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Copyright 
The Australian Maritime Safety Authority encourages the dissemination and exchange of information provided in this publication. 

Except as otherwise specified, all material presented in this publication is provided under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International licence. 
This excludes: 
• the Commonwealth Coat of Arms 
• AMSA’s logo 
• content attributed to third parties. 

The Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Licence is a standard form licence agreement that allows you to copy, distribute, transmit and 
adapt this publication provided that you attribute the work. The details of the version 4.0 of the licence are available on the Creative Commons 
website, as is the full legal code for that licence 

Attribution 
AMSA’s preference is that you attribute this publication (and any material sourced from it) using the following wording: Drug and alcohol policy – 
Class 4. Guidance: Marine Order 504 changes.  

Images  
All photographs and images contained within this publication must also be attributed using the following wording:  

Cover: Description of image or photograph, location (if necessary). Name of source e.g. Shutterstock.  
Page 7: Description of image or photograph. Any images or photographs provided by a specific organisation (or individual) relating to the 
document’s contents must be attributed e.g. ‘Courtesy of the Australian Hydrographic Office (AHO)’.  
 
Note – Description of graphics (vectors), graphs, charts or icons are not necessary unless provided by a specific organisation (or individual) 
relating to the document’s contents must be attributed e.g. ‘Courtesy of the Australian Hydrographic Office (AHO)’. 

More information 
For inquiries regarding copyright including requests to use material in a way that is beyond the scope of the terms of use that apply to it, please 
contact us.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
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Drug and alcohol policy – Class 4 
From 1 June 2025, all domestic commercial vessel (DCV) operators must have a 
policy outlining how they manage the risks of drugs and alcohol included in their 
safety management system (SMS).   

AMSA introduced these changes to address the safety risks associated with drug and alcohol use.  

It is crucial that all hirers, participants, and staff:  

• are familiar with your alcohol and drug policy  
• are fit to take control of the vessel  
• are not impaired by alcohol or drugs. 

How to develop a drug and alcohol policy 
Documentation: Create your drug and alcohol policy document and store it in your SMS.  

You may also need to update documents impacted by your drug and alcohol policy, such as:  
• induction  
• operation procedures  
• training  
• terms and conditions of hire.  

Level of detail:  

The level of detail in your policy depends on the size and complexity of your operation.  

A drug and alcohol policy for an operation eligible for a simplified SMS may be a few sentences long. 
A policy for a larger operation may be much more detailed.  

Follow these steps to develop a policy for your operation.  

Step 1. Educate 
Start by learning about drugs and alcohol in the workplace. Refer to:  
• guidance on drugs and alcohol e.g. from Safe Work Australia  
• state/territory legislation on drugs and alcohol, including those covering possession, alcohol limits 

and use  
• AMSA’s guidance on work health and safety on DCVs. 

  

https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/safety-topic/hazards/drugs-and-alcohol
https://www.amsa.gov.au/vessels-operators/domestic-commercial-vessels/work-health-and-safety-domestic-commercial-vessels#:%7E:text=If%20you%20operate%20or%20work,in%20your%20state%20or%20territory.&text=Domestic%20commercial%20vessels%20(DCVs)%20are,laws%20%2D%20administered%20by%20WHS%20regulators
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Step 2. Develop 
The owner should develop the policy in consultation with staff.   

Consider what works best for your operation to ensure the safety of hirers, participants, staff, and the 
vessel.  

Note: You must make sure your policy aligns with any state/territory legislation where the vessel is 
operating (Step 1).  

What to consider  
As a hire and drive operator, your drug and alcohol policy should cover expectations for:  
• staff  
• hirers  
• participants  

 
Staff  
• Acceptable and unacceptable drug and alcohol use: Consider whether to permit staff to have a 

limited supply of alcohol at the end of their shift.    
• Drug and alcohol disclosure: Consider creating a procedure asking staff members to inform the 

owner about prescription medications they’re taking. This will help you identify any potential side 
effects that could impact their ability to operate the vessel safely.  

• Drug and alcohol testing: Consider conducting testing as part of pre-departure checks to confirm 
that staff boarding the vessel are not under the influence of alcohol or drugs.  

• Unfit for duty/under the influence: Consider denying boarding to any crew found to be under the 
influence.   

 
Hirers and participants  
• Acceptable and unacceptable drug and alcohol use: Where vessels are hired for multiple days e.g. 

houseboats, consider permitting hirers and participants to consume alcohol within limits defined 
in state/territory legislation. Make sure hirers can safely operate the vessel, including during 
emergencies.  

• Drug and alcohol disclosure: Consider establishing a policy that asks the hirer and participants to 
disclose if they are taking prescription medication. This will help you identify any potential side 
effects that could impact their ability to operate the vessel safely.  

• Drug and alcohol fact sheet: Consider requesting hirers/participants to read and sign your drug 
and alcohol policy. Make the policy available to hirers/participants on the vessel (easily visible).  

• Unfit for duty/under the influence: Consider how to handle a situation where a hirer or participant 
is impaired. Your policy could include information about hirers’/participants’ general safety duties 
under the national law.  

Step 3. Trial 
Trial your policy for 1-2 months to identify and address any problems. Then ask:  
• How well is the policy working?   
• Is anything missing or does it need amending?   
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Step 4. Monitor, review and revise 
Once the initial policy has been developed and trialled and you’re sure it’s fit for purpose, review it:   
• annually to reflect any changes in legislation or best practices  
• after any marine incident  
• as new medications are prescribed to staff  
• as new medical conditions arise among staff.  
Stay informed about any new developments in drug testing technology or legal requirements that 
may affect your operations.   

By staying proactive and responsive to these issues, you can ensure a safer environment for 
everyone involved in hiring and operating vessels, minimising risks and enhancing the overall 
experience for participants.  

Step 5. Instruct and train 
Conduct regular training sessions and meetings to help reinforce the policy and ensure that all staff 
understand the importance of sticking to it.   

Scenarios and examples 

Class 4D personal watercraft (PWCs) 
The owner of a hire and drive business hires PWCs to tourists in an area approved for these activities 
by the local council and state marine agency.   

 

Extract from drug and alcohol policy  

We do not hire our vessels to any person deemed to be under the influence of alcohol or 
non-prescription medications. 

Drug and alcohol disclosure  

Prospective hirers and participants must complete a questionnaire detailing any alcohol 
or drug consumption within the past 24 hours. 

Under the influence 

If you (the hirer or participant) acknowledge recent alcohol or drug use, or we determine 
that you appear to be under the influence, we will evaluate your ability to safely operate 
the PWC considering factors such as:  

• time since consumption   

• potential side effects of any medications  

• demeanour (slurred speech, unsteady on feet, flushed face etc).   

If we’re satisfied that you can safely operate the PWC, we’ll conduct an induction to 
assess your competence before finalising the hire agreement. If we are not satisfied, we 
will decline the hire. 
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11.2m Class 4E houseboat 
The owner of a hire and drive business offers houseboats for hire on inland waterways, typically for 
periods up to one week.   

Recognising that hirers and participants may consume alcohol onboard, the owner assesses 
associated risks and implements policies to mitigate them.   

The terms are outlined in the policy and in the hire contract. Prospective hirers must read, 
understand, and sign the hire agreement, acknowledging and agreeing to these conditions.  

 

Extract from drug and alcohol policy  

We allow the hirer and participants to consume alcohol on board the vessel, however the 
person driving the houseboat cannot have a blood alcohol limit above mandated state 
limit of 0.05 BAC. Prescription medication is permitted subject to known-side effects 
being managed   

Drug and alcohol disclosure  

Any hirer or participant cannot operate the vessel when above the mandated state limit of 
0.05 BAC. No use of non-prescribed medication will be tolerated. 

Hirers are responsible for remaining capable of responding to emergencies at all times, 
including while anchored at night.  

Questions and answers 

Q. I already have a drug and alcohol policy. Do I need to do anything?  
A.  If you already have a drug and alcohol policy in place to meet your work health and safety (WHS) 
obligations, keep a copy in the vessel’s SMS.  

Q: Will AMSA require a minimum number of drug and alcohol tests to 
be conducted and recorded each year?   
A: You won't be required to conduct and record a minimum number of tests.   

Vessel owners and operators have the flexibility to assess the specific risks to their operation. 
Owners will be able to decide what controls – through testing or otherwise - need to be implemented 
to ensure a vessel is not being operated while staff, hirers or participants are impaired.     

Q: How can I find out about the possible side effects of medication 
that my crew are taking?   
A: If a staff member is prescribed a new medicine, their pharmacist should provide them with a 
Consumer Medicine Information (CMI) leaflet. For further information, visit the Healthdirect Australia 
website or consult your local health care professional.   

Contact  
Got a question about this requirement? Please contact us 

https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/how-to-read-cmis
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/medicine-and-side-effects#:%7E:text=You%20can%20also%20get%20information,prescription%20medicines%20have%20a%20CMI.
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/medicine-and-side-effects#:%7E:text=You%20can%20also%20get%20information,prescription%20medicines%20have%20a%20CMI.
https://contact/
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