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Australian Screen Education 

Review of videotape – by Dr. Sorrel Penn-Edwards August 2003. (848 words) 

 

Life on the Edge: Down Under 

Ronin Films 2001 WA Museum 

Classification: exempt (for educational use only) 

VHS 48 mins  

 

‘A superbly photographed and fascinating journey into the underwater world of the 

Dampier Archipelago, WA, where scientists from the WA Museum are documenting the 

co-existence of industrial development and marine wildlife.’  So says the cover blurb! 

The opening shot of this programme will be familiar to all who watch this genre - manta 

rays gliding through azure waters to the accompaniment of gurgling bubbles and surging 

wash overlaid with evocative music. However, it is the second shot, of industrial port-life 

shadowing this tranquil underwater world which suggests a foray to study the effects of 

human intervention (the detritus of the industrial processes and human behaviour) on 

marine life. As a voice-over introduction comments:  

All round the globe the activities of the human race conflict with the natural world. 

Even the sea, once thought eternal, is now threatened where industrial humanity 

clutches its edge. To measure and control that threat may be the most urgent task 

facing mankind today. 

 



Although Life at the Edge is set in the framework of forty years of iron-ore shipping 

through the Dampier Archipelago, it strikes a positive note about ‘people and wildlife’ 

co-existence with the cautionary warning that ‘balancing industrial needs against the 

needs of the environment can never be risk free’.  Predominance is given to the process 

of research into marine environment in the area featuring engrossing creatures and the 

role of researchers in the gathering of data.  Only slight reference is made to the 

advantages of passive industrial infrastructures, such as jetties providing artificial reefs, 

and none to possible degradation from its byproducts. 

For educational purposes the video describes the extent of biodiversity, and the 

influences of littoral habitats and human presence. It also explores questions of mutual 

existence and what is involved in finding out the answers, although viewers are left at the 

end of the data gathering stage (analyses and reporting will take a further two years) with 

only a general reassurance that the Dampier Archipelago is a rare and unique area which 

seems to co-exist with the surrounding industry in relative harmony. 

Apart from ideological support for careful, but on-going, coastline industry the video is 

constructed to be of use as a resource on various marine environments. Segments feature 

daytime sea floor life of coral and soft sediment habitat (Coral Reef; Soft Sediment); 

night life centered on the food chain exposed by the lights of the boat, starting with 

plankton and ending with schools of dolphins (The Sea at Night); mud flats at low tide 

with skulking predators and scavengers (Intertidal Zone); coastal mangroves with tidal 

wash and hinterland above high water mark, touched only by the highest of spring tides 

(Mangrove Forests); and an intriguing collection of animals (sponges) surviving in rather 

desolate sand channels scoured twice daily by changing currents between the islands 



(Sponge Garden). Each segment offers a different environmental story revealing the 

interdependence of intriguing and newly discovered creatures identified by their common 

names. Their habitat, feeding, locomotion, camouflage, self-protection methods and 

mating behaviour are described in a straightforward manner without jargon. Few complex 

or scientific terms, except for general expressions such as biodiversity and hermaphrodite 

(as regards shell-less mollusks), confuse understanding. 

A short general history of the naming of the area after William Dampier (1699, pirate, 

naturalist and explorer) is given together with a description of the geography of the 

region (42 islands, large, flat with sparse vegetation). Some of the dangers that the marine 

world presents to humans (blue ringed octopus, golden headed sea snake) attract mention, 

but the history of the discovery of energy and mineral resources and their strategic 

economic importance is ignored. 

The video is accompanied by educational support material, a ten page booklet, which 

suggests its use as a resource in English, Science, Society and Environment, and 

Technology and Enterprise across all three levels of education.  The booklet provides a 

firm foundation for planning teaching activities in the Science learning area supplying six 

key words for each section of the videotape (for example for The Sea at Night: nocturnal, 

diurnal, algae, competition, food chain, sample), along with an informative extract from 

the narrator’s script. Explanation of important concepts (such as the phytoplankton-

echinoderm-fish food chain) are illustrated with figures or worksheet tables, and 

supported with suggested activities and stimulus discussion questions.  Ideas are offered 

for extended research work on these topics (Science, Society and Environment ) as well 

as reference to a range of supporting materials, including those obtainable on the web 



sites of  the Queensland Museum, the Aquarium of Western Australia, and the BBC’s 

Blue Planet Challenge, and a short but useful bibliography. 

The video is easy listening with brief explanations interspersed with musical interludes, 

and effortless watching with mostly underwater visuals of interesting marine life. In the 

array of topics touched upon involving the environment, the video lends itself to being an 

incentive for a range of English activities particularly inviting the use of different genres 

as it could be used to instigate debate, develop scripts for talks, prepare news reports, 

write letters to editors, and increase narrative skills. All in all, a worthwhile resource, 

accepting its specific science focus. 
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