
Cumulative Impact Management Policy:  

Queensland's Implementation Plan 
The iconic Great Barrier Reef, one of the natural wonders of the world and a major contributor to the Queensland 
and Australian economy, is under significant pressure from a range of threats. The Great Barrier Reef Outlook 
Report states the highest risk local and regional-scale threats are from climate change, land-based run-off, coastal 
land use change and direct uses. In addition, the combination of past, present and future threats and the interaction 
of these threats can lead to significant cumulative impacts. For example, poor water quality can affect Reef health 
directly and it also makes the Reef less resilient to climate change impacts such as extreme surface water 
temperatures that can cause coral bleaching.  

The Queensland Government has committed to ‘Protect the Great Barrier Reef’ as one its key priorities as part of 
Our Future State: Advancing Queensland’s Priorities.  As part of this commitment, the Queensland Government will 
track its efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and contribute towards the achievement of water quality 
targets. 

The Reef 2050 Long-term Sustainability Plan (Reef 2050 Plan) provides an overarching framework to ensure 
continuous improvement in managing threats to the Great Barrier Reef.  Under the Reef 2050 Plan, the Australian 
and Queensland governments have released a Cumulative Impact Management Policy, which aims to reduce 
pressures on Great Barrier Reef values from multiple sources through rigorous decision-making that: 

• identifies past, present and reasonably foreseeable pressures; 
• examines their combined effects on Great Barrier Reef values; and 
• designs and applies appropriate management measures to avoid and mitigate impacts.  

This implementation plan outlines how the Queensland Government is managing the cumulative impact of key 
threats to the Great Barrier Reef under its legislation, policies, plans, programs and major developments.  

System-wide cumulative impact management 

Queensland’s policy, regulatory and planning frameworks provide a foundation for improving the management of 
system-wide cumulative impacts on the Great Barrier Reef that have been identified as the highest risk Reef-wide, 
local and regional-scale threats in the Outlook Report 2014: 

• climate change 
• poor water quality from land based run-off 
• coastal land use change 
• remaining impacts of fishing. 

Climate change 

The Queensland Government will limit the cumulative impact of carbon emissions produced in Queensland on 
climate change by achieving its zero net emissions economy target by 2050. It has been identified that Queensland 
contributes more carbon emissions than any other Australian state or territory, contributing 90% of Australia’s 
emissions that result from land clearing1. The Queensland Government is addressing this by reducing 
vegetation clearing through strengthened vegetation management legislation including consistent 
protection for regrowth vegetation near watercourses in all Great Barrier Reef catchments.   

The Queensland Government has established a $500 million Land Restoration Fund to invest in activities that 
deliver carbon storing. In addition to carbon sequestration benefits, the Fund will deliver priorities for restoring and 
revegetating degraded grazing land and improving the condition of wetlands in the Great Barrier Reef catchments. 
This will provide an income stream for landholders through carbon credits, while also reducing sediment and  

1 ‘State and Territory Greenhouse Gas Inventories 2016, Commonwealth of Australia 2018’ 
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nutrient pollution for improved Reef water quality. The Queensland Government will track the effect of its 
efforts to ensure Queensland is doing its part in the global effort to reduce pollutants and adopt low 
carbon alternatives. 

Poor water quality from land-based run-off 

The Reef 2050 Water Quality Improvement Plan 2017-2022 (Reef 2050 WQIP) sets targets for reducing water 
quality pollution at the end of the rivers that drain to the Reef. Achieving these targets will limit the cumulative 
impact of land-based run-off to support the Reef’s resilience. Water pollution can come from all types of land uses.  

The Queensland Government will set catchment load limits in regulation based on achieving the Reef 2050 
WQIP targets. This will guide decision makers when making decisions that will impact Reef water quality to 
consider the cumulative impact of those decisions. 

The Queensland Government is committed to enhancing and broadening the regulation of activities that 
contribute water pollution including agriculture.  These regulations will ensure that minimum standards are 
met everywhere which will reduce the cumulative impact to Reef water quality of these industries. 

The Queensland Government further supports this outcome through the State Planning Policy 2017. The State 
Planning Policy is a key component of Queensland’s planning system. It expresses the state’s interests in land use 
planning and development. One of the state’s interests is to protect and enhance the environmental values and 
quality of Queensland waters. When making or amending its planning scheme, local government is required to 
consider how planning controls can enable development outcomes which avoid or minimise impacts on receiving 
waters from stormwater, waste water, the creation or expansion of artificial waterways and the release and 
mobilisation of nutrients and sediments.  

The Queensland Government is also supporting enhanced capacity in local government and industry to ensure 
best practice management is being applied to urban erosion and sediment controls from building and construction 
sites. The program has a key focus on implementing new technologies to improve performance. 

The Queensland Government will also provide support to industries and communities to become 
stewards of Reef water quality through our investment in the Queensland Reef Water Quality Program
to reduce their cumulative impact on water quality. The total impact of water quality investments and land-based 
activities toward achieving these targets is assessed and reported through the Paddock to Reef Integrated 
Monitoring, Modelling and Reporting program.  

Plastic pollution is a significant emerging threat to the Reef and can come from catchment sources as well as 
international pollution. The Queensland Government has banned single use plastic bags and will introduce a 
container refund scheme, as well as a plastic pollution reduction plan to limit the cumulative risk of plastic 
pollution from various sources.  

Coastal land use change 

Coastal land use change is managed by the land use planning and development assessment framework in 
Queensland, which establishes ecological sustainability as a core principle. Planning and assessment decisions 
are based on the ‘avoid-mitigate-offset’ hierarchy which is a key part of cumulative impact management. The 
Queensland Government’s approach to cumulative impact management includes evaluating the impact of 
proposed settlement patterns during plan making processes, such as port planning, state development area 
development schemes and regional planning. For example, regional plans can use multiple approaches (e.g. 
identification of biodiversity networks and/or strategic environmental areas) to protect and manage ecological 
values from the cumulative impact of inappropriate development and identify areas that may be suitable for locating 
environmental offsetting activities.  

Reviewing planning schemes prepared by local governments to confirm alignment with the 16 state interests as 
described in the State Planning Policy is another way the Queensland Government undertakes cumulative impact 
management. Local government must consider how planning schemes can achieve planning and development 
outcomes to protect the coastal environment by concentrating future development in existing urban areas through 
infill and redevelopment, limiting cumulative impacts. They must also locate development in areas that avoid 
significant impacts to matters of national environmental significance including the Reef. The Queensland 
Government will prepare additional guidance under the State Planning Policy 2017 to enhance local 
government’s consideration of cumulative impacts. 

The Sustainable Ports Development Act limits the cumulative impact of port development on the Great Barrier Reef 
by restricting growth to four major ports. The management of port activities is also being improved through the 
Maintenance Dredging Strategy and port masterplans.  
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The Queensland Government will take a strategic land use planning approach to promoting the sustainable 
growth of the aquaculture industry in Queensland, by establishing Aquaculture Development Areas (ADAs). 
This will involve identifying areas suitable for aquaculture development that facilitates sustainable expansion of the 
aquaculture industry, which will assist in minimising the cumulative effect of the industry over time on the Reef.  

Large parts of coastal areas are included in Queensland’s protected area estate and the loss of habitat in other 
areas is managed by vegetation clearing laws that have a strong foundation in science. The vegetation 
management framework uses a cumulative impact management approach for protecting regional ecosystems 
according to their biodiversity status, which is set based on percentage remaining of each ecosystem. Queensland 
has passed strengthened vegetation management laws and is now reviewing the vegetation clearing 
codes based on best practice and the latest science to ensure they achieve the objectives of the laws. 

Remaining impacts of fisheries 

The Queensland Sustainable Fisheries Strategy 2017-2027 commits to a significant improvement in fish 
stocks, achieving around 60% biomass. Biomass refers to the total weight or volume of fish in a particular place at 
a particular time and is an important factor when considering the health and resilience of fish stocks. This change 
will limit the cumulative impact of fishing on the Great Barrier Reef.  

Under the Strategy, the Queensland Government is improving compliance through additional compliance 
officers and the installation of a vessel tracking system for commercial fishing vessels. 

Project-specific cumulative impact assessment 

Developments that are likely to significantly impact Matters of National Environmental Significance, including the 
Great Barrier Reef, must be referred for decision by the Australian Government under the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. Queensland processes for assessment have been accredited under a 
Bilateral Agreement and assessment is undertaken by the Queensland Government. 

Requirements for environmental impact assessments are set in terms of reference for each project. The 
requirements include that assessment should endeavour to predict the cumulative impact of the project on 
environmental values over time and in combination with impacts created by the activities of other adjacent and 
upstream and downstream developments.  

The Great Barrier Reef Coastal Zone Strategic Assessment 2014 identified that there is a gap in guidance material 
for proponents and decision makers on how to properly identify and assess cumulative impacts. This gap is 
reflected in action EHA19 in the Reef 2050 Plan. Cumulative impact assessments should be ‘fit-for-purpose’ and 
tailored to the specifics of each project rather than attempting to specify a single approach. Guidance material will 
help identify the types of information sources that can be used, including information on the pressures impacting 
the Reef. The material will help ensure consistency in the assessment of cumulative impacts under state and 
Commonwealth decision-making processes.  

The Queensland Government will work in partnership with the Australian Government to develop 
guidance material for identifying and assessing cumulative impacts on the Great Barrier Reef 
(including climate change pressures) in environmental impact statements, including identifying 
information needs.  


