
Ship security stepped up since 
September 11
By A lic ia  Carbone

above- Taking ionscart swabs during a ship search 
is an effective way of detecting narcotic residue.

top right: Customs Officers Martin Gregory and 
Debbie Scurr relax and appreciate the view after a 
hard day's work.

Tim es are chang ing.
T he  w orld  is no t w h a t 
it w as 18  m on th s  
ago. A global 

innocence w as lost on 11 
S ep tem ber 2 0 0 1  and the  
devas ta ting  im p ac t o f te rro r is t 
ac tions w as b rough t trag ica lly  
hom e to  A u s tra lia n s  w ith  the  
Bali bom b ings on 12 October 
2002 .

W ith  n a tio na l secu rity  n o w  such a 
high priority, C ustom s is ta rge ting  a ll 
sh ips  th a t a rrive  in A ustra lia  from  
overseas ports, checking  fo r signs o f 
possib le te rro r is t th rea ts . It is the  job  of 
th e  C ustom s board ing o fficer to  m ake 
assessm ents th a t the  A us tra lian  
c o m m u n ity  depends on fo r the  security  
o f the  na tion .

"I carry  o u t a co m b in a tio n  of 
en fo rcem en t, r isk -assessm en t and 
in te llig ence -g a the ring  ac tiv itie s ," said 
Sydney board ing o fficer M a rtin  Gregory, 
w h o  has been in th e  w a te rfro n t 
en fo rc e m e n t op era tions  e n v iro n m e n t for 
a lm o s t tw o  years.

"B oa rd ing  d irec t a rriva ls  [from  
overseas ports] is n o w  a p rio rity  in the  
w a ke  o f recent te rro r is t actions.

"O ur job  has a lw ays  been to  look fo r 
drugs, w eap ons  or s tow a w ays  - or 
evidence o f the  prev ious existence o f 
these  th ing s  on board - but now  w e  pay 
ve ry  close a tte n tio n  fo r any signs th a t 
the re  cou ld  be possib le te rro r is t related 
th rea ts  on board ."

The  role o f the  Sydney board ing 
o ffice r is an in tr ig u in g  m ix  o f paperw ork  
and active  duty. T he  w orkp la ce  can 
m orph fro m  an a ir-cond itioned  o ffice to 
th e  w in d sw e p t bow  o f a yach t m oored 
in Sydney H arbour, or the  overheated  
eng ine  room  o f a h u lk in g  con ta in e r ship . 

"The  board ing  o fficers board a vessel

and m ake  an assessm ent o f th a t vessel, 
from  both an Im m ig ra tio n  and C ustom s 
perspective ," he said. "It invo lves dea ling  
w ith  paperw ork  and q ues tion ing  
m em bers o f the  crew, as w e ll as 
exp lo ring  parts of the  vessel and using  
search tech n iq ues to  try  to  locate item s 
o f in terest.

"W e also pay a tte n tion  to the  w h a r f 
e n v iro n m e n t in general, m o n ito r in g  the  
type o f v is ito rs  w h o  attend the  berth , 
and ta lk in g  w ith  these and w h a r f  sta ff 
ab ou t any in fo rm a tio n  th a t m ig h t be 
usefu l to  C ustom s.

The  N S W  D irec tor o f En fo rcem en t 
O pera tions, Ph il Paraggio, said th a t 
s ig n ific a n tly  increased sc ru tin y  of 
a rriv in g  vesse ls involved risk-assessing  
the  people on board, as w e ll as the  sh ip  
itself.

"B e fo re  board ing vessels, p re -a rriva l 
de ta ils  such as crew  and passenger lists 
are checked against re levan t da tab ases," 
M r Paraggio said.

"O nce on board, a crew  m us te r takes 
place and a fu ll face -to -p assp o rt check 
is conducted. Travel docum ents  are 
inspected fo r a u th e n tic ity  and trave l 
m ove m en ts . A rtic les, w h ic h  are the  
crew 's te rm s  o f engagem ent, are a lso 
checked fo r anom a lies . For exam p le , if 
one c rew  m em ber has jo ined  the  vessel 
recently, w h ile  the  rest o f the  c rew  have 
been on board fo r a leng thy te rm , w e 
w ou ld  look m ore close ly at th a t."
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sh ipp ing  m ore  a ttrac tive  to  c rim in a l 
synd ica tes," he said.

S h ip p ing  w as a high p rio rity  for 
C ustom s 4 0  years ago, but fo r d iffe re n t 
reasons. In the  late 1 9 6 0 s -e a r ly  7 0 s , as 
m any as 5 0  sh ips  w ere  berthed in 
Sydney H arbour at a tim e : m ig ran t 
sh ips, c ru ise liners  and cargo vessels. 
Q ua ra n tine  due to  h um a n  hea lth  
constra in ts  w as the  cause o f concern.

C ustom s inves tiga to r Greg Cashel, 
w h o  w orked  in Sh ip p ing  from  1 9 6 7  to 
1 9 7 2 , recalled th a t every vessel a rriv in g  
from  an overseas port w as boarded m id ­
harbour, firs t by a doctor to  ensu re  it 
w as free from  d isease, fo llow ed  by 
C ustom s, w h o  w ou ld  a lso perform  
q ua ra n tine  fun c tio n s .

"H ig h  ta r if f  rates a lso encouraged a 
roaring  trade in sm uggled d u tiab le  
goods, p a rtic u la rly  w atches and 
tra n s is to r rad ios, so ensu ring  com p liance  
by a rriv in g  c rew  w as ano the r strong  
focus," M r Cashel said.

M r Paraggio said the  im p le m e n ta tio n  
o f risk -m a n a g e m e n t tech n iq ues and 
technology, such as the  c losed -c ircu it 
TV, eve n tu a lly  led to  the  end ing  o f 2 4 -  
hou r w h a r f patro ls in Sydney in 1 9 9 8 .

"C ustom s decided to take  a d iffe re n t 
approach, w h ic h  w as m ore e ffective  and 
resource e ffic ie n t," M r Paraggio said. 
"R isk-assessed  board ing takes in to  
account th a t m ost c lien ts  are honest."

B u t no w  new  th rea ts  have em erged 
and port secu rity  is a top  p rio rity  fo r 
C ustom s.

"W e a lso take  the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  do 
som e C ustom s p ap e rw o rk  - checking  
bonded stores, sea ling  any w eap ons or 
restricted drugs on board, ve rify in g  
certifica te  exp iry  da tes ," said M r Gregory.

N ext on the  agenda is a check o f the 
vessel's logs. The  deck log is com pared 
w ith  the  e lec tron ic  voyage recorder, or 
b lack box, and the  eng ine  room  log. Any 
d iscrepancy is cause fo r concern, and 
the  M aste r is asked to p rovide an 
exp lana tion  fo r course d e v ia tions  or 
unscheduled  stops on a sh ip 's route .

M r Paraggio said c o m m u n ic a tio n  
too ls  w ere also inspected by C ustom s.

Fo llo w ing  these p re lim in a ry  checks, 
a w a lk -th ro u g h  o f the  sh ip  is conducted. 
Exit po in ts , such as gangw ays, g unports  
and service cranes, are searched in 
response to  overseas ev idence th a t 
suggests they  are a fa vo u rite  h id ing  spot 
fo r p roh ib ited  im p orts , as they  enab le  
o ffenders to  take  advantage o f the  
o p p o rtu n ity  fo r a q u ick  o ffload .

"W e have begun to  take  a look 
a round  the  sh ip  in genera l, exa m in in g  
areas fo r possib le hides, and us ing  both 
technology, such as th e  ionscan and 
detector dogs, and recently  acquired  
search techn iq ues gained from  the 
N a tiona l Search T ra in ing  C entre at 
N eutra l Bay," said M r Gregory.

"As w e  gain m ore

experience, w e are fin d in g  m ore 
in fo rm a tio n  and lea rn ing  m ore  sk ills  th a t 
shou ld  increase o u r chances o f find in g  
s ig n ific an t in fr in g e m e n ts ."

C ustom s sh ip  board ing  o fficers are 
required to attend sh ip  search courses 
such as the  m arine  e n v iro n m e n t 
aw areness course a t th e  N a tio n a l Search 
T ra in ing  Centre, w h ic h  fa m ilia r is e  the 
p a rtic ip an t w ith  the  sh ip p in g  
e n v iro n m e n t, as a p rereq u is ite  to  
p a rtic ip a ting  in sh ip p ing  op era tions .

M r G regory said th a t th e  increased 
focus on tra in in g  in th e  sh ip p in g  area 
w ou ld  provide s ta ff w ith  an im p o rta n t 
foun d a tion  fo r the  fu tu re .

"T ra in ing  and practice are the  tw o  
m ost im p o rta n t th ing s w e  shou ld  be 
concen tra ting  on at the  m o m e n t," said 
M r Gregory.

"F rom  experience overseas, any  part 
o f the  vessel can be used to  conceal 
p roh ib ited  im p o rts  o r s tow a w ays .

E ffective and safe search 
and su rve illa n c e  

tech n iq ues  are m ost 
) im p o rta n t a t th is  stage."

M r Paraggio said the  re- 
em ergence o f sh ip p in g  as a 
h ig h -risk  area fo r C ustom s 

w as largely due to  increased 
screen ing and e x a m in a tio n  in 

o the r im p o rt s tream s, 
p a rtic u la rly  passenger baggage, 

a ir cargo and m a il, and the  
in trod uc tion  o f c o n ta in e r 

exam in a tio n  tech no log y  at m a jo r 
ports.

"The  use o f tech no log y to  m ass 
screen goods o f a ll types raises the 

risk  o f detec tion o f c r im in a l activ ity, 
and has the  po ten tia l to  m ake

top: Majestic sight - a container vessel 
berthed in Botany Bay.

right: Martin Gregory gets down to the 
business of verifying the crews passport 
details.


