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Regional Maritime- Capabilities 

We can now turn to the matter of Australia as a regional seapower. 
Judgements about the type of regional policies which will best serve Australia's 
interests are separate from those concerning the utility or the cost-effectiveness 

•Of maritime forces as instruments of such policies, and this discussion focuses 
on the latter. 

Within the context of a regional policy, maritime forces have two main 
;roles. They can secure the passage of shipping throughout the region against 

attempts to prevent such use. And they can bring military power (latent or 
applied) to bear in distant sea areas. In considering the latter role, we must 
distinguish between coercive and supportive intervention and recognise that 
the latter implies the availability of friendly facilities ashore. In the 
latter circumstances, the attack carrier has the attraction of bringing pre­
packaged firepower to bear, but it is not necessarily (or even usually) the 
most appropriate form of support. Land-based forces can provide a much broader 
spectrum of response and can be tailored to meet specific requirements. They 
can be brought to the area by sea or by air, but naval involvement becomes 
necessary only . if attempts are .made to prevent the . passage of such ships .. 

The Indian Ocean 

The geography of the Indian Ocean means that it cannot be considered as 
. a single region, and it is best thought of in terms of the main axes of move­
ment and groups of littoral states. There are three clusters of naval power 
in the region: the main one, located in the north-west quadrant and extending 
from Somalia to India: the Republic of South Africa : and Australia. South 
Africa is linked to the north-west quadrant by the major axis of oil shipments, 
but Australia is so far removed from these areas of activity (some 4,000-5,000 
miles), that it is effectively in another ocean. 

Australia depends on imports from many parts of the globe and, perforce, 
has to rely on the common interest in the safe passage of shipping in those 
distant waters to secure her supplies. There is no good reason why the Arabian 
Sea should be treated as an exception and, in any case, the necessary independ­
ent capability is well beyond Australia's income. 

Similar arguments apply to bringing force to bear in distant parts of 
the region. Australia is not in a position to compete with the emergence of 
India as a dominant maritime power in the northern part of the region. 
Attempts to do so would invite a naval arms race, and the purposeful extension 
of India's influence into the southern part of the region. As for the limited 
Soviet naval presence in the north-west quadrant, Australian maritime forces 
could probably match their capability, but Australia racks the substantive 
power for such a deployment to provide any kind of political counterpoise in 
the area. 

It would therefore seem to be in Australia's best interests to limit 
her concerns in the Indian Ocean to the south-eastern sector, and leave the 
rest of this vast region for others to worry about. 
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South East Asia 

Although this is an area of immediate concern to Australia, the scope 
for maritime forces to influence developments in the region is very limited. 
The size of the various national forces means that Australia's capability for 
coercive intervention in the region is negligible, even if it were thought to 
have political utility. Maritime forces might be required to secure the ship­
ment of military support to a friendly state in the region, but this would 
mean that Australia was taking sides in an intra-regional conflict, and the 
need for maritime escort implies that Indonesia would be on the other side. 

Individual military convoys could probably be fought through, if one 
allowed that attacks on the territory of the opposing coastal states were 
politically acceptable. However, Australia would not have (and could not 
develop) the capability to secure the use of the narrow and frequently shallow 
waters in this region for the uninterrupted flow of cormnerce against sustained 
opposition. If local states sought to prevent such use, the most cost-effective 
response is to accept the diversion of transit shipping, and seek to resolve 
the problem by means other than military. 

The South-West Pacific 

A very small quotient of military power has immense leverage in this 
scattered region. Australia and New Zealand are seen as the natural leaders 
of a co-operative protectorate, their role being accepted as legitimate and 
beneficial by the majority of the micro-states in the area. The institution 
of the South West Pacific Forum was a fruitful development, which served to 
distance the region from great-power preoccupations and this general trend 
should be encouraged. 

It is clearly in Australia's interest to exclude China and Russia from 
this regto~ , but, for this to be possible, it will also be necessary to ex­
clude the USA. Australia should therefore seek US acceptance of an ANZAC 
version of the Monroe Doctrine in the South West Pacific, and the proposal 
that the region be declared a non-nuclear zone should be welcomed. The 
boundaries of such a region are a matter for discussion, and it would ob­
viously be simplest if the Australian mainland was not included. If, however, 
this were not possible, the affected territory could be limited to the area 
east of (say) 150°, and need not affect existing bilateral arrangements in 
other parts of Australia. 

Antarctica 

Australia has territorial claims to Antarctica, which lies some 1,300 n.m. 
south of Tasmania, and the region could assume importance in the future as a 
source of raw materials. By virtue of its relative proximity, Australia is in 
a better position than most countries to bring force to bear in the region, if 
need be. These factors are not, however, of sufficient importance to influence 
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e cha.racteristics of the distant-water forces. The concept of Australia 
ging major war to secure the use of these resources is not realistic in 
esent-day circumstances and presupposes a radical shift in national attitudes 
din the world resource situation. Even then, such a concept would still 
veto face the problem that it is relatively easy to prevent the extraction 

reso,urces, particularly in areas such as the Antarctic and extremely diffi­
.lt trn exploit such resources in the fact of opposition. Despite complexity 

the issues involved, some form of negotiated settlement still seems the 
,st likely outcome. 

\ 

Australian activities in Antarctica require seaborne logistic support, 
tt there is no intrinsic reason why this should be seen as a military commit­
:nt. It is, however, possible that if this special requirement were added to 
:istimg naval requirements for afloat support, the procurement of an additional 
cderway replenishment vessel could be justified. This would, of course, pro­
.de greater flexibility in respect to all distant-water missions. 

Conclusions 

The first conclusion to be drawn from this brief survey is that 
1stra ia's defence requirements are manageable. Its geographical location, 
ie scale and nature of possible threats, and the availability of po.ritico­
:rategic warning, combine to produce a situation which is potentially more 
:cure than that of most comparable states. However, to ensure that poteptial 
~curity requires a defence policy tailored to Australia's special circumstances, 
ither than one based on general-purpose forces. 

Neither of the two main threats, seizure of Australian territory and 
~tacks on Australian sea lines of communication are very likely at this time. 
,th are conceivable in the future. Of the two, the resource grab is the more 
Lausible, since it offers the assailant some concrete benefits, whereas the 
ttacks on shipping provide no direct returns. However, the disruption of sea 
,mmunications is more difficult to prevent and in the long term could be more 
~thal. Therefore, both threats demand equal attention. 

An assault on Australian territory could come by air and/or sea, the 
irborne mode being the most likely for the initial echelons of a major attempt 
t invasion. The basic requirements for a rapidly deployable air-defence capa­
Llity is therefore clear, as is the requirement to be able to wreak destruc­
l on at long range against successful lodgements, and although these are best 
andled by land-based forces, they provide an important backdrop to maritime 
perations. 

The fact that the latter take place relatively close to shore, in order 
achieve maximum concentration of force, has important implications in terms 
naval force requirements for these missions, since they can build on the re­

ources required to regulate the offshore zone. Regulating the offshore zone 
d rebuffing an assault on Australian territory lie at opposite ends of the 

ame spectrum and, if the armed forces are to be able to exploit this potential 
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in times of rising threat, it is essential that they participate actively in 
a collective approach to regulating the offshore zone in peacetime. This new 
requirement should be seen as an opportunity and not an incubus, since skill­
ful bilateral negotiations can use the 200 n.m. EEZ to enhance Australia's 
territorial integrity at little or no extra cost. 

The maritime defence against seaborne assault and the protection of 
coastal shipping rely on the existence of cadre forces in peacetime. By con­
trast, the protection of ocean shipping requires the existence of a core force, 
not because the battle will be more intense (probably the reverse), but because 
of the time it takes to develop an effective anti-submarine capability. This 
specialised requirement, which is deliberately tailored to a favourable geo­
graphical scenario south of Australia and does not envisage an air or surface 
threat, provides the primary justification for distant-water surface forces in 
peacetime. The secondary justification is the requirement to project force 
ashore in the South West Pacific against limited opposition (which may include 
a low-intensity surface and air threat), as a means of exercising Australian 
influence and/or denying access to the region by unfriendly powers. 

The analysis suggests that such a core force ~oald b~st be structured 
around two task groups, each centred on a relatively small through-deck heli­
copter carrier. The latter would be designed primarily for ASW, but would be 
capable of amphibious assault and operations against missile and patrol craft . . 
Al~hough optimsed for operations within .range of shore~based air support, 
these task groups would have an organic ASW capability and be able to operate 
independently in the face of a low-intensity air and surface threat. They 
would also be able to operate as effective components of an allied force op­
erating in the face of a high-intensity threat, assuming that organic air 
defence is available. 

This is a very respectable naval capability, which would allow Australia 
to play the role of a regional seapower in the South West Pacific and in the 
south-eastern sector of the Indian Ocean, and to act with its allies in more 
distant areas. But what of the South East Asian region? The area is of such 
immediate importance that it is natural to think of using Australian military 
force to affect the outcome of events in the region. However, as we discovered 
earlier in this paper, the concept becomes increasingly unattractive as one 
thinks through the full implications. In respect to naval operations, the 
geography of the area favours the coastal states, and the continued prolifera­
tion of sophisticated weapon systems means that this unfavourable bias can only 
increase. The capability to project maritime power throughout the region will 
therefore become increasingly costly. 

This is not to deny the importance to Australia of developments in Papua 
New Guinea and the nearer Indonesian islands, but the military problem must be 
seen in its full tri-service dimensions, including the role of deterrence. It 
is true that a fixed-wing carrier would increase the navy's capacity to operate 
in the area, but the distances involved mean that such a capability comes 
within the category of "nice to have" rather than necessity. The advantages 
it would bring in this limited scenario are certainly not sufficient to justify 
skewing the more fundamental requirements for distant-water forces, and forfeit­
ing the flexibility provided by a "two task-group" fleet structure. 
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Finally, we should note that the concept of Australia as a regional 
seapower is deleterious, since it focuses attention on one branch of service 
to the exclusion of the others. We should, instead, talk of Australian capa­
bility to bring military force to bear in adjacent regions by whatever means 
are appropriate. In the South West Pacific the navy can certainly play a 
predominant role, but in Papua New Guinea and Indonesia it is likely to take 
second place to army and air components. 

By making the best use of each service's attributes and by exploiting 
Australia's geographical circumstances, we can have more military capability 
at far less cost, both for use as an instrument of policy in peacetime and to 
defend Australia in war. Tying these capabilities to a specific (if extensive) 
geographic scenario implies a notional loss of flexibility to discharge hypo­
thetical "general purpose" missions elsewhere in the world. But that capa­
bility is a great-power luxury, which Australia neither needs nor can afford, 
and its absence would be more than compensated for by the improved capability 
to meet more tangible requirements. These are of two kinds. In the short 
term, Australia must be able to project force against limited opposition in 
adjacent regions, as necessary to prevent developments which could threaten 
its vital interests. In the longer term, Australia must be able to build up 
its forces at short notice, as necessary to defend against a range of possible 
threats which may emerge in the future. 

This requires the correct balance between current and future require­
ments, between investment in cadre and core components. In the case of 
maritime forces, the intelligent use of geography, combined with the concept 
of a cadre force for the offshore zone and a core force for distant-water 
operations, would provide considerable flexibility and allow Australia to 
cover a wide range of current requirements and future contingencies. It would 
also provide an effective naval force in being, optimised for operations in 
the waters of greatest concern to Australia. 
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