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1. Setting the scene
Introduction
Roads and Maritime Services (RMS) is the State’s safety regulator for recreational and
commercial vessels. To promote safe vessel operations, RMS combines education and
compliance initiatives with agency and stakeholder collaboration.
The Maritime Management Centre (MMC) formerly known as the Office of Boating Safety and
Maritime Affairs sets the strategic direction for recreational and commercial boating safety
regulations and policies for delivery by RMS, and developed this boating safety plan.
Sydney Ports Corporation (SPC), through the functions of the Harbour Master, is responsible
for the management of navigation, security and safety needs of seagoing shipping and the
protection of the port’s infrastructure and environment.
Boating safety plans set out and prioritise locally-tailored initiatives for particular waterways,
whilst working within the framework of statewide boating policies and regulations. Plan initiatives
are developed through careful examination of current navigation safety issues and existing
management actions in consultation with local stakeholders.
This Boating Safety Plan is focussed on Sydney Harbour and its tributaries, from between the
Heads at its entrance to the Tasman Sea, to the upper limits of navigation within the Parramatta
River and each of the other major tributaries (Map 1).

View from entrance to Sydney Harbour with North Head at right and South Head centre left.
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Estuary profile
Sydney Harbour is part of one of the finest natural harbours in the world which together with
North Harbour, Middle Harbour and the Parramatta and Lane Cove Rivers form Port Jackson.
This entire waterway is a large drowned river valley estuary. The system, which is illustrated in
Map 1, has a foreshore perimeter of 310km with a volume of 562,000 cubic metres at mean high
water and is bounded by 15 local government areas. Today, the term Port Jackson is rarely used
when describing the entire waterway and the common term is simply Sydney Harbour.
For the purposes of this plan, the Parramatta River begins at the weir near the ferry wharf at
Parramatta, and flows in an easterly direction through Homebush, Gladesville and Drummoyne,
and on to a line between Yurulbin Point at Balmain and Manns Point at Greenwich, where
Port Jackson formally begins. Middle Harbour extends to its tidal limit, which is near “Bungaroo”
in the Garigal National Park, while the Lane Cove River extends to a weir approximately
200m upstream of the Fullers Bridge.
The foreshores of the main harbour and the Parramatta River are mostly heavily developed
while much of the foreshores of Middle and North Harbours and the Lane Cove River retain a
more natural state. Facilities related to foreshore access and leisure activities are common in
most parts of the estuary, and include a large number of purpose-built private and commercial
structures such as wharves, jetties and boatsheds.
Sydney Harbour is also characterised by a number of islands. Of the original 11, only Fort Denison
and Shark, Clark, Rodd, Goat, Cockatoo, Snapper and Spectacle Islands remain as true islands.
Cockatoo Island is by far the largest of these and is regularly serviced by Sydney Ferries.
In addition to the waters in the vicinity of Clark and Shark Islands, the waters in the vicinity of
Spectacle and Snapper Islands are designated naval waters in which anchoring restrictions
apply. Several of the islands form part of Sydney Harbour National Park and are readily
accessible to the public, including ferry and taxi passengers.
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1 Setting the scene
Map 1: Area subject to the boating safety plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries
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1 Setting the scene

Legislative and administrative context
Boating activities on Sydney Harbour and its tributaries are controlled by a range of statutory
instruments, principally the Marine Safety Act 1998, the Marine Safety (General) Regulation 2009,
the Marine Safety (Domestic Commercial Vessel) National Law Act 2012 and the Management of
Waters and Waterside Lands Regulations – NSW.
Other legislative instruments which regulate recreational and commercial vessel activities
include the Marine Pollution Act 1987 and Marine Pollution Regulation 2006, the Protection of
the Environment Operations Act 1997 and the Protection of the Environment Operations (Noise
Control) Regulation 2008.
The Ports and Maritime Administration Act 1995 and the Ports and Maritime Administration
Regulations detail the boundaries of port of Sydney Harbour and the port safety functions that
Sydney Ports Corporation are required to conduct within those boundaries.
The Harbour Master under the Marine Safety Act 1998 holds powers to direct and control the
time and manner in which any vessel may enter or leave the port of Sydney Harbour.
RMS adopts a partnership approach to the management of boating activities, principally by
sponsoring and facilitating a network of user groups throughout the State. These user groups
comprise members of the local boating community and representatives of the wider community,
including relevant State and local government agencies and authorities. RMS and MMC maintain
a network of “safety partnerships” with peak boating organisations, including the Boating
Industry Association and the sailing, paddling, personal watercraft and towing communities
to name a few.
In 2011, the former NSW Maritime commissioned an independent consultant to conduct a
review of speed and related issues on Sydney Harbour. The review was initiated following
a recommendation of the Coronial inquiry into the 2007 fatal collision between the cruiser
“Merinda” and the ferry “Pam Burridge”. The consultant involved a wide range of stakeholders,
and, in accordance with the Coroner’s recommendations, incorporated a risk assessment of
Sydney Harbour operations, including night patrols. The speed review report has informed the
development of this boating safety plan.

Vessels
Sydney harbour is host to a wide variety of recreational and commercial vessels, including
runabouts, sailing dinghies, paddle craft such as kayaks and rowing shells, pleasure cruisers,
yachts, commercial work boats, adventure vessels, water taxis, passenger ferries, naval vessels
and sea-going ships.
While vessels less than 6m in length make up the majority of registered vessels on the harbour, a
report on boat ownership and storage, NSW Boat Ownership and Storage: Growth Forecasts
to 2026, indicates the Sydney Harbour region recently had the highest proportion
of vessels larger than 6m (41.5 per cent) among the six Maritime regions statewide. These larger
vessels are typically semi-displacement and displacement motor cruisers and yachts.
According to the recently published draft Sydney Harbour Boat Storage Strategy (BSS), Sydney
Harbour has approximately 8 per cent of the State’s recreational vessels and 20 per cent of the
State’s commercial vessels.
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The 2010 Report found that vessel growth in Sydney Harbour was below the State average
and in fact was the lowest of all major waterways. However, as noted in the 2010 Report,
a key factor in the apparent lower growth in Sydney Harbour is likely to be the lack of onwater storage capacity and the limited space to store trailerable vessels given Sydney’s higher
housing densities.
Assuming Sydney Harbour vessels continue to make up 8 per cent of the NSW recreational fleet,
the estimated number of recreational vessels in the Harbour by 2021 is approximately 22,400, an
increase of about 5,000.
The speed review concluded that the maximum potential recreational vessel usage at any one
time on the whole of Sydney Harbour and its tributaries is in the vicinity of 13,000 vessels.

A kayaker correctly pauses to allow a ferry to safely pass.

In recent years there has been a significant increase in the number of kayaks, canoes and similar
vessels being used on the Harbour. Paddle craft can be very difficult to see from, for example,
the bridge of a ferry, particularly in swell and/or certain lighting conditions. A publication called
Paddle Safety on Sydney Harbour outlines areas prohibited to paddlers, heavy traffic areas to
be avoided and recommended crossing lanes as well as general paddling safety information.
Rowers, on the other hand, tend to be more organised into training squads and also tend to be
more aware of traffic on the waterway. They are generally also correctly lit, as there is a code of
conduct in relation to their lighting requirements. This code promotes safety particularly during
dawn, dusk and at night.
As a means of mitigating risks arising from the interaction of seagoing ships with small craft,
all seagoing ships 100m or more in length are escorted by an official vessel arranged by SPC.
The Harbour is popular with the sailing community and there is a myriad of vessels involved,
including keel boats, dinghies (e.g. Lasers) skiffs and sailboards. Sailing events/races are
conducted every week on the Harbour under Aquatic Licences issued by RMS. The race courses
are laid out to achieve a good competitive outcome given prevailing wind conditions at race
time. In addition, there is a large amount of informal recreational sailing on the Harbour.
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1 Setting the scene
The safety controls that exist under the Aquatic Licence system include sanctions in cases of
non-compliance with boating or aquatic licence conditions. These sanctions may include:
• Club imposed penalties such as loss of points or race disqualification
• Cancellation/ suspension of aquatic licences
• Issue of formal warning or penalty notices
At the start of the 2012–13 financial year there were approximately 2500 surveyed and
1000 non-surveyed commercial vessels in the Sydney Harbour region, plus a further 490 vessels
associated with 24 hire and drive businesses. Boat share vessels represent a rapidly growing
commercial sector on this waterway, with a number of companies operating fleets of
luxury vessels.
There are 10 companies, with a total fleet of approximately 40 vessels (half of which are
high-speed vessels), offering passenger ferry services. The harbour’s ferry fleet includes large
displacement vessels (e.g. the ‘Freshwater class’ Manly ferries) through to smaller, high-speed
catamarans and monohulls. In recent years there has been a trend towards the increase use
of high-speed catamaran ferries, firstly on the Parramatta River, then later serving the Eastern
Suburbs and, most recently, on the Manly – Circular Quay run. The largest of the harbour ferry
operators is Harbour City Ferries. Its recent predecessor, Sydney Ferries, carried 14 million
passengers to 40 destinations on the Harbour during 2009/10 using a fleet of 28 vessels.
This involved 172,000 services and over 500,000 berthings. Ferries run to fixed routes and
timetables and, for this reason, vessels of the Freshwater, Lady and First Fleet classes display an
orange diamond which signifies the ferries have priority over sail. Whilst this priority exists,
it must be noted that every skipper has responsibility to avoid a collision.
Approximately 400 water taxis, commercial adventure vessels, whale watching vessels and
sail, dive or fishing charter vessels also operate on the Harbour. Some of these operate at high
speeds, particularly the commercial adventure vessels.
Commercial vessel operators and crew throughout NSW are subject to a range of safety-related
requirements over and above those applicable to recreational vessels. In the context of
Sydney Harbour, and depending on the type of vessel and its operation, these requirements
may include:
• The need for crew to hold commercial certification
• Vessel survey requirements
• Compulsory safety management systems
• Adherence to various codes of conduct, including those related to commercial adventure
vessels, the use of amplified music systems and/ or operations within Sydney Cove.
Over the last few years an increasing number of trading ship movements were relocated from
Sydney Harbour to other terminals such as Botany Bay, Port Kembla and Newcastle, with the
last car carrier visiting Sydney Harbour in November 2008. Shipping traffic in the Harbour now
largely comprises passenger ship visits. Sydney Ports Corporation reports that in 2011–12 there
were 410 tankers and 103 bulk carriers calling in to Sydney Harbour and that the 2012–13 Sydney
cruise season will be the busiest on record, with 265 passenger cruise ship visits scheduled into
Sydney Harbour, up from 199 in 2011–12. Other big ship traffic includes routine oil tanker berths at
Gore Cove, limited bulk ship use of Blackwattle Bay and the Navy using Garden Island.
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Special aquatic events

Safe boating at night is a priority during the annual New Year’s Eve fireworks display.

Thousands of spectator vessels regularly turn out to watch the New Year’s Eve fireworks display.
Sydney Harbour is the venue for a number of internationally recognised and iconic on-water
events which not only provide a spectacle for residents and visitors alike, but also have economic
benefits for Sydney and the State. The major annual events occur in summer commencing with
the start of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race, then the New Year’s Eve fireworks display, and then
the annual Australia Day celebrations held on 26 January. During these events, special navigation
rules and vessel exclusion zones apply to support event management and public safety.
In addition, Sydney Harbour hosts a variety of aquatic events such as: Sail Sydney Regatta
(for sailing dinghies), the JJ Giltinan Trophy series (for 18 foot skiffs), the Sydney Harbour
Regatta (for keelboats) and the Big Boat Challenge (for “maxi” racing yachts). Other examples
have included: the Sydney Harbour Swim Classic, the World Triathlon Series and Opera on
Sydney Harbour.
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1 Setting the scene

On-water resources
RMS has six full-time Boating Safety Officers (BSO) patrolling the Harbour.

A Boating Safety Officer conducts a safety check while on patrol in Middle Harbour.

RMS also operates a Mobile Safety Education and Compliance Team (MSECT) comprised
of specialist BSO who can be deployed on the Harbour as required. A Senior BSO, who
co-ordinates the activities of the entire Sydney Region (including Botany Bay, the Georges River
and Port Hacking) also performs patrols on the Harbour.
BSO have responsibility across all operational aspects of recreational and commercial vessel
activity. They perform this role chiefly by conducting regular on-water patrols and inspections
to ensure continuing boating safety education and compliance with, amongst other things,
speed, wash, distance off, lighting and mooring requirements. They also administer aquatic
licences, are authorised officers for the purposes of regulating all forms of pollution from vessels
and are responsible for maintaining navigation aids and safety signs. They also undertake
incident investigations.
BSO can issue either an informal or formal warning or a penalty notice or, alternatively, the
matter may be the subject of a court attendance notice depending on the nature and severity of
the offence. They work in partnership with the local NSW Police Force Marine Area Command.
However, police officers are solely responsible for conducting random breath testing on NSW
navigable waters. RMS also works in partnership with general duties Police, officers of the
Department of Primary Industries (Fisheries) and National Parks’ rangers in relation to matters
of common interest.

10

Boating Safety Plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries

Boating Safety Officers on patrol.

Sydney Ports Corporation (SPC) operates a Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) which monitors the
movement of vessels 30m or more in length within the VTS area in Sydney Harbour to improve
the safe and efficient movement of vessels and protect the ports environment and infrastructure
from possible adverse effects. The service also provides navigational advice based on
information from radar, close circuit television, a ship’s own automatic identification system (AIS)
and VHF radio, and records this information as well as all communication.
All vessels 30m or more in length, as well as vessels towing or pushing a tow where the
combined length of tug and tow is equal to or greater than 30m, are required to participate
in the VTS. SPC staff, when on escort duty, can direct vessels to keep clear of the vessel
being escorted.
The VTS area on Sydney Harbour is from Port limits to Longnose Point excluding Middle Harbour
west of Dobroyd Head.
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2. Boating Restrictions
RMS implements a range of controls (including the applicable legislation, various policies, codes
of conduct, marine notices and signage) to promote safe navigation and reduce the potential
for conflicts on the water. The annual Boating Handbook provides a comprehensive plain
English guide to the maritime legislation and outlines the rules and requirements for safe and
responsible boating.
Map 2: Sydney Harbour and its tributaries – Existing Speed and “No Wash” Restrictions

Note: These restrictions are examined in greater detail in later sections of this plan
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In NSW, location-specific boating restrictions are implemented through signage installed and
enforced in accordance with Section 11 of the Marine Safety Act 1998. The existing speed and
wash restrictions on Sydney Harbour are shown on Map 2.
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2 Boating Restrictions
In addition, there is an overall speed limit of 60 knots on NSW navigable waters if any person
aged under 18 years is on board a vessel (unless an aquatic licence specifies otherwise).
There are also a number of general “distance off” restrictions which apply on all NSW waters –
for example, vessels travelling at 10 knots or more must remain at least 60 metres from people in
the water and 30 metres from structures, shorelines and other powered vessels. Where it is not
possible to maintain the specified distances, a “safe distance” should be maintained. This is the
distance which will ensure that a vessel will not endanger or injure people or damage property,
having regard to relevant factors such as prevailing weather conditions, visibility, speed and
any obstructions.
There is an existing prohibition on sailboarding activities in certain areas of the Harbour as
indicated in the publication Sailboarding in the waters of Sydney. The areas subject to the
prohibition include the main shipping and commercial vessel areas in the main harbour and
the lower Parramatta River.
In addition, many of the commercial vessels operating on the Harbour are restricted to
‘smooth waters’ according to their survey conditions or, in the case of Hire and Drive vessels,
their licence conditions. For Hire and Drive vessels, the operating limits are set by fixed
‘plying limits’ which essentially exclude the areas near the heads where ocean swells are likely.
Certain vessel types are entirely prohibited on the Harbour. Kitesurfers are not allowed on
the Harbour mainly because of safety concerns related to their visibility, in such a high traffic
environment, when the kite is down and the sailor is in the water and difficult to see.
Additionally, the entire estuary is within the Sydney Basin personal watercraft restriction zone
whereby all personal watercraft activity is prohibited. This restriction was put in place to
address community concerns and the disproportionate rate of complaints associated with this
vessel type.

“... a ‘safe distance’ should be maintained.
This is the distance which will ensure that a vessel will
not endanger or injure people or damage property ...”
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3. Access to the waterway
Vessel access to Sydney Harbour is available through avenues such as: private and commercial
moorings, marina berths, club or private landing facilities and boat ramps. Trailered vessels tend
to be smaller, up to 6m in length, and are launched and retrieved at public boat ramps, some of
which have trailer parking, fish cleaning and toilet facilities. Public wharves are also located on
the estuary system from which people may access vessels already on the water and there are
both formal and informal dinghy storage facilities which are used to access vessels on moorings.
There are approximately 15 formal public boat ramps, nine of which have formal trailer parking
facilities, and 80 public wharves, including 44 ferry wharves and other access points such as the
Ives Steps at Dawes Point. Ferry wharves are located from Parramatta in the west to Watsons
Bay and Manly in the east and northeast respectively. There are approximately 45 commercial
marinas, club marinas and boatsheds located on the waterfront and more than 40 clubs/sheds
catering for rowing, sailing, power boating and fishing activities.
The Harbour also has approximately 700 private landing facilities, which provide direct access
from private waterfront residences, as well as a number of private marinas associated with
strata titled developments located on the foreshore. In addition, there are numerous informal
access points for lighter/ smaller vessels (such as canoes and kayaks) from public reserves and
beaches all around the harbour, including those at Watsons Bay, Rose Bay, Rozelle Bay, Iron
Cove, Cunninghams Reach Park at Linley Point, Balmoral, The Spit, Clontarf, Killarney Heights
and Manly.
There are around 5000 private mooring licences available on the estuary. The higher demand
areas, such as those with good dinghy access, proximity to the lower Harbour and/ or shelter
from strong winds, normally have long waiting lists. Such areas include North Harbour and
the eastern suburbs bays such as Rushcutters Bay and Watsons Bay. Some areas upstream of
the Spit Bridge in Middle Harbour as well as parts of the Parramatta River have much shorter
waiting lists.
Emergency moorings are provided at 23 locations, while courtesy moorings are available at six
locations, including Hen and Chicken Bay, Athol Bay, Fisher Bay, Bantry Bay, Sugarloaf Bay, The
Spit (near the bridge to assist boaters waiting for opening times) and near Quarantine Beach.
Private marina berths currently accommodate approximately 500 vessels with a further 2000
at commercial marina berths and approximately 1000 at commercial mooring sites. While dry
stack storage is currently unavailable, it is envisaged that approximately 600 vessels will be
accommodated in the future at Rozelle Bay, and investigations are currently under way for the
potential use of other maritime land for dry stack storage.
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3 Access to the waterway

Marina berths, boat club sheds, private jetties and moorings at The Spit, Middle Harbour.

To help promote public access to the State’s waterways, RMS administers the Better Boating
Program to help fund the development of boating infrastructure. This program provides
$2 million annually for boat ramps and other improvements within Sydney Harbour under two
components: Sydney Harbour Boat Ramps (nominally $1.5 million) and Sharing Sydney Harbour
Access Program (nominally $0.5 million). The latter program is run jointly with the Department
of Planning and Infrastructure.
These funding streams provide money for local councils, boating organisations and the
community for infrastructure such as dinghy storage racks and public access ramps, pontoons
and car/ trailer parking. Grants are awarded annually following an assessment process. For boat
ramps on the Harbour, up to 100 per cent of funding is available.
From the inception of the Better Boating Program in 1998 to 30 June 2012, grants totalling
approximately $12.2 million were provided for 123 projects on Sydney Harbour.
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Hunters Hill Sailing Club boat ramp and a public pontoon on Parramatta River.

The local rowing community has identified the distribution of boat launching facilities, together
with the increasing size and capabilities of powered vessels, as presenting a challenge to rowing
activities on the Parramatta River – traditionally a major centre of rowing activity on the Harbour.
Many of the Harbour’s boat ramps are located on the Parramatta River west of Yurulbin Point,
as are approximately 10 marinas/boatsheds, 13 ferry wharves and more than 20 rowing and
sailing clubs. The associated issues of speed and vessel wash of vessels transiting the Parramatta
River have been acknowledged in the speed review report. RMS has identified the potential for
Homebush Bay to be developed for future use for a variety of appropriate boating activities. This
relatively shallow bay is not suitable for deep-draft or large-power vessels and potential future
use could include opportunities for non-powered craft storage and use.
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17

4. C
 ampaigns, complaints, infringements
and incidents
Education and safety campaigns
A statewide Boating Safety Education and Communication Strategy provides the overarching
direction in terms of promoting safe and responsible boating in NSW. The main theme of the
strategy is the importance of wearing a lifejacket in small craft. Sub-themes include personal
responsibility as demonstrated in the “You’re the Skipper – You’re Responsible” campaign,
keeping under the 0.05 alcohol limit, preparation and planning and safe navigation. The safe
navigation sub-theme covers issues such as night safety, safe speed/ wash and keeping clear
of others.
RMS developed a safety education campaign titled Big Ships Small Boats to promote the need
for small craft to keep clear of larger vessels in Sydney Harbour. This campaign was developed in
consultation with SPC who have subsequently created a supporting awareness program called
Steer Clear.
MMC developed the Boating Safety Education and Communication Strategy which is being
implemented with the support of RMS over the next three years.
During any 12 month period RMS normally conducts between 40,000 and 50,000 vessel safety
checks statewide, depending on seasonal factors such as weather conditions and flood events.
Many of these checks are undertaken during specific on-water education and compliance
campaigns across NSW. There are normally six to seven such campaigns conducted annually,
each targeting particular safety issues identified through analysis of boating incident statistics.
These campaigns are carried out by the local BSO, often in conjunction with the MSECT, the
NSW Police Marine Area Command and also general duties Police. In addition, local on-water
education and compliance campaigns are conducted by the Sydney Harbour team in response
to local issues.
On Sydney Harbour, the annual compliance rates, averaged for the local BSO and the MSECT,
have been in the order of 83 per cent, and improving, over the last three years to the end of
2011–12. These rates do not include checks, formal warnings or penalty notices handled by the
NSW Police or its Marine Area Command.

Complaints
Among the complaints related to Sydney Harbour received by RMS during the five years to
30 June 2012, most related to the following issues:
• Excessive noise from vessels.
• Vessels creating excessive wash.
• Vessels travelling at high speed.
The greater number of complaints received related to the Inner and Outer Harbour areas such as
Darling Harbour and Sydney Cove as well as Rose Bay and Mosman Bay; followed by complaints
from Hunters Hill and Drummoyne along the Parramatta River.
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Infringements
The number of penalty notices issued in 2011–12 to people on the Harbour accounted for
15 per cent of all penalty notices issued throughout the State. Heavy traffic areas such as the
transit zone in the vicinity of the Harbour Bridge, Darling Harbour and The Spit accounted for
most of the local penalty notices issued. Of the 1802 penalty notices issued within the estuary
system during the five year period to the end of 2011–12, 367 (over 20 per cent) were issued in
Darling Harbour alone. Almost the same number (357) were issued between Farm Cove and
Yurulbin Point at Birchgrove, an area incorporating the abovementioned transit zone that was
introduced in 2007.
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Category of Infringement, 2011–12

During 2011–12, 309 infringement notices were issued on the Harbour. Graph 1 indicates that
most penalty notices were issued for the following:
• Not carrying the required safety equipment (including lifejackets).
• Excessive speed.
• Breaches of the International Rules for Preventing Collisions at Sea
(Colregs – including navigation lighting requirements).
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4. Campaigns, complaints, infringements and incidents

Incidents
During the five year period from 2007–12, there were 514 reported incidents on the entire
waterway and over 50 per cent of these involved only recreational vessels. Incidents involving
only commercial vessels accounted for a further 24 per cent, while incidents involving both
vessels types accounted for 23 per cent.
The majority of these incidents occurred on the weekend (including Friday) and between
midday and 6pm, and most occurred during the October– April boating season. Notably,
nearly 30per cent of incidents occurred between 6pm and 6am, a period spanning the hours
of darkness and during which vessel usage is likely to be much lower than during the day.

Graph 2
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Of the 801 vessels involved in incidents, 238 (30 per cent) were yachts. Also involved were
150 motor cruisers (19 per cent). However, only 5 per cent of the vessels were ferries and only
8 per cent were open runabouts.
Lack of judgement was the primary cause of 124 (24 per cent) of all incidents during the
five years to 2011–12. Failure to keep a proper lookout was the primary cause of a further 69
(13 per cent) incidents, while weather and tide conditions, excess speed and fault of machinery
or equipment were other common causes of incidents on the estuary during that period.
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Graph 3
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Type of vessel involved in incidents, 2007–12
There were 18 fatal incidents on the estuary between 1992 (when electronic record keeping
commenced) and 30 June 2012. Graph 4 depicts the type of vessel involved in these incidents
with yachts and open runabouts together accounting for half of the incidents (nine in total).

Graph 4
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From 1992 to 30 June 2012, falling overboard was the most frequent fatal incident type
(7 incidents or 39 per cent of the total) followed by capsize and collision with another vessel
(3 incidents or 17 per cent of the total in both cases).
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4. Campaigns, complaints, infringements and incidents
The 18 fatal incidents from the same period resulted in 26 fatalities. Information about lifejacket
wearing behaviour is known for 20 of the victims and, of these, 19 (95 per cent) were not
wearing a lifejacket.
Over the five years to the end of 2011–12, there were six fatal incidents resulting in 11 fatalities.
None of these fatal incidents occurred in the busier summer months (see Graph 5). Whilst most
of the fatalities were recorded in May, this relates to a single major incident in which six people
were killed, and does not reflect an elevated safety risk in this month.
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Month of fatal incident, 2007–12
Between 1992 and 2011–12 there were 96 incidents which resulted in 120 serious injuries resulting
in hospitalisation or outpatient treatment.
Collisions (particularly between vessels) was the most frequent type of serious incident,
accounting for 28 per cent of serious incident types, followed by people falling in the vessel
and other on-board injuries (19 per cent).
The main causes of these serious incidents were lack of judgment and failure to keep a proper
lookout which, together, accounted for nearly 40 per cent of all serious incidents. Of the vessels
involved in serious incidents, 18 per cent were open runabouts, 16 per cent were yachts and a
further 20 per cent were cabin/motor cruisers.
Map 3, shows the approximate location of the fatal and serious incidents which occurred
between 1992 and 2012. This map shows a strong cluster of incidents close to the Central
Business District, specifically in the area between Blues Point and Garden Island. Notably,
this is one of the busiest parts of the Harbour, where large numbers of passenger ferries interact
with smaller commercial and recreational craft.
While there is an overall tendency for incidents to have occurred in the main Harbour and
lower Parramatta River, there is only limited evidence of any other incident concentrations within
the estuary – with possibly some clustering around the Heads, near Bradley’s Head, in and
around Rose Bay, in Darling Harbour and in the lower main channel of the Parramatta River.
By contrast, the Middle Harbour, North Harbour, Lane Cove River and the upper reaches of
the Parramatta River have had comparatively few serious incidents over the period.
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Overall, the incident data for Sydney Harbour reveals the following in relation to vessel safety:
• While open runabouts account for a small proportion of vessels involved in incidents on the
Harbour, they rank relatively high in terms of vessels involved in fatal or serious incidents.
• A considerable proportion of incidents occur between 6pm and 6am, suggesting an
appreciable safety risk at night.
• The peak period for boating incidents is the afternoon to 6pm.
• Fatal and serious incidents involving yachts, including those in competition, represent a
significant proportion of the total.
• Falling overboard and falling in the vessel, capsizing and colliding with another vessel are the
most frequent types of fatal and serious incidents.
• Lack of judgment, failure to keep a proper lookout and weather conditions are the most
frequent causes of fatal and serious incidents.

The role of excessive speed
The Harbour speed review found that, of the 1336 incidents which occurred between 1 January
2000 and 31 December 2010, only 72 (6 per cent) were attributed to excessive speed. Only
three of these speed related incidents resulted in any fatalities or serious injuries (6 fatalities
and 11 serious injuries in all). The most common type of incident attributed to excessive speed
was collision between vessels. Eighty percent of speed related incidents occurred during
daylight hours. The remaining 20 per cent were fairly evenly split between the ‘dawn’, ‘dusk’ and
‘night’ hours.
Incident data for 2011–12 confirms the low prevalence of incidents primarily caused by speed.
Of the 79 incidents on Sydney Harbour and its tributaries during this period (Graph 6), only
one incident was attributed to excessive speed. It is clear that, while excessive speed is a major
reason people are issued with penalty notices, it is the principal cause of only a relatively small
number of incidents, including fatal and serious incidents. Nevertheless, it is likely that speed is
a secondary cause in a much higher proportion of incidents, and RMS has ongoing compliance
and enforcement programs to prevent speeding.

Graph 6
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4. Campaigns, complaints, infringements and incidents
Map 3: Fatal and Serious Incidents 1992 through 2011
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5. Consultations
A wide range of internal and external stakeholders were interviewed and consulted during the
preparation of the speed review. Those consultations included the Maritime Advisory Council,
Recreational Vessels Advisory Group and Commercial Vessels Advisory Group and a wide
range of stakeholders was invited to attend a risk assessment workshop conducted as part
of the review process. A full list of agencies and groups consulted during the speed review is
at Appendix 2.
The consultations described above, and the speed review report, informed the development of
the draft plan published in April 2013. Comments received from stakeholders and the community
during the exhibition of the draft plan on the Maritime website and service centres at Sutherland,
Liverpool and Rozelle have guided the preparation of this final plan.
The implementation of these actions will occur over the five year life of the plan, in accordance
with the following timeframes:
Short term:		The initiative is intended to be implemented within one year of the adoption
of this plan.
Medium term:	The initiative is intended to be implemented within three years of the adoption
of this plan.
Long term:		The initiative is intended to be implemented within the first five year cycle
of this plan.
Ongoing:		This relates to projects that will be implemented on a recurring and/or
“as required” basis.

Aerial over Cremorne to the Sydney CBD.
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6. Estuary wide matters
Based on the speed review, its associated risk assessment and other consultations, the following
are the major issues in relation to boating safety throughout this waterway system, grouped into
four categories:

Issues relating to vessel speed:
• The risk of speed related incidents and the creation of wash.
• The potential for user conflicts, particularly between high-speed vessels and rowers
(and users of other non-powered craft) and particularly on the Parramatta River which
has traditionally been associated with rowing activities.
• Heightened risk of incidents occurring at night due to unsafe speed coupled with reduced
visibility and the confusing effects of background lights.

Issues relating to the behaviour of the vessel operators:
• Commercial adventure vessel operations and the injuries associated with these activities.
• Conflicts and potential for incidents between, for instance, ferries and competitors in sailing
events, and between rowers and large vessels.
• Obstruction of channels by small vessels drifting or anchored in inappropriate locations,
particularly at night.
• Inexperience, misjudgement, lack of knowledge of the safety rules and/or failure to
comply with those rules by recreational vessel operators, including the operators of
non‑powered craft.
• The need to educate recreational and commercial operators (particularly inexperienced
operators) about the concept of ‘safe speed’ and the impact of displacement vessels,
in particular, on wash generation and its consequences for operators of smaller vessels,
including paddlecraft, and moored vessels.
• The need to educate recreational and commercial operators (particularly the inexperienced)
about the ‘keep to the right’ of the channel rule.

Issues related to compliance and enforcement:
• Overall, stakeholders believe that existing regulations are generally adequate but they
are not enforced effectively or uniformly.
• While the BSO contingent on the Harbour has recently been increased from five to six,
and the resources of the MSECT are available, there was widespread support amongst
stakeholders for the deployment of more BSO dedicated to on-water compliance,
enforcement and education.
• The minimum number of night and early morning patrols, which are conducted two-up
for occupational safety reasons, is nine a month.
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6. Estuary wide matters

Issues relating to access and management:
• Limited options for vessel storage on/near the water.
• The improvements to boating infrastructure on the Parramatta River is a factor in the
use of the river as a high-speed transit zone and this can lead to conflicts with the
rowing community.
• Wash experienced due to a trend towards larger vessels.

Table 1 – Whole of waterway issues
Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

• The potential for
conflicts between
large powered
vessels and
non‑powered craft.

With significant changes to the built
environment surrounding Homebush
Bay over recent years, there is
an opportunity to explore future
use options for activities which
are appropriate to this particular
waterway. This could include
opportunities for non-powered
craft storage and use. There is
a need to explore such options
through stakeholder consultations.
Advantages of this proposal
include that:

Medium term

RMS in
conjunction
with
stakeholders

• Review and improve a rowing
safety education package,
including educational video.

Short term

MMC and
RMS

• Promote the Tow Safe DVD
covering wakeboarding
and waterskiing.

Ongoing

RMS

–– Homebush Bay is a favourable
location for non-powered craft
activities due to its sheltered
environment.
–– RMS has cleared the channel of
piles and plans are underway
to resurvey and install signage
in the bay.
–– It is currently underutilised and
not suitable for deep-draft or
large-powered craft.
–– A 4knot speed limit is
proposed at the mouth of
Homebush Bay to minimise
the impact of wash from
powered vessels.
• Excessive speed.
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Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Excessive speed and
its relationship with the
risk of speed related
incidents and the
creation of wash

• Stakeholders overwhelmingly
consider the speed related
regulatory settings to be
generally appropriate.

Medium term

RMS with
stakeholders

• Introduce a 20 knot speed limit
at night on the Harbour.

Medium term

RMS

• Review current speed
limit exemptions.

Short term

MMC in
conjunction
with RMS

• Establish a bi-annual process
for the regular review of speed
limits based on their purpose
and performance.

Ongoing

RMS and
stakeholders

• There was some support for a
maximum day time speed limit of
up to 40 knots.
• Consult with stakeholders on
proposed options for maximum
day time speed limits on
the Harbour.

• Review and improve
related education and
compliance actions.

MMC and
RMS

Enhanced vessel
operator education
program

• Compile a summary of “lessons
learned” from incidents, including
speed related incidents and the
actions required to avert them,
and promulgate it.

Ongoing

MMC and
RMS

Excessive speed and
commercial adventure
vessel operations

• Review the commercial adventure
vessel code of conduct to ensure
all types of operations are
covered by its provisions.

Short term

RMS and
stakeholders

Poor watchkeeping
practices in heavily
trafficked areas

• Regulation developed and
gazetted to prohibit the use of
autopilots in specifically identified
high risk areas.

Medium term

MMC and
RMS
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6. Estuary wide matters

Yacht and Sydney Showboat.
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Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

The potential for
conflicts between
ferries and
sailing vessels

• Undertake a review of conditions
of aquatic licences involving sailing
events which cross ferry routes to
determine whether further action
is required to reduce potential
conflict.

Medium
term

RMS

• At the start of each sailing season,
BSO to brief sailing clubs on
relevant safety aspects.

Ongoing

RMS with
Sydney
Ferries and
peak sailing
bodies

• Provide, online educational
information including a video
vision footage taken from the
bridge of a Manly ferry of a
sailing race crossing a ferry route
and publicise the footage to the
sailing community.

Medium
term

MMC with
RMS
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Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Potential for conflict
between seagoing
ships and recreational
vessels under an
aquatic licence
and obstruction
of the commercial
shipping channels by
recreational craft

• Minimise conflict of use through
a review and upgrade of the Big
Ships Small Boats/Steer Clear
campaigns with consultation and
collaboration by key stakeholders
including SPC and Yachting NSW.

Ongoing

MMC, RMS,
YNSW and
SPC

Excessive speed
through congested
areas, particularly
Rose Bay, The Spit
Bridge, Bradleys Head,
the Parramatta River,
Sydney Cove, Yurulbin
Point and Cockatoo
Island

Monitor the effectiveness of the:

Ongoing

RMS

• Enshrine the Sydney Cove Code
of Conduct for commercial vessel
operations into legislation.

Short term

MMC

• Review and improve
related education and
compliance programs.

Short term

RMS with
MMC

Compliance and
enforcement
capacity issues

• Undertake a risk assessment of the
resources needed to effectively
patrol this estuary system.

Short term

RMS, NSW
Police and
Water
Police, OEH
(National
Parks and
Wildlife
Service)

• Act on the outcomes of the
risk assessment.

Medium
term

RMS, NSW
Police, OEH
(National
Parks and
Wildlife
Service)

• Monitor the condition of public
ferry wharves on Sydney Harbour
and its tributaries which are open
to anglers to ensure the wharves
are left in a condition suitable for
their intended use.

Ongoing

RMS

General public
safety and amenity
on wharves

• Escort of seagoing ships 100m or
more in length by authorised craft.
• Ensure the Aquatic Licence system
appropriately reflects the required
safety protocols necessary to
ensure safe navigation of shipping
and the safe and effective conduct
of aquatic events.

–– Bradleys Head traffic
separation zone.
–– 4 knot zone at the Spit.
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6. Estuary wide matters

Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Lack of judgement
and awareness

• Review the following publications
to ensure they incorporate
appropriate advice to improve
awareness about speed, keeping to
the right, courtesy and wash.

Ongoing

RMS

Ongoing

RMS

• BSO to continue to distribute
“safety pack” while on-water,
particularly during campaigns.

Ongoing

RMS

Enhanced vessel operator
education program:

Ongoing

MMC

Short term

MMC and
RMS

–– Boating maps.
–– Annual boating handbook.
–– Maritime website.
Enhanced vessel operator
education program:
• Prepare and distribute a “safety
pack” of relevant information for
“first time boaters” available at
point of sale, especially targeting
purchasers of vessel capable of
high speeds.

• Pursue opportunities for
co‑operation on common issues of
concern (including speed and user
conflicts) with other jurisdictions
through the Australian Recreational
Boating Safety Committee and the
Australia and New Zealand Safe
Boating Education Group.
Enhanced vessel operator
education program:
• Develop an education program
through the Boating Safety
Education and Compliance
Committee, targeting the concepts
of “safe speed”, “keep to the
right”, “reduce wash” and other
relevant messages.
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Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Access and
management issues

• Develop a high level strategic plan
to inform and guide infrastructure
development plans, environmental
planning instruments and
similar documents.

Long term

MMC and
RMS in
conjunction
with
stakeholders

Generational change in
behaviour

• Convert the Pilots’ Station at
Watsons Bay into a maritime
education “hub” on behalf of the
BIA, Marine Teachers Association,
Yachting NSW
and Paddle NSW.

Long term

MMC, RMS,
Boating
Industry
Association
and other
stakeholders

Safe paddling

• Consider the existing major
paddling routes as they relate to
the guide to paddle safety on
Sydney Harbour.

Short term

RMS with
MMC

• Work with the paddling
community to promote the safe
paddling routes.

Short term

RMS with
MMC

• Augment the paddle safety
package to include rowing
safety aspects.

Short term

MMC and
RMS with
stakeholders
including
Paddle NSW

Charter vessel cruises past Fort Denison Sydney Harbour.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
The following issues emerged for specific locations within the estuary.
To assist in resolving localised boating safety issues, the estuary system has been divided into six
discrete ‘sectors’.
These are the subject of Map 1 and the following is the key for the following sector maps:
• Parramatta River.
• Lane Cove River.
• Inner Sydney Harbour.
• Outer Sydney Harbour.
• North Harbour.
• Middle Harbour.
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Key for sector maps:
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Sector # 1: Parramatta River

36

Boating Safety Plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries

Boating Safety Plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries

37

7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Parramatta River
The Parramatta River extends from Yurulbin Point at Balmain to the weir at Parramatta east.
The river is navigable to all vessels west to the Silverwater Bridge after which it is open to
authorised vessels only, specifically Rivercats operated by Sydney Ferries. Ferries service several
commuter wharves including those at Balmain, Greenwich, Woolwich, Abbotsford, Homebush,
Meadowbank and Parramatta.
The southern side of the Parramatta River is characterised by a number of wide, relatively
shallow bays (such as Homebush and Hen and Chicken Bays, and Iron Cove) and several
former large industrial sites which have been redeveloped for high and medium density
residential purposes.
These large bays, and the riverbank itself, are the sites of numerous rowing, sailing and aquatic
clubs. A recognised, designated rowing course exists in Iron Cove and the entire bay is the
subject of a local plan of management titled “Boating on Iron Cove: Rowing Precinct Safety
Guide” designed to facilitate activities in the rowing precinct.
A number of commercial and private marinas are also located on the Parramatta River and its
bays, including large marinas at Birkenhead Point, to the north east of the recently duplicated
Iron Cove Bridge, and Cabarita, the Balmain Sailing Club marina, the Balmain Shores private
marina and the Gladesville Bridge Marina. This marina is located just to the west of the
Gladesville Bridge itself which has an 80m clearance at mean high water.
Public launching ramps are located at the head of Iron Cove with Hen and Chicken Bay providing
two public access points – one ramp being located on the eastern shore and another on the
western shore. Another public ramp is located in Five Dock Bay at Drummoyne.
Further west is a public ramp at Cabarita and one at Putney, and a vehicular ferry operates
between Mortlake and Putney.
At a relatively narrow reach of the river, between Rhodes and Meadowbank, are the Ryde railway
and road bridges with clearances of 11.8m and 11.5m respectively. At the foot of the railway
bridge at Rhodes is a public launching ramp with two more located further west at Ermington
and at the foot of the southern span of the Silverwater Bridge.
The northern shore of the Parramatta River is characterised by a number of smaller, narrower
bays such as Glades and Morrisons Bays, and Tarban Creek. This northern shore is again dotted
with a variety of sailing clubs and rowing sheds and a public launching ramp is located at
Woolwich in close proximity to Woolwich Marina. There are two public launching ramps in this
area located at Manns Point, Greenwich.
Since its inception in 1998 until 30 June 2012, the Better Boating Program/Sharing Sydney
Harbour Access Plan has funded 47 boating infrastructure projects in this sector. Recent, major
grants include the following:
• $799,000 in various grants totalling for ramp, pontoon and car and trailer parking
improvements to the Margaret Street boat ramp at Woolwich.
• $1.07million in grants for ramp, pontoon and car and trailer parking upgrades at
Blaxland Road, Rhodes.
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The existing navigation restrictions in this sector are as follows. The restrictions in Iron Cove
rowing precinct are listed separately.

(a) Speed:
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

8 knot zones

• Exile Bay.

• Originally introduced
when personal watercraft
were operating on Sydney
Harbour. Restriction
retained following personal
watercraft exclusion to
maintain safe navigation
and to meet community
expectations.

• No change
required.

• Mouth of Iron Cove.

• Increased traffic volumes
resulting from the
development of the
Birkenhead Marina and the
designation of Iron Cove as
a rowing precinct.

• No change
required.

• In vicinity of
the Mortlake
vehicular ferry.

• To promote safe ferry
operations and to promote
safe crossing of the
ferry chains.

• No change
required.

4 knot zones

The following speed restrictions assist in controlling shipping movements and ensuring ship
manoeuvring movements are conducted safely:
• a 6 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), from Balls Head/Ballast Point
to the Silverwater Bridge.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
(b) other – not subject to ‘speed review’
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for
restrictions

Recommendation

No wash zones

• In the vicinity of
Gladesville Marina.

• To protect vessels
and people at
the slipway.

• No change.

• Hen and Chicken and
Exile Bays.
• Mouth of Iron Cove.

• Rowing
training areas.
• Rowing precinct.

Unauthorised
vessels
prohibition
zones

• From the Silverwater Bridge
to the head of navigation
and the Duck River.

• To facilitate safe
ferry operations.

• No change.

No anchoring
areas

• In the vicinity of the
Silverwater Bridge.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Several in the vicinity of the
mouth of Homebush Bay.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Waterview Street, Putney.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• At Cabarita in Hen and
Chicken Bay.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Between Bedlam Point
and Abbotsford.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Between Huntleys Point
and Drummoyne.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Between Hunters Hill
and Wrights Point.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Between Drummoyne
and Spectacle Island.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Between Birkenhead Point
and Snapper Island.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Surrounding Spectacle
Island and north west of
Snapper Island.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

• Several sites in Iron Cove.

• Submarine cables.

• No change.

(c) Iron Cove
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Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for
restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

A local plan of management
incorporating a formal rowing
course, no wash zones and an
8 knot speed limit

• Iron Cove.

• To promote
safety in the
rowing precinct.

• No change
required to the
8 knot speed
restriction.
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It is understood that certain rowing training activities currently occur on the Duck River
despite it being beyond the Silverwater Bridge limit for entry by unauthorised vessels. There
have not been any reported incidents in relation to this informal activity. The issue is further
raised overleaf.
The following issues currently require resolution in this sector:
Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Excessive speed, wash
and the potential for
user conflicts

Establish a ‘Low Wash Zone’ upstream
of the Gladesville Bridge on the
Parramatta River to promote safe
boating. A ‘Low Wash’ Zone is an
area where vessel operators are to
minimise the wash (turbulence and
waves) created by their vessel when
underway in order to avoid adverse
impacts on others, especially people in
smaller craft.

Medium
term

RMS in
conjunction
with user
groups

Short term

RMS

• Develop and implement a Wash
Education package prior to and in
support of the above.
• Install CCTV upstream of the
Gladesville Bridge to assist in
monitoring compliance and
developing wash
and speed educational campaigns.
Rowing squads
regularly but informally
use the Duck River for
training purposes

• Formalise the use of the Duck River
for rowing training activities, allowing
specifically approved activities/clubs.
• The approval should be subject to
conditions, including the following:
–– When on the Parramatta River
beyond the Silverwater Bridge,
all vessels associated with rowing
activities (including coach boats)
to operate close to shore and
not encroach on the navigation
channel.
–– The approval may be withdrawn
at any time in cases of noncompliance and/or in the public
interest, as determined by RMS.
–– Regularly review the approval to
ensure the activity continues to be
compatible with authorised uses.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Sector # 2: Lane Cove River
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Lane Cove River
This sector encompasses the Lane Cove River from its mouth to the head of navigation at
Chatswood West where the Fullers Bridge has a clearance of 4.1m at mean high water.
The river, particularly upstream of the Figtree Bridge which has a clearance of 9.1m, is a relatively
natural, narrow and shallow tributary of the Parramatta River. Given these characteristics, and
the surrounding Lane Cove River National Park, rowing and paddling are particularly popular
aquatic activities with a number of club and school facilities located along the river.
The shallow Woodford Bay is a particularly popular mooring area and a formal public launching
ramp is located at Burns Bay.
In this sector, 12 boating infrastructure projects have been funded under the Better Boating
Program/Sharing Sydney Harbour Access Plan. Major grants include the following:
• $462,500 for dredging, ramp and parking improvements at Burns Bay.
• $50,650 for a boardwalk and jetty at Lane Cove West.
The existing navigation restrictions in the sector are as follows:
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

4 knot zone

• Figtree Bridge
upstream to weir
(rowing coach
vessels exempted
when engaged in
coaching activities).

• To reduce noise and erosion;
to protect operators of
non-powered craft; shallow
waters, sandbars and
rocky outcrops.

• No change
required.

• Burns Bay.

• Shallow, narrow channel and
congestion around the boat
ramp – to manage vessel
interactions in the bay.

• No change
required.

There are also advisory signs at the mouth of the Lane Cove River to indicate that, in view of the
number of rowers and dinghy sailors using this sector, powered vessel operators should reduce
wash when navigating the length of the river.
The following specific issues require resolution in this sector:
Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Excessive speed and
its relationship with
the risk of speed
related incidents and
the creation of wash

• The Sydney Harbour speed review
recommended the introduction of a
“no wash” zone in the vicinity of Onions
Point at Woolwich where there are
several moorings and non‑powered
craft interaction.

Short term

RMS

	However this should be reconsidered
pending the outcome of a ‘Low Wash’
Zone upstream of the Gladesville Bridge.
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Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

No anchoring zone

• Between Newcombe Point
and Longueville.

• Submarine cables.

• Between Cunninghams Reach Park
and Boronia Park.

• Submarine cables.

• Between Buffalo Reserve and
Lovetts Reserve/Blackman Park.

• Submarine cables.

Children aged under 12 years must wear a lifejacket on vessels under 4.8m at all times.
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Sector # 3: Inner Harbour
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Inner Harbour
The Inner Harbour extends from the start of Port Jackson at Yurulbin Point to a line between
Kirribilli Point and the Opera House.
The inner harbour, incorporating Sydney Cove, Darling Harbour and White, Blackwattle,
Johnstons and Rozelle Bays, is a higher traffic area. Circular Quay and King Street Wharf at
Darling Harbour are the major hubs of commercial vessel activity for Sydney Ferries and a
number of private ferries, water taxis, commercial adventure vessel operations and other
commercial vessels use a variety of landing facilities. Ferries service several commuter wharves
in this sector including those at McMahons and Milsons Points, and at East Balmain.
The Overseas Passenger Terminal in Sydney Cove has no air-draft restriction, allowing large
cruise ships to berth at the Cove. If their height allows them to navigate under the Sydney
Harbour Bridge (which has a 49m clearance), cruise ships also berth at White Bay. The only
other ships now regularly using Sydney Harbour are those servicing the Gore Cove fuel tanker
berth/oil refinery terminal and a concrete batching plant at Glebe. Ships visiting the Glebe plant
must pass under the ANZAC Bridge which has a clearance of 27m.
The inner harbour is also characterised by berthing facilities for commercial and other large
vessels, and is the site of the Sydney Fish Markets, a superyacht marina and the headquarters
of both the NSW Police Marine Area Command, Sydney Ferries and NSW Maritime Division
of RMS. Additionally Blackwattle Bay and Balls Head Bay are designated anchoring areas for
visiting vessels.
To the northern side of the Harbour there is a number of commercial marinas located in
Berrys and Lavender Bays. Additionally a sailing club and an informal public ramp are
located in Lavender Bay.
Work is underway on the Barangaroo redevelopment at Darling Harbour and the final
configuration, density and nature of on-water facilities and uses will determine the need to
review all existing restrictions and arrangements in this area. Additionally there are plans for the
Bays Precinct, which includes, Glebe Island, White Bay, White Bay Power Station, Rozelle Bay,
Rozelle Rail Yards and Blackwattle Bay, including Sydney Fish Market. The plans will incorporate
a range of maritime facilities including commercial vessel berthing facilities,
dry storage facilities for approximately 600 vessels and for a dragon boat base under the
Anzac Bridge at Pyrmont.
Naval waters surround the HMAS Waterhen facility at Waverton and a commercial marina
is located at Balls Head Bay.
In this sector eight boating infrastructure projects have been funded under the Better Boating
Program/Sharing Sydney Harbour Access Plan. Major grants include the following:
• $
 467,790 in various grants for the Glebe foreshore upgrade including a boardwalk,
access stairs and pontoons at both Rozelle and Blackwattle Bays.
RMS also completed in February 2013 a $4.98m upgrade of the Balmain commuter wharf.
This work is part of a wider program to improve such wharves across Sydney Harbour.
These upgrades provide improved access to commuter wharves for recreational and commercial
vessels, which are part of the Sydney Harbour Boating Destination Plan. Recreational and
commercial vessels can use these facilities for pick up and drop off of people on condition there
is no interference with scheduled ferry services.
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The existing navigation restrictions in the sector are as follows:
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

4 knot zones

• Cockle Bay.

• Traffic congestion
and a popular aquatic
events venue.

• No change
required.

• Part of Darling
Harbour south
from Darling Island
(excluding the area
from the northern
end of King Street
Wharf to Wharf 8).

• To address the
impact of wash at
King Street Wharf.

• No change
required.

• Rozelle and
Blackwattle Bays.

• High volume of traffic
and interactions
between commercial
and recreational vessels,
including large powered
vessels and dragon boats
and rowing shells.

• No change
required.

• South and west of
Millers Point / Balmain
East – including
northern part of
Darling Harbour,
Camerons Cove and
Johnstons, Jones and
White Bays.

• Introduced due to high
traffic volume and
vessel interactions.
Sydney Ferries and
low wash Rocket Class
ferries issued with
an exemption.

• Change
required (the
extent of the
4 knot speed
zone in this
area has been
reduced).

• Sydney Cove.

• High volume commercial
vessel movements and
complex manoeuvring in
a restricted area.

• No change
required.

• Transit zone between
Kirribilli Point /
Bennelong Point
and Blues Point/
Millers Point
excluding Sydney
Cove, Lavender
and Walsh Bays.

• Introduced following
fatal boating incidents
involving issues such
as higher traffic
volumes in a relatively
narrow channel, speed
and the problem of
background lighting.

• Possible
change
required –
appears to
be working
effectively
although
wash remains
an issue.

8 knot zones

15 knot zone
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

No wash zones

• Between Goat Island
and Simmons Point
(The Needles).

• A narrow and shallow area.

• Blackwattle Bay.

• Slipways and commercial
vessel operations.

• Between Simmons Point,
Balmain, and Goat Island
and between Goat Island
and Blues Point.

• Submarine cables.

• Vicinity of Sydney
Fish Markets.

• High traffic area.

• Mouth of Berrys Bay.

• Submarine cables.

• Transit zone between
Kirribilli Point/Bennelong
Point and Blues Point/
Millers Point: no anchoring
or drifting – transit only.

• High traffic congestion, high wash
area and submarine cables.

• Overseas Passenger
Terminal, Sydney Cove;
Darling Harbour Passenger
Terminal – when vessel
at berth.

• Introduced to provide
shipping security.

• Gore Cove – at all times.

• Introduced to provide
shipping security.

• Sydney Cove closed
to recreational vessel
and unauthorised
commercial vessels.

• High volume commercial vessel
movements and complex
manoeuvring in a restricted area.

• Line of yellow buoys
surrounding HMAS
Waterhen, Balls Head Bay.

• Naval waters.

No anchoring zone

Waterside
restricted zones –
security level 1

Unauthorised vessels
prohibition zone

The following speed restrictions assist in controlling shipping movements and ensuring ship
manoeuvring movements are conducted safely:
• a 6 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), from Balls Head/Ballast Point
to the Silverwater Bridge.
• a 10 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), from Bradleys Head/Hermit
Point and Balls Head/Ballast Point.

48

Boating Safety Plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries

The following issues emerged in relation to this sector:
Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Excessive speed and
its relationship with
the risk of speed
related incidents and
the creation of wash
in the Transit Zone
under the Sydney
Harbour Bridge

• Review the effectiveness of the
15 knot transit zone between
Millers Point and Kirribilli Point.

• Short term.

• RMS.

Potential for conflict
and related incidents
between powered
vessels and nonpowered craft in the
vicinity of Darling
Harbour and King
Street Wharf

• Consult user groups on installing
a restriction on non-powered
craft south from the northern
point of Foxtel Wharf into
Cockle Bay.

• Short term.

• RMS.

Excessive speed and
its relationship with
the risk of speed
related incidents
and the creation of
wash, particularly by
high speed ferries in
Darling Harbour

• Stakeholders considered that the
4 knot zone in Darling Harbour
extended too far to the north
and this zone now extends to a
line between the casino wharf
and to a point just north of King
Street Wharf.

• Completed
but the
Barangaroo
development
may
necessitate a
review.

• RMS.

Sydney Cove Code
of Conduct

• An updated version of the
code was approved by RMS
in late 2011.

• Short term.

• MMC.

	An amendment to the Marine
Safety (General) Regulation
2009 is to be prepared to
require compliance with the
code directly through legislation.
In addition to being more
transparent, this will benefit
commercial vessel operators
because the individual master
responsible for the breach will
be issued with a penalty notice
rather than the company which
owns the vessel.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Sector # 4: Outer Harbour
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Outer Harbour
The Outer Harbour is defined as the area between the Heads and a line between Kirribilli and
Bennalong Points. This area is the most expansive and recognised sector of the entire waterway.
At its entrance, the Harbour has a maximum depth of 24.4m. This allows ships to enter the
Harbour and make their way through either the eastern or western shipping channels to berths
in the Inner Harbour. The western channel is 210m in width with the eastern channel being 180m
in width. The eastern or western shipping channels are separated by a large reef known as “Sow
and Pigs”, which is a popular fishing spot.
Entry to Port Jackson is through North and South Heads, and vessels are guided by the sector
light located on Grotto Point. The open waters, in the vicinity of The Heads and The Sound (the
area between The Heads and Middle Harbour), experience the largest swells in the entire estuary.
Open waters, and requirements for the carriage of appropriate safety equipment, extend beyond
an imaginary line between Cannae Point and South Head.
The Outer Harbour is a renowned venue for aquatic events and was the venue for the Sydney
2000 Olympic Games sailing regatta hosting various classes of sail vessels and The Sydney to
Hobart Yacht Race held annually on 26 December. Personal watercraft are banned from operating
on all waters of Sydney, Middle and North Harbours, Parramatta and Lane Cover Rivers.
Whales are often seen in this section of the harbour throughout May – November.

Charter boats undertaking whale watching tours.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
East of the Harbour Bridge, the southern side is again generally characterised by relatively
wide open bays including Rushcutters, Double, Rose and Watsons Bays. An exception is the
narrow Woolloomooloo Bay, dominated by the Garden Island Royal Australian Navy base, the
redeveloped finger wharf and two private marinas. Large areas of the southern side of the
Harbour are designated as “naval waters” (particularly in the vicinity of Clark and Shark Islands).
The southern bays are the sites of various marinas and yacht clubs including the Rose Bay
Marina, the Double Bay Marina, the Royal Motor Yacht Club at Point Piper, the 18’ Sailing Club in
Double Bay, the Woollahra Sailing Club and the Vaucluse Yacht Club. The greatest concentration
of berthed vessels is in Rushcutters Bay which houses the Cruising Yacht Club, d’Albora Marina,
the Royal Australian Navy Sailing Association (or RANSA) and Sailability.
Rose Bay is popular part of Sydney Harbour given it is a convenient mooring area and the
seaplane base which is in close proximity to the commuter ferry wharf and the previously
mentioned Woollahra Sailing Club. A public launching ramp is also located at Lyne Park in
close proximity to the ferry wharf and seaplane base. Major ramp redevelopment works at
Lyne Park were completed in July 2012 with grant support from the Better Boating Program.
Watsons Bay is another popular area with moorings, clubs and a commuter wharf.
Beyond Watsons Bay is Camp Cove, a swimming and diving area.
East of the Harbour Bridge the northern shore comprises a number of narrow bays including
Neutral and Mosman Bays, Careening and Little Sirius Coves while further east towards
Middle Head are wider, more open bays such as Athol, Taylors, Chowder and Obelisk Bays.
From Kirribilli Point to Athol Bay are many commuter wharves including those at Kirribilli,
Neutral Bay, Cremorne and Mosman. This area is also characterised by a number of marinas and
clubs including the Royal Sydney Yacht Squadron, Neutral Bay Marina, Mosman Bay Marina, the
Sydney Amateur Sailing Club and public launching ramps at Careening Cove
and Mosman Bay. Chowder Bay is the site of a former naval facility. The Navy maintains a
refuelling facility at this site but the remainder of the area is now a popular area for swimmers,
picnickers and boating activities and also is home to a dive school.
In this sector 28 boating infrastructure projects have been funded under the Better Boating
Program/Sharing Sydney Harbour Access Plan. Major grants include the following:
• More than $1.5m in various grants for ramp, pontoon and parking improvements at
Lyne Park, Rose Bay.
• $282,980 in various grants for the rehabilitation of the Clifton Gardens jetty.
RMS also completed in August 2012 a $6.28m upgrade of the Rose Bay commuter wharf, as well
as an $8.28m upgrade of the Neutral Bay commuter wharf in September 2012. This work is part
of a wider program to improve such wharves across Sydney Harbour. These upgrades provide
improved access to commuter wharves for recreational and commercial vessels, which are part
of the Sydney Harbour Boating Destination Plan. Recreational and commercial vessels can use
these facilities for pick up and drop off of people on condition there is no interference with
scheduled ferry services.
Sydney Ports maintains two buoy moorings and four anchorages within the area. The buoys are
used by cruise ships and anchorages are available for bunkering ships.
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The existing navigation restrictions in the sector are as follows:
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

4 knot zone

• Camp Cove.

• To protect swimmers
and scuba divers by
slowing traffic while
allowing vessel access to
the shore.

• No change
required.

Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Vessel
prohibition zone

• Areas surrounding
Garden Island.

• Naval waters.

• Area surrounded by yellow
buoys at Camp Cove.

• Popular area for swimmers and
scuba divers.

Traffic separation

• Off Bradleys Head.

• Implemented to ensure vessel
operators keep to the right of the
channel in this area and in response
to a Coroner’s recommendation
regarding a 2008 incident which
resulted in multiple fatalities.

No anchoring zone

• Between Fort Denison
and Garden Island.

• Naval waters and submarine cables.

• Between Garden Island
and Point Piper and
incorporating waters
surrounding Clark Island.

• Naval waters and submarine cables.

• Northern section of
Rushcutters Bay.

• Naval waters.

• South east of Shark Island.

• Naval waters and submarine cables.

• Northeast of Shark Island
to Steele Point.

• Naval waters and submarine cables.

• Chowder Bay.

• Naval waters.

• South east of Fort
Denison to north west of
Garden Island.

• Submarine cables and naval waters.

• North of Felix Bay.

• Submarine cables.

• The Sound from Inner
South Head to Inner
North Head.

• Submarine cables.

• Woolloomooloo Bay.

• Naval operations.

No wash zone
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
The following speed restrictions assist in controlling shipping movements and ensuring ship
manoeuvring movements are conducted safely:
• a 10 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), from Bradleys Head/Hermit
Point to Balls Head/Ballast Point.
• a 12 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), from Inner South Head/Inner
North Head and Bradleys Head/Hermit Point.

Rolex Sydney Hobart Yacht Race. Image courtesy of Rolex-Carlo Borlenghi.
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Sector # 5: North Harbour
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

North Harbour
North Harbour is the area around Manly and is a popular part of the Harbour, particularly with
local, interstate and overseas visitors due to the close proximity to The Heads and the clean,
clear waters. This area is protected by the common north east winds in the warmer, summer
months and is popular for swimming as there are many sandy beach locations. Well known for
marine life including a habitat for Little Penguins and turtles, North Harbour also sees frequent
visits from dolphins, seals and whales in migration season.
Sydney Ferries’ iconic Manly/Circular Quay service runs regularly through the eastern and
western channels, across The Heads, to and from Manly Wharf and operates alongside fast ferry
services provided by private contractors. Reef Beach to Cannae point indicates the smooth
water plying limits for commercial vessels.
Manly Cove is also home to parasailing, hire and drive businesses, two yacht clubs and moorings.
At Fairlight is Davis Marina and the Manly Boatshed. There is a popular anchoring area on the
eastern side of North Harbour near Smedleys Point, Little Manly Cove and Spring Cove including
Collins Beach, Store Beach and Quarantine Beach, and through to Cannae Point. A public
launching ramp is located at Little Manly Cove.
In this sector four boating infrastructure projects have been funded under the Better Boating
Program/Sharing Sydney Harbour Access Plan, including:
• $124,846 in 2002–03 for the reconstruction of the Little Manly boat ramp.
The existing navigation restrictions in the sector are as follows:
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Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

4 knot zones

• From Cannae Point
into Spring Cove,
Little Manly Cove,
past Smedleys Point
to Oyama Avenue.

• High volume of traffic
including small vessels,
moorings, swimmers
and to help protect
the endangered Little
Penguin colony.

• Change
suggested –
reconfigure the
extent of the
4 knot zone.

• North west from
Fairlight Crescent
to a point in Sydney
Harbour National
Park between
Forty Baskets and
Reef Beaches.

• To address speeding
issues in an area
congested with
moorings, small vessels
and swimmers.

• No change
required.

Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

No anchoring
zone (1 July –
28 February)

• Vicinity of Quarantine,
Store and Collins Beaches.

• Protection of Critical Habitat Area
(Little Penguin colony).
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The following issues currently require resolution in this sector:
Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Confusion over 4 knot
zone extent that follows
the curve of the bays
in the Spring Cove, and
conflict of use between
non-powered craft and
motor boats

• Modify the 4 knot zone to
include all waters shoreward
of a line between Cannae
Point and Manly Point.

Short term

RMS in
conjunction with
stakeholders

Damage to seagrasses
and protecting the
Little Penguin colony

• The installation of seagrass
friendly moorings in the
vicinity of Quarantine Beach
to provide an alternative
to anchoring and alert
boaters to the presence of
seagrass in the area has been
completed.

Short term

Department
of Primary
Industries
(Fisheries),
Office of
Environment
and Heritage
(National Parks
and Wildlife
Service) and
stakeholders

• Explore options to improve
recreational boating access
to Quarantine Beach
including assessing the
potential of a pontoon at
the wharf.
• RMS to liaise with lead
agency and stakeholders.

Manly Ferry underway on Sydney Harbour.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors

Sector # 6: Middle Harbour
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Middle Harbour
Middle Harbour extends west and north west of an imaginary line between Grotto Point and
the northern most point of Middle Head to the upper limits and mangroves of Garigal National
Park. Balmoral Beach is the name given to the shoreline at Hunters Bay in Middle Harbour. HMAS
Penguin is located on the rocky shore at the eastern side of the bay and where there is an area
of naval waters. Being a popular swimming area, powered vessels are excluded from much of
Hunters Bay close to the shoreline.
To the north of Hunters Bay is the shallow area known as The Bar and Chinamans Beach.
The deeper waters at Clontarf, The Spit and past the Spit Bridge into Pearl Bay are the location
of marinas and clubs, several hire and drive operations, a Marine Rescue NSW base and a rowing
club. This area experiences a relatively high volume of traffic comprising all types of vessels,
particularly in view of the narrow channel which exists in this area. There is a vessel traffic
separation plan in operation at The Spit.
Beyond The Spit Bridge are the long, narrow and heavily trafficked bays known as Long Bay and
Sailors Bay. In both bays are marinas, boatsheds, clubs and moorings, with Tunks Park
at the head of Long Bay having a major public launching and car/trailer parking facility.
The remainder of Middle Harbour is a deep and narrow waterway punctuated by Sugarloaf Bay,
Castle and Crag Coves and Bantry Bay. These quiet and bush-lined bays are popular anchorages
where RMS has provided a number of public courtesy moorings. Public launching ramps exist at
Clontarf, The Spit and at Davidson Park near the Roseville Bridge.
North from Killarney Point is the Roseville Bridge Marina and a public boat ramp is located under
the Roseville Bridge itself. The Bridge has a height of 17.4m but an older pipe bridge
just to the south east has a clearance height of only 11m. The ramp at Roseville provides
convenient access to the protected waters of the upper Middle Harbour. This area, especially
between Killarney Point and Yeoland Point is popular with tow sports such as waterskiing and
wakeboarding, and also paddle and oared craft. Powerboat skippers also use this section of
waterway to access the wider reaches of the Harbour and offshore.
This sector then extends north past Davidson Park and through the mangroves of Garigal
National Park to the tidal limit.
In this sector 24 boating infrastructure projects
have been funded under the Better Boating
Program/Sharing Sydney Harbour Access
Plan. Major grants include the following:
• More than $1.5m in various grants for boat
ramp, pontoon and facilities improvements
at Davidson Park, Killarney Heights.
• $513,018 in grants for boat ramp, pontoon
and facilities improvements at Tunks Park
in Cammeray.

Kayakers paddling towards Washaway Beach.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
The existing navigation restrictions in this sector are as follows:
Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

Recommendation
of the speed
review report

4 knot zones

• Western Long
Bay including
Salt Pan Creek.

• Existence of shallow
water wrecks in Salt Pan
Creek, congestion, vessel
interaction and wash
issues arising from the
Tunks Park ramp.

• No change
required.

• From Parriwi Head /
Clontarf Reserve to
Laura Street Seaforth
/ d’Albora marina.

• High vessel traffic area,
moorings, sailing and
non-powered craft and
wash issues.

• Considered
to be working
effectively.

• Bantry Bay.

• This protected
anchorage regularly
harbours visiting vessels
and patronage is
expected to grow further
should there be access
to the former munitions
magazines and the
4 knot zone assists in
managing navigation
in this area.

• No change
required.

• From Headland Road,
Castle Cove / Garigal
National Park to the
tidal limit.

• To improve safety and
minimise conflicts in this
area arising from the
popular ramp, moorings
and to prevent further
bank erosion.

• No change
required.

• Vicinity of Chinamans
Beach and Shell Cove.

• Popular area for
swimmers and
non‑powered
vessel users.

• No change
required.

• From Amaroo
Avenue, Castle Cove
/ Killarney Point to
Headland Road,
Castle Cove / Garigal
National Park.

• Popular area for power
boating activities and
non-powered craft and
prevents vessels coming
around the corner at
Killarney Point at speed,
wash created by large
vessels, narrowness
of waterway and
noise complaints from
residents.

• No change
required.

8 knot zones
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Restrictions

Locations

Reasons for restrictions

No wash zones

• The Spit at Clontarf Point
to d’Albora marina.

• Traffic congestion, particularly given
popularity of the area with people in
non-powered craft and impacts from
the opening of the Spit Bridge.

• Vicinity Beauty Point /
Seaforth Bluff.

• High level of non-powered use and
general traffic congestion.

• Long Bay, including
Willoughby Bay.

• Traffic congestion arising from the Tunks
Park facility.

• Sailors Bay.

• Congestion and moorings.

• Sugarloaf Bay.

• Popular anchoring area including
at courtesy moorings.

• Vicinity of Killarney.

• Popular area for rowing and other nonpowered uses and the proximity to the
boat ramp.

• HMAS Penguin to
Cobblers Beach.

• Naval waters.

• In the vicinity of The Bar.

• Submarine cables.

• Bantry Bay.

• Submarine cables.

• Vicinity Killarney Point.

• Submarine cables.

• Vicinity Headland Road,
Castle Cove.

• Submarine cables.

Powered
vessels
prohibition zone

• Hunters Bay and Edwards
Beach at Balmoral,
Chinamans Beach.

• Popular area for swimmers and nonpowered vessel users.

Traffic
separation
scheme

• The Spit between Parriwi
Point/Clontarf Beach and
the western end of the
D’Albora marina, including
Fisher and Sandy Bays.

• Narrow channel with periods of
heavy traffic with a wide variety of
vessel types, including large vessels
and impacts from the opening of the
Spit Bridge.

No anchoring
zones

The following speed restrictions assist in controlling shipping movements and ensuring ship
manoeuvring movements are conducted safely:
• a 12 knot zone for vessels over 30m in length (ferries exempt), in Middle Harbour.
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7. Matters relating to specific sectors
The following issues require resolution in this sector:
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Description of issue

Strategies and actions

Timeframe

Resources

Congestion in the
navigation channel at
The Spit (eastern side)

• Continue to review/remove
/relocate, as appropriate,
moorings at The Spit with a
view to increasing the width
of the channel.

Short term

RMS

Conflicts between
rowers and tow sports
(skiers/wakeboarders)
between Yeoland and
Killarney Points

• Deliver education campaign
to promote safe boating
specifically focussing
on issues of distance off
requirements for power
boats and effects of wake
on other waterways users.
This program will be
conducted during early
mornings and peak times
for rowers and tow sports.

Short term

RMS

• Conduct increased
on water compliance
patrols enforcing existing
regulations specifically
distance off requirements,
speed restrictions and
effects of wake on other
waterway users.

Short term

RMS

• Install high visibility signage
at key locations on the
water to advise boaters
to produce minimal wash
when in the presence
of rowers.

Short term

RMS

• Install signage at Roseville/
Tunks Park boat ramp
to promote safety and
minimise conflict of use.

Short term

RMS

• Monitor complaints,
feedback and incidents,
and review the education
and compliance effort.

Medium term

RMS

• This is an issue for
discussion with the Middle
Harbour user group.

Short term

RMS
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8. Monitoring and review
This boating safety plan will be reviewed on a five yearly cycle. Formal reviews will be conducted
by RMS using a similar process to that employed by MMC and RMS in preparing the initial plan.
Any urgent, new issues and problems which arise between formal reviews will be dealt
with at the time by the local RMS officers as part of the ongoing management of navigation,
in conjunction with MMC if necessary.

Cannae Point, Quarantine Beach and Store Beach – North Harbour – Sydney.
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Appendix 1: Sydney Harbour Speed Review
Report summary
Sydney Harbour is a busy, but relatively safe waterway. For the most part, operators navigate
according to regulation and safe boating practice, and share the waters of the harbour, both
for recreational and commercial purposes, in a harmonious and safe manner. The potential
for collisions and others serious speed related incidents remains wherever vessels operate
at speed, particularly during periods of reduced visibility and where training and experience
are limited. These risks, which always have the potential to become fatal incidents, must be
managed appropriately.
In many cases, the risk of an incident arising from speed is heightened by a range of contributory
factors which include physical factors, such as visibility, ‘blind’ spots around headlands and
human factors, including level of training, operator skill and attitude. These factors apply to both
recreational and commercial vessel operators and should not be considered in isolation.
Administrators tend to turn to regulation as a first option to deal with a risk. NSW Maritime now
integrated with RMS has an active policy of seeking to use a range of other tools to address risk
in the first instance, and use regulated solutions as an option of last resort. The degree to which
blanket speed restrictions and other regulatory measures would have altered the risk profile
of the major incidents resulting in fatalities and injuries where speed is a factor is a moot point.
During consultation on the preparation of the report, an important stakeholder commented
to NSW Maritime as follows, “Speed is a balancing act ... we must keep in mind the lowest
denominator which are slow moving vessels.”
Examination of the data and discussions with experts and stakeholders suggest that some
regulation, such as the transit zone response to the Dawn Fraser incident, can be useful and
significantly reduce speed related risk; these forms of solutions are ‘point’ solutions to particular
issues rather than blanket regulation.
There has been considerable action to reduce risk as a result of two major incidents involving
high speed ferries. These include speed restrictions, changed watch-keeping practices,
additional navigational aids and a wide array of awareness and educational materials and
strategies. While the Harbour is without doubt a safer place than it was before these incidents,
the degree to which future speed-related incidents can be foreseen and pre-emptive action
taken to avoid them is the key issue.
The overwhelming opinion of stakeholders is that there are generally sufficient remedies under
law to deal with unsafe behaviour by boat operators with little or no requirement for additional
regulation. In summary, current speed and speed related restrictions appear to be effective.
Equally overwhelming was recognition that improved skills, knowledge, attitude and experience
would reduce speed related incidents.

64

Boating Safety Plan – Sydney Harbour and its tributaries

Two workboats underway on eastern Sydney Harbour.

It is evident that some changes have occurred in the profile of the vessels using Sydney Harbour.
Vessels are tending to transit at higher speeds and over longer distances and an affluent
society has meant that waterfront land traditionally used for industry has almost all turned into
residential with large increases in private landing facilities such as pontoons and private berths.
As a result, there has been a substantial increase in numbers of large motor vessels undertaking
those transits. At the other end of the scale, there has been strong growth in non-powered craft
such as kayaks that provide easy and cheap access to water. The operators of these craft, which
do not require registration or a licence to use, are generally difficult to reach with education,
administer, and provide an emerging challenge.
A number of changes to regulations have been proposed and have been considered in this
review to be worthy of further evaluation in order to further reduce risks associated with excess
vessel operating speeds. For the most part, the recommended options focus on doing more of
the same, with some additional specific suggestions.
The full report is available for download at Transport for NSW/Sydney Harbour Speed Review.
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Appendix 2: External stakeholders consulted
In addition to all relevant internal stakeholders, the following external stakeholders were formally
consulted as part of the Sydney Harbour and its tributaries speed review, including the high
speed vessels risk assessment workshop component of the review process:
Agency/group represented

Department of Primary Industries (Fisheries)
NSW Police Marine Area Command
Recreational Fishing Alliance of NSW
Sydney Ports Corporation (SPC)
Rowing NSW
Australian Power Boat Association
Marine Rescue NSW
Hunts Marine
NSW Waterski Association
Personal watercraft representative – Recreational Vessels Advisory Group
Boating Industry Association Ltd
Yachting NSW
Seaplane Pilots’ Association
Surf Life Saving NSW
Commercial Vessels’ Association of NSW
Sydney Ferries
Captain Cook Cruises
Maritime Safety Training NSW
Yellow Watertaxis
Sydney Ferries
Bass and Flinders Cruises
Paddle NSW
Auckland Council Harbourmaster’s Office
Transport Safety Victoria
Department of Lands, Northern Territory Government
Boat Owners’ Association of NSW Inc.
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Appendix 3: Glossary
Aquatic licence – an aquatic licence is required by any person or organisation conducting,
promoting or organising a race, competition or exhibition or any other activity which restricts the
availability of navigable waters for normal use by the public.
Better Boating Program (BBP) – is a State Government grants program aimed at
providing recreational boating infrastructure for the benefit of the boating community
on New South Wales waterways.
Boating Safety Officer(s) (BSO) – RMS officers who carry out important compliance work and
safety education initiatives from RMS’s fleet of patrol vessels on waterways throughout NSW.
Commercial vessel – any vessel used in connection with any business or commercial activity,
principally for carrying passengers or cargo for hire or reward, or providing service to vessels for
reward.
Hire and Drive – a business involving the temporary hiring out of a vessel through a hiring
agreement or transaction which involves the use of a vessel by the public on specific terms.
Incident – An adverse safety-related event involving one or more vessels on navigable waters.
Certain incidents, including those involving death, injury or substantial property damage, must
be reported in accordance with the criteria set out in Section 94(1) of the Marine Safety Act 1998
and Section 96 of the Marine Safety (General) Regulation 2009.
Irregular riding – driving a PWC in a circle or pattern, weaving or diverting, or purposefully
surfing down or jumping over or across any swell wave or wash, but does not include any
necessary turns and diversions.
Knots (speed) – one knot is a speed of one nautical mile per hour, or 1.852 km/hr.
‘Low Wash’ Zone – an area where vessel operators are to minimise the wash (turbulence and
waves) created by their vessel when underway in order to avoid adverse impacts on others,
especially people in smaller craft.
Maritime Management Centre (MMC) – The Maritime Management Centre sets the strategic
direction for the Government’s maritime program and leads interaction with stakeholder groups.
It is responsible for boating and maritime policy priorities in NSW including:
• improving boating safety
• increasing boat storage capacity, waterways access and boating infrastructure
• legislative simplification and regulatory reform
• reforming the administration of maritime property and infrastructure
• oversight of boat driver licensing and vessel registration policy.
Navigable waters – all waters that are from time to time capable of navigation and are open
or used by the public for navigation, whether upon payment of a fee or otherwise.
Navigation aids – are markers placed along coasts and navigable waters as guides to mark safe
water and to assist mariners in determining their position in relation to land and hidden dangers.
Different types of navigation aids are used to provide specific information.
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Appendix 3: Glossary
Personal watercraft (PWC) – a power-driven vessel that has a fully enclosed hull, does not retain
water taken on if it capsizes and is designed to be operated by a person standing, sitting astride
or kneeling but not seated within the vessel.
Recreational vessel – a vessel which is not used for, or in connection with, a
commercial purpose.
Roads and Maritime Services (NSW Maritime Division) – Established on 1 November 2011, from
the former NSW Maritime and Roads and Traffic Authority and referred to in this plan as RMS.
RMS is responsible for marine safety, regulation of commercial and recreational boating on all
NSW waters. RMS is also responsible for property management of submerged lands in Sydney
Harbour, Newcastle Harbour, Botany Bay and Port Kembla.
Safety compliance – the level of safe navigation compliance achieved by the recreational and
commercial boating public. The compliance rate is calculated as:
• Number of vessels not issued with infringements and formal warnings divided by number of
vessels checked.
• One vessel check could result in multiple infringements or formal warnings issued.
Sydney Metropolitan Catchment Management Authority (SMCMA) – is the key regional
organisation for delivering urban natural resource management in Metropolitan Sydney.
User group(s) – typically, established, chaired and hosted by management from within RMS and
MMC to engage with the boating community on a regular basis, on issues of common interest
and concerns, primarily boating safety.
Wetland – all land and seabed located below a defined level called the Mean High Water Mark
which is 1.48 metres above zero on the Fort Denison Tide Gauge.

Circular Quay – Sydney Harbour.
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