ESTABLISHING AN AUSTRALIAN MARINE SPATIAL DATA INFRASTRUCTURE.
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Underpinning the efficient administration of any jurisdiction is information about spatial extents of the legal interests, resources, and activities within that jurisdiction.

In the terrestrial areas of a State’s jurisdiction there are well-established frameworks – legislation, cadastres, land information systems and zoning plans - that deliver legal and geographic certainty to the administration of this space.  These systems build upon centuries of practice and law.  

The marine space is different. Historically the seas have been primarily a navigation space operating under a largely international framework with little coastal State regulation.  The established spatial frameworks reflected this, with the primary means of distributing spatial information being hydrographic services supporting the seafarer.  In particular the hydrographic chart. 

In less than 50 years the assumptions underlying paradigm have changed almost beyond recognition. The development of national maritime jurisdictions: in extent; intensity of exploitation; and, complexity of regulation has been rapid. For vast areas of national jurisdictions the sea is now a mixed-use space, often with uses incompatible with normal navigation.  This activity has occurred outside of the historical spatial framework of hydrographic publications, which have to a large extent maintained their focus on safety of navigation.  Only a faint reflection of this new reality is reflected on the chart, with only those elements that directly impact the seafarer being shown. 

To respond to this broader community a new spatial infrastructure is taking shape.  Driven by the need to record the totality of activity in the marine space and supply contextual information necessary to underpin decision-making, the first steps in building a marine spatial data infrastructure –MSDI- are underway. This new infrastructure is from its inception digital.

In Australia, the evolving MSDI has its origins in the administration of the non-living resources of the seabed - in particular oil and gas.  Efficient and certain administration of these resources as well as the complexities of a federal system of government demand a rigorous approach to building the fundamentals of an Australian MSDI.  Conversely, the size of the jurisdiction, with the consequent dilution of effort enforces a discipline to build an MSDI that is realisable within the resources available to maintain it.  Further, a long-standing program of maritime boundary advice to Pacific Island Countries has delivered a further “reality check” in what is achievable to maintain without the luxury of the resources of a developed State.  It is the authors’ view that these various elements coupled with nearly two decades experience in realising Australia’s maritime limits digitally have lead Australia to develop principles for managing its MSDI that have applicability more broadly.    

This paper will discuss the broad principles that have been established in Australia, with particular emphasis on the importance of co-ordination between the legal definition and spatial realisation of maritime limits; the development of international standards for the exchange of maritime limits; access to reliable maritime boundary data through a centralised web delivery portal and geodetic rigour.
