
  
 
Climate Witness: Tony Fontes, Australia 
 

 

About Tony: 
After 30 years of working and diving on the Great Barrier Reef in 
Australia, Tony has witnessed first hand the effects of rising 
temperatures and increasing bleaching events on the reef. He is 
concerned about the future of the reef and the tourism industry that 
depends upon it. 
 

 
Quote: “Many popular dive/snorkel sites have lost their lustre due to the coral bleaching.  The 
reefs need up to 10 years to fully recover.  However, with more bleaching events occurring 
each year, one wonders if the reefs will ever recover.” 

 
Tony’s story:  My name is Tony Fontes.  I live in Airlie Beach (Whitsundays), Queensland, Australia.  Airlie 
Beach is a small seaside community located right in the heart of the Great Barrier Reef.  Needless to say, 
tourism is the main industry of the region. I am a PADI dive instructor specialising in the training of the 
higher levels of recreational diving such as Divemasters and Instructors.   
 
I have lived and worked as a dive instructor in the Whitsundays for 30 years.  Much of my time is spent 
underwater on training dives, Marine Park volunteer dives or pleasure dives.  I generally dive many of the 
same sites over and over again.  Through personal observations as well as observations by other local 
divers I have noted changes to the environment that are most likely climate induced. 
 
The most notable change has been the increase in coral bleaching each year during the summer months.  
In the early 1980’s bleaching was a non-event, rarely, if ever, noted.  By the mid-1990’s, bleaching was 
seen regularly each summer by myself as well as other divers.  The late 1990s and early 2000 brought the 
largest bleaching events on record.  Unlike earlier events, these large bleaching events resulted in 
significant amounts of coral mortality which has also led to a noticeable decrease in the diversity of life on 
these reefs. 
 
Many popular dive/snorkel sites lost their lustre due to the coral bleaching.  The reefs need up to 10 years 
to fully recover.  However, with more bleaching events occurring each year, one wonders if the reefs will 
ever recover.  Without the postcard reef scenes, many visitors are disappointed in their reef experience and 
are not likely to return.  This is tough on a town that depends on tourism. 
 
If the coral reefs of the world are to survive, we cannot afford the predicted 2-3 degree increase in ocean 
temperature.  But we also need to look at the more local picture and work to reduce all impacts on the 
Great Barrier Reef.  This would include improving the water quality of the reef.  I feel that Australia needs to 
lead the way.  After all, we have as much to lose as any country; perhaps more. It is going to be hard to 
explain to our kids how we lost the Great Barrier Reef. 

Tony is a governor with Project AWARE, a nonprofit environmental organisation that encourages divers to take action 
and protect the environment by taking part in underwater cleanups, coral monitoring or fish surveys.  

Read full testimonial and scientific background: www.panda.org/climatewitness/fontes 

WWF-Australia contact:  
Name: Alvin Stone 
Tel: + 61 28202 1259  
Email: astone@wwf.org.au 
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