We need a real defence debate

The decision to reinforce Australia’s military
commitment to rebuilding Iraq has naturally excited
further argument over the validity of joining the
March 2003 coalition intervention. Much of this argument
is not ‘public debate’ because each side tends to talk at
each other rather than about the real issues. The overall
effect is an unfortunate degree of political polarisation and
subjective emotion that has not been seen since the early
1970s Vietnam controversies.

Vietnam neutered effective public debate on defence
for years afterwards and still echoes among those whose
strategic perceptions are still shaped by that war, rather
than today’s strategic realities. Political polarisation always
threatens the detached and long-term perspectives needed
to consider, plan and resource our defence effectively.

Back in 1975 the ADA was founded, as an independent
and non-partisan public interest watchdog, in an attempt
to mitigate such polarisation and further genuine debate
over the long term. We believe the following points are
worth making.

In war circumstances change quickly and commitments
by any government not to become more or less deeply
involved can only ever be provisional.

Irrespective of how or why we became involved in Iraq,
dwelling on the claimed rights or wrongs of the matter only
obscures objective consideration of the current strategic
question; whether we have a responsibility to assist with
resolving the current situation in that country and, if so, how
we could best do this?

Geostrategic and operational similarities and differences
between the Iraq and Vietnam wars were discussed in the
Winter 2004 Defender. In general, claims that the
insurgency in Iraq resembles the ‘insurgency quagmire’
of Vietnam tend to be made by those with an insufficient
knowledge of either war.

Of crucial importance to the wider defence debate is
the main reason why we have not contributed large
conventional ground forces—because we can’t!

Our long-term neglect of defence resourcing means the
Army, for example, is not suitably equipped to deploy and
sustain a brigade, or even a battalion group, in a mid to
high intensity conflict.

We can only send a small force, without tanks or attack
helicopters, to a relatively quiet area of Iraq for a comparatively
short time. The disgraceful neglect of our defence revealed
by these inadequacies must be urgently reversed before the
Army has to be committed in greater numbers in a similar or
worse situation, and probably one closer to home.

We cannot avoid ‘foreign entanglements’ by configuring
the defence force so it is incapable of being deployed overseas.
In most cases, threats to Australian national interests will
normally mean the ADF will have to be deployed anyway.

Service personnel should not be exposed to harm
unnecessarily because Australians sitting safely at home seek
to avoid ‘foreign entanglements’ by keeping the ADF ill-
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A Tiger armed reconnaissance helicopter, delivered to the
Australian army in December 2004, flying over Brisbane.
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equipped or understrength. There is, of course, always the
opposite risk of governments being tempted to use the ADF
unnecessarily if it is configured to maximise its strategic utility.
The bottom line of the conundrum is surely that the greater
risks and deeper moral dangers lie in the first rather than the
second temptation.

The inadequacies in our defence preparedness revealed
by the Iraq war should be a fundamental part of a new and
real defence debate. ¢
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