AUKUS

ublic Inquiry
Will AUKUS keep us safe ... at what cost?

Terms of Reference

1. Preface

The AUKUS security agreement between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States was
announced on 15 September 2021 without prior notification or policy explanation. AUKUS provides for
Australia to acquire eight nuclear-powered submarines at an estimated cost of at least $368 billion
over 30+ years. The opportunity costs are significant.

A summary of AUKUS Pillar 1 and Pillar 2 is at Attachment A.

AUKUS expenditures are already reducing the overall capability and force posture of the Australian
Defence Force (ADF). At a time of increasing global economic and political uncertainty, a thorough
public inquiry is required to assess the implications of AUKUS for Australia’s long-term peace and

security.

2. Objectives

To assess if the AUKUS nuclear-powered attack submarines will keep Australians more
secure.

To explore the implications of Australia acquiring nuclear-powered submarines for regional
peace and security.

To assess the economic, technological, and employment effects of AUKUS-related initiatives,
and their overall impact on the ADF’s preparedness and force structure.

To assess environmental, health, and safety consequences of nuclear technology and waste
management for the Australian community, especially for First Nations peoples.

To generate broad public awareness of AUKUS and to understand possible cost-effective
alternatives to AUKUS.

3. Scope

The Inquiry will address the following critical questions, and other relevant matters:

What is the strategic rationale for Australia's commitment to AUKUS, and what are its impacts
on the operational capability of the ADF?

Given changing geopolitical realities, does AUKUS enhance or jeopardise Australia's
security?

What are the implications of AUKUS for regional peace and security, including Australia’s
relations with China, ASEAN, and the Pacific Islands nations, including commitments under
the Treaty of Rarotonga (South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone Treaty)?

What are the impacts of AUKUS on Australia’s economy, workforce, industry, and research
sectors, and what are the opportunity costs for other national priorities?

What is the likelihood of AUKUS submarines being delivered on time and on budget?



e Could the technological advancements of AUKUS Pillar 2 be achieved through other
mechanisms?

e Can AUKUS nuclear accidents in port or Australian waters be absolutely averted or
contained, can nuclear waste be stored safely, and what are the environmental and
community impacts, especially for First Nations peoples?

e Are there cost-effective and achievable alternatives to AUKUS that better enhance Australia’s
peace and security?

e What is the status of transparency, public consultation, and parliamentary oversight regarding
AUKUS decisions?

4. Methodology

e Public submissions: inviting written and oral submissions from individuals, organisations,
experts, and communities.

e Public hearings (in-person and/or virtual) in capital cities and impacted regional centres such
as Fremantle, Port Kembla and other locations considered necessary.

e Research and analysis: reviewing relevant literature, government documents, and expert
reports.

e Stakeholder engagement: consulting with the public and all affected groups, including First
Nations communities.

e Transparency: publishing Inquiry proceedings, submissions, and findings to ensure openness,
accountability and transparency.

5. Reporting

The Inquiry will post relevant documents on its website and produce a report with recommendations. It
will be publicly available and provided to relevant authorities, including the Australian Government and
Parliament.

6. Timeframe

The Inquiry will commence early June 2026 and produce a final report by 30 October 2026.

7. Governance

The Inquiry will be directed by five eminent Australians as Commissioners, convened under the
auspices of the Australian Peace and Security Forum. The Commissioners will operate in accordance
with the principles of fairness, transparency, impartiality and inclusivity. Advice will be sought from
experts across all relevant areas of public interest. The Commissioners will be supported by a
Secretariat and funded by Australian public donations. Audited financial reports will be posted on the
Inquiry’s website.

8. Confidentiality and Privacy

All personal information provided to the Inquiry will be managed in accordance with relevant privacy
laws and regulations. Sensitive submissions may be received in confidence at the request of the
submitter.

9. Contact and Participation

The Inquiry seeks written and oral submissions from Australian citizens and organisations.
Submission guidelines and hearing schedules are on the Inquiry website and in public notices.


https://aukuspublicinquiry.netlify.app
https://aukuspublicinquiry.netlify.app/#commissioners
https://austpeaceandsecurityforum.org.au
https://aukuspublicinquiry.netlify.app
https://aukuspublicinquiry.netlify.app

Attachment A

AUKUS Pillars 1 and 2

The AUKUS trilateral security partnership was officially announced on 15 September 2021 by the
leaders of Australia, the United Kingdom (UK), and the United States (US). All three leaders have
since been replaced. The legal, trilateral agreement covering the exchange of naval nuclear
propulsion information was signed on 5 August 2024.

On 26 July 2025, the UK and Australia signed the Geelong Treaty, a 50-year treaty that covers the
design, build and operation of SSN-AUKUS submarines supporting the industrial base and rotational
presence of UK submarines.

Pillar 1: Nuclear-Powered Submarines

The first pillar focuses on providing Australia with a conventionally-armed, nuclear-powered
submarine (SSN) fleet.
e Objective: To enable the Royal Australian Navy to acquire, operate, and maintain eight
nuclear-powered attack submarines by the mid 2050s.

e Key Components:

o

Rotational Force: Starting as early as 2027, US and UK nuclear-powered submarines
will begin rotational basing at HMAS Stirling in Western Australia (Submarine
Rotational Force-West).

Acquisition: The US intends to sell Australia up to three Virginia-class submarines in
the early 2030s.

Future Submarine: Australia and the UK will build a new class of submarines, known
as SSN-AUKUS, incorporating technologies from all three nations, with deliveries
predicted to start in the late 2030s for the UK and the 2050s for Australia.

Pillar 2: Advanced Capabilities

The second pillar involves trilateral cooperation to develop and share cutting-edge military

technologies.

e Objective: To accelerate the development and integration of advanced technologies,
improving interoperability and maintaining a technological edge.

e Key Technological Areas:

o

Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Autonomy: Improving decision-making speed and
precision.

Quantum Technologies: Developing advancements in quantum for positioning,
navigation, and timing (AQUuA).

Advanced Cyber: Strengthening cybersecurity, protecting critical communication, and
operational systems.

Hypersonic and Counter-Hypersonic Capabilities: Accelerating development of these
weapons and defensive measures.

Undersea Capabilities: Enhancing autonomous underwater vehicles (AUVs) and
protecting undersea infrastructure.

Electronic Warfare: Sharing tools and techniques for operating in contested
environments.

Innovation and Information Sharing: Accelerating defence innovation and streamlining
the sharing of sensitive information.

Pillar 1 is a long-term project stretching into the 2050s. Pillar 2 is expected to deliver more immediate
capability enhancements in the near-to-medium term.
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