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PROJECT CONTROLS WERE CALLED 
OUT IN THE NATIONAL DEFENCE 
STRATEGY

“The Government is also improving project assurance and control in the 
stages after a project is approved. 

These reforms will ensure that projects achieve an appropriate balance 
between the need for speed and flexibility in the development and approval 
stages and the need for disciplined and focused project delivery once 
approved”

- 2024 National Defence Strategy, pg 69, para 10.7 (Public version)

2

…BUT WHY?



SCHEDULE ACHIEVEMENT IS NO LONGER OPTIONAL
…and this
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Because of this…
‘The Clock Is Ticking: 

The Australian Defense Review and 
Time’

- The Centre for Strategic & International Studies (US)

‘Warning: no strategic warning time’
- Australian Naval Institute

‘Australia must adapt to reduced warning time 
ahead of conflict’
- Brendan Nicholson for ASPI

‘Why defence warning time requires urgent attention’
- The Strategist

‘Failure not an option in this generational 
opportunity’

- Alan Dupont for The Lowy Institute

‘Australia’s 10 major defence projects 
that are late and over budget’

Australia’s unique circumstances, including a vast continent and ocean to protect, 
often mean longer lead time for defence capabilities to be delivered. 

– Australian Financial Review

‘Security risk from Defence project delays’
– Australian Financial Review

‘Late and costly – 
28 defence projects falling 

behind’
- Australian Manufacturing Forum 

‘Defence projects 
running a century late’

- The Saturday Paper

Capability being realised rapidly through projects that deliver on schedule is central to achieving the Defence mission



LESSONS AND OBSERVATIONS FROM 
THE PORTFOLIO LEVEL

5 Key Principles that can genuinely make a difference to 
successful project delivery and schedule achievement:
• Data must be analysed to support rapid Decision Making

• Risk and issue reporting must generate Action by the Accountable person

• Variation is expected, but must be transparent and controlled

• Get the planning and parameters right from the beginning…and then monitor

• Values and behaviours are everything
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PRINCIPLE # 1:DATA MUST BE ANALYSED TO 
SUPPORT RAPID DECISION-MAKING

• System level reporting/dashboards alone cannot deal with the volatility of hundreds of 
complex projects in a single portfolio

•  There must be an appropriate balance of qualitative and qualitative analysis that 
addresses system data as well as human factors at a project or portfolio level.

•  “If you torture the data long enough, it will confess to anything” – Ronald H Coase

•  Human bias of analysts (including optimism bias) must be managed alongside system 
control settings.

•  Measures and metrics must also be continuously assessed and calibrated to ensure 
that they are fit for purpose for the strategic settings of the portfolio.

• The (problematic and overly simplistic) use of traffic lights and arrows
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“Information is the oil of the 21st century, and analytics is the combustion 
engine” – Peter Sondergaard, Senior VP and Global Head of Research at Gartner, 
Inc.



PRINCIPLE # 2:VARIATION IS EXPECTED, 
BUT MUST BE TRANSPARENT AND 
CONTROLLED

• Creating a culture where the identification and management of variation is 
valued, incentivised and rewarded at every level

•  A behavioural shift that acknowledges that variation and change indicators 
are not automatic ‘marks of failures’, but rather are opportunities to adjust 
and manage activities to achieve greater success

• Hunting for watermelon projects, rather than waiting for them to split open!

• Risks age like milk, not a fine wine.  Act fast.
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“How does a project get to be a year behind schedule?  One day at a time” – 
Fred Brooks



PRINCIPLE # 3:RISK AND ISSUE REPORTING 
MUST GENERATE ACTION BY THE 
ACCOUNTABLE INDIVIDUAL

• Enable decisions made at the right level of accountability based upon verified 
data, good analysis and clearly defined decision thresholds

•  Governance means the application of decision rights by an accountable 
individual, and not just a referral to another meeting, Steering Group or 
Board

•  Decisions and Actions must be documented and monitored – if it isn’t written 
down, it didn’t happen

• Disciplined change control processes and records are essential.  Your 
successor* will thank you later.

* and possibly the Australian National Audit Office as well
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“It does not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations, if you live near 
one” – JRR Tolkien



PRINCIPLE # 4:GET THE PLANNING AND 
PARAMETERS RIGHT FROM THE 
BEGINNING…AND THEN MONITOR

• Good project planning is so much more than just the project plan itself – if you are not 
actively monitoring what is happening in your strategic environment, with your stakeholders, 
your environmental conditions and what is happening in your broader portfolio, your 
planning will be wrong.

• Large matrixed organisations are really challenging for projects and paradoxes are 
rife – the project manager must be the integrator of the planning elements, and they have 
to own the disconnects and trade-offs in full partnership with their sponsor.

•  ‘Project estimation is indeed a yardstick for project cost control.  And if the yardstick 
is faulty, you start on the wrong foot…we exhort you not to underestimate the estimate’ 
(Kharbanda and Pinto, ‘Learning from Project Failures).

• However!  The only thing that is worse than having the wrong estimates, is not 
speaking up immediately when you realise that you have the wrong estimates.
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“If I had six hours to chop down a tree, I would spend the first four hours 
sharpening the axe” – Abraham Lincoln



PRINCIPLE # 5:VALUES AND 
BEHAVIOURS ARE EVERYTHING

• Transparency: Demonstrate integrity and honesty in reporting by collaborating, sharing 
information and preventing manipulation (either human or system origin) of performance 
reporting

• Quality Planning: Understand your personal accountability, and ensure that the 
underpinning Plans are realistic and well-constructed (“Quality In, Quality Out”)

• Timely and informed Decisions: Use the available information to make the right decisions 
at the right time in order to resolve risks before they become issues 

• Outcome focused: Avoid ‘reporting for the sake of reporting’ or ‘green-washing’ - strive for 
continuous improvement and innovation, and use authority and accountabilities to ensure 
that actions are completed.

• Commitment and Culture: Ensure that the information reported and the actions taken are 
in the best interests of the organisation and the nation at all times – You are not Your 
Project!
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“Project managers shouldn’t be heroes.  The image of the PM who swoops in to 
rescue a failing project should be something from the past.  A better approach is 
making sure we’re doing proper risk management, governance and leadership.”  – 
Elizabeth Harrin



PROJECT PERFORMANCE… AND CARROTS?

• Didn’t plan ahead properly and set the right 
conditions for success

• Didn’t have the right balance of elements

• Didn’t control external factors and risk in-flight

• COULDN’T MONITOR PERFORMANCE!
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…I’M ALSO TERRIBLE AT PARSNIPS
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QUESTIONS?
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