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Port risks to AUKUS submarines can be
managed: minister
By PAUL GARVEY

8:30pm August 11, 2025

Defence Personnel Minister Matt Keogh has shrugged off the latest security concerns

raised over the West Australian government’s plans to relocate the state’s container

port to the doorstep of HMAS Stirling naval base, arguing the proximity of foreign

freight vessels to the navy’s key assets will be nothing new.

On Monday former commanding officer of HMAS Stirling Vince Di Pietro and

former deputy chief of the air force John Blackburn warned that the WA government’s
Westport project could leave HMAS Stirling, the Henderson maintenance and

shipbuilding yards and Australian, US and British nuclear-powered submarines

exposed to increased risks.

The number of commercial vessels sharing Cockburn Sound with the submarines

based out of HMAS Stirling will more than double under the Westport plan.

Commodore Di Pietro and Air Vice-Marshal Blackburn warned that the submarines

could be vulnerable to attack from the sorts of containerised weapon systems

recently used by Ukrainian and Israeli forces, while the only shipping lane out of the

area could be blocked by commercial vessels accidentally or deliberately.

Responding to the warnings, Mr Keogh said while he would not go into the detail of

Defence’s security and risk assessments, Australia had a long history of managing the

risks of having military and civil vessels close to one another.

“Fleet Base East in Sydney is in the middle of Sydney Harbour and it has an interface

with commercial and civilian shipping, including ferry lines that actually use the base
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right there,” he said. “So it’s not like we’re unused to having to deal with these sorts of

interfaces on a very regular basis.”

He said the plans for Westport were already well-known before the AUKUS deal was

announced.

“Westport’s been on the books for a long time and it certainly predates AUKUS and

certainly predates our engagement with AUKUS and the development of the

optimum pathway going forward to consider AUKUS,” Mr Keogh said.

WA Premier Roger Cook said the Westport plans had long included a scheme for a

new second channel through Cockburn Sound. That northernmost portion of that

new channel, however, overlaps with the existing channel, meaning there still will be

only one entry and exit point for large vessels.

Mr Cook said his government would ensure appropriate programs and allowances

were in place. “We continue to work with all the stakeholders to ensure that

Westport, the Henderson precinct, HMAS Stirling and other uses of Cockburn Sound

can all work together to ensure that it’s safe and it’s sustainable,” he said.

The warnings by Commodore Di Pietro and Air Vice-Marshal Blackburn were seized

on by the Maritime Union of Australia’s WA branch, which has been opposed to
Westport on the grounds that it will be fully automated.

MUA WA branch secretary Will Tracey said the security risks reinforced the case to at

least delay the construction of Westport by another decade.

“The approach thus far has been bullish and rushed with a critical lack of

investigation into the risk the outer harbour is posing to Australia’s major defence

pact,” Mr Tracey said.

He said there was enough capacity left at the existing Fremantle port to push back

Westport, which also would avoid the works overlapping with major construction

efforts at HMAS Stirling and Henderson.

“Anyone with a working knowledge of Fremantle Port understands that the freight

task numbers Westport has been producing are inflated and don’t reflect the actual
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shipping volumes. This takes away the urgency associated with Westport and allows

the time to rationally assess the AUKUS security concerns in the cold hard light of

day.”
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TRENDING

Pregnant woman killed,

man’s head found on

spike in horror double

murder

A man has been charged by

police after a pregnant

woman and her partner were

allegedly murdered in

Melbourne’s southeast, in a

crime scene so disturbing one

victim’s head was mounted on

a spike.

By MOHAMMAD ALFARES

PM’s Palestine pitch to

Labor faithful an assault

on realism

This decision reveals Labor’s

character and the values of

progressive politics. It is a shift

in Australia’s strategic outlook,

underpinned by strong

centre-left domestic support.

By PAUL KELLY

ACTU to push for four-

day week at Jim’s

economic roundtable

The union movement will

argue for next week’s

productivity roundtable to

support shorter working

hours, including a four-day

working week, for Australians

without any loss of pay.

By EWIN HANNAN

Why the Sex

Discrimination Act is an

unjust law

Australia is a free country.

Feel free, then, to embrace a

fluid gender. But expecting

the law to embrace a level of

uncertainty that renders laws

unjust is anathema to the rule

of law.

This time it’s real. Mike

Munro has radical

prostatectomy

Veteran journalist Mike

Munro underwent a prostate

examination live on television

a decade ago. He was lucky

then, but now he tells the

story of his radical cancer

surgery just weeks ago.

Recognition ... that

Palestinians actually

prefer Hamas to PM’s

pick

The leader who convinced

Anthony Albanese to

recognise a Palestinian state

has the support of fewer than

one in six people in the

occupied territories, while

satisfaction with Hamas sits at

nearly 60 per cent.
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How to talk so teens actually listen
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Tired of “How was your day?” going

nowhere? Try this trick to get teens

talking.
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Amazon Australia introduces new

PayTo system allowing customers to

pay directly from bank accounts,…
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