
Waste Reduction and Recycling Amendment Bill 2017 Submission No 32





Sea turtle monitoring and beach rubbish surveys 

We commenced the monthly marine debris surveys as we were concerned that there appeared to be little long term, 
consistent data collection on marine debris for the northern Sunshine Coast area.  

Our beaches are important for both the economic and ecological sustainability of our region with the local tourism 
industry heavily reliant on promoting the coast’s natural beauty. We are located within close proximity to Brisbane 
(which is approximately 130km to the south) and our area has a small but significant nesting population of endangered 
loggerhead and green sea turtles that use our beaches to nest. Within our organisation we have a number of trained 
volunteers who monitor the nesting sea turtles and who attend marine turtle strandings. Sea turtles generally only 
wash ashore when very ill or dead.  

Coolum & North Shore Coast Care volunteers have been recording sea turtle strandings for the last 9 years - we 
attend approximately 30 turtle strandings a year between the Maroochy River mouth and Sunshine Beach Noosa 
(approximately 35km of beach). Most of these strandings are juvenile turtles of approximately 1 to 20 years of age 
(adult sea turtles are generally 30 to 80 years of age). Live turtle strandings are transported by our volunteers (using 
their own fuel and vehicles) to SeaLife Mooloolaba Aquarium or to Australia Zoo for rehabilitation. If the turtle is dead, 
our volunteers identify the species, take the turtle’s measurements, take photos, prepare a stranding report for the 
QLD government’s sea turtle research program and bury the turtle. Below is a brief summary of our turtle stranding 
data for the last three years (the same duration as our beach rubbish surveys) to illustrate the numbers of strandings 
our volunteers deal with: 

Period No. of live sea turtle 
strandings 

No. of dead sea turtle 
strandings 

Total turtle 
strandings 

1 Sept 2012 – 31 Aug 2013 16 19 35 
1 Sept 2013 – 31 Aug 2014 40 36 76 
1 Sept 2014 – 31 Aug 2015 7 16 23 
Total strandings – 3 years 63 71 134 

Turtle strandings and plastic pollution 

Many of the live turtles transported to rehabilitation facilities do not survive. If they do survive, recovery can take 
several months or more. 

Necropsy studies  

Until recently, SeaLife Mooloolaba forwarded some of the turtles that did not survive rehabilitation to Dr Kathy 
Townsend at the University of Queensland Research Station, North Stradbroke Island, for necropsy. Published 
research from 2012 from turtle necropsies carried out at this facility indicates that 33% of the sea turtles necropsied 
from the Brisbane and Sunshine Coast areas had ingested plastic debris (1). The types of plastics found in the 
necropsied turtles included hard plastic pieces, soft plastics, balloons, rubber, food packaging and plastic bags. Some 
of these items are not found in large quantities in marine debris surveys, suggesting that turtles may be targeting 
particular types of rubbish. 

Volunteer resources – necropsies not available to determine cause of death 

As sea turtle monitoring volunteers, we are not authorised or trained to perform sea turtle necropsies. For stranded 
sea turtles found in our area, this means that only live turtles that subsequently die during rehabilitation have a 
possibility of necropsy and therefore a definitive cause of death recorded. Necropsies are not performed on any of the 
dead sea turtle strandings our volunteers attend, and it is therefore unknown how many of the dead turtles we see 
have ingested plastic. Given that many show signs of floating syndrome (see below) and that the UQ necropsy studies 
show plastic ingestion affected 33% of the turtles studied, it is reasonable to assume that plastic ingestion is present in 
the dead turtle strandings we see. However in our capacity as volunteers with limited resources we are unable to 
quantify this precisely for the turtle strandings we attend. 

Floating syndrome in stranded sea turtles 

It’s very common for our volunteers to attend a dead turtle stranding where the turtle shows signs of “floating 
syndrome” which is attributed to a fatal digestive system blockage (from ingesting foreign objects such as plastic 
pieces). Such signs include a sunken plastron (underneath of the turtle) or emaciated body condition. This occurs 
when an intestinal blockage causes an internal build up of gasses and the turtle can no longer dive for food. It will float 
on the ocean surface and slowly starve over a period of months before it washes ashore. On attending a stranding we 
are trained to record basic observations like signs of emaciated body condition but we cannot make a formal 
assessment as to the cause of death. 






