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2. BURDEKIN FLOOD PLUME EXTENT
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Knowledge Gap:
How do nutrients in the 
Burdekin plume contribute 
to Crown of Thorn Starfish 
outbreaks?

Crown of Thorns Starfish 
(COTS) initiation zone

TOWNSVILLE

COTS larvae thrive 
on phytoplankton 
(microscopic 
plants)

COTS outbreak 
and impact coral

Decline in coral 
biodiversity

Periodic loss of seagrass
diversity and biomass
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Nutrients 
stimulate 
phytoplankton 
growth

The medium and coarse 
sediment and most particulate 
nutrients are deposited within 
10km of the river mouth

The remaining portion of fine 
sediment and associated 
particulate nutrients forms 
organic rich flocs capable of 
travelling long distances

Dissolved nutrients largely derived 
from fertiliser losses from Wet 
Tropics cropping lands join the 
Burdekin plume and travel 
northwards

Phytoplankton (microscopic plants) 
grow in high bioavailable nutrient 
conditions, such as those often 
present in a flood plume

This diagram shows sediment levels as at early January 2011 and provides a general 
understanding for a large Burdekin flood event. However, actual sediment levels at any 
particular site and at any given time vary with conditions.

Burdekin
Catchment

Extreme event (1 in 15 yr)
Large event (1 in 5-7 yr)

Moderate event (1 in 2 yr)

High

Low

Fine - 0 -16 µm
Medium -  16 - 63 µm
Coarse -  63 - 2000 µm

Sediment levels

Frequency of discharge 
events and plume extent:

Sediment categories:

The extent of Burdekin flood 
plumes is derived from 
modelling, satellite images and 
monitoring. Event size classes 
as based on flow gauge data:

Derived from remote 
sensing of flood plumes


