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ABSTRACT

AUTHOR: COLONEL MICHAEL D. SLATER

TITLE: An Analysis Of Australia’s National Strategy In The War Against Terror

FORMAT: Strategy Research Project

DATE: 19 March 2004 PAGES: 32 CLASSIFICATION:  Unclassified

Australia has long valued its close relationship with the United States, and it is the

principal relationship in Australia’s National Security Strategy.  For many years, successive

Australian governments have sought to develop defense self-reliance within the framework of

this bilateral relationship.  The strength of this relationship has been increasingly evident since

September 2001 as Australia has, among other actions, deployed military forces to support the

United States in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  Australia’s strategy in the War Against Terror has

included an absolute commitment to the United States; however, this has drawn strong criticism

both domestically and from the international community toward Australia.  Regardless of this

criticism and hindsight, it is too late for Australia to reverse its strategic direction, and therefore

Australia’s future is linked closely to that of the United States.

This paper identifies significant Australian political and military responses to international

terrorism since September 2001.  It considers the impact of terrorism on the Australian economy

and the country’s resource capacity to maintain its current strategy in the War Against Terror.

The analysis of Australia’s strategy in the War Against Terror draws conclusions about the

Government’s assessment of the strategic risks associated with Australia’s strong alliance with

the United States.  The paper concludes that Australia’s strategy in the War Against Terror has

been successful so far; however, a number of strategic risks are identified.  Finally the paper

includes four broad recommendations that focus on Australia maintaining its broad support for

the United States in the global war on terror while restricting its commitment in economic and

military areas, and asserting itself more aggressively in regional issues.
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AN ANALYSIS OF AUSTRALIA’S NATIONAL STRATEGY IN THE WAR AGAINST TERROR

The Australian Government’s response to international terrorism since September 11

2001 has committed the nation to a national strategy that, in the long term, risks leaving

Australia stranded in a highly vulnerable international position.  Australia’s policy of absolute

commitment in support of the USA, including the deployment of Australian combat forces to

Afghanistan and Iraq, and the unpopular detainment of Islamic refugees have all contributed to

Australia being aligned with the minority of Western states that have been internationally

denounced by terrorist organizations.  This course of action has furthered the alienation of

Australia among its regional neighbors and heightened the probability of terrorist attacks against

Australians.  The ramifications of Australia’s international response to the attacks of September

11 preclude a reverse of its national strategy, and therefore Australia’s future is linked

inextricably to American success against international terrorism.  Equally, Australia’s future is

dependent on American political, economic and military responses to threats against Australian

interests.

This paper analyses Australia’s national strategy as a partner in the American led coalition

against international terrorism and draws conclusions about the validity of the Australian

Government’s assessment of the strategic risks associated with its actions.  In doing so, the

paper identifies Australia’s political responses and military actions since September 11 2001

with the purpose of describing the strategy’s application and its risks.  Next, the paper considers

the impact of international terrorism on Australia’s economy since September 11 and assesses

the country’s economic capacity to maintain its commitment to the War Against Terror.  Finally,

the paper concludes that the current Australian Government’s strategy in the War Against Terror

has, so far, been fundamentally sound although there are some high risk strategic issues that

need to be addressed.  If not addressed, those issues could easily lead to a diplomatic

misunderstanding between Australia and other regional countries.

AUSTRALIA’S POLITICAL RESPONSE SINCE THE ATTACKS OF 11 SEPTEMBER 2001

The Australian Federal Government openly condemned international terrorism because of

the threat it poses to Australia’s national interests.  In particular, global and regional security,

economic and political freedom, the promotion of human rights and the security of Australian

citizens are all threatened by international terrorism.  Never before in the nation’s history has

Australia been so susceptible to non-state aggression since the attacks on America in

September 2001.  Australia acknowledged that those attacks targeted western democratic

lifestyle, values and culture, which provided a catalyst to develop a national strategy to counter
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international terrorism.  Previously, beyond denouncing terrorist actions and support for terrorist

groups, Australia lacked a clear, publicly articulated strategy to defeat terrorism.

By invoking the ANZUS treaty between Australia and the USA in September 2001,1 the

Federal Government signaled the beginning of a comprehensive national strategy to defeat

international terrorism.  The government articulated the ends of its strategy, which were

summarized as: ensure a secure environment for Australian citizens, contain international

terrorism, and prevent access to weapons of mass destruction by terrorist organizations or

rogue states.2

These strategic ends were not uniquely Australian, as many of Australia’s allies sought

similar outcomes, as did other regional states and countries of interest to Australia around the

world.  Significantly within its region, Australia hastily entered bilateral discussions and

agreements with India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, New Zealand and East Timor for

international cooperation to combat international terrorism.  Beyond these close neighbors,

many other countries sought similar ends regarding international terrorism; however, the ways

to accomplish similar ends varied between states.  International friction over strategic ways has

been common as evidenced by the discussions conducted between members of the United

Nations Security Council where common agreement could not be reached over Iraq.3

Closer to Canberra, early cooperation between Australia and Indonesia was positive.

Particularly after the Bali bombing in October 2002, Indonesia accepted Australian involvement

in Indonesia’s domestic investigations to bring about a succession of quick arrests leading to

successful convictions of the principle participants in the bombing.4  The initial positive outlook

in this bilateral relationship has changed, and there is evidence of diplomatic tension inversely

reflective of Australia’s increased commitment to support President Bush’s campaign into Iraq.

Indonesian President, Megawati Soekarnoputri, in an address to the United Nations 11 months

after the Bali bombing, indicated that she was further distancing her government from

Washington and Canberra in the war on terrorism.  As the head of the worlds largest Muslim

state, she condemned fanatical Muslims who espouse terrorism, but emphasized that world

leaders should focus on the causes of the problems that produce terrorists and not necessarily

the terrorists individually.  Further, she made it clear that Indonesia would not “let any group or

movement break up our [Indonesia’s] unitary state”.5  This provided a strong warning to

Australia and the United States that Indonesia would not tolerate any further external

involvement in Indonesia by Australia, such as occurred in East Timor and Bali.

Australia’s relationship with Indonesia is not the only relationship that has been strained

by Australia’s political penchant towards the US perspective.  The majority of countries,
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including Germany, China, France and India among them, who profess to seek similar strategic

ends to Australia and America, have pursued very different ways through the UN in the war

against terror.  Prime Minister Howard’s proclamation that “Australia’s commitment beside the

United States in the war against terror will remain strong and steadfast” 6 has led the country on

a course parallel to the US; a course that is out of step with most of Australia’s traditional friends

in the international community.  This proclamation, while not an outright rejection of international

opinion, is clearly a strong message from Australia that it is prepared to be out of step with most

members of the international community. 7  This community, while supportive of the war on

terror, has generally believed America and her allies have acted at times without legitimacy in

prosecuting the war on terror.

Through many of its political actions, Australia’s message to the world has been one of

intolerance.  By its example, and that of its coalition partners, Australia has condoned a lowering

of the international standards for consensus, just war intervention, suppression of domestic

political opposition, international refugee protection, and compromise of citizen’s rights.

Although Australia has not played an active role in all aspects of the US campaign in the war

against terror, it is seen to be complicit in all actions by the international community because of

its growing support for the actions and rhetoric of the US Administration.8  On the growing list of

actions that Australia has condoned are some that clearly oppose Australian national interests

and stated national positions on international issues.  For example, the indefinite detention of

Taliban and Al Qaeda captives as illegal combatants in Guantanamo Bay is contrary to

Australia’s policy on human rights.

Australia’s strong stand against weapons of mass destruction is a political message that

was backed by military action in the war in Iraq.  That war, from the Australian Government’s

perspective, was only part of the larger war against terror.  The principal political objective was

the disarmament of Iraq; however, because of necessary military action, it was axiomatic that

such action resulted in the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime.9  Early in the build up to the

military campaign, the Australian Government articulated its political exit strategy from the war.

The Government declared that it would only engage in the ground war until Iraq was disarmed

of weapons of mass destruction.  There was no Australian Government intent to commit to a

long term military occupation of Iraq.  However, a modest contribution to civil restoration was

always on the table to support political and economic freedom and improve human rights for the

people of Iraq.  These limited political objectives were always clear according to Ambassador

Tom Schieffer, the US Ambassador to Australia.10  Such diplomatic support from the USA has

allowed the Australian Government to plausibly deny any intentions towards Iraq other than
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disarmament, a position that the Howard government seeks to uphold both domestically and

internationally.

In the Australian Government’s regional engagement, it has defined its policy as

prosecuting the global war on terror as opposed to fighting America’s war to rebuild Iraq in its

own likeness.  By continuing to seek the defeat of international terrorism on a broad front,

Australia has offered technical and financial bilateral support to countries in the arc of instability

to its north as far as the Philippines.  Nevertheless, not all of the Howard Government’s bilateral

initiatives have received domestic public support.  On some occasions, these initiatives

demonstrated that Australia is prepared to work in partnership with other countries, even when

the partner country acts indifferently towards Australia’s interests.  This was evident in July 2003

when Australia provided a $5 million anti-terrorism assistance package to the Philippines at a

time of diplomatic tension between the two countries.  The tension arose over the escape of

Jemaah Islamiah’s master bomb-maker, Al-Ghozi, from Philippines authorities.11 Only days

before Howard handed over the assistance package, Al-Ghozi who was wanted by Australian

authorities for a failed attack on the Australian High Commission in Singapore and a string of

terror attacks in Manila and Jakarta, secured his escape through the Philippines national police

headquarters.  While such set backs have been costly to the Australian Government at home,

they have demonstrated positive engagement with regional neighbors.

While the Howard government has experienced political set backs as a result of tensions

with regional governments, the United States has provided strong support for the Australian

Government since the earliest days of the war against terror.  Public statements direct from

Washington and by America’s Ambassador to Australia have provided timely support, and on

occasions, corroboration for Prime Minister Howard’s actions in the domestic political arena.

The Australian Government must carefully calculate the international support it seeks from the

United States because Washington’s support has the effect of a double-edged weapon.

Statements, such as those by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfield on 19 November 2003 that

the United States, military kept intelligence from Australia during the war in Iraq, have helped

the Australian Government domestically but they risk harming Australia in the international

community.12  At a time when Australia is working to overcome an international perception that it

is an American puppet, these statements act to reinforce the wrong message internationally.

Further, irresponsible comments by senior United States officials suggesting that Australia could

become a state of the USA to overcome interoperability problems further damage Australian

international interests.13
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To balance its international engagement, Australia has taken significant steps to

demonstrate that it is not tied solely to the United States.  Highlighting Australian efforts to

achieve balance between its commitment to the United States and its regional Asian

engagement, in October 2003 both American President Bush and Chinese President Hu Jintao

visited Australia and delivered addresses to the joint houses of the Australian Parliament.

Assessing that the most urgent threat to regional stability is North Korea, the Australian

Government remains cognizant of its role in contributing to a long-term solution.14  After having

normalized diplomatic relations with North Korea, Australia has capitalized on its relationship

with both China and the United States to influence a solution to the North Korean nuclear threat

that meets Australia’s regional interests.  The Australian government is supportive of a carrot

and stick approach to North Korea.  While encouraging further Chinese economic and

humanitarian support for North Korea, Australia followed with a hard line by spearheading the

Proliferation Security Initiative, which included a coalition military exercise component designed

to confront North Korea with a potential coalition military threat.15

Although Australia remains clearly supportive of the United States on many international

security threats, there is a divergence of opinion between the United States and Australia on the

future of Taiwan.  Australia’s interests, especially in its relationship with China, would not be

served by a conflict between the United States and China over Taiwan.16   As suggested by

Professor Tow of the University of Queensland’s School of Political Science and International

Relations, Prime Minister Howard should communicate to both America, China and the

international community that Australia does not intend to become involved in any dispute

between the United States and China over Taiwan.17  Adherence to such a declaration by

Australia would send a far more balanced and reassuring message to China than the message

that could be gained from the November 2003 mixed discussions about future United States

basing of military capabilities in Northern Australia.18  It is essential that Australia’s approach to

the solutions for both North Korea and Taiwan be in accordance with Australia’s national

interests.  This will almost be impossible to achieve unless the sensitive balance of Australia’s

international engagement and alliances are assessed accurately by the Howard government

now and acted out with conviction in the years ahead.

AUSTRALIA’S MILITARY POSTURE SINCE SEPTEMBER 2001

Senator Robert Hill, Australian Minister for Defence, reinforced a holistic Government

approach to address Australia’s “continuing concerns about developments in [its] immediate

region which have consequences for Australia's interests… [the Defence White Paper Review
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2003] concludes that while the principles set out in the Defence White Paper [2000] remain

sound, some rebalancing of capability” 19 was necessary because of international terrorism.

This rebalancing included modifying Australia’s military response to terrorism within its overall

military posture.  Consequently, Australia has sought to secure its national interests through

military action further afield than its immediate neighborhood.  This policy shift by the Howard

government is clearly described in Defence Update 2003.20  Notwithstanding the United States’

comfort with Australia’s commitment to undertake a more active security role, particularly within

the Asia-Pacific region, this defense attitude transmits an uneasy message for other regional

countries. Australia reinforced this military approach when it intervened militarily in the Solomon

Islands in July 2003.

Australia has numerous security concerns and international terrorism is only one, albeit

the most recent of the threats to Australia’s security.  The Australian Government’s

comprehensive national security strategy includes military strategies to defeat terrorism;

however, these are interwoven in a complex weave of the elements of national power.

Furthermore, the Australian Government’s actions have not indicated that it has ceased its

established practice of regular comprehensive defense reviews and a consolidated approach to

defense and other national security issues.21  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that

Australia’s military posture since September 2001 reflects the application of Australian military

power in the War Against Terror as part of a holistic government approach to national security.

In this context, to ensure that observers do not miscalculate the Australian Government’s

intentions, this paper will now identify significant Australian military actions that have occurred

since September 2001, which are not direct responses to international terrorism.

Australia’s longer-term preparedness to take military action in pursuit of its national

security interests is reflected in both the 2003 Defence Capability Review and the accelerated

introduction into service of significant military equipment.22  The Defense Capability Review

identified significant purchases of weapon systems that will provide Australia with the dominant

strike force in the region.  The future acquisition of the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, Airborne Early

Warning and Control aircraft, increased in-air refueling, US Aegis air-warfare destroyers, a

100% increase in amphibious lift capacity and new heavy tank fleet, all combine to suggest that

Australia is very focused on improving its overall military capabilities to national security

needs.23  However, a vigorous domestic debate with many commentators arguing that such

equipment acquisitions are not suited to fighting terrorism could cause regional neighbors to be

concerned about Australia’s future strategic direction.  These concerns may well only be further
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fueled by Australia’s decision in December 2003 to accept the United States invitation to

become a junior partner in the research and development of the Missile Defense System.

There should be no doubt that the capability enhancements contained in the 2003

Defense Capability Review portray Australia’s longer-term broad defense strategy to secure its

national interests.  The desired high-end military capability enhancements are not a misguided

responses to international terrorism as some experienced but short sighted commentators and

Australian defence experts have suggested.24  Australia has always sought to be self-reliant in

its national security needs, and this was reinforced in the Defence White Paper 2000.25

Complementing Australia’s approach to self-reliance, successive governments have maintained

strong defence relationships with several countries; none stronger than the relationship with the

United States.  The Australian Parliament has established bi-partisan agreement for keeping its

alliance with the Unites States as the framework that supports defence self-reliance.  This

foreign policy and security strategy has been communicated internationally in the most recent

Defence White Paper that stated, “There is strong support for the US alliance and the majority

view is that we [Australia] should strive for as much self-reliance as possible within the context

of the alliance.”26  However, there is some belief that the Australian Defence Force’s higher

technology weapon systems continue to gain greater United States flavor only to facilitate a

continuing coalition junior partner role for Australia.27 Beyond this belief, however, is the

Australian Government’s analysis that “ the willingness of the United States to bear the burden

of its global role where its interests are less than direct could be eroded”28, and thus the United

States could not be relied upon for military assistance in a time of military threat to Australia.

This analysis leads to an observation that the results of the 2003 Defence Capability Review,

particularly major acquisitions, have been determined more by Australia’s desire for strategic

self-reliance rather than a direct reaction to the threat of international terrorism.

Australia’s military initiatives directly related to its response to international terrorism

included the raising of a Special Operations Command on 5 May 2003.  According to the Chief

of the Army, the increase in the country’s special operations capability was “one of the most

tangible signs that the ADF rapidly responded to the Government’s guidance [in the War

Against Terror].  The expansion and enhancement of Australia’s Special Operations capabilities

[was] achieved rapidly in the wake of 9/11 terrorist attacks.”29  Although May 2003 was the

official date for this Command’s activation, it had been operating to some extent in all but name

since late 2002.  The Special Forces community provided the mainstay of Australia’s combat

elements in both Afghanistan and Iraq, and the likelihood continues of Australia committing

similar forces to future theaters in pursuit of terrorist organizations.  The Special Forces
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demonstrated their suitability for the non-linear battlefield environment in both wars, and if a

similar operational tempo was likely in the long-term, then Australia had to significantly increase

its capacity for special operations abroad.

Australia’s first use of military force after 11 September 2001 was in the war in

Afghanistan.  This military operation against Osama bin Laden was relatively uncontroversial,

and the United States led coalition was well supported generally by the international community.

When the bulk of Australian forces were withdrawn from Afghanistan, the major fighting was

largely over and Al Qaeda’s capacity to operate freely within Afghanistan had been denied.

Australia demonstrated to the United States that it was prepared to back its ANZUS partner with

military force, as it had done many times before.  However, this military action most probably

fueled Al Qaeda’s, and its associated organizations contempt for Australia, which then

contributed to the reasons for the Bali bombing and the foiled attack by Jemaah Islamiah

against the Australian Embassy in Singapore.30

Following the successful war in Afghanistan, the Australian government wasted no time

providing military forces for the war in Iraq despite strong domestic opposition as well as much

international condemnation of the coalition’s operation.  Australia’s deployment of air and

ground forces to Iraq was an expansion of the continuous involvement by the Royal Australian

Navy in the US led maritime interception operation in the Persian Gulf.  The additional ground

commitment was predominantly Special Forces that were suited to the identification and

removal by force of weapons of mass destruction from Iraq.  That task that could only have

been achieved from within Iraq, and therefore according to Mr Alexander Downer, Australian

Foreign Minister, it was the Government’s judgment that the longer-term proliferation and

terrorism risks of leaving weapons of mass destruction in Iraq outweighed any short-term risks

to Australia.31  Although Australian military forces participated in the United States led coalition,

national command authority was retained by Australia until the withdrawal of the majority of

Australian combat elements once major hostilities ceased.  This early withdrawal of combat

forces reinforced Australia’s policy focus of its commitment to the War Against Terror and the

non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.  Regime change and nation building in Iraq

were not generally considered vital national interests for Australians.  Nonetheless, in early

2004, Australia still maintained approximately 900 personnel deployed in Iraq.32  These

personnel were performing a range of security, reconstruction, support and maritime

interception operation functions.

Until now, Australia’s significant military actions in the War Against Terror were

participation in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq; however, there have been other military
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actions directed towards counter-terrorism.  In conjunction with the United States and other

nations, “Australia mounted a diplomatic conference on interdicting North Korean vessels at sea

outside UN authority.”33 Following the conference, Australia hosted a combined naval exercise

to validate the concepts discussed at the conference.  These activities were targeted at North

Korea’s potential to distribute weapons of mass destruction to global terrorist organizations; a

principle concern with regard to Al Qaeda.

THE IMPACT OF INTERNATIONAL TERRORISM ON AUSTRALIA’S ECONOMY SINCE
SEPTEMBER 2001

While Australia’s political and military responses to the War Against Terror and overall

national security needs were covered, an examination of national strategy is not complete

without discussing Australia’s economic capacity to sustain its strategy.

According to Prime Minister Howard, “terrorism, apart from its immense human impact,

has an enormous economic impact,”34 as trade and counter-terrorism are inseparable.  This

stance is consistent with the Australian Government’s all-inclusive approach to counter terrorism

both domestically and internationally; however, this causes the national economic responses

directly supporting the War Against Terror, like some of the military responses, to be difficult to

isolate for detailed independent examination.  Certainly, the continuous threat posed by

terrorism has a far greater indirect economic impact on Australia than any direct impact caused

by a particular terrorist attack or combined terrorist activities to date.  The potential for

indiscriminate loss intrinsic to a terrorist threat has caused the Australian Government to

increase spending on domestic security, including enhancements to the Australian Defence

Force, as well as parliamentary legislation to raise commercial protective measures to

complement government security precautions.35 Domestic security measures such as the

inspection of international shipping containers at all points of entry, the freezing of assets linked

to suspected terrorists, expanded prohibited goods export lists and increased inconvenience

caused to all personal travelers all had some adverse economic impact.36  Additionally, direct

expenditure on international counter-terrorist initiatives has been combined with various

international trade policy developments to encourage and leverage international controls to

restrict terrorist freedom of action across international boundaries.37  All of this can cause

international commerce to be more expensive.

It is difficult to identify the economic policy initiatives and the associated cost implications

directly attributable to individual components of the national security strategy.  A detailed

analysis of Australia’s economic response, and its effectiveness, during the War Against Terror

is unlikely to be comprehensively accurate until sufficient time has elapsed to enable natural
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economic cycles to run their course.  However, military expenses and projected security costs

can be summarized, as can the monetary cost directly related to government decisions.  But

again, it is difficult to identify and calculate the economic consequences and accrued costs for

implementing individual parts of the total strategy.  The complexity of such a calculation is

further compounded because various components of the national security strategy do not

directly contribute to the War Against Terror.  Notwithstanding the difficulty to segregate the

individual component costs of the national security strategy, the Federal Government’s Budget

provides a portal to view the holistic impact of the total strategy on the national economic

resource.

The Australian economy has been steadily growing since before the War Against Terror

started.38 The economy demonstrated its robustness through the Asian economic crisis of 1997

and more recently during the global economic downturn.  The strength of the economy enabled

the Government to maintain flexible options in the formulation of its economic policies since

September 2001.  The Howard Government has been able to pursue new and expanding

markets, numerous free trade agreements and continue to strengthen its emerging economic

ties with China despite the generally underachieving global economy. 39 40  Additionally, the

strong economy supported major commitments of increased expenditure in the defense portfolio

and a continuing strong foreign aid program.41  Australia’s foreign aid program included

increases to the amounts directly provided to counter terrorism in developing countries and to

support regional security initiatives.42

Australia’s 2001-02 Federal Budget had a projected surplus of $500 million before the

country began to feel the unexpected and immediate financial impact of the events of

September 11.  These impacts contributed to an unprecedented $1.25 billion deficit,43 and

another $1.3 billion deficit followed in 2002-03.  While these are small deficits, when considered

in context, they were the first deficits since 1996 when the current government inherited a $10

billion deficit upon winning office.44  After a strong period of budget surpluses, this deficit

signified a major financial shortfall on the part of the Australian Government and forced hard

decisions for Mr Peter Costello, the Federal Treasurer.  Costello largely attributed the deficits to

Australia’s involvement in the war against terror with a lesser influence from global economic

trends and the drought in Australia.  Further, he predicted the situation to be short lived with an

optimistic return to budget surplus in 2003-04.

Continued economic growth combined with forecast low inflation and low levels of

unemployment indicate that the War Against Terror has not had a major impact on Australia’s

overall economy despite the short term deficits.  Additionally, the economy supported Australia’s
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regional economic engagement to develop regional states and more open markets.

Commensurate with these overseas policy initiatives, the economy provided the resources to

build a stronger defense force with an increase in spending of $2.1 billion over five years, and

an unplanned $822 million has been allocated in 2003-04 to enhance Australia’s homeland

security. 45 Having met these demands, Australia’s economic growth in 2003-04 is forecast to be

a solid 3.25%46 according to the Treasury Department.

International terrorism has had a marginally negative effect on the Australian economy,

but so far Australia appears financially unburdened by its national strategy during the war

against terror.  If government predictions are valid, then no long-term economic detriment

should result from the strategy. 47  However, many commentators warn of the longer term social

costs they attribute to recent budget increases to homeland security and defense in particular at

the expense of health and higher education programs.  These reductions to health and higher

education are argued to be a reduction of investment in the country’s future population, and

long-term social, political or economic harm could result if the reductions are longer than short

lived.48

RISKS OF THE NATIONAL STRATEGY IN THE WAR AGAINST TERROR

The Australian leadership will face a continuously changing international environment

coupled with increased domestic pressures throughout the War Against Terror.  The longer the

war continues, the more likely there will be increased international and domestic tensions

caused by the Australian Government’s strategy.  Notably, there is bipartisan agreement within

the Australian Parliament that Australia is in “a very long war.  [That] could go on for a very long

time…Just as the cold war went on for a very long time”.49  If this assessment by a member of

the Parliamentary Opposition is accurate, then the risks surrounding the Government’s political

strategy are likely to increase the longer the war continues.  Its ability to balance domestic

politics and international credibility will be a measure of success of the political and military

components of its strategy against terror.

The combined pressures from September 11 and the Bali bombing have caused Australia

to move sharply from its established policy of reducing the Indonesian Military’s (TNI) influence

in Jakarta to a situation that has Australia seeking two separate and possibly mutually exclusive

objectives.  The immediate security priority is to have Jakarta act quickly and aggressively

against Islamic extremist groups such as Jemaah Islamiah, which requires TNI engagement at

the highest levels of government.  This new priority contradicts Australia’s concerted efforts to

reduce TNI influence, because it undermines longer-term fragile democratic reforms that were
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the priority of Australian policy toward its nearest neighbor since the collapse of the Suharto

regime.50  This conflict between policy and action has resulted in Australian domestic tensions.

While there was a disconnect between policy and action with Indonesia, counter balancing this

is the Howard Government’s constructive response to the Philippines, which provides evidence

that Australia is transparent, supportive and reliable within the region on issues related to

terrorism.

Domestic opposition to the Australian Government’s actions has focused on the ways of

the national strategy and not the ends. Australian political ways deny the reality that voluntary

acceptance of international rules is essential if there is to be a more civilized world.  When

Australia rejects such agreements, as it is accused of doing because of its involvement in the

war in Iraq and its treatment of Muslim refugees in Australia, it undermines its own broader

international standing.  Such hypocrisy encourages dictatorships and tyrannies worldwide and

aligns Australia with strange company.51  It is this perceived alignment with strange company

that has caused the most domestic discourse in Australia and is potentially the most

destabilizing issue on the domestic agenda regarding the war against terror.  Of equal

importance from a strategic perspective, the greatest risk is to Australia’s long-term international

standing on issues of international law and principal.

Former Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser has criticized supporters of the coalition against

terror for having reverted to the Machiavellian dictum that the end justifies the means.52

Examples are evident in the methods the USA has used to violate established rules for the

treatment of combatants from a general Australian public and international community

perspective.  Acquiescence by the Australian Government over such a fate for Australian

citizens held in Guantanamo Bay have further caused uneasy divisions domestically.  A more

serious consequence is that this issue highlights an uneasy willingness by Australia to accept

whatever America decides to be acceptable international behavior regardless of established

norms or Australian national interests.

In continued efforts to demonstrate independent policy and action, which are supportive of

but not determined by the USA, Australia has made some progress.  Largely, this has been

demonstrated by its limited commitment to the war in Iraq and clear exit strategy to redeploy

Australian forces.  The issue is whether this independence is enough to balance Australia’s

political, military and economic actions that have accompanied Prime Minister Howard’s

proclamation that Australia is strong and steadfast with the USA?  This is the critical question

with long-term consequences.  If the USA fails in its war against terror so does Australia, who
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despite regional bilateral efforts to build stable relationships, is isolating itself more from the

international community by its strengthening relationship with the United States.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This analysis of the political, military and economic elements of Australia’s security

strategy since the attacks of September 2001 provide the basis for this paper’s four broad policy

recommendations.  These recommendations are focused on Australia maintaining its broad

support for the United States in the global war on terror while restricting its commitment in

economic and military areas, and asserting itself more aggressively in regional issues.

The first recommendation is that Australia continue to support the United States in the

global war on terror.  The objectives of this support have been to ensure a secure environment

for Australian citizens, containment of international terrorism, and the prevention of access to

weapons of mass destruction by terrorist organizations or rogue states.  Notwithstanding the

difficulty determining the status of world terrorism, particularly that of Al Qaeda, the facts remain

that there have been no successful terrorist actions the equivalent of September 11 since the

war against terror commenced.  Although there have been lesser attacks in some Muslim

countries or softer states, there has been no attack in Australia, and Australians consider their

country to be a generally secure environment.  Furthermore, there is no evidence that weapons

of mass destruction have become available to terrorist groups.  Certainly, it is too early to claim

significant success in the war against terror, but threat assessments from 18 months ago were

far more perilous than are today’s assessments.  All of this provides substance in the argument

for a successful strategy on the part of the coalition and the Australian Government’s decision to

fully support the United States against global terrorism is fundamentally sound.

The paper’s second recommendation is that the Australian Government restrict

commitment in support of the United States to a level that is economically sustainable over the

long-term.  Australia has the economic means to implement its comprehensive security strategy

in the war against terror, and there is no evidence that resources are being withheld from the

strategy’s implementation.  However, some respected commentators have argued that long-

term economic harm could result from prolonging the recent increased level of government

military spending for the War Against Terror.

The paper’s third recommendation is that the Australian Government should restrict its

level of military involvement in the global war on terror to the present level with escalated

military commitment for specified limited periods.  The present levels of ADF activity in the

Middle East Area of Operations are sustainable over the long-term with periodic increases such
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as occurred in Afghanistan and Iraq.  However, the economic and military burden of sustaining

military operations at the escalated level over the long-term would significantly drain military

resources and burden Australia’s economy.

The paper’s fourth recommendation is that the Australian Government should strongly

communicate to both America and China that Australia does not intend to become involved in

any dispute between the United States and China over Taiwan.  Beyond the War Against

Terror, there are issues of greater importance such as Australia’s divergence from the United

States on the issue of the relationship between China and Taiwan.  The Australian strategy to

support the USA, its closest ally, is sound; however, this should not be to the extent that

Australia is prepared to compromise its own national interests. Such independence would not

detract from Australia’s overall support for the coalition against terrorism, nor would it preclude

any further commitment of Australian military forces to subsequent undertakings within the limits

prescribed in recommendation three.

CONCLUSION

The Australian Government has successfully maintained a fundamentally sound course

throughout the war against terror by balancing the level of threat to Australia’s national interests

with its alliance obligations and its military and economic capacity to contribute internationally.

This conclusion is drawn from an analysis of the political and military actions Australia has

undertaken since the September 11 2001 attack on the United States.  Furthermore, the

Howard Government’s political and military actions have not created an economic burden on

Australia.

While there is difficulty measuring incremental success in the war against terror, that

success was gauged against the national strategic ends.  In doing so, this paper determined

that the Australian political and military strategies employed since September 2001 were aligned

with these objectives, and its strategy so far has been successful.  Terrorists have not breached

Australia’s security with a terrorist attack, nor is there evidence that terrorist groups are

operating more freely beyond Afghanistan than they were two years ago, nor have they used

weapons of mass destruction.

In examining the risks of Australia’s strategy, it is clear that Australia’s political strategy is

inextricably linked to that of the USA.  This has placed at risk Australia’s standing in the

international community as an independent and objective state.  Further, Australia’s military or

economic strategies in the war against terror are susceptible to diversion because of the

entanglement between these two countries political strategies.  Therefore, this paper concludes
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with four clear recommendations that contribute to continued success of Australia’s national

security strategy.
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