
Burnett Mary Regional Summary – Reef Report Card 2016

Goal
To ensure that by 2020 the quality of water entering the Reef 
from broadscale land use has no detrimental impact on the 

health and resilience of the Great Barrier Reef.

Water quality targets (2018)
• At least a 50 per cent reduction in anthropogenic end-of-

catchment dissolved inorganic nitrogen loads in priority 
areas.

• At least a 20 per cent reduction in anthropogenic end-of-
catchment loads of sediment and particulate nutrients in 
priority areas.

• At least a 60 per cent reduction in end-of-catchment 
pesticide loads in priority areas.

Land and catchment management targets
• 90 per cent of sugarcane, horticulture, cropping and grazing 

lands are managed using best management practice 
systems (soil, nutrient and pesticides) in priority areas.

• Minimum 70 per cent late dry season ground cover on 
grazing lands.

• The extent of riparian vegetation is increased.
• There is no net loss of the extent, and an improvement 

in the ecological processes and environmental values, of 
natural wetlands.

Reef Water Quality Protection Plan 
2013 – 2018

This factsheet is a regional summary of the Reef Report Card 2016 
(released in October 2017) reporting on progress towards the Reef Water 
Quality Protection Plan 2013 targets that were set to 2018. The plan is 
being updated and the targets are being reviewed.

Land management practices in the Burnett Mary region impact on the 
water quality of the southern extent of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park and the Great Sandy Straits World Heritage Area. The Burnett Mary 
Regional Group is working with industry and landholders to improve land 
management practices to achieve better water quality outcomes. 

Improved water quality will impact on coastal habitats, including 
estuaries, seagrass and coral found off the catchment’s coastline.

This report summarises the results of the 2016 Paddock to Reef 
Integrated Monitoring, Modelling and Reporting Program and illustrates 
the progress made toward achieving the targets for improved water 
quality, monitoring indicators of catchment health and adoption of best 
management practice in the region’s major agricultural industries.

The 2016 catchment monitoring results show that, while most 
parameters have remained static compared to previous years, there have 
been small improvements in some areas such as:

•	 reduced catchment pollutant loads resulting from changes in 
grazing land management, mostly through the use of fencing 
to exclude cattle from gullies and streambanks, combined with 
establishing watering points away from drainage lines. These 
tactics encourage revegetation of the riparian zones and reduce 
erosion, streambank destruction and stream turbidity. 

•	 increased adoption of nutrient and pesticide best management 
practices on sugarcane production areas to reduce the potential 
off-site water quality impacts.

•	 continued improvement of seagrass meadows in the Burnett 
Mary region from the very poor condition observed in 2012–
13, having achieved their best condition rating in a decade of 
sampling.

•	 ground cover levels remaining generally high in the region 
although, relative to the long-term average, there were 
significant areas at their lowest comparative level of ground 
cover in 2016. This may indicate that some localised areas are 
at increased risk of erosion. 
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The Burnett Mary region covers approximately 5.3 million ha, where 
the main agricultural land uses are grazing (65%), sugarcane (2%) and 
horticulture (approximately 0.1%). The remaining area (approximately 
32%) of the land in the catchment is used for forestry (public and 
private), nature conservation, dryland and irrigated cropping and rural 
and urban living. 

Target: 90 per cent of sugarcane, horticulture, cropping and grazing 
lands are managed using best management practice systems (soil, 
nutrient and pesticides) in priority areas by 2018.

Landholders manage complex farming systems made up of many 
diverse individual management practices. The target acknowledges 
that the largest water quality benefits will be realised through use of 
management systems that include adoption and integration of a number 
of critical management practices.

Best management practices in this context are defined in the Reef Plan’s 
water quality risk frameworks for each major agricultural industry. These 
frameworks identify the management practices with greatest potential 
influence on off-farm water quality, and articulate a reasonable best 
practice level which can be expected to result in a moderate-to-low water 
quality risk. The risk levels described for each practice, where relevant, 
are:

•	 High risk (superseded or outdated practices)
•	 Moderate risk (a minimum standard)
•	 Moderate–low risk (best practice)
•	 Lowest risk (where innovative practices are expected to result in 

further water quality benefits, but commercial feasibility is not 
well understood).

The Reef report card estimates the area of land managed using best 
management practice systems as at June 2016.

Grain industry best management practice adoption

Approximately 280 grain growers are managing about 80,000 ha of land 
in the Burnett Mary region.

The amount of land under grain production can vary considerably 
over time due to some land alternating between grain production and 
pastures for beef cattle. 

•	 In 2015–16 six grain growers were funded to implement 
management improvements across 944 ha.

Horticulture industry best management practice adoption

Approximately 280 horticulture producers are farming around 23,000 ha 
of land in the Burnett Mary region. The area under horticulture in this 
region can vary considerably on an annual basis due to rotations between 
sugarcane and annual vegetable crops.

reefplan.qld.gov.au

Adoption of Improved Land Management Practice – 2016



Adoption of Improved Land Management Practice – 2016

Grazing

grains soil pesticide nutrient

pa
stu

res
       

              streambanks

gu l l i es

C

Pasture 2014 2015 2016

Streams 2014 2015 2016

Gullies 2014 2015 2016

46 46 46

48 48 50

30 30 30

Very poor Poor Moderate Good Very good
0–22% adoption 23–45% adoption 46–67% adoption 68–89% adoption 90–100% adoption

reefplan.qld.gov.au

Percentage of grazing land being managed using best management practice systems Percentage of sugarcane land being managed using best management practice systems

Nutrient 2014 2015 2016

Pesticide 2014 2015 2016

Soils 2014 2015 2016

13 13 15

48 48 51

39 39 39

Sugar

grains soil pesticide nutrient

so
ils 

      
                    nutrients

pes t i c ides

D

Grazing industry best management practice adoption

Approximately 2495 graziers are managing 2.66 million ha of land and 
about 14,078 km of mapped streambanks in the Burnett Mary region.  

In 2015–16:
•	 64 graziers managing 11,096 ha of grazing lands adopted 

improved management practice with most of projects involved 
fencing to limit livestock access and protect a total of 70 km of 
streambank frontage.

•	 17 graziers across 4920 ha to mitigate erosion and sediment 
loss, provide advice and support on sustainable best 
management practices, and develop property management 
plans with landholders.

•	 14 landholders across 258 ha to improve riparian management 
and reduce erosion across the landscape, which involved 
fencing 12 km of stream frontages to limit livestock access.

•	 The Grazing BMP program worked with 34 grazing businesses 
managing over 91,000 ha of grazing lands.

Sugarcane industry best management practice adoption

Approximately 498 sugarcane growers are managing 86,000 ha of land in 
the Burnett Mary region. 

In 2015–16, a total of 54 sugarcane growers adopted improved practices 
on 7587 ha of land, including:

•	 improved fallow management by reducing tillage through 
purchasing equipment.

•	 changing to zonal tillage prior to planting cane.
•	 adopting the Six Easy Steps nutrient budgeting process.
•	 changing to sub-surface application of nitrogen fertiliser.
•	 improving the application of residual herbicides.
•	 improving management of irrigation and rainfall run-off.

The Smartcane BMP program worked with 124 growers and accredited 5 
growers (3098 ha) in the Burnett Mary region in 2015–16. 



Water quality and catchment condition – 2016
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Modelling of pollutant load reductions is based on reported improvements in 
management practice systems.

Target: At least a 20 per cent reduction in anthropogenic end-of-catchment loads 
of sediment and particulate nutrients in priority areas by 2018.

Modest reductions in sediment and particulate nutrient loads were achieved in 2016. A 
2.1% reduction in suspended sediment load leaving the catchments, a 1.5% reduction 
in particulate nitrogen and a 1% reduction in particulate phosphorus for the year were 
attributed mainly to improved grazing management practice in the catchment. These 
activities included installing fencing to exclude cattle from gullies and streambanks, 
establishing watering points away from drainage lines to encourage riparian 
revegetation and reduce streambank erosion, and fencing according to landtype, along 
with the installation of additional watering points to allow better rotational grazing 
and improved management of ground cover on hillslopes.

Target: At least a 50 per cent reduction in anthropogenic end-of-catchment 
dissolved inorganic nitrogen loads in priority areas by 2018.

In 2016, a further 0.7% reduction of dissolved inorganic nitrogen load was achieved 
mainly through sugarcane growers applying reduced nitrogen application rates 
following the adoption of the ‘Six Easy Steps’ nutrient management process. Overall, 
the Burnett Mary region has achieved the greatest cumulative reduction (32.2 per 
cent) in dissolved inorganic nitrogen load leaving a priority (sugarcane growing) 
catchment.

Target: At least a 60 per cent reduction in end-of-catchment pesticide loads in 
priority areas by 2018.

A very small (0.1%) reduction in toxic-equivalent pesticide load leaving catchments 
was achieved in 2016 due to the adoption of practices that reduce the volume of 
residual herbicide applied in sugarcane production systems.

Target: 70 per cent late dry season ground cover by 2018.

Late-dry-season mean ground cover across the Burnett Mary region grazing lands was 
84% in 2016, consistent with the high mean ground cover from 1987 to 2016 (86%). 
Historically, ground cover in the region is highly correlated with rainfall. Analysis of the 
ground cover in spring 2016 showed that there were significant areas at their lowest 
comparative level of ground cover. This may indicate some localised areas are at risk 
of erosion and further investigation may be needed to determine the cause for the 
relatively lower ground cover levels, given rainfall across the region was similar to the 
long-term mean.

Seven wetland sites have been identified and assessed in the baseline study to 
establish the condition of wetlands in the Great Barrier Reef catchment. The second 
round of assessment is due for completion at the end of 2018. 

Riparian vegetation loss is only reported every four years and was not monitored in the 
Burnett Mary region in 2016.
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Marine health indicators
Water quality

Inshore water quality in the Burnett Mary region was good in 2015–16. 
For the individual indicators, chlorophyll a was good and Secchi depth was 
moderate. For the Burnett Mary region, only the area in the Marine Park 
was modelled and scored. Modelled data was available for three years only 
and is not directly comparable to previous report cards.

Seagrass

Seagrass meadows in the Burnett Mary region continued to improve 
from the very poor condition observed in 2012–13, achieving their best 
condition in a decade of sampling. However, the overall score remained 
poor, just below the threshold for moderate. Recent increases in abundance 
suggest that these meadows are recovering well following many years of 
poor environmental conditions due to cyclones and flooding), suggesting 
that water quality conditions were improving for seagrass growth. 

Inshore coral condition

Inshore coral condition is not monitored in the Burnett Mary region.
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The Paddock to Reef Integrated Monitoring, Modelling and Reporting 
Program (Paddock to Reef program) is a collaboration involving 
governments, industry bodies, regional natural resource management 
bodies, landholders and research organisations.

Funded jointly by the Australian and Queensland governments, the 
program is a highly innovative approach to collecting and integrating 
data and information on agricultural management practices, catchment 
indicators, catchment loads and the health of the Great Barrier Reef.

Total funding for the program is approximately $8 million annually. The 
majority of the funding is dedicated to capturing data and generating 
information through monitoring and modelling.

Find out more: reefplan.qld.gov.au   

The Paddock to Reef Program is jointly funded by the Australian and 
Queensland Governments.

There are 12 water quality monitoring sites across the Burnett Mary 
region. Five measure nutrient loads and the other seven measure 
pesticide loads.

Monitoring catchment water quality

Catchment water 
quality monitoring site 
at Fisherman’s Pocket, 
on the Mary River.


