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Blogging a dead horse
All wars are ultimately contests of will and end when one 

side gives up. What is more, democracies can only wage war 
successfully if popular support for continuing to fight persists. 
This used to occur readily in Australia, particularly in the era 
when many adult Australians had fought or lived through 
World War II – and consequently had first-hand experience 
of war and how Australia’s strategic vulnerabilities could 
end up directly affecting their day-to-day lives.

The situation in Iraq, although still far from ideal, 
continues to improve and Australia is consequently scaling 
down its military involvement there. The focus of public 
attention – where it exists – naturally now turns to our 
participation in the UN-endorsed, NATO-led, Western 
Coalition effort in Afghanistan.

Depending on the question asked, and its assumptions, 
opinion polling trends seem to show that public support for 
Australia’s military efforts in Afghanistan is declining. And 
that the rate of decline might be increasing. Given that the 
Afghanistan commitment, unlike Iraq, had been strongly 
supported generally – and by the major parties on both sides 
of politics – from the start, the reasons for these apparent 
trends need to be pursued and actively reversed.

Some of this opposition, of course, is due to unadulterated 
anti-Americanism even when disguised as anti-Bushism. 
This underlies much of the cultural and psychological 
transference of opposition to the Iraq war across to the one 
in Afghanistan.

The major contributor to the problem, however, has 
been the reluctance or inability of the previous Howard 
Government, or the new Rudd one, to argue the case for 
being in Afghanistan well enough to stop, slow or reverse 
public opinion trends.

This is not helped by limited public knowledge about the 
war or Afghanistan, or the potential wider consequences of 
losing both the war and the country. Perversely, in fact, the 
lack of knowledge or understanding leads many to question 
our motives for being there on quite nebulous grounds – and 
then to criticise our involvement and advocate withdrawal for 
equally simplistic reasons. To paraphrase G.K. Chesterton, 
when someone ceases to believe in a cause they do not believe 
in nothing, they believe in everything.

As the Spring 2007 Defender discussed, globalisation of 
information flows using the Web also has a downside in that 
it has allowed extremists, conspiracy theorists, the ignorant 
and the plain nasty to meet, keep in touch and spread their 
various messages of stupidity, lunacy and bile. With much 
of the blogging ostensibly “discussing” Australia’s military 
commitment to Afghanistan, for example, the collapse of 
informed and effective public debate shown has to be seen 
to be believed.

But no matter whether this dearth of informed debate 
results from ignorance, bias, malevolence or lack of empathy 
for the struggling people of Afghanistan, it thrives because of 
an intellectual and moral vacuum otherwise. The Australian 
Government, and Opposition, need to desist from party-
political point-scoring on such defence and strategic issues. 

They need to put the national interest first and actively 
argue the case for our necessarily long-term commitment 
to the physical, cultural and psycho-social rebuilding of 
Afghanistan.

Finally, it is also too easy to blame the often patchy media 
coverage and commentary for the lack of information, interest 
and proper debate generally. The Australian people deserve 
and need to know what our troops in Afghanistan are actually 
doing in detail, especially at the grassroots level of helping 
the Afghans to help themselves. Even within the obvious 
constraints of operational security much more information 
could and should be released by the Government and the 
ADF. If this is not done, we risk losing the war in Afghanistan 
back here in Australia.  
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Sir: Bill Mellor [letters, Defender, Spring 2007] hit the nail 
on the head about the difference in potential effect of the 
similarities shared by our new deputy prime minister, and her 
Coalition predecessor, concerning their apparent dearth of 
interest and expertise in defence or strategic policy matters. 
But after 12 years of uninterrupted government by one side 
of politics, and therefore 12 years in opposition by the other, 
is this really that surprising?

Particularly when we consider the number of leadership 
changes and shadow cabinet reshuffles in the then Labor 
Opposition in recent years. The opportunity for potential 
party leaders and potential prime ministers to gain experience 
across the three great offices of state (treasury, foreign affairs 
and defence) was obviously limited – and shadow portfolios 
are a pale imitation of the real thing anyway.

Even the current prime minister has experience in only 
one of them (foreign affairs) and only then as the shadow 
spokesman. His Coalition predecessor as PM had previously 
been a treasurer only. This is not unusual, of course, as no 
long-term Australian prime minister has held more than 
one of the three portfolios in office or in opposition before 
becoming PM.

Arthur Fadden had previously been Treasurer and a 
Minister for Air (responsible for the RAAF) but was prime 
minister for only five weeks. Gough Whitlam was fill-in 
Treasurer and Minister for Foreign Affairs for a week or so 
in late 1972 but this was after he became prime minister. 
He did retain the Foreign Affairs portfolio until 1974. Most 
previous prime ministers have been Treasurers beforehand, 
with Malcolm Fraser having been a Minister for Defence 
and a Minister for the Army, and John Gorton having been 
a Minister for the Navy.

But government in the modern era brings its own 
realities and experiences. The new Labor government is also 
governing at a time when our defence force is operationally 
committed in several theatres of war so the experiences of 
defence matters are not theoretical or contingency ones. The 
deputy prime minister is a member of the national security 
committee of Cabinet, so it can be assumed she is now 
gaining considerable exposure to most important defence, 
foreign affairs and other national security matters.

It may be ideal for prime ministers to have had previous 
experience in each of the treasury, foreign affairs and defence 
portfolios, or even at least two of them, but this has not 
happened in the modern era of Australian politics. With the 
exception of Bob Hawke, of course, no one has become PM 

without previously handling at least one of the three and then 
generally in government rather than opposition.

Richard Massie 
New South Wales

Sir: The ADA’s doubts about the practicality or efficacy of 
the Parliament, not Cabinet, exercising the constitutional 
war-making power (Defender, Spring 2007) are well 
founded. The positions espoused by the minority parties often 
holding the balance of power in the Senate are, by definition, 
unrepresentative of the country at large even before the actual 
logic or morality of their arguments is examined.

In a case where the majority of the parliament was strongly 
against military action this would mean one of the major 
parties was so opposed. A deeply unpopular war would 
surely be quickly ended anyway by political and moral 
pressure and, in the final analysis, by parliament’s control 
of the purse strings.

Mark Weaver 
South Australia 

Sir: With regard to the point raised by Bruce Dowse [letters, 
Defender, Spring 2007], I am reminded of the statement by 
Marshal of the RAF Sir John Slessor in 1950:

It is customary in democratic countries to deplore 
expenditure on armament as conflicting with the 
requirements of the social services. There is a tendency 
to forget that the most important social service that a 
government can do for its people is to keep them alive 
and free.

Kay Hamilton 
New South Wales

Sir: Bruce Dowse makes eminent sense about defence 
investment and why it must be quarantined from arbitrary 
spending cuts or indeed any serious reductions. Most 
Australian taxpayers (and voters) are probably unaware of 
the extent of the inadequate investment in defence throughout 
most of the last 35 years or so, including savage cuts at 
times, or that the real-term increases of the last few years are 
essential to catch up for these decades of neglect.

Governments of both types got away with this for so long 
because the ADF had no major operational commitments 
from 1972 to 1999 and most Australians were not focused 
on defence matters. They should not be allowed to get away 
with it now.
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The problem of public perceptions is now taking an 
unfortunate new turn. The truth about the ‘catch-up’ needed 
seems counter-intuitive to many. This is partly due to the 
additional political and media publicity given to defence 
spending over recent years. And, it must be said, because of 
costly procurement bungles such as the Seasprite helicopter or 
controversial purchases such as the Super Hornet fighter.

The other major cause of public confusion, however, is 
that spending in other areas of government is not as visible 
or as readily measureable in everyday terms by the taxpaying 
public. The far larger sums expended each week on social 
security, for example, are largely hidden from public view 
even when minor examples of inappropriate spending on 
an individual level may be witnessed. Any waste or even 
extravagance involved is not readily visible to the taxpayer, 
at least in the macro-economic sense.

It is easy for taxpayers to conclude wrongly that more is 
being spent on defence (by the federal government) than is 
being spent on social security, health and education (by the 
federal and state governments), when far more is actually 
expended in these latter three areas. That much of this 
spending is done by or through the states and territories hides 
this from public view.

Recent history has taught us again that cuts in defence 
spending become exponentially more expensive in the long 
term, as the amount of funding needed to catch-up is added 
to the inflationary needs of the spending required just to 
maintain the status quo

The Government, and especially the Minister for Defence, 
need to emphasise the importance of continuing (and even 
increasing) current levels of defence investment, and why 
the current levels of funding are vital to redress a very long 
period of neglect.

Peter Snowdon 
Queensland

Sir: I agree with Rear Admiral Peter Briggs [Defender, Spring 
2007] that the Collins class submarines must be replaced. 
There would surely be few strategic experts or laymen in 
Australia that would disagree with him.

I am somewhat more sceptical that a future submarine 
force, in the limited numbers of boats that we can probably 
afford and actually man, would be able to deliver the degree 
of serious strategic sting that he claims they will.

This is not because these submarines will probably not 
use nuclear propulsion, nor because of doubt that they will 
not be strategic in terms of their range of action. It is more 
that the conventional torpedoes and missiles that they would 
carry will not deliver the strategic effects needed to warrant 
the term sting in the strategic as opposed to the operational 
or tactical sense.

Stephen Ford 
Queensland

Editor’s Note: The second of Peter Briggs’ two articles on 
next-generation submarine requirements is at page 12.

Sir: I found the article Fixing Defence’s Most Expensive 
Mis-Step by Robert Marlowe [Defender, Spring 2007] 
both enlightening and insightful. While I do not accept all 
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of his considerations, I would have to agree that his final 
recommendation does make eminent sense.

The processes leading to the decisions taken so far in 
a project of such major significance to the defence force, 
and Australia, have been seriously flawed to say the least. 
Continuing delays in the JSF program and the acquisition 
of the F-18F give justification and time to review those 
decisions. This could best be done by a formal evaluation 
of the available contenders for the next major air weapons 
system for the ADF, rather than another internal review.

Defence capability development and acquisition 
processes, while lengthy and involved, at least provide a 
rational base for decision making. The “hip shot” decisions 
taken so far which have led to the current situation indicate 
just how important it is to follow a structured and rational 
approach.

If the approach recommended by Marlowe were adopted, 
it would settle things down and allow rational consideration 
of other options including the F-22, should it be made 
available to the ADF.

My personal view is that Australia needs a Strike 
capability and while the F-22 is without doubt the pre-
eminent air superiority fighter available at the moment, I 
have not seen it deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan, nor have 
I seen the air superiority aircraft it is replacing, the F15, 
similarly deployed.

However, my view is as flawed as that of any one else 
outside of the loop and I would welcome a full competition 
which critically examines where we are, and where we want 
to go, in a true appreciation of what is best for this country. 
Perhaps we could then bring some professionalism back to 
the argument rather than the personal abuse, acrimony and 
condescension we are currently seeing.

Alan Reed 
Victoria

Sir: The argument about our future air combat capability 
continues to drag on. The new government has at least been 
prepared for a bit of a fresh look, although not without some 
unnecessary politicking about the (albeit sudden) decision 
by their predecessors to acquire an interim capability with 
the Super Hornets.

The ADA has, rightly in my view, tended to adopt a 
position mid way between the various extremes of the 
debate. I also agree with the ADA’s observation on the 
radio recently that we will not really know for several years 
whether some of the decisions being taken are correct, 
particularly until the success or otherwise of the F-35 JSF 
program becomes clearer, and we know for sure whether 
the potential procurement of at least some F-22 Raptors is a 
viable proposition eventually or a pipedream.

That former and current RAAF officers can be found on 
all sides of the debate shows healthy professionalism rather 
than mindless conformity. I am, however, sorry to see so 
much personal abuse instead of technical, operational or 
strategic argument on all sides. We all want the best for the 
Air Force, the ADF and the country. Surely any differences 
of opinion are only about the best way to achieve this, not 

because those with an opposing view are automatically fools, 
knaves or traitors.

Name and address supplied 
Australian Capital Territory

Sir: Paul Monk’s analysis of the arguments for and against 
the recent updating (but downsizing) of the Army’s tank 
force [Defender, Spring 2007], was an admirable exercise 
in objectivity. The argument mapping concept involved 
and the provisional conclusions of the study will hopefully 
mean future exchanges on this matter can be a proper debate 
between two schools of opposing thought.

All we have had so far is largely inaccurate sniping 
from those against the decision and impatient, barely 
suppressed anger from many of its uniformed defenders. 
This latter reaction seems to result from frustration that 
their professional judgement should be questioned by those 
they regard as amateurs or biased (or both), and outrage 
at the belief that their critics do not seem to care about the 
operational risks that might be faced by soldiers in combat 
without tank support.

Dr Monk is to be congratulated for his efforts to defuse 
such confrontations. There is obviously much to be gained 
from using argument mapping in the many other vexatious 
disputes that plague strategic policy and capability 
development in the Department of Defence.

Rowan Bradford 
Queensland

Sir: Thank you for publishing Dr Paul Monk’s scholarly and 
rather witty study of claims by Professor Hugh White about 
supposedly incoherent defence capability decisions since 
White left the Department of Defence [Themistocles: Ancient 
thinking all at sea, Defender, Winter 2007].

I had no idea that ancient Greek history from the early 
fifth century BC could produce so fertile an intellectual 
battleground in 21st Century Australia, nor result in so mortal 
a casualty.

Keith Burr 
Victoria

Sir: I often find Defender full of interesting facts, new ideas 
and thought-provoking tidbits not found elsewhere. But it 
was Dr Peter Stanley’s review of Max Hasting’s Nemesis: 
The Battle for Japan that most caught my attention in the 
Spring 2007 edition.

Dr Stanley made an interesting and thorough critique of 
the book’s chapter 14: Australia: Bludging and Mopping 
Up – and the thrust of the chapter is hardly a new charge 
and is largely discredited. In David Day’s Politics of War 
(2003) Churchill was quoted as expressing the view that 
the Australian war effort was ‘a very poor show;’ only to 
be cautioned by his own Chiefs of Staff that Australia’s 
campaign was ‘a remarkable achievement.’

But I particularly noted the remark in the review in 
reference to the 1944-45 Bougainville campaign: ‘These 
men anticipated his [Hastings’] argument that peripheral 
campaigns cost lives without bringing victory closer.’ 
The late Peter Charlton addressed this matter well in The 
Unnecessary War (1983). This was hard-fought campaign 
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against a desperate enemy, by mostly adolescent diggers 
with limited logistics and air support. The New Britain 
campaign was similar and even involved no tank support 
for the infantry.

However, cast the story back to 1942. Australians felt 
vulnerable with Singapore, Philippines, Java, Timor, New 
Britain, Wake, etc., having fallen. Japan was running 
rampant across the western side of the Asia-Pacific basin. 
The Government was conscious of the Allies’ Germany first 
strategy and that Australia might be less of a priority than 
defending India, China and the Central Pacific. The allies' 
strategic reasoning of the time, however ruthless or callous 
to our ears, was that should Australia fall because the allies 
had only limited resources, it would be eventually liberated 
after Germany was defeated and the full weight of Allied 
might brought to bear on the Japanese.

Think again then about Bougainville (and indeed the rest 
of New Guinea); which had been placed under Australia as 
a League of Nations trust territory in 1920. Australia was 
responsible for the welfare and protection of the people of 
these territories.

Perhaps we might ponder a bit why the ‘eventual liberation’ 
argument was so unpalatable in the case of Australians; with 
the expectation instead that the Allies ought, as a matter of 
course, to provide aircraft, ships, troops and materials of 
war in our defence.

Now ponder further the argument then, and by some even 
now, that rescuing our dependent peoples from Japanese 
occupation was not important or even not necessary.

My uncle served as a wireless operator with 4th Armoured 
Brigade and he fought with his unit on Bougainville. I knew 
him as a decent man, who had raised a family, and who also 
had astute business sense. But he was a man of his time. We 
also need to remember that our wartime government was 
not initially keen for large numbers of African-American 
servicemen to be deployed here or even to disembark from 
ships transiting Australia. It was also reluctant to accept Asian 
refugees from Malaya and Indonesia and made great efforts 
to send them all home swiftly when the war ended. Curtin’s 
call to arms stressed the cause of preserving ‘a citadel for 
the British-speaking race’.

I do not fault those of my uncles’ generation. They 
were products of their time and the world and Australia 
were then different places. But all these years after the 
Pacific war – and even if this is perhaps just a matter of 
how ‘peripheral’ the Bougainville campaign actually was 
– historians might carefully consider a key issue. Was the 
belief that Bougainville need not be liberated, or at least need 
not be liberated quickly, inconsistent or callous at best and 
condescension or even racism at worst.

Russell Miles 
Victoria

Dear Editor: Michael O’Connor’s examples of irresponsible 
media reporting of defence matters (letters, Defender, Spring 
2007) goes nowhere near exposing the true depth of the 
problem. It is not just that many journalists do not understand, 
or even worse are prepared to ignore, the operational security 
considerations Michael described; but that so many have no 
effective grasp of defence concepts and requirements in the 

broader sense. Is it any wonder then that the general standard 
of media reporting on defence matters is so often nothing 
short of appalling.

For many, perhaps most, journalists, reporting on defence 
issues is no different to reporting on sport, politics or flower 
shows and they are often not much good at that either. With 
defence the emphasis is too often on superficialities rather 
than relaying the facts or explaining what has happened 
based on in-depth research and analysis. The headline 
splash often appears to be the focus of the report not the real 
story, particularly if the issue concerned is complicated or 
has a long history. The hook of the story often seems to be 
a contrived confrontation or purported scandal rather than 
the facts.

Anyone in the ADF featured in an article is described as 
an ‘officer’ no matter what their rank. If they are an Army 
captain-equivalent and up they are almost invariably wrongly 
described as a ‘senior officer’. Operations are wrongly termed 
exercises and vice versa. Personnel wounded in action are 
insultingly described as merely “injured” as if they do not 
want to admit someone hurt them in anger. Female personnel 
are commonly and wrongly described as not serving in 
combat or not on the “frontline” which make one wonder 
how much more “forward” (whatever that means) you can 
be than on a ship in the Gulf or in Bagdad. Sailors and 
airmen are sloppily termed ‘troops’. Any unit mentioned is 
more likely to have its title jumbled up than not. The Navy’s 
ships usually have a superfluous ‘the’ placed before ‘HMAS’ 
whatever. Any Defence documents procured by the media 
are usually described as ‘highly classified’ even if only the 
lowest security classification or no classification at all. None 
of these typical errors does much for the credibility of the 
article concerned.

This all seems to occur no matter how long the journalists 
have reported on defence topics or how much effort the ADF 
and the Department of Defence have spent exposing them to 
the realities at sea, on the ground and in the air. Despite the 
best efforts of the ADF and Defence there is the continuing 
problem of negativity, or worse, where the reporter becomes 
the prime focus of the stories being reported.

One tabloid reporter, supposedly a defence specialist, is 
particularly prone to using sensationalist and/or derogatory 
angles and language. ADF aircraft and vehicles ‘guzzle’ fuel. 
All senior officers are ‘brass hats’ who are ‘out of touch’. 
Sums of money spent on defence matters are described as a 
‘fortune’ and are ‘coughed up’ by ‘taxpayers’, often ‘outraged’ 
ones. This language has been around since World War I and 
Biggles books, and make you wonder if the journalist’s level 
of understanding has changed much since then.

Is it any wonder that much of the Australian public is so 
misinformed on many defence matters? Or that, despite the 
facts, political spin merchants or armchair strategic theorists 
find it so easy to get their particular message across to the 
media –and through them the public – without objective 
criticism. I am now beginning to wonder what wonderful 
examples of journalistic efforts Dick Smith is going to have 
to read through before deciding to award his prize. Any bets 
on whether or not anyone actually wins?

Rosemary Ganly 
Australian Capital Territory
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Snap Shots
In line with its charter, this issue of Defender addresses 

topics across the spectrum of strategic policy, capability 
development and military operations. In the second of 
two articles, Rear Admiral Peter Briggs (Retd) further 
develops the case for building on the pedigree of the 
Collins class submarines in order to design and build the 
ADF’s next-generation submarines here in Australia. He 
outlines the main R&D, design and intellectual property 
issues involved and then summarises the key industry and 
personnel challenges.

A Canadian contributor, Major General Terry Liston 
(Retd), analyses the NATO-led counter-insurgency effort 
in Afghanistan on a troops-to-task basis. His assessment is 
that the combined Afghan and NATO strengths constitute 
only one third of the forces required, can thus only really 
control around one third of the country, and therefore 
a change in both the political and military strategies is 
required.

ASIO head, Paul O’Sullivan, addresses the difficult 
challenges facing those tasked with providing intelligence 
support to Government and the wider Australian 
community. These include increasing globalisation, 
long-term and perhaps growing uncertainty in many 
fields, and difficulties in determining normalcy patterns 
so vulnerabilities and potentially threatening changes can 
be predicted, monitored or analysed effectively.

Dr Rod Lyon from the Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute updates discussion on whether our current 
counter-terrorism effort is a war or not, just a law 
enforcement problem or a mix of both. He notes how the 
war in Iraq has polarised the electorate, unfortunately 
leaving little room for sensible discussion about the longer-
term conflict with international Islamist terrorism and how 
governments should tackle it. One of his conclusions is that 
the global response to terrorist activity and rogue states 
will remain a politically contentious and strategically 
difficult issue for the foreseeable future.

In the Sharp End, two contributors tackle different 
aspects of modern, close-quarter battle in complex terrain 
and the men we expect to fight and prevail in it. Dr Paul 
Monk discusses the USMC pacification of Fallujah in 
November 2004, as seen through the eyes of journalist and 
now author, Patrick O’Donnell’s We Were One: Shoulder 
to Shoulder with the Marines Who Took Fallujah.

Finally, in a cry from the professional heart, Major Jim 
Hammett legitimately and ably raises an important matter 
of military professional debate by questioning how our 
infantry are currently being tasked in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
He fears that limiting the infantry to only part of their 
historical role is causing professional embarrassment, 
particularly when working with close allies, and risks 
the long-term viability of the Infantry Corps. He also 
questions the recent practice of using Special Forces, 
almost exclusively, for tasks traditionally undertaken by 
line infantry.  

Common sense on common 
security

Recent renewed discussion about the need for an over-
arching common security mechanism for the Asia-Pacific 
region has generally been somewhat confused to say the 
least. Much of this domestic and diplomatic confusion, and 
any ensuing diplomatic embarrassment for Australia, could 
probably have been avoided by clearer thinking and would 
certainly have been avoided by the deployment of clearer 
terminology.

As the ADA has advocated for decades, what the strategic 
architecture of our region needs is a common security 
mechanism using the excellent model of the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) which grew 
out of the 1975 Helsinki Accords. Now the OSCE is not a 
European economic grouping as those regional mechanisms 
include the European Union (EU), the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA) and similar arrangements among some 
former Soviet bloc states. Nor is the OSCE the wider political 
umbrella for political discussions among EU and non-EU 
countries as that function is mainly undertaken by the Council 
of Europe. The OSCE is also definitely not a collective defence 
pact or organisation, such as the NATO alliance of most 
western and central European states.

The OSCE is instead the common security forum. It enables 
all the 47 European (and North American) states, and eight 
immediate neighbours from adjoining regions, to formally 
discuss strategic security and related matters in a manner that 
assists transparency, trust and stability – and which provides 
confidence building and mutually respected verification 
measures to achieve such strategic endstates.

Understanding the important and fundamental differences 
between the concepts of collective security, collective 
defence and common security, and indeed between security 
and economic or political groupings among nation-states, 
is an essential professional and intellectual pre-requisite 
for any worthwhile discussion of strategic or diplomatic 
matters. Unfortunately, the initial statements emanating from 
Government circles, and virtually all the media coverage, of 
recent Australian initiatives have failed to make these vital 
distinctions. The result was that the undoubted worth of the 
common security proposal was lost among widespread and 
logical scepticism about the viability or likelihood of an 
‘Asian Union’-type economic grouping, or collective defence 
‘security pact’, some wrongly but understandably thought was 
being mooted.

As the six-party talks on North Korean nuclear issues 
among China, Japan, Russia the US and the two Koreas show, 
there are incipient mechanisms that might one day form the 
basis for developing a region-wide Organisation for Security 
and Co-operation in Asia. But the creation and maturing of 
such an Asian common security organisation can be achieved 
only if all parties can be assured that it would solely be a 
common security mechanism, and not a utopian diversion or 
Trojan horse for some other type of regional grouping. 
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Promote Greg Combet don’t 
move him

The experiment of having a dedicated parliamentary 
secretary for defence procurement overseeing the Defence 
Materiel Organisation (DMO) seems to be progressing quite 
well. Serious thought now needs to be given to the next 
logical step.

As the ADA has long argued, the Department of Defence 
is simply too big, too complex and often too slow-moving 
in its internal processes to be supervised by the one, or at 
best one and a half ministers, allocated to the job over the 
last three decades or so. Real reform has to start somewhere 
and increasing ministerial supervision is as good a place to 
start as any. It has therefore been gratifying to see the Rudd 
Government allocate two full-time ministers to the task and 
then further supplement this with two, not one, parliamentary 
secretaries.

At the portfolio management level the introduction of the 
parliamentary secretary for defence procurement has allowed 
the Minister for Defence the opportunity to concentrate more 
easily on other troubling areas of the overall portfolio. It has 
effectively removed the Minister’s need for constant, almost 
day-to-day, checking on the DMO and the 40 per cent of the 
defence budget it spends. The Minister for Defence retains 
ultimate responsibility, of course, but his load has been 
lightened allowing him the time for greater focus on strategic, 
operational and capability development matters.

At the political level the new parliamentary secretary 
position is helping temper the public minefield that defence 
procurement poses for any Minister, especially as there 
is always so much scope for so much to go wrong in this 
regard. Ministers invariably cop the blame for procurement 
difficulties even if ministerial actions, or the lack of them, 
are rarely the sole or even main cause of the trouble. The 
existence of a parliamentary secretary also means there 
is someone with the time to massage industry and public 
expectations and concerns, and to do so coherently and 
consistently. A related advantage is that, to some extent, 
it reduces the temptation for either side of politics to play 
party politics with defence procurement because there is less 
opportunity for mischievous criticism by the Opposition or 
unnecessary point-scoring by the Government.

At the bureaucratic level there are obvious advantages 
in having someone of at least parliamentary secretary level 
take day-to-day responsibility for overseeing the highest 
paid public servant in the Commonwealth and the large 
and important agency he heads. The perception that this 
is occurring is just as important as the reality. It is also of 
great assistance to the CEO of the DMO because it relieves 
him of some of the burden, even if only psychologically, of 
running such a large, diverse, frequently controversial and 
often publicly misunderstood organisation.

At the coalface of DMO-industry relations the creation of 
a dedicated parliamentary secretary for defence procurement 
has provided both an additional conduit for the flow of ideas 
both ways and a useful means of letting off steam on both 
sides. The parliamentary secretary has been able to put across 
messages that previously had to be delivered by the CEO of 
the DMO, or usually less successfully by various Ministers 

for Defence often perceived as remote from the immediacy 
of the matter at hand. This was not only a distraction at times 
from the DMO head’s other duties it also unnecessarily 
muddied the waters between political, legal and commercial 
matters.

The apparent success of the position of parliamentary 
secretary for defence procurement and, it must be said, the 
work of the first incumbent, means active consideration 
should now be given to upgrading the appointment to a 
junior minister within the Defence portfolio. The importance 
of the role and the financial delegations involved (greater 
than any existing junior minister) make this a commonsense 
step. It would also allow the Minister for Defence greater 
legal and procedural flexibility in his delegations to such a 
junior minister.

Irrespective of the review into defence procurement and 
sustainment by David Mortimer (Chairman of Leighton 
Holdings), or the question of whether the DMO should be 
a prescribed or executive agency, the advantages of it being 
supervised by a junior and senior minister in the Defence 
portfolio are considerable.

Finally, there is another good reason for making Greg 
Combet’s job a full junior ministership. It means he can be 
left there to keep plugging away at the myriad problems 
requiring day-to-day, not desultory or interrupted, ministerial 
supervision. Leaving this important task at the level of a 
parliamentary secretary, whilst an improvement on the old 
arrangement of only part-time ministerial supervision, risks 
the able Combet being quickly promoted to a junior ministry 
elsewhere before his task is completed.

To the considerable frustration of people in the ADF and 
DMO, and to the detriment of the wider reform program 
and the Defence Capability Plan, this is what occurred in 
the previous government. The two or three junior ministers 
or parliamentary secretaries who were much good were 
unfortunately promoted elsewhere after very short stints in 
the Defence portfolio. The flip side of this, of course, was 
that the reverse happened with the marginal-seat holding duds 
parachuted into the junior jobs in the Defence portfolio to 
give them some public profile for party-political purposes. 
The ADF and DMO were generally stuck with such duds for 
long periods – or at least it seemed long at the time – because 
there was nowhere else for them to go. Although in at least 
one case, one of those widely regarded as a dud parliamentary 
secretary in Defence actually ended up making cabinet rank 
eventually anyway.  

Mercenary motives or just plain 
racism

The odd suggestion has arisen again that the ADF could 
perhaps solve its recruiting shortfalls by recruiting foreign 
citizens as temporary guest workers, particularly from 
South Pacific island countries where unemployment, under-
employment and general economic under-development are 
endemic. As made clear several times in recent years the ADA 
remains adamantly opposed to such a policy on a number of 
moral and practical grounds.

Discussion of such recruitment generally seems to occur 
without sufficient knowledge of the facts concerning current 
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ADF recruitment policies, or of the complex practices 
adopted by those foreign countries such as the UK and India 
(with the Ghurkas) and France (with the Foreign Legion) who 
employ some foreigners as troops. Not least of the latter are 
the segregation of foreign personnel in their own units with 
separate cultural traditions, restrictions on the rank they can 
attain even within such units, their command by officers 
of host-country nationality on purely citizenship or ethnic 
grounds and, to some extent, remuneration that is set at rates 
less than those applying to personnel who are citizens of the 
host country concerned.

Advocacy of the guest worker option also usually ignores 
that the ADF already recruits overseas (including South 
Pacific islanders) among those who qualify for emigration 
to Australia as permanent residents and potential citizens. 
Moreover the ‘guest worker as potential temporary digger’ 
idea is based on a false assumption or misunderstanding about 
the nature of the ADF’s recruiting problems. The recruiting 
shortfalls in general enlistments have largely been overcome, 
especially in the Army and the Air Force. The remaining 
deficiencies in professional and technical trades are unlikely 
to be met by many South Pacific islanders and where they 
are, such potential enlistees would probably qualify for 
permanent residence in Australia anyway.

Some have thus suggested that our immigration standards 
and policies could or should be relaxed to the extent that 
we grant permanent residency to foreigners supposedly 
willing to fight for us – but who would otherwise not qualify 
for immigration to Australia on skills, education or other 
grounds. This suggestion is taking the idea beyond the guest 
worker stage and would in any case risk compromising the 
integrity of our immigration policy on a range of equity, 
citizenship policy, social cohesion, and economic efficiency 
grounds. It would also raise serious moral questions akin 
to legalising the immigration of prostitutes on the spurious 
claim that Australians would then not have to undertake 
paid sex work.

There has also traditionally been a general reluctance 
to admit guest workers to Australia because of fears such 
a step might undermine Australian working conditions and 
cost Australians their job. While union opposition to guest 
workers in the wider economy may be weakening, the ADF 
should not be leading the charge in an area that could be 
politically and socially divisive.

Finally there are two compelling moral issues involved. 
First, what type of society is unwilling to defend itself or is 
not worth defending by its own people? National defence is a 
universal civic responsibility of all Australians, like jury duty, 
not something that can be duck-shoved on indigent foreigners 
as a matter of our convenience and in exploitation of their 
desperation. If the problem of maintaining our defence force 
at the required strength is supposedly serious enough to 
warrant the temporary employment of foreign guest workers, 
then surely a large range of other measures should be tried 
first. We could and should, for example, first raise ADF pay 
rates so the Services could compete effectively with labour 
market forces and if this did not work, introduce selective or 
universal conscription to meet recruiting shortfalls.

Second, and even more disturbingly, at least some of the 
motivation for suggesting the temporary hiring of South 
Pacific islanders to fight and potentially die for us, for 
money, appears driven by the subliminal, and in some cases 
open, belief that young black males from the South Pacific 
are naturally violent, or naturally ‘warriors’, so will make 
good soldiers. This is condescending belief masquerading 
as anthropological or social theory at best. At worst it is 
unadulterated racism, particularly where it assumes that 
such foreign soldiers would be expendable replacements for 
young Australians.  

No more Burchett and  
Hicks-type dilemmas

With the expiry of the gag order negotiated in his plea 
bargain of guilty before a US Military Commission, David 
Hicks has no legal restrictions from telling his side of the 
story. Under Australian law governing the proceeds of crime 
he is, however, officially thought to be unable to profit 
financially from doing so. Whether this is the case or not 
may yet be tested in the courts.

The ADA has long criticised the gag order as unnecessary 
and indeed counter-productive to the principles and national 
interest issues underlying such cases. As with the example of 
Mamdouh Habib, the sooner the Australian public can weigh 
up Hicks’ account first-hand, and make its own judgements 
about him directly, the better.

Up until now many on both sides of the Hicks controversy 
have ignored evidence and argument that contradicts what 
they want to believe. The general politicisation of the 
matter, and the absence of David Hicks being able to speak 
for himself, has also allowed the Hicks camp considerable 
licence to generate subjective publicity for his cause when 
agitating for his release from detention. Many are the 
interviews, for example, where Hicks’ father has not been 
challenged by objective and informed media questioning 
about inconsistencies in his claims concerning his son, 
perhaps for fear it might have delayed Hicks’ release. Now 
David Hicks is free from gaol and the gag there is no longer 
any excuse for holding back from proper scrutiny of Hick’s 
beliefs and actions.

One major reform from the Hicks saga is that the legal, 
moral and practical dilemmas of such cases are unlikely 
to be repeated. It may have taken nearly 60 years for the 
appropriate legislation to be passed, following Wilfred 
Burchett’s activities with the Chinese and North Koreans 
during the Korean War (and perhaps the North Vietnamese 
during the Vietnam War), but Australian law finally includes 
offences covering actions that assist the enemy in time of 
war where these fall short of outright treason (the illegal 
overthrow of the Australian government).

The technical loopholes and lack of specific legislation 
that allowed Burchett to escape prosecution have finally 
been closed. This also means that the lack of legislation 
that prevented David Hicks from being tried for criminal 
offences in Australia, and which consequently delayed his 
release for such a trial from detention as a captured combatant 
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at Guantanamo Bay, no longer apply. This is good news 
for all Australians. It is especially comforting to members 
of our defence force who have been badly let down by a 
succession of Australian governments since the early 1950s 
on this issue.  

No more get-out-of-gaol-free 
cards

This legislation will also help prevent future confusion 
concerning the applicability of International Humanitarian 
Law in general, and the Laws of Armed Conflict (LOAC) in 
particular, to Australians involved in a war. In the arguments 
about David Hicks many Australians appeared to believe the 
inconsistent and illogical position that the applicability of 
LOAC to Australians somehow depended on which side in 
a war they were fighting for.

Most Australians seem to understand, and would indeed 
rightly demand, that any ADF personnel who might be 
captured by an enemy during a war would be protected by 
LOAC, particularly the Third Geneva Convention governing 
the status and protection of prisoners-of-war (PW). At the 
same time, however, many also seemed to believe (wrongly) 
that LOAC should not apply to an Australian – David Hicks 
– who was a combatant for the other side in a conflict in 
which the ADF was engaged.

Expressed another way, most Australians seem to 
understand that captured ADF personnel should be detained 
and protected as PW under LOAC until the relevant war 
ends (or their earlier release on PW parole is negotiated). 
But many then inconsistently claimed that the detention (and 
protection) of David Hicks under LOAC was somehow a 
civil matter, that he had somehow been ‘imprisoned without 
trial’, and that the civil principle of habeas corpus somehow 
applied to his detention under LOAC instead of the specialist 
body of international law actually applying.

Many persisted with this mistaken belief even after the 
June 2006 ruling by the US Supreme Court in the Hamdan 
case reaffirmed the applicability of LOAC to those captured 
in the war in Afghanistan, and used this ruling to strike down 
the original separate criminal trials by military commission 
that a very small minority of those detained (including Hicks) 
were also facing. The inconsistency of this mistaken belief 
is further illustrated by those agitating for Hicks’ release 
from detention being happy for the consequent part of the 
Hamdan ruling to apply but refusing to recognise the legal 
basis for it. Many were often also unaware, or chose to 
ignore as another inconvenient fact, that the International 
Committee of the Red Cross had long been acting as the 
protecting power, as required by LOAC, for those so detained 
(including Hicks).

International humanitarian law (including LOAC) 
is universal and specifies, among other things, both 
responsibilities by, and protections for, individuals. There 
is no special ‘get out of gaol free’ card for any Australian 
involved in an armed conflict as a belligerent party just 
because he or she is Australian – or indeed any other 
nationality.  

The Australian Peacekeeping Memorial will commemorate and 
celebrate Australian peacekeeping. It will honour the sacrifice, 
service and valour of Australian peacekeepers given in the same 
spirit as in other conflicts honoured in cenotaphs and memorials 
across Australia and on ANZAC Parade, Canberra.

Progress to Date

The Federal Government, through the Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs, has provided an initial grant of $200,000 to assist with the 
construction of the Memorial, which experience indicates requires 
about $2.5 million to fund such a major national memorial in 
Canberra. A committee for the Australian Peacekeeping Memorial 
Project has been convened with duly elected office bearers and 
representatives from the ADF, the AFP, State and Territory Police, 
and peacekeeping veterans.

The APMP Committee welcomes membership and support from all 
peacekeeping veterans, interested individuals and organisations.

Full details of the project are listed on our website :  
www.peacekeepingmemorial.org.au

AUSTRALIAN PEACEKEEPING 
MEMORIAL  - AN INVITATION 
TO BE A SPONSOR OR 
MEMBER
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They also serve who only stand 
and wait

Late one week recently, Barney (my boss, Air Marshal 
Barney Stoush, the VCDF), had set aside most of the day to 
lead some brainstorming on joint capability development. As 
secretary I sat up the back busy scribbling down the ideas 
as they spilled forth thick and fast. Up the front, standing 
on a chair, the Chief-of-Staff to the VCDF was kept just as 
busy organising the serried ranks of suggestions on a very 
large whiteboard.

Our hive of cerebral activity was interrupted by the ADC 
bringing news of a summons from the Prime Minister. Barney 
adjourned the meeting, being Acting CDF while the Chief 
was away overseas with the Minister sorting out Western 
European recalcitrance over matters in the Hindu Kush.

‘You’d better come along’, Barney directed, as he strode 
back to the power suite to grab his headwear. We were 
subsequently joined in the lift by the Secretary, a recipient of 
the same summons, who was sharing Barney’s car in keeping 
with his campaign targeting departmental extravagance and 
waste. Absent-mindedly I noticed that he was carrying a large 
pilot’s briefcase instead of his usual stylish leather valise.

Now I generally tag along with the VCDF to Parliament 
House for anything to do with protocol, ceremony or 
parliamentary oversight, but this was the first time in the case 
of a prime-ministerial summons. My curiosity was somewhat 
piqued and I eagerly anticipated the possibility of some first-
degree exposure to the Sun King and his thoughts.

On our arrival in the M-G-8 ante-room we were met by a 
young staffer who greeted us politely and explained that the 
PM would be ready for us shortly. Barney and the Secretary 
sat down and traded chit chat about this and that. I took 
the opportunity to retreat out of immediate earshot, as all 
good PSOs do, and spent 40 minutes or so checking out the 
artworks spread around the extensive walls.

Time passed. Another young adviser emerged and advised 
us that the PM was still unfortunately tied up but would be 
finished shortly. Idly I wondered if it was a telephone call 
from President Bush or some other world leader.

More time passed. Yet another youngster appeared to 
advise further issues requiring the PM’s immediate attention 
had unfortunately arisen, but that these would be quickly 
fixed and that the PM was sorry for any delay.

Barney, a veteran of numerous Senate estimates hearings 
in his previous job, was not at all perturbed by the wait or 
the prospect of not much to do for a while. He stretched out 
a bit in his chair as the chat around the coffee table began 
to peter out. The Secretary, a diplomat by trade and with 
several challenging third-world postings under his belt, 
appeared even more imperturbable and began to flip through 
various briefs.

After another half hour or so the Secretary paused from 
his reading and opened his briefcase; producing a thermos 

flask and several disposable cups. ‘Coffee’, he enquired, 
before filling one for each of us.

Eventually, a different young staffer materialised, with 
further advice that the PM was nearly finished dealing 
with the urgent matter at hand and that we would soon get 
started.

Sometime during the next half an hour the Secretary 
of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade appeared, 
accompanied by a couple of minders. Our Secretary poured 
more cups. Barney was by now deeply immersed in a 
voluminous brief on new ADF recruiting strategies. Various 
others concentrated on their crackberries. More people from 
several departments and agencies kept arriving; our little 
group was herded closer together as the room filled and 
milled.

Presently, the gentle hum of activity was disturbed when 
the thermos ran dry. Barney despatched me to Aussies, the 
building’s in-house café, to bring back more caffeine hits. The 
walk down from the summit to the other end of the building, 
and towards the real world, was somewhat refreshing.

After my return with steaming refreshments for an 
increasingly crowded ante-room, another young adviser 
pushed through the growing throng with an update on our 
coming confab. ‘Not long now’, he counselled, before being 
lost to view in the swirling movement to and fro. He looked 
vaguely familiar but, apart from his apparent youth, I could 
not be certain whether he was one of the earlier heralds or 
someone new.

Before long, probably under half an hour, Barney sent me 
back to Aussies for more supplies. The rationing order this 
time was somewhat bigger, necessitating a scribbled list, so 
a lass from the DFAT party offered to help. It was during our 
long, well-laden, walk back to the Ministerial Wing when 
revelation struck me. The reason Barney had brought me 
along was to organise the efficient logistics of long-term 
sustenance along military lines.

Not long afterwards, about another three quarters of an 
hour, Barney and the Secretary were able to brief the PM 
while I stayed outside and tidied away the mountainous 
pile of paper cups in our corner of the ante-room. We were 
soon back at Russell Hill and again engrossed in planning 
the future ADF.

The next day, a Friday, Barney passed on two tickets 
for a play at the ANU Arts Centre. Waiting for Godot, as I 
remarked to Pandora after the show, seemed quite a fitting 
end to my rarified experiences that week.  
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Achieving our strategic sting:
Bringing on the next-generation 

submarines
Peter Briggs

My previous article, Australia’s strategic sting: 
Maximising our future underwater warfare 
capability (Defender, Spring 2007), argued for 

Australia retaining a strategic capability edge by replacing 
our Collins class submarines with a next-generation future 
underwater warfare capability. In summary, the article came 
to the following conclusions:
• a compelling case exists for the acquisition of a new and 

expanded undersea warfare capability centred on a long-
range, sophisticated submarine;

• the ability of the Collins class boats to deliver the 
required capability in the transition period needs critical 
examination;

• future submarines will be required to operate in a more 
demanding environment, at greater range and to achieve 
an expanded number of strategic effects; and

• such a capability will be a critical and unique asset in 
Australia’s defence, not least because it will provide 
the strategic sting needed to deter and perhaps punish 
potential aggressors.
This article follows on from these conclusions and 

addresses the principal design, industry and personnel issues 
arising from them.

Key design issues
Given the importance of a submarine capability as a core 

defence requirement for Australia beyond 2020, Australia’s 
regional pre-eminence as a designer, builder and operator of 
submarines is a comparative regional advantage that should 
not be lost. Japan and China are the only other regional 
countries with the capability to design and build submarines. 
Australia’s submarine design authority vested in ASC should 
be maintained as a matter of national strategic priority.

Because of Australia’s continental and regional geography, 
and extensive maritime and other strategic interests, the 
design and operational characteristics of our submarine 
capability represents a unique combination of factors:
• Long transits from home bases in Australia to a distant 

patrol area, combined with the likelihood of short-notice 
contingencies, will demand high levels of mobility and 
long endurance.

• The nature of the littoral operating areas, stretching from 
the Arabian Gulf to the North Pacific demands both high 
agility and prolonged covert operations in such areas.

• Australia’s submarine force will require a very low 
signature in all spectrums, and at high speed, thereby 
imposing new demands on a conventionally-powered 
submarine design.
The option of nuclear propulsion therefore needs to be 

sorted out up front.
The requirements for long transits and covert operations, 

and the potential for adversarial submarines to be nuclear-
powered, could justify the introduction of nuclear-powered 
submarines into the ADF order-of-battle. However, this 
is not a practical proposition, particularly with regard to 
the timescales envisaged for the future submarine project. 
Furthermore even discounting the time problem, or the 
significant political and public concerns that would need to 
be overcome before implementing such a project, Australia 
lacks the critical regulatory regimes, industry capability, 
nuclear-technology infrastructure and educational institutions 
to prepare and sustain appropriately qualified personnel. 
Unless and until Australia adopts nuclear power for 
electricity generation, these essential criteria are unlikely to 
be economically or professionally achievable.

Development of this option would therefore be a distracting 
and time consuming debate and misuse of our very limited 
resources to manage the next-generation submarine project. 
Lingering to indulge in such a debate has the potential to 
derail the timely acquisition of a future submarine capability, 
leading to a significant capability gap.

If we accept that purchasing or developing a nuclear-
powered submarine is not feasible, the range of realistic 
options available becomes clearer. If we also accept that no 
Western country now builds the long-range conventionally-
powered submarines we need, the options available become 
even clearer. Based on these common-sense and well-
accepted assumptions, a submarine developed in Australia 
from the Collins experience and pedigree surely provides the 
lowest risk path – the nearest to an off-the-shelf solution.

Such a development path will, however, still entail 
substantial changes with the most visible being the external 
hull shape. In a (publicly available) 2006 DSTO paper, Some 
Aspects of Submarine Design Part 2: Shape of a Submarine 
2026, the fluid mechanics and engineering expert Professor 
Peter Joubert discussed the factors and trends involved at 
some length. These include his belief that a new hull shape 
is required to:
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• move as silently as possible with the lowest practical 
resistance, thus enabling a greater top speed and lower 
fuel consumption at transit speeds;

• give the best possible flow over the forward passive sonar; 
and

• provide more flexible interior volume with more deck 
space.
Externally, he suggests this will lead to an increase in the 

hull’s diameter but a shorter length. It also involves major 
reshaping of the bow and, among other things, moving the 
forward torpedo tubes elsewhere.

Internally, new technologies will also be critical to 
achieving a capability edge; perhaps the most challenging 
areas are associated with acquiring, storing and using energy 
for two different circumstances; transit to a patrol area and 
covert patrol when on station.

Overall, there will be a number of new issues for the 
designers and operators to weigh up and consider in the 
trade-off process. Some examples include:
• reconfigurability – the flexibility to adapt for the role of 

the day;
• carrying capacity – the ability to accommodate and sustain 

the additional personnel and equipments associated with 
particular missions;

• the employment of unmanned underwater and aerial 
vehicles; and

• achieving sufficient design margins, especially regarding 
space and stability, to allow for future growth.
In regard to managing the design, this will necessarily 

be a developmental project and should be appropriately 
managed and resourced. Key lessons from the development 
of the Collins boats include the need to:
• recognise and accept the developmental nature of the 

project, especially in allowing an appropriate contingency 
in time, funding and scientific support to cope with the 
unknowns that are bound to arise;

• assign the risks so that they can be actively managed by 
those best able to do so – probably using a relationship-
style of contract, not a ‘black letter law’ performance 
specification contract; and

• minimise the high-risk software-based systems by 
adopting the low-risk path of evolving them from current 
weapons, combat, C3I and ship control systems.

Air independence
Given the threat environment arising from the overall 

strategic setting, it will be critical that the future submarine 
is able to operate completely covertly whilst in a patrol area 
without the need for snorting to recharge batteries or refresh 
its internal atmosphere.

We should be looking to second-generation air-
independent propulsion (AIP) technologies and alternatives 
such as the nuclear batteries now under development in the 
laboratory. There is a major developmental project entailed 
in achieving an operational capability – and this is an early 
candidate for DSTO and industry-partnered research and 
development. The problem appears to be surmountable if 
reports of Russian developments are correct.

ASC’s design capacity
ASC is the design authority for the Collins class. Provided 

its ownership is appropriate, it is uniquely placed to be able 

to access the critical, sensitive technology from both US 
and European suppliers and combine this with its real-world 
experience with the Collins class. No other potential designer 
offers this opportunity.

The capacity of ASC to act as the design authority for a 
new submarine will depend on continuing efforts to build 
its internal capacity. This involves judicious hiring of 
experienced personnel, suitable design development tasks 
for the through-life development of the Collins boats, a 
continuing relationship with Electric Boat (as the major US 
submarine builder and design authority) and support of a 
European design house to provide the technology unique to 
a conventional submarine.

Capability prototyping in Collins
Collins class technology refresh/spiral development 

programs could serve to reduce the risk of design development 
work and prototype testing associated with the future 
submarine capability. To be effective, this program must 
not only maintain the capability of the Collins class, but 
also provide a test bed to push technology boundaries 
where appropriate, for example, with emerging battery 
technologies, second-generation AIP systems and propulsion 
motor technology.

Research and development
We should be seeking a technology ‘leap’ to counter the 

regional growth in maritime technologies. By the time for 
first-pass approval for the project in 2011, we must have 
identified those technologies that offer this potential. These 
must then be developed to enable a contract to be placed in 
2016 that can incorporate such ‘leap’ technologies into the 
future underwater warfare capability.

A through-life R&D program involving DSTO, ASC, 
industry and technology partners will be essential to sustain 
the capability edge and is part of the parent navy obligation. 
The program should deliberately foster and support small 
to medium enterprise companies in Australia, as these 
companies have been the source of much of the leading-edge 
innovation available in the Oberon and Collins programs.

Establishing the teams and relationships will take time. 
This work will provide a key input into the design trade-offs 
to be considered in finalising the specifications and letting the 
contract in 2016. These programs also provide the essential 
entrée to our selected partners’ R&D in these sensitive areas 
– part of the essential currency for a joint R&D project.

Key design drivers
In priority order, the key design drivers for a future 

submarine capability are:
• stealth;
• mobility;
• range and endurance;
• payload including weapons, countermeasures and 

unmanned vehicles;
• sensors and connectivity;
• manning;
• handling characteristics; and
• through-life supportability and growth potential.
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Timescales
By 2025 HMAS Collins will be 30 years old and obsolete. 

The other boats will be only years not half-decades each 
behind. If we are to avoid a critical capability gap, the future 
underwater warfare capability must be operational no later 
than 2025. There may be a good argument for advancing this 
time scale to avoid a capability gap due to Collins shortfalls. 
It may also need to be advanced so we do not repeat long 
periods with major capability deficiencies, such as the 
decade-plus gap between the retirement of the last of the 
Charles F. Adams class DDGs in 2001, and the introduction 
into operational service of the first of the new Hobart class 
Air Warfare Destroyers in 2013.

Similar to the Oberon experience at this time of life, it will 
not be cost-effective to sustain or replace ageing systems, 
nor is it an option to extend the life of type of the Collins 
boats. The class simply lacks the design margins (space, ship 
stability, power, cooling, etc) to sustain significant capability 
enhancements that would meet the increasingly demanding 
environment and new requirements. A life-extension program 
is therefore likely to be a poor return on investment. Australia 
must therefore field a new underwater warfare capability 
no later than 2025. Assuming our recommendations on the 
acquisition strategy are followed, the timescale (counting 
back) could be:
• 2022–2024: What have we got? Three years of pre-

acceptance trials should be the minimum. This is a 
critical part of the risk mitigation strategy and must 
not be regarded as a ‘just in case buffer’ or project 
float. During this period the submarine and its systems, 
such as unmanned underwater vehicles, will undergo 
extensive trials to identify the inevitable, unexpected 
problems, resolve them, and provide a submarine ready 
to commission and commence operational work-up.

• 2016–2021: Build it. Five years to finalise the design and 
construct the first submarine. The contract must be let in 
2016 meaning second-pass approval no later than that 
year.

• 2011–2015: Resolve design, technology and acquisition 
issues. Four years to complete the design studies/trade-
offs, develop the technologies to the point that they can 
safely be incorporated into the design and prepare the 
contract documentation for the design and build, and 
supplier, contracts.

• 2011: First pass. Initiate funded R&D, and development 
of a number of selected technologies by ASC, DSTO and 
selected industry partners, to enable a final selection to 
be made at Second Pass. This activity reflects the unique 
technology research requirement of a development 
project.

• 2008–2010: Determining capability. Two years to 
establish the project teams, finalise the requirements and 
acquisition strategy, initiate the R&D teams, design teams, 
industry partnerships and Government-to-Government 
relationships, whilst completing the initial studies to 
inform the design and trade off processes. By 2011 we 
must have identified those technologies likely to lead to 
the capability edge we seek.
The above timescale and process assumes, of course, 

an acquisition strategy based on developing the future 
submarine from the Collins class, using ASC as the design 
authority and builder, and having the support of US and 
European designers and equipment suppliers. There are other 

models but none that can achieve the end point with a lower 
risk profile in the timescale needed.

Accessing intellectual property
Access to and control over intellectual property (IP) 

is a key determinant of shipbuilding and repair capacity, 
particularly in relation to vessel design and combat systems, 
and their ongoing development and upgrades. Australia needs 
to be able to access the ‘best of breed’ in submarine systems 
and design to achieve the capability we require. These will 
be drawn from Western European designers and our current 
submarine capability partner, the US Navy. All parties 
involved are particularly sensitive and wish to protect their 
IP regarding submarines. Governments who fund much of 
the R&D are very sensitive to exposing their leading-edge 
submarine technology to third parties. Australia must be able 
to demonstrate that it is able to protect this information from 
other third parties. This has significant implications for the 
future ownership of ASC.

Selecting the right partners is therefore important; 
a critical test in this selection process is the depth and 
capability of their ongoing submarine R&D programs. This 
capability for original work is important in optimising the 
design, maintaining the leading technology edge in through-
life capability development, and solving the inevitable 
‘unexpected’ in-service problems that are the lot of a parent 
navy. This ‘team’ capacity will also be a major factor in 
identifying valid design options for our future underwater 
warfare capability.

However, noting the unique features of Australia’s 
requirements and difficulty of accessing submarine IP, there 
are a number of areas where Australia will have to develop 
its own solutions.

The Defence Science and Technology Organisation 
working in conjunction with the US Navy and industry have 
already demonstrated this capability in resolving many of 
the issues associated with the Collins program. But much 
of this Australian capability has now dissipated. It will 
require time and incentives to re-establish an indigenous 
R&D capability in a number of key submarine technologies. 
Given the lead times for such activities, this is now an urgent 
requirement.

Lessons from Collins
The principal aim of the Collins program was to acquire 

a new class of submarines suitable for operations in the mid-
1990s and beyond. Compared to a ‘build-to-print’ program 
(such as construction of Upholder class submarines based on 
1970s technology), the Collins program involved a number 
of innovations and acceptance of risk to ensure the capability 
sought was appropriate to the future strategic environment. 
It is now clear that, despite its complexity and controversy, 
the aim was achieved and Australia acquired a world-class 
conventional submarine capability augmented by a strong 
industrial support base. In so doing, the foundation necessary 
for the future submarine capability program has also been 
established.

The Collins program demonstrated that Australia has 
the capacity to manage a complex submarine construction 
program as well or better than a European or US supplier. 
Deficiencies in the build phase related more to design and 
contractual problems, including with overseas suppliers, than 
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to shortcomings on the part of Australian industry. While a 
future program will also involve a number of innovations 
and acceptance of risk, there will also be initiatives based on 
experience with the Collins project that will mitigate risk.

Conclusions on design issues
• Australia should build on the capacity established 

by the Collins project to design and build the future 
submarine.

• The Collins class boats can be used as a trials platform to 
reduce the risk of introducing new technologies for the 
future submarine.

• Time is tight, early agreement on the acquisition strategy 
and initiation of studies and R&D is now critical.

• Initiation of long-lead activities cannot await the 
conclusion of the Defence White Paper process, should 
this be delayed beyond 2008.

• The Collins project, despite its complexity and initial 
controversy, delivered an excellent strategic capability for 
Australia in the end. A future submarine project will have 
a much stronger starting point as a result. The Government 
and Department of Defence should have strong confidence 
in Australia's capacity to manage and deliver the future 
submarine capability.

Key industry issues
The global marketplace for submarine construction 

has undergone considerable consolidation in recent years 
particularly in the UK, Germany and USA. While a number of 

countries construct submarines under licence, only Germany, 
Russia, France and Spain are active in the export market. 
As noted previously, none of the Western suppliers are 
building a submarine that meets the capability required for 
the conventionally-powered, long-range, high-technology, 
next-generation submarine Australia needs

Commonwealth investment in the Collins class has greatly 
boosted the skills base of naval shipbuilding in Australia. 
The base was further enhanced by the selection of ASC to 
construct our new Air Warfare Destroyers. Recognition and 
commitment by government of the strategic importance of 
the naval shipbuilding industry, and relevant industry at 
large, has given the industry greater confidence in its future 
and should encourage investment in its workforce, facilities 
and innovation.

In addition to the design support provided by the US 
and European designers, competitive teaming through 
commercial alliances between overseas suppliers and local 
industry for the supply of systems and components offers the 
best prospect of ensuring efficient Australian construction. 
Early selection of industry partners may be required where 
substantial development of the system is required in order to 
meet the requirement, and to encourage mutual investment 
and sharing of risks.

The future ownership of ASC must facilitate access to 
submarine IP in the complex and sensitive scenario outlined 
above. This is essential to maintain the new design through 
its life, including the need for future modifications. To 
avoid future conflicts of interest and to demonstrate that 
Australia is able to protect sensitive third-party technologies, 
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it is essential that ASC be fully owned and controlled by 
Australians.

We should not rush the ASC sale process as it is important 
to get it right. The ground rules for accessing the critical 
IP should be fully understood and compliance with them 
needs to be a pre-condition of the sale. We would also get 
full value for ASC if it were sold with the future submarine 
project on the books.

Conclusions on industry issues
•	 The global market for conventional submarine design and 

construction has shrunk considerably since the Collins 
class was designed.

•	 Australia’s industry base has grown significantly during 
the same period.

•	 ASC is the clear choice to design and build our future 
submarine but it will require support from the USA and 
leading European designers.

•	 The pre-conditions involved with ASC’s access to these 
technology sources should be understood and compliance 
with them should be mandatory in the sale of ASC.

Personnel issues
The lack of submarine personnel with the skills and 

abilities to manage and support the ADF as an informed 
buyer of the future underwater warfare capability program 
will be a significant issue. Currently, the RAN has a severe 
shortage of submarine crews and senior submarine-qualified 
engineers and operators. Very few of those in the Service 
have the experience, networks and understanding to guide 
a complex project through the labyrinthine processes of the 
Canberra bureaucracy.

The transition from the Collins class to a future submarine 
capability will also pose significant personnel challenges for 
the operational submarine force. Manning the operational 
submarines and generating the surplus crews to transition to 
the new capability will be a demanding challenge. And this 
will have to be achieved against the backdrop of  prolonged 
shortages where insufficient crews to man the operational 
submarines has in turn resulted in fewer training days at sea. 
Overcoming these entrenched problems will therefore mean a 
priority allocation of scarce RAN manpower resources to the 
overall submarine capability and to keeping those involved 
challenged and satisfied.

It is probable that this can only be sustained by the 
establishment of generous conditions of service to attract and 
retain submarine personnel. In the greater scheme of things 
the numbers of personnel required is not large; less than 500 
for the entire Collins force. In this regard the Navy could learn 
much from the offshore energy and other industries operating 
in remote and difficult conditions. The current navy paradigm 
of ‘all of one company’ is not delivering the numbers of 
personnel needed and may never do so again. We need to 
accept that submarine service is very different – and the 
analogy with Special Forces service is compelling. Service 
in submarines needs to attract a priority in resource allocation 
commensurate with the strategic weight and objectives 
required of the submarine force by Government.

Similarly, the civilian submarine technical capability 
in Canberra has also been substantially reduced from that 
previously available to mount and conduct the Collins 

project. Filling these gaps in a timely fashion will require 
lateral solutions to make use of the skills available from 
industry and within the Department of Defence.

Conclusions on personnel issues
• The shortages of skilled personnel in the Department of 

Defence and the Navy to operate submarines, and oversee 
the next-generation submarine project, are a significant 
limitation and must be factored into the acquisition 
strategy.

• A sustained, priority allocation of the RAN’s scarce 
manpower, and targeted and enhanced conditions of 
service, will be required to recover from the current 
personnel shortfall, sustain the new project and transition 
all involved into the future submarine.

Achieving a strategic sting
No serious strategic commentator in Australia is really 

arguing against the development of a future underwater 
warfare capability centred on next-generation submarines. 
The notion of foregoing our existing capability edge in 
underwater warfare by not replacing it is not seriously 
entertained by anyone. Few doubt that retaining and 
improving our underwater warfare capability would provide 
Australia with a continuing capability edge in this regard and 
serious strategic sting more broadly.

Where there is debate it largely revolves around cost, 
method and, to a lesser extent, theoretical rather than practical 
alternatives to the strategic reach, weight and covert ability 
achieved by submarines.

To avoid a capability gap and retain an effective undersea 
warfare capability the future submarine must commence sea 
trials no later than 2022 and possibly sooner. Planning and 
initiation of long-lead activities, such as R&D, are now on 
the critical path to inform decisions that need to be taken in 
2011 on technologies likely to be available for a contract that 
needs to be let in 2016.

The design, development and construction of the future 
underwater warfare capability will be a uniquely Australian 
enterprise. It will also be a developmental project based on 
the Collins class pedigree, with strong support from US and 
Western European submarine designers.

The shortage of experienced submarine personnel to 
crew the operational force and staff the future-submarine 
project is a major limitation. This situation requires urgent 
and sustained attention, and priority, in order to rebuild the 
force and expand it so it can introduce and transition to the 
future submarine force.

The time and effort needed to achieve this capability 
should not be underestimated. Time is short if the Australian 
Government of 2030 is to have a strategic sting able to 
monitor, deter and if need be severely punish a potential 
aggressor.  

Rear Admiral Peter Briggs, AO, CSC (Retd) is the president 
of the Submarine Institute of Australia. He commanded HMA 
submarines Otway and Oxley and headed the Submarine 
Capability Team which was responsible for the Collins 
Project Recovery Program 1999-2000.
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Prodded by the demands of Canada, Australia and 
others, NATO’s recent Bucharest summit produced 
a firm commitment to deploy an additional French 

battalion to the NATO-led International Security Assistance 
Force in Afghanistan. The French example hopefully gave the 
lead to others who may increase both their presence as well 
as the flexibility of employment of their contingents. There 
is a clear consensus that more troops are needed, as ISAF 
hikes its stated requirement to three additional brigades. It is 
therefore timely to identify Afghanistan’s real troops-to-task 
requirement and the implications for Coalition military and 
political leaders.

Resources to fit the mission?
One approach is to have the mission determine the 

number of troops. The objectives in Afghanistan are 
multiple, ranging from retribution and counter-terrorism to 
the virtual re-engineering of Afghan society into an oasis 
of secular Western democracy and freedom. The essential 
military problem is that an insurgency is raging. The focus 
of operations is therefore not on the enemy and territory, but 
rather on the ‘people’ that have to be both ‘wooed’ and, above 
all, protected. It is a struggle ‘for hearts and minds’.

US military doctrine recognises that the key to any 
counter-insurgency (COIN) effort is establishing security 
for the civilian population. General John Craddock, NATO’s 
Supreme Allied Commander – Europe (SACEUR) has 
insisted that ‘the key is to be able to have a continuous 
presence – control an area – stabilise it, then you can build 
– Where there is a government or ISAF presence, the Taliban 
are not going to prevail.’ In January 2008 Lieutenant General 
Sir David Richards, the previous ISAF commander, said 
that NATO can take ground, but, lacking troops to hold it, 
the Taliban come back and soldiers’ lives would have been 
lost for nothing.

How much is enough? In his 1995 study, Force 
Requirements in Stability Operations, RAND mathematician 
James Quinlivan influenced the new US COIN manual, FM 
3-24 in this regard. This recommends using a ‘troop density’ 
ratio of security forces (including host-nation military and 

police) to inhabitants to calculate the forces needed. It notes: 
‘Most density recommendations fall within a range of 20 
to 25 counter-insurgents for every 1000 residents – Twenty 
counter-insurgents is often considered the minimum troop 
density required for effective COIN operations’.

The Joint Co-ordination and Monitoring Board established 
by the Afghan Government and the UN Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan established a ‘Task Force on Afghan National 
Police Target Strength’ to set targets for the number of police 
required, based on a police-to-population ratio. This analysis 
identified a force requirement of 94,000 police and border 
guards. However, in view of the Afghan fiscal situation, the 
subsequent recommendation was the status quo of 62,000 
or an intermediate increase to 82,000.

Therefore, to cater for the Afghan population of 32 
million, the real requirement is for a minimum of 640,000 
security force personnel. Even General Dan McNeil, the 
ISAF commander, has repeatedly conceded that he would 
need ‘well over 400,000’ for the country.

Even a most generous assessment of existing forces in 
Afghanistan totals only 208,250 security personnel, 32.5 per 
cent of the real requirement. These consist of about 56,250 
international troops and 152,000 Afghan security personnel. 
These figures are imprecise because the strength of the US 
Special Forces based in Afghanistan, and operating against 
al Qa’eda outside ISAF command, is not publicised.

Moreover, the Afghan strengths are probably inflated and 
do not reflect desertions or false names on the payroll. The 
152,000 total includes the Afghan National Army (ANA), at 
the optimistic level of 70,000 planned for March 2009, plus 
an Afghan National Police (ANP) strength of 62,000 and an 
assumed figure of 20,000 private security guards.

Were we to use more realistic assumptions, the figure 
would drop to 20-25 per cent of the COIN ratio requirement. 
In comparison, Iraq, a smaller and less populous country, 
exceeds the required minimum force level (even for 
Afghanistan), with security forces of over 700,000, of which 
162,000 are international, mostly American. And this number 
does not even include the Sunni militias now allied to the 
Iraqi Government and the Americans.

Afghanistan:
How much is enough?

 

Terry Liston
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General McNeill’s reaction is to put the onus on the 
Afghan forces. He recently stated: ‘What I think we need, 
more than huge numbers of international forces, is effective 
capacity in the Afghan national army and in the Afghan 
national police.’ Indeed, some are now suggesting that NATO 
could just declare ‘victory’ and leave when the Afghan forces 
are able to hold, unassisted, their national capital and other 
large population centres. However, even if the ANA were 
to grow to 200,000 men (as the Afghan Defence Minister is 
now suggesting) and the ANP were to approach 100,000 (as a 
NATO analysis suggests), total Afghan security forces would 
still represent less than half of the true security requirement. 
Unless the ANA, ANP and private security guards reach a 
level close to 600,000, which is twice the size of the most 
audacious dreams of the Afghan military leadership, their 
forces will be inadequate.

The impact of this lack of manpower is evident. The most 
recent US intelligence assessment reveals that only 30 per 
cent of the country is controlled by the Karzai government. 
Some of the rest is run by the Taliban (10 per cent), while 
most of the country (60 per cent) is designated as ‘under 
the influence’ of local tribes. It was indeed predictable that 
government and international forces, with less than one-third 
of the needed strength, would control less than one-third of 
the country.

Mission to fit the resources?
So what can we do? The first reaction of resource-

poor planners is to juggle their troop lists to accomplish 
the assigned missions in phases, often including different 
areas, over an extended time-frame instead of all at once. 
However, in COIN operations such as in Afghanistan 
security forces must remain in an area in order to ensure 
the continued security of areas and communities they have 
cleared. Moreover, only three of the 24 European members 
of NATO, (the UK, the Netherlands and Denmark), have 

provided battalion-group manoeuvre units to ISAF in its 
volatile Regional Command South. Juggling inadequate 
troop lists will not accomplish the mission.

The 1100 Australian troops deployed under ISAF in 
southern Afghanistan, the largest by a non-NATO country, 
are in stark contrast to the inadequate support by Europeans 
of their agreed mission. It confirms the futility of a strategy 
that assumes the eventual provision of sufficient resources 
from NATO.

The mission must therefore be adjusted to fit the resources. 
An approach put forward by British Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown seeks a shift in strategy that would favour ‘hard-
headed realism’ working ‘with the grain of Afghan tradition’, 
where local volunteers are recruited to defend homes and 
families modelled on traditional Afghan arbakai. The support 
of tribal militias has already been implemented in the US 
sector of eastern Afghanistan and in Iraq’s Anbar province. 
However, the downside of reinforcing tribal militias is that 
these ‘deals with the lesser devils’ will strengthen sectarian 
warlords and often hinder counter-narcotics iniatives. Much 
effort has already gone into disarming these warlords and 
militias and into creating a non-sectarian national police 
force and army.

An even more audacious policy adjustment is suggested 
by those who favour restricting the mission strictly to 
counter-terrorism and securing the border, as it was before 
NATO arrived in the South, using a light footprint based on 
intelligence and Special Forces operations. However, in Iraq 
this approach did not secure the population from terrorist 
attacks and led to consistent increases in terrorist violence. 
Success only came with the large influx of US conventional 
forces, willing and able to protect the population, something 
that Special Forces and long-range missiles alone cannot 
do.

The most far-reaching policy-adjustment option is national 
reconciliation, requiring the negotiation of a political end-
state with the bulk of the insurgents. ‘Reconciliation’ as a 
concept is found in virtually all international mandates for 
Afghanistan. Negotiations are favoured by a majority of the 
Afghan population, the Afghan parliament’s upper house, 
and are supported by President Karzai. Even the Taliban are 
in heated internal discussion on this issue.

In Europe, the UK, among others, has voiced its belief 
in negotiations. In Canada, among the credible supporters 
is the think-tank, the Senlis Council, and Gordon Smith, 
former Canadian ambassador to NATO and former Head 
of the Department of Foreign Affairs. Smith argues that 
the Taliban cannot be defeated militarily or eliminated as a 
‘political entity’, and certainly not with the small increase in 
forces currently envisaged. The Taliban’s wide constituency 
has legitimate concerns that must be addressed, he says. The 
Afghan head of the Human Rights Commission in Kandahar 
made a telling point: ‘the Taliban were a part of this country 
– they must be brought back for there to be peace’.

The main obstacle to such negotiations has been the 
United States’ view that it does not negotiate with terrorists. 
The policy on reconciliation of Canada’s government and 
official opposition, as well as Australia’s, follows that of 
the US.
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Finding a way forward
Afghan and Coalition security forces in Afghanistan are 

less than one-third of the real requirement, and it seems 
evident that this gap will not be reduced. Accordingly, the 
Karzai government, with international support, controls only 
one-third of the country. Although these enclaves of control 
can be held against insurgents, current troop levels will not 
permit much further expansion. Consequently the war will 
continue indefinitely with no resolution. This is neither a 
desirable nor responsible goal.

The implication is clear: military leaders must demand a 
coherent set of policies and resources from their governments 
and from the international organisations, such as the UN 
and NATO, that have blessed the Afghan mission. Lacking 
400,000 more international and Afghan security forces, the 
current mission to impose drastic societal transformation 
on a population more than one and a half times the size of 
Australia’s must be significantly reformulated.

Our political masters must then give missions that are do-
able with the troops they provide. These mandates could be 
limited to border control and counter-terrorism, using only 
a light footprint of Special Forces and air strikes. ‘Success’ 
could simply be the creation of a nucleus of effective Afghan 
forces, holding the main population centres. Alternatively, 
governments could agree to allow tribal groups to re-establish 
their own governance and security, accepting as a lesser 
evil the rebirth of tribal militias and the risk of renewed 
sanctuaries for international Islamist terrorism. Finally, 
our political leaders could consider reconciliation and a 
negotiated peace with the bulk of the insurgents who are 
often not really Taliban in the ideological sense. Whatever 

strategic objective is selected, it must be coherent with the 
real provision of a sufficient level of security forces and, 
in parallel, with provision of the necessary development 
assistance funds.  

Major General Terry Liston (Retd), of the Royal 22e Régiment, 
commanded a mechanised battalion in Germany, the 5th 
Canadian Mechanised Brigade Group in Quebec, served 
in numerous UN missions and was Chief of Operational 
Planning and Force Development for the Canadian Forces. 
This updated article is republished courtesy of ‘On Track’, 
the quarterly journal of Canada’s Conference of Defence 
Associations Institute. A fully footnoted version of the 
original article can be found on the CDAI website at www.
cda-cdai.ca.
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The Future of Intelligence Support
to Government and the Australian Community

 

Paul O'Sullivan

An uncertainty principle
When discussing where the collection, analysis and 

distribution of intelligence seem to be heading, it is prudent 
to raise questions as much as reach conclusions.

Observations about the future inevitably have to recognise 
the inbuilt biases of the present. In examining these biases we 
can, of course, look to history to gain perspective and insight 
into the present, but both the past and the present ultimately 
provide unreliable testimony about the shape of the future 
– because the present involves choices between alternatives, 
made in conditions of uncertainty, and within an environment 
full of contending parties.

Discussion of the future of intelligence cannot escape at 
least some degree of reflexivity, particularly as many imagine 
and as a consequence expect, the business of intelligence is to 
yield precise and certain insights into the future. Forecasting, 
however, is a particularly hazardous pursuit. One of the roles 
of intelligence, in my view, is to bring these hazards to the 
surface by identifying and acknowledging uncertainties; and 
setting out as much as possible the likely alternatives and the 
probable risks associated with them.

Intelligence, as such, should provide as clear an 
assessment as possible of the interplay between perceptible 
trends and prospective situations and events, all the while 
drawing attention to those signals that remain unresolved, 
contradictory or even absent. In this sense, and it may be 
one of the least publicly understood aspects of the overall 
intelligence business, intelligence, at its best, is as much about 
clarifying, as it is about eliminating, uncertainties within 
national security decision-making processes.

This can admittedly cause discomfort to governments 
because the policy cycles needed to govern might sometimes 
demand greater certainty than is, or might ever be, available. 
But uncertainty is, and will likely remain, the natural condition 
of intelligence work as a field of endeavour.

There is another point worth making here. The provision 
of intelligence paints a broad canvas covering a range of 
activities – not all of which have to do with the future; or with 
forecasting; or even strategic policy in the proper sense. The 
most obvious example is forensic intelligence, of the type 
utilised in the wake of the Bali bombings. This involves the 
reconstruction of something that has already taken place and 
the search for clues that might reveal the identity, or location, 
of those involved.

So while counter-terrorism intelligence efforts must 
predominately be directed at prevention, we should not 

underplay the important role intelligence has in the response 
and recovery phases following terrorist attacks or incidents. 
Such analysis becomes part of our understanding of terrorist 
operations and methods, and can thereby help us in our efforts 
to prevent future attacks.

Another example is the increasingly important areas of 
identity and security checking, which utilise various sources 
of information to assess a person’s bona fides. Here the basic 
questions are: Is this person who they say they are? Is there 
something about their past and present activities that is of 
security concern?

Various routine but necessary functions of government 
are likely to involve intelligence of this sort. In many of 
these cases, the intelligence in question may not involve, or 
presuppose, long-range analysis, yet it is likely to play an 
increasingly important role in securing Australia’s future as 
a globally integrated, cosmopolitan nation.

An emerging paradigm for 
intelligence

In looking for hints about the future of intelligence work, 
we might begin by examining how the present environment has 
unsettled, at least in some measure, the classical conception 
of intelligence – which sees it very much as the frontline in a 
nation’s defence against geopolitical and domestic risk.

On this construction, the core phenomena with which 
intelligence concerns itself are exceptional or volatile states 
of affairs: most particularly, warfare and major geopolitical 
or national crises. Indeed, the bulk of the so-called 
‘intelligence failures’ of the twentieth century were instances 
where intelligence services ‘failed’ to predict the onset or 
implications of such events or situations.

This is not to suggest that the current environment has 
eliminated this concern. To the contrary, this focus will 
ever be so, simply because warfare and major crises most 
directly affect the security of peoples and nation-states. The 
contention, rather, is that the classical conception has had 
to adjust key assumptions in light of two interconnected 
developments:
• first, far-reaching and strategically unfamiliar geopolitical 

developments are blurring the line between normal and 
exceptional states of affairs; and

• second, in response to this evolving security environment, 
there has been a relaxing of the strictly compartmentalised, 
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stove-piped or silo approach to intelligence that 
characterised much of the Cold War era.
By and large, the business of intelligence will continue to 

take place out of the public eye, and there will continue to be 
strict limits on who can see the most sensitive information. 
One striking change which has already begun, however, is 
the progressive ‘mainstreaming’ of some intelligence-related 
advice throughout different areas of government, and beyond, 
into the private sector.

By implication, we might be on the cusp of a paradigm 
shift whereby intelligence is seen to play an enabling, as much 
as a defensive, role across a range of activities of modern, 
globally-integrated nation-states, particularly, though by 
no means exclusively, in the growing area of cross-border 
activity.

Noting my earlier caveat about the biases of the present, 
perhaps the future of intelligence, at least in the mid-term, will 
have very much to do with sorting through the implications 
of these changes.

Significant geopolitical changes are influencing the 
international security environment as we move further into 
the 21st Century. The last half of the 20th Century saw a 
decisive shift in favour of the nation-state in the international 
system – with an almost threefold increase in the number of 
states. There are now just over 190 nation-states, some 30 or 
so of which have gained recognition from the international 
community since 1990. The strength of the consolidation of 
the nation-state, though, is not as apparent as its sheer breadth. 
In complexion, strength and stability, the 190 or so nation-
states are variegated.

Political stability, within or across borders, is also uneven. 
For many states, old and new, statecraft is thin and brittle – a 
matter more of form, than of substance – or consolidating at 
the expense of the wellbeing of citizens, or the comfort of 
neighbours.

Strategic uncertainties affecting 
security

Such a world is no doubt confronting for idealists 
– particularly those who embraced the end of the Cold War 
as the beginning of an era of perpetual peace and security. 
Although it will, by and large, seem more familiar to realists, 
who take it for granted:
• that the interests of states never fully align, and will, in 

some cases, be fundamentally incompatible;
• that projections of power will fuel mutual suspicions, or 

worse; and
• that states have an interest in vigilantly monitoring their 

immediate region and beyond for signs of instability, and 
preparing for such contingencies.
This world of ‘realpolitik’, where the state looms large as 

the sole locus of power, would seem to make complete sense 
given the trend toward the nation-state noted above. Yet it 
only goes so far. For the consolidation of the nation-state has 
coincided with other significant developments, which have 
expanded the forces and sources of stability and instability.

The bundle of drivers associated with globalisation is one 
such development. As we well know, we have seen the rise 
of non-state actors, some of which have been able to project 

power beyond, and in excess of, their relative size, strength, 
and conventional sphere of influence.

Chief among these is al-Qa’eda, and the global jihadist 
movement, although recently Hezbollah, a non-state, engaged 
in conflict with Israel. The al-Qa’eda phenomenon is worth 
studying because it is sometimes underestimated or too hastily 
harmonised with earlier modes of terrorism. Al-Qa’eda grew 
out of a unique form of insurgency fought against the Soviets 
in Afghanistan in the 1980s. It still has some of the traits of 
this, although it has clearly gone well beyond, the archetypal 
insurgency. Typically, insurgencies are considered to have, for 
example, a total dependence upon terrain and population. 
However, al-Qa’eda is focused on attacking the ‘far enemy’ 
– the US and its allies – any where and any time.

As we have seen from its successful re-creation of 
operational bases in Pakistan, and the various al-Qa’eda 
franchises formed with militant groups and networks across 
the Middle East and North and East Africa, its connection 
to terrain and population is relatively contingent. What is 
more, al-Qa’eda has been unique in its willingness and 
ability to reach out well beyond traditional constituencies 
to a globally dispersed and culturally differentiated network 
of sympathisers and activists, employing a sense of shared 
identity and fate, and using to great effect new communications 
technologies.

Of course, it remains to be seen whether or not, in the 
longer term, it can continue to cohere this diverse constituency 
into a broad-based jihadi movement with the patience, resolve 
and ability to carry out sustained attacks against the West. 
It is clear, however, that since the attacks of 11 September 
2001, and the initial smashing of its links to the Taliban and 
Afghanistan, al-Qa’eda has been able to strengthen and create 
new connections between what is a core cadre of frontier 
militants and urban radicals throughout many parts of the 
world.

In some cases, these connections are ‘thin’ and amount to 
no more than individuals and groups sympathising with Osama 
bin Laden, or more broadly, al-Qa’eda’s goals. In others, they 
are strong and directly tied to the growth and capability of 
al-Qa’eda as a militant movement with reach into Western 
countries. This sociological fact – the existence of intricate, 
dynamic networks linking ‘frontier’ militants across a range 
of countries, and small groups of urban radicals throughout 
the world – has globalised insecurity in a new way.

This is because such a network is extending the logic 
of insurgency – which effectively subverts the system of 
checks and balances used to restrain the use of force, and the 
rules that apply when it is used – into the global arena. This 
is progressively blurring the lines between war and peace, 
conflict and non-conflict, and domestic and international 
security.

Al-Qa’eda and the global jihadi movement has shown 
that it is possible for networked extremists to operate 
simultaneously across defined theatres of war, regions of 
relative peace and stability, and the domestic settings of highly 
stable, economically-developed countries. They have also 
shown, through attacks in Bali, Madrid, London, New York 
and Washington that such activity is especially dangerous 
when it takes place on a micro scale: involving a handful or 
a small group of individuals who create relatively few visible 
signs, and are remarkably difficult to detect.
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Looking ahead, if this situation continues, the future we 
face will be one where significant national security threats 
coexist with what the classical paradigm would interpret as 
signs of relative stability and order. This in turn invokes the 
risk of ‘security fatigue’. Given this unusual coexistence of 
the conditions of security and insecurity, ensuring that we do 
not succumb to such fatigue will be one of our key ongoing 
challenges.

Mainstreaming intelligence
While the scale of such terrorist activity is relatively 

small, in the sense that a few willing individuals can carry 
out large-scale, devastating terrorist operations, the scope of 
risk and potential vulnerability continues to broaden across a 
range of traditional and non-traditional targets. This situation 
has opened up a field of security challenges with which 
Intelligence Services are likely to grapple for some time to 
come, although intelligence will be only one aspect of our 
national response to these challenges.

Looking ahead, the need to share and synthesise 
information, and create strong links between formerly 
discrete areas of policy and administration, within and outside 
government, is likely to increase. This is no small change. 
Intelligence advice in previous times had an exceptional status 
within government because of its nature, and the strong need 
to ensure it remained held closely within tight circles. While 
we still need to ensure information is properly handled, and 
that safe channels exist for its distribution, protecting the 
nation from attack is now the prevailing concern.

Indeed it is clear, taking a broader perspective, that we are 
seeing something of a ‘mainstreaming’ of some intelligence-
related advice horizontally throughout various areas of 
government, and beyond, into the private sector. As such, the 
challenge for intelligence services now, and in the future, is 
to ensure our advice is relevant, timely and sensitive to the 
needs of others; and to sensitise a new range of users to the 
protocols for handling and using intelligence.

As examples of this trend, in an increasingly globalised 
world, more of Australia’s interests – political, cultural and 
economic – lie offshore, or are affected by circumstances and 
events overseas.
• Australian businesses are pursuing opportunities 

throughout our region and internationally;
• large numbers of Australians travel, work and live 

overseas; and
• significant numbers of foreign nationals visit and work 

here, and want to become Australian citizens.
So ASIO, as the national security intelligence agency, 

is developing stronger ties with the business community, 
through innovations like our business liaison website, and the 
recently announced register of Australian commercial interests 
overseas. This will ensure that our threat assessment product 
is targeted where it needs to be, and allow businesses to 
make more informed risk management decisions concerning 
existing or future overseas ventures.

We also liaise more closely with the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade in its administration of the travel 
advisory system, which provides information about the 
overseas security environment so that travellers to particular 

destinations can make more informed decisions about their 
travel.

The large number of movements across our borders – of 
people, cargo and cash – means that we continue to build 
strong working relationships with the relevant departments 
and agencies. We continue, for example, to look for efficient 
and effective ways to deal with the steadily increasing volume 
of border security work.

The challenge here is to ensure that someone of security 
concern is prevented from entering, or leaving, the country, 
whilst providing the ‘green light’ to the vast majority of 
persons who visit our shores in good faith and with good will. 
So we are working with the Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship to implement the Next-Generation Border Control 
System, which is a forward-looking, smarter and more flexible 
system designed to improve security checking processes.

It is worth making the point that intelligence checking of 
this type may not necessarily provide the key insight or single 
piece of information that fundamentally changes the shape 
of the strategic or geopolitical environment. Although it can 
make all the difference between a successful or disrupted 
terrorist attack against Australia − and it undoubtedly helps 
us to shape the future environment in our favour by making 
it much more difficult for known extremists to travel.

On the domestic front, given that there is a small domestic 
constituency receptive to Islamist and other extremism, 
intelligence will play an important role not just in trying 
to identify who they are, and whether they are engaged in 
activities of security concern; but also by contributing niche 
expertise to broader government efforts to:
• keep in check the future growth of such a constituency;
• make the environment more difficult for those who might 

engage in terrorism-related conduct; and
• assist law enforcement efforts, from prevention through to 

prosecution, should individuals or groups of individuals 
actively prepare to carry out a terrorist attack.
Some of this work is ‘green fields’ for the intelligence 

business. This is why we are working hard to establish the 
appropriate frameworks through which to manage our new 
relationships, and to understand the requirements they place 
on intelligence processes.

To be relevant and actionable across so many domains, 
intelligence increasingly will require the leveraging of 
advanced information management systems, to absorb, sort 
and correlate information gathered from here and abroad.

So the future very much involves working to expand our 
reach into the known threat environment, and being able to 
translate this into useful product meeting the requirements of 
the nation. But perhaps the greater challenge will be to use 
our ingenuity and resources to translate the unknown into the 
known. This is something to which ASIO already devotes 
resources, but is likely to remain an important area of capacity 
building across the intelligence spectrum.

Partly this will involve the use of cutting-edge technologies 
and a suite of advanced analytical techniques to synthesise and 
find meaningful information in large volumes of unstructured 
data. Some advanced technologies might, in some cases, 
and at some points in the intelligence cycle, replace the role 
played by humans.
Continued on page 25
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The war in Iraq has been contentious. So too has been 
the broader War on Terrorism. A debate still rages, 
nearly seven years after September 11 2001, over a 

variety of issues, including
• whether terrorists are actual war-makers or mere 

criminals;
• whether the war in Iraq is a central or incidental part of 

the War on Terrorism; and
• whether future Australian governments will have the 

‘space’ to reposition Australia’s engagement in the War 
on Terrorism?

Warfighting or crimebusting?
I propose to tackle those three issues here. And since space 

is limited, let me dive right into the first. Are terrorists war-
makers or mere criminals? This issue is still a critical one 
because how people think about terrorists shapes how they 
respond to their activities. If terrorists are just criminals, then 
the Australian Defence Force (ADF) would seem to have 
only a small role in the national counter-terrorism mission; 
the bulk of the mission would be borne by the police.

And in relation to terrorists planning attacks upon 
Australia, the key weapon in being able to prevent those 
attacks is often said to be good intelligence rather than 
military force. Terrorist groups live in the world of darkness 
and concealment; so the trick to countering them is to find 
them. Once they are found, the resources of the ADF would 
rarely be needed to defeat them. Arrest, trial and detention 
would be the appropriate mechanism for dealing with them. 
Legal avenues would usually suffice, and the vanguard of 
the counter-terrorist effort would therefore be civilian rather 
than military.

But I have problems with this view. As someone who once 
taught a university course on conflict, and spent considerable 
time looking at conflict patterns over recent centuries, let 
me just say that one of the most troubling features of recent 
conflict is the steady erosion of the Napoleonic model of 
war — a model based on armies which represented nation-
states which represented citizens — and the continuing 
empowerment of smaller and smaller groups as ‘strategic 
actors’ able to shake the international system. The Napoleonic 
model represented ‘mass warfare’, but mass warfare has 

been retreating as smaller, ‘de-massified’ actors become 
more effective. In some ways, this shift is analogous to the 
historical victory of the smaller, more agile mammals over 
the larger, lumbering dinosaurs.

Terrorism plays into that broader shift in the pattern 
of conflict. Indeed, it represents the strategic advantage 
that smaller groups can bring to warfare today. Increased 
destructive capabilities are open to them now — potentially 
even weapons of mass destruction — and they can wield their 
power at much greater reach. Those days when terrorists lived 
at home, and essentially played a role in the domestic politics 
of individual states, seem to have passed. An increasing 
fraction of the terrorist community is capable of thinking 
and acting globally. But terrorists bring an unfamiliar style 
of war to our homelands: they do not seek to conquer. Rather 
they ‘raid’, and as Anna Simons, a US anthropologist once 
noted, their style of warfare is an old one.

As their destructive capacities mount, terrorists are 
becoming more important ‘strategic’ actors in international 
security. They can burn skyscrapers — more than one at a 
time. They can release sarin gas in underground railway 
stations. They can bomb embassies and infrastructure. And, 
most importantly of all, they can make us think differently 
about principal threats to our own way of life and the policies 
we might adopt to maximise our own security. In short, they 
can make us think differently about our current security 
‘order’. So I think it is wrong to look at September 11 and 
note, as some do, that more people were killed by handguns 
in the US in 2001 than were killed in the terrorist attacks.

Whether something is ‘strategic’ or not has little to do with 
how many people get killed, and lots to do with the ability of 
a particular sort of event to reshape security orders. Terrorists 
want to reshape those orders. They have in mind a political 
objective, and that also helps to separate them from the ranks 
of the criminals. Terrorists apply force in pursuit of political 
ends, and so satisfy Clausewitz’s dictum for separating war 
from meaningless violence: they see war as the continuation 
of politics by other means and at least some of them consider 
they are ‘at war’ with us. So, to round off my thoughts on 
the first issue, about the status of terrorists, let me say that I 
think some terrorists — not all, but some — qualify as war-
makers, and that Australia, like other countries, should be 
going to war with them.

Warring words:
Taking the war on terrorism seriously

Rod Lyon
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Where does Iraq fit?
Let me move to the second issue, which is about the 

war in Iraq, and where that conflict fits in relation to the 
broader War on Terrorism. In Australia and elsewhere, it 
is not uncommon to hear views saying that Iraq is a mere 
distraction from the War on Terrorism and that Afghanistan 
(or Pakistan, or ‘Londonistan’, or someplace else) is actually 
the ‘central front’ of the war. Let me say at the outset that I do 
not believe that Saddam Hussein was the secret mastermind 
of September 11: there is little evidence of any key Iraqi role 
in those events. But I do think that the invasion of Iraq was 
intended to have consequences in relation to the broader 
War on Terrorism.

First, it was intended to slow the day when the world 
reached the horrible strategic crossroads where weapons of 
mass destruction intersect with small-group radicalisation. 
After 11 September 2001, the Bush administration was 
looking for places where Al Qa’eda, a Sunni terrorist group, 
might source such weapons. Not surprisingly, it tended to 
focus in particular on those possible sources which included 
a regime which hated the United States, might well endure 
for some decades through a planned family succession, and 
had some ‘form’ in relation to previous use of WMD. (The 
Iraqis used chemical weapons against the Iranians and their 
own Kurdish minority in the 1980s.) And secondly, the 
intervention in Iraq was intended to lend weight to the cause 
of political reformation in the Middle East, since the initial 
calculation of the Bush administration was that it would 
be impossible to slow the long-run recruitment of Islamist 
radicals into terrorist groups without such a reformation.

Like the conflict in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq was 
intended to be an ‘environment-shaping’ conflict: a conflict 
that would enhance the West’s long-term position in a 
probable fifty-year war. But all has not gone well. Sectarian 
tensions escalated dramatically after the bombing of the 
Golden Mosque, and 2006 and 2007, in particular, were 
very difficult years in Iraq. The gains that Bush sought have 
not all been in vain. Western governments — and publics 
— can be more confident that Iraq does not offer easy access 
to WMD for Sunni terrorist groups. But they can have little 
confidence about the long-term survival of democracy in Iraq, 
even though several millions of Iraqis turned out to vote in 
the elections held there. Many indicators — including the 
levels of violence, the vigorous rate of internal displacement 
and the slow progress on political reconciliation — suggest 
the country still faces a difficult future, and some form of 
sectarian partition remains a distinct possibility...

For most of 2006-07, Western strategic calculations were 
less oriented towards establishing a garden of democracy in 
the Middle East than they were towards achieving an exit 
strategy that avoided three bad outcomes: an Al Qa’eda 
sanctuary, a genocide, or a wider regional conflict. All three 
remain distinct possibilities from a coalition withdrawal 
strategy that goes wrong. But the bigger loss might occur in 
relation to Western strategy in the War on Terrorism: Iraq has 
not been a useful ‘environment-shaper’ for those hoping to 
deprive Islamist terrorists of fresh recruits — indeed, quite 
the opposite, at least in the short term. Unless we can reverse 

that trend, the out-years of the War on Terrorism might be 
longer and harder than previously thought.

Gaining strategic space
Finally, what can Australian policy-makers do to increase 

the amount of policy ‘space’ available to future governments 
to recalibrate the country’s engagement in the War on 
Terrorism? This is a difficult question, tied to a host of 
factors that have strategic and political importance as well 
as diplomatic and ethical priority. On the whole, defence and 
foreign policy issues did not prove to be central issues in 
either the Australian 2007 election campaign or the run-up to 
it. Domestic issues were much more central. Our engagement 
in Iraq was often portrayed as a principal difference between 
the major parties, but even there the differences are limited to 
the level and duration of the major ground force commitment, 
rather than to the issue of our broader engagement in the 
theatre. Defence issues traditionally tend to be marked by 
relatively high levels of bipartisanship, and the 2007 election 
was no exception.

Australia was always carrying a relatively light load in 
Iraq. Its commitment has been a finely calibrated one. It has 
thankfully suffered no combat fatalities as yet. And the major 
ADF commitment found itself deployed in a relatively quiet 
area of the country. The relative success of the US ‘surge’ 
strategy, and the full handover to Iraqi control of the southern 
provinces where the Australians were based, provided the 
incoming Rudd government with an easy exit point. We were 
not seen as deserting the Americans and where ‘exiting’ could 
be made to appear as a logical occurrence that reflected the 
achievement of certain conditions on the ground in Iraq. But 
Iraq’s future is far from settled. Iraqis are not close to being 
able to secure their own future. Sectarian divisions are deep 
and bitter; and while Iraqi security institutions have improved 
dramatically over the last year they can still often be weak, 
ill-equipped, and under-trained.

Despite the recent positive gains in security there, Bush’s 
grand objective for Iraq — a stable, unified, democratic 
country which is a partner in the War on Terrorism — 
currently seems an unlikely prospect. Moreover, on the US 
side, it is still difficult to see what lies beyond the ‘surge’. 
Much of the initial scepticism about the strategy has lessened 
as the ‘surge’ has been given more time and resources to 
alter the situation on the ground in Iraq in a sustainable way. 
And violence has decreased as Sunni militants have been 
essentially treated as US partners rather than adversaries. 
But stabilising the Iraqi polity — if it is one polity — will 
involve a much longer-term commitment. And political will 
in the United States for the war in Iraq seems to be fading 
fast. The same is true in Britain and Australia.

The constricted nature of the debate within Australia 
about Iraq meant the issue of our own engagement there 
was sometimes treated as though it were the final question 
in terms of Australia’s engagement in the War on Terrorism. 
This is not true. The War on Terrorism will continue ‘after’ 
Iraq; it is likely to be the strategic issue that will define a 
generation of Australian strategic thought. Why? For the 
reasons canvassed in relation to the first question above: that 
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‘war’ is increasingly the province of small, disaffected, often 
fundamentalist groups. Changing the name of the ‘War on 
Terrorism’, as some are wont to do, will have absolutely no 
effect on that structural driver. That condition results from 
deep historical forces, and it is wrong to believe that it is 
merely a transient and passing phenomenon.

The Iraq conflict might be only one of a series of serious 
conflicts that define that wider war. In the early stages of 
the 2008 presidential contest, Democratic-Party presidential 
aspirant, Barack Obama, has already spoken of the prospect 
that US military forces may have to be deployed in Pakistan 
in future. On this bigger canvas, the conflict in Iraq is not 
part of the endgame of the War on Terrorism, but merely one 
of its opening rounds.

Thinking ahead
How, if at all, can Australia’s political leaders increase 

their ‘space’ in this policy area? Frankly, it is not obvious 
that they can. Howard’s Coalition government attempted to 
address the rise in ‘global-level’ threats to Australian security 
by deepening co-operation with our country’s major ally, and 
by building new partnerships with others where it thought 
appropriate opportunities existed. The incoming Rudd Labor 
Government has pursued a policy not that much different 
to Howard. Much, of course, depends on the particular 
emphases that the Labor government chooses to put on the 
various aspects of its security policy over the longer term.

The conclusions from the arguments sketched above 
are not optimistic ones. The arguments tend to be gloomy, 
and the predictions that arise from them dire. So let me 
say that I think there is a role for a ‘softer’ side of Western 
policy in the counter-terrorist arena. Policies of aid, 
development, reconstruction and dialogue must have a place 
in Australia’s counter-terrorism effort, alongside military and 
policing responses, if we are ever to succeed in creating an 
environment where terrorists cannot flourish.

But we already have such policies underway, and it is 
largely a difference of emphasis that might lead us to call one 
government’s approach ‘soft’ and another’s ‘hard’. On the 
whole, ‘soft power’ tends to supplement and not to replace 
hard power. The current international strategic environment 
is not especially responsive to the grand strategies with which 
Western publics became familiar during the ‘long peace’ 
of the Cold War. Australia, like many other countries, is 
still struggling to identify effective strategies with which to 
counter small-group, extremist threats. In that sense, it still 
has some strategic ‘sorting out’ to do. But I think, in the long 
run, it is possible to get ‘beyond’ the War on Terrorism only 
by taking that war seriously.  

Dr Rod Lyon is the Program Director (Strategy and 
International) at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute in 
Canberra. This article is an updated version of one originally 
published in the November 2007 issue of ‘Debate’, published 
by Fine Line Design & Publishing, and is republished 
courtesy of ‘Debate’ (articles available on the website at 
www.debate.net.au).

But technology will supplement, not eliminate, the need for 
judicious analysis and judgement. So while the intelligence 
officer of the future will employ an increasing array of 
technologies when collecting, analysing and providing 
meaningful context for intelligence, he or she will continue 
to require sharp intellectual and observational skills, as well 
as the moral imagination to make sense of an environment 
offering few or subtle clues, but many potential dangers.

More challenging environment
Australia’s increasingly interlinked international and 

domestic security environments now result in a blurring of the 
line between the normal and the exceptional state of affairs, 
and the mainstreaming of intelligence. This means two broad 
points about the future of intelligence work.

The business of intelligence is becoming more closely 
aligned to a range of areas of government, and as such is 
moving with and helping to shape the prospects of a modern, 
globally-integrated country. If this is where intelligence is 
heading, then the first point is that the future of intelligence 
work and the future of cosmopolitan nation-building are very 
much on the same trajectory.

In this sense, intelligence will play as much an enabling 
as a defensive role for a range of national goals as Australia 
becomes more and more globally integrated. In fact this may 
provide the best context in which to discuss the complex issue 
of the relation between security and liberty – an issue likely to 
remain subject to different perspectives within the community, 
and the different parts of our system of government, for some 
time to come.

The second point is that as this mainstreaming of 
intelligence product continues, it is vital that intelligence 
itself does not become ‘mainstream’ in the sense of ‘run-of-
the-mill’. I do not think it will, so long as we remain focused 
on what distinguishes intelligence from other types of advice. 
First, intelligence is concerned to get behind the veneer of 
public postures and penetrate the sphere of covert, dangerous 
activity. Second, intelligence is deeply engaged with the threat 
environment at both the ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ levels:
• intelligence, that is, about the concrete activities of 

particular individuals or groups of individuals; and
• intelligence informing our broad understanding of 

the security environment – nationally, regionally and 
globally.
Which together mean that intelligence is deeply engaged 

with the limits of the known environment.
Intelligence Services are professional sceptics about the 

visible world and seek to discern whether its machinations, or 
hidden reaches, hold serious risks for our national wellbeing. 
Despite the fact that intelligence cannot promise to forecast 
with precision an unknown and uncertain future, nor always 
deliver complete or unambiguous information, there will 
continue to be significant need for the sort of judicious advice 
intelligence can provide within the national policy-making 
process.  

Paul O’Sullivan is the Director-General of Security and head 
of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. This 
article is based on his address to the Security in Government 
conference in Canberra on 05 December 2007.
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The battle of Fallujah, in November 2004, vividly 
described by Patrick O’Donnell in his book, We Were One: 
Shoulder to Shoulder with the Marines Who Took Fallujah, 

was a pivotal and paradoxical moment in the Iraq war. 
Saddam Hussein had been overthrown a year and a half 
earlier, but it required brutal house to house urban combat 
against thousands of mujahedeen, armed with the latest 
infantry weapons on the world market, to subdue the city. 
The battle has a wider significance, though. It demonstrated 
both the prowess of American combined-arms tactics and the 
kind of fighting which may be necessary in many theatres, 
on different scales, in the years ahead. There are lessons here 
regarding how we are equipping the Australian Army.

The central paradox of Fallujah was that, although 
the US Marines and their Iraqi allies overwhelmed the 
mujahedeen, the battle was not represented as a victory in 
the world’s media. In this respect, it was rather like the 1968 
Tet offensive, at the height of the Vietnam War. Tet was a 
crushing defeat for the Communists, who had rashly chosen 
to confront the US military directly. Yet it was, paradoxically, 
seen by many as evidence that the US could not win in 
Vietnam. Fallujah, similarly, was widely represented as an 
indictment of the American campaign in Iraq.

Not the nature of the enemy and the necessity of rooting 
them out of Fallujah, but the damage caused by the fighting 
and a single incident which appeared to put the Marines in a 
bad light were the big stories at the time. That incident was 

one in which a Marine shot and killed a wounded mujahedeen 
in a mosque on the ninth day of the battle (16 November). I 
vividly recall watching a report of the incident on television 
at the time, with a British journalist’s voice-over saying that 
it discredited the whole American campaign in Iraq.

The commentary was more stunning than the incident. 
It showed no comprehension of how the war was being 
fought by the other side. The mujahedeen had fortified 
scores of mosques, hospitals and schools in Fallujah and 
fought in such a manner as to make observance of the Laws 
of Armed Conflict exceptionally difficult and dangerous for 
the Americans. Yet this incident was held to discredit the 
American war effort. The enemy had dug into the city over 
months, building berms, trenches and bunkers, in defiance 
of all efforts by the Iraqi provisional authorities to negotiate 
their withdrawal. Yet the damage done to the city, in taking 
it, was blamed on the Americans.

Patrick O’Donnell is a military historian who got himself 
‘embedded’ with one of the combat units that spear-headed 
the assault on Fallujah: the 1st Platoon, Lima Company, 
of the 3rd Battalion (the ‘Thundering Third’)’, 1st Marine 
Regiment. His book provides a useful account of the battle 
and its background. It also offers a striking description of the 
use of combined-arms tactics, including tanks. Those tactics 
and the use of tanks have some relevance to the ongoing 
debate in Australia about the utility of the Abrams tanks 
purchased for the Army.

O’Donnell paid his own way to Iraq to witness the battle 
for Fallujah first hand, because he believed that the media 
were ignoring ‘the sterling performance of our men in battle’. 
He felt this would be ‘the tipping point of the war’ and wanted 
to see it for himself, not read about it afterwards. O’Donnell 
witnessed the battle at close quarters and has written a graphic 
account of both the Marines who went into the city and the 
ferocious urban fighting they were involved in.

As another military historian, Max Boot, has remarked 
in his book War Made New: Technology, Warfare and the 
Course of History 1500 To Today, ‘the battle of Fallujah was a 
conventional fight in which the US advantages in armour, air 
power and artillery could be brought to bear even in an urban 
environment.’ It did not, of course, prove to be the tipping 
point in the war, because the enemy in Iraq rarely chooses to 
stand and fight in this manner. Enemies can choose to do so, 

Fallujah:
Close combat in complex terrain

Paul Monk

Every war is ironic because every war is worse than 
expected. Every war constitutes an irony of situation, 
because its means are so melodramatically disproportionate 
to its presumed ends.
Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory

Fighting in Stalingrad…represented a new form of 
warfare, concentrated in the ruins of civilian life…German 
infantrymen loathed house to house fighting. They found 
such close quarter combat, which broke conventional 
military boundaries and dimensions, psychologically 
disorienting…It possessed a savage intimacy which 
appalled their generals.
Antony Beevor, Stalingrad:  
The Fateful Siege - 1942-1943
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however, and the battle of Fallujah is a dramatic illustration 
of what it can take to defeat them when they do.

Fallujah is one of the cities which have become associated 
with the war in Iraq, even among those whose knowledge 
of Iraq is hazy. If you are uncertain of the geography of 
Iraq, think of it as consisting of Kurdistan to the north east, 
Anbar province and the Syrian Desert to the south west and 
Mesopotamia, the land of two rivers, in the middle. Fallujah 
lies almost exactly in the centre of the country, half way 
up the Euphrates from the Persian Gulf and due west of 
Baghdad, on the middle Tigris. In between them lies Abu 
Ghraib.

In fact, the various cities which have become bywords 
in the course of the war lie along the two great rivers. From 
Basra in the far south, near the Persian Gulf, upstream along 
the Euphrates lie Nasiriyah, Najaf and Karbala, then Fallujah 
and Ramadi. The Tigris runs via Kut to Baghdad, then on to 
Samarra, where Saddam ran his training camps for terrorists 
and a number of his WMD programs in the 1990s; to Tikrit, 
his nearby home village of Auja, and Mosul, in the far north, 
in Kurdistan.

Fallujah is a far smaller city than Baghdad, with some 
300,000 inhabitants as of the beginning of the war in 2003. 
It has long been a way-station on the ancient road from 
Baghdad to Amman. It has also, for many generations, been 
a centre of Sunni Islamic fundamentalism, rooted in the 
teaching of the 18th Century Saudi cleric Muhammad Ibn 
’Abd al-Wahhab. In the struggle over the remaking of Iraq, 
therefore, it was always going to be a city both pivotal and 
symbolic.

Gathering storm
It was not, however, a centre of resistance to the 

American forces in April 2003. Anti-American elements only 
gathered there gradually in the year after the overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein. They set up a Shura, or Islamic Council, 
imposed harsh shari’a law and brutally suppressed anyone 
who opposed them. The killing of four American civilian 
contractors there, in March 2004, led to an initial attempt to 
suppress hostile forces in the city in April 2004. After several 
weeks, due to international political sensitivities about 
counter-insurgency measures, this operation was halted.

A group of officers of the former Iraqi army undertook to 
maintain order in the city. Instead, they colluded with Sunni 
jihadists who poured into the city and turned it into a major 
stronghold of anti-American terrorism. It became the capital 
for al Qa’eda chieftain Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s avowed 
campaign to enforce Sunni theocratic rule on the country and 
to prevent the creation of a democratic state. This was a direct 
and violent challenge to the Iraqi provisional authorities and 
it had to be broken.

For months, both Washington and the Iraqis in Baghdad 
dithered about whether or not to send the Marines into 
Fallujah. In the meantime, the jihadists fortified it, turning 
scores of its mosques into defensive redoubts, built bunkers 
street by street and stockpiled weapons and ammunition. A 
veritable international brigade of jihadists arrived during 
these months to fight in Iraq. It was later determined that there 

were fighters of eighteen different nationalities, including 
Jordanians, Saudis, Syrians, Chechens, Malaysians, 
Indonesians and Filipinos in Fallujah during the battle.

The Marines had been doing training drills throughout 
these months for what they call MOUT – Military Operations 
in Urban Terrain. MOUT involves the use of combined-
arms effects – infantry, engineers, indirect fire support from 
artillery or air-based assets and direct fire support from 
armoured vehicles, especially tanks. There was a particular 
emphasis on drilling the infantry to work with tanks. Close 
co-ordination between infantry and tanks was crucial to 
MOUT, as the Russians had learned to their cost in the first 
Chechen war, in the early 1990s. The ‘Thundering Third’ 
had been told it would be expected to spearhead any assault 
on Fallujah. Training with tanks was, therefore, regarded 
as crucial.

By the end of October 2004, there were believed to be 
anything up to 10,000 jihadists in Fallujah. Much of the 
civilian population had fled, both detesting the terrorising 
rule of the foreign jihadists and fearing the looming American 
onslaught. The Coalition assembled six battalions for its 
assault, led the enemy to expect the main attack from the 
south, but struck hard from the north. For all their arms 
caches and fanatical resistance, the mujahedeen were swiftly 
and relentlessly outfought.

the sharp end
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Clearing Fallujah
The 1st Platoon, accompanied by O’Donnell, experienced 

twelve days of hand to hand, house to house urban combat. 
Of its forty five members, fewer than twenty survived the 
battle unscathed. Seventy Marines were killed in the battle 
and more than 700 wounded. Of the jihadists, reports 
indicate somewhere between 2000 and 3500 were killed, 
with another 2500 captured. This was not an environment 
for the uncommitted. ‘Most of the reporters assigned to the 
assault units bugged out and returned to headquarters as 
soon as the battle started,’ O’Donnell writes. He stayed the 
course and his writing reflects the shock and emotion of the 
experience.

The Marines of the 1st Platoon and other members of Lima 
Company emerge as individuals in the course of  O’Donnell’s 
narrative and in a number of cases they die violently and 
suddenly. He describes the deaths with a laconic realism 
redolent of nothing so much as Homer’s descriptions, in The 
Iliad, of warriors, youthful and fiercely alive one moment, 
speared through the throat the next and dying; their heels 
drumming on the ground.

It is difficult to convey either the intensity or the 
logistical complexity of MOUT in Fallujah. 
O’Donnell makes the point, however, 
that the aerial bombardment of the city 
before the Marines went in was minimal, 
compared with the massive bombardment 
to which island redoubts were subjected 
before Marine landings in the Pacific 
during World War II. This was a political directive, designed 
to minimise collateral damage or civilian casualties. Clint 
Eastwood, in his film Letters From Iwo Jima, captures some 
of the terrifying intensity of air and naval bombardment to 
which that Japanese occupied island was subjected in what 
John Dower famously dubbed a ‘war without mercy’.

In Fallujah, the real battering ram was the Abrams tanks 
and Bradley fighting vehicles of the Army’s 2nd Battalion, 
7th Cavalry Regiment. These fearsome combat platforms 
ploughed through the enemy’s outer defences and disrupted 
the rear areas behind them, opening the way for the Marines 
to move in. The tanks detonated IEDs, cut booby trap wires, 
flattening anything and killing anyone that resisted. ‘For the 
muj, engaging an Abrams tank was pointless,’ O’Donnell 
remarks, ‘because most of their RPGs could not penetrate the 
Abrams’s composite armour.’ Recent advances in improvised 
explosive devices (IED), of course, have been designed to 
overcome the formidable armour of the Abrams.

After the tank assault came lethal house to house fighting, 
because only infantry could take control of the terrain. Indirect 
fire support from high tech smart bombs and artillery, could 
not be used ahead of the infantry, because the tanks were 
there. The tanks themselves, which, as O’Donnell observes, 
are ‘the most useful weapons for supporting infantry in urban 
combat’ were in short supply. Consequently, ‘Lima Company 

had the difficult assignment of rooting muj fighters out of 
buildings using only small arms and grenades.’

‘The Jolan, the headquarters of the jihadis in Fallujah, 
was a defender’s paradise’, O’Donnell records. ‘For 
months, Fallujah’s defenders had been converting homes 
into fighting positions. The bunkers were connected by a 
series of ‘mouse holes’, man-sized holes knocked through 
walls, which allowed the enemy to move men from one area 
to another undetected. The concrete and stone buildings 
provided excellent cover and concealment, and the strong 
walls absorbed coalition ordnance. A typical Fallujah city 
block was about 100 by 200 metres long, with about one 
hundred stone or concrete houses. The Marines had to clear 
every building on the block.’

It is in this brutal work that O’Donnell’s Marines were 
killed. In an assault on one of many buildings that had to 
be cleared, Staff Sergeant Michael van Daele and one of his 
ablest Marines, Sergeant William James, ‘a man respected for 
his courage under fire and for always being “at the tip of the 
spear”’, burst in through the door, encountered three enemies 
with AK-47s and RPGs and gunned them down.

They then came to an interior door. ‘James took a step 
and crossed the door’s threshold. As soon as his boot touched 

the floor, his head violently snapped 
backward, and his body fell right in front 
of Van Daele.’ He had been hit in the left 
eye and the whole back of his head had 
been blown off. In one fluid motion, Van 
Daele ‘grabbed the back of James’s flak 
vest with one hand, shooting with the other’ 

and dragged his body to safety.
In another assault, shortly afterwards, a squad of Marines 

moves into a building and O’Donnell reports, ‘(Lance 
Corporal Nicholas) Larson moved in first and caught one 
right in the jugular as he unloaded his magazine into the muj. 
As he fired, he caught one right in the jugular…’. The squad 
got pinned down and one of them, Private First Class Nathan 
Wood ‘heroically charged toward the room containing the 
muj, spraying them with his M-16 and hurling a grenade 
through the door.’ His heroism cost him his life, but the rest 
of the squad were able to pull back and call in rocket fire to 
suppress the enemy bunker.

Perhaps the most stunning moment is when O’Donnell 
himself witnesses the fall of 22-year old Lance Corporal 
Michael Hanks, whom the reader has known from the start 
of the book and who has seemed bullet proof. The moment, 
he says, ‘replays endlessly in my mind’s eye.’ Hanks was 
providing cover for his wounded squad commander, Sergeant 
James Conner, from behind a wall. Suddenly, there was a 
massive burst of fire from the building they were assaulting. 
‘Then I heard someone yell, “He’s gone! Corpsman! Hanks 
is fucking gone!” Michael Hanks’s bloody head was lying 
next to my boot.’

‘There were still a lot of bullets flying, but for a second 
everyone stopped. The moment seemed to last for an eternity. 
Then everyone snapped back into action by the Platoon 

Conner told the tankers 
where to fire. “That house 

right there needs to go away.” 
It did, in short order.
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commander (First Lieutenant Jeff Sommers)’s orders. 
Sommers decided to avoid any further casualties by bringing 
in tank support. He barked, “Get Hanks. Get him outside. A 
tank will fucking level this.”…A tank arrived to provide fire 
support. Despite the blood spurting out of his arm, Conner 
told the tankers where to fire. “That house right there needs 
to go away.” It did, in short order.

A classic example of combined-arms action took place 
when the 3rd Platoon, Lima Company, was ambushed not far 
from the al Qa’eda headquarters and had to fight a day long 
battle to survive. Pictures from a Dragon Eye, a small, state of 
the art UAV reconnaissance platform, revealed that up to 150 
mujahedeen had surrounded the platoon. They were within 
fifty metres of the Marines, which made it difficult for indirect 
fire support to protect them. Yet artillery was called in, since 
otherwise the platoon would have been overwhelmed. Late 
in the day, air strikes were called in and tanks arrived, at last. 
The tanks destroyed the enemy’s bunker complex and the 
platoon was able to extract itself from the fight.

The ‘discipline’ of the enemy was something that left a 
lasting impression on the Marines, according to O’Donnell. 
They would wait for the Americans to enter a building and 
for the opportunity to take a shot at them up close. ‘Their 
goal was to kill an American and then die.’ But it appears that 
this ‘discipline’ was not altogether a matter of raw courage 
or religious belief. ‘Nearly all of the mujahedeen 1st Platoon 
would encounter during the battle were high on a cocktail of 
drugs’, O’Donnell writes, which gave them both a zombie 
like relentlessness and a superhuman capacity to withstand 
physical injury.

There was, also, the ruthlessness of the enemy and their 
exploitation of the Rules-of-Engagement by which the 
Americans fought. In addition to bomb factories and arms 
caches in the city, the Marines found torture chambers where 
worse things were done to human beings than anyone has 
accused the Americans of doing at either Abu Ghraib or 
Guantanamo Bay. Jihadis would not only fight from mosques 
and hospitals, then cry foul if these were fired upon; they 
would dress in American uniforms (a violation of  the Laws 
of Armed Conflict), use women and children as human 
shields, pretend to surrender only to resume the fight. ‘The 
rules to fight this war need to change’, declared Hanks the 
day he died.

Lessons in lethality
How to fight and defeat such an enemy, is the challenge that 

presently confronts the whole Western world. O’Donnell’s 
book offers no guidance in this respect. It is not a theoretical 
piece of work. It is a description of close combat. It recounts 
murderous engagement with the enemy that is behind the 
endless IEDs, suicide bombings in market places or by 
roadsides and death squad executions that have made the 
prolonged terrorist insurgency in Iraq so vicious.

O’Donnell’s sketch of the intense fighting in Fallujah is 
also a Dragon Eye’s view, as it were, of the kind of really 

lethal close combat for which the Australian Army has 
been getting re-equipped in the past few years, in case it is 
necessary. Our infantry did not fight at Fallujah, but should 
we need or choose to send them into such an operation, even 
if on a smaller scale, O’Donnell’s account of what took place 
at Fallujah shows what it would involve.

The MOUT tactics used at Fallujah are very similar to the 
training now given to the Australian Army: close combat in 
complex, predominantly urban, terrain. The Abrams tanks 
have been purchased with this in mind. They have been 
bought in small numbers, in preparation for the possibility, 
not the certainty, that close armoured support for infantry 
may be necessary in a wide variety of plausible scenarios in 
the immediate future.

Intense urban fighting against irregular forces using 
bunker defences and highly lethal small arms could occur 
now anywhere from the Balkans, across Africa and the 
Middle East, through Central Asia to the islands north of 
Australia. The Army’s overall doctrine regarding operations 
in this latter region is not MOUT but MOLE, Manouevre 
Operations in the Littoral Environment. And it is not just 
counter-insurgency, never mind state-on-state conflict that 
might entail the need for close combat.

The need can arise in stabilisation or humanitarian 
operations. Fallujah was at the high end of the scale of 
operations. US Rangers in Mogadishu, in 1993, on a 
humanitarian intervention mission, were caught in an urban 
ambush without tanks and needed to call in UN-flagged 
Pakistani tanks to help them out. UN-flagged Dutch peace-
keeping forces in Bosnia in 1995, without tanks were helpless 
to deter the Serb militia from attacking Srebenica and 
massacring thousands of its Muslim male inhabitants.

It is sometimes claimed that we could not or would not 
use tanks in our own region. In fact, in 1999 our old Leopard 
I tanks were on standby in Darwin, during INTERFET, in 
case the East Timor situation degenerated into a lethal fire-
fight. We used tanks of various types in Papua, New Guinea, 
Bougainville and Borneo in World War II and Centurion tanks 
in Vietnam in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Should the need 
be grave, or the risk acute, be it during stabilisation operations 
or more acute conflict, the Army’s calculations are that at least 
a minimal tank capability – a mere three squadrons – could 
be a vital asset in our armoury. The combined-arms combat 
in Fallujah showed how.  

Dr Paul Monk is a founding director of Austhink (www.
austhink.com) in Melbourne. His most recent article 
in Defender was ‘Tracked arguments and soft ground: 
Reflections on public argument about the Abrams tank 
decision’ in the Spring 2007 issue. A fully footnoted version 
of this article can be found on the Austhink website.

the sharp end
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We were soldiers once: 
The decline of the 

Royal Australian Infantry Corps
Jim Hammett

Situation
The Royal Australian Regiment has been conducting 

operations continuously since the first intervention in East 
Timor in 1999. These operations have spanned a variety 
of theatres and comprised of a variety of missions. This 
period of operations is frequently cited as evidence of our 
professionalism, leadership and ability, and as cementing 
Australia’s place as a regional leader and putative global ally. 
Beyond dispute is the fact that the Army, and in particular the 
infantry, have been busier and deployed overseas more often 
and more widely than at any time since the Vietnam War. 
The current cycle of operations does not appear to be losing 
momentum; and the recent Enhanced Land Force (ELF) 
initiatives that implement the raising of two new infantry 
battalions prove beyond doubt that the Corps of Infantry is 
certainly a growth industry.

Across the infantry’s ranks, however, there is a 
common theme that is constantly being discussed, debated 
and passionately argued in messes, barracks, training 
establishments and generally anywhere that infantrymen 
cross paths and engage in professional discourse: What is 
the future of the Infantry Corps? Has the specific role that is 
unique to the Infantry Corps been assigned elsewhere? Why, 
in an era of global operations and unity of purpose against 
common enemies, are Australian infantrymen conspicuously 
absent from the fighting, whilst our allies are engaging in 
sustained combat operations?

The purpose of this article is to introduce the ubiquitous 
concerns of serving infantrymen into a wider arena for further 
debate. It will examine the reasons underpinning a growing 
perception that we will never perform our stated role; with 
the result that our collective psyche is being weakened by 
frustration, conflicting institutional stressors and a growing 
belief that the Infantry Corps is rated as a distant second 
choice for combat operations behind the special operations 
forces.

Combat indicators?
The growing sense of professional frustration borne by 

the Corps has, until recently, been subordinated by discipline, 
institutional loyalty and adherence to the motto of the Royal 
Australian Regiment—Duty First. The current generation 
of infantrymen, despite their youth, are well aware of the 

‘barren years’; some two and a half decades of peacetime 
soldiering and exercises that was the lot of the Army between 
Vietnam and the 1999 deployment of INTERFET to East 
Timor. Certainly, the Infantry Corps has benefited from 
recent operational experience, however the Corps has yet 
to be called on to demonstrate its full potential or capability 
in performance of its primary role, namely seeking out the 
enemy and engaging in close combat.

There are indicators that the feelings of angst prevalent 
within the Infantry Corps have festered to the point of public 
dissent and critical questioning of the Corps raison d’etre. 
This is reflected not only by questions posed to our leadership 
(including the Minister for Defence and the Chief of Army) 
across three theatres of operation, but also by recent articles 
published in the mainstream media. Furthermore, anecdotal 
evidence would suggest that disillusionment regarding the 
employment and future of the Infantry Corps has been a 
significant contributing factor to the discharge of personnel 
from the Corps.

An Army at war?
The majority of Australian infantrymen would disagree 

with Chief of Army Lieutenant General Peter Leahy’s 
statement that ‘we are an Army at war’. Elements of the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) are engaged in combat 
operations, however the Army as an entity is not. Mobilised, 
yes—at war, no. It is understood and accepted across the 
Corps that Australia’s strategic interests and objectives will 
entail the conduct of lower intensity operations in pursuit of 
our political objectives. It is also accepted that the ADF is 
not capable of, nor tasked with, conducting high-intensity 
conventional warfighting on much of a scale.

The contribution to offensive, warlike operations on 
the ground has, since 2001 consisted primarily of ‘niche 
capabilities’ which, in lay terms, translates to the deployment 
of Special Forces. An examination of both the role of the 
Infantry and the role of Special Forces, in comparison to the 
nature of employment of both on recent operations, provides 
an insight into one of the causes of the current discontent 
within the Infantry Corps.

The longstanding role of the infantry is to seek out and 
close with the enemy, to kill or capture them, to seize and 
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hold ground and to repel attack by day and night, regardless 
of season, weather or terrain. This role is unambiguous.

The specific and detailed roles of Special Forces remain 
subject to security classifications; however it is openly 
acknowledged they are tasked with ‘the conduct of operations 
that have strategic consequences at the national level’. This 
role is vague, and implies that the rest of the army is only 
capable of achieving tactical effects – an inference that is 
at odds with not only the strategic soldier concept, but also 
implies that the ‘wider army’ is incapable of implementing 
the effects defined in LWD 1, the Army’s capstone doctrine 
manual. Amplification of the role of Special Forces however, 
is provided elsewhere by further definition of the types of 
special operations:

SASR conduct a wide range of special operations beyond 
the scope and capability of other ADF elements. This includes 
rescuing personnel, unconventional warfare, information 
operations, and environmental, offensive and close-target 
reconnaissance. The commandos undertake offensive 
operations, including raids, recovery operations and support 
operations that cannot be performed by ‘conventional ADF 
forces’.

Amongst their other roles, Special Operations Forces 
are now tasked with a function titled ‘Direct Action’. In the 
absence of an ADF definition, US doctrine defines direct 
action as ‘short duration strikes that are used when Special 
Forces want to seize, capture, recover or destroy enemy 
weapons and information or recover designated personnel 
or material’.

Clearly there is the potential for overlap of the two roles, 
particularly with regard to the effects provided by ‘Direct 
Action’. Has the defined caveat of ‘short duration’ and 
‘small scale actions’ evolved into a Special Forces-generated 
mission creep that usurps the role of the Infantry? A history 
of recent deployments would indicate so:

The infantry have not been tasked with conducting 
offensive action since Vietnam; Special Forces have been 
engaged in combat operations almost continuously since 
2001. When comparing the role of the Infantry with that of 
Special Operations Forces (SOF), in contrast to the nature of 
deployments, the logical deduction is that either the role of 
the infantry is now defunct, or that only SOF are considered 
capable of the role.

‘This cult of special forces is as sensible as to form a Royal 
Corps of Tree Climbers and say that no soldier, who does not 
wear its green hat with a bunch of oak leaves stuck in it should 
be expected to climb a tree’, noted Field Marshall Sir William 
Slim in his book Defeat into Victory. Slim was remarkably 

THEATRE ROLE OF INFANTRY ROLE OF SPECIAL FORCES
East Timor INTERFET Security and stability. Offensive Response
East Timor UNTAET Stability and support. Offensive Response.
Afghanistan 2001–2006 Did not deploy Offensive Manoeuvre
Iraq War Did not deploy Offensive Manoeuvre
Iraq SECDET Force Protection N/A
Iraq AMTG Force Protection N/A
Iraq OBG(W) Force Protection N/A
East Timor 2006-2007 Stability and support Offensive Response and Manoeuvre
Afghanistan 2007 Force Protection Offensive Manoeuvre

prophetic when he cautioned against the inclination to 
consider some tasks capable of being fulfilled by Special 
Forces only. The parallels between Slim’s ‘Royal Corps of 
Tree Climbers’ analogy and the current trend of operational 
deployments accurately summarise the frustrations of the 
Royal Australian Infantry Corps, who, despite the lack of a 
‘green hat’ (or possibly Sherwood Green or ‘Sandy’ beret), 
consider themselves more than capable of ‘climbing trees’.

Can the infantry do the job?
The Infantry Corps is better equipped than ever before 

with world-class firepower, communications and protective 
equipment. The emphasis on infantry specialist and career 
courses (as well as Army’s All-Corps Officer Training 
Continuum courses) has, for many years, been dedicated 
to complex warfighting. The School of Infantry’s Initial 
Employment Training (rifleman) course has recovered 
from the training constraints and minimalist approach of 
the mid 1990s and is producing robust, competent soldiers 
whose basic training surpasses that of their forebears. The 
Infantry Regimental Officers’ Basic Course has evolved 
from the lacklustre attendance course of ten days duration to 
a twelve-week regimen that truly prepares infantry officers 
for the full spectrum of conflict. The Combat Training Centre 
has matured and routinely provides world class training 
to prepare sub-units and units for combat operations. The 
Centre for Army Lessons provides real-world lessons based 
on the current operations of other armies. Joint exercises are 
regularly conducted with coalition allies, with an emphasis 
on warfighting. The ADF, and the infantry in particular, have 
never before been at such a collective level of readiness 
for combat operations. It could be argued that the Infantry 
Corps, in relation to warfighting operations, is over-trained 
yet under-experienced.

The US, British and Canadian militaries have employed 
their ‘regular’ infantry in combat operations without 
hesitation in Iraq or Afghanistan, and sometimes both, since 
the conflicts in those countries commenced. A very small 
percentage of Australian infantrymen have participated 
in such operations through exchange postings. Anecdotal 
evidence provided by these individuals indicates that there 
is nothing that the British are doing in Basrah, Maysan or 
Helmand provinces that an Australian infantry battalion could 
not do equally as well. These opinions have been proven by 
the recent actions of Australian infantrymen in Afghanistan, 
who have on several recent occasions, in the course of their 
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protective duties, engaged in battle against enemy-initiated 
offensive action—and been resoundingly successful.

What did YOU do in the war 
daddy?

Tantalus, of Greek mythology, was deliberately tormented 
by the gods—he was immersed up to his neck in water, yet 
every time he bent his head to drink, it drained away; a 
variety of fruit hung above and around him, but every time 
he reached for it the winds would blow the branches beyond 
his reach. The frustrating nature of operations conducted by 
Australian infantry in both Iraq and Afghanistan are akin to 
the predicament that beset Tantalus.

In Iraq, SECDET has a purely force protection mission 
largely confined to Baghdad’s ‘Green Zone’ and protective 
task outside it. In Southern Iraq, the role of the deployed 
battlegroup (whose manoeuvre elements consisted of only 
one infantry company and one ASLAV-equipped cavalry 
squadron), evolved from providing force protection to 
Japanese engineers to adopting the role of Overwatch 
Battle Group (West). This organisation remained subject 
to significant limitations regarding freedom of manoeuvre 
due to force protection policies. It was not deployed on an 
intervention task since assuming that role, despite periodic 
local defeats of Iraqi Security Forces and the loss of Iraqi 
Government control; most notably in An Nasiriyah during 
the period 17–19 June 2007, but also in Al Muthanna 
province.

Notwithstanding recent combat actions performed 
by infantrymen in Afghanistan, the role of the infantry 
component of the Reconstruction Task Force is limited to 
force protection—rigidly imposed to the point whereby 
participants have been required to sign formal documents 
declaring that they have not provoked exchanges of fire. 
Meanwhile, their fellow countrymen from the Special 
Operations Task Group actively pursue engagement with 
enemy forces, having been publicly praised by the Defence 
and governmental hierarchy for previous tours of duty that 
involved daily contact with the enemy. In the same theatre, 
armies with whom we possess a standardisation program 
(USA, Britain and Canada) are employing their infantry 
aggressively against the enemy. The lack of Australian 
participation in combat has drawn adverse comment and 
questions from the international press.

In East Timor, the mission of the resident infantry 
battalion is to conduct stability and support operations, 
and to provide support to UN Police as a tiered response 
to disorder. In this theatre alone the infantry does have the 
freedom of action to conduct manoeuvre at will, however 
whilst this allows refinement and development of procedures 
and techniques, there exists no enemy against which to 
provide quantifiable analysis. The actions of Reinado and 
his petitioners in February and March 2007 did initially 
present as an opportunity for the infantry to perform their 
primary role. The deployment of a Special Forces task group 
to assume this task resulted in the infantry once again being 
subordinated to conducting very minor support roles at the 
periphery of the battlespace.

I’m an Australian soldier
The restrictions placed on deployed elements as a result of 

force protection and national policies have, at times, made our 
infantrymen ashamed of wearing their regimental hat badge 
and Australian uniform. Today’s Australian soldiers have 
been imbued with the proud history of their forebears—their 
fighting spirit, their tenacity, their battle honours. The past 
achievements of Australian infantrymen are acclaimed across 
the military community: barracks are named after famous 
battles, bases are named after famous commanders, and 
battle honours are commemorated annually by the current 
generation. The infantrymen of today want to be proud of 
their own actions. The Army’s emphasis on history and 
recognition of past achievements has inculcated into today’s 
soldier a subconscious need to uphold the traditions forged by 
his predecessors – and an aspiration to overcome the unique 
challenges that are presented only in the arena of combat.

Since 11 September 2001 Australia’s allies have become 
embroiled in violent conflicts in the Middle East and Central 
Asia. Australia has professed itself a staunch ally of the 
Americans in both Iraq and Afghanistan, and indeed has 
received significant political kudos for what has been termed 
by senior American officials as ‘unwavering support’. At 
the coalface, however, such sentiments are dismissed as 
political rhetoric, as serving members from the USA, Britain 
and Canada lay their lives on the line in support of their 
government’s objectives whilst Australian infantry appear 
to do little more than act as interested spectators from the 
sideline.

Notwithstanding the mutual accolades provided between 
international political bodies in the interests of diplomacy, 
Australia’s contributions to both Iraq and Afghanistan have 
been derided and scorned by soldiers and officers alike from 
other nations who are more vigorously engaged in combat 
operations. In Iraq, the much heralded deployment of the first 
Al Muthanna Task Group was met with incredulity by British 
forces deployed on Operation TELIC V. Stringent force 
protection measures and limitations to manoeuvre applied 
to the newly arrived (yet very well-equipped) Australians. 
These were in stark contrast to the British approach of using 
the benign Al Muthanna province as a respite locality for 
(not very well-equipped) troops who had been in sustained 
action in either Basra or Al Amarah.

The initial caution with such a deployment is both prudent 
and understandable, however the ongoing inaction and 
lack of contribution to counter-insurgency and offensive 
operations has resulted in collective disdain, and at times 
near contempt, by personnel from other contributing nations 
for the publicity–shrouded yet force–protected Australian 
troops.

The restrictions and policies enforced on our infantrymen 
in Iraq have resulted in the widespread perception that our 
army is plagued by institutional cowardice. Rebuttal of such 
opinions is difficult when all staff at Iraq’s Multi-National 
Division (South East) Headquarters were formally briefed 
that the Australian contingent’s national caveats strictly 
prohibited offensive operations, attack and pursuit. Of the 
phases of war, this leaves only defence and withdrawal.
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Core activity…
The Chief of Army recently defined his expectations 

of what defines the Australian soldier by virtue of nine 
core behaviours that have been established as aspirational 
benchmarks. Within the statement of these behaviours, the 
terms ‘close combat’, ‘close-quarter combat’, ‘unarmed 
combat’, ‘complex warfighting’, ‘battle’ and ‘war’ appear 
regularly. These are terms that clearly indicate to every 
infantryman that they should prepare themselves for such 
environments, as the core behaviours imply that the rigours 
of battle are, if not routinely experienced by the Army, then 
certainly to be expected.

But is the concept of Australian infantry joining battle 
a realistic expectation? Despite the promulgation of core 
behaviours designed to better prepare modern soldiers 
for complex warfighting and close-quarter combat, these 
functions do not appear in the Chief of Army’s intent for the 
Hardened and Networked Army:

Army must be prepared to face a very broad range 
of activities from the conventional defence of Australia 
to peacekeeping to peace-making to nation-building to 
humanitarian operations and the threat of terrorism.

Within the intent of the Hardened and Networked Army, 
and the specified functions that the Army is to prepare for, 
the terms ‘close combat’, ‘close-quarter combat’, ‘unarmed 
combat’, ‘complex warfighting’, ‘battle’ and ‘war’ are 
conspicuous by their absence.

What, therefore, is the primary core activity of the Army 
as a whole? Is it force protection and avoidance of exposure 
to the enemy? A stated aim of the Hardened and Networked 
Army implementation is to ‘provide as many soldiers as 
possible—whether from the combat arms or the support 
elements – with a seat in an armoured protected vehicle’. 
The refutation of such an ambition as being potentially 
flawed is certainly the domain of another forum, however as 
stated, the desired endstate does not auger well for the future 
employment of the infantryman. The ‘Alcyoneus principle’ 
as it would apply in the Australian context appears doomed, 
unless perhaps the aim is to ultimately dislocate opposing 
forces by not accepting engagement.

Future operations….?
Today’s Army projects the image, at least on the Web, 

of an operationally experienced, ‘battle savvy’ organisation 
with an emphasis on complex warfighting and close-quarter 
combat. Certainly there are within the ranks of the infantry 
numerous personnel who are veterans of multiple operations; 
however the majority of the infantry’s collective experience 
applies only to the lower strata of the spectrum of conflict. 
Our experience is limited to that which can be gained from 
participation in operations charged with security and stability 
tasks in benign environments, or force protection roles in the 
more active areas of operations. In an unprecedented era of 
Infantry and Army Combat Badges, the fact remains that, 
since Vietnam, Australian infantrymen have been involved 
in little more than fleeting contacts or brief skirmishes with 
an enemy; none of them planned, none of them deliberate.

In the opinion of many infantrymen, the lauding of their 
contributions to recent operations does not ring true. Soldiers 
of all Corps perform as well as they can on operations; they 
are constrained by their mission and tasks, however. Why 

do people join the Corps of Infantry? The answer is simple: 
to fulfil the role of the infantry; or to use simpler terms, to 
fight. But our infantry are not fighting; they are trained to 
fight, equipped to fight, and being indoctrinated to expect to 
fight—they are doing many other things, but not fighting. 
That function is being mainly fulfilled by Special Forces.

The Government of Australia (both before and after the 
2007 election) has demonstrated the political will to commit 
troops to combat, and on numerous occasions has warned the 
public to expect casualties. There appears to be no reluctance 
on the part of the Government for forces to seek out and close 
with the enemy. But why have such roles been allocated only 
to Special Forces? One deduction that may be made is that 
Army itself does not consider the infantry capable of the job, 
and trusts only the ability of Special Forces.

Is the current trend going to continue? While our 
counterparts from allied nations are desperately fighting 
tenacious enemies in two theatres, will Australian infantry 
continue to be limited to supporting roles only – and be 
allowed freedom of action only in theatres that are devoid of 
a real enemy? Despite being trained, prepared and equipped 
for a role, that role remains elusive. If the status quo is 
maintained, it is not unlikely that our infantry will become 
denuded of the very type of soldier it requires, for while some 
will be lured to Special Forces, many more will demonstrate 
their discontent by seeking transfer or discharge. Moreover, 
how will we be able to sustain our Special Forces if there is 
not a large pool of well-trained, motivated and experienced 
infantry that the SF can draw on?

Have we entered an era that will foreshadow the decline 
of the Infantry Corps as the Army’s fighting arm? Have the 
higher echelons of Special Forces shaped contemporary 
military and political thinking to the point where they 
alone are considered combat capable? The Infantry Corps 
desperately hopes not, but many within its ranks suspect 
that the role of the infantry has already been consigned to 
history.  

Major Jim Hammett graduated from the Royal Military 
College, Duntroon, in 1996 having served as a soldier and 
junior NCO in 1RAR between 1989 and 1994. He has served 
in a variety of regimental and instructional appointments, 
including 1RAR, 2RAR, RMC, School of Infantry and as 
an exchange Officer with 1st Battalion, the Scots Guards. 
His operational service includes deployments to Somalia 
in 1993 (1RAR), East Timor in 1999-2000 (2RAR), Iraq 
2004-2005 (Scots Guards), East Timor 2006 (1RAR), Tonga 
2006 (1RAR) and East Timor 2007 (1RAR). He is currently 
a student at the Australian Command and Staff College in 
Canberra.

This article is an updated version of one published in the 
Autumn 2008 issue of the ‘Australian Army Journal’ (Volume 
V, Number 1) and is republished courtesy of that journal. A 
fully footnoted version of the original article is available 
from the ‘Army Journal’.
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  Conference Calendar
ADA members and other Defender readers may be interested in the following  

public conferences and activities:
•	 Australian Strategic Policy Institute Fourth 

International Conference 
Global	Forces	2008	
02-03 July 2008 , Hyatt Hotel, Canberra 
Enquiries: www.aspi.org.au or (02) 6270-5109

• Australian Defence Force Charity Ball (Brisbane) 
19 July 2008, 6:45PM until late  
Brisbane Convention and Exhibition Centre 
Enquiries: www.defencecharityball.com.au  
or (07) 3846-4299

• UNSW-University of Melbourne Safeguarding Australia 
Conference 2008 
The	Rudd	Government’s	New	Homeland	Security	Agenda	
23-24 July 2008, Hotel Realm, Canberra 
Enquiries: www.safeguardingaustraliasummit 
.org.au or (02) 6161-5143

• Australian Security Industry Association  
Conference 2008 
Security	-	the	Big	Picture 
26-28 August 2008  
Sydney Convention & Exhibition Centre, Darling Harbour 
Enquiries: www.asial.com.au or (02) 8425-4300

• Australian Defence Magazine Defence  
Skilling Summit 2008 
The	Skills	Crisis:	Collaboratively	Driving	the	Solution	
08-09 September 2008, Hyatt Regency, Adelaide. 
Enquiries: www.informa.com.au/defenceskilling/adm or 
(02) 9080-4318

• Attorney-General’s Department Security in Government 
Conference 2008 
The	Evolution	of	Security	
16-18 September 2008 
National Convention Centre, Canberra.  
Enquiries: www.ag.gov.au

• Asia-Pacific Institute (Flinders University) and DSTO 
Conference 2008 
Australia’s	strategic	futures	
01-02 October 2008, Adelaide Town Hall 
Enquiries: www.fiap.flinders.edu.au  or (08) 8201-7986

• Defence Force Air Show 2008 
04-05 October 2008, RAAF Base Amberley. 
Enquiries: www.raaf.gov.au/airshow/index.htm  
or (07) 5461-1111

• Australian Institute of Professional Intelligence Officers 
Conference 2008 
Improving	Intelligence	Tradecraft	
14-16 October 2008, Holiday Inn, Adelaide. 
Enquiries: www.aipio.asn.au or (03) 6234-1424

• Fleet Air Arm Museum Diamond Jubilee Air Show 2008 
The	Fleet	Air	Arm	1948-2008 
25-26 October 2008, HMAS Albatross, Nowra. 
Enquiries: www.navy.gov.au/faam/airshows/  
or (02) 4424-1920

• Land Warfare Conference 2008 
Force	Protection	in	the	21st	Century	
27-31 October 2008, Brisbane Convention Centre, Brisbane. 
Enquiries: www.dsto.defence.gov.au/events/wc2008  
or (08) 8259-5455

Defence White Paper – public 
consultations

As part of the development of the 2008 Defence White 
Paper there is to be a public consultation process. From July 
to September 2008 a five-person team led by former Labor 
senator, Stephen Loosely, and former Chief-of-Staff to John 
Howard, Arthur Sinodinis, will seek public feedback and 
discussion through the acceptance of submissions from the 
public and the conduct of public meetings. The deadline 
for public submissions is 01 October 2008. The schedule 
for the public meetings begins in Darwin on 08 July and 
ends in Ballarat on 17 September, and can be found on 
the Department of Defence website at www.defence.gov.
au/whitepaper/activities.htm.

This consultation process is based on a public discussion 
paper, Key Questions for Defence in the 21st Century: A 
Defence Policy Discussion Paper, which can be downloaded 
from the Defence website at www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper. 
The paper sets out some of the issues and options that need 
to be considered before completion of the White Paper and 
is not intended to be definitive or complete. The issues raised 
within the discussion paper are not government policy and 
do not reflect a final position on any of the strategic issues 

under consideration. They are intended to be starting points 
for the analysis and consultation that will be undertaken in 
preparing the White Paper.

The Government has stated that it is particularly seeking 
the views of Australians on three key questions posed in the 
discussion paper
• what role should our defence force play;
• what kind of defence force should we develop; and
• can we afford such a force?

In launching the public discussion paper the Minister 
for Defence said:

The Government is conducting a fundamental review of 
defence policy and is keen to ensure that the forthcoming 
White Paper takes into account the views of the Australian 
people. As part of this process, the Public Discussion 
Paper has been designed to promote consideration of the 
key issues relating to Australia’s defence requirements 
and how these requirements can be met. It will enable 
the people of Australia to have an input into, and better 
understanding of, the defence issues that the Government 
must consider in preparing the White Paper.
The ADA will be putting in a submission and encourages 

members to do so as individuals. Members are also strongly 
encouraged to attend the public meetings.  
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The First Day of the Blitz: 
September 7, 1940

Peter Stansky

Reviewed by Dr John McCarthy

On the afternoon of Saturday 07 September 1940, 348 
German bombers escorted by over 600 fighters crossed the 
coast of southern England. Their objective was to attack 
London’s East-End dockland area. Huge fires were started 
and these guided a second wave of some 300 bombers to the 
same target in the early evening. It was the beginning of the 
Blitz. With one exception, London was bombed for the next 
76 nights. On that first day 430 people were killed and over 
1500 seriously hurt. By the end of the Blitz, nearly 20,000 
Londoners had been killed.

Despite its title and the author’s claim that he intended 
to concentrate on this one day, this book is only partially 
concerned with the events of that day. Its scope ranges from 
an examination of pre-war air defence policies and measures 
concerning air raid precautions and civil defence, through 
to an examination of ‘The People’s War’ and the myth and 
reality of the Blitz itself.

It has all, however, been done before. A volume of the 
British official history, Problems of Social Policy, written 
by sociologist Richard Titmuss and published in 1950 set 
an early high standard. Clive Pointing’s 1940: Myth and 
Reality (London, 1990) is as readable as Stansky but is more 
penetrating. Angus Calder, The Myth of the Blitz (London, 
1991) is indispensable. Perhaps the best study available 
though is Philip Ziegler, London at War 1939-1945 (London, 
1995). Ziegler covers all that Stansky does, in more detail, 
and with more understanding and verve.

Stansky’s intended main themes are to show how well 
people acted under the strain of air attack and to try and 
understand the ‘reality’ of the Blitz. He also wishes to 
examine the view that the 07 September 1940 and the shifting 
of the German air attack to London, and away from the 
airfields and the chain radar stations, represented a ‘crucial 
day’ in the history of World War II.

Possibly no other event as the Blitz in British history has 
left such an archival record. Apart from official documents 
and the findings of Mass Observation, possibly thousands 
of Londoners kept diaries or unpublished accounts, many of 
which have been deposited in the Imperial War Museum.

Stansky has made full use of them, as others have before 
him. A difficulty with relying on such a source is that diaries 
and memories will overwhelmingly reflect the attitudes of 
an educated, literate, middle-class. The voice of the lower 
socio-economic class manual worker is seldom, if ever, 
heard. Yet it was exactly this class which took the initial fury 
of the air assault on 07 September 1940. From the elevated 
London suburbs of Highgate or Hampstead the diarist could 
look down and see the flames, and perhaps smell the smoke 

some 9 miles away, but was far 
removed from the human and 
material destruction.

There is another difficulty. 
Reliance on this kind of ‘oral 
history’ can lead an historian into 
reproducing some most doubtful 
statements. For example one 
source recalled some fifty years 
later: ‘The aircraft moved slowly 
on…I could see black crosses 
on the wings’. As the aircraft 
were flying at heights between 
15,000 and 26,000 feet (4500-
8000 metres) the possibility of seeing aircraft markings from 
the ground must have been remote. Another recalled seeing 
the German aircraft firstly at a great height and then seeing 
them swooping ‘down and down’. The balloon barrage over 
London would have prevented that. An 18-year old recorded 
that his ears were deafened by bombs, machine gun fire, 
and the colossal inferno of machine after machine zooming 
in the blue sky….’. Yet he was in the suburbs and the air 
battles were fought high enough generally for only contrails 
of condensation to be seen and the remote sound of engines 
working at full throttle, heard.

It is true the shift of strategy by the Luftwaffe in attacking 
London was a turning point in the German air assault on 
Britain. It allowed Fighter Command time to re-group 
and to meet the bombing threat with greater strength. The 
absence of a bibliography does not help but it seems Stansky 
has not made the best use of Richard (‘Paul’ in Stansky’s 
footnote) Overy, The Battle of Britain-The Myth and Reality 
(London, 2000) or any reference to the best book written 
on the “Battle”: Stephen Bungay, The Most Dangerous 
Enemy: A History of the Battle of Britain (London, 2001). 
Stansky, oddly enough, gives a figure of 165 German aircraft, 
destroyed during the great day air battles of 15 September 
1940, still celebrated as Battle of Britain Day. At the time 
Fighter Command claimed 185. What has been known since 
1945 is that Luftwaffe documents show 53 German aircraft 
were destroyed on that day.

Basil Liddell-Hart in his first book Paris, or the Future of 
War published in 1923 argued ‘slum dwellers’ would panic 
and ‘maraud’ under air attack and thus place great pressure 
on governments to surrender. Stansky makes it plain that 
although at times sections of the population did come close 
to panic it never was of sufficient magnitude to be a really 
dangerous threat to continuing the war. But then what is today 
called ‘Punishment Strategy’ in the employment of strategic 
air power has never been successful. Neither the German nor 
the Japanese civilian population broke even under a much 
greater weight of attack. Nor did the population of Hanoi or 
more lately New York.

Stansky’s book might do for a brief introduction to the 
subject of London and the Blitz. But there are better accounts 
available.  

Peter Stansky, ‘The First Day of the Blitz: September 7, 
1940’, Scribe, Melbourne, 2007, Softback, 212pp., RRP 
$A27.95.
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a river; and failure to adequately 
prepare bridges for demolition, 
allowing them to fall intact into the 
hands of the enemy. There were 
just too many errors for them to 
simply be dismissed as ‘bad luck’, 
as a number of British generals 
attempted to do. These same 
generals, including at least one 
Australian, were responsible for 
incompetent planning, inadequate 
training, laughable intelligence 
and, in the face of a competent and 
aggressive enemy, petty rivalry and indecision.

Indeed, one of Alan Warren’s key conclusions is that 
it was this failure of generalship that was the key to 
‘Britain’s Greatest Defeat’. While General Yamashita had 
an experienced and well-trained force, and was supported 
by a superiority in naval and air power, his tactics were not 
novel nor his plan foolproof. It was Yamashita’s superior 
generalship that gave the Japanese XXV Army the decisive 
advantage. ‘Only equally good generalship on the part of 
the defenders could have slowed the Japanese juggernaut’. 
Percival and his subordinate commanders were simply not 
up to the test.

Finally, one of the enduring popular images of the 
Malaya campaign is Japanese infantry carrying their 
collapsible bicycles through the jungle to bypass British 
positions blocking the roads. A particular strength of this 
book is its due emphasis instead on the extensive and often 
decisive Japanese use of tanks in their swift advance down 
the peninsula. The British forces had no tanks of any sort 
whereas the Japanese employed hundreds of light and 
medium ones. Those modern-day theorists who suggest that 
tanks are somehow useless for either manouvre warfare or 
combined-arms tactics in the complex terrain of south-east 
Asia or the Pacific islands would do well to read Warren’s 
detailed account.

The only criticism of the book, and one that unfortunately 
applies to many recent military history publications, is the 
poor quality of the maps used. The absence of coloured maps 
was most likely a decision of the publisher based on cost, but 
the author’s attempts to describe the chaos of the campaign 
– and the reader’s ability to follow the story – are not aided 
by maps that are generally too few and too basic (no scale 
and a lack of detail). I found myself having to flick constantly 
from map to map and, in the end, simply used a good map 
of the Malay Peninsula that I had in my library.

Dr Alan Warren, a lecturer in history at Monash 
University, has produced a very fine and serious study of 
the Malaya campaign. His research is comprehensive, the 
writing clear and balanced, the conclusions hard to fault and 
his story eminently readable.  

Alan Warren, ‘Britain’s Greatest Defeat: Singapore, 1942’, 
Humbledon Continuum, London, 2007, Softback, 370pp., 
RRP $A35.00.re
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Britain’s Greatest Defeat: 
Singapore, 1942

Alan Warren

Reviewed by Glenn Wahlert

Sixty-six years after what Churchill called the worst 
disaster in British military history a ‘new’ book is released 
promising a ‘fresh study of the campaign in Malaya and 
the fall of Singapore’. I admit to being drawn in by such a 
promise as there are few truly great books still in print on the 
Malaya campaign. However, it was not until I started to read 
it that I realised that this was not a new release but a reprint 
of Warren’s 2002 book. While the cover has been changed 
slightly, and the title altered a little, a comparison of the two 
books side by side reveal that it is essentially the same. First 
lesson, caveat emptor – check you are not buying a reprint 
of something you already have on your shelves.

Having said that, I did end up reading the book again 
because it is such a good read. Warren’s narrative style 
is crisp, detailed, balanced and easy to follow. I also 
remembered why I enjoyed reading it the first time. This 
was because the Malaya campaign is arguably more relevant 
to today’s young officers, soldiers and students of military 
history as any of our successes in World War II, and less well 
known. Besides the more obvious operational and strategic 
lessons, the Malaya campaign provides excellent examples 
of manoeuvre warfare, combined-arms and small-unit tactics, 
and sub-unit leadership.

Warren’s first-class description of the 11th Indian 
Division’s hasty and disastrous withdrawals from Jitra and 
Asun, followed by the equally poor handling of the Gurun, 
Trolak and Slim River battles, leave the reader simply 
stunned by the apparent inept British conduct of the defence. 
However, the author is very even-handed in his treatment of 
individual British units. Many historians, for example, have 
been highly critical of the performance of the Indian Army 
units that provided the lion’s share of Lieutenant General 
Percival’s command. Warren quite rightly highlights that 
the overall combat performance of the Indian Army was 
about on par with that of British and Australian units. He 
is also balanced in describing the odd successes against the 
Japanese, such as the 8th Australian Division’s performance 
at Gemas and Bakri.

While there were isolated allied successes, and individual 
units did show extraordinary bravery and extreme courage, 
these were short-lived as the British defence was unhinged 
though the enemy’s ability to dictate the tempo of operations, 
supported by their employment of manoeuvre, and, 
ultimately, superior generalship. So many mistakes were 
made by Percival’s force: failure to adequately reconnoitre 
the ground, resulting in troops being deployed to areas 
unsuited to their mission; failure to co-ordinate the blowing 
up of bridges, leaving their own troops on the wrong side of 
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fighting done by the regiment since 
4RAR was last in action in 1971. 
The limitations imposed by Special 
Forces security requirements are 
draconian and deprive the regiment 
and the nation of a story of courage 
and achievement deserving of our 
knowledge, pride and respect. This 
sparse treatment is in stark contrast 
to the detail attended upon almost 
every patrol clash and significant 
incident by the battalions of the 
regiment serving in East Timor.

This volume, as regimental histories are wont, does not 
address the longstanding challenges faced by the regiment in 
retaining its people. The strength of the regiment’s warrant 
officers and NCOs as the touchstone of its professionalism 
is properly and proudly acknowledged. That the regiment 
has such a cadre is testament to the quality of the humble 
infantryman given that the majority of soldiers do not serve 
beyond their initial four-year engagement.

Perhaps properly, this history avoids politics. However, 
it is difficult to see the 1996 termination of the successful 
Ready Reserve Scheme (as implemented in 6RAR and 8/9 
RAR) as other than a poor decision by the newly elected 
government of the day. The result was a less capable regiment 
until Timor in 1999 and the demands of deployed operations 
gave the regiment a new impetus and priority.

The regiment’s efforts at organisational development are 
well addressed, the development of high-readiness parachute, 
commando, mechanised and amphibious capabilities 
reflecting well on the modern regiment and the Army. 
Significantly, the structure of the infantry battalion today 
(less the commando battalion, 4RAR) is little different from 
that of the battalions of Korea. Efforts underway now to 
determine the best structure to fight, command and support 
an infantry battalion, and to best exploit the great array of 
new equipment and ‘enablers’ available, will be central to 
the regiment’s continued success.

The laconic manner and dry wit of the Australian regular 
infantryman conceals the fact that for many, service in the 
regiment evokes deep, near spiritual sentiments. This theme 
pervades the eleven ‘individual views’ by men of all ranks. 
As Brian Betts, a veteran of Korea, Malaya, Borneo and 
Vietnam records, ‘my fondest memory is my service in the 
Royal Australian Regiment. Given my life to live again, I 
would do it all over and enjoy it just as much.’

This updated volume, a story of courage, humour, 
professionalism and dedication to duty. It is a proper and 
fitting tribute to the many thousands of mostly young men 
who, over the past 60 years, have served the Royal Australian 
Regiment and the nation in war and peace with such great 
distinction – by putting duty first.  

David Horner and Jean Bou (Editors); ‘Duty First: A 
History of the Royal Australian Regiment’, Allen&Unwin, 
Crows Nest NSW, 2008, Casebound and jacketed, 526pp., 
RRP $A49.95.

In the 60th year of the Royal Australian Regiment this 
updating of its history revises aspects of the 1990 edition 
and adds two new chapters: Upheaval Uncertainty and 
Opportunity UN Operations and Australia 1990-1999 by 
Craig Stockings and Near and Far Operations 1999-2006 by 
John Blaxland. The revision of the original chapters covering 
1965-69 reflects new information and recent research, 
particularly that stemming from the subsequently published 
volumes of the Official History of the Vietnam War. Once 
again this book is edited by former infantryman, Vietnam 
veteran and renowned military historian, Professor David 
Horner, but this time ably assisted by former cavalryman 
and historian, Dr Jean Bou.

Constrained by the publisher's insistence that the new 
edition be no longer than the last, the coverage of the 
regiment’s near continuous series of operations since 1991 
has necessarily demanded brevity over breadth by the authors 
and editors. This period includes operations in Somalia, 
Cambodia, Rwanda, the various iterations of Timor, Iraq, 
Solomons, Tonga, and Afghanistan. The tempo of recent 
operations is exemplified by the fact that in 2006 each of 
the six commanding officers of the regiment deployed with 
at least part of their battalion. The recent strategic need to 
raise two new battalions (splitting 5/7RAR once again into 
5RAR and 7RAR and the re-raising of 8/9 RAR) is a sure 
sign that this tempo is expected to continue.

A factual and practical account of the regiment’s 
achievements in the spare prose favoured by soldiers, this 
volume is true to the style of the first edition. Four new short 
pieces: the father and son experiences of Barry and John 
Caligari covering most of the 60 years of the Regiment’s 
history, Alan Gilman’s experiences from Singleton trainee 
to RSM, All the linked battalions by Simon Gould, and 
reflections on operations and command at different levels 
by Lieutenant General David Hurley, add a valuable and 
distinctly personal touch to the work of the historians. David 
Hurley’s account of soldiering in 1RAR in the late 1970s 
– beset by chronic undermanning and ageing equipment – is 
a particularly sobering reminder that ‘the good old days’ 
seldom were. And that the regiment today is immeasurably 
better manned, trained equipped, and resourced than it was 
during ‘the Long Peace.’

As a history, however, this volume has limitations beyond 
those of length imposed by the publisher. Most significant 
is the pale account of 4RAR operations in Afghanistan in 
2006. The bland few pages do no justice to the most intense 
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Duty First: A History of the Royal 
Australian Regiment

Edited by David Horner and Jean Bou

Reviewed by Chris Appleton
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HMAS Tobruk:  
Warship For Every Crisis

Ken Doolan

Reviewed by Peter Leschen

The ongoing development of ADF operational manouvre 
and especially amphibious capabilities is a key theme in 
Australian strategic thinking since the Vietnam War. While 
HMAS Tobruk: Warship for Every Crisis focuses on the 
development, build and service of a particular ship, her 
involvement in so many crises and operations throughout 
her long career enables Ken Doolan to place the story in its 
broader context, tracing some of the key policy developments 
in response to Australia’s changing strategic and political 
circumstances. As the first commanding officer, Ken 
Doolan has intimate knowledge of Tobruk and the trials and 
tribulations of building and commissioning her. Later in his 
41-year career, he was the Maritime Commander and the 
Assistant Chief of the Defence Force (Development). This 
breadth of experience and knowledge is evident throughout 
the book, so it is no surprise that it appeals at a number of 
levels, and to a number of audiences.

The account starts with the early history of the RAN’s 
amphibious capabilities. He then discusses the capability 
gap that occurred after the former aircraft carrier HMAS 
Sydney, later recommissioned as a fast troop transport in 
1962, finally paid off in 1973, and the subsequent debates 
about amphibious requirements. Shepherding the Tobruk 
project through a Department of Defence taking its first steps 
towards a unified department and a more joint-focused ADF 
is a fascinating story. The book then describes the build, trials 
and commissioning of the ship at Carrington Slipways, before 
moving on to her operational career.

For someone with an interest in Tobruk the book is a 
great source of information. Ken Doolan has personal insight 
into life onboard and his research for the book has included 
interviews with many people who either served in the ship 
or were involved in building and supporting her. As a result, 
there are many vignettes from life onboard throughout her 
career which will bring back plenty of memories to those 
who served in her.

The book is also of great interest to anyone involved in 
defence procurement or warship building. The early chapters 
provide an insight into the machinations of the Navy, Army 
and Defence staffs and their involvement with Carrington 
Slipways as the requirement was developed, the tender and 
contract were let, and the ship was built. The persistence 
and drive of Commander Peter Shevlin, first as champion 
of an ADF amphibious capability and then as Tobruk Project 
Director, is highlighted. This illustrates the important impact 
a single individual can have on major defence decisions, even 
in a large bureaucracy filled with conflicting views about the 
importance of amphibious capabilities.

While this all occurred some 30 years ago, anyone 
involved with the current Air Warfare Destroyer and LHD 
projects will recognise many of the issues and lessons learned. 

The book also, however, illustrates 
how much has changed over this 
time as the ADF has adopted an 
ever-increasingly joint approach 
to operations and capability development. In particular, 
the Tobruk requirement was the cause of considerable 
disagreement between Navy and Army, in marked contrast 
to the development of the AWD and LHD requirements, 
which have a strong joint motivation and determined support 
from all three Service since before the 2000 Defence White 
Paper.

At another level, the sheer number of operations that 
Tobruk has participated in through her long career provides 
a window into the ADF’s operational history since the mid-
1970s. The book details Tobruk’s involvement with operations 
in the Sinai, in Fiji following the first 1987 coup, in Somalia, 
Bougainville, East Timor, the Solomons, border protection 
through Operation RELEX, and Iraq. Additionally, she has 
been involved in commemoration visits to Gallipoli and in 
Indonesia following the Sea King crash at Nias in 2005. In 
short, there are not many ADF operations over the last quarter 
century in which Tobruk has not been involved. 

This history, and the book’s insights into the circumstances 
surrounding each operation, illuminate the development of 
defence policy and strategy, starting with the uncertainty 
regarding amphibious requirements when Tobruk was 
conceived. Subsequently, following the 1987 Defence White 
Paper and the end of the Cold War a few years later, the 
importance of amphibious capabilities was again questioned 
by some in the context of the more restrictive interpretations 
of the Defence-of-Australia doctrine. In the mid 1990s, when 
the ADF acquired HMA Ships Kanimbla and Manoora from 
the US, the initial intention was to pay off Tobruk early as 
a partial offset for the new ships. By 1997, however, the 
ever-increasing requirements for amphibious and sealift 
capabilities in our region led to a Government decision to 
retain Tobruk. Indeed Tobruk and the two LPAs have since 
proved to be among the most useful ships in the fleet. Their 
obvious utility in our dynamic strategic environment helped 
pave the way for approval of the LHD requirement and 
subsequent contract, which will in turn provide improved 
strategic options for future Governments.

The book is laid out chronologically and has something 
of the feel of a ship’s report of proceedings about it. 
Nevertheless, there are plenty of anecdotes to bring Tobruk’s 
story to life, as well as the human aspects of some of the 
higher-level debates in the Department of Defence.  

Ken Doolan, ‘HMAS Tobruk: Warship for Every Crisis’, 
Grinkle Press, Queanbeyan NSW, 2007, Softback, 157pp., 
RRP $A33.00 (plus $A10.00 for postage if purchased from 
the publisher)
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Doves Over the Pacific: In 
Pursuit of Peace and Stability in 
Bougainville

Reuben Bowd

Reviewed by Dr Bob Breen

With this book Reuben Bowd continues a fine tradition 
of serving army officers finding the time to write important 
contemporary Australian military history to educate, 
commemorate and inspire. A veteran of a peace support 
operation in Bougainville, he has told the story of two regional 
peace support operations – Operation Big Talk and Operation 
Lagoon – both conducted in the North Solomons Province 
of Papua New Guinea (PNG) (now called the Autonomous 
Region of Bougainville). Big Talk was conducted on New 
Zealand naval vessels in the waters off Bougainville in early 
August 1990. Lagoon was an Australian-led multi-national 
operation that was conducted in support of a peace conference 
held in Arawa, an abandoned mining town located on the 
central Bougainvillean coast, in October 1994.

The publisher, Australian Military History Publications, 
in a joint venture with the Australian Army History Unit, has 
done a magnificent job in presenting Reuben Bowd’s work. 
The book is stoutly bound with a colourful ‘peacekeeping 
blue’ jacket with yellow lettering reminiscent of the 
distinctive colour of hats and T-shirts worn by regional 
peace monitors in Bougainville in the late 1990s and early 
2000s. Top-quality paper facilitates optimal presentation of 
well-selected and informative maps, photographs, tables and 
nominal rolls. This book is the twentieth publication from 
this productive and professional collaboration.

Bowd begins his story with an introductory chapter that 
covers the geography, demographics, prehistory and history 
of discovery of the Pacific islands in general, and the Solomon 
Islands in particular. He briefly describes the colonial history 
of the territories of Papua and New Guinea, concluding 
that the colonial era resulted in ‘an artificial political and 
geographical division of the Solomons archipelago into two 
new nations – PNG and Solomon Islands.’ The next chapter 
also covers quite a lot of history in a few pages to explain 
the origins of the Bougainville crisis. It sets the scene for the 
two main peacekeeping stories that follow in the remaining 
four chapters. Bowd’s observation that the Panguna mine 
was not the root cause of the Bougainville crisis, and that 
the Bougainvillean people should take much of the blame, 
will be warmly debated among scholars who specialise in 
PNG political and economic history.

The author is an impressive historian of the record. His 
use of primary sources and inclusion of the complete text 
of several key documents are features of his narrative. 
For Operation Big Talk, he managed to obtain a record of 
interview with the senior New Zealand naval commander 
and the Reports-of-Proceedings from participating New 
Zealand naval vessels. Sometimes these sources draw him 
into detail like the depth of water, cruising speeds and each 
vessel’s maritime housekeeping and routine tasks, but they 
form a solid factual foundation for the story.

For Operation Lagoon, he accessed 
the Combined Force Commander’s 
diary, a unit history, post-operation 
reports and Department of Defence 
files, including some confidential 
material. Once again these primary 
sources constitute a solid platform for 
a detailed account. Bowd concludes 
the book with a brief postscript of 
key milestones of Operation Bel Isi, 
an unarmed regional peace support 
operation in Bougainville that began in 1997 and concluded 
successfully in 2003 – after six years of patient negotiation 
and Bougainvillean reconciliation.

The author is to be commended for assembling the 
elements of a fine historical publication. The narrative is 
a factual and detailed record. The supporting detail is also 
well-done. Each of the 49 photographs speaks its thousand 
words. Each of the six maps clarifies geography helpfully. 
The 11 appendices are replete with useful background and 
tabular information. The book includes a useful and well-
organised 10-page bibliography and a comprehensive 9-page 
index. Those who served on Operation Big Talk, Operation 
Lagoon and Operation Bel Isi will greatly appreciate the 
author’s inclusion of participant nominal rolls at the end of 
the book.  

Reuben R.E. Bowd, ‘Doves Over the Pacific: In Pursuit of 
Peace and Stability in Bougainville’, Australian Military 
History Publications (and the Army History Unit), Loftus 
NSW, 2007, Casebound and jacketed, xv+259pp., RRP 
$A45.00 (free postage if purchased from the publisher).
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China’s Naval Strategy in the  
21st Century: The Turn to Mahan

James Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara

Reviewed by Jack McCaffrie

China’s Naval Strategy in the 21st Century is a slim yet 
substantial volume written by James Holmes and Toshi 
Yoshihara, scholars in the US Naval War College’s Strategy 
and Policy Department. It reflects the current US concern 
with China’s growing economic, diplomatic and military 
strength, especially as it relates to China’s Navy. The book 
has four main themes: China’s turn to the sea, the influence 
of Mahan on Chinese naval strategists, how China’s navy 
might develop and finally, how the US might respond.

Traditionally a continental power, China has recently 
become much more attentive to its maritime interests. Holmes 
and Yoshihara ascribe this change to several factors, one of 
which is the current relatively benign state of China’s land 
borders. Major maritime factors include China’s growing 
reliance on trade for its vital energy supplies, and the 
importance of Taiwan as a means of permitting or denying 
China’s access to the Pacific Ocean. According to the authors, 
however, the turn to the sea also came about through the 
ability of Chinese Navy leader Liu Huaqing to cast off Maoist 
Army-dominated defence philosophies in the 1980s and bring 
credibility to the concept of offshore defence.

Liu Huaqing was primarily responsible for the 
modernisation of the Chinese Navy and for making 
concepts of sea power acceptable in China. Holmes and 
Yoshihara explore at length Mahan’s influence in this process, 
specifically referring to his inspiration of the development 
of the US, German and Japanese navies at the beginning of 
the 20th century. The authors argue that each of these navies 
used Mahan’s ideas selectively, with theory supporting pre-
conceived arguments for more ships. The authors suggest that 
Liu and others have done the same in China: so, Mahan is an 
important influence, but by no means the only one.

They also link Mahan’s view that the Caribbean was vital 
to the US, with their claim that China’s local seas are equally 
vital to its maritime interests and should be treated as a single 
entity, in which Chinese sea power should prevail. Holmes 
and Yoshihara are concerned, however, that one element of 
Mahan’s work that seems to have struck a particular chord 
in China is the most bellicose-sounding, which equates 
‘command of the sea to overbearing power that closes the 
maritime common to an enemy flag.’

Thus, Holmes and Yoshihara are led to consider how 
China’s navy will develop and what the implications will 
be. Much of the discussion focuses on whether China will 
aim to become a true ‘blue water’ navy and whether it will 
concentrate on being a regional force, as opposed to a global 
one. Inevitably, perhaps, there is mention of the first and 
second island chains; geographical constructs which for 
some time have described (accurately or otherwise) Chinese 
naval ambitions.

There is repeated reference 
to Taiwan (within the first island 
chain) which Holmes and Yoshihara 
claim is the key to China’s naval 
ambitions. Control of it would 
extend China’s maritime frontier, would place China astride 
Japan’s trade routes and, in their view, would significantly 
complicate US strategic security concerns in East Asia. 
While that may be an overstatement, control of Taiwan 
would provide some strategic advantages in China’s quest for 
security of its maritime trade. The authors note that Chinese 
naval strategists consider achieving ‘absolute control’ within 
the first island chain – that is, regionally – and do so in terms 
of having ‘command of the commons’. The consensus is that 
Chinese naval development is aiming in the first place to 
produce forces capable of achieving this level of command, 
by ensuring that the Chinese Navy can keep the US Navy at 
bay. This is reflected in the priority being given to building 
a force of capable diesel-powered attack submarines.

The book ends with a set of conclusions and 
recommendations, the essence of which is that the US must 
remain engaged in the Asia-Pacific region and will need a 
balanced strategy, able to adjust to China, whether it develops 
benignly or otherwise. Of particular significance also is the 
judgment that to deal with China the US Navy will need to 
have more, diverse and less costly ships.

This is an important book, not least for proposing a 
historical foundation for China’s ongoing naval expansion. In 
claiming Mahan is the builder of that foundation the authors 
do not, however, suggest that he is entirely responsible for 
today’s Chinese naval outlook. It may still be too soon to 
know just how much we may be able to thank Mahan for 
the rise of China’s Navy and to what extent other (especially 
Chinese) influences are at play. Nevertheless, Chinese Naval 
Strategy in the 21st Century is a very useful companion 
to Bernard Cole’s The Great Wall at Sea and should be 
particularly useful to both naval historians generally and 
analysts with a specific interest in China and its navy.

Historians and analysts in good standing with their banks 
will have little difficulty in arranging the personal loans 
needed to buy this book. One has to wonder at the point of 
producing useful works such as this and then pricing them 
beyond the reach of most individual readers.  

James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara, ‘China’s Naval 
Strategy in the 21st Century: The Turn to Mahan,’ Routledge, 
Abingdon, 2008. Casebound, 167pp., RRP $US150.00.

This review is republished courtesy of the Canadian 
International Journal of Maritime History.



Defender – Summer 2007/08 ��

contractors – rather than deploying 
sufficient troops – has backfired 
for a range of moral, strategic and 
operational reasons and is working 
against effective counter-insurgency 
measures by Western militaries.

The opening stories detail 
Shepherd reaching an epiphany. He 
comes to believe that the people he 
thought of as the “good guys” are 
in reality oppressors themselves 
and trigger insurgency by their very 
aggression – whether they be heavy-
handed Israeli soldiers besieging Ramallah or bone-headed 
but well meaning American commanders blundering around 
Kamdesh. Unsurprisingly, Shepherd rates British soldiery 
as superior and gives us a detailed account of how well the 
capture of Basra was handled by them.

Early in his tale he alludes to Western press coverage of 
recent conflicts in the Middle East portraying the various 
factional groups like Fatah, Hamas and Hezbollah as the 
villains, leading him to make some false assumptions. It is 
a neat paradox that Shepherd ends up as an on-the-ground 
security advisor to a number of international television news 
networks.

Shepherd successfully combines a thoroughly military 
eye with brain attuned to the world of his clients – in most 
cases news crews – without the literary artifice found in 
many tales told by journalists or the spin that comes from 
government-commissioned reports. When discussing 
strategic and political decisions his criticisms are clinical 
and rationally based. Like many professional soldiers he 
thinks about the human imperatives that drive us all. This 
allows him to contextualise the Hamas, Fatah and Taliban 
fighters who pose the operational risk to his journalist clients. 
His grasp of the cultural and religious backgrounds of such 
combatants is sound. This also enables him to explain how 
the Coalition forces being reported on often come to pose 
dangers to his clients as well as themselves.

The accompanying maps and high quality photographs 
make the environment and context clear. The glossary is 
particularly useful for those unfamiliar with either British 
military jargon and acronyms, or terms used in the news-
gathering profession.

Despite its initial airport bookshop feel, this is a mature, 
experienced and grassroots view of the dirty, and dangerous, 
work involved in filling our television screens each evening 
with updates from the world’s troublespots. It also provides 
much food for thought about counter-insurgency doctrine 
and practice in complex human terrain. Finally, he raises the 
important issue of how the extensive use of private security 
contractors is increasingly counter-productive to the winning 
of counter-insurgency wars, not least because it demonstrates 
to the insurgents a lack of Western will to endure by real 
‘boots on the ground’ effort.  

Bob Shepherd, ‘The Circuit: An ex-SAS Soldier’s True 
Account of One of the Most Powerful and Secretive Industries 
Spawned by the War on Terror’, Macmillan, London, 2008, 
Softback, 335pp., RRP $A34.95.
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The Circuit: An ex-SAS Soldier’s 
True Account of One of the 
Most Powerful and Secretive 
Industries Spawned by the War 
on Terror

Bob Shepherd (with M.P. Sabga)

Reviewed by Tony Watts

Autobiographical accounts purportedly revealing derring-
do by former members of the British SAS, or which have 
the words true account, most powerful and secretive in their 
subtitle, obviously invite some scepticism as to their literary, 
historical or professional worth. This is particularly so when 
the ostensible author is assisted by the services of a freelance 
journalist. It naturally prompts speculation as to whether this 
is just another co-operative effort quickly stitched together 
to boost a former NCO’s retirement plan through assaulting 
soft targets in airport bookshops.

Fortunately this book largely tackles a new subtext of 
the genre and from an interesting angle. Bob Shepherd, a 
Scottish former warrant officer and 20-year veteran with 
22SAS up to 1994, gives us an operator’s view of the 
international commercial security circuit – hence the book’s 
title. His account is assisted by Patricia Sabga, a former CNN 
correspondent and now a freelance journalist, but Shepherd’s 
insights shine through clearly.

Shepherd projects the impression of a superbly professional 
individual totally committed to the job he is given, whether 
in the British SAS Regiment or as a private security advisor. 
His account initially takes the reader into the planning and 
execution of some well-known and unknown operations. 
The first-person accounts of extremely risky operations are 
gripping. He is forensically precise as one would expect 
given his pedigree. He has the skill of narration without 
embellishment and a flowing narrative style (although his 
co-author no doubt helped here). His digression into his 
role in the ill-fated Bravo Two Zero patrol saga reinforces 
his credibility. Apparently Shepherd was the original patrol 
commander but refused to undertake the task with three 
recent reinforcements and insufficient resources. He argued 
with his squadron commander on the issue of insertion mode 
and stated that a helicopter-inserted foot patrol was suicidal. 
For this he was posted to another squadron.

His subsequent accounts briefly cover five years or so of 
relatively mundane VIP security jobs in the 1990s, before 
the bulk of the book concentrates on his experiences since 
the 9/11 attacks protecting international journalists reporting 
from frontline situations such as Gaza, the West Bank, Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

While providing the reader with some priceless quotes and 
case studies in stupidity, both military and civilian, Shepherd 
also gives his opinions concerning expediency and political 
duplicity by Western Coalition countries. He believes that 
the out-sourcing of many military tasks to private security 
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Killing Civilians: Method, 
Madness and Morality in War

Hugo Slim

A review essay by Dr Hugh Smith

This is an important book. Hugo Slim, a former academic 
and humanitarian aid worker in Africa and the Middle East, 
analyses the apparently simple idea that ‘there are certain 
groups of people who should be protected from the killing 
and wounding of war’. It is an idea almost as old as the actual 
practice of killing civilians in war.

The approach Slim takes is not the familiar one of the 
international laws of armed conflict which defines civilians 
in a negative way (ie. those not directly participating in 
combat), and sets out principles such as discrimination and 
proportionality which permit civilian death and suffering, 
albeit indirectly and regretfully. Killing Civilians looks 
beneath the surface to analyse why civilians are so often 
deliberately and directly attacked in war before suggesting 
ways in which the principle of civilian immunity might be 
more effectively promoted.

Certain armed forces, the ADF amongst them, can pride 
themselves on their long-standing practice of respect for the 
rights of civilians. But even for such forces it is important 
to understand why other armed groups with which they may 
have to contend often see the place of civilians in war quite 
differently. The book also serves as a reminder that even 
well-trained and disciplined forces can lapse into atrocity.

Slim’s comprehensive review of the extraordinary range 
of inhumanity that people inflict on civilians in war is 
quietly passionate and deeply disturbing. Within an analytic 
framework, the author presents vivid examples of murder, 
rape, deportation, starvation, humiliation and so on from his 
own and others’ experience, especially in Africa. But Slim 
is clear that the ‘seven spheres of civilian suffering’ are to 
be found in almost all wars regardless of place, time and the 
parties involved.

In explaining why and how civilians suffer Slim offers a 
two-level analysis. First he identifies ‘anti-civilian ideologies’ 
– sets of ideas that provide broad justification for attacking 
civilians. Some of this is familiar, such as the dualism of 
‘us and them’; the urge to genocide when facing a group 
perceived as sub-human or simply inferior on grounds of 
race, religion or ethnicity; the lust for total power over an 
opponent through coercion, punishment or destruction; and 
the attraction of revenge on behalf of oneself, one’s nation 
or one’s God. Slim discusses these phenomena in clear, 
jargon-free fashion but also delves into more complex 
psychological currents in human affairs such as ‘sacrificial 
thinking’ whereby civilians themselves can, like soldiers, see 
their suffering as a sacrifice for the greater good. Civilian 

suffering on both sides thus becomes an integral and accepted 
part of war.

The second level of analysis looks at the emotional, 
psychological and social forces that actually drive individuals 
to kill civilians. How do mostly ordinary people become 
killers? How are normal inhibitions overcome such that 
we feel permitted to do things we would not usually even 
contemplate? Demonisation of enemies, coercive authority, 
physically and emotionally distancing combatants from 
actual killing, mobilising grievances, ‘blooding’ warriors 
with their first kill, creation of social bonds around killing, 
offering mechanisms of denial to minimise or eliminate guilt 
and shame, are all familiar culprits. Slim’s analysis, which 
makes good use of examples, is clear and persuasive.

It is the author’s recognition of the arguments for killing 
civilians that is perhaps the most valuable contribution of 
this book. There are, firstly, advantages in killing civilians. 
As strategy or as tactics it can get results. The so-called 
‘strategic’ bombing of cities in World War II certainly 
hindered the German war effort (whether the resources 
allocated to Bomber Command could have been better 
employed is a different question). Suicide bombings and 
terrorist attacks are sometimes seen as the only tactic open 
to an oppressed and powerless people. For warlords, too, 
killing and maiming civilians can be an effective means of 
keeping power or simply making money.

Secondly, there is a need to recognise that civilians often 
do contribute to a group’s war effort. International law states 
that civilians who participate directly in conflicts lose their 
immunity, but this leaves a great deal of indirect participation 
that is permissible – such as paying taxes to support a war, 
providing labour for factories making items of all kinds 
used by military forces, running power stations or railway 
systems used by civilians and military alike, or trading with 
an occupying or insurgent force. Even vocal support for a 
war and encouragement of citizens to fight might be valuable 
contributions. And participation might extend, as it does in 
Osama bin Laden’s thinking, to every voter in a democratic 
state that has decided on war. The line between civilian and 
combatant, though easily defined in theory, is never easily 
drawn in practice.

Given these realities, it is not surprising that civilian 
immunity in war should always be precarious and frequently 
disregarded. At the extreme, some simply reject it as never 
appropriate or even glorify the ‘totality’ of war. States that 
support the principle often find it convenient to argue that 
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necessity justifies its suspension ‘for the duration’ – as 
Churchill did in relation to the bombing of enemy cities. 
(In the same way some now defend torture as a temporary 
response to global terrorism). And even rule-abiding armies 
can easily slip into lethal carelessness, indifference or 
recklessness in their dealing with civilians.

Slim’s conclusion is that these manifold pressures and 
arguments for drawing civilians into hostilities must be 
understood from the perspective of those within war. Those 
in danger naturally perceive a wide range of people as 
threatening and argue that hitting back at such people and 
their assets is a legitimate and necessary response. Effective 
constraints must therefore recognise the advantages of 
killing civilians and the inherent difficulty of distinguishing 
combatants and civilians. Attempts to limit attacks on 
civilians by simple appeals to principle or to international 
law are hollow and unconvincing.

As to the remedy, Slim is persuasive in his prescription 
but not necessarily convinced that it will be effective. It is 
necessary, first of all, to accept that the status of ‘civilian’ 
is inherently ambiguous in that most will be supporting a 
war in some way, however indirectly. Combatants need 
to accept that there is no such thing as a pure civilian who 
contributes nothing to a war – unless, perhaps, he or she is 
dead. Respecting civilian immunity will always entail the 
prospect of short-term disadvantage.

The key to change, secondly, is to get those involved 
in war to see enemy civilians as ‘people like them’. This 
does not necessarily mean eagerly embracing them; it is 
sufficient to tolerate their existence. You can still hate enemy 
civilians as long as you recognise, however grudgingly and 
resentfully, their right not to be abused. And for their part, 
Slim argues, civilians must recognise their obligation not to 
abuse their protected status – for example, by concealing 
arms in perfidious fashion.

Killing Civilians, finally, points to a wide range of 
methods to change people’s thinking which rely in varying 
degrees on reason, emotion and power. There are practical 
reasons not to harm civilians since such actions can provoke 
retaliation, increase resistance and undermine prospects for 
lasting peace. Factors such as respect for life, the exercise 
of mercy, and the maintenance of fairness in fighting help 
make war psychologically bearable to those engaged in an 
activity that can traumatise and shame participants. And 
there are powerful institutions – such as military training 
organisations, national and international courts of law, 
and governments that can persuade, pressure or punish 
individuals into observing civilian immunity.

Certain points in Slim’s analysis could be contested and 
others stand in need of expansion. Why, for example, does 
some dualist (us-them) thinking lead to extremes of violence 
but other cases do not? Is it enough simply to assert that, 
say, insurgents using civilians for cover must share some 
of the guilt for innocent deaths when retaliation is taken? 
Governments that take this line have a hard time. More 
could also be said about the notion of honour in war which 
for some armies at least creates a strong sense of obligation 
to fight fairly, mercifully and within the rules – and about 
why it is absent in other forces.

In addition, though the book occasionally refers to ‘limited 
war’, it might make more use of the extensive literature on 
this topic. There is, for example, an important sense in which 
limits on war can be arbitrary and need not refer to notions 
such as ‘innocence’ or ‘participation’. Geographically, 
warring parties may agree not to carry hostilities into certain 
areas. Militarily, the widespread and perhaps arbitrary 
reluctance to regard any nuclear weapon, whatever its size, 
as just another weapon has significantly helped to restrain 
violence in war. Sociologically, the substantial exclusion of 
women from combat forces for much of human history has 
been in some degree arbitrary – precisely the point argued 
by those who believe women should be allowed in all front-
line combat.

But these are minor quibbles. Slim has performed a great 
service in providing a fresh and stimulating analysis of the 
idea that civilians ought to be protected in war – at a time 
when the idea is under great challenge – and in offering 
some proposals to help uphold the idea. He has seen enough 
of war and warriors to see the problem from the inside and 
to recognise that change will be difficult. His conclusion is 
difficult to fault: ‘Placing limits around violence remains … 
one of the hardest challenges of the human condition’.  

Hugo Slim, ‘Killing Civilians: Method, Madness and Morality 
in War’, Hurst & Company, London, 2007, Casebound, viii 
+ 319 pp., RRP $A60.00.
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and economic reality that we are a 
net energy exporter. Australia is the 
largest exporter of seaborne coal 
in the world with huge reserves of 
LNG which, if exploited skillfully, 
could significantly reduce our 
current dependence on imported 
oil. The impact on our terms of 
trade and carbon footprint would 
be immense if these and other 
natural economic advantages were 
recognised and acted upon.

The discussion of the nation’s nuclear future into the 
midcentury is shallow and short-sighted in both economic and 
strategic terms. BHP Billiton’s Olympic Dam operations are 
estimated to contain fully one third of the world’s reserves 
of commercially exploitable uranium. Australia has 40 per 
cent of the energy source that currently provides 16 per cent 
of the planet’s base-load power requirements. Australia and 
Canada in co-operation, for example, could dominate the 
world’s nuclear fuel industry in a more comprehensive and 
responsible way than OPEC currently does with oil. Moreover, 
there are potentially very serious strategic vulnerabilities and 
other consequences if Australia does not make its uranium 
available and do so responsibly. Neither geopolitical aspect 
is canvassed in the book.

The emphasis on the need for a long-term strategic 
approach to constitutional reform and the social cohesion, 
health and education of our population is sound. The 
commentary provided on governance is reasonable as far as it 
goes, though the reserve with which it treats the trend towards 
centralisation of power perhaps reflects FDI’s West Australian 
base as much as it does contemporary relations between the 
federal and state governments. The argument for restoring 
Australian knighthoods merely elicits comparisons with the 
bunyip aristocracy proposals of the early 19th Century.

Nearly 100 of the 345 pages are devoted to appendices. 
Well used such a format can be helpful, however this over-
reliance results in some dislocation in the logic and flow of the 
themes and arguments presented in the main text. A surprising 
number of the book’s extensive footnotes refer to articles 
and papers written by Gregory Copley. Although there is no 
particular protocol or convention on such matters, reference to 
independent commentators and sources would have bolstered 
the credibility of the analysis and arguments offered. The 
editing is also of a poor standard. Australia 2050 is littered 
with minor, though irritating mistakes which further detract 
from the overall impression it makes on the reader.

Australia 2050 is an ambitious attempt to address our 
national future over the next 40-50 years but is ultimately 
a disappointment in its failure to tackle this difficult task 
comprehensively or coherently.  

Gregory Copley, Andrew Pickford and Barry Patterson, 
‘Australia 2050: An Examination of Australia’s Condition, 
Outlook and Options for the First Half of the 21st Century’, 
Future Directions International, Perth (and Sid Harta 
Publishers, Hartwell Victoria), 2007, Softback, 347pp., RRP 
$A39.95.re
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Australia 2050: An Examination 
of Australia’s Condition, Outlook 
and Options for the First Half of 
the 21st Century

Gregory Copley, Andrew Pickford 
and Barry Patterson

Reviewed by Tom Magee

Australia 2050 is an ambitious attempt to predict what 
lies ahead for Australia over the next half century. It is a 
collaborative work, drawing on the resources of Perth-based 
think-tank Future Directions International, especially its 
research committee chairman, Gregory Copley, and FDI’s 
two staff researchers.

As the 2020 Summit and 2008 Defence White Paper 
process also show, attempts to anticipate the future are 
fraught with difficulty. This is especially so when considering 
the gamut of economic, social, demographic, political and 
security considerations to be faced by Australia over the 
next 40-50 years. At first sight Australia 2050 could have 
been a valuable resource for the deliberations of the 2020 
summiteers, the upcoming Defence White Paper team and 
similar studies such as the Bracks Inquiry into the Australian 
automotive industry. Sadly, in many of the topics analysed 
the book is of little assistance. It is particularly unhelpful 
in its discussion on Australia’s economic environment, 
infrastructure and industrial capacity

The authors rightly emphasise the risks associated with 
the decline of Australia’s manufacturing base. However, other 
than identifying it as an issue of concern, they provide no hint 
as to how it could be effectively addressed. Their discourse 
on the sad and inevitable decline of the Sunshine Harvester 
Works is well-trodden history which does nothing to address 
the real impact on Australian industry of perfectly rational 
commercial decisions made in Tokyo, Detroit or Munich.

What changes to industry, taxation, foreign investment and 
other policies are required to set the stage for an Australian 
industrial renaissance? There are repeated references to 
the great assistance Edward Hargrave’s box kite and glider 
experiments in the 1880s gave to the Wright Bothers at 
Kittyhawk in 1903, and the extraordinary military industrial 
capabilities that were developed during World War II. But 
the current realities of the sale of Tenix’s defence assets 
to BAE Systems, and the forthcoming privatisation of the 
Australian Submarine Corporation (also perhaps to partly 
foreign ownership), are not mentioned. More importantly, 
no solution or more realistically, suites of solutions are 
proposed. This shortcoming comes as something of a surprise 
as Andrew Pickford’s economic and business credentials are 
impressive.

Australia 2050 quite correctly highlights the critical 
importance of seaborne trade and its security to national 
wellbeing, especially oil security. No one seriously denies the 
importance of the Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC) to 
a country as dependent on seaborne trade as Australia. What 
is surprising is that this book does not deal with the strategic 
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