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Marine incidents involving Trend 2001 - 08 2008 2007 % change* FYA** 2008 v. FYA***

Fatal injury 9 10 -10.0 11.5

Serious injury 29 35 -17.1 38.5

Minor or nil injury 720 725 -0.7 637.3

Vessels involved in marine incidents

Recreational 480 477 0.6 382.0

Commercial 385 457 -15.8 421.3

Hire and drive 62 50 24.0 64.5

Persons fatally or seriously injured

Fatal injury 9 15 -40.0 14.5

Serious injury 32 37 -13.5 42.5

Fatalities per 100 000 reg. vessels 3.9 6.7 -42.2 6.9

Fatalities per million population 2.1 3.6 -41.4 3.6

Vessel registrations and population (Queensland)

Recreational (000s) 227.6 219.0 3.9 204.5

Commercial (000s) 5.7 5.7 -0.5 5.7

Population (m) 4.3 4.2 2.3 4.0

Notes

 
*** 2008 data versus the prior four-year average, 2004 to 2007. For example, there were 480 

recreational vessels involved in marine incidents in 2008 compared to the prior FYA of 382.

*  % change represents the percentage difference between 2007 and 2008

**  FYA represents the prior four-year average

Marine incidents in Queensland 
2008

As Director-General of the Department of 
Transport and Main Roads, I am pleased 
to formally report on Queensland’s 
marine safety performance in 2008, as 
measured by marine incident numbers 
and outcomes.

The 2008 report has a great new look 
and feel, and aims at getting the marine 
safety message out to more boaties in a 
more easily understandable format. 

Boat registrations continued to climb in 
2008 with Queensland now leading the 
nation in the number of registered vessels 
using our waterways. Continuing boating 
growth and associated on-water traffic 
and congestion is inevitable. It brings 
with it new challenges for regulators and boaties alike.

2009 is emerging as a tough year, with many boat owners struggling to cope with 
the impacts of a worldwide economic downturn. While trying to maintain their 
boating routines, the temptation during these tough times is to skimp on safety 
equipment. Regrettably, some boaties consider safety gear a luxury item. Skimping 
on items such as personal flotation devices, EPIRBs, flares and even routine boat and 
engine maintenance can jeopardise safety and risk lives. If you can’t afford to keep 
your vessel and your safety gear up-to-date and functional, I urge you not to go out 
on the water.

With more and more people using Queensland’s waterways, it is vital that boating 
safety programs address emerging economic, exposure and safety performance trends 
to ensure boating continues to be a safe and enjoyable pastime. 

The 2008 report contributes to understanding these emerging trends and the safety 
challenges they present. 

Queensland recorded 9 fatalities in 2008, 40% fewer than the 15 recorded fatalities in 
2007.

In the context of growth in boating exposure, this is a positive outcome. But any 
fatality is one too many and every opportunity must be grasped to improve boating 
safety. Marine incident fatalities are not inevitable!

Our focus is clearly on the future and the challenges it brings. Maritime Safety 
Queensland is continuing its work of encouraging and fostering safety as a core 
value and culture within the commercial and recreational sectors of the boating 
community.

But Maritime Safety Queensland cannot drive and maintain Queensland’s marine 
safety performance on its own. A cooperative approach is required. Government, 
industry and the boating community alike must work together to ensure that boating 
is safe, enjoyable and continues to meet Queensland’s maritime transport, commerce, 
tourism and recreational needs.

Director-General’s forewordIntroduction

The number and nature of marine 
incidents reported throughout the 
year is one of the measures used to 
assess Queensland’s maritime safety 
performance. 

Maritime Safety Queensland has 
prepared the following report on 
incidents reported for the year 2008, 
in accordance with Section 127 of the 
Transport Operations (Marine Safety) 
Act 1994. 

The aim of the report is to concisely 
present the major features of marine 
incidents in Queensland in an accessible 
manner, to determine what lessons can 
be learnt from incidents and to further 
educate the boating community about 
potential risks and unsafe behaviour. 

Section 125 of the Act requires the 
master or owner of a vessel involved in 
a marine incident to report that incident 
to a shipping inspector within 48 hours. 
For a legal definition of a marine 
incident visit our web site:   
www.msq.qld.gov.au.

The information gathered from marine 
incident reports and from any ensuing 
investigation is recorded in a marine 
incident data management system. 
Despite the mandatory requirement to 
report marine incidents, many are not 
reported, particularly those that are less 
serious and/or occur in remote locations.

Consequently, the data and analyses 
in this report are limited by a certain 
degree of under-reporting of marine 
incidents. Data used in this report is the 
best available at the time of production. 

Maritime Safety Queensland continues 
to look for ways to improve incident 
reporting levels and the integrity of its 
analysis of incident data. The agency 
is working closely with the National 
Marine Safety Committee to identify 
recreational boating usage rates.

Similarly, at a state level, Maritime 
Safety Queensland is collating vessel 
usage information for different types 
of commercial vessel activity. This data 
when combined with incident data will 
enable more accurate future comparisons 
of the relative safety risk exposure of 
different types of vessels.

Vessels involved

Overview
In 2008, there were 757 reported marine 
incidents that occurred on Queensland 
waters: on average, two incidents were 
reported to Maritime Safety Queensland 
each day.

Incidents ranged from a close call for a 
commercial passenger vessel near Prince 
of Wales Island (Cairns) on 1 January to 
a collision between a commercial fishing 
trawler and a recreational sailing boat 
on Deception Bay on 31 December. 

Notwithstanding the 9 fatalities and 32 
serious injuries reported in 2008, for the 
most part reported incidents were not 
major, with most having only a minor 
safety or environmental impact: 95% 
involved minor or nil injury, 31% caused 
no damage and just 2% led to any form 
of marine pollution.

Incident trends
While the number of reported marine 
incidents varies from year to year, the 
overall numbers of incidents reported 
have been steadily increasing over 
time. This trend will be due in part to 
efforts by Maritime Safety Queensland 
to improve incident reporting levels and 
more diligent reporting. Using 2001 as 
a baseline, 24% more marine incidents 
were reported in 2008 than in 2001. 
That said, there were 1% fewer marine 
incidents reported in 2008 than in 2007, 
ending a four-year upward trend.

Marine incidents

The latter result is all the more 
impressive given that in recent years 
Queensland has seen solid growth in 
both registered vessels and population. 

To better understand marine incident 
data, one must take into account that 
while reported incidents have been 

trending upward over the last decade, 
registered recreational vessel numbers 
and population, too, have grown steadily 
over this time. 

Since 2001, vessel registrations have 
experienced an average annual growth 
rate of 4.8%, with the bulk of this 
growth in the recreational boating 
sector. In the same period, Queensland’s 
estimated resident population (Source: 
Australian Bureau of Statistics) has 
experienced an average annual growth 
rate of 2.4%.

This evidence alone suggests that there 
are now more boats on the water, and 
therefore there is a greater likelihood 
that incidents will occur. 

Rate of marine incidents
Analysis indicates that in 2008 there 
were 325 marine incidents per 100 000 
registered vessels, representing a decline 
of 5% over 2007, but in line with the 
previous four-year average of 326. 
(Using the prior four-year average helps 
smooth the data, thereby making for a 
more useful benchmark comparison).

In 2008, the rate of reported marine 
incidents per million population was 
177, a drop of 5% in the 12 month 
period, but 5% higher than the 
comparative rate in 2001.

At the end of 2008, there were about 228 
000 recreational and 5700 commercial 
registered vessels. 

During the year, 927 vessels were 
involved in reported marine incidents, 
either primarily or secondarily. Just 
over half (52%) of the vessels involved 
were recreational vessels, 42% were 
commercial and 7% hire and drive.

Recreational vessel involvement in 
reported marine incidents has been 
increasing over the past decade. In 2001, 
recreational vessels were involved in 
just on a third of reported incidents. By 
2008, they were involved in just over 
half. 

The greater involvement of recreational 
vessels is due in no small part to their 
presence in increased numbers on the 
water. However, even while statistically 
taking into account the growth in 
recreational vessels, there has been a 
steady rise in the rate of involvement for 
recreational vessels since 2001.

Repeated incident involvement
There are several vessels that appear 
as involved vessels on more than 
one occasion in the marine incident 
database. There could be many reasons 
why these vessels appear on multiple 
occasions including an elevated 
exposure to risk, public visibility of 
involvement in incidents, insurance 
implications, a strong safety culture, 
as well as unsatisfactory vessel 
maintenance and operations.

Analysis indicates that 22% (166) of 
the incidents reported in 2008 involved 
vessels that have been in at least one 
other reported marine incident since 
1999.

Further assessment of the incidents with 
“repeat involvement” vessels reveals 
some interesting findings: 

 47% were greater than 15 m in length 

 43% were commercial passenger 
carrying ships including many larger 
tourist vessels that operate 365 days 
a year, in most weather and sea 
conditions, carrying a large number of 
passengers 

 10% were commercial fishing vessels.

Marine incidents barometer—2008
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Queensland boaties improved their safety performance overall in 2008, 
according to Maritime Safety Queensland’s recently released annual 

report of marine incidents.

The 2008 Marine incidents report found that both the total number  
of reported marine incidents and the number of fatal and serious  
injury incidents had decreased since the previous year. 

‘The improvement in marine safety performance during 2008 was  
especially pleasing given the corresponding growth in vessel registrations 
and increased boating activity during the year’, said Maritime Safety 
Queensland General Manager, Captain John Watkinson.

‘In Queensland about one in every 15 people aged 15 years and older  
owns a boat. It is remarkable that around one in every five people in  
that same age group holds some form of marine licence,’ he said.

Although there was an increase of 8500 registered recreational  
vessels in Queensland in 2008, there was zero growth in the number  
of commercial vessel registrations.

One of the fastest growing sectors of the boating market is jet skis or 
personal water craft (PWC) which increased in number by 13 per cent  
from 2007. Not surprisingly, there has been a corresponding increase  
in the number of incidents in this sector, with South-East Queensland 
recording a 38 per cent increase in the number in 2008 of reported 
incidents involving a PWC.

Overall there were 757 marine incidents reported in 2008 – an average  
of about two incidents per day – slightly less (-1 per cent) than that  
for 2007. 

Sadly, there were nine deaths resulting from marine incidents recorded 
in 2008; two-thirds of these involved a capsizing or person overboard 
incident.

Capsizing and person overboard incidents are significant because, 
statistically, they are more likely to result in serious injury or death.  
Six people died as a result of these incidents in 2008. A further four  
people required hospitalisation.

While the number of marine incident deaths last year was well down  
on the 15 recorded in 2007, Captain Watkinson warned that there  
was no room for complacency by the boating public in their attitudes  
toward safety.

Already in the first-half of 2009, Queensland has recorded 14 marine 
incident related deaths, with capsizing and person overboard incidents 
featuring in nine (64 per cent) of these. 

‘Maritime Safety Queensland is continuing to promote safe practices  
on our waterways, but at the end of the day, boat operators and their 
passengers have to understand that they are responsible for their  
actions and if they do the wrong thing there can be a terrible price to  
pay’, said Captain Watkinson.

Masters or owners of vessels, both recreational and commercial, have  
an obligation to report a marine incident involving their vessel to a Shipping 
Inspector at Maritime Safety Queensland, Queensland Water Police or 
Queensland Boating and Fisheries within 48 hours of the incident occurring.

The 2008 Marine Incidents report is available online at Maritime Safety 
Queensland’s web site at www.msq.qld.gov.au.

Marine incidents annual report

Marine incidents
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Distress beacons need to be 
disposed of responsibly in case 

they accidentally activate and trigger 
a false alarm. Unwanted beacons 
can be left in marked bins at Battery 
World stores around Australia. This 
is a free service, however a small 
charge may be made for bulk lots. 

Alternatively, the documentation that 
comes with distress beacons often 
contains information about how to 
disarm the beacon safely. If in doubt, 
check with the manufacturer or local 
agent or call the beacon advice line 
on 1800 406 406.

NOTE: Do not dispose of your  
beacon in general waste as it will  
end up in landfill and could be 
activated inadvertently.

Marine incidents

406 MHz EPIRB update report
Marine incidents

Correct EPIRB disposal

According to the Australian  
Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA), 

most Australian states now have 
adequate supplies of 406 MHz 
beacons available. Non-GPS EPIRBs 
range from approximately $469 to 
$729. GPS equipped EPIRBs range 
from approximately $769 to $1500. 
Although they are more expensive, GPS 
beacons are recommended because of 
their ability to provide greater accuracy 
in pinpointing location.

Problems are occurring when old 121.5 
MHz EPIRBs are disposed of incorrectly. 
The satellite system no longer receives 
alerts from 121.5 MHz but some high-
flying aircraft are capable of detecting 
activated analogue beacons. Signals 
that are detected in this way can 
cause rescue authorities to spend 
considerable time and resources trying 
to locate the distress signal. The chart 
below shows the number of hoax, 
deliberate or accidental activations 
within Australia in the past year. Still a 
large number (possibly up to 45 000) 
of 121.5 MHz beacons remain active in 
Australia and could potentially trigger 
expensive, unnecessary searches. 

A proof of registration sticker was 
introduced in July 2008. Registration Proof of registration sticker.

stickers identify the owner and the 
vessel and provide distress beacon 
owners and marine inspectors with 
proof of current registration. The 
sticker must be affixed to the beacon. 
A fine may result if a current sticker 
is not evident in a safety equipment 
inspection.

A registration sticker remains current 
for two years from the date of issue. 
Four weeks prior to the expiry 
date AMSA will send notification 
that registration details should be 
reviewed. A new sticker can be  
ordered at this time.

Why register a distress beacon?
The database managed by AMSA is 
the second largest in the world and 
is increasing at about 8000 entries 
per month, but approximately 20–30 
per cent of 406MHz EPIRBs remain 
unregistered.

A registered 406 MHz beacon will 
allow AMSA’s Rescue Coordination 
Centre to access the registration 
database to find contact details, 
details of registered vessels, aircraft 
or vehicles, and details of up to three 
nominated emergency contacts who 
may be be able to provide more 

Beacon incidents due to hoax, malicious or inadvertent 
activation, or incorrect disposal 1 April 2008 to 30 April 2009.

information if a beacon is activated 
and contact cannot be made.

Registration is free. 406 MHz distress 
beacons can be registered online  
via www.amsa.gov.au/beacons.  
This is the preferred method of 
registration to minimise errors 
as registration is immediate and 
a confirmation statement can be 
printed. In addition to online access, 
registration forms and changes to 
details can also be provided to  
AMSA by fax, email or post.
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Some of the early navigation 
aids were manned. Throughout 

Queensland, lightkeepers and their 
families lived on site, accommodated  
in structures built adjacent to, or as 
part of, the lighthouse.

The Pile Lighthouse was a pile structure 
built over the water and was usually 
manned by three men living ‘on board’. 
The old Pile Light, originally built in 
1883, was replaced by the new Pile 
Light in 1912 marking the new entrance 
channel to the Brisbane River called 
the New Bar Cutting. The structure was 
completely demolished in October  
1949 by a tanker entering the bar 
cutting, requiring a temporary station  
to be established at Bishop Island.

In 1950 the department successfully 
converted to automatic lights, like 
the one pictured opposite. This gas 
powered ‘omni-directional’ marine 
signal lantern is one of many that was 
used to mark shipping channels in 
Queensland ports from the early 1960s 
to the late 1980s. It is manufactured 
from a combination of copper, bronze, 
gun metal and brass.

Today, we use modern technology such 
as solar power for navigation aids.

Getting to know you

Moments in maritime history

Pile light, 1913.  This structure had accommodation for three people.

In 1970, while carrying a cargo 
of heavy crude oil on a routine 

voyage from Dumai, North Sumatra 
to Brisbane, the Oceanic Grandeur 
touched on a submerged obstruction 
in Torres Strait. The hull was ripped 
open and about 250 000 gallons of 
oil was subsequently discharged into 
the sea. The obstruction was later 
found to be a pinnacle of rock that the 
ship would have cleared had the load 
been lighter or had the ship been 
travelling at a slower speed. 

Following this serious incident, 
further charting of the Torres Strait 
was undertaken, and the National 
Plan to Combat Pollution of the 
Sea by Oil was formulated. This 
national framework was most recently 
implemented in the response to the 
Pacific Adventurer oil spill in 2009. 

Navigation aids

Queensland’s worst oil disaster

The Oceanic Grandeur in 1970.


