
ANNEX B

A BRIEF HISTORY OF AUSTRALIAN

MILITARY STRATEGY

Since Federation in 1901, Australia has had four broad national military
strategies: integration in Imperial (and later Commonwealth) Defence (1901-42
and 1945-69), Forward Defence (1955-72), Defence of Australia (1973-1997) and
Regional Defence (1997 onwards). Changes in broad strategy tended to be
gradual, and there was considerable, and at times even dissonant, overlap
during the transition periods. Each strategy was a response to the circumstances
of the era in which it was formulated, and each was heavily influenced by
domestic economic, social and political considerations rather than solely driven
by an objective view of strategic reality. A common theme throughout, in both
theory and practice, has been the desire to forestall the development of a direct
threat to mainland Australia.

Traditionally, the debates about Australia’s strategic policy have centred on the
alternative concept of continental or forward defence. Historically Australia has
depended on collective security arrangements with its allies.1

Under the Imperial, and later Commonwealth, defence strategies, Australia
maintained a small, predominantly part-time Army for the land defence of key
points in Australia and a navy that was intended to mobilise as a fully
integrated element of the Royal Navy in a global role. British strategic
seapower, and especially the perception of such power, provided for
Australia’s strategic and regional security. Australia responded to major wars
by raising ad hoc expeditionary land forces to fight as a contingent of a larger
Commonwealth force. In the 1920s and 1930s this strategy became overly
centred on a single strategic gamble known as the Singapore Strategy, which was
fiercely debated among the Services and within Government. Its adoption was
largely predicated on Government reluctance to fund the military, naval and air
power necessary for Australia to have a sufficient degree of strategic (and
operational) independence.

1. ANZUS-Australian, New Zealand, United States Treaty; SEATO-South-East Asia Treaty
Organization; FPDA-Five Power Defence Arrangements.



Imperial defence strategy became steadily untenable once the British Empire’s
strategic alliance with Japan was abandoned in 1921, and enmity subsequently
developed. As British economic power declined, the Royal Navy and Royal Air
Force could not be maintained in sufficient strength in both the European and
Eastern theatres. The fall of Singapore to the Japanese in early 1942 vindicated
much of the critical strategic analysis proposed by senior Army and Air Force
officers throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

During 1941 and 1942, Australia’s limited national means were quickly
redeployed in the direct defence of mainland Australia. For the first time,
invasion of Australia became a real possibility following repeated attacks on the
mainland. This experience focused the Government’s attention on the critical
importance of the archipelagos of South-East Asia and the South-West Pacific to
Australian security. Having fought side-by-side in the Pacific campaigns, the
United States and Australia became important allies. The events of 1942
highlighted the need to find the right balance between security through alliance
with stronger partners and a sufficient measure of self-reliance.

After World War II, Australia gradually adopted a strategy of Forward Defence,
which reflected both the traumatic World War II experiences and the Australian
Government’s focus on instability in Asia. The spread of communism through
wars of invasion and sponsored insurgencies, and the weakness of the
emergent nation-states of South-East Asia were of particular concern. The
mid-1960s also saw Australia complete its transition from reliance on Great
Britain to alliance with the United States. The creation after World War II of a
small but more readily useable regular Army, and of more broadly employable
maritime and air forces, also acknowledged the need to increase the element of
self-reliance in Australia’s defence capability.

Strategic failure in Vietnam in the early 1970s resulted in a reassessment by both
Australia and the United States of their respective commitments to support
allies in Asia directly. President Nixon’s 1969 Guam Doctrine had already noted
that, while the United States remained committed to the Asia-Pacific region, the
nations of the region should not assume that the Unites States would commit
combat troops to their defence.

In the aftermath of Australia’s withdrawal from Vietnam in 1971-72, and from
forward bases in Singapore in 1973 and Malaysia in 1985, a gradual but
continual reassessment of Australia’s military strategy occurred; this
reassessment was concurrent with growing strategic and economic stability in
much of South-East Asia. Beginning with the debate over the Fortress Australia
concept in the late 1960s, this transitional phase culminated in the Dibb Review
of 1986, in which a strategy termed Defence of Australia was developed and
adopted. Defence of Australia re-articulated a concept of defence-in-depth, with



the main effort focused on the defeat of an adversary in what was narrowly
termed the sea-air gap immediately to Australia’s north.

Since Australia’s Strategic Review 1993, Australia has, however, generally
moved towards a more proactive approach to meeting its security needs.
Beginning with Australia’s Strategic Policy 1997, and expanded in the Defence
White Paper Defence 2000: Our Future Defence Force, there was a long overdue
reassessment of where and in what circumstances the direct defence of
mainland Australia and Australian interests actually begins. Australian defence
policy now openly recognises that a secure Australia depends on a secure
region. By working in cooperation with regional states, Australia is best placed
to prevent potential threats arising, deal with them when they first arise and do
so in a way that maximises Australia’s strategic space.

Australian strategic policy is now based on a maritime concept of strategy that
acknowledges that Australia’s defence closely involves the sea-land-air gap of
the archipelagos to Australia’s north and north-east (the nearer region) in
particular, and recognition of Australia’s security interdependence with the
wider Asia-Pacific region.

At the same time, Australian participation in a number of US-led coalition
forces, such as the 1990-91 Gulf War and stability operations in Somalia
during 1993, demonstrates Australia’s commitment to broader world
stability through assistance to allies and the principle of collective security as
embodied in the United Nations Charter. Future Australian military
commitments will almost certainly be part of regional and broader
coalitions, both established and ad hoc.

Coupled with this proactive regional approach and Australia’s coalition
commitments, there has been an increased involvement by Australian forces in
United Nations peacekeeping missions, most notably the East Timor operation.
The increased ethnic and social conflicts in failed states during the 1990s have
broadened the role and expectations of the United Nations. It is expected that
collective security operations in such situations will become increasingly
common in the early 21st century, and this will place additional operational
calls on the ADF—particularly the Army.

As a founding member of the United Nations in 1945, Australia maintains a
strong commitment to its responsibilities under the collective security
mechanisms laid down in the United Nations Charter. This commitment
reflects not only the foreign policy aim of being a ‘good international citizen’,
but the desire to build a strong rules-based international system that would be
to Australia’s advantage.
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