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  Rebuilding Queensland’s Coastal Shipping

Rebuilding  
Queensland’s  
Coastal Shipping 
For more and better jobs, safer ships, 
and a cleaner environment

O
n 21 January, the Maritime Union of Australia made 
a comprehensive submission to the Inquiry into 
a Sustainable Queensland Intrastate Shipping 
Industry being held by the Transport and Public 
Works Committee of the Legislative Assembly  

of Queensland. The submission is availble at www.mua.org.au/ 
queenslandshippinginquiry 
The Inquiry is being held due to extensive lobbying from  
the MUA Queensland Branch with the aim of rebuilding  
our precious coastal shipping industry. This booklet  
summarises the arguments and information we have given  
to the Committee, which will report on 26 April 2019.

The campaign for Queensland coastal shipping  
is part of the MUA’s national campaign to  
Save Australian Shipping. More details  
can be found on the website  
www.saveaustralianshipping.com.au
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   I N C R E A S I N G  F L A G  O F  C O N V E N I E N C E 
  S H I P P I N G  O N  Q U E E N S L A N D’S  C O A S T

Over 11,000 voyages are made by large ships along the 
Queensland coast and through the Great Barrier Reef each year, 
an increase of 24% in six years.1 23 million tonnes of cargo was 
carried between Queensland ports, which handled almost  
$80 billion in trade.2 

Total ships calling in Queensland ports

Source: BITRE, Australian Sea Freight 2015-16, May 2018, P.53.

Yet the vast majority of these voyages take place on 
international Flag of Convenience ships3 using international 
crew on poor wages and conditions – although some of these 
ships have been working in Australia for a decade. We know 
that the Great Barrier Barrier Reef is in a fragile state.4 But 
the poor working conditions on international ships mean 
that seafarers are often chronically fatigued and this leads 
to accidents. When Flag of Convenience ships damage and 
pollute our reef and our coast, it is the Queensland and 
Commonwealth governments who are left to clean up the 
mess and pursue shady operators through the courts. The 
cost of these incidents is never properly covered, but the 
ships and companies continue to operate. 

Meanwhile, hundreds of  skilled 
Queensland and Australian 
seafarers are unemployed.

It makes no sense. 
We are in this situation because we have allowed 

massive and highly profitable mining, energy and shipping 
companies to organise our shipping, transport and energy 
systems in their own best interests, to further increase 
their profits. 

  S T E P S  T O  R E B U I L D I N G  Q U E E N S L A N D  S H I P P I N G 

It is time for the Queensland Government to turn this situation 
around, to create jobs and a coastal transport and energy 
infrastructure that makes sense for Queensland, to protect our 
precious coastline, and to reduce dangerous carbon emissions. 
This submission outlines how this can be done through:
n  Restoring a strengthened Restricted Use Flag (RUF) to 

explicitly provide for the economic regulation of foreign 

ships operating intrastate in Queensland, so that cabotage5 
applies in Queensland. Queensland legislation could 
quarantine known large intra-state shipping routes for 
Australian ships (such as the Weipa-Gladstone bauxite 
route or coastal LPG supply) and provide for RUFs to 
be issued to ships for these routes if they meet certain 
threshold conditions (for example, carrying 80% by volume 
of the cargo on Australian-crewed ships).

n  The Queensland government can play a role in advocating 
for reform of Australian coastal shipping legislation to 
ensure that regular shipping between Queensland and 
other Australian states takes place on Australian ships with 
decent working conditions.

n  The Queensland government can support the creation of a 
Queensland coastal shipping service tailored to our needs.

This package of reforms would:
n  Increase jobs
n  Ensure that shipping off the Queensland coast and through 

the Great Barrier Reef is of the highest standard.
n  Transfer dangerous cargos from roads to ships.
n  Reduce emissions through ensuring that domestic ships 

conform to the highest emissions standards and by taking 
trucks off our roads.

n  Align with the Queensland’s government’s Strategic Plan 
and priorities outlined in Our Future State: Advancing 
Queensand’s Priorities, especially to: 

 n   Create jobs
 n   Protect the Great Barrier Reef
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In 2010, Rio Tinto agreed 
to carry 70-80% of their 
Australian cargos on 
Australian crewed ships.

In 2018, Rio Tinto:

•  only carried 33% of 
their Australian cargos 
on Australian crewed 
ships

•  made a profit of  
$US 8.8 billion 

ON THIS SHIPPING ROUTE

BRISBANE

Gladstone

Townsville

Cairns

Mackay

Weipa
GREAT BARRIER REEF

  Rio Tinto bauxite 
mined in Weipa

Rio Tinto bauxite 
processed into 
alumina at refinery 
in Gladstone

INTERNATIONAL SHIPS - Flag of Convenience 
some with and some without an ITF agreement8

AUSTRALIAN CREWED SHIPS

4

Rinto Tinto – 8 years of broken promises

Below: MUA members and community supporters in 
Brisbane call for Rio Tinto to uphold its agreement with 
the MUA and use Australian crew on Australian working 

conditions on its domestic shipping routes.
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Rio Tinto ships millions of tonnes of 
bauxite from Weipa to Gladstone every 
year for its very profitable aluminum 
operations. These ships travel the entire 
length of the Great Barrier Reef. In 
2010, Rio Tinto signed an agreement to 
carry 70-80% of its cargo on Australian-
crewed ships. But by 2017-18, the 
percentage of bauxite cargos carried on 
Australian crewed ships had declined 
to about one-third. Rio Tinto used 
about 24 different international ships 
in 2017-18 to carry its Queensland 
bauxite, the equivalent of eight full-time 
ships. The Queensland government 
must take action to ensure that more of 
these ships are Australian crewed, with 
decent working conditions. 

Working conditions on different types of ships

AUSTRALIAN CREWED SHIPS

n  Decent wages and working 
conditions underpinned by 
Australian law

n  Union agreements covering crew

n Good OHS law

n  Decent workers’ compensation

n  Up to 77 hours of work per week

n  Crew get regular time off 

n Permanent jobs

n Superannuation

n  Regular and reliable 
communication home

n  Vessels operate with minimum 
crew numbers to reduce cost

n  Seafarers are required to hold a 
Maritime Security Identification 
Card, requiring extensive police 
and security checks

FLAG OF CONVENIENCE  
WITH ITF AGREEMENT

n  Up to 77 hours of work per 
week

n  Crew on board for 9-10 months 
without a break and then 
unemployed

n  Crew fatigue means a higher 
risk of accidents

n  Crew earn appoximately  
$36 per day

n Limited workers’ compensation

n Minimal OHS law

n Precarious work

n  Exposed to blacklisting for 
complaining or whistleblowing

n  Basic death compensation for 
the family

n  Very difficult to hold the owner 
accountable for pollution or 
other damages

FLAG OF CONVENIENCE  
WITHOUT ITF AGREEMENT

n  Up to 91 hours of work per week, 
sometimes more

n  Crew on board for up to 12 months, 
sometimes forced to stay longer

n No minimum wages

n  Crew and their families are vulnerable  
to threats and intimidation

n  Low or non-existent workers’ 
compensation

n  Lowest international OHS standards

n Precarious work

n  Exposed to blacklisting for complaining 
or whistleblowing

n  Little or no compensation to the family 
for the death of the seafarer

n  Often poor quality and quantity of  
food & water

n  Very difficult to hold the owner 
accountable for pollution or other 
damages

Declining percentage of Australian crew on Rio Tinto’s  
Queensland bauxite vessels. 

Source: Gladstone Ports Corporation, Origin and Destination of Cargos. Assumes 4 Australian-crewed ships 
each carry 1,638,000 tonnes of bauxite per year. 

   RIO TINTO: EIGHT YEARS OF BROKEN PROMISES 
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  O R I G I N  E N E R GY  A N D  O R I C A :  I G N O R I N G 
  A U S T R A L I A N  WA G E S  A N D  C O N D I T I O N S 

Origin Energy relies on coastal shipping for its LPG 
distribution network. It charters two small LPG tankers that 
have worked continuously in Australia since they were built 
in 2008. Yet for this entire time Origin has avoided having 
Australian working conditions and an Australian crew on 
board. 

Orica has the Wincanton on long-term charter to carry 
ammonia from Newcastle to Gladstone to make explosives for 
the mining industry. Despite operating the ship in Australia 
since 2010, the company has never employed Australian crew 
on these ships.

  L N G  E X P O R T S 

The exports of LNG from Gladstone have made Australia 
into the world’s largest LNG exporter. The equivalent of 
approximately 25 full-time ships will be required to carry the 
LNG. Yet none of these ships will be crewed by Australians. 

  A  C O A S TA L  S H I P P I N G  S E R V I C E

Queensland highways are overloaded with trucks that add 
risk and volume to highway traffic. These cargos can and 
should be carried by ship – it is safer, cheaper, and better for 
the environment. Yet appropriate coastal shipping services 
are simply not available, despite years of favourable studies 
and inquiries. 

  A U S T R A L I A N  F U E L  S E C U R I T Y: 
  R U N N I N G  O N  E M P T Y ? 

Since the closure of the BP Bulwer Island refinery in 
Brisbane and others across Australia, Queensland is more 
and more reliant on fuel imports. Since the oil majors 
removed the last Australian tanker in 2016, these are all 
international Flag of Convenience ships. Any interruption 
to our fuel supplies would cause havoc across Queensland. 
But there are no Australian tankers available to keep 
Queensland supplied in the event of a geopolitical or 
economic crisis.

Origin Energy: 10 years of ignoring Australian wages and conditions

Cairns

GREAT BARRIER REEF

Origin Energy 
has operated 
two ships in 
Australia full 
time since 2008. 
They have never 
had Australian 
working 
conditions or 
Australian crew 
on board.

Transshipping LPG to 
coastal feeder ships 
in Moreton Bay

BRISBANE

Gladstone

Townsville

Mackay

Origin Energy 
LPG terminalsTo Sydney, Devonport & Hobart 

Origin Energy LPG terminals

BRISBANE

AREA DETAIL
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Origin Energy’s Marshall Island flag LPG tankers in Brisbane. Origin Energy has used the 
vessels in Queensland since 2008 without Australian crew or working conditions on board.
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“At the moment, however, there is hardly any work available.  I 
ring up shipping companies and get told there is nothing, ring 
us back in a month. So I do, I ring back a month later, and get 
told, “Nothing.”  We get nothing but knockbacks because we 

cannot compete with seamen getting paid $4 per hour.” 
JOE  G ALVIN  OF  TR IN ITY  PARK ,  QUEENSLAND
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  Q U E E N S L A N D  S E A FA R E R S  L E F T  H I G H  A N D  D RY

Despite the extraordinary increase in shipping around 
Queensland and Australia, highly skilled and experienced 
seafarers report that in the past 3-4 years it has become 
extremely difficult for them to find any work at all:

Joe Galvin of Trinity Park, Queensland, is a highly qualified 
seafarer with numerous tickets who is currently driving an 
Uber. He says:

“At the moment, however, there is hardly any work 
available.  I ring up shipping companies and get told 
there is nothing, ring us back in a month.  So I do, I ring 
back a month later, and get told, “Nothing.”  We get 
nothing but knockbacks because we cannot compete with 
seamen getting paid $4 per hour.”

Seafarer Michael Horsley describes how: 
“In 30 years as a seafarer, I have acquired virtually every 
industry qualification it is possible to have, including my 
Chief Integrated Rating ticket, and tickets for firefighting 
(including fire team leader), working at heights, confined 
spaces, rescue tickets, rigger and dogman, and more 
besides.

I have sailed on many, many ships of every different 
type – coastal, international, bulk carriers, and others. 

Until about three years ago, I had not had any 
significant period of unemployment.  Quite the opposite, 
in fact.  I would often get headhunted for jobs on ships, 
companies would get in touch with me to ask me to come 
work on their ships.  It would be fair to say I got pretty 
much any job I applied for.  

The last three years have been a very different 
story.  Three years ago, the ship I was working on was 
decommissioned.  Since that time I have struggled to fine 
even occasional work in the industry.  In that time, I have 
done a total of three trips (or “swings”) on a coal/iron 
ore bulk carrier.  In January 2018 I worked for two and a 
half weeks on a dredge, and I have not had any seafaring 
work since then.  I have tried to find other work that I 
can do, but this has also been temporary.  For example, I 
recently got a couple of months work helping to build a 
solar farm.  

Seafarer Kevin Thomas describes the impact of these changes:
“It is very hard when you have had an income, been able 
to earn a living all of your life, and then suddenly, it just 
disappears.  

My career as a seafarer meant a lot to me.  Even a 
kidney transplant did not stop me from returning to sea, 
I was determined to get back out there.  But now, years of 
unemployment has taken a big toll on my mental health.  
My wife of 24 years, who has been with me throughout 
my seafaring career, has also suffered as a result.  With 
unemployment has come a great deal of stress, anxiety, 
and depression.  I have experienced being suicidal.  
There has, of course, been a financial toll too.  For the 
last eighteen months my wife and I have been trying to 
sell our house so that we did not lose it instead.  It looks 
like we have finally succeeded in doing so, but only by 
dropping the sale price by $50-60,000, so that we can buy 
a smaller, one-bedroom house outside Gympie.

I believe it is important that something is done to try 
and restore jobs for seafarers in coastal shipping.  There 
is plenty of work there, but Australian seafarers are not 
getting the opportunity to do it.”

Seafarer Bruce Doleman responds eloquently to the view often 
expressed by highly profitable companies that Australian 
seafarers ‘cost too much’:

“I have heard the usual complaints about Australian 
crewed ships “cost too much” to run.  I do not have 
any sympathy for that view.  Wages and conditions of 
Australian seafarers were hard won, but I think those 
conditions are fair when you take into account our 
hours of work, how much captive time we spend in our 
workplace, and the time we spend away from family and 
children.  

I do not believe the solution is to reduce the wages and 
working conditions of Australian workers so that they 
become ‘competitive’ with the wages and conditions of 
foreign seafarers.  

My own brother-in-law is a Filipino seafarer, and I am 
well aware of the conditions under which he has to work.  
We need to look for different solutions if we are going to 
have a future for Australian seafarers.”
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Flags of Convenience:  
Ships of Shame in Queensland 

Bad for workers, bad for our environment

1Oil spill on beaches north of Townsville to Hinchinbrook 
Island and the Palm Island group in 2015. Clean up 

cost $1.5 million. Maritime agencies allege that the to 
be the Panamanian-flagged and Korean-owned Regina 
is responsible but the owners have so far avoided 
prosecution and paid nothing.

2 The Chinese-flagged Shen Neng 1 ran aground on the 
Douglas Shoal off Gladstone in 2010, creating the largest 

single damage to the Great Barrier Reef ever. Clean up cost: 
$194 million. Ship owner paid $39 million. Toxic materials 
remain scattered over a 400,000m2 area. 

3The Panamanian-flagged AOM Milena was chartered 
by Rio Tinto to carry bauxite from Weipa and Gove 

to Gladstone. In July 2015, the ITF boarded the ship in 
Gladstone and found that the crew had not been paid since 
April, they were running short of food.

4The Marshall Island-flagged cargo ship Maratha 
Paramount was chartered by Rio Tinto’s wholly-owned 

subsidiary Pacific Aluminium in October 2016. The ITF 
inspector in Gladstone found that the vessel’s 22 Indian 
crew members had not been paid for over two months, 
there was very little food on board the vessel, and the 
drinking water was discoloured. 

5On 12 January 2017, a 47-year-old Filipino crew member 
went missing from a Marshall Island-flag bulk carrier, 

the SBI Samba, at sea near Hay Point, Queensland. AMSA, 
undertook an extensive search of the area. During the second 
day of the search, the SBI Samba left the search area to 
head to port and load cargo, leaving Australian authorities to 
continue the search.

6 The Hong Kong-flagged coal carrier Five Stars Fujian and 
its crew was abandoned off the port of Gladstone on 19 July 

2016. The ship’s crew were supposed to receive wages of $2 
per hour, but had not been paid in months, and were running 
out of food.

7 Seafarer Arnel Gillo disappeared from the livestock carrier 
Galway Express before it arrived in Townsville on 20 March 

2018. In 2019 the North Queensland Coroner will be carrying 
out an investigation into his disappearance.

8The UK-owned and Hong Kong flagged Pacific Adventurer 
spilt 270 tonnes of bunker oil, affecting 38 miles of 

Queensland’s coastline near Brisbane in 2009. Clean up cost: 
over $30 million. Ship owner paid $26 million.

BRISBANE

Gladstone

Townsville

Cairns

Mackay

Weipa

GREAT 
BARRIER 
REEF
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5
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2
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$

$
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  W H A T  I S  F L A G  O F  C O N V E N I E N C E  S H I P P I N G ?

A Flag of Convenience ship is one that flies the flag of a country 
other than the country of “Beneficial Ownership”. Shipowners 
are attracted by cheap registration fees, low or no taxes, 
freedom to employ cheap labour, and little regulatory oversight 
in what has become an international race to the bottom. The ITF 
maintains that the “Flag of Convenience” system provides clear 
opportunities for irresponsible and often vicious ship owners 
and operators to exploit seafarers and to seek competitive 
advantage from denying crew their human and workers’ rights.

It is not uncommon for ships to be owned in one country, 
have their cargos managed by a different company in another 
country, have the ship and its crew managed from a third 
country, have the ship flagged in a fourth country, with 
crew recruited and employed by agencies in multiple other 
countries. 

Most of the world’s estimated 1.3 million seafarers are from 
Philippines, China, India, Turkey, the Ukraine and Indonesia.6 
Yet most ownership of ships remains in traditional maritime 
countries such as Germany, Greece, Japan, the UK, Norway, 
Denmark, Japan, Korea, the US, China and Singapore.7 In 
between seafarers and ship owners are frequently layers of 
international sub-contracting that obscures the fundamental 
employment relationship between them and can make 
accountability very difficult. 

The world’s largest ship registers are FOCs: Panama with 
21% of the world’s fleet by tonnage, Liberia with 12%, and the 
Marshall Islands with 9%. Together with other major Flag of 
Convenience registers in the Bahamas, Malta, and Cyprus these 
flags make up over 53% of the world’s deadweight tonnage.8

  I N S P E C T I O N  O F  F O C  S H I P P I N G  I N  A U S T R A L I A

The proportion of ships visiting Australia which the Australian 
Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) inspects is dramatically 
declining. In 2002, 89% of the international ships visiting 
Australia in that year were inspected by AMSA at some point 
during that year. By 2017, this had declined to 53% of ships. A 
sharp drop in both the inspections that AMSA carries out and 
the detentions of international ships has taken place since 2015.

The result is that 2,745 individual international ships visited 
Australia in 2017 without AMSA inspecting them during 
that year. ITF (International Transport Workers’ Federation) 
inspectors in Australia assist international seafarers, and 
recovered $US 5 million in stolen wages for them in 2017.

Port State Control inspections and detentions of 
individual international ships visiting Australia 
compared to total ship visits, since 2002.

Source: Compiled by the MUA from AMSA, Port State Control Annual reports,  
2002-2017.

Stolen wages recovered from shipowners and managers 
for international seafarers by ITF inspectors in Australia. 
These are separate from any wages recovered for 
seafarers by AMSA or the Fair Work Ombudsman. 

Source: International Transport Workers’ Federation, FOC Campaign annual reports, 
ITF London. 

ENDNOTES
1   Department of Transport and Main Roads, Great Barrier Reef and Torres Strait Shipping Statistics, December 2017 and July 2018.
2   BITRE, Australian Sea Freight 2015-16, May 2018, p.3, 19.
3   A Flag of Convenience ship is one that flies the flag of a country other than the country it is owned in. Shipowners are attracted by cheap registration fees, low or no taxes, 

freedom to employ cheap labour, and little regulatory oversight (see Part II).
4   Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Reef Health.
5   Maritime cabotage is a system for preferencing domestic ships in the carriage of domestic cargos or passengers.  Maritime cabotage is applied quite differently in different 

nations around the globe, ranging from very liberal systems such as in Australia to quite tightly regulated systems such as applying under the Jones Act in the USA.
6   David Walters and Nick Bailey, 2013, Lives in Peril: Profit or Safety in the Global Maritime Industry? New York: Palgrave McMillan, p.86-87.
7   UNCTAD, Review of Maritime Transport 2014, p.39.
8   UNCTAD, Review of Maritime Transport 2014, p.44.
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  O U R  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
Below are our recommendations to the Inquiry into a Sustainable 
Queensland Intrastate Shipping Industry. The full submission is 
available at http://www.mua.org.au/queenslandshippinginquiry

Recommendation: The Queensland government must take 
action to ensure that Rio Tinto’s Queensland supply chain operates 
on standard Australian employment conditions, including industry-
wide blue water shipping conditions such as those in place on the 
RTM Weipa, RTM Wakmatha, RTM Piiramu and RTM Twarra. The 
MUA particularly supports Aboriginal employment programs to 
train crew. The MUA estimates that Rio Tinto uses the equivalent of 
approximately 12 ships in its Queensland supply chain, while only 4 of 
these are Australian-crewed. 

Recommendation: Restore and strengthen the previous Restricted 
Use Flag (RUF) provisions to explicitly provide for the economic 
regulation of foreign ships operating intrastate in Queensland, so that 
cabotage applies in Queensland. The legislation could quarantine 
known large intra-state shipping routes for Australian ships (such 
as the Weipa-Gladstone bauxite route or coastal LPG supply) and 
provide for RUFs to be issued to ships for these routes if they meet 
certain threshold conditions (for example, agreeing to carry 80% 
by volume of the cargos in a specified national interest trade on 
Australian-crewed ships) (more details in Section 15. Policy measures 
to rebuilding Queensland’s coastal shipping).

Recommendation: The Queensland Freight Strategy currently 
being developed needs to be reviewed in light of the findings of this 
Inquiry, to ensure that it adequately reflects the needs and importance 
of coastal shipping. 

Recommendation: The Queensland government continue to 
pursue the development of a Queensland coastal shipping service as it 
has previously explored in the Queensland Sea Freight Action Plan.  

Recommendation: That the Queensland Government review 
its Procurement Policy 2018 to ensure that it includes the use of 
Australian coastal shipping. 

Recommendation:  That the Qld Government establish a Task 
Force to identify the most effective and efficient forms of industry 
assistance that could be made available to coastal ship owners and 
operators aimed at redressing the competitive disadvantage which 
coastal shipping endures due to the subsidization of the road and rail 
freight modes of transport.

Recommendation: We urge the Queensland Government to 
examine, in consultation with interested stakeholders, how it can 
build on the Object and operation of the Australian Jobs Act 2013 to 
phase in minimum levels of Australian seafarer employment on LNG 
tankers carrying LNG from Qld LNG liquefaction plants for either 
export or domestic markets.  The MUA believes this could occur 
under a contemporary Continuity of Operations Agreement (COA) 
such as was negotiated in 1986, and which remains operational, for 
Woodside’s North West Shelf LNG project.

Recommendation: That the Queensland Government use its 
influence to support reforms to Commonwealth shipping and 
associated legislation that will support the Australian coastal shipping 
industry.

Recommendation: The Queensland government make 
representations to the current Commonwealth Liquid Fuel Security 
Review to support the development of a national strategic fleet 
of tankers that could provide a reliable supply of fuel imports to 
Queensland and Australia. 

Recommendation:  Review port fees, port access and port 
infrastructure to ensure that they support coastal shipping. The 
higher cost structure of coastal shipping and unfair subsidies to 
road and rail should be compensated for by lowering port fees for 
coastal ships and allowing them berthing priority in order to reduce 
demurrage costs and ensure a reliable high-quality service. The 
Queensland government should support similar changes to the three 
Commonwealth AMSA shipping levies.

Recommendation: Ensure that port workforces are represented 
within port governance structures. 

Recommendation: Review the actions set out in the Reef 2050 
Plan and the North East Shipping Management Plan to manage 
shipping impacts on the Great Barrier Reef. We are concerned that 
no action was taken on recommendations EBA7 and EBA8 from the 
original Reef 2050 Plan to improve the quality of ships transiting the 
reef, and that these recommendations have been watered down in the 
July 2018 version of the Plan. The North East Shipping Management 
Plan says that one of the most important measures to reduce risk 
is Port State Control inspections, yet we note a 23% decline in the 
number of Port State Control inspections carried out nationally since 
2015, while the number of ship visits continues to increase.

Recommendation:  Address the concerns of the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park Authority in relation to shipping articulated in their 
Great Barrier Reef Outlook Report 2014, specifically that restoration 
and rehabilitation of damaged areas of the reef following shipping 
groundings is underresourced, and that the GBRMP’s ‘objectives 
and implementation with regards to shipping have not been clearly 
articulated.’ (p.207).


