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If pressed: How does Defence ensure potable water quality standards are met onboard RAN 
vessels? 

. During acquisition, certification and tests are conducted to assure the potable water 
system delivers water compliant with the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines. This 
includes providing evidence that the equipment and materials used in the construction 
of the potable water system are appropriate for such an application, in line with a 
recognised standard for testing of products for use in contact with drinking water. 

. The relevant sustainment organisation for the vessel, supported by ship’s crew, ensure 
the potable water system is maintained, and potable water quality is tested in 
accordance with RAN policy. 

If pressed: How has it eventuated that the potable water quality does not meet the Australian 
Drinking Water Guidelines? 

. Testing undertaken on water quality and the potable water system materials has 
indicated that the source of metal contamination is likely to be from the materials used 
in the construction of the system. 

. These non-compliances can also be the result of factors such as: 

− Corrosion of materials and through-life degradation of the system. 

− The system may be reacting to the chemistry within the produced water, which 
could be aggressive to component materials. 

. The RAN has recently strengthened assurance requirements for potable water systems. 

If pressed: What safety hazard does exposure to and consumption of sub-standard water pose 
to personnel? 

. The Australian Drinking Water Guidelines are derived to account for the needs of an 
individual through a normal lifetime, including sensitive sub-populations, such as young 
children, the seriously ill and the elderly. 

. The RAN context of operation differs, where sensitive sub-populations are not present 
and personnel only serve on board RAN vessels for a limited duration. 

. In accordance with RAN policy, control measures and corrective actions are 
implemented where testing results exceed the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines. 
Health advice regarding long term exposure to the concentration of contaminants 
experienced on RAN vessels has consequently been evaluated to be low risk, based on 
the reported levels of containments, the short duration of exposure and range of 
mitigation factors that have been implemented. The health and medical staff 
responsible for advice in regards to health effects of contaminants have assessed the 
current health risk to be low. 

. Personnel exposure to elevated levels of contaminants is captured in Defence’s work 
health and safety incident management system (Sentinel). 
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If pressed: What steps are taken to manage the potential health impact on personnel due to 
exposure to non-compliant drinking water? 

. The RAN is committed to providing its sailors with drinking water that is compliant with 
the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines. 

. If potable water is tested and is above the relevant exposure limits, where possible, the 
testing point is isolated and alternate sources of potable water are arranged e.g. 
bottled water. 

. System flushing is undertaken and repeat testing occurs to determine levels of 
contaminants. In many instances, flushing has resulted in reduced levels of heavy 
metals to below the levels required within the standard.  

. The contaminates of concern, namely cadmium, lead and nickel cause harm to humans 
from long term exposure over significant time periods, and it is unlikely that short term 
exposure will result in negative health effects. 

. On 10 August 2023, Comcare received information regarding potable water concerns 
on-board the Hobart Class ships from a Department of Defence subcontractor. 
Comcare commenced an inspection in relation to this matter on 21 August 2023. 

. The inspection concluded that there was nil non-compliance with the Work Health and 
Safety Act 2011 and further highlighted that the retrofitting of bubblers with water 
filters and continued water testing was in accordance with the Australian Drinking 
Water Guidelines and would ensure the safety of drinking water on-board the Hobart 
Class ships. 

. The Inspector concluded that Department of Defence, as the person conducting 
business or undertaking, complied with their WHS duty to ensure the provision and 
maintenance of a work environment without risks of harm to workers. The inspection 
was closed 22 September 2023. 

If pressed: What steps have Navy taken to restore the availability of compliant potable water on 
RAN vessels? 

. Where necessary, remediation investigations are initiated to establish the cause of 
contaminant, and inform management to prevent further exposure.  

. Investigations are occurring in collaboration with Defence Science and Technology 
Group and Navy Engineering to identify the root causes of system contamination. The 
intent is to identify options to address the root causes of contamination. 

. Current remediation strategies are aimed at identifying interim solutions to manage 
potable water quality. Long-term solutions will require changes to equipment and 
materials. 

. A trial installation of point of use filters has shown some preliminary success in the 
reduction of heavy metal contamination.  
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