Australia has more than 10,000 beaches and only
one man has seen them all, from the sublime to the
dangerous. He shares their secrets with

Mike Safe.

ustraians have a warm, fuzzy fedling
about thar beaches eveniif they vigt very
few of them. They know even less about
how ther water, wind, sand and tides
interact to produce such magica locations.
Because of this blissful ignorance, some of
our coadt isin danger of beinglovedto death while huge
expanses of it sddom see a human footprint.

S0 says the researcher who knows more about Audrdian
beaches than anyone. Professor Andrew Short is head of
Sydney Univerdty's Coastal Studies Unit. Since 1990, he
has coordinated the Audralian Beach Safety and Manage-
ment Program, a mammoth mapping and cataloguing of
the nation's foreshores carried out in cooperation with
urf Life Saving Audrdia

Short has counted 10,685 beaches along the manland
and Tagmanian coagts, a combined length of nearly 30000
kilometres. As part of the project, hehasseen dl
of them, visiting by foot, vehide and boa ol
flying over those that are inaccessble And just
to complicae the issug, he has cadogued at
leag another 800 beaches on Audradids 30
inhabited idands, but there are thousands of
uninhabited islands and no-one is sure how
many more beaches are on them.

For every Bondi and & Kilda there are
hundreds of beaches tha are rardly visited.
"Mog of the beaches in Austrdia dill don't
have names” says Short. "Many of the
headlands arent named dther.” Only 25 per
cent of beaches have seded road access, 10
per cent have gravel road access and 20 per
cat can only be reached by four-whed -drive
over sand or dirt tracks. This leaves 45 per
cent with no vehide access & dl. Many of these are
scatered aoross remote locations such as northern Austrdia
and wesern Tasmania. As far as Short is concerned, this
is good news. "It means those undeveloped beaches ae
likdy to day that way. Many are in nationd parks on
Aborigind land or in such remote areasthat they are likdy
to remain preserved. We redise therds alot of money to
be made out of maintaining this environment. You can
sall it over andover interms of ecotouriam.”

Thegatus of much of our coadt is dill to be sorted out. For
example, NSW, the mog populous gae, has preserved as
much as it can - more than a third - in naiond parks
while bigger saeswith sparsdy populaed coagts, such as
Western and South Audrdia, ill have vast tractsthat are
unresolved. "Much of thisis crown land but it's not yet
national park,” says Short. "At the sametime, the federal
and gae governments are preparing awhole range of marine
parks. But we're at least heading in the right direction.”
As the gxth-largest land mass in the world and the only
one of thetop 9x countries surrounded by water, Audrdia
has abewildering veri ety of beaches They rangefrom grips
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of sand as short as 20 metres that can wash away in a
gorm to those that go on for hundreds of kilometres,
such as dong the Coorong in South Audrdia Thereare
tropicd beaches fringed by rainfores in North
Queendand and the sun-baked desart beaches of northern
Wegern Audrdia Those in the north can undergo
massve tidd shifts - often more than 10m - while the
wild wesern coagt of Tasmaniais one of the most high-
energy wave locdions on Earth. Despite our bush
mythology, Audrdians are urbanised coast-dwellers
nine out of ten of us live within 50km of a beach.
Short says this pressure will only continue. "Whilewe
want to preserve the coad, dl the sea-changersand baby
boomers want to live and retire there. So it becomesa
balancing act - alowing peopeto Iivewherethw want
while still preserving the environment.”

ThIS drift, especialy to regiona centres such as Coffs
Harbour in NSW, the Gold and Sunshine
coasts in Queendand and Bunbury in
Western Austraia, mugt be managed - and
that means long-term, not jug until the
next council dection. Although Queendand
Premier Peter Begttie last month announced a
plan to push newcomers west away from the
pressurised Gold and Sunshine coasts, Short
believes politicians across the country still
aren't willing to put time, effort and money
into preserving the coast.

"What we've got to readliseis how big

- these places could get and planfor cities of

" that size," he says. "You don't do it piece-
meal and tack a bit more on every year.
Youvegot to haveamaster planfor aplace
and region, assuming there will be a pop-
ulation of so many by the year 2050. Part of that
planning will be preserving smdler coasta

communities and maybe capping them at acertain
size, not alowing them to just grow. Maybe that
means keeping devel opment to the existing bigger
regiona centres.

"It's going to be difficult. It's a matter of asking
sod ety what it wants and my feeling is peoplewill want
arange of devdopment. Not dl of it has to be upmarket.
They ill want caravan parks and camping grounds. We
need aone-da to five-dar coast whereas deveopers, or a
lot of them, would much prefer it to beall five-gar.”

Despite hundreds of reports - local, state and federd -
coastd devdopment continuesto be marred by alitany of
migekes sewage discharge, gormwater oveflow, siting
and algd blooms in estuaries, seagrass dying off dong
beaches, run-off from overbuilt landscapes, and erosion of
beaches and dunes due to everything from poorly designed
marinas to wrongly sited housing. "Therds no reason in
this day and age why we can't do it properly,” says Short.
Not surprisngly, Short has dear views on our beaches.
On the following pages he nominatesthe best family, surf
and scenic beaches- and the mog treacherous



