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Abstract   
 

The thesis examines the origins and evolution of the concept of self-reliance as a fundamental principle 

of Australian defence policy between 1959 and 1989. Since Federation, there has been an ongoing 

debate as to whether Australian defence policy should be based on greater defence self-reliance for 

contingencies that may arise in Australiaôs immediate region or integration with allied coalitions for 

contingencies in more distant theatres. The thesis draws on archival records and interviews with key 

figures from the period to answer the following research question: what did self-reliance mean in 

Australian defence policy between 1959 and 1989? The thesis argues that self-reliance means that 

Australia must be able to conduct independent military operations in defence of its core strategic 

interests in its immediate region against credible threats and without recourse to the combat forces of 

allies. This broad definition of self-reliance has remained constant but is comprised of four variables 

which have inevitably evolved over time: Australiaôs core strategic interests, the geographic scope of 

Australian defence policy, and perceptions of traditional allies and credible threats. The inherent 

flexibility of self-reliance enabled successive governments to adapt to changes in Australiaôs strategic 

environment. The thesis concludes that as Australia appears to be going into an increasingly uncertain 

strategic environment, lessons from the development of self-reliance in the past may be particularly 

relevant for contemporary defence policymakers.  
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In an interview with Prof. Neville Meaney in 1989, the former Secretary of the Department of 

Defence, Sir Arthur Tange reflected that óKnowledge of history is vital for developing ideas as to how 

to best protect oneôs interests in the rest of the world, but it has to be the right history, given Australiaôs 

limited size, role in the world and influence.ô1 During his tenure for much of the Cold War, Australian 

defence policy underwent considerable change as successive governments sought to adapt to increased 

strategic uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific through greater self-reliance in official policy in response to 

changing dynamics in the balance of geopolitical power with respect to potential threats and traditional 

allies. Australiaôs region is, once again, undergoing considerable strategic change. This thesis seeks to 

learn from comparable experiences in the past to put forward an intellectual framework to assist in 

conceptualising policy approaches for what portends to be an increasingly complex strategic 

environment.   

The process of researching this thesis has been a journey of intellectual discovery that has 

brought new insights into a key period of Australian diplomatic and military history, and which 

challenges traditional understandings of how and why defence policy was made at the time. In 

researching the development of self-reliance within the ANZUS alliance, I began my research with 

Defence White Paper 1987, written under the stewardship of Defence Minister, Kim Beazley, and 

principally authored by Ministerial Consultant, Paul Dibb as that document is widely recognised as 

having solidified self-reliance as an intellectual cornerstone of Australian defence planning. I soon 

realised, however, that the concept had much older origins, which took me to Defence White Paper 

1976, under Arthur Tange, and his respective Defence Ministers, Lance Barnard, Bill Morrison and Jim 

Killen. Researching the origins of that document took me back to the late 1960s under John Gorton, 

with Britainôs withdrawal from Asia, and the Guam Doctrine. Yet, further research traced the origins 

of modern self-reliance to the period between 1958 and 1963, in which the concept was first considered, 

and developed at an embryonic level, by the Menzies Government as a potential policy response to the 

West New Guinea Crisis. It is known that self-reliance was first mentioned in the Strategic Basis paper 

of 1959 but the broader context that drove those deliberations is not well understood. My research shows 

that self-reliance, within the ANZUS Alliance, was much older and thoroughly developed than was 

understood in the academic discourse; the concept did not begin in the post-Vietnam period but had 

been in development for much earlier than realised and in response to an episode in diplomatic history 

that had not been thoroughly examined.  

What this demonstrates is that the development of self-reliance was part of a broader strategy 

in Australian defence policy to adapt to heightened uncertainty. There has always been an ongoing 

debate about the conceptual basis of Australian defence policy between those who have favoured 

expeditionary operations in more distant theatres and those who have sought for Australia to step up in 

its region. Self-reliance in a regional context is not, and has never been, a relatively new idea. Rather, 

 
1 Arthur Tange Interviewed by Neville Meaney, 19 July 1989, National Library of Australia, TRC-2482. 
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it has existed in some form for many decades, and has been adopted with varying degrees of intellectual 

clarity and political enthusiasm depending on the circumstances of the time. In making this clear, the 

thesis puts the conceptual development of self-reliance into its broader context.  

The other key theme that emerges as a result of my historical analysis is that the concept of 

greater self-reliance during this period was driven much more significantly by geopolitical imperatives 

and less by political factors than is often realised. It is generally thought that the idea was promoted for 

domestic political reasons or a sense of growing nationalism by successive governments. Yet, my 

research indicates that from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s, the idea of greater self-reliance in strategic 

policy was largely driven by growing perceptions of regional threat on the one hand, and increasing 

expectations by our traditional allies, on the other, that Australia would take greater responsibility for 

its defence. These factors, in turn, shaped the core objectives and geographic scope of Australian 

defence policy, and the investment decisions that gave greater substance to strategy. The impact of these 

factors can be seen in the primary source materials included in the Annexes to this thesis, which include 

selected Cabinet minutes, diplomatic cables, briefing papers, personal correspondence and records of 

conversations on key issues that shaped the development of Australian defence policy during these 

crucial years in the Cold War. Many of these have only recently been declassified and have not been 

seen in decades, making a significant contribution to the academic discourse. While domestic political 

and economic considerations are invariably relevant, these did not become pronounced until the later 

years examined in this study, particularly in the post-Vietnam era.  

In the course of my research, many of the same names surfaced repeatedly, and I realised that 

this thesis was, in effect, the story of a group of influential public servants and military officers who 

joined in the 1940s and 1950s, and who rose to leadership positions in the 1970s and 1980s. Many of 

these officials grappled with the concept early in their careers but struggled to further develop it in the 

face of institutional reluctance yet contributed significantly to its implementation once they had reached 

the senior levels of the military and the bureaucracy. In addition to Tange, others included Bill Pritchett, 

Robert Furlonger, Peter Henderson, Keith Waller, Mick Shann, and Richard Woolcott, who were 

employed by the Department of Foreign Affairs, and some of whom later joined the Defence 

establishment. On the military side, Anthony Synnott, Peter Gration, Victor Smith and Neville 

McNamara were particularly influential. The increasingly prominent role of the Prime Ministerôs 

Department is another key theme, with the emergence of key bureaucrats, namely Allen Brown, John 

Bunting, Peter Bailey, Lennox Hewitt and Geoffrey Yeend. Australian defence policy during this period 

was invariably shaped by their priorities, and personalities, and this thesis is a historical reflection of 

the work that they did, and the challenges that they faced. 

Writing this thesis, too, has come with a range of challenges. I researched and wrote the thesis 

while working with the Department of Defence on contemporary policy issues that draw on my 

academic research. Midway through my research program, my work was affected by the COVID-19 

pandemic, which significantly impacted on my ability to access archival records and travel to undertake 
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interviews with key figures from the period. Nevertheless, I managed to balance these disruptions with 

other commitments to provide a unique and, until recently, unseen analysis of Australian defence policy 

over the decades. I hope the thesis will provide new insights for, and inform, how we understand our 

place in the region and our defence policy options at a time of increasing strategic uncertainty.   
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In his most recent book, the former Deputy Secretary for Strategic Policy and Intelligence in 

the Department of Defence, Hugh White, argues that Australia needs a more self-reliant defence policy 

in response to increasing geopolitical uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific.2 White concludes that Australia 

needs to further invest in its military capabilities in order to defend its core interests in the Asia-Pacific 

at a time when China is in the ascendancy while the United States is less influential in the region and is 

primarily focused on domestic political concerns. His book was one of an increasing number of 

publications by prominent Australian strategists and former military officers in recent years which have 

called for greater self-reliance in Australian defence planning.3 Once dormant, the concept of self-

reliance has returned to public debate. The academic discourse, however, has often discussed the merits 

of self-reliance as a conceptual basis for Australian defence policy, and as a response to increasing 

geopolitical uncertainty in the region, without critically analysing its history and definition.  

From the first Defence White Paper in 1976 to the most recent Strategic Update in 2020, 

Australian defence policy has been set out in public documents premised on the fundamental principle 

that Australia must be self-reliant in defence. The concept of self-reliance in defence policy has largely 

meant that Australia should be supportive of broader alliances but not be dependent upon them for 

defence or sustained military commitments in its immediate region.4 Rather, it should be prepared to 

undertake independent military operations to protect its core strategic interests. To that end, these 

documents have outlined funding and capability acquisition plans in support of self-reliance that have 

been implemented to varying degrees, depending on the provision of adequate funding, perceptions of 

threat, domestic political considerations and government priorities. Each of these has received broad, 

in principle, support from the parliamentary opposition of the day. Although central to Australian 

defence policy, the concept of self-reliance had become less prominent in recent years in favour of 

greater integration for expeditionary operations.  

 The thesis examines how and why self-reliance was developed at the highest levels to discern 

lessons for the development of contemporary Australian defence policy at a time of heightened 

uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific.  In examining that issue, the thesis will provide an analytical narrative 

of the historical development and implementation of self-reliance at the political level. To that end, it 

seeks to answer the following research question: what did self-reliance mean in Australian defence 

policy between 1959 and 1989? Australiaôs strategic environment changed significantly during this 

period, and the thesis examines how perceptions of threat, Australiaôs core strategic interests, the 

geographical boundaries of defence policy, and changes to the regional balance of power in the Asia-

 
2 Hugh White, How to Defend Australia (Black Inc, Melbourne: 2019). 
3 David Wroe, óIn Maiden Speech Jim Molan Warns of China War Risk, Calls for Defence Boost.ô Sydney Morning 

Herald, 14 February 2018.  See also: Jamie Walker, óUS Forces Too Weak to Defend Australia Says Jim Molanô, The 

Australian, 4 January 2018 and Peter Jennings, óWith Trump at Large, Australia Needs a Plan B for Defence.ô The 

Australian, 21 July 2018. See also: Paul Dibb, óPlanning to Defend Australia in an Era of Profound Strategic Change.ô 

The Strategist, 15 October 2019. 
4 Stephan Fruehling, óAustralian Defence Policy and the Concept of Self-Relianceô, Australian Journal of International 

Affairs 68 (2014): 533. See also: Hugh White, óDWP 2016 and Self-Relianceô, The Strategist, 8 March 2016.  
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Pacific, with respect to allies and potential adversaries, affected the meaning of self-reliance under 

successive governments.  

The thesis aims to draw together its empirical findings to examine the contemporary 

implications of the development and implementation of self-reliance during this period. Successive 

Australian governments turned towards self-reliance because of uncertainty as to threats in the Asia-

Pacific and the extent to which it could rely on traditional allies for defence, as well as domestic political 

considerations and fluctuations in the domestic economy. As noted below, however, there are parallels 

between Australiaôs current strategic environment and economic circumstances and the challenges it 

faced in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In this context, there may also be significant lessons to be 

learned from the past for the development of contemporary Australian defence policy.  

The thesis focuses on the period between 1959 and 1989 because those dates were milestones 

in the development of self-reliance in Australian defence policy. In 1959, the Department of Defence 

produced a document for consideration by the Menzies Cabinet titled the Strategic Basis of Australian 

Defence Policy that stated for the first time that Australia ómight have to rely completely on her own 

defensive and economic capacity for an indeterminate period.ô5 This observation was noted, with robust 

debate and some dissent, and it arguably marked the conceptual beginning of self-reliance as a 

fundamental principle of Australian defence policy. By 1989, the Hawke Government had started to 

implement a Defence White Paper primarily authored by Paul Dibb that emphasised self-reliance in the 

clearest terms to date,6 and which forms the basis for contemporary Australian military planning.  

Significance and Contribution  

This thesis seeks to make a significant contribution to scholarship in three ways. First, it 

challenges traditional assumptions in the academic discourse and provides a new perspective on the 

development of Australian defence policy. Many academics, public figures and military officers, 

including Dan Fortune,7 Robert Hill,8 and Peter Layton, 9 appear to have assumed that self-reliance has 

had a fixed meaning as defined in Defence White Paper 1987. Moreover, their work has argued that 

self-reliance was an isolationist concept that unnecessarily distanced Australia from its allies, and 

focused it on lower level contingencies primarily for economic reasons. In challenging this view, the 

thesis aims to unravel the complexities of self-reliance and present an alternative viewpoint concerning 

current debates on Australian defence policy. In doing so, it aims to enhance our understanding of the 

 
5 Department of Defence, The Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy 1959 (Canberra: Australian Government 

Publishing Service, 1959) in Stephan Fruehling, A History of Australian Strategic Policy Since 1945 (Canberra: 

Australian Government Publishing Service, 2009). 
6 Graeme Cheeseman, óFrom Forward Defence to Self-Reliance: Changes and Continuities in Australian Defence Policy 

1965-90ô, Australian Journal of Political Science 26 (1991): 429.  
7 Dan Fortune, óSelf-Reliance: An Outdated and Unaffordable Concept for the ADF.ô Australian Defence Force Journal 

193 (2014).  
8 Robert Ayson, óAustraliaôs Defence Policy: Medium Power, Even Bigger Ambitions? 22 Korean Journal of Defence 

Analysis (2010): 183-196. 
9 Peter Layton, óAustraliaôs Quixotic Quest for Defence Self-Reliance: Time to Move On?ô The Strategist, 16 July 2013.  
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policymaking process between the Department of Defence, the Australian Defence Force and 

Australiaôs political leaders.  

Second, the thesis provides important pointers for consideration by contemporary strategists 

and defence policymakers on how to adapt to adverse changes in Australiaôs primary area of strategic 

interest.  It illustrates for policymakers how Australia has adapted to major shifts in the regional balance 

of power. While initially featured in 1959, self-reliance was substantively developed in response to 

adverse changes in Australiaôs strategic environment during the 1970s. Traditional allies had reduced 

their presence in the Asia-Pacific due to domestic economic pressures and political difficulties, with 

Britainôs withdrawal from óEast of the Suezô under Harold Wilson in 1968, and Richard Nixonôs 

enunciation of the Guam Doctrine in 1969. American allies in the region were thus expected to assume 

greater responsibility for their defence while Britain maintained only a token presence under the Five 

Power Defence Arrangements and Americaôs long-term strategic interests in Southeast Asia after the 

Vietnam War were not clear. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union became more assertive, invading 

Afghanistan and militarily supporting allied states in the Third World, particularly during the 

Cambodian-Vietnamese War. It also developed an expeditionary naval capability that deployed into 

Southeast Asia from Cam Rahn Bay in Vietnam, the largest Soviet maritime facility outside the USSR.   

As a result, Australia entered into a period of strategic uncertainty. It thus sought to maximise 

its security by emphasising the concept of self-reliance. This approach involved supporting traditional 

alliances, with a view to keeping allied powers engaged in the Asia-Pacific while maximising access to 

cutting edge US capabilities and intelligence. Nevertheless, Australia sought to develop its capacity to 

defend itself and operate independently in its region in the event of contingencies that required a 

substantial and sustained military response in which its allies might not be able to provide direct 

assistance. Australia formally codified this interpretation of self-reliance in Defence White Paper 1976 

after years of conceptual development by successive governments but struggled to implement it.  

Australiaôs strategic environment is, once again, faced with similar uncertainty, as noted by 

scholars and commentators such as Greg Raymond,10 John Blaxland,11 Michael Wesley,12 Brendan 

Nicholson,13 Hugh White,14 Paul Dibb,15 Graeme Dobell,16 Richard Brabin-Smith,17 Alan Dupont and 

 
10 Greg Raymond, Hitoshi Nasu, See Seng Tan, and Rob McLaughlin, óProspects for the Rules-Based Global Orderô, 

The Centre of Gravity Series, June 2017 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre). 
11 John Blaxland, óStrategic Balancing Act: Australiaôs Approach to Managing China, the USA and Regional Security 

Prioritiesô, Security Challenges 13 (2017): 22. 
12 Michael Wesley, óReimagining Australiaôs Place in a New World Order.ô The Australian, 16 February 2018.  
13 Brendan Nicholson, óTime to Heed the Warning Signs.ô The Australian, 22 May 2021. 
14 Hugh White, óWithout America: Australia in the New Asia.ô Quarterly Essay, No. 68, 2017. 
15 Paul Dibb, óImplications for Australia of the Crisis in the West and the Threat from China and Russiaô, The Centre of 

Gravity Series, June 2017 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre). 
16 Graeme Dobell, óASPIôs Decades: Troubling Times and Changing Strategyô, The Strategist, 31 May 2021.  
17 Paul Dibb and Richard Brabin-Smith, óAustraliaôs Management of Strategic Risk in the New Era.ô (Canberra: 

Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 15 November 2017). See also: Paul Dibb and Richard Brabin-Smith, Deterrence 

Through Denial: A Strategy for an Era of Reduced Warning Time (Canberra: Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 22 

May 2021,  Richard Brabin-Smith, óThe Return of Sovereignty to Australiaôs Defence Strategyô, East Asia Forum, 11 

August 2021. 
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James Curran.18 These academics note that the regional balance of power is shifting to an extent not 

seen in decades. Allan Gyngell argues that óthe order we have known for the past seventy years is 

overô,19 and Dibb has stated that óAmericaôs belief in the system and willingness to invest in it with an 

effective network of alliances are now in doubt.ô20 In the aftermath of the War in Afghanistan, Curran 

argues that there óis a need for more Australian self-reliance than we have known before.ô Dupont 

similarly notes ópaying our alliance dues with token contributions wonôt work anymore. If we want a 

security guarantee, we have to pay a higher premium.ô21 Growing uncertainty in Australiaôs strategic 

environment, and the consequent need for greater self-reliance has been recognised at the highest levels 

of the Australian Government, including by the then Minister for Defence, Linda Reynolds,22 the Chief 

of the Defence Force, General Angus Campbell,23 and the Vice Chief of the Defence Force, Vice 

Admiral David Johnston.24 There is little disagreement that the powers that have traditionally fulfilled 

the role of Australiaôs allies had turned their attention to domestic, rather than global, concerns.  

In this context, the Australian Government has signalled an intention to further develop its 

military capabilities within the framework of the ANZUS alliance. Defence Strategic Update 2020, and 

the preceding White Paper effectively placed a greater emphasis on self-reliance in their planned 

acquisition of strike and defensive maritime capabilities and a larger defence industry, underpinned by 

domestic technological innovation, while supporting traditional allies through enhanced 

interoperability.25 This can be seen in the addition of the Integrated Investment Plan and Industry Policy 

Statement to give further substance to industrial self-reliance in policy. Given the changes that have 

occurred in Australiaôs strategic environment in recent years, there is a need for greater self-reliance in 

Australian military planning.     

The challenges that faced Australian policymakers in the 1970s, and which fostered greater 

self-reliance in defence policy, have largely faded from the public consciousness. However, there are 

potential lessons to be learned on adapting to adverse changes to Australiaôs strategic environment and 

its domestic economic circumstances. Indeed, prominent strategists, including former Deputy 

Secretaries for Strategic Policy and Intelligence, Paul Dibb,26 and Hugh White,27 Peter Jennings,28 and 

former Chief of the Defence Force, Admiral Chris Barrie, have called on Australian planners to bolster 

 
18 Paul Kelly, óGame Changer for the American Alliance.ô The Australian, 21 August 2021. See also: Alan Dupont, 

óBrace for War in Our Time.ô The Australian, 3 December 2021. 
19 Allan Gyngell, óGallipoli Memorial Lecture: Fear of Abandonment ï Australiaôs Response to Changing Global 

Ordersô, 29 June 2018. 
20 Paul Dibb, óNew Security Reality Demands New Australian Policyô, The Strategist, 23 July 2018. 
21 Paul Kelly, óGame Changer for the American Alliance.ô The Australian, 21 August 2021. 
22 Linda Reynolds, óAustralia in an Age of Strategic Competition.ô The Strategist. 13 June 2019. 
23 Angus Campbell, Speech at Australian Strategic Policy Institute Conference óWar in 2025.ô 13 June 2019. 
24 David Johnston, Speech at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute Conference óWar in 2025.ô 14 June 2019. 
25 Department of Defence, Defence Strategic Update 2020 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 

2020). 
26 Paul Dibb, óImplications for Australia of the Crisis in the West and the Threat from China and Russia.ô See also Paul 

Dibb óA Strong Defence Force Makes Sound Sense in Now Uncertain Timesô, The Australian, 6 February 2017. 
27 Hugh White, óPrinciple of Self-Reliance More Important Now Than It Has Ever Beenô, The Sydney Morning Herald, 

24 November 2015.  
28 Peter Jennings, óDefence Spending and ADF Readiness Need to Match the Risk of Conflict.ô The Strategist, 17 May 

2021. 
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defence preparedness through increased self-reliance and mobilisation planning.29 Others, such as Mark 

Thomson, Peter Dean,30 Michael Shoebridge,31 and Kim Beazley,32 have emphasised the need to 

strengthen the ADFôs ability to undertake and sustain prolonged operations in the event of regional 

conflict.33 Paul Keating has argued that óself-reliance and self-help should be the keynote of our foreign 

policyô so as to limit Chinese hegemony and keep the United States invested in the Asia-Pacific while 

others such as Hugh White, 34  Peter Leahy,35  and Anthony Milner,36  have argued for a closer 

relationship with Indonesia, and a lesser emphasis on operations in the Middle East.37  

Moreover, strategists such as Peter Jennings and Jim Molan who previously questioned self-

reliance,38 now argue that Australia should invest in a more self-reliant defence policy in light of 

Australiaôs deteriorating strategic environment and uncertainty about the reliability of allies.39 This 

thesis aims to contribute to the academic discourse by illustrating, on a conceptual level, how Australia 

grappled with similar challenges in the past to develop a robust and affordable defence policy grounded 

in self-reliance, but supportive of traditional allies, that transitioned Defence from the Cold War to the 

Twenty First Century. 

Furthermore, the thesis aims to fill a gap in the literature by providing an analytical narrative 

of the historical development of Australian defence policy from the early 1960s to the late 1980s at the 

Cabinet level. There is a significant body of publications on Australian strategic policy in the óForward 

Defenceô era from 1950 to 1972, by Robert OôNeill and Peter Edwards. Similarly, there is a growing 

body of literature on post-Cold War operations from 1989 to the present, largely overseen by David 

Horner. Yet, there are relatively few texts on historical developments in the interim. This thesis aims to 

fill this gap and contribute to the SDSCôs research program by linking these two bodies of literature.  

Self-Reliance in Theoretical Context 

In order to understand what self-reliance means in Australian defence policy, it is helpful to 

examine how that concept has been understood in other countries. Self-reliance is not a uniquely 

Australian idea, and has been applied differently by other states in light of their distinctive political, 

 
29 Jamie Walker, óAustralia is Sleepwalking to War, Admiral Chris Barrie Warnsô, The Australian, 22 May 2017. 
30 Peter Dean, óA New Strategic Song? ANZUS, the 2020 Australian Defence Update, and Redefining Self-Reliance.ô 

War on the Rocks, 12 August 2020. 
31 Michael Shoebridge, óFrom Vaccines to Missiles: The Imperative For Australian Production.ô The Strategist, 

20 December 2021. 
32 Brendan Nicholson, óWarning Time is Running Out: Beazley.ô The Strategist, 24 December 2021. See also: Kim 

Beazley, óReflections on the Defence of Australia.ô The Strategist, 12 July 2017. 
33 Mark Thomson, óThe Cost of Defence: ASPI Budget Brief 2017-2018ô (Canberra: Australian Strategic Policy 

Institute, 2017). 
34 Paul Keating, óWe Need to Determine a Foreign Policy of Our Ownô, Australian Foreign Affairs 1 (2017): 7-30. See 
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strategic and economic circumstances. This section briefly examines how self-reliance has been 

articulated in the strategic policies of two countries in the Five Eyes Community, New Zealand and 

Canada, as well as France and Israel. These countries have been chosen because they are broadly 

comparable on several levels including economic and demographic size to Australia but tend to be 

driven by different strategic priorities. 

 New Zealand provides an important case study because of its deep ties with Australia, as well 

as its geographical proximity. Its most recent Defence White Paper, published in 2016, states that the 

New Zealand Defence Force ómust be sufficiently self-reliant so that it can conduct operations in and 

around New Zealand, its maritime zone and the South Pacific.ô40 It envisages that the NZDF will  take 

a leading role in operations in its region but will  also remain interoperable with allies ówell beyond its 

territorial waters.ô41 New Zealand was suspended from the ANZUS Treaty in the 1980s due to disputes 

about its obligations with the United States and has since sought to maintain a regional focus. Yet, this 

has not prevented them from contributing to missions abroad with the United Nations. In its defence 

policy, self-reliance has meant focusing primarily on leading regional assistance missions in the South 

Pacific, and maritime operations in the Southern Ocean. In the absence of serious threats in its 

immediate region, New Zealand has not needed to invest substantially in its own direct defence nor has 

it needed to rely heavily on more powerful allies. Canada offers a point of similarities and contrast. 

 Canada also has a longstanding relationship with Australia but has taken a significantly 

different approach to self-reliance. Unlike New Zealand, self-reliance is not explicitly articulated in its 

declared defence policy. However, its Defence White Paper published in 2017 implies that Canada will 

take a leading, and mostly independent, role in the Arctic, and in this respect would be self-reliant in a 

particular area of expertise and in a region of vital strategic interest.42 It aims to contribute to its alliance 

commitments to both NATO and the United States, particularly through the North American Aerospace 

Command. Canada has an implied policy of self-reliance centred upon the Arctic which aims to preserve 

its strategic interests by preventing potential adversaries from establishing a presence, and in doing so 

contributes to its alliance obligations. France offers a worthwhile point of comparison. 

 French military strategy articulates self-reliance in terms of sovereignty and strategic 

independence. Its Defence White Paper, published in 2017, sees France as a major power with a leading 

role in an increasingly uncertain world. In that context, it emphasises an independent nuclear deterrent 

as the ultimate guarantor of French sovereignty and argues that France must have the capability to 

respond to contingencies affecting its interests in the Middle East, Africa and the Asia-Pacific. 43 It also 

favours cooperation within the European Union as a means of fostering European cohesion at a time of 

uncertainty in the aftermath of Brexit, and Russiaôs increasingly hostile attitude towards NATO. As a 
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major power and regional leader, France holds that it must maintain a baseline of strategic capabilities 

to protect its sovereignty and its interests beyond its shores in a more assertive way than other states. 

 By contrast, Israelôs approach to self-reliance is heavily shaped by its perceptions of threat in 

the Middle East. Its military doctrine, published in 2015, implies that the Israeli Defence Forces must 

be self-reliant because it is faced with existential threats and cannot rely on other powers for assistance 

in times of crisis.44 Indeed, Israeli doctrine explicitly identifies Iran as an existential threat, and 

Palestinian and Lebanese groups as strategic risks. It further notes that it cannot rely on other states for 

its defence. 45  Israel has implemented this view of self-reliance through a policy of universal 

conscription, a large standing military, investment in an advanced defence industry and a policy of 

nuclear ambiguity. Self-reliance in the Israeli context means deterring significant regional threats 

through the development of a large military capable of defeating hostile powers on the battlefield.  

 These case studies show that self-reliance has been implemented by other countries in different 

ways that reflect their strategic and economic circumstances. In a broad sense, self-reliance is taken to 

mean that a state should not be dependent on other powers to guard core strategic interests. Its 

implementation, however, depends on a stateôs interpretation of its key interests, and the resources 

available to implement a policy of self-reliance. Smaller powers such as New Zealand and Canada have 

taken self-reliance to mean assuming a leading role in their immediate regions, and over specific issues, 

notably in the South Pacific and the Arctic, respectively. Others, such as France, have viewed it as 

asserting a degree of strategic independence and leadership commensurate with their economic size and 

diplomatic footprint. States such as Israel have understood self-reliance as the need to develop a strong 

deterrent against existential threats without dependence on others. In short, self-reliance means the 

ability to undertake independent operations in defence of key strategic interests but is always shaped by 

perceptions of threat, relations with allies, and economic factors. In order to situate Australian self-

reliance in a global context, it is necessary to examine the academic literature. 

Literature Review  

There are few publications that comprehensively analyse how the Fraser and Hawke 

Governments attempted to implement self-reliance after it became official policy in 1976. Graeme 

Cheeseman has written the most detailed work on self-reliance during the 1970s and 1980s. His seminal 

book, The Search for Self-Reliance: Australian Defence Since Vietnam, however, was published in 1992 

and largely relied on publicly available documents including government reports, speeches, newspaper 

articles, opinion pieces and transcripts of parliamentary debates.46 It stands out from other sources in its 

examination of the economic drivers of self-reliance and provides a useful chronology of developments 
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in the public domain from 1970 to 1991. However, it does not detail how defence policy was formed or 

implemented by successive governments at the highest levels.  

History as Policy: Framing the Debate on the Future of Australiaôs Defence Policy, edited by 

Ron Huisken and Meredith Thatcher, provides a retrospective analysis of self-reliance as a fundamental 

pillar of Australian defence policy.47 This book was authored by a series of contributors who were 

influential in the development of self-reliance in the 1970s and 1980s, including Paul Dibb, Robert 

OôNeill and Hugh White. It examines why self-reliance was developed on a conceptual level, and how 

Australian defence policy later began to diverge from that idea from 2001 with Australian involvement 

in conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. The book provides a useful and authoritative retrospective account 

of self-reliance and clarifies common misconceptions about the policy, including the argument that it 

was isolationist. It is largely theoretical in focus and is short on historical detail but remains useful in 

deconstructing what the term means, and how its usage has evolved over time. 

The Defence of Australia: Fundamental New Aspects, edited by Robert OôNeill, gives an insight 

into the rationale for greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy in the mid-1970s.48 Published at 

the same time as the first Defence White Paper, this monograph illustrates how Australiaôs strategic 

environment changed as Australia reduced its military commitments in Southeast Asia. It also examines 

trends in defence economics and capability development among Australian allies and potential 

adversaries in the Cold War, and how the concept of self-reliance sought to maximise Australiaôs 

strategic advantages at minimal cost during a significant recession. It thus provides a valuable 

foundation for discussions of self-reliance in the context of Defence White Paper 1976.   

More recently, Geography, Power, Strategy and Defence Policy, edited by Desmond Ball and 

Sheryn Lee, examines the development of self-reliance in the 1980s in the context of Paul Dibbôs role 

in shaping Australian defence policy.49 The book illustrates the difficulties that Defence faced in 

implementing self-reliance in the late 1970s, and the reforms to policy and force structure that addressed 

these issues after 1983. It explains the importance of geography and the ANZUS alliance to Dibbôs 

approach to self-reliance during that period in more detail than most other texts. The book also provides 

an account of how subsequent Deputy Secretaries for Strategic Policy and Intelligence, including Allan 

Hawke and Peter Jennings viewed these reforms and built upon them in subsequent years.  

Other texts examine the conceptual basis of self-reliance and the broad context in which it was 

developed. Ross Babbageôs A Coast Too Long was written from the perspective of a recently retired 

senior defence official and articulates why, in a broad sense, Australian defence policy shifted 
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significantly towards self-reliance in the 1970s.50 It builds upon his earlier book, Rethinking Australian 

Defence, published in 1980, which examined how Australia could adapt to a changing strategic 

environment.51 Defend the North by Des Ball, J.O Langtry and J.D Stevenson also examines the 

implications self-reliance for geography and infrastructure in Northern Australia. 52  Similarly, 

Australian Defence Policy for the 1980s,53 by Robert OôNeill and David Horner, was published during 

the Fraser Governmentôs term in office and includes chapters by the Minister for Defence James Killen 

and Opposition Defence Spokesman, Gordon Scholes. These are contemporaneous publications, not 

works of history and all are restrained by a lack of access to archival sources at the time.  

Similarly, Australia and the World: Prologue and Prospects, edited by Desmond Ball, analyses 

the challenges that Defence faced at the end of the Cold War.54 The book examines self-reliance and 

the ANZUS alliance from both Australian and American perspectives, focusing on developments in the 

1980s, with contributions from both American Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security 

Affairs Richard Armitage, and Australian Defence Minister, Kim Beazley. Unlike other texts, it also 

analyses in detail, from a conceptual standpoint, the impact of economic factors in shaping Australiaôs 

approach to self-reliance and ANZUS. As with OôNeill and Hornerôs book, it provides a unique insight 

into the perspectives of senior policymakers on the development of Australian defence policy. 

Other senior defence officials have also recently published texts outlining the conceptual 

development of self-reliance. The primary author of Defence White Paper 1987, Paul Dibb, gives a 

brief insight into why Australia needed to become more self-reliant during the late 1970s in Essays on 

Australian Defence.55 Similarly, Richard Brabin-Smith illustrates how self-reliance was substantively 

implemented by the Hawke Government in its alignment of defence policy with force structure and 

funding from his perspective as head of the Departmentôs Force Development and Analysis Division, 

in Australiaôs Defence: Towards a New Era?56 These books are invaluable in that they provide a 

detailed first-hand account of high-level policy development at the time. 

Many of these policymakers have recently written about the need for greater self-reliance in 

Australian defence policy in response to an increasingly complex security outlook. In Australiaôs 

Management of Strategic Risk in the New Era,57 Paul Dibb and Richard Brabin-Smith argue that 

Australia must reorientate its defence policy towards its immediate region and invest more heavily in 
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its military capabilities to undertake operations on a more self-reliant basis. Similarly, in How to Defend 

Australia,58 Hugh White adds to these arguments by putting forward the basis for a new force structure 

and funding proposals for the self-reliant defence of Australia. These texts provide an assessment of the 

contemporary relevance of self-reliance within ANZUS. Both refer to past developments, but they are 

relatively brief in their historical analysis of Australian defence policy. 

Bob Breenôs Struggling for Self-Reliance examines how the concept of power projection was 

central to Australian interpretations of self-reliance in the late 1980s and early 1990s.59 Breenôs work 

contributes to the academic discourse by showing how the ADF remained able to operate in Southeast 

Asia after the publication of the Dibb Review and Defence White Paper 1987 with reference to 

Australian contingency planning in Fiji in 1987 and Papua New Guinea in both 1994 and 1997. It 

provides crucial insights into how self-reliance impacted upon Australiaôs ability to shape its region and 

deploy abroad. The book also shows the extent to which the reforms of that period prepared Defence 

for emerging regional challenges in the lead up to the intervention in East Timor in 1999.    

Official histories of the óForward Defenceô era provide an insight into how early governments 

in the post-war period developed Australian defence policy. Australia in the Korean War, 1950-1953 

by Robert OôNeill illustrates how and why Australia based its policy on participation in larger allied 

coalitions in distant theatres in the initial stages of the Cold War.60  By contrast, Crises and 

Commitments,61 and A Nation at War by Peter Edwards,62 To Long Tan by Ian McNeill,63 and 

Emergency and Confrontation by Peter Dennis and Jeffrey Grey,64 show how later governments sought 

to implement defence policy between 1964 and 1975 at a time when Australia was preoccupied with 

conflicts in Southeast Asia. These publications rely extensively on primary source materials and provide 

important and authoritative context for discussions of self-reliance.    

A growing body of literature examines Australiaôs strategic relationships with Britain and 

America during the interwar and post-war periods. JA Lyons: Appeasement and Rearmament in 

Australia 1932-39 by David Bird, 65 and Stanley Melbourne Bruce: Australian Internationalist by David 

Lee,66 provide a valuable overview of the two decades preceding the Second World War. Similarly, 
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Australia Looks to America by James Prior,67 and Search for Security: The Political Economy of 

Australiaôs Postwar Foreign and Defence Policy by David Lee examine in considerable detail the 

efforts of R.G Casey to shape American strategic thinking in 1940-41, and Chifleyôs subsequent 

realignment with Britain.68 Similarly, Cold War and Decolonisation: Australiaôs Policy Towards 

Britainôs End of Empire in Southeast Asia by Andrea Benvenuti,69 and Losing the Blanket: Australia 

and the End of Britainôs Empire by David Goldsworthy consider developments in the late 1950s and 

1960s.70 These texts provide insightful analysis of the period 1930-1965 but have a greater focus on 

economic rather than strategic issues and do not analyse in detail the broader implications of Britainôs 

withdrawal on subsequent Australian defence policy. 

More recent texts have started to analyse the development of Australian defence policy in 

retrospect with reference to declassified archival records. Stephan Fruehlingôs influential edited text, A 

History of Strategic Policy Since 1945,71 and associated journal articles on self-reliance,72 provide a 

comprehensive account of Australian defence policy from the Second World War to the mid-1970s 

through an examination of strategic guidance. His analysis of developments from 1976 to 1987, 

however, is significantly less detailed. Shannon Towôs Independent Ally: Australia in an Age of Power 

Transition,73 partially fills this gap with analysis of recently declassified archival records, but is 

principally a text in international relations. It focuses largely on Australian foreign policy engagement 

in the Asia-Pacific, particularly Sino-Australian relations, rather than policy in a defence context.  

In recent years, Kim Beazley has published articles that illustrate, from his experience, how 

self-reliance was implemented in the 1980s, and why such a policy is relevant to contemporary strategic 

planning. In an article published in 2009, he elaborated on similarities and differences between 

Australiaôs strategic environment and the domestic political situation at the time of publication and the 

situation in 1987.74 Furthermore, he noted in another article that the emphasis on defence industry in 

Defence White Paper 2016 resembles the Dibb Paper and marks a departure from foreign capability 

acquisition that had dominated strategic thinking since the 1990s. 75 More recently, Beazley explained 
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how self-reliance and alliance commitments were not mutually exclusive.76 Beazleyôs publications are 

thus important in drawing out the contemporary implications of the development of self-reliance in 

Australian defence policy. 

There is a growing body of literature on developments in the Australian military during the late 

1970s and early 1980s. John Blaxlandôs The Australian Army From Whitlam to Howard,77 and David 

Conneryôs The Battles Before: Case Studies of Australian Army Leadership After the Vietnam War,78 

analyse how the Army adapted to a significantly different strategic environment in the aftermath of the 

Vietnam War. These publications, however, mostly focus on a single service perspective to the 

exclusion of other branches of the defence organisation.79 David Hornerôs Making the Australian 

Defence Force,80 and The Department of Defence by Eric Andrews,81 provide an overview of tri-service 

and civilian issues but are brief in their analysis given the broad scope of their work. 

The publications of Jeffrey Grey and Peter Edwards provide additional historical background 

for an analysis of self-reliance. A Military History of Australia provides a concise overview of 

Australian military operations and strategy from 1788 to 2008, and gives a good summary of trends in 

personnel figures and expenditure over time.82 Its analysis of historical developments in the 1970s and 

1980s is, however, comparatively limited, an issue addressed by Joan Beaumont, 83  and Derek 

Woolner.84 By contrast, Prime Ministers and Diplomats shows how Australian parliamentarians shaped 

foreign and defence policy in consultation with the civil service and military leaders between 1901 and 

1949, 85 and A.T Ross provides an overview of industrial developments.86 These books provide 

authoritative accounts of developments prior to the Cold War and the era of óForward Defenceô and 

thus complement more recent analyses. 

Other texts touch on issues of self-reliance in the broader context of ANZUS. Dependent Ally 

by Coral Bell is the most prominent text on the strategic relationship between the Australia and the 

United States.87 It argues that Australia has been a smaller partner reliant on major powers throughout 

its history, as evidenced in participation within coalitions in distant conflicts. Bell further argues that 
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Australiaôs role in the alliance has depended on how Australian leaders characterised the ónational 

interest.ô In articulating that argument, her work implies that Australia was not as self-reliant as 

commonly assumed during the 1970s and 1980s. The book is also dated, having been published in 1993, 

and is theoretical in content, relying upon public statements, including speeches and parliamentary 

reports, rather than archival sources.  

More recently, Allan Gyngell has written on Australiaôs strategic relationship with major allies. 

In his book, Fear of Abandonment,88 Gyngell argues that Australiaôs engagement with larger powers 

has been motivated by a fear of being abandoned as a largely European outpost in the Asia-Pacific. He 

further notes that there are two traditions in Australian foreign policy: the progressive tradition that 

emphasises collective security and international institutions, and the conservative tradition that has 

relied upon power and bilateral military alliances. While Gyngellôs book makes a useful addition to the 

academic discourse, for the most part, it does not examine how policy was made at higher levels beyond 

what is already known from secondary sources. 

Australiaôs American Alliance and After American Primacy, both edited by Peter Dean, Stephan 

Fruehling and Brendan Taylor, touch on self-reliance in their overview of ANZUS.89 These books 

illustrate the role of ANZUS in Australian defence policy, and its relationship to self-reliance. Both 

examine the allianceôs political context, including how it changed in response to developments in 

Australiaôs strategic environment and the government of day. However, they are broad in scope and 

largely thematic, rather than chronological, in structure. They, therefore, do not provide a detailed, 

historical account of how the ANZUS alliance, or self-reliance, were developed from the late 1950s to 

the 1980s.   

The works of T.B Millar provide a good overview of the broad political and strategic context 

in which Australian defence policy developed. Australiaôs Foreign Policy illustrates how domestic 

issues, including demography, cultural values and geography, shaped Australiaôs foreign engagement 

until the late 1960s.90 He expanded on these themes in Australia in Peace and War, which contrasts the 

approaches taken by progressive and conservative governments until the early 1990s, with a particular 

focus on the Menzies and Whitlam Governments. This work examines the dichotomy between the 

conservative and liberal approaches to foreign affairs and defence against the backdrop of Australiaôs 

transition from cultural homogeneity to multicultural diversity.91 While these texts made a significant 

contribution to our understanding of the intersection between politics and defence policy, both are dated. 

A number of other texts give an insight into the factors that drove the development of self-

reliance in Australian defence policy during the 1970s and the 1980s. Australiaôs External Relations in 
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the 1980s, edited by Paul Dibb, examined how economic factors, including inflation and changing 

budgetary priorities, shaped Australian defence policy.92 This book is particularly useful as it provides 

insights into the considerations that influenced the Dibb Report and subsequent White Paper. Australia 

in a Changing World by Fedor Mediansky complements Dibbôs work by examining the bureaucratic 

and organisational context in which Australiaôs foreign and defence policies were developed. 93 It stands 

out in its analysis of emerging issues, such as Australiaôs shift towards multilateralism that had not been 

substantively covered in earlier publications. Dibbôs more recent publications examine the need for 

greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy,94 and options for its possible implementation. 

The works of Gareth Evans, Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley illustrate how political and 

bureaucratic factors influenced the development of Australiaôs foreign and defence policies. Australiaôs 

Foreign Relations shows how Australia began to move from reliance on major powers to a more active 

and independent posture in the Asia-Pacific by the late 1980s.95 By contrast, Making Australian Foreign 

Policy shows how public servants and parliamentarians worked to shape government policy in the 

1990s.96 These books are useful in that they illustrate how the implementation of a more autonomous 

defence policy allowed Australia to engage with the region in a different way to the past and so adapt 

to the emerging challenges of the post-Cold War era. 

Autobiographies and memoirs from senior ministers and policymakers are an invaluable source 

for determining how successive governments developed Australian defence policy. Robert Menziesô 

Afternoon Light,97 and The Measure of the Years,98 and biographies by senior public servants and 

cabinet ministers, such as John Bunting,99 give an insight into policymaking in the early stages of the 

Cold War. Menziesô correspondence to Heather Henderson,100 and the biography by A.W Martin 

provide useful insights into his personal views.101 Similarly, the autobiographies of Garfield Barwick,102 

and Paul Hasluck,103 Alan Watt,104 and Howard Beale,105 detail Australiaôs position on emerging 
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regional issues and ANZUS during the 1960s. Ian Hancockôs biography of John Gorton shows,106 

through access to his personal papers, how Gorton attempted to develop a more regionally-focused 

defence policy. By contrast, the autobiographies of Malcolm Fraser and James Killen illustrate how 

times had changed by the late 1970s.107 Lazarus Rising,108 by John Howard, also provides an insiderôs 

view of the economic challenges that affected defence planning during the Fraser Government from his 

perspective as the then Treasurer.  

On the other side of the political spectrum, first-hand accounts show the evolution of defence 

policy in the ALP. Gough Whitlamôs account of his government provides an insight into the more 

independent foreign policy path it pursued.109 By contrast, Bill Haydenôs autobiography shows how it 

grappled with a move toward the centre on significant policy issues as part of a major shift in its platform 

during the late 1970s.110 Beazley,111 by Peter FitzSimons, illustrates with reference to interviews how 

the ALP sought to develop a solid record on defence policy under Kim Beazley. Gareth Evans gives a 

similarly detailed analysis of developments in foreign and defence policy during the 1980s in Inside the 

Hawke-Keating Government: A Cabinet Diary,112 while John Button illustrates its economic context in 

his autobiography as Minister for Industry and Commerce.113 

Recent books on senior public servants from the era provide a useful insight into high-level 

policy development at the time. The Seven Dwarfs and the Age of the Mandarins by Samuel Furphy 

illustrates how departmental heads shaped government policy from the 1940s to the 1970s.114 Defence 

Supremo: Sir Frederick Shedden and the Making of Australian Defence Policy by David Horner, 

provides a more detailed assessment of the bureaucracy during the 1940s and 1950s,115 and Peter 

Edwardsô Arthur Tange: Last of the Mandarins, and Malcolm Fraser and Australian Foreign Policy by 

Alan Renouf,116 show how defence policy developed under successive governments during the 1970s 

and 1980s.117 These are supplemented by the memoirs and biographies of senior ADF figures, such as 

former Chief of the Defence Force Staff, Air Chief Marshal Neville McNamara,118 General John 
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Wilton,119 Admiral Victor Smith,120, and General Phillip Bennett,121 whose work gives an insight into 

policy development from a military perspective.  

The memoirs of Sir Arthur Tange provide a particularly crucial insight into the development of 

self-reliance in the 1970s from his perspective as a former Secretary of Defence. In Defence 

Policymaking: A Close Up View 1950-1980,122 Tange outlines how self-reliance came into the forefront 

of official policy in Defence Review 1972, and further elaborates on its later development after the first 

Defence White Paper in 1976. His account is invaluable in its description of how public servants, 

military personnel and parliamentarians viewed the concept. Importantly, Tangeôs memoirs, like those 

of Peter Henderson,123 also highlight the difficulties faced by the Fraser Government in implementing 

self-reliance and provides useful context for information unearthed in the archival records. 

The autobiography of former Chief of the Air Staff, David Evans, is an invaluable first-hand 

account of defence policymaking at the time from a military viewpoint. In Down to Earth, Evans details 

the perceived impact of the Tange reforms on the balance of power in Defence between civilians and 

their uniformed counterparts.124 In addition, Evans also outlines the different interpretations of 

Australiaôs strategic priorities held by each of the three services in the post-Vietnam era, with the Army 

emphasising expeditionary operations and the Navy and Air Force seeing Australiaôs relatively isolated 

geographical position as a key strategic advantage. Evansô autobiography provides insights into the key 

debates of the early 1980s that provided the impetus for later reforms. To understand what the literature 

tells us about self-reliance, it is necessary to consider the idea within a broad conceptual framework. 

Methodology and Conceptual Framework   

The thesis is grounded in the historical method and takes a qualitative and deductive approach 

in analysing what self-reliance meant in Australian defence policy. It traces the evolution of self-

reliance in Australian defence policy, principally through primary source documentation, from 1959 to 

1989. In doing so, it identifies the causative drivers of self-reliance, and the barriers faced by Australian 

governments with reference to textual sources. It compares primary sources from each successive 

government during this period to determine what self-reliance meant and the extent to which its 

definition changed over time. Secondary sources, particularly official histories, are also used to establish 

a contextual framework and fill gaps in the historical narrative. 

The thesis establishes a conceptual framework to explain what self-reliance meant under 

successive governments. It defines self-reliance in terms of four variables: Australiaôs core strategic 

interests, the geographical scope of Australian defence policy, and perceptions of the reliability of allies 
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and credible threats. For the purposes of this study, Australiaôs core interests include political and 

economic considerations, such as the level of defence expenditure and the political platform of the 

government. There are other factors such as industrial and logistical considerations, but these are outside 

the scope of the thesis given its focus on geopolitical issues. Operational concepts are another factor 

considered for inclusion as a variable because of their role in turning broader policy objectives into 

practical outcomes.  However, this was discounted because there were few, if any, meaningful 

operational concepts designed to implement self-reliance until the late 1970s. The diagram below 

indicates how these variables link together to give meaning to self-reliance in Australian defence policy. 

Figure 1: Factors Affecting the Meaning of Self-Reliance in Australian Defence Policy 

 

 The thesis charts the development of these variables throughout subsequent chapters to 

highlight what self-reliance meant at different times under successive governments. This framework 

identifies the factors that drove the development of self-reliance. In doing so, it highlights issues that 

were common across successive governments, and those which were particularly influential in the 

development and implementation of self-reliance. An identification of key themes across successive 

governments will assist in the development of a broad definition of the concept. While self-reliance was 

shaped by these variables, its exact definition changed over time in response to Australiaôs geopolitical 

circumstances. This conceptual framework shows that self-reliance was a much more complex idea than 

is often understood in the academic discourse and broader public debate.  

Importantly, this framework highlights the role of the bureaucracy and military establishment 

in shaping the meaning of self-reliance. Defence and External Affairs often gave advice on their 

understanding of Australiaôs key interests at critical junctures. At times, this was incorporated into 

Cabinet decisions, but was occasionally rejected in deliberations on strategic guidance and the 

deployment of Australian forces abroad. The thesis will examine how such advice shaped the 
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development of self-reliance from the 1950s to the 1980s, and thus provide insights into the 

policymaking process between the government, bureaucracy and military establishment. It is expected 

that this conceptual framework will provide a deeper understanding of what self-reliance meant, and its 

contemporary relevance, than is currently available in the academic discourse.  

Chapter Structure  

The thesis is structured into eight chronological chapters of approximately 9,000 words. The 

first chapter provides a historical overview of the debate between dependence on allies and greater self-

reliance as the cornerstone of Australian defence policy. In doing so, it establishes contextual 

background for a deeper analysis of self-reliance in subsequent chapters. Chapters Two to Eight 

examine how successive governments sought, struggled and eventually succeeded in implementing 

greater self-reliance within ANZUS. The conclusion analyses these experiences to draw crucial lessons 

for contemporary defence policymaking. To elaborate, the chapters flow in succession as follows. 

Chapter One examines the historical development of the conceptual dichotomy between the 

notion of self-reliance and dependence on allies from 1901 to 1957. This chapter outlines in broad terms 

why successive governments alternated between these strategic philosophies. It examines how these 

governments laid the foundations for self-reliance in the development of sovereign military capabilities 

and a local defence industry and a more active posture on the diplomatic stage. Moreover, it details why 

successive governments fostered self-reliance within the context of its alliance commitments, and how 

it was shaped by global strategic deployments in the two world wars, and Australiaôs regional 

commitments in the early stages of the Cold War, namely on operations in Korea and Malaya.  

The Second Chapter analyses the conceptual beginnings of self-reliance under the Menzies-

Holt Government between 1957 and 1967. It examines how the Menzies Government grappled with the 

possibility of greater autonomy in Australiaôs immediate region when first officially proposed for 

Cabinet consideration in the Strategic Basis paper of 1959. This chapter assesses the impact of the 

communist insurgency in Malaya, rising tensions with Indonesia over Dutch New Guinea, uncertainty 

about the applicability of the ANZUS Treaty, American ambivalence regarding its obligations to 

Australia during the Malaysia-Indonesia confrontation and concerns about Britainôs declining 

engagement in Southeast Asia, as case studies for the development of self-reliance. It then notes that 

the Menzies Government laid the foundations for self-reliance in its force structure decisions, but 

ultimately moved towards firmly supporting traditional alliance structures in a Cold War context in its 

deployment of Australian forces to Vietnam.  

Chapter Three discusses the first substantive move to implement self-reliance during the 

Gorton-McMahon government from 1967 to 1972. The chapter examines how mounting losses in 

Vietnam after the Tet Offensive, and a reduction in alliesô strategic presence in the Asia-Pacific affected 

Australian conceptions of self-reliance. It argues that Britainôs withdrawal from óEast of Suezô, and 

Nixonôs óGuam Doctrineô were fundamental drivers of a shift towards greater self-reliance. The Gorton 
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Government responded to these shocks with further engagement with regional partners on a more 

independent basis through the Five Power Defence Arrangements. In light of these changes in 

Australiaôs circumstances, the McMahon Government took the first steps in articulating self-reliance in 

the public discourse in the 1972 Defence Review. 

The Fourth Chapter analyses the development of self-reliance as an unambiguous, and publicly-

declared principle by the Whitlam Government between 1972 and 1975. It examines how the concept 

of self-reliance was intertwined with a broader reshaping of Australian foreign policy, with a significant 

move away from traditional allies and towards unprecedented engagement with the Communist Bloc, 

as well as the professionalisation of the military, and broader structural reforms to Defence as embodied 

in the 1973 Tange Report. The chapter notes that the Whitlam Government began to codify self-reliance 

in a Defence White Paper that was published in 1976, but that its reforms also substantially increased 

the cost of defence, thus laying the foundations of budgetary difficulties for subsequent governments.  

Chapter Five examines how the Fraser Government grappled with self-reliance between 1975 

and 1980 as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976. The chapter notes that the Fraser Government 

struggled to implement the White Paper as funding promised was returned to consolidated revenue or 

reallocated to meet the increasing cost of healthcare and social security or to anti-inflationary programs 

designed to mitigate mounting economic difficulties during increasingly severe recessions. While the 

defence budget was cut, the cost of maintaining an expeditionary force posture nevertheless grew 

considerably. As a result, force structure decisions agreed by the Fraser Cabinet during the development 

of the White Paper needed to align the military with a policy of self-reliance were not made, and inter-

service rivalries began to emerge as the three services began to argue over what little funding remained.  

The Sixth Chapter then discusses the descent of Australian strategic policy into crisis during 

the later years of the Fraser Government between 1980 and 1983. This chapter analyses how attempts 

to implement self-reliance ground to a halt due to an inability to align force structure with strategic 

policy, as demonstrated in deliberations on the future of HMAS Melbourne. It notes that Australiaôs 

strategic environment changed considerably, with the end of détente following the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan, Soviet support for allies in Cambodia and Vietnam, and the establishment of a blue water 

Soviet navy that became increasingly active in Australiaôs region. At the same time, Australiaôs allies 

became more assertive in responding to the USSR under the Thatcher and Regan Administrations. As 

a result, Australian strategic policy, once again, moved away from a focus on self-reliance concerning 

its immediate region to tailored, niche contributions for distant theatres in support of larger allies.  

Chapter Seven analyses how the Hawke Government began to resolve these issues. The chapter 

examines how the ALP sought to reorientate its policy platform towards the political centre, particularly 

in regard to economics and national security to distance itself from the approach taken during by the 

Whitlam Government. In that context, it affirmed the ANZUS Treaty, and sought closer ties with the 

United States after New Zealandôs suspension from the alliance. Moreover, the Hawke Government 

stabilised the defence budget by instituting economic reforms that brought inflation under control. It 
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further reorganised Australiaôs military leadership. However, it struggled to fully realign defence policy 

under Gordon Scholes, necessitating a Cabinet reshuffle that brought Kim Beazley to the Defence 

portfolio, and with him a raft of new reforms.  

Chapter Eight examines the Hawke Governmentôs implementation of self-reliance between 

1985 and 1987. The chapter analyses how Beazley built upon the organisational and economic reforms 

of the Governmentôs first years to redevelop the ADFôs force structure. It examines how Paul Dibbôs 

work helped to realign force structure to maximise Australiaôs geographic advantages. It emphasised 

the importance of the Air-Sea Gap and thus endorsed the acquisition of new capabilities including the 

Collins Class submarine and the Jindalee Over-the-Horizon Radar Network. These capabilities were 

designed to enable Defence to operate in a self-reliant manner in its region while remaining highly 

interoperable with allied forces. The Hawke Government cemented this interpretation of self-reliance 

in Defence White Paper 1987. This white paper put forward a conceptual path to greater self-reliance 

in Australiaôs region, and has since formed the basis for Australian military planning.  

Conclusion 

The thesis concludes that self-reliance was a malleable concept whose meaning changed over 

time. Self-reliance was developed in response to strategic uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific, with the 

emergence of other major powers when Australiaôs traditional allies were less influential. Although the 

precise meaning of self-reliance changed, there was a degree of commonality across successive 

governments from which a broad conceptual definition can be established. On a broad level, self-

reliance meant that Australia must have the ability to undertake independent military operations in 

defence of its core strategic interests in its own region against credible threats without recourse to the 

combat forces of traditional allies.  

While self-reliance had a broad definition, its exact meaning changed in response to the 

geopolitical circumstances faced by each successive government. Under the Menzies Government, it 

meant developing a force structure that would enable Australia to defend Papua New Guinea and fight 

a limited war against Indonesia in Malaysia. In the early 1970s, self-reliance under the Gorton 

Government meant the defence of the Australian mainland through a continental defence strategy to the 

exclusion of traditional allies. Under the McMahon Government, it was a means by which to keep the 

United States invested in Southeast Asia, and under the Whitlam Government, it was used to foster 

closer ties with Australiaôs neighbours while downgrading Australiaôs relationship with Britain. During 

the Fraser Government, self-reliance was a way of adapting to the American withdrawal from Southeast 

Asia. By the 1980s, Australian defence policy was in disarray, and the Hawke Government defined self-

reliance in terms of the defence of Australia to establish a credible defence policy after the difficulties 

of the Whitlam Government. 

Self-reliance had a broad meaning but its precise definition changed with perceptions of threat 

and the reliability of traditional allies, the geographical scope of Australian defence policy and the 

identification of core strategic interests. Australian governments have moved towards greater 
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integration with traditional allies when faced with major strategic threats or economic pressures. By 

contrast, they have sought greater self-reliance when ambivalent about the reliability of traditional 

alliance commitments or during times of higher defence expenditure. On a superficial level, there was 

an identifiable partisan divide, with centre-left governments favouring a more internationalist foreign 

policy and centre-right governments preferring greater integration with traditional allies. Yet, the thesis 

demonstrates that the reality was much more complex and that the development of self-reliance was 

driven by economic and strategic factors. The development of self-reliance cannot be explained solely 

with reference to partisan political considerations, although these were, at times, important. Rather, it 

is explained as a response to significant changes to Australiaôs security outlook.  

Australiaôs strategic environment has changed significantly, and greater self-reliance is now 

more important now than it has ever been. The period of American hegemony that has characterised the 

Asia-Pacific since the end of the Cold War appears to be now coming to an end. Traditional allies are 

now in relative decline while other major powers are now increasingly assertive in ways that are not in 

Australiaôs strategic interests. In this context, Australia should work towards being more self-reliant 

within alliance frameworks to protect its core interests in an increasingly uncertain security 

environment. Recent developments highlight that Australia has much to gain from engagement with 

allies but cannot solely depend upon them to protect its strategic interests in a rapidly changing region. 
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Introduction  

Since Federation, there have been two competing views on the conceptual basis of Australian 

defence policy: that Australia should look to its own defence and be self-reliant, and that it should seek 

security through greater engagement with larger allied powers. This dichotomy has often been viewed 

through a partisan lens, with Labor Governments seen as favouring self-reliance and the Defence of 

Australia, and those from the Liberal-National Coalition, and their predecessors, supporting greater 

dependence on allies. This chapter sets the theoretical framework for the thesis by demonstrating that 

the historical foundations of self-reliance in Australian defence policy are more complex than suggested 

by this paradigm. It shows that, from Federation to the early years of the Cold War, governments on 

both sides of the political divide supported either self-reliance or reliance on allies, and sometimes both 

concurrently, depending on the economic and strategic circumstances of the time. The conceptual basis 

of Australian defence policy was shaped by the core strategic interests of the government, geographical 

scope, and perceptions of allies and credible threats. These four variables would form the basis of self-

reliance in Australian defence policy in subsequent decades.   

It is widely accepted in the academic discourse that different political parties have taken 

contrasting positions on the basis of Australian defence policy. Most studies of how individual political 

parties have shaped Australian foreign and defence policy have focused on the period between the 

Second World War and the end of the Cold War. In his landmark study, Australiaôs Foreign Policy, 

T.B Millar acknowledged that Australian defence policy is invariably affected by óher political system, 

its stability, the personalities and policies and likely tenure of the party in power.ô1 Millar, however, 

was reluctant to align either party with a particular viewpoint, presumably because both were 

undergoing significant change at the time of its publication in 1968. The former Secretary of Foreign 

Affairs, Alan Renouf, was more blunt in his analysis of Australian foreign and defence policy, The 

Frightened Country.2 Renouf argued that Coalition governments sought security through reliance on 

allies while Labor governments emphasised a more active and independent role on the diplomatic stage 

through engagement with regional partners and multilateral institutions.  

This conceptual dichotomy was not a recent development but had been at the heart of Australian 

defence policy since at least the late nineteenth century. Political historian John La Nauze noted that 

the need for a better coordinated defence organisation was a key driver of federation.3 In 1889, the 

Premier of New South Wales, Sir Henry Parkes, called for the federation of Australiaôs colonies to 

better defend themselves against potential threats. The British Government had sent Major-General J.B 

Edwards to advise the colonies on their defence organisation, and gave credence to Parkesô views by 

recommending the unification of colonial defence forces.4 In the subsequent convention debates, there 

was discussion about whether Australiaôs post-federation military would be dependent on Britain or 
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seek to be more self-reliant and focused on local defence. On 11 March 1898, Sir Joseph Carruthers, a 

New South Wales delegate of the Liberal Reform Party, and Sir Isaac Isaacs, a Victorian delegate from 

the Protectionist Party, debated the nature of future defence policy. Carruthers emphasised dependence 

on Britain, stating that ówe all wish to be self-reliant but are not and we have to rely for protection on 

the defence forces of the empire.ô5 In response, Isaacs favoured a greater degree of independence in 

arguing that Australia strengthen its forces to be óprepared to defend not only ourselves but to assist in 

maintaining the integrity of the empire.ô6 At the time of Federation, there was a conceptual divide 

between imperialists, including Carruthers who believed in dependence on the empire, and Australian 

nationalists such as Isaacs, who sought a more self-reliant posture within the bounds of imperial policy. 

Post-Federation (1901-14) 

In 1901, the Commonwealth Government, under Edmund Barton, took command of the 

colonial defence forces. These forces were small and were designed for local defence not overseas 

deployment, although such deployments did occur in Sudan, South Africa and China. Aside from a few 

minor vessels, naval defence was provided by a Royal Navy squadron. It was in this context that the 

Minister for Defence, Senator John Forrest, asked the Federal Military Committee to draft legislation 

to provide a framework for Australiaôs nascent defence organisation.7 The Committee proposed that 

Australia maintain a small professional force supported by a militia, that compulsory service be allowed 

for local defence but not overseas deployment, and that Australiaôs military command be held by British 

officers.8 The permanent force would be limited in size so as to be sufficient to maintain equipment and 

training but not large enough to be a standing army.9 The Barton Government agreed with most of these 

recommendations but disagreed that it be commanded by British officers.10 These proposals were 

approved by Parliament and enshrined in the Defence Act 1903. 

The Barton Government also began to consider Australiaôs naval defence. While the Defence 

Bill was being considered, Forrest sought the views of Rear Admiral Lewis Beaumont, the Commander 

of the Australian Naval Station.11 Beaumont advised that Australia should be defended by eight cruisers 

from the Royal Navy funded by the Australian Government.12 At the same time, the Naval Commandant 

in Queensland, Captain W.R Creswell strongly argued for an Australian Navy. He proposed that 
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Australia order four cruisers between 1903 and 1909.13 In March 1902, Forrest advised Barton that the 

federal government was obliged to contribute to the defence of Australia and maritime trade.14 Forrest 

argued that Australia could rely on the Royal Navy as advocated by Beaumont in the short term, but 

would need a more permanent naval capability, as per Creswellôs argument, in the longer term.15 

The defence relationship between Britain and her dominions was discussed at the Imperial 

Conference in 1902. The Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain expressed concern that Britain bore 

a disproportionate financial burden for imperial defence.16 Barton considered how Australia could better 

provide for its defence. He decided not to establish a navy on the basis that Australia would have 

difficulty in financing the acquisition of newer ships.17 Instead, he proposed that the Australian 

Government increase its financial contribution to the Admiralty, and signed a naval agreement to that 

effect in 1902.18 Barton was motivated by the belief that Australia could best protect its interests through 

greater integration with the Empire.19 This is evident in his statement that óthe combination and 

concentration of the fleets of empire under unity of control is our best line of defence é in detaching 

ourselves from the empire, in the end we weaken the home of our children.ô20 The Barton Government 

had a different approach to land and maritime defence: it established an army under Australian 

command for local defence; but outsourced its maritime defence to the Royal Navy despite support for 

a sovereign navy from sections of Australiaôs military and political establishment. In the absence of a 

direct threat, and with a favourable view of Britain, Barton remained dependent on the United Kingdom 

for Australiaôs defence. Moreover, the decision to subsidise a British naval presence was seen by Barton 

as a cost-effective means of maintaining a close relationship with Australiaôs main strategic partner.    

This would change with the ascension of a new government under Alfred Deakin. In June 1905, 

Deakin made a statement on defence where he lauded the establishment of an army but argued that 

Australia was weak on maritime defence.21 This followed Japanôs defeat of Russia at the Battle of 

Tsushima.22 Neville Meaney argues that Deakin ófocused on Japan not because of racial difference or 

immigration problems, but because of that countryôs strategic ascendancy in the Pacific and its evident 

ambition.ô23 Consequently, in August 1905, he asked the British Government to reconsider the 1902 
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Agreement with a view to investing further in naval communications but the request was denied.24 The 

Committee for Imperial Defence criticised proposals for an Australian Navy, arguing that it could not 

make an effective contribution proportionate to its anticipated cost.25 A committee of naval officers 

chaired by Creswell wrote to the Minister for Defence, Senator George Pearce, with a dissenting 

report.26 In September 1905, Deakin announced the establishment of an Australian Navy, with the 

commissioning of 12 ships over three years.27 Deakin defied the wishes of the British Government to 

invest in a sovereign naval capability in pursuit of Australiaôs interests in an act of greater self-reliance.  

The Deakin Government took a proactive role in setting out its defence policy in subsequent 

years. In December 1907, he made a parliamentary statement on Australiaôs strategic outlook which 

noted that major powers were rearming at a fast pace.28 In response, he stated that Australia would 

consider further naval capabilities, including submarines;29 would institute universal training in the 

militia;30 and would establish a munitions industry.31 The subsequent Fisher Government built on 

Deakinôs naval plan by pledging to acquire three destroyers in February 1909.32 By the end of the first 

decade after Federation, successive governments had built the foundations of a self-reliant military force 

that would defend Australia within the geopolitical bounds of the Empire. The shift towards greater 

self-reliance in the maritime sphere under Deakin, was shaped by perceptions of credible threat in the 

region, and an implicit sense of uncertainty as to Britainôs ability to defend Australiaôs interests.  

The push for an Australian Navy was driven primarily by an emerging arms race among major 

powers in Europe. In March 1909, the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey expressed concern 

that Germany had commenced a naval shipbuilding program that would increase its fleet to such a size 

that it would soon match the Royal Navy.33 Consequently, he announced that Britain needed to build a 

ónew and more powerful fleet.ô34 It was in this context that the Fisher Government proposed on 10 April 

1909 that Australia establish a naval force under Australian command for use primarily in its territorial 

waters.35 Fisher proposed that the Navy fall under Admiralty control in wartime but that the Australian 

Government would need to approve any deployment abroad.36 The move towards an Australian Navy 
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was further motivated by the German naval presence in the Asia-Pacific, with its East Asia Squadron 

based in Tsingtao and wireless station in New Guinea. Fisherôs proposal was a watershed in the 

development of self-reliance as it implied that the defence of Australiaôs regional interests would be the 

determining factor for the establishment of a naval force. 

The British Government convened an Imperial Conference in 1909 to examine how individual 

dominions could contribute to imperial naval defence. The Admiralty argued that dominions form fleet 

units capable of local defence but also of contributing to the protection of trade routes against small 

hostile squadrons.37 Fleet units could combine with those from other dominions to form a larger naval 

force against potential threats in the Asia-Pacific.38 The Australian representative, Justin Foxton agreed 

that the Admiralty proposal aligned with Australiaôs view of local defence and its contribution to 

imperial defence as it recognised Admiralty control in wartime subject to approval by the Australian 

Government.39 On 24 November 1909, the Australian Parliament accepted the proposal by a margin of 

39-9,40 and passed the Naval Defence Act in 1910. Australia would, henceforth, have a navy that would 

defend against threats in its immediate region while also contributing to imperial defence. Although 

motivated by the perceived German threat, the fact that Australian forces were to remain under 

Australian control suggests that the Deakin Government did not trust Britain to always act in Australiaôs 

strategic interests in the region. 

The Deakin Government turned its attention to its land forces and invited Field Marshal Herbert 

Kitchener to advise on Australian military forces in December 1909. Kitchener noted that the size and 

organisation of Australiaôs land forces would be determined by its land mass, the strength of an enemy 

force, its small population and underdeveloped communications infrastructure.41 He recommended that 

the citizen force be strengthened through extended training periods, as well as the registration of youths 

for mandatory training.42 Kitchener sought to overcome geographical and logistical boundaries by 

assigning units to particular regions.43 Importantly, he recommended that a staff corps be established to 

provide effective leadership and that a military college be established to train officers to a high 

standard.44 Deakin enacted these reforms in amendments to the Defence Act with effect from January 

1911 and, in doing so, reinforced the local, rather than expeditionary, focus of the land forces. 

The Royal Australian Navy (RAN) was substantially established in the following two years. As 

agreed at the previous Imperial Conference, the Admiralty began to transfer its assets and personnel in 
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Australia to the Commonwealth Government on 1 July 1913. Henceforth, the RAN had 3,400 personnel 

and was comprised of one battle cruiser, HMAS Australia, four cruisers, three destroyers, two gunboats, 

two torpedo boats and two submarines, one cruiser and three destroyers in construction.45 The 

Australian Fleet Unit ceremonially entered Sydney Harbour on 4 October 1913, a milestone that marked 

the commissioning of an Australian naval force. On the eve of the First World War, successive 

governments had built a military force that was self-reliant and focused on the defence of Australia, 

with some capacity, in its naval but not land forces, to assist the British Empire during wartime subject 

to government approval. In the decade after Federation, successive governments laid the foundations 

for a land and naval force that would defend the Australian continent and surrounding islands. This was 

driven by the need to deter the perceived German threat, and uncertainty as to whether Britainôs 

priorities would align with those of Australia in the event of conflict. The development of Australian 

defence policy during this period is summarised in Table 1: 

Table 1: Australian Defence Policy in the Decade after Federation 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interest Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perception of Allies Perception of 

Threat 

Barton 

(Protectionist) 

Contributing to imperial 

defence 

British Empire Close alignment with 

Britain 

Negligible 

Deakin-Fisher 

(Liberal/Labor) 

Protection of Australia 

through greater autonomy 

Australia and 

approaches 

Uncertain about 

alignment of interests 

Japanese and German 

naval strength 

Australiaôs strategic environment began to deteriorate with increasing rivalry between Britain 

and Germany throughout 1914. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, expressed concern 

about German naval capabilities on 16 March 1914 and stated that Britain would station eight 

dreadnoughts in the Mediterranean to protect its regional interests.46 Churchill further observed that the 

Anglo-Japanese Treaty of 1902 provided reassurance against possible Japanese attack but noted that if 

British naval power were shattered, its dominions would need to seek American protection.47 This 

announcement appeared to vindicate Deakinôs concerns about overreliance on allies at the expense of 

greater self-reliance as the conceptual basis for Australian defence policy. Meaney articulates the impact 

of Churchillôs speech as follows: 

Churchillôs speech was a tour de force ï a two-and-a-half-hour exposition of British naval 

problems and policies. é it was seen as a challenge to Australiaôs strategic view of local 

security as well as a unilateral effort to overthrow the 1909 agreement and it provoked a most 

é critical reaction. The crisis over Pacific naval defence entered a new stage.48 

The Minister for Defence, Senator Edward Millen, tabled a memorandum in Parliament on 16 

April 1914, which argued that Churchillôs speech entailed the abandonment of the 1909 Imperial 

Conference agreement, and the replacement of a coordinated imperial naval defence policy with isolated 
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units.49 He further expressed his dismay in a letter to the Governor-General, Lord Denman, arguing that 

óAustralians will not consent to being taxed for the purpose of building docks and other shore 

establishments for vessels employed on the other side of the world.ô50 On the eve of the First World 

War, Australia had invested in land and maritime self-reliance because it feared the German presence 

in Southeast Asia, and was uncertain as to whether Britain would act in Australiaôs strategic interests. 

First World War  (1914-18) 

The Fisher Government grappled with these issues at the outset of the First World War. On 4 

August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany in response to its invasion of Belgium and sought the 

assistance of its dominions in its war effort. The Fisher Government placed the RAN under Admiralty 

control as discussed at the 1909 Imperial Conference and offered a force of 20,000 troops, the cost of 

which was borne by the Australian Government.51 The British Army Council requested that Australia 

provide two infantry brigades, one light horse brigade and a field artillery brigade.52 As the Defence Act 

1903 prohibited the overseas deployment of existing forces, the Fisher Government raised the 

Australian Imperial Force, as a volunteer formation for deployment abroad. Fisherôs response to the 

declaration of war was to aid Britain in a display of loyalty and reliance on another power. Meaney 

argues that this was driven by an independent strategic imperative. In his view, the Fisher Government 

was unnerved by the emergence of regional powers in the Asia-Pacific, and Britainôs reorientation from 

the region to the German threat in Europe.  The Fisher Government thus assisted Britain in Europe so 

that it would be able to focus on the Asia-Pacific and defend Australia in future conflict in the region.53   

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Fisher Government took an interest in the strategic potential of 

German colonies in the Pacific. It resented Britainôs opposition to Queenslandôs planned annexation of 

New Guinea in 1883, which allowed Germany to gain a regional foothold, and was concerned by 

Japanôs regional ambitions once it had entered the war.54 The Fisher Governmentôs first act of war was 

to deploy the Australian Naval and Military Expedition Force to attack the wireless station at Rabaul 

and seize the remainder of German New Guinea. This was a milestone in Australian defence policy as 

it marked the first time that Australia undertook independent military operations in pursuit of its own 

strategic interests, namely to nullify the German presence, in its region, against a credible threat and 

without recourse to support from traditional allies. Australiaôs deployment at Rabaul was arguably an 

act of operational self-reliance rather than dependence on a larger ally. Meaney describes Fisherôs 

approach in terms of self-reliance as follows: 
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As war approached, Fisher had given voice to the sentimental catchcry of aiding Britain óto the 

last man and last shillingô; but after war was declared he had reaffirmed what had become 

Australiaôs pre-war doctrine ï namely to provide first for Australiaôs own defence é Thus once 

elected as Prime Minister he aimed to ensure that Australiaôs own defence plans were not 

abandoned and that Australia was not left vulnerable to Japan.55  

It was for this reason that Fisher urged the British Government to convene a conference in 1915 

aimed at coordinating imperial policy in the Asia-Pacific. Meaney notes that Fisher óintended that 

Australia should have an effective say in the new Pacific map and the new Pacific relations that would 

come out of the war.ô56 Britain, however, opposed this proposal and W.M Hughes replaced Fisher as 

Prime Minister. Hughes, took a very different approach to Fisher, believing that a British victory in 

Europe would enable it to better protect its dominions in the Asia-Pacific. It followed that by supporting 

Britain against Germany, Australia could guard against Japan in the future.57 This marked a shift away 

from self-reliance towards greater integration with allies as the basis for Australian defence policy.  

By this stage, the AIF had deployed to Gallipoli and would see action on the Western Front. In 

November, Hughes announced the despatch of another 50,000 troops and, due to falling enlistment 

numbers, sought to implement conscription for overseas service. Australiaôs Irish community, which 

formed the ALPôs base and was led by Archbishop Daniel Mannix, opposed conscription partly on 

sectarian grounds, a position hardened by news of Britainôs severe handling of the Easter Uprising. On 

28 October 1916, Hughes put the issue to a referendum, which it narrowly lost.58 The referendum, 

however, split the ALP, with three ministers resigning immediately before the vote, with a further two 

leaving afterwards. Facing expulsion, Hughes and his supporters left to form the Nationalist Party which 

then governed with support from the Liberals.59 Hughes held a second referendum on conscription on 

7 November 1917, which he again lost.60 The conscription debate highlighted partisan differences on 

Australiaôs strategic priorities, with the centre-left emphasising a narrower definition of Australian 

interests and the centre-right seeking security in imperial defence. 

A peace conference was convened at Versailles in 1919, which Hughes attended as the 

Australian representative. The American Government, under President Woodrow Wilson, envisaged 

that negotiations would be based on a fourteen-point proposal of internationalist principles. Hughes, 

however, sought to maximise Australiaôs interests against credible threats at the conference and, in 

doing so, clashed with Wilson on the future of Germanyôs Pacific colonies.61 Wilson argued that New 

Guinea could be governed as a League of Nations mandate while Hughes held that Australia had a right 
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to the territory for reasons of security, and because of its contribution to the war effort.62 As noted by 

Meaney, Hughes push for sovereignty over New Guinea was driven partly by a desire to keep Japan out 

of the South Pacific.63 Hughes relied on Britain for security during the First World War, but asserted 

Australiaôs interests in its immediate region in an act of greater self-reliance in foreign policy. This 

action in 1919 was in keeping with the strategic purpose of Australiaôs support for Britain during the 

war. Meaney articulates Hughesô approach in the following terms: 

Hughes had from the beginning seen the war above all as a global struggle of the British race 

for survival and, as a result, he was adamant that this required a total commitment to the 

Empireôs cause. While fearful of Japan, he was convinced that the only way for Australia to 

keep the White Australia flag flying é was to defeat Germany as quickly as possible and so 

restore British global supremacy. From its own resources, Australia could never hope to keep 

the Japanese at bay. The only effective barrier to Japanese land hunger and racial hostility was 

the British Navy and its ability to deploy in the Pacific Ocean.64 

Clearly, there were significant differences between Fisher and Hughes in their view of 

Australiaôs priorities in the First World War, and their differences on the conceptual basis of Australian 

defence policy are summarised in Table 2: 

Table 2: Australian Defence Policy During the First World War  
Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic Scope 

Perception of 

Allies 

Perception of 

Threat 

Fisher  

(Labor) 

Defeating German forces to 

Australiaôs north 

Pacific Territories Greater 

autonomy 

German naval 

presence 

Hughes 

(Nationalist) 

Supporting Britain abroad to 

keep it in Asia 

Empire Close alignment 

with Britain 

Emerging 

Japanese threat 

 Both Fisher and Hughes pursued policies that sought to protect Australiaôs interests in different 

ways. Fisher took actions that were self-reliant in an operational sense. He authorised independent 

operations in Australiaôs region, against a credible threat and without recourse to traditional allies and 

did so within an alliance context. This, however, was short-lived as Hughes reorientated Australia 

towards Britain with a view to relying on it against a much larger threat in the long term. Hughes later 

took a more assertive approach to foreign policy to secure Australiaôs core interests. This, however, was 

not self-reliant in any strategic sense as he continued to depend on Britain in the subsequent decade. 

Interregnum (1919-39) 

In the aftermath of the First World War, the Hughes Government commenced a review of 

Australiaôs defence priorities. In 1919, it asked the Admiral of the Fleet, Lord Jellicoe, to advise on the 

strategic outlook for the region, the structure of the RAN, and the naval base and supply requirements 

in the Pacific and East Indian Oceans. Jellicoe identified Japan as a country that had the capability and 

motive to threaten the Empire because it resented the way in which German colonies were allocated at 

Versailles.65 He also noted that maritime supremacy had played a key role in the First World War, and 
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that naval forces would be a significant deterrent against an invasion of its dominions as they could not 

field large armies due to their small populations.66 Jellicoe thus recommended the establishment of a 

Far Eastern Fleet drawn from the Royal Navy, the RAN and the Royal New Zealand Navy, with costs 

apportioned at 75 percent, 20 percent, and five percent, respectively.67 The Fleet would be based in 

Singapore but required significant investment to accommodate modern capital ships and improve its 

defences.68 Jellicoe clearly envisaged imperial defence as the basis of Australiaôs post-war strategy. 

In 1920, the Minister for Defence, Senator Pearce, instructed a panel of senior officers to review 

the Australian army. Their terms of reference included a post-war reduction in expenditure and 

Australiaôs newfound responsibilities in the Pacific.69 The report concluded that Australia should not 

rely on the League of Nations, and that it could not withstand an attack by a major power.70 It conceded 

that Australiaôs security depended on the Empire.71 The report argued that the role of Australiaôs 

military was to withstand an invasion until the arrival of British reinforcements.72 These findings 

reinforced the focus of the permanent force on local defence, and highlighted the need for limited self-

reliance due to Australiaôs geographic isolation from Britain, and were supported by Cabinet.73 

These proposals were considered by the conference of senior officers in February 1920.74 The 

conference noted that the overriding concern of the Hughes Government was to provide reasonable 

security at minimal cost. It concluded that ówith her current limitations Australia could not, of her own 

resources, maintain a successful defenceô and that ósuccessful defence was therefore an imperial 

problem.ô75 It noted that óso far as the Navy is concerned, the RAN must be looked upon strategically 

as part of the Empireôs Navy, not as a single unit intended for the local defence of Australia.ô76 The 

Council thus concluded that óthe first requirement of Australian defence was a full contribution to the 

provision of the necessary naval force [as per] Jellicoeôs recommendations.ô77 It conceded that óeven if 

naval requirements were met in full, the Commonwealth might be liable to attack [and] a land force 

was, therefore, also a necessity.ô78 The post-war strategy of the Hughes Government emphasised 
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imperial defence as it was premised on British naval power at Singapore, with a small army to deter an 

attack against Australia until the arrival of reinforcements from other parts of the empire.79 

In 1921, an Imperial Conference was convened which examined emerging strategic issues in 

the Asia-Pacific. At the time, Britain had reduced its defence expenditure significantly, and was 

considering renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Treaty. Hughes warned that Australia could not defend itself 

without óthe support of the legions of the Empire and the protection of the British Navy.ô80 He further 

articulated his support for imperial defence in stating óif we were to have peace and security that we 

could not rely on either the League of Nations or on ourselves alone.ô81 Instead, Hughes urged greater 

naval cooperation between Britain and Australia in the Asia-Pacific as the basis of its security. In a 

similar vein, Arthur Balfour, Chairman of the Committee of Imperial Defence, noted that Britain was 

not prepared for conflict in Asia, and that the renewal of the Anglo-Japanese Treaty was a key priority 

for regional stability as Singapore was not yet developed as a naval base. 82 Neither Hughes nor his 

counterparts believed in self-reliance but instead heavily favoured reliance on Britain despite its limited 

presence in the Pacific. 

The American Government convened a conference on the arms limitation in the Far East in 

November 1921. The conference was attended by the British Empire, Japan, France and Italy. It 

proposed a treaty that would reduce the number of capital ships by 40 percent, limit the number of 

aircraft carriers, and replace the Anglo-Japanese Treaty with a more comprehensive agreement.83 On 

26 July 1922, Hughes supported the treaty in Parliament, and proposed a series of reductions to the 

military in the 1922-23 defence budget to give effect to its provisions. In particular, the Hughes 

Government reduced the number of ships in commission from 25 to 13, including decommissioning its 

flagship, and placed the submarine fleet into reserve.84 The permanent land forces were reduced by 467 

and the militia was reduced from 86,568 to 35,228 personnel. 85 In its final years, the Hughes 
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Government cut back Australiaôs capacity for self-reliance by reducing the size of the military, meaning 

that it would need to rely more heavily on imperial defence in subsequent years. 

Between 1922 and 1923, Australian military planners considered the implications of the 

Washington Naval Treaty on its defence policy. The treaty had major consequences for imperial 

defence, as noted in an Admiralty memorandum of July 1922. In it, the Admiralty warned that óBritain 

could not unaided maintain the fleet necessary for the safety of the Empireô and that the dominions 

would, therefore, need to take a more active role in imperial maritime defence.86 With regard to 

Australia, the Admiralty recommended that it ócontinue the maintenance of a sea-going fleetô and óassist 

in the development of Singapore by materiel manufactured in Australia.ô87 The Bruce Government 

replied that it would discuss the request at the next Imperial Conference. The Council of Defence 

considered the matter in March 1923, and Bruce observed that Australia could do little to assist 

Singapore óunaided by Britain or an equally powerful nation.ô88 As with Hughes, the Bruce Government 

considered greater self-reliance an unrealistic basis for Australian defence policy. 

During these debates, however, the ALP under the leadership of Matthew Charlton proposed a 

radically new interpretation of Australiaôs strategic priorities. Charlton argued in Parliament that land 

forces were no longer óthe first line of defenceô but that air power and submarines would prove to be 

vital capabilities.89 He, therefore, recommended a reorganisation of Australiaôs defence organisation 

away from land forces to an air and maritime strategy centred on the defence of Australia.90 His rationale 

was that Australia could not withstand a land assault, and that óthe fight would have to take place at sea, 

and not on shore.ô91 He later opposed the Singapore Strategy on the basis that the Commonwealth 

Government had never agreed to assist Britain in defence preparations outside of Australia.92 Although 

it did not move beyond parliamentary debate, Charltonôs views would in retrospect be a precursor to 

later reforms to Australian defence policy from the 1960s onwards. 

The British Government convened an Imperial Conference on 1 October 1923. Prime Minister 

Baldwin opened the proceedings on an optimistic note, saying that the Washington Naval Treaty would 

enhance regional security within the framework of the League of Nations.93 In this context of post-war 

liberalisation, some dominions, particularly Canada and South Africa, under Prime Minister Mackenzie 

King and Prime Minister Smuts, sought greater autonomy.94 Bruce, however, opposed these proposals, 
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instead emphasising dominion unity as the basis for imperial security.95 He argued that each dominion 

had to contribute to imperial defence but that Britain would bear a greater obligation.96 Nevertheless, 

Bruce raised concerns about the viability of the Singapore Strategy. He observed that Singapore was 

poorly defended and would be vulnerable during construction.97 He also noted that Australia could not 

send forces overseas without first raising a volunteer force that would take time.98 Nevertheless, Bruce 

indicated that he supported a larger British presence in the Asia-Pacific.  

These doubts about imperial strategy were compounded by the election of a Labour 

Government in the United Kingdom. Under Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald, Britain became 

strongly inclined towards disarmament in foreign policy. On 6 March 1924, MacDonald informed 

Bruce that Britain would not proceed with the naval base in Singapore, instead preferring international 

cooperation through the League of Nations.99 Bruce wrote back that disarmament in the Asia-Pacific 

would be detrimental to Britainôs foreign policy objectives as óour strength relative to the other great 

powers has been the basis for peace which we have wielded é through the League of Nations.ô100 The 

implementation of the Singapore Strategy had stopped, and the basis of Australian defence policy had 

been undermined. In response, Bruce began a program of rearmament. In July 1924, he approved a five-

year program to bolster Australiaôs military capabilities, with a focus on naval platforms. The program 

envisaged the acquisition of two new cruisers, one seaplane carrier and two submarines.101 This was a 

significant expansion of Australiaôs naval capability and was designed for local defence to compensate 

for the reduced British presence at Singapore. Bruce was concerned about MacDonaldôs lack of 

engagement with the Pacific and began to implement greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy.  

There were clear differences in Australian defence policy in the 1920s with respect to 

Australiaôs engagement with Britain in Singapore. Hughes sought to rely on the Royal Navy because 

he doubted Australiaôs ability to defend itself against the emerging Japanese threat, and because he 

significantly reduced Australiaôs defence expenditure in the post-war period. Yet, as the Singapore base 

struggled to take shape, Bruce sought to further invest in Australiaôs ability to defend its interests 

through a larger Australian naval force. Rearmament under Bruce was driven by concerns that Britain 

was not prepared to adequately defend Singapore and, by extension, Australia. Both were of the same 

political persuasion and were focused on the same threat, within the same geographical location. Yet, 

they took fundamentally different approaches to the conceptual development of Australian defence 

policy. The contrasting views of Hughes and Bruce are summarised in Table 3: 
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Table 3: Australian Defence Policy in the 1920s 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic Scope 

Perception of 

Allies 

Perception 

of Threat 

Hughes 

(Nationalist) 

Supporting Britain due to doubts about 

Australiaôs ability to defend itself 

 

Reducing defence expenditure 

Singapore Reliance on 

Royal Navy 

Emerging 

Japanese 

Threat 

Bruce 

(Nationalist) 

Support for greater autonomy due to 

doubts about Royal Navy 

 

Increasing defence expenditure to fund 

new maritime acquisitions 

Singapore Doubts about 

UK Singapore 

Commitment 

Emerging 

Japanese 

Threat 

In 1926, an Imperial Conference was convened which focused on dominion autonomy. Prime 

Minister Baldwin announced that Britain would recommence the plan to construct a naval base at 

Singapore, and asked dominions in the region to contribute.102 He had earlier informed his Australian 

counterparts of this return to the Singapore Strategy.103 Bruce responded that óAustralia would be 

sympathetically prepared to consider a contribution to its cost.ô104 He noted, however, that this could be 

limited by the fact that Australia had invested significantly in its own naval capabilities after the 1923 

Imperial Conference, and the subsequent decision by the MacDonald Government in London not to 

proceed with the Singapore naval base.105 In principle, Australia moved towards reliance on Britain; 

however the conference did not offer a concrete plan for how dominions would contribute to the 

Singapore Strategy, meaning that Australiaôs defence posture was mostly unchanged. 

The ALP, under the leadership of James Scullin, was elected in 1929 and began to implement 

a different defence policy to that of its conservative predecessors. Its federal conference had passed a 

resolution on defence the emphasised óadequate home defence against possible foreign aggressionô and 

a constitutional amendment to prohibit conscription.106 These policies reflected a long-standing 

preference for self-reliance and the defence of Australia rather than dependence on Britain. Scullin 

suspended compulsory training but faced opposition from Australiaôs military leadership.107 At a 

meeting of the Council of Defence on 12 November 1929, the CGS, General Harry Chauvel, advised 

that this would reduce personnel levels, and thus not be a suitable basis for wartime expansion.108 The 

rationale for this view was that Australia could not have óa sublime faith in the powers of the British 

Navyô and that land forces were thus óa very vital element in Australian Defence.ô109 Scullin 

nevertheless cut the militia by 50 percent, and the defence budget by 37 percent, resulting in major 

capability reductions in pursuit of its policy platform and in response to its dire economic 

circumstances.110  
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Britainôs MacDonald Labour Government, which had succeeded the Baldwin Government, 

called another Imperial Conference in 1930. MacDonald emphasised pacifism as the cornerstone of his 

foreign policy and had previously signed the London Naval Treaty to limit arms.111 Scullin sympathised 

with MacDonald and stated that his government would pursue disarmament.112 Nevertheless, this 

conference agreed that construction proceed at Singapore.113 However, it conceded that an airfield be 

postponed for at least five years due to a reduction in funding with the Great Depression.114 Scullinôs 

position was shaped by economic factors as much as political considerations. His government moved 

towards greater self-reliance in 1929 but then shifted towards dependence on Britain in agreeing to the 

Singapore base despite the objections of his predecessors. Scullin had reservations about imperial 

defence but supported that policy for economic reasons.   

In 1931, the Lyons Government came to office in a changing strategic environment. The CID 

began a review of its military strategy in March 1932 that would mark a return to widespread 

rearmament. It recommended that the assumption that there would not be a conflict for at least ten years 

be reviewed and that it prioritise its requirements in the Far East.115 Consequently, in 1935, Britain 

authorised work on heavy gun emplacements and two additional airfields at Singapore.116 It also raised 

the prospect of rearmament with its dominions due to the prospect that Britain could be forced to fight 

on two fronts simultaneously against both Germany and Japan.117 By this stage, both had started to 

become assertive, with the Anglo-German Naval Agreement allowing Germany to increase its naval 

strength to 35 percent of the Royal Navy and develop a submarine fleet while Japan withdrew from the 

Washington Naval Treaty. 118 The assumptions that had underpinned defence planning since the early 

1920s could no longer be relied upon, and the British Empire needed to adapt. 

Lyons started to doubt the Singapore Strategy and commenced a program of rearmament in 

light of emerging threats. In September 1933, the Minister for Defence, Senator Pearce, urged both 

sides of the political divide to invest heavily in defence as disarmament had not succeeded and, shortly 

afterwards, proposed a three year program for defence acquisition.119 He envisaged the commissioning 
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of new naval platforms, including one cruiser and two sloops, as well as investment in fuel and 

munitions stores, and the establishment of new facilities in Darwin.120  During parliamentary 

deliberations, the Leader of the Opposition, Scullin, questioned whether the construction of a new 

cruiser was an appropriate investment for Australiaôs defence.121 Instead, he suggested that Lyons invest 

in defensive platforms.122 As in the 1920s, there remained a partisan divide on whether greater 

autonomy or dependence on Britain should form the basis of Australiaôs defence policy. 

The Lyons Government further considered its approach to rearmament throughout 1934. It 

invited Sir Maurice Hankey, the Secretary of the CID, to Australia for consultations on its defence 

posture. Hankey advised that Britain would rearm over the next five years in response to Germanyôs 

program of military expansion with the ascension of Adolf Hitler.123 Hankey also noted that Britain was 

investing in both Singapore and Hong Kong because of Japanôs growing presence and advised Lyons 

to plan around the completion of the Singapore naval base, despite personal reservations as to its 

effectiveness as a strategy.124 Hankey noted that Singapore was vulnerable and Lyons gained assurances 

from Britain that it would remediate known deficiencies.125 At the heart of the debate was whether  land 

forces should assume a greater role in Australian defence.126 With Lyons focused on naval issues, the 

CGS, Major-General Sir Julius Bruche, argued that the RAN had received too much funding and that 

its faith in Singapore was óunsupported by any evidenceô as Chauvel had argued in 1930.127 He held 

that the army played a key role in local defence in the event that Singapore failed, and that it should 

receive greater investment with the 1920 report as a minimum benchmark.128 Lyons considered these 

reports and decided that the existing organisation of seven divisions would be maintained but rearmed. 

From 1935, Lyons began to rearm significantly. The Minister for External Affairs, J.G Latham 

visited London and asserted that his government supported imperial rather than continental 

defence.129Yet, figures such as the CGS designate, Colonel John Lavarack, and Secretary of External 

Affairs, W.R Hodgson called for a revision of Australian defence policy due to doubts about Britainôs 

ability to defend Australia from Japanese expansion.130 Bruche argued that óAustralia should aim at 

attaining the greatest possible degree of self-reliance in her defence.ô131 The ALP, led by John Curtin, 

argued for greater spending on the army and Air Force for continental defence.132 The CAS, Air 

Commodore Richard Williams, recommended the development of an aircraft industry to provide a 
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wartime manufacturing capacity.133 Lyons thus established the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation 

and the production of local rather than British designs to the dismay of the Baldwin Government.134 

Australia started to invest in capabilities on a more self-reliant basis in realisation that Britain might not 

be able to defend against the Japanese threat despite supporting imperial defence in official policy.135  

Lyons thus sought further assurances from Britain that it would commit to Singapore. At the 

Imperial Conference of 1937, Lyons proposed a non-aggression pact with Japan and put forward a 

policy of implied self-reliance in which Australia would óface to the fullest extent of our capacity the 

potential to provide for our own national defence.ô136 These sentiments were supported by the 

Opposition Leader, John Curtin who delivered a speech emphasising the need to be óself-reliant in our 

own defenceô and asserted that he would ódevelop and protect Australian industries to ensure our 

capacity to resist aggression and to enable us to be a self-reliant people.ô137 Prime Minister Chamberlain 

gave a public assurance in March 1938,138 and in November, the First Sea Lord, Admiral Backhouse, 

assured Lyons that Singapore was a priority for the Royal Navy, and was adequately defended.139 

Shortly afterwards, Germany annexed Austria and turned its attention towards Czechoslovakia, while 

Japan continued its campaign in China. With the strategic outlook deteriorating, Chamberlain again 

reassured Lyons in March 1939 that Britain would despatch a fleet to Singapore even if it were at war 

with both Germany and Italy but conceded that the main fleet would arrive in 90 days, not 70 days,140 

and this figure was later extended to six months.141 By 1939, Lyons had asserted a more self-reliant 

defence policy that supported Britain in the region but which better equipped Australia due to doubts 

about the Singapore Strategy within its political establishment, the military and the bureaucracy. 
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 Australian defence policy underwent significant change in response to geopolitical 

developments throughout the 1930s. With the Great Depression, government revenue declined 

significantly. The Scullin Government thus took the opportunity to reduce Australiaôs defence 

expenditure and, consequently, the size of Australiaôs military forces. It was faced with few threats, and 

was broadly aligned with Britain. As a result, it focused primarily on continental defence. Yet, as 

Australiaôs strategic outlook declined with the rise of Japan and Germany, the Lyons Government, and 

the Curtin-led opposition, sought to invest in a more self-reliant military. It had doubts about the 

Singapore Strategy, which was increasingly supported by both the military and the bureaucracy. These 

concerns were confirmed with changes in British assessments of what the Royal Navy could provide in 

a conflict with Japan. It became clear that Britain could not fight a war on two fronts and would prioritise 

a European threat ahead of the Pacific. Lyons thus had little choice but to invest in Australiaôs air 

capabilities by establishing a sovereign aircraft industry. Table 4 contrasts the differing policies of 

Scullin and Hughes throughout the 1930s: 

Table 4: Australian Defence Policy During the 1930s 

Government Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perception of Allies Perception of 

Threat 

Scullin 

(Labor) 

Reducing expenditure due 

to Great Depression 

Australian 

Continent 

Alignment with 

MacDonald Government 

Reduced Japanese 

Threat 

Lyons 

(UAP) 

Rearming in a 

deteriorating environment 

Singapore Support for Britain but 

doubts about Singapore  

Increased Japanese 

and German Threat 

The Second World War (1939-45) 

On 3 September 1939, the United Kingdom declared war on Germany in response to its 

invasion of Poland. Almost immediately, Prime Minister Robert Menzies declared war on Germany 

and pledged to assist Britain in its war effort as Australia did in 1914. During the next twelve months, 

Menzies made a number of significant decisions as to the structure and organisation of Australiaôs 

military forces.142 His government placed RAN units under Admiralty control, raised the Second AIF 

for deployment abroad, and agreed to participate in the Empire Air Training Scheme.143 In November 

1939, it agreed to deploy the 6th Division with some reservations,144 and in February 1940, it decided to 

raise a corps for service in the Middle East.145 Menzies reluctantly prioritised imperial defence, not self-

reliance in Australiaôs region. The German threat momentarily took precedence over earlier concerns 

about Japanôs intentions in the region, and Menzies felt obliged to assist Britain in more distant theatres. 

The defeat of France in June 1940 changed the strategic outlook for Britain and Australia in 

relation to Singapore. Germany now dominated continental Europe, and Britain destroyed the French 
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fleet to prevent it from falling into German hands. Britain was thus required to concentrate its efforts 

on Europe. Meanwhile, Menzies was concerned that Japan could occupy the New Hebrides and New 

Caledonia,146 and decided to equip a militia of 250,000 men for local defence.147 Japan then demanded 

the withdrawal of Britainôs Shanghai garrison and the halting of supplies to China.148 Britain acquiesced 

and advised Australia that it might not be able to send a fleet to Singapore. Instead, it asked Australia 

to send two squadrons and a division to Malaya.149 Menzies was concerned by Britainôs decision to 

renege on its assurances, and the Secretary of Defence, Frederick Shedden articulated this as follows: 

This was disturbing advice to a Dominion which had been given assurance on the 

impregnability of Singapore, and on the ability of sea power to [defend] Australia. On the basis 

of these assurances, [Australia] had sent an expeditionary force and an air squadron to the 

Middle East, agreed to the disposition of ships of the Navy overseas é All this was promised 

on the assumption that Australia would be secure from major attack.150 

Australian defence policy would now be driven in a different direction because of changing 

perceptions of allies and credible threats. Japan was now seen as a direct threat, while Britain appeared 

unable to assist. Menziesô response to this dilemma could be seen in deliberations on the deployment 

of the 7th Division. There were two conflicting views on where it needed to be deployed: Thomas 

Blamey, Deputy Chief of the Middle Eastern Command sought its assignment to Egypt to capitalise on 

recent victories against Axis forces,151 but Britain requested that it be sent to Singapore in view of the 

Japanese threat.152 Cabinet was divided and, with Menzies casting the deciding vote on 23 September, 

agreed that it would be deployed to the Middle East.153 Again, Menzies saw Australian strategic policy 

as grounded in imperial defence, with British interests in the Middle East taking precedence over the 

emerging Japanese threat in the Pacific. David Horner states that óin agreeing to the British 

Governmentôs later request to send the 7th Division to the Middle East, the War Cabinet and the Chiefs 

had accepted too readily the advice from London without testing it against the situation as viewed from 

Australia.ô154 As Japan became more aggressive, Menzies was nevertheless of the view that alliance 

commitments abroad took precedence over the self-reliant defence of Australia.  

The Menzies Government suffered a series of political setbacks in late 1940 that would have 

profound implications for Australiaôs subsequent strategic decision-making. At the election in 

September, it lost its parliamentary majority and was forced to govern with the support of two 
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independents. Menzies sought to commission a national government that included the opposition, but 

this proposal was rejected by Curtin. Instead, Curtin proposed a new body, the Australian War Council, 

that included the opposition but was not a formal organ of the Menzies Government. Shedden suggested 

that the body be renamed the Advisory War Council to better reflect its role. The AWC was established 

on 27 October 1940,155 and became the forum in which major decisions were made on Australian 

defence policy, and particularly its relationship with allies. 

The Singapore Strategy was debated extensively in the AWC, with partisan divisions emerging 

at the highest levels. Curtin supported a greater focus on the utilisation of Australian forces in the 

immediate region. At its first meeting on 29 October, Curtin asked about the disposition of RAN ships, 

and suggested their reassignment to Australiaôs northern waters. His deputy, Frank Forde, shortly after 

inquired how long it would take to recall Australian ships in the Mediterranean to the Pacific in the 

event of an attack on Australia.156 The AWC took an interest in the viability of the Singapore Strategy 

with a focus on whether Australia was adequately protected from a southward Japanese thrust. This was 

given credence by a report from the Australian Chiefs of Staff on 16 November which reported that, in 

the absence of a main fleet in the Asia-Pacific, óthe forces and equipment at present available in this 

area are totally inadequate to meet a major attack by Japan.ô157 In view of this assessment, the War 

Cabinet cabled London on 1 December to express its concern that the 1937 Imperial Conference óhad 

led us to believe that its situation was much better.ô158 Cabinet, however, approved the deployment of a 

brigade to Malaya which was dispatched in February 1941. 

Menzies spent the following months visiting Britain and the Middle East while Australiaôs 

strategic outlook deteriorated. During this period, he helped shape British strategic policy at meetings 

of the Imperial War Cabinet, and gained a firsthand insight into fighting in North Africa. He also 

claimed to have used the opportunity to seek additional British commitments to the defence of 

Singapore.159 However, Menzies was perceived as lacking in his prosecution of the war effort, with his 

focus on imperial defence rather than the defence of Australia. He remained of the view that Australia 

had to assist Britain in its war against Germany, and that Britain had a key role to play in any conflict 

with Japan. Indeed, Horner states that óMenziesô first reaction to an increasing threat was to apply 

pressure on Britain for additional assistance rather than home defence.ô160 After his return to Australia, 

the independents withdrew confidence and placed their support behind Curtin as Prime Minister in 

October 1941. The fundamental variables that underpinned Australian defence policy would adjust and 

Australia would take a different path as a result. 
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By this time, a war with Japan was seen as highly likely. Curtin had been advised by the 

Combined Operational Intelligence Centre at Victoria Barracks that Japanese preparations for war were 

almost complete.161 Churchill sought to reassure his Australian counterparts by stating that Britain 

would never ólet you down if real danger comesô and would dispatch two capital ships, the Prince of 

Wales and Repulse on 25 October.162 On 8 December, Japan struck the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbour 

and British forces at Hong Kong. Then, on 11 December, the War Cabinet was informed that the two 

British ships had been sunk off the Malayan coast. The war entered a new phase as Japan began to 

advance into Southeast Asia, and the British naval presence that was supposed to protect it was 

destroyed. Australia could no longer rely on imperial defence for its direct defence. 

In these dire circumstances, Curtin began to prepare for the defence of Australia. The Chiefs of 

Staff advised that Japan could occupy Port Moresby and New Caledonia, from which it could attack 

Australia. The War Cabinet thus agreed to expand the military by enlisting an additional 112,000 

recruits to supplement the 132,000 personnel already in the army.163 As Japan advanced into Southeast 

Asia, Curtin and Churchill exchanged a series of cables that marked a change in Australiaôs approach 

to defence. On 5 January 1942, Cabinet agreed that the 6th Division and 7th Division would be 

redeployed from the Middle East to the Far East.164 Then, on 23 January, he implored Britain to stand 

by its commitment, stating that it would be óan inexcusable betrayalô if it abandoned Singapore.165 On 

15 February, Singapore fell to Japanese forces. Rather than acquiescing to Churchillôs demands that 

Australian forces commit to deployments in distant theatres, Curtin prioritised what he perceived to be 

Australiaôs immediate national interests. 166 The Curtin Government had concluded that it could not rely 

on imperial defence and instead would focus on the defence of Australia. 

Curtin reached out to the United States as a potential strategic partner that could fill the role 

vacated by Britain after its defeat in Singapore. The Curtin Government had first approached the United 

States after the attack at Pearl Harbor but its relationship with America would take a new turn with the 

arrival of General Douglas MacArthur in March 1942. Recent scholarship historians such as James 

Prior has begun to document the role of R.G Casey in lobbying the United States as Australian Minister 

in Washington in 1940-41.167 From April 1942, Curtin gave MacArthur command of Australiaôs 

military forces, partly as a means of gaining greater influence in allied decision-making through 
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MacArthurôs connections in Washington.168 This was an unprecedented step towards reliance on 

another power which was made more remarkable by the fact that Curtin had, in effect, turned away 

from decades of established ALP policy that favoured local defence. Moreover, his government 

remained broadly aligned with Britain despite his earlier disagreement with Churchill, and had planned 

to take a more active role within the Empire after the war, a position which would come to fruition 

under his successors.169 Britain retained an interest in restoring its position after the war, and the Curtin 

Government was content to oblige.  

The Second World War provides a valuable case study in partisan approaches to self-reliance 

in Australian defence policy. Unlike its predecessor in the late 1930s, the Menzies Government 

favoured imperial defence against Germany in more distant theatres despite its reservations about the 

viability of the Singapore Strategy in light of the emerging Japanese threat. By contrast, the Curtin 

Government had to grapple with contradictions between its policy platform centred on local defence, 

and the need for reliance on a major power in view of Japanôs march across Asia. It thus reluctantly 

embraced American assistance out of necessity but would seek to position Australia for a more active 

and independent foreign policy after the war. It did so partly because it understood that Britain had a 

role to play in the region and was not convinced that reliance on the United States was an appropriate 

conceptual foundation for Australian defence policy. The respective policies of Menzies and Curtin 

during the Second World War can be seen in Table 5: 

Table 5: Australian Defence Policy During the Second World War 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic Scope 

Perception of Allies Perception of 

Threat 

Menzies 

(UAP) 

Supporting UK 

against Germany  

 

Europe,170 Middle 

East, Africa 

India and Singapore 

Close relationship with UK 

 

Ambivalence about the US 

German threat in 

Africa and Middle 

East 

Curtin 

(Labor)  

Defending 

Australia against 

Japan  

Australia, PNG and 

South Pacific 

Closer relationship with US  

Realignment with UK after 

hostilities end 

Japanese threat in 

Southeast Asia 

With the onset of the Second World War, Menzies sought to ensure Australiaôs security through 

dependence on Britain. He diverged from the increasingly self-reliant posture taken by Lyons during 

the 1930s, which had focused on better preparing Australia for conflict against Japan in view of doubts 

about Britainôs ability to defend Singapore. Instead, he shifted the focus of Australian defence policy 

to the provision of support for British coalitions against German forces in the Middle East and North 

Africa. The ascension of Curtin as Prime Minister led to a reversal as Australian defence policy again 

focused on the Japanese threat through the reassignment of combat forces to Australia. Nevertheless, 
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Australian defence policy was not self-reliant under Curtin as it retained a significant degree of 

dependence on the United States, and later Britain in the context of post-war planning.   

The Early Cold War (1945-1957) 

The end of the Second World War gave rise to a new phase of great power rivalry between the 

two major allies, the United States and the Soviet Union. The wartime alliance broke down and the 

Cold War began as both sought to assert their respective ideologies: capitalism and communism. By 

this stage, the wartime treasurer, J.B Chifley had succeeded Curtin as Prime Minister and began to carve 

out a position for Australia in the post-war order. The government was divided in its foreign policy 

between the competing views of Chifley, and H.V Evatt, his internationalist Minister for External 

Affairs. On the one hand, it embraced activist diplomacy, seeing the United Nations as the post-war 

guardian of peace and security, and supporting decolonisation in the Third World.171 On the other hand, 

Chifley shifted from Curtinôs enthusiasm for the United States to support imperial defence.172 These 

sentiments were expressed in its first post-war strategic planning document in February 1946 as follows: 

As long as the United Nations remains in being, the problem of local defence is virtually non-

existent. Should the United Nations break down, the security of every nation will depend on 

the effectiveness of a plan of Empire Defence and on cooperation with the USA.173 

In the first years of the Chifley Government, Evattôs enthusiasm for the United Nations shaped 

Australian foreign policy. Evatt took a leading role in the United Nations, serving as President of the 

General Assembly, and referring contentious disputes such as Palestine and Greece to the organisation 

for adjudication, sometimes upsetting Western Allies. He was supported by the Secretary of External 

Affairs, John Burton, who held a benign view of the Soviet Union.174 Evatt supported the decolonisation 

of India and Indonesia, in which nationalist and non-aligned governments rose to office. In its first two 

years, the Chifley Government under the influence of Evatt and Burton, was reluctant to take sides in 

the Cold War, instead placing its faith in the United Nations and supporting anti-colonial movements.   

The Chifley Government, however, took a sharp turn towards engagement with Britain as the 

cornerstone of its defence policy from 1947 onwards. By this stage, the Australian Chiefs of Staffs had 

concluded that the Soviet Union was a hostile power intent on expanding its reach. It noted that 

Australia could not rely on the United Nations and instead would need to find security in a system of 

British Commonwealth defence cooperation.175 Chifley initially preferred a regional focus but had been 

persuaded by Shedden to support British efforts in stemming the perceived tide of communism.176 On 

20 April 1948, Chifley informed Prime Minister Attlee that Australia would participate in British 
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strategic planning but would need Cabinet approval for any overseas deployment, including as far as 

the Middle East.177 The rationale for this was that Britain needed to hold the Middle East to maintain 

access to oil supplies and prevent Soviet incursions into Africa.178 Chifley had shifted from activist 

diplomacy to support imperial defence as the cornerstone of Australian foreign policy, and had 

continued the post-war policy envisaged by Curtin. 

In June 1948, the emergence of a communist insurgency in Malaya presented Chifley with his 

first major foreign policy test. The British Government declared a state of emergency after the Malayan 

Communist Party began a guerrilla war with attacks on foreign-owned farms. Australian companies 

thus sought assistance from the Chifley Government. Chifley was reluctant to become involved and 

was advised by Burton that it was an anti-colonial rather than communist struggle.179 Nevertheless, the 

Australian High Commission noted that the insurgency was led by communists, and Chifley came under 

increasing pressure from the opposition figures, such as Percy Spender, to take action.180 Chifley was 

faced with a dilemma: his party was opposed to overseas deployments but he had pledged to assist 

Britain in its anti-communist strategy. He resolved this impasse by deciding not to send troops on 17 

July but despatched arms and ammunition ten days later.181 This experience led Australia to participate 

in regional strategic planning with the ANZAM Chiefs of Staff, which included personnel from Britain 

and New Zealand. Chifley had navigated a difficult predicament by supporting Britain in an insurgency 

without deploying troops; in doing so, he supported imperial defence without compromising his partyôs 

position against overseas deployment.  

As part of its post-war review of Australiaôs strategic posture, the Chifley Government decided 

to restructure the army. An internal assessment of the army by the Vice CGS, Sydney Rowell, noted 

that its peacetime organisation prior to 1939 was no longer appropriate in the post-war environment as 

óit was based on a conception of local defence é and carried no commitment é in a wider strategical 

sphere.ô182 The prevailing view was that an army organised for local defence could not respond to 

contingencies that required Australian forces to deploy abroad rapidly in the Cold War. Chifley thus 

approved the establishment of a permanent army available for overseas deployment and supported by 

the Citizensô Military Forces, consisting of one brigade group and two divisions.183 These reforms 

fundamentally altered Australiaôs land forces from a local defence force to a standing army that could 

deploy abroad in support of allies in what was becoming a broader ideological struggle increasingly 

characterised by armed conflict. 

In December 1949, Menzies returned to office on a staunchly anti-communist platform. In that 

year, the balance of power had shifted away from the Western Allies towards the USSR, with the testing 
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of its first nuclear device, and the fall of China to the communists under Mao Zedong. In this context, 

Menzies, and his Minister for External Affairs, Percy Spender sought to align Australia more closely 

with Britain and the United States. Upon taking office, Menzies called for a ócommon Empire foreign 

policyô but soon took a greater interest in regional affairs.184 Spender had concluded that Australia 

needed to take a more active role in Southeast Asian affairs.185 He articulated this view in a 

parliamentary speech on 9 March 1950, in which he explicitly identified China and the USSR as threats 

that would seek to expand into Asia and stated that Australia would assist regional states by providing 

the óbest defence against the effective penetration of communist imperialism.ô186 He also cautioned 

against placing too much faith in the United Nations in the post-war period. In contrast to Chifley, 

Menzies saw communism as a clear threat and would take an active role to combat it in Asia in a policy 

that would come to be known as óForward Defenceô where it repudiated local defence and 

internationalism in favour of dependence on allies in a global conflict between two competing blocs. 

The Menzies Government faced its first foreign policy crisis in Malaya as British authorities 

struggled with the insurgency. In February 1950, the Australian High Commissioner, Claude Massey 

recommended a greater contribution on the basis that óMalaya is the firmest base for armed resistance 

to communism in the whole Southeast Asian region é it is no exaggeration to say that if Malaya goes, 

all goes.ô187 This aligned with Spenderôs view of the communist threat and was given credence when 

Attlee requested an Australian contribution on 21 April  1950.188 Figures from the Chifley Government 

opposed a contribution for much the same reasons as in 1948. Burton advised Spender that Australian 

intervention would be seen as colonialism by India, Pakistan, Ceylon and the Philippines,189 and Clyde 

Cameron further stated that Menzies was sending ógood Labor men [to] be shot in the defence of British 

capital.ô190 The Menzies Government deliberated Attleeôs request, and agreed that intervention was 

warranted because óif Malaya became subject to Communist control, Indonesia would immediately 

follow in the same course.ô191 Menzies then announced on 31 May that Australia would send a squadron 

of aircraft to assist British forces in Malaya.192  This marked the substantive beginning of óForward 

Defenceô, and highlighted differences in the political arena on Australian defence policy.  

One month later, the Menzies Government faced a more serious dilemma in formulating a 

response to the Korean War. Initially, Cabinet authorised the deployment of a squadron of Lincoln 

bombers to Malaya on 27 June to reinforce British authorities.193 That day, the UN Security Council 

passed a resolution requesting that member states assist South Korea. Spender seized the opportunity 
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to cable Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, to pledge Australian forces to an American-led UN coalition 

ahead of other states.194 In Parliament, Menzies justified this contribution on the basis of upholding 

international law.195 Chifley and Evatt both supported the commitment. As official historian, Robert 

OôNeill notes, the ALP could not refuse ógiven the importance it had placed on the UN when in 

office.ô196 Australiaôs commitment in Korea was important for two reasons: it marked the beginning of 

substantive cooperation with the United States in the post-war period and it gave rise to a moment of 

bipartisanship in defence policy as both parties found common ground in supporting the United Nations. 

At the height of the Korean War, the Menzies Government took the opportunity to further 

entrench its strategic relationship with the United States. On 21 January 1951, it learned that the Truman 

Administration was exploring the idea of a Pacific security pact that would link Japan, the Philippines, 

Australia, New Zealand the United States through a consultative council.197 Spender, however, 

preferred a formal treaty with the United States and New Zealand that would include a binding 

agreement that each party assist the others in the event of an attack.198 Dulles instead sought Australian 

agreement to a peace treaty with Japan and did not respond to Spenderôs push for a tripartite security 

pact.199 Spender then told Dulles that Australia would not sign a peace treaty without first obtaining a 

security agreement. Spender and Dulles thus drafted a treaty amenable to both sides. Their draft pact 

provided the security guarantee that Spender sought but was sufficiently vague as to allow it to be 

interpreted as needed. The draft treaty applied to aggression against a signatory óin the Pacificô and the 

only obligation on the parties was óto consult.ô It took effect in July 1951 and, in exchange, Australia 

signed a peace treaty with Japan. The Menzies Government thus laid the legal framework for reliance 

on the United States in the ANZUS Treaty, which would form a key pillar of Australian defence policy.    

After the Korean War, the Menzies Government turned its attention to greater engagement with 

Britain in Southeast Asia. In October 1953, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal John 

Harding, met with the Australian and New Zealand Chiefs of Staff to better coordinate Pacific defence 

cooperation.200 The meeting discussed the threat from China which, it was believed, was supporting 

communist insurgencies with a view to bringing Southeast Asia into its sphere of influence. It was 

agreed that in the event of war, Australia would deploy its forces to Malaya, and not the Middle East as 

planned in the 1940s. Malaya was now important as its loss ówould bring northern and north-western 

Australia into range of existing Soviet aircraft.ô201 To deter Chinese aggression in the region, Harding 

suggested the establishment of a Far East Strategic Reserve based in Malaya to which Australia would 

contribute a battalion, a surface combatant, and a bomber and fighter squadron, alongside British and 
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New Zealand units.202 The Menzies Government announced its participation in the Far East Strategic 

Reserve on 1 April 1955. Driven by fear of communist expansion into Southeast Asia as forecast by 

Spender, Menzies hedged his bets by simultaneously supporting Britain while reaching out to America. 

Australiaôs strategic relationship with Britain would, however, change irrevocably with the 

Suez Crisis the following year. In October 1956, Britain, France and Israel invaded Egypt in response 

to President Nasserôs nationalisation of the Suez Canal. The invasion was widely condemned by the 

UN Security Council and the Eisenhower Administration on the basis that it was an act of aggression 

in violation of the UN Charter comparable to the Soviet intervention in Hungary. The Minister for 

External Affairs, R.G Casey had deep reservations, arguing that it would alienate the Commonwealth 

from Asian, African and American opinion.203 Menzies nevertheless supported the invasion, arguing 

that óthe United Kingdom should retain power, prestige and moral influence.ô204 The Suez Crisis had a 

devastating impact on Britainôs global standing as Prime Minister Anthony Eden resigned and was 

succeeded by Harold MacMillan, who began a program of widespread decolonisation. Former Prime 

Minister John Howard observed that óthe poisonous atmosphere that developed between London and 

Washington é challenged a world view which had governed his thinking for a decadeô as Britain and 

the United States were no longer óof one mind on important international issues.ô205 Menziesô response 

to this dilemma would be to reduce his dependence on Britain as the basis of Australian defence policy, 

and look to America instead. In the post-war period, Australian defence policy underwent significant 

change under Chifley and Menzies, both of whom moved towards greater support for allies rather than 

self-reliance as shown in Table 6: 

Table 6: Australian Defence Policy During the Post-War Period 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perception of Allies Perception of 

Threat 

Chifley 

(Labor) 

Assisting UK post-war recovery 

 

Supporting the United Nations 

Japan and 

Malaya 

Closer ties with the 

UK 

Deteriorating ties 

with USSR 

Menzies 

(Liberal) 

Combating spread of 

communism in Asia 

Korea and 

Malaya 

Closer ties with UK 

 

Developing ties with 

US 

Chinese 

Revolution, 

Malayan 

Emergency, 

Korean War 

Conclusion 

 There has been an ongoing debate on whether Australian defence policy should be based 

on self-reliance or dependence on other major powers. The period from Federation to the early Cold 

War shows there were some common themes in how this dichotomy evolved. Successive governments 

gravitated towards allies during periods of heightened tensions or where both states have enjoyed 
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cordial relations. Conversely, governments have moved towards self-reliance at times of higher defence 

expenditure and heightened threat or when ambivalent about the reliability of allies.  

 In the decade after Federation, successive governments laid the foundations for self-reliance 

in Australian defence policy. The Barton Government established a legal framework for Australiaôs 

defence organisation, and developed a land force designed for largely self-reliant local defence but 

which remained dependant on Britain for naval defence in the absence of credible regional threat. The 

Deakin Government, however, developed a sovereign Australian Navy ï a measure that propelled 

Australia towards a degree of self-reliance. This was in response to concerns about Germanyôs naval 

presence and Japanôs ambitions in the Asia-Pacific and ambivalence about Britainôs ability to defend 

Australia. During the First World War, the Fisher Government authorised operations, requested by 

Britain, against German forces in New Guinea in an act of self-reliance. Once the immediate German 

threat subsided, the Hughes Government supported imperial defence largely as a bulwark against Japan.  

 In the post-war period, Australian defence policy adapted to a changing security 

environment in the Asia-Pacific. The Hughes Government continued with its support for Britain in view 

of Australiaôs disarmament initiatives while the Bruce Government, which followed, began to rearm in 

1924 when confronted with Britainôs reluctance to further develop the Singapore Strategy. In the early 

1930s, the Scullin Government had reservations about imperial defence but nonetheless reluctantly 

supported the policy on financial grounds with the onset of the Great Depression. As Australiaôs 

strategic environment deteriorated from the mid-1930s with the rise of Germany and Japan, the Lyons 

Government, with the support of the Curtin-led opposition, began to invest in sovereign capabilities 

with a view to placing Australia on a more self-reliant defence footing. 

 The Second World War marked a critical turning point in Australian defence policy. The 

Menzies Government deployed the Second AIF to the Middle East on the understanding that Britain 

would assist it if  Australia was faced with an existential threat in the Asia-Pacific. Britain, however, 

was unable to assist when Japan entered the war. When Singapore fell to Japanese forces in February 

1942, the Curtin Government turned to the defence of Australia in recalling Australian divisions from 

the Middle East and shifting its focus to the Pacific theatre. Curtinôs defence policy, however, entailed 

a significant degree of dependence on the United States and was, therefore, not entirely self-reliant. 

 The post-war period led to a re-evaluation of Australian defence policy. During the late 

1940s, the Chifley Government had a bipolar foreign policy: in its first two years, it actively supported 

the United Nations while taking a more active role in the British Empire at the urging of Evatt and 

Burton. However, from 1948, it began to assist Britain more actively by providing support in Malaya 

and raising a standing army as Chifley and Shedden took a more prominent role in policymaking. The 

election of the Menzies Government in 1949 marked a decisive shift towards óForward Defenceô in 

which Australia began to deploy more actively in the Asia-Pacific with a view to confronting 

communism throughout the region, reinforced by the military alliance with the United States.  
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 This chapter has outlined how self-reliance developed in Australian defence policy, and the 

factors that have driven its evolution. From Federation to the early years of the Cold War, there has 

been a conceptual dichotomy between self-reliance and dependence on allies. While the term was rarely 

used in strategic deliberations until later, successive governments have favoured a form of self-reliance 

during times of higher defence expenditure, heightened threat and doubts about allies. Similarly, 

governments have gravitated towards dependence on allies during times of cordial alliance relations, 

heightened regional tensions or reduced defence expenditure. These findings are preliminary but are 

substantiated in the subsequent chapters. 
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Introduction  

For much of Australiaôs history, successive governments shifted between greater self-

reliance and dependence on allies. This changed under the Menzies Government in the late 1950s, as it 

moved Australian defence policy decisively towards greater self-reliance against credible threats in 

Australiaôs region. This chapter demonstrates that it did so because of uncertainty about the intentions 

of Indonesia towards its neighbours, and the reliability of traditional allies. The Menzies Government 

had relied upon collective security but became dismayed with the ambivalent attitude towards the 

ANZUS Treaty taken by American counterparts. Menzies sought to strengthen these ties by deploying 

forces to Vietnam to garner American support in contingencies involving Indonesia. Nevertheless, 

doubts about the reliability of the United States in these contingencies forced the Menzies Government 

to set the foundations of greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy through significant changes 

to strategic guidance and investment in a more capable, and regionally-focused defence force.  

Australian Strategic Policy in Southeast Asia    

Collective security with regional states in Southeast Asia had become a key pillar of 

Australian defence policy under the Menzies Government. In August 1954, Cabinet agreed to 

commence negotiations for a treaty that would bind Southeast Asian states in a collective security 

organisation to limit the perceived spread of communism. Menzies saw the treaty as a means of 

committing the United States to Southeast Asia in response to Chinese interventionism.1  On 8 

September 1954, the Menzies Government signed the Manila Treaty which formed the Southeast Asian 

Treaty Organisation. During these negotiations, Menzies pushed for joint military planning to gain 

insights into American strategic thinking, not attained through the ANZUS Treaty.2 The Menzies 

Government reinforced its rhetorical support for collective self-defence by maintaining troops in the 

region under the Anglo-Malayan Defence Agreement in October 1957,3 and through overt political 

support for South Vietnam.4 The Menzies Government gave support to these countries to keep allies 

invested in Southeast Asia while seeking a greater role in allied decision making in the region.5  

These decisions were a response to the perceived threat posed first by China, and later by 

Indonesia towards its neighbours.6  Under the leadership of Sukarno, Indonesiaôs intentions were 
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uncertain as it was a nationalist and non-aligned state, whose government comprised parties including 

those on the far left of the political spectrum. While it maintained cordial relations with Australia and 

the United States, it began to procure advanced military capabilities from the USSR. Moreover, its 

rhetoric towards neighbouring territories, including Portuguese Timor and Dutch New Guinea, was 

increasingly hostile. The Menzies Government thus decided to support continued European rule as a 

counterweight to Indonesiaôs regional ambitions. This is demonstrated in a Cabinet decision in 1955, in 

which it was decided óthat is it desirable in the interests of Australiaôs own defence that West New 

Guinea should be in the hands of a non-Communist Government. Indonesia is non-Communist but é 

we cannot be sure that it will  not é come into the Communist orbit.ô7 Menzies thus supported Dutch 

rule and sought British and American support for this position.8 Recently declassified archival records 

indicate that Australia sought to navigate this issue through dependence on its traditional allies: 

Cabinet indicated the view that the United States alone was in a position to influence the course 

of Indonesian actions in relation to Dutch New Guinea. The significance of this must be brought 

home to the United States. Australia should, therefore, press upon the United States 

administration the need, in its relationship with Indonesia, for an attitude of utmost firmness 

against any attack by Indonesia on Dutch New Guinea.9  

Menziesô reliance on the United States was complicated by the ambivalent stance towards 

Indonesia taken by the Eisenhower Administration. Unlike Menzies, Eisenhower adopted a policy of 

neutrality for fear of pushing Indonesia into the Soviet camp.10 He saw Sukarno as a nationalist rather 

than a communist and sought not to alienate his government. This difference in opinion is captured in 

Cabinet records which note Menziesô concern that óIndonesian military capacity had been built up from 

communist sourcesô and that óIndonesian willingness to venture into New Guinea seemed to have 

increased.ô11 Dutch authorities advised that óAustraliaôs policy should be to use all possible methods of 

deterring the Indonesians from beginning any military venture in Dutch New Guinea.ô12 Menzies 

suggested that óit might be possible to draw up some joint declaration and get United States adherence 

to it.ô13 Reflecting on the period, the former Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Peter Henderson recalled: 

In '56-'58 there were signs of difficulties over Dutch New Guinea. The Australian Government 

was quite clearly predisposed in favour of the Dutch, so what had been a warm relationship was 

cooling off. The feeling was that Indonesian ownership of West New Guinea would pose a 

threat to security and they didn't have a good legal title to it, and the claim should be resisted.14 
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8 óCabinet Minute: Dutch New Guinea.ô Decision No. 482, 28 June 1955, NAA: 1838, TS3036/6/2/2. 
9 óCabinet Minute: Without Memorandum ï Indonesia.ô Decision No. 1402, 3 June 1958, NAA: 1838, TS3036/6/2/2. 
10 Edwards, Crises and Commitments, 203. 
11 óCabinet Minute: Netherlands New Guinea and Indonesia.ô Decision No. 1518, 12 August 1958, NAA: A1838, 

TS3036/6/2/2. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Peter Henderson Interviewed by Michael Wilson. 21 September 1994, National Library of Australia, TRC-2981/12. 

The Ambassador to the United States, Howard Beale recalled the episode as follows: óAustraliaôs position was an 

uncomfortable one. We made no claims to the territory and had therefore no rights or standing in the dispute. But West 

Irian had a long, and at that time, undefined land border with Papua; with Sukarno in possession of West Irian, we could 

see possibilities for serious border disputes.ô Beale, An Inch of Time, 157.  
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The Menzies Government realised, however, that it could not necessarily rely upon 

American support to defend West New Guinea against Indonesia. On this issue, Cabinet noted that: 

Dutch New Guinea was regarded by the United States as a nuisance and that there was a 

strong anti-colonial feeling in the State Department and that Australia had had to work 

very hard even to keep the United States neutral in this matter. It was urged that if the 

United States properly understood her own vital interests, she could not allow the flank of 

her island chain to be turned by a communist movement which came down through Asia 

and Singapore and outflanked the Philippines through Indonesia.15  

In view of this dilemma, Cabinet sought advice on its strategic interests and potential 

options. The CGS, Lieutenant-General Henry Wells advised that Australia could not accede to 

Indonesia because West New Guinea was important as it óprovided defence in depth and bases. West 

New Guinea in communist hands would impose a threat of itself and would deny Australia the 

alternative air route through Biak. It also provided a flank through which attack could be launched é 

on Indonesia.ô16 The Menzies Government had decided that it could not concede Dutch New Guinea 

but nor could it mount a successful defence without American military support. Menziesô response to 

this predicament was óto bring about such change in the United Statesô attitude as possibleô to draw the 

United States into Australiaôs immediate region. The Menzies Government sought to align Australia 

more closely with the United States in defence and foreign policy.  

Menzies thus delivered a series of speeches designed to appeal to American political 

sentiment. The first of these was an address where he emphasised that Australian planning was based 

on the idea that óthe free countries of Southeast Asia é should not fall to communist aggression.ô He 

clarified that Australia would seek to provide óan operational contribution to allied strategy of highly 

trained men armed with the most modern conventional weapons and equipment.ô Menzies remarked 

that óit seems clear that in the event of war we will be fighting side by side with the United Statesô and 

that Australia would ófit ourselves for close cooperation with the United States in the Southeast Asian 

area.ô17 This was a significant shift, as it acknowledged that Australiaôs main partner in the region was 

no longer Britain but the United States. As far as Menzies was concerned, Australia would respond to 

a contingency involving Indonesia through reliance on American power. In the mid-1950s, the Menzies 

Government pursued a defence policy focused on integration with allied coalitions in more distant 

theatres, as shown in Table 7: 

Table 7: Australian Defence Policy During the Early Menzies Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

 Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Menzies 

(1949-1956) 

(Liberal) 

Combating the spread 

of communism in 

Asia 

Korea 

 

Malaya 

Support for UK 

 

Closer integration with USA  

Soviet and 

Chinese 

expansion 

 
15 óCabinet Minute: Netherlands New Guinea and Indonesia.ô Decision No. 1518, 12 August 1958, NAA: A1838, 

TS3036/6/2/2. Cabinet, however, held that: óthe probability that the United States would see its interests as not 

antagonising Asian nations than supporting its allies in the event of conflict over West New Guinea, just as it had 

similarly decided not to antagonise Arab nations than support its allies over Suez.ô 
16 Ibid. 
17 Edwards, Crises and Commitments, 205.  
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Australiaôs military establishment did not agree with the thrust of Menziesô policy of 

reliance on the United States as the basis for Australian defence policy. In January 1959, the Defence 

Committee provided Cabinet with a Strategic Basis paper that would chart a different path. In a radical 

departure from earlier policy, it proposed a geographical shift in strategic focus. The paper noted that 

óalthough the security of more distant areas (e.g. Europe, Middle East, Africa) has a significant bearing 

on our strategic interests, it is more the direct concern of our allies. Australiaôs defence policy must be 

directed primarily to our area of immediate strategic interest.ô18 It noted that Australia might need to 

operate independently of its allies in a conflict with Indonesia over West New Guinea. The Committee, 

therefore, argued that Australiaôs military forces should be ódesigned primarily with the ability to act 

independently of allies,19 because óUnited States participation is by no means certainô while Britainôs 

regional influence had diminished significantly and the Dutch presence was too small to deter 

Indonesia.20 It thus emphasised a shift in force structure away from the Army and towards the Navy and 

Air Force on the basis that Australia would need to control its northern approaches in such a 

contingency. The paper canvassed innovative proposals including the reestablishment of an Australian 

submarine fleet.21 This was a watershed in the development of Australian strategic policy as it marked 

the first time that the military suggested to Cabinet that defence planning needed to be grounded in 

greater self-reliance in the face of regional contingencies with a focus on air and naval power. The 

former Secretary of External Affairs, Arthur Tange recalled the significance of this milestone: 

Self-reliance didnôt begin [in the 1970s]. I remember 1958 and 1959, when there was a good 

deal of concern about Indonesia. That, and the growing judgements that we were making as to 

the extent to which Britain or the United States would feel that they would intervene. This idea 

of greater independent capability of defending itself ï not in isolation but more capacity to look 

after itself ï started in the Department of External Affairs in the late '50s.  

There was a range of range of options available to [America], and sending combat troops would 

be the last option they'd consider. It wasn't a case of doubting the value of ANZUS, it was trying 

to get an honest and intelligent interpretation of it, first by the Government itself, and secondly, 

to create a public understanding of that, and the two didn't always march together.  

The country that was our closest powerful neighbour was acting in an unpredictable way. It was 

[hostile to] the remaining presence of the Dutch in West New Guinea, in respect of which the 

Australian Government had a position of respecting Dutch sovereignty. We were dealing with 

a situation which was very close to Darwin, and Australia was no longer ruminating about the 

potentialities of conflict in some far-off place where the British were going to lead the forces 

or the Americans were going to be the commanders. This was on our doorstep. Australia, up to 

that time, had very little practical experience of managing any situation which remotely 

suggested the possibility of an attack on Australian shipping. I'm not suggesting we were 

foreseeing an invasion of the north, but there can be all sorts of military incidents in the air and 

in situations which might have involved our own responsibilities in respect of Papua New 

Guinea. Here we had a situation in which the first resort always has to be foreign policy, and 

then to consider what sort of defence structure those foreign policy determinants called for. 22 

 

 
18 óCabinet Minute: Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy.ô 23 March 1959, NAA: A1838, TS677/3 PART 2. 
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Similarly, Tangeôs successor as Secretary, then Permanent Representative to the United Nations, 

Sir James Plimsoll reflected: 

On the question of whether we could have relied on the United States, I think we have to ask 

ourselves under what circumstances we would have got into war with Indonesia. If there had 

been a direct attack on Australia by Indonesia, I think the Americans would have supported us 

regardless of ANZUS. But the Americans would have said they had to have some voice into 

what caused an attack, they could not say that regardless of what Australia did they would 

support us. And they were detaching in a sense Dutch New Guinea from the defence of Australia; 

they would have said if you get into a military adventure in Dutch New Guinea, well, that's for 

you to handle. But, if the Indonesians launched an attack on Australia, then they would have 

supported us.23 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Menzies Government had reservations about this shift in 

strategic thinking. On 23 March, Cabinet noted that it ófound difficulty in accepting this conclusionô 

and returned it to the Defence Committee for further consideration.24 The Defence Committee amended 

the paper in October 1959 to change the timeframe for its proposed shift to greater self-reliance towards 

the longer term rather than the timeframe initially envisaged. The Chiefs of Staff believed that Australia 

needed a more self-reliant defence force based on air and naval power, rather than an expeditionary 

force grounded in land power but felt obliged to clarify its position due to Menziesô objections. The 

Committee further explained what it meant by óoperating independently of alliesô as follows: 

This statement should be read as an óaimô for the long term rather than something that could 

be achieved in the present three year programme. The independent action is not meant to 

imply that Australia should plan to fight alone in Southeast Asia. We hope to have major 

allies in any type of war é but accept that in the worst possible case our allies would be 

unable to afford us assistance for a time. Furthermore, it could well happen that in the event 

of war, Australian forces would be allotted an independent task for which neither 

operational nor logistic support from allies would be available.  

Australian forces should be as self-supporting as possible and no longer almost entirely 

dependent on operational and logistic support from our allies before we can play our part 

in regional defence. There can be no doubt that forces organised in this way would be a far 

more effective and acceptable contribution than they are now.25  

Cabinet again did not endorse this conclusion. At a meeting on 9 November 1959, Menzies 

argued that óin any war on the South East Asian mainland, in which Australia would be fighting with 

major allies, there should be no obligation on Australia or any expectation on the part of allies that 

Australia, with its limited population and resources, should necessarily put forward self-supporting 

forces.ô26 The Menzies Government reinforced this policy with a public statement on defence in the 

following month. The Minister for Defence, Athol Townley, announced that Australian defence policy 

would be grounded in óassociation with allies in the collective defence arrangements which have been 

 
23 James Plimsoll Interviewed by Clyde Cameron, 26 March and 10 May 1984, National Library of Australia, TRC-
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24 óCabinet Minute: Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy.ô 23 March 1959, NAA: 1838, TS677/3 PART 2.  
25 óComposition of the Australian Defence Forces.ô NAA 1838, TS677/3 PART 2.  
26 óCabinet Minute ï Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy.ô Decision No. 522, 9 November 1959. NAA: A1838, 

TS677/3 PART 2. See also: Edwards, Crises and Commitments, 206.  
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developed in our area of strategic interest.ô27 He announced that the military would be structured óto 

react promptly and effectively with our allies to meet limited war situations.ô28 In line with its 

deliberations on West New Guinea, Menzies had decided to develop Australian defence policy around 

reliance on traditional allies rather than greater self-reliance as suggested by the military establishment. 

The limitations of this approach, however, soon became apparent in deliberations on the 

future of West New Guinea. In February 1961, the United States, under President John F. Kennedy, 

suggested that the territory be allowed to determine its own future through a plebiscite supervised by 

the United Nations.29 Sukarno subsequently took an increasingly aggressive approach, which the 

Kennedy Administration was reluctant to criticise.30 This issue was considered by Cabinet in January 

1962, in which the new Minister for External Affairs, Garfield Barwick, bluntly argued that the Dutch 

position was unviable, and that Australia should seek a closer relationship with Indonesia. Menzies 

acquiesced to Barwick, noting that óno responsible Australian é would wish to see any action affecting 

the safety of Australia on the issues of war and peace except in concert with our great and powerful 

friends.ô31 Declassified cables between Barwick, and the Australian Ambassador to the United States, 

Howard Beale, shed light on the reasons for this decision. Barwick explained to Beale that Australia 

based its approach on the realisation that ócollective United Nations action in support of the Dutch 

cannot be counted uponô and that óthe United States is unwilling to threaten Sukarno with the use of its 

own military power.ô32 The Menzies Government had based its defence policy on dependence on 

traditional allies rather than self-reliance, and thus had little choice but to accede on West New Guinea 

when the United States refused to intervene.33  

Menzies realised the limitations of this approach to Indonesia and sought to shape 

American policy in Australiaôs favour. He instructed Beale to ask the Secretary of State, Dean Rusk 

about what it would take for the United States to intervene in West New Guinea. Rusk advised that 

óbefore going into consider whether the United States would fight, we should consider whether the 

Dutch themselves were prepared to fight for West New Guinea.ô34 The Kennedy Administration was of 
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the view that the United States should only intervene if its allies had adequately invested in their 

defence. This was complicated by its preference for a non-military approach. Rusk explained that óhe 

had felt that if the United States was to retain any influence in Djakarta it should not deliver ultimatums 

but concentrate on bringing about negotiations.ô35 There were two lessons for Menzies from these 

discussions: that the United States would not always intervene in contingencies involving Indonesia, 

and that Australia needed to be self-reliant if it hoped to attract American military support.  

As a result of these developments, the Menzies Government decided to further invest in 

its military, with a focus on standardising its equipment with that of the United States. From 1957, it 

accepted around fifteen American proposals for bilateral defence cooperation, particularly in 

communications and space research, which would take effect from the early 1960s.36 These included 

the establishment of a space tracking facility on Manus Island, and a naval communications station at 

North West Cape in Western Australia. These projects enabled communication with US Navy vessels 

in the Indian Ocean and South East Asia.37 Both initiatives were supported by the Menzies Government 

as a means of keeping the United States involved in the region but were opposed by the ALP on the 

basis that Australia was supporting other major powers in the Cold War rather than looking to its own 

defence. As in previous years, there were identifiable partisan differences on the role of alliance 

commitments in Australian defence policy, with the centre-right supporting dependence on allies and 

the centre-left preferring greater self-reliance.  

By the early 1960s, the Menzies Government had started to consider self-reliance as a 

conceptual basis for Australian defence policy. It was asked by the Dutch Government to provide 

military assistance if  Indonesia interfered in West Papua. The Menzies Government reached out to the 

Eisenhower Administration but found its ally unwilling to support Australia in such a contingency. To 

the dismay of the Menzies Government, the interests of the Eisenhower Administration did not align 

with those of Australia. Menzies understood that Australia could not assist Dutch New Guinea on its 

own, and thus was advised by the Defence Committee to invest in capabilities that would allow it to 

withstand such a contingency in deliberations on the Strategic Basis paper in 1959. Yet, the prospect of 

undertaking independent military operations in pursuit of Australiaôs strategic interests without recourse 

to allies was too much for Cabinet and was subsequently shelved.  

Nevertheless, these deliberations marked a turning point in the development of self-

reliance. It was the first time that an Australian Government considered the need to develop the ability 

to undertake independent military operations against a credible threat in its region, without recourse to 

traditional allies. The aspiration for greater self-reliance that had been a feature of Australian defence 

policy in the preceding decades now became a strategic imperative. Australia could no longer ignore 

the prospect of operating more independently in its region.  The Menzies Government responded to this 
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dilemma by seeking to develop closer ties with the United States on the assumption that it would receive 

military assistance in contingencies involving Indonesia. It was no longer focused on fighting in 

coalitions in more distant theatres but on the need to bring its allies into the region in defence of 

Australiaôs interests. This position is summarised in Table 8: 

Table 8: Australian Defence Policy During the Middle Menzies Government 
Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic Scope 

Perceptions 

of Allies 

Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Menzies 

(1957-1960) 

(Liberal) 

Preventing Indonesian interference 

in Dutch New Guinea 

 

Fostering closer ties with USA 

Dutch New Guinea Sympathetic 

to Dutch Govt. 

but ambivalent 

about USA  

Indonesian 

Government 

under Sukarno 

 

The Menzies Government turned its attention to Vietnam as a theatre in which it could 

assist the United States with a view to encouraging it to become more involved in Southeast Asia. In 

the early 1960s, the Kennedy Administration had become concerned that both Thailand and South 

Vietnam were vulnerable to communist subversion. American foreign policy was underpinned by the 

ódomino theoryô, which held that if one state fell to communism, others would follow. This was 

articulated by Vice President Lyndon Johnson to President Kennedy in his remark that óthe battle against 

Communism must be joined in Southeast Asia with strength and determination é or the United States, 

inevitably, must surrender the Pacific and take up our defences on our own shores.ô Johnsonôs solution 

to this perceived threat was for the United States to take a óclear cut and strong program of actionô in 

the region.38 Kennedy thus approved the deployment of counterinsurgency advisors, whose numbers 

increased from fewer than 800 in 1961 to 11,000 by 1962 and 16,000 by 1963.39 The United States, 

however, did not intend to deploy alone and sought allied contributions to its effort. In November 1961, 

a State Department official told the Australian Ambassador that the Kennedy Administration 

óconsidered it very important that the effort in Vietnam should be multilateralô and that he anticipated 

that American allies would provide economic and military assistance.40 This marked the beginning of 

Australiaôs deployment to Vietnam, which would define its approach to self-reliance and alliance 

commitments for decades to come.   

The Menzies Government considered the American request for assistance in South 

Vietnam as an opportunity to develop a closer strategic relationship which would bring the United States 

into Australiaôs immediate region. In response to the American request, External Affairs began to 

canvass possible contributions to counter-insurgency operations in Vietnam throughout 1961, including 

the provision of weapons from Australian stocks and additional funding, as well as training of local 

forces.41 In November, Menzies told Dean Rusk that he had initiated a study of possible assistance to 
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South Vietnam, and would announce a decision after the election on 9 December.42 The Ambassador to 

the United States, Beale, told Menzies that óAustralian support é would make a very favourable 

impression on the United States Administrationô and suggested that the he approve the deployment of 

jungle warfare experts to train South Vietnamese personnel.43 Defence and External Affairs officials, 

however, were less enthusiastic and instead suggested that Australia send only a token force.44  

In view of these potential threats, the ANZUS Council met in May 1962 to discuss 

emerging issues in Southeast Asia, and the Menzies Government made key decisions that would shape 

Australiaôs engagement with the United States. On 1 May, Cabinet agreed that Barwick would ósteer 

the discussion that Australiaôs and New Zealandôs importance as reliable countries, whose security, 

prosperity and growth it is in the interests of the United States to assist.ô45 Cabinet further instructed 

Barwick to óelicit how far the United States would in fact consider itself committed under the ANZUS 

Treaty in respect of a threat by Indonesia to Papua and New Guinea.ô46 Barwick thus emphasised to 

Rusk that óAustralia was anxious that there should be no communist control of Indonesia, and our 

ultimate aim should be to see that this did not happen.ô47 He said that óAustralia understood the 

American view that it was better to negotiate over West New Guineaô but óhad some doubts as to 

whether the removal of the Dutch would achieve as much as the United States thought.ô48 Barwick said 

that the Menzies Government was concerned that a transition to Indonesian sovereignty could result in 

a óCongo-type situation and opportunities for communist exploitation.ô49 He further suggested that the 

United States make óevery effort to restrain Sukarnoôs tacticsô to which Rusk responded that óIndonesia, 

with its 90 million people, was more important than West New Guinea not only to the United States but 

to Australia.ô50 Rusk, however, noted that should Indonesia attack New Guinea, ANZUS would apply 

óin the event of armed attack not only on the metropolitan territory of any of the parties, but also on any 
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island territory under the jurisdiction of any of the three Governments in the Pacific.ô51 Barwick 

considered how Australia could contribute to the alliance to draw America into the region.  

It was in this context that Barwick discussed the situation in South Vietnam with his 

American counterparts. Archival records show that Barwick asked Rusk whether the United States had 

decided to provide further military assistance to Vietnam. Rusk confirmed that the Kennedy 

Administration would further assist Vietnam but said that óhe did not think that the USA should be 

obliged to stand alone.ô52 Barwick then cleverly linked American interests in Vietnam with Australiaôs 

concerns about Indonesia in stating that óAustralia regarded the area as vital to us, perhaps more so 

because of the increasing dangers in Indonesia.ô53 Barwick acted on Bealeôs earlier advice on the need 

to contribute militarily to the alliance in stating that óhe thought Australia  was pulling its weight é in 

Korea and the Strategic Reserveô but would consider providing further assistance.54 Barwick was of 

that view that the United States would be more inclined to assist Australia in the event of conflict with 

Indonesia if it made a more substantial commitment to Vietnam. Consequently, Barwick announced 

that Australia would send óa handful of military instructors to Vietnamô but would not send combat 

troops. On 15 May, Cabinet approved the deployment of óa small contingentô to Thailand in response 

to American requests for support.55 On 28 May, the Minister for Defence, Townley, announced that 

Australiaôs contribution would consist of a squadron of RAAF Sabre fighter aircraft,56 as well as 30 

personnel as part of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam.57 What this makes clear is that the 

Menzies Government deployed Australian forces to Indochina because it believed that doing so would 

encourage the United States to assist it in the event of conflict with Indonesia. 

Konfrontasi  

 Menziesô decision to rely on the United States in contingencies involving Indonesia would 

be put to the test as Sukarno took an increasingly hostile attitude towards neighbouring countries in 

1963. The British Government had announced that its territories in Borneo would merge into a federated 

state that would become Malaysia, then including Singapore. Sukarno opposed the new federation on 

the basis that it was a neo-colonial entity that did not represent its population. He had increasingly come 

to rely on the Indonesian Communist Party for support, and the Soviet Union and China for military 

and economic aid. It was, therefore, not surprising that he began to provide political and material support 

to left wing dissidents in Malaya who were agitating for unification with Indonesia. Britain was 
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understandably concerned by these developments and began to consult with the United States, Australia 

and New Zealand to form a common response to this threat.58 Menzies was faced with the foreign policy 

scenario that he had feared, and this would highlight the inherent problems with a policy built upon 

dependence on allies rather than greater self-reliance. 

On 5 February 1963, Cabinet considered Australiaôs response to the dispute between 

Britain and Indonesia. The Menzies Government decided that it would provide material support to 

Britain and Malaysia and that it would publicly express its disapproval of óIndonesiaôs campaign of 

subversion, infiltration and expansion.ô It made two ships available for patrols around Borneo and 

decided to consider further military commitments. Menziesô policy towards Indonesia, however, was at 

odds with the policies of the Kennedy Administration, which told Menzies that it would prioritise its 

relationship with Indonesia, and would not take action for fear of pushing Sukarno towards the Soviet 

Union.59 American policy towards Indonesia had not changed since West New Guinea crisis under the 

Eisenhower Administration despite Australiaôs contribution to American efforts in Indochina. Australia 

and the United States had different approaches to Indonesia that could not be easily reconciled. The 

Menzies Government had started to realise that it could not base its strategic policy solely on reliance 

upon traditional allies, as the Defence Committee had warned in 1959.  

The Menzies Government was, therefore, required to choose between making a military 

commitment to Malaya or conceding to Indonesia as it had over West New Guinea. In Cabinet, Barwick 

recommended that Australia give firm support to Malaya, and noted that this might require a military 

commitment for óan indefinite time.ô60 On 5 March, Cabinet considered a new paper on Australiaôs 

strategic position from the Defence Committee. The paper argued that Australiaôs strategic environment 

had deteriorated considerably, with Indonesiaôs military expansion and hostility towards its 

neighbours.61  Consequently, it recommended that Australia invest more heavily in its military 

capabilities. Cabinet agreed with the Defence Committee and with Barwickôs approach to Malaysia. It 

thus directed Townley to submit new proposals on military equipment and an increase in manpower óas 

a matter of some urgency.ô62 By 1963, Menziesô approach to Australian defence policy had started to 

change. In view of Australiaôs deteriorating strategic environment and uncertainty as to the reliability 

of allies, Menzies had reluctantly agreed to invest capabilities that would enable greater self-reliance.   

Given the Menzies Governmentôs reluctance to adopt a more self-reliant defence policy, it 

continued to seek American support. Barwick took the opportunity to sound out his American 

counterparts at a meeting of the ANZUS Council in June 1963.63 The Undersecretary of State, Averell 
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Harriman, briefed Cabinet on the American policy towards Indonesia. He advised that the United States 

supported Malaysia but wanted Britain, Australia and New Zealand to take the primary role in 

restraining Indonesia. Harriman further gave an assurance that would have profound implications for 

Menziesô understanding of the circumstances in which the United States would assist Australia. He 

assured Cabinet that óif there should be an overt attack on Malaysia and if Australian forces should 

become involved, the ANZUS Treaty would, according to the advice given by [its] lawyers, come into 

operation.ô64 He qualified this assurance in stating that the United States would become involved only 

in the event of an overt invasion and not domestic subversion. Harriman told Cabinet this was óa grey 

area between the two countriesô and that the United States position in this situation would be influenced 

by Australiaôs óother activities in Southeast Asiaô, namely its support for South Vietnam.65 The impact 

of this meeting on the development of Australian defence policy cannot be overstated. The United States 

had informed its Australian counterparts that it would assist Australia in regional contingencies 

involving Indonesia if Australia supported American initiatives elsewhere in the region. Its failure to 

meet this assurance would be a key driver of the development of a more self-reliant defence policy in 

subsequent years.   

In any case, Menzies was not entirely convinced about Kennedyôs commitment to 

Malaysia and thus reluctantly invested in establishing a more self-reliant defence force. In line with its 

earlier decisions, Cabinet decided to substantially increase the Army to provide for a field force of three 

battle groups in addition to the battalion in Malaya. The CMF was to be enlarged, and the RAAF would 

acquire a total of 100 Dassault Mirage III fighter aircraft, eighteen Caribou aircraft and an additional 

eight Iroquois helicopters. The RAN had been promised a third guided missile destroyer and four 

Oberon-class submarines.66 Cabinet agreed to a substantial increase in military personnel, with the 

target size of the Army increasing from 21,000 in July 1962 to an objective size of 33,000. In subsequent 

discussions with Rusk, Menzies referred to these developments in encouraging the United States to take 

a more proactive role on Indonesia. Menzies told Rusk that óAustralia is now stiffening up her defence 

potential in East New Guineaô but noted that his government ómay be faced with a difficult political 

position if Australia were to go it alone.ô67 Rusk refused to make further commitments on Indonesia, 

stating that he ówould have to keep in mind the views of the US Senate.ô This was problematic for 

Menzies because he had been given conflicting advice from Harriman and Rusk. He had been told that 

the ANZUS Treaty would apply but was later informed that Australia could not necessarily rely on the 

United States. Menzies was dismayed and said that he did not want the matter to remain in doubt.68 
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On 12 August 1963, Cabinet examined the implications of American policy towards 

Indonesia. This meeting considered the conflicting advice that had been given to Menzies by American 

officials. Cabinet concluded that the United States would assist in the event of Indonesian aggression 

towards its northern neighbour because Malaysia would be considered to fall within óthe Pacific areaô 

envisaged by ANZUS.69 In its words, óCabinet was much aware of the United States position, made 

clear by Governor Harriman, that in an overt war situation involving Australian forces stationed in 

Malaysia, the ANZUS Treaty provisions would come into effect.ô70 Barwick advised that if this was the 

case, then Vietnam or Taiwan might also fall within this definition, and that this implied an Australian 

obligation to assist the United States in those theatres. Peter Edwards notes that Cabinet óconcluded that 

this was an acceptable price to pay for the assurance that ANZUS applied to Malaysia.ô71 Menziesô 

interpretation of ANZUS would, however, be complicated by advice from his American counterparts 

in the coming weeks. On 19 August, Kennedy wrote a letter to Menzies which took an ambivalent 

approach to the alliance. Rather than committing to military action, Kennedy suggested that óthe best 

course of action is to consultô under the ANZUS Treaty.72 Then, in October, Harriman retracted his 

earlier assurance to Cabinet of American support to Australia by informing Barwick that he interpreted 

ANZUS as involving óa US commitment, but not necessarily a military commitment.ô73 Barwick 

discussed this with his American counterparts, and reported his findings in a letter to Menzies the 

following month in which he advised that in his view: 

The United States will act under Articles IV and V of the Treaty in the event of an armed 

attack by Indonesian armed forces on the armed forces, public vessels or aircraft of 

Australia in Malaysia [and that responses to subversion, guerrilla warfare or indirect 

aggression] would be decided jointly by the parties to the Treaty. 

It was agreed that the response of the United States, in the event of an armed attack will be 

determined in consultation é but would be prepared to commit air and sea forces and to 

provide logistical support.74 

 In retirement, Barwickôs successor, Paul Hasluck, made the following observation: 

I think one of the shortcomings of Barwick as Minister was his training as a lawyer. On a 

matter like ANZUS, he would seek to get an interpretation of the letter of the agreement 

which could be expressed as a firm commitment. ANZUS can't be applied as a contract, 

with the possibility of one party suing the other and insisting that the contact be fulfilled. 

ANZUS can only be interpreted as the expression of intention by two nations to help each 

other; but each of those nations ï Australia, as much as the United States ï in any given 

situation will make its own decision what it does in compliance with that intention.75 
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 Nevertheless, Barwickôs advice would form the basis for Australiaôs firm stand against 

Indonesia.  Menzies was advised by Barwick that the United States would provide military support to 

Australia in the event of conflict with Indonesia on Malaysian territory. As a result, he felt able to 

declare Australiaôs support for Britainôs position in Malaysia, in a way that was not possible with West 

New Guinea. The British Chiefs of Staff thus requested military assistance from Australia in November 

1963. It sought two anti-aircraft batteries, a Special Air Service squadron, an airfield construction unit, 

and permission to use the airfield on Cocos Island for British bombers and transport aircraft. Britain 

also requested the Australian battalion in the strategic reserve, as well as RAAF aircraft and RAN ships 

in higher level contingencies.76 However, Australian officials urged Menzies to take a more cautious 

approach on the basis that Britain, not Australia, should take the leading role in Malaysia. Now that it 

felt it had American support, the Menzies Government had to decide what contribution to make to 

Malaysia.  

The Menzies Government contacted its British counterparts in the following month to 

coordinate their efforts in Malaysia. On 16 December, Barwick cabled the Commonwealth Secretary, 

Duncan Sandys that Australia had to consider the óinternational political implicationsô of a commitment 

to Malaysia, and therefore supported óa carefully graduated Australian responseô that would adapt to 

the unfolding situation in Malaysia.77 On 19 December, Cabinet supported this approach by allowing 

British forces to use the airfield on Cocos Island but it did not approve the other aspects of the British 

request.78 Cabinet did not provide an increased military commitment to Malaysia as the Defence 

Committee had assessed that there was no need to do so. This was because the Committee had advised 

that Indonesia was unlikely to engage in major acts of aggression and would limit its role to supporting 

local insurgents in Malaysia.79 The Menzies Government decided not to make its battalion in the 

strategic reserve available when requested by Britain while New Zealand made such a commitment. 

Cabinet felt little need for a more significant contribution at this stage. 

The Menzies Government, however, gradually increased its regional presence as the 

strategic environment deteriorated throughout the following year. On 13 January 1964, the Malaysian  

Minister for Defence, Tun Abdul Razak met with diplomats from Australia, New Zealand and Britain 

to seek a more active role from the Australian battalion in the strategic reserve in response to recent 

raids against police stations.80 Cabinet agreed on 28 January, that the Australian battalion could be 

deployed for operations on the Malaysian-Thai border.81 Cabinet also authorised three million pounds 
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in financial assistance to Malaysia. On 17 March, it decided to allocate a portion of this funding to 

ammunition, engineering equipment, general stores and small naval vessels.82  The Malaysian 

Government made further requests and on 19 March, Menzies decided to consult with Britain and the 

United States.83 Britain sought a decisive response to Indonesia while the United States urged a more 

cautious and diplomatic approach.84 Australia, it appears, had based its strategy on the assumption that 

the United States would provide military assistance which did not materialise.  

Faced with the prospect that the United States and the Britain had differing views, the 

Menzies Government sided with the British position on Malaysia. Barwick was advised by Tom 

Critchley, the Australian High Commissioner in Kuala Lumpur, that British forces had observed that 

larger numbers of regular Indonesian troops were now launching incursions into Malaysia. He also 

advised that the British Government was of the view that Australia should meet its earlier requests for 

military assistance. Barwick was sympathetic to this view and, on 9 April, Cabinet decided that the 

Australian battalion in the strategic  reserve be made available, if sought by the Chiefs of Services, to 

deal with Indonesian incursions in Malaysia.85 On 14 April, Cabinet further agreed to make available 

four minesweepers and four helicopters, with Army and RAAF contributions to be transported by the 

aircraft carrier HMAS Sydney,86 which was a significant gesture of Australiaôs firm support. Britain 

also requested immediate use of the Australian battalion and an SAS squadron. Menzies declined this 

request in writing to Alec Douglas-Home on the basis that his government was awaiting an independent 

assessment of the need for these forces by Australiaôs military establishment. By 1964, the Menzies 

Government had taken significant steps to develop a more self-reliant defence policy in response to its 

deteriorating relationship with Indonesia as shown in Table 9: 

Table 9: Australian Defence Policy During the Late Menzies Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Menzies 

(1963-64) 

(Liberal) 

Preventing Indonesia 

from annexing 

Malaya 

Malaya 

Singapore 

Ambivalent about Kennedy due 

to unclear advice on ANZUS 

 

Close alignment with UK on 

Konfrontasi  

Indonesian 

Government 

under Sukarno 

Although the term was not yet in widespread usage, the meaning of self-reliance had 

changed under the Menzies Government in the preceding five years in response to significant changes 

in Australiaôs security outlook. The core strategic interest of the Menzies Government was to prevent 
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Indonesia from undermining Malaysia. Moreover, its perceptions of its allies had also changed. Menzies 

was dismayed by the United Statesô reluctance to provide guarantees of military assistance in 

contingencies involving Indonesia and, unlike with Dutch New Guinea, he felt obliged to assist British 

forces in Malaysia. It was for these reasons that Menzies began to give substance to the concept of 

greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy by procuring a range of capabilities that would enable 

Australian forces to more effectively undertake independent military operations against Indonesia, if 

called upon to do so, without recourse to the combat forces of allies.  

Australiaôs investment in greater self-reliance was shaped by alliance considerations. The 

United States urged Australia to take a more conciliatory approach towards Indonesia. The US 

Attorney-General, Robert Kennedy, visited Jakarta in January 1964 to negotiate a settlement. He agreed 

with Sukarnoôs view that the withdrawal of Indonesian-backed guerrillas should be part of a political 

agreement between the states involved. By contrast, Menzies sided with the Malaysian Government, 

which was of the view that the removal of Indonesian-backed guerrillas should be a precondition for 

talks.  The United States, however, pushed back on the Australian position. Harriman told his Australian 

counterparts that ówhile the United States supported Malaysia, there would be no large scale United 

States economic effort there, nor would the United States become involved in anti-guerrilla activities.ô87 

The Australian Ambassador in Washington, Beale, cabled both Menzies and Barwick, emphasising that 

Australian pressure on the United States to become more involved in Southeast Asia was being taken 

as acceptance of additional responsibilities.88 He warned that the United States was not satisfied with 

Australiaôs recent increases in defence expenditure and said that it needed to do more if it expected the 

United States to provide assistance in contingencies in Southeast Asia: 

Our success in persuading the United States to pursue policies which we favour and they 

do not will depend in no small degree upon the extent to which we demonstrate our 

willingness to back those policies by increased efforts and sacrifices of our own.89 

This advice from Beale to Menzies and Barwick on Australiaôs position in the alliance 

would heavily influence the development of self-reliance in Australian defence policy. He advised that 

the United States would be more likely to aid Australia in conflict if it was able to protect its own 

interests without recourse to allies. He argued that Australia needed to be more self-reliant to attract 

American military support in higher level contingencies. His advice implied that earlier agreements 

such as the ANZUS Treaty were, not of themselves, sufficient to draw allies to Australiaôs aid. Beale 

instead suggested that Australia needed to become more active in its own region if it wanted a greater 

American presence in Southeast Asia. Cabinet thus directed the Defence and External Affairs 

Departments to prepare a paper on its policy towards Vietnam with a view to increasing Australiaôs 

 
87 Department of External Affairs, óOutward Cablegram: Quadripatite Talks.ô 6 February 1964, NAA: 270/1/1 PART 

2.  
88 Edwards, Crises and Commitments, 296.  
89 Ibid.  



81 

military commitment, and further investing in its defence capabilities.90 The following day, Barwick 

made a parliamentary statement in which he argued that Vietnam was of such importance that the United 

States and its allies might need to intervene in the event of ólarger-scale aggressionô against Saigon. In 

light of Bealeôs advice, the Menzies Government had started to consider greater involvement in South 

Vietnam as a means of garnering American support for contingencies in relation to Indonesia. Beale 

recalled this as follows: 

Should Australia have gone into Vietnam? I think the answer to that is simple. We had the 

ANZUS Treaty. America was our bulwark really ï the one power we could rely upon if we got 

into trouble in this part of the world. Sukarno was surging around in those days and you can't 

expect the other fellow to help you and not be prepared to move in and help him of he needs it 

too. Unless it's in conflict with your national interests.91 

Menziesô focus on Vietnam coincided with American requests for additional military 

support. On 23 April, President Johnson announced that there needed to be ósome other flags in thereô 

as he felt that the United States was carrying the burden. Shortly afterwards, the Johnson Administration 

sought commitments from Australia and on 8 May, the American Embassy in Canberra suggested to 

the Menzies Government that it provide additional advisory teams, special forces personnel, helicopter 

and fixed-wing aircraft and surgical teams.92  External Affairs saw the American request as an 

opportunity to develop a closer military relationship with the United States as suggested by Beale to 

Menzies. This position was summarised in cables to Canberra from Alan Renouf, the charge dôaffaires 

at the Australian Embassy in Washington. Renouf supported a quick response to the American request 

on the basis that this would clarify differences on the applicability of the ANZUS Treaty to 

contingencies involving Indonesia that had emerged between Harriman and Barwick, and thus bring 

America closer to Australiaôs view of their treaty obligations.93 He advised that: 

Australian policies have to be based upon an appreciation that the support, particularly in 

the ultimate form of armed support, of the United States for Australian forces which may 

become engaged in fighting in the Borneo territories rests not so much upon the text of 

ANZUS and the October piece of paper as upon the general state of relations between the 

United States and ourselves at the time. While the piece of paper was a valuable advance, 

it only provides the framework for action which may be taken in certain contingencies. It 

does not provide any guarantee that the United States will come through with the kind of 

action under ANZUS which would be most satisfactory to us.  

In considering problems other than that of Indonesia/Malaysia of mutual concern to 

Australia, and the United States, we should bear in mind the need to build upon the October 

piece of paper. Our objective should be to achieve such a habitual closeness of relations 

with the United States and sense of mutual alliance that in our time of need, the United 

States would have little option but to respond as we would want.94 

He further advised that the American position on Indonesia was: 
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by no means as clear-cut and as firm [as Australia would have liked and Vietnam was an 

area where Australia could] pick up a lot of credit with the United States without undue 

expenditure.95   

Renouf advised the Menzies Government that bilateral agreements between Australia and 

the United States were of little consequence and that American support would be contingent on 

Australian contributions to American operations in theatres such as Vietnam. Cabinet considered an 

early draft of the Vietnam paper against the backdrop of such advice on 10 March 1964.96 The paper 

noted that the situation was serious but ónot beyond ultimate recovery.ô Renoufôs enthusiasm for greater 

Australian involvement in Vietnam coincided with a rapidly deteriorating security environment which 

provided opportunities for an Australian contribution. Cabinet reconvened on 29 May to endorse the 

need for intervention in Vietnam. It noted that óSouth Vietnam is a key strategic area in the defence of 

mainland Southeast Asia, and there would be serious consequences for the whole of Southeast Asia 

should it be lost.ô97 Consequently, it approved the expansion of Australiaôs commitment, more than 

doubling the AATTV from 30 to 83 personnel with three caribous. In doing so, it would have fewer 

assets for Borneo as requested by Britain. This showed that the Menzies Government had started to 

shift from Britain to the United States as its main strategic partner in Southeast Asia and had moved 

again from self-reliance to greater integration with allies as the basis for Australian defence policy. 

Later that day, Cabinet took a major step in bolstering Australiaôs capabilities by 

commissioning a paper on a selective service scheme to increase the size of the Army. The Minister for 

External Affairs, Hasluck, had advocated for such a scheme but the Minister for the Army, A.J Forbes, 

opposed it for logistical reasons, and because he felt that Australiaôs strategic environment had not 

deteriorated to such an extent that would justify the reintroduction of conscription.98 The CGS, 

Lieutenant-General John Wilton, supported Forbes on the basis that the Army could meet its forecast 

commitments at its present strength. On 6 April, the Chiefs of Staff endorsed this view, stating that 

selective service should only be introduced in the event of limited war, and that at present, further 

volunteers needed to be attracted through improved pay and conditions.99 Nevertheless, the Menzies 

Government announced initiatives to expand Australiaôs military capabilities. On 18 June 1964, the 

Minister for Defence, Shane Paltridge, announced that the Defence Act would be amended so that CMF 

members could be called up for overseas service, as well as the construction of two new frigates.100 The 

Menzies Government had decided to invest in a more capable defence force that, by implication, would 

be a more self-reliant defence force. The rationale for investment in greater self-reliance appears to have 

been a lack of certainty as to the reliability of the United States in conflict with Indonesia. This can be 
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seen in the following extract in a letter from Hasluck to Menzies written shortly afterwards which struck 

a different tone to Barwickôs earlier letter to Menzies on the same issue: 

The Americans have no intention of taking a military role in the Malaysia/Indonesia conflict 

unless, as the result of major Indonesian aggression, it escalates into a real war as distinct 

from infiltration and guerrilla activities. Their only planning would relate to the major war; 

they would not undertake planning until such time as a major war appeared to be certain; 

and they would be hesitant about doing anything that suggested they were preparing to 

employ significant American forces against Indonesia.101 

This letter is important because it shows that the Menzies Government felt that it could not 

be certain that the United States would militarily assist Australia in conflict with Indonesia. It was given 

contradictory interpretations of the extent to which ANZUS applied to such contingencies. Between 

1961 and 1964, Menzies had been given inconsistent advice by Rusk, Harriman and Kennedy. The 

Menzies Government thus sought to hedge its bets in relation to American involvement in contingencies 

involving Indonesia. It concluded that Australia could not rely on support from the United States in 

lower-level contingencies that fell short of conventional war. Instead, it was of the view that the United 

States would only intervene in the most serious of contingencies. In giving this advice, Hasluck drew a 

distinction between higher-level contingencies and lower-level contingencies, which would become a 

core theme of Australian defence policy in subsequent decades. Major-General Bill Crews, later a key 

adviser to the Dibb Review, articulates the broader implications of this as follows: 

The United States was willing to help in major conflict, but not necessarily counterinsurgency 

and thatôs understandable. One of the factors in understanding what the ANZUS Treaty could 

do for us was the realisation that the Americans have a threshold before theyôll commit. And 

this wasnôt a direct threat to Australia. It was perceived by us to be a threat, but they didnôt see 

it they same way. Indonesia wasnôt going to swarm down to Australia straight away.102 

 Menzies decided that the best response to this situation was to seek a closer relationship 

with the United States while fostering greater self-reliance.  He hoped that the United States would 

assist Australia in conflict with Indonesia but sought to develop a more self-reliant military if  such 

assistance was not forthcoming. The Menzies Government realised that while it fostered allied support 

in its military planning, it had to be prepared to act in a more self-reliant manner in lower-level 

contingencies that affected Australiaôs interests but were not an existential threat as the Defence 

Committee had warned in 1959. 

The Vietnam Commitment 

The opportunity for greater involvement in Vietnam came, on 4 August, when the Johnson 

Administration announced that the USS Maddox had been attacked by North Vietnamese boats in the 

Gulf of Tonkin. The following day, Hasluck made a statement supporting the United States, and five 

days later, Cabinet directed the Defence Committee to investigate the implications of a major 
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deployment to Vietnam if a request was to be made.103 There was widespread support within the 

Menzies Government for an increased Australian presence in South Vietnam. Hasluck suggested that 

American power was to be welcomed as a balance against the Soviet Union and China in Australiaôs 

region.104 Deputy Prime Minister, John McEwen, argued for military intervention as ówe help our 

friends, just as we would expect them to help usô so that óif the day should ever come when we are in 

danger these great friends of ours will say: óAustraliaôs fight is our fight.ôô105 It was believed that a 

significant deployment to Vietnam would bring the United States further into the region, and allow 

Australia the opportunity to shape the ANZUS alliance in ways that were favourable to its strategic 

interests. The Menzies Government sought to protect its interests against the perceived Chinese threat, 

as well as American assurances of military assistance in conflict with Indonesia.   

By contrast, the ALP, under the leadership of Arthur Calwell, took a more sceptical attitude 

to Australian involvement in South Vietnam. The ALP had not overtly criticised the deployment in 

recent years, apart from left-wing parliamentarians such as Jim Cairns. It did, however, emphasise the 

need for social and economic reform on the basis that only non-military measures could provide the 

foundations for a lasting settlement in Vietnam. The ALP Federal Executive had passed a resolution 

calling for United Nations intervention as an alternative to overt military action.106 It was hesitant to 

endorse overseas deployments that were not sanctioned by the United Nations or clearly linked to 

Australiaôs strategic interests. As in earlier times, there were strong partisan differences on the 

conceptual foundations of Australian defence policy, with the ALP emphasising an approach that 

favoured non-military means through the United Nations rather than expeditionary operations to limit 

the spread of communism in Australiaôs region alongside traditional allies.  

Australiaôs relationship with its allies would be tested as Indonesia took a more aggressive 

stance towards Malaysia. On 17 August, around 40 Indonesian guerrillas landed in Johore in the first 

direct incursion supported by the Indonesian Government, followed by a further 100 Indonesian 

paratroopers on 2 September. This was a turning point in the conflict as it marked the first time that 

military units from Indonesia had attacked foreign soil. Cabinet considered the consequences of these 

incursions and decided that, if action against Indonesia was required, it would provide military support 

to Malaysia.107 In eight months, the Menzies Government had moved from cautious diplomacy to overt 

support for Malaysia. Shortly afterwards, the Malaysian Government sought assurances of armed 

support from its Commonwealth allies. On 4 September, Hasluck notified Cabinet that Britain had 

assured Malaysia that it would join a counterattack on an appropriate objective located in Indonesian 
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territory in the event of further aggression.108 Cabinet considered Britainôs position and agreed it would 

provide similar assurances to Malaysia after consulting with the United States.  

Cabinet considered advice from the Chiefs of Staff on an appropriate military response to 

further aggression by Indonesia against Malaysia. Cabinet was advised that the most effective response 

to further airborne attacks was an attack by strike aircraft on Indonesian airfields in Sumatra. The Chiefs 

of Staff advised that British forces would take the lead from Darwin, and that a squadron of Sabre 

fighters be forward deployed to the Northern Territory with further anti-aircraft measures to protect 

against Indonesian counterattacks. Their advice also recommended that RAAF pilots and ground staff 

be sent to Malaysia to reinforce units already deployed.109 Menzies consulted with the Johnson 

Administration, which advised that it did not object to Australian assurances to Malaysia but remained 

ambivalent about possible American involvement. The Australian Ambassador in Washington, Keith 

Waller, advised Menzies not to assume that the United States would óbail us outô in the event of higher 

intensity conflict.110 The Menzies Government had made a commitment to defend a smaller country in 

Southeast Asia against an increasingly hostile middle power without guarantees of military support 

from its most significant ally. It made assurances to Malaysia based on earlier declarations of American 

support which were later downplayed. This experience was a watershed in the development of 

Australian defence policy as the Menzies Government realised that it could not necessarily rely on the 

United States and would emphasise greater self-reliance as the conceptual basis of its military planning.  

These realities were recognised in a new Strategic Basis paper circulated within Cabinet 

on 22 October. The paper stated that Indonesia was the óonly direct threat to Australia and its territoriesô 

because of its aggressive posture towards regional states and its relatively advanced military 

capabilities.111 It forecast a direct threat to Australia in stating that Indonesian forces could engage in 

subversive activities in the Australian territories of Papua and New Guinea. These fears were reinforced 

on 28 October when Indonesian forces engaged in combat with Australian units on Malaysian 

territory.112 This experience forced Australian officials to reconsider the foundations of Australian 

strategic planning. Prime Minister and Cabinet argued that óforward defenceô needed to be supported 

by óa policy of territorial defence based on the defence on New Guinea.ô113 It consequently advised that 

Australia needed an Army of 55,000 personnel to defend this territory, and not the 33,000 for overseas 

deployment as endorsed by the Chiefs of Staff. This recommendation would mark the beginning of a 

conceptual shift in Australiaôs strategic thinking away from expeditionary operations to the more self-

reliant defence of Australian territory from credible regional threats.   
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Cabinet discussed these issues at a meeting on 4 November. Both Menzies and McEwen 

noted that the territories were vulnerable to Indonesian subversion as suggested in the Strategic Basis 

paper but questioned whether the Defence Committee had given sufficient attention to the possibility 

that Australia might have to defend them without assistance from the United States.114 Paltridge advised 

that, despite its earlier opposition, the Army was starting to accept that a selective service scheme could 

assist in redressing personnel shortages. Cabinet thus decided to introduce a national service scheme to 

increase personnel numbers to 33,000 personnel by 1966.115 He also pledged further resources for the 

Pacific Islands Regiment and improvements to airfields in New Guinea. In the face of perceived threats 

by Indonesia to Australiaôs territorial holdings and without guarantees of allied support, the Menzies 

Government had decided to reinvest in a more self-reliant defence force. Menzies evidently had 

reservations about Americaôs commitment to Australia in conflict with Indonesia in New Guinea given 

the conflicting advice it had received on this issue.116  

The Menzies Government focused on its relationship with the United States in the 

aftermath of these deliberations despite concerns about the reliability of its ally. The following month, 

Hasluck visited Washington with the Minister for the Air, Peter Howson, and encouraged his American 

colleagues to ópush the hard lineô in defending South Vietnam.117 The Johnson Administration was 

grateful for Australiaôs support when other countries were reticent to provide military assistance. On 14 

December, Johnson wrote to Menzies, congratulating Australia for making óthe most significant non-

United States contribution to the common effortô but requested 200 additional combat advisers, ships 

and engineering support units. He did not request combat troops but did not rule that out ódown the road 

in the future.ô118 The Menzies Government had achieved some success in fostering a closer relationship 

with the United States as the basis for Australian defence policy and was open to further developing 

ties through a greater Australian contribution to South Vietnam.  

In the following days, Menzies further considered the American request for a greater 

Australian commitment to Vietnam. Australiaôs military establishment felt that it needed to provide a 

more substantial contribution because its existing commitment was insufficient to address the 

deteriorating situation in Vietnam and develop the bilateral relationship in ways favourable to 

Australiaôs interests. The Chiefs of Staff advised that ósomething different must be doneô and suggested 
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that the deployment of ground forces was óthe only way to [solve] the problem.ô119 On 17 December, 

Cabinet agreed to send a óforthcoming and robustô response, and Menzies advised Johnson that 

Australia was óanxious to do everything in our power to be helpful.ô120 He noted that Australia could 

not spare instructors due to conscription and that its minesweepers were committed elsewhere. Instead, 

he suggested that Australia could deploy ground troops.121 The Menzies Government felt that it needed 

to make a more substantial contribution to Vietnam to foster American support for Australia in 

Southeast Asia. The pendulum had shifted significantly towards dependence on allies rather than greater 

self-reliance as the United States became increasingly focused on South Vietnam.  

In January 1965, Australiaôs strategic environment deteriorated as Indonesia took an 

increasingly aggressive posture towards its neighbours. On New Yearôs Eve, Sukarno announced that 

Indonesia would withdraw from the United Nations and would instead align more closely with China 

and North Korea. This was due to the growing influence of the PKI in the Sukarno Government and the 

weakening of more moderate forces in Indonesia.122 The Indonesian military began to increase its 

presence in Sumatra and Borneo, and this was interpreted by Australiaôs Joint Intelligence Committee 

as the prelude to large scale aggression.123 As the strategic environment deteriorated, the Menzies 

Government consulted with its British counterparts to develop a joint response. Menzies had advised 

his British counterpart, Harold Wilson, that Australia would provide RAAF bombers for airstrikes 

against Indonesian targets, and also offered Darwin as a staging post for British forces.124 He, however, 

caveated these proposals in asserting that his government, not Britain, would need to approve any 

decision that might involve Australia in war with Indonesia.125 On 15 January, Wilson advised his 

Australian counterparts that Britain would send reinforcements to Malaysia and requested that Australia 

provide an additional infantry battalion, helicopters and SAS troops. Cabinet considered this request 

and decided that it would consult more closely with the United States before making further 

commitments to Malaysia. Archival records indicate that Menzies was concerned by Chinese 

involvement in both Indonesia and Vietnam, and saw both as inseparable:126  

it was vital to Australiaôs interests that Britain and the United States continue to support their 

positions in Southeast Asia. The point needed to be brought home to the United States and 

Britain that Australia had a twofold responsibility in Southeast Asia with a further potential 

commitment in respect of her own frontier in New Guinea. Equally, the limits of Australiaôs 

resources were not well understood in the United States or, to a lesser degree, Britain.127  
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 In view of these circumstances, Cabinet decided on 27 January to approve the deployment 

of one battalion to Borneo, with two additional battalions remaining for other potential commitments 

including South Vietnam or New Guinea.128 Menzies, however, soon found that there were problems in 

basing Australian defence policy primarily on dependence on allies as evidenced in his struggle to 

garner American support in Malaysia. State Department officials advised their Australian counterparts 

that the Johnson Administration did not believe that Indonesia would move towards China. Menzies 

enquired as to whether the United States would assist in higher level contingencies but did not receive 

firm assurances of support.129 Similar to Eisenhower and Kennedy, the Johnson Administration was 

ambivalent about Australiaôs position in Southeast Asia as it was not seen as a high priority by the 

United States, in contrast to other theatres of the Cold War. Consequently, Menzies began to consider 

how Australia could draw the United States into its region and decided that it could do so through a 

joint military response to the deteriorating situation in South Vietnam. The Menzies Government thus 

sent a delegation to Honolulu in March 1965 to discuss joint military planning for such a contingency.  

Cabinet met on 7 April to discuss its potential contribution to coalition operations in 

Vietnam, and records indicate that there were notable differences of opinion on how Australia should 

respond. Hasluck took a more cautious approach in suggesting that Australia should delay further 

contributions while it assessed the situation.130 Others felt that Australia had to provide as much support 

as possible to foster American goodwill. Harold Holt, for example, argued that ówhatever the final 

outcome of United States intervention in Vietnamô, Australia was obliged to provide the maximum 

contribution possible. McEwen said that Australia needed to contribute so that the United States and 

Britain would provide support óshould troubles occur close to Australia.ô In his view, Australia needed 

to support the United States óas an act of faith and because of its political significance.ô131 Menzies 

supported this view, saying that óthe security of Australia would be at stake if South Vietnam fellô and 

argued that Australia should contribute a battalion if requested by the United States. Cabinet felt that 

such a commitment would draw the United States closer to Australia and be óphenomenally valuable, 

including in Australiaôs interest.ô132 This decision was motivated by the belief that Indonesia posed a 

threat to Australian interests in New Guinea, and that the United States would be more likely to assist 

Australia if it fought with American forces in Vietnam. Cabinet thus agreed to deploy a battalion after 

consulting the Army on the utility and timing of a deployment. What this shows is that in the last years 

of his tenure as Prime Minister, Menzies had shifted Australian strategic policy towards dependence on 

traditional allies despite having also laid the foundations for a more self-reliant defence force.  
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Subsequent high-level discussions give an insight into the reasons for Menziesô decision 

to commit to South Vietnam. Australian officials met with the American Ambassador to South Vietnam, 

Henry Cabot Lodge on 20 April.133 Lodge noted that Australia was the only state that had been óone 

hundred percent with the United States.ô He further observed that Australia did so despite not being 

supported by Britain or the United States on Indonesia. The Johnson Administration had only advised 

that it was aware of its commitments under the ANZUS Treaty without making further guarantees while 

Britain gave little comment about its obligations to Australia in the event of war.134 Their discussions 

implied that Australia had committed ground forces to Vietnam to develop closer ties with the United 

States on the understanding that it would assist Australia in conflict with Indonesia. Both parties 

discussed how Australia and the United States would cooperate in Vietnam. Bundy told Waller that the 

United States would establish enclaves in South Vietnam, and that it wanted an Australian battalion to 

join an American airborne brigade in establishing one enclave on the eastern flank of Saigon.135 On 29 

April, Menzies and Paltridge announced the deployment of the battalion to South Vietnam.136 The 

Australian contribution to South Vietnam would grow considerably in subsequent months.  

On 26 July, Johnson cabled Menzies to suggest that he was contemplating a significant 

increase in Americaôs presence and requested that Australia increase its contribution to demonstrate 

óthe solidarity of international support for resistance to aggression in Vietnam.ô137 The Army hoped to 

see its battalion replaced by a task force of two to four battalions which could operate more 

independently as argued by Australiaôs military establishment.138 The Defence Committee advised that 

Australia could provide an additional 350 Army personnel but no additional Navy or Air Force 

commitment.139 Cabinet agreed on 17 August to raise the battalion to a battalion group but chose to be 

ódeliberately silentô on future commitments.140 At the behest of Cabinet, the Australian presence started 

to increase, and its forces became increasingly involved with the United States in Vietnam in a way that 

could be seen as being to the detriment of a more self-reliant defence policy. Australiaôs traditional 

allies had become more engaged in Southeast Asia, and the Menzies Government felt it could most 

effectively ensure Australiaôs security through greater collaboration rather than self-reliance.141  
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Australiaôs position in Vietnam was shaped by significant developments in Indonesia later 

that year. Throughout 1965, the Sukarno Government started to fracture with divisions emerging 

between the PKI and the Indonesian Army. On 1 October, a group of soldiers alleged to have ties to the 

PKI and known as the 30 September Movement kidnapped and executed six generals. In response, 

Major-General Suharto mobilised the Army Strategic Reserve and Special Forces to crush the 

movement. Upon assuming control, Suharto disbanded the PKI, purged its members from positions of 

authority and sought to develop a closer relationship with the West.142 The Suharto Government 

abandoned the policy of confrontation and, in 1966, negotiated an end to the conflict with Malaysia. 

Indonesia was thereafter seen as a much lesser threat to Australian strategic interests although it 

nonetheless remained at the heart of Australian contingency planning. The end of the Indonesia-

Malaysia Confrontation allowed the Menzies Government to focus its efforts on South Vietnam. The 

focus of Australian foreign policy shifted more heavily towards supporting the United States in Vietnam 

when Menzies retired and was succeeded by Harold Holt.  

The Holt Government had a substantial interest in the unfolding situation in Vietnam. It 

took a more proactive role in Indochina because it had a less cautious approach to foreign policy than 

its predecessor. Holt was much more pro-American than Menzies and did not have the same affinity 

with Britain. This was shaped by personal factors as Holt had a close relationship with Johnson but had 

significant differences with Wilson. Moreover, Holt did not have to deal with an Indonesian threat to 

Malaysia or New Guinea as a result of the transition to Suharto. In light of these developments, Holt 

took the opportunity to use Vietnam to bring the United States closer to Australia. The Holt 

Government, as with its predecessor, believed that the United States would be more likely to support 

Australia in contingencies involving Indonesia if it assisted the United States in Vietnam. In basing 

Australian defence policy on reliance on allies, Holt distanced his government from Menziesô attempts 

to balance a policy of dependence with greater self-reliance in Australiaôs immediate region.  

Holtôs decision to shift Australian defence policy towards greater dependence on the 

United States was influenced by Britainôs accelerating withdrawal from the region. After Konfrontasi, 

Harold Wilson began to question the long-term viability of Britainôs presence in Southeast Asia. On 30 

January 1966, Cabinet considered the British Defence Review and concluded that the result could be 

óeither to allow Chinese domination of the area or to resort to nuclear war against China herself. The 

Committee saw this issue as óone of supreme concern for Australia on which the Governmentôs views 

should be put squarely to the British.ôô143 Cabinet noted that óthe vital thing for Australia was to have 

the United States remain in the area and everything else must be measured against this.ô144 It held that 
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a British reduction would óembarrass and undermine present United States policyô and that óthe response 

of the United States and the discussion taking place with Mr. Healey as the best hope of influencing the 

British to remain.ô145 Cabinet thus noted that óAustralia would need to register a willingness to involve 

herself further in commitments towards the security of the region.ô146 On 1 February, Holt met with the 

British Defence Secretary, Denis Healey.147 He advised that Wilson had reservations about Britainôs 

future in the region as the threat from Indonesia subsided.148 Healey described Britainôs position as 

follows: 

The planned British capability would be a powerful deterrent against a sophisticated enemy. 

However, Britain would not be able alone to carry on a war against a sophisticated opponent if 

the deterrent failed. Nor would the forces available permit large-scale prolonged counter 

insurgency operations. If the countries facing an insurgency were not able to provide the 

necessary ground forces, Britain should not be expected to provide them. The British people 

could be persuaded to contribute to allied operations in the 1970s, but not to undertake 

operations alone in distant parts against an opponent who had sophisticated strength.149  

 In light of this change in circumstances, Healey further argued that Holt consider a British 

presence in Australia if it withdrew from Malaysia and Singapore.150 This position was strongly 

opposed by key figures, especially McEwen. British defence policy was in a state of uncertainty as it 

wanted to remain a major power but knew that this was unsustainable. The Wilson Government released 

a Defence White Paper on 22 February that óprojected a substantial and enduring roleô for Britain in the 

Asia-Pacific but soon came under significant economic and domestic political pressure.151 Australian 

defence policy had long assumed that Britain would maintain a presence in the Asia-Pacific, and news 

of its possible withdrawal would necessitate changes to Australiaôs strategic outlook.   

The Holt Government further considered its commitment to Vietnam in view of Britainôs 

uncertain future in Southeast Asia. Cabinet examined whether it could increase Australiaôs presence in 

the knowledge that the Johnson Administration looked favourably upon the deployment of allied forces 

in Vietnam. On 15 February, it agreed that óit would in principle like to make an offerô of an increased 

military presence, 152 but made no mention of direct assistance in meetings with Vice-President 

Humphrey and Harriman at a meeting in Canberra on 19 February,153 pending further consideration of 

appropriate force levels because of the need to balance the commitment in Vietnam with contingencies 

involving Indonesia.154 Consequently, Cabinet agreed on 2 March, to deploy a two-battalion task force 

including an RAAF Caribou flight, eight Iroquois helicopters and the AATTV, comprising of 4,500 
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personnel. Cabinet agreed it would not send additional forces so that it could still ócontribute to a 

situation suddenly arising in New Guinea.ô155 Despite its focus on Vietnam, Australian defence policy 

nevertheless considered the potential threat from Indonesia. Cabinet records emphasise that the purpose 

of the deployment was to foster an ongoing American presence in the region: 

The prime consideration for Australia is the continued commitment of the United States to 

the defence of Southeast Asia, and thus to play what the United States will recognise as a 

full part in the defence of South Vietnam.156 

By this stage, the Holt Government had aligned itself more closely with the United States 

at the expense of its ties with Britain, and Menziesô investment in greater self-reliance. He took a more 

pro-American approach than Menzies in telling Johnson that Australia would be óall the way with 

LBJ.ô157 Holt differed from Menzies by criticising the Wilson Government for its reluctance to support 

the United States, stating that Britain needed to deploy a ólimited numberô of troops to Vietnam.158 

Wilson, however, pushed back by arguing that Britain was suffering from óover-stretch, both military 

and financialô and was unsure of the viability of the base at Singapore.159 Australia had moved more 

closely to the United States, and was much less aligned with Britain.160 Under Holt, Australian defence 

policy had undergone a seismic shift. It recognised that Australiaôs strategic environment had changed, 

and that it could not depend on Britain for military assistance. Instead of investing in greater self-

reliance as Menzies had done, however, the Holt Government sought to become more dependent on the 

United States as the basis for its defence policy.  

Australia subsequently increased its commitment to South Vietnam to unparalleled levels 

to develop a closer relationship with the United States. On 7 December 1966, the Commander of 

Australian Force Vietnam, Major-General Mackay, requested an additional 940 soldiers to replace 

losses and provide greater capacity for additional tasking.161 Holt directed Defence to prepare a report 

on additional contributions to Vietnam without consulting the Minister for Defence, Allen Fairhall. This 

demonstrated the extent to which Holt was now directing Australiaôs Vietnam policy. The Defence 

Committee reported that the most effective addition would be a third battalion as this would provide 

capacity for further combat operations. Army opposed this on the basis that it would adversely affect 

training, equipment and movement.162 Nevertheless, Cabinet agreed, on 14 December, to deploy 1,700 

personnel including an additional battalion, along with a RAAF squadron of eight Canberra bombers, 
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and HMAS Hobart.163 The Holt Government had significantly increased Australiaôs presence in 

Vietnam despite earlier undertakings not to do so, and had thus moved more closely towards the United 

States at the expense of self-reliance.  

Australiaôs increased commitment to Vietnam coincided with Britainôs announcement that 

it would reduce its regional presence. In March 1967, the Wilson Government announced that it would 

withdraw in three phases.164 Within one year, it would withdraw 10,000 personnel, leaving around 

40,000 personnel in Southeast Asia by 1971. The remainder would withdraw by the mid-1970s.165 From 

April to July, Britain explained its position to its Australian, American and New Zealand allies in a 

series of diplomatic exchanges. The Holt Government had serious reservations about Britainôs 

withdrawal. Cabinet agreed on 18 April that:  

There should be no assumption that [Britain] is breaking down its earlier assurances about 

continued adequate military presence in Southeast Asia but that the Prime Minister might 

nevertheless é mention the concern which would be felt if any drastic revision were in mind.166  

Two days later, Cabinet:  

noted with concern the proposals which the Foreign Secretary was discussing for a total 

withdrawal of British forces from Malaysia and Singapore by the mid-1970s. It agreed that the 

Prime Minister should put in hand the preparation of a personal message to the British Prime 

Minister to put before him considerations which Australia might regard as vital.167  

The next day, Holt informed his British counterparts óthat forces off the mainland whether 

in Australia or stationed in the UK etc are no substitute for forces in situô,168 in a message endorsed by 

Cabinet. 169 Subsequent deliberations show that he felt that Britain needed to maintain forces in the 

region to foster stability.170 On 2 May, Cabinet acknowledged this as follows: 

Australia, in consultation as appropriate with the United States and New Zealand, and with 

Malaysia and Singapore, should seek to develop arguments as may lead to the retention of a 

British presence in Asia not only for its military value but, more important, for the contribution 

which it can continue to make to the general security and stability of the area.171 

Cabinet expanded on this theme in its decision later that month that: 

a) the central objective of Australian policy is to secure a continuing British commitment 

to the Malaysian region, the extent of which would be the preparedness of the British 

Government to maintain an infantry force within the area; 
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b) the Prime Minister could best initiate his discussions in London by dealing with and 

seeking to affect the British Governmentôs mind on the long-term position  

c) that in dealing with the long-term position, the Prime Minister might [undertake further 

measures]; 

and noted  

f)    that any decision by the British Government to withdraw would have fundamental and 

far-reaching consequences for Australiaôs external position as to require the recasting 

of Australian external policy in fundamental terms.172 

Clearly, Holt was seeking to shape British thinking with a view to encouraging Wilson to 

maintain a lasting presence in the region. Australian defence policy had been premised on the 

assumption that Britain would maintain a presence in Southeast Asia and would assist in higher-level 

contingencies. The realisation that Australia would be unable to rely on Britain was difficult for 

Australian officials to comprehend. Edwards argues that óthe prospect of total British military 

withdrawal from Southeast Asia greatly disconcerted the Holt Government, which regarded it as the 

removal of one of the principal foundation stones of Australiaôs defence and foreign polices.ô173 A 

certainty of Australian defence policy was no longer true, and the Holt Government would attempt to 

adapt through greater dependence on the United States as the guarantor of its security. 

Cabinet met to consider the implications of Australiaôs position in Southeast Asia in the 

aftermath of the British withdrawal on 25 August. The Defence Committee reported that óAustralia 

itself has not and has never had the capacity to independently achieve its strategic objectives.ô174 It 

forecast a more independent regional posture, stating that óthe British withdrawal raises the question of 

whether Australia should be prepared in the longer term to maintain a forward defence posture largely 

independent of Britain and to enter into direct arrangements with Malaysia.ô175 In putting forward this 

radically different defence policy, it noted that óthe United States strategic intentions, particularly at the 

conclusion of hostilities in Vietnam, would be crucial and would ultimately determine the fundamental 

nature of the Australian strategy itself.ô176 Cabinet decided that Australia needed to consult with the 

United States to determine the extent to which it would support an Australian presence in Malaysia, and 

that it consider taking greater defence responsibility there with New Zealand.177 There had been a clear 

shift in Australiaôs relationship with its allies, with Prime Minister and Cabinet stating that óthe paper 
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clearly indicates that our relationship with the United States has become all pervasive.ô178 Australian 

defence policy had shifted considerably towards dependence on the United States, and its future would 

depend on the direction of American defence policy in Southeast Asia.  

Cabinet met to consider its strategic priorities in Southeast Asia, on 6 September, in light 

of Britainôs planned withdrawal. The meeting sought to reassess the strategic importance of Vietnam, 

and Australiaôs ongoing military contribution. Cabinet, at the urging of McEwen, noted that Vietnam 

was in Australiaôs primary area of interest and that it should further increase its commitment to 

strengthen the ANZUS alliance.179 It approved the deployment of a battalion, a tank squadron, 

additional helicopters and an engineering capability.180 Cabinet articulated this view as follows:  

Australiaôs response, as the principal non-Asian ally, would have special significance in the 

United States é as a matter of national responsibility, Australia should take the opportunity to 

strengthen its defence alliance with the United States as and when it can and that a contribution 

now of a significant new ground force ï which meant an extra battalion ï would have this effect. 

Large new commitments in which all allies take part, make their contribution to the termination 

of the Vietnam War é a response by Australia which did not include substantial ground forces 

would be unsatisfying to the United States and would not serve our defence policy purposes.181 

Cabinet subsequently noted in discussions with Prime Minister Holyoake of New Zealand 

that óthe preservation of Americaôs attitudes it took to be the primary objective for Australia. There 

would be pressures on the United States in any event to withdraw, which would be the more difficult 

for the Americans to resist if Australia were itself withdrawing.ô182 Holt articulated this view as follows: 

United States intentions were vitally important. Neither Australia nor New Zealand could afford 

to stay forward in Southeast Asia unless with full United States support. It was possible to 

withdraw from the area and move back in force in an emergency. é What we could do between 

ourselves should be clarified and as conditions permit, we could discuss matters with the United 

Kingdom, United States, Malaysia and Singapore. This would be on the basis that our 

disposition was to maintain a presence forward rather than pulling back to home bases.183  

McEwen, argued for a closer relationship with the United States in the following terms: 

Unlike other hostilities in which Australia and New Zealand had been engaged, our present 

contributions were to be thought of predominantly in political rather than military terms. Britain 

would soon be out of Southeast Asia and we would be dependent on the United States for our 

security. Our attitude should be to bind ourselves to the United States and to induce the United 

States to accept a security responsibility towards us.184 

The Holt Government felt it needed to bring Australia closer to the United States as Britain 

withdrew, and it could do so by increasing its contribution to American-led operations. Consequently, 
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it approved a significant increase in Australiaôs presence in Vietnam. This consisted of a tank squadron, 

four additional helicopters, up to 10 Skyhawks, and 125 personnel for other duties.185 Holt sought to 

gain political capital from this commitment in subsequent negotiations with the Johnson 

Administration. Shortly afterwards, Hasluck visited Washington and informed Johnson that Australia 

had now committed more than 8,000 personnel to Vietnam, and that óthis puts us at the full stretch of 

our present and planned military capacity.ô186 He asked Johnson to guarantee that the United States 

would intervene if Australian forces came under attack in Malaysia and Singapore. Johnson responded 

that óyou are worried about what will happen if you get into trouble. Iôll try to help you.ô187 The Holt 

Government had sought to base Australian defence policy on the assumption that the United States 

would provide military assistance to Australia if its interests came under threat. Despite its substantial 

contribution to Vietnam, the Johnson Administration appeared unwilling to provide firm commitments 

to Australia. By the late 1960s, Australian defence policy had shifted away from investment in greater 

self-reliance under Menzies towards further dependence on the United States as shown in Table 10: 

Table 10: Australian Defence Policy under the Holt Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Holt 

(Liberal) 

Keeping US in 

Southeast Asia to assist 

against Indonesia 

South Vietnam, 

Thailand, 

Malaysia 

Close ties to Johnson (US) 

but difficult relationship 

with Wilson (UK) 

Chinese in Vietnam 

Australian defence policy underwent significant change in focus under the Holt 

Government. The threat posed by Indonesia subsided after the replacement of Sukarno with a pro-

western government. Conversely, the situation in Vietnam had deteriorated, and it appeared that the 

government in Saigon would fall. Perceptions of threat had changed, and so had Australiaôs view of its 

allies. Both Menzies and Holt had experienced alliance failure when the Kennedy Administration 

refused to guarantee assistance to Australia in conflict with Indonesia. The Holt Government saw the 

deployment of combat forces to Vietnam as an opportunity to reengage America with a view to aiding 

Australia in such a contingency. This imperative became more important with Britainôs withdrawal 

from Southeast Asia. Holt had inherited a more self-reliant defence force but shifted Australian  

strategic policy towards greater dependence on the United States because it believed that this was the 

most effective means of guaranteeing Australiaôs security in a rapidly changing region. These decisions 

were an aberration in the move towards self-reliance that had been in process in the preceding decade.  

During its term in office, the Menzies-Holt Government was faced with two significant 

issues that shaped its defence policy. It had to contend with a deterioration in Australiaôs strategic 

environment as Indonesia took an increasingly aggressive approach to its neighbours, first Dutch New 

Guinea and then Malaysia. At the same time, it realised that the United States would not necessarily 
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assist Australia if  its forces came under attack, and that Britain would withdraw from the region. The 

Menzies-Holt Government by developing a double-sided approach to Australian defence policy. It 

sought to foster a closer relationship with its traditional allies in the hope that they would assist Australia 

in contingencies involving Indonesia. To this end, it took a more proactive role in the region by 

committing forces to Malaysia and then to Vietnam. Nevertheless, the Menzies-Holt Government laid 

the foundations of a more self-reliant defence policy by investing in capabilities that would allow 

Australia to better protect its regional interests if  its traditional allies were unwilling or unable to do so.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated that the Menzies-Holt Government laid the foundations of 

greater self-reliance as the conceptual basis for Australian defence policy. Menzies had initially based 

Australian policy on collective security against the perceived spread of communism in more distant 

theatres under óForward Defence.ô From the late 1950s, however, Australiaôs strategic environment 

began to change. Indonesia shifted considerably towards the communist bloc and took a more hostile 

approach to its neighbours. At the same time, Menzies came to the realisation that Australiaôs allies 

might not be willing or able to assist if  Australian forces came under attack. Menzies responded to this 

predicament by fostering closer ties with allies and by investing in self-reliance. He sought to bring 

Britain and the United States closer to Australia by deploying forces to both Malaysia and Vietnam in 

the hope that Australiaôs allies would assist in contingencies involving Indonesia. Yet, the Menzies-

Holt Government invested in a more self-reliant policy on the realisation that its allies might be unable 

or unwilling to assist as was the case in Confrontation. Australia had started to become more self-reliant 

in the mid-1960s and would continue to do so under Holtôs successor, John Gorton, as shown in the 

following chapter. 
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Introduction  

 Self-reliance would be further developed in Australian defence policy throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s under the Gorton-McMahon Government. This chapter demonstrates that the shift towards 

greater self-reliance in Australian defence planning was driven by Britainôs withdrawal, and a 

realisation that Australian participation in Vietnam alongside the United States would not guarantee 

support in conflict with Indonesia. This would be reinforced by the announcement of the Guam Doctrine 

by the Nixon Administration, where it declared that it expected its allies to take greater responsibility 

for defence. The shift to greater self-reliance at this time was now driven less by perceptions of threat 

and more by expectations of allies in regional contingencies. Consequently, the Gorton-McMahon 

Government began to look beyond dependence on Britain and America as the basis for Australian 

defence policy. It sought to develop a more capable defence force and began to foster closer ties with 

regional powers. The Gorton-McMahon Government codified these initiatives in public statements, 

culminating in a greater emphasis on self-reliance in Defence Review 1972. In doing so, it laid the 

foundations for self-reliance in policy that would be further developed by subsequent governments.   

A Changing Strategic Environment 

 The Holt Government was elected in 1966 on the basis of widespread support for 

Australiaôs commitment to Vietnam. Australian defence policy was premised on the provision of 

support to allied coalitions to limit the spread of communism throughout the Asia-Pacific. Menzies 

argued that óthe takeover of South Vietnam would be a direct military threat to Australia and all the 

countries of South and Southeast Asia. It must be seen as part of a thrust by Communist China between 

the Indian and Pacific Oceans.ô1 Deployments to Vietnam initially had broad support in Australian 

society, as shown in newspaper editorials from the period. The Sydney Morning Herald, for instance, 

argued that it was óright and indeed inevitable [as] the definitive battle against Chinese communist 

expansion [was] being fought in Vietnam.ô2 Similarly, the Australian Financial Review supported óan 

unambiguous expression of Australian solidarity with the United States.ô3 Except for the ALP, and some 

universities and trade unions, there was little doubt as to the necessity of Australiaôs commitment in 

Vietnam, and dependence on the United States, rather than self-reliance, as the basis for Australian 

defence policy. As the Indonesian threat had subsided, the focus had turned to Chinese expansionism 

in Indochina, and it was believed that the United States would be more likely to assist Australia in other 

contingencies if it fought alongside American forces in more distant theatres. 

   This soon changed as the tide of the war began to shift away from the United States. On 31 

January 1968, the Peopleôs Army of Vietnam, and the Viet Cong, launched a major offensive throughout 
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Edwards, A Nation at War, 28.  
2 Sydney Morning Herald, 30 April 1965.  See also: Edwards, A Nation at War, 38.  
3 Australian Financial Review, 3 May 1965. See also, Edwards, A Nation at War, 38.   
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South Vietnam.4 The Tet Offensive shattered assumptions that the war would be won easily, and cast 

doubt on the ability of the United States to adequately defend South Vietnam. The political ramifications 

of these developments were such that President Johnson announced on 31 March that he would not 

contest the upcoming presidential election.5 This gave rise to uncertainty as to Americaôs future role in 

the region as Johnson was one of the most ardent supporters of American intervention in Southeast 

Asia. As his electoral prospects faded, a new and more accommodating perspective on foreign policy 

took hold in the Republican Party. The Gorton Government, which assumed office shortly after Holtôs 

passing, was forced to re-examine Australiaôs dependence on the United States in favour of greater self-

reliance in Australian defence policy.  Robert Furlonger, then a senior official with the Joint Intelligence 

Organisation recalled this as follows: 

The big awakening came with the Tet Offensive in February 1968. Although it was a military 

failure, it was nonetheless a tremendous political success for the North Vietnamese. It broke 

Johnson's will. The Tet Offensive and the circumstances that followed led Johnson to decide he 

wouldn't run again and it led to a gradual change in American policy. It was the great catalyst.6 

 The frontrunner for the Republican nomination, Richard Nixon, took a different approach 

to Americaôs role in the region. Nixon believed that the United States should take a less active role in 

Southeast Asia, instead demanding that allies invest more heavily in defence. He articulated this view 

in an article in Foreign Affairs in July 1967, titled óAsia After Vietnam.ô Nixon questioned the basis of 

American foreign policy in Asia, arguing that óother nations must recognize that the role of the United 

States as world policeman is likely to be limited in the future.ô7 This policy held that the United States 

should seek to move away from Cold War rivalry towards greater accommodation of the USSR and 

China. Accordingly, Nixon preferred a negotiated settlement in Vietnam rather a military solution as 

emphasised by his predecessors.  He emphasised the need for óa satisfactory conclusionô in Vietnam, 

stating that óhowever we got into Vietnam, ending the war honourably is essential for the peace of the 

world.ô8 American foreign policy in Southeast Asia started to shift with profound implications for 

Australia. The Menzies-Holt Government had based Australian defence policy on the assumption that 

it needed to deploy alongside allies in more distant theatres to confront emerging risks before they could 

develop into existential threats. The conceptual basis of this paradigm started to unravel as the United 

States began to reduce its presence in the region while encouraging its allies to be more self-reliant, and 

seeking to move beyond ideological rivalry to greater accommodation of other major powers. Australian 

defence policy was now in uncharted waters and the Gorton Government would move towards greater 

self-reliance.  

 
4 Ibid, 192.  
5 Ibid, 193. 
6 Robert Furlonger Interviewed by Stewart Harris, 18 February, 3 December 1992, National Library of Australia, TRC-

2795. 
7 Richard Nixon, óAsia After Viet Nam.ô Foreign Affairs, October 1967. NAA: M3383, 85.  See also: Edwards, A Nation 

at War, 187.  
8 Ibid. 
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 Australiaôs strategic position in Southeast Asia would be complicated by developments in 

British defence policy. The Wilson Government had announced in mid-1967 that it would withdraw its 

forces from Southeast Asia in several phases throughout the 1970s. This took another turn in January 

1968 when it advised the Gorton Government that its withdrawal would occur more quickly than 

previously announced. Rather than withdrawing throughout the decade, Wilson declared that all British 

forces would leave by 31 March 1971.9 Moreover, Britain would no longer maintain an amphibious 

capability to respond to regional contingencies.10 Instead, it now expected its regional partners to take 

responsibility for defence in ways comparable to Nixonôs foreign policy platform. Britainôs accelerated 

withdrawal from the region concerned Australian policymakers and necessitated a rethink of its 

approach to regional security. The Gorton Government subsequently took its concerns with British 

policy to the Wilson Government on 12 January in discussions with the Commonwealth Secretary, 

George Thomson. Unsurprisingly, Cabinet unanimously opposed the British withdrawal. Archival 

records indicate that Gorton, Hasluck and Fairhall all expressed óanxiety and dismayô, while Hasluck 

criticised Britain for taking what he saw a ólittle Europe policy.ô11 Hasluck told Thomson that óthe plain 

fact is that this occasion is the third since Confrontation where we have to make a new set of 

assumptions about defence planning and public adjustments on British presentations. This is 

considerably disruptive.ô12 Australiaôs ally announced its intention to withdraw and Gorton started to 

engage more proactively with its regional partners in what would become a core pillar of self-reliance 

in Australian policy. Hasluck articulated Australiaôs position to his British colleague as follows: 

What is foremost in Australiaôs mind is regional security. It is not at present principally a 

question of Australiaôs home defence. Australia is not likely to have a direct attack. Our 

planning is directed to regional security and we have to get Southeast Asian countries to 

contribute. The attitude of China was such that these small countries needed assistance. There 

were pressures on the frontiers; threats of war, insurgency, which [could] develop into wider 

conflicts. This was the Southeast Asian situation. The thing was to give credible assurance to 

small countries, and this sort of policy does not do that. How can we hope to raise morale unless 

we plan to make regional assurances a reality? Nor do we want a situation where Asiaôs security 

is exclusively supported by American power. As Vietnam indicates, the need is to have others 

in close cooperation with Asian countries. For this the British presence was needed. Hence 

there remains the question of how to make Southeast Asian defence cooperation credible.13

  

 Gorton was concerned with the threat posed by China to smaller countries in Southeast 

Asia, and wanted Britain to remain in the region as a counterweight to Chinese power. While it 

supported the United States, it believed that only Britain had sufficient influence to keep regional states 

on Australiaôs side. It is not clear why Gorton took an ambivalent attitude towards the United States but 

his concerns about Indonesia are understandable given Konfrontasi. It may be due to Hasluckôs inability 
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to gain interest from Dean Rusk, 14 and Robert McNamara,15 in American involvement in the preceding 

months. This meeting is significant as it shows the extent to which Australiaôs priorities had shifted 

since the Menzies era in regard to both perceptions of threat and allies.16  

 Gorton engaged his British counterparts to better understand their position in Southeast 

Asia. He met with the Defence Secretary, Denis Healey to find common ground. Healy urged Australia 

to take greater responsibility for defence in the aftermath of Britainôs withdrawal. He argued that 

Australia and New Zealand needed to maintain forces in Malaysia and Singapore ófor an indefinite 

period until the situation in the area settled down.ô He argued that they ócould help to maintain 

confidenceô, would also óprevent it developing into something more seriousô and that óan Australian 

and New Zealand presence would make it much more likely that Britain would send forces back into 

the area in an emergency.ô17  Gorton pushed for a British guarantee of assistance in serious 

contingencies. He argued that óif Australia and New Zealand had forces in Malaysia and Singapore, 

they could get involved in a situation beyond their capacity to control and unless they could count on 

help from outside, their involvement would only make things worse.ô Healey, however, ówas categorical 

that the present British Government would give no commitment in advance.ô18 Moreover, Healey 

argued that óthe British would be more likely to deploy forces in Southeast Asia after 1971 if they 

assessed that they could make an effective contribution without embarking on a major long-term 

involvement.ô19 He conceded that óthe commitment of 100,000 ground troops over an extended period 

as in the Malayan Emergency, would not be óonô in the future é [instead] the British would be more 

ready to provide sophisticated air and sea forces to help defend Malaysia and Singapore.ô20 This meant 

that Britain was unlikely to assist its allies in Southeast Asia in the future, and Australia had to assume 

greater responsibility for regional defence through a more self-reliant defence policy.  

 In light of these changes to Australiaôs security outlook, the Gorton Government began to 

reassess its interests. Cabinet met in late January 1968 and concluded that its core interests had not yet 

changed but could shift soon. Its core interests were 'stability in Southeast Asia, continued American 
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support, and maintenance of the Australian-American allianceô as had been the case since Menzies.21 It 

articulated the role of Australiaôs alliance commitments as follows: 

The Committee regarded the American alliance as being of crucial importance and agreed that 

Australiaôs policies should be such as will command respect from the United States and have 

the effect of cementing our ties with the Americans. Thus, it was felt that while the force which 

Australia could provide in Malaysia and Singapore might not by themselves be credible in 

military terms, they would be symbolic and it was this that would count with the Americans.22  

 Cabinet acknowledged that the situation was now complicated by Britainôs planned 

withdrawal and Johnsonôs decision not to seek re-election. Australiaôs strategic outlook was now 

unclear and Cabinet noted that its principal concern was óto discover what US policy towards Southeast 

Asia will be after Vietnam.ô23 Cabinet acknowledged that significant changes in American policy 

towards Southeast Asia could lead to óa major reassessment of our own position.ô24 It concluded that 

óAustralia needed to keep her policies flexible and é to keep her options open.ô25 By early 1968, 

Australiaôs strategic environment had changed significantly as its allies sought to reduce their presence 

in the region. Gorton had realised that the status quo was untenable, and that the conceptual basis for 

Australian defence policy would have to shift away from dependence on its allies towards greater self-

reliance. The Defence Committee canvassed options for Australia in the development of a new Strategic 

Basis paper, including withdrawal from Southeast Asia, but would encourage the Gorton Government 

to remain engaged in the region to maintain its status and influence.26 Cabinet concluded that it did ónot 

reject future military involvement in Asiaô but that óAustralia would regard Malaya and Singapore as 

its area of primary concern.ô27 The Gorton Government started to adapt to the changing order in Asia 

by focusing on its northern approaches with a greater degree of self-reliance. 

 Shortly afterwards, Gorton began to take a different approach to Vietnam. In contrast to 

Menzies and Holt, Gorton was apprehensive about the initial deployment to Vietnam and subsequent 

increases to the Australian commitment. In office, Gorton began to assert this view more strongly. On 

2 February 1968, he announced that Australia would not increase its commitment beyond 8,000 

personnel and that this was a ópermanent statement.ô28 Cabinet conducted its own assessment of the 

situation, to balance the need to foster the ANZUS alliance with other arguments against an increased 

Australian presence. The interventionist approach to Southeast Asia that had prevailed under both 

Menzies and Holt was increasingly questioned under Gorton. This was due to a change in domestic 
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political leadership and a deteriorating environment in Vietnam. Americaôs political landscape was 

changing in an election year, and its approach to Vietnam also underwent significant change. 

The Guam Doctrine and Self-Reliance 

 In November 1968, Richard Nixon was elected as President of the United States and soon 

began to implement a radically different policy towards Southeast Asia. Upon election, Nixon began to 

implement the less interventionist approach to Vietnam that he had foreshadowed. On 25 July 1969, he 

addressed journalists in Guam and expanded on his views towards alliance commitments in the Asia-

Pacific. Nixon stated that óas far as our role in concerned, we must avoid the kind of policy that will 

make countries so dependent upon us that we are dragged into conflicts such as Vietnam.ô Nixon was 

then asked about American obligations under its existing treaty commitments. He replied that óas far as 

the problems of military defence, except for the threat of a major power involving nuclear weapons, the 

United States is going to encourage and has a right to expect that this problem will be handled by, and 

responsibility for it taken by, the Asian nations themselves.ô As mentioned earlier, the Guam Doctrine, 

was a watershed in the development of Australian defence policy. The United States declared that it 

expected its allies to be more self-reliant, and Gorton would begin to recalibrate policy accordingly. 

 The Gorton Government was concerned about a reduction in the American presence in 

Southeast Asia, and sought clarification on this issue from its counterparts in Washington. On 5 August 

1968, the Australian Ambassador, Keith Waller, wrote to the head of the State Department Policy 

Planning Council, Malcolm Rosecrance, to implore the United States to remain. Waller said that it was 

inaccurate to characterise the United States as a ópolicemanô and that its policies in regard to Southeast 

Asia needed to continue because they were ómore pragmatic and sophisticated.ô29  He advised 

Rosecrance that the Gorton Government assumed that óit will remain a fundamental feature of American 

policy that a balance of power has to be maintained in Asia; and, to this end, that military containment 

of China must continue.ô30 He acknowledged that the environment in Southeast Asia was changing 

rapidly in stating that ówhat is different from the Dulles era is the growing belief é that non-communist 

Asia has developed to the point that it can eventually provide the main counterweight to China, with 

American power supporting it, but in the background.ô31 Waller also described Australia as:  

Having a primary role in helping bring about an effective regional defence community in 

Southeast Asia. The United States expects us to retain, and even perhaps to expand, our military 

presence on the ground where this will help advance the objectives outlined above. They will 

expect us to shape our defence expenditure in accordance with these objectives.32  

 Wallerôs letter marks the first acknowledgement by a senior official that Australia would 

need to develop a more self-reliant defence policy. The response from Rosecrance to Waller gives an 

insight into Americaôs expectations of Australia in the late 1960s as the Guam Doctrine was being 
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developed. Rosecrance noted that the United States would maintain a ósymbolic presence in Southeast 

Asiaô but that it was óimportant that Australia should do everything it could to maintain its military 

presence in Southeast Asia.ô33 He argued that a more significant Australian contribution to regional 

security would give it greater credibility in Washington. He stated that óif having established our aims 

in defence planning, we found we were unable to realise them, given the present state of our resources, 

we should not hesitate to ask the United States for any assistance we might require in order to be able 

to bridge the gap.ô34 Waller stated that óany request for assistance would meet with a very sympathetic 

response in Washington.ô He, however, caveated this statement in noting that assistance could not be 

guaranteed. This exchange was significant as it gave the Gorton Government a better understanding of 

Nixonôs expectations, namely that greater self-reliance was a precondition for American military 

assistance. The following extract from a cable from the Australian Embassy to the Secretary of External 

Affairs, James Plimsoll, gives further insight into American expectations under the Guam Doctrine: 

Rosecrance admitted that United States willingness to help Australia was dependant on the 

extent to which Australia was prepared to stretch herself, and it was difficult to decide what 

was a realistic effort on Australiaôs part, given the nature of her development problems and 

ignorance of these in various places in the United States. The view of a relatively uninformed 

congressman would differ from that of an informed official. Australiaôs military effort had to 

bear some comparison to the effort being made in the United States. He felt that an army of 

100,000 was desirable and that defence expenditure should be about 6-7% of GNP.35  

 In light of growing uncertainty as to what the Guam Doctrine meant, the Nixon 

Administration moved to reassure its allies of its commitment to the region. Senior official, Marshall 

Green, gave a policy paper to diplomatic representatives in Washington outlining its position in the 

Asia-Pacific. Waller cabled Gorton, and the Ministers for Defence and External Affairs to pass on 

Greenôs advice. He reported that Green advised that óthe US is a Pacific power and will remain soô and 

that óthe US has continuing and binding commitments with SEATO and ANZUS.ô36 Green advised that 

China remained Americaôs primary adversary in the region, and that óPeking will remain hostile to the 

United States and will exclude US influence from Asia and China.ô37 It noted, however, that China was 

less of a military threat now that it focused its efforts on rhetoric and propaganda. The report clarified 

that the Guam Doctrine was a response to public opinion, not the strategic environment. It held that 

ówhile US interests remain essentially the same and our commitments are immutable, the American 

mood is changing.ô The report explained the rationale behind the Guam Doctrine as follows: 

Americans feel that they are carrying a disproportionate share of the burden for military 

security in areas which, while important to the US, are nevertheless distant. They are asking 

more frequently what other countries are doing to help themselves and each other. This 

mood is intensified by concern over our deepening problems at home. The capacity of our 
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administration to assist to the degree we regard necessary will depend on the extent to which 

countries of the area maximize self-help measures in cooperation with their neighbours.38 

 The Nixon Administration now expected its allies to be less dependent on American power 

in the development of defence policy. It was in this context that Australiaôs alliance commitments 

became a bitterly divisive issue in the lead-up to the election of October 1969. Gorton publicly 

supported Australiaôs existing commitment to Vietnam despite increasing public opposition towards 

the conflict. He argued that to do otherwise ówould be to abandon an objective, to betray our allies, and 

to imperil our future security.ô39 Despite his personal reservations about the conflict and advice from 

the bureaucracy, he maintained the policy platform of his predecessors to placate conservative factions 

and minor parties, including the Democratic Labor Party, on whose preferences he depended. By 

contrast, the ALP, under Gough Whitlam, promised a unilateral withdrawal by June 1970. He further 

argued that conscription be abolished whereas Gorton supported its retention. The Gorton Government 

retained office, but the ALP gained a 7.1 percent swing. In contrast to 1966, public opinion had shifted 

away from the Vietnam War and Gorton would reassess Australian defence policy as a result, in favour 

of greater self-reliance and away from deployment in distant theatres with allies. 

 Nixon, in line with the Guam Doctrine, had embarked on a process that it termed 

óVietnamisationô, whereby it would gradually withdraw while investing in the South Vietnamese 

military so that it would be better able to defend itself. On 9 December 1969, Cabinet agreed that Gorton 

would write to Nixon for an acknowledgement of the need to withdraw Australian troops concurrently 

with American forces.40 On 13 December, Gorton sent a message to Nixon asking for insights into óyour 

long-term thinkingô so Australia could coordinate its actions with the United States órather than be 

decided by us at short notice in response to specific announcements on your part.ô41 Nixon responded 

stating that he was willing to begin ómeaningful discussionsô but did not give the substantive insights 

sought. Then, on 16 December, Gorton issued a press statement which held that ówhen the military 

situation in Vietnam permits the next substantial withdrawal é some Australian units will be included 

in the numbers scheduled for such withdrawal.ô Gorton was exasperated by the situation in Vietnam, 

and Nixonôs reluctance to engage in bilateral consultations on a gradual withdrawal. Gorton started to 

extricate Australia from Vietnam, and engaged with Nixon to form a more coherent defence policy that 

reflected the changing environment in Southeast Asia. The era of óForward Defenceô was beginning to 

draw to an end, and Gorton would soon consider the development of a new, more self-reliant, defence 

policy based on greater cooperation with regional powers.  

 The Gorton Government engaged with its American counterparts to discuss the implications 

of the Guam Doctrine when Vice President Spiro Agnew visited Canberra in January 1970. The First 

Assistant Secretary in Prime Minister and Cabinet, Peter Bailey, advised Gorton to question Agnew 
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about Americaôs commitments to Australia. Bailey felt that the Guam Doctrine was too vague, and that 

the United States needed to clarify the circumstances in which it would assist Australia. Despite the 

change in government in Jakarta, the bureaucracy was concerned by the potential for conflict with 

Indonesia. This can be seen in a memorandum by Bailey dated 12 January: 

Laos is one critical question. Malaysia is even more critical. On a strict reading of the Guam 

Doctrine, we could find our troops under heavy pressure without any chance of aid from the 

United States. The ANZUS Treaty would not apply, except by extension, and the whole tenor 

of American policy seems to be to confine rather than extend its treaty obligations in Asia.  

Also, what of New Guinea? 

A further ógrey areaô is the consequences of communist subversion. Will insurgency in the 

future attract American support? Does the Guam Doctrine only apply to hostilities from 

without, leaving counter-insurgency situations to be dealt with as previously? Or does that mean 

that these situations are excluded from American assistance?42  

 Gorton subsequently articulated his concerns to Agnew in the following terms: 

The Government wished to know more about the Guam Doctrine and its implications. But it 

was perhaps not so clear what attitude the United States would take if a particular country were 

to be subject to aggression beyond its capacity. It was clear that under the Guam Doctrine, there 

would be no automatic involvement of the United States in such a situation, but it was not clear 

whether the doctrine would provide for United States intervention in certain circumstances. 

Agnewôs response to Gorton on the Guam Doctrine was as follows: 

In the first place, the United States will stand by its treaty commitments. It will continue with 

SEATO. It will stand equally steadfastly by ANZUS, which is a more far-reaching and 

definitive treaty. However, the United States has refused to be drawn out on the ways in which 

effect may be given to its commitments and this has perhaps given rise to some confusion as to 

its intentions. The fact is that the honouring of treaty commitments is, a matter of integrity.  

Secondly, the United States continues to see itself as a Pacific power and will act accordingly. 

Within its contribution to the defence of the area, it will provide a nuclear umbrella and stand 

ready to respond to any nuclear attack on its friends. 

It will not become involved in situations of insurgency beyond the supply of materiel and will 

not be contributing combat troops. But it will assist the defence as well as the economic capacity 

of the countries of the region so that they may be better equipped to deal with any insurgency 

situations, and it will assist those countries which make the greater effort to secure themselves.43  

 Gorton concurred with Agnewôs views but had reservations about the applicability of the 

Guam Doctrine to lower-level contingencies involving insurgency and subversion: 

The Prime Minister said that the Vice Presidentôs ideas generally concurred with those of the 

Australian Government. Referring to commitments which Australia had undertaken in 

Malaysia and Singapore, he said that the United States and Britain would need to look at the 

problem which would arise if a stage was reached where Australia and the countries of the 

region by themselves could not deal with the subversion.44 
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 Australian policymakers were concerned by the prospect of conflict with Indonesia in either 

Malaysia or New Guinea after the experiences of 1960s. This view, however, was not universally shared 

throughout the bureaucracy. External Affairs had offered a more sanguine assessment of Indonesiaôs 

relationship with New Guinea. In a subsequent meeting of the ANZUS Council, the Acting Secretary 

of External Affairs, Mick Shann advised that the Indonesian threat had diminished since the fall of 

Sukarno but observed that ethnic tensions could nevertheless lead to conflict.45 Despite this more 

optimistic view, Gorton drew on Baileyôs advice to express concern that the Guam Doctrine could be 

interpreted as implying that the United States would withdraw from the region. Agnew refuted this view 

in stating that the United States would not withdraw, and that the Nixon Administration understood the 

value of its alliances. Other ministers also noted it was unclear whether the United States would assist 

in conflict short of nuclear war. Agnew was asked whether the United States would provide military 

assistance to Australia if Indonesia intervened in New Guinea. Agnew, however, refused to make a firm 

commitment, noting that óhe could understand Australiaôs desire to get precise reactions but he could 

not say more than that a response would be determined at the particular time.ô46 Gorton was concerned 

that the United States would not assist Australia in credible regional contingencies, and these concerns 

were amplified by Agnewôs vague responses. The Gorton Government had doubts about Americaôs 

resolve in contingencies involving Indonesia, and this encouraged it to develop a more self-reliant 

defence policy.  

 The Gorton Government thus sought advice from External Affairs on the implications of 

the Guam Doctrine for Australia. In February 1970, the Australian Embassy in Washington cabled 

Canberra to provide an assessment of Nixonôs strategic priorities. It advised that Nixon had different 

priorities to his predecessors, with Europe and the Western Hemisphere taking precedence over Asia 

and Africa.47  The Embassy assessed that Nixon would carefully choose the location of future 

deployments because óthe Nixon Doctrine é rejects the assumption that the United States can commit 

itself to intervention anywhere in the world. Instead the emphasis is on US national interests.ô48 This 
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meant that óSoutheast Asia is not vital to the American interest.ô49 Rather, the óprincipal US foreign 

policy objectives are the pursuit of détente with the USSR, the reaching on an understanding with China 

and the development of a partner relationship with Japan.ô50 It noted that óthe new doctrine heralds a 

very different security situation in that areaô and that óAustralia does not secure a mention.ô51 Americaôs 

strategic priorities had changed significantly under the Nixon Administration, and the Gorton 

Government started to realise it needed to develop a more self-reliant defence policy to compensate for 

a reduced American military presence in Southeast Asia. The assumption that Australia could invariably 

depend on the United States for assistance, and that it had to fight abroad in distant theatres was starting 

to fade. It became increasingly apparent to the Gorton Government that Australia needed to adopt a 

different approach, with a view to taking greater responsibility for its defence in Southeast Asia. 

 Gorton thus reached out to the Nixon Administration to better understand the Guam 

Doctrine. In April 1970, the Minister for the Army and the new Secretary of Defence, Arthur Tange, 

met with Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, in Washington. Fraser asked Kissinger how Southeast 

Asia aligned with the Guam Doctrine as the Gorton Government had received little guidance from the 

Nixon Administration on its implications for Australia. Kissinger said that the United States óhad 

discarded the intrusive way of the fifties; and the óapocalyptic way of the sixties.ô52 Instead, the Guam 

Doctrine was óthe Presidentôs way of keeping the United States involved in Southeast Asia.ô53 It appears 

that Fraser was not convinced by Kissingerôs explanation, stating that óit was very important for people 

in the countries concerned to have confidence in that same resolve.ô54 Gorton had reservations about 

the direction of American foreign policy, particularly in its resolve to stay in Southeast Asia. Yet, 

despite being advised by the bureaucracy to chart a more independent approach to defence policy, some 

of Gortonôs ministers struggled to come to terms with the geopolitical changes that were unfolding in 

Australiaôs region. Fraserôs meeting with Kissinger did not appear to allay these concerns, and Gorton 

went on to consider a different approach in subsequent months.  

 In early 1971, the Australian Embassy in Washington, gave another detailed assessment of 

American foreign policy to Canberra. This cable examined the implications of the Guam Doctrine for 

Australian defence policy in much more detail than earlier correspondence on the same topic. The 

Embassy advised that ó[the Nixon Administration] would prefer the Australian Government to 

formulate its own strategic interests (Australian and regional) and seek US cooperation.ô55 It thus 

advised that óit may be to our advantage to examine Australiaôs existing security commitments with the 

aim of isolating those which Australian Governments have entered into in the past on the assumption 
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that they fitted into our American allyôs global strategy, but which may not meet the criteria described 

above.ô56 This was ground-breaking advice as it marked the first time that the diplomatic establishment 

encouraged the Australian Government to establish a more autonomous defence policy based on greater 

self-reliance. In a decade, it had shifted from supporting the deployment of Australian forces in 

coalitions in distant theatres to suggesting that Australia develop a more self-reliant policy focused on 

its region. This was due to changing perceptions of threat and allies. There was now substantial support 

within the Departments of Foreign Affairs, and Prime Minister and Cabinet for a reconsideration of the 

conceptual basis that underpinned Australian defence policy in favour of greater self-reliance.  

Fortress Australia and Nuclear Capability 

 This call for strategic reorientation aligned with Gortonôs personal views, which he began 

to express publicly in a major address to the Imperial Services Club. Gorton was sceptical of alliance 

commitments and would put his views on record in light of evolving public sentiment and departmental 

advice. Gorton represented a new generation of parliamentarians who had fought in the Second World 

War, and had experienced the failure of an alliance at Singapore, which perhaps explains why his views 

differed significantly from those of Menzies and Holt. He said that public debate on Australian defence 

policy was caught between ósupport for forward defenceô and óa condemnation of some slogan called 

Fortress Australia.ô He argued that the latter had been misunderstood as isolationist. In Gortonôs view, 

it enabled the deployment of Australian forces abroad, and needed to be embraced more fully as a 

conceptual replacement to óForward Defence.ô Gorton argued that: 

It is not a concept of isolationism. Such a concept would badly serve the future defence of 

Australia. It is the realisation that any operations outside Australia require that Australia itself 

should be a secure base, firmly defended, from which operations can be mounted and sustained.  

No military commander would embark on a campaign unless he had such a base and knew he 

was able to hold that base against attack. The Australian continent is the only firm and enduring 

base on which we can rely. 

Should we not regard the provision of strong defence for that base, for Australia, as the primary 

ï but by no means the only ï task for our defence? I think we should.57 

 Gortonôs speech was a turning point as it was the first time that an Australian Prime Minister 

argued for a more self-reliant policy centred upon the defence of Australia. His vision was for Australia 

to be highly autonomous of its allies, in contrast to the policies of his predecessors. The speech also set 

out the basic principles for a force structure that would underpin Gortonôs approach. He argued that the 

Army needed to remain of at least its present size, with a Navy that could interdict coastal traffic, and 

an Air Force that could intercept hostile aircraft and óstrike deep and hard into enemy territory.ô58 These 

ideas were embryonic but represented an important step in putting forward a concept of greater self-

reliance, and force structure priorities that could implement it. Gorton acknowledged these were his 
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personal views and were not necessarily reflective of government policy. Nevertheless, his views 

mirrored those of parts of the defence establishment and would resemble deliberations on self-reliance 

in the 1980s.  

 At around the same time, Gorton began to consider the possibility of developing the 

foundations of an Australian nuclear capability to enhance its deterrence posture. Substantive 

discussions on the acquisition of nuclear weapons in response to increasing geopolitical instability in 

Southeast Asia began with a report from the Defence Committee to the Acting Minister for Defence, 

Alan Hume, in December 1965. The report canvassed a range of options from relying on the nuclear 

arsenals of allied powers to multilateral agreements for the prohibition of nuclear weapons in Indian 

Ocean and the development of an Australian nuclear capability.59 Hume sought advice from senior 

ministerial colleagues, and Hasluck advised Hume that he supported a re-examination of nuclear 

weapons policy, and that External Affairs would assist with analysis of the geopolitical and financial 

implications of acquiring a nuclear arsenal.60 There were, however, dissenting views at the highest 

levels of the bureaucracy. Peter Bailey, First Assistant Secretary in the Prime Ministerôs Department 

advised against going forward on the basis that Australian lacked the expertise to develop a nuclear 

capability in the short term and instead recommended relying on an allied nuclear umbrella.61 Yet, Alan 

Griffith advised in favour as follows: 

Australia has little interest in acquiring a national potential for strategic purposes. The race in 

this field is too large in expenditure and in delivery systems. We will have in the F-111 a nuclear 

weapon carrier. The only circumstances in which Australia would be interested in a nuclear 

capacity would be for its own self-defence against invasion. As far into the future as we can 

see, invasion of the mainland can only be by ship-borne forces. The geography of Australia 

lends itself uniquely to the use of a nuclear weapon in self-defence. Drop an atom bomb on 

Europe and you will take away millions of lives; drop an atom bomb in the Coral Sea and the 

only side effect will be a bit of radioactive debris. There is no other way of guaranteeing an 

Australian capacity to defend itself on its own resources. The large question for us is should we 

abandon the certain, effective, inexpensive way of ensuring our own self-defence?62              

 In May 1967, Prime Minister Holt accepted this argument and directed an assessment of 

Australian nuclear capability.63 The following month, the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, James Plimsoll, 

wrote to Hasluck to advise that Defence had commenced a study that the External Affairs would 

contribute to its geopolitical assessments, the Joint Planning Committee would lead on strategic aspects, 

and that the Australian Atomic Energy Commission and Department of Supply would consider 

technological aspects.64 External Affairs had doubts about the viability of a domestic nuclear deterrent 
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or reliance upon a nuclear umbrella, arguing instead for the ratification of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty.65 On 6 July, the Defence Committee advised the following: 

Having regard to the present strategic circumstances and our treaty arrangements in which our 

most powerful allies have a nuclear capability, there is no current requirement for an Australian 

nuclear capability. Nevertheless é Australian forces should have as far as possible a potential 

capability to operate with nuclear weapons and in the face of nuclear opposition.66  

 In coming to this judgement, the Defence Committee analysed a range of geopolitical 

factors. The push for a nuclear deterrent was driven by the realisation that óby the time of the final 

British withdrawal in the mid-70s, China [will have] a nuclear capacity sufficient to threaten the 

Australian and American mainlands.67 It balanced this, however, with the realisation that the United 

States would likely remain a significant counterweight to any potential Chinese threat. The Defence 

Committee drew on recent discussions between Hasluck and Walt Rostow, Special Assistant to the 

President of the United States, in which the US advised that óif there was a non-proliferation treaty, the 

United States nuclear commitment would hardenô and óthere would be a much tighter degree of 

cohesion.ô68 Moreover, it assessed that Australia did not have the industrial capacity to achieve a first 

strike capability. Nor could it achieve a second-strike capability as it could not survive a nuclear strike 

due to its small population largely concentrated in six major centres. As a result, it advised that a nuclear 

capability could not be justified at the time.  

 The Defence Committee revisited the issue in early 1968 amid discussions on the non-

proliferation treaty.69 Whether or not Australia required a nuclear deterrent depended, in its view, on 

the contingencies it could face, including the nature of the potential threat and the role of its traditional 

allies. It built on previous assessments to note that nuclear weapons were not required for regional 

contingencies involving Indonesia and that the United States would likely assist in more significant 

contingencies involving China.70 The United States was expected to be involved in contingencies 

involving a nuclear exchange between major powers, and it followed that Australia should align with 

the United States in these scenarios and not develop its own nuclear deterrent. On the contrary, the 

development of a nuclear deterrent had the potential to undermine its alliance obligations: 

Australiaôs strategy has been developed around a strong ANZUS Treaty and the United States 

has consistently endorsed the word and the spirit of the treaty and has indicated a thorough 

understanding of Australiaôs dependence on her protectionist role. If anything, Australiaôs 

policy has been to strive to strengthen the United States bonds of responsibility under the 

ANZUS Treaty. The development of an independent Australian nuclear capability would 
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weaken these bonds because of the strong United States opposition to proliferation and desire 

for centralised control of nuclear weapons.71  

 Bill Pritchett, the Head of the Defence Liaison Branch, summarised the paper to the 

Secretary of External Affairs as follows: 

The paper argues that there is no requirement for an Australian nuclear capacity while America 

remains committed to the deterrence of China. But even were the United States not so 

committed, Australia could not independently develop a credible nuclear deterrent against 

China because of our inability to achieve a second strike capacity and the extreme vulnerability 

of our cities. It is unrealistic to conceive of Australia facing alone and isolated a threat of 

aggression. Even if we assume others are indifferent to our demise, they will not be indifferent 

to our conquerorôs aggrandizement. So it is reasonable to assume that threats will develop in 

the face of a system of checks and balances that will offer prospects of containing the threat.72 

 The Australian Atomic Energy Commission argued in favour of a nuclear sector in contrast 

to Defence and External Affairs on the basis that it would take up to 10 years to develop such a capability 

and could not, therefore, delay: 

Increasing national efforts and resources should be mobilised to permit Australia within the 

terms of the Treaty to acquire a nuclear reactor for peaceful purposes such as the establishment 

of a nuclear power program. Apart from the economic benefits to be derived, the development 

of a national nuclear power program would put us on the road to being able to manufacture 

nuclear weapons at relatively short notice. A policy of this type would provide some measure 

of insurance against a breakdown in the Non-Proliferation Treaty.73 

 On 8 August 1969, Gorton acted on this advice and established an interdepartmental 

committee to establish a nuclear reactor either in Canberra or Jervis Bay.74 One month later, on 8 

September, Cabinet approved the construction of a nuclear power station in consultation with the New 

South Wales Government.75 While Cabinet considered a range of options, the US Ambassador, Walter 

Rice, wrote to McMahon, the Minister for External Affairs, advising him against Gortonôs plan to 

pursue nuclear infrastructure while the British High Commission advised compliance with International 

Atomic Energy Agency safeguards. Rice advised as follows: 

You will want to know that late last year, I had sent a more technical memorandum to senior 

Australian officials. I am certain you will agree with my expressed opinion that Australian 

acceptance of a long-term economic penalty to achieve doubtful ñindependenceò from US 

uranium enrichment would appear unwarranted and inconsistent in view of strong 

US/Australian economic, social and military relationships which are directed toward the 

preservation of Australian independence.76  

 By early 1970, Cabinet was divided on the need for nuclear power and enrichment 

infrastructure. Gorton was pushing for a nuclear industry with support from the AAEC but others such 

as McMahon were opposed and were supported by Defence, External Affairs and traditional allies. On 
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27 January 1970, Cabinet agreed on Jervis Bay as the site for a reactor and concluded an agreement 

with the New South Wales Electricity Commission.77 Then, on 18 August, it endorsed a short list of 

tenders,78 while excluding the application from IAEA regulations with which it did not agree.79 There 

was growing concern within the government about the proposal, and the Federal Director of the Liberal 

Party, B.G Hartcher, wrote to Gorton on 15 September to raise concerns about the nuclear power 

station.80 Then, on 17 November, the US Ambassador, Rice, wrote to Gorton recommending that he 

consider an American light water reactor and that the US Government could provide enriched uranium 

in lieu of the Commonwealth developing its own enrichment capability.81 The proposed reactor had 

moved ahead but was facing significant opposition.  

 Cabinet grew increasingly divided into two camps. On the one hand, Gorton pushed heavily 

for a more self-reliant posture grounded in the defence of continental Australia, and including the 

potential for a nuclear deterrent. Yet, other such as McMahon preferred a greater focus on óForward 

Defence.ô These divisions, combined with disagreements on Gortonôs leadership style, led to Gortonôs 

removal as Prime Minister later in the year. McMahon, who was sceptical of the nuclear proposal, 

decided to defer consideration of the tenders in June 1971,82 and then June 1972,83 after which it was 

not raised again in Cabinet. Gortonôs view of self-reliance is summarised in the Table 11: 

Table 11: Australian Defence Policy Under the Gorton Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Gorton 

(Liberal) 

Defending Australia 

from invasion 

 

Establishing nuclear 

infrastructure 

Australian 

Continent 

US: Distrusted Nixon due to the 

Guam Doctrine and Vietnam 

 

UK:  Difficult ies with Wilson 

due to accelerated British 

withdrawal  

Uncertainty as to 

Indonesian and 

Chinese intentions  

 Gorton took a continental view of self-reliance in which Australiaôs military forces would 

be structured to defeat an invasion. This view was almost certainly driven by changes in perceptions of 

Australiaôs allies. Gorton had a difficult relationship with the Wilson Government because of its 

announcement of an accelerated British withdrawal from Asia. In addition, he had been advised by the 

bureaucracy, now under the leadership of Tange and Shann, to adopt a more self-reliant posture in light 

of the Guam Doctrine. Gorton made significant progress in developing a more self-reliant defence 

policy, but his views were not shared by his colleagues and these differences would soon become 
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evident in subsequent Cabinet discussions. Indeed, it was partly due to internal disagreements on 

defence policy that Gorton was replaced as Prime Minister by William McMahon in March 1971.  

 The McMahon Government considered a new Strategic Basis paper in May 1971 which 

had been developed under Gorton and reflected his vision. Although no longer Prime Minister, Gorton 

remained influential as Minister for Defence. In accordance with his public statements, the paper argued 

that Australia needed to be more flexible and less dependent on its allies. Gortonôs strategic priorities 

can be seen in his decision to highlight a sentence that read ómore emphasis than hitherto should be 

given to the continuing fundamental obligation of continental defence.ô84 Gorton believed that Australia 

was stronger and wealthier than in the past, and that its defence policy needed to reflect these changes 

in its circumstances. He went on to argue this view before Cabinet on 8 June where he said that: 

The report points to the need for our foreign and defence policies to develop a more independent 

character consonant with our growth in wealth and strength, and accordingly to achieve the 

increased flexibility which is demanded if our strategic interests are to be protected and 

advanced in the more fluid strategic environment of the 1970s.85  

 Gortonôs statement marked a clear repudiation of óForward Defenceô, in favour of greater 

self-reliance in the defence of Australia. Gortonôs colleagues, however, did not support this approach, 

preferring the status quo in Australian defence policy. Cabinet records note that the ministry had óa 

strong feeling that the orientation of Australiaôs defence policies should be sustained much as it is at 

present.ô86  Cabinet preferred to maintain its support for the United States as the guarantor of Australiaôs 

security rather than shifting towards greater self-reliance. Consequently, Cabinet only noted the paper, 

and did not take it further as the basis for subsequent decisions. Minutes from the Cabinet meeting 

record ministerial objections to Gortonôs emphasis on continental defence as follows: 

There was a clear view in Cabinet against exaggerated emphasis on continental defence and the 

Cabinet indicated that it did not accept the concept of óFortress Australia.ô On the contrary, it 

reflected a strong feeling that to do so would seem to be a sudden switch in policy when the 

Cabinetôs wish was that policy should remain very much as it is ï that is to say that Australia 

participating in forward defence where she can and maintaining an overseas presence. 

Referring to the concept of óforward defenceô, Cabinet reflected a view that Australia should 

sustain a forward defence element for as long as she can and ónot be prepared to depart from a 

wish and a will to have defence as far away from Australia as possible.ô 

Consistent with this position, Cabinet did not accept an emphasis suggesting that the one test 

in the acquisition of arms or capacity should be whether such would contribute to the defence 

of continental Australia.87 

 This Cabinet meeting was important because it showed that there were disagreements 

within the McMahon Government on how Australia should adapt to changes in its strategic 
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environment. Gorton believed that Australia needed to develop a more self-reliant policy based on the 

continental defence of Australia. Yet, figures such as McMahon were of the view that Australia needed 

to reinforce the status quo by continuing to depend on allies. Records from Foreign Affairs provide an 

insight into why McMahon was apprehensive about the move towards greater self-reliance. In a meeting 

with Shann, McMahon said that he had reservations about the Strategic Basis paper because he felt that 

it had too much input from civilians in Foreign Affairs, and not enough from the military. Shann, 

however, argued that this was necessary because greater input from Defence ówould probably produce 

an assessment of a much greater threat to Australia than we thought existed because of the anxiety of 

the Chiefs of Staff to justify their ideas about increases in the forces at their disposal.ô88 Shann advised 

the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Les Bury, that óthe particular worry of the Prime Minister related to 

his feeling that the Strategic Basis document implied the idea of a Fortress Australia devoted to 

continental defence along Israeli lines.ô89 Nevertheless, Foreign Affairs understood that Australian 

strategic policy was undergoing significant change and that Defence was also grappling with these 

developments. This demonstrated that the bureaucracy was increasingly uncertain as to extent to which 

the United States was prepared to assist Australia in the event of conflict in its immediate region. A 

note attached to the paper from senior official in Foreign Affairs, Peter Henderson, stated that: 

My impression from the attached paper is that Defence is putting us on notice that it now 

believes there is a greater degree of uncertainty about American support for Australia than is 

assumed in the Strategic Basis paper, and that, to obtain American support, Australia may have 

to accept heavier military obligations than thought previously.  

The Defence paper also emphasises the fact that [American policy] is by no means clear on the 

manner in which independent or regional responsibilities should be encouraged to develop, and 

provides no real assistance on a major difficultly for Australian policy ï the uncertainty whether 

adequate US military aid will be given in all the circumstances that Australia might need it. 

In short, I wonder whether, when Cabinet takes the Strategic Basis paper, the Minister for 

Defence might not argue that in certain important respects it has been overtaken by 

developments in American policy. It also seems possible that he might press for early action to 

ódiscuss partnershipô with the US.90 

  During these deliberations, the bureaucracy was attempting to steer Cabinet towards a 

middle ground between óFortress Australiaô and óForward Defence.ô Neither was a realistic option for 

Australia because it could not afford to be totally independent but nor could it justify the forward 

deployment of forces without a clear threat and a guarantee of allied support. Key advisers suggested 

that Australia needed to develop closer ties with regional partners to ensure its security. The Secretary 

of Prime Minister and Cabinet, John Bunting, argued that closer ties with Malaysia, Singapore, 

Indonesia, and Papua New Guinea óare the surest means of protecting Australia from any kind of land-

based invasion.ô91 Similarly, Foreign Affairs also argued for a greater role for Australia in providing 
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training assistance to regional states.92 Peter Bailey from Prime Minister and Cabinet supported this 

proposition, stating that óa vacuum ought not to be allowed to develop ï hence the continued need for 

military presence.ô93 There was consensus that Australia needed to be more proactive in its region, on 

a more self-reliant basis, to shape its environment in a way that would be favourable to its interests and 

reflective of its size as a regional power. Bailey articulated this view as follows: 

As a middle power, Australia can do more in the way of quiet, but steady ï and steadying ï 

influence than is open to the big powers. With the prospect of a decade without major big power 

confrontation, or at any rate with big power stalemate, Australia should be taking all the 

opportunities she can to contribute to the development of the region. 

The kind of programme you sketched out ï of some ground and other forces on site; of military 

and other aid; and of training ï makes sense within a concept of commitment by Australia to 

the region. It fits with United Nations concepts of regional association and would give Australia 

leadership of what are, after all, its border areas.94 

 The bureaucracy realised that Australiaôs environment was undergoing significant change, 

and that the McMahon Government could enhance its security through greater regional engagement. It 

had started to put forward a more self-reliant solution to the geopolitical vacuum identified by the 

Gorton Government. This became more important as Britain began to withdraw from Asia. In 1970, the 

Wilson Government decided that it would terminate the Anglo-Malayan Defence Agreement, along 

with its unconditional commitment to defend both Malaysia and Singapore.95 In its place, Britain 

reached out to Australia and New Zealand for a Five Power Joint Declaration, which required the parties 

to óconsult together for the purpose of deciding what measures should be taken jointly or separately in 

relation to the threat.ô96 Gorton thus told Lord Carrington, the Defence Secretary, that it preferred the 

AMDA to continue at a meeting in Canberra.97 Carrington advised that this was not possible because 

Britain had other priorities in Europe and the Persian Gulf, and that it would maintain a more modest 

presence in the Asia-Pacific.98 Carrington advised that Britain would no longer have a dominant role 

but would have the same political commitment as the other signatories.99 Nevertheless, Foreign Affairs 

advised that, óit would be preferable to a complete cessation of British commitment.ô100 It was, however, 

concerned that the definition of óarmed attackô could be interpreted narrowly, and suggested that Britain 

be asked to publicly guarantee that it would defend Malaysia and Singapore against subversion and 

counterinsurgency. The experiences of Confrontation had not been forgotten and the bureaucracy 

sought to guard against disputes as to the interpretation of defence treaties. McMahon clearly wanted 
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Britain to remain in Southeast Asia, with a guarantee that it would provide assistance in contingencies 

not amounting to full scale conflict. McMahon, unlike Gorton, was hesitant to embrace self-reliance 

and preferred to rely on allies as the basis for Australian defence policy but was nevertheless being 

pushed towards increased self-reliance by institutional and strategic factors beyond his control.  

 The Five Powers met in April 1971 to clarify the nature of their defence relationship in the 

aftermath of Britainôs withdrawal. They agreed to establish the Five Power Defence Arrangements, 

which provided a weaker framework for collective security than the AMDA. The FPDA instead 

required the parties to consult in the event of an armed attack, or threat of attack against Malaysia or 

Singapore. It established a combined force, under the leadership of an Australian commander, 

consisting of one battalion from each country, a naval component including surface ships and an 

Australian submarine, and an air component including RAAF Mirages and British reconnaissance 

aircraft. These forces would be guided by the ANZUK Chiefs of Staff Committee, and its geographical 

scope was broad. The FPDA expressly included óthe defence of Australia, New Zealand and the adjacent 

Pacific and Indian Ocean areasô and óthe stability and security of Southeast Asia as a wholeô within its 

remit.101 McMahon understood that Australiaôs region was changing with the withdrawal of traditional 

allies, and that it would need to seek security in new regional associations. Although it sought to keep 

Britain invested in the region, it laid the foundations for a more assertive posture in the Asia-Pacific 

that included elements of self-reliance grounded in regional engagement.  

 Despite these shifts towards greater self-reliance, the McMahon Government was unable to 

fully distance itself from óForward Defenceô because Australian defence policy was still based on 

antiquated perceptions of threat. By the early 1970s, most of Australiaôs allies had accepted former 

adversaries including China as members of the international community, yet McMahon viewed them 

as the overriding threat to Australiaôs national security. The extent to which Australian policy was out 

of step with conventional thinking was evident in its divergence from American diplomacy in the Asia-

Pacific. Senior American officials, including Kissinger, started to engage with China but this did not 

appear to affect Australian policy. Indeed, Malcolm Fraser dismissed these developments in stating that 

óvisits to Peking alone do not alter the facts of world politics.ô102 Thus, McMahon continued to support 

óForward Defenceô by maintaining close ties with Taiwan and continuing to support SEATO. The 

McMahon Government was unable to move on from this paradigm and thus struggled to embrace the 

need for greater self-reliance against credible regional threats. The substantive development of self-

reliance was hampered by a lack of political will to adapt to a changing strategic environment despite 

widespread bureaucratic and military support for a new defence policy. 
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Defence Review 1972 

 While the McMahon Government was committed to óForward Defenceô, it announced a 

review of Australiaôs defence to provide a path ahead in a rapidly changing region. The review was 

driven by a recognition within the bureaucracy and the military that Australia could not necessarily rely 

on its allies to the extent that it once had. Senior public servants deliberated closely on how the review 

would articulate Australiaôs relationship with its allies. The idea of self-reliance was heavily promoted 

by the Secretary of Defence, Arthur Tange. Records from the period show that Tange wrote to the 

Secretary of External Territories, D.O Hay, to suggest that the review needed to state that Australia 

would be more self-reliant in its territorial defence and its regional engagement. Tangeôs advice broadly 

concurred with that of both Bailey and Shann from the previous year. He wrote that: 

We cannot rationally seek relief from burdens by retreating militarily from concern about 

the security of other countries in this external environment. Australia must make itself 

capable militarily of protecting its interests predominantly with its own forces, in the 

expectation of aid from traditional allies only if and when the burden exceeded our 

capacities. We can no longer expect any major ally to carry the major burden in any but the 

most extreme situation. Continuous and effective military self-help is in the tradition of 

Australian self-reliance. We have, moreover, pledged it to our allies.103 

 Tange articulated the intellectual rationale behind the push for self-reliance in Australian 

defence policy. He effectively dismissed Gortonôs vision of óFortress Australiaô as unrealistic, and 

McMahonôs support for óForward Defenceô as anachronistic. He argued that Australia needed to invest 

in self-reliance to protect its core strategic interests in its immediate region, and defend itself against 

credible regional threats against which it could not always rely on support from its allies. The implicit 

threat to which Australia might need to respond, in Tangeôs view, was the prospect of Indonesian 

intervention in New Guinea rather than larger scale contingencies involving major powers. Hay was 

supportive of the general thrust of the review but had reservations about its analysis of Australiaôs 

relationship with New Guinea. The extent to which Australia was responsible for the defence of New 

Guinea was always a contentious issue which had eluded a conclusive answer. This was now more 

topical because of tensions with Indonesia, and the prospect of independence. Hay was particularly 

concerned by an early draft of the paper which appeared to commit Australia to the defence of New 

Guinea in a range of contingencies, including internal conflict. He was concerned about the following 

paragraph, and wrote to the Minister for External Territories, Andrew Peacock: 

The Governmentôs view is that this and future Governments must be provided with the means 

to act militarily in support of the Papua New Guinea Government if the need should arise, if 

our help should be sought, and if we should wish to respond.104 

 Hay had reservations about this paragraph because it appeared to commit Australia to 

military intervention in New Guinea in all contingencies, including those in which Australia might not 

want to be involved. Hay was concerned that Australia could be drawn into internal disturbances, or a 

conflict started by New Guinea with Indonesia due to indiscretion on its part. Defence understood his 
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concerns and redrafted the paragraph in less categorical terms. Rather than committing Australia to the 

defence of New Guinea in all circumstances, it implied that Australia would only provide military 

assistance to New Guinea if it were directly attacked by a foreign state. Moreover, it deemphasised this 

aspect of the bilateral relationship by focusing primarily on defence cooperation in terms of training 

and capability development. The paragraph now read as follows: 

Australia will also need to sustain the ability of its forces to assist in the external defence of 

Papua New Guinea é the Government of Papua New Guinea would not be able from its own 

resources to sustain significant naval and air and other specialised capabilities.105  

 The Defence Review was tabled in Parliament in March 1972 and foreshadowed a 

significant change in Australian defence policy. At the heart of the paper was a realisation that Australia 

needed to focus more heavily on its immediate region and needed to be able to defend its territory and 

northern approaches from external intervention without dependence on its allies in light of the Guam 

Doctrine and Britainôs withdrawal from Southeast Asia. These sentiments were expressed as follows: 

Australia requires military means to offset physical threats to its territory and to its maritime 

and other rights and interests in peacetime, and should there ever be an actual attack, to respond 

suitably and effectively, preferably in association with others, but, if needs be, alone.106 

 This is significant as it was the first time that the Australian Government publicly proposed 

a policy of greater self-reliance. The McMahon Government suggested that Australiaôs defence policy 

would no longer be grounded in dependence on allies but the defence of Australia through its military 

capabilities. It further articulated the requirement for greater self-reliance in following terms: 

[There is an] underlying requirement that we be capable of vigorous action unaided, to defend 

our interests and our territory. It would follow that Australia should not allow its expectation 

of external support for its defence against potentially overwhelming challenges to overshadow 

its obligation to assume, within its resources, the primary responsibility for its conventional 

defence and to accept an even greater share ï if not indeed the entire burden ï in circumstances 

of lesser challenge. The independence of our foreign relations is involved in this.107   

 The Defence Review articulated a need for greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy 

in the clearest terms to date. It charted an alternative path to both óForward Defenceô as espoused by 

Menzies and Holt, and óFortress Australiaô as proposed by Gorton. It was neither totally reliant on 

traditional allies nor entirely independent of them. Rather, it justified self-reliance on the basis that it 

would protect Australiaôs core interests in its immediate region and foster allied support in more serious 

contingencies. The Defence Review argued that Australiaôs alliance obligations required it to take a 

more self-reliant approach to defence. It held that óANZUS does not express merely an American 

obligation towards Australia and New Zealand. It is a treaty of collective security in which obligations 

are mutual.ô108 The Defence Review argued that óthe article is a commitment by each to develop defence 

capacity through its own effort ï by self-help. It specifically enjoins Australia to undertake on its own 
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behalf an independent national defence effort commensurate with its interests and resources.ô109 The 

review was the culmination of Australian strategic thinking which recognised that Australia needed to 

be more self-reliant. Those involved in the drafting process had participated in many of the key turning 

points of the 1950s and 1960s. They understood that Australia could not always rely on its allies in less 

significant contingencies, and would be more likely to receive assistance if it demonstrated the ability 

to defend itself as best it could within its budget and capabilities. By 1972, self-reliance had undergone 

significant change under the McMahon Government as shown in Table 12: 

Table 12: Australian Defence Policy Under the McMahon Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

McMahon 

(Liberal) 

Defending Australia and 

PNG from Indonesian 

invasion 

 

 

Australia and 

PNG 

US: Uncertain about 

Guam Doctrine 

 

UK:  Concerned about 

British withdrawal 

Indonesian intervention 

in PNG 

 The final year of the McMahon Government saw significant conceptual development in 

Australian defence policy. Self-reliance started to be discussed in public policy for the first time. This 

was largely driven by the bureaucracy and received little support from the McMahon Government at 

the political level. This concept of self-reliance focused on the defence of Australia and its external 

territories from Indonesian interference. Archival records indicate that this shift in thinking was 

influenced by changing perceptions of allies in the region. Britain had largely withdrawn from Asia, 

and the Nixon Administration had announced that it expected its allies to take greater responsibility for 

their defence against conventional threats. The bureaucracy understood that it could no longer rely 

solely on allies for Australian defence and would thus need to invest in greater self-reliance.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter has demonstrated that the Gorton-McMahon Government laid the conceptual 

foundations for a shift to greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy. Gorton inherited a policy 

based on dependence on the United States for Australiaôs security. Its predecessors assumed that 

Australia needed to support the United States in Vietnam to attract military support in contingencies 

involving Indonesia. The Gorton Government, however, began to question this paradigm as the Vietnam 

War began to shift away from the United States following the Tet Offensive. Its doubts about allies 

were reinforced by the Guam Doctrine and Britainôs withdrawal. In response, Gorton pushed for an 

emphasis on óFortress Australia.ô The bureaucracy encouraged greater self-reliance, and put this 

forward in Defence Review 1972. This was a turning point as it marked the first time that self-reliance 

had been publicly endorsed and, although it was not official policy, it set the conceptual groundwork 

for the development of self-reliance by the Whitlam Government, as shown in the following chapter. 
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Introduction 
The election of the Whitlam Government in 1972 marked a definitive shift in the conceptual 

basis of Australian defence policy from dependence on allies and towards greater self-reliance. Whitlam 

was elected on a reformist platform, which emphasised greater independence in foreign policy, and less 

reliance on allies. The Whitlam Government shifted Australian defence policy towards greater 

accommodation of its neighbours, while taking a more prominent role in the region as British and 

American influence declined. Whitlam modernised Australiaôs military forces and further developed 

self-reliance. He brought Australia out of óForward Defenceô and laid the foundations for the formal 

enunciation of self-reliance in declaratory policy by subsequent governments. Whitlamôs reforms, 

however, substantially increased the cost of defence, and left a financial burden that would interrupt the 

development of Australian defence policy for years to come. 

A New Vision for Australian Strategic Policy 

 Shortly after election, the Minister for Defence, Lance Barnard, gave a series of speeches which 

forecast a major shift in Australian defence policy. Robert OôNeill, the then head of the SDSC recalls 

that Barnard played a significant role in the development of self-reliance. He notes that óIt was not until 

Barnard became Defence Minister that you had any serious attention given to self-reliance at the 

political level.ô1 Ross Babbage recalls that upon election, Barnard met with Tange to ask for óthe plans 

for the Defence of Australiaô but that óthey hadnôt done any serious work since the Second World War, 

and Barnard was outragedô, resulting in subsequent studies.2 Barnardôs policy adviser, Derek Woolner 

recalls that: 

Lance wasnôt a person to formulate these things in policy terms. But, as an ex-AIF person, he 

had experience of what had happened in World War Two and that sort of feeling of being out 

on a limb in 1942 and the sudden actions the government had to take to adjust to the position 

where we were under attack. It changed peopleôs awareness: it was the first time where a war 

took place close to where we were rather than something we went overseas to fight.3 

In retirement, Barnard recalled that: 

The government and Defence Department attitude was that it was preferable in a time of crisis 

to have our forces stationed overseas. There had been little thought given to the defence of  

Australia. No section in the Department had determined what our attitude would be where the 

question of the defence of Australia had to be considered. There had been no studies in this way 

at all. We could no longer accept a situation in which the bulk of Australian forces were 

stationed outside our territory and we would need to look at the question of Australian defence.4 

This began on 15 March 1973, in a National Press Club address, in which he announced a 

review of the Defence organisation. Barnard argued that a conscript force deployed overseas was no 
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longer appropriate. Consequently, he announced that salaries would be increased as ómembers of the 

forces must serve under financial terms and conditions of service no less favourable than those available 

in the community generally.ô Barnard further announced a review of the Defence bureaucracy, and a 

study of the future size and shape of the Army as it lacked a clear purpose in the post-Vietnam era. He 

announced a ónew and definitive examination of where our defence bases should be deployed in this 

countryô considering ólocations which are militarily necessary for the defence of Australia, the 

protection of its interests and the satisfaction of its external commitments.ô5  

 Barnard gave another speech to the First Tuesday Group, a foreign policy body, outlining his 

view of Australiaôs environment and its priorities. He remarked that Australiaôs region had changed 

significantly and that the Whitlam Government sought to develop a new approach to foreign policy 

based on conciliation, rather than confrontation, with Australiaôs northern neighbours. He explained 

that ówe are entering é a period of history in which we have new opportunities for creating bonds of 

cooperation and trust between nations. Old fears have receded, and the tensions that arose from the 

unstable division of the world into two great blocs have almost vanished.ô6 Barnard did not believe in 

preparing for conflict against ideological opponents in coalition with allies as the basis for Australian 

defence policy but preferred a different approach as follows: 

The small and medium sized countries are finding it possible to develop new common interests 

with countries that were previously out of bounds, and in this situation of multipolarity, there 

is opportunity for greater stability, rather than lapsing into the old Cold War postures of blind 

confrontation between the two great armed camps.7 

Barnardôs speech marked a repudiation of the ideas that had underpinned Australian defence 

policy since the 1950s. The Whitlam Government did not see the Asia-Pacific in terms of Cold War 

rivalry but sought to engage with regional powers on a more pragmatic basis. Barnard emphasised the 

importance of multilateral cooperation, stating that óthe force of the United Nations resolutions must 

not be underestimated. Nor the effects of the good offices that the United Nations provides in creating 

a meeting ground, conducting enquiries, and engaging in mediation.ô8 Barnardôs influence cannot be 

understated. OôNeill recalls that óthe most significant actor here was Barnard as he did a lot of 

preparation for the subject to become much more rethinkable at senior service levels.ô He noted that the 

Whitlam Government struggled to move beyond the conceptual stage: 

They tended to be immensely enthusiastic about self-reliance as an idea. They couldnôt see any 

other way to go but once youôve got through that flush of agreement or approval, there was no 

follow up. You didnôt have suggestions as to where you would get another percent of GDP.9 

These ideas can be seen in the work of Whitlamôs Principal Private Secretary, Peter Wilenski, 

who was the intellectual driving force behind many of his reformist policies. Wilenskiôs papers give an 
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insight into his attitude towards the ANZUS Treaty. He supported ANZUS as an insurance policy but 

sought a more independent course within it. Wilenski wrote that ówe have been foolish to regard 

ANZUS as Holy Writ with a readily determined and timeless meaning. It would be equally foolish to 

do the same with the Nixon Doctrine.ô10 He understood, as did Barwick and Hasluck, that the ANZUS 

Treaty was a document whose meaning would depend on the circumstances of the time. Wilenski 

further questioned its utility, arguing that ógiven the existing mood of congress, we cannot by any means 

be certain that defence aid will continue even at its present level.ô11 He was sceptical that the United 

States would assist Australia in all contingencies given it was reducing its regional presence. The logical 

conclusion of this, in Wilenskiôs view, was that  ólocal self-reliance will be more than a hope.ô12 Doubts 

about the reliability of the United States drove the  development of self-reliance under Whitlam but it 

nevertheless understood the importance of ANZUS. Wilenski articulated the need for both greater self-

reliance and a closer relationship with the United States in the following terms: 

Does all this mean that ANZUS is wholly useless? I think not, for three main reasons: 

a) Although we cannot be certain what the US will do for us if the crunch comes, neither can 

the enemy. And he is likely to be more uncertain if there is a óscrap of paperô than if there 

is none; 

b) What will matter if the crunch comes is US congressional and public opinion. ANZUS 

would provide us with something to point to ï something to shame the US into acting. And 

it would provide the US Administration with a ready-made justification for acting if it 

wished to do so ï as even the Manila Treaty did in relation to Vietnam; and 

c) We have some reasons to hope that é some of the political and strategic importance which 

the Americans saw Australia as having for them in 1951 will survive into the time of future 

threat or attack.13 

 Australiaôs priorities had changed significantly under Whitlam. His government supported a 

more self-reliant posture, based on regional cooperation rather than ideological rivalry, but nevertheless 

supported ANZUS. Barnard directed the Defence Committee to develop a new Strategic Basis paper 

that reflected this conceptual shift. Foreign Affairs also delivered a report to the Minister titled 

Australian Foreign Policy: New Perspectives which clarified this new approach: 

Whereas the previous government conceived of the maintenance of Australiaôs security through 

forward defence measures and security alliances, the present government has decided, for 

ideological and strategic reasons, to set store rather by non-military measures, such as economic 

assistance and supporting neutralization proposals. Underlying the present governmentôs 

approach is the notion that Australiaôs long-term defence interests would best be served by 

accepting the political realities of our region and by a determined effort to remove from it causes 

for tension and conflict which could directly or indirectly affect Australiaôs security. 

This is the fundamental change in Australiaôs defence posture introduced by the government. 

It assumes that social and political change in Asia will occur and is indeed desirable ï and that 

Australia should not involve itself when the contest for power leads to violence. The 

governmentôs policies are directed towards encouraging the militarily  and economically 
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dominant powers to draw back from the area ï apart from providing economic assistance ï in 

order to let social and political conflicts work themselves out in truly national solutions.14 

Foreign Affairs provided further analysis of the need for greater self-reliance in Australian 

defence policy by grounding it in the Guam Doctrine: 

The Australian Government has no difficulty with the substance of the Nixon Doctrine é both 

the American and the Australian Governments have concluded that their objectives would best 

be served by matching their commitments to resources and national will rather than giving 

priority just to formal commitments. [This] coincides with an awakening of greater national 

self-interest and independence in Australia.15 

Australian foreign policy underwent a seismic shift in the early months of the Whitlam 

Government, and it made these changes clear to its allies. On 24 April 1973, Whitlam travelled to 

London for discussions with the Foreign Secretary, Alec Douglas-Home, and Defence Secretary, Peter 

Carrington.16 They were troubled by these developments and told Whitlam that Australia was moving 

in óthe direction of non-alignment.ô17 Whitlam remarked that óAustralia was certainly aligned. It was a 

member of ANZUSô but would be more independent within its alliances in response to a changing 

strategic environment. Whitlam further told them that ómany of the regional arrangements were due for 

a change [and that] SEATO [was] no longer really relevant or wholesome.ô18  By contrast, he 

emphasised that ówe also attached particular importance to Indonesia, which was not only our closest 

neighbour, but also the heart and soul of ASEAN.ô19 Whitlam favoured emerging regional forums and 

gave his counterparts a dismissive analysis of traditional institutions, stating that his government should 

óemphasise the SEATO aspect as little as possible. It was moribund and an aftermath of the Dulles 

containment of China policy.ô20  Whitlam took a different view of Australiaôs priorities to his 

predecessors. He did not see either China or Indonesia as threats and did not emphasise reliance on 

allies as the basis for Australian defence policy. Instead, he sought to chart a more independent approach 

within the ANZUS alliance grounded in greater self-reliance. 

The Whitlam Government thus commenced the production of a Strategic Basis paper to reflect 

this new paradigm. The paper forecast that Australia needed a more capable defence force in its region 

in the aftermath of the British and American withdrawal from Asia. It required Australia to maintain a 

ómilitary capability that lends credibility to our political policyô through the operation of more advanced 

military equipment than other regional powers.21 As it would not depend on allies, Australia would now 

have to be able to defend itself from credible threats. The paper articulated this as follows: 
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A fundamental change in our position is that while Australia may still look to its major allies, 

particularly the US, for strategic support in circumstances going beyond those they will expect 

us to handle ourselves, it must now assume the primary responsibility for its own defence 

against any neighbourhood or regional threats. This need for greater self-reliance and the ability 

to act independently call for the maintenance at all times of defence strength which is adequate 

for immediate purposes and may be expanded if necessary.22  

This statement was a milestone in the development of self-reliance as it was the first time that 

the bureaucracy accepted the need for Australia to take primary responsibility in its region without 

recourse to allies. Australia needed to take a more proactive role because its security outlook was not 

severe enough to attract external support. The Defence Committee felt that óat this time, no specific 

requirement arises in the development of Australiaôs armed forces in respect of possible military threat 

from Indonesia.ô23 Moreover, it assessed that Australia was unlikely to provide substantial assistance to 

Singapore and Malaysia in contingencies, and would focus on its territory, and interests in New 

Guinea.24 This was a watershed as it demonstrated the basis of military planning had shifted decisively 

from óForward Defenceô to the self-reliant defence of Australia. It acknowledged that old paradigms 

were no longer valid, and that Australia had to chart a new approach. The paper recognised that 

Australia needed to be more self-reliant because its allies expected it to be so and because its strategic 

outlook had become more favourable. This view was not universally shared throughout the military 

establishment, parts  of which saw a need for Australia to guard against Indonesia as the primary threat 

in the region despite this assessment. This dissenting view was articulated by Air Commodore David 

Evans, from Air Force Headquarters as follows: 

While we agree generally with the new analysis, we should emphasise the continuing strategic 

importance of the Indonesian island chain to Australian defence, regardless of the intentions or 

capabilities of the Indonesians themselves.  

The new Strategic Basis also ignores the possibility that Australia could become involved in 

assisting Indonesia to resist aggression, a possibility that carries important implications for the 

nature and balance of Australian forces. 

In summary, our line in Indonesia should be: Indonesia will continue to be a vital factor in 

Australian defence considerations; therefore, regardless of the composition and intentions of 

Indonesian administrations or the likely capabilities of the Indonesian armed forces, we should 

retain the capability of intervening militarily in Indonesia.25 

 Evans sought to hedge against uncertainty. He argued that Indonesia needed to be considered 

in contingency planning because it was possible that Australia could be drawn into conflict with 

Indonesia which it could not have foreseen because its outlook had the potential to change with little 

warning. His concerns are understandable given that many of his contemporaries had fought in conflicts 

throughout the Asia-Pacific and had memories of Confrontation. He argued that, although Suharto had 

a favourable attitude towards Australia, it was possible that a hostile regime could emerge in Jakarta: 
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I have some disagreement with the statement é that a successor regime would be in óa weak 

position to mobilise the support, resources and effort necessary to significant external military 

involvement.ô Strong authoritative leaders emerge from time to time and by force of arms or 

personality muster the national support necessary to undertake such actions. Sukarno was a good 

case in point. 

My prime objection in this is to para 12 where it maintains that Indonesia, even with substantial 

support form an external power could not offer a major threat to Australia for 15 years. It not only 

is impractical to forecast 15 years ahead but I would dispute on military grounds a contention that 

an effective force could not be built up in half the time, provided the will were there.26  

Evans took a more aggressive view of Indonesia, arguing that it could become hostile with little 

notice. He then assessed what forces Indonesia could mobilise in a worst-case scenario. Evans forecast 

that Indonesia could raise an army of 100-150 battalions, a navy with 50 to 100 patrol craft and six to 

eight destroyers, and an air force with four to six squadrons.27 He then put forward a series of scenarios 

in which Indonesia could use these forces to apply pressure to Australia. Evans argued that the 

numerical strength of Indonesiaôs land forces could allow it to harass Australian forces in New Guinea, 

or insert units into Northern Australia and thereby negate Australiaôs air and naval capability 

advantages. The final draft of the Strategic Basis paper did not include these comments and instead 

endorsed the Defence Committee view that Indonesia would not pose a significant military threat to 

Australia or its interests in the near term. Evansô arguments, however, would inform Air Force thinking 

on the implementation of self-reliance in subsequent years. 

By late 1973, the Whitlam Government had cemented a major shift in Australian strategic 

thinking in moving away from operations alongside traditional allies to greater diplomatic engagement 

with emerging regional powers. It had started to consider in detail how it could implement a more self-

reliant defence policy. This can be seen in an address given by Barnard to the National Congress of the 

Returned Services League in October 1973 in which he spoke of the need for a coherent capability 

acquisition plan. In his view, Australiaôs strategic environment had changed, and it now needed a suite 

of new capabilities that would give effect to self-reliance.28 He articulated this dilemma as follows: 

How do we decided what is an appropriate structure for our forces given the strategic 

assessment of which I have just spoken? This is a problem which did not concern our 

predecessors in government because until recently they did not envisage an independent role 

for Australian forces. Our services would always fight as a minor party to an alliance. Hence 

there was no need for balance. We needed only to provide forces which could make a useful 

contribution to a larger total force. 

The Guam Doctrine announced the end of that era. We should have realised before then that 

the world was changing in a way which would require us to be more independent, but the Guam 

Doctrine forces us to recognise that basic fact. 

The solution we are adopting to the problem of determining a force structure has a number of 

components. Firstly, there is geography. Australia is an island continent of large distances and 
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many undeveloped areas. This in itself suggests various relevant defence capabilities. Then 

there are some tasks which we must perform at all times ï surveillance of our own environs, 

protection of our maritime resource areas against intrusion, assistance to neighbouring countries 

in the development of their own defence forces. There are also some long-range contingencies 

which are remote at present, but which should have some influence on our provision of 

capabilities, particularly for long lead times or those which will remain long in service or 

support. 

Very importantly, our defence preparations must be directed to the development of a force of 

sufficient size and appropriate structure to be capable of enough development to deter or defeat 

any attack on Australia itself. 

We intend to focus on the ultimate though remote contingency of an attack on Australia itself, 

but will not be isolationist é the Defence Committee believes that a force designed primarily 

as an adequate basis for expansion, ultimately for the defence of Australia itself, will contain 

elements which would enable us to undertake such overseas deployments as it may be in our 

interests to do.29  

 Barnardôs speech was a turning point in the development of self-reliance. He effectively 

repudiated the policy of óForward Defenceô that had defined Australian military planning since the early 

1950s. Barnard acknowledged that this was due to a shift in perceptions of allies and he argued that 

geography was a viable foundation on which to develop a new strategic policy. More specifically, he 

argued that the defence of Australia would now be the main contingency for which it prepared. Barnard 

clarified that such an approach was not be isolationist and that Australia would continue to take an 

active interest in regional developments. American diplomatic reporting provides an insight into this 

shift in strategic thinking. The American Ambassador in Canberra, Marshall Green, briefed the 

Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, on the underlying drivers of these changes in Australian defence 

policy. He advised that óWhitlam has strong ideological bents, and some bias against the use of military 

power. He is inclined to believe that international problems can be resolved by friendship.ô30 Green then 

said óthe Australian perception of threat in Asia is on the decline é they value our contributions to 

reduced tension in Asia. Whitlam doesnôt want to be overly identified with the United States.ô31 It was 

for these reasons that Barnard emphasised the defence of Australia and laid the foundations for the 

subsequent implementation of self-reliance. 

 On 31 July 1973, Whitlam met with State Department officials during a visit to Washington, 

and the record of conversation provides insights into his views of alliance commitments. As foretold by 

Green, Whitlam affirmed his support for ANZUS as an important aspect of Australiaôs planning. This 

reinforced an assurance from Barnard to the American Embassy in Canberra where he affirmed that 

both he and Whitlam attached óhigh importance é to Australiaôs alliance with the United Statesô and 
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would defend it from domestic opposition, particularly in regard to the joint facilities.32 However, he 

reiterated his doubts about other treaties as he had with Douglas-Home in London. Whitlam told his 

American counterparts that he felt SEATO was redundant because most member states had established 

diplomatic relations with China, negating its purpose but would not withdraw from SEATO. To reiterate 

these views, Barnard met with Secretary of State, James Schlesinger to state that óthere is no question 

of Australiaôs reliance on ANZUS, and the cooperation Australia has provided will continue.ô33 He 

qualified this by stating that óAustralia wants to accept greater responsibility for her own defence and 

not totally rely on an ally in this regard.ô34 The Whitlam Government had thus affirmed its broad support 

for ANZUS but sought to develop a more self-reliant posture within it. The following extract from the 

Australian record of conversation provides a summary of Barnardôs views: 

The Australian Governmentôs decision to follow a more independent direction in its foreign 

affairs and defence policies did not mean that it did not continue to support ANZUS and the 

American alliance. What the Australian Government wished was that it should not be in a 

position to be unduly dependent on its allies. [Barnard] pointed out that Australia was now 

maintaining its largest ever peacetime defence force. It was only natural that Australiaôs sphere 

of interest was in Southeast Asia and perhaps overlooked the Middle East and Europe.35  

The Whitlam Government started to reorientate towards a more self-reliant policy as foretold 

in the Strategic Basis paper. This shift was informed by a comprehensive analysis of bilateral relations 

from the National Intelligence Committee (NIC). It published a report titled US Interest in Australia 

which put forward a pessimistic assessment of utility of ANZUS to Australia in the event of conflict in 

Southeast Asia.36 The NIC wrote that óAustraliaôs strategic value to the US cannot be much more than 

low to moderateô in an environment in which the United States was moving towards accommodation 

of China and the USSR. It further assessed that óthis would be the more so, in respect of conventional 

military strategy, as the US reduces its overall world security role and concentrates on international 

economic affairs and the maintenance of its strategic position relative to the USSR.ô37 The unstated 

implication was that the United States was less likely to assist Australia than in the past. Consequently, 

the Whitlam Government needed to compensate by developing a more self-reliant defence policy.  

The NIC report examined the circumstances in which the United States would provide military 

assistance to Australia. It assessed that the Guam Doctrine provided some guidance as to when the 

United States might assist Australia. The NIC held that the Guam Doctrine would result in a reduction 
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in American military power to the minimum necessary to ensure its survival in the event of conflict 

with the USSR. In contrast to NATO, it argued that ANZUS was incidental, and not essential, to 

American security. The NIC report implied that Australia needed to take greater responsibility for its 

defence because it might not receive assistance from the United States in the event of conflict in 

Southeast Asia, particularly against a non-aligned middle power such as Indonesia: 

It is in this general strategic context that ANZUS must be examined. If Australia as a single 

power, is not essential to the ultimate survival of the US in a total nuclear war situation and 

only of marginal value if not at times a liability in a range of other situations, the value of 

ANZUS itself may be open to question.38  

The Deputy Secretary, Bill Pritchett, clarified this as follows: 

We were taking an independent Australia attitude. We weren't just going along with our great 

and powerful ally, doing what he wanted us to do. We were looking very closely at what the 

Australian interest was in associated American strategies. What was the Australian interest in 

all this? There was never any fundamental criticism of the ANZUS alliance. Apart from any 

sentiment about great and beautiful friends, quite clearly our society is very akin to American 

and British and European society as opposed to Soviet society. So our position was quite a 

natural one and one that we wholeheartedly supported. Then there were all the advantages of 

the American alliance in terms of supply, military doctrine, military exercises and intelligence.39 

The realisation that the United States might not assist Australia in this strategic environment 

was compounded by changing assessments of threat. The NIC assessed that, although superpower 

conflict was unlikely, less serious regional wars were likely to be a threat in the Asia-Pacific in the short 

to medium term. It argued that óminor states will themselves also continue to initiate and wage their 

own wars. There is in any case no reason to expect a diminution in the rate of incidents of local conflict 

situations, while there is every reason to expect it to continue.ô40 The NIC was of the view that Australia 

might have to contend with such contingencies in the region, including Indonesian aggression against 

its neighbours. Again, the unstated implication of this assessment was that Australia needed to prepare 

to operate in these situations without relying on the combat forces of its allies in a departure from the 

strategic policies of preceding governments.  

 The Whitlam Government considered these developments in subsequent months and offered 

guidance to senior policymakers on its strategic priorities. Whitlam read the Strategic Basis paper but 

refused to send it to Cabinet for endorsement on the basis that its conclusions were too conservative. It 

appears that he felt that the paper was too strong on alliance commitments and did not adequately reflect 

his emphasis on greater autonomy in Australian foreign policy. Nevertheless, Barnard wrote to Tange 

on 29 January 1974 to inform him that the Whitlam Government had accepted the paperôs conclusions 

on óthe development of Australian defence capabilityô and endorsed óthe assessment of threat to 

Australia.ô41 He clarified that óthis Government has no intention in present and foreseen circumstances 
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of committing combat forces in a counterinsurgency role.ô42 In other words, the Whitlam Government 

would not provide military assistance in the Asia-Pacific. Barnard articulated this view as follows: 

The Strategic Basis paper lays considerable emphasis on the importance of internal security to the 

ASEAN countries. Dissidence and insurgency may lead to situations in which outside powers can 

intrude in such a way as to damage Australiaôs strategic interests. Yet in some countries, political 

opposition is suppressed and must either become ineffectual or operate óoutside the state and 

national politics.ô While this Government hopes that change in the region will be peaceful and 

recognises that unrest may be against its strategic interests, it wishes to avoid interference in the 

internal affairs of other countries by deliberate support of governments against their domestic 

opposition. In the long run, such interference is likely to cause greater damage to our interests.43 

Barnard gave additional guidance to Tange in relation to Australiaôs position on Britainôs future 

role in Southeast Asia: 

The Government values our defence relationship with the United Kingdom and that countryôs role 

in Southeast Asia. However, the Government is opposed to the stationing of British forces in the 

area other than for the purpose of providing assistance in the training of indigenous forces. It is on 

the latter ground that we justify the presence of those Australian forces which remain in Malaysia 

and Singapore. The platform of the ALP states: óLabor will seek to end the presence of military 

forces in countries other than their own.ô44 

 With this letter, the Whitlam Government gave instructions to Defence on its strategic 

priorities. It effectively directed that the basis of Australian military planning would no longer be 

óForward Defenceô but the defence of Australia. Consequently, Defence began planning for such 

contingencies. He confirmed this in a meeting with the New Zealand Defence Minister, A.J Faulkner 

where he said that óin terms of defence, Australia was developing policies of and planning for a concept 

of continental defence. This, however, was not to be interpreted as an isolationist policy.ô45 Instead, 

Barnard justified this approach on the basis of changing perceptions of regional threat. He told Faulkner 

that óhe did not consider that China was a threat. Although China did not possess the means to attack 

Australia at present, he believed China was too pre-occupied with her own development.ô46 Barnard 

believed that Australiaôs outlook had changed and that it needed to adapt. He then told Faulkner that: 

As he had made clear in his discussions in the United States, Australia regarded the ANZUS 

Treaty as most important, and while the United States could be assured of no change in our 

attitude as regards that Treaty, they had to appreciate that Australia was to develop a more 

independent approach in her external and defence policies. Australia could no longer simply 

depend on the United States for her defence.47 

The Whitlam Government had embarked on a new defence policy on the understanding that its 

environment had changed with respect to perceptions of allies and credible threat. Australia was no 
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longer faced with superpower rivalry in its region but was much more likely to contend with lower-

level regional conflict at a time when its allies were withdrawing from Southeast Asia. It was in this 

context that the bureaucracy started to undertake military planning for an alternative to óForward 

Defenceô grounded in the self-reliant defence of Australia. Tange appointed a team of two military 

personnel, and Bob Hamilton to undertake a review. It was shelved because, in Pritchettôs words óit was 

all predicated on a major attack from some unknown power. This was quite contrary to the Strategic 

Basis paper.ô48 Thus, on 31 May 1974, the Director of the Joint Staff, Rear Admiral Anthony Synnott, 

directed his officers to develop options in response to ólow-level confrontationô and óactive and 

continuing confrontation situations.ô49 Synnott focused on low-level raids, similar to those experienced 

during Konfrontasi. Pritchett recalled the rationale for this directive as follows: 

Southeast Asia was in a completely new situation and it was absurd to be thinking in terms of 

pre-war Japan. So I said, 'well, what do we do?' In Confrontation, there were minor attacks. I 

thought, why couldn't the Indonesians resort to that sort of tactic? There's no question of 

conquering us or having major fights. But with the extent of the Australian continent and the 

proximity of new Guinea and Timor they could make a great nuisance of themselves. Offshore 

installations and perhaps just a raid that didn't damage anything but just left its mark to show 

that they could raid. Minor interference with shipping maybe, getting in the way and that sort 

of thing. Now, this wasn't just imagination. Really, I was just adopting what the Indonesians 

had done during Konfrontasi. So was born the limited contingencies. That was accepted. Tange 

said óThese must be studied thenô and he appointed, the joint staff was in charge of it.50 

 Synnottôs scenario centred on a terrorist organisation, based on an island 500 miles North West 

of Darwin infiltrating up to 200 members into Northern Australia with explosives and small arms but 

without other substantial support.51 In that respect, it reflected mainstream defence thinking that there 

were no significant threats in Australiaôs immediate region and thus implicitly rejected the assessments 

of David Evans. Synnottôs plans were embryonic, and focused on unconventional warfare and low-level 

harassment, but were nonetheless a major step in that they demonstrated that Defence was now actively 

planning around the concept of self-reliance and credible contingencies in the defence of Australia 

rather than dependence on allies in more distant theatres. In retrospect, his colleague, Vice Admiral Ian 

MacDougall recalled that Synnott was amongst the first senior officers to begin to consider, from an 

intellectual standpoint the Defence of Australia.52 Woolner observes that: 

It showed that this was a serious policy and it wasnôt just political rhetoric. It was actually a 

significant rebalancing that required a completely different way of thinking about things. Thatôs 

one of the things I saw as being very important about adopting a policy focused on Australia: 

that you needed something to trigger the sort of work that had to be done to make it work.53 
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The Whitlam Government began to recalibrate its approach to Southeast Asia in accordance 

with this shift in direction. It had started this process, on 29 March 1973, when Cabinet considered a 

proposal from Barnard that Australia reduce its presence in Singapore to no more than 150 personnel 

by April 1975, and that the force at Butterworth Airfield in Malaysia be withdrawn in 1976. Cabinet 

agreed that Barnard would inform FPDA members that Australia would terminate its presence in 

Singapore by April 1975 and report back to Cabinet on their reactions to the proposal but did not make 

a decision in regard to Butterworth.54 Barnard reported back to Cabinet on 29 June 1973, and said that 

New Zealand, Singapore, and Malaysia wanted Australian forces to remain in the region. He noted that 

Britain believed óour views of withdrawal to be ill-advisedô and that Carrington said that Australiaôs 

contribution was óvery welcome indeedô and that it should, instead provide greater support to Malaysia 

and Singapore.55 Nevertheless, Barnard advised Cabinet to continue with its original plan to withdraw 

but said it should not yet make a decision on the Mirage aircraft at Butterworth. His reasoning was that 

the Mirage squadrons made a significant contribution to the development of local forces by providing 

realistic training, and ówas what Malaysia really valued in the Five Power Arrangements.ô56 There was, 

in addition, no suitable location for the Mirages in Australia until at least 1976.57 Thus, on 2 July 1973, 

Cabinet agreed it would review Australiaôs commitment of Mirage aircraft in Malaysia no later than 

March 1975.58 In these deliberations, Cabinet took some of the first substantive steps in moving away 

from óForward Defenceô to a greater focus on the self-reliant defence of Australia.  

Whitlam had taken the view that it was in Australiaôs interests to continue to provide some 

military support to Malaysia and Singapore. This was undoubtedly influenced by a letter from Wilson 

to Whitlam in November 1974, in which he wrote that Britain would soon announce a óproposal to 

withdraw our forces stationed under the Five Power Defence Arrangements in Southeast Asia with the 

exception of a small group which we shall continue to contribute to the Integrated Air Defence 

System.ô59 In response, Defence advised that óthe decision to withdraw from Malaysia and Singapore 

is pretty much as we expectedô and that Australia should not follow suit.60 Whitlam voiced his support 

for this position at a speech in Kuala Lumpur on 29 January 1975, in stating that óAustraliaôs own 

defence capability is enhance by mutual defence arrangementsô and that óAustralian Air Force 

squadrons will remain at Butterworth so long as they remain relevant to the realities of the region.ô61 In 

that respect, Whitlam took additional steps to move Australia away from óForward Defenceô to greater 
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self-reliance by withdrawing combat forces except those that would allow it to deepen its ties with 

emerging regional powers by providing them with training opportunities.  

The Whitlam Government began to consult with its allies in preparation for the upcoming 

ANZUS Council meeting. Whitlamôs notes show that he was grappling with the need for greater 

independence from the United States while still supporting ANZUS, as he had with the FPDA. In his 

view, self-reliance was a path to this objective as it gave Australia autonomy without being totally 

independent of its alliances. Despite his disagreements with the Nixon Administration, he was not 

prepared to entirely distance his government from the United States. This is evident in his 

acknowledgment that óit is necessary to accept the fact, however unpalatable, that United Statesô 

policies suffered a defeat and turn the page of history. It is also necessary to reject any contention that 

the United States let down an ally.ô62 Whitlam further wrote that ówhile we have our differences from 

time to time, Australia remains a firm ally of the United States. This relationship goes deeper than 

ANZUS.ô63 Despite his objections to the Vietnam War, Whitlam saw the United States as a valuable 

ally and was a supporter of ANZUS, although he wanted to readjust it so that it gave greater scope for 

autonomy. The following extract gives an insight into his support for self-reliance within ANZUS: 

I have changed the international posture of Australia to be one of greater independence while 

recognizing that we live in an interdependent world. This had to be done because Australia had 

come to be regarded, even in Washington, as an American satellite. This served neither 

Americaôs nor Australiaôs interest. Australia is now an ally, a good ally, never more a satellite.64 

Whitlam believed that his policies were consistent with American expectations and he sent 

senior officials to the United States to reiterate this view. At a meeting on 6 March 1974, the Secretary 

of Foreign Affairs, Alan Renouf, and his two Deputy Secretaries, L.H Border and R.A Woolcott made 

this clear to their American counterparts. Border remarked that ófrom the Australian Governmentôs 

point of view, many of these policies had been made possible by American initiatives, specifically by 

the Nixon Doctrine and a revision of American policies in Asia.ô He further noted that óthe Australian 

Government was sometimes surprised at American reactions to its policies where these policies 

appeared to the Australian Government to be in concert with American policies.ô65 Woolcott stated that: 

Mr. Whitlam had said that some of Australiaôs actions had been the result of new United States 

policies ï a new American relationship with China, policies of détente and the ending of 

military involvement in Vietnam. It was fortunate historically that these American policies had 

coincided with the election of a new Australian Government. The Prime Minister believed that 

this was fortuitous but said that American policy had validated the policies of his government.66 
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 Whitlamôs view of ANZUS had matured considerably and this is evident in subsequent 

American reporting. The Ambassador in Canberra, Marshall Green, advised the Secretary of Defence, 

James Schlesinger, on 7 February 1975 that ówhen Whitlam came to into office, he had grave 

reservations about the US bases but had gradually come to appreciate the importance of these 

installations not only to the US and Australia but also to world peace.ô67 He wrote favourably of 

Whitlam, and reiterated his earlier support for Barnard but noted that there could be problems if Jim 

Cairns became Prime Minister given his frequent criticism of the Nixon Administration and American 

foreign policy in Southeast Asia. Growing American support for Whitlam was evident in his meeting 

with Gerald Ford several months later. Ford expressed his appreciation for óthe strong position you have 

taken on the facilities.ô68 Whitlam responded that óit is a contribution we thought we could make to 

balance the feeling of détente you and the Soviets have developed.ô69 The Whitlam Government had 

started draw ANZUS into its concept of self-reliance. It began to support aspects of bilateral defence 

cooperation that fostered Australian security, such as the joint facilities, while distancing itself from 

coalition operations in more distant theatres. Whitlam had started to lay the foundations of self-reliance 

within the framework of ANZUS, an idea that would be further developed by subsequent governments.  

The Whitlam Government sought to build on these developments in renegotiating its 

relationship with the United States. At the subsequent ANZUS Council meeting in April 1975, the three 

member states sought to better delineate the extent of their responsibilities in Asia-Pacific. They agreed 

that Australia and New Zealand would take a more self-reliant approach within ANZUS, and would 

focus on their immediate region. The archival record notes the parties agreed that óthe US should 

concentrate on the Northern Pacific. It was over to countries like Australia and New Zealand to stabilise 

the southern tier.ô70 These discussions aligned with American expectations under the Guam Doctrine 

and mirrored Whitlamôs recalibration of FPDA. The participants also stressed that the initiatives agreed 

to were not isolationist as óAustraliaôs and New Zealandôs job was to show our neighbours that we 

remained convinced of the steadfastness of the American purpose.ô71 In short, Whitlam and his 

counterparts in New Zealand sought to be more self-reliant in line with the Guam Doctrine while still 

supporting an American presence in the region through the ANZUS alliance.   

American diplomatic reporting provides an insight into the reasons for this division of 

responsibilities in the Asia-Pacific. The key driver was that the United States saw Northeast Asia as a 

higher priority and wanted its allies to take greater responsibility for Southeast Asia as it reassigned its 
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forces from one region to another and Kissinger was quoted accordingly.72 Although Nixon was no 

longer in office, Kissinger continued to reorientate American foreign policy under Ford. The political 

counsellor at the Australian Embassy in Washington, A.D McLennan, also wrote an insightful letter to 

the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Alan Renouf, titled Vietnam and the Future of United States Foreign 

Policy.73 McLennan advised Renouf that óthe present crisis over Vietnam is accelerating processes of 

change that were already at work in United States foreign policy.ô74 He wrote that:  

Under Kissingerôs guidance, American foreign policy has adjusted to changed circumstances 

of power, principally to the fact that the Soviet Union has approached parity with the United 

States. Security is no longer sought in the preponderance of American power but through 

accommodation with major adversaries based on mutual interest in the limitation of tensions.75 

McLennan argued that the United States was now more reluctant to resort to force to achieve 

its foreign policy objectives as it shifted towards greater accommodation of the USSR. He then 

explained the implications for Australia of this shift in American foreign policy in the following terms: 

In light of United States domestic opinion towards foreign commitments, the constitutional 

restraints on invoking the security provisions of ANZUS will loom increasingly large. With the 

defeat of Untied States policy in Indochina, the Nixon Doctrine no longer seems germane to 

United States interests in Southeast Asia. It can be confidently assumed that Southeast Asia will 

have much decreased priority in United States policy thinking.76 

McLennan noted that Southeast Asia was now of less significant to the United States, as 

Kissinger affirmed during the previous ANZUS Council meeting. At around the same time, M.J 

McKeown at the Australian Embassy wrote to Canberra with further analysis of this policy shift: 

Kissingerôs style of diplomacy and his absorption with these major themes of American policy 

have meant that considerably less attention is focussed on countries, such as Australia, which 

are neither a central preoccupation nor a particular cause of concern to the United States.  

The declining level of American involvement in Southeast Asia, which was foreshadowed in 

the Guam Doctrine, has inevitably had an impact on bilateral relations, Australiaôs active role 

in the region and its sympathetic attitude to the aspirations of the developing countries, has 

generally been in line with the United Statesô own view.  

The United States has been reassessing its relations with Australia and appears to have reached 

the conclusion that it is in its interest to continue to develop close relations to our mutual 

advantage. The ANZUS Treaty remains as an important statement of the common purpose of 

the two countries on basic security issues and of their commitment to a stable nuclear balance.77 

Foreign Affairs published a paper titled The Relationship Between Australia and the United 

States. It built on the assessments of McLennan to provide a broader analysis of the United States under 
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the Ford Administration. The paper reported that American power had declined considerably, and this 

could be seen in the contrast that it drew between Nixon and Ford. It described the former as óbold, 

confident and optimisticô and the latter as ódefensive and dispirited. Seeking to reassure others [it is] an 

Administration in need of reassurance itself.ô78 The report concluded that this lack of leadership had 

detrimental consequences for the formulation of foreign policy, and Australiaôs security. It noted that 

óthe mood of US policymaking is irritable and insecure. This is understandable, since the circumstances 

of policymaking area so deeply troubled on so many fronts.ô79 It was on this basis that it assessed that 

Australia and the United States had differing perspectives on Southeast Asia and that this could lead to 

problems: 

There is the contrast in our national situations. Where the US is involuntarily contracting its 

influence and sees its prestige waning, Australia is by contrast voluntarily expanding its 

influence and enjoys an increased international prestige. We should not expect a touchy ally to 

draw comfort from this difference in national fortune.  

Nevertheless, privately we should not be under any illusion that ANZUS or any other 

relationship remains unaffected by recent events. Americans are in a questioning mood. Even 

when things settle down again, there will be a sharper delineation of American willingness to 

intervene on behalf of others é The Americans themselves will make the decisions on when 

and how to support an ally. This would be an uncomfortable relationship at the best of times 

with a country as volatile as the United States. It will require particularly capable and thoughtful 

management in the present mood of disenchantment with Asia.80 

By 1975, it was clear that Americaôs role in Southeast Asia had changed significantly, from a 

position of strength to gradual withdrawal, and that its allies were grappling with these changes in the 

balance of power. These shifts were amplified by the fall of Saigon, which caused concern among 

regional countries, including Australia, about Vietnamôs intentions, backed by Soviet power, and 

Americaôs ability to assist. These countries wanted the United States to have a supporting role in the 

region but understood the need to invest in their own defence because of concerns that Congress would 

not authorise assistance in the event of conflict. The United States Government recognised the impact 

of these developments as evident in the following report from Kissinger to Ford: 

In each country, it is believed that Hanoiôs success in Indochina has brought about a 

fundamental power shift in the region. All fear Hanoi, which they now see as a major force in 

the sub-region with plenty of arms, revolutionary zeal and the momentum of success. This 

compels [them] to explore what adjustments in their policies might help them to meet the new 

realities. The initial shock of the unwanted Indochina debacle has been absorbed, and now there 

is a second phase of a serious but not panicky search for long-range security options.  

With respect to the US, our affirmations of good intentions are welcomed by all. There is a 

uniform desire that the US play a supporting and deterrent role. There is nevertheless a deep 

suspicion that the US will fail to provide the type of financial and security resources that 
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ASEAN countries perceive as essential. ASEAN doubts are rooted in the concern that the US 

Congress will not join in a policy of a continued active interest and role in the region. 81 

American power had significantly declined in the Asia-Pacific and Australia would thus need 

to take a more self-reliant approach to its defence planning. Whitlam was not alone, in this respect, as 

the State Department reported that New Zealand was also of the view that óthere is a general concern 

on the future role of the US in the Pacific. There is belief that the US no longer has the ability or desire 

to control events in Asia.ô82 It was in this context that the Whitlam Government directed the Defence 

Committee to develop a new Strategic Basis paper. The Committee convened on 29 May 1975 for 

preliminary discussions, and it became quickly apparent that the military establishment was divided on 

the extent to which Australia needed to be self-reliant in a changing region. The Chairman of COSC, 

Admiral Victor Smith argued that the paper óshould make judgement as to how much Australia was on 

its own.ô83 Then, in a subsequent meeting in September, the Committee seemingly moved away from 

this statement when it agreed on óthe need to emphasise Australiaôs requirement to encourage the US 

to continue to support US/Australian Defence relationships.ô84 Pritchett described the situation as 

follows: 

The defence of Australia was very outlooking. We require capabilities for the defence of 

Australia. We don't know what it is. There is no immediate threat on the horizon. But there may 

be contingencies at short notice. Let's not develop necessarily against them but study them.  

 

The force had to be structured to meet the requirements of geography, maritime surrounds, great 

distances, large climatic variations, Southeast Asian population concentration. Then the lesser 

contingencies. The strategic guidance provided a lot of not requireds. We didn't require tanks, 

we didn't require an aircraft carrier. We certainly wanted inflight refuelling and things like that. 

 

The services were great on thinking of cloudy symbols of a high romance but if you asked them 

'How would you handle an Indonesian incursion into New Guinea? Just a border raid, for 

instance, in strength, 'How would you push the Indonesians back?' No plans about that, no study 

of the situation, no contingency studies. It was a great weakness in defence, in the military.85 

Similarly, the Service Chiefs disagreed on how to implement self-reliance, and the defence of 

Australia. While it accepted the principle of greater self-reliance, there was disagreement on the 

contingencies that Australia should prepare for, and how it should do so. The CGS, Lieutenant-General 

Frank Hassett, highlighted issues with the study commissioned by Synnot in arguing that ósuch low-

level studies would not throw light on major factors which needed to be considered in the study of major 
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contingencies of assault on Australia.ô86 Admiral Smith responded that óit would be wrong to assume 

that military capability to deal with very unlikely, though important, contingencies would necessarily 

be the appropriate means of dealing with more probable, though less dangerous, contingencies.ô87 The 

CAS, Air Marshal James Rowland, argued that the paper needed to clarify how the military would 

defend Australia. Amid the interservice disagreements, COSC made an important contribution in 

putting forward a general statement on how it could defend Australia in a self-reliant manner: 

The Committee endorsed the addition of a strategic concept which acknowledged that because 

of Australiaôs geographic circumstances, any assault would have to come by sea and/or air and 

therefore Australiaôs strategy should be to meet the enemy in a maritime environment before 

they reached the shore. At the same time, Australia needed ground forces in being and 

appropriate air support to deal with lodgement that might occur.88   

  Strategic Basis 1975 was a turning point in Australian defence policy because it marked the 

first time that the military leadership had attempted to develop a concept that would implement the self-

reliant defence of Australia. It accepted self-reliance as a general principle, and had started to consider 

the force structure that could give effect to it. These deliberations were characterised by significant 

disagreement among the Service Chiefs on the nature and scale of the contingencies for Australia might 

need to prepare. Some planners, such as Synnott and Smith had focused on lower-level contingencies, 

whereas others such as Evans and Hassett had considered large scale conflict, potentially with 

Indonesia. These debates would be a recurring theme in the development of self-reliance, and the 

arguments that resulted would impede the development of an effective defence policy. Yet, the 

Committee started to grasp the importance of geography as a basis for conceptual planning as foretold 

by Barnard in 1973, with the need to invest in air and maritime forces, which implicitly relegated the 

Army to a secondary role. The conceptual foundations of self-reliance had been laid by late 1975, but 

so had some disagreements that would characterise Australian defence policy in subsequent years. The 

Whitlam Government did not, however, consider the Strategic Basis paper in any detail as it became 

concerned with domestic economic matters, and the subsequent constitutional crisis. It was dismissed 

in November 1975, and these discussions would continue under the Fraser Government. 

 The Whitlam Government took major steps in the development of self-reliance. It was elected 

on a reformist platform that envisaged greater autonomy in foreign and defence policy. It wanted to 

move away from the deployment of forces in coalitions in more distant theatres to greater engagement 

with regional partners. To that end, it encouraged Britainôs withdrawal from Southeast Asia and took a 

more active role in FPDA in Britainôs absence. The Whitlam Government had some disagreements with 

the Nixon Administration but nevertheless valued ANZUS as an aspect of Australian defence planning 

and it wanted to maintain cordial relations with the United States. In the absence of significant threat, 

it saw self-reliance as a means by to take greater responsibility for its own region while supporting 
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ANZUS and instructed Defence to consider its substantive implementation. By 1975, the military 

establishment had started to consider how self-reliance could be put into practice. The development of 

self-reliance under the Whitlam Government is summarised in Table 13: 

Table 13: Australian Defence Policy Under the Whitlam Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope 

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Credible Threat  

Whitlam 

(ALP) 

More autonomous 

defence policy 

ASEAN 

member 

states 

UK:  Support British 

withdrawal 

 

US: Distrust of Nixon 

Reduced Chinese 

Threat 

 

Greater focus on 

Konfrontasi-style 

contingencies 

 Conclusion 

 The Whitlam Government made considerable progress in the conceptual development of self-

reliance. It built on the work that had been undertaken by the Gorton-McMahon Government in 

developing Defence Review 1972, and it took steps to assert its interests in the Asia-Pacific on a more 

self-reliant basis. To that end, it encouraged Britainôs withdrawal from the region and positioned 

Australia to take a more active role in FPDA in Britainôs absence. The Whitlam Government also began 

to reorientate its relationship with the United States towards greater self-reliance. It supported ANZUS 

as an aspect of Australiaôs security posture which could assist Australia in regional contingencies but 

declared that it would not operate in coalitions in distant theatres. The Whitlam Government had thus 

established the conceptual basis for self-reliance and directed the military to consider its substantive 

implementation. It, however, was dismissed from government, and self-reliance would not be declared 

official policy or further implemented until the Fraser Government had settled into office in 1976.    
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Introduction  

 Self-reliance had been in development throughout the 1970s, and the Fraser Government 

moved to enshrine it in official policy during its term in office. This chapter demonstrates that it brought 

together the conceptual work undertaken by its predecessors to define self-reliance in clear terms for 

the first time. It articulated self-reliance as the ability to undertake independent military operations in 

defence of Australiaôs strategic interests without recourse to the combat forces of allies. This recognised 

that its allies were now less influential, and that Australia was faced with a more benign environment 

than in recent decades. Fraser, however, struggled to implement this view of self-reliance due to a 

declining fiscal outlook, and uncertainty as to Australiaôs force structure priorities. The development of 

greater self-reliance in Australiaôs region, moreover, was adversely affected by Fraserôs focus on Cold 

War rivalry, which would become a more prominent theme in later years.   

Self-Reliance in Declaratory Policy 

 Shortly after his election in December 1975, Fraser was briefed by the Secretary of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, John Menadue. The record of meeting indicates that Menadue spoke to Fraser 

about the direction of Australian defence policy, including the Strategic Basis paper and the publication 

of a policy document on Australian military planning. Fraser considered this advice and in March 1976, 

Cabinet agreed it would authorise the publication of a Defence White Paper to articulate a revised 

defence policy for the post-Vietnam era. It decided that the Strategic Basis paper and a report on 

Australiaôs defence capabilities be brought to Cabinet for consideration as soon as possible.1 These 

documents would analyse emerging threats in Australiaôs strategic environment, and its force structure 

priorities to inform the White Paper.2 

 The Strategic Basis paper had been endorsed by the Defence Committee in October 1975 

but was not considered by the Whitlam Government and was brought to Cabinet in April 1976. The 

paper put forward a pessimistic analysis of the role of allies in Southeast Asia. It noted that Australiaôs 

strategic environment had changed significantly due to the Vietnam War and that the balance of power 

had shifted away from Western powers. The paper assessed that óit was highly unlikely that the United 

States would contemplate renewed involvement on the mainland of Southeast Asia.ô It held that óthe 

withdrawal of British and New Zealand forces will leave Australia as the only significant force 

contributor under the Five Powers arrangements.ô3 The paper recognised the impact for Australia of the 

withdrawal from Southeast Asia of its allies. For the first time in decades, it contemplated the possibility 

that Australia would be left without allied support in an increasingly uncertain region. 

 The paper also noted that Australiaôs adversaries were becoming more active in its 

immediate region. The Defence Committee assessed that the Soviet Union had made significant gains 
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from the American withdrawal from Vietnam. It noted that the USSR had started to consolidate its 

regional presence, and would assist Vietnam in extending its influence. The USSRôs delivery of modern 

armaments to Vietnam meant that the Vietnamese Armed Forces were óthe most powerful military force 

in Southeast Asiaô and would use this to influence its neighbours, particularly Laos, Cambodia and 

Thailand.4 The paper was prescient in that it forecast significant friction between China and the USSR 

as both vied for geopolitical influence in the absence of a strong American presence. In that respect, it 

noted that Soviet deployments would nevertheless need to be considered in defence planning.   

 In terms of threat perceptions, the paper highlighted the increasing importance of 

superpower rivalry in the Indian Ocean. The Soviet Union had maintained a modest naval presence in 

the region since 1968. In recent years, however, it had expanded to the extent that it permanently 

stationed major fleet units in naval bases it had established in Somalia and South Yemen. The paper 

noted that the USSR had acquired óthe capability éto project its naval power on a global basisô and 

that this had óbrought a new dimension into superpower relations.ô5 It assessed that the USSR could 

óintroduce a naval presence in crisis regions and hence limit the United Statesô military options and 

ability to influence events through maritime power in the traditional way.ô6 In other words, the United 

States no longer had uncontested supremacy in Australiaôs western maritime approaches. In the mid-

1970s, Australiaôs security outlook was increasingly characterised by growing Soviet power and doubts 

about the reliability of allies, to which it would need to respond with greater self-reliance.  

 In this context, it is unsurprising that self-reliance was an important theme in the Strategic 

Basis paper. The paper argued that Australia needed to develop the ability to undertake independent 

operations while still supporting its alliance commitments. On the one hand, it argued that cooperation 

with the United States through the provision of military facilities and joint exercises was óadvantageous 

to Australian interestsô as it allowed óAustralia to assess US strategic attitudes, policy and the reliability 

of US support in varying strategic circumstances.ô7 Nevertheless, the Committee held that Australia 

should not always ósupport the United States or expect to be supported by it.ô8 The paper implied that 

Australia needed to look to its own interests independent of other powers ówhere there could be 

incompatibilities of interest.ô9 It drew on experiences of alliance failure in Confrontation and an 

understanding of allied expectations under the Guam Doctrine in outlining the basic principles of self-

reliance within the framework of ANZUS. However, Fraser did not endorse the paper on the basis that 

it was too radical and instead referred it back to Defence for further consideration. While Fraser 

understood the importance of self-reliance, he wanted a closer association with traditional allies than 

the Whitlam Government. 
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 Later that month, the Fraser Government considered Defence Force Capabilities 1976, a 

paper developed by the Defence Force Development Committee. Its purpose was to examine Australiaôs 

future capability needs in light of changes to the strategic environment and problems in its existing 

arsenal. In contrast to the Strategic Basis paper, this document articulated the need for self-reliance in 

more explicit terms. It assessed that future strategic risks were likely to be middle powers in Southeast 

Asia rather than the USSR, and that Australia must therefore ócarry primary responsibility for its own 

defence against any neighbourhood or regional threat.ô10 It articulated Australiaôs defence needs in the 

post-Vietnam period in the clearest terms to date and it defined self-reliance as follows: 

Any future combat operations are likely to be in the Australian neighbourhood than in some 

forward theatre. Australia is essentially a neighbourhood power. The thrust of guidance is 

towards an Australian strategic posture and defence policies that look primarily to the 

responsibilities for independent national defence than to the provision of expeditionary forces 

or detachments to serve abroad with the navies, armies and air forces of allies.11 

The reference to óindependent natural defenceô was unprecedented in its emphasis on autonomy 

in defence planning and showed that the bureaucracy doubted the reliability of allies. The paper then 

further articulated this view of the ANZUS relationship in Australian defence policy as follows: 

While Australia can continue to look to the United States for strategic support in circumstances 

going beyond those we would be expected to handle ourselves, it must carry the primary 

responsibility for its own defence against any neighbourhood or regional threats.12 

 This was a significant shift in Australiaôs strategic thinking as it marked a transition away 

from expeditionary operations to a defensive focus in Australiaôs immediate region. It acknowledged 

the changes in Australiaôs environment that had been outlined in the Strategic Basis paper with 

Americaôs withdrawal. Importantly, it cast Indonesia as a potential, if unlikely, threat around which to 

base its force structure in view of its annexation of East Timor and ambivalent relationship with the 

newly independent state of Papua New Guinea. There was uncertainty as to Indonesiaôs ambitions, and 

the paper held that Australia needed to be prepared to defend its interests without recourse to allies.   

 The paper attempted to put forward the beginnings of a strategy to implement this view of 

self-reliance in military planning. This view mirrored the discussions at the Defence Committee 

between May and September 1975, and emphasised the need for an air and maritime strategy with lesser 

emphasis on the Army. It recommended enhancements to the F-111 fleet and the Oberon Class 

Submarines, as well as the Jindalee Over-the-Horizon Radar Network and advanced surveillance 

aircraft.13 This paper marked the beginning of a shift away from operations as part of an expeditionary 

strategy towards a more self-reliant approach based on regional threats that would have lasting 

implications for Australian policy. The document attempted to chart a way to implement self-reliance 
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and influenced deliberations on defence policy although the paper itself did not directly lead to 

substantive decisions.   

 The growing emphasis on self-reliance was coloured by Fraserôs heavy focus on Cold War 

rivalry demonstrated in his first major speech on foreign policy as Prime Minister in June 1976. The 

speech differentiated the Fraser Government from Whitlam in its strategic outlook, and stood in contrast 

to the emphasis on regional developments as it focused on the threat posed by the USSR. In that vein, 

Fraser argued that détente had failed as the USSR had acted aggressively in the Third World by assisting 

Arab states in 1973, as well as North Vietnam, and Cuban forces in Angola. Fraser acknowledged that 

óthe Vietnam War and Watergate undermined Americaôs self-confidence and sense of purpose.ô14 In 

this context, his government would ófulfil its own independent national interests and sovereigntyô but 

would support ANZUS because óthe United States is the power with whom we have the closest links.ô 

Fraser supported self-reliance but did so in the context of supporting traditional alliance commitments. 

The speech was at odds with the core argument of the Strategic Basis and Defence Force Capabilities 

papers as it implied that rivalry between the superpowers would be the determining factor in Australian 

military planning rather than credible regional threats, and showed that Fraserôs personal views, rather 

than the bureaucracy, would define Australian defence policy.   

 Archival sources on the drafting of the speech provide a unique insight into how Fraserôs 

parliamentary colleagues, ministerial advisers and senior public servants viewed his approach to foreign 

policy. Fraser was widely advised to ameliorate his assessment of the USSR and its intentions. The 

Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Alan Renouf, wrote that óthe tone of references to the Soviet Union is 

unduly hostile and rings too much of emotional judgement. There is nothing to suggest the Russians are 

intending to put troops outside of Eastern Europe ï and they never have.ô15 He advised the Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, Andrew Peacock, to caution Fraser, particularly as it stood in contrast to internal 

assessments and that óit will no doubt be contrasted by the Opposition with the Strategic Basis paper 

which will be described as the work of quite a conservative group.ô16 Senior diplomat, Robert Furlonger 

recalled Fraserôs view as follows: 

Fraser had an obsession about Russia. He equated Russia with Nazi Germany ïthey were colts 

out of the same stable. He [saw] himself as a something of a latter-day Churchill. He thought 

that Russia was bent on the same expansionist course as Germany was and he thought that there 

was a great world scheme on the Russia's part underlying it. He thought that everything the 

Russians did was part of a great plot to dominate the world and he saw himself as a kind of 

Churchill warning the rest of the world against this possibility. He thought detente was a sham.17 
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 Peacock thus wrote to Fraser that óI donôt think there is any benefit in antagonising the 

Soviet Union more than is necessary.ô18 He then implored Fraser to focus on Australiaôs region as 

follows: 

Given the character of the analysis, there is one glaring omission in the statement ï it contains 

no reference whatsoever to Australiaôs own defence programme or intentions. A foreign policy 

firmly based on power considerations must, if it is to be taken seriously, be backed up by some 

military power. Otherwise the gap between declared policy and capability is bound to find one 

out. Even if only in the most general terms, and even if only to say that this is understood and 

will be dealt with on a future occasion, there must be some reference to defence policy.19  

 Indeed, Fraserôs adviser, David Kemp noted that calls for concern were driven as much by 

óthe reliability of the United States as an allyô as óSoviet action in the Third World.ô20 The Secretary of 

Defence, Tange later wrote that ówhen the Prime Minister began publicly defining threats against which 

Australia should prepare, I doubt that he was much influenced by the Defence Departmentôs focus on 

where we believed our essential interests lay, along with its realistic view of our capability of serving 

them.ô21 While Fraser moderated his language, the speech remained substantially unchanged and 

indicated that he viewed Australiaôs outlook through the prism of superpower rivalry in the Cold War 

rather than the threat posed by middle powers in Southeast Asia as implied in strategic guidance. The 

meaning of self-reliance in the early years of the Fraser Government is summarised in Table 14: 

Table 14: Australian Defence Policy During the Early Fraser Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary Geographic 

Scope  

Perceptions of 

Allies 

Perceptions of 

Credible Threat 

Fraser 

(Liberal) 

Adapting to post-

Vietnam era 

Southeast Asia and 

Australian continent 

US: Ford Admin 

weak on Vietnam 

Soviet naval threat and 

Vietnamese expansion 

 Fraser dominated Australian strategic thinking during this period, and emphasised both self-

reliance and Cold War rivalry, because there were significant differences between Defence and Foreign 

Affairs on Australiaôs priorities in regard the two superpowers. These differences were illustrated in 

discussions between Australian ministers and their American counterparts. In March 1976, Peacock 

met with Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, and discussed cooperation against the Soviet presence in 

the region.22 Peacock suggested that the United States negotiate the demilitarisation of the Indian Ocean 

and proposed Australia attend a meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement to advocate this position. By 

contrast, in June 1976, Killen met with Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld and took a more 

assertive approach that emphasised military cooperation rather than diplomatic action. Killen advised 

Rumsfeld that Australia had supported the American presence in Diego Garcia and would make 
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Australian ports available to American ships.23 He further suggested that Australia would consider 

deploying naval forces to the region. Fraser met with President Ford and offered his support for a greater 

American presence in the Indian Ocean, and invited the USN to use Australian facilities.24 There were 

differences of opinion in how Australia should approach the alliance but Fraser favoured closer 

engagement rather than self-reliance as emphasised in strategic guidance as a means of ensuring 

Australian security.  

 Later that month, the Fraser Government put forward a Five Year Defence Program (FYDP) 

from 1976-1981 to give effect to the Defence Force Capabilities paper. Fraser announced that the 

purpose of the FYDP was to foster óthe development of a defence force of independent capacity, with 

the emphasis upon use in self-reliant joint operations in Australiaôs defence é while retaining a 

maximum flexibility to enable expansion to cope with demands as they arise.ô25 The FYDP put the ideas 

that had underpinned the Defence Force Capabilities paper into official policy. It emphasised 

investment in naval and air platforms, particularly a replacement for the Mirage fighter, the 

development of JORN, new frigates and a possible replacement for the aircraft carrier, 

HMAS Melbourne.  The FYDP proposed funding for its capability acquisition program. It set aside 

$2.1 billion for 1976-77, which would increase by 6.8 percent per annum by 1981. The Fraser 

Government had a workable plan to implement self-reliance and had allocated funding to implement it. 

 In September 1976, the Defence Committee redrafted its strategic guidance after Fraserôs  

rejection of the Strategic Basis paper. The new document, titled Australian Strategic Analysis and 

Defence Policy Objectives 1976 (ASADPO), was broadly similar in content to the Strategic Basis paper 

but took a harder line against the USSR in accordance with Fraserôs view of Australiaôs priorities. The 

ASADPO paper focused more heavily on the superpower relations in theatres beyond Australiaôs 

region. It noted that the USSR would seek to óestablish a presence in areas from which it can exert a 

regional influenceô and will ótake the opportunity to gain access to military facilities when this is 

militarily or politically useful.ô26 It echoed, however, the earlier Strategic Basis paper, and the advice 

to Fraser in the development of his speech, in noting that óthis attitude by no means involves Soviet 

effort to penetrate every unstable situation about the globe. Soviet leadership has conducted its policy 

with discrimination and caution.ô27 The revised paper argued that Australia could do little in these 

distant theatres but could instead develop closer relations with regional powers to reduce Soviet 
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influence in the Asia-Pacific.28 It effectively endorsed the concept of greater self-reliance in Australiaôs 

immediate region as articulated by both the military and diplomatic establishments.  

 Given that the prospect of superpower conflict was negligible, the paper focused on regional 

threats. It concluded that an attack by a regional power ówould be limited to low-level pressures and 

harassmentsô and would be driven more by regional instability than global ideological rivalry. The paper 

stated that óthe possibility of deployment by those [regional] powers of the major military capabilities 

necessary for substantial assault on Australia is not a credible contingency for defence planning.ô29 It 

assessed the threat from Indonesia but noted that it would need ósubstantial external aidô which would 

attract American interest, or óat least ten years and would be immediately perceptible.ô30 However, the 

paper noted that óthere was a possible, but unlikely contingency of small-scale Indonesian military 

pressure against PNGô into which Australia could be drawn.31 It noted that regional threats were more 

likely to drive Australiaôs priorities than superpower rivalry and cautioned against focusing on global 

considerations that would drive Australian force structure planning towards integration with allies for 

deployment in distant threatens. The paper implicitly forecast the need for greater self-reliance in 

Australiaôs region on the understanding that external military assistance could not be guaranteed.  

 The paper examined the implications of its threat assessments through the lens of greater 

self-reliance. It argued that Australia could expect allies to respond differently to requests for assistance 

depending on the threat. It assessed that the United States would assist Australia in contingencies 

involving the USSR but that it needed to be more self-reliant in light of the Guam Doctrine.32 However, 

it noted that there was uncertainty as to how the United States would respond in a lower-level 

contingency, particularly those involving Indonesia or PNG.33 This was a recurring theme in Australian 

defence policy and stemmed from the Eisenhower and Kennedy Administrationsô ambivalence about 

supporting Australia under ANZUS. It summarised this approach as follows: 

Australian defence planning should ensure a substantial capability for independence in military 

operations regarding issues assessed as likely to be of lesser consequence to US interests. Policy 

for this self-reliance should be not confined, however, to contingencies in which US support is 

assessed as uncertain. It should [consider] also other possible requirements for complementary 

operations with the US, in which independent capability would be valuable.  

The development of independent capability should not be an indiscriminate process. It should 

be guided by Australiaôs own national requirements in the first instance, as indicated from time 

to time by intelligence assessments and study of contingencies. Secondly, policy for self-

reliance should pay attention to the support expected from the US. The concept is 

complementarity. Australian defence planning should avoid development of defence 

capabilities which are not relevant to Australiaôs own requirements.34 
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 Cabinet considered the paper and endorsed its conclusions with some reservations. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly given Fraserôs worldview, Cabinet felt that threats in distant theatres in the context of 

Cold War rivalry were not examined in sufficient detail. Cabinet noted that the paper ódid not give 

credence to the fact that the USSR had exploited the [Strategic Arms Limitation Talks] agreement to 

build up its missile inventoryô and that there was óinadequate argumentation about the situation affecting 

Taiwan.ô35 Moreover, Cabinet noted that óthere was no treatment of the strained relationship between 

Greece and Turkey and its effect on the capabilities of NATO.ô36 Fraser endorsed the need for greater 

self-reliance in Australiaôs military planning but nevertheless maintained a strong interest in 

developments beyond its primary operating environment. There was tension between the focus on self-

reliance in Australiaôs region as articulated strategic guidance, and Fraserôs continued interest in 

superpower rivalry in more distant theatres, and this would become a defining theme of his government.  

 Later that month, the Fraser Government considered a draft Defence White Paper that was 

based on the Strategic Basis, Defence Force Capabilities and ASADPO papers. On 18 October 1976, 

it endorsed a draft of the document and announced that it would unveil the Defence White Paper the 

following month.37 In November 1976, the Minister for Defence, James Killen, tabled the White Paper 

in Parliament, and articulated self-reliance as the official basis for Australian defence policy for the first 

time. The Fraser Government saw self-reliance as meaning that Australian would support its allies but 

not rely upon their combat forces to defend Australiaôs interests against credible threats within its 

region. Defence White Paper 1976 articulated self-reliance as follows: 

A primary requirement emerging from our findings is for increased self-reliance. In our 

contemporary circumstances we no longer base our policy on the expectation that Australiaôs 

Navy or Army or Air Force will be sent abroad to fight as part of some other nationôs force, 

supported by it. We do not rule out a contribution to operations elsewhere if the requirement 

arose and we felt that our contribution would be effective, and if our forces could be spared 

from their national tasks. But we believe that any operations are much more likely to be in our 

own neighbourhood than in some distant or forward theatre, and that our Armed Services would 

be conducting joint operations together as the Australian Defence Force.38  

The Fraser Government declared self-reliance to be the basis for Australian defence policy in 

the post-Vietnam era. Self-reliance meant that Australia would defend itself and its interests in its 

immediate region without recourse to the combat forces of allies. Tange later wrote that Defence White 

Paper 1976 ópointed to our limited ability to operate in distant places, and to the requirement for 

successful defence in areas closer to home. For this we needed é substantial capability of operating 

independently of alliesô39 Pritchett recalled óTange wrote this in that there would be occasions when we 

were expected to look to our own defence. It would have to be pretty serious for us to expect military 
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support.ô40 The American Deputy Secretary of Defense, Robert Ellsworth wrote to Killen to commend 

him for balancing Australian defence with the need for bilateral cooperation.41 To give effect to this 

policy, the Fraser Government proposed a capability acquisition program and funding plan that mirrored 

the FYDP. The implementation of Defence White Paper 1976 would be fraught with difficulty and, as 

Killen later recalled ósome desperate Cabinet battles lay aheadô in putting self-reliance into practice.42  

The White Paper was a milestone in the development of self-reliance. Paul Dibb recalls that 

óthe Defence White Paper was the fundamental breakthrough. It wasnôt a clean sheet because we had 

the 1972 Defence Review but it is the critical hinge white paper. Without it, self-reliance would not 

have gone ahead.ô43 Similarly, Ross Cottrill recalls: 

Why was it significant? Because most of the concepts that guided policy in the 1980s were 

enunciated in general terms in the White Paper. The area of primary strategic interest, warning 

time, credible contingencies. The idea that there are some contingencies that we should be 

prepared to deal with ourselves. The basic concepts were there, and once theyôd been put in the 

White Paper, there was a feeling they wouldnôt be taken back. Those positions were permanent 

and could be built on but wouldnôt be rescinded. The White Paper was the keystone document.  

It outlined how and why the region was important to us strategically in ways that are of enduring 

importance. It also framed the terms in which the debate should be conducted. They were 

defined in terms that were applicable through many years and were very durable. It was built 

on an understanding that was developed through years of experience. It was very well 

received.44  

Implementing Self-Reliance  

 The Fraser Government had declared self-reliance as policy and now faced the challenge 

of implementing the concept. While Defence White Paper 1976 was being developed, Fraser was 

advised that the defence portfolio was under significant financial strain. In preparing the defence budget 

for 1976-77, Treasury had advised Killen that increases in labour costs after Whitlamôs decision to end 

conscription, and an overall increase in wages between 1973 and 1975, had led to unsustainable 

financial pressures.45 The defence budget had ameliorated some of these pressures by imposing limits 

on travel, as well as additional staff and overtime costs. These measures, however, provided only 

temporary relief to the budget and did not address underlying and systemic funding problems. Treasury 

again advised Killen that the FYDP was funded only óthrough a deliberate pruning processô and that 

Defence could not sustain further budget cuts if it was to achieve its capability acquisition program and 

thus implement self-reliance as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976. 

 Killen understood the budgetary challenges facing the defence portfolio and called a 

Cabinet meeting to examine funding pressures on 18 October. Reflecting earlier departmental advice, 
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he urged Cabinet not to reduce personnel numbers as that this would have adverse impacts on military 

capability and White Paper implementation.46 Instead, Killen forecast that civilian personnel numbers 

needed to be increased to implement the FYDP. He also urged against cuts to maintenance, stores or 

repair facilities. Killen acknowledged that the growth of the Army to 34,000 personnel could be deferred 

and that the introduction of some capabilities could be delayed to offset some increases in personnel 

costs. Cabinet agreed with Killenôs recommendations, reflecting a widespread determination in the 

Fraser Government to fully implement its defence program and give effect to greater self-reliance in 

response to declining American influence in the post-Vietnam era.  

 The Fraser Government, however, would soon renege on this pledge due to competing 

budgetary priorities. During the 1975 election, Fraser had agreed to maintain most of Whitlamôs social 

programs, particularly Medibank, the system of universal healthcare set up in 1974-75. The cost of these 

reforms soon imposed a significant cost on the federal budget. Treasury advised Cabinet that the 

proportion of total healthcare costs funded by the Commonwealth had increased from 55 percent in 

1972-73 to 73 percent by 1975-76, with further increases forecast in subsequent years.47 The situation 

had become so dire that the Minister for Health, Ralph Hunt, advised Fraser that if óno changes are 

made, Medibank will cost the Commonwealth $1.8 billion in the coming financial year.ô48 The cost of 

Whitlamôs healthcare reforms necessitated a reconsideration of priorities across government. This 

would result in severe cuts to the defence budget and the Fraser Governmentôs attempts to implement 

greater self-reliance as articulated in Defence White Paper 1976. 

 The first tranche of major capability acquisition under the FYDP had been guaranteed by 

the defence budget, and was considered by the Fraser Government in July 1977. Cabinet agreed to fund 

one replenishment vessel, as well as the modernisation of two destroyer escorts, HMAS Swan and 

HMAS Torrens, as well as missiles and radio systems.49 In October 1977, it agreed to fund the 

acquisition of a third frigate.50 These were important steps in developing a more self-reliant defence 

force as these capabilities would give Australia the maritime strike capabilities needed to better defend 

itself against emerging regional threats envisaged in the Strategic Basis and Defence Force Capabilities 

papers. Treasury advised that this assumed that the Fraser Government would increase the defence 

budget as outlined in Defence White Paper 1976. It warned that if adequate funding was not provided, 

the acquisition of these platforms ówould seem more likely to progressively imperil other priority 

expenditure.ô51 The Fraser Government had been advised that it needed to adhere to the funding 
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program outlined in the White Paper or it would need to reprioritise its acquisition program with long-

term consequences for a self-reliant posture.    

 Australiaôs fiscal outlook deteriorated significantly in subsequent months. On 22 March 

1978, the Treasurer, John Howard, provided Cabinet with a bleak forecast. He noted that Australia faced 

a ótotally untenable budgetary pictureô because of an increase in inflation and a significant reduction in 

revenue due to widespread unemployment.52 Social security expenditure was set to increase by $100 

million in 1977-78 as the number of unemployed persons increased by 70,000. Howard urged that 

óimmediate action be set in trainô to reduce the expected deficit. Cabinet agreed to órein back the 

increase in total budget outlays to the order of five percent.ô53 This necessitated widespread cuts across 

all portfolios, including Defence and meant that the acquisition program that accompanied the White 

Paper would be reviewed at the expense of greater self-reliance.  

 Cabinet met on 8 June 1978 to consider future defence expenditure in light of Howardôs 

proposed cuts. Finance proposed four options for the defence budget for 1978/79, each of which had 

significant implications for a more self-reliant posture. The first of these, Option A, was preferred by 

Killen and envisaged $2.5 billion in annual expenditure or an annual increase of five percent as per 

Defence White Paper 1976.54 Option B provided an annual increase of 3.3 percent, Option C provided 

a one percent annual increase, and Option D provided zero annual growth in the defence budget. Cabinet 

agreed to Option C against Killenôs wishes, which provided a net saving of $98 million to the 

Commonwealth but imperilled Defenceôs acquisition program as warned by Treasury. Finance 

described the consequences of the different options on acquisition and funding priorities as follows: 

The Department of Finance accepts that a zero growth Defence Budget Outlay for 1978/79 may 

not be a feasible proposition either presentationally or in light of the expenditure impact of 

previous yearsô major equipment decisions. For these reasons Finance suggests that a Defence 

Budget Outlay along the lines of Option C , which incorporates a modest 1% real increase, 

should provide some small flexibility to Defence in settling its priorities. It acknowledges, 

however, that selection of such an option would rest primarily on budgetary grounds. Among 

other things, it would necessitate reappraisal of the endorsed financial guidance.55 

 Finance then elaborated on the implications of proceeding with Option C for capability 

acquisition. It advised that this option would severely constrain the projects that it had approved since 

Defence White Paper 1976. More specifically, it would óinvolve the cancellation of a substantial number 

of contracts and projects, notably the Third Guided Missile Frigate, the replenishment ship and the 

modernisation of Swan and Torrensô and óthe almost complete deferral of government programs for 

1978/79.ô56 Finance noted that óthe timing of the replacement tactical fighter would be in jeopardy 

unless competing expenditures were severely slashedô and that óa carrier option for the replacement of 
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HMAS Melbourne might not be possible.ô57 Cabinetôs decision to approve Option C in response to 

deteriorating economic circumstances and competing budgetary priorities constrained the 

implementation of self-reliance as envisaged by Defence White Paper 1976. Australiaôs defence 

establishment was dismayed, and Killen wrote to Fraser arguing that óif zero growth were applied to 

Defence outlay, the effect upon the Services would be disastrous. It would represent a stark repudiation 

of the White Paper.ô58 The Secretary of Defence, Tange, recalled the budget cuts thus: 

Unreasonable strains were being imposed on both civilian and Service officers from the 

expenditure controllers of Cabinet in the campaign against inflation é we had particular 

problems when Cabinet demands began to be directed at designated expenditure activities 

without an understanding of the consequences. I believe that some had more to do with 

pandering to popular prejudice than with achieving rational economies.59 

The Minister for Defence, Killen, also recalled the budget cuts as follows: 

On 20 July 1978, the Secretary [of Finance], Sir William Cole, wrote to all departments 

informing them that two ad hoc decisions made on 13 and 18 July required an óoverall reduction 

of 3 percent in respect of non-wage and salary administrative expenses.ô Immediately, I wrote 

to John Howard, emphasising that unlike other departments, administrative expenses in the 

Defence Department covered such things as recruitment, postings, discharges, training, medical 

services, running the naval dockyards, service workshops, Defence science laboratories, the 

salaries of academic staff at the Royal Military College and so on. I simply could not believe 

that decisions would be taken with such wide ramifications without consultation.60 

 These accounts indicate that there were serious differences of opinion between Finance and 

Defence on Australiaôs strategic and economic priorities in the late 1970s. Defence sought funding to 

implement a more self-reliant policy as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976 and better adapt to 

reduced American influence in Southeast Asia in the post-Vietnam era. By contrast, Finance prioritised 

fiscal considerations at a time of austerity in holding that all portfolios needed to reduce funding in 

response to declining revenue and an increase in spending on healthcare and social security. Finance 

won the debate and the subsequent reduction in defence expenditure meant that the Fraser Government 

could not fund Defence White Paper 1976 or the FYDP, and this necessitated a reconsideration of 

Defenceôs priorities, including the implementation of greater self-reliance. 

 Cabinet met on 14 September to consider the broader implications of these cuts. Killen 

advised that Defence had commenced a ócomplete re-examination of the objectives and priorities in the 

White Paperô with a focus on óthe extent to which the Defence Force can maintain the present 

deployment capability and enhance self-reliance.ô61 This meeting was important as it showed that the 

Fraser Government had started to doubt its ability to implement self-reliance as envisaged in Defence 

White Paper 1976. Killen noted that capability expenditure óhas been reduced by some 33 percent below 
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the levels projected for 1976-77 to 1978-79 in the White Paper.ô62 The Fraser Government had been 

forced to prioritise platforms that it had deemed essential to self-reliance while discarding or delaying 

others. Enhancements to naval and air platforms were deferred or cancelled, and significant personnel 

reductions were forecast for 1979. Killen later recalled that óthere had been a slip from the White Paper 

objectives which could not be disguised.ô63 By the end of 1978, the innovative thinking that had shaped 

Australian defence policy in the early years of the Fraser Government faded in response to economic 

reality and shifting portfolio priorities. The Fraser Government struggled to implement self-reliance, 

instead largely relying on its allies in contrast to official policy.    

The End of Détente 

 In 1979, Australiaôs strategic environment began to deteriorate to an extent not seen since 

Konfrontasi in the early 1960s. Fraser had been concerned by Americaôs withdrawal from Southeast 

Asia, and the commensurate increase in the Soviet economic and strategic presence in the region. These 

concerns would become more pronounced, as other American allies, notably Iran, fell in the Middle 

East, while Russian aligned states, such as Vietnam, became increasingly active in the Asia-Pacific. As 

a result, the Fraser Government would reconsider the budget cuts instituted in 1978 as well as its 

overarching priorities. In response to its deteriorating strategic environment, Fraser would reinvest in 

the ADF to develop it into a more self-reliant force as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976. 

 The prospect of Vietnamese adventurism in the aftermath of Americaôs withdrawal had 

been a key focus of Australian planning during the early years of the Fraser Government. The Strategic 

Basis paper, and associated diplomatic reporting, warned that Vietnam could become more active in 

Southeast Asia with Soviet backing as a means of containing Chinese influence. These fears were 

realised in November 1978, when it signed a Treaty of Friendship with the Soviet Union, which granted 

it to the right to establish a naval base at Cam Rahn Bay. This complicated Australian planning as it 

meant that the USSR had the capacity to extend its reach into the Asia-Pacific. Leading Russian analysts 

Paul Dibb and Peter Bowan wrote that óthe Soviet role in Vietnam gives us greatest cause for direct 

concern since it increasingly evidences the projection of a Soviet military presence in Southeast Asia 

and the South Pacific.ô64 The Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Renouf, recalled that óalarm bells within the 

Fraser Government began to soundô in response to this development,65 a sentiment that both Fraser and 

Peacock expressed to President Carter shortly thereafter.66 Australian perceptions of Vietnam had 

soured, and it was now viewed as a credible base for Soviet expansion into the Asia-Pacific.  
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 These perceptions of Vietnam were substantiated when it invaded Cambodia, with a view 

to removing its Chinese-aligned government in January 1979. The Office of National Assessments 

briefed Cabinet and assessed that Vietnamôs invasion of Cambodia, and Chinaôs subsequent invasion 

of Vietnam óhad created an extremely dangerous situation which had the potential for expansion into a 

war involving the Soviet Union and Vietnam.ô67 Its assessment of threat was further reinforced by 

ambivalent views of Australiaôs allies. It advised that óself-denial by Washington in the region makes 

it difficult for the United States, and the West generally, to prevent or help Cambodia.ô68 Moreover, the 

USSR had started to increase its presence at Cam Rahn Bay to the point that it became the largest Soviet 

naval base outside of the USSR. The balance of power in the Asia-Pacific had appeared to shift away 

from Australia and its allies. 69 Fraser wrote to Carter that óthe Soviet Union has sought to extend its 

influence é it has made a significant incremental gain in Southeast Asia that it would hope to enlargeô 

and implored the United States to take action.70 This assessment highlighted the extent to which 

Australiaôs environment had deteriorated since the election of the Fraser Government and the 

publication of Defence White Paper 1976, and this would necessitate a greater focus on self-reliance. 

 Then, in February 1979, the Iranian Government fell in an anti-American revolution, further 

complicating Australian planning. During the 1970s, the government in Tehran had become an 

important partner in Australian attempts to balance the Soviet presence in the Indian Ocean. The Fraser 

Government was ambivalent about the Carter Administration, and its initiative to demilitarise the Indian 

Ocean on the basis that this would óaccord to the USSR relative advantage in potential to build up 

military capability in the Indian Ocean.ô71 Fraserôs distrust of the Soviet Union did not align with 

Carterôs preference for détente. There is also evidence that Fraser did not trust the Carter Administration 

to uphold its commitments under ANZUS. Indeed, Defence advised him that óUS global interests are 

not clearly defined in their linkage with the interests of the Pacific and Indian Oceans; the manner in 

which they will be pursued remains uncertain.ô72 It followed that:  

This is not to suggest that Australian defence interest requires always the largest and most 

permanent deployment of US forces in Australiaôs area of strategic interest. Rather, it argues 

for a demonstrable continuance of US will, as well as capability, to match the USSRôs 

projection of power and influence into the Pacific and Indian Oceans; to sustain there a strategic 

posture which, irrespective of formal commitments, contributes to confidence in regional no 

less than global stability; and to continue to cooperate in practical matters with those regional 
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powers whose pursuit of their own independent security concerns and ónational resilienceô 

contributes to security generally in Australiaôs region of primary defence concern.73 

 It was in this context that Fraser later informed the US Secretary of Defense, Harold Brown, 

of his concern that óa European war would entail shifting the US Navy from the Pacific to the Atlantic, 

thus leaving Southeast Asian sea lines of communication exposedô,74 and reiterated this to Carter in a 

subsequent meeting.75 The Fraser Government sought to align with other states in the Indian Ocean and 

at one point, considered entering into partnership with both Iran and South Africa. Fraser sent Deputy 

Prime Minister, Doug Anthony to Tehran, but decided not to proceed due to the fall of the Shah and his 

opposition to South Africaôs apartheid policies.76 Given his relationship with Iran, it is unsurprising that 

Fraser felt that the Iranian Revolution had óvery serious implications for Australian interests particularly 

with respect to national security and trade.ô77 He decided that the government would examine what 

assistance ócould be provided in the event that the United States moved to establish a more significant 

military presence in the Indian Oceanô after the fall of a key Middle Eastern ally and thus began to move 

away from self-reliance as articulated in the Defence White Paper.78 

 The Fraser Government formally considered what assistance it could provide to the United 

States in response to the situation in Iran. Cabinet decided that it would not deploy forces to the Middle 

East in support of American military action but would assist in other ways.79 Rather than direct 

involvement, it would seek to facilitate a greater American presence in the Indian Ocean. Fraser advised 

Carter to ókeep your vessels in the area. None of us saw the nature or intensity of the problem. We are 

concerned that the balance of power will be altered if the Shah does not survive, and are very unhappy 

with a difficult situation.ô80 Now that the situation had deteriorated, Fraser offered assistance with the 

transit of American forces, and suggested further consultations with the United States to determine 

whether the RAN could take a greater role in the Indian Ocean. Fraser encouraged the United States to 

become more active in Australiaôs region perhaps because of his concern that the Carter Administration 

had been unwilling to take a harder stance against the USSR. Fraserôs reaction to these developments 

shows that he was predominantly concerned with strategic issues well beyond Australiaôs operating 
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environment and sought to integrate with allies rather than looking to a more self-reliant posture against 

contingencies in Australiaôs region.  

 It is important also to consider the attitude of the ALP towards Australiaôs defence policy 

during this period. During the late 1970s, it broadly supported Fraserôs attempts to implement a more 

self-reliant policy as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976 while maintaining a close relationship 

with the United States. Senior American defence officials questioned their Australian counterparts 

about the ALPôs defence policies and the Deputy Secretary for Strategy and Intelligence, Bill  Pritchett 

advised that óthe Labor Party did not neglect defence and that most of the current procurement was 

initiated under Labor Party. The return of the Labor Party would, therefore, have little effect.ô81 The 

other reason the ALP supported Fraserôs stance was because the party itself had changed direction under 

the leadership of Bill Hayden, who moved it towards the centre. A Central Intelligence Agency 

assessment stated that óUnder Whitlamôs successor, Bill Hayden, Australian Labor has become more 

moderate. The firebrands of the early 1970s who railed against US policy in Vietnam are now retired 

or out of office.ô82 Those who questioned ANZUS, such as Rex Connor and Jim Cairns had made way 

for a new generation of centrist politicians, including Paul Keating and Gareth Evans. Hayden recalled 

that under his leadership, the ALP would ópersistently hammer away and create a credible set of 

measures é to demonstrate that the new management would be different and reliable.ô83 The CIA 

assessment concluded that the ALP had increasingly diverged from its New Zealand counterpart on 

defence policy, an issue that later became more pronounced.  

 Cabinet met in March 1979 to consider the implications of the deterioration in Australiaôs 

strategic environment. COSC advised that the documents considered in 1976: the Strategic Basis, 

Defence Force Capabilities, and ASADPO papers, were óof limited relevance é as current assessments 

of the intentions and capabilities of regional powers would lose validity.ô84 Consequently, it advised 

that the ADF needed óinsurance against uncertaintyô and that it should, therefore, óretain, develop or 

acquire versatile offensive and defensive capabilities to deal with more serious contingencies.ô85 This 

included additional personnel, as well as fuel and ammunition stores. Cabinet agreed to increase funding 

to make up for earlier shortfalls and thus provide greater self-reliance but deferred further commitments 

until the subsequent defence budget. Australiaôs region had become more uncertain, and its allies were 

less influential, hence the need for greater self-reliance in Australian planning.  

 
81 óMemorandum of Conversation ï Pritchett and Douse, 8 December 1977ô in Foreign Relations of the United States, 

1977-1980, VOLUME XXII, Documents on Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 1977-1980, eds David Nickles and Melissa 

Taylor (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2017), Document 250.  
82 óCentral Intelligence Agency, óSouth Pacific: Nuclear Attitudesô, 14 September 1979ô in Foreign Relations of the 

United States, 1977-1980, VOLUME XXII, Documents on Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 1977-1980, eds David 

Nickles and Melissa Taylor (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2017), Document 266. 
83 Hayden, Hayden: An Autobiography, 322.  
84 óChiefs of Staff Committee Minute ï Minute of a Series of Meetings Held on 14, 16, 21, 28 February; 5, 19 and 30 

March 1979, Minute No. 6/79, NAA: A10756, LC3015. 
85 Ibid. 



159 

 Shortly afterwards, Killen delivered a major statement on defence policy. He acknowledged 

that Australiaôs environment had deteriorated due to órecent unsettling events in the Middle East and in 

Indochina.ô Killen on the advice of Tange, announced that the Fraser Government would increase the 

defence budget by two percent per annum to invest capabilities that would provide the ADF with a more 

self-reliant force structure.86 The Fraser Government agreed to increase its operational readiness 

through greater investment in personnel, major systems and joint enablers. The speech was significant 

as Killen reaffirmed Australiaôs commitment to self-reliance. He articulated its view of self-reliance in 

the following terms: 

It is in respect of armed threats within our own geographic environment that our allies could be 

expected to look to Australia to be reasonably self-reliant, and to make a maximum effort to 

look after its own security. Australiaôs isolation, and our physical environment of sea and air 

space and archipelagic territories, carry a number of pointers for our defence capabilities.87 

Killen then discussed Australiaôs relationship with the United States in the following terms: 

As the nation has changed, so indeed has its responsibilities. For the greater part of our national 

existence we depended substantially for the preservation of our national integrity upon the 

United Kingdom and the United States. Events have required us to meet that concern from 

substantially our own resources. We are doing just that. Australia today has a defence capability 

which is consistent with our responsibilities and our circumstances. 88  

The Fraser Government reconsidered the basis for its defence policy as Australiaôs environment 

deteriorated. It felt it could not necessarily rely on the United States and needed to invest in military 

capabilities to protect its interests against emerging regional threats. Importantly, Killen highlighted the 

importance of geography in the development of a more self-reliant force structure, although that would 

not be fleshed out in detail during his term in office. Killen later wrote that óthe United States expects 

its allies to assume greater responsibilities for their own defence. And more recently, the undisputed 

naval supremacy of the United States has been challenged by the phenomenal expansion of the Soviet 

Navy.ô89 The USSR started to increase its presence in the Asia-Pacific while the United States suffered 

setbacks in the Middle East, Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean. Fraser did not trust the Carter 

Administration, and felt that the best way forward in those circumstances was to adopt a more self-

reliant defence policy that focused on the protection of Australiaôs interests in its immediate region.  

Although Fraser did not trust Carter, he saw engagement with the United States as a key 

component of self-reliance. Killen later explained that óa more self-reliant posture implied no conflict 

of interest with our alliance responsibilities é the United States cannot carry alone the full burden of 

the security of the Western world.ô90 Indeed, Fraser sought further cooperation with the United States 

with a view to bolstering its presence in the Indian Ocean to balance the Soviet naval threat. To that 
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end, Fraser agreed to facilitate the transit of American personnel to the Middle East through HMAS 

Stirling in Western Australia. Killen articulated this approach as follows: 

We need a Defence Force that will protect our supply lines in the maritime areas near to 

Australiaôs principal ports or that could make some contribution to assisting allies protect our 

more remote sea routes should there be no significant local threats é our Defence Force should 

also provide the government of the day with the practical option of contributing to Pacific 

defence in accordance with the ANZUS Treaty.91 

Two months after the speech, Cabinet considered the Defence budget for 1979-80. It agreed 

that the Fraser Government would invest in military preparedness given the deterioration in Australiaôs 

environment. It approved a seven percent increase in the Defence budget, from $2.3 billion to $2.5 

billion from 1978-79 to 1979-80.92 Most of this funding was invested in Navyôs fuel reserves, Armyôs 

ammunition stores and an increase in personnel across the Services to crew and maintain capabilities 

that had been acquired in recent years.93 It did not address other major capabilities at the heart of 

Defence White Paper 1976, such as a replacement for the Mirage fighter or HMAS Melbourne. The 

budget was a momentary investment in greater self-reliance in response to apparent immediate threats 

but did not resolve broader issues in Australiaôs force structure. This would cause significant problems 

later as examined in Chapter Seven.  

On 11 December 1979, Cabinet met to consider the implications of these developments. Killen 

advised Cabinet that Australia was safe from major attack due to its geography but that this could change 

rapidly. He noted that óby the end of the century, there will exist as well, in South and East Asia, very 

large concentrations of military strength. Our defence policy and military development will need to take 

increasing account of these developments.ô94 Killen identified Indonesia as a threat, stating that: 

Nearer to home, although at present the prospect of hostile military activity is remote, we would 

be imprudent not to provide against the possibility of future difficulty with Indonesia, in respect 

of PNG or in our bilateral relations. Indonesia already has the capability to carry out low-level 

politico-military harassment, and given the necessary political preconditions, this could occur 

with relatively little warning time.ô95  

Killen then argued that: 

Our ongoing defence effort must demonstrate to Indonesia that Australia is serious and 

competent in defence matters and capable of responding effectively to low-level pressures or 

military attacks, and of timely expansion for independent response to more substantial threat.96  

He felt that Australia needed to be more self-reliant because, in his view, óour planning cannot 

assume combat support from the United States, especially against a power of limited capability on an 

issue not directly involving major US interests.ô97 Killen emphasised that Australia needed to be more 
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self-reliant in lower-level regional contingencies which would have serious consequences for its 

strategic interests but would not necessarily attract allied support.  

Cabinet endorsed these assessments óas the basic guidance for the formulation of defence 

policies and the planning of Defence Force and infrastructure development.ô98 It agreed that Defence 

should prioritise óthe independent combat defence of Australian territory and its direct interestsô and the 

óprogressive enhancement of our national capacities to support this operational capability.ô In practical 

terms, Cabinet endorsed óthe maintenance of a manifestly advantageous military capacity vis a vis our 

neighbours.ô99 The Fraser Government noted the need for investment in ódefence related northern 

infrastructureô and support for the joint facilities to keep the United States engaged in Australiaôs 

strategic interests as argued in previous guidance. The Fraser Government, on Killenôs insistence, 

sought to involve its allies in its region but nonetheless understood the need for a more self-reliant 

posture for low-level contingencies on the realisation that it could not necessarily depend on other major 

powers. Self-reliance in Australian defence policy under the Fraser Government, as it was in 1979, is 

summarised in Table 15: 

Table 15: Australian Defence Policy Under the Middle Fraser Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope  

Perceptions of 

Allies 

Perceptions of 

Credible Threat 

Fraser  

(Liberal) 

Preparing for 

regional instability 

and managing fiscal 

uncertainty 

Indian Ocean 

Indochina 

Indonesia 

US: Distrust of 

Carter 

Soviet Navy 

Vietnam 

Indonesia 

 Throughout 1979, the Fraser Government further refined the concept of self-reliance. It had 

defined the idea in Defence White Paper 1976 but did not further develop it due to competing portfolio 

priorities and deteriorating economic circumstances. Recollections from senior figures including 

Renouf and Tange give credence to the assertion that Fraser did not embrace the concept, preferring 

instead to rely on the United States, and that it was largely driven in Cabinet by Killen with the support 

of the Defence and Foreign Affairs establishment.100 Dibb also supports this assertion in recalling that 

óKillen was focused on Australiaôs region, and did his best to implement the White Paper, as opposed 

to global issues like the USSR. Thatôs where he differed from Fraser.ô101 As Australiaôs environment 

deteriorated, however, the Fraser Government articulated self-reliance as meaning that Australia would 

support allies but not rely upon their combat forces in defending its strategic interests against credible 

threats in its region. Killen later summarised this view of self-reliance as follows: 

Our future holds no guarantee that a major distant ally would be able, without constraints which 

could be considerable, to range the might of its conventional arms actively alongside Australiaôs 

Defence Force. To me what greater self-reliance means is acquiring the capability ï intellectual 

as well as organisational and material ï to prepare ourselves to carry out military operations on 
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our own, and in defence of Australiaôs national sovereignty and interests, below a higher 

threshold for assistance from abroad than we have been accustomed to contemplate.102 

In light of Killenôs statement, it is worth reflecting on the circumstances in which Australia 

could expect assistance from allies. He declined to define what the threshold for allied intervention 

would be on the basis that óno responsible Minister for Defence would do so.ô103 Recently declassified 

documents indicate that it would depend on whether core American interests were threatened. That had 

been identified as the key variable in the early 1960s and was an issue of debate well into the 1970s. It 

was driven by the recognition that Australia received assistance from the United States during the 

Second World War but not during Confrontation. The United States assisted in one situation but not the 

other because it was faced with a common enemy in a global war that directly affected American 

interests. Using the same reasoning in the 1970s, Australia expected assistance against a threat from the 

USSR but not against regional threats in Australiaôs region, particularly a resurgent Indonesia or 

instability in PNG. In these lower-level but still significant contingencies, Australia would need to draw 

on its own capabilities to defend its core interests without expectations of allied assistance. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that the Fraser Government made a significant contribution to 

the conceptual and practical development of the self-reliance in declaring the principle as the basis of 

official policy in Defence White Paper 1976. It defined self-reliance as the ability to defend Australiaôs 

strategic interests in its immediate region against credible threats without recourse to the combat forces 

of allies. However, Fraser struggled to implement self-reliance because of competing portfolio and 

budgetary priorities. Fraser never fully embraced the concept of self-reliance, instead viewing 

Australiaôs strategic priorities in the wider context of great power rivalry in the Cold War. The Fraser 

Government partly remediated these problems by reinvesting in the ADF in 1979, but this was a short-

term solution in the face of broader pressures. The Fraser Government struggled to implement self-

reliance, and effectively reverted to closer alignment with its allies as the basis for Australian defence 

policy in subsequent years as shown in the following chapter.
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Introduction  

In the second half of its term in office, the Fraser Government struggled to implement self-

reliance. This chapter demonstrates that Fraser moved away from the focus in strategic guidance on 

self-reliance against middle powers in Australiaôs region to closer engagement with the United States 

in response to perceptions of increased Soviet aggression, and a more assertive administration under 

President Reagan. The economy, however, continued to stagnate and the Fraser Government further 

reduced expenditure with lasting consequences for the development of force structure and defence 

policy. Its struggle to align capability with funding and policy exposed divisions between civilians and 

military personnel. As a result, the Fraser Government would leave office with Australian defence 

policy in disarray, necessitating a fundamental reappraisal, which would lead to a return to self-reliance 

by its successors.  

The Return to Cold War Rivalry  

The Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979 to support an allied regime that was 

in danger of collapse. On 15 January 1980, Cabinet requested a reassessment of the briefing from late 

1979, and the Joint Intelligence Organisation (JIO) subsequently briefed Fraser on the invasion and its 

implications for Australia.1 JIO assessed that détente had come to an end as the USSR had invaded a 

sovereign state outside of its sphere of influence, and that the superpowers were once again rivals.2 It 

painted a bleak picture of Soviet intentions in the aftermath of the invasion, and suggested it would seek 

to enhance its influence in the Persian Gulf and Indian subcontinent, and also strengthen its position in 

South Yemen, Ethiopia and Syria. JIO also held that there was ólittle prospect for negotiated limits to 

Soviet and American naval and air forces competing in the Indian Oceanô, and forecast that the Soviet 

Navy could become active in the Pacific. 3  Australiaôs outlook was seen to have deteriorated 

significantly and was unlikely to improve in the short term. This was a significant shift from the 

regionally-focused assessments of the previous month to global issues in the context of the Cold War 

and would have significant implications for Australiaôs policy priorities with respect to self-reliance. 

JIO blamed the Carter Administration, in part, for the USSRôs aggressive foreign policy. It held 

that óMoscowôs confidence has been bolstered by its perception of Western disinclination to counter 

Soviet activities in the Third World.ô4 This assessment concurred with the ONA report to Cabinet in 

February 1979 on the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia which concluded the USSR was prepared to 

take advantage of American disengagement with the region.5 JIO held that aggression in the Third 
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World ómay now be strengthened by the USSRôs successful intervention in Afghanistan.ô6 The report 

gave a pessimistic analysis in language reminiscent of assessments from the Menzies Government in 

the following terms: 

Military power is perceived by the Soviets as necessary for defending their interests and 

leveraging crisis situations ï as in Afghanistan ï in directions acceptable to them. Soviet leaders 

are encouraged to persist by what they observe as basic trends, notably the US withdrawal from 

Vietnam ï which they saw as a watershed, marking the end of an era in which US readiness to 

intervene militarily dominated Soviet risk calculations in the Third World. Soviet international 

behaviour in the 1980s is likely to include a purposeful testing of the political implications of 

the USSRôs increased military strength.7 

Such intelligence assessments fed into Fraserôs perceptions of the USSR as a significant threat 

to Australian security. In his most recent book, Inside the Wilderness of Mirrors, Dibb states that Fraser 

had óexcessive paranoia about the Soviet military threat to Australiaô and that some of these intelligence 

assessments fuelled responses that reflected Fraserôs view of the Cold War but were not necessarily 

aligned with Australiaôs interests, budgetary constraints or military capabilities.8 Dibb recalls that 

ówhen the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, Fraser thought it was World War Three. This was a drive for 

Peter the Greatôs warm water ports. It was intense stuff and Fraser really was whipping it up.ô9 Cottrill 

similarly recalls it was argued that óAustraliaôs front line is the Oder-Neisse line.ô10  That was 

compounded by ONA reports from Robert Furlonger which argued that óthe Soviets would win.ô11 Dibb 

wrote that Fraser embraced these assessments and argued that the USSR would use the invasion to 

further entrench its influence in the Middle East despite the dissenting views of more cautious elements 

within the intelligence community and the defence establishment.12 Ross Babbage, then Senior Analyst 

for Strategic Analysis at ONA, offers a different view. He recalls that Furlonger briefed Fraser regularly 

with the best information available, and Air Marshal Ray Funnell recalls that ONA had a positive 

impact.13 Babbage also notes that one their analysts, Tim McLennan, had personal experience of Soviet 

brutality as a diplomat in Moscow.14 Furlonger recalled the debate as follows: 

The Russians were behaving decisively in defence of what they conceived to be their interests, 

while the Americans, under President Carter, were going through a very indecisive period. But 

to feel that everything they did was an unfolding of a world plan that we had to govern our 

behaviour by was vastly exaggerated. Henderson shared my view closely. Pritchett generally 

shared it. Of course, this was the kind of thing on which Fraser didn't take advice ï as far as he 

was concerned, he knew it all and was destined to alert the world to the dangers of Soviet 

expansionism.15 
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Fraser never embraced détente, and the invasion of Afghanistan arguably fed into his distrust 

of the Soviet Union and its strategic intentions. Air Marshal Ray Funnell recalls that Afghanistan ówas 

really significant and it energised Fraser in a way that I had not previously seen. I recall that we were 

conjuring up various options, including sending a naval task force into the Persian Gulf.ô16 This forced 

a greater focus on distant theatres to the detriment of prioritising development of capabilities focused 

on self-reliance in Australian defence policy.  

At around this time, Cabinet considered Australiaôs response to the Soviet invasion. Fraser took 

a hard line, condemning it as ówithout justificationô and óin violation of all that the UN stands for.ô17 He 

described it óas a mode of behaviour which makes normal relations between states impossible.ô Cabinet 

agreed that Australia end its scientific collaboration with the USSR, terminate civil aviation agreements, 

impose economic sanctions and refuse to recognise the Afghan Government. The purpose of the 

measures was to ensure that there was no óextension or repetition of such behaviour.ô18 These were 

interim measures and Cabinet agreed it would explore options for further military cooperation with the 

United States as a result of the invasion. Foreign Affairs took a more cautious approach in the following 

advice on Australiaôs interests: 

Australia is a country of 14 million people and we do not imagine that we can have a major 

effect on limiting the Soviet Unionôs expansion. We are more remote from the Soviet Union, 

and less directly threatened than others may feel themselves to be. But we have a clear 

perception of the threat exemplified by the action taken in Afghanistan; this is shared by many 

others who have been reluctant to give voice to their concern, or to take action to seek to counter 

the threat. And we live in a part of the world which could become increasingly vulnerable to 

Soviet expansion, in the absence of timely and cooperative steps to discourage that.19 

It is in this context that on 31 January 1980, Fraser met with Carter at the White House. Fraser 

reiterated his support for the United States during a time of increased tensions with the USSR. In regard 

to Iran and Afghanistan, Fraser told Carter that ówe believe the US is right in these situations and that 

itôs not just the task of the US. We think the current situation is a long term one, one that might last for 

the decade.ô20 He then said that ófor our part we are willing to do more in our part of the world. We 

could make facilities available in Australia.ô21 The US Secretary of the Navy, W.G Claytor suggested 

the United States could make use of naval facilities on the Indian Ocean, to which Fraser agreed. Claytor 
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and Fraser both expressed concern about the South Pacific, agreeing that óour objective should be to 

keep the Soviets from playing around in the area.ô22 Fraser offered Australian airfields but the United 

States did not express interest in that proposal. The Chief of the Defence Force Staff, Admiral Anthony 

Synnott, offered antisubmarine patrols of the Malacca Straits and the Southern Indian Ocean. Fraser 

also suggested that the United States offer support to states in Southeast Asia with a view to fostering 

goodwill and containing Soviet influence. The Fraser Government had moved away from greater self-

reliance in Australiaôs region to towards greater integration with allied forces in response to 

developments in distant theatres.  

These trends were reinforced by an ONA briefing to Cabinet in February 1980 on the 

implications of the Soviet invasion for Australian policy. This briefing was more pessimistic than the 

JIO report in holding that the invasion had altered the balance of power between the superpowers, and 

that its earlier assessments were no longer valid. Now that Australiaôs outlook had changed, ONA 

argued that óissues relevant to the formation of allied and Australian defence policy now include an 

enhanced Soviet opportunity to subvert and destabilise the area extending from the Middle East to the 

Indian subcontinent, and the vulnerability of Western oil supplies.ô23 It suggested that óWashington will 

seek from its allies and friends greater self-reliance in defence matters in their respective regionsô,24 and 

that the United States had a strategic interest in ógreater use of Australian facilities for Indian Ocean 

deployments.ô25 According to ONA, Australia had a vital role as óother United States allies including 

Japan and most European members of NATO, are unlikely to make a commitment to a stronger military 

presence in the Indian Ocean.ô26  Fraser was advised that Australiaôs environment had changed 

significantly as a superpower had become aggressive. This was at odds with Australian strategic 

planning from the 1970s and harsher in tone than the JIO assessment. However, it reinforced Fraserôs 

view of Australiaôs priorities in the Cold War; namely, emphasising closer engagement with allies rather 

than prioritising self-reliance in Australiaôs immediate region. 

The Fraser Government considered the broader implications of the ONA report later that month. 

Cabinet agreed that basic ideas that had underpinned Australian defence policy were fundamentally 

sound.27 It did not fully embrace the ONA assessment and agreed that Defence needed to continue óthe 

sustained development of military capabilities for the independent defence of Australiaôs territory and 

direct interests.ô It acknowledged, however, that there was ópotential for substantial change in the 

strategic order that supports Australian securityô in light of the perceived shift in the balance of 

geopolitical power. Cabinet agreed that óthere was a heightened requirement to reduce the scope for 
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expansion of Soviet influence, and to raise its costs.ô28 To achieve this goal, Cabinet noted that óUS 

plans to develop military potential and political influence in the Indian Ocean call for Australiaôs strong 

and sustained support.ô29 In the aftermath of the Soviet invasion, the Fraser Government reiterated its 

support for self-reliance as articulated in Defence White Paper 1976 and by Killen in 1979. However, 

it began to go beyond these conceptions of self-reliance by endorsing closer arrangements with the 

United States in the context of Cold War rivalry. 

Cabinet also examined how Defence could respond to the Soviet invasion. It agreed that the 

ADF would increase its preparedness levels by broadening its expansion base and reducing lead times 

for movement to a higher state of operational readiness.30 It also agreed to engage in óconsultations with 

the authorities in other countries in the Indian Ocean littoralô, as discussed by Fraser and Carter in 

Washington. Cabinet also agreed to ófacilitate military visits, engage in combined exercises, increase 

surveillance and patrolling and invest in the development of infrastructure to support Indian Ocean 

operations.ô31 It emphasised the importance of the Indian Ocean but also noted that Australiaôs strategic 

interest óstrongly favours the concentration of our Defence effort in our neighbouring regions: South 

East Asia and the South West Pacific.ô32 The Fraser Government followed this with a letter from the 

Acting Minister of Defence, McLeay to the US Secretary of Defence, Brown. McLeay wrote that:  

As a nation of fourteen million people, you will appreciate that we must limit the extent of our 

military obligations. Our first concern must be for the area of prime strategic interest to us. We 

fully recognise that events further afield affect our interests and influence the factors that 

support our national security. I think that our response to the recent events in distant 

Afghanistan demonstrates our sensitivity in this regard. But, there are doubts about the wisdom 

of a small nation like Australia sending its forces so far afield as is now being proposed.33  

These sentiments echoed earlier discussions between Fraser and Claytor, and showed that 

despite its antipathy for Soviet actions, Fraser understood the need for a self-reliant posture for 

contingencies that might arise in Australiaôs immediate region. Records from Foreign Affairs indicate 

that Fraser was, in part, driven by a lack of trust in the Carter Administration. Ministerial Submissions 

from the Department indicate that Fraser saw Carter as a weak and indecisive leader who was unable 

to mount an effective response to Soviet aggression. It advised that óhe has been perceived by many 

Americans as irresolute, confused and unsuccessful in defending the national interest.ô34 Foreign Affairs 

reported that óthe Administration is clearly feeling the strain of current international crises and 

pressures. There has been a lack of coordination and clarity in their approaches to us.ô35 Reporting from 

the American Embassy in Canberra and the Australian Embassy in Washington also confirmed views 
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of an incoherent response by the Carter Administration to the perceived Soviet threat.36 The Fraser 

Government felt it could not trust its American counterpart to defend its interests and sought to take 

action on its own initiative. In doing so, the Fraser Government would seek to develop a more self-

reliant defence policy.   

In August 1980, JIO briefed Cabinet on Soviet interests and military activities in the South 

Pacific. Cabinet was advised that the USSR was seeking to increase óits political and economic presence 

in the region in order to have greater influence.ô37 The report held that the USSR sought to consolidate 

its presence in Indochina because it ósees Vietnam as the outpost of socialism in Southeast Asia.ô38 It 

assessed that the USSRôs objectives were to encourage opposition to the American presence in the 

Philippines, as well as fostering greater military cooperation with Southeast Asian countries, and 

advocating recognition of the new Cambodian Government. JIO advised that the USSR would support 

these goals through senior ministerial visits and increased trade. It further assessed that the USSR was 

building a ótuna fleet specifically for use in the South West Pacificô and that it ówill at least have to 

increase diplomatic and commercial contacts with one or more island states to operate such a fleet, and 

it may consider it desirable to push harder for shore-based facilities.ô39 The report further observed that 

such actions had óoften developed, over a period of time, into Soviet requests for naval visits.ô40 While 

this report was softer than the preceding ONA assessment, it nonetheless forecast a Soviet presence in 

Australiaôs region and fed into concerns about the USSR within the Fraser Government. JIO articulated 

Soviet interests in the South Pacific as follows: 

Although [Southeast Asia and] the Southern Pacific have a lower priority among the global 

interests of the USSR than Europe, North-East Asia, and the Middle East, it figures in Soviet 

strategic policies to a degree that has some significant ramifications for Australia. We expect 

the USSR to take such opportunities as offer themselves at acceptable cost to advance its 

interests in the region and to counter those of China and the Western powers.41 

These assessments were taken seriously by Fraser and correspondence with the Carter 

Administration gives an insight into his subsequent responses. In a letter to Carter dated 30 April, Fraser 

emphasised the importance of closer ties with the United States and other Western states. He wrote that 

ówe are thankful that in the midst of the most extraordinarily difficult circumstances, the United States 

is providing leadership in meeting the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.ô42 Fraser then sought to foster a 

better coordinated response to the Soviet invasion in remarking that óI believe that a more visibly united 

alliance would enormously strengthen the United States in the containment of the Soviet Union, and 
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would substantially contribute to the ultimate resolution of the difficult problems in Iran.ô43 Fraser 

offered to approach France, Britain and West Germany to coordinate opposition. This letter was 

reminiscent of his speech in 1976 and was at odds with the emphasis of greater self-reliance in 

Australiaôs region. The extent to which Fraser was concerned with the USSR as Australiaôs major 

strategic threat rather than regional is shown in the following extract from a later American intelligence 

assessment:  

Australia and New Zealand have maintained a Cold War stance toward the USSR since the 

Soviet invasion. They see Soviet backing of Vietnamese activities in Kampuchea as the major 

regional threat. Their deep suspicion of Moscow is also reflected in their concern over limited 

Soviet activity in the area of special interest to them, the neighbouring South Pacific.44  

The Minister for Foreign Affairs, Peacock, met his American counterpart, Edmund Muskie, to 

discuss these emerging security concerns in June 1980. Peacock said that Australia fully supported its 

opposition to the Soviet invasion and had imposed sanctions on the USSR despite their impact on the 

Australian economy.45  Peacock also noted that Australia had decided to recognise Democratic 

Kampuchea as the sole government of Cambodia. The purpose of this was to not give legitimacy to the 

Soviet-backed government, and also build rapport with neighbouring states by aligning Australian 

policies with those of ASEAN member states, which had refrained from recognising the new 

government.46 Peacock suggested that Australia could work with ASEAN to facilitate a Vietnamese 

withdrawal from Cambodia. Muskie later discussed Australiaôs position in Southeast Asia with the 

Prime Minister of New Zealand, Robert Muldoon. Mirroring Fraserôs view, Muldoon told Muskie that 

óVietnam at present is strategically more important to the Russians than Cuba and is costing them $1 

billion a year.ô47 Muskie responded that he ósuspected that use of Cam Rahn Bay and access to the 

Malacca Strait are of great strategic advantage to the USSR.ô48 Muldoon said that New Zealand would 

coordinate with Australia and ASEAN to encourage Vietnam to withdraw from Cambodia. While the 

actual threat posed by the Soviet presence in Vietnam was minimal, it was viewed as significant by both 

Australia and New Zealand, and was invariably a factor in their planning. Yet the extent to which it 

influenced their views on self-reliance is hard to measure.  

It was in this context that the Fraser Government considered how it could respond to these 

changes in its environment. The Fraser Government gave serious consideration to the stationing of 

American military capabilities in Australia. It agreed to an earlier American request for the staging of 

 
43 Ibid. 
44  Central Intelligence Agency, East Asian Perceptions of Soviet Intentions, 21 January 1983,  CIA-

RDP85T00287R000400640002-8. 
45 óMemorandum of Conversation ï Peacock and Muskie, 6 June 1980ô in Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-

1980, VOLUME XXII, Documents on Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 1977-1980, eds David Nickles and Melissa Taylor 

(Washington: Government Printing Office, 2017), Document 277. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 óMemorandum of Conversation ï Muldoon and Muskie, 4 October 1980ô in Foreign Relations of the United States, 

1977-1980, VOLUME XXII, Documents on Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 1977-1980, eds David Nickles and Melissa 

Taylor (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2017), Document 279. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 



171 

B-52 aircraft at RAAF facilities for operations in the Indian Ocean.49 Cabinet decided that a greater 

American military presence in Australiaôs region would support the ódeterrence of Soviet military 

expansionô in line with earlier intelligence assessments.50 However, it was adamant that any agreement 

would ónot affect the title of the Australian Government, or the pre-existing authority of the Australian 

Government in the use of the facility.ô51 It further asserted Australian sovereignty in stating that 

óAustralian territory should not be used by the US Government or its agencies for purposes in which 

the Australian Government has not concurred.ô52 It clarified this by stating that any nuclear cargo would 

need to be declared to the Australian Government.53 In doing so, Fraser moved towards greater reliance 

on Australiaôs major ally but also sought to maintain a significant degree of autonomy in policymaking 

in a way that would provide guidance to the Hawke Government in balancing ANZUS with self-

reliance, as examined in the next chapter. 

Similarly, the Fraser Government sought to engage with ASEAN with a view to limiting the 

Soviet presence in Southeast Asia. These initiatives were driven by Foreign Affairs and were more 

diplomatic and cautious those in the defence and intelligence establishment. The Fraser Government 

would do so not ópresenting itself as a representative of the Westô but rather as a óconcerned regional 

country, a middle power concerned with the effects of superpower behaviour on the world order, a 

country which has taken an active and sympathetic interest in the Third World.ô54 Foreign Affairs 

advised Peacock to give effect to this rhetoric through a greater ópresence in vulnerable areas, more aid, 

[and] declarations of support for a country that seemed under threat.ô55 To this end, the Fraser 

Government did not recognise the Soviet-backed Cambodian Government, did not allow Soviet vessels 

into Australian waters,56 and increased aid to the South Pacific.57 There were, however, tensions 

between Fraser and Peacock as to Australiaôs policy priorities, and Peacock resigned from the portfolio 

due to concerns about support for the Khmer Rouge on human rights grounds despite its opposition to 

the USSR. Foreign Affairs focused more closely on Australiaôs immediate region and thus tacitly 

supported Defenceôs view of Australiaôs priorities rather than those of Fraser and ONA.  

Australiaôs environment was seen to have deteriorated significantly throughout 1980 as the 

Soviet Union appeared to have become more aggressive, while the United States reduced its presence 

in the region. There were differing views within the bureaucracy of Australiaôs strategic priorities and 
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policy responses. Defence, JIO and Foreign Affairs were understandably concerned by these 

developments, but urged the Fraser Government to focus on greater self-reliance in Australiaôs 

immediate region. By contrast, ONA, parts of the military establishment, and some of Australiaôs allies 

urged a more assertive response in more distant theatres to perceived Soviet provocation. While 

Peacock and Killen supported the former, Fraser was influenced by the latter and sought to review 

Australiaôs policies and funding priorities to adapt to a rapidly changing and potentially hostile security 

environment. After the Soviet invasion, Fraserôs retained a conceptual focus on self-reliance in 

Australian defence policy but shifted from middle powers to superpowers, in response to the perceived 

Soviet threat, and a lack of trust in Carter, as summarised in Table 16: 

Table 16: Self-Reliance Under the Late Fraser Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Core Geographic Scope  Perceptions 

of Allies 

Perceptions of Credible 

Threat 

Fraser  

(Liberal) 

Responding to the 

Soviet threat in SE Asia 

Vietnam 

South Pacific 

US: Distrust 

of Carter 

Soviet expansion in 

Afghanistan and SE Asia 

The Reagan Administration and the ANZUS Alliance 

Carter lost the presidential election of November 1980 to the Republican candidate, Ronald 

Reagan. This had significant ramifications for Australian defence policy as Carter and Reagan had 

differing views on the threat posed by the USSR, and the role of Americaôs allies. Cabinet met on 20 

February 1981 to consider the implications of the Reagan Administration on Australian policy. Foreign 

Affairs forecast that óthere will be changes in US foreign and defence policies, which Reagan will 

articulate more assertively than Carter did. His main aims will be to strengthen Americaôs military and 

political capacity to deal with the Soviet Union, and to revitalise relations with allies.ô58 These policies 

aligned with those of Fraser, and Renouf went further by stating that óReaganôs election to the 

Presidency was manna from heaven for the Fraser Government. The tension in US-Australia relations 

evaporated overnight.ô59 With the change in leadership in Washington, a new episode had opened in 

Fraserôs relationship with his American counterparts, which would result in a move away from self-

reliance closer to home towards greater integration with allies for contingencies further afield. 

The Fraser Government saw the election as an opportunity to develop a closer relationship with 

the new administration in light of their common interests and ideological views. To this end, the Fraser 

Government agreed to seek closer consultations with senior American officials and would inform 

Reagan that it welcomed the development of US military strength against the Soviet Union.60 Fraser 

also agreed to cooperate further with Reagan on staging B-52 bombers through Australia as well as the 

home porting of American vessels in Western Australia.61 Foreign Affairs advised Fraser not to offer 

these proposals without further consideration but Fraser effectively ignored this advice, preferring to 
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follow his own instincts on the Cold War.62 The reason for Fraserôs enthusiasm for the Reagan 

Administration, and by implication his relative apathy for Carter, was explained by Renouf as follows: 

The advent of Reagan to the presidency was a boon for Fraser. The United States had elected 

a President of the kind Fraser had always favoured, strong, avowedly anti-communist, 

determined to lead the Western Alliance, who in his view, interpreted the Soviet Union 

correctly and would not flinch to put her in her place.63 

In June 1981, Fraser met with Reagan. Memorandums prepared for Reagan indicate that his 

administration was pleased with Fraserôs response to the invasion of Afghanistan.64 There is evidence 

that the Fraser Government was concerned about potential Soviet actions in Poland with the prospect 

of martial law in response to civil unrest and wanted to be consulted on possible American responses 

in such a contingency.65 Dibb later recalled that the prevailing view within ONA at the time was that 

óAustraliaôs defence policy should begin at the Fulda Gap in West Germany, where NATO armoured 

forces were located, facing the prospect of war with Soviet Guards Divisions.ô66 In response, the Reagan 

Administration had convinced NATO officials to brief their Australian counterparts on contingency 

planning, and made arrangements for the Foreign Minister, Tony Street, to travel to Brussels to discuss 

possible Australian responses in the event of conflict in Poland.67 As the USSR became increasingly 

active, the Fraser Government sought to become involved with its allies in planning for contingencies 

well beyond the concept of self-reliance and the geographical bounds envisaged in strategic guidance.  

In subsequent months, the Fraser Government endorsed proposals that gave substance to its 

discussions with the Reagan Administration. After the Polish Government declared martial law in 

response to growing internal discord, Australia took a strong position.68 The Fraser Government decided 

to reaffirm its sanctions on the USSR, supported the American position, and consulted regularly with 

NATO so as to better coordinate its efforts. It also decided to withhold financial assistance to the Polish 

Government.69 Cabinet papers from the time indicate that these actions were not requested by the 

Reagan Administration but were taken unilaterally by Fraser. In contrast to its predecessors, Fraser took 

a serious interest in political developments far beyond Australiaôs environment, that were not aligned 

with the concept of self-reliance in strategic guidance but which were in accordance with his personal 

view of Australiaôs interests in the Cold War.  

Shortly afterwards, the Fraser Government took an active interest in American weapons testing 

in the region. The Reagan Administration had announced that it would test the MX Missile, a new 
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system that would be able to withstand a Soviet nuclear attack and thus give the United States a second-

strike capability. Fraser advised Cabinet that the Reagan Administration would test two MX missiles in 

the Tasman Sea.70 It agreed that it had no objections to the American proposal and would work to 

determine suitable times for missile tests.71 Cabinet tentatively agreed for missile tests between October 

1983 and June 1984. The ALP, under Hayden, however, was less enthusiastic about the proposal on the 

basis that it unnecessarily increased tensions between the superpowers and did not contribute to 

Australiaôs security. Fraser had moved beyond self-reliance in Australiaôs region to examine how it 

could assist the Reagan Administration in combating the USSR in the context of the Cold War.  

Two years after the Reagan Administration had settled into office, Cabinet met to consider in 

more detail the implications of its foreign policy for Australia. The Cabinet Submission was critical of 

the circumstances of his election and stated that óPresident Reagan came to power at a time of severe 

international recession and intensified superpower competition, and he owed his victory in part to 

condemnation of what was seen as American impotence.ô72  It further said that óthe Reagan 

Administration rejected détente as a policy towards the USSR and has sought to deal from a basis of 

strength.ô It concluded that Reagan óstresses the involvement of allies in the management of policy 

towards the Soviet Union and its partners.ô73 Foreign Affairs articulated Australiaôs role in ANZUS 

under Reagan in favourable terms.74 

The election of the Reagan Administration in the United States had serious implications for 

Australian foreign and defence policy. It was much more assertive towards the Soviet Union than the 

Carter Administration, and this aligned with ONA assessments and Fraserôs view of the Cold War. The 

Fraser Government sensed an opportunity to develop closer ties with the United States, and built on this 

by facilitating weapons tests and collaborating on issues that were beyond Australiaôs area of strategic 

interest. The bureaucracy, however, was divided on Fraserôs policy agenda and this would come to the 

fore in subsequent decisions on Australiaôs strategic and fiscal priorities. Defence had, with Killenôs 

support, pushed for a more self-reliant posture in Australiaôs region, yet Fraserôs interest in 

developments in more distant theatres and Reaganôs election skewed Australiaôs priorities towards 

expeditionary contingencies. The Fraser Government now had to choose whether it would invest in 

capabilities that would support a more expeditionary approach or greater self-reliance in Australian 

defence policy, within its broader economic constraints and geographic boundaries.   
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Adapting to a Challenging Strategic Environment 

In June 1980, Fraser unveiled a budget with a focus on defence procurement. It announced that 

expenditure was to increase by 10 percent in 1980-81 in response to perceptions of an increased Soviet 

threat.75 In the short term, some of this funding would be allocated to fuel for the deployment of a carrier 

task force and P-3 Orion aircraft to the Indian Ocean, as well as a second replenishment ship and two 

destroyers at HMAS Stirling. In the longer term, it provided funding for the new tactical fighter, four 

more frigates, patrol boats, another replenishment ship and additional explosive ordnance.76 Richard 

Brabin-Smith recalls these decisions as follows: 

Fraser was obsessed with the Soviet Union. With the benefit of hindsight, money was now less 

tight. Money wasnôt a free good, but it was certainly more freely available. While Fraser was 

still Prime Minister until 1983, we had estimates of considerable annual growth in the forward 

estimates. Our financial planning basis was much less constrained but in practice the money 

didnôt turn up because in practice the government still seemed to lurch from one financial crisis 

to another. For a while though, we thought we could spend big time. 77 

Fraser had to balance a substantial increase in the defence budget with the need for fiscal 

restraint. Cabinet was advised by an interdepartmental committee on economic strategy that óthe 

outlook for the international economy is gloomyô due to inflation and modest growth.78 Consequently, 

the committee recommended that there was an óimmediate need for firm anti-inflationary policies, 

including significant tightening of monetary policy, continued discipline and wage restraint.ô79 All 

agencies were earmarked for severe budget cuts as they had been in June 1978. The Fraser Government 

was faced with a fiscal dilemma: it needed to increase funding to implement Defence White Paper 1976, 

and in light of Australiaôs deteriorating environment, but it also needed to reduce expenditure to limit 

inflationary pressures. Fraser needed to make difficult decisions to develop an effective defence force 

and implement greater self-reliance in Australian defence policy within a limited budget.  

In April 1981, Cabinet met to consider the ADFôs force structure priorities and its funding 

constraints in the FYDP 1981-86. Similar to the 1978 budget, Finance put forward multiple funding 

options that sought to strike a balance between investment in defence capability as urged by Killen and 

the fiscal restraint sought by the interdepartmental committee. Option One was supported by the 

Minister for Defence, and envisaged a 6.2 percent annual increase in real terms to 3.1 percent of GDP 

in 1985-86 largely in line with previous public statements on defence policy.80 Option Two was 

supported by Treasury, which put forward a higher option of a 6.5 percent annual increase to 3.2 percent 

of GDP by 1985-86 to fund the FYDP and accommodate inflationary pressures. Option Three was 

supported by the Minister for Finance and called for a 5.2 percent annual increase to 3.0 percent of GDP 
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by 1985-86, to curtail defence expenditure in favour of anti-inflationary measures.81 Which option 

would be approved would depend on the fiscal and strategic priorities of Cabinet.   

Each of these funding options would have significant impacts for defence capability and the 

implementation of self-reliance. Option One and Option Two would accommodate all major projects 

announced by the Fraser Government and were broadly aligned with the Defence White Paper. This 

included a replacement aircraft carrier, additional destroyers and the new tactical fighter.82 By contrast, 

Option Three would only provide enough funding for the new tactical fighter and would require the 

deferral of most other capital investment and training activities by up to twelve months.83 This Cabinet 

meeting exposed serious differences of opinion between Defence and Finance on Australiaôs policy 

priorities as was the case in the federal budget of June 1978. Minutes from the meeting record Financeôs 

support for Option Three in the following terms: 

The Minister for Finance notes that the marginally lower demands on future budgets permitted 

by Option Three would, whilst still accommodating all major programs announced by 

government to meet military and strategic requirements, provide greater budgetary flexibility 

during a period in which pressures to ease growing tax burdens can be expected to intensify.84 

By contrast, Killen, articulated his support for Option One as follows: 

I cannot support Option Three. While it does enable progress to be made with all announced 

equipment, they would be acquired later. Further, very important equipment embodied in the 

program and not yet announced would be delayed; others would be deferred indefinitely. In 

addition, an obvious reduction in Defence activities and preparedness would result in retreating 

below Option One levels. Only Option One would meet and be seen to meet the Governmentôs 

announced policy for sustained Defence development.85 

The Fraser Government weighed the competing views of Defence and Finance in its 

deliberations. Cabinet decided that Australiaôs strategic interests, including support for Indian Ocean 

deployments, regional surveillance and exercises with allies, took precedence over the need to limit 

inflationary pressures. It agreed to fund these commitments while maintaining manpower and activity 

levels, and thus decided to proceed with Option One as requested by Killen. In contrast to the 1978 

budget, Defence prevailed over Finance in discussions about Australiaôs priorities because the 

environment had changed with perceptions of increased Soviet threat in the region. 

Fraserôs enthusiasm for greater defence spending was short lived and was reconsidered within 

only a few months. On 15 July, Cabinet met again to consider how it could implement its policy 

platform at a time of fiscal constraint. In contrast to the April meeting, financial considerations took 

precedence over defence issues. Cabinet sided with Finance in acknowledging that there was a óneed 

for a decisive tightening of fiscal and monetary policies.ô86 It agreed that the Fraser Government ówould 
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aim for an overall budget as tight as possibleô and that it would seek to reduce the federal deficit ófrom 

$862 billion to no more than $750 million in 1981-82.ô87 Cabinet agreed to reduce expenditure across 

all portfolios to achieve this objective. Finance had prevailed due to a significant decline in Australiaôs 

fiscal outlook. Although Cabinet had initially approved Option One, it had now effectively endorsed 

Option Three. For Defence, this meant capabilities that had been approved would need to be delayed or 

cancelled with implications for the development of a coherent policy centred on self-reliance as 

articulated in the Defence White Paper.  

Cabinet met in October 1981 to consider the impact of these budget cuts on the implementation 

of the FYDP. Killen asked that Cabinet óreconfirm its commitment to its policy of sustained 

development of the Defence Force and national defence infrastructureô as agreed in April.88 This was 

complicated by inflationary growth which meant that the funding agreed was now worth less than 

planned. Killen thus asked Cabinet to ómaintain the dollar figure of guidance in April 1981 updated to 

August 1981 prices.ô89 Cabinet denied these requests and decided that defence expenditure would 

remain static. As a result, Defence would need to implement the FYDP within a budget that was 

originally tight and now shrinking further due to inflation. The defence budget had thus come under 

increasing pressure. Fraser would need to consider what capabilities were necessary to implement 

greater self-reliance and which were not, as shown in the deliberations of the new tactical fighter and a 

replacement aircraft carrier.  

Capability Acquisition and Self-Reliance 

There was significant uncertainty as to the ADFôs force structure priorities within the Fraser 

Government. Killen encouraged the view that the ópriority was to be for the independent combat defence 

of Australia and its interestsô and as agreed by Cabinet in December 1979. 90 In August 1980, he sought 

that Cabinet agree that ódefence resources should not be diverted to the procurement of equipment and 

training in skills specifically for supporting or allies and friends.ô91 The rationale was that óour resources 

are not unlimitedô and that óthere are many claims on these resources for the development of capabilities 

required for our own defence: e.g. very low-level air defence é perhaps a larger destroyer fleet.ô Killen 

then argued that ówe really cannot afford to develop our Force other than in ways essential to meet our 

own national defence priorities in our own area. Even within these priorities, we must be selective to 

avoid dissipating assets.ô92 He acknowledged that that ówider interest in the stability of the international 

order also could lead us to consider association with US operations in some remoter regionô but that 

these óshould be met from the force we develop for our priority requirements of national defence. This, 
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and our regional interests, must come first.ô93 Killen also noted that regional arrangements such as the 

Manila Treaty ócannot be expected to attract significant support from Britain, France, the Philippines 

or New Zealandô. 94  These ówere largely defunct as an arrangement for influencing strategic 

development in Southeast Asia and is not an adequate basis for Australian policy in that region.ô95 In 

his view, the engagement policies of Gorton and Whitlam were no longer suitable for planning purposes 

and Australia needed to be more self-reliant. Cabinet did not agree but instead noted that the ADF 

óalready has and is acquiring equipment and skills for national defence purposes that also provide 

Government with a practical option to make a military contribution to support friends in our region of 

prime concern or in support of the US in more distant places.ô96 By 1980, Cabinet had moved away 

from Killenôs emphasis on greater self-reliance in Australiaôs region towards Fraserôs preference for 

closer ties with the United States in support of contingencies further away to which Australia was likely 

only expected to make a niche contribution, while still recognising a role for self-reliance. 

These debates would shape major procurement decisions on air and maritime capabilities. As 

the Mirage fighter aircraft reached the end of its life in the late 1970s, the Fraser Government began to 

examine replacement platforms. In March 1978, Cabinet was advised by the RAAF that the primary 

strategic need for such an aircraft was to maintain a capability edge to defend Australiaôs northern 

approaches from Indonesian aggression.97 This reflected the planning assumptions that had been 

articulated in the 1973 Strategic Basis paper. The RAAF argued for a replacement aircraft on the basis 

of greater self-reliance, stating that it should óaim to develop the military potential to counter enemy 

action unaided until there is allied intervention, or until the conflict is resolved by other means.ô98 In 

determining what platforms could fit this role, RAAF considered the dimensions of Australian airfields, 

and the range of Soviet-designed aircraft from Indonesian bases. The RAAF favoured a more self-

reliant force as envisaged in Defence White Paper 1976, and it sought to structure its order of battle 

accordingly. It planned around credible regional contingencies, and sought to position units in Australia, 

as seen in the decision to withdraw fighter aircraft from Butterworth Airfield in Malaysia.99 The 

RAAFôs emphasis on self-reliance in the defence of Australia was in contrast to the expeditionary 

preferences of Fraser, ONA and senior officers from other parts of the military establishment, and was 

a precursor to later reforms to defence policy. 

The Fraser Government considered a range of options for a replacement fighter aircraft. Cabinet 

records indicate that it was influenced by the RAAFôs preference for a self-reliant capability. Economic 

factors also invariably played a significant role in its deliberations given the significant cuts to the 
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defence budget. Between March and April 1978, Cabinet considered a list of 14 potential aircraft, but 

this was quickly narrowed down to the F-15, F-16, F/A-18, the Tornado ADV and the Mirage 2000 as 

the others did not meet the RAAFôs capability requirements or were too expensive.100 Then, in October 

1978, Cabinet removed the Tornado and the F-15 from further consideration. 101 The reason for this, 

according to Killen, was that the planned date for new aircraftôs introduction into service had slipped 

from 1985 to 1986, and that two options had to be withdrawn from consideration to the reduce the 

amount of time that would be required for capability needs analysis.102 The Tornado and F-15 were 

assessed as the most expensive options, and the least likely to meet identified capability needs and were, 

therefore, not further considered.103  

By late 1978, Cabinet had narrowed down its options to three aircraft, and was carefully 

analysing the strategic value and financial cost of each.  In its view, the F/A-18 was the leading option 

as it had the óbest all round potential with capacity for substantial growth.ô In particular, Cabinet 

assessed óits capability in the air-to-air role is expected to be generally goodô, had óconsiderable 

maritime strike capacityô and was not óunduly expensive to operate and maintain.ô104 The F-16 was next 

in line but had notable capability limitations. Cabinet noted it óis currently limited to clear air conditions 

and there are no plans to equip it with an existing all-weather missileô while it also óhas a limited 

capability in the high speed, high altitude regime.ô105 Compared to the F/A-18, Cabinet concluded it had 

ólimited growth potential and is a tightly packed aircraft.ô106 The Mirage 2000 was third on the list as 

technical information on its potential capabilities was relatively limited but Cabinet did not yet discount 

it as it was ópriced in the lower cost bracket and offers good potential for industry involvement.ô While 

these economic factors were important, the decision was ultimately based on strategic considerations.  

On 20 November 1979, Cabinet considered the strategic rationale for these aircraft in greater 

detail.107 Cabinet agreed to remove the Mirage 2000 from the selection process and would instead focus 

on the F/A-18 and the F-16. In doing so, it relied on technical analysis from Air Force Headquarters, 

which noted that the F/A-18 had an effective radius of 700 nautical miles for combat air patrol, 

compared to 670nm for the F-16, and 315nm for the Mirage 2000. The radius for interdiction and 

maritime strike were 736nm for the F/A-18, 709nm for the F-16, and 510nm for the Mirage 2000.108 It 
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was on this basis that Cabinet agreed that the F/A-18 and F-16 better met the RAAFôs identified 

capability requirement to deter and interdict hostile forces in Australiaôs northern approaches on a more 

self-reliant basis, and so excluded the Mirage from subsequent consideration.109 In late 1980, Cabinet 

further considered these options in more detail and noted that óthe main advantage of the F/A-18 is that 

from the outset it is designed to have integrated all-weather capabilities in both air-to-air and air-to-

surface roles. Also, it has more space for further equipment in the future if necessary.ô110 Nevertheless, 

it deferred a final decision until further information became available. In October 1981, Cabinet 

acknowledged that óprogress in the development of both aircraft is now sufficient to justify selection 

between them.ô111 It chose the F/A-18 on the basis that while both met the RAAFôs capability needs, 

the F/A-18 was likely to be more effective and reliable in a wider range of credible contingencies.112  

  The replacement of the Mirage with the Hornet was widely accepted as it was a cost effective 

and technically superior solution to a strategic risk identified in Australian defence policy.113 The 

decision to purchase the F/A-18 was a milestone in the development of self-reliance as the RAAF 

procured a capability that aligned with strategic guidance and was grounded in the concept of self-

reliance. It was designed to protect the Australian mainland from regional threats without dependence 

on the combat forces of allies unlike other procurement decisions at the time. Richard Brabin-Smith 

explains the decision as follows: 

[It came down to] the F-18 [with] two engines, safer to fly over water, altogether a better 

aircraft. It was a more capable aircraft and buying it was consistent with giving priority to strong 

maritime forces in the defence of Australia. It follows as day follows night.114   

By contrast, the replacement of the aircraft carrier was fraught with difficulty. While there was 

unanimous agreement on the need for a replacement tactical fighter, deliberations on the future of 

HMAS Melbourne exposed divisions within the Fraser Government on its priorities. Discussions for a 

replacement carrier began in earnest in the Defence Force Development Committee in July 1980. The 

services chiefs agreed that a carrier would provide the ADF with greater flexibility to undertake 

operations but disagreed as to whether it was an essential capability.115 The CNS, Vice Admiral James 

Willis, argued that a carrier would provide a significant deterrent to Soviet aggression in Southeast Asia 

and would take 8-12 years to reintroduce if withdrawn from service.116 By contrast, the Acting Chief of 

the Air Staff, Air Vice Marshal Neville McNamara, disagreed on the basis this capability could be 

provided by land-based aircraft. McNamara stated that ónot only were the aircraft relatively incapable, 
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but that the numbers of aircraft proposed were too limited for successful operations at a high level or to 

represent a credible deterrent force.ô117 He argued that the óloss or damage of an aircraft carrier would 

be very significant and difficult to replace.ô118 The Committee was divided and did not make a decision 

but noted that it could consider other maritime capabilities if the carrier was not renewed. 

Cabinet met to consider the future of HMAS Melbourne on 26 August 1980. Killen sided with 

the CNS in arguing that the ADF needed to operate well beyond Australiaôs shores, and the effective 

range of land-based aircraft. The rationale was that an aircraft carrier could provide an effective anti-

submarine warfare capability in response to a perceived increasing Soviet maritime presence in the 

Asia-Pacific.119 Other departments, however, were not persuaded by Killenôs argument. Prime Minister 

and Cabinet felt that Killenôs view could not be reconciled with the focus on self-reliance in Australiaôs 

immediate region as articulated in strategic guidance. The Secretary of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Sir 

Geoffrey Yeend bluntly articulated this view to Cabinet as follows: 

There is no proposal to replace Melbourne by a conventional aircraft carrier. This will require 

a reconstruction of thinking, planning tactics etc. It is time to face up to the hard decision é 

The Defence/Services view is divided. However, nothing new has been produced on overall 

strategy or risk assessment. It would be a mistake to linger over the expensive toys in the 

window rather than to encourage the Navy into a new phase of its tactical thinking.120 

Nevertheless, Cabinet agreed to procure a replacement carrier as suggested by Killen and the 

CNS. In December 1981, Cabinet met to consider a new carrier and date of delivery. This was after 

Cabinetôs decision to freeze the defence budget despite advice from Treasury that it would be difficult 

to fund the carrier without significant reductions elsewhere. Killen thus asked for an additional $42 

million in 1981-82, followed by the redirection of $50 million in 1982-83 and 1984-86 from other 

capabilities.121 Prime Minister and Cabinet questioned this proposal in the following terms: 

There is prestige in our region in having a Navy with an aircraft carrier. It puts us into the 

slightly bigger league. It is a Navy morale booster, and this is not to be overlooked. But in terms 

of strategy ï guarding the sea lanes ï it is a one-shot operation, and almost inevitably the 

decision will be that the aircraft carrier is too valuable to be risked in hot operations. A decision 

to acquire HMS Invincible would lead to an exceptionally tight situation in the Defence Budget 

and the national Budget. For this reason, we do not support the Ministerôs recommendation.122 

Richard Brabin-Smith, explained Navyôs position, and the reluctance of Air Force as follows: 

The type of aircraft carrier that we could have afforded would not have been particularly capable 

because you didnôt get much for your money. When you look at it through the lens of operations 

in the defence of Australia, as opposed to going a long way offshore and fighting someone 

elseôs wars or trying to fight your own wars a long way forward, an aircraft carrier of the size 

 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid. 
119  óCabinet Minute - Seaborne Air Capability.ô Decision No. 4305, 26 August 1980, NAA: A10756, LC3015. 
120 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, óNotes on Cabinet Submission No. 4305: Seaborne Air Capability.ô 

25 August 1980, NAA: A10756, LC3015. 
121 óCabinet Minute - New Carrier Project ï Source Selection and Timing of Delivery.ô Submission No. 5234, 4 

December 1981, NAA: A10756, LC3015. 
122 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, óNotes on Cabinet Submission No. 5234: New Carrier Project ï 

Source Selection and Timing of Delivery.ô NAA: A10756, LC3015. 



182 

and shape we could have afforded really didnôt deliver much. So, you were looking at a small 

aircraft carrier flying some version of the Harrier, and it didnôt give you much at all.123 

Britain offered Australia its carrier, HMS Invincible, which it planned to withdraw from service 

as part of widespread cuts to defence expenditure. In February 1982, Prime Minister and Cabinet again 

implored Cabinet not to procure a replacement carrier for the following reasons: 

Even without HMS Invincible, the defence budget is under great strain from recent wage rises 

for both civilians and servicemen, price increases in existing programs and increasing operating 

costs. Substantial funding, additional to Budget provisions, will almost certainly be required 

this financial year. Acquisition of HMS Invincible would lead to substantial strain on the 

1982/83 and subsequent budgets, when the full year effects of the wage increases will be felt.124 

On 15 February, Cabinet met to consider the strategic need for a replacement carrier. Cabinet 

papers indicate that the purpose of the meeting was to examine óthe nature of the ASW capability 

required by Australiaô and óalternative ways of providing that capability.ô125 This is significant because 

it indicates that Fraser had started to consider the possibility that a replacement carrier might not be the 

only means of providing an ASW capability and that other platforms could do so more effectively and 

at reduced cost. Killen conceded that aircraft such as P-3Cs had the ability to undertake such operations, 

and acknowledged that the óchoice of ASW mix é is a function of the degree of protection required 

and the necessary amount of resources available ï that is, the decision about how much insurance we 

are prepared to pay for.ô126 Prime Minister and Cabinet supported his argument by advising that óthe 

high level of investment entailed by carrier-borne ASW is not justified, especially in the present and 

foreseeable budgetary circumstances. The development now of our P3 capability would be fully 

justified.ô127 Instead, it strongly urged that Cabinet approve the purchase of 10 P-3Cs, and medium 

helicopters for its frigates. The Fraser Government favoured an expeditionary capability but had started 

to move to a more self-reliant posture focused on Australiaôs region in the face of economic difficulties, 

and in doing so had started to return to the original intent of the Defence White Paper. 

The debate on Australiaôs carrier capability came under increasing parliamentary scrutiny due 

to concerns that it did not align with its strategic interests or fiscal constraints. On 25 March, the Joint 

Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence commissioned an inquiry into óthe relevance 

of an aircraft carrier to Australiaôs current and perceived strategic environmentô as well as its role óin 

the defence force structure of Australiaô and óthe effects of the purchase of an aircraft carrier on the 

future defence procurement program.ô128 The Chairman of the Committee, R.C Katter wrote to Killen 

requesting copies of internal documents,129 and departmental advice used in Cabinet deliberations but 
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was declined by Cabinet.130 In August, the Committee concluded that it could not justify the acquisition 

of a carrier in light of Australiaôs declared policy of self-reliance in its immediate region.131 These 

findings highlighted the divergence between Fraserôs focus on expeditionary operations with allies and 

the emphasis on self-reliance supported by the bureaucracy and large sections of the military.132 

Interservice Problems and Civil-Military Relations  

The debate on Australiaôs carrier capability exposed serious divisions in decision-making 

within Defence. On 31 April 1981, Fraser announced a review of the higher defence organisation headed 

by John Utz on the insistence of the CDFS, Admiral Synnott because of concerns that existing 

arrangements ówere an impediment to the proper functioning of the ADF.ô133 Shortly after his 

appointment, Utz made clear his terms of reference in a letter to Peter Henderson, the Secretary of 

Foreign Affairs. He wrote that its purpose was to examine óthe suitability of the organisation to propose 

and implement policy for the achievement of government defence objectives including capability for 

independent defence, national defence preparedness, defence cooperation with allies and regional 

friends, and increased self-reliance in the national infrastructure supporting defence.ô The other key 

area was the óorganisation and functions of the senior Defence Committees.ô The review almost 

certainly stemmed from the divisions that had emerged in the development of advice for Cabinet on the 

carrier decision, and the way in which this affected the policymaking process. 

The review was initiated by concerns within sections of the military that the Tange reforms of 

the early 1970s had transferred too much power away from the ADF to civilians in Defence. Many 

officers now felt that they had little power in the policymaking process. In the carrier debates, civilian 

officials from Defence, and Prime Minister and Cabinet regularly opposed the views of the CDFS and 

the CNS. Sections of the military felt marginalised, and COSC noted that the ópresent departmental 

arrangements neglects the considerable experience, knowledge and skill residing in military staffs.ô It 

further argued that óthe military contribution is largely limited to one of implementing policy, and 

emphasis on longer term issues essential to the proper development of national defence potential is 

lacking.ô In essence, it felt that civilians made decisions with little consultation, and that military 

personnel were left with the task of implementation without input in the policymaking process. Dibb 

recalls an incident that illustrates the seriousness of the divisions in Defence at the time: 

I was acting director of JIO, and there was the Monday morning meeting in the Defence 

Committee Room, Pritchett was Secretary and Synnott was CDFS. The tension was palpable 
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between those two. I remember Synnott getting up so quickly he pushed his chair over and said 

to Pritchett, óI will not be talked to like that, Secretaryô and he stormed out.134  

 It was in this context that Brabin-Smith, then in Force Development and Analysis Division, 

explains the origins of the Utz Review as follows: 

The armed forces had become sick of the way that the civilians ran the Department. Tange had 

changed the management of Defence, he had put in place new governance in which we now 

had a much stronger centre and a less divided Department of Defence. Tange had retired and 

Bill Pritchett was no more popular amongst the armed forces than Tange had been. So, the 

armed forces persuaded Fraser that now was a good time to review the governance 

arrangements.135 

Bill Crews, then in Army Headquarters, articulates the military view of the situation in the 

following terms: 

It was something that the civilian side of the Department exploited because the CDFS wasnôt 

seen to have the same standing as the Secretary. That lack of command authority over the 

Services was a handicap. So you finished up with four military heads, the Service Chiefs and 

CDFS, all regarded by the Government as equal advisors, and the Secretary of Defence, who 

topped them all. It was a difficult circumstance that the CDFS had to face.136 

The CDFS, Admiral Synnott also articulated this in his submission to the review: 

I have no authority in the central policy areas of personnel and logistics, which directly relate 

to my command responsibilities, [or] in other major policy areas where I have more general 

responsibilities such as strategic policy, force development, and science and technology.137 

By contrast, those civilians that were asked for comment gave positive accounts of the decision-

making process in Defence.138 On 10 September, the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Henderson, wrote to 

Utz that in his view óthe organisational structure in the Department of Defence has functioned 

satisfactorily and has occasioned us no significant problems. I believe the amalgamation of the three 

service departments é has strengthened the consultative processes between the various parts of the 

defence machinery and this department.ô139 He advised Utz that óthe Defence Committee functions well, 

with a minimum of red tape and a reassuring degree of flexibility. Its composition seems to é be quite 

appropriate for its terms of reference.ô 140  The Secretary of Defence, Bill  Pritchett, supported 

Hendersonôs submission. Utz then sought an additional submission from Treasury given its key role in 

recent deliberations on capability acquisition. As with Foreign Affairs and Defence, it argued that óthe 

present defence organisation is seen as being broadly appropriateô in that it made significant decisions 

in an efficient manner.141 However, it noted that the Defence Committee would need to consider more 

carefully óthe importance of having strong and stable growth in the economy as a prerequisite for 
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sustaining and improving defence capability in the long haul.ô 142 The bureaucracy supported the status 

quo because it gave them a voice in discussions on defence capability and strategic policy. All had 

worked together in carrier deliberations but were at odds with sections of the military, with detrimental 

consequences for the implementation of a more self-reliant defence policy.  

The issue at the heart of the review was the opposition within the military to the role of civilians 

in decision making on significant defence issues. Parts of the military had not fully accepted the Tange 

Reforms and sought to reduce the power of civilians in Defence. This attitude was particularly strong 

in the RAN, and was driven by the lack of support from the bureaucracy to Synnott and Willis for the 

acquisition of a replacement carrier. Synnott argued in a submission to the review that óbefore selecting 

personnel for higher civilian promotions, the Secretary should consult with CDFS, and where 

concerned, the Service Chiefs of Staff.ô143 Similarly, the CNS, Vice Admiral Willis argued that óthere 

was a need for the CNS to be consulted and give formal agreement to the promotion and posting of 

senior civilian officers within, or responsive to his organisation.ô144 Officers such as Air Vice Marshal 

David Evans argued in their memoirs that civilians had fostered an óantagonistic environmentô and 

singled out the ónegative attitude almost always invariably conveyed by the Force Development and 

Analysis Division.ô145 There was a reluctance within parts of the military to accept civilians in decision-

making roles, particularly where their views on major issues differed.  

It is important to note, however, that this view was not universally shared throughout the 

military establishment. The CDFS at the time of the Utz Review, Air Chief Marshal McNamara, did 

not support the substantial changes to decision-making, and recruitment processes that were advocated 

by Synnott and Willis.146 McNamara argued that he had little desire óto be involved in the day to day 

administration of the Departmentô,147 and that the military óshould recognise the responsibilities of the 

Secretary.ô148 Air Marshal Ray Funnell recalled that óMcNamara got on quite well with Pritchett and 

was able to put a lot of oil onto troubled waters. He was a thoughtful fellow and got on well with 

people.ô149 McNamara later recalled in his memoirs that he did ónot know why we had to have that 

review because [he] never saw anything explicit in terms of precisely what deficiencies it was meant to 

correct.ô150 McNamara indicated that he was content with the division of responsibilities in Defence, 

and suspected that the Utz Review had been established by Fraser as óan exercise in trying to harvest 

budgetary savings.ô151 His support for the status quo is understandable as McNamara was at the heart 
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of the debates on the carrier decision in his capacity as CAS, and opposed both Synnott and Willis with 

the support of Pritchett, and other secretaries including Henderson and Yeend. However, Evans claimed 

that McNamara ódid not have intimate knowledge of the state of affairs in the Defence environmentô 

and that Pritchett authored Cabinet Submissions on the review with little input from the military.152 The 

Army did not clearly support radical change or the status quo. However, the CGS, Lieutenant-General 

Phillip Bennett, proposed that the position of CDFS be strengthened within the existing organisational 

structure through additional staffing and resources to better contribute to policy deliberations.153 The 

Army was contending with significant reductions in personnel and capability and was not heavily 

involved in the carrier deliberations.   

Utz also examined civil-military relations and organisational structures in other countries of 

comparable size to Australia. In November 1981, he wrote to Air Vice Marshal R.E Frost, the Head of 

the Australian Defence Staff in London to seek advice on óthe respective roles of the civilian and 

military personnel in the central policymaking and administration of Defenceô in Britain.154 Frost 

advised that civilians and uniformed officers had clearly delineated responsibilities, with civilians 

taking the lead in policy and administration while the military remained in charge of operational 

planning. This was similar to Australia and, in Frostôs view, was an effective arrangement. 155 Utz also 

sought an assessment on the Canadian system from Rear-Admiral, J Davidson, the Head of the 

Australian Defence Staff in Washington. Davidson advised that the Canadian diarchy óworks better than 

any previous system in processing decisions and in meeting the Ministerôs demand for consensus 

adviceô as it fostered better informed decision making through more robust deliberations.156 Advice 

from overseas missions supported McNamaraôs views in favour of the status quo rather than Synnottôs 

demands for organisational reform with a view to a greater role for uniformed personnel.  

In November 1982, the Defence Review Committee published its report on the higher defence 

organisation in Australia. The report concluded that the organisational structure and the division of 

responsibilities between civilians and their uniformed counterparts was sound. 157  However, it 

acknowledged that greater involvement by CDFS with defence policy in an advisory capacity would 

ófoster the development of Defence Force perspectives é as distinct from single Service perspectives, 

and thus lead to an improvement in the policy development processes.ô158 However, it was adamant that 

issues remain solely under the authority of the Secretary, not CDFS.159 It dismissed claims of excessive 

civilian interference in capability acquisition decisions stating that óthere is nothing wrong in principle 

in having the Secretary or his representative as the chairman of committees which deal with important 
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resource considerations.ô160 The report noted that capability procurement and development had been 

neglected in recent years. As a result, Utz recommended that a new organisation, the Department of 

Defence Support, be established to óensure that sufficient attention is given to the development of 

scientific and industrial capabilities required for defence.ô161 The Utz Review upheld the Tange reforms 

and reaffirmed a significant role for civilians in defence policymaking despite concerted attempts by 

sections of the military establishment to reverse the changes of the 1970s. Fraser was preparing for an 

election and did not take significant action besides establishing the Department of Defence Support. 

These debates made a significant contribution to the capability framework that underpinned the 

later development of self-reliance. Brabin-Smith wrote that these deliberations caused a reconsideration 

of Australiaôs force structure priorities.162 They informed óthe governmentôs decision to choose the more 

capable F/A-18 fighter aircraft over the F-16 é and to the demanding parameters of what became the 

Collins class submarines, [as well as] the replacement of the 10 P-CB Orions é the upgrading of the 

F-111C fleet, the modernisation of the three guided missile destroyers é and the acquisition of Adelaide 

class guided missile frigates.ô Although the Fraser Government encountered difficulties in 

implementing self-reliance, the debates that occurred towards the end of its term in office made a 

significant contribution to the development of the concept.  

The Fraser Government called an early election for March 1983 at a time of increasingly severe 

economic decline. A declassified American intelligence assessment from the time notes that Fraser was 

faced with óa sharp deterioration in Australiaôs economic performance, marked by the highest inflation 

in 40 years, worsening inflation and no real growth in 1982.ô163 By contrast, it noted that óLabor is 

making conscious effort to reassure the public about the partyôs moderate position on major issues. It 

reaffirmed support of ANZUS é [and] Hayden is keeping Laborôs often divisive left wing under 

control.ô164 Bob Hawke replaced Hayden and led the ALP to victory, bringing the Fraser years to an 

end. Hawke was elected on a reformist platform but inherited a defence organisation in disarray. The 

ADFôs force structure diverged significantly from the concept of self-reliance, the organisation was 

divided on its strategic priorities, and it did not have the funding base required to implement its 

capability acquisition program due to budget cuts and high inflation.  

Conclusion 

When the Fraser Government was elected to a third term in 1980, it had promised to invest 

more heavily in a self-reliant defence force to protect Australiaôs key interests in the Asia-Pacific. This 

chapter has shown that these promises were short lived as it struggled to implement self-reliance due to 

economic difficulties, and changes in Australiaôs strategic circumstances that necessitated a review of 
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Australiaôs acquisition priorities. These funding limitations exposed rivalries between civilians and 

military personnel that divided Australiaôs defence organisation.  With the election of Reagan, Fraser 

moved towards greater integration with the United States for contingencies further afield. Australian 

defence policy drifted from the concept of self-reliance towards greater dependence on allies, and this 

was compounded by the fact that Defence was in a state of crisis without a coherent strategic framework 

or adequate funding. The Hawke Government inherited a difficult situation but would start to address 

these issues and return to self-reliance for contingencies in the defence of Australia, as part of its 

reformist program as shown in the following chapter. 
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Introduction  

The Hawke Government was elected on a reformist platform that sought to distance itself from 

its predecessors. It inherited an economy in difficulty, and a defence policy in disarray due to budget 

cuts, institutional rivalries, and a divergence between self-reliance in strategic guidance and an interest 

in distant contingencies in a Cold War context in the previous government. This chapter shows that the 

Hawke Government took the opportunity to address these issues by recasting Australian defence policy 

towards greater self-reliance within ANZUS to re-establish the ALP as a credible political force after 

the ordeals of the 1970s. Hawke sought to reorientate Australian defence policy towards credible threats 

in the region. These reforms were complicated by tensions between New Zealand and the United States, 

and its approach to this issue laid the groundwork for the formal codification of self-reliance within 

ANZUS in policy later in the decade. 

The Drive for Policy Reform 

Upon election, Hawke put together a Cabinet that would continue the shift towards the political 

centre begun under Haydenôs leadership. In contrast to Whitlam, Hawke appointed centrist figures to 

key positions that would lead his proposed reforms. These included Paul Keating and John Button in 

the Treasury and Industry portfolios, and Bill Hayden, Gordon Scholes and Gareth Evans to the Foreign 

Affairs, Defence and Attorney-Generalôs roles. An American intelligence assessment affirms this view 

in concluding that óHawke has used the Cabinet selection process to affirm both his leadership, and his 

commitment to the moderate politics he espoused during the campaign.ô1 It assessed that these choices 

confirmed óHawkeôs intention to hold a tight rein on the partyôs left wingô and that his government 

seemed ómore competent and responsible than was the last Labor Cabinet under Whitlam.ô2 The Hawke 

Government wanted to distance itself from the Whitlam Government and sought to establish itself as a 

strong government through reforms to economic and defence policy, the two areas that had troubled 

Whitlam and Fraser. Hugh White articulates this as follows: 

The Hawke Government was driven by two things. The first was an intellectual commitment 

and a political commitment to self-reliance. Fraser had this ambivalence, and he was the 

dominant figure in his government. Whereas in the Hawke Government, his ministers were 

committed to self-reliance. For them, self-reliance was a big idea. The second is politics. One 

of Hawkeôs ambitions was to consolidate Laborôs grip on power and avoid the mistakes of 

Whitlam by presenting Labor as a responsible party of government. That included establishing 

Laborôs credentials on defence and foreign affairs. Hawkeôs colleagues realised that one of the 

things that had gone wrong with the Whitlam Government was that they were seen to be 

unreliable in managing the alliance. So, they had a big agenda to legitimise their credentials. 

But that required them to do something difficult. They had to show they were strong on defence, 

and strong supporters of the US alliance. But they had to do this in the face of the party.3 
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Within weeks of taking office, the Hawke Government announced significant economic 

reforms. Keating declared that the Hawke Government would bring greater stability to the budget by 

addressing wage inflation rather than cutting expenditure. The Hawke Government would work with 

employers and trade unions to limit wage rises and bring an end to the rampant inflation that prevented 

Fraser from implementing substantial parts of his platform.4 It threatened left-wing trade unions with 

expulsion from the ALP if they did not comply with its reform program and persisted with demands for 

significant wage rises that would increase inflationary pressures.5 These reforms were intended to 

provide greater certainty to the budget and give Hawke the fiscal stability that he needed to implement 

its policy platform. This meant that the Defence budget was likely to be better funded than it was under 

Fraser, barring unexpected changes to Australiaôs circumstances.  

The Hawke Government also announced similarly ambitious reforms to Australian defence 

policy. Hawke announced that he would commission a review of Australian planning on the basis that 

previous governments had órelied too heavily on the strength of the United States to guarantee national 

security and, as a result, Australia has not fully developed its own capabilities for an effective national 

defence.ô6 American assessments indicated that óthese [statements] point to a more self-reliant and 

independent defence policyô that would óemphasise protection of Australian territory.ô7 The ALP 

broadly supported the concept of a more self-reliant defence policy but was internally divided on the 

role of alliances within such a framework. Hawke and his inner Cabinet supported ANZUS but 

significant left-wing sections of the ALP had reservations about ties with allies. The Hawke 

Government would need to balance these considerations in developing a more coherent defence policy 

grounded in greater self-reliance in Australiaôs region.  

The ALP and the ANZUS Alliance 

These assessments were informed by the ALPôs policy platform developed under Haydenôs 

leadership. Between April 1981 and March 1982, the ALPôs Foreign Affairs and Defence Committee 

published its policy platform to differentiate itself from the Fraser Government. It recognised the 

destabilising impact of Soviet activities, highlighting óthe invasion and continued occupation of 

Afghanistanô as well as the óescalation of military activities in the Indian Oceanô and ómilitary 

incursions in Southern Africa and foreign military interference elsewhere in Africa.ô8 However, it 

questioned Fraserôs handling of these issues, stating that it was driven by the ógrowth of hysteriaô and 

óCold War simplicities.ô9 It also suggested that these issues were being used óby hawkish elements to 
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promote their views as a means of diverting attention from unemployment and inflation.ô10 The platform 

argued that Fraser focused heavily on developments beyond Australiaôs region. Moreover, it stated that 

óthe Federal Government has deviated substantially from the sound groundwork done by the Whitlam 

Government in basing Australian Foreign and Defence policies on a course of independence and self-

reliance.ô11 It contrasted this with Fraserôs approach, stating that óold doctrines of óforward defenceô 

have re-emerged under the guise of regional obligations and alliance associations.ô12 Minutes from 

relevant meetings indicate that deliberations on defence policy were driven by the Shadow Aviation 

Minister, Kim Beazley, with Haydenôs support. White articulates the purpose of the platform as follows: 

What you had to do was produce a defence policy which at once separated you from the alliance 

and strengthened the alliance. How do you do that? Enter Kim Beazley, and in the end, it was 

a simple piece of politics and policy. You had to persuade the electorate that we could be good 

allies of the United States by being self-reliant. By being self-reliant, we could be independent 

of the United States but a good ally of the United States.13 

Beazley recalls his philosophy as follows: 

Self-reliance is a lodestar. I donôt think that any of us that advocated it ever intended for it to 

be achieved in its purest form. But the assumption that we all had in the 1980s was that we 

would be driven by that. We would minimise our level of dependency on the support and the 

industry of others without ever assuming that we would reach total self-reliance. So we always 

used to say óself-reliance within the framework of alliances.ô14  

The ascension of Kim Beazley changed the nature of the discourse on defence policy. Vice 

Admiral, Ian MacDougall recalls this in the following terms: 

With the intellectual power of Kim Beazley, he was driving the train. Beazley was not only 

hugely respected by military and the Defence Department, but actually liked, and thatôs a rare 

combination. That combination tends to inspire trust, certainly in people and so when he would 

introduce things that were unpopular then there was, in part, an acceptance because óheôs a 

smart fellow, we trust him, so weôll do it.ô15 

The platform reaffirmed the ALPôs traditional policy priorities of self-reliance in Australiaôs 

region. White recalled that óin those days, you couldnôt ignore what the party said. Hawke had to 

persuade the electorate that they could manage the US alliance. That meant that they had to persuade 

the party to accept an alliance about which the party was sceptical.ô16 The platform stated that óLaborôs 

defence policy is based on a self-reliant capacity to defend Australiaôs territory and sea and air 

approachesô and that the ADF should be structured to deter major threats and handle lower-level 

threats.17 It singled out the carrier capability as unnecessary, stating that óthe carrier has little value 

outside of the context of [forward defence] and materially detracts from procurement policies related to 
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a force structure predicated on self-reliance.ô18 The role of American facilities on Australian territory 

was a point of contention. It held that óLabor is opposed to the presence on Australian territory of bases 

and facilities which involve a derogation of Australian sovereignty.ô19 The platform differentiated 

between the basing of military assets on the one hand, and intelligence facilities on the other. It clarified 

that óit remained opposed to the use of Australian facilities for the permanent basing of foreign naval 

vessels.ô20 It was more accommodating of the joint facilities in stating that:  

Labor will ensure that Australian authority and sovereignty are unimpaired. Australian 

personnel must be involved in all aspects of the bases operations and have the relevant technical 

expertise to do so. A Labor Government will insist on effective consultation at the highest level 

é in strategic planning or the policies of allies.21  

This policy statement was carefully worded so as to maintain close defence cooperation with 

the United States without explicitly endorsing ANZUS. While the ALP had moved considerably 

towards the political centre, its left wing had concerns about ANZUS and wielded considerable 

influence. This can be seen in the following description of the ALPôs approach to self-reliance and 

alliance commitments by the then Shadow Defence Spokesman, Gordon Scholes:  

In the area of defence, the opposition sees the performance of governments of a conservative 

nature as having more to do with saying than doing, a performance that is substantially steeped 

in a history of a defence policy of dependence. It was dependant on the British up to 1942. It 

has been dependant on the United States since then. We see alliances as part of our defence 

deterrent, not part of our defence capacity. In the end our defence planning must be on the basis 

that our own forces should be capable of carrying out those tasks which we can reasonably 

expect to be required of them. And they should perform these tasks without outside assistance 

or dependence on other nations whose decision-making process will, of necessity, be governed 

by their best interests, just as Australiaôs should be governed by our best interests.22 

As the Minister for Defence, Scholes gave insights into the ALPôs views on Australiaôs strategic 

priorities in an interview on 26 March 1983. Scholes indicated that the Hawke Government preferred 

to focus on credible regional threats, rather than broader issues in the Cold War. A transcript of the 

interview notes that óaccording to Mr. Scholes, Indonesia is equipped to take some part of Australiaôs 

North-West and hold it for concessionsô and clarified that óIndonesia could do it, theoretically, for it 

does not take a very large force. But neither Indonesia nor any other regional power could offer a threat 

with which Australia could not cope.ô23 Scholes then contrasted the views of the Hawke Government 

with those of the Fraser Government in stating that óprevious governments have suggested that in some 

way Vietnam or China constitute a threat. Neither country can move its forces outside its own territory 

very far. Neither has an across-water capability.ô24 Scholes remarked that óthe Russians could attack us 
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but you would have to build a scenario for it. Why would they, and under what conditions?ô25 He 

clarified that óin a global war, they might make the US facilities é [a target in a] major strike against 

the US but this would not be part of a plan to occupy, or take out, Australia as such.ô26 This was a 

turning point as the government had realigned its view of Australiaôs priorities with those of the civilian 

defence establishment, in favour of greater self-reliance in the context of threats in Australiaôs region. 

In that interview, Scholes outlined his partyôs view on ANZUS, and indicated that the ALP saw 

it in a very different light to its predecessor. In line with his contribution to OôNeill and Hornerôs book, 

Scholes argued that the Hawke Government saw ANZUS as part of Australiaôs deterrent, not its defence 

capacity. Scholes then stated that óprevious governments treated it as a defence treaty but it is not é 

we should not be entirely dependent on it.ô27 He then evoked memories of prior issues in alliance 

relationships in rhetorically asking óremember what happened when we became dependent on British 

promises about Singapore?ô28 To reiterate the point he stated that óitôs unlikely but possible. The drain 

on [American] resources would probably preclude help for us if we needed it.ô29 The underlying premise 

was that allies would prioritise their own interests ahead of Australiaôs in major contingencies, and that 

it therefore needed to be more self-reliant. The ALP indicated that it supported ANZUS but that it would 

need to be further reviewed to ensure that it conformed to Australiaôs key strategic interests. The Hawke 

Government was determined to take a different approach to Australian defence policy to the Fraser 

Government. It was sceptical about the Soviet threat and did not view ANZUS as the sole basis for 

Australiaôs military planning. Rather, it sought to reorientate Australian policy towards greater self-

reliance in its region as envisaged in by supporting ANZUS as a deterrent but not relying on American 

combat forces for Australian defence.  

The US Secretary of State, George Schultz wrote a letter of congratulations to Hawke shortly 

after election. Hayden saw this as an opportunity to articulate his views to the Reagan Administration 

in consultation with Hawke and Scholes. Initial drafts of Haydenôs letter to Schultz supported ANZUS 

but spoke of óself-sufficiencyô in Australian defence policy.30 Scholes wrote to Hayden to advise that 

óthe limited resources available in Australia make self-sufficiency in defence matters unattainable and 

our objective might, therefore, be better expressed in your letter as increased self-reliance.ô31 Scholes 

did not explicitly define the difference in his letter but Brabin-Smith later wrote that self-sufficiency 

implied óa very high-level of strategic independence or even isolation, and is not something that 
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Australia seeks or has ever sought.ô32 In Brabin-Smithôs view, self-sufficiency entailed óresearch and 

development forô as well as the ódesign, trial and build[ing] much of [Australiaôs] own defence 

equipment.ô33 Cottrill believes that the letter may have been influenced by Pritchett.34 In emphasising 

self-reliance rather than self-sufficiency, Scholes then went on to highlight the importance of geography 

in determining how Australia would use its limited resources in the following terms: 

These limited resources together with the overriding importance to us of ensuring adequate 

provisions for our own defence, restrict the scope for Australian contribution in support of 

those wider interests we share with the US. We make our most effective contribution to 

ANZUS, in both present and contingent circumstances, in the area of the world of direct 

strategic relevance to us. We do not need to maintain capabilities in the Defence Force relevant 

to contingencies in more distant areas, rather than contingencies of national defence.35   

In his letter, Scholes qualified his support for alliance commitments in Australian defence 

policy, and sought to differentiate the Hawke Government from its predecessor as follows: 

The US has recently been seeking to involve its allies in sharing more of the burden of defence 

against the Soviet Union and others which threaten Western interests. Advance commitments 

of military support to the alliance are part of the structure of NATO and are appropriate in an 

area where there is a common direct threat posed to the security of Western Europe and the 

US, but such commitments are not called for by current Australian circumstances. We would 

not want to give support to any inclination on the part of the US to regard ANZUS as a means 

of securing our defence involvement in regions or circumstances of limited strategic relevance 

to Australia or where our national interests and those of the US do not coincide.36 

Hawke wrote to both Scholes and Hayden, agreeing with the thrust of the letter. He supported 

óthe emphasis given to commonality of interests and our intention to be a constructive partner to the 

United States.ô37 However, he noted that differences between both countries had óperhaps been given 

too much emphasis.ô38 Hawke preferred an approach that was closer to the United States than proposed 

by either Hayden or Scholes. The final draft of Haydenôs letter better articulated the Hawke 

Governmentôs approach to self-reliance and ANZUS to the Reagan Administration. It suggested that 

greater self-reliance was consistent with declared American policy and would thus enhance ANZUS: 

In opposition, we made it clear that there was no question about our Partyôs fundamental 

commitment to ANZUS. This has been reaffirmed on several occasions by the Government, 

and by me personally. Within this context, we will be intensifying our efforts to develop a 

greater measure of self-reliance in our defence effort. This would be consistent with United 

States thinking in recent years and we would see such an approach as making a positive 

contribution to maintaining the vitality of ANZUS.39 
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In these early years, Hayden was the intellectual driving force of the Hawke Governmentôs 

approach to foreign and defence policy. His sentiments with regard to self-reliance were clarified in his 

memoirs as follows: 

Underlying my attitude was a belief that Australia must arrange and pursue its national 

interests with a recognition that in certain circumstances, and in spite of great goodwill from 

allies and friends, we might have to battle alone and hard with our own resources to defend 

our interests. At some given moment of difficulty, good allies and friends might have seriously 

different priorities to ours and this could leave us exposed and vulnerable.40 

Within months of taking office, the Hawke Government started to orientate Australian policy 

towards greater self-reliance within ANZUS to establish itself as strong on defence. These reforms, 

however, were complicated by developments in New Zealand. Neither the Government of New Zealand 

nor the parliamentary opposition supported Australiaôs shift towards greater self-reliance but for very 

different reasons. The New Zealand Minister for Foreign Affairs, Warren Cooper, wrote to Hayden to 

state that ómy Government does not see a need for a review of the ANZUS Treaty. Its basic principles 

are sound and have stood the test of time and we have no problems with the text.ô41 However, the New 

Zealand Labour Party, then under the leadership of David Lange, actively sought to distance itself from 

the ANZUS alliance. It nominally supported ANZUS but proposed a ban on visits by American nuclear 

powered warships on that basis that there was no threat in the Pacific that justified their presence.42 The 

New Zealand Labour Party had decided in 1981 óto take a more independent stance within the ANZUS 

Allianceô and had passed a resolution that óNew Zealand withdraw from all military alliances with 

nuclear weapon powers on a unilateral basis.ô43 These developments worried the Reagan Administration 

and the Hawke Government. On 31 March 1983, the Australian Consulate in Honolulu cabled both 

Pritchett and McNamara to advise that óthe US was having difficulty understanding exactly where the 

New Labour leader Lange stood on the issue of US nuclear armed and powered ships, and on the 

American alliance generally.ô44 It advised that óUS analysts were concerned about the consequences for 

the ANZUS alliance of a Labour victory in New Zealand if the NZ Labor Partyôs current policies were 

implemented.ô45 There was uncertainty because on the one hand, Lange questioned ANZUS in public 

but in private had said to American diplomats that he ówould learn from the example of the Australian 

Labor leaders who would ókeep their craziesô under control.ô46 Shortly afterwards, Foreign Affairs 

advised that Lange would side with the left to the detriment of the ANZUS. 

The Hawke Government was put into a difficult position. It sought to shift Australian defence 

policy towards greater self-reliance in the context of credible regional threats but also wanted to 
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strengthen ANZUS. In doing so, it would give Australia a measure of deterrence against large-scale 

threats through its association with the United States, and maintain access to American capabilities that 

would enable it to handle smaller scale contingencies with a greater degree of independence which had 

been an ongoing concern. Importantly, it would also shift the ALP towards the political centre in a move 

that would distance it from Whitlam and thus consolidate Hawkeôs leadership. Yet, Langeôs defence 

policy had the potential to lead to the termination of ANZUS, and undo Hawkeôs reformist agenda. As 

a result, the Hawke Government announced a major review of Australiaôs role in ANZUS to settle the 

issue and to establish a strong record on defence policy, which had until then been problematic. 

Archival records indicate that internal political factors were a key consideration in Hawkeôs 

decision to commission a review of ANZUS. Declassified reports indicate that Hawke was partly driven 

by a desire to assert his authority, to marginalise the left wing of the ALP. A declassified report states 

that óHawkeôs efforts to recast the ALP platform will be vigorously opposed by the partyôs fracturous 

left wing é in order to maintain some leverage and to brighten its fading image as a viable party 

faction.ô47 Another assessment held that Hayden ómay stage a leadership challenge if he detects 

weakness in Hawkeôs control of the party.ô48 It further argued that Hayden was ótrying to re-establish 

himself as a leading contender for Hawkeôs job. His efforts are fuelled by personal antagonism towards 

Hawke who in 1980 entered Parliament determined to replace Hayden as leader.ô49 The report forecast 

that Hawke would placate conservative elements within his party by affirming ANZUS but also mollify 

left wing factions by qualifying Australiaôs relationship with the United States. Hawke would achieve 

this by emphasising greater self-reliance within ANZUS and would thus resolve a divisive issue for the 

ALP and affirm his leadership of the party for years to come.  

On 30 May 1983, Cabinet met to consider the role of ANZUS in Australian defence policy. The 

Defence Committee prepared a brief on the history and utility of ANZUS for Cabinet consideration. It 

was informed by developments from the 1960s onwards, and echoed Killenôs description of Australiaôs 

alliance commitments in OôNeill and Hornerôs book,50 in stating that ANZUS ódoes not provide a 

guarantee of US military support in any conflict or potential conflict involving Australia.ô51 The report 

argued, however, that the treaty provides óa basis on which US military support could be sought in the 

event of a major threat to Australiaôs security.ô52 The Committee clarified that ANZUS was óprobably 

applicable where US interests are affected and if there was doubt about the capacity of Australia and 

New Zealand to deal with the situation.ô53 It did not, however, cover regional commitments such as the 

deployment in Malaysia, and noted that the United States did not provide assistance under ANZUS 
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when requested by the Menzies Government over disputes with Indonesia concerning West Papua in 

the 1950s and during Confrontation in the early 1960s. It further noted that óNew Zealand presents a 

special problem that could lead to radical change of a permanently lower peacetime budget.ô54 On a 

broader level, the Committee advised that ANZUS had deterrent value and did not derogate from 

Australian sovereignty. Overall, the advice given to Cabinet was very supportive of ANZUS and was 

tailored in such a way as to align with the policy platform of the Hawke Government by situating it in 

the context of greater self-reliance and autonomy in defence policymaking.  

The Submission was well received by the bureaucracy and Hawkeôs staff. The Prime Ministerôs 

international relations adviser, John Bowen, advised Hawke that the Submission was generally sound 

but that Australia should be prepared to take different positions to the United States on contentious 

defence policy issues where it felt justified to do so.55 Prime Minister and Cabinet also supported the 

Submission and advised that it should óreassure most Australians of [the ANZUS Treatyôs] value.ô56 It 

aimed to foster self-reliance by supporting ANZUS but not depending upon the combat forces of allied 

states for defence, and was supported by the Reagan Administration. Foreign Affairs also provided a 

briefing pack to Hayden for the forthcoming ANZUS Council meeting where it advised that Reagan 

anticipated Australian support in higher level contingencies but expected Australia to deal with lower-

level issues in its region without American assistance.57 More specifically, it quoted Reagan as stating 

that óin contingencies not involving the Soviet Union, we hope to rely on friendly regional states to 

provide military forces. Should the threat exceed the capabilities of regional states, however, we must 

be prepared é to commit US forces to assist our allies.ô58 Foreign Affairs and Defence supported this 

emphasis on greater self-reliance in the immediate region as the basis for Australian planning, and were 

now fully  supported by the Hawke Government, unlike its predecessor which had equivocated between 

regional self-reliance and more distant contingencies. 

Cabinet took a positive approach to ANZUS in view of this advice, and its desire to appear 

strong on defence policy. The Hawke Government agreed that the óANZUS Treaty is still relevant 

todayô and that it óyields substantial benefits for Australiaôs defence effort and the USA.ô59 Cabinet 

noted that the ANZUS alliance is sustained by óa coincidence of interest rather than treaty provisionsô, 

unlike the more formal structures of NATO. Importantly, Cabinet agreed that ANZUS ódid not derogate 

from Australiaôs right of national decision in foreign and defence policy matters, and in respect of the 

joint facilities.ô60 Further, the Hawke Government noted that óit is in Australiaôs interests to maintain 

the ANZUS Treaty and to avoid initiatives that could unnecessarily put at risk the present important 
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cooperation with the USA on security matters.ô61 Cabinet also agreed to inform New Zealand of its 

approach towards ANZUS, presumably with the hope of exerting some influence on Lange. This 

meeting was a landmark in the development of Australian policy because the ALP had decisively 

endorsed ANZUS at the highest levels while also affirming its commitment to self-reliance. In doing 

so, the Hawke Government distanced itself from the Whitlam Government and fostered a degree of 

policy continuity with the Fraser Government, but had put itself onto a collision course with its 

counterparts in New Zealand.   

On 14 September, Cabinet met to consider ANZUS in more detail. Hayden briefed Cabinet on 

the outcomes of the ANZUS Council meeting in July. He said that the Hawke Government sought to 

reassure the United States and New Zealand, then under Muldoon, of óAustraliaôs fundamental 

commitment to the allianceô and that it ódid not intend to seek a renegotiation of the Treaty nor to 

propose any major changes.ô 62 Hayden  noted that there was significant uncertainty as to New Zealandôs 

position as its óattitude was very much conditioned by domestic political considerations.ô63 With regard 

to the scope of ANZUS, he advised that the United States would respond if Australia were directly 

attacked by another state but not always in lower-level contingencies. In preparing this advice, Hayden 

consulted with the American Embassy which had advised Foreign Affairs that the United States would 

respond in the event that Australia was attacked. Australian officials, however, were not entirely 

convinced about American assurances.64 In response to questions about American resolve, the Reagan 

Administration effectively affirmed the Guam Doctrine in indicating that it expected Australia to 

maintain óa decent level of defence capacity and be able to operate on [its] own in small-scale 

contingencies.ô65 Hayden acknowledged this in his response by stating that óTreaty partners were 

sovereign and equal states that would not necessarily agree on every issue in world affairs.ô66 The 

Reagan Administration óaccepted this in general termsô but was wary of explicitly stating this in 

public.67 Hawke accepted ANZUS as a deterrent against higher level contingencies in which American 

interests were affected, but differentiated itself from its predecessor by reaffirming Australian autonomy 

through greater self-reliance by not relying on allied combat forces in lower-level contingencies against 

credible threats in Australiaôs region. It had started to build on the work of the Fraser Government by 

articulating the circumstances in which Australia would to be self-reliant. 

Cabinet endorsed a statement on the Hawke Governmentôs position on ANZUS and self-

reliance to be made by Hayden in Parliament. In the draft speech, Hayden stated that the Hawke 

Government had undertaken a comprehensive review of ANZUS and had concluded that the alliance 
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was ófundamental to Australiaôs national security and foreign and defence policies.ô68 Hayden forecast 

the need for greater self-reliance in noting that ANZUS was not a guarantee of safety and cautioned 

against óa posture of happy dependence that has satisfied the foreign policy ambitions of many 

Australians in the past.ô69 He reconciled his support for ANZUS with greater self-reliance by stating 

that óthe Treaty has the full support of this government; but we recognise that we must still pull our full 

weight in our own protection.ô70 The Hawke Government had put forward the concept of self-reliance 

within ANZUS as stated by Hayden in his letter to Schultz. In doing so, the Hawke Government had 

started to bring Australian defence policy back into alignment with strategic guidance and had distanced 

itself from Whitlam while building on the conceptual work undertaken by Fraser. 

In the statement, Hayden outlined why the Hawke Government chose to emphasise greater self-

reliance. The reason for this was that Australia could not always expect military assistance. Hayden 

demonstrated that this was an enduring concern in Australian military planning. He quoted Fraser 

stating that óyou can never automatically anticipate assistanceô from the United States, Britain or New 

Zealand.71 He turned to Defence White Paper 1976 and its statement that óit is not our policy, nor would 

it be prudent, to rely upon US combat help in all circumstances.ô72 Hayden argued that Australia needed 

to invest in its capabilities if it was to receive assistance from the United States as per the Guam 

Doctrine. Defence, however, had serious concerns about the tone of the speech, as elaborated in a letter 

in Scholesô name authored by Pritchett, the Secretary of Defence, to Hayden. Pritchett wrote that the 

speech was drafted by Foreign Affairs with little Defence input, and cautioned that óthe present draft is 

too heavy on non-automaticity of United States military responseô, that it was ótoo strong on risks 

involved in hosting joint facilitiesô and that there was ótoo much on the theme of independence.ô73 By 

contrast, Prime Minister and Cabinet advised that the draft speech balanced Australiaôs emphasis on 

ódefence self-reliance, and not taking US military support for granted in all contingenciesô with 

Americaôs emphasis on the óreliability of its ANZUS commitment to Australia.ô74  There were 

differences of opinion between Defence and Foreign Affairs on the nature and utility of ANZUS.  

Hayden drew on these contrasting views to explain the intellectual rationale for greater self-

reliance in Australiaôs region and within ANZUS as the conceptual basis for Australian defence policy 

in his statement to Parliament. He defined self-reliance within ANZUS in the following terms: 

We cannot assume military support from our Treaty partners in every contingency; and that 

we should therefore develop a self-defence capability in case in a particular contingency we 

need to rely on our own resources. By definition, therefore, it would not be prudent to base 

the development of our defence force on the assumption that our forces will necessarily be 
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part of a superpower deployment in the event of any form of hostilities in which we are 

involved. It is more prudent and proper to elaborate these force structures on the basis of a 

self-defence capability within our regional context. 

Agreement was reached as to Australiaôs prime defence role as building our self-defence 

capability within our regional context, rather than as a presumed global role as some sort of 

appendix of a superpower. That clarification will allow more precise formulation of our 

defence thinking and will govern the structure that we establish for our defence force.75  

This statement was significant as it laid the foundations for a reconsideration of Australiaôs 

force structure planning for the defence of core interests against credible threats in its region and not 

reliant on the combat forces of its allies. Hayden then further clarified the nature of Australiaôs 

relationship with both the United States and New Zealand in the following terms: 

It follows that not everything which Australia does in the defence field with the United States 

and New Zealand should be seen as part of ANZUS. All too often in the past, Australians 

have had a tendency to believe, or have been encouraged to believe, that ANZUS covers every 

conceivable association with the US and every conceivable military action that we might take 

together. ANZUS does not provide such limitless coverage and clearly is not the only 

determinant of our relationship with New Zealand and the United States. We may well 

undertake various activities in cooperation with the United States and New Zealand, not 

because such activities or actions are required ANZUS obligations ï rather because of our 

mutual interests and perceptions and the deeper association that ANZUS represents.76  

Haydenôs statement was a landmark in the development of self-reliance as the basis for 

Australian defence policy. He affirmed that Australia needed to be able to protect its interests because 

it could not necessarily rely on the combat forces of other powers to do so. The Hawke Government 

was of the view that other powers would necessarily prioritise their interests in significant contingencies 

in Southeast Asia, as Britain did in the face of the Japanese advance on Singapore in 1942, and as the 

United States did during Confrontation in the early 1960s. Yet, Haydenôs statement was not isolationist 

or totally independent of alliance commitments. Rather, it emphasised the importance of greater self-

reliance as a means by which to keep the United States engaged with ANZUS. Cottrill recalls that óWe 

argued for self-reliance in the context of both the alliance and engagement with the region. Access to 

American logistics and intelligence enabled us to be more self-reliant, and self-reliance allowed us to 

better contribute to our alliance obligations in the region.ó77 The Hawke Government assessed that the 

United States would be more likely to assist if Australia had a credible defence capability as it had 

stressed since the Guam Doctrine under the Nixon Administration. Importantly, Haydenôs decision to 

differentiate the bilateral relationship from ANZUS allowed the Hawke Government the opportunity to 

emphasise other aspects of defence cooperation with the United States on non-military grounds.  

The joint facilities were cited as an example of defence cooperation that served broader 

objectives transcending the military aspects of ANZUS. In a brief to Hayden, Foreign Affairs noted that 

Hawke publicly supported the facilities on the basis of their contribution to óa system of deterrence and 
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verification that makes arms control and reduction feasible.ô78 However, it argued that it needed to go 

further óbecause of public ignorance about the nature of these facilities, such criticism has tended to call 

ANZUS into question and erode its credibility.ô79 The important role of the joint facilities was poorly 

understood, and had been a source of division in the ALP which had detracted from Hawkeôs intention 

to establish a strong record on defence policy. Foreign Affairs consequently advised that: 

It is in the interest of ANZUS credibility that we seek, for public record, an agreed description 

of the general purpose and functions of those facilities that will not unduly compromise the 

security of their operations but may reassure many members of the Australian public and 

reduce the propaganda advantage enjoyed by the critics of ANZUS.80 

Similarly, Cottrill recalls that: 

There was the issue of detailing publicly the purpose of the joint facilities. Hayden and 

Beazley were pushing that. It was a question of if, when and how. That led to a statement in 

Parliament by Hawke which was agreed with the Americans. Again, the Americans didnôt 

immediately welcome that idea but when we talked it through with them and defined what we 

were going to do, they came to accept it and it strengthened the governmentôs position. Hawke 

also worded the statement that acknowledged the leftôs concerns by focusing on arms treaty 

verification. It took a lot of pressure off that area. It was a very clever move but it wasnôt easy. 

As far as the Americans were concerned, the alliance was materially stronger for it.81 

Hayden agreed to explain the importance and utility of these facilities in support of broader 

objectives beyond ANZUS. He articulated Australiaôs support for the joint facilities in the Northwest 

Cape, Pine Gap and Nurrungar on the basis that this was óan instance of the shared values the Treaty 

embodies.ô82 Moreover, he stressed that support for the joint facilities would give Australia ómoral 

standingô in relation to its ósupport of arms control and arms reduction.ô83 He also grounded this in self-

reliance by asserting that all activities occurred with the ófull knowledge and concurrenceô of the 

Australian Government, and that they informed Australiaôs interests.84 Hayden had laid out the basis 

for the Hawke Governmentôs support for greater self-reliance within ANZUS as the cornerstone of 

Australian defence policy. At this stage, however, Haydenôs view of self-reliance was only embryonic, 

and the Hawke Government had other issues to address before developing it more fully. 

The Defence Budget and Australian Strategic Policy 

On 27 July 1983, Cabinet met to consider how it could fund its policy of self-reliance within 

ANZUS as part of the Defence budget for 1983-84. In line with earlier advice, it decided to base its 

funding program on óan assessment that we will have several years of warning of all but the most limited 

military threatô and that ówe will use the warning time wisely to expand the Defence Force, raise the 

level of its training and its war stocks, and strengthen our industry and infrastructure.ô85 Its acquisition 
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program would be based on the assumption that Australia would not be threatened by major conflict 

but would need to focus more closely on deterrence against regional threats. Scholes rejected Fraserôs 

investment in óa level of preparedness appropriate to imminent hostilitiesô because this would ómean 

vast increases in our defence budget that would have to come from reductions in other areas é that 

would not be justified in our present and prospective circumstances.ô86 Hawke decided to take a 

measured approach to capability investment than its predecessor by focusing on self-reliance against 

threats in Australiaôs region rather than expeditionary operations in the Cold War.   

Investment in naval capability was an area in which the Hawke Government would differentiate 

itself from the Fraser Government. Scholes affirmed his commitment to not acquire a replacement 

carrier on the basis that óan aircraft carrier of the kind we could not afford, and the kinds of aircraft that 

could operate from it were not an adequate answer to Australiaôs maritime needs.ô87 Instead, he 

announced that the Fleet Air Arm would be an all-helicopter force in line with advice from Defence, 

particularly Air Force, and that óenhancement of this aspect of maritime operations is one of the highest 

new equipment priorities for the Defence Force.ô88 To provide a launching platform for the helicopters, 

the Hawke Government announced that it would fund the acquisition of new frigates from the United 

States, and would commence the construction of new vessels in Australia from around 1991. Scholes 

also announced that the Hawke Government would óbegin to implement the long-awaited naval home-

porting in Western Australiaô which had been announced by Fraser but not implemented due to financial 

constraints. Clearly, a new approach to maritime investment was to be a defining aspect of its plan to 

implement self-reliance as a pillar of Australian policy. Hawke started to acquire capabilities around 

Australiaôs geographic features, namely maritime defence, to implement self-reliance. 

Scholes then discussed investment in air capability as an important part of his agenda. Hawke 

agreed to set aside funding for the introduction into service of the F/A-18 tactical fighters, and 

highlighted investment in new facilities at Williamtown in northern New South Wales, as well as the 

possibility of a new fighter base at Tindal in the Northern Territory.89 Scholes announced that the 

aircraft were to be assembled in Australia, with ammunition to be locally manufactured. In support of 

the fighters, it had also pledged funding for the Jindalee Over-the-Horizon Radar, which it said óoffers 

the first practical prospect of dealing with the otherwise seemingly impossible task of monitoring 

Australiaôs vast northern approaches.ô90  The Hawke Government had started to invest in capabilities 

that would give effect to greater self-reliance by equipping Australia to better defend itself against 

credible threats in its immediate region rather than relying on the combat forces of other major powers 

for its defence, or undertaking expeditionary operations in coalition with allies in more distant theatres. 
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The Hawke Government and Strategic Guidance 

Shortly after the election, the Hawke Government agreed to the development of a Strategic 

Basis paper.91 Scholes, put forward a draft paper for Cabinet deliberation on 2 September. He advised 

that its purpose as óto develop a more self-reliant strategic posture, consistent with Australiaôs alliance 

and treaty obligations and in support of broad western interests, based on the principle of developing 

independent national defence capabilities to deter conventional attack on Australian territory.ô92 It 

aimed to give effect to self-reliance within ANZUS. He reiterated Haydenôs earlier argument that óboth 

conventional and nuclear conflict between the superpowers remain improbableô but that óstability 

depends on effective deterrence.ô93 Scholes argued that óour indirect support, by reception of USN ship 

visits and the support of the joint facilities at North West Cape, Pine Gap and Nurrungar, is important 

and justifies accepting the risk of possible Soviet attack.ô94 He affirmed óthe importance of maintaining 

the vitality of the alliance alongside greater self-reliance, as agreed by Hawke in the ANZUS review. 

Scholes then discussed the role of geography as the basis for self-reliance. He stated that there 

was óno significant requirement or scope for an Australian defence role in Europe, Africa, South and 

East Asia and Central and South America.ô95 He argued that óAustralia é should continue to provide, 

support for the Western deterrent posture against further expansion of Soviet influence and lodgement 

in the Indian Ocean and its littoral by our making port and airfield facilities available to US ships and 

aircraft, by our own maritime surveillance there, and by occasional RAN deployments and visits to 

some littoral states.ô96 In doing so, the paper emphasised that óAustralian activity should, as far as 

practicable, be perceived as independent national effort in support of broad Western interests.ô97 He, 

therefore, explicitly stated that Australia should not be concerned with distant contingencies but focus 

primarily on its region. The document aligned with Cabinetôs view of ANZUS and provided a useful 

starting point in the development and implementation of greater self-reliance in the Asia-Pacific.  

Within this context, the paper identified Indonesia as the primary focus of Australian defence 

policy. It marked a change from the benign assessments of the 1970s and reflected some of David 

Evansô earlier concerns. The paper stated that ówithin the region, Indonesia alone has the potential to 

pose a serious military threat to us, but at present lacks both the motivation and capability.ô98 Scholes 

noted óthat could change if tensions were to grow between us or, possibly, if internal stability 

deteriorated there.ô99 Regardless, he argued that ógeography and the large disparities in our populations 
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and social and political perspectives support an abiding Australian defence interest in Indonesia.ô100 The 

paper observed that ódisputes involved PNG, particularly at the border with Irian Jaya, are arguably the 

single most credible basis for deteriorating security relations between Indonesia and Australia é we 

could be moved by a range of factors to commit major forces to the defence of PNG, and Indonesia 

could exploit that militarily.ô101 In this scenario, óIndonesia already has the military capability to mount, 

and sustain, low-level operations that could seriously over-stretch the, and generate political pressure 

on an Australian Government to make political concessions or to escalate its military response, with 

higher military and political costs.ô102 Australian planning had shifted towards threats in its region, and 

this would form the basis of the Hawke Governmentôs plans to reorientate towards greater self-reliance.  

The Defence Committee advised Cabinet to balance its alliance commitments with its focus on 

self-reliance in Australiaôs region. It argued, in line with Scholesô view, that Australia could not be 

totally self-reliant and would need to maintain close relationships with its allies. The Committee 

cautioned óagainst unrealistic views of the extent to which independence is feasible and to which our 

reliance on overseas materiel support in times of conflict can be reduced.ô103 It, therefore, suggested 

that Cabinet set a list of priorities for which it should prepare given that Australia did not have the 

resources to meet all contingencies. The Committee recommended that óour defence posture be directed 

in the first place to those limited situations that could arise firstô rather than more substantial but less 

likely contingencies. It further advised that Australiaôs resource limitations could be offset by 

ódevelopments in comprehensive monitoring of changes in our circumstancesô which would enable the 

óacquisition of larger capabilityô within adequate warning time.104 The Committee recognised that 

Australia could not provide all capabilities required for total self-reliance and would instead only seek 

to be self-reliant in terms of combat forces. These recommendations, particularly in regard to warning 

time and force expansion, would also later form the basis of self-reliance in Australian defence policy. 

Scholesô Submission was well received by stakeholders in the bureaucracy and the political 

establishment. Prime Minister and Cabinet recommended that Hawke agree to the Submission. It was 

particularly supportive of the need to focus on Indonesia while still backing the United States in the 

Indian Ocean.105 The Prime Ministerôs international relations adviser, John Bowen wrote to Hawke to 

advise that it was ógenerally sensible and consistent with what the Government is likely to want to do 

in the defence area.ô106 He agreed with the focus on self-reliance in terms of combat forces against 

credible, lower-level contingencies in Australiaôs immediate region. Bowen did, however, state that 
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ONA documents on which it was based óworry me a littleô with their focus on relations between the 

superpowers rather than credible threats in Australiaôs region. Bowen advised Hawke that: 

I believe that in future years, defence and intelligence planners should be encouraged to 

produce a document which reflects the centrality of Australiaôs defence requirements by 

starting from our neighbourhood and working outwards. The present format, notwithstanding 

the independent line which is argued, is likely to encourage us to think in terms of Western 

Alliance considerations ahead of our own national interests and defence requirements.107 

He further stated that: 

I believe that our national interests, as well as our best contribution to cooperation with our 

intelligence partners, require that we should make our biggest assessment effort in our own 

neighbourhood, the Asia-Pacific region. I do not dispute that we need to ensure that we are 

able to make sound assessments on such issues as Superpower Strategic Competition, the 

Soviet Union and the Middle East, but for a country like Australia to give them the priority 

which they are given seems to me to run the risk of seriously distorting our effort and of giving 

our intelligence community an essentially Northern Hemisphere view of the world.108  

Bowen advised Hawke to be wary of the assessments given by the ONA at the time. He was of 

the view that it was too heavily focused on Cold War rivalry rather than the more credible, lower-level 

contingencies which the Hawke Government had focused on in its efforts to be more self-reliant. Bowen 

recommended that ONA be directed to resubmit óa more considered and narrower set of intelligence 

priorities based primarily on our own strategic situation, national interests and intelligence 

capability.ô109 These were to include óSouth East Asia, East Asia and the South Pacific ï Strategic, 

Political and Economic.ô110 Bowen then advised that óall other subjects, although important, should 

necessarily be in a lower category.ô111 The Hawke Government had started to shift Australiaôs priorities 

from the Cold War posture of Fraser to credible threats in its region, namely Indonesian interference in 

neighbouring states. Hawke endorsed this as the overriding priority in strategic guidance and started to 

redirect the efforts of key government agencies towards that aim.  

Scholes wrote an article that gave an insight into the strategic thinking of the Hawke 

Government. He announced that óresponsibility for Australiaôs defence, short of nuclear or superpower 

invasion, [rests] squarely upon Australian shoulders.ô112 He distanced the ALP from its predecessor by 

arguing that this was óa truth that Australian conservative governments, since Federation have 

consistently sought to ignore.ô113 Scholes then reiterated that óonly a superpower now has the capability 

to invade Australia. Countries in our region could only attempt to invade Australia after a major and 

lengthy build up, which would alert us to expand our forces in response.ô114 He caveated this statement 

in arguing that ólower-level threats, however, such as limited lodgements and raids on isolated facilities 
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could arise with little to no warning time.ô115 He articulated Australiaôs defence requirements in noting 

that óthe Defence Forces must be able to meet low-level threats é and have the long lead time items 

and skilled personnel to expand the Defence Forces to meet higher level threat.ô116 He envisaged a 

maritime and air strategy of denial, saying that óthe F/A-18 aircraft will provide a deterrent, as will the 

additional Harpoon missiles which have been recently acquired for the Orions and Oberon Class 

submarines.ô117 The Hawke Government was beginning to align capability and strategic guidance, with 

greater self-reliance against Indonesian forces as the centrepiece of this policy.  

Cabinet met on 27 September to consider the Submission. It endorsed the Strategic Basis paper 

óas guidance for the forthcoming review of defence planning and for the development of Australian 

defence policies.ô118 In doing so, it óaffirmed the priority of a defence posture for national defence and 

the requirement for selective developmentô of capability and international relationships that ósupport 

Australiaôs regional and wider defence interests.ô119 It noted the óparticular importance to Australiaôs 

long term national defence interests of the vitality of ANZUS and a stable and influential relationship 

with Indonesia.ô120 Hawke accepted self-reliance within ANZUS as key to Australian policy. How this 

could be implemented was yet to be resolved but it had put forward the conceptual basis for a wider 

review of Australian defence policy. 

Institutional Reforms in the Defence Organisation 

Having established the foundations for a more self-reliant defence policy, the Hawke 

Government turned its attention to other issues that had impeded the implementation of reforms in 

Defence. The most pressing of these were the interservice rivalries that had plagued capability 

development proposals during the Fraser Government. To resolve these problems, Hawke considered 

broader reforms to the Defence organisation at a Cabinet meeting in April 1984. Fraser had 

commissioned a review into the higher Defence organisation but did not substantially implement its 

recommendations prior to the election. After it had concluded the review of ANZUS in its first year in 

government, the Hawke Government, at the behest of Scholes, took the opportunity to consider the Utz 

report and implement its recommendations. Cabinet focused on how the military and civilian sides of 

the Defence could most effectively work together to provide considered advice to government. It was 

hoped that by bringing the two sides of Defence together, the Hawke Government could make further 

progress in implementing the concept of self-reliance in Australian defence policy. 

One of the issues examined by Scholes was the role and authority of the CDFS. Scholes argued 

that the diarchy, as established by Tange, was sound but that the CDFS required greater authority. He 
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reiterated Synnottôs earlier argument that óthe position of CDFS was inadequately established in 

legislation.ô121 Scholes also noted that the services had too much power and that this had hindered policy 

development. He suggested that the Defence Act 1903 be amended so that óthe CDFS commands the 

Service Chiefs and is the Ministerôs principal military advisor in the formulation of policy and the 

administration of the Force.ô122 To give the role greater authority, he suggested that it be given 

additional staff and be renamed to the óCommander of the Defence Force.ô123 Scholes recommended 

that the service chiefs be defined as óessentially single service commanders and managersô who would 

contribute to, but not be responsible for the development of policy.124 He envisaged that the CDF would 

take primacy, and that service chiefs would have a subordinate role in policy development. 

Cabinet agreed to most of Scholesô proposals for organisational reform. The role of CDFS 

would be given further authority to oversee the management of the ADF, and be given primacy over 

the service chiefs. The office would be renamed to the óChief of the Defence Forceô, and would have 

authority for developing a joint force that transcended the single service interests that had hindered 

earlier acquisition proposals. Cabinet also agreed to abolish the Department of Defence Support and 

reintegrate its functions into Defence in December 1984. The rationale for this reorganisation was that 

by reintegrating the departments, it could better align capability with policy at a time of ongoing fiscal 

restraint. The military side of Defence would now be better coordinated under a single authority, and 

this would allow the ADF to more effectively work with the civilian side in developing and 

implementing self-reliance in subsequent years.  

ANZUS and the Lange Government 

In early 1984, the Prime Minister of New Zealand, Robert Muldoon called an early election 

partly on the basis of defence policy. Diplomatic cables suggest that Australian leaders were concerned 

that the outcome of the election could have significant implications for the future of ANZUS. The 

Australian High Commission in Wellington reported that óthey do not seem to appreciate the strength 

of American feeling about the Labour Partyôs policy on ANZUS and ships.ô125 Lange won the election 

and subsequently asserted that New Zealand would no longer allow nuclear powered, and nuclear 

armed, ships to enter its territorial waters. Consequently, Hayden announced a review of Australiaôs 

policy on nuclear vessels. Although the Hawke Government had affirmed its commitment to self-

reliance, there were still elements in the ALP that were opposed to nuclear weapons and were sceptical 

of Australiaôs relationship with the United States, particularly under the Reagan Administration.  
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The parliamentary opposition took a sceptical attitude towards the review of ANZUS 

undertaken by the Hawke Government. The ALP decided to oppose home porting of American ships in 

Australian waters as advocated by Fraser in response to Soviet activity in the Indian Ocean. The 

Coalition opposed this position, arguing that óAustraliaôs long-term security has been threatened by the 

Hawke Governmentôs decision to é limit visits of US naval ships to Australian ports.ô126 John Howard, 

now opposition leader, and the leader of the National Party, Ian Sinclair, argued that Australian foreign 

policy was being driven by pacifist figures with anti-American attitudes.127 Their public statements 

implied that Australian policy needed to focus on greater integration with American forces in distant 

theatres rather than self-reliance in the region. Archival records indicate, however, that the Hawke 

Government was seeking to reaffirm its commitment to ANZUS. Declassified cables show that the 

Australian High Commissioner in Wellington spoke to Paul Wolfowitz, the Assistant Secretary of State 

for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, to discuss how Australia and the United States could resolve the 

crisis. Wolfowitz expressed his gratitude for Australiaôs support and suggested that the Hawke 

Government should attempt to convince New Zealand of the benefits of ANZUS for its security given 

óthe influence which Mr Hawke could have on Lange.ô128 This view was strengthened by advice that 

óPrime Minister Lange personally favours a more pragmatic approachô in dealing with the issue and 

that óproblems will  be resolved if Lange ï cast as a sensible moderate ï can assert his authority over the 

left wing of the party.ô129 Foreign Affairs, however, was sceptical on the basis that ómany New 

Zealanders [are] sincerely attracted to the ideaô and that óit is difficult to pin down Langeôs personal 

views.ô130 It was unclear where Lange stood, and this would force the Hawke Government to consider 

and articulate its position on ANZUS and self-reliance. 

Hawke sought to balance Australiaôs commitment to the United States with the more 

independent stance taken by New Zealand. To that end, he engaged in dialogue with Lange in Port 

Moresby as suggested by Wolfowitz. Declassified correspondence indicates that Hawke advocated óthe 

view of the United States that the freedom of ports is essential to ANZUS.ô131 It further noted that 

Hawke was óconcerned about the encouragement that the New Zealand defiance could give to the left 

in Australia.ô132 Hawke was concerned that Langeôs position could undermine the work that he and 

Hayden had done to reaffirm Australiaôs commitment to ANZUS. The Assistant Secretary for ANZUS 

Policy, Ross Babbage recalls that óHawke made it clear that the Labor Party in Australia was very 

different to the Labour Party in New Zealand. The Americans got that, and we made it clear that we 
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were not walking away from the alliance. On the contrary, we were going to contribute more.ô133 Hawke 

did not persuade Lange, and New Zealand continued to oppose American nuclear vessels in its territorial 

waters. Nevertheless, the Hawke Government continued to work with the United States in seeking to 

bring New Zealand back into ANZUS. On 3 December, Hayden met with a delegation led by the 

Secretary of the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Melwyn Norrish. Hayden informed his 

counterparts that óhe did not believe that New Zealand was behaving wiselyô and that óthe New Zealand 

position would be very difficult for the Australian Government.ô134 He warned his colleagues of óthe 

cost [arising from] the destruction of ANZUS.ô135 However, his appeals for New Zealand to pull back 

were ignored. By this stage, the Hawke Government was running out of options and would soon have 

to choose between its relationship with the United States or the more independent path being chartered 

by New Zealand. The development of self-reliance within ANZUS would be a solution to this 

predicament. 

Shortly afterwards, the Hawke Government, was informed of a significant development in the 

dispute between the United States and New Zealand. The Australian High Commission in Wellington 

wrote that the New Zealand Chief of Defence Staff had informed his American colleagues that there 

was óno possibility that Lange would agree to allowing nuclear powered and armed USN visits to New 

Zealand.ô136 The American representative said that óthe New Zealand Government still did not seem to 

realise that from a global viewpoint, the US strategic relationship with New Zealand was not of 

overriding importance.ô137 Moreover, the óUS could not agree to make an arrangement with New 

Zealand which would cause an unacceptable precedent é nor one which produced political problems 

for Australia.ô138 As a result, óthe US would now give first priority to Australiaôs views in handling the 

problem with New Zealand.ô139 Lange put Australia in a difficult position but brought it closer with the 

United States in formulating a joint response. The Hawke Government felt it could not support New 

Zealand at the risk of jeopardising its relationship with the United States and would side with the Reagan 

Administration in upholding ANZUS. 

Australia and the United States began to work on developing a common approach to the impasse 

with New Zealand. The Reagan Administration had invited Hawke to visit Washington, and Wolfowitz 

asked for Australian input into a communique to New Zealand, and ópossible contact with selected 

NATO, ASEAN and South Pacific countries, and also with Japan, designed to induce those approached 
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to be helpful in influencing the New Zealanders.ô140 The Australian High Commission gave an 

unfavourable assessment of Lange in its correspondence with the highest levels of Foreign Affairs, with 

the Deputy Head of Mission, Penelope Wensley, advising that New Zealand had created óat best, a 

confusing and at times contradictory pictureô, with Australian representatives unable to meet with him, 

and being left to gauge his policies from media reporting.141 Wensley wrote that ómy feeling at the 

moment is that Lange may be saying different things to different people.ô142 In response, Hawke wrote 

to Lange, including the following: 

When the ALP Government came to power in 1983, we made it an early objective to initiate 

a review of ANZUS. We had firmly concluded from that review that ANZUS continued to 

serve fundamental Australian security interests. In light of this unequivocal conclusion, 

whatever New Zealandôs position or policies might be, Australia, as a sovereign nation which 

must protect its fundamental security interest, had its own well known and clearly expressed 

position on visits by United States warships and the importance of maintaining the neither 

confirm nor deny principle. We could not accept as a permanent arrangement that the ANZUS 

alliance had a different meaning, and entailed different obligations, for different members.143 

By early 1985, Hawke decided to firmly side with the Reagan Administration on ANZUS rather 

than the Lange Government. He held that ANZUS served Australiaôs interests by enhancing self-

reliance, and that Australia would adhere to its terms by not denying entry into Australian waters of 

nuclear armed warships. The Australian Ambassador in Washington wrote to Canberra ahead of 

Hawkeôs visit that óoverall our relationship is good and should remain soô, and that it could disagree on 

selected issues without causing serious difficulties in the bilateral relationship.144 He urged that 

Australia should seek to build óon this by a deliberate gesture in the political defence area.ô145 The 

Hawke Government sent a draft statement to the Reagan Administration on its proposed approach to 

the New Zealand issue. American representatives replied that óthey were entirely happy with our 

language.ô146 The statement read as follows: 

The United States and Australia reaffirm the importance of cooperation among Pacific states 

to maintain secure, prosperous and democratic societies. Such cooperation is a fundamental 

element of ANZUS which is an important part of Western security arrangements. The strength 

and stability of these arrangements have been significant in leading to renewed contacts 

between the United States and the Soviet Union aimed at effective and verifiable arms 

reductions. The United States and Australia consider that close interaction among ANZUS 

members on political, economic and defence matters is central to the continued effectiveness 

of ANZUS. Continued military cooperation, including combined exercises, port and airfield 

visits, and logistical arrangements, is essential to maintenance of the allianceôs integrity and 
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strength. The United States and Australia will continue to seek ways to improve ANZUS and 

maintain the contribution the alliance makes to regional and international security.147 

The Hawke Government chose to side with the United States on the basis that ANZUS was 

vital to Australiaôs security. Hawke affirmed the importance of the alliance in deterring major threats, 

and in contributing to Australiaôs ability to address lower-level contingencies in its region. It now 

needed to decide how to proceed to implement this approach in practical terms. On 1 March 1985, 

Hawke decided that the ANZUS Council meeting to be hosted by Australia later that year would not be 

held in light of New Zealandôs decision to ban US ship visits.148 Then, on 28 March, Cabinet met to 

consider how it could handle relations with both the US and New Zealand.149 Hayden, and the new 

Minister for Defence, Kim Beazley, advised that relations between the two states had ruptured, meaning 

that ódirect trilateral consultation é such as the ANZUS Councilô could not proceed, and that ótrilateral 

military exercises will no longer be possible.ô150 In that context, Hawke sought to limit ódamage to 

Australiaôs national interestsô and preserve óAustraliaôs security, the Treaty itself and our bilateral 

relationships with the USA and New Zealand.ô151 The Hawke Government had preserved its ties with 

the United States but knew that New Zealand had a role to play in its self-reliant approach to regional 

affairs and thus also sought to maintain a good relationship with its counterparts in Wellington.  

Cabinet was advised of the need to maintain a close relationship with the United States as an 

enabler of self-reliance. Both ministers argued that there was a need ófor association with a superpower 

which, despite differences, shares many of Australiaôs traditions and values, standing in this respect in 

contrast with the Soviet Union.ô152 They argued that óthere is a very substantial and often irreplaceable 

value in the many sided defence cooperation with the US that allows the Defence Force and Department 

to be more effective and professionally capable, for example in exercises, exchanges in military 

planning and doctrine, intelligence, defence science research, [and] weapons technology.ô153 This 

advice was caveated with the statement that óAustralia does not, however, encourage a United States 

perspective that our Defence Force should be regarded as freely available for óburden sharingô in 

relation to other situations that the US might consider as in the general Western interest.ô154 Cabinet 

knew that Australiaôs limited resources meant that it needed to focus on its region rather than distant 

theatres. The Hawke Government sought to develop a closer relationship with the United States that 

gave substance to self-reliance by enhancing Australiaôs capabilities without drawing it into conflicts 

not involving threats in its region or in defence of its core interests. White later recalled that: 
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The dispute with New Zealand was both a problem and an opportunity for the Hawke 

Government. It used the dispute as an opportunity to develop a closer relationship with the 

United States. On the other hand, we wanted to maintain a relationship with New Zealand. Kim 

felt that we should take advantage of the loss of the alliance with the United States to bring 

New Zealand closer. If we were serious about self-reliance, we needed all the help we could 

get, and New Zealand was a potential, minor, but valuable ally and we needed to do whatever 

we could to encourage them. 155 

The Hawke Government demonstrated its autonomy in its relationship with the United States 

in other key decisions. This can be seen in Cabinet deliberations on Australian policy in regard to testing 

of the MX missile. The Hawke Government decided in early 1985 that it would publicly confirm that 

it had allowed testing to occur to honour commitments made by Fraser, but only under limited 

conditions.156 It announced that the United States had agreed to transfer the missile landing zone from 

Australiaôs exclusive economic zone to international waters, and that its reluctant agreement would ónot 

constitute a precedentô for future requests for assistance with missile testing.157 In considering future 

requests, the Hawke Government would consider óits policies on arms control and disarmamentô and 

would consult with the South Pacific Forum.158 This decision showed that Hawke would seek to balance 

its alliance commitments with regional considerations, and would not necessarily be drawn into distant 

issues in developing Australian foreign policy unless they directly affected regional security or were in 

defence of Australiaôs core interests, in contrast to the alliance focus of the Fraser Government. 

Cabinet examined the need to maintain a close relationship with New Zealand despite its 

differences with the United States. Foreign Affairs advised that óAustraliaôs defence interests with New 

Zealand are of a different and more localised kind.ô159 New Zealand had a role to play in contributing 

to Australiaôs self-reliant efforts in the region due to their shared geography. It highlighted the 

importance of the South Pacific and noted that:  

Australiaôs security interests are strengthened by a New Zealand that cooperates with Australia 

in its diplomatic and defence activities there. Access to New Zealandôs ports and airfields, and 

to those in the nearby islands that have welcomed New Zealandôs presence, could furthermore 

facilitate Australiaôs military reach into the region.160  

It was advised that óAustralia and New Zealand also maintain programs of defence cooperation 

with the Island States é both cooperate closely in disaster relief activities.ô161 The Hawke Government 

realised it needed to maintain cordial relations with New Zealand because of its geographical proximity 

to Australiaôs primary area of strategic interest. Its relationship with both countries was important for 

different reasons: the United States helped deter major threats and could enhance Australiaôs self-reliant 

posture, while the relationship with New Zealand was of value in response to credible contingencies in 
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its immediate region. Australia could support ANZUS and invest in greater self-reliance, as these were 

not mutually exclusive, as demonstrated in its negotiations with the United States and New Zealand.  

It was in this context that Cabinet examined the impact of Langeôs position on ANZUS for 

Australia. Cabinet concluded that his approach óis damaging Australiaôs security interestsô as ódoubt 

has arisen within Australia and countries in the South East Asia and South Pacific regions about the 

strength é of the ANZUS Treaty.ô162 Moreover, the cessation of trilateral cooperation had ópotential 

repercussions on the ability of the forces of the USA and perhaps of Australia to operate effectively 

with those of New Zealand in an emergency.ô163 It also assessed that óthese developments have imposed 

burdens on Australia, both as a lesser military partner in the alliance assuming pivotal responsibilities 

and as a regional power with its own direct security interests and responsibilities in the region.ô164 

Foreign Affairs advised that Lange undermined ANZUS and adversely affected Australiaôs defence 

posture. New Zealandôs policies had the potential to undermine the deterrent effect of ANZUS, and 

would reduce the effectiveness of Australian forces by limiting training opportunities. As a result, 

Australia would have to take a more self-reliant role in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.  

Cabinet endorsed measures to balance relations with the United States and New Zealand. It 

affirmed the importance of ANZUS in stating that óas important as our defence relations with New 

Zealand are, those with the USA are of dominant significance for Australiaôs security and for the 

development of our defence capacity.ô165 Cabinet agreed that ócontinuing stress should be publicly 

placed on the fact that ANZUS remains in effect.ô166 It agreed that óthe full range of defence activities 

with the USA should be maintainedô but that óa program of Australia/New Zealand bilateral defence 

activities should be maintained within available resources.ô167 Hawke sought to maintain the readiness 

of Australian forces while continuing to foster relations with its key partners. Cabinet agreed that 

óAustralia will not pass to New Zealand intelligence of United States origin that the USA denies New 

Zealandô but would cooperate with regard to ómaterial of Australian origin.ô168 It agreed to make 

representations to the United States to ónot take punitive economic action against New Zealandô and 

sought óto encourage its treaty partners to avoid making immoderate statements which might complicate 

and worsen difficult political situations.ô169 Hawke understood the importance of maintaining ties with 

both the United States and New Zealand in support of different aspects of defence policy. He supported 

the Reagan Administration because of Americaôs role in deterrence against existential threats but knew 

that New Zealand had an important role to play in smaller, regional contingencies, in which American 
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combat support could not necessarily be guaranteed. In doing so, it more clearly delineated the 

boundaries of self-reliance and this would assist in guiding its subsequent implementation. 

 Cabinet also agreed that Hayden, would make a statement in Parliament about the Hawke 

Governmentôs position on ANZUS. Its final paragraph outlines how and why the Hawke Government 

intended to develop its policy of greater self-reliance within ANZUS in the following terms: 

In the changed circumstances, Australia is being called on to discharge an increased level of 

responsibility within ANZUS. Australia in many respects is now pivotal in a trilateral 

relationship in which some of the direct links between the other two partners are no longer in 

operation. We did not seek this role. It is not an easy one. It was created in circumstances 

which we deeply regret. Nevertheless, we will carry it out to the best of our ability. We will 

do so in the sincere belief that, in maintaining our firm links with the United States and New 

Zealand, we will be serving not only our own national interest but their interests as well. 

By March 1985, Hawke had struck a compromise on balancing alliance considerations with 

greater self-reliance. As a result of Haydenôs discussions with Wolfowitz, the Hawke Government had 

decided to firmly support ANZUS, despite Langeôs objections. Hawke knew that the ADF needed to 

train with American forces to maintain its effectiveness, and that the joint facilities enhanced Australiaôs 

security in the region and contributed to Haydenôs efforts in regard to arms control and verification on 

the global level. Yet, the Hawke Government did not agree with the United States on all issues and 

maintained a cordial relationship with New Zealand despite their differences. While the United States 

provided a capability advantage to Australia, and a significant measure of deterrence, New Zealand was 

arguably more likely to provide direct assistance in regional contingencies. Both the United States and 

New Zealand would enable greater Australian self-reliance in its primary area of strategic interest in 

different ways and were therefore both important in Australian defence policy. Hawkeôs approach to 

self-reliance in his first two terms is summarised in Table 17: 

Table 17: Self-Reliance Under the Early Hawke Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic 

Scope  

Perceptions of 

Allies 

Perceptions of 

Credible 

Threat 

Hawke  

(ALP) 

Establishing credible 

defence policy and 

managing allies 

Indonesia 

and South 

Pacific 

Dislike of Lange 

Reservations about 

Reagan 

Indonesia 

Conclusion 

The Hawke Government inherited a policy framework and domestic economy that were in 

disarray upon election. This chapter has shown that it came to office with a reformist agenda, and it 

took the opportunity to reshape defence policy by refocusing it on its region. It did so to establish a 

strong record on defence with a view to distancing itself from the Whitlam Government. Hawke 

invested in greater self-reliance and sought to reconcile this with ANZUS. He reorientated Australia 

towards its region with a focus on Indonesia, and procured capabilities that would maximise Australiaôs 

geographic advantages. The Hawke Governmentôs support for ANZUS was tested by both the Lange 

Government and the Reagan Administration, and it achieved a compromise grounded in self-reliance 
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that allowed it to manage relations with both. It focused policy on self-reliance but still needed to align 

this with capability and funding. In its next term, Hawke would commission a review of Australiaôs 

defence capabilities that would chart a path to self-reliance as shown in the following chapter.  
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Introduction  

The Hawke Government laid the conceptual framework for a more self-reliant defence policy 

but had not yet began to implement it. This changed in 1985, with the elevation of Kim Beazley as 

Minister for Defence, and his decision to commission a review of Australiaôs defence capabilities under 

Paul Dibb. This chapter demonstrates that Dibb articulated force structure priorities that gave a 

workable definition of self-reliance and a pathway to its implementation. The Dibb Review sought to 

ensure that Australia could defend itself against credible regional threats without recourse to the combat 

forces of allies. It did so through a strategy of denial and a set of force structure priorities grounded in 

Australiaôs geography. Hawke faced opposition both within the military and among its allies, and later 

refined this concept in a subsequent White Paper. In doing so, it established self-reliance as a 

fundamental principle of Australian defence policy and reinforced its legacy as a reformist government. 

The Dibb Review 

On 12 February 1985, the Minister for Defence, Beazley, wrote to the deputy head of the ANU 

Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Paul Dibb, commissioning him to prepare a report on Australiaôs 

defence capabilities within the next twelve months. Beazley later wrote that he appointed Dibb because 

ómy departmental secretary told me that were the department to produce a white paper, it would 

irrevocably destroy the always tense relationship between the civilian and military sides.ô1 Dibb recalled 

that Scholes had directed the Department to undertake a review of Australiaôs defence capabilities but 

it was unable to do so. He recalled his first meeting with Beazley as follows: 

I get this phone call: óThe Defence Minister wants to see you.ô He said óI want you to help us, 

Paul. When Scholes was Minister for Defence, he instructed the Department to undertake a 

review of Australiaôs defence capabilities in the context of the defence of Australia.ô Well, 

they had produced nothing in a year. So I came back to Kim and he said óIôm appointing you 

as my ministerial adviser.ô2 

Beazley recalls the situation in the following terms: 

I didnôt want any consultant doing that. I wanted the Department to do that but the Secretary 

came to me and said ólook, we canôt do it. It would create too much friction between the armed 

forces and the civilians. So youôre going to have to do it with a consultant. Now what we can 

do is to undertake to give your consultant absolutely all the physical help with an office and 

all the information he needs to complete his task.ô3 

The internal divisions that had affected the development of Australian defence policy were yet 

to heal. Hugh White recalled that óitôs true to say that he always had in mind getting it done 

independently, and he was not unhappy that the Department had failed to produce a report because it 

enabled him to do what he always wanted, that is to get someone from outside.ô4 Dibb believes that he 

was chosen because he had worked in the Department, knew its culture and could bridge these divisions 

to deliver outcomes to the Hawke Government. He said ópeople say that I was given the role because I 
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had the clearance unlike some others. But I think Beazley also wanted it because he knew I could deliver 

a compromise. I achieved a compromise I knew was in the direction government wanted for the defence 

of Australia and increased, not total, self-reliance.ô5 Dibb was seen as impartial and his terms of 

reference were to óundertake a review of the content and priorities of defence forward planning in the 

light of the strategic policy and financial planning guidance endorsed by the Government.ô6 He was also 

instructed to óadvise on present and future force capabilitiesô and óthat advice should indicate priorities 

for changes to particular defence force elements within various timeframes.ô7 Beazleyôs last direction 

to Dibb was to óadvise on whether strategic guidance can be made more explicitly for the purposes of 

future defence forward planning.ô8 Dibb was not permitted to review the basis of Australian defence 

policy but rather develop a set of clear priorities through which to implement self-reliance as endorsed 

by the Hawke Government.  

Beazley came to office with a vision for reforming defence policy. As Peter FitzSimons notes, 

Beazley long sought to put self-reliance into practice and reorganise the ADF accordingly. Hawke 

acknowledged that he replaced Scholes with Beazley because of his óintellectual capacity é academic 

ways [and] experience.ô9 Beazleyôs views for reform were grounded in a realisation that Australia would 

be potentially vulnerable and unable to rely on allies, and would need to be prepared to defend itself in 

certain contingencies. In an interview with FitzSimons, Beazley stated that óyou realised there was 

actually no-one to be óforwardô with anymore. I think this was appreciated at an intellectual level in 

Australia from the mid-1970s onwards, but it was yet to hit, to have an effect on the way things were 

organised.ô10 The reason for this, in his view, was that óAustralia had developed such a sense of 

dependency that it could not feel confident about its own capacity to defend itself in a way that gave 

independence to its foreign policy.ô11 He further articulated the need for greater self-reliance in terms 

of national identity, stating that óat the end of the day the people that you can most rely upon happen to 

be yourselves é if you do not have that sense of self-reliance then you donôt have that integrity as a 

nation and maybe you donôt have survivability as well.ô12 He called that ówe had never defined self-

reliance. Yes, we had mentioned in it 1976 but there was no force structure produced from it. We didnôt 

know what we needed and didnôt need.ô13 Beazley knew that the foundations of greater self-reliance 

had been laid but that more work needed to be done to implement it on a practical level. 

Dibb was instructed to develop the basis for a defence policy that would align capability with 

funding, support for ANZUS and a greater degree of self-reliance within Australiaôs region. Moreover, 

Dibb had to contend with budgetary constraints and difficulties in relations with Australiaôs primary 
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allies, the United States and New Zealand. That was in addition to existing partisan political differences 

on the conceptual basis for Australian defence policy, and budgetary pressures. Dibb was faced with a 

challenge in developing a credible path to self-reliance in the face of several concurrent pressures.14 

Despite these issues, Dibb worked with a small group, including Colonel Bill Crews, Martin 

Brady and Richard Brabin-Smith to develop a draft of the review for internal consideration. On 24 July 

1985, Dibb met with COSC to review preliminary drafts of his paper. Dibb acknowledged that óthe 

system had so far been unable to formulate agreed concepts and arrive at a rational basis for force 

structure.ô15 Previous governments had supported greater self-reliance in official policy but had not 

developed a force structure that would put it into practice. Instead of focusing on credible threats in 

Australiaôs region, it was still structured for expeditionary operations in allied coalitions. Dibb later 

recalled that in previous years, he óattended meetings in which only very generic and indicative force 

structure principles could be agreed upon: no consensus was reached on specific priorities for particular 

force structure elements.ô16 He attributed this to óinstitutional resistance to changeô and said that óthe 

core force concept had failed to provide a system of priorities.ô17 In determining capability priorities, 

COSC minutes note that óDibb emphasised the realistic constraints which influence force structure 

planningô and agreed that óabout 3 percent of GDP would be allocated to Defence, unless there was 

serious deterioration in our strategic circumstances.ô18 By this stage, Dibb had set the conceptual basis 

for the review and its financial boundaries with a view to implementing self-reliance. 

The Committee considered deficiencies in policy and force structure, particularly the 

difficulties that Defence had faced in implementing greater self-reliance. Dibb highlighted differences 

between military planning in Service headquarters and ONA assessments, on the one hand, and strategic 

guidance on the other. He noted that ósince the fall of Vietnam and the development of a more self-

reliant stance, change had been slow.ô19 Dibb further argued that ónot much seemed to have changed 

since the 1976 Defence White Paper and certain deficiencies stood out for low level contingencies ï 

namely mine countermeasures, tactical mobility for the Army and close air support.ô20 He then 
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explained that he óhad encountered widespread resistance in the Services to the concept of prolonged 

warning time for higher level contingencies, and a tendency to accept NATO é warning time as 

relevant to Australiaôs unique strategic circumstances, when clearly they were not.ô21 In doing so, he 

acknowledged that the implementation of self-reliance had been held back by economic factors, a lack 

of political will and major disagreements within Defence. Dibb also took issue with some of the 

fundamental concepts espoused by the military establishment, and its perceived reluctance to adapt to 

changes in Australiaôs environment. Instead, Dibb sought to redefine Australian defence policy by 

developing a force structure that would give effect to the concept of self-reliance against credible threats 

in Australiaôs region without recourse to the combat forces of allies. 

The Service Chiefs had reservations about some of Dibbôs views. The Chairman of the 

Committee and CDF, General Phillip Bennett acknowledged that there were deficiencies in force 

capabilities. However, he argued that this was due to external factors that were beyond the control of 

the military. Bennett acknowledged that óthis was not to say that requirements were not recognised, 

rather that existing priorities have severely restricted the availability of funds.ô22 There is some merit to 

Bennettôs argument as the suite of capabilities promised in Defence White Paper 1976 for lower-level 

contingencies were either delayed or not procured from 1978 due to changes in fiscal priorities. The 

CGS, Lieutenant-General Peter Gration, also took issue with Dibbôs comments about warning time, 

saying that the Army was not unduly influenced by NATO planning and that since the 1960s óhad been 

on its own path.ô23 Nevertheless, archival sources indicate that other Services, particularly the Air Force, 

were significantly more involved than Army in the development of self-reliance in previous years.                       

The Committee then examined the philosophical basis for the ADFôs force structure. Dibb 

indicated that he was not satisfied with the concept of deterrence against regional powers as argued in 

strategic guidance, and instead put forward the idea of ódenialô as an alternative construct. Bennett asked 

Dibb to elaborate, and Dibb put forward the following definition: 

This defence strategy focused on the geographical features of our strategic environment. It 

seeks to deny any enemy successful military operations in the sea and air gap surrounding 

Australia, and prevent any successful military operations on Australian soil. The enemy would 

be presented with a layered defence which aimed to deny him freedom of movement.24  

Dibb argued that the ADF needed to be organised around four principles that would provide the 

force structure priorities lacking to that point. The first was that óAustralia should have high quality and 

comprehensive intelligence about military developments in our neighbourhood.ô25 The purpose of this 

was to ensure that óthe possibility of a surprise attack would be denied an enemy.ô26 Second, that the 

ADF ómust have the capability to destroy enemy forces in the sea and air gap.ô This would have force 
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structure implications as it meant that maritime forces would be given priority. Dibbôs third principle 

was that ócloser to our shores, defensive capabilities are required to prevent any successful military 

operations on our territory.ô27 Lastly, Dibb argued that óif a landing on Australian soil were to occur, 

we need ground forces capable of denying the enemy our population centres, infrastructure and 

important installationsô which in turn would órequire highly mobile Australian forces to prevent any 

widening of the conflict.ô28 Dibb envisaged a layered approach whereby maritime and air forces took 

priority in denying an enemy access to Australian territory, with land forces denying access inland 

should a hostile landing occur. There was little discussion of allies, and it was assumed that Australia 

would be unable to rely on their combat forces and would need to be more self-reliant in defence.   

At around the same time, Foreign Affairs contacted Dibb to provide him with their view of 

Australiaôs strategic priorities, including the role of alliance commitments. Foreign Affairs provided 

him with copies of Cabinet submissions on the ANZUS review from 24 May 1983 and 13 September 

1983. It also provided submissions from deliberations on relations with New Zealand and the United 

States from 21 March 1985 as well as a copy of its submission to the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs 

and Defence. Foreign Affairs emphasised the importance of contributing to regional stability, and the 

procurement of capabilities with non-defence purposes, such as óemergency aid deliveries and 

evacuation operationsô as it did during deliberations on Australiaôs engagement with Cambodia under 

the Fraser Government.29 It closed by stating óas a general proviso, however, our posture and policy 

must be to avoid reliance on, or even accepting, the path of military adventurism.ô30 Foreign Affairs had 

in mind a broader purpose for the ADFôs force structure and stood in contrast to more activist figures 

in Defence. As in previous years, it was sceptical of a focus on expeditionary operations within larger 

coalitions and instead more inclined to support greater self-reliance in Australiaôs region. 

On 25 July, the Secretary of Defence, William Cole, wrote to Dibb with comments co-authored 

with Deputy Secretary, Alan Wrigley. Both Cole and Wrigley agreed that Defence struggled to align 

capability with funding and strategy and attributed this to organisational issues within the Defence 

establishment. Cole argued that ómany of the shortfalls you have noted between theory and application 

of planning guidance are faults, not so much of the guidance per se, but of the institutional processes 

within Defence.ô31 He further elaborated that ódespite the é Defence Organisation of the mid-1970s é 

the Services have managed to preserve independent force development planning staffs.ô32 Their 

argument has merit as the concept of self-reliance had been articulated in policy but was held back by 

competing service priorities. Cole and Wrigley then argued that óthe result is that there are perhaps five 

separate centres of direction é each dedicated to the pursuit of specialised interests.ô33 This observation 
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struck Dibb, who wrote in the margins óneed to raise this in the review.ô34 The Hawke Government had 

started to remediate this issue by giving the CDF greater authority but would later undertake further 

reform, at the urging of a later CDF, General John Baker, to turn the ADF into a joint force.  

Cole then examined the definition of self-reliance in the Dibb Review. His correspondence with 

Dibb indicates that Cole had reservations about the utility and meaning of self-reliance in declaratory 

policy. This is evident as he posed a series of rhetorical questions on the scope of self-reliance, such as 

óis it combat independence, support independence or what?ô35 Cole then raised concerns about the 

financial implications of a shift to greater self-reliance as envisaged by Beazley and Dibb. He noted that 

óour industrial self-sufficiency is presently very low, and the cost of lifting it even modestly would be 

enormous. What is the basis of the óbalanceô é that must be struck?ô36 Coles then suggested that Dibb 

consider a narrower view of self-reliance in stating that óexperience has shown that it can be a costly 

banner to wave, and analysis has supported its value only in quite particular applications.ô37 Indeed, 

Cole later warned Dibb that he should be careful about making assumptions about the financial aspects 

of his review as ófunds are not ópromisedô beyond the Budget year.ô38 In putting this view forward, Cole 

echoed the concerns of Scholes to Hayden in their draft letter to Schultz in 1983, and suggested that the 

concept of self-reliance needed to be better defined in Australian defence policy. Self-reliance was still 

poorly understood at the highest levels and would need to be clarified. 

Cole then questioned the strategy that Dibb was seeking to develop. It appears that Cole was 

not convinced about the utility of Dibbôs review as he questioned ówhether a óstrategyô can and should 

be evolved for the defence of Australia.ô39 He justified his position by arguing that óit has long seemed 

to the Department that in Australiaôs circumstances, a single strategy é is not possible at any useful 

level.ô40 Cole argued that ógiven there is no perceptible threat é the Department has favoured, and 

successive governments have endorsed, the core force concept. This does not purport to be a strategy 

but simply a disciplined framework for establishing force development priorities.ô41 Coleôs view was 

flawed as it assumed that Hawke was working within the confines of self-reliance as defined by Fraser 

rather than expanding that concept. Dibb made this clear to Cole in stating that óthe Government has a 

different view: self-relianceô, 42 and reiterated that the core force concept did not allow for the 

prioritisation of capabilities. Parts of the Defence establishment still clung to outdated conceptions of 

Australiaôs priorities, and it is unsurprising that Dibb encountered barriers in undertaking his review.  
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Lastly, Cole offered advice on Australiaôs foreign relations in its contingency planning. In his 

letter, Cole discussed the role of PNG, Indonesia and ANZUS. He was concerned that Dibbôs focus on 

contingencies in PNG were ótoo easily beginning to drive force development without an adequate 

exposure of their wider implications.ô43 He built on this by casting doubt on some of Australiaôs other 

strategic partnerships in the region. More specifically, he argued that óthe discussion of FPDA seems to 

me to lack appreciation of the political element which entirely drives our role.ô44 In that respect, he 

echoed the ambivalent attitude towards regional agreements that Killen had put to Cabinet in August 

1980. Cole also felt that Dibb was too equivocal on ANZUS. Similar to Pritchett, he had reservations 

about the assumption that the United States would not always provide military assistance to Australia 

in lower-level contingencies and that it, therefore, needed a force structure that would enable it to be 

more self-reliant in defence.45 The Defence establishment felt that Dibb was asserting self-reliance too 

strongly in the same way that it felt Hayden did in his speech on ANZUS in 1983. Large sections of 

Defence felt that his review needed to consider the role of the United States in a more positive light as 

an enabler of Australian security rather than a power that might not assist in some contingencies.  

Cole wrote to Dibb again on 9 October to outline his views on a draft of the review paper. His 

feedback was positive and noted that it óaccords very closely with departmental views and reflects an 

approach which has much in common with Government endorsed strategic guidance.ô46 However, he 

suggested that Dibb clarify which contingencies were to take priority in force structure planning. Cole 

felt that Dibbôs priorities were not yet clear and that óyour treatment of operational aspects seems 

capable of being interpreted to mean that the requirements of higher-level contingencies should take 

priority.ô47 He then argued that lower-level contingencies needed to be given higher priority because 

Australia would have significantly less warning time: 

When referring to the priority to be accorded longer term possibilities as against the 

requirements of more credible lesser situations, there appears to be an important omission as to 

why weight should be given to lesser contingencies. Of course, this is because lesser 

contingencies could emerge with less warning time. That is, it is the time in which they could 

emerge which is the factor of importance ï that they would be lesser also reflects reality.48 

This was a breakthrough as it highlighted the importance of strategic warning time as a factor 

that could determine Australiaôs strategic planning priorities. Dibb had not intended that all 

contingencies be given equal weighting, and the Hawke Government had clearly sought to reorientate 

Australian defence policy towards credible threats in its region. Cole had given Dibb a conceptual 

justification for better articulating Australiaôs priorities in a more self-reliant posture. He then built on 

this to suggest that Australia did not need to choose between structuring the ADF for either lower or 
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higher-level contingencies. Instead, Cole argued that it needed to achieve both and could do so by 

developing its force structure around warning time as follows: 

I donôt believe that the óunresolved issueô is whether forces should be structured for lower or 

higher levels of conflict. We need in the core force both a capability to respond with limited 

warning to credible contingencies and an expansion base for higher-level contingencies. Neither 

is primary ï we need both. But given that credible contingencies could arise with limited 

warning, any deficiencies in our force structure or our organisation to respond to credible 

contingencies should command attention now.49 

Having outlined the concept of force expansion for higher-level contingencies, Cole then 

discussed Australiaôs expansion base requirements. Cole had concerns about recruitment in higher-level 

contingencies. He suggested that the ADF needed to better manage its reserves because it could have 

difficulty in recruiting specialist personnel in higher-level contingencies as óit is not clear that many of 

those in the Reserves would be needed to carry out essential services in support of an expanded war 

effort.ô50 He then concluded that ówhether we should introduce greater selectivity in recruitment is a 

question that needs addressing.ô51 While Cole and Dibb agreed on the concept of force expansion as the 

basis for the development of a force structure for higher-level contingencies, they had not resolved how 

this could be implemented. Nevertheless, this was a milestone as Defence had developed a conceptual 

basis for responding to various levels of contingencies in a self-reliant manner. 

The CGS, Lieutenant-General Gration offered his views from the Armyôs perspective on 15 

October. Unsurprisingly, Gration disagreed with Dibb and Cole on their proposals on force expansion 

for higher-level contingencies. He argued that óforces structured specifically for low-level contingencies 

would not be capable of fighting at higher levels without major redevelopment.ô52 Gration then 

questioned their support for reserves, stating that óreserves have inherent limitations due to their limited 

training.ô53 Instead, he argued that it would be better to structure the ADF for medium-level conflict as 

this would allow it to respond more effectively to shorter warning time contingencies, and more serious 

strategic threats.54  Gration also wrote that óCOSC considers that standardisation, or at least 

interoperability, with major allies is of greater importance than stated in the paper.ô55 Army had 

concerns about Dibbôs focus on lower-level contingencies and force expansion for more serious threats 

with a greater focus on alliance commitments. It nevertheless offered feedback on how it could 

contribute to greater self-reliance as envisaged by the Hawke Government. 

At around the same time, the CNS, Vice Admiral Michael Hudson wrote to Beazley with 

Navyôs views. Hudson was supportive of the emphasis on maritime capability, articulating óthe 
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maritime environment in terms of controlling the strategic situation and influencing the region.ô56 In his 

view, Dibbôs emphasis on geography lent itself to investment in surface combatants with ómulti-role 

capabilities, national self-sufficiency, and flexibility.ô57 He suggested that the Hawke Government 

procure new surface combatants in which óthe ability to carry a helicopter is essential.ô58 These would 

be developed in Australia, alongside submarines to replace the existing Oberon Class. Hudson argued 

that a new destroyer could undertake both lower-level and higher-level tasks and was ideal for the 

defence of the sea-air gap because no other platforms could undertake as many tasks as effectively. In 

contrast to Army under Grationôs leadership, Navy at the behest of Hudson, embraced the emphasis on 

the denial on Australiaôs northern approaches. It had shifted away from expeditionary operations to 

regional concerns, and thus saw the Dibb Review as an opportunity to contribute more constructively 

to the development of a more self-reliant defence policy. 

On 20 December, Bennett wrote to Dibb to offer a senior leadership perspective. He noted that 

COSC óhas studied your work and supports it subject to several major exceptions.ô59 The militaryôs 

biggest objection was the notion that the ADF should maintain a permanent presence in Northern 

Australia. In Dibbôs view, the ADF needed to be permanently deployed there because it would better 

enable it to deter and defeat enemies in the sea-air gap. Bennett acknowledged the importance of that 

region but pushed back on permanent deployment, instead suggesting that ófamiliarity with likely areas 

of operations and the testing of deployability can be better achieved through exercising in the north of 

Australiaô rather than permanent basing.60 The military did not see basing in Northern Australia as 

important to defence planning. Nevertheless, Dibb was undaunted by the militaryôs objections and 

pressed ahead with this recommendation, seeing it as critical to the implementation of self-reliance. 

In another letter to Dibb, Bennett offered further comment on the ADFôs views on Armyôs role 

in the proposed strategy of denial. He noted that COSC agreed with Dibbôs argument that óthe primary 

responsibility of ground forces is to prepare to counter the potential threat of military forces; and that 

low-level contingencies are not the only matters that should shape our force structure.ô61 However, he 

expressed concern that Army would be relegated to a lesser role than the other Services and that Dibbôs 

review óchooses quite a low-level of threat as a benchmark against which to develop a force.ô62 Bennett 

was of the view that this was not appropriate and that óthe ADF must be structured to provide a response 

to any credible level of threat in the short as well as longer term.ô63 As with Gration, Bennett was of the 

view that Army took precedence and that it should still be structured for higher intensity combat 

operations alongside allies rather than self-reliance in Australiaôs region.  

 
56 Letter ï M.W Hudson to K.C Beazley, óDibb Reviewô, 9 October 1985, NAA: K967, 17. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Letter ï P.H Bennett to P Dibb, óDefence Capability Review: Draft of Part 6ô, 20 December 1985, NAA: K967, 17. 
60Ibid. 
61Ibid. 
62Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 



227 

Bennett then turned his attention to the concept of air defence in Australiaôs northern 

approaches as articulated in the draft review paper. Dibb had initially argued that the ADFôs ability to 

intercept and control hostile air forces óis proportional to the level of conflictô and that it would be 

targeted towards higher-level contingencies. Bennett argued that this view was ónot accepted and is 

operationally unsound.ô Instead, he suggested that óeven in low levels of conflict, an effective, albeit 

limited, capacity to detect and intercept intruders throughout Australia must exist.ô This suggestion 

would influence the Dibb Review as it argued for an air defence system that would meet both levels of 

conflict rather than just higher-level contingencies as initially argued by Dibb.    

In January 1986, Cole offered his thoughts on Dibbôs most recent draft. By this stage, Cole 

agreed with Dibbôs view of Australiaôs capability priorities. He stated that óI agree with the priority that 

you accord the Over-the-Horizon Radarô but cautioned that he was unable to make recommendations 

on the number of radars until Defence had complete its studies of the technology.64 He also questioned 

Dibbôs views on Australiaôs future submarine capability. Cole stated that óas the draft now stands, it 

would not provide strong support for six new submarinesô and that óyou might also want to consider 

whether options for basing other than in Western Australia merit discussion.ô65 Dibb was receptive to 

this view, noting that ówe need to say moreô on Australiaôs future submarine capability and its basing 

options.66 Clearly, the emphasis on maritime strike capability as a fundamental aspect of self-reliance 

was not yet fully developed in the Dibb Review and required further articulation. 

Bennett wrote to Dibb to express reservations about the review within the military. He stated 

that óthere are a number of important areas where it is evident that military knowledge and experience 

have not been given due weight; if they had, your conclusions would have been different.ô67 Bennett 

urged Dibb to refrain from offering direction on the size of the fleet pending ongoing studies. He argued 

that óonly when these studies are complete can there be a proper determination of the type and number 

of vessels needed to meet our surface needs.ô68 To that end, COSC argued for a second afloat support 

ship on the basis that this would support Dibbôs vision for a two-ocean navy. He also urged Dibb not to 

make recommendations on the Over-the-Horizon Radar pending similar studies, and that other systems 

could potentially provide visibility over the air-sea gap.69 Bennettôs argument for two afloat support 

ships was justified as Navy took on a more active role in the Asia-Pacific from the late 1980s. However, 

his opposition to Dibb on other points indicates that the military still did not fully trust its civilian 

counterparts and was sceptical of Dibbôs emphasis on self-reliance. 

Dibb considered these arguments and, on 24 March, presented his review to Beazley. The final 

classified version argued that Australia needed to have a ómore self-reliant and independent combat 
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capability for conflict with neighbouring powers that could occur in the shorter term.ô70 This was 

consistent with strategic guidance and policy since the mid-1970s but went further because it would 

óconsider the implications of these contingencies for our force structure.ô This is where Dibb made a 

significant contribution to the development of self-reliance: his review went beyond putting forward a 

intellectual framework for the concept to proposing a force structure that would put it into practice. The 

starting point for determining Australiaôs force structure requirements was to identify the threat for 

which it would prepare. It built upon previous assessments to determine that global nuclear war was 

ómost unlikelyô and was not an appropriate basis for planning.71 Instead, Dibb argued that Australia 

could mitigate this risk through cooperation with the United States in the joint facilities at Pine Gap and 

Nurrungar. Dibb was ambivalent about committing forces on expeditionary operations, noting that 

ówhether, and in what ways, we might assist the United States beyond our neighbourhood could only 

be judged at the time.ô72 He argued that óno requirement is foreseen for pre-committing our limited 

forces to ANZUS contingency planning for global war.ô73 Dibb felt that global conflict was ópurely 

speculativeô and was not a credible basis for planning. In doing so, Dibb explicitly repudiated the 

arguments of both Bennett and Gration and argued that Defence should chart a more independent path. 

   Instead, Dibb held that the likelihood of major conflict in Australiaôs region was mitigated by 

the assumption that Australia would have sufficient warning time. The basis for this was that Australia 

was isolated from major threats by virtue of its geography. As Dibb put it, ówe have no land borders 

with any other state, and nowhere do our military forces face the forces of another power.ô74 This was 

reinforced by the fact that regional states did not have the logistical capabilities required to mount an 

invasion. Consequently, Dibb discounted the likelihood of Indonesia turning into an existential threat 

to Australia in the following terms: 

Our most important neighbour, Indonesia, has neither the motive nor the capability to threaten 

Australia with substantial military assault. It has every reason to be more concerned with 

internal stability and potential threats from its north, and to view Australia as an unlikely source 

of unprovoked threat to the south. Were there attitudes to change, it would take time for any 

disputes to develop into major military confrontation.75  

Indonesia did not possess the capabilities seriously threaten Australia and, at most, could only 

pose a low-level threat in the future. It was in this context that Dibb sought to develop a strategy that 

prepared for credible lower-level contingencies while still retaining a force structure that could deal 

with more significant, though less likely, threats. He argued that the core force concept provided a useful 

basis for expansion-base planning but needed to be built ómore deliberately on our geographical 
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circumstances, credible levels of conflict and what we need to defend.ô76 To that end, Dibb proposed 

the strategy of denial as a solution. He defined the concept in the following terms: 

A strategy of denial would be essentially a defensive policy. The distant projection of military 

power would have a low priority. Rather, the strategy would seek to deny any putative enemy 

successful military operations in the sea and air gap surrounding Australia, and to prevent any 

successful landing on Australian soil. To the extent that lesser enemy forces might land, it would 

aim to protect our vital population settlements and infrastructure and deny the enemy any 

prolonged operations on our territory.77 

 Dibb chose the strategy of denial because it maximised Australiaôs strategic advantages while 

imposing a significant challenge on a potential adversary. He argued that óit allows our geography to 

impose long lines of communication on an adversary and forces him to consider the ultimate prospect 

of fighting on unfamiliar and generally inhospitable terrain.ô78 Moreover, it allowed Australia to use its 

ósuperior technological assetsô and our ósecure home base in the south of the continent.ô79 In short, an 

enemy would have to fight on difficult terrain while Australian forces could attack with more 

sophisticated assets from safer, and better supported bases. This was a watershed in Australian defence 

policy because it established a conceptual framework around which greater self-reliance could be 

implemented through subsequent force structure planning. 

The strategy of denial would be implemented through the concept of layered defence. Under 

this concept, an enemy would be denied access to Australian territory through a series of óinterlocking 

barriers.ô80 First, Defence required óextremely high quality and comprehensive intelligence about 

military developments in our neighbourhoodô,81 and the sea-air gap. Second, óAustraliaôs air and naval 

forces must have the capacity to destroy enemy forces in the sea and air gap.ô82 Third, defensive 

measures would be required óto prevent enemy military operations in our focal areas or shipping 

lanes.ô83 Lastly, óif a landing on Australian soil [occurred], we would need ground forces capable of 

denying the enemy our vital population centres and military infrastructure.ô84 In articulating these four 

priorities, Dibb put forward a strategy around which Defence could develop its force structure. The 

Dibb Review gave precedence to air and naval assets, relegating the Army to a lesser and more 

defensive role in implementing greater self-reliance. 

Effective intelligence and surveillance platforms were given priority in Dibbôs capability 

acquisition plan. The reason for this was that Defence had a órequirement to master the vast distances 

involved in the defence of Australiaô given that it did not have the monetary and human resources 
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needed to guard Australiaôs northern approaches at all times.85  Dibbôs solution to this was 

ócomprehensive broad-area surveillanceô to be met through an over-the-horizon radar system, in 

conjunction with surveillance aircraft.86 That would allow Defence to ódetect, identify and track 

potentially hostile forces within the area of direct military interest to Australia é up to about 1,500 

nautical miles from our coastline.ô87 The capabilities envisaged by Dibb would give Australia the 

coverage needed to be more self-reliant, and enabled Defence to use its resources to maximum effect. 

It followed that the Dibb Review emphasised strike and interdiction capabilities as necessary 

to attack enemy forces in the sea-air gap. Maritime forces would be used in lower-level contingencies 

but air power would be used in higher-level contingencies. Dibb held that ópriority military targets 

would likely be at distances out to about 1,000 nautical miles from northern Australia.ô88 In addition to 

strike aircraft, Dibb envisaged a modest force of about six submarines operating from both coasts on 

the basis that this ówould be a major inhibition on an enemyôs use of surface assets against us at all 

levels of contingency.ô89 Dibb felt that the acquisition of strike capabilities would be given priority in a 

higher level contingency,90  and that maritime strike would take precedence over land strike 

capabilities.91 These capabilities would allow Defence to attack at an enemyôs weak points from a 

position of strength and so enable Australia to defend its strategic interests with a greater degree of self-

reliance. He built on Coleôs feedback from December 1985 to offer a more compelling justification for 

the acquisition of new submarines, and the decision to base the Navy on both coasts. That would enable 

the Navy to address emerging maritime threats more quickly, and on a more self-reliant basis. 

The air defence of northern Australia was given emphasis in the Dibb Review. It recommended 

investment in air defence on the basis that an enemy force could attempt to attack vulnerable targets, 

including fuel, weapons storage areas and command facilities at all levels of potential conflict.92 In 

Dibbôs view, Australia needed only two active fighter squadrons to respond to likely contingencies as 

the development of JORN would give it ample time to respond to incursions by hostile air forces.93 He 

argued, however, that the undeveloped airfield at Tindall needed to be more fully developed into an 

active base so as to better defend Darwin. In doing so, he factored in Bennettôs earlier argument that 

Australia needed an air defence system capable of responding to both levels of contingencies, not just 

higher-level threats as Dibb had initially envisaged. The Air Force was in the process of introducing its 

new F/A-18 fighter aircraft into service and thus Dibbôs views on air defence had little practical impact 
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on capability acquisition unlike the other services. The Air Force had been longstanding supporters of 

self-reliance, and, for the most part, were quick to endorse the findings of the Dibb Review. 

 The role of the Army in the ADFôs force structure was the most contentious aspect of the Dibb 

Review. He argued that the most likely form of enemy ground action would be low-level raids rather 

than invasion,94 and that the Army needed be structured accordingly.95 Both Tindall and Darwin were 

identified as locations to be defended against incursions and required at least a battalion and a brigade, 

respectively.96 Dibb argued that the Army needed to confront an invading force at their landing site 

before they could reach their objectives.97 Given that Defence would not be able to defend the entirety 

of northern Australia, its land forces would need to be sufficiently mobile to move quickly to intercept 

its enemies. Thus, Dibb held that a battalion would need to be able to deploy within a range of 200 

kilometres.98 He thus recommended investment in light infantry supported by helicopters and light 

armoured vehicles in a move away from the heavily armoured force of previous decades.99 The Army 

reluctantly had to contend with a conceptual shift away from expeditionary operations with allies abroad 

to a supporting role in which it worked with the other Services in the self-reliant defence of Australia.  

The Dibb Review included a plan to fund its restructure of Australiaôs military forces. It put 

forward an FYDP for 1986 to 1991 on the assumption that annual expenditure would increase by 3.75 

percent.100 Dibb factored in the possibility that this could be reduced to 3.1 percent, and he developed 

funding plans for both scenarios.101 The most expensive proposals were the construction of eight 

frigates at $2 billion, investment in JORN at $210 million,102 and 36 tactical helicopters at $810 

million.103 This would be offset by deferring upgrades to the F-111s, decreasing the patrol boat fleet by 

five, and reducing destroyer acquisition by three, which would save, $249 million, $100 million, and 

$1.9 billion, respectively.104 The Dibb Review funded most of its acquisition program but assumed that 

expenditure would continue to increase with inflation. This ultimately proved to be incorrect and would 

necessitate budget cuts as Australiaôs fiscal and strategic outlook changed in the early 1990s with 

detrimental consequences for the implementation of self-reliance. 

The parliamentary opposition was critical, and this can be seen in an exchange of 

correspondence in which Ian Sinclair sought the views of Arthur Tange. Sinclair told Tange that the 

Dibb Report limited Australiaôs ability to respond to distant contingencies.105 Tange responded with an 
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opinion piece in The Age that was largely positive in its assessment. Publicly, Tange offered the 

following assessment: 

The Dibb Report is a great achievement for both the Minister and the author. If the aftermath is 

handled sensibly by all it affects, it will be the catalyst for needed change and for common 

purpose in defence preparations that was hoped for when Dibb was commissioned.  

Again, Dibb has developed, in his lucid exposition, a trend going back to 1976, and a good deal 

earlier among advisers as Mr Beazley has pointed out.106 

In his private correspondence with Sinclair, Tange expanded on these sentiments in 

considerable detail. Responding to Sinclairôs criticism of Dibbôs regional focus, Tange wrote: 

I believe we should abandon any notion of operations in far-off places being a significant driver 

in the force structure.  

Dibb accepts and repeats so much written in my time that I have to accept it.  

I firmly hold that we should respond to such requests as directly serve a material Australian 

interest or cost us nothing significant. Thus, there is a need to limit the kind (and destination) 

of military help that we should hold in our force structure if not otherwise justified.107 

 Contrary to Sinclairôs expectation, Tange affirmed that Dibb built on decades of previous work, 

and his report was the culmination of earlier efforts to respond to geopolitical change in the region. He 

also noted that Dibb rightly articulated force structure priorities around geographic boundaries and a 

defined budget. In stating that, Tange made put the Dibb Review into its proper context. He clarified 

that Dibbôs work was not inherently new but that his review was the high point of a process to develop 

a means of implementing self-reliance through a set of force structure priorities that no one had managed 

to articulate in a coherent and systematic way prior to the mid-1980s. 

 In view of these changes to Australian defence policy, the Hawke Government invited 

Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, to visit Australia.108 Weinberger accepted the invitation, and 

agreed to visit from 9 to 12 April 1986, to discuss recent developments in ANZUS, Australiaôs role in 

the South Pacific and emerging regional issues. Other issues were to include the Strategic Defense 

Initiative and Arms Control negotiations between the two superpowers.109 Weinbergerôs visit would 

cover the range of issues encompassed in the Dibb Review and seek to reassure the Reagan 

Administration of Australiaôs commitment to a robust defence policy grounded in self-reliance within 

ANZUS, and allay concerns that Australia was seeking to follow a path similar to that of New Zealand.  

On 10 April, Weinberger met with the Minister for Defence, Beazley, to discuss bilateral 

security issues. Their discussion focused on regional threats in the broader context of Cold War rivalry, 

particularly the role of the USSR in Australiaôs region. Weinberger said that óthe Soviet Union was also 
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fully aware of the importance of the Pacific. Their development of Cam Ranh Bay was, in part, intended 

to draw wavering countries to their side and to convey the impression that they were the strongest power 

in the region.ô110 Beazley concurred with Weinberger, saying that óthe Soviet presence at Cam Rahn 

Bay was not necessarily a military threat to the region but rather that its primary significance lay in 

assisting the Soviet Union make political gains.ô111 He then asserted that óthe Soviet Union could use 

its economic relations to its advantage with small Pacific countries, gaining local influence by 

acknowledging national dignity and sovereignty in bilateral trading arrangements.ô112 Despite its 

emphasis on self-reliance against middle powers in Australiaôs region, the Hawke Government still 

recognised the need to work with the United States in limiting the growth of Soviet influence in the 

Asia-Pacific, and sought to balance its alliance commitments with its emphasis on greater self-reliance. 

Beazley then discussed the role of the Dibb Review in shaping Australian defence policy to 

better respond to emerging regional threats. White recalled that the Reagan Administration ósaw the 

Dibb Review as having a distinctly isolationist strand to itô and that Beazley took great care in 

explaining that it was consistent with American expectations under the Guam Doctrine.113 At around 

this time, Prime Minister and Cabinet strongly urged Defence to óconfirm that implementation of the 

Dibb Review will be without prejudice to the alliance with the United States and Australiaôs regional 

defence commitments such as the Five Power Defence Arrangements.ô114 It also advised Defence óto 

head off any attempt by the New Zealand Government to misrepresent the Dibb Reviewôs 

recommendations on strengthening defence links with New Zealand as implying support for New 

Zealand in its current dispute with the United States on ship visits.ô115 White explained Beazleyôs 

engagement with his American counterparts, in the following terms: 

They went through a period of thinking that the Dibb Review and the idea of self-reliance within 

the framework of alliances was not going to work for them, and they would demand more of 

us. But we put a lot of work into talking to them, and on the wording. We were very self-

conscious to say that we were not a non-aligned country, and that the expansion of Soviet 

influence at the expense of the United States would be contrary to Australiaôs interests. The 

very clear statement about our willingness to use the forces that we have designed for the 

defence of Australia to support the United States in pursuit of our interests. That helped the 

Americans come around.116 

In line with advice from the bureaucracy and his advisers, Beazley advised Weinberger that the 

Dibb Review was not isolationist but rather would support ANZUS by giving Australia the capabilities 
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needed to respond to threats to American interests in the context of the Cold War.117 In putting forward 

this view, Beazley stressed that self-reliance strengthened ANZUS and was not isolationist. Beazleyôs 

conversation with Weinberger is important as seen in the following extract: 

Mr. Beazley emphasised that in examining options for restricting Australiaôs defence forces, 

the Government was in no way considering a óFortress Australiaô approach. The Dibb Report 

envisaged a large area in our region in which Australia should be capable of acting militarily 

decisively on its own. In the wider region, which included most of Southeast Asia, the Dibb 

Report suggested that Australia should look to solve problems in conjunction with allies and 

friends but envisaged some Australian military involvement. 

Mr. Beazley said force structure development plans envisaged an increase in surface 

combatants to about 15-16 vessels, more mobility for the Army across large distances and an 

Air Force capable of operating at long distance from northern Australian bases. Mr. Beazley 

said Australiaôs sovereignty demanded that Australia pursue independent policies essential to 

support our diplomatic role in the region. It was important that countries in Southeast Asia and 

the South Pacific recognised that Australia took defence seriously. Mr. Beazley said that the 

notion of óFortress Australiaô grew out of a reaction to Australian involvement in Vietnam. It 

was not recommended by the Dibb Report nor contemplated by Government.118 

Weinberger responded positively to Beazleyôs explanation. He saw it as contributing to the 

bilateral relationship and his remarks are recorded as follows: 

 Mr. Weinberger said he found Mr. Beazleyôs remarked reassuring. In the US view, the only 

fortress left was a ófortress world.ô It was now not possible to keep conflict localised or to 

designate an area that could be ignored as safe. Soviet capabilities for power projection meant 

that no region could be immune. Mr. Weinberger said that was why the Western alliances were 

so important. Countries had interlocking capabilities. The outer area of the Dibb Report 

interlocked with other countries in Asia and the Pacific. It was no longer possible to act on a 

nation-by-nation basis. Mutual response supported deterrence of the Soviet Union until a better 

way of keeping the peace could be found.119 

Weinberger then met with Hayden, to discuss issues of mutual concern in the region. Archival 

records indicate that Hayden took the opportunity to explain why the Hawke Government had shifted 

its defence policy away from expeditionary operations in distant theatres towards greater self-reliance 

in Australiaôs region. He said that the ALP traditionally focused on greater self-reliance in the Asia-

Pacific for reasons of ideology but had balanced this with support for the United States. Hayden sought 

to distance the Hawke Government from the SDI but wanted the United States to maintain the substance 

of ANZUS, even without the participation of New Zealand. He also urged the United States to issue a 

public statement to that effect. Hayden articulated this argument in the following terms: 

There were philosophical differences between the administrations in Washington and in 

Canberra. Australia had a democratic socialist government which meant that it had certain 

beliefs and convictions which created imperatives and commitments relating to military 

strategies. The US administration, by comparison, was conservative in its approach. Australia 

had respect for the global role of the USA. It recognised that the Americans had to view 

international issues on a broad canvas whereas Australia had its focus on regional aspects. The 
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ALP government had, therefore, adjusted its thinking to accommodate differences in 

philosophy and aspect. [Hayden] believed that it had done a good job in this respect, and in 

bringing the Australian public behind it and in winning the argument against neutrality.120  

 Later that day, Weinberger met with both Prime Minister Hawke, and Hayden. The main issue 

discussed at this meeting was Australiaôs position in the dispute between the United States and New 

Zealand. The record of conversation noted that óthe Prime Minister said that if the US reviewed its 

security relationship with NZ, the Australian Government would strongly favour leaving the legal 

framework of the treaty intact and would seek an exchange of letters to reaffirm Australia-US 

commitments under the treaty.ô121 Weinberger reassured Hawke that he ódid not expect the US to 

formally revoke ANZUS should it decide to terminate its security commitments to New Zealand. A de-

facto bilateral treaty with Australia was now in place.ô122 While the Hawke Government supported 

ANZUS, it disagreed on issues such as the SDI. Hayden suggested that Australia did not support the 

SDI but would not restrict Australian companies from participating in related projects. Weinberger said 

that óthe US respected completely the attitude the Australian Government had announced toward the 

SDI concept.ô123 This exchange was significant because it showed that Australia had affirmed its 

support for self-reliance within ANZUS, and this position was accepted by the United States. The 

Hawke Government supported ANZUS but also reserved the right to disagree with the United States on 

selected issues without damaging the bilateral relationship as its counterparts in New Zealand did under 

Langeôs leadership and this was an expression of self-reliance in diplomatic terms. 

In August, the Hawke Government held a series of ministerial talks with its American 

counterparts in San Francisco that would replace the ANZUS Council and later become the Australia-

United States Ministerial Consultations. Archival records indicate that, at this meeting, Beazley went 

to great lengths to assure the Reagan Administration of Australiaôs commitment to its alliance 

obligations. Beazley explained that the ADF would be structured to perform three main tasks: first, 

óthey would be able to be used to meet regional threatsô, second, óthey would be able to support 

diplomatic efforts, especially in the South Pacific area where Australia was increasingly engagedô and, 

thirdly, óthey would be able, if the government of the day wished, to operate in out-of-area deployments, 

with allies, in joint exercises, and in maintaining interoperability.ô 124 He reaffirmed that the ADF 

ówould continue to be capable of cooperating with local and external allies to advance Australiaôs 

interests. This included surveillance of Soviet forces at Cam Ranh Bay and the South China Sea, and 

cooperation under the Integrated Air Defence System.ô125 He said that the Dibb Review did not discuss 

alliance cooperation in this level of detail because it was óa force structure document, not a broad 
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statement of defence policyô and that this ówould be made clear in the governmentôs White Paper later 

this year.ô126 Indeed, Air Marshal Ray Funnell recalls that óthe strategy of denial did not go down wellô 

and that a new white paper was planned óto provide a more nuanced approach than we had in the Dibb 

Review.ô127 Beazley sought to reassure the United States that Dibbôs emphasis on greater self-reliance 

was not isolationist but, through taking steps towards greater self-reliance, instead reinforced 

Australiaôs alliance commitments in the Cold War. Then Acting Deputy Secretary, Cottrill recalls: 

We argued that supporting Australian interests in the region was an asset to the American 

security interest in ANZUS, and was one of our contributions to security under the ANZUS 

Alliance. At the end of the meeting, they agreed that they would support us. That was a turning 

point in the development of the Dibb Review. Our side of the bargain was to explain that in 

public, and I was asked to edit the Defence White Paper in 1987, which I did as Acting Deputy 

Secretary, and we put in a chapter drafted by Stephen Merchant on supporting security in the 

region. That went in with the defence of ANZUS and in parallel with the ANZUS Review. So 

the Defence White Paper rested on three legs: self-reliance, regional involvement and the 

ANZUS Alliance. That was the way the policy had developed up to that time but had not been 

explained and set on in detail as it was in 1987. So the Americansô concern that where we were 

diverging from established policy was misplaced and we were able to reassure them. Their 

views changed over time. At first, they were apprehensive but they came to support it. 128 

The American reaction to the Dibb Review changed at this bilateral meeting. Weinberger and 

Armitage were still apprehensive on the basis that it was isolationist. There was some disagreement, 

and White recalls óit was a bit rocky. It wasnôt a crisis but was something that needed to be managed, 

and was one of the reasons we stepped back from the phrase óstrategy of denial.ôô129 Despite these 

difficulties, the Reagan Administration considered Beazleyôs explanation and accepted it. Declassified 

transcripts indicate that Weinberger told Beazley that óit had been some of the rhetoric and prose of the 

Dibb Review which some in the US had found isolationist.ô130 Weinberger then said that Beazleyôs 

assertion óthat the ADF would be able to cover 10 or 25 percent of the earthôs surface was welcome 

news, and indeed was a necessary capability. It was also welcomed that Dibb had given an impetus in 

this direction.ô131 Weinberger said that he óhoped the governmentôs White Paper would bring out this 

point.ô132 Beazley reinforced this by stating that Dibb óhad given no comfort to the New Zealand 

Government when he visited Wellingtonô as he informed his counterparts that óif he had to produce a 

report excluding the US alliance, he would have had to recommend at least a doubling of the defence 

budget.ô133 Moreover, he emphasised that his naval acquisition program would óhave long distance 

capability. They would also be capable of sealing off the Indonesian straitsô and that óAustraliaôs 

extended range capabilities would also be maintained through a continued presence in Malaysia and 
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Singapore.ô134 Beazley stressed that Australia was committed to ANZUS, and that the Dibb Review 

would strengthen it through its emphasis on greater self-reliance.  

Their discussion of the Soviet presence in the Asia-Pacific gives an insight into the differing 

perceptions of threat at the time. The American naval representative, Admiral Hays, told Beazley that 

óthe USSR Pacific forces were no longer a home defence force. It was not a question of óthe Russians 

are comingô but óthe Russians are hereôô,135 and Weinberger argued that óthe Soviets are trying to build 

up more than a political role for themselves in the Pacific.ô136 Hayden disagreed and said that óthe Soviet 

role in the South Pacific should be seen in more political than military terms.ô137 Weinberger then stated 

that óthere was no political reason for the Soviets to be interested in the region and that they therefore 

had a military goal in mind.ô138 This view was supported by Richard Armitage, Assistant Secretary for 

International Security Affairs, who stated that óthe Soviet tactic was to use political gain to translate 

into military action.ô139 Beazley was not persuaded by this argument and suggested that this could more 

effectively be addressed through diplomacy.140 These exchanges showed that the Hawke Government 

did not see Cold War rivalry as a force structure determinant. Instead, the Hawke Government would 

focus on self-reliance against threats from middle powers in its region as the basis for its defence policy 

rather than alliance considerations in the Cold War. Cottrill recalls that: 

In the South Pacific, there was a lot to do because of security weaknesses there, and then we 

introduced the Pacific Patrol Boat Program, which was an attempt to actively contribute on our 

own initiative, not responding to anybody else, own our idea, contributing to the security of 

South Pacific countries.141  

On 23 February 1987, Cabinet approved a Defence White Paper that put this definition of self-

reliance into declaratory policy.142 At that meeting, Beazley said that a White Paper was developed to 

a broader policy context for the force structure priorities in the Dibb Review. He noted that Dibb had 

been tasked with providing advice on force structure and not defence policy.143 After having consulted 

with allies and regional partners, a White Paper was needed to more fully develop self-reliance. The 

reason for this was that the Dibb Review was perceived as being isolationist, as shown in the earlier 

bilateral discussions in San Francisco. To correct these misconceptions, Beazley said that óthe White 

Paper clearly expresses our membership of the Western strategic community and the common concern 

we have to promote Western interests.ô144 He strongly supported cooperation with the United States but 

also stressed óthe importance of practical defence cooperation with New Zealandô and noted that óthere 
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will be more Defence Force activities in the South Pacific.ô145 The White Paper would balance the need 

for greater self-reliance in Australiaôs region with its alliance commitments. Cottrill recalls that, as 

Acting Deputy Secretary: 

The original thrust of it was to incorporate the Dibb Review but because of the exchange with 

the Americans, we had to show that we were not turning on backs on ANZUS and we had to 

include a significant portion of the White Paper on regional engagement. This, basically, was a 

concession to the Americans and the Tange tradition, people like me and Pritchett. Stephen 

Merchant wrote the regional engagement part of it. I was the editor. As Acting Deputy 

Secretary, I was responsible for commissioning and integrated all these aspects.146 

Beazley then discussed Australiaôs future environment, and the strategy that would underlie the 

White Paper. He noted that óno direct military threat to Australia is identified, aside from the remote 

possibility of global war.ô147 Nevertheless, he said that óthe White Paper notes that defence policy must 

provide insurance against uncertainties in the region é but care has been taken not to identify any 

specific country as a potential military threat.ô148 He said that it would achieve these aims through self-

reliance, which he defined as óthe ability to handle credible military situations without direct US combat 

assistance.ô149 Beazley envisaged that force structure planning would be óbased on the fundamental need 

for Australian forces to be capable of independent military operations within our area of direct military 

interest.ô150 Significant parts of Defence would relocate to northern Australia, and would be structured 

around the concept of ódefence in depthô, similar to Dibbôs strategy of denial. Importantly, defence-in-

depth differed from denial as it would enable Defence óto contribute to the security of the Southwest 

Pacific and Southeast Asiaô and be óavailable for cooperation with allies further afield if the government 

of the day so desired.ô151 The strategy that underpinned the White Paper looked beyond the sea-air gap 

to enable Defence to contribute to operations beyond its immediate region if necessary. 

 The Hawke Government defined self-reliance as being able to defend Australia in a way that 

supported but was not dependent on allies. Beazley articulated this in a press release in the following 

terms: óFor Australia, defence self-reliance must be set firmly within the framework of our alliances 

and regional associations. The support they give us makes self-reliance achievable. They in turn will 

draw added support from a self-reliant Australia, which will be better able to discharge its 

responsibilities in the vast strategic region to which we belong.ô152 Defence White Paper 1987 

articulated self-reliance in the clearest terms to date as follows: 

This Governmentôs policy of defence self-reliance gives priority to the ability to defend 

ourselves with our own resources. Australia must have the military capability to 

prevent an enemy from attacking us successfully in our sea and air approaches, gaining 
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a foothold on our territory, or extracting political concessions from us through the use 

of military force. These are uniquely Australian interests and Australia must have the 

independent military capability to defend them.153 

The White Paper defined what Australia would be self-reliant against, and how it would achieve 

greater self-reliance. It held that the most likely threat would be low-level conflict with a regional 

power.154 Such a conflict would involve the harassment of targets in northern Australia. It was also 

possible, though unlikely, that Australia would be faced with a more serious threat.155 Accordingly, it 

would develop to deter low-level raids, around denial of the sea-air gap, with ground forces protecting 

vital targets in the event of a land assault. Defence would nonetheless be structured to be able to mobilise 

within sufficient warning time to deal with more serious contingencies.156 While it focused on 

Australian capabilities, the White Paper was nevertheless cognisant of the role of alliances in fostering 

self-reliance. More specifically, it held óthis policy of defence self-reliance is pursued within a 

framework of alliances and agreementsô and further elaborated on this in the following terms:157 

These arrangements, particularly those with the United States, enhance self-reliance by 

improving our technological capabilities, by providing training opportunities for our 

armed services, and by giving Australia access to vital military and political 

intelligence. The security provisions of our alliance agreements also oblige a potential 

enemy to contemplate the prospect of an allied effort against it should it choose to 

attack Australia. These arrangements emphasise Australiaôs membership of the 

Western community, and they enhance regional stability. The interests of Australiaôs 

allies and regional associates are advanced by Australiaôs ability to provide for its own 

defence.158 

The White Paper then defined the geographical extent of the primary operating environment in 

which Australia would be expected to act with a significant degree of self-reliance in defence of its 

strategic interests. It defined this region in the following terms: 

This area stretches over 7,000 kilometres from the Cocos Islands to New Zealand and 

the islands of the South-West Pacific, and over 5,000 kilometres from the archipelago 

and island chain in the north to the Southern Ocean. It constitutes about 10 per cent of 

the earthôs surface. The area of direct military interest is of fundamental importance in 

defining and developing a self-reliant defence force. It does not, however, mark the 

limits of our strategic interests nor of our military capabilities. Our broader strategic 

interests extend beyond the area of direct military interest to include South-East Asia, 

Indochina, the eastern Indian Ocean and the South-West Pacific. Australiaôs security 

could be directly affected by developments in these areas, and our broader defence 

policy must be responsive to such developments.159  

By articulating Australiaôs environment in broad terms, the White Paper differed from the Dibb 

Review. It went beyond the Indonesian Archipelago and noted that Australia had an interest in 

óeconomic and political problems in the Philippinesô, óthe unresolved question of the political future of 

 
153 Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 1987 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1987), 

Paragraph 1.2. 
154 Ibid, Paragraphs 3.5 - 3.8. 
155 Ibid, Paragraphs 3.15 ï 3.22. 
156 Ibid, Paragraphs 3.23 ï 2.25. 
157 Ibid, Paragraph 1.2. 
158 Ibid, Paragraph 1.3. 
159 Ibid, Paragraph 1.11.  
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Cambodiaô, and óthe establishment of the Soviet military presence at Cam Rahn Bay.ô160 Unlike the 

Dibb Review, it explicitly saw Australia taking a more active role in support of alliance commitments 

but with greater self-reliance. It was focused on a strategy of denial around Australiaôs immediate air 

and maritime approaches but cognisant of broader interests.  

One of the key misconceptions in the broader discourse on Australian defence policy, both then 

and in more recent years, is that the Dibb Review was isolationist. Beazley sought to refute this 

interpretation, and this is evident in his discussions with his counterparts in the Australia-United States 

Ministerial Talks of 22 June 1987 held in Sydney. At this meeting, Beazley told Weinberger that the 

emphasis on self-reliance was the culmination of decades of conceptual work by governments on both 

sides of the political divide. Building on their previous discussions on the Dibb Review in San Francisco 

in October 1986, Beazley placed self-reliance into its proper alliance context in stating that: 

The defence philosophy set out in the White Paper placed great stress on Australia being part of 

the Western community of nations. It was against this background that the strategy of self-reliance 

should be seen. The two were not in conflict.161  

The archival record shows that Weinberger had accepted Beazleyôs argument that self-reliance and 

alliance commitments reinforced one another by noting that: 

The White Paper concentrated on self-reliance in the region as well as incorporating this into the 

alliance framework.162  

In retrospect, Defence White Paper 1987 was the culmination of an intellectual journey within the 

Department of Defence that had unfolded over the preceding three decades. It was radically different to 

its predecessors because it articulated a clear set of force structure priorities that could enable the 

implementation of self-reliance in Australian defence policy. This had been attempted by other in 

preceding years, dating back to deliberations on the Strategic Basis paper in 1959, but was never fully  

agreed upon or articulated in a coherent manner. Defence White Paper 1987 did so by incorporating the 

key judgements of the preceding Dibb Review. This was particularly evident in Chapter Three: 

Priorities for Force Development, which included almost verbatim, its priorities for low-level conflict, 

escalated low-level conflict, and more substantial conflict, which gave the Hawke Government an 

intellectual framework for the development of force structure priorities. On a broader political level, the 

White Paper also gave context to the Dibb Review by outlining the policy framework and geographical 

extent of its proposed strategy. In doing so, it made clear that self-reliance was not isolationist but rather 

was an integral part of the Hawke Governmentôs efforts to step up as an alliance partner. Importantly, 

this was understood and accepted by our traditional allies. Brendan Sargeant, later Deputy Secretary for 

Strategy, observes that: 

Dibb built on existing policy to put forward a way of implementing self-reliance. The Dibb Review, 

in traditional terms, was like a Green Paper. The White Paper was what the government settled on 

 
160 Ibid, Paragraph 2.24. 
161 Department of Foreign Affairs, óSummary Record: Australia-United States Ministerial Talks, Sydney, 22 June 1987.ô 

NAA: M3355 2012/00151081. 
162 Ibid. 
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after it had all the other discussions. Dibb was answering the question: óhow best can we defend 

ourselves?ô Some might say it was isolationist. But, in a sense, no country can not understand its 

limits and hedge. The value of that document is that it sets a marker and a reference point.163 

During the second half of its term in office, the Hawke Government made a significant contribution    

to the development self-reliance in Australian defence policy. It defined self-reliance and articulated a 

way of implementing the concept through a review of Australiaôs defence capabilities. It built on the 

work of its predecessors to develop a set of force structure priorities by which the self-reliant defence 

of Australia could be achieved. Hawke defined self-reliance as meaning that the ADF needed to be able 

to undertake independent military operations in the defence of Australia against a possible Indonesian 

threat in its northern approaches through investment in air and maritime capabilities without recourse 

to the combat forces of allies. This was the clearest articulation of self-reliance to date and was the 

culmination of significant work by preceding governments. The development of Australian defence 

policy under the late Hawke Government is summarised in Table 18: 

Table 18: Self-Reliance Under the Late Hawke Government 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic 

Interests 

Primary 

Geographic Scope  

Perceptions of 

Allies 

Perceptions of 

Credible Threat 

Hawke (ALP) Developing a force 

structure to implement 

greater self-reliance 

 

Need to reconcile 

relationship with 

United States and 

New Zealand 

Indonesia and South 

Pacific 

NZ:  Dislike of 

Lange 

 

US: Reservations 

about Reagan 

Indonesia 

Conclusion 

The Hawke Government reorientated Australian defence policy towards greater self-reliance in its 

region but struggled to implement that concept in its early years. This changed with the Dibb Review 

which gave effect to self-reliance by aligning Australiaôs force structure priorities around Australiaôs 

geography. Dibb laid a path to self-reliance by recommending that the ADF be structured for the 

Defence of Australia by denying access to the sea-air gap to a credible threat. The Dibb Review, 

however, did not examine broader defence policy and was often incorrectly perceived as isolationist 

due to its terms of reference. Partly because of these concerns, the Hawke Government published a 

Defence White Paper that incorporated Dibbôs conclusions into policy but gave the ADF a more active 

role in the Asia-Pacific. In doing so, it gave self-reliance a clear definition: that Australia must be able 

to undertake independent military operations against a middle power in the defence of the continent and 

its northern approaches without recourse to the combat forces of allies. In doing so, it established an 

intellectual framework for the development of force structure priorities to enable the implementation of 

self-reliance. This was the culmination of a long path to greater self-reliance dating back to the 1950s, 

and its influence is such that it forms the basis of contemporary Australian defence policy, and provides 

 
163 Interview with Brendan Sargeant, 28 October 2019. 
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a useful framework for understanding Australiaôs options at a time of heightened geopolitical 

uncertainty in the Asia-Pacific.  
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This thesis has examined the meaning, nature and development of self-reliance as a fundamental 

principle of Australian defence policy in the context of the Cold War. There are three main conclusions 

that can be drawn from the preceding chapters. First, self-reliance has a broad definition that remained 

constant but is comprised of four variables that have evolved with time and circumstance. Secondly, it 

follows that self-reliance is a malleable concept that was driven by strategic imperative through 

perceptions of threat and the expectations of traditional allies, and it is a concept which has allowed 

successive Australian governments to adapt to sudden, profound and unexpected changes in its security 

outlook. Third, by defining self-reliance in terms of these four variables, policymakers can articulate 

the meaning of self-reliance with deep historical grounding and enduring relevance for Australiaôs 

current strategic environment. In using this framework, policymakers may more effectively 

conceptualise possible responses to comparable uncertainty in the future particularly in light of the re-

emergence of major power rivalry in the Asia-Pacific.  

The introductory chapter posed the following core research question: what did self-reliance mean 

in Australian defence policy between 1959 and 1989? The thesis argued that, on a broad level, self-

reliance meant that Australia must be able to undertake independent military operations in support of 

its core strategic interests within its immediate region against credible threats and without recourse to 

the combat forces of its allies. This broad definition remained constant but was comprised of four 

variables that evolved under successive governments: Australiaôs core strategic interests, the geographic 

scope of Australian defence policy, perceptions of credible threat, and the reliability of allies. Self-

reliance was, therefore, a flexible concept with a precise meaning and application which, in this 

framework, could be adapted to changes in Australiaôs strategic environment. The diagram below 

summarises the meaning of self-reliance, and the component variables.  

Figure 2: Factors Affecting the Meaning of Self-Reliance in Australian Defence Policy 
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This conceptual framework has demonstrated that the precise meaning of self-reliance changed 

over time in response to shifts in these variables. It is sometimes argued that self-reliance was driven 

by domestic political considerations from the 1970s. This thesis has demonstrated that the concept had 

much earlier origins, and was driven largely by geopolitical imperatives.  Self-reliance, in essence, was 

a response to heightened strategic uncertainty in Australiaôs region. Successive governments invested 

in greater self-reliance at times of heightened threat that were coupled with concern about the reliability 

of allies. Similarly, they moved towards increased self-reliance during times of higher defence 

expenditure and greater regional focus in foreign policy. The development of self-reliance was primarily 

driven by the emergence of significant threats in Australiaôs region, and doubts that other major powers 

would provide direct military assistance. Investment in self-reliance within this framework allowed for 

flexibility. Thus, Australia could adapt and better respond to a range of threats during the decades from 

1959 to 1989. 

By contrast, the thesis has demonstrated that partisan political factors have been less important in 

defining self-reliance. It is sometimes claimed that there is a partisan divide in Australian politics in 

which centre-right governments have supported greater integration with allies while centre-left 

governments have favoured greater self-reliance. This is true only on a superficial level. There has been 

an ongoing debate as to whether Australian defence policy should be based on greater self-reliance or 

dependence on allies. The archival record, however, shows that this has not necessarily played out on 

partisan lines. In Cabinet, governments on both sides of the political spectrum have gravitated towards 

greater self-reliance at times when heightened perceived threat has been coupled with concern about 

the reliability of allies. They also have shifted towards greater integration at times of lesser expenditure 

and a more benign security outlook. Throughout the years examined, Labor governments often 

emphasised self-reliance for political reasons but Coalition governments gravitated towards the idea in 

response to changes in Australiaôs circumstances. Self-reliance was thus primarily driven by economic 

and strategic factors rather than political considerations.  

Moreover, self-reliance is not an entirely recent concept in Australian defence policy. This thesis 

has shown that the debate on self-reliance can be traced back at least to Federation, and that the 

foundations of the idea can be found in this period. The first chapter demonstrated that the Barton 

Government established a legal framework for Australiaôs defence organisation, and developed a land 

force designed for local defence. This was reinforced by the Deakin Government, which established an 

Australian Navy in response to concerns about Germanyôs growing naval presence, and ambivalence 

about Britainôs ability to defend Australia. Indeed, Australiaôs first self-reliant operations were 

authorised by the Fisher Government against German forces in New Guinea. As Australiaôs security 

environment deteriorated from the mid-1930s with the rise of Germany and Japan, the Lyons 

Government began to invest in a more self-reliant defence posture.  

There were, of course, counterexamples during period of governments that moved away from self-

reliance due to other changes in Australiaôs circumstance and which do not fit neatly within the 
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framework at the heart of this thesis. For example, the Hughes and Scullin Governments favoured 

greater integration with traditional allies because of political alignment with the respective governments 

in Britain, and for economic reasons. Similarly, the Second World War does not fit neatly within this 

framework because Australia was faced with a military threat well beyond its capacity to respond to 

alone, and against which it could rely on robust allied support from the United States, if not always 

from Britain. The development of self-reliance during this period is summarised in Table 19: 

Table 19: Self-Reliance in Pre-Cold War Australian Defence Policy 

Government 

(Party) 

Core Strategic Interests Primary 

Geographic 

Scope  

Perceptions of 

Allies 

Perceptions of 

Threat 

Barton 

(1901-03) 

(Protectionist) 

Contributing to imperial 

defence 
British Empire Closer alignment 

with Britain 
Negligible 

Deakin-Fisher 

(1905-13) 

(Protectionist/ALP) 

Protection of Australia 

through greater autonomy 
Australia and 

approaches 
Uncertain about 

alignment of 

interests 

German naval 

strength 

Fisher  

(1914-15) 

(ALP) 

Defeating German forces 

to Australiaôs north 
PNG, Pacific 

Territories 
Greater autonomy German naval 

presence 

Hughes  

(1915-23) 

(ALP/Nationalist) 

Supporting Britain due to 

doubts about Australiaôs 

ability to defend itself 

 

Reducing defence 

expenditure 

Singapore Reliance on 

Royal Navy 
Emerging 

Japanese Threat 

Bruce  

(1923-29) 

(Nationalist) 

Support for greater 

autonomy due to doubts 

about Royal Navy 

 

Increasing defence 

expenditure to fund new 

maritime acquisitions 

Singapore Doubts about 

Singapore 

Strategy 

Emerging 

Japanese Threat 

Scullin  

(1929-32) 

(ALP) 

Reducing expenditure due 

to Great Depression 
Australian 

Continent 
Alignment with 

MacDonald 

Government 

Reduced 

Japanese Threat 

Lyons  

(1932-39) 

(UAP) 

Rearming in a deteriorating 

environment 
Singapore Support for 

Britain but doubts 

about Singapore  

Increased 

Japanese and 

German Threat 

Menzies (1939-41) 

(UAP) 

Supporting UK against 

Germany  

 

Middle East, 

Africa 

India and 

Singapore 

Close relationship 

with UK 

 

Ambivalence 

about the US 

German threat in 

Africa and 

Middle East 

Curtin  

(1941-45) 

(ALP) 

 

Defending Australia 

against Japan  
Australia, PNG 

and 

South Pacific 

Close relationship 

with US  

 

Realignment with 

UK after end of 

hostilities 

Japanese threat 

in Southeast 

Asia 

Chifley  

(1945-49) 

(ALP) 

Assisting UK post-war 

recovery 

 

Supporting the United 

Nations 

Japan and 

Malaya 
Close ties with 

the Attlee 

Government 

Deteriorating 

ties with USSR 
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The key turning point in the conceptual development of self-reliance occurred under the Menzies 

Government during the early stages of the Cold War. Until that time, investment in greater self-reliance 

was undertaken in an ad-hoc manner with little systematic thought of how Australia might seek to 

defend itself in more serious contingencies in its region in which it might not be able to rely on allied 

support. The West Papua Crisis between 1958 and 1963, however, provided the impetus for 

consideration of the need to invest in greater self-reliance at the highest levels. Chapter Two 

demonstrated that the Dutch Government asked Australia to provide assurances of military support in 

the event that Indonesia were to invade New Guinea. The Menzies Government undertook contingency 

planning and found that it would be unable to defend Dutch New Guinea without assistance from the 

United States. Yet, when it approached the Eisenhower Administration, it found that it was unwilling 

to become involved in such a contingency. As a result, COSC urged cabinet for the first time in Strategic 

Basis 1959 to acknowledge that it might need to operate without allied assistance in its region for a 

limited period. This marked the first substantive acknowledgement of self-reliance in Australian 

defence policy. At the time, self-reliance meant that Australia would need to be able to defend Dutch 

New Guinea against Indonesia without recourse to American military assistance because the 

Eisenhower Administration was reluctant to assist a European power hold on to a distant colony.  

Throughout the 1960s, an aggressive Indonesia remained the focus of self-reliance in Australian 

defence policy. With the onset of Confrontation, the geographical focus and rationale for self-reliance, 

however, changed. From 1963 to 1965, self-reliance meant being able to contribute combat forces and 

related capabilities to helping prevent Indonesia from annexing Malaysia. The Menzies Government 

had doubts about the willingness of the Kennedy Administration to intervene because it had given 

conflicting advice on the application of the ANZUS Treaty in such a contingency. Kennedy advised 

Menzies that the United States would only assist if Australian forces came under direct attack, but would 

not assist in counterinsurgency. As a result, the Menzies Government invested in a range of capabilities 

that would allow it to fight in a more substantial conflict with Indonesia. This included acquisition of 

strike capabilities in the F-111s and the Oberon Class submarines, as well as an expanded Army. Self-

reliance at this time meant concerned developing the ability to defend Malaysia and strike Indonesia.  

The realisation that Australiaôs traditional allies might not be able to assist drove seismic shifts in 

Australian defence policy during the mid-1960s. In these circumstances, the Menzies Government 

pursued a double-sided approach: it would invest in capabilities to provide greater self-reliance while 

seeking to foster an American presence in Southeast Asia so that it would be more likely to assist 

Australia if the need should arise in contingencies involving Indonesia. To that end, Menzies authorised 

the deployment of a modest combat force of one infantry battalion to Vietnam. The Holt Government, 

however, escalated this commitment considerably to approximately 10,000 personnel. This shift away 

from greater self-reliance was arguably driven by Holtôs close association with the Johnson 

Administration, and difficulties experienced with the Wilson Government, particularly after its 

announcement that it would reduce its presence in Southeast Asia. 
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Self-reliance underwent considerable intellectual development under the Gorton Government 

between 1967 and 1971. The third chapter demonstrated that the trend towards self-reliance under 

Menzies was amplified by the announcement of the Guam Doctrine and Britainôs withdrawal from 

Southeast Asia. Australiaôs allies had publicly announced that they would reduce their presence and 

expected their partners to take greater responsibility for their own defence in contingencies that did not 

involve the USSR. As a result, the Gorton Government began to develop a policy of continental defence 

marked by a greater focus on Australia, and closer ties with regional partners. Self-reliance, by the early 

1970s, meant that Australia needed to be able to defend itself and PNG from Indonesian intervention 

without assistance from the United States or the United Kingdom as implied in Defence Review 1972.  

The election of the Whitlam Government marked a conceptual turning point in the development 

of self-reliance. Chapter Four demonstrated that Lance Barnard emphasised the need to ground self-

reliance in Australiaôs geography. He argued that Australia needed to invest in capabilities that would 

allow it to defend its air and maritime approaches and commissioned a series of studies into how that 

could be achieved. Self-reliance, under Whitlam, meant that Australia needed to be able to defend the 

continent from Indonesian incursions without direct assistance from Britain or the United States. From 

this point onwards, self-reliance in Australian strategic policy meant the Defence of Australia due to 

withdrawal of allied powers from the region and the perceived lesser Soviet threat in the era of détente.  

Self-reliance was given a substantive definition in Australian defence policy under the Fraser 

Government. It built upon the conceptual work undertaken by Whitlam to define self-reliance in 

Defence White Paper 1976 as not depending upon other powers for the defence of Australia in lower-

level contingencies. This was a landmark in Australian defence policy but was hampered by a lack of 

investment in capability to give substance to the idea, an absence of a coherent force structure plan, and 

considerable argument within Defence policy circles its implementation. It was also affected by shifting 

government priorities towards expeditionary operations. Thus, Fraser struggled to implement self-

reliance despite providing a definition of the concept in official policy. This was accentuated by a focus 

on the Soviet Union after the invasion of Afghanistan, and closer alignment with the United States after 

the election of President Reagan. 

The development of self-reliance reached its peak under the Hawke Government. Hawke 

understood the need to develop a coherent defence policy to cement his credentials as Prime Minister, 

and distance himself from the Whitlam Government. He put forward self-reliance as a policy that would 

help develop closer relations with the United States, yet preserve autonomy in decision-making. Kim 

Beazley thus commissioned Paul Dibb to undertake a review of Australiaôs defence capabilities with 

strict terms of reference. Dibb suggested that Australia could defend itself through a strategy of denial 

and force structure priorities that focused on preventing an enemy from gaining a foothold through the 

air-sea gap to Australiaôs north. This idea was further developed in Defence White Paper 1987 in the 

context of alliances and regional associations. Self-reliance meant that Australia needed to be able to 

defend itself against lower level incursions by a regional power without military assistance from its 
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traditional allies. Dibb did not invent the idea of self-reliance but established an intellectual framework 

and force structure priorities by which it could be implemented. He articulated self-reliance in the 

clearest terms to date and confirmed it as the intellectual cornerstone of Australian defence policy. The 

development of self-reliance during this period is summarised in Table 20: 

Table 20: Self-Reliance in Cold War Australian Defence Policy 

Government Core Strategic Interests Primary  

Geographic Scope  

Perceptions of Allies Perceptions of 

Threat 

Early 

Menzies 

(1949-57) 

(Liberal) 

Combating spread of communism 

in Asia 

Korea 

Malaya 

Close ties with UK 

 

Developing ties with US 

Chinese 

Revolution, 

Malayan 

Emergency, 

Korean War 

Menzies 

(1957-1961) 

(Liberal) 

Preventing Indonesian interference 

in Dutch New Guinea 

 

Fostering closer ties with US 

Dutch New Guinea Sympathetic to Dutch 

Government but ambivalent 

about Eisenhower  

Indonesian 

Government 

under Sukarno 

Menzies 

(1961-64) 

(Liberal) 

Preventing Indonesia from 

annexing Malaysia 

Malaya 

Singapore 

Ambivalent about Kennedy due 

to unclear advice on ANZUS 

 

Close ties with Douglas-Home  

Indonesian 

Government 

under Sukarno 

Holt 

(1966-67) 

(Liberal) 

Keeping US in Southeast Asia to 

assist against Indonesia 

South Vietnam, 

Thailand, 

Malaysia 

Close ties to Johnson  

 

Difficult relationship with 

Wilson  

Chinese in 

Vietnam 

Gorton  

(1967-71) 

(Liberal) 

Defending Australia from invasion Australian 

Continent 

Distrusted Nixon due to the 

Guam Doctrine and Vietnam 

 

Difficulties with Wilson due to 

accelerated British withdrawal  

Uncertainty as to 

Indonesian 

intentions  

McMahon 

(1971-72) 

(Liberal) 

Defending Australia and PNG from 

Indonesian invasion 

 

 

Australia and PNG Uncertain about Guam Doctrine 

 

Ambivalent about British 

withdrawal 

Indonesian 

intervention in 

PNG 

Whitlam  

(1972-75) 

(ALP) 

More autonomous defence policy ASEAN member 

states 

Support British withdrawal 

 

Distrust of Nixon 

Reduced Chinese 

Threat 

 

Fraser 

(1975-77) 

(Liberal) 

Adapting to post-Vietnam era Southeast Asia and 

Australian 

continent 

Ford Administration weak on 

Vietnam 

Soviet naval 

threat 

 

Vietnamese 

expansion 

Fraser 

(1977-79) 

(Liberal) 

Preparing for regional instability 

and managing fiscal uncertainty 

Indian Ocean 

Indochina 

Indonesia 

Distrust of Carter Soviet Navy 

Vietnam 

Indonesia 

Fraser 

(1979-83) 

(Liberal) 

Responding to the Soviet threat in 

Southeast Asia 

Vietnam 

South Pacific 

Alignment with Reagan Soviet expansion 

in Afghanistan 

and SE Asia 

Hawke 

(1983-86) 

(ALP) 

Developing a force structure to 

implement greater self-reliance 

 

Need to reconcile relationship with 

United States and New Zealand 

Indonesia and 

South Pacific 

Dislike of Lange 

 

Reservations about Reagan 

Indonesia 

Hawke 

(1986-89) 

(ALP)  

Establishing credible defence 

policy and managing alliance 

commitments 

Indonesia and 

South Pacific 

Dislike of Lange 

Reservations about Reagan 

Indonesia 

The historical narrative at the heart of this thesis has broader implications for our understanding of 

the strategic studies discourse in Australia and further abroad. Firstly, the thesis has put forward a 
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generalisable definition of self-reliance that can be used to understand what that concept means, on an 

intellectual level, in Australia or other comparable countries. That is important as a deeper 

understanding of self-reliance can be used to conceptualise potential policy responses, and subsequent 

funding and force structure decisions in a strategic environment marked by a return to heightened 

strategic uncertainty. In that respect, the definition of self-reliance put forward in this thesis and the 

framework that underpins it assists in understanding the contemporary strategic environment, and what 

can be done by both academics and policymakers to respond to it. 

Secondly, it has brought new perspectives to the historical discourse on Australian defence policy 

by drawing on previously unseen sources. The thesis has shown that self-reliance was primarily a 

response to emerging geopolitical threats in Australiaôs region in the 1950s. In doing so, it has 

challenged the dominant interpretation in the broader discourse that self-reliance was developed as a 

political idea from the mid-1970s. Rather, it has shown that self-reliance was developed in a three stage 

process. During the 1950s, and 1960s, defence planners considered why we needed to be more self-

reliant. By the 1970s, the focus shifted to understanding what it meant to be more self-reliant in defence 

policy. Then, in the 1980s, focus shifted to how we could be more self-reliant through the development 

of strategy and force structure priorities. Through a process of historical tracing, the thesis has shed 

light on the influence of the West New Guinea Crisis in the 1950s on Australian defence policy through 

to the 1980s in a way that has not been documented before in a comprehensive and systematic manner.  

In focusing on this period, the narrative and subsequent analysis have filled an important gap in 

the historical record. The period prior to 1975 has been documented by OôNeill and Edwards, and the 

post-Cold War period is currently being analysed by Horner. Yet, there has been relatively little on the 

interim. The thesis has filled this gap in the historical record and, in doing so, has contributed to the 

SDSCôs research program by linking these two bodies of literature. It considered the broader 

implications of Australiaôs Southeast Asian Wars on subsequent defence planning and has provided 

valuable context for the historical development of Australian defence policy through reference to 

sources that have rarely, if ever, been seen by other historians.  

Thirdly, the thesis has shown that self-reliance is a complex idea that sits within a broader alliance 

context and enables Australia to be a better and more proactive ally. Self-reliance both complements 

and enhances Australiaôs alliance obligations, and has never been intended to exclude them. Rather, it 

has been developed in consultation with allies, and in response to their expectations of us. At each step 

of the policy development process, Australian planners conceptualised self-reliance as a way to step up 

within the ANZUS alliance rather than step back from it. Those who contributed to the development of 

self-reliance sought to provide the government of the day with a broader range of policy options in 

relation to contingencies in which Australiaôs core strategic interests may have been threatened.   

The conceptual framework and definition of self-reliance at the heart of the thesis assists in 

understanding what Australia can do, and where it can assist in a range of contingencies within an 
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alliance framework. It has been carefully crafted to focus on the provision of combat forces against 

credible contingencies within the immediate region. The definition of self-reliance in the thesis excludes 

the provision of joint enablers in more distant theatres. That is a reflection of the fact that, during the 

Cold War, successive governments sought to develop a defence policy that recognised that our allies 

expected us to step up and take greater responsibility for the defence of our region. Closer to home, 

allies would provide indirect support, but expected us to provide the core combat forces required to 

protect our common interests. That expectation was reflected in our force structure priorities, which 

focused on developing self-reliant combat forces while drawing on allied intelligence and logistics.  

What that means is that self-reliance and alliance obligations reinforce one another. Successive  

governments sought to articulate a defence policy that recognised that Australia could depend on 

existing treaty arrangements in some contingencies while its allies expected it to take greater 

responsibility in others. It was recognised that alliances and other partnerships enabled Australia to be 

self-reliant through the provision of key enablers including logistics and intelligence, while self-reliance 

allowed its combat forces step up and better fulfil alliance obligations in the region. In short, greater 

self-reliance and traditional alliance relationships were co-existent and not mutually exclusive: 

investment in greater self-reliance enabled Australia to be a more proactive alliance partner while 

alliances gave it the resources it needed to be more self-reliant.  

Self-reliance within ANZUS has been the intellectual cornerstone of Australian defence policy for 

more than half a century, yet has eluded comprehensive definition in the academic literature and the 

public debate. This thesis has traced the historical development of the concept as a response to strategic 

uncertainty throughout the Cold War and, in doing so, has illuminated policy options for comparable 

challenges in contemporary strategic policymaking. In defining self-reliance in a conceptual framework 

and tracing its evolution, we can better understand how to defend Australia and its core strategic 

interests in an era of heightened uncertainty and major power competition in the Asia-Pacific.   
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 Australian Treaty Series 1952 No 2 

DEPARTMENT OF EXTERNAL AFFAIRS  

CANBERRA  

Security Treaty between Australia, New Zealand and the United States of America [ANZUS] 

(San Francisco, 1 September 1951) 

Entry into force generally: 29 April 1952 

AUSTRALIAN TREATY SERIES  

1952 No. 2 

Australian Government Publishing Service 

Canberra 

(c) Commonwealth of Australia 1997 

SECURITY TREATY BETWEEN AUSTRALIA, NEW ZEALAND, AND THE UNITED STATES 

OF AMERICA  

THE PARTIES TO THIS TREATY,  

REAFFIRMING  their faith in the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations and 

their desire to live in peace with all peoples and all Governments, and desiring to strengthen the fabric 

of peace in the Pacific Area, 

NOTING  that the United States already has arrangements pursuant to which its armed forces are 

stationed in the Philippines, and has armed forces and administrative responsibilities in the Ryukyus, 

and upon the coming into force of the Japanese Peace Treaty may also station armed forces in and about 

Japan to assist in the preservation of peace and security in the Japan Area, 

RECOGNIZING  that Australia and New Zealand as members of the British Commonwealth of 

Nations have military obligations outside as well as within the Pacific Area, 

DESIRING  to declare publicly and formally their sense of unity, so that no potential aggressor could 

be under the illusion that any of them stand alone in the Pacific Area, and 

DESIRING  further to coordinate their efforts for collective defense for the preservation of peace and 

security pending the development of a more comprehensive system of regional security in the Pacific 

Area, 

THEREFORE DECLARE AND AGREE as follows: 

Article I  

The Parties undertake, as set forth in the Charter of the United Nations, to settle any international 

disputes in which they may be involved by peaceful means in such a manner that international peace 

and security and justice are not endangered and to refrain in their international relations from the threat 

or use of force in any manner inconsistent with the purposes of the United Nations. 
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Article II  

In order more effectively to achieve the objective of this Treaty the Parties separately and jointly by 

means of continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid will maintain and develop their individual 

and collective capacity to resist armed attack. 

Article III  

The Parties will consult together whenever in the opinion of any of them the territorial integrity, political 

independence or security of any of the Parties is threatened in the Pacific. 

Article IV  

Each Party recognizes that an armed attack in the Pacific Area on any of the Parties would be dangerous 

to its own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in accordance 

with its constitutional processes. 

Any such armed attack and all measures taken as a result thereof shall be immediately reported to the 

Security Council of the United Nations. Such measures shall be terminated when the Security Council 

has taken the measures necessary to restore and maintain international peace and security. 

Article V  

For the purpose of Article IV, an armed attack on any of the Parties is deemed to include an armed 

attack on the metropolitan territory of any of the Parties, or on the island territories under its jurisdiction 

in the Pacific or on its armed forces, public vessels or aircraft in the Pacific. 

Article VI  

This Treaty does not affect and shall not be interpreted as affecting in any way the rights and obligations 

of the Parties under the Charter of the United Nations or the responsibility of the United Nations for the 

maintenance of international peace and security. 

Article VII  

The Parties hereby establish a Council, consisting of their Foreign Ministers or their Deputies, to 

consider matters concerning the implementation of this Treaty. The Council should be so organized as 

to be able to meet at any time. 

Article VIII  

Pending the development of a more comprehensive system of regional security in the Pacific Area and 

the development by the United Nations of more effective means to maintain international peace and 

security, the Council, established by Article VII, is authorized to maintain a consultative relationship 

with States, Regional Organizations, Associations of States or other authorities in the Pacific Area in a 

position to further the purposes of this Treaty and to contribute to the security of that Area. 

Article IX  

This Treaty shall be ratified by the Parties in accordance with their respective constitutional processes. 

The instruments of ratification shall be deposited as soon as possible with the Government of Australia, 

which will notify each of the other signatories of such deposit. The Treaty shall enter into force as soon 

as the ratifications of the signatories have been deposited.[1] 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1952/2.html#fn0
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Article X  

This Treaty shall remain in force indefinitely. Any Party may cease to be a member of the Council 

established by Article VII one year after notice has been given to the Government of Australia, which 

will inform the Governments of the other Parties of the deposit of such notice. 

Article XI  

This Treaty in the English language shall be deposited in the archives of the Government of Australia. 

Duly certified copies thereof will be transmitted by that Government to the Governments of each of the 

other signatories. 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF  the undersigned Plenipotentiaries have signed this Treaty. 

DONE at the city of San Francisco this first day of September, 1951. 

FOR AUSTRALIA: 

[Signed:] 

PERCY C SPENDER 

FOR NEW ZEALAND: 

[Signed:] 

C A BERENDSEN 

FOR THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA: 

[Signed:] 

DEAN ACHESON 

JOHN FOSTER DULLES 

ALEXANDER WILEY  

JOHN J SPARKMAN 
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