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Introduction  

The declining trend in Reef health is a cause of concern 
for marine scientists, managers, governments 
community groups and other reef stakeholders. Climate 
change has been identified as the greatest threat to 
coral reef health worldwide. Despite lofty emissions 
targets and pledges by the international community, 
scientists predict that the effects of climate change are 
likely to get worse before any improvement is realised. 
Consequently, the next generation is in line to inherit 
natural ecosystems in a much poorer and declining state 
than present, potentially requiring drastic action to 
support reef resilience and ecosystem health.  

Reef Ecologic were proud to host the Young Adults 

Workshop as part of the Great Barrier Reef Restoration 

Symposium in Cairns on 16 July, 2018. At this workshop 

we engaged with a group of young adults on the issues 

facing reef health. Young adults were invited to join the 

GBR Restoration Symposium for the entire first day of 

the event. This enabled them to interact with an 

international marine science community as part of the day’s activities. The youth were able to obtain 

an introduction into the issues facing the Great Barrier Reef and the role reef restoration may play in 

supporting its resilience. Additionally, they were able to experience an international conference and 

see how the professional community networks and collaborates to advance ideas and opportunities 

(Figure 2).  

In the afternoon the students participated in the Young Adults Workshop which provided an 

opportunity for the participants to take 

the first steps in becoming the next 

generation of Great Barrier Reef 

stewards by opening doors into the 

world of Great Barrier Reef protection 

and management. The students were 

encouraged and challenged to develop 

and share their ideas on reef 

restoration. Working in teams, the 

students identified problems and came 

up with solutions during guided sessions 

before sharing the outcome of their 

discussions with the rest of the 

workshop.  

Figure 1: GBR Restoration Symposium program and 
registration desk. 

Figure 2: Students from Pimlico State High School and Belgian Gardens 
State School enjoying the symposium. From Left: Max Robson, Kailash 
Cook, Satya Cook and Madison Noseda 
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The event was well received overall with substantial positive feedback from many representatives at  

the symposium. The 

workshop received positive 

publicity at the symposium 

as two of the young adults, 

Satya and Kailash Cook were 

provided the opportunity to 

participate in the symposium 

‘Listening Sessions’ (Figure 

3). This was a forum for all 

the conference participants 

whereby perspectives from 

representatives of diverse 

stakeholder groups were 

invited to provide their perspective about the need for and scope of interventions on the Great 

Barrier Reef. Representatives from tourism, conservation, environmental organizations and 

traditional owners all provided their perspectives. Both Kailash and Satya spoke eloquently and with 

passion about what coral reefs mean to them, and what they felt needed to be done as we move 

into an uncertain future. It was a fantastic element and a highlight of day one, if not the entire 

symposium.  

Engaging with Industry Leaders 

The students had the 

opportunity to engage with 

international leaders in their 

field. Keynote speakers Dr. Tali 

Vardi, Coordinator at the 

National Oceanographic and 

Atmospheric Association’s Coral 

Restoration Consortium and Dr. 

David Wachenfeld, the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park 

Authority’s chief scientist 

provided insights into their 

work on opposing sides of the 

globe (Figure 4). Both Dave and 

Tali provided some background 

into their own life journeys, 

answering a number of questions, which often focused on how they came to be where they are 

today.  

Dr. Wachenfeld especially provided an insightful account of the state of the planet’s ecosystems and 

how this next generation would be responsible for many of the problems resulting from unmitigated 

development over the past few decades. This emphasised to the students that they have a very 

important role to play in driving and guiding the conversation towards a more sustainable future. 

From a reef restoration perspective, discussions also addressed the opportunity of many tourism 

operators to engage in community-based reef restoration stewardship actions. The possibility of 

Figure 4: International representatives Dr Tali Vardi (NOAA)  and Dr David 
Wachenfeld (GBRMPA) taking questions from students as part of the Q&A 
session. 

Figure 3:  Young adults Satya Cook, of Belgian Gardens State School, and Kailash 
Cook, Pimlico State High School, present to the assembled delegates on the morning 
of day one of the symposium. 
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having small-scale impacts was considered acceptable and feasible, but large scale impacts might be 

limited by this approach.  

The students were also fortunate to gain an audience with Australia’s Environment Ambassador, 

Patrick Suckling, who provided some background on his role as Australia’s voice for the environment 

on the international stage.  

Overall, the question and answer session with industry leaders provided a fantastic opportunity for 

the children to discuss real world issues with experts in their field from both science and 

government. The ideas helped frame the rest of the afternoon’s discussions.  

Leadership Demonstrated  

Molly Steer  

An important lesson for the students that were present was hearing from their peers who have 

demonstrated leadership. Molly Steer and Kailash Cook demonstrated that the young generation 

have the ability to  deliver tangible outcomes by participating in projects that raise awareness about 

coral reef health and what we can do to support it.  

Molly Steer (Figure 5) is the founder of the Straw No More 

campaign. Molly saw the damage that disposable plastics do to 

the ocean, and knew she had to do something. With all the 

innocence of youth, she set about convincing schools to remove 

single use plastic straws from their tuckshops. Since launching 

her campaign, a number of schools in the Cairns region have 

taken the pledge to remove plastic straws from their school 

canteens. Molly wants to encourage all schools in Australia to 

stop using single use plastic straws. “We owe it to the ocean and 

the Great Barrier Reef.” Molly is now taking the campaign to 

McDonald’s to influence the largest fast food chain in the world to change their behaviour. When 

she isn't trying to remove plastics from the ocean she enjoys dancing, swimming and spending time 

with her family. See Molly’s ground breaking Tedx talk at https://youtu.be/Rr5Py1r9xjw  

Kailash Cook 

Kailash Cook is a year 10 student from Pimlico State 

High School in Townsville, Australia. From around 

three years old he could often be spotted working 

with his father in marine conservation projects in 

Koh Tao, Thailand. Kailash assisted marine 

conservation centre Eco Koh Tao in setting up coral 

nurseries and turtle release projects. As a ten-year-

old he gained his junior PADI Open Water 

certification and in the same year, became the 

youngest ever Reef Check Ecodiver to join dive 

teams monitoring the health of coral reefs not only 

in Koh Tao but worldwide. Since moving to Australia 

Kailash has completed research comparing natural and artificial reefs, the results of which he 

presented at the International Coral Reef Symposium in Honolulu, Hawaii in 2016. Recently, Kailash 

Figure 5: Molly Steer, founder of Straw No 
More campaign. 

Figure 6: Kailash Cook presenting to the assembled 
audience at the Young Adults Workshop. 

https://youtu.be/Rr5Py1r9xjw
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was accredited as a Reef Check Ambassador in Townsville, Australia, helping to raise awareness 

about conservation issues on the shores of the Great Barrier Reef. Kailash participated as a research 

assistant in setting up the first coral nurseries on the Great Barrier Reef at Fitzroy Island, and helped 

set up the first mineral accretion project at Agincourt Reef offshore Port Douglas.  Kailash has 

completed 220 scuba dives and continues to be an inspiration to young adults in the field of scuba 

diving and marine conservation.  

Yoga Break  

We included a yoga break to help students unwind and prepare for some in-depth discussions about 

reef health and possible solutions (Figure 7). The yoga break was also strategically placed prior to a 

reflections session, where we wanted some deep, meaningful contemplation on the current state of 

the GBR. It made a welcome change from the pace of the day and allowed the students to recharge 

and refocus before moving on.  

The yoga break was conducted by Tracey Cook, a yoga 

teacher. Tracey is a School Support with Yoga Tools for 

Schools (www.ytfs.com.au) who assists in providing wellbeing 

techniques for teachers and other educators in the schools in 

the Townsville region.  

 

 

Reflections 

One of the afternoon’s activities included a ‘reflections’ session. We prepared two short videos, one 

highlighting healthy, aesthetically pleasing reefs and the other representing degraded coral reefs. 

Without discussion the participants were asked to write down a single word to describe their 

thoughts, emotions or feelings following each video. With the results, we developed a ‘wordcloud’ 

and the result was interesting, moving and quite powerful (Figure 8). We reminded the kids, and we 

now remind the world, that this is what is at stake when we talk about protecting and preserving the 

values of coral reefs worldwide.  

 

Figure 7: Yoga Tools for Schools representative Tracey Cook leads participants through a 5-min yoga 
break as part of the workshop. 

http://www.ytfs.com.au/
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In the final wrap up session of the symposium Dr Chris Gillies of the Nature Conservancy asked for 

feedback on the symposium overall, especially any comments from anyone under 30 years old. 

Workshop coordinator Nathan Cook used this opportunity to display these wordclouds as the 

pictures above, reminding delegates that what we know and currently experience is often 

symbolised by the wordcloud on the left (Figure 8). Conversely, the current trajectory of coral reef 

health is taking us more towards that depicted on the right-hand side. This is what is at stake in the 

fight to preserve and restore the world’s coral reefs   

Solutions Workshop  

The Solutions Workshop was designed to determine what, in the opinion of the assembled students, 
are the main problems facing coral reefs and what solutions could they, as young adults, participate 
in.  

The group of 22 students represented 10 schools from the Cairns, Queensland region, two schools in 
Townsville, Queensland and one from New South Wales. The workshop included a number of 
elements to engage and inspire the participants and enable creative thinking. Influential young 
adults from the local community showcased impressive work and campaigns that they were doing to 
raise awareness about reef health in their communities. A major component of the workshop 
included a brainstorming session to develop ideas for youth involvement and contributions to reef 
health and reef restoration. The students were encouraged to not only consider possible ideas and 
solutions to support coral reef health, but also the role they may play in implementing such change.   

Prior to the workshop, participants were provided with some background materials (video and 

website links) to help prepare them for the workshop. We used the RARE organisation’s 

(www.rare.org) principles as a basis for discussion (Figure 9). RARE inspires change so people and 

nature thrive. We reviewed the process provided by RARE which encourages the development of 

locally-led solutions which can be brought to regional scales. We aimed to determine the primary 

issues facing coral reef health and provide impetus for implementing change and potentially scaling 

up.  

The session was focused around the ‘RARE’ formula for change, which emphasizes finding locally-led 

solutions which can then be expanded to low-cost delivery at regional scales. Importantly, this 

Figure 8: Wordclouds developed and presented as a result of a reflections session as part of the workshop. 

http://www.rare.org/
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formula calls for the identification of pilot projects where solutions can be trialed before 

implementation.  

 

 

Identifying Challenges  

From the young adults’ perspectives, we determined what main problems are facing coral reefs 

today. Being located adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef, local conditions were a high priority for the 

assembled students.  

We presented a number of general 

problems or issues for discussion. 

We also invited the addition of other 

topics or additional issues. The list of 

challenges and issues were posted 

on the wall, and students voted for 

what they thought were their top 

three issues (Figure 10).  

It was clear that climate change was 

well understood as being the 

primary issue facing coral reefs 

(Figure11). The problem of plastic pollution was highlighted in conjunction with associated urban 

runoff that carries waste and other pollutants into the ocean.  

Figure 10: Voting wall for the problem facing coral reefs 

Figure 9: The RARE formula for change highlight the first three steps which provided the focus of discussion during the 
workshop. 
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Figure 11: Results of voting on primary problems facing coral reef health. 

 

Identifying Bright Spots 

Working in groups, we asked the students to collaborate and devise ideas to address some of the 

identified problems. Groups were supported by facilitators who helped guide discussions and 

provide support as the students worked to devise solutions. We had already identified the problems, 

and students were challenged to identify opportunities on how to address specific or multiple 

problems - for example, how to start a campaign to change emissions laws or build a business to 

grow and outplant coral. Once a potential solution was agreed upon, students were invited to 

determine how they might deliver on their ideas and present this to the assembled audience. 
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Turtles being run over by boats

Anchor damage

Sunscreen

Algae overgrowth

Cyclones and weather

Divers and snorkelers

Poor fishing practices

Water quality
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Loss of coral cover

Urban run off

Too much plastic in the ocean

Climate change
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Solutions to the problems facing reefs 

were many and varied (Figure 12). 

Some of them were socio-political in 

nature, requesting higher fines for 

littering and prompting local councils to 

expand bans on single use plastics 

beyond current initiatives targeting 

straws and plastic bags. Others were 

practical, highlighting potentially 

harmful chemicals used in cleaning 

products, and vowing to inquire with 

their own schools or spheres of 

influence about changing to more 

environmentally friendly options.  

The group presentations were clear and 

concise with a number of good and very 

practical ideas. Primary ideas were 

posted on the wall and all students 

were asked to vote on those which 

were their most preferred options. 

There was a strong focus on waste and 

single use plastics, potentially 

highlighting the renewed focus by government and communities recently in Australia to ban this 

form of packaging. Many proposals strongly correlated with activities that occur at schools, 

illustrating an understanding of their potential areas of influence.  

 

Figure 12: Results of voting on proposed solutions to create behavioural change to support coral reef health. 

 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Introduce safe chemical cleaning products

Create website about microplastics and glitter

Raise awareness about plastic pollution

Ecotourism for CoTS control

Community service by prisoners to collect waste

Improve lanscaping to filter run-off

Glitter is litter - campaign to ban glitter

Single use plastic bag bans

Awards for good litter practices

# responses

Suite of Proposed Solutions 

• Urban run-off – safe, environmentally friendly 

chemicals (schools, businesses) 

• COTS – Eco tourism, volunteers to assist certified 

divers, snorkelers to find COTS 

• Marine pollution – Prisoners to clean up marine debris 

as part of community service  

o Higher fines for littering  

o Data collection via Tangaroa Blue  

o Rewards for not littering  

o Free dumping  

o Ban water bottles  

• Glitter is litter  

• Too much plastic in the ocean –  

o schools to have litterless lunches  

o local councils to ban certain types of 

plastics  

o Raise awareness – social media – get 

people to care  

o Smaller mesh grates for urban runoff  
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Ecological Footprint  

 

It is well accepted that climate change is the largest 

threat to the health and resilience of coral reefs 

worldwide. While reef restoration can support reef 

health on a local scale, it is clear that addressing 

carbon emissions is crucial to preserving the long-term 

health of coral reefs as we know them. 

In an effort to highlight the important of carbon emissions and encourage behavioural change, all 

participants were asked to complete their ecological footprint (www.footprintcalculator.org). The 

footprint measures human demand on nature, expressed as a single, easy-to-understand number 

that’s scalable from an individual to a global level. The resultant number represents an estimate of 

how many planets, equivalent to earth, would be required if the world’s population lived like them, 

utilising an equivalent amount of resources.  

Workshop participants were asked to calculate their ecological footprint based on their current 

lifestyle. Submissions ranged from a low of 1.8 to a high of 3.6 with the average ecological footprint 

recorded 2.86 (Figure 13). This average figure was substantially smaller than the average of 4.6 

calculated from submissions by 182 university students from the United States in 2017. These results 

provided the focus of discussion about changes everyone needs to implement and learning about 

solutions so we can all tread more lightly on the Earth.  

At the conclusion of the workshop, we asked the students to pledge to make a change in their life 

that would contribute to a reduction in resource use and existentially support coral reef health.  

 

 

Figure 13: Wordcloud of participant's ecological footprint outcomes highlighting the average of 
2.86. 

http://www.footprintcalculator.org/
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Pledges of Behavioural Change 

Examples of pledges made by participants:  

I pledge to  

• not use glitter or plastic straws ever again (Especially glitter). I'm sorry that mine is short  

• use safe cleaning liquids to cleaning school drains 

• compost all compostables, recycle all recycleables and grow fruit in my garden 

• have a zero plastic waste month 

• write to my principal and find out what chemicals the cleaner are using and find out if they 

hurt the reef. Persuade people to buy environmentally friendly chemicals  

• email my principal and ask him to stop the use of glitter. Go diving and clean up the ocean. 

Visit the GBR more and work on its sustainability and possibly study marine biology up here 

• warn my friends when they are using glitter not to litter glitter into the GBR. And my parents 

and family too.  

• help my school and classmates with understanding the reefs and how it works  

• have one day a week to go out and collect pollution in the community and send a letter to the 

council to promote being a ‘Strawbassador’ 

• try to be an example and an inspiration in my community  

• provide awareness about plastic in the ocean in my school 

• ride to school by bike more often and reduce the amount of single use plastics I use 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Students, teachers and facilitators at the conclusion of the workshop. 
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As an extension of this commitment, we asked participants to 

volunteer their names and contact details to enable workshop 

coordinators to follow up and query individual participants on the 

successful implementation of their pledge.  

Conclusion and Next Steps 

International delegates from across the world attended the 2018 
GBR Restoration symposium. Coral reef managers, government 
employees, restoration practitioners, marine science students 
and industry representatives contributed to a very diverse and 
somewhat eclectic crowd for a scientific conference. Involving 
the students in the broader conference was a wonderful 
opportunity for them to be an integral part of the conversation as 
we, as a collective, strive for innovative solutions to challenging  
issues. Opportunities like these provide the impetus for creative 
thinking, and support students in their quest for relevance in a 
complex, changing environment. At the conclusion of the 
workshop students were provided with certificates in recognition 
of their participation (Figure 15).  

This is not the first 
conference young adults 
have attended or 
presented at. Young adults 
as young as 13 years old 
presented at the 
International Coral Reef 
Symposium in Hawaii in 
2016. Presentations were 
of a high quality and well 
received. One of the key 
successes of this 
workshop was the timing.  

Workshops such as these 
are often conducted 
independent of major 

events. Conducting the 
workshop in conjunction 
with the adults’ 

symposium provided excellent opportunities for all demographics 
to share ideas and gain knowledge and awareness. Additionally, 
holding the workshop on day one of the symposium allowed the 
students to gain background knowledge from scene setting 
presentations that became relevant to their activities.  

As coordinator, the amount of positive feedback at the presence 
and inclusion of the next generation in the discussion about how 
to address the issues facing coral reefs was surprising and 
uplifting. Bringing the youth into the discussion provided a sense 

Pimlico State High School  

“Thanks for inviting Pimlico 
SHS to the symposium. Our 
students and teacher 
thoroughly enjoyed the 
experience and were able to 
make some good contacts for 
our Decarbonize Program. 

I think what impressed them 
most was the focus on 
positive action and the 
success that is happening in 
regards to regenerating the 
reef. This is what they shared 
with the class and is 
important for them to know 
that there are individuals and 
groups who are doing great 
things and being successful. 
Sometimes our students are 
too often bombarded with 
doom and gloom scenarios. 
The success stories are the 
ones which remind our 
students that they can make 
a difference and a 
contribution.” 

Cairns District Schools Science 
and Sustainability Enrichment 
Program 

“Thanks Nathan. It was a 
great opportunity for the 
students, particularly the 
workshop on the second half 
of the day. The students I was 
with enjoyed the interaction 
and felt their comments were 
valued. 

Thank you again for 
organising the Youth 
Workshop.” 

 

 

APPRECIATION  

Figure 15: Certificate of participation 
awarded to the students at the conclusion of 
the workshop. 
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of hope and a positive perspective often lost by the older, more informed generation. With the 
innocence of youth and the optimism of opportunity, the young adults were an exceptional addition 
to the symposium overall, and something many hoped would be an activity implemented at future 
conferences and symposiums.  

Workshop coordinators are in consultation with organisers of the upcoming Reef Futures 2018: A 
Coral Restoration and Intervention-Science Symposium to conduct a similar event. Additionally, 
discussions have begun with conveners of the next International Coral Reef Symposium to be held in 
2020 in Bremen Germany. The next generation are in line to inherit many of the problems being 
created by the current human population. They have a crucial role to play in discussing solutions the 
global community is proposing to implement. Consequently, we have in important role to facilitate 
such engagement.  
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Appendices  
 

Appendix 1 – Reef Restoration and its Relevance to the Next Generation participants.   

 NAME FAMILY NAME SCHOOL 

1 Jessica Roe Smithfield SHS 

2 Jasmin McGahan Smithfield SHS 

3 Meika Betts-Colefax Smithfield SHS 

4 Rosie Chapman Smithfield SHS 

5 Valeria Speranskaya Smithfield SHS 

6 Chloe McLeod Smithfield SHS 

7 Ronin Patotzki Smithfield SHS 

8 Alisa Matveeva Smithfield SHS 

9 Angus Ross Smithfield SHS 

10 Ella Buckingham Smithfield SHS 

11 Kailash  Cook Pimlico SHS 

12 Max Robson  Pimlico SHS 

13 Madison Noseda  Pimlico SHS 

14 Satya  Cook Belgian Gardens SS 

15 Molly  Steer Straw no More  

16 Laani  Bradley Gordonvale State School 

17 Riley Swinton Children for Change 

18 Danial Bywaters Children for Change  

19 Angus  Leadbitter Illawarra Grammar School 

20 Georgia Barrett Peace Lutheran College  

21 Charlie Wood Peace Lutheran College  

22 Tenon Penkliss Peace Lutheran College  

23 Honey Dare Peace Lutheran College  

24 Isaac Coleman Peace Lutheran College  

25 Toneisha  Phillips Mossman State High School 

26 Ellie  Zillfleisch Mossman State High School 

27 Amber  Yendle Mossman State High School 

28 Lucy Seaton Whitfield State School 

29 Eli Barron Whitfield State School 

30 Asato Nakagawa Whitfield State School 

 

Teachers and Facilitators  
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1 Zoe Hiddins Smithfield SHS 

2 
Sandra Charlton 

Cairns District Schools Science and Sustainability Enrichment 
Program 

3 
Cara Moynihan 

Cairns District Schools Science and Sustainability Enrichment 
Program 

4 Jules  Steer Straw no More 

5 Mia  Conway Children for Change 

6 Kelly Ann  Dare Peace Lutheran College 

7 Sharon  Patterson Mossman State High School 

8 Mike  Foster Pimlico  

9 Annette  Ryan Whitfield State School 

10 Duncan  Leadbitter Illawarra Grammar School 

11 Sophie Barrett Cairns Regional Council 

12 Phil  Laycock Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority  

13 Kait  Harris Reef Ecologic 

14 Nathan  Cook Reef Ecologic 

15 Megan Fraser James Cook University  

16 Tracey Uber Yoga Tools for Schools  
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Appendix 2 - Schedule 

Location: Pullman Reef Hotel Casino 35-41 Wharf Street, Cairns, Queensland 4870, Australia 

Date: Monday, 16 July, 2018 

Time: 8.30am – 3.30pm 

Time Event/Activity 

8:15 – 8.30am Arrival  

8.30 - 9.00am   Welcome to Country and introductions  

9.00 – 10.30am Keynote speakers providing an overview of Reef health and reef 
restoration (Dr Tali Vardi (National Oceanographic and Atmospheric 
Association (NOAA)), Dr David Wachenfeld (Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority (GBRMPA) 

10.30-11.00am Morning Tea 

11.00am -12.30pm Perspectives listening sessions. Stakeholders have 10mins to provide 
their perspective on the state of the reef and what the priorities 
should be. (We are proposing to have two students to fill a 10 min 
slot to provide the perspective of the next generation)  

12.45pm – 1.30pm  Lunch 

1.00pm – 3.00pm  Workshop (see details below)   

3.00-3.30pm Afternoon tea 

Young adults workshop program 

Time Event/Activity 

1.15 - 1.35pm   Introductions and Q&A session with keynote speakers Tali Vardi (NOAA) and 
David Wachenfeld (GBRMPA) will have given presentations in the morning 
regarding reef health and restoration. This 20mins will be available for the 
students present to ask questions and engage in a discussion with these 
industry leaders.  
 

1.35 – 1.50pm Presentations from influential young adults on their journey 
- Molly Steer (StrawNoMore for the GBR)  
- Kailash Cook (Reef Check Ambassador)   

1.50 – 1.55pm  Reflections 

1.55 – 2.00pm Yoga Break  

2.00 – 2.45pm Workshop activity: From the young adults perspective, what are the 
solutions to improve reef health and what role may reef restoration be able 
to play in reef restoration in the GBR.  (Individual group activity guided by 
facilitators) 

2.45 - 3.05pm Presentations from each group’s representative from workshop session 

3.05– 3.20pm  Wrap-up  

3.20-4.00pm Afternoon Tea and opportunity for discussions 

4.00pm Finish  

 

Workshop Facilitators:  

Nathan Cook  Reef Ecologic 

Phil Laycock  Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority  

Sophie Barret  Cairns Regional Council  

Megan Fraser  James Cook University  

Tracey Cook Yoga Tools for Schools 


