CHAPTER 3

AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT

Having examined the way in which Australia’s governmental system sets the legal and constitutional framework for the Australian Defence Organisation (ADO) - a framework that predominantly sets the imperatives for the civilian side of the ADO - this chapter will explore Australia’s strategic environment - the environment which predominantly shapes the military side of the Defence Organisation. 
Strategic Environment 

Australia’s strategic environment today is a complex one, and Australia’s immediate neighbourhood faces serious problems. Whilst Indonesia and the Pacific Islands have largely embraced democracy, and continue to make great strides, corruption, crime and even terrorism continue to plague them, particularly Indonesia. These forces weaken their institutions, and render them liable to transnational crime, environmental abuse and other such maladies that can, in turn, adversely impact on Australia (CoA, 2003c; pp. 19-20).

In the broader Southeast Asian region, the strategic environment is highly fluid, and extraordinarily dynamic. Unlike Europe, with its strong institutions, solid alliances, and steady progress, Southeast Asia is currently undergoing a period of huge, uneven and volatile economic growth, accompanied by significant purchases of high tech arms, and slow multilateral institutional development. In essence, nations are arming themselves heavily, but there are few measures they can take to reassure each other. The potential for conflict, therefore, whilst not high, must be noted. Australia sees the United States as playing a crucial role throughout the entire Asia-Pacific region by virtue of its strong economic ties with the region, and its strategic primacy (CoA, 2005; p.).
However, before examining Australia’s view of this environment, and the government’s response to it, it is important to examine how the strategic environment has changed, and how Australia’s responses have changed as well.

Strategic Environment and Response: Federation until the end of the Second World War

From 1901 to 1945, Australia’s strategic environment was characterised largely by aggressive Imperial powers dominating weak, technologically unsophisticated regional peoples. For Australia, the most significant instances of such behaviour during this period were the colonial activities of Germany before and during the First World War, and the Imperialist expansion of Japan between Federation and the end of the Second World War.

Australia has, since Federation in 1901, been largely dependant upon external assistance for its defence. Only relatively recently has Australia taken up the task of defending itself using mostly its own resources. The reason for Australia’s historical search for external assistance was mainly one of materiel and manpower. Given Australia’s large size, inhospitable terrain and relatively small population, it was believed that Australia simply could not muster sufficient personnel and resources from within to defend itself against the far more populous Asian nations to its north. Whilst legitimate concerns about Japan’s aggressive program of expansion during this period were the main source of threat to Australia, a degree of xenophobia also informed such concerns. Indeed, former Prime Minister of Australia, William ‘Billy’ Hughes, during his 1916 tour of Australia to rally support for conscription, stated that “We have nailed White Australia to the top of the mast … but we are but a tiny drop in a coloured ocean.” (Meaney, 1985; p. 236) In practice, the major power that Australia depended upon for its defence was Great Britain - the most logical, given the historical, political, social and cultural ties the two countries shared.

In return for assurances of defence against hostile Asian countries, most notably Japan, and Imperial predators, like Germany, Australia was to contribute to the defence of the British Empire as a whole. It was this logic that largely lay behind Australia’s commitment of forces to the Boer War, Boxer Uprising, First World War and, initially at least, the Second World War. Australia paid a heavy price for this ‘defence contract’ with Britain: In the First World War alone, Australia suffered 60,000 deaths and 156,000 wounded and prisoners. This is all the more remarkable considering that these casualties were suffered by a force of only 300,000, all of whom were volunteers. Furthermore, this force was drawn from a population of only 5 million (Beaumont, 1995; pp. 1, 29).

Australia’s focus on Great Britain and the British Commonwealth shifted dramatically during the Second World War. Before the war, the fortress of Singapore was proclaimed by Britain to be Australia’s guarantee of security. However, after heated arguments between Australia and Britain over the return of Australia’s troops from the Middle East, and the fall of Singapore to the Japanese, Australia realised that Britain was unwilling and unable to provide the support it felt was necessary to secure itself. In this hour of crisis, facing possible Japanese invasion, Australia turned towards the United States. Prime Minister John Curtin, in December of 1942, dramatically stated in his New Year’s address that “Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.” (Dennis et al, 1995; p. 193) From that point on, Australia depended upon the United States for its security in the same way that it had looked to Britain before, employing the same logic and expectations.

Strategic Environment and Response: Cold War until the Present Day

Cold War

With Japan vanquished, the immediate threat to Australia had disappeared. However, Australia still felt threatened by a newly invigorated, post-colonial Indonesia, by communist China and, to a lesser extent, by the Soviet Union. Australia’s strategic environment during this period was characterised by communist insurgencies, and the broader global democratic/communist battle. The perceived major threat to Australia was still foreign states, motivated now by communism rather then imperialism. Complicating matters, many post-colonial states in the region were affected by weak institutions, insurgencies, corrupt governments, coups and military dictatorships which made diplomacy and cooperation within the region problematic at best.

Given the primacy of state-based threats within Australia’s strategic outlook during this period of global standoff, the ‘security deal’ with a great and powerful friend still had a place. The alliance with America, therefore, was firmly cemented in 1951 with the conclusion of the ANZUS Treaty. Crucially, unlike the much more obligatory NATO treaty, the signatories were only required to act in accordance with ‘constitutional processes’, i.e., consult their parliaments, and not to immediate and guaranteed action. However, despite this legal weakness, Australia was satisfied that this treaty represented a sufficiently robust guarantee of security assistance from America. In return, Australia sought to assist the United States in its various Cold War foreign policy initiatives, most notably through the commitment of troops to Korea and Vietnam. Australian support for non-military US foreign policy initiatives, such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty, was also strong and consistent during the Cold War.

Defence self-reliance 

At the end of the Vietnam War, with American confidence and prestige severely depleted, President Nixon stated as part of his famous ‘Guam Doctrine’, that Australia, amongst others, was to fend for itself, and that it could no longer rely upon America to defend it (Babbage, 1990; p. 4). Whilst Nixon stated that the US would still honour its treaties, the Australian government was in no doubt that it would need to defend itself with only its own modest resources. This marked the beginning of ‘defence self-reliance’ in Australia, a relatively new principle, but one which has endured to this day.

After a decade or so of debate on the question of how exactly Australia was to defend itself, Paul Dibb delivered his landmark report, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities, to the government of Australia in 1986. This was quickly followed by the official document representing the adoption of his recommendations, Defence of Australia 1987. This seminal body of work outlined the now familiar concept of Australia’s defence. Essentially, Dibb argued that the continent of Australia could be defended by using high-tech air and naval forces to dominate Australia’s northern air and maritime approaches. This northern maritime area, Dibb argued, was crucial, as any attempt to invade Australia must necessarily proceed through there due to logistical and geographical considerations - there is simply no other way to reasonably approach Australia, as to the East, South and West there is nothing but vast expanses of ocean, and Antarctica. The goal of Dibb’s strategy was not to utilise the Army to defend the thousands of kilometres of Australian beaches - a task still too resource intensive for Australia - but rather to utilise agile and flexible maritime forces to defend what was essentially a giant moat to the North, or the ‘sea-air gap’ as Dibb termed it. Any forces that managed to penetrate this cordon, Dibb argued, would be so depleted, and have such a precarious supply line, that they would be easy prey for Australia’s small but highly capable Army. Such an approach became known as the ‘Defence of Australia’ school, or DoA. This school was immediately engaged in debate with those who continued to advocate ‘forward’ or ‘imperial defence’: essentially the deployment of expeditionary forces to support a great and powerful friend who would, in return for Australia’s support, defend Australia should the need arise. Given President Nixon’s unequivocal rejection of the ‘forward defence’ idea, Australia’s government adopted the DoA approach.

Australia’s current military force, therefore, is centred on major items suited for defending the sea-air gap, such as the Collins class conventional attack submarines, F/A-18 Hornet fighters, and AP-3C Orion maritime patrol aircraft. The increasing degradation of the Army, hollowed out for decades to fund capital intensive air and naval programs, is further testament to the government’s adherence to the DoA approach. This strategy, ratified in successive policy documents since the Dibb report was released, has enabled Australia to efficiently and effectively defend itself against major conventional threats without prohibitive expenditure. Australia did not achieve total defence self-reliance, as Australia still relied substantially upon the US for intelligence, military technology, logistics, and nuclear deterrence. However, short of global thermonuclear conflict, Australia would not have required any combat assistance from US forces should it have fallen under attack, and was, in that regard, self-reliant. A policy of defence self-reliance continues to this day, along with its attendant caveats (CoA, 2000; pp. 35-36). 

Strategic Environment and Response: Present Day

US Alliance

With the end of the Cold War, and the ‘victory’ of democracy and capitalism, Australia was, like many other countries, without any immediate threat. This time of uncertainty, thus far at least, has been characterised primarily by the war on terror, and the commitment of forces to many low intensity tasks. Paradoxically, however, the government has maintained a strong commitment to conventional forces and the defence of Australia from state aggressors, continuing to sustain a combat force sufficient to defend Australia against armed attack on its own.  

Within Defence 2000, the government stated that it sees its strategic environment as being shaped by two important trends: US strategic primacy and globalisation (ibid.). These two factors will strengthen global peace, interdependence, prosperity and security. However, the government feels that the US may be less willing to bear the burden of marginal tasks in the Asia-Pacific region: Australia’s experience in East Timor has clearly evoked this point.

Despite this, and despite Australia’s policy of defence self-reliance, Australia today retains a close, strong and robust alliance with the United States. Whilst the benefits of the alliance to Australia are clear, such as access to US technology and US treaty-based defence assurances, the benefits to the United States are often unknown. Most importantly, Australia genuinely shares the burden of intelligence generation with the United States under the UKUSA agreement. Notably, Australian facilities at Pine Gap and North West Cape assist in global collection of SIGINT and communications relay respectively. These are sovereign Australian facilities, and are jointly operated by the personnel of the two nations (Baker and Paul, 2000; pp. 88-89). Australia also provides niche forces to US coalitions that the US itself either does not possess, or has in short supply, such as sophisticated conventional submarines, Special Forces and mine clearance capabilities. These forces are all highly interoperable with US forces, and can integrate easily into US formations. Finally, Australia lends diplomatic legitimacy to American initiatives regionally and globally.

Concentric circles perspective 

The government’s view of Australia’s present day strategic environment has been clearly laid out by the current (at the time of writing) Howard government in the government’s key defence policy document Defence 2000 – Our Future Defence Force (op. cit.). This document has been updated regularly since its release, with the government releasing Australia’s National Security A Defence Update 2003 (CoA, 2003c) and Australia’s National Security A Defence Update 2005 (CoA, 2005). However, despite important differences between the original paper and the two updates, covered below, Defence 2000 remains largely representative of government practice today, and represents a clear continuum with the DoA approach, carrying forward that strategy from the government’s last major strategic policy document, Australia’s Strategic Policy, published in 1997. Within Defence 2000, Australia’s strategic environment is characterised as a series of ‘concentric circles’ centring on the continent, with Australia’s key interests lying close to home, and with strategic interests generally diminishing in importance the further afield from Australia they lie. 

The first of these ‘circles’ is the Australian continent. The government maintains that, despite the improbability of armed attack on Australia, the consequences of such an attack are so dire that it demands the greatest efforts to counter. Accordingly, the ADF has been shaped primarily to repel an attack on Australia by another state, concordant with the DoA strategy.

Within the second ‘circle’, ‘the immediate neighbourhood’ as it is termed, lie the countries of Indonesia, East Timor, Papua New Guinea and the island nations of the Pacific. The government identifies its key challenges in this area as the weak nature of state institutions, the propensity for corruption and graft, porous borders and inadequate policing (CoA, 2000; pp. 19-23). The strength and prosperity of these countries represent critical Australian interests because, if weak, these nations can be dangerous to Australia in two major ways: firstly, they are vulnerable to penetration by terrorists and transnational criminal organisations, and secondly, they are vulnerable to coercion and bribery by hostile external powers, who could subsequently use these countries as bases for operations against Australia.

Further from Australia, in the third ‘circle’, are the nations of Southeast Asia. Together, they represent significant difficulties, but also significant opportunities, for Australia. The stability and continued constructive interaction of these countries is vital for Australia as any conflict in the region would inevitably and adversely affect Australia. Australia’s trade links with the region are also growing, increasing both Australia and the region’s prosperity. However, with this increased wealth comes increased defence budgets, and the government states that its key challenge in this region is the increasing number of high quality weapons systems, such as the Sukhoi family of fighters, high tech guided weapons and increasingly sophisticated ground forces. These purchases represent a challenge because they are eroding Australia’s traditional clear qualitative advantage in the region, which has long enabled Australia to confidently face any possible regional conflict. This increasing erosion of Australia’s ‘technology edge’ has prompted large, knowledge intensive-investments by Australia to maintain its advantage.      

Within the fourth ‘circle’, the broader East Asian region, Australia recognises the importance of harmonious relations between the great powers of China, Japan, India, Russia and the United States, not only for Australia and the region’s security, but for global security. Whilst Australia recognises it does not have the authority or weight to shape relations between these powers, the government notes that it must do all it can to ensure these states remain at peace, but also be prepared to meet alliance obligations with America should miscalculations occur between the United States and China over Taiwan.

Finally, the fifth ‘circle’ is global in focus. Within Defence 2000, the Australian government recognised that terrorism was perhaps the most serious common challenge facing countries across the world. Whilst the government remarked within Defence 2000 that terrorism was an important challenge, and required action, it did not anticipate the central role that terrorism was to play in future global affairs. Accordingly, the government released Defence Update 2003 to outline the government’s considered response to the turbulent months and years following the September 11 attacks.

Defence Updates 2003 and 2005
Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 2003 represented a significant break from the previous DoA-centric approach of Defence 2000, noting that capabilities for expeditionary operations as part of a coalition are now equally important for Australia (CoA, 2003c; p. 24). Indeed, the then Defence Minister, Senator Robert Hill, stated that “[i]t probably never made sense to conceptualise our security interests as a series of diminishing, concentric circles around our coastline, but it certainly does not now.”
 Whilst Senator Hill added that the DoA strategy (i.e., the concentric circles, as above) still applied for defence against conventional threats, he argued that such threats are less and less likely to arise in a period marked by a high degree of asymmetric threats, such as terrorism, and that accordingly, Defence priorities should be shifted. 

As such, expeditionary capabilities received a higher degree of attention and funding, represented by such purchases as the C-17 Globemasters and two large amphibious assault ships. Expeditionary operations also came to the fore, with Australia’s commitment of forces to Afghanistan, Operation Slipper, consuming all of the ADFs attention at the time. Overall, the government generally moved away from the argument that conventional war was the primary threat to Australia, as it had stated in Defence 2000, instead arguing that conventional war was less likely given US strategic primacy and increasing regional stability and integration (CoA, 2003c; p. 8-9). The government maintained that terrorism, insurgency and transnational issues were the most important security problems facing Australia. By way of example, within Defence Update 2003, the government stated that terrorist networks, weak governance and poor policing in Southeast Asia were its greatest challenges, rather than increasingly sophisticated weapons systems, as it had in Defence 2000 (ibid.; p. 23, and CoA, 2000; pp. IX-X).   

Following some time after Australia’s commitment of forces to the Iraq war, the Australian government released Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 2005. This document, whilst signalling the government’s continued commitment to an increased capability for expeditionary operations, also marked a return to some of the themes of Defence 2000. For example, the growth of regional military capabilities was reasserted as an important strategic development, but transnational security issues still featured in equal prominence (CoA, 2005; pp. 5, 7-8). Overall, it marked little difference from the position enunciated in the 2003 update, save a limited emphasis on more conventional military issues, most likely brought about by a concentration of government thinking on such issues due to significant capability decisions like the acquisition of the F-35 JSF.

Concluding Comment 
Overall, Australia’s strategic environment has clearly undergone significant shifts throughout history, and Australia’s response to its strategic environment has undergone similarly large shifts. However, throughout these changes, the Australian government’s focus has been on countering symmetrical, state-based threats—primarily invasion of Australia by another country. Whilst this focus remains today, the government has attempted to rebalance its policy to take account of the changed strategic environment brought about by terrorism and globalisation. These policy amendments have been the subject of considerable, evolving debate, and their success or otherwise remains to be seen.
 Overall, though, the Australian government maintains that its strategic environment necessitates an essentially maritime force, and this has been the predominant basis of the majority of the government’s investment in capability. Whilst capability for expeditionary operations has been high on the agenda lately, it remains to be seen whether this approach will solidify into a firm strategic ad investment policy, as opposed to the current heightened use of capability acquired for DoA in expeditionary roles.
� Senator the Honourable Robert Hill, Speech, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/HillSpeechtpl.cfm?CurrentId=1723" ��http://www.minister.defence.gov.au/HillSpeechtpl.cfm?CurrentId=1723� [accessed 1 May 2007].


� For example of how this debate is evolving, and moving in new directions, see White (2007), Blaxland (2006), Sheridan (2007) and Paul Monk, ‘Defence: The Seamless Challenge’, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.austhink.org/monk/seamless.htm" ��http://www.austhink.org/monk/seamless.htm� [accessed 7 May 2007].





PAGE  
7

