COMMENTARY

GETTING IT RIGHT FOR THE RCN
AND

CANADIAN TAXPAYER

James Hasik
SUCCESSIVE CANADIAN FEDERAL
governments have agreed that a substantial recapitalization of the Royal Canadian
Navy (RCN) surface ﬂeet is a priority. The
present government should review the
proposals with an eye towards a single
consideration: Is the ship really a “Military
Oﬀ-The-Shelf” (MOTS) product? Early on,
DND decided that its budget constraints
would mandate the selection of a MOTS
design to limit the risk of escalating costs
and delays. This pointed to a ﬁxed-price
contract for an adaptable MOTS product.
In such a competition , a government
chooses amongst existing designs. The
diﬃculty with MOTS procurements is that
customer’s requirements may not fully
align with the available products.
So, in an “evolved MOTS” competition,
a government chooses amongst existing
designs and degrees of modiﬁcation to
those designs. Generally, the customer selection is made on the perceived capacity
of the various contractors to deliver a ship,
with an advertised portfolio of capabilities,
within an advertised schedule, and at an
agreed-upon price. The schedule for designing and delivering the ships depends
strongly upon the extent of the required
modiﬁcations, and the degree of overlap
between phases of the process. In the
worst case, high concurrency in design
and production results in the American
Zumwalt-class (DDG-1000) destroyers,
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whose variable costs per ship tripled and
whose time-to-build doubled.
In today’s CSC program, two of the
designs under consideration are clearly
MOTS. The other, the Type 26 frigate from
BAE Systems, is not. No Type 26s are yet in
service anywhere, so the risks and costs that
typically attend the selection of an unproven
and untested ship must be considered as

“…whose variable costs
per ship tripled and whose
time-to-build doubled.”

(USS ZUMWALT, WIKI)

critical determinants in the competitive
process. Despite claims to the contrary, the
CSC program would not beneﬁt from the
building in Scotland of the ﬁrst three Type
26s prior to the start of Canadian construction. With the required RCN modiﬁcations,
the Canadian T-26s would not truly be
sister ships, since they would hail from a
substantially diﬀerent subclass than their
British and Australian cousins.
In a turn-key MOTS procurement, the
government generally is not involved
with concept reﬁnement. The less oﬀthe-shelf, however, the more intense the
work required from the government’s
procurement agency and local industry’s
engineers and shipbuilders. Similar to the
Australian Air Warfare Destroyer program,
and its publicized diﬃculties, the Canadian

CSC program shares a common challenge. When hiring a systems integrator
from one country, and a naval architect
from another, while insisting on construction in a predesignated, domestic yard,
aligning processes between the designers
and the builder can be quite challenging.
With the additional complication of a new,
untested ship design, the result could be
a shipbuilding boondoggle.
Knowing that a ship has been mission
tested and is demonstrably adaptable,
as the LCF has been for the Royal Netherlands Navy, or Cristóbal Colón-class
for the Spanish Navy, obviates the risk
of imposing technologies on a newly
designed platform. With a proven platform
as the starting point, the ﬁrst article risk is
signiﬁcantly reduced. In a “concept” ship,
the risk of non-compatibility is necessarily
higher since testing, modification and
adjustment have to take place at both the
design end and the technology end.
Wisely, DND and the government sought
to procure a MOTS ship design. That was
the basis of the initial RFP. As the CSC
procurement draws to a close, Canada’s
allies and defence companies from around
the world will be watching closely to see
whether the federal government and Irving
Shipyards rigorously follow the rules or
choose a diﬀerent approach. At this point,
there is no reason to believe that those doing
the selection would undermine the integrity
of the process by choosing a design which
would inescapably multiply the risk, cost and
delays to the largest defence procurement in
Canada’s history. The stakes are enormous
for the Navy and the Canadian taxpayer.
Let’s hope the federal government and Irving
get it right. 

