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Protected waters
All inland waters except Lake Alexandrina, 
Lake Albert and waters influenced by the tide.

Semi-protected waters
Waters inshore of a line 2 nautical miles to 
seaward of the low water mark of the coast 
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Tidal waterways such as the Port Adelaide 
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The safety equipment you must carry depends on where you operate
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IntroductionIntroduction
The Department of Planning, Transport and 
Infrastructure (DPTI) is South Australia’s marine 
authority responsible for safety in South 
Australian waters – particularly in relation 
to the safe navigation of vessels, harbors 
and harbor facilities, movement of shipping 
and cargo, jetties and wharves and use for 
recreational and other aquatic activities.

DPTI provides education materials relating to 
marine safety, general and legislative advice to 
the public when attending community events 
such as boat shows and while undertaking 
compliance activities related to the safe use of 
the State’s navigable waters. 

On water this is through the DPTI Marine Safety 
Officers, with contributions and support from 
local government officers, Primary Industries 
and Regions SA (PIRSA) Fisheries Compliance 
Officers, and South Australia Police.

These authorities aim to ensure that South 
Australia’s waterways are safe and enjoyable 
for everyone.

This starts before you go out on the water, in 
making sure that the vessel and conditions are 
suitable for your trip. You must ensure that the 
vessel carries the necessary safety equipment 
and meets all other regulatory requirements.

This responsibility doesn’t end until you and 
your passengers are safely back on shore. 

Anyone who operates a recreational vessel 
with an engine in South Australia, including a 
personal watercraft (PWC), is required to have 
a boat operator’s licence, even if the engine is 
not in use at the time. 

The Handbook contains all the information 
needed to pass the exam for your boat 
licence and is based on the provisions of the 
Harbors and Navigation Act 1993 (the Act) 
and associated regulations, which include 
reference to the International Regulations 
for Preventing Collisions at Sea 1972 [also 
known as the Prevention of Collisions at Sea 
Regulations (COLREGS)], and River Murray 
Traffic Regulations. 

Legislation is subject to change so it is 
recommended that you regularly visit  
www.sa.gov.au to ensure that you are aware 
of any amendments.

Copies of the Act and Regulations are available 
from www.legislation.sa.gov.au

Copies of this handbook are available from 
Service SA on 13 10 84 or DPTI on  
1300 183 046 and can also be downloaded 
from: www.sa.gov.au/boatinghandbook 

Subscribe to OnDeck at  
www.ondeck.sa.gov.au to receive information 
and news on current events.

The South Australian boating safety handbook  
is published by DPTI and is to be used as a  
guide only.
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Definitions/Common 
marine terms
This section contains definitions of the terms 
that are used in this handbook. Boating, 
like many other activities, has its own 
language: it’s important that you understand 
some of the frequently used terms. 

W
A

’s   R
ecreatio

n
al   Skip

p
er’s   Ticket

Page - 22

The rules of the road
The rules of the road, w

hich apply on all w
aters in 

this state, also apply all over the w
orld.  You m

ust 
keep a good lookout at all tim

es and be ready to 
give w

ay to other vessels.

If you m
ust give w

ay, do it in good tim
e and m

ake a 
m

ove w
hich w

ill be obvious to the other vessels.

The golden rule is “look to the right, give w
ay to 

the right, turn to the right and stay to the right”.

Sound signals
Sound signals are som

etim
es used by ships and 

ferries to indicate an action they are about to 
take:

O
ne short b

last: 
I 

am
 

altering 
course 

to 
starboard.

Tw
o short blasts: I am

 altering course to port.

Three short b
lasts: M

y engines are going 
astern.

Five short blasts:
intentions; (practically) you are not follow

ing the 
rules – get out of the w

ay.

Channels
In narrow

 channels, all vessels should keep to the 
starboard side of the channel.

O
perating rules

Collision Regulations

Port 

Stern 

Starboard 
112.5

0
112.5

0

135
0

Port
If a pow

er-driven vessel 
approaches w

ithin this 
sector 

m
aintain 

your 
course and speed w

ith 
caution.

Starboard
If 

any 
vessel 

approaches w
ithin this 

sector, keep out of its 
w

ay.  (N
ote:  This rule 

m
ay not alw

ays apply 
if one or both vessels 
are sailboats.)

Stern
If any vessel approaches 
this sector, m

aintain your 
course and speed w

ith 
caution. 

Australian Builders Plate (ABP)
The Australian Builders Plate (ABP) has been 
adopted nationally to reduce the number of 
incidents caused by overloading vessels.
Unless exempted by the Harbors and 
Navigation Regulations 2009 recreational 
vessels built after 4 February 2008 must have 
an ABP affixed at the time of original sale (refer 
chapter 3, Safety on the water).

Authorised person
A person appointed by the Chief Executive 
Officer of the Department of Planning, Transport 
and Infrastructure (DPTI) to enforce the Harbors 
and Navigation Act 1993 and associated 
regulations, or a Police Officer.

Bank
The sloping border (edge or shore) of the 
course of a river or lake.

Bar
A ridge of sand, silt, mud or gravel near the 
water’s surface, which is caused by currents 
particularly at the entrance to a river, creek, lake 
or harbour. Bars can greatly change water and 
wave conditions, so extreme care is necessary 
when crossing them.

Basic flotation
A flotation system that meets Australian 
Builders Plate (ABP) requirements that means 
that the boat will float in some form if swamped. 
If the boat has capsized, it will remain afloat for 
you to possibly cling to the upturned hull. With 
basic flotation the swamped boat may float at 
any attitude.

Beam
Width at the widest point of the vessel.

Berth
1)	A place where a vessel is secured alongside 

a jetty or wharf.
2)	A space or bunk used by passengers or crew 

as sleeping accommodation on a vessel.

Abaft
A position towards the stern or rear of the 
vessel in relation to another object on the 
vessel. Not behind the vessel. For example, 
the stern is abaft the beam.

Abeam
Abreast of, or at right angles to, the fore and aft 
line of the vessel.

Adrift
Loose, not on moorings or a towline, or 
underway.

Aft
Towards the stern or rear of the vessel.

Astern
Behind or at the rear of the vessel. 

Astern propulsion
Put the engine in reverse, to slow the vessel or 
go backwards.
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Cleat
A piece of wood or metal consisting of a bar 
with horizontal arms, around which ropes are 
wound to fasten them. 

Coast
In this handbook, for safety equipment carriage 
purposes ‘coast’ refers only to the coast of the 
mainland or Kangaroo Island. No other island’s 
coast in South Australia is used to measure the 
distance out to sea, for the requirement to carry 
safety equipment or for the operation of a vessel.

COLREGS

International Regulations for the Preventiing 
Collision at Sea 1972.
A convention which sets out the “rules of the 
road” for operating vessels on the water.

Current
The horizontal movement or flow of water. 
Currents can be either tidal or non-tidal.

Dead ahead
Directly or straight in front of a vessel’s bow.

Device
For the purposes of this handbook, a device is 
an object that is attached by a rope or by other 
means, in or on which up to three people may 
sit to be towed directly behind a motorboat. 
Examples of devices include ski biscuits and 
tyre tubes, but not waterskis or kneeboards. 
Devices generally have little or no means of 
controlling the direction in which they travel.

Direct supervision 
A boat licence holder directly watching over 
and accompanying a special permit holder or 
unlicensed person while that person operates 
a recreational motorboat. The licensed person 
must at all times be able to take over the control 
of the motorboat should the need arise.

Downstream
In the direction of the flow or current of a stream 
or river; towards the sea. 

Bilge
The compartment at the bottom of the hull of a 
ship or boat where water collects so that it may 
be pumped out.

Bitt/s
A strong post of wood or metal projecting—
usually as a pair—above the deck of a vessel, 
which is used to secure cables and towing or 
mooring lines.

Blood alcohol concentration (BAC)
A measurement of alcohol in the blood. A BAC 
of .05 means there is .05 grams of alcohol in 
each 100 millilitres of blood.

Boat
Any type and size of water craft or vessel used 
in South Australian waters. For the purposes 
of this handbook, a ‘recreational boat’ is one 
that is being used for recreational or non-
commercial purposes.

Boat operator’s licence
The licence that is required in South Australia to 
operate a recreational vessel that is fitted with 
an engine, of any type or size, whether or not 
the engine is being used.

Bombora
A shallow area where waves may break.

Bow
The front end of the vessel.

Capsize
Of a vessel, to overturn.

Cardinal points
The four main points of a compass, that is, 
north, south, east and west.

Channel
A navigable route through a body of water, or 
marked waterway.

Chart datum
The lowest predictable level that the tide is likely 
to fall to. 
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Draught 
The minimum depth of water that a vessel 
needs to float.

DPTI
Department of Planning, Transport and 
Infrastructure.

Ebb tide
The falling or run out of the tide.

EPIRB
An EPIRB (Emergency Position Indicating Radio 
Beacon) is a radio distress beacon that, when 
activated, transmits a signal via satellite to a 
ground station to assist emergency services to 
locate a vessel in distress. In Australia, only a 
406MHz EPIRB is acceptable.

Fairway
Navigable water in a channel, harbour or river.

Flood tide
The rising or run in of the tide.

Following sea
Sea travelling in the approximate direction as 
the vessel’s course.

Fore
Situated at or towards the bow, or front, of a 
vessel.

Freeboard
The distance between the surface of the water 
and the gunwale.

Give way
Stop, slow, go astern or change course to keep 
clear of another vessel.

Go astern 
To move stern-first, or backwards, 
through the water.

Gulf of St Vincent
The waters in that gulf north of a line drawn 
from Troubridge Point on Yorke Peninsula to 
Rapid Head on Fleurieu Peninsula.

Gunwale (Pronounced gunnel)
The top edge of a vessel’s side. 

Heading
The direction in which a ship’s bow points at 
any given time.

Headway
The forward motion of a vessel.

Heave to
To steer into the wind and sea, making 
minimum headway.

Heel
Of a vessel, to stoop or lean to one side, usually 
as a result of wind or wave action. Also, action 
of a large vessel or smaller twin-hull vessel 
when changing course.

Helm
The wheel or tiller controlling the rudder.

Hire and drive vessel
A houseboat, personal watercraft (PWC) or 
other vessel that is offered for hire under a hire 
and drive business. For more information refer 
www.amsa.gov.au

Hull
The main body of a vessel.

Hull identification number (HIN)
A unique set of characters that is permanently 
linked to the hull of a vessel and performs 
a similar function to a vehicle identification 
number on a motor vehicle compliance plate. 

Impeller
The rotating part of a centrifugal pump,  
turbine, etc.

Inadequate flotation
Vessel flotation that does not meet ABP 
requirements of either level flotation or basic 
flotation. 
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Inland waters
Any navigable waterways or bodies of water 
in the State that are not tidal; for example, the 
River Murray and Lake Eyre (when filled with 
water) are inland waters, but not the Coorong or 
Port River because they’re tidal.

Isophase
Of a navigation light, to flash on and off in equal 
measure; i.e. for the light and darkness periods 
to be of the same length.

Knot
A measurement of speed applied to wind or to 
vessels. One knot equals one nautical mile per 
hour (1.852 kilometres per hour).

Lanyard
A short rope or cord for securing or holding 
something, such as a bailer to a vessel.

Leads
Marks used in channels and entrances which, 
when in line, indicate the centre of the channel.

Lee shore
The shore onto which the wind blows.

Leeward
The side of the vessel opposite to that from 
which the wind blows; the downwind side.

Length of vessel 
The hull length should be measured from the point 
of the bow to the transom (the flat stern of the 
vessel), excluding bowsprits, outboard motors 
and other attachments. Any part of the vessel 
that extends beyond these points and contributes 
to the vessel’s buoyancy should, however, also 
be included in the vessel length, for example, 
pontoons on inflatable vessels or houseboats.

Level flotation
Vessel flotation that meets ABP requirements, 
meaning that the boat will continue to float in a 
level position if swamped and will be prevented 
from capsizing in calm water. This will allow 
you to remain in the boat and bail the vessel 
to remove the water. Level flotation does not 
provide a self-righting capacity. 

Lifejacket
South Australian legislation (the Harbors and 
Navigation Act 1993 and associated regulations) 
refers to the level of buoyancy provided by a 
lifejacket. These devices may also be referred to 
as Personal Flotation Devices (PFD) or buoyancy 
vests, Level 100 or higher (PFD Type 1), 50 (PFD 
Type 2), 50S (PFD Type 3).

Lock
An enclosed, gated chamber on a canal, river, etc. 
for raising or lowering a vessel from one waterway 
level to another. Most commonly associated 
with weirs and barrages on the River Murray.

Making way
A vessel underway and moving through the 
water, using sail or motor.

Marine radio
A radio designed for two-way communication 
on approved marine frequencies/channels, for 
example, VHF, MF/HF or 27 MHz. 

Masthead light
A white light placed over the fore and aft centreline 
of the vessel showing an unbroken light over a 
225 degree arc of the horizon and fixed so as to 
show the light from directly ahead to 22.5 degrees 
abaft the beam on either side of the vessel.

Moor
To secure a vessel to the shore, a buoy, wharf 
or jetty, or to anchor with two or more anchors.
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Mooring
A pole, jetty, anchored chain or other structure 
to which a boat or vessel can be securely tied 
or anchored.

Motorboat
Any boat or vessel that is being propelled by 
an engine (irrespective of size), whether or not 
the engine is the main means of propulsion. 
A sailing boat being propelled by an auxiliary 
engine is regarded as a motorboat or motor 
vessel.

Nautical mile
The international unit of distance over water. 
One nautical mile is equal to 1.852 kilometres.

Navigation rules
The regulations governing the movement of 
vessels in relation to each other, otherwise 
known as steering or sailing rules. The ‘rules of 
the road at sea’.

Occulting
Of a navigation light, to flash on and off, lighting 
for longer than the period of darkness; similar to 
a lighthouse light.

Operator
The person in charge (control) of a recreational 
vessel that is underway or at anchor, but not 
when the vessel is moored. Sometimes also 
referred to as the Skipper.

Personal watercraft (PWC)
A device that: is propelled by a motor; has a 
fully enclosed hull; is designed not to retain 
water if capsized; and is operated by a person 
who sits astride it or stands or kneels on it. 
PWC are often more commonly known by their 
brand names, including Jet Ski®, Sea-Doo®, 
and WaveRunner®. The minimum age for 
operating a PWC is 16 years of age and the 
operator must hold an appropriate licence.

Pile/Piles
One or more poles or posts driven into the 
bottom of a waterway to serve as support for 
an aid to navigation or for a dock.

Planing
A vessel is said to be planing, or ‘operating on 
the plane’ when it is essentially moving over 
the top of, rather than through, the water. The 
process of planning starts as soon as your 
speed over the water provides some lift (ie the 
bow starts to rise).

Port side
Looking forward from the stern, the left side of 
a vessel. A red sidelight is displayed on the port 
side when the vessel is operating at night or in 
poor visibility.

Power-driven vessel
Refer ‘Motorboat’.

Protected waters
In South Australia, all inland waters excluding 
Lake Albert and Lake Alexandrina.

Recreational boat
For the purposes of this handbook, a recreational 
boat is one that is being used for recreational or 
non-commercial purposes, or for purposes that 
are not industrial or scientific. 

Sailing vessel
A vessel that is operating only under the power 
of sail.

Scope
The ratio between the length of anchor line let 
out and the depth of water. 

Sea anchor
Anything that can act as a source of drag in the 
water, to stabilise a boat in heavy weather or 
offset the effects of wind, eg. a bucket or life raft 
dragged behind the vessel.
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Seaworthy
Of a vessel, to be adequately and safely 
constructed and equipped to meet sea 
conditions, including safety equipment 
appropriate to where it’s being operated.

Semi-protected waters
Waters inshore of a line 2 nautical miles 
seaward of the low water mark of the coast of 
the mainland or Kangaroo Island, or the banks 
of Lakes Alexandrina and Albert.

Shore/coast
The terms ‘shore’ or ‘coast’ in this handbook 
refer only to the coast or shore of the mainland 
or Kangaroo Island. No other island’s shore or 
coast in South Australia is used to measure 
the distance out to sea for the use of safety 
equipment or the operation of a vessel.

Sidelights
Lights to be used at night when underway, 
showing an unbroken light over an arc 
of 112.5 degrees from directly ahead to 
22.5 degrees abaft the beam.

Skier/waterskier
A person who is being towed in any way behind 
a powered vessel, other than a person on a 
device.

SOLAS
Acronym for ‘Safety Of Life At Sea’.  
SOLAS lifejackets are those designed for use 
far out to sea.

Spar
A stout pole such as those used for masts, and 
upon which buoyage marks may be placed.

Special permit
The special permit authorises a person aged 
12-15 years to operate a recreational vessel 
fitted with an engine, under certain conditions 
(except a personal watercraft) (refer Chapter 1, 
Licensing & registration).

Speed
Speed is measured in knots. One knot equals 
one nautical mile/hour, or 1.852 kilometres/hour.

Spencer Gulf
The waters north of a line drawn from Cape 
Catastrophe on Eyre Peninsula to Waterhouse 
Point on Thistle Island and then to Corny Point 
on Yorke Peninsula.

Squall
Sudden, violent wind often accompanied by rain.

Standards
All equipment listed in this handbook must 
meet the standards listed in the Harbors 
and Navigation Act 1993 and associated 
regulations.

Stand on
To maintain speed and course during a 
meeting, crossing, or overtaking situation.

Starboard side
Looking forward from the stern, the right hand 
side of a vessel. A green sidelight is displayed 
on the starboard side when the vessel is 
operating at night or in poor visibility. 

Stem the tide
Go forward, against the current.

Stern
The back or rear of a vessel.

Sternlight
A white light placed as near as practicable to 
the stern, showing an unbroken light over a 
135 degree arc of the horizon and fixed to show 
the light 67.5 degrees from directly aft on each 
side of the vessel.

Supervision
Refer ‘Direct supervision’.

Swamping
Sinking or filling (a vessel) with water.



10  |  South Australian recreational boating safety handbook
In

tr
od

uc
tio

n

Tell-tale
Generally outboard motors—as well as some 
inboard motors—use the water through which 
the vessel is travelling to cool the motor and 
stop it overheating. The ‘tell-tale’ allows for 
a stream of water to be seen trailing (in most 
cases) from the engine as a sign that water is 
circulating through the engine cooling system.

Tender
A ship or boat used to attend a larger one, 
especially to supply goods and provisions,  
convey orders, or carry passengers to and 
from shore.

Transom
The stern cross-section of a square-stern boat.

Trim
The difference between the draft forward 
and the draft aft. For example, if the aft draft 
is greater, the vessel is described as being 
trimmed by the stern, if the forward draft 
is greater, she is trimmed by the bow.

Underway
Not at anchor, tied to shore or a buoy, or 
aground. If you are drifting you are underway.

Unprotected waters
Waters offshore of a line 2 nautical miles 
seaward of the low water mark of the coast of 
the mainland and Kangaroo Island, or the banks 
of Lakes Alexandrina and Albert.

Upstream
In the opposite direction to the flow, or current, 
of a river or stream; towards, or in, a higher part 
of the stream; towards inland.

V distress sheet
A fluorescent orange-red coloured sheet 
(1.8 metres by 1.2 metres) with a large black 
‘V’ printed in the middle. Used for signalling 
distress.

Vessel
Any type of transportation on water, including 
small boats, large ships, sailboards, surfboards, 
surf kites, waterskis or other similar devices on 
which a person rides through the water.

Wake
The track left on the water’s surface by a 
moving vessel.

Wash
The swell caused by a vessel moving through 
water.

Whistle
Any sound signalling device capable of 
producing the sound signals as prescribed by 
the legislation.

Windward
The side of a vessel that is facing into the wind; 
the upwind side.

Yaw
To swing, swerve or steer off course.
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Recreational vessels fitted with 
an engine must be registered to 
be used on any South Australian 
waterway and the people who 
operate them must be licensed.

The fees from registration 
and licensing fund the 
State government’s marine 
safety program. Boat 
registration also aids:
•	vessel safety and security 

through identification
•	marine compliance and 

enforcement activities, and 
•	statistics that are used to plan 

new boating facilities.
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Boat operator 
licensing
Requirements

People aged 16 years and older must have 
a boat operator’s licence to operate any 
recreational vessel that is fitted with an 
engine—even if the engine is not being used. 
This includes personal watercraft (PWC). 

If you are between 12 and 15 years of age, 
you may apply for a special permit to operate a 
recreational vessel; the special permit has some 
operating restrictions however, including that a 
special permit holder may not operate a PWC.

This section covers what you must do to apply 
for a boat operator’s licence or special permit. 
For further information and to apply, contact 
a Service SA Customer Service Centre (refer 
chapter 13).

It’s an offence to operate any recreational vessel 
fitted with an engine without a boat operator’s 
licence, special permit or exemption, unless the 
unlicensed person is:
•	 under the direct supervision of a person with 

a boat operator’s licence or current interstate 
boat operator’s licence, and

•	 is at least 12 years of age, and
•	 doesn’t exceed 10 knots; or
•	 the unlicensed person is operating in waters 

defined under a boat hire business operation. 

The holder of a boat operator’s licence or 
special permit must notify a Service SA 
Customer Service Centre or use the EzyReg on 
line system within 14 days of a change of name 
or address.

If requested, you must present your licence 
or special permit to a Marine Safety Officer, 
Police Officer, or any other authorised person, 
generally within 48 hours.

Staying independent and safe on 
the water
Boating is an activity that is enjoyed by people 
with diverse backgrounds, abilities and ages.

However, changes to our health at any time, but 
particularly when we age, can affect mobility 
and the ability to respond to situations and 
the conditions that can affect what should 
be an enjoyable day on the water. Some of 
these conditions may include vision or hearing 
impairment, reduced memory, problem solving 
abilities, heart conditions and/or the need to 
take medications.

Ensuring you have regular check-ups with your 
doctor is important so they are aware of your 
health status and can assist to identify changes 
that could affect your ability to operate a vessel 
safely.

If you are concerned that your health may be 
affecting your ability to operate a vessel safely, 
visit your doctor.

As a boat operator licence holder or special 
permit holder, under the Harbors and Navigation 
Regulations 2009, you have an obligation to 
advise the Chief Executive in writing within  
14 days of any physical or mental impairment 
that may affect your capacity to operate a 
vessel – a maximum penalty of $750 applies if 
you do not do so.

If it is necessary to give up your licence to 
operate a vessel, it does not mean giving up 
boating – you might ask a friend or family 
member to do the driving and only take the 
helm at slower speeds, at less than 10 knots.

If you no longer need or want your licence, you 
can return it at any time to Marine Operations, 
GPO Box 1533, Adelaide SA 5001, together 
with your licence and a short letter about your 
decision to stop operating a powered craft.
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Interstate visitors
The holder of a current boat operator’s licence 
issued in another state may operate a registered 
recreational vessel in South Australia for up to 
90 days. A South Australian boat operator’s 
licence or special permit must be obtained after 
that time.

Applying for a boat operator’s 
licence
Applicants for a boat operator’s licence must:
•	 be at least 16 years of age (persons under 16 

may apply for a special permit
•	 disclose any medical conditions, including if 

you need to wear glasses or contact lenses 
other than for reading

•	 show Evidence of Identity (EOI), and evidence 
of residential address

•	 pass a written exam, or show evidence 
you qualify for exemption from exam 
requirements. 

For further information contact a Service SA 
Customer Service Centre.

The above requirements are explained in this 
section.

Proof of age
You can verify your age with any of the following 
documents:
•	 Motor vehicle driver’s licence, provisional 

driver’s licence or learner’s permit
•	 Birth Certificate
•	 Passport
•	 Citizenship certificate
•	 South Australian Proof of Age card, issued 

after 9 October 2006

Disclosure of medical conditions
If you hold a current motor vehicle driver’s 
licence you are considered to meet the eyesight 
and medical standards for a boat operator’s 
licence. 

If you do not hold a current motor vehicle 
driver’s licence will need to provide a completed 
DPTI Medical and Eyesight Certificate form 
(MR155) and have it completed by an 
optometrist or doctor.

Evidence of identity (EOI)
When required, a person must show three items 
of EOI: one each from categories A and B and a 
third from either category A or B (refer below).

EOI is also needed for a duplicate copy of 
a boat operator’s licence, special permit, or 
registration certificate. If you require a copy, 
but are interstate or in a remote location, you 
may be able to provide photocopies of EOI 
documents, so long as they are certified by a 
Justice of the Peace (JP).

Category A

Present at least one of the following documents.
•	 Full Australian birth certificate, including 

registration and certificate number;
•	 Australian citizenship or naturalisation 

certificate;
•	 Australian passport (current or expired up to 

two years);
•	 Current foreign passport with a current 

Australian visa;
•	 Australian Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship travel document, for example, a 
Former Resident Visa or a Resident Return 
Visa (valid up to five years after issue);

•	 Department of Immigration and Citizenship 
Certificate of Evidence of Residence Status;

•	 Australian photo driver’s licence (current or 
expired up to two years);

•	 Australian Defence Force photo identity card 
(not civilians);

•	 South Australian or Australian Federal Police 
officer photo identity card;

•	 New South Wales photo card (issued after  
14 December 2005);

•	 South Australian proof of age card (issued 
after 9 October 2006);
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•	 Interstate photo boat operator’s licence (if this 
does not have a photo, it may be accepted 
as a category B document).

Category B

Present at least one of the following documents.
•	 Medicare card;
•	 Financial institution account card or credit 

card with signature and embossed name;
•	 A letter from a financial institution verifying 

your name and signature;
•	 Student identity document from an 

educational institution showing photograph 
and signature;

•	 Australian Department of Veterans’ Affairs, 
Commonwealth pensioner concession, or 
health care concession card;

•	 Australian-issued photo security guard or 
crowd controller licence;

•	 Australian-issued photo firearm licence;
•	 Interstate boat operator’s licence (no photo).

Evidence of residential address
You must show evidence of your current 
residential address if it’s not already on one of 
your category A or B documents. You can use 
any of the following documents.
•	 Contract of purchase, lease or rental, or 

mortgage, or land ownership certificate;
•	 Telephone, gas or electricity account (up to 

one year old);
•	 Water rates, local government council rates 

or land valuation notice (up to two years old);
•	 Current South Australian vehicle or vessel 

registration certificate;
•	 South Australian driver’s licence renewal, or 

vehicle or vessel registration renewal, for the 
coming period;

•	 Australian Taxation Office tax assessment for 
the most recent financial year;

•	 Certificate or statement of enrolment from an 
educational institution (up to one year old)

•	 A passbook or statement from a bank, 
building society or credit union (up to one 
year old);

•	 A letter from the principal of a recognised 
educational institution (up to one year old).

It is not necessary for applicants to reside 
permanently in South Australia to obtain a boat 
operators licence or duplicate licence.

The written exam
Applicants for the boat operator’s licence 
must pass a written exam. However holders 
of certain qualifications may be granted an 
exemption—for information refer to  
www.sa.gov./boatingmarine.

The exam consists of a series of multiple-choice 
questions, which are all based on information 
in this handbook. As a learning guide, we have 
provided self-check questions and answers at 
the end of most chapters and a practice test is 
also available on line at www.ondeck.sa.gov.au.

Part A is the compulsory section, covering 
navigation rules, signal recognition and alcohol 
limits for boating as covered in chapters 3, 6 
and 7. You must correctly answer all of the 
questions in Part A before progressing to the 
rest of the exam.

Parts B and C of the exam covers boating rules 
and general boating safety of which you must 
answer at least 75% of the questions correctly.

There is only one correct answer to each 
question.

Applicants who fail the written exam can apply 
to be re-examined. There is no timeframe 
between attempts, but only three attempts will 
be allowed on a single day and a fee will be 
payable for each attempt. 
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Special permit
If you are aged from 12 to 15 years, you can 
apply for a special permit, which will allow you to:
•	 operate, between sunrise and sunset and 

without supervision, a recreational vessel that 
is less than 4 metres (m) long and fitted with 
an engine that has a potential speed of 10 
knots or less—provided the special permit 
holder and any passengers are wearing an 
approved lifejacket

•	 operate a larger and/or faster vessel fitted 
with an engine, under the direct supervision 
of a licence holder who is at least 18 years 
of age

•	 act as an observer where a person is being 
towed by a vessel, providing that the vessel 
operator holds a boat operator’s licence and 
is at least 18 years of age.

A special permit does not authorize 
you to operate a PWC or a vessel 
towing a person.

Applying for a special permit
Applicants for a special permit must:
•	 be at least 12 years of age (but not yet 16 

years of age) 
•	 disclose any medical conditions, including if 

you need to wear glasses or contact lenses 
other than for reading

•	 show Evidence of Identity (EOI), and evidence 
of your current residential address

•	 pass a written exam and practical test
•	 provide parent or guardian signature (consent)

Applicants who fail the written exam can apply 
to be re-examined. 

There is no timeframe between attempts, but 
only three attempts will be allowed on a single 
day and a fee will be payable for each attempt. 

The special permit exam may cover any area of 
the boat operator’s licence exam except those 
concerned with alcohol and operating a PWC. 

The special permit expires when you reach 16 
years of age. To then obtain a boat operator’s 
licence you must meet all the necessary licence 
requirements, including EOI and medical fitness; 
however, the exam and licence issue fees are 
lower for holders of a valid expired special 
permit.

The special permit practical test 
The brief practical test allows you to show 
that you can safely and effectively control the 
vessel, and have sufficient knowledge of the 
relevant boating rules. It must be taken within 
six months of passing the written exam or you 
will need to re-sit the exam.

The test is conducted by a DPTI Marine Safety 
Officer in a suitable vessel provided by you, at a 
mutually convenient location and time, including 
weekends.

PWC is not a suitable vessel for a 
practical test.

To be ‘suitable’ a vessel must be:
•	 currently registered
•	 equipped with all required safety equipment 

for the area of the test
•	 between 3.1 m and 6 m long
•	 capable of a speed of at least 15 knots.

Take your special permit application form and, if 
required, Medical and Eyesight Certificate form 
to give to the officer before starting the test.

You must be able to demonstrate the skills 
outlined in the brochure, Special Permit to 
operate a recreational vessel, available from 
Service SA. 

It’s a good idea to familiarise yourself with 
the vessel that you plan to use for the test 
and practise the various manoeuvres that are 
required. During practice you must be under 
the direct supervision of a licensed person and 
must not exceed 10 knots.
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Motor vessel 
registration
All recreational vessels fitted with an engine 
are required to be registered while operating 
in South Australian waters—even if the 
engine is not being used at the time.

You must apply to register a recreational vessel in 
your name within 14 days of becoming the owner. 
You will be asked to show Evidence of Identity 
(EOI) and Proof of Vessel Ownership (PVO).

Legislation is now in place to allow a canoe 
or kayak to be fitted with an electric motor 
less than 150 newtons (or 34 pounds  
of thrust) without the requirement for the 
operator to have a boat operator licence or 
registration. The operator must be 16 years 
or older and the craft must only be operated 
in protected or semi protected waters. 
Recreational vessels can be registered for 
either 6 or 12 months depending on the 
vessel length. You must be aged at least  
16 to register a vessel in your name.

This section outlines the requirements for 
recreational vessel registration, including:
•	 first-time registration
•	 after a change of ownership, transfer of 

registration (conditions apply)
•	 if transfer is not applicable, new owner re-

registration
•	 registration requirements for vessels from 

interstate
•	 display registration numbers; and
•	 renewal of an existing South Australian 

registration.

It also outlines how ‘Boat Code’ and Proof of 
Vessel Ownership (PVO) improve the security of 
your vessel, by making it harder for people to 
‘re-birth’ and re-register stolen boats. 

Boat Code 

Boat Code is an identification system for 
registered recreational vessels to deter theft and 
aid the recovery of stolen vessels.

It is compulsory for all recreational vessels 
registered in South Australia for the first time or 
when vessels change ownership. However, an 
owner of any registered recreational vessel can 
apply to DPTI for boat code identification.

Two small plates bearing a hull identification 
number (HIN) are affixed to the hull; one on the 
starboard side of the transom and the other in 
a hidden location. Only a Boat Code agent or 
examiner can affix a plate and it must not be 
removed.

The HIN is recorded on a central register that is 
cross-referenced with vessel registrations and 
a certificate issued to the applicant. For any 
vessel, the HIN will be either:
•	 a manufacturer’s HIN, which includes the 

hull’s country of origin, manufacturer’s identity 
code, a serial number, month and year of 
production, and the model year; this type of 
HIN may be on plates affixed to the vessel, or 
moulded into the hull of a vessel; or
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•	 a Boat Code Agent-issued HIN, which 
includes the country of origin, a serial number, 
agent code and the last digit of the year it is 
affixed (that is, 0 to 9).

Boat Code is not required when or if: 
•	 the vessel is registered on the Australian 

Register of Ships (proof must be provided to 
receive exemption)

•	 any change of joint ownership where one of 
the existing registered owners remains.

Proof of vessel ownership 
You need to supply Proof of Vessel Ownership 
(PVO) when you apply to have a vessel 
registered in your name. The following 
documents are acceptable as PVO.
•	 Vessel registration certificate in the current 

registered owner’s name, including the HIN 
and Boat Code Certificate number. The 
application for transfer of registration on the 
back of the registration certificate must be 
completed and signed by both the current 
and the new registered owner(s).

•	 Bill of sale or receipt for purchase, from the 
previous registered owner or boat dealership.

•	 A signed and dated statement from the 
previous owner, including your details 
and a brief description of the vessel, with 
registration number if it has one.

•	 A recreational registration certificate in your 
name issued in another state (for initial 
registration only).

•	 A commercial vessel certificate of survey in 
your name (for initial registration only).

•	 If none of these documents can be provided, 
a statutory declaration signed by a Justice 
of the Peace, including your details and a 
description of the vessel, with registration 
number if applicable.

First-time registration and new 
owner re-registration
To register a recreational vessel for the first time 
or apply for new owner re-registration you must;
•	 Lodge the appropriate application form 
•	 Pay the appropriate fees
•	 provide a copy of the Boat Code Certificate if 

the vessel has a HIN affixed and you have the 
certificate;

•	 If you cannot provide the Boat Code 
Certificate, you will receive a Certificate of 
Temporary Motor Boat Registration that is 
valid for 21 days and you must:
–– arrange to have HIN plates affixed, or an 
existing HIN checked, by a Boat Code 
Agent (fee payable)

–– present your Certificate of Temporary 
Motor Boat Registration to the agent

•	 the Boat Code Agent will provide you with a 
copy of the Interim Boat Code Certificate and 
your permanent Boat Code Certificate will be 
posted to you.

DPTI will post your registration certificate to you 
– you should keep your registration details and 
Boat Code certificates in a safe place.

AU-SAV-12345-D-5-15
COUNTRY

CODE
SERIAL

NUMBER
BUILD

MONTH
BUILD
YEAR

MODEL
YEAR

MANUFACTURER
CODE

AU-TSA-123458-AZ-5
COUNTRY

CODE
SERIAL

NUMBER
AGENT
CODE

YEAR OF
ISSUE

DPTI
CODE

HXA-B4A22-K-4-95
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NUMBER
BUILD

MONTH
BUILD
YEAR

MODEL
YEAR

MANUFACTURER
CODE
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If this is the first time your vessel will be 
registered in South Australia you will be issued 
with a registration certificate which will include 
your new registration number. The registration 
number must be marked onto the vessel before 
the vessel is operated (see brochure ‘Display 
the vessel’s registration numbers’ available from 
the website at www.sa.gov.au/boatingmarine or 
telephone 1300 183 046)

Transfer of ownership of a 
registered vessel
Registration can only be transferred if:
•	 the registration is current and
•	 the previous registered owner has signed the 

transfer section on the back of the current 
registration certificate; and

•	 the vessel has a HIN (refer Boat Code).

If you cannot meet these conditions, you must 
complete an Application for New Owner Re-
Registration of a Motor Boat.

In the case of a change of ownership where 
one of the current registered owners retains 
partial or complete registered ownership, an 
application for a transfer of registration or 
new owner re-registration must still be made. 
However, Boat Code is not required.

When one of the registered owners of a vessel 
dies, the surviving registered owner may apply 
to remove the name of the deceased from the 
registration. In this situation there is no change 
of ownership fee and Boat Code is not required; 
however, formal proof of the previous owner’s 
death is required.

Renewal of registration
You will be sent an Invitation to Renew Motor 
Boat Registration before the registration is due 
to expire. 

Renewal can be paid online at  
www.sa.gov.au/ezyreg, by telephone, mail or 
in person at a Service SA Customer Service 
Centre.

When payment has been made your registration 
certificate will be posted to you, usually within 
10 working days. 

Note: It’s the responsibility of the 
registered owner and/or operator to 
ensure the vessel is registered before 
the vessel is operated.

Vessels registered in other 
states
All visiting recreational vessels fitted with an 
engine must be registered to operate in South 
Australian waters, whether or not registration is 
required for that vessel in its home state.

Where a recreational vessel fitted with an engine 
has current interstate registration, the vessel 
may be used for up to 90 days from the first use 
in South Australia.

If the visit exceeds 90 days, the vessel must be 
registered in South Australia (and must meet 
Boat Code requirements).



Chapter 1.  Licensing & registration  |  19
Licensing &

 registration

Displaying your registration 
numbers
The registration number must be:
•	 painted or displayed on both sides of the 

vessel, towards the bow
•	 displayed on a vertical surface
•	 in a contrasting colour to the surface on 

which it is placed
•	 for vessels 3 m or longer, at least 150 mm 

high and clearly legible from 50 m away while 
the vessel is underway in clear weather

•	 for vessels less than 3 m long, at least  
100 mm high and clearly legible from 50 m 
away while the vessel is underway in clear 
weather.

If the bow of your vessel is highly flared and it 
is difficult to display your registration numbers, 
you may apply to DPTI for approval to place 
the number in a more suitable position. Contact 
DPTI on 1300 183 046 for further information or 
via email: dpti.recreationalboatingunit@sa.gov.au

Chapter 1.  
Self-check questions
1) When is a special permit holder 
permitted to operate a personal watercraft 
(PWC) or tow a person behind a vessel?
A.	Only if under the direct supervision of a 

Licence holder.
B.	A special permit holder is not permitted to 

operate a PWC or tow a person behind a 
vessel under any circumstances.

C.	Only if operating at a speed no greater than 
20 knots.

2) How must the registration number be 
painted or displayed on both sides of a 
power-driven vessel that is 3 m or more in 
length?
A.	In figures at least 150 mm high and in a 

contrasting colour to the hull so they are 
clearly legible from at least 50 m away, while 
the vessel is underway in clear weather. 

B.	In figures at least 100 mm high so they are 
clearly legible from at least 50 m away, while 
the vessel is underway in clear weather. 

C.	Provided they are painted or displayed on 
both sides of the bow in contrasting colour 
to the hull, the numbers can be any size. 

3) In South Australia, what vessels are 
required to be registered? 
A.	Vessels fitted with an engine of 5 horsepower 

or more. 
B.	All recreational vessels that are fitted with an 

engine unless exempt. 
C.	Recreational vessels more than 3 m long that 

are fitted with an engine. 
D.	None of the above. 

4) What is the minimum age at which a 
person can apply for a Boat Operator’s 
Licence in South Australia?
A.	16 years old (12 years old for a special permit).
B.	14 years old (10 years old for a special permit).
C.	No minimum age.
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The safety and success of 
any boating trip depends on 
the amount of planning and 
preparation before you leave, and 
it starts with choosing the right 
boat for your needs.

Marine and river conditions are 
harsh-salty water, vibration, sand, 
sun and rain combine to make life 
tough on the machinery. Regular 
maintenance by you and engine 
servicing by a qualified mechanic 
will help avoid an unsafe or 
disastrous experience, such as a 
breakdown at sea, or worse.

This chapter covers the minimum 
checks you should do before the 
season starts, and before and 
after each trip.
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Choosing the right 
boat
Boats are designed and built for various 
purposes to suit different water conditions 
and loads. Before you use or obtain a 
boat, do your research, including talking 
to manufacturers, retailers and other boat 
operators.

The basic questions you should ask are:

What size boat do I need?

This depends on the number of people and the 
amount of equipment and provisions you intend 
to carry, as well as the water conditions you 
expect to experience.

What will I use the boat for?

Fishing? Cruising? Waterskiing? Sailing? The 
design, construction, stability, flotation and 
maintenance of the vessel will all factor in the 
safety and performance of your vessel.

What engine power do I need?

Boats have both minimum power needs and 
maximum power limits. Be careful not to overpower 
a boat—a bigger engine may be unsafe by 
unbalancing the boat and reducing the freeboard. 
Conversely, an under-powered vessel may reduce 
your vessel’s capacity for safe operation—as well 
as reducing the enjoyment of your trip.

For more information on the above refer chapter 
3, Safety on the water, loading for stability.

Before you take your 
boat on the water
A thorough pre-season check of both vessel  
and equipment is highly recommended 
for safer boating. The following steps are 
recommended as a minimum; however, it’s 

also advisable to inspect many of these items 
before each trip.

For maintenance of personal watercraft (PWC), 
refer chapter 11, Special activities.

General vessel check
It’s an offence to operate an unseaworthy 
vessel. As the operator, you may be directed by 
an authorised officer to take the vessel out of 
the water until the problems are fixed or, in more 
serious cases, the owner and/or operator may 
be fined or prosecuted.

When carrying out a vessel check it is 
recommended that you:
•	 Inspect vessel structure for corrosion, cracks, 

and general wear and tear
•	 Check for water and fuel leaks
•	 Test steering gear for stiffness and treat 

cables with correct lubricant
•	 Ensure the bung is suitable and in good 

condition
•	 Clear self-draining holes. Check drain flaps 

and grease if necessary
•	 Protect the hull and decks:

–– keep them clean and properly waxed
–– clean fibreglass with fresh water and a non-
abrasive soap

–– if necessary, use a soft brush to help 
remove debris caught in crevices

–– patch any minor cracks, as well as gouges 
or chips in fibreglass gel coat, that may 
occur due to normal wear and tear

–– more serious cracks caused by vessel 
stress, age or accidents should be repaired 
by a qualified boat repairer

–– use a good metal wax to keep aluminium 
and stainless steel parts clean and 
polished; metals on boats can corrode 
quickly, especially near salt water

–– check all screws, bolts and other fittings.
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Batteries
Flat batteries are a common cause of rescue 
call-outs. One recurring problem is that large 
boats require a lot of power to start and, if the 
battery is weak, a few starts will drain it. 

Always use marine batteries, as they are 
designed for the environment; to reduce the risk 
of problems arising, keep your battery in the 
best possible condition.
•	 Check, charge and change your battery 

regularly
•	 Charge the battery to the appropriate or 

recommended level; never overcharge
•	 Secure the unit in brackets
•	 Ensure its location is ventilated and vented 

before starting the engine
•	 Keep terminals, cables and casing clean
•	 Grease terminals regularly
•	 Keep terminals and connections tightly 

secured
•	 Top up battery cells with distilled water and 

check each cell with a hydrometer
•	 To reduce the risk of explosion, turn off the 

power to the charger before disconnecting. 

Bilges
•	 Test bilge pumps for effective operation and 

service as required
•	 Ensure bilges are clean and dry.

Electrical system
Exposure to salt water can corrode electrical 
systems—another common cause of marine 
equipment failure.
•	 Ensure frequent inspection and cleaning of all 

electrical systems
•	 Spray terminals and electrical connectors 

with a corrosion-retarding agent, such as 
CRC or WD-40

•	 Keep all fittings dry
•	 If navigation lights are fitted or a torch is 

carried, check they are working—even if you 
only plan to be out in daylight.

Engine care
It is recommended you have your engine 
fully serviced by an approved service agent; 
according to manufacturers recommended 
service intervals.

Before you use your motor, familiarise yourself 
with the manufacturer’s manual—it should 
contain everything you need to know about 
your motor, as well as approved service agents, 
the availability of spares, and a troubleshooting 
section for minor faults. However, don’t be 
tempted to tinker beyond what you can 
confidently do.

Periodically run and flush the motor, particularly 
after use in salt water; and also manually start it, 
if your engine allows this. 

Fuel system
The following maintenance routine will help to 
prevent fuel defects, a common cause of engine 
problems.
•	 Clean the fuel tank with a suitable cleaning 

solvent at least once a year
•	 Drain fuel tanks if the vessel is not in use; 

always replace old fuel with new fuel if the 
boat has not been used for a while 

•	 Inspect fuel lines, the manual priming bulb, 
shut-off valves, pumps and connections for 
cracks, corrosion, wear, hardening and leaks

Keep your battery in good condition and 
check regularly
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•	 Check, clean and/or change filters frequently 
to prevent them clogging and ensure clean 
fuel is entering your engine

•	 Refer to the engine manufacturer’s 
specifications on ethanol blended fuel.

LPG
If not handled correctly, LPG (liquefied 
petroleum gas) can be the most dangerous 
substance on boats. For safety, ensure that:
•	 installations and services are done by a 

licensed gas fitter
•	 cylinders are professionally and regularly 

inspected
•	 instructions for filling the tank are carefully 

followed.

For more information, contact the Office of the 
Technical Regulator (refer chapter 13). 

Gearbox oil
Water in the gearbox will eventually cause 
it to fail. Water in oil will give the oil a milky 
appearance. To avoid gearbox failure:
•	 change oil regularly
•	 check and refill gear case oil regularly
•	 check and service transmissions and lower 

units according to the manufacturer’s 
recommendations.

Propellers
The bushing of a propeller can fail, especially if it 
has hit sand or rocks. Regular maintenance will 
help guard against this.
•	 Check steering
•	 Keep shafts and propellers clean and in good 

working order
•	 Check propeller nut and shear pin or split pin 
•	 Check propeller shaft and remove caught 

fishing line or other materials that might affect 
the propeller’s performance

•	 Carry a suitable spanner to undo the propeller 
nut

•	 Carry a spare propeller and shear pin / split 
pin/s if needed.

Spark plugs
•	 Clean spark plugs, check and adjust the gap 

or replace (replacement after 100 hours of 
use is recommended)

•	 Carry new spares—never keep old plugs as a 
standby for emergency use.

Water pump
•	 Replace impeller regularly, especially if you 

have been operating in the shallows and 
stirring sand. Water pump impellers also 
deteriorate if not used for long periods

•	 Make sure water is being discharged from 
the exhaust system—and from the tell-tale, 
where applicable— when the motor starts

•	 Regularly check for water leaks. It’s helpful to 
have a water pressure gauge on motors of 50 
horsepower (hp) and over.

Miscellaneous checks
•	 Keep the outer surface of your boat clean 

and touch up with paint as required
•	 Replace anodes as required
•	 Replenish your fresh water supply
•	 Keep ropes and lines in good condition and 

stored ready for use 
•	 Test engine kill switches

LPG can be the most dangerous 
substance on boats
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•	 Test that hatches, windows and doors open 
easily

•	 Check ventilation
•	 Check hoses and carry spare
•	 Check any engine belts.

Mooring/berthing equipment
•	 Check the condition of lines for damage and 

wear
•	 Check cleats and bitts attached to the boat
•	 Check shackles, hard eyes and chain in the 

anchor cable
•	 Test washers and pads on bolts securing the 

cleats
•	 Check that shackles are ‘moused’ (wired) or 

otherwise prevented from undoing
•	 Store all rope out of the sun—hardness and 

roughness in feel and fading colour are signs 
of UV damage (untwist a section of the rope 
to reveal the original colour).

Safety equipment
•	 Inspect all safety equipment for deterioration 

or damage and expiry dates
•	 Inflatable lifejackets, should be regularly 

serviced in accordance with the 
manufacturer’s instructions

•	 Refresh your knowledge of the use of the 
equipment

•	 Inspect anchor, shackles, chain and line for 
any sign of wear or corrosion, and replace if 
necessary

•	 Test bilge pump diaphragm for wear and tear
•	 If you have a marine radio, raise the antenna 

and aerials, and check it’s working by making 
a test transmission to a volunteer marine 
rescue group (refer chapter 13)

•	 Check the expiry date on the flares and 
EPIRB

•	 Test your EPIRB battery and your waterproof 
torch.

(Refer also chapter 4, Safety equipment)

Spare parts and tools
An effective tool kit should include, at a 
minimum:
•	 an engine manual
•	 screwdrivers (Phillips and flathead)
•	 shifting spanner and pliers—long-nose pliers 

can be useful
•	 a set of open-end or ring spanners
•	 a suitable spanner or other tool to remove 

spark plugs
•	 de-watering spray, spare oil and a funnel or 

siphon hose for oil and fuel
•	 a roll of waterproof electrical tape
•	 starter cord
•	 a length of soft wire
•	 a wire brush
•	 a sharp knife
•	 spare items such as:

–– spark plugs and fuses (new)
–– batteries for torch and radio
–– ‘O’ rings for the fuel connector
–– bung
–– propeller nut and socket, washer and split 
pins

–– fuel line
–– ‘D’ shackle
–– key, on a lanyard or similar.
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Recommended Boat Maintenance Schedule

Pre-season Mid-season Post-season

Fuel Tank •	 Avoid using old fuel
•	 Keep clean and dry

•	 Maintain proper fuel/oil mix
•	 Check for water in fuel

•	 Store in dry place (vented)
•	 If metal, swish with 2-stroke oil

Fuel Line •	 Check for cracking  
and loose fittings

•	 Watch for leaks •	 Drain

Fuel Filter •	 Check and replace as 
necessary

•	 Check and clean •	 Check and clean

Fuel System 
(if you suspect  
an ethanol fuel 

blend has  
been used)

•	 Drain and clean out tank
•	 Clean fuel lines
•	 Change fuel filters
•	 Have engine fuel system 

checked and serviced 

•	 Do not leave ethanol fuel 
standing in any tanks

•	 Check fuel filters
•	 Monitor engine operating 

temperature

•	 Drain all ethanol-blended 
fuel from tanks, fuel lines and 
carburettors

Batteries •	 Check electrolyte,  
top up with distilled water

•	 Recharge, check 
mountings, clean terminals

•	 Check electrolyte, top  
up with distilled water

•	 Recharge, check mountings, 
clean terminals

•	 Check electrolyte, top  
up with distilled water

•	 Recharge regularly

Engine •	 Store upright (outboard)

Pull Cord  
(if fitted)

•	 Replace if fraying

Wiring •	 Check for cracking, loose 
wire and corrosion

Spark Plugs •	 Clean and gap or replace •	 Watch for fouling, moisture
•	 Keep engine tuned
•	 Clean and gap as necessary

Cylinders •	 Check for compression

Moving Parts •	 Lubricate all moving parts •	 Lubricate every 60 days •	 Lubricate before storing

Power Unit •	 Drain and refill gear  
case oil

•	 Drain and refill gear case 
oil every 100 hours of 
operation or once a season.

Cooling  
System

•	 Clean passages •	 Check ports for weeds
•	 Flush after use in salt water

•	 Flush with fresh water
•	 Drain all water by pull-

starting with plugs 
disconnected

Propeller •	 Sand or file small nicks •	 Check regularly •	 Check for repairs

Outer Surface •	 Clean
•	 Replace anodes as 

appropriate

•	 Keep clean •	 Keep clean, touch  
up with paint
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Towing and launching 
your boat
This section covers the basic steps in getting 
your boat to the water using a boat ramp. 

The brochure You and your boat trailer, has 
comprehensive information on trailers and 
towing refer to www.sa.gov.au 

Towing safety
When towing your boat on a trailer, keep in 
mind that:
•	 your vehicle’s steering and acceleration will 

be affected by the added weight
•	 you need a lot more room for overtaking and 

returning to your lane
•	 you need to be aware of smaller vehicles, 

such as motorbikes and bicycles.

Launching
Preparation at the launch site
•	 Inspect the ramp, check its:

–– general condition, including mooring cleats
–– gradient (slope) and width suits your vessel
–– depth of water

•	 Consider weather and tidal conditions
•	 Prepare your boat away from the ramp and 

ensure that:
–– the boat was not damaged on the trip
–– the straps and ties are undone
–– everything you need is on board
–– the bung is in and drain plugs are in place 
and tight

–– a handling line is attached to the bow and 
stern of the boat

–– the trailer winch is secure
–– the motor is tilted up, if it is stern drive or 
an outboard

–– the battery switch and, if fitted, the blower 
are on

–– the trailer wiring is disconnected

When launching your boat at a boat ramp you 
should wait your turn, boats coming out of the 
water take priority over those being launched. 
Give other operators a hand, if required and 
when you are ready, move towards the ramp at 
a gentle pace and ask someone to stand to one 
side of the ramp and direct you.

Unhooking the vessel
•	 Back the trailer into the water. Set the 

handbrake and lock the transmission.
•	 Slacken the trailer winch and, with the winch 

line still connected, push the boat slowly but 
firmly into the water.

•	 Make sure nobody stands behind the boat 
and trailer when winching your boat off or on 
to the trailer, in case the line breaks (use a line 
attached to the winch switch).

•	 Maintain a firm hold on the bow line, but 
remember it’s dangerous to wrap it around 
your hand.

•	 Detach the trailer winch hook and line from 
the boat and wind the line back on to the 
winch.

•	 Don’t step inside or on the trailer frame.
•	 Using the bow line, move the boat to one 

side, away from the launch position.
•	 Secure the boat to this holding position with 

the bow line and, if possible a stern line.
•	 Once you’ve launched, move your trailer out of 

the way so you don’t hold other operators up.

To load, reverse the launching procedures.
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When you return to shore
It pays to spend a few minutes on basic 
preventative maintenance each time your motor 
is used. You should take the following steps as 
a minimum after a trip.
•	 Flush your engine with fresh water as soon 

as possible after it has been in salty, silty or 
polluted water. This will minimise deposits 
that can clog cooling passages. Ask your 
dealer for a suitable flushing device and 
anti-corrosion flushing liquid, and follow the 
engine manufacturer’s instructions.

•	 Remove the engine cover, check the 
connections and spray them with water 
dispersant.

•	 Wash down the engine with fresh water and 
dry off the exterior.

•	 Secure anchor shackles and pins with wire or 
cable ties.

•	 Stow synthetic ropes out of direct sunlight.
•	 Check the trailer’s towing hitch and lights. 
•	 Most importantly, make sure the trailer’s 

wheel bearings are clean and well-greased.

Chapter 2.  
Self-check questions
1) When is it advisable to check your boat, 
its fittings and the engine?

A.	Before each trip.

B.	Before each boating season.

C.	Both A and B.

2) If you have the room, what items apart 
from the required safety equipment are 
recommended to carry on board your 
vessel?

A.	A tool kit, including spare parts.

B.	An ice box for the fish.

C.	Extra warm clothing.

D.	Both A and C.

3) When launching your boat at a boat 
ramp, which of the following statements 
apply?

A.	You should prepare your boat away from the 
ramp so you don’t hold other boaties up.

B.	General ramp conditions, tide and weather 
must be considered when launching.

C.	Boats going out (launching) should give way 
to vessels coming in (retrieving).

D.	All of the above.
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Having an enjoyable and safe day 
on the water goes well beyond 
avoiding an engine breakdown. 
There are lots of variables 
to consider and, as the boat 
operator, it’s your responsibility to 
make sure things don’t go sour.

This chapter outlines steps you 
can take to ensure a safe day on 
the water, including your duty 
of care; children aboard, stable 
loading, speed limits and the 
dangers of alcohol and drugs.
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Let someone know
Before you go boating, always tell someone 
where you are going, your point of departure, 
when you plan to return and the number of 
passengers with you.

Provide them with a description or photo of 
your vessel including its registration number 
and, if it sits on a trailer, that registration 
number also.

Also, log your journey with a volunteer marine 
rescue group such as Australian Volunteer 
Coast Guard or South Australian Sea Rescue 
Squadron, but remember to log-off when you 
return to avoid an unnecessary search being 
launched.

Your duty of care 
As the vessel operator, you are responsible 
for the safety of the vessel and of your 
passengers. 

This handbook lists the minimum safety 
equipment required. In deciding if you need 
more safety equipment, you should assess 
your vessel’s - and your own - capabilities, the 
weather conditions, the area of operation, and 
the people who are coming on board. 

Throughout the trip you should constantly:
•	 assess the weather forecast, including sea 

conditions, to decide if it is safe to continue
•	 ensure all hatches and doors are unlocked 

and clear of obstruction so that access is 
available in an emergency

•	 travel at a safe speed, particularly when 
visibility is reduced

•	 monitor your wellbeing and that of any 
passengers

•	 check your location/position by referring to 
charts, navigation markers and beacons 
(GPS can also be used as a guide, but it 
cannot be relied on solely)

•	 watch for potential emergencies or accidents
•	 observe other vessels nearby to determine right-

of-way and to take evasive action if needed
•	 keep clear of larger vessels that cannot 

manoeuvre as quickly and easily as you
•	 follow navigation rules, including local area rules
•	 adjust the outboard leg trim to suit the 

direction of travel (generally, you trim the leg 
in—closer to the stern of the vessel—when 
heading into sea and out—away from the 
stern—when running with it)

•	 monitor the engine gauges
•	 ensure the vessel is not taking on water, and 

use your bailer or manual or electric pump if 
water does come on board

•	 assess and select safe anchorage sites
•	 ensure any rubbish is stowed and taken 

home for disposal.

Always let someone know 
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Care of passengers
As the boat operator, you must be aware of 
your responsibility to your passengers at all 
times—and passengers must be prepared 
to follow your directions, especially in 
emergencies. In emergencies, always keep your 
passengers informed about what is going on.

For safety, at least one other person on board 
should have at least a basic understanding 
of how to operate the vessel and the safety 
equipment, including the radio. 

Many injuries occur because people fall 
overboard while the boat is moving. To minimise 
this risk, ask your passengers:
•	 to keep to the centre of the boat for stability
•	 to sit in particular places for better trim and 

stability
•	 not to sit on the bow—unless your boat’s bow 

is specifically designed for this—or to dangle 
legs in the water while the boat is moving.

When to wear a lifejacket 
As the skipper, you are responsible for ensuring 
that passengers wear or put on a lifejacket 
according to the legislation.

A lifejacket must be of an appropriate size and 
properly adjusted for the person who is wearing 
or will be wearing the lifejacket.

New legislation relating to when a person 
must wear a lifejacket when boating in South 
Australia took effect in December 2017. It refers 
to vessel size as well as times of heightened 
risk during which a lifejacket must be worn on 
vessels up to 12 metres.

Times of heightened risk include the following:
•	 When operating alone
•	 Between the hours of sunset and sunrise
•	 When crossing a bar
•	 When operating in conditions of restricted 

visibility
•	 if the vessel is disabled so as to be incapable 

of making its way through the water
•	 When operating in an area subject to a 

gale, storm force, hurricane force or severe 
thunderstorm, severe weather warning from 
the Bureau of Meteorology

Refer also chapter 4, Safety equipment.

The operator is responsible for passengers safety
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NOTE: ��Children less than 12 years of age, or weighing less than 40 kg must not wear an 
inflatable lifejacket.

CATEGORY OF WATERWAY AND VESSEL TYPE LEVEL 100 
OR ABOVE

LEVEL 50 LEVEL 50S

Children of or under 12 years of age when:
•• on vessels not more than 4.8 m fitted with engine when 

underway or anchored and 
•• when in an open area of a vessel not less than 4.8 but not 

more than 12 metres when underway or at anchor

PROTECTED WATERS – must wear •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear •

UNPROTECTED WATERS –must wear •

Vessels not more than 4.8 metres fitted with engine when underway or anchored

PROTECTED WATERS – all persons must wear 
(other than children -see above)

• • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must be equipped with level 
100 or above for all persons, but all persons must wear level 
100 or above, level 50 or level 50S 
(see requirements above for children)

• • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – all must wear 
(see requirements above for children)

•

Vessels not less than 4.8 metres but not more than 12 metres when underway or anchored

PROTECTED WATERS – children of or under 12 years on an 
open deck must wear

• •

All other persons when on an open deck or at times of 
heighted risk must wear 
(see requirements above for children)

• • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must be equipped with level 
100 for all persons

•

All persons when on an open deck and at times of heightened 
risk must wear  
(see requirements above for children)

• • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – must be equipped with level 100 
for all persons, (see requirements above for children)

•

All other persons when on an open deck and at times of 
heighted risk must wear

•

Personal Watercraft

PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – must wear • •
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CATEGORY OF WATERWAY AND VESSEL TYPE LEVEL 100 
OR ABOVE

LEVEL 50 LEVEL 50S

Paddle board or surf ski

PROTECTED WATERS – all must wear • • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear when greater than 
400 metres from shore

• • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – all must wear • •

Sailboards or kiteboards

PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – when less than 400 metres 
from shore must wear

• • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – when greater than 400 metres 
from shore must wear

•

UNPROTECTED WATERS – all must wear •

Surfboard

PROTECTED WATERS –must wear • • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – no requirement to wear

UNPROTECTED WATERS – no requirement to wear

Canoe or kayak (including a motorised canoe or kayak)

PROTECTED WATERS –must wear • • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS –  must wear • •

Rowboats

PROTECTED WATERS – must be equipped with lifejacket for 
each person on board

• • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must be equipped with 
lifejacket for each person on board

• • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – all must wear • •

Dragon boats

PROTECTED WATERS –must wear • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS –must wear • •

Small sailing dinghy or multi hull sailing craft less than 6 metres

PROTECTED WATERS –must wear • • •

SEMI PROTECTED WATERS – must wear • • •

UNPROTECTED WATERS – must wear •
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•	 Children should wear a lifejacket at all times 
when out on deck. Make sure it is well-fitting 
and suitable for their size, that they can’t slip 
out of it, and that it is not too tight to move. 
Check that the type of lifejacket is appropriate 
for the nature of activity (refer chapter 4, 
Safety equipment, Standards and features). 
As a further check, make sure they can put 
on a lifejacket in darkness and while in the 
water. 

•	 Though very small lifejackets are available, if 
you can’t provide a correctly fitted lifejacket, 
the child shouldn’t go out on the water.

Boating with children
Many children love boating and other 
water activities. You can improve their 
confidence—and your peace of mind—by 
investing some time in training and education 
before you hit the water. 
•	 Show children around the vessel—especially 

where lifejackets, the first aid kit and other 
equipment are kept. 

•	 Teach them emergency procedures, 
particularly that if the boat capsizes everyone 
should stay with it or an easily seen floating 
object.

•	 Teach them about stability, getting on and off 
the boat, and distributing the load evenly.

•	 If they are old enough, show children how 
to use safety equipment such as the radio, 
EPIRB and flares.

•	 Before you take them boating, encourage 
children to learn to swim, and practise 
emergency positions in the water, such 
as treading water, HELP (heat escape 
lessening posture) and Huddle (refer chapter 
9, Emergency action, First aid afloat, 
Hypothermia).

•	 Look at ways of rigging lifelines in open areas 
to give children enough handholds.

Children of or under the age of 12 years 
must wear a lifejacket at all times  

when on deck
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Speed limits
Travelling at a safe speed means that your 
vessel can be stopped in time to avoid 
a sudden danger. This depends on the 
circumstances and conditions at the time. 
It’s up to you to keep a good lookout and 
continually assess your speed for safety.

Always drive slowly when visibility is low; that is, 
at night and in rain, fog, mist, smoke or glare. 

Some SA waters have speed limits in areas 
where high-speed boats can be hazardous 
to other aquatic activities. These are often 
signposted near boat ramps. Make sure you 
know of any local restrictions, particularly if you 
plan to waterski or use a PWC (refer chapter 
11, Special activities).

As well as local restrictions, the following 
general speed limits apply;

4 knots
•	 All vessels within 50 m of:

–– a person in the water; 
–– a vessel or buoy displaying a blue and 
white flag—international flag A (refer 
chapter 7, Buoys, marks, beacons, 
signals & signs, Daymarks) indicating that 
there is a diver below; and 

–– a person in or on a kayak, surfboard, 
sailboard or similar small unpowered 
recreational vessel.

•	 All vessels within marinas and other restricted 
areas.

•	 All vessels within 30 m of any other vessel 
(whether stationary or underway) that may be 
adversely affected by your wake or wash.

•	 All vessels within 100 m of a ferry crossing.
•	 All vessels within or passing through a 

mooring area or boat haven.
•	 All vessels within 30 m of a jetty, wharf or 

other place at which a boat is being launched 
or retrieved.

•	 All PWC operating within 200 m of the 
metropolitan shoreline (edge of water) 
between the Outer Harbor southern 
breakwater and the southern end of Sellicks 
Beach unless zoned otherwise; and the 
backwaters of the River Murray (excluding 
Lake Bonney at Barmera).

7 knots

Speed restrictions applied to specified areas, 
eg. sections of the Port Adelaide River. Refer 
to Schedule 10 of the Harbors and Navigation 
Regulations 2009 for details of these waters.

10 knots

The speed limit applied to vessels being 
operated by an unlicensed person under the 
direct supervision of a licensed person, or by 
a special permit holder without supervision. 
Unlicensed persons and special permit holders 
may not operate a PWC.
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Loading for stability
Overloaded and unevenly-loaded vessels or 
vessels with unsecured loads are unstable 
and dangerous.  
To be safe, your boat must have adequate 
freeboard for all possible weather conditions.

Ensure that the total load, including the 
passengers, is within the boat’s specifications. 
If your boat is not fitted with a manufacturer’s 
compliance plate or ABP, use the following 
tables to calculate the number of people your 
vessel can legally carry. 

The maximum number of adults you can carry 
safely in calm conditions, based on an average 
weight of 90 kilograms (75 kg and 15 kg of 
personal gear), is shown on the tables where 
the length and width measurements of your 
boat intersect. Reduce this number when 
boating in the open sea, in rougher conditions, 
or when carrying extra weight (eg. diving gear).

Generally, children aged less than 12 can be 
counted as half an adult when working out safe 
capacity.

For a vessel longer than 10 m, or where length 
or breadth are not shown on the tables, use 
the appropriate formula below to calculate the 
maximum safe capacity in calm conditions.

Length (m)

3 3.5 4 4.5 5 5.5 6 7 8 9 10

W
id

th
 (m

)

1 2 3 3

1.5 3 3 4 4 5 5 6

2 4 5 5 6 6 7 8 10 11

2.5 6 7 7 8 9 11 12

3 8 9 10 12 13

3.5 11 13 14

4 12 14 15

4.5 16

Maximum safe capacity (adults) for conventional vessels without flybridges 
Example: A vessel that is 5.5 m long and 2 m wide has a capacity of six adults.

For single-deck vessels (no flybridge): 
Maximum capacity (nearest whole number) = 0.75L√ B 
where L = length of vessel in metres, √ is the ‘square root’ symbol, and B = breadth (width) of 
vessel in metres.
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Metric Conversion Chart (feet into metres)

0

0

1.5

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5ft

m 6 7 8 9 10

504510

11 12 13 14 15

15 20 25 30 35 40

Maximum safe capacity (adults) for conventional vessels with flybridges
Example: A flybridge vessel that is 8 m long and 2.5 m wide has a capacity of eight adults.

Length (m)

4 3.5 5 5.5 6 7 8 9 10

W
id

th
 (m

)

1.5 3 3 4 4 4

2 3 4 4 5 5 6 7 8 8

2.5 5 5 6 7 8 9 9

3 6 7 8 9 10

3.5 9 10 11

4 11 12

4.5 13

For flybridge vessels: 
Maximum capacity (nearest whole number) = 0.6L√ B 
where L = length of vessel in metres, √ is the ‘square root’ symbol, and B = breadth (width) of 
vessel in metres. (No more than one quarter of the maximum number of passengers allowed on 
board should be on the flybridge at one time.)
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To load your vessel for stability:
•	 stow all gear securely
•	 stow heavy items low
•	 distribute items evenly, so they won’t affect 

the trim
•	 don’t allow gear to shift; restrain any loose 

gear with straps or ropes 
•	 advise passengers that their movements may 

affect stability, especially in smaller boats.

Water in the vessel will increase the total load 
and cause the ‘free surface effect’, where 
free-moving water affects stability out of all 
proportion to its quantity. To avoid this effect, 
you should monitor the level of any water on 
board the vessel and regularly bail water out.

Australian Builders Plate (ABP)
The ABP has been introduced to inform 
purchasers of new recreational vessels as to 
the loading capacities for the vessel and states 
the maximum number of people allowed on 
a vessel, its maximum weight load capacity, 
and the engine’s maximum power rating. This 
enables buyers to choose a boat which meets 
their needs.

For boats under six metres in length, the plate 
will also provide information on buoyancy 
performance.

For further information on ABP visit  
www.sa.gov.au.

Fuelling and fire 
prevention
Lack of maintenance, or inattention while 
refuelling, can cause damage to the 
environment and increase the risk of fire. 
Take the following maintenance steps to 
reduce fire risk.

The engine
•• Check the fuel lines for cracks and splits.

•	 Ensure engine bays are ventilated to reduce 
the chance of fuel vapour build-up and 
possible explosion.

•	 If your engine runs on petrol, ensure it is 
properly grounded to reduce static electricity 
build-up, particularly on hot days.

•	 Lift the cover before the first start-up of the 
day to clear fume build-up.

The fuel system
•• Don’t fill the fuel tank to the brim—fuel 

expands as it warms up.
•	 Where practical, install an anti-surge valve in 

the fuel vent line to prevent fuel leaks.

Light load

Can resist 
waves 300 mm 

high

Lightly loaded 
with 2 people

Loaded to 
maximum 4 

people

Overloaded

Cannot resist 
any wave

Vessel stability example: Dinghy 1.5 m x 4 m



S
afety on the w

ater
Chapter 3. Safety on the water  |  39

Bilge/s
•• Keep bilges clean.

•	 If bilge contains oil or fuel use polypropylene 
bilge socks to absorb any fuel or oil.

•	 Dispose of used bilge socks and waste oil 
facility at a waste oil station, or contact your 
local council.

Refuelling
Before refuelling
•	 Check that the dispensing point has 

appropriate fire-fighting appliances.
•	 Ensure all passengers and crew are above 

deck and clear of any areas where fumes 
may build up.

•	 Clear any blockages or obstructions from in 
or around refuelling equipment.

•	 Turn off pilot lights to gas appliances, and 
electric power at main switch.

•	 Close all hatches and openings to prevent 
fumes entering the hull and bilge.

•	 Turn off mobile phones.
•	 Place a discharge bucket under the air/ 

overflow pipe.

During refuelling
•	 Don’t start the dispenser until the outlet 

nozzle is in the tank.
•	 Operate the fuel dispenser by hand—don’t 

lock it open. Make sure the hose nozzle is 
connected to the filler neck to prevent static 
sparks.

•	 Carefully monitor the tank as it fills, using 
your hand to check for air escaping from 
the vent—a distinct increase in airflow is the 
signal to stop filling.

•	 Have a cloth handy to clean up any spills.

After refuelling
•	 Don’t remove the filler hose until the fuel has 

stopped flowing.
•	 Lift the filler hose to drain all residual fuel into 

the tank.
•	 Check for any fuel which may have spilled 

into the bilges and clean up if necessary
•	 Leave boat wide open to ventilate and start 

the engine only once satisfied the boat is free 
of fumes. 

•	 Allow the passengers aboard.

Refuelling on water
You should only refuel on water if there is no 
other option. Ideally, fill up at a service station, 
where any spills are easier to contain.

If you must refuel on water, take extreme care; 
use a funnel and hose from the fuel can to 
the fuel tank, and make sure the area is well 
ventilated, to safeguard against fire, fumes and 
toxic spills.

For what you should do if a spill or other 
incident occurs during on-water refuelling refer 
chapter 9. Emergency action.
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Alcohol and drugs
Drugs or alcohol and boating do not mix. 
A vessel operator with a blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC) of .05 has double the 
risk of collision compared with an operator 
who has not been drinking alcohol.

In South Australia, it’s an offence for vessel 
operators, waterskiers or ski observers to 
have a BAC of .05 or more or to be under the 
influence of drugs, and severe penalties apply. 
Marine Safety Officers and South Australia 
Police can conduct random breath tests for 
alcohol on waterways and at launch sites.

If a person aged over 10 years is admitted to 
hospital after a boating accident, a blood test 
for alcohol and other drugs is compulsory.

If you are on prescription drugs, read the 
label or ask your doctor or pharmacist if they 
will affect your ability to operate a vessel 
or participate in water activities such as 
waterskiing.

Chapter 3.  
Self-check questions
1) Below what level must the maximum 
Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) be for 
a person to legally operate a recreational 
boat?

A.	There is no limit.

B.	Below 0.05.

C.	Below 0.08.

2) In which of the following areas does 
a 4-knot speed limit apply in South 
Australian waters?

A.	Within 100 m of a ferry crossing on the River 
Murray.

B.	For Personal Water Craft (PWC), within 
200 m of the metropolitan coast and in 
backwaters of the River Murray.

C.	Within 50 m of a person in the water, or of a 
“Diver Below” flag.

D.	All of the above.

3) At what maximum speed may an 
unlicensed person operate a recreational 
vessel (not a PWC) while under the direct 
supervision of a licence holder?

A.	20 knots.

B.	10 knots.

C.	There is no speed limit.

4) When out on the water, which of the 
following would be considered “safe 
boating behaviour”?

A.	Six friends and a cooler full of beer in a small 
dinghy.

B.	Going boating in unfamiliar waters without 
telling anyone.

C.	Monitoring weather changes as you go, and 
preparing to return to shore if the weather 
starts to turn bad.

D.	Trusting your GPS alone for navigation.

Drugs or alcohol and boating do not mix
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All vessels operating in South 
Australian waters are legally 
required to carry certain safety 
equipment, depending on the 
vessel’s size and type, and where 
it is being used, for example 
in the open sea or in a river. 
For certain types of vessels 
and activities, it’s also required 
that you wear a lifejacket at all 
times. Safety equipment must 
be in good working order readily 
accessible, and protected from 
the sea and weather.

In this chapter there are safety 
equipment checklists for all 
recreational vessel types and 
uses, and the required standards 
or features of the equipment.
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What you need and 
where
As a ready reminder of the safety equipment 
you need on board, safety equipment 
stickers are available from DPTI by 
telephoning 1300 183 046.

Categories of South Australian 
waters
Schedule 9 of the Harbors and Navigation 
Regulations 2009 lists the minimum safety 
equipment that you’re required to carry in South 
Australian waters; these waters are defined 
as being either protected, semi-protected or 
unprotected.
•	 Protected waters—all inland waters excluding 

Lake Albert and Lake Alexandrina and waters 
influenced by the tide.

•	 Semi-protected waters—waters inshore of 
a line 2 nautical miles to seaward of the low 

water mark of the coast of the mainland 
or Kangaroo Island, or the banks of Lakes 
Alexandrina and Albert. Tidal waterways such 
as the Port Adelaide River and the Coorong 
are classified as semi-protected waters.

•	 Unprotected waters—waters offshore of 
a line 2 nautical miles seaward of the low 
water mark of the coast of the mainland 
and Kangaroo Island, or the banks of Lakes 
Alexandrina and Albert.

The legislation also refers to the waters of 
Spencer Gulf and Gulf of St Vincent, which are 
defined as follows.
•	 Spencer Gulf—the waters north of a line 

drawn from Cape Catastrophe on Eyre 
Peninsula to Waterhouse Point on Thistle 
Island and then to Corny Point on Yorke 
Peninsula.

•	 Gulf of St Vincent—the waters north of 
a line drawn from Troubridge Point on 
Yorke Peninsula to Rapid Head on Fleurieu 
Peninsula.

Blue line indicates limit of gulf waters



S
afety equipm

ent
Chapter 4.  Safety equipment  |  43

Required safety equipment Protected 
Waters

Semi-protected 
Waters

Unprotected 
Waters

Vessels less than 8 metres long

Approved lifejacket per person ^   
 

Bucket with line attached or bilge pump(s)   
Fire bucket   
One approved fire extinguisher 
(if engine fitted or cooking facilities on board)   
Anchor and cable   
Waterproof and buoyant torch   
Approved compass fitted to the vessel 
Four litres fresh water 
Two approved flares and smoke signals  
Marine radio 
Paddles/oars 
(if your vessel is under six metres)   

Vessels 8 metres long and over

Approved lifejacket per person ^   
Level 100 
or above  

Level 100 
or above

 
Bucket with line attached and bilge pump(s)   
Fire bucket   
Two approved fire extinguishers 
(if engine fitted or cooking facilities on board)   
Anchor and cable   
Waterproof and buoyant torch   
Approved compass fitted to the vessel 
Four litres fresh water 
Two approved flares and smoke signals  
Marine radio 
Lifebuoy with line   

Additional equipment for all vessels regardless of length in prescribed unprotected waters i.e.:
•	 more than three nautical miles from shore, except in inland waters, in Lakes Alexandrina and Albert; or 
•	 more than five nautical miles from shore in Gulf of St Vincent or Spencer Gulf

EPIRB (Radio Distress Beacon) 
V sheet 

•	 more than ten nautical miles from shore.

Two approved rocket parachute flares 
Chart of the area of water 

If your vessel is over 15 metres in length you are required to carry an extra lifebuoy with line and a life raft.
*  or another type of propulsion     # If vessel is under 12 metres, second anchor can be carried as a spare
^ �specific legislation applies to wearing of lifejackets – see table under When to wear a lifejacket Chapter 3 Safety  

on the Water 

Level 100 
or above

Level 100 
or above

if operating  
at night

**

two bailerstwo bailers

if operating  
at night

twotwo #

Required safety equipment checklists
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Variations 
from standard 
requirements
Certain types of vessels are either partially 
or totally exempt from the safety equipment 
requirements. Those vessels exempted must 
instead carry the following:
•	 Canoes, kayaks, rowboats, or similar small, 

unpowered vessels—in protected or semi-
protected waters
–– a lifejacket, Level 100 or higher, 50 or 50S 
must be worn by each person on board, 
except when in a rowboat 

–– one suitable bailer, unless the hull is 
permanently enclosed

–– if the vessel is being operated at night, a 
waterproof and buoyant torch or lantern.

•	 Canoes, kayaks, rowboats, or similar small, 
unpowered vessels—in unprotected waters:* 
–– an approved lifejacket level 100 or above 
or level 50 with whistle attached, must be 
worn at all times by each person on board 

–– one suitable bailer, unless the hull is 
permanently enclosed

–– if the vessel is being operated at night, a 
waterproof and buoyant torch or lantern

–– one spare paddle
–– V distress sheet
–– one tow line at least 15 m in length and 
strong enough for the vessel to be towed in 
any conditions

–– two hand-held red flares and two hand-
held orange smoke signals

–– one approved compass fitted to the vessel
–– Approved navigation chart of the area of 
operation

–– one litre of fresh water
–– one EPIRB.

•	 Personal watercraft (PWC) - an approved 
lifejacket level 50 or 50S must be worn at all 
times.

A PWC may not be operated in unprotected 
waters.
•	 Sailboards or kite boards require:

–– within 400 m of shore – a lifejacket Level 
100 or higher, 50 or 50S worn at all times

–– more than 400 m from shore – a lifejacket 
level 100 or higher, worn at all times.

•	 Surfboards or surf skis – in protected waters, 
an appropriate approved lifejacket, worn at 
all times.

•	 Surf rescue boats propelled by motor, when 
involved in rescue work within 1500 m of the 
shoreline or patrol work within 1000 m—pair 
of paddles or oars, or other means of auxiliary 
propulsion.

•	 Surf rescue boats propelled by paddles or 
oars—a bailer attached to the vessel by a 
lanyard.

•	 Tender vessels, while being used in 
conjunction with another vessel must carry:
–– one pair of paddles or oars, or other means 
of auxiliary propulsion

–– one bucket, bailer or bilge pump/s to drain 
each compartment

–– lifejackets must be worn in accordance 
with requirements for vessel size and area 
of operation – see table under When to 
wear a lifejacket Chapter 3 Safety on the 
Water.

•	 Waterskiers or people being towed by a 
vessel in any other way – an approved 
lifejacket Level 50 or 50S worn at all times.

* 	A canoe, kayak, rowboat or similar small, 
unpowered vessel operating in unprotected 
waters is exempted from carrying flares, 
smoke signals, compass, EPIRB or chart of 
the area, if the vessel is:
–	 with at least two other similar vessels, or a 

support vessel; and
–	 at least one of the accompanying vessels is 

equipped with all listed equipment; and
–	 the exempted vessel remains within 50 m 

of the fully-equipped vessel at all times.
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Recommended equipment
Vessels longer than 6 metres, auxiliary power 
such as paddles, oars or a spare motor is 
strongly recommended.

Additionally every motorised vessel should be 
equipped or fitted with:
•	 a sounding signaling device (horn or whistle)
•	 a towing harness and rope
•	 an isolating switch
•	 emergency steering
•	 GPS (valuable to assist navigation, but do not 

rely on as the sole navigation tool. The units 
are electrical and batteries can go flat, while 
maps can be incomplete)

•	 first aid kit.

Standards and 
features
This section outlines the minimum standards 
and features your safety equipment requires to 
perform as you expect when needed. 

Anchors
An anchor is a very important item of equipment 
and should be selected carefully. 

Choose an anchor that will suit your 
circumstances and the area of operation. The 
most common types are:

•	 Danforth
–– recommended for small craft
–– small, light, easy to handle
–– excellent holding power, especially in sand, 
but may get caught on reefs.

•	 Coral quick release (CQR) or plough
–– suited to larger and heavier vessels
–– excellent holding power, but best suited to 
mud; may get caught on reefs.

•	 Grapnel
–– flexible prongs (suitable for anchoring on 
reefs)

–– suited to snag and rock conditions (for 
example, the River Murray)

–– though these anchors are fine in South 
Australia they may not be approved in 
all states; you should check with local 
authorities before going boating interstate.

•	 SARCA (sand and rock combination anchor)
–– superb holding power
–– multi-purpose—suited to mud, sand, gravel 
and rock bottoms

–– not suited to snags (for example, the River 
Murray).

•	 Sea anchor or drogue (not an approved 
anchor)
–– this may be anything that can be used for 
offshore boating to slow drift, eg. a large 
bucket trailing behind the vessel

Scope 
3:1 

Anchor Chain 
at least  

2-3 metres (see text) 

Sandy Seabed 

Anchor 

Bow 
Roller 

Bitter 
 End WIND 

The length of the anchor line is dependent on the depth of the water and the prevailing conditions.



S
af

et
y 

eq
ui

pm
en

t
46  |  South Australian recreational boating safety handbook

–– keeps bow facing into wind and waves 
–– a sea anchor or drogue will not hold your 
vessel fast, so if using a sea anchor you 
must also carry an approved type.

Consider the following points in selecting the line.
•	 Don’t use a line that floats, such as 

polypropylene as it inhibits the anchors ability 
to dig in and is prone to being cut by other 
propellers

•	 Nylon and silver ropes have strength, 
stretching ability and resistance to abrasion, 
and don’t easily float in water

•	 Nylon is stronger than silver rope
•	 The line must be resistant to chafing at the 

deck lead.
•	 For best performance, insert a length of chain 

between the anchor and line:
–– at least 2 m long, for nylon lines; or 
–– at least 3 m long, for other lines

•	 All-chain lines are recommended for larger 
vessels, to increase holding power and 
absorb shock.

Charts and maps
Vessels operating more than 10 nautical miles 
from shore must carry a navigation chart or map 
of the waters they are navigating. 

Navigation charts should:
•	 be suitable for navigation purposes
•	 be up-to-date
•	 help the operator plot a course or destination
•	 identify navigation features including the 

location of shipwrecks and other submerged 
hazards, depth of water, and the location of 
islands and hidden reefs

•	 show details such as navigation beacons and 
markers to harbours and channel entrances.

Note: GPS plotters while useful are not 
a substitute for a marine chart.

Distress flares
Flares are only used in emergencies to attract 
attention from passing vessels or aircraft, or to 
pinpoint your position to rescuers. They can’t 
be re-used so use your marine radio or other 
distress signals first. 

Ensure everyone on board knows where the 
flares are kept and how to use them.

In handling flares, it is important to:
•	 familiarise yourself with their operation (refer 

chapter 9, Emergency action)
•	 store them so they are accessible in an 

emergency
•	 keep them dry and stow them away from fuel 

and combustibles
•	 protect them from pounding in rough 

conditions, such as in speedboats.

Note: Flares have an expiry date of 
three years from date of manufacture 
and must not be kept beyond the 
expiry date.

It’s an offence to misuse flares, or to activate 
a flare for ‘practice’. Some volunteer marine 
rescue groups hold authorised demonstrations 
and these are recommended if you’re unsure 
how to use your flares.

To dispose of expired flares contact Safework 
SA at www.safework@sa.gov.au for a list of 
disposal locations. 
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Emergency position indicating 
radio beacon (EPIRB)
An EPIRB is a buoyant, self-contained radio 
transmitter designed for marine use. When 
activated, continuously emits an alert signal for 
a minimum of 48 hours along with approximate 
location so that the search area can be 
identified and the rescue coordinated.

All recreational vessels operating more than 
three nautical miles from the shore or more 
than five nautical miles from the shore in Gulf St 
Vincent or Spencer Gulf must carry a 406 MHz 
EPIRB that complies with legal requirements. 
This does not apply to vessels navigating Lakes 
Alexandrina and/or Albert.

Once activated, the EPIRB’s signal can be 
detected by both the international search and 
rescue satellite system, Cospas–Sarsat, and 
overflying aircraft. The Australian Maritime Safety 
Authority’s (AMSA) Rescue Coordination Centre 
(RCC-Australia) in Canberra receives EPIRB 
signals detected, and acts on them immediately.

All 406 MHz beacons must be registered with 
AMSA and evidence of registration should be 
carried in the vessel. Each beacon carries a 
unique identifier and registration of the beacon 
provides emergency contact information which 
provides valuable information that can assist 
with a timely rescue. Registration is compulsory 
but is free of charge (refer chapter 13). There 
is no penalty for accidental activations however 
misuse of an EPIRB is an offence.

Standards
Your EPIRB must meet the Australian and 
New Zealand standard: AS/NZS 4280.1:2003 
406 MHz Satellite distress beacons—Marine 
emergency position-indicating radio beacons 
(EPIRBs).

Personal locator beacons (PLBs) although they 
meet AS/NZS 4280.2 are not designed for 
marine use.

Your EPIRB should be tested regularly in 
accordance with the manufactures’ instructions. 
Ensure the battery and registration are not past 
the expiry date. 

EPIRBs should be mounted in an accessible 
position using the bracket supplied.




