
3Jim McDowell, Sovereign defence capability critical for Australia’s
ongoing safety and security. Defence Connect, 7 September 022:
https://www.defenceconnect.com.au/key-enablers/10651-sovereign-
defence-capability-critical-for-australia¬s-ongoing-safety-and-security.  

4CAPT Christopher Skinner is a Board member of the Royal United
Services Institute for Defence and Security Studies (NSW). The above are
his personal views. 
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A Perspective on Australian Industrial Contribution
to National Defence 

Over the last few years Australia has belatedly
recog nised the essential role of domestic industrial
firms to provide essential contributions to national
security and defence. This realisation saw the 2016
Defence Industry Policy Statement as a companion to
the 2016 Defence White Paper and the follow-on 2018
Defence Industry Capability Plan. 

Defence Industry is now recognised as an additional
Fundamental Input to (Defence) Capability (FIC)1 along
with organisation, command and management, per -
sonnel, collective training, major systems, facilities and
training areas, supplies and support. 

The capability development follows a life cycle of
four stages: strategy and concepts, risk mitigation and
require ment setting, acquisition, and in-service and dis -
posal. The second stage is punctuated by three
decision gates: Gate 0 approval of a business case,
Gate 1 marking First Pass consideration by Govern -
ment to provide strategic direction to the project at an
early stage, and Gate 2 Second Pass approval repre -
sents the Government approval to acquire the
capability, including the major capital asset and asso -
ciated support and sustainment. 

This process is a logical and rigorous approach that
is well described in the published literature. What is not
so obvious is the political overtones that apply to
defence industry in terms of regional industrial activity
and in the numbers and classes of jobs that may be
created. 

Unfortunately, over the period since the end of the
Cold War until the COVID pandemic there has been
much attention to these domestic employment consi -
derations and less to the risk mitigation and capability
sustainment mandates. The COVID pandemic has
drawn much attention to the fragility of supply chains
and the more recent conflict in Ukraine and the Russian
restrictions on fuel supplies have reminded us of the
risks inherent in such international arrangements. 

A recent case study illustrates this dangerous short-
sightedness. The US Navy’s VIRGINIA class nuclear
submarine program has been suffering schedule and
cost overruns in maintenance availabilities, partly due
to the non-availability of spare parts and other

materials needed for regular maintenance.2 This
opinion asserts there was insufficient investment in the
industrial manufacturing and supply infrastructure to
match the scale and urgency of the VIRGINIA program
that continues to deliver two additional submarines
each year. A further factor was the so-called 'rotable
pool' equipment, where replaceable components are
removed from one submarine, then refurbished, and
placed in the pool for reinstallation in another sub -
marine. The number of units in the pool is critical and
has not been fully stocked. 

Another Australian commentary is pertinent also.
Nova Systems CEO Jim McDowell3 has stated un -
equivocally that sovereignty in defence capability is
critical and that in turn relies on a domestic industrial
capacity to support the sustainment phase of capability
acquisition programs. McDowell emphasises the
imperative for sovereignty of local domestic capacity to
provide essential support. 

The above implies that the current dialogue on
defence industry should shift from financial com -
parisons whereby a premium is payable for local indus -
trial participation and where there will be competing
regional influences for location of the work, to a
rigorous assessment of the risks inherent in reliance on
overseas supply of vital repair parts and materials for
sustaining the availability of the defence capability we
have acquired. 

There should be a fundamental assessment of the
sovereign needs to employ defence capability even
when supply lines are interrupted, or geopolitical factors
intervene to withhold our supplies. This can happen for
a variety of reasons and the reliance therefore should
not be on the status quo being continued. 

Australian industry has core strengths and can
acquire other skills and infrastructure if these are
planned and funded at the start of major programs. The
availability of the necessary intellectual property for this
to occur should be one of the selection criteria and
contract negotiating issues for all major capability
programs. And this should not be about more jobs or
regional investment; on the contrary it should be about
what gives greatest assurance of sovereign capability. 

CAPT Christopher Skinner RAN (Retired)4

1Australian Defence Force Capability Life Cycle Manual Version 2.1, 14
October 2020, pp. 2: https://www.dica.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/
10/Capability-Life-Cycle-Manual-v2-1.pdf.

2Megan Eckstein, Submarine fleet needs more spare parts to stem
maintenance delays. Defense News, 22 Sep 2022: https:// www.
defensenews.com/naval/2022/09/21/submarine-fleet-needs-more-spare-
parts-to-stem-maintenance-delays/.
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