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Like many reefs around the world, the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) is suffering from the combined effects 
of many threats and disturbances, including mass coral bleaching, pollution, storm damage, and 
outbreaks of pests like crown-of-thorns starfish, among others. While some of these threats are caused or 
exacerbated by global issues such as climate change, others may be amenable to local- or regional-scale 
intervention, restoration and management. 

Unfortunately, at the time there was limited knowledge about these options and how they might be 
effective on the GBR. In previous decades we had the luxury of a “hands-off” approach to managing 
the GBR; with climate change accelerating, and human impacts increasing, simply managing for reef 
resilience was no longer an option. The need for information about these options became especially 
urgent following the back-to-back mass coral bleaching events affecting much of the GBR in 2016 and 
2017. As a diverse community, we needed to shrug off the old ways, start the hard conversation about 
a change in management direction, and get on with acquiring the science platform that could underpin 
useful reef intervention efforts. As a leading investor in reef research, the Australian Government’s 
National Environmental Science Program (NESP) Tropical Water Quality (TWQ) Hub took on a leadership 
role in this process.

The issue
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The process
In mid-2017, in response to unprecedented back-to-back coral bleaching events on the GBR, a 
series of end-user meetings and workshops identified an obvious and urgent need for targeted 
applied research into both bleaching recovery and potential opportunities for intervention.

Because the NESP TWQ Hub had been deliberately structured to be flexible and responsive to 
changes in end-user needs during the Hub’s lifetime, we were able to rapidly pivot, brokering 
and funding ~$2.7 million of new projects to meet these newly-identified needs during 2017-18, 
involving collaborations between lead researchers from a number of research institutions. In terms 
of application of significant resources to this emergent stakeholder issue, the NESP TWQ Hub was 
able to respond more rapidly than any other research institution.

The urgent need for a forum that was capable of kick-starting this cultural shift, as well as hearing 
about ideas from reef resilience practitioners overseas, was also identified. In a collaborative effort 
between the NESP TWQ Hub, the Reef and Rainforest Research Centre (RRRC), Reef Restoration 
and Adaptation Program (RRAP), the Association of Marine Park Tourism Operators (AMPTO), 
James Cook University, Reef Ecologic and the Reef Restoration Foundation (RRF), a steering 
committee was formed and undertook to deliver the inaugural Great Barrier Reef Restoration 
Symposium. Emphasis was placed on ensuring diversity of attendance and opportunities to foster 
conversations, in addition to scientific merit of submissions. 

The Great Barrier Reef Restoration Symposium (16-19 July 2018, Cairns) brought together 
300 leading scientists, engineers, experienced practitioners, environmental managers, industry 
professionals, non-government organisations, community members and youth representatives 
from 14 countries for the first international conference on coral reef restoration. Opening with a 
Welcome to Country delivered by Gavin Singleton of the Yirrganydji and Gudju Gudju of the Gimuy 
Walibara Yidinji, the symposium focused on sharing coral reef restoration knowledge from around 
the world, as well as developments in specific restoration research and methodologies. Delegates 
shared experiences, insights and ideas about what works, what doesn’t, and what more we need 
to know to help the Great Barrier Reef.  Symposium participants presented and discussed methods 
currently being trialled elsewhere in the world, as well as novel approaches that may be still in 
development; from small, local-scale approaches to large-scale projects, including engineering 
and oceanographic interventions. Participation from a wide range of disciplines, including those 
not normally associated with coral reef research, was encouraged. All presentations were filmed 
and are available online, and some live webinars were also conducted for the benefit of US 
stakeholders who could not attend.

The format included three days of presentations and a field trip on the fourth and final day to 
Fitzroy Island to view examples of local coral restoration and conservation programs. A number of 
workshops were also held during the symposium. Each day the symposium concluded with a wrap-
up session, allowing symposium participants to publicly reflect on what they had heard during the 
day. Plenary presentations were delivered by experts and leaders from across the world and the 
GBR, outlining strategic approaches to coral reef restoration, adaptation and management. These 
included COTS control, international examples of coral reef restoration, the role of social licence, 
the challenges of scaling-up restoration, and navigating the regulatory and legislative pathways for 
implementing non-traditional restoration techniques in Australia.
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The symposium placed much emphasis on listening to the views of a broad range of stakeholders, 
including Traditional Owners and school-age speakers. Stakeholders were given prime billing on 
the first morning during the single session period. In addition, no fewer than 10 oral presentations 
were from representatives of tourism operators, on their work in reef restoration and resilience 
management. The young adults’ workshop attended by 30 high school students was a particular 
highlight. There were also numerous presentations by NGOs (including several started by 
dedicated and inspiring young entrepreneurs), commercial groups and reef managers, including a 
session on alternative financing approaches. Together, this variety of perspectives was appreciated 
by attendees, especially as it affirmed the wide variety of stakeholder groups.
The collaborative and coordinated approach that was galvanised through the Great Barrier Reef 
Restoration Symposium and the Reef Restoration and Adaptation Program, has energised a new 
era of collaboration between scientists, engineers, private enterprise and citizens to develop, test, 
demonstrate and scale-up restoration that will help build ecological and social resilience in the 
Great Barrier Reef. Australia is well-positioned to lead global efforts to help reefs survive into the 
coming decades.
By coming together and sharing a variety of potential approaches and collective thinking, the 
overwhelming result from the symposium, and one that brought delegates together, was a feeling 
of optimism, unity and the growing belief that we can indeed make a meaningful difference to 

present reef trajectories. We posit 
that this optimism was borne out 
of a realisation of the possibility 
of a wide community of people 
from diverse backgrounds working 
together on reef restoration and 
adaptation, while trialling ideas 
from around the world that have 
previously been untested in 
Australia. Many new ideas and 
approaches had their first public 
airing at the symposium and many 
delegates were inspired by what 
they saw and heard.
“The GBR Restoration Symposium 
was pivotal in my understanding of 
precisely HOW serious Australia 
is about conserving its reefs,” said 
Tali Vardi, NOAA’s Coral Science 
Lead. “The level of funding that 
the government of Australia has 
devoted to basic reef science, 
connections with Traditional 
Owners, as well as innovative 

bleaching prevention techniques, has created a model I hope the rest of the world can emulate.” (Tali 
Vardi organised the US’s first reef restoration conference later in 2018.)
Extensive regional, national and international media coverage ensured that even non-delegates had 
the opportunity to engage in discussions about the need for active restoration effort on the GBR. 
The Great Barrier Reef Restoration Symposium program, abstracts and filmed presentations are 
available from https://gbrrestorationsymposium.org/

The outcome
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