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COASTAL TRADING REFORM FOR CARGO VESSELS 

DISCUSSION PAPER 

Ports Australia acknowledges the importance of coastal trading as part of Australia’s freight network to 

ensure goods can be transported efficiently within Australia; and commends the Australian Government 

for examining coastal trading reforms to better enable this. As an island nation, shipping has and 

continues to be instrumental to Australia’s supply chain, with over 98% of international trade by weight 

conducted via shipping.1 

Coastal shipping plays an increasingly small part in the domestic supply chain, with road and rail 

completing the majority of domestic freight movements, as shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Goods moved domestically by transportation mode: tonne-km versus tonnes2 

Many variables exist for coastal shipping to be a viable freight transport option. It presents as an 

efficient mode for particular commodities and routes, specifically where commodities can be 

transported in bulk, where long lead times are possible, and where freight origin and destination are 

proximal to a port.  

Road, rail, sea and air all perform important roles in the supply chain and are required for certain 

commodities and routes. Ports Australia recognises that road and rail are essential parts of the shipping 

supply chain, enabling the receipt and delivery of goods to and from a port. Due to the extent of 

international trade that is facilitated by ports in Australia, international vessels that are already in 

Australian waters and that comply with international laws would be able to assist in servicing the 

transportation of goods, enabling ships to be better used to their capacity. 

 
1 Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics (BITRE) 2014, Containerised and non-containerised 
trade through Australian ports to 2032–33. 
2 BITRE 2019, Australian Infrastructure Statistics—Yearbook 2019. 
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Whilst coastal shipping may not be a suitable option for most freight types and routes, the proposed 

coastal trading reforms will allow shipping to augment the domestic freight transport network. It is vital 

that industry is able to opt for the most appropriate transport mode, whichever is the most efficient and 

effective for a certain commodity and route; and that each mode is available to serve the national 

interest. 

Ports Australia has previously contributed feedback to the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, 

Regional Development and Communications (the Department) on improving the current legislative 

framework governing coastal trading around Australia; and considers the proposed reforms a necessary 

initial step towards increasing the capability of shipping to undertake suitable freight movements in 

Australia. This submission seeks to assist the Department by providing the perspective of ports in 

Australia, on the implications of the proposed reforms. It should be noted that only the questions which 

Ports Australia is best placed to provide feedback on have been addressed. It is suggested that 

exporters, importers, freight forwarders and shipping lines are approached for more detailed feedback 

on the coastal trading licencing process in practice.  

1. Do you support the proposal to separate licencing frameworks for cargo and passenger 

vessels? 

Ports Australia agrees with the proposal to separate licencing frameworks for cargo and passenger vessels. 

It is a sensible approach given the differing requirements and operations of these two classes of vessels 

e.g. ports visited, schedule, registration, crew. This separation would assist in simplifying the coastal 

trading system and allow for a more fit for purpose framework for each vessel type. As part of separating 

the licencing frameworks for cargo and passenger vessels, Ports Australia supports the Department’s 

intention to examine passenger vessels reforms in the near future. 

2. Is the nomination of routes/cargo a workable solution? 

Whilst it is acknowledged that there is value in maintaining local shipping lines, major Australian flagged 

vessel numbers have significantly declined in recent decades, with now only around 15 in operation.3 Of 

these vessels, the Bass Strait ro-ro vessels are currently the only Australian flagged sizeable container-

capable vessels operating under a General Licence.4 Accordingly, international vessels conduct a 

significant proportion of shipping in Australia, particularly for containers. 

It appears from this decline as though the well-intentioned introduction of the Coastal Trading 

(Revitalising Australian Shipping) Act 2012 and associated coastal trading licencing has not been able to 

sustain the Australian shipping industry. The review and reform of coastal trading policy is therefore 

supported by Ports Australia, to better enable the efficient movement of goods, where appropriate, via 

shipping. As has been recognised in the proposed reforms, the licencing process is lengthy and needs to 

be initiated a significant time prior to freight movement; timeframes which inhibit shipping from being a 

 
3 BITRE 2019, Australian sea freight 2016–17. 
4 Synergies Economic Consulting 2020, Coastal Shipping – Case Studies. 

mailto:info@portsaustralia.com.au
http://www.portsaustralia.com.au/


 
 

Level 2, 1 York St, Sydney NSW 2000 

02 9247 7581 | info@portsaustralia.com.au 

www.portsaustralia.com.au  

feasible alternative transport option for freight. It is of concern that this application process has 

deterred freight forwarders from considering shipping as a transport mode altogether. 

The proposed nomination system of routes and cargo for general licence holders is practical, allowing 

for continued protection of Australian flagged vessels with the ability for these vessels to challenge for 

routes and cargo which they can service; and for other vessels to service routes and cargo which have 

not been nominated for by general licence holders in a timely manner without the administrative 

burden which currently exists. As part of the nomination system, Ports Australia is highly supportive of 

the removal of the five-voyage minimum for temporary licences and the automatic approval of 

temporary licence applications, where there is no approved general licence route/cargo nomination. 

These measures simplify the coastal trading system, allowing shipping to be a realistic option for 

transporting freight in Australia. 

At present, the administrative burden of the licencing process impedes on the ability for shipping to 

fairly compete with other transport modes. Ports Australia perceives that the revised nomination 

system will only be of benefit to Australia. The system maintains regulatory oversight of the industry, 

protects the freight routes of Australian flagged vessels, and simultaneously allows shipping to be 

utilised where it presents as the most efficient and economical transportation mode. 

3. Does the nomination system provide the coverage needed for operators servicing regional and 

remote communities to continue to provide these multi-stop itineraries? 

Ports Australia Members stretch across Australia’s coastline providing needed access to regional 

communities. It has been indicated that the proposed nomination system will not only support the 

continued servicing of these regional communities, but will allow for improved delivery. 

4. Do you agree that tolerance limits should be removed where voyages do not overlap with a 

general licence nominated route/cargo type? 

Ports Australia does agree that tolerance limits should be removed for voyages that do not overlap with 

any general licence. This will again simplify the coastal trading system, and importantly allow for 

shipping to service freight transportation needs where feasible. 

 

 

Ports Australia is appreciative of the Department’ examination of coastal trading, and the opportunity to 

provide input on the proposed reforms. For further information regarding this submission, please do not 

hesitate to contact Ports Australia. 
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