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THE SEALIFT CONUNDRUM 
During 2006, the volume of maritime trade increased by 8%. 
This was double the growth of the world economy. At the 
same time, the world’s merchant fleet expanded by 8.6% to 
1.04 billion deadweight tons (dwt). Paradoxically, over the 
same period, Australia’s merchant fleet declined, numeri-
cally, by 15%. The Australian merchant fleet now consists of 
only 85 registered vessels over 1,000 dwt. Of this number, 
46 fly the Australian Red Ensign while 39 fly flags of conven-
ience. The foreign-flagged vessels represent 53.4% of the 
fleet’s dwt capacity.1 If the Australian merchant fleet is still 
regarded as an auxiliary arm of our Defence Forces, then it 
is as a weak and withering limb.  

How then can the ADF plan to meet its contingent, sealift 
capability? Australia, of course, is not alone in having an 
ever-diminishing national, merchant fleet on which to draw. 
A review of the sealift planning of other nations may provide 
some guidance, but first, what is sealift and why is it impor-
tant? 

Put simply, sealift provides armed forces with the capability 
to move a large amount of equipment across the sea in sup-
port of combat, stabilisation or humanitarian missions.2 The 
requirement for sealift is influenced by different scenarios, 
tactical conditions and available resources. Whilst strategic 
sealift and airlift are both required, sealift offers some key 
advantages. Sealift is capable of moving large quantities of 
material and storing this material in close proximity to opera-
tions, at a significantly lower cost. For example, the US De-
fense Logistic Agency estimates that it costs US$2.66 per 
pound to move items by air (over 10,000 miles) and only 
US$0.22 by sea.3  Airlift does not provide the flexibility af-
forded by sea-based assets, which are difficult to attack by 
non-conventional means and governments can position 
ships in response to diplomatic, political or military needs. 
For airlift operations, airfields have to be secured and de-
fended and airlift is manpower intensive, leading to costly 
break bulk activities. 

UK Sealift 

Operational experience in the 1990s (Gulf War, Bosnia) 
demonstrated to the UK Ministry of Defence (MoD) the diffi-
culties in chartering suitable ships to move military equip-
ment in relatively short timescales. The July 1998 Strategic 
Defence Review announced that, ‘It has been decided that 
to meet our sealift requirement an additional four roll-on-roll-
off container vessels will be acquired’. It was preferred that 
the sealift program be funded by a ‘Private Finance Initia-
tive’ (PFI) arrangement, similar to the ‘builder-and-charter’ 
system used by U.S. Military Sealift Command.  PFI is a 
means of providing financial support for Government pro-
jects by the Private Sector. 

The MoD purchased a 25-year charter in 2004 (GBP950M) 
from Foreland Shipping. Under the charter-party, Foreland 
continued to own, operate, maintain and crew the ships.4 
The six ships providing the service are 173m LOA, 23,235 
GRT, carry 22 crew and have a range of 12,000 nm at 18kts 

(22 kts maximum).5 The ships are available for commercial use 
when not required by the military and carry small British crews. 
The crewmen are required to be sponsored naval reservists. 
This enables the crewmen to undertake naval training and guar-
antees crews in times of crisis. Crews are required to work under 
the Naval Discipline Act rather than the Merchant Navy Code of 
Conduct. In times of war, the crew are classed as combatants 
and afforded the rights granted under the Geneva Convention.6  

 Figure 1. UK Sealift Ship MV Hartland Point  

�http://www.dunelmpr.co.uk/foreland-photos.NEW� 

 

US Sealift 

The Military Sealift Command (MSC) is a United States Navy 
(USN) organization that controls most of the replenishment and 
military transport ships of the Navy.  MSC ships are civilian 
manned and are US Government owned. The Sealift component 
of MSC provides ocean transportation to the Department of De-
fense by meeting its sealift requirements in peace, contingency, 
exigency and war with quality, efficient, cost effective assets and 
centralised management. This is achieved by chartering large, 
medium-speed roll-on/roll-off ships to supplement the fast sealift 
ships and the Maritime Administration's Ready Reserve Force.  
Sealift provides the bulk of the MSC's supply-carrying operation. 
The MSC operates tankers and dry-cargo ships for the transpor-
tation of equipment, vehicles, helicopters, ammunition, and other 
supplies.7  

US Navy-Maritime Relationship 

‘The Voluntary Inter-modal Sealift Agreement (VISA) is a part-
nership between the US government and the maritime industry, 
introduced in the mid-1990s to provide joint planning and as-
sured access to commercial shipping at pre-agreed rates during 
a national emergency. The agreement makes it possible for the 
US Department of Defense (DoD) to use the ships and shore-
based transportation systems of ocean shipping companies in 
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time of war. In return, shipping companies receive a subsidy 
from the federal government or are awarded peacetime de-
fence cargo movement contracts. Thus, the shipping compa-
nies and their assets become an integral part of military con-
tingency planning.’8 

Figure 2. US MSC Sealift ship USS Bob Hope (T-AKR-300) 

http://en.wikipedia.or/wiki/Military_Sealift_Command 

 

Australian Context 

Historically, the ADF requirement for sealift has been met by 
Australian and international shipping concerns. However, cur-
rent capabilities within the Australian shipping fleet are very 
limited and reliance upon coalition partners is problematic. 
The nature of shipping generally is such that the availability of 
general purpose cargo vessels, suitable to support logistic 
operations in ports where either no or only rudimentary infra-
structure is in place, is declining. 

The ADF currently possesses assets suitable for a combined 
air and sealift of a small sized force (battalion).  It is clear that 
additional sealift is required to support likely ADF operations 
into the future, particularly when the amphibious ships HMAS 
ADELAIDE and CANBERRA enter service around 2014 and 
2016.  

In order to define the sealift requirement for ADF operations, 
‘strategic guidance,’ is used. This considers directives, De-
fence White Papers, analysis of Maritime Industry capability 
and experience gained in recent operations, for example East 
Timor, as a basis to defining sealift requirements. 

From strategic guidance and likely future ADF operations, the 
maximum combined airlift and sealift capability required by the 
ADF is as follows: 

a. To deploy and sustain a separate brigade and battalion 
size force in different regions, 

b. Have a reach of 7000 nm distant from Darwin or 
Townsville, and 

c. To be able to disembark in austere port environments 
or over the shore. 

The minimum indicative sealift requirement the Australian 
maritime industry would be required to meet is for a follow on 
force (FOF) component of brigade-sized and for the sustain-
ment of the total force. The components of a brigade sized 
force can vary depending upon operational requirement and 
thus influence sealift requirements.9 

Indicative low and high-level sealift requirements are provided 

below: 

�

In addition to the deployment of the FOF, the daily sustain-
ment requirement by sea is estimated at between 200-280 
tons in addition to between 150-390m3 of POL. 

A separate, but associated issue to the ADF’s sealift require-
ment, is the large volume of cargo currently transported by 
road between Australian capital cities; for example, Brisbane-
Sydney-Melbourne-Adelaide. With this ever-increasing volume 
of traffic comes congestion, pollution, increased road mainte-
nance and other associated costs. It is evident that an envi-
ronmentally friendly and cost effective solution is required.  

Potential Solutions 

The following solutions are open to the Commonwealth to 
meet the ADF’s sealift requirement: 

a. New Construction; 

b. Chartering of Commercial Ships; and 

c. Private Finance Initiative (PFI). 

New Construction 

New construction would enable ships to be designed and con-
structed to naval class rules to incorporate specific naval re-
quirements (eg watertight sub-division, enhanced stability, heli
-decks and military communications fit etc). Whilst this option 
is attractive for meeting specific naval requirements, the RAN 
would be faced with the problems of financing construction, 
crewing and maintaining the ships at a time when manpower 
and fiscal constraints are beginning to impact upon the RAN’s 
existing operational capabilities. 

Chartering Commercial Ships 

The chartering of existing Australian flagged Ro-Ro tonnage 
could be undertaken under a similar concept to that operated 
by the US government – The Voluntary Inter-modal Sealift 
Agreement (VISA). This option is, however, problematic in that 
there are few Australian flagged ships (RO-ROs in particular) 
currently in service. In a similar vein, the chartering of foreign 
flagged shipping is also problematic since Australia and other 
countries may be looking for the same tonnage in the case of 
unilateral and/or multinational deployments.10 

Private Finance Initiative 

In this instance, ship-owners would be invited to tender to 
build, crew, operate and maintain ships that would provide 
sealift services to the ADF.  The successful tenderer would be 
required to enter a long term charter arrangement (20-25 
years) to provide sealift services to the ADF. The ships provid-
ing the service would be registered as Australian merchant 
ships and be available for commercial charter when not re-
quired for the transportation of ADF cargoes. 

Conclusion 

The most attractive and least costly option available to the 
Commonwealth is a PFI for the following reasons: 

a. The ADF does not have to procure, crew nor maintain 
the ships; 

Potential 
Sealift Re-
quirement�

Pax� Linage 
(m)�

Area 
(m2)�

Weight (t)�

LOW� 3,500� 7,500� 30,000� 9,000�

HIGH� 7,500� 30,000� 70,000� 50,000�



b. All technical and commercial risk is borne by the ship-
owners; 

c. The ADF would have dedicated sealift capability; and 

d. Sealift is available to the ADF whenever required. 

In order to make this arrangement attractive to prospective ship-
owners, the Commonwealth would have to provide financial 
incentives. This could be in the form of a tonnage tax, enhanced 
depreciation of ships and/or an attractive taxation regime for 
seafarers. In return, the ship-owners would provide the ships for 
use as Naval Auxiliaries in times of crises or at the request of 
the Commonwealth Government for the transportation of mili-
tary cargoes. 

The ships would be Australian registered and crewed in a way 
similar to the British model; that is the crew would be civilian but 
also assigned naval reserve status. The ship-owners would 
employ the ships to provide a coastal shipping service, running 
a southbound/northbound service; Brisbane-Sydney-Melbourne-
Adelaide, and thereby enhancing these ports as inter-modal 
transport hubs.  

This aligns with the 2008 House of Representatives Committee 
report, which sets out recommendations to improve, streamline 
and invigorate the coastal sector of the Australian Shipping in-
dustry, whilst providing the ADF with an essential strategic as-
set.11 
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Published by The RAN Professional Studies Program, Office 
of the Director General Reserves (Navy). The views ex-
pressed in this publication are entirely those of the author and 
do not necessarily represent those of the RAN, The Depart-
ment of Defence or the Australian Government. 


