
Where prawns grow up 
M o r e t o n Bay, off Br i sbane , 
is t h e hea r t of one of A u s t ­
ralia 's ma in p r a w n fisheries. 
T h e annua l catch of k ing 
p r awns br ings in $2 mil l ion 
or m o r e , a n d t he area also 
ha rbou r s large popula t ions 
of greasyback a n d t iger 
p r a w n s . 

Trawlers fill the i r ne ts in 
b o t h t h e Bay and t h e nea rby 
ocean. T h e same p rawns 
s p e n d different par t s of the i r 
lives in t h e enclosed a n d 
open waters , and are p u r s u e d 
in b o t h areas. 

T h e p rawns spawn in t h e 
ocean. W h e n they are a b o u t 

a cent imet re long, they float 
in to t h e Bay a n d set t le 
a r o u n d shal low sandbanks 
and m u d flats. As they g row, 
they move to deeper pa r t s 
of t h e Bay a n d t h e n ou t to 
sea, where t h e life cycle 
begins again. 

P robab ly t h e greatest 
th rea t to t h e p r a w n popu la ­
t ions—apar t f rom overfishing 
—is d i s tu rbance to t h e sha l ­
low areas in t h e Bay where 
t h e y grow to catchable size. 
Seagrass covers t h e floor of 
t h e mos t shel tered of these 
areas. 
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Young , M r H u g h K i r k m a n , 
a n d colleagues f rom t h e 
C S I R O Divis ion of Fisheries 
a n d Oceanography shows 
t h a t growing prawns are 
m u c h m o r e likely t o survive 
t o adu l thood in grassed t h a n in 
b a r e shal lows. I f t h e seagrass 
d i sappeared , so , a lmos t 
certainly, wou ld m a n y of t h e 
p r a w n s . 

T h e M o r e t o n Bay seagrass 
is n o t a b o u t t o disappear . B u t 
after surveying it as pa r t of a 
research project on t h e p r a w n 

fisheries o f Austral ia 's east 
coast , t h e scientists conc lude 
t h a t i t is very suscept ible t o 
h u m a n d i s tu rbance . 

Al ready s a n d - m i n i n g on 
N o r t h S t r adbroke Is land , 
wh ich encloses t h e sou the rn 
pa r t of t h e Bay, has des t royed 
pa tches o f it . T h e m i n i n g 
takes place o n t h e eas tern 
shore of t h e I s land , facing t h e 
sea, b u t spoil f rom t h e 
opera t ion has flowed off t h e 
west coast on to sandbanks , 
kil l ing t h e seagrass the re . 

Grassed m u d flats a t low tide. 

Oyste r -ga ther ing also has 
des t royed seagrass on pa tches 
of m u d flat; speedboa t 
propel lors a n d people walking 
on t h e grass do t h e damage . 

T h e scientists believe t h a t 
t h e deve lopmen t o f canal 
es ta tes , like those o n Q u e e n s ­
land ' s G o l d Coas t , in t h e 
seagrass areas wou ld do great 
damage . Increased tu rb id i ty 
caused by d redg ing a n d 
p u m p i n g wou ld kill grass b y 
r educ ing t h e a m o u n t of l ight 
ge t t ing t h r o u g h to it . Seagrass 
could no t g row in t h e canals 
because t h e y wou ld b e t o o 
deep . For tuna te ly , canal 
deve lopmen t has no t come , 
so far, to these areas . 

A n o t h e r t h rea t t h a t needs 
to b e g u a r d e d against is p o l ­
lu t ion en te r ing t h e Bay f rom 
coastal r ivers , inc luding t h e 
Br i sbane River . N o s ign of 
damage f rom this qua r t e r has 
appea red ye t . 

Look ing at t h e Bay as a 
whole , t h e damage done t o 
t h e seagrass b y M a n ' s ac t iv­
ities has b e e n small so far, a n d 
will r ema in small if adequa t e 
care is t aken . B u t if large 
areas of t h e grass a re d e s ­
t royed , no t only t h e p r awns 
will suffer. 

T h e scientists a re still 
unravel l ing t h e role of t h e 
seagrass i n t h e life of M o r e t o n 
Bay. B u t t h e y have e n o u g h 
informat ion a l ready to s h o w 
t h a t it has a n impor t ance 

comparab le wi th t h a t of t h e 
Bay's mangroves for m a n y 
creatures besides p r a w n s . 
T u r t l e s , swans , a n d dugongs 
feed o n it, a n d so d o s o m e of 
t h e Bay's 250 or so fish 
species. O t h e r fish congre ­
gate in t h e grassed areas i n 
the i r juvenile per iod , as t h e 
p r awns do . 

T h e seagrass b e d s look 
r a t h e r like u n t i d y lawns . 
T h e scientists have found six 
seagrass species i n M o r e t o n 
Bay, growing in s o m e areas 
as single-species s tands a n d 
in o thers as mix tures of two 
or m o r e . S o m e of t h e b e d s 
s u p p o r t algae popula t ions . 

T h e species have different 
preferences for d e p t h , s o m e 
remain ing u n d e r wate r all t h e 
t i m e whi le o thers a re exposed 
at low t ide . S o m e jus t expose 
the i r leaf t ips w h e n t h e t ide is 
exceptionally low. T w o of t h e 
species, found m o r e c o m ­
m o n l y fur ther n o r t h , have no t 
b e e n s ighted any fur ther 
sou th t h a n M o r e t o n Bay. 
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