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THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME


MOST PEOPLE THINK that Navy is something else. They know it exists, they may even have a rough idea of what it is for, but they don’t think it’s got much to do with them. They’re wrong. The Navy is a national enterprise in which everyone is involved and which delivers peace and security to everyone in the country.


This enterprise is a two-way street, and must be a two-way street.


Going one way, the Navy offers peace and security. Going the other, the people offer support and contribution. Only when the street is a properly mutual two-way exchange between the Navy and the citizens can this bargain, this contract, deliver what it needs to.


I must admit, not all sailors fully realise this, or what it really means either. For me, the significance and implication of the bond between the Navy and the nation really hit home when I was given the unexpected and singular honour of appointment as Chief of the Service.


Napoleon’s famous observation that all Service personnel carry a Marshal’s baton in their kitbag might have been an encouragement to performance and endurance for the conscripts in the first of the world’s mass armies. The fact is, however, that most of us do not even think about it. So it was for me: promotion to Chief of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) in 2014 was unanticipated.


The first thing one does as Chief of Service is to begin thinking of the responsibilities that go with the job and how one is going to meet them. There were, of course, the examples of the excellent leaders of the past, going back to Vice Admirals Stevenson and Synnot—the professional heads of the Navy in the year that I joined. Before them, the list of distinguished naval officers goes back to Rear Admiral Creswell, the inaugural director of the Commonwealth Naval Forces. There were also the examples of the leaders of the Army and the Air Force, as well as the Chiefs of the Defence Force—people of enormous ability, dedication and strength of character.


All the wise words of advice one receives from one’s predecessors notwithstanding, there is no option but to work it out for oneself.


It is perhaps a commonplace to say that one grows into the job—but it is no less true for that. Many factors combine to distinguish the present-day job from that of one’s predecessors: the fast-moving world in which we live; the challenges facing governments as they grapple with the fluidity of political, economic and social circumstances; the operational tempo of the Australian Defence Force itself; the demands on each of the Services as they recruit and train their people and maintain their capabilities; the pressure to stimulate renewal while maintaining standards and values. These, and more, characterise the environment in which military leaders must ultimately define themselves.


Over the past two decades, the command structures of the Australian Defence Force have evolved. Following the July 2016 amendment of the Defence Act (1903), the Chief of the Defence Force (CDF) now has unambiguous command of the Defence Force. The Vice Chief of the Defence Force assists the CDF. The Chiefs of the three Services ‘command’ their Services as they exercise day-to-day control and responsibility for all their personnel, and for materiel like ships and establishments, as they prepare for joint operations. The Service Chiefs are also responsible for capability development, for making sure that their Services are positioned for future operations. The Service Chiefs assign forces to the Chief of Joint Operations (CJOPS), for operations, whether in combat such as Afghanistan and the Middle East, or conducting humanitarian operations, or engaged in international exercises.


The key responsibility of the Service Chiefs is to manage the capabilities of their respective Services—to develop and lead their people, and to maintain the systems, capabilities and platforms that provide the backbone of their combat forces.


For Chiefs of Navy, one of the key responsibilities is to ensure that the Navy has the forces that the CDF might need to call upon to assign to the CJOPS for operations. So it is their job to manage the Navy’s people together with the ships, submarines and aircraft in a way that provides government with all the options it needs to deploy the Defence Force to meet the nation’s security interests. This is a job that all Chiefs of Service take very seriously, since ultimately the lives and welfare of their people depend on the integrity and capacity of the systems they operate.


Apart from the responsibilities that go with the job of Chief of Service, one quickly comes to recognise that there are leadership demands that impact directly on the people one is privileged to lead. In this sense, leadership needs to be both transactional—managing the day-to-day issues—and transformational—managing for the future and for the unknown. Leadership is not just about our Service personnel’s welfare and training, important as that is. It extends to their personal and professional development, especially when change is accelerating and the attendant uncertainties and insecurities need to be managed.


When he published The Shape of Things to Come in 1933, H.G.Wells imagined a kind of parallel universe with an alternative history. He might have saved himself the effort. The second half of the twentieth century, with all its twists and turns, was as unimaginable in the inter-war years as the twenty-first century is now. The only certainty is change. Thus, the Navy’s prospects are set out in Plan Pelorus, a plan that recognises our strategic future will be marked with the discontinuities and ambiguities that have always confronted leaders. What the transformational leader needs to do is to ensure that the strategies and operational concepts that underpin present and future planning are able to deal with uncertainty and unpredictability, discontinuity and ambiguity.


An increasingly important demand on leaders, irrespective of the enterprise for which they might happen to exercise responsibility, is to provide clear direction and guidance, not only for the task at hand but also for the tasks that might be down the track. For Chiefs of Navy, this means a constant effort to communicate, develop, explain and encourage so that the Navy’s people are able to deal confidently and effectively with both present and future challenges. This is no small matter: the ability to deal with present and future challenges requires agility of mind and flexibility of temperament that depends on having clear goals, sound operating principles and the strength of mind and character to deal with the unforeseen. These qualities go to the very core of a modern, adaptable and successful navy.


The RAN is on the cusp of major reinvestment, and the institutional and organisational changes that will inevitably follow in consequence. The Defence White Paper issued in February 2016 charts a new course for the Navy as it re-equips itself with new offshore patrol boats, a new class of frigate, a new and expanded submarine force, and continues the acquisition of the new Hobart class Air Warfare Destroyer. So, the question is: how does the Navy prepare for the shape of things to come?


Frankly, renewal on this scale is daunting. Its management demands clarity of purpose, effective communication to ensure that everyone knows what the task is and what they are expected to do, and leadership at all levels that encourages, empowers and rewards. We need to think differently. In other words, by reviewing our basic operating concepts, reimagining the way that Navy should view itself in the twenty-first century, re-examining our assumptions and, most importantly, re-engineering our modus operandi—especially the way we manage domestic and international relationships—and our professional behaviours, Navy will be better positioned to take advantage of the promise of things to come. As our friends in the Army are wont to say, ‘time spent on reconnaissance is seldom wasted’.1


So it is for this reason that it is essential to set out a clear approach to this task in an easily digestible form to ensure that the Navy’s leaders at all levels, together with the dedicated and hard-working people who constitute the Navy’s many teams, understand what the Navy is, what it is for, and how it might go about implementing the new demands and opportunities that government has generated. Hence this essay is called The Navy and the Nation. This title has been used before: by David Stevens and John Reeve in their fine collection of essays a decade ago (just as they were beaten to the punch over a century earlier, as we shall see at the end of this essay).2 Their purpose, however, was to track the influence of the Navy on modern Australia. The intention of this essay is less to track the influence of the Navy on the nation than it is to understand how the Navy fits with the nation. It provides a background that will help everyone in the Navy to appreciate why it is that government has decided to make such large and continuing investments in our national naval capabilities, and to provide the public at large with some of the conceptual thinking that underpins the Navy as it goes about meeting the strategic and operational challenges of the twenty-first century.


What this essay attempts to do, in a relatively extended form, is to provide a coherent context within which the various ideas can be linked to provide a conceptual overview—a ‘narrative’ as contemporary commentators like to demand.


The Navy, of course, has no truly separate existence apart from the community in which it is embedded and which sustains it. The Australian people support us, and the taxpayer funds us. As the eminent British strategic analyst Geoffrey Till has pointed out, ‘the forces engaged in maritime operations . . . are expensive, hard to replace and even the smallest units represent a sizeable investment in human resources whose loss can be sudden and instantaneous and very hard for governments and publics to bear’.3


Consequently, the wider Australian public would doubtless be interested in finding out how the Navy sees itself, and how it intends to deliver and employ the capabilities that government has mandated for it. As this essay will argue, the Navy is a national enterprise. It is deeply embedded in the nation. To meet the challenges before it, the Navy has to take advantage of capabilities the nation offers and, equally, the nation must be able to leverage the capabilities of the Navy. This demands habits of reformation and transformation that go beyond what we have had to do in the past. Again, we must think differently.


We need to appreciate the power and opportunities that disruptive technologies will create for us. We have to understand that Navy needs new ways of managing its relationships with industry, with the investment community, with the nation’s universities and technical colleges, with entrepreneurs and innovators, with allies and partners and, of course, with its fellow Services, the Army and the Air Force and the broader defence organisation.


Without trust and respect—both of them mutual qualities, dependent on the good will of both parties to a relationship—any effort to recreate the Navy as a national enterprise will fail. For Navy’s part, an inability to understand that industry must generate profits if it is both to survive and to be able to deliver future capabilities will destroy the very thing that we are trying to create—national resilience based on a strong and innovative industrial and technological economy. And for industry, the inability to partner and to share risk, or to mistakenly see Navy as a purse to be plundered, will only guarantee failure.


But old habits die hard. Government, through the White Paper 2016, and through agreement of the 2015 First Principles Review, has given us the chance to redesign the way that we do business in delivering the defence capabilities the nation needs. It is up to us to grasp the opportunity.


In the wider community of interest for which this essay is also intended, the manufacturing, industrial, technological and investment sectors are at front of mind. Not only should the leaders of these sectors read and understand how the Navy might position itself for these new opportunities, but they should also begin to join the conversation that is a necessary part of realising these opportunities. Industry leaders should embark upon a conversation with the leaders of the Navy in the same way that naval leaders should talk to them.


Innovation comes from surprising places, and is always the result of the ‘aha!’ moment that rewards sustained inquiry. It is not limited to the owners or users of systems, but so often derives from the designers and constructors who build them. For that reason, the Navy needs to benefit from the feedback loops that will be a necessary part of a new way of doing business. We all talk, often loudly, when things go wrong. We need to talk when things are going right, well before things derail. This is what is meant by the ‘conversation’ that we need to sustain.


Most of the leaders of our key national institutions are acutely aware that our society is changing as it learns to adjust to demographic pressures, the evolving expectations of our fellow citizens, the fluidity and variability in the career choices available to young people, the pressures of managing family and professional demands, the remarkable and timely expansion in the role that women play in our national enterprise—to name just a few factors driving change. Just as the Navy will be affected by the pace of change, so it needs to participate in managing change and benefiting from it. Inevitably, the naval career of the twenty-first century will differ significantly from that of the twentieth century. We need to prepare for change, in order to make the most of it.


Finally, the up-and-coming cohort of young naval leaders should develop a sense of excitement and enthusiasm for what is to come. Our young sailors and young officers at the beginning of their careers will continue to expand their horizons, regarding their life in the Navy not just as a career but as a contribution to the marvellous enterprise Australia has become. Their ability to communicate, with authority and conviction, what the Navy is and does will be central to their ability to manage and leverage the complex professional and personal relationships that will mark their passage to seniority and leadership. And if this essay helps them to achieve that, then it will have realised the hope that has underpinned the writing of it.


This essay is not to place the Navy above or beyond the other Services. Recognising the principles of ‘One Defence,’ which were articulated in the First Principles Review, this essay seeks to explain the contribution the Navy makes to the whole of Australian defence, and to the whole of the Australian nation.





THE RAN’S HERITAGE


H.G. WELLS IS NOT the only writer to have created a book title that came into common parlance: ‘the shape of things to come’ is often used to denote a deliberate plan for the future, overlooking the novel’s description of a future society characterised by misery, oppression and disease. So, too, the title of Donald Horne’s iconic critique of Australian complacency, The Lucky Country, is often repeated without the irony that characterised Horne’s use of the phrase.4


Yet one can understand why a less self-critical and perhaps more selfabsorbed generation might come to see itself as ‘lucky’. It is. And central to Australia’s good fortune, at least so far as our national institutions are concerned, is the fact that we have inherited the traditions of Westminster and the legacy of British political, economic and military institutions as they evolved over the eight centuries since Magna Carta.
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