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MATT KEOGH, SHADOW MINISTER FOR DEFENCE INDUSTRY: Hi I’m Matt Keogh, 

Labor's Shadow Minister for Defence Industry and we are here at the Western Australia 

Indo-Pacific Defence Conference for 2019, put on by Perth USASIA Centre with the 

support of the Western Australian Government. It's a great conference to be hosting now 

for the second year in Western Australia, talking about the importance of the Indo-Pacific 

region which is of critical importance in our discussion around our defence posturing and 

also our diplomatic relations. We've already heard a number of great speeches here today, 

but important we've just had an excellent speech made by our Labor Shadow Minister for 

Defence and Deputy Opposition Leader, Richard Marles. I'll hand over to Richard now. 

 

RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR PARTY: Thank 

you Matt. It's great to be here at the Indo-Pacific Defence Conference, and to be here with 

Matt Keogh, our Shadow Minister for Defence Industry and what is wonderful about this 

conference is it does ask of strategic thinkers in this country to move west, to the Indian 

Ocean and to understand that the arc of Australia's national interest extends to the west 

from the Pacific, to South East Asia, to China, to India and beyond to Africa- and the 

nations of the Indian Ocean. It was a real pleasure to be able to speak about that today. I 

also want to just offer some comments this morning on the announcement that's in the 

newspapers around our nation today about the Government's funding of our Special 



Forces. As a matter of principle we welcome an investments in our Special Forces, we’ve 

contacted the Government and sought a briefing as to the detail of this particular proposal 

and we'll obviously have a good look at that and consider that as we go forward. But I do 

want to say that our Special Forces have represented our country through the most difficult 

of circumstances for many, many decades now. They are very much at the heart of the 

pride of our nation, and particularly over the last couple of decades we have seen them do 

incredible work, and there is no doubt that going forward as we look at Australia's posture 

within the region and within the world that Australia's special forces will continue to play a 

critical role in Australia's defence forces and in the work that Australia does here at home 

and around the world. 

 

JOURNALIST: Just on that particular matter, should the conduct of the (inaudible) should 

there be greater transparency from the Government around what they’re actually doing. 

Secondly to that; do you think that the findings Brereton Report should be made public? 

  

MARLES: There is work that our Special Forces do which necessarily cannot be in public 

domain, and it shouldn't be. There have obviously been a range of questions in relation to 

particular allegations in respect of our Special Forces going on in the last decade or so. It is 

really important that those are fully investigated by the Government that as much 

transparency as possible is able to be provided to the Australian people in relation to the 

outcomes of those, noting that there will be some matters that cannot make to the public 

domain. But it is absolutely essential that the Government provide a sense of confidence 

and assurance to the Australian people that our Special Forces are acting in the way that 

Australians would expect. 

  

JOURNALIST: Have they been short changing the Special Forces (inaudible).  

  

MARLES: Well it's a good question as to what will the additional investment provide. As I 

say, we have sought a request for a briefing from the Government in exactly in respect of 

that. It is important for us as an Opposition to understand exactly what this expenditure is 

going to enable in terms of the work of our Special Forces going forward. 

  

JOURNALIST: (inaudible) based on that briefing will Labor make a decision to back that? 

  

MARLES: The Defence Minister and I had a productive meeting over lunch on Friday, and 

I very much appreciated that. As to a specific proposal for Australia to participate in the 

Straits of Hormuz, we are yet to have a briefing in respect of that. I note that the Defence 

Minister has offered a briefing of that kind, when a decision by Government is made in 

relation to that, certainly I welcome that. That's what we would expect, to get a briefing on 



that. In answer to your question; it is impossible to give a yes or no without knowing the 

details of this because ultimately the details here matter. We're talking about really 

significant decisions, and whilst it's clearly possible to say- I do say that Freedom of 

Navigation, the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea is essential to Australia's national 

interests as an island trading nation- in order to properly give a response to any Australian 

participation in matters in the Straits of Hormuz we actually need to know exactly what the 

detail of what it is that’s been proposed, and we need to have that. 

  

JOURNALIST: Did the Minister give you an indication when that decision will be made? 

  

MARLES: Not a specific indication in terms of measuring that in a timeframe, but I imagine 

that is soon. 

 

JOURNALIST: Do you see any, sorry, do you see any merit in moving the full cycle 

docking of submarines to W.A. from South Australia? 

 

MARLES: Well let me say a few things on that; I know what's in the West Australian 

papers today. I actually think successive South Australian governments have demonstrated 

the importance of state government advocacy. If states want to be a part of Australia's 

defence industry, South Australia's obviously been very successful. I would point out that I 

think this McGowan Western Australian Government has provided enormous advocacy 

around this states capability to participate in Australia's defence industry and you’ve seen 

an example of that,  from where I sit it absolutely looks to me that under the McGowan 

Labor Government in W.A. W.A. is very much in the game of participating in Australia's 

defence industry. There have been a number of decisions that have been made of critical 

defence industry procurements being pursued here in Western Australia. It's impossible 

sitting in Opposition to give a specific answer to that, not having the information at our 

fingertips as the Government does, but I would say it's critical for the Government to give 

an answer in respect of the full cycle of docking of the Collins Class Submarines- to provide 

certainty for both people in South Australia and Western Australia. The other point to make 

here is that the single biggest capacity constraint in terms of Australia pursuing naval 

shipbuilding and naval sustainment, which will be central to the full cycle docking but 

indeed the whole Naval Shipbuilding Program is making sure that there are enough skilled 

workers in this country to perform the task, that is the issue, and it is that constraint which 

we need to see an answer from the Morrison Government right now as to how they are 

meeting that challenge, because they need to make sure that there are the appropriate 

skills both in South Australia and Western Australia in order to meet the aspirations of 

Australia's Naval Shipbuilding and Sustainment Program. 

  



JOURNALIST: But the reports the State Government put forward suggest that W.A. would 

be able to acquire that workforce rather than South Australia because they've got such a 

suite of contracts at the moment. 

  

MARLES: I know the report that’s been done by the West Australian Government - 

  

JOURNLIST: Do you have the same concerns? 

 

MARLES: And it’s good work, but I do think that it is absolutely essential that the issue of 

skills is addressed by the Morrison Government. If you speak to anyone in the industry and 

that is a matter of greatest concern, and this Morrison Government needs to answer the 

question as to how Australia will acquire the skills necessary in order to meet the 

aspirations of the Australian shipbuilding and sustainment program. 

 

JOURNALIST: So you have doubts that W.A. might not be able to get the industry, sorry 

the workforce? 

 

MARLES: The point I'm making is that I think skills across the board is an issue. That is a 

matter for the Federal Government to make sure that it is addressing the skills issue in the 

naval shipbuilding and sustainment program and that is the challenge for the Morrison 

Government and that's why we need to hear Scott Morrison give an answer. 

  

JOURNALIST: Just on the conference itself, retired Admiral Scott Swift has talked about 

Australia blindly following the US. Is that perhaps not timely advice considering we could 

be drawn into the conflict that’s happening in the Strait of Hormuz? 

  

MARLES: I don't think we have ever blindly followed the US in terms of the way in which 

we pursue our strategic policy. Certainly it is absolutely the case that Australia needs to be 

making decisions based on our national interests and that would absolutely apply to any 

commitment to any operation in the Persian Gulf, in the Straits of Hormuz. But I do make 

the point; we are an Island trading nation, Freedom of Navigation, the UN Convention on 

the Law of the Sea goes as directly to the heart of our national interest as just about 

anything, so there is a critical issue at stake. Going to an earlier question though, in terms 

of Australia's participation in that obviously we need to see the detail of what potentially 

may be proposed, before we- we Labor- could give an assessment as to our support or 

otherwise for it. But, we always need to be acting based on our national interest. 

 

JOURNALIST:  What do you make of Anthony Byrnes, suggesting, Andrew Hastie, 

shouldn't be censured over his China comments? 



 

 

MARLES: Well I agree with Anthony Byrnes’ comment that the Government has been all 

over the place when it comes to China. I think that's the point that Anthony Byrne is making 

in relation to Senator Birmingham and indeed Andrew Hastie's opinion piece last week. 

The fact is you know our relationship with China is really complex but it is one of the most 

important bilateral relationships that this country has. We have to get it right, and indeed 

the future prosperity and security of every Australian going into the next half century is 

going to be determined by whether we get this right. At the moment the Government is all 

over the shop, it has a whole range of different views and that is an absolute problem for 

our nation. There needs to be a consensus among Government as to exactly what its 

position is in relation to China. It is absolutely essential that the Government resolves this, 

and I think that's the point that Anthony Byrne is making this morning. 

  

JOURNALIST: (inaudible). 

  

MARLES: As I said yesterday, I think that the country would benefit significantly from a 

better architecture of developing a bipartisan consensus in Australia about how we move 

forward in relation to China. But the starting point for that is for the Government to get its 

own house in order. I mean before it can actually achieve consensus on a bipartisan level 

it's got to work out what its position is and then it needs to show some leadership in 

building an architecture which allows for a bipartisan consensus going forward in respect of 

China. But I can assure you that out of all the public policy issues which are facing 

government today this is right near the top. Our relationship with China is profoundly 

important and it is not good enough that you have a Government right now which is all over 

the shop in terms of how it is presenting itself to China. 

 

ENDS 
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