
WAFIC Safety Update – August 2018 
 
Are you Doing Everything to Make Sure You and your Crew Come Home? 

 
If you are reading this you are probably an owner, skipper or deckie on a fishing 
vessel or you have a partner, child or grandchild working on a fishing vessel. Fishing 
is the last of the ‘hunter-gatherer’ industries, man vs the sea, long traditions and 
embedded culture. 
 
But ask yourself - are you doing everything in your power to make sure you and your 
crew come home? 
 
Watch this video before reading on: https://vimeo.com/264380465 
 
Rules and regulations set minimum standards but only the people who own, skipper 
and work on a fishing vessel can make sure everything has been done to be safe 
while at sea. 
 
Do you think that your mates on-board the vessel with you know how to save 
you in an emergency? What happens if they don’t? 
 
Ask your self these simple questions. 
 

• Does your vessel have a documented safety management system (SMS)? 
 

• Have you trained your crew in how that SMS works on your vessel? 
 

• Does your vessel practice emergency procedures on a regular basis, 
especially when a new crew member joins the vessel? Does everyone on 
board know exactly what to do if a man goes overboard or there is a fire or the 
vessel starts to sink or a hand goes into a winch or net drum?  Do you know 
what to do? 

 
• Do you have a problem wearing a personal flotation device (PFD) while 

working? If so, ask yourself why is this a problem – then ask yourself if it 
would be a bigger problem being tossed overboard without a PFD (fitted with a 
strobe light and a personal EPIRB) in the middle of the night or in rough 
weather conditions? 

 
Ask your loved ones if they think it is a problem with you wearing a PFD while 
at sea or do they think that it is a waste of time doing regular training drills in 
emergency procedures? 
 
Now go back and watch the video again and listen to the crab fishermen who after 25 
years fishing still ran into a dangerous situation he never expected. Are you like him 
and think you’ve got it all under control – then ask yourself if you really do have it all 
under control? 
 
 
 



The new AMSA authorities will be visiting every vessel in WA in the near future and 
they will be asking you how your vessel is dealing with all the basic things raised in 
the questions above. Where a deficiency exists the owner may be asked to show 
cause as to why their vessel should not be prohibited from going to sea until the 
deficiencies are rectified. 

 
Why not get on the front foot, develop your safe system of working on your vessel, 
train your crew in how to work safely on your vessel, regularly practice emergency 
procedures while at sea and encourage your crew to wear personal safety equipment 
when appropriate. 
 
Keep asking yourself the question - Am I doing everything to make sure my 
crew and I come home? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Seafood Industry Australia Responds to 60 Minutes Story on Safety  
 
In the wake of 60 Minutes Australia’s episode The Cruel Sea, Seafood Industry 
Australia (SIA), the national peak body representing Australia’s commercial fishers, 
has paid tribute to the brave men and women who have lost their lives at sea. 
  
“First and foremost our thoughts are with Ruben McDornan and the family and 
friends of Adam Hoffman, Ben Leahy, Adam Bidner, Zac Feeney, Chris Sammut and 
Eli Tonks -  the crew of the Dianne,” SIA CEO Jane Lovell said. 
  
“Safety is one of SIA’s, and the entire commercial fishing industry’s, top priorities. 
Our vision is for no more tragedies like this in the future. No matter the industry, 
everyone deserves to be safe at work and every family deserves their loved-ones to 
come home unharmed. 
  
“Sadly, the tragedy of the Dianne is not an isolated incident and commercial fishing 
remains one of Australia’s most dangerous jobs. There is a six-times greater chance 
of death among fishers than any other profession, and commercial fishers have twice 
the level of psychological stress of the rest of the community. 
  
“Our industry is working to improve safety. For example SIA supports float-free 
EPIRBs.  We also support the SeSAFE initiative, launched earlier this year. This 
project aims to raise awareness and improve safety in the fishing and aquaculture 
industry across the industry through simple training modules delivering essential 
safety training. This project is a great example of industry and the federal 
government working together to address this critical issue. These sorts of initiatives 
are vital to keeping our fishers safe at sea. 
  
“In addition, the Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC) is 
working with industry, community, regulatory and research partners to achieve a 50 
per cent reduction of marine commercial fishing deaths in five years, a 50 per cent 
reduction of marine commercial safety incidents in five years and see a positive 
cultural change in behaviours and attitudes towards safety and mental health 
throughout the industry. 
  
“SIA welcomes all government and/or industry support to increase the safety of 



Australia’s commercial fishers. We will continue to promote discussion and 
understanding of the issues associated with safety in the workplace, as well as 
advocating for practical ways to make our workplace safer.” 
 
 
No Formal Tickets Required for Deckhands 
 
Some in industry have raised concerns that the AMSA website is indicating that 
deckhands require formal qualifications as ‘entry’ to the fishing industry. 
 
This is not the case! 
 
AMSA has responded to WAFIC enquiries on this matter and made it clear that 
deckhands on a domestic fishing vessel do not require certification. 
 
AMSA will make some changes to several of the pages on their website; 

• Domestic seafarer or crew to make it clear which roles require mandatory 
certification.  

• Commercial fisher to delineate the requirements for international and domestic 
vessels, and clarify which roles require certification. 

 
Skippers and engineers on domestic commercial fishing vessels must be 
appropriately certified for the length of vessel, propulsion power and area of 
operation. This includes seafarers performing duties as master, watch officer, engine 
driver or engineer on fishing vessels. 
  
Crewing must be in accordance with Marine Order 504 (Certificates of operation and 
operation requirements — national law) 2018 Schedule 1 (formerly the National 
Standard for Commercial Vessels (NSCV) Part E) which specifies the minimum 
crewing, including the number of certificated crew, that must be carried on vessels of 
given lengths.  
  
In regards to exemptions, Exemption 38 - Marine Safety (Low complexity duties) 
Exemption 2017 (No. 2), Exemption 10 - Marine Safety (Operation of fishing vessels) 
Exemption 2017 and Exemption 16 - Marine Safety (Traditional fishing) Exemption 
2017 may be applicable where specific criteria are met. In particular, 
seafarers operating in the waters of an aquaculture lease approved by a state or 
territory authority, or any approved waters for the daily transit to and from an 
aquaculture lease, may be exempt from holding a certificate of competency under 
Exemption 38. 
  
 

Exploring VMS Capabilities to Complement Vessel Safety  
The WA Coroners Court recently handed down findings into the loss of the fishing  
vessel Returner in the Pilbara in July 2015 together with the tragic loss of the three 
crew onboard.  
 
The Returner was a refurbished prawn trawler (formerly the Freda Jess) operating in 
the Dampier/Port Hedland region.  
 



The Coroner’s recommendations included: 
• WA Department of Fisheries (now DPIRD) prioritise communicating with a 

vessel that has issued a Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) overdue alert that 
cannot be resolved as an important secondary safety aspect; 

• Where DPIRD VMS staff are unsuccessful in contacting the vessel or 
ascertaining its whereabouts within 4 hours of becoming aware of the alert, 
they should notify Water Police; and, 

• That DPIRD should consider ways in which the VMS can be monitored 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week, and if a practical means can be found, they 
should be resourced accordingly. 

 
WAFIC and DPIRD have met several times to discuss and explore VMS capabilities 
to complement vessel safety. 
 
Overdue alerts are a priority for DPIRD staff and are addressed first thing in the 
morning and prior to close of business in the afternoon. Extra measures are taken to 
contact the masters on board including contacting vessels potentially nearby as well 
as utilising vessel nominated onshore contacts and owners. These steps are 
documented in the VMS standard operating procedures and staff are aware there is 
a safety element to these checks. 
 
Overdue incidents will be escalated to Water Police after four hours of not being able 
to reach a vessel after identifying the alert. DPIRD has incorporated this procedure 
into their vessel breakdown policy towards the end of 2017. Following discussions 
DPIRD will provide Water Police with an ‘information package’ which includes last 
known location, details of the incident and contact details. 
 
DPIRD has approached Water Police and the Australian Safety Management 
Authority (AMSA) to monitor the VMS system overdue alerts outside of DPIRD office 
hours. Both agencies declined and cited that they were not resourced to carry out 
that kind of monitoring and VMS is not part of the Search and Rescue System.  
 
DPIRD and WAFIC recognise that the VMS system has limitations in terms of 
operating as a safety system. VMS Officers manually checking each overdue alert, 
(which can be as frequent as 100 alerts per month), to determine which ones are 
legitimate indicators that a boat has missed a scheduled report. More recently, due to 
a major satellite migration, there has been an increase in delayed reporting by 
individual vessels that does not pose an issue for fisheries compliance purposes, but 
would be a major concern if the system was relied upon as a safety device. 
 
DPIRD advises that VMS technology and the DPIRD VMS unit can, during office 
hours, contribute to safety processes if, for example, a master has missed a 
scheduled call to their onshore contact, the onshore contact is able to contact the 
VMS unit to determine if the vessel location unit is still ‘polling’ and the general area 
of the vessel in question. Alternatively a master is able to utilize the VMS system to 
report their scheduled calls to on shore contacts, via email whilst offshore and out of 
phone range.  
 
DPIRD and WAFIC have discused several other options for tracking/sched calls as 
follows: 



• Utilising the VMS already installed on vessels – owners can download their own 
‘identifiers’ into the units and monitor them as DPIRD VMS unit. They can change 
‘polling rates’ and update positions. Several WA companies monitor their own 
vessels in this way as part of their own safety management system processes. 

• Utilising Automatic Identification System (AIS) – vessels would require an AIS 
tracker capable transponder to utilize the free web based service. A potential 
drawback is that AIS is an open network therefore anyone can see a vessel’s 
movement tracks. 

• FIND ME SPOT scheduled notification device – Spot Gen 3 is a device that sends 
a position and message update to up to ten (10) saved mobile numbers and will 
update your position on a web page after you press a button.  

WAFIC has agreed to raise this discussion on the national fishing industry agenda 
and that a holistic approach nationwide may be required to VMS and safety. WAFIC 
is still not convinced that the current VMS system is the right tool to use in terms of 
safety and other marine management matters such as in the recent implementation 
of 18 Commonwealth Marine Parks in WA.  
 
For more information on using VMS to assist companies to contact and track their 
vessels contact Fionna Cosgrove at Fionna.Cosgrove@dpird.wa.gov.au  / (08) 9432 
8041 
 
 
Rules to Use Vessel Recreationally Extended until 30 June 2020 
 
Under AMSA Exemption 4, a domestic commercial vessel is exempt from complying 
with conditions on its certificate of operation when used recreationally. This 
exemption has been extended until 30 June 2020. 
 
Minor editorial changes have been made to clarify the conditions, however there is 
no change in policy. Go to here: 
 
If the vessel is greater than 12 metres, you must obtain approval from AMSA to 
operate under Exemption 04. To apply go to here:  
 
 
 

AMSA Requirements - Selling or Buying a commercial fishing vessel? 
1. What I need to do as the seller of a commercial vessel 
 
When you sell a vessel, there are some certificates and existing approvals you can 
transfer to the new owner, and some you cannot. 
 
You can vary the certificate or approval using the Form 566 ‘Application to vary a 
vessel certificate or approval’ if the vessel has a: 

• certificate of survey 
• load line certificate 
• class C restricted approval and/or 
• non-survey approval. 

 



A certificate of operation cannot be transferred. 
 
If the vessel being sold is listed on a certificate of operation, the seller may need to: 

• vary their certificate of operation to remove the vessel using the application to 
vary a certificate of operation form 549 or, 

• if the certificate is no longer needed, revoke it using the application to suspend 
or revoke a certificate or approval form 600. 

 
2. What I need to do as the buyer of a commercial vessel 
 
A buyer can: 

• add the vessel to their existing certificate of operation by using the application 
to vary a certificate of operation form 549—if the vessel to be added has the 
same, or lower, service category (class) and operation type as a vessel 
already listed on the certificate, or 

• apply for a new certificate using the application for a certificate of operation 
form 504—if they do not have an existing certificate of operation or, the vessel 
to be added is of a higher service category (class) and operation type to the 
vessel(s) already listed on the existing certificate. 

 
If you are unsure what to do when selling or buying a vessel, please contact AMSA 
Connect on 1800 627 484. 
 

 

Certificate of Operation—are you exempt? 
 
All domestic commercial vessels are required to have a certificate of operation - 
unless exempt.  
 
Recent changes mean you may now be exempt under Exemption 03 Marine 
Safety (Certificates of Operation) 2018. 
 
Before applying to renew your certificate, check our website to find out more 
about exemptions available.  
 
If you are unsure if you are eligible for exemption, please contact AMSA 
Connect on 1800 627 484. 

 
 

New Process for Surveyors to Confirm Vessel to be Surveyed 
 
When a vessel owner applies for a new certificate of survey, or has a survey due, 
they will get a notification letter from AMSA listing the various surveys they need to 
complete.  
 
Each survey will have a unique code linked to it.  
 
Once a vessel owner has engaged a surveyor this is the unique code for the 
surveyor to use to confirm and claim the vessel survey in the AMSA online system. 



 
If several types of survey are listed these do not need to be completed by the same 
surveyor. 
 
 

Australia Post Locations to Lodge AMSA Applications 

AMSA is using Australia Post locations where individuals can lodge applications for 
certificate of competency.  

Visit the AMSA website to find a service centre nearest you. 

 

 

 


