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Our highly skilled members build and maintain 
ships and submarines, helicopters and other aircraft, 
munitions, and vehicles. Australian innovations like 
the Bushmaster Protected Mobility Vehicle not only 
serve our own military but are exported to other 
armed forces around the world. 

Australia’s defence manufacturing capability 
nonetheless needs to be strengthened. Renewed 
geopolitical tensions in the Asia-Pacific and Europe, 
accelerating climate change, and the COVID-19 
pandemic have highlighted the fault lines of 
fragile global supply chains. These crises have 
demonstrated the urgent need for Australia to build 
and maintain sovereign capability in defence and in 
our manufacturing industries more broadly. 

Despite consistently large expenditure on defence 
assets over several decades, waves of outsourcing 
and offshoring have seen Australia’s defence 
manufacturing capacities significantly diminished 
and increasingly precarious. This is most starkly 
represented by recent suggestions that Australia 
should buy ‘black box’ submarine technologies ‘off 
the shelf’ from foreign powers. Such a procurement 
approach would undermine Australia’s sovereign 
capability, leaving us entirely reliant on distant, 

The Australian 
Manufacturing Workers’ 
Union (AMWU) has a proud 
history of supporting 
Australia’s defence forces 
through the production, 
maintenance, and repair of 
defence equipment. 
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unaccountable governments in times of crisis. 
International experience tells us that this would be  
a mistake. 

Over the next decade, Defence plans to invest $270 
billion in new, advanced capabilities, including 
around $3 billion directly on defence innovation. This 
represents an opportunity for the recently elected 
Labor government to rebuild Australia’s sovereign 
defence capabilities. This will require an ambitious 
program to rebuild the Department of Defence’s (DoD) 
technical capacities so that government can once 
again be a ‘smart buyer’ of defence equipment. Taking 
advantage of this opportunity will also necessitate 
the expansion and development of a highly skilled 
defence industry workforce, both inside and outside 
the DoD, with significant investment required in 
training and apprenticeships. 

Outside of major prime contractors, Australia must 
also develop a strong ecosystem of defence small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs). This will entail local 
content requirements and co-ordination between 
governments and primes to develop reliable local 
capabilities. Accompanied by the proper policy 
settings, rebuilding Australia’s defence supply chains 
will have significant positive economic spillovers, 

transferring cutting-edge technologies, intellectual 
property, and highly skilled workers to the broader 
manufacturing sector and creating thousands of jobs.

The AMWU represents thousands of members in 
the defence industry. Together, they have countless 
years of experience in defence manufacturing and 
are deeply committed to maintaining and expanding 
Australia’s sovereign defence capabilities. This paper 
is framed around their experiences and stories and 
contains a suite of policy proposals geared towards 
keeping Australia safe and creating high-skilled, well-
paid jobs across the country. 

AMWU Defence and Aerospace Committee | 2019
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Governance

Over the last several decades, AMWU members 
in the defence sector have witnessed a significant 
diminution of Australia’s sovereign defence 
manufacturing capabilities. This includes the 
‘hollowing out’ of the technical capacity of the DoD, 
as the department’s technical workforce has been 
increasingly outsourced, and worrying suggestions 
of buying ‘black box’ technologies ‘off the shelf’ from 
overseas suppliers. 

The government must reform how defence 
procurement is governed to ensure it is maximising 
the value it gets for every investment. For the DoD 
to again be a ‘smart buyer’, capable of delivering 
new defence assets in a timely and cost-efficient 
way, a concerted effort is required to rebuild its 
technical capabilities as well as a new approach 
to co-ordinating stakeholders in the procurement 
process.

Bushmaster Protected Mobility Vehicle
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Defence Establishment in Orchard Hills is a 
munitions storage, maintenance, and distribution 
centre for the Australian Defence Force. Deb has 
worked there for over 15 years. 

“I came in as a trainee with an advanced diploma 
in electrical engineering,” she explains. “I have 
experience in the technical sphere as well as 
supporting the technical work we do here.”

Deb and her colleagues work on highly advanced 
technologies that require well-developed technical 
skill sets. “I have my transferable skills from  
electrical engineering, but because of the specificity 
of the items that we’re working on, the original 
equipment manufacturers’ knowledge is also very 
important.”

She says that developing and retaining these  
skill sets is extremely important. “Knowledge 
retention is always very important in this sort of 
industry. We have people who are 30 or 40 years 
into their careers leaving and new starters coming 
through the door, so passing on that knowledge and 
skill is paramount.”

If Deb could change one thing about her work, it 
would be for management and policymakers to 
place a stronger value on the technical skill and 
knowledge of herself and her colleagues. “They 
should place more value on the people on the floor 
doing these jobs. We need to make sure people 
are looked after and allowed to develop their 
careers within that sphere. Without them it just  
doesn’t work.”

Recommendation 1:
The federal government should launch an  
ambitious program to rebuild the DoD’s technical 
capabilities so it can again be a ‘smart buyer’. 
This must be coupled with a requirement that 
government be embedded in all defence contracts 
as a sophisticated and active customer. 

Recommendation 2: 
Government should create a tripartite agency 
to deliver Australia’s defence capabilities safely, 
securely, and more effectively. This agency would 
manage defence asset procurement and in-
service support, collaborating with government 
departments, trade unions, and industry to lead 
the design and production of all new defence 
assets, bringing them into service as effectively and 
efficiently as possible.

Deb Livingston, 
electrical engineer
Defence Establishment, NSW



Essential to maintaining and developing Australia’s 
sovereign capabilities is a highly skilled workforce 
both inside the DoD and in the broader defence 
sector. Historically, Australia’s defence sectors 
were a major training ground for a highly skilled 
manufacturing workforce. 

The AMWU believes that defence contractors 
and the DoD should once again lead the way in 
providing large numbers of Australians with the 
opportunity to undertake nationally recognised 
apprenticeships, technical cadetships, and graduate 
programs in the defence sectors. Not only will this 
strengthen Australia’s capacity to make the things 
it needs to defend itself, but many of these highly 
skilled workers will move into other sectors of the 
manufacturing industry, helping to address our 
broader skills shortages. 

The Skills We Need
 to Underpin 
Sovereign Capability
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For over 30 years, Hilton has worked in Australia’s 
defence manufacturing sector. He currently works 
at BAE Systems in the Edinburgh defence precinct in 
South Australia. 

“On a normal day, I work machining and assembling 
components for ESSM missiles, Nulka missile 
decoys, and the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter,” he says. 
Hilton is proud of the work he does and wants 
Australia to maintain and expand its sovereign 
capability to build everything its armed forces need 
to keep the country safe. 

Hilton worries that Australia’s sovereign capabilities 
will be undermined if there is not a significant 
investment in developing the future workforce. “It’s 
getting increasingly hard to get tradespeople, but 
we’re still not investing in the skills.” 

He says his employer has gone down the path of 
headhunting tradespeople from local defence SMEs 
when there is a skills shortage rather than training 
their own young people. 

“Apprentices, in particular – we haven’t had a 
new intake of apprentices in many years. I’d love 
to be involved in passing my skills on to a new 
generation of workers, but I don’t currently have that 
opportunity,” he says. 

Hilton wants to see government step up and make 
sure that firms contracted by DoD to produce 
defence equipment are required to invest in training 
and skills development. “At the moment, there’s no 
requirement tied to a lot of defence contracts to train 
people. If the government could do something about 
that, it could make a real difference.” He emphasises 
that apprentices should be directly employed by 
the company, as opposed to training providers or 
group training schemes, and put through nationally 
recognised and accredited training programs. 

Recommendation 3:
The AMWU supports the requirement for a 
minimum ratio of apprentices, technical cadetships, 
and graduate positions on all defence projects and 
contracts. Furthermore, employers should work 
with TAFEs to deliver nationally recognised training 
that gives workers high-level, transferable skills. 

Recommendation 4: 
To attract and maintain a highly skilled workforce, 
workers in the DoD and the wider defence sectors 
need clear career paths, including internal 
promotion opportunities, and options for upskilling 
with recognition for new skills. This must involve 
working with trade unions to correctly classify all 
workers across the defence sectors to ensure they 
are remunerated for the skills they are utilising.

Recommendation 5: 
Contractors with an enterprise agreement signed 
by a registered trade union, no history of wage  
theft, and a commitment to directly hiring 
permanent employees should be prioritised for 
defence contracts.

Hilton Gumbys,
fitter and machinist 
BAE Systems, South Australia



Bolstering 
Supply Chains

Australia’s defence sectors and employment go 
well beyond the DoD and the prime contractors 
and require a whole network of SMEs. The ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic has significantly disrupted 
global supply chains and highlighted Australia’s 
vulnerability to external shocks as many industries 
struggled to find essential components, materials, 
and other inputs. More recently, there is evidence 
that war in Europe and increased geopolitical 
tensions in the Asia-Pacific have prompted other 
countries to prioritise their own defence sectors and 
restrict the supply of vital inputs to Australia. There 
is no sense in awaiting a return to ‘normal’. Australia 
must act now to proactively rebuild and secure its 
supply chains. 
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Mick has worked at Thales for 16 years, where he 
and his colleagues manufacture “bombs, bullets and 
grenades for the defence industry”. Thales is a major 
employer in regional Victoria, with around 300 
people working onsite at the Benalla facility. 

Mick recently stepped up to be team leader on the 
bullet line after 15 years as a quality co-ordinator. 

“I’m always looking to better myself, and I’m 
enjoying the new challenge,” he says. “I’ve gone from 
managing the quality of the product to managing 
the whole team, which includes product, people, 
safety, and maintenance-related activities.”

Production has slowed at Thales Benalla due 
to a shortage of essential imported materials – 
imported primer and brass components have been 
in short supply. “We were running three shifts, then 
two shifts, now we’re back to a single shift. With 
everything that’s going on in the world and the war 
in Ukraine, countries who supply these products to 
us are keeping supplies for domestic production, 
and we don’t have what we need.”

To ensure Australia has the sovereign capability to 
produce everything it needs to supply its defence 
forces, Mick says significant investment is required 
to bolster and rebuild local supply chains. 

“We used to have our own brass foundry and rolling 
mill as well as primer production capabilities. Then 
after the move to Benalla, they were scrapped, 
and now we use cheaper imported products,” he 
says. “The government and employers need to 
get together with unions and rebuild these supply 
chains.”

“If you’re going to make a cartridge for an Aussie 
soldier, it should be made out of Australian 
brass and components that are produced here,”  
Mick concludes. “That’s what true sovereign 
capability means.” 

Recommendation 6:
All defence contracts should require high local 
content requirements for complex inputs. Where 
no local supplier is available, primes should work 
with the DoD to build the necessary capacity  
among SMEs.

Recommendation 7: 
SMEs should not be disadvantaged when bidding 
against major firms for defence contracts, and 
procurement standards should anticipate and 
reflect the opportunity for SMEs to increase their 
capacity to meet demands. 

Recommendation 8: 
Working with industry, the DoD and Department of 
Industry should engage in significant and sustained 
mapping of gaps in supply chains and create 
mechanisms to develop capacity in these areas. 

Mick Green, 
production worker
Thales Australia, Victoria
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Maximising Spillovers

A substantial pipeline of defence projects brings 
with it the potential for significant positive economic 
and employment outcomes beyond the immediate 
contractors and supply chain participants in 
Australia’s defence manufacturing regions and 
across the nation. As already outlined above, skilled 
workers trained in defence sectors can help meet 
skills shortages in other parts of industry. 

Technology and knowledge transfer from the 
defence sectors to non-defence sectors of industry 
represents a major opportunity to increase the 
complexity of manufacturing, an area where 
Australia currently performs poorly. But to realise 
these positive externalities – or economic spillovers 
– requires a renewed policy approach that ensures 
Australia enjoys the maximum benefits of its  
defence spending. 
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Garden  Island in Sydney is home to a major  
Australian  naval  base. It’s  also where  Chris, 
who holds   an   associate diploma in  electrical 
engineering, has worked for almost 35 years. 
“Originally, it was a Department of Defence 
production site, so we went through the process of 
going from a government-owned company to then 
being privatised.” 

For the last 25 years, Chris has worked for Thales 
Australia. “Mostly I have worked in the ship 
repair area, working on the ships, and supporting 
maintenance alongside occasional work at sea. 
About seven or eight years ago, my role changed 
and I moved more into the maintenance side of the 
dockyard itself.”

In addition to repairing and maintaining naval  
ships, Chris’s colleagues maximise dock utilisation 
by working on passenger ferries and other 
commercial vessels when naval ships are not using 
the dock. “We tend to do the Spirits of Tasmania and 
some of the similar sorts of ferry ships from New 
Zealand that come up here for short turnarounds.”

Chris believes that more could be done to make 
sure Australia maximises the spillovers from major 
defence contractors to broader industry. “When 
we don’t have capacity, these vessels are often sent 
to Singapore, but there is an opportunity to keep 
that work here.” He notes that some shipbuilding 
and maintaining infrastructure in Australia is 
being underutilised, including the shipyard in 
Williamstown, Victoria. 

Recommendation 9:
The government should ensure that defence project 
contracts include clear expectations of knowledge, 
technology, and skills transfer from defence to 
commercial applications. 

Recommendation 10: 
The AMWU advocates the development of strong 
industry and government relationships with 
universities for research and development in the 
defence sectors, including clear expectations that 
technologies and intellectual property will be made 
available for other commercial applications. 

Recommendation 11: 
Whether defence contracts provide ‘value for 
money’ should look beyond cost alone, which 
commonly favours ‘off-the-shelf’ purchases from 
overseas and may result in Australian specifications 
being compromised. Such assessments should 
include consideration of positive local economic 
externalities and design integrity. All defence 
contracts should be considered for their total 
impact on the Australian economy, including  
supply chain jobs, intellectual property, and the 
transfer of technology and knowledge. They should 
result in the delivery of materiel which is fit for 
Australian purposes.

Chris Mooney, 
technical officer
Thales Australia, NSW
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Summary of 
Recommendations

Recommendation 1:
The federal government should launch an  
ambitious program to rebuild the DoD’s technical 
capabilities so it can again be a ‘smart buyer’. 
This must be coupled with a requirement that 
government be embedded in all defence contracts 
as a sophisticated and active customer. 

Recommendation 2: 
Government should create a tripartite agency 
to deliver Australia’s defence capabilities safely, 
securely, and more effectively. This agency would 
manage defence asset procurement and in-
service support, collaborating with government 
departments, trade unions, and industry to lead 
the design and production of all new defence 
assets, bringing them into service as effectively and 
efficiently as possible.

Recommendation 3:
The AMWU supports the requirement for a 
minimum ratio of apprentices, technical cadetships, 
and graduate positions on all defence projects and 
contracts. Furthermore, employers should work 
with TAFEs to deliver nationally recognised training 
that gives workers high-level, transferable skills. 

Recommendation 4: 
To attract and maintain a highly skilled workforce, 
workers in the DoD and the wider defence sectors 
need clear career paths, including internal 
promotion opportunities, and options for upskilling 
with recognition for new skills. This must involve 
working with trade unions to correctly classify all 
workers across the defence sectors to ensure they 
are remunerated for the skills they are utilising.

Recommendation 5: 
Contractors with an enterprise agreement signed 
by a registered trade union, no history of wage  
theft, and a commitment to directly hiring 
permanent employees should be prioritised for 
defence contracts.

Recommendation 6:
All defence contracts should require high local 
content requirements for complex inputs. Where 
no local supplier is available, primes should work 
with the DoD to build the necessary capacity  
among SMEs.

Recommendation 7: 
SMEs should not be disadvantaged when bidding 
against major firms for defence contracts, and 
procurement standards should anticipate and 
reflect the opportunity for SMEs to increase their 
capacity to meet demands. 

Recommendation 8: 
Working with industry, the DoD and Department of 
Industry should engage in significant and sustained 
mapping of gaps in supply chains and create 
mechanisms to develop capacity in these areas. 

Recommendation 9:
The government should ensure that defence project 
contracts include clear expectations of knowledge, 
technology, and skills transfer from defence to 
commercial applications. 

Recommendation 10: 
The AMWU advocates the development of strong 
industry and government relationships with 
universities for research and development in the 
defence sectors, including clear expectations that 
technologies and intellectual property will be made 
available for other commercial applications. 

Recommendation 11: 
Whether defence contracts provide ‘value for 
money’ should look beyond cost alone, which 
commonly favours ‘off-the-shelf’ purchases from 
overseas and may result in Australian specifications 
being compromised. Such assessments should 
include consideration of positive local economic 
externalities and design integrity. All defence 
contracts should be considered for their total 
impact on the Australian economy, including  
supply chain jobs, intellectual property, and the 
transfer of technology and knowledge. They should 
result in the delivery of materiel which is fit for 
Australian purposes.
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