








the world at the time of Federation, events like the Crimean War of 
1854-1859 showed that British warships could be transferred away 
from the defence of Australia in times of conflict. Australia also relied 
on its isolation from foreign powers as a means of naval defence, 
as it would take an enormous amount of resources for any foreign 
power to launch a major attack on the Australian mainland.  By 
1900, several foreign powers (such as the United States, Japan and 
Germany) managed to gain territories in the Pacific. Although British 
and Australian military advisors agreed that the most likely threat to 
Australia would be in the form of “raiding cruisers”, this threat became 
more worrisome with strong naval powers like Germany gaining a 
strong foothold on Australia’s doorstep. 

The Colonial Conference of 1902 was held in order to renegotiate 
Australia’s pre-existing naval defence arrangements with Britain. The 
Conference was also held in order to address concerns posed by 
Defence Minister John Forrest regarding Australia’s inability to defend 
itself from threats like raiding cruisers.  A new Naval Agreement was 
formed as a result of the Conference, strengthening the British forces 
assigned to the Australia Station. In order to bring the Agreement into 
effect, the Naval Agreement Bill of 1903 had to be passed by the 
Australian Federal Parliament.  There was much debate over the Naval 
Agreement Bill before it was passed. One of the MPs involved in the 
debate was Arthur Groom.  He favoured the conditions of the Bill, which 
would lead to Australia increasing its contribution to the Royal Navy in 
order to strengthen the Australia Station.  Groom also brought up the 
issue of submarines as a means of harbour defence.  Groom stated 
that submarines would ‘at no distant date’ take the place of forts in 
the role of harbour defence.  He also noted that submarines would be 
much cheaper to acquire than cruisers.  Australian and British interest 
in submarines continued to increase as British submarine technology 
was refined and developed.  In December 1903, Defence Minister 
Sir Austin Chapman met with Vice-Admiral Edward Fanshawe of the 
British Admiralty.  The concept of acquiring one or two submarines 
for the defence of Port Phillip was floated at this meeting.  Chapman 
and Fanshawe stated that the Admiralty would make an enquiry 

regarding the feasibility of the idea before any action was undertaken.  
A contemporary commentator described the proposal as a “hopeful 
plan”, stating that “the presence of one submarine in the bay would be 
sufficient to scare away half a dozen of an enemy’s cruisers.”   Another 
prominent military leader to consider the purchase of a submarine for 
Australia was Sir George Clarke, who was part of the Committee for 
Imperial Defence.  In 1904, Clarke left Victoria on a trip to Britain 
to enquire about the purchase of a submarine for Australia.  After 
seeing the submarines in Britain, Clarke decided that no purchase of 
a submarine should be made on the grounds that submarines “were 
not yet clear of the inventor’s hands.”  It was not until 1905 that 
submarines truly became a part of the political debate regarding the 
composition of the RAN.

NAVAL deFeNCe deBAteS oF 1905-1906
In 1905, Australia’s naval defence was still the Royal Navy warships 
attached to the Australia Station.  The rivalry between Germany and 
Britain played a large part in the redistribution of the Royal Navy’s 
warships around the world.  A lot of the more powerful warships were 
moved closer to British waters, which meant that the Pacific Fleets 
(including the Australia Station) were weakened.  The need for a local 
Australian navy was more important now than ever, as Britain could 
not be entirely relied upon for the defence of Australia.  On the 12th 
of May in 1905, Defence Minister James McCay wrote that Australia 
should complete her harbour defences as a top priority.  McCay 
also wrote that the best vessels suited for harbour defence would 
be destroyers, torpedo boats and submarines.  At the first Defence 
Council meeting in 1905, Director of Naval Forces (DNF) Captain 
William Rooke Creswell put forward his own plan for a local Australian 
Navy.  It consisted of three cruiser-destroyers, sixteen torpedo 
destroyers and twelve torpedo boats.  There were no submarines in 
Creswell’s proposed navy, suggesting that Australia’s leading naval 
adviser did not believe that Australia should have submarines as part 
of its fleet.

Australian Defence Minister James MCay. In May 1905 he was the first to write 
a requirement for submarines as harbour defence assets for the Australian Navy. 

Prime Minister Alfred Deakin. Deakin saw submarines as being essential to 
ensuring the defence of Australian harbours. 
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On the 12th of June in 1905, Alfred Deakin gave a speech outlining 
government policy for the next three years.  Deakin stated that Australia 
should focus on making sure that its harbour defences were “in a fit 
state of readiness.”  Deakin also saw submarines as being essential to 
ensuring the defence of Australian harbours, in addition to a flotilla of 
destroyers and torpedo boats.  There were other Australian politicians 
who supported the idea of an Australian navy with submarines.  On 
the 24th of October in 1905, MP Henry Bourne Higgins stated in the 
House of Representatives that “Australia needed coastal defences in 
the shape of torpedo boats and submarines.”  Other parliamentarians 
opposed submarines.  In the same sitting, MP William Henry Kelly 
criticised Higgins’ comments, stating that “submarines would be 
useless in Australian waters, since the fastest of the type yet built 
could not travel more than ten knots an hour.”  Shortly after this sitting 
in Parliament, DNF Creswell proposed that the Commonwealth should 
purchase a fleet of torpedo boat destroyers.  Creswell emphasized the 
need for torpedo boat destroyers in an Australian fleet. Creswell did 
not recommend the purchase of any submarines, as they were “still 
in the experimental stage” and that “the forces acting on submerged 
vessels have not yet been accurately determined.” 

At the beginning of 1906, DNF Creswell released a report on the year 

1905 to the Federal Parliament.  He outlined a much stronger case for 
the need for a local defence flotilla. Creswell believed that Australia 
was very much at risk of attack from raiding cruisers.  He stated 
that even a cruiser could maintain a state of panic if there was no 
fleet available to stop it.  His preferred method of defence was in the 
form of torpedo craft and not submarines.  Shortly after delivering 
the report, Creswell was sent on a trip to Britain to “study the latest 
achievements of the British Admiralty in connection with torpedoes 
and submarines...”  When Creswell returned from England, he stated 
that submarines, whilst much improved, could not be relied upon as an 
effective means of defence.  Whilst the debate for the establishment 
of an Australian Navy continued throughout 1906, it was not until 
1907 that submarines became a major part of the debate. 

AUStrALiAN NAVAL deFeNCe PoLiCieS 
1907-1909
On the 13th of December in 1907, Prime Minister Alfred Deakin 
presented his government’s defence policy to the House of 
Representatives.  It was during this speech that Deakin justified his 
decision to acquire nine submarines in addition to six torpedo boat 
destroyers.  Deakin noted the “fragility” of the C-class submarines, as 
well as the needed to produce submariners with “expert knowledge 
and training.”  Deakin also acknowledged that “though the submarine 
may prove to be the weapon of the future, its superiority has not 
been demonstrated as yet.”  Deakin also referred to the advice of 
the then-First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord Tweedmouth, who “strongly 
recommended submarines”, saying they were the weapon of the 
future.  Drawing on his own experiences in London, Deakin explained 
how a modern submarine could use its stealth to severely demoralise 
and deter any attacking cruiser squadron. In short, submarines 
appeared to be the best means to provide the right defences for the 
threats that Australia could face. Deakin also added that whilst the 
first submarines would be built in London, he would endeavour to 
ensure that future submarines are built in Australia, in order to develop 
Australia’s naval defence industry.  On the same date as Deakin’s 
speech, DNF Creswell advised Defence Minister Thomas Ewing 
against the acquisition of any submarines.  Deakin’s defence policy 
had not yet been implemented when Deakin lost office in 1908, so no 

destroyers or submarines were built under this policy.  On the 
4th of February in 1909, DNF Creswell advised the new Fisher 
government to acquire an Australian navy composed of torpedo 
boat destroyers.  The Fisher government decided to enact 
Creswell’s proposal, despite the advice given to the Deakin 
government in 1907 by Imperial authorities recommending the 
acquisition of submarines.  By early March 1909, it appeared 
as though the new Australian navy would be entirely composed 
of destroyers and would not have a submarine service. 

On the 16th of March in 1909, Sir Reginald McKenna (the 
First Lord of the Admiralty) announced that Britain would be 
accelerating the construction of new warships in response 
to the drastically increased rate of production of warships 
in Germany. Britain needed to do this, or else it would lose 
numerical superiority over the Germans.  This naval scare 
made the issue of imperial defence an urgent matter of the 
utmost importance. On the 30th of March in 1909, the Fisher 
government announced that it would increase the production 
of destroyers, stating that “the new boats will include four 
ocean-going destroyers...and also 16 other River-class, 
making a total, with the three on order, of four ocean-going 

AE-1 on the surface.  The (Australian) E-class was an improvement over the RN D-class.  It 
had an increased displacement over the D class, improving its endurance, habitability and 
sea-worthiness. (Seapower Centre)

AE-2 and AE-1 at Garden Island, Sydney in 1914.  At the time the image was taken these two 
submarines were the most technically advanced in the world. (Seapower Centre)
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destroyers and 19 River-class, or 23 in all.”  This policy was never 
carried through, as Alfred Deakin was sworn into the office of Prime 
Minister on the 2nd of June in 1909.  One of the Deakin government’s 
first responsibilities was to contribute towards imperial defence. An 
Imperial Conference was to be held in London on the 28th of July 
in 1909. Deakin and Defence Minister Joseph Cook were unable to 
attend the Conference, so they delegated MP Justin Foxton to be the 
official representative of the Commonwealth of Australia at the Imperial 
Conference.  Foxton was accompanied by DNF Creswell and Colonel 
Bridges.  The Australian delegation party took with them to London 
an offer from the Deakin government of an ‘Australian dreadnought’.  
At the Imperial Conference, the Admiralty proposed a strategy for 
imperial defence that determined the final composition of the RAN. 

the AUStrALiAN FLeet UNit
The First Sea Lord of the Admiralty, Sir John Fisher, had developed 
a method of imperial defence known as the ‘fleet unit’ concept.  
Fisher proposed that Australia acquire a fleet of one dreadnought 
battlecruiser, complemented by a fleet of three cruisers, six destroyers 
and three submarines.  These ships would form the Australian fleet 
unit.  According to Fisher’s imperial naval strategy, the colonies 
would maintain fleet units based at Australia, China and the East 
Indies.  In times of wars, these fleet units would combine to form 
a Pacific Fleet, which greatly aided the defence of the Empire. In 
peacetime, the fleet unit could defend Australia from the threat of 
foreign cruisers.  Submarines were included as a vital part of the 
fleet unit.  The submarines complemented the coastal defences of 
the Australian fleet unit, essentially adding another layer to Australia’s 
naval defences.  The Australian delegation was originally hesitant to 
accept the proposal.  The fleet unit was much larger than Australia 
could afford and most of the construction would be in Britain, instead 
of developing the Australian industry.  The Australian delegation 
eventually decided to accept the fleet unit as the basis of the RAN. 

Although Lord Fisher recommended C-class coastal defence 
submarines for the Australian fleet unit, he was preparing the 

Australian fleet for the future. Lord Fisher wanted the 
Australian fleet unit to give Australia the foundations 
of a permanent naval force. If submarines were the 
future, Australia needed submarines as part of its 
fleet unit.  Lord Fisher considered submarines to be 
a part of an “impending revolution” were submarines 
will become powerful “offensive weapons of war.”   
The D-class submarine under development in Britain 
was the first British submarine that was designed 
for offensive operations.  The D-class submarine 
was significantly larger than previous classes and 
featured external ballast tanks.  This made the interior 
of the submarine more spacious and also made the 
submarine able to cope with rough weather on the high 
seas.  It also carried more fuel, making able to operate 
on the high seas.  The D-class submarine was also 
the first British submarine class to incorporate a diesel 
engine for propulsion (as opposed to the gasoline 
engines on previous classes).  The use of diesel over 
gasoline significantly reduced the risk of explosions 
and hazardous fumes inside the submarine, making 
them safer.  The submarine carried two diesel engines, 
each one linked its own propeller shaft, making the 
D-class the first British twin propeller submarine.  The 

use of twin propellers not only increased the horsepower available to 
the D-class, but it also provided a back-up in case one engine ceased 
functioning.  Finally, the D-class was the first submarine to be fitted 
with wireless communication equipment.  The equipment could not 
be used underwater, but it could be used for intelligence gathering 
on the surface.

On the 24th of November in 1909, Defence Minister Cook stated 
that “it is more likely that two submarines of the D class will be 
substituted for three of the C-class.”  The Deakin government also 
delayed the acquisition of the submarines, even as construction on 
the other elements of the fleet unit began.  On the 10th of December 
in 1909, Deakin announced that his government did not want to order 
submarines at that time, as “improvements were being made” and 
that they “only want the latest” for the Australian fleet.  No submarines 
had been ordered by the time Andrew Fisher was sworn in as Prime 
Minister in April 1910.  A decision was not made until the end of 
1910.  The Admiralty advised the Fisher government to build two 
E class submarines in place of the three C class submarines.  In 
December 1910, the Fisher government decided to acquire the E 
class submarines.  The E class submarine was a refinement of the 
D class submarine.  It had an increased displacement over the D 
class, improving its endurance, habitability and sea-worthiness.  The 
E-class was also the first British submarine to incorporate transverse 
bulkheads into its design. In the event of a hull breach, these bulkheads 
could be closed off in order to isolate the flooding section, increasing 
the survivability of the submarine.  

The construction of the Australian E-class submarines, AE1 and AE2, 
began in late 1911.  It was not until the 24th of May in 1914 that the 
submarines arrived in Sydney and were officially accepted into the 
service of the RAN.  This event was the fruit of hazardous submarine 
pioneering and development and over a decade of intense political 
discussions and debates.  The acquisition of AE1 and AE2 can be 
considered an enormous success, as it resulted in Australia gaining 
two of the world’s most capable submarines at a time when they were 
most needed.   

Inside the control room of an E-class submarine.  External ballast tanks gave quite a bit of room inside the 
submarine compared to previous boats.
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STATEMENT OF POLICY    For the maintenance of the Maritime wellbeing of the nation.

The Navy League:

•	 	Believes	Australia	can	be	defended	against	attack	by	other	than	
a major maritime power and that the prime requirement of our 
defence is an evident ability to control the sea and air space 
around us and to contribute to defending essential lines of sea 
and air communication with our allies.

•	 	Supports	a	continuing	strong	alliance	with	the	US.	

•	 	Supports	close	relationships	with	all	nations	in	our	general	area	
and particularly New Zealand, PNG and the island States of the 
South Pacific.

•	 	Advocates	 the	 acquisition	 of	 the	 most	 capable	 modern	
armaments, surveillance systems and sensors to ensure that 
the ADF maintains technological advantage over forces in our 
general area.

•	 	Advocates	 a	 significant	 deterrent	 element	 in	 ADF	 capability	
enabling powerful retaliation at significant distances from our 
shores.

•	 	Believes	 the	 ADF	 must	 be	 capable	 of	 protecting	 commercial	
shipping both within Australian waters and beyond, recognising 
that this means in conjunction with allies and economic partners.

•	 	Endorses	the	control	of	coastal	surveillance	by	the	ADF,	and	the	
development of the capability for the patrol and surveillance 
of all of Australia’s ocean areas, its island territories and the 
Southern Ocean.

•	 	Welcomes	Government	initiatives	concerning	the	recovery	of	an	
Australian commercial fleet capable of supporting the ADF and 
the carriage of essential cargoes to and from Australia in times 
of conflict.

As to the RAN, the League, while noting the vital national peacetime 
tasks conducted by Navy, including border protection, flag showing/
diplomacy, disaster relief, maritime rescue, hydrography and aid to 
the civil power:

•	 	Supports	the	concept	of	a	Navy	capable	of	effective	action	in	war	
off both the east and west coasts simultaneously and advocates 
a gradual build-up of the fleet and its afloat support elements to 
ensure that, in conjunction with the RAAF, this can be sustained 
against any force which could be deployed in our general area.

•	 	Welcomes	 the	 announced	 increase	 in	 Defence	 expenditure	 to	
2% of GDP over the next 10 years.

•	 	Believes	 that	 the	 level	 of	 both	 the	 offensive	 and	 defensive	
capabilities of the RAN should be increased and is concerned 
to see that the substantial surface and sub-surface capability 
enhancements contained in the 2009 Defence White Paper 
should survive the forthcoming 2014 review of Defence 
capability; in particular a substantially strengthened 
submarine force, 3 Air Warfare Destroyers (AWDs), 2 landing 
ships (LHDs), 8 new frigates (Anzac class replacements), 

20 offshore combatant ships, 6 heavy landing craft and 
 substantial numbers of naval combatant and ASW helicopters.

•	 	Strongly	 supports	 the	 acquisition	 of	 large,	 long	 range	 and	
endurance, fast submarines and, noting the deterrent value, 
reliability and huge operational advantages of nuclear powered 
submarines and their value in training our anti-submarine 
forces, urges the consideration of nuclear power as an option 
for those vessels.

•	 	Notes	the	potential	combat	effectiveness	of	the	STOVL	version	
of the JSF and supports further examination of its application 
within the ADF.

•	 	In	 order	 to	 mitigate	 any	 industry	 capability	 gap	 following	 the	
completion of the AWD program, recommends bringing forward 
the start date of the planned future frigate (Anzac replacement) 
program, recognising the much enhanced capability projected 
for these ships.

•	 	Urges	that	decisions	to	enhance	the	strength	and	capabilities	of	
the Army and Air Force and to greatly improve the weaponry, and 
the intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, cyberspace and 
electronic warfare capabilities of the ADF be implemented.

•	 	Supports	 the	 development	 of	 Australia’s	 defence	 industry,	
including strong research and design organisations capable of 
the construction and maintenance of all warships and support 
vessels in the Navy’s order of battle, and recognises the 
fundamental importance of a stable and continuous shipbuilding 
program for the retention of design and building skills and the 
avoidance of costly start up overheads.   

•	 	Supports	the	efforts	by	Navy	to	rebuild	the	engineering	capability	
to ensure the effective maintenance and sustainability of the 
fleet.

•	 	Advocates	the	retention	in	preservation	(maintained	reserve)	of	
operationally capable ships that are required to be paid off for 
resource or other economic reasons. 

•	 	Supports	 a	 strong	 Naval	 Reserve	 and	Australian	 Navy	 Cadets	
organisation.

•	 	Advocates	a	strong	focus	on	conditions	of	service	as	an	effective	
means of combating recruitment and retention difficulties.

The League:

•	 	Calls	for	a	bipartisan	political	approach	to	national	defence	with	
a commitment to a steady long-term build-up in Australia’s 
defence capability including the required industrial infrastructure.

•	 	While	 recognising	 budgetary	 constraints	 believes	 that,	 given	
leadership by successive governments, Australia can defend 
itself in the longer term, within acceptable financial, economic 
and manpower parameters.

The Navy League is intent upon keeping before the Australian people the fact that we are a maritime nation and that a strong Navy and capable 
maritime industry are elements of our national wellbeing and vital to the freedom of Australia. The League seeks to promote Defence self reliance 
by actively supporting defence manufacturing, and the shipping and transport industries.

The strategic background to Australia’s security is changing and in some respects has become less certain. The League believes that Australia 
should pursue the capability to defend itself, paying particular attention to maritime defence. Through geographical necessity Australia’s prosperity, 
strength, and safety depend to a great extent upon the security of the surrounding seas and island areas, and on unrestricted seaborne trade. 
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The official review ship for the IFR 2013 was HMAS LEEUWIN.  
Seen here with HMAS GASCOYNE rendering honours. (RAN)

HMA Ships SYDNEY, DARWIN, PERTH & PARRAMATTA in line 
astern coming down Sydney Harbour re-enacting the first RAN Fleet 
Unit entry 100 years ago surrounded by spectator craft. (RAN)



(from R to L) HMAS STUART, SYDNEY and DARWIN 
during the fireworks spectacular on the Harbour.  The 
ships acted as the launch platform for many of the 
fireworks and also had images and a light show projected 
onto them. IFR themed images were also projected on to 
the Opera House and Harbour Bridge pylons. (RAN)

An RAAF flypast of F/A-18 Hornets and Hawk aircraft over the 
assembled ships in Sydney Harbour for the IFR 2013. (RAAF)




