
Sediments Q&A

Q. Why is sediment a concern?
A. Sediments arising from soil erosion 
are affecting the health of the Great 
Barrier Reef by reducing light that 
plants and coral need to grow. The 
fine soil particles that are discharged 
from rivers and resuspended during 
the year can increase turbidity in the 
Great Barrier Reef. Increased turbidity 
can block out the light that corals and 
seagrass need to photosynthesise.

Q. Where does it come from?
A. Most suspended sediment 
discharged from rivers to the Great 
Barrier Reef originates from grazing 
lands of the Burdekin, Fitzroy and 
Burnett Mary regions (Waterhouse 
et al., 2012). Surface soil erosion due 
to low pasture cover followed by soil 
lost from gullies and stream and river 
bank erosion all contribute to to loss 
of suspended sediment into the Great 
Barrier Reef (Waterhouse and Brodie 
2011; Kroon et al. 2012).

Q. Why is more sediment reaching the 
reef today than in the past?
A. Vegetation helps prevent erosion 
from pastures and cropping land and 
can trap sediment before it enters 
river systems. Vegetation loss due to 
land clearing has led to increased 
sediment loads in our rivers.

Recent estimates (Kroon et al. 
2012) indicate that since European 
settlement the average annual load 
of suspended sediment has increased 
by approximately 5.5 times with 
majority of this sediment coming from 
the Fitzroy and Burdekin regions.

Coarse sediment is mostly retained 

near the coast, e.g. in sandbars 
(Brodie et al., 2012b). However, fine 
sediment settles on the seabed and is 
continuously re-suspended in shallow 
waters by wind and tidal currents 
and transported north along the 
coast (Radke et al. 2010). It is the finer 
sediments are considered to be the 
most damaging to the health of the 
reef (Brodie et al., 2012a; Bainbridge 
et al., 2012) and estimates from recent 
research (Brodie et al 2012) indicate 
that fine sediments remain in the 
Great Barrier Reef for a long time – 
from months to years.

Recent research (Fabricius and 
Wolanski, 2000; Bainbridge et al. 
2012) has shown that fine sediments 
and associated nutrients in flood 
plumes aggregate to form a muddy 
‘snow’ which can smother corals and 
seagrass.

Q. Why is it a problem?
A. The impact of increased suspended 
sediment in the marine environment 
is well known, with much of the 
knowledge coming from research 
funded under the MTSRF and now 
under the NERP. Potential impacts of 
high sediment loads include:

•  reduced coral settlement and 
death of coral polyps (Fabricius 
2005)

•  reduced coral recruitment rates 
(the number of corals entering 
adult stage) and coral biodiversity, 
with many sensitive species being 
diminished or absent in communities 
exposed to high sediments, e.g. 
species richness of soft corals and 
sea fans declines by up to 60% as 
turbidity increases (Fabricius and 
De’ath 2004)



•  loss of sea grass through reduced 
light (Collier et al. 2012)

•  higher turbidity negatively interferes 
with settlement, feeding and 
behavior of juvenile fish (Wenger et 
al., 2011; 2012)

It takes a long time to undo the 
damage of soil erosion. Erosion control 
mechanisms in grazing lands (such as 
riparian fencing, wet season spelling, 
reduction in stocking rates to match 
available pasture) will have a water 
quality benefit at the paddock scale 
after two or three wet seasons, at 
a local scale within five to 10 years, 
more than 10 years at the sub-
catchment scale, over 50 years at the 
end of catchment and even longer at 
the estuarine and marine scale.

Fine sediments can also prolong 
the influence of nutrients in turbid 
waters as the nutrients are attached 
to the sediment and can become 
available over much longer time 
periods following the high flow events 
(Fabricius et al., 2012).
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