
The National Monitoring 
Centre is staffed 24-hours 
a day to provide a 
continual Customs 
presence at Australia’s 
major ports.

Customs 
24-hour 
presence on 
the waterfront

n a w o rld  firs t fo r a C ustom s 
o rg an isa tion , A us tra lian  C ustom s 
n a tio na l closed c irc u it te lev is ion  
(C C TV) m o n ito r in g  centre  is now  

fu lly  op era tiona l and d e live ring  around  
the  c lock su rve illa n c e  o f A u s tra lia ’s 
m a jo r ports.

T h e  N a tio na l M o n ito rin g  C entre 
(N M C ) is the  apex o f C ustom s 
w a te rfro n t CCTV ne tw o rk , and 
d iffe re n tia tes  th e  system  from  a n y th in g  
seen before on a C ustom s w orld  stage. 
From  a bank o f m o n ito rs  in M e lb ou rne , 
N M C  s ta ff are ab le to  keep an eye on 
any  one o f m ore  than  2 2 0  cam eras in 
8 8  separate  port loca tions a round  the  
coun try . The  n e tw o rk  a lso lin k s  each of 
the  cam eras to  th e  c losest C ustom s 
H ouse and to  reg ional m o n ito r in g  
centres in each state.

R ou tine  d ay tim e  su rve illa n c e  at the 
w a te rfro n t is u su a lly  m anaged from  the  
local C ustom s H ouse, but a fte r business 
hou rs  th e  in n o va tive  n a tio na l system  
rea lly  com es in to  its ow n .

A ccord ing  to D ick S ib tho rpe, 
M anager S u rve illa n c e  Technology, “A 
person c om in g  d ow n  a gangw ay at

som e late ho u r o f the  even ing , or early 
hou r o f the  m orn in g , w ill set o ff the 
au to m a tic  v ideo m o tio n  detec tion 
system . The  cam era w ill then  dial in to  
the  N M C  and set o ff an aud ib le  a la rm , 
a le rtin g  the  M e lb ou rne  s ta ff on duty.

"N M C  s ta ff can m ove th e  cam era on 
the  w a te rfro n t to fo llo w  th e  person, 
perhaps fo llo w in g  th e m  to  a car, reading 
the  car nu m b e r p late, and ga the ring  
o the r va luab le  in fo rm a tio n , before 
re tu rn ing  to the  gangw ay fie ld  o f view .

"W ith o u t th e  na tio na l m o n ito rin g  
capab ility , the  person w ou ld  w a lk  dow n 
the  gangw ay and o u t o f the  v ie w  o f the  
cam era, and th a t is a ll w e  w ou ld  have 
recorded fo r la te r in te llig ence  eva lu a tion .

"T h e  N M C  can set up a rem ote 
cam era on a sh ip  b e rth ing  at, say 2 am , 
and then  set th e  local d is tr ic t office 
e q u ip m en t to record the  gangw ay 
m ovem ents , cove ring  the  in te rven ing  
period un til local s ta ff a rrive  to c lear the 
s h ip .”

The  advantages in hav ing  a na tiona l 
m o n ito rin g  system  are ve ry  real, but ju s t 
as im p o rta n tly  they  are a lso ou ts tand ing  
va lue  fo r m oney.
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W h a t the  $ 1 8  m illio n  p ro jec t has 
bought is com p re hens ive  w a te rfro n t 
s u rve illa n c e  coverage, at w h a t is, by 
in d u s try  s tandards, a low  ong o ing  
resource c o m m itm e n t— arou nd  $1  
m illio n  per a n n u m , or six per c e n t o f the  
cap ita l cost.

“W ith  a ll the  s ta rt up costs in p lacing 
th is  expensive  cam era in fra s tru c tu re  at 
w h a rv e s , but w ith o u t cen tra lised  
m o n ito rin g , fo r tw o -th ird s  o f th e  day, the 
in ve s tm e n t w ou ld  p o te n tia lly  be under 
u tilised  by C ustom s. T h a t is h o w  the  
N M C  concep t w as con ce ived ,” said M r 
S ib tho rpe.

A ltho ug h  th e  N M C  is a v e ry  new  
d eve lop m en t, C ustom s has been using  
e lem e n ts  o f CCTV techno log y fo r  over a 
decade, and M r S ib tho rp e  has been 
m anag ing  the  program  the  e n tire  tim e .

“CC TV began in the  early 1 9 9 0 s , 
w ith  cam eras used fo r sh o rt te rm  
op era tions . From  there , w e p ilo ted  a 
fixed system  in M e lb ou rne , G eelong  and 
Portland , w h ic h  proved the  concep t 
va lue  o f hav ing  a p e rm an en t C CTV 
presence in both reg ional and c ity  
p o rts .”

T he  na tio na l program  to ro ll o u t the  
CCTV in fra s tru c tu re  to a ll m a jo r ports 
began w ith  the  a lloc a tion  o f $ 1 2  m illio n  
in the  1 9 9 8 -9 9  Federal Budget and 
concluded  som e fo u r years later, w ith  
the  last cam eras insta lled  in early  2 0 0 2 .

T he  overa ll in s ta lla tio n  program  w as 
a m a m m o th  and cha lleng ing  task , 
invo lv in g  som e o f the  m ost rem ote  ports 
in the  w o rld  and som e o f the  harshest 
con d itions  im ag inab le  fo r opera ting  
soph is tica ted  cam era technology. For 
exam p le , Cape Lam b ert p ier in n o r th ­
w est A us tra lia  stre tches abou t 2 .5  
k ilom e tres  o u t to  sea, and tw o  cam eras 
ensure  th a t C ustom s officers in the  
nearest C ustom s H ouse at Dam pier, 
som e 6 0  k ilom e tres  away, as w e ll as 
N M C  s ta ff som e 3 ,5 0 0  k ilom e tres  to  the 
sou th -east, can see w h a t is happen ing  
on the  pier.

The re  w ere  m a n y  and varied 
e n v iro n m e n ta l cha llenges encountered 
d u ring  the  ro llou t, w h ic h  also ensure  the 
m a in tenance  p rogram , according to  M r 
S ib tho rpe, “ rem a in s  in te re s ting ” . The

end less red dust th a t characterises Port 
H ed land  in W este rn  A ustra lia  has m ean t 
th a t the  cam eras located the re  need far 
m ore  regular and tho roug h  c lean ing  ju s t 
to  keep th e m  op era tiona l th a n  the  four- 
m on th  in te rva l th a t is s tandard  for, say, 
Sydney Harbour. Local s u lp h u r crested 
cockatoos a lso w re a k  havoc from  tim e  to 
t im e  ea ting  aw ay  som e o f the  cabling.

On top  o f th is , a ll o f the  cam eras are 
located in busy ind us tria l areas w here  
th e y  are exposed to  bum ps, knocks, 
conveyor v ib ra tio n , m a rine  corrosion, 
lig h tn ing , e lec trica l in te rfe rence and 
general w ea r and tear— key factors in 
d e te rm in in g  w h e re  and how  to in it ia lly  
pos ition  them .

But, despite the  s ig n ific an t physical 
cha llenges, accord ing to M r S ib thorpe, 
“the  fron t-end  cam era in s ta lla tio n  w as 
the  easy part. T h e  hard part is the  b it in 
betw een, getting  th e  p ic tures from  the 
cam eras a t the  w h a r f  back to  the  local 
C ustom s H ouse, th e  reg ional m on ito rin g  
centres, and the  N M C  in M e lb ou rne  - 
and then  being ab le to  m a n ip u la te  the  
cam eras from  ‘w a y  back th e re ’ . T h a t is 
rea lly  va lue  ad ded .”

The  N M C  a llo w s  C ustom s to know  
w h a t is going on a t the  w a te rfro n t any 
tim e  o f th e  day or n igh t. Th is  
in fo rm a tio n  is then  used to  d e te rm ine  
the  m ost app rop ria te  course o f action for

each p a rtic u la r set o f c ircum stances.
Th is  m ay inc lud e  fu r th e r CCTV 
su rve illance , or a physical response from  
C ustom s, o r fro m  any one o f o u r pa rtne r 
agencies.

In ad d itio n  to  the  strategic p lacem ent 
o f C ustom s rapid response team s, w h ic h  
can be dep loyed around  the  c o u n try  
w h e n  the  op e ra tiona l need arises, 
C ustom s has w orked  hard to estab lish  
links  w ith  p a rtne r agencies th a t m a in ta in  
a fu ll- t im e  physical presence in rem ote  
areas, such as local police and 
im m ig ra tio n , to  ensure th a t the re  is an 
app rop ria te  force ava ilab le  to respond to 
illegal a c tiv ity  on the  w a te rfro n t, no 
m a tte r w h e re  it occurs.

T he  end benefit, accord ing to  M r 
S ib tho rpe, is th e  m ost effective, e ffic ien t 
use o f o u r ava ila b le  force.

“ By c o m b in in g  ou r n a tio n a lly  
m on ito red  C C TV ne tw o rk  w ith  
soph is tica ted  in te llig ence techn iq ues, w e 
are able to  use ou r m ost va luab le  
resource, o u r people, w here  they  are 
m ost needed ,” he said.

Regional Monitoring Centre staff work closely with officers from the local Customs House to 
manage CCTV operational taskings. The high-quality video produced can be used as evidence 
in the prosecution of border offences.


