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Introduction



Brendan Taylor, Stephan Frühling and Peter J. Dean


The US–Australia alliance has been a central pillar of Australian foreign and defence policy ever since Australia, the United States and New Zealand signed the Australia, New Zealand and United States Security Treaty (ANZUS) in 1951. For more than six decades, it has endured through significant changes to Australia’s strategic environment: the fight against communism in Southeast Asia leading to the Vietnam War; Australia’s relative security in the latter part of the Cold War; the development of multilateralism in Asia while the United States became the sole superpower after the fall of the Soviet Union; the fight against terrorism amid ongoing conflict in the Middle East; and the rise of China to economic and strategic pre-eminence among the East Asian powers. The defence policies and priorities of the United States have been an essential context for the way Australia has reacted to these evolving challenges in its own defence policy and planning.


Although based on a treaty more than six decades old, the alliance has been successful because it has continued to adapt. Today, it is once more in an important phase of reinterpretation. The changing strategic environment in the Asia–Pacific, especially the rise of China, the US ‘rebalance’ to the region, increasing tensions in the East and South China Seas, Australia’s economic ties to China, Asian military modernisation and questions over US resolve in the region have reignited debate in Australia about the future of the alliance, and how Australia’s defence policies and preparations should relate to those of its larger ally.


As the contributions to this book illustrate, opinions vary as to how and how far the alliance will and should evolve in this new era. For some commentators, the alliance is strategically more significant to Washington now than at any other time since its establishment. Writing recently in Foreign Affairs, for instance, Bates Gill and Tom Switzer contend that ‘Australia now figures more prominently in US foreign policy than at any time since 1942–45, when Australian combat troops served under General Douglas MacArthur and scores of US air and naval bases and army camps were stationed Down Under’.1 Other commentators, by contrast, argue that the alliance could well be headed for one of its more testing periods. As Michael Green and Zack Cooper of the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) have observed,




Leading Australian political figures now debate whether [an] apparent divergence of security and economic interests presages a dilution of the United States–led alliance system in the region. These public debates by the United States’ closest ally in the Pacific have some senior US officials quietly questioning whether Japan may in future replace Australia as the most trustworthy ally should US and regional tensions continue mounting with Beijing.2





No alliance relationship exists without episodes of tension. Australia, New Zealand and the United States are all predominantly Anglo-Saxon countries devoted to the same values of liberty, rule of law and democracy, but the third link of the ANZUS alliance broke when the United States and New Zealand fell out over the latter’s opposition to US nuclear policies. Australia’s trilateral Cold War alliance therefore became a bilateral one just as the Cold War was about to end, but the coincidence of strategic interests between the United States and Australia has proved far more enduring than that between the United States and New Zealand. The fact that this alliance has risen to every challenge so far gives hope that it will remain a positive influence on regional stability and both countries’ security—but if that is to be so, it will have to continue to adapt.


A new era in alliance politics


With the ending of the Cold War, it became fashionable in the academic debate and commentariat on international affairs to argue that alliances were increasingly less relevant in a more globalised world characterised by security challenges of an increasingly trans-national nature.3 Scholars and strategic analysts pointed out that states were not exhibiting signs of ‘balancing’ behaviour in the face of China’s rise, further reinforcing the irrelevance of alliances.4 While Chinese officials, in particular, continue to make the case that alliances as a mode of security collaboration are a relic of the past, arguments contending that such strategic relationships are becoming passé seem increasingly hard to make.5 If anything, old alliances seem to be coming back into fashion even as new forms of strategic partnerships develop. While touring Asia in April 2014, for instance, Barack Obama became the first serving US President to confirm publicly that the US–Japan Security Treaty extended to a conflict involving the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands.6 More recently, while speaking at the July 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw, Obama reaffirmed the United States’ commitment to the trans-Atlantic alliance and reiterated that ‘as treaty allies, we have a solemn, binding Article 5 duty to defend each other. And in this obligation, we will never waver.’7


This renewed salience of alliances by no means guarantees the sustainability of existing arrangements. Indeed, as the doyen of alliance politics Stephan Walt has observed, in more tranquil strategic circumstances alliances can often meander along quite comfortably, sustained by the institutions and habits of cooperation built up around them over time. It is not until the alliance faces a situation of genuine crisis that it is tested and sometimes terminated. Or, as Walt more colourfully puts it, ‘The alliance may be dead long before anyone notices, and the discovery of the corpse may come at a very inconvenient moment.’8


Few serious commentators would suggest that the US–Australia alliance is hollowed out or even in acute crisis. After fifteen years of joint operations in the Middle East, both allies are arguable as close as they have ever been in political and military terms. But as a number of the contributions to this book illustrate, a shift in focus to the strategic implications of Asia’s territorial disputes could generate alliance dilemmas for Australia that it did not have to confront after the instability in Southeast Asia of the 1950s and 1960s was overcome. As far back as August 2004, the then Foreign Minister Alexander Downer controversially stated that Australia’s obligations under the ANZUS treaty would not extend to a Taiwan Strait contingency—much to the chagrin of Washington, which issued a public rebuke stating that Australia’s ANZUS obligations were clear.9 As recently as June 2014, the then Defence Minister David Johnston made an almost identical claim with reference to the possibility of Australian involvement via ANZUS in conflict in the East China Sea.10 A January 2015 poll found that 71 per cent of Australians would opt to stay out of an East China Sea conflict, even if the United States were to become involved militarily.11


While the above demonstrates that alliance dilemmas could emerge relatively quickly and perhaps even unexpectedly, they could also transpire in a more gradual fashion. This is particularly so as rising powers seek to fashion new institutional architectures that better reflect both their own interests and the region’s changing power relativities. Throughout the Cold War period, this was less of a concern due to the dearth of multilateral mechanisms in the Asia– Pacific. Indeed, for that reason, it was relatively commonplace to refer to the US-led network of Asian alliances as the region’s dominant security architecture. In the immediate post–Cold War period, some concern existed among US officials that emerging multilateral structures—such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)—were intended to provide an alternative that would ultimately usurp America’s Asian alliances.12


The failure of these nascent multilateral organisations to respond meaningfully to a number of Northeast Asian crises—including the North Korean nuclear crisis of 1993–94 and the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995–96—quickly dispelled these concerns, and reinforced the continued importance of an ongoing US military presence in the region, one facilitated by its alliance arrangements. Today, the return of US forces to Australia as part of the ‘Force Posture Initiative’, of which the rotational presence of US Marines in Darwin is the intended as only the first stage, highlights that Australia is becoming not only an increasingly important but also a more ‘normal’ ally in this regard, despite its relative geographic isolation.


While most Asia–Pacific countries remain supportive of this evolving US presence, Chinese President Xi Jinping’s new ‘Asia for Asians’ security concept highlights China’s continued fundamental opposition to the US alliances in the region. Unveiled during his keynote address to the May 2014 Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia (CICA)—a multilateral organisation whose most influential members are China and Russia and which was chaired by China from 2014 to 2016—the ‘Asia for Asians’ security concept proposes that the region’s security challenges should be solved by Asians themselves, not by external powers such as the United States.13 It forms part of a more extensive suite of similarly exclusionary (from Washington’s perspective) initiatives including an Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) New Development Bank, a New Silk Road Land Belt, and a 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. One long-term aim of these initiatives seems to be the marginalisation of the United States and its alliances from the region.


Whether Xi’s ‘Asia for Asians’ security concept ultimately materialises or whether it encounters many of the same challenges that other aspiring architects have faced over recent decades in this highly variegated region remains to be seen. Even if Xi’s vision ultimately evaporates or, more likely, emerges as a less consequential challenge to the US-led network of Asian alliances than some worse-case scenarios contend, it would be unwise to assume that alliance politics might not still become significantly more fluid owing to larger structural shifts associated with periods of power transition. History suggests that the emergence of new centres of power in the international system generate heightened levels of strategic promiscuity. As Paul Dibb has observed, ‘Multipolarity by definition involves more players and therefore a greater number of combinations or permutations of state actors, which can compound uncertainty. Cooperation becomes more complicated as the number of actors increases.’14


As the strategic challenges increase, US alliances throughout the region are therefore characterised by increasingly closer military cooperation, even integration, on the one hand, and uncertainties and doubts about political commitment and the extent to which their strategic interests will always coincide on the other hand. Examining one of these aspects while ignoring the other would give an insufficient, unbalanced view of the alliance. Australia is neither faced with an abstract choice between Washington and Beijing, as some would have it, nor does the camaraderie and trust between the Australian Defence Force and its US counterparts in any way lessen the potential strategic dilemmas facing Australian policy-makers. At a time of significant geostrategic change in Asia—and in light of the increasing uncertainty and instability of domestic politics in the United States and, arguably, Australia—the main challenge for both allies will be to reconcile and negotiate conflicting trends and uncertainties as they chart the future of alliance cooperation.


The approach of this book


Despite the importance of the alliance for Australia, there have been few ‘long form’ attempts in recent years to provide an in-depth understanding of how the US–Australia alliance is evolving in response to the demands of this new era, and what this means for Australian defence policy.15 Even fewer studies provide analysis that sets these questions alongside an understanding of how this strategic relationship functions and operates in practice. This book therefore seeks to provide the general public, policy and academic communities alike with a more nuanced understanding of the US–Australia alliance and related choices for Australia, with a view to facilitating and encouraging a better informed public and policy debate over the future of Australia’s most significant strategic tie.


This book is designed as a companion volume to Australia’s Defence: Towards a New Era?, which in 2014 became the first book published in the new Melbourne University Press Defence Studies Series. It replicates the approach of Australia’s Defence in terms of its focus on key Australian strategic and defence issues at the broader political as well as practical level. Each chapter provides an overview of the history, an analysis of the present and a vision for the future in relation to a particular facet of the alliance. In addressing how Australia could or should deal with these issues, each chapter couches its considerations in terms of broad policy settings, priorities and directions. There has, however, not been an attempt to reconcile or harmonise these recommendations. What readers will find is not a prescription or argument for a particular direction. Instead, we hope that the book will leave them with a greater appreciation of the various aspects that make up Australia’s US alliance in practice and the choices, trade-offs, cost and opportunities that they need to consider as their form their own view about what should be done or needs to be done to ensure Australia’s future security, freedom and prosperity.


Reflecting the above aims, the book is organised into four parts. Part 1 considers the role that the US–Australia alliance has played, and continues to play, in Australian and US strategic policy. Stephan Frühling’s essay traces the history of how Australia has sought to influence US decisions and to strengthen Washington’s commitment to Australia’s defence. In doing so, Frühling discusses how the ANZUS treaty gives the US–Australia alliance an unusually expansive geographic scope, all the while the two allies have also been very reluctant to institutionalise their commitments and cooperation. One of America’s leading and most influential strategic commentators, Thomas Mahnken, then provides a US view of the alliance, setting it in both a historical and a contemporary context.


Part 2 of the book goes on to analyse the broad strategic context within which the US–Australia alliance exists. In chapter 3, James Brown and Elsina Wainwright examine the role of the United States as a strategic actor in world affairs. Andrew Carr does the same, but from an Australian standpoint, in chapter 4, through his historical analysis of Australian debates on the alliance. In chapter 5, Labor MP David Feeney shifts the focus to the South Pacific and calls for greater attention to be paid to Australia’s immediate neighbourhood. In chapter 6, Amy King rounds off the second part of the book by placing the US–Australia alliance in its economic context, focusing upon the signing in 2005 of the Free Trade Agreement between Australia and the United States and ongoing debates surrounding the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) as illustrative case studies.


Moving from the strategic to the operational levels, part 3 of the book analyses the practical workings of the US–Australia alliance. In chapter 7, John Blaxland examines military cooperation between Australia and the United States, concluding that a strong historical record of collaboration in this sphere will ensure that the relationship withstands considerable buffeting that might arise owing to the vagaries of domestic politics and growing regional security concerns. In chapter 8, Michael Wesley analyses intelligence cooperation in the US–Australia alliance, arguably the most critical component if one accepts Desmond Ball’s famous characterisation as intelligence as the ‘strategic essence’ of the relationship.16 Chapter 9, written by Rear Admiral James Goldrick (ret.), examines the importance of interoperability as a factor that also contributes critically towards the successful operation of the alliance in practice. In chapter 10, Richard Brabin-Smith confirms that Australia has gained immensely from its access—via the US–Australia alliance—to US-sourced defence capabilities, science and technologies, but ends with a note of caution that Australia will also need to be in a position to give as well as receive so as to foster this important relationship into the ‘new era’.


Part 4 of the book interrogates a series of alliance trade-offs that the alliance has faced, and will continue to face in the future. Chapter 11 provides a contribution by Australia’s former Ambassador to the United States, Kim Beazley, who argues that while the alliance has become a more intense relationship in recent years—leading some to question Australia’s freedom of action in foreign policy—at no point have governments on either side of politics concluded that the costs of the US–Australia alliance are sufficient to determine a need for its termination or significant revision. In chapter 12, Peter Dean goes on to examine Australia’s strategic culture and ‘way of war’, documenting how—among what he terms several competing ‘subcultures’—Australia’s strategic culture has been dominated by its relationships with its great and powerful friends, specifically Great Britain and the United States. Dean concludes by positing that this dominant culture will almost certainly come under perhaps its most serious challenge to date in response to the rapidly changing strategic dynamics of Australia’s region.


In chapter 13, Brendan Taylor provides the final instalment, considering how Australia has managed longstanding tensions between its relations with Asia and its strategic ties to the US alliance, the latest manifestation of which has been couched in terms of a debate over which side Canberra should ‘choose’ between Beijing and Washington.
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The US alliance and Australia’s strategic policy





CHAPTER 1


Wrestling with commitment


Geography, alliance institutions and the ANZUS treaty


Stephan Frühling


Alliance treaties create both expectations and obligations of support for all signatories. Having signed such a treaty, states must decide how much emphasis they will place on either aspect when they decide how to develop, structure and employ their armed forces, and when they consider what steps they might take to give additional political credence to their commitments. Do they consider the alliance as a political pledge between states that otherwise maintain their sovereign and independent defence postures, or should the alliance instead be a measure for pursuing efficiency in defence through military integration? To what extent should foreign and economic policy be integrated through the alliance, and what roles would they play in achieving the alliance treaty’s aims? In addition, allies of the United States are confronted with the question how they can influence US policy preferences and outcomes, given that the United States has strategic commitments around the globe that will invariably distract its attention from any one ally’s neighbourhood, and is far less reliant on any one particular ally for its own security than the other way around.


Answers to all of these questions are inherently political. While they are amenable to strategic analysis of policy options and their consequences, ultimately they are rooted in judgements about trust in the ally. This notion of trust is built on the coincidence of interests, on the importance of common values; and the weighing up of risk and promise of and alternatives to the leap of faith that relying on others inevitably entails. In Australia’s case, these questions also remain particularly pertinent and often difficult to answer. Australia’s immediate neighbourhood is far less relevant to the direct defence of the continental United States than is Western Europe, or even Northeast Asia. In military and economic power, the United States towers over all of its allies. Unlike the European members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Australia and New Zealand could never balance this through their sheer number, and since the 1980s Australia’s US alliance has effectively become a bilateral one. But while the United States’ other bilateral alliances in Asia are largely one-directional extensions of guarantees by the United States, the ANZUS treaty places the same obligations on all its signatories. In practice, however, the ‘Pacific area’ in the ANZUS treaty gives its obligations a geographic scope far beyond that which would be necessary for the immediate defence of the treaty partners alone, and therefore links Australia to US commitments in Northeast Asia to which it itself is not directly party.1


In the early years of the alliance, Australia had hoped to build similarly close and institutionalised links to US strategic decision-making and planning as the ones that emerged in NATO. The Australia–US alliance is rooted in the same shared values as NATO, in the historical and cultural links of the ‘Anglosphere’ that are even closer than those between many NATO members, and embedded in intelligence cooperation between the ‘Five Eyes’ countries that goes far beyond similar arrangements in any other alliance. Nonetheless, this chapter will demonstrate that the influence of the alliance on Australian (and US) strategic policy has always been far less comprehensive that the commitments of the NATO alliance.


The main reason for this is that direct defence of the allies was never a focal point of the US–Australia alliance, as there was little direct threat to Australia, and little interest on the United States to get too closely involved in Australia’s immediate neighbourhood. Over time, Australia learned to live with an ally that was always distant in geographic terms, and often also fickle in its strategic attention. When Australia and the United States worked together closely, it was always in relation to operations in the broader Pacific area or beyond. Cooperation waxed and waned with the extent to which both had a coinciding interest in regional security outcomes, but always remained subject to broader developments in the global security environment. In the era of ‘forward defence’, when Australia focused on the defence of Southeast Asia against communist expansion, this led to nascent institutionalisation of the relationship in the South-East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO). However, these remained abortive attempts, victim to the strategic attention of both allies that tended to be drawn back to issues closer to their respective homes.


The era of self-reliance following the Vietnam War therefore embodied Australia’s acceptance of the limits of its alliance with the United States. These limits mattered relatively little while the US position in Asia was unchallenged and there was also no significant threat to Australia itself. Today, however, both of these conditions do not hold true anymore. Australia is living in a region where the possibility of a great power threat is not as remote as it was in the past, and where the recent Force Posture Initiative signals a growing importance of Australia’s geographic position to the United States. The rise of Asia, and in particular the growth and expansion of China, means that increasingly that nation has credible military options not only to threaten US allies and US forces in Northeast Asia but also to threaten Australia itself.


While the potential need for, and value of, US military assistance to Australia therefore becomes more relevant, what remains to be seen is whether in this new era, Australia will be any more successful than in the past in using its geographic position to gain influence on the United States; whether it can do so without much greater political–military institutionalisation of the alliance; and whether it would, in the end, even want to do so, given that a closer alliance would also bind Australia ever closer to US strategic commitments in the region. Behind the bipartisan veneer of political support for an ever-stronger alliance, the structural tensions that have challenged Australian strategic policy since World War II therefore remain as acute as ever.


This chapter traces the role of the Australia–US alliance in Australia’s strategic policy. In the first half, it examines the geographic scope of the alliance, its distinct lack of alliance institutions, and how Australia has instead sought to make use of geography as a means to influence the United States. In the second half, it discusses how Australia and the United States have been drawn closer together since the Cold War through geostrategic change in Asia and operations in the Middle East, and finishes with a discussion of the enduring limits of the alliance.


An expansive but limited alliance: The ‘Pacific area’ and ‘self-reliance’


Given Australia’s geographic position—a vast and largely empty continent in a region with the world’s most populous countries; its culture—as a predominantly European country in Asia; and its history—in particular, the failure of Great Britain to defend its Asian base in Singapore; it is not difficult to fathom why Australia sought a US defence guarantee after World War II. Tellingly, however, historians still debate why the United States acquiesced to sign the ANZUS treaty in 1951. Some see the treaty as part of the broader containment of communism; others as a quid pro quo for the peace treaty with Japan; or to encourage Australia’s (and New Zealand’s) commitment to the defence of the Middle East. In any case, the United States rejected Australian suggestions to limit the treaty’s geographic scope to the area south of the equator as insufficient for US interests. Instead, Article 4 refers simply to ‘an armed attack on the metropolitan territory of any of the Parties, or on the island territories under its jurisdiction in the Pacific, or on its armed forces, public vessels, or aircraft in the Pacific’. Hence, the ANZUS treaty does not apply to Australia’s Indian Ocean approaches and territories, but US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles left no doubt that the United States thought the new treaty did commit Australia and New Zealand to the defence of US forces in Japan.2


The geographic scope of the ANZUS treaty commitments and the question of US interests in the alliance are therefore intrinsically linked, and present an enduring quandary for Australia—and, to a lesser extent, for the United States as well. On the one hand, the treaty at the heart of the Australia–US alliance is very extensive, in that it links Australia to US strategic commitments in Northeast Asia, but over which Australia has little direct say or influence. On the other hand, the United States did not acquire any greater direct interest in Australia’s own commitments in the ‘Pacific area’. Australia’s immediate region is, among its Asian allies, the one that matters least to the United States, in which sense the alliance is also the most limited. This became evident in Australia’s conflicts with Indonesia, which focused on the future of West Papua in the late 1950s and Soekarno’s Konfrontasi (Confrontation) with Malaysia in the 1960s. The United States’ main concern in both cases was that Indonesia would not be pushed into the embrace of the Soviet Union.


After repeated enquiries by Australia, in 1963 President Kennedy clarified that the ANZUS treaty would apply in case of open aggression by Indonesia against Australian forces in Malaysia, but that military support would even then not necessarily be forthcoming and that it would, in any case, be limited to sea and air forces and logistic support. In addition, the United States expected Australia to consult before any Australian commitment of forces, and to avoid of any measures that could be perceived as provocative.3 Concerns about Indonesia drove Australia’s defence build-up of the early 1960s, which included the acquisition of F-111 bombers and Charles F. Adams-class destroyers from the United States. As in the decades that followed, it was the existence of the US alliance that allowed Australia to maintain a military capability edge over its immediate region. At the same time, however, it was also the limits of that same alliance that made this advantage a strategic necessity.


In 1976, the Australian Defence Committee therefore found: ‘Regarding developments fundamentally affecting Australia’s security or the strategic interests of the United States itself … the reliability of US support appears not to be in doubt.’ Less clear cut, however, were situations where Australia’s ‘essential security would not be threatened’.4 The United States would assist Australia against external threat only if its own obligations and credibility as an ally were involved, but ‘US action could be less than Australia sought, or other than Australia preferred’.5 In a passage that has lost little relevance, the Committee noted:



[T]he US might react quite strongly to some militarily ‘low-level’ situation, which, however, exposed its own interests—such as small-scale harassment of Australia by the USSR or some dispute involving Law of the Sea. But it might well prefer to let Australia carry the military brunt of a more substantial situation, such as trouble with Indonesia about PNG [Papua New Guinea] … In circumstances such as Australian military intervention against secession by Bougainville, US military help could not be expected.6





The principle of ‘self-reliance’ therefore meant ‘Australian defence planning should ensure a substantial capability for independence in military operations regarding issues assessed as likely to be of lesser consequence to US interests’.7 The alliance logic of self-reliance meant that Australia’s main contribution would be to look after its own region,8 which is a consideration that is often overlooked given the prominence of the ‘Defence of Australia’ during that time. Most of the situations that the Defence Committee discussed as relevant to ‘self-reliance’ in 1976 were a consequence of Australia’s own foreign commitments, especially to the external and internal security of Papua New Guinea. The 1986 Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities also contained a classified annex discussing the force structure requirements for defending Papua New Guinea against Indonesia.9 Indeed, the Australian-led INTERFET intervention in East Timor in 1999 clearly demonstrated the limits of US support to Australia’s own regional security concerns. A few months after the United States had led NATO in a war with Serbia over that country’s human rights violations, the Clinton Administration refused to make but a token military contribution to Australia’s effort to deal with similar issues to its north. US Marines remained offshore, and Prime Minister Howard later commented that ‘we all felt a bit sort of alone on it [sic]’.10


An alliance without institutions


While an alliance is based on a treaty commitment, both sides still need to form more precise—and reliable—expectations of what support they could expect, or might be willing to provide, in what situations. It is to form, to gain confidence in, and to give credibility to more detailed commitments and understandings, which link the letter of the treaty to the practical concerns of the real world that allies may decide to institutionalise an alliance. This is most extensively the case in NATO, which includes permanent political and military decision-making forums—the North Atlantic Council (NAC) and the Military Committee; a permanent multinational command structure and numerous headquarters; as well as a host of subsidiary functional bodies and permanently assigned military forces. What matters for alliance cohesion and credibility are, however, less these institutions in the brick-and-mortar sense but the work that they do to achieve consensus on how allies would work in together in peacetime, crisis and war to fulfil the purposes of the alliance.11 This includes the willingness to structure one’s armed forces as part of the NATO defence planning process, which reaches deep into national bureaucracies and national plans; forward-basing of allied forces; political–military decision-making guidelines; and political endorsement and military exercising of operational contingency plans.12


It is institutional links and access of this kind that Australia hoped for when it negotiated the ANZUS treaty—and that the United States sought to avoid. Draft clauses that referred to the establishment of subsidiary bodies, and of coordinating planning with other security organisations, were dropped from the final text of the ANZUS treaty.13 Unlike the North Atlantic treaty, it does not contain references to common values, heritage or broader economic and institutional links. The Pentagon was particularly opposed to formal planning or a permanent coordinating organisation with Australia. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Omar Bradley complained that ‘if we do get one, we will have to get one with everybody else’. As a compromise, the United States proposed for senior military staff to meet from time to time in Hawaii (rather than in Washington), with Bradley expressing the hope that ‘they will get tired of hanging around with nothing to do’.14 Hence the most important framework for joint planning for future war remained one that pre-dates the ANZUS treaty by one year: the Radford-Collins Agreement of 1950 provided for plans and mechanisms to coordinate the protection of shipping in global war (as well as peacetime surveillance) in the Indian and Pacific oceans between the Commonwealth navies in Southeast Asia and the US Navy. With several modifications, it persists to this day.15


In terms of US political commitments in support of specific situations, however, Australia learned its lessons in its conflicts with Indonesia. Having received President Kennedy’s answer about US support during Confrontation, the Minister for External Affairs, Garfield Barwick, had no interest in pursuing further clarification of the US position, including regarding Australia’s territory of Papua New Guinea.16 By 1976, the Defence Committee would conclude that Australia had ‘for many years deliberately avoided attempts to reach understandings with US governments’ about the circumstances and nature of US support, because ‘the US would not be responsive’ and they ‘could result in a more limited US commitment’ than Australia sought.17


Today, it is often forgotten that Australia once also had a second alliance treaty with the United States—one that it hoped would address the limited institutions of ANZUS. The Manila Pact, which created SEATO, was signed in 1954. Unlike ANZUS, SEATO developed nascent institutions, including a permanent headquarters in Bangkok, and a deliberate, if limited deterrent posture as part of the alliance. Australia twice committed to participate in possible SEATO interventions in Laos, and deployed a squadron of Sabre fighters to Thailand from 1962 to 1968 to demonstrate its commitment as a SEATO ally.18 Alas, the United States had limited its obligations under SEATO to cases of communist aggression, and it showed little interest in making specific operational commitments, or to link US planning with Commonwealth planning for the defence of Southeast Asia. The United States did not share Australia’s concern about invasion of Southeast Asia, and refused to commit specific forces to the defence of the region. When more substantial planning did begin, including on the use of tactical nuclear weapons in both limited and global war, serious questions remained about the credibility of these plans as it seemed that the major US consideration was simply the need to give SEATO’s Asian members a feeling of being involved.19 By 1959, the Defence Committee advised the Menzies government that ‘the United States has not to date been prepared to participate fully’ in ‘realistic detailed military’ planning; that SEATO might never achieve firm force commitments or a standing command structure; and that consequently ANZAM also remained ‘of limited value, as it has no assurance of United States support’.20 When Australia accompanied the United States into Vietnam, its ally saw no reason to burden itself with the political or practical impediments of having to give its allies a say through the organisation, which was left moribund until it was formally dissolved in 1977.21


By that time, few in Australia mourned SEATO’s passing. After the war scares of the 1950s, Australia never confronted an existing, existential threat in its own region that was beyond its ability to manage. After the Vietnam War, it was Australia that strenuously avoided making specific commitments of the kind that institutionalisation of its US alliance would have entailed. Even the Fraser government, although most vocal in its condemnation of the Soviet Union and support to US policies globally, declined an invitation to participate in the US Rapid Reaction Force for the Middle East in 1980.22 And in its formal review of the ANZUS alliance requested by the new Hawke government, the Defence Committee wrote that attempting to increase the scope of US commitments to support Australia would not only be unlikely to succeed but also ‘allow US (and NZ) influence to intrude on what are … essentially national Australian activities’.23


Hence, what passes for institutionalisation of ANZUS today are personnel exchanges, ‘embedding’ of senior officers and informal cooperation between the five Anglophone countries, all of which are by design technical and avoid the political commitment that joint planning or joint peacetime operations for deterrence and other signalling would entail. For the most part, this sufficed as the focus of alliance operations shifted during the 1990s and 2000s to managing successive crises and conflicts in the Middle East. Only once did Percy Spender’s old concerns about Australia making its voice heard at the West’s global war councils suddenly gain acute relevance. When the United States increasingly turned to NATO for political– strategic consultation and force generation of its allies’ contributions to Afghanistan, Minister for Defence Joel Fitzgibbon in 2008 was ‘shocked’, ‘amazed’ and ‘astounded’ that Australia did not have access to the relevant strategy documents and discussions.24 These concerns were subsequently addressed as part of Australia’s partnership with NATO—a partnership that, of course, both sides insist implies no political obligation to support each other in possible conflicts.25


Making the most of geography


If Australia could not count on a genuine coincidence of US and Australian interest in the regional issues that it faced, and attempts at institutionalisation also failed to give greater scope and definition to the US commitments under ANZUS, Australia could still seek to exploit its unique geographic position to further its interests in the alliance. It was merely Australia’s geographic position, after all, that had made the continent essential to the US war effort in the Pacific, as General MacArthur and his dwindling forces retreated ever further south in 1942—a fact openly acknowledged by the very same, when he said:




[T]hough the American people were animated by a warm friendship for Australia, their purpose in building up forces in the Commonwealth was not so much from an interest in Australia but rather from its utility as a base from which to hit Japan. In view of the strategical importance of Australia in a war with Japan, this course of military action would probably be followed irrespective of the American relationship to the people who might be occupying Australia.26





If Australia’s geographic importance in the war against Japan was conditional and short-term, technical developments soon gave it new relevance as a convenient and secure location for satellite ground terminals and other important communications facilities. Australia therefore began hosting ‘joint facilities’ from 1955, and an increasing number of such installations gave the United States an additional stake in Australia’s security (see chapters 4 and 11). Of these, the submarine communications facility at Exmouth and the satellite stations at Pine Gap and at Nurrungar were the most important.
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