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The cardinal rule of defence acquisition is simple: do not buy military equipment before you have 
decided what the armed forces should be able to do. Otherwise, how can you tell whether you are 
getting what they will need? Unfortunately the government is blithely breaking this rule as it faces a 
decision about Australia's next submarines. Amid the lively debate about which submarines to buy 
and where to build them, no one can say what they are supposed to be for. 
 
Until we know that, there is simply no sensible way for Defence Minister Stephen Smith to make the 
complex choices in front of him. 
 
The experts aren't making it any easier. Some say buy big boats, others say small ones. Some say 
diesel, others say nuclear-powered. Some say adapt an old design, others say create a brand new 
one from scratch. Some say build the boats here, others say buy overseas. All of them agree we need 
submarines, but no one can say exactly why, and what for. So how can they possibly tell which kind 
would be best? 
 
To make this decision properly, we need to look at two much more fundamental issues about our 
strategic situation over the next few decades. 
 
The first issue is how sure we are that, 40 or 50 years from now, America will remain the guarantor of 
Australia's security. And yes, we do have to look that far ahead because our next submarines will still 
be in service after 2050. If we think that the American shield will still be a sure bet by mid-century, 
then our new submarines will only need to support American forces in Asia, not defend Australia 
without US help. That means we will not need very many, and their most important quality will be their 
ability to work with the US Navy. 
 
But the US shield is no sure bet. The American century is behind us, and the Asian century lies 
ahead. America will remain strong enough to be a strategic force in Asia if it chooses, but will it 
choose? In the American century, America was richer and stronger than all of Asia put together, and 
choosing to lead was easy. In the Asian century, China has a bigger economy than America's. It must 
choose either to work with China or compete against it. America has never faced such a choice 
because it has never faced a country richer than itself. No one knows what America will do — least of 
all America's leaders. 
 
The possibility that America will not remain Australia's strategic guardian raises the second 
fundamental issue. What would we do if we could no longer rely on the US? Should we build up our 
own forces so that we could defend Australia without US help, even against forces that a major Asian 
power like China could send against us? Or would we just put our head down, abandon our claims to 
being a middle power and hope for the best, like New Zealand? 
 
How we answer this question is central to our choices about submarines because submarines would 
be central to any independent defence capability. Submarines are likely to be the most cost-effective 
way to raise the risks for any aggressor trying to project power against Australia by sea. The 
submarines we choose will go a long way to determine whether we can mount an independent 
defence of Australia in the decades to come. 
 
So before Stephen Smith decides what submarines to buy, he needs to decide whether he wants to 
keep that option open. I think he should keep it open because there is a real chance that America will 
not remain our strategic backstop indefinitely, and we should not too lightly relinquish the capacity to 
defend ourselves. 
 
So for the new submarines this means that the key questions are how many do we get, and how soon 
can we get them, rather than if they are big or small, local or foreign, nuclear or diesel. Today we 
have six submarines, and the government plans to replace them with 12 new ones. That's far too few 



for Australia to have an independent capacity to defend the continent. We would need an absolute 
minimum of 18-24 boats. On present plans, we would not have even 12 boats in service until after 
2040. That's far too late. So to keep open Australia's options to be an independent middle power in 
the Asian century, the government needs to launch a submarine program to deliver twice as many 
boats twice as fast as now envisaged. 
 
To achieve this, the boats themselves need to be as simple and cheap as possible, consistent with 
being able to perform their core role of sinking ships against very capable adversaries. That means 
they should probably be diesel rather than nuclear, smaller rather than larger, and developed from an 
existing design, not a blank slate. And if we are to build a fleet of 18-24, then it makes sense to do it 
here in Australia. 
 
Finally, all this has implications for today's boats as well. Our submarine capability today is the 
foundation of our future capability. It makes no sense to spend anything on new boats unless the 
government fixes the problems that have plagued today's submarines for more than a decade. That 
must include decisive action to make them serviceable and get them to sea. If we cannot do that, we 
might as well give up thoughts of a new submarine and save our money. 
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