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To future generations of young Australians


in the hope that the sacrifice of their lives


may be avoided by their elders


paying the price of deterrence.





FOREWORD


There is some truth in the statement that ultimately the electorate decides on how much money should be spent on national defence. The sadness is that in Australia insufficient is done by governments to educate our population about defence matters. It is therefore both important and necessary to encourage the ‘Defence debate’ in every practicable way.


This book makes a determined effort to stimulate the debate and so heighten public awareness of the problems and their possible solutions. It discusses Defence matters in an informed and thoughtful way from a nationalistic point of view. Whether you agree with the arguments is not the point. One must listen to, or read, a variety of opinions to develop one’s own position—one must understand the alternatives and their consequences.


Much of the electorate remembers that in World Wars I and II we had sufficient time to mobilize and train our armed services for war. Many still imagine that while there is no obvious threat the Government should spend little on Defence, and that when the need arises an ‘instant’ Defence Force’ can be raised. In these days of high technology, nothing is further from the truth. Nowadays, increasing the strength of a run-down Defence Force would be a slow and tedious business.


Under an imminent threat, planning short-cuts would be feasible, and a ‘hand-in-the-till’ would be very helpful. But equipment would almost certainly be scarce; and thorough training in the use and maintenance of modern equipment certainly would be one essential for success.


I strongly support the view expounded here that a deterrent strategy is necessary to secure peace in our neighbourhood. I therefore commend this book as important reading for everyone who considers security of the nation, whether under threat or not, to be a matter of high priority.


ADMIRAL SIR ANTHONY SYNNOT, KBE, AO, RAN (Rtd)
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INTRODUCTION


Australian defence policymakers have suffered traumatic experiences in the decade since the end of the Vietnam War. Like the United States, Australia endured its own political convulsions brought on by a failure of the country’s leaders to state a coherent and moral justification for the Vietnam commitment. Unlike the United States, Australia has not recovered its sense of national purpose which the Vietnam experience crippled. Australia is further confused by a somewhat romantic anti-nuclear campaign which not only has its strongly anti-American dimension but which, in the context of uranium supply, has attracted an amorphous coalition of conservationists, traditional pacifists and simple dreamers to the anti-Western, anti-defence coalition. As a people traditionally accustomed to having others make strategic decisions for them, Australians have yet to face up to the harsh realities of making difficult choices about basic security issues. Debate on such issues tends to concentrate on politically inspired slogans, often of the extreme kind, or ill-informed posturing over brand-name choices for new items of equipment for the Defence Force.


Also Australia’s mood has become more intensely isolationist than has been the case in the past. Economic difficulties at home, an uncommon—for Australia—political volatility and an apparent reluctance to confront basic issues affecting national identity and performance have led to a parallel refusal not only among the general populace but also within the political leadership and the professional administration of the country to consider seriously long-term issues of national security.


In the mid-1980s Australia’s defence policy lies at a watershed. For almost twenty years after World War II the nation lived off the defence capital accumulated during the war, then launched a relatively modest rearmament programme. This programme was intensified by the commitment to the Vietnam War and the defence of Malaysia during confrontation with Sukarno’s Indonesia, two commitments which ultimately helped to stabilize south-east Asia even though relatively free peoples in Indo-China were abandoned by their friends. The advent of the Whitlam government with its commitment to converting the Federal system into an interventionist social engineer not only revolutionized the role of government but, in its train, diverted resources away from the traditional functions of a central government at a time when the costs of those functions were exploding in real terms.


In its turn, the Fraser government lacked sufficient will to revert to the more traditional role its rhetoric favoured. Faced with a newly entrenched Federal bureaucracy whose power and wealth depended on the redistribution of personal income, the Coalition floundered and was eventually dismissed. The Hawke Labor government’s priorities are clearly based on restoring the battered national economy but it will not abandon the Whitlamite concept of a centralized national government.


Its national security responsibilities and challenges are awesome but there is little sign that it has either the determination or the ability to meet them. With the support of its own Defence and Foreign Affairs bureaucracy, the government is articulating a national security policy which is based upon its perception of the resources that can be spared from its social priorities rather than from a realistic appreciation of Australia’s role in the world or the region. At the same time, the leadership makes obeisance to some of the sillier elements in its own party in an attempt to buy immunity from their outrage on the domestic policy front.


Powerful elements of all the political parties and their mentors are vulnerable to the accusation of a failure to engage seriously in the national security debate. Bemused by repeated assertions from their advisers that Australia faces no threat, they have been content to put off any serious consideration of the issue until a threat becomes more apparent. Despite the occasional ringing assertion of an Australian commitment to the broad Western alliance, many give an impression of intellectual nonalignment, insisting that there is no significant ideological difference between East and West. An attitude—dominant among the national political and bureaucratic leadership—which insists that the Cold War is no more than a pathological state of mind is itself incapable of recognizing a threat. It is an attitude ludicrous to those among our allies in the West who have faced that threat continuously for four decades.


This intellectual disengagement from the real world has led to strategic confusion, to an effective withdrawal from the nation’s principal alliances and to an impending collapse of any residual defence capacity. Australia has withdrawn into a sterile isolationism which limits its ability to keep the peace anywhere in its strategic zone.


In its determination to prevent any possibility of involvement in the region by itself or any successors, the Federal government is pursuing a defence policy which reshapes the Defence Force and cuts off options for its employment. Capabilities are being progressively dismantled while others, suitable only for employment on the Australian continent, are being developed. The policy is partially formed by a view that the use of, threat of use of, or even any expression of a determination to use military force in any circumstances but last-ditch survival is immoral.


At the same time, many of those who espouse such views have little objection to pursuing rewarding careers in the Defence bureaucracy. In so doing they have constructed an organization which is increasingly remote from the community, which is clumsy and unable to perform its task of deterring or fighting a war, and which accommodates itself to the benign neglect of the political leadership.


To a considerable extent any nation’s approach to defence policy is a product of its environment and its historical experience. Australia is no exception. This book will attempt to describe how Australia’s environment and experiences have influenced the contemporary approach to defence policymaking and performance.


The book does not pretend to be an academic analysis. Essentially descriptive, it represents a personal perspective but one which is shared by many others, at least in its generality. It owes much to the research, analysis and publications of the Australia Defence Association. As the author of much of that material, I am indebted to the Association for allowing me to recycle the work done on the Association’s behalf. Some of it has been updated and much has been refined with further experience and discussion with many valued colleagues both in Australia and overseas. Of course, I am personally responsible for the views expressed.


The book is written from a perspective which is, I believe, nationalistically Australian and rationally pacifist. As Western civilization struggles towards attainment of the internal peace which has eluded it for centuries, that same civilization will come under greater threat from those whose envy or ideology is affronted by that very peace. War from practically any point of view is an abomination, morally, economically or humanly. It is the first resort of evil men and the last resort of those who believe that violence must not be allowed to triumph if civilization is to be preserved. If war is to be prevented, civilized nations must persuade those who perceive utility in the use or threat of use of violence that a resort to violence will be unsuccessful. It is as true as it ever was that a civilized nation must persuade others that it is strong and is prepared to use its strength. One of the great human paradoxes is that the true pacifist will not reject the option of resort to war because such a rejection encourages others to threaten war. The true pacifist will not leave it to others to fight his battles for him; rather by his commitment to the totality of deterrence will he achieve his pacifist objective. By contrast, the nominal and usually self-styled pacifist serves to weaken those whose strength is his safety.
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THE IMPACT OF HISTORY ON AUSTRALIAN DEFENCE POLICY


A nation’s history has a way of shaping its approach to security questions often in spite of contemporary aspirations or ideologies. Even nations with a strong revolutionary background such as France or the Soviet Union cannot change the geography of their world or many of the economic and other pressures which drive communities to pursue particular long-range security policies. The Russian Empire under Tsarist as well as Soviet rule has persistently sought warm-water ports for its access to the rest of the world. However that nation’s foreign policy is dressed up in ideological terms, that inner drive remains at the core of national policy.


For this reason, no review of Australian defence policy in the latter decades of the twentieth century could be complete without looking back over the 200 years of white settlement of the continent to garner some themes which drive policymakers today.


From first settlement until Federation, Australia’s approach to security was essentially derived from the view of the colonies that they were little more than outposts of Great Britain. The continent was occupied by six semi-independent colonies with poor communications and sometimes conflicting economic and social policies. For many years defence was the province of a British regular garrison and a Royal Navy squadron. Security policy was made in London by British governments which tended to send at least some of the bills to the colonies. One attempt by the Queensland tail to wag the Imperial dog by declaring a protectorate over south-east New Guinea in 1883 was quickly if temporarily disavowed by London.


Perhaps it was the reluctance of the colonists to feed the hungry British redcoats and bluejackets as much as the growth of national feeling which led in part to the pressure for Federation. There may even have been a germ of the later suspicion that the British would leave Australia undefended if trouble broke out elsewhere. Indeed, the suspicions of Russia’s intentions and Britain’s loyalty in the 1880s seem to have been revived with suspicions of Japan and a similar concern for confidence in British support during the inter-war debates over Singapore as well as current attitudes to the Soviet Union and the American alliance. This feeling of insecurity, coupled with a demand that a great and powerful protector do something about it, is broken only occasionally by a determined national thrust towards self-reliance.


Whatever the motive, there is little doubt that the concept of strength and security through unity appealed to the Founding Fathers. The new Commonwealth government was given responsibility for the naval and military defence of the new nation while the small colonial forces, including those fighting in South Africa, retained their colonial identity only through the retention of some famous regimental names.


In the struggle to weld together the contentious colonies, the creation of a national defence force and policy was given a low priority. The Commonwealth Naval Forces were headed by Captain William Creswell, an Australian Royal Navy officer. A Naval Brigade had played a small role in suppressing the Boxer Rebellion in China as had the gunboat Protector. The various army units returning from the South African War comprised mainly volunteers (for the duration) who quickly returned to civil life.


Before long, the new Commonwealth government felt compelled to turn its attention to national security matters. The White Australia immigration policy adopted by Australia was seen to anger Japan especially. That country had just handed out a severe beating to Russia, a European country regarded as a first-class military power. The fact of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance might have soothed Australian concerns had it not been for the emergence of an Imperial defence policy calling for the modernization of the Royal Navy and the concentration of the Fleet in home waters. Australia entered one of its periods of feeling naked and abandoned.


The government sought advice from Britain, and senior officers were sent to Australia to inspect and advise. In 1911 Admiral Sir Reginald Henderson advocated the construction of a substantial fleet in three stages, together with a new naval base in Fremantle. For the army, Lord Kitchener supported the proposed introduction of a universal military training scheme to feed a large militia, and the construction of small arms and ammunition factories inland and out of range of naval bombardment. To their credit, successive governments launched all these projects with the important variation that the naval squadron was made the basis of an independent Royal Australian Navy. This decision was based less on national pride than on the perception that a Royal Navy squadron based in and paid for by Australia might be sent somewhere else when we needed it. The British government was not impressed by this example of ingratitude and distrust of the mother country, but both the Deakin Liberal and Fisher Labor governments were adamant. The British may well have felt unloved but, at a more rational level, their concern could have been based on the realization that the establishment cost of a new navy would be heavy and, in their Imperial view, unnecessary.


Whatever the rights and wrongs of the case, the infant Commonwealth had developed a defence capability sufficient to send a small naval and military expeditionary force to occupy German New Guinea little more than a month after the outbreak of World War I in August 1914. Seven months later a larger expeditionary force, still very raw and ill-equipped, landed at Gallipoli and created the ANZAC legend. By the end of the war in 1918 Australia had created a large, well-equipped and experienced defence force of all three Services. Much of their basic equipment came from Australian factories and the early corps of British army leaders had been almost completely replaced by Australians. The force was an all-volunteer one; conscription for overseas service—in the context of the time, for combat service—had been rejected by the electorate in two referenda in 1916 and 1917.


In the euphoria of the immediate post-war era, this substantial success on the part of a new nation overshadowed some inherent problems. The neglect of these problems was probably encouraged by the popular view that the World War had ended the possibility of future wars. Australia became a strong supporter of the League of Nations and of disarmament. In 1922 a large part of the still reasonably modern Australian Fleet was scrapped under the provisions of the Washington Naval Treaty. The second and third stages of construction of the Henderson navy, including the Fremantle base, were abandoned. The AIF, that part of the Army with combat experience, was disbanded and the Universal Military Training scheme reduced to a virtually voluntary militia. While the newly established RAAF had almost as many aircraft as personnel, it had to struggle with its larger and older brothers for increasingly scarce funds to keep its mainly obsolete aircraft flying.


This pacific mood was not the only reason for the decline in attention paid to defence. The other was what is discernible as the ANZAC myth. At its most basic, this myth, generated as much by wartime propaganda as by reality, suggested that Australians were natural soldiers, that an ordinary civilian could be turned into a first-class fighting man, second to none in the world, with only the most limited training. There was—and is—some truth in the myth. Without labouring the point, Australians can in time and with good leaders be turned into first-class troops with qualities which many other larger armies envy. But Australians are not unique. The Pacific War should have taught us that the Japanese make very good soldiers who are hardy and devoted. The Vietnam War showed the quality of the highly motivated Vietnamese. Australians are not as unique as the myth suggests but the myth has other less obvious dangers.


In World War I—and to a greater or lesser extent in the other wars in which they have fought—Australian forces formed a relatively small part of much larger allied forces. The higher strategic direction of the war was not in Australian hands. Much of the logistic support was provided by our larger allies. We could not have transported and supplied our forces where they actually fought. The myth disguises the reality that war is a much more complex business than face-to-face combat in some foreign paddock. This somewhat naive view was reflected in the post-war repatriation benefits enacted by Australian governments and in what was until recently the admission policy of the Returned Services League. These policies gave privileged rights to those who had served overseas as distinct from those who had served in Australia, often at the whim of the posting authorities. The policies implied that the soldier-clerk who had served in AIF headquarters in London was more worthy than the senior planners who raised, trained and organized the half-million men of the AIF from Army Headquarters in Melbourne. The arguments for these policies are understandable and the point is not made to condemn them, simply to assert that they contributed to the implantation of a myth which still bedevils Australia’s national approach to defence.


In the inter-war years from 1919 to 1939, Australia’s experience was little different from the other Allied nations. Disarmament and retrenchment were perceived as economically desirable, and were justified by reflection on the horrors of the war as well as faith in the collective security system of the League of Nations. In our own region, though, the British abrogation of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance coupled with the award to Japan of a mandate over the former German islands of Micronesia revived Australian fears of Japanese expansion. Australia pressed Britain to make a stronger commitment to the Far East and even offered to help pay for a first-class naval base at Singapore. The Singapore strategy of the Australian government of the 1920s is a classic example of a consistency in Australian security policy which has lasted to the present day. In its crudest sense, it demands that someone else protect Australia while we make the most modest contribution necessary to commit our ally.


The inter-war years also saw the establishment of independent air forces. The RAAF was born in 1921 out of the four squadrons of the Australian Flying Corps. The new Service struggled to establish its independence and viability against the conservative and acquisitive older Services. Unfortunately, in so doing, the RAAF committed itself to the perpetuation of another myth, this one not uniquely Australian and perhaps more damaging as a result. This is the Trenchardist doctrine that independent strategic air warfare can be decisive in any conflict. The selling of this myth has become another persistent theme in Australian defence debates to the present day. That this one is more derivative than the ANZAC myth makes it no less debilitating.


The doctrine had its great trial in World War II with the creation of enormous strategic bomber forces consuming immense resources of personnel and money. The net effectiveness of this strategic bomber effort will be debated probably for eternity. What cannot be denied though is that, ultimately, the Germans and Italians had to be defeated by a combination of the three Services. The Japanese possibly were defeated by air warfare but only following the introduction of nuclear weapons. Even then, proponents will be found for the view that Japan was essentially defeated by a maritime blockade. The important point at this stage is not so much to argue the rights and wrongs but to recognize that the doctrine of independent strategic air warfare has been deeply ingrained into the collective soul of the RAAF since its formation.


Australia’s defence Services also took the opportunity afforded by the peaceful inter-war years to institute another imported concept, that of debilitating conflict between the Services. In some ways this is a political growth grafted on to the healthy rivalry between groups of people committed to high morale and performance. The political value of inter-Service rivalry is the relief it affords from having to face a united military organization which knows what it wants and has the informal political power to achieve it. If the political leadership is unwilling to allocate adequate funds to the military, it can avoid political embarrassment by setting the three Services at each other’s throats as they seek a fair share of a limited defence budget. To some extent it is a reflection of the political immaturity of the military that they have fallen for this confidence trick.


So debilitating did this conflict become that Australian politicians were able to emulate their British counterparts of the 1920s and impose the infamous ‘Ten Year Rule’. This rule was based on an annual assertion that there would be no major war for the succeeding ten years, thus providing a justification for starving the military establishment. The British finally abandoned the rule ten years before the end of World War II while Australia followed suit somewhat later. That the concept has achieved reincarnation is evidenced by the repeated statements in the official Australian Strategic Analysis and Defence Policy Objectives paper occasionally leaked to the press that Australia faces no threat for the next ten or fifteen years, or even ‘for the foreseeable future’, a delightfully vague term suggesting a period longer than ten or fifteen years.


The conjunction of the faith in the League of Nations, the Ten Year Rule and the economic disaster of the Great Depression guaranteed that the British Empire would either avoid World War II or resist the Axis powers without adequate preparation. Australia was fortunate in being far enough from the vital theatres of the war to be able to work up to full participation over a period of some three years without suffering significant attack or serious economic disruption. What does seem evident from the histories is that Australia was more anxious in this war to place limits on its participation. Prime Minister Menzies’ declaration of war was less than enthusiastic and mobilization was much slower than in 1914. The government appeared to pursue a policy of ‘business as usual’, encouraged no doubt by the ‘Phoney War’ in Europe. Eventually the Japanese threat forced a much greater mobilization of the community but, once the perceived danger of invasion had receded by mid-1943, there were many prominent Australians who sought a scaling down of our commitment to the United Nations. There is no doubt that the total effort of 1942-43 imposed severe strains on a relatively immature national economy but hardly to the same extent as in Britain or Germany. There is even the suspicion that, in the final analysis, Australia’s military effort was maintained because the government saw a continued commitment as essential if Australia was to achieve its post-war diplomatic ambitions.


Arising from World War II the two most important developments for Australia were the replacement of the Imperial British connection with a de facto dependence on the United States, and the establishment of a strong manufacturing sector in the Australian economy as a basis for post-war growth.


The trauma of the Imperial collapse still lives on in Australia. As a review of the debates over Britain’s withdrawal from east of Suez will show, many older Australians can be found to regret the necessity of the transfer of dependence to the United States. This romantic view of an Imperial guardian angel is retained by some and transferred to the United States by many more. It is allowed to cloud more sober assessments that the protection of an ally is more useful as a supplement to than a replacement for a self-reliant security policy. More particularly, this concept of dependence tends to ensure that Australia’s view of the world is one which tends to be either identical with the protector’s, or diametrically opposed to it for essentially cantankerous reasons.


The growth in Australia of an often vigorous and innovative arms-manufacturing industry launched the nation into the postwar period with some considerable advantages. But Australia failed by refusing opportunities to develop that industry’s technological level in line with its overseas counterparts. For almost two decades, longer in some cases, the Australian Defence Force had to rely on left-overs from the war. Ships, aircraft, tanks and guns were used beyond their economic life to save money. And all the while, that advanced industry retreated into growing obsolescence.


It was not as though war was regarded as unthinkable. The hard-won peace degenerated very quickly into Cold War but neither governments nor the community wanted to maintain a reasonable defence capability. Many of the problems of organization which had grown up during the war were allowed to fester because of the urgency with which the nation put away the sword. Australia suffered a bad fright in 1942 but was seemingly content to put its trust in the benevolence of the United States as expressed in the ANZUS Treaty.


Wartime propaganda contributed to the implantation of some more myths. Added to the ANZAC myth was the invasion myth, still alive and well. This holds that the only significant security threat to Australia is the threat of invasion. The ultimate purpose of the Defence Force is to defend against invasion. The myth is a product of the dark days of 1942, the ‘Brisbane Line’ furore and the bombing of mainland targets like Darwin and Townsville. Post-war research reveals not only that the Japanese had no intention of invading Australia but that Allied intelligence was fairly certain of that at the time. Still, the fear of invasion was a useful tool to mobilize what was seen to be a fairly apathetic community. Unfortunately the myth, like so many others, has been deeply implanted not only in the community and its political leadership but in today’s defence planners as well.


A combination of the myths and the failure of the political leadership to form and impose its will on the organization for war led to serious structural problems within each of the Services. To some extent these persist to this day. For a variety of reasons all the Services tended to split into two. The Navy was probably the least affected in the long term but effectively was divided into a frontline strike force operating with the British or Americans and largely made up of regulars, and the rest, mainly reservists, who manned smaller ships and did the wearing and much less glamorous work of convoy escort, mine clearance, support of the Army in New Guinea waters and so on. The split has led not so much to division within the Service between regulars and reserves as to a lack of concern by the RAN with those mundane but essential tasks.


In the RAAF a dispute essentially over personalities but with overtones of personal political allegiances led to the splitting of the Air Force into an operational RAAF Command which carried out tactical air operations in the Pacific, and the rest of the RAAF which seemed to exist to support the insatiable demands of the Empire Air Training Scheme and the RAAF squadrons operating in Europe as part of the strategic air war against Germany. Plagued by personality problems, a lack of strategic unity and a chronic shortage of aircraft, the leadership of the RAAF emerged from the war with a determination that its primary task was to fight for its proper place in the sun as the defender of the Trenchardist gospel of strategic air warfare.


The Army had two problems. The division between the volunteer AIF and the conscripted militia, imposed by the Labor policy of no conscription for overseas service, was serious until late 1942. It was largely overcome when the militia showed in the New Guinea campaigns that it was just as good as the AIF. The difficulty was more apparent when the fighting moved on from New Guinea and the organizational problems of managing what were in effect two armies became more obvious. The Labor Party which had thrown aside cherished policies to allow the militia to fight in New Guinea was not prepared in the name of Allied solidarity to make any more concessions. As a result, another myth grew up that the Army was committed to fight strategically useless and bloody battles in New Guinea and Borneo to mop up by-passed Japanese garrisons. But the battles did serve to liberate Australian subjects in New Guinea from an oppressive occupation so they could hardly be described as useless, while the Borneo campaigns were integrated with the Allied strategy of liberating south-east Asia at a time when the war threatened to last at least another year.


Given the fact that conscripted troops were used to fight in integrated units in Vietnam, the division of the Army on the basis of conscripts or volunteers will probably never again be a major issue. But the other problem which derives from the World War II experience will. This is the division of the officer corps between regulars and reserves. The division reached its greatest intensity during the world war but it is an ever-present source of tension in today’s Australian Army.


Basically, it derives from a perception by regular officers in World War II that they were not getting enough of the senior combat commands. Whatever the truth, this perception led to a number of very bitter disputes among Australian generals with the Commander-in-Chief, Sir Thomas Blarney, as not-quite-regular but certainly not a true citizen soldier finding himself at odds with regulars such as S. F. Rowell and Horace Robertson on the one hand and citizen generals such as Gordon Bennett on the other. The dispute has simmered since 1942 with allegations and counter-allegations flying thick and fast in gossip and in print. What is certain is that a division does exist between the regular army and the army reserve, and the division has been perpetuated despite a number of well-meaning attempts to integrate the two. The absence of a coherent and precise strategic policy entrenches the divisions because there is so little agreement on the proper role of the Army.


Since 1945 Australia has seen the growth of comparatively substantial regular forces maintained at a high degree of readiness. They have been committed to combat in a number of conflicts, in Korea from 1950 to 1953 and in Vietnam from 1962 to 1972. Smaller contingents have fought terrorists in Malaya and Indonesian ‘volunteers’ in President Sukarno’s attempt to destroy the Federation of Malaysia. In Korea and Vietnam the RAAF and RAN fought with existing regular units while the Army raised what were essentially special expeditionary forces, entirely volunteer in Korea and a mixture of volunteers and conscripts in Vietnam. At no time has there been any significant mobilization of the civilian sector or even of the existing reserve forces. In some ways these developments over three decades or more have marked a break with the past and represent a signpost for the future. In so doing, they have created their own challenges in which the perceived wisdoms, experiences and myths derived from the past are a poor guide. Yet, those historical experiences are so deeply ingrained that they are imposing costly burdens on Australia as a nation.


In the official approach to defence policy since World War II, the orthodox view has been that the planners’ task is to prepare the defence infrastructure for a global conventional war in which Australian forces would again supplement Allied forces in the direct defence of Australia or in the defence of common interests. At the same time small but viable regular forces would be maintained for the ‘small’ wars to which national policy required a commitment. That provision of a reaction force is the only element which distinguishes current defence policy from that of the inter-war years.


The impact of the nuclear confrontation between the superpowers has played little part. As the nuclear arsenals reached a size and capability which guaranteed that neither superpower could avoid total destruction, the inflexibility of Australian policy refused to face the reality that not only was all-out nuclear war now impossible but a direct confrontation between the superpowers which risked an escalation into nuclear war also became extremely unlikely. What follows from such a perception is that future conflicts would become regional and, to the extent that they involved the superpowers, would tend to be fought by surrogates. Nations would drift or be sucked into war without formal declarations. Forces would be committed without the mobilization of the nation. They would have to be supported by a government denied the option of cutting back other government services. As Vietnam proved, limited wars can be politically and economically destructive and these are the wars of the future. The days of the nation-in-arms which distinguished international conflict from the French revolutionary wars until 1945 have been succeeded by the television wars of Vietnam, the Falklands and El Salvador. The dividing line between political and military conflict has also been blurred so that it is harder to tell when a nation is actually at war.


Defence policy then would be better served if forces were designed to fight independently of an allied command structure, if reserve forces were structured to be more readily available and integrated into the national order-of-battle and if the expansion of the force was less dependent on total national mobilization.


In one sense, President Nixon’s 1969 Guam Doctrine that America’s allies would be required to be more self-reliant hinted at this change. But Australian policymakers failed to follow through the implications. It was easy for a Whitlam Labor government, brought to power at least in part by a popular revulsion at our involvement in Vietnam, to pursue the concept of an independent force. What Whitlam and his successors failed to do, though, was draw out all the lessons of the new shape of international conflict. It was easier to make cosmetic changes but continue to rely on the logistic support—in its total sense—provided by the American alliance and which maintained the reality if not the rhetoric of dependence.


The post-1972 planners have also failed by refusing other options which would have strengthened Australia’s security in a regional sense. The Vietnam experience led politicians and professional planners alike to refuse regional security solutions to Australia’s problem. Australia has retreated into a sterile isolation from its region and especially from the nations of ASEAN. At the very time when those nations are gaining in economic, political and military strength, Australia has refused the invitations offered to associate more closely for a wide range of political and economic benefits. Despite our commitment through the Five Power Defence Arrangement and the Manila Pact, our force commitments to the region are being progressively withdrawn while the Defence Co-operation Programme looks more and more to be a token effort.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
AUSTRALIA'S DEFENCE POLICY

Michael O’Connor





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





