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BRITISH ADMIRAL GOES NUCLEAR ON AUKUS FAILINGS
JESSICA PAGE &
LATIKA M BOURKE
A retired British admiral predicts
serious trouble for the proposed
AUKUS submarine fleet as local
industry groups warned labour and
skills shortages were another
serious risk to WA’s ambitions.

Rear admiral Philip Mathias said
the UK did not have the capacity to
deliver the SSN-AUKUS and the
program would probably fail. And
politicians and advisers did not
appreciate current capacity
constraints. 

“Policy and money don’t build
nuclear submarines — people do
that, and there are not enough of
them with the right level of skills
and experience,” Mr Mathias said. 

“Whilst the US may sell some
SSNs to Australia, there is a high
probability that the UK element of
AUKUS will fail, making the
international row in 2021 over the
cancellation of the plan for Australia
to build French-designed
submarines look like a non-event. 

“It is clear that Australia has
shown a great deal of naivety and
did not conduct sufficient due
diligence on the parlous state of the
UK’s nuclear submarine program
before signing up to AUKUS — and
parting with billions of dollars,
which it has already started to do.”
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WA is depending on AUKUS to
justify a huge upgrade of the
Henderson defence precinct and to
create about 10,000 jobs. 

The State Government isn’t
worried about a growing number of
doubters. “With about 6000 people
currently working in WA’s defence
industry, the State is already well on
its way to delivering a world-class
workforce for nuclear submarine
sustainment,” a government
spokesman said on Monday.

But industry leaders are nervous.
The Kwinana Industries Council

says 2026 is the year that
everything that has been promised
must be implemented. 

In a pre-Budget submission the
Kwinana Industries Council
identified common-user
infrastructure, electricity
transmission upgrades and
workforce shortages as critical
policy priorities.  

“Labour and skills shortages are
no longer a future risk, they are a
present and growing constraint,”
KIC chief executive David Harrison
said.

Under AUKUS, Australia hopes to
acquire between three and five
already-built Virginia-class
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submarines from the US early in the
next decade. After that, the UK and
Australia have pledged to co-design
and build a new class of attack
submarine called SSN-AUKUS — in
both countries.

But Australia has no experience
building nuclear-powered
submarines. And the UK’s
BAE-Systems, which builds the
Royal Navy’s boats, currently takes
about a decade or longer to
produce an Astute-class submarine
— the type that the AUKUS
submarine will replace. 

The UK is already under pressure
to meet plans to expand its own
fleet of seven Astute-class attack
boats to 12 AUKUS submarines late
next decade.

Mr Mathias said while there had
been plenty of announcements and
international visits relating to
AUKUS over the past four years,
there had been no substantial
increases to the industrial base
required to deliver on the project. 
“Britain’s nuclear submarine fleet is
in deep trouble and (that’s) why it
can’t provide Australia with the
support it needs,” he said. 

“History and current performance
indicate that this is highly unlikely.
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Performance across all aspects of
the program continues to get worse
in every dimension,. 

Australia’s former submarines
commander, retired rear admiral
Peter Briggs, has been a sceptic of
AUKUS from day one. He argues
that US’ slow production means
A li i lik l iAustralia is unlikely to ever receive
the US boats, either. He also backed
Mr Mathias’ assessment of the UK’s
capacity. “It has fallen below critical
mass and is struggling to sustain
even the single ballistic missile
submarine on patrol,” he said. 

“We are pouring scarce defence
dollars into two black holes.”
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