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Australian Military History Series


In 2004 the then Chief of Army Advisory Group, comprising the Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history in the Army. From this decision the Campaigns Series was established, with its focus on Army’s future leaders.


The success of the Campaign Series identified the need to document and analyse other aspects of our military history that are not specifically a battle or campaign, or that approaches an aspect of that history from an alternative viewpoint. The Australian Military History Series was established for this purpose. As with the Campaign Series the Australian Military History Series will include extensive visual information including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


The Australian Military History Series complements Army’s other history publications, which produce academically rigorous and referenced analytical works. The Australian Army History Unit sees this series growing into another significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army, one that will provide an excellent introduction to Australia’s Military History.


Roger Lee


Army Historian
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Foreword


Brigadier Nicholas Jans


Picture them: the steely-jawed general gazing into the distance, decisively delivering orders while surrounded by attentive staff officers, tanks, maps, binoculars, pearl-handled pistols and other military paraphernalia. We sense danger, risk and high stakes. We imagine what must be going through the general’s mind: objectives, factors, enemy forces, allied support, strengths, vulnerabilities, time pressures, morale, training, bigger picture issues, and a host of other professionally relevant factors. This is the epitome of military professionalism — the apex of professional ambition.


The romantic stereotype, however, is at odds with the reality. As the introduction to this volume points out, only a very small number of the 100-odd Australian officers who achieved the rank of major general since the Vietnam War commanded troops on overseas operations as generals, but every single one of them would have experienced a number of campaigns. While almost all of these would have been in Australia, often centred on Canberra, they were campaigns nonetheless. Each such campaign would have involved the pursuit of high stakes objectives, against significant human or situational opposition, with limited resources, and in conditions of uncertainty and risk. And each — successful or otherwise — will have been important in shaping Australia’s military capability and therefore its national interests.


Strategic leadership is the process of moving an organisation in a desired direction in conditions of risk or uncertainty, and thus in circumstances that those involved can neither accurately predict nor completely control. And, just as on operations, the success of such endeavours in the world of the bureaucracy depends in no small part on the competence, character, and professionalism of the small number of senior people who shape and drive it. As much is required of them as is required of their counterparts in the field — on their ability to make sense of ambiguous situations, their analytical and planning skills, their social and political insight, and their strategic acumen. In one sense, in fact, the challenge of leading in peacetime may surpass that of leading in war, since the peacetime warrior lacks the ‘advantage’ of their wartime counterpart who is driven by their followers’ sense of urgency and focus. But whatever the context, we can be sure of one thing: success will depend on the extent to which leaders can engage the spirit, the intellect and the effort of their assigned followers. From this perspective, the activities described in these case studies clearly represent ‘leadership’, and that leadership deserves professional attention and respect.


Accepting this premise also requires us to accept that the ‘campaigning’ that takes place in the staff arena deserves the same critical and professional scrutiny as is accorded its equivalent in the field. Staff ‘campaigning’ should be subjected to the same critical and scholarly scrutiny by military historians as is devoted to the activities of conventional military campaigns. And while they may never be as intrinsically interesting to professionally focused Army officers, such analyses will be no less relevant to ways of professional thinking and approaches to professional development.


Another benefit of this volume is its reminder of just how much the Army is a product of its strongly tactically focused, pragmatic and somewhat conservative culture — a topic that David Schmidtchen and I discussed in our 2002 book, The Real C-Cubed: Culture, Careers and Climate and how they affect capability. The case studies herein are replete with telling illustrations of the institution’s reluctance to lift its level of thinking to the genuinely strategic. For example, Chapter 4 (Creating an Adaptive Army for the Future) remarks — almost in passing — that in 2008 the Army’s top-level organisation and guiding strategic principles had not changed significantly for almost four decades. Yet in that time its focus of operations had endured a number of major changes, from counterinsurgency warfare in Malaya and Vietnam, to the defence of Australia, to expeditionary forces in the final year of the previous century, to participation in the so-called global war on terror following 9/11. It beggars belief that this was the case; but, as this volume tells us, this was the Army’s modus operandi at that time. And it undoubtedly shaped the professional thinking of the generations who served in that era.


This volume, together with my contribution and that of my colleagues in our 2013 study, The Chiefs, represents a fresh and practical way of approaching the study of military affairs. I sincerely hope that it further contributes to a collective ‘ah-ha’ moment for the Australian military profession by highlighting the need to pay appropriate attention to what can be learned from case studies that are professionally relevant even though they are not focussed (at least solely) on operations. Dear reader, I commend it to you.




Introduction


The neglected study of generals in peacetime


David Connery


GENERALS PLAY KEY ROLES AWAY FROM THE BATTLEFIELD


Army generals are usually studied and assessed in terms of their battlefield achievements. Indeed, they often become familiar figures due to their wartime or operational exploits, perhaps through their heroism, the feats of their soldiers, or the importance of their military victories. Some achieve legendary status, such as Patton and Montgomery, and fire the imagination of people long after they have gone. Others are catapulted to national leadership positions by their battlefield success, sometimes achieving the highest offices in their respective countries. This pattern, frequently repeated, shows how a general’s battlefield exploits can be critical to a nation’s prosperity, freedom and even identity. Thus, when their biographies are written, the focus usually falls on the relatively brief periods of their generalship in time of war.


Despite this focus, it would be misleading to believe that many generals spend most of their careers at war — even the most famous. Indeed, many never experience combat at that rank level. In the Australian Army in the 40 years since the end of the Vietnam War — the period of history covered in this study — over 100 officers were promoted to the rank of major general or above. However, perhaps only four or five of these officers actually commanded troops on operations, either warlike or peacekeeping. While others played important operational staff or national roles, such as senior staff in multinational headquarters, or performed ‘national command’ roles, these still do not equate to a combat command. Many others of course, saw no operational service at all in general rank. They led formations in training, managed complex business processes, or stood at the apex of decision-making on the staff of various headquarters. This does not diminish the work of these officers — indeed, quite the opposite — but simply serves to emphasise that command on operations has been rare for Australia’s most senior officers since 1972.


So while commanding troops and fighting battles on operations are rare, it is possible to characterise the work of generals in peacetime as ‘battles’, be they battles for budgets in committee rooms, the relentless struggle to master and perhaps tame the voluminous paperwork involved in operating an army, to fight for the service’s image and future in the media, and exert enormous effort to win acceptance for ideas that lead to change in an army. These are critical tasks for an army, but the careers, thought processes and actions of such generals do not receive the same degree of attention as the few who lead in battle.


There are exceptions, of course. The biography of American general Colin Powell provides detailed coverage of his role as a senior official and as Chairman of the United States (US) Joint Chiefs of Staff. The work of Indonesian general Benny Moerdani as armed forces commander and Defence Minister is described in detail by his biographer, Bilveer Singh. Thomas Ricks writes extensively on the bureaucratic battles fought by General Don A. Starry to change America’s army after Vietnam. There are also fascinating stories of generals at war during periods when they were not involved in combat operations such as James Leasor’s account of General Hollis, secretary to Churchill’s war cabinet. And, in a significant body of work, Australian historian David Horner explains allied strategy in the Pacific and the workings of a government in wartime during a period in which Australian Army officers played crucial roles in the military-political interface. A more modern take, which shows the tight relationship between generals ‘at war’ while operating in a ‘peacetime’ environment, is that of Christopher Elliot in his 2015 book, High Command.1


This book aims to add to the understanding of what generals do when they are not at war. It examines a number of the key issues faced by the most senior officers of the Australian Army, their responses to those situations, and provides some useful lessons for future leaders based on their example. This work consciously builds on an earlier analysis of the functions of strategic leaders in the Australian Defence Force (ADF) by Nick Jans and his associates in The Chiefs.2 The Chiefs has been chosen to provide the framework for this study given its comprehensive examination of the roles of senior leaders and the fact that it is entirely grounded in the Australian experience.


SENIOR OFFICERS PERFORM FOUR RELATED ROLES


The leadership model explained in The Chiefs is based on a single frame of reference for senior military leaders: institutional performance. For the ADF, and thus the Army, this involves delivering the core strategic tasks set by the government during its periodic defence White Papers. These tasks are described using the various titles and formulations in the period covered by this book, and have included shaping Australia’s strategic environment, denying and defeating threats to Australia and its interests, and protecting and supporting Australian and foreign populations.3


To achieve this outcome, senior leaders must develop or sustain and then draw on three enabling capabilities within the organisation. The first, structural capability, is derived from military hardware and from the Army’s people, organised into combat and support units which attain the levels of readiness required to deliver military effects in support of government objectives. Key decisions such as force structuring and the assignment of resources among competing demands are critical to building and sustaining this capability.


While structural capability generally receives the most attention, it cannot deliver institutional performance alone. A defence force also requires an intellectual capability. This ‘thinking power’ provides the basis for its people to grapple with the challenges of war and operations. It equips them to reason, deal with ambiguity, and conceive and implement change.


A third capability is derived from the organisation’s culture: the relationships, shared values and trust that bind the members into a cohesive unit. Termed ‘social capability’ by Jans, it is the least tangible and thus the most difficult to measure and manage. Yet it is critical to facilitating cooperation, coordination, morale and, ultimately, combat power. Thus the institution’s culture and ethos shape its approach to the other capabilities by influencing doctrine, professional development, member commitment and command climate. Social capability also serves an external purpose since it generates an image of cohesion and belonging which it presents to those outside the organisation.


If senior leaders are to generate these capabilities they need to perform four related roles. These roles are used to shape each case study because they provide a focus for analysis and a means to interpret senior officer actions and attitudes.


The first of these roles is that of ‘strategic director’. In this role, the senior officer is the directive pragmatist ‘who exercises command, tackles short-term critical problems and keeps the institution moving forward on a day-to-day basis’.4 In this role, the senior officer is responsible for direct action and is the commander. This usually requires an authoritative leadership approach that is tough, decisive and aggressive. While the authority is derived from the officer’s appointment, its exercise is based on judgement, extensive professional expertise and a focus on results. While this can be dispensed ‘from the background’, leaders in this role will often step forward and give explicit direction based, if required, on their legal authority.


Other roles rely far less on legal authority. When acting as the ‘strategic leader’, the senior officer may use subtle and ‘exploratory’ approaches to deal with the high levels of uncertainty that characterise such roles. This uncertainty is a product of the strategic environment which is continually evolving in ways that cannot readily be predicted and are often unexpected. This is also a product of human interaction at the strategic level, where ambiguity and flexibility are prized and the competition for resources — politics — is the major focus of work. An institution such as the military, with a relatively stable overall purpose, must adapt and evolve to maintain alignment with that environment. 5 The strategic leader thus becomes the principal orchestrator in a process of engaging others in exploring this evolutionary course. This involves a number of broad activities, including sense-making, direction-setting, persuasive communication and coalition-building, so as to identify options for pursuing goals that may themselves be — at least initially — somewhat vaguely defined. The leader must express a vision or broad intent that is meaningful without being too prescriptive so that followers can become engaged with what is a fundamentally exploratory process. In contrast to other roles, the leader as ‘expressive explorer’ is more likely to ask questions. Such leaders may also draw on a network of ideas to identify fresh answers to problems rather than provide solutions themselves.


Senior leaders also need to take responsibility for obtaining and arranging the means to achieve strategic goals. Thus the role of ‘strategic builder’ is important to achieving effective military outcomes. Here leadership involves acting as the ‘“Manager-Architect”, who develops and implements the process of designing and shaping the evolving institution’.6 In this role, the leader is highly analytical, systematic and methodical in approach. Thus senior leaders develop the systems and structures required to shape behaviour in accordance with their desired standards and values.


Senior officers also leave their mark on the organisation when they act in the fourth role, as the steward of the profession. As one of the most senior members of an organisation (and one will be the most senior), the steward is the ‘“Nurturer-Guardian” who is the caretaker and top-level exemplar of the Australian profession of arms’. 7 While soldiering is a profession, it is more accurately described as a vocational profession, distinguished from others through both skills and values. This factor, along with the centrality of the government to the institution’s autonomy, imposes particular obligations on the Army’s senior people to monitor their members’ level of commitment and well-being and, when acting as ‘the Chief’, to become the internal and external figurehead. As the ‘strategic steward’, the senior leader must also understand changes in the environment and translate these for the organisation, negotiate standards of professional practice, and maintain and adapt these standards in line with evolving expert knowledge. This is a highly demanding role.


When viewed in combination, as they are in Figure 1 below, these roles present strategic leadership as a complex process that involves both ‘leading from the front’ and ‘leading from behind’. Those fulfilling these roles need to use power and influence skillfully and wisely, discern right from wrong in a world and in societies that are constantly evolving, and act as agents of continual change. The Australian Army’s senior leaders in the period since the Vietnam War have fulfilled these roles through distinctly different periods in which expectations of them, and of the Army as a whole, have varied widely.
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Figure 1: The military strategic leadership process.8


THE CASES


In the following chapters, the leadership roles of Australian Army generals are presented through five case studies. The cases were chosen because they coincide with a number of the key landmarks in the Australian Army’s post-Vietnam War history and because, as a collection, they provide insights into the functions of senior Army officers away from operations. These case studies are based on interviews, analysis by other historians, and archival material, some only recently declassified. While the case studies are presented chronologically, each stands alone as an example of how the Australian Army’s senior officers operated at a point in time. Each case study is also examined for insights that may benefit contemporary or future leaders.


These case studies begin with an analysis of the way the Army’s leaders of the 1970s restructured the force from the nine-battalion tropical warfare establishment to six battalions assembled into three ‘specialised’ brigades. This period is used to illustrate the role of ‘strategic director’ and the actions and decisions of the Army’s leaders are further analysed though the lens of risk management.


The second case study considers how senior officers perform the role of ‘strategic leader’ by examining the management of the 1985–86 Dibb Review into defence capability. This review was a watershed for Australia’s defence: its purpose was to reorient military structures and equipment from the ‘forward defence’ era to a new strategic role focused on defending Australia. This case study is used to illustrate the functions of the ‘strategic leader’ at a time when the Army’s leaders were not particularly persuasive. Indeed, the Dibb Review rejected a number of the Army’s key opening positions on defence strategy, including important concepts such as warning time and the structuring principle of the ‘core force’. However, the net result was one of modest change for the Army and saw it retain the key elements of its doctrine, force structure and approach to training. This case study explains how that result was achieved.


The third case study returns to the role of the ‘strategic director’ by examining the Army’s leadership during a national security crisis. In this case the focus is the East Timor crisis of 1999 which eventually required the largest deployment of Australian soldiers offshore since the Vietnam War. This case study illustrates the importance of command structures, trust and relationships, and the requirement to deal with challenges such as strategic ambiguity, interpersonal conflict and information management.


The fourth case study examines senior officers as ‘strategic builders’ using the example of the ‘Adaptive Army’ initiative of 2008–10. This initiative produced the most fundamental change to the Army’s command structure since the 1970 Hassett Review, and included a significant reallocation of command and training responsibility. This study shows how the Army’s generals of the time built the necessary case to force change and implemented the requisite changes quickly.


The final case study examines strategic leaders as stewards of their profession. It traces the development of the Australian Army’s modern attempts to professionalise its career development system through cumulative steps from the 1970s through to the present day. This case describes not only the detail of the initiatives, but also explains the reasons for their success and failure. Also examined is the critical role that strategic leaders play in determining how their successors will be educated and trained, the perseverance required of strategic leaders who want to create change, and what forces might come between them and their intended results.


The concluding chapter provides practical advice for aspiring strategic leaders by Lieutenant General (retd) Peter Leahy, a former Chief of Army and current Professor of National Security at the University of Canberra. This chapter brings together a number of key themes from the five cases and comments on training and preparation for strategic leadership. In this chapter General Leahy also raises some critical questions on senior leader management that transcend the Australian Army’s situation, as distinct as it is.


THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY: AN OVERVIEW


The experience of the Australian Army is indeed distinct, particularly given the number of significant changes it has endured since its official formation in 1901. These changes have reflected its use by the government, the influence of social factors and general developments in military thinking. Its culture has also experienced significant change, sometimes reflecting a tension between its ‘spiritual’ home in the British Army and the close political alliance with the US. As a result, the Australian Army of 1972 was very different to the force that fought at Gallipoli in 1915, and it would continue to change in the four decades examined here. This section is designed for readers who may be unfamiliar with the Australian Army. It provides a brief overview of its history, structure and rank system, particularly since the end of Australia’s Vietnam War in 1972–73.9


The period of time examined in this book, which extends from 1972 to around 2010, can be broken into two distinct phases. The first, from 1972 to 1999, saw the Australian Army challenged to reorient its role and structure from the ‘forward defence’ era of the 1950s and 60s to a new role in which the ‘defence of Australia’ was its primary task. The key challenge, as Chapter 1 explains, became one of ensuring the Army’s relevance within this new strategy, particularly at a time when the balance of resourcing shifted towards air and naval forces. As a result, the Army was both suspicious of change and the assessments made to argue for that change, and also significantly under-resourced. These issues are further described in Chapter 3.


While the 1990s featured a number of overseas deployments and peacekeeping missions, the second period saw the Australian Army adopt an intense operational focus. This period began with the deployment of around 4500 Army personnel to East Timor in 1999 (lasting until 2005), and expanded over the coming years through major deployments to Afghanistan (2002–due to finish in 2016), Iraq (2003–08, and 2014–present), Solomon Islands (2003–14) and again to East Timor (2006–12). While this was a period of very high operational tempo, few generals actually commanded manoeuvre forces. Rather, Australian units either operated as part of a much larger coalition force, such as in Afghanistan and Iraq, or were deployed as brigade and battalion-size organisations. Examples of the latter include East Timor in 2006 and Solomon Islands. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 examine this period and the roles of the Australian Army’s senior leaders.


The Army’s top-level organisational structure, which underwent significant change during this period, is another important element of background information. In 1970, the Army moved from a decentralised geographically based command structure to a functional command system with five major elements (Figure 2). In addition to Army Headquarters (called ‘Army Office’ from the 1980s to the mid-1990s), which provided the highest level of leadership of the Army, there were three ‘functional commands’ all led by major generals. The largest, Field Force Command (later Land Command), was responsible for all Army combat units. Training Command, which was around one-fifth the size of the combat organisation, was responsible for schools delivering individual training to Army personnel. The third organisation was Logistic Command, which provided materiel, transport and maintenance support to the rest of the Army. The last major element comprised seven ‘military district’ headquarters which, depending on their location, administered facilities, training areas, aspects of supply and some personnel management functions for reserve forces. This ‘functional’ system of command was subject to further change, particularly as a result of the ‘Adaptive Army’ initiative of 2008–10. Chapter 4 describes these changes in some detail.
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Figure 2: Organisation of the Australian Army in 1973 (Palazzo, The Australian Army, p. 293).


The distinction between ‘regular’ and ‘reserve’ components of the Army is also important. Australia’s military heritage was built on a model that included large numbers of volunteer, part-time soldiers who were recruited locally into their units. This sizeable force of ‘citizen soldiers’ was supported by a small cadre of permanent full-time professionals, often in headquarters (staff), technical or instructional roles. This structure meant that the Australian Army during the Boer War (1899–1902), First World War (1914–18) and Second World War (1939–45) was based on militia forces or soldiers newly recruited for the conflict.10


The balance of numbers — and priority — began to shift following the Second World War with the massive demobilisation of soldiers and the raising of the first three permanent force battalions. These battalions served on ‘continuous full-time service’ and in 1947 were designated the Australian Regular Army (ARA). The following year saw the recruiting of part-time soldiers for service in the Citizen Military Force (CMF). Both the ARA and CMF would soon be augmented with conscripts for national service, which lasted from 1950 to 1973.11 However, the balance of the Army began to change and the full-time Regular Army became the largest component at around 31,000 once conscription ended in 1973. At the same time, with its national servicemen discharged, the CMF began a steady decline. This saw its numbers plunge to under 20,000 part-time soldiers by 1974 — less than a third of its authorised establishment.12


Around this time, reforms and restructuring across the three services and the civilian departments responsible for defence saw the emergence of the Australian Defence Force as the primary organisational construct for Australian military forces. Today the Australian Defence Force, which is headed by the four-star Chief of the Defence Force (CDF), aims to develop a ‘joint’ force capable of using the respective strengths of the Army, Navy and Royal Australian Air Force to achieve the government’s defence objectives.


The ADF is supported in numerous ways by the civilian Department of Defence, including in fields such as intelligence, policy, procurement and many administrative functions. The single Defence organisation is run by two equal heads — the CDF and Secretary of the Department of Defence (the Secretary) — who are jointly responsible for the conduct of Australia’s defence to a civilian minister of the government. The Army is responsible to the government through these two officials in a structure that has changed significantly over the past 40 years (Figure 3).


This means that the rank structure of the Australian Army begins with the three-star general immediately below the CDF (see Figure 4). The head of the service is a lieutenant general, known by the title of Chief of the General Staff (CGS) until 1998 and today as the Chief of Army (CA). While the ADF periodically has other lieutenant generals in joint positions, the CA is the chief of the service and thus the focus of the cases examined in this book. At the next level below are the six or so major generals (two star) serving with the Army who directly support the CA (There will be a number of others in joint appointments at any one time). These include the heads of the functional commands: Land Command and Training Command (now combined into Forces Command); and Logistics Command (until 1998); two divisional commanders and recently, a special forces commander and in Army Headquarters, the Deputy Chief of the Army and a more recent appointment known as Head Strategic Planning and Modernisation–Army. Other major generals will be in the joint staff and in exchange and diplomatic roles. This book considers these officers as the Army’s senior leaders.
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Figure 3: The Australian Defence Organisation (DAR 1987, p. vii; FPR structure).


Decisions relating to the Army and the provision of advice to the CDF and minister on land forces are the responsibility of the service chief — CGS or later CA — supported by a committee system. The pinnacle of this system is an advisory committee known as the Chief of the General Staff’s Advisory Committee (CGSAC) or, after 1998, the Chief of Army’s Senior Advisory Committee (CASAC). While its composition can change from time to time, this committee usually includes the two-star officers holding key staff appointments and the functional commanders. This structure allows the CA to consult his generals on matters such as changes to the Army’s strategic direction, structure, roles and administrative matters.
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