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Checking the 
mail

above: Chris Pardey with some counterfeit 
DVDs intercepted by Customs in the post.
insert: Kamil Serdar x-raying the mail.

It is know n as the  Sydney G atew ay 
Facility. It is not the  port. N e ith e r is 
it th e  a irport. Yet it is one o f the  
m ost im p o rta n t en try  po in ts  in to  
A ustra lia .

Located a t Clyde near P a rram atta , in 
Sydney's  w este rn  suburbs, the  Sydney 
G a tew ay Fac ility  is A ustra lia  Post’s 
largest in te rn a tio n a l m a il centre.

Into the  b u ild ing  com es over h a lf the  
overseas a ir and all surface m a il landed 
in the  country. Letters and packages o f 
a ll shapes and sizes arrive  here to be 
sorted fo r onw ard  de live ry  to all po in ts 
no rth , sou th , east and w est.

Inside th is  special border fa c ility  is a 
large C ustom s presence. For it is th e  role 
o f C ustom s, a long  w ith  the  A u s tra lian  
Q uara n tine  and Inspection  Service 
(AQ IS), to  ensure th a t all the  m a il is 
checked p rior to  d is tr ib u tio n  to 
businesses and hom es across the  
country.

The  A us tra lian  G ove rnm en t charges 
the  tw o  border agencies w ith  look ing  ou t 
fo r p rohib ited  im p o rts  to  prevent th e m  
from  reaching the  co m m u n ity . For 
C ustom s, these item s can be a n y th in g  
from  drugs, fire a rm s  and o the r w eap ons 
th rough to the ra p eu tic  m ed ic ines, 
c ou n te rfe it goods, banned books and 
pornographic m a te ria l. AQ IS is 
concerned w ith  p reven ting  pests and 
diseases from  getting  in to  A ustra lia  
th roug h  the  im p o rta tio n  o f foods tu ffs , 
vegetable m a tte r and a n im a l p roducts. 
C ustom s has an o th e r role in th a t it 
assesses the  va lue  o f inco m ing  goods to 
see if any d u ty  and a Goods and Service 
Tax (G ST) is payable.

To ensure the  m a il gets th rou g h  in a 
tim e ly  m anner, C ustom s and AQ IS w o rk  
coopera tive ly  toge the r and in concert 
w ith  A ustra lia  Post.

“W e screen the  m a il as A ustra lia  
Post presents it to  us. W h ile  w e look at 
every th ing , they  d e te rm in e  w h ic h  order 
w e look at it. T h is  is because som e o f 
its product has tig h te r d e live ry  standards 
than  others. For ins tance , a ir m a il has a 
tig h te r de live ry  schedu le  than  sea m a il, ” 
said M r Frost.

W h ile  all sea m a il and m ost a ir m a il 
th a t com es in to  Sydney is processed by



C ustom s a t the  fac ility , express m a il 
serv ice a rtic les  and registered and 
insured  artic les  are received at the 
Q antas M a il H a nd ling  U n it w ith in  the  
p e rim e te r o f Sydney A irport.

As M anager Post, M r Frost is also 
responsib le  fo r th e  C ustom s opera tion  at 
the  m a il h a n d lin g  u n it at the  a irport. 
S om e n in e  o fficers are deployed at the  
u n it w h ile  the  vast m a jo rity  o f h is area - 
8 4  o fficers - are invo lved  in du ties at the  
C lyde fac ility .

T he  Sydney G atew ay Fac ility  has 
been a t C lyde s ince  the  late 1 9 8 0 s , 
hav in g  ou tg ro w n  its p revious p rem ises in 
inne r c ity  Redfern.

In the  w ake  o f the  te rro r is t a ttacks 
on 11 S ep tem ber 2 0 0 1  and also 
because o f the  foo t and m ou th  d isease 
ou tb re ak in Europe, the  Federal 
G o ve rn m e n t has provided increased 
resources to border agencies such as 
C ustom s to  d ras tic a lly  step up security  
at th e  border. A t th is  C ustom s postal 
op e ra tion , th is  has a lm os t doubled the  
s ta ff and g iven an  eq ua lly  s ig n ific an t 
boost to  techno log ica l resources. These

inc lud e  m ore sophisticated  x-ray 
m ach ines, ionscan partic le  ana lys is  
e q u ip m e n t and narcotic fie ld  tes t kits.

W h a t w as once no t possib le is now  
rea lity— the  1 0 0  per cent screen ing  by 
C ustom s, in con ju n c tio n  w ith  AQ IS, of 
all im ported  m a il.

M r Frost sa id , “Th is  com p rehens ive  
screen ing  process m eans th a t w e  assess 
the  m a il in a nu m b e r o f d iffe re n t w ays. 
T he  m a il is e ith e r x-rayed by us or w e 
m ay use ou r dogs to run over it. W e 
select som e packages fo r open ing  to 
p hys ica lly  exam ine  the  con ten ts . If w e 
assess the re  is no th in g  o f C ustom s 
in te res t, then  AQ IS w ill x -ray  it o r use its 
dogs to  check it o u t.”

T h e  screen ing  task at the  fa c ility  is a 
six d ays-a -w eek  opera tion , S und ay to 
Friday, from  6 .4 5  am  to 1 0  pm , 
m irro r in g  A ustra lia  Post’s regula r hours 
o f opera tion . In an average m on th , 
C ustom s here processes 6 2 ,0 0 0  parcels 
and m ore  than  h a lf a m illio n  sm all 
packets. T he  fes tive  season presents a 
cha lleng e  w ith  a 6 0  per cen t surge in 
the  vo lu m e  of m a il th a t is hand led . Last

year, C ustom s, AQ IS  and A ustra lia  Post 
w orked  around  th e  c lock in the  w eek 
lead ing up to  C h ris tm a s  to  deal w ith  the  
m uch  heavie r w o rk lo ad .

C urrently , C us to m s and AQ IS have 
six x-ray m ach ines  betw een them  a t the  
fac ility . T h e  x-ray is ab le to provide a 
high d e fin itio n  c o lo u r im age o f the  
con ten ts  o f packages. It can id en tify  
hard m atter, p lastics and organic 
m a te ria l. From  th e  im age produced on 
the  screen, an assessm en t can be m ade 
on w h a t goods are con ta ined  w ith in  the  
package and w h e th e r they  m atch  up 
w ith  the  c o m p u lso ry  dec la ra tion  on the  
exte rio r w rap p ing . A subsequent 
physical check o f suspect packages 
e ith e r co n firm s  o r a llays  o fficers ’ 
susp ic ions.

If a package c on ta ins  a p rohib ited  
im p o rt, d ec is ions have to  be m ade as to 
w h a t action shou ld  be taken. M r Frost 
exp la ins  th a t o fficers have a num b e r o f 
op tions . “W e w ill hand over som e item s 
to th e  A u s tra lian  Federal Police, w h ic h  
w ill carry o u t its o w n  investiga tion  and 
p rosecution. T h is  is p a rtic u la rly  the  case

A sample of prohibited imports seized by Customs officers at the Sydney Gateway Facility.
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in re la tio n  to narcotics. S om e banned or 
restric ted  p roducts are handed over to 
ou r Inve s tig a tions  sec tion  fo r it to deal 
w ith . The re  is o the r p roduct w h ic h  
shou ld  n o t be delivered in the  m a il th a t 
w e  w ill refer back to A us tra lia  P os t.”

In every case, th e  c ircu m stance s o f 
an illega l im p o rta tio n  are taken  in to  
cons id e ra tion . W h ile  p rosecution  is 
m uch  m ore  like ly  fo r item s o f a serious 
na tu re , fo r de libera te  concea lm en ts  and 
fo r regu la r abusers o f the  system , in 
m a n y  cases se izu re  o f th e  o ffend ing  item  
is considered su ffic ie n t.

Because o f the  d ram a tic  increase in 
the  use o f the  In te rne t as a 
c om p a ra tive ly  easy w a y  o f o rdering  
goods fro m  overseas, the re  has been a 
co rrespond ing  rise in C ustom s detec ting  
p roh ib ited  or restric ted im p orts . W h ile  a 
m a jo r focus is on fin d in g  illic it drugs, the  
d rug se izures tend  to  be freq ue n t but 
s m a ll, due to  th e  size o f packages in the  
m a il. F irea rm s and fire a rm  parts are 
o ften  sen t th rou g h  th e  post as w e ll.
M ore o ften  th a n  not, they  are being 
lega lly  im p orted . C ustom s holds these 
w eap ons un til the  re levan t clearances 
have been ob ta ined .

C o u n te rfe it goods a lso present an 
issue fo r C ustom s. A top ica l sub jec t is 
DVDs. S om e arrive  in enve lopes 
c o n ta in in g  as little  as five  DVDs w h ile  
o the r packages can con ta in  m uch larger 
q uan titie s . As th e  DVD logo is a 
registered trad em ark , a n y th in g  bearing  
the  logo needs the  registered trad em ark  
ho lde r to  c lear the  DVDs before th e y  are 
released. If the  DVD is a copy, then  it is 
a lso in breach o f trade descrip tion 
regu la tions. O fficers a t the  fac ility  are 
now  in te rcep ting  up to  2 ,0 0 0  bootleg 
DVD copies o f m ov ies  every m on th .

Recently, o fficers cam e across at 
least 3 0  people w h o  had bought over 
the  In te rne t cam eras and cam era 
e q u ip m e n t from  the  sam e supplier.
Som e w ere  surp rised  and aggrieved 
w hen  they  d iscovered they  had to  go 
th rou g h  a C ustom s im p o rta tio n  process 
fo r the  cam eras, w h ic h  they  believed 
they  had bought from  an A us tra lian - 
based com pany. W h ile  the  supp lie r had 
an A u s tra lia n -so u n d in g  In te rnet address,

th e  com p any w as 
ac tu a lly  located 
overseas. W h a t the  
s u p p lie r ’s w ebsite  fa iled 
to  m en tio n  w as th a t 
G ST w ou ld  be payab le 
on the  purchase fo r 
A us tra lia n  buyers.

C ustom s cu rre n tly  
averages about 
$ 4 5 0 ,0 0 0  a m o n th  in 
revenue co llec tion  from  
a com b in a tio n  o f 
com m e rc ia l a rtic le s  and 
p riva te  im p o rta tio n s  th a t 
are assessed at the  
fac ility .

M r Frost exp la ined 
th a t “A ny item  va lued  at 
over $ 1 ,0 0 0  w ill have to  be fo rm a lly  
entered th roug h  C ustom s w ith  the 
app rop ria te  paperw ork . Goods th a t do 
no t m eet th a t $ 1 ,0 0 0  th resho ld  but are 
sub jec t to  d u ty  and sales tax in excess of 
$ 5 0  w ill be levied. As fo r unso lic ited  
g ifts , w e  a llo w  a concession o f $ 2 0 0  on 
the  cost o f the item  before m a k in g  an 
a sse ssm en t.”

C ustom s o fficers do not open any 
packages them se lves . The  Postal 
Communications Act requ ires A ustra lia  
Post to  carry  ou t op en ing  and resealing. 
Every item  exam ined  by C ustom s or 
AQIS is m arked to show  it has been 
sub ject to  scrutiny.

"T h e  fact th a t w e  have exam ined  a 
parcel c e rta in ly  does not m ean the 
rec ip ien t w ill be targeted fo r fu tu re  
e x a m in a tio n s ,” M r Frost sa id . "W e  m ake 
the  ju d g e m e n t at the  tim e  based on a 
nu m b e r o f factors inc lu d ing  w h e th e r the 
item  is declared, w h a t w e see on the  x- 
ray screen and the  source country . Any 
num b e r o f factors m ay require  us to 
have a care fu l lo o k .”

Flowever, anyo ne  im p o rtin g  a 
p roh ib ited  im p o rt can expect th a t fact to 
be recorded, even if the re  is no o the r 
action taken  by C ustom s at the  tim e .

One area d em an d ing  extrem e care 
covers occupationa l hea lth  and safe ty fo r 
a ll those  w o rk in g  w ith in  the fac ility . W ith  
heavy m ac h in e ry  such as conveyor belts 
and x-ray m ach ines, every C ustom s

Gabby Mangulabnan checking the mail, 
officer is required to  w ea r safe ty vests 
and shoes. O ccasiona lly  suspect 
pow ders are detected in packages. An 
em ergency procedure is then  set in 
m o tion . On som e o f these occasions, the  
fire  a u th o r ity ’s hazardous m ate ria ls  team  
are called in to declare th e  goods safe.

S u m m in g  up, M r Frost relates 
w o rk in g  in the  postal e n v iro n m e n t as 
being probably a m icrocosm  o f all 
C ustom s activ ities . “W e no t on ly  have 
typ ica l border pro tec tion resp o ns ib ilities  
but a com m erc ia l and c o m m u n ity  
p rotection role as w e ll. ”

M r Frost had th is  to say about 
m ak ing  s ig n ific an t de tec tions: "You can 
w a lk  aw ay from  here happy th a t you 
have stopped som e bad th in g s  from  
com ing  in. You a lso get sa tis fac tion  o u t 
o f ju s t gu id ing  people th rou g h  e ithe r the  
com m erc ia l or border p rocess.”

For in fo rm a tio n  on im p o rtin g  goods 
th roug h  the  m a il, con tact the  C ustom s 
In fo rm a tio n  C entre on 1 3 0 0  3 6 3  2 6 3 , 
o r by em a il a t in fo @ c u s to m s .g o v .a u .
The  C ustom s w eb s ite  at 
w w w .c us tom s.g ov .au  is a lso a source o f 
usefu l in fo rm a tio n .
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