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Pumicestone Passage. 

ñWhen generating 16 times more 

fish is not quite enoughò
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Moreton Bay ï Where are we at ?
ÅFormed 6,000 yrs bp during last sealevel rise. 

ÅIndigenous ñfire stick farmingò (clearing land for 
hunting) increased sediment and nutrient 
loading c. 2000 yrs bp (increased productivity).

Å1824 European settlement urbanized catchments

Å1895 First signs of environmental problems in 
bay (mudworm disease in oyster fishery).

Å1960ôs QX disease in oysters (water quality).
Å1996 first Lyngbya bloom (acid sulphate soils).

Å2000ôs first major fish kills and dead zones.
Å2019-22: major fish kills and algal blooms.
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Shellfish in Moreton Bay - History
ÅThousands of years of sustainable use by 

coastal indigenous groups ï including culture 
of Sydney rock oysters (Saccostrea glomerata) 
in Moreton Bay. 

ÅAfter European settlement in 1824, shell from 
middens and intertidal S. glomerata used to 
make road base or burnt for lime to make 
mortar for buildings in early Brisbane.

ÅBy 1880s Moreton Bay oyster industry was 
expanding and intensifying by enhancing 
banks and dredge sections with spat from 
central QLD (e.g. Great Sandy Straits).
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Historical extent in Moreton Bay

SE QLD
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ÅFirst problems with dredge sections occurred 
after multiple floods during La-Nina period of 
1887-1893. 

Shellfish in Moreton Bay - History
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Decline of Oyster Industry

ÅPeak of production of Moreton Bay oyster 
fishery was in 1891 (21,000 sacks, approx 
1890 tonnes).

ÅPeak of dredge section licensing occurred 
in 1904 (64), then rapid decline with last 
one forfeited in 1947 ( Maroochy River).

ÅProduction of bank oysters declined to < 
10% of peak by 1981.

ÅSubtidal shellfish reefs now functionally 
extinct in SE QLD.
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Case study ï Pumicestone Passage

ÅHistorically, Sydney rock oysters were massively 
abundant in Pumicestone Passage. 

ÅNinghy = Aboriginal word for ñplenty of oystersò. 
Early settlers in the mid 1800ôs described  subtidal 
oyster reefs down to 4+ meters and intertidal 
reefs 300 yards long.

ÅBut today subtidal oyster reefs are extinct and 
around 96% of oyster zonation has been lost.

ÅInvestigations suggest underlying cause is due to 
recruitment failure from poor water quality and 
habitat change. Mud and dirty water = increased 
QX disease. Disease is the symptom, NOT the 
cause of decline.
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Changing ecosystems in SE QLD
Intertidal bank, Pumicestone Passage  c.1889

Note: prolific oyster recruitment on any available hard surface
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Changing ecosystems in SE QLD

Lower Nerang River, upwards compression of the 
intertidal zone suitable for S. glomerata recruitment and 
survival ï July 2013.

Subtidal and intertidal 
algal turfs trap 
resuspended sediment

Lower Nerang River, upwards compression of the 
intertidal zone suitable for S. glomerata recruitment and 
survival ï Monaco St , June 2021.


