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Scott Reef is an isolated coral reef system 
that rises steeply from the depths of 
north-western Australia’s continental shelf.

Over two decades, scientists from many 
organisations have studied the reef’s 
physical environment and biological 
communities. The results have revealed 
important insights into a complex 
ecosystem – �ndings that are also 
relevant to the sustainable management
of other coral reefs around the world.

This book presents an account of the 
research e�ort at Scott Reef, sharing new 
understanding of this remote and 
beautiful part of Australia.
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Foreword

This book tells the story of the spectacular Scott Reef off the coast of Western Australia and 
how the partnership between resources company Woodside and Australia’s scientists has 
created an unprecedented understanding of the ocean environment.

The story begins in 1971, when Woodside discovered the Torosa gas field beneath Scott Reef. 
Scientific interest in the area soon followed and Woodside has since supported research 
expeditions to Scott Reef. Starting in 1993 with the establishment of a long-term monitoring 
program that continues today, the Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS) has co-invested 
in much of this work.

Accurate environmental assessments of marine ecosystems like Scott Reef rely on a thorough 
understanding of the system and the conditions influencing it. But long-term investigations 
of this kind require significant investment of time and resources. Working with Woodside 
has offered scientists a unique opportunity to study this remote and normally inaccessible 
atoll. The work has produced an exceptional baseline for future environmental assessments, 
which was recognised in 2011 with an Environmental Award from the Australian Petroleum 
Production and Exploration Association. It’s an example of how partnership between industry 
and the scientific community leads to better outcomes.

As a nation surrounded by oceans, maintaining the health of Australia’s marine environments 
is critical to our economy and the industries that rely on its health. Our ‘blue economy’ was 
worth over $42 billion in 2009–10, and this is projected to double in size by 2025. That makes 
research in this field critical to securing Australia’s future prosperity while conserving our 
unique marine ecosystems and biodiversity.

In this book, the authors share the discoveries and highlights of their research. It covers the 
early history of human visitation, through to the physical and biological oceanography, and 
the diversity of marine life that can be found at the reef. 

The Scott Reef story will continue but the chapters here tell of the rich history of exceptional 
scientific research, the extraordinary remoteness of the reef system and its complex ecology 
and fascinating oceanography. 

Professor Ian Chubb AC
Australia’s Chief Scientist

Browse Joint Venture Participants

Chevron Australia Pty Ltd – Joint Venture Participant 1979 to 2012
BHP Billiton Petroleum (North West Shelf ) Pty Ltd – Joint Venture Participant 1979 to 2013
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Introduction

Scott Reef rises steeply from the depths, near the edge of north-western Australia’s continental 
shelf, far from the mainland and other reefs. Created from the accumulated skeletons of countless 
corals and algae, the reef’s history can be traced back to the organisms that laid its foundations 
millions of years ago. Today, it is teeming with life, ranging from tiny single-celled organisms to 
the largest animals on the planet, all of which depend on Scott Reef’s structure and biodiversity. 

Scott Reef has a long history of human visitors, from the Indonesian fishers who have visited for 
hundreds of years, to exploration and scientific personnel in more recent times. Nevertheless, 
its remote location has protected it from many of the pressures affecting other reefs around the 
world, giving researchers a rare and valuable opportunity to study a healthy coral reef and the 
range of organisms that inhabit it. 

Spanning almost 20 years, the research program at Scott Reef is one of the longest and most 
comprehensive investigations of a coral reef system in Australia. The work has largely been 
funded by Woodside Energy Limited and its joint venture participants, and the Australian 
Government through the Australian Institute of Marine Science (AIMS), but many other groups 
have also been involved. Scientists from more than 10 organisations have come together, 
spending hundreds of days at sea and thousands of hours under water. Their combined goal has 
been to better understand this unique ecosystem. 

Over the years, the research at Scott Reef has evolved from a basic knowledge of the reef’s 
organisms to a comprehensive understanding of a complex ecosystem. Early taxonomic 
surveys described the abundance of life at the reef, and then the introduction of a monitoring 
program documented how coral and fish communities varied across the reef and over time. More 
recently, the research was further expanded to include an intensive study of the reef’s physical 
environment and the processes responsible for the changes in its biological communities. 
Together, scientists have created a detailed picture of Scott Reef – invaluable information when 
assessing how the reef may respond to future changes. 

This book gives a first-hand account of the research conducted at Scott Reef. We hope it will 
allow the reader to embark on their own journey, and join us in celebrating the results of the 
collaborative research effort and the beauty and wonder of this isolated coral reef. 
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