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An unlikely alliance of wealthy yachties, fishers and environmentalists may be
about to throw sand in the gears of the mammoth international project to give
Australia nuclear-powered submarines after this weekend’s election in Western
Australia.

While the national security implications of Australia’s involvement in AUKUS have
long been scrutinised, its effect on pink snapper spawning habitat and recreational
boating in Cockburn Sound southwest of Perth are emerging as irritants to the
progress of the multi-billion dollar defence project.

Submarines at HMAS Stirling on Garden Island. Trevor Collens
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The naval base at Garden Island south of Perth will be used as the “operational
home” for nuclear-powered US Virginia Class submarines
[https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/this-complex-aukus-sub-has-xbox-controllers-for-its-
periscopes-20240823-p5k4o04] as part of AUKUS, which the federal government
estimates will create more than 3000 permanent jobs.

But members of private sailing clubs, recreational fishers and environmentalists
are concerned the defence deal, along with government plans to expand nearby
commercial port facilities, will adversely affect the waters of Cockburn Sound.

The West Australian Greens intend to harness these groups after the March 8
election [https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/see-what-s-going-on-up-there-wa-premier-invites-
teals-to-pilbara-20250107-p512m6] to pressure the Cook Labor government to approve a
state environmental review into the impacts of AUKUS on Cockburn Sound.

After four years of complete electoral dominance in Western Australia
[https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/running-the-rule-over-four-years-of-total-labor-dominance-
20250107-p512mal, Labor is almost certain to be returned to power, but it is tipped to
lose its majority in the upper house.

West Australian Greens candidate Sophie McNeill said if the party was empowered
with higher numbers in the upper house, it would work with opposition and
crossbench members to establish a parliamentary inquiry into public access and
exclusion zones in Cockburn Sound as a result of AUKUS.

“It's not like it’s just typical Greens issue, it really does cross a lot of party lines.
There’s some unlikely allies that we will have in this space,” McNeill told The
Australian Financial Review.

“I don’t know how the government could argue against an environmental
assessment of a decades long agreement to something that is so loved by so many
people south of Perth —it’s massive.”

A West Australian inquiry into the impact on Cockburn Sound - or even adverse
findings of such an inquiry — are not likely to derail the Australian, British and US
deal that aims to deliver the first of a fleet of nuclear-powered submarines in the
2040s. But the complexity and political sensitivity of the huge project means is
does not need any more problems.

The Greens argue the federal environmental assessment on the implications of
AUKUS was rushed and “flawed”.

Greens senator David Shoebridge said during a visit to Perth last month the
AUKUS deal was largely thought of as a commonwealth issue but that “a bunch of
these approvals are going to require state government support”.
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A senior federal bureaucrat last month told a Senate estimates hearing the West
Australian government would be involved in the AUKUS process via the granting of
planning approvals.

Last week, the Conservation Council of Western Australia lodged a third-party
referral to the West Australian Environmental Protection Authority to assess
impacts of the submarine rotational force in state waters.

Recfishwest, the peak body for more than 750,000 recreational fishers in the state,
is also concerned about the implications of the naval development.

“We recognise the strategic defence role of HMAS Stirling naval base in Cockburn
Sound; however, the AUKUS development must not come at the expense of the
environment, public access or community amenity,” Recfishwest chief executive Dr

Andrew Rowland said.

Lobby group Save Cockburn Sound, which represents parties including Fremantle
Sailing Club, Boating Western Australia and several fishing groups, has been
established to push for greater scrutiny on the AUKUS and port developments.

A spokesman for the group said the area was under increasing pressure from
AUKUS, the planned Westport Outer Harbour development and a proposed
shipping channel to be dredged through the heart of the sound.

While cost-of-living and housing stand as the key sticking points of the looming
state election, McNeill said the implications of the AUKUS deal were also proving a
vote decider in some southern seats, including Fremantle.

Asked on Wednesday about the Greens’ plan to scrutinise the AUKUS deal in
Western Australia, Premier Roger Cook accused the party of jeopardising jobs.

“The Greens will do anything to hurt WA jobs. Whether it’s attempting to block gas
or attempting to slow down AUKUS, their actions are nothing more than economic
vandalism,” he said.

“Works required at Garden Island and in Cockburn Sound are currently subject to
a federal environmental approval process, as is appropriate.”
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Tom Rabe is the WA political correspondent, based in Perth. Connect with Tom on Twitter.
Email Tom at tom.rabe@nine.com.au
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