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Mayor’s message

The Great Barrier Reef is an environmental icon and a pillar of 
the region’s social and economic prosperity. 
As reef custodians, we have a responsibility to ensure that our 
environmental practices are among the best in world. 
As such, I am pleased to introduce Cairns Regional Council’s Reef 
Guardian Action Plan 2020 - 2024.
This plan highlights the initiatives that Cairns Regional Council 
is delivering to address key threats to the Great Barrier Reef as 
identified by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 

reef guardian program
Reef Guardians is a Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority 
stewardship program that supports participating councils, 
schools and industry sectors to play an active role in 
protecting the Great Barrier Reef.
Eighteen councils are involved in the Reef Guardian 
Council program, covering a 300,000 square kilometre 
area and a population of almost 1 million people, 
stretching from Cooktown in the north to Bundaberg 
in the south. 
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reef snapshot
The Great Barrier Reef (GBR) is the largest 
living structure on the planet, stretching 
2300 kilometres from Cape York in the 
north to Bundaberg in the south. World 
Heritage Listed in 1981, the GBR is a 
biodiversity hotspot that contains 600 
types of soft and hard corals, more than 
100 species of jellyfish, 3000 varieties 
of molluscs, 500 species of worms, 1625 
types of fish, 133 varieties of sharks and 
rays, and more than 30 species of whales 
and dolphins. 
The GBR is recognised worldwide for 
its intrinsic environmental value, the 
ecosystem services it provides, and the 
social and economic values it supports in 
Far North Queensland. 

reef snapshot
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key threats to the great 
barrier reef
Despite the size and diversity of the GBR, it is a surprising fragile environment 
under pressure from the key threats of:

• Climate change and the flow-on impacts of:
: Ocean heatwaves e.g. coral bleaching
: Ocean acidification e.g. slower growth rates and weaker coral structures
: Storms and cyclones e.g. extensive and long-lasting damage to large areas of reef
: Ocean currents e.g. changes to the marine food web

• Poor water quality from land-based run-off leading to impacts like outbreaks of 
crown-of-thorns starfish

• Coastal development affecting coastal habitats that support the Reef

• Fishing

• Marine debris e.g. plastic pollution

The Reef Guardian Action Plan 2020 – 2024 describes the actions Cairns 
Regional Council is taking to address these key threats. 
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climate change

“The Reef is already 
experiencing the 

consequences of climate 
change — most notably, 

two consecutive years 
of severe mass coral 

bleaching in 2016 and 2017, 
that impacted 80 per cent 

of the Reef… they are 
predicted to become more 

frequent in the future”
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority

http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/news-room/latest-news/latest-news/coral-bleaching/2016/the-facts-on-great-barrier-reef-coral-mortality
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/news-room/latest-news/latest-news/coral-bleaching/2017/second-wave-of-mass-bleaching-unfolding-on-great-barrier-reef
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climate change

Greenhouse Gas Reduction

Emissions Reduction Target
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Council Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing
At the Council meeting held 11 December 2019, it was noted that the organisation is forecast to achieve 
its 2007/08 greenhouse gas emissions reduction target of 50% in 2020/21. This forecast was based on 
the assumption that the previous two years of only minor fluctuations to Council’s electricity and fuel 
consumption would continue into the 2020/21 reporting period. 
At the same meeting Council endorsed a detailed investigation into options available to set a new 
emissions reduction target for 2030.
To find out the current status of Council’s emissions reduction target visit: www.cairns.qld.gov.au/
sustainability 

100% Renewable Energy
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New 
In 2020/21 Council will tender for a Power Purchase Agreement that would see all Council facilities and 
infrastructure powered by offsite renewable energy. 
Through the initiative Council will aim to:
• Reduce its annual greenhouse gas emissions by more than 80% 
• Achieve 10-year price certainty for electricity costs
• Contribute to clean energy investment in Far North Queensland

Climate Change Policy and Action Plan
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Council Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
In 2020/21 Council will commence preparation of a new Climate Change Policy and Climate Change 
Action Plan to provide a strategic framework for its mitigation and adaptation measures.  
To see the status of Climate Change Policy and Climate Change Action Plan visit: www.cairns.qld.gov.
au/sustainability

Cairns Regional Council recognises the 

threats that climate change poses to the Great 

Barrier Reef and has been actively reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions since 2008. 

Emissions Reduction Hierarchy

Net Zero Emissions

Avoid unnecessary consumption 
through efficiency measures

Reduce consumption of emmissions 
intensive enery by installing 

on-site renewables

Replace remainder of emissions intensive 
energy consumption by generating or 

purchasing 100% renewable energy

Offset any remaining emissions through 
carbon sequestration / tree planting

Annual carbon dioxide emissions are reduced 
to zero in-line with the Paris Climate Agreement

http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability
http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability
http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability
http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability
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Energy Efficiency
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing
Electricity use accounts for over 80% of Council’s greenhouse gas emissions. Since 2010 Council has 
focussed its efforts on:
• Accurate billing data to inform energy efficiency priorities across its 400+ electricity accounts
• Developing an Energy Management Plan to define responsibilities and establish a whole-of-council 

approach
• Developing Minimum Energy Performance Specifications for the construction of new council facilities
• Establishing a cross-council Energy Management Group
• Targeting the top 10 energy consuming assets for energy efficiency, most notably the six wastewater 

treatment plants and the streetlight network which account for around 60% of Council’s annual 
energy use.  

Energy Management Software
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
In 2019/20 Council introduced new energy management software to replace the existing system. The 
new system continues to monitor usage, cost and emissions from Council’s 400+ electricity accounts, 
with the additional functionality of identifying unscheduled increases in electricity consumption and 
notification of the asset manager for further investigation. 

On-site Solar Power
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
In 2020/21 Council will switch on 1.8 megawatts of ground-mounted solar at five wastewater treatment 
plants, adding to the 1 megawatt of rooftop solar already in operation. Each year, Council’s 2.8 
megawatts of solar will generate over 4.5 gigawatt hours of renewable energy, saving over $700,000 
and 3,600 tonnes of CO2 equivalent annually. 

Landfill Gas Management
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council| Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
As a greenhouse gas, methane is over 20 times more potent than carbon dioxide. In landfills, methane 
is generated by the breakdown of organic matter such as food scraps and garden waste. Methane from 
Cairns’ de-commissioned Portsmith Landfill has been captured and flared since 2012, eliminating this 
source of greenhouse emissions. Each year, an average of 5500 carbon credits are created for Council 
from landfill gas management at the Portsmith Landfill.

600kW solar system at the Marlin Coast 
Wastewater Treatment Plant

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/council/news-publications/media-releases/releases/solar-farm
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Community Climate Summit
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Council Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
In 2020/21 Council will engage with community and industry on local climate action while seeking 
feedback on the draft Climate Change Action Plan. This community engagement will build on the 
outcomes of the inaugural Cairns Youth Climate Summit held in October 2019.
To see the status of the Community Climate Summit visit: www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability

Adaptation and Resilience

Coastal Hazards Adaptation Strategy – Our Cairns Coast
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
Commencing in 2018, the Coastal Hazard Adaptation Strategy (CHAS) is a multi-year project funded 
by the QLD Government through the QCoast2100 Program. The CHAS will outline Council’s response 
from now until 2100 to coastal erosion, storm tide inundation and rising sea levels resulting from 
climate change. The CHAS aims to support the future resilience of coastal environments, communities, 
cultural and environmental assets and infrastructure. 
Mapping has been produced for coastal hazards in 20-year timescales from 2020 to 2100 with key 
impacted assets identified and a risk assessment undertaken. Next steps include identifying adaptation 
responses for the coast which will go out to public consultation and notification. The Coastal Hazard 
Adaptation Strategy is scheduled to be completed in 2021 with implementation following.
To find out the current status of the program visit Our Cairns Coast.

King tide, Cairns Esplande

http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/sustainability
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/sustainability/our-cairns-coast
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land-based run-off

“Poor marine water quality 
from land-based run-off is 

one of the most significant 
threats to the long-term 
health and resilience of 
the Great Barrier Reef. 

Land-based run-off 
can include sediments, 

nutrients such as nitrogen 
and phosphorus, and 

pesticides.”
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority
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land-based run-off
Catchment Management Partnerships

Wet Tropics Waterways Partnership
Lead Agency: Terrain NRM | Council Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
Council continues to be active in the Wet Tropics Waterways Partnership. The Partnership, comprised 
of over 50 organisations, aims to improve the condition of freshwater and estuary waterways that flows 
into the Great Barrier Reef. An initiative of the Reef 2050 Long-Term Sustainability Plan, the partnership 
provides a means of measuring the effectiveness of land management practices across the catchment, 
their cumulative benefit on water quality and the prioritisation of further actions. 

Conservation Partnerships
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Council Contact: Natural Areas Management | Status: Ongoing 
Conservation partnerships play a vital role in natural areas management with stakeholders combining 
their knowledge and resources to deliver stronger outcomes. Council supports community 
conservation and restoration activities in the region through financial and in-kind support to Landcare 
groups, schools and landowners that are working to protect and restore bushland, wetlands and 
riparian corridors.

Holloways Beach Environmental Education Centre
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
Council continues to support the water quality monitoring program of the Holloways Beach 
Environmental Education Centre through the provision of technical and financial support. Through this 
partnership, Council is investing in the next generation of reef guardians. 

Cairns Regional Council’s role in managing 

the impacts of land-based run-off on the 

GBR includes:

• Active participation in the Wet Tropics 

catchment management partnerships.

• Management of point-source discharges 

from the region’s Wastewater Treatment 

Plants.

• Management of diffuse-source 

discharges from the region’s urban 

stormwater network. 

http://wettropicswaterways.org.au/
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/our-work/reef-strategies/reef-2050
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University Partnerships
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
Council continues to work with James Cook University, Central Queensland University and other 
universities on water quality initiatives including the monitoring and management of Saltwater Creek 
and giving university work placement student opportunities to develop industry skills. 
Through these partnerships, Council is investing in the health of local waterways and the next 
generation of reef guardians. 

Saltwater Creek ‘Salties’
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Community, Sport and Cultural Services | Status: 
Ongoing 
Saltwater Creek ‘Salties’ is a volunteer group formed as part of Council’s Green Space Our Place 
Program. The group meets weekly to revegetate, weed and remove litter at the Russell Street swamp 
along Saltwater Creek and the base of Mt Whitfield at the Yellow Arrow trail head. 

Smart catchment partners, Cairns Regional 
Council, James Cook University, the Wet 

Tropics Healthy Waterways Partnership and 
Itron Australasia.

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/green-space-our-place
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/green-space-our-place


CAIRNS REGIONAL COUNCIL  |  REEF GUARDIAN ACTION PLAN 2020-2024  |  13

Wastewater Management
Wastewater is used water from the communities’ toilets, showers, baths, kitchen sinks, laundries and 
industrial processes. Wastewater is transported via a sewer reticulation network to a Wastewater 
Treatment Plant to remove solids, organic matter, nutrients (e.g. phosphorous and nitrogen) and 
disease-causing micro-organisms prior to release back into the environment or for beneficial reuse. 
Effective wastewater management is one of the most important ongoing actions taken by Council to 
reduce the impacts of land-based run-off on the Great Barrier Reef and is described below.

Sewer Reticulation Networks
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
Council operates six wastewater reticulation networks consisting of over 1200 kilometres of pipeline, 
180 pump stations and 167 associated emergency wet weather overflows. The role of these networks 
is to transport community wastewater from homes and businesses to one of Council’s six wastewater 
treatment plants for processing, prior to discharge to local waterways and beneficial reuse.  
Raw sewerage overflows are the primary risk to the environment from the wastewater reticulation 
networks. This risk is managed by a comprehensive set of management plans and processes. In 
particular the Sewerage Reticulation System Environmental Management Plan which sets out the 
requirements for the management of the sewer systems, including emergency overflows during both 
dry and wet weather, so as to minimise the risk of environmental harm.
Preventative maintenance and infrastructure upgrades, directed by the Wastewater Asset Management 
Plan, also play a critical role in achieving environmental compliance and customer service standards. 
This ongoing investment is demonstrated in the 2020/21 council budget, which has allocated $28.5 
million towards the wastewater reticulation networks. 

Wastewater Treatment Plants 
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
Council operates six wastewater treatment plants that interact with the environment as follows:
• The nutrient load of the treated wastewater that is discharged to local waterways 
• The bio-solids, which are used in agriculture, offsetting the use of chemical-based fertilisers and 

return organic carbon to soils
• The direct greenhouse gas emissions (e.g. carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide) generated by 

decomposition of organic matter / bio-solids in the wastewater
• The indirect greenhouse gas emissions from the use of grid electricity / mains power to treat 

wastewater. 

Fine bubble diffuser at the Southern 
Wastewater Treatment Plant

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/138707/WWCustomer-Service-Standards-2019-2024.pdf
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/348948/2021budget_snapshot.pdf
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/348948/2021budget_snapshot.pdf
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/water-waste-roads/water/wastewater-management/treatment-plants
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In 2009, as part of the Cleaner Seas Initiative, Council upgraded its four largest wastewater treatment 
plants to help reduce nutrient pressures on the Great Barrier Reef. 
Implemented at a cost of $188M, these upgrades included membrane bioreactor technology that 
contribute to the following water quality outcomes:  
• Five times less nitrogen and ten times less phosphorous than previous wastewater discharges 
• Elimination of chlorine disinfection
• Significant reductions in the use of water treatment chemicals such as aluminium sulphate and 

sodium hypochlorite
• Removal of micro-plastics from wastewater via submerged membrane filters. 
By upgrading the four largest wastewater treatment plants, Council has been able to deliver world-
class treatment standards that significantly reduce wastewater impacts on the Great Barrier Reef. 
Initially, these new treatment processes resulted in a 150% increase in electricity use. To address 
this, Council commenced an extensive process optimisation exercise in 2010 to improve the energy 
efficiency of the upgraded wastewater treatment plants without compromising the quality of the 
wastewater discharge. This process is ongoing and to date has resulted in a 25% reduction in the use 
of mains power from these wastewater treatment plants.  
In 2019, 320 kilowatts of rooftop solar was installed on the four largest wastewater treatment plants as 
part of a 1 megawatt roof-top solar project. In 2021 the investment in on-site solar will continue when 
council switches on 1.8 megawatts of ground-mounted solar at five of its six wastewater treatment 
plants. 

Wastewater Release and Reuse
Following treatment to remove solids, nutrients and disease-causing micro-organisms to compliance 
levels, wastewater is discharged to local waterways in accordance with strict wastewater release 
licensing requirements or supplied to recycled water customers for irrigation, dust suppression and 
other non-potable uses. 

Cleaner Seas upgrade of Northern 
Wastewater Treatment Plan

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/council/news-publications/media-releases/releases/solar-farm
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Recycled Water
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing
The use of recycled water can contribute to the health of local waterways and the Reef by reducing 
nutrient discharge and demand on surface and groundwater sources. 
Three of Council’s wastewater treatment plants are able to produce Class A recycled water. This water 
is currently used in applications such as golf course irrigation and the Cairns Botanic Gardens.  To 
review the investment opportunities to increase the use of recycled water across the region, Council 
has allocated budget in 2023/24 to develop a Recycled Water Business Case.

Environmental Licencing and Compliance 
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing 
Council is licensed under the Environmental Protection Act 1994 to discharge treated wastewater at 
an acceptable environmental standard into waterways. Council strives to not only meet but exceed the 
minimum standard required by environmental licences.
As an Environmentally Relevant Activity (ERA), wastewater reticulation and treatment must adhere to 
strict codes of environmental compliance including ERA 63(2) Sewerage Treatment. 
As part of its licencing requirements, Council conducts routine water quality monitoring above and 
below the wastewater treatment plant discharge points at Barron River, Moon River, Trinity Inlet, 
Mulgrave River and Babinda Creek and reports this information annually to the QLD Government. 

Stormwater Management
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Infrastructure Services | Status: Ongoing 
Increased urbanisation and intensification of existing urban areas increases the volume of rainfall 
converted to runoff. The change from pervious to impervious areas also impacts the amount of 
sediment and nutrients leaving the catchment, affecting water quality and downstream ecosystem 
health. Council undertakes both at-source and end-of-line treatment measures, through erosion and 
sediment control measures and post construction products like Gross Pollutant Traps, to help reduce 
the impact of urbanisation.
Council undertakes the following stormwater management activities to help reduce the impacts of 
land-based run-off on the Great Barrier Reef.

Raw sewerage through to treated wastewater 
at a Cleaner Seas Wastewater Treatment Plant

https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1994-062
https://environment.des.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0034/87946/pr-es-pump-stations.pdf
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Erosion and Sediment Control
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
Erosion and sediment control measures are a requirement for any development in the Cairns region, 
including Council works. Compliance is managed by Council’s Planning and Environment Department. 

Gross Pollutant Traps
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Infrastructure Services | Status: Ongoing 
Gross Pollutant Traps (GPTs) are baskets installed in stormwater pits that catch vegetation, sediment 
and litter before it has a chance to enter waterways. Council operates 70 GPTs between Clifton Beach 
and Babinda, which are serviced regularly as per the GPT maintenance schedule. 

Floating Litter Booms
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Infrastructure Services | Status: Ongoing
In 2018/19, Council deployed two new litter boom units into Moody and Smith Creeks. Replacing older 
equipment, they are designed to capture all floating litter and debris without impeding natural flows or 
endangering wildlife. Approximately three cubic metres is collected each time the units are cleaned, 
most of which is vegetative matter. Cleaning occurs weekly in the wet season and less frequently in 
drier months.

Stormwater Monitoring – Saltwater Creek 
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: Ongoing
Council continues to monitor stormwater flow and quality in the Saltwater Creek catchment using water 
quality sensors installed as part of a Smart Cities and Suburbs Project. This information will help inform 
the Waterway Management Plan for Saltwater Creek. 

Waterway Management Plan – Saltwater Creek
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Water and Waste | Status: New
In 2020/21, Council, in collaboration with community stakeholders, will develop a waterway 
management plan for Saltwater Creek. The plan will aim to: 
• Identify and address environmental priorities in the catchment
• Strengthen community knowledge and care for the environment.

Cleaning of Litter Boom
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coastal 
development

“Coastal development 
activities provide many 

economic and social 
benefits but can have a 
negative impact on the 

Reef’s health”

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority
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coastal development
Land Use Planning

Cairns Plan
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
CairnsPlan 2016 is the principal land use planning instrument for the Cairns region, and provides the 
framework to ensure appropriate development occurs and the impacts on the local environment and 
reef catchment are managed. The key sections of the CairnsPlan 2016 of relevance are the Strategic 
Framework, Coastal Processes Overlay and Natural Areas Overlay.

Strategic Framework
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
The Strategic Framework sets the high level vision and strategic outcomes sought for development 
within the Cairns region. This includes the protection of waterways, wetlands and water catchments to 
ensure adverse impacts on the Great Barrier Reef do not occur from development.

Coastal Processes Overlay
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
The purpose of the Coastal Processes Overlay Code is to: 
• Reduce risk to people and property from coastal processes.
• Allow coastal processes to occur naturally.
• Ensure that development takes into account the predicted changes in sea level rise as a 

consequence of climate change.

Natural Areas Overlay
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
The purpose of the Natural Areas Overlay Code is to protect the natural areas of the region by: 
• Avoiding development within areas of environmental significance
• Minimising adverse direct and indirect impacts of development on natural areas
• Minimising adverse impacts on sensitive receiving environments
• Encouraging expansion of habitat and ecological connectivity and restoration of terrestrial and 

aquatic ecosystems.

The Cairns Regional Council local 

government area encompasses 1687 km2 of 

land on a narrow coastal strip between the 

Great Dividing Range and the Coral Sea.  It 

extends from the Eubenangee Swamp (near 

Mirriwinni) in the south to the Macalister 

Range (near Ellis Beach) in the north.

Cairns City is the principal centre of the 

region and is centrally located along the 

coastal strip surrounded by sub-regions that 

include good quality agricultural land and 

areas of high ecological significance.

http://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/building-planning-business/planning-schemes/cairnsplan2016
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/building-planning-business/planning-schemes/v2.1/document/part-8-overlays-v2.1
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/building-planning-business/planning-schemes/v2.1/document/part-8-overlays-v2.1
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fishing

“Fishing in the Great 
Barrier Reef region is a 

major part of the lifestyle 
of regional communities. 

It is a significant source of 
employment, an important 

recreational activity, and 
it contributes to overall 

economic and social 
wellbeing.”

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority
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fishing
Recreational Fishing Strategy
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Community, Sport and Cultural Services | Status: 
Ongoing 
The Cairns Recreational Fishing Strategy is a framework for the sustainable development of 
recreational fishing in the Cairns region. The Strategy places significant emphasis on the sustainability 
of fishery resources, natural asset management and community stewardship to ensure recreational 
fishers are able to enjoy dynamic and improving fishing experiences for generations to come. The 
Strategy focuses on the regional primary fishing areas, including:
• Deep Sea/ Offshore – marlin, sail, tuna, wahoo, mahi mahi
• Reef – coral trout, giant trevally, emperor, mackerel, sweetlip, tuna, barracuda
• Inshore and estuary – barramundi, tropical threadfin, grunter, mackerel, mangrove jack, crab
• Freshwater – barramundi, jungle perch, sooty grunter, archer, tarpon
• Impoundment – barramundi, sooty grunter, red claw.

Recreational Fishing Maps 
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Community, Sport and Cultural Services | Status: 
Ongoing 
Cairns has a long and proud history as one of the foremost fishing destinations and there is an 
extensive inshore net free zone set aside for recreational fishing. A series of recreational fishing maps 
have been produced to inform locals and visitors about locations such as Palm Cove Jetty, the Barron 
River Fishing Platform and the Machans Beach Rock Wall. 

Fishing Code of Conduct
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Community, Sport and Cultural Services | Status: 
Ongoing 
A key component of the Cairns Recreational Fishing Strategy 2018-2022 is a Voluntary Code of 
Conduct which has been endorsed by Council, Cairns Fishing Community and relevant stakeholders. 
Cairns is the third council in Australia to do so. The code sets out the values that Cairns as a community 
aspires to, and encourages local and visiting fishers to demonstrate whilst fishing in the region’s 
waters. Council and the working group members strongly encourage everyone to read and understand 
the values, and sign up to the Voluntary Code of Conduct.

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/facilities-sport-leisure/swimming-and-beaches/fishing
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/facilities-sport-leisure/swimming-and-beaches/fishing
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/325129/Cairns-Recreational-Fishing-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/325129/Cairns-Recreational-Fishing-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
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Fish Friendly Culverts
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Infrastructure Services | Status: New
Many fish species move up and down a waterway for feeding, breeding and spawning. But where 
roads meet waterways, culverts can block fish movement resulting in reduced access to habitat.  
In 2018/19 Council engaged fish biologists to inform the fish friendly design and construction of 
structures within waterways. In 2019/20 as part of the Swallow Street culvert upgrade, rock weirs and 
baffles were installed (see picture) to support fish passage. While relatively simple in nature, this design 
has restored fish access to around one kilometre of seasonal, freshwater habitat in the Moody Creek 
catchment. 
Following on from the Swallow Street culvert upgrade, all new major culverts will be ‘fish friendly’, 
including the scheduled major culvert at McGregor Road as part of the Smithfield Bypass project by the 
State Government. 

Fish Surveys
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Infrastructure Services | Status: New 
Between 2017-2019, Council funded freshwater fish surveys of the Russell-Mulgrave river catchment 
to assist in the development of a fish health model for future editions of the Wet Tropics Healthy 
Waterways Report Card. Fish diversity at the majority of sites was rated as being ‘good’ or ‘very good’, 
with 42 native species and four pest species recorded. 
In 2020/21 Council will partner with OzFish volunteers to conduct fish surveys and habitat assessment 
in the Saltwater Creek catchment north of Cairns CBD. This information will inform the development of 
the Waterway Management Plan for Saltwater Creek.

Fish ladder installation on 
Swallow Street culvert

https://www.catchmentsandcreeks.com.au/docs/Fish_Friendly_Waterway_Culverts_V2.pdf
https://ozfish.org.au/projects/saltwater-creek-management-plan/
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marine debris

“Plastic litter is an 
increasing threat to the 
Reef. More than 80 per 

cent of marine debris 
found in the Reef is plastic, 

which can break up into 
smaller pieces and travel 

vast distances, increasing 
the risk of impacts.”

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority
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marine debris
Plastic Free Cairns 
Lead Agency: Boomerang Alliance | Council Contact: Planning and Environment | Commenced: 
2020 | Status: New
Globally 95% of all plastic packaging is used once and then wasted, often as litter. In its 2014 Marine 
Debris Report in Australia, the CSIRO stated that, ‘two thirds of the marine debris found along our 
coastline is plastic, most from local sources.’ 
In 2020, Council became a founding partner in Plastic Free Cairns, a community based initiative to 
engage food outlets in Cairns and assist them to find suitable alternatives to single-use plastics. 
Cairns is now the sixth community under the Boomerang Alliance’s ‘Plastic Free Places program. Other 
plastic free places include Townsville, Noosa, Byron Bay, Perth and Adelaide. 
Plastic Free Cairns is complemented by Council’s actions to reduce single-use plastics and its support 
of local campaigns Straw No More and Last Straw on the Great Barrier Reef.

Wash Against Waste
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
Single-use eating and drinking utensils are the biggest source of waste at most festivals and 
community events. Cutlery, containers and straws are used once, for just a few minutes and then 
thrown away. 
In 2020, following the success of a large-scale dishwashing system at Ecofiesta 2018 and 2019, Council 
produced its Wash Against Waste guide to assist event organisers in the delivery of a dishwashing 
system that meets food safety standards, is practical for vendors and supported by event attendees.

Thousands of tonnes of waste and 

recyclables are generated in the Cairns 

region each year. The vast majority doesn’t 

become litter because it is generated at 

home, school and work where social and 

environmental cues support responsible 

disposal. But when people are in public 

places, social and environmental cues 

change, resulting in inappropriate disposal 

behaviours of waste items i.e. litter.

Illegal dumping site at 
Cairns beaches

https://www.plasticfreecairns.org/
http://www.plasticfreeplaces.org/
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/sustainability/council/practice/single-use-plastics
https://www.strawnomore.org/
https://thelaststrawonthegbr.org/
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Litter and Illegal Dumping Action Plan
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing 
Adopted in May 2018, the Cairns Region Litter and Illegal Dumping Action Plan builds on existing 
management actions with new: 
• Infrastructure actions  to increase access to responsible waste disposal options 
• Education actions to increase uptake of responsible waste disposal options 
• Enforcement actions  to discourage irresponsible waste disposal by increasing the risk of being 

caught
• Through the plan, Council is strengthening its approach to litter and illegal dumping with the aim of: 

 : Promoting pubic amenity, safety and civic pride
 : Protecting the regions environment and tourism drawcards
 : Reducing clean-up costs in the long-term.

Illegal Dumping Compliance Officers
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
As one of the lead agencies responsible for the management of waste in Cairns, as well as being an 
active member of the Reef Guardian Council program, Council is committed to reducing the impacts of 
land-based run-off to the Great Barrier Reef, including illegally dumped waste.
In 2019/20 Council employed two Illegal Dumping Compliance Officers for a 12-month period, 
utilising funding from the Local Government Illegal Dumping Partnerships Program.  This investment 
strengthens the enforcement pillar of Council’s Litter and Illegal Dumping Action Plan. 

Great Northern Clean Up
Lead Agency: Clean Up Australia | Council Contact: Planning and Environment | Commenced: 2010 | 
Status: Ongoing 
The Great Northern Clean Up, (GNCU) is when communities across Northern Australia clean up 
beaches, bushland and waterways before the wet season flushes everything out to sea. 
In Cairns, the GNCU runs throughout September with council-led clean-ups held every weekend for 
community members to attend. 
Coordinating volunteer clean-ups enables Council to engage the community early, collect accurate 
litter data and target areas where the litter can easily find its way into waterways and flow to the reef.

https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/neighbourhood-issues/litter-and-dumping
https://www.qld.gov.au/environment/pollution/management/waste/litter-illegal-dumping/grants-funding
https://www.cairns.qld.gov.au/community-environment/neighbourhood-issues/litter-and-dumping
https://www.cleanup.org.au/the-great-northern-clean-up
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Clean Creeks
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: New
In 2020/21 Council will commence a multi-year initiative to reduce the amount of litter entering the 
reef lagoon from Cairns’ urban waterways. The Clean Creeks program will systematically deliver pre-
wet season clean-ups, litter source reduction actions and community education on a catchment-by-
catchment basis. Specific activities will include:
• Riparian and in-stream litter clean-ups
• Community engagement using letterbox drops, school talks, site signage and local media
• Data collection of litter types, total weight and length of area cleaned
• Source reduction using direct engagement with businesses and residences in the catchment
• Infrastructure recommendations to increase access to responsible disposal options.

Workplace Giving
Lead Agency: Cairns Regional Council | Contact: Planning and Environment | Status: Ongoing
Workplace giving is where employees donate to a nominated charity and their employer matches it 
dollar for dollar. As an organisation with a strong connection to the Reef, Council’s workplace giving 
program supports the rehabilitation of sick and injured sea turtles by raising more than $10,000 a year 
for the Cairns Turtle Rehabilitation Centre. 

Cairns Turtle Rehabilitation 
Centre, Fitzroy Island

https://workplacegivingaustralia.org.au/
http://www.cairnsturtlerehab.org.au/
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council@cairns.qld.gov.au
www.cairns.qld.gov.au

1300 69 22 47


