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Marine and
Rescue Services
by Nicola Goc

Getting paid to sail with a pod of dolphins
in your wake is the very occasional upside for
working in a job where putting your life at risk
and the consumption of volumes of complex
legislation are the norm.

M

Members of Tasmania Police’s Marine and Rescue
Services Division have what is perhaps the most
diverse role in Tasmania Police.
They are not only the heroes who go out in
appalling condition to save lives at sea, recover bodies and enforce fisheries regulations but they also
have to have an extraordinary knowledge of sea fisheries legislation.
Once police officers join the marine police they
become bookworms. Unlike other areas of policing,
marine policing legislation is continually evolving
and changing. A weekend off and an officer can
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return to work to find a fishing zone has changed, or
catch limits have been altered.
“It is a matter of constantly updating your knowledge of the legislation,” Sgt in charge of A Team, Sgt
Andrew Bates said.
The role of marine police division expanded significantly in 1985 when it took over the role of enforcing the sea fisheries legislation – a vast and constantly evolving body of legislation.

“You are constantly having to keep abreast of new
legislation,” Sgt Andrew Bates said. “It is something
you can’t be slack about because you can land up at
work and the laws have changed, you have to keep
aware of the changes.”
The division’s only permanent female officer,
Constable Gill Dayton, says learning the multitude
of legislation has been the challenging part of the
job. Gill has been with the division for almost a year
and believes it will take several years to gain a comprehensive knowledge of the sea fisheries legislation.
“It covers so many areas and is changing all of the
time,” she said.
The requirements of the job include not only a
sound knowledge of the detailed and complex legislation related to all areas of sea fisheries, but also a
high level of seamanship and boating skills, a sound
knowledge of first aid, mechanical know-how, computer skills, cooking skills and general bushcraft.
There are times when mechanical failures occur far
out to sea when a lateral vision is required to fix the
problem.
Inspector Steve Williams said one of the most
important skills the members of his team need is
sound knowledge of the vessels they use.
“The knowledge they gain through experience at
sea cannot be gained through any other way but by
putting in the hours to gain the experience, it is vital
to the success of the division,” he said.
Inspector Williams said marine police officers need
to have a detailed knowledge of local waterways and
a sound knowledge of the boats they are sailing.
There are times out at sea when crew have to use
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their practical skills and repair mechanical failures.
“That sort of knowledge can only come through
experience and it takes some time to gain that
knowledge, it is five years before you have learn the
legislation and all the anchorages and seamanship
and waterways knowledge. It is essential to have
long-term employment in this area,” Inspector
Williams said.
Some outside the force may see the role of marine
policing as a ‘soft option’ – getting paid to go out in
a boat on a beautiful summer’s day – but the reality
is that most of an officer’s time is spent on land
duties interspersed with operations at sea.
“You could spend two or three weeks in the office
or on the road and then spend a week at sea,”
Constable Alan Skeggs said.
“The Department tend to think of this as an easy
job,” one officer noted, “but let me tell you people
don’t hurt themselves, people don’t drown and boats
don’t break down when it is calm weather. Its not
very often you board a moving trawler in Bass Strait
in calm weather. There is a significant amount of
training involved in such a manoeuvre.”
The feeling amongst some of the division is that
there is a lack of appreciation from the Po l i c e
Department of the complexities and difficulties of
marine policing. They appear to have the wrong perception of marine police.
Constable Pat Allen stated “for some in the
Department the only time they are involved with us
is when we take them out on a public relations trip
and then it is generally dead calm. They are never
there when we are out in appalling conditions.”
They don’t seem to have an understanding of the
difficulties we face out there in tough conditions. It
would be good if they would come out during an
operation and see the work we do in difficult conditions,” another officer said.
Marine police officers are still general police officers and along with officers in other areas they too
spend time on the beat in the CBD.
“We are still operational police and doing the CBD
patrols on Friday and Saturday nights reinforces
that,” Sgt Andrew Bates said.
As operational police at any time the marine police
officers may find themselves diverted to a traffic
accident or official duties during a Royal tour, chasing offenders or on traffic duties. It was members of
the marine police division who were first on the
scene of a tragic double fatality in the Hobart suburb
of Dynnyrne just before Christmas.
“We are always ready to assist in general police
duties,” Sgt Bates said.
The main operational role of marine police remains
the enforcement and policing of sea fisheries legislation which includes policing seasonal fishing, quotas, zone fishing, illegal fishing practices, theft, fraud
and other crimes as well as enforcement of safety
regulations.
During the period between June and December last
year officers conducted almost 500 rock lobster
inspections at sea, more than 80 abalone inspections
at sea and almost 500 other sea inspections. Land
inspections for the same period included over 100
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rock lobster inspections. Boat inspections of recreational fishing boats was more than 1,100. Overall
officers inspected more than 2,370 vessels.
Other duties include medical evacuations and
being on hand to help out the search and rescue
division as and when required.
Diversity is the reason most cited for job satisfaction amongst the marine officers.
“Every day you can be doing something different,
it is a diverse job and you never get bored,”
Constable Tim Champion said.
“Today we have just been out to the American submarine which has just arrived and a pod of about 20
dolphins swam beside us – that is something you
don’t see every day,” Constable Gill Dayton said.
The Marine Police and rescue Division is broken up
into five sections – teams ABC are primarily involved
in marine policing and the remaining sections are
search and rescue and water police. Most sections
have five or six officers excepting search and rescue,
which has three permanent officers and draws on
specially trained officers from throughout the police
force to boost their numbers when needed. Search
and Rescue controls the Southern Land Squad and
the Diving Squad (which has a statewide responsibility). The S & R Section also has the responsibility
for manning the new rescue helicopter when
deployed operationally.
“They do their primary role, traffic or CIB or whatever and when they are called out if they are avail-

able they can do the job,” Sergeant, Ray Curran
said.

“In the past you just had search and rescue, diving
and water police which was Hobart based. You had a
number of vessels around the state like King Island
and Strahan and Flinders Island and places. So we
had a limited marine capability. Then in 1985 we
took over sea fisheries,” Sgt Curran said.
When the changeover occurred several sea fisheries
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officers, including Sgt Andrew Bates, joined the
force.
“I was from the old school of sea fisheries inspectors,” Sgt Bates said. “There are still a few of us. It
was basically easy for me – I was at the Academy as
part of my training when the take over took place. It
was basically a change of uniform.”

Sgt Bates said he chose sea fisheries enforcement
as a career because he was attracted to the life style
– but he warns would be recruits to be aware of
all aspects of the job before considering marine
policing.
“They might think it is all beer and skittles but it is
not. There is a significant amount of work. We go
away for a seven day patrol on one of the vessels and
we work – we get paid for 12 hour days but we basically are out there and we are not at home we are
not with our families and the work is there and it is
basically a 24 hour day.”
Sgt Bates said the workload for the skippers of the
vessels is significant. “The skipper has responsibility
for the vessels and the crew, you’ve got one eye open
and one ear open the whole time.”
Constable Craig Jackman, is an example of why it
is essential for marine police officers to remain within the division. Constable Jackman has five years of
experience in marine policing and in that time has
accumulated a wealth of knowledge about the sea
fisheries legislation.
It is rare for a police officer to have a significant
input into the drafting and passing of legislation,
but Constable Jackman says his most rewarding
achievement in marine policing has been in being
instrumental in changes to legislation.
“I am in five committees to do with recreational
management and in one of those committees on
recreational management we got to make a lot of the
new legislation in relation to recreational fishing,”
he said.
“We have to make a lot more changes even now
because the scale fish industry has really taken a big
down turn. People realise they are not catching as
many fish as they did 20 years ago but they still
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want to take as many fish and they are taking smaller fish, it just doesn’t work. You are taking out
breeding stock and the numbers are continuing to
go down and down.”
Constable Jackman sees education is the way to
change fishing practices.
“I am also on the Fish Care Committee, that is
state-wide, that trains up a group of volunteers to
talk to the public and give them the laws on the correct size of fish and more information on how to fish
p r o p e r l y, where to fish – those sorts of things,”
he said.
“Educating people starting at pre school and going
right through – the message is getting through.
When you go somewhere like Agfest and spend four
days and you get the parents coming along and saying little Charlie here told me I had to throw that
one back – the message is getting through.”
Constable Jackman said that although Fish Care is
getting bigger in Tasmania he doesn’t think it will be
as big as the mainland.
“We target a different group of people here. Most
of our fish are caught with the net and they have
banned net fishing in the other states but West
Australia. Passive fishing is old hat it should be
thrown out that is why they have thrown it out in
the other states, people have just got to learn to fish
differently.”
Constable Jackman is for the banning of net fishing for recreational fishermen but that is not the
overall view of the committees he sits on.

“Half the people on our committee are for banning
nets, the other half aren’t. The recreational fishing
committee was set up four years ago but last year
that expired and the Minister set up the recreational
fishing council and he nominated people for that
committee, and in that he has to have a broad range
of people supposedly, but that is where it goes wrong
because he gets industry people and people from
DPIWE, researchers, police etc, a broad range of the
community.”
There is a downside for Constable Jackman –
“Seasickness. The worst time was when I developed
hypothermia on the boat from being seasick in
Banks Strait, it is a terrible bit of water, always choppy and I had to get two of the other blokes to take
me downstairs and undress me. I was disorientated.
You only do that half a dozen times of year, the rests
of it makes up for those times.”

