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The Geddes Papers 
The Geddes Papers are named for Brigadier Ian Geddes who, in a distinguished 37 year 
career in the Australian Army, saw active service in WWII, Korea, Malaya and Vietnam. 
Brigadier Geddes was also a graduate of the Royal Military College, Duntroon, the first course 
of the Army Staff College at Fort Queenscliff in Victoria and the United Kingdom’s Imperial 
Defence College (now the Royal College of Defence Studies). Unusually for an Australian 
officer of his time, his career combined the practical experience of war with a broad 
professional military education. 
 
It was because of his education that, in 1970, Geddes was selected as the inaugural 
Director of the Joint Services Wing (JSW) of the Australian Services Staff College in 
Canberra. Between 1970 and 1972, he and his team were highly successful in their task 
of setting the new institution on a sound educational footing. In July 1972, the JSW 
changed its name to the Australian Joint Services Staff College (JSSC). 
 
In 2001, the three single service staff colleges were collocated in Canberra on the site of 
the JSSC, as the Australian Command and Staff College (ACSC). In 2019, the Australian 
War College was established to bring professional military education conducted at Weston 
Creek under one banner. The Australian Command and Staff College was renamed the 
Australian Command and Staff Course. Today the AWC is a centre for excellence in the 
education of selected career officers for command and staff appointments at the O-6 and 
O-5 levels in single Service, joint and integrated environments. 
 
The Geddes Papers are produced by the Australian Defence College on behalf of the 
Commandant of the Australian War College. These papers represent the best student 
essays of the previous year’s ACSC intake and are selected to represent a variety of 
opinions from students attending the ACSC(MA), both residential and Part Time and 
Capability Management programs. 
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Foreword 
The papers in this edition of the Geddes Papers reflect the breadth of experience, analytical 
rigour, and professional curiosity across our student body. Collectively, they demonstrate a 
commitment to engaging with the complex issues that will shape our future. 

Encouraging robust, informed, and sustained debate among Australian Command and Staff 
Course (ACSC) members is fundamental to advancing mastery of the profession of arms. 
These discussions are grounded with a clear understanding of the strategic environment in 
which we operate, and where we will be called to serve. Such discourse is vital to driving 
adaptation across Defence and the broader national security enterprise, sharpening focus on 
the intellectual, moral, technological, and human dimensions that make war a complex 
undertaking. 

For the first time, members of the ACSC Capability Management program have contributed 
papers offering detailed insights into the technical and integration requirements necessary to 
bring new platforms and systems into service. Their work provides an important complement 
to the ACSC Military Art programs by translating operational concepts and strategic intent, 
into practical capability outcomes. 

I commend the authors for their professionalism, commitment and insight. I encourage readers 
to approach these papers with curiosity and critical thought. May they stimulate discussion, 
inform decision making, and strengthen the intellectual foundations upon which our profession 
rests. 
 

 
Brigadier Lara Troy, CSC 
Commandant, Australian War College 
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The Prudent and the 
Precarious: An Analysis of 
Bangladesh’s Tripolar Hedging 
Strategy 
Author 

Wing Commander Abdullah Al Mamun, psc, GD(P), is a fighter pilot in the Bangladesh Air 
Force and a graduate of the Australian Command and Staff Course (ACSC) Class of 2025. 
He is presently serving as Directing Staff at the Defence Services Command and Staff College 
(DSCSC), Dhaka, where he contributes to professional military education. 

Introduction: The Rationality of Small-State Hedging 

The intensifying U.S.-China strategic rivalry, coupled with India’s ascent as a regional power, 
creates a complex tripolar environment in the Indo-Pacific.  This complex environment 
compels smaller states to adopt strategies beyond traditional alignment.1 Within this context, 
hedging has emerged as a particularly viable strategy, representing a calculated and rational 
response to geopolitical uncertainty rather than mere indecision.2 This approach lets smaller 
states diversify strategic risks while capitalising on opportunities from multiple competing 
powers.3 Consequently, Bangladesh employs hedging not to eliminate uncertainty, but to 
manage its consequences effectively while preserving sovereignty and supporting sustainable 
national development.4 This paper argues that Bangladesh has developed a sophisticated, 
multi-domain hedging strategy that effectively combines economic pragmatism, nuanced 
diplomatic engagement, and limited security cooperation to navigate these complex power 
dynamics while preserving its autonomy and advancing national development objectives. 

Bangladesh’s geographic and strategic significance provides a compelling case study of this 
hedging in practice. Situated at the vital junction of South and Southeast Asia, and adjacent 
to the Bay of Bengal, the country attracts sustained attention from the U.S., China, and India, 
each seeking to exert influence through infrastructure investment, security cooperation, and 

1 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey: Riskification and Hedging in the Indo-Pacific’, The 
Pacific Review 36, no. 6 (2023): 1181, https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2022.2110608. 
2 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Getting Hedging Right: A Small-State Perspective’, China 
International Strategy Review 3, no. 2 (2021): 310, https://doi.org/10.1007/s42533-021-
00089-5; Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘How Do Weaker States Hedge? Unpacking ASEAN States’ 
Alignment Behavior towards China’, Journal of Contemporary China 25, no. 100 (2016): 
513, https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2015.1132714. 
3 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire: China, America and the Contest for the World’s Pivotal 
Region (Manchester university press, 2020), 164; Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey’, 1185. 
4 A. Hasan, ‘Bangladesh’s Hedging Foreign Relations: The Dilemmas of a Weak State’, Asia 
and Africa Today, no. 4 (December 2024): 42, https://doi.org/10.31857/S032150750030606-
8; Al Amin, ‘Sino-Indian Rivalry in Indo-Pacific and Bangladesh’s Geo-Strategic Hedging in 
Response to Its Security Threats’, Discover Global Society 3, no. 1 (2025): 1, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44282-025-00144-1. 
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diplomatic engagement.5 This strategic location, combined with impressive economic growth, 
enables Bangladesh to transition from a passive observer to an active participant in regional 
geopolitics.6 Accordingly, this analysis examines not only how Bangladesh balances these 
competing relationships but also the effects this approach has on both national interests and 
broader regional stability. 

This research advances the understanding of small-state behaviour in tripolar settings through 
three distinct contributions. First, it extends hedging theory beyond the conventional U.S.-
China bipolar perspective by systematically incorporating India as a pivotal third actor, offering 
a more accurate reflection of South Asia’s strategic realities. Furthermore, the analysis 
develops a structured “Domain-Specific Hedging Assessment Framework” to evaluate how 
states apply divergent strategies across military, economic, and diplomatic domains. Finally, 
it examines the significant second-order effects of hedging on regional stability, with a 
particular focus on the Bay of Bengal. Collectively, these elements provide a more nuanced 
tool for examining how secondary states navigate complex regional environments. 

To address these considerations, the paper first outlines the theoretical foundations of 
hedging and presents the customised analytical framework. Next, it outlines the qualitative 
case-study methodology before examining the systemic and domestic drivers that shape 
Bangladesh’s strategic choices. The paper then applies the framework to assess policies 
across the three key domains, analyses the sustainability of this approach, and concludes 
with implications for Bangladesh’s future policy and regional security architecture. Through 
this structure, the paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of small-state 
hedging in contemporary international relations. 

Theoretical Framework:   Adapting Hedging Theory to the Tripolar Context 

Hedging theory provides a valuable conceptual foundation for understanding how secondary 
states navigate great power competition while maintaining strategic autonomy. Contemporary 
scholarship generally defines hedging as a strategic middle course that enables states to 
avoid stark choices between balancing and bandwagoning, particularly in contexts of power 
transition and strategic uncertainty.7 This behaviour represents neither alignment nor 
opposition but rather a calculated mixture of cooperative and competitive policies designed to 
mitigate risks while maximising opportunities across multiple relationships.8 The theoretical 
approach recognises that smaller states possess agency in international relations and can 
develop sophisticated strategies to navigate complex geopolitical environments without 
becoming dependent on any single major power.9 

5 Ariful Haque et al., ‘Bangladesh Amidst Great Power Competition: When Middle Power 
Meets Economic Statecraft’, Asia Europe Journal, 8 May 2025, 1, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-025-00729-0. 
6 Lailufar Yasmin, ‘Foreign Policy of Bangladesh: From Chrysalis of a State to an Emerging 
Middle Power’, Journal of International Relations 15, nos 1–2 (2022): 24, 
https://doi.org/10.56312/DUJIR15e1n2e2i; Haque et al., ‘Bangladesh amidst Great Power 
Competition’, 2. 
7 Ann Marie Murphy, ‘Great Power Rivalries, Domestic Politics and Southeast Asian Foreign 
Policy: Exploring the Linkages’, Asian Security 13, no. 3 (2017): 169, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14799855.2017.1354566; Kuik, ‘Getting Hedging Right’, 301; Kuik, 
‘Shades of Grey’, 1181. 
8 John D Ciorciari and Jürgen Haacke, ‘Hedging in International Relations: An Introduction’, 
International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 19, no. 3 (2019): 367, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/irap/lcz017; Kuik, ‘How Do Weaker States Hedge?’, 504; Antonio 
Fiori and Andrea Passeri, ‘Hedging in Search of a New Age of Non-Alignment: Myanmar 
between China and the USA’, The Pacific Review 28, no. 5 (2015): 682, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2015.1012543. 
9 John D Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Powers since 1975 
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Building upon this foundation, contemporary hedging theory emphasises the risk-contingent 
nature of such strategies, wherein states prioritise minimising potential losses over maximising 
potential gains.10 This risk-management approach acknowledges that secondary states 
operate under significant constraints and cannot eliminate vulnerabilities entirely.11 However, 
the approach can develop strategies to distribute risks across multiple partners and 
domains.12 The theoretical framework consequently identifies a spectrum of specific hedging 
tactics that states may employ, including economic pragmatism (prioritising economic gains 
with multiple partners), binding engagement (deepening institutional ties to constrain powerful 
states), limited bandwagoning (concessions to proximate powers), and institutional hedging 
(using multilateral platforms to maintain bargaining power).13 

Concept Definition Strategic Purpose 

Economic 
Pragmatism 

Pursuing economic benefits from 
multiple competing powers 

Development gains while 
maintaining political distance 

Binding 
Engagement 

Deepening institutional ties with 
major powers 

Constraining stronger states 
through rules and reciprocity 

Limited 
Bandwagoning 

Making concessions to 
proximate powers 

Managing immediate security 
threats without full alignment 

Institutional 
Hedging 

Using multilateral platforms for 
diplomatic manoeuvring 

Creating alternative platforms for 
engagement and negotiation 

Table 1: Core Elements of Hedging Theory in the Existing Literature 

(Source: Adapted from the framework in Kuik, C. C. (2016). "How do weaker states hedge? 
Unpacking the logic of Southeast Asia’s responses to a rising China." Journal of 

Contemporary China.) 

Despite its efficacy, prevailing hedging literature proves inadequate for South Asia’s strategic 
context.14 Its predominant focus on U.S.-China bipolarity overlooks the critical influence of 
regional powers.15 This theoretical gap becomes acutely visible when analysing Bangladesh, 

(Georgetown University Press, 2010), 16. 
10 Kuik, ‘How Do Weaker States Hedge?’ 505. 
11 Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey’, 1185. 
12 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Southeast Asian Responses to U.S.-China Tech Competition: 
Hedging and Economy-Security Tradeoffs’, Journal of Chinese Political Science 29, no. 3 
(2024): 524, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11366-024-09882-6; Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey’, 1186. 
13 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore´ s Response to a 
Rising China’, Contemporary Southeast Asia 30, no. 2 (2008): 171, 
https://doi.org/10.1355/CS30-2A; Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Hedging via Institutions: ASEAN-Led 
Multilateralism in the Age of the Indo-Pacific’, Special Issue - Research Article, Asian 
Journal of Peacebuilding (Seoul, South Korea) 10, no. 2 (2022): 363, 
https://doi.org/10.18588/202211.00a319. 
14 Md Abul Hasan, ‘The Dilemmas of Bangladesh as a Weak State in South Asia’, Public 
Administration and Policy (Bingley, United Kingdom) 27, no. 3 (2024): 317, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/PAP-01-2024-0010. 
15 Darren J. Lim and Zack Cooper, ‘Reassessing Hedging: The Logic of Alignment in East 
Asia’, Security Studies 24, no. 4 (2015): 696, 703, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2015.1103130; Mufassir Rashid et al., ‘Bangladesh’s 
Evolving Balancing Strategy: From Two-Way To Three-Way?’ Journal of Global Politics and 
Current Diplomacy 11, no. 1 (2023): 76, https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-
detail?id=1169283. 
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where India operates not as a distant third party but as a proximate hegemon – a power 
immediately adjacent to its neighbour, whose structural dominance fundamentally dictates its 
neighbour’s strategic calculus.16 For Bangladesh, this proximity translates into an inescapable 
geopolitical reality, where policies on trade, water sharing, and border security incur direct and 
immediate consequences from New Delhi —a level of responsiveness not typically elicited by 
more distant great powers.17 This concept of proximate hegemony draws theoretical support 
from both neoclassical realism and Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT). From a 
neoclassical realism perspective, it would identify India as the paramount systemic pressure 
that domestic institutions must constantly manage.18 Furthermore, from the RSCT standpoint, 
India is framed as the central actor whose gravitational pull shapes the entire region’s security 
dynamics, compelling surrounding states into a perpetual process of strategic assessment.19 

The concept of proximate hegemony introduces critical nuances to hedging theory that more 
accurately reflect regional realities. Unlike distant great powers, a proximate hegemon 
presents both constant threats and continuous opportunities that require daily management 
rather than occasional diplomatic engagement.20 This proximity creates distinctive security 
dilemmas that demand tailored hedging approaches.21 The immediate consequences of 
alienating a neighbouring hegemon can be more severe than disappointing a distant great 
power.22 Furthermore, the interplay between a proximate hegemon’s influence and the 
interests of extra-regional powers creates unique strategic spaces where smaller states can 
exercise agency.23 However, it also faces complex cross-pressure situations that require 
careful navigation.24 

To address these theoretical gaps and accommodate tripolar complexities, this paper puts 

16 Smruti S. Pattanaik, ‘India’s Neighbourhood Policy: Perceptions from Bangladesh’, 
Strategic Analysis 35, no. 1 (2010): 78, https://doi.org/10.1080/09700161.2011.530985; 
Mohammad Fakhrus Salam et al., ‘Embracing Opportunities: Bangladesh’s Foreign Policy 
Amid Geopolitical Challenges’, Malaysian Journal of International Relations 12, no. 1 (2024): 
103, https://doi.org/10.22452/mjir.vol12no1.6. 
17 David Lewis, Bangladesh: Politics, Economics, and Civil Society (Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), 17, 157. 
18 Gideon Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’, World Politics 51, 
no. 1 (1998): 146, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887100007814. 
19 Barry Buzan and Ole Waever, eds, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International 
Security, Cambridge Studies in International Relations 91 (Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 46, 102. 
20 Cheng‐Chwee Kuik, ‘Smaller States’ Alignment Choices: A Comparative Study of 
Malaysia and Singapore’s Hedging Behavior in the Face of a Rising China - ProQuest’ 
(Dissertations and Theses, The Johns Hopkins University ProQuest Dissertations & Theses, 
2010), 9, https://www.proquest.com/openview/5dbb8391d46f8cb3d47269949f989ace/. 
21 Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey’, 1185; Amin, ‘Sino-Indian Rivalry in Indo-Pacific and Bangladesh’s 
Geo-Strategic Hedging in Response to Its Security Threats’, 1. 
22 Katherine Walla, ‘Bangladesh May Have Ended Its India-China Tightrope Game, but It 
Must Continue to Tread Carefully’, Atlantic Council, 23 May 2025, 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/bangladesh-may-have-ended-its-india-
china-tightrope-game-but-it-must-continue-to-tread-carefully/. 
23 Johannes Plagemann, ‘Small States and Competing Connectivity Strategies: What 
Explains Bangladesh’s Success in Relations with Asia’s Major Powers?’ The Pacific Review 
35, no. 4 (2022): 740, https://doi.org/10.1080/09512748.2021.1908410; Ksenia Efremova, 
‘Small States in Great Power Politics: Understanding the “Buffer Effect”’, Central European 
Journal of International and Security Studies 13, no. 1 (2019): 104, 
https://doi.org/10.51870/CEJISS.A130102. 
24 M. Abul Hasan, ‘Exploring the Intricate Future of Bangladesh in the Context of Regional 
Geopolitical Dynamics’, Outlines of Global Transformations: Politics, Economics, Law 17, 
no. 3 (2025): 111, https://doi.org/10.31249/kgt/2024.03.06. 
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forward a new analytical tool: the Domain-Specific Hedging Assessment Framework. The 
framework’s core premise is that states apply different, and sometimes contradictory, 
approaches across military, economic, and diplomatic domains—based on the unique risks 
and opportunities in each. While building on the foundational hedging concepts from scholars 
like Cheng-Chwee Kuit, this framework separates a state’s overall strategy into three key 
domains for clearer analysis. Table 2, below, outlines this construct and shows how it can be 
used to examine these complex, multi-layered strategies in practice. 

Policy 
Domain Primary Tactics Risk Management 

Approach 
Autonomy 

Preservation 
Mechanism 

Military-
Security 

Limited 
bandwagoning with 
proximate powers; 
Diversified arms 

procurement 

Avoiding security 
guarantees; 

Preventing military 
dependency 

Maintain defence 
diversification; 

Balancing suppliers 

Economic-
Development 

Economic 
pragmatism; Multi-
alignment in trade 

and investment 

Avoiding debt 
dependency; 
Diversifying 

economic partners 

Leveraging 
competition for 

investment; 
Developing 
alternatives 

Diplomatic-
Institutional 

Institutional hedging; 
Balancing 

engagement in 
multilateral forums 

Maintaining voting 
independence 

Strategic issue-based 
alignment 

Table 2:   Domain-Specific Hedging Assessment Framework (Author’s Construct) 

For each domain-tactic combination, the framework employs three assessment criteria that 
enable comprehensive evaluation of hedging effectiveness. First, it examines the primary 
objectives behind each tactical choice, particularly how states seek to mitigate specific 
vulnerabilities while exploiting particular opportunities. Second, it identifies the core trade-offs 
and economy-security dilemmas that each approach entails, acknowledging that risk 
mitigation in one domain often creates new vulnerabilities in another. Third, it analyses the 
second-order effects on regional stability, recognising that successful hedging by smaller 
states can either contribute to institutional resilience or accelerate security dilemmas within a 
region. 

Moreover, this adapted theoretical approach provides the necessary tools to assess both the 
effectiveness and sustainability of Bangladesh’s hedging strategy in the face of intensifying 
great power competition. By examining how different tactical choices across domains interact 
and sometimes create new tensions, the framework enables a comprehensive analysis of 
whether Bangladesh’s approach successfully preserves autonomy while managing risks. It 
also facilitates examination of how Bangladesh’s hedging behaviour influences broader 
regional dynamics, particularly in terms of institutional cohesion, security architectures, and 
economic interdependence patterns in the Bay of Bengal region. 

This theoretical framework consequently moves beyond bipolar assumptions to provide a 
more nuanced understanding of how secondary states navigate complex multipolar 
environments involving both global powers and influential regional actors. It offers a structured 
approach for analysing how states employ different combinations of hedging tactics across 
domains to manage the distinctive challenges and opportunities presented by proximate 
hegemons and competing great powers. Through this adapted theoretical lens, one can gain 
a deeper understanding of Bangladesh’s strategic choices and their implications for both 
national interests and regional stability within the evolving Indo-Pacific strategic landscape. 
Equipped with this adapted theoretical framework, the task now turns to operationalising it 
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through a rigorous methodological approach tailored to deconstructing Bangladesh’s hedging 
behaviour across distinct policy domains. 

Methodology: A Qualitative Case Study within a Theoretical Framework 

This study employs a qualitative case study approach to examine Bangladesh’s hedging 
behaviour through the adapted theoretical framework developed in the previous section. It 
enables a thorough, contextual investigation of the complex causal mechanisms underlying 
hedging, which large-N studies often cannot capture.25 The research design utilises process-
tracing techniques within a structured analytical framework to identify causal mechanisms and 
patterns across different policy domains.26 This methodological approach enables a nuanced 
investigation of how and why Bangladesh employs specific hedging tactics in response to 
tripolar pressures, thereby addressing the core research question regarding the rationality and 
effectiveness of its strategy. 

The case selection strategy focuses on three distinct policy domains where Bangladesh’s 
hedging behaviour manifests most clearly, with each domain illustrating specific combinations 
of hedging tactics. The military-security domain examines Bangladesh’s simultaneous pursuit 
of limited bandwagoning with India through border security cooperation while practising 
economic pragmatism with China through defence procurement.27 The economic-
development domain analyses how Bangladesh combines economic pragmatism through 
Chinese infrastructure investments with binding engagement via participation in U.S. and 
Japan-led initiatives, such as Japan’s Bay of Bengal Industrial Growth Belt (BIG-B), which 
aligns with Japan’s vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP).28 The diplomatic domain 
examines Bangladesh’s use of institutional hedging through multilateral forums, such as 
BIMSTEC and the UN, while maintaining a binding engagement with the U.S. and pursuing 
economic pragmatism with China.29 

Data collection incorporates multiple sources to ensure comprehensive coverage and 
triangulation of evidence. Primary sources include official policy documents and government 
publications that reveal Bangladesh’s strategic calculations and implementation approaches. 
Secondary sources comprise academic literature, think tank reports, and expert analyses that 
provide contextual understanding and interpretive frameworks. This multi-source approach 
allows for cross-verification of findings and enhances the validity of the analysis by 
incorporating both official perspectives and independent assessments.30 

The analytical process involves systematically applying the Domain-Specific Hedging 
Assessment Framework to each case study. This method requires populating the framework’s 
matrix by first identifying the specific hedging tactics employed in each domain and second, 
assessing their primary objectives and how they mitigate risks. Third, evaluating the 
associated trade-offs and economy-security dilemmas; and finally, examining their second-
order impacts on regional stability. The analysis employs process tracing to establish causal 
connections between Bangladesh’s strategic calculations and its operational choices, thereby 
maintaining a focus on how these choices contribute to the broader objectives of risk mitigation 
and autonomy preservation. 

This methodological approach ensures that the study maintains theoretical rigour while 

                                                
25 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the 
Social Sciences, BCSIA Studies in International Security (MIT Press, 2005), 40, 44. 
26 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 256. 
27 Amin, ‘Sino-Indian Rivalry in Indo-Pacific and Bangladesh’s Geo-Strategic Hedging in 
Response to Its Security Threats’, 2. 
28 Haque et al., ‘Bangladesh amidst Great Power Competition’, 2-3. 
29 Haque et al., ‘Bangladesh amidst Great Power Competition’, 5. 
30 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 132. 
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conducting empirical investigation, thereby enabling a comprehensive assessment of 
Bangladesh’s hedging strategy. The structured framework application facilitates systematic 
comparison across domains, allowing domain-specific nuances to emerge through detailed 
case analysis. Through this method, the study can effectively evaluate both the tactical 
effectiveness and strategic coherence of Bangladesh’s approach to navigating tripolar 
competition, ultimately contributing to understanding smaller state behaviour in complex 
geopolitical environments.  

The Drivers of Hedging: Systemic Imperatives and the Domestic Will 

Establishing the methodological framework, this paper now turns to the factors that drive 
Bangladesh’s sophisticated hedging strategy. This strategy emerges from the complex 
interplay between inescapable systemic pressures and calculated domestic political 
choices.31 This dual-layered approach reflects what might be termed a “rational necessity” – 
a strategic response compelled by external geopolitical realities yet shaped and implemented 
through distinct national priorities and institutional processes.32 Positioned in the contested 
Indo-Pacific, Bangladesh must navigate three overlapping circles of influence: U.S.-China 
competition, Indian regional hegemony, and its own developmental aspirations.33 

 

Figure 1:   Bangladesh’s Strategic Reality in the Indo-Pacific (Author’s construct using 
“Google Gemeni Image Creator”) 

Systemic Pressure: The Architecture of Constraint 

The primary systemic driver is undoubtedly the intensifying strategic competition between the 
U.S. and China, which creates both opportunities and vulnerabilities for smaller states like 
Bangladesh. This great-power rivalry generates what international relations scholars call a 
“structural push” – an external environment that compels secondary states to develop 
strategies to avoid being caught in the crossfire.34 This is not merely an academic observation 

                                                
31 Sajid Karim and Mohammad Jasim Uddin, ‘Foreign Policy Of Bangladesh: Emerging 
Challenges’, Bangladesh Institure of International and Strategic Studies (BIISS) Journal 37, 
no. 4 (2016): 352, https://doi.org/DOI:10.56888/BIISSj2016v37n4a3; Kuik, ‘Shades of Grey’, 
1206. 
32 Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’, 146. 
33 Haque et al., ‘Bangladesh amidst Great Power Competition’, 2. 
34 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, Addison-Wesley Series in Political 
Science (Addison-Wesley Pub. Co, 1979), 58. 
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but a direct reflection of official U.S. grand strategy, which explicitly identifies China as the 
primary “pacing challenge” and frames the current era as a global contest between democracy 
and authoritarianism.35 For Bangladesh, this competition manifests in concrete ways, from 
competing security cooperation opportunities to rival economic visions for the region. On one 
hand, there is China’s expansive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI); on the other, there are U.S.-
led frameworks designed to “drive regional prosperity” and build connections, as laid out in its 
2022 Indo-Pacific Strategy.36 Consequently, the art of hedging for Dhaka lies in leveraging 
these competing offers without appearing to favour either side excessively, thereby 
maximising benefits while minimising the risks of retaliation. 

In addition to the global rivalry, India’s role as a proximate hegemon introduces a crucial 
dimension that distinguishes Bangladesh’s strategic calculations.37 Geographic contiguity 
creates an inescapable reality where India’s security concerns directly impact Bangladesh’s 
stability.38 This proximate generates what might be termed the “neighbourhood effect”, 
wherein Dhaka must constantly calibrate its relations with extra-regional powers against New 
Delhi’s official policy priorities.39 This is explicitly articulated in India’s “Neighbourhood First 
Policy”, a doctrine where, as Prime Minister Modi stated, advancing friendship and 
cooperation with neighbours is given the “highest priority”.40 This policy is driven by strategic 
challenges, including China’s growing influence in the region. Indeed, India’s Ministry of 
External Affairs underscores that countering terrorism and enhancing regional connectivity 
and security are the core tenets of this policy, making Bangladesh’s alignment a matter of 
primary strategic importance to New Delhi.41 Furthermore, during the Liberation War of 
Bangladesh in 1971, India, as a neighbouring country, assisted Bangladesh in gaining its 
independence. This historical legacy further complicates this dynamic, creating expectations 
that make simple alignment strategies particularly problematic.42 

Additionally, profound uncertainty about the future regional order creates what security 
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analysts describe as “strategic ambiguity” – a situation where multiple future scenarios seem 
plausible, making long-term alignment choices excessively risky.43 The Indo-Pacific’s evolving 
institutional architecture, combined with the ever-present risk of escalation in U.S.-China 
conflict, contributes to this unpredictable environment.44 A critical variable is India’s own 
strategic direction, specifically, whether it will solidify its partnership with the U.S. or pursue a 
more independent and assertive path.45 In such conditions, hedging represents the most 
rational approach for Bangladesh because it maintains maximum flexibility while the future 
balance of power becomes clearer.46 This uncertainty particularly affects long-term military 
planning and economic partnership decisions, where committing to one camp could prove 
disadvantageous if regional alignments shift unexpectedly. 

Domestic Drivers: The Agency of Choice 

Beyond these systemic constraints, Bangladesh’s hedging strategy stems directly from 
deliberate domestic priorities embedded in its political economy. A prevailing developmental 
state ideology, which prioritises economic growth above all other foreign policy objectives, 
establishes economic pragmatism as the default stance in international engagements.47 This 
growth-centric model is formally enshrined in the government’s “Perspective Plan 2021-2041”, 
which sets the official goal of high-income status by 2041.48 This doctrinal commitment to 
development, therefore, generates powerful incentives for a pragmatic foreign policy that must 
engage all major powers. Chinese infrastructure financing, Indian market access, and 
Western investment each address distinct developmental requirements outlined in this 
national vision, making exclusive alignment with any single partner a strategically suboptimal 
and economically disadvantageous choice.49 

Moreover, regime security considerations significantly influence how the ruling government 
implements its hedging strategy. The government has skillfully used foreign policy successes 
– particularly maintaining good relations with all major powers while securing economic 
benefits to bolster its domestic legitimacy and political standing. This creates what political 
scientists describe as a “virtuous cycle” where successful hedging delivers economic gains 
that strengthen regime stability, which in turn enables continued strategic flexibility in foreign 
policy.50 The government particularly values relationships that deliver visible infrastructure 
projects or economic opportunities that can be showcased as achievements of its governance 
model.51 
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Simultaneously, a broad elite consensus exists around the necessity of multi-alignment, 
despite some differences in emphasis between civilian and military institutions. The foreign 
policy bureaucracy, military leadership, and business elite generally agree that maintaining 
relationships with all major powers serves Bangladesh’s national interests, though they may 
disagree on specific tactical approaches.52 This consensus emerges from what might be 
called “strategic pragmatism” – a shared understanding that Bangladesh’s vulnerability and 
opportunity both stem from its geographic position and that maximal flexibility offers the best 
approach to navigating complex international relations.53 The military’s preference for 
diversified arms suppliers, the foreign ministry’s emphasis on multilateral engagement, and 
the business community’s desire for multiple economic partnerships all reinforce this 
consensus. 

These interconnected drivers, both systemic and domestic, create the foundation upon which 
Bangladesh has built its distinctive hedging approach. They explain why the country pursues 
what appears from the outside as an ambiguous or contradictory foreign policy, when in fact 
it represents a coherent response to both external constraints and internal priorities. The 
following analytical section will examine how these drivers manifest in concrete policy choices 
across military, economic, and diplomatic domains, demonstrating how theoretical principles 
translate into operational reality in Bangladesh’s navigation of the tripolar contest. This 
examination will reveal both the strengths and vulnerabilities of Bangladesh’s approach as it 
seeks to maintain this delicate balance amid increasing great-power competition. 

Deconstructing Bangladesh’s Hedging in Practice 

Building upon the examination of systemic and domestic drivers, Bangladesh’s hedging 
strategy reveals its full complexity in its implementation across distinct policy domains. This 
section applies the Domain-Specific Hedging Assessment Framework to evaluate how 
Bangladesh operationalises different hedging tactics in response to specific challenges and 
opportunities presented by the U.S.–China–India strategic triangle. The analysis 
demonstrates that while Bangladesh has generally executed its hedging approach with 
considerable skill, each tactical choice involves significant trade-offs that create new 
vulnerabilities even as they address existing ones, ultimately supporting the thesis that 
hedging represents a rational but inherently precarious strategy for smaller states navigating 
complex geopolitical environments. 

Military-Security Domain: Navigating the Arms-Access Dilemma 

In the military-security domain, Bangladesh employs a carefully calibrated two-track approach 
that illustrates the fundamental logic of hedging under conditions of constraint and opportunity. 
The first track involves economic pragmatism with China, manifested primarily through the 
procurement of major naval platforms, including two Type 035G Ming-class submarines, 
frigates, and missile systems.54 This military cooperation serves clear objectives: building 
naval capacity to protect economic assets in the Bay of Bengal, reducing historical 
dependence on traditional suppliers, and accessing relatively affordable military hardware that 
comes without political conditionalities.55 The tangible benefits include enhanced maritime 
domain awareness and a strengthened deterrent capability, which support Bangladesh’s 
broader economic ambitions by securing sea lanes and exclusive economic zones.56 This 
second-order effect means Bangladesh’s military risk mitigation inadvertently fuels regional 
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security dilemmas.57 

However, this pragmatic engagement creates substantial trade-offs that illustrate the inherent 
risks of security hedging. The submarine acquisition triggered immediate alarm in India, where 
officials perceived the platforms as potentially altering the naval balance in the Bay of Bengal 
and enabling Chinese naval influence close to Indian waters.58 More significantly, Bangladesh 
may face potential sanctions under the U.S. Countering America’s Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act (CAATSA) for future Chinese purchases, for instance, as the U.S. sanctions 
have blocked Bangladesh’s Russian Mi-17 helicopter delivery in 2021.59 This dilemma 
exemplifies what might be termed the “arms-access paradox” – the very capability 
enhancement intended to increase autonomy simultaneously creates new dependencies and 
vulnerabilities to external pressure. Regionally, these acquisitions contribute to naval 
modernisation cycles among neighbouring states, potentially accelerating militarisation trends 
in the Bay of Bengal.60 

Concurrently, Bangladesh pursues a second track of limited bandwagoning with India through 
border security cooperation, joint military exercises, and intelligence sharing. This approach 
aims to reassure New Delhi about Bangladesh’s defensive intentions while securing Indian 
cooperation on transnational security issues, including terrorism, border management, and 
organised crime.61 The tangible benefits include reduced border tensions, improved security 
coordination, and access to Indian military training facilities, which enhance Bangladesh’s 
operational capabilities without significant financial investment. This cooperation reflects 
pragmatic recognition of India’s strategic predominance in South Asia and the impracticality 
of outright balancing against an immediate neighbour possessing overwhelming conventional 
military superiority.62 

Nevertheless, this cooperation involves subtle compromises to autonomy, revealing the 
constraints of limited bandwagoning. Indian influence occasionally manifests in delayed or 
modified defence acquisitions from other partners, particularly when New Delhi expresses 
security concerns about specific weapons systems or technology sources.63 The relationship 
remains fundamentally asymmetric, with India retaining greater leverage to shape 
Bangladesh’s security choices through both positive incentives and subtle pressure.64 
Regionally, this security cooperation produces stabilising effects on bilateral relations but may 
inadvertently reinforce Indian hegemony in South Asia by legitimising New Delhi’s security 
leadership and potentially limiting Bangladesh’s options for developing alternative security 
partnerships beyond the region.65 
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Economic-Developmental Domain: the BRI-IPEF Tightrope 

Within the economic-
development domain, 
Bangladesh’s hedging 
strategy most clearly 
reflects its overarching 
priority on growth and 
development, employing 
complementary tactics 
with competing powers 
to maximise economic 
benefits. The foundation 
of this approach involves 
deep economic 
pragmatism with China, 

particularly through participation in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that has funded critical 
infrastructure projects, including the Padma Bridge rail link, power plants, and port 
development.66 These investments address Bangladesh’s massive infrastructure deficit, 
support its export-oriented growth model, and create employment opportunities that bolster 
regime legitimacy.67 The arrangement provides China with economic influence and strategic 
access while delivering tangible developmental benefits that support Bangladesh’s transition 
toward middle-income status. 

The economic relationship with China nevertheless creates significant vulnerabilities that 
exemplify the trade-offs inherent in developmental hedging. BRI financing often involves non-
concessional loans with relatively opaque terms, raising concerns about debt sustainability 
and potentially compromising future policy autonomy if repayment difficulties emerge.68 This 
dependency creates what economists term “golden handcuffs” – attractive immediate 
financing that may limit future choices regarding infrastructure partners, technology standards, 
or even foreign policy positions.69 Regionally, China’s bilateral infrastructure approach 
potentially undermines multilateral economic integration efforts by creating parallel 
infrastructure networks that fragment regional economic cohesion and reduce leverage for 
collective bargaining on financing terms or standards.70 

Simultaneously, Bangladesh pursues a binding engagement with the United States, Japan, 
and other Western partners through participation in World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), acceptance of funding from the Japanese International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA), and the pursuit of trade preferences.71 This approach aims to diversify economic 
relationships, access higher-quality technology and investment, and secure alternative 
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development financing that comes with better terms and stronger governance standards.72 
The benefits include technology transfer, workforce development, and enhanced market 
access, which support Bangladesh’s goal of moving up global value chains and reducing its 
overreliance on any single economic partner. 

This strategy nevertheless involves its own distinct set of compromises and challenges. 
Binding engagement requires adherence to higher standards regarding transparency, labour 
rights, environmental protection, and governance practices – conditions that occasionally 
conflict with domestic political arrangements and implementation capabilities.73 The process 
of meeting these standards creates internal tensions between development imperatives and 
reform requirements, which can potentially slow project implementation and increase 
compliance costs. Regionally, this engagement promotes rules-based economic order and 
supports higher-standard infrastructure development, potentially providing a counterweight to 
alternative governance models and creating competitive pressure for improved lending and 
investment practices across the region.74 

Diplomatic Domain: The Rohingya Crisis and a Hedging Arena 

The Rohingya refugee crisis represents a critical test case for Bangladesh’s hedging strategy, 
compelling a sophisticated, multi-dimensional diplomatic response to a severe national 
security and humanitarian challenge.75 Hosting approximately 1.1 million forcibly displaced 
Rohingya from Myanmar, Bangladesh has been forced to leverage its relationships with all 
major powers simultaneously to manage the immense burden on its border regions.76 In 
practice, this response entails a domain-specific application of hedging tactics tailored to 
extract maximum support while mitigating geopolitical risks. Dhaka engages in binding 
engagement with Western powers, strategically highlighting human rights principles to secure 
substantial humanitarian assistance from the U.S. and the EU.77 This approach not only yields 
crucial financial support for refugee management but also builds diplomatic capital, thereby 
demonstrating how humanitarian imperatives can be integrated into a broader strategic 
framework to advance national interests. 

Concurrently, Bangladesh practices economic pragmatism with China by accepting Beijing’s 
mediation efforts between Myanmar and Bangladesh despite China’s strategic interests in 
Myanmar and limited pressure on the Myanmar military.78 This engagement provides 
diplomatic cover and maintains working relations with Beijing while avoiding isolation on the 
issue within regional forums where Chinese influence remains substantial. The approach 
acknowledges China’s role as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, whose 
support or abstention remains crucial for any potential international action, however unlikely 
such action may appear given geopolitical realities.79 
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Simultaneously, Bangladesh practices limited bandwagoning with India by carefully managing 
New Delhi’s concerns about the crisis’s implications for regional stability and bilateral 
relations. Despite India’s limited assistance and complicated relationship with Myanmar, 
Bangladesh avoids public criticism of India’s position while seeking quiet diplomacy to 
encourage greater Indian support for refugee repatriation.80 This delicate balancing act 
reflects recognition of India’s capacity to influence both Myanmar and International responses 
while acknowledging the limits of Bangladesh’s leverage over its larger neighbour.81 

This multi-faceted approach nevertheless produces significant trade-offs that reveal the limits 
of diplomatic hedging. The strategy has prolonged the crisis by preventing Bangladesh from 
adopting more confrontational approaches that might increase pressure on Myanmar but risk 
alienating one or more major powers. The need to maintain consensus among competing 
patrons has arguably diluted Bangladesh’s diplomatic position and limited its options for 
unilateral action.82 Regionally, this crisis management approach has highlighted institutional 
weaknesses within ASEAN and other regional bodies while demonstrating how major power 
competition can complicate the resolution of humanitarian crises and weaken regional conflict 
management mechanisms.83 

This domain-specific analysis provides strong empirical evidence that Bangladesh has 
implemented a sophisticated hedging strategy that is both rational and precarious, precisely 
as predicted by the adapted theoretical framework. It successfully preserves autonomy while 
extracting substantial benefits from competing powers. The following section will examine 
whether this approach remains sustainable amid intensifying U.S.-China strategic 
competition, increasing Indian assertiveness, and growing internal pressures – factors that 
may gradually constrict the strategic space available for effective hedging and eventually force 
difficult choices that the current strategy has thus far avoided. 

The Sustainability Question: Internal Fractures and External Pressures 

Despite its effectiveness, Bangladesh’s hedging strategy faces significant sustainability 
challenges from both internal limitations and escalating external pressures. These emerging 
constraints threaten to gradually erode the strategic space that has enabled Dhaka’s multi-
alignment approach, potentially forcing difficult choices that could undermine the careful 
balance maintained thus far.84 The very success of Bangladesh’s hedging creates new 
vulnerabilities that require constant adaptation and increasingly sophisticated policy 
coordination across governmental institutions. 

Before examining these specific challenges, it is prudent to address potential 
counterarguments to this paper’s central thesis. A skeptical observer might contend that 
Bangladesh’s deepening economic and military procurement ties with China signify not 
sophisticated hedging, but a slow-motion bandwagoning.85 Alternatively, one could interpret 
the seemingly contradictory signals across different policy domains as evidence of strategic 
confusion or simply ‘muddling through’, rather than a coherent grand strategy.86 However, 
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these interpretations do not withstand closer scrutiny when examined through the domain-
specific framework developed in this analysis. The bandwagoning narrative, for instance, 
overlooks Bangladesh’s concurrent and robust security cooperation with India, as well as its 
active participation in U.S. and Japan-led economic frameworks.87 These are not the actions 
of a state aligning with a single patron. Similarly, the ‘muddling through’ critique overlooks the 
consistent, calculated logic underpinning Bangladesh’s choices: economic pragmatism with 
China for infrastructure, limited with India for proximate security, and binding engagement with 
Western institutions for quality investment and diplomatic leverage.88 What may appear as 
confusion from a bipolar or monolithic strategic perspective reveals itself, upon closer 
inspection, as a deliberate and multi-layered hedging strategy, precisely calibrated to navigate 
the distinct risks and opportunities present in each domain of statecraft.89 

Internal structural challenges represent perhaps the most underestimated threat to the 
continued effectiveness of hedging. Policy fragmentation between civilian and military 
institutions occasionally produces contradictory signals that complicate Bangladesh’s 
international positioning, particularly in terms of security partnerships and economic 
agreements.90 The country’s heavy reliance on the Head of Government’s personal diplomatic 
acumen creates a vulnerability in leadership transition periods, as institutional mechanisms 
for maintaining complex balancing acts remain underdeveloped.91 Furthermore, Bangladesh’s 
impending graduation from the status of a least-developed country and its progress toward a 
middle-income economy classification will fundamentally alter its value proposition to 
international partners, potentially reducing access to concessional financing and trade 
preferences that have facilitated its economic development.92 

Externally, the intensification of great power competition creates an increasingly unforgiving 
environment for hedging strategies. The U.S.-China technological decoupling and broader 
strategic rivalry are increasingly forcing secondary states to make difficult choices in sensitive 
sectors, such as telecommunications infrastructure and critical technology partnerships.93 
India’s growing assertiveness under Prime Minister Modi’s leadership manifests in greater 
pressure on neighbours to align with New Delhi’s strategic preferences, particularly regarding 
security cooperation with China.94 Most concerning is, the risk of catastrophic shocks – such 
as a Taiwan Strait conflict or major India-China border confrontation – could create immediate 
demands for alignment that would fundamentally undermine Bangladesh’s ability to maintain 
its balancing approach. 

The convergence of these internal and external pressures suggests that Bangladesh’s 
hedging strategy operates within a narrowing window of viability. While the approach remains 
effective in the short to medium term, its continued success depends on Dhaka’s ability to 
institutionalise foreign policy decision-making, diversify its economic partnerships beyond the 
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current major power framework, and develop contingency plans for various crisis scenarios.95 
The country must also enhance its regional diplomatic engagement to build stronger coalition-
based approaches to common challenges, thereby reducing its vulnerability to bilateral 
pressure from any single major power.96 

This analysis of sustainability challenges neutrally leads to consideration of how Bangladesh 
might adapt its approach to preserve strategic autonomy amid these growing pressures. The 
concluding section will synthesise the findings from across all domains to assess the overall 
effectiveness of Bangladesh’s hedging strategy and consider potential adaptations that might 
enhance its resilience in an increasingly polarised regional environment. 

Conclusion: The Prudence and Precariousness of Hedging 

In conclusion, Bangladesh’s hedging strategy is a rational and sophisticated response to the 
realities of the Indo-Pacific region. Analysis across military, economic, and diplomatic domains 
reveals how Dhaka skillfully employs economic pragmatism, limited bandwagoning, and 
binding engagement to navigate the competing demands of the United States, China, and 
India. The country’s approach has yielded significant benefits, including sustained economic 
growth, enhanced military capabilities, and preserved diplomatic autonomy, thereby validating 
the fundamental rationality of hedging as a small-state strategy in an era of great power 
competition. 

However, this examination has also revealed the inherent limitations and contradictions 
embedded within Bangladesh’s hedging approach. The very success of its strategy generates 
new vulnerabilities, particularly as U.S.-China strategic competition intensifies and India’s 
regional assertiveness grows. The analysis identifies several critical pressure points – 
including debt sustainability concerns, institutional fragmentation, and escalating major power 
rivalry – that threaten to gradually constrict Bangladesh’s strategic space and potentially force 
difficult choices that the current hedging strategy has thus far avoided. These challenges 
suggest that while hedging remains effective in the short to medium term, its long-term 
sustainability requires careful management and potential adaptation. 

The theoretical contribution of this research extends beyond the Bangladesh case study to 
enhance the understanding of small-state behaviour in a tripolar environment. By developing 
a domain-specific analytical framework that incorporates India as a proximate hegemon, this 
study has advanced hedging theory beyond its traditional focus on U.S.-China relations, 
providing a more nuanced tool for examining how secondary states navigate complex regional 
power dynamics. The framework’s emphasis on cross-domain trade-offs and second-order 
effects offers valuable insights for analysing how hedging strategies produce both intended 
and unintended consequences at national and regional levels. 

Looking forward, Bangladesh faces several critical policy imperatives to preserve its strategic 
autonomy. The country must work to institutionalise its foreign policy approach beyond 
individual leadership, enhance regional cooperation mechanisms to reduce bilateral 
dependencies, and develop contingency plans for various crisis scenarios that could force 
alignment choices. Additionally, Bangladesh should continue diversifying its economic and 
security partnerships to maintain flexibility amid increasing great power competition. These 
adaptations will be essential for preserving the benefits of hedging while mitigating its risks in 
an increasingly polarised regional environment. 

                                                
95 Imtiaz Ahmed, ‘Bangladesh Foreign Policy: Constraints, Compulsions And Choices’, 
Bangladesh Institure of International and Strategic Studies (BIISS) Journal 32, no. 3 (2011): 
217, https://doi.org/DOI:%2520https://www.doi.org/10.56888/BIISSj2011v32n3a1. 
96 Amin, ‘Sino-Indian Rivalry in Indo-Pacific and Bangladesh’s Geo-Strategic Hedging in 
Response to Its Security Threats’, 3-4. 
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Ultimately, this research confirms that hedging remains a viable, if demanding, strategy for 
small states. Bangladesh’s experience demonstrates that sophisticated statecraft can 
preserve autonomy and secure benefits, proving strategic choice is not a privilege of the 
powerful. As the Indo-Pacific continues its trajectory as the central arena of twenty-first-
century geopolitics, the cumulative effect of such calculated hedging by smaller powers will 
be a critical determinant in shaping a regional future characterised not by hegemonic 
dominance, but by managed competition and a more pluralistic order. 

Image courtesy of the Bangladesh Army available at https://www.army.mil.bd 

Image: Bangladesh Army available at https://www.army.mil.bd 

Image: Bangladesh Air Force available at https://www.baf.mil.bd 
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Through what mechanisms and 
under what conditions does the 
1st (Australian) Division 
contribute to Australia’s 
deterrence-by-denial strategy? 
Author 

Major Christian Johnston is an infantry officer and a graduate of the ACSC class of 2025. 
He is currently posted to ADFHQ as the Staff Officer to the Vice Chief of the Defence Force. 

Introduction 

The 2023 Defence Strategic Review (DSR) recommended that the Australian Defence Force 
(ADF) “maximise the deterrence, denial, and response options for government.”1 In response, 
the National Defence Strategy (NDS) adopted a deterrence-by-denial strategy for Australia’s 
northern approaches.2 Yet, as Gregory MacCallion and Courtney Stewart note, the NDS is 
unclear on how land power will contribute.3 This essay argues that the 1st (Australian) 
Division, as the Australian Army’s unit of action, contributes to Australia’s deterrence-by-denial 
strategy chiefly through communication. As a forward, operational-level headquarters, it 
functions as a ‘thick tripwire’, a small, robust forward presence that secures access and 
rehearses theatre throughput, making coalition reinforcement predictable and visible to an 
adversary.4 Its deterrent effect, however, is contingent on the perceived automaticity of an 
allied response, primarily from the United States, given the Division’s limits in mass and depth. 

Firstly, this essay examines the theory of deterrence-by-denial and its application in Australia, 
with a focus on the centrality of collective deterrence. Next, it defines the division and 
examines the factors that drove the Australian Army’s return to this structure as its unit of 
action. This shift stems from the complexity of modern warfare and the need for coalition 
integration, a requisite for Australia’s denial strategy. It also asserts that the 1st Division, as 
the sole deployable combat division, is an operational-level headquarters capable of joint and 
coalition integration. Lastly, the essay assesses the Division’s contribution by applying the 
‘three Cs’ of deterrence: communication, capability, and credibility. The communication 

                                                
1 Stephen Smith and Angus Houston, National Defence: Defence Strategic Review 
(Department of Defence, 2023), 19. 
2 2024 National Defence Strategy (Department of Defence, 2024), 23, 
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-
integrated-investment-program. 
3 Gregory MacCallion and Courtney Stewart, “Australian Deterrence: Land Power’s 
Contribution to the Integrated Force,” Australian Army Journal 20, no. 2 (2024): 48. 
4 Andrew Carr and Stephan Frühling, Forward Presence for Deterrence: Implications for the 
Australian Army, Australian Army Occasional Paper No. 15 (Australian Army Research 
Centre, 2023), 16. 
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analysis asserts the Division’s primary contribution is its signaling effect as a forward-deployed 
force. The capability analysis reveals that the Division's benefits as a joint integrator are 
outweighed by deficiencies in strategic depth, concurrency, and its inability to deter grey-zone 
activities. Finally, the credibility assessment argues the Division’s deterrent effect is contingent 
on an adversary’s belief in an automatic coalition response to any attack.  

Deterrence-by-Denial: The Australian Way 

Australia’s strategic position as a middle power facing great powers necessitates a deterrence 
posture based on denial, offering a more credible foundation than the threat of punishment. 
Deterrence is simply persuading an opponent that the costs/risks outweigh the benefits.5 A 
state achieves deterrence through punishment, which threatens retaliation after an act, or 
denial, which aims to convince an adversary that they will fail before they even begin.6 For 
non-nuclear scenarios, the literature generally judges denial as more reliable: tangible, 
observable capabilities are more credible than the more abstract threat of post-hoc 
retaliation.7 This is the case for a non-nuclear middle power like Australia. Great powers such 
as China hold ‘escalation dominance’ over it, maintaining a deterrence advantage because 
they can escalate beyond Australia’s capacity to match.8 This mismatch lays the basis for a 
coalition-centred approach to resisting Chinese hegemony in the Indo-Pacific. 

The prevalence of states resisting Chinese hegemony in the Indo-Pacific renders a regional 
strategy of denial, underpinned by a US-led coalition, the most viable approach. The People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) presents as the only peer competitor to the US, demonstrating both 
the intent and capacity to reshape the international order.9 Decades of force modernisation 
have significantly improved the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) power-projection capabilities, 
which it employs to coerce its neighbours through aggressive diplomacy, grey-zone tactics, 
and territorial expansion in the South China Sea.10 Elbridge Colby argues that punishment is 
far less credible in this environment: China’s potential regional gains, such as the seizure of 
Taiwan, would outweigh any costs imposed elsewhere, and the risk of vertical escalation 
would stiffen Chinese resolve.11 China’s objective is to subordinate neighbouring states. 
Therefore, the coalition’s measure of success is to preserve the independence and alignment 

                                                
5 Lawrence Freedman, “General Deterrence and the Balance of Power,” Review of 
International Studies, Special Issue on the Balance of Power, vol. 15, no. 2 (1989): 200; 
Glenn H. Snyder, Deterrence and Defense (Princeton University Press, 1961), 3. 
6 Alex Wilner and Andreas Wenger, “Introduction: Deterrence by Denial,” in Deterrence by 
Denial: Theory and Practice, ed. Alex S. Wilner and Andreas Wenger (Cambria Press, 
2021), 7, https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=242c1a36-4ff9-3c7b-b7aa-
be7d4975d044; Snyder, Deterrence and Defense, 15. 
7 Michael J. Mazarr, Understanding Deterrence (RAND Corporation, 2018), 2, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE295.html. 
8 Aaron Miles, “Escalation Dominance in America’s Oldest New Nuclear Strategy,” War on 
the Rocks, September 12, 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/09/escalation-dominance-
in-americas-oldest-new-nuclear-strategy/. 
9 U.S. Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 
Republic of China 2024, Annual Report to Congress (2024), V, 
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-1/0/MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-
DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2024.PDF. 
10 Joel Wuthnow and Phillip C. Saunders, China’s Quest for Military Supremacy (Polity 
Press, 2025), 133. 
11 Elbridge Colby, The Strategy of Denial: American Defense in an Age of Great Power 
Conflict (Yale University Press, 2021), 149–50. 



The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 31  

of those states, sustaining the regional balance of power.12  

Australia operationalises this coalition-denial strategy through what Andrew Carr calls 
“archipelagic deterrence,” a posture that uses the northern approaches and surrounding island 
chains to complicate Chinese power projection.13 Within this collective strategy, Australia’s 
primary contribution is to act as a “secure southern bastion,” a resilient base from which a 
coalition can project power forward into the contested archipelagos.14 The 2024 National 
Defence Strategy (NDS) codifies this approach, reorienting the ADF from a balanced force to 
one focused on deterring any attempt to project force through our northern maritime 
approaches. This has prioritised the acquisition of capabilities heavily weighted toward air and 
maritime power, including long-range strike, a sovereign guided weapons enterprise, and 
integrated domain awareness, all underpinned by deep integration with the United States.15 
This is most evident in the expansion of the United States Force Posture Initiatives (USFPI), 
which increases rotational access for high-end American bombers, fighters, and nuclear-
powered submarines.16 The clear strategic intent is to create a layered and lethal anti-
access/area denial (A2/AD) network across Australia's northern maritime approaches. The 
NDS states that the ADF will achieve this through ‘integrated deterrence.’17 This US concept 
integrates instruments of power across domains, theatres, and, most critically, with allies and 
partners. As Michael Mazarr notes, this integration with allies is the central pillar of the 
concept, designed to convince adversaries “that the costs of their hostile activities outweigh 
their benefits”.18 Yet the NDS privileges maritime, air and long-range strike. This raises a 
critical question: within this denial construct, what role does land power, specifically the 1st 
Division, play?  

The Return of the Division: The Australian Army’s Unit of Action 

In 2023, the Australian Army's return to the division as its unit of action re-established a 
formation with a specific and doctrinally defined scale and purpose. In ADF doctrinal terms, 
the unit of action is the “organised command level that controls the application of land power”. 
The division is a “tactical combined-arms formation, commanded by a two-star headquarters 
that can conduct independent and sustained operations”.19 The 1st (Australian) Division 
concentrates the majority of the Army’s combat power in one formation, including its three 
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combat brigades,20 the 17th Sustainment Brigade,21 and the 10th Fires Brigade,22 as well as 
other niche enablers. 

The complexity of modern war, in part, drove the Army’s return to the divisional structure. Most 
Western armies had been division-based forces since the First World War. However, in 2003, 
the US Army transitioned to a modular, brigade-based force to better contend with the 
operational tempo and distributed operations of the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars.23 These wars 
revealed that modular brigades, though effective for distributed operations, lacked the 
capacity to synchronise the broader functions of modern campaigns: information activities, 
partner-force development, coalition coordination, political engagement, and long-term 
sustainment. Contemporary operations also demand command and control across large 
distances and in emerging domains, including space, cyber, and cognitive. Anthony King 
argues that these demands drove Western armies back to the division as a “collective 
command” with the necessary capacity at the two-star level.24 Australian Chief of Army, 
Lieutenant General Simon Stewart, has explicitly stated that the Army reorganised most of its 
combat power under the 1st Division to “better command and control operations and establish 
permanent command relationships with the brigades they’ll fight with.”25 This improved 
command function of the Division directly contributes to deterrence through enhanced 
capacity.  

The need to preserve interoperability with the US provided an external driver for returning to 
a divisional organisation, as it is the most appropriate echelon for integrating into US 
campaigns. The 2024 NDS places interoperability with the US at the centre of Australia's 
strategy, stating our reliance on the US will “drive interoperability and interchangeability in the 
development of ADF’s force structure to enable Australian access to US systems and 
capabilities.”26 In 2016, partly in response to Russia’s annexation of Crimea and increasingly 
aggressive actions by China, Iran and North Korea, General Mark Milley, the US Army Chief 
of Staff, refocused the US Army from counterinsurgency operations to defeating peer enemies 
in large-scale combat operations (LSCO).27 This resulted in the US returning to the division 
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as the primary fighting formation because it is the lowest viable formation capable of managing 
the tempo, complexity and risk of LSCO.28 The UK followed suit, despite lacking many of the 
enablers to deploy and fight an entire division, a decision that only makes sense within an 
alliance context where interoperability29 requirements often dictate force structure.30 Indeed, 
the Army’s stated rationale for returning to the division follows suit; LTGEN Stewart noted that 
it “better enables the employment of Australian divisions within partner and coalition 
environments.”31 

Military doctrine generally considers the division a tactical formation, but this essay argues 
that it resides at the operational level, given the contemporary complexity, planning horizons, 
and, in Australia’s case, scale. US joint doctrine holds that the levels of war are perspectives 
rather than fixed echelons and that purpose depends on the task and mission.32 In large 
armies, such as the US Army, multiple echelons above the division (corps, field army, and 
theatre army) carry out campaign design, employing divisions as large tactical manoeuvre 
headquarters. Yet, as King argues, the modern division’s “collective command” plans and 
synchronises over vast areas, integrates fires with air and maritime schemes, manages 
information and cyber activity, and runs a Future Plans function over time horizons extending 
into weeks and months, which are operational tasks in substance.33 Further, the Australian 
Army fields only one combat division. With no intervening land command echelon between 
the 1st Division and Joint Operations Command, which serves as ADF’s theatre command 
headquarters, the 1st Division plans and executes land campaigns integrated with joint and 
whole-of-government effects. It is therefore reasonable to treat the 1st Division not merely as 
a tactical unit but as the Army’s principal expression of the operational level of war, capable 
of planning and synchronising joint effects across campaigns.  

The Three Cs of Deterrence: Assessing the 1st (Australian) Division’s Contribution 

The three core components of effective deterrence are known as the '3Cs': capability, 
credibility, and communication.34 Capability refers to the ability or technical capacity to carry 
out plausible deterrence measures; in military terms, it is the materiel and skills within a force 
to execute military threats. Credibility is the visible intent and resolve to implement those 
measures. As Thomas Schelling’s work highlights, this is a fundamentally psychological 
challenge. Credibility is not the will itself, but the adversary’s belief in that will,35 a perception 
reinforced by tangible factors such as organisational structure, the ability to command in 
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complex environments, and power-projection capability.36 Communication is the process of 
conveying capability and credible intent, which relates to the adversary’s perceptions.37 
Robert Jervis’s work on perception highlights the central challenge of communication: it is a 
complex two-way process where signals sent are not always the signals received.38 This 
section argues that the Division’s primary contribution is communicative because its limited 
standalone capability means its credibility must be guaranteed by a coalition response. 

Communication: The Division as a ‘Thick Tripwire’ 

The 1st (Australian) Division’s primary contribution to deterrence is communicative: it makes 
resolve visible. Colin Gray argues that land forces are uniquely ‘politically entangling’ in a way 
that air and maritime rotations are not.39 Their comparatively limited mobility implies 
persistence, which gives weight to signaling political commitment and regional presence.40 
This is particularly relevant in the Indo-Pacific, where armies are the largest service in most 
resident countries, giving land forces unmatched influence in combined operational 
planning.41 Mälksoo argues that such ritualised presence works on allies as much as on 
adversaries.42 These repeated, scheduled engagements within the region are designed to 
build the trust and solidarity needed to translate partnerships into formalised access. 
Formalised access is the “permission to use another country’s territory or airspace for military 
operations.”43 Such access can help host nations withstand coercion44 and shape perceptions 
of the ADF’s capabilities and, ultimately, Australia’s political intent.45  

The Division’s enduring relationships in the region exemplify how this 'ritualised presence' 
translates into a tangible signal of regional commitment. Brown argues that these long-
standing regional engagements are among the most significant contributions to the ADF’s 
deterrence effectiveness provided by the Australian Army.46 For example, the Australian 
Army’s enduring relationship with Papua New Guinea (PNG), now managed by the 1st 
Division, is a prime example of a ‘ritualised presence’, built over decades of shared history 
through recurring operations and exercises, such as Wantok Warrior, Olga Warrior, and 
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Pukpuk.47 This has contributed to formal operational access to PNG. On 6 October 2025, the 
Papua New Guinea – Australia Mutual Defence Treaty (Pukpuk Treaty) was signed by the 
Prime Ministers of PNG and Australia,48 overcoming significant last-minute political opposition 
and suspected Chinese interference.49 Pending formal ratification by both parliaments, it will 
elevate the relationship to an alliance, joining only the US and New Zealand. It contains 
agreements on mutual defence, expansion of defence cooperation, “enhanced capability, 
interoperability and integration.”50 Specifically regarding access, the Treaty enables the ADF 
to use PNG defence facilities for various defence activities, including the staging and 
deployment of forces, as well as the pre-positioning of equipment and supplies.51 Ultimately, 
land forces like the Division, “operating beyond Australia’s shores demonstrate a tangible 
message of resolve, maintaining their presence for extended periods in support of the 
integrated force,”52 contributing to the denial of access and influence. 

The 1st Division achieves effective strategic communication not through political statements 
but by demonstrating operational access, which turns theoretical permissions into rehearsed 
capabilities. The recent consolidation of theatre support within the division, particularly the 
transfer of the 17th Sustainment Brigade as of November 2024,53 strengthens this signal by 
co-locating the logistics, health, policing, and engineering services that enable access. The 
17th Sustainment Brigade is the Division’s theatre-opening and sustainment arm, 
transforming access permissions into lift, storage, distribution, and support at the point of 
need. For example, during Talisman Sabre 2025, the Division’s theatre enablers in the 17th 
Sustainment Brigade formed a Force Support Group, operating sustainment nodes in both 
urban and field environments.54 10th Force Support Battalion cleared littoral access lanes and 
recovered heavy vehicles along the shore while cargo specialists ran port and airfield 
throughput with forklifts, cranes and movement control teams. The exercise’s PNG phase, 
culminating at Lae, demonstrated that access now extends beyond Australia’s coastline.55 
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This is how theoretical permissions become measurable capability: through the visible 
sequence of opening ports, handling aircraft, lifting containers, and sustaining forward 
elements. When these enablers perform on schedule in public view, the message to an 
opponent is that permissions are rehearsed, not theoretical. Ultimately, this demonstrated 
capacity to open and sustain a theatre is not just a signal of Australian resolve, but the 
essential, practical guarantee that makes the promise of a follow-on coalition response 
credible. 

The Division’s posture as a thick tripwire is its most critical communicative act. Strategic 
practice offers three forward deterrence postures: thin tripwires, thick tripwires, and forward 
defence.56 For a middle power like Australia, a heavy forward defence is unsustainable, while 
a thin tripwire lacks credibility. Therefore, the thick tripwire—a small, robust force that prompts 
a shift from grey-zone pressure to overt attack—is the most logical choice. Similar to the US 
Army’s Multi-Domain Task Forces, a key wartime function of such a force is to set the theatre: 
hold key terrain and provide command and control (C2) so follow-on forces can enter and 
project power.57 As Dayton McCarthy argues, the primary function of land forces in a strategy 
of denial is to secure the air and seaports of entry (APOE/SPOE) to “hold the door open” for 
arriving coalition forces and to project multi-domain fires.58 This signals that ‘reinforcement 
will arrive on time,’ undermining hopes of a quick fait accompli. In effect, by establishing a 
regional forward presence, the Division assumes what Andrew Carr and Stephen Frühling call 
the “primary responsibility for signaling Australia’s political intent.”59 

A division-centric posture is a blunt instrument in the grey zone; it is built for decisive war, not 
the persistent ambiguity below that threshold. Grey-zone activities coerce while avoiding overt 
conflict.60 China’s “Three Warfares” (psychological, public opinion and legal warfare) is an 
“integrated campaign to achieve political objectives while remaining below the threshold of 
outright warfare,”61 aimed at the permissions and narratives that underwrite access. They are 
calibrated to sit below the point at which a conventional division is a proportionate response. 
While Australian doctrine demands integrated planning across the spectrum of competition,62 
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the suitability of the 1st Division in this environment is questionable. As Michael Mazarr and 
colleagues argue, grey-zone deterrence relies on small, persistent, and proportionate tools, 
such as training, advising, security assistance, and local partner exercises, where 
specialforces and ISR platforms add the most value by illuminating and attributing coercive 
acts.63 Making land power credible here would require enduring task groups focused on 
partnered operations to build the access that renders grey-zone activity visible.64 The result 
is diminished deterrence credibility for the 1st Division, as it cannot deliver a timely, 
proportionate, and persistent presence in the very space where coercion actually occurs.  

Even so, recent scholarship and operational practice indicate the Division can play a role in 
recognising and responding to these tactics. China’s campaign in the Solomon Islands 
exemplifies the “Three Warfares” strategy, which involves utilising state-owned companies to 
secure long-term leases on strategic islands, signing a security pact, and providing police 
equipment to build influence and secure access.65 The US uses ‘campaigning’ to counter such 
actions, defined as “peacetime military activities that limit, frustrate and disrupt competitor 
activities.”66 Within this approach, the 1st Division deepens partnerships through security-
force assistance and rehearsed access, and develops proportionate combined response 
options with the United States and regional partners.67 Countering grey-zone interference 
means making access resilient and establishing routine response pathways; the 1st Division’s 
role is to embed, rehearse, and demonstrate these pathways with allies and regional partners. 
As a forward operational HQ, the 1st (Australian) Division contributes through communication, 
transforming relationships into permissions and rehearsed throughput. This approach reads 
as a thick tripwire, but only where access instruments and authorities are approved and allied 
readiness is visible.  

Capability: A Potent Integrator Lacking Strategic Depth 

1st (Australian) Division’s distinctive value is as a forward, survivable integrated force enabler 
that coordinates coalition multi-domain effects, and synchronises joint fires where high-value 
platforms cannot safely persist.68 Integration fuses maritime and air sensors into land strike 
via networked targeting.69 This shifts signature-heavy strike to dispersed land nodes, reducing 
exposure for irreplaceable assets, such as strike aircraft and surface combatants. Former 
commanding general of the US Army Pacific has highlighted land forces’ unique value 
proposition: the “arsenal of the Chinese have designed is primarily designed to defeat our air 
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and maritime capabilities. It is not designed to find, fix and target—attack—distributed, mobile, 
reloadable and networked land forces.”70  

The Division’s expanding 
ground-based long-range 
strike capability is an 
essential contributor to the 
ADF’s multi-domain strike 
system, but it will have a 
limited deterrent effect. 
The Army has procured 
the High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket System (HIMARS), 
the Army Tactical Missile 
System (ATACMS), and 
the Precision Strike Missile 
(PrSM), all of which will be 
assigned to the 10th 

Brigade, under the command of the 1st Division.71 These assets will enhance the ADF’s long-
range strike system and, critically, have the potential for close interoperability with the US. 
However, MacCallion and Stewart argue that they do not achieve credible deterrence on their 
own; they are deficient in range, mass, and mobility to be sufficiently threatening to alter an 
adversary’s risk calculus.72 For example, HIMARS has a range of only 500 kilometres (with 
PrSM), rendering it strategically ineffective unless it is forward-deployed in the region, which 
carries its own security and escalation risks.73 Regarding mass, the 10th Brigade will acquire 
only 42 launchers, which is insufficient to create credible denial effects on a large scale.74 For 
mobility, the Division has yet to develop company-sized deployable units capable of operating 
HIMARS in a dispersed posture. Additionally, it lacks organic targeting and firing capabilities, 
which risks ‘firing blind’.75 These limitations mean that the Division’s strike capability is not a 
credible standalone deterrent, reinforcing its coalition dependency. 

The Division’s demonstrated competence in coordinating joint fires creates a proven and 
credible blocking capacity that complicates an adversary’s calculus. In 2021, the Australian 
and US Armies successfully shared joint fires targeting data through the Advanced Field 
Artillery Tactical Data System (AFATDS),76 representing a vital interoperability milestone and 
signal to adversaries. In 2025, 10th Brigade supported a US Army land-based SM-6 launch 
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at Talisman Sabre that sank a target at sea,77 highlighting growing integrated strike capability. 
The principal risks to integration are delays resulting from classification frictions78 and 
contested communications, as well as the exposure that comes with firing signatures. 
Credibility, therefore, depends on rehearsed authorities, low-signature workflows, and 
dispersion/deception to keep the kill chain moving under pressure. Taken together, these 
proven, combined kill chains signal a credible and resilient blocking capacity resident within 
the Division, complicating an adversary’s calculus and strengthening coalition deterrence.  

However, there is brittleness in the Division’s deterrent posture, which is a direct consequence 
of its lack of strategic depth: a single combat division cannot absorb shocks, manage 
concurrency, or regenerate quickly, creating a hard ceiling on its endurance. Dr Richard 
Brabin-Smith argues that during times of compressed warning time, a military needs to 
increase its core force and its expansion base, or institute rapid mobilisation pathways, to 
enable responses to military contingencies.79 The Australian Contribution to the National 
Defence Strategy 2024 states that the 2nd (AS) Div will provide a force expansion base for 
the Australian Army.80 However, Ross Babbage contends that, in its current form, it is 
incapable of achieving this for war in our immediate region because it is configured for 
expeditionary operations and has its own strategic task of homeland defence.81 This leaves 
the 1st Division as the sole land power force capable of providing a forward deterrence 
posture, bringing the Australian Army’s lack of strategic depth and mobilisation mechanisms 
into stark relief. The gap between the ADF’s integrated campaign doctrine, which defines 
mobilisation as expansion, adaptation, and endurance,82 and the reality of a single deployable 
division creates a critical vulnerability that an adversary will consider in their strategic calculus, 
thereby undermining Australia’s denial strategy.  

The challenge of concurrent operations highlights the unsustainability of a force structure 
centred on a single combat division. RAND modelling shows that continuous brigade 
deployments typically require a 1:2 deployment-to-dwell cycle, meaning that for any time spent 
deployed, twice that is needed at home for recovery, training, and reset.83 In practice, this 
means that maintaining one brigade continuously forward requires a pool of three comparable 
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brigades: one deployed, one preparing, and one recovering. Applying this model to the Army’s 
1st Division of three combat brigades demonstrates the fragility of the posture; a single 
continuous forward deployment consumes the entire available force, leaving no capacity for a 
second contingency or a surge. This is further complicated by the Army’s decision to shift back 
toward a focused force, in which brigades have specialisation and are not immediately 
interchangeable.84 Carr and Frühling assess that rotational forces “will require outsized 
resources for force generation that limit the feasibility of such a posture for smaller nations in 
particular.”85   

This sustainability challenge is more acute for the 1st Division’s enablers, which are the first 
to culminate. High-demand, low-density units, such as signals, ISR, aviation, engineers, and 
theatre sustainment (17th Brigade), are required for every deployment. As the hypothetical 
rotation in Table 1 demonstrates, the sustainable 1:2 dwell time for combat brigades becomes 
a compressed and unsustainable 1:1 tempo for the 17th Brigade’s only two supporting Force 
Support Battalions responsible for theatre logistics.86 If there are concurrent operations, their 
dwell time plummets further because there are fewer units to rotate. The pressure becomes 
more acute as the number of units decreases for any given capability. The cost of lowering 
dwell to meet operational tempo leads to personnel retention issues, maintenance backlogs 
and training debts, which negatively impact future readiness.87 A deterrent that stays forward 
only by accumulating readiness debt advertises its own limited endurance, making the 
division's deterrence signal credible in the short term but unsustainable over time. An 
adversary will observe this and use concurrency to coerce: by generating overlapping tasks, 
they can force the Division to culminate. These inherent limitations in the Division’s warfighting 
capability mean its deterrent value is found not in its capacity to win a fight alone, but in the 
credibility of the coalition response it guarantees. The Division’s capability contribution is 
coalition kill-chain integration and theatre opening, which constrains adversary freedom of 
action. This is effective only if intelligence and targeting data can be shared, C2 is resilient, 
munitions stocks, and integrated air and missile defence (IAMD) depth are adequate, and 
enabler rotations can sustain concurrency. 
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Table 1. Dwell time mismatch between combat brigades and enablers in a hypothetical 12-
month divisional rotation.88 

Credibility: Contingent on Coalition Response 

The 1st (Australian) Division’s credibility rests less on mass than on the believability of rapid 
US-led reinforcement, a problem rooted in alliance politics. What an adversary must believe 
is that this chain holds under friction. Nations manage alliance politics by mitigating two 
competing risks: abandonment, the fear that agreed-upon support will not materialise, and 
entrapment, the fear that a state will be drawn into an unwanted conflict.89 Asymmetric military 
dependence between partners exacerbates these fears. Snyder argues that if one ally is 
militarily dependent on another, any reduction in mutual interest will, in turn, reduce the 
credibility of the alliance to an adversary.90 While abandonment is typically more salient for 
Canberra and entrapment for Washington, both risks are mutually held and vary by 
contingency; either ally can worry about the other’s over- or under-commitment, known as an 
alliance dilemma.91 In a Taiwan contingency, Canberra may fear entrapment in a high-
intensity war, while Washington worries about allied free-riding and having to act largely alone. 
In a defence of Australia scenario, the salience reverses: Canberra’s abandonment concerns 
rise while Washington’s entrapment concerns dominate. Because measures to insure against 
abandonment often heighten entrapment fears for the other party, the strategic task is to 
balance the two.92 The 1st Division’s posture as a thick tripwire seeks that balance by raising 
the political cost of abandonment, making a follow-on US response more believable to an 
adversary. It also signals burden-sharing, which recent US policy expects from allies,93 
thereby easing US entrapment concerns. 

The Division is deficient in decisive mass to materially shift the military balance of power in 
the region. The NDS outlines Australia’s “primary area of military interest (PAMI), the 

                                                
88 The table's purpose is not to detail the complex force packaging of enablers, but to simply 
illustrate the severe impact on the operational tempo of enabler units, even in a simple 
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immediate region encompassing the Northeast Indian Ocean through maritime Southeast 
Asia into the Pacific” as the area where the ADF must “possess sufficient capability to credibly 
hold at risk forces that could attempt to project power.”94 Reiter and Poast contend that tripwire 
forces often have a limited deterrence effect because they lack the resident capability to carry 
through with military threats.95 On this test, the Division, capable of sustaining one brigade 
forward, is unlikely by itself to change the local balance across Australia’s PAMI. The division’s 
credibility, then, is a function of how integrated and automatic allied reinforcement appears. 

The Division’s ability to remain in the fight depends on allied enablers and permissions. The 
2024 NDS explicitly focuses on force design to enhance interoperability and interchangeability 
with the US,96 a prudent strategic decision that imposes operational constraints. In practice, 
a forward brigade from the 1st Division cannot sustain operational tempo without coalition 
support in strategic lift, high-end ISR and targeting networks, protected satellite 
communications and space capabilities, integrated air and missile defence, and munitions 
supply chains. This dependency is most acute in targeting. Although the Division provides the 
‘shooter,’ the long-range ISR to find, fix, and track targets is largely US-owned, creating a 
vulnerability at the heart of the kill chain.97 These deep enabler dependencies are the specific 
mechanisms that make the Division's endurance inherently coalition-dependent. 

The credibility of a thick tripwire is not a function of its own military power, but of the perceived 
automaticity of the coalition response it is designed to trigger. The empirical record on small 
forward deployments is mixed to sceptical. Reiter and Poast, for example, argue that tripwires 
fail when an attacker can achieve a rapid fait accompli before a larger response can be 
mounted, citing historical cases such as North Korea’s invasion in 1950 and Germany's 
invasion of Belgium in 1914.98 Similarly, Musgrave and Ward’s research, supported by 
historical events like the 1983 Beirut barracks bombing, finds that public demands for 
escalation after troop losses are often too modest to guarantee a response.99 However, these 
critiques are primarily drawn from contexts aimed at deterring a land invasion or assume a 
lack of public resolve, whereas the 1st Division’s tripwire function differs: to secure maritime 
access points within a pre-existing alliance framework. The more conditional view holds that 
deterrence improves only when forward presence is paired with explicit guarantees and 
rehearsed response plans. These signal a high likelihood of rapid coalition action in the event 
of an attack.100 Such responses are only believable, though, when underwritten by sustained, 
combined training and rehearsals with allies that mirror the ADF’s own internal training cycle, 
rather than intermittent exchanges.101  In 2022, the Defence Minister stated that the division’s 
amphibious forces would deepen interoperability with the US Marines, moving from 
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interoperability to interchangeability, which signals substantial progress toward shared C2.102  

However, integration with partners is a decisive credibility function provided by the 1st Division 
because Indo-Pacific denial ultimately hinges on coalition strength and regional partners 
rather than the capabilities of individual nations. The 2024 NDS explicitly highlights regional 
partnerships and the US alliance as core inputs to deterrence and force design.103 Colby 
convincingly argues that the US, as the “cornerstone external balancer”, will likely constitute 
the decisive factor in any immediate conflict and in the broader success of an anti-hegemonic 
coalition in general.104 The Australian Army’s response to the NDS highlights the importance 
of collective security, for which the 1st Division, as the primary deployable land power, 
provides the engagement spine for relationships with the US and regional partners.105 It is the 
mechanism by which Australia gains credibility by transitioning from being a ‘deterrence taker’, 
a state that only receives the benefits of deterrence, to a ‘deterrence maker’. 106  

Accordingly, the Division contributes to the alliance precisely through its deep regional 
relational capital. MacCallion and Stewart posit that the US military “cannot replicate the social 
and cultural connections the Army has built with Indo-Pacific militaries, and those ties matter 
most when permissions and consent are contested.”107 Furthermore, to maintain credibility 
with the US, the Division must convert these engagements into operational access, which 
comes with no guarantees. While Australia’s 'ritualised presence' fosters peacetime 
relationships, analysis by Pettyjohn and Kavanagh reveals that this does not guarantee a host 
nation will grant access during a crisis, rendering credibility a constant and context-specific 
challenge.108 In summary, the 1st Division’s contribution to deterrence is enhanced when the 
thick tripwire reliably triggers predictable allied reinforcement, so an attack on the Division is 
an attack on the coalition. This holds only under the conditions of perceived US commitment, 
secured access and lift, and exercised timelines. 

Conclusion 

As Nick Brown said, “Historically, the Australian Army has been precluded from a role in 
deterrence.”109 This essay has argued that, as the Army’s single deployable combat division, 
the 1st (Australian) Division plays an important role. Its contribution to Australia’s deterrence-
by-denial strategy is essentially one of communication; its ability to posture forward within the 
region and maintain a strong, extensive relationship network with regional partners signals 
Australia’s commitment and political intent. This contribution, however, is tempered by its 
dependence on coalition support, particularly that of the US. Furthermore, the anticipated 
coalition response to an attack on its forward presence underwrites its credibility, as the 
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Division lacks the required combat or logistics mass.  

Within a coalition context, Australia’s denial strategy provides a secure regional base for an 
“archipelagic deterrence” posture alongside the United States. Within this framework, the 
need for an operational-level headquarters capable of managing the complexity of modern 
war and integrating with partners drove the Army’s return to a divisional structure. The 
subsequent analysis using the 3Cs showed that the Division’s primary contribution is not 
independent combat power, but a communicative posture that makes reinforcement 
predictable, and a capability contribution that integrates land-based fires into the coalition kill 
chain and opens the theatre. This works when access agreements and approvals are in place, 
lift and sustainment are scheduled, and allies have rehearsed the timelines. It is effective only 
if intelligence and targeting data can be shared, C2 is resilient, munitions stocks and integrated 
air and missile defence have depth, and enabler rotations can sustain concurrency. Its 
credibility rests not on the Division’s ability to win a fight, but on an adversary’s belief that any 
attack would trigger an automatic and overwhelming US-led response. Under those 
conditions, an attack on the Division is understood as an attack on the coalition. The Division’s 
contribution to denial is therefore less about repelling invasion by itself and more about making 
a wider conflict certain and prompt. Ultimately, its modern purpose is not to win a war alone, 
but to signal the strength of the alliance so effectively that a war never begins. 
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“Sólo el que ensaya lo absurdo es capaz de conquistar lo imposible.”1  

2035. The Senkaku Islands. The air hums, not with jet engines, but with the electric whir of 
autonomous drone swarms. Thousands of Artificial Intelligence (AI)-enabled autonomous 
hunters are executing maneuvers that no human pilot could ever replicate. Below, China's 

hypersonic missiles strike with inhuman precision, their trajectories recalculated in real-time 
by predictive algorithms. Japan's command networks, crippled by AI-orchestrated cyber 

attacks, flicker between confusion and collapse. Soldiers don't fight this war; it's a clash of 
algorithms, where the side with the fastest, most adaptive AI doesn't just win, it erases the 

competition before they can react. From Canberra, the view is even grimmer. 

Australia, caught in the last warfare paradigm, clings to evolutionary upgrades, while its 
adversaries revolutionise the battlefield into something barely recognisable. The ethical 
debates about AI in warfare? A luxury Australia can no longer afford. No longer is the 
question whether we should integrate AI, but how we should counter an adversary whose AI 
is already out-thinking us. China, the U.S. and Russia are not just investing in AI; they are 
rewriting the rules of warfare. 

This essay is not about catching up in the international AI arms race. It is about choosing 
where and how to fight. It begins with a brief introduction to the fundamentals of AI, then 
dissects the AI revolution in warfare, exploring how Machine Learning (ML) and Deep 
Learning (DL) are turning speed and precision into decisive weapons. It then confronts 
Australia's strategic dilemma: we are outspent, outscaled and outpaced. Our funding is a 
fraction of international investment; our industrial base lacks the depth to compete 
symmetrically, and our ethical frameworks have become bottlenecks that stifle innovation and 
development. However, herein lies an opportunity. While superpowers vie for dominance in 
AI-enabled warfare, Australia can carve out a niche in hybrid counter-AI, leading the way in 
undermining AI's distinct advantages. 

However, delivering a viable counter-AI strategy will take time. To address this gap, this essay 
introduces two novel and immediately actionable counter-AI concepts: Data Deserts and 
Inverse Logic, designed to exploit AI's dependencies on data and predictability. 
                                                
1  “Only one who attempts the absurd is capable of achieving the impossible”; M. de 
Unamuno, Vida de d. Quijote y Sancho: según Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (F. Fe, 
1905). 
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Fundamentally, this essay argues that the future of Australian defence is not about building 
the best or the most AI, but about breaking the adversaries. The window to act is closing. We 
must no longer ask if we can adapt, but how quickly we can convert the absurd into 
advantage, before the impossible becomes a reality. 

The Fundamentals of Artificial Intelligence 

To effectively counter or leverage AI, we must first grasp its foundational principles: what AI 
is, how it functions and its operational applications. At its core, AI is a field of computer science 
dedicated to developing systems that perform tasks traditionally requiring human intelligence, 
including reasoning, learning, decision-making and perception.2 The power of AI lies in its 
ability to process vast datasets, identify patterns and make autonomous decisions, often 
without human oversight. These capabilities are not theoretical; they are currently reshaping 
modern warfare, where the lack of familiarity with AI risks becoming a strategic liability. 

Two subfields, ML and DL, primarily drive modern AI. ML enables systems to improve 
performance by learning from data, rather than following rigid pre-programmed rules.3 It 
employs three broad approaches: supervised learning (using labelled data to map known 
inputs), unsupervised learning (identifying hidden patterns in unlabelled data) and 
reinforcement learning (training agents through rewards and penalties).4 DL, a more 

                                                
2 Heiko Borchert, Torben Schütz, and Joseph Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case 
Studies on the Global State of Defence AI," (Springer, 2024). 5. 
3 Glenn Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence," 
in Technical Report DST-Group-TR-3716 (Joint and Operations Analysis Division: Defence 
Science and Technology Group, 2020). Glossary. 
4 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 
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advanced subset of ML, utilises artificial neural networks (layered structures inspired by the 
human brain) to process data in ways that mimic human cognition, excelling in tasks such 
as image and speech recognition.5 Figure 1 summarises the definitions, key features, and 
military applications of ML and DL.6  

Three key developments have accelerated AI's exponential growth: the availability of massive, 
curated datasets (e.g. through platforms like Scale AI), the proliferation of high-performance 
computing infrastructure Graphics Processing Units (GPUs) and Tensor Processing Units 
(TPUs)7, and breakthroughs in algorithms like Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs)8 for 
image analysis and transformer models for Natural Language Processing (NLP).9 These 
advancements have enabled AI systems to transition from theoretical constructs to practical 
tools, particularly in military contexts where real-time data analysis is critical. AI development 
generally follows the Machine Learning Operations (MLOps) cycle. Figure 2 summarises this 
process.  
 

                                                
Glossary; Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies 
on the Global State of Defence AI." 6. 
5 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 7-12. 
6 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 1-23; 
Kaushik Roy, "Artificial Intelligence, Ethics and the Future of Warfare: Global Perspectives," 
(Routledge, 2024). 31-35. 
7 GPUs excel at parallel processing for graphics and general-purpose computing, while 
TPUs are specialised accelerators optimised for ML workloads like tensor operations in 
neural networks.; Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on 
Defence.". 10-11. 
8 A DL model which excels at image classification by “automatically and adaptively learning 
spatial hierarchies of features through backpropogation using multiple building blocks”; 
Rikiya Yamashita et al., "Convolutional neural networks: an overview and application in 
radiology," Insights into Imaging 9, no. 4 (2018/08/01 2018), https://doi.org/10.1007/s13244-
018-0639-9, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13244- 
018-0639-9. 612. 
9 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 9-11. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13244-018-0639-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13244-018-0639-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13244-
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Figure 2: Summarised MLOps Cycle10 

AI systems function through three phases: data input, model training and inference.
11 In the 

training phase, developers expose models to data (labelled or unlabeled) depending on the 
preferred approach.12 For instance, supervised learning utilises datasets with predefined 
outputs to train models to associate inputs with correct responses, while unsupervised 
learning prompts models to discover latent structures in data independently. 13Once trained, 
models enter the inference phase, where they apply learned patterns to new, unseen data. A 
DL model trained on thousands of labelled images, for example, can classify novel images 
with high accuracy, provided the training data is robust and the computational resources are 
sufficient.14 Figure 3 summarises this process.15  

                                                
10 Rajiv Avacharmal and Saigurudatta Pamulaparthyvenkata, "Enhancing Algorithmic 
Efficacy: A Comprehensive Exploration of Machine Learning Model Lifecycle Management 
from Inception to Operationalization," Distributed Learning and Broad Applications in 
Scientific Research 8 (2022). 34-38. 
11 Inference is the ability of trained AI models to recognise patterns and draw conclusions 
from novel information; CloudFlare, "AI inference vs. training: What is AI inference?" (Online: 
CloudFlare, 2025). https://www.cloudflare.com/learning/ai/inference-vs-training/. Glossary. 
12 Anthiathia Vail, "What Is Labeled And Unlabeled Data In Machine Learning," (Online: 
Robots.net, 2023). https://robots.net/fintech/what-is-labeled-and-unlabeled-data-in-
machine-learning/. 
13 Julianna Delua, "Supervised versus unsupervised learning: What's the difference?" 
(Online: IBM, 2025). https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/supervised-vs-unsupervised-learning. 
14 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 10. 
15Michael Chen, "What Is AI Model Training & Why Is It Important?" (Online: 
Oracle, 2023). https://www.oracle.com/artificial-intelligence/ai-model-training/.  
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In practice, AI's military utility stems from its layered computational architectures. A CNN, for 
instance, processes visual data hierarchically: early layers detect simple features such as 
edges, while deeper layers combine these to recognise complex objects, such as vehicles in 
satellite imagery or anomalies in radar signals.16 Similarly, Recurrent Neural Networks 
(RNNs)17 and transformer models handle sequential data (text, speech, video), making them 
ideal for tasks such as language translation or generating human-like responses.18 However, 
these models demand extensive training data and computational power. Training a model like 
ChatGPT, for example, requires processing terabytes of text using thousands of GPUs or 
TPUs.19 While recent open-source models, such as China's DeepSeek, challenge this 
paradigm, resource-intensive models still generally outperform their lighter counterparts.20 

Figure 4 visually summarises hierarchical feature extraction in a CNN.21  

                                                
16 Yamashita et al., "Convolutional neural networks: an overview and application in 
radiology." 12-16; Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on 
Defence." 12-14. 
17 RNNs have a form of memory which allows them retain information from previous inputs 
in the sequence making them more suitable for tasks where context and order matter. ; Moy 
et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." Glossary. 
18 Moy et al., "Recent Advances in Artificial Intelligence and their Impact on Defence." 19. 
19 Ibid. 26. 
20 Simon Thorne, "Putting DeepSeek to the test: how its performance compares against 
other AI tools," (Online: The Conversation, 2025). https://theconversation.com/putting-
deepseek-to-the-test-how-its-performance-compares-against-other-ai-tools-248368. 
21 Yamashita et al., "Convolutional neural networks: an overview and application in radiology." 
12-16. 
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Globally, the growing reliance on AI for military use cases underscores its transformative 
potential in surveillance, targeting, logistics, and autonomous systems.22 However, Australia 
has adopted a partner-led, human-centric, data-driven, capability multiplier approach, rather 
than an adversary-led, tech-centric, emergence-based one.23 This limited investment in AI 
reflects a broader gap in understanding and exposure to the technology. Bridging this gap is 
essential to ensuring operational readiness in an era where AI-driven capabilities are 
increasingly decisive. 

 
 

                                                
22 Torben Schütz, "Blinded by the Hype: How Envisioned Futures Shape the Role of Artificial 
Intelligence in Defence Applications and Warfare," (Journal of Strategic Studies, 2025). 14-
17. 
23 Ibid. 9-13. 
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AI Integration in Modern Militaries: The Strategic Imperative 

AI is no longer a futuristic concept; it is actively reshaping military operations across 
intelligence, autonomous systems and cybersecurity. Leading militaries are already 
leveraging AI to fuse and analyse sensor data from drones, satellites, and ground-based 
systems, creating a real-time, comprehensive situational awareness picture.24 The U.S. 
Department of Defence's (DoD) Project Maven, for example, uses AI to analyse full-motion 
video from Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), automating the detection and tracking of 
targets such as vehicles or personnel.25 Projects like Maven reduce cognitive load on 
analysts and accelerate decision-making, demonstrating AI's capacity to enhance both 
speed and precision in high-stakes environments. 

Similarly, human-machine teaming is becoming standard practice.26 Australia's Ghost Bat 
program showcases AI-enabled loyal wingman drones that assist crewed aircraft by 
processing sensor data and suggesting tactical maneuvers.27 These systems exemplify how 
AI augments human operators, enabling faster, more informed responses to dynamic threats. 
AI's adaptability is perhaps most evident in reinforcement learning, where systems refine their 
strategies through iterative trial and error. The U.S. Defence Advanced Research Projects 
Agency's (DARPA's) AlphaDogfight competition highlighted this potential, with an AI agent 
defeating a human F-16 pilot in simulated combat after training on millions of virtual 
dogfights.28 This particular example underscores AI's ability to outperform humans in 
complex, rapidly evolving scenarios, provided robust data pipelines and continuous training 
are maintained. 

Globally, AI is being integrated into Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) to 
automate data analysis and reduce the fog of war.29 The U.S. Joint All-Domain Command 
and Control (JADC2) initiative and China's 'Intelligentised' warfare strategy both prioritise AI-
driven decision superiority, utilising machine learning to sift through terabytes of sensor data, 
detect threats, and even predict adversary movements.30 Autonomous systems extend the 
reach of AI into physical domains. Australia's Unmanned Ground System (UGS), the M113 
Optionally Crewed Combat Vehicle (OCCV), and Bluebottle Unmanned Surface Vessels 
(USV) demonstrate AI's role in land and maritime operations, including obstacle avoidance, 
persistent long-range ISR, and threat detection and engagement.31 In cybersecurity, AI tools 
like CyberSecurity (CS) Toolkit or IBM's QRadar monitor networks in real-time, detecting and 
mitigating threats.32 Meanwhile, offensive AI automates cyber operations and generates 

                                                
24 Anthony King, "Digital Targeting: Artificial Intelligence, Data, and Military Intelligence," 
(Journal of Global Security Studies: University of Exceter, UK, 2024). 4-6 
25 Roy, "Artificial Intelligence, Ethics and the Future of Warfare: Global Perspectives." 38-42. 
26 Tate Nurkin and Julia Siegel, "Battlefield applications for human-machine teaming: 
Demonstrating value, experimenting with new capabilities, and accelerating adoption," 
(Atlantic Council, 2023). https://www.atlanticcouncil.org. 1. 
27 Peter Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway," (Defence AI 
Observatory, 2022). https://www.defenseai.eu. 22-24. 
28 Roy, "Artificial Intelligence, Ethics and the Future of Warfare: Global Perspectives." 96-97; 
Patrick Tucker, "An AI Just Beat a Human F-16 Pilot in a Dogfight — Again," in Science & 
Tech (Online: Defense One, 2020). https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2020/08/ai-just-
beat-human-f-16-pilot-dogfight-again/167872/. 
29 Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global 
State of Defence AI." 14-15. 
30 Ibid. 53-54. ; 466-468. 
31 Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway." 23-25. 
32 Patrick Payne, Michael Friar, and Christopher Smedley, "Counter-AI Offensive Tools and 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
https://www.defenseai.eu/
https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2020/08/ai-just-beat-human-f-16-pilot-
https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2020/08/ai-just-beat-human-f-16-pilot-
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adversarial data to deceive enemy systems.33  

While Australia has achieved isolated success, its evolutionary approach to AI integration 
risks leaving it irreparably behind. The U.S., China, and other advanced militaries do not 
debate whether to integrate AI; instead, they debate how quickly they can scale its adoption. 
These nations are already deploying AI across ISR and cyber operations, turning theoretical 
advantages into operational reality. The U.S. uses AI-driven predictive maintenance to 
forecast equipment failures and optimise logistics, ensuring operational readiness and cost 
efficiency.34 China's Intelligentised warfare strategy automates decision-making, aiming to 
outpace adversaries' decision cycles.35 Australia's hesitation, rooted in risk aversion rather 
than disruptive innovation, does nothing to close the widening capability gap. In a paradigm 
where AI is already reshaping warfare, the cost of delay is not just technological 
obsolescence, but strategic irrelevance. The question is no longer whether AI will dominate 
future conflict, but how militaries will adapt to its inevitable evolution. AI requires a dedicated 
focus and a compromise of current practices to achieve speed-to-capability. Figure 5 
forecasts future integration trends in military AI, assessing their likelihood and potential 
impact, highlighting the trends Australia is likely to contend with in the near to distant future.36  

                                                
Techniques," (Cybersecurity & Information Systems Information Analysis Center, 2023). 4-7 
33 Ibid. 4-7 
34 Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global 
State of Defence AI." 54.; Adib Bin Rashid et al., "Artificial Intelligence in the Military: An 
Overview of the Capabilities, Applications, and Challenges," International Journal of 
Intelligent Systems 2023, no. 1 (2023), https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1155/2023/8676366. 
17-19. 
35 Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global 
State of Defence AI." 466-468. 
36 Roy, "Artificial Intelligence, Ethics and the Future of Warfare: Global Perspectives." 14-17, 
62-66, 71-90, 102-103, 256-257; Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 
25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence AI." 45, 53, 363-364, 472-473, 596-599. ; 
Sentient Digital Inc., "The Most Useful Military Applications of AI in 2024 and Beyond," 
(Online: Sentient Digital INC., 2023). https://sdi.ai/blog/the-most-useful-military-applications-
of-ai/.; Peter J Philips and Gabriela Pohl, "Countering Intelligence Algorithms," in Decision 
Theory, Design Choices and Counter-AI (The RUSI Journal, 165:7,, 2020). 31-32. Daniel 
Araya and Meg King, "The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Military Defence and Security," 
(Waterloo, ON, Canada: Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI), 2022). 6-9.; 
Nurkin and Siegel, "Battlefield applications for human-machine teaming: Demonstrating 
value, experimenting with new capabilities, and accelerating adoption." 5-6. 
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Australia's Military AI: Strategic Lag and the Counter-AI Opportunity 

So how does Australia match up? Australia's approach to military AI is cautious, ad-hoc, 
unfocused, and ultimately ineffective. Australia is prioritising incremental integration over the 
disruptive innovation pursued by other nations.37 This restraint is not by design but by 
constraint: limited funding, industrial capacity and a risk-averse policy framework have left 
Australia trailing international standards.38 For example, in 2022, the U.S. spent and allocated 
around $875 billion on AI, while China spent an estimated $242 billion and pledged $148.6 
billion by 2030 as part of its New Generation Artificial Intelligence Development Plan, which 
aims to cultivate an AI industry worth $1.6 trillion in related industries.39 Figure 6 illustrates 
the disparity in AI/ML investment, with China and the U.S. dominating investment, while 
European countries lag due to lower budgets, transparency issues, and coordination 
challenges.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
37 Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway." 43. 
38 Ibid. 14-18. 
39 Simona R. Soare, Pavneet Singh, and Meia Nouwens, "Software-defined Defence: 
Algorithms at War," (International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2023). 11-16. 
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Figure 6: Comparative AI/ML investment (2022)40 

In contrast, Australia's Next Generation Technologies Fund commits just $0.5 billion over a 
decade, a fraction of the investments made by other nations.41 The 2024 Integrated 
Investment Program further highlights this investment gap, treating AI as a supporting 
technology that is often overshadowed by other emerging technologies, such as quantum, 
hypersonics, and electronic warfare.42 This distinct lack of investment does not position AI 
as a disruptive or game-changing capability, but rather as a tool to augment and sustain 
current and planned forces. 

China's Military-Civil Fusion Strategy (C-MF) exemplifies an alternative approach: a 
comprehensive, whole-of-nation effort to leverage AI-driven warfare, encompassing swarm 
intelligence and autonomous decision-making.43 Australia's modest projects pale in 
comparison, lacking the scale and ambition of adversarial programs. Even Australia's tactical 
strengths in human-machine teaming remain limited, overshadowed by initiatives such as the 
U.S. Navy's Sea Hunter or China's AI-powered underwater drones, both designed for full-
spectrum operations.44 In operational AI, Australia's Athena AI Project (now under Sightline 
Applications) offers a compliance-focused targeting tool; however, it lacks the global reach 
of the U.S. Project Maven or the autonomy of China's proposed system versus system 
operations.45  

                                                
40 Soare, "Software-defined Defence: Algorithms at War." 12. 
41 Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway." 21. 
42 Minister for Defence, Integrated Investment Plan, (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2024). 20-21. 
43 Jiayu Zhang, "China's Military Employment of Artificial Intelligence and its Security 
Implications," (The International Affairs Review, 2020). 42.; Elsa B. Kania, "Battlefield 
Singularity: Artificial Intelligence, Military Revolution, and China’s Future Military Power," 
(Center for a New American Security, 2017).6-12: Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The 
Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence AI." 471-474. 
44 Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway." 42; Jairo Eduardo 
Márquez-Díaz, "Benefits and challenges of Military Artificial Intelligence," (online: 
Computación y Sistemas, 2024). 313; Roy, "Artificial Intelligence, Ethics and the Future of 
Warfare: Global Perspectives." 80; Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long 
Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence AI." 473. 
45 T. Roberson, Bornstein, S., Liivoja, R., Ng, S., Scholz, J., & Devitt, K., "A Method for 
Ethical AI in Defence: A Case Study on Developing Trustworthy Autonomous Systems," 
(Journal of Responsible Technology, 2022). 1-10.; Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The 
Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence AI." 46-48, 468. 
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Australia's cyber AI capabilities are similarly underdeveloped. While the Australian Signals 
Directorate (ASD) has begun integrating machine learning for threat detection under Project 
Redspice, it lacks the dedicated large-scale offensive cyber AI tools deployed by DARPA 
under U.S. Cyber Command or China's Information Support Force (ISF), which use AI to 
automate hacking, conduct influence operations, and counter adversarial AI.46 The result is 
a growing vulnerability to technological surprise, compounded by a sovereign industrial base 
that relies on U.S. and UK supply chains for advanced components.47 This dependency 
risks operational paralysis in contested environments where allied support may falter. China 
has effectively avoided this problem with its C-MF strategy, ensuring that its AI development 
is entirely indigenous and reducing its exposure to supply chain disruptions or export 
controls.48  

Government and Defence policy further exacerbates these gaps. Despite the impending 
release of a new National AI Capability Plan (December 2025), the website's language 
continues to echo that of the 2021 AI Action Plan, prioritizing incremental business and 
civilian adoption over disruptive military applications.49 This cautious evolutionary approach 
constrains Australia's ability to deploy state-of-the-art cyber AI systems. Australia's 2020 
Defence Strategic Update (DSU) and 2024 National Defence Strategy (NDS) acknowledge 
AI as an 'enabling technology' and 'advanced capability'; however, both stop short of a 
standalone Defence AI strategy, unlike the U.S. National Defence Strategy or the UK Defence 
AI strategy, which treat AI as foundational.50 Instead, Australia embeds AI within broader 
digital modernisation efforts, such as the Defence Data Strategy (2021-2023) and Defence 
Data Strategy 2.0, which prioritise data sharing and analytics over the development of military 
AI.51 Australia's ethical and legal frameworks, while robust, have become a double-edged 
sword: stringent Article 36 weapons reviews and compliance requirements delay deployment, 
ceding pace to adversaries with fewer and less stringent governance controls.52 AUKUS and 
Five Eyes partnerships mitigate some gaps (e.g. autonomous submarine technology, AI-

                                                
46 Australian Signals Directorate, "A Blueprint for Growing ASD's capabilities: REDSPICE." 
(Online: Australian Government, 2022). https://www.asd.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-
05/ASD-REDSPICE-Blueprint.pdf. 12, 16; Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very 
Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence AI." 45-50, 477. 
47 Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway."17-18. 
48 Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global 
State of Defence AI." 471-474. 
49 Science Department of Industry, Energy and Resources, "Australia’s AI Action Plan," 
(Online: Australian Government, 2021). 
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/June%202021/document/australias-ai-action-
plan.pdf.; Science Department of Industry, Energy and Resources, "Developing a National AI 
Capability Plan," (Online: Australian Government, 2024). 
50 Minister for Defence, Defence Strategic Update, (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 
2020). 41; Minister for Defence, National Defence Strategy, (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2024). 65.; 
U.S. Department of Defense, "National Defense Strategy," (Online: The Government of the 
United States of America, 2022). 6, 19-20.; UK Ministry of Defence, "Defence Artificial 
Intelligence Strategy," (Online: UK Government, 2022). 
51 Department of Defence, "Defence Data Strategy," (Online: Australian Government, 
2021). Department of Defence, "Defence Data Strategy 2.0: Decision Advantage in the Data 
Age," (Online: Australian Government, 2024). 
52 Cindy Kua, "Autonomous Weapon Systems, International Law and Meaningful Human 
Control," (Online: Australian Army Journal, 2016).21-34.; Borchert, Schütz, and 
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AI."600-601. 
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enabled ISR), but they also deepen Australia's dependency.53 The Ghost Bats' reliance on 
U.S. AI software, for instance, highlights the tension inherent in sovereign decision-making 
versus collaborative AI development.54  

Australia's fragmented AI governance stands in stark contrast to China's centralised 
approach. While the Central Military Commission's Science and Technology Commission 
streamlines AI integration across the PLA, enabling rapid prototyping and deployment of AI-
enabled weapons, Australia lacks an equivalent body, resulting in fragmented oversight and 
delayed decision-making.55 Although bilateral partnerships with defence giants like Northrop 
Grumman have accelerated AI adoption, these collaborations are not truly sovereign; true 
sovereignty requires independent R&D, IP ownership, and deployment control, areas where 
Australia's current model falls short.56 Australia's Trusted Autonomous Systems Defence 
Cooperative Research Centre (CRC), a public-private consortium, has advanced robotic and 
autonomous systems (RAS); however, its reliance on foreign and SME investment 
undermines the development of sovereign capability.57 The UK's Defence Artificial 
Intelligence Strategy, with its focus on indigenous AI integration, offers a sobering 
counterpoint: sovereign industrial capacity is not just an advantage, but a strategic necessity, 
a lesson Australia has yet to recognise, let alone internalize.58  

What is abundantly clear is that Australia cannot win the symmetric AI arms race against 
China, the U.S or even comparative mid-tier powers like Israel or South Korea. The gap in 
funding, talent, and industrial capacity is insurmountable in the short to medium term. 
However, necessity is the mother of invention. While the major powers pour billions into 
conventional AI dominance, Australia's strengths position it to become a regional leader in 
counter-AI. Australia's ethical frameworks, which are a challenge in a symmetrical race, could 
become a lynchpin of counter-AI, where trust and interoperability with allies are critical. Figure 
7 highlights that the Indo-Pacific will shape the future of AI-driven warfare, providing a unique 
testing ground for degrading, deceiving, and disabling adversarial AI.  

                                                
53 Department of Defence, "AUKUS Partners Demonstrate Advanced Capabilities AI Trial," 
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55 Elsa B. Kania, "Chinese Military Innovation in Artificial Intelligence," (Online: Center 
for New American Security, 2019). 
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Figure 7: Regional Insights59 

Counter-AI enables Australia to punch above its weight by targeting AI's dependency on data, 
predictability, and trust. By leveraging these opportunities, Australia can carve a distinct role, 
not as a follower in the AI arms race, but as a regional leader in neutralising AI threats. Figure 
8 summarises a cascading counter-AI model for Australia, leveraging Australia's strengths 
and opportunities to mitigate its challenges.60  
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60 Andrew Horton, "Australia’s Most Pressing Defence Challenge: Skills," (Online: 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), 2024). 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-most-pressing-defence-challenge-skills/. 
Layton, "Evolution Not Revolution: Australia’s Defence AI Pathway."42.; Borchert, Schütz, 
and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global State of Defence 
AI."55, Ben Whitham, Penten, and David Liebowitz, "Counter AI," in Joint Capabilities 
(Online: Defence Connect, 2020). https://www.defenceconnect.com.au/joint-
capabilities/7354-counter-ai.; Sean Mitchell, "AI Adoption in Australia Grows Despite Talent 
Shortage," (Online: eCommerce News Australia, 2025). 
https://ecommercenews.com.au/story/ai-adoption-in-australia-grows-despite-talent-
shortage; Lizette Chapman, "The 10 Defence Tech Startups to Watch in 2025," (Online: 
Bloomberg Originals, 2025). https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2025-tech-defense-
startups-to-watch/.; David Brudenell, "National AI Readiness Index Report 2025," (Online: 
Decidr, 2025). https://www.scl/fi/vnxu1v9zyxb68pt97ksh4/Digital -National-AI-
Readiness-Index-Report-2025.pdf?rlkey=7xb82dzsr7qoy1yi01shn9urz&e=1&dl=0. Adi 
Zolotov et al., "Three Truths About AI in Aerospace and Defense," in Aerospace and 
Defence (Online: Boston Consulting Group, 2025). 
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2025/three-truths-about-ai-in-aerospace-and-defense.; 
Tim O’Callaghan and Travis Shueard, "The United States, Artificial Intelligence and Export 
Controls," (Online: Piper Alderman, 2025). https://piperalderman.com.au/insight/the-united-
states-artificial-intelligence-and-export-controls/. Fergus Hunter et al., "Countering China’s 
Coercive Diplomacy," (Online: Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), 2023). 
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/countering-chinas-coercive-diplomacy/. ; Marina Yue Zhang 
et al., "Australia’s AI Ambitions Hinge on Collaboration with China," (Online: East Asia 
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Counter-AI: The Strategic Imperative for Australia 

Counter-AI is a rapidly evolving discipline focused on defending, exploiting, and mitigating 
vulnerabilities in AI systems, targeting not just infrastructure, but the decision-making 
processes, data dependencies and adaptive behaviours that define modern AI.61 Unlike 
traditional cybersecurity, counter-AI confronts a dynamic threat landscape where 
adversaries weaponise AI's strengths against itself. As militaries and critical infrastructures 
become increasingly reliant on AI, counter-AI has emerged as a decisive frontier in national 
security, marked by an escalating arms race between offensive disruption and defensive 
resilience.62  

Broadly, this field is divided by competing philosophies. The Defensive Resilience school 
(Cybernetic)63, favoured by Western allies such as the UK and the U.S., treats AI as critical 
infrastructure, emphasising layered defences, ethical frameworks, and alliance-based 
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intelligence sharing, introducing terms like 'operational resilience' and 'integrated 
deterrence'.64 While robust, this approach risks reactivity, akin to building a digital 'Maginot 
Line' in an era where adversaries exploit governance gaps and outpace regulation. In 
contrast, the Offensive Dominance doctrine (Chaoplexic)65, pursued by disruptive powers 
such as China and Russia, prioritises pre-emptive strikes, including data poisoning, model 
theft, and algorithmic sabotage, to degrade an enemy's AI before deployment.66 Though 
proactive, this strategy risks uncontrolled escalation, eroding the norms meant to constrain 
AI conflict. 

Between these extremes lies the Hybrid Approach, an adaptive paradigm that merges 
defensive depth with select offensive manoeuvres. Pioneered by agile tech powers like Israel 
and Singapore, it employs AI against AI tactics, including digital decoys, adversarial 
perturbations67, and real-time cognitive duels, to outmaneuver adversaries.68 This model 
thrives on strategic ambiguity, toggling between resilience in peacetime and precision strikes 
in crisis, but demands high technological maturity, seamless integration of human and 
machine capabilities, and an institutional capacity to toggle between restraint and aggression 
without losing coherence. 

Australia's AI strategy is currently biased towards a Defensive Resilience philosophy, 
characterised by an ethically cautious, risk-averse, and governance-heavy approach.69 This 

                                                
64 Borchert, Schütz, and Verbovszky, "The Very Long Game: 25 Case Studies on the Global 
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approach is both insufficient and inadvisable moving forward. To remain competitive, 
Australia must adopt a hybrid counter-AI posture, leveraging defensive resilience as a 
foundation, while embedding offensive capabilities tailored to its constraints as a middle 
power. This approach involves disrupting adversary AI at its seams without uncontrolled 
escalation. The goal is not just to defend, but to erode adversary confidence in their own AI, 
forcing them to question its reliability in the Indo-Pacific. By positioning itself as the standard 
bearer for democratic hybrid counter-AI capability, Australia can transform its disadvantages 
into asymmetric advantages, ensuring adversaries face not just a fortified target, but an 
unpredictable one. In summary, Australia's hybrid counter-AI strategy should seek to defend 
with depth, strike with precision, and lead with principle. 

That said, what does Counter-AI actually look like? Counter-AI is a systemic effort to 
undermine, deceive, or protect AI systems by exploiting vulnerabilities across their layered 
architecture, known as the "AI Stack", which comprises data, hardware, and algorithms that 
underpin all AI functionality.70 It operates along the MLOps cycle, where every phase 
presents a potential attack surface.71  

Offensive counter-AI weaponises these weaknesses with destructive creativity: adversarial 
examples trick neural networks into misclassifying targets (e.g., 3D-printed decoys that 
complicate drone surveillance), data poisoning embeds sleeper agents in training sets, and 
model extraction reverse engineers proprietary systems through brute-force queries.72 

Deception scales attacks further with synthetic data floods, where generative AI clogs 
analytics with deepfake propaganda, which China is currently trialling in an attempt to hijack 
cognitive decision-making.73 Even physical side channels, such as electromagnetic leaks or 
power fluctuations, become vectors for data theft.74 The paradox is stark: the more 
sophisticated the AI, the more vulnerable it is. Figure 9 summarises the primary attack 
groupings, highlighting that counter-AI has been refined into five threat models, mapping 
where attacks occur across the MLOps Lifecycle.75  
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71 Ibid. 2-4. 
72 Sotiris Pelekis et al., "Adversarial Machine Learning: A Review of Methods, Tools, and 
Critical Industry Sectors," (Springer Nature Link: Artificial Intelligence Review, 2025). 12-20; 
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Figure 9: Primary Counter-AI Attack Groupings and Threat Models 

Defensive counter-AI responds by layering technical fortification, operational agility and 
governance rigour to turn vulnerability into resilience. Adversarial training acts as an 
inoculation, stress-testing models against perturbed inputs (e.g., TensorFlows' robustness 
frameworks), while certified defences enforce mathematical error bounds.76 Unsupervised 
anomaly detection (e.g., Darktrace Cyber AI) flags rogue behaviours in real-time, and runtime 
monitors like IBM Watson OpenScale scrub outputs for manipulation.77 AI supply chains are 
hardened through secure MLOps, with cryptographic watermarking and data provenance to 
thwart tampering.78 Deception turns defensive, utilising honeypot AI to lure adversaries into 
revealing their tactics, and sensor spoofing, which combines radar jamming with AI-generated 
decoys to mislead autonomous systems.79 However, hardware and code alone are 
insufficient. AI Incident Response Teams (AISIRTs) modelled on cybersecurity CSIRTs and 
DARPA-style red-teaming simulate chaos to ensure AI resilience is not just theoretical.80 The 
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defensive mantra is unforgiving: an AI that fails unpredictably will be exploited to fail 
catastrophically. 

The future of counter-AI will be an escalating duel of adaptation, where offensive innovation 
outpaces defensive patches, and AI-versus-AI engagements become the norm.81 As 
generative AI lowers the barrier for sophisticated attacks, the battlefield will shift towards 
autonomous deception, where algorithms dynamically rewrite their own rules to outmaneuver 
adversaries.82 The coming decade will see the emergence of algorithmic immune systems, 
self-healing models that detect and purge infections, as well as cognitive electronic warfare, 
where AI-driven spoofing blurs the line between physical and digital deception.83 This race 
will not be won by those who build the most advanced AI, but by those who master the art of 
breaking their adversaries and trusting their own. Figure 10 forecasts future trends in military 
counter-AI, including their likelihood and potential impact, highlighting what counter-AI 
capabilities Australia is likely to contend with in the near to distant future.84  
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Australia's dilemma is stark: it is behind in the AI arms race and even further adrift in counter-
AI, lacking the scale, skills, investment, and infrastructure to compete symmetrically. While 
a hybrid counter-AI strategy offers Australia a path forward, it demands the same resources 
as AI development itself and likely a similar timeframe for delivery, a luxury Australia cannot 
afford. However, asymmetry has always been an Australian strength. The solution is not to 
outspend or out-innovate, but to out-think, leveraging existing capabilities to degrade 
adversary confidence and turn AI strengths into liabilities. This essay introduces two novel 
and immediately actionable contributions to the field of counter-AI: Data Deserts and Inverse 
Logic, which bridge the capability gap without requiring technological breakthroughs, only 
creativity and discipline. 

Put simply, a data desert is a deliberate act of starvation, denying AI of its lifeblood: data. 
Through sensor jamming, spoofed signals, and operational silence, Australia can carve 
controlled voids where surveillance drones see only noise, targeting algorithms chase 
phantoms, and decision-making systems falter. In the Indo-Pacific, where China's AI-driven 
ISR thrives on data abundance, Australia's geographic and technological niches can create 
(U6) environments. These environments are Unpredictable, Unreliable, and Unusable, 
rendering adversary AI blind. Once established, Australia can then operate Unrestricted, 
Undetected, and Unchallenged. This concept extends beyond military operations: for 
example, sanitising the digital footprints of the Government and the Australian Defence Force 
(ADF) (deleting or minimising online presence, scrubbing doctrine from open sources) forces 
adversary AI to operate in scarcity, where speed and precision become liabilities. A machine 
trained in abundance is helpless in a Data Desert. 

Inverse Logic complements this by flooding adversary AI with the absurdity of unexpected 
actions. Where conventional counter-AI seeks to match or outmaneuver algorithmic speed, 
Inverse Logic seeks to break the AI model entirely. Swarm sensors with decoys that defy 
classification, drones mimicking bird flocks, radar signatures fracturing into noise, or cyber 
traps luring AI into endless false-positive loops. The goal is to exploit AI's logical fragility: 
probabilistic frameworks collapse under low-probability, high-impact chaos. By injecting 
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unpredictability through false fleet movements, spoofed communications, or decoy 
operations, Australia forces the adversary's AI into analysis paralysis, where every calculation 
requires excessive computing resources, forcing a return to human-centric warfare. 

Together, these approaches form a stopgap strategy that is low-cost, high-impact, and 
deployable now. They do not replace long-term hybrid counter-AI investment but buy Australia 
time, erode adversary confidence and redefine the AI-enabled battlefield. In a world where AI 
dominance hinges on data and speed, Australia's edge lies in denying both. However, while 
these two concepts offer a potent asymmetric advantage, their deployment is not without risk. 
Data Deserts, by design, create deliberate information voids that could undermine 
transparency norms, a core tenet of Australia's ethical framework and key pillar of trust with 
allies. If the approach is perceived as deceptive rather than defensive, these tactics might 
erode credibility in coalition operations or even provoke adversarial escalation under the guise 
of defensive ambiguity. 

Similarly, Inverse Logic's reliance on chaos injection risks unintended consequences: 
adversarial AI, when confronted with seemingly illogical or erratic inputs, may default to 
aggressive, high-risk behaviours, accelerating rather than deterring conflict. The moral 
hazard is clear. Strategies that exploit AI's fragility could normalise unpredictability in warfare, 
making crisis management more volatile and eroding the very rule-based order Australia 
seeks to uphold. These trade-offs mean application of these concepts requires rigorous 
guardrails, including clear red lines for deployment, and post-action reviews to assess 
collateral effects on civilian systems or allied interoperability. Ignoring these risks could turn 
tactical strengths into a strategic liability, reinforcing the need for a principled hybrid counter-
AI strategy that balances disruption with responsibility. Nevertheless, the rewards outweigh 
the risks, and the message to adversaries must be clear: your AI may be smarter, faster, 
more powerful, but this counts for nothing in the vast Australian Data Desert. 

Conclusion: Charting Australia's Path Forward 

Australia's counter-AI future demands more than just keeping pace; it requires flipping the 
script entirely. We start with urgent stopgaps (Data Deserts/Inverse Logic), buying us the 
critical space to build something far more dangerous, a hybrid counter-AI strategy that does 
not just compete but redefines the contest. This means using every exercise, every wargame 
and every research dollar to harden our own systems while turning the adversary's AI into a 
liability. Policy cannot inch forward; it must leap, embedding hybrid counter-AI into our 
doctrine, accelerating procurement of dual-use tools, and ensuring our legal frameworks 
move at the speed of disruption, not bureaucracy. To ensure we do not do this alone, 
Australia must forge alliances that not only share intelligence but also co-create chaos, 
thereby developing interoperable counter-AI capabilities that render our stopgaps permanent 
and our asymmetries decisive. The real question is not whether we can operationalise these 
ideas, but whether Australia dares to weaponise uncertainty before our adversaries do. 
Regardless, the choice is clear: Australia clings to an already lost race for AI parity or 
embraces the absurd. Those with the most advanced AI will not win this conflict; the future 
will belong to those who can render it useless at the lowest cost. The PLA's AI-enhanced 
hypersonic missiles and the U.S.'s autonomous swarms may dominate the headlines, but 
the side that masters the art of the unthinkable will own the future. 
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What strategic triggers could lead the Republic of Korea to pursue an independent nuclear 
weapons capability, and what Australian policy options could lower that likelihood? 
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Major Joshua Vogel, CSM, is an Explosive Ordnance Disposal Officer who has spent his 
career focused on, and deployed throughout, the Indo-Pacific Region. He is currently posted 
to the Headquarters of the United States Army Pacific (USARPAC) in Hawaii, USA as an 
exchange officer. 

INTRODUCTION 

The question of a nuclearised Republic of Korea (ROK) is not purely hypothetical but presents 
a real-time policy problem with direct consequences for Australia’s security and Indo-Pacific 
stability. A nuclear-armed ROK would weaken an increasingly contentious non-proliferation 
fabric, tempt parallel nuclearisation, Japan (JPN) foremost, and increase the potential 
consequences of any peninsula crisis. For Australia, that translates into harder deterrence 
tasks, compressed escalation timelines, and less room for coalition decision-making. This 
paper seeks to describe the key strategic triggers for the nuclearisation (the proliferation of an 
indigenous nuclear weapons capability) of the ROK and provide policy options to the 
Australian government and shows how the convergence of these triggers underpins the 
paper’s thesis. 

ROK’s restraint is strategic, not technical. Restraint holds so long as three triggers do not 
converge: erosion, real or perceived, in the United States (U.S.) extended deterrence 
credibility; escalatory Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) behaviour, including the 
drift towards tactical-nuclear doctrine and first-use ambiguity; and domestic political and 
popular pressures. No single trigger is likely to tip the balance of decision-making within Seoul. 
Convergence does. That is the calculus Australia must seek to shape.  

This paper seeks to fill a framing gap. The literature often approaches the issue of ROK 
nuclearisation through focused lenses of U.S. signaling or DPRK nuclear and antagonistic 
actions, while technical studies reduce it to timelines and capabilities. This approach often 
misses where pressure accumulates, inside the ROK. The paper’s lens is deliberately ROK-
focused for Australian action. It centres on contemporary ROK perspectives and the 
divergence between a popular majority that favours an indigenous capability and strategic 
elites who weigh the diplomatic and economic costs. The research is anchored in the last five 
years, covering two presidential administrations in both the ROK and the U.S., providing 
bipartisan views from both nations. The paper draws on evidence from official channels, 
polling and surveys, on which it places the most weight, alongside policy documents and open-
source assessments. It does not use classified or controlled information. The focus is not on 
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whether the ROK can build, but when, why, and under what convergent pressures it would 
choose to. 

The paper is set out to provide the 
logic thread. Part 1 demonstrates that 
restraint has historically hinged on 
reassurance and pressure, not 
capability. Part 2 describes three 
triggers and, more importantly, their 
interaction to create a pathway to 
decision-making for ROK 
policymakers. Part 3 provides options 
that Australia can pursue to lower the 
probability of nuclearisation while 
strengthening deterrence: reinforce 

and clarify reassurance, deepen spoke-to-spoke ties with JPN and the ROK, and build 
capability pathways that strengthen confidence. ROK nuclear restraint is strategic and 
contingent; the triggers are interconnected; and Australia has agency to shape the calculus 
away from nuclearisation. 

PART 1: REPUBLIC OF KOREA AND NUCLEAR WEAPONS 

Historically, the ROK’s indigenous nuclear ambitions are not new; today’s debates echo earlier 
episodes when Seoul sought to hedge against perceived alliance fragility. In the early 1970s, 
President Park Chung Hee authorised a clandestine nuclear weapons development program.1 
This decision was driven by an apparent weakening of the U.S.–ROK security relationship, 
symbolised most clearly by Washington’s unilateral withdrawal of the U.S. 7th Infantry Division 
from the peninsula in 1971.2 That decision came against a backdrop of strained trust: a secret 
U.S.–DPRK dialogue in 1969–70 over the USS Pueblo incident and a decade of North Korean 
infiltration and provocation, including the 1968 Blue House raid, had already fuelled Seoul’s 
anxieties about U.S. commitment.3 

At that time, South Korea lacked the current civilian nuclear industrial base to rapidly produce 
fissile material, but Park’s administration actively sought external supply contracts from 
Canada and France to accelerate its program.4 These procurements, if successful, would 
have provided the means for both production and potential weaponisation within a projected 
six- to ten-year horizon.5 Ultimately, the initiative was curtailed under sustained U.S. 
diplomatic and economic pressure, including threats to restrict Bank financing6 and to suspend 
military assistance,7 coupled with the assurance of U.S. extended deterrence under the 
nuclear umbrella.8 This section highlights a pattern: South Korea’s nuclear restraint was not 
simply a matter of capability, but of alliance reassurance and international pressure. 

Since the 1970s, the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence has remained the cornerstone of 

                                                
1 Fitzpatrick, Asia’s Latent Nuclear Powers, 21–22. 
2 Han, South Korea and Nuclear Weapons: Retrospect and Prospects, 2. 
3 Choi, The Formation of Japan-ROK Security Relations, 19; Campbell et al., The Nuclear 
Tipping Point, 261. 
4 Han, South Korea and Nuclear Weapons: Retrospect and Prospects, 3. 
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Seoul’s nuclear restraint.9 In 1958, Washington deployed tactical nuclear weapons to the 
peninsula, both to modernise allied warfighting options and to offset South Korea’s resource 
constraints during its reconstruction.10 These weapons remained stationed in Korea until 
1991,11 when the George H.W. Bush administration unilaterally withdrew them as part of a 
broader post–Cold War initiative to reduce tactical nuclear stockpiles.12 

Although the physical presence of nuclear weapons ended, successive U.S. administrations 
have maintained assurances under the “nuclear umbrella”.13 These commitments have been 
reaffirmed through mechanisms such as the Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation 
Group (EDSCG) and, in 2023, the Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG)14 in response to 
heightened DPRK nuclear testing.15 Nevertheless, the robustness of these guarantees has 
not been immune to strain. Periodic shifts in U.S. strategic focus, towards Europe during 
NATO crises or towards the Taiwan Strait in countering China, have stoked abandonment 
concerns in Seoul.16 Despite these doubts, extended deterrence has consistently served as 
the institutional anchor through which the ROK has maintained its obligations under the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), underscoring that restraint remains dependent on 
reassurance. 

As a result of U.S. security and nuclear industry assurances and the failure of Seoul’s foray 
into indigenous nuclear weapons development, the ROK ratified the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) in 1975,17 aligning itself with international norms. Its compliance and acceptance of full-
scope IAEA safeguards were not, however, purely normative; they were essential 
prerequisites for ROK civil nuclear cooperation, guaranteeing access to U.S. civilian nuclear 
technology, financing, and reactor supply so long as compliance was maintained,18 
highlighting that restraint was driven by leverage, not technical limitations. 

The NPT commitment remains a cornerstone of Seoul’s nuclear restraint.19 As the ROK 
became one of the world’s largest nuclear energy producers, the benefits of compliance 
provided strong incentives to uphold its non-nuclear status. Nevertheless, the NPT itself 
contains an exit clause. Under Article X, any signatory may withdraw with three months’ notice 
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if “extraordinary events”20 jeopardise its supreme national interests.21 The DPRK invoked 
this clause in 2003 to justify its departure from the treaty,22 setting a precedent that Seoul 
could conceivably mirror under extreme security duress. Whilst such a move would be highly 
controversial and carry severe costs, its legal availability and the ROK’s modern enhanced 
nuclear and industrial technology represent a path to proliferation, reinforcing that modern 
restraint remains contingent rather than technical. 

Unlike in the 1970s, today South Korea possesses the industrial and technological 
foundations to rapidly develop nuclear weapons if it chose to do so. Its world-leading civilian 
nuclear power sector provides extensive expertise in reactor design, fuel-cycle management, 
and nuclear materials handling. Coupled with a highly advanced defence industry, particularly 
in ballistic missiles and precision guidance, Seoul has a robust technological base for 
weaponisation.23 Past research efforts further contribute to this latent knowledge base. 
Collectively, these attributes constitute a capability of nuclear latency (or threshold 
capability):24 the possession of technical expertise, materiel, and equipment, but the 
combination of such is short of an actual weapon. 

Historically, constraints on access to fissile material limited South Korea’s ability to move 
quickly towards weaponisation.25 Yet the maturity of its nuclear industry and accumulated 
technical expertise significantly reduces these barriers today. While estimates vary, some 
analysts suggest that Seoul could produce a deliverable nuclear device in less than two years, 
provided the political decision was made and investment in enrichment or reprocessing 
infrastructure was accelerated.26 Whilst an initial device might be feasible within such a 
timeframe, operationalising a reliable and survivable nuclear force would take longer.27 
Nonetheless, the essential point remains that South Korea’s restraint is not technical, but 
strategic, conditioned by external triggers such as alliance pressures and domestic politics. 
This is the foundation for how this paper assesses how the triggers; the erosion of U.S. 
reassurance, DPRK escalation, and domestic pressures can converge to tip Seoul’s nuclear 
calculus. 

PART 2: STRATEGIC TRIGGERS FOR NUCLEARISATION 

A decision to acquire or pursue indigenous nuclear weapons development would not derive 
from historical actions and threat perceptions alone and would not be made by accident or 
afterthought. For the ROK contemplating such a consequential step, the ultimate judgement 
would be shaped by convergence of political and security calculations and, perhaps most 
fundamentally, by the meaning and strategic value that leaders attach to the possession of 
such capabilities. 
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Erosion of U.S. Deterrence Credibility 

The primary trigger that would see Seoul abandon its strong non-proliferation position and 
actively pursue the development of an indigenous nuclear weapons capability is the 
weakening of U.S. security guarantees, perceived or real. U.S. extended deterrence has 
functioned as a safety net, enabling the ROK’s strategic restraint,28 anchoring its decision to 
remain within the NPT framework despite possessing a credible and unquestionable latent 
capability to pursue nuclear weapons. Yet this assurance is contingent. If the credibility of U.S. 
guarantees were seriously undermined or called into question, the rationale for continued 
restraint could quickly evaporate.29 

The most indisputable and visible representation of erosion would be a reduction in U.S. force 
presence on the peninsula, a repetition of the action taken by the Nixon and Carter 
administrations of the 1970s. The heavy forward-deployed U.S. presence has long served as 
both a physical deterrent against DPRK action and a symbol of commitment.30 The withdrawal 
of the U.S. 7th Infantry Division in 1971, the U.S. announcement of tactical nuclear weapon 
removal and troop reduction in the late 1970s, which never eventuated,31 followed by the 
complete removal of U.S. nuclear weapons in 1991,32 have left scars in South Korea’s 
strategic memory. More recently, debates within Washington about troop reductions, cost-
sharing, and whether Seoul is paying its fair share echo these earlier anxieties. From an ROK 
perspective, signals from Washington that the alliance is transactional, such as continuous 
calls for dramatic increases in ROK payments in the Special Measures Agreement33, with 
President Trump previously calling for a 400% increase,34 along with warnings of troop 
withdrawal if the fiscal burden of defence is not shared,35 imply conditionality. Meanwhile, 
signals of solidarity, including the projection of nuclear-armed platforms to the peninsula36 or 
the 2023 “Commitment to Consult” trilateral (ROK-U.S.-JPN) joint statement,37 seek to 
highlight an unconditional guarantee by normalising presence and formalise dialogue. This 
rhetoric, particularly under the current U.S. administration that prioritises transactional 
agreements over solidarity, sends strong signals to ROK policymakers and the public that 
current U.S. guarantees may be conditional rather than absolute.38 

A second dimension of erosion lies in political dialogue about alliance priorities, specifically 
those that cast doubt on the readiness and reliability of conventional deterrence through U.S. 
force posture. Statements that suggest U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) could be redeployed to 
meet contingencies elsewhere feed into long-standing South Korean fears of abandonment.39 
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The current commander of USFK has spoken of the need for flexibility in force employment 
and force posture, indicating that forces may be used for crisis across the Indo-Pacific and not 
wholly dedicated to the defence of the peninsula.40 A view supported by Elbridge Colby, who 
has stated that U.S force should not be “held hostage” to a DPRK threat on the Peninsula and 
should be focused solely on China.41 This rhetoric reinforces concerns that Korea could be 
sacrificed if Washington were to judge other theatres to be higher priorities, as clearly 
expressed by a former chairman of the ROK Joint Chiefs of Staff “Seoul must prepare for 
contingencies where U.S. support may be limited”.42 The last time USFK was substantially 
refocused was during the Bush administration’s Global Posture Review in support of the 
Global War on Terror, with troops withdrawn to support operations in Iraq.43 With the current 
U.S. focus on countering China causing speculation that troop reductions on the peninsula to 
bolster U.S. first-island-chain defences,44 or the redeployment of key defence systems, such 
as Patriot batteries, away from the peninsula to other global theatres,45 when combined with 
the lowest number of active duty U.S. personnel on the peninsula since the cessation of 
hostilities,46 the ROK may see growing doubt in the commitment and strength of U.S. force 
posture. In the calculus of deterrence, even the suggestion that U.S. commitments may be 
diverted, coupled with the historical precedent of distraction, undermines the credibility. 

Third, the failure of U.S. deterrence, conventional or nuclear, in support of another alliance or 
agreement would have profound effects on Korean trust in the alliance. This could occur in 
two modes: deterrence collapse, which manifests as a failure to prevent aggression, and 
deterrence- credibility collapse, a hesitation or failure to respond at all to aggression. Seoul 
can see this playing out globally. In Ukraine, in which deterrence has already failed, deterrence 
credibility hinges on sustained resolve and support.47 Whilst deterrence is yet to be tested in 
the Indo-Pacific, the increasing ambiguity in U.S. signaling and apparent transactional nature 
of U.S. alliances48 mean the credibility of U.S. guarantees may be questioned. This logic is 
simple and follows de Gaulle’s “trade New York for Paris” or, as South Korean politicians, 
academics and journalists have put it, “trade San Francisco for Seoul”.49 If the U.S. proves 
unwilling to defend others in a conflict that is overtly not in its interests, why would it accept 
the risk of escalation to defend the ROK in a conflict with the DPRK? This directly reinforces 
the convergence risk. 

Whilst global cases shape Seoul’s read on U.S. resolve, the ultimate test occurs on the 
peninsula itself. From this perspective, two themes matter. First, deterrence of aggression, 
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which has largely held, no large-scale, conventional DPRK military actions have occurred 
since the Armistice and recurrent low-level incidents sit outside what U.S. deterrence has 
sought to dissuade.50 Second, deterrence of nuclear advancement, which has not held: 
DPRK’s nuclear and missile programs have expanded despite sanctions and pressure, and 
many in the ROK judge that this trajectory increases the requirement for stronger reassurance 
mechanisms. Whilst the strong history of deterring action sustains faith in the alliance, a 
significant conventional action, or unchecked build-up, that exposes failings in the deterrent 
would raise existential questions about the sustainability of reliance on U.S. support, likely 
creating the “extraordinary events” 51 justification to exit the NPT. 

When taken together, these circumstances highlight that erosion of U.S. extended deterrence 
is not a hypothetical scenario but a tangible, measurable, interconnected process. From 
reductions in physical presence and hardening rhetoric to competing priorities and regional 
and global alliance failures, each element chips away at the ROK’s confidence in the alliance. 
If these pressures converge, the result could be decisive: the ROK may view an indigenous 
nuclear capability not as a choice, but as the only viable guarantor of national survival against 
DPRK efforts at aggressive reunification. 

Escalatory DPRK Actions 

The second, but not subordinate, trigger that could compel Seoul to abandon nuclear restraint 
is the trajectory of increasingly bold and hostile DPRK behaviour. While doubts over U.S. 
extended deterrence create the permissive strategic environment for escalation to flourish,52 
as at the start of the Korean War, it is the DPRK’s actions, provocative, asymmetric and 
increasingly belligerent, that create the obvious and immediate pressure on ROK 
policymakers.53 Every escalation, be it conventional, nuclear, or rhetorical, gradually 
undermines the public and political confidence in existing security arrangements and amplifies 
the logic of nuclearisation to achieve security self-reliance. 

The first dimension of this escalation lies in the DPRK’s pattern of low-level provocations. 
Pyongyang has long employed calibrated harassment, albeit sometimes retaliatory,54 such as 
artillery fire into ROK or disputed territories, the emplacement of anti-personnel land mines in 
the Demilitarised Zone, cyber intrusions, and, more recently, balloon launches carrying 
propaganda and refuse across the border.55 Between 2022 and 2024, such actions 
escalated56 to the point of collapsing the historic 2018 Comprehensive Military Agreement57, 
demonstrating the tenuousness of any negotiated stability and restraint. These activities may 
not represent existential threats in isolation, but the cumulative effect is certainly destabilising. 
This normalisation of provocation, in turn, reinforces and inflames domestic opinion, fostering 
a belief that ROK restraint presents a targetable vulnerability for a nuclear-armed neighbour. 
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In this security environment, arguments for independent nuclear capabilities gain traction as 
the only credible safeguard against perpetual intimidation. Whilst conventional threats, be they 
clandestine or overt, will slowly erode the stability of the peninsula, combined with the nuclear 
imbalance in favour of the North all represents an existential threat, and a path to proliferation. 

The second dimension is the modernisation and expansion of the DPRK nuclear program. 
The DPRK’s pursuit of nuclear weapons is not new, long justified as a defensive measure to 
deter invasion or regime change. 58 Pyongyang’s focus on the development of strategic 
nuclear weapons and ICBMs was often interpreted as primarily retaliatory, a tool to address 
the asymmetry of the conventional military power on the peninsula. This logic was reinforced 
by Kim Jong Un claiming that the DPRK had “perfected the national nuclear forces”59 after the 
successful launch of an ICBM in 2017. Yet this accomplishment did not slow the nuclear 
weapons development of the DPRK; concerningly for the ROK, the program evolved to focus 
on warhead miniaturisation and diversified delivery systems, and by 2021, in another of Kim’s 
addresses, at the Eighth Party Congress, the prioritisation had shifted to developing tactical-
nuclear weapons60 and leaning towards a more offensive nuclear posture.61 

This doctrinal shift towards tactical nuclear weapons alters the threat calculus for Seoul. Whilst 
previous strategic capabilities, combined with rhetoric, indicated that the program was 
designed to target U.S. territories, tactical warheads are optimised for short-range ballistic 
missiles to strike across the peninsula. This emerging rhetoric and testing have been 
accompanied by ‘leaked’ images from the DPRK that demonstrate the intended locations of 
tactical-nuclear weapons employment.62 The September 2022 shift in nuclear policy 
authorised nuclear weapons use not only in retaliation for hostile actions but when it “is judged 
that they are imminent”.63 This marks a significant change from the previous policy, 
implemented in 2013, which approximated a no-first-use policy.64 This apparent loosening of 
nuclear restraint by the DPRK only increases the immediacy and unpredictability of the threat 
to the ROK and signals that nuclear weapons are no longer confined to deterring U.S. actions 
but could be used first in a peninsula conflict to strike the ROK. 

For Seoul, this evolution transforms the DPRK’s arsenal into both a deterrent and a credible 
first-strike capability, creating immediate pressure and intensifying debate over whether the 
ROK requires its own nuclear deterrent. Whilst nuclear development and testing are actively 
deterred through military posturing and diplomacy, this often produces a spiral of escalatory 
behaviour that does not dissuade DPRK nuclear testing, but rather emboldens it,65 creating a 

                                                
58 International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Report by the Director General on the 
Implementation of the Resolution Adopted by the Board on 6 January 2003 and of the 
Agreement between the IAEA and the Democratic People’s Republic Of Korea for the 
Application of Safeguards in Connection with the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons. 
59 Kim and Transcribed at North Korea Leadership Watch, “2018 New Year’s Address.” 
60 Smith, “North Korea Could ‘Go Small’ with Tactical Nukes”; BBC News, “North Korea 
Tests New Weapon ‘to Improve Tactical Nukes.’” 
61 Furukawa, The 8th Congress of the Workers’ Party of Korea (1): 5–12 January 2021; Kim, 
“Under What Conditions Would South Korea Go Nuclear?” 
62 Choi, “North Korea’s Advanced Nuclear Weapons and US Extended Deterrence for South 
Korea: An Assessment Based on Nuclear Deterrence Theory,” 95–96. 
63 Smith and Reuters, “‘New North Korea Law Outlines Nuclear Arms Use, Including 
Preemptive Strikes.’North Korea Passes New Law on Nuclear ‘first Strikes’ Posted on ABC 
as "Kim Jong Un Says North Korea’s New Law Allowing Pre-Emptive Nuclear Strikes Is 
‘Irreversible’.””; Cheong, “The DPRK’s Changed Nuclear Doctrine.” 
64 Cheong, “The DPRK’s Changed Nuclear Doctrine”; Shaheen, “North Korea’s Nuclear Use 
Doctrine.” 
65 International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), “Nuclear Tensions Keep 
Rising on Korean Peninsula.” 



The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 87 

 

 

near-impossible calculus for the ROK. A test explicitly framed as a strike simulation could 
serve as a catalytic event, removing the option for nuclear restraint. 

Third, North Korea’s strengthening ties with 
Russia and China represent a critical external 
enabler, providing combat experience, 
technological transfers, and political 
legitimacy that amplify its threat to Seoul. The 
strategic partnership between Moscow and 
Pyongyang has always been cordial and 
cooperative, bordering on apathetic,66 
however, the Russo-Ukrainian war has 
elevated the partnership and with it the threat 
that a new alliance, under the auspices of a 
“comprehensive strategic partnership”,67 
poses to Seoul. Whilst the supply of as many as 5.2 million rounds of cannon and rocket 
artillery68 and up to 150 ballistic missiles69 demonstrates solidarity with Russia and reduces 
the DPRK’s magazine depth, it provides a far more valuable return, that of a feedback loop.70 
With DPRK troops, combat systems, and doctrine being employed, assessed and evaluated 
in combat conditions that replicate a near-peer conflict supported by Western allies, s the 
peninsula.71 This combat-proving experience, coupled with the deliberate and incidental 
transfer of Russian military technologies, doctrine, and training, bolsters DPRK conventional 
military modernisation and support the growth of the DPRK military-industrial complex to meet 
the growing demand for expanded arms exports.72 

China’s role in the modernisation and emboldening of DPRK has not taken a back seat and 
remains complementary. Beijing continues to walk the diplomatic knife-edge in providing 
political support for Pyongyang in international forums, harking back to the origins of the 
relationship, as China still needs the DPRK to provide a buffer against U.S. forces on the 
Asian continent, as Mao described with the idiom “without the lips the teeth are cold”.73 
Symbolically, China has taken steps to cement a new ‘axis’ alliance between the three states, 
with a demonstration on the world stage with the military parade commemorating the 80th 
anniversary of the Chinese victory in the Second Sino-Japanese War and the end of the 
Second World War in which Xi Jinping, Vladimir Putin, and Kim Jong-un, stood shoulder to 
shoulder and projected a consolidated anti-Western bloc, underscoring Beijing’s willingness 
to grant the DPRK legitimacy as part of a wider strategic front74 and potentially to support in 
a peninsula conflict. 

The combined effect of these bilateral partnerships and the collective alliance is twofold. First, 
they accelerate DPRK’s modernisation, through both the combat experience provided to its 
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troops and testing of its combat systems, making its forces more capable. Second, they 
anchor DPRK within a strengthening China-Russia-DPRK axis that stands in contrast to 
perceptions of U.S.-ROK alliance fragility. For Seoul, this heightens the imbalance and 
exacerbates doubts about the U.S.’ capacity or willingness to offset it, strengthening calls for 
an independent nuclear deterrent as the self-assured deterrence it seeks. 

Taken together, the above factors highlight the rising instability and the ROK perception of the 
DPRK threat is well-founded. Persistent conventional provocations, advances in nuclear 
technologies and doctrine, conventional modernisation through external partnerships, and the 
increasingly strong alliances with DPRK’s aligned neighbours all converge to raise existential 
questions about continued reliance on external nuclear deterrence. Should these pressures 
reach boiling point, Seoul may be left with no viable alternatives. ROK may conclude that 
restraint is no longer viable and that an indigenous nuclear capability represents the only 
effective guarantor of its survival. Together, these dynamics elevate the risk that, if paired with 
weaker U.S. reassurance, convergence could tip Seoul’s calculus. 

Domestic Political and Popular Pressures 

The third trigger is the result of the cumulative effects of the previous two triggers. Whilst the 
nuclear rhetoric has periodically surfaced in political conversations throughout the history of 
the ROK, since the end of military Junta rule,75 it has been no more prevalent than in the last 
decade. Specifically, over the past five years, under a previous administration, ROK nuclear 
restraint has shifted from a globally assumed reliable constant to a domestically and 
internationally contested policy position. The shifting security situation, outspoken political 
leadership, and shifts in public opinion have shaped a domestic environment that questions 
the strategic patience and restraint of Seoul. The debate on a nuclear ROK is once again not 
hypothetical; the emergence of rhetoric, apparent popular support and nuclear latency have 
created a credible scenario that Seoul may seek an indigenous capability if alliance 
guarantees are assessed as failing. This constitutes the third trigger. 

Politically, the re-emergence of the nuclear question has been brought to bear through 
presidential signaling and domestic political support for the conversation to be had. President 
Yoon Suk Yeol’s remarks in January 2023, in which he conceded that “It’s possible that the 
problem gets worse and our country will introduce tactical nuclear weapons or build them on 
our own”,76 whilst this stopped short of an actual plan it normalised and legitimised a 
conversation that had previously been taboo both domestically and internationally. The Yoon 
administration later walked back these comments,77 but the rhetorical floodgates had been 
opened and the theme has continued to re-emerge.78 The administration then moved to 
translate rhetorical risk into procedural reassurance through the reinstated EDSCG and the 
creation of the NCG, complemented by the Washington Declaration’s measures.79 Whilst the 
reassurance of the U.S. nuclear umbrella stymied the conversation, the issues which bore the 
sentiment remain active, such as the questions of escalation and the decision rights over 
nuclear use. Under the current Lee administration, advocacy for nuclear armament is unlikely, 
as his commitment to non-proliferation and a nuclear-free peninsula remains paramount in his 
policy.80 But the proverbial nuclear genie has been let out of the bottle, combined with Lee’s 
loosening stance on nuclear power,81 questions over the alliance, sub-surface bipartisan 
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support,82 and a popular majority view, this means that nuclearisation is not off the table. 

Whilst political discourse may bring the issue to bear, domestic popular support provides the 
momentum and backing. The Korean Institute for National Unification (KINU) Unification 
Survey series traces a robust, bipartisan majority for an indigenous nuclear weapons 
capability, which obviously ebbs and flows with provocations and peninsula incidents but 
remains persistently stable across administrations. Whilst the peak in support over the past 
five years came, predictably so, in 2021 due to DPRK provocations to 71%, it began to ease 
over the following two years, from 69% in 2022 to a low of 60.2% in 202383. Although in 2024 
support once again rose to 66% in the face of DPRK provocation, in parallel, and worryingly 
so, the trust in the U.S. nuclear umbrella fell from 72.1% to 66.9%.84 Similar polls from the 
Chicago Council on Global Affairs in 2022 showed 71% of the surveyed population support an 
indigenous nuclear weapons program, and when definitively asked to choose between a U.S. 
deployment or an independent capability, the majority supported the latter (67% vs 9%).85 A 
similar question was posed in 2024 by the KINU survey and a comparable trend emerged: 
South Koreans would prefer a ROK nuclear capability over the presence of USFK, a first in 
the KINU surveys.86 

Whilst the voice for popular public support is the loudest, a dissenting position persists, and 
its powerful base is non-trivial. A Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) study 
from 2024 provides the most empirical data to support the dissenting view that has existed in 
Seoul for many years. The study engaged a less-surveyed demographic, described as “the 
strategic elite”87 in this case referring to a “sample [including] academics, think tank 
experts, business elites, legislators, and officials (current and former)”88 who are far less 
supportive of nuclearisation. When posed with the same question of an independent nuclear 
capability, in contrast, only 34% supported and 53% opposed, with 13% neutral.89 This 
significant deviation in support is likely due to the sample being far more acutely aware of the 
substantial economic, human and diplomatic costs of nuclearisation and that these, at least in 
the current security climate, far outweigh the benefits. They likely understand that the impacts 
of nuclearisation on the regional security dynamics and the significant risks to current 
alliances. They additionally understand that associated sanctions and withdrawals would likely 
decrease, not increase, the net security of the ROK.90 It is evident, in current restraint, that 
this view holds significant weight in the decisions of Seoul and has shaped official policy under 
both conservative and progressive governments alike. Whilst this powerful group remains 
influential, it is increasingly pressing against a popular domestic sentiment conditioned by 
DPRK escalation and an alliance whose reassurance, though substantial, is perceived as on 
shaky ground. Domestic pressures interact with erosion and escalation, tightening Seoul’s 
calculus. 

PART 3: AUSTRALIAN POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO REDUCE THE LIKELIHOOD 
OF ROK NUCLEARISATION 

Australia’s interests in a non-nuclear ROK align directly with Australia’s interests in a stable 
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Indo-Pacific. A nuclear-armed ROK would drag the region in the opposite direction by 
weakening a strong regional non-proliferation regime, opening the door to nuclear debate 
among other regional neighbours (namely JPN)91 and irreversibly complicating reunification 
or peace on the peninsula.92 Part 2 addressed why ROK may cross the nuclear threshold: 
doubts about U.S. extended deterrence, a worsening DPRK threat, and domestic pressures 
that crest in moments of fear. Australia has little power to remove these drivers, but it can 
work to change Seoul’s calculus for nuclearisation. 

Advocacy to strengthen the U.S.-backed extended nuclear deterrence. Australia should 
advocate, both publicly and privately, for reassurance that is both clearer in language and 
heavier in capability. Australia should encourage Washington to move away from ambiguous 
policies on U.S. nuclear weapons and provide tangible conditions for their employment. These 
policies should seek to enhance the ‘collective’ security narrative across the Indo-Pacific, to 
reassure the ROK and other regional allies.93 This is not to create an escalatory posture, but 
to create predictable and tangible thresholds. These assurances do not need to constitute a 
commitment for nuclear use but should include ROK decision-makers and decision-making 
pathways to go beyond the current consultative and response mechanisms.94 

In concert with unambiguous commitments, Canberra should advocate for bringing the ROK 
into AUKUS. Initial efforts should be focused on bringing the ROK into Pillar II,95 in a similar 
manner to Japan’s consideration for entry,96 and this should seek to deliver near-term 
technological and information advantages to counter the DPRK threat. In parallel, Australia 
should support a path toward a future nuclear-powered submarine option for the ROK. Whilst 
this track would require strict guardrails to ensure that NPT/IAEA principles are maintained 
and a renegotiation of the current “123 Agreement”,97 this would ultimately enhance the 
strength of ROK organic deterrence and signal to Seoul the U.S. enduring commitment to 
defence. This clearly messages that Australia backs stronger U.S. extended-deterrence 
commitments and AUKUS-enabled capability, offering a framework that is institutionalised in 
commitment and credible. 
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Formalise an AUS–JPN–ROK trilateral to reinforce extended deterrence. To 
complement U.S. nuclear assurance without seeking to replace it, Australia should establish 
AUS–JPN–ROK security trilateral focused 
on conventional deterrence and crisis 
management. This agreement seeks to 
support U.S. guarantees by establishing 
routine security cooperation that provides 
Seoul with predictable, visible, and stable 
alliance frameworks that present options 
in a time of crisis. Australia is well placed 
to convene such an agreement. Track-1.5 
foundations already exist: in June 2024, 
the United States Studies Centre hosted 
the inaugural “Australia–Japan–Korea 
Trilateral Dialogue”,98 aimed at advancing 
trilateral approaches that complement 
existing alliance architectures rather than replacing them.99 The framework emphasises 
‘spoke-to-spoke’ cooperation and coordination across security and national resilience 
agendas. 

Additionally, Australia is well placed to act as a bridge towards a deeper and more meaningful 
ROK-JPN relationship that overcomes historical frictions.100 Whilst historically the U.S. has 
acted in this role, Australia’s involvement would likely garner less international and domestic 
political attention and allow for the dialogue to avoid inflaming opinion.101 This cooperation 
would likely need to leverage the existing mechanisms through dialogue and Track-1.5 
initiatives that exist to start with informal cooperation to pave the way for institutionalised 
collaboration, guarantees and joint security outcomes.102 A trilateral security partnership 
would seek to ease ROK abandonment concerns by offering alternatives to U.S. extended 
deterrence considering concerns for failing assurances. 

CONCLUSION 

South Korea’s restraint is not technological; it is held by reassurance, risk, and diplomacy. 
If U.S. extended deterrence appears conditional, if DPRK nuclear first-use becomes apparent, 
and if domestic pressure peaks, Seoul’s calculus will tighten. No single trigger tips the 
balance. Convergence does. That is the decision space that matters for Australia.  

Australia cannot remove those triggers, but it can slow their convergence. The policy approach 
is credible, visible, non-escalatory reassurance: press the U.S. to clarify thresholds and 
decision-making; normalise institutionalised presence and consultations; and build spoke-to-
spoke alliances with JPN and the ROK that reduce the likelihood of abandonment narratives. 
AUKUS provides a useful frame for integration of technology and information flows, and 
carefully guard-railed pathways that strengthen ROK capabilities without realising weapon 
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proliferation or breaching NPT guardrails. 

To avoid nuclearisation, keep alliance reassurance strong, threats manageable, and 
diplomatic and domestic political space open in Seoul. Achieving that will likely keep the status 
quo in which a non-nuclear ROK prevails, even faced with nuclear latency and a worsening 
strategic threat environment. 
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futures role at the forefront of emerging tech delivering capability to operators at the leading 
edge of the ADF. 

Executive Summary 

Australia’s 2024 National Defence Strategy (NDS) establishes a fundamental shift in 
military posture toward a doctrine of National Defence, anchored in deterrence by denial 
across the Indo-Pacific (Department of Defence, 2024). To meet this requirement, the 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) must generate an amphibious land combat capability, 
optimising the Army for littoral manoeuvre, controlling strategic land positions in a 
contested, archipelagic environment (Department of Defence, 2024, pp. 36-38). However, 
the current force design lacks an amphibious armoured solution for Ship-to-Objective 
Manoeuvre (STOM), creating a reliance on dismounted landings or vulnerable landing craft 
(Navy, 2011). Without an amphibious vehicle fleet, Australia cannot project power credibly 
across its northern approaches or contribute to Indo-Pacific security with confidence 
(O’Neill, 2025). 

This business case recommends approval for the Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) program 
- a sovereign, Australian-led initiative to design, develop, and deliver 200 modular, 
amphibious light-armoured vehicles optimised for littoral warfare. The LCV directly 
responds to the NDS directive for an ‘amphibious-capable combined-arms land system’, 
including supporting force projection, terrain control, and industry partnership tasks outlined 
in the Integrated Investment Program (IIP) (Department of Defence, 2024). The capability 
will fill a critical shortfall left by the retirement of the M113AS4 and ASLAV fleets, and deliver 
a sovereign solution suited for Indo-Pacific terrain and infrastructure (Palazzo, 2022). 

The LCV fleet will consist of a common amphibious hull architecture supporting 
interchangeable mission modules: 154 APC variants (four dismounts), 24 command, 16 
mortar, and 6 medical variants. Vehicles will be distributed to 2RAR and 5/7RAR (84 
vehicles each), with 32 hulls allocated to training and sustainment, and supported by an 
Integrated Product Support (IPS) framework. The fleet enables light-armoured amphibious 
mobility, rapid deployment, and sustained inland operations (Haver, 2024). 

The program is phased across three years of R&D and six years of production, with 
Minimum Viable Capability (MVC) delivered by the end of Year 5 (70 hulls), Initial 
Operational Capability (IOC) achieved with 140 vehicles, and Final Operational Capability 
(FOC) at full delivery, including air/sea certification. Project sponsorship commences under 
the Advanced Strategic Capabilities Accelerator (ASCA), with specialist expertise from the 
Defence Science and Technology Group (DSTG), UNSW, and the Australian Maritime 
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College (AMC). The program then transitions to the Land Capability Division (LC Div)1 and 
the Capability Acquisition and Sustainment Group (CASG)2 for acquisition and delivery. 

At an estimated A$2.2 billion (outturned), the program is costed across R&D (A$300M), 
production (A$1.75B), and IPS (A$150M). Sovereign manufacturing, Australian Industry 
Content (AIC), and export potential are fundamental to delivery, and aligned with the 
Defence Industry Development Strategy (DIDS) (Department of Defence, 2024). By closing 
the amphibious capability gap and securing industrial resilience, the LCV program ensures 
the ADF is equipped to meet strategic demands in the Indo-Pacific (Department of Defence, 
2024). 

Introduction 

Australia’s strategic environment is undergoing rapid transformation, shaped by 
accelerating regional militarisation, intensifying great power competition, and an 
increasingly contested Indo-Pacific maritime domain (Department of Defence, 2024). In 
response, the 2024 NDS establishes a new Defence posture, National Defence, focused 
on deterrence by denial and the defence of Australia’s northern approaches and immediate 
region (Department of Defence, 2024). A central pillar of this posture is the ability to conduct 
integrated operations across littoral and archipelagic terrain, supported by an ‘amphibious-
capable combined-arms land system’ capable of force projection, manoeuvre, and 
sustainment in contested environments (Department of Defence, 2024). 

However, the Australian Army currently lacks such a capability. The absence of a protected 
amphibious combat vehicle leaves littoral manoeuvre forces dependent on small craft and 
heavy vehicles unsuited for ship-to-objective manoeuvre (STOM), creating a critical 
capability shortfall (McMillan, 2019). This business case responds to that gap by proposing 
the Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) program, an Australian-led initiative to design, develop, 
and acquire 200 modular, amphibious armoured vehicles optimised for the operational 
conditions of Australia and Southeast Asia. 

This business case first outlines the capability background and strategic context 
underpinning the requirement for the LCV. It then presents a detailed problem definition, 
followed by a comparative analysis of three options: the status quo, FMS acquisition, and 
the recommended sovereign development model. A Detailed Business Case development 
and Recommendation are also provided, and the cost model and delivery schedule used 
to support these, are described in the later sections. In line with the DIDS, the business 
case also assesses industry and economic benefits, such as export potential, workforce 
development, and sovereign industrial growth (Department of Defence, 2024). 

Ultimately, the business case demonstrates that the sovereign LCV program provides the 
best cost-benefit solution, delivering both operational capability and national industry 
growth. It concludes with a recommendation for Defence to proceed with First Pass 
approval and immediate R&D commencement under the Advanced Strategic Capabilities 
Accelerator (ASCA). 

                                                
1 https://www.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-11/Land-Capability-Division.pdf - The 
Land Capability Division (LCD) leads the development of a modernised, agile, and adaptive 
Land Capability System capable of enabling the Joint Force to meet the challenges of today 
and tomorrow 
2 https://www.defence.gov.au/about/who-we-are/organisation-structure/capability-
acquisition-sustainment-group - Capability Acquisition and Sustainment Group (CASG) 
exists to meet the Australian Defence Force's (ADF) military equipment and supply 
requirements as identified by Defence and approved by government. 

https://www.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-11/Land-Capability-Division.pdf
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/who-we-are/organisation-structure/capability-acquisition-sustainment-group
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/who-we-are/organisation-structure/capability-acquisition-sustainment-group
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Capability Background 

Since World War II, amphibious operations have shaped outcomes in the Indo-Pacific 
theatre (James, 2021). The Allies’ island-hopping campaign, from Guadalcanal to the 
Philippines, was made possible by purpose-built, amphibious platforms capable of 
projecting combat power across sea-land interfaces (Currey, 2023) (D. R. Leece). Yet 
despite this legacy, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) currently lacks a modern protected 
amphibious combat capability suited to the archipelagic battlespace of the contemporary 
Indo-Pacific (D. R. Leece). 

Australia’s 2024 NDS identifies the Indo-Pacific as the primary focus for deterrence and 
strategic response, emphasising contested littoral terrain and the need for integrated, 
deployable land-sea combat formations (Department of Defence, 2024). However, the 
Army’s current vehicle fleet, including Boxer CRVs and Redback IFV, is too heavy and 
lacks amphibious mobility, while legacy platforms like the ASLAV and M113AS4 are 
obsolete; the Army cannot achieve its directed transformation into one focused on littoral 
manoeuvre (Department of Defence, 2024). Neither CRV nor Redback provides 
independent, protected, Ship-to-Objective Manoeuvre (STOM) capability, leaving the ADF 
reliant on vulnerable landing craft/ships and creating a dangerous gap in sovereign force 
projection (McMillan, 2019). 

The LCV seeks to fill this gap by providing a protected, modular tracked and/or wheeled 
amphibious armoured platform capable of operating independently from ship to shore and 
beyond (Haver, 2024). Designed around a common base hull with mission-specific 
modules, including APC, mortar carrier, command post, and medical variants, with potential 
for others, the LCV enables combined-arms manoeuvre in terrain inaccessible to current 
conventional platforms. Its amphibious capability allows it to swim from a ship's well-deck 
or future littoral vessels, and transition directly into land operations, crossing riverine terrain 
once ashore, without relying on port infrastructure, beachhead reconfiguration or mobility 
support forces (Dr. John Burrow, 2013).   

Proposed LCV armaments seek fielded, high TRL options, such as the GAU-19B .50 cal 

LAND 8710 (Littoral Manoeuvre Program) Concept Image available at 
https://images.defence.gov.au/20251021adf8625548_002.jpg 
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Gatling gun for high-volume, stabilised fire, mounted FGM-148 Javelin or Spike LR2 anti-
tank guided missile system for precision long-range anti-armour lethality, and/or a vehicle-
mounted 84mm Carl-Gustaf recoilless system to deliver organic, versatile anti-structure 
and anti-armour effects at the platoon level. These weapon systems would be integrated 
with a high TRL, modern, ISTAR suite. Local options include a sovereign EOS suite3, or 
foreign choices such as a variant of IAI ELTA’s ELI-3312 Multi-Mission Multi-Sensor 
System (M3S2)4, either mounted on a telescoping ‘giraffe’ mast. This provides enhanced 
situational awareness, targeting from cover, and overwatch, tailored to variant roles such 
as APC, command, and reconnaissance, ensuring an optimal balance of sensors and 
shooters (Elta, 2025) (George Salazar, 2021).  

Globally, peer militaries are fielding comparable capabilities, for example, China’s People’s 
Liberation Army deploys fast amphibious vehicles like the ZBD-05 and ZTL-11 for 
archipelagic assault, while Poland’s Borsuk IFV reflects Europe’s push for lightweight, 
amphibious infantry mobility (Haver, 2024) (Army Technology - Projects, 2021). The U.S. 
Marine Corps’ Amphibious Combat Vehicle (ACV) demonstrates the value of modular, 
protected amphibious systems for contested littoral manoeuvre; each has informed the 
LCV project and proposed Functional Performance Specifications (Bernard Kempinski, 
2012) (Alicia Gray, 2019). 

Within this strategic context, the LCV will be distributed across two primary Army units, 
2RAR, as the current Amphibious Task Group pre-landing force unit, and 5/7RAR, the 
Army’s littoral battalion. The LCV’s mission profile reflects decades of lessons from 
amphibious campaigns: to exploit littoral gaps, manoeuvre at pace across island and 
riverine terrain, and offer credible deterrence without reliance on contested infrastructure 
(McMillan, 2019). The platform will integrate future-focused technologies, including hybrid 
diesel-electric or gas turbine-electric propulsion for stealth and range, and advanced low 
TRL tri-layer armour to balance protection and buoyancy (Xiaojun Sun, 2024).  

By closing the amphibious capability gap, the LCV program will align the Australian Army’s 
force structure with the NDS and support a credible, sovereign amphibious combat 
presence and resilient domestic industry. It enables protected entry into contested zones, 
distributed lethality, and greater resilience in peer high-intensity conflict operations, and 
lower spectrums, making it not just a vehicle, but a strategic enabler for the ADF’s evolving 
role in the Indo-Pacific (Sr, 2024). 

Strategic Context and Problem Statement 

Australia’s evolving strategic environment and Defence posture demand the urgent 
development of a sovereign amphibious land combat capability (O’Neill, 2025). The 2024 
NDS introduces a shift toward ‘National Defence,’ focusing on deterrence by denial across 
Australia’s northern approaches and immediate region, and among its five core tasks are 
directives to ‘defend Australia and our immediate region,” ‘deter through denial any 
potential adversary’s attempts to project power,’ and ‘contribute with partners to collective 
Indo-Pacific security’ (Department of Defence, 2024). These missions require an integrated 
joint force able to dominate the littoral domain, not only at sea, but across archipelagic, 
riverine and near-shore land environments where Australia must project and sustain 

                                                
3 https://eos-aus.com/defence/ - specialise in advanced technologies that enable the 
integration of weapon systems onto a diverse range of platforms used in both land and 
maritime domains. 
4 https://www.iai.co.il/p/eli-3312 - The ELI-3312 M3S2 enhances any weapon system with its 
advanced situational awareness and target acquisition capabilities. This system comprises 
compact tactical sensors, including staring radars, muzzle flash detectors, electro-optical, 
and acoustic sensors, all integrated through a central signal processing unit (CU). 

https://eos-aus.com/defence/
https://www.iai.co.il/p/eli-3312


The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 105 

 

 

combat power. 

While Defence strategy outlines a clear ambition to generate littoral combat power, 
Australia lacks the platforms to credibly deter or defeat a peer adversary operating in the 
Indo-Pacific’s fragmented maritime geography (Laird, 2025). It is observed that the PLA 
has invested heavily in amphibious armoured vehicles and combined-arms landing 
capabilities tailored to contested island chains and coastal operations (Haver, 2024), and 
without a comparable capability, the ADF cannot deny key maritime terrain, nor credibly 
land and sustain forces on forward positions (McMillan, 2019). Protected ship-to-objective 
manoeuvre is essential to seize and hold decisive ground, whether for launching long-
range maritime strike, interdicting adversary movement, or enabling ISR operations from 
austere island outposts (Salo, 2024). The current force structure, which relies on 
unarmoured connectors and slow deployment of heavy vehicles, is misaligned with the 
operational tempo and threat environment of the region. A credible littoral force must be 
able to manoeuvre across islands, riverine systems, and degraded ports independently 
from mobility forces, with speed and protection, tasks that cannot be met without 
amphibious armoured mobility. 

Meanwhile, regional competitors and allied militaries are accelerating the development of 
amphibious capabilities in direct response to the contested maritime terrain (Joel Wuthnow, 
2022). The US Marine Corps is fielding the Amphibious Combat Vehicle (ACV) as part of 
its island-hopping Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO) strategy (Marine 
Corps Warfighting Lab, 2018). The PLA’s suite of high-speed amphibious platforms, 
including the ZBD-05, is optimised for seizure of island chains in the Western Pacific, and 
even non-maritime actors, such as Poland, are prioritising modular and amphibious infantry 
vehicles suited to contested riverine and littoral terrain (Army Technology - Projects, 2021) 
(Haver, 2024). It is assessed that Australia risks strategic obsolescence in this 
environment, because without a protected mobile amphibious platform, the ADF cannot 
credibly project force or deny key terrain in a region increasingly shaped by armoured 
littoral manoeuvre (D. R. Leece) (McMillan, 2019). 

In addition to strategic alignment, the LCV program directly advances the goals of the 2024 
Defence Industry Development Strategy (DIDS), where DIDS prioritises building a resilient, 
sovereign Defence industrial base capable of delivering critical capabilities (Department of 
Defence, 2024). The LCV is to be designed, developed, and manufactured in Australia 
using a Prime Systems Integrator model5, maximising Australian Industry Content (AIC) in 
key technology areas such as advanced composites, vehicle systems, electronics, and 
sustainment. It is assessed that this approach supports supply chain resilience, protects 
sovereign capability, and anchors critical skills and intellectual property within the domestic 
workforce (Department of Defence, 2024). By involving local firms in early design, 
prototyping, and phased production, the LCV program also supports DIDS’s goals of 
transparent acquisition pipelines, industry-readiness, and export competitiveness 
(Department of Defence, 2024) (Department of Defence, 2024). 

Without a modern amphibious armoured platform, the ADF cannot effectively utilise its 
amphibious fleet, nor fulfil its role in a littoral coalition (D. R. Leece) (Laird, 2025). The 
Littoral Combat Vehicle offers a credible, scalable solution to this gap. The following 
sections detail how the program delivers on these strategic and industrial imperatives. 

                                                
5 A Prime Systems Integrator (PSI) model delivers capability by assigning a lead contractor 
responsibility for managing the integration of all subsystems, suppliers, and support 
elements into a cohesive, functioning platform. The PSI ensures technical coherence, 
oversees design and production coordination, manages risk across the supply chain, and is 
accountable for end-to-end capability outcomes, often in partnership with Defence through 
shared governance and performance-based milestones. 
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Options Analysis 

To address Australia’s amphibious combat capability gap, three primary options have been 
considered. These differ in strategic alignment, cost, sovereign industry potential, and 
operational utility, with the analysis below outlining the trade-offs, risks, and benefits of 
each. 

Option 1: Status Quo - No Dedicated Amphibious Combat Vehicle. 

Under this approach, the ADF would continue relying on the two Canberra-class LHDs, 
HMAS Choules, and landing craft acquired under Land 8710. Troops would deploy from 
ship to shore using unprotected connectors and non-amphibious vehicles. No dedicated 
amphibious armoured capability would be delivered. 

While this option avoids new acquisition costs and preserves current models, it exposes 
ADF forces to significant operational and strategic risk (McMillan, 2019). Without a 
protected STOM platform, forces are vulnerable during lodgement, limited to permissive 
environments, and constrained in mobility (D. R. Leece) (Dr. John Burrow, 2013). It also 
fails to meet the 2024 NDS directive to project force in contested littoral terrain (Department 
of Defence, 2024). The absence of a vehicle platform for sovereign development means it 
contributes nothing toward AIC or DIDS objectives (Department of Defence, 2024). This is 
the least preferred option. 

Option 2: LCV Program (Preferred Option) 

This option develops the LCV domestically via ASCA, DSTG, UNSW Canberra, AMC, and 
the Army’s Land Capability Division, with CASG leading procurement. A competitive tender 
to the Australian industry maximises AIC. 

It delivers 200 modular amphibious vehicles on a common hull architecture with mission-
specific ‘pod’ variants. This option offers sovereign capability, long-term industry resilience, 
and strong alignment with DIDS (Department of Defence, 2024). Though risks exist (e.g 
low-TRL hull/armour/propulsion), these are mitigated through structured R&D and phased 
prototyping (Bernard Kempinski, 2012) (George Salazar, 2021). It provides the best 
balance of strategic alignment, capability, and sovereign industry uplift, making it the 
preferred option. 

Option 3: Foreign Military Sales (FMS) or Direct Commercial Sale (DCS) of BAE ACV 
(Second Preferred) 

This option acquires the BAE Amphibious Combat Vehicle through an FMS with the U.S. 
or a DCS model incorporating local assembly and IPS. It benefits from a proven, 
operational platform now fielded by the U.S. Marine Corps, reducing technical risk and 
enhancing interoperability (Alicia Gray, 2019) (Hudson, 2016). 

However, an FMS path limits Australia’s control over configuration, delivery, and 
sustainment. A DCS model could offer improved AIC, but still lacks sovereign design 
control (Dunk, 2016). While preferable to doing nothing, it falls short of Option 2 in meeting 
DIDS aims and tailored operational requirements. 
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Options Matrix 
 

Criteria Option 1: Status Quo Option 2: LCV 
Program (Preferred) 

Option 3: BAE ACV 
(FMS/DCS) 

Strategic Alignment Poor Excellent Good 

Armoured 
Amphibious Combat 

Capability 
None Full - light Full - medium 

AIC Development None High Low - Medium 

Sovereign Capability None High Low - Medium 

Technical Risk Low 
Medium - High 

(mitigated via R&D, 
integrated by design) 

Low-Medium 
(integration after 

fact) 

Operational 
Suitability Poor Excellent Good 

Schedule N/A Medium (phased 
development) Shorter lead time 

Cost Low 
Medium-High (est 

A$2.2B – more 
variables) 

Medium-High (less 
variables) 

Recommendation Not recommended Preferred Second Preferred 

Capability Delivery and Program Schedule 

The Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) program is structured over nine years - three years of 
research and development (R&D) followed by a six-year phased production schedule, 
delivering Final Operational Capability (FOC) by Year 9. The approach balances urgency, 
risk mitigation, and industry readiness, enabling early MVC by the end of year 4, while 
scaling to full fleet delivery. 

Phase 1: Research and Development (Years 1 - 3) 

Led by the Advanced Strategic Capabilities Accelerator (ASCA), with support from DSTG, 
UNSW Canberra, and AMC, R&D focuses on hull hydrodynamics, lightweight armour, and 
hybrid propulsion. Year 1 finalises system architecture and subcomponent selection. Year 
2 delivers a mobility test rig and a complete amphibious prototype. By Year 3, a fully 
integrated, combat systems-ready prototype is tested across all spectrums, and design 
specifications are frozen. Milestone: Initial Design Freeze and Prototype Completion (end 
- Year 3). Budget: A$300 million (systems engineering, test facilities, advanced materials, 
and personnel). 
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Phase 2: Low-Rate Initial Production (Years 4 - 5) 

Responsibility transitions to LC Div - AHQ, and CASG. Production of Batch 1 (70 hulls) 
begins in Year 4, delivering MVC: 58 APCs, 10 Command variants, and 2 Medical. These 
are fielded to 2RAR and 5/7RAR (27 each), with 16 vehicles at the School of Armour. IPS 
activities – crew and maintainer training, repair parts stores, operator manuals, and 
maintenance planning - begin in parallel. Milestones: Initial Materiel Release (IMR) in Year 
5 and IOC by the end of Year 5. Cost: A$650 million. 

Phase 3: Full Rate Production (Years 6 - 9) 

Production ramps to 45 vehicles annually across Batches 2 - 4 (130 hulls). Variant 
integration expands: mortar carriers (Batch 2), additional medical and command variants 
(Batch 3), and consideration given to recovery or direct fire prototypes (Batch 4). Milestone: 
Final Materiel Release (FMR) and FOC by Year 9, with 200 hulls delivered and 
certifications for air/sea lift complete. 

IPS and Cost Profile (also see Annex A – Cost modelling and spend spread).  
The costing profile is derived from comparative analysis of similar platforms (e.g Boxer, 
Redback, ACV), adjusted for production scale and inflation assumptions. Training, 
warehousing, configuration management, and obsolescence planning ramp alongside 
production from FY2027. Total program cost is A$2.2 billion (out turned): A$300 million for 
R&D, A$1.9 billion for production, IPS, and infrastructure. Unit cost: A$8.75 million (base), 
or approx. A$9.5 million, including inflation and contingency (2.5% annually). This aligns 
with comparable AFV benchmarks (e.g Boxer, IFV and US ACV), the IIP requirements, and 
the DIDS (Defence Connect, 2019) (Department of Defence, 2023) (Alicia Gray, 2019). 
This approach ensures readiness, sovereign industry development, and operational 
capability across Australia’s amphibious forces. See Annex A for full cost modelling. 

Detailed Business Case Development and Recommendation 

The proposed LCV program has been refined through cost modelling, risk analysis, and 
strategic alignment review, in doing so, three viable options were considered: (1) 
maintaining the status quo, relying on current amphibious assets and accepting key 
limitations; (2) a sovereign Australian LCV program; and (3) acquiring the US Amphibious 
Combat Vehicle (ACV) via Foreign Military Sales (FMS) or Direct Commercial Sales (DCS). 

This section details the cost, benefits, delivery feasibility, and risk exposure of each. 

The preferred option, Australia’s own LCV program, is both a military capability and an 
industrial investment. It provides the essential armoured amphibious combat vehicle and 
meets sovereign capability goals under the Defence policy (D. R. Leece). The estimated 
capital cost of A$2.2 billion (outturned) includes A$300 million for R&D, prototyping, and 
testing; approximately A$1.75 billion for full-rate production of 200 vehicles and variants; 
and A$150 million for Integrated Product Support (IPS), facilities, training systems, and 
establishing the Repair Parts Store (RPS) (Defence Connect, 2019) (Alicia Gray, 2019). 
Unit cost assumptions, benchmarked against IFV, US ACV, Boxer, and Redback programs, 
yield a competitive A$8.75 million per vehicle, or A$9.5 million (outturned + contingency). 

Benefits extend well beyond force projection; the LCV also stimulates the domestic 
Defence industry through high AIC, aligned with the DIDS (Department of Defence, 2024). 
This includes technology transfer, IP retention, workforce growth, and a resilient local 
supply chain, with commensurate export potential for trusted partners, particularly Pacific 
and NATO-aligned states seeking a versatile amphibious vehicle (Deperatment of Defence, 
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2024). These non-monetised benefits - strategic deterrence, alliance cohesion, and 
industrial uplift - are significant national security gains. 

Risks span five domains: technical, schedule, cost, industry capacity, and operational fit 
(Bernard Kempinski, 2012) (D. R. Leece) (George Salazar, 2021). Mitigations include fixed 
R&D timelines (three years), a phased production strategy, early and sustained industry 
engagement, and embedded user input from 2RAR and 5/7RAR. Long-term operating 
costs are expected to be moderate, thanks to platform commonality and IPS design, 
simplifying training, maintenance, and spares. 

By contrast, acquiring the ACV via FMS/DCS offers lower development risk and potentially 
faster delivery, especially with support from the US DOD (Defense Security Cooperation 
Agency, n.d.). However, it diminishes Australian industry involvement and foregoes 
sovereign control over R&D, IP, and innovation, undermining DIDS priorities (Department 
of Defence, 2024). While a credible fallback option, it should only be pursued if domestic 
industry capacity proves insufficient or timelines become untenable. 

Recommendation 

Defence should proceed with Option 2: the sovereign LCV program. It delivers the required 
amphibious combat capability while advancing the DIDS, through Australian design, build 
and sustainment. The program fills a critical operational gap, supports the Army’s littoral 
transformation, and aligns with the strategic guidance of the NDS 2024 and IIP. 

If insurmountable technical or schedule constraints arise, Defence should prepare to 
activate Option 3, an FMS arrangement for the US Amphibious Combat Vehicle (ACV). 
While this sacrifices AIC, it offers a viable fallback to deliver capability at speed and 
maintain interoperability with a key ally. 

Conclusion 

The Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) program offers a strategically aligned, operationally 
relevant, and economically sound solution to address Australia’s growing amphibious 
capability shortfall. As the Indo-Pacific becomes an increasingly contested, archipelagic 
battlespace, the ADF must project protected, joint-enabled land power across sea-land 
terrain. Without a credible STOM platform, the Army remains reliant on vulnerable, 
unarmoured landing systems that limit both operational effectiveness and deterrence 
posture. 

This business case has evaluated three pathways, status quo, foreign acquisition, and 
sovereign development, and recommends the LCV as the preferred solution. Designed and 
built in Australia, the LCV combines modularity, protection, and amphibious performance 
tailored to regional conditions, supported by a nine-year schedule and a total capital cost 
of A$2.2 billion. Beyond battlefield utility, the program is a national investment: it delivers 
on the DIDS by building domestic manufacturing capability, retaining sovereign intellectual 
property, and laying the foundation for long-term export opportunities to ABCANZ, NATO, 
and Five Eyes partners. 

Importantly, the LCV’s cost structure has been benchmarked against global peers and 
incorporates conservative inflation and contingency buffers. Risks - technical, schedule, 
cost, industrial, and operational - are addressed through phased delivery, a rigorous R&D 
program, embedded Army user involvement, and IPS-aligned sustainment from the outset. 

Should unforeseen barriers emerge, such as delays in R&D or shortfalls in local industrial 
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readiness, the fallback Option 3, an FMS or DCS acquisition of the U.S. ACV, remains 
viable. However, this would sacrifice sovereign development benefits and diminish AIC. 

The LCV program enables the Army to operate with confidence in the littoral domain, 
delivering a mobile, protected, and future-ready force. For capability, deterrence, and 
industrial resilience, Defence should proceed with the Littoral Combat Vehicle as a top 
strategic priority. 
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Annex A – Cost modelling and spend spread 

Annex A provides a detailed cost model and year-by-year expenditure profile for the Littoral 
Combat Vehicle (LCV) program, outlining the allocation of the estimated A$2.2 billion 
outturned budget across research and development, production, Integrated Product Support 
(IPS), and contingency provisions over the program’s nine-year timeline. 

The cost modelling was developed using comparative analysis against similar armoured 
vehicle programs, including the Boxer CRV, Redback IFV, and USMC Amphibious Combat 
Vehicle (ACV), to benchmark unit costs, R&D investment, and production scaling, adjusted 
for Australian inflation and local industry factors. 

 

Per Vehicle Cost Benchmarking - Per-unit cost (including mission module): 
A$1,750M ÷ 200 = A$8.75 million per vehicle (including weapons, sensors, module, 
integration, testing, and margin).  

Inflated (out turned) and Risk-Buffered Unit Cost: When including annual inflation and 
contingency margin, the average cost per vehicle rises to approximately. $9.5 million. This is 
consistent with Defence outturn costing practices over long production runs. 
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Confidence & Validation of Figures - The cost modelling was developed using 
comparative analysis against similar armoured vehicle programs—including the Boxer CRV, 
Redback IFV, and USMC Amphibious Combat Vehicle (ACV)—to benchmark unit costs, 
R&D investment, and production scaling, adjusted for Australian inflation and local industry 
factors. Benchmarking Against Past Programs: 

- LAND 400 Ph 2: Boxer IFVs, A$5.2B for 211 vehicles - A$24.6M per vehicle (incl. 

sustainment) (Defence Connect, 2019). 
- LAND 400 Ph 3: Redback IFV, A$7B for 129 vehicles - A$54M per vehicle (includes 

sustainment) (Department of Defence, 2023). 
- US ACV: US$13B for 2,100 ACVs = AUD$9 – $10m per vehicle (Alicia Gray, 2019). 

The LCV’s estimated unit cost of A$8.75 million is comparatively modest due to its lighter 
weapon systems, modular hull design reuse, early domestic tooling already scoped within 
R&D, and cost efficiencies gained through a common platform and streamlined sustainment 
model. 

Contingency Buffers: A$50M should be set aside as contingency (2.3%), following 
Defence Cost Estimation Handbook standards ( First Assistant Secretary Procurement and 
Contracting, 2024). 

Total Project Cost (Out turned): A$2.2 Billion. This figure includes: 

- R&D, prototyping, and test & evaluation 

- Full-rate production of 200 vehicles 

- Integrated Product Support (IPS), including training, facilities, and a Repair Parts 

Store (RPS) 

- Inflation (2.5% annually, over 9 years) 

- Risk contingency (approx. 2.3%, in line with Defence estimation guidance) 

Breakdown of Major Cost Categories 
 

Cost Category 
Amount (AUD, 
out turned) 

Notes 

Research & 

Development 
$300 million 

Years 1 - 3: ASCA-led prototyping, DSTG 

engagement, hydrodynamic trials, armour dev 

Vehicle Production 

(200 units) 
$1.75 billion 

Base cost including mission modules, sensors, 

weapons, and integration 

Integrated Product 

Support (IPS) 
$150 million 

Training systems, Level of Repair Analysis, 

spare parts, supply chain, RPS setup. 

Total Program 
Estimate 

$2.2 billion Inclusive of inflation and contingency 
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Per-Unit Cost Explanation 

- Base Unit Cost: 
- $1.75 billion / 200 = $8.75 million per vehicle. 
- This includes the hull, mission module, RWS or weapon, ISTAR and battle 

management systems and electronics, integration, and margin. 
Inflated and Risk-Buffered Unit Cost: 
- When including annual inflation and contingency margin, the average cost per 

vehicle rises to approximately $9.5 million 

- This is consistent with Defence outturn costing practices over long production 

runs. 

Contingency and Cost Management 

- A $50 million contingency is embedded (approx. 2.3%). 

- Additional unprogrammed risk buffer (up to 5%) can be drawn if R&D or production 

costs escalate beyond projections. 

- Benchmarked against the Boxer CRV, USMC ACV and Redback IFV. 

Year-by-Year Spending Considerations 

- R&D is time-boxed to 3 years with capped investment. 

- Production spending ramps over 6 years: 

- Years 4–5: Low-Rate Initial Production (LRIP), MVC 70 vehicles total 

- Years 6–9: Full-rate production, 40–50 vehicles/year 

- Year 10: Final systems integration, IOC/FOC certifications, air lift and sea 

lift/trials, worthiness, 200 hulls delivered +mission pods. 

- IPS scales with delivery milestones to ensure support infrastructure keeps pace 

Conclusion 

Both cost figures are valid depending on context: 

- $8.75M = baseline unit cost used for benchmarking 

- $9.5M = real-world cost once inflation and contingency are included 

Together, they support a robust, transparent, and credible cost estimate for a strategically 

aligned, sovereign amphibious capability. 
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Annex B - Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) 
Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) Program 

 
The following Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) outlines the phased tasks, timelines, and 
associated costs required to deliver the Littoral Combat Vehicle (LCV) program over nine 
years, providing a detailed roadmap that validates the project’s schedule feasibility and budget 
realism. 
 
Phase 1: Research and Development (Years 1 - 3) - A$300 million total 
 

Work Package Duration Estimated Cost 
(A$M) 

Cumulative Cost 
(A$M) 

System Requirements Definition and 
Architecture Finalisation 6 months 20 20 

TRL Assessments and Risk Reviews 6 months 
(overlap) 10 30 

Design of Hull, Hydrodynamics and 
Buoyancy Systems 12 months 40 70 

Development of Lightweight Armour 
Concepts 12 months 35 105 

Development of Hybrid Propulsion 
Technologies 12 months 35 140 

Weapons and ISTAR Integration 
Modelling 9 months 25 165 

Construction of Mobility Test Rig and 
Amphibious Swim Testbed 12 months 40 205 

Construction and Integration of Full 
Prototype Vehicle 9 months 55 260 

Validation Testing, Compliance and 
Evaluation 6 months 40 300 

 
Phase 2: Low-Rate Initial Production (Years 4 - 5) - A$650 million total 
 

Work Package Duration Estimated Cost 
(A$M) 

Cumulative Cost 
(A$M) 

Establishment of Production Line 
(Tooling, QA, Facilities) 

12 
months 100 400 

Production of 70 LCVs (Batch 1) 18 
months 400 800 

IPS Stand-Up: Training Systems, 
Manuals, Spares, RPS 

12 
months 100 900 

Initial Materiel Release (IMR) and 
Validation Trials 6 months 50 950 

 
Phase 3: Full-Rate Production (Years 6 - 9) - A$1.25 billion total 
 

Work Package Duration Estimated Cost 
(A$M) 

Cumulative Cost 
(A$M) 

Batch 2 Production - 45 Vehicles incl. 
Mortar Variants 12 months 420 1,370 



116 The Australian War College – Geddes Papers  

Work Package Duration Estimated Cost 
(A$M) 

Cumulative Cost 
(A$M) 

Batch 3 Production - 45 Vehicles incl. 
Command & Medical Variants 12 months 420 1,790 

Batch 4 Production - 40 Vehicles incl. 
Recovery/Direct Fire Variant 12 months 375 2,165 

Full IPS Deployment and Sustainment 
Setup 

36 months 
(overlap) 35 2,200 

 

 
 

 
  

Task Start Date End Date Duration (months)
Program Initiation and Governance Setup 1-Jul-25 1-Jan-26 6

Concept Development and System Requirements 1-Jul-25 1-Jul-26 12
Technology Development and R&D Prototyping 1-Jan-26 1-Jul-28 30
Initial Design Freeze and Prototype Completion 1-Dec-27 1-Jan-28 1

Transition to LC Div / CASG for Acquisition 1-Jan-28 1-Apr-28 3
Low-Rate Initial Production (LRIP) – Batch 1 1-Apr-28 1-Apr-30 24

MVC Testing and Evaluation 1-Jan-29 1-Jan-30 12
IPS Setup: Training, RPS, Manuals 1-Jul-28 1-Jul-30 24

Initial Operational Capability (IOC) 1-Mar-30 1-Apr-30 1
Full-Rate Production – Batches 2–4 1-Jan-30 1-Jan-33 36

Variant Integration (Mortar, Med, Cmd) 1-Jan-30 1-Jan-33 36
Final Testing and Evaluation 1-Jan-33 1-Jan-34 12

Final Operational Capability (FOC) 1-Jan-34 1-Feb-34 1

LCV Project Gantt Table
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Case Studies in Strategy 
This section contains the best case studies written by the course members of the Military 
Art Part Time program that address a selection of topics relating to their study of strategy. 
Case Studies 1 and 2 address the same question about Australia’s Grand Strategy. Two 
papers have been included here as they present opposing viewpoints. 

Case Study 1 - New Plan, Same Pattern: Australian Grand Strategy Since 2020 

Author 

Major Travis Hoffmann is an Australian Army officer with an academic background in strategy, 
cybersecurity and computer science who was awarded the Strategy Prize for ACSC (Military 
Art) - Part Time class of 2025. He is currently posted to the Military Science Academy of the 
Vietnamese People’s Army in Hanoi, where he is learning Vietnamese, building on his 
previous language training in Mandarin and Arabic. 

Case Study 2 – Has Australia developed a distinct Grand Strategy since 2020? 

Author 

Major Frank Tamsitt is a former RAR Infantry Officer and graduate of ACSC (Military Art)-
Part Time class of 2025. He is currently posted Headquarters Second Australian Division 
as Staff Officer Grade Two, Individual Training, where he works to ensure Australian 
soldiers are as well prepared for future conflict as possible.  

Case Study 3 – How well do the NDS and the IIP develop force structure appropriate 
to a strategy of deterrence by denial? 

Author 

MAJ David Rees is an Aviation Officer and a graduate of the ACSC(MA)-PT class of 2025. 
He is currently posted to Aviation Command Headquarters, contributing to training and 
operational airworthiness for Army’s UH60M Blackhawk helicopter fleet. 
 
 
Editorial Note: These paper were drafted in March 2025. The information and context herein 
was correct at the time of drafting. The strategic situation and some Australian Government 
policy may have changed.  
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Case Study 1 – New Plan, Same Pattern: Australian Grand Strategy Since 
2020 

Australian policymakers have favoured pursuing a balance of power favourable to our 
interests in the Indo-Pacific, as ambitious as that objective is, because good 
alternatives are in short supply. 

Richard Maude, March 20251 

Since 2020, the Australian Government has identified—and in some cases, purported to 
respond to—a deteriorating strategic situation.2 These efforts range from declarative 
strategy to articulations of Australia’s approach, and evoke the language of grand strategy, 
deliberating on all elements of national power in pursuit of long-term interests and 
acknowledging trade-offs between these interests. The existence of such a grand strategy 
however remains contested, with some commentators arguing that proposed changes 
remain insufficient, while others doubt the feasibility of grand strategy for a middle power like 
Australia entirely.3  

This piece will explore whether Australia has developed a distinct grand strategy since 2020, 
concluding that where strategy is distinct, it is not grand—and where it is grand, it is not 
distinct. To do so, it will first detail what exactly grand strategy is, relying on Silove’s 
framework that distinguishes between the concept’s manifestations as grand plan, grand 
principle and grand behaviour.4 Rather than privileging a single form, this approach focusses 
on the constituent elements and necessary characteristics of grand strategy: the inclusion of 
ends, ways and means, and consideration of long-term scope, holistic use of resources, and 
importance in prioritisation of national interests respectively.5 This approach will enable 
consistent evaluation of differing interpretations of Australian grand strategy. 

The framework will then be applied to assess different manifestations of Australian grand 
strategy. First, the National Defence Strategy (NDS), as a leading aspect of the Government’s 
response to a deteriorating strategic environment, will be examined. While the NDS will be 
                                                
1 Richard Maude, “Australia’s Indo-Pacific Destiny Up For Grabs in a New World Order” (The 
Asia Dociety, March 11, 2025), https://asiasociety.org/australia/australias-indo-pacific-
destiny-grabs-new-world-order. 
2 Australian Government, Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot (Barton ACT: Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2025), https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/international-
relations/australia- 
world-2025-snapshot; Stephen Smith, National Defence: Defence Strategic Review: 2023 
(Canberra: Department of Defence, 2023); 2020 Defence Strategic Update (Canberra: 
Australian Government, Department of Defence, 2020); National Defence Strategy: 2024 
(Canberra: Department of Defence, 2024). 
3“Turnbull, a fierce critic of the AUKUS deal, will host a conference in Canberra on March 
31 calling for a “fundamental rethink” of the deal” per Andrew Tillett, “Trump Lashes 
Turnbull on Eve of Tariff Call,” Australian Financial Review, March 10, 2025, Online edition, 
https://www.afr.com/politics/ federal/weak-ineffective-trump-lashes-turnbull-20250310-
p5liaf; Graeme Dobell, “The End of the Old Order Shakes Australia’s Grand Strategy” 
(Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, March 1, 2021), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-end-of-the-old-order-shakes-australias-grand-strategy/. 
4 Nina Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of ‘Grand Strategy,’” Security 
Studies 27, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 27–57, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2017.1360073. 
5 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 56-57. 

https://asiasociety.org/australia/australias-indo-pacific-destiny-grabs-new-
https://asiasociety.org/australia/australias-indo-pacific-destiny-grabs-new-
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/international-relations/australia-
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/international-relations/australia-
https://www.afr.com/politics/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-end-of-the-old-order-shakes-australias-grand-strategy/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2017.1360073
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found to contain all elements of strategy and be distinct, its narrow military focus will preclude 
its characterisation as grand strategy. The framework will then be applied to infer a grand 
strategic pattern from Australian statecraft. This approach will reveal an enduring pattern of 
balance of power, or strategic equilibrium which satisfies all criteria of grand strategy, 
especially when considered in contrast to proposed alternative strategies.6 Having 
established the long-term presence of this strategy, however, the piece concludes by 
showing that it is not distinct—with changes since 2020 reflecting continuation of the strategy, 
rather than deviations from it. 

What is grand strategy? 

Freedman describes the promise of grand strategy as the ability to get “more out of a situation 
than the starting balance of 
power would suggest”, but there 
is no authoritative definition of 
the term.7 Drawing on an 
extensive survey of relevant 
literature, Silove shows that the 
label “grand strategy” alludes to 
three distinct phenomena: grand 
plans, grand principles and 
grand behavior.8 Her typology 
focusses on identifying the 
common aspects of grand 
strategy across these forms, allowing for consistent comparison between them. This piece 
adopts this framework, rather than selecting from more concrete definitions arbitrarily, or 
simply selecting a convenient definition. 

The framework first addresses the forms of grand strategy. Grand plans are the deliberate, 
usually documented, approaches that prioritise goals based on states’ interests, and 
coordinate how all tools of statecraft will be applied to achieve them.9 Grand principles and 
grand behaviour, by contrast, infer grand strategies from long-term patterns in state 
behaviour. The difference between the two lies in whether a central idea or principle drives 
such patterns—but identification of causation is not necessary for this analysis. As such, this 
piece will focus on grand strategy as pattern, aiming to distill an Australian grand strategy 
from long-term patterns in its distribution and employment of resources toward its ends. 

Regardless of the category, the typology defines grand strategy as having constituent 
elements and necessary characteristics. To constitute strategy, there must be ends and 

                                                
6 Penny Wong, “Australian Interests in a Regional Balance of Power” (National Press 
Club Address, Australian National Press Club, April 17, 2023), 
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/national-press-club-
address-australian-interests-regional-balance-power. 
7 Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), xii; Henry Mintzberg, “The Strategy Concept I: Five Ps for Strategy,” California 
Management Review 30, no. 1 (October 1987), https://doi.org/10.2307/41165263, 21–22; 
Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 
29-30. 
8 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 56-57. 
9 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 49. 
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means, with the addition of ways (the methods by which means are employed) often used.10 

For such strategy to be grand, it must be long-term in nature, holistic in consideration of all of 
a state’s resources, and important in that it involves trade-offs among a state’s highest 
priorities.11  

A further component, drawn from Cornish and Dorman, will be used to assess distinctness, 
focussing on “the level of adjustment of change … embodied in the document [or strategy], 
rather than the form of words used in their titles”.12 A grand strategy will be considered distinct 
then, if there is meaningful change in the substance of its ends, ways and means. 

A final important distinction is that between the existence of a grand strategy and its quality. 
While characteristics of balance and coherence are often associated with definitions of grand 
strategy, insisting on these as definitional risks excluding flawed grand strategy from 
analysis.13 As this paper is focused on identifying whether a distinct grand strategy exists, 
rather than evaluating its quality, it will address balance and coherence only indirectly as 
they impact on the aspects of the framework detailed above. 

New Plan: The National Defence Strategy 

Despite the well-accepted concept of grand strategy as grand plan, plausible historical 
contenders have rarely been explicitly labelled as such.14 More often, such documents have 
taken the form of national security or defence plans that were prioritised over other aspects 
of government due to perceived existential threats. 

Since 2020, the Australian Department of Defence has conducted a series of reviews 
identifying a deteriorating strategic environment, gradually shifting from “inputs to strategy”15 

through to a fully-fledged NDS.16 In contrast, equivalent documents from elsewhere in 
Government have not been updated: neither the 2012 Australia in the Asian Century White 
Paper or 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper have been revised, and the recent Australia in the 
World: 2025 Snapshot is less aspirational than these predecessors.17 If Australia has 
developed a distinct grand plan since 2020, the NDS is the leading candidate. 

                                                
10Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 45-46.  
11 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 46-47. 
12 Paul Cornish and Andrew M. Dorman, “Breaking the Mould: The United Kingdom Strategic 
Defence Review 2010,” International Affairs 86, no. 2 (March 2010): 395–410, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1468-2346.2010.00888.x. 
13 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 47-49. 
14 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 37-38. 
15 Rory Medcalf, “Inside the Defence Strategic Review: A Conversation with Secretariat 
Co-Lead, Professor Peter Dean,” The National Security Podcast, n.d., 
https://nsc.anu.edu.au/podcasts/inside-defence-strategic-review-conversation-secretariat-
co-lead-professor-peter-dean. 
16 2020 Defence Strategic Update; 2020 Force Structure Plan (Canberra: Australian 
Government, Department of Defence, 2020); Integrated Investment Program: 2024 
(Canberra: Department of Defence, 2024); National Defence Strategy; Smith, National 
Defence. 
17 Australian Government, ed., Australia in the Asian Century: White Paper (Canberra, 
2012); Australian Government, 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper: Opportunity, Security, 
Strength (Barton ACT: Executive Branch, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2017); 
Australian Government, Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot. 
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The NDS satisfies the constituent elements of strategy. It clarifies strategic ends 

—changing the previously equally-weighted triad of Shape, Deter and Respond to one which 
prioritises deterrence—and specifies the aims of this deterrence as deterring conflict, 
preventing coercion, and maintaining regional security and balance.18 Its ways are structured 
around denial, which is enacted through increased range and lethality, national resilience, and 
international engagement to improve collective deterrence.19 The means include changes to 
force design, posture and basing as well as capability investments, elaborated on in the 
accompanying Integrated Investment Program.20 The presence of these elements sees the 
NDS comfortably qualify as strategy. 

To assess whether the strategy is grand, it must meet criteria of long-term orientation, holistic 
scope, and importance in prioritisation of interests. On the first criterion, it largely succeeds. 
The strategy promises a “generational uplift in Defence capabilities” extending beyond 2031, 
with the AUKUS Optimal Pathway extending into the 2040s.21 Doubts have been cast over 
the long-term viability of the plan—especially in light of the substantial reversals seen in 
similar past plans, and only three years of funding confirmed in the Forward Estimates.22 

Despite this, the presence of a “fully costed, detailed development plan” which retains 
bipartisan support, credibly satisfies the long-term criteria.23  

The NDS’s claim to holistic scope is less convincing. The document acknowledges 

                                                
18 “This approach aims to deter any conflict before it begins, prevent any potential adversary 
from succeeding in coercing Australia through force, support regional security and prosperity 
and uphold a favourable regional strategic balance” per National Defence Strategy, 7. 
19 Further detailed in the ADF’s five operational tasks to “defend Australia and our immediate 
region; deter through denial any potential adversary’s attempt to project power against 
Australia through our northern approaches; protect Australia’s economic connection to our 
region and the world; contribute with our partners to the collective security of the Indo-
Pacific; and contribute with our partners to the maintenance of the global rules-based order” 
per National Defence Strategy, 7. 
20 Integrated Investment Program; National Defence Strategy, 27-58. 
21 National Defence Strategy, 18-19; Australian Submarine Agency, “Pathway to Australia’s 
Nuclear-Powered Submarine Capability” (Australian Government, October 2, 2024), 
https://www.asa.gov.au/ aukus/optimal-pathway. 
22 Geoffrey Barker, “The Raison d’état behind Australia’s Submarine Decision” (Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, September 30, 2021), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-raison-detat-behind-australias-submarine-decision/; 
Harlan Ullman, “Start Thinking Now about Alternatives to AUKUS Pillar 1” (Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, April 30, 2024), https:// 
www.aspistrategist.org.au/start-thinking-now-about-alternatives-to-aukus-pillar-1/; Assistant 
Secretary Budgeting and Reporting, “Defence Portfolio - Portfolio Budget Statement 2024-
2025,” Portfolio Budget Statement, Budget Related Paper (Department of Defence, 2024), 
https:// www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-05/2024-
25_Defence_PBS_00_Complete.pdf 
23 “FACT SHEET: Implementation of the Australia – United Kingdom – United States 
Partnership (AUKUS)” (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Australian Government, 
September 15, 2021), https://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/AUKUS-
factsheet.pdf; Australian Submarine Agency, “Nuclear Powered Capability Fact Sheet”; 
Harlan Ullman, “Start Thinking Now about Alternatives to AUKUS Pillar 1”. 
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dependence of National Defence upon an array of other aspects of statecraft.24 Despite this, 
its content focuses narrowly on the military domain. While claiming the lofty aspiration to be 
“a coordinated, whole-of-government and whole-of-nation approach that harnesses all arms 
of national power to defend Australia and advance our interests”, the document essentially 
adheres to the Clausew-+*itzean concept of military strategy rather than a comprehensive 
national approach.25  

This narrow focus is even more apparent in an assessment of the criterion of importance—
whether the strategy makes trade-offs to prioritise between high-level national interests. While 
once again making rhetorical tribute to the interdependence of Australia’s security and 
prosperity, it fails to genuinely grapple with this trade-off.26 The document’s handling of 
AUKUS Pillar 1 is reflective of this. Even within the Defence domain, the NDS does not 
address potential downsides of the initiative—be they financial opportunity cost on other 
capabilities, escalatory pressure or regional disapproval.27 This extends to its consideration 
of trade-offs on other Government priorities, with the document’s triumphant celebration of 
historically high Defence funding not questioning where funding comes from, or meaningfully 
engaging with Eisenhower’s warning that “every arms dollar we spend above adequacy has 
a long-term weakening effect upon the nation and its security.”28  

This narrow approach extends beyond Defence-specific issues. Despite claiming to address 
the “most consequential security risks we face”, the document is notably far narrower in scope 
than the 2013 National Security Strategy, which remains unrevised.29 The document’s 
framing of National Defence as the Government’s primary responsibility is reflected in its 

                                                
24 In particular, “integrated statecraft, national resilience, industry resilience, supply chain 
resilience, innovation, science and technology, a workforce and skills base, and a robust 
national intelligence community” per National Defence Strategy, 18-19. 
25 National Defence Strategy, 6, 17; Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 46. 
26 “This National Defence Strategy acknowledges that Australia’s security and prosperity 
are inextricably linked. Australia’s future depends in large part upon protecting our 
economic connection to the world, upholding the global rules-based order, maintaining a 
favourable regional strategic balance and contributing to the collective security of the Indo-
Pacific” per National Defence Strategy, 5. 
27 Tytti Erästö, Fei Su, and Wilfred Wan, “Navigating Security Dilemmas in Indo-Pacific 
Waters: Undersea Capabilities and Armament Dynamics” (Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, June 2024), https://doi.org/10.55163/DKWB3559; Mingjiang Li, 
“ASEAN’s Responses to AUKUS: Implications for Strategic Realignments in the Indo-
Pacific,” China International Strategy Review 4, no. 2 (December 2022): 268–87, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42533-022-00121-2; National Defence 
Strategy, 13. 
28 Dwight D. Eisenhower, The White House Years: Waging Peace (1956-1961) (Garden 
City: Doubleday and Company, 1965), 620; David Uren, “It’s Been Done before: Pay for 
More Defence Spending with Debt” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, 
March 17, 2025), https:// www.aspistrategist.org.au/its-been-done-before-pay-for-more-
defence-spending-with-debt/ 
29 Mick McNeill, “It’s Time for a New National Security Strategy” (Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute - The Strategist, April 8, 2024), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/its-time-for-a-new-
national-security-strategy/; Jim Molan, “Australia Needs a Clear National Security Strategy” 
(Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, October 12, 2018), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-a-clear-national-security-strategy/; Jim 
Molan, “Australia Needs a Broad and Clear National Security Strategy” (Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute - The Strategist, July 30, 2021), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/ australia-
needs-a-broad-and-clear-national-security-strategy/; National Defence Strategy. 
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omission of other existing security strategies, such as those focusing on cybersecurity, 
counter-terrorism or civil maritime security.30 It also largely overlooks non-military threats to 
Defence’s mission such as import dependence, foreign interference and domestic resilience 
concerns.31 In failing to consider trade-offs within Defence, in the broader security sphere, 
and across Government to more expansive national interests, the NDS falls short of qualifying 
as grand strategy. 

The NDS substantially updates the ends, ways and means of Australian military strategy, and 
in doing so reflects a distinct strategy since 2020. However, despite its rhetorical 
acknowledgement of the many dependencies of Defence, the strategy remains fundamentally 
focused internally. In this instance, the title of the document concords with its contents—the 
NDS’s lack of meaningful integration with whole-of-government resources or reconciliation of 
conflicting national priorities sees it fail to meet the standard not only of grand strategy, but 
even of integrated national security strategy. 

Old Pattern: The Strategy of Balance 

If Australia has a grand strategy, it is more likely to be found in consistent patterns of state 
behaviour than in explicit plans. Such a pattern has been variously described—as hedging, 
fence-sitting, indecision or not having to choose, a balance of power strategy, or its most 
recent official formulation of strategic equilibrium.32  

                                                
30 Department of Home Affairs, Australian Government Civil Maritime Security Strategy 
(Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2021), https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-
us/our-portfolios/national-security/civil-maritime-security; Department of Home Affairs, 2023–
2030 Australian Cyber Security Strategy (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2023), 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/cyber-security/strategy/2023-2030-
australian-cyber-security-strategy; A Safer Australia Australia’s Counter – Terrorism and 
Violent Extremism Strategy 2025 (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2025), 
https://www.nationalsecurity.gov.au/what-australia-is-doing/a-national-approach/ australias-
counter-terrorism-strategies. 
31 John Blaxland, “ADAPTING TO POLY-CRISIS: A Proposed Australian National Security 
Strategy,” Occasional Paper, RSL Defence and National Security Committee (RSL 
Australia, May 2024), https:// policybrief.anu.edu.au/national-security-is-getting-more-
complex-and-australia-needs-a-plan/; Ben Scott, “Sharper Choices: How Australia Can 
Make Better National Security Decisions” (Lowy Institute, December 11, 2022), 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/sharper-choices-how-australia-can-make-better-
national-security-decisions; Andrew Wallace, “Not Just Defence: We Need a National 
Security Strategy” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, May 1, 2024), 
https:// www.aspistrategist.org.au/not-just-defence-we-need-a-national-security-strategy/. 
32 Wong, “Australian Interests in a Regional Balance of Power”; Geoffrey Barker, “The 
Raison d’état behind Australia’s Submarine Decision” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - 
The Strategist, September 30, 2021), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-raison-detat-
behind-australias-submarine-decision/; Greg Colton, “US National Defense Strategy May 
Force Australia to Get off the Fence” (Lowy Institute - The Interpreter, January 23, 2018), 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/us-national-defense-strategy-may-force-
australia-get-fence; Alexander Korolev, “The End of Hedging in Australia’s China Policy and 
Its Implications” (Australian Institute of International Affairs, December 15, 2023), 
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-end-of-hedging-in-australias-
china-policy-and-its-implications/; Alexander Korolev, “Between Scylla and Charybdis: 
Hedging and Australia’s Foreign Policy Amid Intensifying US-China Rivalry,” Journal of Indo-
Pacific Affairs September-October 2024 (September 10, 2024): 64–83; Peter Layton, “The 
Defence Gaps in Australia’s Emerging Grand Strategies” (Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute - The Strategist, October 5, 2023), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-defence-
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While differing in emphasis, these labels 
converge on a core theme of balancing 
economic benefits against security 
assurances, with a current focus on China and 
the United States respectively.33 Additional 
balancing dynamics exist in the pattern, 
between realist and liberal conceptions of 
international order, as expressed in 
Australia’s pursuit of multilateralism and 
regional bilateral diplomacy and support of the 
so-called rules based order.34 This section will 
evaluate whether such a pattern meets the 
threshold to be grand strategy. 

The ends of this putative strategy are described succinctly by Gyngell as maintenance of the 
post-war order.35 He elaborates this as relying on a stable security framework underpinned 
by US primacy to benefit from unprecedented global growth, while still representing liberal 
values in multilateral institutions. The stability of these ends over time has contributed to a 
perception of Australia as pragmatic rather than strategic, tinkering with ways and means 
under the ongoing assumption that in the face of potential disruptions, “the status quo is 
comprehensively superior to any alternative.”36  

This pattern-based approach to grand strategy naturally entails a wide range of ways and 
means, necessitating analysis of the full array of national resources. The Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade enumerates 18 “arms of our national power, including economic, 
strategic, diplomatic, development and military” instruments—many of which have their own 
discrete strategies.37 While often developed in isolation, that such formal strategies often 
contain and drive recurring themes and priorities supports the concluding remarks in Silove 
that plans, principles and behaviour are not necessarily entirely independent.38 This 
interdependence between deliberate plans and emergent national behaviour is evident in the 
                                                
gaps-in-australias-emerging-grand-strategies/; Michael Pezzullo, “Gradually, Then 
Suddenly: In Geopolitics, Decades Can Happen in Weeks” (Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute - The Strategist, January 11, 2015), https:// www.aspistrategist.org.au/gradually-
then-suddenly-in-geopolitics-decades-can-happen-in-weeks/. 
33 Australian Government, Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot; Wong, “Australian 
Interests in a Regional Balance of Power.” 
34 Australian Government, Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot; Wong, “Australian 
Interests in a Regional Balance of Power.” 
35Allen Gyngell, “The Year Ahead” (Australian Institute of International Affairs, February 
19, 2021), https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-year-ahead/.  
36 Dobell, “The End of the Old Order Shakes Australia’s Grand Strategy”; Wong, “Australian 
Interests in a Regional Balance of Power.” 
37 Australian Government, Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot; Wong, “Australian 
Interests in a Regional Balance of Power”; Nicholas Moore, Invested: Australia’s Southeast 
Asia Economic Strategy to 2040: A Report for the Australian Government (Barton, ACT: 
Economic Strategy Section, Southeast Asia Strategy, Communications and Maritime 
Security Branch, Office of Southeast Asia, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2023); 
Australia’s International Development Policy: For a Peaceful, Stable and Prosperous Indo-
Pacific (Barton, ACT: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2023); Australia’s Sports 
Diplomacy Strategy 2032+ Strengthening Australia’s National Power Through Sport (Barton, 
ACT: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2025). 
38 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 55-56. 
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economic domain, where official trade deals have enabled record outcomes—such as $1.3 
trillion in two-way trade in 2023-2024.39 Regardless of such links, however, both means and 
ways are evidently employed in the balancing patterns of Australian statecraft. 

To be considered holistic in the employment of these tools, clear patterns must be identified 
across a nation’s use of resources. Such patterns can be found, with one such 
characterisation by Gyngell describing Australia’s foreign and defence strategy as adhering 
to three persistent trends: seeking out a great power alliance, regional engagement and 
support for a rules-based order.40 Aside from being officially declared as the “three pillars” of 
Australian foreign policy under Labor and not being substantially altered by subsequent 
governments, these three trends also form the departure point for many other more detailed 
characterisations of Australia’s approach.41 These general trends, and consistent strategic 
ends over time, reflect a coherent mobilisation of national resources across various means 
of state power, indicating that the approach meets the holistic threshold. 

The criteria of importance—requiring prioritisation between competing national interests—is 
also evident in both real-time policymaking and longer-term adjustments to policy. In real 
time, such balancing is evident in debates between economic and national security interests. 
A recent example can be seen in China-Australia Free Trade Agreement (ChAFTA) 
negotiations, with Australia strongly resisting People’s Republic of China (PRC) efforts to 
relax Foreign Investment Review Board oversight—especially relating to State-Owned 
Enterprises and perceived non-commercial objectives of their investments.42 Conversely, 
the current Government’s “stabilisation” approach reflects a careful balance between 
reestablishing communications and trade, while resisting Beijing’s calls for increased 
engagement.43 In this sense, the apparent tensions in policy typically reflect the strategy of 
balancing, rather than contradicting it.44  

Such balance is also evident in the evolution of the strategy over time, supporting its 

                                                
39 Wong, “Australian Interests in a Regional Balance of Power”; Australian Government, 
Australia In The World: 2025 Snapshot 
40 Allan Gyngell, Fear of Abandonment: Australia in the World since 1942 (Carlton, Vic: La 
Trobe University Press, 2017), 172. 
41 Nicholas Bromfield and Thomas S. Wilkins, “Foreign and Defence Policy,” in Australian 
Politics and Policy, ed. Diana Perche et al. (Sydney University Press, 2024), Chapter 38, 
https:// oercollective.caul.edu.au/aust-politics-policy/chapter/foreign-and-defence-policy/. 
 
42 Weihuan Zhou, “Chinese Investment in Australia: A Critical Analysis of the China-Australia 
Free Trade Agreement,” Melbourne Journal of International Law 18, no. 2 (December 29, 
2017), 8-11. 
43 Graeme Dobell, “Stabilisation of Relationship with China See-Saws after Five-Year 
Icy Age” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, February 9, 2024), 
https:// 
www.aspistrategist.org.au/stabilisation-of-relationship-with-china-see-saws-after-five-year-
icy-age/; Kevin Magee, “Australia and the People’s Republic of China: Stabilisation and 
Contradiction” (Australia-China Relations Institute, University of Technology Sydney, 
November 28, 2024), https:// www.uts.edu.au/news/2024/11/australia-and-peoples-
republic-china-stabilisation-and-contradiction; Xinhua, “Chinese Ambassador Calls for 
Greater Progress in Sino-Australian Bilateral Ties,” Xinhua, February 27, 2025, 
https://english.news.cn/asiapacific/20250227/ 
f92f5e6399174cbb923cecf3c65a6c01/c.html. 
44 Andrew Carr, “All Planned Out” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, 
March 13, 2019), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/all-planned-out/. 
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satisfaction of the long-term criterion. The ChAFTA case above, despite attempts at real-time 
balancing, came to be seen as too permissive, and lead to subsequent tightening of foreign 
investment screening.45 The current stabilization approach is also such a rebalance, away 
from a period of perceived excessive securitisation and unproductive tension with Beijing.46 

Strategic adjustments of this type are evident throughout the post-war period Gyngell 
identifies.47 Longer-term examples include shifts—though none fundamental—in the 
expeditionary posture of the ADF, as well as evolution in trade openness and trade partner 
preferences.48 While absent a similar security dimension, present concerns about the PRC’s 
economic dominance echo similar balancing approaches taken towards Japan in the 1970s.49 

The substantial continuity over a long duration suggests that the strategy of balance meets all 
criteria for grand strategy. 

The case for a strategy of balance, and for including fluctuations since 2020 as part of this 
strategy, can be reinforced by examining these developments in comparison to proposed 
alternative strategies. Calls for such alternatives have increased recently—as they did during 
the first Trump presidency—although notably many such calls are better understood as 
criticisms of the current approach rather than substantive alternatives.50 In public 
descriptions, official responses to the current strategic turbulence typically involve no 
structural changes, only increased costs and lowered expectations, foregoing strategic 
equilibrium in pursuit of a “messier, less grand … US-led military deterrence of China”.51 

                                                
45 Tania Voon and Dean Merriman, “Is Australia’s Foreign Investment Screening Policy 
Consistent with International Investment Law?” Melbourne Journal of International Law 23, 
no. 1 (March 23, 2022): 49. 
46 Richard McGregor, “China-Australia Thaw Reveals Limits of Beijing’s Economic Coercion” 
(Lowy Institute, October 26, 2023), https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/china-australia-
thaw-reveals-limits-beijing-s-economic-coercion; Magee, “Australia and the People’s 
Republic of China: Stabilisation and Contradiction.” 
47 Gyngell, “The Year Ahead.” 
48 Stephan Frühling, A History of Australian Strategic Policy since 1945 (Canberra: 
Australian Department of Defence, 2009), https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/4595979; 
“Australia’s Trade Through Time” (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade), accessed 
March 21, 2025, https:// 
www.dfat.gov.au/publications/minisite/tradethroughtimegovau/site/index.html. 
49 Mark Beeson and Jeffrey D. Wilson, “Coming to Terms with China: Managing 
Complications in the Sino-Australian Economic Relationship,” Security Challenges 11, no. 
2 (2015): 21–37. 
50 ASPI Strategist, “The Strategist on: ‘Australia’s Security-a Plan B’” (Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute - The Strategist, April 2019), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/dinkus/australias-security-a-plan-b/; ASPI Strategist, “The 
Strategist on: ‘Trump’s Diplomatic Revolution’” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The 
Strategist, March 2025), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/dinkus/trumps-diplomatic-
revolution/; Kim Beazley, “Former Defence Minister and Ambassador to the US: ‘If Trump Is 
Elected, Will Australia Need a Plan B?’” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The 
Strategist, March 13, 2024), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/former-defence-minister-and-
ambassador-to-the-us-if-trump-is-elected-will-australia-need-a-plan-b/; Michelle Grattan, 
“Donald Trump Calls Malcolm Turnbull ‘Weak and Ineffective’ in Spat with Former Prime 
Minister,” The Conversation, March 10, 2025, https://theconversation.com/donald-trump-
calls-malcolm-turnbull-weak-and-ineffective-in-spat-with-former-prime-minister-251625; 
Darren Lim, “Incoming Government Brief, 2025 Edition,” Australia in the World, n.d., 
https://australiaintheworld.podbean.com/e/ep-151-incoming-govt-brief-2025-edition/. 
51 Maude, “Australia’s Indo-Pacific Destiny Up For Grabs in a New World Order”; Gregory 
Brown, “Elbridge Colby’s Vision: Blocking China” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The 
Strategist, March 20, 2025), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/elbridge-colbys-vision-
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Such adjustments have rightly been characterised as “Plan A-Minus” rather than as genuine 
“Plan B’s”.52  

When substantive alternatives are offered, they typically require radical departure from 
established policy and entail substantial cost. A range of such proposals have been made, 
with one category including drastic increases to military spending, either towards 
conventional self-reliance, regional alliances or doubling down on the US alliance.53 Other 
options call for major accommodations to Beijing, or even withdrawal from the non-
proliferation treaty to enable an Australian nuclear deterrent capability.54 Such alternatives 
receive very little official attention: aside from the substantial financial and other costs 
associated with them, they highlight the phenomena highlighted by Gyngell as Australia’s 
“fear of abandonment”.55 Such considerations are anathema, because considering such 
“Plan[s] B … would call into question the reliability of Plan A.”56  

In this context, the persistence of the strategy of balance reflects not inertia, but lack of better 
alternatives. While changes have occurred since 2020, it is evident in contrast to more radical 

                                                
blocking-china/; Michael Pezzullo, “Australia’s Defences Must Be Ready in Two Years. 
Here’s What to Do” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, March 8, 2025), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-defences-must-be-ready-in-two-years-heres-
what-to-do/. 
52Lim, “Incoming Government Brief, 2025 Edition.”  
53 Pezzullo, “Australia’s Defences Must Be Ready in Two Years. Here’s What to Do”; Lim, 
“Incoming Government Brief, 2025 Edition”;Marc Ablong and Marcus Schultz, “Defence 
Budget Doesn’t Match the Threat Australia Faces” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The 
Strategist, March 25, 2025), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-budget-doesnt-
match-the-threat-australia-faces/; Paul Dibb and Richard Brabin-Smith, “Australia Needs 
Greater Defence Self-Reliance, and Extra Funding” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - 
The Strategist, March 20, 2025), https:// www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-greater-
defence-self-reliance-and-extra-funding/; Euan Graham, “China’s Warships Reveal More 
than a Need to Strengthen the ADF” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, 
March 27, 2025), https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-budget-doesnt-match-the-threat-
australia-faces/; Alice Nason, “Not yet Time for a Plan B. Australia Must Stick with AUKUS – 
for Better or Worse,” The Conversation, March 14, 2025, https://theconversation.com/ not-
yet-time-for-a-plan-b-australia-must-stick-with-aukus-for-better-or-worse-252166; Dougal 
Robertson, “More F-35s, More Tankers: A Reliable Way to Strengthen Australian 
Deterrence” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, March 27, 2025), https:// 
www.aspistrategist.org.au/more-f-35s-more-tankers-a-reliable-way-to-strengthen-australian-
deterrence/; Sam Roggeveen, The Echidna Strategy: Australia’s Search for Power and 
Peace, 1st ed (Collingwood: Black Inc, 2023); Harlan Ullman, “Start Thinking Now about 
Alternatives to AUKUS Pillar 1” (Australian Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, April 
30, 2024), https:// www.aspistrategist.org.au/start-thinking-now-about-alternatives-to-aukus-
pillar-1/; David Uren, “It’s Been Done before: Pay for More Defence Spending with Debt”; 
Hugh White, How to Defend Australia (Carlton, VIC, Australia: La Trobe University Press, in 
conjunction with Black Inc, 2019). 
54 Darren Lim, “Aussie Reactions to Trump, & PRC Warships; NZ-Cook Islands,” 
Australia in the World, n.d., https://australiaintheworld.podbean.com/e/ep-152-australia-
s-response-to-trump-and-chinese-warships-nz-cook-islands/ Maude, “Australia’s Indo-
Pacific Destiny Up For Grabs in a New World Order”; White, How to Defend Australia; 
Lim, “Incoming Government Brief, 2025 Edition.” 
55 Gyngell, Fear of Abandonment. 
56 Peter Jennings, “With Trump at Large, Australia Needs a Plan B for Defence” (Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute - The Strategist, July 21, 2018), 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/with-trump-at-large-australia-needs-a-plan-b-for-defence/. 
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alternatives that these changes are reflective of the strategy of balance, rather than evidence 
against it. Having established balance of power as Australia’s long-term grand strategy 
however, it cannot be argued that such a strategy is distinct. 

Conclusion 

The new plans produced by the Australian Government since 2020 have proactively 
recognised a changing strategic environment and altered aspects of Australia’s strategy. The 
novel means of AUKUS, ways centered on denial and ends framed around deterrence 
constitute a distinct military strategy, captured in a deliberate, documented plan. Yet despite 
the broad aspirational language of the National Defence Strategy, the novel military strategy 
does not qualify as grand strategy. To the extent that a distinct strategy exists in this plan, it 
is not grand. 

Instead, these shifts represent familiar fluctuations in Australia’s long-standing grand strategy 
of balance, or strategic equilibrium. Its ends have endured, and its ways and means adjusted 
regularly over time—exactly as expected in such a strategy. Distilling this strategy takes a 
descriptive approach, similar to that employed by Luttwak to characterise the grand strategy 
of Byzantium and claim that “all states have a grand strategy, whether they know it or not.”57 

In this sense, the existence of an Australian grand strategy of balance is clear, reinforced 
further by both the continuity of the approach and the stark contrast of proposed alternatives. 
Given this continuity, however, it is clear that this grand strategy cannot be considered distinct. 

While this descriptive approach best captures Australian statecraft, it will frustrate those who 
seek to wield grand strategy to drive action. The framework’s focus on the existence, rather 
than the quality, of grand strategy means that conceding an Australian grand strategy of 
balance says little about whether it is, or will continue to be, effective. Just as this strategy 
emerged from a rupture in the international order, growing turbulence may necessitate its 
replacement—though whether this too will be visible only in hindsight remains to be seen. 
Silove highlights an often unstated assumption in the literature: that plans, principles and 
patterns are causally linked.58 Should this link exist, the efforts of frustrated practitioners may 
not be wasted, as today’s new plans may yet give rise to tomorrow’s patterns. Until then, 
however, the strategy of balance will continue to define Australia’s grand strategic posture. 
 
 
  

                                                
57 Edward Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Byzantine Empire, 1st Belknap Press of 
Harvard Univ. Press paperback ed (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard Univ. 
Press, 2011), 409. 
58 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword”, 55-56. 
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Case Study 2 – Has Australia developed a distinct Grand Strategy since 2020? 

Australia faces the most challenging strategic circumstances it has seen since the end of the 
Second World War.1 China's military buildup in the Indo-Pacific and the rapidly deteriorating 
strategic environment have fundamentally altered Australia's security outlook, requiring a 
significant strategic transformation. I will demonstrate that Australia has developed a distinct 
Grand Strategy since 2020, despite claims that it either lacks one or pursues competing 
approaches. This strategy coordinates deterrence capabilities, regional diplomatic 
engagement, and economic sovereignty initiatives to maintain a favourable balance of power. 
It does this while preserving Australia's security, sovereignty, and prosperity in the face of 
China's regional assertiveness. 

To establish this argument, I will develop a clear framework for assessing Grand Strategy and 
present my conceptualisation of Australia's Grand Strategy. I will then systematically evaluate 
Australia's strategic development across three pillars: military strategy; diplomatic 
engagement, and economic resilience measures. Through this structured analysis I will 
demonstrate how these elements form a coherent organising principle that meets all the 
criteria for a Grand Strategy, while acknowledging its implicit rather than explicit nature. 

Beyond Military Strategy: A Framework for Grand Strategic Assessment 

To evaluate the presence of a Grand Strategy, a clear definition and assessment criteria are 
required, particularly to distinguish it from military or defence strategy. Drawing on foundations 
laid by Earle in "Makers of Modern Strategy"2 Kennedy states that the key to Grand Strategy 
lies “in the capacity of the nation's leaders to bring together all of the elements, both military 
and nonmilitary, for the preservation and enhancement of the nation's long-term (that is, in 
wartime and peacetime) best interests.” 3 Brands offers a perspective that emphasises the 
theoretical foundations. He describes Grand Strategy as "the intellectual architecture that 
lends structure to foreign policy; it is the logic that helps states navigate a complex and 
dangerous world".4 Nations express Grand Strategy in multiple ways; however, it need not be 
explicit and available in a publicly accessible ‘plan’. In fact, this would be highly unusual.5 To 
determine whether a Grand Strategy can be identified, Silove identifies three distinct potential 
manifestations which it could constitute: a deliberate and detailed plan, an organising 
principle, or a pattern of behaviour.6 These frameworks provide the essential foundation for 
                                                
1 Marles, Richard. “Sydney Institute Speech,” Australian Government Department of 
Defence, April 4, 2024. Accessed March 23, 2025. Link: 
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/speeches/2024-04-04/sydney-institute. 
2 Earle, Edward Mead, ed. Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to 
Hitler. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1943. In the introduction of the first edition 
of Makers of Modern Strategy, Edward Meade Earle defined strategy as “the art of 
controlling and utilizing the resources of a nation—or a coalition of nations—including its 
armed forces, to the end that its vital interests shall be effectively promoted and secured 
against enemies, actual, potential, or merely presumed.” 
3 Paul Kennedy, “grand strategy in War and Peace: Toward a Broader Definition,” in grand 
Strategies in War and Peace, ed. Paul Kennedy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1991), 5. 
4  Brands, H 2014, What Good is grand strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft 
from Harry S. Truman to George W. Bush, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 13. 
5 Thierry, Peter Dombrowski, and Simon Reich. “What is grand strategy? Sweeping a 
Conceptual Minefield.” Texas National Security Review 2, no. 1 (November 2018): 8–35. 
Accessed March 10, 2025.  https://tnsr.org/2018/11/what-is-grand-strategy-sweeping-a-
conceptual-minefield/. 
6 Nina Silove, "Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of 'grand strategy,'" International 
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any assessment of Australian Grand Strategy. 

Answering the question requires robust assessment criteria to differentiate deliberate strategic 
architecture from reactive decisions, especially amid debates over Australia’s capacity. 
Building on the analytical foundation of Kennedy, Brands, and Silove, I propose three criteria 
to evaluate the presence of a Grand Strategy: 

• Clear strategic logic: A coherent intellectual framework that articulates how the 
nation will secure its interests and respond to strategic challenges through integrated 
approaches. 

• Coordinated policy mechanisms for resource allocation: Established 
institutional processes that align capability investments, diplomatic initiatives, and 
economic policies with strategic priorities. 

• Integration of all tools of statecraft: Deliberate coordination of military, diplomatic, 
and economic instruments in pursuit of national objectives that extend beyond purely 
military considerations. 

With these criteria established, I will demonstrate that Australia has indeed developed a 
distinct Grand Strategy since 2020. I characterise this as "Strategic Resilience through 
Integrated Deterrence," a comprehensive approach that coordinates Australia's national 
power across three interconnected pillars: 

• Military deterrence through denial: Capability investments in long-range strike, 
nuclear-powered submarines, and integrated air and missile defence, as well as 
updated force structure and disposition, designed to impose unacceptable costs on 
potential aggressors targeting Australian interests. 

• Regional diplomatic engagement and balancing: Systematic cultivation of 
partnerships across the Indo-Pacific through enhanced security agreements, 
strategic dialogues, and coordinated diplomatic responses to regional challenges. 

• Economic sovereignty and resilience: Development of secure supply chains, 
protection of critical infrastructure, enhancement of domestic industrial capabilities, 
and integration of economic statecraft with security objectives. 

These pillars form the organising principle of Australia's Grand Strategy and provide the 
framework for my analysis of how Australia has systematically fulfilled the criteria above. 

Deterrence by Denial: The Military Foundation of Australia's Grand Strategy 

Australia's Grand Strategy of "Strategic Resilience through Integrated Deterrence" has 
emerged as a comprehensive response to the transformation of the region. The Indo-Pacific’s 
geographic isolation no longer provides the strategic advantages it once did. Babbage clearly 
articulated this as early as 2016.7 The 2024 National Defence Strategy explicitly 
acknowledges this, citing China's unprecedented military build-up in our region, and the 

                                                
Security 43, no. 1 (2018): 27-57. 
7 Babbage, R 2015, 'The case for a new Australian grand strategy', The Strategist, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Accessed 29 January 2025, 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-case-for-a-new-australian-grand-strategy/ 
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assessment that Australia no longer enjoys a 10-year strategic warning time.8 This has 
escalated, with naval provocations, 9 security agreements and regional deployment of 
police.10 These developments reveal the limitations of previous defence approaches. Rapid 
regional military modernisation and emerging cyber and space capabilities mean Australia 
can no longer depend on distance or time for its security and must be able to strike into the 
near region.11  

The Defence Strategic Update (DSU) of 2020 and the subsequent Defence Strategic Review 
(DSR) of 2023 began proposing actionable solutions to address Australia’s vulnerabilities. 
They map a clear progression towards the distinct Grand Strategy in place today, and a break 
with previous thinking. The DSU emphasised the need for “a force structure that can deploy a 
credible military capability to shape our environment, deter actions against our interests, and 
respond with force if required,” while introducing the concept of integrated deterrence to 
counter regional threats.12 Building on this, the DSR advocated for an “enhanced regional 
focus” and a “capability prioritisation approach,” recommending investments in long-range 
strike systems and a shift away from outdated platforms to address the immediacy of threats.13 
This evolution from the DSU to DSR represents more than policy updates. It shows a coherent 
strategic framework integrating deterrence, regional engagement, and whole-of-government 
coordination. 

The 2024 National Defence Strategy (NDS) sought to 
fundamentally transform Australia's strategy, moving beyond both 
the Forward Defence doctrine of the Cold War era and the 
Defence of Australia doctrine articulated in Dibb's influential 1986 
review.14 At its core is deterrence by denial, a distinct military 
strategy which seeks to prevent adversaries from achieving their 
objectives by making potential aggression too costly to succeed. 
Unlike Forward Defence's reliance on distant allied operations or 
the Defence of Australia's narrower focus on the air-sea gap,15 the 
National Defence concept adopts "a coordinated, whole-of-
government and whole-of-nation approach" that prioritises 
deterrence by developing capabilities to "hold potential 
adversaries' forces at risk from a greater distance".16 Importantly, 
the NDS acknowledges the requirement to continually adjust 

                                                
8 Australian Government. 2024. National Defence Strategy 2024. Canberra: Department of 
Defence. https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-
strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program. 
9 Lowy Institute. "How Should Australia Respond to Chinese Warships’ Live Fire?" The 
Interpreter, February 27, 2025. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-should-
australia-respond-chinese-warships-live-fire. 
10 Watson, Katy. 2025. “Cook Islands China Deal Riles Allies as West’s Grip Loosens.” BBC 
News, February 26, 2025. Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg559y0803o. 
11 Australian Government. 2024. National Defence Strategy 2024.  
12 Australian Government, Defence Strategic Update 2020 (Canberra: Department of 
Defence, 2020), 27, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2020-defence-
strategic-update 
13 Australian Government, Defence Strategic Review 2023 (Canberra: Department of 
Defence, 2023), 52, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-
review. 
14 Paul Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities: Report to the Minister for Defence 
(Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1986), 15.  
15 Gyngell, Allan. 2017. Fear of Abandonment: Australia in the World since 1942. Melbourne: 
La Trobe University Press, 134. 
16 Australian Government, National Defence Strategy 2024 15, 22.  
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along strategic timeframes by establishing a biennial review. The NDS thus fulfills the first 
essential criterion for assessing the development of an Australian Grand Strategy by 
establishing a clear strategic logic address contemporary challenges through integrated 
deterrence by denial. 

The capability acquisition approach of the NDS serves as the critical mechanism for resource 
assignment, fulfilling the second of the criteria for identifying a Grand Strategy. The emphasis 
on "minimum viable capability" represents a fundamental shift in Australia's acquisition 
mechanisms while directly supporting the strategy of deterrence by denial.17 It explicitly 
defines this as "a capability that can be introduced into service successfully, sustained 
effectively and achieve the directed effect in the required time".18 This approach responds 
effectively to Australia's long and troubled procurement history.19 The IIP prioritises speed of 
acquisition over perfection, allowing for iterative improvements over time.  

This approach directly supports capabilities that will “complicate the calculus of any potential 
adversary… by increasing the range and lethality of the ADF".20 The NDS and IIP demonstrate 
clear alignment between strategic intent and capability investments, allocating substantial 
funding across critical domains, including $14-18 billion for Northern Bases, $28-35 billion for 
targeting and long-range strike, $51-69 billion for maritime capabilities, and $28-33 billion for 
expeditionary air operations.21 These investments fulfill the six capability effects identified in 
the NDS, and create a system designed to impose unacceptable costs on potential 
aggressors.22 The IIP explicitly acknowledges this strategic intent, stating that nuclear 
submarines will "enable us to hold a potential adversary's assets at risk at the greatest 
distance possible",23 while long-range strike capabilities provide "a greater capacity to hold at 
risk a potential adversary's forces".24 This capability development framework demonstrates 
the practical implementation of Australia's Grand Strategy. 

While defence capabilities form the foundation of Australia's approach, a comprehensive 
Grand Strategy must extend beyond military dimensions to incorporate whole-of-government 
coordination. As Mick Ryan notes, the NDS alone does not do this.25 A comprehensive 
assessment requires examining how these defence initiatives integrate with diplomatic and 
economic policies.  

 
 

                                                
17 Ibid, 35. 
18 Ibid, 56. 
19 Clark, Colin. “Aussie Auditors: 38 Years of Defense Procurement Delays.” Breaking 
Defense, February 12, 2024. Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/02/aussie-auditors-38-years-of-defense-procurement-
delays/. 
20 Australian Government, National Defence Strategy 2024, 29. 
21 Australian Government. 2024b. 2024 Integrated Investment Program. Canberra: 
Department of Defence, 95-96. 
22 They are: project force, hold a potential adversary’s forces at risk, protect ADF forces and 
supporting critical infrastructure in Australia, sustain protracted combat operations, maintain 
persistent situational awareness in our primary area of military interest, and achieve decision 
advantage. Australian Defence Force, 2024 National Defence Strategy, 28-29. 
23 Ibid, 23. 
24 Ibid, 43. 
25 Ryan, Mick. "Australia’s New National Defence Strategy: Mostly Continuity but with Some 
Change." Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 3, 2024. Accessed March 19, 
2025. https://www.csis.org/analysis/australias-new-national-defence-strategy-mostly-
continuity-some-change 
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Diplomatic Architecture: Australia's Strategic Balancing in the Indo-Pacific 

Australia’s diplomatic engagement represents the deliberate integration of non-military tools 
of statecraft with national objectives, fulfilling the third criterion for identifying a Grand Strategy. 
This diplomacy pillar is evident in how Australia aligns its foreign policy with its security 
interests across the Indo-Pacific region. At the Asia Summit in 2024, Foreign Minister Penny 
Wong articulated this approach and built upon the NDS, stating that Australia must “be active, 
working with our friends and partners… to prevent conflict, to bring both deterrence and 
reassurance to bear, and to help shape the region we want,” emphasising a blend of 
diplomatic, economic, and security efforts.26 She highlighted initiatives like Southeast Asia 
business exchange missions and visa improvements as part of this integrated statecraft, 
advancing “shared economic and security interests” beyond traditional defence ties.27 By 
systematically aligning these elements of national power, Australia meets the threshold of 
employing a Grand Strategy. 

In the Pacific specifically, Australia has implemented this approach through targeted initiatives 
designed to maintain regional influence and limit the expansion of potential adversaries. The 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) is pursuing a 'Regional Balancing 
Framework',28 which positions Australia as the partner of choice in the Pacific, directly 
competing with China's growing presence in the region. Australia supports the Pacific Islands 
Forum 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent, using this to implement programs that 
advance its strategic interests.29 Recent agreements such as the Falepili Union with Tuvalu 
and the Nauru-Australia Treaty give Australia effective veto power over these nations' security 
partnerships with other countries.30 Australia has also leveraged soft power effectively, as 
demonstrated by the $600 million deal to establish a Papua New Guinean team in the National 
Rugby League,31 which was followed by a new defence treaty that Defence Minister Marles 
called "the most significant defence agreement between our two countries since Papua New 
Guinean independence".32  

Australia has constructed a diplomatic architecture across the wider Indo-Pacific that 
deliberately reinforces its Grand Strategy by creating counterbalances to China's regional 
influence. The ASEAN-Australia Comprehensive Strategic Partnership established in 2021 

                                                
26 Wong, Penny. “Speech to the Asia Summit.” Speech presented at the Asia Summit, 
hosted by The Australian Financial Review and Asia Society, September 3, 2024. 
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-asia-summit. 
27 Wong, Penny. “Speech to the Asia Summit.” Speech presented at the Asia Summit, 
hosted by The Australian Financial Review and Asia Society, September 3, 2024. 
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-asia-summit. 
28 Pearce, MAJGEN Matt. "The National Defence Strategy”. Address presented at the 
Australian Command and Staff College, Remote course, February 18, 2025. 
29 Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent. Suva, Fiji: 
Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2024. Accessed February 28, 2025. 
https://www.forumsec.org/2050. 
30 Hurst, Daniel. "Australia to Offer Residency to Tuvalu Citizens Displaced by Climate 
Change." The Guardian, November 10, 2023. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-
change. 
31 Cave, Damien. 2024. “Australia Targets China’s Influence with Deals in Pacific Islands.” 
The New York Times, December 20. Accessed February 28, 2025. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/20/world/australia/australia-china-pacific-deals.html 
32 Department of Defence. “Joint Statement: Australia-Papua New Guinea Defence 
Ministers’ Meeting.” Accessed February 28, 2025. 
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2025-02-20/joint-statement-australia-
papua-new-guinea-defence-ministers-meeting. 
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represents a coordinated diplomatic effort to strengthen security, economic and people-to-
people ties with a critical regional bloc.33 Australia has significantly increased diplomatic 
engagement with Indonesia, culminating in the 2023 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 
that addresses mutual security concerns in the South China Sea while deepening economic 
ties.34 Similarly, Australia's elevation of its relationship with India to a Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership in 2020, followed by the 2022 Economic Cooperation and Trade 
Agreement, demonstrates the integration of diplomatic and economic tools to counter-balance 
regional power dynamics.35 These initiatives cultivate partnerships that collectively support 
the deterrence element of Australia's Grand Strategy while preserving economic engagement 
with China. This balancing act is consistent with the objective of maintaining a favourable 
regional power distribution while preserving economic resilience by avoiding provocation of 
our largest trading partner. 

The US alliance forms a cornerstone of Australia's Grand Strategy, explicitly acknowledged in 
the NDS as "fundamental to our national security and the ADF's capacity."36 The 2021 
AUSMIN agreements expanded US-Australia force posture cooperation, including rotational 
deployments of US aircraft and enhanced maritime logistics, boosting the ADF’s capabilities 
and regional deterrence.37 These agreements (which preceded the NDS) built on the AUKUS 
partnership (to be discussed further in the next section) which Dean describes as a "an 
exponential increase in speed, manoeuvrability, survivability, and endurance” for the ADF, 
while remaining anchored in the ANZUS Treaty.38 The alliance highlights the challenge of 
resource assignment and competing goals. Shoebridge notes that recent US political rhetoric 
has suggested NATO allies should "lift defence spending to 5 percent of GDP—more than 
double the alliance's existing spending target of 2 percent," creating potential implications for 
Australia's long-term resource allocation despite not being a NATO member.39 Australia has 
shifted from a defensive posture to a proactive denial strategy that uses US interoperability to 
project power and complicate adversary planning, particularly in critical maritime domains. 
This integration of alliance relationships with sovereign capability development demonstrates 
a coherent Grand Strategy that meets all three criteria: strategic logic through deterrence, 
coordinated resource mechanisms, and integration of military, diplomatic, and economic tools. 

 
                                                
33 Australian Mission to ASEAN. “The ASEAN-Australia Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership – a Year of Progress.” Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/asean-australia-csp. 
34 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. “Plan of Action for the Indonesia-Australia 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (2020-2024).” Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/indonesia/indonesia-australia-comprehensive-strategic-
partnership. 
35 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. “Joint Statement: Second Australia-India 2+2 
Ministerial Dialogue, New Delhi.” Last modified November 20, 2023. Accessed March 10, 
2025. https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-statement-second-australia-india-2-
2-ministerial-dialogue-new-delhi. 
36 Australian Government, National Defence Strategy 2024 46. 
37 Dean, Peter J., and Lachlan Goddard. 2022. “How AUKUS Has Brought an Alliance 
Revolution to Australia.” Australian Financial Review, April 4, 2022. Accessed March 10, 
2025. https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/how-aukus-has-brought-an-alliance-
revolution-to-australia-20220404-p5aar3. 
38 Green, Michael J., and Peter J. Dean. 2023. “AUKUS’ Strategic Deterrence Good for the 
Nation and Region.” United States Studies Centre, March 11, 2023. Accessed March 10, 
2025.   https://www.ussc.edu.au/aukus-strategic-deterrence-good-for-the-nation-and-region. 
39 Michael Shoebridge, "Preparing Australia for Trump's Return: Do More, Spend More, Risk 
More," The Strategist, January 29, 2025. Accessed March 10, 2025.  
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/preparing-australia-for-trumps-return-do-more-spend-more-
risk-more/. 
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Economic Sovereignty and National Resilience: Integrating the Third Pillar 

Economic and national resilience represent critical pillars in Australia's Grand Strategy, 
demonstrating both coordinated policy mechanisms and the integration of multiple tools of 
statecraft. Since 2020, Australia has systematically integrated economic instruments with 
defence and security objectives, revealing a comprehensive approach to regional influence 
and national sovereignty. The Australian Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific, 
established with $2 billion in funding, represents a deliberate economic instrument for 
advancing strategic interests, particularly countering China’s regional infrastructure 
dominance.40 Similarly, the $15 billion National Reconstruction Fund prioritises critical 
technologies and supply chain resilience in sectors explicitly linked to national security 
priorities, reflecting a shift toward economic sovereignty as a strategic asset.41 These 
initiatives are complemented by targeted free trade agreements with security partners, 
including the Australia-UK Free Trade Agreement signed in December 2021 and the 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with India, which combines economic and security 
cooperation.42 Rather than pursuing relationships solely for commercial benefit, Australia has 
established its economic policies to strengthen partnerships and counter competition, 
demonstrating clear strategic logic. 

AUKUS represents the most comprehensive manifestation of 
Australia's Grand Strategy, simultaneously addressing military 
deterrence, industrial sovereignty, and alliance integration 
within a singular framework. The partnership delivering 
conventionally armed, nuclear-powered submarines that will 
provide "superior deterrence capability" through vessels that are 
"harder to detect, have longer range and endurance”, posing 
significant dilemmas on any adversary operating in our near 
region.43 From an economic perspective, AUKUS represents a 
deliberate investment in sovereign industrial capability, “20,000 
direct jobs” and a significant boost to Australian manufacturing 
capability over decades.44  

Beyond submarine acquisition, Pillar II establishes a framework 
for advanced technology sharing and development in critical 
domains including "undersea capabilities, quantum 

technologies, advanced cyber, hypersonic and counter-hypersonic capabilities."45 It is 
designed to provide a transformative boost to Australia’s defence sector.46 There are 
limitations to this, as currently the economic and diplomatic aspects are relatively 

                                                
40 Mikael Weissmann and Elin Rappe, “Australia’s Economic Statecraft in the Indo-Pacific: 
The AIFFP as a Strategic Tool,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 76, no. 3 (2022): 
345–362. Accessed March 10, 2025. https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2051423. 
41 Department of Industry, Science and Resources, “National Reconstruction Fund,” 
Australian Government. Accessed February 28, 2025, 
https://www.industry.gov.au/news/national-reconstruction-fund. 
42 Australian Government, “Australia-UK Free Trade Agreement,” December 17, 2021, 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/auukfta; Rory Medcalf, “India-Australia 
Partnership: Strategic Convergence in the Indo-Pacific,” Asia Policy 18, no. 2 (2023): 67–85. 
43 Australian Government, National Defence Strategy 2024, 16. 
44 Australian Government. 2024b. 2024 Integrated Investment Program, 17. 
45 Australian Government, National Defence Strategy 2024, 21. 
46 Wilson, Lachlan. 2023. “Explainer: AUKUS’ Economics – The Price of a Megaproject.” 
United States Studies Centre, March 21. Accessed March 10, 2025.  
https://www.ussc.edu.au/explainer-aukus-economics-the-price-of-a-megaproject. 
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undeveloped.47 Despite this, AUKUS demonstrates clear strategic logic by addressing 
Australia's capability requirements while simultaneously deepening industrial and 
technological integration with key allies in a long-term framework that serves Australia's 
position in the regional balance of power 

Australia has implemented national resilience mechanisms, both in the realm of protective 
security and supply chain resilience, which fulfill the third criterion of Grand Strategy. This is 
done by ensuring that external deterrence capabilities are complemented with internal 
sovereign capabilities to withstand coercion. The Office of Supply Chain Resilience, 
established in 2021, monitors critical supply chains and advises on mitigating disruptions, 
enhancing economic stability amid global crises.48 The Department of Home Affairs has driven 
this agenda through the Security of Critical Infrastructure Act 2018, amended in 2021 to 
mandate risk management programs for key sectors, strengthening resilience against 
cascading failures.49 ASIO has escalated its efforts to counter foreign intelligence services, 
singled out in the 2025 Annual Threat Assessment as a primary threat to Australia’s 
sovereignty. ASIO head Mike Burgess warned, “We are getting closer to the threshold for 
high-impact sabotage,” focusing the organisations work on identifying and preventing these 
hostile actions.50 The Foreign Arrangements Scheme empowers the federal government to 
oversee and veto arrangements between state entities and foreign governments, ensuring 
they align with national security and foreign policy objectives. This enhances resilience by 
mitigating risks from foreign interference in critical sectors, complementing Home Affair’s 
efforts to safeguard infrastructure.51 This has extended into higher education to ensure the 
appropriate protection of information related to AUKUS,52 and to thwart Chinese interference 
in the tertiary sector.53 These efforts collectively illustrate a significant shift toward a cohesive 
resilience framework, intertwining economic security with protective measures to counter 
sophisticated threats. 

Conclusion - The Strategic Logic behind Australia's Implicit Approach 
                                                
47 Quiggin, John. 2023. “Australia and China Turn a New Leaf in Economic Relations.” East 
Asia Forum, December 23. Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/12/23/australia-and-china-turn-a-new-leaf-in-economic-
relations/. 
48 Department of Industry, Science and Resources, “Office of Supply Chain Resilience,” 
Australian Government, accessed February 28, 2025, https://www.industry.gov.au/office-
supply-chain-resilience 
49 Department of Home Affairs, “Critical Infrastructure Resilience,” Australian Government, 
last modified February 27, 2024, https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-
portfolios/national-security/critical-infrastructure-resilience; Security of Critical Infrastructure 
Act 2018 (Cth), as amended by the Security Legislation Amendment (Critical Infrastructure) 
Act 2021 (Cth). Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2021A00124. 
50 Mike Burgess, “ASIO Annual Threat Assessment 2025,” Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation, February 19, 2025, https://www.asio.gov.au/director-generals-annual-threat-
assessment-2025. 
51 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, “Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and 
Territory Arrangements) Act 2020,” Australian Government, accessed February 28, 2025. 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/foreign-arrangements-scheme. 
52 Department of Home Affairs, Australian Government, "Countering Foreign Interference in 
Education and Research," last modified March 14, 2025, 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-
interference/overview/in-education-and-research. 
53 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, "Concerns over Chinese Communist Party 
Infiltration in University Review," ABC News, August 28, 2019, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-28/concerns-chinese-communist-party-infiltration-
university-review/11455588. 
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Australia has demonstrably developed a distinct Grand Strategy since 2020, which I define as 
'Strategic Resilience through Integrated Deterrence.' This strategy represents a 
comprehensive response to Australia's deteriorating strategic environment. My analysis 
demonstrates this Grand Strategy meets all three assessment criteria, for which the evidence 
is compelling: 

• Strategic architecture transformation: The progression from the 2020 Defence 
Strategic Update to the 2023 Defence Strategic Review and culminating in the 2024 
National Defence Strategy reveals a consistent evolution toward integrated 
deterrence by denial rather than discrete policy shifts. 

• Coordinated resource allocation across national power instruments: The 
government has directed substantial funding across domains through Defence 
capability investments, the Pacific Infrastructure Facility, National Reconstruction 
Fund, and targeted diplomatic initiatives with regional partners, demonstrating 
deliberate resourcing towards strategic goals. 

• Coordinated whole-of-government initiatives: Australia has systematically 
harmonised defence capabilities, diplomatic partnerships, and economic resilience 
measures to achieve the dual objectives of maintaining a favourable regional balance 
of power while preserving sovereignty and prosperity. 

Critical perspectives challenge this interpretation. White argues that Australia lacks a Grand 
Strategy altogether, viewing its actions as fragmented, reactive moves to external pressures 
rather than coherent strategic vision.54 Some commentators, like Scrafton, contend that 
Australia lacks the “military and economic heft” for a Grand Strategy,55 yet this view 
underestimates its ability to shape the Indo-Pacific, where a relative power vacuum enhances 
its influence.56 Layton contends that Australia executes two distinct grand strategies: a 
maritime strategy focused on denial through alliances like AUKUS, and a continental strategy 
centred on regional stability via initiatives like the Pacific Step-Up.57 Mick Ryan sees mainly 
continuity, with little significant change.58 These perspectives overlook how military, diplomatic 
and economic policy are consistently threaded around a strategic framework, for which 
momentum has built since 2020, which suggests a systematic rather than opportunistic 
approach. 

Why is much of the Grand Strategy not explicit? While no single document codifies this Grand 
Strategy, it manifests as what Silove would identify as a coherent "organising principle".59 Its 
implicit nature reflects both domestic political constraints and diplomatic sensitivities. 
                                                
54 White, Hugh. 2019. "Waning US Power Must Shape Australia’s Defence Strategy." The 
Strategist, May 23. Accessed March 10, 2025. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/waning-us-
power-must-shape-australias-defence-strategy/. 
55 Scrafton, Mike. n.d. “Rising Powers: grand Strategies, Balance of Power and Australia.” 
Here and There. Accessed March 10, 2025. https://mikescrafton.com/rising-powers-grand-
strategies-balance-of-power-and-australia/. 
56 Medcalf, Rory. 2021. “The Indo-Pacific and the Need for Strategic Clarity.” The Strategist, 
September 15. Accessed March 10, 2025. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-indo-pacific-
and-the-need-for-strategic-clarity/. 
57 Layton, Peter. 2021. "Executing Australia’s two grand Strategies." Australian Outlook, 
October 25. Accessed March 10, 2025. 
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/executing-australias-two-grand-
strategies/. 
58 Ryan, Mick. "Australia’s New National Defence Strategy: Mostly Continuity but with Some 
Change." May 3, 2024. 
59 Nina Silove, "Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of 'grand strategy,'" 2018 
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Australian policymakers seem to have determined that articulating an explicit Grand Strategy, 
beyond the Defence Strategy within the NDS, would antagonising regional partners and 
accelerate competition. Given rapid shifts in the security outlook, the successful 
implementation will require careful diplomatic handling and sustained bipartisan support, 
particularly in addressing the human and cultural dimension. The capability to mobilise, 
deploy, and sustain the large and capable ground forces required to secure strategic assets 
represent a gap in the framework.60 Those Australians (many who are currently civilians) who 
will fill the Battle Groups required to do this at home and in our near region will require a more 
explicit articulation of their role within the strategic architecture.  
  

                                                
60 Babbage, Ross. "The ADF Reserve System Is Obsolete. We Need a Dramatically 
Expanded Force." The Strategist, March 21, 2025. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-adf-
reserve-system-is-obsolete-we-need-a-dramatically-expanded-force/.  



The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 151 

 

 

Bibliography 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 2019. "Concerns Over Chinese Communist Party 
Infiltration in University Review." ABC News, August 28. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-
08-28/concerns-chinese-communist-party-infiltration-university-review/11455588. 

Australian Government. 2020. Defence Strategic Update 2020. Canberra: Department of 
Defence. https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2020-defence-strategic-
update. 

Australian Government. 2023. Defence Strategic Review 2023. Canberra: Department of 
Defence. https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review. 

Australian Government. 2024a. National Defence Strategy 2024. Canberra: Department of 
Defence. https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-
strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program. 

Australian Government. 2024b. 2024 Integrated Investment Program. Canberra: Department 
of Defence. 

Australian Mission to ASEAN. 2025. "The ASEAN-Australia Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership -- a Year of Progress." https://www.dfat.gov.au/asean-australia-csp. 

Babbage, R. 2015. 'The case for a new Australian Grand Strategy'. The Strategist, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-case-for-a-new-
australian-grand-strategy/. 

Babbage, R. 2025. "The ADF Reserve System Is Obsolete. We Need a Dramatically 
Expanded Force." The Strategist, March 21. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-adf-
reserve-system-is-obsolete-we-need-a-dramatically-expanded-force/. 

Brands, H. 2014. What Good is Grand Strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft 
from Harry S. Truman to George W. Bush. Cornell University Press, Ithaca. 

Burgess, M. 2025. "ASIO Annual Threat Assessment 2025." Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation, February 19. https://www.asio.gov.au/director-generals-annual-threat-
assessment-2025. 

Cave, D. 2024. "Australia Targets China's Influence with Deals in Pacific Islands." The New 
York Times, December 20. https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/20/world/australia/australia-
china-pacific-deals.html. 

Clark, C. 2024. "Aussie Auditors: 38 Years of Defense Procurement Delays." Breaking 
Defense, February 12. https://breakingdefense.com/2024/02/aussie-auditors-38-years-of-
defense-procurement-delays/. 

Dean, P. J., and Goddard, L. 2022. "How AUKUS Has Brought an Alliance Revolution to 
Australia." Australian Financial Review, April 4. https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-
affairs/how-aukus-has-brought-an-alliance-revolution-to-australia-20220404-p5aar3. 

Department of Defence. 2025. "Joint Statement: Australia-Papua New Guinea Defence 
Ministers' Meeting." February 20. https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2025-02-
20/joint-statement-australia-papua-new-guinea-defence-ministers-meeting. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-28/concerns-chinese-communist-party-infiltration-university-review/11455588
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-28/concerns-chinese-communist-party-infiltration-university-review/11455588
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2020-defence-strategic-update
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2020-defence-strategic-update
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program
https://www.dfat.gov.au/asean-australia-csp
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-case-for-a-new-australian-grand-strategy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-case-for-a-new-australian-grand-strategy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-adf-reserve-system-is-obsolete-we-need-a-dramatically-expanded-force/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-adf-reserve-system-is-obsolete-we-need-a-dramatically-expanded-force/
https://www.asio.gov.au/director-generals-annual-threat-assessment-2025
https://www.asio.gov.au/director-generals-annual-threat-assessment-2025
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/20/world/australia/australia-china-pacific-deals.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/20/world/australia/australia-china-pacific-deals.html
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/02/aussie-auditors-38-years-of-defense-procurement-delays/
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/02/aussie-auditors-38-years-of-defense-procurement-delays/
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/how-aukus-has-brought-an-alliance-revolution-to-australia-20220404-p5aar3
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/how-aukus-has-brought-an-alliance-revolution-to-australia-20220404-p5aar3
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2025-02-20/joint-statement-australia-papua-new-guinea-defence-ministers-meeting
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2025-02-20/joint-statement-australia-papua-new-guinea-defence-ministers-meeting


The Australian War College – Geddes Papers 152  

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 2023. "Joint Statement: Second Australia-India 
2+2 Ministerial Dialogue, New Delhi." November 20. https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-
release/joint-statement-second-australia-india-2-2-ministerial-dialogue-new-delhi. 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 2025. "Australia's Foreign Relations (State and 
Territory Arrangements) Act 2020." https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/foreign-
arrangements-scheme. 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 2025. "Plan of Action for the Indonesia-Australia 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (2020-2024)." 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/indonesia/indonesia-australia-comprehensive-strategic-
partnership. 

Department of Home Affairs. 2024. "Critical Infrastructure Resilience." Australian 
Government, February 27. https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-
security/critical-infrastructure-resilience. 

Department of Home Affairs. 2025. "Countering Foreign Interference in Education and 
Research." Australian Government, March 14. https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-
portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-interference/overview/in-education-and-
research. 

Department of Industry, Science and Resources. 2025. "National Reconstruction Fund." 
Australian Government. https://www.industry.gov.au/news/national-reconstruction-fund. 

Department of Industry, Science and Resources. 2025. "Office of Supply Chain Resilience." 
Australian Government. https://www.industry.gov.au/office-supply-chain-resilience. 

Dibb, P. 1986. Review of Australia's Defence Capabilities: Report to the Minister for 
Defence. Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service. 

Dombrowski, P., and Reich, S. 2018. "What Is Grand Strategy? Sweeping a Conceptual 
Minefield." Texas National Security Review 2(1): 8-35. https://tnsr.org/2018/11/what-is-
grand-strategy-sweeping-a-conceptual-minefield/. 

Earle, E. M. (ed). 1943. Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to 
Hitler. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Green, M. J., and Dean, P. J. 2023. "AUKUS' Strategic Deterrence Good for the Nation and 
Region." United States Studies Centre, March 11. https://www.ussc.edu.au/aukus-strategic-
deterrence-good-for-the-nation-and-region. 

Gyngell, A. 2017. Fear of Abandonment: Australia in the World since 1942. Melbourne: La 
Trobe University Press. 

Hurst, D. 2023. "Australia to Offer Residency to Tuvalu Citizens Displaced by Climate 
Change." The Guardian, November 10. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-
change. 

Kennedy, P. 1991. "Grand strategy in War and Peace: Toward a Broader Definition." In 
Grand Strategies in War and Peace, edited by Paul Kennedy. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-statement-second-australia-india-2-2-ministerial-dialogue-new-delhi
https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-statement-second-australia-india-2-2-ministerial-dialogue-new-delhi
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/foreign-arrangements-scheme
https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/foreign-arrangements-scheme
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/indonesia/indonesia-australia-comprehensive-strategic-partnership
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/indonesia/indonesia-australia-comprehensive-strategic-partnership
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/critical-infrastructure-resilience
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/critical-infrastructure-resilience
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-interference/overview/in-education-and-research
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-interference/overview/in-education-and-research
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-interference/overview/in-education-and-research
https://www.industry.gov.au/news/national-reconstruction-fund
https://www.industry.gov.au/office-supply-chain-resilience
https://tnsr.org/2018/11/what-is-grand-strategy-sweeping-a-conceptual-minefield/
https://tnsr.org/2018/11/what-is-grand-strategy-sweeping-a-conceptual-minefield/
https://www.ussc.edu.au/aukus-strategic-deterrence-good-for-the-nation-and-region
https://www.ussc.edu.au/aukus-strategic-deterrence-good-for-the-nation-and-region
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-change
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-change
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/nov/10/australia-to-offer-residency-to-tuvalu-residents-displaced-by-climate-change


The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 153 

 

 

Layton, P. 2021. "Executing Australia's Two Grand Strategies." Australian Outlook, October 
25. https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/executing-australias-two-grand-
strategies/. 

Lowy Institute. 2025. "How Should Australia Respond to Chinese Warships' Live Fire?" The 
Interpreter, February 27. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-should-australia-
respond-chinese-warships-live-fire. 

Marles, Richard. “Sydney Institute Speech,” Australian Government Department of Defence, 
April 4, 2024. Accessed March 23, 2025. Link: 
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/speeches/2024-04-04/sydney-institute. 

Medcalf, R. 2021. "The Indo-Pacific and the Need for Strategic Clarity." The Strategist, 
September 15. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-indo-pacific-and-the-need-for-strategic-
clarity/. 

Medcalf, R. 2023. "India-Australia Partnership: Strategic Convergence in the Indo-Pacific." 
Asia Policy 18(2): 67-85. 

Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. 2024. 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent. Suva, 
Fiji: Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat. https://www.forumsec.org/2050. 

Pearce, M. 2025. "The National Defence Strategy." Address presented at the Australian 
Command and Staff College, Remote course, February 18. 

Quiggin, J. 2023. "Australia and China Turn a New Leaf in Economic Relations." East Asia 
Forum, December 23. https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/12/23/australia-and-china-turn-a-new-
leaf-in-economic-relations/. 

Ryan, M. 2024. "Australia's New National Defence Strategy: Mostly Continuity but with 
Some Change." Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 3. 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/australias-new-national-defence-strategy-mostly-continuity-
some-change. 

Scrafton, M. 2025. "Rising Powers: Grand Strategies, Balance of Power and Australia." Here 
and There. https://mikescrafton.com/rising-powers-grand-strategies-balance-of-power-and-
australia/. 

Security of Critical Infrastructure Act 2018 (Cth), as amended by the Security Legislation 
Amendment (Critical Infrastructure) Act 2021 (Cth). 
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2021A00124. 

Shoebridge, M. 2025. "Preparing Australia for Trump's Return: Do More, Spend More, Risk 
More." The Strategist, January 29. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/preparing-australia-for-
trumps-return-do-more-spend-more-risk-more/. 

Silove, N. 2018. "Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of 'Grand Strategy.'" 
International Security 43(1): 27-57. 

Watson, K. 2025. "Cook Islands China Deal Riles Allies as West's Grip Loosens." BBC 
News, February 26. https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg559y0803o. 

Weissmann, M., and Rappe, E. 2022. "Australia's Economic Statecraft in the Indo-Pacific: 
The AIFFP as a Strategic Tool." Australian Journal of International Affairs 76(3): 345-362. 

https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/executing-australias-two-grand-strategies/
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/executing-australias-two-grand-strategies/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-should-australia-respond-chinese-warships-live-fire
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-should-australia-respond-chinese-warships-live-fire
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/speeches/2024-04-04/sydney-institute
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-indo-pacific-and-the-need-for-strategic-clarity/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-indo-pacific-and-the-need-for-strategic-clarity/
https://www.forumsec.org/2050
https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/12/23/australia-and-china-turn-a-new-leaf-in-economic-relations/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/12/23/australia-and-china-turn-a-new-leaf-in-economic-relations/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/australias-new-national-defence-strategy-mostly-continuity-some-change
https://www.csis.org/analysis/australias-new-national-defence-strategy-mostly-continuity-some-change
https://mikescrafton.com/rising-powers-grand-strategies-balance-of-power-and-australia/
https://mikescrafton.com/rising-powers-grand-strategies-balance-of-power-and-australia/
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2021A00124
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/preparing-australia-for-trumps-return-do-more-spend-more-risk-more/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/preparing-australia-for-trumps-return-do-more-spend-more-risk-more/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg559y0803o


The Australian War College – Geddes Papers 154  

https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2051423. 

White, H. 2019. "Waning US Power Must Shape Australia's Defence Strategy." The 
Strategist, May 23. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/waning-us-power-must-shape-
australias-defence-strategy/. 

Wilson, L. 2023. "Explainer: AUKUS' Economics -- The Price of a Megaproject." United 
States Studies Centre, March 21. https://www.ussc.edu.au/explainer-aukus-economics-the-
price-of-a-megaproject. 

Wong, P. 2024. "Speech to the Asia Summit." Speech presented at the Asia Summit, hosted 
by The Australian Financial Review and Asia Society, September 3. 
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-asia-summit. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2051423
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/waning-us-power-must-shape-australias-defence-strategy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/waning-us-power-must-shape-australias-defence-strategy/
https://www.ussc.edu.au/explainer-aukus-economics-the-price-of-a-megaproject
https://www.ussc.edu.au/explainer-aukus-economics-the-price-of-a-megaproject
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-asia-summit


The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 155 

 

 

 
Case Study 3 - Building a Force for Denial: Evaluating Strategy and 
Investment Alignment 

How well do the National Defence Strategy and the Integrated Investment Program develop 
force structure appropriate to a strategy of deterrence by denial? 

Introduction 

Amid rising strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific, Australia has reoriented its defence policy 
around deterrence by denial as the core of its military posture. Articulated most recently in the 
2024 National Defence Strategy (NDS) and supported by the Integrated Investment Program 
(IIP), this shift reflects a growing recognition that Australia's geography, while once a 
protective buffer, no longer guarantees security in the face of long-range missile threats, grey-
zone coercion, and regional instability. 

As stated in the NDS, this approach “aims to deter any conflict before it begins, prevent any 
potential adversary from succeeding in coercing Australia through force, support regional 
security and prosperity and uphold a favourable regional strategic balance”.1 Glenn Snyder 
first highlighted that denying an adversary access to territory or success in battle can serve 
as a powerful deterrent.2 Building on this foundation, Zilincik and Sweijs have proposed a 
contemporary framework of four operational logics of denial: capability elimination, operational 
paralysis, tactical performance degradation, and strategic effect reduction.3 These logics 
operate across physical and temporal dimensions, offering a robust framework for assessing 
the effectiveness of force structure. 

This essay evaluates how well the 2024 NDS and IIP develop a force structure suitable for a 
strategy of deterrence by denial. It applies the four-logics framework to analyse whether 
Australia’s emerging capabilities meet the demands of modern conflict across the spectrum, 
from conventional warfare to grey-zone threats. It argues that while the NDS and IIP 
demonstrate significant progress toward enabling denial in conventional scenarios, especially 
through investments in long-range strike, undersea warfare, and base defensive 
improvements, gaps remain in resourcing and preparedness for grey-zone operations. 
Ultimately, this analysis finds that the force structure reflects a credible shift toward deterrence 
by denial, but its effectiveness will depend on sustained investment, regional access, and the 
ability to operationalise these capabilities promptly. 

Deterrence by Denial: Concept and Framework 

The 2024 National Defence Strategy (NDS) builds on the 2020 Defence Strategic Update 
(DSU) by elevating deterrence, particularly deterrence by denial, as the central pillar of 
Australia’s defence posture. Deterrence by denial aims to reduce an adversary’s chances of 

                                                
1 Department of Defence, National Defence Strategy, Canberra, ACT, 
2024: 7, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-
strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program 
2 Glenn H Snyder. Deterrence and Defense toward a Theory of National Security. Princeton 
University Press, 1961. https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=5bd036b2-3de4-
340b-80f3-96b7e11d2605. 
3 Samual Zilincik, and Tim Sweijs, (2023) “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial 
Strategies and Rethinking Their Emotional Effects.” Contemporary Security Policy 44, no. 2 
(2023): 248–75. doi:10.1080/13523260.2023.2185970. 
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success, or at minimum, alter their perception of it enough to discourage them from taking 
action.4 This highlights the importance of undermining not just military means, but confidence 
in their outcomes. However, as Snyder observes, denial is ineffective if the deterring state 
lacks the tactical capacity to physically block or disrupt an adversary’s objectives.5 Building 
on this foundation, Zilincik and Sweijs refine the concept by offering a practical framework to 
evaluate denial strategies, particularly in relation to force structure planning under the NDS 
and IIP. They identify four operational logics of denial: capability elimination, operational 
paralysis, tactical performance degradation, and strategic effect reduction.6 Operating across 
space and time, these logics combine to create layered barriers that reinforce deterrence. 

The first logic of denial is capability elimination, which involves preventing an adversary from 
deploying or utilising key military assets by striking them before they can be effectively brought 
to bear. This form of denial typically occurs beyond the defender’s immediate territory and 
often precedes the formal outbreak of hostilities.7 The core of this strategy lies not only in 
physically neutralising an adversary’s capabilities, as seen in traditional defensive 
approaches, but also in signalling that pursuing such objectives would be prohibitively costly 
and unlikely to succeed.8 Historical and contemporary examples illustrate how states have 
employed this logic. For instance, Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 sought to neutralise 
the United States Pacific Fleet, thereby preventing interference while Japan consolidated its 
victories across Southeast Asia.9 In a more recent context, the Stuxnet cyber-attack allegedly 
conducted by the United States and Israel, targeted Iran’s nuclear enrichment capabilities, 
aiming to delay or prevent the development of a nuclear weapons program without initiating 
open conflict.10 These cases demonstrate how capability elimination can shape adversary 
calculations by pre-emptively undermining their critical systems and platforms.  

While capability elimination seeks to prevent an adversary from fielding key military assets, 
operational paralysis focuses on disrupting those assets once deployed, denying them the 
ability to achieve their intended objectives.11 As Snyder argues, denying an adversary access 
to territory or obstructing their ability to effect an attack can be a highly effective form of 
deterrence.12 Achieving operational paralysis typically requires the use of offensive 
capabilities by the defender,13 which serve to signal that any act of aggression would be 

                                                
4 Chris Rahman and Prakash Gopal. “The Role of Deterrence in Australian Strategic 
Thought: Implications for ANZUS.” Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs 7, no. 6 (2024):87. 
https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=bd10e6c5-48ee-3ba0-8a4a-
5a81c4f9cfe1. 
5 Snyder. Deterrence and Defense toward a Theory of National Security, Princeton 
University Press, 16 
6 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
Rethinking Their Emotional Effects,” 252 
7 Ibid. 
8 Amir Lupovici. “Deterrence through Inflicting Costs: Between Deterrence by Punishment 
and Deterrence by Denial.” International Studies Review 25, no. 3 (2023): 7. 
doi:10.1093/isr/viad036. 
9 David Gompert, Hans Binnendijk, and Bonny Lin. “Japan’s Attack on Pearl Harbor, 1941.” 
In Blinders, Blunders, and Wars: What America and China Can Learn, 93. RAND 
Corporation, 2014. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt1287m9t.15. 
10 David Sanger, “Obama Order Sped Up Wave of Cyberattacks Against Iran,” cited in Jon 
Lindsay. “Stuxnet and the Limits of Cyber Warfare.” Security Studies 22 no. 3 (2013): 369. 
doi:10.1080/09636412.2013.816122. 
11 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
Rethinking Their Emotional Effects,” 254 
12 Snyder. Deterrence and Defense toward a Theory of National Security. Princeton 
University Press, 9 
13 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
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prohibitively costly and unlikely to succeed, making the investment of resources 
unjustifiable.14 A notable historical example of operational paralysis is the use of the Dowding 
system during the Battle of Britain, which integrated early warning radar with coordinated 
fighter command and control. This enabled the Royal Air Force (RAF) to optimise its limited 
resources in effectively intercepting and repelling German air raids.15 Other examples include 
using air power and submarines to disrupt enemy supply lines, significantly degrading an 
adversary’s ability to manoeuvre and sustain operations.16 Ultimately, these examples show 
how operational paralysis can serve as a powerful deterrent by raising the costs of aggression 
and undermining the adversary’s ability to sustain offensive operations. 

The next logic of denial is Tactical Performance Degradation, which focuses on reducing the 
effectiveness of an adversary’s forces once an attack is underway. As Zilincik and Sweijs 
explain, its primary aim is “to make it more difficult for the adversary’s attack to inflict damage 
on the target once the adversary’s attack reaches the target”.17 The deterrent value of denial 
forces lies predominantly in their effectiveness at defending territory.18 Tactical performance 
degradation can be implemented through passive measures, which are primarily defensive, 
or active measures, which incorporate offensive action to disrupt or neutralise enemy 
attacks.19 Passive approaches include fortifications, camouflage, and defensive obstacles, 
while active measures encompass air defence systems, forward screening elements, and 
rapid reaction forces. Historical examples include the French-constructed Maginot Line as a 
passive denial measure, and Israel’s Iron Dome as a modern example of an active defence 
system.20 Together, these measures demonstrate how degrading an adversary’s tactical 
effectiveness at the point of contact can serve as a powerful deterrent by reducing the 
likelihood of operational success and increasing the cost of aggression. 

The final denial logic is Strategic effect reduction, which aims to deny an adversary any 
meaningful gain from their attack, even if it achieves tactical success.21 This logic is inherently 
defensive, focused on preserving the status quo rather than achieving conquest, and typically 
comes into effect on the home front after an attack has occurred.22 It is often understood 
through the lens of resilience, defined as a system’s ability to maintain functionality despite 
disruption or attack.23 A resilient force can quickly recover and re-establish combat 
effectiveness, even in the face of tactical setbacks. A recent example is the Ukrainian military 
in its ongoing conflict with Russia: despite suffering battlefield losses, Ukraine has leveraged 
Western military aid, adapted its tactics, and employed innovative technologies to blunt the 
strategic impact of Russian aggression. Zilincik and Sweijs also identify logistics and 
redundancy as key enablers of strategic effect reduction.24 Sustained resupply and support 
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14 Lupovici. “Deterrence through Inflicting Costs: Between Deterrence by Punishment and 
Deterrence by Denial.”, 13 
15 Imperial War Museum, “How Radar Gave Britain The Edge In The Battle Of Britain,” 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-radar-gave-britain-the-edge-in-the-battle-of-britain 
16 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
Rethinking Their Emotional Effects,” 255 
17 Ibid., 256 
18 Glenn Snyder, “Deterrence by denial and punishment.” Princeton University Press, 1959. 
#5 - Deterrence by denial and punishment / by Glenn H. ... no.1. - Full View | HathiTrust 
Digital Library, 2 
19 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
Rethinking Their Emotional Effects,” 256 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 258 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 259 
24 Zilincik and Sweijs, “Beyond Deterrence: Reconceptualizing Denial Strategies and 
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operations maintain morale and ensure the flow of essential equipment and ordnance, 
allowing continued resistance and increasing the cost of adversary gains. Similarly, 
redundancy in command, control, and communications blunts the effectiveness of strikes 
aimed at severing leadership from frontline forces, reducing the strategic utility of such attacks. 
Strategic effect reduction thus strengthens deterrence by demonstrating that even successful 
attacks will fail to achieve decisive results, undermining adversary confidence and 
disincentivising aggression. The following sections evaluate how well the NDS and IIP develop 
capabilities aligned with each of the four denial logics. 

Applying the Four Logics of Denial to the NDS and IIP 

Capability Elimination  

The NDS and IIP include significant investment in capabilities that may contribute to capability 
elimination. Undersea warfare receives 17% of the decade's funding, focused on nuclear-
powered submarines and autonomous underwater systems.25 These platforms create 
uncertainty for adversaries by threatening high-value assets, limiting their confidence in 
success.26 Similarly, investments in long-range guided weapons and explosive ordnance27 
aim to strike critical nodes in adversary combat systems and potentially home bases at ranges 
up to 5000 to 8000 kilometres.28 Furthermore, investment in offensive cyber capabilities29 
extends Australia’s operational reach into emerging domains, enhancing its ability to disrupt 
adversaries beyond the physical battlespace. These investments reinforce Australia’s 
capacity for impactful projection, ensuring that adversary forces are held at risk from greater 
ranges. 

While the NDS and IIP demonstrate Australia’s commitment to enhancing its cyber, long-
range strike, and undersea warfare capabilities, it remains uncertain whether these 
investments are designed, or appropriate for the logic of capability elimination. For example, 
Australia’s investment in cyber capabilities30 lacks clarity on whether they will serve offensive, 
pre-emptive roles. Similarly, the planned acquisition of SSN-AUKUS submarines will enhance 
Australia’s ability to project force and threaten high-value adversary targets, including those 
located deep within hostile territory,31 while long-range precision missile systems are expected 
to place critical adversary infrastructure within striking range.32 Even if intended for capability 
elimination, their practical application is constrained by serious operational and strategic 
challenges. 

These constraints raise critical questions about the real-world effectiveness of Australia’s 
emerging capabilities in a pre-emptive context. While such missions might offer tactical 
advantages or delay adversary operations, they also carry a high risk of escalation and 
political and military backlash.  Pre-emptive strikes risk portraying Australia as the 
                                                
Rethinking Their Emotional Effects,” 259 
25 Department of Defence, Integrated Investment Program, Canberra, ACT: 2023, 10, 
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-
integrated-investment-program 
26 Luke Gosling. “Deterring at a distance: The strategic logic of AUKUS.” Lowy Institute. 
2024. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/deterring-distance-strategic-logic-aukus 
27 Department of Defence, Integrated Investment Program, 81 
28 Sam Goldsmith. “Achieving ‘deterrence by denial’ will be a major challenge for Australia.” 
2022. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/achieving-deterrence-by-denial-will-be-a-major-
challenge-for-australia/ 
29 Department of Defence, Integrated Investment Program, 48 
30 Ibid., 48 
31 Gosling. “Deterring at a distance: The strategic logic of AUKUS.” 
32 Goldsmith. “Achieving ‘deterrence by denial’ will be a major challenge for Australia.” 
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aggressor,33 damaging its legitimacy and straining alliances. This is especially dangerous 
when confronting a militarily superior adversary such as China, where miscalculation could 
provoke broader conflict.34 Moreover, operating within China’s sophisticated anti-access/area 
denial (A2/AD) environment, particularly in contested regions like the South China Sea, raises 
significant doubts about the survivability of Australia’s relatively small submarine fleet and the 
effectiveness of offensive missile strikes in high-risk, pre-emptive operations. Finally, these 
factors suggest that while Australia is investing in relevant capabilities, it is not yet positioned 
to realise capability elimination as a credible or timely denial strategy. Delays in delivering 
SSN-AUKUS submarines and long-range missiles weaken the urgency outlined in the NDS. 
As Dowse notes, the slow pace of modernisation risks opening a strategic window during 
which adversaries may act with reduced fear of deterrence.35  

Operational Paralysis  

The NDS and IIP reflect Australia’s commitment to deterrence by denial, particularly through 
investments that support the logic of operational paralysis. Central to this approach is the 
implicit threat that Australia’s strike capabilities will alter an aggressor’s risk and cost calculus, 
thereby deterring hostile actions.36 This intent is evident in the prioritisation of long-range 
offensive strike capabilities, integrated theatre command and control systems,37 electronic 
warfare systems,38 joint targeting enterprises,39 and enhancements to intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities.40 Collectively, these capabilities are 
designed to disrupt an adversary’s ability to coordinate, manoeuvre, and adapt during 
operations, particularly in contested environments beyond Australia’s immediate territory. For 
instance, the integration of persistent surveillance through uncrewed aerial and space-based 
platforms enables rapid target identification and coordination with long-range precision strike 
assets, effectively denying adversaries freedom of action across Australia’s northern 
approaches. In a complementary role, future SSN-AUKUS submarines and long-range missile 
systems may be used to disrupt adversary logistics and command structures in depth, 
degrading operational momentum and stalling further advances. The Army’s shift to a mobile 
littoral force41 improves deployment of land-based strike systems across the northern 
archipelago, enabling a more agile forward posture. 

However, by its nature, operational paralysis can only be employed as a logic of denial in 
response to an adversary actively threatening or initiating conventional attack. This presents 
a challenge when confronting threats that remain below the threshold of overt aggression. For 
instance, China frequently employs state-sponsored irregular forces, such as the People’s 
Armed Forces Maritime Militia (PAFMM), to assert its maritime claims in contested areas.42 
These grey-zone tactics are deliberately designed to stay beneath established thresholds for 
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41 Ibid., 53–54 
42 Veerle Nouwens. “Above the Law: Holding China to Account in the South China Sea.” 
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escalation or armed conflict,43 thereby complicating the applicability of denial logics such as 
operational paralysis. Maintaining operational access in the region is also critical for enabling 
forward defence and achieving operational paralysis.44 However, such access is contingent 
on sustained regional cooperation and cannot be taken for granted.  

Tactical Performance Degradation  

The NDS and IIP outline a range of capabilities and commitments that enhance Australia’s 
ability to implement tactical performance degradation. Australia’s traditional geographic 
advantage has been rapidly eroded by the reach of modern missile systems,45 prompting the 
need for urgent strategic adaptation as highlighted in the Defence Strategic Review.46 Key 
active defensive measures include investment in Integrated Air and Missile Defence (IAMD), 
which incorporates advanced missile systems, diverse delivery platforms, and improved 
battlespace awareness through enhanced command and control networks, extending also to 
defence against small autonomous aerial systems.47 The Army’s acquisition of High Mobility 
Artillery Rocket Systems (HIMARS) will further strengthen land and maritime strike 
capabilities, enhancing the ability to deny adversary access to key operational areas.48 These 
assets are complemented by other capabilities, including submarines, naval surface strike 
platforms, and autonomous systems operating in protective and screening roles. 

The NDS and IIP also outline several passive defensive measures that support tactical 
performance degradation. A central initiative is the planned $14–18 billion investment in 
northern military infrastructure, intended to enhance base survivability and reduce the 
effectiveness of adversary strikes.49 However, the plan lacks detail on how these facilities will 
be hardened to withstand modern precision attacks. Additionally, the Army’s transition to a 
littoral manoeuvre force50 enables the dispersion of offensive support assets across 
Australia’s northern approaches, complicating adversary targeting and increasing the 
survivability of key capabilities during conflict. 

But the effectiveness of these capabilities is further challenged by Australia’s vast geography. 
MacCallion and Stewart contend that while HIMARS could play a valuable role in a regional 
conflict if deterrence fails, its deterrent value is limited by the small number of launchers and 
uncertainty regarding basing.51 Similarly, Dowse argues that Australia remains poorly 
prepared to deter long-range missile threats.52 Given the breadth of Australia’s strategic 
interests, it is neither necessary nor feasible to defend all territory equally. Instead, air defence 
                                                
43 Cameron Smith. “Countering China’s Grey-Zone Diplomacy.” 2022. 
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efforts should prioritise the protection of critical northern military infrastructure from emerging 
threats such as hypersonic weapons and autonomous aerial systems, rather than pursuing 
an unrealistic and prohibitively expensive nationwide missile shield.53 More broadly, protecting 
critical national infrastructure, including undersea communication cables that connect 
Australia to allies and trading partners, presents additional challenges. Defending such 
infrastructure against grey-zone threats involves complex legal and operational 
considerations54 and risks diverting limited defence resources from other high-priority 
missions. 

Strategic Effect Reduction  

To support the logic of strategic effect reduction, the NDS and IIP take important steps toward 
ensuring the ADF can sustain operations and remain combat-effective following an attack. 
Central to the concept of resilience is the proposed increase in protection of northern bases.55 
Funding has been directed toward hardening defence infrastructure in northern Australia and 
strengthening cybersecurity capabilities,56 both essential for withstanding and recovering from 
disruption. Fortified bases improve the survivability of support infrastructure and enable 
combat operations to continue despite adversary strikes. 

In addition, the NDS and IIP prioritise enhancing cyber resilience and ensuring 
communications redundancy. The NDS notes that “malign actors, both state and non-state, 
are improving their cyber capabilities, increasing the risk of disruptions to Australia’s critical 
systems, infrastructure and networks”.57 In response, the IIP allocates between $15 and $20 
billion to strengthen Australia’s cyber capabilities, aiming to safeguard military and civilian 
systems from emerging digital threats.58 Similarly, the NDS articulates “an uplift to Defence’s 
communications networks, providing greater network efficiency, resilience and redundancy”,59 
supported by IIP investments in sovereign space communications infrastructure.60 These 
measures are vital to maintaining command, control, and operational continuity in increasingly 
contested cyber, information, and electromagnetic domains, thereby diminishing the impact of 
both conventional and grey-zone attacks and reinforcing the broader logic of deterrence by 
denial. 

In terms of logistical resilience, investments in air mobility and the development of the Army’s 
littoral manoeuvre capabilities will support the recovery, resupply, and reinforcement of 
forward combat elements from a network of resilient northern airbases,61 reducing the risk 
that tactical setbacks translate into strategic defeat. More broadly, the NDS also articulates 
improvements to national infrastructure, such as roads, railways, ports, and 
telecommunications,62 which are critical for reconstituting degraded capabilities and 
maintaining operational continuity in protracted conflicts. Furthermore, the NDS consistently 
emphasises the importance of embedding resilience into critical combat support systems, 
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through measures such as increasing fuel and munitions stockpiles, expanding sovereign 
shipbuilding capacity, and establishing a domestic guided weapons manufacturing capability. 

However, workforce shortages continue to constrain Australia’s defence ambitions, and 
initiatives such as increased remuneration or relaxed entry requirements63 are unlikely to 
achieve the necessary recruitment outcomes.64 If the ADF cannot meet personnel targets to 
adequately staff critical denial capabilities, the attrition sustained during initial combat phases 
could lead to a rapid depletion of essential skills, ultimately undermining the effectiveness of 
strategic effect reduction. 

Conclusion 

The 2024 NDS and IIP represent a deliberate shift in Australia’s defence force structure toward 
deterrence by denial. Through the lens of Zilincik and Sweijs’ four-logics framework, it is 
evident that the force structure investments outlined in both documents are aligned with the 
requirements of a denial strategy, particularly against conventional threats. Capability 
elimination is supported by planned investments in long-range strike, offensive cyber and 
undersea warfare capabilities; operational paralysis is enabled by the development of ISR, 
joint targeting, and command systems; tactical degradation is reinforced by investments in air 
defence, long range strike, and base hardening; and cyber resilience, logistics, and 
infrastructure upgrades support strategic effect reduction. 

However, several critical limitations remain. The effectiveness of a denial strategy is limited 
by workforce and resource shortages, restricted regional access, and delays in delivering 
essential capabilities such as SSN-AUKUS submarines, air defence systems, and guided 
weapons. Political constraints, survivability concerns, and escalation risks, especially against 
stronger adversaries, limit the ADF’s pre-emptive capability elimination. Additionally, the NDS 
appears focused on defeating aggression near Australia’s northern approaches, offering 
limited deterrence against gradual territorial gains through grey-zone activities.65 This is where 
deterrence by denial is most difficult to implement and continues to challenge Australia’s 
capacity to respond effectively below the threshold of armed conflict. 

Ultimately, the NDS and IIP have made significant progress in aligning Australia’s force 
structure with the requirements of deterrence by denial, particularly in the context of 
conventional and regional military threats. However, to ensure the strategy’s effectiveness 
against both conventional and grey-zone challenges, these structural advancements must be 
supported by sustained political commitment, reliable funding, integrated national resilience, 
and enhanced coordination across Defence, industry, and diplomacy. Only through these 
measures can Australia credibly deny adversaries confidence in the success of coercion, 
conventional or otherwise. 
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contemporary multi-domain operations 

Author 

Squadron Leader Dani Phelps is a Logistic Officer and graduate of the ACSC(MA) class of 
2025. She is currently posted as the Staff Officer to the Head of Air Capability. 
  



The Australian War College – Geddes Papers 166  

 
 

Image: Department of Defence 



The Australian War College –Geddes Papers 167 

 

 

 
Essay 1 – Compare the DMPP with an operational planning process from 
another military (US Joint Planning Process) 

What are the key similarities and differences, and how might these affect coalition 
interoperability and decision-making in a combined joint task force? 

Introduction 

Modern military planning must reconcile structured 
processes with the unpredictable dynamics of war. This 
essay compares the Australian Defence Force’s (ADF) 
Decision‑Making and Planning Processes (DMPP) 
and the United States Joint Planning Process (JPP) 
through a complexity‑informed design lens to assess 
how each framework enables or constrains adaptation, 
interoperability, and decision‑making in a combined 
joint task force (C‑J TF).  While both doctrines 
acknowledge war’s nonlinear, emergent character, they 
encode different grammars of work: DMPP more fully 
embeds iterative design and reframing across the 
planning continuum, whereas JPP nests design within 
a standardised sequence whose strengths in scale and 
product discipline can also harden early assumptions. 
The essay proceeds by setting a complexity lens, 
comparing DMPP and JPP across framing, mission 
analysis, COA/wargaming, and assessment then 
deriving CJTF implications. The comparison concludes 
that DMPP better institutionalises reframing while JPP 
better institutionalises large‑scale interoperability; coalitions  should deliberately fuse these 
virtues to avoid cognitive drift or procedural rigidity. 

A theoretical lens for planning in complexity 

Clausewitz’s timeless observations on the fog and friction of war anticipated today’s 
complexity science.1 Far from being a predictable duel governed by mechanistic laws, war is 
an open, dynamic struggle rife with chance and uncertainty. Clausewitz described war as a 
“paradoxical trinity” of primordial violence, chance, and reason – a system of opposing forces 
and interactions so variable that outcomes can never be fully foreseen.2 As Beyerchen notes, 
On War grapples with war’s complexity more realistically than perhaps any other work of 
theory, precisely because Clausewitz acknowledged that war does not conform to neat linear 
models of cause and effect.3 In contrast to contemporaries who sought deterministic scientific 
laws of victory, Clausewitz rejected any approach “made like an automaton by rigid 
formations…like a piece of clockwork,”4 insisting that war is a constant state of reciprocal 
action between thinking adversaries.5  

                                                
1 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Eliot Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton 
University Press, 2008), 119, https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400837403. 
2 von Clausewitz, On War, 89 
3 Alan Beyerchen, “Clausewitz, Nonlinearity, and the Unpredictability of War,” International 
Security 17, no. 3 (1992): 59–61, edsjsr.10.2307.2539130, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539130. 
4 Von Clausewitz, On War, 133. 
5 Antoine Bousquet, The Scientific Way of Warfare: Order and Chaos on the Battlefields of 
Modernity (Columbia Univ. Press, 2009), 87, https://s3.amazonaws.com/arena-

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400837403
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539130
https://s3.amazonaws.com/arena-
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This nonlinear nature of war aligns with modern science’s distinction between complicated 
and complex systems. A complicated problem can be broken into parts and solved 
sequentially, assuming proportional cause and effect.6 A complex problem involves 
interactive, adaptive agents and emergent behaviour that cannot be reduced to simple 
components.7 Complexity science models war as a complex adaptive system: myriad 
independent agents (units, leaders, populations) interact and adapt, producing higher-order 
emergent behaviour not reducible to the sum of parts.8 War’s complex, self-organising nature 
means it contains both order and chaos simultaneously – it shows recurring patterns yet 
remains irregular and ever-changing.9 Crucially, war involves purposeful, interactive forces 
on all sides, not just random chaos; each belligerent is an adaptive opponent who reacts to 
the other’s moves, further complicating prediction.10 Thus, linear cause-and-effect models 
are inadequate. War’s nonlinear nature means that deterministic, Newtonian predictability is 
elusive – outcomes emerge from a tangle of interactions, chance, and friction.11 Accordingly, 
the epistemic posture of planners in complexity should prioritise hypothesis and learning over 
prediction and control, with leadership expectations calibrated to what can be known and 
changed under time pressure.12 In this paradigm, coherent action is the continuous 
orchestration of sensemaking, decision, and adaptation across a living system rather than 
the stepwise execution of a frozen design.13  

Planning for these conditions is notoriously difficult – as Rittel and Webber’s notion of “wicked 
problems” suggests, one never fully solves such a problem, but stops planning when time or 
resources run out and says, “that’s good enough”.14 Planning in a complex environment faces 
inherent limits to foresight: seemingly sound plans can generate unexpected second- and 
third-order effects, while adversaries learn and adapt in real-time.15 It is not possible to identify 
– let alone understand – all possible effects of one’s actions in advance.16 This does not imply 
that planning is futile, but rather that planning must be approached with humility, flexibility, 
and an eye to continuous adaptation. Given this reality, military planners have increasingly 
recognised that traditional linear planning paradigms – however methodical – risk failure 
when confronted with nonlinear warfare. Beyerchen observes that Western military thought, 
rooted in a cultural bias equating truth with order and simplicity, has tended to treat 
nonlinearity as an abnormal inconvenience.17 Yet in warfare, the realities of instability and 

                                                
attachments/346222/181bf6dddc4e78eb4908f3fa62aae61d.pdf. 
6 Cara Wrigley author. and Murray Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity: Design, 
Disruptors and Defence Forces (Routledge, 2025), 6–8, deakin.b5681749, 
https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=8d4ad73d-5ef7-394b-9856-73. 
7 Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 6–8. 
8 B. A. Friedman, “War Is the Storm: Clausewitz, Chaos, and Complex War Studies,” Naval 
War College Review 75, no. 2 (2022): 45, edsjsr.48732037. 
9 Friedman, “WAR IS THE STORM,” 53–55. 
10 Steven R. Mann, “Chaos Theory and Strategic Art,” The US Army War College Quarterly: 
Parameters 22, no. 1 (1992): 57, https://doi.org/10.55540/0031-1723.1634. 
11 Mann, “Chaos Theory and Strategic Art,” 55. 
12 Antoine Bousquet, The Scientific Way of Warfare: Order and Chaos on the Battlefields of 
Modernity, 181–82; Beyerchen, “Clausewitz, Nonlinearity, and the Unpredictability of War,” 
87. 
13 Friedman, “WAR IS THE STORM,” 45; Beyerchen, “2 Clausewitz and the Non-Linear 
Nature of Warfare,” 54. 
14 Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,” 
Policy Sciences 4, no. 2 (1973): 162. 
15 Jeffrey M. Reilly, Operational Design: Distilling Clarity from Complexity for Decisive Action 
(Air Force Research Institute, Air University Press, 2012), 14; Beyerchen, “Clausewitz, 
Nonlinearity, and the Unpredictability of War,” 60–64 
16 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 1st ed. 
(Department of Defence, 2024), 19–21. 
17 Beyerchen, “Clausewitz, Nonlinearity, and the Unpredictability of War,” 61–66. 

https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=8d4ad73d-
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complexity are the norm, not the exception. Traditional military planning has been linear and 
analytical, breaking problems into parts, relying on detailed staff estimates, sequential 
decision gates, and a prescriptive ordering of steps.18 As Zweibelson describes, this classical 
approach is grounded in metrics, categories, and objective scientific tenets, aiming to quantify 
and compartmentalise warfare into a controllable process.19 Such linear planning methods 
provide structure and rigour, but risk imposing a false sense of order on what is inherently a 
complex reality. 

Accordingly, contemporary doctrine and scholarship are replete with calls for planning 
approaches that acknowledge emergence, encourage adaptation, and leverage creative 
thinking over rigid procedure.20 In practice, this has given rise to the concept of operational 
design – a cognitive approach that precedes and underpins detailed planning by framing ill-
structured problems and conceiving broad approaches suited for complex challenges.21 Over 
the past two decades, Western militaries have wrestled with integrating design philosophy 
into traditional planning doctrine. Commanders are urged to blend analytical planning with 
intuitive judgment, creativity, and continuous learning – essentially to become adaptive 
“complexity thinkers” as much as meticulous organisers. Within such conditions, “operational 
art” becomes the commander’s evolving theory of success that links political purpose to 
military action through framing, experimentation, and assessment, rather than a checklist of 
stock concepts.22 Reilly stresses that artistry lies in reasoning about tensions and possibilities 
and in the disciplined willingness to re-author aims and approaches as meanings shift in 
contact.23 Design theory was conceived as a way to operationalise that artistry by 
foregrounding problem framing, system mapping, and narrative construction before and 
during planning, challenging the legacy separation that relegated design to a pre-planning 
ritual.24 The design movement argues that ill-structured problems cannot be reduced to stable 
requirement lists; instead, teams must iterate abductively – generating plausible frames, 
testing them against feedback, and updating the commander’s narrative as evidence 
accumulates.25 In practice, this means treating design as a disciplined conversation that 
makes assumptions and causal stories explicit, establishes reframing triggers and decision 
rights, and legitimises changing direction without bureaucratic crisis.26 Against this theoretical 
backdrop, we now examine how DMPP and JPP meet the challenges of complexity and how 
this affects coalition interoperability. 

                                                
18 Ben Zweibelson, “One Piece at a Time: Why Linear Planning and Institutionalisms 
Promote Military Campaign Failures.,” Defence Studies 15, no. 4 (2015): 361–63, 
111592736, https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2015.1113667. 
19 Zweibelson, “One Piece at a Time,” 362 
20 Ben Zweibelson, “Seven Design Theory Considerations: An Approach to Ill-Structured 
Problems,” Military Review 92, no. 6 (2012): 80–90, edsgcl.310149752; Ben Zweibelson, 
“Three Design Concepts Introduced for Strategic and Operational Applications,” PRISM 4, 
no. 2 (2013): 87–104, edsjsr.26469813; Ben Zweibelson, “An Awkward Tango: Pairing 
Traditional Military Planning to Design and Why It Currently Fails to Work.,” Journal of 
Military & Strategic Studies 16, no. 1 (2015): 11–41, 101794119; C. R. Smith, Design and 
Planning of Campaigns and Operations in the Twenty-First Century, Study Paper / Land 
Warfare Studies Centre 320 (Land Warfare Studies Centre, 2011); Wrigley and Simons, 
Creativity in Military Complexity. 
21 Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 42–43. 
22 Reilly, Operational Design, chap. 2; Smith, Design and Planning of Campaigns and 
Operations in the Twenty-First Century, 38–50. 
23 Reilly, Operational Design, 14–15. 
24 Zweibelson, “An Awkward Tango,” 11–15. 
25 Zweibelson, “Seven Design Theory Considerations,” 88; Zweibelson, Ben, Beyond the 
Pale: Designing Military Decision-Making Anew (Air University Press, 2023), 158. 
26 Zweibelson, “Three Design Concepts Introduced for Strategic and Operational 
Applications,” 88–91; Jack D Kem, Planning for Action: Campaign Concepts and Tools (U.S. 
Army Combined Arms Center, 2012), 95–99, https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA564371.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2015.1113667
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DMPP vs. JPP 

The DMPP and JPP pursue the same aim: turning political intent into coherent action. Both 
doctrines descend from the same Western operational-art lineage, yet their architectures 
reveal contrasting assumptions about how best to guide action in a complex world. DMPP 
foregrounds adaptation by structuring its deliberate component – Deliberate Military 
Appreciation Process – around three broad but porous activities that commanders may 
overlap, revisit, or truncate, thereby announcing from the outset that planning and execution 
are inseparable conversations rather than tidy phases.27 DMPP presents decision-making as 
a continuum that integrates appreciation, design-led framing, planning, execution, and 
assessment, signaling that understanding and action co-evolve rather than proceed in gated 
steps. JPP, by contrast, organises thought into seven numbered steps that flow logically from 
initiation to plan development, a design that provides unmatched procedural discipline but 
can seduce inexperienced staff into mistaking the map for the terrain.28 Each doctrine 
proclaims itself iterative, yet they advertise that claim with different visual grammars that 
subtly mould organisational reflex.29 DMPP draws feedback loops directly on the page, invites 
steps to merge, and tells commanders to “skip what adds no value,” thereby licensing 
improvisation.30 JP 5-0, by contrast, prints a tidy seven-box flowchart and buries the caveat 

– “steps may be truncated or run 
concurrently” – in subordinate text, which 
means most students first encounter JPP as 
a checklist and only later discover its latent 
elasticity.31 Thus, DMPP hard-codes 
nonlinearity, hoping to immunise users 
against procedural dogma, while JPP 
assumes experienced leaders will inject 
nonlinearity when circumstances demand it, 
an assumption that sometimes fails when 
staff are inexperienced or crises unfold 
faster than authority can react.32 That 
divergence matters in a CJTF because 
visual grammar shapes the default when 
multinational staff are tired and tempo is 
high: DMPP reduces the cognitive cost of 
deviation, while JPP often relies on senior 

leaders to authorise deviation, which can slow adaptation when authority is distant or 
fragmented across nations. Complexity theory warns that any architecture that relegates 
design to a pre‑planning ritual risks premature closure. In contrast, architectures that keep 
framing alive across the campaign preserve the option to change course when feedback 
contradicts early models, which is especially important when interoperability requires 
consensus to move.33  

The contrast is most visible at the opening of each process, where creativity either flourishes 
or withers. DMPP begins with “scoping and framing,” a formal design workshop charged with 
constructing an environmental frame, a problem frame, and a provisional operational 
approach before any tasks are dissected, ensuring the headquarters is solving the correct 
                                                
27 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 10–11. 
28 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning (Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2020), fig. 
III–4. 
29 Smith, Design and Planning of Campaigns and Operations in the Twenty-First Century, 66.  
30 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, fig. 1.2 
31 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, III–11. 
32 Zweibelson, “One Piece at a Time,” 365, 371. 
33 Mann, “Chaos Theory and Strategic Art,” 57; Beyerchen, “Clausewitz, Nonlinearity, and the 
Unpredictability of War,” 65. 
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puzzle rather than the most obvious one.34 JPP certainly mandates design thinking, but places 
it outside the numbered steps, meaning that a hurried staff may treat design as a pre-amble 
to “real planning” rather than a mindset that must saturate every product.35 The difference is 
subtle yet significant: DMPP’s framing canonises divergent thinking at the moment energy 
and curiosity are highest, while JPP leaves the same discipline to local commander emphasis, 
which history shows is uneven under operational tempo.36 The result is that Australian teams 
normally put design artefacts—such as causal loop maps and narrative statements – into the 
battle rhythm, whereas American teams may condense framing into a single slide inside the 
mission-analysis brief if the commander prefers to “get on with COAs”.37 Because initial 
framing shapes every analytic lens that follows, the Australian rule secures conceptual depth. 
At the same time, the American option preserves flexibility at the cost of occasional 
superficiality and early product convergence.38  

Mission analysis further exposes contrasting logics of control and emergence that directly 
touch interoperability. DMPP treats mission analysis as an extension of framing, blending 
contextual insight with functional decomposition to generate a restated mission, updated 
operational approach, and draft concept sketch, thereby fusing art and science before the 
headquarters invests scarce effort in multiple fully formed courses of action.39 JPP instead 
segregates concept development; mission analysis feeds a commander’s planning guidance, 
after which staffs develop three or more discrete COAs, each destined for full wargaming 
regardless of its ultimate viability, a practice that preserves analytical rigour but can burn 
precious hours when the problem is time compressed and parameters are still shifting.40 
DMPP, therefore, privileges exploratory depth early, whereas JPP emphasises option breadth 
later, which means a combined staff must reconcile whether to prune concepts fast or keep 
them alive for comparison, lest national components accuse each other of either premature 
convergence or analytical indulgence.41 Complexity research sides with time‑boxed 
exploration followed by provisional commitment, because small probes generate 
disconfirming evidence faster than elaborate comparisons built on an untested frame, which 
rewards coalitions that create authority and routines to pivot quickly when a hypothesis fails. 

The divergence amplifies in COA development and analysis. DMPP merges development, 
wargaming, and analysis in an iterative loop that kills weak ideas quickly and evolves 
promising ones in real time under commander dialogue, accepting provisional risk to gain 
decision tempo.42 JPP, conversely, produces fully elaborated COAs, conducts formal red-blue 
wargames, then evaluates alternatives against weighted criteria, a sequence that surfaces 
logistic constraints brilliantly but can turn imaginative concepts into brittle artefacts by the time 
they reach the comparison board. Australian teams, therefore, exit COA deliberations with a 
single, heavily iterated design that already carries commander fingerprints, whereas U.S. 
teams present a menu for decision, preserving strategic choice at the cost of longer staff 
cycles, a trade-off that must be negotiated explicitly when both nations share a joint task force. 
In a CJTF, the consequence is a predictable friction: DMPP‑accustomed  teams arrive at COA 
boards with a single, heavily iterated design that already bears commander fingerprints, while 
JPP‑accustomed teams expect a menu of options, each matured for a fair comparison across 
allies, which must be harmonised explicitly to avoid accusations of railroading or analysis 
paralysis. A pragmatic synthesis is to use a DMPP‑style narrative of hypotheses to drive 
                                                
34 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, chap. 5.  
35 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, IV. 
36 Andrew L. Crabb, “Toward Military Design: Six Ways the JP 5-0’s Operational Design Falls 
Short,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 105 (April 2022): 99–105, edsgcl.701933273. 
37 Crabb, “Toward Military Design,” 101. 
38 Zweibelson, “An Awkward Tango,” 39. 
39 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, chap. 6. 
40 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, III–32. 
41 Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 28. 
42 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 11.  
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JPP‑style wargames, and then to treat wargame results as evidence that may update the 
framing narrative in the same cycle so partners see change as a decision, not as whim. That 
synthesis keeps the meaning‑making loop tightly coupled to the resource loop, which is the 
practical condition for interoperability in complexity. 

Because war evolves faster than any plan, the real test of design is how each doctrine 
handles emergence once orders are published, and here again the DMPP embeds 
adaptation more explicitly than the JPP. DMPP pairs the Immediate Decision-Making 
Process – a rapid loop that never stops – with the slower deliberate cycle, so commanders 
issue fragmentary orders the moment partial clarity appears, even while the main staff keeps 
analysing deeper questions.43 The doctrine also mandates “reframing triggers” in every plan 
and exhorts planners to restart framing whenever assumptions bend, thus turning redesign 
from a scandal into standard practice.44 JPP handles the same need through a separate 
assessment appendix, assigning future-plans cells to monitor indicators and recommend 
branches or sequels when metrics drift, an arrangement that safeguards analytical rigour 
and traceability across large coalitions but can create a lag between observation and 
redesign if stovepipes proliferate.45 Both doctrines anticipate branches and lines of effort 
shifts, yet DMPP’s shorter wiring means a battalion may receive new intent hours sooner, 
an advantage in volatile contests where tempo itself is a weapon. American mission 
command philosophy aspires to equal agility, but its planning machinery is heavier, so 
success depends more on commander discipline and pre-delegated authorities than on the 
default process map. 

Underlying these procedural nuances are divergent cognitive cultures. The DMPP overtly 
warns against linear bias and exhorts planners to “seek to disprove conjecture,”46 
institutionalising red team challenge as a professional duty rather than a discretionary tool. 
The JPP encourages critical thinking but couches dissent in the softer language of “staff-wide 
dialogue with the commander.”47 A formulation that may unintentionally reinforce consensus 
culture when steep rank gradients inhibit frank vertical critique. Consequently, DMPP 
educates officers to expect reframing as a normal outcome of learning, whereas JPP 
educates officers to respect the sanctity of the approved COA until the commander declares 
otherwise, subtle teachings that surface when coalition partners debate whether a sudden 
change in enemy behaviour justifies wholesale redesign or a conservative adjustment. Linear 
bias persists not because doctrine fails to mention complexity but because institutions 
relapse to comfortable habits, and each manual fights that relapse differently.48 ADF-I-5 was 
rebuilt from scratch in 2024 expressly to fuse design and planning, so the document never 
draws a bright line where design stops and detailed work begins; instead, it treats mission 
analysis as the bridge and merges COA development with wargaming into a single creative 
sprint that prunes weak ideas early. JP 5-0 still separates design conceptually, then invites 
staffs to “enter” JPP, a layout that critics argue encourages reverse-engineering design 
elements to justify pre-selected COAs rather than generating them.49  

Critiques of both systems converge on execution gaps rather than theoretical flaws. 
Australian staff can certainly tick framing questions mechanically, just as U.S. staff can run 
perfunctory design sprints before defaulting to attritional templates, proving that no process 
– however enlightened – survives bureaucratic inertia unaided.50 The decisive variable is 
leadership that prioritises learning over certainty: commanders must treat every plan as a 
                                                
43 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, chap. 3.  
44 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 75–76. 
45 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, app. K. 
46 Smith, Design and Planning of Campaigns and Operations in the Twenty-First Century, 73. 
47 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, app. K 
48 Zweibelson, “Seven Design Theory Considerations,” 82–83. 
49 Crabb, “Toward Military Design,” 101–3.  
50 Zweibelson, “An Awkward Tango,” 14–15. 
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hypothesis, reward rapid sense-making, while also protecting and cultivating organisational 
mavericks so dissenting evidence is not smothered by institutional inertia, behaviours 
celebrated in both manuals but realised only through command climate.51 Neither system is 
categorically superior; each reflects a judicious trade-off between creativity and conformity 
shaped by the parent nation’s size, alliance posture, and historical experience with command 
tempo. Effectiveness depends on organisational culture and leadership that can balance 
innovation with established protocols and foreground divergent problem-framing – rather 
than defaulting to reductionist procedure – when complexity bites.52 Creativity research 
likewise shows cognitively diverse teams outperform on reframing, but only when leaders 
signal that changing a plan is evidence of learning rather than failure – vital in coalitions 
where rank gradients and national caveats otherwise suppress dissent.53 Practically, within 
a CJTF, this leadership task means time‑boxing exploration, demanding explicit 
hypotheses, and linking assessment to potential frame changes instead of grading task 
output alone. CJTFs should codify reframing authorities and thresholds so that adaptive 
change is seen as a decision, not a breach of discipline, reducing the social cost of pivoting 
when evidence demands it. 

Zweibelson and other detractors criticise linear staff routines not because synchronisation is 
trivial, but because check-listed progress tempts organisations to confuse product completion 
with understanding and to defend early frames after the environment has shifted.54 Their 
remedy is to keep artefacts minimum‑viable – joint narratives, simple system sketches, and 
decision logs – so updating a shared story is cheap, fast, and politically frictionless across 
national seams.55 Assessment, therefore, must be a learning engine that updates the 
commander’s theory of success, privileging leading indicators, anomalies, and pattern shifts 
over retrospective scoreboard metrics – especially when evidence is dispersed across 
allies.56 In complex systems, measures of performance can glow green while the problem 
mutates, so indicator decks should test the narrative’s claims, not merely count completed 
tasks, enabling multinational staffs to pivot together when assumptions fail. Wargaming and 
red‑teaming  thus serve a dual role: validating feasibility and deliberately attacking the 
coalition narrative to surface brittle assumptions and unseen stakeholders before they 
surprise the force.57 “Frame wargames” make this explicit: moves include re‑describing the 
problem or editing the theory of success, with changes recorded in a decision log and 
accompanied by clear authority for implementation so updates propagate through 
multinational orders without re‑litigating meaning.  The payoff is not clairvoyance but shorter 
loops from signal to authorised change – decisive in turbulence and decisive for 
interoperability. 

When refracted through complexity and design theory, DMPP and JPP are complementary 
tools rather than rival creeds. DMPP excels at swift contextual sense-making, early 
operational synthesis, and routine reframing – qualities vital for seizing transient advantage 
before an adaptive adversary can adjust – while JPP excels at exhaustive cross-functional 
analysis, assumption management, and scalable coordination across vast coalitions – 
                                                
51 Smith, Design and Planning of Campaigns and Operations in the Twenty-First Century, 
73–74; Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 65–66. 
52 Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 42–44, 53–54. 
53 Wrigley and Simons, Creativity in Military Complexity, 116, 136; Australian Defence Force, 
ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 35. 
54 Zweibelson, Ben, Beyond the Pale: Designing Military Decision-Making Anew, chap. 2; 
Zweibelson, “An Awkward Tango.” 
55 Smith, Design and Planning of Campaigns and Operations in the Twenty-First Century, 
72–73. 
56 Australian Defence Force, ADF-I-5: Decision-Making and Planning Processes, 13–14; 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Joint Publication 5-0: Joint Planning, VI; Reilly, Operational Design, chap. 4. 
57 Reilly, Operational Design, 67–68, 70. 
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qualities indispensable for protracted campaigns in politically congested theatres. The 
coalition craft is to orchestrate both grammars: empowering a binational design cell within 
the Joint Planning Group to call reframing huddles without waiting on separate national 
chains; publish a CJTF design annex with shared terms, reframing triggers, and minimal 
common artefacts; mandate frame-level wargaming each assessment cycle; and empower 
design-literate liaison officers as translators across national seams. Doing so compresses 
the time between anomaly detection and authorised change – the decisive interoperability 
metric in turbulence – while preserving the auditability and resource discipline large coalitions 
require. Commanders should therefore treat design literacy as an interoperability 
requirement, staff their assessment rooms with “complexity thinkers,” and make narrative 
changes as visible and routine as tasking orders, so the coalition learns in cadence with 
events rather than after them. 

Conclusion 

Viewed through a complexity-informed design lens, DMPP and JPP represent distinct 
processes for organising understanding and action: DMPP embeds design throughout and 
normalises reframing, while JPP embeds design within a standardised sequence optimised 
for scale and product interoperability. Both acknowledge uncertainty and friction, yet their 
structural emphases shape coalition behaviour: DMPP accelerates meaning-making and 
theory revision; JPP accelerates initial integration and synchronisation, with each strength 
implying a complementary weakness in tension. In CJTFs, cognitive interoperability becomes 
decisive, and commanders should explicitly fuse DMPP’s reframing cadence with JPP’s 
artefactual discipline through a published design annex, protected design forums, frame-level 
wargaming, and trained liaison officers. The aim is a coalition that can both think together 
and move together – able to re-author its story at the speed of events while maintaining the 
procedural coherence necessary for multinational action. 
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Essay 2 – Discuss the challenges of applying DMPP to campaigns 
characterised by “unconventional campaigns”. What adaptations or 
complementary approaches could improve its effectiveness in such 
contexts? 

Contemporary campaigns increasingly defy conventional definitions of warfare. Rather than 
focusing on geographically bound or decisive military engagements, modern adversaries 
pursue strategic effects through unconventional means such as disinformation, cyber 
disruption, and proxy activity. These campaigns operate across multiple domains and often 
blur the line between war and peace challenging traditional planning frameworks and leading 
to a state of ‘constant competition’. 

This essay argues that while the Australian Defence Force’s Decision Making and Planning 
Process (DMPP) provides a robust and structured approach to conventional military 
operational planning, it is fundamentally misaligned with the demands of unconventional, 
multi-domain, and geographically unbounded campaigns. Specifically, the DMPP’s 
geographic bias, kinetic orientation, and limited ability to integrate cyber, space and whole of 
government elements render it insufficient in today’s environment. 

The essay will begin by exploring the definition of unconventional campaigns. It will then 
analyse the limitations of the DMPP in providing an approach to address unconventional 
threats. Firstly, by exploring the limitations of the DMPPs self-constraining approach by 
seeking outputs such as geographically aligned joint areas of operation, rather than thematic 
frameworks. Secondly exploring the overt focus on kinetic action through the targeting of 
Centre of Gravity and critical vulnerabilities over catering for nuances such as, economics, 
narrative and legal ambiguity. Thirdly, this essay will explore how the DMPP lacks doctrinal 
mechanisms to incorporate or account for non-Defence agency plans and effects, limiting its 
ability to deliver coherent, whole-of-government outcomes. Finally, it will propose doctrinal 
and structural adaptations to make the DMPP fit-for-purpose in an era defined by narrative 
conflict, domain convergence, and persistent competition. Specifically recommending that to 
improve the DMPP the ADF should adopt two planning doctrines. A DMPP that focuses on 
the operational level and above integrating cross-government capability, infinite game theory 
and use of AI to deal with the challenge of unconventional campaigns and another tactical 
DMPP that focuses on simplified military plans at the tactical level. 

Unconventional campaigns represent a form of conflict that diverges from traditional, overt 
warfare by employing indirect and often ambiguous means to achieve strategic objectives.1 
As David Betz observes: ‘There is no reason to expect that it (war) will stay within the 
boundaries of the labels that we might attach to it: regular, irregular, conventional, 
unconventional, because history shows us it does not.’2 Understanding the characteristics of 
unconventional campaigns is essential to assessing the adequacy of existing military planning 
doctrines like the DMPP, which were developed primarily to address conventional, 

                                                
1 Alexandra Chinchilla, Kyle Atwell, Alexis Bradstreet, Catherine Crombe, and Luther 
Leblanc. 2023. “Irregular Warfare in Strategic Competition.” Defence Studies 24 (1): 148–58. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2023.2279620   
2 David Betz, “The Idea of Hybridity,” in Hybrid Conflicts and Information Warfare: New 
Labels, Old Politics, ed. Ofer Fridman, Vitaly Kabernik, and James C. Pearce (Boulder, CO: 
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2018), p23, https://research.ebsco.com/c/yo5dfu/ebook-
viewer/pdf/hai3kwruj5/section/lp_v?location=https%25253A%25252F%25252Fresearch.ebs
co.com%25252Fc%25252Fyo5dfu%25252Fsearch%25252Fdetails%25252Fhai3kwruj5%25
253Fdb%25253De000xww. 
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geographically bounded conflicts. Writers such as Janos (1963) and Ordóñez (2017) 
acknowledge there is no academic consensus on a precise definition of the term 
unconventional warfare.3 Kilcullen points out ‘the terms special warfare, guerrilla warfare and 
unconventional warfare all mean roughly the same thing,’ and goes on to note that through 
the evolution of the character of the operating environment, the tools and means available to 
conduct unconventional activity necessarily change.4  Unconventional campaigns can be 
characterised in that rather than engaging in open combat, they rely on methods such as 
disinformation, cyber disruption, proxy warfare, and legally grey operations. 5 It is precisely 
these threats that the Australian government has highlighted it is seeking to counter through 
its Defence Strategic Review 2023, which emphasises the threat from actions that fall short 
of kinetic conflict.6 Many of these actions operate in legally grey zones, staying below the 
threshold of armed conflict to avoid triggering formal responses under international law. 7  

These features blur the boundaries of conventional warfare. Geographically, operations can 
occur globally and may target civilian infrastructure rather than military objectives. Legally, 
such campaigns complicate attribution and challenge existing legal frameworks, creating 
uncertainty about when and how states can respond. Furthermore, by converging activity 
across multiple spheres of competition; cyber, information, economic, and military, 
unconventional campaigns overwhelm traditional, siloed military planning processes.8 As 
Kilcullen notes, this form of strategic competition is persistent, ambiguous, and resistant to 
conventional deterrence logic.9  

The DMPP’s emphasis on physical geography hinders its effectiveness as a planning tool for 
multi-domain operations (MDO) and unconventional campaigns. While geographic definition 
is essential for conventional military campaigns, the DMPP’s structural reliance on identifying 
                                                
3 Andrew C. Janos, “Unconventional Warfare: Framework and Analysis,” World Politics 15, 
no. 4 (1963): 636–646, https://doi.org/10.2307/2009460. Lucía Martínez Ordóñez, Military 
Operational Planning and Strategic Moves (Cham: Springer, 2017), p49-50. 
4 David Kilcullen, “The Evolution of Unconventional Warfare,” Scandinavian Journal of 
Military Studies 2, no. 1 (2019): 61–71, https://doi.org/10.31374/sjms.35 
5 Disinformation seeks to manipulate public perception and decision-making by spreading 
false or misleading narratives. See: Mark Galeotti, “Information.” In The Weaponisation of 
Everything: A Field Guide to the New Way of War, 160–75. Yale University Press, 2022. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv28bqm27.12. Cyber disruption targets critical information 
systems, often anonymously, to degrade national resilience, see: Scott Jasper, Russian 
Cyber Operations: Coding the Boundaries of Conflict (Washington, DC: Georgetown 
University Press, 2020), https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=a05f98b2-c42b-
384c-a835-b2328284478a. Proxy warfare involves using non-state or third-party actors to 
act on behalf of a sponsoring state, providing plausible deniability. See: Stephen Watts et 
al., Proxy Warfare in Strategic Competition: Military Implications (Santa Monica, CA: RAND 
Corporation, 2023), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA307-3.html. 
6 Australian Department of Defence, Defence Strategic Review 2023 (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2023), https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-
inquiries/defence-strategic-review. 
7 Borislav highlights that there is no consensus on defining grey zone or hybrid activity which 
exacerbates the challenge for military planners and governments. Borislav Bankov, "Hybrid 
Warfare: How to Escape the Conceptual Gray-Zone," Journal of Strategic Security 17, no. 1 
(2024): 1–23, DOI: https://doi.org/10.5038/1944-0472.17.1.2118  
8 This CSIS summary highlights the requirement that to succeed in the ‘Gray zone’ cross-
government input to campaign planning is key.  Lindsey R. Sheppard et al., By Other Means 
Part I: Campaigning in the Gray Zone (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 2019), https://www.csis.org/analysis/other-means-part-i-campaigning-
gray-zone. 
9 David Kilcullen, “The Evolution of Unconventional Warfare,” Scandinavian Journal of 
Military Studies 2, no. 1 (2019): 61–71, https://doi.org/10.31374/sjms.35. 
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a Joint Force Area of Operations (JFAO) constrains its adaptability in domains that are not 
spatially bound, such as cyber and space, or the information environment. This geographic 
bias is most evident during Course of Action (COA) development, where planners are directed 
to map manoeuvre elements, effects, and sequencing within defined terrain.10 As 
unconventional campaigns increasingly leverage effects across digital, cognitive, and global 
domains, planning tools that anchor design to physical space risk overlooking or 
misrepresenting these elements. Cyber effects may originate externally to the JFAO or 
operate without clear attribution, yet the DMPP does not provide a doctrinal mechanism for 
integrating such actions outside traditional battlespace overlays or event templates. This is 
despite the fact we know from Gady and Stronell: ‘Synchronised kinetic and cyber operations 
across domains that present ‘multiple dilemmas’ are a fundamental tenet of multi-domain 
operations.’11 The same spatial framing persists in the DMPP’s wargaming methodology and 
decision support products, such as event overlays and decision points, which tend to prioritise 
physical movement and terrain-based synchronisation.12 Consequently, cognitive and 
informational effects which are central to many grey-zone campaigns can be sidelined, poorly 
visualised, or even inadvertently omitted during operational planning. As signposted by 
Miranda Prieb et al in a RAND study on dilemmas for the joint force, this undermines the 
planning staff’s ability to design truly integrated, multi-domain responses and limits the 
coherence of effects in unconventional campaign environments.13  

Russia’s 2014 cyber campaign against Ukraine illustrates the limits of spatially anchored 
planning tools like event overlays 
and decision points within the 
DMPP. Prior to the annexation of 
Crimea, Russian actors conducted 
a coordinated series of cyber 
operations targeting government 
communications, news media, and 
energy infrastructure to degrade 
Ukrainian state capacity and shape 
perceptions domestically and 
abroad.14 These actions 
transcended any defined joint force 
area of operations, occurring 
simultaneously in cyberspace, 

social media, and even Ukrainian diaspora communities.15 The DMPP’s spatial planning logic, 
which privileges terrain-based synchronisation and physical movement, offers no doctrinal 
mechanism for visualising or sequencing such dispersed, intangible effects. Tools like event 
overlays are ill-suited to map viral information flows or simultaneous denial-of-service attacks 

                                                
10 Australian Department of Defence, ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes 
(Canberra: Defence Publishing Service, 2024) p169. 
11 Franz-Stefan Gady and Alexander Stronell, “Cyber Capabilities and Multi-Domain 
Operations in Future High-Intensity Warfare in 2030,” International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, 2020. 8-Cyber-Capabilities-and-Multi-Domain-Operations-in-Future-High-Intensity-
Warfare-in-2030_ebook.pdf 
12 Australian Department of Defence, ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes 
(Canberra: Defence Publishing Service, 2024) p 192 & 216. 
13 Miranda Priebe et al., Multiple Dilemmas for the Joint Force: Joint All-Domain Command 
and Control (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2020) Multiple Dilemmas: Challenges 
and Options for All-Domain Command and Control | RAND 
14 Ryan Trost et al., “Offensive Cyber Operations and State Power: Lessons from Russia in 
Ukraine,” International Journal (2024), https://doi.org/10.1177/00207020241234228.  
15 Michael Kofman et al., Lessons from Russia’s Operations in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine 
(Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2017), 12, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1498.html.  
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originating outside the theatre. This mismatch underscores a critical flaw in the DMPP’s 
conventional architecture: its inability to orchestrate non-kinetic, multi-domain effects that 
operate across borders and cognitive spaces, a defining feature of unconventional campaigns. 
Without integrated methods that consider, or accommodate domain-transcendent effects, the 
DMPP will remain misaligned with the demands of contemporary competition, particularly in 
campaigns defined more by unconventional activity than territory. This shortfall also exposes 
another area that could be developed in the DMPP, which is its focus on kinetic action. 

The DMPP’s emphasis on kinetic effects and traditional force-on-force engagement 
undermines its suitability for planning unconventional campaigns. While the DMPP 
incorporates language encouraging multi-domain considerations, its planning outputs, such 
as centre of gravity (CoG) analysis, lines of operation (LOOs), and decision support tools, are 
optimised for physical effects like manoeuvre, attrition, and terrain control. These are 
foundational to conventional warfighting but as Fox and Kopsch highlight, ‘the CoG concept 
has been rendered ineffective in modern warfare.’16 It is misaligned with the multi-domain 
effects central to unconventional campaigns, which prioritise cyber, informational, and 
influence activities over battlefield dominance.  

The COG analysis in the DMPP is designed to identify physical nodes or capabilities to target, 
assuming a direct relationship between destruction and success (particularly at the 
operational and tactical level).17 Yet in unconventional campaigns, critical capabilities (CC) 
and vulnerabilities (CV), like disinformation or proxy cyber disruption, are conceptual rather 
than physical. As Bird highlights, ‘the CoG’s fixation on physical strength runs counter to the 
imperatives of narrative, influence, and legitimacy operations.’18 In unconventional campaigns 
objectives and decisive acts may focus on manipulation of perception, degradation of 
legitimacy, or fragmentation of alliances, none of which can be easily captured through kinetic-
centric planning tools. Bartels & Bauer note that conventional campaign models often fail to 
measure or prioritise intangible outcomes such as narratives or degradation of trust.19 This 
shortfall is further demonstrated in the DMPP’s wargaming and synchronisation processes, 
which prioritise physical tempo and movement over intangibles, such as the shaping of 
information or political environments. 

China’s grey-zone campaign in the South China Sea demonstrates how conventional planning 
tools such as CoG analysis fall short in addressing non-kinetic influence operations. Rather 
than relying on overt military force, Beijing has employed a mix of legal warfare, information 
campaigns, and maritime militia patrols to assert territorial claims, often without firing a shot.20 
CoG analysis, which seeks physical nodes and force aggregations to target or protect, is 
poorly suited to identify or counter these narrative-driven strategies.21 Chinese information 
                                                
16 Amos Fox and Thomas Kopsch, “Moving Beyond Mechanical Metaphors: Debunking the 
Applicability of Centres of Gravity in 21st Century Warfare,” The Strategy Bridge, June 2, 
2017, https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2017/6/2/moving-beyond-mechanical-
metaphors-debunking-the-applicability-of-centers-of-gravity-in-21st-century-warfare 
17 Australian Department of Defence, ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes 
(Canberra: Defence Publishing Service, 2024) p109. 
18 Tim Bird, “UK Effects-Based Planning and Centre of Gravity Analysis: An Increasingly 
Dysfunctional Relationship?” RUSI Journal 153, no. 1 (2008): 36–41, 
https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/uk-effects-based-planning-and-centre-of-
gravity-analysis-an-incre.  
19 Elizabeth Bartels and Ryan Bauer, The Role of Information in U.S. Concepts for Strategic 
Competition (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2022), 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1256-1.html 
20 Rob McLaughlin, “The Law of the Sea and PRC Gray-Zone Operations in the South China 
Sea,” American Journal of International Law 116, no. 4 (2022): 751–68, 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/ajil.2022.49 
21 Shuxian Luo and Jonathan G. Panter, “China’s Maritime Militia and Fishing Fleets: A 
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operations have framed expansion as lawful historical reclamation, warping regional 
narratives to undermine rivals’ legitimacy.22 These campaigns unfold in diplomatic forums, 
media platforms, and cyberspace, outside the defined Joint Force Area of Operations, 
rendering conventional operational tools unsuitable, and unable to articulate critical multi-
domain effects. Without doctrinal methods to integrate lawfare, influence operations, and non-
military levers of power, the DMPP risks overlooking the subtle yet powerful forces shaping 
grey-zone competition. This over-reliance on physical effects overlooks the tools central to 
unconventional competition and the exposes a deeper shortfall in DMPP: its inability to 
integrate whole-of-government instruments such as, law, finance, and strategic narrative into 
operational design. 

The DMPP’s limited ability to incorporate whole-of-government instruments undermines its 
effectiveness in addressing complex, unconventional campaigns. These operations often 
unfold in legal grey zones and rely more on diplomatic signalling, informational effects, and 
economic leverage than on kinetic action. Effective responses require coordinated input from 
cross-government agencies. The DIME-FIL framework: diplomatic, informational, military, 
economic, finance, intelligence and Legal provides a valuable lens for evaluating and 
integrating these instruments of national power into planning. While the integration of DIME-
FIL elements is essential to effective campaign planning, this does not imply that Defence 
should lead national-level strategy. Rather, the DMPP should be designed to interface with 
whole-of-government inputs, enabling military planners to incorporate strategic options 
generated through cyber, informational, economic, or legal levers. Such integration would 
enhance Defence’s ability to support broader national objectives without overstepping its 
institutional remit. Yet, within the DMPP, the planning process remains almost entirely focused 
on military capabilities and objectives, with minimal doctrinal guidance on how to incorporate 
diplomatic or economic effects, coordinate narrative efforts, or align with broader strategic 
aims. For example, while the DMPP includes a step for framing the problem and encourages 
consideration of the human and informational environments, it does not structurally link 
planning to non-Defence stakeholders such as DFAT, Home Affairs, or Treasury. Nor does it 
provide mechanisms for synchronising legal, financial, or diplomatic tools alongside military 
activity.  

Furthermore, due to the DMPPs use of military terminology it can feel inaccessible to non-
military users.23  Watts et al highlight that campaign models which fail to align military 
objectives with national-level strategic messaging or economic instruments often fall short of 
their intended outcomes.24 Similarly, UK doctrine in the Orchestration of Military Strategic 
Effects explicitly recognises the need for coordinated cross-government campaigning, 
contrasting with the DMPP’s isolated approach.25 As Oskarsson points out, western militaries 
                                                
Primer for Operational Staffs and Tactical Leaders,” Military Review, January–February 
2021 China's Maritime Militia and Fishing Fleets: A Primer for Operational Staffs and 
Tactical Leaders - EBSCO 
22 See: Mark R. Jakobson and Ryan Hass, “Chinese Information Operations in the South 
China Sea,” Journal of Strategic Studies 44, no. 1 (2021): 1–24. Oriana Skylar Mastro, 
“Harnessing the Power of Information: A Better Approach for Countering China’s Gray-Zone 
Tactics,” Joint Force Quarterly 100 (2nd Quarter 2021): 14–19, 
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-100/jfq-100_14-19_Stahl.pdf. And 
Sarjito, Aris. 2024. “China’s Gray Zone Strategy in the South China Sea: Tactics, Objectives, 
and Regional Implications”. Indonesian Journal of Multidisciplinary Sciences (IJoMS) 3 
(2):113-35. https://doi.org/10.59066/ijoms.v3i2.559. 
23 Gillian, Gerard. Australian Public Servant, Course Member, ACSC 2025. 
24 Stephen Watts et al., Assessing the Value of Overseas Military Campaigning in Strategic 
Competition (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2023), 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1798-1.html 
25 Ministry of Defence, The Orchestration of Military Strategic Effects (London: UK Ministry 
of Defence, 2021), 
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are at a disadvantage due to their lack of integration or control of DIME-FIL in their military 
planning when compared to competitors such as Russia and China.26 Without frameworks or 
annexes to visualise and integrate DIME-FIL elements, Defence planning risks operating in a 
silo, unable to mobilise the national levers necessary to succeed in unconventional conflict, 
particularly at the operational and strategic level. 

The DMPP’s geographic bias, kinetic orientation, and limited whole-of-government integration 
misalign it with unconventional campaigns. Its reliance on spatially defined Joint Force Areas 
of Operations struggles to address cyber and informational effects, as seen in Russia’s 2014 
Ukraine campaign, while its focus on physical centres of gravity fails to counter narrative-
driven strategies, like China’s South China Sea operations. Although the DMPP’s problem-
framing step acknowledges multi-domain environments (physical, information, human), its 
COA development and wargaming prioritise kinetic and geographically focused effects, 
sidelining narrative and legal effects critical to grey-zone conflicts.27 This conceptual-practical 
gap, coupled with its military-centric logic, limits the ability to use the DMPP to orchestrate 
national power across diplomatic, informational, military, and economic instruments in the way 
an unconventional campaign now demands. A reformed DMPP with an operational and 
strategic focus, embedding systems-thinking, infinite game theory, and the use of AI-driven 
tools, is essential to integrate multi-domain effects and counter persistent, ambiguous threats 
in Indo-Pacific grey-zone operations. 

To improve its relevance and usability in contemporary campaigns, the DMPP should be 
restructured into a dual-level planning framework, one tailored for operational and strategic 
integration, and another streamlined for tactical execution. Current DMPP doctrine attempts 
to serve strategic operational and tactical levels simultaneously, resulting in conceptual clutter 
and limited flexibility. By separating the planning process into two complementary streams, 
Defence can better accommodate the distinct needs of each echelon. The strategic and 
operational-level framework would focus on campaign design, multi-domain integration, and 
whole-of-government coordination, while the tactical level would retain kinetic focus and 
execution tools relevant to force elements ‘on the ground’. This modular approach aligns with 
international partners. The UK’s Joint Campaign Planning doctrine separates operational 
design from tactical planning, allowing better incorporation of non-military instruments at 
higher levels.28 Similarly, Bartels and Bauer’s analysis of campaign design underscores the 
utility of structuring operational frameworks around strategic influence, rather than terrain and 
firepower alone.29 By establishing a clear strategic and operational-level planning construct, 
                                                
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60521238d3bf7f04591df707/20210316-
OMSE_new_web-O.pdf.  
26 Katerina Oskarsson, The Effectiveness of DIMEFIL Instruments of Power in the Gray 
Zone, OPEN Publications (Norfolk, VA: NATO Allied Command Transformation, Operational 
Experimentation Branch, 2017), 
https://www.academia.edu/32325460/The_Effectiveness_of_DIMEFIL_Instruments_of_Pow
er_in_the_Gray_Zone. 
27 In Step 2, planners are directed to understand the operational environment through 
multiple dimensions: physical, information, and human, providing conceptual space for 
cyber, influence, and legal considerations to be incorporated into planning logic, see: 
Australian Department of Defence, ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes 
(Canberra: Defence Publishing Service, 2024) p66-74. 
28 The tactical estimate is used at the tactical level while AJP 5-0 is used for operational 
planning and above. See: Land Warfare Centre, Planning and Execution Handbook 
(Warminster: British Ministry of Defence, 2023), chaps. 9–10. Ministry of Defence, Allied 
Joint Publication 5: Allied Joint Doctrine for the Planning of Operations (Ed. A v. 2) (London: 
UK Ministry of Defence/NATO Standardization Office, March 19, 2021), 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/allied-joint-publication-ajp-05a-allied-joint-
doctrine-for-the-planning-of-operations. 
29 Elizabeth Bartels and Ryan Bauer, The Role of Information in U.S. Concepts for Strategic 
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the ADF could more readily coordinate with civilian agencies, integrate long-term policy goals, 
and plan for unconventional effects like cyber disruption or diplomatic signalling. Such 
structural separation would lay the foundation for more accessible, inclusive planning, 
particularly by creating space for non-Defence partners to contribute meaningfully at the 
strategic and operational level.  

Improving the DMPP’s accessibility through clearer language, inclusive design prompts, and 
domain-relevant annexes is essential to enabling genuine whole-of-government participation 
in campaign planning. Defence planning documents often rely on technical jargon, classified 
terminology, or service-specific shorthand, which can alienate non-Defence partners. For the 
DMPP to support integrated campaigns, it must adopt plain English and include prompts that 
explicitly invite input from other departments. This includes not only the ‘what’ of planning but 
the ‘how’ via guidance that demystifies concepts like information effects, cyber operations, or 
legitimacy shaping. NATO’s Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive includes plain-
language prompts and domain-specific annexes, enabling planners to coordinate with civilian 
partners without requiring deep familiarity with military doctrine.30 Similarly, UK doctrine on 
the orchestration of effects encourages the use of accessible operational language to support 
national-level influence activities.31 Prompts within the DMPP that explicitly ask: “What 
economic or legal instruments could achieve this effect?” or “What narrative outcome is 
required here?” would bridge current conceptual gaps and allow for more meaningful WoG 
contributions. By combining structural separation with clear, inclusive language, the DMPP 
could evolve into a truly multi-domain, multi-agency planning tool fit for the demands of 
constant competition. It would also ensure military planners broadened their horizons to 
generate strategic and operational campaign plans that create multiple dilemmas for 
adversaries while retaining competitive advantage. 

In support of a strategic and operational level DMPP, the concept of infinite game theory 
should be integrated into the DMPP to help address its geographic bias by reframing planning 
for persistent, unconventional campaigns rather than finite, terrain-based conflicts. Ordóñez 
and Carse describe infinite games as ongoing competitions where actors sustain advantage 
over time, not decisive victories. 32  Unlike the DMPP’s linear Course of Action sequencing, 
which anchors plans to geographic milestones, infinite game theory supports cyclical, adaptive 
planning suited to cyber shocks or disinformation waves that transcend physical boundaries 
seeking to maintain advantage over time rather than through a decisive outcome. 33 For 
example, China’s South China Sea campaign thrives on persistent narrative shaping, which 
DMPP’s spatial tools fail to counter. Embedding this approach in DMPP’s problem-framing 
step enables planners to anticipate evolving threats, ensuring Australia maintains strategic 
agility in constant competition environments, such as Indo-Pacific grey-zone operations. 
                                                
Competition (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2022), 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1256-1.html 
30 While the COPD has been superseded by AJP-5 in doctrinal hierarchy, the COPD is still 
used and referred to for access to templates and approach to generating documents: Allied 
Command Operations, Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive (COPD) Interim 
Version 1.0 (Brussels: NATO, December 17, 2010), https://info.publicintelligence.net/NATO-
COPD.pdf  
31 Ministry of Defence, Joint Doctrine Publication 0-01: UK Defence Doctrine, 6th ed. 
(London: UK Ministry of Defence, November 2022), 14–15, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63776f4de90e0728553b568b/UK_Defence_D
octrine_Ed6.pdf.  
32 Infinite game theory refers to a conceptual framework in which actors engage in ongoing, 
open-ended interaction without a predetermined endpoint, the objective is not to "win" but to 
sustain strategic advantage. See: James P. Carse, Finite and Infinite Games (New York: 
Ballantine Books, 1986). 
33 Lucía Martínez Ordóñez, Military Operational Planning and Strategic Moves (Cham: 
Springer, 2017), Ch2&6. 
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Embedding infinite game thinking transforms DMPP from a fixed, episodic planning tool into 
a more dynamic instrument capable of sustaining strategic agility in constant competition 
environments. 

Responding effectively to environments characterised by constant competition and 
unconventional campaigns could be further enhanced by integrating artificial intelligence (AI) 
into the DMPP. AI can provide a powerful mechanism to support planning, offering enhanced 
speed, pattern recognition, 
and adaptability. The 
challenge is integrating the 
tool into secure working 
environments. Peer-
reviewed literature supports 
AI’s ability to synthesize 
large volumes of multi-
domain data: for example 
cyber, informational and 
economic to generate 
context aware COAs and 
flag emerging threats that 
conventional processes 
might miss.34 Proposed planning tools like COA-GPT, a neural-language-based model, can 
generate doctrinally-aligned options rapidly.35 In practice, AI could be introduced in specific 
DMPP steps, such as scoping and framing or COA development. This could be particularly 
powerful at the operational and strategic level where security-gated use in accredited 
networks could safeguard sensitive data.36 By integrating AI into targeted planning steps, 
DMPP can transcend its kinetic bias and become a more agile, multi-domain campaign tool 
without replacing human judgment. 

The enduring relevance of the DMPP as the ADF’s core planning tool is challenged by the 
evolution of modern conflict toward unconventional, multi-domain campaigns characterised 
by ambiguity, narrative contest, and dispersed effects. This essay has demonstrated that while 
the DMPP offers a structured approach for conventional military planning, its rigid geographic 
framing, kinetic orientation, and military-centric logic render it ill-suited for contemporary 
unconventional campaigns and ‘constant’ competition. Campaigns defined by cyber 
disruption, legal ambiguity, proxy warfare, and disinformation require planning processes that 
can visualise effects across time, domains, and agencies, not just terrain. Furthermore, 
DMPP’s lack of doctrinal mechanisms to incorporate whole-of-government instruments limits 
Australia’s ability to coordinate national power effectively in grey-zone contexts. The necessity 
of bridging military and civilian planning approaches to support integrated campaign design is 
well recognised in both academic and professional literature.37 
                                                
34 Emelia Probasco, Helen Toner, Matthew Burtell, and Tim G. J. Rudner, AI for Military 
Decision-Making (Center for Security and Emerging Technology, April 2025), 
https://cset.georgetown.edu/publication/ai-for-military-decision-making/.  
35 Vinicius G. Goecks and Nicholas Waytowich, “COA-GPT: Generative Pre-trained 
Transformers for Accelerated Course of Action Development in Military Operations,” arXiv 
preprint (February 2024), https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2402.01786.  
36 Tobias Vestner, From Strategy to Orders: Preparing and Conducting Military Operations 
with Artificial Intelligence, working paper (Geneva: Geneva Centre for Security Policy, 
January 2023), https://www.gcsp.ch/sites/default/files/2025-02/military-operations-working-
paper-v2.pdf. 
37 James W. Derleth, “Fostering a Whole-of-Government Approach to National Security from 
the Bottom Up,” Military Review (Online Exclusive, February 28, 2018), 
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/Army-Press-Online-
Journal/documents/Derleth.pdf.  

Image courtesy of SoluLab. Available at https://www.solulab.com/ai-in-military-operations/ 
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Addressing these shortcomings requires more than surface-level adjustments. A reformed 
DMPP must incorporate a split structure that separates operational-strategic design from 
tactical execution, enabling tailored inputs, effects planning, and interagency alignment at 
each level. Planning language must shift from doctrinal exclusivity to shared conceptual 
clarity, embedding prompts that welcome civilian agency expertise and accommodate 
contributions from cyber, influence and legal, as central rather than peripheral inputs. This 
mirrors broader calls within international strategic literature for harmonising interagency 
planning models to achieve unity of effort across DIME-FIL instruments.38 As demonstrated 
through comparison with UK and NATO doctrine and supported by RAND and peer-reviewed 
research, such evolution is not only feasible but necessary to confront adversaries who thrive 
in the spaces between war and peace.39 To remain credible and competitive, the ADF must 
move beyond a planning paradigm rooted in conventional warfare logic. An adaptive, 
inclusive, and strategically integrated DMPP capable of anticipating and orchestrating effects 
across all instruments of national power offers the clearest path to achieving coherence in an 
era of persistent, unconventional competition. 
 
  

                                                
38 J. “Spyke” Szeredy, “Filling the Gap: A Strategy to Harmonize Planning across Joint and 
Interagency Environments,” Inter Agency Journal 6, no. 1 (Winter 2015): 52–66, 
https://thesimonscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/IAJ-6-1Winter-2015-52-66.pdf.  
39 Lotje Boswinkel, Tim Sweijs, and Patrick Bolder, Breaking Patterns: Multi-Domain 
Operations and Contemporary Warfare (The Hague: The Hague Centre for Strategic 
Studies, 2023), https://hcss.nl/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Breaking-Patterns-HCSS-
2023.pdf.  
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Essay 3 – Critically assess the utility of the DMPP in planning 
contemporary multi-domain operations 

Introduction: Planning for the Multi-Domain Battlespace 

Contemporary military operations are increasingly characterised by the deliberate integration 
of effects across all warfighting domains - land, maritime, air, space, cyber, and the information 
environment. Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) aim to orchestrate and synchronise these 
effects to achieve operational and strategic objectives with greater speed, precision, and 
adaptability than single domain efforts approaches. Modern conflicts, such as the ongoing war 
in Ukraine, demonstrate the necessity and effectiveness of this approach, with Ukrainian 
forces utilising space-based ISR, cyber disruption, and precision fires to offset conventional 
methods disadvantages.  The NATO 2022 Strategic Concept1 asserts that integrated 
capabilities across space, cyber, air, maritime, and land are vital in high-intensity warfighting 
against peer adversaries, with Ukraine demonstrating the operational impact of coordinated 
cross-domain effects.2 This imperative aligns with Clausewitz’s principle that the 
unpredictability and non-linearity of war demand adaptability, as no amount of planning can 
anticipate all enemy actions or emerging opportunities. 3 In this context, seamless and 
integrated planning is not a luxury but a doctrinal and operational prerequisite for mission 
success.  

Traditionally, the Australian Defence Force (ADF) used the Joint Military Appreciation Process 
(JMAP) for campaign and operational planning. Although JMAP offered a well-organised and 
reliable problem-solving framework, it was progressively regarded as too linear, aligned with 
specific services, and lacking the flexibility needed to address the speed, scope, and 
complexity of today's multi-domain operations.4 As Jackson (2020) observes, such technically 
rationalist planning frameworks often falter when confronted with the ‘wicked problem’ of 
contemporary conflict, where ambiguity and rapid change are the norm. 5 In response, the 
ADF introduced the Defence Military Planning Process (DMPP), an integrated, commander-
centric planning framework that unifies single-service and joint planning into a single doctrine.6 
The DMPP seeks to overcome earlier processes’ rigidity by empowering commanders to tailor 
planning to operational tempo, incorporate emerging capabilities from the outset, and 
encourage adaptive thinking across all domains.7 In doing so, it aims to address JMAP’s 

                                                
1 NATO, ‘NATO Strategic Concept’, 2022, 6, 
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2022/6/pdf/290622-strategic-concept.pdf. 
2 Futoshi Takabatake, ‘NATO’s Approach to Multi-Domain Operations: From the Perspective 
of the Economics of Alliances’, Defence and Peace Economics 35, no. 3 (2024): 283, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10242694.2023.2235502. 
3 Alan Beyerchen, ‘Clausewitz, Nonlinearity, and the Unpredictability of War’, International 
Security 17, no. 3 (1992): 60, https://doi.org/10.2307/2539130. 
4 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADFP 5.0.1 Joint Military Planning Process (JMAP) Ed 2, AL3’, 
Joint Doctrine Directorate, 15 August 2019, 2–16. 
5 Aaron Jackson, ‘Military Design Thinking; Contrasting Civilian and Military Innovation 
Methodologies’, Air University Press, 2020, 38. 
6 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’, 
Directorate of Communication, Change and Corporate Graphics, 21 October 2024, iv. 
7 Major General Krause, ‘Decision Making and Planning Processes’, ACSC, Australian War 
College, 5 June 2025, 
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1s6NbZxJ2MVCi4qGqV1j145OI8SudEG7i/edit?slide
=id.p2#slide=id.p2. 
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limitations, accelerating planning cycles, strengthening cross-domain integration, and 
fostering agility across all operational levels.8  

This essay argues that the DMPP marks a significant doctrinal step towards achieving 
integrated, multi-domain planning within the ADF. It offers structural unification, early domain 
integration, and a commander-centric approach that can improve operational tempo and joint 
force cohesion. However, it suggests that the DMPP’s success still depends on its consistent 
application throughout the force and the development of cross-domain expertise, and the 
ability to adapt planning to degraded, high-tempo, and contested environments. Drawing 
lessons from conflicts, exercises, and operations, the analysis assesses how the DMPP 
facilitates joint force synchronisation while highlighting ongoing challenges—such as cognitive 
overload, reliance on centralised command-and-control, and institutional inertia—that must be 
addressed. Ultimately, the discussion presents the DMPP as an essential but not sufficient 
factor in achieving lasting multi-domain advantage, with its success hinging on aligning 
doctrinal ambitions with the cultural, technological, and procedural enablers necessary for 
effective operationalisation pressure. 

From JMAP to DMPP: Reforming for Joint Effect 

While the JMAP provided a solid and well-understood foundation for planning, it exhibited 
significant shortcomings in complex, fast-evolving operations. Its linear, sequential nature 
often encouraged a reductionist, prescriptive aapproach that was ill-suited to environments 
requiring rapid adaptation. 9 Planners frequently applied JMAP as a rigid checklist; a ‘clunky 
process-driven procedure’- which could stifle creative thinking and delay responses to 
emerging problems.10 Moreover, information flow in JMAP was largely top-down, with limited 
feedback loops, fostering siloed efforts between different staff and levels of command. 
Historically, the ADF compounded this challenge by maintaining separate planning processes 
at joint and single-service levels (JMAP for joint, with staff/individual planning variants for each 
service), further fragmenting planning and slowing the integration of efforts. This 
fragmentation, combined with JMAP’s step-by-step rigidity, meant that incorporating new 
technologies or multi-domain concepts was often reactive rather than proactive. For example, 
as warfare expanded into cyber and other domains, planners found that JMAP’s one-
dimensional focus struggled to account for the volatile, ambiguous environment of grey-zone 
conflict. 11 These limitations were reinforced by operational experiences in irregular and hybrid 
warfare, where strictly linear planning proved unable to anticipate or outpace the adaptive 
tactics of adversaries. This analysis of JMAP’s shortcomings establishes the benchmark 
against which the DMPP’s enhancements will be measured, highlighting the doctrinal shift 
required to achieve multi-domain integration. 

The ADF responded by overhauling its planning doctrine, introducing the DMPP as a 
comprehensive, integrated, and flexible framework. The DMPP now serves as the single, 
standardised planning doctrine for the ADF, replacing the previous JMAP and Service-specific 
                                                
8 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADFP 5.0.1 Joint Military Planning Process (JMAP) Ed 2, AL3’. 
9 Ryan CMDR Post, ‘The Joint Military Appreciation Process: The Good, The Bad and Some 
Alternatives’, War College Papers 2022, n.d., https://theforge.defence.gov.au/war-college-
papers-2022/joint-military-appreciation-process-good-bad-and-some-
alternatives#:~:text=of%20the%20key%20weaknesses%20of,or%20continue%20to%20use
%20the. 
10 David Hindmarsh, ‘JMAP: Fit for Purpose’, War College Papers 2023, 2024, 
https://theforge.defence.gov.au/war-college-papers-2023/jmap-fit-
purpose#:~:text=The%20ADF%20is%20not%20exempt,still%20follow%20divergent%20and
%20convergent. 
11 Post, ‘The Joint Military Appreciation Process: The Good, The Bad and Some 
Alternatives’. 
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MAPs.12 This reform significantly reduced the procedural and cultural silos of the old system, 
with one process now guiding both joint and single-Service planning across all domains. 
Crucially, the DMPP elevates the active role of the commander throughout the planning cycle, 
a role that earlier doctrine had not sufficiently emphasised.13 Decision-making is reaffirmed as 
a commander’s responsibility, with commanders expected to provide continuous guidance, 
make timely decisions, and shape planning tempo at key points. 14 By enabling commanders 
to steer planning iteratively - rather than waiting for staff to complete sequential steps - the 
DMPP increases responsiveness to dynamic conditions. The doctrine is deliberately less 
prescriptive about specific techniques for each staff function, allowing planners to integrate 
emerging capabilities earlier, adopt best practices from coalitions, and tailor the process to 
operational realities. 15 In essence, the DMPP addresses JMAP’s limitations by fostering a 
more integrated, agile, and commander-centric approach to planning. 16 These reforms mark 
a deliberate move toward a more adaptive planning culture, which is central to the essay’s 
contention that structural change must be matched by institutional and cognitive change to 
achieve sustained MDO effectiveness.  

Integrating Domains: How the DMPP Enables Joint Operations 

A key utility of the DMPP is its foundational role in multi-domain operations, emphasising a 
commitment to joint and multi-domain integration throughout all planning phases. From the 
very beginning, the DMPP moves away from traditional methods like the JMAP by directly 
including cyber, space, and information considerations into the main planning process, rather 
than leaving them to specialists annexes.17 As outlined in DMPP, planners are required to 
comprehensively assess the operational environment, integrating effects and vulnerabilities 
across land, sea, air, cyber, space, and the information domain. This aligns closely with the 
principles of ADF Integrated Campaigning, which emphasise persistent cross-domain 
advantage through synchronised planning and execution.  This approach also aligns closely 
with NATO’s Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive (COPD) and the US Joint 
Planning Process (JP 5-0), both of which emphasise that cross-domain considerations must 
be addressed at the earliest stages to avoid stovepipe solutions.18  The doctrinal shift is 
operationalised through domain frameworks such as COHERE and SELENE, which highlight 
the role of cyber and space capabilities in achieving situational awareness and operational 
resilience - key tenets of multi-domain operations that aim to deliver effects from any domain 
to targets in every domain. 19 20 This integration reflects the imperative, noted by Harrigan 

                                                
12 Major General Krause, ‘Cove Talk- 5 Brigade: Decision Making and Planning Process’, 
Holsworthy Barracks Officers Mess, 25 February 2025, 
https://cove.army.gov.au/article/covetalk-5-brigade-decision-making-and-planning-process-
0#:~:text=The%20DMPP%20aims%20to%20emphasise,4. 
13 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’, 7. 
14 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’, 15. 
15 ‘PDF’, n.d. 
16 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’, 49. 
17 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’. 
18 United States - Department of Defense, ‘US - Joint Planning Doctrine - JP5’, 1 December 
2020; Cătălin Chiriac, ‘COPD V3.0 AND IMPLICATIONS ON THE JOINT LEVEL’, 
BULLETIN OF ‘CAROL I’ NATIONAL DEFENCE UNIVERSITY 11, no. 2 (2022): 7–13, 
https://doi.org/10.53477/2284-9378-22-68; Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF Capstone 
Concept APEX_ Integrated Campaigning for Deterrence, Edition 2’, Joint Concepts, 11 
January 2024. 
19 Tähtinen Janne, ‘Principles of Multi-Domain Operations; Concepts and Doctrine Division’, 
Finnish Defence Research Agency 10 (June 2025).  
20 Australian Defence Force, ‘Concept SELENE - ADF Space Concept’, Joint Concepts, 
2024; Australian Defence Force, ‘Concept COHERE - ADF Cyber Domain Concept’, Joint 
Concepts, 2024. 
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(2020), for future forces to connect, decide, and respond at speed across all domains to 
maintain operational advantage. 21 The convergence of satellite-enabled ISR, electromagnetic 
spectrum operations, and information activities within DMPP- informed planning mirrors 
broader MDO theory advocating layered, adaptive campaigns that impose complexity on 
adversaries. 22 Exercise Talisman Sabre 2025 provides a recent practical example of how 
DMPP’s design principles can materialise into tangible operational readiness when applied in 
realistic joint scenarios. 23  These outcomes reinforce the DMPP’s potential as more than a 
doctrinal aspiration; they show how, when embedded early and applied consistently, it can 
generate the tempo, integration, and adaptive capacity required for contemporary multi-
domain operations. In doing so, the DMPP provides the ADF with a planning foundation 
capable of matching the pace and complexity of modern conflict, while remaining flexible 
enough to exploit emerging opportunities across all domains.  

Building on its integrative foundation, the DMPP’s commander-centric architecture directly 
enables joint force integration by aligning planning tempo, decision-making, and cross-domain 
synchronisation across land, maritime, air, cyber, and space. 24 Unlike earlier linear, staff-
driven models such as JMAP, the DMPP repositions the commander as the primary architect 
of operational design, providing continuous guidance, iterative decision points, and early 
integration of emerging capabilities throughout the planning process. 25 This approach aligns 
with mission command principles, decentralising authority and empowering subordinate 
initiative while ensuring that actions in all domains remain coherently aligned with strategic 
objectives.26 By embedding the commander’s role across all phases, the DMPP fosters rapid 
adaptation to changing conditions - particularly in fluid environments such as cyber and space, 
                                                
21 Jeffery Harrigan, ‘Shaping the Future Multi-Domain C2’, JAPCC Journal 29 (2020): 6. 
22 Mathias Wallin, Rethinking Military Planning for Modern Warfare, 2024. 
23 Department of Defence, ‘Exercise Talisman Sabre 2025’, August 2025, 
https://www.defence.gov.au/defence-activities/exercises/talisman-sabre. 
24 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-I-5 Decision-Making and Planning Processes (1)’, 7. 
25 Krause, ‘Decision Making and Planning Processes’, 10. 
26 Claudiu-Marius Sălăvăstru and Aurelian Raţiu, ‘Mission Command in Multi-Domain 
Operations’, International Conference KNOWLEDGE-BASED ORGANIZATION 30, no. 1 
(2024): 161–65, https://doi.org/10.2478/kbo-2024-0022. 
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where operational windows are often measured in minutes rather than days. 27 From a joint 
integration perspective, this adaptability shortens the OODA loop, enabling synchronised 
maritime and air manoeuvres, supported by space-enabled ISR and cyber disruption, to be 
coordinated in near real-time. 28  Comparative experience from NATO’s COPD shows similar 
benefits when commander’s guidance is embedded early, accelerating cross-domain decision 
cycles in exercises such as Trident Juncture. 29  ADF operational experiences reinforce this 
enabling function: during Operation Bushfire Assist (2019–2020) and Operation COVID-19 
Assist, as well as Operation OKRA, the ADF’s ability to integrate joint capabilities and 
coordinate with civilian agencies hinged on timely, commander-led direction that unified land 
logistics, maritime lift, air mobility, and information support. These cases illustrate how the 
DMPP’s decision-focused design sustains unity of effort and strategic coherence under high 
operational tempo, validating research that adaptive, decision-centric planning frameworks 
consistently outperform rigid processes in contested, coalition, or complex environments. 30  

Complementing these domain and command advantages is the DMPP’s unification of 
previously fragmented Service-level planning frameworks into a single, cohesive doctrine. 31  
Historically, the ADF operated under a dual structure, using JMAP for joint planning and 
Service-specific methodologies such as the Army’s Military Appreciation Process (MAP) for 
single-Service efforts. This bifurcation led to inconsistent planning outputs, communication 
breakdowns, and doctrinal friction in joint or coalition environments. 32  By replacing these 
legacy systems with a single, standardised process, the DMPP establishes a shared planning 
language and common procedural architecture applicable across all Services and levels of 
command. This mirrors coalition lessons from NATO and combined operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, where unified planning constructs not only accelerated interoperability but also 
improved shared situational awareness among partners. Although only formally released in 
late 2024 the DMPP is built upon lessons from earlier planning experiences under JMAP and 
related processes. For example, during Australia’s COVID-19 response and Operation OKRA, 
joint planners successfully integrated effects across land, maritime, air, and information 
domains despite doctrinal fragmentation and varied Service planning cultures. These cases 
demonstrate the type of interoperability, interagency coordination, and cross-domain 
awareness that the DMPP now seeks to institutionalise from the outset. 33 In effect, these 
earlier operations serve as a proof of concept for the integrative outcomes that DMPP aims to 
deliver more consistently. Moreover, this unified approach strengthens Australia’s Integrated 
Campaigning concept, aligning military, diplomatic, economic, and informational instruments 
toward strategic objectives. 34 By drawing on these operational lessons, the DMPP has the 
structural foundations to function as a fully enabling tool, one capable of integrating effects 
across domains, empowering command, and harmonising planning at all levels of war. By 
                                                
27 Jeffery Harrigan, ‘Shaping the Future Multi-Domain C2’, 10. 
28 Ferenc Fazekas, ‘Military Command in Multi-Domain Environment’, Land Forces Academy 
Review 29, no. 3 (2024): 312–21, https://doi.org/10.2478/raft-2024-0034. 
29 Karsten Friis and Rolf Tamnes, ‘The Defence of Northern Europe: New Opportunities, 
Significant Challenges’, International Affairs 100, no. 2 (2024): 822, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiae019. 
30 Jackson, ‘Military Design Thinking; Contrasting Civilian and Military Innovation 
Methodologies’; William Gregor, ‘Military Planning Systems and Stability Operations’, 
Institute for National Strategic Security (PRISM) 1, no. 2 (n.d.): 99–114. 
31 Krause, ‘Decision Making and Planning Processes’, 2. 
32 Sam Maj Watts, ‘JMAP: Too Long, Too Linear and Lacking Tools’, War College Papers 
2023, n.d., https://theforge.defence.gov.au/war-college-papers-2023/jmap-too-long-too-
linear-and-lacking-
tools#:~:text=No%20revolutionary%20differences%20can%20be,NATO%20Planning%20ar
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33 Krause, ‘Decision Making and Planning Processes’, 7. 
34 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF Capstone Concept APEX_ Integrated Campaigning for 
Deterrence, Edition 2’. 
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addressing previous structural fragmentation, the DMPP has laid the foundation for consistent 
cross-domain coordination. However, its ultimate success will depend on how these principles 
perform under contested, high-tempo conditions. 

Enduring Challenges: Constraints in Applying the DMPP 

While the DMPP delivers important doctrinal and structural improvements, its integration of all 
warfighting domains introduces a level of complexity that creates both cognitive and 
procedural challenges. Modern multi-domain operations require the orchestration of kinetic 
and non-kinetic effects across distributed geographies, timeframes, and domains - including 
cyber, space, electromagnetic warfare, and the information environment. This scope 
significantly increases the information-processing demands on commanders and planning 
teams. As Sălăvăstru and Rațiu (2024) argue, the MDO construct creates a span-of-control 
dilemma in which human planners struggle to process the sheer volume of cross-domain 
intelligence, risk assessments, and planning variables within compressed timelines.35 ADF-P-
5 (2021) acknowledges this tension, noting that operational planning must strike a balance 
between conceptual creativity and procedural discipline. 36 The ADF’s Integrated Planning 
framework similarly warns that expanding situational awareness across multiple domains 
inevitably increases the volume, velocity, and variety of information that must be processed. 
37 While the DMPP’s design embeds cross-domain considerations early in mission analysis, 
this breadth of scope risks overloading planning staff when decision windows are measured 
in hours or minutes rather than days. Without advanced decision-support tools, collaborative 
planning technologies, and targeted professional development to enhance cognitive agility 
and prioritisation skills, the integrated framework intended to accelerate tempo may instead 
slow it. This constraint is particularly evident in scenarios where cross-domain data fusion is 
partial, degraded, or contested - a challenge observed in complex coalition exercises and 
multinational operations even under earlier systems.38  The DMPP’s success in such 
environments will depend on whether doctrinal intent is matched by enabling capabilities that 
allow planners to filter, prioritise, and act decisively. This highlights the central tension of the 
DMPP: the same integrative breadth that promises operational advantage can, without the 
right enablers, become a source of friction that slows tempo. 

A second critical limitation of the DMPP lies in its implicit dependence on centralised, protected 
command-and-control (C2) environments - an assumption increasingly untenable in peer or 
near-peer conflict. The doctrine presumes access to stable planning cycles, continuous 
communications, and secure headquarters infrastructure, all of which are now highly 
vulnerable in contemporary threat environments. The Ukraine conflict has demonstrated how 
persistent ISR, precision fires, and electronic warfare have rendered traditional, static C2 
nodes high-payoff targets vulnerable to rapid detection and strike. 39 The ADF’s Concept for 
Command and Control of the Future Force (2023) acknowledges that survivability, mobility, 
and decentralisation must become defining features of future C2 postures. 40 Yet the DMPP’s 

                                                
35 Claudiu-Marius Sălăvăstru and Aurelian Raţiu, ‘Mission Command in Multi-Domain 
Operations’, International Conference KNOWLEDGE-BASED ORGANIZATION 30, no. 1 
(2024): 161–65, https://doi.org/10.2478/kbo-2024-0022. 
36 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF-P-5 - Philosophical - Planning’, Directorate of 
Communication, Change and Corporate Graphics, 1 February 2022, 8. 
37 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF Capstone Concept APEX_ Integrated Campaigning for 
Deterrence, Edition 2’. 
38 Allied Command Transformation and NATO’s Strategic Warfare Development Command, 
‘Multi-Domain Operations and Digital Transformation: Enabling Converged Effects in the 
Modern Battlespace’, 2 May 2025, https://www.act.nato.int/article/mdo-dt-enabling-
converging-effects/?utm_source=chatgpt.com. 
39 Sălăvăstru and Raţiu, ‘Mission Command in Multi-Domain Operations’, 2024, 164. 
40 Australian Defence Force, ‘ADF Concept for Command and Control of the Future Force’, 
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planning model still privileges a structured, centralised sequence from mission analysis to 
COA development - highlighting a doctrinal gap between planning methodology and 
operational necessity. Wille (2019) emphasises that effective MDO requires not just 
convergence of effects, but resilient, distributed, and reconfigurable C2 networks capable of 
functioning under disruption. 41 If adversaries can deny or degrade access to key planning 
hubs, the DMPP may struggle to support responsive decision-making or adaptive re-planning. 
NATO’s experience during Exercise Steadfast Cobalt has shown that distributed C2 
architectures, coupled with pre-delegated authorities, can sustain operational tempo in 
degraded communications environments.42 In this area, DMPP’s procedural guidance 
remains underdeveloped. Similarly, during combined training in Exercise Indo-Pacific 
Endeavour, ADF planners faced constraints when rehearsing operations under 
communications-denied conditions, exposing the need for planning frameworks more attuned 
to dispersed and mobile command and control (C2) realities. While the doctrine acknowledges 
contingency planning, it provides limited procedural detail for operating under persistent 
disruption. These lessons underscore that without procedural depth for degraded 
environments, doctrinal intent alone will not guarantee resilience in coalition or contested 
operations. 

Despite the DMPP’s strengths as a unified doctrine, its ability to deliver fully integrated multi-
domain operations is constrained by uneven adoption across the ADF and the limited maturity 
of integration mechanisms in specific domains. While the DMPP formally replaced JMAP and 
service-specific models, many units remain more familiar with legacy frameworks, resulting in 
inconsistent implementation, partial compliance, and institutional inertia. Jackson (2020) notes 
that resistance to doctrinal transition often stems from misaligned PME curricula, unclear 
change-management pathways, and entrenched Service-centric cultures. These factors are 
particularly problematic in joint, multinational, or interagency contexts where shared mental 
models and standard planning lexicons are essential for synchronising effects across land, 
maritime, air, cyber, and space. Moreover, although the DMPP explicitly incorporates newer 
domains such as cyber, space, and the information environment, much of the supporting TTPs 
and domain-specific expertise remain immature compared to the well-established doctrine of 
traditional domains. As Jackson (2020) observes, doctrinal intent alone cannot guarantee 
cross-domain convergence; planners must have the requisite literacy, technical fluency, and 
integration mechanisms to translate emerging capabilities into coherent operational effects.43 
NATO’s experience in Exercise Trident Juncture shows the importance of joint 
experimentation, wargaming, and shared doctrine to achieve true convergence. Without 
investing in PME, experimentation, tools, and cross-domain education, integration risks 
becoming superficial, reducing the DMPP’s effectiveness as an enabler of multi-domain 
advantage. The essay's key point is that doctrinal, cultural, and technical convergence are 
essential for real MDO implementation. 

Bridging Theory and Practice: Where the DMPP Must Improve 

Taken together, the constraints outlined above highlight that while the DMPP marks a 
significant and necessary evolution in joint planning doctrine, its utility in contemporary multi-
domain operations is tempered by persistent operational frictions. The cognitive burden 
placed on planners, the vulnerability of traditional command-and-control assumptions, and the 
inconsistent uptake across the ADF reveal systemic gaps that must be addressed for the 
doctrine’s promise to be fully realised. These challenges do not undermine the DMPP’s 

                                                
Force Exploration Branch, 13 May 2019. 
41 Jackson, ‘Military Design Thinking; Contrasting Civilian and Military Innovation 
Methodologies’. 
42 Friis and Tamnes, ‘The Defence of Northern Europe’. 
43 Aaron Jackson, ‘Military Design Thinking; Contrasting Civilian and Military Innovation 
Methodologies’, Air University Press, 2020, 29–47. 
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foundational value; rather, they underscore the need for iterative refinement, institutional 
embedding, and deliberate change management. The complexity of modern warfare and 
MDO; characterised by compressed decision timelines, contested information environments, 
and dispersed C2 structures, demands that planning frameworks be both conceptually robust 
and procedurally agile. In other words, bridging the gap between doctrinal ambition and 
operational delivery will require not only refinement of process, but sustained investment in 
the people, systems, and partnerships that make integration possible. 

Both international and domestic exercises, operations, and conflicts provide insight into the 
utility and limitations of the ADF’s application of the DMPP, offering concrete lessons for its 
evolution. These activities demonstrate the potential for cross-domain integration (e.g., space-
enabled ISR fused with maritime and air fires) but also expose recurring friction points — 
incomplete data fusion, contested communications, variable coalition interoperability, and 
slow decision cycles — that must be addressed through campaign-level experimentation, 
rigorous after-action review cycles, and doctrine-to-PME feedback loops. As the ADF adapts 
to an operating environment increasingly defined by compressed timelines, persistent 
ambiguity, and adversary disruption, the DMPP must remain a living doctrine — with explicit 
guidance for degraded/denied C2, distributed planning teams, pre-delegated authorities, and 
decision-support tooling — capable of adapting to strategic shocks while guiding coherent 
operational design and execution. These observations confirm the essay’s core contention: 
that the DMPP’s success will hinge less on the elegance of its design and more on how quickly 
and consistently its principles can be operationalised under pressure. 

Conclusion: Planning for the Multi-Domain Battlespace 

This essay critically assesses the utility of the Defence Military Planning Process (DMPP) in 
planning contemporary multi-domain operations, with a specific focus on how it enables or 
constrains joint force integration across land, maritime, air, cyber, and space domains. The 
analysis demonstrates that the DMPP is a strategically significant, doctrinally coherent, and 
forward-leaning planning framework, offering a structured yet adaptable approach to the 
complex demands of modern warfare. Through its emphasis on commander-driven decision-
making, early incorporation of emerging domains, and an institutional push for jointness, the 
DMPP enables more cohesive, synchronised, and operationally integrated planning 
outcomes. 

At the same time, the DMPP’s utility is conditional and context-dependent. The process 
imposes cognitive and procedural challenges that must be mitigated if it is to succeed in high-
tempo, contested environments. Its reliance on traditional command-and-control 
assumptions, coupled with inconsistent adoption across the ADF, constrains its ability to serve 
as a fully effective enabler of joint force integration. These are not flaws in doctrinal design but 
signals of where implementation, training, and supporting systems must mature. In 
conclusion, the DMPP is both a strategically important and operationally necessary evolution 
in ADF planning doctrine. Its core strengths, integrated domain inclusion, joint force alignment, 
and doctrinal coherence, make it well suited to the realities of multi-domain 
operations. However, to fulfil its potential, conceptual ambition must be matched by sustained 
investment in PME, coalition interoperability initiatives, and the enablers required for 
distributed, resilient C2. If fully institutionalised, the DMPP will not only support joint planning; 
it will also shape how the ADF, alongside allies and partners, anticipates, integrates, and 
prevails in the contested, multi-domain battlespace of the future. This will thus meet 
Clausewitz’s enduring call for adaptability in the face of war’s unpredictability. 
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