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Designing, building, fitting out, integrating into our defence architecture and maintaining a 
fleet of submarines to defend and provide a strategic advantage for Australia is a complex 
business. 
 
There are no simple solutions; no quick fixes.  
 
It is, to say the least, naïve to think of a multi-billion dollar acquisition involving cutting-
edge technologies for national security purposes as a simple “make or buy” decision. And 
it is just plain dumb to label as protectionists those who dare suggest there should be a 
role for Australian industry over the life of the submarine fleet. 
 
As the Government considers its options for the next generation of Australian submarines 
let’s be clear about industry’s perspective. This is a question of how to best manage 
Australia’s strategic objectives in an efficient, cost-effective way. It should not be a 
decision about industry assistance. 
 
The Government is weighing a number of highly credible options ranging from design and 
build here to buy from somewhere else, with Japan and a range of European options 
jostling for favour. There is a long way to run in this decision-making process but there are 
some essentials to consider. 
 
We are talking about a submarine fleet to provide capabilities for thirty or more years. 
Given the nature of these capabilities, a not insignificant consideration is the need to have 
the domestic capacity to sustain the fleet over its life - including in the event of war. We 
can hardly be towing submarines across hemispheres for repairs under warranty.   
 
Moreover, the submarine acquisition decision is not simply a discrete equipment purchase: 
modern war-fighting capabilities require complex architectures covering interoperable and 
integrated systems. 
 
So in developing new and effective submarine capabilities we do not just need 
submarines. We need submarines that we understand and can maintain, repair and 
upgrade. And we need submarines that can take their place in a dynamic defence 
architecture and link with the interoperable systems that reside within it. 
 
These considerations do not preclude the possibility of drawing extensively on the 
established submarine design and engineering capabilities of the Japanese or the 
Europeans. In fact, that may make a lot of sense. 
 
Whether it does make sense will depend on many factors. Perhaps most critically it will 
depend on whether there is a sufficient transfer of intellectual property to Australia and 
how we are able to develop the domestic capabilities needed to integrate the fleet into our 
defence systems and sustain it over its life. 
 
Inevitably these considerations will mean tapping into and developing domestic 
capabilities. Both the effective transfer of IP and the development of domestic capabilities 
necessarily involve a degree of “Australian-made”. 



 

 

 
That is why it is crucial that Australian industry is part of the fit out process, if not the 
design work. Getting in early is a cost-effective way to develop the capabilities we need 
and it certainly beats being left wondering what happened to our highly technical, defence-
related capabilities in ICT, services and advanced manufacturing that would be hollowed 
out from a lack of investment or projects. 
 
And make no mistake Australia does have considerable capabilities in these areas. 
 
For instance, Australia’s Defence Science and Technology Organisation (DSTO) is a world 
leader in the development and application of anechoic tiles offering superior stealth 
capability for submarines. In partnership with leading Australian defence systems and 
technology companies – ASC, BAE, Lockheed Martin, Raytheon, Saab and Thales, and 
their supply chain partners – DSTO is at the forefront of a range of other critical naval 
technologies. 
 
This expertise is something that came about as a result of the work on a number of naval 
platforms, including the Collins Class submarine, and these capabilities are a key reason 
Prime Ministers Abbott and Abe were able to agree a few months ago that our two defence 
science communities should share crucial information about propulsion systems and 
submarine hydrodynamics. The work of Australian-based industry is what has made 
possible the interest in a possible joint venture with Japan on future submarines for 
strategic reasons.   
 
In short, the submarine purchase decision should not be treated in terms of a simple make 
or buy dichotomy under which the submarine is either designed and made offshore and 
purchased “off-the-shelf” or is designed and made in Australia.    
 
So, let’s cut out the noise that says this is a simple, take it or leave it decision. There is a 
lot at stake here for Australia’s long-term defence and strategic positioning. And let’s stop 
undermining public confidence in our ICT, service and advanced manufacturing 
capabilities that we can, and should, deploy in the national interest. 
  


