
 THE VIRTUAL  
SHIPYARD PROGRAM

Propelling Naval Defense Ecosystem Collaboration To Raise SME Digital Capability

The Virtual Shipyard Program is a government-led ecosystem collaboration to 
help SMEs in South Australia’s naval defense industry become more digitally 
competitive globally, and be better integrated with global and local supply chains.



SEA CHANGE IN SOUTH AUSTRALIAN 
MANUFACTURING 

Manufacturing has long been a foundation of South 
Australia’s economy, known for its world-class industrial 
capabilities in traditional markets such as defense and 
automotive. Recent years have seen South Australian 
businesses increasingly transitioning to advanced 
manufacturing capabilities, highlighted by the state 
government’s efforts to spark the rejuvenation of its 
manufacturing sector.

State capital Adelaide has a rich history of shipbuilding  
and from 2020, is earmarked with an AU$89 billion 
agenda to become a major manufacturing base for naval 
ships and submarines. One of the key initiatives to 
revitalize local manufacturing activities in South Australia 
is the Virtual Shipyard Program: enabled by a collaboration 
between the major stakeholders of the naval defense and 
shipbuilding ecosystems. 

“South Australia is at an inflection 
point. We’re coming out of an 
industrial era that has been in place 
for a number of decades. As we 
transition into a modern industrialized 
economy, the digitalization of our 
industrial base and building the skills 
required will be critical for the future.”

— Adam Reid, Executive Director, Innovation 
and Science, Department for Innovation and Skills, 

Government of South Australia

OVERCOMING DIGITAL CHALLENGES

One of the pressing challenges faced by the South Australian 
government is the low level of digital literacy across the 
local SMEs—while many of the world’s leading shipyards 
are already highly sophisticated in adopting new technology-
enabled practices. 

Driving an entire industrial sector toward digital competency 
at international levels is a massive endeavor involving all 
ecosystem stakeholders, from industry to government and 
academia. This collaboration is a critical necessity as the 
digital transformation objectives are not just to raise digital 
competencies and capabilities of industry, but also to 
position the naval defense and shipbuilding sector in South 
Australia as being digitally ready and globally competitive. 

To this end, the Government of South Australia has 
partnered with the Australian Manufacturing Growth Centre 
(AMGC), Dassault Systèmes and consultancy firm Innodev, 
to deliver the Virtual Shipyard Program—the country’s first 
industrial digital capability development initiative.

CHALLENGES FACED IN TRANSFORMING  
THE NAVAL SHIPBUILDING SECTOR

Digitalization is increasingly ubiquitous and inclusive of  
new players and this has given rise to new categories of 
processes, services and technology, new ways of thinking, 
and new disruptive business models. 

Industries must take a far broader view of digital 
transformation to elevate technology beyond its sole 
purpose as a solution—encompassing the transformation  
of technology, business, skills and workforce development. 
Businesses should also consider how technology investments 
will impact their ability to collaborate with suppliers and 
deliver innovative products and services that fit within the 
global supply chain.

The progress from siloed transformation, however, proved 
to be a significant leap for many of the small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) involved in the naval shipbuilding supply 
chain. These are local companies predominantly involved in 
fabricating small parts for ships, and hence, lacked the skills 
and core digital capabilities to create higher-value products 
and services demanded by the global marketplace.

Challenge:
South Australia needed to support local 
shipbuilding SMEs in new digital manufacturing 
capabilities to improve global competitiveness and 
readiness to participate in future opportunities.

Solution:
The Virtual Shipyard Program, a collaboration 
between government, industry and academic 
stakeholders, was built on Dassault Systèmes’ 
3DEXPERIENCE platform to train SMEs in new 
skills and technical knowledge.

Benefits:
· Customized virtual-based training for  

digital-based manufacturing 
· Digitally prepared SMEs for global/local  

supply chains 
· Academic curriculum made relevant for the  

future workforce



“Having the right skills training is essential to helping SMEs in South Australia 
improve their readiness to participate in major manufacturing opportunities. 
We need to facilitate robust knowledge transfer between industry experts and 
educational institutions in order to develop relevant curriculum for future skills 
training and development.”  

— Michael Grogan, Director, Victoria, South Australia and 
Tasmania, Australian Manufacturing Growth Centre (AMGC)

RAISING DIGITAL CAPABILITIES ACROSS THE INDUSTRY

Launched in late 2017, the Virtual Shipyard Program 
provides local companies with technical knowledge  
and digital tools to drive innovation and transformation 
within their business, helping them compete for work  
on a global scale. 

Adam Reid, Executive Director, Innovation and Science, 
Department for Innovation and Skills, Government of  
South Australia, observed that many SMEs have yet to fully 
integrate digitalization into their existing manufacturing 
operations. 

The Virtual Shipyard Program, therefore, presents an 
opportunity for these SMEs to digitalize their operations 
and to advance their adoption of technology. By becoming 
digitally competitive on a global arena, they will help 
position South Australia at the forefront of industrial  
digital capability development across different sectors.

Michael Grogan, Director, Victoria, South Australia and 
Tasmania, Australian Manufacturing Growth Centre  
(AMGC), said: “The participating companies in the Virtual 
Shipyard Program will gain the skills necessary to integrate 
themselves into digitally modeled supply chains used by 
multinational companies and apply those skills within their 
own manufacturing projects.”

AN INCLUSIVE APPROACH TO DIGITAL 
PROPULSION OF INDUSTRY 

The approach is to have all active players collaborate on a 
common, standardized environment to encourage internal 
and external participation and contribution. 

As participants become familiar with operating on a digital 
platform environment, they can replicate a similar 
experience in their own organization with greater 
confidence. This is the traction needed to raise the digital 
standard of the industry, and to extend the Program 
benefits to other stakeholders in the ecosystem. 

The actual solution came in the form of the 3DEXPERIENCE 
platform from Dassault Systèmes. The vendor-agnostic 
platform supports 3D design/modeling, simulation, 
information intelligence and online collaboration, and is 
widely used across 12 industries, including aerospace, 
automotive, defense, marine and natural resources. 

The first batch of 15 South Australian SMEs that took part 
in the pilot program trained with Dassault Systèmes to learn 
how to collaborate, plan and visualize the construction and 
build of ships in a 3D virtual environment. 

In tandem, the Program extended its value out to the 
greater ecosystem to include:
• Connecting participating SMEs with local and global 

supply chains, and competing for major defense work—via 
initiatives led by the Department for Industry and Skills, 
the Office of the Agent General and the Defence Export 
Advocate

• Critical knowledge transfer from global experts 
participating in the Program, to the University of 
Adelaide, University of South Australia and TAFE SA, to 
build a curriculum for future independent training delivery

Participating companies were trained in core digital 
competencies such as supply chain and cost management, 
production planning and scheduling, and quality 
management, using the Dassault Systèmes product  
lifecycle management dashboard. 

THE SOLUTION: DRIVING INDUSTRY-WIDE 
COLLABORATION ON A COMMON PLATFORM

Building up their technical 
knowledge and Industry 4.0 
capabilities

Driving global competitiveness  
by connecting to local and global, 
digitally modeled supply chains 

Future-proofing their 
manufacturing capabilities to 
participate in future projects for 
naval ship and submarine building

Key objectives include:



Among the participating companies looking to make  
a transformative leap is B&R Enclosures—one of 
Australia’s largest manufacturers of electrical enclosures, 
data racks, cabinets and switchboards, protecting people 
and equipment in a range of diverse environments. 
Participating in the Virtual Shipyard Program, the 
300-strong manufacturer is developing its digital 
capabilities to achieve greater operational efficiencies 
and better respond to customer requirements.

Chris Bridges-Taylor, General Manager at B&R 
Enclosures, said: “Investing in Industry 4.0 is key for  
us to gain a competitive edge and keep pace with the 
changing demands of the manufacturing industry.  
The Virtual Shipyard Program has provided B&R with  
the opportunity to develop our Industry 4.0 roadmap 
and gain a deeper knowledge of how these solutions 
can be mapped to our business strategy.” 

With a focus on increasing information transparency 
across its production processes, B&R Enclosures piloted 
the use of the 3DEXPERIENCE platform to improve 
collaboration and streamline decision-making.

Alex Turnbull, Systems Engineer at B&R Enclosures, 
explained how the 3DEXPERIENCE platform is  
expected to help the manufacturer to become  
more agile in responding to customer needs. 

“The platform allows everyone within B&R, as well  
as our customers and also suppliers, to gain access to  
a single source of product information. By being able to 
share information in real-time, different teams  
can better collaborate with one another and resolve 
potential issues in a timely manner. This provides a key 
competitive advantage for us to meet customer needs 
faster, at lower costs and at higher quality,” he said.

By maintaining digital continuity with the use of the 
3DEXPERIENCE platform, B&R Enclosures is able to 
leverage its design knowledge and re-use existing 
information to improve efficiency and better manage 
the product lifecycle of their standard products as well 
as an engineered-to-order offering.

“(For B&R) A key objective of the pilot is to assess how 
the undertaking of such a significant technology 
platform will be feasible and commercially 
advantageous for our business. The Program gave us 
valuable perspectives on how to design a platform 
approach that performs well for our business 
propositions, and the experience helped us to identify 
the resources needed for a smooth implementation,” 
Bridges-Taylor added.

B&R Enclosures will continue building on the experience 
gained from the Virtual Shipyard Program to develop 
new digital manufacturing concepts and position itself 
as a leading Industry 4.0 advocate to compete 
internationally, which includes workforce skills 
development, an important area of focus. The company’s 
investment in the training of its employees will be aligned 
to its adoption of new transformative technologies.

Looking ahead, the company has plans to further expand 
its new capabilities from the naval shipbuilding sector to 
other major manufacturing segments such as mining.

“The Virtual Shipyard Program has pointed us in the 
right direction in terms of understanding what the 
market needs, and how our Industry 4.0 journey can 
create new business opportunities in a fast-changing 
global market,” Bridges-Taylor concluded. 
 

B&R ENCLOSURES 
ADVANCING INDUSTRIAL DIGITAL CAPABILITIES TO MEET CHANGING CUSTOMER NEEDS    

“Collaboration between the government, industry and academia is absolutely 
critical to align workforce development with future market needs. The Virtual 
Shipyard Program is an important step in bringing together industry vendors and the 
education sectors to help Australians SMEs upskill their employees for the future.”

— Ben Bridges, Group Sales and Marketing Manager at B&R Enclosures

“South Australia is a great example 
of what can be achieved when 
governments, academics and 
commercial interests, who were 
previously operating in silos, are  
now linked and working together 
towards a common purpose.”

— Masaki Sox Konno, Dassault Systèmes’  
Managing Director for Asia Pacific South 

Masaki Sox Konno, Dassault Systèmes’ Managing  
Director for Asia Pacific South, elaborated: “One of the  
key advantages of using the 3DEXPERIENCE platform is  
its data-handling capabilities, providing a single source  
of truth that integrates across all relevant data. In the 
Virtual Shipyard Program, manufacturers can leverage the  
platform to develop a master 3D virtual model for different 
stakeholders across the supply chain to collaborate with  
one another in a more effective manner.” 

The companies also learned how to virtually simulate the 
behavior of all the ship’s components and the way they fit 
together on the 3D Virtual Shipyard. This allowed them to 
find alternative and optimal build strategies, material handling 
and crane lifting capacities, and adherence to material and 
quality compliance—before anything goes into the yard for 
actual block construction, outfitting, fabrication and assembly. 

The platform experience of operating on a standardized 
environment benefits industrial enterprises at any level of 
digital maturity, making it an ideal starting point for them 
to begin their transformation journey. It further opens 
industry and academic stakeholders to the scope of digital 
tools that are available to elevate digital capabilities and 
drive innovation.
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This collaborative ecosystem approach has sparked a 
rejuvenation of South Australia’s manufacturing sector—
based on real-world best practices—for local companies to 
accelerate their digital competencies as part of a broader 
industrial effort. 

Moving forward, Government of South Australia’s vision  
is to work with local businesses to develop and bring new 
digital capabilities to other high-value sectors, including 
mining, medical technologies and aerospace.  

“The digital transformation of industry requires cooperation 
between the government, businesses and academic 
institutions. As local companies develop new digital capabilities 
as part of the supply chain, they embed those capabilities 
into their business to position themselves for opportunities  
in adjacent markets, or export to overseas market. By 
driving industrial digital transformation of such scale,  
the South Australian manufacturing sector will continually 
improve its sustainability practices and profitability,”  
said Reid.

CATALYZING THE WORKFORCE OF THE FUTURE 

As manufacturers in South Australia expand their activities 
and move into new markets, there needs to be a more rapid 
injection of digital skills into the workforce—which can only 
be achieved through deeper collaboration between industry 
and academia to create more relevant courses geared around 
digital platforms.  

As part of the project, TAFE SA, University of Adelaide 
and University of South Australia are now developing 
curriculum with assistance from Dassault Systèmes. This 
industry-academia partnership will help to grow Australia’s 
high-skilled workforce and prepare it for Industry 4.0 jobs, 
as required by global supply chains to deliver future naval  
ships and submarines.

This collaboration will also advance the Australian 
manufacturing ecosystems in defense, mining, healthcare 
and energy, with the digital capabilities and skills to exploit 
global value chain opportunities.

“The 3DEXPERIENCE platform 
greatly benefits our students by 
familiarizing themselves with the 
tools that are used by industry 
leaders. Together with Dassault 
Systèmes, we are developing a 
new curriculum that will equip the 
workforce with the skills to thrive in 
tomorrow’s digital economy.” 

— Prof. Pascale Quester, 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor & Vice President 

(Academic), University of Adelaide 

SPARKING A REJUVENATION OF THE 
MANUFACTURING SECTOR

“The Virtual Shipyard is about the 
transition of South Australian  
SMEs to digitally interconnected 
manufacturing ecosystems such as 
those anticipated for the future 
shipbuilding and submarine programs.”

— Masaki Sox Konno, Dassault Systèmes’ 
Managing Director for Asia Pacific South 


