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1. Introduction
The purpose of this Code of Conduct is to set out operating guidelines for owners and 
masters of commercial vessels operating on Sydney Harbour with amplified sound 
systems.  

This Code recognises a commitment by commercial vessel operators to minimise the 
impact of noise from amplified sound systems on other waterway users and residents 
of adjoining lands. 

2. Background
The Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997 (PoEO Act) is the principal 
legislation dealing with noise in NSW. It governs the prevention, minimisation and 
abatement of noise from premises (which includes vessels) and empowers the 
Environment Protection Authority, Transport for NSW, NSW Police, Courts and Local 
Government to take a range of actions to achieve these objectives.  

In April 1998, the then Waterways Authority published the ‘Code of Conduct for Charter 
Vessels Operating with Amplified Music Systems’ to address increasing community 
complaints regarding music from charter vessels, particularly in the Sydney area.  

The Code of Conduct was developed in consultation with industry stakeholders and local 
Councils and was intended to assist with the regulation of noise from vessels by imposing 
voluntary restrictions on the operation of vessels using amplified sound systems during 
specified times and in specified locations. 

The Code of Conduct commenced in April 1998 and was amended in November 2008 
following legislative amendments and organisational changes. Since 2008 several 
additional legislative amendments relevant to the code of conduct have taken effect, 
including the introduction of the Marine Safety (Domestic Commercial Vessel) National 
Law Act 2012, and amendments to the Marine Safety Act 1998, Marine Safety 
Regulation 2016 and the Protection of the Environment Operations (Noise Control) 
Regulation 2017.  

This 2022 version of the Code of Conduct was developed in consultation with relevant 
stakeholders (including industry, government agencies and community groups) and 
incorporates current legislative frameworks and contemporary commercial vessel 
operations on Sydney Harbour. While compliance with the Code is voluntary, the 
framework may support determinations in whether a noise may or may not be considered 
as offensive noise under the legislation.   
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3. Objectives
The objectives of this Code of Conduct are to: 

• Establish clear expectations for vessel owners to manage noise emissions from
their vessels.

• Support the responsible use of Sydney Harbour by the commercial vessel industry.

• Protect the amenity of Sydney Harbour for other waterway users and occupants of
adjacent lands.

• Inform expectations for the use of amplified sound systems on Sydney Harbour and
whether such use may or may not be considered offensive in the circumstances.

4. Noise legislation
Noise control requirements for vessels under the Protection of the Environment 
Operations Act 1997 and Protection of the Environment Operations (Noise Control) 
Regulation 2017 are based on the concept of “offensive noise”. 

“Offensive noise” is defined in the PoEO Act as being noise that: 

• by reason of its level, nature, character or quality, or the time at which is made or
any other circumstances—

o is harmful to (or is likely to be harmful to) a person who is outside the premises
from which it is emitted; or

o interferes unreasonably with (or is likely to interfere unreasonably with) the
comfort or repose of a person who is outside the premises from which it is
emitted; or

o is of a level, nature, character, or quality prescribed by the regulations or that is
made at a time, or in any other circumstances prescribed by the regulations.

When determining if a noise is likely to be “offensive noise”, Transport for NSW and 
courts may attempt to obtain a degree of objectivity by considering what a “reasonable 
person” would find offensive in the circumstances. The fact that a vessel might have 
emitted a particular noise, operated under a particular business model, or operated in a 
particular location for many years does not necessarily provide vessel operators with 
any rights if the noise emitted from the vessel considered offensive in the 
circumstances. 

The NSW Environment Protection Authority publication “Noise guide for local 
government” (noise guide) provides additional guidance when determining whether a 
noise could be considered offensive.  

Although not directly comparable due to the propagation of noise over water, the noise 
guide provides guidance for operators of music venues and organisers of outdoor 
entertainment activities that should be considered by vessel owners/masters when 
determining appropriate levels of noise on board vessels. The noise guide also 
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provides noise management principles that should be considered by vessel 
owners/masters when developing a noise management plan for vessels. 

5. Waterway management conditions 
Owners and masters of commercial vessels have agreed to adhere to the following 
waterway management conditions: 

5.1 General conditions 
• Ensure impacts of noise emitted from amplified sound systems have been 

considered and measures to mitigate those impacts on people and the environment 
are recorded within a noise management plan. 

• Ensure that all staff, contractors, and other persons working on board the vessel 
have been briefed on the mitigation measures. 

• Ensure notices are displayed prominently on the vessel to remind the vessel’s 
master and sound system operators that they are responsible for monitoring noise 
emissions and compliance with this Code. 

5.2 Day and evening hours 
In the time: 

a.  between 8.00 am and 11.59pm on any Friday, Saturday, or the day immediately 
before a public holiday, and  

b. between 8.00am and 10.00pm on any other day, 

Commercial vessels operating amplified sound systems in an open area of the vessel 
must not anchor or moor, and remain making way when operating: 

• within 200 metres from any shore within Sydney Harbour, North Harbour and 
Middle Harbour, 

• west of a line between Kirribilli Point and Bennelong Point,  

• upstream of a line between Clontarf Point and Parriwi Head,  

unless the amplified sound systems are operated in accordance with a noise 
management plan and offensive noise is not being emitted from the vessel. 

5.3 Overnight hours 
In the time:  

a. between 12.00am and 8.00am on any Friday, Saturday, or the day immediately 
before a public holiday, and 

b. between 12.00am and 8.00am and 10.00pm and 11:59pm on any other day,   

Commercial vessels operating amplified sound systems must — 
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• not anchor or moor and remain making way at all times anywhere within
Sydney Harbour, North Harbour and Middle Harbour

• not operate within 200 metres of any shore within Sydney Harbour, North
Harbour and Middle Harbour

• not operate west of a line between Kirribilli Point and Bennelong Point

• not operate upstream of a line between Clontarf Point and Parriwi Head

• not operate amplified sound systems in open areas of vessels

6. Compliance with the Code
This Code provides a framework to assist vessel operators with reducing the likelihood 
of noise emissions from vessels adversely impacting on other waterway users and 
occupants of adjoining lands and be deemed to be offensive. While compliance with 
the Code may assist in ensuring that no offence is committed, vessel operators are 
responsible for ensuring that adequate steps are taken to prevent the emission of 
offensive noise from a vessel: 

Causing or permitting offensive noise to be emitted from a vessel may result in 
compliance action including, but not limited to:  

• a penalty notice being issued under cl.39 of the Protection of the Environment
Operations (Noise Control) Regulation 2017, or

• a noise abatement direction or noise control notice being issued under the
Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997.

7. Definitions
In this Code: 

Amplified sound system means an amplified sound system for music or speech 
operating at a level where the amplified sound is considered offensive by a person on 
another vessel or at a nearby residence. 

Noise management plan means a plan developed by vessel owners or operators that 
assesses potential impacts of noise emitted from amplified sound systems and 
identifies mitigation measures that may reduce identified impacts. Measures may 
include limiting volume or adjusting sound profiles at specific locations, positioning 
equipment to direct sounds into vessel or away from sensitive areas, or identifying 
other factors that may need to be considered when determining if a site is suitable 
(e.g., density of recreational vessels or wind direction/speed). 

Open area of vessel means an open deck area outside of the structure of the vessel 
and not enclosed by glass, clears or solid walls. 
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Sydney Harbour means the waters of Port Jackson, and includes the waters of all 
tidal bays, rivers and their tributaries connected or leading to Sydney Harbour bounded 
by high water mark and lying to the west of a line commencing at the southernmost 
point of North Head and running to the northernmost point of South Head.

8. Review of this Code
Transport for NSW may review of this Code in response to legislative amendments, or 
where significant changes have occurred within the waterway that impact this Code. 

Any suggested amendments or variations to this Code of Conduct should be submitted 
to:  

Transport for NSW  
Attn: Director - Maritime Greater Sydney 
Locked Bag 5100 
Camperdown NSW 1450.
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9. Map of restricted areas
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