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Preface 
The Australian Maritime Safety Authority is the national agency responsible 
for maritime safety, protection of the marine environment, and maritime and 
aviation search and rescue.  
 
The multi-agency response effort to the incident involving the Chinese bulk 
carrier Shen Neng 1 on Douglas Shoal in the Great Barrier Reef east of 
Rockhampton on 3 April 2010, has highlighted the need to reassess current 
measures to mitigate the risks associated with shipping activity in the Great 
Barrier Reef.  
 
This report considers recent work undertaken by the Australian Maritime 
Safety Authority, Maritime Safety Queensland and the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority and recommends a range of measures to further 
minimise the risk of ship groundings, collisions and marine pollution incidents 
in the Great Barrier Reef.   
 
It consolidates a body of work the Australian Maritime Safety Authority has 
been undertaking in response to the risks of increasing vessel traffic and ship 
safety in the north of Australia. 
 
This report does not consider the response activities required following an 
incident in the Great Barrier Reef - these matters will be the subject of an 
independent analysis carried out in accordance with the usual practice under 
the National Plan to Combat Pollution of the Sea by Oil.  
 
The Australian Transport Safety Bureau released a preliminary report of the 
investigation of the Shen Neng 1 incident on 15 April 2010. This report has 
been prepared independently of that report. Any recommendations that arise 
from that investigation will be carefully considered by the Australian Maritime 
Safety Authority when it is completed.  
 
The findings and recommendations in this report will also need to be 
considered more broadly by other relevant Government agencies and would 
be made available to the Australian Transport Safety Bureau so that they may 
also take into account any actions being taken to address safety within the 
Great Barrier Reef region.  
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Executive Summary 
The Great Barrier Reef is an internationally recognised marine protected 
World Heritage area supporting multi-billion dollar shipping, tourism, and 
fisheries industries. It is also used extensively as an international waterway for 
vessels transiting the Reef and supports various recreational and subsistence 
activities. 
 
There are a number of federal and state government agencies with legislative 
and administrative responsibilities in the Great Barrier Reef. These agencies 
work cooperatively to develop and deliver a range of technological and 
regulatory controls to assist ships to safely transit the Reef. Shipping routing, 
traffic management, shore based monitoring, emergency response 
arrangements and pilotage are the building blocks that comprise the key risk 
mitigation measures for the Reef.  
 
Public attention has focused on requiring pilotage on these vessels in this 
area. The use of a pilot - an experienced master mariner, licensed by a 
maritime authority with expert knowledge of local conditions and ship handling, 
can assist a ship’s master and crew in the navigation of the vessel in confined 
waters - has been considered by AMSA. However, the coastal waters off the 
port of Gladstone and the Capricorn and Bunker group of islands are relatively 
open and are not navigationally complex. Each year, thousands of vessels 
make safe passages through the area. Furthermore, introducing compulsory 
coastal pilotage in the area may unnecessarily increase costs, be a logistical 
challenge and may not be a cost effective mechanism to mitigate the risk of 
groundings. 
 
Vessel Traffic Services (VTS), however, do offer a cost effective mechanism 
and has a proven track record of mitigating the risk of groundings in waters 
which are not navigationally challenging. This is achieved through closely 
monitoring the transit of vessels and interacting with individual vessels which 
deviate from the recommended routes, exit electronic corridors or do not alter 
course at critical waypoints. VTS is able to confirm the vessel’s intentions, or 
in situations where the vessel is standing into danger (e.g. shallow water), 
provide navigational assistance to avert grounding. 
 

AMSA’s proposed actions 
We acknowledge there are a range of interested agencies with responsibilities 
for management of the Reef.  

The following are AMSA recommendations to enhance vessel safety and 
protection of the marine environment in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. 
These will need to be further coordinated and developed in consultation with 
relevant agencies, the shipping industry and relevant international 
organisations.  

1. Extending the current coverage of Reef Vessel Traff ic Service 
(REEFVTS) to the southern boundary of the Great Barrier Reef Particularly 
Sensitive Sea Area (PSSA) as soon as tracking equipment can be put in 
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place (see Attachment 1). This will require some additional communication 
and ship tracking infrastructure. A proposal for the mandatory 
implementation of the initiative will be taken to the International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) immediately for its agreement in November 2010. 

2. Strengthening regulatory arrangements  including modernising the 
penalty and offence provisions under the Protection of the Sea (Prevention 
of Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 and Navigation Act 1912 to be more 
consistent with modern penalty and offence regimes, such as those 
recently included in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975.  

3. Enhancing navigational aids  in the Great Barrier Reef leveraging off 
current and anticipated technology to assist navigation by both pilots and 
masters and to increase situational awareness in real time. For example, 
navigational buoys could be deployed at Douglas Shoal and Rock Cod 
Shoal on the route taken by the vessels transiting to and from Gladstone 
from the north. 

4. Developing a range of whole of government managemen t options  in 
the medium term for securing the future protection of the Great Barrier 
Reef given forecast increased shipping volumes and technological 
developments in navigational safety. 
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Background 

Management of shipping in the Great Barrier Reef 
The Great Barrier Reef comprises a complex of some 900 islands and 2900 
reefs and extends some 2300 kilometres along the east coast of Queensland, 
covering an area of 346 000 square kilometres. The outstanding cultural and 
natural heritage of the region is protected by the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park. In 1981, the region was listed as a World Heritage Area and declared a 
Particularly Sensitive Sea Area in 1990 by the International Maritime 
Organization (IMO).  
 
Apart from its importance as an internationally recognised sheltered and safe 
shipping route, the Great Barrier Reef region sustains a variety of commercial 
and recreational activities and livelihoods including fishing, tourism and 
recreation, worth in excess of $5 billion per annum to the Australian 
economy.1 Many islander and coastal communities are dependent on its 
marine life for their livelihood and maintenance of their culture, and seek the 
protection of their traditional use of its resources. 
 
Shipping is the lifeblood of the Australian economy. The export movement of 
bulk cargoes in particular, and imports of essential fuel and manufacturing 
inputs are crucial to the economic and social well-being of the country. There 
are eleven ports operating adjacent to the Reef complex, accounting for some 
$17 billion of Australia’s export trade. As well, the ports service a population of 
around 1 million in northern regional Queensland, or nearly 27 per cent of 
Queensland’s population.  
 
Despite in excess of 8 000 ship movements each year within the area of the 
Great Barrier Reef covered currently by REEFVTS, there have only been a 
small number of collisions and groundings. Only one incident, the grounding 
of the Oceanic Grandeur in the Torres Strait in 1970, resulted in extensive 
oiling of the sensitive natural and cultural resources of the Torres Strait. 
 

Coordination 
Two agencies from the Australian Government and one agency from the 
Queensland Government administer a suite of special measures under 
international treaty law as well as other domestic sources of law to regulate all 
ships and vessel activities in the region. These agencies include AMSA, the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority and Maritime Safety Queensland 
respectively.  
 
These agencies share the common goals of protecting the marine 
environment from adverse consequences of shipping operations and 
providing for the safety of life of ships’ crews, passengers and other users of 
the Great Barrier Reef. The agencies also support and provide for efficient 
economic activity by shipping and minimising regulation of, and interference 
                                                 
1 Access Economics Pty Ltd., The economic and financial value of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, 
Report by Access Economics Pty Ltd for the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, 30 June 2005. 
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with, human activities in the region, consistent with meeting safety and 
environment protection goals and objectives.  
 
Given the jurisdictional issues relevant to the management of shipping within 
the Great Barrier Reef, AMSA will continue to work closely with the GBRMPA, 
MSQ and other agencies with an interest in the region. That cooperation will 
be enhanced by an interagency project team comprising senior 
representatives of the relevant agencies.  
 

Existing measures 
A range of complementary measures have been implemented over time to 
provide for shipping in the Great Barrier Reef and include: 
 

·  in 1990 the declaration of the region as a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area 
by the IMO allowing Australia to introduce associated protective 
measures 

·  in 1991 the establishment of a compulsory pilotage regime for ships 
transiting navigationally complex areas of the Reef with the pilot 
providing detailed local knowledge to assist safe passage 

·  establishment of an IMO-adopted ship reporting system in 1997 whereby 
ships are required to report their position on a regular basis 

·  introduction of a coastal vessel traffic service in 2004 allowing near real 
time monitoring of ship traffic to provide information to a ship’s master on 
potential traffic conflicts and other navigational information. This area did 
not extend further south than 22 degrees (south of Mackay) given 
relatively easier navigation in the open waters 

·  in 2004, a system of zoning was introduced by the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park Authority to allow ships to transit the Reef in designated 
areas 

·  implementation of an emergency management towage system and 
associated response arrangements in 2006 which includes the provision 
of a dedicated emergency towage vessel, the Pacific Responder 

·  an extensive aids-to-navigation network such as lights, buoys and 
satellite systems. 

 
A chronology of these and other ship safety and marine pollution prevention 
measures in the Great Barrier Reef is provided in Attachment 2. 
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Consideration of the relative merits of the extensi on of 
pilotage and vessel tracking 
 

Extension of pilotage services 
Pilotage involves the engagement of an experienced mariner, licensed by a 
maritime authority, with expert knowledge of local conditions and ship 
handling, to assist shipmasters in the navigation of vessels in confined waters.  
 
Coastal pilots operating in the Great Barrier Reef are subject to a fatigue 
management regime enforced by AMSA. This ensures that there is an alert 
and competent person on board the bridge, able to provide independent 
advice on navigational decision making of the bridge team. AMSA licensed 
coastal pilots are subject to independent checks of their competence using a 
check pilot regime. This ensures that desired levels of competence are 
maintained. 
 
A pilot is aware of the local rules and regulations (as regards navigation, 
communication, ship reporting, pollution prevention etc). This enables ships to 
transit the region safely and efficiently.   
 
The waters of the northern portion of the Great Barrier Reef, particularly north 
of Cairns, are confined, shallow and subject to strong tidal influences. Pilotage 
navigation enhances safe transit in this region. Statistically, a significant 
reduction in incidents has been recorded since the introduction of compulsory 
pilotage in the northern portion of the GBR and Torres Strait. 
 
The coastal waters off the port of Gladstone and the Capricorn and Bunker 
Group of islands, however are relatively open and not as navigationally 
complex as the northern sector of the Reef. Each year, over 1500 vessels 
make safe passages through the area and there have been no incidents to 
warrant the use of coastal pilotage in this area. Marine navigation in this area 
can be described as ‘simple coastal navigation’.  
 
Introducing pilotage in this area may pose significant logistical challenges. 
Infrastructure and pilot transfer arrangements for every vessel would need to 
be provided and would involve a combination of long range helicopters and 
pilot launches and shore based facilities. 
 
Pilotage on the northern route requires careful fatigue management and any 
extension of pilotage in the southern area would need to consider the 
availability of licensed pilots. There are currently significant skill shortages in 
the maritime industry overall, including suitably qualified pilots. 
 
Given the above infrastructure and resource constraints, skill shortages and 
the relatively open waters, coastal pilotage may not be the most effective 
mechanism to mitigate the risk of groundings in these relatively open waters.  
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Extending Reef Vessel Traffic Service 
AMSA and MSQ jointly operate a coastal VTS within the existing REEFREP 
Ship Reporting System (SRS) area. The coastal VTS centre is located in 
Townsville and a back up centre is located at Hay Point which has the 
capabilities to take over REEFREP responsibilities and deliver the coastal 
VTS should there be a failure at the Townsville centre. The objectives of 
REEFVTS are to: 
 

·  enhance navigational safety in the Torres Strait and the inner route of 
the Great Barrier Reef by interacting with shipping to provide improved 
information on potential traffic conflicts and other navigational 
information 

·  minimise the risk of a maritime accident and consequential ship sourced 
pollution and damage to the marine environment in the Torres Strait and 
Great Barrier Reef region 

·  provide an ability to respond quickly in the event of any safety or 
pollution incident.  

 
REEFVTS is undertaken using a range of technologies and compiles a timely 
and accurate traffic image and ship traffic information. Independent shore 
based operators can communicate relevant information to assist a ship that 
may be approaching shallow water, traffic or deviating from a recommended 
route.  
 
Risk assessments for the region have shown that most shipping accidents are 
generally a result of human error. 
 
A study to ascertain the impacts of various ship safety control measures for 
the Great Barrier Reef and Torres Strait conducted by Det Norkse Veritas 
(DNV) in 2001 analysed 16 years of accident data and found the incidence of 
ship groundings and collisions in the inner route of the Reef can be reduced 
from 2.5 incidents per year to 1.6 per year if full vessel traffic is introduced and 
there is 100 per cent uptake of electronic chart display and information 
systems.  
 
The study also found shore based vigilance and guidance, other technology 
controls and improved ship quality (e.g. through Port State Control measures) 
can reduce the incident rate. However, the benefits of pilotage in the more 
open areas of the Reef were considered ‘possibly optimistic given fatigue 
issues’.  
 
Since the introduction of the coastal VTS there is evidence that the number of 
groundings has reduced from about 1 per year in 1997 to 2003 and 0.16 per 
year from 2004 to 2009 (see Figure 1). This is attributed to the VTS providing 
timely and accurate information for on-board decision making.  
 
Further, the provision of navigational assistance to vessels approaching 
shallow waters has successfully averted at least six groundings. The use of 
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electronic corridors provides for prompt interaction with vessels and helps 
prevent situations becoming critical. Coastal VTS currently monitors over  
8000 ship movements annually (2008-2009).  
 

 

Figure 1: Incidence of groundings since the introdu ction of ReefVTS 

 

Proposed actions 

1. Extend the current coverage of Reef Vessel Traff ic Service 
Given the characteristics of the area, the proven benefits of REEFVTS, the 
volume of traffic and the logistical issues surrounding the provision of pilotage 
services and that this part of the Great Barrier Reef is not regarded as 
navigationally challenging, the most practical and immediate option is the 
extension of the REEFVTS to the southern limits of the PSSA - 27 kilometres 
north of Bundaberg.  
 
Action Item 1 

Extend the current coverage of Reef Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) to the 
southern boundary of the Great Barrier Reef Particularly Sensitive Sea Area 
(PSSA). This will require some additional communication and ship tracking 
infrastructure. The mandatory implementation of the initiative will be taken to 
the International Maritime Organization immediately.. 
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Implementation 

AMSA, in conjunction with MSQ and other relevant agencies, will put in place 
the necessary infrastructure and arrangements to implement extended coastal 
vessel tracking arrangements and electronic corridors. Immediate actions will 
include installing additional AIS shore stations; further satellite reporting; 
installation of VHF radio stations; upgrade of systems; and recruitment and 
training of necessary staffing resources. 
 
At the same time, Australia will prepare a proposal to the IMO to engage the 
international community in the extension of Australia’s ship reporting system. 
IMO agreement is required because the REEFVTS system and Mandatory 
SRS extends into international waters as well as the Australian territorial sea. 
Australia’s proposal will be provided to the IMO by 23 April 2010. The 
proposal will be considered in the second half of this year. 
 
AMSA will be preparing a new Marine Order to give effect to a vessel traffic 
service to facilitate the safe navigation and operation of ships. This will be 
given effect to the fullest extent possible in the southern area of the PSSA. 
The Marine Order may also cover non mandatory reporting in this area. 
 
AMSA operates a full cost recovery system through three separate levies on 
the commercial shipping industry - the Marine Navigation Levy, the Regulatory 
Functions Levy and the Protection of the Sea Levy.  
 
AMSA’s costs in implementing the measures outlined would primarily be 
recovered from the shipping industry through the Marine Navigation Levy and 
work is underway to quantify the costs and implications for cost recovery. 
Approval of any amendments to the levy would need to go through normal 
machinery of government regulatory approval processes. 
 

2. Strengthening regulatory arrangements 
The relatively low level of penalties in the Protection of the Sea (Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 for so called “strict liability” offences, which in 
reality are applicable to the vast majority of pollution incidents that occur in 
Australian waters, has been a significant concern for AMSA since the 
introduction of the Criminal Code.  
 
The Protection of the Sea (Prevention of Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 
presently carries a maximum of 2 000 penalty units ($220 000 for an individual, 
or $1.1 million for a corporation) for reckless or negligent discharge of oil into 
the sea. A separate strict liability offence provides a maximum of 500 penalty 
units ($55 000 for an individual, or $275 000 for a corporation) for the master 
and owner of a ship discharging oil in contravention of the Act.   
 
The need to increase the effectiveness of legislation has been highlighted at 
the international level. Under the International Convention for the prevention 
of Pollution from Ships (the MARPOL Convention), penalty levels need to be 
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‘adequate to discourage violations’ and penalties ‘shall be equally severe 
irrespective of where the violations occur.’  
 
Legislation giving effect to the MARPOL Convention in State waters tends to 
have much higher penalties for breaches of the Convention. For example, the 
owner of a vessel caught discharging illegally in NSW state waters is subject 
to a maximum penalty of $10 million, while several nautical miles further out to 
sea in Commonwealth waters, exactly the same offence is subject to a 
maximum penalty of only $275 000.  
 
With regard to Commonwealth legislation, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Act 1975 includes civil penalties of up to 20 000 penalty units ($2.2 million) for 
an aggravated contravention by an individual and 50 000 penalty units ($5.5 
million) for an aggravated contravention by a body corporate. An ‘aggravated 
contravention’ includes conduct that results in serious harm to the 
environment in the Marine Park. 
 
Modernisation of penalty provisions in the Protection of the Sea (Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 and an alignment of those penalty provisions 
with the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975, consistent with the Criminal 
Code, will be considered in conjunction with a proposal to modernise the 
Navigation Act penalty provisions, which is a key element of the Navigation 
Act 1912 rewrite project. 
 
Action Item 2 
 
Strengthening regulatory arrangements  including modernising the penalty 
and offence provisions under the Protection of the Sea (Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 and Navigation Act 1912 to be more consistent 
with modern penalty and offence regimes, such as those recently included in 
the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975. 
 

3. Enhancing navigational aids  
AMSA provides a national network of integrated marine aids to navigation 
systems, consistent with international standards, to ensure safe ocean and 
coastal navigation in Australian waters. 
 
While the states, ports and territories provide aids necessary for the safe entry 
and navigation of ports, AMSA operates visual aids to navigation at seven 
coastal and island sites within the proposed area to be included in the 
extended operation of REEFVTS. In addition to the additional Automatic 
Identification System (AIS) sites necessary to support the operation of the 
extended REEFVTS, AMSA will examine the potential benefit of additional 
visual and other electronic aids to navigation to enhance situational 
awareness in waters within the extended REEEFVTS area.  
 
In the future, AMSA will also consider the use of non-physical ‘virtual’ aids to 
navigation. A virtual aid to navigation does not physically exist but is a digital 
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information object promulgated by an authorised service provider that can be 
presented on navigational systems.  
 
Virtual aids to navigation are particularly useful in time-critical situations and in 
marking or delineating dynamic areas where navigational conditions change 
frequently or in applications where the use of physical aids is not practical or 
possible. They have the benefit of minimal cost, speed of ‘deployment’, 
coverage of waters not suitable for establishment of physical aids and 
flexibility to adjust to changing traffic volumes and routes.  
 
Action Item 3 
 
Enhancing navigational aids  in the Great Barrier Reef leveraging off current 
and anticipated technology to assist navigation by both pilots and masters and 
to increase situational awareness in real time.  
 

4. Developing a range of whole of government manage ment 
options  
There are a number of federal and state government agencies with legislative 
and administrative responsibilities in the Great Barrier Reef. These agencies 
work cooperatively to develop and deliver a range of technological and 
regulatory controls to assist ships that transit the Reef and protect and utilise 
the marine environment.  
 
There are also a number of investigations and inquiries underway directly 
related to this incident as well as other inquiries which might also have a 
bearing on government policy considerations (e.g. the Montara Commission of 
Enquiry).  
 
Previous studies and assessments conducted for the Reef as well as 
initiatives undertaken by the agencies with an interest in the Reef should be 
kept under review to ensure the risks to shipping in the Reef are appropriately 
managed. A whole of government approach will ensure better coordination of 
policy and continuous improvements in regulatory arrangements and 
operational practices for shipping in the Great Barrier Reef region. 
 
Action Item 4 
 
Developing a range of whole of government managemen t options  in the 
medium term for securing the future protection of the Great Barrier Reef given 
forecast increased shipping volumes and technological developments in 
navigational safety. 
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Attachment 1: Proposed extension to the GBR Ship Re porting System 
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Attachment 2: Ship safety initiatives in the Great 
Barrier Reef 
 
1975 
The protection of the outstanding natural qualities of the area was enhanced 
with the establishment of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park in 1975 .This is 
one of the world’s largest marine parks, covering an area of 345,000 square 
kilometres, and is under the management of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Authority (GBRMPA). 
 
1981 
The Great Barrier Reef was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1981  
under the 1972 Convention Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and 
National Heritage. It is the world’s largest World Heritage area. 
 
1990 
The IMO designated the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park in 1990 as one of the 
world’s first PSSA . 
 
PSSA’s are areas of the marine environment that need special protection 
through action by IMO because of the significance of their recognized 
ecological, socio-economic, or scientific attributes where such attributes may 
be vulnerable to damage by international shipping activities. 
 
This international recognition by the shipping industry of the Great Barrier 
Reef’s unique ecology and environmental sensitivity, allowed implementation 
by Australia of associated special protective measures to control shipping 
operations. These include restrictions on discharges from ships, adoption of 
ship routeing measures near or in the area in accordance with IMO general 
principles on ships’ routeing, and other navigational measures, such as 
compulsory pilotage and vessel traffic management systems. 
 
1991 
The associated protective measure of a compulsory pilotage  regime was 
introduced to the northern part of the inner route from Cape York to Cairns 
and at the same time the IMO endorsed the recommended pilotage regime for 
the Torres Strait and Great North East Channel. 
 
Pilotage providers are audited by AMSA on an annual basis and pilots are 
trained in accordance with Marine orders Part 54 – ‘Coastal Pilotage’. Pilots 
are audited and are required to employ fatigue management principles. 
Regular meetings are held between AMSA, pilots and pilotage providers. 
 
1997 
A Ship Reporting System (SRS) was introduced as a joint initiative between 
AMSA and the Queensland Department of Transport in 1997 this system is 
known as REEFREP. The SRS provides a monitoring capability ashore which 
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interacts with shipping allowing the provision of improved information on the 
presence, movements and pattern of shipping in the area. 
 
2004 
On 1 December 2004, amendments to introduce a Coastal VTS were 
declared by the IMO as a measure to further enhance navigational safety in 
Torres Strait and the Great Barrier Reef. 

The Great Barrier Reef and Torres Strait Vessel Traffic Service (REEFVTS) is 
comprised of two major components: 

1. the mandatory Ship Reporting System, REEFREP; and 

2. monitoring and surveillance systems including radar, Automatic 
Identification System (AIS), Automated Position Reporting via Inmarsat C 
(APR) and VHF Reporting. 

REEFVTS, is operated by AMSA Maritime Safety Queensland (MSQ). In 
addition to automated position reporting via INMARSAT C, radar and AIS 
information is supplied to REEFVTS to enable the monitoring of shipping 
traffic with systems that can automatically identify ships that stray from 
‘typical’ or ‘usual’ tracks. REEFVTS also provides a traffic information service 
to ships which assist with the safe management encounters between ships 
 
Also in 2004, in conjunction with the Australian Hydrographic Office, a new 
two way route was established in the area of Princess Charlotte bay 
incorporating LADS Passage and Fairway Channel . The provision of 9 new 
aids to navigation and revised nautical charts offered a reduction in 
navigational risk and a reduced voyage of some 20 nautical miles. 
 
AMSA operates a cohesive network of aids to navigation, which is regularly 
reviewed to ensure it meets current requirements. Included in this network are 
buoys, lights, sector lights, racons and day marks. There is also a marine 
DGPS service, which provides enhanced GPS accuracy and integrity 
monitoring. Availability of these aids is maintained to the International 
Association of Lighthouse Authorities standards. 
 
AMSA, in consultation with the Australian Hydrographic Office, has 
established routing measures in the form of charted two-way routes or, in 
some cases, recommended tracks. These provide guidance for mariners as to 
the safest tracks for ships to follow. 
 
2005 
The Torres Strait became a PSSA in July 2005, following submissions made 
to the IMO by the Australian and Papua New Guinea governments. 

 

2006 
Two associated protective measures were approved by IMO for application in 
the Torres Strait – a new two way shipping route through charting action and 
an extension of the system of pilotage that had applied in the Great Barrier 
Reef since 1990 via Marine Order Part 54. 
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In July 2006, AMSA also implemented the National Maritime Emergency 
Response Arrangements (NMERA) . NMERA’s aim is to protect the marine 
environment from actual or potential ship-sourced pollution. This is done by 
enhancing current response arrangements under the National Plan to Combat 
Pollution of the Sea by Oil and Other Noxious and Hazardous Substances 
(the National Plan ) through ensuring the continuing provision of an 
appropriate level of maritime emergency towage capability around the 
Australian coastline and the enhancement of the Emergency Response 
management framework. 

Under the NMERA, a number of Emergency Towage Vessels (ETVs) are 
located in strategic Australian coastal regions. These ETVs provide a 
minimum level of emergency towage capability to deal with a significant, or 
potential significant, threat to Australia’s marine environment. 

Significantly AMSA has contracted a dedicated ETV – the Pacific Responder - 
that operates 24/7 under AMSA’s direction to provide emergency towage and 
first response capability in the particularly sensitive sea area in the Torres 
Strait and Great Barrier Reef area north of Cairns/Mourilyan. 

The Pacific Responder has its home port in Cairns but spends the majority of 
its time at sea, available for emergency tasking by AMSA should a maritime 
incident occur. The vessel is also able to respond to other marine incidents, 
such as pollution of the sea and search and rescue action. 

This vessel is engaged in maintenance of the aids to navigation network in its 
area of operation, and this part of its role is undertaken for approximately 100 
days per year. However, the vessel’s first response capability during a 
shipping incident, either actual or potential, takes precedence over its aids to 
navigation maintenance role. 

 
2008 
Phase in completed for Automatic Identification Systems (AIS) to be carried 
on board vessels as per the International Convention for the Safety of Life at 
Sea 1974 (SOLAS). 
 
This provides automatic information exchange between vessels as well as 
being monitored by shore side AIS receivers which greatly assists to provide 
real time data on vessel movement. The system greatly enhances AMSA’s 
vessel tracking abilities and is a tool significantly used by REEFVTS. AMSA is 
currently rolling out receiver stations strategically around Australia’s coastline. 
AMSA is also trialling AIS via satellite which greatly expands the footprint of 
current AIS capabilities. 
 
2009 
Due to the expected increase in volume (and change in mix) of shipping traffic, 
some of it through environmentally sensitive areas, risk assessments have 
been conducted for the North West shelf and the Queensland bulk ports of 
Gladstone, Abbot Point and Hay Point. The assessments considered the risk 
factors and the general intervention strategies and the key risk reduction 
actions to address identified risks. The need for better coordination and 
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information sharing between agencies was a consistent mitigation measure 
suggested across many of the risk factors.  
 
 
2010 
A preferred tenderer was announced for the provision of an Under Keel 
Clearance Management (UKCM) system for Torres Strait. The objectives for 
introducing UKCM are to deliver enhanced safety and efficiency of navigation 
by validating the existing safety margin for deep draught vessels transiting the 
region; and evaluating the appropriateness of the current draught regime. This 
will further benefit the Australian community and industry and help protect the 
sensitive marine environment of the Torres Strait. 
 
AMSA has been progressing the development of UKCM operating procedures 
and upgrading the required met-ocean sensor infrastructure in Torres Strait. 
Following the finalisation of the contract with OMC International Pty Ltd the 
system design and development phase will continue until July/August 2010. A 
period of system acceptance testing and independent validation of UKCM will 
then occur followed by commercial trials on a cross-section of vessels until the 
end of 2010. Commissioning is now expected in early 2011. 
 
AMSA also developed a Strategic Vision 2010-2025 (Attachment 3). The plan 
takes into account financial considerations, responses and the challenges 
ahead around six key areas: 

(a) seafarer and ship safety; 

(b) environment protection; 

(c) maritime and aviation search and rescue; 

(d) maritime safety reform; 

(e) maritime workforce; and 

(f) AMSA’s strategic position. 
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Attachment 3: AMSA Strategic Vision 2010-2025 
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