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Introduction



Peter J. Dean, Stephan Frühling and Brendan Taylor


Australia’s strategic circumstances at the time of writing (2019) are as uncertain as they have been since the late 1960s, when President Richard Nixon sent shockwaves through the US-led network of Asian alliances by declaring that its members needed to assume greater responsibility for their own defence. To Australia’s chagrin, Britain and the United States withdrew from major military commitments in South-East Asia. But both countries remained internationally engaged, economically at least. Australia’s friends and allies continued to dominate the rest of the world for decades to come.


Today, that dominance has ended. Australia continues to look to a global community of friends and allies with which it shares core interests and values, but the erratic policies of President Donald Trump, coupled with his outright derision of alliance relationships in general, are having an even more unsettling influence now than the pronouncement of that ‘Nixon Doctrine’ five decades ago. Even if the United States was able to play the global role it has played for the last seventy years, will it, as a polity, be willing to bear the cost of doing so?


In response to these pressures, a series of Australian governments of both political persuasions have in recent years reinforced their commitment to support the so-called ‘rules-based international order’. Now, however, Trump’s avowedly ‘America first’ approach to foreign and security policy seems to many to be at odds with the fundamental tenets of that order. The respected former Australian official Allan Gyngell thus suggests that the seven-decades-long international order of the post-war period is indeed over. But what will come after, and what should Australia do?


The uncertainties about Australia’s most important ally come at a time when the ability of potentially hostile actors to project power and influence into the Asia-Pacific—Australia’s region—are also on the rise. After several decades of adherence to Deng Xiaoping’s maxim of ‘biding time and hiding capabilities’, China’s aspirations to become Asia’s dominant power have become increasingly apparent. Xi Jinping’s ambitious ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) is regarded by some commentators as an attempt to marginalise US influence across Asia, with a view to possibly even evicting the United States from this part of the world.


Within Australia’s nearer neighbourhood, Beijing’s levels of foreign assistance and influence in the South Pacific might soon eclipse those of Canberra, directly challenging the latter’s long-time claim to ‘superpower’ status in this subregion. Likewise, the middle kingdom’s militarisation of the South China Sea has improved Beijing’s ability to robustly challenge Australian military vessels and aircraft traversing those waters, while also enhancing China’s ability to project military power closer to Australian shores.


Uncertainties over the future of the US role in Asia, China’s growing regional power and ambition, and North Korea’s nuclear and missile advances, have put the entire region on edge. The spectre of Japan and South Korea developing nuclear weapons has been part of the security debate in North-East Asia for some years. Now, some commentators have even suggested that Australia should begin contemplating the development of a nuclear weapons capability, as it did during the early decades of the Cold War. But even short of such drastic steps, the sense that the country needs a radical rethink of its security policy is palpable. In his stimulating essay Without America: Australia in the New Asia, strategic intellectual Hugh White concludes that Australia will need ‘to rethink a lot of things, to make some hard choices, and perhaps to pay some heavy costs’. And journalist Paul Kelly contends that Trump’s disposition towards ‘strategic retreat and unilateralism’ constitutes ‘the greatest challenge to our role in the world for half a century’ and that ‘we need to start thinking … America is changing decisively under Trump and the longer he governs the more decisive that change will prove.’


Rethinking Australian defence


Against this backdrop, debate is gathering momentum in Australia as to what a genuine, plausible future policy might look like, in the event that the all-important US security guarantee can no longer be taken for granted. One of the leading voices in this debate, former Foreign Minister Gareth Evans, contends that this point has already been reached. In his view, ‘Neither we nor anyone else in the region should be under any illusion that the US will be there for us militarily in any circumstance where it does not also see its own immediate interests being under some threat.’ His answer to Australia’s new conundrum is ‘Less America. More Self-Reliance. More Asia. More Global Engagement’.


Former diplomat John McCarthy agrees, confirming ‘the need for greater strategic engagement with major Asian powers’ within the limits of ‘what is attainable’. He also sees merit in a ‘greater degree of commonality in regional political and diplomatic responses to Chinese muscularity’. In a variation on this theme, the historian of South-East Asia Anthony Milner argues that ‘it is in partnership with ASEAN countries—and perhaps South Korea as well—that Australia might develop a more independent foreign policy’.


As useful as it is, much of this discussion has focused on the realm of foreign policy so far, with less on the defence policy domain. Foreign policy, according to Gyngell, is the process by which a nation projects its interests and values onto the wider international stage. It is a process in part involving governmental responses to events outside the country’s borders. But more than that, foreign policy also entails efforts to anticipate and to shape those events in ways that advance the country’s interests and values. Obviously, there is a degree of overlap between foreign and defence policy defined as such. The Australian Government has maintained a long commitment to so-called ‘defence diplomacy’, for instance, a term used to describe a range of activities undertaken by defence departments and military personnel aimed at shaping the international environment and positively projecting Australia’s interests and values abroad. Defence policy at its core, however, is necessarily narrower and harder-edged than this: ultimately, it needs to answer what Australia is willing go to war over, what forces it might require to prevail, and what capabilities, money and personnel it will have to devote now for the ability to do so, at an uncertain time in the future.


While a growing chorus of commentators over recent years has bemoaned Australia’s dependence upon the United States and called for a more ‘independent’ foreign policy posture, Canberra has historically exercised a far greater degree of political autonomy from the United States than this narrative implies. During the early decades of the Cold War and at a time when a US-led embargo was in place against the communist bloc, for instance, Australia rose to became communist China’s third largest supplier of goods. More recently, Canberra has joined several pieces of regional architecture—such as the East Asia Summit and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)—which did not include the United States and in the face of Washington’s public opposition. Coral Bell’s classic history of Australian foreign policy depicts Australia as the ‘Dependent Ally’, but it also has for a long time shown an ability to be an ‘Independent Ally’ as well, as captured aptly in the title of Shannon Tow’s more recent book on the alliance.


What a more independent stance might mean for Australia’s defence policy of coming decades, however, has received far less attention. In one of the few attempts so far, Peter Jennings, director of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, sketched out in a thoughtful opinion piece in 2018 what might be required, including increased defence expenditure; the conclusion of defence treaties with Japan, France and Britain; greater investment in strategic partnerships with India and Indonesia; investment in a nuclear industry to support nuclear-powered submarines; and an augmentation of the Australian Defence Force from its current size of 58 000 personnel to approximately 90 000: a proposal that amounts to a complete transformation of Australia’s defence establishment as well as its international strategic commitments.



Imagining the future of Australian defence



In this book therefore we try to imagine what Australia’s defence might have to look like in a world where allies are less reliable and perhaps less able to come to Australia’s aid, but major concerns remain about the future of international order in Asia and our place therein.


The first part examines the challenges that future Australian defence policy has to contend with as Australian governments and the Australian polity at large contemplate the future defence of Australia: developing a new strategic policy for a world in which Britannia and its offspring cease to rule the waves; maintaining public support and responding to public concerns; continuing access to the high-end technology required for conventional operations; and dealing with the challenge of nuclear weapons in a world where more countries, including perhaps Australia, might seek security in the atomic bomb.


In the second part, contributors imagine a range of roles that the United States might play in a future Asia, all of which are very different from that it has had since the end of the Second World War. What if the United States leaned in much more robustly alongside its like-minded friends and allies to contest China’s bid for regional dominance through employing more explicit balancing strategies? What if instead it pulled back, embracing a more distant posture of ‘offshore balancing’, as it did in Europe during the periods preceding World Wars I and II? What if Washington and Beijing struck some form of grand bargain and agreed to share power in the region? Or what if the United States, under the leadership of the erratic and unpredictable Donald Trump, continued to reposition its foreign policy to place the United States first over its allies and partners?


The contributors to the final, third part then explore different defence postures that Canberra could pursue in the event that the United States vacated Asia or its alliance with Australia no longer existed. Might Australia take the ‘road to Wellington’ and significantly downgrade its military capabilities as New Zealand has done? Could Australia find a new ‘great and powerful friend’ to take America’s place, as it did when Canberra famously turned away from Great Britain and towards the United States in the aftermath of World War II? Should Canberra instead opt to go it alone, adopting a policy of armed neutrality, which could potentially involve acquiring a nuclear weapons capability? Or will Australia finally find security with Asia rather than against it—as Evans famously advocated during his time as Foreign Minister—by forming a middle-power coalition with its South-East Asian neighbours?


The wide span of such possible futures demonstrates that uncertainty reigns today not just about the future role of the United States, of Asian order, but also Australia’s own policies. As Sarah Percy’s concluding comments highlight, we should not be complacent regarding our understanding of the significance of developments currently unfolding in Australia’s region. Hence, the contributions in this book should not be taken not as predictions, but as canvassing the field of possibilities in which authors also discuss how probable a certain future might be, and encourage their readers to consider whether it might perhaps even be a preferable approach for Australia. For, at a time when Australia faces a strategic environment with challenges unlike those seen in at least half a century and a reconsideration of the foundations of Australian defence policy is called for, the nation needs a serious debate about Australia’s defence after American primacy. The fundamental aim of this work is to progress such a debate.





Part I



Imagining the future defence of Australia





CHAPTER 1




The defence of Australia From lucky country to uncomfortable normality



Stephan Frühling


In the 2016 Defence White Paper, the Australian Government stated that the first objective of the Australian Defence Force (ADF) was to ‘deter, deny and defeat attacks on or threats to Australia and its national interests, and northern approaches’.1 The proposition that it is the purpose of the ADF to defend Australia is uncontroversial. But what emphasis this implies for preparing to do so through operations in and from Australia’s own territory—the often capitalised ‘Defence of Australia’ or abbreviated ‘DoA’—as opposed to operations alongside Australia’s allies further afield, is not. The neat distinction between these two types of operations will increasingly blur, however, as the scale of threats to the Australian continent increases. From being a lucky country that enjoyed geographic isolation from direct great power threat, Australia will increasingly join the ranks of those countries around the world for which the possibility of direct attack on territory and population is part of an uncomfortable geostrategic normality.



The Defence of Australia and its ‘great and powerful friends’



The basic defence problem that colonial and federated Australia has always faced in its short history is how to defend a small population, relative to the size of the country and to our neighbours to the north, which is moreover located on a continent off the South-East Asian archipelago and far removed from its traditional Anglo-Saxon allies.2


As a colonial settler outpost that was dependent for almost everything, except land, on the trading networks of its native Britain, it was natural for Australia to think about the essential basis of its security in the same way as Britain itself had done since the Tudor age, if not since the attempts of Alfred the Great to meet the Vikings with a nascent Wessex fleet: the Royal Navy’s command of the seas surrounding its native isles.3


There is, however, a fundamental mismatch between the military power that Australia could and can hope to generate on its own, and what is required to make a significant impact on the maritime balance of power in Asia. Hence, if one looks beyond the questions of national identity and emancipation from colonial links that continue to dominate Australia’s debates about its ‘great and powerful friends’, Australia’s dependence on its friends and allies against a hostile preponderance of maritime power in Asia will remain a fact of life. Whether the United States will be willing and able to bear the cost of doing so in the future is therefore of fundamental importance to Australia’s defence, but the answer is not a binary one: all chapters in the second part of this book will discuss credible possibilities for US engagement in Asia that are more or less probable, and more or less desirable from an Australian point of view.


These US choices will be consequential not just because of what they mean for the US position in Asia but also for what Australia might be called upon to do. It was to support Britain against threats wherever they might have arisen, and thereby protect Britain’s ability to rule the waves that also broke on Australia’s shores, that Australia sent an ‘Australian Imperial Force’, twice, to fight in Europe and the Middle East. By the end of World War II, it had become clear that it was now the strength of the US Navy in the Pacific rather than that of the Royal Navy on which Australia’s future security would rest. As Prime Minister Curtin famously stated, ‘Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.’4 Friendship, if not alliance, with the major maritime power in Asia remained the source of Australia’s own security—and Australians continued to acknowledge that they needed to do their part to help secure that power’s ability to maintain the position on which Australia’s own security depended. In that sense, the defence of Australia has never been geographically bounded.


Alas, as the saying goes, history rhymes even if it does not repeat itself. If true, the fate of earlier settler colonies, also born of a homeland whose maritime preponderance ultimately proved evanescent, should be a salutary warning. Far more picturesque than anything that would be left of Australia’s European phase, the ruins of Greek cities and temples in southern Italy point to another fact of fundamental importance: dependence does not guarantee support. US commitment to active global leadership and extending security guarantees began only after 1946. Before that, avoidance of enduring alliances and focus on the security of the western hemisphere alone was the natural inclination and the actual policy of the United States. The US decision to abandon George Washington’s exhortation in his farewell address: that ‘tis our true policy to steer clear of permanent Alliances, with any portion of the foreign world’,5 was a monumental change that remains within the living memory of some Americans (and Australians). Today, Australia’s reliance on the willingness and ability of the United States to bear the cost of maintaining a favourable maritime balance in Asia is therefore a bet that the US policy inclinations of the last seven decades will remain more important for the future of US engagement with the world under and following President Trump than the sixteen decades that went before. All authors in the third part of this book engage with the question of what it might mean for Australia if that bet did not go Australia’s way, in which case concern about the direct defence of the Australian continent would almost certainly become a matter of even greater concern than it is today.


Hence, the problem is not just that the power of countries waxes and wanes over history’s longue durée but so also do their strategic attention and priorities in the short term. Given the basic factors of Australia’s geography, strategic potential, culture and history, Australia’s ‘great and powerful friends’ are central to its strategic concerns, but the converse is far from true. The unopposed expansion of European, US and Japanese colonial presence in the Pacific Islands, the fall of Singapore, international indifference to Indonesia’s appropriation of Dutch West New Guinea, US reluctance to promise support during Konfrontasi with Indonesia, and even the less-than-hoped-for US contribution to the INTERFET peacekeeping operation in East Timor in 1999, are all episodes in Australia’s history in which it became clear that the defence of the Australian continent and its immediate interests ultimately matter more to itself than to any other country halfway around the world.


It is to manage the risks of this aspect of dependence that the concept of the self-reliant ‘Defence of Australia’ (or DoA) arose in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It entailed a priority in ADF equipment, doctrine, posture and readiness for operations required to defend the continent without allied assistance, if required, over preparations to support allies further afield. In the heated debates about this policy, managing the risk of a lack of allied support was often understood, rightly or wrongly, as Australian lack of interest in alliance itself. In recent years, Australia’s defence policy was then based on a broad, bipartisan consensus that the ADF needed to do both: be able to defend Australia itself while also bearing Australia’s fair share of the burden carried by the United States and its allies further afield. The way Australian defence planners and policy-makers approach the question of what the ability to defend Australia itself requires, however, remains heavily based on the approaches, concepts and thinking of the 1970s and 1980s DoA era. To understand the future, we therefore need first to look to the past: on the near-half century following the Vietnam War, in which Australia the lucky country could plan to defend itself on the premise that geography would isolate it from the direct effects even of great power conflict in Asia.


The defence of Australia in the DoA era


The defence of the Australian continent has always been a part of Australian defence thinking, but its importance in terms of resource allocation is easily overshadowed in collective memory by overseas operations and conflict. Before the creation of the Australian Regular Army in 1947, improvised military establishments had to be created for overseas deployment in both world wars and Korea, as the Citizen Military Forces (CMF) could not legally be used for operations outside Australia itself. Significant infrastructure investment was undertaken in World War II to fight off Japanese air and naval threats. A ‘bare’ airfield at Exmouth (RAAF Learmonth) and a new airbase at Tindal were constructed in the 1950s and 1960s.6 What changed in the early 1970s, however, was that preparation for the defence of Australia became the main focus of the newly created ADF, which also absorbed the CMF, as concern with overseas deployment dropped away.


When the ‘Defence of Australia’ became the focus of Australia’s strategic policy and force structuring after the Vietnam War, the spectre of communist expansion had receded, and the new post-colonial countries of South-East Asia had begun to build regional stability through the nascent ASEAN community. For a time, Australian military support for US operations and commitments further afield was neither politically palatable nor requested by the US policy set out in the 1969 Guam doctrine. In the 1970s and into the 1990s, Australia therefore saw its geographic remoteness as a source of security, far removed as it was from the centres of international Cold War tension and conflict. Regional neighbours had neither the intention for aggression against Australia nor the capability to harm Australia beyond its thinly populated North.


But whereas the ‘Defence of Australia’ provided a clear objective and geographic context, how to plan and establish requirements in terms of force structure, posture and capabilities for the task was less straightforward. In the absence of a clear and present danger to the country, and given Australia’s preponderance in economic and military terms over all of South-East Asia, Australia based its defence planning on regional capabilities, not intentions: there was no direct great power threat; any limited threat from the Soviet Union would have been certain to draw US attention and direct support; and the way Australia could find security from regional threats was by simply maintaining the most capable defence force south of China: both in the force-in-being and, through conceiving of the defence force as an expansion base, against future threats.7


Whereas Australia’s defence and foreign policy during the 1950s and 1960s were closely aligned in their focus on instability in South-East Asia, they diverged in the 1970s and 1980s. There were few actual operations, and the ADF force structure was developed without any observable hostile intentions on the part of regional countries. The postulate of major conflict with Indonesia became the ‘pacing threat’ that Australia sought to be able to manage ‘self-reliantly’; that is, without direct reliance on US combat or combat support forces. As hypothetical as this was, it did provide a coherent basis for decisions on ADF force structure, infrastructure, doctrine and readiness from the 1970s and into the 1990s. But despite the organisational, cultural and financial difficulties faced by the young Department of Defence and ADF in preparing for this threat, it was ultimately not a very challenging one: a point driven home by the term ‘escalated low-level conflict’, which the Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities (1986) used to denote the most stressful scenarios that the ADF should be able to manage at short notice.8 Small-scale infiltration, sabotage and, at most, isolated air attack bore no comparison in terms of operational and technical complexity, risk and cost to the challenges faced by Australia’s northern hemisphere allies, as they prepared to do nuclear battle with the might of the Soviet army.


Australia never excluded using the ADF, despite the fact that it was structured for DoA, for operations elsewhere. After 1991, a series of new ADF operational commitments from the South-West Pacific to the Middle East then indeed turned the attention of government, the department and the ADF away from the scenarios that had underpinned force planning for DoA in the 1970s and 1980s. In the 2000 Defence White Paper, support to countries in Australia’s own region, and support to the United States beyond, became additional tasks that the government required the ADF to be able to undertake. Sustaining significant numbers of ADF personnel on operations led to a decline in warning time and expansion thinking, and the level of interoperability with US forces that Australia sought to achieve grew to near-seamless integration. In South-East Asia, ambitious plans for major defence build-ups had largely fallen afoul of the Asian financial crisis of 1997. The offensive and defensive capability of the ADF’s major air and naval platforms significantly increased nonetheless, as they now also had to be able to operate and survive against far more advanced potential adversaries in the Middle East and North Asia.


In a narrow, regional context, the ADF of today is thus arguably even more capable than that of the 1970s, 1980s or 1990s. It has largely maintained Australia’s position as the militarily most capable country south of China, even as Australia’s relative economic position has slipped. But Australia’s focus on capabilities in South-East Asia reflected a time when there was no great power with the capability and interest in operating in its own region; when US attention was focused elsewhere; and when long-range precision strike was the preserve of the United States and its allies. How will Australia have to think about and prepare for the ‘Defence of Australia’ now that those conditions are no more?


The Defence of Australia in the era of long-range precision strike


In recent years, the economic and political rise of China has brought with it significant improvements in the quality of equipment operated by the Chinese armed forces; in the doctrine, training and expertise of its personnel; and in its increasingly global reach. As China’s capabilities have expanded, so have its ambitions. From the 1970s to the 1990s, China largely accepted the US-led regional order, with the exception of the status of Taiwan. Today, it seeks to remake the global order actively through aggressive use of force if necessary, including establishing new bases of operations in the South China Sea. The strategic environment in Asia has therefore fundamentally changed from the 1970s and 1980s, when Australia set down the main tenets of how it would codify the Defence of Australia into its defence policy and force development. Even the 2000 Defence White Paper still conceived of Australia’s major defence objectives, including the Defence of Australia, support for stability in South-East Asia, and to US commitments in Asia, as largely separate in policy and geographic extent.


In contrast, the long reach of Chinese forces now starts to cut across these dividing lines. The Rudd government first acknowledged this change in the 2009 Defence White Paper, Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century, which pointed to the possibility of intelligence collection, special forces operations, mining, and air and cruise missile attacks on Australia itself, should Australia participate in conflicts in the wider Asia Pacific.9 As the range, size and sophistication of China’s submarine capabilities (in particular) expand, naval forces across the whole Indian and Pacific oceans will increasingly be under risk both at sea and in port. It is therefore likely that major conflict with China would see combat from mainland China across South-East Asia, the expanse of the Pacific (and, in all likelihood, the Indian Ocean), all the way to Australia and the US west coast, even if the intensity and duration across all those theatres would not be uniform.


Given their geographic location, ADF bases and support infrastructure in Darwin, Tindal, Derby, Learmonth, Weipa and the Cocos and Christmas islands are most exposed to stand-off or direct attack by long-range bombers and naval surface action groups. In the DoA era, Australian defence planners also had to contemplate the threat of Indonesian air and naval forces to these areas, and Australia’s airbases in the north accordingly feature hardened shelters that can protect fighter aircraft against some forms of air attack. However, the vulnerability of such shelters against modern precision strike capabilities was prominently advertised as early as the CNN coverage of the 1991 Gulf War—and in the intervening decades, such capabilities have ceased to be the exclusive preserve of the United States and its allies. Moreover, hardened shelters are not viable for large-bodied aircraft, such as the airborne early warning (e.g. the E-7A Wedgetail), maritime patrol (e.g. P-8 Poseidon) or aerial refuelling aircraft operated by the RAAF and US Air Force, which are based on large, civilian Boeing and Airbus airframes. As the threat to northern Australia increases, other means of reducing vulnerability will become increasingly important, including improved ground-based air defence, and new concepts of dispersed operations from civilian (often mining-company owned) airfields, which will require new doctrinal, organisational and possibly legal frameworks and resources.


In the past, any extension of hostilities to Australian population centres, if it had even been feasible for Indonesia, would have signalled a level of escalation at which Jakarta would have had to face a much greater likelihood of direct US intervention. Australian defence planners during the DoA era could therefore safely assume that hostilities would be confined to the north of the continent, with the possible exception of covert naval mining against Sydney or Fremantle. Defence infrastructure investment in the bare bases and the Darwin–Tindal area reflected this, whereas the main challenge of supporting operations from the major population and industrial centres in the south-west and south-east of Australia would have been one of the geographic distances involved. In this regard, Australia’s preparations for DoA always differed quite significantly from the territorial defence preparations of most other countries, which have to contemplate combat operations in, from and over their own major centres of population.
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