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Executive summary

Maritime sustainment in Australia’s north presents opportunities and challenges for the Department of Defence, 
industry and local governments. Traditional Defence and industry models used in Australia’s southern states have 
less utility in the north if they aren’t adapted to the region’s unique economic context. A deeper understanding of 
industry capability in the north coupled with greater collaboration and partnering is needed to overcome those 
challenges and take advantage of the opportunities.

Defence unveiled Plan Galileo in early 2020. The plan described how, by 2025, the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) 
would:

operate in a nationally integrated sustainment environment that consistently provides affordable, reliable and 
fit-for-purpose systems and ships to Navy to fight and win at sea.1

The establishment of regional maintenance centres (RMCs) is a crucial aspect of Plan Galileo. The centres are to 
be sustainment bases in strategic locations in Australia (and potentially elsewhere) to co-locate shipbuilding and 
sustainment to encourage the sharing of facilities and services. Plan Galileo finds its inspiration in the maritime 
sustainment approach adopted by the US. Its architects adapted the US approach to meet Australia’s needs, 
or perceptions of those needs in 2019.

The focus of this special report is on Plan Galileo and its application in northern Australia. In particular, we explore 
opportunities for gaining a strategic advantage, particularly considering the change in Australia’s strategic 
environment. This is from the perspective of a more obvious primary threat in the form of an aggressive Chinese 
state and rapidly deepening positive strategic and force posture partnerships with our US ally and with our other 
partners—notably Quadrilateral Security Dialogue members Japan and India and AUKUS partner the UK. Out of this, 
strategic advantage can be produced by leveraging cross-sectoral investment to create a scalable industry base. 
Such framing can provide greater clarity to align economic, social and national security decisions. Such positioning 
is essential when considering maritime sustainment in the north.

In the preparation of this report, we consulted a wide range of stakeholders. They included representatives from the 
Department of Defence, people representing the interests of the state, territory and local governments in northern 
Australia, port operators in Australia’s north, business organisations and the defence industry.

Our engagement with stakeholders has revealed traditional challenges, misunderstandings and some now-dated 
assumptions. Still, it has also highlighted opportunities from Defence improving communication, embracing 
interdependences between stakeholders and establishing partnerships. Often, our research interviews 
encompassed the discussion of innovative ideas about what could be done in northern Australia. They also revealed 
that there was a lack of strategic certainty about what role northern Australia ‘should’ play in most cases.

The 2020 Defence Strategic Update2 (DSU) sets the foundations for a range of changes across the Defence 
organisation and its policy and strategy. However, it appears that the DSU concept of reduced warning time is yet 
to filter down into decisions about infrastructure and logistics. An overreliance on market forces, which during 
Covid-19 has been shown to be wanting, permeates the northern maritime sustainment landscape.
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Before the 2020 DSU, it made strategic sense for the Defence organisation to minimise its commitments outside of 
bases. Avoiding being positioned to anchor or commercially underwrite infrastructure and industry was sensible 
when the planning horizon was greater than 10 years. The assumption was that there would be plenty of notice to 
get logistics right and to see what further investments and capacities created by others might be advantageous to 
Defence. The DSU changed that equation and is driving an urgent need for deep cross-sectorial thought.

First, though, Defence needs to articulate how it will exploit Australia’s strategic geography as a strength both now 
and in a future conflict if deterrence fails. That’s a big shift from just thinking through how it ‘might’ take advantage 
of market forces and existing capacity and capability as circumstances change. In doing so, it will need to articulate 
better what infrastructure will achieve a strategic benefit and what premium Defence is willing to place on it. That 
premium is the price for unlocking other investment (including co-investment) by other stakeholders and expanding 
capacity. This will be useful to many—including the ADF and our Quad and AUKUS partners, along with commercial 
entities who will be users and providers of and investors in this increased capacity.

This requirement doesn’t mean that Defence should commercially underwrite all of northern Australia’s maritime 
industry, but it does create opportunities for the various siloes of the industry to be brought together, especially 
with a more forward-leaning Defence commitment.

Defence can wield positive market power by being an ‘anchor tenant’ for key infrastructure and activities. Just as 
Woolworths, Coles and ALDI use their market position in relationships with shopping centre providers and local 
governments, Defence needs to recognise that it’s not about being ‘locked in’; instead, it’s about shaping the 
environment to your advantage—on terms you help set and reset periodically.

The prevailing economics of the south aren’t workable in the north. A broader, more collaborative approach that 
recognises and engages with the interdependencies is needed.

This report suggests a theme for the way forward, which involves embracing interdependence and enhancing 
partnerships to foster greater cross-sector, cross-region strategic alignment.

Such an approach will foster or enhance opportunities to:

• leverage cross-sectoral investment to create economies of scale, develop a scalable industry base, and drive 
greater clarity in aligning economic, social and national security decisions

• identify strategic, operational readiness requirements for maritime sustainment and maintenance in northern 
Australia

• explore expanded sustainment and maintenance services for vessels from our allies and partner nations.



Introduction

The strategic significance of northern Australia for policymakers has ebbed and flowed over time. However, 
that significance has been elevated in recent years, given China’s growing influence in the Indo-Pacific region. 
The global focus on the Indo-Pacific as the centrestage for the US and other powerful democracies facing the 
systemic challenge of China has rapidly changed our strategic calculations and assumptions. In this rapidly evolving 
context, the north has the potential to become an expanded forward operating base for the ADF and an operating 
base for our close allies and defence partners. Australian investment—government and private—to provide the 
infrastructure and services for this deployment and sustainment hub underpins the joint operations, training 
and exercising of our forces along with those of our Quadrilateral Security Dialogue and AUKUS partners. Without 
Australia investing in this way, the scale and speed of such cooperative force posture activities (and investments) 
by our strategic partners will be lesser. And the net loss won’t just be economic—it will be a lost opportunity to 
strengthen Australian and regional security.

The speed of this rise in the north’s strategic significance was accelerated in no small part by the change in 
judgements about warning time in the 2020 DSU, and the now clear shift in US strategy based on the judgement that 
China is the US’s primary—and systemic—challenge. Policymakers should think of northern Australia as the centre 
of our region, rather than the edge of Australia. This is a point not lost on those living in northern Australia nor by 
many of our allies (including the US) and partners (the Quad and AUKUS, yes, but also Germany and, still, France).

Realising the benefits of Australia’s north requires vision and long-term commitment. Unlike Australia’s south, 
the smaller populations and economies in the north result in a smaller industrial base and longer capability 
development lead times.

All the wishful thinking in the world won’t allow Defence to operate a southern-framed commercial model in 
northern Australia.

That conclusion doesn’t mean that Defence can’t get value for money, but that strategic advantage requires bigger 
thinking and greater cross-sectoral engagement, and sometimes investment to get the capabilities needed and 
to release others’ complementary investment and spending. The US maritime fuel reserve investment in Darwin 
illustrates this point. So, too, does the broader industry investment to support the Australia–Singapore Military 
Training Initiative3 in North Queensland.

Northern Australia is a tangible example of the interplay between economic prosperity, social cohesion and national 
security. A prosperous and cohesive north is a secure north and one that positions Australia to contribute effectively 
to our wider interests in the region.

But the focus needs to shift from what the north ‘could’ contribute to what it ‘should’ or even ‘must’ contribute, 
aligned with Defence’s emerging and future maritime needs. Local industry and governments from Cairns to Darwin 
and from Townsville to Katherine are ready to do more, but they need policy clarity. Ironically, some are rolling the 
dice and proactively investing on the maritime industry front in expectation of future Defence decisions because, 
while Defence avoids making these decisions, it’s increasingly apparent that it must.
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But there are many challenges.

The ADF hasn’t articulated its strategic direction for the north in a generation since the 1987 Defence of Australia 
White Paper. Regional communities are looking for opportunities and proposing infrastructure investments based 
on assumptions, anticipating what the ADF ‘might’ need and what those local communities ‘could’ deliver.

Clarity is needed about what value ‘Australian capability’ will bring to the collective purposes of our US ally and 
to key groups such as the Quad and AUKUS. And industry needs clarity to ensure that it can maintain its specialist 
workforces and supporting infrastructure in key locations that underpin a competitive edge.

Defence’s existing strategic policy documents, including Plan Galileo, have too many gaps and inconsistencies. 
That makes it hard for the defence industry and small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to rely on them to raise 
equity and invest capital.

This report explores gaining the strategic advantage, particularly considering the changed strategic context, 
by leveraging cross-sectoral investment to create economies of scale and develop a scalable industry base. Such 
framing can produce greater clarity and align economic, social and national security decisions. That positioning is 
essential when considering maritime sustainment in the north.

We also consider how current market forces restrict the achievement of government goals. Commercial competition 
in an economically ‘small’ north can be fierce, and there’s a need to emphasise ‘whole-of-north’ outcomes.

Finally, this report considers the role of northern Australia in our forces’ maritime sustainment and its contribution 
as a centrepiece in joint force cooperation through the Quad and with our AUKUS partners. This approach will help 
achieve our national interests beyond the defence realm in a complex geopolitical landscape characterised by an 
increasing number of players and expanding needs. The Australian Government needs to consider how to harness 
interests from different fields and identify points where the government may have to intervene with policies—and 
investments—that shape and enhance market forces.



Maritime sustainment

In this section, we compare US and Australian approaches to maritime sustainment.

The US approach
Australia’s Plan Galileo seems to have drawn considerable inspiration from the US Navy’s sustainment model. 
The US Navy introduced the model of ‘regional maintenance centers’ in 2010.4 There are four such centres in the US:

• Mid-Atlantic Regional Maintenance Center (MARMC) in Norfolk, Virginia

• Southeast Regional Maintenance Center (SERMC) in Mayport, Florida

• Southwest Regional Maintenance Center (SWRMC) in San Diego, California

• Forward Deployed Regional Maintenance Center (FDRMC), headquartered in Naples, Italy, and with detachments 
in Manama (Bahrain) and Rota (Spain).

The centres sit under the Commander, Navy Regional Maintenance Center (CNRMC)5 which is a Naval Sea Systems 
Command (NAVSEA) field activity headquartered in Norfolk, Virginia. The primary focus in surface maintenance is 
to provide combat-ready ships (from a maintenance and material condition perspective) to the fleet, and the type 
commanders need to execute missions. It achieves this through the coordination of depot- and intermediate-level 
maintenance of the US Navy’s surface fleet and resourcing the schedule of ship maintenance that ensures that the 
warships are materially ready for action.

The CNRMC is also responsible for coordinating intermediate-level (I-Level) maintenance activities at RMC 
Northwest at Puget Sound Naval Shipyard in Washington and the Hawaii RMC embedded in the Pearl Harbor Naval 
Shipyard and Intermediate Maintenance Facility.

The RMCs will provide maintenance and repair support to the US Navy’s 306-plus ships.6 The scope of work includes:

• Chief of Naval Operations maintenance availabilities

• continuous maintenance availabilities

• modernisation work

• emergent repairs

• voyage repairs

• total ship readiness assessment events

• INSURV preparation

• Navy Afloat Maintenance Training Strategy in-rate training for RMC sailors

• Maintenance Assist Team ship repair support.

Several characteristics unique to the US and the US Navy underpin the success, or not, of the US maritime 
sustainment model.
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First, the US fleet’s size (the number of vessels generally and the numbers within each specific class of ships) 
generates demand that can sustain a large maritime industry base. The same can’t be said for Australia.

Also, the maintenance centres are located around existing maritime industry hubs that already enjoy substantial 
commercial demand for services, including construction, sustainment and maintenance. The even distribution of 
scalable industry bases across the US means that MARMC, SERMC and SWRMC provide maximum strategic utility in 
US geography and missions.

Plan Galileo—naval sustainment in Australia
In early 2020, the Department of Defence outlined in Plan Galileo how, by 2025, the RAN would:

operate in a nationally integrated sustainment environment that consistently provides affordable, reliable and 
fit-for-purpose systems and ships to Navy to fight and win at sea.7

Interestingly, the timing of the release of the plan indicates that the 2020 DSU probably didn’t influence its drafting, 
or perhaps did so marginally at a late stage. This probably means that Galileo will need to be revisited to encompass 
the substantial shift in Defence strategic thinking, especially concerning warning times, evident in the DSO. The plan 
also pre-dates the rapid acceleration of Quad nation cooperation seen over 2021, which has a clear maritime and 
force presence dimension, and seems to need to understand more of the UK’s Indo-Pacific shift set out in its March 
2021 Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy.8

This new sustainment approach includes the following ‘fundamental building blocks’:

• regional maintenance

• infrastructure

• workforce development

• supply chains

• new technologies

• industry participation.

The establishment of RMCs is a crucial aspect of Plan Galileo. The centres would be sustainment bases in strategic 
locations in Australia (and potentially elsewhere) to co-locate shipbuilding and sustainment to encourage the 
sharing of facilities and services.

The intent is that the hubs would comprise Defence, prime contractors, small businesses and service providers (such 
as educators) to achieve an integrated and consistent approach to naval sustainment. Plan Galileo articulates that:

Under this approach, each maintenance centre would have the trained personnel and the suppliers to sustain 
any ship. A vessel would not necessarily need a specific port for maintenance or await the right crews and parts. 
This model would also provide stability to our personnel and their families, giving them a higher degree of 
certainty and a chance to achieve a better work–life balance. This outcome is to be a core achievement of the 
plan, not a side benefit.9

It will also enhance the RAN’s agile approach and ability to surge from strategic locations across Australia, 
particularly into vital operational areas in the Pacific. Plan Galileo achieves this by approaching sustainment as 
a whole-of-life concept that considers sustainment needs at the design stage of a vessel. It reworks our support 
solution to adopt a fleet view, minimising duplication across the maritime domain. The weight of the fleet will 
increase by 132% in key regions across Australia (Figure 1).10



10 Northern sovereign maritime sustainment

Figure 1:  Weight increase of Australia’s naval fleet, 2010 to 2048
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Source: Department of Defence, ‘Plan Galileo’, Australian Government, 2021, online.

The intent is that ‘portfolio platforms’ will be sustained at each regional precinct. The plan is that this approach will 
drive efficiencies and economies of scale and achieve ‘enhanced availability to Navy’.11 This approach is expected to 
sustain more than $170 billion in future naval assets.12

Rationale
Establishing the RMCs in strategic locations fosters an ‘expeditionary logistics capability’13 to support deployable 
intermediate maintenance capability. For example, ‘fly away teams’ could be deployed for maintenance and 
defect rectification.

Plan Galileo suggests that ‘regionally based, consistent sustainment will offer enhanced stability to industry, 
providing them with greater confidence to invest’ in the move away from the ‘feast-or-famine scenario’,14 which is a 
criticism often aimed at the government.

The RMCs will be located in Perth (a common user facility), Sydney, Cairns and Darwin. The contract for the 
maintenance provider in Cairns was awarded recently. An approach to the market is expected to be released for the 
Darwin provider in early 2022.

Benefits
The RMC model is intended to provide a better understanding of maintenance demand and the capability available 
within a region and greater certainty for Defence’s maintenance providers. For Defence, this model represents a 
more mature approach and an opportunity for enhanced coordination of maintenance across all vessels.

https://www.defence.gov.au/business-industry/naval-shipbuilding/plan/galileo


Strategic environment

Applying portfolio, departmental, divisional, program and project lenses to policy and strategy has long provided 
comfort and surety. While much has been made of whole-of-government thinking over the past two decades, 
governance and accountability frameworks have more often than not reinforced siloed responsibilities.

Conceptualising the policy environment as a complex and interconnected ecosystem is confronting and, until 
lately, was seldom welcomed, let alone rewarded. However, understanding the ‘could’ and ‘should’ of maritime 
sustainment and maintenance in northern Australia and achieving any kind of strategic success requires a far 
broader context.

Covid-19, economic coercion from an increasingly assertive Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the concurrency of 
national and regional natural disasters are changing how we think about our strategic environment. What served us 
well in the past won’t do so into the future. Therefore, we need to frame our security and national resilience thinking 
and responses in the context of this changing strategic environment.

Seven big assumptions now disproved
Not only have our assumptions changed given our experiences in recent years, but the thinking of our partners and 
allies has also changed. While ‘all of Australia’ is important, northern Australia figures primarily here. This nuanced 
perspective is particularly evident when considering energy security for Japan (gas) and Singapore (solar) and data 
interoperability and digital resilience.

ASPI’s Michael Shoebridge asserts that our strategic environment is now less stovepiped and that the seven big 
assumptions we once considered held true are no longer valid:15

1.  Globalisation is inexorable, and state power is diminishing. In many ways, globalisation has reduced our 
resilience and undermined our sovereignty. The expectation that ‘light’ regulation will drive investment is no 
longer valid. State power is now centre stage.

2.  Supply chains are self-healing, and risk is dispersed. Reliance on market supply-chain management embracing 
‘just in time’ practices hasn’t served us well. The GFC and Covid-19 have highlighted the fragility of supply chains 
plagued by bottlenecks arising from over reliance on small, single providers. Governments are now inserting 
themselves back into the market following the recognition that our supply chains need to be more resilient and 
support national interests.

3.  Strategic and economic power is shifting, but the shift is slow, incremental and long term. Examples that 
debunk this assumption include the rapid militarisation of the South China Sea, the rapid governance changes 
in Hong Kong, the speed of the Taliban’s takeover in Afghanistan, and the speed at which Australia embraced 
nuclear-powered submarines. While those changes may have been foreseeable, the pace of their emergence 
was unexpected.

4.  Force structures that have efficacy for years remain appropriate, improvement is incremental and refresh is 
slow. Despite the shorter warning times articulated in the 2020 DSU, the ADF has been slow to change its force 
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structures. The result is that we’re underprepared, particularly given the speed at which others are embracing 
new technology. Our tried-and-true approaches are no longer fit for purpose. Greater creativity is needed to 
solve this problem.

5.  US military power will ensure global stability for at least a decade or more. Strategic power and influence no 
longer come from primarily military and traditional power. The most prominent sources of power are now 
economics and technology. Military and traditional power have been relegated to being an intimidatory element 
in the background.

6.  Australia’s federation is on an inexorable trajectory of increasing federal power and lessening state and territory 
power. Covid has changed the federal–state dynamic. The states and territories are rediscovering latent power 
that comes from being the frontline service providers—from health to education to emergency response. This 
evolving dynamic will probably increase demands on the ADF to meet domestic challenges and reduce the 
federal government’s power to say no.

7.  The ADF will always have strong public support. The ADF is held in high esteem by the public, which means its 
involvement in fighting bushfires and the Covid response has been welcome, but that high regard is driven far 
more by what it does when deployed overseas. We face a growing risk that the more the ADF is used for domestic 
responses, the more likely public support may dissipate if the use of the ADF in a domestic situation fails or is 
inappropriate (for example, if it’s used in law enforcement).

The significance of those seven big assumptions no longer holding is that the traditional framing of and response to 
our strategic environment is no longer effective and won’t meet emerging or future needs. Our reliance on historical 
contexts in shaping the future, while prevalent and perhaps comforting in a military context, needs a rethink. In 
addition, we’re yet to shift from a peacetime mindset evident in our force posture and shift in response to the shorter 
warning times articulated in the DSU.

Enhanced regional cooperation
The Quad
The Australia–India–Japan–US Quadrilateral Security Dialogue has experienced a resurgence over the past 
12 months. Its original focus was on maritime security, but it floundered in 2008 when China raised concerns, 
which put the Quad on the backburner until discussions in 2017. The Quad has been reinvigorated, including 
through ministerial-level meetings in 201916 and 2020.17 In 2021, the unthinkable happened: the national leaders 
of the Quad nations met twice and created a practical agenda for cooperation.18

The goal of the Quad is for an open and resilient region consistent with the rules-based order, supporting freedom of 
navigation by focusing on security, economics and diplomacy.

However, the Quad agenda is crowded. It spans maritime security, critical and emerging technology, climate change, 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR), infrastructure, supply chains, disinformation, counterterrorism 
(CT) and cybersecurity.

Recent Quad announcements have amplified this crowding through their increased focus on Covid-19, climate 
change, shared challenges in cyberspace, critical and emerging technologies (including quantum computing and 
artificial intelligence), CT and infrastructure development (as an alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative).

The Quad is broader than security and military capability, which is a key strength.19 India is likely to be the cautious 
partner in the alliance, and Japan is moving closer to the US and Australia.
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AUKUS
The AUKUS announcement by the US, the UK and Australia,20 which emphasised the development of Australia’s 
nuclear-powered submarines (SSNs), has overshadowed much shorter term opportunities, including in quantum 
computing, artificial intelligence, enhanced strike capability, hypersonic weapons and long-range strike.

Essentially, the focus of AUKUS is on supply chains and a technology acceleration program between three nations 
that trust each other’s supply chains.21 More significantly, AUKUS provides an opportunity to pool capability across 
the three nations by resetting science and technology and industry and defence cooperation.22 Its impact will be as 
a force multiplier.

While AUKUS is an important vehicle for closer partnering with industry and supply chains for technology, quantum 
and so on, there are challenges. Would, for example, AUKUS survive a shift to conservative politics in the US or a 
Labour government in the UK? Another challenge is that AUKUS has the potential to establish a two-tier Five Eyes 
model with the US, the UK and Australia on one tier and New Zealand and Canada on the other.23

Of course, continued political buy-in is critical. Still, so is recognising that industry is a key contributor to the success 
of AUKUS. The defence industry needs to invest in delivering for Australia under AUKUS. Governments also need to 
invest in SMEs, particularly those in the north, that are essential complements to the defence industry.

Regional cooperation should enhance the depth of sovereign 
and minilateral capability
Peter Jennings has suggested that we’re experiencing the ‘fourth strategic age of ANZUS’ in which the defence of 
Australia begins in maritime Southeast Asia, as articulated in the 2016 Defence White Paper and reinforced in the 
2020 DSU.24

AUKUS and a reinvigorated Quad are consequences of the less certain strategic environment and our cognisance of 
a possibility of conflict sometime between now and 2030.

However, further clarity is needed about what constitutes ‘Australian capability’ in an alliance context. And the 
private sector needs clarity to ensure that it can maintain its specialist workforces and supporting infrastructure 
in key locations that underpin a competitive edge. Defence’s existing strategic policy documents, including Plan 
Galileo, have too many gaps and inconsistencies for the defence industry and SMEs to rely on them in raising equity 
and investment capital.

US force posture
16 November 2021 marked the 10th anniversary of the Australia–US force posture initiatives and what the US 
describes as the ‘unbreakable alliance’. The US Marine Rotational Force—Darwin and the Enhanced Air Cooperation 
Force Posture Initiative have grown in scale and complexity from fewer than 200 US marines 10 years ago to more 
than 2,500 in 2019. Enhanced Air Cooperation has also expanded to include fourth- and fifth-generation fighter 
integration and interoperability on logistics and health capabilities. The anniversary of the US–Australia joint 
statement highlights that this ‘cooperation has ensured that the Alliance is better positioned to deter coercion and 
respond to the full range of contingencies in the Indo-Pacific.’25

Over those 10 years, the Marine Rotational Force—Darwin and Enhanced Air Cooperation have grown in ‘maturity 
and effectiveness’ and are ‘consistent and tangible examples’ of ‘shared bilateral commitment to an open, inclusive, 
and resilient Indo-Pacific’.26
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Current US force posture initiatives include:

• further enhanced air cooperation through the rotational deployment of US aircraft of all types in Australia and 
appropriate aircraft training and exercises

• enhanced maritime cooperation through increased logistics and sustainment support for US surface and 
subsurface vessels in Australia

• enhanced land cooperation through increasingly complex and more integrated exercises and greater combined 
engagement with allies and partners in the region

• establishing a combined logistics, sustainment and maintenance enterprise to support high-end war fighting 
and combined military operations in the region (see box).27

US maritime fuel investment
In September 2021, the Florida company Crowley Solutions was awarded a $270 million multi-year contract 
by the US Defense Logistics Agency—Energy to provide fuel management and storage services for Pacific 
military operations.28

Crowley will build a 300 million litre fuel-storage facility in Darwin. Once built, the facility will be the 
largest fuel reserve facility in the Northern Territory. The fuel store will be located at East Arm, at the Land 
Development Corporation’s future Bulk Liquids Area site, near the existing 174 million litre Vopak fuel storage 
facility. The project will generate 400 jobs during construction and 20 ongoing jobs. Construction is to 
commence in late 2023.29

Under the contract, Crowley will provide energy logistics management and services to receive, store, protect 
and ship aviation-grade JP-5 turbine fuel and commercial-grade Jet A-1 fuel for military forces.30

Investments of this kind highlight the geostrategic significance of the north in the eyes of our allies. 
Unfortunately, they also represent a ‘sugar hit’ investment that doesn’t consider the wider logistical, 
workforce and social infrastructure needed to ensure the project’s success.

Investing in the north
Northern Australia’s economic and commercial environment is substantially different from that in the south. 
Most policymakers narrowly perceive the problem as a lack of capacity and capability and increased costs related 
to labour and transport.

Little wonder, then, that some in government view northern Australia as a rent taker.

That misguided interpretation often underpins failures to identify the strategic drivers and advantages of northern 
Australia. It also fails to leverage the commercial acumen and entrepreneurial spirit found in the north. Defence 
can only achieve those things if it stops bringing a southern-states economic perspective to the policy challenge 
in the north.

Regional communities are looking for opportunities and proposing infrastructure investments based on 
assumptions and in anticipation of what the ADF ‘might’ need and what those local communities ‘could’ deliver. 
There’s a lack of clarity and absence of open dialogue about those emerging needs, with the result that businesses 
that might invest are left looking for clues in periodic government investments in infrastructure, defence facilities 
and capability that support our role in the Indo-Pacific region and bolster our national security, resilience 
and sovereignty.
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But, while Defence plans remain opaque, Australian innovators aren’t just waiting. They’re rethinking and reshaping 
how we do things and who does them—and creating new options for partnership with Defence as they do so. 
They’re building solar farms to generate power not just for domestic use but also for export. That investment 
encompasses export opportunities for strategic services such as Sun Cable’s Australia–ASEAN Power Link Project,31 
which will export renewable energy from the Northern Territory to provide over 20% of Singapore’s electricity 
supply. Boeing recently announced that its plans to build uncrewed Loyal Wingman planes in Toowoomba could 
create more than 300 jobs across regional Queensland.32

Companies are also reconceptualising the manufacturing and production lines of the last century. Darwin-based 
SPEE3D produces industrial-quality metal parts for defence, agriculture and industry applications in a fraction of the 
conventional production time by using metal cold spray technology in 3D printing. The benefits are smaller, targeted 
production runs that use fewer resources and minimise whole-of-life-cycle waste. The potential for 3D printing to 
reinvent and revitalise manufacturing in Australia is enormous. Innovating in this space will always require a degree 
of perseverance and a measure of good luck, but governments do have the ability to shorten the odds for success.

And the construction of a 20,000+ kilometre, $1.5 billion hyperscale national fibre network by Queensland-based 
HyperOne will create more than 10,000 new jobs during construction. When complete, it will be a digital backbone 
that can support tens of thousands of jobs nationally in cloud computing, data centres, the environmental sciences, 
space vehicle launches and the aerospace, satellite and defence industries and in servicing local distribution 
networks such as the National Broadband Network and mobile operators.

Success in northern Australia requires the innovator to bring all stakeholders along on a journey, instead of being 
met part way by others to make the joint journey easier. That’s no easy task in an economy that allows market forces 
alone to dictate acceptable risk.

The initiatives outlined here are examples in which imagination is driving different thinking and outcomes. 
This is the kind of nation building that rejects old paradigms and charts a different future. The successes of 
such bigger thinking shouldn’t rest just in the boardrooms of private equity firms or on the kitchen tables of 
individual innovators.

Industry 4.0 is here, and northern Australia is a geostrategic focal point (Figure 2). Defence needs to take greater 
advantage of this opportunity. That will be especially critical if Defence is to unlock the strategic benefits of northern 
Australia. The governments of Singapore, Japan and the US appear to understand this very well.
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Figure 2:  HMAS Launceston after scheduled maintenance at HMAS Coonawarra, Darwin

Source: Department of Defence, DefenceConnect, online.

https://www.defenceconnect.com.au/maritime-antisub/5660-navy-crew-works-around-the-clock-to-undock-patrol-boat
https://www.defenceconnect.com.au/maritime-antisub/5660-navy-crew-works-around-the-clock-to-undock-patrol-boat


Maritime sustainment 
challenges in the north

While the intent of Plan Galileo is clear, questions arise about how the RMCs, particularly in Cairns and Darwin, 
could effectively deliver maintenance capability for ‘portfolio platforms’. There are several significant challenges 
for the RMC approach.

The first challenge for Defence is that this model was developed and adopted before the release of 2020 DSU. 
The accelerated developments of the past two years have brought major changes in strategic policy, many of 
which are yet to be fully integrated into Defence thinking. Probably the most important for sustainment is that 
Australia now expects less than 10 years warning of a future conflict. Shorter warning time requires some big 
thinking about capability acquisition, but also infrastructure and logistics. That said, the Galileo concept, including 
the RMCs, is probably now more important than ever. However, we don’t have more than 10 years notice to scale up 
and operationalise the maritime industry in the north.

Strategic geography is also more important than ever. In a purely operational sense, Australia is going to demand 
more from its maritime platforms. It will be essential to keep them on target for longer and increase their availability 
to deploy. Maintaining vessels in Australia’s deep south looks less appealing. At the same time, our ability to sustain 
and maintain our own and key partners’ vessels (including provisioning and rearming) in our northern ports is of 
critical importance. Decisions that once appeared too ‘expensive’ will now need to be reconsidered in the light of 
our changing circumstances. Perhaps even the payment of a premium to ensure the availability of capacity and 
capability in northern Australia will, on reflection, be more appealing.

As an example, the US is building a $270 million US fuel facility in Darwin,33 and the Australian Government recently 
gave a grant of $30 million34 to the Airport Development Group building a new $60 million, 80 megalitre fuel storage 
facility right next door. What would have happened if we had added the US funding to the Australian money with a 
contribution from Defence?

Another challenge here is working out what should be done in Australia’s north. That challenge, of course, 
requires a substantial rethink by Defence. In doing so, it can’t rely on market forces coming to its aid in resolving 
complex strategic logistics challenges. Instead, it can take advantage of market forces by shaping them with its 
own investments and decisions. So, it has the option to choose a different path from that used to develop Plan 
Galileo. In working out what Plan Galileo 2.0 might look like, it has an opportunity to engage with industry and local 
government to explore what they could do before deciding what they should do. And in doing so, Defence will need 
to understand northern Australian economics better. The key here will be crossing the many siloes of government 
and working with our allies and partners.
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Sustaining capability
Establishing and maintaining the capability needed to sustain the breadth of assets is also a challenge.

The Plan Galileo model is based on the US Naval Sustainment Plan. However, audits by the US Audit Office since 
2013 and as recently as 2020 have identified a range of issues, including the following:

• The US Navy consistently underestimated the time and resources needed to deliver its ships with their planned 
capability, resulting in higher-than-expected costs, late delivery and defects.

• The Chief of Naval Operations regularly accepted the delivery of ships with a significant number of defects. 
Those defects were often not corrected by the time ships were provided to the fleet.

• The US Navy’s initiative to reduce the number of sailors on board its ships to achieve cost savings resulted in 
maintenance backlogs and increased operating and support costs.

• There are challenges in implementing the statutorily required product support managers, whose role includes 
implementing support strategies for weapon systems.

• Existing policies and guidance haven’t ensured that new ships are reliable and can be sustained as planned.35

It’s acknowledged that Plan Galileo isn’t a straight copy of the US model. The model recognises that maritime 
sustainment delivered in southern Australia shouldn’t drive the sustainment requirements in the north. However, 
now that Australia is within the 10-year warning period, Defence needs to consider the level of scalable industry 
base needed to ensure that it can make maximum use of Australia’s northern ports in maintaining, sustaining and 
possibly repairing its vessels. And it needs to be creating the support environment in our north that can enable the 
ADF to operate effectively and to also enable our Quad and AUKUS partners.

The US audit reports provide an opportunity for Australia to learn from the lessons of others to ensure that maritime 
sustainment in the north is highly effective.

However, there’s a varying understanding of this nuance within Defence, and much less understanding by state, 
territory and local governments, the defence industry and local SMEs. Improved and more regular communication 
about Plan Galileo coupled with a more collaborative approach for the north is essential to improve understanding 
and meeting Defence’s needs.

A great deal more clarity and some early decisive moves are required from Defence to engage with the reality of 
the north’s commercial environment. Defence seems keen not to be anchoring or underwriting industry, but that’s 
resulted in a policy position that assumes that providers must be commercially viable without Defence. That won’t 
provide the capability needed in the current strategic environment. A lack of tangible Defence commitment, over 
the short and long terms, leaves too much to market forces. Defence should decide whether the northern RMC 
should have large stand-alone capabilities or modest infrastructure investments with a FIFO workforce in response 
to the strategic requirements, and not the lowest cost.

And Defence needs to think differently about its market power. A new approach would recognise that it can 
wield positive market power by seeing itself as the ‘anchor tenant’ for key infrastructure and activities, just as 
Woolworths, Coles and ALDI use their market position in relationships with shopping centre providers and local 
governments. Defence must recognise that this isn’t about being ‘locked in’, but about shaping its environment 
to its advantage—on terms it helps set and reset periodically. That takes a more decisive mindset, combined with 
investment to shape the decisions and co-investments of others—companies and key strategic partners alike.
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Workforce capability
The RMCs are dependent on a skilled, expert workforce which would, in the initial phases, be ‘transplanted’ into the 
centres, and in the longer term, grown locally. This aspect is particularly problematic for Darwin and also Cairns but 
perhaps to a lesser extent. The certainty for the local community only spans the duration of each industry contract. 
There may be less tendency for ‘feast or famine’, but there will be some. As such, implications for workforce 
capability will continue.

The potential for workforce capability in industry sectors that are adjacent to the maritime and defence sectors to 
combine with those more traditional strategic sectors and produce greater sustainability needs more consideration. 
We need to look beyond the capability in northern Australia labelled as ‘maritime’. There’s an opportunity in 
thinking more creatively about the applicability of workforce capability in small manufacturing and mining 
sectors and how that combines with the defence- and maritime-focused workforce. However, traditional defence 
procurement and contracting, including the traditional role of the defence industry, are major barriers to such 
an approach.

In terms of workforce capability, for Plan Galileo to be successful, there’s a need for:

• surety of demand to forecast and develop capability in advance

• a clear line of sight for companies about what’s needed, coupled, of course, with the expectation that they’ll 
deliver

• Defence to better understand the significance of investment by SMEs and take advantage of that by using their 
capabilities and by co-investment.

Australia’s efforts to cement the US presence in the region and mitigate the effects of future changes in the US 
presidency require a larger US footprint in Australia. Further US force posture initiatives in northern Australia require 
a commitment to the north’s industrial base, by both the US and Australia. This is a decision for Australia to take and 
for us to back with investment in our own facilities and industrial base.

Defence as an anchor client
Defence is unwilling to openly articulate a commitment to leveraging regional capability and infrastructure 
developed by others. The concern is that any commitment by Defence to leverage planned capability might be 
interpreted as a commitment to fund. But capability (people and infrastructure) requires an equity investor and 
anchor clients. Without one, you can’t get the other, and capacity needs consistency in demand. The market reality 
is that raising equity or debt is risky if there’s no commitment to the ongoing use of the infrastructure.

Defence’s unwillingness to commit to being an anchor client inhibits the investment needed to establish, maintain 
and grow the capability from the private sector that Defence is dependent upon.

Defence needs to appreciate that Perth has a diversity of markets. Sydney has scale. Cairns has niche maritime 
capability. Darwin has, as yet not fully harnessed, forward-basing opportunities. Therefore, there’s a need to 
operate to a greater extent at the intersection between what the north ‘could’ contribute, what it ‘should’ contribute 
and what Defence needs. This is essential to ensure that Defence can respond to shorter warning times.
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The scale of naval sustainment
Perhaps the most significant challenge is the scale of Australian naval sustainment. The US experience indicates 
challenges in meeting effective sustainment even with heavy supplementation from commercial sustainment. 
This is possible, albeit limited, at the larger maritime sustainment facilities. For example, around 70% of the 
sustainment at Henderson in Western Australia is commercial. However, the remaining 30% to meet Defence needs 
also represents challenges for contractors. The Defence requirement isn’t (and can’t be) evenly distributed across 
the year, resulting in sustainment peaks and troughs. But Defence benefiting from the scale of commercial use that 
we see in Henderson is unlikely to be possible in Darwin, partly because Darwin is a smaller economic entity than 
Perth and partly because Defence’s need to operate with partners out of Darwin is clearly growing fast as Australia’s 
strategic environment deteriorates.

Plan Galileo aims to deliver sustainment capability that meets Defence’s operational needs by leveraging regional 
maritime capabilities. In our development of this report, stakeholders identified a range of issues, including 
the following:

• Defence’s needs aren’t clear or fully articulated, and Defence is wary of ‘lock in’ by committing to use—or invest 
in—facilities.

• The challenges of the RMC locations aren’t fully understood, including within Defence, and misinformation isn’t 
being actively addressed.

• Challenges relating to supply-chain sovereignty and bottlenecks, fuel supply resilience, education and the STEM 
disciplines aren’t actively considered.

• New capability is appearing faster than previously, increasing the potential for more rapid capability 
development.

The reframing of maritime sustainment in the north would be a change to the market that will change the traditional 
operating models and dominance of the defence industry.

However, the need for Defence to respond within the 10-year warning time means that all maritime sustainment 
facilities won’t be commercially viable within that time frame. It’s unreasonable to expect others to develop 
infrastructure because Defence might need it at a future unspecified date, and may then pay for access, but is 
unable to say so now and is also not open to co-investing to increase its operational ability beforehand.

Case examples
For all the ambition contained in Plan Galileo, defence strategists and RAN logisticians have to deal with some 
very harsh and challenging realities. Australia’s long peace, followed by two decades of high operational tempo in 
discretionary, distant deployments, has ensured a focus on war-fighting capabilities for operations such as those 
in Iraq and Afghanistan at a cost to deep planning for operational concepts and the enablers needed to make them 
work in the era of major-power competition and potential conflict that we find ourselves living in now. The RAN’s 
shore facilities and base infrastructure have been determined by a narrow view of even its own operational needs 
and really just produced reinvestment and refurbishment in existing facilities. There’s little evidence of scoping 
and investment to really enable much greater joint military operations out of Australia with our Quad, AUKUS and 
other partners. This isn’t a criticism of those decisions. When viewed through the dual lenses of history and finance 
and without both the sharp deterioration in Australia’s strategic environment and the new, fast-moving Quad and 
AUKUS partnerships to plan around, they made sense at the time.

The ADF’s Canberra-class amphibious assault ships, or LHDs, are a case in point. Brought into service in 2014, 
Defence’s two LHDs provides the ADF with ‘one of the most capable and sophisticated air–land–sea amphibious 
deployment systems in the world’.36 These 27,000-tonne ships can land a force of more than 1,000 personnel 
by helicopter and watercraft, along with all their weapons, ammunition, vehicles and stores. The ships are 
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home-ported at Fleet Base East in Sydney. At the same time, the Army’s designated amphibious unit, the 2nd 
Battalion Royal Australian Regiment, is located in Townsville. Plan Galileo’s RMCs may indeed undertake some 
minor maintenance and limited battle-damage repair for the LHDs, but their size and limited number seems to 
ensure that maintenance will, with few exceptions, need to be undertaken at Garden Island in Sydney.

There are, of course, many reasons that the LHDs are home-ported in Fleet Base East. One of the most significant 
is its co-location with the Captain Cook Graving Dock at Garden Island. Built more than 75 years ago, the 
347-metre-long dry dock is an important strategic asset for the RAN. It’s a facility capable of docking ships larger 
than 12,000 tonnes. So, for all of the intention to have RMCs, it seems that major battle-damage repair and 
significant maintenance for the RAN’s major surface vessels will be done by providers at Garden Island. And the 
Captain Cook Graving Dock is a single point of failure for Defence’s major surface vessel maintenance.

While the locations are different, the story is the same for Australia’s submarines’ basing, maintenance, arming 
and resupply. Australia’s six Collins-class submarines are home-ported in Western Australia. Some minor 
maintenance is undertaken in that state. The submarines are also armed and provisioned there. The submarines’ 
sustainment, maintenance and upgrade are conducted by the platform system integrator ASC Pty Ltd and the 
Australian Submarine Enterprise. Each sub spends 10 years on operations and two years in deep maintenance at 
ASC’s facility in Osborne, South Australia. During a submarine’s 10-year operational period, it undergoes regularly 
planned maintenance activities at ASC’s Western Australian operation at Henderson, adjacent to Fleet Base West. 
Those activities include 12-month-long mid-cycle dockings and several shorter duration maintenance activities. 
It does seem that there’s a limited role for RMCs here, and again commercial decisions have led to single points of 
potential failure.

So, what about our more recent decisions? In the case of the Arafura-class offshore patrol vessel (OPV), we’re at 
best seeing incremental changes in thinking and only limited integration with Plan Galileo. The OPV is set to replace 
the Navy’s current Armidale-class patrol boats. The first two are being built at ASC’s Osborne shipyard in South 
Australia. The final 10 are being built within the Australian Marine Complex at Henderson, 30 kilometres south of 
Perth and 25 kilometres from Fleet Base West (HMAS Stirling). The OPV enterprise will bring together the federal 
government and defence industry in one location. This will allow the RAN to operationalise its ‘Ship Zero’ concept. 
The concept is described as follows:

The purpose of Ship Zero is to enhance the ongoing life-cycle management of our capabilities. It will remove 
many of the uncertainties and risks associated with the introduction of new platforms into service. It will 
optimise resources and will enable through-life continuous improvement. Ship Zero will achieve this through the 
coordination, and where appropriate, co-location of administrative, through-life support and capability-specific 
training organisations. Ship Zero provides the ‘centre of excellence’ for the vessel, submarine or other significant 
capability and supports a more efficient and more effective asset management approach.37

Collectively, this will assure the alignment of work between acquisition and sustainment. In a practical sense, 
it will see ongoing maintenance of the OPV and Hunter-class frigates carried out at Henderson. But it also raises 
the question of what maintenance RMCs in the OPV home-ports of Cairns and Darwin will in fact be required to 
undertake. It also raises the question of whether Plan Galileo is simply reinforcing old models in which maintenance 
is concentrated in the two major southern fleet bases, and, by doing so, leaves the resilience of our sovereign 
maritime sustainment vulnerable to disruption. On a more positive note, if that’s the case, this arrangement does 
go some way to avoiding a glut in sustainment infrastructure. But, then again, it could well be putting economics 
before strategic advantage, and it’s not evidence of scaling to meet the needs of the ADF and of partners we want to 
enable through access to our facilities.
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When it comes to development in the north, there’s a tendency to be highly optimistic about possibilities and 
openness to exploring distant opportunities. In ASPI’s report Collaborative nation-building: Port of Townsville case 
study, the authors examined investment in the north, highlighting that:

[C]urrent infrastructure investment in the north takes the form of a ‘sugar hit’—it satisfies the appetite for a 
short time but isn’t sustainable and leaves one needing more. Traditionally, economic sugar hits have been a 
particularly attractive policy lever for northern Australia’s smaller local and state and territory jurisdictions. 
In addition to bolstering the small budgets and revenue bases of those jurisdictions, the hits assist in bridging 
troughs in capacity demand across many industries.’38

The problem arises during the transition of infrastructure to the operational phase after the delivery of the capital 
investment. The benefit to the local community in this phase is derived through the use of the infrastructure and 
less so from contracts for local contractors employing large workforces. Unless another big investment commences, 
the workforce moves on (or locals become unemployed) as the investment trough—the bust—materialises.

Postwar, the Navy used to do all maritime sustainment in-house. Today, most sustainment facilities are owned 
by industry and are therefore commercially viable or part or wholly owned and underwritten by state or territory 
governments. This posed a challenge for Defence in the north, given the need for niche maintenance facilities and 
services that don’t always correlate with a broader commercial need. Despite articulating specialised requirements, 
Defence has adopted the position that the maritime sustainment facilities it uses need to be commercially viable, 
independently of Defence contracts. Such an outcome is impossible to achieve and an unreasonable expectation to 
place on small northern economies.

Some likely good news here is that there’s potential for the Quad partnership and AUKUS (on nuclear submarines 
and to an extent other force elements) to drive further commercial maritime sustainment opportunities. However, 
current US legislation to protect US jobs in this sector prevents maritime sustainment beyond voyage repair and 
battle repair. Legislation is the work of congresses and parliaments, so it can change as needs change. That fact 
is underlined by the US and UK decisions to make nuclear-submarine technology available to Australia—which 
requires legal and regulatory change. Suppose we were to look to our allies for help in building the commerciality 
of northern industry bases and related infrastructure. In that case, there’s some serious lobbying to be done by 
Australia inside Washington DC’s Beltway. But we can’t expect our partners to invest in our facilities if we don’t do 
so first, and it’s valuable to us to have our partners operate with our forces out of our facilities, so there’s a case for 
Australian investment that works regardless of any co-investment.

In the meantime, the focus of our strategic thinking and policy needs to shift from what the north ‘could’ contribute 
to what it ‘should’ contribute. That kind of thinking is equally applicable to maritime sustainment to leverage 
sustainable power generation or invest in emerging technologies.

So, the key question is: how should northern Australia be leveraged better to meet maritime sustainment needs 
within the next 10 years?
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To answer that question, we need to consider what’s required in the context of what’s possible and what’s helpful. 
The north will never deliver the maritime capability of large ports in the south and west of Australia. We also need 
to recognise that the value of the north lies in its strategic geography. Clarity and transparency about how Defence 
intends to better leverage that strategic geography is needed.

For the north to make the best contribution to maritime sustainment, Defence’s desired outcomes need to be 
overt to allow them to be considered in the context of what might be possible for the north to contribute and what it 
should deliver.

Figure 3 highlights how those three aspects intersect. Together, they represent the engagement, planning and 
capability needed to drive sovereign maritime outcomes and resilience in the north.

Figure 3:  Identifying engagement, planning and capability to drive maritime outcomes and resilience
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Source: Northern Australia Strategic Policy Centre, ASPI, 2021.

In future, the key considerations in an applied sense are:

• What capability (people and infrastructure) is needed in the north, when and where?

• Will the best case five-year development time frame for the Darwin Marine Industry Park ship lift meet Defence’s 
response horizon?

• To what extent should Defence investment support local communities for the purpose of enabling them to 
contribute to Australia’s wider geostrategic outcomes? A strong local community provides opportunities for a 
more diverse strategic contribution. One example of appreciation of the north’s geostrategic significance as the 
driver is Cairns Council advocating for the inclusion of a Papua New Guinea rugby league team to compete in 
the NRL and also as the underpinning for the council’s proposal to establish a Papua New Guinea art precinct 
in Cairns.



Exploring the north’s 
geostrategic advantage

Northern Australia’s geostrategic significance is growing. However, the ADF hasn’t articulated its strategic direction 
for the north in a generation and not since the 1987 Defence White Paper.

But the north’s geostrategic context drives an imperative for further development and investment, including to 
sustain naval platforms comprehensively and to provide staging into the Northwest Pacific. Importantly, this 
isn’t about simply listing or analysing risks but is also about seeking to use positive opportunities for regional 
cooperation and engagement.

For the north to succeed in maritime sustainment, there’s a need for a regional approach across Darwin, Cairns 
and Townsville. Underpinning a regional approach is the need for regions to collaborate rather than compete. The 
Queensland Government, in partnership with the Cairns and Townsville city councils, provides an example of how 
that might work in practice. The Cairns and Townsville regions are developing a maritime corridor in which Cairns 
will focus on maritime sustainment and supporting the RAN. Townsville will host Army amphibious capability, 
providing local sustainment and industrial scale to Cairns if needed. However, the opportunities to collaborate 
with Darwin also need to be considered (Figure 4). This must be more creative than merely sharing FIFO workforces 
between the two RMCs.

Figure 4:  HMAS Paramatta at Fort Hill Wharf in Darwin, Northern Territory

Source: Department of Defence, online.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20210421ran8615597_0041.jpg&Type=Filename
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Plan Galileo establishes a narrow role for maritime sustainment in the north. However, there are other options for 
the north that need further consideration, including:

• the establishment of a ‘centre of excellence’ model in particular locations to support specific capabilities

• the development of duplicate or forward basing in the north

• doing more with the opportunity to reduce refuelling and rearming turnaround times and to repair beyond 
minor maintenance

• elevated shaping to support wider Defence assets in the north, such as amphibious vehicles

• pivoting as joint logistic facilities for Australia’s allies and partners.

RAN investment appears to focus on offsetting and reducing the costs associated with maritime sustainment, but 
broader investment by government, Defence, or both, is needed to harness the power of the north’s geostrategic 
significance. That requires recognising that strategic outcomes need to be achieved through a range of mechanisms.

The role of Defence investment as an economic multiplier needs to be acknowledged and more widely embraced. 
When is building a port, not just a port? When it connects into the community.



Aligning with the 
strategic environment

The key strategic benefit of the north is in minor sustainment and voyage repair. Plan Galileo recognises that 
opportunity, but it’s not well understood by key stakeholders. That focus challenges the traditional role of the 
defence industry in maritime sustainment in larger ports in southern Australia. It also amplifies dependence on 
maritime-sector SMEs in the north and the need for greater collaboration between the defence industry and SMEs. 
State, territory and regional governments also have an essential role in ensuring the success of Plan Galileo.

Figure 5 positions the range of cross-sector, cross-region interests in the context of achieving maritime 
sustainment outcomes.

Figure 5:  Achieving cross-sector, cross-region strategic alignment

Source: Northern Australia Strategic Policy Centre, ASPI, 2021,
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Defence enhancing engagement
Throughout the development of this report, the key issue raised by stakeholders related to the visibility of Defence 
priorities to support planning and timely capability at the local level. With this in mind, there’s a need for Defence to:

• better articulate its needs to enable them to be met (which is particularly relevant to supporting the 
achievement of Plan Galileo outcomes)

• improve the alignment of its expectations with industry capability and expectations

• ensure that the implementation of Plan Galileo focuses on supporting industry, particularly local SMEs, 
through novel ideas such as investing in training within companies, partnering rather than simply not 
procuring, and so on

• work across government to coordinate and synchronise efforts and investments

• coordinate investments and collaborations with allies and partners.

Defence’s recent efforts to brief and engage on Plan Galileo at the local level are to be applauded and should 
continue.

Governments rethinking markets
ASPI’s report New beginnings: rethinking business and trade in an era of strategic clarity and rolling disruption 
highlighted that:

Our sovereign interests have been discounted through government and corporate policy settings that prioritised 
low-cost production and logistics and underappreciated the resulting vulnerabilities, including the impact of 
eroding our national resilience.39

The report also noted that:

Australia’s federal, state and territory governments need to inject a national security perspective into decisions 
and policies that influence Australia’s economy. That perspective must consider two clear focuses: resilience and 
sovereignty, each of which is best pursued in trusted partnerships with those who share our interests.40

Those findings are central to Australia achieving our strategic goals and positioning us for success in our region.

Governments need to consider the extent to which current market forces restrict the achievement of whole-of-north 
goals. Commercial competition in an economically ‘small’ north can be fierce, so there’s a need to achieve more 
whole-of-north outcomes.

For local communities, the flow-on impacts can be wide-ranging, so we need to:

• upgrade road infrastructure to deal with additional traffic or new uses (such as by heavier vehicles)

• source additional housing to accommodate workforce growth

• provide social infrastructure to encourage the relocation of families to an area

• support the enhancement of small business capability that offers support services, such as mess services.

These considerations are particularly relevant for local communities needing to support enhanced or expanded 
Defence capability, including the RAN’s maritime sustainment in the north. They’re also important for the 
sustainment of the Army’s amphibious vessels in the north.
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SMEs are essential in the north
There are several definitions of what constitutes an SME, depending on whether we’re considering employee 
numbers or turnover. In general, a small business employs fewer than 20 people, and a medium-sized business 
employs 20–199 people.41

Small business in Australia accounts for between 97.4% and 98.4% of all businesses, depending on whether we 
define a small business based on the number of employees or turnover. In terms of sector influence, small business 
contributes in the following ways:

• agriculture, forestry and fishing (76% of total businesses in the sector)

• rental, hiring and real estate services (74% of total)

• construction (56% of total)

• professional, scientific and technical services (42% of total)

• other services (56% of total).42

An understanding of small business is particularly relevant for the north. For example, the picture in the Northern 
Territory is very different from the picture elsewhere in Australia. In 2018, the territory’s small businesses made up 
38% of total private-sector employment. However, it’s also important to appreciate the extent of small business 
volatility in the north, given that the 2018 level resulted from a contraction over the previous five years.43

Maritime sustainment in the north is highly dependent on SMEs that are engaged in a range of sectors. Defence 
needs to work with them to understand the transferability of key capabilities to niche naval maritime applications.

The concept of RMCs within Plan Galileo does recognise the significance of SMEs in tailoring northern maritime 
sustainment. However, capability development involves long lead times, and sustainment capability requires a clear 
articulation of needs and time frames. Therefore, there’s a need to:

• engage actively and regularly with governments and SMEs to more clearly articulate Defence’s capability 
requirements

• invest in practical measures (such as training) that ensure that the local capability needed by Defence will be 
available when required

• acknowledge that the defence industry in Australia faces a complex and uncertain future.

While the future is far from certain, we can be reasonably sure that the strategic context won’t improve, 
although opportunities for cooperation with Australia’s strategic partners are growing. The government’s recent 
nuclear-submarine decision has revealed that Defence can make dynamic and expensive course corrections, 
and rapid progress on implementation is already evident (such as the signing of the nuclear information sharing 
arrangement only weeks out from the AUKUS announcement). The ending of the unreliable, expensive Taipan 
helicopter capability in favour of highly reliable Seahawk and Blackhawk helicopters was another welcome and 
decisive move by the Defence Minister and the Defence organisation that indicates a growing urgency in response 
to Australia’s strategic environment. The Peever Review now underway into Defence’s innovation system seems to 
signal a desire for faster innovation.44 If AUKUS lives up to its expectation, there’ll be plenty of catalysts for further 
rapid changes.

Some in Defence and government may prefer a continued commitment to existing programs and approaches. 
However, the events of the past two years have created a paradigm shift in government thinking that won’t be 
satisfied by ‘steady as she goes’ thinking, and the decisive shifts that we’ve listed above may well encourage others 
in Defence to propose similarly ambitious change.

Ultimately, Defence decision-makers must live up to their more recent policies and strategies by breaking free from 
a ‘long peace’ mindset. They need to accept by rule, not exception, that they don’t have the time and scale to be 
producing platforms that integrate multiple countries’ technology over decades. In this new strategic environment, 
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they have to be more forthright in advising government on balancing the national security and economic 
dimensions of decisions, especially in areas such as shipbuilding. It appears likely that ministers will be receptive to 
that advice, and that this is a bipartisan matter that will also work in the Australian Parliament.

For the defence industry, the next five years look to be a very uncertain time, but with some real momentum in the 
positive partnerships Australia is in the middle of through the Quad and AUKUS. So, it isn’t all bad news. There’ll be 
rewards for those companies able to pivot at speed and scale up to support a rapidly changing market and to satisfy 
yet-to-be-defined demands. For those that can establish strong collaborative and agile networks with SMEs, there’ll 
be abundant opportunities.

Different operating models for the defence industry
American comedian and actor Jim Carey argues that ‘If you aren’t in the moment, you are either looking forward to 
uncertainty or back at pain and regret.’ While that’s good advice for a friend in trouble, Australia’s defence industry 
can’t afford the luxury of living in the moment or spending time regretting what’s changing. Instead, it needs to 
engage with Australia’s rapidly evolving strategic context and all of its prickly complexity. That task won’t get any 
easier over the next several years as the Defence organisation grapples with several paradigm shifts of its own.

For a moment, let’s ignore Carey’s advice and look back. There ought to be little doubt that Australia’s defence 
industry has had a rather rosy outlook over the past five years.

The 2016 Defence White Paper described a decline in the strategic environment that supported big defence spending. 
The strategic context was warm enough to encourage increased spending but not so hot as to demand speed of 
delivery. The Australian Government focused on maximising the economic benefit of defence spending.

In those circumstances, it’s only natural that the government designed programs that maintained demand at a level 
that supported a sovereign defence industry over several decades.

By the end of 2020, with the addition of Hunter-class frigates and Attack-class submarines, Australia’s Naval 
Shipbuilding Program was valued at $137 billion and counting. For many in the defence industry, that kind of 
spending certainty made raising equity and investing in infrastructure and people easier.

By late 2019, the die was cast for change through a series of shifts. By that time, several strategists were already 
considering whether the increasing assertiveness of the CCP was cause for evaluating the need for a stronger and 
more self-reliant ADF.

The first few months of the Covid-19 crisis in 2020 revealed that globalisation and just-in-time supply chains 
had left Australia vulnerable. The CCP’s behaviour across the Indo-Pacific and its ‘wolf-warrior’ diplomats 
didn’t just increase strategists’ concerns, they ensured that the idea of strategic uncertainty resonated with 
everyday Australians.

The 2020 DSU noted that, for the first time since the 1980s, the warning time for a future conflict is now under 
10 years. It has taken the government and Defence almost a year to begin to get their collective heads around 
that change.

The announcement that Australia’s future submarine fleet will be nuclear powered is probably the most significant 
defence capability announcement in a generation. It’s generated lots of public discussion on the decision’s 
economic, environmental and geopolitical implications. It was also the first tangible proof of Defence’s paradigm 
shift. For industry, it strongly indicates Defence’s willingness to reverse or change big commercial decisions in 
response to the evolving strategic environment.

The formation of the trilateral AUKUS technology-acceleration partnership between Australia, the US and the 
UK opens the door for the rapid application of new technologies and capabilities for our three militaries. And the 

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/09/15/biden-deal-uk-australia-defense-tech-sharing-511877
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2021 AUSMIN meeting included promises of greater cooperation and collaboration. This will open the door to new 
capabilities, in shorter time frames, at a time when the government is intent on building a stronger ADF.

In September, the Minister for Defence, Melissa Price,45 announced that David Peever would undertake an 
independent review of defence innovation to ensure that the Defence organisation will ‘establish how it can more 
effectively deliver home-grown, innovative capabilities for the ADF’. Significant changes seem likely.

It seems inevitable that Peever will identify necessary improvements in the Defence organisation’s approach to 
innovation and capability. He’s likely to find that the pursuit of the perfect regularly gets in the way of the good. 
Australia’s habit of creating bespoke capabilities, and wariness in acquiring and applying solutions that can do 80% 
of what we might ideally desire, but perhaps by use also reveal that what unexpected value they have (particularly in 
the case of novel and uncrewed capabilities) is costly in resources and time.

All this means that the fundamental change for the defence industry is in understanding that its role in the north is 
different from its role in large facilities in the south. Different industry operating models for the north will add value 
to government and Defence efforts to enhance the maritime sustainment ecosystem in the north.

In particular, the defence industry operating in the north needs to:

• take the time to understand the environment

• acknowledge that what works in larger centres isn’t applicable in the north

• establish collaborative subcontractor arrangements that even out peaks and troughs for SMEs and recognise 
that local businesses are willing to support each other in meeting clients’ needs.

Figure 6:  HMAS Ararat refuelling at HMAS Coonawarra, Darwin, marking a new capability for HMAS Coonawarra and 
the Royal Australian Navy

Source: Department of Defence, online.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20210201ran8565840_0027.jpg&Type=Filename


Conclusion

In this report, we set out to consider the application of Plan Galileo in northern Australia. In doing so, we explored 
strategic advantage and considered the change in Australia’s strategic context and the benefit of leveraging 
cross-sectoral investment to create economies of scale and develop a scalable industry base. We believe that such a 
framing delivers greater clarity and aligns economic, social and national security decisions.

The range of key stakeholders with whom we engaged gave us consistent messages, including these:

• Businesses and governments in the north are ready to contribute. Still, they’re preparing without clarity from 
Defence on what it needs.

• Capability development (including infrastructure and workforce) has long lead times and requires a commitment 
to foster investment.

• It’s unrealistic to expect niche defence needs to be met through standard commercial capability or with no 
commitment from the Defence organisation.

• The large-scale economies of the south aren’t workable in the north.

Northern Australia should be a major contributor to ensuring the success of Plan Galileo. It isn’t just the geostrategic 
significance of the north that’s relevant here. The opportunity to leverage cross-sector, cross-region collaboration is 
also important, and that depends on Defence embracing its role as an anchor tenant in the north.

Plan Galileo does recognise that sustainment operations and the north’s economies are different from the 
commercial operations and large-scale economies of the south. However, more is needed to engage openly and 
meaningfully in the north to understand fully, and therefore better harness, those opportunities.

The challenges for the defence industry are different. The traditional operating models of large defence 
corporations don’t sit well with the dynamic and smaller scale north. SMEs are essential in the north, and local 
knowledge and connections have far more impact.

Regardless, it seems clear that, considering all that has occurred in the past year, and our evolving understanding 
of policy and strategy in northern Australia, Defence needs to rethink Plan Galileo. If the 2021 submarine 
decision is anything to go by, all the stakeholders involved will welcome an opportunity to renew our naval 
sustainment thinking.
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Acronyms and 
abbreviations

ADF Australian Defence Force
CCP Chinese Communist Party
CNRMC Commander, Navy Regional Maintenance Center (US)
CT counterterrorism
DSU 2020 Defence Strategic Update
FIFO fly in, fly out
HADR humanitarian assistance and disaster relief
LHD landing helicopter dock
MARMC Mid-Atlantic Regional Maintenance Center
NAVSEA Naval Sea Systems Command (US)
OPV offshore patrol vessel
Quad Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
RAN Royal Australian Navy
RMC regional maintenance centre
SERMC Southeast Regional Maintenance Center
SME small to medium-sized enterprise
SSN ship, submersible, nuclear (nuclear-powered fast attack submarine)
STEM science, technology, engineering and mathematics
SWRMC Southwest Regional Maintenance Center
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