
 

  

   
About the artificial reef 
The $1 million Exmouth Integrated Artificial Reef (EIAR) 
project brings together world leading engineering solutions 
and science based habitat enhancement to benefit the 
environment and recreational fishing.  Located near the 
Exmouth Boat Harbour inside Exmouth Gulf, the EIAR will 
provide the community with new, safe and accessible fishing 
opportunities.   

The reef structures being built in Exmouth will provide local 
jobs during the construction along with ongoing employment 
opportunities related to recreational fishing, recreational 
diving, tourism and research. 

What is an Integrated Artificial Reef? 
New reefs are formed when we install purpose-built 
substrates in parts of the ocean that have become barren, 
mobile sandy seabeds.  Mobile sands cover over rocky habitats 
and prevent sponge gardens and corals from re-establishing.   

Engineered substrates such as those being installed at 
Exmouth, provide stable foundations that sit above the mobile 
sand layer.  They also provide important caves and ledges for 
fish to take refuge in and under.  Once the engineered 
substrates are installed, nature very quickly takes over, re-
establishing fish populations, sponges and coral gardens.  The 
complexity of the engineered substrates provides immediate 
new habitat for fish whilst the sponge gardens and corals 
provide a new source of food and habitat for reef fishes.  The 
modules also have been shown to promote the regrowth of 
seagrasses. 

An integrated artificial reef is a reef substrate that consists of 
both purpose built reef structures and repurposed reef 
structures.  The special combination of materials and habitat 
complexity means a diverse, productive and sustainable 
ecosystem is re-established. 

Why build an artificial reef in Exmouth? 
The reef will be installed in the Exmouth Gulf to provide safe, 
accessible and enjoyable fishing and diving experiences. 
Located between the town and Bundegi boat ramps, it will be 
sheltered from the strong winds on the west side of the cape. 

Engineered reefs have been scientifically shown to be very 
productive and typically support 20 times more fish than the 
surrounding reef ecosystems.  Examples at Port Coogee, 
Rottnest Island, Mandurah, Bunbury and Dunsborough have 
been very successful. 

This project will also allow scientists from Curtin University to 
investigate methods of reef restoration which are critical to 
understanding how to address bleaching events. 

Who has funded the EIAR? 
The EIAR is funded by recreational licence fees through 
the Recreational Fishing Initiatives Fund (RFIF), and through 
funding from BHP and NERA (National Energy Resources 
Australia).  The reef technology and design is being provided 
by Subcon.  Twenty five per cent of recreational licences fees 
goes to the RFIF for investment back into the sector. 
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Reef Design 
The reef has been designed by Reef Engineers from Perth 
based company Subcon.  The reef will provide more than 
27,000 cubic metres of habitat.  This will be the largest purpose 
built reef habitat in the Southern Hemisphere.  The purpose 
built reef substrates form the structure for natural reef to 
establish itself on.  Materials are selected that are proven to 
support the establishment of a diverse ecosystem. 

A careful combination of repurposed steel integrated with 
concrete structures will form the foundation of the reef.  Fifty 
eight reef modules ranging in height from one to 10 metres 
will be laid out in a specific formation across two acres on the 
ocean floor. Six steel tanks will form the key stones of the reef. 
These tanks were buoyancy modules which have been retired 
from an offshore facility operated by BHP. The air filled tanks 
once formed part of the support structure for the subsea 
facilities, and they have never been in contact with 
hydrocarbons.  

The tanks will be thoroughly cleaned and sand blasted of all 
paint and marine growth in a special facility. The tanks will 
then be cut and modified with additional habitat features to 
complete their make over into FishTowers.  The FishTowers 
will be raw steel structures, completely free of all 
contaminants.  The final step involves ballasting the tanks with 
concrete to ensure they are stable during cyclones once they 
are installed in their final resting place.  

The tanks will create habitats that are similar in design to 
existing steel reefs that have been deployed at Moreton Bay, 
Sydney Harbour and Rottnest Island.   

In addition to the steel FishTowers, 52 concrete structures will 
be deployed to provide low profile juvenile fish habitat and 
interconnectivity between the larger steel modules. 

 

Reef Vision citizen science project 
Reef Vision is Recfishwest’s citizen science project.  Reef Vision 
gives the WA fishing community a glimpse of the fish 
populations calling the area home.  At the same time, they are 
also contributing to important scientific research. 

With recent artificial reef installations off the West Australian 
coast, scientists have been monitoring the colonisation of 
them and any changes to the fish community using data 
collected by Recfishwest’s army of citizen science volunteers.  
Recfishwest will be recruiting up to 45 citizen scientists from 
the Exmouth community to help with the monitoring.   

Curtin University staff and students will be analysing the data 
and providing the reports.   

If you would like to be involved please email Recfishwest at 
recfish@recfishwest.org.au. 
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