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The River Murray Boat Owners Association of South Australia Inc. (RMBOA) is a non-
profit organisation that was incorporated in 1986 to bring together people who enjoy the 
River Murray for its beauty, wildlife, vegetation, recreational qualities and its priceless 
value to our country.  These people value safe and responsible boating, including deep 
appreciation of the need to preserve the River and its surroundings.  

Our aims and objectives as set out in the constitution are: 

• To assist in protecting the River Murray and its environs from all forms of 
damage, pollution and destruction by the education and self-discipline of all 
who use it. 

• To communicate with members and boat owners; to keep them informed of 
relevant developments and to liaise with governments and instrumentalities 
having any form of control over the river and its environment.  

• To arrange, manage and co-ordinate functions of recreation, education and 
conservation surrounding the river, to benefit members and other users of the 
river.  

RMBOA is a member of the Boating Industry Association South Australia (BIASA) and 
liaises with the Riverland Cruising Boat Club, the Wooden Boat Owners Association of 
South Australia, the Houseboat Hirers Association and the Eukee Boat Club to further 
strengthen its endeavours to achieve the RMBOA’s aims and objectives for its members. 
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OVERVIEW 

Consultation 

• The RMBOA is disappointed that the Working Group did not consult with the 
houseboat industry and the South Australian recreational boating groups and 
associations during the drafting phase of the Houseboat, Mooring and Marina 
Strategy and Guidelines for the River Murray in South Australia.  Such 
consultation would probably have pre-empted the RMBOA’s concerns, especially 
concerns that the draft Strategy has the potential to destroy the freedom of 
responsible boating on the River with deleterious economic consequences for 
River communities, and the need for many of the comments below.  

Support for the Government’s view 

• The RMBOA agrees with the State Government’s view on: 

o the need to improve the ecological health of the River Murray, also an 
objective of the Association; 

o the houseboat industry (RMBOA believes private boating should be 
specifically included) being a key part of regional tourism and recreational 
economy associated with the River Murray and …….. playing a vibrant 
and valuable role in South Australia that must be protected; 

o  the concept of control of houseboats used for permanent occupation and 
any abandoned or un-seaworthy houseboats; 

o the registration of all houseboats and larger vessels used on the River 
Murray, providing that all motorised boats and all permanent structures in 
or on the river are included in the registration; and 

o establishing and maintaining a centralised database of marinas and 
permanent mooring sites.   

• The RMBOA also strongly agrees that it is vital that a balance be achieved 
between the two key challenges in the Strategy, viz. improving the health of the 
River and supporting and enhancing the houseboat tourist industry.  The RMBOA 
believes that supporting and enhancing private boating, in contrast to the 
commercial houseboat industry, on the Murray should also be explicitly stated in 
the Strategy. 

• The RMBOA suggests that controls on marinas and permanent mooring sites 
should be treated separately from the actual boating on the river.   The RMBOA 
appreciates that the two activities are obviously linked but considers that each 
activity has different effects on the health of the River. 
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The draft Strategy — a sledgehammer approach to control the minority? 

• By contrast to the above agreements, the RMBOA is greatly concerned with the 
tenor of the Strategy and its Background Research Information.  Some may regard 
the Strategy as a sledgehammer approach to control the small, houseboating 
minority, who may be causing environmental damage to the River and its 
surrounds, at the expense of the vast, responsible majority who value all the 
attributes of the River. 

• The Strategy focuses only on houseboats and larger vessels, even though it is 
acknowledged in the Background Research Information that “recreational use of 
the river bank (esp. from water skiing and camping) can be just as, if not more 
damaging than houseboat activities”.  The RMBOA is confident that these other 
users cause far more collective damage than houseboating, per se.   

Consideration of all factors and their impact on the River’s ecosystem 

• Consequently, the RMBOA strongly urges a holistic consideration of factors 
affecting the River’s environment (see NRM principles in the Background 
Research Information), rather than the piecemeal approach targeting only 
houseboats and larger vessels given in the Strategy.  A sound ecological study of 
all these factors in an integrated manner would then enable a risk analysis to 
provide proper grounds to assess the relative levels of importance and impact 
(consequence) of the different factors on the environment.  Such an approach 
would then give substance and better public acceptance for any controls imposed 
by regulation. 

The various government projects individually studying different factors 
influencing the health of the River should be coordinated to give a common 
direction.  The RMBOA was intrigued to learn that different Departments are 
separately studying the effects of different types of boating on the River.  Please, 
at least, have all types of boating, including ski and wake boats and jet skis, in the 
one Strategy. 

• The RMBOA is disappointed that the Background Research Information does not 
give sound quantitative/qualitative data to support the claims in the Strategy and 
associated papers.  The information in the Background Research Information 
seems spurious, especially as the word, “significant”, is over-used without, as 
previously stated, sound quantitative/qualitative data to support its use — the 
over-use of the word tends to infer that the points made are suggestive with an un-
stated or secret sense.  

Lack of risk analysis 

• The information used to develop the draft Strategy has been used with little or no 
regard for risk analysis, including risk assessment and risk management — in fact, 
the Strategy seems to be based on nil risk in favour of the environment.  Nil risk, 
although it may be desirable in concept, is unrealistic in practice.  How can a 
balance be achieved between improving the health of the River and supporting 
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and enhancing the economic and social benefits of the houseboat industry without 
some risk? 

• The RMBOA asks, “What is the real environmental impact, considering the River 
Murray ecosystem as a whole, of houseboats: 

o preventing any light from reaching the River bed; 

o creating minor washes close to the shore, especially compared to ski and 
wake boats and jet ski washes; 

o involved in camping on the banks with bush toilets — houseboating is 
generally not involved in camping and bush toilets, except for sitting 
around campfires; 

o ringbarking trees used for mooring; 

o increasing the turbidity of the River water; 

o degrading wetlands; and 

o reducing biodiversity?  

The RMBOA strongly believes that answers are required to the above question to 
put any impacts that houseboating may have on the River into perspective before 
a sound Strategy can be drafted.  The lack of information on real impacts makes it 
difficult to assess the merits of the draft Strategy.   

It should be recognised that private boat owners treat the River with the respect 
they give their own backyards — they are not environmental vandals. 

Benefits — where are the costs of implementing the draft Strategy? 

• The RMBOA muses on the fact that the Background Research Information 
includes individual sections on the potential benefits of relocating houseboats 
(Section 5), improvements to river bank from relocating boats to marinas (Section 
5.1) and implications of not having a Strategy (Section 6) in the absence of 
contrary views (economic, environmental and social costs) for each area of 
discussion — where is the cost/benefit analysis to underpin a sound Strategy?   

It seems that there is a will to have the permanent moorings of all houseboats and 
larger vessels off-river, regardless!  The availability and cost of water for new off-
river marinas and expansion of existing marinas to become off-river marinas may 
outweigh the benefits from removing permanent on-river moorings.  What is the 
time-frame for the proposed implementation of off-river permanent moorings?  
What is the fate of current commercial on-river marinas and other permanent on-
river moorings with this proposal?      
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The RMBOA is concerned that the Strategy has been written with little 
appreciation of the ways and joys of boating on the River Murray.  Again, the 
RMBOA is most concerned that the Strategy’s Working Group did not consult 
with South Australian groups and associations comprised of members who have 
invested in private boating on the River.  The lack of consultation has certainly 
alienated most private and commercial boat owners against the Strategy, mainly 
because of the Strategy’s naiveness and the serious threat of unreasonable 
mandatory controls on boating on the River.  

Proposed trial of a temporary mooring network 

• The proposed trial of a temporary mooring network for short-term mooring is a 
threat to boating on the River, as enunciated at each of the three public meetings.  
The concept runs diametrically opposite to the main reasons of freedom and joy 
of boating on the River.  The trial is proposed without any indication of its aims 
and methods, including the type of assessments that will be made to demonstrate 
the impact (positive/negative) that the network will have on the health of the 
River.  The RMBOA is strongly against this concept for reasons given below, and 
in the absence of details on which to make an objective assessment. 

• The RMBOA strongly believes that the proposed mandatory use of approved 
temporary mooring sites along the River undermines one of the fundamental 
reasons for houseboating — to get away from it all, not to be cooped up with 
other houseboats!  Tourism SA, a member of the Strategy’s Working Group, 
supports “the sense of isolation that is an integral part of river-based holidays”. 

The requirement to moor at approved sites may also increase boating hazards 
when prevailing weather conditions do not favour the use of a site — will there be 
emergency mooring sites?. 

• The RMBOA believes that the recent experience with Kakadu National Park, 
where Kakudu has dropped out of the top 10 must-see places in Australia because 
of over-regulation (Kakadu now Kakadon’t — The Weekend Australian 17-18 
January 2009), serves as an indication of how government controls can drastically 
alter the enjoyment and freedom of natural amenities.  Thomas Jefferson once 
said “He who governs least, governs best”. 

A suggested alternative approach 

• The RMBOA offers the suggestion that the Strategy for houseboating on the 
River Murray should be enabling, not controlling (regulated), particularly with the 
paucity of sound quantitative/qualitative data given in the Background Research 
Information to demonstrate the relative damage to the environment caused by 
houseboating.   
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• To support this suggestion, the RMBOA believes that the array of current 
legislation given in the Background Research Information should be sufficient to 
minimise the impact of irresponsible boating on the River’s environment, if it is 
administered properly.  Currently, there are in excess of 40 State and local 
government Acts, Codes of Practice, conservation partnerships and educational 
initiatives covering the River Murray in South Australia.    

The RMBOA strongly believes that an increase in the overall adoption of safe 
boating practices, including protection of the environment, would be achieved 
with the enforcement of this legislation, together with: 

(a) a targeted information program through the houseboat industry and boating 
associations and groups covering all types of boating on the River;  

(b) an educational program in schools; and  

(c) media promotion aimed at responsible boating on the River. 

The RMBOA believes that this type of approach can be used to target the 
minority, irresponsible boaties with the current legislation and confirm/broaden 
the attitudes of responsible boaties and the general public without penalising 
them.  Too often government regulations and controls disadvantage the majority 
to control the minority. 

This approach also supports the State Government’s strategy to re-invigorate the 
State’s commitment to nature-based tourism by removing the identified threat to 
this strategy, viz. having “control” rather than a “facilitating right development” 
mindset. 

The RMBOA recognises that this suggestion does depend on a financial and 
earnest commitment by State and Local Governments for it to be successful.  A 
successful model for this type of approach is the outstanding results achieved by 
the Program, Keeping South Australia Beautiful (KESAB).  
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SPECIFIC COMME"TS 

• The RMBOA is concerned that the Strategy does not appear to be based on a 
good understanding of the River, River activities, the operation of marinas and the 
houseboating industry.  The RMBOA believes that this situation has resulted in 
poor quality information and seriously flawed conclusions, perhaps coloured by 
the problem with the relatively few feral boats moored on the River.  Part of this 
criticism arises from the fact that the Working Group did not liaise with the 
commercial houseboat industry and the private boating associations during the 
drafting of the Strategy.  

• The draft Strategy’s Background Research Information states “recreational use of 
the river bank (esp. from waterskiing and camping) can be just as, if not more 
damaging than houseboat activities.”  Since the draft strategy addresses the 
environmental impact of vessels moving on the River, rather than just “home 
base” issues, the RMBOA does not understand how the draft Strategy can exempt 
boating activities known to be “just as, if not more damaging”, if its true objective 
is to address the environmental issues facing the River. 

• The RMBOA believes that the definitions of houseboats and large vessels are 
flawed. Because the definition is that a houseboat is any vessel with overnight 
accommodation, the large vessel definition is redundant.  There are also larger 
and smaller vessels that do not  

 
 

have defined sleeping accommodation where people camp on the vessel and/or 
the riverbank.  The draft Strategy also appears to completely ignore the impact of 
vessels like ski and wake boats when dealing with environmental issues, even 
though it is recognised in the supporting material that they cause as much if not 
greater impact than houseboats. 

 
• The River Marina Supply and Demand Study states that “due to the many cheaper 

alternatives, such as riverfront marinas, it is difficult to achieve rental rates for 
off-river moorings above that previously indicated”.  Figure 2 – Riverglen Marina 
shows a marina with a combination of on-river and off-river moorings.  Although 
the facilities are the same for on-river and off-river mooring locations, the fees for 
on-river moorings are higher than for off-river moorings.  Riverside moorings are 
intrinsically more valuable than off-river moorings because of the ease of access 
to and from the river for boats. 

Consequently, the RMBOA believes that it is not valid to blame “cheap 
riverfront moorings” for an inability to get adequate off-river rental rates in new 
marinas.  The RMBOA believes a more correct interpretation is that the 
development costs of existing marinas have been amortised and their cost 
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structures are based on the maintenance of existing facilities.  A new off-river 
marina would need to recover the development and running costs, making a new 
mooring more expensive.  Further, any attempt to force a marina to become an 
unwanted “lifestyle destination” drives up the costs, making it even more 
unattractive to most boat owners.  The RMBOA believes that there is a place for 
“lifestyle marinas”, but it should be a commercial decision, not a requirement 
imposed by government regulation. 

• The draft Strategy states that, “If a boat is to be used for permanent occupation 
and/or is permanently fixed to the land there is an argument that it should be 
defined as a dwelling, and should require development approval.”   The RMBOA 
believes a better analogy would be to compare boats with a caravan, rather than 
with a dwelling.  Both types of vehicles may, or may not, be mobile, and may, or 
may not, be used as a permanent dwelling.  It is the caravan park, or in this case 
the marina/permanent mooring, that should require development approval. 

• The RMBOA believes that a survey at the initial registration of every vessel 
type/model would ensure that the design complied with safety and environmental 
regulations.  This would ensure that all home-constructed vessels are compliant 
while not placing a recurrent burden on commercial builders. 

• The RMBOA believes that permanently occupied vessels that are also 
permanently moored can be adequately controlled by requiring these vessels to 
comply with current safety and environmental conditions and to be moored in a 
location approved as a permanent mooring.  The RMBOA believes that with 
minor changes, enforcement of the existing regulations is sufficient to deal with 
feral houseboats. 

 

ESSE"TIAL ELEME"TS OF THE STRATEGY 

The registration of all houseboats and larger vessels; Only boats that meet appropriate 

standards (i.e. for safety, structural soundness and environmental protection) will 

receive registration. This will safeguard and ensure the quality of the houseboat fleet. 

All powered vessels must currently be registered and comply with safety and 
environmental regulations. The RMBOA strongly believes that safety and environmental 
requirements must be shared between all vessels on the river.  The RMBOA believes that 
this view is supported by the statement in the Background Research Information that 
“recreational use of the river bank (esp. from waterskiing and camping) can be just as, if 
not more damaging that houseboat activities.” 

The RMBOA is concerned that houseboats and large vessels will be subject to additional 
stringent operating conditions while other vessels have a “free kick” against 
environmental impacts.  This will merely encourage people to move to boats without on-
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board facilities and increase the environmental issues such as “camping and bush toilets”.  
The draft strategy also ignores the environmental impacts of smaller vessels such as wake 
boats. The RMBOA believes that the only way to effectively deal with river issues is to 
encompass all river and riverside activities. 

The development of permanent mooring sites in registered off-river marinas to be used 

by boats when not touring.  This will provide houseboats and larger vessels with a 

‘home port’ that provides a range of facilities and services for boat maintenance, 

pollution control and recreation. These marinas will need to meet the site suitability 

criteria (see Appendix 1 for a summary checklist) and be constructed in accordance 

with leading practice. Because of the environmental importance of these marinas, it is 

likely that all proposed marinas will be assessed using the Major Developments process 

of the Development Act 1993. 

The RMBOA is most concerned about the objective of removing permanent moorings 
from the river.  The RMBOA does not understand how the draft Strategy intends to 
facilitate this migration and where the finance is going to come from.  Existing marinas 
are unlikely to be able to finance the development of new marinas of the type mooted in 
the Draft Strategy, especially since the Draft Strategy seeks to limit/eliminate vessels 
permanently moored on-river. 

The RMBOA is also concerned that this Strategy appears to be based on the belief that all 
marinas must provide a wide range of facilities for boat maintenance and recreation. The 
RMBOA does not believe that it is economically feasible or necessarily desirable.  The 
RMBOA believes that if there were latent demand for such extra facilities, existing 
marinas would be developing these facilities now.  This is not the case and the RMBOA 
believes that marina patrons must not be forced to pay for unwanted recreational 
facilities.  The RMBOA also believes that it is not economically feasible for all marinas 
to provide maintenance facilities, especially when there is more than one marina in a 
locality. 

The RMBOA believes that the marina owners, rather than the regulator, are in the best 
position to determine the feasibility of providing additional facilities.  The function of the 
regulator should be to provide realistic minimum standards for any facilities provided. 

To trial a formal temporary mooring network to be used for short-term mooring stays 

along the riverbank to be used by boats when touring. If the trial is successful, these 

structures would be limited in number, licensed, and be included in a formal temporary 

mooring network. This network would be used by vessels only up to and no more than 

seven consecutive days at any one mooring site for tourism and recreation activities. 

The RMBOA believes that this restriction will have a catastrophic effect on the 
commercial and private houseboat industries.  The RMBOA does not understand how the 
Draft Strategy has so comprehensively ignored the information from the South Australian 
Tourist Commission that “the sense of isolation […] is an integral part of river-based 
holidays” when proposing that all houseboats and larger vessel overnight moorings 
should be concentrated at a limited number of mooring sites. 
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The RMBOA rejects selectively restricting the mooring of houseboat and larger vessel 
mooring along the river.  This strategy does not restrict the mooring of other vessels with 
less on-board facilities and potentially causing as much, if not more, environmental 
impact (Background Research Information).  The RMBOA believes that this direction 
may have the undesirable effect of encouraging a shift to vessels without on-board 
facilities to circumvent these mooring restrictions and encourage a significant increase in 
camping on the riverbank without the toilet and waste holding facilities provided by 
houseboats and larger vessels. 
 
The RMBOA also foresees that the proposed restrictions will raise safety issues.  The 
RMBOA believes that miscalculations in travelling time, or the onset of poor weather 
will encourage crews, especially inexperienced hire boat crews to press on to a registered 
mooring site when it would be prudent to moor quickly. 
 
The RMBOA does not understand how the Draft Strategy believes that forcing hire 
vessels, with potentially inexperienced crews, to moor in off-river moorings at night will 
reduce potential accidents.  The RMBOA believes that this will have the reverse effect 
and cause a significant increase in accidents because of the difficulty in handling large 
houseboats in confined areas.  Mooring and departing from off-river marinas requires 
more experience than coming straight into the riverbank. The RMBOA is not aware of 
any off-river marina that permits hirers to drive boats within the marina’s boundaries. 
 
The additional traffic in the off-river marina caused by powerboats tended with hire boats 
is likely to upset the owners of vessels whose homeport is the off-river marina. The 
“cheek-by-jowl” mooring in marinas is likely to cause problems between visiting holiday 
crews and the owners of vessels in their homeport. 
 
The RMBOA does not understand how the Draft Strategy can express concerns about 
pathogen concentrations when houseboats are moored on the river, yet recommends that 
the same boats be moored in off-river marinas where the water turnover is much less and 
the pathogen load would be higher.   The RMBOA questions the science behind this 
recommendation. 
 
Given that river traffic is much higher in the summer months, the RMBOA does not 
understand how it can be economical for marinas to provide enough temporary mooring 
spaces to account for the maximum possible summer traffic when those temporary 
mooring locations will be vacant most of the year. 
 
The RMBOA does not believe that marinas will want to set aside mooring locations that 
could be rented for the entire year.  The temporary mooring fees would need to be 
exceptionally high to match a permanent mooring without the problems associated with 
itinerant vessels coming and going.  Because transient boats will need to be guided to the 
appropriate mooring, the marinas will need to be manned for longer hours, again 
increasing the costs. 
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DEFI"ED OBJECTIVES OF THE DRAFT STRATEGY 

OBJECTIVE 1 

Establish and maintain a centralised database of marinas, mooring sites and 

houseboats. This information will inform the initial trialling and then ongoing 

operation of the Strategy. 

The RMBOA supports the concept of a centralised GIS database of marinas, mooring 
sites and houseboats; however, the RMBOA believes that it should also include mooring 
sites used by all vessels and environmental information about the river environs.  The 
RMBOA is concerned that unless the activities of other users are identified and 
catalogued, there will be a tendency to associate all river and environmental issues with 
the activities of houseboats and larger vessels when even the background research 
acknowledges that other activities have as much, if not, more impact. 

All of the areas used by houseboats are also used by smaller boats not covered in this 
draft Strategy. Land-based campers also use most of the areas used by houseboats.  The 
RMBOA believes that the narrow focus of this draft Strategy has led to erroneous 
conclusions about the operation of houseboats and larger vessels. 

For example, the report associates waste from “bush toilets” primarily to houseboats. In 
reality, houseboat owners mainly use the toilets on their boats.  On the other hand, land 
and small boat based campers without vehicle-based toilets are more likely to use bush 
toilets. 

The erection of unauthorised sheds and unauthorised toilets are not restricted to 
unauthorised houseboat moorings.  The RMBOA suggests that such structures are mainly 
associated with small boat activity such as skiing as well as with other non-boating 
activities, such as fishing from the riverbank or camping/bushwalking. 

 

OBJECTIVE 2 

Introduce mandatory registration of all houseboats and larger vessels to ensure they 

meet best practice safety, structural and environmental standards for houseboat 

construction and management. This will ensure the quality of the houseboat fleet 

thereby improving both the tourism experience and the health of the river. 

The RMBOA supports the development of standards relating to safety and pollution 
control.  The RMBOA does not support the production of standards relating to building 
materials, except in terms of safety and/or pollution control. Additional regulations are 
likely to have the unwanted effect of discouraging the use of new and innovative 
materials. 
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The RMBOA rejects the notion that it is the function of governments to be “fashion 
police” or that it is practical to set appearance standards.  The RMBOA believes that, if a 
vessel is meets size restrictions, is safe and meets the current environmental standards, 
the appearance is a matter for the owner.  In the case of commercial houseboats, the 
RMBOA believes that the hirer is in a better position to determine what appearance is 
attractive to the customers. 

The RMBOA supports the concept of registering houseboats without motors and the 
modification of the system to avoid the supplication of registrations for vessels used for 
both private and commercial use.  The RMBOA suggests that all permanently moored 
structures should also be registered as some constructions are not covered under the 
definition of a houseboat or larger vessel. 

The RMBOA rejects the need for any further mandatory registration and inspection 
requirements to be applied only to houseboats and larger vessels. Safety and 
environmental issues are relevant to all vessels.  There are vessels smaller than 7.5 metres 
with on-board toilet facilities not covered by the draft submission.  The draft Strategy 
does not appear to cover vessels that carry “porta-potty” style toilets.  By way of analogy, 
in states where private vehicles are subject to periodic inspections, this applies to all 
registered private vehicles not just large private vehicles. 

The RMBOA believes this draft Strategy demonstrates a total lack of any understanding 
of the river “tourism experience”.  The RMBOA is very concerned that the draft Strategy 
seeks to enshrine this lack of understanding by regulation.  

The RMBOA does not believe that all marinas should be obliged to provide a full range 
of services.  For example, the Blanchetown Boat Haven is within a hundred metres of the 
Blanchetown Waste Disposal Station (WDS) and it would not be sensible to require this 
marina to duplicate the facilities of the WDS. 

 

OBJECTIVE 3 

Introduce mandatory registration of all permanent mooring sites, i.e. ‘home ports’, 

whether on Crown or private land. These sites will need to be of an appropriate 

standard and in an approved location for such boats. This will ensure that the number 

of mooring sites does not exceed the carrying capacity of each section/reach of the 

river thereby ensuring the efficient management of the boats and improving the 

environmental health of the river. 

The RMBOA has concerns about the requirement for a nominated “home port”.  The 
RMBOA understands that the objective is to identify “feral vessels” that are permanently 
moored in unauthorised permanent mooring locations, but is concerned that the 
requirement may have unintended consequences. 
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Just as there are “grey nomads” that do a caravan “grand tour” around Australia, there are 
grey nomads on long-term tours of the river.  The RMBOA is concerned that the 
requirement to have a home port will force people to pay for a berth that they may not be 
using.  If this legitimate tourism activity can be accommodated by the proposal, the 
RMBOA supports this action. 

The RMBOA supports the mandatory registration of all permanent mooring sites, as long 
as it includes all permanent structures, not just houseboat and larger vessel mooring sites.  
That is, it includes all jetties and wharves used by smaller boats and other permanently 
moored structures.  The RMBOA does not believe that a permanent mooring site 
necessarily needs to be within a marina as long as the mooring complies with sensible 
guidelines for a permanent mooring. 

The RMBOA is confused about the Draft Strategy’s mooring requirements.  The draft 
Strategy states “This will be implemented through the introduction of a mooring site 
registration system that requires all houseboats and other large vessels to be moored 
against a structure that is approved for such a use, either permanently in marinas or as 
part of the temporary mooring network (see Objective 5).  All mooring structures will 
need to clearly display their registered licence numbers” and “Trees are not considered 
appropriate mooring structures nor is drinking water infrastructure (piping etc).”  In 
discussions with SA Planning, it was indicated that it was not the case that houseboats 
would only be permitted to moor against approved structures.  The RMBOA is concerned 
about the significant inconsistencies between the written draft and the verbal discussions. 

The RMBOA does not believe that a scientific methodology has been applied to this draft 
Strategy and is concerned that unscientific principles may be used to determine the 
boating carrying capacity of the River.  The RMBOA believes that the draft Strategy does 
not take a holistic approach to the river issues, and is concerned that any perceived issues 
with carrying capacity will only be addressed by a restriction on permanent mooring 
sites. 

Unless the strategy includes all river activities such as water-skiing, wake boating and 
camping, the RMBOA believes that in many cases houseboats and larger vessels will be 
unfairly and erroneously targeted without the draft Strategy’s desired outcome being 
achieved.  

The natural outcome of restricting the number of mooring locations is the de facto 
implementation of a limit on the number of large vessels permanently moored on the 
river, without a commensurate restriction on the number of vessels not included in the 
scope of the draft Strategy.  Since it is accepted that the environmental issues relating to 
vessels not covered by the strategy are as large if not larger than to the vessels covered by 
this draft Strategy, the proposal seems ill-advised and doomed to fail. 
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OBJECTIVE 4 

Ensure that all marina developments implement best practice design, construction, 

maintenance and operating standards. This will mean that these marinas are well 

managed, thereby improving the tourism experience and controlling their 

environmental effects. 

 

The RMBOA supports the development of standards for design, construction, 
maintenance and operation of marinas dealing with safety and environmental regulations; 
provided that it takes into account the other facilities in the area.  The RMBOA does not 
believe that it is feasible to force the duplication of important, but expensive and 
relatively infrequently used maintenance facilities. 

The RMBOA also supports the production of background information and guidelines 
relating to operating standards, but believes that the marina operators are in the best 
position to decide what will “improve the tourist experience”.  The draft Strategy has 
demonstrated a total lack of understanding of houseboating activities and the RMBOA 
does not wish to see this lack of understanding enshrined by regulation. 

The RMBOA supports establishing a consistent set of standards, encompassing the 
Australian Standards, Development Plan Design Techniques, Building Rules and relevant 
Codes of Practice. 

The RMBOA believes that the authorities are responsible for setting standards to ensure 
safety and environmental outcomes, but does not believe that governments should be 
involved in the management of marinas.  Marina operators and associated businesses are 
best placed to know what will improve the tourist experience.  Given the essence of this 
draft Strategy, the RMBOA does not believe the authorities understand the private and 
commercial house boating industries enough to provide any constructive guidance in this 
area. 

The RMBOA is very concerned that the draft Strategy seeks to transform all marinas into 
“lifestyle destinations” (Background Research Information).  The existing marina 
networks range from marinas with only mooring-related facilities to a few with 
comprehensive recreational facilities and maintenance facilities (slips, etc).  The 
RMBOA does not believe that there is significant latent demand to warrant large-scale 
development of high-end marinas.  The RMBOA does not believe that the majority of 
private houseboat owners (70~80% of houseboats) have either the financial resources for, 
or the interest in, marinas that are “lifestyle destinations”. 

The RMBOA believes that existing marinas will be placed under catastrophic financial 
stress if they are forced to provide facilities that the majority of their clients are unlikely 
to want or support. 
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OBJECTIVE 5 

Trial the establishment of a formal short term mooring network of sites to enable 

touring boats to tie up along the river banks for short periods of time for tourism and 

recreation activities (up to and no more than seven days of consecutive occupation, 

including overnight stays). This will result in an improved tourism experience and 

protection of the river bank, its flora and fauna. 

 
The RMBOA supports regulations that would limit the duration of temporary moorings, 
although it would like to see the supporting data and methodology used to set the 
maximum duration as only seven (7) days before supporting this proposition. 

The RMBOA strongly rejects the view that all overnight stays must only be at registered 
mooring sites as ill-conceived and unworkable.  The rationale for this objective is not 
even consistent within the draft Strategy and its supporting documents.  It is most 
concerning that the draft Strategy clearly demonstrates a lack of understanding of the 
River, boating on the River and the houseboat industry. 

The RMBOA is surprised that this draft Strategy advocates increasing the mooring 
density on the river by limiting mooring locations when the draft Strategy’s position is 
that concentrating houseboat mooring on the river is a threat to public health.  The 
RMBOA does not understand how this can be potentially dangerous on-river when boats 
spread out, but acceptable in a temporary mooring network where they are concentrated.  
This perceived threat is especially true if the temporary mooring locations are in off-river 
marinas.  
 
The RMBOA is also concerned for the houseboat industry because the draft Strategy 
appears to ignore the advice that was provided by Tourism SA that the primary drawcard 
of a houseboating holiday is “the sense of isolation […] is an integral part of river-based 
holidays”.  The RMBOA believes that “outlawing” the primary drawcard will decimate 
the private and commercial houseboat industries.  It believes that it may also have the 
effect of encouraging the use of smaller vessels without on-board toilet or rubbish storage 
facilities, increasing the magnitude of the environmental issues. 
 
The RMBOA notes that the background research recognised safety issues that will arise 
with the implementation of a Formal Mooring Network by identifying the need for 
emergency mooring locations.  Although the RMBOA believes the proposed solution was 
flawed, it is concerned that the draft Strategy appears to totally ignore this safety aspect. 
 
Hire boats are only permitted to operate between sunrise and sunset, in fine weather and 
when conditions are safe. As a result, there will be a conflict between mooring as soon as 
practical for safety reasons and continuing on to the next registered mooring site. 
 
It is clear to the RMBOA that mooring outside the formal mooring network will need to 
be vigorously prosecuted, otherwise, there will be a temptation to moor where one likes 
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anyway.  Since it is not uncommon for strong winds to spring up along the river, the 
RMBOA believes that inexperienced boat crews are at risk of making the dangerously 
wrong decision to continue to the next legal mooring location instead of mooring at the 
first safe location. 
 
In discussions with SA Planning, the RMBOA asked about the Strategy’s SMART 
criteria as outlined in the SA Government’s Strategic Plan for the proposed mooring 
network trial.  It was stated that specific objectives and success criteria for the trial would 
not be defined until after the trial was approved by Cabinet.  The RMBOA was surprised 
that Cabinet would be in a position to approve a trial when the objectives of the trial are 
not defined. 
 
The RMBOA was also surprised that the draft Strategy does not have a measurement 
strategy to allow its outcomes to be rolled up into the objectives and outcomes of the 
South Australian Strategic Plan.  This draft Strategy will potentially have major impacts 
on the River’s environment, economic activity and social wellbeing.   The RMBOA 
believes it is crucial that the draft Strategy and its trials comply with the SA Strategic 
Plan’s SMART criteria (Specific objectives, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and 
Time-bound) to allow for effective trade-off analyses to be conducted based on the on-
going outcomes of the Strategy.  “You can not manage what you can not measure” — 
Hewitt (1930-2001) 
 
 

OBJECTIVE 6(A) 

Remove all sunken, abandoned and substandard vessels from the river, with, as a first 

priority, the removal all boats that are in proximity to SA Water’s drinking water off-

take points (3 kms upstream A8D 0.5 km downstream of such off-takes). 

 

The RMBOA supports the removal of all sunken, abandoned vessels from the river.  The 
RMBOA also supports the removal of substandard vessels from the river, if the owner 
fails to correct any identified defects in a reasonable period. 

If legal moorings are removed within the exclusion zone, it is likely that this will result in 
the devaluation of properties.  The RMBOA asks what compensation, if any, is being 
considered for the owners of these properties? 

The Strategy states that “No development or activities will be permitted that could 
adversely affect water quality at SA Water’s drinking water off-take points.  This 
includes land divisions, marinas, mooring structures or other developments within 3 kms 
upstream AND 0.5 km downstream of off-takes.” 

In theory, the RMBOA supports the removal boats within the proximity of drinking water 
intakes and restrictions on activities and developments within a zone around the off-
takes. 
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However, the RMBOA would like to know the definition of “activities that could 
adversely affect water quality” and to see the data and analysis methodology used to set 
the size of the exclusion zone before supporting the proposed distances.  In particular, the 
RMBOA would like to see the quantitative estimates of the improvements in water 
quality based on activities and their distance from the off-take. 

It seems to the RMBOA that even swimming and riverside picnics within the exclusion 
zones would have to be excluded.  It is well known that many people urinate in the river, 
rather than going ashore to the toilet – the equivalent of a “black water discharge” in 
boating terms; and throw food scraps into the river to feed birds and fish – the equivalent 
of a “grey water discharge”.  Water skiing/wake boarding can cause increases in local 
turbidity and potentially cause fuel spills.  Launch and recovery operations at boat ramps 
can stir up sediments, increasing turbidity.  Even fishing can cause localised water 
pollution by throwing fish offal back into the river.  Grazing and camping can cause 
degradation of the riverbank increasing turbidity and introducing food scraps, detergent 
and faecal material/urine into the river. 

The impact of this proposal is not limited to recreational activities.  Commercial vessels 
such as the Murray River Queen have permanent moorings within a proposed exclusion 
zone.  It also pumps-out on the riverbank in towns like Kingston-On-Murray when 
touring. Just as there is a possibility of a hose failure at the Waste Disposal Stations 
within the proposed exclusion zones, a failure of hose on the River Queen could also 
adversely affect water quality.  There is even an argument that the operation of the 
vehicle ferries in the exclusion zones may impact on water quality. 

The RMBOA has concerns whether the potential environmental gains from exclusion 
zones of stated size warrant the potential economic and social impacts.  The RMBOA is 
also concerned whether this proposal would be applied equally to all activities in the 
exclusion zones that may affect water quality. 

 

OBJECTIVE 6(B) 

Remove or relocate to off-river marinas all permanently occupied houseboats that are 

currently moored on the main river channel or natural waterways. 

 
The RMBOA is very concerned that poor quality science is being used to justify the 
forced relocation of permanently-occupied vessels into off-river moorings.  As part of the 
explanation of why houseboats should not moor in the river, the draft Strategy makes the 
flowing statement about “cheek-by-jowl” moorings on the river: “In these situations, 
vessel users are subject to significant health risks associated with the discharge of grey 
water (even treated grey water).  The source of shower and washbasin water is typically 
direct from the River Murray and it is possible that people on board these vessels may be 
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exposed to ingestion of pollutants shed by their own craft or other boats as nutrient and 
pathogen loads can accumulate over many days before mixing with river waters.” 

 

Figure 1 – Kia Marina 

Figure 1 – Kia Marina shows an aerial view of the Kia Marina. Although the majority of 
the vessels in this marina are hire boats, there are private vessels in the marina. These are 
moored “cheek-by-jowl” to a density equivalent to, or greater than many riverfront 
marinas. Figure 2 – Riverglen Marina also shows that the houseboats are also moored 
“cheek-by-jowl” and has a restricted channel to the river. The private houseboats are 
moored either side of the spit in the upper part of the figure. 

 
Figure 2 – Riverglen Marina 

Figure 3 – Renmark Riverbank Moorings shows the mooring density of a typical on-river 
marina. The mooring density of is typical of on-river marinas and indicates that the 
moorings are of a comparable density as the off-river marinas. The relatively high 
mooring densities in either on-river or off-river marinas are based on the same economic 
factors – return on length of bank available. 
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Figure 3 – Renmark Riverbank Moorings 

Water mixing around the boats in off-river areas is significantly lower than around the 
boats moored on the river.  Off-river marinas will have a lower water-mixing ratio and 
potentially have a higher pathogen load for boats with the same environmental 
standards.  The RMBOA believes that this claim is just another demonstration that the 
draft Strategy is based on poor science and a lack of river experience. 

"ote: The use of the Kia and Riverglen marinas as examples should not be taken as a 
criticism of the operations of these marinas by the RMBOA; rather, they were used 
because the draft report cited them as already being accredited by the EPA. 

OBJECTIVE 7 

Develop an educational program for houseboat owners and hirers and other river 

users on their responsibilities while on the river and adjacent land. This will include 

information about: Aboriginal culture to ensure that users are aware that it is against 

the law to damage, disturb or interfere with Aboriginal sites or objects; native 

vegetation and fauna habitat preservation; and pollution control. 

 
The RMBOA supports this objective, although the RMBOA believes that the funding 
issues for programs such as Sustainable Recreation raises questions about whether there 
is actually the political will to assign adequate resources to education. 

Even if the flawed Formal Mooring Network is enacted, it could be many years before it 
is operating fully along the total length of the River in South Australia.  For this reason, 
the RMBOA is concerned that the educational objectives of the draft Strategy does not 
contain an educational program to promote river boating skills, promotion of the existing 
industry Houseboat Friendly Mooring Network, as well as identifying sensitive areas and 
provide guidance on what needs to be done to limit environmental impacts. 

For example, none of our members report an experience with damage to, let along ring-
barking of, trees when mooring.  If ringbarking does, in fact, occur a simple education 
program should be effective in reducing the level of any such damage. 
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OBJECTIVE 8 

Give relevant officers from all tiers of government responsibility for all aspects of river-

related activities and management. 

 
The RMBOA supports this objective; provided it is not used to reduce the number of 
officers supporting river-related activities and the officers are given adequate training and 
resources to carry out their added responsibilities. 

The RMBOA believes that many of the existing problems with “feral houseboats” are a 
direct result of poor regulatory management.   The RMBOA has received stories of where 
responsible members of the public have reported such boats and their activities only to be 
shunted from Government Department to Department – ultimately with no action being 
taken by any of them. 

 

 


