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A message from 
the ASFU National 
Convenor
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We have a strong, proud, and dedicated 
shipbuilding industry in Australia because 
making ships here has always mattered to 
Australians.

Shipbuilding has continued to be robust, 
employing more than 30,000 workers across 
Australia, in the face of decades of government 
neglect.

The latest blow to our industry is the 
announced dumping of the French submarine 
deal and signing a new one – AUKUS – to build 
eight nuclear-powered submarines. 

This has put the future of the Australian 
shipbuilding industry in jeopardy.

We’re calling for political action now.

While we wait between two and three decades 
for a nuclear-powered vessel as part of this new 
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deal, our defence capability is weakened, our 
national security compromised, and jobs are 
lost.

To stop the decline of our shipbuilding 
industry, we need immediate action in the 
interim to build at least four, and up to six, 
conventional submarines.

This will not only keep our skilled and 
passionate members on the job in 
communities like Osborne and Henderson, 
but it will grow our industry.

Building these vessels now will create secure 
jobs for approximately 2,000 workers across 
Australia. Evidence from other shipbuilding 
programs suggests that they come with 
significant job multiplier effects, supporting 
good jobs throughout the value chain, and 
helping small and medium enterprises to 
scale up production.

There is tremendous potential to grow the 
shipbuilding industry in Australia; politicians 
hold the keys to unlocking that potential and 
reversing decades of policy negligence.

We need politicians to act now to save these 
critical manufacturing shipbuilding jobs. 
These jobs are highly skilled, secure, safe, and 
pay fairly. They are long-term jobs that provide 
opportunities for generations of workers. They 
are the lifeblood of many of our suburbs and 
regions. It is these jobs that have carried us 
through difficult times in the past and they 
are the ones that will help lead the economic 
recovery for Australia. 

We need a government with the vision and 
commitment to make this happen.

It’s time to reassess the policies that have 
led to Australia’s industrial decline and to 
reconsider the role government should play in 
rejuvenating shipbuilding in this country.

Glenn Thompson, ASFU National Convenor
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Executive Summary
If our next generation submarines are built in 
Australia, up to 3,600 jobs can be sustained 
at the Osborne Naval Shipyard between the 
years 2030 and 2060.

The order of up to six conventional 
submarines will take one to two years to 
complete detailed planning and achieve 
government approval before contracts can 
be awarded. Within two years of the contract 
being signed, manufacture of the submarines 
should start, which would be in 2026. 

Recommendation - 1
The Australian Government must bring 
forward the replacement of the Collins-class 
submarines and build these submarines in 
Australia. 

Recommendation - 2
The Australian Government must build up 
to six conventional submarines as soon as 
practicable to prevent a capability gap in the 
Royal Australian Navy and preserve national 
shipbuilding skills and industry capacity 
leading into future submarine and other major 
shipbuilding programs.

This would allow the government to deliver 
its commitment to build a strong, sustainable, 
and innovative Australian naval shipbuilding 
industry without risking our sovereignty and 
national security.

About the 
Australian 
Shipbuilding 
Federation of 
Unions
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The Australian Shipbuilding Federation of 
Unions (ASFU) is a federation of four unions – 
the AMWU, AWU, ETU and PA — representing 
thousands of highly skilled workers in 
Australia’s shipbuilding industry.

Our members design, build, and maintain 
Australia’s naval, industrial, and commercial 
ships and submarines.

They are passionate about their jobs, their 
trades, and their industry, and believe 
strongly that it is in our national interest to 
maintain and develop a world–class maritime 
engineering capacity.



Submarines  and the National Interest
We need a strong Australian shipbuilding sector if we want to be able to chart our own course, 
to support our defence forces, and maximise our sovereign capabilities.

Australia is heavily dependent on maritime trade as an island nation. If we allow our 
shipbuilding sector to decline, we will lose the ability to design, construct, and repair our 
navy ships as well as other vessels. The capacity to build and maintain ships is essential to 
developing and preserving an independent foreign policy, retaining national sovereignty, and 
- as outlined in the Naval Shipbuilding Plan (NSP) - addressing future strategic concerns.1

With growing geopolitical uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific region,2 it is vitally important that 
Australia can supply its own defence vessels locally.3 A lack of programming certainty in our 
defence manufacturing enterprises jeopardises both this essential industrial capability and 
our defence forces themselves.4

Australia needs to maintain and further develop our sovereign capability for maritime and 
defence production by retaining the ability to build naval ships and submarines.5

Without a robust shipbuilding industry, Australia will be completely reliant on other 
governments and foreign suppliers to deliver the capabilities that our navy needs, including 
maintenance and repairs.6 Having the industrial capability to build new ships also means that 
we can build ships that meet Australia’s specific and unique needs.7

The reputation of the Collins class and a lack of capacity, skills, and infrastructure should not 
be used as justifications for abandoning our domestic defence industries. In fact, we need to 
learn from the challenges of the past, including the Air Warfare Destroyer (AWD) and Landing 
Helicopter Dock (LHD) builds. 

Naval Shipbuilding Projects
There are four major naval shipbuilding projects underway as part of the government’s 
Naval Shipbuilding Plan: the twelve Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels, six Cape-class 
patrol boats and 21 Guardian-class patrol boats in Henderson, and the nine Hunter-class 
frigates in Osborne.8

8
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Problems With Importing Submarines 
In September 2021, Prime Minister Scott Morrison announced that his government would 
be reneging on the French submarine contract. Instead, Australia would be entering a 
trilateral agreement with the United States and the United Kingdom - AUKUS.9 A key 
feature of the AUKUS agreement is the proposal to manufacture eight nuclear-powered 
submarines for the Royal Australian Navy (RAN).10

This is not the first time that this government has suggested that Australia should look to 
import the submarines we need. After their last failed attempt to buy submarines from 
overseas,11 the government committed to build our new submarines in South Australia.12 
This announcement was widely supported because of the substantial implications for 
Australia’s overall defence capability and for local jobs.

During the previous procurement process, both the Australian Defence Force and the 
Department of Defence stated that the Japanese Soryu and German Type 216 (and French 
Barracuda) plans come with significant risk.13 They also noted that that they would prefer 
an evolved Collins class or a new design built in Australia to satisfy our strategic and 
sovereign capability requirements.14 



Operational Capability 
Gap
The RAN currently operates six Collins-class 
submarines that were designed and built 
during the 1980s and 1990s.15 In the late 
2000s, the Rudd Government and the RAN 
regarded the Collins class as needing to be 
replaced and began work to procure a new 
fleet of submarines under the project name 
SEA 1000.16

Despite the 2009 White Paper calling 
for work on the Attack class design and 
construction to begin “without delay” (p. 70), 
delay is exactly what has happened.17

The Australian Strategic Policy Institute says 
Australia faces a capability gap of more than 
a decade in the 2040s as the Collins-class 
fleet reaches the end of its life cycle.18 Due to 
the age of the Collins class, a conventionally 
powered submarine program should 
go ahead while the option for nuclear is 
explored through the nuclear-powered 
submarine taskforce.  

In the event the government should choose 
to acquire nuclear-powered submarines, 
the timescale to transition to a force of eight 
nuclear-powered submarines is two or three 
decades.19

This potentially leaves Australia with a 
significant capability gap between the out-of-
service date for the Collins-class submarines 
and the launch of the new submarines. 

Despite extending the life of the Collins-class 
submarines by 10 years, they are projected 
to be withdrawn from service at 24-month 
intervals from 2038. From a strategic and 
operational standpoint, the RAN could be 
left with no submarines capable of being 
deployed, leaving our armed forces with a 
significant capability gap.20 This conflicts 
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with Australia’s increasingly high strategic 
threat and would undermine national 
security. 

_____________________________________
  15Kieran McGuinness, 2020, ‘Power, Politics & Secrecy: Newspaper reporting of submarine procurement in 

Australia’, University of Canberra, News & Media Research Centre, p. 54. 

16Nick Bisley and David Envall, 2016, ‘The morning after: Australia, Japan and the submarine deal that 
wasn’t’, Asia Pacific Bulletin, 346, June 7. 

17Department of Defence, 2009, Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific century: Force 2030, Canberra, ACT.

18Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 2021, ‘Implementing Australia’s nuclear submarine program’, 
Canberra, ACT.

 
19Tom Frame, 2020, ‘An Australian Nuclear Industry. Starting with Submarines?’, Connor Court, Redland 

Bay, QLD.

20Jon Stanford, 2021, ‘Australia’s Future Submarine: Minimising the Capability Gap’, Submarines for 
Australia, Sydney, NSW

Operational Capability Gap
The RAN currently operates six Collins-class submarines that were designed and built during 
the 1980s and 1990s.15 In the late 2000s, the Rudd Government and the RAN regarded the 
Collins class as needing to be replaced and began work to procure a new fleet of submarines 
under the project name SEA 1000.16

Despite the 2009 White Paper calling for work on the Attack class design and construction to 
begin “without delay” (p. 70), delay is exactly what has happened.17

The Australian Strategic Policy Institute says Australia faces a capability gap of more than a 
decade in the 2040s as the Collins-class fleet reaches the end of its life cycle.18 Due to the age 
of the Collins class, a conventionally powered submarine program should go ahead while the 
option for nuclear is explored through the nuclear-powered submarine taskforce.  

In the event the government should choose to acquire nuclear-powered submarines, 
the timescale to transition to a force of eight nuclear-powered submarines is two or three 
decades.19

This potentially leaves Australia with a significant capability gap between the out-of-service 
date for the Collins-class submarines and the launch of the new submarines. 

Despite extending the life of the Collins-class submarines by 10 years, they are projected to be 
withdrawn from service at 24-month intervals from 2038. From a strategic and operational 
standpoint, the RAN could be left with no submarines capable of being deployed, leaving our 
armed forces with a significant capability gap.20 This conflicts with Australia’s increasingly 
high strategic threat and would undermine national security. 

Current Submarine Capability Gap
The timetable potentially leaves Australia with a significant capability gap between the 

out-of-service date for the Collins-Class submarines and the launch of the new submarines.

2026                                     2038                   2040                   2042                   2044                   2046                   2048     

Farncomb (01/98)

Collins (07/96)

Waller (07/99)

Dechaineux (02/01)

Sheean (02/01-)

Rankin (07/96)

  Collins Service                                      LOTE                                    10 Years further service                                          Operational capability gap
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Skills, Training, and Jobs for the Future
Our shipbuilding industry is underpinned by a highly skilled workforce of engineers, 
shipwrights, specialist welders, scaffolders, electricians, and many more. To maintain and 
develop this skilled workforce requires a steady drum beat of shipbuilding work.21

Naval shipbuilding has historically invested heavily in the training and upskilling of workers. 
Building conventionally powered submarines in Australia represents a significant opportunity 
to develop the highly skilled workforce we need to sustain the industry. This includes investing 
in apprenticeships for highly skilled tradespeople, graduate positions for engineers and 
scientists, cadetships, and upskilling the existing workforce. 

The alternative presents a stark reality: what national security and industry analysts call the 
‘valley of death’.22 This occurs when there is a break in production and the skilled workforce 
and robust supply chains that underpin a particular sector dissolve. History tells us that once 
this skilled workforce is taken apart it proves extremely difficult to reassemble.23 A continuous 
shipbuilding program is essential to developing Australia’s highly skilled workforce and thus to 
underpinning our sovereign capability.24

Secure Local Jobs
Shipbuilding has long been a source of decent, secure jobs for workers in Australia. In 
the immediate term, building up to six conventionally powered submarines would 
create secure jobs for approximately 2,000 workers across Australia.25 Evidence from 
other shipbuilding programs suggests that they come with significant job multiplier 
effects, supporting good jobs throughout the value chain, and helping small and medium 
enterprises to scale up production.26

The opportunity to support secure and high-skill jobs in the Australian shipbuilding 
industry comes at a time when Australian wages have been stagnant, and labour’s share 
of the gross domestic product has steadily declined.27 Manufacturing jobs, like those in 
shipbuilding, have historically underpinned a broad middle class and a strong economy. 
Building our next generation of submarines here is an essential element of rebuilding 
Australia’s manufacturing industry.
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Making Australia an Advanced Manufacturing 
Superpower
Shipbuilding as a sector can serve as one of the cornerstones for building an advanced 
manufacturing industry in Australia. 

Disruptions in global supply chains and Australia’s over-reliance on imports have 
been glaringly obvious during the COVID-19 pandemic. It has highlighted the strategic 
importance of the domestic capacity to make things. 

An advanced manufacturing sector requires complex anchor industries to support 
skill development, research and development, and bolster supply chains. Shipbuilding 
represents one industry that could anchor advanced manufacturing supply chains 
in Australia. The skills and capabilities developed in Australian shipbuilding will have 
a positive spill over effect for other manufacturing sectors like passenger transport, 
renewable energy infrastructure, and other defence production. 

Designing, constructing, and maintaining up to six conventionally powered submarines 
in Australia will help ensure the long-term viability of a highly advanced manufacturing 
sector that creates good jobs and underpins our national security.

The Economics of Building Submarines 
in Australia

Utilising economic impact modelling, the ASFU can quantify the economic contribution 
of the future submarine projects. In Australia, the shipbuilding industry makes a major 
contribution to the Australian economy. In 2020, the shipbuilding industry directly 
sustained 9,576 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs28 and added $2.2 billion to the economy. 
This makes important contributions to the economy’s29 broader skills base and Australian 
exports.30

$183 Billion investment

30+ Years of work

15,000+ Jobs nation wide

3 Advanced shipyard 
precincts
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In our estimations, we have utilised the data from ASC Pty Ltd including expenditure, 
turnover, employment, and tax to estimate the induced impact of future submarine 
projects.31 Economic modelling completed by Oxford Economics in 2022 indicates that 
the construction of submarines has a multiplier of 1.8,32 implying that every FTE worker 
employed on a submarine project directly gives rise to a total 0.8 FTE jobs in the local 
economy.33

Together with the Department of Defence’s employment projections, this illustrates the 
economic impacts of the future submarine project on aggregate employment figures, both 
indirectly in the supply chain and induced through consumption (see relevant economic 
modelling below). 

Estimated national employment contributions 
from the naval shipbuilding industry 
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Project Defence Economic Models
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to indirect 
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chain and 

consumption 
induced jobs

Future 
Submarines 2,000 3,100 1:1.55 N/A 1:1.75

Sustainment N/A N/A N/A 1:1:03 1:2.09
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ASC Pty Ltd (ASC), formerly known as the Australian Submarine Corporation, is Australia’s 
only established sovereign submarine industrial capability.34

The primary focus of the Osborne Naval Shipyard is the design and build of complex 
submarine programs for the RAN. ASC was the prime contractor for the design, 
manufacture, and delivery of the RAN fleet of large, long-range conventional submarines. 
ASC began a through-life support programme for the submarines’ continuing repair, 
maintenance, and upgrading. The value of ongoing sustainment obtained in Australia 
has increased from 70 to 90 per cent, contributing to the submarine fleet’s efficient 
maintenance.

As it moves to a two-class submarine fleet, Australia will need to double its industrial 
capacity. The AWD program has shown that Australian shipbuilding can produce world-
class warship platforms while also boosting efficiency and productivity. 

ASC directly employs 1,300 FTE workers across South Australia and Western Australia.35 
In South Australia, 888 FTE workers are employed directly at Osborne,36 with a further 
400 indirect jobs supported in the supply chain, and an additional 710 jobs supported 
through the consumer spend of these employees.37

ASC current employment 
contribution in South Australia
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In Western Australia, the major shipyard is located in Henderson at the Australian Marine 
Complex (AMC). The AMC is also home to the state government owned Common User 
Facility, which is used by more than 150 businesses.38

Since its inception in July 2003, the AMC has completed over 368 significant 
infrastructure projects totalling more than $1.4 billion and supporting more than 21,000 
jobs.39 ASC employs 451 workers in Western Australia in 202140 and it is estimated that 
it supports a total of 1,488 jobs in the region.41 This includes workers directly employed 
in the precinct, which make up 22 per cent of the AMC’s total workforce,42 as well as 700 
jobs supported by the supply chain. This total figure includes the employment of 338 
supported by workers spending their wages in the region. 

ASC current employment 
contribution in Western Australia
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A government program to build up to six conventional submarines will provide a strong 
foundation for submarine building capability that will be important to the nation for the 
next 50 years. 

The continuous operation of this project along with other projects in the NSP will provide 
work all around Australia for the complete spectrum of workers involved in designing, 
building, and maintaining complex submarines.43

It is estimated that 1,000 shipbuilding workers would be engaged in the submarine project 
in addition to another 1,000 working on systems development and integration for the 
submarines.44 This would provide a national direct workforce of 2,000 people designing, 
manufacturing, testing, and commissioning complex submarines.45

The ASFU estimates this will support a total of 4,690 jobs in South Australia and 2,010 jobs 
in Western Australia.46

Of this total in South Australia, 1,400 would be workers directly employed at ASC and a 
further 2,170 workers would be indirectly supported through supply chain spending, with 
consumer spending supporting an additional 1,120 jobs in region. 47

Estimated employment contribution 
in South Australia from the build of up six 

conventional submarines
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In Western Australia, the build of up to six conventional submarines will support up 
to 2,010 jobs. Of these, up to 600 workers could be directly employed, 930 indirectly 
supported through supply chain spending, and 480 supported through the consumer 
spending of direct and supply chain workers.48

In addition to the estimated 2,000 FTE workers that could be employed through a build
of up to six conventional submarines, it is estimated that the life-of-type extension of the
current Collins class would create 140 FTE jobs.49

ASC currently employs 888 workers directly at the Osborne shipyard in South Australia
and 451 workers at Henderson Australian Marine Complex in Western Australia.50 As
illustrated above, the procurement of up to six conventional submarines and the contract
for the life-of-type extension (LOTE) for the current Collins class would directly employ an
additional 2,140 workers at the Osborne site.51 This would create a further 3,997 FTE in the
supply chain and 2,807 FTE jobs across the local economy through consumption.52
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Polling
The ASFU conducted two surveys in December 2021. The first was a poll of the broader 
Australian population, while the second was a survey of the local area surrounding the 
Osborne shipyard. Both surveys were run in parallel. 

National Poll
The national survey was carried out on 15 December 2021 using self-completed 
automated voice polling by UComms Pty Ltd. Telephone numbers and the person within 
the household were selected at random. The results from the 1,514 adults that responded 
have been weighted by gender and age to reflect the population according to ABS figures.

Key Findings 
Seven in ten (68.3 per cent) Australians say that submarines should be built mainly in 
Australia, even if this will cost us more. By contrast, only 19.7 per cent say that submarines 
should be built at the best possible price, even if this means they are mainly built overseas. 

Australians are spilt over the question of Australia’s announcement to buy eight nuclear-
powered submarines, however: 52.0 per cent agree that Australia should order up to six 
new conventional powered submarines to maintain our national security and fill the 
operational capability gap, and 25.2 per cent say that the government should abandon its 
idea to buy nuclear-powered submarines altogether.
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Australians’ Thoughts on Defence Procurement
Only a small minority of Australians support the federal government’s policy of offshoring 
naval shipbuilding.

Six in ten Australians (61.3 per cent) say that the government should award contracts to 
Australian companies to support local jobs, even if this may lead to higher prices. A third 
of Australians (30 per cent) say that the federal government should decide how it seeks 
bids for defence contracts on a case-by-case basis, while 3.2 per cent say the defence 
contracts should be awarded to the lowest bidder. 

Thinking about contracts for Australia’s armed 
forces in general, which of the following 

statements best reflects your view? 

The government should 
generally place defence 
orders with Australian 
companies to support jobs 
in this country, even if this 
may lead to higher prices

The government should 
not have a general policy 
for defence procurement, 
and it should instead 
decide how it seeks bids for 
each project on a case-by-
case basis

The government should 
generally invite bids for 
defence orders from 
overseas companies to 
secure the lowest possible 
price, even if this may lead 
to fewer jobs in Australia

Unsure / Don’t know

5.41%

61.36%

30.03%

3.20%
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Australians’ Thoughts on Operational Capability 
Australians hold mixed views over the government’s announcement of their intention to 
buy eight nuclear-powered submarines. Australia is currently using six conventionally 
powered submarines, which are reaching the end of their life. The contract for twelve 
conventionally powered submarines was awarded to Naval Group Australia in 2016 but 
with the government’s announcement in October 2021, the contract for the RAN’s Attack 
class was cancelled.53 This will delay the delivery of new submarines.

Only one in ten Australians (8.1 per cent) agree with the current policy of finding a cheaper 
alternative to maintain our operational capabilities. Four in ten Australians (39.4 per 
cent) say ‘Australia should order four new submarines to maintain our national security 
and fill the operational capability gap’. A third of Australians (27.8 per cent) say that the 
government should not buy nuclear-powered submarines. 

Younger Australians are less likely to support the government’s intention to buy nuclear-
powered submarines than older Australians, with 44.4 per cent of Australians aged 18-34 
saying that Australia should not buy nuclear-powered submarines compared to 20.6 per 
cent of Australians over 35. 

The Government announced 
they are seeking to buy eight 
nuclear-powered submarines to 
replace the six conventionally 
powered submarines Australia 
currently uses. 

This announcement will delay 
the delivery of new submarines. 

What do you believe the 
government should do?

Australia should order 
four new submarines to 
maintain our national 
security and fill the 
operational capability gap

Australia should give 
up nuclear-powered 
submarines altogether

Australia should try to find 
a cheaper alternative to 
maintain our operational 
capabilities

Unsure / Don’t know

24.78%

39.36%

27.77%

8.09%
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Australians’’Thoughts on Local Content 
Australians have strong views on where Australia’s next submarines should be built. 
Seven in ten Australians (68.3 per cent) think submarines should be built in Australia, 
even if this will cost us more. Only 19.7 per cent says that submarines should be built for 
the lowest cost, even if that means they are built overseas. 

Women are more in favour of building submarines in Australia than men (73.1 per cent 
compared with 59.1 per cent). 

Thinking about the proposed purchase of new 
submarines for the Australian Navy, which of the 

following best represents your view? 

The submarines should 
be built mainly in Australia, 
even if this will cost us more

Unsure/Don’t knowThe submarines should be 
built at the best possible 
price, even if this means 
they are mainly built 
overseas

11.91%

68.37%

19.72%
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Short-term Actions 
The Collins LOTE program is at the heart of the Department of Defence’s initiative to close 
the capability gap.54

The timetable provided leaves Australia with a significant capability gap between the out-
of-service date for the Collins-class submarines and the launch of the new submarines in 
the early to mid-2040s.55

The options suggested to plug the capability gap - leasing or buying a submarine ‘off 
the shelf’ - would represent a significant missed opportunity for Australia’s sovereign 
submarine capability.

Without significant changes, the current plans for Australia’s submarine fleet would leave 
a gap between the conclusion of the Collins class upgrade program and procurement of 
new submarines which would mean that thousands of highly skilled jobs will go.
The ASFU recommends building up to six conventional submarines as the most 
immediate and effective way to fill the operational capability gap presented by the 
cancellation of the French submarine contract. This should be directly linked to the future 
submarine project and surface shipbuilding program so that together they create an 
ongoing program that builds, maintains, sustains, and upgrades the assets that the RAN 
needs. This approach will deliver the skilled workforce and industry capacity that would 
be lost under the current approach.  

The proposal to build up to six new conventional submarines will take one to two years 
to complete detailed planning and achieve government approval before contracts can be 
awarded. Within two years of the contract being signed, manufacture of the submarines 
should start, which would be in 2026. 

Recommendation - 1
The Australian Government must bring forward the replacement of the Collins-class 
submarines and build these submarines in Australia. 

Recommendation - 2
The Australian Government must build between four to six conventional submarines 
as soon as practicable to prevent a capability gap in the RAN and preserve national 
shipbuilding skills and industry capacity leading into future submarine and other major 
shipbuilding programs.

This would allow the government to deliver its commitment to build a strong, sustainable, 
and innovative Australian naval shipbuilding industry without risking our sovereignty 
and national security.
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