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A short geological and environmental history
of the Sydney estuary, Australia

Gavin Birch

Abstract

Sydney is blessed with one of the most beautiful harbours in the world.
However, like many large, capital ports world-wide, this environment
has been exposed to relentless stress due to a rapidly increasing
population density and extensive residential, commercial and industrial
expansion. In this chapter, we explain why the coastal zone is such an
important environment, especially for the people of Australia, and
describe changes to the Sydney estuary as an example of environmental
transformation due to anthropogenic pressure. The geologic
development of the Sydney estuary is briefly traced, showing how the
feature was eroded into the Hawkesbury Sandstone, mainly during low
sea levels of the glacial periods. The estuary and its catchment changed
soon after Captain Philip landed in Sydney Cove. Early land clearing
increased sedimentation in the waterway and rapid industrial growth,
located mainly on the waterfront, resulted in increasing contamination of
the estuary. At the University of Sydney, a novel collaboration between
urban geographers working on changes in historical cadastral records of
the city and environmental chemists studying estuarine sediments, have
shown that as urbanisation and industrialisation spread through the
catchment, so did the level and spatial extent of contamination in the
estuary. The area of the estuary has been reduced by 22 per cent over
220 years of almost constant reclamation, resulting in ecological
modification and possible additional contamination. The present
contaminant status of the waterway is described in the concluding part
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