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CALL FOR TRADITIONAL OWNERS TO JOIN THE FIGHT TO PROTECT 
THE GREAT BARRIER REEF 

Traditional Owners of Great Barrier Reef sea country, aged between 20 and 30 
years, are being encouraged to apply to join the Great Barrier Reef Traditional 
Owners Crown-of-Thorns Starfish (COTS) Control Program. 

With an aim to improve inclusion and participation of Traditional Owners in the management of the 
Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area, the Great Barrier Reef Traditional Owners Crown-of-
Thorns Starfish Control and Leadership Program will deliver training to Traditional Owners of 
the Great Barrier Reef catchment, with a focus on conservation and ecosystem management, 
marine operations, and leadership. 

Funded by the partnership between the Australian Government’s Reef Trust and the Great Barrier 
Reef Foundation, the program is the first of its kind to be co-designed with Reef Traditional 
Owners, the Great Barrier Reef Foundation and program partners. 

Traditional Owners of the Great Barrier Reef wish to see tangible career pathways for specialised, 
culturally appropriate training and employment included in the design and delivery of the Crown-of-
Thorns Starfish Control program. 

Traditional Owners working with the Great Barrier Reef Foundation have informed the 
development of this new initiative through a co-design process. 

To enable implementation of this action, our key partners – the Great Barrier Reef Foundation 
supported its Traditional Owner Advisory Group to work with us over a 12-month period to co-
design the Indigenous Crown-of-Thorns Starfish Control and Leadership Program. 

This program is being implemented through a partnership between Great Barrier Reef Foundation, 
the Reef and Rainforest Research Centre and INLOC, and is a collaborative way to ensure 
Indigenous cultural considerations are taken into account in protecting the Reef and marine life.  

This co-designed program is rapid and impactful, and tackles the challenge with daily on-Reef 
action. Every day, vessels and divers from the COTS Control program are out on the reef to survey 
and remove Crown-Of-Thorns Starfish from areas that need it most. 
 
To ensure we are carrying out this program in a respectful way, the Great Barrier Reef 
Foundation’s COTS Traditional Owner Technical Working Group and Advisory Group will continue 
to be involved throughout the life of the two year program. 

The COTS Control Program uses bespoke management tools such as surveying and tracking 
apps to ensure every decision is impactful and effective, whilst Traditional Owners have added 
new design elements to ensure their participation in this program is well supported. 

The training is structured to give trainees a balance between classroom time and hands-on 
learning and ensures that participants can maintain linkages in their home communities.  

To achieve this, the program incorporates block learning periods at the INLOC Training Centre in 
Cairns as well as community-based projects on-country, over an 18-month period. Traditional 
Owners have designed parts of this program so that is a culturally safe and supported 
environment, with pastoral care added to the training and leadership program. 

https://www.barrierreef.org/
http://www.rrrc.org.au/
http://www.inlocgroup.com.au/


The Great Barrier Reef, its islands and adjacent land, hold within them cultural identity. More than 
70 Traditional Owner groups span the length of the Great Barrier Reef, and continue to maintain 
Lore and customs through custodial responsibilities and obligations. 

Interested candidates can apply for the traineeship by completing the online application form at 
www.cotsto.org  

** Images and video relating to the COTS Control Program are available here.    
 

Quotes to be attributed to Sheriden Morris, Managing Director of the Reef & Rainforest 
Research Centre (RRRC):   The RRRC are committed to working closely with Traditional Owner 
groups to empower them to assist in the protection of their sea county, through constraining the 
outbreak of Crown-of-thorns starfish.  Outbreaks of COTS pose a significant threat to the GBR, 
and through constraining these outbreaks, and keeping more coral alive, we create more 
opportunities to build the overall resilience of the Reef.  And this is one of the most targeted and 
effective actions we can take. 

Quotes to be attributed to Anna Marsden, Managing Director of the Great Barrier 
Reef Foundation:  

The Great Barrier Reef is an irreplaceable ecosystem, however outbreaks of coral-destroying 
crown-of-thorns starfish are a significant threat to its health.


The COTS Control Program is throwing a lifeline to corals, protecting the health of the Reef and 
the breeding corals that are critical to supporting Reef resilience in the face of a changing climate.


The Foundation is proud to be a partner in this unique opportunity which has been co-
designed with Traditional Owners of the Great Barrier Reef to enable more Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people to actively participate in protecting the Reef from this coral-
eating predator and gain valuable, transferrable skills in the process.


Quotes to be attributed to Paul Boag, CEO of the INLOC Group: We are recruiting 20 young 
Traditional Owners, aged between 20 and 30 years, to join this rewarding and challenging 
traineeship. Trainees will enjoy the full support of expert instructors, including indigenous mentors 
and pastoral care. The program covers both classroom and fieldwork (including deployments 
onboard COTS vessels). It’s a fantastic opportunity for young people to earn an income while you 
are gaining valuable new skills, including SCUBA accreditation, boat management while playing a 
vital role in the protection of their environment. 

- ENDS - 

For media information or to arrange an interview, please contact:  
Jules Steer | jules.steer@rrrc.org.au | 0423 959 648 
Naomi Bastin | media@barrierreef.org | 0404 262 206 

http://www.cotsto.org
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/iy73u4e74li6iba/AAAckGpCR8D6eMZA0qpoEYZsa?dl=0
mailto:jules.steer@rrrc.org.au
mailto:media@barrierreef.org


WEBSITE:  www.cotsto.org  
FACEBOOK: https://www.facebook.com/COTSTOProgram 
INSTAGRAM: https://www.instagram.com/cotstoprogram/ 
TWITTER: https://twitter.com/CotstoProgram  
LINKEDIN: https://www.linkedin.com/company/cotstoprogram  

About Great Barrier Reef Foundation:    www.barrierreef.org 

The Great Barrier Reef Foundation is saving our Reef and all its living diversity for future 
generations. The Foundation is driving real solutions to the threats facing Australia’s greatest 
natural wonder, bringing together people and science to deliver the world’s largest coral reefs 
program. More than 200 projects are currently underway with over 400 partners.  

About Reef and Rainforest Research Centre:   www.rrrc.org.au  
 

The Reef and Rainforest Research Centre Limited (the RRRC) was formed in 2006 The Reef & 
Rainforest Research Centre (RRRC) is a not-for-profit consortium of research providers, industry 
and community organisations that cooperate via a strong and effective engagement framework. 
The Centre has evolved an innovative approach to improving the sustainability of management 
and use of tropical environmental assets. 

What sets the RRRC apart is a unique focus on engagement with key sectors to deliver solutions 
based on good science that address key tropical environmental management issues. 

Another important feature is the RRRC's role as a knowledge broker, ensuring the effective 
delivery of research results and tools to end users. The aim is for end users to be aware of new 
research, to understand the implications, and then apply the new knowledge towards increasingly 
sustainable outcomes. This results in the maximum possible return on investment in public-good 
research, and the best possible benefit for the North Queensland region.  

About INLOC:      www.inlocgroup.com 

INLOC delivers training and operational support to Indigenous communities and groups, and their 
partner organisations, to achieve their own aspirations in caring for their own land and sea country. 
INLOC trains for the real world, delivering skills and knowledge to provide tangible capabilities. 
Training can be certified or non-certified as required. All certified training is delivered by INLOC 
Training. INLOC Training is our trading name for our company BLP Training and Services Pty Ltd, 
RTO 5795 

About the Crown-of-Thorns Starfish Control Program: 
 
The Crown-of-thorns starfish (COTS, for short) occur naturally on reefs in the Indo Pacific region, 
including the Great Barrier Reef, and feed on coral.  In normal numbers on healthy coral reefs, 
COTS are an important part of the ecosystem. They tend to eat the faster growing corals which 
gives the slower growing species a chance to catch up, enhancing the coral diversity of our reefs. 
However, when the coral-eating starfish appear in outbreak proportions, the impact on coral reefs 
can be disastrous.  

COTS are estimated to have been responsible for nearly half of all GBR coral cover loss between 
1985-2012. Targeted COTS control program, with trained divers injecting the starfish with bile salt 

http://www.cotsto.org
https://www.facebook.com/COTSTOProgram
https://www.instagram.com/cotstoprogram/
https://twitter.com/CotstoProgram
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cotstoprogram
http://www.rrrc.org.au
http://www.inlocgroup.com


(made in the liver of oxen) or vinegar. This kills the starfish but doesn!t harm the surrounding 
ecosystem.   
 
The COTS Control Program is the largest coral protection program on the Great Barrier Reef. 
Since 2018-19, the program has been delivered as a partnership between the Great Barrier Reef 
Foundation, Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority and Reef & Rainforest Research Centre, 
funded by the partnership between the Australian Government!s Reef Trust and the Great Barrier 
Reef Foundation. 

Since 2018, the COTS Control Program has taken direct monitoring and culling action on more 
than 81,000 high risk hectares of the Great Barrier Reef, encompassing 270 high-value reefs and 
removing over 320,000 coral-killing starfish. Due to the program!s strategic approach, it!s 
estimated that more than eight times that area – 675,000 hectares – has been protected from this 
significant threat to Reef health. 

The Great Barrier Reef Traditional Owners Crown-of-Thorns Starfish Control and Leadership 
Program is funded by the partnership between the Australian Government’s Reef Trust and the 
Great Barrier Reef Foundation. 


