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Introduction by Brendan Taylor


When Professor TB Millar produced Australia’s Defence—the book from which the current volume draws its inspiration—almost fifty years ago, it was literally the first of its kind. Very little if anything had been written on the subject, aside from a handful of official and unofficial histories of the two World Wars and the Korean War. Public debate on the subject of Australia’s defence was next to non-existent. There were no think tanks or academic institutes dedicated to the study of the subject. It would take the foresight of Millar, and his boss and English derided namesake JDB Miller, to found the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at the Australian National University in 1966, the year after Australia’s Defence was published. As Millar has written elsewhere, Australia’s defence at that time ‘in the government’s view, was not a matter for public inquiry or debate; the public should simply accept the Defence provisions which the Australian government, in its superior wisdom and knowledge, provided’.1


Half a century on, the scope of public debate on the subject of Australia’s defence is radically different. Issues of defence policy are vigorously contested amongst leading defence intellectuals—many of whom have previously served in senior positions in the Australian government or the military—on the opinion pages of mainstream print media and across numerous blog sites.2 Unlike in 1965, Australia is now home to some of the world’s leading think tanks— such as the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) and the Lowy Institute for International Policy—whose work focuses upon Australian defence issues and whose very existence, at least in the case of the former, was intended by the Australian government to facilitate a better informed public debate on issues of defence. Increasingly, issues of Australian defence are also garnering attention amongst a wider international audience.3


Yet despite the impressive growth in Australian public debate which has occurred during the fifty years since Millar penned Australia’s Defence, there remains a surprising shortage of comprehensive studies dedicated to the subject as a whole. One exception is Ross Babbage’s A Coast Too Long.4 This book was a seminal contribution to a larger body of work developing the ‘Defence of Australia’ concept—including a number of edited volumes and academic working papers—which were produced during the 1970s and 1980s.5 More broadly focused volumes addressing Australia’s foreign policy, but which encompassed the subject of Australia’s defence, were also published from this period and into the 1990s.6


As in Millar’s day, official and unofficial histories addressing Australia’s involvement in international conflicts have continued to be regularly produced,7 yet book-length studies devoted explicitly to the subject of Australia’s defence have been few and far between. By bringing together some of Australia’s leading analysts and intellectuals to write on a broad spectrum of issues and challenges facing Australia’s defence—in greater depth than shorter publication formats such as newspaper articles, blog posts and policy papers allow—the present volume seeks to go some way towards filling this gap.


As with Millar’s book, the current volume is intended to be accessible to a wide audience. His target audience was the ‘intelligent layman’ (perhaps more appropriately termed the ‘intelligent layperson’ in contemporary parlance) and it is to this demographic that the current volume is also addressed. Following in Millar’s footsteps, each of the chapters in this volume contains some historical background of pertinence to the subject that they are addressing. Their principal focus, however, is ‘to deal with Australia’s defence situation as it is today.’8 In addition, this contemporary volume is also intended to be forward looking, unpacking a range of challenges— some new, some more enduring—that Australia’s defence faces into the future.


The volume addresses the theme ‘towards a new era’. This ‘new era’ that Australia’s Department of Defence is currently entering is a challenging and multifaceted one. It is one where Australia’s strategic position between a ‘rising China’ and a ‘rebalancing America’ is being hotly contested. It is an era where Australia’s status as a ‘middle power’ and its capacity to maintain its longstanding military technological edge over other countries in its region will likely be tested, as Asia’s giants (such as China and India) and other medium sized powers (such as Indonesia, South Korea and Vietnam) stand up. And it is the beginning of an era of new government for Australia, which will lead to the publication of a new Defence White Paper in 2015.


Drawing inspiration from Millar’s approach, the current volume is divided into four parts. Part I examines the national context underpinning Australia’s defence. In the first chapter of this section, Russell Trood examines the symbiotic relationship between policy and politics that has been such an enduring feature of Australia’s defence. Trood provides a unique perspective on this relationship—and the institutions and processes which facilitate and, sometimes, inhibit it—based in part on his time as a Senator for Queensland and member of the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade. In Chapter 2, Andrew Carr goes on to interrogate the concept of Australia as a ‘middle power’, which has formed, and continues to form, such an important part of Australia’s defence identity and strategic culture. Yet rather than viewing the ‘middle power’ construct as an end its itself—as has traditionally been the case—Carr makes the case that Canberra would, instead, do well to see Australia’s middle power status as a starting point to inform an overdue debate on Australia’s defence into the future. In the final chapter of Part I, Charles Miller reviews the current state of Australian public opinion on foreign policy and defence issues. Miller points out that public opinion polling on defence issues is a relatively new phenomenon in Australia, as reflected by how little attention issues of public opinion received in Millar’s 1965 book. Drawing from a number of modern-day polls, Miller surveys the current state of Australian public attitudes on a range of defence issues including threat perception, defence spending, support for operational commitments and casualty tolerance.


Part II of the current volume moves to examine another central driver of Australia’s defence, its broader international context. This section focuses its attention upon three sub-regions of the Asia-Pacific (or what some Australian defence planners and commentators increasingly refer to as an emerging ‘Indo-Pacific’ strategic system). Northeast Asia, the first of these sub-regions, is examined by Amy King in Chapter 4 of this volume. In this chapter, King considers the interplay between economic and security factors which has traditionally shaped Australian policy towards this part of the world. King argues that some form of reconciliation between these two sets of factors will need to be sought in the period ahead as a largely unprecedented degree of tension and potential contradiction emerges between them. In Chapter 5 John Blaxland outlines Australia’s defence engagement with Southeast Asia. As Blaxland observes, Southeast Asia is becoming more central in Australian defence thinking as Canberra conceives of its security prospects as lying not against Asia—as Millar and many of his contemporaries did—but rather with this increasingly dynamic and strategically central part of the world. In the final chapter of Part II Joanne Wallis considers Australia’s engagement with the South Pacific. Wallis observes that the South Pacific has traditionally been regarded by Australian defence planners as an ‘arc of instability’ from, and through, which threats to Australia could emanate—or in Millar’s terms, ‘an exposed and vulnerable front door’.9 While some of the threats which informed those perceptions remain—and while new South Pacific strategic challenges have also emerged—Wallis argues that Canberra should strive to see the South Pacific not as an ‘arc of instability’ but as an ‘arc of opportunity’ that can achieve more enduring stability with the help of appropriately calibrated Australian assistance.


The third part of the volume examines issues of ‘strategy’. In a recent book on the subject, Lawrence Freedman defines strategy ‘as being about maintaining a balance between ends, ways and means; about identifying objectives; and about the resources and methods available for meeting such objectives’.10 This is the ground traversed by Paul Dibb in Chapter 7 and Stephan Frühling in Chapter 8 of the current volume as each reflects upon the various factors which have previously occasioned fundamental turning points in Australia’s defence posture. They then move on to identify the contemporary strategic and financial challenges that will demand a fundamental change in direction of Australian defence policy. In the final chapter of Part III, Peter Dean examines Australia’s alliance with the United States—a relationship described in the Australian government’s January 2013 National Security Strategy as a ‘pillar’ of this country’s strategic and security arrangements.11 In his chapter, Dean reviews the remarkable adaptability of the Australia-US alliance and makes the case that, as the centre of gravity in international politics gradually shifts toward the Asia-Pacific region, the alliance is presently entering yet another key turning point in its history.


Part IV of the volume examines the size and state of Australia’s defences. In Chapter 10, James Goldrick traces the evolution of the Australian military towards a more ‘joint’ force—defined as activities and operations where at least two of the services (Army, Navy, Air Force) participate. While significant progress has been made— including implementation of some of the recommendations that Millar made in his 1965 volume—Goldrick demonstrates that the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) journey towards jointery remains a work in progress, one whose success ultimately hinges critically on the provision of adequate budgetary resources and an ability to avoid sacrificing single service strengths and expertise.


Mark Thomson then goes on in Chapter 11 to explore two of the present constraints on the size and state of Australia’s defences—the scale of the human and financial resources that Australia devotes to this task and the efficiency with which Australia uses those resources. His analysis of these issues bear a striking resemblance to the albeit much shorter analysis of budgetary issues contained in Millar’s book. Consistent with Millar’s assessments, Thomson concludes that Canberra currently has little choice other than to find more money, or to moderate Australia’s ambitions for its defence policy and security into the future.


In the final chapter of Part IV, Richard Brabin-Smith concludes the volume by examining the considerations that should determine the shape of the ADF—its force structure and posture. Brabin-Smith begins by outlining some of the key principles which have guided force structure and posture decisions in recent decades. He considers some of the imminent challenges in this area, including determining the appropriate size and shape of Australia’s future submarine force, questions surrounding the new Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) program and re-focusing the Australian Army closer to home after long and protracted ‘expeditionary’ operations in places like Iraq and Afghanistan. While Brabin-Smith does not predict radical change in the ADF away from its current high-end maritime focus— particularly given some of the natural advantages which Australia’s relatively distant strategic geography bestows—he does call for the government to become even more open with the Australian people about Defence in an era when the balance between strategic ambition and budgetary realities is set to become increasingly vexed.


In closing, a few words seem in order here about what the current volume is not. First and foremost, it is not a work of advocacy. While, in keeping with the academic tradition, each of the contributors advances a range of arguments and suggestions, the views expressed herein are very much their own. Australia’s Defence: Towards a New Era? does not portend to be an alternative policy document or government White Paper. That said, the editors and contributors alike are hopeful that the volume will be seen as a useful resource for those developing future White Papers and other relevant government policies; for the men and woman of the Australian defence organisation who are tasked with implementing those policies; and to the broader Australian public who—given the resource commitments involved—has an interest in Australia’s security. For as the very last sentences of Millar’s book observe: ‘let us not be frightened to have a public discussion on Defence. It is the public, after all, which seeks and needs to be defended.’


Notes


1   TB Millar, ‘Strategic Studies in a Changing World’, in M Thatcher and D Ball (eds), A National Asset: Essays Commemorating the 40th Anniversary of the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre (SDSC), no. 165, Canberra Papers on Strategy and Defence, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National University, Canberra, 2006, p. 16.


2   See, for example, P Dibb, ‘Why I Disagree with Hugh White on China’s Rise’, The Australian, 13 August 2012.


3   See, for example, J Thomas, Z Cooper and I Rehman, Gateway to the Indo-Pacific: Australian Defense Strategy and the Future of the Australia-US Alliance, Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, Washington DC, 2013.


4   R Babbage, Rethinking Australia’s Defence, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1980; and R Babbage, A Coast Too Long: Defending Australia Beyond the 1990s, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1990.


5   See, for example, R O’Neill (ed), The Defence of Australia: Fundamental New Aspects, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Australian National University, Canberra, 1976.


6   See, for example, Coral Bell (ed), Agenda for the Eighties: Contexts of Australian Choices in Foreign and Defence Policy, Australian National University Press, Canberra, 1980; Desmond Ball and Pauline Kerr, Presumptive Engagement: Australia’s Asia-Pacific Security Policy in the 1990s, Allen & Unwin, Canberra, 1996.


7   See, for example, D Horner, Australia and the New World Order: From Peacekeeping to Peace Enforcement: 1988–1991, vol. 2, The Official History of Australian Peacekeeping, Humanitarian and Post-Cold War Operations, Cambridge University Press, Port Melbourne, 2011; and PJ Dean (ed), Australia 1943: The Liberation of New Guinea, Cambridge University Press, Port Melbourne, 2013.


8   TB Millar, Australia’s Defence, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, 1965, p. 6.


9   ibid., p. 150.


10 L Freedman, Strategy: A History, Oxford University Press, New York, 2013, p. xi.


11 Commonwealth of Australia, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s National Security, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013, p. vii. www.dpmc.gov.au/national_security/docs/national_security_strategy.pdf (viewed February 2014).





Part I:
The National Context
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Politics and the Defence Debate


Russell Trood


It was no coincidence that in October 2013, the centenary of the arrival of the first ships of the Royal Australian Navy in Sydney was celebrated in such a public and spectacular way. With, among other things, an impressive international fleet review on Sydney Harbour, a dazzling fireworks display focused on the Opera House and a massive crowd of people in attendance, including royalty, it was a memorable occasion. That it was such a grand public event was not just a reflection of the Navy’s (and the wider defence force’s) pride in its history and achievements. It was yet another affirmation of the high esteem in which Australia’s defence forces and the military, as an institution, are held in the collective Australian memory.


As the anniversary spectacularly underscored, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) does more than bear the burden of the nation’s defence and the Department of Defence (Defence) is more than just a great department of state dedicated to providing it with the means to do so. Together, the men and women, both military and civilian, who comprise Australia’s defence community, are the contemporary embodiment of an Australian heritage of military affairs that stretches back to well before Federation in 1901. The challenges associated with preparing for war, waging it and dealing with its aftermath are etched deeply into the Australian consciousness. So much so that the nation’s history—its political values and even some of its social ideals—have been shaped significantly by conflict. As TB Millar remarked in his path-breaking 1965 study, Australia’s Defence, we ‘are a people that has been tempered by war, and for whom the memories of war have permeated the years of peace’.1


While the idea that war casts a long shadow over a society is a familiar theme in history, it almost always does so in unique and distinctive ways. Societies engage in war, adjust to its reality and deal with its often terrible consequences in ways that reflect the wider influences of their strategic culture. This chapter argues that strategic culture is a useful way to comprehend the complex array of factors and variables that underpin and help to explain the politics of Australia’s defence and security policy. It contends further that the strategic questions which are in contest, the actors who raise and debate them, the public policy processes through which they are mediated and ultimately, the parameters of the policy choices that may or may not be acceptable to the Australian people are a function of these broad societal influences. While in the end it may be the policymakers in government—the politicians together with their civilian and military advisors—who take the decisions on matters such as strategic objectives, force structures, capability development and all the other elements of defence policy, they do so in an environment which is itself partly constitutive of those decisions.


In an effort to explore this broad terrain, the chapter begins with a brief discussion of the nature of strategic culture and the elements of Australia’s military heritage that have helped to shape it. Part II deals with the governmental context of Australia’s defence and more specifically, the constitutional and political principles which underpin it. Part III explores the importance of the parliament in defence policy and analyses the role of public opinion and interest group behaviour. In Part IV, the chapter looks inside the defence portfolio and focuses on the politics of decision making within the large and very complex organisation that is the Department of Defence. The last part of the chapter takes up a theme that resonated throughout Millar’s 1965 book, namely the urgency for change. It may be that Australia’s strategic circumstances are not as dangerous as Millar perceived them to be nearly half a century ago, but in the early part of the twenty-first century, the necessity of reform is no less evident. Accordingly, this part of the chapter takes up three future challenges: the development of a national security community, organisational change within the defence portfolio and improving the standards of accountability in defence.


Strategic culture and the Context of Australia’s Defence


Strategic culture can be defined as a ‘distinctive and lasting set of beliefs, values and habits regarding the threat and use of force, which have their roots in such fundamental influences as geographical setting, history and political culture’.2 As David Kilcullen notes, inherent ‘in the notion of strategic culture is the idea that a nation’s enduring circumstances give rise to a distinctive manner of perceiving and using, national power, including military power’.3 It follows that strategic cultures are rarely the same, and even among close allies, such as Australia and the United States, cultures can be very different from one another with potentially significant implications for alliance management. While strategic cultures are distinctive and change over time, their content is not always easy to define with any precision. Accordingly, Graeme Cheeseman contends that while Australia’s strategic culture is characterised by a tendency to mimic ‘important aspects of its powerful friends, it does contain its own nationalist and some internationalist strands’.4 By contrast, Michael Evans has argued that it consists of four main features: the pervasive reality of Australia’s geopolitical status in policy definition, the triumph of continental philosophy over island consciousness, the irrelevance of strategic theory to military practice and the tendency to fuse statecraft with strategy.5 Then again, Kilcullen contends that ‘policy decisions by successive Australian leaders indicate a strategic culture of forward engagement’.6


However Australia’s strategic culture might be characterised, the important point for the purposes of this discussion is that strategic culture is not merely about Australia’s way of war, its grand strategy or the content of higher defence policy. Inherent in the nature of strategic culture is the way policies are decided in relation to these matters. Strategic culture, in other words, is infused with traditions and ways of acting and behaving that shape policy processes as much as they contribute to policy outcomes. These processes inform decisions on defence budgets, capability planning, forces structures and much else in defence policy, as much as they do grand strategy.


Viewing strategic culture at least in part, through the lens of processes sharpens the focus on the politics of defence—to enjoin, as per Harold Lasswell, the who gets what, when, and how of defence policy. This in turn, draws attention to the numerous participants in defence debates, both inside and outside of government and the complex way they interact with each other. This is a dynamic arena of public policy. Defence issues rise and fall on the political agenda, debates are of significance or not depending on time and context and the actors who participate are active at some times, less engaged and influential on others. Nevertheless, it is the contention of this chapter that in Australia, defence policy is informed by the character of the nation’s constitutional architecture and by a readily recognisable group of key actors who frequently, either directly or indirectly, interact with one another to create the political landscape of policymaking. The controversies of Australian defence policy are not just the preserve of the decision makers formally responsible for resolving them, they are an integral, if sometimes rather distant and arcane, part of much broader political discourse engaging key parts of the wider Australian community.


Before exploring this academic territory in detail, it is useful to recognise that Australian strategic culture and the politics which are reflected in and refracted through it, owes much to the way that Australians have, for well over a century, perceived realities of the international environment. Long before Britain’s Australian colonies federated to establish the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, issues of security and indeed on occasions, colonial survival itself, were often foremost on colonial government agendas. Throughout the nineteenth century, a succession of foreign threats, from among others, French, Russian and Chinese interests created anxiety, even panic, within Australia’s small and widely dispersed communities and led to active preparations for defence including, in several colonies, the raising and training of colonial militias. Towards the end of the century some of these were offered to Britain to assist with the defence of Empire interests as far afield as the Sudan and South Africa. As the movement towards Federation gained momentum in the 1890s many Australians regarded the opportunity it offered for improved (national) defence as one of its most compelling arguments. Against this background it was perhaps hardly surprising that one of the most important obligations undertaken by the Commonwealth in the new Australian Constitution is to be found in Section 119, in the form of a responsibility to ‘protect every State against invasion and, on the application of the Executive Government of the State, against domestic violence’.7


If anything, the dawning of the new, twentieth century, only served to strengthen the apprehensions of Australians about the threatening character of international affairs and their implications for the nation’s prosperity and security. As the century unfolded, Australian governments not only committed military forces to fight in a succession of distant conflicts—at home they began to develop an elaborate infrastructure of defence, evolving all the means necessary to prepare for and prosecute war. This was not always a smooth, linear process, but rather one undertaken in fits and starts consonant with the perceived realities of the international environment and their convergence with domestic policy imperatives. In the evolution of this Australian tradition of arms, the landings at Gallipoli in April 1915 have a special resonance, but over nearly a hundred years campaigns in other conflicts and emergencies have contributed—the exertions of the World War II, Korea, Malaya, Vietnam, the Solomon Islands, East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan to name but a few. This is an enduring legacy, one that, even as we have entered the twenty-first century, shapes contemporary strategic debates as it continues to form and evolve.


The Constitution and the Executive


If Millar is correct that this heritage has had a significant impact on Australian society, its reach has been no more profound than in the institutions and practices which have emerged around the formulation and implementation of our defence policy and the way that the art of politics so thoroughly infuses it. To begin, Australia’s defence and the policymaking that surrounds it, reflects a unique set of constitutional arrangements. After Federation, the colonies transferred their defence powers to the Commonwealth as reflected in the protection obligation in section 119 of the Constitution. In other parts of the Constitution, this responsibility is reinforced by grants of power in relation to other matters—now broadly regarded as related to national security—including: the naval and military defence of the Commonwealth; external affairs; the influx of criminals; and immigration.8 These, and other parts of the Constitution, now allow contemporary Australian governments to exercise power over a wide range of issues related to the national security of the state including: military defence, foreign affairs, intelligence, border protection, transnational crime, cyber security and international terrorism.


Another important element of Australia’s constitutional design is that it not only envisages the Commonwealth to be the responsible level of government in relation to defence, it places that power in the hands of civilian authority consistent with the principles of responsible government. This reflects Australia’s adoption of Westminster traditions of responsible government and is reinforced, if somewhat ambiguously, by section 68 of the Constitution which vests command of the nation’s defence forces in the Governor General. This anticipates, however, that the power will always be exercised on the advice of the responsible minister, as made clear in section 8 of the Defence Act 1903 which declares that the minister shall have general control and administration of the Defence Force and that powers vested under the act will be exercised in accordance with any directions of the minister.9


The Executive


Against the background of these firm constitutional principles, the day-to-day management and administration of Australian defence policy moves into the realm of Executive power and the politics that surround it. Central to this exercise of power are the ministers themselves. Typically, given the size and complexity of defence, the prime minister makes several appointments to the portfolio. In the second Gillard government (2010–13), responsibilities were divided between a senior (Cabinet) level minister, a minister for Defence Science and Personnel, a minister for Defence Materiel and a parliamentary secretary. In the Abbott government (elected in 2013), there is only a cabinet minister, Senator David Johnston, an assistant minister and a parliamentary secretary.


For all their power, most ministers have little or at best limited knowledge of defence matters prior to their appointment, though the appointment of Kim Beazley as minister for Defence in the Hawke government in 1985 was a notable exception. Holding office at the will of the standing prime minister, ministers invariably find themselves appointed for reasons other than talent—party political and factional balance, seniority and accommodation of state interests being most prominent among them. Regardless of the motivations, however, the regrettable record is that most occupants of the defence minister’s office have served for a relatively short period of time.10 Much the same can be said of Secretaries of Defence, of whom there has been a steady procession. In neither case has this been helpful to the stability of leadership in Defence or contributed to the continuity of policymaking.


Between 1983 and 2013 Australia had twelve defence ministers, an average occupancy of the office of 2.5 years, with the longest period of service being that of a Labor minister, Senator Robert Ray (1991–96, 5 years and 342 days) and the shortest, aside from the current incumbent, a Liberal, Peter Reith (2001) with a period of 300 days. Perhaps more telling is the fact that no defence minister in the last 20 years has ever gone onto serve in another senior cabinet position, though two—Kim Beazley (Labor) and Brendan Nelson (Liberal) did go on to serve as leaders of the opposition. Others have either resigned, often leaving the parliament, been removed by prime ministerial whim or lost office as a result of being defeated at an election. In Australia, the office of defence minister has rarely been occupied by an ‘up and comer’ keen to make a mark, but more generally by people at the end of their career. Whether this has served the interests of good public administration is perhaps an open question, but at the very least it underscores the high level demands of the office and the personal toll it takes on those who hold it. Experienced or otherwise, enjoying a long period of service or not, ministers bring different skills and talents to their office. Some prove highly competent, others considerably less so and are accident prone. Either way, the minister’s competence is being tested constantly.


In the politics of defence, no relationship is more important to a defence minister than that which he or she shares with the prime minister. As ministries are in the prime minister’s gift under Australia’s Westminster traditions, retaining the confidence of the prime minister is critical to a minister’s political fortunes. Generally Australia has been fortunate that over time and across many governments, both Coalition and Labor, this relationship has been cooperative and collaborative, lending a high measure of coherence to policymaking within the context of Executive government. Perhaps because of the complexities of the portfolio, prime ministers have been inclined to trust their ministers to ‘get on with it’, save for moments of acute controversy and/or crisis. Wartime government’s aside, prime ministers have been less inclined to take an active, interfering role in defence issues, compared to say, foreign policy. There, every modern prime minister quickly finds on coming to office that foreign affairs is an arena of public policy not easily avoided.


Yet the relationship may well be changing. Two recent prime ministers—Howard (1996–2007) and Rudd (2007–10 and 2013) have shown more interventionist inclinations, reflecting their broad personal interest in security issues. Howard, for instance, undertook the single most significant reform of government decision-making in the area of defence in recent decades, by establishing the National Security Committee of Cabinet (NSCC) as the central clearing house for all policy decisions on national security. Howard also had a very direct personal involvement in a range of other defence and security issues during his tenure of office, including Australia’s first and only activation of the provisions of the ANZUS alliance following the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States (see Chapter 9). This decision is one of many that serve to underscore the largely untrammelled power of the Executive in defence policymaking. Other examples can be found in Australia’s interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, East Timor and the Solomon Islands, and in the aftermath of the 2002 and 2004 Bali bombings, among others. Howard’s strong personal interest in Australia’s military heritage—for example he actively encouraged a greater national consciousness around the Gallipoli traditions—and the high tempo of overseas ADF deployments during his time in government, helped to define Howard as a ‘defence prime minister’. This underscores the point that in Australia the personal preferences of office holders, most especially the prime minister, can significantly shape the parameters and politics of the defence debate.


Rudd’s interests appeared to lay more with the foreign rather than the defence side of national security. Even so, his ideas on security in East Asia and a very active role in drafting his government’s 2009 Defence White Paper, apparently to strengthen the sections on the challenges posed by China’s rise, serve to highlight his abiding interest in the responsibilities of the portfolio. Whether this tendency towards the ‘prime ministerialisation’ of defence will continue under the Abbott government is difficult to say after less than a year in office. It was less noticeable during the Gillard government (2010–13) though even here, Gillard took a deep personal interest in enhancing the strength of Australia’s alliance with the United States and could not escape ultimate custody of Australia’s continuing participation in Afghanistan.


In the future, prime ministerial temperament and interest in defence matters will be an important variable in defining the role they assume, but no less than the extent to which defence issues force themselves onto the public policy agenda. In recent years this has occurred more often than most governments would have chosen had they the capacity to do so. Regardless of the origins of controversy in defence, it is an arena of public policy where new governments and ministers can anticipate, with some certainty, that the unpredictable will happen and create a situation requiring careful political management. At least in the early years of a government, these situations may well be less the result of policy decisions by incumbents than the consequence of legacies left by predecessors. Either way, in administering a large complex bureaucratic organisation such as Defence, failures of administration are almost certain to occur, the constant challenge for most ministers is to try and manage the consequences.


The Politics of the Policy Debate


In recent years, Defence has had to confront a large number of controversial issues, including: the operational shortcomings of the Collins submarines, the treatment of prisoners in war zones, frequent cost overruns in the acquisition of defence equipment from helicopters to air warfare destroyers to landing helicopter docks (LHDs), and the damaging fallout from the all too frequent revelations of systemic abuses of military justice in the ADF. No government can afford to not respond to such controversies when they emerge. The challenge for ministers is not just in having to rectify a serious policy failure or in the short term public relations challenge that may represent, but in the capacity of these events to undermine the long term respect, confidence and esteem in which Defence, and more particularly the men and women of the ADF, are held with the Australian community: persistent policy failure is corrosive of morale and confidence both inside and outside Defence.


While governments have to be nimble enough to confront unanticipated developments, most new ministers come to the role from a period of opposition with at least some form of policy platform. Even so, it is rare for Australian election campaigns to focus on defence policy, and for it ever to be a subject of intense partisan debate at the time—although the 1966 ‘Vietnam election’ was an exception, as was the intense debate over conscription during World War I. Opposition policy platforms are often sketchy and devoid of detail, sometimes as part of a conscious electoral strategy, but no less regularly from the difficulty of summoning adequate resources for policy development. Once in office, governments are making increasing use of the previously mentioned NSCC to be the engine room of Executive policymaking and implementation in Defence. A notable exception, however, were the sometimes quixotic approaches to policy development of Prime Minister Rudd, who was widely viewed both inside and outside government as running an often dysfunctional policy process.11


The NSCC concentrates defence and security policy in the hands of a small group of ministers—usually the prime minister, deputy prime minister, defence and foreign affairs ministers and the attorney general with others attending as required. It deals with all of the most important policy matters, including at times, decisions to deploy the ADF overseas, senior defence appointments, approval of major equipment purchases and scrutiny of the defence capability plans. While the NSCC is an important innovation in the day-to-day routine of policymaking, for more strategically significant statements of policy, governments continue to prepare and publish defence white papers These were once documents that appeared only sparingly, in for example 1976, 1987 and 1994. In recent years however they have become more frequent with papers being published in 2000, 2009, again in 2013, with another now promised by the incoming Abbott government within the next 18 months. While significant changes in strategic circumstance, either at home or abroad, were once the primary drivers of white papers, the Gillard government’s 2013 Defence White Paper, following so closely on the heels of Rudd’s 2009 Defence White Paper, was widely criticised as serving no more compelling purpose other than positioning the government for the forthcoming 2013 election.12 There can be costs associated with this kind of politicking, not least reduced rather than enhanced domestic policy credibility, serious disruption to the normal routines of policy development within Defence and the wider national security community and finally, confusion and misunderstandings abroad about Australian policy among friends and adversaries alike. None contribute to sound public policy.


To an extent, much the same might be said of the numerous enquiries and reviews to which Defence has been subject in the recent years. Over the last decade few departments of state have been so comprehensively reviewed as Defence. Thus, since 2003 and leaving aside parliamentary reviews, ADF boards of enquiry and Commonwealth audits, there have been over fifteen external reviews within the Defence portfolio covering a wide range of issues from Defence Procurement (2003) through to the Defence Force Posture Review (2012).13 While these reviews often reflect either a measure of policy failure or an unrelated desire for substantive policy reform, the reality is that recent governments seem to have been inclined to take the review path as a political tool to manage internal controversies and challenges. Independent reviews certainly have their place in this connection, and can be important to restoring public confidence in areas where that may have been lost. But arguably, governments and Defence itself have become too dependent on them as a mechanism of governance and need to look closely at other ways to manage challenging internal issues.


Parliament, Interest Groups and Public Opinion


One approach would be to expand the role of the Commonwealth parliament in the management of Australia’s defence. To many, government officials, politicians, security analysts and others this would involve a radical departure from existing practice. As we have seen, by constitutional fiat and custom, the reality in Australia is that political power in defence matters is overwhelmingly in the hands of the Executive arm of government. Parliament’s task is essentially threefold: to provide one or more of Australia’s political parties with a majority on the floor of the House of Representatives, which will enable it or them to form a government with a workable majority; ensuring the passage of any legislation relating to the management and conduct of Australia’s defence, and to provide oversight, scrutiny and accountability of and within the defence portfolio largely through the mechanisms of parliamentary committees.


Parliament is the arena where defence most obviously enters the realm of partisan politics. During the early years of the Commonwealth at the start of the twentieth century, the configuration of Australia’s electoral system and the structure of its political parties often made parliamentary majorities problematic and unstable. Since World War I however, with one or two notable exceptions (the early 1960s and most recently between 2010–13), the post World War II period has delivered more or less reliably stable governments with strong parliamentary majorities. This has enabled Australian governments to manage defence policy with a high degree of confidence that their policy agenda can be implemented. Thus, even in periods of considerable controversy, such as during Australia’s decade long (1962–72) participation in the Vietnam War— and increasingly over the more recent involvement in Afghanistan—governments of the day have had the parliamentary power and authority to sustain sometimes unpopular policies.


Traditionally, Australia’s political parties have adopted rather different approaches to the nation’s defence. While several fringe parties on both the right and left of politics—the Democratic Labor Party and the Nuclear Disarmament Party, for example—have managed to secure election to parliament with radically different agendas on Australia’s defence, among Australia’s mainstream parties—the Liberals and the Nationals (the Coalition parties) on the right and Labor on the left—the spectrum of differences is much narrower. Generally, the Coalition parties are stronger on defence, typically advocating higher defence budgets and a stronger commitment to the Australia-US alliance, for example, than Labor—though in more recent years the differences appear to have narrowed. In opposition, Labor opposed the Howard government’s strong support of US intervention in Iraq, but not its intervention in East Timor in 1999 or the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) in 2003. After the Howard government’s defeat in 2007, Labor’s Rudd and then Gillard government continued Australia’s commitment to Afghanistan, strongly supported the US-led campaign against al-Qaeda and international terrorism and foreshadowed significant increases in defence spending on new ADF capability, especially in air combat and maritime defence.


Whether this convergence in mainstream party opinion over defence is going to be a permanent part of Australia’s political landscape remains to be seen. In the meantime, much of the day-to-day debate over defence policy tends to revolve around administrative competence and the best way to manage the defence capability and force structure changes required by Australia’s transforming strategic environment. On this score, the outgoing Labor government received a considerable amount of criticism for its inability to match the budgetary means of defence to plausible strategic ends.14 This is not a new theme in Australian defence. Indeed, over decades it has been a recurring debate. But in this new era, in a different and increasingly complex strategic environment, it reflects a profound challenge for Australian policymakers, one requiring the kind of innovative thinking that Millar hoped might be stimulated by his book of 1965. Yet, half a century on, there is reason to lament the poverty of strategic debate in Australia. Save for some notable contributions from some of Australia’s most well regarded academics and think tanks, so far little has emerged from the political process to encourage confidence that the nation’s policy choices are being fully reviewed and evaluated.


Yet for all the partisan differences over defence policy in Australia, it tends to be an area of public policy where the gulf between right and left is not always as great as it may seem. A political culture across all shades of Australian politics that reveres Australia’s military history and traditions, holds the men and women serving in the ADF in high esteem, and tends to be cautious about playing too much politics with the sensitivities of national security, serves as a restraint on the potential excesses of political partisanship and debate. On the other hand, a party seeming to traduce any of these closely held values is fair political game. Thus, prior to the 2013 federal election a policy proposal from the then opposition to install a senior military officer as the head of a new command structure to police and manage Australia’s border security (an idea said to be militarising an essentially civilian area of public policy) was widely criticised, including by Labor ministers and lobby groups such as the Australian Defence Association.15 There is little evidence, however, that the public was excessively troubled by the plan, and following the election, the new Abbott government promptly implemented it.


One of the factors that constrains the role of parliament in the conduct of Australian defence policy and correspondingly enhances the power of the Executive is the absence of a frequent need for the passage of defence legislation. Periodically, special pieces of legislation are required to follow through on policy initiatives, such as the creation of an Australian Military Court and on occasions amendments are required to the Defence Act 1903, but governments are able to accomplish a great deal in defence by the passage of the annual appropriation or budget bills, which underwrite the portfolio’s massive financial demands on the public purse. Most notable here is the absence of any constitutional requirement forcing a government to seek parliamentary approval for the deployment of Australian forces abroad. While controversial at different times in Australian history and although called for on occasions, governments, not surprisingly, have shown little interest in such a reform, making any change in this direction in future highly unlikely.


Further limiting parliamentary engagement on defence issues is the relatively modern practice of governments making less and less use of parliament as a forum for defence debates. Increasingly, policy statements are made outside the parliament, as was the case with the introduction of the 2013 Defence White Paper, which was launched in an aircraft hangar at Fairbairn airport amid an array of impressive defence weaponry and a large contingent of the media, military brass and civilian Defence officials.16 The parliament’s 2010 debate on Afghanistan was a rare moment when a government of the day thought to give parliamentarians an opportunity to discuss and dilate on a matter of wide interest to the public and important to the conduct of Australian defence policy. As defence analyst Peter Jennings has noted, the growing tendency to take the defence into the public domain and beyond the reach of parliament is troubling, for the disrespect it demonstrates to both parliament and parliamentarians, and the avoidance of parliamentary accountability, which is at the core of Australia’s system of responsible government.17


Yet, not all is lost in this regard. Although parliamentary question time is a much-diminished institution of Executive accountability, parliament’s role is, to an extent, preserved in an extensive system of parliamentary committees. While backbench committees and some individual parliamentarians may have a role in policy debates, these are the exception, as it is the committee system that stands out as the locus of political action. Although infrequent, any piece of defence legislation is almost certain to be scrutinised by at least one committee, usually from the Senate, before its passage into law. Beyond that however, other committees do important and valuable work. The Joint Standing Committee of Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade, for example, was established originally by resolution of the parliament in 1951. It not only has a specific responsibility to scrutinise the Annual Defence Report, but wide powers of investigation and enquiry though the issues it pursues need to be approved by the minister. In recent years, however, the committee has investigated a wide range of defence matters including the Middle East Area of Operations. A more recently established committee is the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security, the only committee of the parliament requiring members to be approved by the prime minister. This committee’s mandate is to scrutinise the work of Australia’s intelligence community, including those agencies within defence—the Defence Intelligence Organisation, the Australian Signals Directorate and the Defence Imagery and Geospatial Organisation.


Of longer standing and arguably of more immediate significance are several senate committees. The Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee has developed an impressive record of parliamentary review in recent years through enquiries on issues such as naval shipbuilding (2006) and, perhaps most impressively, its long investigation into Australia’s military justice system, which proposed a long list of reforms to the culture of abuse which had become widely established within Defence. Hardly less important is the Senate Estimates process, through which three times a year—February, June and October—in relation to defence, the Senate Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade committee transforms itself in to a mechanism to investigate the operations of government through an examination of government budgetary allocations. The process requires the attendance before the committee of the most senior (and sometime more junior) management of defence, both military and civilian, to answer questions on virtually any issues relating to the conduct of the portfolio. If the process is benign in terms of matters it might discover (which is often the case), on occasions it can expose egregious failures of policy. Such outcomes can cost individuals, including ministers, their job—as occurred in 2009 when the incumbent defence minister, Joel Fitzgibbon, resigned his position following committee revelations relating to his conduct as a minister.


The value in these enquiry processes is that they permit detailed and sustained investigation of defence policy issues by the parliament to which the Executive arm of government is responsible. Generally, this demands the calling of submissions from agencies as well as interested members of the public, the taking of oral evidence and eventually the presentation to the parliament of a report made publically available. The process is educative of parliament and public alike, and imposes the discipline of accountability on the Executive. Often the power of this process is all the more significant for the fact that committees in this area of public policy, often manage to produce consensus reports with unanimous policy recommendations.


Interest Groups


In Australia, the political landscape of defence is densely populated by a wide array of individuals and interest groups which while not necessarily sharing a common philosophical outlook on defence, are at least united in their general desire to try and shape the public policy debate, and often the direction of defence policy. These groups can be categorised in several different ways, but a useful approach divides them into four. First, and perhaps the most recognisable, are the members of the defence and security policy community who are generally professionally engaged in the analysis of Australia’s defence and foreign policy. This group includes think tanks with a specific interest in defence and foreign policy such as the ASPI, the Lowy Institute for International Policy, the Kokoda Foundation and the Australian Defence Association. All have a wealth of analysts: for example, Peter Jennings from ASPI, who publishes actively and appears regularly in the media; retired defence force officers—among them Admiral Chris Barrie, and Generals Peter Leahy, Jim Molan and John Cantwell; and a wide range of academic commentators, generally with university affiliations and often from research centres such as the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at the Australian National University. Most prominent among them are Professors Des Ball, Paul Dibb, Hugh White and Brendan Taylor. Beyond the defence specialists are a significant number of individuals from other academic disciplines whose work often tracks important defence debates.


A second interest group covers the specialist defence correspondents employed by Australia’s media outlets—Paul Kelly, Brendan Nicholson, Greg Sheridan, John Kerin and Cameron Stewart among others who are well informed (and connected) and write regularly, and usually authoritatively, on defence issues.


Third, are the service veteran’s groups, whose ranks are generally made up of those who at some stage have served in the defence forces and are now members of clubs and associations whose mandates can be wide, but are often focused on securing improved conditions and benefits for members. These include the Returned Services League, the Vietnam Veterans Association and the Submariners Association.


Finally, interest groups are completed by business and industry enterprises, often defence contractors who are either suppliers or hope to be suppliers of defence equipment to the defence forces. The industry sector in defence includes a large number of players ranging in size from the global corporations such as Boeing, Thales and Raytheon to a vast number of mainly small and medium Australian enterprises. It also includes state governments, many of which— South Australia perhaps most notably—actively promote their defence industries as a matter of state trade and investment policy.
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