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THIS PAST MONTH’S gathering at the 
Defence and Security Equipment Inter-
national (DSEI) exhibition in London 
highlighted the scale of ambition bound 
up in AUKUS. On the margins of the 
event, Australia was central to discus-
sions on advanced capability co-opera-
tion, workforce pipelines and the future 
of nuclear propulsion. The symbolism 
of an inaugural pavilion dedicated to 
AUKUS was clear: Australia is no lon-
ger a peripheral customer in allied de-
fence markets, but a central partner in 
the most ambitious trilateral project of 
the century. Yet symbolism also draws 
attention to the profound questions now 
pressing on Canberra.

For Australia, AUKUS is not just 
about technology transfers or shipyard 
contracts. It is about whether we can 
marshal the fiscal resources, the politi-
cal legitimacy, and above all, the social 
licence to sustain a nuclear enterprise 
for decades. That challenge becomes 
clearer with every international engage-
ment, including Deputy Prime Minister 
Richard Marles’ recent visit to Wash-
ington.

The meetings were private and the 
readouts perfunctory, fuelling specula-
tion about expectations being shaped in 
Washington. Some commentators sug-
gest that the US may look to Australia 
to increase defence spending further, 
possibly to 3% of GDP or beyond. No 
such figure has been formally stated, but 
it reflects a wider American mood that 
allies should contribute more substan-
tially to shared security. While conjec-
ture should not be mistaken for policy, 
it serves as a reminder that the scale of 
AUKUS necessitates clarity, honesty 
and long-term planning.

budget. Balancing defence with other 
vital priorities such as health, education 
and infrastructure will require careful 
choices. This is why transparency and 
public debate are essential. Australians 
deserve a full understanding of the 
commitments being made, the trade-
offs involved and the opportunities 
AUKUS creates.

AUKUS Pillar I is not simply about 
acquiring submarines. It is about build-
ing a national nuclear enterprise. Nu-
clear propulsion cannot be bought 
off-the-shelf; it requires sustained in-
vestment in science, engineering, safety 
regulation, supply chains and workforce  
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What is also clear is that higher de-
fence spending of this kind would carry 
significant implications for the national 
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The US and UK developed naval propulsion programs 
based on thriving civilian nuclear industries. Their 
publics accepted the risks of naval reactors because 
they were familiar with atomic power, which had been 
used to light cities and fuel prosperity. Australia will 
need a comparable approach, adapted to our context, if 
AUKUS is to endure.

development. It also demands a regula-
tor that commands public trust, waste 
management systems that reassure 
communities and bipartisan political 
support across successive parliaments.

That is why the narrow view of AUKUS 
as a submarine procurement project 
risks missing the larger opportunity. If 
Australia is serious about AUKUS, we 
must invest broadly in nuclear technol-
ogy. That means government support 
not just for shipyards and bases, but also 
for nuclear research in universities, for 
civilian applications in medicine and 
energy and for training programs that 
will produce a generation of nuclear sci-
entists and engineers. Building indus-
trial supply chains to nuclear standards, 
while engaging the public on safety and 
stewardship, will make nuclear capabil-
ity part of the national fabric rather than 
an isolated defence initiative.

Important steps have been taken, in-
cluding workforce exchanges with US 
and UK shipyards, research programs 
and infrastructure upgrades at HMAS 
Stirling. These are welcome beginnings. 
But as many in government recognise, 

more will be needed to create a sover-
eign industrial base and the legitimacy 
to sustain the program for decades. This 
is less about criticism and more about 
charting the scale of what lies ahead.

Perhaps the greatest challenge is 
building a durable social licence. For 
decades, nuclear technology has been a 
taboo subject in Australian politics. We 
have no civilian nuclear power industry, 
no established regulator and no deep na-
tional dialogue on safety or waste man-
agement. Introducing nuclear-powered 
submarines into this environment with-
out building an understanding of risks 
leaves the project politically fragile. Le-
gitimacy cannot be assumed: it must be 
earned.

To secure that legitimacy, AUKUS 
must be framed not just as a defence 
project but as a national enterprise de-
livering broader benefits. Public con-
fidence will grow if nuclear science 
enhances healthcare, if new industries 
create jobs and if universities conduct 
research that positions Australia at the 
cutting edge. The more Australians see 
tangible benefits, the more likely they 

are to adopt the program as part of their 
own plans.

History shows why this matters. The 
US and UK developed naval propulsion 
programs based on thriving civilian nu-
clear industries. Their publics accepted 
the risks of naval reactors because they 
were familiar with atomic power, which 
had been used to light cities and fuel 
prosperity. Australia will need a compa-
rable approach, adapted to our context, 
if AUKUS is to endure.

The logic is straightforward. To se-
cure the submarine program, we must 
ensure the nuclear enterprise. To secure 
the nuclear enterprise, we must build 
social licence. To build social licence, 
Australians must view AUKUS as more 
than a defence deal; they must see it as 
an investment in national capability and 
resilience.

This is why Plan B cannot be limited 
to stop-gap submarine solutions. It must 
involve a broader national strategy, in-
cluding the establishment of a perma-
nent nuclear authority, funding isotope 
production and nuclear medicine, in-
vesting in university programs, holding 
public dialogues on safety and regula-
tion and encouraging private capital to 
enter nuclear-qualified supply chains. 
These steps will strengthen confidence, 
reassure allies and prevent critics from 
dominating the conversation.

Marles’ Washington visit should be 
seen in this light. The speculation it 
generated reflects the more profound 
need to consolidate bipartisan, indus-
try, academic and civil society support 
for AUKUS. This is not a task for gov-
ernment alone. National projects of this 
magnitude require coalitions of voices 
that extend beyond politics.  

An AUKUS social licence                                                                


