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Regional Change – Post World War II Challenges

World War II had brought the Japanese
military to Australia’s doorstep, and in a

campaign lasting a few months, Japan
replaced Britain, France, the Netherlands,
Portugal, the United States, and Australia, as
the colonial power in South-East Asia. Despite
the return to peace in 1945, Australian defence
planners needed to focus on the northern
approaches to Australia, and develop an
independent capability in the region; while, if
possible, retaining the United States and
Britain as allies in what was becoming a
volatile region.4

From an Australian perspective,
decolonisation further destabilised the region.
When the European empires ended, the
influence of communism grew: Indonesia’s
new regime had communist links and was
expansionist; Vietnam was split between a
communist north and a pro-Western south;

and Malaya/Malaysia suffered a communist
guerrilla emergency followed by a
confrontation with Indonesia.5 To help counter
this instability, Australia entered into three
treaties or understandings: ANZAM (Australia,
New Zealand and Malayan area – 1948) with
Britain, New Zealand, and Malaya for the
defence of Malaya; ANZUS Security Treaty
(1951), with New Zealand and the US for
mutual defence in the Pacific; and SEATO
(1955), with France, Britain, the US, New
Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand, and the
Philippines, with South Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia as protocol states. To help give
ANZAM and SEATO teeth, Britain, Australia,
and New Zealand established a brigade-
strength Commonwealth Forces Strategic
Reserve in Malaya supported by several
squadrons of aircraft.6 In seeking security from
Asia, Australia relied heavily on alliance with
Britain, making military commitments during

What Factors Led to Australian Military
Involvement in the Vietnam Conflict

Between 1962 and 1972?
By Lieutenant Colonel Chris Field 

All the way with LBJ.1

Harold Holt, Australian Prime Minister, 
July 1966 Washington, DC

We will go a-Waltzing Matilda with you.2

John Gorton, Australian Prime Minister, 
May 1969 to US President Richard M. Nixon

Three major related factors combined to take Australia to Vietnam: the aftermath of World War
II in the Pacific; European decolonisation of Indo-China, South-East Asia, and the Pacific; and the
emergence of the Cold War.3 These factors, and the uncertain environment they created, led the
Australian Government to seek solutions for, and make contributions to, regional stability through:
the military strategy of Forward Defence; the Australian-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS)
Security Treaty; the South-East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO); the initial commitment of an
Army Training Team and Air Force elements to Vietnam; and finally a major deployment of
Australian forces to support US efforts in Indo-China.
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the Malayan Emergency (1948-60) and the
“konfontasi” (confrontation) with Indonesia
(1963-66).7

Cold War events exacerbated regional
tensions and the Soviet Union’s Asian ally,
China, was seen by Australia’s conservative
government of the period as the nurturer of
communist movements in Indonesia, Malaya,
the Philippines, and Indo-China. The PKI
(Indonesian Communist Party) in 1965
proclaimed the importance of a “Peking-
Jakarta axis”,8 which led to speculation that
Asia could become the hemisphere for other
“Chinese satellites”. With post-World War II
crises in Korea, Vietnam, Hungary, Suez, Cuba,
Laos, and Vietnam again; it seemed the world
was gradually succumbing to communism.
Australia feared the “falling dominoes”, as had
been graphically described by President
Eisenhower.9 This theory was plausible enough
to an Australian Government whose members
had witnessed the Japanese advance of 20
years earlier; who had committed Australian
forces to fight communists in Korea from
1950; who believed South Vietnam to be the
victim of unprovoked aggression; and who
were “not in the habit of forming opinions
independent of Washington”.10 Simultaneously,
Australia was struggling to consolidate its own
strategic priorities in the region, amidst
competing demands from two dominant allies:
Great Britain and the United States. With these
pressures, a greater role for Australia in
regional defence was inevitable.

Forward Defence – Foundation of Australia’s
Post-World War II Strategic Architecture

During the period 1955-72, Australia’s
broad military strategy was Forward Defence:

Australia’s defence policy is soundly based
on the principle that the security of the
Australian mainland and its island
territories is best achieved by a forward
defence strategy to hold South East Asia;
thus providing a defence in depth for
Australia.11

This strategy had emerged from, and
paralleled, the strategy of integration in
Imperial (and later Commonwealth) defence
(1901-42 and 1945-69), with Great Britain.
Forward Defence was also sandwiched between
the strategy of Defence of Australia, which
occurred out of necessity between 1942-1945;
and was developed as a mature strategy from
1973, and continues to the present day.
Changes in strategy tended to be gradual and
there were considerable, and at times even
dissonant, overlap during the transition
periods. Each strategy was a response to the
circumstances of the era in which it was
formulated, and each was heavily influenced
by domestic economic considerations, rather
than solely driven by an objective view of
strategic reality. A common strategic theme
throughout, in both theory and practice, has
been the desire to forestall the development of
a direct threat to territorial Australia.12

Fighting alongside the United States in the
Pacific during World War II revealed common
interests, and established the United States as
Australia’s most important ally. The events of
the 1942 Japanese threat to Australia
highlighted the need to find the right balance
between security through alliance with
stronger partners, and a sufficient measure of
self-reliance.13

The strategy of Forward Defence gradually
emerged after World War II, reflecting both the
traumatic war experience, and the Australian
Government’s focus on instability in Asia. The
spread of communism and the weakness of the
emerging states of South-East Asia were of
particular concern to Australian policy makers.
The late 1960s saw Australia complete its
transition from reliance on Great Britain to
alliance with the United States, while the
creation of a small Regular Army from the late
1940s acknowledged the need to increase the
element of self-reliance in Australia’s defence
capability.14

Forward Defence brought both costs and
benefits. On the one hand, it was relatively
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inexpensive in that Australia did not have to
maintain large armed forces. For example, the
deployment of forces to Malaya/Malaysia
contributed to the long-term stability of the
area, and from a military perspective Australia
learned much from operating with British and,
in Vietnam, from American forces. On the
other hand, it laid the Government open to the
charge of fighting other countries’ wars.
Further it restricted the Government’s ability to
make its own independent foreign policy; and
created an impression that Australia was
constantly seeking guidance from Britain and
the United States.15

However, in 1965 when Australian ground
combat forces were committed to South
Vietnam, most Australians felt that Forward
Defence was an appropriate policy for the
Australian Government to pursue. Forward
Defence had helped an independent and
friendly government emerge in Malaya in the
1950s, and was helping the enlarged
Federation of Malaysia to defeat the
communist-supported threat in the 1960s; it
seemed reasonable to expect that it would be
equally successful in Vietnam, if supported by
a framework of security structures.16

National Security Requirements – ANZUS Treaty
– 1951

As part of Australia’s Forward Defence
strategy, defence planners determined that a
close relationship with the US was both
warranted, and desirable. This led to the 1951
Australia-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS)
Security Treaty for mutual defence in the
Pacific, which was the first pact ever
negotiated between members of the British
Commonwealth and a foreign power.17 It was
based on Australian and New Zealand
concerns that the post-World War II peace
treaty with Japan was too lenient, and US
recognition of Australia’s and New Zealand’s
prompt commitment of military forces to the
Korean War.18 Another factor was the desire by
Australia and New Zealand to earn their places

under the US “nuclear umbrella”, a notion that
over time changed, and ironically led to New
Zealand being suspended from the treaty in
1986 for its anti-nuclear policies.19

The aim of ANZUS was to implement a
trilateral security agreement, but as years
passed it became clear that ANZUS offered few
direct guarantees; it merely committed the
three countries to consult if one came under
threat of attack.20 Regardless, in the early 1960s
American policy makers indicated that
Washington’s price for support of Australia
under the ANZUS Treaty was active Australian
support in Vietnam.21

National Security Requirements – SEATO – 1955
Forward Defence recognised that the Cold

War impacted on Australia’s relations with
South-East Asia, and was predicated on the
fear that communist forces in Asia would
expand and directly threaten Australia’s vital
interests. In 1955 Australia combined with
Britain in successfully pressing the United
States for a new regional security agreement:
the South-East Asia Collective Defence Treaty
(usually known by the organisation it created:
SEATO). This achieved the Australian goal of
joining the United Kingdom and the United
States in a formal commitment to the
collective security of the South-East Asian
region.22

Despite contingency planning that occurred
between the US and Britain as a result of
SEATO, Britain was never prepared to
contribute directly to the defence of Indo-
China, nor the US to the defence of
Malaya/Malaysia. Australia found itself with a
delicate task of making a sufficient
contribution to the causes each major partner
held dear, in order primarily to preserve their
sense of obligation to Australia; but not to do
so much for one as to arouse the resentment or
suspicion of the other, nor to do so much for
both as to take vital funds from Australia’s
domestic development programs.23 Therefore,
the intricacies of Forward Defence presented
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both diverse and difficult challenges for
Australian defence planners, as a balance was
sought between what was best for Australia,
and what allies required.

Regional Influences – Confrontation with
Indonesia – West New Guinea

The importance of Australia’s relations with
Indonesia in influencing the tone and direction
of Australia’s relations with the US and South-
East Asia in the early 1960s, has been obscured
by Australia’s major military involvement in
Vietnam; but for much of that time it was the
principal foreign policy issue confronting
Canberra. Indeed, the doubts created in
Australian minds by America’s failure to fully
support an ANZUS ally in its conflicts with
Indonesia, particularly over Dutch West New
Guinea (WNG), was a crucial factor propelling
Australia towards involvement in Vietnam.24

As Robert Komer, Special Assistant to
President Kennedy stated in early 1961:

West New Guinea is one of those thorny
issues which have slid too far for any
interim solution. We must bite the bullet,
for this issue is heading towards a crisis,
and the stakes involved – Indonesia’s
potential swing to a pro-Soviet stance –
dictate cold realpolitik…So to gain us time
in Indonesia; to fight what will be at worst
a protracted conflict; or at best pro-Western
neutralism, West Irian is the price.25

This US position, combined with a Dutch
desire to leave WNG with honour, left
Australia unable to prevent the inexorable
drive by Indonesia for control of what became
known as Irian Jaya. In the view of the
Australian Government, there were to be no
further concessions to Indonesia, if WNG was
Australia’s “Munich”, then Papua New Guinea
would be its “Poland”: a casus bellum.26 By the
end of 1962, with Indonesia imbued with
confidence, and possessing military power that
overshadowed Australia; Canberra had to take
military and diplomatic steps to redress the
balance of power by expanding its own armed

forces and aligning closer with its major allies,
including clear alignment with the US in
Vietnam.27

Forward Defence in Practice – Australian Army
Training Team Vietnam

In Vietnam, the US State Department was
sensitive to the charge by the Viet Cong, and
North Vietnam, that theirs was a nationalist
movement struggling against American
imperialism. Thus America initiated what
became known as the “many flags” program,
which aimed at having as many nations as
possible standing with her and the South
Vietnamese in order to forestall any charges of
American hegemony. In May 1962, Admiral
Harry D. Felt, Commander-in-Chief Pacific
(CINCPAC), informed the Australian Service
Chiefs of specific proposals for an Australian
contribution to Vietnam. He stressed that the
force should wear the national uniform, and
that the Australian flag should be flown over
their headquarters.28

CINCPAC’s proposal had followed
considerable discussions on the form of an
Australian contribution to South Vietnam
between Washington, the Australian Embassy
in Saigon, the Australian Government, and the
Australian Department of Defence. In the late
1980s, the former Australian Ambassador to
the US 1957-64, Sir (Oliver) Howard Beale,
stated that Australia committed troops to
Vietnam for two reasons: Australia took the
same view of the danger of the spread of
communism in Asia as the US, and Australia
wanted South Vietnam to survive as a non-
communist country; further, Australia lived in
a potentially dangerous area, and as a Western
outpost “hard by Asia in revolution…we
needed allies.” The ANZUS Treaty, like others,
was written in general terms and was not a
legally enforceable document. Therefore it was
“not the letter of the ANZUS Treaty upon
which we [Australia] had to rely, but the spirit
in which it was responded to by the other
party in time of need”.29
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Therefore, Australia’s strategy of Forward
Defence was extended to Vietnam. The US
position on the fate of WNG fell heavily on the
minds of members of the Australian
Government; and it was hoped that a
demonstration of Australian willingness to
respond to the American request at this time
might also assist to elicit a positive response
from America to any future Australian defence
related request.30

Australia’s initial contribution was to
deploy 30 advisers, forming the nucleus of the
Australian Army Training Team Vietnam
(AATTV), in 1962.31 Their role would be “to
assist in the training of the ground forces of
South Vietnam”.32 A squadron of Royal
Australian Air Force (RAAF) fighter aircraft
was also sent to nearby Thailand.33 By
December 1964, the AATTV was still of limited
size: less than 100 advisers, and a flight of
Caribou aircraft.34 Members of the AATTV
would continue to serve with, and train the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN),
Special Forces, covert forces, and RVN local
force troops, independent of the main
Australian combat forces, until the time of
Australia’s main force withdrawal from
Vietnam in 1972.35

Regional Influences – Confrontation with
Indonesia – Borneo

By 1963, cross border tensions on the
island of Borneo between Indonesia, and the
newly formed Malaysian Federation; placed
British pressure on Australia to expand its
support in what became known as the
Confrontation with Indonesia. Again, Australia
sought US support, based on the ANZUS
Treaty, for its involvement in Borneo
operations. Again, US support was not
unequivocal. As in the West New Guinea
dispute, the US felt compelled by the threat to
its larger interests in the anti-communist
struggle to reluctantly intervene in order to
facilitate a negotiated settlement.36 The US

feared that, if it was forced to cut aid to
Indonesia in support of the Malaysian/
Commonwealth position on Borneo, it would
isolate Indonesia further leaving the Sukarno
Government open to greater communist
influence.37 With involvement in Vietnam on
the increase, the Kennedy administration used
the ANZUS Treaty to support a political
dichotomy: the US “could thus appear
sympathetic to Indonesia, but point out its
unavoidable treaty commitments which
prevented it from greater support of the
Indonesian position”.38 

The US response to the Confrontation in
Borneo, from an Australian perspective, meant
that the 1962 commitment of Australian troops
to Vietnam had done little to “tighten the
disturbingly loose bonds of ANZUS”.39 The
Australian Government began to realise that
an option to tighten these bonds would
probably be greater support of US policies in
Vietnam. In 1964, Australian defence planners
were further concerned that Indonesian troops
might infiltrate from Irian Jaya across the
border into the Australian Territory of Papua
New Guinea, and consequently the Australian
Government faced the possibility of deploying
troops into three areas: Vietnam, Borneo, and
New Guinea.40

In November and December 1964,
following a diplomatic defeat orchestrated by
Malaysia in the UN Security Council over the
cross-border confrontation in Borneo,
Indonesian President Sukarno began to
establish closer ties with China; which in
October had exploded its first atomic bomb. On
10 November the Australian Prime Minister,
Sir Robert Menzies, made a major defence
statement in Parliament aimed squarely at
meeting the perceived threat from Indonesia.
He announced that Australia would introduce
selective national service, or conscription, from
mid-1965,41 to increase the size of the Regular
Army from 22,750 to 37,500 men, as well as
expanding the Royal Australian Navy, Royal
Australian Air Force, and the Citizens Military



AUSTRALIAN DEFENCE FORCE JOURNAL  NO. 156  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER   20028

Forces (CMF or Army Reserve). In addition, the
heavier late 1950s designed, Pentropic
Division, which was an adaptation of the
Pentomic Division used by the United States
Army, with only two regular battalions and
augmented by reserve battalions; was to be
replaced by a lighter, air portable division
consisting of nine regular battalions.42

Considering that five months later, in April
1965, the Australian Government announced
the deployment of a battalion to Vietnam as
the first step in Australia’s combat
commitment, many members of the public saw
the defence expansion of November 1964 as
laying the groundwork for that decision. While
perhaps future deployment to Vietnam was a
consideration, the expansion was directed
primarily towards Indonesia. Prime Minister
Menzies’ parliamentary speech stated: “It is
clear Indonesia is carrying on an active and
entirely unjustified armed aggression against
Malaysia”, and further that there was a “real
risk of war” with Indonesia.43

Regional Influences – The United States Requests
Further Support

On 4 December 1964, less than a month
after Prime Minister Menzies’ announcement,
William Bundy, the US Assistant Secretary of
State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs,
informed the Australian Ambassador in
Washington that the US was considering
sending ground forces to South Vietnam:
“together with such ground forces as Australia
and New Zealand might be able to provide.”44

After various discussions between the
Australian and US governments over the exact
composition of the Australian commitment to
South Vietnam, the Australian Government’s
Ministerial Cabinet agreed on 7 April 1965, to
offer an infantry battalion. 

Menzies’ statement in Parliament on 29
April 1965 gives a clear indication of the
feelings held by Australian strategic decision-
makers of the period:

The takeover of South Vietnam would be a
direct military threat to Australia and all
countries of South and Southeast Asia. It
must be seen as a thrust by Communist
China between the Indian and Pacific
Oceans…[T]he Australian Government is
now in receipt of a request from the
Government of South Vietnam for further
military assistance. We have decided – and
this has been in close consultation with the
Government of the United States – to
provide an infantry battalion for service in
South Vietnam.45

That political view represented the
culmination of a “major period of gathering
alarm in Canberra”,46 based on security
concerns over the situation in Indonesia, and
the long-term future of South Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia, and even Thailand, Malaysia,
and Singapore. This led to the political illusion
that the North Vietnamese were mere proxies
for China, despite the thousand-year historical
record of Vietnamese resistance to Chinese
domination.47 Menzies did not mention ANZUS
or SEATO by name, but noted that “alliances,
as well as providing guarantees and assurances
for our security, make demands upon us”.48

In addition, the validity of Menzies’
reference to a request from the South
Vietnamese Government was challenged by
Professor R.G. Neale, who authored Australia’s
Military Commitment to Vietnam, a paper
tabled in accordance with Prime Minister
Gough Whitlam’s statement to the House of
Representatives, 13 May 1975. Professor
Neale’s conclusion was that Australian military
assistance to South Vietnam: 

Was not at anytime in response to a request
for defence aid from South Vietnam as a
Protocol State to SEATO…the commitment
was in fact made as a projection of the
Forward Defence policy to which [Australia
was] committed. This policy developed in
Australia independently of any outside
pressure. The cornerstone of this policy was
a compelling necessity to commit the power
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of the United States into the Asia area and
thus commit her to a practical guarantee of
active support to Australia through the
ANZUS and SEATO treaties.49 

However, there had been requests for
Australian assistance from the South
Vietnamese Government, specifically President
Diem, General Nguyen Van Khanh, and other
officials, between 1961 and 1964; requests
which were not prompted by external pressure.
Therefore, it can be argued that the Australian
offer of an infantry battalion was made in the
context of a succession of non-specific South
Vietnamese requests for aid, going back several
years. Ultimately, the Australian military
presence in South Vietnam existed with the
clear consent of the Saigon Government.50

Australia Commits Troops to Vietnam
As a result of the Menzies’ Government

decision, 1st Battalion, The Royal Australian
Regiment, was designated to join the US 173rd
Airborne Brigade (Separate)51 at Bien Hoa
Airbase, in June 1965, as its third manoeuvre
battalion.52 By 1968, the Australian
commitment to South Vietnam, based on a
Task Force or Brigade structure, had expanded
to include three infantry battalions, a tank
squadron, an APC squadron, an artillery
regiment, helicopter squadron, and other
specialist units, bringing the total Australian
contribution to 8,300 men.53

From 1966 until 1972, Australian ground
forces substantially operated in their own
allocated area of Phuoc Tuy province and
beyond, cooperating with American forces and
making use of American combat transport and
logistics (which the Australian Government
diligently paid for);54 but developing their own
philosophy, their own “civic action” programs,
and maintaining their own professionalism.55

This aspect was usually overlooked by
Australian critics of their country’s
involvement in the war. By the time of
Australia’s withdrawal from Vietnam in March
1972, almost 50,000 Australians had served

there, a total of 16 battalions of The Royal
Australian Regiment had served in action, 501
Australians had died, and 3,502 were wounded
on active service.56

Conclusion
This article has examined the factors that

led to Australian military involvement in the
Vietnam conflict, between 1962 and 1972,
arguing that significant regional change;
national security requirements based on
Forward Defence; and regional influences
based largely on Indonesian and US policies
and pressures, ultimately led Australia to
commit forces to the conflict in Vietnam.

Forward Defence proved to be a paradox
for Australian defence planners, as it enmeshed
Australian foreign policy in a series of
alliances and agreements, such as ANZAM,
ANZUS and SEATO, that only tenuously
provided security to Australia; but,
simultaneously demanded the forward
commitment of Australian troops. 

The Menzies’ Government, which had lived
with the disappointment of the US failure to
support its position against Indonesia on West
New Guinea, and felt increased Indonesian
pressure in Borneo, was delighted to see a US
ground force on the Asian mainland. The
Australian Government was keen to encourage
the US move by the ready commitment of
Australian ground combat forces. The Minister
at the Australian Embassy in Washington,
Alan Renouf, summed up Australia’s reasoning
for going into Vietnam as early as May 1964
when he wrote in one of his official
communications that it would allow Australia
“to achieve such an habitual closeness of
relations with the United States and a sense of
mutual alliance that in our time of need…the
United States would have little option but to
respond as we would want”.57

Epilogue
Lack of strategic success in Vietnam

resulted in a reassessment by both Australia
and the United States of their respective
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commitments to direct support of allies in Asia.
President Nixon’s Guam Doctrine of 1969
declared that, while the US remained
committed to the Asia Pacific region, the
nations of the region should not assume that
the US would commit combat troops to their
defence. In the aftermath of Australia’s
withdrawal from Vietnam in 1971-72, a
gradual but continual reassessment of
Australia’s military strategy began.58

In the late 1960s the British Government
announced that it would withdraw its military
forces from “East of Suez” by 1971 which,
coupled with America’s decision in 1969 to
withdraw from Vietnam, called into question
the efficacy of existing collective security
agreements. SEATO became moribund, and in
1971 Australia updated its commitment to
Malaysia through the Five-Power Defence
Arrangement (FPDA), which now included
Singapore. Ironically for Australia, which had
held such high hopes for American military
involvement in the region, the US forces left
mainland South-East Asia within four years of
the British.59 It became obvious to Australian
strategic planners that Forward Defence was no
longer serving Australia’s best interests.

Australia, like the US, left Vietnam with
mixed emotions and a nation domestically
divided. It was not until 1987 that a mass
“Welcome Home” march was held; and
Australia’s Vietnam Memorial – like its
Washington equivalent, “consciously designed
to provide a space for catharsis” – was
dedicated only in 1992.60

Australia’s maturing as a nation was partly
precipitated by the Guam Doctrine, which
forced Australia to begin a direct dialogue with
its neighbours in the region. At the dawn of
the 21st century, this dialogue resulted in a
quintuplet of strategic objectives that: ensure
the defence of Australia and its direct
approaches; foster the security of Australia’s
immediate neighborhood; promote stability
and cooperation in South-East Asia; support

strategic stability in the wider Asia-Pacific
region; and support Global Security.61
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invasion was perceived as a real possibility.
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Submarine Acquisition and Removal – A Brief
History

It is notable that the RAN acquired
submarines in the early years of the Fleet,

but then disposed of them – primarily for
financial reasons, as will be seen.

During World War II the RAN did not
operate submarines in an offensive capacity.1

Yet submarines were deployed in this manner
from Australia; American, British and Dutch
submarines. The war in the Pacific was
prosecuted most successfully by the undersea
platform, with some commentators claiming
the war against Japan was primarily won by
the submarines’ capacities to choke trade.

After the war a decision was made to
acquire such weapons, and they have been
within the ADF’s armoury ever since.
Interestingly the first platforms were acquired
for anti-submarine training purposes.

During World War I the RAN had two
submarines, the AE1 and the AE2, both of
which were lost – the former went missing
during a deployment around Rabaul, and the

latter was scuttled after a successful offensive
action in the Dardenelles. A decision was
immediately made to acquire more submarines,
and in 1919 the Royal Navy “gifted” six “J”
class boats to the Australian Navy. These were
modern, fast vessels, with a speed on the
surface of 19.5 knots and a submerged speed
of nine knots. However, refitting for further
duty and the cost of maintaining them in a
time of fleet reductions due to post-war
manoeuvring saw the Navy scrap them in the
mid 1920s. 2,3

Even then the submarine option was not
fully discarded. Two “O”-class boats – at a
much smaller cost – were bought from Britain.
But by 1931 they too were discarded;
eventually returned to the RN due to a
combination of funding shortfalls, limitations
on submarine tonnage due to the London
Naval Treaty, and the anti-submarine feelings
of some RAN officers, particularly Rear
Admiral G.F. Hyde.

What therefore was the result of this
acquisition, then disposal, of submarines? First,

Deterrence, Capacity and Skill Retention:
Some thoughts on the acquisition or

removal of platforms within the
Australian Defence Force

By Lieutenant Tom Lewis, RAN

In the debate about whether the Australian Defence Force should acquire or dispense with
certain major pieces of equipment, some thought might be given to considerations of why we should
– or should not – have those items within our armoury. This article suggests there are three
important aspects which should be considered when debating whether or not we need a weapons
system. They are the deterrent effect of having those platforms for use in war; the peacetime
capacities that those platforms have which we would be discarding by removing them, and the skills
which those personnel who operate those platforms have which might be lost upon the platform’s
removal.

The article discusses historical examples of platform acquisition and removal, and also makes
comment upon the capacities of modern weaponry within the ADF’s armoury. It makes a proposal
that we should examine platform acquisition within these guidelines in the future.
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the RAN had acquired a deterrent factor by
possessing submarines. Knowing of the RAN’s
submarine force, a potential enemy might well
have been deterred from approaching
Australia’s coast. In reality, the loss of AE1
early in the war and the deployment of AE2 to
the Middle East meant that deterrence factor
effectively disappeared. However, the principle
is established – that by having a platform, so
too is the deterring threat of it also acquired. 

The RAN acquired peacetime capacities by
having these platforms. These included having
the submarines to practise anti-submarine
warfare upon them; the ability (only then
being developed) of covert intelligence
gathering, and the ability to develop surface
vessels’ abilities to best minimise or neutralise
the dangers posed by submarine attack.

Furthermore, the RAN acquired a range of
personnel skills along with the submarines.
These were diverse, and included:
– the ability to maintain and service

submarines;

– the ability to launch submarine weapons
such as torpedoes;

– the ability to attack surface ships from
underwater;

– the ability to hunt submarines from surface
ships; and

– the ability to move covertly in a submarine
and gather intelligence.
Despite this impressive list of abilities, at the

beginning of WWII the RAN had no
submarines at all. This had two important
repercussions for the country’s war effort:
Australia could not operate against Japanese
and German ships with this potent weapon, and
additionally Australia’s own forces could not
practise anti-submarine warfare. Indeed, the
Dutch submarine K9 was acquired during WWII
for precisely the latter reason, although it never
saw effective use, due to a variety of factors.

Deterrence
So, simply by possessing a platform type

the ADF and Australia has deterrence. A
potential aggressor knows that if conflict

HMA Submarine AE2 Photograph: Naval Historical Collection.
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comes, then that platform is there to perform
its range of functions. A case in point is the
RAN’s present submarine squadron. Knowing
of their existence, a potential aggressor must
take into account what those submarines can
do in time of conflict. The submarines, from
the Oberon platform to the Collins, are armed
with Mk. 48 torpedoes and Sub-Harpoon, a
subsonic cruise missile with a range of around
90 nautical miles. Each submarine therefore
represents a formidable threat, with both close
range and medium range precision weapons.

Given the covert nature of the undersea
strike, any enemy must convoy merchant
ships; maintain an active watch on board
warships for the submarines’ presence, and
know that the submarine can strike with its
torpedoes and cruise missiles a range of targets
which must be guarded against such strikes. 

It is important to realise the fact that the
platforms have deterrence merely by their
presence in the ADF’s armoury. So long as the
submarines are able to put to sea, and so long
as they have demonstrated their lethality by
publicised weapons practice, then the enemy
must factor in their presence. A multiplier
factor must also be taken into account. One
submarine, given its calculated endurance and
weapons range, can be a presence in a very
large circle, and it would take a number of
enemy platforms to guard against its presence.
So one submarine does not demand one anti-
submarine ship to cover it – it would demand a
number of frigates to guard each convoy; a
number of anti-submarine warfare (ASW)
platforms and measures to guard each harbour.
One submarine may indeed “tie up” quite a
number of enemy ships.

Defence Minister Ian McLachlan said in his
speech at the commissioning of the Collins-class
submarine HMAS Farncomb in January 19984:

We read and hear in the media, and it is
often claimed, that there is no foreseeable
threat to Australia. My view is, that if
HMAS Farncomb and her sister submarines
are even partially responsible for

maintaining that state of affairs for the next
30 years, the investment in their
construction and the dedication in training
and professionalism of the men and women
who man and support our submarines will
have been very worthwhile indeed.
If, of course, that submarine is removed

from the armoury, then all of its deterrence
is lost.

Peacetime Capacities
The peacetime capacities platforms have

are considerable. In scenarios short of war,
some ships, aircraft and Army units can
perform a range of functions unique unto
themselves. 

The modern submarine is suited to a wide
range of intelligence gathering measures, and
indeed this has often been a major submarine
role in the past. The Imperial Japanese Navy,
for example, gave submarines this role in their
first Combined Fleet Tactical Instruction:
“1. Submarines, aided by naval aircraft,
reconnoiter enemy bases or anchorages.”5

Submarines can loiter near foreign navies’
exercises, and gather sensor information about
platforms, so that they might be later listed and
catalogued. They can measure performance
capacities for those navies, so that a measure
of their effectiveness can be gauged. All of
these pieces of information could later be of
vital importance in times of conflict. And of
course, the knowledge of whether another
nation indeed does have capacity can be a
strong bargaining chip in future political
discussions. If, for example, our Government
knows that despite the presence of anti-ship
cruise missiles in a hostile nation’s armoury, it
has never successfully deployed one in
exercise, then our Government’s bargaining
position is made commensurately stronger.

A war platform in peacetime might also be
said to have “presence”. The submarine is not a
great example of this, for by its nature it
operates in a covert fashion. Nevertheless, it is
easy enough to release information to show a
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submarine or submarines are on station within
an area. The knowledge that Australian
submarines regularly patrol an area can limit
another nation’s potential aggression. 

The appearance of a squadron of ships
within another nation’s harbour on a “flag-
waving” visit can be a tangible reminder that
Australia possesses warships and all of their
fighting capacities. Such “showing the flag”
roles advertise the presence of Australia and its
will. How much do RAN visits to Pacific island
nations contribute to stability there and also to
Australia’s image as a “friendly big brother”?

It is easy to see further examples in the ADF
armoury. RAAF Hercules, for example, can:
– lift troops or civilians from point to point

to avoid conflict; e.g. act as evacuation
platforms;

– lift troops or civilians from point to point
to begin or sustain conflict; e.g. act as
peacemakers or peacekeepers, as in Timor;

– lift cargoes from point to point; and
– act as observation platforms.

Ships such as HMAS Tobruk can operate in
the same role, although with the twin added
benefits of being able to handle vastly more
tonnage and also provide her own evacuation
points – off helicopter landing fields or off
beaches via landing craft.

The Skill Base
By keeping a platform in service the ADF

retains the skills associated with maintaining
and operating that platform. For example, the
Orions have roles of long-range recon-
naissance and patrol, and maritime strike.

To take a large, four-engined aircraft a long
distance for many hours (the Orion can stay
aloft for 23); search for submarines, and
prosecute an attack against a target means a
range of complex skills must be embarked. The
pilots and flight engineer must be capable of
flying for long periods and obtain the
maximum cost benefit from the aircraft. This
might mean navigating long distances;
shutting down engines when the aircraft is

loitering; maintaining safe separation distances
– no mean feat low down and close to an
ocean; act in response to the warfare team
searching for the submarine, and if necessary
repeat the whole exercise time and again. Such
skills are not normally learnt in theory by
aircrew. They come from constant expert
training in the real environment. As such, if
they are not practised and maintained,
eventually they are lost.

The RAN possesses, for example a mere six
submarines. This is perhaps the bare minimum
needed to maintain deterrence, capacities and
the skill-base associated with operating this
particular platform. In a time of conflict, this
minimum capacity must be built upon at an
immense rate if it is assumed the war will last.
As an example, we can look at the numbers of
submarines Germany had at the beginning of
WWII – 576 – and compare that with the total
numbers available built by the end of 1941 –
249.7 By the end of the war she had built
1,162.8 By having submarines in its peacetime
armoury Australia possesses the range of skills
which can, if necessary, be built upon in war.

Australia lost a great deal of expertise
when it decided to move away from operating
an aircraft carrier. With the demise of HMAS
Melbourne in 1982, the Navy discarded a
collection of capacities. These ranged from the
maintenance and operation of an aircraft
carrier by naval seamen, to the operation of
both fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft from
a moving platform. To land or take off from a
platform high above the sea, which is moving
up and down as much as five metres in the
vertical plane, and rolling and yawing at the
same time, is a skill not lightly learnt. Yet the
political decision to scrap Melbourne was made
largely on cost grounds: “All parties found the
cost of carrier aviation daunting…”9 How much
consideration was made of the skills, which
would also be scrapped with her? 

It would certainly seem that the skill
capacities an aircraft carrier gives to a navy
were well known at the time the decision was
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being made that Melbourne was to pay off and
HMS Invincible was to be acquired from the
Royal Navy. A ministerial statement declared:

The acquisition of a purpose designed ship
provides a basis upon which to retain and
further develop a core of skills which could be
used in response to an emergency or a
contingency; it provides both flexibility for
response and a basis for expansion. 10

It is presumed that some of the skills went
to the capacity to operate helicopters from the
flight decks of Australia’s FFGs and the
ANZAC-class. However, many skills
associated with the use of fixed-wing aircraft
would have been lost. These included abilities
such as bombing land and sea targets;
strafing the same; acting as a forward
reconnaissance, providing targeting
information, acting as a Combat Air Patrol for
a task force, and more. All were aspects of
making war that could not be usefully passed
across to the helicopter pilots, whose main
role at the time was anti-submarine; transport
and search and rescue. Ironically, the ability
to attack shipping targets from the air is now
being re-learnt by the RAN with the
acquisition of the Kaman Super Seasprite and
Penguin missiles. 

The Future
Some comment has been made in the

development of the current White Paper about
sacrifices being made in the future. Does the
mention of “surface combatants” linked to the
word “only” mean thoughts are being
entertained that perhaps submarine
combatants will not be part of the ADF’s Order
of Battle?

…surface combatants will, in many
circumstances, be the only practicable
means which Australia possesses, or will
possess, in the foreseeable future of
deploying continuous combat power at all
but the shortest distances from the
mainland…. surface combatants are here to
stay because they are integral to the

effective operation of so many of our
defensive and offensive capabilities, not
least of which is our ability to deploy,
support and protect land forces by sea.11

Of course, the loss of a platform type need
not be made by a firm decision. Sometimes a
platform might quietly “softly and suddenly
fade away” as Lewis Carroll put it – and some
might see the recent disappearance of the two
DDGs Perth and Hobart as being such a
departure. The demise of these two ships leaves
one DDG – Brisbane – in the role of anti-air
and command facilities ship. This whittling
down of the surface fleet seems to many to
herald the loss of a certain type of weapons
platform: without having made a conscious
decision to do without such a type.

There are many dangers in paying off any
type of weapons platform. One of the prime
factors that precipitate such actions is the
notion of a “silver bullet” which may act as a
replacement – “…the idea that specialisation in
a particular capability will allow the ADF to
dispense with many other elements whose
utility seems questionable”, as Thomas
Coveney put it in Asia-Pacific Defence
Reporter. An example of this type of thinking
seems to be the embracing of ideas such as
Tomahawk acquisition. The acquisition of a
long-range strategic missile, the argument
runs, can therefore lead to other platforms
being discarded: in this particular argument,
perhaps leading to the demise of the long-
range strategic bomber the ADF possesses –
the F1-11.

However, what this article urges is that the
disposal of a platform is not so simple a
measure as it sounds. Disposal of anything
currently in the ADF’s armoury should take
recognition that three main aspects of its
presence need consideration: that of
deterrence, capacities and skill base. To do
otherwise may well lead Australia and its ADF
into a decision that in the end could prove
much more costly than first thought.
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some years she provided power to Flinders
Naval Depot, and eventually in 1930, was
stripped and her hull sunk for use as a
breakwater at the Sandringham Yacht Club Pier
in Port Phillip Bay. 
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UNCLOS Navigational Regimes

With the adoption of UNCLOS came the
formal recognition of maritime zones

incorporating varying degrees of coastal state
control over access to and exploitation of the
inherent resources.3 While Article 87 of
UNCLOS reinforces the principle of mare
liberum by stating that; “The high seas are
open to all states, whether coastal or land-
locked;”4 the extent of true high seas has been
significantly reduced through the creation of
territorial seas, contiguous zones and exclusive
economic zones (EEZ), and the existence of
archipelagic states. Such maritime zones now
occupy key straits and waterways, and
therefore maritime powers are keen to retain a
degree of freedom of navigation through these
areas despite their enclosure within the

territorial seas or EEZs of coastal states. As a
result, a navigational regime incorporating the
notion of innocent and transit passage was
included within UNCLOS. 

Innocent Passage
The rights to innocent passage by vessels in
the territorial sea have been developed
through a combination of both customary
international law, judicial decisions and
Conventions.5

First codified at the 1958 Convention on
the Territorial Sea and Contiguous Zone
(CTSCZ) the notion of innocent passage was
established to allow the transit of both
commercial and military shipping through
waters that, because of UNCLOS, were now
within the territorial sea of coastal states. This

The Applicability of Navigational Rights
Under UNCLOS During Times of Armed

Conflict
By Major B.A. Wood, RAA

Any measure of maritime interdiction or coercion comes into conflict with one of the most
fundamental principles of the law of the sea – that is, the principle of the freedom of the high seas.
Yet, even in its most expansive interpretation, the freedom of the high seas has never been an
unfettered freedom.1

For centuries the ability of states and individuals to utilise the world’s oceans has rested upon
the principle of mare liberum, as argued by the Danish academic Hugo Grotius in the 17th century.
Mare liberum, the notion of the freedom of the high seas, has since become customary international
law, with the key principle of this freedom being the right of navigation. Since the development of a
widely accepted Law of the Sea, however, this freedom of the seas has been diminished by the
growth of coastal states’ rights, primarily through the entry into force of the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Key amongst these rights is the ability to influence
the nature and location of passage of the world’s merchant and military navies. Integral to UNCLOS
is the existence of a navigational regime that details the varying degrees of freedom of passage that
can be exercised in certain maritime zones. This regime, however, was created in the context of
peace,2 and therefore its applicability during periods of armed conflict is uncertain.

This article will analyse the navigational regime as detailed within UNCLOS, with an emphasis
upon the respective rights of innocent and transit passage. Through examination of these aspects of
the regime in the context of periods of warfare or armed conflict since the inception of UNCLOS, this
article will seek to determine just how applicable these navigational rights are during times of war. 
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transit was allowed as long as it was
“innocent”; that being not prejudicial to the
peace, good order or security of the respective
coastal state. Actions of passing vessels that
are considered “not innocent” include the
launching and recovering of aircraft, the
loading or unloading of illegal substances or
people, and any fishing activity.6

With regard to warships, UNCLOS includes
a small sub-section dealing with rules
applicable to warships conducting innocent
passage. The key specific ruling is the
requirement for submarines to surface and
show their flag whilst navigating through
territorial seas,7 however, as Rothwell
concludes; “The basic proposition is that
warships are entitled to enjoy the right of
innocent passage through the territorial sea.”8

Since the creation of UNCLOS, however,
the instances of coastal states requiring prior
notification or authorisation for this innocent
passage of foreign warships, or even
temporarily suspending the right of innocent
passage, have been increasing. First debated at
the 1930 Hague Conference, initial resolution
was reached with the release of the statement:

As a general rule, a coastal state will not
forbid the passage of foreign warships in its
territorial sea and will not require a
previous authorisation or notification…9

Debate again continued at UNCLOS I and
III Conferences but, as Brown reported:

The unencumbered passage of warships is
clearly a very important aspect of innocent
passage for many of the parties to the
Convention and there would certainly be
strong grounds for regarding a requirement
of prior authorisation as an intolerable
restraint. A requirement of prior
notification … is at least less open to
objection, even though there must be few
Defence Departments which would favour
the idea of an obligation to inform foreign
states in advance of the movement of their
naval vessels.10

Debate continues today as to the
requirement for prior notification and/or
authorisation, and much of it centres on
nuclear powered and armed warships.11

Successive Law of the Sea Conferences
witnessed repetitive statements from nations
such as Albania, Romania, Yemen, and China,
who; “…reiterated that the Convention’s
provisions on innocent passage did not
prejudice the right of the coastal state to
require prior authorisation or notification for
the passage of foreign warships through the
territorial sea in accordance with its laws and
regulations.”12 UNCLOS, however, is definite in
stating that warships enjoy the right of
innocent passage, and nowhere does it call for
prior notification. 

The notion of innocent passage as a facet
of the navigational regime within UNCLOS has
a number of significant limitations with respect
to the unimpeded movement of military
vessels. As already indicated, “normal” mode
of transit cannot be used during innocent
passage, and this has implications for both the
movement of submarine forces and the
conduct of military activities or exercises
during passage. Moreover, UNCLOS empowers
the coastal state to temporarily suspend the
innocent passage of foreign shipping if it is
essential to ensure its own security.13 Such a
broad ruling is open to misuse by coastal
states, especially if passage by non-allied
nuclear-powered naval fleets is imminent. The
unreliability of innocent passage therefore
drove the major maritime powers at UNCLOS
to seek an alternate regime that would ensure
the unimpeded passage of their fleets through
key international straits and strategic maritime
choke points. The result was the creation of the
transit passage regime, applicable to straits
used for international navigation, the third
right of entry by foreign ships into a coastal
state’s territorial sea.
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Transit Passage
Arising from the 1949 Corfu Channel Case,

the International Court of Justice’s (ICJ)
judgement included the phrase; “Unless
otherwise prescribed in an international
convention, there is no right for a coastal state
to prohibit such [innocent] passage through
straits in time of peace.”14 This ruling, based
upon international customary law, came to be
represented within UNCLOS as the principle of
transit passage. As UNCLOS clearly articulates,
transit passage applies to straits that are used
by international shipping between one area of
EEZ or high seas and another, and therefore
fewer restrictions are placed on transit passage.
Significantly, for military vessels it also allows
warships to pass in normal mode of
continuous and expeditious transit.15 For
submarines, this enables submerged passage,
and for surface vessels part of a carrier task
force, this ruling has been interpreted to
include normal close air patrol (CAP) activity
and active use of radars. Most significantly,
overflight is also permitted in the airspace
above the international strait. In essence, the
adoption of the transit passage regime as a
navigational right allows the continuation of
the high seas or an EEZ through what would
otherwise be territorial seas, with the
accompanying reassurance that bordering
coastal states are not allowed to suspend
transit passage.16 

While vessels passing through an
international strait are required to show due
care toward the maritime environment and
refrain from threatening force against
bordering states’ territorial sovereignty, there is
still much conjecture over both where
international straits commence and finish, and
hence what activities are acceptable in their
“approaches”, as well as the nature of military
activity able to be conducted within the
international strait itself. While Article 58
enables all states to enjoy freedom of
navigation and overflight in the EEZ, it is still
a point of contention as to whether the

freedom of navigation enjoyed by warships
under the terms of Article 87 includes the
freedom to conduct military exercises. Brown
argues that military exercises are in fact well
established “internationally lawful” uses of the
sea, established under state practice and
subsequent customary international law.17

Indeed, UNCLOS contains no restrictions on
the conduct of military exercises within the
EEZ. Therefore, if agreement exists that
manoeuvres or military exercises are
acceptable to mare liberum, the logical
question is whether such activity can be
conducted during the transit passage of naval
and Air Force vessels through an international
strait? In the territorial sea such activity would
be considered “not innocent” and therefore the
coastal state would retain the right to deny
passage, however, within an international strait
this power is not as clearly defined. Moreover,
does the onset of war or armed conflict either
within the region or between states possessing
respective naval fleets or interests change the
situation at all?

Law of Neutrality
During the Third UN Conference on the
Law of the Sea, it was universally held that
the negotiations were not intended to touch
on the law of war and neutrality at sea. It
has been increasingly suggested, however,
that the transit passage regime as laid
down by the Convention…is nevertheless
applicable to international straits under
the jurisdiction of neutral states in times of
war or armed conflict.18

The outlawry of war by the UN Charter and
the (unrelated) international acceptance of
peacetime navigational rights has created legal
chaos. The relationship between UNCLOS and
the law of naval warfare, and principally the
law of neutrality at sea, remains unclear. For
belligerent states involved in a conflict,
passage of their naval, air and merchant fleets
through international straits is of paramount
importance, however, for nations bordering
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these straits, but not embroiled in the conflict,
maintaining their status of neutrality is of
equal significance. As Mayama argues;

Under the traditional law of neutrality at
sea, neutral coastal states have been
required to allow passage of belligerent
vessels through their international straits in
times of war, so long as the passage of the
vessels is innocent in nature...19

This traditional law, however, is in conflict
with the UNCLOS principle of transit passage,
and in particular the innocent nature, or
otherwise, of the passage being undertaken. It
is also generally accepted that the traditional
law of neutrality prohibits both the submerged
passage of belligerent submarines and the
overflight of belligerent military aircraft
through neutral international straits. Because
of this conflicting interpretation it has been
suggested that the transit passage regime
detailed within UNCLOS be applied to straits
under the jurisdiction of neutral states during
periods of conflict. Indeed, in 1987 the US
Navy (USN) adopted such a position in its
Commander’s Handbook on the Law of Naval
Operations (NWP9). The implications of such a
shift, however, are extremely significant. As
transit passage does not necessitate innocence
of passage, belligerent forces, including
submarines and air forces, could pass through
international straits in “normal” mode with
very limited security restrictions able to be
enforced by neutral coastal states.

The combination of UN focus remaining
toward a peaceful international environment,
and the world’s largest maritime power stating
that “peaceful” navigational rights are
applicable during times of conflict has resulted
in state practice, principally that of the USA,
reinforcing this notion of the wartime
application of UNCLOS navigational rights.
While the international community has
remained focussed on preserving the neutrality
of coastal states that allow the passage of
belligerent states’ vessels during times of war,
(as first prescribed in 1907),20 the major

maritime powers have sought change that will
prevent neutral states from controlling or
impeding the passage of naval vessels,
regardless of their intention, through
internationally recognised straits. In essence,
while passage of belligerent states’ vessels
through territorial seas can still be prevented, a
neutral state is no longer permitted to impede
or control transit through an international
strait.21

In the absence of a key agreement relating
specifically to navigational rights during times
of war or armed conflict, the adoption of the
UNCLOS principles of innocent and transit
passage for use during these times has been
reinforced by instances of state practice since
1982. The 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war, which will
be examined in further detail, illustrated what
Mayama calls; “…a tendency toward the
application of the transit passage regime to
neutral international straits;”22 however, this
application was transitional in nature. Through
examination of more recent periods of conflict
a better understanding can be gained of both
whether this transition of “peacetime”
navigational rights under UNCLOS to times of
armed conflict has occurred, and just how
applicable such rights have been.

US Navy’s Freedom of Navigation Program
Despite delays in ratifying UNCLOS,23 the

USA has long accepted the Convention’s
navigational principles as customary
international law, and since 1979 has sought
to use its position as a major naval power to
protect these navigational rights and freedoms
by exercising them where they are being
openly challenged. While the Freedom of
Navigation (FON) Program of the USA has as
its goal, “to foster coastal and island nation
compliance with UNCLOS,” it is also designed
to clearly demonstrate the non-acquiescence of
the USA to maritime claims that are excessive
or do not conform to the principles of
UNCLOS.24 The FON Program consists initially
of informal and formal diplomatic assertions
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and, if unsuccessful, an operational assertion
of navigational rights, principally innocent
passage through territorial seas and transit
passage through internationally recognised
straits that coastal states may claim as
territorial sea. The program is claimed to be
non-discriminatory in targeting all claims with
respect to navigational rights that do not
conform to UNCLOS, however, several states
are continually targeted. China, North Korea,
and Libya all maintain excessive claims,
including “maritime exclusion zones” within
territorial sea limits, and are favoured targets
for operational assertions. This often consists
of the USN exercising their right of innocent
passage through respective territorial seas. The
most infamous incident involving this FON
Program was the Black Sea “Bumping”
Incident of 1988. 

Although not during a time of open
hostilities, the Black Sea “Bumping” incident
occurred during a tense period of the USA-
USSR “inspired” Cold War. In February 1988,
two USN warships, the USS Caron and USS
Yorktown, were ordered to exercise the FON
Program by altering their courses so as to enter
Soviet territorial waters off the south-western
tip of the Crimean Peninsula. Upon entering
the 12Nm territorial water limit claimed by the
USSR under its 1983 Soviet Navigation Rules
domestic legislation, both ships were shadowed
by two Soviet warships. After manoeuvring to
within 50m of the USN vessels and issuing
verbal warnings about entering Soviet waters,
both Soviet vessels “bumped” into their USN
counterparts as they continued on their pre-
determined course. Little physical damage
resulted from this incident, and the USN
vessels remained “escorted” until they departed
Soviet waters, but both governments
exchanged a series of diplomatic protests over
the Black Sea “Bumping” Incident.25 These
protests included Soviet claims of the right to
require prior notification and authorisation for
the planned innocent passage of foreign
warships through its territorial waters, and that

this passage of the USN warships had not been
innocent because it deviated from the most
direct and expeditious route through the Black
Sea. The USA countered by re-emphasising the
purpose of its FON Program, but on 23rd
September 1989 both states reached a degree
of resolution over the right of innocent passage
of warships by signing the Uniform
Interpretation of Rules of International Law
Governing Innocent Passage. This agreement
was designed to diffuse any lingering tension
between the states, but the most surprising
aspect of the agreement was that, as Grunawalt
states;

… both parties … looked to UNCLOS to find
the applicable rules of international law
governing innocent passage. And they did
so even though neither had ratified that
Convention [at the time].26

Although this incident did not occur during
a period of armed conflict it did serve to
reinforce both the regard with which the
world’s major maritime powers held the
navigational rights as detailed in UNCLOS, and
the acceptability of those rights during times of
escalated tension, and potentially armed
conflict.

1982 Falkland Islands War
…the British reliance on exclusion zones
demonstrated that exclusion zones, while
not widely accepted under international
law, provide a realistic and workable
solution to some of the dangers inherent in
conducting opposed naval operations…27

Maritime exclusion zones are not
authorised under UNCLOS, and indeed are
actively tested by the USA’s FON Program.
Both UNCLOS and the USA FON Program,
however, have been established to operate
primarily during periods of peace, with the
latter reinforcing the freedom of navigation
principles established by the former
Convention. During periods of armed conflict
between two belligerent states, the situation
changes somewhat. On the 7th April 1982,



AUSTRALIAN DEFENCE FORCE JOURNAL  NO. 156  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER   200224

following the Argentinean invasion of the
Falkland Islands, the British Government
declared a Maritime Exclusion Zone (MEZ)
centred upon these islands. Any Argentinean
warship or auxiliaries found within this
200Nm MEZ were to be treated as hostile, and
therefore open to attack from Royal Navy (RN)
ships. This MEZ made no mention of
Argentinean aircraft, or of ships or aircraft
from third (or neutral) states. As such, it was
essentially limited in its purpose; that being to
force a political backdown by the Argentinean
Government, and the subsequent withdrawal
of its forces. Upon Argentina’s refusal to
withdrawal, the United Kingdom (UK)
proclaimed the MEZ to be a Total Exclusion
Zone (TEZ), thereby prohibiting all ships and
aircraft, civil or military, from entering the
area. Due to the isolation of this conflict, and
the distance from any international straits, this
TEZ declaration presumed that any third state’s
shipping or aircraft in the area could only be
there to support the Argentinean war effort.

While the declaration of a TEZ may seem
anathema to the concept of mare liberum and
of the navigational rights as detailed within
UNCLOS, both the MEZ and TEZ locations
were clearly articulated in Notices to Shipping.
Moreover, as Gilliland states; “Ships and
aircraft from other nations could enter the total
exclusion zone by obtaining prior
permission.”28 In this way, the creation of a
TEZ facilitated the innocent passage of
international shipping by limiting the extent of
hostile naval operations, thereby significantly
reducing the likelihood of an accidental attack
by belligerent forces. Upon conclusion of the
war the TEZ was replaced by a 150Nm
Falkland Islands Protection Zone, into which
Argentinean vessels were asked not to enter
without prior British Government permission.
This zone was lifted in 1990 following
agreement being reached on a new security
system that requires both nations to inform the
other of future air or naval exercises in vicinity
of the Falkland Islands.29

While UNCLOS makes no allowance for the
creation of exclusion zones such as those used
in the Falkland Islands War of 1982, these
zones were generally accepted by the
international community.30 Part of the reason
for this general acceptance was the fact that
the declaration of such zones did not impact
upon the principle of freedom of navigation,
later expressed within the innocent passage
regime of UNCLOS, and because as Churchill
and Lowe correctly state;

… the United Kingdom conducted the whole
of the 1982 naval conflict over the Falkland
Islands…on the basis of its rights of self-
defence.31

Under Article 51 of the UN Charter, the UK
conducted military operations in order to resolve
an issue of disputed territorial sovereignty, and
military planners believed that the most
expedient method of resolving this dispute
included the use of properly regulated exclusion
zones within which to conduct naval operations.
Unlike the maritime exclusion zones targeted by
the USA in its FON Program that both impede
innocent passage of military and merchant
shipping, and are permanent in nature, the
Falkland Islands exclusion zones upheld the
notion of mare liberum by clearly specifying
their location and remaining only for the period
of the armed conflict. Overarching all of this was
the fact that they were declared as part of the
UK’s response under UN Charter Article 51 to an
invasion of its sovereign territory. For these
reasons this use of limited maritime exclusion
zones found favour within the international
community. It can therefore be argued that, as
long as the establishment of such exclusion
zones is limited to naval operations of a
particular conflict, and follows certain rules,
including, as suggested by Gilliland, that;
“Exclusion zones should not be declared in
international straits, archipelagic sea lanes, or
other heavily trafficked areas;”32 then widespread
acceptance of the concept will remain.
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1984-1988 Iran-Iraq “Tanker” War
Under the traditional laws of naval warfare

and law of neutrality, belligerent states have
the right to conduct operations against neutral
shipping as a means of limiting the economic
trade of enemy states. As stated by Astley and
Schmitt;

…belligerent warships in the exercise of
their right of visit and search may board
neutral merchant vessels outside neutral
waters and inspect their cargo.33

In attempts to wage economic warfare
within the context of the military conflict that
was the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War, both
belligerent states moved beyond “visit and
search” operations. From 1984 Iraq began
targeting oil tankers within its exclusion zone
in the vicinity of the Kharg Island oil terminal,
and any tankers within Iran’s self-declared
exclusion zone running along its entire Persian
Gulf coastline. Iran, in response, began the
indiscriminate targeting of all shipping
proceeding to and from Gulf ports, even while
within Kuwait’s territorial sea.34 In 1987 as
many as 174 ships were targeted for attack by
both sides within the Persian Gulf, the Strait of
Hormuz, and Gulf of Oman.35 The
consequences of both Iranian and Iraqi actions
during the so-called “Tanker War” of 1984-88;
principally the establishment of exclusion
zones within one of the busiest waterways in
the world, and then attacking all shipping
within these areas, impinged upon
navigational rights under UNCLOS. The
response of the world’s major maritime powers
was multi-faceted, but essentially was intended
to uphold the applicability of both innocent
and transit passage regimes, in conjunction
with the inherent right of self-defence as
afforded by the UN Charter.

The US-led multinational armada was
deemed to be neutral in this war, and had the
mission of ensuring collective defence of
neutral shipping in order to secure the free and
uninterrupted flow of oil from the Gulf States.
In response to Iran’s legal right to conduct

“visit and search” operations, the US
Government chose to convoy its ships,
including 11 re-flagged Kuwaiti oil tankers,
within the Strait of Hormuz and the Persian
Gulf. The USN certified that the ships that it
was escorting were contraband-free, thereby
impeding Iranian attempts to stop and inspect
these vessels. The USA also argued that its
manoeuvres and military “exercises” within the
Persian Gulf were legitimate under the terms of
transit passage, while Iran in particular
disputed such actions as both threatening to its
territorial sovereignty and illegal because they
were occurring within its self-declared
exclusion zone. After enduring both missile
attacks and significant damage to its warships
from floating mines within an international
strait, the USN moved beyond its mission of
escorting neutral convoys in accordance with
the transit passage regime.36 Subsequent
attacks on Iranian boats and mine-layers, and
the destruction of a military ocean platform
that was suspected of launching missiles at
USN ships and aircraft went beyond
reinforcement of the navigational regimes of
UNCLOS, however, these actions were justified
to the international community as acts of self-
defence under the UN Charter.

As mentioned previously, the application of
navigational regimes under UNCLOS during
the “Tanker War” of 1984-88 was transitional
in nature. International action came as a result
of the combination of reinforcement of the
laws of neutrality and the principle of transit
passage, and the right of self-defence as
stipulated by the UN. In essence, the
navigational rights upheld by the transit
passage regime allowed the international
community to intervene in naval operations
being conducted in the Iran-Iraq War. The
actions that followed, however, were
extensively the realm of collective self-defence
under the terms of the UN Charter, and
therefore beyond UNCLOS.
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1990-1991 Persian Gulf War
The international community sought, under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter, to coerce
one of its members to accede to its will by
establishing a total and complete economic
embargo through the use of a maritime
interdiction.37

The actions of various navies in conducting
maritime interception operations (MIO) within
the context of the Persian Gulf War, both as a
part of the right of individual and collective
self-defence prior to formal UN Security
Council (UNSC) authorisation, and
subsequently under the authority of UNSC
Resolution 665 of 25th August 1990, have
been given a number of different labels.
Despite differing interpretations, as Robertson
correctly argues, the characteristics of the MIO
against Iraq conducted during this war did not
involve the seizure or capture of vessels
attempting to penetrate the interception zone.
Pending inspection of documents and cargo
holds for prohibited goods, vessels were
allowed to proceed to transhipment ports such
as Aqaba. Vessels carrying prohibited cargo
were diverted to ports other than in Iraq.38

Because the passage of shipping was not
prevented, the naval operations were not
consistent with a traditional blockade, but
rather an MIO. As detailed by Zeigler;

MIOs are a legitimate form of mare
clausum, and have roots in blockade and
visit and search. However, blockade and
visit and search are distant ancestors in
that they are belligerent rights while MIOs
are not….MIOs are closer to the concepts of
pacific blockade and quarantine, as they are
designed to resolve disputes peacefully, but
allow limited and controlled force to be
used…39

For this reason, MIOs are a widely accepted
form of naval operation during times of armed
conflict because they do not seek to escalate
the situation and only control the passage of
international shipping, rather than impede it.
As such, US action to commence MIO in areas

of the Persian Gulf including the Strait of
Hormuz, Straits of Tiran and other choke
points, and in the vicinity of key ports and oil
pipeline terminals prior to receiving formal
UNSC authorisation were widely supported as
they reinforced the war effort without
significantly impeding the right of innocent
passage for shipping through the Gulf.40

Moreover, these actions were also consistent
with state practice during other post-WWII
conflicts involving naval operations.

As with the situation in the same region
between 1984 and 1988; “…the United States
and other significant powers operate[d] navies
around the world, and certainly near the
historic global flashpoints, such as the Persian
Gulf.”41 This ability of maritime powers such as
the USA and UK to have naval forces deployed
to such flashpoints as the Persian Gulf region
lies within the navigational principles
contained in UNCLOS. The authority for these
forces to conduct military exercises also lies
within the transit passage regime, however, the
authority for naval powers such as the USA to
protect shipping within an international strait,
or enforce the economic goals of a larger
military campaign is derived from either the
inherent right of individual and collective self-
defence contained within the UN Charter,
principally Article 51, or a specific UNSC
Resolution. As evidenced by recent conflicts,
the UNCLOS principles of innocent and transit
passage are applicable during times of war, but
will always be overcome by states’ rights of
self-defence and subsequent UNSC
authorisation to utilise; “…such action by air,
sea or land forces as may be necessary to
maintain or restore international peace and
security.”42 This delineation will not change
because UNCLOS and its navigational rights
were developed for a time of peace. The fact
that naval operations during the 1990-91
Persian Gulf War, the most intense period of
conventional armed conflict since the drafting
of UNCLOS, incorporated maintenance of the
principles of innocent and transit passage
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when Article 42 in fact allows for a complete
naval blockade, indicates the significance of
these navigational rights to the international
community during both times of peace and
armed conflict. 

Conclusion
The law of the sea has continually evolved
throughout the twentieth century and in
the last 50 years has reflected a
combination of State practice and
conventional law. While UNCLOS is
therefore the basis for an understanding of
the law of the sea regarding innocent [and
transit] passage, there is also a need to
reflect upon state practice to gain a
complete understanding...43

This statement is particularly pertinent to
understanding the applicability of UNCLOS’
navigational rights during periods of armed
conflict. Since 1982, the major maritime
powers have taken it upon themselves to apply
the navigational principles of UNCLOS when
required in response to an outbreak of armed
hostilities. The USA has also stated
categorically that the principles of innocent
and transit passage apply equally to times of
war, thereby attempting to eliminate any
confusion over rights and obligations that may
have stemmed from the previous traditional
law of neutrality. Even when state practice has
included the creation of a maritime exclusion
zone, not specifically authorised under
UNCLOS, the application of such zones has
often been conducted with a view to limiting
the impediment to the freedom of navigation
inherent within the transit and innocent
passage regimes.

Despite protests from nations bordering
international straits or key strategic maritime
choke points, the actions of the major maritime
powers in utilising the navigational rights
afforded to them by UNCLOS to pre-position
active naval fleets in international straits have
gained widespread approval from the
international community. The subsequent

actions of these naval fleets within the context
of the particular military operation remains
outside the scope of UNCLOS, and has usually
been justified by reference to the UN Charter or
UNSC Resolutions sanctioning the use of such
force. The fact that this recent use of naval
force has been conducted with a view to
limiting the effect on maritime navigation is
testament to both the world’s contemporary
reliance upon seaborne trade and the
recognition of the applicability of the
navigational rights as detailed in UNCLOS
during times of war.

The truly successful application of UNCLOS
navigational rights to times of armed conflict
has indeed come through state practice. As
such, these principles have withstood the test
of battle, and while sometimes modified
through varying state interpretation, their
intent has been firmly established as the basis
for conducting contemporary naval operations.
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Recognising that the ability to predict the
nature of future warfare is difficult and is

likely to only produce a 70 per cent solution is
critical to understanding the need to adjust the
conduct of operations in the future.1 This
adjustment is undertaken to make up for the
changes in the nature of warfare that was
unable to be predicted. The ability to recognise
the difference between the predicted nature of
warfare, the current force capabilities and the
actual nature of warfare required, and then
change to meet the new conditions faster than
the adversary, is critical for future success. This
is the hallmark of an adaptable, versatile and
intelligent force.

Technology is often looked upon as being
an insurance policy at getting a result better
than 70 per cent. Technology will be unable to
solve all problems likely to appear in the
future. Again history has many examples of
where technologically superior forces have
been defeated by less technologically capable
forces. The perception that technology has the

solution to our future problems is contrary to
historical reality.

This article will highlight, through the use
of historical examples, that future success lies
within the human and not the technological
dimension. The human dimension provides the
ability to recognise the need for change. This
ability to recognise the need for and the style
of change will determine success. The mind is
therefore the key to victory. The rigorous
training of the mind through the study of
history, military theory and the conduct of
practical applications, trains the mind to be
able to recognise the need for change. The
mind is able to interpret information, gain
knowledge and evolve into understanding,
against the backdrop of history and theory. It
is only within the human dimension that
change can be either enacted or rejected, with
technology merely being a companion. 

France 1940
The French Army pre-World War II, was a

technologically superior and better trained

Mens est Clavis Victorai
(The Mind is the Key to Victory)

By Lieutenant Colonel Philip R. Swinsburg

The Australian Defence Force (ADF) is presently facing a period of high tempo. Local security
in Australia continues to remain higher due to the September 11 terrorist attack in the United
States. The Australian Government has committed personnel to the “war on terrorism”, against the
backdrop of ongoing commitments to curtail illegal boat arrivals, the United Nation mission in East
Timor, the Peace Monitoring Group in Bougainville, and an uncertain situation in the Solomon
Islands. There is also continued unrest throughout the Indonesian Archipelago. The emergence of
threats along non-traditional lines and an increase in intra-state instead of inter-state conflict
presents the Australian Government with an unpredictable future for the employment of the
Australian military.

The ability to predict the nature of future warfare is difficult but necessary for national survival.
It is a process that must be conducted to the best of our ability. History describes how many
countries have tried to predict the nature and location of future warfare. History also describes that
almost all countries get this process wrong. The challenge for the ADF is not to make better guesses
about the future, but to be more flexible and versatile in our planning of the future force, so that
when the time comes, we can tailor the most correct response.
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force than that of the German Army. Due to
the massive expansion of the Germany Army
from 1933, only 38 per cent of soldiers were
properly trained.2 Non-Motorised units still
relied upon horses for logistics and troop
movement. In September 1940, only 5-6 per
cent of German units were equipped with
modern equipment, and only 14 of the 103
divisions were fully motorised.3 The German
Army’s initial victories lay not so much within
itself, but in the weakness of its enemies.4 The
Germans speedy victories against a
technologically superior French force was
because the Germans operated differently to
what the French had expected.

The fundamental difference between the
French and the German Armies did not lie in
the equipment used, but in the way they were
used and developed. At the core of the German
Army lay the doctrinal concept of decisive
manoeuvre. These concepts were informed by
previous military planners and theorists such
as Frederick the Great, Carl von Clausewitz,
Gerhard Scharnhorst, Helmut von Moltke and
Alfred von Schlieffen. The German lessons
from World War I emphasised the need for the
German military to have greater mobility. 

The development of the tank and the radio
allowed units to operate independently. Lorry
trucks allowed logistics to support the
mechanised forces, enhancing their mobility.
An emphasis on mission command orders
(Auftragstaktik) was enforced allowing
commanders to better overcome the added
friction caused by the increased pace of
operations. Supporting arms were integrated
into individual units, and where possible were
made mobile.

In contrast the French maintained an
emphasis on static warfare. The French
predicted a future war with Germany would be
fought similar to the last with static trench
warfare and massed infantry assaults. The
French had formulated a doctrine, organised
and equipped units for the wrong type of war.
The French had built an Army they thought

could win decisively in a World-War I-type
struggle.5 Hence, the development of modern
tanks and artillery were not employed as
mobile units but relatively static infantry
support weapons. French artillery was only
used to fire in support of massed infantry
assault. The French maintained a small
standing Army with the desire for large-scale
mobilisation once war was declared, denying
the ability for technical training and
reinforcing the massed infantry assault
concept. With the French Maginot Line
holding the southern French border against
German penetration, the French intended to
advance through Belgium, joining battle with
the Germans in a meeting engagement similar
to 1914. The attack by the Germans through
the Ardennes Forest, precisely at the point
where the French were weakest,
psychologically paralysed the French High
Command. 

The German Army used the inter-war
period as a time of renewal. General Hans von
Seekt was in charge of the re-organisation of
the German Army from 1920-1926. Von Seekt
is credited with starting the German Army on
the road to modern day motorisation. On
September 1, 1921, Von Seekt issued Army
Regulation 487 Leadership and Battle with
Combined Arms.6 This document described Von
Seekt concept for combined arms that were
heavily influenced by teachings from Helmuth
von Moltke and Alfred von Schlieffen,
emphasising mobility and flank attacks. Von
Seekt insisted that tanks be represented “in war
games and maneuvers as often as possible” so
that troops could learn to cooperate with them
in attacks and practice anti-tank defence.7 Von
Seekt’s Army Regulation allowed new concepts
to be explored, and develop ways of fighting
within an environment of rapid decision
making. The German Army’s emphasis on
continual improvement after the defeat in
World War I encouraged experimentation and
the acceptance of change as well as the
acceptance of failure.
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Technology was not the critical determinate
of the defeat of France in 1940. France
maintained technologically and numerically
superior tanks and artillery to Germany.
France, however, forgot that “war is not waged
against an abstract adversary, but against a
real one who must always be kept in mind.”8

Germany was influenced by history, while the
French were blind to it. Germany’s command
climate accepted the need for change and
provided the means for junior commanders to
provide new ideas and challenge existing ideas
through the means of wargames and applying
technology. Analysis by the French should
have provided the realisation that Germany
was unable to sustain a two front war. Hence,
Germany’s need for speed and mobility to
resolve a conflict on either front. France’s
adoption of static defences, its reliance upon
slow mobilisation plans, and the conduct of a
counter-attack, did not strike at countering the
adversary’s strategy of mobility and speed.
France did not use its relative advantage in
technology to complement the nature of
warfare that existed. 

France’s ability to accurately predict the
nature of future warfare was hampered by an
over-reliance on centralised command and
little acceptance of new ideas and tactical
innovation. The invasion of Poland provided
an example of Germany’s style of warfare.
France had adopted a deliberate strategy based
upon their anticipation of the continuation of a
similar style of warfare from 1918. Both
Germany and France looked back at World
War I. In the technology of the second stage of
the industrial revolution, France saw a means
of perfecting the past; but Germany saw a
means of leaping beyond it.9 The inability to
recognise the changed nature of warfare
resulted in France’s 1940 defeat. The challenge
for organisations today is to identify the need
for change without having to suffer a military
defeat.

Another example of the changing nature of
warfare is the conflict in South Vietnam

between the United States-led coalition,
including Australia, against North Vietnam
and communism. The Vietnam conflict
provides an example of where another
technologically superior force, limited by
political objectives, was unable to change to
the nature of warfare which existed.

Vietnam
The strategy in the Vietnam War adopted

by Ho Chi Minh evolved over time and after a
careful study of the way the US military and
coalition partners were fighting the war in
Vietnam. It relied heavily upon concepts of
protraction developed by Mao Tse Tung, using
both time and space as weapons against the
adversary. 

The strategy of a protracted operation
allows time to be used as a trade-off for
superior adversary size and strength. It creates
in the adversary’s mind a sense of endlessness,
reducing the hope of victory. This in turn
generates a secondary psychological effect. The
fact of protracted conflict rather than the issue
of war itself, becomes the chief destructive
force at work. This erodes values such as
loyalty, integrity and honour, without which a
society or a military force cannot exist.
External to the country, protracted conflict
obscures the world’s understanding of what is
actually occurring and makes for easy
manipulation of external perception, especially
through the media.

The US national strategy to combat
communism in Vietnam was one of
containment, with the aim of preventing
nuclear escalation or Chinese intervention. The
military strategy adopted by the US was one of
counter-insurgency operations complemented
by training and material assistance to the
South Vietnamese military and political
support to the Diem Government. However, in
early 1964, the North Vietnamese started to
send regular forces into South Vietnam
changing the nature of warfare.10 This change
provided a tangible link to a state-based actor
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attempting to conduct a strategic offensive to
take over another country.11 These North
Vietnamese regular forces were involved in the
conflict with the US 1st Cavalry Division in the
Ia Drang Valley in November 1965. Instead of
being viewed as a demonstration of the nature
of warfare that had to be fought, this battle was
viewed as an anomaly to the broader strategy
of counter-insurgency.

The US military strategy of counter-
insurgency focused upon the symptom of the
war and not the cause. The US was restricted to
the degree of military activity undertaken due
to political constraints, yet never adopted a
military strategy able to solve the strategic
problem. The counter-insurgency operations
waged by the US and her coalition partners
were tactical in nature with no ability to be
linked to strategic success.

Time and space became the weapons used
by North Vietnam, rather than the goals.12 In
order for the US to realise the outcome of their
strategy they needed to redefine fundamentally
what the adversary was attempting to achieve.
The North Vietnamese adopted a paradoxical
strategy, whereby in order to win they simply
had to avoid defeat. The US on the other hand,
had to win decisively in order to claim victory
and therefore conduct operations over a short
time period. But the US maintained a
conventional approach to the conduct of
operations, defining military success in attrition
of an adversary’s military force, not through the
attainment of operational or strategic
objectives.

The Vietnam War was also characterised by
technological over-match by the US. Yet the
superior technology and the reliance upon it did
not ensure victory. The North Vietnamese study
of the US and coalition partners vulnerabilities,
resulted in the North Vietnamese adopting a
strategy to attack those vulnerabilities.
Intangible concepts such as time and space
were used as an asymmetrical weapon against a
military that defined success through attrition.
The US and Allies military mind, having trained

and equipped for a conventional conflict in East
Europe, was unable to adapt to the new nature
of warfare. 

The Vietnam War highlighted a significant
shift in the nature of warfare, from largely
conventional to unconventional and guerilla
operations. The outcome was a failure in
strategic military doctrine. Specifically, it was a
failure due to the military’s inability to focus on
political objectives to be achieved, in this case,
the containment of North Vietnam and not
counter-insurgency.13

Adaptability of Adversary Continues
Subsequent conflicts continue to reinforce

the paradigm that the nature of warfare is
continually changing and every conflict is
different from the past. The changes to warfare
continue to reinforce Clausewitz’s notion that
warfare is not waged against a lifeless entity,
but a living, breathing and adaptable opponent. 

The Kosovo Conflict provides another
example of an adaptable adversary. Far from
reinforcing the advantages of superior
technology and air supremacy, the Kosovo
Conflict highlighted the problem with a one-
dimensional approach to warfare. The Serbian
reaction to the US airpower display resulted in a
reaction very similar to that of the North
Vietnamese during the Vietnam War. Serbian
forces dispersed their equipment, improved
camouflage and used complex terrain and
deception to counter US air supremacy.
Slobodan Milosovic and the Serbian military
were prepared to endure the threat of firepower
alone at the expense of protracting the conflict.
The Serbian dispersion however, made them
more vulnerable to the ground forces of the
Kosovar Liberation Army (KLA) ultimately
causing them to reposition, thus making them
more vulnerable to air attack. This combined
with the ground threat from Task Force HAWK
in Macedonia and Albania, and the bombing of
Belgrade, ensured the capitulation of the
Serbian forces. This process took 78 days, much
longer than the few days originally expected.
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General Wesley Clark, NATO Supreme Allied
Commander in Europe, commented that “it was
neither the conflict we had prepared for nor
the war we wanted to fight… we had to learn a
new kind of war, while we were fighting it.”14

In 1999 two Chinese Air Force Colonels,
Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, published
Unrestricted Warfare, a treatise for developing
countries to compensate for their military
inferiority during a high tech war against the
United States. They state that:

war itself has now been changed…A war
(1991 Gulf War) which changed the world
ultimately changed war itself...what we are
referring to are not changes in the
instruments of war, the technology of war,
the modes of war, or the forms of war.
What we are referring to is the function of
warfare…The only point which is certain is
that, from this point on, war will no longer
be what it was originally…It is impossible
for us to deny the impact on human society
and its soul of the new motivations
represented by economic freedom, the
concept of human rights, and the awareness
of environmental protection, but it is certain
that the metamorphosis of warfare will
have a more complex backdrop. 15

Liang and Xiangsui describe warfare in the
future as being determined by the
“unrestricted” nature of warfare. They believe
the concept of warfare is no longer limited to
the Clauzewitzian maxim of “using armed
force to compel the enemy to submit to one’s
will”, but rather “using all means, including
armed force or non-armed force, military and
non-military, lethal and non-lethal means to
compel the enemy to accept one’s interests.”16

Liang and Xiangsui state that future warfare
will see a reduction in (state based) military
violence, but an increase in political, economic
and technological violence.”17

The treatise described by Liang and
Xiangsui is an example of how in order to
overcome technological disparity, less
technologically capable countries are

beginning to describe future warfare and how
it may need to be fought. The ADF needs to be
able to adapt to this new concept should it
appear. Both Mao Tse Tung and his concept of
Protracted War, as well as Liang and Xiangsui
Unrestricted Warfare are examples of
alternative approaches to warfare being
proposed and/or adopted.

Complex Adaptive Organisation
How then must the ADF train its future

leaders to be able to recognise when changes
need to be made and why is the prediction
process inherently faulty? The answer lies in
the understanding of complexity. Most military
organisations are complex adaptive
organisations and hence adapt and change
unpredictability to external factors.

Generally, a complex adaptive system is an
organisation that can change unpredictably.
The organisation is also capable of
spontaneously self-organisation meaning that
as individual components interact, they can
produce a synergistic, albeit unpredictable
effect, not inherent by the individual
components. Such are the benefits described
from a Joint Force. 

A complex adaptive organisation is also
capable of learning from its experiences,
allowing it to anticipate what the organisation
needs to do to be successful in the future. For
this reason, the ability to predict how military
organisations will perform in the future is very
difficult due to the number of variables to
consider. The ability to predict the future out to
the year 2020 contains many thousands of
possible variables unable to be modeled
accurately. As the requirement to predict
further into the future increases, the level of
complexity increases exponentially. However,
conflicts are not fought in the future, but in the
present. Therefore, the ability to respond to
unfamiliar military environments quickly will
contribute to success. The amount of change
required is determined upon the accuracy of
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the prediction process and how closely the
prediction of future warfare reflects reality. 

The ability to adapt and learn is not limited
to Western militaries. Any adaptive complex
organisation is capable of change and will
change. Therefore, any prediction about the
future nature of warfare that the ADF conducts
is likely to be incorrect. It will be incorrect not
necessarily because of poor prediction, but
because the adversary will continually change.
The speed of change that the ADF undertakes
and the adaptability of the ADF are therefore
critical to future success. The ability to
recognise the nature of warfare that the
adversary has embarked upon, and countering
that strategy quicker than the enemy has the
ability to respond, will result in future success. 

The Mind is the Key 
The study of complex organisations such as

the military allows linkages to be identified
and a greater appreciation for the effect actions
will have on those organisations. The study of
military theory provides a theoretical
framework emphasising how to think about
conflict, war, and the responsibilities of the
profession of arms. The study of history
provides examples of the relationship to
military theory and the evolution of the nature
of warfare. Through the study of history and
military theory together, the mind is able to see
order in apparent chaos. Through the practical
application of contemporary problems, the
mind is able to link past examples with the
theory of warfare, allowing the mind to
overcome complex problems. Study allows the
mind to see the system as a whole and
understand the linkages within systems.
Understanding therefore, that military
organisations are complex adaptive
organisations and are likely to change; leaders
who have been trained in military theory and
history will be more capable of understanding
the issues of complexity that face the ADF in
the future. These leaders will be able to more

readily recognise the type and style of change
needed.

The mind provides the key to a
commander’s ability to visualise and
conceptualise the battlefield. It provides the
commander with the ability for insight,
something which technology will never be able
to provide. Visualisation enables the
commander to form a mental picture of the
current situation and a future state, enabling
the commander to see the friendly and
adversary forces and terrain in terms of time
and space and purpose. The mind provides the
“intellect that, even in the darkest hour, retains
some glimmerings of the inner light which
leads to truth; and second the courage to
follow this faint light wherever it may lead.”18

Presently the ADF does not target
individuals for specialist operational planning
studies, preferring to adopt a generalist
approach. This approach is cost-effective, but
may not be suitable for the level of complexity
facing the ADF in the future. A course similar
to the one conducted by the United States
Army, School of Advanced Military Studies
(SAMS) is needed by the ADF. The US SAMS
course was started during the US Army
renewal period in the post-Vietnam era. It is
designed to train military officers to think and
provide solutions to commanders on complex
military problems. The level of study
undertaken and the depth of knowledge
graduates of this program possess is presently
not matched by any other Western military
school.

Conclusion
A study by the French prior to 1940,

incorporating history and an honest
interpretation of the nature of warfare should
have resulted in the need for a more mobile
approach to warfare, than the one adopted.
France’s technological and numerical
superiority did not provide the pathway to
success. A similar study by the US during their
operations in Vietnam would have lead to the
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realisation that their present military strategy
would not lead to the attainment of the
strategic objectives. The hesitation to change
operations and the over-reliance upon
technology also contributed to the US and
coalition members’ demise in Vietnam.

The Kosovo Conflict is recognition of the
synergy able to be achieved when joint forces
are finally brought to bear upon an adversary.
The one dimensional air operations resulted in
an unnecessary protraction of the conflict,
increasing the friction brought about by the
political dimension. This increased political
involvement to which General Clark refers is
tangible evidence of the nature of future
warfare. 

Other insights into the nature of future
warfare have been provided by articles such as
Unrestricted Warfare and Protracted
Operations. The ADF needs to ask itself
whether we are preparing our future leaders for
the level of complexity likely to be experienced
on the future battlefield. Are we mentally
adaptable enough to change organisations,
doctrine, training and capabilities at short
notice to meet a threat? The ability to rapidly
change and arrest the initiative back from the
adversary will determine how quickly the ADF
will be able to resolve future conflict.

The nature of warfare will continue to
change. Potential adversaries will also continue
to change to improve their possibilities of
success. The prediction of future warfare will
need to undergo continual adjustment and
refinement. Technology cannot predict the
nature of future warfare and must be driven by
the human dimension’s ability to understand
the variables and work within a complex
environment. Technology is merely an enabler
to the resolution of the conflict, not the
determinant. The ADF must focus upon the
human dimension for future success. The mind
is therefore the key to victory.
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sub-warfare, that is, the embryonic form of
another kind of warfare.” p. 6.

18. Carl Von Clausewitz. 1976, On War, p. 102.
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