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The Aurora Australis 
 
The Aurora Australis is an Australian icebreaker and polar research and resupply ship. It was 
designed and built to navigate through ice-covered water and allow following ships safe passage.1 
Since its first trial cruise along Tasmania’s eastern coast in 1989, the Aurora Australis has taken 
people and equipment back and forth from Hobart to Antarctica, undaunted by the challenge of 
traversing the treacherous seas between the two continents.2 
 
The Aurora Australis is the only icebreaker to have been built in Australia and is Australian through 
and through, from its construction to its status as the first icebreaker owned in Australia and crewed 
largely by Australians.3 The ship was built for P&O Polar by Carrington Slipways at Tomago, just 
north of Newcastle. The schematics were drawn in the town of Wärtsilä, Finland, but about 20 
engineers, designers and draftspersons worked at the Tomago office to complete the project.4  
 
The name 
 
An Aurora australis is a phenomenon seen in the sky as a red or green curtain of moving light. Best 
viewed at night from southern latitudes such as Antarctica, New Zealand’s South Island, Tasmania, 
Chile and Argentina, it happens when charged particles carried on solar winds collide with atoms of 
the upper atmosphere.5 In 1988, 12-year-old Brett Webb from Jindabyne beat over 2000 competition 
entries to name the ship. His entry reads: 
 

[The Aurora australis] illuminates the sky, and hopefully the scientific knowledge gained from 
the ship will illuminate mankind’s knowledge…6 
Brett Webb, 1988 
 

A Super Icebreaker 
 
The Aurora Australis is classified as a Lloyds Register Ice Class 1A Super Icebreaker (100A1 LMC 
UMS DP(CM)). It is 94.91 metres long, 20.3 metres wide (its BEAM measurement) and 7.9 metres 
from the waterline to the keel (its DRAFT measurement). Its gross registered tonnage is 6,574 tonnes 
and its deadweight tonnage is 3,893 tonnes.7 It can break through 1.2 metre-thick ice at 2 knots 

 
1 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Aurora Australis’, Department of Agriculture, Water and 
Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 2010, accessed 3 July 2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/living-and-
working/travel-and-logistics/ships/aurora-australis/>. 
2 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora Australis, 
Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 327-37; Melanie Van Twest, ‘Southern Exposure’, Royal Auto, October 
2017, pp. 42-3. 
3 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora Australis, 
Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 3. 
4 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora Australis, 
Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 9-16 
5 Universe Today, space and astronomy news ‘what is the Aurora Australis?’, Universe Today, n.d, accessed 3 July 2020, 
<https://www.universetoday.com/42623/aurora-australis/>. 
6 Brett Webb, as cited in Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous 
icebreaker Aurora Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 13. 
7 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
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(approximately 3.7 kilometres per hour).8 The Aurora Australis can travel up to 25,000 nautical miles 
in 90 days and is powered by two medium-speed diesel engines that drive a single Controllable 
Pitch Propeller. At maximum speed, it can travel at 16 knots per hour, but its economical speed is 
closer to 11 knots. It has one bow (front) and two stern (back) thrusters to help manoeuvre through 
the ice when travelling at slower speeds.9 
 
The Aurora Australis has, from top to bottom, a Wheelhouse Deck, Second Bridge Deck, First Bridge 
Deck, Upper Deck, Second Deck and Third Deck. There is 710 m2 deck space, divided among the 
Trawl Deck (100m2 in size), the Helideck (400m2 in size) and the Main Hatch (210m2 in size). It has a 
4-tonne gantry crane on the stern and three cranes on the man deck fitted with a 5-tonne hook 
designed for efficient cargo handling in open seas. The ship’s lifting gear has a 2-tonne Safe Working 
Load (SWL) and two forklifts that have a 5 and 2 tonne SWL, respectively. The deck capacity is 18 
TEUs (an inexact unit of measurement for cargo capacity, roughly equivalent to a six-metre long 
cargo container) weighing a maximum of seven hundred tonnes. The hold can house 1,790m3 of 
cargo and 1.10 mega litres of cargo fuel (1 mega litre = 1 million litres).10 There are no fuel cells close 
to the hull, meaning that, even in the event of an accident, an oil spill is unlikely.11 It also has a 10-
metre long steel ancillary craft powered by two 125 horsepower (HP) diesel engines which can travel 
at a speed of 10 knots. With a dedicated helideck, Aurora Australis can also operate, refuel and 
house two Sikorsky S76 or Bell Long Range helicopters with an aviation refuelling system with a 
120m3 capacity. 
 
As a research and resupply ship, the Aurora Australis is also fitted with scientific equipment for 
marine research. It has two winches that each hold 6,000m of 6.4m single conductor cable. These 
are suitable for CTDs: instruments that measure Conductivity (a proxy for salinity), Temperature and 
Depth in the water column.12 There are eight laboratories and a 7m2 dark room for processing 
photography. The 60m3 scientific freezer can be set to -21C and the ship can facilitate portable 
container laboratories. For scientific purposes including collecting biological samples, the Aurora 
Australis has two Gilson winches, two trawl winches (4,000m long x 22mm wide), two Hiab cranes 
with 5 tonne SWL, a net drum and a towed sonar winch. It also has an oily water separator, on-board 
incinerator for rubbish disposal, biological reduction sewerage system and internal fuel system.13 
The Aurora Australis can house a total of 140 people at any one time (24 crew members and 116 
passengers) in one, two, three and four-berth cabins. All cabins have private bathrooms and there is 
a two-bed hospital with a full operating theatre. There are also recreational communal spaces 
including a cafeteria-style restaurant, a quiet recreational lounge, a gymnasium and sauna, a lecture 
and video theatre and two conference rooms.14 
 

 
8 Inmarsat Case Study RSV Aurora Australis, ‘RSV Aurora Australis’, Inmarsat the mobile satellite company, July 2015, p. 2. 
9 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
10 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
11 ABC Science, ‘Icebreaker Aurora Australis’ [Quantum video], 1990 accessed 10 July 2020, 
<http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2015/03/25/4204494.htm>. 
12 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. xiii. 
13 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
14 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
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The Aurora Australis has a full Global Maritime Distress Safety System (GMDSS), including Inmarsat 
C ship-to-shore communicator, marine VHF (Very High Frequency) and aircraft UHF (Ultra High 
Frequency) radios. Its sonar equipment includes two Simrad EK500s at 12, 38, 120 and 200 kHz 
(kilohertz), hull-mounted transducers (used to send and receive sonar signals), towed body 
transducers at 120 and 200kHz, a 12kHz sonar echo sounder for bathymetry data logging, a hull-
mounted acoustic release transducer and a Simrad FS3300 net surveillance sonar and narrow band 
(150kHz) acoustic Doppler current profiler (ADCP).15 
 
Working with the Australian Antarctic Division 
 

The Aurora Australis has been the backbone of the Australian Antarctic Program for more than 
three decades, so the vessel has a special place in our history.16 
The Australian Antarctic Division’s General Manager of Operations, Charlton Clark, 10 March 2020 

 
The Australian Antarctic Division (AAD) is part of the Australian Government’s Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment. Based in Hobart, Tasmania, it leads Australia’s Antarctic 
Program and is ‘responsible for Australia’s presence and activities in the Australian Antarctic 
Territory and the Southern Ocean.’17 
 
The Aurora Australis was designed and built for the Australian Antarctic Program. Affectionately 
known as the ‘Orange Roughy’ for its striking orange hull, the ship was launched in 1989 with a trial 
cruise along the east coast of Tasmania and took its final voyage on 10 March 2020, departing 
Hobart to resupply Macquarie Island in the sub-Antarctic.18 However, as far back as 2013, the 
Australian government was looking to replace the ageing Aurora Australis. The government’s 2014 
‘Twenty Year Australian Antarctic Strategic Plan’ announced that a new icebreaker would be built to 
replace it.19 
 
During its 31 years of service for the Australian Antarctic Program, the Aurora Australis conducted 
more than 150 research and resupply voyages across the Southern Ocean and transported over 
14,000 expeditioners through the Antarctic region for research, rescue and adventures.20 The ship 

 
15 P&O Maritime ‘Aurora Australis’, brochure, P&O Maritime, n.d. 
16 Charlton Clark, 10 March 2020, Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Final voyage of 
icebreaker Aurora Australis departs’, Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 
2020, accessed 10 July 2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/news/2020/final-voyage-of-icebreaker-aurora-australis-
departs/>. 
17 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Australian Antarctic Division (AAD), Department of 
Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-us/australian-antarctic-division/>. 
18 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 327; Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic 
Program, ‘Final voyage of icebreaker Aurora Australis departs’, Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian 
Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/news/2020/final-voyage-of-
icebreaker-aurora-australis-departs/>. 
19 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 309. 
20 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Final voyage of icebreaker Aurora Australis departs’, 
Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/news/2020/final-voyage-of-icebreaker-aurora-australis-departs/>. 
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has made more than 300 crossings over the notoriously unforgiving Southern Ocean; few other 
vessels can boast such a feat. 
 
The Aurora Australis will be replaced by a new icebreaker. The government has again held a naming 
competition for the new vessel. The winning entry, announced on 29 September 2017, is the word 
nuyina (pronounced noy-yee-nah), which translates to ‘southern lights’ in the palawa kani language 
of the Indigenous Tasmanian people.21 Unlike the Aurora Australis, RV Nuyina is being built in 
Romania, having been developed by a Danish company and designed by a Dutch company.22 Its 
arrival in Tasmania has been delayed and, as a result, the Australian Antarctic Division will 
commission another ship for the 2020/21 summer sailing season.23 
 
Hobart: home of the Aurora Australis and gateway to Antarctica 
 
Hobart is Australia’s gateway to Antarctica and the Aurora Australis’ home port.24 Each regular 
voyage leaves from Hobart and returns to the same place. Until increased security procedures were 
enforced in the late 2000s, each voyage was seen off with streamers and a large crowd of well-
wishers on the wharf.25 From here, a trip to the closest point of the Antarctic coast would normally 
take a week but longer if travelling to points further west.26  
 
Most trips by the Aurora Australis have been to resupply and refuel Australia’s Casey, Davis and 
Mawson stations in the Australian Antarctic Territory, and the sub-Antarctic station on Macquarie 
Island, as part of the Australian Antarctic Program. Macquarie Island is located in the southwestern 
Pacific Ocean, about halfway between New Zealand and Antarctica. The territory has been part of 
Tasmania since 1900 and was declared a Tasmanian State Reserve in 1978.27 Macquarie Island is a 
UNESCO-listed World Heritage site for its unique environment and scientists have been working 
there since the research station was established over 70 years ago.28 
 
 
The Aurora Australis represents the amicable spirit of international scientific cooperation in one of the 
world’s most inhospitable environments. The Aurora Australis has made trips to Commonwealth Bay, 
Romanian base Law-Racovita Station in the Larsemann Hills, Chinese base Zhongshan and Russian 

 
21 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 310. 
22 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 310. 
23 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Final voyage of icebreaker Aurora Australis departs’, 
Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/news/2020/final-voyage-of-icebreaker-aurora-australis-departs/>. 
24 Aurora Australis Foundation, ‘Aurora Australis Foundation Executive Summary’, July 2020. 
25 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, colour photo insert. 
26 Melanie Van Twest, ‘Southern Exposure’, Royal Auto, October 2017, pp. 42-3. 
27 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Macquarie Island Research Station’, Department of 
Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/living-and-working/stations/macquarie-island/>. 
28 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Macquarie Island Research Station’, Department of 
Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/living-and-working/stations/macquarie-island/>. 
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base Mirny near Rothschild Island.29 Other sites outside the Australian Antarctic Territory include 
Sansom Islands in Sandefjord Bay, the French station Dumont d’Urville on the archipelago of Pointe-
Géologie, Bunger Hills coastal range on the Knox Coast in Wilkes Land, the Japanese Syowa Station 
and Mertz Glacier.30  
 
In 1990 and 1991/92 the Aurora Australis also made trips to the Territory of Heard Island and 
McDonald Islands, an Australian external territory in the Indian Ocean between Madagascar and 
Antarctica, about 4,000 kilometres south west of Western Australia and 1,000 kilometres north of 
Antarctica.31 Research has involved a broad range of atmospheric, terrestrial and marine science 
disciplines including geology, geomorphology, vulcanology, meteorology, terrestrial and marine 
ecology, glaciology, oceanography and cultural heritage.32 
 
However, the Aurora Australis’ work has not been limited to scientific research. On some off-
seasons, the ship has been chartered for non-scientific or resupply purposes. In the 2006 off-season 
the ship was put to use to accommodate workers from the Challis FPSO oil rig shutdown in the 
Northern Territory, and it has also been chartered to work on Esso, Alleas and Yolla gas platforms in 
Bass Strait.33  In 2011 the Royal Australian Navy chartered the Aurora Australis as an amphibious 
ship for disaster response while HMAS Tobruk underwent maintenance.34 
 
Key events for the Aurora Australis 
 
A bold start: 1989 
 
After gliding through the clear waters of the Derwent River into Hobart, the Aurora Australis captured 
the imagination of the citizens of her new home, ten thousand of whom toured the ship during the 
open day that was held four days after the ship arrived in port.35 The Aurora Australis’s first scientific 
voyage was to survey the waters around the Territory of Heard Island and McDonald Island, which 
are located in the Indian Ocean in the middle of the ‘Furious Fifties’ raging winds. Richard ‘Dick’ 
Williams, head of the Biology section of the Australian Antarctic Division, was satisfied with the 
Aurora Australis’s fit-for-purpose success on its first scientific voyage. He said: 
 

These abilities mean that the ship is able to use its available time very efficiently, as 
demonstrated by the fact that only 20 percent of the available time in the Heard Island area 

 
29 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 326-337. 
30 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 326-337. 
31 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 327. 
32 Department of The Environment and Heritage Australian Antarctic Division, ‘About Heard Island & McDonald Islands, n.d, 
accessed 10 July 2020, <http://www.heardisland.aq/about/human_activities.html>. 
33 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 332-3, 335. 
34 Australian Government, Department of Defence, ‘Amphibious ship update’, Media Release, 11 May 2020, 
http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/Claretpl.cfm?CurrentId=11792, accessed 17 July 2020. 
35 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 49. 
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was lost to bad weather, despite being in one of the roughest ocean areas of the world in the 
middle of winter.36 
Dick Williams, 1989 

 
The ship’s scientific success was immediate and included the earliest assessment of fish stocks in 
Heard Island and first scientific assessment of fish stocks before commercial fishing took place.37 
 
Although a scientific vessel, the crew and passengers of the Aurora Australis were not immune to 
political debate. After the successful pursuits at Heard Island, the ship headed northwards towards 
French Kerguelen Islands. At this time in 1998, France had just completed a series of 24 nuclear 
tests in Fangataufa Atoll and Mururoa Atoll in French Polynesia in the Southern Pacific Ocean and 
were on track to start another series of tests.38 Some people on board the Aurora Australis wanted to 
unfurl a banner protesting these actions as the ship arrived in Port-aux-Français in Kerguelen. They 
were dissuaded from this protest, but the crew eventually penned an official letter registering 
denouncement of these tests.39 
 
The ‘mongrel’ voyage: 1992-93 
 
The Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic Treaty was ratified in 1991. It was 
designed to preserve Antarctica’s unique environment and one of the articles stipulated that all non-
native animals had to be removed from the continent. Husky sled dogs had been used in Australia’s 
modern Antarctic program since 1954 and this protocol meant that 22 canines, including a mother 
and her pups, had to be sailed back to Hobart during the 1992/93 season. This ‘mongrel’ voyage, as 
it came to be known, was the end of an era and the last time sled dogs were used in Australian 
research stations in Antarctica. Some huskies were retired and placed in new homes after arriving in 
Hobart, while others continued their careers in the United States. Within six months, some had 
joined an expedition that successfully reached the North Pole.40 
 
Fire in the ice, 1998 
 
In the early hours of 22 July 1998, fire broke out in the Aurora Australis’s engine room while it was 
deep in the ice at Mertz Glacier in Antarctica. The ship was undertaking a rare winter marine science 
voyage on the polynya at Mertz Glacier, an area of open sea water completely surrounded by sea 
ice. They wanted to study how Mertz Glacier polynya not only generated currents and ice but also 
how it acted as a winter feeding refuge for whales, seals, birds, whales and penguins. It was an 

 
36 Dick Williams, as cited in Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous 
icebreaker Aurora Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 61-2. 
37 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 74. 
38 Radiological Assessment Reports Series, ‘The radiological situation at the atolls of Mururoa an Fangataufa main report’, 
Report by an international advisory committee, 1998, accessed 10 July 2020, <https://www-
pub.iaea.org/MTCD/publications/PDF/Pub1028_web.pdf>. 
39 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 69-71. 
40 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 81-2. 
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exciting research excursion and Jane Stevens, a reporter for Discovery Channel Online, was on 
board.41 
 
Seventy-nine people were on board when fire broke out and the subsequent explosion cut all power 
in the ship. It was a perilous situation: the ship and all on board were in sub-zero temperatures and 
over 100 nautical miles from the nearest help at the French Antarctic station Dumont d’Urville. 
Luckily there were no injuries and the fire was eventually extinguished. Four days after the fire, the 
crew managed to get enough systems online to set course back home to Hobart. Sailing the rough 
Southern Ocean was a daunting prospect at the best of times, and understandably terrifying in a 
severely damaged ship. Nonetheless, the Aurora Australis made it safely back to Hobart on 31 July 
1998 although further travel was necessary for the extensive repairs needed to fix the engine room.42 
Investigations determined that the fire had been caused by a split in a fuel hose under the engine 
room footplates that sprayed aerosolised fuel onto hot engine parts.43 
 
Beset in the ice and the ‘Gizmo’ device: 1998 
 
By October 1998, the Aurora Australis had undergone all necessary repairs to damage from the 
extensive engine room fire. Ready to return to work, the ship headed back out to fulfil a busy 
schedule resupplying Casey, Davis and Mawson Stations and facilitate a depot changeover at 
Sansom Island, all while undertaking a full marine science program.44  
 
During the resupply stops, conditions were perfect for research – seals were abundant on the ice 
floes and the weather was clear. The pack ice was thick, but the Aurora Australis was designed to 
handle it. However, the ship soon had to slog through thick ice. To make matters worse, a ferocious 
polar blizzard had rearranged the pack ice and soon the Aurora Australis was encased on all sides 
by thick icy terrain.45 Attempting to manoeuvre through this thick ice, the ship suffered a fracture in a 
length of piping in its propeller hub. Without a way to fix the issue while in the water, the crew and 
expeditioners were stranded until help could arrive to tow the Aurora Australis away. It was a 
sobering situation: the ship was surrounded on all sides by unpredictable ice floes and icebergs, 72 
nautical miles from Davis Station and a staggering 2612 nautical miles (about 4838 kilometres) from 
Fremantle. Years of planning to research the seal and krill populations was abandoned—a 
devastating situation for the crew and expeditioners on board.46 
 

 
41 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 108-9. 
42 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘RSV Aurora Australis’, Department of Agriculture, 
Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 June 2020, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/history/transportation/shipping/aurora-australis/>; Sarah Laverick, Through 
ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora Australis, Pan McMillan Australia 
Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 108-40. 
43 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 139. 
44 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 143. 
45 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 153-4. 
46 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 153-4. 
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The first option was to engage the South African salvage tug the John Ross, but it was not ice- 
strengthened and could not get to the Aurora Australis, which was deep in the ice. Another option 
was for the nearby Chinese icebreaker Xue Long (‘Snow Dragon’) to help break the Aurora Australis 
free from the ice to allow the John Ross to pull it out. Although a good option, it was eventually 
decided that the Japanese research and the naval icebreaker the Shirase, at the time in Fremantle 
preparing to travel to Antarctica, would come to the rescue. While the Shirase crossed the Southern 
Ocean, the crew and expeditioners on board the Aurora Australis set about completing their 
essential resupply missions, using helicopters to transport stores to Mawson Station.47  
 
Engineers aboard the Aurora Australis also continued attempting to diagnose and repair the 
damaged piping in the propeller hub. Chief Engineer John van Dam was convinced that his team of 
engineers could fix the problem and he and shore superintendent Dave Crane worked secretly to 
create a device that would connect into the failed pipe and screw into the propeller hub. Engineers in 
Hobart and aboard the Aurora Australis crackled the airwaves with ideas. A few days later, David 
Crane announced a breakthrough: a device, nicknamed ‘the gizmo’, that would essentially replace 
the section of broken piping and allow oil to flow again. However, this could not be tested out 
immediately because the Shirase had just arrived.48 
 
Although the Shirase broke through the ice to free the trapped ship and attempted to tow the Aurora 
Australis, its slow speed led to its engine overheating on the Japanese vessel. The Shirase then 
asked the Aurora’s engineers to see if the ‘gizmo’ worked. To their delight it succeeded, meaning 
that the Aurora Australis could make its own way through the ice and follow in the Shirase’s wake to 
open water. The following day, after the Shirase had left to resume its own Antarctic program, the 
John Ross arrived to escort the Aurora Australis north towards Fremantle for repairs.49 
 
Despite these challenges, it was a voyage of remarkable successes: there were neither injuries nor 
major damage to the ship. Although the Aurora Australis had been stranded in the ice for two weeks, 
all resupply and cargo operations had been completed. Further, the incident demonstrated the spirit 
of international cooperation: 
 

If the rest of the world cooperated as well as they do in Antarctica, it would be a better place.50 
Captain Peter Pearson 

 
A ship’s engineers are often overlooked, but the Aurora Australis crew, so proud of theirs, erected a 
plaque in the engine room to recognise the engineers’ efforts to free the ship from the ice. In later 
engineering publications, the ‘gizmo’ was officially named the CvD (Crane van Dam) link. National 

 
47 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 163-7. 
48 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 163-7. 
49 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 154-77. 
50 Captain Peter Pearson, as cited in Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s 
famous icebreaker Aurora Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 175. 
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‘Gizmo’ Day is recognised on 16 December each year.51 Unfortunately, however, the ship’s engine 
room caught fire about 97 nautical miles from Fremantle on its next voyage.52 It was a blessing that 
the breakdown happened so close to home, because such an event in the rolling waves of the 
Southern Ocean, or during an icebreaking event, would have been extremely dangerous. Luckily 
there were once again no injuries in this third and final ‘unpredicted event’ of the 1998/99 season.53 
 
The MV Akademik Shokalskiy rescue: 2013-14 
 
The MV Akademik Shokalskiy is a Russian vessel was been privately chartered to conduct marine 
science research during the 2013/14 season. The ship carried a mixed contingent of 22 Russian 
crew and 52 passengers, including scientists, students, paying passengers and journalists. On 
Christmas morning, while close to the Hodgeman Islands, the ship became stuck in thick ice, having 
torn a hole in its hull trying to get out of the ice. Two icebergs were quickly moving towards it.54  
 
The Aurora Australis was refuelling at Casey Station when news of the distressed ship reached the 
crew. After decoupling from the fuelling apparatus, clearing cargo from the helipad and organising 
expeditioners to and from Casey Station, the ship set off. The Chinese icebreaker the Xue Long and 
French vessel L’Astrolabe had also responded to the distressed vessel. The three ships decided to 
use their cumulative assets—the Xue Long’s aircraft and the Aurora Australis’ sleeping quarters—to 
rescue the passengers, with L’Astrolabe acting as support.55  But the ice around the MV Akademik 
Shokalskiy proved too thick for the Aurora Australis so an air evacuation was organised. However, 
there was another problem: Captain Wang of the Xue Long radioed Aurora asking for assistance – 
they too had become stuck in the thick ice!56 However, the Aurora Australis could only get within 2.3 
kilometres of the Xue Long, so decided to use the Xue Long’s large Kamov helicopter to fly 
passengers from the Akademik Shokalskiy to the ice next to the Aurora Australis because it was too 
large to land on the Aurora Australis’s smaller helideck. After the passengers were safely aboard 
Aurora Australis, the USA’s Polar Star came to help the Akademik Shokalskiy and the Xue Long get 
out of the ice, and the Aurora Australis returned to Newcomb Bay at Casey Station before eventually 
heading back to Hobart.57 
 
A quiet achiever – scientific achievement on board the Aurora Australis 
 
After the disastrous 1998/99 season, an undaunted Aurora Australis crew and team of scientists 
continued travelling to Antarctica. In August 1999, the Aurora Australis reached the Mertz Glacier 

 
51 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 176. 
52 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 184-5. 
53 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 198. 
54 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 198. 
55 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 238. 
56 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 255-62. 
57 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 255-62. 
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polynya and remained for four weeks, marking the first time a ship had worked in this active 
environment in Antarctica during winter.58  
 
Later that year, the five-year Antarctic Pack Ice Seals (APIS) program resumed after being 
abandoned in the previous season. The program surveyed some 1.5 million square kilometres of 
East Antarctica between Mawson Station and the French base Dumont d’Urville, cutting through 
more than 3,000 kilometres of pack ice. Helicopters flew more than six thousand kilometres during 
these surveys.59 The successes continued in the 2000/02 season with the Krill Availability, 
Community Trophodynamics (KACTAS) and Amery Ice Shelf Ocean Research – Surveys (AMISOR) 
marine science voyages. During this season, the Aurora Australis came to the aid of the Norwegian 
icebreaker Polar Bird, which was under charter by the Australian Antarctic Division and which had 
become stuck in thick pack ice.60 Just eleven months later, the Polar Bird again became stuck in ice 
close to where the Aurora Australis had become stuck in 1998. The Aurora Australis again needed to 
move people and cargo to Mawson before helping extricate the Polar Bird from thick ice.61 
 
One of the Aurora Australis’s key scientific achievements was its contribution to the management of 
krill fisheries. In the 1980s and 1990s there were no regulations to monitor krill fishing in East 
Antarctica. To ensure a sustainable industry, data was needed to set catch limits. Within seven 
months of conducting its first survey, the government was able to set a limit of 775,000 for each 
catch. Another survey was undertaken in 2006, this time for the western regions of Antarctica. More 
accurate methods allowed for a limit of 2.645 tonnes.62  
 
Providing medical help 
 
The Aurora Australis, with a working hospital on board, responded to several medical emergencies in 
Antarctica, including transporting two expeditioners to Hobart in 1994. One had suffered a heart 
attack at Davis Station and the other had broken her leg in the field near Casey. In 1999, the Aurora 
Australis transported an injured expeditioner who had fallen down a crevasse during field training. In 
2008, an expeditioner at Davis station fractured their ankle in a quad bike accident. The Aurora 
Australis was at Casey Station at the time, and, although it immediately diverted, was within flying 
distance in 10 days. However, the ship could go no further due to thick ice. Medical personnel flew 
to tend the injured patient and a massive US Hercules aircraft flew the patient directly to Hobart to 
avoid weeks of rough ocean passage. It was the first-time Australia and the United States had 
worked together in an international, multi-option rescue effort.63  
 

 
58 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 199. 
59 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 200. 
60 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 201-2. 
61 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 205. 
62 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, pp. 216-7. 
63 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 207. 



© SHP (Sue Hodges Productions Pty Ltd) 2020.  11 

As recently as 2015, the Aurora Australis trawled through heavy ice to return to Davis Station to pick 
up a seriously ill expeditioner only a few days after providing supplies there. Australian Antarctic 
Division medical personnel nursed the ill patient through the rough Southern Ocean waters to the 
Royal Hobart Hospital, a voyage that took several weeks.64 
 
The Aurora Australis’ medical and evacuation capabilities are renowned throughout Antarctica. Dr 
Jeff Ayton, Chief Medical Officer at Australian Antarctic Division stated that, ‘The Aurora was … 
arguably the best medical facility in the Southern Ocean. In any Antarctic Program. And [she] still has 
capabilities that are envied by some nations’.65 
 
A new role  
 
The Aurora Australis has also performed patrolling duties. In the early 2000s, personnel from 
Australian Customs and the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) were on board while 
the Aurora Australis patrolled Heard Island and McDonald Island for illegal Patagonian toothfish 
poachers. Before departure, Senator Ian McDonald told Hobart Mercury that the ship would send ‘a 
very clear message to those illegal fishing cartels [that] their presence in Australian waters illegally 
will not be tolerated.’  
 
On the rocks 
 
In January and February 2016, scientists aboard the Aurora Australis were part of a combined 
oceanographic and biological study in the Kerguelen Axis, a biological hotspot between the Antarctic 
Peninsula and the Kerugalen and Heard Islands. The research involved collecting CTD data and 
deep water samples.66  
 
During the subsequent Mawson Station resupply, in a blizzard on 24 February, the ship broke free of 
its mooring at West Arm in Horseshoe Harbour near Mawson Station and ran aground with great 
fears for both the ship and all on board. Fortunately the Aurora Australis remained afloat on the rocks 
and, despite breaches in the hull, the damage was found not to be severe. The voyage ended and all 
expeditioners were transported on the Japanese-flagged Shirase—an eponymous replacement of 
the ship that had rescued the Aurora Australis in 1998—to Casey Station, from where they were 
flown home. The Aurora Australis sailed under its own means to Fremantle and then on to Singapore 
for repairs.67  
  
  

 
64 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 207. 
65 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 208. 
66 Sophie Bestley and Mark Andrew Rosenberg, ‘Aurora Australis Marine Science Cruise AU1603 – Oceanographic Field 
Measurements and Analysis’, Australian Antarctic Data Centre, 24 April 2018, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://researchdata.edu.au/aurora-australis-marine-measurements-analysis/1329913>. 
67 Sophie Bestley and Mark Andrew Rosenberg, ‘Aurora Australis Marine Science Cruise AU1603 – Oceanographic Field 
Measurements and Analysis’, Australian Antarctic Data Centre, 24 April 2018, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://researchdata.edu.au/aurora-australis-marine-measurements-analysis/1329913>. 
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The IMAS-led research and resupply voyage: 2019 
 
In January 2019, research scientists from the Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS), the 
University of Tasmania, the ARC-funded Antarctic Gateway Partnership, the Antarctic Climate and 
Ecosystems (ACE) CRC, the Australian Antarctic Division (AAD), CSIRO, Edith Cowan University, and 
universities from around the world participated in a seven-week research and resupply trip to 
Antarctica.68 Led by IMAS’s Dr Delphine Lannuzel, the team was interested in learning more about 
how sea ice participated in the Southern Ocean ecosystem, specifically in iron accumulation. This 
not only involved drilling holes in ice, sometimes up to 2.5 metres thick, to reach encased layers of 
ice and the seawater underneath but also using CTS measurements gathered from the sea floor.69 
 
The expedition also aimed to reach the Totten Glacier to extend data collected in 2014/15, but the 
ice was too thick and the weather too unfavourable. However, the expedition successfully reached 
Mertz Glacier, the scene of the Aurora Australis’ fire in 1998. The region has experienced extensive 
changes since 2010, including a chunk of ice about 78km x 35km calving from the glacier. Scientists 
performed a number of experiments concerning water flow, phytoplankton abundance, iron and 
organic carbon influx and the height of the ice shelf. The samples of seawater will be used to 
calibrate the CTS instruments and reveal information about the chemistry of the ocean at this 
location.70 
 
  

 
68 Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS), University of Tasmania, ‘Breaking the ice – scientists explore Antarctic ice 
on Aurora Australis voyage’, University of Tasmania, 1 October 2019, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://imas.utas.edu.au/news/news-items/aurora-australis-voyage-explores-antarctic-ice>. 
69 Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS), University of Tasmania, ‘Breaking the ice – scientists explore Antarctic ice 
on Aurora Australis voyage’, University of Tasmania, 1 October 2019, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://imas.utas.edu.au/news/news-items/aurora-australis-voyage-explores-antarctic-ice>. 
70 Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies (IMAS), University of Tasmania, ‘Breaking the ice – scientists explore Antarctic ice 
on Aurora Australis voyage’, University of Tasmania, 1 October 2019, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://imas.utas.edu.au/news/news-items/aurora-australis-voyage-explores-antarctic-ice>. 
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Conclusion: Australia’s pre-eminent research and resupply vessel 
 
From 1990 to 2020 the Aurora Australis was the Australian Antarctic Program’s pre-eminent research 
and resupply vessel. It played a crucial role in numerous key scientific programs undertaken during a 
watershed worldwide scientific moment, beginning in the mid-1970s, which saw an increasing 
awareness of changing global climactic systems, detrimental changes to the ozone layer and 
changes in ice held in the planet’s polar regions.71  
 
The scientific pursuits of the Aurora Australis in the Australian Antarctic Territory and beyond has 
reinforced the practicality of the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) that regulates how the world’s 
nations cooperate over Antarctica. Ratified in 1961, the ATS currently has 54 participants with over 
55 Antarctic stations throughout Antarctica.72 Further, in 1991 the Madrid Protocol classified 
Antarctica as a ‘natural reserve, devoted to peace and science’. All signatories are obliged to 
conserve Antarctic flora and fauna, assess environmental impacts and minimise pollution.73 The 
Aurora Australis was central to Australia’s implementation of its obligations under the Madrid 
Protocol, including assisting with removal of the huskies from Mawson Station.  
 
During the Aurora Australis’s tenure, Australia’s multi-disciplinary approach to Antarctic research has 
included: 
 
• The establishment of the Ice, Oceans, Atmosphere and Climate Program that was developed to 

inform the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 
• The development of ground-breaking studies of the stratosphere, which led to the Davis 

LIDAR (light detection and ranging) program. This has investigated temperature, winds and the 
structure of the middle and upper atmosphere since 2001. 

• The establishment of the Antarctic Cooperative Research Centre in 1995, which evolved into the 
Antarctic Climate and Ecosystems Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) in 2003. This led to a 
significant increase in the amount and scope of marine research. 

• Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP), which entered into force in 
2004. 

• Australian-led major research programs during the International Polar Year (2007–09) in biology 
(Census of Antarctic Marine Life) sea ice and climate science (Sea Ice Physics and Ecosystems 
Experiment) and biological incursions into Antarctica (Aliens in Antarctica). 

• A link between Australian and Antarctic climate confirmed using ice cores from Law Dome. 

 
71 Kate Ramsayer, ‘Antarctic sea ice reaches new record maximum’, NEWS, NASA’s Goddard Flight Center, 8 October 2014, 
accessed 10 July 2020, <https://climate.nasa.gov/news/2169/antarctic-sea-ice-reaches-new-record-maximum/>; David W 
Fahey and Michaela I Hegglin, ‘Twenty questions and answers about the ozone layer: 2010 update’, Scientific assessment of 
ozone depletion: 2010, world Meteorological Organisation, 2011, accessed 10 July 2020, < https://acd-
ext.gsfc.nasa.gov/Documents/O3_Assessments/Docs/WMO_2010/Q2_QA.pdf>. 
72 U.S. Department of State, ‘0.1 Antarctic Treaty, done at Washington December 1, 1959’, n.d, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.state.gov/antarctic-treaty/>. 
73 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 80. 
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• Major marine science voyages (BROKE, BROKE-West) conducted to estimate krill abundance 
and distribution in the Southern Ocean, which contribute to krill fishery management through the 
Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources. 

• The increased use of remote sensing technology to study the Antarctic ice sheet and bedrock 
topography and geology. 

• The Australian Antarctic Science Strategic Plan, approved by the Australian Government in 2010, 
which directed scientific research from 2011–12 to 2020–21.74 

 
Some key personnel 
 
The Aurora Australis has transported countless scientists and researchers from Australia and around 
the world, certainly too many to mention here. Some individuals, however, have been singled out for 
outstanding service. They include Captain Murray Doyle, Captain Scott Laughlin and Bosun Per 
Larsen, who were awarded the Australian Antarctic Medal for ‘outstanding service in scientific 
research or exploration, or in support of such work, in the course of, or in connection with, an 
Australian Antarctic Expedition’, where ‘the rigours of Antarctic climate and terrain prevail’.75 
 
Scientific pursuit was the Aurora Australis’s core business and a number of scientists who worked 
and travelled on the ship have been honoured with Antarctic Medals for their marine science work for 
the Antarctic marine science program. Other scientists have made significant and internationally 
recognised contributions to Australian Antarctic science: 
 

• Dr Steve Nicol is a science program leader recognised for his work in Antarctic krill research, 
conservation and management.76  

• Dr Dana Bergstrom is an ecologist whose research focuses on studying how Antarctic 
organisms and ecosystems work. She has been the Australian delegate to the international 
Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) and chair of the National Antarctic 
Research Committee at the Australian Academy of Science.77 

• Dr Gwen Fenton was the first female Chief Scientist of the Australian Antarctic Division and 
is a marine biologist, most noted for identifying that the species Hoplostethus atlanticus can 
live to over 100 years old, which led to changes in species management programs. 

• Dr Steve Rintoul is a CSIRO Fellow and physical oceanographer recognised for his work 
uncovering how the Southern Ocean influences regional and global climate, biochemical 
cycles and biological productivity.78  

 
74 Jonothan Davis, ‘Breaking the ice’, Australian Antarctic Magazine, issue 22: Mawson Centenary Special, 2012, accessed 10 
July 2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/magazine/issue-22-2012/science/a-timeline-of-scientific-highlights/>. 
75 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 312. 
76 Wendy Pyper, ‘Career in krill offers scientific thrills’, Australian Antarctic Magazine, Issue 21, 2011, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/magazine/issue-21-2011/people/career-in-krill-offers-scientific-thrills/>. 
77 Australian Antarctic Division https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/meet-our-scientists/dr-dana-bergstrom/ 
78 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Steve Rintoul – Antarctic Medal recipient 2012’, 
Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 January 2013, accessed 10 July 2020, 
<https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/australia-in-antarctica/australian-antarctic-medal/recipients/dr-steve-
rintoul/>. 
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• Jono Reeve, head of the Australian Antarctic Division’s science support section, was 
recognised with an Antarctic Medal in 2002 for his long-term service to Australia’s Antarctic 
work.79  

• Howard Burton’s work concerning on board computer systems for marine science 
expeditions was crucial during the preparation of Aurora Australis’ scientific specifications, 
an achievement recognised with an Antarctic Medal in 1994.80  

• Richard Williams was on Aurora Australis’s maiden voyage to Heard Island in 1990 and was 
recognised with an Antarctic Medal for his many years of work for the Australian Southern 
Ocean Marine Program from 1977.81 

 
  

 
79 N.A., ‘Antarctic Medal award acknowledges quiet achiever’, Australian Antarctic Magazine, Issue 4, 2002, accessed 10 July 
2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/magazine/issue-4-spring-2002/midwinter2/antarctic-medal-award-acknowledges-
quiet-achiever/>. 
80 Australian Antarctic Division: Leading Australia’s Antarctic Program, ‘Howard Douglas Burton – Antarctic Medal recipient 
1994, Department of Agriculture, Water and Environment, Australian Antarctic Division, 17 January 2013, accessed 10 July 
2020, <https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/australia-in-antarctica/australian-antarctic-medal/recipients/howard-
douglas-burton/>. 
81 Sarah Laverick, Through ice & fire: the adventures, science and people behind Australia’s famous icebreaker Aurora 
Australis, Pan McMillan Australia Pty Ltd, Sydney, 2019, p. 312. 
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The  significance of the 
RSV Aurora Australis



Aurora Australis significance assessment 

This significance assessment of the Aurora Australis was prepared by SHP (Sue Hodges Productions 

Pty Ltd) and Anita Brady Heritage, for the Aurora Australis Foundation Ltd. 

The assessment concludes that the Aurora Australis is of national heritage significance, principally 

for its historical significance and rarity value. 

The assessment also concludes that the ship is significant for other heritage values, including 

scientific/technological and social significance, which do not necessarily reach the national threshold 

and may also be of state significance to Tasmania. 

A brief history of the Aurora Australis is attached and has supported this assessment. 

Heritage criteria 

The assessment identifies and addresses the relevant: 

• National Heritage List criteria, as per the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

• Tasmanian Heritage Register criteria, as per the Tasmanian Historic Cultural Heritage Act 
1995 (Heritage Act) 

In applying the heritage criteria, the following have been referred to (and are 

summarised/paraphrased below): 

• Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage 
Council, 2009 

• Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, 
Water and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011 

Movable cultural heritage 

The Aurora Australis, as an item of movable cultural heritage, may also be considered for inclusion in 

the National Cultural Heritage Control List (NCHCL), as per the Protection of Movable Cultural 

Heritage Act 1986.  To be included in the NCHCL, and afforded the protection offered by it, the item 

or object must be of 'significance to Australia'. 

The ‘Definitions’, as per the legislation, state that to be of 'significance to Australia', the object 

should be of Australian origin, have substantial Australian content or have been used in Australia 

and: 

• is associated with a person, activity, event, place or business enterprise notable in Australian 
history; or 

• has received a national or international award or has a significant association with an 
international event; or 

• represents significant technological or social progress for its time; or 

• is an object of scientific or archaeological interest. 

Part 4 of the Protection of Movable Cultural Heritage Regulations, 2018, addresses the category of 

‘Objects of applied science or technology’ which may be considered for inclusion in the NCHCL.  The 

objects in this category, where they are of Australian origin and at least 30 years old, can include 

‘any object of water transport’ including a ‘power-driven vessel’. 
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As stated above and set out below particularly under ‘Historical significance’, it is the conclusion of 

this assessment that the Aurora Australis is of 'significance to Australia'.  Further, with reference to 

the four dot points above, it is considered to meet most if not all of these tests or measures. 
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1. Historical significance 

National Heritage List Criterion A: 

The place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s importance in the 

course, or pattern, of Australia’s natural or cultural history. 

Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Council, 

2009: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is connected with an event* or process which has had enduring 
consequences for the nation and/or has had a significant impact on the nation in terms of 
the political, economic, scientific or social fabric of Australia.  It may be of national 
importance for its ability to define an activity which is important to the nation and which 
demonstrates a key political, economic, scientific or social process that has significantly 
shaped Australia’s development, and has been nationally recognised as exceptional because 
of its importance in this regard.  The event or process should also demonstrate a significant 
amount of support in Australian history for being an event or process which has had a 
national and long-term impact on Australia’s historical development. 

*an event may have lasted a short time, extended over a number of years or have been intermittent. 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion A: 

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania's history. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is associated with, contributed to and is/was notable, influential and 
symbolic in an historically important event, phase, period, process, function or movement in 
Tasmania.   

Assessment: National 

The Aurora Australis, which was the Australian Antarctic Division’s pre-eminent ice-breaking polar 

research and resupply vessel from 1989 until 2020, is of outstanding historical significance.   

The Australian Antarctic Division leads Australia’s Antarctic Program and is responsible for Australia’s 

presence and activities in the Australian Antarctic Territory and Southern Ocean.  The Aurora 

Australis provided expeditionary and cargo transportation services to and from the Australian 

Antarctic bases and Sub-Antarctic territories for over 30 years.  It played such a vital role in the 

Division’s operations and scientific programs, that it can be stated that all Australian science in 

Antarctica during this period depended on the ship.   

The Aurora Australis is also demonstrative of the extraordinary logistical efforts required to resupply 

the Australian Antarctic research bases. 

Many of the scientific programs with which the Aurora Australis was associated were undertaken at 

a watershed moment in earth sciences, amid increasing awareness of changing global climactic 

systems and conditions, detrimental changes to the ozone layer, and changes in the ice held in the 

polar regions.  The ship conveyed expeditioners from all over the globe to Antarctica, to investigate 

these and other pressing scientific issues, playing a critical support role in the pursuit of science at a 

unique time in history.   
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The Aurora Australis supported a broad range of scientific endeavours and investigations for the 

Australian Antarctic Division, including work on climate change, the ‘human footprint’ in Antarctica, 

conservation of Antarctic and Southern Ocean wildlife, marine research including sustainable 

management of Southern Ocean fisheries, long-term meteorological observations, ionospheric 

activity monitoring, seismic, magnetic and GPS networks, and hydrographic and bathymetric 

(seafloor) mapping.  

The scientific work carried on, and with support from, the Aurora Australis was key to Australia’s 

involvement and influential role in significant international treaty bodies and commissions including 

the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) which regulates how independent nations cooperate over 

Antarctica.  The Treaty came into being in 1961 and currently has 54 participants who have 

established over 55 Antarctic stations.  

The Aurora Australis is also significant for making more than 150 crossings of the notoriously 

unforgiving and treacherous Southern Ocean, while transporting over 14,000 expeditioners to and 

from the Antarctic region, a statistic few other vessels could match.   

Most of the voyages were to the Australian Antarctic Territory stations and sites including Casey, 

Mawson and Davis stations.  The ship also voyaged to Macquarie Island in the south-west Pacific 

Ocean between New Zealand and Antarctica; and to the Australian external territory of Heard Island 

and McDonald Island in the Indian Ocean, the site of its maiden scientific survey.  International 

Antarctic bases and sites were also visited, reflective of the spirit of international scientific 

cooperation in evidence in the Antarctic. 

The Aurora Australis was, in addition, involved in rescue operations, both assisting other vessels in 

need or distress in challenging and remote Antarctic conditions; or requiring its own assistance after 

fires on board and mechanical/technical breakdowns and malfunctions.   

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is significant to the state of Tasmania, with the ship and the state having a 

strong historical connection for over 30 years. 

During its 31 years in operation as the flagship icebreaker of the Australian Antarctic Division, the 

Aurora Australis was berthed at Princes Wharf 1 on the Hobart waterfront.  The Antarctic Division is 

also based in Hobart, from where it leads Australia’s Antarctic Program and is responsible for 

Australia’s presence and activities in the Australian Antarctic Territory and Southern Ocean. 

The Aurora Australis has been a significant presence on the wharf during this period.  Each regular 

voyage departed from Hobart and returned to Hobart.  Tasmanians first welcomed the arrival of the 

ship in 1989, when some 10,000 people toured it during an ‘open’ four days.  They continued to 

value its presence when, prior to the introduction of increased security procedures in the late 2000s, 

each voyage was seen off by a large crowd of well-wishers. 

Hobart is regarded as Australia’s gateway to Antarctica, with the Aurora Australis’ home port being 

central to this.  Hobart is also a significant centre for research into the Antarctic and Southern 

Ocean, with the University of Tasmania’s Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies having a campus 

on the waterfront.  The presence of the Aurora Australis, together with that of the Antarctic Division 

and the Institute, reinforces this aspect of Hobart’s reputation and the significance of the icebreaker 

in this context. 

https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/human-impacts/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/conservation-and-management-research/wildlife-conservation/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/conservation-and-management-research/southern-ocean-fisheries/
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Aurora Australis also provided provisions and transport for scientists working on Macquarie Island, 

which is part of the territory of the state of Tasmania and a declared Tasmanian State Reserve as 

well as a UNESCO World Heritage site listed for its unique environment.   
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2. Rarity value 

National Heritage List Criterion B: 

The place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s possession of 

uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Australia’s natural or cultural history. 

Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Council, 

2009: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) possesses uncommon, rare, or endangered aspects of Australia’s 
natural or cultural history where these aspects are of national significance to Australia and of 
outstanding value to the nation.  It is the only and/or the only extant nationally important 
example with integrity or authenticity, with a specific nationally significant associated 
history, and which demonstrates an uncommon aspect of human activity.  It has integrity or 
authenticity including uncommon integrity in the national context; and retains sufficient 
elements to make it a good example of its type. 

Assessment: National 

The Aurora Australis is of outstanding significance for its rarity value.  It is the only icebreaker which 

was purpose-built for Australia and the Australian Antarctic Division’s operations.  Prior to its 

commissioning and maiden voyage, Australia used foreign-made vessels for the Division’s work in 

Antarctica.   

The Aurora Australis was constructed by Carrington Slipways in Newcastle, New South Wales, for P & 

O Polar, to a design of Finnish origin, and is also the only icebreaker to have been built in Australia. 
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3. Scientific & technological significance 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion E: 

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is important in demonstrating a high degree of technical 
achievement and excellence, innovation and accomplishment in the field of scientific human 
endeavour, as is evident in its design, construction and use. 

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is of scientific significance as a purpose-built icebreaker and scientific research 

and supply ship, which demonstrates and retains key technological and design characteristics of an 

arctic icebreaking vessel, in combination with scientific facilities and accommodation for up to 140 

passengers and crew. 

Designed to push through solid continuous ice up to 1.2 metres thick, icebreaker characteristics 

demonstrated in the Aurora Australis include rounded keels with no protuberances and no 

stabilizing fins; extra thick steel at the bow and hulls made from special steels designed for low 

temperatures; a powerful engine and propeller; and other onboard icebreaking technology including 

air bubbling systems, heated water jets, and the ability to rapidly move large amounts of water 

ballast within the ship to shift its weight and rock the vessel to assist with ice breaking.   

As a scientific research ship, the Aurora Australis is fitted with: 

• Trawl deck for marine science and oceanographic work. 

• Laboratories for biological, oceanography and meteorological experiments and observations, 
including built-in laboratories plus capacity for portable container laboratories which can be 
transported on and off the ship and fitted out for purpose. 

• Dark room, scientific freezer and various winches and cranes. 

As a ship which transported researchers and expeditioners, the Aurora Australis is also fitted with: 

• Berths for 140 people (24 crew members and 116 passengers). 

• Two-bed hospital with full operating theatre.  

• Communal recreational spaces including a cafeteria-style restaurant, quiet lounge, 
gymnasium, sauna, lecture and video theatre and two conference rooms. 

• On-board incinerator for rubbish disposal and biological reduction sewerage system. 

Other Aurora Australis’ technological and design characteristics include: 

• No fuel cells close to the hull so that in the event of an accident an oil spill is unlikely and the 
Antarctic environment less likely to be impacted. 

• Dedicated helideck which can operate, refuel and house long range helicopters. 

• Global Maritime Distress Safety System (GMDSS). 

All of the above reinforce the exceptional technical aspects of the ship’s design and construction.    

The Aurora Australis is also of scientific significance for its ability to meet the unique challenges of 

resupplying Australia’s Antarctic stations and Sub-Antarctic territories.  Typically and historically the 

Antarctic ice-breaking period occurred during a few short weeks in summer.  The Aurora Australis 

was designed to extend this short supply season, enabling the vessel to access and resupply 
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Australia's bases earlier and depart later in the season.  This extended period of support was critical 

in enabling the Australian Antarctic Division to maintain peak operations. 

The Aurora Australis is additionally significant for its ability to open up passage through ice-covered 

water for the safe traverse of following ships. 
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4. Social significance 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion F: 

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social 

or spiritual reasons. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) has a strong or special meaning or association for a group who share 
a common interest; and generates a strong sense of attachment for that group.  The 
meaning or importance is beyond everyday amenity value. 

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is considered to be of social significance to the Australian Antarctic scientific 

and expeditioner community, and to the people of Hobart.   

The Aurora Australis was fondly regarded by many who voyaged in it, an attachment which was 

reinforced by the success of the scientific programs and initiatives conducted on, and supported by, 

the ship.  The bringing together of expeditioners from all over the globe; the cooperative role in 

international expeditions and joint scientific programs in the Antarctic and Southern Ocean; and the 

involvement in rescue missions for other ships in distress, strengthened the affection and admiration 

for the Aurora Australis.    

That the ship was given the gently mocking nickname of ‘Orange Roughy’ by the expeditioner 

community, is also reflective of the esteem in which it was held.  This was in recognition of the 

distinctive bright orange hull which enhanced visibility in ice-strewn waters.  

For the people of Hobart, the striking orange ship was a much-valued presence for over 30 years at 

Princes Wharf on the Hobart waterfront.  They welcomed its arrival in 1989, when some 10,000 

people toured the ship during an ‘open’ four days; and continued to see off its voyages with large 

crowds of well-wishers until increased security measures were introduced in the late 2000s.   

The Hobart community also valued the ship’s role in cementing the city’s place as Australia’s 

gateway to Antarctica, with the Aurora Australis’ home port being central to this.   



Aurora Australis significance assessment 

This significance assessment of the Aurora Australis was prepared by SHP (Sue Hodges Productions 

Pty Ltd) and Anita Brady Heritage, for the Aurora Australis Foundation Ltd. 

The assessment concludes that the Aurora Australis is of national heritage significance, principally 

for its historical significance and rarity value. 

The assessment also concludes that the ship is significant for other heritage values, including 

scientific/technological and social significance, which do not necessarily reach the national threshold 

and may also be of state significance to Tasmania. 

A brief history of the Aurora Australis is attached and has supported this assessment. 

Heritage criteria 

The assessment identifies and addresses the relevant: 

• National Heritage List criteria, as per the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

• Tasmanian Heritage Register criteria, as per the Tasmanian Historic Cultural Heritage Act 
1995 (Heritage Act) 

In applying the heritage criteria, the following have been referred to (and are 

summarised/paraphrased below): 

• Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage 
Council, 2009 

• Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, 
Water and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011 

Movable cultural heritage 

The Aurora Australis, as an item of movable cultural heritage, may also be considered for inclusion in 

the National Cultural Heritage Control List (NCHCL), as per the Protection of Movable Cultural 

Heritage Act 1986.  To be included in the NCHCL, and afforded the protection offered by it, the item 

or object must be of 'significance to Australia'. 

The ‘Definitions’, as per the legislation, state that to be of 'significance to Australia', the object 

should be of Australian origin, have substantial Australian content or have been used in Australia 

and: 

• is associated with a person, activity, event, place or business enterprise notable in Australian 
history; or 

• has received a national or international award or has a significant association with an 
international event; or 

• represents significant technological or social progress for its time; or 

• is an object of scientific or archaeological interest. 

Part 4 of the Protection of Movable Cultural Heritage Regulations, 2018, addresses the category of 

‘Objects of applied science or technology’ which may be considered for inclusion in the NCHCL.  The 

objects in this category, where they are of Australian origin and at least 30 years old, can include 

‘any object of water transport’ including a ‘power-driven vessel’. 
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As stated above and set out below particularly under ‘Historical significance’, it is the conclusion of 

this assessment that the Aurora Australis is of 'significance to Australia'.  Further, with reference to 

the four dot points above, it is considered to meet most if not all of these tests or measures. 
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1. Historical significance 

National Heritage List Criterion A: 

The place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s importance in the 

course, or pattern, of Australia’s natural or cultural history. 

Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Council, 

2009: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is connected with an event* or process which has had enduring 
consequences for the nation and/or has had a significant impact on the nation in terms of 
the political, economic, scientific or social fabric of Australia.  It may be of national 
importance for its ability to define an activity which is important to the nation and which 
demonstrates a key political, economic, scientific or social process that has significantly 
shaped Australia’s development, and has been nationally recognised as exceptional because 
of its importance in this regard.  The event or process should also demonstrate a significant 
amount of support in Australian history for being an event or process which has had a 
national and long-term impact on Australia’s historical development. 

*an event may have lasted a short time, extended over a number of years or have been intermittent. 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion A: 

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania's history. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is associated with, contributed to and is/was notable, influential and 
symbolic in an historically important event, phase, period, process, function or movement in 
Tasmania.   

Assessment: National 

The Aurora Australis, which was the Australian Antarctic Division’s pre-eminent ice-breaking polar 

research and resupply vessel from 1989 until 2020, is of outstanding historical significance.   

The Australian Antarctic Division leads Australia’s Antarctic Program and is responsible for Australia’s 

presence and activities in the Australian Antarctic Territory and Southern Ocean.  The Aurora 

Australis provided expeditionary and cargo transportation services to and from the Australian 

Antarctic bases and Sub-Antarctic territories for over 30 years.  It played such a vital role in the 

Division’s operations and scientific programs, that it can be stated that all Australian science in 

Antarctica during this period depended on the ship.   

The Aurora Australis is also demonstrative of the extraordinary logistical efforts required to resupply 

the Australian Antarctic research bases. 

Many of the scientific programs with which the Aurora Australis was associated were undertaken at 

a watershed moment in earth sciences, amid increasing awareness of changing global climactic 

systems and conditions, detrimental changes to the ozone layer, and changes in the ice held in the 

polar regions.  The ship conveyed expeditioners from all over the globe to Antarctica, to investigate 

these and other pressing scientific issues, playing a critical support role in the pursuit of science at a 

unique time in history.   
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The Aurora Australis supported a broad range of scientific endeavours and investigations for the 

Australian Antarctic Division, including work on climate change, the ‘human footprint’ in Antarctica, 

conservation of Antarctic and Southern Ocean wildlife, marine research including sustainable 

management of Southern Ocean fisheries, long-term meteorological observations, ionospheric 

activity monitoring, seismic, magnetic and GPS networks, and hydrographic and bathymetric 

(seafloor) mapping.  

The scientific work carried on, and with support from, the Aurora Australis was key to Australia’s 

involvement and influential role in significant international treaty bodies and commissions including 

the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) which regulates how independent nations cooperate over 

Antarctica.  The Treaty came into being in 1961 and currently has 54 participants who have 

established over 55 Antarctic stations.  

The Aurora Australis is also significant for making more than 150 crossings of the notoriously 

unforgiving and treacherous Southern Ocean, while transporting over 14,000 expeditioners to and 

from the Antarctic region, a statistic few other vessels could match.   

Most of the voyages were to the Australian Antarctic Territory stations and sites including Casey, 

Mawson and Davis stations.  The ship also voyaged to Macquarie Island in the south-west Pacific 

Ocean between New Zealand and Antarctica; and to the Australian external territory of Heard Island 

and McDonald Island in the Indian Ocean, the site of its maiden scientific survey.  International 

Antarctic bases and sites were also visited, reflective of the spirit of international scientific 

cooperation in evidence in the Antarctic. 

The Aurora Australis was, in addition, involved in rescue operations, both assisting other vessels in 

need or distress in challenging and remote Antarctic conditions; or requiring its own assistance after 

fires on board and mechanical/technical breakdowns and malfunctions.   

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is significant to the state of Tasmania, with the ship and the state having a 

strong historical connection for over 30 years. 

During its 31 years in operation as the flagship icebreaker of the Australian Antarctic Division, the 

Aurora Australis was berthed at Princes Wharf 1 on the Hobart waterfront.  The Antarctic Division is 

also based in Hobart, from where it leads Australia’s Antarctic Program and is responsible for 

Australia’s presence and activities in the Australian Antarctic Territory and Southern Ocean. 

The Aurora Australis has been a significant presence on the wharf during this period.  Each regular 

voyage departed from Hobart and returned to Hobart.  Tasmanians first welcomed the arrival of the 

ship in 1989, when some 10,000 people toured it during an ‘open’ four days.  They continued to 

value its presence when, prior to the introduction of increased security procedures in the late 2000s, 

each voyage was seen off by a large crowd of well-wishers. 

Hobart is regarded as Australia’s gateway to Antarctica, with the Aurora Australis’ home port being 

central to this.  Hobart is also a significant centre for research into the Antarctic and Southern 

Ocean, with the University of Tasmania’s Institute for Marine and Antarctic Studies having a campus 

on the waterfront.  The presence of the Aurora Australis, together with that of the Antarctic Division 

and the Institute, reinforces this aspect of Hobart’s reputation and the significance of the icebreaker 

in this context. 

https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/human-impacts/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/conservation-and-management-research/wildlife-conservation/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/science/conservation-and-management-research/southern-ocean-fisheries/
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Aurora Australis also provided provisions and transport for scientists working on Macquarie Island, 

which is part of the territory of the state of Tasmania and a declared Tasmanian State Reserve as 

well as a UNESCO World Heritage site listed for its unique environment.   
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2. Rarity value 

National Heritage List Criterion B: 

The place has outstanding heritage value to the nation because of the place’s possession of 

uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of Australia’s natural or cultural history. 

Guidelines for the Assessment of Places for the National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Council, 

2009: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) possesses uncommon, rare, or endangered aspects of Australia’s 
natural or cultural history where these aspects are of national significance to Australia and of 
outstanding value to the nation.  It is the only and/or the only extant nationally important 
example with integrity or authenticity, with a specific nationally significant associated 
history, and which demonstrates an uncommon aspect of human activity.  It has integrity or 
authenticity including uncommon integrity in the national context; and retains sufficient 
elements to make it a good example of its type. 

Assessment: National 

The Aurora Australis is of outstanding significance for its rarity value.  It is the only icebreaker which 

was purpose-built for Australia and the Australian Antarctic Division’s operations.  Prior to its 

commissioning and maiden voyage, Australia used foreign-made vessels for the Division’s work in 

Antarctica.   

The Aurora Australis was constructed by Carrington Slipways in Newcastle, New South Wales, for P & 

O Polar, to a design of Finnish origin, and is also the only icebreaker to have been built in Australia. 
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3. Scientific & technological significance 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion E: 

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) is important in demonstrating a high degree of technical 
achievement and excellence, innovation and accomplishment in the field of scientific human 
endeavour, as is evident in its design, construction and use. 

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is of scientific significance as a purpose-built icebreaker and scientific research 

and supply ship, which demonstrates and retains key technological and design characteristics of an 

arctic icebreaking vessel, in combination with scientific facilities and accommodation for up to 140 

passengers and crew. 

Designed to push through solid continuous ice up to 1.2 metres thick, icebreaker characteristics 

demonstrated in the Aurora Australis include rounded keels with no protuberances and no 

stabilizing fins; extra thick steel at the bow and hulls made from special steels designed for low 

temperatures; a powerful engine and propeller; and other onboard icebreaking technology including 

air bubbling systems, heated water jets, and the ability to rapidly move large amounts of water 

ballast within the ship to shift its weight and rock the vessel to assist with ice breaking.   

As a scientific research ship, the Aurora Australis is fitted with: 

• Trawl deck for marine science and oceanographic work. 

• Laboratories for biological, oceanography and meteorological experiments and observations, 
including built-in laboratories plus capacity for portable container laboratories which can be 
transported on and off the ship and fitted out for purpose. 

• Dark room, scientific freezer and various winches and cranes. 

As a ship which transported researchers and expeditioners, the Aurora Australis is also fitted with: 

• Berths for 140 people (24 crew members and 116 passengers). 

• Two-bed hospital with full operating theatre.  

• Communal recreational spaces including a cafeteria-style restaurant, quiet lounge, 
gymnasium, sauna, lecture and video theatre and two conference rooms. 

• On-board incinerator for rubbish disposal and biological reduction sewerage system. 

Other Aurora Australis’ technological and design characteristics include: 

• No fuel cells close to the hull so that in the event of an accident an oil spill is unlikely and the 
Antarctic environment less likely to be impacted. 

• Dedicated helideck which can operate, refuel and house long range helicopters. 

• Global Maritime Distress Safety System (GMDSS). 

All of the above reinforce the exceptional technical aspects of the ship’s design and construction.    

The Aurora Australis is also of scientific significance for its ability to meet the unique challenges of 

resupplying Australia’s Antarctic stations and Sub-Antarctic territories.  Typically and historically the 

Antarctic ice-breaking period occurred during a few short weeks in summer.  The Aurora Australis 

was designed to extend this short supply season, enabling the vessel to access and resupply 
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Australia's bases earlier and depart later in the season.  This extended period of support was critical 

in enabling the Australian Antarctic Division to maintain peak operations. 

The Aurora Australis is additionally significant for its ability to open up passage through ice-covered 

water for the safe traverse of following ships. 
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4. Social significance 

Tasmanian Heritage Register Criterion F: 

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social 

or spiritual reasons. 

Assessing Historic Heritage Significance, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and the Environment, Version 5, October 2011: 

• The place (i.e. the ship) has a strong or special meaning or association for a group who share 
a common interest; and generates a strong sense of attachment for that group.  The 
meaning or importance is beyond everyday amenity value. 

Assessment: State or below National 

The Aurora Australis is considered to be of social significance to the Australian Antarctic scientific 

and expeditioner community, and to the people of Hobart.   

The Aurora Australis was fondly regarded by many who voyaged in it, an attachment which was 

reinforced by the success of the scientific programs and initiatives conducted on, and supported by, 

the ship.  The bringing together of expeditioners from all over the globe; the cooperative role in 

international expeditions and joint scientific programs in the Antarctic and Southern Ocean; and the 

involvement in rescue missions for other ships in distress, strengthened the affection and admiration 

for the Aurora Australis.    

That the ship was given the gently mocking nickname of ‘Orange Roughy’ by the expeditioner 

community, is also reflective of the esteem in which it was held.  This was in recognition of the 

distinctive bright orange hull which enhanced visibility in ice-strewn waters.  

For the people of Hobart, the striking orange ship was a much-valued presence for over 30 years at 

Princes Wharf on the Hobart waterfront.  They welcomed its arrival in 1989, when some 10,000 

people toured the ship during an ‘open’ four days; and continued to see off its voyages with large 

crowds of well-wishers until increased security measures were introduced in the late 2000s.   

The Hobart community also valued the ship’s role in cementing the city’s place as Australia’s 

gateway to Antarctica, with the Aurora Australis’ home port being central to this.   




