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EXPLAINER

Introduction

Australia is fast approaching a watershed moment for its national security. In March, Australian 
Prime Minister Anthony Albanese, British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak and US President Joe Biden 
will announce the “optimal pathway” by which Australia will acquire at least eight nuclear-powered, 
conventionally armed submarines (SSN) under the AUKUS partnership. Prime Minister Albanese has 
described it as “the single biggest leap in our defence capability in our history.”

By the AUKUS partnership’s first anniversary in September 2022, promising early efforts had been 
made to invest in infrastructure, form the necessary information-sharing agreements and establish 
training programs. At the same time, much remained uncertain about the scope, cost and timeline of 
the AUKUS submarine capability. With the completion of the initial 18-month consultation period, this 
explainer surveys official statements and remarks to uncover clues about the forthcoming submarine 
announcement. It foreshadows possible decisions in eight priority areas: the chosen submarine build, 
a potential interim capability gap, sovereignty considerations, costing, workforce demands, nuclear 
stewardship, force posture and structure and export controls.

EIGHT THINGS TO WATCH FOR IN THE AUKUS ANNOUNCEMENT

1. Submarine build
An off-the-shelf acquisition is highly unlikely, with 
a tri-national build the frontrunner.

2. Capability gap
Australia is unlikely to acquire an interim conven-
tionally powered submarine.

3. Sovereignty considerations
New debate will emerge about the relationship 
between Australia’s sovereign capacity and control.

4. Cost
A top-line figure has been promised, with more 
detail expected after the Federal Budget in May 
2023.

5. Workforce
Workforce education and training programs may 
expand, with details to emerge in subsequent 
consultations.

6. Nuclear stewardship
Insight will be provided into Australia’s use of 
nuclear technology, though it will not completely 
allay regional concerns nor misinformation.

7. Force posture and structure
The location of the new east coast naval base could 
feature in the submarine announcement.

8. Export controls
The announcement could flag high-level intent to 
fast-track regulatory reforms for the submarine 
project.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-02/joe-biden-tipped-to-host-aukus-announcement-albanese/101922328
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/nuclear-powered-submarine-task-force
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/address-national-press-club
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/365-days-of-aukus-progress-challenges-and-prospects
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1. Submarine build

What kind of nuclear-powered submarine Australia will acquire has inspired intense speculation. The 
initial frontrunners were the US Virginia-class or UK Astute-class attack submarines. However, the 
option of a so-called “off-the-shelf” purchase of either submarine is unlikely.

In January 2023, a leaked letter by US senators Jack Reed and James Inhofe, the Chairman and 
then-ranking member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, raised concerns about AUKUS 
“stressing the U.S. submarine industrial base to the breaking point.” A bipartisan group of US congress-
men were quick to reiterate their support for AUKUS once the story broke, 
insisting it would be a “rising tide that lifts all boats.” This support notwith-
standing, the United States is currently struggling to build the two boats per 
year needed to achieve its own force-level goal of 60 to 69 SSNs by 2052. 
The US submarine option had another setback recently with revelations 
that four of its submarine dry docks would be closed for repairs against 
potential earthquake damage.

Similarly, choosing to extend the UK’s Astute-class program is unlikely. The 
United Kingdom is undertaking a sequential build process whereby it is 
moving to build its Dreadnought-class ballistic-missile submarine (SSBN) 
program while designing the Astute-class replacement. Even if Australia 
was to acquire an Astute-class submarine, there would be challenges 
integrating the onboard combat system, as it differs from that of current 
Australian and American fleets.

Senior leaders from Australia and the United Kingdom have instead 
suggested that the chosen design will be a genuinely “trilateral effort” and 
a “tri-nation project.” Australian Defence Minister and Deputy Prime Minister Richard Marles stated 
in December 2022 that, “whereas perhaps earlier on in the process one might have imagined that this 
could turn into some competitive process, what’s really been clear as this has evolved is that it’s a genu-
ine collaboration.” These comments add weight to the possibility that the three leaders could announce 
some variation of the yet-to-commence US Next-Generation Attack Submarine or UK Submersible 
Ship Nuclear, Replacement (SSNR) programs to accommodate Australian requirements, or even that 
a completely new ‘AUKUS-class’ design might be unveiled to be acquired by all three countries.

Expectation: An off-the-shelf acquisition is highly unlikely, with a tri-national build the front-
runner.

SENIOR LEADERS FROM 
AUSTRALIA AND THE 

UNITED KINGDOM HAVE 
INSTEAD SUGGESTED 

THAT THE CHOSEN 
DESIGN WILL BE A 

GENUINELY “TRILATERAL 
EFFORT” AND A 

“TRI-NATION PROJECT.”

https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/navy-must-go-for-a-deep-dive-to-choose-the-right-submarine-20220808-p5b89z
https://www.navy.mil/Resources/Fact-Files/Display-FactFiles/article/2169558/attack-submarines-ssn/
https://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/the-equipment/submarines/attack-submarines/astute-class
https://breakingdefense.com/2023/01/exclusive-reed-inhofe-warn-biden-aukus-risks-becoming-zero-sum-game-for-us-navy/
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/secret-briefings-triggered-us-senators-dramatic-aukus-intervention-20230109-p5cb7q.html
https://www.smh.com.au/interactive/hub/media/tearout-excerpt/13075/AUKUS-letter.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=RL32418
https://news.usni.org/2023/02/16/navy-starts-80m-project-to-reinforce-four-puget-sound-dry-docks
https://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/the-equipment/submarines/future-submarines/dreadnought-class
https://www.naval-technology.com/projects/astute/
https://www.submarineinstitute.com/submarines-in-australia/The-Collins-Class.html
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2023-02-01/interview-sarah-lane-abc-am
https://www.smh.com.au/world/europe/aukus-submarines-likely-to-be-tri-nation-project-uk-defence-secretary-20230202-p5chbk.html
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2022-12-08/interview-sabra-lane-abc-am
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2022-12-08/interview-sabra-lane-abc-am
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2023/01/britains-new-attack-submarine-to-be-first-with-vertical-launch-system/
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2023/01/britains-new-attack-submarine-to-be-first-with-vertical-launch-system/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/aukus-alliance-we-need-to-pool-our-defence-capabilities/news-story/833eb5d8f00dbf327e0b71c2c3ec731b
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2. Capability gap

Any capability gap arising between the retirement of Australia’s existing Collins-class submarine fleet 
and the arrival of the AUKUS submarines will need to be addressed in the March announcement. The 
previous Australian Government approved the Life of Type Extension of the Navy’s existing fleet of 
six conventionally powered Collins-class submarines to commence in 2026, which will extend their 
service lives by 10 years. Nevertheless, the potential for a gap remains a concern, as Defence Minister 
Marles voiced in July 2022. At the December 2022 AUSMIN meeting, US 
Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin declared “we will not allow Australia to 
have a capability gap going forward,” though it remains unclear how it will 
be addressed.

A range of stop-gap measures have been proposed both in and outside of 
government over the past 18 months. One of the most popular suggestions is 
that an interim conventionally-powered submarine fleet should be acquired 
to defend Australia until all eight AUKUS submarines are built. However, this 
option was definitively rejected by Defence Minister Marles, who said there 
were no such plans during a visit to France in January 2023.

Officials in Australia and the United States have raised the option of leasing, 
purchasing or co-crewing US Virginia-class submarines in the Indo-Pacific. 
Another possibility is increasing the presence of US and UK submarines in 
Australia by allowing them to home port at Australian bases for maintenance 
and resupply. British media have suggested that the United Kingdom is contemplating selling Australia 
an Astute-class submarine as an interim capability while ruling out lending a submarine. Meanwhile, 
some Australian defence companies have called for fast-tracking autonomous underwater systems 
(AUVs) to plug any gaps, though the extent to which these systems can substitute submarine capabil-
ities remains unclear.

Expectation: Australia is unlikely to acquire an interim conventionally powered submarine.

A RANGE OF STOP-
GAP MEASURES HAVE 

BEEN PROPOSED BOTH 
IN AND OUTSIDE OF 
GOVERNMENT OVER 

THE PAST 18 MONTHS.

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/expect-submarine-delays-marles-says-as-he-plans-for-defence-capability-gap-20220606-p5argk.html
https://www.asc.com.au/what-we-do/collins-life-of-type-extension-lote/
https://www.anao.gov.au/work/performance-audit/collins-class-life-type-extension-planning-and-implementation
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/richard-marles-warns-of-submarine-capability-gap/news-story/6f9dfd42981ce0c562ee62772af3ed66
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-defense-secretary-lloyd-austin-australian-foreign-minister-penny-wong-and-australian-deputy-prime-minister-and-minister-for-defense-richard-marles-at-a-joint-press-avail/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jun/16/australian-built-conventional-submarines-vital-to-fill-looming-capability-gap-says-defence-thinktank
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/transcript/joint-press-conference-paris-france
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/leased-submarines-to-fill-security-gap-20210919-p58syl
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jun/10/peter-duttons-claim-he-planned-to-buy-us-nuclear-subs-political-point-scoring-defence-experts-say
https://breakingdefense.com/2022/12/will-us-supply-australia-with-aukus-subs-thats-not-going-to-happen-key-us-lawmaker-says/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/21356516/uk-billion-nuclear-sub-deal-australia/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/aug/17/robotic-submarines-fast-tracked-for-sydney-harbour-to-bridge-defence-capability-gap
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3. Sovereignty considerations

Debate about the implications of AUKUS for Australia’s sovereignty has intensified as the submarine 
announcement has drawn closer. The first issue is whether nuclear-powered submarines will make 
Australia unacceptably dependent on the United States and the United Kingdom for their operation, 
as argued by former Prime Ministers Malcolm Turnbull and Paul Keating. In response, Defence Minis-
ter Marles most recently addressed Parliament, stating that “the reality is that almost all of Australia’s 
high-end capability is developed in cooperation with our partners… [and] dramatically enhanced capa-
bility dramatically enhances our sovereignty.” This was reaffirmed at Prime 
Minster Albanese’s National Press Club Speech in February 2023 where he 
categorically noted that operational decisions for Australian nuclear-pow-
ered submarines would remain the sovereign prerogative of the Australian 
Government.

For the Australian Government, the AUKUS partnership is an evolution of 
Australia’s existing close defence industrial capability cooperation with key 
allies and partners. Much of the Australian Defence Force is equipped in 
partnership with foreign companies, such as US fighter jets and helicopters 
for the Air Force, British frigates and Spanish destroyers for the Navy, and 
German combat reconnaissance vehicles and South Korean self-propelled 
howitzers for the Army. A delicate point of difference between the oper-
ation of these other capabilities and nuclear-powered submarines is the 
question of sovereign control over the nuclear reactors that will power the 
boats. In February 2023, Australia’s Chief of the Nuclear Powered Submarine 
Taskforce, Vice Admiral Jonathan Mead, stressed that Australia will have 
“absolutely sovereign control and command of the reactor and the subma-
rine.” How this will function in practice is a key question that will need to be 
answered in the March submarine announcement.

The second issue is whether Australia will retain control over its use of these 
submarines in any military contingency in the Indo-Pacific. US officials have 
repeatedly sought to allay such concerns. The day after AUKUS was first 
announced in September 2021, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken noted 
that, “there are no follow-on reciprocal requirements of any kind,” and US Secretary of Defence Austin 
added, “we certainly didn’t go into this with a quid pro quo mindset.” In January 2023, Prime Minister 
Albanese maintained that “we are being very clear that Australia’s sovereign interest will be protected 
in any arrangements that we enter into.” Defence Minister Marles in a February 2023 speech further 
posited that high-end capability, “the use of which is at the complete discretion of a country, contrib-
utes greatly to the capacity of a people to determine their circumstances and therefore contributes 
greatly to national sovereignty.” The submarine announcement is unlikely to dispel these concerns 
but will hopefully enable a more informed discussion.

Expectation: New debate will emerge about the relationship between Australia’s sovereign capac-
ity and control.

MUCH OF THE ADF 
IS EQUIPPED IN 

PARTNERSHIP WITH 
FOREIGN COMPANIES, 
SUCH AS US FIGHTER 

JETS AND HELICOPTERS 
FOR THE AIR FORCE, 

BRITISH FRIGATES AND 
SPANISH DESTROYERS 

FOR THE NAVY, AND 
GERMAN COMBAT 
RECONNAISSANCE 

VEHICLES AND 
SOUTH KOREAN SELF-

PROPELLED HOWITZERS 
FOR THE ARMY.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/02/malcolm-turnbull-says-labor-has-failed-to-answer-if-aukus-deal-compromises-australian-sovereignty
http://www.paulkeating.net.au/shop/item/comments-by-pj-keating-on-the-announced-agreement-between-the-united-states-britain-and-australia
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2023-02-09/securing-australias-sovereignty
https://iview.abc.net.au/video/NC2311C004S00
https://www.defence.gov.au/business-industry/capability-plans/defence-industrial-capability-plan
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=160fqj8hmkY
https://www.quarterlyessay.com.au/essay/2022/06/sleepwalk-to-war
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/2779217/secretary-antony-j-blinken-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-australian-f/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/2779217/secretary-antony-j-blinken-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-australian-f/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/2779217/secretary-antony-j-blinken-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-australian-f/
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/television-interview-abc-730-1
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2023-02-09/securing-australias-sovereignty
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4. Cost

Details as to the cost of the AUKUS submarines and associated infrastructure have been promised 
repeatedly by Australian officials as part of the March announcement. Defence Minister Marles noted 
in December 2022 that this will only be in “general terms,” given the project’s 
long time horizon, but that “we’re dealing with the next four years […] you’ll 
see costs of this program start to appear in the forward estimates.” Whereas 
the French Attack-class program had an indicative cost of $90 billion for 12 
conventionally powered submarines, the AUKUS submarines are estimated 
to cost anywhere between $100 billion and $171 billion for eight SSNs.

The Australian Department of Defence has previously estimated that the 
facility and infrastructure costs alone required to transition to a nucle-
ar-powered submarine fleet would cost $10 billion. A key benefit of building 
in Adelaide is that, whereas US and British shipyards face inefficiencies after 
decades of operation, Australia will begin from a ‘clean sheet’ in shipyard 
design, manufacturing facilities and production techniques to become one 
of the “most sophisticated construction yards in the world.”

Regardless of build type, Vice Admiral Mead confirmed that “the Govern-
ment is absolutely committed to building the boats in South Australia.” 
Therefore, an important component of the AUKUS costing will be Minister 
for Defence Industry Pat Conroy’s Defence Industry Development Strategy, 
which will align defence procurement plans with Australian industry participation. Minister Conroy 
has already stated that he wants to move away from “counterproductive” quotas on local industry 
content that unnecessarily raise costs.

Expectation: A top-line figure has been promised, with more detail expected after the Federal 
Budget in May 2023.

DETAILS AS TO 
THE COST OF THE 

AUKUS SUBMARINES 
AND ASSOCIATED 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

HAVE BEEN PROMISED 
REPEATEDLY BY 

AUSTRALIAN OFFICIALS.

https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2022-12-08/doorstop-interview-washington-dc
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/lost-the-plot-how-an-obsession-with-local-jobs-blew-out-australia-s-90-billion-submarine-program-20210913-p58r34.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/aukus-submarines-to-add-100-billion-to-defence-bill-20221010-p5bom9.html
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/implementing-australias-nuclear-submarine-program
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2022-03-07/australia-build-additional-submarine-base
https://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/south-australia/osborne-submarine-shipyard-to-triple-in-size-for-aukus-build/news-story/36314d261e8761cf69df0964f53f97e0
https://iview.abc.net.au/video/NC2301H021S00
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/government-announces-review-of-defence-industry-policy-20230202-p5chd5
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/government-announces-review-of-defence-industry-policy-20230202-p5chd5
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5. Workforce

With the Australian Government intending to commence construction of the first AUKUS submarines 
in Adelaide “towards the end of this decade,” building the national – and especially South Australian 
– workforce is a key priority. For context, the cancelled French Attack-class program involved 5,000 
workers, but the latest UK nuclear-powered Astute-class submarine, HMS Anson, required more than 
10,000. Just this month, Minister Conroy argued that relying on American and British skilled migrants 
to fill shortfalls “doesn’t make sense.” The United States and the United King-
dom are both facing significant workforce shortages; the British submarine 
workforce has fluctuated from as low as 2,000 to as high as 17,000 during 
construction. Moreover, strict security vetting requirements prevent rapid 
workforce expansion.

In addition to shipyard workforce challenges, submarine personnel are also 
facing significant constraints. The Australian Navy was already facing person-
nel shortages operating six Collins-class submarines and eight Anzac-class 
frigates, which were set to be stressed by the transition to 12 Attack-class 
submarines prior to the September 2021 AUKUS announcement. Crewing 
challenges are likely to escalate as submarine personnel requirements 
expand from a 55-person crew for Collins-class submarines to closer to 
a 98-person crew, as required by the UK Astute-class submarines or a 
135-person crew, as required by US Virginia-class submarines.

In an effort to kickstart growing the domestic shipyard workforce, 750 
Australian engineers and technicians are expected to be sent for training 
across three nuclear submarine shipyards in the United States and the 
United Kingdom. To simultaneously grow the skillset of Australian submarine personnel, the United 
States and the United Kingdom have each invited Australian submariners to participate in their subma-
rine training programs as a first step. US members of Congress also have proposed co-crewing US 
nuclear-powered submarines in the Indo-Pacific with Australian sailors and floated the possibility of 
joint command. And rather than travelling abroad for the training, two Australian Navy submariners 
completed the inaugural Australian Submarine Command Course in October 2022, thereby enabling 
the Navy to “determine the timing and content of the course and optimise it to meet our requirements.” 
These efforts will need to accelerate if Australia is to lay the foundations for its future submarine crews 
in conjunction with planned expansions to the Australian Defence Force.

Expectation: Workforce education and training programs may expand, with details to emerge in 
subsequent consultations.

THE CANCELLED 
FRENCH ATTACK-CLASS 

PROGRAM INVOLVED 
5,000 WORKERS, BUT 

THE LATEST UK NUCLEAR 
POWERED ASTUTE-
CLASS SUBMARINE, 

HMS ANSON, REQUIRED 
MORE THAN 10,000.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-13/australian-commanders-complete-control-over-nuclear-submarines/101965182
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/sa-premier-peter-malinauskus-holds-aukus-manufacturing-talks-with-deputy-pm-richard-marles-ahead-of-major-deal-announcement/news-story/c76d0b4ead17de178f8b83b27f4c9ba2
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/australia-cannot-rely-on-immigration-for-aukus-submarine-challenge/news-story/2d27908c2d42d5a2875be1a32e98f8ba
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/australia-cannot-rely-on-immigration-for-aukus-submarine-challenge/news-story/2d27908c2d42d5a2875be1a32e98f8ba
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/australian-submariners-to-join-royal-navy-crews-as-uk-and-australia-deepen-defence-ties-through-aukus-pact
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/australian-submariners-to-join-royal-navy-crews-as-uk-and-australia-deepen-defence-ties-through-aukus-pact
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/australia-cannot-rely-on-immigration-for-aukus-submarine-challenge/news-story/2d27908c2d42d5a2875be1a32e98f8ba
https://news.usni.org/2019/06/21/shipbuilding-industry-struggles-to-recruit-and-retain-workforce
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/australia-could-get-call-up-for-europe-s-scramble-to-restock-military-20230219-p5clr9#:~:text=The%20purpose%20of%20the%20trip%20was%20to%20learn%20lessons%20on%20how%20to%20scale%20up%20the%20skills%20and%20manpower%20to%20build%20submarines%2C%20particularly%20as%20Britain%E2%80%99s%20own%20workforce%20at%20Barrow%20fell%20to%202000%20from%2010%2C000%2C%20then%20rose%20again%20to%2017%2C000.
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/navy-in-deep-water-over-lack-ofcrew-to-operate-50bn-subs/news-story/a5a46f56b508d1bb9c1196de4f4fcc59
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/navy-in-deep-water-over-lack-ofcrew-to-operate-50bn-subs/news-story/a5a46f56b508d1bb9c1196de4f4fcc59
https://www.navy.gov.au/hmas-collins
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/australia-to-become-subs-hub-under-aukus-20230118-p5cdgu
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/australia-to-become-subs-hub-under-aukus-20230118-p5cdgu
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi8sJvJgYf9AhXYUGwGHVNrDMQQFnoECBUQAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.adelaidenow.com.au%2Fnews%2Fworld%2Faustralians-train-with-us-nuclear-submarine-school%2Fnews-story%2Fd64fa34185cb6dfc81e1f4a43bcdf47d&usg=AOvVaw32VieDi3F949T2Pv5oxzxv
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi8sJvJgYf9AhXYUGwGHVNrDMQQFnoECBUQAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.adelaidenow.com.au%2Fnews%2Fworld%2Faustralians-train-with-us-nuclear-submarine-school%2Fnews-story%2Fd64fa34185cb6dfc81e1f4a43bcdf47d&usg=AOvVaw32VieDi3F949T2Pv5oxzxv
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/australian-submariners-to-join-royal-navy-crews-as-uk-and-australia-deepen-defence-ties-through-aukus-pact
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-01-24/congressman-suggests-send-jointly-operated-us-sub-australia/101883546
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2022-10-03/inaugural-australian-submarine-command-course
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/new-38-billion-plan-to-boost-australias-defence-workforce-to-100-000-people/w5b9qy5sb
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6. Nuclear stewardship

Vice Admiral Jonathan Mead has emphasised the importance of developing sovereign credentials 
in “nuclear stewardship.” He specified that Australia will receive sealed nuclear reactors powered by 
highly enriched uranium. These reactors will not need to undertake nuclear refuelling at any point 
during the service life of the boat – in contrast, flow-enriched uranium 
reactors require refuelling every six to seven years. Nor will Australia have 
to handle the nuclear material. That being said, to operate SSNs Australia 
must be able to dispose of nuclear waste or make arrangements for a part-
ner to do so. Australia will also need to closely collaborate with partners in 
order to implement satisfactory nuclear standards in practice. The March 
submarine announcement will need to offer greater detail in terms of how 
Australia intends to develop a nuclear ecosystem that is capable of protect-
ing the reactors for decades to come.

Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong and her counterparts have repeat-
edly emphasised their commitment to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) and have insisted that AUKUS will abide by nuclear safeguards obliga-
tions. Australia needs to cultivate a cadre of senior experts with non-prolif-
eration expertise to defend AUKUS in international bodies to counter misin-
formation. Chinese efforts to frame the AUKUS partnership as a violation 
of NPT commitments at International Atomic Energy Agency meetings 
have thus far proven unsuccessful, though they have undermined regional 
perceptions of what AUKUS is, as discussed in a previous USSC explainer. 
In spite of the Australian Government’s efforts, misinformation campaigns 
will likely intensify following the submarine announcement.

Expectation: Insight will be provided into Australia’s use of nuclear technology, though it will not 
completely allay regional concerns nor misinformation.

THE MARCH SUBMARINE 
ANNOUNCEMENT 

WILL NEED TO OFFER 
GREATER DETAIL 

IN TERMS OF HOW 
AUSTRALIA INTENDS 

TO DEVELOP A 
NUCLEAR ECO-SYSTEM 

THAT IS CAPABLE 
OF PROTECTING 

THE REACTORS FOR 
DECADES TO COME.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=160fqj8hmkY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=160fqj8hmkY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=160fqj8hmkY
https://www.iaea.org/publications/documents/infcircs/communication-dated-12-september-2022-received-from-the-permanent-mission-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china-to-the-agency
https://www.reuters.com/world/iaea-satisfied-with-aukus-engagement-submarine-plan-report-says-2022-09-09/
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/365-days-of-aukus-progress-challenges-and-prospects
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7. Force posture and structure

The Albanese government will seek to harmonise the upcoming announcement with the Expanded 
US-Australia Force Posture Initiatives announced at AUSMIN 2021 and formalised in 2022. The previous 
Australian Government announced a new submarine base would be built on 
Australia’s east coast and identified Brisbane, Newcastle and Port Kembla in 
Wollongong as possible locations. In office, the Albanese government has 
maintained support for this proposal. This would be in addition to substantial 
upgrades to the port infrastructure at HMAS Stirling in Perth to accommodate 
and maintain US and UK naval assets, including submarines.

The increased rotation of US naval forces through Australian facilities and the 
development of “a combined logistics, sustainment, and maintenance enter-
prise” have clear implications for potential joint or coordinated submarine 
operations from Australian facilities in the coming years. At the same time, 
the Australian Government remains committed to the “fundamental principle 
underpinning these activities [which] is the longstanding bipartisan policy of 
having no foreign bases on Australian sovereign territory.”

Beyond the location of forces, the leaders may commit to the minimum 
number of boats to be built in Australia and confirm the ultimate composition 
of the planned force. The submarine announcement will complement the 
acquisition of new long-range strike capabilities recommended by the forth-
coming Defence Strategic Review. Recent decisions to acquire land-based 
and anti-ship missiles portend the review’s expected emphasis on a new 
strategy of what Defence Minister Marles has called “impactful projection.”

Expectation: The location of the new east coast naval base could feature in the submarine 
announcement.

THE PREVIOUS 
AUSTRALIAN 

GOVERNMENT 
ANNOUNCED A NEW 

SUBMARINE BASE 
WOULD BE BUILT ON 

AUSTRALI’S EAST 
COAST AND IDENTIFIED 
BRISBANE, NEWCASTLE 

AND PORT KEMBLA 
IN WOLLONGONG AS 

POSSIBLE LOCATIONS.

https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2022-10-10/press-conference-parliament-house-canberra
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/united-states-of-america/ausmin/joint-statement-australia-us-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2021
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/joint-statement-australia-us-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2022
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2022-03-07/australia-build-additional-submarine-base
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiqgabevar9AhWy4DgGHZHqBwcQFnoECA8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dailytelegraph.com.au%2Fnews%2Fnational%2Flabor-back-option-to-create-new-military-base-on-east-coast%2Fnews-story%2F89ae7d573a280e47dd09dcb8dc96c464&usg=AOvVaw3Jmz5GMraH52qKf9IH5laP
https://thewest.com.au/politics/defence/hmas-stirling-naval-base-to-get-1-billion-federally-funded-upgrade-ng-b882056226z
https://www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2022-02-11/us-logistics-visit-reinforces-commitment-ausmin-2021-outcomes/
https://www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2022-02-11/us-logistics-visit-reinforces-commitment-ausmin-2021-outcomes/
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2023-02-09/securing-australias-sovereignty
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2023-01-05/new-guided-weapons-significant-boost-national-security
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/military-needs-firepower-to-keep-enemies-far-from-mainland-marles-20221108-p5bwek
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8. Export controls

The stringent regime of US export controls and protocols jeopardise the 
technology transfer needed for AUKUS. In December 2022, Defence Minis-
ter Marles said creating a “seamless environment” for intellectual property, 
technology sharing and industry integration would be difficult, but empha-
sised the three capitals were willing to work together to break down barri-
ers. US House AUKUS Caucus co-chair Representative Mike Gallagher also 
underscored his commitment to reforming the US export control regime, 
suggesting that a “carve-out” of the International Traffic in Arms Regulations 
(ITAR) may be needed to make AUKUS a reality.

Given the apparent bipartisan political support in the United States, and the 
pace at which AUKUS partners instituted trilateral legal agreements, many in 
Australia remain optimistic that AUKUS may be the silver bullet that unlocks 
the US defence industrial base. However, elevating cooperation from infor-
mation-sharing to far more complex technology transfer will be a daunting 
task. This issue will be increasingly pressing for Australian policymakers 
following the submarine announcement.

Expectation: The announcement could flag high-level intent to fast-track 
regulatory reforms for the submarine project.

Conclusion

The March submarine announcement will conclude the 18-month preliminary consultation phase 
of the AUKUS partnership. The Australian, American and British publics will finally get a clearer idea 
of how their governments intend to realise this ambitious endeavour. Ideally, the announcement will 
offer insight into the eight priority areas discussed in this article, consolidate key decisions and set 
in motion an “ambitious timeline” for capability acquisition. Ultimately, however, most efforts will be 
long-term challenges for Australia and its AUKUS partners, demanding engagement with a vast array 
of stakeholders beyond the federal government to deliver. In that regard, the AUKUS announcement 
will no doubt create as many questions as it answers.

GIVEN THE APPARENT 
BIPARTISAN POLITICAL 

SUPPORT IN THE 
UNITED STATES, MANY 
IN AUSTRALIA REMAIN 

OPTIMISTIC THAT AUKUS 
MAY BE THE SILVER 

BULLET THAT UNLOCKS 
THE US DEFENCE 

INDUSTRIAL BASE.

https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2022-12-08/doorstop-interview-washington-dc
https://www.smh.com.au/world/north-america/democrat-push-to-grant-australia-a-waiver-to-import-nuclear-subs-earlier-than-expected-20230120-p5ce4e.html
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Treaties/ENNPIA/Report/section?id=committees%2Freportjnt%2F024853%2F78642
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/transcripts/2023-02-01/interview-michael-rowland-abc-news-breakfast
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