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Executive Summary

Boat driver licences are regulated under the 
Marine Safety Act 1998 and the Marine Safety 
(General) Regulation 2009.

The objective of the licensing scheme is to promote 
the safe and responsible operation of vessels on NSW 
waterways by ensuring licence holders have the relevant 
knowledge and skills to safety operate a vessel.

The aims of this review are to:

• Examine options to streamline the 
licensing system;

• Reduce red tape for the boating community;

• Achieve greater alignment between licensing and 
vessel registration requirements;

• Achieve greater harmonisation, where 
appropriate, with the road driver licensing 
system; and

• To examine the administration of the current 
arrangements for Recognised Training Providers.

The review considers when a licence is required, the 
classification and duration of licences, the process for 
obtaining a licence and licence fees. The scope of the 
review does not include waterway management matters.

There are more than 492,000 recreational boat licences 
on issue in NSW, including 45,300 personal watercraft 
(PWC) licences. Revenue from boat and PWC licences 
was $19.7m in 2013/14.

A boat driving licence is required to operate a vessel, 
other than a PWC, at a speed of 10 knots or more. 
A PWC licence is required to operate a PWC at 
any speed.

The review suggests the following options for change 
to the current licensing system:

• A licence be required to operate any powered 
registered vessel, rather than any powered vessel 
operated at 10 knots or more as is now the case. 
Registration is required for vessels with an engine 
of 4kW or more and 5.5m or more in length.

• Licence classes be streamlined by removing 
young adult licences as a separate licence class. 
Licences will continue to be issued to those 
from 12 to 16 years of age and current age based 
restrictions will continue to apply.

• All licence holders, including those under 16 years 
of age, are to have the option of taking a one, 
three or five year licence.

• A ten year licence be introduced.

• The requirement to complete a boating safety 
course be removed as a mandatory requirement 
to get a boat licence. Instead free online access 
would be provided to the boating safety course. 
Requirements to complete practical boating 
training and the knowledge test will be retained.
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• The licence knowledge test be administered only 
by Roads and Maritime Services (Roads and 
Maritime) or Service NSW.

• Requirements for private providers delivering 
boating safety training be incorporated in the 
Marine Safety (General) Regulation 2009.

• Fees for boat licences for those under 16 years of 
age be aligned with concessional fees.

• PWC fees be reduced and set at twice the level 
of the fee for a general boat licence.

• Eligibility for pensioner concessions for boat 
driving licences be verified electronically 
with Centrelink.

• Priority be given to introducing a computer 
based knowledge test that provides capability 
for applicants to listen to the test, provides the 
option of taking the test in different community 
languages, provides a greater emphasis on the 
use of images and graphics rather than text and 
provides a focus on hazard perception skills.

This Discussion Paper provides an overview of the 
current boat driver licensing system, considers licensing 
requirements in other states and overseas as well as 
road driver licensing, outlines proposals for change and 
highlights proposals where specific feedback is sought. 
There may be other changes to the licensing system, not 
covered in this paper, that you would like to suggest.

Please submit your comments by  
Friday 19 December 2014 to one  
of the following addresses:

Email: maritime@transport.nsw.gov.au 
Mail: Review of Boat Driver Licensing  
Maritime Management Centre 
Transport for NSW 
PO Box K659 
HAYMARKET NSW 1240



Overview of licensing requirements
Boat driver licences are regulated under the 
Marine Safety Act 1998 and the Marine Safety 
(General) Regulation 2009.

The Act requires a person operating a recreational vessel 
to have an appropriate type of boat driving licence 
which authorises the person to operate the vessel.

The objective of the licensing scheme is to promote 
the safe and responsible operation of vessels on NSW 
waterways by ensuring licence holders have the relevant 
knowledge and skills to safety operate a vessel.

However, there are exemptions from licensing 
requirements and the following classes of people are 
not required to hold a NSW boat driving licence:

• People who are not ordinarily resident in NSW and 
have been operating a power driven recreational 
vessel in NSW waters for less than three months 
and have an interstate or overseas boat licence.

• People who hold a certificate of competency 
as coxswain or master under the Marine Safety 
(Domestic Commercial Vessels National Law) 
Act 2012.

A boat driving licence is required to operate a vessel, 
other than a personal watercraft (PWC), at a speed of 
10 knots or more. A PWC licence is required to operate 
a PWC at any speed.

There are four classes of boat driving licences:

• general boat driving licence,

• young adult general boat driving licence 
(for those aged from 12 to 16),

• PWC driving licence,

• young adult PWC driving licence (for those aged 
from 12 to 16).

A person who holds a PWC licence is taken to hold 
a general boat driving licence.

Licences are issued for one, three and five years. 
However, young adult licences are only issued for up 
to one year and expire on the 16th birthday of the 
licence holder.

There are more than 492,000 recreational boat licences 
on issue in NSW, including 45,300 PWC licences. 
Revenue from boat and PWC licences was $19.7m 
in 2013/14.

Fees from boat driver licences are paid to the 
Waterways Fund which is used to provide marine safety 
services and infrastructure for use by the boating 
community. In 2013/14 $101.4m was allocated from the 
Waterways Fund to fund major capital expenditure 
including the upgrade of commuter wharves, provide 
grants to local councils to fund boating infrastructure, 
support the operation of Marine Rescue, and provide 
funding for boating safety education and compliance, 
management of moorings and maintenance of 
navigation aids.
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Why does NSW require boat drivers 
to be licensed?
Licensing of boat drivers allows the NSW Government to:

• promote safety by ensuring drivers of vessels have 
the skills to operate a vessel, a knowledge of safety 
equipment requirements and navigation rules,

• identify the driver of a vessel,

• enforce marine safety legislation, and

• collect revenue to fund maritime services and 
boating infrastructure.

NSW adopts a risk based approach to licensing by 
requiring a licence to operate vessels where the risk is 
higher, such as PWCs and vessels being operated at 
10 knots or more. It is not necessary to have a licence 
to operate a non powered vessel or a powered vessel, 
other than a PWC, at under 10 knots.

Oversight of the licensing system
The boat driver licensing system in NSW is governed 
by the Marine Safety Act 1998 and the Marine Safety 
(General) Regulation 2009. The Minister for Roads 
and Freight has oversight and responsibility for this 
legislation and for the boat driver licensing system.

Transport for NSW is the lead agency responsible for 
developing strategic maritime policy and legislative 
initiatives, including strategic boat driver licensing policy.

Roads and Maritime Services (Roads and Maritime) is 
responsible for administering the licensing system.

Aims of the review
The aims of the review are to:

• Examine options to streamline the 
licensing system;

• Reduce red tape for the boating community;

• Achieve greater alignment between licensing and 
vessel registration requirements;

• Achieve greater harmonisation, where 
appropriate, with the road driver licensing 
system; and

• To examine the administration of the current 
arrangements for Recognised Training 
Providers (RTPs).

The review considers when a licence is required, the 
classification and duration of licences, the process 
for obtaining a licence and licence fees. Waterway 
management matters are outside the scope of 
this review.

Getting a general boat driving licence
Boat driving licences are issued by Roads and Maritime 
or Service NSW.

The minimum age for the issue of a young adult boat 
driving licence or young adult PWC licence is 12 years 
and the minimum age for a general boat driving licence 
or PWC licence is 16 years.
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Applicants for a general boat driving licence must:

• complete a general boating safety course; and

• complete practical boating experience; and

• complete the general boating licence 
knowledge test.

The requirement to complete a boating safety course 
was introduced in October 2006. Boating safety 
courses may be completed online through the Roads 
and Maritime website, by purchasing a DVD, attending a 
course conducted by Marine Rescue (this option is only 
available at South Grafton, Ballina and Woolgoola), or 
attending a course conducted by a Recognised Training 
Provider (RTP). RTPs are businesses accredited by 
Roads and Maritime to provide boating safety courses, 
knowledge tests and practical boating training.

If the boating safety course is completed online, a 
fee is charged ($14) and on completion of the course 
the applicant prints a Certificate of Completion from 
the website. If a DVD of the boating safety course is 
purchased ($14), a Certificate of Completion is mailed to 
the purchaser with the DVD. Once the course has been 
completed either online or by watching the DVD, the 
applicant must present the Certificate of Completion at a 
Roads and Maritime or Service NSW office and complete 
the general boat licence knowledge test. The Certificate 
of Completion is valid for 12 months. If the Certificate 
of Completion expires before the applicant passes the 
general boat licence knowledge test the applicant must 
purchase a new boating safety course either online or as 
a DVD, which includes a new Certificate of Completion.

If the applicant attended a boating safety course 
conducted by Marine Rescue ($14) or an RTP1, that 
organisation may also conduct the general boat licence 
knowledge test. If the applicant does not pass the 
knowledge test, a Certificate of Completion will still be 
issued. That Certificate must be presented to either 
Marine Rescue NSW (if that organisation provided the 
boating safety training), the RTP that provided the 
boating safety training, or a Roads and Maritime or 
Service NSW office to undertake the general boating 
licence knowledge test.

The table below shows that 83% of new licence holders 
in 2013/14 completed a boating safety course at an RTP.

Table 1: Number of new licence holders completing 
boating safety courses, by course option, 2013/14

Boating 
Safety 
training 
options Cost

Number of 
new licence 

holders 
completing 

training 
under each 

option

Percentage 
of new 
licence 
holders 

completing 
training 

under each 
option

Online
$14 1,713 8

DVD $14 966 5

Roads and 
Maritime/
Marine Rescue 
course $14 856 4

RTP Course $95–220 17,309 83

Total 20,844 100

A practical training component for obtaining a boat 
driving licence was introduced in 2009. There are 
two options for completing practical training, either 
by completing a Roads and Maritime log book, or by 
completing a practical training course with an RTP.

Those applicants who choose to complete a Roads 
and Maritime log book to satisfy the practical boating 
experience requirements must undertake a minimum 
of three trips in a powered vessel (but not a PWC). 
These applicants must not exceed 10 knots and must be 
supervised by an experienced skipper who holds a valid 
NSW boat driving licence and has held a boat driving 
licence for at least 3 years. All elements listed in the log 
book must be completed and signed off by the applicant 
and supervising skipper. All elements of the practical 
boating training are based on the competencies in the 
National Marine Safety Committee (NMSC) “Guidelines 
for Recreational Boat Operator Competencies”.2

In 2013/14, 50% of new licence holders completed 
practical training using a Roads and Maritime log book 
and 39% completed practical training at an RTP; the 
remaining 11% were exempt from the practical training 
component because they held qualifications recognised 
by Roads and Maritime as equivalent to a NSW general 
boat driving licence.

Those that have not already passed a licence 
knowledge test at either Marine Rescue NSW or an 
RTP, must successfully complete the knowledge test 
at a Roads and Maritime or Service NSW office before 
a licence is issued.

1  Fees for boating safety training delivered by RTPs are set by the training 
provider. Fees range from $95 to $220 (Current June 2014).

2  The National Marine Safety Committee no longer exists and its functions in 
relation to recreational boating safety have been taken over by the Australian 
Recreational Boating Safety Committee (ARBSC).
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The costs of completing the training required for a boat 
licence vary considerably:

• the boating safety course can be completed 
online, by viewing a DVD or attending a course 
conducted by Marine Rescue for $14. If the course 
is completed at an RTP it can cost from $95 
to $220 (prices current at June 2014) but this 
includes the cost of the licence knowledge test.

• The cost of completing a knowledge test at 
a Roads and Maritime or Service NSW office 
is $32 for a general boat licence or $49 for a 
PWC licence.

• Practical training can be completed at no cost, 
for those with access to a boat, by completing 
a Roads and Maritime log book, or can cost 
from $110 to $145 if completed at an RTP (prices 
current at June 2014).

The general licence knowledge test consists of 
40 multiple choice questions made up of 15 questions 
in section A which must all be answered correctly 
and 25 questions in section B, of which 20 must be 
answered correctly. The PWC knowledge test consists 
of 15 questions, of which 12 must be answered correctly. 
The test covers speed, drug and alcohol restrictions, 
vessel navigation, display of navigation lights and 
signals, navigation marks, aids and signs, life jacket wear 
requirements and safety equipment requirements.

The test is a paper based test and is only available in 
English. The road driver licence knowledge test is a 
computer based test and is available in English and 
9 other languages (Arabic, Chinese, Croatian, Greek, 
Korean, Serbian, Spanish, Turkish and Vietnamese).

Once all requirements have been met, the licence will 
be issued by Roads and Maritime or Service NSW 
on payment of the relevant fee. The licence is issued 
on the spot as an interim paper licence and a plastic 
licence card is then mailed to the applicant.

Getting a PWC licence
Applicants for a PWC driving licence must:

• complete a general boating safety course and 
PWC boating safety course; and

• complete practical boating experience (though 
training is provided on a motor boat not on a 
PWC); and

• complete the general boating and PWC licence 
knowledge tests (applicants must successfully 
complete the general boating knowledge test 
before sitting the PWC knowledge test).

The boating safety courses and licence knowledge tests 
for a PWC licence may be completed at an RTP. Practical 
boating experience must be completed on a powered 
vessel, but not a PWC.

Applicants upgrading from a general boat licence to a 
PWC licence are not required to complete additional 
practical training but must complete the PWC boating 
safety course and pass the PWC knowledge test.
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Recognition of other qualifications
Applicants may also be eligible for a general boat licence 
or PWC licence if they hold a qualification recognised 
by Roads and Maritime as equivalent to a NSW general 
boat driving licence or PWC licence. In these instances 
applicants are not required to complete boating safety 
courses, undertake a licence knowledge test or provide 
evidence of practical boating experience.

The following qualifications are recognised by Roads 
and Maritime:

• an accredited course conducted by the Marine 
Teachers Association of NSW

• NSW Police Force Marine Area Command Small 
Boats course

• Yachting Australia qualifications (Power boat 
program, National yacht cruising scheme, RYA-YA 
Yacht training program (motor))

• an interstate boat or PWC licence;

• a Surf Life Saving NSW (SLSNSW) Inflatable 
Rescue Boat Certificate;

• a State Emergency Services (SES) Flood and 
Inland Waterways Rescue Boat Operations 
Statement of Attainment

• an SES Flood Rescue Operators Statement 
of Attainment

• a New Zealand Boatmaster certificate;

• Royal Yachting Association Level 2 
Powerboat Certificate;

• Defence Force Qualifications (RAN Small 
Boat Coxswain Course and Australian Army 
Assault Pioneer Basic Course, Command 
Powered Tactical Craft Operators Course, 
Watercraft Operators Licence, W1 Small 
Watercraft Operator Qualification and 
W2 BEPB Operator Qualification),

Young Adult Licences
There are 3,992 young adult boat driving licences on 
issue, including 667 PWC licences. In 2013/14, 1,880 new 
young adult licences were issued, including 361 young 
adult PWC licences.

Young adult licences are issued to people between 
12 and under 16 years of age. The following restrictions 
apply to holders of young adult general boat driving 
licences and young adult PWC driving licences:

• A speed limit of 10 knots applies in the case 
of a PWC unless the holder of a PWC driving 
licence is present; in the case of any other 
vessel a speed limit of 10 knots applies unless 
the holder of a general boat driving licence is 
present in the vessel;

• A speed limit of 10 knots applies between sunset 
and sunrise;

• A speed limit of 10 knots applies while the vessel 
is towing a person;

• A maximum speed limit of 20 knots applies in all 
other situations; and

• A vessel must not be driven in a race, regatta, 
exhibition or similar event.
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Young adult licences expire when the licence holder 
reaches 16 years of age. The holder must then apply for 
a general boat licence or a PWC licence.

Young adult licences and general boat licences are also 
issued at no charge to students who complete either the 
Marine Studies or Marine and Aquaculture Technology 
course in high schools.

Recognised Training Providers (RTPs)
There are currently 11 RTPs accredited by Roads and 
Maritime to provide boating safety courses, knowledge 
tests and practical boating training:

• ABC Licence Training Pty Ltd

• Blue Water Cruise Line Pty Ltd trading as All 
Hands on Deck Maritime Training

• Baysail Pty Ltd;

• Sailingworld Pty Ltd trading as Boating 
Licence Course;

• DMS Maritime Pty Ltd;

• Marine Teachers Association of NSW Inc

• NSW Fishing Industry Training Committee Ltd

• Silver Spirit Cruises Pty Ltd trading as Maritime 
Training School

• NSW Boating College Pty Ltd

• Sea School International Pty Ltd

• Training Aid Australia Pty Ltd

A further 74 businesses are seeking approval to provide 
boating safety training.

The current Recognition Agreement requires training 
providers to be Registered Training Organisations with the 
NSW Vocational Education and Training Accreditation 
Board (now the National Vocational Education and 
Training Regulator established under the National 
Vocational Education and Training Regulator Act 2011 
of the Commonwealth). The Agreement requires RTPs 
to develop and deliver boating education and training 
courses based on core competencies developed by the 
National Marine Safety Committee (NMSC)3. RTPs are 
not permitted to deliver the Roads and Maritime Boating 
Safety course. The RTP is required to deliver a minimum 
of two general licence knowledge tests and two PWC 
knowledge tests.

On successful completion of the course and on passing 
the licence knowledge test, applicants are issued with 
a Certificate of Completion which must be presented 
to Roads and Maritime or Service NSW, together with 
evidence of completing practical boating training, for 
the issue of a licence.

Roads and Maritime charges fees to RTPs, these include 
an initial application fee of $306, a renewal fee of $135 
and a transfer fee of $86. These fees are not legislated 
under the Marine Safety (General) Regulation 2009.

3  The National Marine Safety Committee no longer exists and its functions in 
relation to recreational boating safety have been taken over by the Australian 
Recreational Boating Safety Committee (ARBSC).
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Practical training courses must be conducted on a 
powered vessel but not a PWC4, applicants must be 
briefed on safety measures prior to departure, and must 
not exceed 10 knots when operating the vessel unless the 
assessor has the capacity to immediately assume control 
of the vessel if required. If the vessel is to be operated at 
10 knots or more a risk management strategy must be in 
place. All units of competency in the NMSC ‘Guidelines for 
Recreational Boat Operator Competencies” for a general 
boat licence and PWC licence must be covered.

Changes to legislation would be required to allow 
unlicensed drivers to operate a vessel at more than 10 
knots or operate a PWC while undertaking training to 
obtain a general boat licence or PWC licence.

In 2013/14, 17,309 (or 83%) new licence holders 
completed boating safety courses and 10,074 (39%) 
completed practical boating training at an RTP.

It is estimated that RTPs generated several million 
dollars in revenue from boating safety courses and 
practical training in 2013/14.

Fees
Licence fees are specified in the Marine Safety (General) 
Regulation 2009. The Regulation specifies fees for:

• one, three and five year general boat driving and 
PWC licences

• one year and six month young adult licences

• boating safety courses for both general boat 
driving and PWC licences and

• knowledge test fees for both general boat driving 
and PWC licences.

Fees for PWC licences are 2–3 times that of a general 
boat licence for the same licence duration and 
generated $4.4m in revenue in 2013/14.

Fee levels for PWC licences were reviewed in July 2012 
following feedback about anomalies in the fees for three 
and five year licences.

Concessions are provided to eligible pensioners. Applicants 
are only required to provide evidence of eligibility for 
a concession once. All subsequent transactions are 
charged at concession rates, though customers are 
required to advise Roads and Maritime of any change 
tho their concession entitlement within 28 days.

Applicants for road driver licences must have their eligibility 
for a pensioner concession verified electronically with 
Centrelink. Currently there is no online validation of 
concession eligibility for maritime products and services.

Free perpetual licences are provided to Marine Rescue 
NSW, Rural Fire Service, Surf Life Saving NSW, NSW 
State Emergency Service (SES), NSW Police, Fire and 
Rescue NSW and Roads and Maritime. These licences 
are only valid when operating a vessel for official 
purposes. With the exception of Surf Life Saving NSW 
and NSW State Emergency Service (SES), applicants 
from all organisations must comply with boating safety 
course, practical boating experience and knowledge 
testing requirements.

Renewing a licence
General boat driving licences do not have a photo of 
the licence holder and can be renewed by any of the 
following methods:

• Mail or telephone;

• Online, Interactive Voice Response (IVR) or BPay;

• In person at a Roads and Maritime or Service 
NSW office; Westpac Bank; or Government 
Access Centre.

However, PWC licences have a photo of the licence 
holder and can only be renewed by mail or in person 
at a Roads and Maritime or Service NSW Office.

In 2013/14 192,240 boat licences were renewed. The 
table below shows the number of licences renewed by 
renewal channel. Automated systems accounted for 
61% of renewals however, 39% of renewals were still 
processed manually.

Table 2: Licences renewed by channel – 2013/14

Renewal channel

General 
Boat 

licence
PWC 

licence Total %

Westpac 6894 9 6903 3

BPAY 77815 150 77965 40

Email/Fax 7 0 7 –

IVR (automated 
payment) 145611 32 14543 8

Mail 4658 4288 8946 5

Online 24383 77 24460 13

Over the counter 38002 10064 48066 25

Phone (processed 
by staff member) 11053 297 11350 6

Total 177323 14917 192240 100

A new combined road and boat licence
In late 2014 a combined road and boat driver licence is 
to be introduced in NSW. The combined licence will be 
available to customers who have an unrestricted road 
driver licence and an adult boat or PWC licence. The 
combined licence will take the form of a road driver 
licence which records the boat or PWC licence number 
on the back of the licence card.

It is estimated that 80% of boat licence holders also have 
a NSW road driver licence. Customers will be given the 
option of taking out a combined road and boat driver 
licence when they renew their road driver licence. The 
expiry date of the boat or PWC licence will be aligned 
with that of the road driver licence. Fees and charges for 
both licences will remain unchanged.

4  The Marine Safety Act 1998 (section 63) requires a licence to operate a PWC 
and provides an offence of 15 penalty units for operating a vessel without an 
appropriate licence.

10 Review of NSW Boat Driver Licensing — Discussion Paper



Compliance activity
In NSW compliance and enforcement activity is 
conducted by Boating Safety Officers employed by 
Roads and Maritime as well as the NSW Police Force 
Marine Area Command. In 2013/14 over 42,000 vessel 
compliance checks were carried out by Roads 
and Maritime Boating Safety Officers, a total of 
2,493 penalty notices and 3,960 formal warnings were 
issued for a range of offences. Roads and Maritime 
issued 1,879 penalty notices and 1,544 formal warnings 
and the Police issued 614 penalty notices and 
2,416 formal warnings.

Licensing allows compliance and enforcement systems 
to be more efficient and effective by identifying the 
operator of the vessel. Information on licence cards 
enables enforcement officers to identify individuals who 
breach marine safety legislation. Details of licencees held 
on the licence database allow penalty notices and court 
attendance notices to be issued to those who commit 
offences. For those unlicensed operators who breach 
the marine legislation, the Marine Safety Act 1998 gives 
authorised officers powers to require information to be 
supplied about the identity and address of the master 
and owner of a vessel.

Suspension and cancellation 
of licences
Boat driving licences may be suspended or cancelled by 
Roads and Maritime if the holder of the licence:

• has provided false or misleading information,

• is not a fit and proper person,

• has not complied with a condition of the licence,

• has committed an offence against the marine 
legislation or the Crimes Act 1900,

• is incapable of safely operating a vessel or is 
physically or medically unfit to operate a vessel,

• fails to provide any medical or eyesight 
assessment or undertake any further 
courses required,

• has had a similar licence suspended or cancelled 
under the laws of the Commonwealth or another 
State or a Territory for disciplinary reasons,

• has been found to have been incompetent 
or guilty of misconduct as a result of an 
investigation;  or

• is not qualified, or is no longer qualified, to hold 
the licence.

A licence may also be suspended or cancelled if it is in 
the public interest.
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Disqualification from holding a licence
Licence disqualifications may be imposed by a court 
or Roads and Maritime.

A court will impose a mandatory disqualification from 
holding a boat driving licence if the licence holder 
is convicted of a drug or alcohol related boating 
offence. The Review of the Marine Safety Act 1998 
recommended the alignment of disqualification periods 
with disqualification periods for similar offences under 
roads legislation.

Roads and Maritime impose mandatory disqualification 
periods on those who operate a PWC without a PWC 
licence or operate a PWC in a PWC exclusion zone.

Roads and Maritime impose a mandatory disqualification 
period of 12 months on those who cheat in an 
examination for a boat driving licence, who forge or alter 
or use a forged or altered licence.

A court may disqualify a person from holding or 
obtaining a boat driving licence if the licence holder 
is convicted of a marine safety offence that causes, 
or causes a risk of, the death or injury of a person or 
damage to property, or that causes a risk of any such 
death, injury or damage.

Roads and Maritime may disqualify a person from 
holding or obtaining a boat driving licence for a 
specified period, not exceeding 2 years, if the person has 
committed an offence against the marine legislation.

Incidents
Approximately 2 million people go boating each year in 
NSW. Against this background there were 7 fatalities and 
71 serious injuries recorded from 208 recreational vessel 
incidents in 2013/14.

Fatal incident rates for recreational vessels declined by 
approximately 41% over the period 1992/93 to 2013/14 
and the total incident rate for recreational vessels has 
declined by approximately 30% over the period 1996/97 
to 2013/14. Long term declines in both fatal incident 
rates and total incident rates for recreational vessels 
provide solid evidence of an improvement in the overall 
safety outcomes affecting recreational vessels in NSW. 
However, the serious injury rate for recreational vessels 
has not declined but rather has fluctuated around an 
average of 18.6 incidents per 100,000 vessels over the 
period 1992/93 to 2013/14.

12 Review of NSW Boat Driver Licensing — Discussion Paper



Boat driving licensing in other jurisdictions
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Requirements in other  
states/territories
Only the Northern Territory does not have a recreational 
boat licensing system. All other jurisdictions issue boat 
licences, though requirements to obtain a licence vary. 
Requirements in most jurisdictions include a knowledge 
test but only NSW and Tasmania require practical 
boating experience.

In Victoria powered recreational vessels are generally 
required to be registered, and their operators must 
hold a licence. Operators of PWCs must have a PWC 
endorsement. Registration and licensing requirements 
do not apply to unpowered recreational vessels. 
Applicants for boat licences must either pass a 
computer based test conducted by VicRoads or attend 
a course with an accredited training provider. There is no 
requirement for practical boating experience.

In Queensland all recreational vessels with a motor or 
auxiliary of 3kW or more (greater than 4hp) must be 
registered and operators of vessels powered by a engine 
greater than 4.5kW (greater than 6hp) must be licensed. 
Operators of PWCs must hold both a recreational 
marine driving licence and a PWC licence. Applicants 
for a boat licence must complete a boatsafe course that 
covers both the theoretical and practical elements of 
operating a boat.

In Tasmania any vessel of 4hp or more requires 
registration and the operator must be licensed. 
Applicants for a licence must attend a MAST Practical 
Tuition for Recreational Trailer Boat Operators with 
an accredited provider. The course includes on-water 
training and is approximately 4–5 hours in duration. 
Operators of PWCs must have a valid boat licence and 
the licence must be endorsed to allow operation of a 
PWC. The endorsement can be obtained by completing 
a PWC practical course.

In South Australia any recreational vessel fitted with 
an engine regardless of the size of the engine must be 
registered and the operator must be licensed. To apply 
for a boat licence applicants must pass a multiple choice 
exam that confirms their knowledge of rules and safety 
requirements for operating a motorboat. There is no 
requirement to demonstrate practical boating skills. 
Applicants who have completed a Boating Licence 
Course are exempt from the theory exam.

In Western Australia every recreational boat that has 
a motor or can be fitted with one must be registered. 
To operate a vessel with a motor that exceeds 4.5kW 
(6hp) the operator must hold a Recreational Skippers 
Ticket. To apply for a Recreational Skippers Ticket 
applicants must pass an assessment conducted by an 
authorised provider. The authorised provider may also 
conduct training but this is not compulsory. There is no 
requirement to demonstrate practical boating skills.



Requirements in other countries
In the United Kingdom and New Zealand a licence is not 
required to operate a recreational vessel.

In Canada all pleasure craft powered by an engine 
of 7.5kW (10hp) or more must have a Pleasure Craft 
Licence unless they have a vessel registration. Operators 
of pleasure craft fitted with a motor must carry proof 
of competency on board. The most common proof of 
competency is a Pleasure Craft Operator Card. To apply 
for a Card the applicant must pass a test. Accredited 
providers conduct boating safety training and testing 
which is available online or in person. However, the test 
can be taken without completing the safety training.

In the United States, while licensing requirements vary 
between states, the National Association of State 
Boating Law Administrators (NASBLA) has developed 
national standards which prescribed the skills and 
knowledge necessary to effect safe recreational boating. 
The standards form the basis for state boating education 
courses approved by NASBLA and recognised by 
the U.S. Coast Guard. A recent study by the US 
Coast Guard5 found that of the 651 deaths resulting 
from recreational boating in 2012 only 9% of deaths 
occurred on vessels where the operator had received 
boating safety instruction from a NASBLA approved 
course provider.

5  US Coast Guard “2012 Recreational Boating Statistics”.
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Requirements for road driver licences

As with boat driver licensing, the strategic policy for road 
driver licensing is also determined by Transport for NSW 
and Roads and Maritime is responsible for administering 
the road licensing system. Accordingly, it is important 
that opportunities for aligning road and boat driver 
licensing requirements be explored to provide benefits to 
customers and reduce administrative costs.

The NSW road driver licensing system is a graduated 
licensing scheme based on a driving experience, theory 
and practical tests.

The system gives novice drivers the chance to safely build 
experience on the road and improve driving skills as they 
move from a learner to a full licence. The minimum time 
to move from a learner licence, at the minimum age of 
16, to a full licence is four years and applicants need to 
complete the following licensing stages:

• Learner licence
• Provisional P1 licence
• Provisional P2 licence.

To obtain a learner licence, applicants need to pass a 
Driver Knowledge Test. To obtain a P1 licence, holders of 
a learner licence must pass a practical driving test.

To complete the driving test an applicant must be at 
least 17 years of age, have completed 120 hours of 
supervised driving and have held a learner licence for 
12 months. Learners over 25 years of age are exempt 
from the log book and licence tenure requirements.

A P1 licence is issued to those who pass the driving test 
and is issued for 18 months.

Applicants progress to a P2 licence after holding a P1 
licence for 12 months and passing a Hazard Perception 
Test. The Hazard Perception Test is a computer-based 
touch-screen test that measures the applicant’s ability 

to recognise potentially dangerous situations on the 
road and respond appropriately. The test questions and 
situations focus on the five most common crash types 
for NSW provisional drivers.

A P2 licence is issued to those that pass the Hazard 
Perception Test and is issued for 30 months. To progress 
to a full licence, applicants must hold a P2 licence for 
24 months and pass a Diver Qualification Test. The 
Driver Qualification Test is a combination of an advanced 
hazard perception test and a further test of knowledge 
on road rules and safe driving.

Statistics show that young drivers on the roads, aged 
17–25 years, are more likely to be involved in crashes 
resulting in death or injury than other drivers and the 
NSW licensing system has been designed to produce 
improved safety outcomes for young drivers.

Licences are issued for one, three and five years.

Fees for road driver licences are listed in Appendix 2.

Fees for road driver licences and boat licences are 
shown in the table below. Fees for boat licences, 
particularly PWC licences, are significantly higher than 
fees for road driver licences of the same duration.

Table 3: Road Driver Licence and Boat Licence Fees 
September 2014

License 
duration

Road driver 
licence fee

General boat 
licence fee PWC fee

1 year
54 57 172

3 years 128 152 376

5 years 170 238 589

15Review of NSW Boat Driver Licensing — Discussion Paper



IPART report “Reforming 
licensing in NSW”

A recent report by IPART has estimated that the red 
tape savings from reforms to priority licences in NSW 
could save individuals and businesses between $117m 
and $130m per year.

IPART was tasked with reviewing licences in NSW and 
identifying those where reform would produce the 
greatest reduction in regulatory burden for business 
and the community. While boat driving licences were 
not identified by IPART as priority licences for reform, 
the licensing framework used by IPART has been used 
in assessing options for changes to the current boat 
driver licensing system.

The IPART Licensing Framework and Licensing Guide 
provides a structured approach for reviewing the 
effectiveness and efficiency of licensing schemes to 
determine if reform is required.

The Licensing Framework requires regulators to:

• Justify that government action is required to 
address a specific problem or risk and that 
licensing is appropriate (Stage 1)

• Assess whether the licence is well designed 
in terms of coverage, duration, reporting 
requirements, fees and charges (Stage 2)

• Assess whether the licence is administered 
effectively and efficiently (Stage 3)

• Confirm that licensing is the best response when 
comparing its costs and benefits against other 
options (Stage 4).

Applying the Licensing Framework will highlight 
any deficiencies in licence justification, design 
or administration.

Appendix 3 applies the Licensing Framework to boat 
driving licences.

Applying the IPART Licensing Framework suggests that 
reforms to streamline the requirements for the issue of 
a licence, increase the duration of licences, improve the 
administration of licensing through the integration of 
systems and processes for the production and delivery 
of boat and road driver licences, and to reduce the 
level of PWC fees, should be considered to reduce the 
regulatory burden on the community.
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Options for reform

When should a general boat driving 
licence be required?
Currently the operator a vessel must hold a licence 
if the vessel is operated at 10 knots or more. Under 
current licensing requirements it is possible to operate 
a 25m motor cruiser on a busy waterway, mixing with 
ferries, yachts and paddlecraft, with no licence and 
no knowledge of navigation requirements. The criteria 
used for licensing in NSW differs from that in other 
jurisdictions. Generally licence requirements are linked to 
either engine power or registration requirements (which 
may be based on engine power). In Victoria, Tasmania 
and South Australia the requirement for a boat licence 
is linked to vessel registration. In Queensland, Western 
Australia, Tasmania and South Australia the requirement 
for a boat licence is linked to the engine power of the 
vessel. In Queensland and Western Australia a licence 
is required to operate a vessel with an engine power of 
greater than 4.5kW. In Tasmania a licence is required to 
operate a vessel with an engine power of 4hp or more 
and in South Australia a licence is required to operate 
any vessel fitted with an engine.

In NSW registration and licence requirements are not 
aligned. Registration is required for the following vessels:

• vessels powered by an engine of 4kW or more,

• any power-driven vessel of 5.5m or longer.

The current NSW licensing system is a risk based 
regulatory approach. It is the speed at which a boat is 
driven that determines whether a person needs to be 
licensed. Any person who drives a powered recreational 
vessel, other than a PWC, at a speed of 10 knots or more 
must have a boat driver’s licence. Ten knots is the speed 
at which most accelerating boats will start to plane, 
that is, rise up and skim on top of the water instead of 
ploughing through it. Vessels operated at speeds under 
10 knots do not require the operator to hold a licence 
irrespective of the power of the vessel. A licence is 
required to operate a PWC at any speed.

Under current licensing arrangements compliance 
staff must use their judgement of a vessel’s speed to 
determine whether a licence is required. Under more 
prescriptive licensing requirements based on engine 
power or vessel registration, the requirement for a 
licence would be clear to all and there would be no need 
for compliance staff to rely on judgement.

There is an opportunity to change licence requirements 
so that a licence would be required to operate any 
powered registered vessel. It is not proposed that a 
licence be required to operate registered unpowered 
vessels such as canoes, kayaks or off the beach 
sailing boats.

Any change to licence requirements would be 
introduced over a transitional period of one to two 
years to give those who would require a licence the 
opportunity to obtain one.
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Current arrangements for the recognition of other 
boating qualifications such as those issued by Yachting 
Australia/Royal Yachting Association, State Emergency 
Services, Surf Life Saving NSW and the Defence 
Department should be retained. Currently holders 
of such qualifications are not required to complete 
boating safety courses, pass a knowledge test or 
provide evidence of practical boating experience but 
are required to hold a NSW boat licence.

Should the current requirement for a general boat 
driving licence change?

• It is proposed that a licence be required to 
operate a powered registered vessel.

What do you think of this proposal?

Streamline the number of 
licence classes
There is an opportunity to streamline the licensing 
system by removing young adult licences as a separate 
licence class. A person would still be able to apply for a 
licence from 12 years of age, with the consent of a parent 
or guardian. The following regulatory conditions would 
continue to apply:

• A speed limit of 10 knots when operating a PWC 
unless the holder of a PWC driving licence is 
present; in the case of any other vessel a speed 
limit of 10 knots unless the holder of a general 
boat driving licence is present in the vessel;

• A speed limit of 10 knots between sunset 
and sunrise;

• A speed limit of 10 knots while the vessel is towing 
a person;

• A maximum speed limit of 20 knots in all other 
situations; and

• A vessel must not be driven in a race, regatta, 
exhibition or similar event.

Licences would continue to be issued for 1, 3 or 5 years. 
However, currently those under 16 years of age are 
only issued with a licence for up to one year. Removing 
the young adult licence class would allow one, three 
and five year licences to be made available to all ages 
and eliminate the need to apply for a new licence 
when the licence holder reaches 16 years of age. This 
would reduce red tape for licence holders and result 
in administrative savings for Roads and Maritime and 
Service NSW through reductions in the number of 
licences issued and renewed.

The removal of the young adult licence class would not 
hinder the enforcement of speed restrictions that apply 
to those under 16 years of age as the date of birth of the 
licence holder is printed on the licence card.

A concessional fee would continue to apply to those 
under 16 years of age applying for a general boat driving 
licence or PWC licence.

Should the number of boat driving licence classes 
be streamlined?

• It is proposed that the young adult licence 
class be removed.

• It is proposed to allow all licence holders, 
including those under 16 years of age, to 
have the option of taking a one , three or five 
year licence.

What do you think of this proposal?

Extend licence duration
By early 2015 Roads and Maritime will provide a 10 year 
road driver licence for car and rider licences, for drivers 
aged between 21 and 44.

There is an opportunity to also offer ten year general 
boat licences and PWC licences to harmonise the 
duration of boat and road driver licences. This would 
reduce red tape for licence holders and result in 
administrative savings for Roads and Maritime and 
Service NSW through reductions in the number of 
licences renewed.

Should there be an option for a licence to be issued 
for more than 5 years?

• It is proposed that a ten year licence 
be introduced.

What do you think of this proposal?

Streamlining the process for getting 
a licence
All applicants for a general boat licence must complete 
a general boating safety course, practical boating 
experience and pass the general boating knowledge 
test. This process differs from the process for obtaining 
a road driver licence. To get a road driver learner licence 
applicants must pass a driver knowledge test, accrue 
120 hours of supervised driving and pass a driving test. 
Applicants who have completed 50 hours of supervised 
driving can complete an optional Safer Drivers Course 
which is a combined theoretical and practical course. 
Leaner drivers who complete the Safe Drivers Course 
only need to complete 100 hours of supervised driving.

There is an opportunity to streamline the process for 
getting a boat licence by removing the mandatory 
requirement to complete a boating safety course. It is 
the passing of the knowledge test that demonstrates 
an applicant’s knowledge and understanding of boating 
safety requirements, rather than the boating safety course. 
It is suggested that the requirement to complete a boating 
safety course be removed as a mandatory requirement 
and that the boating safety course be made freely available 
online. Applicants would be encouraged to familiarise 
themselves with the Boating Handbook, to complete 
the free online boating safety course and complete the 
practice test before taking the knowledge test.
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If introduced, this proposal would reduce the cost of 
obtaining a boat licence by at least $14 and for 83% 
of licence applicants by $63–$1886.

There would be no change to the requirement to 
complete practical boating experience.

Under current arrangements the knowledge test is delivered 
by Roads and Maritime, Service NSW, Marine Rescue 
and RTPs. It is proposed that only Roads and Maritime 
or Service NSW deliver the knowledge test. At present 
knowledge tests are paper based and there are risks 
associated with the administration of paper based tests.

As applicants must attend a Roads and Maritime or 
Service NSW office to be issued with a licence, the 
requirement to take the knowledge test at a Roads 
and Maritime or Service NSW office would not impose 
any additional burden on licence applicants. It would 
actually streamline the process significantly and provide 
customers with access to an expanded network of 
service centres.

Should the process for getting a licence change?
• It is proposed to remove the mandatory 

requirement to complete a boating 
safety course.

• It is proposed that Roads and Maritime 
provide free online access to the boating 
safety course.

• It is proposed that the licence knowledge test 
be administered only by Roads and Maritime 
and Services NSW.

What do you think of these proposals?

Streamline the approval of 
training providers
Currently there are 11 RTPs approved to deliver boating 
safety courses and practical training. Applications have 
been received from a further 74 businesses seeking 
approval to provide boating safety training. The approval 
of RTPs is another level of licensing that allows a limited 
number of approved businesses to provide boating 
safety training.

While it is not mandatory to attend a boating safety 
course at an RTP, 83% of all new licence holders do 
attend courses conducted by RTPs.

The current system creates a barrier to the entry of new 
training providers particularly when a backlog of 
applications has built up and no new providers have been 
approved since January 2010. Understandably some 
existing RTPs oppose the entry of new training providers 
as it would increase competition in a limited market.

The current practice of approving training providers 
also imposes an administrative workload on Roads and 
Maritime and advice has been sought on reforming the 
current arrangements for training providers. Whether 
it is appropriate for a marine safety agency to regulate 
training providers is questionable, particularly when 
there are other agencies performing this function.
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It is suggested that if the current requirement to complete 
a boating safety course is retained, then the system for 
administering RTPs should be simplified and replaced 
with an appropriate regulatory framework. The Marine 
Safety (General) Regulation 2009 should be amended 
to regulate requirements for training providers including 
that training providers be registered with the Australian 
Skills Quality Authority, that trainers and assessors 
comply with the National Quality Council training and 
assessment competencies, that training providers do 
not advertise the training and assessments provided are 
endorsed or approved in any way by Transport for NSW, 
Roads and Maritime or the NSW government.

The administration of such a scheme would be simplified 
by limiting the delivery of knowledge tests to Roads and 
Maritime and Service NSW as proposed.

Should arrangements for providers delivering 
boating safety training be simplified?

• It is proposed that requirements for 
providers delivering boating safety training 
be included in the Marine Safety (General) 
Regulation 2009.

• It is proposed that licence knowledge tests be 
administered by only Roads and Maritime and 
Services NSW.

What do you think of these proposals?

Streamline licence fees
The fee structure for boat licences is in need of review.

Concession fees are available for eligible pensioners 
and are set at approximately 50% of the full licence fee. 
There will be no change to the level of the pensioner 
concession. While pensioners receive a 100% concession 
on road driver licences it is not planned to increase the 
concession currently applied to boat driver licences. 
A road driver licence for most people is essential, 
enhancing mobility and independence and enabling   
participation in the community. Boating on the other 
hand is a discretionary recreational activity and a licence 
is not required to operate a vessel at less than 10 knots.

Discounted fees also apply to young adult licences but 
these do not align with concession fees. It is proposed 
that fees for licence applicants under 16 years of age be 
set at the same level as concession fees.

There are separate fees for general boat licences 
and PWC licences. While the fee for a PWC licence is 
2–3 times that of a general boat licence for the same 
duration, the PWC fee essentially includes two licences, 
that is a general boat licence and a PWC licence.

Fees for PWC licences could be considered so high 
as to be a barrier to obtaining a licence and to taking 
a licence for longer durations. Lower PWC fees would 
encourage more people to get a PWC licence as well 
as encouraging people to take licences for longer 
durations thereby reducing the administrative costs 
of renewing licences.
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It is proposed that PWC fees be reduced and set at 
twice the level of the fee for a general boat licence.

It is estimated that if the proposed change to PWC 
fees were introduced it would reduce PWC licence 
revenue over the first two years and be revenue 
neutral within 3 years.

Should licence fees be streamlined?
• It is proposed that fees for those 

under 16 years of age be aligned with 
concessional fees.

• It is proposed that PWC fees be set at twice 
the level of fees for a general boat licence, 
that is, $114 for one year, $304 for three years 
and $476 for five years. This would result in 
a saving of over $50 on a one and three year 
licence, and over $100 on a five year licence.

What do you think of these proposals?

Verify eligibility for 
pensioner concessions
Licence holders are only required to provide paper 
based evidence of eligibility for a pensioner concession 
once. All subsequent transactions are charged at 
concession rates. Customers are required to advise 
Roads and Maritime of any change to their concession 
entitlement within 28 days.

Applicants for road driver licence pensioner concessions 
must have their eligibility verified electronically with 
Centrelink. Roads and Maritime has an agreement with 
Centrelink for the verification of pensioner concessions 
however, there is currently no online validation of 
concession eligibility for maritime products and services.

Should eligibility for pensioner concessions be 
subject to greater scrutiny?

• It is proposed that eligibility for pensioner 
concessions for boat driving licences be 
verified electronically with Centrelink.

What do you think of this proposal?
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Review the knowledge test
Modernisation of the knowledge test is long overdue. 
The knowledge test is not a computer based test; it is 
still a paper based test, though an online practice test 
is provided. The test is provided in English only; it is 
not available in other languages. There is no option for 
applicants to listen to questions rather than read them.

The current test disadvantages those from non English 
speaking backgrounds and those with poor literacy skills.

Test questions should be regularly reviewed to ensure 
questions reflect the most common causes and types 
of incidents and the most common breaches of marine 
safety legislation. Where appropriate the test should 
use diagrams and graphics rather than text so as not 
to disadvantage those with low literacy levels.

Analysis by the Maritime Management Centre7 showed 
that behavioural factors such as lack of judgement, 
speed, alcohol, improper loading, failure to keep a 
proper lookout and vessel wash caused 34% of fatal 
incidents and 49% of serious injury incidents. Where 
a PWC8 was involved in a serious injury incident 
behavioural factors had an even greater effect causing 
66% of serious injury incidents.

Accordingly, it is suggested that the knowledge test 
focus on hazard perception skills including identifying 
hazards, safe speed and maintaining a proper look out.

Should there be changes to the knowledge test?
• It is proposed that priority be given to 

introducing a computer based knowledge 
test, that provides capability for applicants to 
listen to the test, provides the option of taking 
the test in different community languages, 
provides a greater emphasis on the use of 
images and graphics rather than text and 
provides a focus on hazard perception skills.

What do you think of this proposal? 

7  Transport for NSW “Boating incidents in NSW Statistical report for the 10 year 
period ended 30 June 2012”.

8  Transport for NSW “Personal Watercraft Incidents, Compliance and Feedback 
in NSW Statistical report for the 10 year period ended 30 June 2012”.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 – Boat Licence Fees – July 2014

Licence Type General Boat LIcence PWC LIcence

Boating Safety Course
14 14

Licence Test Fee 32 49

One Year Young Adult Licence 25 84

<6 months Young Adult Licence 13 41

One Year Licence 57 172

One Year Licence Concession 28 85

Three Year Licence 152 376

Three Year Licence Concession 73 198

Five Year Licence 238 589

Five Year Licence Concession 115 290

Issue of replacement licence 20 20

In addition a complex set of fees exist for upgrading a general boat licence or licence concession to a PWC licence. 



Appendix 2 – Road Driver Licence Fees – July 2014

Handbooks (including Road Users’ Handbook, Heavy Vehicles Drivers’ Handbook, 
Motorcycle Riders’ Handbook, Hazard Perception Handbook, and Driver 
Qualification Handbook).

$12

Driver Knowledge Test, Hazard Perception Test, Driver Qualification Test $42 each attempt

Driving Test $52 (inc. GST) each attempt

Learning Licence Fee $24

Provisional P1 Licence Fee $54

Provisional P2 LIcence Fee $84

Unrestricted Driver licence (Gold) & National Heavy Vehicle Driver licence 
(Magenta)

$54 for 1 year, $128 for 3 years, 
$170 for 5 years

Replacement licence fee (unrestricted, P1 or P2 for lost or stolen licences) $25
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Appendix 3 – Application of the IPART Licensing Framework  
to boat driving licences

Stage 1 – Is licensing appropriate?
Step 1 – Is there an ongoing need for 
government to intervene?
Promoting the safe operation of vessels and the safety 
of waterway users through licensing is a well established 
policy objective of marine safety authorities. In addition, 
licensing provides a mechanism for enforcing marine 
safety laws which also contribute to safety outcomes. 
Information on licence cards enables enforcement 
officers to identify individuals who breach marine safety 
legislation. Details of licencees held on the licence 
database allow action to be taken against those who 
breach requirements.

Boating is an inherently risky activity. There were 
7 fatalities and 71 serious injuries recorded from 208 
recreational vessel incidents in 2013/14. Over the period 
2002/3 to 2012/13 there were 194 boating fatalities and 
638 serious injuries arising from 4,127 incidents.

There has been a significant increase in boating activity. 
The number of licence holders over the period 2001/2 
to 2013/14 has increased by 10.5% from 445,000 to 
492,000 and the number of registered vessels has 
increased by 24% from 184,000 to 228,616 over the 
same period. New technology has seen an increase in 
powerful vessels such as PWCs and wakeboats.

There is an ongoing need for licensing of those 
operating vessels in NSW.

Step 2 – Does something else address 
the problem?
There are no NSW laws outside the Marine Safety Act 
1998 and Marine Safety (General) Regulation 2009 that 
regulate safety on NSW waterways.

While licensing is one element of the regulatory 
framework to promote the safe operation of vessels 
on NSW waterways, there are other regulatory 
requirements that contribute to the safety of the boating 
community including restrictions on speed, the mooring 
and anchoring of vessels, the use of vessels for particular 
purposes, limits on drug and alcohol consumption while 
operating a vessel, plus regulations that require the 
wearing of lifejackets and the registration of vessels. 
An effective compliance and enforcement framework 
complements these regulatory requirements in 
supporting the safety of boaters and others using NSW 
waterways. Roads and Maritime Boating Safety Officers 
also perform a valuable role in educating the boating 
community about safety matters.

Licensing, waterway management, education, 
compliance and enforcement provide a holistic 
approach to safety on NSW waterways.

Step 3 – Is there an ongoing need for specific 
regulation in this area?
There is an ongoing need for specific regulation 
in this area.

In 2013/14 there were 7 fatalities and 71 serious injuries 
recorded from 208 recreational vessel incidents. 
Over the period 2002/3 to 2012/13 there were 194 
boating fatalities and 638 serious injuries arising 
from 4,127 incidents.

While fatal incident rates for recreational vessels have 
declined by approximately 41% over the period 1992/93 
to 2013/14 and the total incident rate for recreational 
vessels has declined by approximately 30% over the 
period 1996/97 to 2013/14, the serious injury rate for 
recreational vessels has not declined but rather has 
fluctuated around an average of 18.6 incidents per 
100,000 vessels over the period 1992/93 to 2013/14.

Step 4 – Is licensing still required to address 
the policy objectives?
Licensing is still required to promote the safe and 
responsible operation of vessels on NSW waterways by 
ensuring licence holders have the relevant knowledge 
and skills to safely operate a vessel. Licensing also allows 
for the effective enforcement of marine safety legislation 
and provides revenue to fund maritime services and 
boating infrastructure.

In 2013/14 there were 7 fatalities and 71 serious injuries 
recorded from 208 recreational vessel incidents. 
Over the period 2002/3 to 2012/13 there were 194 
boating fatalities and 638 serious injuries arising 
from 4,127 incidents.

Stage 2 – Is licensing well designed?

Step 1 – Is licence coverage the 
minimum necessary?
A licence is only required if operating a vessel at a 
speed of 10 knots or more. Licences are not required 
for low risk vessels such as canoes, kayaks, row boats 
and certain sailing vessels. Licences are not required to 
operate a powered vessel at less than 10 knots. Licences 
are required to operate PWCs. Current coverage is 
based on risk in that licensing requirements apply only to 
vessels being operated at speed and PWCs. Exemptions 
apply to visitors to NSW who have an interstate or 
overseas boat licence, those who hold a commercial 
qualification as a Coxswain or Master and all vessels, 
other than PWCs, operated at less than 10 knots.

There are other options for licensing, for example the 
requirement for a licence could be linked to vessel 
registration or the engine power of the vessel. These 
options are being considered as part of this review. 
However, it is unlikely that either of these options would 
significantly change the number of people that would 
require a licence.
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Step 2 – Is the duration the maximum possible?
Currently licences for those under 16 years of age are 
only issued for up to one year. Options for increasing the 
duration of licences for those under 16 years of age are 
being considered as part of this review. It is proposed 
that licence options of one , three and five years be 
made available to all ages. It is also proposed that 
consideration be given to ten year licences to harmonise 
with proposed changes to road driver licences.

Step 3 – Are reporting requirements the 
minimum necessary?
Licence holders are only required to notify changes to 
details recorded on the licence including a change of 
name or address, or advice from a medical practitioner 
that casts doubt on the person’s fitness to hold a licence. 
These requirements are the minimum necessary for the 
effective enforcement of marine safety legislation.

Step 4 – Are fees and charges appropriate?

There has been no formal assessment of cost recovery 
levels for recreational boat driver licensing. The fee for 
a general boat licence is $57 for a one year licence; $152 
for a three year licence and $238 for a five year licence. 
Fees for PWC licences start at $172 for a one year 
licence, $376 for a three year licence and $589 for a five 
year licence. Total revenue from boat licences in 2013/14 
was $19.7m. Options to reduce the level of PWC fees are 
being considered as part of this review.

Fees from boat driving licences are paid to the 
Waterways Fund which is used to provide marine safety 
services and infrastructure.

In 2013/14 $101.4m was allocated from the Waterways 
Fund to fund major capital expenditure including the 
upgrade of commuter wharves, provide grants to local 
councils to fund boating infrastructure, support the 
operation of Marine Rescue, and provide funding for 
boating safety education and compliance, management 
of moorings and maintenance of navigation aids.

Step 5 – Are conduct rules the 
minimum necessary?
Conduct rules prohibit certain activities or behaviours 
by licence holders. While the driver of a vessel requires 
a licence to operate any vessel, other than a PWC, at 
a speed of 10 knots or more and requires a licence to 
operate a PWC at any speed, conduct rules generally 
apply to all those operating vessels on NSW waterways. 
Conduct rules are appropriate because it is the behavior 
of the vessel operator that drives risk.

Licensing ensures boat drivers understand boating 
safety requirements and have practical boating 
experience before they operate a PWC or any other 
vessel at a speed of 10 knots or more. While licensing is 
one element of the regulatory framework to promote 

the safe operation of vessels on NSW waterways, there 
are other regulatory requirements that contribute 
to on-water safety, including regulations that limit 
speed, the mooring and anchoring of vessels, the 
use of vessels for particular purposes and drug 
and alcohol consumption while operating a vessel. 
Current regulations also require lifejackets to be worn 
and require vessels to be registered. An effective 
compliance and enforcement framework complements 
these conduct requirements in supporting the safety 
of boaters and others using NSW waterways. The 
Maritime Management Centre within Transport for NSW 
has recently completed a review of the Marine Safety 
Act 1998 and a statutory review of the Marine Safety 
(General) Regulation 2009 is to be completed in 2015.

Step 6 – Are mandatory attributes the 
minimum necessary?

Mandatory requirements for obtaining a boat licence 
include meeting minimum age requirements, completion 
of a boating safety course, knowledge test and practical 
boating experience. These requirements are similar 
to requirements that apply in other jurisdictions in 
relation to issuing a boat licence and are broadly similar 
to requirements that apply for the issue of a road 
driver licence.

However, there is scope to streamline requirements. In 
particular consideration is being given to removing the 
mandatory requirement to complete a boating safety 
course as part of this review. The cost of a boating safety 
course varies from $14 (for an online course, DVD, or to 
attend a Marine Rescue course) to $95 to $220 to attend 
a boating safety course at an RTP. In 2013/14, 17,309 new 
licence holders (83% of all new licence holders) attended 
a boating safety course at an RTP. It is proposed that 
the requirement to complete a boating safety course be 
removed as a mandatory requirement to obtain a boat 
licence. This would save licence applicants at least $14 
and would save 83% of new licence applicants $63 to 
$188, resulting in a total saving of $1.1m to $3.25m pa.9

Stage 3 – Is licensing administered 
effectively/efficiently?

Step 1 – Are licensing activities efficient?
Applications for new licences are lodged in person and 
are captured on the licence database. Applications can 
be lodged at any Roads and Maritime or Service NSW 
office. An interim paper licence is issued on the spot and 
a licence card is mailed to the applicant.

General boat licences, which do not have a photo of 
the licence holder, can be renewed online, though PWC 
licences, which do have a photo of the licence holder, 
cannot. In 2013/14 192,240 boat licences were renewed. 
Automated systems accounted for 61% of renewals 
however, 39% of renewals where processed manually. 
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Renewals of PWC licences, which cannot be renewed 
online, accounted for only 8% of all licence renewals.

The establishment of Roads and Maritime offers 
opportunities to integrate the production and delivery 
of boat licences with road driver licences. As a first step, 
a combined boat and driver licence is to be introduced 
in late 2014.

Step 2 – Are stakeholders well informed?
Roads and Maritime has always had a strong emphasis 
on educational campaigns as a means of maintaining 
high levels of compliance with licensing and other 
boating safety requirements. Each year a state wide 
education and compliance campaign is developed 
and implemented. In 2013/14 lifejacket wear was the 
overarching theme for the campaign program and 
the objectives of the campaign were clearly stated. 
The campaign program consisted of seven individual 
campaigns for the period September 2013 to April 2014 
with clearly specified objectives, measures of success 
and publications for distribution to the boating public.

There were over 42,000 vessel compliance checks 
conducted in 2013/14. The overall compliance rate for 
recreational vessels was 91%.

Step 3 – Is collecting information targeted?

In collecting data for the issue for boat driving licences, 
only that data essential to the effective and efficient 
administration of the licensing system is collected.

Information on the number of boat driving licences, 
licence revenue and funding allocated from the 
Waterways Fund is reported each year in the Roads and 
Maritime Services Annual Report.

Step 4 – Is receiving and responding to 
complaints optimal?
Roads and Maritime has a well established customer 
feedback system. The Customer Charter outlines the 
agency’s commitment to providing quality services for 
customers, to listen and engage and to deliver efficient 
and effective services. Customer feedback can be 
provided through a range of channels including the 
Roads and Maritime website, by email, phone or by mail 
using a Customer Feedback form available on the Roads 
and Maritime website. Customer feedback is used to 
help inform decision making.

In 2012/13 there were 106 complaints in relation to 
recreational boating and a further 30 complaints about 
recreational boating compliance.

Step 5 – Is monitoring and enforcing compliance 
best practice?
Roads and Maritime uses a range of regulatory tools to 
reduce safety risks and improve compliance.

As previously outlined Roads and Maritime has always 
had a strong emphasis on educational campaigns as 
a means of maintaining high levels of compliance with 
licensing and other boating safety requirements. Each 
year a state wide education and compliance campaign 
is developed and implemented with clearly specified 
objectives and measures of success.

There were over 42,000 vessel compliance checks 
conducted in 2013/14. The compliance rate for 
recreational vessels was 91%.

In 2013/14 a total of 2493 penalty notices, 3960 formal 
warnings and 22 court attendance notices were issued, 
though these relate to a broader range of issues than 
just boat driver licensing.

Step 6 – Is the scheme subject to 
periodic review?
While elements of the licensing system have been 
subject to review there has been no comprehensive 
review of the licensing system as a whole. The IPART 
report “Reforming Licensing in NSW” found that of the 
269 significant licences considered in the report, 38% 
had not been reviewed within the last 5 years.

This is the first comprehensive review of the licensing 
system for over 10 years.
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Stage 4 – Is the licensing scheme the 
best response?
Step 1 – Does a preliminary assessment suggest 
licensing will result in a net benefit?
Licensing of boat drivers does result in a net benefit. 
As discussed, boating is a risky activity and licensing 
of boat drivers is one way of mitigating that risk.

There were 7 fatalities and 71 serious injuries recorded 
from 208 recreational vessel incidents in 2013/14. 
Over the period 2002/3 to 2012/13 there were 194 
boating fatalities and 638 serious injuries arising 
from 4127 incidents.

The current licensing system is risk based in that 
licensing is not required to operate low risk vessels, 
any change to the current system would also adopt 
a risk based approach.

While licensing is one element of the regulatory 
framework to ensure the safe operation of vessels 
on NSW waterways, there are other regulatory 
requirements that contribute to the safety of the boating 
community including regulations that relate to waterway 
management, for example, restrictions on speed, the 
mooring and anchoring of vessels, the use of vessels 
for particular purposes, restrictions on drug and alcohol 
consumption while operating a vessel and regulations 
that require the wearing of lifejackets and registration 
of vessels. An effective compliance and enforcement 
framework complements these regulatory requirements 
in supporting the safety of boaters and others using 
NSW waterways. Roads and Maritime Boating Safety 
Officers also perform a valuable role in educating the 
boating community about safety matters.

Licensing, waterway management, education, 
compliance and enforcement provide a holistic approach 
to safety on NSW waterways.

The boat driver licensing system cost licence holders 
$19.7m in 2013/14 in direct licence costs alone. New 
licence holders paid an additional $2.8–$5.3m to RTPs 
for boating safety courses and practical boating training.

Step 2 – Are there other alternative options that 
could deliver policy objectives?
The IPART Licensing Framework does not require a full 
cost benefit analysis of licensing against other options 
for a review of an existing licensing system.

Step 3 – Does a cost benefit analysis show 
licensing is the optimal option?
The IPART Licensing Framework does not require a full 
cost benefit analysis of licensing against other options 
for a review of an existing licensing system.
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