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As China menaces Taiwan, the Royal and US navies rightly stand by

Australia

America is moving to cut its own red tape and get this thing done
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he news this week that the US Senate was putting in amendments to the State

Department Authorization Act of 2023 that would help authorize the transfer of two

Virginia Class submarines to Australia in line with the Australia-UK-US trilateral

arrangement (Aukus) is to be welcomed. 

Should it go through, it will grant Australia and the UK priority status within the US foreign

military sales (FMS) process, including advanced clearance for the transfer of Aukus-related

technologies. Visiting the security think tank Pacific Forum this week, Australian

Ambassador to the USA Kevin Rudd quoted Bismarck, saying “making legislation is like

making sausage – messy and not to be observed too closely – but with any luck, you have

sausage at the end of the process”. Behind Rudd’s words – and laced throughout his speech –

was the central theme that seems to be dominating Washington DC these days – that of

deterring China from invading Taiwan. 

Aukus is intended to do just that by creating a shared industrial and technological base

between the three countries around the most sensitive technologies, by creating a rotational

force of submarines forward-deployed in Australia – close to China’s key shipping lanes and

the South China Sea – and by bolstering the submarine capabilities of all three countries.

Euan Graham, a former British diplomat and expert on the region, has noted in the ASPI

Strategist how the announcement this past March will put at least one Royal Navy Astute-

class submarine permanently based in the region.

“Compared to the Royal Navy’s other experiment in forward deployment in the region,

involving a pair of roving patrol vessels”, Graham notes that submarines are primarily

“platforms for high-intensity conflict”. 

In his comments to the Pacific Forum, Ambassador Rudd – one-time Prime Minister and

Foreign Minister of Australia – noted that China’s language on Taiwan has changed over the

length of his long career. While once reserving the right to use military force to reunify

Taiwan if the “wayward province” declared independence, Beijing now states that it has this

right if there is not enough progress in unification, an alarmingly vague metric. As a

consequence of this and of Russian’s invasion of Ukraine, the Biden Administration has

created the concept of “integrated deterrence”. 
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The subject of late nights at the Pentagon, the concept was first introduced by the

administration in the December 2022 Defense Forum Washington as the “cornerstone” of

the US approach, supposedly allowing the US and its allies to dissuade or defeat aggression

in any form or domain. The concept was subsequently more fully fleshed out in the National

Security Strategy, the National Defense Strategy, and the National Defense Science and

Technology Strategy. The latter report shows the link to Aukus: “Defense science and

technology cooperation with our allies and partners will help create more capabilities,

increase shared production capacity, and reinforce our shared commitment to, and therefore

the credibility of, integrated deterrence.”  

While all of this sounds impressive – and to some extent it should – there are real questions

about how the US will manage all of this “integration”. After all, it has previously turned

export controls on sensitive technologies into a bureaucratic science. And not in a good

way. 

The victory that Ambassador Rudd and Senator Kaine, Chair of the Senate Armed Services

Seapower Subcommittee, were celebrating this week might be premature. The United States

government has set itself a gargantuan task: it must expand defense industrial base capacity

and integrate foreign companies into extremely sensitive parts of the military industrial

economy and it must do this quickly – if we are to assume, as seems wise, that the timeline of

a Taiwan invasion is in Xi Jinping’s lifetime. Furthermore, it must reform and reduce the

bureaucracy involved in its foreign military sales, a single sale of which can often involve no

fewer than 10 or 11 agencies and departments across the executive and legislative. 

While such change across a well-entrenched bureaucracy sounds like the administration

might be asking too much of itself, the good news is that bureaucracy is one of the few things

holding back change. For the most part, both parties – the Democrats and Republicans –

agree that reforms and changes are needed if they are to build a sufficiently robust defense

industrial base that will dissuade any aggression across all domains. In an era where China is

most commonly perceived to be the largest manufacturing power, the imperative is all the

stronger.

The good news for UK business – particularly across defense industry – is that this opening

is occurring, presenting opportunities to tap into and integrate with the largest single

defense market by spending. The question of course is how the UK will manage its own

national interests in the establishment of a common defense technological base. The news

that Aukus planners are already pushing for quantum submarines speaks to future

opportunities, but there will of course be risks.
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The real question is how the three powers will balance their own interests, while the largest

of them attempts to strip out the mess of red tape that it has built to keep foreigners out and

its technology in.
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