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BEVAN: 

In regard to the Collins Class Submarines, will it never end Minister?

SENATOR HILL:

Well it never ends in terms of the continual need to update capability and it is true that we’ve got plans for a new torpedo yet to be developed that will replace the existing torpedoes.  The new torpedo is much more capable and particularly suited for shallower waters of which traditional torpedoes have some difficulty.

BEVAN:  

Could we just stick with the old torpedoes and save ourselves $200 million?

SENATOR HILL:

If you want the best capability that you compare yourself against others and Navies throughout the region are currently upgrading their submarine capabilities, which not only includes new submarines but includes new weapons as well.  And that’s why we, together with the Americans, are working on the development of this new torpedo which will be the best of its kind in the world.

BEVAN: 

But these are still relatively new boats, I mean shouldn’t we have sorted this out when they were being built?

SENATOR HILL:

No, that’s a fundamental misunderstanding.  Any naval platform or airforce for example there is a need to continually upgrade capability, as competitors upgrade their capability.  So these days platforms are in fact developed with a whole suite of upgrades planned before delivery of the ship or the aircraft.

ABRAHAM:  

Minister the Opposition says that these are significantly heavier than those currently in use and the submarines are going to have to be modified to fit them, is that correct?

SENATOR HILL:

They’re the same physical dimensions, so you don’t have to change the tubes, and they operate out of existing tubes, they are slightly heavier.  What we’re doing at the moment is the integration study that will tell us exactly how they will be able to be operated within the existing boats, and that study will be completed in February.  We’ve said to the Americans that we’re unable to sign an agreement with them in relation to the development of the new torpedo until we’ve got that integration study and we are satisfied there are no insurmountable issues.

ABRAHAM:  

The submarines are still not fully operational are they, the Collins Class Submarine?

SENATOR HILL:

Well in a technical sense they aren’t, although in actual fact they are in operation and doing a very good job.  The Americans are finding them exceptional boats; they were in constant exercises with the American nuclear submarine and performed extremely well.  But apart from that we also have them on operational duties. The reason we say that they’re not technically in the fleet is because the original combat system didn’t ever meet the full specification.  It was really a problem of the theory of the specification being ahead of the technology at the time, and that’s why we’re also upgrading the combat system, in fact replacing the combat system, with one that adapted from the currently existing nuclear submarine fleet.

ABRAHAM: 

Has anyone ever kept track of how much these submarines have ended up costing us?

SENATOR HILL:

Yep, it’s kept track to the dollar.  Obviously the original cost of the sixth boat, which was the final one of the series currently undergoing its capability tests off Western Australia.  So we know the cost of developing and building them, we know the cost of maintaining them, the costs of upgrading them and the costs of refit – they’re already starting to come in for their first refits.

BEVAN:  

How should people view this news that another $200 million is going to be spent on these boats.  Should they see this as part of a continuing scandal, or is this just the way the navy works?

SENATOR HILL:

There’s no scandal, in fact they’re extremely capable submarines. They were designed to be the most capable conventional submarine in the world.  As I said, in exercises with the Americans they astound the Americans in terms of their capability, their speed, their agility, their loitering capacity, they can do all sorts of things that the American submarines can’t do as well, but we should understand that when we buy a new weapons platform like this there will be need for continuing upgrade as capability and competition increases throughout the region.

BEVAN:  

But Minister, isn’t there a broader question here and that is the sort of threat that Australia believes it’s facing at the moment isn’t going to come in a way that you can fight it with a submarine, we’re not going to fight Osama Bin Laden with a submarine are we, so couldn’t we perhaps spend this $200 million in a more practical way.

ABRAHAM: 

Like new X-ray machines for airports so there’s not a levy on travellers.

SENATOR HILL:

Well we have to do both because we have immediate challenges, which as you say require a different sort of response, but the lead times in relation to conventional weapon platforms are so long that you don’t get a second chance.  So basically, you are planning for the unexpected a long way ahead and you hope that it never comes, but you’ve nevertheless got to have the capability and submarines are a major strategic asset and a very important part of our total security package.

ABRAHAM:  

Minister I know you’re en route to the airport, but off the top of your head, just coming back to this question of cost, have you got a ballpark figure?  What have these subs cost the taxpayer?

SENATOR HILL:

You should have given me notice of that one, but I think if you talk about the total program since it started and you index it obviously and take into account currency fluctuations in today’s dollars I suspect it’s about, it would be over $6 billion for the six submarines, but in actual fact it’s not much above what was originally budgeted in terms of today’s currency.  

ABRAHAM:  

OK so for a navy project, they’re on budget?

SENATOR HILL:

They’re an extremely difficult project in that they were a brand new submarine, the largest conventional submarine of its type.  I think there was a total misunderstanding of how complicated such a project would be and unfortunately it’s received over the years a lot of negative publicity which hasn’t helped, but in terms of capability...

ABRAHAM:  

And some of the negative publicity deserved Minister?

SENATOR HILL:

Oh yeah, but I think in retrospect I don’t think that we as a community, apart from anybody else, apart from the navy or industry, really understood what a massive task we were getting ourselves into.  It was like the design and build of a brand new military aircraft, we don’t do that because we say that it’s just too complicated and expensive for Australian industry but yet with submarines we tried it, we’ve gone through all the difficulties of it, we’ve achieved a platform which is exceptionally capable and I actually think we should be proud of it.

BEVAN:  

Minister thankyou for your time.

SENATOR HILL:

Okay thanks.

ENDS
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