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Abstract 
 
Due to budget pressures and the impact of sequestration, the United States (US) has been prioritising 

burden sharing as a key requirement from its alliance partners. As a close ally of the US, Australia 

cannot expect to be immune from pressure to shoulder more of the load – especially in the Indo-

Pacific Region (IPR). Accordingly, this paper argues that Australia should pre-empt this outcome and 

shape the Australia-US Alliance (‘the Alliance’) in ways that reflect Australia’s strategic interests, and 

are achievable for the Australian Defence Force (ADF). The proposed model focuses around Australia 

taking a greater share of responsibility for its immediate region, increasing the size of ADF force 

elements regularly utilised in international coalition operations, and reinforcing the ADF’s capacity 

for independent operations in the immediate region. 

Recommendations 
 

1. Agree with the US on an Area of Primary Alliance Responsibility (APAR) in which Australia will 

take the lead in shaping, understanding, and responding. 

a. Comparable to Australia’s Primary Operational Environment; extending from the Eastern 

Indian Ocean to Polynesia, and from Malaysia to the Southern Ocean. 

b. Enhance the ADF’s focus on maritime security and regional domain awareness, 

encompassing intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance; anti-submarine warfare; 

and counter-piracy operations. 

c. Examine potential for shared responsibility of the APAR with New Zealand, especially in 

the South Pacific. 

2. Expand the ADF force elements of proven value and utility to international coalition operations. 

Key force elements may include, but are not limited to: 

a. Special Forces. 

b. Airborne refuelling aircraft. 

c. Strategic lift aircraft. 

d. Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, 

Reconnaissance and Electronic Warfare (C4ISREW) aircraft. 

3. Invest in ADF force elements and acquire key supporting platforms required to facilitate more 

comprehensive and higher tempo operations in the agreed APAR. These include, but are not 

limited to: 

a. Modular maritime warfare platforms. 

b. Amphibious forces. 

c. Intra-theatre maritime lift platforms. 

d. Low-cost, modular C4ISREW assets. 

Introduction 
 
An emergent trend in the US’ security dynamic with its alliance partners is that of burden sharing. 

That is, allies taking on more of the responsibility and cost for their own security, as well as 

participating in collective efforts to support the US in upholding the current rules-based global order. 

The US expectation for burden sharing in Australia’s region reflects the pressure upon the Pentagon’s 

budget, coupled with the growth of expenditure and capabilities amongst allies in the IPR. The US is 
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also faced with a wider array of threats, ranging from global extremist movements such as Daesh and 

Al Qaeda, to an expansionist Russia, the threat posed by North Korea and their nuclear arsenal, and 

balancing the challenges of a rising and assertive China. The impact of sequestration upon the US 

military has also restricted their ability to concurrently respond to several major crises, so burden 

sharing seeks to pool resources and to free up the US to act globally. 

For Australia there are similar challenges to the US. Whilst the defence budget seems to be on a 

trajectory to return to two percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 2023-24, funding is uncertain 

and is returning from significant reductions under the Gillard Labor government.1 Unlike US security 

partners in Europe, Australia has thus far escaped public rebuke from its major ally for not ‘doing its 

share’ of the work to maintain international peace and stability. However, that does not mean 

Australia could not do more. Expectations in the Alliance have evolved dramatically from what was 

originally intended in the 1951 Australia-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS) Treaty, and if the 

Alliance is to thrive in the ‘Asian Century’, then Australia cannot afford to stand still. 

With that in mind, this paper will make the case for a deliberate evolution and strengthening of the 

Alliance that reflects the stated US requirements for allies to engage in a process of burden sharing. 

Australia must take a proactive approach to alliance burden sharing to help shape the IPR towards 

upholding the current rules-based global order, but also to shape the US’ expectations of Australia in 

an Alliance context. The Alliance is one of Australia’s key strategic drivers, and a clearly defined set of 

requirements will provide a point of focus for future ADF force structure and posture planning, and 

potentially allow a more efficient use of resources in a time of restricted defence spending. 

These proposed responsibilities dictate that Australia will take the lead in shaping, understanding, 

and responding in an agreed Area of Primary Alliance Responsibility; in order to support the existing 

rules-based order, and so that the US can focus their resources on other operations. This area should 

be largely analogous to the Primary Operational Environment outlined in the 2009 Defence White 

Paper: extending from the Eastern Indian Ocean to Polynesia, and from Malaysia to the Southern 

Ocean.2 Australia also has a number of global interests (as reflected in current operations in the 

Middle East), and so there is a need to continue to make available specific highly-valued capabilities 

for coalition operations outside of the APAR; notably Special Forces, and joint enabling platforms 

such as airborne refuelling, strategic lift, and C4ISREW aircraft. Finally, to facilitate the need for more 

comprehensive and higher tempo operations in the agreed APAR, the ADF must invest in key 

capabilities tailored specifically to operations in the near region, such as modular maritime warfare 

platforms, amphibious forces, intra-theatre maritime lift, and low cost, modular C4ISREW assets. 

It is important to first consider the evolution of the Alliance since 1951, and the role Australia has 

played as an active shaper of expectations and responsibilities in this relationship. Secondly, the 

Alliance must be placed in the context of the US preference for increased burden sharing amongst 

allies, to demonstrate why this is a strategic direction worth pursuing by Australia. The proposed 

model of Australia’s response to the burden sharing agenda will then be outlined. 

 

 

                                                      
1 Mark Thomson, 13 May 2015, ‘Budget 2015: a good one for Defence’, ASPI Strategist, 
http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2015-a-good-one-for-defence/  
2 2009 Defence White Paper, pp.51-52 

http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2015-a-good-one-for-defence/
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The evolution of the Alliance and Australia’s role in shaping it 

As with any relationship, the Alliance has evolved since its formal origins in the 1951 ANZUS Treaty. 

In the post-war environment, in which Australia was seemingly isolated from powerful friends and 

allies, Australia’s leaders had two key objectives: to formalise an enduring security relationship with 

the United States, and to ensure that Japan could never again threaten Australia.3 To this end, the 

ANZUS Treaty was originally intended to be a predominately – if not exclusively – Pacific alliance. This 

is made clear in Article IV of the Treaty, which states that in the event of “an armed attack in the 

Pacific area on any of the Parties” the Parties would “act to meet the common danger in accordance 

with [their] constitutional processes” (emphasis added).4 Such is the change in the Alliance that 

today it is probably more associated with Iraq and Afghanistan than with Japan or the Pacific. 

This transition from a narrow, Pacific-focused treaty to a more comprehensive strategic partnership 

did not happen of its own accord, but rather was (at least in part) the consequence of intentional, 

active diplomacy. Australia’s participation in wars and treaties is often viewed as mere servitude (the 

misconception of ‘other people’s wars’ that appears in some Australian commentary), but the very 

establishment of ANZUS is testament to Australia’s interests-based, active approach to diplomacy. In 

the post-war years there was little American interest in establishing any formalised Asian security 

pacts; their interest instead was instead in finalising a peace treaty with Japan. The United Kingdom 

was also actively undermining Australia’s efforts to finalise a treaty with the US. In the end, then-

Minister for External Affairs Percy Spender forced the Americans’ hand when he made it clear that 

without an Australia-US security arrangement, there would be no agreement to a lenient peace 

settlement for Japan, following which some acceptable compromises were resolved.5 Similarly, in 

response to fears of a ‘domino theory’ wave of communism sweeping through Asia, Australia made 

three separate attempts to draw the US into direct military action against communist insurgencies in 

Southeast Asia before the outbreak of hostilities in Vietnam.6 Put simply, Australia wanted the US 

engaged in Asia for reasons of its own security and self-interest, and acted in ways to encourage this 

– Australia was not dragged into anything, but chose to be there. 

It is important to make clear that “for better or worse, successive Australian governments have 

chosen to fight. They have done so in the main for cold, calculating, realpolitik reasons”.7 As much as 

that was the case in the past, it should be equally true now. Australia must seek clear outcomes on 

the basis of rational assessment and self-interest. If the Alliance is assessed to still be a vital pillar of 

Australia’s defence and security policy, then a proactive, realpolitik approach to shaping the future of 

the Alliance and Australia’s commitments must be undertaken. That being the case, Australia must 

determine the direction in which they wish the Alliance to evolve, and what steps can be taken to 

encourage this.  

 

                                                      
3 Roger Holdich, Vivianne Johnson, and Pamela Andre (eds), 2001, ‘Introduction’, The ANZUS Treaty 1951, 
Canberra, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, p.xxvii 
4 Department of External Affairs, 1951, ‘Security treaty between Australia, New Zealand, and the United States 
of America’, Australian Treaty Series 1952 No.2, Australasian Legal Information Institute, 
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1952/2.html  
5 Holdich, Johnson, and Andre 2001, p.xxxiii 
6 Roger Bell, 2006, ‘Shifting alliances’, Australia and the United States in the American Century: Essays in 
International History, Australian Research Institute, Curtin University, p.96 
7 Craig Stockings, 2012, ‘Other people’s wars’ in Craig Stockings (ed), Anzac’s dirty dozen: 12 myths of 
Australian military history, Sydney, Newsouth, p.75 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1952/2.html
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The Australia-US Alliance and burden sharing 

One of the key principles in Australian defence strategy has always been to rely upon ‘great and 

powerful friends’, the most recent of whom is the United States. The 2013 Defence White Paper 

made clear the strength of the Alliance when it observed that “Australia’s Alliance with the United 

States is our most important defence relationship” through which “Australia obtains access to 

capabilities, intelligence and capacity that we could not generate on our own”.8 Specifically, Australia 

is reliant upon the US for the provision of support in the form of enabling capabilities, such as 

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, communications, space systems, and logistics.9 The 

extended nuclear deterrent that comes as part of the US Alliance is also the means by which 

Australia seeks to deter nuclear attacks upon its territories and interests.10  

The same sentiment was expressed in the 2009 Defence White Paper, which stated that the US 

Alliance is Australia’s “most important defence relationship” and an “integral part of [Australia’s] 

strategic posture”.11 The 2000 Defence White Paper described the ANZUS Treaty as “the foundation 

of a relationship that is one of [Australia’s] great national assets” and one that “reflects our 

awareness of the challenges that we face in the region over the coming years and the benefits we 

stand to gain by cooperation”.12 The 1994 Defence White Paper saw the Alliance as reflecting the 

“close alignment of our enduring strategic interests”, and recognised its contribution both to 

Australia’s security and that of the region.13  

Australia is not alone in this kind of relationship with the US, which provides similar forms of support 

to nations such as Japan, South Korea, and the twenty-eight countries that make up the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). Whilst maintaining the terms of their alliance agreements, the 

nature of the support provided by the US has varied over time. For example, under the 1969 Guam 

Doctrine the US sought to play down the possibility of getting involved in another land war in Asia, 

and that instead allies were expected to become more self-reliant in their defence.14 This was a key 

driver for the ‘Defence of Australia’ approach to defence strategy in the 1970s and 1980s. This is 

reflected in the 1987 Defence White Paper and the 1976 Defence White Paper, as they shy away from 

the Alliance-heavy language of the 1994-2013 iterations, but instead emphasis was placed almost 

exclusively on the transactional elements of the relationship; the practical access, intelligence, and 

technology benefits each side received from this partnership.15 16 

Similarly, in recent years and in light of declining US budgets and the impacts of sequestration, a 

renewed focus has been placed upon US allies’ burden sharing efforts – in both Asia and Europe. For 

America’s NATO allies this is a more clearly defined requirement, seeing as NATO members are 

supposed to spend two percent of their GDP on defence. However, only five of twenty-eight NATO 

                                                      
8 2013 Defence White Paper, p.56 
9 2013 Defence White Paper, pp.28-29 
10 2013 Defence White Paper, p.29 
11 2009 Defence White Paper, p.93 
12 2000 Defence White Paper, p.34 
13 1994 Defence White Paper, p.95 
14 Rod Lyon, 28 February 2013, ‘Is another Guam Doctrine moment approaching in Asia?’, ASPI Strategist, 
http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/is-another-guam-doctrine-moment-approaching-in-asia/  
15 1987 Defence White Paper, pp.3-5 
16 1976 Defence White Paper, p.11 

http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/is-another-guam-doctrine-moment-approaching-in-asia/
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members are expected to meet that target in 2015.17 At his speech to the graduating class of the 

United States Military Academy in May 2014, President Obama spoke of the need for NATO allies to 

“pull their weight to counter terrorism and respond to failed states and train a network of partners” 

beyond the borders of Europe.18 He reinforced this message in June 2014 when he spoke of “every 

NATO member [having] to do their fair share…a proportional amount” and the need to invest in key 

“joint capabilities”.19  

Likewise in Asia greater costs are being born by allies and partners. America’s North Asian allies – 

South Korea and Japan – are responsible for some forty-two and seventy percent of the cost of US 

bases in their countries respectively20, but the pressure is now on for them to take a more active role 

in their alliance balance; one expression of which is a more assertive and ‘normalised’ Japan, that has 

loosened restrictions upon the use of armed force and the exporting of military technology.21  

For Australia, the first steps in this greater burden sharing have been seen in the Abbott 

government’s plan to return the defence budget to two percent of GDP, as well as the range of force 

posture initiatives announced in 2011 and signed off in 2014. 22 This will see the current US Marine 

Corps rotations through Darwin expanded to 2500 personnel in 2016-17, as well as increased US Air 

Force and Navy presence at bases in the Northern Territory and Western Australia.23 To reiterate the 

importance of these steps in comprehensive burden sharing, President Obama noted that: 

Australia…is increasing its defence budget, even under tough times, recognizing that we all 

have to make sure that we’re doing our fair share to help maintain global order and 

security.24 

Though Australia, unlike NATO, has not publicly earned the ire of the US President in this instance, it 

would be presumptuous to assume that the current level of Australian involvement and engagement 

is sufficient to meet the expectations of what constitutes burden sharing and a “proportional 

amount”. Andrew Davies posits two potential examples of what may be expected of Australia in the 

future:  

                                                      
17 Kylie MacLennan, 8 July 2015, ‘Britain commits to 2 percent defence spending target for next five years’, 
Reuters, http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-
idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708  
18 Barack Obama, 28 May 2014, ‘Remarks by the President at the United States Military Academy 
Commencement Ceremony’, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony  
19 Barack Obama, 3 June 2014, ‘Remarks by President Obama and President Komorowski of Poland in a Joint 
Press Conference’, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/03/remarks-
president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf  
20 Song Sang-ho, 5 March 2013, ‘Allies face tough negotiations on burden sharing’, Korea Herald, 
http://nwww.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20130305001068  
21 Matteo Dian, 21 February 2013, ‘Japan and the US Pivot to the Asia-Pacific’, International Relations and 
Security Network, http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Articles/Detail/?id=159605  
22 James Brown, 13 June 2014, ‘Australia-US defence deal. What it means’, Lowy Interpreter, 
http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2014/06/13/Australia-US-defence-deal-What-it-means.aspx  
23 Bates Gill and Tom Switzer, 19 February 2015, ‘The new special relationship: the US-Australia Alliance 
deepens’, Foreign Affairs, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/australia/2015-02-19/new-special-
relationship  
24 Barack Obama, 12 June 2014, ‘Remarks by President Obama and Prime Minister Abbott of Australia after 
bilateral meeting’, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-
president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate  

http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/03/remarks-president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/03/remarks-president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf
http://nwww.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20130305001068
http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Articles/Detail/?id=159605
http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2014/06/13/Australia-US-defence-deal-What-it-means.aspx
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/australia/2015-02-19/new-special-relationship
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/australia/2015-02-19/new-special-relationship
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate
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One possibility is that Australia will be asked (or will volunteer) to take primary responsibility 

for security in its immediate region, freeing up US forces for operations elsewhere. 

Alternatively, forces of both countries, along with others, could operate alongside each 

other.25 

Either way, Davies argues, the ADF must be deeply compatible and interoperable with the US 

military. This recognises the existing deep reliance of Australia upon US weapons, communication, 

and sensor systems and the benefits that come for Australian defence capability if these connections 

were to be strengthened.26 

In a July 2015 paper co-produced by the Australian National University’s Strategic and Defence 

Studies Centre and the US think tank the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, the authors 

propose three key policy recommendations: that the Alliance should focus on Asia-Pacific security, 

despite the requirements for out-of-area missions; that the Alliance should serve as a central hub for 

Asian regional order and architecture; and that the Alliance’s focus ought to be on managing shared 

maritime challenges.27 The report also outlines three more specific measures that US interlocutors 

would ideally like to see Australia take up, so as to help shoulder more of the burden in Asia: 

diversifying US posture through access to Australian facilities; developing Australia’s own maritime 

security capabilities; and building Australia into a regional hub for cooperation with other allies and 

partners.28  

 

Australia’s burden sharing: an Area of Primary Alliance Responsibility 

Building on the recommendations offered in the above papers, a proactive approach is proposed for 

Australia that seeks to alleviate the pressure on US forces in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, 

and meet the US expectations of burden sharing proportionality. This would be achieved through 

three key reforms.  

Recommendation 1: Agree with the US on an Area of Primary Alliance Responsibility in which 

Australia will take the lead in shaping, understanding, and responding. 

If Australia is to commit to sharing a greater Alliance burden, the commitments need to be 

achievable. As a relatively small nation, Australia’s “international political concerns and interests will 

always be more far reaching than our defence capabilities”, however it is “in our own region where 

we have the most realistic prospect of substantial defence influence and involvement”.29 It is for this 

reason that Australia’s priority of effort should be in its near region – expressed as the APAR. 

To justify the tag of burden sharing, an increased level of effort is required above the current 

operational tempo. This increased effort in the APAR should be directed towards maritime security 

and regional domain awareness, especially as the archipelagos to Australia’s north and east contain a 

                                                      
25 Andrew Davies, 2014, ‘Ch.6 Alliance burden-sharing and force interoperability’, in Andrew Davies, Peter 
Jennings, Daniel Nichola, Benjamin Schreer, Expanding alliance: ANZUS cooperation and Asia-Pacific security, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, p.23 
26 Davies 2014, p.23 
27 Michael J. Green, Peter J. Dean, Brendan Taylor and Zack Cooper, 2015, ‘The ANZUS Alliance in an ascending 
Asia’, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre with the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, p.6 
28 Green et al 2015, p.12 
29 1987 Defence White Paper, pp.8-9 
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number of crucial sea lines of communication and trade routes that connect the Indian Ocean to 

North Asia and the Americas.30  

However, these efforts do not supersede or replace the requirement for the ADF to defend Australia 

and its interests, or minimise other existing roles such as international engagement, non-combatant 

evacuation operations, stability and peacekeeping operations, and humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief – maritime security and regional domain awareness are the focus of the increased 

effort required to demonstrate a serious approach to Alliance burden sharing in addition to those 

other ongoing tasks. 

For Australia, a key ‘service’ afforded by the Alliance is the provision of intelligence support. An 

enhanced focus on regional domain awareness will ensure that Australia is a net provider of 

intelligence to the US and other allies on the APAR. This requires a greater investment of resources 

into a range of C4ISREW platforms, be they naval, air, space or cyber. With a stronger picture of 

Australia’s regional operating environment, more can be achieved with regard to maritime security. 

This is especially the case in the South Pacific. 

Whilst the areas at greatest risk of conflict within the IPR fall outside the APAR, there is a sense of 

uncertainty hanging over the South Pacific. It is struggling with the effects of demographics, 

inequality, crime, and poor governance, compounded by the effects of climate change. These states 

have limited capacity to respond to internal, external or transnational threats, and they are likely to 

be dependent on foreign assistance for decades to come.31 

There is potential for South Pacific states to see economic growth from the sale of “marine, mineral, 

energy and forestry resources” but there is a requirement for Australia to play a “central role” in the 

region and continue as a source of “economic, diplomatic and, if necessary, military support” for 

some time.32 In support of this end, and noting the recent thawing of Alliance relations between 

them and the US, New Zealand should be encouraged to participate more comprehensively in 

maritime security roles within the APAR, especially in the South Pacific.33 

In Southeast Asia, Australia’s role in maritime security and regional domain awareness needs to be 

more extensively focused on anti-submarine warfare. Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Indonesia 

have all recently acquired new advanced submarines, raising questions of a possible undersea 

Southeast Asian arms race.34 Whilst there is no indication of threat towards Australia – and the 

purchases are more likely shaped by a desire for prestige, and to present asymmetric challenges to 

Chinese expansionism – the presence of another twenty stealthy diesel electric submarines in 

Australia’s northern approaches must not be overlooked.35  

Furthermore, a more explicit regional focus of Australia’s defence requirements will enable the ADF 

to establish a more streamlined force structure and posture. This will potentially allow a more 

                                                      
30 1987 Defence White Paper, pp.16-17 
31 2013 Defence White Paper, p.15 
32 2013 Defence White Paper, p.15 
33 Jack Georgieff, 13 June 2013, ‘New Zealand-US defence relations: a possible return to the Alliance?’, The 
Diplomat, http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-return-to-the-
alliance/  
34 Koh Swee Lean Collin, 30 January 2014, ‘Submarines in Southeast Asia: proliferation, not a race’, The 
Diplomat, http://thediplomat.com/2014/01/submarines-in-southeast-asia-proliferation-not-a-race/  
35 Matthew Ribar, 14 January 2015, ‘Explaining Southeast Asia’s force buildup’, The Diplomat, 
http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/explaining-southeast-asias-force-buildup/  

http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-return-to-the-alliance/
http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-return-to-the-alliance/
http://thediplomat.com/2014/01/submarines-in-southeast-asia-proliferation-not-a-race/
http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/explaining-southeast-asias-force-buildup/
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efficient use of resources, in that more precise operating requirements can be factored into 

capability acquisitions. As indicated below, if deployments to major coalition operations outside of 

Australia’s immediate region are met through specific, niche contributions, then the bulk of the ADF 

could be more directly focused onto achieving localised objectives. 

Recommendation 2: Expand the ADF force elements of proven value and utility to international 

coalition operations. 

Australia’s interests are not limited to the bounds of the APAR. As Defence Minister Andrews noted 

in his remarks to the 2015 Shangri-La Dialogue, “we are seeing less of a distinction between the 

regional and the global…we must consider our region in the context of the vast pace of globalisation, 

as well as the mutual dependencies that exist between it and the rest of the world”.36 Accordingly, 

despite a primary focus on the APAR, the ADF must be equipped to provide contributions to 

international coalition operations where required in support of the US Alliance and the current rules-

based global order. 

Over the past decade, in those international coalition operations conducted outside Australia’s 

immediate region, the most regularly deployed assets have been strategic capabilities or those with 

global reach: Special Forces, heavy airlift, airborne refuellers, and now C4ISREW platforms. This 

suggests that either the Australian government prefers to send these types of force packages, or they 

are those most sought after by alliance partners in support of their objectives. In either case, the 

demand for these assets is clear, and they present a relatively low-risk, high-reward opportunity for 

supporting the US Alliance and acting in response to Australia’s global interests. 

Since 1999, Special Forces units have deployed at length to Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as to Timor-

Leste and the Solomon Islands. Commandos recently re-deployed to Iraq as part of the counter-

Daesh task force,37 and in June 2014 it was revealed that Prime Minister Abbott had offered a 

detachment of Special Forces to assist the Nigerian government in rescuing more than 200 girls taken 

by the Islamic terrorist organisation Boko Haram.38  

The Royal Australian Air Force has made great use of its C-17A Globemaster strategic lift aircraft, 

playing an integral part in supporting ongoing operations in the Middle East as well as conducting 

disaster relief and humanitarian missions to New Zealand, the Philippines, and Japan. Other key 

assets include the KC-30A refueller, E-7A Wedgetail airborne early warning and control platform, and 

EA-18G Growler electronic warfare aircraft. These assets act as important enablers and force 

multipliers, in support of kinetic effects whether on the ground or in the air. The high demand for 

these platforms is evident in the performance of the Air Task Group in Iraq, with its E-7As and KC-

30As having flown 357 sorties for 3312 flying hours in support of the coalition air campaign since 

they arrived in late September 2014.39  

                                                      
36 Kevin Andrews, 31 May 2015, ‘Global security challenges and the Asia-Pacific’, IISS Shangri-La Dialogue, 
https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-
8995/andrews-f56e  
37 Michael Brissenden, 5 November 2014, ‘Islamic State: Australian special forces commandos in final stages of 
being deployed to Iraq’, ABC News, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-
close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420  
38 Brendan Trembath, 3 June 2014, ‘Australia confirms offer to send SAS to Nigeria’, PM with Mark Colvin, 
http://www.abc.net.au/pm/content/2014/s4018035.htm  
39 Department of Defence, 2015, ‘Air Task Group’, Global Operations: Iraq, 
http://www.defence.gov.au/Operations/Okra/atg.asp  

https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-8995/andrews-f56e
https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-8995/andrews-f56e
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420
http://www.abc.net.au/pm/content/2014/s4018035.htm
http://www.defence.gov.au/Operations/Okra/atg.asp
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Much as taking responsibility for the APAR allows the US to dedicate assets elsewhere in response to 

global crises, the provision of interoperable, high-value assets to coalition operations means that the 

US is able to keep more of its enabling capabilities available for other operations. However, Australia 

must still retain sufficient force levels to support operations in Australia’s unique national interests 

and within the APAR. To assist in meeting that demand it is recommended that Australia look to 

expand these key force elements.  

Recommendation 3: Invest in ADF force elements and acquire key supporting platforms required to 

facilitate more comprehensive and higher tempo operations in the agreed APAR. 

Having prioritised a new emphasis on higher-tempo operations in Australia’s near region, there 

would be a need for additional capabilities to supplement the existing ADF force structure. To 

support the increased focus on maritime security and regional domain awareness, four key types of 

assets are suggested for consideration: modular maritime warfare platforms, amphibious forces, 

intra-theatre maritime lift platforms, and low-cost, modular C4ISREW assets. 

There is great potential for innovation in developing the capabilities to support operations in the 

APAR. There is a need to be flexible and modular, given the breadth of high- and low-intensity tasks, 

and for the Royal Australian Navy this may mean moving away from a mostly Frigate-based force to 

one of a large number of smaller vessels better suited to operations in the littoral environment. The 

need to maintain interoperability may mean that the US Navy’s Small Surface Combatant is a viable 

option. An increased focus on regional domain awareness means that a high sensor load, and 

capacity to deploy multiple helicopters or unmanned aerial/underwater vehicles is a must. 

The ADF – particularly the Army – must fully embrace amphibious operations. A single Battalion of 

amphibious trained forces is insufficient for a region that is shaped explicitly by the maritime domain 

and the world’s largest archipelagos. At least a Brigade-level force of amphibious troops would be 

required to meet the expectations for the ADF to lead in shaping, understanding, and responding in 

the APAR. Furthermore, embracing a more comprehensive approach to amphibious warfare means 

that instead of just focusing on large-scale deployments utilising the Canberra-class Landing 

Helicopter Docks, self-contained sub-units could be regularly deployed aboard smaller and more 

modular vessels. 

The workhorse of the Royal Australian Navy in the South Pacific for the last forty years was the 

Balikpapan-class Landing Craft Heavy. Having decommissioned the last one in Navy service in 2013, 

no comparable platform exists in the current inventory and a replacement is not slated to come into 

service until at least 2023-24, leaving Navy with a significant capability gap.40 The replacement of 

these unglamorous but vital ships should be a priority for the ADF given their capacity to provide 

significant support to Pacific Islands that may lack the deeper harbours and port facilities required for 

the operation of larger vessels. 

The provision of C4ISREW should not be reserved solely for large international coalition operations; it 

plays a major part in a more comprehensive regional domain awareness picture. However, there is a 

high likelihood that more advanced platforms like the E-7A or the upcoming P-8A Poseidon and MQ-

4C Triton will be engaged in strategic-level activities. Accordingly, it may be of benefit to acquire a 

number of low-cost, modular C4ISREW assets to support local operations. A current example is the 

                                                      
40 Department of Defence, 2012, ‘JP 2048: Landing Craft Heavy replacement’, Defence Capability Plan 2012, 
pp.109-110 
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MC-12W Liberty, used to great effect by the US in Afghanistan. Noting the challenges faced by Pacific 

Island states in guaranteeing their maritime security, detachments of low-cost C4ISREW platforms 

deployed in the region could provide a persistent local capability in support of their interests, whilst 

assisting in filling in the regional domain awareness picture for Australia, and reducing the burden on 

strategic-level assets. 

 

Conclusions 

As a consequence of budget pressures and the impact of sequestration, the US has recently placed a 

greater emphasis on burden sharing by alliance partners. At present Australia has escaped the public 

ire of their major security partner, but this does not mean that Australia could not do more to carry a 

proportional amount of the responsibility for maintaining security in their own backyard; the Indo-

Pacific Region. 

Australia has always been attentive in seeking to shape the Alliance to suit its preferences and 

requirements, and this time should be no different. Australia must take the front foot in terms of 

shaping US perceptions of what is an appropriate level of burden sharing by Australia in an 

increasingly uncertain and complex geostrategic environment. 

What has been proposed above are three recommendations designed to proactively and pre-

emptively shape the Australia-US Alliance in response to the burden sharing agenda. Firstly, to agree 

with the US on an Area of Primary Alliance Responsibility in which Australia will take the lead in 

shaping, understanding, and responding. This area would extend from the Eastern Indian Ocean to 

Polynesia, and from Malaysia to the Southern Ocean. Secondly, to expand the ADF force elements of 

proven value and utility to international coalition operations. These may include, but are not limited 

to: Special Forces, airborne refuelling, strategic lift, and C4ISREW aircraft. Thirdly, the ADF must 

invest in force elements and key supporting platforms that are required to facilitate more 

comprehensive and higher tempo operations in the agreed PARA. These assets may include: modular 

maritime warfare platforms, amphibious forces, intra-theatre maritime lift, and low-cost, modular 

C4ISREW assets. 

Were Australia to undertake this course of action, it would go a long way to show the worth of 

Australia as an Alliance partner, strengthen Indo-Pacific Region security, and improve regional 

domain awareness. There are also potential opportunities for capability and doctrine innovation, as 

well as for streamlining the ADF to suit new operating requirements. Together this will leave 

Australia in a stronger strategic position, and present a more sustainable and capable ADF for the 

Asian Century. 

 



 13 

Bibliography 
 
Andrews, Kevin, ‘Global security challenges and the Asia-Pacific’, 31 May 2015, IISS Shangri-La Dialogue, 
https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-
8995/andrews-f56e 

Bell, Roger, ‘Shifting alliances’, Australia and the United States in the American Century: Essays in International 
History, 2006, Australian Research Institute, Curtin University, pp.89-106 

Brissenden, Michael, ‘Islamic State: Australian special forces commandos in final stages of being deployed to 
Iraq’, 5 November 2014, ABC News, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-
close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420 

Brown, James, ‘Australia-US defence deal. What it means’, 13 June 2014, Lowy Interpreter, 
http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2014/06/13/Australia-US-defence-deal-What-it-means.aspx 

Davies, Andrew, ‘Ch.6 Alliance burden-sharing and force interoperability’, in Andrew Davies, Peter Jennings, 
Daniel Nichola, Benjamin Schreer, Expanding alliance: ANZUS cooperation and Asia-Pacific security, 2014, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, pp.23-26 

Department of External Affairs, ‘Security treaty between Australia, New Zealand, and the United States of 
America’, 1951, Australian Treaty Series 1952 No.2, Australasian Legal Information Institute, 
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1952/2.html  

Department of Defence, ‘Air Task Group’, 2015, Global Operations: Iraq, 
http://www.defence.gov.au/Operations/Okra/atg.asp 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2013, 2013 

Department of Defence, ‘JP 2048: Landing Craft Heavy replacement’, Defence Capability Plan 2012, 2012, 
pp.109-110 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2009, 2009 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 2000, 2000 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 1994, 1994 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 1987, 1987 

Department of Defence, Defence White Paper 1976, 1976 

Dian, Matteo, ‘Japan and the US Pivot to the Asia-Pacific’, 21 February 2013,  
International Relations and Security Network, http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-
Library/Articles/Detail/?id=159605 

Georgieff, Jack, ‘New Zealand-US defence relations: a possible return to the Alliance?’,  
13 June 2013, The Diplomat, http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-
return-to-the-alliance/  

Gill, Bates and Switzer, Tom, ‘The new special relationship: the US-Australia Alliance deepens’, 19 February 
2015, Foreign Affairs, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/australia/2015-02-19/new-special-relationship 

Green, Michael J., Dean, Peter J., Taylor, Brendan and Cooper, Zack, ‘The ANZUS Alliance in an ascending Asia’, 
Centre of Gravity series, 2015, Australian National University 

Holdich, Roger, Johnson, Vivianne, and Andre, Pamela (eds), ‘Introduction’, The ANZUS Treaty 1951, 2001, 
Canberra, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, pp.xxvii-xxxv 

Lean Collin, Koh Swee, ‘Submarines in Southeast Asia: proliferation, not a race’,  
30 January 2014, The Diplomat, http://thediplomat.com/2014/01/submarines-in-southeast-asia-proliferation-
not-a-race/ 

https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-8995/andrews-f56e
https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2015-862b/plenary-5-8995/andrews-f56e
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-05/australian-special-forces-troops-close-to-being-deployed-in-iraq/5868420
http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2014/06/13/Australia-US-defence-deal-What-it-means.aspx
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/1952/2.html
http://www.defence.gov.au/Operations/Okra/atg.asp
http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Articles/Detail/?id=159605
http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Articles/Detail/?id=159605
http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-return-to-the-alliance/
http://thediplomat.com/2013/06/new-zealand-u-s-defense-relations-a-possible-return-to-the-alliance/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/australia/2015-02-19/new-special-relationship
http://thediplomat.com/2014/01/submarines-in-southeast-asia-proliferation-not-a-race/
http://thediplomat.com/2014/01/submarines-in-southeast-asia-proliferation-not-a-race/


 14 

Lyon, Rod, ‘Is another Guam Doctrine moment approaching in Asia?’, 28 February 2013,  
ASPI Strategist, http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/is-another-guam-doctrine-moment-approaching-in-asia/ 

MacLennan, Kylie, ‘Britain commits to 2 percent defence spending target for next five years’, 8 July 2015, 
Reuters, http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-
idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708 

Obama, Barack, ‘Remarks by President Obama and Prime Minister Abbott of Australia after bilateral meeting’, 
12 June 2014, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-
president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate 

Obama, Barack, ‘Remarks by President Obama and President Komorowski of Poland in a Joint Press 
Conference’, 3 June 2014, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2014/06/03/remarks-president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf 

Obama, Barack, ‘Remarks by the President at the United States Military Academy Commencement Ceremony’, 
28 May 2014, The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-
united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony 

Ribar, Matthew, ‘Explaining Southeast Asia’s force buildup’, 14 January 2015, The Diplomat, 
http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/explaining-southeast-asias-force-buildup/ 

Song Sang-ho, ‘Allies face tough negotiations on burden sharing’, 5 March 2013,  
Korea Herald, http://nwww.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20130305001068 

Stockings, Craig, ‘Other people’s wars’ in Craig Stockings (ed), Anzac’s dirty dozen: 12 myths of Australian 
military history, 2012, Sydney, Newsouth, p.75 

Thomson, ‘Budget 2015: a good one for Defence’, Mark, 13 May 2015, ASPI Strategist, 
http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2015-a-good-one-for-defence/ 

Trembath, Brendan, ‘Australia confirms offer to send SAS to Nigeria’, 3 June 2014,  
PM with Mark Colvin, http://www.abc.net.au/pm/content/2014/s4018035.htm 

 

 

http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/is-another-guam-doctrine-moment-approaching-in-asia/
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/07/08/us-britain-economy-budget-defence-idUSKCN0PI1IL20150708
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/12/remarks-president-obama-and-prime-minister-abbott-australia-after-bilate
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/03/remarks-president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/06/03/remarks-president-obama-and-president-komorowski-poland-joint-press-conf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/05/28/remarks-president-united-states-military-academy-commencement-ceremony
http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/explaining-southeast-asias-force-buildup/
http://nwww.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20130305001068
http://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2015-a-good-one-for-defence/
http://www.abc.net.au/pm/content/2014/s4018035.htm

