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Barwon Bluff 
Marine Sanctuary 
 
 

Colourful life on the reef 
After a long journey through the Otway 
Ranges, the Barwon River makes a final 
sweep to the west, past the crumbling bluff of 
Mount Colite, before emptying into the 
breaking waves of Bass Strait.  At the tip of the 
bluff, a pincer-shaped reef juts out into the sea.   
 
The composition of the reef reflects the 
complex geological history of the site.  The 
eastern half of the pincer is basalt formed from 
a lava flow from nearby Mt. Duneed, the west 
pincer is old sandstone formed under ancient 
seas, while the bluff itself is calcarenite, the 
remains of an old dune that formed on top of 
the lava. 
 
The reef is famous for the diversity of its sea-
life, particularly in the intertidal areas.  The far 
eastern edge of the reef falls under the 
influence of the river while to the west the 
sandstone reef is exposed to ocean swell.    
 
The tip of the eastern reef supports many filter-
feeding animals such as feather stars and 
barnacles that enjoy the fast currents.  The 
basalt has weathered into numerous boulders, 
ledges and pools that provide shelter for a 
large variety of animals. 
 

 
 
Between the reef ‘pincers’, there is a small bay 
with a floor of sand and rock.  Small colourful 
sea-slugs can be found along the reef sides.  
Stands of Giant Kelp sway with the waves, 
tempting snorkellers to swim through and 
experience an underwater forest.  Giant rays 
regularly sweep along the sand.  Offshore, 
small bommies are fringed with Bull Kelp, 
hiding colourful sponges below. 
 
 

Barwon Bluff Marine Sanctuary is part of a 
system of 13 Marine National Parks and 11 
smaller Marine Sanctuaries created by the 
Victorian Government to ensure that 
representative samples of Victoria’s diverse, 
distinctive and amazing marine environment 
are conserved for future generations. 
 
These parks and sanctuaries now protect 5.3% 
of Victoria’s coastal waters, safeguarding 
important marine habitats and species, and 
complementing our world-class national parks 
system on land. 
 
By keeping some of these marine areas in a 
natural state, free from potentially damaging 
human activities, we will protect these 
environments into the future. 
 

Enjoying Barwon Bluff Marine 
Sanctuary 
Snorkelling and diving at the Bluff are excellent 
with a wide diversity of habitats in a small area. 
The softer sandstone that forms one of the 
reefs has been eroded under the water to form 
spectacular arches, gutters and swim 
throughs, creating a great environment to 
explore.  
 
The basalt platform also continues under the 
water and provides a different type of habitat.  
In between the two reefs is a beautiful sandy 
beach that has extensive beds of giant kelp 
just offshore.  Look out for rock lobsters and 
abalone while snorkelling in this area. 
 
Bird watching and rockpool rambles on the 
shore platforms are popular activities, and the 
sanctuary is also used extensively for marine 
education programs. 
 
Beach walking around the Bluff is a great way 
to see the entire sanctuary, with stunning 
views over Bass Strait.  Take care when 
walking to watch the tide, as certain sections 
are impassable at high tide.  
 
Safe swimming venues are available adjacent 
to the Marine Sanctuary on the river side, and 
there is excellent surfing and body boarding at 
nearby 13th Beach.  
 
 
 

Snorkelling 
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