
chemicals is critical to ensure that we are able to continue to grow the food we need without converting more
land to agricultural production.
CropLife and its members are committed to measures that
promote the responsible use of agricultural chemical products
(pesticides) for the benefit of consumers and the natural
environment. All our products are rigorously and
independently assessed by the Australian Pesticides
and Veterinary Medicines Authority to ensure that they
can be used safely and sustainably.
CropLife is continuing to work with farmers in Great
Barrier Reef catchments and the Queensland
Government to strike a sustainable balance between
the needs of farmers to use pesticides and the
importance of minimising the risk to the Great Barrier
Reef.

Executive Summary
Considerable attention has been given to the potential
impact of various contaminants on the Great Barrier Reef
(GBR). Efforts to maintain and protect the health of the
GBR are of interest to non-government organisations,
state and federal governments, industries that use
the GBR (including tourism, fishing and neighbouring
agriculture), and the community more broadly who have
a desire to protect and maintain our World Heritage listed
icon.
Like any natural resource, there are many potential risks
to the health of the reef. One of these risks is that water
entering the GBR marine park may carry contaminants
that might damage the sensitive reef ecosystem. The
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA)
undertakes water quality monitoring to determine
the level of contaminants that enter estuaries and
then possibly transport them to the reef. Of these
contaminants, pesticides are but one.
CropLife Australia is committed to helping protect the
reef from any impact that our members’ products might
have. However, this needs to be done carefully to ensure
that real problems are addressed and that, where
pesticides represent a very low risk, scarce resources are
not wasted on activities that will not help preserve the
reef for the future.
In protecting the GBR, it is important that those activities
that most threaten its health are addressed first.
This document looks at the latest monitoring results
published by the GBRMPA regarding pesticide residues
and demonstrates that while governments, farmers
and industries should continue to strive to reduce the
levels of all contaminants, at this stage the risk posed by
pesticides is very low, has been significantly overstated,
and is not as severe as many other threats to the reef.

The risk posed
by pesticides
is very low, has
been significantly
overstated, and is
not as severe as
many other threats
to the reef.

In 2008 the Queensland Department of the Premier
and Cabinet released a Scientiﬁc Consensus Statement
on GBR water quality1. The Consensus Statement has
been used to justify additional regulation of farmers to
minimise any risk that their activities could potentially
have on the reef. The conclusions outlined in the
Consensus Statement must be carefully placed into
their appropriate context. Failure to do so might result in
misleading conclusions regarding the true threats to the
GBR, wasting resources on unnecessary and ineffective
regulatory actions that place additional costs and
obligations on farmers to reduce the very low risk from
agricultural chemicals for no beneﬁt to the GBR.
1. Scientific consensus statement on water quality in the Great Barrier
Reef – Queensland Department of the Premier and Cabinet – 2008
http://www.reefplan.qld.gov.au
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Introduction
The Great Barrier Reef (GBR) is a spectacular, fragile
and important World Heritage Area that delivers over
$6 billion annually to the Australian economy. The reef
itself is protected by one of the world’s largest marine
parks. Along much of the Queensland coast inshore
from the marine park are some of Australia’s most
important agricultural areas with grazing, horticulture
and sugar farming all occurring in water catchments
that ultimately drain into the GBR marine park.

guidelines, suggests that the levels of pesticides
detected are unlikely to have any discernable impact
on the reef.
Many reports wrongly assume that the detection of a
contaminant means that it is damaging the reef. This
misunderstanding ignores the fact that the next step
following detection of a pesticide concentration is to
determine whether that concentration presents a risk
of environmental harm.

Pesticides that are inappropriately applied, or applied
before unforeseen weather events, may ﬁnd their way
into streams and rivers and might present a risk to
the health of the reef. However, just because some
traces of pesticides are found in waterways does not
mean that harm is being caused. Pesticides are only
one of the potential stressors that can impact the
health of the reef. In addition to pesticides, scientists
also monitor other indicators of reef health including;
nutrient levels, sediment levels, turbidity, sea
temperatures and sea grass cover. All are indicators
of water quality, and all interact in complex and
subtle ways with the marine environment.
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In addition to the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park
Authority’s (GBRMPA) monitoring activities, the
Authority has also published water quality guidelines
that attempt to identify the concentrations of
contaminants which might trigger further detailed
work to investigate their potential to impact the GBR.
These guidelines identify ‘trigger values’, below which
pesticide concentrations should be considered to be
very low risk, and above which further investigation is
required to assess the actual risk of harm.
This document compares monitoring results with the
GBRMPA’s published water quality guidelines.
The Queensland Government’s Scientiﬁc
Consensus Statement seeks to
highlight the current status of
GBR health. However, the
The most
claims made in the statement
recently published
should be interpreted in their
monitoring reports, when
proper context. Indeed, the
compared to the draft
most recently published
monitoring reports, when
guidelines, demonstrate
compared to the GBRMPA

that the levels of
pesticides detected
are unlikely to have any
discernable impact on
the reef.

What water quality monitoring
does occur?
Throughout the GBR marine park, reef scientists have
established monitoring and sampling stations that measure
a wide variety of indicators of reef health. These include
pesticide levels. While pesticide monitoring stations exist all
along the Queensland coast, they can be broadly grouped into
two categories:
River monitoring sites: to detect contaminants as they head
into the GBR inshore waters, the GBRMPA, and other research
bodies, monitor river water quality in river systems including at
some river mouths.
Inshore reef monitoring sites: these are located at reefs that
occur relatively close to the coast, rather than further out at
the outer reef. All the GBR catchment rivers feed into these
inshore waters. As a consequence, some contaminants that
exist in the catchment waterways have the potential to ﬂow into
inshore water, raising questions about what these trace levels
might mean in terms of reef health.
As water in river mouths might contain farm runoff, river
waters could transport contaminants such as pesticides,
nutrients and sediments associated with agricultural activities.
Testing these waters gives reef managers information about
what risks these waters might potentially present to the reef.
As this water enters the inshore lagoon, it is greatly diluted
by sea water. As a consequence, the detected levels of
pesticides are much lower at inshore reef sites than they are
at river mouths. While the quality of water in rivers will impact
GBR water quality, better indications of reef
water quality are given by inshore reef
monitoring.
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How should the GBRMPA guidelines
be interpreted?
The GBRMPA’s water quality guidelines identify ‘trigger values’ or chemical concentrations where further
investigation of the chemical’s impact on the marine environment is required. It is important to note that these
guidelines are not a threshold below which concentrations are “safe”, or that concentrations above that level are
“dangerous”. Instead, the guidelines offer a tool to assist GBR managers determine levels of risk that allow them
to identify areas of priority when assessing the threat to the reef from agricultural chemicals. The best available
evidence suggests that concentrations below the trigger values identified in the guidelines are not likely to present
a serious risk to the reef.
Importantly, the reverse is not true: chemical concentrations above the trigger values are not necessarily likely
to cause problems to the reef. Rather, they present an increased risk of harm that needs to be investigated.
This further investigation would then determine the implications of the detected concentrations on reef health.
Management actions can then be tailored to the magnitude of the problem. The same risk management approach
is used in many other areas of health and environmental regulation in Australia. Similar approaches are used to
assess potentially contaminated sites throughout Australia, and to assess Australian drinking water quality.
Many commentators misunderstand and misinterpret the GBRMPA guidelines. They assume that any detected
level of agricultural chemical proves it is causing damage, and secondly that any detection above guideline levels
causes damage. In both instances, the evidence linking the concentration and the damage being caused is
missing.
This additional link is critical to ensure that resources are not wasted on expensive regulatory measures that
impose costs on the industries and communities targeted, but have no tangible benefit to GBR health. The
guidelines are useful tools, and are a handy reference point to place the level of risk from agricultural chemicals
into context, but should not be used as conclusive evidence of damage to the reef in the absence of further
investigation.
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What has been found?
The most recently published GBR water quality
monitoring report (Reef Water Quality Protection Plan
Marine Monitoring Program: 2007/2008 Summary
Report) was released in December 2009. This report,
along with a previous report published in August
2007 identified the levels of pesticides detected
at both inshore reef monitoring sites and at river
mouths. The report also broke up monitoring sites
into several regions for ease of reporting.

Table 1: What has been found?
Inshore Reef Monitoring
Station

Highest detected
pesticide concentration

Pixies Garden

1.4 ηg.L-1

Lizard Island

1.7 ηg.L-1

Low Isles

12.3 ηg.L-1

Fitzroy Island

13.3 ηg.L-1

High Island

14.0 ηg.L-1

Pesticides were detected in all river mouths and
at very low levels at inshore reef sites. Table 1
summarises the highest pesticide levels detected at
inshore reef monitoring stations as reported in the
2007/ 2008 Summary Report.

Normanby Island

15 ηg.L-1

Orpheus Island

4.5 ηg.L-1

Magnetic Island

8 ηg.L-1

Cape Cleveland

19.6 ηg.L-1

Innner Whitsunday

9.4 ηg.L-1

These figures represent the levels of pesticides found
at inshore reef sites along the GBR. These levels were
generally detected in the wet season, where runoff
from agriculture is most likely to carry contaminants.
The highest total concentration of pesticides reported
was 19.6ηg.L-1. This is a very low concentration, well
below levels that the best currently available science
suggests might indicate a risk of harm. Additionally,
most concentrations were much lower than this.

Outer Whitsunday

16.2 ηg.L-1

North Keppel Island

7.2 ηg.L-1

Natural, healthy biological systems have a range
of measures available to them that allows them to
recover from agricultural chemical exposures at this
level.
Concentrations of pesticides are significantly higher
in samples taken from rivers. While this is a concern,
Table 1 indicates that there are sufficient levels of
mixing with seawater, and pesticide degradation
occurring to reduce levels of contamination to levels
well below the GBRMPA guideline levels by the time
water reaches the sensitive outer reef.

Source: Reef Water Quality Protection Plan Marine Monitoring
Program: 2007/2008 Summary Report Table 3.3

Table 2: Highest detected pesticide 		
concentration
Pesticide

Highest detected
concentration

Diuron

16.2 ηg.L-1

Simazine

1.8 ηg.L-1

Atrazine

19.6 ηg.L-1

Hexazinone

6.8 ηg.L-1

Tebuthiuron

6.3 ηg.L-1

Ametryn

0.3 ηg.L-1

Source: Reef Water Quality Protection Plan Marine Monitoring
Program: 2007/2008 Summary Report Table 3.3

During the dry season, average concentrations
have been found to be much lower than the highest
reported concentrations, with average dry season
levels not exceeding 4ηg.L.2

2. Prange, J; Johnson, J. and Morris, S. Reef Water Quality
Protection Plan Marine Monitoring Program: 2007/2008 Summary
Report pp18-19

A nanogram is one
billionth of a gram.
5ηg.L-1 (5 nanograms
per litre)
is the concentration
of one teaspoon of
contaminant in an
Olympic swimming
pool.
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What do trace level detections mean for reef health?
While pesticides are present in GBR inshore
waters, the best currently available evidence
suggests that these levels are very unlikely
to cause any lasting damage to the
ecosystem health of the GBR. Even
the highest levels detected at inshore
reef sites are below the levels that
would have a significant impact upon
the reef.

What do ’acute’
and ‘chronic’
levels mean?
The terms ‘acute’
and ‘chronic’ describe
the two different ways
that substances cause
reactions .
Acute impacts are short term
effects resulting from a large single
dose. For example, a very large
dose of a single chemical may prove
lethal to a plant or animal.
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Risk assessments based
on the best available
science suggests that
the detected levels are
unlikely to damage the
environment.
The GBRMPA guidelines identify trigger values for all
pesticides in reef waters. The enormous ecological,
economic and cultural value of the GBR means that
these values are set at very low levels (most often
seeking to protect 99% of all exposed species) to
maximise the level of protection afforded to the reef
and give the earliest indication of potential problems.
Where long term data for a pesticide is not available
or is insufficient to give an acceptable level of
confidence, the GBRMPA applies an acute to chronic
ratio to convert acute (immediate toxicity) data into
a chronic (long term toxicity) estimate for use in
establishing guideline levels.

Chronic exposures refer to long
term, constant levels of chemical
exposure. They investigate the
effect that a level of constant
exposure has on an organism.
Because chronic studies investigate
constant chemical exposure over
long periods of time, lower chemical
concentrations can be seen to have
an effect on target organisms.

What do each of the
different types of studies
mean?
Acute toxicity: investigates how
much of a single dose of chemical is
lethal to the target plant or animal.
Chronic toxicity: investigates how
much of a constant or background
concentration is lethal to a plant or
animal.
Sub lethal studies: refers to a range
of effects on plants and animals
(such as reduced growth, reduced
respiration, reduced photosynthesis)
from exposures that are below the
level which would cause death.
NOEC studies: No Observed Effect
Concentration (NOEC) seeks to
identify what chronic concentrations
of a chemical have no effect on the
plant or animal being tested.

Table 3 demonstrates that even though very
conservative guideline trigger values have been
developed using data from a number of independent
sources, the concentrations that have been detected
at inshore reef monitoring sites are well below these
trigger values. Risk assessments based on the best
available science suggests that the detected levels
are unlikely to damage the environment.
Recent studies have highlighted that higher
concentrations can sometimes occur for short
periods of time following large unexpected rainfall
events3. They recognise that the concentration of
pesticides in flood waters can exceed guideline
levels within river waters for short periods of time.
While corals don’t grow in rivers, the plume of water
resulting from flooding does enter the GBR lagoon.
However, these events result in only temporarily
elevated pesticide levels, allowing time for marine
ecosystems to recover from any harm that might have
occurred. The science is complicated, and while
more research will better inform us on the ability of
coral ecosystems to respond and recover from short
duration exposures above GBR trigger values, there

is no strong evidence to suggest reef ecosystems are
being irreparably harmed.
There are still significant gaps in our knowledge of
how these substances interact with other stressors
in the marine environment. Coral reefs around the
world are subject to considerable pressures from
ocean acidification, increased temperatures, as well
as excess nutrients and sediments from agricultural
activities. How reefs respond to these multiple
threats is still being investigated.
Despite these uncertainties, the best available
evidence today indicates that the highest
concentrations of pesticides found in inshore reef
waters are not a cause for concern. In the interim,
pesticide producers are constantly seeking new and
innovative tools and products to continue to reduce
this risk. Farmers in Queensland are also constantly
looking for better farm practices that reduce any
potential impact on the reef from their agricultural
activities. These include spraying away from water,
minimising drift, and minimising the risk of runoff.

Table 3: GBRMPA Water Quality Guideline Levels for Pesticides
Pesticide

Highest concentration 4

How much is
that? 5

Draft guideline
trigger value 6

Below trigger value?
(percentage of trigger
value)

Diuron

16.2ηg.L-1

900ηg.L-1

(1.8%)

Farmers in GBR catchments are developing
best practice guidelines and tools to minimise
pesticide runoff.

Atrazine

19.6ηg.L-1

600ηg.L-1

(3.0%)

Label changes resulting from the recent
review of atrazine by the APVMA introduced
set backs from water courses to reduce
atrazine entering water bodies.

500ηg.L-1

(0.1%)

Farmers in GBR catchments are developing
best practice guidelines and tools to minimise
pesticide runoff.

200ηg.L-1

(0.9%)

Farmers in GBR catchments are developing
best practice guidelines and tools to minimise
pesticide runoff.

(0.6%)

Farmers in GBR catchments are developing
best practice guidelines and tools to minimise
pesticide runoff.

½
Ametryn

0.3ηg.L-1

Simazine

1.8ηg.L-1

Hexazinone

6.8ηg.L-1

1 200ηg.L-1

2,4-D

NA

800ηg.L-1

Tebuthiuron

6.3ηg.L-1

20ηg.L-1

Chlorpyrifos

NA

5ηg.L-1

Endosulfan

NA

5ηg.L-1

MEMC

NA

2ηg.L-1

Diazinon

NA

0.03ηg.L-1

½
½

What is being done to further reduce
concentrations?

Label changes have limited the permissible
times when 2,4-D can be applied to cooler,
drier months. Less wet season application
means less runoff.
(32%)

Product labels contain extensive advice on
how to use this product in an environmentally
responsible manner. CropLife members
provide extensive monitoring of aerial
application to ensure responsible use occurs.

3. Packett, R. et al, Agricultural lands are hot spots for annual runoff polluting the southern Great Barrier Reef Lagoon, Mar. Pollut.Bull (2009).
4. Reef Water Quality Protection Plan Marine Monitoring Program: 2007/2008 Summary Report; Table 3.3, pp20-21
5. This column gives a representation of how much (teaspoon or cup) needs to be mixed into an Olympic sized pool to produce the detected
concentration.
6. Guideline trigger values to protect 99% of species, GBRMPA Water Quality Guidelines, 2009.
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What about other studies?
Our knowledge regarding the impact that minute
levels of pesticide might have on a diverse, dynamic
and sensitive marine ecosystem like the Great Barrier
Reef is constantly growing. More studies using more
sensitive equipment might from time to time report
higher concentrations at certain locations.
In circumstances where new evidence comes to
light that damage to marine ecosystems is occurring,
actions must be taken by users, governments and
industry to mitigate and prevent further damage.
However, as discussed previously, merely detecting
pesticides is not enough to confirm damage is
occurring.
Some studies have periodically detected
concentrations that do exceed the trigger values
identified by the GBRMPA in some locations within
the GBR Marine Park. Generally, these higher
detections occur at river mouths that are draining
agricultural land before being greatly diluted by sea
water. While concentrations in these locations are
concerning and should be investigated for the risk
that they present to the reef, they are not necessarily
indicative of water quality at the outer reef or inshore
reefs where corals grow.
Where trigger values are exceeded, it is important
to remember that the next step is to investigate the
potential for damage that these higher concentrations
might represent. The GBR Water Quality Guidelines
themselves recognise that:

8

“Exceedance of a trigger value indicates there is a
potential for an impact to occur, but does not provide
certainty that an impact will occur”.

Appropriate responses can then be taken which
could include further regulations, better management
and stewardship by users and even no additional
action.
Where new studies report that pesticides are
exceeding trigger values, CropLife and its members
will continue to work with users and governments to
identify the actual risk of damage. This will involve
working together to develop reasonable and practical
responses to further reduce the risk of damage from
pesticide products, while maintaining their use for the
benefit of farmers and the Australian community.

Can we get to zero levels of pesticides
in the GBR?
It has been suggested that governments should aim
to have no detectable levels of pesticides in the GBR.
Not being able to detect pesticides may mean that
they are still present, but at such minute levels that
we can’t detect them.
As long as pesticides continue to be used in
catchments that drain into the GBR lagoon there will
be some level of pesticide, whether detectable or not,
in the lagoon.
While the risk from such low concentrations of
pesticides is very low, it is not zero. Although seeking
to eliminate pesticides altogether is an admirable aim,
it could only be achieved by banning all pesticide use
along GBR catchments. This would have devastating
impacts for rural economies and Australia’s ability to
produce food for itself and the world for potentially no
benefit to the GBR.
Clearly industries, pesticide registrants and pesticide
users are obliged to continue to develop technologies,
formulations and practices that reduce levels of
pesticides that are washed off farms. However,
completely banning these pesticides may result in
unintended consequences, including:
• Reducing options for managing invasive species 		
and weeds in natural environments;
• Reducing pest management options for farmers,
potentially resulting in more resistant pests;
• Increasing the cost of food, especially for 		
produce grown in GBR catchments;

• Potentially leading to the introduction of other
chemicals that pose a greater risk to the GBR;
and
• Requiring the adoption of land management
processes (such as additional ploughing and
greater use of fertilisers) that increase the risk
to the GBR from sediments and nutrients.
Zero levels of pesticides in the GBR cannot be
achieved while agricultural activity continues
in GBR catchments. As a consequence,
governments need to balance the risk from
pesticide use with the benefits afforded to the
entire community from pesticide use.
Pesticides are used by farmers because they
provide a safe, effective and efficient way to
protect crops from pests, weeds and diseases.
These products can be, and will continue to be
used in ways that minimise the risk of damage
to the GBR. Employing best practices when
pesticides are applied ensures that risks to the
reef are kept as low as possible.
Governments, farmers, land managers and
pesticide suppliers need to work together to
develop cost effective tools, products and
procedures that will continue to reduce the risk
to the GBR from pesticides
Simplistic measures that ignore the intrinsic
agricultural and environmental benefits that
result from the responsible use of pesticides
should be avoided.
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What does the Consensus Statement say?
The Consensus was prepared to support
the Queensland Government’s actions to
improve the quality of water entering the
reef. It has been prepared by many eminent
reef scientists. However, its conclusions are
intended to cover a range of threats to the reef
(such as sediments, nutrients and pesticides).
When considered solely in the context of
pesticides, the statements can be misleading.
1. Water discharged from rivers to the GBR
continues to be of poor quality.
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For pesticides, this statement is MISLEADING.
Water quality for all rivers draining into the GBR
is recognised as being the result of a combination
of factors. It is important to note that there are
many contaminants that affect water quality at river
mouths, and that pesticides are only one element
with others including nutrients and sediments.
Sometimes, pesticides do find their way into rivers
and streams. Pesticide concentrations in some
rivers draining into the GBR do also periodically
exceed the GBRMPA guideline levels. But it is
important to remember that exceeding the guidelines
does not mean that harm is occurring. Rather, it
is an indication that further investigations need
to occur to determine whether there is harm. As
these exposures are irregular and temporary, and
the concentration at the reef is significantly lower,
the actual risk of harm would still appear to be
exceptionally low.
Indeed, in light of the conservatism of the
GBRMPA guidelines and the fact that the
concentration of pesticides is almost always
well below these levels, it is misleading to
label pesticides as a major threat to the
health of the GBR, when the weight of
currently available evidence indicates that
the level of risk to the GBR is very low.

2. Land derived contaminants,
including suspended sediments,
nutrients and pesticides
are present in the GBR at
concentrations that are likely to
cause environmental harm.

For pesticides, this statement is FALSE. As shown
above, the levels of pesticide that are detected are
well below the guideline levels developed by the
GBRMPA. At worst, the very low concentrations
found in the GBR might have unknown synergistic
or additive effects on some particularly sensitive
species.

3. There is strengthened evidence of the
causal relationship between water quality and
coastal and marine ecosystem health.
For pesticides , this statement is FALSE. The
Consensus Statement suggests that pesticides are a
greater potential threat to the GBR than recognised
before 2003. Prior to 2003 no pesticides were
expected to be detected in marine waters. Since
exceptionally low trace levels have been detected in
these waters the theoretical risk that these pesticides
present from their mere presence is higher than if
they had not been detected.
As stated before however, mere presence does not
mean that damage is occurring to corals or other
species including sea grasses or fish.
The Consensus Statement makes two assertions.
Firstly, it suggests that there is evidence of a decline
in sea grass health with increasing herbicides.
Secondly, it states that biologically active levels of
herbicides (from 100 to 1000 ηg.L-1) have been
detected at some locations in the GBR.

What are
‘biologically active’
concentrations?
Biologically active concentrations are
concentrations of chemicals that are high
enough that they are able to interact with
biological systems. Concentrations below
that level generally have no observed
effects on living organisms. For pesticides
in marine environments, this level is at
about 100 to 1000 ηg.L-1.
Concentrations this high in the GBR
are only temporarily reached after
high rainfall causes flood waters to
rush out to sea from land.

However, the most recent monitoring results indicate
that the levels of herbicides at inshore reef sites
are well below the lower limit of a biologically active
concentration (100 ηg.L-1). Indeed much of the
reporting related to sea grass cover indicates that
there has been little detectable change that falls
outside natural seasonal variability. Where sea
grasses have declined, this has often been attributed
to factors other than pesticides, such as Tropical
Cyclone Larry in 2005 or other local sources of
contamination.
The Consensus Statement relies on evidence that
pesticides have detrimental effects on zooxanthellae
photosynthesis and coral reproduction at trace
concentrations. While very high concentrations that
are much higher than the GBR trigger values are
undoubtedly likely to cause harm to the marine
environment, the trace levels that have an effect on
photosynthesis and coral reproduction are about
1000 ηg.L-1. Water quality monitoring reports indicate
that total pesticide concentrations are on average 20
times lower at inshore reef locations.
While the presence of pesticides in the GBR should
continue to be monitored for any detrimental effects
on the marine ecosystem, there is very little evidence
that the concentrations that have been detected near
the GBR are having any impact.

4. The health of freshwater ecosystems is
impaired by agricultural land use, hydrological
change, riparian degradation and weed
infestation.
The Consensus Statement recognises that knowledge
about the impact that pesticides have on rivers and
streams is limited, but is potentially severe. However,
these environmental impacts are considered by
the Australian pesticides regulator (the Australian
Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority)
when considering whether to permit its use. These
assessments inform label use directions that, when
complied with minimise the risk to river health.
In addition, river health is seriously impacted
by vegetation conditions on river banks, weed
prevalence and habitat loss. Pesticides in this
instance are potentially a beneficial tool to assist land
managers reduce weed infestations to the benefit of
natural ecosystems.

This does not detract from the potentially severe
impacts that high pesticide concentrations might
cause in rivers. In recognition of this, chemical users
are continuing to adopt practices and processes that
seek to reduce pesticide runoff from farms.

5. Current management interventions are not
effectively solving the problem.
For pesticides, this statement is FALSE. Currently,
there is not enough information to determine that
pesticide management actions are not working.
The Consensus Statement itself recognises that there
are “significant knowledge gaps that undermine our
present ability to identify investment priorities and
provide confidence in likely water quality outcomes”.
To date, there has been no investigation of whether
the current pesticide concentrations found in both
rivers and inshore reef sites are a result of proper and
legitimate pesticide handling and use techniques, or
whether there are significant instances of misuse.
Indeed, the safe and proper use of pesticides may
be essential to protect the GBR from other known
stressors such as sediments and nutrients. Herbicides
are an essential weed control mechanism in minimum
till cultivation systems. Without them, growers may
resort to increasing tillage to control weeds, potentially
leaving the soil vulnerable to erosion and transporting
excessive sediments and nutrients to the GBR.
While there are some monitoring gaps for pesticides,
all the evidence currently available indicates that the
level of pesticides at inshore reef locations is unlikely to
cause significant harm. Concentrations of pesticides
at outer reefs are not monitored, but are expected to
present an even lower risk due to sea water further
diluting concentrations.
Better compliance and enforcement of the existing
regulatory scheme might have been more effective
than developing a new regulatory scheme or banning
chemicals.
Additional regulation in the absence of a clear
understanding of the challenges presented by
pesticides has the potential to cause unnecessary
hardship and distract regulators and GBR managers
from more serious and direct threats to the marine
park.

11

6. Climate change and major land use change
will have confounding influences on GBR
health.
Climate change and land use change will present
significant challenges to the management of the
GBR marine park. It is critically important to maintain
the good health of the reef to ensure that it has the
resilience necessary to respond to these threats.
Managing the impacts of pesticides will remain
essential to maintaining the resilience of the reef.
CropLife Australia members, along with grower
organisations, are committed to continuing to improve
the sustainability of pesticide use by developing
better formulations as well as safer and better
targeted active constituents and superior application
techniques. All these activities will continue to reduce
pesticide concentrations from their already very low
levels.

7. Effective science coordination to collate,
synthesise and integrate disparate knowledge
across disciplines is urgently needed.
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Effective coordination amongst all affected parties,
including the pesticide industry and farming
associations, will be necessary to ensure that
solutions are workable and effective. CropLife, along
with several key farming associations will continue to
work with the Queensland Government to ensure that
farmers retain access to the tools they need to control
pests, weeds and diseases.

The reality is...
CropLife is committed to protecting the rich biodiversity of the GBR, and looking after the interests
of Australian farmers. These are not contradictory outcomes, as farmers can and do use chemicals
responsibly. The responsible use of chemicals ensures that any undesirable impacts (including any
impacts on the GBR) are avoided.
The latest monitoring reports do not support the contention that agricultural chemicals are damaging
the GBR. While there remains some uncertainty in the science, we should avoid taking measures for
pesticides that are not practical, not cost effective, have the potential to seriously harm key Queensland
industries, and from which there is unlikely to be any measurable improvement in the health of the reef.
This does not mean that registrants, farmers and governments should not take any action to further
reduce risks but means that action needs to be targeted, practical and effective. CropLife, along
with key farming organisations is already working with the Queensland Government to develop and
implement workable regulations that will ensure that pesticides continue to be responsibly managed for
the benefit of farmers and the environment.

For more information
For more information about statistics and data in this publication, please see the following links which
include the Consensus Statement and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority’s (GBRMPA) water
quality guidelines.
Scientific consensus statement on water quality in the Great Barrier Reef - Queensland’s Department of the Premier
and Cabinet - 2008
http://www.reefplan.qld.gov.au
Water Quality Guidelines for the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park - The Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au
The Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report – 2009
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au
Synthesis of evidence to support the Scientific Consensus Statement on Water Quality in the Great Barrier Reef - 2008
http://www.reefplan.qld.gov.au
Pesticides and the Great Barrier Reef - CropLife Australia - 2010
http://www.croplifeaustralia.org.au
Water quality pressures and status in sugar catchments - Cooperative
Research Centre for Sustainable Sugar Production - 2002
http://www-sugar.jcueduau
Reef Rescue Marine Monitoring Program - 2005 - 2008
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au
If you would like any more information about what
you have read in this publication, please contact
CropLife Australia directly at :
info@croplifeaustralia.org.au
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