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Defence seeks lighterage solutions
ahead of Choules retirement

AUSTRALIAS DEFENCE SCIENCE
and Technology Group (DSTG) has is-
sued a request for information (RFI)
calling for innovative solutions in the
area of ship-to-shore lighterage.

The RFI comes as Defence continues
its push towards establishing a defence
force focussed on littoral manoeuvre,
with ship-to-shore connectivity, or
lighterage, identified as an area requir-
ing innovation and future capability
development.

Lighterage (also known less com-
monly as lightering) is the process of
transferring personnel, vehicles, equip-
ment and supplies between ship and
shore, and is a critical enabler of littoral
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manoeuvre and amphibious operations,
particularly for follow-on forces and
sustainment echelons post-lodgement.

The Australian Defence Force’s prin-
ciple lighterage capability resides in a
pair of mexeflotes that are deployed with
and carried by the sealift ship HMAS
Choules. The 16,000-tonne former Roy-
al Fleet Auxilary landing platform dock
ship is, however, earmarked for retire-
ment around 2030 without replacement.
This will leave not only a considerable
capability gap in the Australian Am-
phibious Force overall but also result
in an inability to transport, launch and
recover the mexeflotes.

Perhaps recognising this looming

capability shortfall, Defence plans to
introduce a lighterage capability for the
eight 100m landing craft heavy (LCH)
to be introduced via Land 8710 Phase
2. The LCH will be required to load and
unload personnel, cargo and vehicles
on/from austere and unsurveyed beach-
es and locations, but will be restricted
(and in some cases prevented) from
landing on some shorelines due to its
size and design.

BELOW: A mexeflote from HMAS Choules
transports an Australian Army Joint
Assault Bridge to shore during Exercise
Sea Wader 2026 in late February.
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RIGHT: US Army soldiers assigned

to the 7th Transportation Brigade
(Expeditionary) and sailors attached to
the 56,000-tonne MV Roy P. Benavidez
cargo ship assemble the Roll-On, Roll-Off
Distribution Facility (RRDF), or floating
pier, off the shore of Gaza on 26 April,
2024. The RRDF assisted the delivery

of humanitarian aid to the population
ashore. image: US Army

Summing up well the inherent disad-
vantages of bow-door landing ship tank
designs such as the LCH - and perhaps
recalling the Royal Australian Navy’s
experience with the larger but similar
HMAS Tobruk — DSTG stated that the
ability of a landing ship to approach a
shoreline sufficiently close to permit
direct offloading “is often constrained
by factors such as vessel draught, hull
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design, beach gradients, seabed condi-
tions, surf zones, operational consid-
erations and environmental factors. As
a result, a gap may exist between the
vessel and the shore that limits the effi-
cient transfer of personnel, vehicles and
cargo’.

DSTG’s description of the operational
rationale for pursuing a lighterage capa-
bility suggests that beaching landings
may not be a regular occurence for the
LCH. This, in turn, indicates that the
unloading of cargo from the LCH onto
the shore via lighterage will be more an
administrative function in uncontested
environments than tactical landing as
part of an agile and responsive littoral
manoeuvre campaign.

Against this backdrop, the RFI was
released on 10 August by DSTG’s Land
and Integrated Force Division and
seeks to identify innovative lighterage
solutions capable of operating in con-
junction with the LCH fleet and enable
the transfer of personnel, vehicles and
cargo across the wet gap that can exist
between the vessel and the shore.

The RFI defines ‘lighterage’” as an in-
tentionally broad term that includes any
concept capable of delivering the re-
quired wet gap crossing effect. This may
include, but is not limited to, vessels,
vehicles, bottom stabilised or support-
ed solutions, bridging systems, ramps,
floating piers, causeways or other novel
concepts and enabling technologies.
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The RFI invites industry and aca-
demia to assist DSTG to understand
what relevant and existing commercial
and military technologies are already in
the market or under development that
may contribute to “solving the lighter-
age challenge”.

Proposed lighterage solutions shall
be able to be transported, deployed,
launched, operated and recovered by
the future Land 8710 LCH. However,
with construction of the first vessel yet
to commence, it is unclear how RFI re-
spondents will determine the engineer-
ing issues associated with the physical
integration, interaction, attachment,
carriage and operation of candidate
solutions with the ship.

According to the RFI, preliminary
market research indicates that a range of
commercial and military technologies
may exist that could be adapted or en-
hanced to meet Defence requirements.
DSTG is seeking to explore opportuni-
ties where innovation, science and tech-
nology can enhance existing capabilities
or enable the development of entirely
new concepts through the application of
emerging technologies, advanced mate-
rials and novel engineering approaches.
Solutions from Technology Readiness
Level 2 and above are sought.

Information provided by RFI respon-
dents will assist DSTG in understanding
the technology readiness, risk and the
costs and schedules associated with the
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RAN MEXEFLOTES

HMAS Choules is able to carry two mexeflotes, although more typically deploys
with just one. Each 20m mexeflote is sideloaded flush against the hull flank akin
to a saddlebag, saving lane metres on the tank deck and well dock space.

Consisting of various pontoon modules that connect together to form a
platform capable of carrying significant loads - including the Australian Army's
heaviest vehicles the M1A2 Abrams SEPv3 main battle tank and M88A2
armoured recovery vehicle - the mexeflote is powered by a pair of large

removable outboard propulsion units.

Like any barge-like craft with low freeboard,

the mexeflote is severely sea state limited

and restricted to use in Sea State 1 or Sea
State 2 at best. Unlike the Lighter Amphibious
Resupply Cargo - 5 ton (LARC-V) amphibious
vehicle, the mexeflote is unable to land on
surf beaches. Transition from ship-to-shore
for the mexeflote is slow, rendering its use

to predominantly non-tactical logistics

movements in benign environments such as
during humanitarian assistance and disaster
relief operations or uncontested amphibious

lodgements.

THE ROYAL AUSTRALIAN NAVY
(RAN) has commissioned two addi-
tional 58m Evolved Cape-class patrol
boats, bolstering Australia’s patrol boat
capability.

The commissioning ceremony for
both vessels took place at HMAS Cairns
on 27 August 2026.

HMA Ships Cape Spencer and Cape
Hawke have now joined the six com-
missioned Evolved Cape-class vessels
already in service: Cape Schanck, Cape
Solander, Cape Pillar, Cape Naturaliste,
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Cape Woolamai and Cape Capricorn.
All vessels are named after prominent
capes around Australia’s coastline.
HMAS Cape Hawke is the tenth and
final Evolved Cape-class vessel, hav-
ing been accepted into service in late
February this year. The vessels will
join with the RAN’s eventual six 80m
Arafura-class offshore patrol vessels to
support Australia’s maritime security
objectives through border protection,
maritime constabulary operations,
law enforcement and international

PROJECTS

development and supply of the respec-
tive system/s proposed. This informa-
tion will also inform Defence’s future
planning in the acquisition of lighterage
solutions, although no acquisition or
entry into service timelines were given.
An industry briefing will take in Can-
berra on 3 September, with responses to
the RFI due by 30 September.
- lan Bostock

engagement activities.

The Evolved Cape-class boats were
built by Austal under Sea 1445 Phase 1 at
its Henderson, Western Australia, yard.
With enhancements garnered through
operation of the 10 earlier Cape-class
patrol boats, the Evolved  Cape-class
have improved amenities and-habitabil-
ity upgrades to accommodate up to 32
people, as well as advanced sustainment
intelligence systems. R

- Staff Reporters



