
On patroi with 
Customs Coastwatch

Customs Coastwatch 
delivers Australia's civil 
maritime surveillance 
capability. Matt Wardell 
hopped aboard a routine 
surveillance flight off 
southern NSW coast to 
discover how this vital 
task is carried out.

A sk the uninitiated where
Customs Coastwatch operates 
and you soon get the 
impression it's pretty much 

limited to northern Australia. After all, 
that's where prime threats to our borders 
seem to exist: illegal boat arrivals, drug 
importation, the ever-present quarantine 
risk and illegal fishing.

But Customs Coastwatch covers a 
much broader area.

Its brief is to provide a national 
surveillance service around all of 
Australia's 37,000km coastline and 
throughout its 12 million plus square 
kilometres of territorial waters. The 
invitation to join a flight covering waters 
off the NSW south coast with a crew 
from Surveillance Australia, the

company which provides Customs with 
its civil maritime surveillance capability, 
comes in late one afternoon and by 
early next morning I'm climbing into a 
borrowed flame-retardant flight suit.

10:30 I meet the contracted
crew at a sunny but very blustery 
Canberra airport. I put my overnight 
reading on flight meteorology to the test 
and speculate conditions could be 
"bumpy" aloft. Thankfully someone who 
actually knows what they're doing, 
Captain Mark Bonthorne, a Surveillance 
Australia veteran of seven years, is in 
command of the aircraft. Assisting up
front is First Officer Tas Mitsios, who has 
been flying in surveillance aircraft for 
two years.

Mission Coordinator Maurice
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Simpson has planned our route based 
on our tasking for the day and once in 
the air will make the call on where to go 
and what to see as the flight develops.

Rounding out the standard four- 
person surveillance crew is Observer/ 
Communications Officer Matt Reeve.
Matt has an impressive array of comms 
gear at his fingertips, including radios of 
every description, a satellite phone and 
Customs Coastwatch's new Inmarsat 
high-speed data, voice and image link.

11:08 I join an on-board
briefing at which the key objectives of 
the flight and operational matters are 
discussed. Importantly, for a novice like 
me, emergency procedures are also 
comprehensively covered.

Our tasking will take us out to and 
beyond the edge of Australia's Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ), which extends to 
200 nautical miles* (nm) beyond the 
mainland. We're on the lookout for 
foreign fishing vessels and in particular 
whales on behalf of our client agencies 
for the day, Environment Australia and 
the Australian Fisheries Management 
Authority.

Customs Coastwatch flies for a range 
of government agencies in the law 
enforcement, defence, immigration and 
environment areas. While each flight has 
a primary mission, Coastwatch will also 
detect and observe any other activities in 
the area and provide a comprehensive 
report in its post-flight briefing.

Our flight today is expected to take 
around six-and-a-half hours, covering 
almost 1200nm. The first leg is an 
84nm "transit" sector to the start of our 
first surveillance run.

11.10 I don my lifejacket (a
mandatory piece of clothing given 
Customs Coastwatch aircraft regularly 
descend to less than 1000 feet* above 
the ocean to identify vessels) and strap 
myself into a four point safety harness. 
Captain Bonthorne fires up the Dash 8s 
twin engines.

11:20 Coastwatch Flight
184 lifts smoothly from Canberra's 
runway 35 to the north, banking to the 
east and climbing through 7000ft to 
head for the coast.

11:30 Large bushfires are
clearly visible in the national park 
behind Nowra on the NSW South Coast.

11:43 We cross the NSW
coast just south of Nowra and maintain 
a heading out into the Tasman Sea. The 
crew take the opportunity to grab a bite 
to eat before we arrive on station and 
get down to the serious business of 
surveillance.

11:47 Cruising at an
altitude of 25,000ft, Maurice announces 
the first radar 
contact, 62nm to our 
north - most likely a 
bulk carrier off Port 
Kembla. The digital 
radar system fitted in 
the Dash 8 can track 
up to 32 targets 
simultaneously at 
ranges up to 50nm, 
displaying the 
course, speed and 
position of each 
contact. If contact is 
lost, the system 
automatically 
continues to project a 
course and calculate 
a position until the 
target is reacquired.
There's no escape for 
any vessel acting 
illegally.

12:00
Captain Bonthorne 
makes our first 
position report via 
HF radio. Customs 
Coastwatch planes 
report in to air traffic 
controllers every 
30 minutes with 
their course and position. In case of an 
emergency, this information can be used 
in conjunction with a lodged flight plan 
to give rescue authorities a fair idea 
where to start looking.

12:25 More than 180nm off
the coast and approaching the start of 
our surveillance run, the crew run 
through another checklist to ensure all 
systems are ready for action. The

forward looking infra-red camera, digital 
television recorder and mission camera 
are checked, and we each verbally 
confirm we are seated and strapped in 
with life jackets on. I glance out the 
window and notice unbroken cloud 
below.

12:34 We descend through
11,000ft, heading for an initial 
operational level of 3000ft. Normal 
surveillance operations are carried out at 
altitudes between 2000 and 2500ft,

left: Customs Coastwatch training and 
standards manager, Kingsley Woodford-Smith 
(right), provides a pre-flight briefing to the 
author before the Tasman Sea surveillance 
flight.
above: Customs Coastwatch aircraft can 
accurately identify all types of shipping from 
altitudes as high at 5000 feet thanks to high 
definition digital television cameras mounted 
under the aircraft.

* Standard units of measurements for flight 
operations are: the nautical mile (approx 1.85km) 
for distance, and feet (5000ft = approx 1600m) 
for altitude.



depend ing  on th e  sea s ta te  and the  
desired radar ho rizo n  - essen tia lly , how  
fa r the  radar can see. M au ric e  says 
radar p e rfo rm ance is bette r in so u th e rn  
la titudes, w he re  the re  is less h u m id ity  to 
d is to rt the  radar p ic ture .

12:45 W e're enve loped  in
c loud . Capta in B o n th o rn e  es tim a te s  the  
c loud base is as low  as 5 0 0 f t ,  w h ic h  
ru les o u t c ru is ing  b e low  it to  m a in ta in  
v isua l su rve illance . M au ric e  requests a 
c ru is ing  a ltitu d e  o f 1 5 0 0 f t  in order to 
conduct radar su rve illa n c e . W e  tu rn  to  
th e  s o u th -w e s t to  fo llo w  th e  o u te r edge 
o f the  EEZ on an in tended  1 1 8 n m  
su rve illa n c e  track.

13:03 The D ash-8's
su rve illance  radar a lso does a great job  
o f p ick ing  up w ea th e r patte rns as m uch  
as 5 0 n m  ahead . A sw eep show s heavy 
c loud fo rm a tio n s  ad jacent to ou r 
in tended path.

13:05 The  seatbelt sign is
sw itched  on, and fo r a m om en t its easy 
to  pretend I'm on a norm a l com m erc ia l 
flig h t. B u t a fe w  m om en ts  la ter the 
bum ps begin in earnest. It's not 
a la rm in g , but a little  d isconcerting .
U n like  a com m e rc ia l a ir lin e r the  bum ps 
do no t cease as the p lane c lim bs ou t o f 
the  tu rb u lence .

13:10 The radar reveals a
m a jo r storm  cell right on 
ou r f lig h t path. W e c lim b  
to  3 0 0 0 f t  to regain 
v isua l f lig h t above the 
low  cloud, and tu rn  early  
on to  a new  heading 
w h ic h  w ill take  us 
fu r th e r o u t to sea. O ur 
target is an area of 
seam oun ts  - areas w he re  
the  ocean floo r rises 
sha rp ly  to fo rm  
und e rw a te r m o u n ta in s  - 
w h ic h  are fe rtile  fish in g  
grounds.

13:16 The  w ea the r 
begins to  close in, w e 
are now  fly ing  w ith  1 0 0  
percent cloud cover both 
above and below , but the  
c rew  is reassuring ly 
unpertu rbed . Dash 8s  
can operate in ali 
w eather, and C oastw atch  
p lanes have been know n  
to  fly  in a lm os t cyclonic 
con d itions  w hen  the re  is 
a tactica l need. In 
c o n su lta tion  w ith  
M aurice , Capta in 
B on tho rne  decides to 
track  a round  the  cloud 
fo rm a tio n s  in ou r path, 
ra the r than  try in g  to 
thread a course th rough 
th e m . I w ho le h e a rte d ly  
agree.

13:27 W e tu rn

above: The cockpit of a Customs Coastwatch Dash-8 surveillance 
aircraft, home to a Surveillance Australia captain and first officer 
during flight.
top right: Surveillance Australia observer/communications officer 
Matt Reeve takes up station at the radar console. The highly 
sensitive equipment can track up to 32 targets simultaneously at 
ranges up to 50 nautical miles.

sou th . Despite the  heavy w e a th e r ou r 
su rve illance  radar has a c lear p icture of 
th e  ocean be low  - it ’s em pty. No 
fis h e rm a n , or any o the r vesse l, w ith in  
5 0 n m . W ith  no targets and fac ing  heavy 
w eather, M aurice m akes an executive 
decis ion to  abandon ou r next w a yp o in t 
(a n o th e r seam oun t) and f ly  d irect to the 
next su rve illance  run on o u r itinerary.

13:32 The D a sh -8  begins to
bounce around  the  sky as th e  tu rb u lence  
p icks up. There's a flash o f lig h tn ing  
ou ts ide  and I'm glad o f the  firm  f it  o f m y 
fo u r-p o in t harness and m y snug  
life jac ke t a round  m y neck. There 's no 
concern over the  in tercom  - on ly  a calm  
d iscuss ion  o f an a lte rna te  course of 
ac tion. In an e ffo rt to  avoid the  w o rs t of 
it w e  c lim b  to  4 5 0 0 f t ;  the  ride soon 
becom es sm oother.

13:50 A lm os t 2 0  m in u te s
la te r w e leave the  w o rs t o f th e  w ea the r 
behind us, th e  low  cloud c lears, and for 
the  firs t t im e  I have a clear v ie w  o f the  
ocean below . W e descend again to 
3 0 0 0 f t  and track n o rth -w e s t, re jo in ing  
ou r o rig in a lly  plotted course. C lear skies 
can be dece iv ing  and as I w a tc h  the  sea 
sta te  w orsens noticeably, go ing from  
sta te  one (ca lm ) to state five  (tw o -m e tre  
sw e lls  w ith  b low ing  spray) in the  face of 
th e  w e a th e r system  w e  have ju s t f lo w n  
o u t of.

14:05 M iss ion  coo rd ina to r
M aurice  and O bserver c o m m u n ic a tio n s  
o ffice r M a tt sw ap  seats and roles, part of 
the  m u lt i-s k illin g  o f su rve illance  crew s 
and to  m in im is e  the risk o f ta sk  fa tigue  
on long flig h ts . Th is  crew  is fly in g  
together fo r five  days before re tu rn ing  
w ith  the  a irc ra ft to its hom e base o f 
Cairns.

14:25 W e bank on to  a new
s o u th -w e s te rly  heading, again fly in g  
paralle l to  the  line  o f the  o u te r edge o f 
A ustra lia 's  EEZ.

15:00 W e pass Eden on the
N S W  S ou th  Coast, s till head ing  sou th .

15:10 The  radar m akes a
second con tac t o f the  flig h t, a t a 
d is tance o f 5 7 n m . W e break o ff ou r 
track , head ing  tow ards M a llacoo ta  on 
the  V ic to r ian  Coast to  investigate . 
A ltho ug h  the  con tac t is insho re , w e
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secure th e  cab in  for descent to  1 0 0 0 ft.
15:26 First O fficer Tas

ann ounce s  v isua l con tact w ith  the  target 
cou rtesy o f h is h igh-pow ered  b inoculars , 
6 n rn  dead ahead. M om en ts  la ter we 
p ick up a sm a ll fish in g  tra w le r on our 
v ideo m on ito r. There's a q u ick  
d iscuss ion  on the  m erits  o f descend ing 
to  5 0 0 f t  fo r a 'phot-run ', o r photographic  
flypast, but o u r m o n ito r p icks up a large 
flock  o f seagu lls  in the  traw le r's  w ake . At 
th a t he igh t the  risk o f b ird -s trike  is 
m ag n ified , so w e  opt fo r a 1 0 0 0 f t  fly -by 
instead.

15:28 The  tra w le r com es up
q u ick ly  w h e n  th e  a irc ra ft is trave lling  at 
1 8 0  knots. Faces pop o u t o f the  
w h e e lh o u se  and give us a w ave  as we 
zoom  by, o u r cam era cap tu ring  the  
traw le r's  reg is tra tion  num b e r on the  side 
o f the  w he e lh o u se . Like all con tacts, 
id en tific a tio n  de ta ils , speed, course and 
position  are a ll logged in the  flig h t 
report. W e c lim b  back to 2 0 0 0 f t  and 
resum e ou r su rve illance  track.

15:32 A lm os t im m ed ia te ly
w e  detect an o th e r target 2 5 n m  away. 
N ow  s itting  in the  C om m s Officer's seat, 
M aurice  requests ano the r 'pho t-run '. 
1 5 n m  fro m  th e  target ou r cam era picks 
up the  vesse l, a bu lk  carrie r head ing 
sou th .

15:37 W e descend again to
5 0 0 ft .  A t th a t he igh t the  w aves a lm os t 
seem  close enough fo r m e to touc h , but 
th e  Dash 8  can get d ow n as low  as 
2 0 0 f t  (6 0  m etres) above the  sea fo r 
b rief periods o f tim e.

16:00 Th ing s get bus ie r as
w e  id e n tify  a no the r target to  the  no rth , 
3 8 n m  o ff the  coast. It w o n 't be possib le 
to  descend fo r a close exa m in a tio n  as 
w e are n o w  in restricted airspace due to 
a m ilita ry  exercise and m u s t rem ain  
above 3 5 0 0 f t  or risk becom ing  a "target" 
ourse lves.

16:11 W e fly  in to  bush fire
sm oke  haze, m ore than  2 0 n m  o ff the  
coast.

16:14 Sharp-eyed M aurice
spots w h a t could be a sm a ll pod o f three 
w h a le s  o ff to  the  le ft o ff the  p lane. By 
th e  tim e  I find  a po in t o f reference in the 
w id e  ocean, a ll I can see are ind is tin c t 
shapes. W e m ake a sharp  tu rn  fo r a 
c loser look but w ith  the  sun behind us 
can no longer see the  suspected w ha les . 
It is o u r on ly  w ha le  "s ig h ting " of the 
flig h t and is d u ly  noted in the  log as we 
resum e course fo r ou r target vessel.

16:18 O ur target is revealed
as a m ed ium -s ized  tanker, head ing 
no rth  in to  heavy w eather. W h ite  caps 
are c lea rly  v is ib le  and the  ship 's bow  is

p oun d ing  in to  th e  seas. I'm again 
im pressed  by th e  cap a b ility  o f C ustom s 
C oas tw a tch  tech no log y  - even from  
3 5 0 0 f t  w e  can c lea rly  id e n tify  the  nam e 
o f th e  vesse l on its stern .

16:30 Reach ing  the  end o f
o u r last su rv e illa n c e  run w e  tu rn  w e s t to  
head fo r hom e . T h e  c rew  com p le te  
m iss ion  reports and s h u t d ow n 
e q u ip m e n t as w e  c lim b  back to  a 
c ru is in g  he ig h t m ore  fa m ilia r  to 
c om m e rc ia l a irc ra ft.

16:42 W e re-cross the
coast, and I can rem ove m y life jac ke t fo r 
the  f irs t t im e  on th e  flig h t. I'm inv ited  to 
the  cockp it fo r th e  last sector o f the  
flig h t. T h e  b ush fires  have got no ticeab ly  
w o rse  s ince  o u r d ep artu re , e xp la in ing  
th e  sm oke  haze w e  encountered  
o ffshore .

17:10 C anberra com es in to
v ie w  th ro u g h  th e  cockp it w ind sc reen . It 
takes m e  a w h ile  to  get m y bearings but 
I can soon spot th e  a irp o rt (o f key 
in te res t to  us) and o th e r m a jo r 
la n d m a rks  and suburbs.

17:15 A ir tra ffic  con tro l
d irects a com m e rc ia l a ir lin e r in to  land 
ahead o f us before F irs t O ffice r Tas 
hand les  a 3 0  kn o t cross w in d  w ith  
ap lom b  to  place us d ow n  s o ftly  ju s t a fte r 
the  ru n w a y  th resho ld .

For m e it's been an in te re s ting  six- 
hou r in tro d u c tio n  in to  th e  w o rk  o f 
C ustom s C oas tw a tch . For the  crew , ju s t 
a n o th e r ro u tin e  m iss ion . They 'll do it all 
again to m o rro w , track ing  2 0 n m  o ff the  
A u s tra lia n  coast fro m  N ow ra  in N S W  all 
th e  w a y  a round  to  A de la ide  in S ou th  
A us tra lia . From  the re  th e y  w ill v is it 
H obart.

It's a n o th e r rem ind e r C ustom s 
C oas tw a tch  provides a tru ly  na tio na l 
su rve illa n c e  service.
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