
 O
n the surface the request seemed 
extraordinary. Given a say on how fishing 
licence fees are spent, NSW recreational 
fishers have requested reefs. Specifically, they 
want more of these fish-rich habitats located 
conveniently offshore from the state’s main 
metropolitan centres. Since the technology 
exists to custom-build artificial reefs suitable 

for various purposes, the NSW Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI) is helping recreational fishers expand the 
number of habitats sheltering their favourite species.

While artificial reefs are not a new idea, the 
technology used in the 21st century has advanced 

enormously since the days of submerging a shipwreck or 
dumping car bodies to prime reef formation. These days 
the submerged structures can be custom-built for reef 
formation, using specialised materials and designs that 
are super-abundant with the voids, shadows and current 
diffusers that optimise fish colonisation and survival.

Overseeing reef design and construction for the 
fishers is the DPI’s Heath Folpp. The project got under 
way in 2004 when the NSW Recreational Fishing Trust 
funded a pilot study to create small reefs in several 
estuaries, including Lake Macquarie, Botany Bay and St 
Georges Basin.

The estuarine artificial reefs project made use of 560 

RecfisheRs 
get theiR 
aRtificial 
Reef wish 
Able to convert an ocean floor into a 
thriving habitat, advanced artificial reef 
technology is scheduled for deployment 
in NSW coastal waters exclusively for 
the use of recreational fishers
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Deploying ‘Reefs Balls’ in St Georges 
Basin as part of NSW’s estuarine artificial 
reefs project.
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‘Reef Balls’ – purpose-designed structures that provide 
artificial marine habitats. Each ball is made of specialised 
concrete and weighs 80 kilograms. Scientific monitoring 
at the sites, headed by the NSW DPI’s Michael Lowry, 
included the use of baited video cameras and allowed 
the DPI to carefully assess the structures’ benefits and 
impacts. 

The pilot study found that the artificial reefs were 
effective at attracting a large number and variety of fish 
species, including many popular recreational species. 

“Now we are looking at additional estuaries, using 
much bigger structures, but we are still using the Reef 
Ball idea in the estuaries,” Heath Folpp says. “In contrast, 
we found that these are not the most suitable structure 
for deep, offshore waters; there we need much bigger 
structures with more vertical relief.”

Aware that such structures are already being 
manufactured and used overseas, the DPI opted to save 
time and fishers’ money by tapping into that existing 
knowledge base. “We did not want to repeat the R&D 
that went into these designs and into establishing 
benefits for different species,” he says. 

In 2007, the FRDC supported an overseas trip to look 
at world-best manufacturing techniques and designs 
used in Korea and Japan. As result, a Korean expert was 
commissioned to provide advice about suitable designs, 
given water depth, currents, and wave behaviours in NSW 
waters and the types of species being targeted.

“Similar kinds of species that interest recreational 
fishers in NSW also occur in Korea and Japan where the 
fish behave in the same way,” Heath Folpp says. “So we 
are confident that reefs designed for those species in Asia 
will work very well here.”

The structures proposed are known as octagonal steel 
tower reefs. They are up to 14 metres high and weigh 
about 30 tonnes each. 

“Our feeling is that the offshore reefs will be very 
diverse,” Heath Folpp says. “The key species for 
recreational fishing are likely to be Yellowtail Kingfish, 
snapper and Mulloway. But intertwined with those 
species, we anticipate there is going to be a whole host of 
pelagic and demersal species: from trevally to bream and 
on to some of the morwong species. 

“Given the amount of R&D effort that went into 
the designs – the octagonal towers involve patented 
technology – negotiations were needed to use them 
in Australia. However, the Koreans proved generous, 
providing all the design specifications for the 
construction for a modest royalty.

“We have taken some additional technical advice from 
engineers that the material provided is sufficient for the 
structures that we want to build,” Heath Folpp says. “We 
have also finalised the contractual arrangements between 
the DPI and the design owners in Korea.”

As part of the approval process for the artificial 
reefs, the NSW DPI is facilitating an environmental 

1–2.  Monitoring of the estuarine artificial reefs revealed colonisation of 
the submerged structures, producing biodiverse habitats. 

3. Octagonal steel reef units designed in Korea will be used to prime reef 
formation in NSW’s coastal waters.

4. Using baited video cameras to monitor artificial reefs.
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assessment study, the first ever sought for an artificial 
reef in Australia. Meanwhile, monitoring of the marine 
sites in their undisturbed state is getting under way 
with scientists keen to apply the monitoring techniques 
developed during the pilot phase to track biological and 
ecological changes. 

The study could prove useful in assessing the 
possibility of developing more reefs for NSW fishers. It 
could also prove of value to Victoria and Queensland, 
states that are interested in the technology and are 
closely following progress in NSW.  

MORe iNfORMatiON: Heath folpp, 02 9527 8475, 
heath.folpp@dpi.nsw.gov.au 
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