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CANAL ROCKS BOAT RAMP 
Grievance 

MR D.T. PUNCH (Bunbury) [9.32 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Environment and concerns 
community fears that the boat launching ramp at Canal Rocks near Yallingup will close. Numerous concerns have 
been expressed to me by constituents in Bunbury who regularly use that facility. It is one of a number of ramps 
located on the Western Australian coast that are used by recreational boaters, commercial boat operators and sea 
rescue groups. That particular boat ramp has been in operation for many years. 

I am advised that the future of the Canal Rocks boat ramp came under a cloud when the previous government 
obtained legal advice that suggested the government faced an unacceptable risk as the owner of the ramp should 
an accident occur and, as a consequence, the department recommended closure. The Canal Rocks boat ramp has 
some shelter from the south but, like most ocean boat ramps, it is on an active coastline in which there can be 
significant wind and swell conditions. That is the nature of the Western Australian coastline, and boat owners have 
always lived and operated within those conditions. 

Whenever boat owners put to sea, they must consider risk and take into consideration the safety of the vessel, their 
passengers and themselves as skippers. That is fundamental to good seamanship and is enshrined in maritime law. 
I believe the advice received by the department has failed to take into account the responsibility of the master of 
a vessel, whether it is a tinny dinghy or a large cruising power boat, to assess risk and act responsibly, and this 
includes launching and retrieving vessels and embarking passengers. 

One of the principles of maritime education is, where possible, to always seek local knowledge about coastal 
conditions. Surely an adequate response is to ensure that signage is available that provides advice about risk and 
the differential risk that arises from different wind and sea conditions impacting on the boat ramp. A skipper of 
a vessel can then have full information and combine that with their responsibility to assess the current and predicted 
conditions in making the decision to launch a vessel and put to sea. 

These principles are not only the basis upon which local maritime law is developed in all jurisdictions, but also are 
fundamental to the requirement of the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea, an international standard 
that rests on the basis of planning a passage, assessing risk and acting to mitigate risk, and placing that responsibility 
firmly in the hands of the master of the vessel. Under a previous Labor government, Western Australia introduced 
compulsory minimum qualifications for the operation of powered craft; namely, the recreational skipper’s ticket. 
This provides a basic level of marine education to all skippers that includes the responsibility to assess and manage 
risk, including assessment of conditions, approach to boat ramps and launch and retrieval. If necessary, the syllabus 
for the recreational skipper’s ticket can include additional material about open water boat ramps, although I do not 
believe that is required. Most boating accidents that take place in Western Australia do not take place at boat 
ramps; sadly, they take place at sea. 

The recommended closure of the ramp also has no regard for the impact on commercial skippers or sea rescue groups. 
Commercial skippers have undertaken advanced courses in weather, vessel handling, assessment of risk and marine 
safety. To have no regard for those qualifications and the experience that goes with them is a clear example of 
adopting a one-shoe-fits-all approach. Commercial skippers know that it is not in their interest to act irresponsibly 
and to have a disregard for weather and swell conditions. Again, appropriate signage providing information about 
the ramp under different conditions would ensure the state has taken reasonable steps to provide information in 
the context of the clear established position that skippers are required to assess safety and act accordingly. 
Ms L. Mettam: We said that 12 months ago. 
Mr D.T. PUNCH: The opposition may have said it 12 months ago, but it did not achieve an outcome. 
Sea rescue groups are also users of this boat ramp. Given the size of the coastline, it can often be quicker to trail 
a rescue boat to Canal Rocks and launch from there rather than launch from either Port Geographe Marina at 
Busselton or Augusta Boat Harbour, both of which require navigation around the capes to access the western 
coastline. 
I have had representation from numerous boat owners, both private and commercial, in my electorate of Bunbury 
who use the Canal Rocks boat ramp on a regular basis. From a recreational perspective, the ramp provides access 
to offshore reefs for diving and fishing, and from a commercial point of view, it provides access for a variety of 
tourism-related purposes. There is a significant consequence to these boat owners if the ramp is closed. They quite 
rightly ask: if Canal Rocks is closed, how many others on the WA coastline will also be closed? 
For some time I have witnessed public sector agencies become more preoccupied with risk and, more importantly, 
risk avoidance rather than effective management of risk. Too often the kneejerk reaction is simply to stop doing 
an activity rather than find a solution that deals with risk in an appropriate manner and places responsibility for 
managing risk where it should be placed, which in this case is with the master of the vessel. 
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Ms L. Mettam interjected. 
Mr D.T. PUNCH: I know constituents with a boating interest. Clearly the member for Vasse — 
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING SPEAKER: Member for Bunbury, please continue. 
Mr D.T. PUNCH: I should start again, Mr Acting Speaker. 
I ask the minister to seriously consider alternative options that would allow the Canal Rocks boat ramp to continue 
as an important local boating facility. 
I know that constituents with a boating interest in my electorate, and there are many, would welcome an assurance 
that it can continue, and I believe they would have no difficulty in recognising and accepting that ultimately they 
are responsible for the safety of their vessel, their passengers and themselves. 
MR R.R. WHITBY (Baldivis — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.37 am]: As Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister for Environment, I will respond to the member for Bunbury’s grievance. I thank the member for providing 
me with some notice of this grievance regarding this important matter. Before I address the issue, I again state for 
the record that the McGowan government has never considered the closure or restriction of access to the 
Canal Rocks boat ramp for emergency personnel. The Canal Rocks boat ramp is located within the  
Leeuwin–Naturaliste National Park and is managed by the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and 
Attractions. The Canal Rocks boat ramp has been in operation since the 1970s, with new facilities constructed 
adjacent to the old ramp in 2002. 
Over the past decade, the boat ramp has been at risk of closure due to safety concerns associated with its use. 
I acknowledge that this facility is very important for recreational and commercial fishermen, divers, tourism 
operators and the Naturaliste Volunteer Marine Rescue Group. It is used extensively not only by locals, but also 
by visitors as they holiday in the south west. That is why the McGowan government has taken this matter so 
seriously. We understand the need to support recreational and commercial access to the coastal areas of the state, 
but it needs to be done in a safe manner. The safety of the Western Australian community is always our number 
one priority. My colleague the Minister for Environment, Hon Stephen Dawson, MLC, met locally with a range 
of stakeholders, including the Naturaliste Volunteer Marine Rescue Group and the City of Busselton, on 
4 November 2017 to hear the concerns firsthand. In July 2018, the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and 
Attractions engaged Marico Marine to undertake an independent review and risk assessment of the Canal Rocks 
boat ramp. This review by an independent risk expert was necessary as the previous reports on the boat ramp 
focused on marine and engineering outcomes, rather than the visitor safety risks and ways to mitigate them. 
An important component of this independent review was a community workshop with key stakeholders held in 
August 2018. The workshop included representatives from the City of Busselton, the Naturaliste Volunteer Marine 
Rescue Group, the Department of Transport, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and Recfishwest, 
and a number of local users. I have been advised that this workshop was very worthwhile as it gave those people 
using the ramp an opportunity to express their concerns and experience directly to the risk assessment expert. 
It enabled the review to consider local knowledge, and provided local stakeholders with the opportunity to express 
their views and ideas on future management options for the site. 
I am pleased to confirm that Marico’s report provides a clear and compelling case for the ramp to remain open, 
and suggests improvements to increase safety and mitigate any potential risks. The state government and the 
DBCA accept all the key recommendations within the report. The DBCA will develop and install improved signage 
and warning of risks to the ramp users, which will be put in place as a priority. The DBCA is currently in the 
process of developing detailed engineering designs for a new finger jetty and ramp realignment at the site. 
The DBCA will also be seeking funds through the recreational boating facilities scheme, which is managed by the 
Department of Transport, to facilitate the construction of these ramp upgrades. 

Public safety remains the top priority of the state government, and I am pleased to advise the house that the 
Canal Rocks boat ramp will remain open, user safety will be improved, and the state’s future insurance liability 
obligations will be addressed. This decision, along with the required upgrades to the facility, will allow improved 
and safe access at this facility, particularly during the summer periods when up to 1 800 boat launches a month 
occur at the site. I confirm that until such time as the upgrades are complete, the Canal Rocks boat ramp will 
remain open for public use and emergency response, with improved signage to inform users of any risks associated 
with its use. As I have previously outlined, given the safety concerns that have been raised, the state government 
has a responsibility and duty of care to upgrade the Canal Rocks boat ramp to ensure the ongoing safety of the 
Western Australian public. I thank the member for Bunbury for his grievance. 
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