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China's economic rise will transform Australia's strategic circumstances, argues Hugh White. Several times in our short history Australia has faced major shifts in strategic circumstances, and made major changes in defence policy in response. The decline of British power in the late 19th century, post-colonial Asia's emergence after 1945, and our allies' withdrawal from South-East Asia in the 1970s: each impelled us to reconsider what we expected of our armed forces. 
The big questions for defence policy today are whether China's rise means another such tectonic change, and what we can do about it. These questions will be central to the government's eagerly awaited defence white paper and are being hotly debated inside and outside government. It is a necessary debate, and a hard one. It will test our ability to think clearly about our place in the world and our armed forces. 
I believe that we do indeed face a major strategic transformation. 
China's rise does not threaten us directly but, if it is sustained, it will change the way Asia works. It will undermine US primacy, which has kept the region stable and Australia safe over the past four decades. 
If we are lucky, Asia's US-led order will be replaced by one just as peaceful. But there is a risk Asia will slide towards increasing strategic competition and conflict, in which the chances of Australia being involved in war would clearly rise. 
This is the kind of risk that defence policy should address. The armed forces that have served us well over the past four peaceful decades would be much less adequate should this risk eventuate, and we need to ask if we should build more capability in case it does. 
I have suggested that a refocused force, costing significantly, but not unaffordably, more than we now spend would give us a better capacity to defend ourselves and protect wider interests if Asia becomes more contested. 
There is something of a consensus about two contrary propositions: that China's rise does not significantly change our strategic circumstances; and that, if it does, there is nothing our defence policy can or should do about it. 

Let's look at these two positions. First, while nothing is inevitable, it is probable that China's economy will approach and even overtake America's. Every aspect of our defence policy assumes the US will be dominant in Asia forever. Those who argue we can continue to assume US dominance need to explain how it will remain credible if China's economy keeps growing. 
Some argue US armed forces will remain stronger than China's, and the US will thus remain dominant. This overlooks the central place of economic power in strategic relationships and exaggerates the political potency of armed forces. 
Can the US enforce by arms a primacy it no longer has the economic power to command? I doubt it. 
It also misreads the shifting military balance. The question is not whether US forces are bigger or better than China's, but whether the US can achieve its operational aims at acceptable levels of cost and risk. 
And there the trends are stark: already Chinese naval capabilities significantly inhibit US naval options and, within a decade, US carriers may no longer be risked within range of China's submarines. That does not make the US powerless, but it does put a big dent in its primacy. 
Second, then, can defence policy do anything about a change in our strategic circumstances as China's power grows? Many of our defence experts assume it cannot. 
This view takes two forms. Some argue we are too busy dealing with today's crises to think much about the future. Others find it unthinkable that our defence forces could ever look much different from the way they do today. 
Neither of these positions seems correct to me. We do face pressing issues in Afghanistan and elsewhere, but that should not and must not stop us looking ahead at the long-term direction of our defence policy. That, after all, is what a white paper is supposed to be all about. 
And how can we be so sure that Australia has no military options that can manage risks in a more contested Asia? 
The idea that Australia cannot defend itself is as old as its defence policy. The history of that policy is the story of attempts to overcome the real constraints we face, exploit our advantages, and see how much can be done. Back in the 1970s, Jim Killen said we couldn't defend Botany Bay on a sunny Sunday afternoon. Paul Dibb and others proved him wrong, and showed how a measure of self-reliance was possible in those circumstances. 

Today we face the same question under different circumstances. Our task is to do what Dibb did then. 
Certainly it will be difficult - as it was then. We must overcome the immense inertia in our defence policy and the ossification of our defence debate. We must think more carefully about what tasks our forces need to be able to do, and focus on the most cost-effective ways to do them. We will have to manage our defence forces much more efficiently and spend more money as well. 
None of this will be easy, but why assume in advance that it cannot be done? Why not first look carefully at how it might be done? Australia may end up following New Zealand's lead and abandon any attempt to exercise independent strategic weight in our region but, surely, before we take that step, we should look hard at the alternatives. 
This is why the defence white paper is so important. It would take several decades to reshape the defence force, so decisions are needed now. Kevin Rudd clearly believes China's rise is transformational, so the question is whether he does try to reshape Australia's forces in response, or sticks with the status quo beloved by the defence establishment. 
* Hugh White is a Lowy Institute visiting fellow and professor of strategic studies at the Australian National University. His paper, A Focused Force: Australia's Defence Priorities in the Asian Century, was published last week by the institute. 

