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The past five years have been strange ones in Australia's defence planning. We have spent more 
and more money building the armed forces, but it has become less and less clear what we are 
building them to do. The least serious result is that a lot of money is being wasted. The bigger risk 
is that we are losing the opportunity to build the forces we will need in coming decades.   
 
The confusion began in 2001. For a while after September 11 it seemed the main job of the 
Australian Defence Force would be to hunt terrorists, but it soon became clear that the war on 
terrorism was going to be a job for police and intelligence agencies rather than soldiers. Then we 
thought that the Bush Doctrine was the shape of the future, and that the defence force needed to 
be reshaped to support US forces as they fought for freedom against the axis of evil. That, too, 
has proved to be an illusion. There will be no more Iraqs for a while.   
 
So now we have a chance to go back to basics and sort out more clearly what the defence force 
should be built to do. We find a complex picture. For the past 15 years two big, long-term trends 
have been reshaping Australia's strategic environment and redefining its defence needs.   
 
The first is the flood of "new" problems which have arisen not between nations but within them - 
state failure, terrorism, separatism, insurgencies. These problems kept the defence force busy in 
places such as Somalia and Cambodia even before September 11 and, of course, in Iraq and 
Afghanistan since then. More recently this trend has hit Australia hardest in its own backyard. The 
defence force is increasingly responding to instability in the neighbourhood - today East Timor, 
the Solomon Islands, Tonga and Fiji; tomorrow, perhaps, Papua New Guinea.   
 
The second trend is very different. Economic growth in China and India and Japan's hunger for a 
bigger strategic role are transforming Asia. This puts strain on the Asian international system - the 
set of balances and understandings that have kept the peace in Asia for the past 30 years and 
underpinned its stability and prosperity. Asia's strategic balance, and the US role in it, will need to 
adapt to the new power realities. Maybe that will happen peacefully - and certainly everyone has 
good reason to try to make sure it does. But there is a risk - perhaps quite a serious risk - that the 
process of adjustment will be turbulent - and even violent. That would mean a return to the "old" 
security agenda of conventional wars.   
 
Our defence policy needs to respond to both these trends. The defence force will be called upon 
repeatedly to undertake more of the kinds of "new" operations it is undertaking right now across 
the "arc of instability" and beyond. But it also needs to be prepared as best it can for the 
possibility that the Asian Century turns out to pose a lot of "old" threats.   
 
Both these trends pull us away from the close focus on the defence of Australia that 
characterised defence policies in the 1970s and '80s. To meet either type of threat we need 
forces designed to deploy beyond our shores. We have moved beyond the "defence of Australia". 
That is why the tired old debate between "expeditionary" and "continental" strategic concepts has 
been irrelevant. The question now is not whether our forces are built to defend wider interests, 
but which interests do we defend, and how?   
 
Here we face deep problems, because the two big trends shaping our defence needs pull in 
diametrically opposed directions. The "new" security threats demand we build a bigger and lighter 
army. For peacekeeping, stabilisation and policing in places such as East Timor we need lots of 
soldiers, well- but lightly armed.   



 
But if Asia turns turbulent, that kind of defence force will do little for us. To defend Australia's 
interests in Asia we need high-tech air and naval forces. Despite our Anzac traditions, Australia's 
army will always be too weak to protect our interests in Asia. It is the air and naval forces - which 
make us the major maritime power south of China and east of India - that will give Australia 
strategic weight if the international order in Asia breaks down in coming decades.   
 
Obviously we need to do a bit of both. We need a bigger light army to help keep order in our 
immediate neighbourhood and we need the air and naval forces to maintain Australia's strategic 
weight in conventional conflict. That costs a lot of money. The Government has been generous 
with defence but the sad fact is that every dollar can only be spent once and unless we spend 
each dollar carefully we cannot afford to meet both strategic imperatives at a realistic price.   
 
We have been spending the dollars rather carelessly recently. Heavy Abrams tanks, big, 
vulnerable new destroyers, huge amphibious ships, and giant transport aircraft have all been 
planned or bought without careful thought as to whether they will make the most cost-effective 
contribution to our long-term defence needs. What we need to do is define as clearly as possible 
how we meet both the old and the new security threats and shape our forces much more carefully 
to maximise the military's strategic weight in relation to each of them.   
 
 
 
 
 
Hugh White is a visiting fellow at the Lowy Institute and Professor of Strategic Studies at ANU. 
His paper Beyond the Defence of Australia is being published by the Lowy Institute this week. 


