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Public Submission – Tourism in National Parks

Additional Information

Introduction:

My name is David Hitchcock and I own a bare boat charter business called “Clipper Cruiser Holidays”. I welcome the opportunity to share my views on tourism in National Parks, as it is a major component of my business. It is also a market that can be reclaimed and grown quite significantly with very little outlay, and utilisation of existing resources. 

I am an avid  supporter of Ku-ring-gai Chase national park as it has one of the safest and best cruising grounds in the world. It is better than the Whitsundays, and very few waterways any where else in the world do not even come close to what we have to offer. So if Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park is so good, one has to ask the question - Why isn't it more popular when it is so close to Sydney?

Before clarifying the tourism opportunities in Ku-ring-gai-chase National Park, I will first describe my business and some history of bare boat hire and then some of the major factors that affect it. This is important to get an understanding of why suggestion 1 of our submission has been put forward. 

Clipper Cruiser Holidays:  

Clipper Cruiser Holidays is located within Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and has been based at Akuna Bay for nearly 14 years. We operate a range of Bare Boat Cruisers and Houseboats for overnight charter as well as a quantity of smaller day hire boats for activities within the National Park. 

Most of our boats are typical of the NSW bare boat charter fleet, and are on average, in excess of 20 years old and are nearing the end of their working life. This is of a major concern to me, as I feel they are not appropriate for the international tourists that we should be catering to.

Our business has two unique features. We are the only bare boat charter company located within Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and as far as I know, we are the only operator in NSW that is actively introducing new vessels into it’s fleet. This will specifically allow us to market to international tourists and meet their expectations.

We recently took delivery of a brand new 38’ Flybridge Cruiser. It was built in Queensland to survey for use specifically as a charter boat, as well as catering to the more up market corporate sector. The standard of this vessel is world class and it is already proving to be the sort of vessel that overseas visitors want to go cruising on. We are also in the process of acquiring a quantity of newer day hire vessels.

Our business attracts a lot of interest from a very broad range of customers. When people come down to see us they do not just look at the boats, they stay on the marina and most will make a purchase at the café or the general store. It is this added business that makes the café viable. The general store is currently subsidised by the marina operator and at this point in time the restaurant remains closed and is used from time to time as a function centre.  

History of Hire Boats in Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park:

Ku-ring-gai Chase national park has always had hire boats operating with in the park. It is the easiest and most cost effective way for members of the public and tourists to experience the wonderful waterways that Ku-ring-gai Chase has to offer.

Halvorsens located at Bobbin Head were well known for their hire boats, they started building up their fleet after WW2 and by the early 1980’s were operating about 60 hire boats. By this time approximately 30 clippers were operated by “Skipper a Clipper” based at Akuna Bay and about 60 house boats were operating out of Brooklyn. More hire boats and yachts were located in Pittwater.

My best guess is that in excess of 200 bare boat charter boats plied the waters of Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and they pumped millions of dollars into the states economy every year. My best estimate as to the value of this industry if it were still operating today is approximately $25 Million dollars. Much of the revenue that was generated came from interstate and international tourists, but like any industry that operates expensive capital equipment, it’s foundation is based on it’s domestic customers.

If the hire boat industry was such a vibrant and progressive industry, what went wrong?

1. Halvorsens at Bobbin Head did not replace any of their boats, the ageing fleet was slowly retired. The last cruiser was retired in about 2003, and all of the day boats were sold of in 2005. The re-negogiated head lease then “struck out” the requirement for the marina to have bare boat charter boats as part of their lease. 

2. Skipper a Clipper based at Akuna Bay went bankrupt along with the marina, it was resurrected but eventually moved to Bayview were it is currently located. The Chung Wha factory in Taiwan also struck hard times and stopped producing the Clippers to survey and the source of these great hire boats evaporated.

3. A couple of houseboat operators in Brooklyn went broke, were resurrected and are still operating. Most of the boats they are using are still the original Coher houseboats from the 1980's. These companies have also failed to commence renewing their hire boat fleet.

4. In the late 1980’s NSW Maritime made it a lot harder to get boats into survey for commercial hire boats. The industry responded by continuing to operate their ageing fleets and only introducing a small number of new boats. 

5. About 7 years ago the ATO clamped down on bogus bare boat charter companies. Nearly all of the newer hire boats were pulled out of the charter fleets and the industry was left severely mauled and battered. 

6. About 5 years ago, pent up demand from the boating public resulted in the emergence of "Share" and "Club" boat schemes. Because these organisations do not have to meet any of the statutory requirements, the legitimate bare boat charter operators have not been able to compete and are put at a distinct commercial disadvantage. A by product of this has been an inability to get finance for new vessels. 

7. Nearly all of the commercial boat builders in NSW that were supplying the hire boat industry stopped building boats to survey. If a commercial boat is required we now have to go interstate.

8. Many people now hop onto a plane and fly to the Whitsundays for a bare boat holiday rather than cruising the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and Hawkesbury River.

The bare boat charter industry has declined to such an extent that it now only generates approximately $2.5 Million (my best estimate) into the region.

Suggestion 1 - Resurrecting the Bare Boat Charter Fleet:

As I have already stated we are about the only operator who is actively introducing new boats into their fleet. Whilst this may sound straight forward it is actually very involved due to a lack of suitable boats, finance and experienced operators with the project management skills to introduce new vessels and meet survey requirements.  

Nearly all of the boats that are in hire boat fleets are privately owned and ours is no different. Investment has been non-existent due to the actions of the  ATO. We have been unable to prove the viability of new vessels when no track record is available, this is particularly hard when we are at a commercial disadvantage with the share boat and club boat operators.

My suggestion here is that a cheap form of finance be provided to get new boats built specifically for plying Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park. Upon entering the hire fleet these boats can be put on the market and sold to a private investor, who in turn keeps the boat in the fleet for at least 5 years. The first vessel may take some time to sell as it will need to get a track history behind it, this can take up to 12 months.

As a rough guide a new hire boat should have a working life of at least 20 years. A brand new 38’ Cruiser would cost around $600,000 and should turn over around $220,000 per annum. A much smaller 28’ vessel will cost approximately $220,000 and turnover about $80,000 per annum. 

This strategy will enable the introduction of new boats much quicker than is currently practical. It will also enhance the attractiveness of Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park to international tourists who want to enjoy a world class experience. It will also put us in a position to be able to compete with the Whitsundays.

Suggestion 2 – Provide Water Based Eco Tours:

One of my long term objectives for the business has been to introduce an Eco Tours service into the park, primarily because of the threat from the share and club boats. When our lease was renewed I laid the foundations for this objective by getting our lease changed to include “Commercial Vessel Operations” and “Ticket Sales”. I have done a lot of research on this subject as I was intrigued as to why it is not offered.

A number of operators have attempted a similar thing but most have failed primarily because they have not had the right sort of vessel, or have lacked the infrastructure to support the venture. The most successful operator was Jack Tyler with MV Bataan who operated out of Akuna Bay in the late 1970’s. This vessel took out tourists by the bus load from Akuna Bay for tours around the parks waterway.

The only current operator is Palm Beach Ferries located at Palm Beach who have a scheduled service from Palm Beach to Bobbin Head. It is serviced by a ferry built in the 1950’s which is currently up for sale. Quite a few old ferries are also located at Brooklyn but they are not appropriate for the sort of venture I am talking about.

The large tourist Charter boats found on Sydney Harbour are not suitable for this operation either. The water ways and secluded bays of Ku-ring-gai Chase does not lend itself well to large charter boats, the restricted access of the marinas (Akuna Bay and Bobbin Head) will dictate the final suitability of any potential vessel. The maximum size of the vessel would only be 50’ so passenger numbers would be limited to about 50 (more could be possible but it will depend on the vessel) so any price structure will be higher than what is offered on the harbour. To help keep running costs down and allow maximum flexibility and support the vessel will need to be integrated into the infrastructure of an existing operator such as myself. 

What I am proposing is the funding of a suitable vessel that will conduct tours of the park, rarely would it go out side the park and is similar to the sort of services offered in the Whitsundays but on a much smaller scale. The boat can be supplied by buses from existing feeder points at Akuna Bay and Bobbin Head. This boat is then used to feed existing infrastructure within the park such as the cafés at Akuna Bay, Bobbin Head and Cottage Point.

Estimated tourist numbers vary from a worst case of only 12,000 passengers, up to a best case of 50,000 passengers per year. The most likely passenger numbers will be around 25,000 to 30,000 passengers per year.

One thing I have learnt about Akuna Bay is that once you get people into the park or a remote location you have to keep them their. Once you have a captive clientele they will open their wallets. Nearly every one of my customers not only make a purchase at the general store but they will also purchase at least one meal from the café.

Suggestion 3 – Introduction of a Permit System:
This suggestion is based on what is done in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP) whereby all stake holders contribute to the infrastructure of the park. 

The current situation is that all of the businesses located in the park pay a proportion of their turn over to National Parks, in the past this has been approximately 1.5% and is rumoured to be increased to 10%. If this is the case most of the businesses located inside the park will not survive. If it is imposed on my business I will be uncompetitive and I will have no choice but to relocate outside the park. 

When a customer hires a boat, they pay to get into the park ($11 per car). They pay for their boat hire (which includes 2.5% to National Parks), they often buy a meal at the café (another 1.5% to National Parks), as well as buying ice, bait and sundries at the general store (another 1.5% to National Parks).  

If a business is located outside the park (such as a houseboat from Brooklyn, a cruiser from Pittwater or even a boat syndicate) their customers pay nothing to National Parks. They do not pay to get into the park and they rarely buy any thing of great value when in the park. This situation effectively puts any business located with in the park at a distinct commercial disadvantage.

Some of the biggest benefactors of the park are recreational boat users, as the best parts of the park are only accessible by boat. The only time these people pay is if they go to one of the businesses located within the park and then it is only 1.5% of their purchase. 

Approximately 2 years ago the houseboat operators at Brooklyn requested more public moorings. Whilst National Parks were not averse to putting in more moorings the house boat operators did not want to pay any thing. 

A system needs to be put in place that makes it more equitable for businesses located with in the park. If “feeder” businesses are located out side the park, they should have some sort of a permit or a licence. Any additional funds that are raised should be used to improve the infrastructure of the park so that it becomes self perpetuating. Examples here are additional bouys and garbage barges

At the moment I am the only bare boat charter company that makes any sort of contribution to the infrastructure of the National Park.  

Conclusion:

What I have suggested above is nothing new. Items 1 and 2 are only a resurrection of what Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park once had, and whilst they are long term objectives for my company they will take many years for us to achieve them by ourselves. Item 3 has more to do with all stake holders contributing to the infrastructure of the park, not just one sole operator.

Adoption of the above suggestions will not only increase tourism significantly in Ku-ring-gai Chase national park, it will supply a long term revenue stream for infrastructure improvements within the park.
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