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A FILMMAKING EXPEDITION TO AUSTRALIA'S FAR NORTH
PUTS RARE AND VANISHING WILDLIFE IN THE PUBLIC EYE

4 Standing tall in the face of

adversity: Adult brown boobies (Sula
leucogaster) numbers have dropped
40 percent from 1979 through 2003.

» The remains of a green turtle bake
in the scorching sun on a remote
sand cay.
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The fight to save the environment is far from lost. But in
spite of all efforts, we may well be some of the last people to
ever see many of Earth’s most fascinating creatures alive. In
the words of cameraman Pawel Achtel, “Encountering rare
wildlife often feels like a farewell.”

All that will be left for our children are the recordings
of what we have experienced, which made an expedition to
document one of the world’s few remaining bastions of true
wilderness — Australia’s legendary Raine Island and Great
Detached Reefs — all the more special. Not just to tell my
children that I have seen rare boobies, turtles, and sharks, but
that we could shine some light on this tiny, isolated corner of
the planet.

Beyond the Barrier

It is early December when marine biologist and photographer
Justin Gilligan and I meet up with Pawel Achtel in the tourist
Mecca of tropical Cairns. Pawel has chartered the motor
vessel MV Kalinda out of Townsville for a filmmaking trip to
Australia’s Far North. Raine Island and the Great Detached
Reefs are in a very remote location. In fact, the area is still
largely uncharted.

Officially, the reefs are part of the Great Barrier Reef.
Ecologically, however, they are really something else. Raine
Island and the Great Detached Reefs are located outside the
continental shelf, where extremely deep waters meet the
relative shallows of the Great Barrier Reef. It is a reef system
that hosts not only the coastal fauna of the Great Barrier Reef,
but also pelagic species usually associated with Coral Sea
atolls. Scientists speculate whether strong tidal currents and
shelf upwellings of nutrient-rich deep-sea water contribute to
the special ecology here. Whatever the reason, the result is
exceptional diving conditions.

Our first destination is Stapleton Island, where Pawel
is planning to shoot green turtles feeding. It takes a couple
of days to get there, and as we cruise north Pawel keeps his
camera and a rebreather on the dive deck for any eventuality.
Just about anything might happen in these waters — recently
a large Spanish mackerel jumped clear out of the ocean and
landed 3.5 metres up on the canopy of another boat. I get to
wonder what was chasing it.
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The journey is uneventful, however, and we arrive at
the island for an early morning dive with the turtles. Pawel
dons a closed-circuit oxygen rebreather, an impressive bit
of restricted-issue military kit that is compact, black and
camouflage-patterned, and apparently gives off less acoustic
echo than a fish. It is very handy when filming shy wildlife.
The drawback is that because of oxygen toxicity under
pressure, he can only use it down to six metres.

As it turns out, rebreather or not, the turtles will have
none of it. We see plenty from the tender, but as soon as we hit
the water they are gone. It is the middle of the turtle-nesting
season, a bonanza for predators. From the turtles’ point of
view, anything big and bulky is likely to be a tiger shark
thinking about lunch. They are extremely wary, especially in
the shallows, where they have less room to navigate. Filming
them is more difficult than expected. We will have to hope
to get the turtles at Raine Island, where they usually can be
found resting on shelves along the drop-offs.

Nextstopisasand cay, where we step ashore to do time-lapse
photography of the sunset. The dunes are packed with brown
boobies and sooty terns. Watching us with keen eyes, they let
us approach with impunity. Their lack of fear is testament
to how seldom these birds have contact with humans, and it
highlights one of the main challenges of conservation work:
How are people to know what to protect when they have never

seen it? Out of sight, out of mind. It is a problem even more

evident when it comes to the underwater world. Studies show
that coral reefs are currently disappearing twice as fast as the
rainforests.

The remedy, of course, is education through mass
media, and Pawel intends to contribute with a full-length
documentary on Australian marine life for cinema. As the
sun sets on the busy seabird colony, he adds a few thousand
frames to the project.

Hunters and Hunted

Working our way up to Raine Island, we enjoy one great dive
after another. The reefs here are characterised by sheer walls
covered in soft and hard corals, gorgonian fans and sponges,
and a huge diversity of fish great and small.

A surprisingly large number of baby silvertip sharks as
well as young white tip and grey reef sharks join us on many
dives, and occasional chunky adults check us out before going
back to patrol the reef edge. The frequent shark sightings here
are a reminder that the Coral Sea, sadly, is one of the world’s
last strongholds of sharks; something WWF is underlining in
their current campaign, “Save the Coral Sea”.

Slowly finning along the drop-offs, we make it a habit to
cast an eye out into the blue every now and then — many of the
sites are situated next to abyssal depths of 6oo metres or more,
and you never know what might rise from there. At Tijou Reef,




I am thinking just that when a huge dogtooth tuna suddenly
races past. Together with the sharks, barracudas and Spanish
mackerels, these silvery tanks keep all the little reef fish on
their toes, or fins, rather. It is a highly active ecosystem. A
battle zone.

It is a curious situation: Above the surface, the ocean is a
desert; below, it is an Eden. Like a fairytale tower, a bommie
rises from the bottom at 120 metres or more, its walls covered
in life, with caverns opening up like windows. There is very
little parking space left for any more life. It is what scientists
call a hotspot: an area of extraordinarily high biodiversity.

With a summit at 16 metres, the bommie is not marked
on the charts, and had it not been for the experience of the
Kalinda crew we would not have found it. It has probably never
been dived before. You can tell by the pristine coral — and by
the way the sharks look at you. It is wild.

Beacon of Hope

For all the marvellous and adventurous diving we enjoy on
the way north, Raine Island is ever present in the back of
our minds. This sand cay hosts the planet’s largest known
rookery for the endangered green turtle — between 14,000
and 22,000 turtles have been recorded on a single night
during the breeding season, which lasts from November
through January.

Raine is also the most important seabird sanctuary in the
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, with 84 species recorded,
including 16 breeding. And tropical Australia’s oldest
European building tops it all off — the Raine Island beacon,
built by convicts in 1844, can be seen from kilometres away.

This is what appears in the binoculars at the crack of
dawn: the beacon surrounded by a cloud of seabirds, and the
heavy breakers off the island painted in gold by the rising
sun. A pod of bottlenose dolphins is escorting us, as if to
herald our arrival. Frigate birds and boobies level out by the
wheelhouse to check us out before flying off to dive-bomb a
school of baitfish in the distance.

We are presently reminded that guano, an effective
ingredient in fertiliser and gunpowder due to its high levels
of phosphorus and nitrogen, was mined heavily here in the
1890s. Kitting up in our dive gear downwind from the island,
we can tell the stocks have been replenished since the mining
ceased. Today, Raine Island affords full protection as a
marine sanctuary.

< Strong video lights are necessary
to bring out colour under water.
Placing them far apart minimises the
amount of visible scatter between
the lens and the subject.

» Thriving in strong currents and
deep waters, horny corals — also
known as gorgonian fans — are
plentiful at Great Detached Reefs.

Help is on the Way
A host of governments and international organisations have come
together to form the International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI), a
body that works to preserve coral reefs and related ecosystems
worldwide. Back in 1997, ICRI ran a very successful campaign
to increase awareness and understanding of coral reefs and to
facilitate research and efficient conservation management. Some
255 organisations in 50 countries and territories participated,
undertaking hundreds of scientific surveys and catalysing
numerous conservational policy initiatives. And now the time
has come for another major concerted effort to save some of
the earth’s most diverse ecosystems. ICRI is launching the
International Year of the Reef 2008.

The task is daunting. Threatened by, for example, global
warming, overfishing and pollution, coral reefs are presently

disappearing more than twice as fast as the rainforests. We
stand to lose the homes of almost a million species, many of
which we rely on for food, as well as unexplored biomedical
possibilities offered by marine life. Coastal communities run
a risk of losing not only their fisheries, but also the protection

from tsunamis and erosion the reefs afford. A multibillion-dollar
diving tourism industry is naturally at stake too. Fortunately,
though, it is still possible to find sustainable ways of using our
oceanic resources.

Marine wildlife reserves and similar protective measures
do work to some extent. However pollution, global warming
and migratory marine life know no borders. What is needed is
a broad, international commitment to achieve a fundamental
change of the way we regard the ocean — from both an
economical and cultural point of view. Through the International
Year of the Reef 2008, ICRI is aiming to achieve this by:

- strengthening the awareness of the ecological, economic,
social and cultural value of coral reefs and associated ecosystems;

« improving the understanding of threats and finding both
practical and innovative solutions to reduce these threats; and

- generating urgent action to develop and implement
efficient management strategies for the conservation and
sustainable use of the coral reef ecosystems.

Of course, the above goals can only be reached with the
support of a strong public opinion, and ICRI are encouraging
all individuals, governments, corporations, schools and
organisations to help build this. For more information on what
you can do, visit the International Year of the Reef 2008 online
at www.iyor.org.
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Entering the water we soon come upon several large green
turtles. One of them has had a big chunk taken out of a front
flipper; the turtle-breeding colony at Raine Island has a loyal
following of tiger sharks. Some of the tigers have been fitted
with GPS tags and their movements — mapped by scientists
— suggest the sharks orbit the island. They are not likely to
miss out on the easy pickings: turtles worn out by digging
and egg-laying.

The topography varies from plateaus that form steps into
the blue to sheer drop-offs plunging to 40-50 metres. In the
company of silvertip sharks, numerous white tip and grey
reef sharks cruise up and down the reef. A bull ray spreads
out like a rug on the seafloor below. An intricately patterned
epaulette shark peeks out of a crevice, and a large tawny nurse
shark suddenly emerges from a cave and slowly swims off
into the deep. Giant oceanic jellyfish hover like UFOs. It is a
lively menagerie.

Cradle of Life and Death

After a day’s diving at Raine we turn around to start the
long journey back to Cairns. Pawel wants to capture footage
of nesting turtles at Sandbank 7, further south. This is a
protected nature reserve, and only a select few scientists and
filmmakers are granted permits to step ashore. It should
provide excellent photo opportunities.

We arrive in the afternoon. From our mooring, we can
see what looks like tank tracks running at right angles from
the water up the beach. The turtle-nesting is apparently well
under way.

Making landfall and lugging loads of camera gear up a
sand berm, we soon discover the remains of several turtles.
Flaking carapaces and whitening skulls dot the dunes. Digging
and egg-laying are arduous tasks, and studies on Raine Island
have shown that about five percent of nesting turtles perish in
the process. They only come on land in the cool of the night,
and if they are not back in the water by sunrise they run the
risk of being cooked alive.

We are lucky enough to witness the success of one turtle
this night. It is a massive female that slowly pushes herself up
the beach and starts digging out an egg chamber. She is slow
but relentless, toiling for hours. It is early morning before she
is finished and labours her way back into the sea.

A Weighing an average of 150
kilograms, female green sea turtles
(Chelonia mydas) are as awkward on
land as they are graceful in the water.

»> The potato cod (Epinephelus tukula)
is renowned for its friendly disposition.
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We know this is only one of many turtles around; in one
exceptional nesting season an estimated 103,000 green turtles
visited Raine Island and nearby Moulter Cay alone. They
are relatively safe in Australian waters. But as they migrate
into the domains of Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, and the
Solomon Islands to the north, Australian legislation cannot
protect them any more.

The green sea turtle is named for the colour of the fatinside
its shell; turtle meat is a highly sought after traditional food
in many places like Bali. It is not a stretch to imagine empty
beaches in just a few decades. We have mixed feelings when
Sandbank 7 recedes in our wake the following morning

World Saved on Tape

Two days later we are back at the Northern Ribbon Reefs,
where Pawel decides to finish the expedition with a dive at
the famous Cod Hole. The stars of the Cod Hole — gigantic
potato cods — are generally very friendly and inquisitive; and
on this day they have got something special in store for us.
As they swim around like playful pups, two start behaving
oddly. It soon becomes clear they are courting, right in front
of Pawel’s camera.

The couple swims close together, tenderly nudging and
stroking each other. It is an intricate dance, an example of
the complex underwater worlds we are only beginning to
understand. Scenes like this are exactly what we need to
convince people to protect the ocean.

Hopefully the footage will one day find its way into
the hearts of voters and politicians so that maybe, future
generations will be able to see the wonders of marine life like
green turtles, boobies, sharks, and potato cod for themselves.
Pawel keeps his camera rolling, the last few frames of the
expedition registering the love of two iconic fishes. m
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A Model Eden is in the Making

One of ICRI's supporting organisations, the World Wildlife Fund
(WWF), is also working on a special campaign to save the Coral
Sea. Covering 800,000 square kilometres — more than twice the
size of the neighbouring Great Barrier Reef — this is a massive
area of pristine marine habitat. Here, large sharks, tuna and
other pelagics still roam reefs that teem with life. It is a region
with incredibly high biodiversity. But it is not a sanctuary. On the
contrary, there is virtually no formal protection of the Coral Sea.
It has remained what it is much thanks to its sheer remoteness
—and is now under threat from prospecting for gas and oil,
overfishing and illegal shark-finning.

WWEF believes the Coral Sea is in urgent need of high-level
protection and is calling on the Australian government to declare
the entire region a Marine Protected Area and thereby create the
world’s largest marine park. The goal is to turn the Coral Sea
into a public wilderness icon, much like the Great Barrier Reef
has become an important symbol for sustainable environmental
practices. Working with leading marine scientists, W\WF is
aiming to develop a model for the Coral Sea that can be emulated
elsewhere to save coral reef ecosystems globally. For 2008, the
objective is to secure a clear commitment from the government
and for the politicians to have a first look at a concrete
management plan.

The new Australian government is indeed looking favourably
at the idea of protecting the Coral Sea. However, as always, they
need to know that the public stands behind them. So make sure

that not only the voices of long-line fishermen and oil prospectors
will be heard. Visit www.wwf.org.au/coralsea today and sign
WWF’s petition to save the Coral Sea. Together we can ensure
that, at least somewhere on the planet, future generations will be
able to experience the beauty that we hold so dear.

PAUL WALDEN is a freelance writer and photographer based
out of Cairns, Australia. With a background in copywriting, he
now focuses on producing features about nature and wildlife.

JUSTIN GILLIGAN is a marine biologist and underwater
photographer. Working at the New South Wales Department
of Primary Industries in Port Stephens, he is currently
involved in research aimed at developing techniques to
distinguish species of shark from their fin characteristics.
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