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Darwin lights reveal jump in marine economy

Teasing out the performance of the marine economy from the rest of the economy is very
difficult. Most monetary statistics measure the economy as a whole, and even those specific
to marine industries can include a mix of onshore and offshore activity.

It’s particularly challenging at a local level, with much of the available data relating to the
national economy as a whole.

In a world-first study, AIMS scientists used satellite images of Darwin Harbour at night to
calculate the size of the harbour’s marine economy.

The pioneering technique blacks out the land and measures the amount of light between the
beach and the edge of a nation’s ocean territories. It includes light from oil and gas operations,
shipping and fishing, as well as light spill from coastal populations.

It’s not the first time light has been used to study economic activity. The dark skies over North
Korea, for instance, have long been interpreted as a sign of the country’s isolation. But the
AIMS study was the first in the world to measure the marine economy by spatially partitioning
land and sea.

The AIMS team also tested the night light technique on other parts of the world where the
blue economy has been comprehensively measured. They found analysing the publicly-
available satellite images was as good as any other method of estimating the marine economy.
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