Improving the Safety of Crane Operations in the Maritime Sector
Safe Work Australia Discussion Paper and Draft Ports Australia Response
Discussion Paper Summary 
The discussion paper seeks feedback on how to improve the safety of crane operations in the maritime sector under Australia’s model work health and safety laws. It follows Safe Work Australia’s (SWA) broader review of the high risk work (HRW) licensing framework for cranes, after government ministers asked SWA to consider whether crane licensing remains fit for purpose in light of contemporary work practices, technology and equipment.
The paper asks if existing HRW licence requirements adequately address the risks of crane operations in ports, on vessels, on barges and in offshore or subsea environments. Stakeholders have identified uncertainty about when a HRW licence applies to cranes mounted on vessels, how WHS duties interact with maritime legislation, and whether current training gives operators enough practical capability to manage dynamic maritime conditions.
SWA has progressed amendments to clarify that cranes classed as high risk work require the same licence when operated on a vessel or barge as they do when operated on land. 
The paper seeks views on whether additional regulatory or non-regulatory measures are needed for maritime crane operations, especially where vessel movement, wave action, tidal shifts, wind, changing ballast, moving landing areas or offshore conditions affect the stability of the crane, load or work platform.
Four options for feedback are given: retaining existing arrangements with national guidance; introducing mandatory maritime-specific training for crane operations on or over water; introducing a new HRW licence class for maritime crane operations; and adding further competency requirements for offshore and subsea lifting. 
It asks whether a combined approach could deliver better safety outcomes while preserving operational flexibility and avoiding unnecessary cost or duplication.
· Previous consultation identified uncertainty about crane licensing on vessels and gaps in training for maritime-specific hazards.
· With maritime using different crane types (eg portside cranes, shipboard cranes, offshore cranes and specialised equipment) in a dynamic environment some are clearly covered by current licence classes, some are not, and many sit in a grey area.
· Stakeholders report inconsistent training practices, limited access to realistic maritime training environments, uncertainty about foreign-flagged vessels and gaps in equipment documentation.
Context
The review of crane high risk work licensing responds to a independent review of the model WHS laws recommendation. In 2022, SWA consulted publicly on issues with crane definitions, licence classes and the descriptions of HRW involving cranes. Stakeholders supported action on: removing the encompassment of non-slewing mobile cranes, vehicle loading cranes and reach stackers from slewing mobile crane licence classes; and introducing a dogging qualification prerequisite for most crane licence classes. Amendments to progress those matters are underway.
Consultation in 2024 considered broader improvements to maritime crane licensing after stakeholders reported cranes being operated on vessels in complex environments without licensing, training or risk controls tailored to maritime hazards. 
In March 2025, SWA Members agreed to clarify that vessel-mounted cranes covered by current HRW classes require the same licence as land-based cranes. Members also agreed to consult on whether an industry-specific licence or other safety measures should be introduced for maritime crane operations.
Maritime crane survey findings
SWA commissioned a technical maritime crane survey to better understand crane types used in ports and maritime workplaces and how they align with existing HRW licence classes. The survey found a diverse and complex sector. Some cranes, such as all-terrain cranes, rough terrain cranes, telescopic boom crawler cranes, tower cranes, vehicle loading cranes, reach stackers, portal boom cranes and bridge and gantry cranes, are covered by existing licence classes. Other specialised cranes, including heavy lift ship mast cranes, knuckle boom cranes, straddle carriers and offshore platform cranes, may not be captured by the current framework.
The survey found many crane types sit in a classification grey area, where licence requirements depend on configuration, function, rated capacity, mounting or operational context. Ringer cranes, specialised reach stackers and pedestal cranes are examples where the applicable licence class may vary. These findings suggest current licensing may not fully reflect maritime crane diversity or the specific safety risks created by maritime environments.
Main problems identified
· Legislative uncertainty: Stakeholders unsure when HRW licensing applies to cranes secured on vessels, particularly foreign-flagged vessels. WHS and maritime laws can apply concurrently, but responsibilities and enforcement pathways are not always clear.
· Maritime hazards: Operators trained in land-based environments may not possess necessary competencies for crane work on vessels affected by swell, tide, wind, ballast changes, platform movement, load swing and moving landing areas. These hazards can increase the risk of instability, unintended movement, mechanical overload or structural failure. Concern relates to competency demands, over a lack of any regulatory solution or licensing category.
· Training and competency gaps: Current training may not adequately cover maritime operating conditions, emergency response, communication, pre-start inspections, fatigue, environmental limits, dynamic loads or practical realities of using cranes on foreign vessels.
· Inconsistent access to information: Operators may not always have access to English operating instructions, maintenance records or inspection documentation for cranes on foreign vessels, making it harder to verify equipment safety before use.
· Variation across jurisdictions and providers: Training practices and regulatory interpretation may differ, creating uneven competency and compliance expectations across the sector.
Current regulatory arrangements
The model WHS laws require licences for certain HRW activities, including operation of specified crane classes. Schedule 3 of the model WHS Regulations sets out licence classes and Schedule 4 identifies related vocational education and training qualifications. A HRW licence demonstrates a minimum level of competency and allows the licence holder to perform the relevant class of work across Australian jurisdictions, including Victoria through mutual recognition arrangements.
Crane operations in maritime workplaces may also fall within maritime legislation. Marine Order 32 applies to cargo handling equipment used to load and unload regulated Australian vessels and foreign vessels at Australian ports. It deals with inspection, testing, certification, maintenance and safe working loads, but does not prescribe operator licensing or competency requirements. Those licensing requirements arise under WHS laws. Domestic commercial vessel legislation also allows WHS laws to operate concurrently, with WHS obligations continuing to apply where relevant.
Options for public feedback
Option 1: Retain existing arrangements with national guidance. This non-regulatory option would keep current jurisdictional arrangements, including the proposed clarification about vessel-mounted cranes, and develop national guidance on how WHS and maritime laws interact. While reducing ambiguity without creating new obligations, costs or administrative burden; there may still be maritime-specific competency gaps as identified by stakeholders. 
National guidance to clarify how WHS and maritime laws intersect for crane operations on vessels and other maritime workplaces – aimed to support consistent understanding and application of existing regulatory responsibilities, including when a HRW licence is required and how duty holders can demonstrate competency in dynamic maritime environments.
The guidance would not introduce new regulatory obligations but would assist duty holders, regulators and training providers by outlining how existing requirements apply in maritime contexts. It would also help address areas where the interaction between WHS and maritime legislation has previously caused uncertainty, supporting clearer compliance pathways without imposing additional administrative or financial burden. 
Option 2: Introduce mandatory maritime-specific training for lifting on or over water. Would require relevant crane HRW licence holders to complete targeted training before undertaking crane operations on or over water. Training would focus on maritime hazards, dynamic loads, vessel movement, environmental conditions, communication and emergency response. A permit-type authorisation could confirm training completion, along with the existing crane licence. Intended to be a proportionate option, applying only to operators who perform or are reasonably expected to perform maritime lifting work.
Option 3: Introduce a new high risk work licence class for maritime crane operations. Would create a new maritime-specific licence class to address both a licensing gap for crane types used exclusively in maritime settings and a competency gap for operating in dynamic maritime environments. Asks whether the licence should apply by location (eg all dynamic lifting workplaces) or by activity (eg dynamic crane operations) where the crane, load or landing area is affected by maritime movement. Some operations may require dual licensing.
Option 4: Add competency requirements for offshore and subsea lifting. Whether offshore and subsea crane operations involve higher-risk conditions than inshore dynamic lifting and whether operators should need extra training or competency. It covers risks associated with open sea conditions, hydrodynamic forces, deeper water, splash zone lifting, underwater visibility, currents, remotely operated vehicles, diving teams and interaction with offshore facility safety systems.
Combined approach: Stakeholders may prefer a hybrid model. For example, national guidance could be combined with targeted training, or a new maritime licence could include specialist offshore and subsea modules. Feedback is sought on which elements could be integrated to improve safety while maintaining flexibility and avoiding duplication.
Concepts and definitions
The paper proposes two key concepts for consultation. 
Dynamic lifting workplace - any land-based, waterborne or offshore location connected with maritime crane operations where the work platform or load-handling environment is subject to dynamic movement, such as vessel motion, wave action or tidal shifts. 
Dynamic crane operation - crane use where the crane, load or landing area is subject to dynamic movement arising from maritime conditions. 
Stakeholders are asked whether these definitions are too broad, too narrow or practical to apply in mixed-use or transitional environments such as ports, shipyards and wharves.



DRAFT PORTS AUSTRALIA RESPONSES TO DISCUSSION PAPER QUESTIONS

Ports Australia supports the need for safe 
	Option 1: Retain existing arrangements with the development of supporting national guidance (non-regulatory option).

	1. Do you support Option 1 – retaining current arrangements with the development of supporting national guidance? Explain and evidence where possible.
2. What impact would this option have for you and your organisation?
Consider improvements in WHS outcomes, business costs, and any other significant impacts.
3. Are there additional non-regulatory approaches (in addition to guidance) that should be considered to better support safe practices?

	Supported over Options 2 and 3 
Option 1 most directly responds to the outcome SWA is seeking – consistency in applying high risk work licensing in maritime settings. 
National guidance, alongside clarification through regulation changes of Schedule 3 to encompass cranes on vessels, would improve consistency and safety without complex bureaucracy. 
This can be reinforced by clear and effective guidance on when licensing applies that is supported by real-world examples, and appropriately supports safer crane operations within a maritime environment. 
Option 1 should be backed by consistent interpretation and enforcement by regulators surrounding risk posed by ship-mounted cranes and equipment, vessel maintenance, and any inconsistency of standards applied by vessel owners and/or operators. 
ASMA and other safety regulators are appropriately placed to consider systems and processes both within an organisation and across industry; and where required pursue compliance and risk mitigation measures such as maintenance and improvement notices. They are also enabled to work with all asset owners through education and engagement on overall HRW safety within a maritime environment.
Option 1 supports improved compliance without adversely impacting workforce capacity, and at the same time improves workforce capability. In recognising organisational competency standards, Option 1 can be reinforced through comprehensive real-world maritime scenarios identifying and specifically addressing known risks as and when they are identified.
Actions taken should prioritise achieving safer workplaces and systems through training, education and expectation setting of operator competence standards over proforma governance and regulation setting. 
It is noted Safe Work Australia has not outwardly outlined egregious safety gaps as part of this review. Safe Work Australia should provide the Australian Maritime Safety Authority and state/territory based SafeWork agencies with details of any identified risks from their consultations. 





	Option 2: Introduce mandated training requirement for crane operations on or over water.

	4. Do you support Option 2 – introducing a targeted maritime‑specific training requirement for crane operators who undertake lifting operations on or over water? Please explain and provide evidence where possible.
5. What impact would this targeted training approach have for you or your organisation?
Consider safety outcomes, WHS improvements, business costs, workforce implications, and any other significant effects.
6. Is the proposed scope appropriate - i.e. applying the requirement only to crane HRW licence holders who perform, or are reasonably expected to perform, lifting operations on or over water? If not, how should the scope be adjusted?
7. Do you support using a permit‑type authorisation (issued in addition to crane HRW licence) to confirm completion of maritime‑specific training for operators performing lifting on or over water? If not, what alternative mechanism should be considered?
Training and assessment
8. What considerations or challenges might arise in developing and maintaining a maritime‑specific crane training course focused on the hazards associated with lift operations on or over water? Are there specific considerations for Jobs and Skills Councils or training providers?

	NOT Preferred over Option 1 or Option 3. 
Theory Does Not Replicate Real-life 
Introducing additional paper-based maritime training or an accreditation requirement would not replace actual real-time ship and crane operating conditions, including the combined effects of wind, surge, swell and vessel ballast. Any external training still requires employees to be trained and assessed on the specific operational equipment within their workplace. 
To develop a maritime-specific course would require overcoming key challenges include an absence of valid assessment environments including available vessels and live conditions, limited provider capability, and risking paper-based and/or simulator supplemented qualifications when enterprise-based competency systems are still critical.
RTO Capacity and Capability 
By their very nature in operating in an island nation, Australian ports are in geographically separate areas, with many in remote and regional locations. In fact, Ports Australia’s State of Trade Report outlines 62 per cent of member employees were working in regional areas. 
This introduces logistical factors that will present real-world challenges to securing registered training organisations (RTOs) to develop a course or accreditation process and then successfully train and assess crane operators. 
It will be made more complex if there were a requirement to deliver a ‘refresher’ course or accreditation requirement to current industry participants within a relatively short timeframe and then modify and downscale delivery to provide training on an effectively adhoc basis to new entrants. Additionally, there is likely to be limited capability within RTOs to deliver such courses and/or accreditation. 
As the submission of Qube flags, RTO demonstrated capability to work at scale to train and assess industry participants is an active question. It would be substantially counterproductive to introduce a new training requirement within a diverse and geographically dispersed industry where there is no capacity and/or capability for RTOs to in reality deliver that training.
Cost to Industry and Productivity
Having trained operators off roster creates immediate productivity pressures in ports where ship cranes are needed to maintain trade continuity. 
Any proposed reform needs to consider the impact on an already limited workforce of raising barriers to entry for new industry entrants via further mandatory qualifications; as well as any potential exit of experienced operators if Option 2 does not clearly recognise existing competencies.
Implementation of Option 2 would have a material cost to impacted organisations, from both engagement of appropriately qualified training providers (RTOs) as well as disruption to workforce scheduling without a specifically identified safety uplift beyond that achievable through workplace-based training. 
It is noted the Qube submission also outlines early analysis of the financial impact on their organisation of external training in training costs and lost time may range from $1.9m to $2.7m. Although this estimate would be at the top end for port authorities, it is likely this estimate would be within reasonable proximity for other stevedores operating in Australian ports.  



	Option 3: Introduce a HRW class for crane operation in maritime workplaces.

	9. Do you support introducing a new HRW class for maritime crane operations? Why or why not?
10. If a new HRW class was introduced, should it apply to:
(a) dynamic lifting workplaces (location based) or 
(b) dynamic crane operations (activity based)?
Please explain your position and provide evidence where possible.
11. What impact would each approach under this option have for you and your organisation?
Consider safety outcomes, WHS improvements, business costs, any other significant impacts, inc impact of dual licensing.
12. Would any further regulatory amendments be required to support the implementation of a new maritime‑specific HRW licence? If so, what changes might be necessary and why?
Training and assessment
13 What additional competencies or training should be included in a maritime-specific HRW framework? E.g. could Stevedoring Ship Mounted Crane Skill Set (TLISS00177) or Operate Offshore Cranes (PMASUP305) serve as useful foundations for the development of a training course?
14 Would access to diverse crane types and maritime locations be a barrier to effective training delivery? Or could simulators be used for training and assessment purposes?
15 What considerations or challenges might arise in developing and maintaining training and assessment frameworks for this option? Are there specific considerations for Jobs and Skills Councils or training providers?
Definitions
16 Does the proposed definition of a dynamic lifting workplace accurately reflect operational environments where maritime cranes operate?  Are any aspects too broad or narrow? Does it support consistent application across jurisdictions?
17. Does the focus on dynamic movement effectively distinguish maritime workplaces from non-maritime?
What challenges might arise in applying this definition in mixed-use or transitional environments?
18. Does the proposed definition of “dynamic crane operation” appropriately capture the scope of activities that should be regulated under this HRW class? If not, what changes would you suggest?
19. Does the definition effectively distinguish a dynamic crane operation from a crane operation that is not impacted by the risk of dynamic movement?  Challenges from applying definition in mixed-use or transitional environments?

	Both are of concern, with Dynamic Crane Operations preferable over Dynamic Lifting Workplaces
It is important to note maritime environments are not unique in being dynamic environments in which to operate a crane. Creating a new HRW class for maritime crane operations should be based on an evidenced need to separate out maritime crane operations from the wider HRW system. 
The outlined definitions of ‘dynamic lifting workplace’ and ‘dynamic crane operation’ are concepts rather than including the technical basis required to differentiate crane operations. 
As both definitions risk capturing a broad and/or subjective scope should definitions not be appropriately set - including mixed-use ports and transitional environments - Ports Australia seeks further consideration and consultation should either definition be pursued in practice.
The creation of a new HRW class will come at a cost to industry, impact workforce availability and heightens risk of dual licensing - where operators need both crane-type and maritime licences - creating disruption in port operations.
Any maritime-specific framework would need to consider and incorporate actual risks of ship-crane use, such as lift planning, load control and ship movement, and responding to changes in real time. 
Should Option 3 be pursued, it will not remove required competency-based training and assessment within each organisation to reflect and respond to the actual environment within the port and maritime environment.
Additional amendment would be required to regulations, vocational education delivery, licensing processes and inclusion of transitional arrangements. 
With access to varied ship configurations, distinct crane types and real-world diverse conditions significant barriers, paper-based education and simulators can only go so far towards effectively delivering training. 





	Option 4: Introduce a HRW class for Offshore and Subsea crane operations.

	20. Do offshore and subsea crane operations involve significantly higher‑risk conditions than inshore dynamic lifting? What additional risks does your organisation observe in these environments?
21. Should operators who undertake offshore or subsea lifting be required to obtain additional training or competency beyond that proposed for dynamic lifting operations? Why or why not?
22. If additional competency is needed, what types of skills, knowledge, or experience do you consider important for safe offshore or subsea lifting?
23. How should any additional training or competency requirements for offshore or subsea lifting interact with existing offshore safety regimes, such as safety case systems or industry training standards?
24. What impact would this option have for you and your organisation?
Consider improvements in WHS outcomes, business costs, and any other significant impacts.

	Ports Australia members generally do not perform offshore or subsea lifting operations. 
The installation of off-shore wind projects in Australian waters, along with the decommissioning of offshore oil and gas infrastructure and its return through Australian ports over the next 5 to 6 decades, will mean an appreciable rise in the use of cranes at sea. 
Consequently training and competency standards for offshore and subsea lifting operations will likely remain under regular consideration by industry and safety regulators. 
With this foundation, safely operating cranes in the dynamic conditions of offshore and subsea environments requires both credentialled competency training by crane-experienced trainers working within industry and importantly subsequent real world operational training and experience with appropriate supervision. 
This cannot be achieved through simple regulatory change or through paper-based training undertaken within the education sector.

	[bookmark: _Toc211922723]Potential combination of reform options

	25. Would you support a combination of options? If so, which options, or elements of the options, would you combine and why?

	Option 1 should be pursued in the first instance, with clarity and guidance to industry, and be evaluated before further intervention is considered. 
Options 2, 3 and 4 add cost, complexity and workforce disruption without clear evidence of safety improvement. 
Safety outcomes will be better improved through clear national guidance, consistent regulator interpretation, recognition of enterprise competence systems, and stronger oversight of vessel and ship’s gear condition, rather than additional operator licensing or training requirements.



