Sydney Ports Hands Over A Piece of History
Tuesday, 30 July 2002
A fisherman always knows the best time to fish, a surfer always knows when they can catch the best waves and a captain always knows when to bring his or her ship into port. 

Sydney Ports Corporation’s provision of tidal information makes the job of knowing what’s best, much easier for these people.

Sydney Ports and their predecessors have been responsible for recording tide levels for over 100 years.

Today, Murray Fox, General Manager Navigation and Environment of Sydney Ports Corporation officially handed over Sydney Ports’ manual tide gauge first used in 1908, to the National Parks and Wildlife Service.

The old tide gauge, located at Fort Denison is a historical symbol of the working harbour and its maritime history and is being transferred to the NPWS for preservation.

It is Sydney Ports’ responsibility to provide tide records from the tide gauge at Fort Denison and Botany Bay to the National Tide Facility (NTF) in South Australia. 

The information collated by the NTF from tide gauges all over Australia, is used to prepare tidal predictions for port and harbour authorities, navies, and other users such as fisherman, sailors and even surfers.

Phenomena such as tsunamis can be predicted by the analysis of tide levels and used to warn coastal communities at risk, data relating to changes in sea levels are also gathered in the study of global warming.

Tide analysis also assists in the research of currents which can help locate faster and more economic shipping routes. 

Tidal information is most important to Port Authorities especially in a crisis, for example when a ship spills a pollutant into the sea, sea levels and tide predictions are important when attempting to prevent the spread of the pollutant and cleaning up the spill.

Tide levels have been recorded at Fort Denison from as early as 1870. Original charts are available from January 1905 and are held in the State Archives. 

From 1908 the Sydney Harbour Trust was the responsible authority for the tide gauge, although tides have been recorded at Fort Denison since 1870.

The Sydney Harbour Trust employed a caretaker who lived on Fort Denison, and it was the responsibility of the caretaker to replace the recorded charts with fresh paper, this continued when the Maritime Services Board took over in 1936.

In May 1960, the gauge at Fort Denison recorded shockwaves from the devastating Chile earthquake, an amazing graph of the event is now on display in the tide gauge room.

In 1974, the tide reached its highest value recorded at 2.37 metres. This was considered a freak of nature, as the average high tide known as the “mean high water springs”, is around 1.6 metres.

A caretaker by the name of Cliff Morris, employed by the MSB between 1961 and 1985, was very protective of the Fort and was constantly informing the Harbour Master if three or more ships were between the Fort and the Harbour Bridge at the one time, even though this broke no maritime laws. 

In 1992 National Parks and Wildlife Service took over from the MSB as the responsible authority for Fort Denison. However, the MSB remained responsible for the tide gauge, and an MSB staff member visited Fort Denison daily to change the paper and perform general maintenance on the gauge. 

The introduction by Sydney Ports, of an automatic tide gauge in 1995 enabled digital information from the gauge to be sent to the NTF via email/internet, however, the old tide gauge was still used up until 1999, as a back up. 

Sydney Ports are responsible for the new tide gauge, including the maintenance of the gauge and the provision of tide levels.

The NPWS have the old tide gauge operational once again for historical and interpretive purposes.
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