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What’s happened to Kirra?

The wave once placed high on the list of the world’s best waves has not attracted a crowd or the attention of contest organisers since back when the Gold Coast’s premier surfing contest was called the Kirra Pro and any other venue was a second choice.    

Sure, there’s the occasional day when some of the old magic resurfaces although it’s been well over a decade since the wave has linked through the point.  

Of course you wouldn’t have to be a coastal scientist to work out there’s too much sand for the wave to wrap around the point. The bay at Kirra has been filled in. A modification to the groyne combined with the effects of the Tweed River Entrance Sand Bypassing Project and a lack of storm action over the past decade has significantly altered the local geomorphology resulting in improved coastal security but at the same time a loss of our most famous wave. The loss of Kirra and changed surf conditions at surrounding breaks has had a significant negative impact on: recreational amenity; the natural environment; beach safety; and the community well-being and economic flow-on effects that ‘Kirra’ delivers.

Kirra reef, also a key part of the formula for making Kirra so good, lies mostly buried under an ocean floor now heavily depleted of its biodiversity. Aside from the environmental travesty, local divers and anglers have also lost an important natural recreational amenity.

We all know that Kirra never used to be like this – but what was it like 40 or so years ago, before the Tweed River walls were extended and before the groynes were built and well before the dredging and sand bypassing commenced? The answer is pretty simple. Kirra kept changing…. Some years there was an extensive amount of sand in the bay and other years there wasn’t much at all. The key thing to remember is that as often as the seasons changed, so did Kirra. Big storm seasons quickly scoured away all the sand that built up over the calmer summer months and some years the banks never quite lined up and Kirra didn’t break very well.

What’s happened since the Tweed River Entrance Sand Bypassing Project started is that the government is trying to manage the system in a way that fights Mother Nature tooth and nail every step of the way… and this is how they’re doing it: the beaches in Coolangatta Bay are being managed to a particular design standard – this means that there is a goal to put a certain amount of sand on the beaches (and to take a certain amount off Letitia Spit) and in the bay without too much concern for how the system reacts or what impact this ‘steady as she goes’ process has on the people whose lives and lifestyles revolve around the beach.

In a natural environment we could wait for nature to take its course and for the sand to drift up the coast as equilibrium is sought out by nature. Government policy, however, is not as flexible as Mother Nature. The 25-year project agreement, between two Local Councils, two State Governments and a private company is governed by an Act of Parliament. In the first 9 years of the project an average of 900,000m3 of sand was pumped and dredged from south of the Tweed and put into Coolangatta Bay each year. This is despite the recognition that average annual sand transport rates under natural conditions are closer 500,000m3. 

What just about every surfer will tell you is that nature is unpredictable. The natural environment can change quickly and it can change from year to year. To imagine that filling up the bay with a large amount of sand every year was in some way mimicking nature has resulted in the bay clogging up. Local knowledge about sand movement, the northerlies and the reverse current was dismissed and instead of moving up the coast rapidly, large volumes of sand remain in the bay, on the beach and on top of Kirra. The almost 30% reduction in the volume of sand that has been deposited into the bay in the past 12 months, as well as increasingly positive outcomes at Duranbah are positive signs that that the government is starting to listen to the concerns of the surfing community.

Nevertheless, surfers and beach lovers alike have speculated as to whether the use of the beach for recreational amenity and environmental integrity is secondary consideration to using the beach as a buffer to protect property and infrastructure. Without a doubt, protections of the built environment is of vital importance to the Gold Coast, but let’s not forget the very reason why this town is so popular is because of the amenity that the beaches provide.

There is no doubt that the beach is a highly contested space with many competing interests. For this reason it’s absolutely vital for coastal managers and decision-makers to understand the full value of coastal resources, who uses them and how they can be impacted upon.

One wonders whether the special relationship between the ocean floor, wave form and surfer will return to its former glory without a more considered and careful management of the sand flow.   

How do we bring back Kirra?   

Earlier this year, Griffith University’s Centre for Coastal Management released the findings of a report into the loss of surfing amenity at Kirra and options to improve surfing quality. The project was funded by Gold Coast City Council through Council’s Shoreline Management Plan. 

The report recommended three ways in which the situation could be improved. This proposal mirrored the recommendations made by concerned and knowledgeable watermen such as Wayne ‘Rabbit’ Bartholomew, Wayne Dean and Bruce Lee, since the initiation of the sand bypass in the mid-90s and was proof of the value of local knowledge.

Hundreds voted unanimously for the three recommendations at a public meeting early in 2007.  In addition, they voted for the restoration of ‘big groyne’ to its previous length and for the academic institutions involved in the initial study to continue their investigations. 

So what are these recommendations?

As part of Gold Coast City Council’s Shoreline Management Plan, the Griffith Centre for Coastal Management prepared a report that put forward a series of recommendations that would improve surf quality in the region and also maintain coastal security. The report recommended that:

1. The dredge that clears the Tweed River bar and deposits sand in Coolangatta Bay be deployed further to the west;

2. That an investigation be undertaken on the feasibility of extending the sand bypass pipeline and creating a further outlet to the west/north. A new outlet would not only help to restore the existing surfbreaks and better manage sand distribution, but it would also create a new surfbreak in the vicinity of the outlet site; and

3. That the impact of Kirra groyne on surf quality should be addressed.

Dumping of dredged sand into the southern gold coast bays disrupts the well known formula; ‘swell from deep water into shallow well formed banks = good waves!’ This option should be a ‘no brainer’.  The dredge has not been utilised in 2007 so far, however, the operational costs of depositing the dredge spoil further up the coast could be between $500,000 and $800,000 per year. 

The supplementary outlet is by far the most expensive option although its role in managing the sand distribution is crucial.  The Griffith University study estimates an initial outlay of $4 million dollars with approximately $100,000 annually to operate and maintain the outlet. Although this is a large sum of money, it’s relatively small in comparison to the budget set aside for many other sporting and recreational amenities on the Gold Coast. Much more could be spent on a wave pool let alone resurrecting and maintaining one of the most iconic and best waves in the world. An outlet at North Kirra could be set up to create quality beach break banks as well as providing coastal protection. This may offset the loss of the break at ‘little groyne’ and further take the pressure off the southern surfing breaks.  In a Council meeting to consider the University’s report earlier this year, it was recommended that $200,000 be made available for Griffith University to investigate the options for a supplementary outlet, however, the request was not supported. 

The shortened ‘big groyne’ also appears to have affected wave quality. Current scientific opinion is not in favour of the construction of groynes as coastal protection structures as they cause more problems than they solve, although in this highly modified environment (and with a sand bypass outlet at the groyne), Kirra may be an exception to the rule. A reconstructed groyne using sand-filled geotextile (synthetic) bags will cost $100,000 plus $50,000 would be needed be held in reserve should the extension need to be removed in case of an emergency. There is strong support within the local surfing community for trialling this low cost option as an experiment, which could be justified on the basis of improving recreational amenity.

Whilst Council supported the initial university investigation, advice from the NSW Government, who manages the Tweed River Entrance Sand Bypassing Project, was that wave quality at Kirra would improve before any new system could be constructed and operational. Council staff thus recommended that Councillors support the study’s findings but not commit further financial support. Should the dredge be required, however, Council has undertaken to negotiate with the State Government for a deposition site to the north of North Kirra. Council has also embarked on a dune-widening program for coastal protection purposes in the Kirra precinct at a cost of over $400,000. The dune-widening project was not part of the University’s study, however, Council consulted with local surfers on this issue and it was accepted that removing sand from the water’s edge along parts of Kirra beach might provide some assistance towards ‘scalloping’ out the beach. This works program has had a negligible improvement on surf quality.

Surfrider Foundation is in favour of scientific validation and community consultation where an intervention to the natural beach processes is concerned. It seems in this instance both scientific investigation and the wisdom of local watermen are in agreement but were ignored in the design of the sand bypass system. Surfrider Foundation supports the recommendations from the Griffith University report and is also interested in the possibility of using sand-filled geotextile bags (similar to those used at Narrowneck) to reconstruct an end to the groyne at Kirra, returning it to its pre-1996 length. 

Surfing is worth hundreds of millions of dollars to the Gold Coast economy each year. Any investigation and works into improving surfing quality would return enormous social and economic benefits to the Gold coast community.

The coast is a contested space and its management is often complex. While Surfrider is encouraged by Gold Coast City Council’s support for this issue, the Foundation urges both the Qld and NSW governments as well as all industries who rely on the coast and individuals who use the beach to lend their support to getting the wave back. Without a concerted effort on the part of all stakeholders, this issue will not receive the attention it deserves.

The end result?

With a little effort, careful planning and sound management we could have it all! 

· The return of Kirra reef, an important ecological resource.

· Well-groomed surfing banks on the southern Gold Coast, which provide a variety of surfing amenity including the return of Kirra Point.

· A safe navigable bar at Tweed Heads.

· Protection of private and public property on the Gold Coast from storm surge and erosion.

· A Shoreline Management Plan for the southern Gold Coast that is supported by the community, which includes a vision for the beaches and the surf zone as well as the foreshore.

The loss of Kirra is seen as a tragedy not only by locals. Visiting surfers have found it hard to comprehend how an iconic surfing wonder could be treated with such disrespect. Shaun Thomson was so taken by the loss of the break that he focused on Kirra in his speech at the ASP Ball when receiving a special award in retrospect for his 1977 world title. He also donated $1000 to kick-start a fighting fund. In a recent interview, Kelly Slater nominated the ‘old’ Kirra the best wave in Australia and one of his favourite worldwide. 

Tom Carroll says of the Superbank

“I’ve had the most dangerous surf I’ve ever had here.” 

“Its probably the most crowded surfing place on the planet: when there’s a thousand or so surfers on a strong 1-2 metre day there’s going to be surf rage FULL ON.  I don’t think it’ll get any better.  The tolerance levels have been amazing (pause) so far”.

Martin Potter on the Superbank and the loss of Kirra

“We’ve lost really good surf spots in just making one.”

“When the Superbank started everyone was raving about it and yes it was an exciting thing but what we didn’t realise was what we actually were going to lose and time told us: ‘Hey guys this isn’t how it’s supposed to be’.”

Occy

“We want to ride big waves here but they’ve [made us] ride small waves because it’s too shallow (in the bay).  When we got a 6 foot swell it’s a waste of swell”.

“For those guys pumping the sand they’re making that much money they don’t want to admit they’re doing the wrong thing. They’ve ruined something good.”

Wayne Dean

“The reason they didn’t allow our outlet at the Miles Street groyne was that there was no EIS for west of Kirra Reef – well they’ve totally ruined it (Kirra Reef).  Unless you’ve got letters behind your name they don’t seem to listen to what you know.”

