West Australian Coastal Waters in the Grip of Marine Heat Wave
by Babs McHugh
Dec 28, 2012 - The ocean temperature off the west coast of Australia has risen by 5° and it's killing off large numbers of valuable seafood stocks.  The marine heat wave that started a year ago is an extreme event that took scientists by surprise, and is causing pain for commercial fishers during the peak summer period.
Dr Rick Fletcher of the Fisheries Department of Western Australia says the increase in temperature came about by a confluence of factors.  "About two years ago, we had an event where the Leeuwin current, which flows down the west coast of Western Australia, which brings hot water from the tropics, was flowing quite strongly.
"That was coinciding with some very hot air temperatures and very calm conditions, so that allowed the water temperature to increase substantially, up to 5° hotter in some areas."  Although warming of ocean waters does occur, Dr Fletcher says the increase is the most extreme ever recorded off the WA coast.  The oceans have been warming up on both the western and eastern seaboard, but that's been more long term.  "On the east coast there's been a general increase in the water temperatures over the last 20 to 30 years, the same as the west coast, but not an extreme event like the rapid increase of 5% like we're seeing off the coast of WA."
The impact has been devastating on several marine species.  "Abalone in the north part of the west coast, up near Kalbarri, we had over a 90% mortality, which happened immediately….  But what we've seen is some other species have been affected over a longer period of time, we've had a much lower level of scallop recruitment in Shark Bay and the Abrolhos Islands (key commercial fishing areas)…..  We've also had much low recruitment of crabs in shark bay, and that's to both adults and juveniles.
"Some of the effects have taken a little longer to occur….  The number of crayfish - correctly known as the Western Rock lobster - weren't as affected as others species by the marine heat wave, but the general warming we've had over the last 5 to 10 years has definitely resulted in lower numbers."
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