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Pundits are already searching for a political subtext behind yesterday's prime ministerial 
announcement that the defence white paper is to be brought forward by a year to mid-2013. 
 
Is the government making early preparations for a pre-election white paper that will help it look tough 
on national security? Does Defence Minister Stephen Smith, with eyes on a bigger job, want to 
burnish his policy credentials? 
 
To make an honest judgment about this, it's worth considering the merits of the government's stated 
reasons for hurrying up the white paper. 
 
The explanation offered by the government has two big international themes at its heart: the 
economic and strategic rise of Asia and the global financial crisis. 
 
The first theme is now well established in this Labor government's world view. The rise of new powers 
in Asia informed the 2009 defence white paper (which recommended a doubling of our submarine 
fleet, a move widely read as being in reaction to China's military growth) and last year led Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard to commission an Australia in the Asian Century white paper. 
 
Yet Indonesia's transformation began in the 1990s, China has been rising for 30 years now and Asia's 
"tigers" (South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore) began their rise even earlier. It's not as if 
the Asian century has snuck up on us, even if it is flavour of the month. 
 
Nor have the demands of the Asian century been urgent enough to prompt an early withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. We've waited for the Americans to make their move first, and they are now beginning 
their own "pivot" away from the Middle East and Central Asia and towards the Asia-Pacific region. 
 
If the Asian-century reasoning behind bringing forward the white paper looks a little thin, what about 
the GFC angle? 
 
The government says the last white paper was completed before the GFC had unfolded, and, given 
the scale of that crisis, one is tempted to give the government a pass here. Yet the government's 
media release refers to the fact that the GFC forced the US, the UK and Canada to cut their defence 
budgets, as if it's therefore self-evident that Australia should follow. 
 
But given the GFC only struck us a glancing blow while hitting all those countries in the small of the 
back, why are we comparing ourselves to them? In fact, if our major ally is suffering cuts and our 
region is growing, wouldn't that imply a defence increase is called for rather than the cut the 
government presaged yesterday? 
 
It's hard to escape the conclusion that for all the talk of a "methodical review", the government is 
actually cutting the defence budget to help it reach its vaunted surplus. 
 
Still, sometimes a bad process throws up good policy, and in announcing a delay to the Joint Strike 
Fighter (JSF) program, Smith has done the right thing. Not only is that program in deep trouble, we 
don't need those fighters yet. 
 
We still have the predominant air force in south-east Asia and can keep that mantle with upgrades to 
our existing fleet and by buying cheaper new jets such as the Super Hornet. 
 
And for all the talk of China's military expansion, it is still years, perhaps decades, away from being 
able to project the kind of force into our part of the region that would require us to have stealthy JSFs 
in large numbers. Much better to hedge with a very small purchase over a longer timetable; who 
knows, a cheaper, more advanced solution might come along in the meantime. 



 
That brings us to yesterday's other big defence announcement: the decision to spend $214 million on 
further studies leading to the purchase of 12 new submarines. 
 
Given the eventual scale of this project, it is stupefying that the government has, at the outset, 
dismissed the option of building the boats overseas. No, they must be built in South Australia, even 
though this will cost billions of dollars more. 
 
Again, though, the deeper strategic reasoning is sound. Although China can't really project much 
military power beyond its shores yet, the one partial exception is in submarines — China is building a 
lot of reasonably advanced subs and has started deploying them more frequently. If we want to 
counter that threat and also have some strategic leverage, the best solution is to have a strong 
submarine fleet of our own. 
 
And if we ever get into a shooting war alongside the Americans in our region, it is submarines that will 
carry decisive strategic weight, not a squadron or two of fighters, and not the amphibious force we are 
planning to build. 
 
Still, even where the strategy is right, the gap between strategy and capability is immense. There are 
serious questions over whether we can build 12 submarines in the time we need them, and then 
whether we can crew that many boats. 
 
The government has stumbled into a few good defence policy decisions, but nothing that transpired 
yesterday should inspire much confidence that we have a coherent strategy or the means to enact it. 
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