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Exercise 
Deep Sabre
Customs was involved in a 13-nation exercise in souths 
east Asia - the first held in the region under a global 
initiative to contain the illegal export of weapons 
technology. Among the Australian Customs contingent 
taking part was Jason Ross from the Northern Territory:
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A us tra lia  sup p o rted  the  p ro life ra tio n  secu rity  in itia tive  (PSD 
exe rc ise  Deep Sabre by p rovid ing  an A ustra lian  C us to m s 
Vesse l (ACV) Hervey Bay, w ith  a c rew  o f 12, as w ell as an 
e n fo rc e m e n t board ing and search te a m  o f six o ffic e rs .

The  e n fo rc e m e n t te a m , o f w hich I w as a m em ber, w as 
dep loyed to  a s s is t in board ing susp ec t vesse ls  on the  high 
seas and search fo r  chem ica l w eapon-re la ted  m a te ria ls .

In all, Exe rc ise  Deep Sabre involved 2 0 0 0  m ilita ry , c o a s t guard 
and c u s to m s  p ersonne l, 10  vesse ls  and six m a ritim e  pa tro l 
a irc ra ft.

The  p a rtic ip an ts  w ere  the  h o s t country , S ingapore , and 
A us tra lia , B rita in , Canada, France, G erm any, G reece, Italy, 
Japan, The N ethe rland s, N ew  Zealand, Russia and the  US. 
B rune i, M alaysia , Pak is tan , and V ie tnam  w ere  p rese n t as 
o b se rve rs  a t the  inv ita tion  o f S ingapore .

The PSI w as es tab lished  in M ay 2 0 0 3  w ith  the a im  o f im ped ing 
the  in te rn a tiona l flo w  o f w eap ons o f m ass d es tru c tion  (WMD) 
and th e ir  de live ry  sys tem s.

The exe rc ise  involved the  illegal m o ve m e n t o f p recu rso r 
chem ica l w eap ons m a te ria ls  via com m e rc ia l vesse ls  in the 
S ou th  China Sea.

The H ervey Bay sailed  fro m  Darw in to  pa rtic ip a te  in the  
exe rc ise , calling in a t Benoa in Indonesia fo r  fuel and res t 
s to p s  to  and fro m  S ingapo re . Th is  w as the  f ir s t  tim e  an ACV 
has p a rtic ip a ted  in th is  type  o f exerc ise  in a fo re ig n  country .

The  b rie f scenario  underly ing  th is  exerc ise  w as as fo llo w s :
Initia l in te llig ence fro m  the  US ind icated th a t a poss ib le  illegal 
sh ip m e n t o f dual-use chem ica ls  w as being sen t fro m  a p o rt in 
n o rth -e a s t Asia to  Europe . The  US in fo rm ed  its p a rtne rs  and 
req uested  th e ir  ass is tance  on fu r th e r in fo rm a tio n  on the 
sh ip m en t.

Japanese a u th o ritie s  revea led th a t sh ip m en ts  fittin g  the  p ro file  
le ft its  p o rts  on seve ra l ships during  the  s ta ted  period  and w as 
expec ted  to  tra n s it fro m  the  E a s t China Sea th roug h  the 
S tra its  o f M alacca. The sh ip m en t w as believed to  be d im ethy l 
m e thy lp hosp hon a te  (DMMP), a p recu rso r fo r  the m anu fac tu re  
o f nerve  gas.
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Japan and the US requested that regional PSI partners assist 
in locating and tracking the suspected vessels. Some 
Japanese and US assets in the East and South China Sea were 
tasked to locate the vessels. Naval and air assets from 
Australia, New Zealand, Singapore and the UK that had just 
completed an exercise were also tasked to locate the vessels.

A Combined Coordination Centre (CCC) was set up in 
Singapore to co-ordinate the surveillance effort of the maritime 
and air assets to detect, locate and track suspicious vessels 
in the South China Sea. Interdiction and boarding of contacts 
of interest at sea was to be carried out.

The vessel Avatar was boarded by Singapore defence forces 
that secured the vessel and searched for suspicious cargo. A 
combined Australian Customs and Japanese Coastguard 
boarding party followed. They combined to search for a 
missing crew member that had not been mustered.
Additionally bridge security was passed to this combined 
group who also undertook examination of the ship's 
documents.

At the completion of the boarding and storming phase, units 
returned to their vessels and returned to Singapore. A final 
contact of interest was escorted into Singapore port where an 
alongside search was carried out by a Singapore inter-agency 
force. Once the suspect cargo was located and identified, 
civilian enforcement authorities, including Customs, detained it. 
The exercise provided a great opportunity to work with officers 
from other regions and successfully demonstrated that 
Customs has the capability to board, secure and search 
vessels under way.

Australian Customs ability to effectively deploy a vessel to a 
neighbouring country to assist in this PSI exercise showed it 
has the capability to support regional operations.
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