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“Resilience is not merely a mechanism for 

risk mitigation, but the foundation for 

regional growth.”



A Strategy for 
Regional Resilience

THE GREAT BARRIER  REEF 
EC ONOMIC  ZONE:    

The Great Barrier Reef is a globally significant environmental, economic, and cultural asset. With 1.2 
million residents in the reef region, it’s health directly impacts local communities and economies. However, 
current management strategies often separate environmental concerns from economic and social realities. 
The Great Barrier Reef Economic Zone (GBREZ) aims to integrate these aspects, viewing reef management 
as part of a system where economic resilience, ecological health, and social stability coexist.

This strategy proposal is intended as a working document towards the development and popular acceptance 
of a comprehensive governance framework that redefines traditional conservation funding models by 
fostering a self-sustaining economic entity that ensures resilience and prosperity for both the region and 
the reef itself.

The GBREZ aims to integrate financial sustainability with ecological preservation by: 

•	 recognising that government funding is not a ‘rescue package’ but an essential and on-going 
investment in the maintenance of the ecological infrastructure that underpins all economic activity;

•	 identifying the connection between a healthy regional economy and the ability of that region to 
contribute to and be part of ongoing ecological maintenance;

•	 reducing the current predominant dependence of environmental work on fluctuating, politically 
sensitive government funding;

•	 identifying and harmonising policy and funding overlaps and duplications;

•	 diversifying regional economies through the development of nature-based activities, particularly 
ones that draw on local understanding of and connection to country;

•	 promoting and celebrating the alignment of regional economic activities with environmental 
imperatives.

The GBREZ seeks to create from the ground up a resilient economic infrastructure that supports the 
ongoing health of the reef through resilient, empowered communities.

This strategy does not pretend to provide all the answers or a roadmap to the achievement of a GBREZ. It 
is presented as a concept that the region can consider and, if it chooses, make its own. 

Because paradigm shifts occur when people want them, not when they’re imposed.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Economic Significance of the Reef 

The Great Barrier Reef plays a crucial role in the national economy, with an estimated 2016 asset 
value of $56 billion that generates approximately $6.5 billion annually and supports 64,000 jobs 
across tourism, fishing, and related industries. Despite its economic importance, the reef remains 
vulnerable to environmental degradation, policy shifts, and market fluctuations. Traditional 
funding models have relied heavily on government intervention, philanthropic contributions, 
and corporate social responsibility initiatives, which are inherently unstable over the long term. 

The GBREZ is designed to mitigate these uncertainties by establishing a structured economic approach that 
ensures sustainable financial support for reef preservation and regional economic growth.

A Paradigm Shift Towards Sustainable Resilience 

Conventional reef management has predominantly focused on ecological restoration and conservation 
efforts, often overlooking the interconnected social and economic dimensions. The GBREZ model reimagines 
the economic and ecological systems as interconnected, promoting resilient and complex thinking as a 
proactive strategy rather than fragmented and overlapping economic plans. 

Resilience, in this context, is not merely a mechanism for risk mitigation but a foundation for regional 
growth. By fostering interdependent relationships between ecological sustainability, economic development, 
and social stability, the GBREZ ensures that conservation efforts are financially viable and structurally 
supported by a dynamic economic framework.

Grounded in Experience

The Reef Economic Zone concept was borne from firsthand experience with large-scale reef and landscape 
restoration projects and reflects a deep understanding of the practical challenges and complexities involved 
in ecological restoration. It also draws on lived experience and a place-based involvement in regional 
community resilience and well-being.

The Reef Economic Zone framework emphasises the importance of strategic, large-scale collaboration 
across diverse sectors, building on successful collaborative models and networks developed in previous reef, 
landscape, and disaster resilience programs.
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“Paradigm shifts occur when 
people want them, not when 

they’re imposed.”

Resilience is a key component of the Reef Economic Zone, informed by extensive experience in disaster 
resilience and collaboration, highlighting the need for adaptive strategies that can withstand environmental 
and socio-economic challenges.

Foundations of the Reef Economic Zone 

1.2 million people live within the Great Barrier Reef region, and the reef region is geographically the size of 
Italy. It is rich in both biological and cultural diversity, and the Gross Regional Product (GRP) across local 
government areas participating in the Reef Guardians program is $90 billion – $75k per person. This is 
significantly higher than the average per capita GRP in Australia of $67k (IMF figures).

The GBREZ is built upon the principle that, since these communities directly benefit from the landscape in 
which they live, the economic activities within the region should directly contribute to reef preservation and 
sustainability. Several key advantages underpin this model:

•	 Local Economy as the Foundation: Establishing a self-sufficient economic base that minimizes reliance 
on fluctuating government allocations and maximises regional ownership and participation.

•	 Resilience as a Growth Strategy: Flips resilience from a defensive “withstanding shocks” concept to a 
proactive strategic advantage – being prepared for the unexpected - a smart investment that enhances 
economic value, social stability, and environmental sustainability.

•	 Recognises and Values Local knowledge: Encourages local involvement by recognising single solutions 
are rarely universally applicable and can be fine-tuned through fine-grained local experience and 
understanding.

•	 Greater Stability: A locally driven model ensures a more consistent and predictable flow of financial 
resources dedicated to reef management while also generating new economic opportunities.

•	 Integrated and Informed Funding: Encouraging coordination among government agencies, 
corporations, and philanthropic entities to align investments with long-term sustainability objectives.

•	 Sustainability and Growth: Ensuring that economic expansion and industrial activities are Nature 
Positive and actively contribute to environmental conservation and ecological health along with 
regional prosperity.
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“By reframing conservation as 
an economic imperative, the 
GBREZ sets a precedent for future 
environmental and economic 
sustainability initiatives.”

•	 Reduced Dependence on External Funding: Diversifying revenue sources to enhance financial stability 
and protect against policy and market uncertainties.

•	 Holistic and Adaptive Approach: Implementing a flexible and forward-thinking model that can evolve 
to address emerging environmental, economic, and social challenges.

Strategic Implementation and Governance 

To achieve its objectives, the GBREZ requires a well-structured governance framework that integrates 
economic and environmental policies into a cohesive, collaborative strategy. The following key components 
will drive the success of the GBREZ:

•	 Regional Collaboration: Establishing partnerships between local governments, industries, research 
institutions, and community organizations to foster a shared economic and environmental vision.

•	 Investment and Financial Innovation: Developing investment mechanisms, such as sustainability 
bonds, reef-focused enterprise zones, and environmental financial instruments, that generate long-
term funding for reef conservation initiatives.

•	 Public and Private Sector Alignment: Encouraging sustainable business practices through incentives, 
regulatory support, and economic policies that promote investment in ecological and social resilience.

•	 Integrated Policy Development: Creating regulatory frameworks that support economic diversification 
while prioritizing environmental integrity, ensuring that industries operating within the GBREZ 
contribute positively to reef health.

•	 Adaptive Management Strategies: Enabling place-based decision making systems that can implement 
data-driven decision-making and ongoing monitoring systems to adjust policies and investment 
strategies in response to environmental and economic changes.
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Conclusion

The establishment of the Reef Economic Zone represents a new paradigm – a transformative approach 
to managing one of the world’s most critical natural assets. By integrating economic stability and social 
capacity with environmental stewardship, the GBREZ model provides a sustainable, long-term solution that 
enhances the financial independence of conservation efforts while fostering regional economic resilience. 

Through strategic collaboration, innovative investment mechanisms, and a commitment to sustainability, 
the GBREZ ensures that the Great Barrier Reef continues to thrive as both an ecological wonder and an 
economic powerhouse. By reframing conservation as an economic imperative, the GBREZ sets a precedent 
for future environmental and economic sustainability initiatives, offering a replicable model for other 
ecologically sensitive regions around the world.

Three core challenges stand out:

•	 Efforts Must Be Coordinated, Not Isolated – The most successful conservation strategies link 
ecological goals to economic realities, ensuring sustainability is built into the system rather than 
dependent on external funding.

•	 Resilience Requires Structural Change, Not Just More Resources – The challenge is not about securing 
more funding but about embedding sustainability into the fabric of economic and policy decision-
making.

•	 Local and Global Strategies Must Align – The reef’s health is tied to international climate trends. 
Future efforts must integrate local conservation with broader economic and environmental 
frameworks.

The Great Barrier Reef has always been a symbol of natural wonder and resilience. The key to its future lies in 
moving beyond crisis management and embracing a structured, integrated model that aligns environmental 
sustainability with economic viability. The Reef Economic Zone is a blueprint for how that could be achieved.
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Innovation and  
Sustainability Summit

C ircul ar  
f utu re s NQ:    

Townsville is the obvious start point to build this new economic paradigm. Immediately adjacent the 
Great Barrier Reef, home to world-renowned reef research institutions including the Australian Institute 
of Marine Science and James Cook University’s ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies, and 
headquarters of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Townsville is easily identified as a reef city.

However, Townsville is much more than that. It is the largest city and population in Northern Australia. 
Townsville’s deep-water port is a gateway to the world for North Queensland’s agricultural and mineral 
wealth, and entry point for products essential to everyday life, and connects to the road and rail network 
servicing the north.

Townsville is Australia’s pre-eminent defence hub, a centre of higher education with global connections, 
an accredited ECO destination providing access to the Great Barrier Reef and Wet Tropics World heritage 
Areas, home to North Australia’s only Tertiary Level hospital and a centre for Tropical Medicine, and an 
economic powerhouse committed to sustainable growth.

Townsville is also home to NQ Dry Tropics, a recognised leader among Australia’s 54 Regional Natural 
Resource Management (NRM) organisations, and the Healthy Waters Partnership Dry Tropics, a collective 
of business, industry, research, education, community and government that provides an picture of 
waterways and reef health.

All this makes Townsville an obvious launch pad for the GBREZ concept, if Townsville people are behind 
it. Collaboration strategist Jelenko Dragisic and sustainable development advocate Dr Keith Noble want to 
ground test their GBREZ concept with a Townsville audience through addressing critical questions:

•	 How does a systemic approach to resilience support circular economy efforts in the region?

•	 How can circular economy strategies ensure a resilient reef and strong regional economy?

•	 What role does cross-sector collaboration play, and how do we initiate it?

The discussion will focus on actionable steps to enhance regional sustainability through new cooperation 
models and innovative thinking - that The Great Barrier Reef Economic Zone represents a vision for the 
future, vital to North Queensland’s sustainability.
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