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VI

The committee welcomed the opportunity to review the
Auditor-General's audit report - Is Australian ready to respond to a
major oil spill? It complements the committee's work on ship safety.
The key feature of an oil spill strategy is prevention. Fundamental to
prevention is crew competency. As mentioned in the committee's
Ships of Shame report, the human factor is a principal cause of
shipping incidents and accidents.
Public and media attention focuses too often on isolated tanker
collisions, ruptures and spillages. Tanker accidents, however, account
for only 12 percent of all oil pollution of the marine environment. A
higher proportion of oil pollution of the marine environment comes
from general vessel operations and industrial discharge and urban
run-off.
The committee is concerned that insufficient attention is given to
other marine pollutants such as hazardous and noxious substances.
Many chemicals transported by sea present greater danger to people
and the environment than crude oil.
The grounding of the Iron Baron resulting in a spillage of 350 tonnes
of fuel oil occurred during the review. Due to time limitations, only
brief reference has been made to the Iron Baron in this report. It
should be examined more closely by this committee in the next
Parliament. The committee's interim assessment suggests that risk
assessment criteria underrated the navigational difficulty in the River
Tamar area of the Tasmanian coast.
I thank my committee colleagues for their co-operation in the conduct
of this inquiry. I would also like to thank the committee secretariat
including the Secretary, Mr Malcolm Aldons, inquiry Secretary,
Mr Stephen Boyd and administrative officers Mrs June Murphy and
Mrs Sue Cox.
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1.
Pollution of the sea by oil is a major world problem. For
Australia with its 37 000 km of coastline and a diverse marine
environment, the threat of an oil spill is particularly significant.
Accordingly, it is essential that Australia has an adequately
resourced prevention oil spill strategy.
2.
The Auditor-General's Audit Report No. 9 of 1994-95, Project
Audit-is Australia ready to respond to a m,ajor oil spill? reviewed
Australia's readiness to respond to a major oil spill focusing on
organisational and equipment capabilities. The Australian National
Audit Office (ANAO) wanted to know whether Australia was able to
deal with a major marine oil spill and whether there was scope for
improvement in current arrangements.
3.
The committee's review of the audit report has three
objectives, namely:
(a) with respect to the recommendations:
(i) to check implementation of recommendations agreed
to by the audited organisation;
(ii) where there is disagreement to adjudicate on the
differences;
(b) to assess the value added by the audit; and
(c) where relevant, to examine other measures that improve
the effectiveness of the subject matter of the audit.
[SA has agreed in whole or in part to 15 of the 18
recommendations made in the Report. The ANAO commented, in its
submission of 15 June 1995, 'that it was pleased by AMSA's positive
response to the Report' and 'is further encouraged by the progress
report provided by AMSA in its submission' to the inquiry
(Submission 2, page 13).
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5.
AMSA did not agree with recommendations 6, 12 and 18. The
committee has focussed on these areas of disagreement in order to
adjudicate on the difference. This satisfies the committee's objectives
set out in paragraph 3(a)(ii).
6.
The ANAO's recommendations 6 and 12 suggested that
AMSA's administrative powers for an oil spill response should be
more clearly defined. Recommendations 6 and 12 stated:
that AMSA propose a clear definition of responsibilities
which will ensure only one party is responsible for an oil
spill (R6).
that AMSA request governments define overriding powers
for AMSA for all oil spill responses at sea (R12).
7.
Although recommendations 6 and 12 have some basis in
management theory, they are unrealistic given the constitutional
barriers to achieving a desirable outcome and, accordingly, the
committee accepts AMSA's position of disagreement on these
recommendations.

8.
In recommendation 18, the ANAO recommended that AMSA
develop indicative standards for shoreline clean-up. The ANAO
commented that this will 'promote better understanding, assessment
and planning of shoreline human resources and equipment needs'
(ANAO 1994: 58).
response to recommendation 18 is overall
disagreement. The actual response, however, is a 'wait and see'
approach. AMSA suggested that if the experience of shoreline
clean-up standards in the US and Canada show benefits as
suggested by the ANAO, then 'consideration would be given to
implementation in Australia' (ANAO 1994: xxxii).
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11.
The grounding of the Iron Baron occurred during the
committee's review of the audit report. The committee notes that,
currently, there is a separate review of the National Plan response to
the Iron Baron pollution incident. Accordingly, the committee, at this
stage, will limit its comments to risk assessment.
12.
In the Review of the National Plan to Combat Pollution of the
Seal by Oil, the Report of the Working Group on Equipment and
Resource Locations (the Working Group) rated the hazards to
navigation as low in the Tamar to Stanley area of Tasmania (AMSA
1993: 139). Evidence received by the committee confirms that the
entrance to the Tamar River is difficult for ships and extreme care is
required. The oil tanker Bethioua grounded in the entrance to the
Tamar River near George Town in 1976 spilling 350 tonnes of motor
gasoline.
13.
The Working Group, chaired by AMSA, consisted of
representatives from Queensland, Western Australia and the
Australian Institute of Petroleum. Further enhancement to risk
assessment and equipment location requirements could be made by
broadening the membership of this group. For example, the quality
of information on navigational complexity could be improved with
the addition of a person with current pilotage expertise.

xui

14.
In addition, there is a need to improve existing risk
assessment methodology. It is a complicated matter that is
fundamental to developing contingency plans and for positioning oil
spill equipment and resources. As such, the Working Party
membership should also include a person qualified in formal risk
assessment.
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16.
The committee notes that there was little comment in the
audit report or in submissions on the issue of crew competency. The
committee in its report Ships of Shame commented that the human
factor has been identified as a principal cause of shipping incidents
and accidents (House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Transport, Communications and Infrastructure 1992: 88). This is an
issue which the committee is reviewing as part of its ongoing ship
safety inquiry. The committee strongly believes that the issue of
crew competency must be tied in with the assessment of Australia's
oil spill prevention strategies.

17.

The committee recommends that:
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18.
AMSA indicated that the practice of taking samples of ship's
oil was only done in the port of Newcastle. The Port of Newcastle
commenced routine sampling of bilges and fuel oil in January 1991
as part of Newcastle Port Corporation's (NPC) continuous
improvement in environmental management. The NPC reports that
the total cost of the sampling procedure, including disposal, is $7.00
per vessel (Submission 11, page 133).
19.
The Newcastle program is intended to raise awareness about
the impact on the environment of marine pollution. In addition, it is
claimed that the program is a deterrent to ship sourced pollution.
AMSA commented that 'Newcastle has recorded a marked decrease
in pollution incidents since the program has been in operation'
(Submission 11, page 87).

20.

The committee recommends that:
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On 17 November 1994 the Auditor-General's audit report
. 9 of 1994-95-Project Audit-is Australia ready to respond to a
major oil spill? was tabled in the House of Representatives. On
30 March 1995 the House of Representatives referred the report to
the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Transport,
Communications and Infrastructure.
1.2
Given the adverse affects of oil spills on the marine
environment and the significant interest in and the international
acclaim of the Ships of Sham,e report, the committee welcomed the
opportunity to review the report.
1.3
Pollution of the sea by oil is a major world problem. For
Australia with its 37 000 km of coastline and a diverse marine
environment, the threat of an oil spill is particularly significant.
Accordingly, it is essential that Australia has an adequately
resourced prevention oil spill strategy
1.4

The committee's review of the audit report has three
(a) with respect to the recommendations:
(i) to check implementation of recommendations
agreed to by the audited organisation;
(ii) where there is disagreement to adjudicate on
the diJ
(b) to assess the value added by the audit; and
(c) where relevant, to examine other measures that
improve the effectiveness of the subject matter of
the audit.

1.5
On 18 August 1995 a subcommittee comprising
Mr Morris, MHR, Mr McArthur, MP and Mr Hollis, MP inspected
the Australian Marine Oil Spills Centre (AMOSC) at Geelong. As
part of the inspection, the subcommittee was briefed on oil pollution
response equipment, training programs and logistics for transporting
equipment from AMOSC to a potential oil spill.
1.6
A
subcommittee
comprising
Mr
Morris,
Mr Cameron, MP and Mr O'Connor, MP took evidence at the public
hearing on 21 September 1995. A list of witnesses who gave evidence
at the public hearing is at Appendix Two.
1.7
There were 14 submissions to the inquiry which are listed at
Appendix Two. The committee also received two exhibits which are
listed at Appendix Two.

1.8
The next chapter describes the role and objectives of the
Australia Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA). In addition, AMSA's
management of the National Plan to Combat Pollution of the Sea by
Oil is explained.
1.9
Chapter three examines AMSA's response to the audit
recommendations. In particular, recommendations 6, 12 and 18
which were not accepted by AMSA are examined in detail.
1.10
Chapter four assesses the value of the audit in improving the
effectiveness and efficiency of Australia's oil spill response strategy.
1.11
Chapter five discusses broader issues and
recommendations on matters which need further attention.

2

makes

2.1
In January 1991 the Australian Maritime Safety Authority
(AMSA) was established as a government business enterprise to
enhance efficiency and contain costs in the delivery of safety and
other services to the Australian maritime industry. The Australian
Maritime Safety Authority Act 1990 (the Act) sets out the functions,
powers and funding of AMSA.
2.2
AMSA's services are provided on a cost recovery basis
financed from fee and levy revenue sources, and by the
Commonwealth Government as a Community Service Obligation.
Section 48 of the Act provides for payments to be made to AMSA
through amounts received by the Commonwealth under the Marine
Navigation Levy Act 1989, the Marine Navigation (Regulatory
Functions) Levy Act 1991 or the Protection of the Sea (Shipping Levy)
Act 1981.
2.3
In 1994-95, AMSA's total revenue for the year was $68.32
million which included $31.25 million from the Marine Navigation
Levy, $11.58 million from the Safety Regulatory Levy, $3.49 million
from the Marine Oil Pollution Levy, $12.99 million from the
Commonwealth for Community Service Obligations and $9.01
million from other revenue (AMSA 1995: 5).
2.4

AMSA's major areas of operation include:
navigational services;
ship and personnel safety services;
maritime safety services; and
marine environment protection services.

2.5
AMSA's Marine Environment Protection Services division
seeks to protect Australia's marine environment by coordinating a
national pollution prevention and response capability, appropriate to
the threat of pollution from shipping in the Australian region
(AMSA 1995: 56).
2.6
AMSA's prevention strategies focus on the implementation of
legislative
and
administrative
requirements
regarding
internationally agreed ship construction and operational
requirements (AMSA 1995: 56).
2.7
AMSA has a response capability through its work with the
States, Northern Territory and the oil and exploration industries in
managing the National Plan to Combat Pollution of the Sea by Oil
(the National Plan).

2.8
The National Plan came into operation in October 1973. The
impetus for the development of the National Plan was the grounding
of the tanker Oceanic Grandeur in Torres Strait on 3 March 1970
which highlighted Australia's inability to deal with a major oil spill
(House of Representatives Standing Committee on Environment and
Conservation 1978: 51).
2.9
The National Plan represents a combined effort by
Commonwealth, State and Northern Territory Governments and the
industry and exploration industries to provide an effective response
strategy to oil pollution incidents in the marine environment. The
National Plan provides a framework for responding to major oil spills
and includes the following major elements:
divisions of responsibility;
equipment levels and location;
contingency plans; and
training programs.

2.10 An oil spill in the marine environment can occur in different
jurisdictional boundaries. Accordingly, it is essential that the
Commonwealth, the States, Northern Territory and industry are
able to provide a coordinated response to an oil spill. The National
Plan sets out the divisions of responsibility for responding to an oil
spill. The lead agency responsible for providing a response to a
marine oil spill is:
lines - the relevant oil company with
assistance, as required, from the National Plan
State Committee or AMSA, depending on area
of jurisdiction;
at oil terminals - the relevant oil company
under the industry Marine Oil Spills Action
Plan (MOSAP) arrangements, unless the
response is beyond the capability of its
resources, in which case responsibility is
transferred to the respective State/Northern
Territory through the National Plan State
Committee, with assistance from AMSA as
required;
within the three-mile coastal limit - the
responsible State/NT authority through the
National Plan State Committee, with
assistance from AMSA as required;
- the Commonwealth through AMSA, except in
those incidents when oil is likely to come
ashore. In these circumstances, the State/NT
through the National Plan State Committee
will be the lead authority for protecting the
coastline while AMSA assumes responsibility
for ship operational matters, such as salvage;
and

Barrier Reef - the Queensland Government
through the National Plan State Committee,
with assistance from AMSA as required
(AMSA 1994: 5).

2.11
The unpredictable nature of an oil spill and factors such as
oil type, temperature, location and sea state complicate the response
strategy. The National Plan seeks to ensure, as far as possible, that
the best response can be mounted to an oil spill. This includes
stockpiling oil spill response equipment, and ensuring that transport
and logistical arrangements are available to deliver the equipment to
the location of the spill.
2.12
Through National Plan arrangements, stockpiles of oil spill
dispersants and recovery equipment are located at major ports. This
complements equipment already held by port authorities and
individual oil companies. A major industry stockpile is held at the
Australian Marine Oil Spill Centre, Geelong (AMOSC).
2.13 AMOSC is a subsidiary company of the Australian Institute
of Petroleum and assists AMSA in responding to major oil spills. The
centre is equipped with an extensive range of oil spill response
equipment sufficient to respond to a major oil spill of nominally
10 000 tonnes (AMSA 1995a: 24). AMOSC operates on a 24 hour
stand-by for rapid deployment of equipment and personnel to a
major oil spill anywhere around the Australian coast. The centre has
access to road and air transport.
2.14
The National Plan provides for risk assessment and the
development of contingency plans as an aid to stockpiling and
locating oil spill equipment.

2.15 Evidence shows that most marine accidents are due
primarily to negligence by a ship's crew (AMSA 1993: 57).
Accordingly, risk assessment plans are made more difficult due to
the variables introduced. The review of the National Plan in 1993,
when defining equipment needs, focussed on three major risk
assessment factors:
the environmental sensitivity of the area;
traffic density; and
hazards to navigation (AMSA 1993: 57).
2.16 These factors suggest the risk of a marine accident, such as a
collision or grounding, increases with increasing shipping traffic and
areas where navigation is difficult. In addition, the environmental
sensitivity of the area will heighten the urgency of an effective
response (AMSA 1993: 58). The Working Group on Equipment and
Resource Locations (the Working Group) used these risk assessment
criteria as the basis for resource and equipment locations. The report
of the Working Group is Annex 1 in the Review of the National Plan
to Combat Pollution of the Sea by Oil.
2.17
If in the opinion of the Working Group a zone was considered
to pose a risk in any two of the risk assessment points listed above,
'then that zone was accepted as requiring appropriate equipment to
mount an initial Tier 2/3 response' (AMSA 1993: 127-128). The Tiers
are:
Tier 1: oil spills less than 10 tonnes;
Tier 2: oil spills 10 to 1 000 tonnes; and
Tier 3: oil spill greater than 1 000 tonnes.

2.18 The International Petroleum Industry Environmental
Conservation Association (IPIECA) has produced a guide to
contingency planning. This guide suggests that preventative controls
to avoid spillages should receive high priority. The inevitability of oil
spills requires that oil spill contingency plans are developed that are
'sufficiently flexible to provide a response appropriate to the nature
of the operations, the size of the spill, local geography and climate'
(IPIECA 1991a: 2).
2.19
In Australia, the umbrella contingency plan is the National
Plan to Combat Pollution of the Sea by Oil. The State and Northern
Territory Governments develop their own plans with assistance from
State environment/heritage authorities for special areas and parks.
Local contingency plans are developed by oil companies, port
authorities and State Governments with assistance from local
councils for areas outside ports (AMSA 1993: 61).

2.20 AMSA provides technical advice and training to the States,
Northern Territory and the oil exploration and maritime industries
in providing cost effective and environmentally sound response
methods to oil spill incidents (AMSA 1994: 46). AMSA's training
program includes courses for oil spill commanders, on scene
co-ordinators, equipment operators and scientific support
coordinators. In addition, workshops are provided in oil spill
response techniques and contingency planning.

2.21 In October 1991 the Australian Transport Advisory Council
Ministers established a high level working party to review the
National Plan. The working party consisted of representatives from
the Commonwealth, State and Northern Territory Governments and
from the oil industry. The terms of reference for the review included
but were not confined to the following:
review the need for a National Plan having
regard to funding, levels of risk, equipment and
training needs, and National Plan management
issues;
examine the existing National Plan philosophy
and operations with a view to revising the Plan
to accord with recommended outcomes of the
review; and
examine the division of responsibility between
AMSA, the States/NT, and the oil and shipping
industries.
2.22 The working party made 30 recommendations of which 27
were implemented as at October 1995. A key change recommended
was:
. . . that the National Plan, to date largely a
matter for State and Federal Governments,
needs to be refocussed, to ensure full integration
of all government and industry activities
(AMSA 1993: 3).
2.23 In fulfilling this objective, the review recommended that an
advisory committee, known as the National Plan Advisory
Committee (NPAC) be established to 'enable the various parties to
the National Plan to have a forum in which to express their opinions
and decide the future of the National Plan (AMSA 1993: 46).
Membership of the NPAC includes:
Australian Maritime Safety Authority;
Commonwealth Department of Transport;

Emergency Management Australia;
Commonwealth Department
Industries and Energy;

of

Primary

Environment Protection Agency;
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority;
Each State
Government;

and

the

Northern

Territory

Australian Shipowners Association;
Australian Institute of Petroleum including the
Australian Marine Oil Spills Centre;
Australian Petroleum Exploration Association;
and
A representative of the State Scientific Support
Co-ordinators Advisory Group.
2.24 NPAC provides 'advice and assistance to the AMSA Board in
the development and implementation of programs such as training,
equipment monitoring, acquisition, maintenance policies exercising
contingency plans and other issues which affect the interests of all
parties to the National Plan' (AMSA 1993: 6).
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3.1
The Auditor-General's Audit Report No. 9 of 1994-95, Project
Audit-is Australia ready to respond to a major oil spill? reviewed
Australia's readiness to respond to a major oil spill focusing on
organisational and equipment capabilities.
3.2
The report commented that the potential for large economic
and environmental loss from a major oil spill in Australia's marine
environment is significant. The threat and damage from oil spills
was shown through recent disasters such as the Exxon Valdez
incident. In 1989, the Exxon Valdez spilled 36 000 tonnes of oil onto
the Alaska coastline. Closer to Australia, the Kirki incident off the
coast of Western Australia in 1991 resulted in 17 900 tonnes of oil
spilt into the sea.
3.3
The potential risk of a disaster is influenced by the level of
shipping traffic in Australian waters. Each year, more than
22 million tonnes of oil is shipped in Australian waters. All classes of
vessels make over 26 000 port visits each year.
3.4
In view of these considerations, the Australian National
Audit Office (ANAO) wanted to know whether Australia was able to
deal with a major marine oil spill and whether there was scope for
improvement in current arrangements. In addition, the ANAO
commented that the volume of media coverage on oil spills was
another reason for the audit (Transcript: page 15).
3.5
An oil spill response is divided into three levels, namely
prevention, response and long-term effects. Prevention is the first
line of defence against pollution of the marine environment, but once
there is 'oil on water', a spill response is required. The audit focused
on the arrangements for responding to oil spills and did not extend to
a review of the prevention of oil spills.
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