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CAIRNS ORGANISATION CHOSEN AS FINALIST FOR  
AUSTRALIA’S MOST PRESTIGIOUS SCIENCE AWARD 

The innovative work of the Cairns-based Reef and Rainforest Research Centre 
(RRRC) along with a team of researchers with the National Environmental Science 
Program is being recognised nationally, with one of the Programs marquee projects 
being shortlisted for the 2022 Eureka Prize in Applied Environmental Research. 

The Australian Museum Eureka Prizes are the country’s most comprehensive national 
science awards, honouring excellence and celebrating outstanding achievement. The 
team at Reef and Rainforest Research Centre has been shortlisted from a highly 
competitive field of some of Australia’s best scientific teams, tackling some of the 
country’s most difficult environmental problems.


RRRC Managing Director, Sheriden Morris, was joined by Dr David Westcott, Dr 
Cameron Fletcher, Dr Mary Bonin, Dr Suzanne Long, Dr Roger Beeden to implement this 
innovative approach to COTS management.


“I’m so honoured by this nomination, and so proud of what we have accomplished. Our 
initial Eureka! moment involved contemplating whether principles of Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM), which is a well-established agricultural practice on land, could be 
applied to outbreaks of a marine pest, the highly destructive coral-eating Crown-of-Thorns 
Starfish (COTS) on the Great Barrier Reef (GBR). A multidisciplinary team of researchers 
brought together by the National Environmental Science Program developed a strategy to 
investigate, then worked collaboratively with on-water COTS control operators to 
research, implement and rigorously evaluate IPM for coral reef protection. This is 
recognition of the extraordinary research capability here in the North, developing real-
world solutions and working with the Reef Managers and the Tourism Industry for the 
protection of our amazing Great Barrier Reef,” said Sheriden.

 

Since the introduction of IPM, more than 1.1 million COTS have been culled, protecting a 
reef area of more than 726,000 hectares. Critically, the IPM control program was found to 
have achieved effective coral protection, at 89% of the 103 reefs targeted, these results 
confirm that the IPM-COTS control program has turned the manual culling into a potent 
tool for achieving COTS control and protecting coral at the scale of hundreds of reefs. 
Most didn’t believe this was possible.

 

During the five-year IPM research program the resources available to the GBR-wide 
COTS control program expanded significantly, from one to seven vessels, in part because 
of increasing confidence in the effectiveness of manual control as the IPM findings were 
implemented. This expansion required highly-trained staff, a need that was met initially 
through the Association of Marine Park Tourism Operator’s diver training program. This 
program aimed for a 50% Indigenous intake and around 85% of graduates were 
subsequently employed by marine tourism operators, commercial dive operators or in the 

http://www.rrrc.org.au
http://www.rrrc.org.au


COTS control program. Building on this success, the RRRC is now running an Indigenous 
leadership COTS control training program that specifically recognises and supports the 
aspirations of First Nations Peoples to care for their sea country. The first cohort of young 
Reef Traditional Owners are currently being trained in a culturally safe and co-designed 
program focused on COTS management using the IPM approach.

 

Mr Jordy Lane has both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage and first completed 
COTS diver training in 2015. He has since worked his way up through the ranks and is 
currently the Dive Supervisor on InLoc’s “Capricorn Star” vessel, using IPM principles to 
manage COTS on reefs in the Lizard Island section of the GBR.  
“I would 100% recommend becoming a COTS diver, as long as you’re willing to give it a 
crack,” he said. “Our work is more than just going for dives on the reef and looking for 
starfish, it’s not always peachy conditions on the water or amazing reefs. Crew are also 
responsible for helping run the ship as well as cooking/cleaning/tender operating, 
operating the main vessel anchor, and on top of this we also conduct maintenance aboard 
our ship to keep her in good condition… we share a small space with up to 15 people for 
up to 15 days at sea at a time which some people can find challenging.” 
 

Mr Daniel Gschwind was CEO of the Queensland Tourism Industry Council during 
nearly all of this period. “The past few years have been incredibly challenging for 
Australia’s most valuable natural asset – the Great Barrier Reef – with  repeated coral 
bleaching events caused by climate change,  other related threats and the incredible 
downturn in what was previously a $6 billion GBR tourism industry, due to the global 
pandemic.” 

“Through all of this bad news, the COTS control program based on IPM principles has 
been a shining light. These on-water teams, guided by the best science available, have 
been out there actually defending live coral on the GBR,” said Mr Gschwind. 


“Thanks to the research and its practical application and the teams’ efforts in the water, 
the GBR is still a beautiful, wonderful place. I hope that this example inspires other 
researchers, and other industries, to think more innovatively about effective solutions to 
environmental problems. Because we’re going to need them.” 

- ENDS - 

For media information or to arrange an interview, please contact: 

Jules Steer | jules.steer@rrrc.org.au | 0423 959 648


** Images and video relating to the COTS Control Program are available here:   
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/g8c6nrxilva8ov1/AADgAs3-2DSHAPOkn-8VfDOZa?dl=0 
 

WEBSITE:  	 www.rrrc.org.au  

FACEBOOK: 	https://www.facebook.com/RRRCCairns 

TWITTER: 	 https://twitter.com/RRRCcairns 

LINKEDIN: 	 https://www.linkedin.com/company/rrrccairns  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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 AUSTRALIAN MUSUEM EUREKA PRIZE:         www.australian.museum 

Established in 1990, the Australian Museum Eureka Prize is Australia's most high-profile 
science awards. Presented annually, the comprehensive national science awards, 
honours excellence four categories including research and innovation, leadership, science 
engagement and school science.


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 (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.
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