
Only 28% of 

Australians 

are in favour 

of buying 

submarines 

from Japan, even 

if it is cheaper 

to buy from 

overseas.

(Essential Media Poll, 
September 2014) 

Without a strong Australian shipbuilding industry, Australia 

will never be able to chart our own destiny when it comes to 

supporting our defence force and maximising its capabilities.

Australia, as an island-continent in a region undergoing dramatic 
changes in its strategic and geopolitical landscape, needs defence 
capabilities that are capable of adapting to potential future 
challenges.

We need to remember that civilian tradespeople are a vital pillar 

supporting our defence force –men and women that build and 

maintain the infrastructure that the ADF needs to do its job.

Having this capability requires key industrial and other national 
capacities. This in turn requires investment in skills, infrastructure 
and industrial development. The only way to ensure these 
capabilities is to ensure key production and maintenance work for 
WKH�$')�LV�SHUIRUPHG�LQ�$XVWUDOLD��UDWKHU�WKDQ�R̫�VKRUHG�E\�VKRUW�
term thinking.

Cost blow-outs and a lack of capacity, skills and infrastructure 
should not be used as reasons to suddenly abandon our domestic 
defence industries, whether they be shipbuilding or other key 
capabilities. If anything these are symptoms of a past lack of 
investment, short-term thinking and a sign that more, not less, 
investment is needed.

 

 PROBLEMS 
WITH IMPORTING 
SUBMARINES
There have been suggestions by the Minister for Defence that 
Australia should look to import the submarines we need – most 
likely from Japan. 

Not only is this a break of the Government’s election commitment 
WR�EXLOG�RXU�QHZ�VXEPDULQHV�LQ�$GHODLGH��LW�KDV�VLJQL̬FDQW�LVVXHV�LQ�
terms of overall defence capabilities. 

7KH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�'HIHQFH�KDV�FRQ̬UPHG�WKDW�Soryu submarines 

from Japan are too small for Australia’s needs – and therefore 
we would be working with an un-tested design to ‘stretch’ them. 
This is very risky. There are similar issues with France’s DCNS and 
Germany’s TKMS proposals – as the models they are based on are 

too small for our needs. 

The ADF and Department of Defence believe these options 

are very risky and have long stated that they prefer either (a) 

D�PRGL̬HG�&ROOLQV�&ODVV��EXLOW�KHUH��RU���E��D�QHZ�GHVLJQ�DQG�
EXLOG�LQ�$XVWUDOLD��WR�PHHW�RXU�YHU\�VSHFL̬F�VWUDWHJLF�QHHGV�
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Whenever I am 

asked why we 

should build 

submarines in 

Australia, my 

short reply is 

that we can't 

afford not to.

Governor General  
Peter Cosgrove, 
writing when Chief        
of the ADF, 2013.

Our domestic shipbuilding industry has been a vital part of Australia’s 

economy and national defence capabilities for over 200 years.

Our men and women in this industry remain a vital ‘fourth pillar’ supporting our defence force – 
alongside our Navy, Army and Air Force. 

As an island-nation, an ability to build and maintain our own ships has always been vitally 

important for Australia.

Today, the majority of ships built in Australia are for our navy. The industry employs thousands of 
skilled, professional Australians around the country – in Newcastle, Williamstown, Adelaide and 
Perth. 

But the entire industry is under threat. Unless the Federal Government commits to continuing 

to build our navy’s vessels in Australia, our shipbuilding industry will die.

Once it goes, it will be almost impossible to re-establish. 

The ideas presented here do no more or less than demonstrate the crucial importance of 
shipbuilding as a national industry. Not just now but also for the future. 

First, shipbuilding is crucial to our long-term national security. The importance of being 
able to build, maintain and supply our naval vessels cannot be surrendered. Australia’s 
sovereign capability is now at risk as the Coalition moves to a naval procurement program that 
is overly-focused on costs, ignores long-term national defence objectives and shows a limited 
understanding of what is actually at stake.

Second, shipbuilding supports jobs and maintains unique skills. Thousands of Australians 
are reliant on this industry for their jobs, and even more for the health of their communities. 
Shipbuilding provides skilled, stable and secure employment, especially when the industry is 
allowed to function to capacity by stable programming. 

Third, Australian shipbuilding is productive and competitive. Successive Government-
commissioned reports have shown that the Australian workforce is skilled and meets deadlines 
well within world’s best practice. The same reports show that if the industry is supported with 
VHFXUH��ORQJ�WHUP��UROOLQJ�EXLOG�SURJUDPV�WKHQ�FRVW�EHQH̬WV�DQG�ZLGHU�ḪFLHQFLHV�̭ RZ��

Long-term, supporting our national shipbuilding industry is also good for our economy. It 
LV�FKHDSHU�WR�VXSSRUW�D�ORQJ�WHUP�VWDEOH�LQGXVWU\�WKDQ�FRQWLQXDOO\�EX\�ʋRQH�R̫ʌ�SURMHFWV�IURP�
overseas. Supporting shipbuilding means building a strong, advanced and diverse economy; it is 
good for the bottom line. 

,�HQFRXUDJH�\RX�WR�̬ QG�RXW�PRUH�E\�UHDGLQJ�WKLV�ERRNOHW�DQG�E\�VXSSRUWLQJ�UHWHQWLRQ�DQG�
development of our shipbuilding industry.

Paul Bastian

National Secretary

Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union  

Australia’s           
National Security 
relies on our 
Shipbuilding 
Industry    

1.  IT’S VITAL FOR            
NATIONAL SECURITY
2XU�ZRUOG�UHPDLQV�D�GL̮FXOW�
and dangerous place – and is 
becoming more so as strategic 
risks increase around the 
globe. In this context it is 
vitally important that we are 
able to supply our own defence 
force ourselves, now and into 
the future. Our defence force 
is reliant on back-up from 
Australian industry. But a lack 
of programming certainty in 
such industries puts this vital 
industrial capacity and our 
defence force both at risk.

Australia is an island-nation 
dependent on maritime trade 
across our surrounding oceans.

If our shipbuilding industry is 

allowed to die, we will lose the 

skills required to design, build 

and maintain naval ships and 

submarines – skills that have 

been recognised as crucial 

through our history and in all 

recent Defence White Papers 

tackling future strategic risks.

Without a shipbuilding industry 
Australia will be totally reliant 
on foreign governments and 

foreign suppliers to provide 
capabilities our Navy needs 
all the time, and needs 
uninterrupted in times of crisis.

Australia needs to further 
develop and maintain our 
sovereign capability for 
maritime defence, by retaining 
the ability to build warships 
and submarines. This bolsters 
the national ability to keep our 
navy operating at sea every 
day; having an industry with 
the ability to conduct expert 
maintenance and repair on 
complex warships; and an 
industrial ability to build new 
warships that meet Australia’s 
VSHFL̬F�DQG�XQLTXH�QHHGV�ʇ�
without being so reliant on 
foreign countries. 

2.  IT’S GOOD FOR  
THE ECONOMY
&RPPLVVLRQLQJ�D�RQH�R̫�EXLOG�
from overseas is sometimes 
cheaper than building at home 
in the short-term. But this 
ignores the long-term economic 
EHQH̬WV�ʇ�DQG�FKHDSHU�SULFH�ʇ�
of having strategically-focused, 
long-term Australian building 
programs.

A long-term building program 

for all our naval requirements, 

spaced strategically in both 

time and place, would deliver 

VXEVWDQWLDO�HFRQRPLF�EHQH̬WV� 
A long-term program would 
mean Australian industry, 
including its domestic supply 
chains, has the security to invest 
in modernising infrastructure, 
improving worksites, expanding 
workforces and delivering 
cheaper builds.

We must also consider what 
the economic value lost by 
not building these ships and 
submarines in Australia would 
be? As well as an immediate 
loss of employment, there would 
be losses of industry capacity, 
growth and development, 
loss of local skills and scope 
for development, and the 
breakdown of an entire supply 
FKDLQ�WKDW�ZRXOG�D̫HFW�WHQV�RI�
thousands of Australians. 

3.  IT’S GOOD FOR 
EMPLOYMENT AND 
NATION-BUILDING
The Australian Government 
KDV�LGHQWL̬HG�WKH�QHHG�WR�EXLOG�
around 80 warships at a cost 
of $100 billion over coming 
decades. Adding maintenance 
across the ships’ lifetimes, the 
outlay is closer to $250 billion.

Designing, building and 
maintaining these vessels here 
in Australia would maintain 
and sustain an advanced 
manufacturing industry for over 
100 years.

In the short term, this would 
secure the jobs of over 4000 
shipbuilders directly employed 
around the country, and tens of 
thousands of workers down the 
supply chain. 

But we need action from the 
Australian Government now or 
we will start to lose the people, 
the skills and the capacity we 
need to make this industry a 
success.

We can build industries, skills 

and jobs while providing 

the men and women of our 

defence force with top-

quality equipment tailored for 

Australia’s unique strategic 

conditions and needs.

4.  AUSTRALIAN 
WORKERS ARE 
PRODUCTIVE AND 
COMPETITIVE
Productivity in shipbuilding is 
driven by planned and sustained 
programming, good data 
packages, good preparation and 
good schedules. A supportive 
Government leading a strategic 
building program would enable 
industry to deliver even the 
most complex projects on time 
and on budget.

The recent Senate Inquiry 
Report noted that Australia’s 
shipbuilders working on the 
current AWD project are well 
within world’s best practice – 
and that they could be even 
better with a secure industry. 

The main problem is that the 
industry has lacked Government 
support, and has been asked to 
do more with poor provisions. 
Plans (bought from overseas) 
have been shown to be 
faulty which has led to huge 
construction issues.

A home-grown industry, 
designing and building here in 
Australia, would avoid these 
problems.

4 BENEFITS OF SUPPORTING AUSTRALIAN SHIPBUILDING


