SUBMISSION

A Model for Visitor Improvements and
Ferry Services to Maria Island

SUBMISSION

v PREAMBLE
This submission outlines recommendations and suggestions made by the Orford-Triabunna Chamber
of Commerce (the ‘Chamber’) to enhance the visitor experience to Maria Island. Maria Island is the
main tourist drawcard on the lower east coast of Tasmania - becoming known as ‘The Maria Coast’
- and employment associated with visitation to the island is the main income for this area.
Our Chamber, together with many others who wish to see Maria Island become a must-see event in
Tasmania, is grateful for the opportunity to present and discuss this submission with Minister
Matthew Groom MP.
Chamber members have had many discussions regarding potential improvements to the Maria Island
experience, including the departure point at Triabunna, the journey to and disembarking on the island,
and time spent on the island by visitors. A positive experience for visitors is crucial. Word of mouth
can be the greatest advertisement, or deterrent, for those planning to visit this pristine location.
Annual visitation numbers have increased from 8,000 to over 20,000 in recent years, including some
fifteen school groups of up to 50 students and support staff each.
Plans and reports to improve Maria Island date back to the early nineties. Over the last 5 years,
despite the exorbitant amounts of money spent on the Triabunna-Orford Maria Island (TOMI) Study
and the Maria Island Eco-Tourism Development Feasibility Study (known as the TRC Report), no
action has been taken from the recommendations contained in these reports.
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SUBMISSION
v GOVERNANCE OF MARIA ISLAND
Our Chamber is aware of the current Expression of Interest (EOI) that the Minister has issued within
governance guidelines, stating that companies interested in submitting an EOI as ferry operator can
include other ideas to enhance the Maria Island visitor experience by providing more than just a ferry
ride to the island.
We suggest that the EOI should be
implemented with the cooperation of not only
Parks and Wildlife, but also other State
Government Departments, in order to improve
the island’s infrastructure - including toilets,
shelter,
accommodation,
education,
interpretation and walking trails. For such an
holistic approach to be successful, the Orford
Triabunna Chamber of Commerce has for
many years recommended the formation of a
steering committee, similar to that which has
successfully run the Port Arthur precinct and
answerable direct to yourself as Minister.
A ‘Maria Island Steering Committee’ would be
responsible for the promotion and general
management of Maria Island, along with
stakeholders from the Government, Parks and
Wildlife Service (PWS), Glamorgan Spring Bay
Council (GSBC), East Coast Regional Tourism
Organisation (ECRTO) and other merit-based,
relevant and enthusiastic persons to make the
process successful. PWS officers currently do
an excellent job in maintaining the island’s
flora and fauna, along with infrastructure maintenance. However, we believe that their additional role
of promoting and managing the island’s tourism would be better served by the Steering Committee.
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SUBMISSION
v TRIABUNNA: GATEWAY TO MARIA ISLAND
Triabunna is the commencement point to Maria Island, but is under-utilised. As the first point of
contact for the visitor to Maria Island, it is crucial that their experience start even before they leave
their vehicle at Triabunna. Following discussions with the GSBC (who lease the marina from the
Crown), proposals are being considered for the supply of long-term secure car parking and a
dropping-off area for bus passengers, handicapped persons and freight close to the ferry berth at
the Triabunna marina.
Once visitors leave their car, they must purchase ferry tickets at a small, open shelter on the marina.
The shelter is grossly inadequate for this purpose, exposed to cold winds and rain. Yet only metres
away, a Visitor Information Centre (council-owned) sits under-utilised. If the Centre was extended
slightly on the western side with a deck, pulldown clears blinds (for bad weather protection)
and seating, this area could provide a sheltered
and comfortable ticketing and waiting area. In
addition, the annexe could provide the visitor
opportunities to obtain information about the
island via loop-videos for example, and options
to purchase pre-packed food and drinks (in
biodegradable containers). This would give
visitors a much more pleasant start to their Maria
Island experience than is currently available.
This newly-constructed annexe would also be of
great benefit to the ferry operator and may
create employment opportunities for local
hospitality businesses.

‘Ticket Shelter’ on Triabunna Marina

An alternative could be to allow the ferry
operator to lease the whole Visitor Information
Centre from the GSBC and develop it into a
combined information/ferry terminal with
suitable opening hours negotiated. This would
allow for further local employment opportunities
and expansion of services using the free Wi-Fi
currently available.
Visitor Information Centre: western aspect
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SUBMISSION
v MARIA ISLAND FERRY
The current Maria Island ferry takes a maximum of 50 passengers. Extensive canvassing by visitors
and locals alike reveals the conviction that two 50-passenger ferries are preferable to one large 100passenger ferry. This is due to the current berth at Triabunna not being large enough to accommodate
a bigger ferry, plus the water depth at low tide would not allow for the additional draught required.
With 2 ferries, services could continue to the island should one vessel be out of service due to repair,
breakdown or in dry-dock. During quieter (winter) months, a second ferry would be used as a cruise
boat, allowing passengers more options. Two smaller ferries would be cheaper to operate than one
larger one, and would provide additional employment opportunities for appropriately qualified
persons. In line with the current EOI, each of the 2 proposed ferries should allow provision for freight
and to have handicap access and toilet as per current legalisation. The Chamber also strongly
suggests that each Maria Island ferry:
•
•
•

•

•

have access for disabled persons
be fully enclosed from the weather
include a top-deck observation area to
enhance the journey, with accompanied
commentary installed.
contain a public boarding facility via a
retractable ramp; this would increase the
versatility of the craft in allowing for medical
and/or fire evacuations from beaches and for
cruises to the beautiful southern beaches of
Maria Island
be of twin-hulled design with twin diesels to
give a more comfortable crossing, as Mercury
Passage can bring rough seas.

The ferries could also include such other
passenger benefits as underwater cameras,
underwater lights and access to a boarding
platform at the stern. In the future, it is anticipated
that there will be additional ferry stops both at the
Spring Bay Mill and the newly redeveloped
Eastcoaster Resort (which will include the Solis
Golf course) to allow those visiting, studying or
staying at these venues the pleasure of visiting
Maria Island whilst in the area.
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SUBMISSION
v MARIA ISLAND JETTY
Berthing at the Maria Island jetty highlights
problems similar to those at Triabunna: limited
space, draught issues, and no handicap access (a
requirement under State law).
It has been suggested in past years that an
underwater camera be fixed to the underside of
the jetty, with a large viewing screen installed in
the nearby Commissariat Store (‘Visitor Reception’
building). Provision of such a screen could be part
of the ferry operator contract, or be supplied by
Government, and used for educational purposes
by the many school students that visit the island.
Even though some $1.6 million was recently
allocated from IGA funds to refurbish and extend
the Maria Island jetty, the work resulted in no
improvement to visitor safety or convenience: the
10-metre extension being used solely for the
berthing of the PWS vessel.
Other suggestions to improve the Maria Island
experience on arrival could be clear fibreglass
kayaks or glass-bottomed boats kept at the Maria
Island jetty. These would give the visitor an
unforgettable and educational experience of
observing the marine life in the reserve without
getting their feet wet. Such boats are already a
drawcard at Bicheno.
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SUBMISSION
v TRANSPORTATION OF VISITORS WHILST ON MARIA ISLAND
Transporting visitors whilst on Maria Island
has always been a problem. However,
some simple planning would address the
issue and provide enormous benefit to
visitors. The Darlington settlement is some
800 metres from the jetty along an rough,
narrow and exposed gravel track, shared
by PWS vehicles. Elderly, infirm and/or
handicapped visitors find this journey
stressful, if not impossible as it is also
slightly uphill.
The Chamber proposes a clause in the
ferry operator contract to include the
supply of 2 or 3 electric vehicles, with
‘balloon type’ soft terrain tyres; towing
trailers with seating (some covered) for up
to 25 persons and/or freight on a shuttle
basis. Visitors would then have the choice
to be conveyed, along with their belongings, from the jetty (or Commissariat Store) to Darlington. The
shuttles could include commentary by the driver(s) on the island’s unique history, flora and fauna,
which would further enhance the visitor experience. For a small extra fee, and pending upgrades to
the current tracks in this area, the shuttles could include interpretive tours over to the ‘Painted Cliffs’
some 1.5 kilometres uphill from the Darlington settlement.
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SUBMISSION
v VISITOR EXPERIENCE WHILST ON MARIA ISLAND
As previously stated, some 20,000 visitors enjoy Maria Island each year despite poor quality and
neglected infrastructure, which is the root cause of many problems for the visitor on Maria Island and
is due to a dearth of Government spending.
If the Government requires a substantial financial input from a new ferry
operator, it follows that the Government commit to upgrade facilities on
the island. At present there are two very ancient and old toilet blocks in
the area of the jetty, situated up a slight difficult slope without any
pathway and not handicap-approved.
There is no shelter from cold
weather and south-westerly winds
for passengers on the jetty while
waiting for the ferry. The original
plans designed some three years
ago did allow for shelters, utilising
the $1.6 million IGA funding:
however, these were never built.
Above: approach to the toilet block

There is no food or drink - including
clean drinking water - available on
the island for visitors: this situation
requires urgent attention. As
stated, biodegradable containers
would be of great benefit, with the
education on disposal of waste and
removing of same to be the responsibility of the new ferry operator, who
will be required to remove all waste back to bins at Triabunna.

Left: Waiting for the ferry
Below: Typical visitor baggage

The area known as the old ‘Coffee Palace’ could be leased to the new
ferry operator in order to supply healthy, non-alcoholic drinks and
potable water to visitors, who could then sit in the covered weatherproof
area to enjoy the special ambiance of Maria Island. In the Coffee Palace
there is an under-utilised area that could be converted into store rooms
for schools or walking groups, to accommodate their equipment and
baggage, as they often stay on the island for up to 4 nights.
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SUBMISSION
v GENERAL IMPROVEMENTS AND URGENT UPGRADES
As stated, the toilets at the jetty and in the Darlington are a disgrace and require replacing with dry
type compostable type designs. On a recent weekend visit, some 45 campers were staying in the
Penitentiary and two of the four toilets situated in the settlement area were completely blocked. There
is little point in trying to increase visitation numbers to the island when current infrastructure is already
overflowing capacity. This is a State Government health concern; the Chamber suggests several
portable toilets be kept on the island to alleviate such problems.
Interpretation of artefacts within the settlement are vague and unreadable. It would be a simple
project to work with the visiting schools to improve while educate children about the history of this
beautiful location. Unobtrusive upgrading of solar and wind power generation locations should also
be installed; the current practice of using lanterns in the rooms is dangerous - an accident waiting to
happen. Water, both for drinking and domestic-use, is also lacking on the island; day-visitors and
campers must bring their own supplies. Portable water purification plants on trailers are now readily
available and should be considered as backup during water shortage periods.

v ECO TOURISM ON MARIA ISLAND
If the Minister wishes to be remembered as a progressive visionary leader who improved visitor
experiences whilst introducing income to assist with the running costs of the island, the Chamber
suggests he consider allowing eco cabins in the Darlington area. The gently sloping north-facing land
to the south of the maintenance sheds would be an ideal location for the construction (by an investor)
of several modern self-contained, self-powered eco cabins. These would allow visitors who wish to
stay overnight to access comfortable and upmarket accommodation.
Calling for Expressions of Interest from private investors for such constructions, under strict
guidelines, on this land - which is outside the World Heritage area - would be at little cost to the
Government. The area is within easy walking distance to Darlington but not visible from any part of
the settlement. As stated, this cleared land faces north and has an excellent aspect looking back
towards Triabunna. Two years ago, a Chamber representative (Michael Fama) escorted a group of
12 European travel company writers to the island and gave them a tour of Darlington. They were
impressed with the history and buildings, but very critical of the poor quality of accommodation
available and stated that there should be more than just hard cold dark rooms for tourists to enjoy.
The Chamber fully agrees. There are already two private companies providing tours on Maria Island:
these are often fully booked. The clientele is already there; it just requires some leadership from the
Government to make such improvements in accommodation happen.
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SUBMISSION
v CONCLUSION
With effective planning, the Maria Island can create more local employment whilst being
professionally managed and promoted by people, selected on merit, who also have a passion to steer
and develop this worthy project and achieve the success it deserves. These proposals do require an
injection of funds, both from the new ferry operator, private investment and Government, overseen
by the aforementioned Maria Island Steering Committee, with all stakeholders committed to working
together to achieve a common goal. On behalf of the Chamber I thank you for this opportunity to
forward these ideas: achievable through the commitment of yourself and the Liberal Government.
The Chamber thanks the Minister for his consideration of this Submission and looks forward working
with him on this new model for Maria Island.

v CREDENTIALS
The author of this Submission, I have been associated with the Triabunna area for 16 years, served
eight as the local police officer, nine on the past Freycinet Coast Tourism Board, 9 years as a
Glamorgan Spring Bay Councillor and fifteen years as a member and committee member of the
Orford-Triabunna Chamber of Commerce, of which I am now the President. Now retired, I live at
Spring Beach and enjoy some spectacular sunrises over Maria Island.
I have visited Maria Island on many occasions, escorting travel industry employees, politicians, friends
and visitors to the island. Presenting this submission demonstrates my passionate belief that this
beautiful island can be sensibly and environmentally improved to become a ‘must-see’ destination for
visitors to Tasmania.

Submission presented by Michael Fama
President, Orford-Triabunna Chamber of Commerce
PO Box 89, Triabunna 7190
W: www.orfordtriabunnacc.com.au
E: ratch26@bigpond.com
M: 0417369023
27 April 2016
th
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