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AUDITOR GENERAL FINDS WARNING SIGNS IN  
MANAGEMENT OF COCKBURN SOUND  

In his latest report delivered to Parliament today, Auditor General Colin Murphy found the health of the marine 
environment at Cockburn Sound could be compromised if weaknesses in the current monitoring and management 
practices are not addressed.

Mr Murphy said the diversity of activity in the Sound keeps it under constant environmental pressure from increasing 
industrial, urban and recreational use.

“Government has recognised that the environmental management of this area is a complex and challenging task and 
has put in place a strong management framework to address the unique challenges of the Sound,” he said.

“However, there are a number of gaps in policy implementation and management oversight which need to be 
addressed to ensure the marine ecosystem of Cockburn Sound is protected.”

The performance audit report found that errors and inconsistencies in reporting on ecosystem health has meant that 
evidence of decline in seagrass health and water quality in some areas of Cockburn Sound has not been highlighted 
through reporting.   

The audit also found that monitoring of the marine environment does not provide a current measure of the total area 
of vital seagrass in the Sound and it does not monitor the total contaminant discharges into the Sound.

Mr Murphy said seagrass is used as a key indicator of ecosystem health in the Sound and in order to monitor it the 
seagrass health is benchmarked against reference sites in Warnbro Sound.     

“The issue here is that the seagrass health at some of the reference sites in Warnbro Sound has declined and this in 
turn has led to the standards for determining healthy seagrass in Cockburn Sound being progressively lowered. More 
concerning is the lowering of standards had not been recognised or reported.

“If the areas of concern highlighted in my report are not addressed the Cockburn Sound management authorities could 
find themselves in a situation where they have not acted promptly enough on emerging issues and the health of the 
marine ecosystem is further compromised.”

Cockburn Sound has a strong environmental management framework in place, which includes the State Environmental 
Policy and the Environmental Management Plan for Cockburn Sound and its catchment. The independent Cockburn 
Sound Management Council, the Department of Environment and Conservation and the Environmental Protection 
Authority all have varying levels of management responsibility for the policy framework.

“For the most part the environmental management framework for Cockburn Sound is working well, however a review 
of the State Environmental Policy, currently scheduled for 2012, should be brought forward to ensure the gaps in policy 
implementation and management oversight are addressed sooner rather than later,” Mr Murphy said. 

“This is particularly important as ecosystem health in this unique marine environment remains under pressure, a 
situation that is likely to increase into the future.” 

The Auditor General’s report, Environmental Management of Cockburn Sound, can be viewed at www.audit.wa.gov.au.
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