
Ocean

top: On one of the rare calm days during the 
40-day patrol, six of the 21 NMU officers left 
the icebreaker Aurora Australis to practice 
their handling and boarding skills.

In seas o f m ore  th a n  1 0  m etres, 
w ith  w in d s  o ften  exceeding 1 0 0  
k ilom e tres  per ho u r and sn o w  
covering  th e  deck, a con tin g e n t o f 
2 6  o fficers fro m  C ustom s N a tio na l 
M a rin e  U n it (N M U ), C ustom s 

C oas tw a tch , th e  A u s tra lia n  F ishe ries 
M ana g em en t A u th o rity , and the  
D ep a rtm e n t o f D efence recently 
u nd e rtook  th e  firs t a rm ed patro l o f the  
S ou th e rn  Ocean.

T h e ir  role a t sea w as 
to  cond uc t su rve illa n c e  
to  deter illegal f is h in g  in 
th e  su b -A n ta rtic  sou the rn  
ocean around  A u s tra lia ’s 
Heard Island and 
M cD ona ld  Island 
Exc lusive E conom ic  
Zone.

The  21  C ustom s 
o fficers, experienced sa ilo rs  w e ll 
accustom ed to  rough w e a th e r and 
extended periods a t sea, agreed the  4 0 -  
day patro l w a s  a cha llenge.

As th e  team  headed sou th  in to  the  
A n ta rc tic  convergence zone, the  s h ip ’s 
barom e te r p lum m e ted , the  inc lin om e te r, 
m easu ring  th e  s h ip ’s ro ll, rocked w ild ly , 
v is ib ility  w orsened  and o fficers agreed

th a t th e  extrem e co n d itio n s  had 
exceeded th e ir  expectations.

B u t th e  c rew  had been w e ll tra ined  
fo r the  pa tro l— before dep artu re  they  
u nd e rtook  an in te n s ive  3 0 -d a y  tra in in g  
course th a t inc luded  cold w a te r su rv iva l 
tech n iq ues , m ed ica l tra u m a  tra in in g , 
sh ip  secu ring  and crow d con tro l 
p rocedures.

B oard ing  and tac tica l tra in in g  w ere  
a lso und e rtaken  and arm ed board ing 
s k ills  w e re  refined w ith  extens ive  ‘use o f 
fo rce ’ tra in in g  w h ic h  inc luded  us ing  
rifles, p isto ls, hand cu ffs , capsicum  spray 
and batons.

U nder th e  op e ra tiona l com m a nd  of 
the  D irec to r G eneral o f C oas tw atch , 
R ear-A d m ira l M ax H ancock, the  team  
w as  selected from  a group o f 5 4  officers 
w h o  responded to  a call fo r vo lun tee rs  
from  w ith in  the  N M U  fleet.

In ad d ition  to  re levan t experience 
and q u a lif ic a tio n s , a key req u ire m en t fo r 
se lec tion  w as physica l fitness . The  
a rd uous and p o te n tia lly  dangerous 
na tu re  o f the  patro l, and the  
e n v iro n m e n t in w h ic h  it occurred, m ean t 
o fficers had to  ach ieve  a level o f 
physica l fitn e ss  exceeding the  a lready 
h igh standards required o f N M U  officers.
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Manifest
T h e  6 ,5 7 4  to n n e  icebreaker Aurora 

Australis, a c o m m e rc ia lly  chartered  
vessel sp ec ifica lly  designed to  th ro w  
w aves a w ay  fro m  the  bow  in heavy 
seas, w as  used fo r th e  patro l. B u t 
desp ite  its design, th e  harsh c o n d itions  
saw  rough seas regu la rly  cover the  
s h ip ’s bow, caus ing  heavy pound ing  and 
shud d ering  as Aurora Australis fe ll from  
the  crest o f one w ave  in to  the  w a ll o f 
w a te r o f the  next w ave . S leep less n igh ts  
w ere  fre q u e n t and , on occasions, th e  
sh ip  had to  a lte r its course to  ‘r id e -o u t’ 
th e  w o rs t o f th e  w eather.

T he  B oard ing  G roup  C om m ander, 
S u p e rin te n d e n t N M U  Keith John son , 
said , “ M o th e r N a tu re  ru les in th e  fu r io u s  
f ift ie s  o f the  S ou th e rn  Ocean, and w e  
experienced the  best and w o rs t o f i t . ”

A m id  th e  extrem e con d itions , the  key 
role o f C ustom s o fficers w as  to  board 
and secure any ‘ Illegal U nregula ted  
U n rep o rted ’ ( IU U ) fis h in g  vesse ls found  
ins ide  A us tra lia n  w a te rs  to  provide 
fishe ries  o fficers w ith  a safe e n v iro n m e n t 
in w h ic h  to  cond uc t inves tig a tions .

On th is  patro l, no IU U  fis h in g  
vesse ls w ere  detected opera ting  in

A u s tra lia n  w a te rs . O fficers w e re  kept 
busy tes tin g  onboard  de tec tion  system s 
as w e ll as re fin in g  th e ir  s k ills  a t 
op era ting  sm a ll boats fo r board ing 
op e ra tions  in such a hostile  
e n v iro n m e n t.

C odenam ed Operation Rushcutter, 
th e  patro l is a key part o f the  
G o v e rn m e n t’s broader stra tegy to  stop 
illegal f is h in g  o f th e  Pa tagonian Too th fish  
in A u s tra lia ’s w a te rs  a round  Heard and 
M cD ona ld  Is lands— one o f the  m a in  
hab ita ts  fo r th is  c o m m e rc ia lly  luc ra tive  
fish .

T he  Exc lusive Econom ic  Zone 
a round  Heard and M cD ona ld  Is lands is 
a lso hom e  to  o th e r va lua b le  fish  
resources. Fu tu re  s u rve illa n c e  patro ls to  
com b a t illegal fis h in g  in th e  S ou th e rn  
Oceans a im  to  protect such va lua b le  
resources as w e ll as th e  leg itim a te  
fis h in g  in d u s try  th is  supports .

C o m m itm e n t to  th is  p rogram  w as 
reflected in the  2 0 0 3 - 2 0 0 4  Federal 
Budget w ith  an a lloc a tion  o f 
a p p rox im a te ly  $ 1 2  m illio n  fo r fu tu re  
w a te r e n fo rcem en t patro ls.

above: Superintendent National Marine Unit 
Keith Johnson on board the Aurora Australis.

bottom: Customs National Marine Unit 
officers on deck the Aurora Australis during 
Operation Rushcutter.
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