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FOREWORD

The sea and sea power are remote, and different. When we think of the sea we think of 
incomprehensible distance, of a compass and expanse without landmark or geographic 
feature. Those who serve at sea are isolated and remote, their enterprise and undertakings 
do not resonate subliminally in the way the exploits of soldiers or fliers might be understood 
intuitively.

Yet our nation depends upon the sea; upon the detachment and comfortable sanctuary 
it offers, upon the trade it enables and the resources it offers up. Maritime insularity has 
been a key feature of our Nation’s flourishing and happiness. Isolated and well-defended, 
our democracy has prospered since our citizens have been free to think and to apply their 
ideas to our institutions and industry.

We ignore the sea at our peril.

When, at the turn of the nineteenth century, Mahan wrote voluminously and incomprehensibly 
(at times) on sea power, his purpose was to show that the lessons of sail remained relevant 
in the age of steam. At the dawn of a new age, Mahan saw the continuing relevance of sea 
power.

Similarly, the researchers who are presented in this small volume have understood the 
enduring complexity and the abiding ramification of the sea and sea power.

This is encouraging, especially since the authors published here range from serving 
navy officers, to students from the Australian National University who enjoyed a research 
internship at the Sea Power Centre.

I commend this volume, and I thank as I applaud the researchers who were sufficiently bold 
to explore new ideas, and to express those ideas on paper.

CAPT Sean Andrews

Director Sea Power Centre Aust 
22 September 2021
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THE INDO-PACIFIC ENDEAVOUR: REFLECTIONS 
AND PROPOSALS FOR AUSTRALIA’S PREMIER 

NAVAL DIPLOMACY ACTIVITY 
A/PROF. ADAM LOCKYER

MR JUSTIN BURKE
MR YVES-HENG LIM

MR FRED SMITH

Royal Australian Navy 
HMA Ships Adelaide, 
Toowoomba and 
Darwin in formation 
off the coast of 
Sydney as part of 
the Joint Task Group 
for Indo-Pacific 
Endeavour 2017.

An Introduction From The Lead Investigator
The Sea Power Centre of Australia and Macquarie University have 
collaborated in a research project on the way Australia conducts its 
naval diplomacy and joint exercises. The Royal Australian Navy has 
been cognisant of the changing dynamics and has transformed the 
way it conducts naval diplomacy – it has moved away from single 
ship port visits to task group size activities. After three iterations 
of the Indo-Pacific Endeavour, it was time to take a step-back and 
evaluate how this activity has progressed and examine ways of 
propelling it forward. 

A/Prof. Adam Lockyer 
Associate Professor 
in Strategic Studies 
Macquarie University
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“Our diplomacy stands for nothing when we have not a fleet to back it.” – John Stuart Mill

Introduction
During the early Post-Cold War period, the Indo-Pacific largely lived up to the latter part of its 
name; at least as far as Australia’s strategic interests were concerned. While our security 
forces focussed on the threat of terrorism at home, and our defence personnel fought wars 
in the Middle East, our regional maritime environment remained a relatively benign highway 
for our energy and mineral exports to Asia and crucial imports such as refined petroleum. 
Nowadays, however, Australia is increasingly confronting a contested maritime environment 
with many regional players’ maritime forces expanding and improving considerably.1 
Moreover, several of these actors have exhibited a desire to use their newfound strategic 
weight to reshape aspects of the existing international order to better match their perceived 
national interests.

Naval diplomacy is one of the main strategies Indo-Pacific actors are employing to win this 
new political-military contest. Naval diplomacy involves employing forces to achieve the high-
end political goals of the state without fighting; in this sense, it conforms to what Sun 
Tzu believed to be the supreme skill. This point would hold even during the most benign 
of strategic periods, but in today’s economically interconnected and interdependent Indo-
Pacific the pertinence of Sun’s dictum is growing. 

The harsh reality of Australia’s tangled web of economic and security relationships is that 
even if it were victorious in any medium to high-intensity Indo-Pacific war, it would lose. 
In almost any imaginable war scenario, Australia’s international trade and security will 
be in a worse state at its conclusion than at its outbreak, regardless of the result. As 
Australian diplomat and scholar Garry Woodard recently wrote, Australia’s primary national 
security interest must now be to astutely navigate the growing tensions in the Indo-Pacific, 
while working to make Götterdämmerung waged between the regional great powers less 
likely.2 Australia’s primary objective must be to shrewdly use its strategic power to single-
mindedly pursue its national interests and shape the international environment while 
avoiding war. This does not mean that Australia must avoid war at all costs: some critical 
strategic interests will always be worth defending. It does, however, mean that if shots are 
fired, Australia’s naval diplomacy has failed; Australia’s decision-makers will then be left 
scratching around for the least bad option.

The growing importance of “regional engagement” activities, in general, and naval diplomacy, 
in particular, has not been missed by Australia’s strategic policy community. The 2016 
Defence White Paper placed a heavy emphasis upon engagement and urged the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) to raise its presence and ability to shape and influence the future 
political and strategic direction of the Indo-Pacific.3 Navy’s main answer to this call was the 
Indo-Pacific Endeavour (IPE).

In just three years, the IPE has become Australia’s premier naval diplomacy activity. After three 
iterations, it is now possible to reflect upon IPE’s strengths and weaknesses to enhance its 
potency as an instrument of Australian strategic diplomacy. This paper is the accumulation of 
six months of research. It draws upon an extensive appraisal of publicly available materials, 
internal Department of Defence reports and interviews and discussions with Australian 
and international officers, academics, and other observers. Most of these interviews and 
discussions were conducted off the record to facilitate the free exchange of ideas and 
opinions. Despite learning a great deal from our conversations and interviews we would like to 
stress that all arguments, opinions and proposals presented below are ours alone.

This paper is divided into four main sections. Section One provides a historical overview of 
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IPE and contextualises the exercise by placing it within Australia’s broader naval diplomatic 
objectives and activities. It also shows how IPE evolved from Australia’s previous naval 
diplomatic undertakings. Sections Two through Four contain proposals for future iterations of 
the IPE. These proposals cover features ranging from how to “frame” the IPE, organisational 
and logistical aspects and its strategic objectives. The paper concludes with some thoughts 
on possible future research projects that relate to Australia’s naval diplomacy, generally, and 
the IPE in particular.

The Changing Face of Australia’s Naval Diplomacy
The IPE is a major break from Australia’s previous naval diplomacy activities. Its aims and 
methods are ambitious. Rather than simply maintaining and managing bilateral relationships, 
IPE seeks to make a meaningful contribution to Australia’s foreign policy efforts and assist 
in shaping the future regional political and strategic environment. In addition to this, 
it represents a major redirection of resources into naval diplomacy. Previously, the Royal 
Australian Navy’s (RAN) principal naval diplomacy activities were single ship port visits. 
These were complemented by regular multilateral exercises either hosted by Australia in 
Australia (e.g. TALISMAN SABRE) or by a major power (e.g. RIMPAC). IPE broke dramatically 
from this established naval diplomacy pattern by being a task group sized activity, initiated 
by Australia, across the Indo-Pacific region.

Four main factors precipitated the introduction of the IPE activity. 

1. The 2016 Defence White Paper provided the primary impetus for IPE. The white paper 
acknowledged that Australia’s strategic environment had become more competitive and 
unstable and signalled to the ADF that it would be expected to contribute to Australia’s 
overall diplomatic effort to ‘shape’ the region’s future direction. For instance, the 2016 
Defence White Paper submits that:

Defence must be postured to help shape our strategic environment so it supports our 
security and prosperity, including strengthening our contribution to security and stability in 
the South Pacific and maritime South-East Asia. Defence posture is the foundation of how 
the Government’s strategic defence policy will be achieved. This White Paper provides for a 
more active and internationally engaged Defence posture.4

IPE was, in part, Navy’s response to this new strategic guidance.

2. In naval diplomacy terms, single ship deployments were increasingly seen as expensive 
relative to their diminishing diplomatic and strategic effect. The diminishing impact of 
single ship port visits was a consequence of the region’s growth in strategic power over 
the previous decade.5 A single Australian frigate no longer represented the strategic weight 
needed to produce an enduring political effect.

3. The third, and related, driver of the IPE concept was that the shift in the strategic balance 
within the Indo-Pacific led Navy to revaluate its approach across its warfighting, diplomacy 
and constabulary roles.6 In 2017, the decision was made to turn the RAN into a “Task Group 
Navy”.7 The IPE activity would fit neatly within this new approach. Not only would IPE be a 
task group naval diplomatic activity, but it would also be a valuable opportunity for Navy – 
alongside the other two services – to hone their warfighting as a task group. Modern task 
groups are more than a collection of independent platforms; they form an integrated network 
system. So, for example, targeting sensors on an Air Force aircraft could guide missiles 
fired from a RAN warship. It goes largely without saying, however, that task group operations 
require greater training and planning than those of yesteryear. IPE concept was viewed as 
being able to make an important contribution to the Navy’s new operational approach.
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4. Finally, Australia’s capabilities were growing. The RAN is currently in the midst of its largest 
peacetime expansion. By the end of this transformation, the fleet’s size and capabilities 
will far exceed those available to the previous generation of officers and sailors. Australia 
has already introduced two Landing Helicopter Docks (LHD – amphibious assault ships), 
three air warfare destroyers, and plans to introduce 12 new submarines, 9 frigates and 12 
offshore patrol vessels. At its conclusion, the total size of the fleet will exceed 50 vessels 
for the first time in decades. 

Navy’s new capabilities contributed to the development of IPE in two ways. First, there was 
the simple logic that Navy, with more, should do more. The introduction of the LHDs, in 
particular, brought an enormous boost in capabilities both in terms of capacity and scope. 
Being major assets, however, the LHDs needed to be supported, which necessitated task 
group sized deployments. The other factor relating to the LHDs was that some Indo-Pacific 
actors may question why Australia required amphibious assault ships. It was anticipated 
that some within the region could reasonably ask which nation Australia intended to assault. 
It was believed that these suspicions would only be amplified if the LHDs were held back. 
This could potentially even be interpreted as secrecy. As a consequence, the Navy sought to 
alleviate these possible concerns by sailing the LHDs out into the region to showcase their 
humanitarian assistance, disaster relief and sealift capability. The LHDs have since served 
as the centrepieces for IPE 17, IPE 18 and IPE 19.

Indo-Pacific Endeavour 2017
The inaugural Indo-Pacific Endeavour was the largest Navy task group deployed since the 
early 1980s.8 It was led by Captain Jonathan Earley, a career naval officer and confessed 
LHD enthusiast. At the time of IPE 17, Captain Earley was Commanding Officer of HMAS 
Adelaide. The task group was comprised of the LHD Adelaide and, at various stages, by HMA 
Ships Melbourne, Darwin, Toowoomba, Parramatta, and Sirius, along with helicopters and 
fixed-wing aircraft from all three services. It featured some 1,200 personnel and Defence 
civilians. The task group sailed from Darwin in September 2017 and returned in November. 
It focussed on South-East and North-East Asia and included visits to Brunei, Cambodia, 
the Federated States of Micronesia, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
the Republic of Korea, Singapore, Thailand, and Timor-Leste. Captain Earley described the 
activity as being “like a bomb burst” that was going to visit “over a dozen countries over the 
short period we’re deployed.”9

Ahead of its deployment, Defence Minister Marise Payne hailed the new activity as a chance 
to demonstrate capability, foster cooperation, and reinforce the rules-based order. “The [IPE] 
Joint Task Group will demonstrate the ADF’s ability to operate across the full spectrum 
of military operations, from high-end military capabilities such as anti-submarine warfare 
to humanitarian assistance and disaster relief,” Minister Payne said. “This deployment 
is another opportunity to promote security cooperation in the region and exercise our 
humanitarian and disaster relief capability where it may be used... maintaining the rule of 
law and respecting the sovereignty of nations large and small is fundamental to continued 
peace and stability in our region.”10

Captain Earley reported that one of the main aims was to introduce our partners in the 
region to the LHD. “HADR [humanitarian and disaster relief training] was deliberately chosen 
to present a softer and more acceptable engagement image for the initial introduction of 
the Canberra Class LHD to the region11,” he said in Malaysia, before later adding that: “It is 
very important to share our understanding on how we do things because, in times of need 
when a crisis happens, it is too late to sit and discuss what to do.”12
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IPE’s first port of call was Jakarta, Indonesia, with Adelaide and Toowoomba. According to 
reports, their arrival occurred with relatively little fanfare coming just months after full military 
ties were restored after Indonesia had taken offence to the curriculum used in an Australian 
military officer exchange program. “We did as much as we could to advertise our presence 
here and us being here is quite significant,” Captain Earley told the media13, adding that the 
imposing visual signature of the LHD quickly attracted attention and ultimately impressed 
the Indonesian hosts. It was reported that the departure of the two ships from the Tanjung 
Priok port two days later featured noticeably more pomp, with a brass band farewell.14

A major diplomatic highlight occurred in Manila on 10 October 2017, when HMAS Adelaide 
hosted a rare visit from the Philippines’ President Rodrigo Duterte.  President Duterte said 
it was crucial for Australia, the Philippines and other countries, including the United States 
and China, to jointly confront regional threats such as that posed by North Korea. The Chief 
of the Defence Force, Air Chief Marshal Binskin, also attended.15

Earley repeatedly made clear that the goal of IPE was engagement. “We are not instructed to 
conduct any joint or co-ordinated patrols in the South China Sea. Our focus here is to conduct 
international engagement,” he said in Indonesia.16 Nonetheless, the official newspaper 
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), People’s Daily, accused Australia of “encircling” 
China, pointing out that Indo-Pacific Endeavour would visit “almost all countries across the 
South China Sea and the East China Sea that surround China”.17 Later, the Global Times, 
a newspaper associated with the CCP, gave a more measured appraisal, describing the six 
Australian naval ships sailing toward the South China Sea as “rather impressive in terms of 
scale, scope, preparation and duration”.18 According to The Australian, these reports were 
followed by a formal complaint by People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy Commander Shen 
Jinlong to Australian Chief of Navy Vice Admiral Tim Barrett. And China’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs summoned Australia’s Ambassador to China, Jan Adams, for a formal rebuke and 
made further representations to Australia via their embassy in Canberra.19

On reflection, some shortcomings of the first effort were apparent. Captain Earley was 
commanding Adelaide, while also commanding the task group. Indeed, Earley was already 
in Darwin preparing Adelaide for IPE 17 when he was informed that he was also going to be 
commanding the task group. Furthermore, no task group staff were appointed.  Commanding 
an LHD is already a full-time job and, as a consequence, there were lost opportunities at the 
task group level due to understaffing. The short preparation time meant that obtaining “buy-
in” from other parts of Defence and government – including from diplomatic posts across the 
region – were limited. Indeed, the deployment was already underway before final decisions 
were made on transit routes.20 It also meant that the substantial sealift capacity of the 
LHD was not optimally exploited. Despite these less than optimal circumstances, however, 
reports suggest that IPE’17 was successful. Euan Graham wrote in The Straits Times: “Last 
year’s Indo-Pacific Endeavour expeditionary exercise was an impressive demonstration of 
Australia’s regional reach, in partnership with other countries... one thing is certain, going it 
alone is not an option. Australia needs friends and partners in the region more than ever.”21

Indo-Pacific Endeavour 2018
The second iteration of the Indo-Pacific Endeavour was under the command of Captain 
Jim Hutton. Captain Hutton served for over 35 years in the Royal Navy and Royal Marines 
before being loaned to the Royal Australian Navy in 2011 as the Deputy Commander of the 
Amphibious Task Group and later transferring in 2015 to continue the development of the 
emerging amphibious capability. Hutton, on appointment as Joint Task Group Commander, 
had barely one month to prepare and plan the entire activity before departing Townsville in 
June 2018. The IPE task group was comprised of the LHD HMAS Adelaide and HMA Ships 
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Melbourne, Toowoomba, and Success. Task Group personnel included a US Marines platoon 
from the Marine Rotational Force in Darwin, and a platoon of Australian soldiers from the 
2nd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (2RAR) and a Sri Lankan Marines Platoon bound 
for RIMPAC.

The even-year IPE 18 focussed upon the South Pacific.  Between June and August 2018, and 
the task group visited nations including Vanuatu, Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, the Solomon Islands and 
Papua New Guinea. The aims were to reinforce Australia’s position as the “security partner 
of choice” for the respective island nations, as well as generally enhancing relationships and 
building partner capacity. 

“These visits are an important opportunity for us to work with our closest neighbours to learn 
from each other to build interoperability between our nations,” Captain Hutton said. “My job 
was to educate and explain to them why we are in the South Pacific, to demonstrate the 
capabilities we have to our neighbours.”22 Highlights included a visit from Defence Minister 
Payne to the Kingdom of Tonga to coincide with the arrival of Adelaide, from which a gift of 
five Australian UNIMOG vehicles disembarked.23 In Vanuatu, Australian sailors repainted 
the Vila Central Hospital, facilitated a women’s leadership forum, conducted ship tours for 
schools and community groups, and assisted the Vanuatu Police Force with maintenance 
work on its patrol boat RVS Tukoro.24

Adelaide and Melbourne arrived in Suva on the morning of June 9 and conducted a 
comprehensive package of over forty activities, including disaster assistance planning, 
security training, and key leader and community engagement; but their efforts were 
overshadowed in the Australian media by the arrival of a high-tech Chinese scientific 
surveillance ship in Fiji on the same day. This was “purely a coincidence” according to 
China’s ambassador, who stridently rejected claims of spying. Captain Hutton played down 
concerns, pointing out that the Chinese ship was permanently stationed in the South Pacific 
and sailed in and out of Suva every few weeks to resupply, but confirmed that the task group 
would “take the appropriate security precautions”. Foreign Minister Julie Bishop added that: 
“The fact that a Chinese vessel is in Fiji is of no concern, we often are in the same part of 
the world as the Chinese Navy and indeed many other navies.”25 Nevertheless, this was the 
start of a phenomenon where any interaction – regardless of how innocuous – between the 
IPE and the PLA Navy (or even suspected PLA Navy) came to dominate media coverage of 
the IPE in the Australian media.   

The fleet continued via Tonga and Samoa to Hawaii to participate in the Exercise RIM OF 
THE PACIFIC (RIMPAC), with the now amphibiously trained Tongan and Sri Lankan marines 
training with their 2RAR colleagues onboard Adelaide. On the return journey, visits were 
made to Rabaul in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. While in Honiara, Captain 
Hutton responded to a request for assistance from the Royal Solomon Islands Police Force 
and deployed two accident and emergency teams on MRH-90 helicopters from Adelaide to 
retrieve four injured people from Bellona Island, 200 km away. All four patients had deep 
laceration wounds and were transferred to a hospital in Honiara in stable conditions. “I’m 
pleased that we had the capability to be able to assist in such a critical situation,” Hutton 
said. “Today’s operation, witnessed by the Prime Minister of the Solomon Islands, highlights 
the value of what we are doing in the region, the capability that we have and our commitment 
to do all we can to help our friends in times of need.”26 The incident was a highly visible 
demonstration of the LHD’s medical and surgical capability. Hutton concluded that IPE 18 
had been successful, in terms of the volume of activities completed in each location, the 
social media impact, and the sustained effects as reported later via the respective defence 
attaches. “There was a focus on security operations and bilateral military operations,” 
Captain Hutton said. “In Fiji and Tonga particularly, we were able to introduce them to amphibious 
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operations in a minor way, training them the art of planning and moving safely from ship to 
objective by helicopter, landing craft and small boats.”27

Indo-Pacific Endeavour 2019
IPE 19 departed Fremantle in March 2019 with Air Commodore Rick Owen as the task 
group commander. This was the first time IPE was not commanded by a naval officer, but 
Air Commodore Owen brought a wealth of experience and a professional, yet relaxed, 
manner that was ideally suited for international engagement. Owen was appointed as a 
commander as a last-minute replacement (due to illness) and had virtually no time to plan 
or prepare for the activity. The flagship was the LHD HMAS Canberra, along with HMA Ships 
Success, Newcastle, and Parramatta, along with eight helicopters, a P-8A Poseidon aircraft 
and a Collins Class submarine (HMAS Collins). The task group comprised 1,200 personnel 
including soldiers from Army’s 2nd and 3rd battalions, the Army Band, RAAF personnel, 
Australian Public Service employees, Royal New Zealand Navy marine technicians, US 
Marines from Darwin, as well as two Australian academics per leg. Being an odd-numbered 
year, IPE 19 swung its focus back around to the Indian Ocean and South-East Asia, visiting 
India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Vietnam across three months.

The arrival of the task group in Sri Lanka represented the largest-ever defence engagement 
between the two countries, with port visits in Colombo and Trincomalee, and RAAF assets 
visiting Mattala.28 “Our engagement program provided us with excellent opportunities to 
learn from our Sri Lankan hosts while sharing some of the capabilities the ADF has deployed 
on IPE 19,” Air Commodore Owen said.29 It was immediately followed by the AUSINDEX 
activity with India, which saw Anti-Submarine Warfare exercises conducted, as well as 
helicopter cross-decking exercises in the Bay of Bengal.30

Other highlights of IPE 19 included the delivery of more than 1,500 life jackets and 20 rescue 
boards for surf lifesaving from Canberra during a visit to Patong Beach, Thailand;31 cultural 
exchanges, training activities, and ANZAC Day celebrations in Malaysia;32 and Canberra and 
Newcastle visited Vietnam’s Cam Ranh port for official and social engagements,33 as well 
as sharing Australian experience in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief and visiting 
a local school.34 The final port visits of IPE’19 took place in Indonesia, with the Australian 
Chief of Navy, Vice Admiral Mike Noonan joining members of the task group for high-level 
talks with Indonesian National Armed Forces officials in Jakarta.35

Again, media attention focused on interactions with the PLA Navy. Defence confirmed it had 
a “professional” and “friendly” interaction with the PLA Navy during IPE 19. Air Commodore 
Owen said that the task group made two transits through the South China Sea. “We were 
sensitive to all navy interactions, we train for that, we’re aware of how they will behave and 
how we behave, so I had no extra worries about it at all, I was confident in the capabilities of 
the Royal Australian Navy and the ADF.” “They’ll want to know who we are, where we’re going 
and what our intentions are, and the Chinese were no different  –  they were friendly, they 
were professional.”36

Euan Graham, an Australian academic who travelled on Canberra from Vietnam to Singapore, 
reported that “Some [ADF] helicopter pilots had lasers pointed at them from passing 
fishing vessels, temporarily grounding them for precautionary medical reasons. Were 
these startled fishermen reacting to the unexpected? Or was it the sort of coordinated 
harassment more suggestive of China’s maritime militia? It’s hard to say for sure, but 
similar incidents have occurred in the western Pacific.”37 Despite experts agreeing on that 
it was probably fishermen using an office laser-pointer to wave-off a helicopter that was 
scaring away their catch, most Australian and international news agencies reported that it 
was the latter.
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Nonetheless, Chief of Joint Operations, Air Marshal Mel Hupfeld, said this third iteration 
of IPE, one of the most ambitious regional engagement activities undertaken by the ADF, 
had been a success. “The command team performed superbly coordinating this complex 
series of international engagements, and the embarked forces represented Australia with 
characteristic warmth and professionalism,” Air Marshal Hupfeld said before concluding 
that: “IPE 19 was a sophisticated demonstration of joint force integration, combined 
interoperability with partner forces, and military diplomacy.”38

In evaluation, having Air Commodore Rick Owen in command of IPE went a long way towards 
demonstrating that IPE is a joint task group rather than simply a naval task group. It opened 
conversations about joint force integration and advertised Australia’s relative progress in 
this area.

Proposal 1: Greater branding differentiation between even and odd year 
Endeavours
Since the Indo-Pacific Endeavour’s creation, there have been significant differences between 
its odd and even year iterations. Despite these differences, however, at the point of 
conception, there were strong reasons why these two activities should be grouped under the 
same IPE banner. First, taken together, the even and odd year IPE’s represented Australia’s 
major joint naval diplomacy activity in any given year. Simply being able to announce that 
the IPE would run every year elevated its importance and cemented the position it would 
assume within the Australian Defence Forces schedule of activities. Second, one of IPE’s 
core political objectives was to increase Australia’s presence within the Indo-Pacific region. 
At first, glance, conducting a biennial exercise would be significantly less of a regional 
presence than if it were held annually. Third, initially, the IPE was intended to be task group 
sized joint naval diplomacy effort – regardless of year. As a consequence, how the naval 
activity was expected to be constituted would be similar between the years. In short, the 
initial vision for the IPE contained substantial continuity between the even and odd years in 
terms of the activities’ aims and means. 

From the outset, however, the even and odd year IPEs began to diverge across their 
geographical focus, platforms and capabilities and method of engaging with partner nations. 
In hindsight, this was inevitable. 

First, despite the Indo-Pacific region being a useful political and strategic concept, it remains 
difficult in an operational sense. It is over 11,000 kilometres (in a straight line) between Sri 
Lanka and Fiji. Creating a single three-month exercise that captures both the Indian Ocean 
and the Pacific was always going to be difficult. Second, the partner countries’ capacity 
to exercise with the ADF varies dramatically across the Indo-Pacific region. Generally, the 
Indian Ocean and South-East Asian states possess significantly greater military capacity 
than equivalent South Pacific nations. As a consequence, the odd-years tend towards joint 
exercises and enhancing interoperability. The IPE activities in the South Pacific tend towards 
goodwill, sporting, medical, musical, or basic training and engagement with security forces 
such as ship maintenance, firefighting drills, and HADR planning. For example, whereas the 
Indian Navy conducted advanced Anti-Submarine Warfare exercises in AUSINDEX as part of 
IPE 19; in IPE 18, Captain Hutton assigned a section of soldiers and small boats from 2RAR 
to HMAS Success, which by all reports was more than enough capability for the Vanuatu 
Police Force to train alongside. (The fact that the multinational RIMPAC exercises are held 
biennially on even years in Hawaii – officially considered “engagement with the US” and part 
of the even year IPEs – has considerably shaped IPE on those years.) 

There are also differences in how the IPE operates between odd and even years. The 
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concentrated task group approach to the South Asian and South-East Asian regions has 
reverted to dispersed single ship port visits in the Pacific Islands, necessitated by the 
limited port infrastructure. Furthermore, the focus of odd-years on demonstrating Australia’s 
progress in joint effects has been eschewed in the even-year activities. Indeed, the notion 
of jointness is relatively meaningless in countries without air forces, navies and in some 
cases, land forces other than police.

Table 1: The distinction between odd and even year Endeavours

Odd year Even year

Area of Focus The Indian Ocean and South-
East Asia

South Pacific

Chain of Command Joint Operations Eastern Fleet

Operational Emphasis Joint Whole of Government

Main Mechanism Interoperability with Partners Public Engagement

Type of Force Concentrated Force Dispersed Force

Commander ADF Navy

Partners’ Warfighting Capabilities High to Medium Low

Naval diplomacy as marketing

Naval diplomacy is a campaign intended to shape the audience’s beliefs, perceptions, 
calculations, emotions and, ultimately, their behaviour. The true experts in this field are 
marketing professionals. Like naval diplomacy, marketing’s ultimate aim is to influence 
the target audience’s perceptions to elicit either a change in behaviour (e.g. change brand 
loyalties), reinforce existing behaviour (e.g. remain loyal to the brand) or deter certain 
behaviour (e.g. drink driving prevention campaigns). It is not taxing to reimagine “brand of 
choice” as “security partner of choice”. Marketing is an interdisciplinary field that draws 
upon four main subject areas: 

• Analysis: understanding the audience’s current perceptions, desires, loyalties and 
behaviour through extensive background research and data collection (e.g. statistical 
analysis of spending behaviour, focus groups, etc.).

• Psychology: understanding the decision-making process of the target audience, so to be 
able to shape and influence it (e.g. how to overcome loss-aversion when spending money).

• Strategic Communication: understanding how to disrupt or reinforce the target’s 
perceptions, calculations and behaviour

• The Campaign: thinking in terms of a campaign that spans both time and different 
mediums (as communicating through a single medium will have limited impact). 

Good naval diplomacy should follow the same four-step process. Indeed, they largely reflect 
Geoffrey Till’s three-step processes of naval diplomacy: 

I. picture building (intelligence gathering); 

II. coercion (compellence and deterrence); and 

III. coalition building.39 

Effective naval diplomacy cannot be done on the fly. It involves extensive background 
research on each partner’s current perceptions, emotional beliefs, interests and behaviours. 
Next, it requires an understanding of the target government’s decision-making process 



RESEARCH PAPERS AND REPORTS TO CREATE “A THINKING NAVY, A FIGHTING NAVY, AN AUSTRALIAN NAVY”

18

when either choosing a security partner of choice or potentially threatening an Australian 
strategic interest. The third step is arriving at the message of the campaign, which will 
shape the target’s future behaviour. Finally, the campaign will require a concerted long-term 
effort across government, industry and civil society. In short, naval diplomacy planning 
should resemble a marketing campaign for a major product. The room should be filled with 
very smart, very experienced area experts from a range of different backgrounds who are 
provided with the time and resources necessary to craft a holistic campaign.

Australia as the security partner of choice: the lesson from brands

Brands are the most powerful tool in a marketer’s arsenal. They are also incredibly 
valuable, often being priced higher than the net worth of the company’s physical capital. 
As Distinguished Professor of International Marketing Philip Kotler and Dr David Gertner 
explains: “Brands incite beliefs, evoke emotions and prompt behaviours.”40 People who 
claim to know nothing about cars, for example, will be able to describe – sometimes in 
great detail – what a Mercedes-Benz represents (e.g. prestige, status). Sporting teams, 
likewise, are often conceptualised as brands. The Dallas Cowboys or Manchester United, 
for instance, convey a certain personality, values and a level of proficiency. Militaries are 
also brands. Like sporting teams, the ADF, TNI or USMC all are believed to possess a 
distinct personality, set of values and a certain level of proficiency. As a consequence of 
branding, people who know little about military affairs will be able to describe the ethos 
of the US Marine Corps. This audience does not know the actual USMC, they know its 
brand. Often, the descriptions of different corporate, sporting or military brands will remain 
remarkably similar across cultures. That is, the answers will remain consistent regardless 
of whether the question is asked in France, China, or South Africa. For naval diplomacy, this 
is a potentially valuable characteristic of branding.

In corporate or sporting marketing spheres, the basic goal is to build brand loyalty. Thus, a 
certain laundry powder or sporting team becomes a customer’s brand of choice. Hopefully, 
this becomes subconscious with the customer reaching for a certain product without weighing 
up the alternatives. This might be for a range of reasons, from a psychological process (e.g. 
humans are cognitive misers and save brain power by only making new decisions when 
forced) or emotional (e.g. a known brand is reassuring and provokes a feeling of security). 
This is what the Australian Government should be aiming to achieve when it speaks of making 
Australia the “security partner of choice”… at best, there should be no choice made at all.

What does all this mean for the even and odd year IPEs?

In a marketing campaign meeting, the most oft-repeated phrase is the constant reminder to 
remain “on brand”. This becomes problematic if we conceptualise the IPE as a marketing 
campaign. As shown above, the even and odd year IPEs are currently marketing two different 
brands: Brand ADF and Brand Australia. 

The odd-year IPEs emphasise demonstrating the value of the ADF’s jointness, proficiency 
in combined operations and its flexibility to regional partners. Their main focus is upon 
building interoperability and high-end warfighting with the partner nations. The message is 
generally that the ADF’s strategic weight is greater than the sum of its parts. This message, 
in turn, has three outcomes: 

I. partners see potential value from deepening their engagement with the ADF and 
learning from it; 

II. showcasing capabilities in case they are needed (e.g. HADR), and 
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III. it acts a deterrent to potential adversities. More than this, however, the odd-year IPE 
should work to elicit a carefully manicured set of beliefs about the ADF’s personality, 
proficiency, capabilities and values. 

It should evoke emotions, which include respect and friendship. And, ultimately, it should 
lead to certain favourable behaviours that are routine and not a conscious choice in the 
partner’s mind.

The even-year IPEs are significantly different. The engagement with South Pacific nations is 
less focussed on warfighting and more on capacity building and constabulary operations. 
The emphasis of the even-year Endeavours is to demonstrate Australia’s whole of 
government effort to the region, including Federal Police and international development 
agencies. Indeed, the ADF is often simply a critical enabler for these agencies’ activities. 
The brand being marketed is Brand Australia, in a whole of government sense.

To improve clarity, precision and strategic effect, the IPE could be divided into a family of 
activities. The odd-year activities could continue to focus on Brand ADF and its marketing 
campaign could be called “IPE”. The even-year activities, however, could single-mindedly 
focus upon Brand Australia and call its marketing campaign “The South Pacific Endeavour” 
or something similar.

Table 2: The Endeavour Family of Exercises

The Indo-Pacific Endeavour The South Pacific Endeavour 

Brand Brand ADF Brand Australia

Strategic 
Communication

The ADF is the security partner of 
choice

Australia is the security partner of 
choice

Strategic Objective Security Partner Building Sphere of Influence Building

Area of Focus
The Indian Ocean and South-East 
Asia

South Pacific

Operational Emphasis Joint Whole of Government

Main Mechanism Interoperability with partners
Public Engagement and state 
capacity building

Strategic Outcome Reassurance and deterrence ‘Band-wagoning (with Australia)
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Proposal 2: Striking a balance between the two images of naval diplomacy
There are two images of naval diplomacy: the capacity-image and the strategic-image. These 
two images view the strategic ends of naval diplomacy in significantly different ways.41 The 
capacity-image of naval diplomacy views naval diplomacy as being primarily concerned with 
providing the Government with options and being able to effectively execute government 
orders if-, when-, and however, they are received. The Government might call upon the ADF 
to do any number of tasks, so maintaining readiness and capacity is an end in and of 
itself. This extends to being able to operate effectively with regional navies and having 
interpersonal relationships that can be called upon. It is easy to imagine situations where 
the Government may call upon Navy to perform a task, which is subsequently enabled 
by a phone call between an Australian naval officer to a foreign friend and colleague. In 
contrast, the strategic-image views naval diplomacy as a means of shaping the behaviour of 
other states, whether they be allies, neutrals or possible competitors. In this image, naval 
diplomacy should influence the decision making of the governing classes of the region. 

Currently, IPE tends to be more closely aligned with the capacity-image than the strategic-
image of naval diplomacy. This is not to say that the strategic-image has been completely 
ignored by IPE planners. It has, however, largely been conflated with the concept of presence.

Vice Admiral Stansfield Turner USN defined “naval presence” missions as “the use of naval 
forces short of war to achieve political objectives.”42 Presence is often cited as one of 
the strategic objectives of the IPE and is emphasised in almost every one of its policy 
documents and by previous IPE commanders. Vice Admiral Turner, however, continues 
by explaining that presence needs to have a purpose. He argues that presence has 
two broad objectives: “deter actions inimical to the interests of the United States or its 
allies” or “encourage actions that are in the interests of the United States or its allies.”43 

 This second step is often not fully developed in the planning phase of the IPE – not because 
it is considered unimportant, but because (as discussed in Proposal 1), crafting activities 
that will shape the partner’s perceptions takes a significant upfront investment of time and 
resources. As a consequence, simply being busy (i.e. presence) has often been used as a 
proxy for having a strategic effect. This should be rectified with greater resources devoted 
to planning and preparation that will allow a better balance to be struck between the two 
images of naval diplomacy.

The capacity image of naval diplomacy

Political scientists would call the capacity image “social capital building”. The “core idea of 
the social capital theory is that social networks have value” argued Robert Putnam, “Just 
as a screwdriver (physical capital) or a college education (human capital) can increase 
productivity (both individually and collectively), so too social contacts affect the productivity 
of individuals and groups.”44 The value within social capital lies not with the individuals 
involved but rather within the connection itself. A large number of highly virtuous people, 
living righteous lives, in isolation, would possess little social capital. Individuals living in a 
traditional tribal society, in contrast, would possess thick and abundant ties with the other 
members of the group that would produce rich social capital.

Social capital, like other forms of capital, can then be “spent” to accomplish the aims of 
the individual, community or organisation. Your grandmother, for example, may share stories 
of growing up in an era that had higher social capital than today. She may reminisce, for 
instance, of running out of sugar, walking next door to borrow some, only to discover no-one 
home, and so letting herself in, helping herself to the sugar and leaving an IOU note on the 
kitchen bench. Your grandmother may be using different nomenclature, but her story is about 
exploiting “interoperability”, “partnerships” and “trust” to achieve an objective. History books 
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are littered with examples of military personnel developing social capital, which has been able 
to be spent at opportune times to accomplish important strategic objectives. One example 
is John Blaxland’s account of the INTERFET’s experience, where the ADF’s relationship with 
regional counterparts is attributed to its successful outcome. Blaxland writes:

Equally important, if not more so, were Australia’s links with regional security partners. 
The long but modest investment in the relationships with Thailand was symptomatic of the 
significance of maintaining strong working relationships with South-East Asian countries. 
Even the investment in the relationship with Indonesia over several years helped to avert 
far worse an outcome…The investment in the relationship with Malaysia, Singapore and 
the Philippines similar paid significant dividends as they committed to support the mission 
in East Timor. The Australian Army and the wider ADF derived inestimable benefit from the 
regional relationship.

The most striking aspect of Blaxland’s passage is repetition (emphasis added). Despite 
each of these relationships were significantly different in scope and nature, Blaxland 
indirectly infers that they are all cases of social capital: these relations were investments 
that could be cashed in when needed.

Despite the capacity-image of naval diplomacy being the dominant current approach to 
IPE, planners still, at times, neglect social capital when developing IPE activities. The IPE 
itineraries often include activities that seemingly contribute little to either the social capital 
or the strategic-image. Any activity that does not increase social capital between the 
Australian contingent and their military and political counterparts should be reconsidered. 
For instance, arriving in a country and helping to build a school without the participation of 
the host nation’s military, is much like a virtuous person, living a righteous life, in isolation. 
It contributes little to social capital. Building a school in partnership with the host nation’s 
military, on the other hand, could be considered to be more akin to an Amish barn-raising, 
which is vital for cultivating and reinforcing social bonds and relationships.45

The strategic image of naval diplomacy

For over 40 years, Ross Babbage’s strategic analysis has consistently begun from the same 
starting assumption, which is:

It is not necessarily the will of the entire population of the opposing country that matters 
or even the will of large numbers of people. The resolution Australia would primarily need 
to attack is that of a relatively small decision-making elite. It may comprise the country’s 
prime minister or president, senior cabinet members representing major sectors of 
society and government authority, a few top military commanders and a small group of 
advisers…this is the core group whose views Australia’s strategy should aim to change.46

Although there may be questions arising from Babbage’s subsequent logical flow, his starting 
point is arguably the soundest of all Australia’s strategic thinkers. If the objective is to 
“shape the international environment”, then the focus must be upon shaping the behaviour 
of the region’s nation-states which remain the most consequential actors in the international 
system. The political elite within each state is subsequently the most consequential actor in 
determining their state’s future international behaviour. It follows, therefore, that they ought 
to be the target audience of Australia’s naval diplomacy – at least as far as the strategic-
image is concerned. 

Naval diplomacy begins and ends with influence.47 Naval diplomacy shapes the international 
environment by grooming, prompting, pressuring, reassuring, helping and threatening the 
region’s political elites. Put simply, however, these tasks can be divided into two main 
efforts: reassurance and general deterrence. As discussed previously, reassurance was 
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one of the driving forces behind the creation of the IPE. There were concerns that the 
acquisition of the LHDs may cause some security anxiety within the region. Reassurance 
strategies are designed to regulate international relationships and improve trust by 
signalling intentions. As a tactic, it involves the reassurer making a goodwill gesture 
and gauging the other actor’s intentions by their reaction to it or in the words of 
Shiping Tang “…reassurance is a means toward the larger end of knowing another 
state’s intentions and then increasing cooperation if those intentions are benign.”48 

This process becomes a self-reinforcing cycle where successful reassurance leads to 
cooperation, which then permits even greater reassurance, trust and cooperation.49

Deterrence strategies dissuade other actors from the undertaking, or even contemplating, 
malign actions by increasing the costs and/or risks associated with these actions.50 

Deterrence is a threat. That threat, however, can be communicated in non-threatening ways 
to non-specific parties. Displaying capabilities, even in a friendly way, can deter. To illustrate, 
imagine a large muscular parent playing with their laughing children by tossing them high 
into the air. This friendly, even charming, display of physical power and coordination may 
well convince any would-be thieves to search for an easier victim. Naval diplomacy holds 
the potential to communicate capabilities similarly (i.e. as a non-threatening threat).51 This 
observation reflects Kevin Rowlands’ view of classical naval diplomacy, who submits that:

The three pillars of deterrence, status and amity, need not be mutually exclusive. They 
can be seen operating almost as a virtuous circle. By building alliances, aggression 
can be deterred. By being perceived as strong in battle, friendships, whether real or 
of convenience, can be won. By balancing popularity and fear a certain status can be 
achieved. By occupying high rank in the pecking order of states, the more aggression is 
deterred and the more partnerships area attracted.52

For the IPE specifically, naval diplomacy can deter aggression against Australia or its strategic 
interests through two mechanisms. First, as a display of the ADF’s “jointness”. That is, that 
the ADF’s capabilities are greater than the sum of its parts. Second, exercises designed 
to enhance interoperability can simultaneously be a reassurance strategy with the partner 
and a deterrent strategy to a third party. The deterrence can operate at both the political-
level (i.e. the third party state recalculates the closeness of the security relationship and 
how willingly each partner may support the other in a crisis) and operationally (i.e. the more 
effectively the partners can operate together, the more weight that places on the scales of 
the regional balance of capabilities).53

Rebalancing the IPE objectives

The IPE should work towards striking a better balance between the capacity-image and 
strategic-image of naval diplomacy’s objectives. This would not only make Australia’s naval 
diplomacy more effective, but it would also be more closely aligned with the strategic 
guidance handed down through the 2016 Defence White Paper. In the executive summary, 
the 2016 Defence White Paper states that:

Defence will increase its investment in international engagement over the next 20 years 
to help reduce the risk of military confrontation, build interoperability with key partners 
and improve the coordination of responses to shared international challenges including 
terrorism and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.54

There are elements of both the capacity-image and strategic-image of naval diplomacy within 
the White Paper’s thinking on international engagement. Later, when the 2016 Defence 
White Paper transitions onto outlining specific objectives there were once again elements of 
both images contained in the text.
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2016 Defence White Paper55

This enhancement to our International Defence Engagement is based on four objectives:

• To enhance ADF capability by maintaining access to high-end intelligence, technology and 
military capability from our alliance partner the United States, and by maintaining the 
ADF’s ability to operate effectively with the United States and other partners in our region 
and further afield.

• To generate and sustain Australia’s regional and global influence, that is, our ability to 
influence international security outcomes and to maintain our status internationally as a 
respected and capable security actor.

• To generate active and effective security partnerships that enable Defence to quickly and 
effectively deploy in our region and further afield, sustain these operations, and to support 
the capacity of partners to operate in concert with the ADF.

• To enhance international security resilience by supporting a rules-based global order, 
including strong regional and international security architectures, which protects 
Australia’s interests by minimising the risk of coercion, instability, tensions or conflict and 
resolving conflicts through lawful and peaceful means.

Here, the 2016 Defence White Paper gives equal weighting to both the capacity-image and 
strategic-image of naval diplomacy. Indeed, if anything, points two and four, “generate and 
sustain Australia’s regional and global influence”, and “enhance international security 
resilience” relate to the strategic image; while the third point “generate active and effective 
security partnerships” is closer to the traditional capacity-image of naval diplomacy.56 

How could the IPE operationalise these efforts? In short, activities in pursuit of the capacity 
image of naval diplomacy will generally require less effort. This is because almost any 
activity that is performed in conjunction with the partners’ military forces can be said to 
be improving social capital (i.e. anything from barn-raising through to high tempo military 
exercises). In contrast, the effective application of the strategic-image of naval diplomacy 
requires time, thought and broad foreign policy expertise. This is because not only is the 
partner’s response relevant, but so too is how other regional actors are likely to perceive 
the activity and accordingly adjust their future behaviour. 

How could this be achieved? It is difficult and there is no silver bullet, however, there are 
things the ADF could concentrate upon to improve the effectiveness of the strategic-image of 
naval diplomacy aspects of the IPE, namely: To evaluate every proposed IPE activity’s social 
capital and strategic influence impact. Every proposed activity could be scored against a set 
of criteria that forces planners to evaluate the activity’s likely impact. For example, a cross-
decking exercise with the Indian Navy may score highly on the social capital scale, and the 
strategic influence scale as it will simultaneously act to reassure the Indian political class 
and contribute to Australia’s deterrent posture when viewed by any potentially revisionist 
third-party actors. In contrast, in the absence of the partner country’s personnel, helping a 
remote school on an isolated Pacific Island may contribute little to social capital, deterrence 
or reassurance.

Proposal 3: Extended 12 month lifecycle for each activity
Ultimately, the limitations identified in proposals 1 and 2 can only be rectified with more 
time directed towards planning and preparation and the acknowledgement that successful 
naval diplomacy requires a skill set that includes: 
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• operational expertise (i.e. ADF);

• a deep understanding of the decision-makers and decision-making processes within 
each partner country (i.e. country experts at universities and Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade – DFAT); and 

• an understanding what kind of activities are most likely to elicit the desired future 
behaviour in the target audience while keeping in mind cultural and political differences 
(i.e. strategic psychologists, political scientists, marketing professionals, etc.). 

IPE exercises should have 12-month lifecycles. Arguably the most significant change to IPE 
20 is that the commander has been appointed much earlier than in previous iterations. This 
has allowed the commander to visit the region and develop relationships with political and 
military partners and consult and liaise more deeply with DFAT posts and country sections. 
These reforms should be institutionalised.

To be effective, naval diplomacy requires substantial preparation. It requires a whole-of-
government effort where expertise can be brought in to maximise political and strategic 
impact. It cannot be expected, for example, that the DFAT liaison officer (LO) assigned to the 
IPE HQ will possess country expertise in every country that the IPE intends to visit and also 
be fully literate on China and the US alliance. The DFAT LO will need to reach back into their 
organisation for expertise and guidance. They will also wish to consult with DFAT’s overseas 
posts and the network of Defence Attachés before making decisions, which are already 
under-resourced and are becoming lighter. This will take time.

The 12 -month lifecycle could subsequently be divided into three phases: the preparatory 
(pre-sail), culmination (sail) and consolidation (post-sail) (See Appendix 1). This paper has 
already discussed the importance of extending the preparatory stage of the IPE activity and 
providing it with the necessary human, physical and financial resources. The other missing 
component to effective naval diplomacy is the consolidation of the gains achieved during 
the first and second phases. The consolidation phase should span from the return of the 
task group through to the following activity. It could involve, for example, smaller, specialised 
targeted exercises that respond to key areas of collaboration between the ADF and the 
partner force or a critical capability gap identified during the main activity. This phase should 
also include an opportunity for joint learnings between ADF, DFAT and partners. For instance, 
the IPE commander and leadership team could return to the partner country for debriefing 
and a discussion of future activities. The process should also consolidate inter-personal 
relationships and provide Australian defence personnel with further in-country language and 
cultural experience (See Appendix 1).

Permanent office for IPE activities

Along with the institutionalisation of the 12-month IPE lifecycle, there is a strong argument 
for the establishment of a permanent office. This would provide the enterprise with a 
permanent address, institutional knowledge and the ability for the command staff to hit the 
ground running. The office could be relatively small consisting of:

• Political advisor: a civilian with a PhD in political science or a similar field. They would 
be responsible for assembling dossiers on each Indo-Pacific countries’ decision-makers 
and decision-making process. Each year, after the partners have been decided upon, 
the political advisor would draw upon their network of university country-experts and 
DFAT posts and desks to update the dossier. They also capture country-specific lessons 
learnt. In short, these dossiers would be living documents that are regularly updated 
and made accessible to the IPE planning staff for future operations.
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• Chief of staff: a 24-36 month posting facilitating greater continuity of operations and a 
point of contact for any post-activity requests from partner countries.

• Executive assistant: at present the Commanding Officer books their travel and schedules 
their calendar during their preparation time. This is not a cost-effective use of resources. 

Due to the significant differences between the even and odd year exercises, it follows that 
the commander of each will require different skillsets and backgrounds. Consequently, the 
IPE commanders should continue to change at the start of the new lifecycle.

Conclusion
The challenges facing the IPE are not unique to Australia. Even the United States, which 
possesses the most powerful and well-resourced military in human history, finds it difficult 
to resource naval diplomacy adequately. The exercise schedule for the United States Indo-
Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) is massive. Annually, INDOPACOM holds 25 to 30 bilateral 
exercises (from the 36 countries in its area of responsibility). INDOPACOM’s exercise 
schedule is simply too big and moving so fast to contribute very much to the broader 
strategic objectives or to reflect upon exercise design. Exercise COBRA GOLD, for example, 
has been run for decades without being significantly refined or improved. The same could 
be said about RIMPAC or UFL [Ulchi-Focus Lens between the US and ROK]. Indeed, the fact 
INDOPACOM has to bring in thousands of reservists to execute their exercise commitments 
shows how overwhelmed the permanent staff are.

As Australia refocuses on naval diplomacy it is important that it not fall into the INDOPACOM 
trap of valuing quantity over quality – presence over strategic effect. Being busy is not 
enough. Furthermore, at some point, inertia takes control. That is, it becomes more difficult 
to reform exercises the older they become. Australia has participated in every RIMPAC 
since its inauguration in 1971. Not attending, or significantly changing participation would 
communicate much more than simply continuing to do what has always been done. As 
a consequence, despite questions over its continued operational utility, the political and 
strategic consequences for Australia of not participating in RIMPAC means that pulling out 
will never be a serious option. IPE, in contrast, remains relatively young and so the window 
remains open to reforming the activity. This report submits that these improvements largely 
fall under three areas:

To ensure the messaging (i.e. branding) of the activities is clear to Australian and 
international stakeholders, participants and audiences;

To properly resource the activity and acknowledge that longer preparation and consolidation 
periods would greatly strengthen the activity. Related to this point is the need to establish 
a small permanent office. There are good reasons for the commander to rotate through 
12-month cycles, but a small permanent staff would facilitate institutional knowledge and 
permit efficiencies in the workflow; and

A better balance needs to be structured between the capacity-image and strategic-image of 
naval diplomacy for the IPE to reach its full potential. 
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Appendix 1: Proposed 12-month lifecycle of the Indo-Pacific Endeavour

The Preparatory Phase (pre-sail)

8 months before sail

i. Appointment of the Commanding Officer (CO) and the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) Liaison Officer (LO). They join the permanent IPE office staff (e.g. Chief of 
Staff, political advisor).

ii. Initial planning conference that, in addition to the permanent staff, includes the 
new Commanding Officer, DFAT LO and Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO) 
representative, International Policy Division and representatives from Joint Operations 
Command’s J5 (Plans & Policy), J2 (Intelligence) and J3 (Operations) and Maritime 
Headquarters’ (MHQ) N5 (Plans & Policy), N2 (Intelligence) and N3 (Operations).

7 months before sail

iii. The CO, chief of staff, DFAT LO, political advisor, a DIO representative and military staff 
officers (even years also include AFP, international aid) travel to partner countries to 
discuss opportunities and future exercises.

iv. Strategic impact assessments.

v. Main planning conference.

From 4 months before sail

vi. The deployment of advance ADF elements. The timing and composition of these 
elements would be tailored to the individual partner nation. They could range from 
additional support to the Defence Attaché through to significant forces arriving months 
in advance to begin exercising with the partner’s military.

1 month before sail

vii. Final planning conference.

The Culmination Phase (sail)

The arrival of the IPE main element. This represents the culmination of the IPE lifecycle. 
Along with the main taskforce, other tailored joint elements should arrive in-country. For 
example, P-8A Poseidon aircraft may join the IPE taskforce in one country before returning 
to Australia, while a C-17 Globemaster with specialised Army unit may arrive at the following 
destination. Regardless of the military contribution, however, Australia’s diplomatic effort 
should focus upon this culmination point. For instance, in many cases, the arrival of the 
IPE main element should coincide with an Australian Ministerial visit. The Ministerial visit 
ensures that :

a. the partner country’s government are actively involved; and 

b. that the diplomatic message of the visit can be finetuned (i.e. whether the diplomatic 
contingent is led by Minister for Agriculture, Defence, Tourism, or Foreign Affairs will 
communicate intent). 

The Consolidation Phase (Post-Sail)

Subsequent exercises and deployments. Following the departure of the IPE main element, 
smaller, specialised and targeted exercises can be conducted between the ADF and 
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Endnotes
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Executive Summary
This report analyses the Royal Australian Navy (RAN)’s material 
preparedness to meet its future Humanitarian Assistance and 
Disaster Relief (HADR) obligations: if the Navy has enough platforms 
and if those assets have suitable capabilities to perform disaster 
relief. As climate change increases the incidence of cyclones, 
earthquakes, and tsunamis in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, Australia 
as a regional power will be expected to aid affected populations; the 
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RAN must, therefore, be prepared for HADR, and its ability to sealift aid will become one of its 
most important non-warfighting functions. Particularly important for the RAN to prepare for are 
complex ‘concurrency pressures’ isolated by the 2018 Parliamentary Hearing on Climate Change 
and National Security: where it will have to respond to either a chain of natural disasters striking 
abroad or a simultaneous domestic and foreign need for HADR. 

This report finds that the RAN should be cautiously optimistic about its overall HADR 
preparedness. The RAN’s 2014-2015 acquisition of two new Canberra-class Landing Helicopter 
Dock (LHD) ships – amphibious vessels with greater capacity for personnel and helicopters 
than any previous asset – has enhanced its abilities to deliver aid and to coordinate complex 
HADR operations from the sea. However, the RAN’s HADR operations from 2005-2017 also 
highlight that technical problem in its assets (ships and aircraft), the strain of handling 
concurrency pressures, and increased needs to deploy on disaster relief that will divert it from 
the core task of warfighting are all ongoing concerns that could diminish its HADR readiness. 

To bolster its HADR readiness, the RAN should consider two policy options. First, it should 
expand regional HADR cooperation with other navies, which will build coordination in the event 
of an actual natural disaster and mitigate the increased HADR burden its ships will face with 
climate change. Second, it should conduct a force review to analyse the performance of its 
assets under climate change, including formally assessing the time and resources it will need to 
spend on future HADR and ensuring that its amphibious elements will be capable of performing 
both warfighting and HADR missions. If implemented within the next five to ten years, these 
steps will reduce the risk that the RAN is caught unprepared for its long-term, future HADR 
obligations. 

This report proceeds in 6 sections:

• An introduction first presents the reasons why the RAN needs to be prepared for HADR, 
including why the Navy performs disaster relief and its increased need to do so as 
climate change accelerates;

• Chapter 1 provides a brief background and literature review of the RAN’s participation 
in HADR, outlining some of its doctrine on HADR and its past humanitarian operations; 

• Chapter 2 presents two key findings of the current state of the RAN’s HADR 
preparedness, analysing how the Canberra-class LHDs bolster its preparedness while 
technical issues in its assets diminish it; 

• Chapter 3 tries to forecast the RAN’s performance in the two ‘concurrency’ scenarios 
described above, using examples from its historical HADR operations;

• Chapter 4 lays out two policy recommendations for the RAN in bolstering its HADR 
performance, and suggests that it should seek to expand multilateral disaster 
cooperation and to review its force readiness in light of climate change; 

• Finally, the conclusion summarises overall lessons learned for the RAN and the report’s 
overall findings.

Introduction: Why Must the RAN Be Prepared for HADR?
The Royal Australian Navy performs more tasks than just warfighting. As conceptualised 
by the RAN’s Australian Maritime Doctrine (2010), the ‘span of maritime tasks’ includes 
‘operations other than war,’ such as ‘diplomatic’ and ‘constabulary’ operations focused on 
foreign policy and policing.1

Foremost among such operations is the RAN’s role in HADR: providing aid to affected 
populations after a natural disaster. Given Australia’s ‘middle power’ status in the Pacific – 
one of the world’s most disaster-prone areas – it is expected to take a leading role in disaster 



SEA POWER CENTRE AUSTRALIA 2021 ANNUAL

33

their average of 12 natural disasters per year will increase.6 Countries like Fiji and Vanuatu 
are also subject to additional disaster risks from earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, 
and climate change means that cyclones could strike areas in the Pacific that have never 
experienced them before.7 Another new risk from climate change will be ‘concurrency 
pressures,’ where the RAN will have to simultaneously respond to either a chain of two or 
more natural disasters abroad or a domestic and foreign disaster at the same time.8 For the 
RAN, more frequent and concurrent regional deployments in disaster response could stretch 
thin its resources and divert it from its core task of warfighting.9

Given these projected strains, it is necessary to consider the RAN’s preparedness to continue 
fulfilling its HADR obligations. This report takes on this task, analysing ‘preparedness’ 
through the lens of material capability: considering if the Navy has sufficient and suitably 
equipped ‘major systems’ for HADR, which ‘…include ships, aircraft and other major equipment 
systems that are the core elements of capability.’10

response and must do so frequently.2 The RAN’s ability to sealift bulk supplies such as food 
and medical aid across vast distances means it plays a uniquely important role in disaster 
relief.3 Much of the task burden in a HADR scenario, therefore, falls on the Navy’s shoulders, 
and it is often called upon by the Australian government as a ‘first responder’ to disaster.4 
This burden will only grow heavier as climate change increases the rate and severity of natural 
disasters. Storms, flooding, and especially cyclones in the Indo-Pacific (which has 90% of the 
world’s exposure to them) will all hit harder as climate change disrupts weather patterns.5 

Particularly affected will be Pacific Island nations, whose low-lying geography means that 
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Chapter 1 Background and literature review
The Australian Agency for International Development defines humanitarian assistance as 
actions to ‘save lives, alleviate suffering and enhance human dignity during and in the aftermath 
of natural disasters and human-induced crises.’11 
This involves ‘helping developing countries prepare 
for, respond to and recover from humanitarian 
crises,’ including disasters such as floods, cyclones, 
and earthquakes.12 This post-disaster recovery 
assistance is the focus of this report. 

The RAN’s significant responsibility for such 
assistance is shown by the size of the 
Australian Defence Force’s area of operations: 
at 65 million square kilometres, it stretches 
across one-twelfth of the world’s surface area.13 
Accordingly, the RAN has been deployed as far 
as the Philippines and Indonesia in the north, 
for Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 and the Indian 
Ocean tsunami and earthquakes in 2004-
2005; to Fiji and Vanuatu in the east for various 
operations;14 and domestically, as seen by the 
deployment of HMAS Choules to aid Queensland 
after Cyclone Debbie struck in 2017.15 

Table 1 lists some of the RAN’s recent HADR deployments. 

Year Disaster Affected nation(s) RAN Assets Deployed

2004 Boxing Day tsunami Indonesia HMAS Kanimbla, Sea King 
helicopters (2x)16

2005 Banda Aceh earthquake Indonesia HMAS Kanimbla, Sea King 
helicopters (2x)17

2009 Padang earthquake Indonesia HMAS Kanimbla, Sea King 
helicopters (2x)18

2009 Samoa earthquake and 
tsunami

Samoa, Tonga HMAS Tobruk19

2013 Typhoon Haiyan Philippines HMAS Tobruk20

2015 Cyclone Pam Vanuatu HMAS Tobruk, MRH-90 
Taipan helicopter (1x)21

2016 Cyclone Winston Fiji HMAS Canberra, MRH-90 
Taipan helicopters also 
used by Army (3x)22

2017 Cyclone Debbie Australia HMAS Choules23

2017 Vanuatu volcanic activity Vanuatu HMAS Choules, MRH-90 
Taipan helicopter (1x)24

Table 1: Recent major HADR operations by the RAN 

Figure 2: Primary operating environment of the ADF 17
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Reflecting its role in HADR, the Royal Australian Navy has incorporated disaster relief into its 
doctrine. Australian Maritime Doctrine (2010), the guiding publication on RAN strategic thinking, 
classifies HADR as a ‘diplomatic operation’ and notes the RAN’s role in supporting Indonesia 
after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.25 Australian Maritime Operations (2017) continues this 
classification; while it labels HADR a benign maritime task, it shows more war-focused 
thinking in noting that ‘power projection’ (deploying forces across great distances) and the 
ability to operate in the littoral (close to shore) are crucial to disaster relief operations.26 

The 2016 Defence White Paper similarly recognises the importance of naval capabilities for 
HADR in declaring that ‘Our surface vessels…must also contribute to a wide range of whole-
of-government priorities, including…humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.’27 However, 
there has been little deeper, Navy-specific analysis expanding on this concept. The latest 
analysis of HADR readiness – now out-dated and not addressing climate change – seems to 
be RAN Commodore Peter Leschen’s 2010 analysis of 2009 aid to Indonesia and Samoa, 
which also considered how then-new Landing Helicopter Dock ships set for the acquisition 
would bolster the Navy’s HADR performance.28

A final point is that the operational complexity of HADR missions increases the importance 
of RAN preparedness for them. Before a ship departs, appropriate supplies such as 
medical aid, food and water, and tents must be loaded on – not to mention weeks of 
provisions for Australian personnel. After arrival at the host country, a typical operation 
involves units such as hydrological teams to survey the coastline, finding suitable landing 
sites for vehicles and assessing damage; medical teams working onshore and on-ship to 
treat injuries; engineers to rebuild destroyed infrastructure onshore and most importantly 
RAN and ADF personnel constantly operating helicopters and landing craft to air- and 
sealift aid and to evacuate civilians.29 

Chapter 2 The state of RAN HADR preparedness
This chapter presents two findings of the current state of RAN HADR preparedness, based 
on two case studies: RAN aid to Fiji in 2016, and domestic HADR after Cyclones Yasi and 
Debbie struck Queensland in 2011 and 2017, respectively. The fact that these operations 
were conducted recently suggests that they provide an accurate snapshot of current HADR 
readiness.  

Key Finding 1: the RAN’s acquisition of two new amphibious Canberra class Landing 
Helicopter Dock (LHD) ships significantly enhances its HADR preparedness. 

In light of increased Australian presence in the Indo-Pacific, the RAN acquired HMAS 
Canberra and Adelaide in 2014-2015 to bolster its amphibious capability: the ability to land 
forces across vast maritime distances, projecting military power.30 These LHDs represent a 
significant upgrade in capability from their predecessors, Landing Platform Amphibious (LPA) 
ships HMAS Manoora and Kanimbla. They boast a 1000 troop capacity instead of the LPAs’ 
450, an 18-helicopter capacity instead of 3, space for 4 landing craft instead of just 2, and 
a tonnage of 30,000 instead of just 8,000.31

This upgrade means the RAN can now mount larger and more effective HADR operations. 
The LHDs’ increased troop capacity and tonnage mean they can carry more of the diverse 
personnel necessary to aid the host country. Also, more helicopters and landing craft on 
the LHDs improve the RAN’s transport capabilities, meaning that supplies such as food 
and water can get onshore quicker; more civilians can be evacuated to other areas in the 
host country or the hospitals on board Canberra and Adelaide; all while personnel are being 
delivered onshore to help rebuild.32 
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HMAS KANIMBLA (1994 – 2011) HMAS CANBERRA (2014 – PRESENT)

Troop capacity
The maximum number of troops 
that can be embarked.

Source: “HMAS Kanimbla (II).”  
Royal Australian Navy. Royal Australian Navy.  

http://www.navy.gov.au/hmas-kanimbla-ii

Troop capacity
The maximum number of troops 
that can be embarked.

Source: “HMAS Canberra (III).”  
Royal Australian Navy. Royal Australian Navy.  

http://www.navy.gov.au/hmas-canberra-iii

Helicopter capacity
Maximum number of helicopters that can be 
embarked (flight deck and storage combined).  

Helicopter capacity
Maximum number of helicopters that can be 
embarked (flight deck and storage combined).  

Tonnage
Weight carrying capacity of the ship.  

Tonnage
Weight carrying capacity of the ship.  

These improved abilities were confirmed in HMAS Canberra’s first deployment, responding 
in 2016 after Cyclone Winston struck Fiji.33 Despite the challenges of responding to the 
worst cyclone in Fijian history – with 62% of the population affected34 –  the Department of 
Defence emphasises Canberra was able to:

• Deliver more than 114 tonnes of aid (food, tents, medical supplies) via landing craft;35

• Deliver more than 140 tonnes of aid via helicopter;36

• Facilitate repairs to nine schools, three medical centres, five community centres and 
four churches;37

As even multiple independent analysts pointed out in the aftermath, the scope of Operation 
FIJI ASSIST was unprecedented and validates Defence’s assessment that the LHDs have 
massively improved Australia’s HADR capability:38

New amphibious ships, coupled with an existing strategic airlift capability, mean Defence 
can now deliver aid supplies, personnel and equipment more efficiently and effectively 
across the region.39

More importantly, the RAN should keep in mind ‘hidden benefits’ that the LHDs offer for 
HADR – benefits that go beyond the ability to physically deliver more aid. For instance, 
Canberra’s increased size meant that during FIJI ASSIST, it effectively served as a self-
sustaining, sea-based command centre.40 This had the benefit of not needing to rely on 
the Fijian government for supplies while keeping Australian military presence minimal 
and only based at sea.41 This marks a significant improvement from an era where LPAs 
were the primary ships deployed on HADR. In aiding Indonesia after the 2004 tsunami, for 
instance, the small size of HMAS Kanimbla meant the ADF’s task force was forced to set up 
headquarters onshore, not only forcing commanding officers to constantly shuttle between 
land and sea; but also creating a large footprint onshore, politically sensitive given the 
Indonesian government’s concerns about maintaining its sovereign control over response 

Figure 3: LPA-LHD Comparison34
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efforts.42 Canberra’s 2016 performance thus validates RAN Commodore Leschen’s 2010 
analysis, where he suggested the then not-yet-built LHDs would offer both a greater ability to 
physically deliver aid and these greater command-and-control benefits.43 

Key Finding 2: Technical issues faced by RAN assets have prevented effective HADR 
response in the past, and remain a challenge for current preparedness. 

The most high-profile example of this issue was when the RAN was unable to assist 
Queensland after Cyclone Yasi struck in February 2011, due to technical problems on all of 
its amphibious ships – the LPAs HMAS Kanimbla and Manoora, and the Landing Ship Heavy 
HMAS Tobruk. Manoora had irreparable issues with corrosion and its gearbox, forcing it by 
late 2010 to start being decommissioned; her sister Kanimbla was undergoing 18-month 
extended maintenance and also unable to respond.44 Meanwhile, Tobruk was supposed to 
be on call to respond within 48 hours, but in reality, was undergoing urgent repairs for 
corrosion that left parts of the hull only 2 mm thick.45 The RAN’s failure to respond had real 
consequences for the 10,000 Queenslanders and 300 medical patients who needed to be 
evacuated,46 as an amphibious sealift capability would have been perfectly suited for such 
‘non-combatant evacuation.47  

Numerous voices have since confirmed that the RAN’s mismanagement in maintaining 
its assets was the biggest factor behind this failure. The formal review commissioned in 
the aftermath of Yasi found a ‘can-do, make-do’ culture in the RAN that prioritised a high 
tempo of operations for the LPAs, explaining why both 40-year old ships were strained and 
suffered the problems they did by the time Yasi struck.48 More recently, Admiral Chris Barrie 
explained to Parliament in 2018 that there was ‘a failure to take preparedness seriously,’ 
and that ‘[the RAN] dropped the ball on this.’49

Technical problems once more became an issue in 2017, when both LHDs could not  assist 
with Cyclone Debbie.50 A propulsion issue aboard Canberra led to both ships being docked 
in Sydney for inspection.51 However, unlike Yasi, these problems did not arise because of 
decades of maintenance neglect; it was purely by chance that they coincided with Debbie.52 
The precaution taken in docking both ships shows an improvement by the RAN of taking 
seaworthiness seriously.53 As Andrew Davies, of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
noted, ‘They [the navy’s brass] could also regard themselves as unlucky that an unforeseen 
technical problem came just at the wrong time.’54 Nevertheless, the lesson remains for the 
RAN that these unforeseen technical problems with bad timing can prevent it from deploying 
assets urgently needed for HADR. 

While the Navy was able to deploy its other amphibious vessel HMAS Choules to assist, the 
LHDs would have offered greater capabilities than Choules – which can only operate two 
helicopters and only has a troop capacity of 400.55 This highlights that the RAN’s future 
HADR response could be less sizable and efficient than fully possible in a repeat of the 
events of Debbie. 

Even more recently in July 2019, the ADF was forced to ground its entire fleet of MRH-90 
helicopters – the primary aircraft used by the RAN for HADR56 – after problems were detected 
in the tail rotor.57 While the RAN did not have any HADR obligations as the helicopters were 
taken offline, their grounding comes uncomfortably close to the November to April period 
when it must be on disaster standby.58 Furthermore, the Australian National Audit Office 
has labelled the MRH-90s as a ‘project of concern’ since 2011: with technical problems 
and cost overruns meaning that the helicopters have not yet reached full operational status 
as of 2018.59 These ongoing concerns with the MRH-90s increase the risk that they face 
technical problems as they are needed for HADR; in such a case the RAN would completely 
lose its ability to airlift aid, a devastating blow for any HADR operation. 
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Chapter 3 Concurrency pressures and the RAN’s future HADR performance
This chapter forecasts the RAN’s preparedness for future ‘concurrency pressures,’ defined by 
the 2018 Parliamentary Hearing on Climate Change and National Security as ‘a combination 
of disasters or military missions requiring responses simultaneously.’60 With climate change 
intensifying natural disasters in the Pacific, such simultaneous operations will become more 
needed and will divert military resources, for the RAN, its personnel and large ships.61 

This analysis considers two concurrency scenarios in the literature: first, responding to a 
chain of disasters in the region that affect other countries besides Australia; and second, 
responding to a regional disaster while also having HADR needs at home.62 

Scenario 1: Chain of Natural Disasters Abroad

First, the RAN must prepare for two or more natural disasters striking at the same time 
abroad. Such a scenario has happened before: the RAN provided simultaneous aid 
to Indonesia after an earthquake struck in September 2009, and to Samoa after an 
earthquake and tsunami on the same day.63 A more high-profile example, and the focus of 
this analysis, was when the RAN deployed HMAS Kanimbla to aid Indonesia on Operation 
SUMATRA ASSIST after an earthquake in March 2005, just five days after the ship had 
finished HADR operations in the aftermath of the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami and earthquake 
(also in Indonesia).64

In a modern-day repeat of SUMATRA ASSIST, the RAN would likely deploy an LHD. The better 
sea-based, self-sustaining capabilities of the LHDs means that compared to 2005, the 
RAN is better equipped for performing two HADR missions in quick succession. Despite 
this, SUMATRA ASSIST shows that the RAN should be prepared for operational strains in 
handling a chain of natural disasters; particularly as the short timeframe between both 
HADR operations in Indonesia bore fatal consequences. This came in the 2 April 2005 
crash on Nias Island of a RAN Sea King helicopter being used to deliver aid, leading to 
the deaths of 9 ADF personnel.65 As the Board of Inquiry into the tragedy concluded, the 
malfunction of the flight control system which caused the disaster occurred because of 
improper maintenance, including the failure to perform safety inspections while rushing 
Kanimbla to respond to the second earthquake.66 As Commander James Tobin, who oversaw 
the Sea King’s parent squadron noted:

36 hours is never enough time to put two aircraft and 30 people and a flat-bed truck’s 
worth of stores onboard a ship.67

Such operational demands from compressed timeframes will strain even the more capable 
LHDs.68 More frequent deployments under climate change - with shorter rest periods in 
between - increase the risk of safety procedures slipping, especially given the previously-
described technical problems. Even though the Navy has improved its culture of, concurrency 
pressures from climate change are greater than 2005 and offset this. Thus, even though 
the Sea King crash likely represents a worst-case scenario for the RAN, it should keep in 
mind that smaller-scale incidents could take place if it does not prepare for concurrency. 

In short, with the LHDs, the RAN is more prepared for this scenario than 2005: validating 
Defence’s testimony to Parliament that stressed its impressive ‘range of capabilities’ 
for HADR. At the same time, the RAN still faces the same, if not increased, operational 
challenges as 2005, adding urgency to the statements of analysts such as Dr Anthony 
Bergin of ASPI and Defence itself that concurrency could start straining even these improved 
assets by 2025.69
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Scenario 2: Domestic and Foreign Disaster

While it is harder to find an example of simultaneous foreign and domestic HADR, the Centre 
for Policy Development notes that this could emerge under climate change:

One scenario … is the ADF needing 
to respond to a regional request for 
a large-scale HADR deployment in 
the aftermath of a severe tropical 
storm, whilst also responding to a 
natural disaster domestically.70

In this case, the RAN would 
likely deploy both LHDs: one for 
the domestic disaster, and one 
abroad. The examples of Cyclones 
Yasi and Debbie prove that at least 
one amphibious ship would be 
necessary domestically; the cases 
of Fiji and Indonesia show that an 
LHD would be deployed regionally.

However, this could serve as a 
source of strain for the RAN, as 
its concept of operations mostly 
anticipates only one LHD to 
be on disaster standby during 
cyclone season – pre-loaded 
with emergency supplies and on 
48-hour deployment notice. In 
deploying this LHD the RAN would 
ultimately prioritise the domestic 
disaster but then would have to 
rush another LHD or Choules to be ready to assist the foreign nation.71 This would pose 
challenges if that ship was not currently in Australia, but deployed overseas: such as in 
2017 when Choules was diverted from an exercise with New Zealand to aid Vanuatu after 
the threat of an active volcano.72 While Choules did not need to embark additional supplies 
– as its purpose in Vanuatu was merely evacuating the local population – there could be 
a future scenario where a ship would need to return to Australia to do so. As Andrew Davies 
sums up, the challenge for this scenario is that even with three large ships, ‘they will rarely 
be in the right place at the right time.’73

The RAN’s ability to respond would depend on the relative sizes of the two disasters, but 
it could not completely ignore the foreign disaster: as established in the introduction, 
Australia is expected to respond as a regional power. The worst-case scenario for the Navy 
would then be a large domestic disaster, such as when it needed 13 ships to assist Darwin 
after the city was almost destroyed by Cyclone Tracy in 1974.74 In a repeat of such an 
event, RAN aircraft and possibly both LHDs could be tied up in responding, limiting its ability 
to send assets overseas.

To summarise, the lack of historical precedent and the fact that at least two Canberra class 
ships would be required means that this scenario should be a concern for the RAN 
in its future HADR preparedness: more pressing than the first, where the RAN has had 
some operational experience.

Figure 4: Sea King helicopter similar to the one lost on Nias Island.77
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Chapter 4 Policy recommendations 
With the outlook for the RAN discussed in the last two chapters, this chapter now lays out 
two policy recommendations for the Navy. These recommendations attempt to balance the 
RAN’s secondary HADR mission with its primary warfighting mission, seeking solutions that 
enhance its HADR abilities without sacrificing military preparedness.

Recommendation 1: the RAN should seek to expand regional multilateral HADR cooperation, 
particularly with navies in the Indo-Pacific. This involves conducting joint HADR military 
exercises with new partners, to enhance interoperability between navies and generating 
knowledge transfers.

The context behind this recommendation is that Australia needs more regional HADR partners. 
More partners mean more countries that Australia can call on for assistance in handling 
a future concurrency scenario, with their naval assets able to mitigate some future strain 
on the LHDs. Adding to this is that France and New Zealand – Australia’s traditional HADR 
partners since 1992 under the FRANZ Agreement75 – `face futures of decreased HADR 
ability. Despite ongoing biennial HADR exercises like Croix du Sud.76 French analysis 
notes that its regional military (through New Caledonia) only maintains two patrol boats 
over thirty years old, and aircraft not suited for evacuation operations – insufficient for 
increased HADR needs under climate change.77 Meanwhile, Joanne Wallis observes that 
‘New Zealand’s defence capabilities are at odds with the challenges facing the Pacific’ – 
including HADR – as a result of defence spending one-third the size of Australia’s.78 

What are the benefits of greater cooperation? First, no HADR operation is ever only unilateral: 
FIJI ASSIST, for instance, was supported by the assets of all three FRANZ nations in addition 
to those of the US, India, and Indonesia.79 Greater efforts to exercise RAN assets with other 
navies bolsters its ability to work with those navies in an actual disaster scenario. Second, 
cooperation over the ‘low-hanging fruit’ of HADR – the ‘soft’ end of naval cooperation – 
could create trust for expanding ‘harder’ military ties that expand Australia’s security.80 

In seeking partners, the RAN should seek to formalise cooperation with the other nations 
of the ‘Quad’ – the US, India, and Japan. These countries are natural partners for Australia, 
as the very idea of the ‘Quad’ was born from cooperation after the 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami.81 Despite this, the RAN has only maintained HADR cooperation with each on a 
bilateral basis: working with the US and Japanese medical teams in the US-led PACIFIC 
PARTNERSHIP exercise,82 and practising disasters scenarios with India in the AUSINDEX 
exercise since 2015.83 As David Brewster argues, Australia should move beyond these 
bilateral ties and towards a formal trilateral or quadrilateral Indian Ocean disaster response 
framework, modelled on FRANZ.84 As a first step, for instance, the RAN can seek participation 
or observer status in the India-Japan-US trilateral MALABAR naval exercise, which includes 
a HADR component.85 The Quad would ease the geographical strain that Australia faces in 
Indian Ocean HADR, allowing a greater focus on the South Pacific.

Issues such as a shared fear of China perceiving the Quad as threatening,86 the distance 
between the countries involved87 and constantly changing ‘political will’ in the US that 
affects HADR funding 88 remain potential barriers for the Quad, but the RAN has other 
options for formal cooperation. In exploring a multilateral framework, the RAN could tap 
into existing cooperation with Indonesia, Singapore, and the Philippines – participants in 
RAN HADR simulations such as the 2018 Exercise KAKADU 89 and its 2019 Indo-Pacific 
Endeavour exercise.90 This would be in line with the Defence White Paper 2016, which in 
multiple instances names Indonesia and ASEAN countries as offering opportunities for 
HADR cooperation.91
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As a final note, the RAN should use the LHDs as platforms for cooperation: their sizable 
amphibious capabilities allow Australia to claim a leading role in multilateral HADR and to 
practice naval interoperability. The smaller Choules has already demonstrated this, having 
hosted 300 troops and vehicles from not only Australia but also France, Tonga, and Vanuatu 
during the HADR exercise Croix du Sud in 2018.92

Recommendation 2: the RAN should conduct a review of its HADR readiness, as part of a 
broader force review in the context of climate change. 

First, this means examining the increased HADR deployment needs of the LHDs under 
climate change. As both climate change’s impact on HADR and the acquisition of the LHDs 
have been relatively recent developments, studying the interaction between the two has not 
been on Defence’s agenda.93 A priority for the RAN – which will also reveal information about 
its warfighting preparedness – should then be commissioning a study on the additional 
costs, personnel requirements, and operational needs of Canberra and Adelaide as they are 
diverted more frequently from combat for HADR. 

To further address ‘concurrency pressures,’ the RAN should implement the recommendation 
of Dr Anthony Bergin to the ADF in his 2018 Parliamentary testimony: to ‘test our military 
systems,’ simulating their performance in a complex disaster scenario.94 For the RAN, this 
could involve practising concurrency scenarios in its own HADR exercises or multilateral ones.

Resolving technical problems in its assets comes under a force review and would greatly 
enhance the RAN’s HADR and warfighting preparedness. In this regard, the RAN should 
follow the recommendations of the Australian National Audit Office. For the LHDs, the ANAO 
recommends that the RAN should ensure ‘sufficient qualified and experienced staff’ are 
continuing tests to resolve issues such as the propulsion that caused problems in 2017.95 
The Navy should build on the momentum of its August 2019 completion of sea trials for 

Figure 5: Flight Deck of HMAS Canberra during Sea Explorer 2018.104 
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another project that attracted ANAO’s concern, the LHD landing craft.96 For the MRH-90, 
however, a significant redesign of systems such as its rappelling, aero-medical evacuation, 
and cargo hook is needed.97

Finally, reviewing its force readiness means the RAN should continue developing its 
amphibious capability within the ADF, including continuing to ensure a HADR component 
in joint exercises with the Army. Such a capability is fundamental for managing the joint, 
sea-based nature of HADR missions: exemplified by FIJI ASSIST, where HMAS Canberra 
did not just host RAN personnel but also the Army’s 16th Aviation Brigadeand its MRH-90 
helicopters.98

It is then critical for the RAN to build joint amphibious operational experience with the Army, 
ensuring that Army personnel can be smoothly embarked on the LHDs and can operate 
the helicopters and landing craft aboard. Continuing military exercises that involve HADR 
practice is one way to gain such experience. The RAN should continue using exercises 
such as SEA EXPLORER – which in 2018 included a practice deployment of air and land 
elements from HMAS Canberra in a HADR scenario –  as a way of practising both ‘high-end’ 
combat and ‘low-end’ scenarios like HADR, ensuring its readiness across the spectrum of 
amphibious operations.99

Conclusion
This report has built a cautiously optimistic picture of overall RAN HADR readiness. With the 
unprecedented capabilities of its two Canberra-class ships, the RAN should be confident 
in its HADR abilities but should be wary that even the LHDs will be subject to strain from 
future ‘concurrency pressures.’ Furthermore, FIJI ASSIST offers a recent snapshot of the 
RAN’s impressive HADR abilities that have made a real difference in the South Pacific, but 
the LHDs have yet to be deployed further afield in the Indian Ocean for HADR or even again 
in the Pacific. Moreover, the RAN should be cautious of ongoing technical problems in its 
assets that can slow or prevent disaster response. 

This report identified two policy recommendations for the RAN in building HADR readiness: 
expanding its multilateral disaster cooperation and conducting a review of its disaster relief 
readiness. Just as the RAN anticipated the need for amphibious capability in 2005 – ten 
years before it was realised in the LHDs – it is similarly important for the RAN to start 
early on maximising its preparedness. Building multilateral relationships and an amphibious 
capability inherently take time.100 The longer the RAN waits, the higher its chances of 
being caught flat-footed and unable to aid when disaster strikes.
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Executive summary 
This report argues that several dynamics of the coming few decades in 
the Indo-Pacific will see naval mines used once again in the region. It 
suggests they will form the basis of anti-access strategies for some 
Indo-Pacific states in a way that will be deeply transformative for 
the region’s strategic balance and for which Australia is thoroughly 
unprepared. It seeks to draw attention to the often-underappreciated 
nature of sea mines as a uniquely powerful strategic tool, offering the 
user an unparalleled asymmetric ability to engage high-value enemy 
targets while posing a minimal-risk, low- expense, and continuous 
threat. In the increasingly contested strategic environment of the 
contemporary Indo-Pacific - a region in which the threats to free 
navigation and the maritime economy are existential ones - there 
is a considerable appetite for anti-access and sea denial weapons 
as defensive, offensive, and coercive tools. Naval strategists must 
prepare for the resurgence of mine warfare in the Indo-Pacific, and 
for the grand-scale and rapid timeline in which it can transform an 
operational environment.
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This report first seeks to collate and outline those characteristics of sea mines and of 
their interaction with an operational environment that make them attractive for use. It then 
discusses the states most likely to employ mine warfare and the different scenarios in which 
they might do so, presenting five individual contingencies: China, Taiwan, North Korea, non-
state actors, and Southeast Asian states. Finally, it presents three key recommendations 
for Australian defence policymakers in responding to the likely future proliferation of sea 
mines in the Indo-Pacific. 

Introduction
The naval mine is considered to be one of the most cost-effective and powerful weapons in 
the maritime domain, and yet receives comparatively little attention or concern, particularly 
in Western security establishments. Mine warfare has shaped a remarkable number of 
conflicts throughout the twentieth century but does not occupy a commensurate place in 
the global collective security consciousness. It has been decisive in the outcome of wars in 
Korea, Vietnam, the Pacific, and the Persian Gulf, and has incapacitated or sunk almost four 
times more US ships than any other means of attack combined.1 Despite this, the memory 
of defence policymakers seems short: after each use, sea mines quickly fall behind ‘flashier’ 
weapons in attention received, due in large part to their perception as an unglamorous 
weapon of the ‘poor man’s navy’.2 Mine warfare has therefore been called the ‘lesson that 
never stays learned, and doctrine concerning it often is trapped in a reactive cycle that 
leaves navies unprepared to cope with the newest incarnation (see Figure 1).’3 Given several 
dynamics of the coming decades in the Indo-Pacific, Australia will likely be caught vulnerable 
and unawares by this cycle yet again: as a result of several structural factors, sea mines 
will likely return as the basis of anti-access strategies for many different states. This begs 
the questions: what are those structural factors, how might those scenarios look, and what 
ought Australia to do about it? 

Figure 1: Image source from Williams, R.D. “Mines in Littoral Warfare.” Lecture at Mine Warfare COMDEF ‘95 
Conference, Canada, 1995
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This report has sought to answer those questions by researching a desk-based literature 
review using published and grey literature on different aspects of sea mines and specific 
scenarios. There is considerable and highly reputable literature outlining the ‘overlooked’ 
benefits of naval minefields, and considerable literature discussing rising tensions in the 
Indo-Pacific and scenarios in which they might play out, but little writing linking these two 
concepts in causality and implications. This report has therefore sought to fill this gap by 
synthesising these two types of sources to produce a holistic assessment of the future role 
of sea mines in the shifting regional threat landscape. 

Section I: The Mine Warfare Appeal
Sea mines are fundamentally unique tools that influence the operational environment 
differently from most conventional weapons. They offer their user a distinct set of 
advantages that make them highly appealing to several actors in the Indo-Pacific, becoming 
the ‘weapon of choice’ for many smaller states, but equally attractive for the region’s 
great powers.4 Firstly, they are undoubtedly the most affordable and efficient anti-access 
weapon available and are therefore a perfect asymmetric tool for a navy of any size to 
impact a conflict on a strategic scale.5 This cost-effectiveness is a function of a number 
of their unique characteristics. As an unmanned platform, they act as a powerful force 
multiplier, freeing up manned platforms that would usually be engaged in active Anti-Access 
/Area Denial (A2/AD) measures to manoeuvre or undertake duties elsewhere.6 They are 
compact, easy to stockpile, 7 highly durable and have low maintenance requirements. 8 
Mines are set-and-forget weapons, requiring no continued manpower hours for monitoring 
and targeting – the cost of a man-out-of-the-loop mine is therefore significantly lower 
compared with the cost of a manned platform actively performing the same task, such as 
a blockade or interdiction.9

Importantly, as a cheap and inherently disposable tool capable of incapacitating a navy’s 
highest-value assets, they are extremely cost-effective in terms of dollars invested per 
dollars of damage to the enemy platform.10 This principle is best exemplified by the case of 
the frigate USS Samuel B Roberts, which was hit on 14 April 1988 by what is presumed to have 
been an M08/39 moored contact mine laid by Iranian forces. The explosion tore a 6.5-metre 
hole in Roberts’ hull and broke her keel, nearly sinking the ship.11 Repairs cost some $135 
million  (USD) and the ship was out of action for 18 months, while the Iranian mine that 
caused such damage cost only an estimated USD $1,500 to lay.12 With this drastically low 
price, states with small navies and limited resources can afford to build large stockpiles that 
can shape the course of an entire conflict, as with the 250-ship UN amphibious task force 
landing that was prevented in October 1950 by 3,000 mines laid off North Korea’s east 
coast. The incident prompted the task force’s US commander, Rear Admiral Allen E. Smith to 
lament that ‘we have lost control of the seas to a nation without a navy.’13

Moreover, the cost of mine hunting and clearance is totally out of proportion with the 
cost of placement, and the process is extremely slow, providing yet another asymmetrical 
advantage to the user.14 Mine countermeasures (MCM) operations are laborious and often 
high-casualty; they require extremely expensive specialised equipment, meaning that most 
states’ MCM force is fractional and would require weeks to clear a given field. Another 
factor complicating MCM operations is the proliferation and exponential increase of ‘mine-
like’ human artefacts and man-made debris on the sea bed, hindering a force’s ability 
to positively identify and dispose of mines. During the 1984 international effort to clear 
the mined Red Sea approaches to the Suez Canal, British minehunters encountered and 
were forced to investigate 15 mine-like objects per four square miles of the seabed – even 
with advances in technology, the steady increase in seabed debris makes the task slower 
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and more difficult with each passing year.15 The ease and speed with which mines can 
be laid compared with the difficulty and time it takes to sweep them are therefore highly 
appealing, as it allows a user to stall an adversary’s military and civilian shipping for a 
strategically significant amount of time while the defendant state is forced to undertake 
MCM operations.16 

Mine warfare also poses a dramatic and distinctive psychological threat, introducing an 
incapacitating element of uncertainty to an operating environment and polarising decision-
making towards pessimism and stoppage.17 As mines generally cannot be detected 
by anything other than slow and expensive dedicated MCM forces, the mere suggestion 
that an area has been mined, or the presence of even a small and unsophisticated 
minefield, will delay the deployment of any manned vessels while search and clearing 
being conducted.18 This inherent ambiguity means also that a defendant state has no way 
to determine the veracity of an adversary’s claim about a minefield – once a state has 
demonstrated a capacity to lay one field, any field it declares after that point must also 
be treated as mined.19 Therefore, up to and during the process of clearing, both the sailor 
and the decision-maker face an unnerving lack of knowledge about the size and extent of 
the minefield and their proximity to it – functionally, a paralysing sense of ‘suspense’ and 
blindness to the threat they’re facing.20 In this respect, mines bear more similarity to the 
unknowable terror of chemical and biological weapons than other conventional weapons. As 
a result, the powerful psychological impact of mines affords them a unique coercive power 
by forcing decision-makers into prioritising MCM and confirmation of clearance above their 
operational objectives. 

Mines also provide several broader strategic uses for decisively shaping the outcome of 
a conflict. They can serve as a useful tool for tactical de-escalation, both because they 
physically separate forces to slow down the outbreak of active conflict and because 
of their passive, impersonal nature: as they are less visible or confrontational than 
human-directed systems, there is less shame and political cost to a refusal to challenge 
them.21 They can, therefore ‘provide the basis of a politically invaluable ‘golden bridge’, 
by allowing the opponent a legitimate excuse to tone down his efforts, and supply a 
foundation for truce and negotiation.’22 As a result, they can also be used as a flexible 
instrument for a graduated response to aggression or incursion without sparking more 
intensive conflict.23 

The capacity of mine warfare to disrupt an opponent’s maritime operations is one of its 
most powerful functions, as demonstrated by the minefields that frustrated US plans for 
amphibious assaults at Wonsan Harbour during the Korean War and at Ash-Shuaybah during 
Operation DESERT STORM.24 Even when mines don’t detonate or fail to fully incapacitate a 
platform, the damage they cause or its potential is often enough to induce mission abort.25 
They also allow their users to subvert an adversary’s battle plans and manipulate the 
movement of their forces to its benefit, as they can be used strategically to force shipping 
into narrow sea lines of communication (SLOCs) that are more vulnerable to attack.26 

It’s also particularly important to highlight the impact of mine warfare as an anti-commerce 
operation, particularly in the economic context of the contemporary Indo-Pacific. By 
disrupting or halting an opponent’s seaborne logistics and trade, a state using sea mines 
against civilian merchant shipping can effectively strangle its adversary’s economy.27 Indo-
Pacific states are more reliant than ever before on SLOCs that supply their domestic 
needs, and 60% of global maritime trade passes through Asia. 28 In an increasingly 
globalised world, even limited mine warfare operations can have a drastic impact on the 
health of individual economies, raise prices globally by spiking shipping insurance costs 
and slowing or halting trade, and undermine confidence in the world’s biggest markets.29 
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Moreover, a significant portion of global daily oil supply passes through the Indo-Pacific’s 
maritime geographic bottlenecks, such as the Strait of Malacca, through which a quarter 
of all sea-transported oil is shipped.30 The deployment of mines around such chokepoints 
could destabilise the global economy and potentially threaten lives around the world.31 
Mine warfare for anti-commerce interdiction has been proven to have a decisive impact in 
weakening states in wartime and coercing them to surrender: both the 1975 fall of the 
Cambodian regime and the end of the Second World War in the Pacific theatre have been 
attributed in large part to mine blockades in the Mekong River32 and around Japanese 
home waters respectively.33 

Together, these factors make mine warfare a highly attractive option for several diverse 
players in the Indo-Pacific. They are highly affordable, strategically significant and disruptive, 
both tactically and on a macro scale to the entire state. In short, they constitute the ultimate 
maritime asymmetric weapon, allowing both the region’s great powers and its smaller and 
less wealthy states to deliver effective defensive or offensive area denial against any 
adversary. This report will now discuss the states most likely to employ mine warfare and 
the different scenarios in which they might do so.

Section II: Scenarios

China

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is estimated to possess a stockpile of between 
50,000-80,000 sea mines, 34 35 conducts extensive, realistic and frequent minelaying 
exercises, and is working hard to improve the quality and training of the People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) mine warfare officers and sailors.36 China is considered to be 
fully capable of using its mine stockpiles as the basis of an anti-access strategy for the 
forced reunification of Taiwan, the seizure of disputed islands and features in the South 
or East China Seas, 37 or the interdiction of SLOCs in the broader Western Pacific area for 
other strategic purposes. 38 The PLAN considers sea mines to be the ‘main threat to any 
navy’39 in future maritime warfare, has assessed that the United States Navy’s relative 
mine warfare capabilities are ‘extremely weak’40  and a ‘critical vulnerability, and has 
accordingly focussed on developing its capability for asymmetric leverage.’41.The scenario 
long postulated by US war-gamers involves a sudden Chinese announcement of a ‘total 
exclusion zone’ covering Taiwan or an islet such as the Spratlys.42 In this scenario, the 
Chinese would use its A2/AD capabilities – including missiles and submarines, but relying 
heavily on offensive mining – to blockade the target territory and prevent the US or other 
third-party intervention for long enough to establish a fait-accompli presence there.43  A 
2004 piece in China’s official Navy newspaper affirms this model, writing of the possible 
utility of offensive mine warfare in a possible US-China conflict: ‘China has advanced sea 
mines. . . . This is a fatal threat to U.S. seaborne transport. . . . [T]he moment conflict 
erupted in the Taiwan Strait, the PLA Navy could deploy mines.’44

In many scenarios for a cross-strait conflict, China is likely to seek to pursue a lower-
intensity ‘grey zone’ campaign that limits casualties and infrastructure damage to soften 
the islanders’ resistance and complicate a US or Japanese decision to intervene. Under 
these conditions, it would likely target Taiwanese ports with mine warfare rather than a 
more destructive heavy missile barrage using its considerable coastal capabilities.45 Current 
Chinese naval concepts envision a blockade of 5,000-7,000 mines laid in a first 4 to 
6-day phase, with the most strategically important ports cut off within two days. It would 
simultaneously mine or claim to mine Taiwan’s eastern waters with its more technologically 
advanced platforms, deterring the natural arrangement of US or allied forces.46
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The US or allied forces would face extreme difficulty in responding to such a scenario. Even 
at the most generous projections of US MCM forces following a total success of its program 
to revitalise its MCM capability with their Littoral Combat Ships (LCS), US capability would be 
inadequate to combat the massive volume of PLAN mine stockpiles and delivery platforms.47 
In light of the program’s failures,48 the outlook is even worse. The nearest MCM assets are 
homeported in Sasebo, Japan, only a day and a half from Taiwan, 49 but are preparing for 
decommissioning to be replaced by modules with only limited sweeping and neutralisation 
capability.50 Some scholars argue that it is overly reductive to assume the success of such 
a Chinese blockade, given the difficulty of laying a contiguous field around Taiwan’s almost 
1,000 miles of coastline, 51 the possibility of rerouting trade shipping around any blockaded 
chokepoints like the Straits of Malacca, 52 and the detectability and disruption of any such 
large-scale effort.53 

However, it has been demonstrated throughout history that even a limited minefield can 
prevent the US military from manoeuvring and implementing its battle plans – as few as 
1,300 Iraqi mines prevented a US amphibious invasion in 1991,54 and China could deploy 
as many mines using only half its submarine fleet and no surface vessels.55 Moreover, 
considering Taiwan’s heavy dependence on trade – constituting more than half its GNP – and 
the psychological effects of mine warfare previously described- it appears that a mine-based 
blockade could be a highly effective strategy for China and one which it could seriously 
contemplate employing.56 

Taiwan

Taiwan faces an ongoing and serious threat of invasion and forced ‘reunification’ by the 
PRC. The most affordable and effective option for Taiwan in deterring this outcome is the 
sea mine.57 In late May 2019, in apparent recognition of this fact, Taiwan announced the 
construction of four dedicated minelayers and three stealthy missile corvettes that appear 
to be fitted with stern-mounted racks for naval mine deployment. This announcement has 
been taken as a shift in priority towards mine warfare, in an acknowledgement of the critical 
role defensive mining would play in challenging China’s cross-strait capability.58

When laid in the Taiwan Strait, a minefield can incur high costs on an invading PLAN, both 
by directly inflicting damage and by forcing Chinese MCM vessels to expose themselves to 
other types of attack by manoeuvring slowly and predictably to clear the field.59 The coercive 
power of a well-laid field could narrow Chinese channels of attack, allowing Taiwan to better 
focus its limited defensive resources.60 It can also provide an early-warning system; the 
deployment of Chinese MCM operations can alert Taiwan both to an imminent attack and 
its location. Most importantly, the minefield and the time needed to clear it will attrite 
and slow down or stall a Chinese seaborne invasion, extending Taiwan’s reaction window, 
increasing its force survivability, and providing an opportunity for third-party intervention.61 
Such a defensive minefield would aim to suggest to China that any cross-strait victory would 
be a pyrrhic one, and therefore indefinitely deter an attack.

This sentiment is echoed clearly in Taiwan’s new Overall Defence Concept, developed in 
2017 by Admiral Lee Hsi-Ming. The strategy envisions sea mines laid in the Taiwanese 
littoral zone, up to 100km from the island, relying in part on the extreme difficulty of 
sweeping mines in shallow waters.62 Fast, automated minelaying vessels would lay mines 
in the waters off beaches at expected Chinese landing sites, aiming to slow invading forces 
and make them more vulnerable to Taiwan’s defensive strengths: swarms of small fast 
attack boats and truck-launched anti-ship cruise missiles, targeting key ships.63 Together, 
Taiwan’s recent mine-focussed acquisitions and strategic concept suggest a high likelihood 
of Taiwan using mine warfare in anticipation of, or reaction to a cross-strait invasion. 
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North Korea

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK – North Korea) made heavy use of mine 
warfare during the Korean War, with considerable success, and retains a credible mine 
warfare capability that it would likely use defensively against any oncoming amphibious 
invasive force.64 Amphibious assaults devastated North Korean offensive operations during 
the Korean War, 65 while 70% of the casualties the Korean People’s Navy (KPN) successfully 
inflicted on US Navy vessels were caused by its defensive mines. 66 It can, therefore, 
be assumed that in compiling lessons learned from that defining war, North Korea has 
prepared extensively to combat a potential future amphibious invasion with its mine warfare 
capability. Indeed, the US Marine Corps’ North Korea Country Handbook instructs its officers 
to expect ‘extensive use of naval mining’ by the KPN in any Korean peninsula contingency. 
The naval balance between North Korea and the Republic of Korea (ROK – South Korea) 
also favours the KPN in terms of the sorts of small surface vehicles that would be used as 
minelayers, suggesting that an agile force of North Korean boats would lay mines close to 
shore and outside the range of the large US surface vessels likely stationed nearby in any 
such scenario.67 

While not necessarily ultimately decisive in a conventional Korean Peninsula conflict, North 
Korea’s mining capability would certainly complicate a US or ROK invasion, particularly 
as MCM vessels would be vulnerable to coastal artillery and anti-ship missile batteries.68 
Mining would also hinder or imperil US and ROK forces as they attempted to combat North 
Korea’s submarine force during an invasion.69 The DPRK’s large inventory of crude ex-Soviet 
mines and conviction in their historical effectiveness means that any US or ROK force would 
need to expect and prepare for a challenging mine warfare defence. 70  

Non-state actors

The asymmetric characteristics inherent to sea mines make them attractive to non-state 
and terrorist actors, and particularly devastating in their hands. As a weapon, the mine 
is particularly well-suited to the clandestine, low-infrastructure needs of a terrorist cell: 
it’s anonymous and difficult to conclusively attribute, 71 easy to manufacture secretly 
and store covertly, 72 and is ubiquitously available on the global market as more navies 
around the globe upgrade their stockpiles and sell off their crude but operable surplus 
stocks.73 Terrorists and non-state actors seek above all to create chaos, psychological 
pressure, and disruption, and for the reasons outlined in Section I of this report, sea 
mines are highly capable of achieving each of those outcomes. Terrorist use of sea 
mines is not yet common, though not unseen: non-state forces, suspected to be under 
unofficial Libyan command, emplaced mines in the Red Sea in mid-1984 and damaged 
19 ships under 15 different flags.74 This incident underscored the ease with which 
unsophisticated, low-cost mines could be easily dropped off inconspicuous boats by 
untrained personnel, single-handedly halting freedom of navigation and obstructing 
maritime trade.75 

It is reasonable to assume that non-state actors and transnational terrorists will soon realise 
the flexible, cost-effective potency of mine warfare to paralyse harbours and undermine 
the global commercial system.76 Some commentators consider maritime terrorism to be 
the ‘greatest threat to daily maritime security’77 in the coming years – others consider 
terrorist sea mining to be the ‘Achilles’ heel of US homeland defence’.78 The capability to 
halt shipping and movement for weeks in major economic hubs, population centres and 
geographic bottlenecks while MCM is conducted is a particularly dangerous one, for which 
the world must actively prepare. 
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Southeast Asia

Mine warfare is a likely tool for use by small and middle powers across Southeast Asia and 
around the South China Sea, particularly in reaction to growing Chinese assertiveness.79 A 
number of these states are likely to seek an asymmetric capability that would protect them 
against sudden land grabs or other actions of Chinese belligerence and might look to mine 
warfare to delay an approaching Chinese force until support from allies arrives. Sea mines allow 
a militarily weaker state to end gradual Chinese territorial incursions or ‘salami-slicing’80 tactics 
by shifting the onus of escalation to its adversary and forcing a choice between a cessation 
and full conflict. Such states could also use mine warfare more as non-state actors, relying 
on the anonymity and plausible deniability of ubiquitous models of mines to damage Chinese 
commercial ventures in disputed territories and deter further incursion into the South China 
Sea or elsewhere.81 Mine warfare can also be used in this context in its de-escalator capacity, 
emplaced protectively in a state’s territorial waters as a relatively low-risk but flexible tool to 
establish boundaries and demonstrate resolve at the lower rungs of threat development.82

The extent of mine stockpiles possessed by Southeast Asian states is difficult to pinpoint. 
However, as previously established, a minimum mine warfare capability is easily acquired, and 
mines can be deployed off any number of small coastguard or civilian fishing vessels. As a 
result, mine warfare ‘breakout time’ is short and any of these states could readily be expected 
to acquire such a capability if it felt necessary. Moreover, both Indonesia and Vietnam currently 
possess submarines capable of minefield deployment.83 As a result, a future of mine warfare 
capability proliferation around Southeast Asia is one for which Australia must be prepared. 

Section III: Conclusion & Recommendations 
This report has sought to demonstrate that, for  several reasons, the use of sea mines in 
both an offensive and defensive strategy are increasingly likely  in the Indo-Pacific. It has 
attempted to illustrate the scenarios in which mine warfare might be employed and how 
it will shape Australia’s region. The resurgence of naval mine warfare in the Indo-Pacific 
carries serious strategic implications, will affect Australia’s top security interests, and will 
require some policy adjustments.

Firstly, Australian defence policymakers need to pay greater attention and resources towards 
mine warfare and conduct a thorough review of existing Australian MCM capability relative 
to increased interest in mine use in our region. The cycle set out in Figure 1 will continue, 
leaving Australia and Australians exposed, unless there is a more serious commitment to 
understanding and preparing for mine warfare as a major feature of the regional security 
landscape. Senior commentators since at least the 1990s have been calling attention to 
maritime mining as ‘a salient weak spot in the ‘hull’ of the Australian Ship of State’, and 
with tensions rising across the Indo-Pacific, Australia no longer has decades to waste. 84 

Though commitments to replace the Huon-class mine countermeasure vessels are promising, 
as well as  several programs examining unmanned surface vehicles, autonomous underwater 
vehicles and remotely operated (underwater) vehicles for MCM purposes, a sophisticated 
solution may still be insufficient to cope with a proliferation of sea mines across our region 
if only a small number are provided.85 In assessing the requirements for Project SEA 1180 
Phase 2 Future Mine Countermeasures and Rapid Environmental Assessment vessel, Navy 
should consider not just the specifics of crew security and the potential of unmanned 
support systems but also the broader strategic picture. The new boats may be secure, 
world-class and successful in defusing even the most advanced of modern mine platforms, 
but if there are too few of them to cope with major mining campaigns across the Indo-Pacific, 
this newly-acquired capacity will be functionally useless. 
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Secondly, Australia needs to engage in dialogue with the US over its own MCM capability, 
perhaps suggesting a joint program for development and modernisation. Australian’s foreign 
policy stance retains the US as a permanent ally in the region and a security guarantor, but 
at present, US MCM capability is widely considered to be insufficient to cope with the future 
regional landscape. The US has long had an awareness that its MCM capability is failing, 86  and 
devised the concept of the LCS – multi-purpose ships that could be ‘modularly’ fitted for MCM – 
to address its critical failings and upgrade its force.87 With the failures of the LCS program, 88 US 
MCM capability is left limited and dated, and in the meanwhile, attention has drifted elsewhere. 
Australia needs to lead its allies in calling attention to the scale of the future impact of mine 
warfare and the need for a greater number of more sophisticated MCM vessels stationed in the 
region.89 To survive the next decades together, Australia, as well as its allies, will need to learn 
from decades of lessons about sea mines, and seriously commit to dealing with them.
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‘So far as the Colonial Cadets are concerned, I think it is only right to say that those who 
have been examined out in Australia are found not to be up to the standard of education 
which is prevalent amongst the same boys in England, and a good number have been 
rejected.’

 –  Lord Tweedmouth, First Lord of the Admiralty, London 8 May 19071

Introduction
Edward Marjoribanks, 2nd Baron Tweedmouth, First Lord of the Admiralty from 1905 to 
1908, expressed this reservation in a discussion on the naval defence of the British Empire 
during the 1907 Colonial Conference in London. He wanted to stress the fact that the 
Commonwealth of Australia did not take full advantage of a vital concession made by the 
British Admiralty in the Naval Agreement, signed during the preceding Colonial Conference 
in 1902.

In the Naval Agreement, the Admiralty offered, among a host of other things, eight 
cadetships to Australia, two to New Zealand, two to the Cape Colony, one to Natal, and 
two to the remaining colonies.2 Tweedmouth had the impression that ‘the idea has been 
that the nominations given were supposed to be absolute cadetships; whereas, they were 
only nominations to candidates in order to … go through the examinations, and so enter 
the same way as the cadets enter here’.3 Additionally, Tweedmouth enumerated the rate of 
Australian applicants who failed the examination as follows: ‘Take 1903, for instance. In 
that year there were six Australian nominations – three passed and went in. In 1904 there 
were again six boys examined, and three passed into Osborne. In 1905 Australia sent eight, 
of whom two passed in. In 1906 five Australian cadets came up, of whom four passed in, 
and in this year I think four have come up, and one has passed in and one has not yet been 
examined.’4 The Minutes of Proceedings of the Conference reveal that no colony mentioned 
achieved the numbers listed above in all given years.

Although this segment of future Royal Navy (RN) officers from settler colonies was spoken 
about at the time, extraordinarily little has been written about them. In contrast, we find a 
large variety of published and unpublished studies emphasising different aspects of cadet 
recruitment into the RN and the emerging Dominion navies. To mention a few examples: 
Peter Jones’ Australia’s Argonauts5 is a comprehensive study of how a Dominion established 
its own naval officer training in the early 20th century; John Bettie’s The Churchill Scheme6 
examines a major recruitment scheme that enabled the RN to accept older applicants as 
usual into the service; and finally, Mary Jones’ The Making of the Royal Naval Officer Corps 
1860–19147 analyses the social and geographical background of cadet intakes into the 
Victorian and Edwardian Navy.

In this article, I address this gap and introduce this segment of the RN officer corps, 
focusing on those cadets and officers of the RN born in the colonies. I also address a 
number of still largely unanswered questions surrounding this group. Based on selected 
examples, I want to examine the question how they became eligible for service in the 
Royal Navy? What were their perceptions of the term ‘home’? And how did they deal 
with the distance from their families? Simultaneously, a deeper understanding of this 
cohort of RN officers may reveal another aspect of the mobility of imperial subjects within 
the Empire, both in terms of geography and mentality. It furthermore allows for a deeper 
assessment of how long the colonies contributed to its naval defence before forming their 
own naval services.
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Officer Training Becomes Institutionalised
The way towards a standardised training scheme can be described as a struggle between 
the Admiralty, on the one hand, and the Commanding Officers of the Royal Navy’s ships, on 
the other hand. Despite its size and importance to the British Empire, the RN had developed 
a ‘chaotic system of allowing individual Captains to enter cadets into their own ships ...’8 
since the 17th century. The advantage of this decentralised recruitment scheme was that it 
left the various Captains with the freedom to choose their officers and cadets. Consequently, 
the officer corps could be expanded relatively easily if needed.

However, this decentralised system resulted in severe disadvantages for the Admiralty. With 
recruitment and training being up to individual Captains, the Admiralty had no control over 
the number of cadets entering the service or the standard of their training.

The Admiralty made unsuccessful attempts to regain control of recruitment and increase 
the efficiency of the whole service by establishing a Naval Academy in the 18th century. 
Many Commanding Officers refused to accept the loss of their freedom, as well as the 
modernisation of officer training. Only in December 1847 was a compromise found 
when ‘brigs attached to flagships were being employed specifically for boys’ training’.9 
Although their purpose was to accommodate training for ordinary sailors, they can be 
seen as the standard for further developments and modernisation in RN officer training.10 
Nevertheless, there was still room for improvement. Although the curriculum was set by 
the Admiralty, the recruits were scattered across the RN, which made direct control of 
training impossible.

The Admiralty achieved a breakthrough in 1857 when Circular No. 288 came into force, 
which, for the first time, dictated the terms of entry for a potential cadet.11 To become 
a naval cadet in the RN, a candidate had to obtain a nomination, but both the number 
of nominations and nominees were limited by the Admiralty. Furthermore, ‘[n]ominated 
candidates were to present themselves for quarterly examinations to be held at the Royal 
Naval College Portsmouth, where those aged 13 were required …’12 to pass several tests.

Next, the Admiralty sought to expand its control by centralising training. For this purpose, 
H.M.S. Britannia, a 120-gun first-rate ship-of-the-line was commissioned as a harbour 
training ship for naval cadets in 1859. The small town of Dartmouth, Devon, became her 
final berthing place, and she and her successors would accommodate training there until 
1905.

The first time colonials were distinguished from British cadets was in Circular No. 393 of 
23 October 1859, which was an update of the entry regulations for candidates. Among 
other things it stated: ‘In the special cases of nominations granted to the sons of natives 
of her Majesty’s Colonies, a Candidate will be allowed to pass a preliminary examination 
on board the Flag or Senior Officer’s Ship on the Station ….’13 Even before 1859 colonials 
had been recruited as naval cadets. One example is Rear Admiral Phillip Parker King, who 
was born on Norfolk Island in 1791 and joined the RN in 1807. However, with the newly 
introduced examinations, the Admiralty wanted to ensure that every candidate would face 
equal circumstances.

Initially, the regulation of entry did not specify the number of colonial candidates. However, 
indications suggest that the Admiralty did try to influence the number of candidates coming 
from each colony to achieve a somewhat equal distribution while respecting the size and 
importance of each colony. For instance, the Melbourne newspaper The Age published 
correspondence by the Secretary of State for the Colonies, the Duke of Newcastle, to the 
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Governor of Victoria, stating:

Hitherto I have been enabled to present to Victoria a nomination annually, but I regret 
that for the future it will not be in my power to place a nomination at your disposal more 
frequently than three times in each period of four years. You will be at liberty to nominate 
in the years 1863–4 and 5, but I must request you to forego the privilege in 1866, and 
again in 1870 and in each succeeding fourth year thereafter, so long as the present rule 

subsists.14

Apparently, the Admiralty reserved a nomination each year for the Australian colonies. 
Victoria, as the richest and most populous of the Australian colonies, had the right to 
nominate a candidate three years in a row; the other colonies, such as South Australia, had 
to share the cadetship every fourth year: ‘Once in four years the Colonial Governments have 
the privilege of nominating a youth as a cadet in Her Majesty’s Navy, and the Government 
of South Australia has recently availed itself of the privilege ….’15 It is questionable how 
effective this system of distribution was, though, as South Australia nominated a candidate 
in 1868, even though – according to the Secretary of State for the Colonies’ declaration in 
The Age – the years 1866 and 1870 were designated for nomination from the Australian 
colonies other than Victoria. The reasons for this obvious change of distribution of 
nominations remains uncertain.

The number of colonial nominations in general was included in the regulations of entry in 
1883, when the Admiralty granted four cadetships to the colonies annually, and from 1897 
onwards six cadetships.16 In turn, this probably did not change the fact that the colonies 
still had to share the right of nomination. However, up until 1902 we witness a gradual 
incorporation of the colonies into the RN’s recruitment schemes.

Trans-imperial Mobility of Naval Cadet Training
In recent years, historians have increasingly focused on trans-imperial mobility. This 
included not just the mobility from Great Britain (the Empire’s metropole) to the colonies 
(its periphery), but also mobility in the opposite direction, from the colonies back to Great 
Britain and even between the different colonies.

The colonial-born candidates for a naval cadetship are an excellent example of this trans-
imperial mobility, because a certain degree of mobility was expected of those who applied for 
a naval cadetship. As an article in the South Australian Register indicates, to be examined 
the candidates had to travel not just through their own colonies, but also to other colonies: 
‘[T]he Government of South Australia has recently availed itself of the privilege by conferring 
the nomination [for a naval cadetship] upon Master H. Duncan, son of Dr. Duncan, of Port 
Adelaide. He proceeded to Sydney a short time back to undergo the necessary examination 
….’17 In this case, the candidate had to travel from South Australia to New South Wales, due 
to the location of the Station’s flagship in Sydney.

After passing their examinations, the colonial candidates travelled to Great Britain to join 
the training ship, H.M.S. Britannia. To do so, they either had to take a troopship that carried 
members of the military back to Great Britain, or in the absence of such troop transports 
they organised the journey themselves. In that case they would sometimes be accompanied 
by family members, who the opportunity to visit family and friends in the ‘old country’, 
wanted to start an education in Great Britain, or even sought to find a marriage partner. A 
successful New Zealand candidate for a naval cadetship, Hugh B. Anderson, wrote in his 
autobiography that he was joined by his older sisters and that they were all welcomed in 
London by a cousin.18 Anderson and his sisters are just one example of imperial mobility 
and the mechanics of effectively globalised family networks. Zoë Laidlaw identifies these 
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motives in her work as quite common in the early to mid-19th century. According to her 
study, ‘Colonial elites also believed that the business of marriage was best conducted in 
Britain. … For those families who could afford it, and bear the separation, education was 
another tie between Britain and the colonies.’19

Given that the naval training came with costs, the candidate’s parents belonged to the 
wealthier part of society, as Laidlaw describes. As a result, some colonial candidates 
went to Great Britain for educational reasons even before they were nominated and were 
consequently examined in Great Britain. Admiral John Gregory Crace (1887–1968), for 
instance, who was born in Gungahleen – today’s Gungahlin, a suburb of Canberra – stayed 
with an uncle in London to prepare for his examination. Interestingly, he was still examined 
as a colonial, because ‘as an Australian he was eligible for a reserved vacancy known as a 
colonial cadetship, and he was only required to achieve sufficient marks to qualify’.20

For a better understanding of the cadets’ mobility, it is useful to draw on a model introduced 
by Daniel Lambert and Alan Lester. They identified three different types of colonial 
inhabitants: (1) those who settled permanently in a colony, (2) those who travelled through 
the colonies, and (3) those who settled in a colony for employment reasons but moved on 
to other colonies.21 The first and the third groups are of importance to my work, as travelling 
through the colonies and living in one or more colonies are not comparable in terms of 
involvement with the respective colony. Anderson and Crace both fall into the first category, 
as their parents came to Australia and New Zealand on a permanent basis. However, there 
are examples of colonial candidates who belonged to the third group of Lambert and Lester’s 
concept. Two of them should be briefly described. Rear Admiral Cosmo Moray Graham 
(1887–1946) was born in the Cape Colony, but according to Australian accounts he joined 
the Royal Navy as a colonial cadet from there.22 His example highlights the connection 
between Great Britain and its colonies and displays the interconnectivity of the Empire. A 
further example is Rear Admiral John Saumarez Dumaresq (1873–1922), who was born in 
Rose Bay, Sydney. His grandfather came to Australia in 1825 when his great uncle became 
the secretary to Sir Ralph Darling, the governor of New South Wales. From the age of two, he 
was brought up in England,23 which indicates that his parents returned with him to Britain.

Colonial Cadets’ Family Ties and Connections to their Mother Colonies
To understand the colonial cadets’ family ties better, one needs to distinguish between 
the ties to the family back in the mother colony on the one hand, and the relations to 
family in Britain on the other hand. Due to the distance between Great Britain and its 
colonies, commencing training as a naval cadet meant leaving without the possibility of 
returning for several years. In a world where modern communications techniques had just 
started to emerge, the best way to stay in contact was by writing letters. In some cases, 
we find reference to such correspondence in biographical or autobiographical accounts, but 
in one case the correspondence has been published by descendants. New Zealand-born 
Lieutenant Peter Russel Hay Allen (1921–1942) joined the RN in 1939, and started to write 
to his mother at home from his departure from New Zealand until his submarine was lost 
in the Mediterranean in 1942.24 His letters revealing how a colonial cadet experienced the 
journey to Great Britain, and tell us much about how connected colonials were, and how they 
were received in Great Britain.

As several cadets were the first generation born in the colonies, they often had family 
members to rely on when they arrived in Great Britain. As mentioned above, Admiral Crace 
stayed with an uncle before joining Britannia, and Hugh B. Anderson’s relatives received him 
and his sisters upon arrival.
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Nevertheless, the cadets did not have much time to spend with their families. Despite 
Christmas and summer breaks, the cadets were in training for most of the year. In his 
autobiography, Anderson wrote in some detail about his holidays, giving insights into the 
relationships between the colonials and their family or family friends in Great Britain, even 
after years of separation.

For example, he either spent his holidays in Edinburgh, where his parents were born, or with 
friends of the family, who once took him to Belgium.25 After graduating, he joined the fleet, 
but in a relatively short time he transferred to the newly commissioned battlecruiser H.M.S. 
New Zealand. In this new position, he participated in a circumnavigation and a tour through 
the Empire, his hometown Christchurch included: ‘It was strange to be back again after six 
years, which at that time seemed to be a very long interval, strange to sit on the big veranda 
and see our ship riding at anchor.’26 Again, this indicates how long it took for some cadets 
to return.

Another possibility for staying connected with the family was an official posting to the Station 
closest to home. Crace, for instance, took over command of the Australian Squadron in 
1939, where he was received with great enthusiasm by the Australian public. This was the 
third posting back to Australia, having made his first return from 1908 until 1910 in the 
cruiser H.M.S. Powerful, and again from 1913 to 1914 in the newly commissioned flagship 
of the young Royal Australian Navy, H.M.A.S. Australia.27

Back in Australia he regularly visited his family, in Gungahleen and Sydney. During his time in 
the Australia and later as commander of the Australian Squadron he was accompanied by his 
British-born wife which enabled him to introduce her to his family and bring both metropole and 
periphery together. However, Crace, as well as Anderson, are rather exceptional examples. 
Due to limitations in available postings, not every colonial got the chance to return home.

The successful examination of a candidate for a naval cadetship was something special 
for both sides, the respective colony as well as Great Britain. The Times, London, usually 
reported the names of candidates who passed the examination, sometimes distinguishing 
between regular entries and colonials. For example, in the Wednesday issue on 10 August 
1898, Charles Harold Jones was listed as a successful applicant for a colonial cadetship.28 
According to his service records, in which the term ‘Colonial Candidate’ was specifically 
highlighted, he was born in Cape Town, South Africa. He joined the RN in September 1898 
and actively served until 1922.29

On the other side, mother colonies equally expressed great interest in their offsprings’ 
careers. As already noted, the colonial newspapers reported on the entry regulations for 
naval cadetships as well as successful candidates. Whether intentional or not, this likely 
served as a recruitment advertisement for the career of naval officer. In addition, such 
announcements probably promoted trans-imperial mobility even further.

Newspapers also published articles on the successful graduation of a cadet from Britannia,30 
and of course in the cases of those who returned for a posting on a ship of the local RN 
Station. For instance, newspapers celebrated the appointments of Rear Admiral Dumaresq 
as Commodore commanding the Australian Fleet in 1919 and Rear Admiral Robin Campsie 
Dalglish (1880–1934) as Rear Admiral Commanding the Australian Squadron in 1932. Both 
were born in Australia but grew up in Britain and were nominated there. In 1921, Smith’s 
Weekly declared Dumaresq to be its Man of the Week, praising him and comparing him to 
General Sir John Monash: ‘In remembering that Australia has produced a Monash, it is well 
also to remember that Australia has produced also a Dumaresq. It is well and comforting, 
for our destiny surely lies as much upon sea as upon land.’31
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Years later, The Sun published an article on Admiral Dalglish under the headline: ‘Dreamed 
of the Sea – Dubbo Boy now an Admiral’.32 It is likely that such headlines and analogies 
were used by the press to improve the officers’ public image in Australia and thereby foster 
the identification of the colonials with these flag officers. This improvement in public opinion 
was central, because the two mentioned officers did not have much in common with most 
of the people they were supposed to command in the Australian Fleet, given that they 
were raised in Great Britain. Generally, newspaper articles were an important medium to 
build a connection between the admirals and the people and thereby popularise the future 
leadership of the Royal Australian Navy.

Conclusion
Despite Lord Tweedmouth’s complaints about the number of colonial candidates who failed 
the examination, the British Admiralty already routinely incorporated colonials into their 
recruitment before 1902. From 1859, the Admiralty had formally encouraged colonials to 
join the service as naval cadets. This paper has only been able to discuss a small number 
of examples of colonial-born cadets and officers. But even such a limited and undoubtedly 
select segment indicates that colonials did play a vital role in the RN and that the colonies’ 
commitment to the maritime defence of the Empire dates further back than commonly 
assumed. The examples of Admiral Crace, Rear Admiral Dumaresq and Rear Admiral Graham 
demonstrate that colonial cadets reached the top end of the rank system and contributed to 
the Royal Navy’s success in both mayor conflicts of the 20th century.

Furthermore, the colonial cadets are exceptionally good example of mobility within the 
Empire. They left their respective mother colonies and commenced training as naval cadets 
on the training ship H.M.S. Britannia. When they arrived in Great Britain, they were met by 
their relatives and family friends. This provided them with a network they could rely on. At 
the same time, letters and overseas postings offered the chance to stay connected with 
their families in the colonies. This illustrates vividly that mobility within the British Empire 
was anything but a one-way street.

The examples of Crace and Dumaresq, who married into British families, reflect the ultimate 
consequence of such imperial careers, the effective fusion of colonials with British society. 
Of the cadets mentioned in this paper, Hugh B. Anderson was the only one who returned 
home to New Zealand after retiring from the RN.33

Finally, we have seen that metropole and periphery alike displayed great interest in their 
cadets’ lives. With that in mind, newspapers were an important means for communicating 
naval news, marketing naval careers and influencing public opinion. Compared to British-born 
candidates, the RN officers born in the colonies may have seemed somewhat flamboyant. 
However, one could also argue that it is their origins, careers and constant mobility that 
made them into true imperial figures.
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Introduction
In a series of meetings convened over 1949–50, the governments 
of Australia, Britain and New Zealand negotiated the Australia-
New Zealand-Malaya arrangement (ANZAM). The purpose of those 
meetings was to agree on a new area of strategic responsibility for 
the governments involved and establish service-level machinery for 
trilateral strategic planning in that area.

ANZAM was to lack the status of other post-war regional defence 
arrangements such as ANZUS and SEATO – indeed, Peter Edwards 
and Gregory Pemberton observe that even during the years it was 
operational “the term ANZAM was seldom heard in public.”1 Granted, 
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infrequent references to ANZAM can be found in existing scholarly literature, particularly 
in relation to the creation of the Commonwealth Far Eastern Strategic Reserve (FESR).2 
However, nowhere is there a study that traces the origins and evolution of ANZAM and, 
importantly, how it relates to Australia’s increasing responsibilities in the maritime domain.

This paper presents such an account. In doing so, it finds that ANZAM signified Australia’s 
increasing appetite for greater responsibilities in the defence of its immediate region and 
was a valuable tool for incorporating the nation’s distinct interests within Commonwealth 
defence planning. Moreover, as the impetus for the Radford-Collins Agreement and the 
FESR, ANZAM was a foundational measure in the formalisation of Australia’s commitment to 
inter-naval cooperation and regional defence in the post-war world.

The Wartime Origins of ANZAM
To better appreciate the genesis and development of ANZAM and its relationship to 
Australia’s increasing naval responsibilities in its immediate region of strategic interest, it 
is useful to briefly examine the difficult lessons learnt in the course of the Second World 
War and the ideas this sparked within policymaking and strategic circles. The experiences 
of the war – in particular, the fall of Singapore and Malaya, which had left Australia facing 
an unprecedented threat in the region – highlighted Australia’s geographic isolation, the 
weakness of the existing systems for imperial communication and policymaking, and, most 
critically, Britain’s contracting military power. However, Australia was not in a position to 
defend itself alone. Moreover, despite Britain’s diminishing capabilities, deep cultural, 
political and economic links still tethered Australia firmly to Britain and the Commonwealth. 
The solution then was a more cooperative Commonwealth security arrangement, leveraging 
the utility of the Commonwealth connection while ensuring Australia could take on a greater 
role in matters of regional defence. Prime Minister John Curtin led the call for such an 
arrangement in his concept of the Fourth Empire. This was conceived as the next evolutionary 
stage of the British Commonwealth, wherein “full and continued consultation” would see 
the disparate perspectives of the Commonwealth united and, in turn, the development of a 
coordinated response to world affairs.3

The regionalisation of defence and Australia’s desire to be treated as a principal power 
in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific were key to Curtin’s Fourth Empire. At the 1944 
Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, Curtin tabled a memorandum “Improvements 
in the Machinery for Empire Co-operation desired by the Australian Government”, which 
stressed the importance of coordinating defence policies and high-level planning. The 
memorandum also raised the idea of regional zones of responsibility, concluding:

“The defence of the south west Pacific must be made stronger than in the past … While 
Australia is quite ready to play its part in a world organization along the lines mentioned, 
it is nevertheless a fact of current experience that when the peace of the Pacific is 
broken Australia’s war effort must be concentrated in that area. In the opinion of the 
Australian Government it is essential that the plans should exist between the parts of the 
Empire concerned and also between the other nations concerned for their co-operation 
for mutual defence in the strategical area which I have outlined. The Australian people 
have recently faced the stark realism of a perilous situation. They are determined that 
everything possible shall be done to prevent a recurrence of a similar danger.”4

It must be noted that the concept of regional zones of responsibility was also being 
concurrently raised by the Minister for External Affairs H.V. Evatt and the Defence Committee.5 
If adopted, Curtin believed that the Fourth Empire and its defence aspects would “ensure 
Australia’s development as a world Power with a dominating influence in the Pacific.”6 Curtin’s 
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Fourth Empire sought to facilitate adequate planning existed for the defence of Southeast 
Asia and the South Pacific and to codify Australia’s regional responsibilities, in turn, removing 
some of the strain on Britain to manage its global interests.

Joint Planning and the Regionalisation of Commonwealth Defence
While Curtin’s Fourth Empire proposal was ultimately unsuccessful – fellow Dominion 
Canada, rejected the concept of common policy as regressive – David Lee has observed 
that the Chifley government’s defence policy “took up where Curtin left off”.7 At the 
1946 Prime Ministers’ Conference in London, Prime Minister Ben Chifley expressed his 
government’s view that “each member of the British Commonwealth should assume the 
main responsibility for joint planning within its own regional area.”8 This included greater 
cooperation in high-level strategic planning and the regionalisation of defence. For Australia, 
its area of responsibility would be Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, managed in 
cooperation with New Zealand and Britain.9 Chifley envisioned a system in which Australian 
defence machinery would manage the control and maintenance of Commonwealth forces 
deployed in the region.10 The leaders present endorsed this concept and upon his return 
Chifley spoke in parliament of Australia’s commitment to making a larger contribution to 
Commonwealth defence.11 Despite this show of support, no definite next-steps to establish 
a revised machinery for Commonwealth defence had actually been agreed upon.

In the early months of 1947, Australian policymakers took it upon themselves to initiate 
the development of new machinery with a major review of Australia’s strategic position and 
subsequent five-year defence plan. The review considered Australia’s defence needs in the 
event of a global war and promoted the regionalisation of Commonwealth defence planning 
as the best system for security.12 Within this system, Australia would assume the role of 
the “main support area” for Southeast Asia and the South Pacific – “the strategic region of 
which it is the heart” – and the nation would accordingly act “behalf of the rest of the British 
Commonwealth in External Affairs matters relating to the Pacific.”13

Both the review and defence plan informed Australia’s performance at the 1948 Prime 
Ministers’ Conference. Evatt acted as Australia’s representative and chief among his aims 
was determining the “essential measures required … to allow Commonwealth countries to 
integrate successfully in the event of war”, including high-level strategic planning, chains 
of command and areas of responsibility.14 The British delegation tabled a memorandum by 
the Chiefs of Staff (COS) which reaffirmed the nation’s commitment to a coordinated and 
regionalised Commonwealth defence machinery. Before this machinery could be realised, 
it was necessary for all members to come to an agreement on long-term threats, the 
fundamental objective of defence policy and strategy, and the distribution of effort in line with 
regions of strategic responsibility.15 Britain assessed that the Soviet Union posed the greatest 
risk to world security. The proposed response was to seek a commitment from Australia to 
contribute to the defence of the Middle East, allowing Britain to give greater focus to Western 
Europe and the Atlantic. Australia agreed that military planning should be based on the 
assumption of war with the Soviets, yet threats in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific could 
not be dismissed, and when it came to the question of the regionalisation of defence, this was 
the area Australia was committed to. Despite these discrepancies, the Australian Defence 
Committee recommended the institution of joint strategic planning on a regional basis – the 
hope was that a suitable arrangement could be reached in due course through negotiation.16 
It was on the basis of this joint strategic planning that ANZAM was established.
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ANZAM, the Radford-Collins Agreement and the Increasing Profile of the 
Royal Australian Navy 
Negotiated in a series of inter-government meetings throughout 1949–50, ANZAM was 
initially conceived as a service-level arrangement for command and coordination in the 
event of war in the area. The ANZAM area encompassed Australia, New Zealand and the 
Malayan Peninsular, and the surrounding waters and islands. The three countries agreed 
that “regional defence planning can most effectively be undertaken by the existing 
Australian Higher Defence machinery”. In practice, this meant that within the ANZAM area, 
Australia was responsible for home defence and the defence of its territories, planning in 
the event of conflict – taking into consideration resource availability, strategic infrastructure 
and the mobilisation of forces – as well as the control of the sea lines of communication.17 
New Zealand was responsible for managing home defence, and Britain was responsible for 
Malaya. Although Australia was to lead planning for the area, the ANZAM machinery was to 
be premised on “the basis of equality and an effective voice”, with British and New Zealand 
liaison officers stationed in Australia to facilitate regular consultation. In the event of war, 
the execution of Australia’s planning would become the collective operational responsibility 
of the three nations, managed through the ANZAM COS, which would function through 
Australia’s defence machinery.18

As the Australian government increasingly focused on regional defence, the Royal Australian 
Navy’s (RAN) operational planning came to be framed within this context. Australia’s new 
responsibility for sea lines of communication reflected earlier appraisals of the absolute 
importance of such in relation to both national and regional security. For instance, in early 
1944, a Defence Committee report on the future security considerations for Southeast Asia 
and the South Pacific had noted that it was only through the control or monitoring of this arc of 
islands and surrounding waters that Australia could protect against the possibility of invasion 
and ensure the arrival 
of reinforcements 
and supplies in the 
event of conflict. 
“The best assurance 
of its [the region] 
security”, the report 
concluded, “would be 
a scheme of Imperial 
defence formulated 
and carried out 
by the members 
of the British 
Commonwealth 
in co-operation.”19 
ANZAM ultimately met 
this need allocating 
to the RAN the 
regional responsibility 
of warden of 
the sea lines of 
communication in 
Australia’s immediate 
area of strategic interest.

Figure 1: Area Division of the ANZAM Region, September 1950, Courtesy National 
Archives of Australia, A5954, 1419/13.
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Among the ANZAM nations, there was an acknowledgement that no immediate threat of 
war in the region was at that time present, nor, for that matter, were attacks on Australia.20  
Australia’s Chief of Naval Staff (CNS), Rear Admiral John Collins, RAN, accordingly turned his 
attention to organising the higher command functions necessary for the effective control 
of sea lines of communication. The negotiation of the Radford-Collins Agreement was part 
of that process. The ANZAM area overlapped with the US Navy (USN) Pacific command. 
Collins identified early-on the need for “some workable arrangement ready in the event 
of… possible trouble” to avoid administrative conflict and ensure efficient operations.21 
Such an arrangement was reached when Collins travelled to Pearl Harbor in early 1951 
to meet and negotiate with Admiral Arthur Radford, Commander-in-Chief, US Pacific Fleet 
(CINCPAC). 

The Radford-Collins Agreement, signed in September 1951, outlined the maritime 
boundaries of responsibility for naval control and protection of shipping, local defence 
and anti-submarine warfare. It also outlined command and control structures between 
CINCPAC and CNS in times of peace and war, facilitating USN and RAN cooperation for many 
years to come.22 Aside from the significance of Collins representing British-Australian-New 
Zealand naval interests – marking Australia’s willingness to assume greater responsibility in 
Commonwealth matters – the Radford-Collins Agreement in tandem with ANZAM highlighted 
Australia’s keen focus on the defence of its immediate region.

Recasting ANZAM: The Cold War, Defending Malaya and the Commonwealth 
Far Eastern Strategic Reserve
The Cold War swept dramatically into Asia, marked by the Chinese Communist Party takeover in 
mainland China, the outbreak of the Korean War, and the nationalist movements in Malaya and 
Indochina which heralded the Malayan Emergency and First Indochina War. The deteriorating 
strategic situation in the Asia-Pacific generated an increasing impetus for Australia and the 
RAN to take on a larger share of regional defence. In early-1952, the British COS conducted a 
major strategic review. The review concluded that nuclear deterrence was the most effective 
way of avoiding hot war with the Soviet Union. This was not the case in the Asia-Pacific 
region, which was deemed to be the area most susceptible to communist insurgencies and 
localised conflict. Britain could not afford to expand its commitments in the Asia-Pacific while 
also investing in its nuclear capabilities. The COS accordingly recommended the reworking of 
ANZAM for a more equitable distribution of the burden of defending Commonwealth interests, 
with greater commitments by Australia and New Zealand.23 It should be noted that the revision 
of ANZAM occurred against the backdrop of the signing of the ANZUS Treaty, the negotiation of 
the Five Power Staff Agency, and the British government’s concerns that it would be sidelined 
in planning for the defence of the Asia-Pacific region – discussion of which is beyond the 
scope of this paper and has been detailed elsewhere.24

The Australian, British and New Zealand COS met in Melbourne in October 1953 to revise 
the ANZAM arrangements. Britain’s view was that the defence of Malaya was central to 
Commonwealth interests in the region and, in the event of communist aggression the Kra 
Isthmus was the line of defence that absolutely had to be preserved.25 This appraisal of 
Malaya also addressed the lingering question of the defence of the Middle East. The British 
had conceded that, so long as there was regional instability and Australia saw a threat to 
its national security, the nation would not be willing to send forces to the Middle East. The 
practical next step, then, was to encourage Australia to commit to regional defence through 
assuming a greater role in the defence of Malaya. Fortuitously, Australia shared Britain’s 
view. The responsibility for the defence of Malaya was accordingly transferred from Britain 
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alone to the shared duty of the ANZAM COS, which was to be a permanent body residing in 
Melbourne for peace and wartime planning and operations.26

Crucial to the protection of Malaya was the creation of the FESR. First tabled by the British 
government at the 1953 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, the FESR saw the 
ANZAM countries commit to stationing a trained and equipped joint military force in Malaya. 
In the reworking of ANZAM and the creation of the FESR, Britain had acknowledged that its 
position was such that it could no longer provide the forces required to respond to regional 
conflict. This situation ultimately raised the profile of the RAN as Britain looked to continued 
cooperation as an opportunity to augment its naval presence in the Asia-Pacific region. 
Indeed, in the wake of the reworking of ANZAM and the decision to develop the FESR, 
Admiral of the Fleet Rhoderick McGriggor, RN, described the RAN’s primary role as:

“the defence of sea communications in the ANZAM area, the most important of which are 
those between Australia and that part of Asia where Australian forces will be engaged in 
the natter against Communism. The forward strategy of defence in South East Asia is not 
possible unless this is done… This responsibility cannot be passed to any other nation 
[other than Australia].”27

The creation of the FESR was officially announced in April 1955, at which point Prime 
Minister Robert Menzies defined its two-fold role. Firstly, as a deterrent and counter to 
Communist aggression in Southeast Asia, with units able to be deployed in the event of 
an attack on Malaya, Singapore, or the sea lines of communication. The second role was 
to aid in maintaining Malaya’s internal security as the Emergency continued to unfold.28 
The RAN’s contribution to the FESR took the form of ANZAM maritime exercises, involving 
two destroyers or frigates serving alongside ships of the Royal Navy (RN) and Royal New 
Zealand Navy on the Far East Station, as well as an annual visit by the aircraft carrier 
HMAS Melbourne. Several RAN officers also served alongside their British colleagues in RN 
vessels.29 The RAN’s contribution to the FESR is, as David Stevens notes, an embodiment 
of the Cold War policy of forward defence.30 Furthermore, it arguably underscores the 
maturation of Australia’s strategic thinking and understanding of the maritime domain, as 
the nation sought to maintain its strategic isolation through force projection at the furthest 
edges of its regional sea approaches.

Throughout the late-1960s and into the 1970s, the ANZAM arrangement was restructured 
and eventually disbanded in response to the decolonisation process in Southeast Asia and 
Britain’s intention to withdraw forces East of Suez. Much of the concept and machinery 
remained in place, with the key change being a name change to ANZUK in November 1971 to 
reflect the trilateral nature of the arrangement. There was also a move away from the defence 
of the Malayan Peninsular towards “the common strategic military interests of the three 
countries in regional security in those Pacific and Indian Ocean areas with which the three 
countries are concerned”.31 By 1973, Australia’s withdrawal from Vietnam, China’s desire to 
avoid major conflict, and the policy of détente all pointed to relative stability in the global order 
and, from Australia’s vantage point, a need to reorganise defence.32 This climate heralded, 
among other things, the formation of the ANZUK Reorganisation Committee which oversaw 
the reduction and eventual end to ANZUK activities. The final report on ANZUK was delivered 
on 31 December 1974. With this, the ANZAM concept came to an end.33 
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Conclusion
This paper has examined the developments of the ANZAM arrangement, firmly locating its origins 
in the lessons learnt during the Second World War and the concepts of the regionalisation of 
defence and joint Commonwealth military planning that emerged thereafter. Spanning from 
the Indian Ocean across to the Cook Islands in the South Pacific and up from New Zealand 
to Malaya, the ANZAM area codified Australia’s strategic zone of responsibility. Moreover, 
as it evolved and heralded the creation of the Radford-Collins Agreement and the FESR, the 
arrangement gave formal expression to Australia’s commitment to its immediate region and was 
a valuable instrument for maritime contributions to this end. In this way, ANZAM can be seen 
to have played a significant role in directing Australia’s defence planning and operations as it 
responded to the changing forces and power balances in the post-war Asia-Pacific. 
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TOWARDS CONSOLIDATING THE PACIFIC 
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FUTURE: A CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

Executive Summary
The Pacific Maritime Security Program is an excellent piece of Australian 
policy-making, and a positive example of Australia’s regional leadership. 
The program has considerable value for Australia and the Pacific region, 
and Australia should ensure its consolidation and continuation. 
However, there are difficult challenges to overcome. Without effective 
recognition and adaptation to meet these challenges, the program will 
not be able to achieve its goals.

This report mobilises academic literature and policy documents to 
critically analyse the program’s challenges, both current and future, 
and its ability to withstand them. Overall, this report finds that climate 
change, and economic and operational limitations represent significant 
threats to the program’s future. 
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Specifically, this report finds that the program ought to ensure it provides adequate safeguards 
against climate change-related challenges, such as consolidating Illegal, unreported and 
unregulated fishing and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief capacities, as well 
as ensuring economic sustainability and operational self-sufficiency. In reference to these 
challenges, this report concludes by providing several key recommendations to consolidate 
the program.

The Pacific Maritime Security Program promotes the security and stability of both Australia 
and the Pacific region. As such, Australia should ensure its consolidation and continuation. 
To do so, however, the program must recognise and confront the several challenges it 
faces.

Introduction 
The Pacific Maritime Security Program (PMSP) is a fine example of Australian leadership in 
the Pacific region. The program has facilitated significant achievements for both Australia 
and the program’s Pacific partners. For the Pacific, the PMSP provides sovereign assets to 
secure the region’s maritime domain, and provides the region’s nations with a mechanism 
by which they can determine their own maritime sovereignty and security. For Australia, the 
PMSP is a pillar of regional leadership. It provides Australia with greater certainty about 
Pacific stability. In summary, the PMSP is of considerable value to Australia and its Pacific 
partners.

Nevertheless, challenges for the program persist. Demands for the program to manage 
threats from climate change, as well as for the program to ensure economic sustainability 
and operational self-sufficiency, are of particular concern. Without adaptation, the PMSP 
will likely not be able to achieve its goals. However, the PMSP ought to perceive these 
challenges not as fatal flaws, but rather as opportunities. Successful policy- and decision-
making will ensure the program consolidates and prospers. Ultimately, success will depend 
upon the program’s willingness to recognise and confront its challenges.

To demonstrate this, I will first explain the contextual foundations of the PMSP, which are 
found within its predecessor, the Pacific Patrol Boat Program (PPBP). I will outline the 
strategic rationale of the PPBP’s implementation, as well as the program’s operational 
framework. The PPPB and PMSP have their origins in the introduction of the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea and the resulting security pressures this placed upon 
the region. Foremost among these security pressures was the presence of illegal maritime 
activities, such as Illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. For Australia, the PPBP 
represented a mechanism by which to promote stability throughout the Pacific region and, in 
turn, promote Australia’s strategic interests.

Second, I will provide an analysis of the transition from the PPBP to the PMSP. I will 
analyse the challenges that faced the PPBP during its lifecycle, and the subsequent 
recommendations proposed for the incoming PMSP. Moreover, I will describe how the PMSP 
was initially implemented and how improvements to it were later made. 

Third, I will critically analyse the remaining challenges to the PMSP. Specifically, I find 
that significant challenges persist in relation to climate change, and economic and 
operational limitations. I find that the PMSP will face resource and capacity constraints 
due to pressures induced by climate change. This, in turn, will intensify the challenges 
already faced by the program to ensure economic sustainability and operational self-
sufficiency.

Finally, in consideration of these findings, I will provide policy recommendations for the PMSP. 
In total, I find that the program should: (1) Formally and strategically recognise climate 
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change as a fundamental challenge to the program and region; (2) implement a climate 
change strategy; (3) seek greater engagement with New Zealand; and (4) continue and 
improve upon economic and operational capacity building.

Overall, the PMSP is an incredibly important policy for Australia and the Pacific region. While 
the program has met with considerable success, challenges persist. In the interests of 
Australia and the Pacific region, the PMSP should perceive these challenges as opportunities 
to consolidate and continue the program.

Part 1: Foundations of the Pacific Patrol Boat Program 
Analysing the PMSP requires an understanding of the context of the program’s beginnings in 
the PPBP. To set the scene, it is useful to understand the strategic rationale and operational 
framework underpinning the PPBP. Given the PMSP’s status as the successor to the PPBP, 
and the strong operational continuation between them, investigating the context of the PPBP 
provides the necessary foundations to analyse the PMSP and its ability to withstand current 
and future challenges.

Strategic Rationale

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and the Pacific’s Enforcement Limitations

When the PPBP was introduced in 1983, it was Australia’s largest Defence Cooperation 
Program. It was created as a direct consequence of the adoption of the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982.1 Article 55 of UNCLOS established 
the concept of an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), defined by the article as ‘an area 
beyond and adjacent to the territorial sea, subject to the specific legal regime established 
in this Part, under which the rights and jurisdiction of the coastal State and the rights and 
freedoms of other States are governed by the relevant provisions of this Convention’.2 
Specifically, Article 57 of the Convention states that ‘[t]he exclusive economic zone shall 
not extend beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the 
territorial sea is measured’.3 Put simply, under the enforcement of UNCLOS from 1994, 
maritime states such as those in the Pacific region would be left responsible for huge 
maritime jurisdictions.

The scale of maritime responsibility under UNCLOS should not be underestimated. Pacific 
states such as Kiribati and Papua New Guinea (PNG), for example, became accountable for 
EEZs of over 3 million square kilometres.4 Similarly, states like the Marshall Islands, Fiji and 
the Solomon Islands became liable for maritime domains of over 1 million square kilometres.5 
As Sam Bateman and Anthony Bergin note, this equates to land-to-EEZ ratios ranging from 
PNG’s 1:19 square kilometres, to Tuvalu’s astonishing 1:27,885 square kilometres.6

Of course, to secure and enforce a state’s EEZ requires a competent maritime constabulary 
force. Such a force requires sufficient surveillance and patrolling capabilities to ensure the 
effective enforcement of a state’s maritime sovereignty.7 However, before the introduction of 
the PPBP many Pacific states had no, or a severely limited, maritime constabulary force.8 With 
the presence of several illegal and economically, ecologically and socially destructive practices 
occurring in the Pacific region, UNCLOS presented the region with a critical security threat.

Illegal Maritime Activities in the Pacific

Compounding the region’s insufficient maritime constabulary capabilities was, and remains, 
the prevalence of illegal maritime activities. The greatest of these threats is Illegal, 
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. The implications of IUU fishing disproportionately 
affect developing countries like those of the Pacific region, due to the insufficient monitoring, 
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control and surveillance capabilities of those nations.9 The occurrence of IUU fishing thus 
creates significant economic, ecological and social challenges.

First, IUU fishing provides a significant economic challenge to the Pacific region. The 
greatest economic loss associated with IUU fishing concerns the state’s capital loss of the 
fish themselves (see Figure 1.1).10 On top of this, IUU fishing reduces state revenue from 
regulatory fees such as licensing and taxation.11 Together, the effect of this exploitation 
is economically reverberates throughout the industry, from transportation services to fish 
processors and fisher employment.12

In total, this incurs a significant economic price. According to the World Resources Institute, 
regional economic losses from the fish value chain, loss of household income and loss of 
tax revenues totals an estimated USD13.8–27.2 billion per year.13 Put into perspective, the 
median Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the Pacific Islands14 is just AUD600 million.15

The threat of IUU fishing in the Pacific, however, is not only an economic one. The practice 
also contributes to important ecological problems in the region. Due to the practice’s 
unregulated nature, IUU fishing is a major contributor to the overexploitation and depletion 
of the world’s fish stocks.16 Specifically, IUU fishing vessels often use prohibited catching 
methods and gear.17 Blast bombing, for example, has contributed to the loss of over 50 per 
cent of coral reef systems in Southeast Asia, while cyanide fishing damages and discolours 
coral colonies.18 Similarly, the tendency for IUU fishing vessels to use non-species-specific 
gear contributes to the problem of by-catch, consequently disturbing and weakening the 
marine ecosystem as a whole.19 

The World Resources Institute estimates that 24 per cent of all fish caught in the Pacific region 
are unreported. Approximately 50 per cent (3.7–7.2 million tonnes) of these unreported catches 
are sold illegally in international markets. This leads to regional annual gross revenue losses 
estimated at USD4.3–8.3 billion.

Source: Mansi Konar and Rashid U. Sumaila, 2019 (World Resources Institute)

Figure 1.1

Finally, it is important to note the social effect of IUU fishing. Economic and ecological 
consequences of IUU fishing incur significant social implications. The economic deficits and 
ecological destruction of this practice lead to decreased employment and food security in 
coastal communities.20 The European Union is one international institution that highlights 
IUU fishing’s social impact by virtue of its role in weakening coastal communities.21 While 
IUU fishing is the greatest threat, it is not the only illegal maritime activity in the region. 
The Pacific region faces a plethora of secondary threats, such as drug, weapon human 
trafficking and smuggling, as well as associated crime.22 Taken together, these illegal 
maritime activities pose significant maritime challenges to the Pacific region and threaten to 
impede its security and stability. 

Australia’s Rationale and Benefit

Thus far I have demonstrated the effect of the introduction of UNCLOS and the Pacific’s 
enforcement limitations, as well as the presence of illegal maritime activities in the Pacific 
in creating momentum for Australia to implement the PPBP. However, what specifically were 
the rationale and benefits that motivated Australia to implement the program?

Put simply, the rationale behind Australia’s implementation of the PPBP relates to its 
perception of the strategic risk that a weak and insecure Pacific region poses to Australia. In 
consequence of Australia’s geographic proximity to the Pacific and its historical experiences 
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of hostile power advancements into the region,23 Australia has long perceived a credible 
threat of hostile power projection from an insecure Pacific region onto Australia.24 This 
perception and historical experience, therefore, have influenced Australia’s foreign and 
security policies concerning the region. As Joanne Wallis writes, for example, approximately 
half of the global aid donated to the Pacific region is provided by Australia.25

Australia perceived the implementation of UNCLOS and the persistence of security threats 
in the Pacific region as constituting a direct threat to its own security and stability. This led 
to Australia’s decision to introduce the PPBP, which was announced on 29 and 30 August 
1983 at the South Pacific Forum meeting.26 Prime Minister Bob Hawke aptly summarised 
Australia’s thinking in a speech he gave at the handover of the first Pacific Patrol Boat, 
HMPNGS Tarangau, to PNG on 16 May 1987:

The Australian Government accepts the security and stability of our region is fundamental to 
our own security and we see the Pacific Patrol Boat as an important initiative to that end.27

Operational Framework

In response to the strategic challenges facing the Pacific region and in conjunction with 
Australia’s strategic interest for stability in the region, Australia introduced the PPBP 
upon request by Pacific states.28 To demonstrate how this policy supported this end, a 
brief analysis of the program’s operational framework is necessary. This framework can 
be adequately understood by considering three components: patrol boat donation, support 
services and the program’s cost structures.

Patrol Boat Donation

The most significant operational component of the PPBP was its patrol boat donation 
scheme. Broken down in Table 1.1, Australia supplied 22 Pacific-class Patrol Boats 
(PPBs) to PNG and 11 Pacific Island countries.29 Reflecting the security challenges of 
the region, the primary task of these boats was to monitor, protect and enforce fisheries 
within states’ EEZs.30 Not neglecting other regional security concerns, the boats also 
conducted search-and- rescue missions, medical evacuations and general anti-crime 
operations.31

As Bergin and Bateman explain, to ensure the boats reflected the capacity of the Pacific 
states, the PPBs were designed to commercial and not military standard, in which ease of 
operation, low cost and simple maintenance were paramount.32 The ASI 315 was nominated 
as the preferred design.33 It had a range of 3000 nautical miles, a top speed of between 18 
and 20 knots, and an at-sea endurance of 21 days, sustaining 12 to 14 crew members.34 
Armament capabilities of the boats consisted of either a 20 mm cannon, or .50 calibre and 
7.62 mm machine gun options.35 Finally, the boats were to be sustained over their life cycle, 
receiving a significant half-life refit between 1997 and 2003.36 The fleet would be sustained 
until their gradual decommissioning between 2017 and 2027.37

Table 1.1. Pacific Patrol Boat Allocation

Recipient country and boat number Patrol boat name Handover date

PNG (1) HMPNGS Tarangau May 1987

Vanuatu (1) RVS Tukoro June 1987

PNG (2) HMPNGS Dreger October 1987

Samoa (1) Nafanua March 1988
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Solomon Islands (1) RSIPV Lata July 1988

PNG (3) HMPNGS Seeadler October 1988

Cook Islands (1) CIPPB Te Kukupa March 1989

PNG (4) HMPNGS Basilisk July 1989

Tonga (1) VOEA Neiafu October 1989

FSM (1) FSS Palikir March 1990

Tonga (2) VOEA Pangai June 1990

FSM (2) FSS Micronesia November 1990

Tonga (3) VOEA Savea March 1991

Marshall Islands (1) RMIS Lomor June 1991

Solomon Islands (2) RSIPV Auki November 1991

Kiribati (1) RKS Teanoai January 1994

Fiji (1) RFNS Kula May 1994

Tuvalu (1) HMTSS Te Mataili October 1994

Fiji (2) RFNS Kikau May 1995

Fiji (3) RFNS Kiro October 1995

Palau (1) PSS President Remelik May 1996

FSM (3) FSS Independence May 1997

Source: Bergin & Bateman, 1999, p. 599

Support Services

Not only did the PPBP provide boat donations, the program also provided additional support 
services. First, Australia provided each recipient country with one Maritime Surveillance 
Adviser (MSA) and either one or two senior sailors qualified in maritime and/or electrical 
engineering to undertake a Technical Adviser (TA) role.38 These MSAs and TAs proved 
particularly beneficial to the recipient countries and Australia through their capacity to 
build soft-power relations with senior military and police force personnel, as well as with 
government officials.39 In some recipient states, such as Tuvalu, these advisers were the 
only Australian Government representatives in the country.40 

Second, the program included avenues for crew education and training at the Australian 
Maritime College (AMC) in Tasmania, offering technical, communications and seamanship 
courses.41 Third, with the first patrol boat scheduled to reach the end of its life in 2002, in 
2000 Prime Minister John Howard announced a 25-year Life-Extension Program delivering 
major capital and technical upgrades to the PPBs, as well as the continuation of advisory, 
maintenance and technical support.42 Australia also offered spare-part and technical 
assistance, together with through-life technical and logistical support via the program’s 
Follow-On Support Agency.43 Finally, to assist in cost complications by smaller Pacific 
recipients, Australia initially provided fuel and operational subsidies of up to AUD150,000 
per annum; these were later phased out.44



SEA POWER CENTRE AUSTRALIA 2021 ANNUAL

87

Program Cost

The PPBP was a sizeable commitment by its Pacific islands recipients. Under the program, 
recipient states were required to provide funding for operations, maintenance and crew.45 As 
Bateman and Bergin show, and which is demonstrated in Table 1.2, total operational costs 
of the program for recipient states ranged from Samoa’s AUD291,000 to the Federated 
States of Micronesia’s (FSM) AUD2.7 million.46

Cost constraints caused by the size of this commitment led Pacific islands recipients to 
reduce their use of the program, particularly during its final stages.47 Some critics, such as 
Graeme Cheeseman, have gone so far as to label the economic structure of the program 
as a form of Australian coercion in the Pacific region.48 However, as Anthony Bergin notes, 
the intensity of this claim can be easily refuted by virtue of the fact that the program was 
introduced in response to requests for assistance by Pacific states.49 Nevertheless, the 
PPBP represented a serious economic commitment by recipient states.

Likewise, for Australia, the PPBP was a considerable investment. While an accurate total 
cost of the program is difficult to obtain, a cursory understanding of the program’s cost to 
Australia demonstrates its sizeable commitment. Up to 1998, the cost of the program for 
Australia totalled AUD249 million.50 Additionally, the 25-year Life-Extension Program in 2000 
came at an additional cost of AUD350 million.51 Furthermore, Australia’s commitment to 
providing education and training to recipient states at the AMC cost Australia approximately 
AUD1.5 million per annum.52 This illustrates the substantial publicly funded commitment by 
Australia to the PPBP.

Table 1.2. Cost of PPBP

Country Total Operations Budget 
AUD (in thousands)

Cost per Patrol Boat 
AUD (in thousands)

Cook Islands 303 303

Fiji 860 287

FSM 2694 898

Kiribati 406 406

Marshall Islands 645 645

Palau 920 920

PNG 1587 397

Samoa 291 291

Solomon Islands 528 264

Tonga 692 231

Tuvalu 364 364

Vanuatu 450 450

Part 2: Transitioning to the Pacific Maritime Security Program 
Despite challenges, the PPBP was a highly successful and beneficial program to both 
Australia and the Pacific region. As Sam Bateman and Anthony Bergin note, the program 
provided a strong foundation for improving the region’s maritime security, resource 
protection and economic development.53 In the simplest sense, the PPBP provided 

Source: Bergin & Bateman, 
1999, p. 599
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Pacific states with sovereign assets that allowed them to determine their own maritime 
independence. More specifically, the PPBP provided significant economic benefits to 
recipient states. Through the program’s ability to increase states’ bargaining power, the 
PPBP helped Pacific states raise around USD70 million per annum in fishing access 
fees.54 The FSM, moreover, increased its fishing access rights fees from USD2.1 million 
in 1979 to USD21.1 million in 1994.55 The PPBP also acted as an important function for 
improving search and rescue, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR), and 
diplomatic capacities in the region (see, for example, Figure 2.1). The PPBP represents a 
significant achievement in Australian and Pacific cooperation, coordination and promotion 
of common interests and values.

Speaking at the RFNS Kula’s decommissioning, Rear Admiral Viliame Naupoto describes one of 
the Fijian Patrol Boat’s greatest accomplishments as the successful search and rescue of two 
Vanuatuan sisters lost at sea.

Source: Illaijia Ravuwai, 2019 (Fiji Sun)

Figure 2.1

As the first PPB, HMPNGS Tarangau, moved closer to its decommissioning, representing 
the PPBP’s gradual conclusion, defence analysts and academics pivoted their attention 
to identifying the program’s challenges and providing recommendations to ensure the 
consolidation of the program.

Challenges to the Pacific Patrol Boat Program and Recommendations

Cost Challenges

A significant challenge identified 
within the PPBP concerns its costs 
and subsequent limitations. As 
Linda McCann and Geoff Slocombe 
note, rather than innovation and 
development leading to lower costs 
over time, the cost of the PPBP has 
instead grown.56 This is partly due 
to higher than expected milestone 
maintenance costs due to a lack of 
consistent through-life maintenance.57 
Problematic to the effectiveness of the 
program, Bateman and Bergin suggest 
that existing cost constraints have 
harmed the ability of recipients to 
use their PPBs.58 These assessments 
are supported by McCaffrie, who 
notes that cost restraints are partly 
responsible for some recipients 
achieving a sub-optimal record of days-
at-sea59 per annum.60 A summary of 
the recipients’ days-at-sea is provided 
in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1. PPB Days-at-Sea

Recipient 
Country

Median of Total Days-at-Sea
(Between 2006 and 2012)61

Marshall Islands 80

Cook Islands 73

Fiji64 72

Kiribati 70

FSM 69

Vanuatu 62

Solomon Islands 50.5

Palau 50

Samoa 49

Tonga 47

Tuvalu 38.5

PNG 33.5

Source: McCann, 2013, Attachment B
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Of course, this presents an operational efficiency concern. That is, as recipient states’ 
days-at-sea records decrease, so too do their deterrence and enforcement capacities for 
reducing focus matters of the program such as IUU fishing.62 Demonstrating the gravity of 
this concern, a 2008 Defence Department submission to the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Affairs, Defence and Trade stated that, due partly to cost challenges, the PPBP was too 
expensive to sustain and, therefore, that the program ought to be discontinued.63

Support Services and Maintenance Limitations

A second source of challenges for the PPBP concerns its difficulty in sustaining support 
services and maintenance. Specifically, McCaffrie notes the challenge for recipient states to 
obtain suitably trained personnel.65 Despite Australia’s efforts to provide training at the AMC, 
recipient states often have no in-country education and training facilities, thereby increasing the 
cost of acquiring suitably trained crew.66 This hints at a self-sustainability issue within the 
program.

The PPBP also faced limitations in sustaining its advisory support initiative. This is particularly 
concerning given the initiative’s distinct importance to the program, as I discussed earlier, 
McCaffrie states, for example, that Australia faced barriers to sourcing suitably qualified 
and experienced MSAs and TAs, particularly as the program progressed.67

Finally, interconnected with cost challenges, McCann notes recipient countries’ difficulties 
in regularly maintaining their PPBs.68 McCaffrie’s analysis support this, finding that smaller 
Pacific states with limited operational budgets struggled to sustain the AUD100,000 annual 
cost for maintenance.69 

Consequent Recommendations

Given the importance of the PPBP to Australia and the Pacific region, and the presence of 
challenges, scholars and analysts proposed several key recommendations to ensure the 
consolidation and improvement of the PPBP’s successor program, the PMSP:

1. Reflecting cost and maintenance challenges to the PPBP, McCaffrie and McCann note 
the importance of continuing the PPBP’s boat design philosophy, which prioritised 
simplicity, low cost and ease of operability.70

2. Due to its strategic importance to Australia and its operational significance to recipient 
states, McCaffrie and McCann also stress the importance of continuing the MSA and TA 
advisory support initiative, despite their recognition of Australia’s challenges sustaining 
the initiative.71

3. McCann notes the importance of sustaining the PPBP’s training and education packages 
for recipient states.72

4. To consolidate the efficiency and potency of patrol boat enforcement and deterrence, 
McCaffrie recommends the PMSP improve its aerial surveillance capacity for 
recipient states.73

5. McCann proposes that the PMSP should involve greater cooperation with other regional 
leaders to improve Australia’s facilitation of the program.74

6. Taking a holistic approach, Bateman and Bergin recommend that the PMSP ought not to 
neglect the fluidity of core challenges that face the region. While the authors note that 
illegal maritime activities, such as IUU fishing, remain a key focus for the program, other 
threats such as climate change should not be overlooked.75
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7. Finally, Bateman and Bergin acknowledge that the region is likely to face increasing 
regional involvement from outside actors such as China. The authors recommend that 
the PMSP should consider providing a strategy for how it will seek to compete with, 
accommodate or cooperate with outside actors in the region.76

Implementation of the Pacific Maritime Security Program

Continuations

The PMSP is a 30-year continuation of the PPBP at an estimated cost of AUD2 billion over its 
life cycle.77 At its core, the PMSP continues the patrol boat donation scheme. The 12 original 
recipient states will have their decommissioning PPBs replaced with 19 more advanced 
Guardian-class Patrol Boats (GPBs).78 Two additional GPBs are scheduled to be donated to 
the PMSP’s newest partner, Timor Leste, in 2023.79 For a more detailed description of the 
GPB see Figure 2.2.

The GPB is a 39.5-metre steel-monohull design based on the Bay-class craft used by the 
Australian Border Force. The GPB is capable of top speeds of 20 knots and has a 3,000 nm 
range while travelling at 12 knots. The new patrol boat has improved accommodation to sustain 
23 all-gender crew members. The GPB also includes a 1500 kg deck crane as well as a 16 m2 
cargo deck to support HADR capabilities. Recipient states were consulted about the vessel’s 
design.

Sources: Austal (Guardian-class Patrol Boat), and Defence Sub-Committee, 2017

Figure 2.2

Similarly, the PMSP will continue much of the PPBP’s support services framework. A 2017 
Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade confirmed that the PMSP 
will continue Australia’s provision of MSAs and TAs to recipient states.80 Likewise, the report 
outlines that the PMSP will continue to provide Pacific partners with enduring training and 
maintenance support.81 For example, Australia, in collaboration with Fiji, have commenced 
infrastructure upgrades to Fiji’s Blackrock Peacekeeping and HADR Camp, providing 
education and training facilities as well as improved logistics amenities (see Figure 2.3 for 
more information).82 The Blackrock Camp, therefore, signals Australia’s positive movement 
in providing greater in-country training and HADR facilities in light of the challenges faced by 
the PPBP.

The Blackrock Peacekeeping and HADR Camp is a joint Australia–Fiji infrastructure initiative. 
The facility will receive, for example, new fencing, a headquarters building, front entrance and 
guard house, a logistics precinct (including a HADR warehouse), education facilities, medical 
facilities and accommodation. Due for completion in 2021, the facilities will enhance Fiji’s 
security and military training requirements, as well as its ability to respond to HADR demands.

Source: Department of Defence, Blackrock Camp, Fiji

Figure 2.3

Additions and Improvements

Improving upon the strong core continuations of the PPBP, the PMSP has also implemented 
several key additions and improvements. In addition to the replacement of decommissioned 
patrol boats, the PMSP has implemented two other key focuses: improved aerial surveillance 
and enhancing regional cooperation. Concerning aerial surveillance, the PMSP will build upon 
existing aerial surveillance capabilities and introduce a contracted civilian-manned fixed-wing 
aerial surveillance platform to be gradually implemented from 2017.83 The improved aerial 
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surveillance will become available to all existing PPBP partners, as well as Nauru, Niue and 
Tokelau, and will seek to improve enforcement of illegal maritime activities in the region.84

Second, the PMSP will focus its efforts to enhance regional cooperation. Outlined in the 
Defence Sub-Committee report, the Regional Coordination Working Group agreed for 
additional funding to be awarded to recipients undertaking regional cooperation under the 
PMSP Regional Coordination funding line.85 This initiative provides incentives for recipient 
states conducting regional cooperation exercises such as the 2017 Operation Rai Balang 
(see Figure 2.4 for more information).86

Finally, while not highlighted as a key focus of the PMSP in formal documents, the program 
has allocated extensive commitment to providing infrastructure initiatives throughout the 
region. In addition to the Blackrock Camp discussed previously, Australia has commenced 
its Joint Initiative Lombrum Naval Base Infrastructure Project in PNG.87 As well as providing 
support for GPB operations, this infrastructure project will include community, work, training 
and accommodation facilities for the PNG Defence Force.88  Another example of Australia’s 
regional infrastructure commitments is the program’s wharf upgrades planned for all 13 
recipient states.89 This demonstrates both Australia’s and the Pacific’s commitment to the 
PMSP, as well as key attempts to ensure the consolidation of the program.

Coordinated by the Forum Fisheries Agency surveillance centre in the Solomon Islands, 
Operation Rai Balang 2017 used nine patrol boats from Fiji, FSM, Kiribati, PNG, Marshall 
Islands, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. The Operation covered 14.7 million square kilometres and 
resulted in seven arrests of vessels conducting IUU fishing.

Source: Koroi Hawkins, 2017 (IUUWatch)

Figure 2.4

Part 3: Remaining Challenges for the Pacific Maritime Security Program 
Thus far, I have demonstrated the significant diplomatic and policy achievement that is the PPBP 
and PMSP. Their ability to provide the Pacific region with sovereign assets to determine states’ 
own maritime independence is critical not only for assuring maritime security in the Pacific, 
but also for improving the region’s economic and social stability. For Australia, the program 
contributes to its capacity to lead regional cooperation and coordination. More broadly, the 
PMSP provides Australia with a mechanism to limit regional adventurism from external actors.90 

I have also described the evolution of the PPBP to the PMSP, highlighting both programs’ 
significant achievements and challenges. Regarding its ability to improve upon the PPBP’s 
success, and to mitigate against several of its challenges, the PMSP signifies a substantial 
and positive step-up in Australia’s presence in the Pacific region.

Nevertheless, despite the program’s achievements, challenges persist. To be sure, these 
challenges ought not to be perceived and evaluated as fatal flaws in the PMSP, but rather 
as opportunities to ensure the program’s continued success. Throughout the life cycle of 
the PPBP, and through the transition to the PMSP, the program has effectively overcome 
several key regional challenges. This signals the program’s ability and willingness to adapt. 
As such, the PMSP ought to move forward to confront the following remaining challenges 
with measured, yet strong, optimism.

Implications of Climate Change

Climate change ought to be understood as a primary challenge and threat to the PMSP 
moving forward. Worryingly, however, the implications and future challenges associated 
with climate change are obvious omissions in the current PMSP strategy. While the PMSP’s 
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operational improvements to its replacement patrol boat program, aerial surveillance and 
regional cooperation are clear, there are no references to the program’s plan for confronting 
future climate-related challenges to the program and region.

The omission of the program’s climate plan comes despite references in various Department 
of Defence documents to the importance of confronting the security-related challenges 
associated with climate change. In the executive summary of the 2016 Defence White Paper, 
for example, it is recognised that climate change, among other key challenges, ‘will all lead 
to uneven progress and may lead to instability in some countries’.91 Going further, the White 
Paper notes that climate change is a particular concern for the Pacific region specifically. 
In our immediate neighbourhood and the Pacific region, for example, the 2016 White Paper 
states that:

Climate change will be a major challenge…. Climate change will see higher temperatures, 
increased sea-level rise and will increase the frequency and intensity of extreme weather 
events. These effects will exacerbate the challenge of population growth and environmental 
degradation, and will contribute to food shortages and undermine economic development.92

In Australia’s most recent Defence paper, the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, climate change 
is also identified as a key factor altering Australia’s strategic environment. Specifically, the 
Strategic Update states that climate change is a threat to human security that will likely 
facilitate greater political instability in the Pacific region.93 Consequently, the Strategic Update 
recognises the need for a greater focus on disaster relief and resilience.94

The Boe Declaration 2018 is a statement by Pacific Islands Forum members, including Australia, 
in recognition of an expanded concept of security. This includes human security, humanitarian 
assistance and environmental security. Under the Boe Declaration, climate change is recognised 
as the greatest threat to the Pacific region.

Source: Boe Declaration Action Plan (Pacific Islands Forum)

Figure 3.1

Australia has also made clear its understanding of the impact of climate change on the 
Pacific region at an international level. As part of the Boe Declaration on Regional Security 
(see Figure 3.1), Australia, along with other members of the Pacific Islands Forum, have 
recognised that ‘climate change remains the single greatest threat to the livelihoods, security 
and wellbeing of the peoples of the Pacific’.95

Finally, the 2018 Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee on the 
Implications of climate change for Australia’s national security provides greater specificity 
concerning these threats within the Pacific region.96 It states that the Pacific:

has the greatest vulnerability to climate-induced humanitarian and natural disasters 
such as severe storms, flooding and extreme heat, as well as the flow-on effects such as 
damage to economic and social infrastructure, disease outbreak, malnutrition and food 
and water shortages.97 This is a volatile mix of factors that heightens the security risk 
posed to Australia.98

In sum, the threat of climate change to the Pacific region, and the globe more broadly, 
ought not to be understated. It is, therefore, of great concern that the PMSP, has yet to 
demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of this threat. While climate change-induced 
challenges to the program and region are broad and complex, those of greatest concern to 
the PMSP relate to climate change’s implications for illegal maritime activities such as IUU 
fishing, and on HADR capacities.
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Climate Change and Illegal Maritime Activities

One of the foremost functions of the PMSP concerns its enforcement and deterrence 
of illegal maritime activities such as IUU fishing throughout the Pacific. Climate change, 
however, will place greater pressure upon this function. As Basil Germond and Antonios 
Mazaris note, one of the most well-researched topics regarding the linkages between climate 
change and maritime security, is of its effect on fishing.99 Alarmingly, the authors state that 
the prevalence of IUU fishing is expected to increase due to climate change.100 This is 
because climate change’s is expected to further exhausting global fish stocks, thus creating 
greater incentives for IUU fishing.101 For the Pacific region, Germond and Mazaris conclude 
that this will incur significant economic and social costs for both coastal communities and 
Pacific states in general.102 Of course, the PMSP is already well versed in understanding 
these impacts.

To best understand the seriousness of this interaction between climate change and IUU 
fishing, and its connection to the PMSP, the Pacific’s tuna industry case study provides a 
sound example. The Pacific region’s tuna industry is one of the largest in the world.103 As 
Johann Bell et al. note, domestic tuna fisheries contribute between 3 per cent and 20 per 
cent of GDP in four Pacific states.104 Similarly, licence fees from distant fishing nations 
contribute between 3 per cent and 40 per cent of government revenue for seven Pacific 
states.105

The Pacific tuna industry, moreover, employs over 12,000 individuals throughout the 
region.106 Clearly, the tuna industry is a significant economic and social pillar of the Pacific 
region. However, is the impact of climate change upon this industry is expected to create 
problems due to climate change’s influence in altering Pacific tuna stock distributions 
and fishing locations.107 Bell et. al. show, for example, that as climate change-induced 
sea temperature change occurs, tuna are predicted to relocate and redistribute to more 
preferred habitat conditions.108

The World Risk Index 2019 ranks five Pacific Islands states within the top 20 most at-risk states 
to Climate Change and disasters. Vanuatu and Tonga are ranked first and third, respectively.

Source: The World Bank in Pacific Islands, 2020 (The World Bank)

Figure 3.2

In the case of Pacific tuna stocks, this will cause a west-to-east migration pattern over time, 
and thus see far greater tuna productivity in eastern Pacific fisheries compared with western 
Pacific fisheries.109

This redistribution and relocation of Pacific tuna stocks, however, poses great security 
threats to the region. As Gillett and Cartwright state, due to the over-exploitation and 
exhaustion of tuna stocks in other regions, notably Southeast Asia, the Pacific region, 
and in particular the eastern Pacific – with its expected higher tuna stocks – will likely 
become a more attractive source for fishing by distant nations globally.110 While this is an 
opportunity for Pacific states to leverage this demand through increasing licensing fees, it 
also presents a major threat.111 As Gillett and Cartwright state, a scenario of steady demand 
yet simultaneous exhaustion of tuna stocks elsewhere is likely to promote an increase in 
the region’s incidence of IUU fishing.112 Under this scenario, therefore, climate change plays 
a fundamental role in proliferating the threat of IUU fishing.
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Tropical Cyclone Winston in 2016 was the most intense tropical cyclone in the southern 
hemisphere on record. Its impact on Fiji was horrendous. Approximately two in three Fijians 
were affected, killing 44 individuals, and leaving 131,000 others homeless. In total, the cyclone 
caused over AUD1.3 billion in damage. Put into context, that is approximately 20 per cent of 
Fiji’s GDP. In response, Tonga deployed its patrol boat VOEA Neiafu to assist.

Sources: Resilience & Love in Action, 2017 (The World Bank), and Defence Sub-Committee, 2017.

Figure 3.3

Of course, given the PMSP’s function as a mechanism to reduce illegal maritime activity, 
such a scenario places greater pressure on the program to successfully enforce and deter 
the practice. This poses a genuine threat, given the difficulty the program has already faced 
in ensuring recipients reach a satisfactory annual average of days-at-sea. This, therefore, 
present strong evidence for climate change’s threat to the PMSP.

Climate Change and Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief

The Pacific region is particularly vulnerable to natural disasters (see Figure 3.2).113 Between 
1970 and 2014, for example, the region suffered 539 natural disasters.114 Alarmingly, 
climate change will make such disasters more common.115 As Jonathon Barnett notes, the 
effect of climate change-induced disasters will be most seriously felt by the atoll countries, 
including Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Tuvalu and Tokelau.116 By the year 2100, sea-level 
rise is predicted to inundate these atoll countries.117

More relevant to the PMSP, these crises are also predicted within a short-term outlook. 
As Barnett notes, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change identifies the serious 
risk of death, injury and disrupted livelihoods in low-lying and coastal states and small 
islands due to the prevalence and increased frequency of climate change-induced natural 
disasters.118 In economic terms, Greg MacPherson states that, according to the World Bank, 
the cost of natural disasters to Tonga is currently equivalent to a loss of 4.4 per cent of 
GDP per annum.119 In Vanuatu, this figure is as high as 6.6 per cent.120 Finally, the World 
Bank estimates that the cost for Pacific atoll states to provide adequate protection against 
sea-level rise will equal between USD10 and 40 million per annum by 2040.121 Put into 
context, this represents between 5 to 21 per cent of Kiribati’s GDP annually.122 Clearly, this 
presents a serious security threat to the Pacific region.

Of course, an increased frequency and intensity of natural disasters in the Pacific 
presents serious challenges for the PMSP. Patrol boats have previously been used in 
a HADR capacity, and Australia’s infrastructure investment into Fiji’s Blackrock HADR 
Camp indicates its intention to ensure this continues (see, for example, Figure 3.3).123 
In sum, climate change presents a serious threat to the PMSP, adding further pressure 
regarding its efficiency and effectiveness to respond to, and withstand, demands for 
HADR capabilities.

Economic and Operational Challenges

A second source of challenges facing the PMSP concerns its ability to overcome economic 
and operational complexities. Specifically, the PMSP faces challenges to ensure economic 
sustainability, as well as to make sure that the program’s recipients have enduring 
operational self-sufficiency to secure their maritime sovereignty, with or without the PMSP. 
Both focuses, moreover, relate to ensuring that the positive foundations that the PMSP have 
provided the region withstand the test of time and policy life cycle.
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Economic Sustainability

A core challenge for the PMSP concerns ensuring the economic sustainability of the 
program. As discussed in part 2.1.1, throughout the program’s life cycle, smaller recipients 
have experienced economic difficulties in sustaining the program. Unfortunately, upon 
transitioning from the PPBP to the PMSP, the program has not adequately addressed these 
issues. Instead, the PMSP has introduced a more advanced patrol boat replacement, the 
GPB. Given that smaller recipient states suffered economic challenges sustaining the less 
advanced PPB, these states will likely experience greater economic limitations throughout 
the PMSP’s lifecycle.

Compounding this, economic sustainability is interconnected with a chain of related 
challenges. As discussed in part 2.1.1, PMSP recipients have experience economic 
difficulties in sustaining the program’s operations. As a result of this economic 
unsustainability for some partners, the program has seen a limit to its effectiveness, 
measured through lower than expected annual days-at-sea.124 While this report recognises, 
as McCann points out, that days-at-sea is not the only measure sufficient by which to judge 
overall success, nonetheless low records of days-at-sea incur challenges.125

For example, low records of days-at-sea limit the effectiveness of policing illegal 
maritime activities such as IUU fishing. Simultaneously, however, climate change-induced 
implications will place greater pressure on recipients to ensure the effective and efficient 
enforcement of IUU fishing, given the prediction for its proliferation. Therefore, not 
only does economic sustainability challenges persist currently, interconnected external 
challenges such as climate change will create greater pressure and urgency for the 
resolution of these challenges.

Similarly, climatic challenges, such as an increase in the frequency and intensity of 
natural disasters, also affect economic sustainability. As I demonstrated in part 3.1.2, 
natural disasters place a significant burden on Pacific states. In the case of Fiji in the 
aftermath of Cyclone Winston in 2016, this economic burden can be as high as 20 
per cent of GDP. 126 As the frequency and intensity of natural disasters like Cyclone 
Winston increase, the PMSP, as a key mechanism for regional HADR response, will face 
greater pressure to ensure the effectiveness and responsiveness of the program’s 
HADR capabilities. Such a scenario will put a greater economic burden on recipient 
states. This demonstrates the seriousness of the economic challenges facing the PMSP, 
particularly those relating to ensuring the economic sustainability of the program for 
recipient states.

Operational Self-sufficiency

Another challenge for the PMSP is to ensure a form of operational self-sufficiency for 
recipient states. A core aspect of the PPBP, and now the PMSP, is providing Pacific states 
sovereign assets for the self-determination of their maritime domain. In turn, Australia 
reaps the benefits associated with a secure and stable Pacific region, as discussed in 
part 1.1.3. Currently, the PMSP is a tremendous step towards creating operational self-
sufficiency for recipients. But without the PMSP, as McCaffrie and Graham note, some 
Pacific states will once more be left without a capacity to secure their maritime domain 
from threats, placing them in a similar position to the one they were in before the PPBP 
was implemented.127

To be sure, Australia has implemented substantial projects in an attempt to foster such 
operational self-sufficiency. For example, Australia’s wharf infrastructure project for all 
PMSP partner states provides a significant capability for recipients to sustain the program’s 
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operations themselves.128 Australia’s infrastructure commitments to PNG’s Lombrum Naval 
Base Project and Fiji’s Blackrock HADR Camp are further demonstrations of Australia’s 
intent to provide operational self-sufficiency throughout the region. This not only contributes 
to supporting recipient states’ operational self-sufficiency, but also provides critical industry 
building pathways, including economic inputs and outputs.

Nevertheless, while the PMSP has provided avenues for creating operational self-sufficiency, 
it faces a major challenge. The program has yet to provide a framework for how it will 
ensure that recipient states can determine their own maritime domain without the PMSP. 
For Australia, this ought to be a critical long-term aim of the program, to ensure that the 
significant investments that Australia and its Pacific partners have undertaken provide truly 
enduring rewards. The PMSP continues to provide important steps towards this end goal; 
however, the PMSP must ensure it provides a strategy for the how this goal will eventually 
be achieved.

Australia has significant incentives to strive to achieve operational self-sufficiency for 
recipient states. At its most basic level, operational self-sufficiency ensures that any 
insecurities that Australia might face as a result of the Pacific’s inability to determine its 
own maritime domain do not rest upon guaranteeing the long-term continuation of the 
program. This incentive will become increasingly important as the program faces greater 
economic and climate change-related pressures. Moreover, the more effectively the PMSP 
ensures operational self-sufficiency, the greater will its ability be to redistribute funding to 
other pressing focuses of Pacific maritime security.

Not only will this place the PMSP in a superior position to ensure its continuation, it will 
also enable the PMSP to expand its contribution to regional cooperation, coordination and 
development. For the moment, a challenge remains for the PMSP to build upon its intent to 
ensure operational self-sufficiency for recipient states.

Part 4: Policy Recommendations 
The previous analysis provides a foundation for discussing policy recommendations that the 
PMSP can implement to consolidate its success. I will explore a range of recommendations, 
each with differences in priority, difficulty and gains. I acknowledge that while some 
recommendations may present relatively clear pathways of action, other more complex 
recommendations will require significant political will, both domestically and internationally.

Climate Change Action

Climate change, as demonstrated, is a profound challenge facing both the PMSP and Pacific 
region. The implications of climate change flow throughout the program. Its impacts provide 
challenges to the program both directly and indirectly through its multiplying effect on 
existing pressures such as economic sustainability. As such, climate change action ought to 
be considered the highest priority of policy recommendation implementation.

Recommendation 1: The PMSP should formally and strategically recognise climate change 
as a fundamental challenge to the program and region.

The PMSP must recognise the strategic implications of climate change upon the program 
and Pacific region. This recommendation should be considered to be of the highest priority 
because it lays the foundations for greater climate change action.

Policy Description: Fundamentally, the PMSP ought to implement a robust and comprehensive 
recognition of the ways in which climate change will affect the program and the Pacific 
region. Unlike current arrangements, the PMSP should make strong reference to climate 
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change in relevant documents. As one mechanism to do so, the PMSP should install a 
fourth focus to its current three-part structure. This focus should reference the program’s 
intent to proactively and reactively coordinate and cooperate to reduce the implications of 
climate change within the Pacific region.

Policy Objective: This recommendation should, ultimately, strive to provide the necessary 
groundwork for greater climate change action. It should seek to facilitate a program-wide 
consensus concerning the ways that climate change will affect the interactions between 
recipient states and the PMSP. By successfully doing so, this will provide a mechanism 
to assist Australia and the PMSP to identify both program-wide and state-specific climate 
change challenges.

Recommendation 2: The PMSP ought to implement a Climate Change Strategy

If the PMSP is to effectively and efficiently coordinate and cooperate to respond to the 
plethora of challenges associated with climate change, the program should implement a 
comprehensive climate change strategy.

Policy Description: In consultation with the PMSP’s partner states, the program must 
implement a detailed climate change strategy. As such, this recommendation should be 
considered a subsequent step to recommendation 4.1.1. As part of implementating a 
comprehensive climate change strategy, the PMSP should consider and reflect upon the 
foundations set by discussions facilitated by recommendation 4.1.1. Reflecting the findings 
of this report, this strategy should also pay close attention to providing a detailed strategy 
to manage climate change-induced increases in IUU fishing and HADR demands in the 
region. This strategy might take inspiration from existing climate change plans such as the 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030.129 Regardless, state-specific 
needs and vulnerabilities must be taken into consideration.

Policy Objective: This recommendation should seek to ultimately prepare the PMSP to deal 
with climate change-related challenges moving forward. This recommendation, therefore, 
should be perceived as a short- to mid-term objective to consolidate the program over the 
long term. Moreover, a detailed climate change strategy provides an important signal to 
Australia’s Pacific partners that Australia is indeed a regional partner that they can rely on 
to assist with both traditional security threats, as has the current PMSP, and alternative 
security threats such as climate change.

Investigating Greater Regional Engagement
The PMSP faces several challenges, be they economic, operational or climate change-related. 
Regardless of their cause, the challenges facing the PMSP all place greater pressure on 
the current resources of the program, and thus, the program’s ability to most effectively and 
efficiently mobilise these resources to achieve its goals. Promoting greater regional engagement, 
particularly by other regional leaders, provides one mechanism by which the PMSP can increase 
its aggregation of resources, and therefore reduce the intensity of pressures facing the program.

Recommendation 3: The PMSP should seek greater engagement with New Zealand

Perhaps the most likely regional leader to provide greater engagement with, and assistance 
to, the PMSP is New Zealand. As Linda McCann notes, Australia and New Zealand have been 
cooperating in the Pacific region since at least 1944 when the ANZAC Pact was signed.130 
New Zealand has already demonstrated its willingness by providing support to the PMSP, 
contributing to the program’s adviser initiative for the Cook Islands.131 Moreover, through 
its own maritime operations, New Zealand has provided benefits to the program. McCann 
describes, for example, HMNZS Otago’s ten-week deployment in 2012 to the South Pacific, 
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providing assistance to Cook Islands police and fisheries officers to board fishing vessels 
within the state’s EEZ, as well as providing training for PPB crew members.132

Established in 2011 under the New Zealand Aid Program, the Pacific Maritime Safety Program 
supports maritime safety and security in the region. Administered by the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade and delivered by Maritime NZ, the program partners with Kiribati, Niue, Tuvalu, 
Tokelau, Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga. The program’s five focus areas include: regulatory 
support, search-and-rescue and oil pollution response, domestic vessel safety and infrastructure, 
community education and awareness, and support for the education and training of seafarers.

Source: Pacific Maritime Safety Program, Maritime NZ

Figure 4.1

Finally, New Zealand’s 2018 Strategic Defence Policy Statement outlines its commitment to 
the region. It states, for example, that the New Zealand Defence Force commits to ‘[m]ake a 
credible contribution in support of peace and security in the Asia-Pacific region, including in 
support of regional security arrangements’.133 

New Zealand’s policies demonstrate this commitment. In 2011, for example, New Zealand 
implemented the Pacific Maritime Safety Program (NZPMSP) (see Figure 4.1). Under the 
NZPMSP, New Zealand contributes to regional HADR capacities, education and infrastructure 
building.134 This commitment shows the feasibility of New Zealand’s greater involvement 
within the PMSP.

Policy Description: The PMSP ought to seek greater formal cooperation with New Zealand. 
This recommendation should be approached as an opportunity to extend and aggregate 
resources, and, ultimately, regional leadership. Given the overlap between current operations 
in the region between the NZPMSP’s and the PMSP’s current HADR capabilities, this provides 
one such avenue for cooperation. However, engagement should not be limited to the PMSP 
and NZPMSP. The program should engage with New Zealand’s ‘Pacific reset’, which has placed 
greater emphasis on regional engagement.135 Climate change- and HADR-related challenges 
are particular concerns for New Zealand, and therefore, given this report’s demonstration 
of the increasing challenges within this domain, the PMSP should focus on securing formal 
cooperation engagements with New Zealand to address these concerns.136 This could, for 
example, take the form of providing training and education, planning, infrastructure projects 
or joint operations with either Australia or other PMSP recipients.

Policy Objective: This policy should be pursued under the overarching objective of ensuring 
the PMSP’s consolidation, particularly given climate change-induced resource challenges. 
This policy should be implemented with the primary focus on ensuring greater engagement in 
areas in which New Zealand is most likely to participate, such as in HADR. In the long term, 
however, the program should seek to encourage a more diverse New Zealand engagement 
within the program.

Economic and Operational Capacity Building
Given the economic sustainability and operational self-sufficiency challenges facing the 
PMSP, the program ought to ensure it continues to strongly invest in projects that build 
economic and operational capacity. Australia has already invested in infrastructure 
projects such as the Lombrum Naval Base, the Blackrock HADR Camp, and program-
wide wharf infrastructure. These projects not only provide the necessary groundwork for 
creating and improving recipient states’ operational self-sufficiency, but also perform an 
important economic and social function. The Blackrock HADR Camp, for example, created 
approximately 600 local Fijian jobs.137 This shows the importance of building economic and 
operational capacity.
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Recommendation 4: The PMSP should continue and improve upon economic  
and operational capacity building

Policy Description: The PMSP must ensure that investing in economic and operational 
capacity building continues. Ultimately, this function of the PMSP should become a 
cornerstone of the program. For larger recipient states, such as PNG and Fiji, the 
program ought to continue investment into larger infrastructure projects that act as hubs 
for regional engagement, similar to the Blackrock HADR Camp. For smaller states, on 
the other hand, the PMSP should invest in promoting industry building revolving around 
providing adequate HADR resilience and response measures.Policy Objective: This policy 
serves two purposes. First, it provides the necessary foundations to ensure that the PMSP 
continues to promote operational self-sufficiency for recipient states. Second, this policy 
recommendation provides direct benefits of industry building to local recipient communities, 
in turn contributing to creating greater economic sustainability within the program. Overall 
this policy recommendation performs a critical role in ensuring the consolidation of the PMSP.

Conclusion 
The Pacific Maritime Security Program is a fine example of Australia’s political and diplomatic 
leadership in the Pacific region. Through its endeavour to provide solutions to regional 
challenges, the program is a positive expression of Australian power projection. The PMSP 
has provided Pacific nations with the assets and wherewithal to confront major challenges 
within the region, such as IUU fishing. As such, not only does the PMSP provide Pacific 
nations with sovereign assets to self-determine their maritime domain, it also acts as a vital 
tool for the promotion of the region’s economic prosperity.

The PMSP has achieved significant success, but as I have demonstrated, the program faces 
serious challenges relating to climate change and its ability to withstand economic and 
operations challenges. The PMSP should perceive these challenges as opportunities to 
consolidate its continuing success.

In this report, I have shown that climate change is a primary concern for the program. 
Foremost, the PMSP must provide far greater recognition of climate change’s impact on both 
the program and region. Moreover, the program should implement a comprehensive climate 
change strategy as a tool for identifying and preparing against the inevitable pressure 
that climate change will induce. As such, climate change action should be considered the 
highest priority for policy implementation.

Additionally, I have identified the positive foundations that the PMSP has provided for ensuring 
economic sustainability and operational self-sufficiency. The program’s infrastructure 
projects, such as the Lombrum Naval Base, Blackrock HADR Camp and wharf infrastructure 
initiative, are important examples of this. Nonetheless, economic and operational pressures 
will intensify over time, to a large extent because of climate change. The promotion and 
improvement of these economic and operational capacity-building projects will increase in 
value over time.

With respect to the findings in this report, several recommendations for future research can 
be made. First, the nature of this project limited the ability to conduct rich case studies of 
individual PMSP partners. Future research with the capacity to engage in greater case study 
analysis would provide fresh insights into this research. Second, further research should 
be conducted to provide in-depth models of how this report’s recommendations can be 
operationalised within the program.

Overall, I have demonstrated the Pacific Maritime Security Program’s profound value to 
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Australia and the Pacific region. Australia should ensure the program’s consolidation and 
continuation. Nevertheless, to successfully do so, the PMSP must consider and adapt to its 
future challenges.

List of Acronyms and Abbreviations
AMC Australian Maritime College

EEZ Exclusive Economic Zone

FSM Federated States of Micronesia

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GPB Guardian-class Patrol Boat

HADR  Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief IUU fishing Illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated fishing

MSA Maritime Surveillance Adviser

NZPMSP New Zealand Pacific Maritime Safety Program

PMSP Pacific Maritime Security Program

PNG Papua New Guinea

PPB Pacific-class Patrol Boat

PPBP Pacific Patrol Boat Program

TA Technical Adviser

UNCLOS United National Convention on the Law of the Sea
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Executive Summary
Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS), states have special rights within the 200 nautical 
miles of water surrounding them.1 This is known as their Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ).2 However, low-tide lines and other coastal 
features that form the baselines of EEZs are susceptible to 
inundation and damage from climate change, potentially leading to 
contractions in maritime territory.3 Furthermore, the capacity of a 
landmass to generate an EEZ at all is debatably dependent on its 
inhabitability, an issue also complicated by climate change.4

Drawing on modelling that predicts a 0.4 – 0.8 metre sea level rise 
by 2100, this paper discusses the crucial legal issues that arise 
when antiquated international law is applied to the contemporary 
problem of climate change.

THE IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON MARITIME 
BOUNDARIES IN THE WESTERN PACIFIC 
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Two case studies will be considered: Kiribati and the Marshall Islands. In each case, I 
examine the environmental impacts of climate change (notably the salination of groundwater 
and the acidification of the ocean), the most at-risk basepoints and the legal issues that 
arise from these challenges.

This paper does not purport to know all the answers to the issues raised by climate change, 
only to ask the right questions. These are new and evolving problems which are only just 
beginning to be explored. However, I do hope to offer some preliminary insights into how 
Australia, specifically the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), can approach the problems at hand.

I argue that Australia should support a practice of freezing maritime baselines and 
boundaries to provide clarity in the face of climate change. To support this approach, I 
recommend that the RAN assist in the mapping of unfinished boundaries and baselines in 
the region. The inclusion of multi-beam sonar on the new Pacific Support Vessel and the 
commissioning of a replacement vessel for at least one of the Leeuwin-class survey vessels 
currently in operation is recommended to facilitate this project.

Introduction
In 1982, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was adopted.5 It 
was designed as the legal authority on the oceans and seas, an all-encompassing guide to 
the maritime domain.6 In many respects, it has fulfilled this role. However, it did not anticipate 
climate change. Under UNCLOS, the legal status of maritime zones is dependent on the 
existence of certain geophysical formations, many of which are threatened by climate change. 

This report will analyse the friction between international maritime law and climate change 
in the Western Pacific and assess how the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) can help Pacific 
Island countries navigate the challenges that emerge. I will argue that Australia, through 
the RAN, should support a model of permanently fixing maritime zones to create regional 
stability amid the ambiguity generated by climate change.

In Part 1 of this paper, I will introduce the problem, illustrating 
how climate change clashes with contemporary maritime 
law. In Part 2, I will consider the legal implications of 
this problem for the Western Pacific. Part 3 will focus on 
the two states in the region likely to be the most heavily 
impacted: the Republic of the Marshall Islands (henceforth 
the Marshall Islands) and the Republic of Kiribati (Kiribati). 
Finally, in Part 4 I will consider how Australia, and the RAN 
specifically, can support Islanders.

This analysis will focus on the period from 2020 to 2100. 
This period was chosen because, as with any predictions, 
climate modelling becomes less reliable the further it 
extends into the future. A 2100 outlook facilitates long-
term planning without significantly compromising on the 
reliability of data.

Geographically, my project is limited to a study of the Western 
Pacific for four reasons.7 Firstly, the region’s proximity renders 
it relevant to Australia’s national interests. As identified in 
the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper and 2016 Defence 
White Paper, a prosperous, secure and stable near region is 
a key focus of Australia’s international engagement. 8 

Resources in the Pacific

Pacific Islanders rely on 
fish to support their largely 
subsistence lifestyles.9 Fish 
are also commercially valuable 
as a major regional export.10 
Tuna fishing is particularly 
lucrative, accounting for 
approximately $5.6 billion 
per year for the Pacific Island 
region.11 Tourism, a sector 
that is highly reliant on marine 
biodiversity and maritime 
activities, accounts for 7.2 per 
cent of regional GDP. 12 The 
Pacific is also richly endowed 
with minerals, although there 
are no reliable estimates of 
their value.13

In these ways, maritime 
resources are crucial to both 
the food security and economic 
viability of Pacific Island 
countries.
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Secondly, the Western Pacific is one of the most vulnerable areas in the world to climate 
change, predominantly due to the low elevation of island states and the above average 
levels of sea-level rise (SLR) (see Part One).14 Thirdly, the size of the maritime territory at 
stake is substantial.

95 per cent of Pacific Islander territory is maritime.15 This means that changes in maritime 
boundaries have the potential to substantially impact the territorial claims of island states. 
Fourthly, the Western Pacific is rich in maritime resources.16 It follows that boundary 
adjustment could have a significant impact on the resource endowment of states. This is 
particularly significant given the dependence of Pacific Islanders on maritime resources 
(see Box 1).17 In sum, the Western Pacific is of interest because its stability is in Australia’s 
interests and the stakes are high.

1. The Problem: Climate Change vs International Law
According to UNCLOS, states have special control over the 200 nautical miles (nm) of water 
around them, their Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).18 This includes sovereign rights to the 
natural resources in these waters.19 In most cases, the EEZ baseline is an island’s coastal 
low-tide line.20 For a more in-depth explanation of EEZ baselines, see Appendix B.

As sea levels rise, the coast which forms the EEZ baselines is, for many island states in the 
Western Pacific, gradually submerging.21 Debatably, under contemporary international law, 
this contraction in baselines results in a proportional contraction in the EEZ outer boundary; 
in this sense, baselines are considered, ‘ambulatory’.22

There is precedence. The United States successfully argued for a substantial reduction 
in Mexico’s EEZ after an island in the Gulf of Mexico, which formed part of Mexico’s EEZ 
baseline, could no longer be located.23 Climate change is also affecting the inhabitability of 
landmasses which, as will be shown, raises its own legal complications,

Sea levels worldwide have risen by an average of 3.2mm each year between 1993 and 
2010.24 This change is not geographically uniform; the Western Pacific has seen increases 
of three to four times the global mean between 1993 and 2009 (up to 12mm/year).25

The above average SLR experienced in the Western Pacific is partially attributable to the El 
Niño – Southern Oscillation (ENSO), a natural climatic cycle, which sees the Western Pacific 
periodically experience higher than average rainfall.26 However, there are other factors at 
play as well. Ice sheet melt and deglaciation disproportionately impact the Western Pacific.27 
This has not been a significant influence to date; between 1993 and 2003, ice sheet mass 
loss was only responsible for about 15 per cent of SLR.28 Thermal expansion (~50 per cent) 
and glacier melting (~30 per cent) were the most significant influences.29 However, since 
2003, ice sheet melt has been accelerating, as both an aggregate and relative contribution 
to SLR.30 This water, combined with that from deglaciation, is expected to pool around the 
regions furthest from the glacial and ice melt.31

Modelling the effect of climate change through to 2100 is difficult because of the multiplicity 
of variables involved. Some of the most reliable estimates are those published by the United 
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).32 The IPCC presents a variety of 
scenarios depending on the policy responses adopted by governments.33 These scenarios 
are known as the Representative Concentration 

Pathways (RCPs).34 There are four RCPs: RCP 2.6, RCP 4.5, RCP 6.0 and RCP 8.5.35 RCP 
2.6 is the most progressive, featuring strict environmental policies.36 RCP 4.5 and 6.0 are 
intermediate scenarios while RCP 8.5 represents a high emissions situation.37 A business-as-
usual approach is expected to produce a result somewhere between RCP 6.0 and RCP 8.5.38
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RCP 2.6 predicts a SLR of between 0.4 and 0.5 metres for the Western Pacific (see Figure 1). 
RCP 8.5 predicts a rise of between 0.7 and 0.8 metres.39 This is based on a comparison 
of the mean sea level between 1986 and 2005 and the expected mean between 2081 and 
2100.40 This paper will draw on the range provided by these estimates, assuming a SLR of 
between 0.4 and 0.8 metres by 2100.

Figure 1: Predicted SLR under RCP 2.6 (a), RCP 4.5 (b), RCP 6.0 (c) and RCP 8.5 (d). Source: Church et al., ‘Sea 
Level Change’, p. 1195.

It should be noted that IPCC estimates, in general, are quite conservative.41 Its predictions 
for 2100 are lower than that of a majority of other climate authorities.42 Its 2100 forecasts 
do not account for the melting of major ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland because of 
the high degree of uncertainty over the rate of melting.43 Even so, given that the most low-
lying states in the Western Pacific have a mean elevation of 2–3 metres, it is unlikely that 
any will completely submerge by 2100.44

An important distinction must be made here between states and individual islands as many 
states in the Western Pacific are comprised of multiple individual islands. The maximum 
elevation of a state is the highest point across all these islands; many of the individual 
islands are much lower. There is already precedence of individual islands submerging, but 
the inundation of entire states is not expected by 2100.45 However, it is quite possible 
that some states will become uninhabitable.46 There are several possible channels through 
which this can happen. The main mechanisms are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Channels through which climate change affects island inhabitability1

Decreases in available land

Submersion of land due to SLR. This is particularly concerning given the shallow gradient 
of many coastlines in the Western Pacific and the concentration of populations in coastal 
areas. Coastal erosion due to the death of coral reefs. Warmer waters and ocean acidication 
caused by higher levels of carbon dioxide in the water kill off the coral reefs which protect 
the coast from waves.
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It should be noted that erosion is counterbalanced by accretion, the process by which 
washed up coral gradually builds up islands. While, in the past, accretion has predominated 
erosion, this is changing, most likely due to higher sea levels. Most studies predict that 
erosion will be the dominant force in the future. Coastal erosion due to the death of 
mangroves. Mangroves also protect the coast from erosion. However, they are threatened 
by inundation and salination from SLR.

Salination of ground water

The livelihoods of many Pacific Islanders depend on groundwater. The intrusion of saltwater 
into the water table is a serious concern.

Natural disasters

The severity of the damage of natural disasters to low-lying states combined with the 
limited capacity of governments to fund repairs means that small islands evacuated due to 
natural disasters are often never inhabited again. Climate change is predicted to increase 
the frequency of natural disasters in the Western Pacific.

It follows that even a small rise in sea levels could render islands uninhabitable.47 Also, 
since many EEZ baseline features are insubstantial landmasses just above sea level, they 
are likely to be some of the earliest victims.48 This raises several interesting legal issues.

2. The Law
There are three central questions that arise as a result of climate change as it pertains to 
maritime boundaries. They are:

• Can a state continue to exist without territory?

• Are uninhabitable landmasses entitled to an EEZ?

• Should boundaries, once set, be fixed regardless of changes in the baselines from which 
they were measured?

Let us consider each in turn.

Conditions for the Continued Existence of the State

The conditions under which a country maintains its statehood are of central concern 
because only states are entitled to an EEZ.49

According to the Montevideo Convention, there are four conditions for statehood: a 
population, a landmass, a government and international recognition.50 However, it is unclear 
whether these conditions are necessary solely for the establishment or also the maintenance 
of a state.51 A strict reading of the Convention suggests the latter.52 Precedence indicates 
otherwise. The Papal See was recognised as a state between 1870 and 1929 despite 
losing its territory to Italy in 1870.53 It regained territory in 1929 when it was granted Vatican 
City.54 The Order of St John was deterritorialised when Napoleon invaded Malta in 1798 but 
continued to enjoy international recognition from many states.55

There have already been moves by the Tuvaluan Government to adopt a similar 
deterritorialised model, wherein the state would continue to exist even after its territory 
becomes uninhabitable.56 In 2001 and, reportedly, 2008, Tuvalu approached Australia 
and, in the former instance, New Zealand, looking to negotiate a deal that would see 
Australia or New Zealand take in the Tuvaluan population while allowing Tuvalu to remain 
a sovereign state.57 In 2008, Tuvaluan Government spokesperson, Kilifi O’Brien stated 
that, ‘we would be looking at taking one sovereign country to another – we would want to 
keep our economic exclusion zone, our United Nations seat and so on. We would want to 
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keep our identity as Tuvalu, in another location’.58 This demonstrates Tuvalu’s support for 
a deterritorialised model of statehood. However, finding a host state willing to support this 
model has proved difficult.59

For its part, Kiribati did successfully purchase 24 km2 of land from Fiji in 2014 for the 
purpose of relocation.60 However, Kiribati does not have a sovereign claim to this territory, 
meaning that migration of the Kiribati people would still be at the discretion of the Fijian 
Government.61

If Pacific Island states are forced to abandon the deterritorialised model and move to 
another country where their population and government are absorbed by that of the host 
state (as opposed to continuing to operate as their own entities), then the consensus is 
that statehood would be forfeited.62 Under UNCLOS, a dissolved state has no EEZ.63

This is one of the issues for states in the Western Pacific that could arise as a result of 
climate change.

Entitlements of Uninhabited Landmasses

Another related issue concerns the entitlements of individual islands (not whole states) 
that become uninhabitable. Article 121 (3) states that, ‘rocks which cannot sustain human 
habitation or economic life of their own shall have no exclusive economic zone’.64 The South 
China Sea Arbitration found this is to mean that if an island is uninhabitable, it is a rock and 
is therefore not entitled to an EEZ (see Box 2).65

However, the South China Sea Arbitration also noted that, when determining whether a 
landmass is uninhabitable, it is the natural form of the landmass that counts.66 In the 
context of rising sea levels, this could be understood to mean the form of the landmass 
prior to anthropogenic climate change.67 The Arbitration also noted that, while an absence 
of past habitation does not necessarily mean a landmass is uninhabitable, evidence of 
previous habitation ‘may be relevant for establishing a feature’s capacity’.68 These findings 

could be used to make a case for maintaining the EEZ claims of landmasses rendered 
uninhabitable by climate change.69 However, this conclusion is far from unanimous among 
scholars, practitioners and island states themselves.70

Fixing Maritime Boundaries

The final concern relates to the practice of ‘freezing’ maritime baselines and/or boundaries. 
Under this approach, states would register the coordinates of their EEZ baselines and EEZ 
outer boundaries with the United Nations.71 Subsequent contractions in the baseline (due 
to the uninhabitability, submersion or erosion of basepoints) would be ignored.72

This approach was endorsed in the 2014 Palau Declaration where leaders of the 45th 
Pacific Islands Forum, called for, among other initiatives, ‘strengthened regional efforts to 
fix baselines and maritime boundaries to ensure that the impact of climate change and 
SLR does not result in reduced jurisdiction’.73 The Declaration was endorsed by Australia, 

South China Sea Arbitration

The South China Sea Arbitration was a series of arbitral proceedings between the Republic of the 
Philippines and the People’s Republic of China (China). It considered, among other issues, whether 
certain landmasses in the South China Sea generated maritime claims. In considering these issue 
and related concerns, the Arbitration clarified several ambiguities in international law that can be 
applied to a study of the Western Pacific.
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the Federated States of Micronesia, the Republic of Kiribati, the Republic of Nauru, Niue, 
Palau, Papua New Guinea, the Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, 
New Zealand, the Republic of Vanuatu, and the Cook Islands, demonstrating a widespread 
regional commitment to freezing EEZ baselines and boundaries.74

The general sentiment of the Palau Declaration was welcomed by the United Nations 
Secretary-General at the time, Ban Ki-moon, although he did not comment on the specific 
practice of fixing baselines and boundaries.75 The Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Tuvalu, Palau, the 
Cook Islands, Fiji and Nauru have already acted upon the Declaration, unilaterally confirming 
their EEZ baselines and/or outer boundaries through domestic legislation.76 There does not 
seem to have been any objections to this practice from other states so far.77

However, it is unclear whether this approach is legal under UNCLOS.78 The only section 
concerned with the freezing of EEZ boundaries or baselines is Article 7 (2), which states 
that where, ‘because of the presence of a delta and other natural conditions the coastline 
is highly unstable, the appropriate points may be selected along the furthest seaward extent 
of the low- water line and, notwithstanding subsequent regression of the low-water line, the 
straight baselines shall remain effective until changed by the coastal State in accordance 
with this Convention’.79

At first glance, this suggests that baselines made unstable by climate change should be 
frozen. However, a closer study raises four questions. 

Firstly, the immediately preceding clause is concerned with indented coastlines leading 
some scholars to argue that Article 7 (2) is subordinate to the previous paragraph.80 That 
is, it should only apply to indented coastlines.81 Secondly, and is debatably used in the 
cumulative sense suggesting that both a delta and other natural conditions are necessary.82 
Thirdly, it is questionable whether anthropogenic climate change counts as a natural 
condition. Fourthly, even if we grant that it does count, it is argued that the last phrase of 
the article, which discusses the changing of baselines, implies that states will eventually 
have to amend their baselines.83 As a result of these ambiguities, the legal literature is 
divided on where UNCLOS stands on climate change-affected EEZ baselines.84

There is potential for regional powers to capitalise on this ambiguity by trying to discredit 
the claims of Western Pacific states to gain access to the resource-rich waters which are 
currently the sovereign territory of Pacific Islanders.85 As we will see, the RAN, and Australia 
more broadly, have a role to play in supporting a fixed baselines and boundaries approach, 
in line with Australia’s endorsement of the Palau Declaration.

3. Case Studies

The complexity of the issues raised by climate change is best captured through a study of 
the Marshall Islands and Kiribati. These states were chosen because they have a lot to lose 
and a relatively high chance of losing it (see Box 3).

Why Kiribati and the Marshall Islands?

Kiribati and the Marshall Islands are high-risk states for three reasons. Firstly, as very low- lying 
atolls they are some of the most susceptible states to SLR.86 Secondly, they have very large EEZs 
(see Figure 2).87 When calculated as a percentage of landmass, they have the first and third largest 
EEZs in the world.88 Thirdly, the maritime territory of the Marshall Islands and Kiribati are particularly 
rich in natural resources as both states have prioritised the conservation of marine life.89
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Figure 2: The World’s Biggest EEZs. Source: ‘Drops in the Ocean: France’s Marine Territories’, The Economist, 
2016, https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2016/01/13/drops-in-the-ocean-frances-marine-territories.

The Marshall Islands

The Marshall Islands is comprised of a series of thin, low-lying coral atolls with a mean 
elevation of approximately two metres.90 In a 2009 submission to the United Nations, the 
Marshall Islands stated that half a metre SLR, or less, could threaten the inhabitability of 
the state.91 This is well within even the conservative scenarios of the IPCC.92

The most significant threat to the inhabitability of the Marshall Islands is food and water 
security.93 The salination of water supplies is the primary concern.94 The atolls of the 
Marshall Islands are highly permeable owing to their coral foundation.95 This means that the 
freshwater table, which sits just above the saltwater table, can easily be polluted by rising 
sea levels, to the detriment of crops and groundwater supplies (see Figure 3).96

Figure 3: Cross-Section of a Typical Coral Atoll. Source: Yamamoto and Esteban, ‘Vanishing Island States and 
Sovereignty’, p. 5.
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Legal Implications for the Marshall Islands

The EEZ basepoints that would trigger the most substantial loss in maritime territory if they 
became uninhabitable and were found to have no EEZ claim are the Ujelang, Enewetak, Bokak 
and Bikar atolls (shown in Figure 4).97 It is hard to calculate exactly how much maritime 
territory would be lost in this eventuality because if the outermost atolls became uninhabitable 
then it is likely that the second most outer atolls would be in a similar position. If, for 
demonstration’s sake, we assume a situation in which only the Ujelang and Enewetak 
atolls become uninhabitable, then the Bikini and Enyu atolls (approximately 215nm east of 
Enewatak) and the Ralik Chain (approximately 320nm south-east of Urelang) would become the 
replacement basepoints (see Figure 5), signifying a major contraction in maritime territory.98 
This is particularly alarming given that the Marshall Island’s EEZ is currently the world’s 
largest shark sanctuary.99 If these waters were found to fall outside of the Marshall Islands’ 
EEZ, they would no longer be protected.

Figure 4: At-risk Basepoints in the Marshall Islands EEZ.  Source: Google Earth Pro (version 7.3.3.7786 (64-bit). 
Windows. Google, 2020.

Figure 5: Fallback Basepoints. Source: Google Earth Pro (version 7.3.3.7786 (64-bit). Windows. Google, 2020.



RESEARCH PAPERS AND REPORTS TO CREATE “A THINKING NAVY, A FIGHTING NAVY, AN AUSTRALIAN NAVY”

116

The potential for maritime territory loss was noted in a 1992 report by the South Pacific 
Regional Environment Program which stated that, ‘the partial loss of land in the [Marshall 
Islands] may lead to loss of base points for EEZ boundaries which could considerably reduce 
Marshall Islands territory with its important pelagic and sea bottom resources’.100 Similarly, 
a 2009 submission to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change expressed concern 
about the ability of the Marshall Islands to maintain its statehood (and therefore EEZ 
claims) in light of climate change.101 These reports demonstrate long-running concerns for 
the Marshall Islands’ statehood, EEZ claims and resources.

A fixed baselines/boundaries approach would resolve this issue as the inhabitability of the 
basepoints in the future would be irrelevant. The only concern would be the inhabitability of 
the basepoints at the time that baselines were fixed.

Kiribati

Kiribati is also predominantly comprised of low-lying coral atolls.102 The state has a 
mean elevation of 1.98m.103 However, some islands are substantially below this level.104 
Predictions from the World Bank estimate that up to 54 per cent of the Kiribati settlement of 
Bikenibeu will be inundated by 2050, although it should be noted that the level of certainty 
attributed to this result was low.105

Of primary concern is the loss of fresh groundwater as it is the sole source of drinkable water 
for most Islanders and crucial to the survival of vegetation.106 As with the Marshall Islands, 
rising sea levels threaten to intrude upon the freshwater table.107 Kiribati’s water scarcity is 
also a product of low levels of rainfall and increased evaporation due to higher temperatures.108

Ocean acidification is a further issue. Increased carbon dioxide in the water harms coral reefs, 
catalysing coastal erosion.109 The toxins produced by acidification also kill marine life.110 The 
lagoon of the Phoenix Islands, one of three island chains that form Kiribati, has lost almost 
all of its coral.111 The flow-on effects for fisheries are substantial; it is expected that Kiribati 
will experience a 70 per cent reduction in its maximum catch potential by 2050 under RCP 
8.5.112 This is based on a comparison of the maximum potential catch average between 
1991 and 2010 and the expected average between 2041 and 2060.113 Since Islanders rely 
on fish to survive, the acidification of the ocean impacts the inhabitability of the land.114

Legal Implications for the Marshall Islands

As with the Marshall Islands, the legal fallout from landmasses rendered uninhabitable is 
a serious concern. Kiribati has an EEZ of 1.8 million square nautical miles.115 If Kiribati’s 
islands become uninhabitable, a situation considered possible by mid-century, then its 
claim to this territory is unclear.116 In addition to inhabitability concerns, climate change 
also threatens the archipelagic status of Kiribati’s Gilbert Island chain.117 Under UNCLOS, 
when an archipelago has a land-to-water ratio of between 1:1 and 9:1 (and satisfies a few 
other dimensional requirements), it can claim archipelagic status.118 This entitles it to draw 
archipelagic baselines (see Appendix B), effectively extending its EEZ.119

The eligibility of Kiribati’s Gilbert Island chain under this criterion is questionable, with early 
estimates suggesting that the area of water is far greater than permitted.120 Nonetheless, 
Kiribati eventually succeeded in acquiring archipelagic status, registering a land-to-water 
ratio of 8.9:1.121 It follows that any inundated territory would threaten Kiribati’s archipelagic 
status.122 If the Gilbert Island chain lost its archipelagic status, the EEZ baseline would 
contract to the individual islands of the archipelago rather than the straight baselines drawn 
around the archipelago, leading to a loss of maritime territory.123 Again, freezing baselines 
and/or boundaries would resolve this issue.
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4. Australia’s Role
At present, the scales hang in the balance. On one side there is an argument for fixing 
maritime boundaries to avoid the complications that arise from shrinking islands and 
uninhabited landmasses. This is the developing customary law among states in the Western 
Pacific.124 On the other side are proponents of ambulatory baselines who interpret UNCLOS 
to mean that maritime claims contract as sea levels rise.125 Australia has an important role 
to play here in tipping the scales in favour of the Pacific Islanders’ approach.

Why Should Australia Support Fixed Maritime Boundaries?

Australia committed to the practice of fixing maritime baselines and boundaries when it 
endorsed the Palau Declaration.126 It is in Australia’s interests to continue to endorse this 
practice because the ambiguities that arise if boundaries are not clarified have the potential 
to destabilise the region.127 Resource-scarce states may be tempted to take advantage of 
ambiguities in maritime boundaries to extract resources from areas that were previously 
definitive Islander territory.128 With specific reference to the Pacific, Caron notes that, 
‘uncertainty regarding ownership of a valuable resource is fertile ground for conflict’.129

Note that instability is only one possibility; resource-scarce states may find it less 
complicated to simply purchase fishing licences from Pacific Island states as is currently 
common practice.130 However, the potential for tension stemming from ambiguity exists and 
it is possible that Australia can hedge against by supporting fixed maritime boundaries. 
Both the 2016 Defence White Paper and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper specifically note 
that a secure, near region is a key Australian interest.131

What Can the Navy Do?

The main capacity in which the RAN can assist Islanders is through its hydrographic capabilities. 
As of July 2020, there were 18 EEZ boundaries yet to be declared in the Pacific region, almost 
all of which fell within the Western Pacific as it is defined in this paper (FAO 71).132 If Pacific 
Islanders are going to present a case to the international community that boundaries should 
be fixed, then a preliminary step is determining where these boundaries are.133

However, mapping is costly and difficult for Pacific Island countries.134 Excellent work has 
and continues to be done by the Pacific Maritime Boundaries Project, an initiative between 
the Pacific Community, the Pacific Islanders Forum Fisheries Agency, the Department of 
Foreign  Affairs and Trade (Australia), the Attorney General’s Department (Australia) and the 
European Union, assisting Pacific Islanders in establishing their maritime claims.135

However, there is still more to be done, particularly with respect to continental shelves.136 
Continental shelves are the seabed and subsoil that, usually, extend along the length of the 
EEZ.137 In some cases, however, a state may be eligible to claim an extended continental 
shelf of up to 350nm.138 Several Pacific Island countries seem to be eligible for this 
extension.139 To claim an extended continental shelf, states must submit detailed geological 
and geomorphological data to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
(UNCLCS).140

It should be noted that the fallout from ambiguous continental shelf boundaries in the 
context  of climate change is not as severe as for EEZs. This is because, according to 
Article 76 (9), once registered with the UN, the outer boundaries of a continental shelf 
are permanently fixed.141 However, since many countries have not submitted a claim to the 
UN, their continental shelves are still subject to changes in ambulatory baselines.142 It is 
therefore important to map and register these maritime zones before substantial baseline 
contractions occur.
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There is scope for the RAN to assist in the mapping required for the extended continental 
shelf submissions and the delineation of the remaining EEZs. However, the RAN is currently 
transitioning towards contracting out its hydrographic operations.143 It is understood that it’s 
current hydrographic capabilities, two Leeuwin-class and four Paluma-class vessels, are being 
replaced by 12 Arafura-class Offshore Patrol Vessels (OPV). This is concerning for the RAN’s 
hydrographic capabilities for two reasons. Firstly, the OPVs do not have the same specialist 
hydrographic capabilities as current platforms, particularly the Leeuwin class.144 Secondly, 
this move signals a reduction in aggregate platforms since the 12 OPVs will also be replacing 
13 Armidale-class and 2 Cape-class Patrol Vessels, potentially stretching resources.145

Given the importance of the hydrographic work yet to be done in the Pacific, this consolidation 
and outsourcing seems ill-advised. It is recommended that some hydrographic capability 
be retained by equipping the newly announced Pacific Support Vessel with multibeam 
sonar, a surveying tool used to map the seafloor (see Box 4).146 It is understood that filing 
continental shelf submissions to the quality that the UN is now requiring will be very difficult 
without deep-ocean multibeam sonar capabilities. These are not resources that Pacific 
Island countries have. Secondly, the RAN should consider investing in another platform 
like the Leeuwin-class when the two current vessels are decommissioned. The specialist 
capabilities afforded by the sophisticated hydrographic technology aboard the Leeuwin-class 
would be a valuable asset in settling boundary ambiguities in the Pacific.147 The Leeuwin-
class can also support aircraft, which is particularly significant given the important role that 
aerial photography plays in mapping.148

Conclusion
Climate change has created a new set of problems for states in the Western Pacific that 
UNCLOS did not anticipate. This report firstly examined the IPCC’s climate predictions, 
noting that while whole states are unlikely to be completely inundated by climate change 
this century, uninhabitability is an imminent concern that presents its own set of unique 
legal challenges. I first considered the legal ramifications of a whole state becoming 
uninhabitable, finding that there is precedent for a deterritorialised state.

Secondly, I asked whether individual landmasses (not an entire state) rendered uninhabitable 
by climate change could still generate a maritime claim. The South China Arbitration states 
that it is the natural form of the island that matters, suggesting that the condition of the 
island prior to anthropogenic climate change should be the focus.152 However, there is no 
consensus on this interpretation. Thirdly, I considered whether baselines and boundaries 
should be fixed or ambulatory. There is growing support among Pacific Islanders for a fixed 
boundaries model.153 If current boundaries could be frozen, then the future inhabitability of 
basepoints would no longer be a concern with respect to states’ EEZ claims.

Multibeam Sonar

The multibeam sonar is understood to be crucial in boundary and baseline delineation and 
continental shelf mapping. It employs multiple beams to map the seabed, providing detailed data 
on a range of metrics from water depth to seafloor hardness.149 The new Pacific Support Vessel 
is believed to be in the consultation phase of development; the inclusion of multibeam sonar 
should be strongly considered as part of this process. The detailed mapping provided by the sonar 
would have additional benefits beyond the stability created by clear baselines and boundaries. At 
present, large vessels cannot traverse some parts of the Western Pacific because the charts are 
insufficiently detailed.150 This is economically damaging for Pacific Island countries because cruise 
ships often will not enter these waters.151 There is also potential for vague, inaccurate or non-
existent charts to impede humanitarian and disaster relief efforts in the region.
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Case studies of the Marshall Islands and Kiribati illustrated the complexity of the challenges 
created by climate change. In both cases, the inhabitability of islands is threatened by 
decreasing food and water security stemming from the salination of groundwater and ocean 
acidification. The archipelagic status of Kiribati’s Gilbert Island chain is also threatened by 
the inundation of even minor amounts of land. Unless baselines are frozen, this could lead 
to significant contractions in maritime territory.

Australia committed to the fixed baselines model when it endorsed the Palau Declaration.154 
The RAN can assist in the uptake of this model through the deployment of hydrographic 
vessels to map incomplete claims in the Western Pacific. Including multibeam sonar on 
the new Pacific Support Vessel and commissioning a platform of similar capability to the 
Leeuwin-class vessels is recommended to assist with this work. Through this approach, 
Australia can help states in the Western Pacific navigate the legal ambiguities created by 
climate change, to the benefit of regional stability.

Appendix A: Defining the Western Pacific
The map below (Figure A1) shows the Western Pacific as it is defined by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.155 This is the definition used in this paper.

Figure A1: FAO Area 71, Western Central Pacific. Source: ‘FAO Major Fishing Areas: Pacific, 
Western Central’, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2020.
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Appendix B: Types of Baselines
In the case of normal baselines, an EEZ is measured from the low-water line along the 
coast.156 There are a few scenarios where a different approach is used. These include:

1. Where there is a fringing reef, the low-water line of the fringing reef is used instead.157

2. Where there are islands just off the coast of the landmass, then straight baselines are 
drawn around the islands (Figure B1).158

3. Where the land is deeply indented, straight baselines may also be used (Figure B).159

4. Archipelagic states (states comprised of several islands that meet specific size and 
land-to-water ratio requirements) are allowed archipelagic baselines, which are formed 
by drawing straight lines around the outer islands of the archipelago.160 In instances 
where states are less than 400nm apart (and hence cannot each claim a 200nm EEZ), 
a median line is drawn unless an alternative agreement is reached between the states 
or historical use indicates a different division would be more appropriate.161

Figure B1: Fringing 
Islands. Source: Roach, 
J. Ashley, ‘Baselines 
under the Law of the Sea: 
Benefits and Challenges’, 
(Presentation, National 
University of Singapore, 
2016), p. 5, https://cil.
nus.edu.sg/wp-content/
uploads/2017/11/Session-
3-Baselines-Islands-Rocks-
and-Low-Tide-Elevations-
Roach-2017.pdf.

Figure B3: 
Archipelagic 
Baselines. Source: 
Roach, ‘Baselines 
under the Law of the 
Sea: Benefits and 
Challenges’, p. 12.

Figure B2: Deeply 
Indented Coast.  
Source: Roach, 
‘Baselines under 
the Law of the 
Sea: Benefits and 
Challenges’, p. 5.
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Introduction
Maritime security incidents in 2019 saw coordinated attacks against 
commercial shipping near the Strait of Hormuz, off the Port of 
Fujairah, and in the Sea of Oman. These events proved a lightning 
rod to fuel international concerns over the fundamental importance 
and integrity of maritime trade to the broader global commons.1 
The incidents highlighted the very real consequences of having 
shipping interrupted, be it short-term or of a more sustained nature, 
particularly in terms of the resilience, security and the economic 
prosperity of those nations reliant upon freedom of navigation 
through unfettered access to international maritime commerce.

PROTECTING AUSTRALIA’S MARITIME TRADE: 
THE NEED TO PLAN NOW TO BRING THE 

FUTURE INTO THE PRESENT
BY CAPT MICHAEL BEARD

Captain Michael Beard is the Director Maritime Trade Operations Team 1.

HMAS Perth conducts 
a patrol past an oil 
rig off the North West 
Shelf of the Australian 
coast.
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Ongoing maritime security 
incidents of this nature, 
coupled with unforeseen 
global shocks such as the 
emergence of coronavirus 
pandemic (COVID-19), 
have a disrupting effect 
on the global commons 
and on the movement of 
international shipping.

Australia is not impervious 
to such effects. While 
there appears a low 
national tolerance of any 
disruption to critical Sea 
Lines of Communication (SLOC)2 Australia is not immune to the fallout arising from any 
interference to international maritime trade supply deemed critical to national security. 
There are any number of maritime-based strategic vulnerabilities relating to Australia’s own 
economic interconnectedness, just-in-time supply arrangements, our continuing reliance 
on single sources of essential sea supply, and fundamental dependence on maritime-
based imports and exports. However, there is the expectation that, regardless of how the 
strategic environment may shift in the future, such supply through key SLOC will continue. 
As the events of 2019 demonstrate things can change rapidly and therefore, maintaining 
this blinkered view of maritime supply is unrealistic.

‘In 2017-2019 the combined value of Australia’s seagoing international imports and 
exports was over $600 billion.’

ANI & Naval Studies Group (UNSW) 
Protecting Australian Maritime Trade  

Proceedings of the 2019 Goldrick Seminar 19 March 2020

The fundamental importance of Australia’s SLOC to the nation’s future and wellbeing is well 
understood. More than 99 percent of Australia’s imports and exports by volume (and nearly 
80 percent by value) rely on international shipping. Some 90 percent of total transport fuels 
are imported by sea; approximately 15 percent of this tanker trade transits the Strait of 
Hormuz.3 The INDOPAC region is home to the world’s ten busiest seaports. The greatest 
international sea- lane traffic by volume of trade and economic activity transits this region 
on a daily basis.

The fundamental importance of Australia’s SLOC to the nation’s future and wellbeing is well 
understood. More than 99 percent of Australia’s imports and exports by volume (and nearly 
80 percent by value) rely on international shipping. Some 90 percent of total transport 
fuels are imported by sea; approximately 15 percent of this tanker trade transits the Strait 
of Hormuz. Australia’s near in the form of the INDOPAC region is home to the world’s 
ten busiest seaports. The greatest international sea-lane traffic by volume of trade and 
economic activity transits this region on a daily basis.

Such importance is not simply restricted to merchant shipping considerations. There is also 
the offshore estate to factor in, along with a strong dependence on a comprehensive network 
of submarine cables that link Australia with the rest of the world. This communications 
network for example, carries exponential information flows that account for more than 95 
percent of Australia’s telecommunications traffic.4 Australia’s maritime communications 

Figure 1: HMAS Perth sails through the oil rigs located in the North West 
Shelf off the coast of Western Australia.
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links and oil and gas infrastructure also present significant SLOC vulnerabilities. Even minor 
interference or short- duration disruption to these vital ‘sea lines of commerce’ would have 
significant and wide-ranging economic and security consequences.

In highlighting such vulnerabilities, in particular the susceptibility of merchant shipping and 
what needs to be done to mitigate the risk, a key take-away from the 2019 Goldrick Seminar, 
that convened to discuss maritime trade and its implications for Australia’s defence, confirmed 
that:

‘Australia has a critical dependence on maritime trade for both sustainment of national 
society and for generation of wealth.’5

Of relevance to the Royal Australian Navy (Navy) was a related seminar finding stating 
that not only is there ‘no coherent whole-of-government strategy’ to address Australia’s 
strategic vulnerabilities but also a lack of supporting naval measures in the form of a 
maritime trade plan.6

The Absence of a Maritime Trade Strategy - Implications for Navy

“At a whole-of-nation level, the framework for our [Australia’s] preparedness should be a 
National Security Strategy. And at the heart of a National Security Strategy, should be a 
Maritime Trade Strategy. Today, in Australia, neither exist.”

ANI & Naval Studies Group (UNSW) 
Protecting Australian Maritime Trade 

Proceedings of the 2019 Goldrick Seminar 19 March 2020

Without recourse to a maritime trade strategy that nests neatly within a broader national 
(maritime) security strategy, Navy will continue to operate in a vacuum in its efforts to assure 
open and stable SLOC. The absence of a maritime trade strategy makes it problematic 
to adopt a unified warfighting mentality that includes definitive guidance in executing one 
of Navy’s core warfighting roles; the protection of maritime trade and the safeguarding of 

Figure 2: Submarine Cable Network – Pacific and Indian Oceans (TeleGeography)
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merchant shipping, either in close proximity to Australia’s ports and coastal margins or off 
the Australian station.7 

The lack of direction in addressing the various intersections and interdependencies 
associated with protecting Australia’s maritime trade across the spectrum of scalable 
threats, places Navy at a significant disadvantage in terms of its preparedness for a 
prolonged fight. This is especially true in relation to Navy’s capacity and ability to effectively 
prosecute the economic warfare aspects of any low or high intensity conflict in the event 
that we actually end up having to do this for real. Put another way, the inability to leverage a 
contemporary strategy to inform operational planning which can then optimise professional 
competencies to effectively undertake Navy’s sea supply protection role, is irreconcilable 
with both the intended vision for an integrated warfighting community and the Navy mission 
and the task of preserving the integrity of Australia’s SLOC.

‘Seaborne commerce and naval power are meshed together.’ Australia’s maritime industry 
will always remain fundamental to current and future defence capability. Industry should 
therefore be viewed as an allied enabler in the warfighting effort and considered an 
invaluable partner central to the ‘sine qua non of [Australia’s] naval power.’8

“If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.”

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

Maritime military operations in the future will likely see more interactions with industry in 
terms of assisting the flow of strategic forces and the movement of equipment and combat-
related cargo to theatres of operation. Such a future will be shaped not only by military 
sealift but by having a much greater reliance on contracted commercial resources. Having 
the warfighter simply appreciate this relationship, the importance of maritime trade, and the 
need to secure our SLOC is not sufficient. Likewise, adopting a self-assured ‘it’ll be right on 
the day’ approach and hoping that industry will be able to self-manage in any contingency, 
is misinformed and short-sighted. Further, those charged with providing the ‘security of the 
sea’ need to have a contemporary understanding of trade and industry-related warfare skills 
and knowledge and be able to exercise this by exploiting diverse naval capabilities. This 
mindset needs to evolve from having some reasonable idea of the processes governing, 
and the thinking behind, those responsible for the ‘business of the sea’.9

Without fully appreciating how Australia’s maritime industry functions and how to effectively 
engage with merchant vessels if and when naval protection is required, the efficacy of 
Navy’s warfighting effort will come under scrutiny. The challenge will manifest not only in 
terms of actively demonstrating its trade protection remit but perhaps more importantly, in 
terms of Navy’s preparation to execute such responsibilities. Without this awareness and 
without a practical level of industry familiarity, Navy will find it difficult to communicate in any 
meaningful way with the commercial sector, particularly when it comes to interoperability. 
And without having some reasonable understanding of how industry actually operates, Fleet 
units will find it difficult to employ the tactical measures that can effectively protect shipping 
in a way that is recognised, understood and accepted by all stakeholders.

Protecting Australia’s Maritime Trade – Commonwealth War Book

Understanding the need for some form of strategic plan to protect Australia’s maritime 
trade was once approached in a collegiate manner as a whole-of-government responsibility. 
As late as the early 1960s, governmental planning to mitigate the threat to national SLOC 
during conflict was articulated and captured in the Commonwealth War Book (CWB). The 
intent of the CWB was to prepare Australia by taking the entire machinery of Government to 
a ‘war footing’, to mobilise on a national scale.10
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The CWB leveraged the lessons learned from periods of conflict and other contingency 
events between 1897 and 1956, particularly those that required the Commonwealth to 
rapidly transition from a peace time setting to a war emergency. In effect, the CWB was a 
high-level maritime- focussed security strategy that provided the necessary direction and 
guidance during times of uncertainty, to inform the development of related subordinate 
Service, agency, departmental, industrial and bureau plans at a State, Territory and local 
level.11

The CWB was effective in its ability to trigger the processes designed to activate and 
integrate existing contingency-based planning around national security, the preservation of 
national wellbeing, and the protection of Australia’s SLOC. Such processes included clear 
direction to each of the Services. For example, no less than seven of the sixteen chapters 
comprising the 1956 version of the publication talked to maritime trade issues in some 
form. This included Chapters 3 and 9 which detailed specific measures to be taken by Navy 
to enact maritime trade operations to protect Australia’s maritime trade. To this end these 
particular chapters arguably once formed the basis of Navy’s maritime trade strategy.

III Naval Measures 1. Actions by HMA Ships on receipt of the War telegram 

2. Employment of units of the RAN service overseas 

3. Boom defences, examination services, port war signal stations 
and war signal stations 

4. Naval control of shipping

5. Naval mobilisation

6. Requisitioning of merchant shipping for naval purposes 

7. Sea transport organisation 

8. Service of naval forces outside the Australia Station 

9. Navigational aids 

10. Action to be taken by the Department of the Navy as an 
Admiralty agent

IX Measures for the 
Security of the 
Merchant Marine: 
Requisitioning of Ships

1.   Measures for the security of the merchant marine.

2.   Requisitioning of ships.

However, after an extended period of certainty and peace where the prospect of a military 
attack has been remote, the need to maintain such collaboration has diminished. The CWB 
has fallen by the wayside and the once firmly-entrenched naval responsibility to protect 
maritime trade has largely been forgotten. Contemporary military planning seems to have 
headed off on a tangential course from one that previously prioritised the importance of 
maritime trade protection. Understandably, the very notion of the warfighter needing to 
retain proven skills necessary for the application of naval measures designed to protect 
shipping, and to then refine this knowledge in collaboration with industry, has been missing 
from Navy’s operational thinking and tactical training for too long. ‘In previous conflicts the 
RAN developed comprehensive plans to protect merchant shipping in the port precinct, the 
approaches, the littoral, and open ocean. [Today] ... such plans are absent.’12 In witnessing 
the current realignment of Australia’s strategic landscape as detailed in the 2020 Defence 
Strategic Update, and as nations address the global disruption to maritime trade in the face 

Figure 3: Naval Measures Relating to SLOC - Commonwealth War Book 1956 (Dr M. Bailey)
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of COVID-19, it is argued that the same ‘general war planning’ and established trade-related 
responsibilities and functions once in place are just as relevant today.

A Renewed Strategic Focus on Maritime Trade Security and National SLOC

Recognising this provides a solid opportunity for Australia and for Navy’s warfighting 
community to get back on track. Focussed work in certain quarters is again acknowledging 
the importance of maritime trade as a fundamental national security issue. As part a 
renewed interest in military mobilisation, there is also renewed interest in the role of Navy 
in being able to address this issue and the ability and preparedness of the warfighter to 
protect merchant shipping and SLOC.

Defence Mobilisation Working Group. A VCDF-sponsored Defence Mobilisation Working 
Group continues to revisit ADF mobilisation planning. This body of work is in response to a 
rapidly changing strategic environment and the realisation that recent times has seen little 
effort or research into working out how the ‘ADF would mobilise to defend maritime trade, 
be it in near or distant seas, or even in Australia’s ports.’13

As part of this three-year project, it is understood the group will include a review of the 
dimensions characterising Australia’s maritime trade. This will hopefully seek informed 
thinking regarding lessons learned, SLOC criticalities and vulnerabilities, and the myriad 
issues surrounding the ability, and potential requirement for, the requisition of commercial 
platforms for military purposes. In undertaking this task there probably needs to be a level of 
maritime trade risk analysis (in terms of where Australia’s trade goes to and where it comes 
from), one that could possibly consider the potential costs associated with mobilisation 
that in turn, might then inform Navy’s future force structure. This project is a significant 
undertaking. However, it is one that affords the opportunity to develop overarching strategic 
direction and guidance that reconnects with past policies in as much as the outcome from 
this working group might well end up reviving the concept and philosophy of the original 
CWB.

A contemporary CWB would in itself, be advantageous. It could again become a capstone 
document reflecting a national war mobilisation planning resource not only for Defence but 
for other lead agencies in developing respective operational / action plans. Specifically for 
Navy, an up-to-date Chapter 3 of the CWB could easily provide the template for the required 
maritime trade strategy.

Maritime Trade Protection – Current Navy Direction and Guidance

Navy’s ‘maritime trade operations’ capability is captured in extant doctrine as part of 
Australian Maritime Operations 2017 (AMO). This philosophical approach however, only 
provides an outline of the strategic and capability picture as it relates to civilian-military 
interaction and the preservation of shipping in an operational area. Broader operating 
environment planning is still required to specifically address the ‘how to’ piece of the maritime 
trade protection equation. Unfortunately, ‘how the RAN conducts maritime battlespace 
management or contributions to joint maritime operations is not well articulated.’14 This gap 
is particularly evident in the joint space where the lack of guidance continues to hamper 
Navy’s ability to implement the kinetic effects and naval measures required to give effect to 
any overarching maritime trade protection-related operational (or strategic) intent.

The blueprint governing Navy’s evolution over the next twenty years, Plan Mercator (Navy 
Strategy 2036), clearly links Navy with its trade protection role. Unfortunately, this appears 
the only tangible reference to trade protection. While this long-term strategy is due an 
update this year (along with Plan Pelorus), the current stated aim in Mercator in having 
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Navy ‘set the conditions for trade’ is unfortunately not reflected in Navy’s complementary 
direction covering the next four years under the current Plan Pelorus (Navy Strategy 2022). 
While stating that the maritime domain remains central to the security and prosperity of the 
nation, and while emphasising the need for Navy to be able to respond to the full spectrum 
of conflict, at present there is no specific reference in Navy Strategy 2022 regarding 
Navy’s core maritime trade protection role. Nor does the plan make any reference to the 
aforementioned ‘how’; that is, the means by which Navy might prepare for and be positioned 
to execute and then sustain, the trade protection role as part of the Navy mission.

For many in the audience at last year’s Goldrick seminar there were few if any, indications 
suggesting whether the ‘how’ had been thought through or indeed, afforded much attention 
at all. This observation would support renewed arguments for a greater school of thought 
to be added to the warfighting agenda so that the challenges surrounding the issue of trade 
protection can start to be addressed.

So Is Maritime Trade Protection a Warfare Priority? Navy’s operationally-focussed planning 
would suggest not. The updated Navy Warfighting Strategy 2022 also makes no reference 
to maritime trade or to the issue of sea supply protection, either as an implied task, as 
an enabling line of effort, or as part of a Warfighting Line of Operation (LOO). In terms of 
enabling contributions to the generation and certification of Fleet’s warfighting capability, 
frustratingly this omission is compounded by the fact that trade protection is also not 
afforded any attention in either the Fleet Warfighting Strategy 2022 or the Fleet Warfighting 
Plan 2022 in any form that clearly correlates to a particular ‘milestone’ or ‘stepping stone’ 
in supporting the Sea Control LOO in the complimentary Warfighting Campaign Plan.

Not surprisingly therefore, current levels of awareness and understanding (and acceptance) 
within Navy’s warfighting community of one of Navy’s core warfare responsibilities is 
inconsistent with the future warfare workforce requirement under Navy’s Warfare Mastery 
Program that is underpinned by three key strategic drivers; being able to maintain speed or 
relevance, embracing complexity of capability and being willing to adopt a unified approach 
appropriate to the future fight.

It becomes increasingly difficult to reconcile this lack of shared understanding of capability 
and ‘general war planning’ direction and guidance, with Navy’s ‘fight and win at sea’ mission, 
the success of which is predicated on the ability to understand and exploit the joint maritime 
battlespace across the entire spectrum of conflict.

Raise, Train, Sustain – Maritime Trade Protection Mastery This lack of alignment and 
connectivity throughout Navy’s cascading planning guidance regarding maritime trade 
protection has any number of second and third order effects that impact the current state of 
warfare training. Some key exercises within Navy’s Force Generation (FORGEN) programme 
and within the Joint Warfighting Series do include serialised input from Navy’s Maritime 
Trade Operations (MTO) capability. However, not since the 1990s through the TASMANEX 
activity has any mainstream warfare exercise probably practiced tin any meaningful way 
Navy’s maritime trade protection role or included Fleet units actually exercising trade 
protection operations.15

Upskilling Warfare Training. Current FORGEN exercise LOOs, along with broader joint 
collective training, are increasingly focussing on skills and knowledge relating to offensive 
and manoeuvre joint / maritime warfare and warfighting lethality. There is a view that 
our own platforms need to be defended as a priority so we are then in the best position 
to defeat an adversary in order to gain sea control for our own operational and tactical 
purposes (such as enabling the safe transit of vital shipping). Some commentators however, 
subscribe to the idea of ‘sea control [being] increasingly out of reach of modern navies’.16 



RESEARCH PAPERS AND REPORTS TO CREATE “A THINKING NAVY, A FIGHTING NAVY, AN AUSTRALIAN NAVY”

136

It is conceivable then of instances where sea control might never be realised or where sea 
control ends up being contested over a protracted period. Maritime forces could just as 
easily be called on to protect shipping and guard the movement of trade in a hostile and 
contested environment before sea control (or sea denial) can actually be achieved.

Navy’s warfare training needs to acknowledge the importance of trade protection as part of a 
unified concept of warfighting that embraces discipline-specific capabilities commensurate 
with the Warfare Community Workforce Capability Statement. Understanding how key doctrinal 
principles can be applied to 
the full spectrum of conflict will 
greatly assist the generation and 
maintenance of Navy’s low and 
high-end warfighting capability 
(and workforce). However, the 
application of doctrinal ‘fitness’ 
needs to factor in the trade 
protection role as one that 
in the future, will require levels 
of naval intervention and end-to-
end operations regardless of the 
operational state of play.

Exercising With Industry
In recognising the importance of the merchant navy’s role in future theatres of operation, 
there is clear evidence of the need for increased maritime industry and merchant marine 
shipping participation in large-scale military exercises. The US Navy’s Military Sealift 
Command Atlantic has recognised this more-so over the last five years. The Oil Companies 
International Marine Forum now routinely participates with the US Navy as part of the 
International Maritime Exercise (IMX). The IMX aims to promote interoperability and 
demonstrate resolve in maintaining regional security and stability (which includes protecting 
maritime trade and assuring the free flow of commerce). IMX 2019 was conducted in the 
Middle East Region and included naval vessels and military personnel from over fifty nations 
and importantly, seven international maritime industry organisations.17

Further, prior to COVID-19 re-shaping the NATO-sponsored Exercise Defender-Europe 2020, 
the US Navy originally planned to exercise cross-Atlantic convoy operations for the first time 
since the Cold War. By involving Military Sealift Command’s organic assets together with 
contracted commercial vessels, the intent was to improve civil-military communication and 
so understand ‘where are the gaps, what systems can we look at for the future, and how we 
can better [command and control] these convoys.’18

The RAN might have embraced a similar shared understanding of this need in the past. 
However, the intent of such industry interaction no longer feature as a planning consideration. 
Trade protection-related warfare skills and knowledge as part of Navy’s applied approach to 
integrated warfare have atrophied as a result.

It would be prudent to revisit the past and once again, look to explore periodic industry 
engagement as part of joint collective training or as part of the FORGEN exercise suite 
in Navy’s focus on delivering the Wafighting Campaign Plan. The intent here would be to 
develop competencies, identify the challenges, learn lessons and test the veracity and 
effectiveness of operational planning. The Fleet Certification Period for example, might prove 
an appropriate activity for such engagements to re-introduce, develop and progressively 

Figure 4: HMAS Sirius sails past the Modec Venture 11 during a 
patrol of the Australian North West Shelf area.
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enhance the warfighter’s tactical proficiency through serials designed around specific Fleet 
units exercising delaying and non-delaying maritime trade protection measures in-company 
with one or more merchant vessels.

Planning exercises along such interoperability lines would undoubtedly present challenges. 
However, these are not insurmountable. Obstacles to interoperability should not be seen 
as reasons for not trying. Past lessons need to be learnt and acted upon. The idea of 
exercising with industry now, to build competencies to be better prepared for the future 
operating environment, has clear parallels with the past. Recognising these parallels 
and understanding the time required to develop the civilian-military relationship should 
alone, be sufficient to warn us against continued indifference, complacency and ‘strategic 
inattention.’19

Benefits of Interoperability. Apart from the obvious preparedness issues, there are any 
number of benefits to be gained by exercising with industry. Engagements would engender 
a greater understanding in terms of interoperability and help build a stronger relationship. 
Any effective partnership requires a solid appreciation of how each other operates, 
communicates and is likely to react when faced with certain circumstances. Periodic 
engagements would enhance the maritime sector’s expectations of Navy and reassure 
industry as to Navy’s ability to undertake and commitment to, maritime trade protection.

“... interoperability is based on the clarity of the goal and shared attachment to a common 
purpose ...’

VADM Tim Barrett, RAN, The Navy and the Nation

By practicing interoperability, Navy and industry would progressively become more 
comfortable in their respective preparations to be able to confidently work together, initially 
in a simulated exercise environment. Through periodic trade protection exercises, the 
relevant operational and tactical skills and knowledge could be developed by and then 
refined both by the warfighter and the merchant mariner, to prepare each for a future ‘global 
shock’ that might jeopardise Australia’s dependence on international trade. The outcomes 
of such engagements would undoubtedly prove invaluable to inform current and future trade 

Figure 5: HMAS Toowoomba escorts a merchant vessel as directed by the International Maritime Security 
Construct while the ship is deployed to the Middle East.
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protection-related operations, such as those undertaken during last year’s deployment of 
HMAS Toowoomba in supporting Operation Sentinel and the International Maritime Security 
Construct (IMSC) initiative.

Embracing opportunities for civilian-military interoperability would also enhance Australia’s 
international standing through demonstrable military measures, such as support for the 
IMSC, aimed at ensuring the freedom of navigation and the free flow of commerce in 
international waters.

A Maritime Trade Strategy – Some Underlying Considerations
In addition to other inputs and considerations, outcomes from exercising with industry 
would help contribute to the development of a maritime trade strategy. It is not proposed 
in this article to outline what this strategy might look like, whether this is a contemporary 
CWB chapter(s), a product comparable to the intent of the original CWB, or something 
completely different. Rather, what is emphasised at this point is the need to adhere to 
some fundamental principles that should in turn, inform the debate and help shape round 
table discussions surrounding the strategy’s development:

• The protection of maritime trade is and will remain, an abiding mission for Navy

• Because trade protection will need to be considered in various contingency situations, a 
range of naval actions and measures will be required to counter the scalable nature of 
trade disruption that now manifests as a concerning ‘grey zone’ activity

• It is unlikely that Navy will have the Fleet units and assets at its disposal to protect 
all merchant shipping, all the time, in all circumstances – the strategy will need to 
understand what constitutes ‘essential trade’ and consider the prioritisation of key 
trade route

• Exercising effective trade protection will require the warfighter to possess a range of 
additional warfare skills and knowledge as they relate to industry and the concept of 
trade protection

• The effectiveness of trade protection measures, along with the currency of associated 
skills and knowledge, will again deteriorate if not routinely exercised through meaningful 
opportunities for interoperability.

A maritime trade strategy that can complement a national (maritime-based) security strategy 
might also consider leveraging Navy’s existing procedural-level maritime trade operations 
doctrine.20 Further, such a strategy should probably be considered as part of the broader 
warfare effort such that the trade protection intent finds its way into Navy’s warfighting 
direction and operational planning.

The crafting of a maritime trade strategy will need to consider what actual measures might 
be called upon in the event of a contingency. Such measures include the number and type 
of platforms that would likely be required to protect shipping, and any modifications to 
current warfare training envisaged under the Warfare Mastery Program. For example, will 
there again be a role for the Navy Reserve in contributing to harbour defence and port 
protection measures or as convoy liaison officers? To what extent should warfare training 
have an increased focus on the trade protection task and what this might involve? While 
the notion of convoy operations for example, might be an anathema to some and be seen 
as something incompatible with warfare training in the modern strategic environment, in 
certain circumstances its employment might be the only effective trade protection measure 
available commensurate with the operational situation.21 One only has to look at what was 
originally planned for Exercise Defender-Europe 2020, and the emergent need to implement 
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at short notice rudimentary convoy operations to maintain sea supply operations during 
Exercise Talisman Sabre 19, to appreciate how the planning mindset might well be changing 
to again accommodate past and proven measures.

Cognisant of the above and the desire to ensure appropriate buy-in at all levels, a bottom-
up approach in developing a maritime trade strategy would seem appropriate, particularly 
if answers are to be found to some key questions. Answers to these and related queries 
would then help inform a complementary ‘naval measures’ operational plan that can start 
to address the ‘how’:

• Trade Analysis – what trade routes and associated shipping need to be considered 
essential to protect in supporting both Australia’s national interests and in denying any 
potential adversary?

• Tactics – what tactical measures (along with what proportion of measures / 
specialisations) should Navy be prepared to deploy to protect shipping, both in terms of 
procedures and warfare capabilities?

• Resources – how will Fleet units be prioritised and assigned to protect shipping?

• Technology – might there be a role for new and emerging technologies in protecting 
maritime trade?

• Training – what changes might be needed in the conventional warfighting training 
continuum to upskill the warfighter to confidently and competently implement specific 
trade protection measures?

• MTO Capability – notwithstanding the Navy Reserve nature of the organisation, is there 
an enhanced role for MTOT1 in helping train, prepare, and support Navy in undertaking 
the full suite of trade protection operations?

• Force Structure – what might the implications be for Navy’s future force structure in 
terms of platform types and numbers?

• Industry – what might industry’s expectations be of Navy in the former’s assumption 
that shipping will be appropriately protected in the event of a contingency?

• Exercises – to avoid any degradation of skills, how might opportunities for periodic 
trade protection interoperability be incorporated into the raise, train, sustain and joint 
collective training space?

Conclusion
The 2020 Defence Strategic Update is a timely reminder of how Australia’s military 
capability edge is being increasingly challenged in a time of reducing confidence in the 
rules-based global order, represented by a rising trend in assertive and coercive grey-zone 
conflict. This rapidly changing environment will do little to ease increasing concerns over 
Australia’s strategic vulnerabilities in the maritime trade space. Recent events in the Middle 
East Region highlight the relative ease in which economic warfare can now be waged. Any 
miscalculation in waterways such as the Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Bab al-Mandeb 
or in regions that include the South China Sea, is likely to have major SLOC implications in 
terms of Australia’s dependence on key commodities and a continued reliance on an open, 
free and secure maritime trading system.

Maritime trade operations that focus on the protection of trade, will remain a key role for 
the Royal Australian Navy. This responsibility will become even more abiding given the likely 
nature and duration of future maritime military operations, particularly those fought in 



RESEARCH PAPERS AND REPORTS TO CREATE “A THINKING NAVY, A FIGHTING NAVY, AN AUSTRALIAN NAVY”

140

congested, information-denied, contested, and high-threat environments. Prosecuting such 
operations will increasingly see more interactions with maritime industry not less. A change 
in both Navy’s warfighting mentality and the military planning mindset is warranted, one 
that takes into account a more modern and integrated operational context. This shift needs 
to reflect not only Navy’s capacity for self-preservation while exercising lethality but also a 
concurrent ability to be able to reach out and effectively protect shipping.

If Navy is to fulfil its trade protection raison d’être it needs to be guided by a pragmatic 
maritime trade protection strategy that will contribute to making Australia more resilient 
to global shock in the future. This strategy should clearly articulate who in a conflict is 
going to protect Australia’s SLOC and sea supply, how this might actually be achieved and 
importantly, under what circumstances. It should also have sufficient substance and clarity 
to be able to value-add to the warfighter’s understanding of the ‘how’ through appropriate 
priorities and measures that focus on interoperability and through procedures and actions 
that can be periodically tested through meaningful civilian-military engagements. History 
demonstrates the value of naval forces and merchant vessels working closely to an effective 
operational plan.

Navy needs to plan for the future in the event we are called upon to protect Australia’s 
SLOC and maritime trade during a real-world operation. The continued absence of trade 
protection direction and guidance will in all likelihood, perpetuate a mindset that only 
focuses on warfighting lethality. It is only through recourse to a maritime trade strategy that 
the often overlooked economic warfare component of the warfare continuum can be fully 
and successfully prosecuted by a Navy prepared with a contemporary warfighting mentality 
that aligns with the vision of an integrated warfare community.
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part of the maritime security escort and overwatch tasks under CTF 151/152 and within the International 
Maritime Security Construct, do not represent true convoy-like operations.

https://news.usni.org/2020/02/28/navy-drills-atlantic-convoy-ops-for-first-time-since-cold-war-in-defender-europe-20
https://news.usni.org/2020/02/28/navy-drills-atlantic-convoy-ops-for-first-time-since-cold-war-in-defender-europe-20
https://news.usni.org/2020/02/28/navy-drills-atlantic-convoy-ops-for-first-time-since-cold-war-in-defender-europe-20
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OCEAN OF OPPORTUNITY OR MURKY WATERS?
INFORMATION-SHARING AND COMBATING TRANSNATIONAL MARITIME CRIME IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

Executive Summary
Although the Indo-Pacific has recently experienced immense growth 
in the number of regional institutions, this has not always improved 
efforts to combat transnational maritime crime. This report analyses 
the extent to which information-sharing can be used to aid regional 
efforts to inhibit such crime in the Indo-Pacific. This is an important 
area of discussion in a political environment where maritime crime and 
information-sharing are often overshadowed by other international 
issues. 

The report first explores the threat of transnational maritime crime 
to security and order at sea, and how the complexity of the 
maritime domain facilitates criminal activity. The important role of 
institutions in mitigating these complexities is emphasised, but it 
is exposed that the Indo-Pacific’s regional security architecture has 
not achieved this due to simultaneous over- and under-regulation. 
Consequently, this report identifies information-sharing as an area 
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upon which regional cooperation efforts should focus. Information-sharing increases state’ 
Maritime Domain Awareness, alleviating some of the issues that maritime complexity 
presents. Although there are significant challenges to information-sharing, the argument for 
increasing such activities is compelling. Information-sharing is thus shown to be integral to 
the future of combating transnational maritime crime. 

This report makes three recommendations that would assist Indo-Pacific nations in 
prosecuting and preventing transnational maritime crime. Included in the recommendations 
are specific considerations of how Australia can contribute to these efforts. The 
recommendations made are: 

• Penalties for transnational maritime crimes must be increased to impose higher costs 
on offenders. 

• Capacity-building activities by well-resourced states in the IP must be used to strengthen 
the domestic institutions and abilities of partner states to combat transnational 
maritime crime. 

• An information-sharing arrangement for the IP must be created to increase regional 
Maritime Domain Awareness by consolidating existing frameworks, resolving issues 
generated by technological differences, and ensuring state sovereignty is protected. 

This report concludes that states in the Indo-Pacific must work together to build an information- 
sharing mechanism in the region if criminal activities are to be prevented, potentially saving 
millions of lives in the region. 

INTRODUCTION
In 1942, Nicholas J. Spykman, a prominent realist scholar, wrote America’s Strategy in 
World Politics: The United States and the Balance of Power and in 1944, The Geography of 
Peace. Across these books, Spykman vividly describes the Asiatic Mediterranean, a zone 
extending from Asia to Australia between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. He argues that 
states in the region must operate amphibiously to mount an effective defence as they face 
security threats on both fronts.1 He delivers a picturesque description of a zone of “insular 
world par excellence”, plentiful rainfall, rich in minerals and “fertile soil”.2 Yet, across the 
region’s densely populated “littoral and island rims” are vast oceans, unknown to most who 
only admire seas from coastlines.3 Despite Spykman’s hopeful descriptions, the oceans 
of the Asiatic Mediterranean, which approximate the Indo-Pacific (IP), are the stage for 
illegal enterprises exploiting the maritime domain for criminal purposes, harming millions of 
people.4 This reality is the concern of this report.

For many years, regional and international forums have sought to combat illegal maritime 
operations such as piracy, trafficking (human and contraband), and illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing. While groups undertaking these activities often seem ramshackle, 
their persistence suggests their operations are complex and clandestine. Perpetrators often 
belong to international criminal or terrorist groups using illegal activities to fund further 
endeavours.5 The complexity of the maritime domain, due to issues like invisible borders 
and jurisdictional conflicts, enables these groups to cause widespread disruption.6 These 
challenges are exacerbated by an oversupply of contradictory regulation in the IP, the area 
of focus for this report.7 Concurrently, just as there is a superabundance of regulation 
concerning what actions should be considered illegal, so the regulation is insufficient in 
critical areas such as information-sharing, both of which are crucial for states to have 
sufficient Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA).8 This report identifies shortcomings in the 
present regulatory structure and argues for, not more, but better regulation – for regulation 
that is clear and sufficient.
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International media reporting and political debate are often preoccupied with military hard-
power and geostrategic competition, particularly between the United States (US) and China. 
These issues are certainly important, as growing tensions could lead to destructive global 
conflict. However, this report will avoid such discourse, not to argue that one issue is more 
important than the other but raise into the common consciousness a topic other than 
that which is already mass-broadcast in both academic discourse and media. This report 
instead reflects on the challenges of tens of millions of individuals suffering at the hands of 
transnational crime, facilitated by the complexities of the maritime domain.9

To examine this, Part I of this report defines maritime security, framing the problem, 
nature, and implications of transnational maritime crime in the IP. Part II evaluates existing 
regional and international cooperative mechanisms in the IP. Part III discusses the nature of 
information-sharing and how it could aid efforts to combat transnational crime. Finally, Part IV 
makes several recommendations and specifically reflects on how Australia could implement 
them, to conclude that information-sharing is the future of combating transnational maritime 
crime in the IP.

PART I: FRAMING THE PROBLEM OF 
TRANSNATIONAL MARITIME CRIME
Transnational crime is the most severe maritime 
security issue in the IP, threatening “good order 
at sea”.10 As with many concepts, maritime 
security has no universal definition. Instead, 
scholars like Christian Bueger argue that 
there are different frameworks through which 
we can view the concept (Case Study 1). 
Each framework differs in its interpretation of 
maritime security, but they converge on similar 
ideas of marine power, piracy, and criminal 
enterprise.11 This convergence demonstrates 
the inherent relationship between maritime 
crime and security. Thus, transnational crime 
must be managed and ultimately eradicated, 
to maintain regional maritime security.

Case Study 1: What is Maritime Security?

Bueger identities three frameworks 
for understanding maritime security. 
The first is as a conceptual matrix, 
explaining one concept by showing its 
associated concepts. A second framework 
is securitisation, analysing how a 
concept becomes seen as a threat, and 
subsequently how the threat becomes 
political agenda. The third framework is 
security practice theory, observing the 
actions of groups alleged to be conducting 
maritime security rather than looking at 
definitions.
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In discussing transnational maritime crime, this report focuses on piracy, the trafficking 
of people and contraband and IUU fishing as they are the most common, profitable and 
threatening activities in the IP (Appendix A).12 Piracy became a policy priority, in particular, 
after the crisis in Somalia, but it also significantly affects other areas like the Sulu Sea and 
Malacca Strait.13 Trafficking is a major area of concern as the IP suffers disproportionately, 
with over two-thirds of human trafficking victims located in East Asia.14 Further, IUU fishing 
presents a severe threat, increasingly depleting the fish stocks that millions rely on (Case 
Study 2).15 Table 1 outlines the severe impacts of these crimes.

Case Study 2: IUU Fishing

Only 3 per cent of global fish stocks are considered underexploited. Often, the depletion of fish stocks 
caused by IUU fishing “creat[es] more fertile recruiting grounds” for other criminal operations as 
local fisherman turn to illegal activities to feed themselves.1 Further, ships conducting IUU fishing 
often facilitate other crimes, using trafficked labour and trafficking other contraband as well as fish. 
Therefore, these “endemic issues security problems” in the region are interlinked.2
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Table 1: The Impacts of Transnational Maritime Crimes

Crime Impact

Piracy Economic cost: ransom payments, the destruction or theft of 
ships, cargo, and other goods.16 In the Sulu Sea alone, this 
cost $3.25 million in 2016.17

The human cost: lives lost due to violence.

Trafficking (human) The human cost: immeasurable abuse and loss of human 
life to forced labour and commonly, sex. Conservative 
approximations estimate there to be 25 million victims of 
human trafficking in Asia alone.18

Economic cost: human capital lost in areas.

Trafficking (contraband) The human cost: lives lost or damaged due to the abuse of 
contraband. Some estimate there to be 3 million heroin users 
in Asia/Oceania alone.19

Economic cost: money spent on contraband that could be used 
in other parts of local economies (see Appendix A for figures).20

IUU Fishing Environmental cost: depletion of fish stocks and degradation of 
marine environments. Only 3% of global fish stocks are under-
exploited.21

The human cost: extreme loss of food security. There are an 
estimated 50 million fishers worldwide. 4.5 billion people rely 
on fish for 15–20% of their protein intake.22

General Environmental cost: Incidents at sea have been linked to oil 
spills, fires, and leakages of hazardous cargo as boats are 
generally older and in bad condition.23

Political stability: corruptive activities weaken domestic 
institutions and the ability of states to manage threats, 
supporting a positive feedback cycle of corruption. Increasing 
globalisation escalates volatility.24

Economic cost: money made from all illegal activities is often 
used to fund more nefarious activities (see Appendix A for 
figures).

The nature of the maritime domain presents unique challenges that facilitate transnational 
maritime crime. Resources, such as fish, move freely without awareness of maritime borders 
and international law, creating resource competition.25 Maritime borders often overlap or 
are disputed, producing jurisdictional conflicts that make regulation difficult to navigate.26 

The IP is particularly affected by this given the abundance of island states competing for 
territorial claims.27 Moreover, the vastness of the ungoverned high seas, designated by 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), makes monitoring and 
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mitigating transnational crime in such “immeasurable” areas challenging.28 Bueger argues 
that “even the most advanced and well-resourced maritime nations struggle” with this.29 
Yet, while no single state is responsible for these areas, the safety of these waters is in 
the common interest given the transnational nature of maritime crime.30 Importantly, these 
issues uniquely affect the maritime domain, as opposed to aviation, due to the large volume 
of important trade the sea carries.31 In these ways, the maritime domain generates distinct 
challenges in mitigating transnational maritime crime.

The complexity of international systems of shipping exacerbates the maritime domain’s 
unique issues. The sea carries up to 90 per cent of global trade, including trade of critical 
resources like oil and gas.32 Specifically, 99 per cent of Australia’s trade is conducted at 
sea, valued at over AUD 600 billion.33 Ensuring such huge volumes of trade as they depart, 
transit and dock are safe and absent, for example, of trafficked goods, requires immense 
inter-agency coordination.34 This cooperation must occur between multiple parties: domestic 
government agencies (for transport, fisheries, agriculture, trade, police, defence and more), 
port and shipping companies, private security contractors, regional groups, and international 
bodies too.35 Logistically, efficient communication between such a diverse and large number 
of groups is difficult because of each party’s different data, systems, processes and 
languages. Such communication is particularly challenging in the IP, an area of extreme 
cultural and historical diversity.36 The inclusion of private companies is important too, as 
Bueger notes that “actors from the maritime industry are a potential target as well as 
potential perpetrators [of crime]”.37 Both private and government agencies can abet illegal 
activities when domestic institutions are weak and inter-agency cooperation is ineffective.38 
For this reason, there are limited penalties for transnational maritime crime in the region, 
almost incentivising illegal activity.39 Consequently, maritime complexity and institutional 
issues allow some groups to benefit from permitting, rather than stopping, illegal activity. 
The following section discusses how institutions should have the ability to mitigate, rather 
than exacerbate, the issues that state in the IP face.

PART II: EXISTING REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATIVE 
MECHANISMS
Liberal institutionalism argues that institutions mitigate conflict in the international political 
system, providing “focal points” for cooperation.40 States can discuss issues of mutual 
concern, increasing transparency and reducing ambiguity (which often generates conflict).41 
There is certainly no universal agreement on these benefits. Realists like John Mearsheimer 
maintain that institutions are intervening variables that reflect existing power relations 
and are, therefore, redundant to facilitating cooperation.42 Yet, even realists like George 
Kennan acknowledged the benefits of institutions as states cultivate “solidarity with other 
like-minded nations”.43 Contemporary institutions take many forms with broad or limited 
membership, facilitating economic, cultural, to security cooperation. The wide proliferation 
of, and support for, regional and international institutions suggests that states see benefits 
to these cooperative mechanisms.

The benefits of institutions can be applied to the maritime domain. Edward Luttwak writes in 
The Political Uses of Sea Power of “suasion”, the indirect political application of the navy to 
compel or deter an adversary or ally.44 Royal Australian Navy (RAN) Doctrine reflects similar 
ideas, emphasising maritime barrier operations and naval presence as deterrence methods 
within constabulary and diplomatic categories of maritime tasks (Appendix B).45 The presence 
of international navies, including the RAN, in the Gulf of Aden, has significantly deterred 
piracy around Somalia since the peak of the crisis in 2011, demonstrating this effect.46 
Interestingly though, Luttwak’s term focuses on the potential of navies and institutions for 
such tasks beyond the actual conduct of them that creates the deterrent effect.
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Further examples of institutional benefits can be readily identified. The MALSINDO Operation 
(2004–12), a trilateral cooperative operation between Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia, 
played an important role in reducing piracy in the Malacca Strait.47 The institution’s efforts 
were assisted by its “vital” provision that states could not patrol in each other’s waters, 
protecting state sovereignty.48 MALSINDO was aided by the Regional Cooperation Agreement 
on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships (RECAAP), an arrangement with 
greater membership and Information-Sharing Centres (ISC) to facilitate cooperation. As 
was suggested above, the management of Somali piracy is another example of institutional 
success (Case Study 3). Institutions have even facilitated cooperation against maritime crime 
between historically hostile states such as China and India which “would be unthinkable in 
another context”.49 Table 2 demonstrates further benefits of specific international institutions 
and their relevance to managing issues of the maritime domain.

Case Study 3: Institutions and Somalia

Institutions have been key to mitigating Somali piracy. In 2009, the International Maritime 
Organisation (IMO) adopted RECAAP’s model to form the Djibouti Code of Conduct (DCoC) to facilitate 
cooperation.1 As the crisis developed, several United Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions were 
also issued, allowing states to enter Somalia’s sovereign territory to combat piracy. The first was 
Resolution 1816 in 2008, but they remain in place to this day, the latest being Resolution 2554.2 
These resolutions, alongside the DCoC, efforts of individual state navies, the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation, the European Union (EU), and regional naval groups such as the Combined Maritime 
Forces (CMF) have greatly reduced the incidence of piracy in the area.
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Table 2: Key Institutions that Exist to Mitigate the IP’s Maritime Issues

Maritime Issue Institution Role of Institution

Intangible 
borders

UNCLOS Key international framework designating 
maritime borders

and providing definitions for criminal threats.50

Difficulty 
monitoring the 
vast seas

Five Eyes (FVEY) Limited IP membership but integrates 
information-sharing between the US, United 
Kingdom (UK), Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand (NZ).51

RECAAP Focus on sharing information regarding piracy in 
Asia. Has a broader regional membership of 20 
states.52

Monitoring/ 
Securing ships 
and ports

International Ship 
and Port Facility 
Security Code 
(ISPS)

An amendment to SOLAS (below), providing 
security and monitoring arrangements for ships 
and ports.53

Container Security 
Initiative (CSI)

An agreement to a standard of scrutiny in 
monitoring cargo.54

Maintaining 
general safety 
at sea

Convention on 
Maritime Search 
and Rescue (SAR)

Provides states in the region with guidelines 
on their responsibilities to perform search and 
rescue operations.55

International 
Convention for the 
Safety of Life at Sea 
(SOLAS)

Key international treaty safeguarding merchant 
ships.56

Convention for 
the Suppression 
of Unlawful Acts 
against the Safety 
of Maritime 
Navigation (SUA)

Outlines penalties for actions threatening 
maritime security.57

Despite the abundance of evidence demonstrating the importance of institutions in the 
IP, transnational maritime crime continues. The most apparent reason for this is the IP’s 
complex yet “underdeveloped” security structure.58 For example, “too many actors” are 
responsible for combating IUU fishing, “resulting in little individual accountability and 
no chain of command”.59 The IP’s institutional complexity is easily illustrated by listing 
just how many bodies, agreements, organisations, and forums have been tasked with 
combating transnational maritime crime in the area (Appendix C). Specifically, Appendix D 
summarises how many of which Australia alone is a member. The existence of such many 
similar institutions creates duplication and competition for resources and funding.60 Further, 
it would be almost impossible for so much regulation to exist without inconsistencies 
emerging between agreements. Even between the IMO and International Maritime Bureau 
(IMB), there are different definitions of piracy which considerably change assessments of 
criminal threats (Table 3).61
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Table 3: Contrasting Definitions of Piracy Between the IMO and IMB62

IMO IMB

Piracy must be committed on the high seas or in a place 
outside the jurisdiction of any state. A criminal attack 
with weapons on ships within territorial waters is an act 
of armed robbery, not piracy.

The distinction does not exist 
between attacks on the high 
seas and territorial waters.

Piracy has a “two-ship” requirement. Pirates need to 
use a ship or ships to attack another ship. This excludes 
mutiny and privateering from acts of piracy.

A “two-ship” requirement is 
abolished. Attacks from any 
watercraft or even from ashore 
are acts of piracy.

Piracy is committed for private ends. This excludes acts 
of terrorism and environmental activism.

Piracy may be committed for 
private or other ends. Attacks 
on a ship for political or 
environmental reasons qualify 
as piracy.

Because pirate attacks must be committed by the crew 
or passengers of privately owned vessels, attacks by 
naval craft fall outside the bounds of piracy.

The acts of government naval 
craft can be deemed piracy in 
certain circumstances.

There are also significant gaps in the IP’s criminal regulation despite this excessive 
institutional complexity. UNCLOS contains a pertinent example of this. Despite being a 
relevant overarching maritime framework, it is not comprehensive and facilitates IUU fishing 
through Flags of Convenience (FoCs).63 The framework does not guide what a state should 
do if they suspect that FoCs are being used by a boat or ship, outside of reporting it to 
the flag state.64 These FoCs are only accessible in states with weak institutions, however, 
meaning the flag state lacks the capacity or motivation to prosecute criminals.65 Therefore, 
institutions and regulation do not always aid efforts to combat transnational maritime crime.

The greatest gaps in current institutional regulation concern the role of information-sharing 
in combating illegal maritime activity. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) 2020 Study on Firearms Trafficking argues that to minimise illegal arms trade, 
“open communication channels and information exchange” to “enhance the intelligence 
picture on firearms trafficking” must be improved.66 Combating human trafficking could also 
be improved with better information-sharing as states like Indonesia and Australia could 
more effectively implement the SAR convention, saving countless lives.67 Indeed, states 
cannot monitor the high seas alone. Thus, information-sharing makes state efforts to 
monitor and track all illegal activities more effective.68 Such an assessment has been made 
frequently, and yet, there has been an absence of action on this issue.69 To understand why 
we move to Part III.

PART III: INFORMATION-SHARING TO COMBAT TRANSNATIONAL MARITIME CRIME
States collect information to gain a deeper awareness of developments not only in public 
but also in the “fog-enshrouded battlespace” that is the private domain.70 The acquisition of 
information can provide states with strategic advantages over adversaries, or even allies.71 
In the last century, a plethora of agencies responsible for the collection of different types of 
information has been created (Case Study 4).72 States then analyse information to assess 
the implications of what has been learnt. Importantly, this is followed by a process of 
dissemination, and information may be shared if it is deemed safe and relevant to do so.73 
In the context of transnational maritime crime, this may be to seek advice on a threat or to 
warn another state of an incoming threat.
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Case Study 4: Types of Information

Types of information have been 
differentiated to allow for agency 
specialisation. They include:

•  Signals: tracking of communication 
between people and electronically.

•  Measurement and signature: identifying 
sources that emit signatures (e.g., radar).

•  Geospatial: analysis of geographical/ 
physical features of the earth.

•  Imagery: investigation of satellite/
aerial photography.

•  Human: collected by interpersonal 
contact.

•  Open source: analysis of any publicly 
available sources.
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It is important here to reiterate that cooperation in information-sharing, just as in the IP’s 
broader security architecture, has no coherent structure. There is no defined relationship 
between national, regional, and international organisations, let alone with private companies. 
Jurisdictional boundaries between agencies that are perhaps understood domestically 
do not translate regionally, and certainly not internationally.74 This is not to say that no 
agreements provide for information-sharing in the IP, but what does exist is not necessarily 
purpose-built (Case Study 5). Indeed, even in Australia, the “lack of this coordination is often 
a barrier to effective maritime security in the region”.75 Therefore, information-sharing has 
not been sufficiently developed to facilitate efforts to combat transnational maritime crime.

Case Study 5: Regional information-sharing

Current information-sharing in the IP is 
facilitated by RECAAP, but the agreement is 
limited in its aims and membership, and it 
has no relationship to other institutions in 
the IP. 1 The CMF has similar issues, with a 
dysfunctional internal information-sharing 
system which limits its ability to share 
information externally, such as with US 
Central Command Bahrain and EU Naval Force 
Somalia (EUNAVFOR).2

The Changi C2 ISC is perhaps the only 
information- sharing institution that has, in 
recent years, improved efforts to brief states 
in the region. Looking internationally, although 
the Five Eyes Community has an open 
sharing system, its limited membership is not 
designed to deal with the issues of the IP.
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Several factors inhibit regional information- sharing. Although some argue that information-
sharing is commonplace, states are often unwilling to share due to the incoherent 
institutional structure of the region as it is unclear how sharing information may be 
beneficial.76 There are technological constraints too, as confidential information cannot be 
shared via forums like e-mail that would be used for informal communication.77 More secure 
networks are required. However, when states have different technological capabilities, 
finding an effective shared method is difficult.78 Modern threats in cyberspace make this 
exponentially more challenging.79

The most significant factor obstructing information-sharing, however, is the fundamental 
issue of trust. Knowledge by one party of the information of another can reveal how the 
information was collected, creating a security threat. This fear is omnipresent but is 
doubly concerning when a state is seen as hostile, particularly in realist interpretations of 
international politics (Case Study 6).80 Where one state has weak domestic institutions, there 
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are additional concerns that information may 
reach an unintended audience due to a security 
breach. These issues have been significant in the 
IP as the region contains many states that 
have weak institutions, rampant with corruption.81 
Additionally, many states in the region are not well-
aligned due to political, cultural, and historical 
animosity.82 Finally, trust must also be gained 
by the broader public who must be confident 
that information collection respects privacy laws 
and rights. Public trust has been of particular 
concern in the Five Eyes’ Echelon network, a 
global surveillance system.83 Therefore, trust 
is the key inhibitor of cooperation in regional 
information-sharing.

Case Study 6: Realism and Information-
Sharing

Realist theory sees self-help as the 
only way a state can achieve security in 
an anarchic world. Therefore, for classic 
realists, information sharing is not 
sensible as it provides one state with 
the opportunity to undermine another 
state. Relative power is particularly 
important; meaning the act of sharing 
information knowingly gives another 
state greater power.
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Yet, secrecy and discretion come at the expense of the millions of lives affected by 
transnational maritime crime. Luttwak argues that visibility is vital to the success of 
suasion. Greater acknowledgment of information-sharing activities would thus discourage 
some groups from even attempting illegal activities. In the absence of this deterrence 
effect, increased information-sharing would still benefit the IP by overcoming the limitations 
of individual states’ capabilities, particularly those which are not well-resourced.84 This is 
one of the Five Eyes’ greatest successes as it implements burden-sharing for information 
collection.85 Burden-sharing in this way also mitigates group-think and ethnocentrism which 
occur when the same homogenous population dominates both information collection and 
analysis.86 Information exchange can thus, in fact, play an important role in managing 
the negative effects of cultural disparity. This benefit of information- sharing is not often 
acknowledged.

Fundamentally, information-sharing supports states in protecting people against 
transnational crime by increasing MDA (Case Study 7). It addresses the greatest challenge 
of the maritime domain for those combating maritime crime: monitoring vast high seas. 
Having widely separated states exchanging information allows monitoring activities to occur 
over a more dispersed area with fewer resources. Much like the benefits of institutions, 
information-sharing increases transparency and understanding between otherwise 
disconnected states, encouraging consensus on what regional priorities should be and 
where resources are needed. Further, it encourages cultural understanding between these 
states. Improved monitoring also increases the cost of criminal activity by increasing risk, 
further discouraging criminal activity. Given the interconnectedness of criminal operations, 
stopping illegal activities in one area also benefits efforts in other areas.87 Information-
sharing is therefore integral to combating transnational maritime crime.

Case Study 7: What is MDA?

MDA describes the process by which navies collect data and information to gain awareness, as 
the term itself says, of what occurs at sea. This has been a function that navies have always 
done, but in recent years, the scale of MDA activities has been greatly expanded. This is because 
technological innovation has vastly improved our ability to collect information.
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PART IV: RECOMMENDATIONS AND APPLICATION
Drawing on the above research, this section provides recommendations addressing 
penalties, capacity-building, and information-sharing.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Penalties for transnational maritime crimes must be increased to 
impose higher costs on offenders.

States in the IP must increase penalties for crimes in the region to make crime more costly, 
as low cost facilitates transnational maritime crime. Penalties include increasing jail time for 
those found to have committed illegal activities and increasing the seizure and destruction 
of illegally obtained goods and equipment used to assist in illegal activity. Even increasing 
fines would impact the profits of criminal enterprises, deterring some groups as they are 
fundamentally driven by profit.

In this regard, Australia excels. Trafficked drugs, for example, are extremely expensive in 
Australia by international standards as the supply of drugs is so low.88 The UNODC notes 
that, since the 1990s, Australia has implemented strict and effective policies to achieve 
such success against drug trafficking.89 Recently, this has occurred through initiatives like 
the National Ice Taskforce to combat drug prevalence and the national wastewater monitoring 
program to measure and increase awareness of drug use in Australia.90 Such policies also 
apply to a broader range of crimes, making Australia a leader in penalising transnational 
maritime crime in the region.91 Australia’s ability to promote similar policies into the broader 
IP region relies on capacity-building operations, the focus of the next recommendation.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Capacity-building activities by well-resourced states in the IP must 
be used to strengthen the domestic institutions and abilities of partner states to combat 
transnational maritime crime.

Capacity-building is a mid-term solution, focusing on “improving governance, infrastructure 
and law enforcement capacity”.92 Capacity-building operations strengthen the domestic 
institutions of partner states, namely those with maturing economies and governments, by 
enhancing their ability to combat transnational maritime crime. Although institutions such 
as the UNODC and EU Capacity Building (EUCAP) are existing capacity-building institutions, 
more can be done. Some improvements include focusing on low-tech solutions to allow 
under-resourced states to integrate with those that are wealthier.93 Capacity-building 
education programs that promote the importance of maritime security, as well as efficient 
policing, data, and knowledge management processes, are also valuable as they increase 
MDA. Capacity-building solutions should target local efforts to detect and prosecute 
maritime criminality, rather than reducing the incidence of illegal activities.94 However, this 
must be limited to assisting states in increasing their maritime capabilities, rather than 
repeating errors of the past in foreign interventionism by seeking to improve a state’s 
political system.95 Furthermore, states should engage in more mutual confidence-building 
activities such as combined exercises focused on maritime crime scenarios.96

It is in Australia’s interest to pursue capacity-building policies. The 2009 and 2016 
Defence White Papers, and adjustments made in the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, 
note the strategic importance of security and Australian assistance to “our immediate 
neighbourhood”.97 Australia has incorporated some capacity-building policies in the IP.98 
Broadly, Australia’s establishment of the Pacific Transnational Crime Network (PTCN) has 
provided Pacific Island states with an information-sharing forum and operational assistance 
to combat crime.99 Australia’s Maritime Border Command (MBC) has increased the capacities 
of states to stop trafficking, such as Indonesia and Papua New Guinea, through “joint cross-
border patrols” and aerial surveillance assistance.100 Further, the Pacific Maritime Security 
Program (PSMP) and its predecessor, the Pacific Boat Patrol Program, have been the leading 
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Australian capacity-building programs providing Pacific Island states with naval technological 
assistance and training.101 However, more could be done to provide states in the broader IP 
with greater agency.

Existing scholarship notes the powerful asset of education and training in conducting 
maritime capacity-building, and Australia is uniquely positioned to provide these to the IP.102 
To do this effectively, Australia must engage with the unique sea-faring and judicial cultures 
of states in the IP (that have existed for longer than Europeans have been in Australia).103 
The aforementioned arguments surrounding the importance of avoiding ethnocentrism 
through burden-sharing demonstrate that Australia must empower, rather than impose, 
naval and policing practices onto the region. Although burden-sharing does not exclude 
the possibility that Anglo-Western nations will enforce their own beliefs onto other states, 
conscious efforts to cooperate and develop policy with culturally diverse states can be 
effective ways to integrate different cultural frames of reference. Just as Alfred T. Mahan 
articulated Western maritime traditions, moving them from commonly understood ideas to 
tangible theoretical frameworks, so too must Australia support other states in articulating 
their traditions. By facilitating the translation of such traditions into maritime security policy, 
Australia can effectively assist in developing the technological and institutional maritime 
capacities of states in the IP region. How Australia can achieve such acknowledgment of 
and integration with unique regional cultural practices must be an area of future research 
into transnational maritime crime.

RECOMMENDATION 3: An information-sharing arrangement for the IP must be created to 
increase regional MDA by consolidating existing frameworks, resolving issues generated by 
technological differences, and ensuring state sovereignty is protected.

Information-sharing is integral to the future of combating transnational maritime crime and 
thus an arrangement must be created to this end. Existing scholarship has identified this 
need, but little work has explained how it should occur.

Current widely dispersed information-sharing frameworks must be consolidated to create a 
simple and more enforceable information-sharing structure in the region. This would solve 
the issue that RECAAP, for example, suffers from, which is relevant to existing regional 
frameworks. Instead, a consolidated framework would be based on UN definitions and 
terms of reference that are consistent with each other and would be more easily agreed to 
by a diverse range of states. The creation of shared regional naval doctrine would facilitate 
this as states would agree on regional priorities and how threats should be eradicated.104

An information-sharing agreement must be underpinned by the resolution of technological 
and resource differences that challenge the communication of sensitive information at 
sea. The development of a more expansive common operational picture, supported by the 
capacity-building activities, would facilitate information integration and visualisation through 
technology.105

Finally, issues of trust must be managed as they significantly inhibit current information-
sharing. MALSINDO’s provision that states cannot collect information in each other’s waters 
must be borrowed to ensure that collection activities respect states’ sovereignty.106 The 
agreement must borrow from other successful institutions too, such as universally accepted 
UN agreements and the International Criminal Police Organisation (INTERPOL). The latter 
has been notably successful in working alongside 194 states’ police services without 
significantly interfering in their operations. Understanding INTERPOL’s institutional structure 
and its ability to be extrapolated from police to customs, naval and coast guard agencies 
must thus be another area of future research.

The visibility of an information-sharing arrangement is important for its deterrence value, 
satisfying Luttwak’s ideas surrounding suasion.107 A positive promotion of the arrangement 



SEA POWER CENTRE AUSTRALIA 2021 ANNUAL

155

would avoid the failures of the EU Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (EUROPOL), where 
public political disagreement undermined its value in combating terrorism in Europe.108

Australia would significantly benefit from greater MDA and more effective information-
sharing through the creation of a new integrated arrangement. Australia should renew its 
regional information-sharing commitments to institutions such as the CMF and US Central 
Command by re- filling its liaison positions within these organisations.109 Liaison officers 
are individuals sent by one group to connect with another to establish a mutually beneficial 
relationship.110 The reduction in Australian officers in the US’ key maritime authorities 
relevant to the IP, namely US Central Command and Indo-Pacific Command, has weakened 
Australia’s MDA and ability to combat maritime crime given the significant resources and 
influence of the US. Regarding a broader arrangement, Australia has the resources to 
support and promote the creation of such a framework in the region. Like the approach 
that must be taken to capacity-building, Australia must empower, rather than impose, new 
arrangements on culturally diverse states in the IP.111 To achieve this, Australia must first 
understand the processes and traditions in place in these states. Then, an assessment 
can be made of how an information-sharing arrangement should be constructed to fit the 
purposes and customs of all states in the region.

These three recommendations provide the IP region with more efficient ways to combat 
transnational maritime crime, but an information-sharing arrangement is the most important 
measure.

CONCLUSION
Spykman’s argument that states must achieve maritime security amphibiously demonstrates 
that the maritime domain presents complex and multi-faceted threats. This report has 
argued that the complexity of the maritime domain facilitates transnational maritime 
crime in the IP, including piracy, trafficking of people and contraband, and IUU fishing. 
Transnational responses are required to eradicate such “multinational” threats.112 However, the 
IP’s simultaneous over- and under-regulation have inhibited efforts to combat transnational 
maritime crime in the region.

Ineffective regional information-sharing has specifically contributed to slow progress in 
stopping illegal maritime activities. Cooperation is constrained by factors such as the 
region’s weak broader security architecture and technological or resource differences that 
cause issues for sharing information at sea. Most importantly, this report exposes trust 
and cultural animosity as the key reasons that states choose not to exchange information. 
Yet, the IP must overcome these challenges as information-sharing is integral to effectively 
combating transnational maritime crime.

Increasing criminal penalties and capacity-building operations are important in discouraging 
illegal activity and increasing states’ abilities to monitor and combat crime. Further, an 
information-sharing arrangement in the IP must be created to allow for better and more 
effective cooperation against transnational maritime crime. This report builds on existing 
scholarship on this issue by outlining considerations that must be accounted for in creating 
such an information-sharing arrangement. These include creating an agreement relevant to 
existing frameworks, that resolves issues of technological integration, but that also ensures 
the protection of sovereignty to develop trust and confidence between states. Specifically, 
Australia must consider the unique cultural practices of IP states in developing future 
capacity-building and information-sharing activities.

Ultimately, transnational maritime crime in the IP exploits the complexities of the maritime 
domain at the cost of billions of dollars and millions of lives. Information-sharing must be 
the focus of future regional cooperation to stifle these costly activities.
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APPENDICES
 

APPENDIX A:

Profitability of Transnational Maritime Crime

Transnational Crime Estimated Annual Value (US$)

Drug Trafficking $426 billion to $652 billion

Small Arms & Light Weapons Trafficking $1.7 billion to $3.5 billion

Human Trafficking $150.2 billion

Organ Trafficking $840 million to $1.7 billion

Trafficking in Cultural Property $1.2 billion to $1.6 billion

Counterfeiting $923 billion to $1.13 trillion

Illegal Wildlife Trade $5 billion to $23 billion

IUU Fishing $15.5 billion to $36.4 billion

Illegal Logging $52 billion to $157 billion

Illegal Mining $12 billion to $48 billion

Crude Oil Theft $5.2 to $11.9 billion

Total $1.6 trillion to $2.2 trillion

Table (above): Retail value of Different Transnational Crimes113

The above table demonstrates that drug trafficking, human trafficking and IUU fishing are the 
most profitable transnational maritime crimes. Although counterfeiting and illegal logging 
generate far greater profits than the latter two, they are not generally conducted in the 
maritime domain and therefore are excluded from this report. Instead, this report includes 
arms trafficking as an example of transnational maritime crime.

This table demonstrates the extreme profits that are generated by those perpetrating 
transnational maritime crime. These crimes pose a great threat to individuals and states, 
and by extension, must be managed, if not eradicated. 
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APPENDIX B:

Categories of Maritime Tasks

The Span of Maritime Tasks according to RAN doctrine114

The above diagram provides a visualisation of the responsibilities and potential capabilities 
of maritime forces. These range between diplomatic, constabulary, and military operations, 
and differ in the degree of force that is required.

In a force’s diplomatic tasks, the diagram includes presence as a function that can be 
used. As RAN Doctrine states, naval diplomacy is used to shape and influence the policies 
of other nations. This can be extrapolated to non-state threats too, and therefore it is clear 
that the RAN sees naval presence alone as a way of influencing the actions of others, 
precisely describing Luttwak’s ideas surrounding suasion and deterrence.

Maritime barrier operations are another example of deterrence or suasion, as such 
operations blockade and prevent passage to certain areas. Although the operations 
themselves are enforcement mechanisms, their existence also serves as a deterrent to 
maritime crime as groups understand that if they attempt to enter a certain area, they will 
likely be stopped.

In these ways, the RAN doctrine demonstrates the value of navies as institutions in deterring 
transnational maritime crime.
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APPENDIX C:

Institutions Combating Transnational Maritime Crime in the IP

The following list shows the sheer number of organisations that have been tasked with 
combating transnational maritime crime or have special interests in stopping illegal activities 
in the IP. Such a list has not been compiled before but is much needed to reveal the complexity 
of the IP’s institutional structure. Each institution is supplemented with a brief description 
of its geographical or conceptual jurisdiction to expose the overlap between many of these 
institutions. Further, it is separated into several overarching umbrella institutions which are 
responsible for other smaller institutions and agreements:

UN Institutions

 - UNCLOS: Agreement outlining broad regulations regarding international waters.

 - IMO: Specialised UN agency responsible for the safety and security of international 
shipping and maritime traffic. It is responsible for several other agreements:

• SOLAS Convention: Agreement on the safety of merchant ships.

• ISPS Code: Mandatory instrument for IMO member states to ensure the security of 
ship and port facilities internationally.

• SUA Convention: Regulation ensuring that all member states are appropriately 
penalising those perpetrating unlawful acts at sea internationally.

• International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL): 
International agreement against marine pollution because of shipping.

• SAR Convention: Agreement obligating states to search for and rescue distressed 
persons at sea.

• Ship Security Alert System (SSAS) and Long-Range Identification and Tracking (LRIT) 
systems: Systems to track the movements of ships and maritime security threats.

• DCoC: Agreement specifically focusing on the western Indian Ocean and suppressing 
piracy.

• Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia (CGPCS): Group formed to apply 
the DCoC and suppress Somali piracy.

• International Safety Management Code (ISM): International code for the safe 
management of ships and preventing pollution.

• Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management 
Measures by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas: Agreement to enforce international 
compliance to conservation and management measures.

 - UN Food and Agricultural Organisation (UNFAO): International Agency to improve food 
security.

• Port States Measures Agreement (PSMA): International and binding agreement 
against IUU fishing.

• Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management 
Measures by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas: Agreement to enforce international 
compliance to conservation and management measures.

 - UNODC: Peak international body for the control of drugs and prevention of crime. 

• UN Convention against Transnational Organised Crime (CTOC): Dominant international 
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agreement against a broad category of transnational organised crime.

• Global Maritime Crime Program (GMCP): International program to enforce, monitor 
and investigate maritime crime.

• Indian Ocean Forum on Maritime Crime (IOFMC): GMCP task force in the Indian 
Ocean.

 - High Seas Driftnet Fisheries Enforcement Act: International moratorium against the use 
of driftnets for fishing.

 - Other UN Resolutions (including Resolutions 1816 and 2554 against Somali piracy).

US Institutions

 - US Safe Ocean Network: US-led international community to combat IUU fishing.

 - US Naval Forces Central Command, US Fifth Fleet: The US central naval body focused on 
monitoring the Persian Gulf, Red Sea, Arabian Sea, and the Indian Ocean.

• CMF: Multilateral group focusing on countering illegal maritime activities, particularly 
piracy, across the Fifth Fleet’s jurisdictional area.

 - US Indo-Pacific Command.

 - Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI): Established by the US but multilaterally led body to 
stop the trafficking of weapons of mass destruction.

 - Container Security Initiative (CSI): US system to ensure that shipping containers are 
absent of potential terrorist threats.

EU Institutions

 - The Critical Maritime Routes Indian Ocean programme (CRIMARIO): successor to MARSIC 
(Enhancing Maritime Security and Safety through Information Sharing and Capacity 
Building programme), CRIMARIO focuses on building states’ MDA in the Indian Ocean 
region through information-sharing and capacity-building.

 - Programme to Promote Regional Maritime Security (MASE): Project to enhance maritime 
security in Southeast Africa and the Western Indian Ocean.

 - EUCAP programs: The EU’s capacity-building programs. A number exist in different 
geographical jurisdictions, such as Somalia.

 - EUNVAFOR: Also called Operation Atlanta. The EU’s anti-piracy military operation in 
Somalia.

Other unrelated institutions and organisations

 - Regional Fisheries Management Organisations (RFMOs): A broad name for several 
international organisations for regulating high seas fishing activities. These include:

• International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT) 

• Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC)

• Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC)

• Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT)

• South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organisation (SEAFO)

 - IMB: Department of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC), responsible for 
maritime crimes in trade and transportation, such as piracy.
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 - INTERPOL: Facilitates international police cooperation between 194 international 
member states.

 - RECAAP: Agreement between 16 countries in Asia to share and disseminate information 
related to piracy activities.

 - Changi C2 ISC: An Information Fusion Centre. The maritime security centre for facilitating 
information-sharing between, currently, 24 partner states from around the world.

 - Pacific Transnational Crime Network (PTCN): established by the Australian Federal Police, 
the network facilitates police cooperation against transnational crime between most 
Pacific Island states.

 - Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): Economic group between 10 states in 
Southeast Asia.

• ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF): Facilitates security cooperation between Indo-Pacific 
states (including maritime issues). 27 states, including the 10 ASEAN members.

• ASEAN Plan of Action to Combat Transnational Crime: ASEAN mandate for member 
states to prevent and combat transnational crime.

 - Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP): Informal and non- 
governmental institution facilitating discussions regarding political and security issues 
in the Asia Pacific.

 - Indian Ocean Commission (IOC): Multilateral institution for African Indian Ocean states 
on a range of maritime issues.

 - Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS): Facilitates discussion between littoral Indian 
Ocean states to discuss maritime security issues and cooperation.

 - Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA): Facilitating cooperation between 23 member states 
bordering the Indian Ocean, including maritime security and economic development.

 - MALSINDO: Trilateral cooperative mechanism between Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Indonesia (2004–12) that focused on regional maritime security and piracy.

 - Five Power Defence Arrangement (FDPA): Multilateral defence cooperation between 
Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, and the United Kingdom. Includes military 
exercises such as Operation Bersama Lima

 - FVEY: intelligence-sharing alliance between the US, United Kingdom Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand.

 - MBC

 - PSMP

 - Shipping interest groups

• International Association of Independent Tank Owners (INTERTANKO)

• Baltic and International Maritime Council (BIMCO)

• Society of International Gas Tanker and Terminal Operators (SIGGTO)

• International Association of Dry Cargo Shipowners (INTERCARGO)

• International Chamber of Shipping/Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers (ICS) 

• Oil Companies International Marine Forum (OCIMF)

• Asian Shipowner’s Association (ASA)
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APPENDIX D:

Institutions Combating Transnational Maritime Crime in the IP of which Australia is a Member/
Signatory

This list supplements Appendix C, showing which institutions the Australian government is 
a member of or has been involved in. This shows how Australia is one example of a state 
caught in the IP’s complex institutional structure. The list is organised in the same way as 
Appendix C:

United Nations

 - UNCLOS: Australia is a party to UNCLOS, meaning it agrees to be bound by the convention.

 - IMO: Australia has been a member since 1952.

• SOLAS: Australia signed the agreement in 1983.

• ISPS: Australia signed ISPS in 2003.

• SUA: Australia is signed to SUA through its UN membership.

• MARPOL: Australia implemented MARPOL in 1983.

• SAR: Australia signed SAR in 1979.

• ISM: Australia is a member of ISM through the SOLAS Convention.

 - UNFAO: Australia’s membership began in 1945.

• PSMA: Australia signed PSMA in 2010 and ratified the agreement in 2015.

• Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management 
Measures by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas: Australia adopted the treaty’s 
measures in 1993.

 - UNODC

• CTOC: Australia has been a signatory since 2004.

• GMCP and IOFMC: Australia is a member and significant financial donor of both.

 - Driftnet Moratorium: Australia welcomed the agreement in 1991.

United States

 - US Safe Ocean Network: Australia has been a key member since the network’s 
establishment in 2015.

 - CMF: Australia is involved in and has previously led CMF task forces.

 - PSI: Australia has hosted PSI activities since 2003.

Other

 - RFMOs

• IOTC: Australia has been a leading regional partner since 1996.

• WCPFC: Australia is a member state.

• CCSBT: Australia is one of eight members of the Extended Commission.

• SEAFO: Australia was a leading state in creating SEAFO in the early 21st century.
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 - INTERPOL: Australia has been a member since 1948.

 - RECAAP: Australia is one of 20 contracted members of RECAAP.

 - Changi IFC: Australia has sent multiple liaison officers to the Changi centre.

 - PTCN: Created by Australia after Operation Logrunner in 2000.

 - ARF: ARF was established in 1994 with Australia as a founding member.

 - CSCAP: Australia has full CSCAP membership, run at the Australian National University.

 - IONS: Australia joined IONS in 2014.

 - IORA: Established in 1997, Australia was a founding member of IORA.

 - FDPA: Australia has been involved since the agreement’s establishment in 1971.

 - FVEY: Australia was involved as early as 1941 as a part of the UKUSA agreement.

 - MBC: Australia’s de facto coast guard, which cooperates with other states in the region.

PSMP: Australia’s Pacific region capacity-building program, including replacement of the 
Pacific Patrol Boats of the 1980s–1990s.
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SECURING AUSTRALIA’S SUBMARINE 
COMMUNICATIONS INFRASTRUCTURE:

A HISTORY OF AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT WITH UNDERSEA CABLES AND LESSONS FOR UNDERSTANDING 
THE CONTEMPORARY STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT

BY ANGUS ECKSTEIN

Angus Eckstein attended the Sea Power Centre-Australia as 
part of the Australian National Internships Program.

Executive summary
The security of submarine communications cables (SCCs) is vital to 
Australia’s strategic and economic interests. Transoceanic 
information flows for military, government, corporate and private 
communications rely almost entirely on SCCs. There is no alternative 
system capable of handling this data as satellite communications 
have relatively low bandwidth and high latency. As an island state, 
Australia is dependent on SCCs and especially vulnerable to SCC 
system interruptions.

This report collates and expands upon primary and secondary 
historical sources, including important archival material, and makes 
an essential contribution to the currently scarce literature around 
the strategic value of Australia’s SCCs. Australian-linked SCCs and 
their terrestrial infrastructure have significant vulnerabilities. While 
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Australia has several 
legal and regulatory 
protections for SCC 
infrastructure, further 
action by Defence 
and other government 
agencies are required 
to protect these vital 
links, especially as 
the country enters an 
uncertain strategic 
future.

There is a strong 
historical basis for 
recognising the 
importance of SCCs, 
especially the need 
for a diversity of cable 
routes and landing 
points to avoid the 
geographic concentration
of infrastructure. German naval action in the Pacific during the First World War indicates the 
potential for isolated incidents to have significant ramifications for communications when there 
is an insufficient distribution of infrastructure. Espionage operations conducted by Australian 
and US forces in the Second World War and the Cold War demonstrate the importance of 
submarine cables for defence forces, which rely on fast, secure communications to maintain 
command.

SCC vulnerabilities expose Australia’s globalised economy and its security links with allies to 
damage occurring from natural disasters and attacks by malicious actors, including terrorist 
groups, state-sponsored actors and other states. Future cable projects should extend along 
Australia’s coastline to hedge against these geographic vulnerabilities. Lack of demand 
and high costs have so far prevented this, but government intervention would go some 
way to rectifying the problem. The importance of SCCs to the ADF’s and Defence’s secure 
communications cannot be overstated. Defence Science and Technology Group should 
undertake research to determine Defence’s level of reliance upon SCCs and the potential 
for alternative technologies to reinforce its communications infrastructure.

The lack of a dedicated inter-agency strategy to respond to hostile action against Australia’s 
SCC infrastructure presents a gap in defence planning, especially with new cable projects 
underway on Australia’s vulnerable northern approaches. Australia’s allies have and continue 
to invest in capabilities to secure their SCC networks. Current maritime security arrangements 
should be expanded upon: Defence, Home Affairs and the national intelligence community 
should collaborate on forming a strategy to protect SCC infrastructure and respond to 
hostile action targeting it. In addition, regular patrols around Australian Communications 
and Media Authority (ACMA)-designated SCC protection zones should be conducted to 
ensure compliance and prevent cable damage. Current and precise publicly available data 
around the locations of submarine cables is limited. ACMA should release this coordinate 
data on at least a yearly basis to assist further studies of Australia’s SCCs.

Figure 1: H.M.S. Agamemmon entering Valentia Bay with first Atlantic Cable.  
Frontispiece. Painting by Henry Clifford, a telegraph engineer. Reprinted in Charles 
Bright, The Story of the Atlantic Cable (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1903).
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Introduction
Submarine communications cables (SCCs) have been essential to Australia’s economic and 
national security since the late nineteenth century. These cables are more important to 
Australia now than ever before due to the accelerating digitisation of information, trade, 
culture and society. For an increasingly connected defence force, SCCs will only become 
more essential to the command, control, communications and computer (C4) systems that 
enable the effective deployment of Defence capabilities and personnel within the region 
and around the globe. In 2021, SCCs carry 99 per cent of transoceanic internet traffic 
and are far more capable than any wireless or satellite technology. To the public and 
many policy-makers, however, their importance goes unnoticed; after all, they are far less 
glamorous than the launch of a new satellite constellation or a new generation of mobile 
technology. SCCs and their terrestrial landing sites are part of an invisible but essential 
telecommunications infrastructure, the majority of which lies under the seas and oceans of 
the world, out of sight and out of mind. This report seeks to rectify the invisibility of modern 
submarine cable networks by detailing the threats SCC networks have been presented with 
from their inception. It considers how technological and geostrategic change has affected 
Australian cable systems, and the legislative, regulatory and defence regimes constructed 
to protect them.

Australia’s international cable systems have a storied history. For an island nation initially 
reliant on months-long voyages to receive information from the other side of the world, the 
invention of undersea telegraph communications was ground-breaking. The first half of this 
report is dedicated to a recounting and analysis of Australia’s historical engagement with 
undersea cables. Beginning with an overview of the first steps taken to achieve undersea 
communications in Europe, the nineteenth-century Australian experience is examined, 
considering the information security concerns of the British Empire at the time. Following 
this, German attacks on Pacific cable stations in the First World War are identified as 
particularly significant events, given they present the only examples of malicious attack in 
the history of Australia’s SCCs. After developments in the interwar period are discussed, 
the report moves on to a history of Australian action around SCCs in the Second World War, 
where the midget submarine Operation SABRE provides a valuable example of a clandestine 
cable-cutting effort. The historical section concludes with an account of the US intelligence-
gathering operation Ivy Bells, which presents a further useful example of clandestine 
operations during the Cold War.

Following a transitional section that examines changes in technology from telegraph lines to 
fibre-optic cable, the contemporary SCC network in Australia and abroad comes into focus. 
The details of Australia’s current international connections are examined and particular 
concerns about the lack of landing stations’ geographic diversity come to the fore. The 
implications of this lack of diversity are examined by observing the most significant threats 
to SCCs. Natural disasters, undersea phenomena, fishing and dredging vessels, and 
malicious attack are all understood to pose a more significant threat to SCCs when cables 
land in very few places along a coastline. In a particularly important section of this report, 
the likelihood of a genuine malicious attack against cables or landing points is considered. 
Attacks cannot be discounted, particularly in an era of rising strategic tensions.

This part of the report continues by asking why the geographic distribution of cables has 
not occurred in Australia and finds that it is largely due to high costs and lack of demand. 
After observing some nascent geostrategic concerns from an international perspective, the 
importance of SCCs to uninterrupted and secure military communications is considered. 
The final parts of the section discuss Australia’s legislative and regulatory protections for 
SCCs, finding them potentially wanting in their clarity and effectiveness.
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The report concludes with five recommendations seeking to aid the ongoing protection of 
Australia’s vital SCC links. Factors that will contribute to the ongoing security of SCCs in 
Australia include in-depth studies of SCCs’ importance for secure Defence communications, 
diversifying future Australian cable landing sites, creating an inter-agency response plan to 
combat hostile action against SCC infrastructure, making additional resources available for 
protection zone enforcement, and providing current and accurate data about the locations 
of SCCs in Australian waters.

Australia’s historical engagement with submarine cables

The nineteenth century
In 1837, Samuel Morse’s invention of a point-to-point communication technique using pulses 
of electrical current ushered in a telecommunications revolution. A near-instantaneous 
method of long-distance communication meant that vital information could be sent to and 
from far-flung concessions and territories in minutes or hours, rather than days, weeks or 
months. By the mid-nineteenth century, terrestrial telegraph systems were commonplace in 
Europe and the United States and were growing quickly.1 While communications between 
New York and San Francisco or Moscow and Vladivostok could now take place without 
waiting for a horse- or train-carried message, telegraph systems stopped at coastlines, and 
so had to be supplemented with ships where necessary. Communications from Europe to 
Oceania were markedly improved by terrestrial transmission from Europe to South Asia, but 
not to the extent made possible by the complete internal terrestrial networks in Europe or 
America.

In efforts to further the speed and convenience of telegraphy, it became evident that laying 
cables along the seabed could offer a solution. Experiments that insulated iron or copper 
wires with the recently discovered (by Europeans) latex sap from the gutta-percha tree in 
Southeast Asia proved successful. Carl Siemens and Christopher Nickels of the Royal 
Society were instrumental in setting up the Gutta Percha Company, which would merge with 
other telecommunications infrastructure interests to dominate submarine cable production 
for decades.2

In 1851, the first consistently working telegraph link under the English Channel was 
completed between Dover and Calais. Work quickly began on other short links between 
England and Ireland, and within North America, but Britain, Canada and the US were not 
connected until 1858. Even then, soon after President James Buchanan and Queen Victoria 
exchanged messages, the first transatlantic cable failed due to the high currents being 
pumped through it.3 By 1866, reliable telegraph communication was achieved between 
North America and Europe.4

Until 1872, Australia had to rely on international communications that travelled at the 
speed of sail or steam. This meant a months-long lag for news from Britain. Indeed, in the 
mid-nineteenth century, out-of- date information fostered paranoia about Russian attacks on 
Australian ports and cities.5

After the successful laying and operation of the Atlantic cable, it was obvious that Britain 
could use the same technology to communicate with its even further-flung dominions in the 
antipodes. With the completion of the Overland Telegraph Line from Darwin to Adelaide, 
and a submarine cable laid between Port Darwin and Banjoewangie in Java, Dutch East 
Indies, complete telegraphic communications between Australia and the United Kingdom 
were finally possible in 1872. Additional cable was laid between Broome (Cable Beach) and 
Java in 1889.6
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Even in the infancy of the global submarine cable network, the strategic value of SCCs was 
not lost on the colonial powers. Despite telegraphic communication with Australia being 
achieved, the path of cables on terrestrial sections, through South Asia, the Middle East 
and Europe, did not inspire confidence in the security of the network – the potential for 
cable-cutting, interference and tapping was obvious to the British government.7

Reprinted on request of a Canadian senator in 1880, the Ottawa Daily Citizen published 
two articles espousing the importance of sovereign control over the SCCs that connected 
England to Canada:8

Already it is impossible to communicate telegraphically between the various provinces 
of the Dominion, or between the Imperial Government of Great Britain and her North 
American possessions, without every dispatch passing under the censorship of citizens and 
consequently of the Government of the United States.

While some terrestrial networks followed the French example and were created as public 
utilities, and others had been nationalised (Britain’s private networks were placed under 
the control of the Post Office in 1868), submarine cable networks were largely owned and 
managed by private interests. This did nothing to assuage concerns about “purely United 
States enterprises . . telegraphically [ruling] the whole continent of America, under United 
States management”.9

The solution proposed was an “all-red line” of communications that passed exclusively 
through British territory, akin to Cecil Rhodes’ red line of concessions from Egypt to South 
Africa. The all-red line cable route would run from the UK to Newfoundland, across Canada, 
and then south-west through the Pacific to Fanning Island, then onto Fiji, Norfolk Island 
and Australia proper. George Johnson noted the importance of such a project to maintain 
centralised control over the empire:10

Figure 2: The pan-Britannic cable system described by George Johnson in The All Red Line: The Annals and Aims 
of the Pacific Cable Project (Ottawa: James Hope & Sons, 1903). Note the Fanning and Cocos Islands connection 
points.
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The wonderful power of electricity applied to telegraphy has suggested its employment 
on an extended scale, to bring all the parts of the outer Empire within speaking 
distance of each other, and within instant touch of the Mother Country, the great centre 
of British power, and the source of influence and national cohesion.

The first transpacific cable was completed in October 1902, and along with existing British 
cable infrastructure in the Indian and Atlantic Oceans, it formed the first telecommunications 
girdle around the Earth. Messages could be sent between London and Sydney in just ten 
hours.11

Pacific cable systems in the First World War
Concerns about the vulnerabilities of cables passing through the territory of third parties 
remained well into the twentieth century. In 1914, three years before the US declared war 
on Germany, there was great consternation among American telegraph companies, which 
claimed that UK government censors were suppressing messages that should have been 
passed through to other “neutral” countries, and that telegram senders were not even 
notified of non-delivery.12 The British government was aware of the potential economic 
value of commercial telegrams, and refused to transmit cables “facilitating commercial 
transactions with enemy countries”.13

Even in 1911, the British government was cognisant of the “considerable advantages which 
would.... accrue to an enemy from the interruption of British telegraphic communications 
.... at the outbreak of war”. While British connections to Canada and South Africa had 
appropriate redundancies (fifteen and five cables respectively) to continue operations in 
case of accidental or malicious damage, much of the Commonwealth was only connected 
by a few cables: the ‘all-British connection to Australia relied solely upon the Cocos Island–
Darwin and Brisbane–Norfolk Island cable sections.14 The strategic value of Britain’s “all-red 
line” was obvious to German naval forces operating in the Pacific in 1914, particularly to 
Karl von Müller, Captain of SMS Emden, a Dresden-class German cruiser. Buoyed by his 
great success raiding shore stations and disrupting allied shipping routes in the Indian 
Ocean in the first months of the war, von Müller decided to disrupt communications between 
Britain and Australia by cutting the eastern cable line at the relay station on Direction 
Island, in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. Surprisingly, given the essential infrastructure there, 
Direction Island station did not have a guard complement and was essentially defenceless. 
Had it been a German installation, Edwin P. Hoyt argues that a company-sized contingent 
would have been stationed there – the landing party from Emden expected fierce resistance. 
The defenceless cable station staff gladly provided the German party with the location of 
vital equipment, however, and the station manager even congratulated the commanding 
German Lieutenant on his award of the Iron Cross, information that had been received via 
the wireless station.15 The landing party set about destroying essential wireless and cable 
communication equipment, blowing up the radio antenna and fishing the submarine cables 
from the shore before cutting them, though they failed to cut all three cables.

Unfortunately, for Emden, the telegraph station was able to send a wireless message to 
HMAS Sydney, which steamed towards Direction Island and on 9 November, Sydney engaged 
in a successful battle that resulted in the grounding of Emden and the RAN’s first victory.16 
While von Müller, if not German High Command, had been keenly aware of the strategic 
value of one of the only communications links between Australia and Britain, their efforts 
had been foiled by a warning sent not over submarine cable but a wireless transmission to 
the Sydney.

The eastern cable route through the Indian Ocean was not the only piece of SCC infrastructure 
of interest to German commanders; the Pacific cable was also targeted to disrupt allied 
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communications. The all-red line’s existence was hardly a secret given the project had been 
widely publicised. In September of 1914, the Fanning Island relay station was attacked by 
another German cruiser, SMS Nurnberg, flying a French ensign to deceive the cable station 
workers until it was too late. The German landing party dynamited the cable and destroyed 
essential equipment for telegraph operations.17 A final telegram received by the Vancouver 
station on 7 September reported that armed soldiers had entered the superintendent’s 
office, and the connection was severed.18 Concerns about the whereabouts of German 
cruisers in the area meant that the cable ship HMCS Iris waited weeks in Fiji before it could 
continue to Fanning Island and repair the fault, and did not arrive until 26 October.19 Every 
British–Australian telegram had to be rerouted via the Caribbean, South Africa and Direction 
Island until the cable was finally repaired on 6 November, just three days before Emden’s 
raid on the Direction Island station.20

Had the Fanning Island raid happened mere days later or had von Müller managed to attack 
any earlier, Australia would have been without a direct cable connection to Britain within the 
first months of the war. The Governor of New Zealand cabled the Australian Prime Minister’s 
office in the days after the raid on Fanning Island, asking whether there was “any information 
[as to whether] Cocos Island Station is secure”.

The reply from the Prime Minister’s secretary, Malcolm Shepherd, stated there was “available 
no reason to suppose any interference with Cocos Island Station”.21

Archival material also indicates that the Minister for Defence at the time, Senator Edward 
Millen, had been forewarned about the potential for an attack on a Pacific cable station at 
least three weeks before German action, but had not set any defensive plans in motion, 
such as having a British cruiser provide additional security.22 The stations had no dedicated 
military defence and were only staffed by telegraph company employees, who had little 
motivation to prevent the destruction of the communication facilities.23 There were varying 
levels of appreciation for the importance of cables and cable stations. While the British had 
been forward-thinking enough to sever Germany’s cables in the North Sea in 1914, they had 
neglected their own in the Pacific, which perhaps was too far away to consider adequately 
protecting.

Figure 3: The cable ship Iris. State Library of Western Australia: call Z43b.
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Interwar period
In the years between the world wars, there was minimal change in the structure of the 
cable system that linked Australia with the rest of the world. British military intelligence 
documents report that the all-British cable links – vital for the flow of information in the First 
World War, but as evidenced, vulnerable to attack – remained the same, except for some 
instances of duplication for redundancy. The lines between Direction Island and Cottesloe in 
Perth, and Fanning Island and Suva (Fiji) were duplicated in 1926, but no cable routes were 
added, for example, between Australia and the United States.24

Wireless telegraphy made great advances in the early twentieth century – the first two-
way transatlantic radio telegrams were sent and received in 1906 by Reginald Fessenden. 
By 1919, European radio telephony transmissions were powerful enough to reach North 
America, and a year later Dame Nellie Melba performed at a radio station in Chelmsford, 
England, and was heard in Newfoundland.25 After the First World War, a chain of wireless 
stations was built throughout the empire, resulting in a British all-red line of wireless 
operations that stretched from the UK to Canada, India, South Africa, East Asia and 
Australasia, where the Belconnen station in Canberra received high-frequency transmissions 
from Britain.26

While wireless communication was 
essential for any advanced, early 
twentieth-century military – especially 
for those which, like the British, had 
to communicate with a massive navy 
and between far-flung territories – it 
was not without disadvantages over 
wired submarine communication. For a 
time, the relevance of SCCs declined 
relative to wireless communication, 
which could reach the other side 
of the world when transmitted on 
short wave with a high-frequency 
broadcast.27 Wireless communication, 
however, was and remains insecure, 
given that anyone with a receiver 
was able to pick up transmissions, which had to be coded when secret information was 
transmitted. When Britain severed German cables in the English Channel in 1914 and 
1939, Germany was forced to rely on wireless communication, which British code breakers 
monitored and made operational use of.28

SCCs were remarkably secure in comparison – copper cables were only able to be tapped 
by placing a listening device directly on the cable. Despite cables being fairly easy to 
grapple and cut, even out of sight of land, the British Overseas Defence Committee noted 
that cutting them would require an adversary to have “possession of sufficiently accurate 
information as to the route of the cable”. Provided a station was not defended properly, 
it would be far easier to land and destroy or make useless the telegraph equipment. “No 
technical knowledge would be required.”29 British Colonial Office documents considering the 
protection of Fanning Island in 1904 claimed that the remoteness of the landing station 
was its primary defence: “The cable lies visible in shallow water, and could be grappled and 
cut without difficulty near the shore”.

Rifles and ammunition were provided to the cable station workers, but they were not used 

Figure 4: The Belconnen wireless station in Canberra. 
AWM: P11039.001.
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when attacked; government documents indicate later plans for a larger gun emplacement on 
the island that “would probably be quite capable to drive off a raiding merchant vessel”.30

Australian action in the Second World War
With the knowledge that cable communications were secured from interception, cable-
cutting operations also occurred in the Pacific theatre during the Second World War. Nearing 
the end of the war, sensitive Japanese military communications relied on cables between 
Singapore, Saigon, Hong Kong and Tokyo, and any landing to reoccupy Singapore would 
necessitate the cutting of these cables. While it might have been possible to use a heavily 
escorted cable repair ship for this task, the threat posed by Japanese airfields nearby could 
not be discounted. In May 1945, planning began for a joint RAN/RN Operation: SABRE. 
Two British midget submarines would slip by Japanese defences and sever the cables. Lt 
Cdr Max Shean, RAN, commanded the submarine XE-4, which was well equipped for the 
mission. The exact cable locations were already known to the allied force, as the navigator 
of HMS Bonaventure, the midget submarine mother ship, had possession of accurate and 
current hydrographic charts of the area. Additionally, a Cable and Wireless engineer was 
able to provide advice on how the submarines could best grapple the cables, which could 
then be cut by a diver.31 After two months of training in Hervey Bay, practising on a disused 
undersea cable that ran from Queensland to New Guinea, and just weeks before the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, XE-4 was towed to the Mekong Delta by the S-class 
submarine HMS Spearhead. Shean and his crew quickly located and cut both the Saigon–
Singapore and Saigon–Hong Kong cables on the afternoon of 31 July 1945 and returned to 
Bonaventure.32

Crippling an adversary’s cable infrastructure without attacking landing points required (a) 
diving personnel trained to operate in a hostile marine environment, and with additional 
training to find and sever cables quickly, and (b) hydrographic information about the seabed 
and intelligence about the specific location of cables.

Advents in submersible technology now allow for the repair or cutting of cables using remotely 

Figure 5: International cable routes in 1930. F. J. Brown, The Cable and Wireless Communications of the World 
(London: Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons, Ltd., 1930).
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operated underwater vehicles. Of course, this still requires a crew of remote operators, but it 
is safer and more effective than past methods of cable repair. Additionally, almost every high-
capacity undersea fibre cable’s precise location can be garnered from companies specialising 
in selling location data to commercial shipping ventures, which need to avoid costly accidental 
damage to cables for which they are liable to pay repair costs.33

SCC espionage in the Cold War: Operation Ivy Bells
So far, this paper has primarily considered the strategic value of severing communications 
cables to deny an adversary the ability to quickly and securely transmit information. The 
tapping of communications cables to retrieve this information, however, rather than destroy 
it – especially without the knowledge of the cable operator – would be an intelligence coup.

In the early 1970s, a cable linking Moscow, Soviet Pacific fleet headquarters in Vladivostok, 
and the Soviet submarine base at Petropavlovsk in the Sea of Okhotsk was eyed as a prime 
target by the US Office of Naval Intelligence for a tapping operation: Operation Ivy Bells. 
While there was no solid evidence that a cable even existed, it was reckoned that Soviet 
commanders would have wanted to avoid the significant financial and time costs of having 
to encrypt and decrypt wireless communications, and so would have preferred a hardwired 
telephone cable for communications.

USS Halibut, a nuclear-powered and armed submarine converted to a special operations 
platform for USN, CIA and National Reconnaissance Office operations, was modified to allow 
divers to enter and exit a special compartment for operations on the seafloor.34 Locating the 
cable only required the crew of Halibut to find a Russian “submarine cable here” sign that 
had been placed to avert damage from fishing vessels. Diving in the near-freezing water, 
frogmen placed a three-foot-long device that contained reels of tape to record the signals 
transmitted along the cable, which was not cut or spliced but had a conductor wrapped 
around it.

Figure 6: One of the “bugs” placed by US divers on a Russian cable as part of Operation Ivy Bells, later discovered 
by the Soviets. Courtesy http://www.hisutton.com.

http://www.hisutton.com.
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Ivy Bells was a success level above anything US intelligence agencies had previously 
achieved during the Cold War, and in 1972, a far larger tap with greater storage capacity 
was installed by Halibut. The cable carried dozens of telephone signals simultaneously, on 
which conversations about sensitive naval operations, maintenance and defect issues with 
Soviet ships, and plans for submarine reconnaissance in US waters could be listened to. 
The tapes from the cable tap were retrieved and replaced frequently and sent to National 
Security Agency (NSA) headquarters, where they could be decrypted and translated – though 
the Soviet military brass thought the line was secure, given that many communications were 
sent unencrypted or only used basic cryptography. Only in the early 1980s were the Soviets 
alerted to the presence of the tap after Ronald Pelton, an NSA communications specialist, 
met with KGB agents and told them of the operation.35

From Morse code to high-speed broadband
After the introduction of submarine telegraph lines in the nineteenth century, the first major 
innovation in undersea communications was the use of a coaxial cable to facilitate telephone 
communications. While early trials took place in the 1930s, serious uptake of transoceanic 
telephone cables only came about in the 1960s and 70s. At this point, significant capacity 
increases had been achieved and “round-the-world” systems were installed.36 Despite 
significant improvements in cable technology and increasing demand, Australia remained 
connected to the world via only two routes in 1969. The previous telegraph line heading 
west from Perth was replaced with a coaxial cable from Cairns to Guam, which provided a 
second link to Hawaii and the continental United States, and onward connections to Japan, 
China and Southeast Asia. Australia’s major routes of international connection were all 
located on the east coast.

During the mid-to-late twentieth century, significant advances were also made in satellite 
technology. While coaxial SCCs had superior telephone service over short runs, satellites 
provided better quality transoceanic communication and could even transmit video and 
broadcast TV, which coaxial cables could not.37 Satellite communication was the future: like 
the advent of radio and wireless communication between the world wars, new technology 

Figure 7: Australia’s major international cable connections in 1969. Note the concentration of connections from 
the east coast. NAA: A1200, L80038.
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again appeared to be overtaking submarine cables in capability.

Any prospects for a satellite-dominated future, however, were dashed with the invention 
of fibre-optic cables. Innovations in semiconductor, laser and optical technologies meant 
that information could be transmitted at the speed of light along glass fibres. Compared 
to copper cables, fibre-optic lines could carry complex data far more efficiently. By the late 
1980s, low latency, high bandwidth transmissions were possible on undersea fibre cables.38 
A similar leap forward for satellite technology never occurred, with those networks relying on 
comparatively iterative improvements in capacity and latency.

Submarine cables leapfrogged satellites to regain their place as the backbone of global 
communications: while they provided just two per cent of transoceanic bandwidth in 1988, 
they account for more than 99 per cent of it in 2021. Commercial interest in satellite 
communications has grown in recent years, as modern networks operate closer to the Earth 
and are “meshed”, decreasing latency and increasing bandwidth.39 Nonetheless, cables still 
provide significantly cheaper and more reliable communications than satellites, which have 
difficulty providing uninterrupted service in the event of breakdowns.

Submarine cable networks can hand off connections to more reliable lines markedly quicker 
when there is a cable fault, and the capacity of the global cable infrastructure still far 
exceeds that of satellite networks.40

Figure 8: This data is from several sources and should be taken as only 
indicative of the growth in cable relevance. Sources: Mandell, 2000; 
APEC, 2012; Bueger and Liebetrau, 2021.
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Submarine cables in Australia today

Australia’s undersea fibre network
The importance of SCCs to Australia cannot be overstated. When a mobile phone in Sydney 
communicates with a cell tower, it does so wirelessly, but the remainder of the path data 
takes to reach a server in New York hosting a news story, online store or cloud computing 
platform is entirely physical, and mostly along the submarine cable. The connectivity SCCs 
provide enables Australia’s participation in the global economy, which is continuing to 
rapidly digitise. A massive increase in the viability and uptake of mobile technologies, and 
the increasing potential of networked artificial intelligence, cloud computing and connected 
devices (the “internet of things”) all rely on international connectivity.41

The last decade has seen unprecedented growth in Australia’s domestic bandwidth 
production, which sextupled between 2015 and 2021. In the same period, the number of 
Australian internet exchange points (IXPs), where various domestic networks interconnect 
and often link to international cable networks, has doubled.

The desire of individuals, businesses and government for higher bandwidth and lower 
latency connections will only increase. APEC modelling in 2012 estimated that a 100 per 
cent loss in cable capacity would cost the Australian economy over three billion dollars a 
month, a figure that would be far higher today.42

Australia is currently connected to the world via thirteen international cables (see Appendix 
B). In a return to the telegraph age, Sydney and Perth serve as the only points where cables 
land.43 While precise locations of interconnection differ within these cities, the presence of 
highly concentrated landing places presents a situation like that experienced during and 
between the world wars. This is not a case unique to Australia: Singapore, Taiwan and the 
UK have concentrated cable landing sites by their size and geography. Australia, however, 
does not have the same excuse for having a highly concentrated set of landing sites. As 
a point of comparison, the United States has highly distributed landing points on its east 
coast connecting to Asia, while most cables connecting it to Europe land in tight groups in 
New Jersey or New York. Attempts have been made in the US, however, to prevent the over-
convergence of cable landings and links to data centres or IXPs.44

Figure 9: The chart indicates growth in bandwidth capacity supplied by IXPs. Source: 
Packet Clearing House, https://www.pch.net/ixp/summary_growth_by_country, last 
accessed 11 May 2021; includes data from archived versions accessed via archive.org.

https://www.pch.net/ixp/summary_growth_by_country
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The importance of geographically distributed landing stations
For a country with a coastline as significant as Australia’s, a wider distribution of cable 
landing points has distinct advantages. The concentration of international connection 
points allows for a single event to cause catastrophic damage to various cable systems 
simultaneously, rather than only affecting a single or few cables that have been spread 
broadly along the coastline. Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) maps 
indicate that four cables landing in Sydney’s north arrive within a 2.5-kilometre stretch of 
Narrabeen Beach. Similarly, four cables in southern Sydney land in the 3 kilometres between 
Bondi and Clovelly beaches. Just a few kilometres offshore, these sets of cables converge 
even further, to within one nautical mile, before diverging (see Appendix A for reproductions 
of these maps).45

It should be noted that ACMA data regarding current undersea infrastructure is very limited, 
and the maps it supplies are at least ten years out of date. Additional cables have since 
been installed and are not indicated, making it difficult for up-to-date analysis to be made.

Threats to SCCs

Natural disasters and undersea phenomena

Earthquakes, tsunamis and storms can cause significant damage to undersea cables, and 
though Australia does not experience frequent serious earthquakes, there remains a cause 
for concern. It would only take one major disaster occurring close to Sydney to decimate 
Australia’s international connectivity. The 1929 Grand Banks earthquake off Newfoundland 
broke twelve transatlantic cables and significantly affected telegraph communications.46 
Improved technology has not made subsea networks any more immune to acts of nature. A 
series of earthquakes in the Luzon Strait near Taiwan in 2006 broke seven cable systems in 
nineteen places. It took eleven cable repair ships 49 days to rectify all faults, and network 
disruptions remained for two months. Banking and booking systems, financial markets and 
general trade were all severely affected.47 These events caused significant damage to the 
entirety of Canada’s and Taiwan’s connectivity because of the proximity of cables to one 
another. If they had been significantly distributed, damage resulting from earthquakes would 
have been minimised. Other important and more regular causes of cable breaks include 
underwater landslides, currents forcing cables against rough surfaces, and even shark 
bites, though these have less potential to affect multiple systems.48

Damage resulting from human activity

Many international cable faults are the result of misplaced anchors or fishing activity from 
trawlers and fixed nets. Estimates of human impact on cable infrastructure range from 40 
to 70 per cent of total damage.49 In 2008, a five-ton anchor abandoned in the Persian Gulf 
resulted in major outages in the Middle East and Asia after it severed FLAG Telecom’s 
FALCON cable.50 Where cables are bunched together close to shore at a concentrated 
landing point, the potential for a single vessel to cause significant damage to multiple 
systems, even accidentally, is amplified.

Malicious attack

In addition to the potential for natural disasters, undersea phenomena, fishing and dredging 
to damaged cables, concentrated landing sites make the entire network more vulnerable 
to a malicious attack. An adversary has fewer targets to consider, and even if only one is 
targeted the damage will still be significant if an attack is successful, given multiple systems 
will be affected. This is especially true of physical attacks on terrestrial cable infrastructure, 
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such as locations where several cables come ashore in the same place or terminate at 
one data centre or IXP. The redundant capacity of having many cable connections is again 
undermined by their proximity to one another. Isolated attacks like the First World War raids 
on Direction and Fanning Islands have the potential to knock out a massive portion of 
Australia’s international bandwidth.

The physical domain is also no longer the only route of attack for networked infrastructure. 
Weak security protocols and network management systems that are not up to date provide 
fertile ground for cyberattacks.51 Contemporary adversaries can coordinate multiple 
operations across domains to far greater effect than German cruisers in the First World War. 
Even non-state actors are highly capable: the 1998 attacks on US embassies in Nairobi 
and Dar es Salaam occurred within ten minutes of one another.52 As landing site diversity 
decreases, the potential for one attack to have a significant effect on the entirety of a 
country’s cable system increases.

Is a malicious attack a realistic threat to SCCs?
While there was a lull in concern for submarine cable infrastructure after the Cold War, likely 
due to the overwhelming US naval and military presence globally, increasingly sophisticated 
terrorist threats and renewed perceptions of Russian and Chinese naval hostility have given 
rise to renewed interest in the security of SCCs.53 In one instance, writing in Foreign Affairs 
in 2015, Robert Martinage argued that the proliferation of remotely operated underwater 
vehicles meant that it would be possible for a terrorist group to interfere with cables at 
will.54 Importantly, Bueger and Liebetrau find that “no intentional hostile disruptions to the 
[modern] submarine cable infrastructure have been reported publicly”. They argue that 
hypothetical scenarios about interference or attack are based on “overall assessments 
of the geopolitical landscape”, rather than a solid base of historical evidence, indicating 
the potential for “threat inflation”.55 Rishi Sunak’s 2017 Policy Exchange paper on 
“Indispensable, insecure” SCCs dedicates an entire chapter to “The Risk from Russia”, 
despite a lack of any evidence that Russia had interfered with undersea cables; rather, 
the policy document focuses on Russian naval investment and “aggressive” operations 
happening close to cable routes.56

Figure 10: Russian Navy oceanographic ship Yantar reported operating near SCC routes. Yoruk Isik, 2016.
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Why has landing site diversification not happened?
Developing the large telecommunications estates required for international connectivity 
from the ground up is an expensive affair. New data centre construction and equipment 
purchases present significant costs and barriers to entry for the sector, given these facilities 
should be highly secure and protected against natural disasters. Ongoing costs include 
massive power consumption and finding qualified technical staff.

Lack of demand for international connection points outside of major cities means that 
telecommunications companies are not interested in investing in cable links from regional 
areas of the coastline. In Australia, this has resulted in a problematic externality: the 
concentration of landing points in Sydney and Perth.

Potential for broader distribution of landing sites
There are plans for new Australian-linked cables to be distributed away from Perth and Sydney. 
The Northern Territory government has announced its intention to aid in the construction of 
significant data centre and telecommunications infrastructure around Darwin. Fibre-optic 
links to Dili, Singapore and Kupang in Indonesia are planned.57 Additionally, Project Koete is 
a private initiative that will lay cable in the Timor Sea from Darwin to Jakarta, Singapore and 
Kuantan in Malaysia, via Broome, Port Hedland, Dampier and Exmouth, providing new direct 
links to archipelagic and mainland Asia.58 These projects mark an important departure from 
Sydney and Perth as Australia’s only significant points of international connection. Darwin’s 
location on Australia’s northern approaches, however, presents new issues given this 
region’s consistent identification as the most likely vector for a military threat to Australia.59 
Australia would benefit from additional cable projects that are situated in the north of 
Western Australia or Queensland, where telegraph and coaxial cables were connected in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Geopolitical concerns for new projects
The private sector and states sponsoring cable projects are increasingly concerned with the 
safety of their cable routes. Areas like the South China Sea and the maritime approaches 
to Hong Kong are now considered to pose a higher risk for transiting cables. New systems 
traversing the Arctic Sea have been enabled by diminishing ice caps: these cables will avoid 
existing chokepoints and make the journey from Asia to Europe without having to cross 
the Americas (this is also a far shorter route). The Arctic Connect cable will potentially link 
Scandinavia, Russia, China and Japan in the coming years.60 In 2013, following revelations 
of US global surveillance programs, the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa) began planning for a global cable system that would avoid US access and 
influence. Funding issues and a lack of cohesion among the states involved, however, meant 
that the project was never completed.61

Military reliance upon SCCs
SCCs are essential for secure military communications. While highly secure military satellites 
do supply some degree of connectivity, C4 systems often rely heavily on bandwidth leased 
from SCCs or provided by private military cables. Even accidental damage can severely 
curtail military operations: in 2008, a cable break in the Mediterranean forced the number 
of drone sorties flying from the US airbase in Balad, Iraq, to decrease from hundreds to 
tens per day.62 SCCs’ cheap bandwidth and light-speed latency provide the only means of 
operating large amounts of remote equipment across continents.

Between 2012 and 2014, USNS Zeus, the only operating US military cable ship, was tasked 



SEA POWER CENTRE AUSTRALIA 2021 ANNUAL

185

with laying a $40-million fibre cable between Miami and the US military base in Guantanamo 
Bay, Cuba, to provide a more reliable link with the continental US.63

Other states are considering the procurement of specialised navy vessels built to protect 
submarine infrastructure, along with investing in alternative defence communications 
systems. The UK’s March 2021 Defence Command Paper commits to building a “Multi-Role 
Ocean Surveillance” ship which would use a variety of sensors and submarine drones to 
detect activity directed at submarine cables. Additionally, the UK military plans to develop 
a sovereign satellite Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) capability and a 
“digital backbone” in space.64 The continued digitisation of the Australian Defence Force’s 
(ADF) C4 systems has meant Australia’s military has often enjoyed decision superiority 
alongside allied military forces during recent conflicts.65 SCCs sits at the nexus between the 
physical and intangible infrastructure essential for this digitisation and will remain essential 
for a highly connected defence force.

Protections in place at the private sector level
The businesses that own undersea cables are responsible for planning, building and 
maintaining their systems, and these services are almost always contracted out to a 
company specialising in them under a marine maintenance contract. Cable companies 
operate constant surveillance of their cables from Network Operations Centres. In the event 
of a fault, modern systems make it far easier to diagnose the type and location of damage 

Figure 11: USNS Zeus. National Steel and Shipbuilding, 1983
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than in the past. Engineers use Network Management Systems to detect and locate faults 
by observing an interruption to service or monitoring the actual cable characteristics, such 
as information from signal repeaters. Data is quickly rerouted to other working cables that 
the operator has a mutual restoration agreement with, or on which they have purchased 
additional capacity for maintenance scenarios.66 Once the approximate location of a fault 
is determined, a nearby cable repair ship (not all cable vessels can perform repairs) will be 
dispatched. Depending on whether the fault is in a lightweight or heavily armoured section 
of cable, different repair techniques are employed.67

With few exceptions, the submarine cables connecting Australia to the world are all privately 
owned and operated. Operators range from dedicated SCC businesses that rent capacity 
to other businesses, to consortiums of telecommunications companies and big tech firms, 
which are increasingly building their infrastructure to lower costs.68 The global undersea 
network has become far more diverse in its ownership when compared to the situation 
a century ago when the British government and Cable and Wireless dominated global 
communications. Motivated by profit, SCC operators have minimal incentive to dedicate 
resources to the security and stability of the entire cable system, and their willingness to 
pay for mitigation efforts is restricted by their expected losses from network disruption.69 

Because of this, governments have been required to step up, providing regulatory guidance 
and introducing legislation to protect SCC infrastructure critical to the economy and national 
security.

Legislative and regulatory protections in Australia

Responding to attacks on marine infrastructure

The Guide to Australian Maritime Security Arrangements (GAMSA) indicates the relative 
responsibilities among government agencies to uphold maritime security in Australia. Under 
the GAMSA, Maritime Border Command (MBC) is responsible for protecting and responding 
to attacks on fixed maritime infrastructure, which includes SCCs, drilling platforms, pipelines 
and ports. MBC is an interagency task force composed of Australian Border Force (ABF) and 
ADF personnel. The GAMSA does not provide provisions to secure cable landing sites or 
manholes on land. MBC is commanded by an ADF officer who is also a sworn ABF officer, 
enabling the use of assets from both organisations.70

The GAMSA is concerned with maritime terrorism as the major threat to critical 
infrastructure, in addition to other illegal activities like piracy and robbery at sea. Attacks 
on critical infrastructure, however, may come from actors other than unaffiliated terrorist 
organisations. State-sponsored actors engaging in “grey- zone” activity use actions short of 
war to pressure that state’s adversaries. Due consideration must be given to formulating a 
response to the malicious attack that considers the type and motive of the actor, and which 
is based on intelligence about their potential state-backing.

Cable protection zones

The Telecommunications Act 1997 designates undersea cables and landing sites as critical 
communications infrastructure, affording their security special consideration by national 
security and defence agencies. Within Australian waters, the Australian Communications 
and Media Authority is authorised to designate cable protection zones that limit certain 
activities recognised as presenting a threat to the integrity of cable systems. The scheme is 
primarily orientated towards protecting cables from accidental damage by fishing or dredging 
vessels. Under the GAMSA, state and territory governments are designated as the lead 
agencies responding to illegal activity in protected areas within Australia’s territorial seas, 
with additional support to be provided by their police forces, the Australian Federal Police 
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(AFP), MBC, ABF and Department of Defence as required.71

In a 2010 submission to ACMA, the AFP reported that it was “not equipped with the resources 
to monitor the protection of [Australian] cables” and relies on other Commonwealth 
authorities like fisheries management and maritime safety authorities for surveillance and 
monitoring functions.72 While cable protection zones have likely prevented damage to some 
extent, they are unlikely to prevent the majority of faults, given they rely on ships to be 
aware of them rather than presenting a physical barrier or constant surveillance of potential 
threats.

Recommendations
1. A study should be undertaken by the Defence, Science and Technology Group, and/

or other relevant communications sections of Defence, to determine the reliance 
of Defence’s APS and ADF capabilities on SCCs. SCCs are essential to Defence’s 
operations and secure communications within the region and globally. Depending on the 
outcomes of this study, investigations into alternative or redundant technologies should 
be undertaken to ascertain the viability and costs of additional wireless and satellite 
communication capabilities.

2. Government should take advantage of new private cable projects to encourage the further 
distribution of cable landing sites. For cables initially proposed to land only in Sydney or 
Perth, the potential for additional or alternative landing sites should be considered – for 
a cable landing in Sydney, potential extensions to Melbourne, Newcastle, Brisbane or 
Cairns could provide significantly increased geographic diversity for the SCC network. 
Additional landing site proposals should consider local demand for international 
connectivity to avoid overbuilding while keeping in mind that broadening infrastructure 
along the coast is the primary objective. For extensions that may be less profitable, 
subsidies might be considered. Care should be taken to ensure that cables diverge 
towards different landing points at a significant distance from the shore, preventing 
damage to more than one connection due to an adverse natural or man-made event.

3. Defence, the Department of Home Affairs (including MBC), the AFP and Australia’s 
national intelligence community should collaborate on forming a response plan to any 
hostile action against critical undersea infrastructure and cable landing sites. While 
malicious attacks on Australia’s submarine cable network have not occurred since the 
First World War, the importance of this critical infrastructure to Australia as an island 
state is not lost on its adversaries. A response plan should include various protective 
measures to respond to varying threat levels. These measures would range from 
actionable intelligence regarding a potential terrorist or grey-zone actor seeking to 
damage cables, to the threat posed by enemy states to SCCs during a war.

4. Regular patrols around SCC protection zones should be conducted by agencies with 
adequate capabilities to ensure compliance and prevent cable damage. Australia’s cable 
protection zones play a necessary but insufficient role in protecting SCCs.

    Their passive ability to protect SCCs from fishing and dredging vessels can only be 
achieved when ships are aware of their responsibilities in protection zones. This could 
be achieved by coordinating MBC, ABF and potentially Defence assets through state 
and territory governments in line with the GAMSA.

5. ACMA should increase the availability of current data for precise submarine cable routes 
around Australia. Given this has been done previously there is precedent for it to 
continue, preferably yearly. The significant costs of obtaining accurate coordinate data 
from private firms that have a monopoly on its supply, and charge thousands of dollars 
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to obtain it, present barriers to further academic study of Australia’s SCCs. The fact 
that private businesses have precise cable route data obviates any potential security 
concerns preventing ACMA or other government agencies from supplying it to the public 
free of charge.

Conclusion
The first telegraph cable laid across the English Channel in 1851 heralded a revolution in 
human communication, the ramifications of which the world is still dealing with today. SCC 
infrastructure has seen significant technological changes since the rapid spread of telegraph 
routes girdled the Earth in the late 1800s, preceding the even faster growth of telephone 
and fibre systems into the twenty-first century. The objective of this report was to provide an 
account of Australia’s historical engagement with submarine cables and seek to understand 
the contemporary issues around their security both in an increasingly digitised world and 
within a region facing an uncertain strategic future. The implications of SCCs’ increasing 
importance for Australia’s security and the Department of Defence are significant.

Beginning with a brief account of the invention and early adoption of SCCs in the nineteenth 
century, the ramifications of near-instantaneous communication on a previously disparate 
British Empire were observed. SCCs quickly became essential to the British for maintaining 
a firm grasp on their territories around the world, and contemporaneous reporting from 
government and media was considered to support this thesis. The report then moved to 
an examination of evidence around German action towards Pacific and Indian Ocean cable 
stations in the First World War, coming to the important conclusion that Australia’s highly 
limited points of an international connection made the country vulnerable to being entirely 
cut off from communications with the UK and the rest of the world. Considering the lack 
of growth in the geographic distribution of cables in the interwar period, the Second World 
War and the mid- twentieth century, similar conclusions were reached. Two clandestine 
cable-cutting and tapping operations were examined, and their effects demonstrated the 
importance of SCCs in the military domain. While early wireless communication techniques 
were compared to SCCs and found to be severely lacking, satellite capabilities greatly 
improved wireless communications from the mid-twentieth century and briefly overtook 
SCCs as the primary means of communication across oceans. Innovation in computing 
technology in the 1980s, however, provided new momentum for SCCs and renewed their 
importance for global communications, as fibre-optic cables were able to transmit far more 
data than satellites, and at a much faster rate.

Turning to the contemporary situation, Australia’s current international SCC network 
was described, and the continued lack of geographic distribution of landing points was 
evidenced. Considering this primary concern, various threats to SCC system integrity were 
examined. Evidence of the potential for natural disasters to wreak havoc on several cable 
systems simultaneously was considered, and despite the low likelihood of earthquake 
and tsunami events in Australia, this was found to be concerning nonetheless, given the 
country’s lack of landing station diversity. Accidental damage caused by fishing and dredging 
activity and malicious attack by terrorist groups and grey-zone actors to SCC infrastructure 
were identified as having the potential to affect multiple systems given the concentration of 
landing points in Australia. While the potential for threat inflation was identified, this report 
still considered malicious damage to SCCs a concern for Australia. The lack of geographic 
diversity in SCC landing points was deemed to have resulted from a lack of demand and 
the high costs associated with building large telecommunications estates. The potential 
for further growth away from Sydney and Perth, however, was examined and found to be 
promising, with the caveat that new systems installed on Australia’s northern approaches 
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would be more vulnerable to any that were established further south. Subsequently, the 
protections put in place by the private sector to protect cables were examined, and the 
increasingly diverse ownership of cable systems was considered. Finally, the legislative and 
regulatory protections put in place by the Australian government to protect the undersea 
communications infrastructure were observed and found to be somewhat wanting.

The security of SCCs is essential to protect ADF capabilities and sensitive information. 
Despite decreasing anxiety about SCC security after the Cold War, increased terrorist activity 
and growing interstate tensions have resulted in a renewal of concerns about the potential 
for SCC interference. The ADF and allied defence forces continue to increase their reliance 
upon SCC infrastructure as their capabilities become increasingly digitised and networked, 
demanding far greater amounts of data to be transmitted far more quickly.
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Appendices
Appendix A: ACMA-designated cable protection zones

Appendix B: Australia’s SCC connections as of May 2021
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Appendix C: Australia’s SCC connections as of May 2021
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Introduction
This paper illuminates the inadequacies of the term “military power”. 
The paper gestures to the shortcomings of defence planning and 
military strategy that call for little more than the counting of sailors, 
soldiers, airmen and airwomen and their equipment. Thus, the 
paper is at odds with the so-called “materiel school”, which sees 
security in terms of firepower, numerical superiority and budgets.

Widely used, the term “military power” epitomises a fetish for mass, 
the mistake that defence capability might be measured in tanks, or 
guns or in numbers of soldiers or aircraft. This essay offers a larger 
perspective to the concept of “military power” and interrogates that 
idea in the Australian context, where the language of “military power” 
gives an essentially maritime strategy short shrift.

MILITARY POWER IS NOT ENOUGH
BY ISAAC BARNETT

Isaac Barnett is a student of the Australian National University, he attended 
the Sea Power Centre as a Visiting Research Fellow.

HMAS Ballarat 
launches its Rigid Hull 
Inflatable Boat (RHIB) 
with Boarding Party 
embarked on patrol in 
the North West Shelf.
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This paper is in two sections. First, important aspects of Australian defence policy that are 
ignored by the term “military power” will be acknowledged. These are national power and 
sea power. In the term “sea power” we recognise both naval power and the larger Australian 
dependence on the ocean. Second, this paper explains the idea of doctrine and the effect 
of narrow-minded doctrine upon defence.

What does military power mean?
“Military power” is a commonplace. But the term must be defined. Many scholars use the 
idea casually, as a descriptor for a nation’s armed forces. As a descriptive term, the idea of 
“military power” has a rhetorical adequacy. As a concept, however, the idea is insufficient 
and underdeveloped.

Speaking to the industrial-organisational-materiel power of a nation, the British political 
scientist Theo Farrell takes military power to be “the product of materiel resources and the 
processes whereby states translate resources into military capability”.1 Economic and 
explicit, Farrell recognises the importance that must be placed upon the ability of a state to 
produce as much as possible with available resources.

Taking a turn from Farrell, and moving away from interpretations of military power grounded 
in statistics and materiel mass, Israeli military theorist Martin van Creveld recognises the 
power of intangible things. For van Creveld, military power might be defined by this equation: 
materiel multiplied by fighting will equals “military power”.2

Recognising materiel as just one facet of a nation’s defence capabilities, van Creveld 
introduced the idea of “fighting will”. Beyond computable measure, “fighting will” gestures 
to ambiguous, intuitive, qualitative ideas of military morale, political will or public opinion.

Corroborating the limitation of materiel as a measure of military effectiveness, the seeming 
less powerful nation has very frequently claimed victory against a materially stronger 
adversary.3 In plain English, real life suggests that the idea of military power is very far from 
science, though it masquerades as such. Materiel might have had an undisputed relevance 
in the attrition strategy of the First World War – but the world changes. And beyond the land, 
war is fought at sea and in the air. In these domains, the materiel measure of military power 
struggles to find a firm footing.

In short, ideas of “military power” that speak to intuitive ideas of courage, grit or fighting 
will gesture to a plain truth: it’s not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight 
in the dog. In contrast, ideas of military power grounded in the materiel school nod to the 
aphorism attributed to Stalin: “quantity has a quality all its own”. But neither approach to 
military power properly captures the interleaved nuance and complexity of sea power.

National power and sea power
The commonplace idea of “military power” ignores key elements of national power and sea 
power. For Australia, a failure to contemplate the nation’s relationship with the sea leaves 
strategy conceptually high and dry, bereft of critical considered depth.

Beyond materiel, sea power demands unceasing investment. Borrowing from the RAND 
Corporation, national power is obtained from the efficient leverage of resources, from well- 
ordered and supportive institutions, and from the support of the polity.4 In this sense, the 
way that national power is obtained from the supporting social-political ecosystem bears a 
close approximation to the sub-structures of sea power. Both exist within the broad base of 
the nation’s economic, technical, industrial and social infrastructure.5 This means sea power 
demands investment in schools, trade schools, apprenticeship schemes and universities, 
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which are the foundation of a skilled workforce. In short, sea power demands we invest in 
the ecosystem that underpins the maritime economy. Nicholas Rodger makes the point:

Warships were and still are the most complex and advanced of all artefacts. To build and 
operate them requires a mass of technical, industrial, and professional skills, ashore 
and afloat, and a sophisticated system of management to mould them into an effective 
whole. Above all, it requires long term commitment for sea power, which cannot be 
improvised. Ships can be constructed relatively quickly, but the skill and capabilities 
which make up an effective navy can only be built up with years of investment.6

The maritime economy, which supports sea power in general, and the Navy in particular, is an 
intricate system that involves, inter alia, seafarers, ports, marine insurance, and the financial 
and legal systems that underpin the whole.7 Very often, the foundational social, political, 
economic and technical ecosystem is unrecognised or taken for granted. The importance of 
this deep-seated foundation is demonstrated by the example of the Falklands War.

The British mobilisation to the Falklands War and the conduct of an expeditionary operation 
over some 8000 miles is an astonishing testament to the interleaving of national power 
and sea power, and to the utility of the sea. When Argentina occupied the Falklands in April 
1982, the Royal Navy lacked sufficient shipping to sustain a task force for an unknown 
period at a great distance.8 The mobilisation effort that followed culminated in a task force 
of over 100 warships and mercantile vessels.

It was a mobilisation that might not have come to pass.

By 1980, British industry in general, and shipbuilding, ship repair and ship maintenance, in 
particular, were in a parlous situation. When John Nott, the Secretary of State for Defence, 
visited soon-to-be-closed dockyards in Portsmouth, he was pelted with work yard tools.9 
Nott’s unwelcome visit was the political foretoken of industrial decline. By the time of war, 
dockyards and other industries could barely support a war effort.

And yet, the maritime ecosystem was so deep-rooted that it was possible to pull ships 
out of mothballs and to send them to war at short notice. Widely supported by the British 
public, and enabled by the transparent institutions of the Westminster government, the 
mobilisation depended upon a deep-seated indigenous civil-military complex, which had only 
just survived the ravages of economic recession and government belt-tightening.

In 1991, as peaceful 
options failed, the nations 
of the coalition turned 
to their armed forces to 
“uphold and implement 
resolution 660” of the 
United Nations.10 Thus, 
operations were the last 
resort and the ultimate 
expression of Western 
political will, and the fruit 
of a complex maritime 
ecosystem. The point 
is, sea power is about 
more than just ships. 
Sea power is deeply and 
inextricably entwined in the 

Figure 1: HMAS Brisbane alongside Dubai in 1991 during her deployment 
on Operation Damask, Image credit: Australian War Memorial
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national industrial-political complex. Just as it is not easily extinguished, so is it not easily 
established nor easily calculated.

Where soldiers can be recruited quickly and trained without much difficulty, and where 
military materiel might be bought and warehoused against a rainy day, sea power is quite 
different, and beyond calculation in the unsophisticated terms of “military power”.

Australian Sea Power
The Australian strategist T. B. Millar argues that the geography which makes it difficult for 
a hostile power to invade and conquer Australia also makes Australia dependent upon 
seaborne trade. In other words, Australia might not be vulnerable to invasion, but it is 
vulnerable to any hostile power that chooses to blockade our seaborne commerce.11 
Borrowing from British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald, the Navy and the sea is the 
nation’s security and safety.12 The point being, a nation that relies on the ocean cannot let 
itself be blockaded at sea.

Perhaps the casual observer might take Navy to be the fullest expression of the nation’s 
sea power, and warfighting to be the most important naval task. Each assumption would be 
mistaken. Just as sea power is enmeshed in the deep substructures of national power, so 
sea power exceeds the narrow frame of naval power.

Following Hedley Bull, we might recognise that “sea power” implicates a larger idea than 
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“naval power” and we see the most interesting, complex and nuanced utility of naval power 
in the absence of hostilities.

Beyond the narrow terms of naval power, sea power involves the merchant marine, fishing 
fleets, oceanographic fleets and maritime industry.13 However, this short paper proceeds 
on the assumption that sea power is a synonym for naval power, and thus means “military 
power brought to bear at sea”.

The question thus arises, what is the utility of sea power? In reply, there are three broad 
answers: to secure seaborne trade, to secure marine resources and to project power. Aside 
from warfighting, the projection of power is in diplomatic influence, or presence.

The need to secure seaborne trade was noted by Alfred Thayer Mahan, who saw the sea 
as a “great highway” or “wide common” which provides nations with a cheap and efficient 
means to trade, and a valuable means of military transport. On Mahan’s account, navies 
protect trade – ensuring trade routes, the so-called “sea lines of communication”, remain 
available. In other words, navies protect merchant ships.

Three centuries earlier, the Elizabethan adventurer Sir Walter Raleigh previsioned Mahan’s 
central tenet: “he that commands the sea commands the trade, and he that is lord of the 
trade of the world is lord of the wealth of the world”.14 In a 1745 speech to the House of 
Lords, Lord Nugent was direct:

Let us remember, we are superior to other nations, principally by our riches that 
those riches are the gifts of commerce, and that commerce can subsist only while we 
maintain a naval force superior to that of other princes . . . [If] our trade be lost, who 
can inform us how long we shall be suffered to enjoy our laws, our liberties, or our 
religion. Without trade, what wealth shall we possess?15

We are reminded of the British theorist Julian Corbett, who says war will be won only by 
“strangling the enemy’s national life”,16 which is done by sinking merchant ships. Corbett 
states:

If the object and end of naval warfare is the control of communications [commerce] it 
must carry with it the right to forbid, if we can, the passage of both public and private 
property upon the sea. Now the only means we have of enforcing such control of 
commercial communications at sea is in the last resort the capture or destruction of 
sea-borne property.17

We see an example from the Second World War. While the allied Navy’s surface fleet 
steamed towards Japan, allied submarines sank merchant traffic, cutting off Japan from oil 
supplies and reducing the population to near starvation.18 The similar vulnerability of the 
Australian economy to blockade at sea is plain in the Australian dependence on imported 
refined liquid fuel. Were an adversary to interdict – or even threaten – fuel shipments, the 
adversary would dissolve the defensive advantages of Australian geography.19

The second objective of sea power is in the need of states to acquire, enlarge or secure 
their share of the sea’s resources. The deep reason for this claim is in John Selden’s 
Mare Clausum (1635). Selden wrote: “Yea, the plenitude of such seas is lessened every 
hour, no otherwise than mines of metal, quarries of stone or gardens when their treasures 
and fruits are taken away”.20 From Selden, we might grasp the sea’s strategic significance 
as a source of limited food and industrial raw materials. This significance was made plain 
in the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which entitles 
coastal states to an exclusive economic zone, to control distant water fishers.21 Recognising 
the ecological and economic value of fish, the need to regulate legal fishing, and the need 
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to suppress illegal fishing, the UNCLOS points to the need of the Navy to patrol and thus to 
secure Australian fisheries for Australian fishers.

Similarly, the Navy offers the security that makes it feasible for the nation to profit from 
offshore oil and gas.22 Were an adversary to force a halt to oil and gas production and 
export, the effect on the Australian economy would be severe.

In 2019, production of Australian crude oil and condensate23 reached 429,000 barrels a 
day. Real earnings from Australian crude oil exports are expected to peak at around A$11 
billion in 2021.

In 2019, Australia exported 77 million tonnes of liquefied natural gas, worth A$49 billion, 
a sum that almost matched the entire goods and services revenue of Victoria for the same 
financial year.

By way of further comparison, revenue from coal for the same period was a record high of 
A$26 billion. Revenue from iron ore was A$79 billion.

Beyond the security that makes it feasible for nations to profit from maritime trade and 
marine resources, navies exert diplomatic influence or presence.

Navies can make a political gesture, which is beyond land-based forces to make24 since 
the deployment of soldiers or land-based aircraft entails a political commitment. Ships 
gesture by the conduct of port visits, or passage in the adversary’s or the client’s zone of 
observation, or “freedom of navigation exercises” with battle ensigns flying. Ensigns are 
not merely pieces of cloth. Ensigns and flags stand for nations and their interests.25 Ships 
gesture when they transit at speed, manoeuvring with hard turns instead of with standard 
wheel, when they operate embarked helicopters or fire-control radars.

Edward Luttwak illuminates the political purport of warships. Where James Cable describes 
the unambiguous blackmail of gunboat diplomacy as “the use or threat of limited naval 
force, otherwise than as an act of war, in order to secure an advantage or to avert loss, 
either in the furtherance of an international dispute or else against foreign nationals 

Figure 3: Royal Australian Navy’s HMAS Warramunga passes a merchant vessel operating in the Gorgon Basin of 
the North West Shelf.
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within the territory or the jurisdiction of their state”,26 Luttwak contemplates what he calls 
“suasion” – the inexplicit, subtle gesture of warships.

Ships, says Luttwak, have a significance by virtue of their capabilities, and by virtue of 
their status as a significant asset and symbol of government. By their presence ships 
communicate a political interest and a political will that obtains from their possible use.27 
In short, warships exert influence without resorting to force.28 For example, when the 
Australian frigate HMAS Parramatta was deployed to the South China Sea in 2020, it sent 
a political and military message to China. As reported by the media, HMAS Paramatta was 
in the region with United States Navy forces to “help strengthen the stability and security of 
the region”.29 Similarly, HMS Defender’s transit of the coast of Crimea in July 2021 shows 
the way a navy might communicate a political signal. Luttwak makes plain the importance of 
this sort of political radiation. He states: 

Because this is the era of undeclared conflict brought about by the new and significant 
inhibitions to the overt initiation of war that have become manifest since 1945 – the 
term “peacetime” now defines only the absence of general hostilities conducted at a 
high level of intensity. It follows that no firm dividing line can be established between 
the use of threats and the actual infliction of damage albeit in small doses. As long as 
the purpose and context of the use of force remains political, i.e., intended to evoke 
suasion effects rather than to destroy enemy forces of value, it cannot be arbitrarily 
excluded from the range of political instrumentalities provided by naval forces in 
“peacetime.”30

In short, sea power is far more than the numbers game implied by the idea of “military 
power”. The Australian Defence Force would be unwise to ignore the complex utility of sea 
power, and to become distracted by comparisons to larger and more economically powerful 
nations. If so, Australia is likely to become embroiled in a zero-sum arms race. Australia 
should be wary of the naïve, aimless acquisition of materiel for its own sake.

Figure 4 : Royal Canadian Navy frigate HMCS Calgary (foreground) sails in company with United States Navy 
amphibious assault ship USS America (left) and Royal Australian Navy frigate HMAS Parramatta (right) off the 
coast of Queensland, during Exercise Talisman Sabre 2021. Photographer: Corporal Lynette Ai Dang
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Why this matters
The failure to understand sea power is unlikely to be of any real consequence unless 
the failure seeps into the thinking of the armed forces. The unreasonable narrowing of 
perspective might be expected to find its unconstructive expression in military doctrine, and 
in the habits that obtain from doctrine.

Put simply, doctrine is central to military professional knowledge and sets a precedent for 
the conduct of the armed forces in the pursuit of national objectives and security.31 As a 
result, doctrine demands a dogmatic, cult-like following as it seeks to provide “infrastructure 
around which organisational confidence can be built”.32 However, considering that “armies 
choose doctrines, and not the other way around”, one could conclude that the adoption 
of a flawed doctrine is representative of a flawed military culture.33 Therefore it should be 
appreciated that doctrine is both a mirroring of and influence upon military culture. As 
the “bedrock of military effectiveness”, a culture that manifests itself within an impaired 
doctrine is representative of an institutionalised and faulty rationale.34 If doctrine becomes 
hinged upon set equations and outcomes, then military planning will no doubt become a 
discipline devoid of creativity and entirely lacking any malleable characteristics.

Art and Science
Ultimately, the conversation on “military power” boils down to the debate between art and 
science, conservatism and progressivism. In the context of military strategy, this debate 
has historically occurred between two major theorists and schools of thinking. As a more 
rigid descriptor of war, Antoine Henri-Jomini described four fundamental principles of war 
that continue in an unchanging fashion. By way of outline, Jomini foresaw an undivided 
army that set upon fractions of the enemy’s force and strategically threw its mass against 
decisive points of interest (choke points, bridges, cities, and so forth.).35 On the other hand, 
Carl von Clausewitz described war’s unchanging nature and its free-flowing characteristics. 
He saw that war was inherently an extension of politics; however, the manner in which it is 
fought can quickly change and evolve. With regards to military thinking, Clausewitz asserted 
that “knowing” is something different from “doing” and that in “doing”, creativity is of the 
utmost importance.36 If science is embodied in “knowing”, it cannot be achieved without 
art, the act of “doing”. In short, artistic endeavour becomes science when it concludes in 
the establishment of a fundamental truth. The science of war cannot be oblivious to the art. 
While materiel is important, materiel offers an insufficient foundation for strategy.

The risk of doctrine is in the suffocation of flair. Admiral Thomas Cochrane epitomises 
the need for flair, and the risk of doctrinaire bureaucracy, where managers superintend a 
pointless paper world.

Commanding HMS Speedy, a sloop he described as “a burlesque of a vessel of war”, 
Cochrane prevailed against all odds. In the span of a year he sank or seized over 50 Spanish 
vessels and captured 534 prisoners. Using tactics which might be described as reckless or 
reprehensible, Cochrane proved that it is not just the number of guns and sailors that factor 
in success. In one of his most famous and self-described “brilliant actions”, Cochrane 
captured the 32-gun Spanish frigate El Gamo. Cochrane hoisted an American flag (since the 
United States was not involved in the war, an American ship was regarded as neutral) and 
got under the Spanish frigate’s arc of fire. Unleashing a devastating broadside, Cochrane 
forced the surrender of a frigate with a broadside weight three times that of his own ship.

Strong in spirit, decisive in action and the practical master of sea-fighting, Cochrane – like 
Nelson – demonstrated an innate sense of leadership and foresight. He fostered a common-
sense, initiative-taking culture that was the perfect foundation for action. He did not need a 
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doctrine to speechify on the need of aggression, innovation and courage.

So what is the utility of doctrine?

If not in prescription, perhaps the answer lies in the provocation of ideas, debate and 
modernism. Has there ever been a time in human history when the perpetuation of tired old 
ways and established myths was a recipe for success? Meaningful doctrine – doctrine that 
offers more than hot air – will inform professional practice, and professional thought. Useful 
doctrine will help us to understand firepower; numerical superiority and budgets are merely 
minor details that help achieve strategy, not a strategy within themselves.

Both van Creveld and Farrell present a narrative upon which doctrine can be built. By 
initiating the conversation at the level of materiel, each asks us to question the course 
and substance of military discourse. However, these narratives are microscopic when 
considering the broader implications of strategy.

Conclusion
“Military power” is insufficient as a strategic mainstay. Mistaken for materiel, or construed 
in terms of fighting will, the idea of military power fails to account properly for the complexity 
and nuance of the maritime ecosystem.

Beyond the political-economic-industrial ecosystem that supports Australian sea power, the 
idea of military power is blind to the nuance and implication of Australian geography – a 
geography that, to recall T. B. Millar, offers protection from invasion at the same time as it 
makes the nation vulnerable to blockade at sea.
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An Introduction from the Lead Investigator
Manus Island is the geostrategic gateway to the South Pacific. It is 
ideally positioned to support offensive, defensive or humanitarian 
operations throughout the region. Over the years, Manus Island’s 
geostrategic value has not been lost on regional players, with 
Britain, Germany, Japan, Australia and the United States having all 
garrisoned forces there. More recently, there have been reports 
that the island has caught China’s eye.

What are Australia’s strategic options for Manus Island and 
the Lombrum Naval Base? This paper does not seek to argue 
for one option over another. Instead, its objective is to be a 
discussion paper that maps out the different options and explains 
their benefits, limitations and financial costs. It hopes to provoke 
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thought, discussion and argument on the future of Manus Island specifically, and 
Australia’s geopolitical goals and vision for the wider South Pacific more generally.

It is hoped that this will help sharpen the discussion and strategic thought.
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Introduction
When future generations look back at Australia’s current geopolitical moment, and judge the 
national response, there are several features they will be compelled to note. In discourse, 
our political leaders have aimed to shake the nation from its complacency by evoking the 
strategic dangers of the 1930s and 40s.1 In raw capability terms, the Royal Australian 
Navy’s current expansion will result in the total size of the fleet exceeding 50 vessels for the 
first time in decades.

But few things will evoke the moment better than the fear of foreign military bases in our 
near abroad, and the bold plan – as yet tentatively pursued – to reinaugurate one of our 
own. For Australia, to open an overseas base is a surpassingly rare event. World War II saw 
Australia open a slew of overseas bases and depots; few outlasted the conflict, and all 
except rare administrative posts were closed by the mid-1970s.2 As has proven so often 
the case in naval basing history, the rationale of well-chosen geographical advantages 
and shared history have dictated not a new location, but the reviving of an historical one3: 
Lombrum Naval Base on Manus Island.4

Over recent decades, Manus Island’s longstanding role as a naval base has received far less 
attention than its use for the detention and processing of asylum seekers. During its heyday 
in World War II, the combined naval and air base hosted 37,000 personnel, anchorages for 
more than 260 combatant units, and repair facilities matching those of Pearl Harbor.5 Seven 
decades later HMPNGS Tarangau had become significantly humbler, primarily consisting of a 
wharf for PNG’s three ageing Pacific- class patrol boats gifted by the Australian Government.

In July 2018, however, the strategic value of Manus Island once again began to be 
recognised when Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and his Papua New Guinean 
counterpart Peter O’Neill discussed the base’s redevelopment.6 This was followed by a 
scoping study by Australian officials the following month.7 And, by November, the United 
States’ Vice President Mike Pence announced his nation’s involvement and support for the 
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initiative, thrusting the future of the naval base at Lombrum into the forefront of strategic 
discussions and debate.8

The redevelopment of the naval base at Lombrum was seen as a key feature of the ‘Pacific 
Step-Up’, a package of diplomatic, trade, infrastructure, aid and defence initiatives aiming to 
buttress Australia’s status as the security partner of choice for the Pacific Islands,9 as well 
as a response to a series of media reports that the Chinese Government was seeking to 
establish a naval base in the region.10

From such a momentous announcement, the renaissance of this once major naval base has 
been gradual, to say the least. In June 2020, the Australian Strategic Policy Institute’s Peter 
Jennings noted that: “This was in many ways the centrepiece of the Prime Minister’s Pacific 
Step-Up, and it’s frankly a little disappointing we have not been able to make much faster 
progress than we have.”11

The United States appears to be urging Australia to take the lead, as has been the norm 
historically in relation to security and defence issues in the Melanesian Arc.12 In May 2021, 
acting US ambassador Mike Goldman repeated that his country had high expectations for 
the eventual scale and capabilities of the base – “I think we would like to make it as 
ambitious as possible in co-operation with Australia and Papua New Guinea” – without 
indicating a willingness to fund the redevelopment or negotiate with PNG directly.13

Therefore, a considerable gap exists in the public discourse between the stated ambitions 
of the United States and Australia, on the one hand, and the current state of the base on 
Manus Island, on the other. Accordingly, this paper reviews possible strategic futures for the 
Lombrum Naval Base ranging from the minimal case of developing the site for the repair 
and maintenance of the Pacific patrol boats program, to a maximal case that approximates 
the capabilities of the US base on Guam. Indeed, Guam and Manus could work together 
as two links in a chain that stretches across the leading edge of the South Pacific. As 
will be discussed, each option possesses its own set of advantages, opportunities, costs 
and challenges. The paper begins with an historical overview of Manus Province and 
its relationship with Australian defence policy over the past two centuries. This section 
provides context for the current set of proposals and underscores the enduring strategic 
importance of the deep-water port on the northern edge of Australia’s traditional area of 
primary strategic concern. Next, the paper discusses the five broad strategic futures of 
Manus Province and their potential place within Australia’s maritime defence policy:

• Pacific Slip

• Mothballed Launch Pad

• Strategic Observation Post

• Forward Operating Base

• Geostrategic Strongpoint.

This paper is the accumulation of more than 18 months of research. It draws upon an 
extensive appraisal of publicly available materials, internal Department of Defence reports, 
and interviews and discussions with Australian and international officers, academics and 
other observers. Most of these interviews and discussions were conducted off the record 
to facilitate the free exchange of ideas and opinions. Despite learning a great deal from 
our conversations and interviews, we would like to stress that all arguments, opinions and 
proposals presented below are ours alone.
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The History and Strategic Importance of Manus Island

“The Pacific Islands are as necessary to Australia as water to a city. If they were in the hands 
of a superior power, there would be no peace for Australia.”

Prime Minister Billy Hughes, 1919.14

“We would view with great concern the establishment of any foreign military bases in those 
Pacific Island countries and neighbours of ours.”

Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, 2018. 15

The Admiralty Islands, an archipelago of 18 islands to the north of Papua New Guinea, 
are thought to have been settled at least 13,000 years ago.16 The first recorded European 
sighting of Manus – the largest of the Admiralty Islands – was by Spanish explorer Alvaro de 
Saavedra on board the Florida on 15 August 1528.17

Between 1884 and 1914, the Admiralty Islands were administered as a German colony. 
Needless to say, an Imperial German foothold so close to the Australian mainland caused 
a great deal of security anxiety within the country and the moment that war was declared 
against Germany, on 4 August 1914, plans were set in motion to capture the territories. A 
mere two weeks later, on 19 August, a task group sailed from Sydney with orders to capture 
German New Guinea. By end of September, after having faced little resistance, the Australian 
and New Zealand expeditionary force had achieved their goals. After the war, the islands 
were governed by the Commonwealth of Australia under a League of Nations mandate.

In 1919, Admiral John Jellicoe was tasked with advising the British Admiralty on the future 
imperial naval planning in the Western Pacific. On his tour of the region, Jellicoe immediately 
recognised the strategic importance of Manus Island: located on the northern edge of the 
South Pacific, it could act as either a defensive asset or an offensive launching pad. In 

Figure1: A fork lift loads supplies onto a Landing Craft Mechanised-8 (LCM-8) at Tarangau Naval Base.
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British hands, it could frustrate any attempt by a great power to invade Papua New Guinea 
and the South Pacific, which by extension protected Australia and New Zealand. Offensively, 
it could provide a launch pad to project naval power into South East Asia and through the 
Pacific. Jellicoe designated it as ‘Harbour “A”’, a prospective secret wartime base for a 
future concentrated Far East Fleet.18

Map 1: Manus Island and the Melanesian Arc

Map 2: Manus Island

On 7 April 1942, Japanese troops landed on Manus and occupied – but did not heavily 
fortify – the island. An airfield was constructed at Momote on Los Negros Island, but little 
effort was made to exploit Seeadler Harbour with its more than 100 square miles of deep-
water anchorage.19

Source: Australian National University, CartoGIS Services
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In 1944, the Japanese forces occupying the islands were defeated by Allied forces.20 Work 
to extend the existing airfield, develop another and build shore installations began 
immediately, with the RAN contributing with a survey of the main anchorage.21 By September 
1944, Manus Island was the centre of a naval and air base complex manned by 37,000 
personnel. Seeadler Harbour had designated anchorages for more than 260 combatant 
units. The repair facilities matched those of Pearl Harbor and included a floating dock with 
a capacity of 100,000 tons, big enough to take the largest aircraft carrier or battleship. 
Over five months, the United States spent US$238 million on the project. The RAN and BPF 
(British Pacific Fleet) continued to use it as a staging post between Australia and Japan.22

After the war, an Australian base on Manus was formally established in 1950 at Lombrum, 
initially commissioned as HMAS Seeadler, but soon renamed Tarangau to avoid German 
connotations. Over the next decade, oil fuel storages, a wharf and radio station were built, 
and the harbour proved a useful stopping point for RAN units on the way to the Far East 
Strategic Reserve, as well as the base for the slowly developing Papua New Guinea Division 
of the RAN.23 With independence in 1975, establishment of the Papua New Guinea Defence 
Force saw the base transferred to PNG control. Despite chronic shortages of money and 
materiel in the decades since, Lombrum Naval Base continues to be key to the PNGDF’s 
maritime operations.24

The Strategic Value of Manus – Australia
There are three reasons why Australia continues to be interested in Manus. First, the 
islands are proximate territory through which a conventional military attack would most 
likely originate. As Stephen Walt confirms, “because the ability to project power declines 
with distance, states that are nearby pose a greater threat than those that are far away”.25 
If a hostile great power possessed a forward operating military base, they would be more 
capable of undertaking a conventional attack upon the Australian mainland with lower risks, 
fewer capabilities and sustain the operations longer than if they were forced to launch 
the assault from more distant areas.26 Since Europeans first settled Australia it has been 
an enduring security anxiety that a hostile great power may acquire a foothold within the 
Melanesia Arc – which stretches from East Timor to Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, 
Vanuatu, New Caledonia and Fiji – flanking much of the north and north-east of the continent.

The geostrategic value Australia has placed on Manus Island has ebbed and flowed with the 
perceived threat from a hostile great power to Australia’s immediate region. During the 19th 
century, the pervading fear within Australia was that the European scramble for colonies 
would see new and existing European powers claiming colonies within the South Pacific.27 
Indeed, the frustration the Australasian colonies felt over British indifference towards their 
concerns about Germany’s expansion in the Pacific helped drive the movement towards 
federation.28

Second, Australia’s sea lines of communication (SLOC) to both Asia and North America pass 
through the area. The strategic gravity of these lines was underlined in 1942 when Imperial 
Japan decided against the invasion of Australia, but instead occupied New Caledonia, Fiji 
and Samoa in order to establish air and submarine bases from which to disrupt supply 
routes between the United States and Australia’s east coast. It was the Battle of Midway 
that put an end to those plans.29

In credible scenarios where SLOC become problematic in the South China Sea and/
or Straits of Malacca, alternative routes through Indonesia (Sunda Strait, Lombok Strait) 
or ultimately around Australia and via the Pacific Islands would become relatively more 
attractive. Accordingly, Lombrum and Manus would take on a much greater strategic 
significance during conflict.
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Finally, an Australian defence presence at Manus de-facto denies the same location to other 
regional powers. Chinese interest in the redevelopment of four PNG ports at Wewak, Kikori, 
Vanimo and Manus Island30 have been cited in media reports, as well as speculation about 
the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu.31

ANU Professor Rory Medcalf has described a “base race” across the Indo-Pacific, though 
noting the race began much earlier for some than others. According to Medcalf, “Much of 
the analysis of China’s port and base projects available in the public domain remains fairly 
speculative, though concerns being aired by various governments are presumably informed 
by sensitive intelligence and diplomatic reports.” These include reclamation and defence 
installations in the South China Sea and growing evidence of preparations for a Chinese 
base at Ream, Cambodia. Civilian deep-water port facilities with the potential for military 
use include Djibouti and potentially Gwadar in Pakistan, Hambantota and perhaps Colombo 
in Sri Lanka, Kyaukpyu in Myanmar, and several locations such as Chittagong or Cox’s Bazar 
in Bangladesh, East Timor, Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands among others. Despite its 
seemingly out-of-the-way location, the South Pacific has since 2015 been officially declared 
by China as a branch line of the Belt and Road.32

The Strategic Value of Manus – United States
The United States is facing very real limitations on new basing locations in the Indo-
Pacific which are strategically useful, outside the perimeter of China’s conventional strike 
capabilities, and politically welcomed by the host nation.33 While some have argued that 
the US military posture in the Indo-Pacific region is reasonably well aligned with American 
interests and strategy already, and further bases come with more implicit and explicit 
obligations than benefits,34 it is also clear Washington has more than a passing interest in 
Manus. Besides the redevelopment of Manus, the United States is exploring an offer from 
Palau of the Federated States of Micronesia to build joint- use facilities – bases, ports and 
airfields, and potentially even land-based missile units – and then station US forces there. 
Some 400nm closer to the South China Sea than Guam, it is also within the conventional 
strike range of China.35 Manus would tick the boxes for the United States – especially if 
Australia does the heavy lifting diplomatically.

The Strategic Value of Manus – PNG
Lombrum is the home port of the PNG Navy’s pacific patrol boats. Redevelopment of the 
base has significant strategic benefit for PNG. While PNG political reaction has been mixed, 
particularly at the provincial level, the PNG Defence Force has been supportive. The head 
of PNGDF Major General Gilbert Toropo said in 2021, “redevelopment and rehabilitation of 
Lombrum Naval Base will really set the foundation for our effective maritime patrols. In the 
sense that when we don’t have an effective and strong security force element, then we are 
vulnerable to that country’s (China’s) presence.” 36Toropo’s vision is in lockstep with that of 
Australia and the United States.

The Case against a Base
While the strategic benefits of a base at Manus for Australia, the United States and Papua 
New Guinea are significant, it is worth considering arguments against a base. In one sense, 
the desire to establish overseas land bases can be reflective of a continental mindset. It 
is an accusation made against China’s island building in the South China Sea;37 that is, 
trying to achieve sea control through fortresses, rather than with the skillful use of naval 
vessels. There is an element of truth to this position. The RAN has maintained an effective 
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presence through Asia and the Pacific without a forward base. However, as the US Navy can 
attest, although forward operating bases are not essential to projecting sea power, they 
certainly help.

Equally, a ‘blue water navy’ such as Australia’s is abundantly capable of underway 
replenishment with its own vessels, or, as the RAN points out, with any of the “more than 
thirty navies with which Australian warships can safely conduct underway replenishment 
with little or no notice”.38 It continues: “The availability of underway replenishment ships 
and the ability to resupply at sea enables warships to remain on station for prolonged 
periods or at a greater distance from shore-based support.”39 It must be added, however, 
that this capability is complex rather than linear; that is, the ability to replenish underway 
changes under different scenarios. Under some scenarios, underway replenishment would 
benefit greatly from the option of deploying from a forward base, or the supply ship shuttling 
between the forward base and the fleet at sea.

Other worthwhile proposals have been made in lieu of a base. For example, a purpose-
designed ship that could be located at Manus and provide fuel, storage and treatment for 
oily and brown-water discharge, stores and provisions, munitions, workshops and medical 
facilities. These proposals, however, are a base under a different name, as ships and 
submarines would berth alongside such a vessel.40 As demands on such a ship grew, they 
would quickly spill out onto the land.

The Current State of the Base
As a functioning PNGDF patrol boat base, HMPNGS Tarangau, and former site of the Manus 
Regional Processing Centre, the Lombrum site contains existing infrastructure and utilities 
that can be utilised to support new capabilities under consideration (see Table 1).

Table 1: Manus Island’s Current Infrastructure

Power 1 x 26.9MW Cummins KTA50-G3 at Lombrum Power Station

4 x 2MW containerised gensets

Water 9,000L rainwater tanks on site

Reverse Osmosis Water Treatment Plant capable of providing 
1100L/per hour

Fuel 550,000L diesel fuel farm on site

Sewage Sewage treatment facilities to support at least 500 people on site

Amenities Communications Centre

Perimeter Fence and Guard House

Sports Field

Medical Centre

Warehouse and Storage facilities

Accommodation Two storey self-contained accommodation for up to 432 detention 
facility staff

Three storey accommodation for up to 210 detention facility staff

PNGDF Officer/Senior sailor and Enlisted sailor housing

Harbour Infrastructure 125m x 10m Live Ordnance Departure Area [LODA] wharf

80m x 10m Nawai Wharf

Harbour depth between 7m and 14m

Momote Airport Runway length 2080m
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Over the past decade, periodic calls have been made for the Australian Government to 
redevelop Manus.41 In 2018, Australia and Papua New Guinea announced that they would 
undertake an upgrade of the naval base at Lombrum, starting with $5 million to build the 
since-completed 125m-long LODA (Live Ordnance Departure Area) wharf to accommodate 
four new Guardian-class patrol boats that have been gifted by Australian Government (one 
of which is already in service).42 The three remaining Pacific-class boats will presumably be 
moved back to the smaller Nawaii Wharf.

The Australian Government has also announced two initial tenders. Project 224 called 
the ‘Lombrum Infrastructure Project’ is an Australian-funded upgrade to the facilities at 
Lombrum Naval Base that commenced in November 2019 and was completed in June 
2020. Project 224 included: a) demolition works, b) medical facility, c) guard house and d) 
perimeter fence. Project 225 named the ‘Lombrum Infrastructure Upgrade’ is the follow-on 
program to P224. P225, launched in September 2020 with an estimated date of completion 
in November 2022, involves a more significant refurbishment and rebuild of the facilities 
at Lombrum. It is estimated to cost $130–$175 million. Project 225 includes: a) setup 
of life support and marine UXO clearance and shipwreck salvage, b) construction-enabling 
works and site-wide civil works, c) water and wastewater sewerage infrastructure upgrade, d) 
fuel, power generation and distribution infrastructure upgrade, e) base ICT infrastructure, f) 
PNGDF headquarters, g) ammunition storage facility (magazine), h) officer/senior sailor and 
junior sailors permanent accommodation, i) all ranks transit accommodation and combined 
mess and recreational facility, j) LCT ramp hardstand and finger jetty upgrade, k) community 
chapel and community hall, l) ablution blocks, m) small boat ramp, n) temporary barge-
landing ramp and o) Guardian-class patrol boat refuelling works.43

The key feature of these two tenders will be infrastructure to allow the RAN’s LHDs to 
deliver troops and equipment onshore via LLCs more easily with the construction of the LCT 
Ramp Hardstand.

These works will allow the PNGN to effectively operate their new Guardian-class boats and 
help facilitate port visits by the RAN; however, they remain minimal. They do not fully exploit 
Manus Island’s full geostrategic value. The next section sketches five alternative possible 
futures for the island, namely as a:

• Pacific Slip

• Mothballed Launch Pad

• Strategic Observation Post

• Forward Operating Base

• Geostrategic Strongpoint
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Option 1: A Maintenance Hub for Pacific Patrol Boats
The first possible future for the naval base at Lombrum is to develop it into a maintenance 
hub for the 21 Guardian-class patrol boats that are being built and progressively gifted by 
Australia to various Pacific nations. The maintenance of the Guardian-class patrol boats 
will be more expensive and complex than the Pacific-class patrol boats they replace. It is 
expected that they will require an intermediate docking every two years and a refit every 
five years, at an average cost of $4–5 million per annum each. The recipient countries 
have neither the resources nor capabilities to perform such maintenance. As such, the 
boat’s shipbuilder, Austal, currently holds the contract to provide maintenance for all the 
boats at its facility in Cairns until 2023. This contract is worth approximately $24 million.44 
A condition of the 2024 tender could be that maintenance of the boats is relocated to 
Lombrum.

There are several arguments for why the maintenance of these boats should be relocated 
from Cairns to Manus Island. First, Manus will be the home port for the highest number 
of Guardian-class patrol boats. Papua New Guinea is intended to be the recipient of four 
patrol boats, having already taken delivery of HMPNGDS Ted Diro in 2018. This is twice as 
many boats as the next nation. If, as expected, they remain home-ported at Lombrum, it 
represents a critical mass and logical location for maintenance facilities. Second, there are 
political benefits in having the boats sustained within the South Pacific. The need to return 
to Australia for even routine maintenance reinforces the notion that they remain Australia’s 
boats – on loan. Despite Australia continuing to fund the program and Austral (or future 
tender holder) supplying the expertise, the optics of moving the boats between South Pacific 
nations rather than back to Australia would surely be welcomed by our partners.

Table 2: Guardian-class by Recipient Nation

Papua New Guinea 4

Timor Leste 2

Tonga 2

Solomon Islands 2

Fiji 2

Federated States of Micronesia 2

Vanuatu 1

Tuvalu 1

Samoa 1

Palau 1

Kiribati 1

Cook Islands 1

Marshall Islands 1

Requirements to Realise this Strategic Option

Achieving this option would require three main additions to Lombrum: a slipway, a hoist and 
new workshop facilities.
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Slipway

Lombrum would require the construction of a rail slipway and the installation of a mobile boat 
hoist to lift vessels out of the water for transfer to hard stand or maintenance facilities.45 

This slipway would need the construction of a recess flanked by new sections of seawall 
located between the base of the new LODA wharf and the Nawaii wharf. This will involve land 
reclamation behind the new seawall (below), which could be achieved by dredging a channel 
into the slip, dredging and excavating the slip recess itself, and the adjacent area.

Wharf space would be sufficient to berth the full complement of PNGDF ships and more 
than one or two others; it is envisaged that boats under repair would be moved to hardstand 
and others waiting to be slipped remain at anchor.

Map 3: Bathymetric map of Lombrum

Hoist

Maintenance operations could be supported by the acquisition of one 220-ton mobile boat 
hoist and a 200-ton mobile boat trailer. The mobile boat hoist allows for the dry-docking and 
transfer of the 162-ton Guardian class from the sea to concrete hardstands, providing the 
same capability as expensive and permanent dry-docks or patent slip railways. This reflects 
a scaled-down equivalent of the 1120-ton mobile boat hoist at BSE Cairns. The mobile 
boat trailer allows for movement of Guardian-class vessels from the mobile boat hoist to 
hardstands and shore-based maintenance facilities.

Warehouse and workshop facilities at Lombrum would need to be expanded to provide 
proper maintenance to the patrol boat fleet. Existing infrastructure includes World War II-
era concrete hardstands and Quonset workshops. Half of the Quonset structures were 
replaced with modern workshops to service the incoming PNGDF Guardian fleet in 2017;46 
the remainder will need to be upgraded to this standard to provide maintenance to the 
entire Guardian-class fleet.

The estimated total cost Option 1 is $26.55 million (see Appendix 1).

Source: gpsnauticalcharts
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Option 2: A Mothballed Launch Pad
The ‘mothballed launch pad’ would build sufficient infrastructure on Manus Island so 
that it could be used at short notice for the full spectrum of operations. In short, only the 
infrastructure and capabilities that cannot be deployed on short notice would be built in-situ, 
with the remainder being deployed when and as required. In times of crisis or emergency, 
the ADF could transform the mothballed base into a military ‘tent city’ that is built for 
purpose. It could be a secure and reliable location for the ADF to use on short notice if 
called upon to respond to natural disasters, search and rescue, humanitarian disasters, 
offshore peacekeeping and stabilisation, or high-intensity warfare.

The main advantages of this option are flexibility and cost. Permanent buildings will not be 
erected where non-permanent transportable equipment and infrastructure could suffice in 
the future. Furthermore, when a task is necessary, only the capabilities that are required to 
fulfil that specific task will be deployed and then only until the completion of the task. The 
launch pad will create an extra line of operations from which the ADF will be able to respond 
in a fast and efficient manner (as compared to operating from bases located in Australia).

Unlike the other options discussed in this report, the mothballed launch pad will not result 
in an increase in ADF personnel permanently assigned to Manus Island, and this will not 
increase Australia’s political and strategic ‘presence’ at the gateway to the South Pacific.

Requirements to Realise this Strategic Option

Existing Port Facilities

The current wharf facilities have insufficient sea-floor clearance and wharf length for RAN 
vessels greater than patrol boats. Additionally, with the PNGDF ships currently berthed 
there, there is not sufficient wharf space for additional RAN ships.

Extensive wharf facilities and dredging, however, are not necessary to accommodate a 
temporary surge in RAN vessels. During World War II, for example, more than 260 combatant 
units were accommodated at designated anchorages in Seeadler Harbour. Similarly, RAN 
ships could safely remain at anchor. Under this option, it is conceivable that refuelling could 
be undertaken by a commercially purchased fuel barge. Alternatively, a purpose-designed 
support ship could provide fuel, storage and treatment for oily and brown-water discharge, 
stores and provisions, munitions, workshops and medical facilities, and would be less 
vulnerable than a base.47

Runway Extension

The major works under this proposal would be to Momote Airport. The single airstrip at 
Momote Airport is currently 2,080 metres in length, having been extended from 1,870 metres 
in 2016. The current runway is sufficient for the RAAF to surge in personnel and materiel 
with the C-17A Globemaster, which can operate from unsurfaced runways as short as 1,066 
metres.48 But, for maritime surveillance, it remains too short for the P-8A Poseidon, which 
needs a strip 2,850 metres long.49 And in terms of projecting air power more generally, it is 
also too short to accommodate the RAAF’s F-35A Lightning II (“A minimum runway length of 
2,500 metres is required to safely operate”50). Under this option, the runway would need to 
be expanded 40 metres in width and 500 metres in length to accommodate these aircraft.51

With the existing layout of the Momote airstrip, the most feasible option would be to extend 
the runway northward. The airstrip can only be extended ~170m with the remaining land 
area before reaching the coast. Therefore, dredging and land reclaiming would be needed for 



SEA POWER CENTRE AUSTRALIA 2021 ANNUAL

221

the remaining ~770 metres of the runway (see Figure 1). This length includes the remaining 
runway of 680 x 45m wide (including a stop way of 60 x 45m), as well as a runway end 
safety area (RESA) of 90 x 90m.52

The second phase of the runway extension is the construction of a runway and airfield 
infrastructure on the reclaimed land.

This construction project would involve:

• an 850-metre extension of the existing runway, including a new stop way at the north 
end (60 x 45m wide), with 75mm asphalt surfacing

• new 7.5-metre-wide runway shoulders

• new runway end safety area (RESA) at the north end (90 x 90m wide)

• aircraft pavement line markings

• installation of High Intensity Approach Lighting (HIAL)

• installation of an Instrument Landing System (ILS).

An obstacle to the runway extension is an access road that runs along the coastline. This 
is not a high- traffic area and can possibly remain in use, cutting across the runway and 
overseen by security.53

Fuel

The existing 550,000-litre diesel tanks at Lombrum are insufficient for sustaining a 
substantial number of RAN vessels Under this option, the tanks could be decommissioned. 
Instead the two ADF- 10 fuel tanks could be upgraded with a total capacity of 3.5–4 million 
litres of fuel, with pumps and pipes for feeding fuel to vessels. This line also includes 

Figure 2: Momote Runway Extension
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the supplying and installation of any equipment and operating systems that are necessary 
to attain full functionality for the facility. In addition, a new separate fuel storage facility 
(fuel farm) would likely be required to adequately supply the aircraft at Momote. Costs 
include demolition, earthworks, pipelines, as well as installation of in- ground infrastructure 
including fuel tanks to support a ~250,000L aviation fuel capacity.

Power

The upgrade of Momote Airport in 2016 as part of the Civil Aviation Development and 
Investment Program included an upgrade to the power supply and electrical reticulation.54 A 
further upgrade would be required for this proposal, in order to meet the power requirements 
for the new military airport infrastructure. This would involve the installation of a high voltage 
power supply, including drilling, trenching, excavation, cables and other equipment, as well 
as site-wide electrical work.55

The Lombrum Naval Base previously facilitated Australia’s offshore processing detention 
centre for refugees. These centres, the Lombrum Offshore Processing Centre 1 and Centre 
2, can be renovated and converted into living accommodation. Furthermore, the staff 
accommodation can be used as living quarters, and by using the greenfield area in the 
base to set up tents as living accommodation. With this type of redevelopment, the staff 
accommodation and the ‘tents’ could quickly accommodate up to 4,000 ADF personnel.

The estimated total cost Option 2 is $414 million (see Appendix 2).

Figure 3: Location of Existing Accommodation
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Option 3: A Strategic Observation Post
Warning times have always been critical to the ADF’s ability to successfully deter and, 
potentially, respond to threats. Australia’s strategic edge has long rested upon the superior 
training of its members and the quality of its technology to offset the challenges posed by 
distance and the opponent’s likely advantages. This only holds, however, if the ADF has 
sufficient warning time to position its defensive assets in correct place, at the right time.56

Australia’s regional maritime environment is becoming increasingly contested. In terms of 
share numbers, China now operates the world’s largest navy and, over the past decade, 
other regional powers have invested heavily in maritime capabilities. Adding to this difficult 
environment, nations have been working on developing, or procuring, hypersonic weapons, 
long-range ballistic missiles and combat drones. These fast long-range weapons will 
decrease Australia’s warning times. It is increasingly important to Australia’s future maritime 
security that it be able to track maritime activity as far from its shores as possible.

Manus could potentially be used for forward surveillance, greatly extending Australia’s ability 
to monitor the region and peer into South East and East Asia. Under this option, the air 
base could be used to base ADF piloted (e.g. P-8A Poseidon, E-7A Wedgetail) and unpiloted 
(e.g. MQ-4C Triton) maritime surveillance aircraft. A more ambitious course (Option 3.2) 
would be to build a Jindalee Operational Radar Network (JORN) transmitter and receiver on 
the island. Although potentially vulnerable, it would allow Australia to monitor surface and 
air movement deep into South East Asia.

Australian Piloted and Unpiloted Surveillance Aircraft

The Strategic Observation Post proposal envisages developing Momote Airport into a dual 
civilian– military airfield. Under this model, the airport could be upgraded to accommodate 
the Royal Australian Air Force’s MQ-4C Triton and P-8A Poseidon surveillance aircraft. It is 
unlikely that the aircraft would be permanently based on Manus Island; rather, Momote 
Airport could serve to greatly extend Australia’s observational reach through the Indo-Pacific 
region.

Operating surveillance aircraft from Manus would require much of the same work envisaged 
under the ‘Mothballed Launch Pad’ option (e.g. extending the runway’s length), along with 
a few additional requirements, such as strengthening of security infrastructure at Momote 
Airport to meet the requirements of the ADF and accommodating ~50 personnel.

These ADF personnel would include members (and their families) who have been posted to 
the island, such as maintenance and repair crews and UAV technicians, as well as short-
term visitors (e.g. flight crews).

Although the Tritons would most likely continue to be piloted from RAAF Edinburgh in the 
northern suburbs of Adelaide, South Australia, they could be launched and recovered from 
Manus (on a rotational basis) before returning to Australia for deeper maintenance and 
servicing.

Requirements to Realise this Strategic Option

The focus of this option would be on Momote Airport. It would include some of the same 
redevelopments as Option 2. For example, the fuel farm would likely be similar, except that 
under Option 3.1 it would be filled and frequently used by RAAF aircraft. In addition, however, 
the airport would have additional developments that correspond with its heavier use.
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Momote Airport

The runway upgrade would be similar to those in the previous option. In addition to the 
runway extension, however, this strategic option proposes the upgrade and construction of 
infrastructure to comply with and accommodate the requirements of the RAAF MQ-4C Triton 
and P-8A Poseidon surveillance aircraft. These works would include:

A new apron and taxiway proposed to be constructed to the north-east of the airstrip. The 
apron, accommodating up to six aircraft, would serve as a parking, refuelling and ordnance 
loading apron. The apron will incorporate a fuel hydrant line for refuelling the aircraft in the 
parking bays.57 Both an apron and taxiway will require a rigid pavement with floodlighting, as 
well as the construction of 7.5m shoulders.58

• A new hangar and maintenance facility to be constructed alongside the new apron, 
with the capacity to hold two aircraft. This hangar would be used for maintenance and 
repairs, as well as protecting aircraft from destructive weather. It will also comprise 
working accommodation for maintenance and air crews.

• A new aircraft rinse facility would be required, located beside the hangar, in order to 
rinse aircraft to remove any air-borne contaminants.59 This is necessary in order to 
maintain the aircraft and ensure maximum performance.

• A new munitions storage facility would need to be constructed in a secure location in 
compliance with explosives and ordnance storage requirements.

• New ancillary administration building to be built beside the new apron in order to 
separately process ADF personnel. This would also assist in maintaining security 
protocols by separating civilian and military traffic.

Personnel

A joint civilian–military airport would require accommodation for roughly 50 ADF personnel, 
plus their families in the case of the permanently posted members.

Ground crew would be required for on-site maintenance and support. The maintenance crew 
and technicians may be accommodated at the upgraded Manus Island Detention Facility, 
which includes self-contained accommodation for up to 400 staff.60 Due to the temporary 
nature of accommodation for aircrew, it may be possible to house these personnel at the 
temporary transit accommodation at the Lombrum Base, which is currently in the process of 
upgrading these facilities as per the P255 tender.61

JORN Facilities on Manus Island

A more ambitious ‘Strategic Observation Post’ option could imagine extending Australia’s 
JORN over-the-horizon radar (OTHR) network by building a transmitter and receiver on Manus 
Island.

JORN was ‘switched on’ in 2003 and reached final operational capability in 2014, after half 
a century of research. It is Australia’s first comprehensive early warning system, providing 
a 24-hour military surveillance of the northern and western approaches to Australia.62 
It comprises three vast transmitter and receiver antenna arrays located in Longreach, 
Queensland, in Laverton, Western Australia, and Alice Springs in the Northern Territory. 
These are supported by ionosondes in a dozen locations to continually map the conditions 
of the ionosphere. JORN has a publicly acknowledged range of 3,000 kilometers, though 
it is thought to be more, and is said to be able to detect moving vessels down to a small 
patrol boat or small jet. A JORN site on Manus Island would greatly enhance Australia’s 
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ability to observe and track threats across the region.

The eastern and western sides of Manus Island are relatively flat, making land clearing and 
levelling easier. Manus Island is just over 100 kilometers in length, which means that a 
transmitter and receiver could be placed on either end and would be far enough away to not 
interfere with readings.

In addition to the construction of the radar facilities, general infrastructure on the island 
would also need to be upgraded, most importantly energy production and the road network 
to connect the JORN sites. According to the 1990 Parliamentary Standing Committee 
on Public Works report on JORN, the annual power draw by the Queensland and Western 
Australian radars is 12.7 megawatts each, with each consuming 3.2 million litres of diesel 
fuel per annum.

The estimated cost for Option 3.1 (only) $281 million (see Appendix 3.1) The estimated 
cost for Option 3.2 (only) is $1.011 billion (see Appendix 3.2)

Option 4: A Forward Operating Base
A forward operating base on Manus Island would greatly enhance and simplify the ADF’s 
forward operations. It would assist the RAN and RAAF, in particular, to maintain their 
forces in the areas where they are most needed. A forward operating base could envisage 
maintaining a permanent ADF presence, on a rotational basis, at Lombrum. Australia and 
PNG allies could also make use of the base to resupply and maintain their vessels, thereby 
strengthening Australia’s diplomatic relations.

The scale of this option is elastic. After all, a forward operating base could be built to 
support the ADF’s smallest ships and aircraft all the way up to its largest. Here, however, 
the option discusses a forward operating base for the ADF’s largest and most capable ships 
and aircraft. This is for a number of reasons; however, the three most important are: 1) it 
provides government with the greatest flexibility to respond to humanitarian and natural 
disasters, constabulary operations and warfighting, 2) it will enhance Australia’s ability to 
shape and influence the region by increasing the ADF’s presence in the region and its value 
as a security partner, and 3) it will implant the most strategic uncertainty in the minds of 
our opponents who would need to consider every permutation of how Australia and its allies 
may use the forward operating base.

While sailing times between Lombrum and many locations in Asia are similar to those 
from Darwin, Lombrum Naval Base is a far more attractive option for submarine activities. 
Currently, the RAN’s Collins-class submarines have significant transit times to get from 
HMAS Stirling in Perth, WA, on station in Australia’s primary area of concern in South East 
Asia and the South Pacific. While Darwin’s potential as a forward operating base for surface 
vessels is frequently discussed, it is considered unsuitable for hosting submarines due 
to the shallow surrounding waters. A submarine would have to travel, on the surface, for 
approximately 250 nautical miles – or 24 hours – to reach a water depth of 100 metres, 
and submerge.63

This makes them extremely vulnerable and gives opponents a good sense of where the 
boat is headed. Instead, Australian submarines common make port visits in Singapore for 
refuelling and replenishment. But, in scenarios where the Straits of Malacca and/or South 
China Sea were contested, submarines would need to be capable of sustained time on 
station in this area. In contrast, Manus Island is proximate to water hundreds of metres 
deep immediately outside the harbour in the Bismarck Sea, and not impeded by any obvious 
maritime choke points.
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Requirements to Realise this Strategic Option

The costs and requirements for the Momote Airport would be similar to those outlined in 
Option 3.1.

In addition, however, this option would include the redevelopment of the wharves and harbour 
at Lombrum Naval Base. To receive the greatest value from Manus Island’s geostrategic 
position, it would be beneficial for RAN ships and submarines to be able to pull-up directly 
along the wharf for refuelling and replenishment. It would also include additional demands 
for housing and utilities. This development work also distinguishes it from the ‘mothballed 
launch pad’ that envisaged RAN ships to anchor in the harbour and ferry to shore.

New Wharves and Cranes

The LODA and Nawai wharves would need to be demolished to create space for the 
construction of new wharves. Two new wharves would need to be constructed in their place, 
each 255m long and 25m wide. The new wharves – and dredging discussed below – would 
accommodate any RAN ship or submarine up to and including the Canberra-class LHDs. 
The new wharves will also include various important add-on structures, such as berthing 
dolphins, fendering and cathodic protections as well as auxiliary service access points, 
similar to Naval Operations Support Facilities at Larrakeyah.64

Additionally, this option would also procure a telescopic boom crane and a portal jib crane 
to allow the re-arming of RAN vessels and the offloading/onloading of shipping containers.

Harbour Dredge

LODA wharf has a depth of 8–9.6m. This only allows a few ships in the Australian fleet to 
use the wharf, namely the Anzac-class frigates and HMAS Choules. Harbour dredging is 
required to deepen the harbour by at least another 2 metres. Material from this dredging 
could be used to extend the seawall between the two new wharves.65

Fuel

The existing 550,000L diesel tanks at Lombrum are insufficient to support a forward 
operating base. The upgrade would likely need two ADF-10 fuel tanks with a total capacity of 
3.5 to 4 million litres of fuel, with pumps and pipes for feeding fuel to vessels.66

Accommodation

Currently, the Detention Facility has accommodation for approximately 600 personnel. This 
is enough living space for the estimated number of ADF personnel to be assigned to the 
FOB. However, there is the need to complete the refurbishment of the facilities to make 
them suitable for ADF personnel and their families. For example, lighting, the potable water 
supply, and the sleeping quarters, would need to be refurbished.

An estimated 700 Australian Public Service and contracted personnel would be required to 
maintain Lombrum and support operations. Security requirements will be similar to that in 
Option 3 (i.e. new perimeter fencing, cameras and local security contractors to monitor), but 
will also include the naval base in addition to the airport.

Power Facilities

This work will introduce additional power supply in the form of additional diesel-powered 
generators along with necessary feeders and cables for supplying shore-to-ship power to 
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any berthed vessels at the FOB via cope points installed along the wharves. In addition, 
power will also be supplied to various infrastructure and equipment in the vicinity of the 
wharves, such as portal cranes and lighting. Information on this item’s pricing is based on 
the reported price for similar line items in the Larrakeyah Barracks Redevelopment Project.

Munition Storage Facilities and a New Warehouse

This option would require enhanced munition storage. The option might foresee something 
like two NAVFAC Marianas Munitions Storage Igloos. These Igloos stand at roughly 8 metres 
wide, 24 metres long and 3 metres high and made of pre-cast walls and roof panels and 
waterproofed inside and out. Subsidiary facilities include a generator house, transformer 
pad with enclosures, and two switch pad enclosures.67

Manus Island would also require a new warehouse for spare equipment and parts to perform 
light maintenance on RAN vessels. These facilities could be built in the hardstand area of 
the Lombrum Naval Base.

The estimated total cost of Option 4 is $807.1 million (see Appendix 4)

Option 5: A Geostrategic Strongpoint
Manus Province is the gateway to Melanesia. Its location at the northern tip of the 
Melanesian Arc means that it is ideally located to assert presence throughout the region. 
As a geostrategic strongpoint, Manus Island could fill two important roles. First, within 
Australia’s defence policy, Lombrum Base could be redeveloped into the point of Australia’s 
geopolitical spear. It could be used offensively to project influence through the Indo-Pacific 
and as a launch pad for sea control operations. Defensively, it could be the most forward 
hardpoint in Australia’s maritime layered defence that will complicate, if not prevent, an 
opponent’s sea power projection through the Melanesia Arc and beyond.68 Turning Manus 
Island into a geostrategic strongpoint that boasted its own permanent surveillance 
capabilities and defences, and could also support the ADF’s sea, land and air operations 
through the Indo-Pacific, would significantly complicate any hostile power’s strategic 
ambitions through Melanesia and towards the Australian mainland.

Second, it could also be integrated into the United States’ emerging Indo-Pacific strategy. 
This strategy is still being refined; however, there are strong clues that Washington is 
increasingly favouring a maritime ‘chain’ strategy. It appears by different names, by different 
authors, including, “tightening the chain”,69 “inside-out maritime strategy”,70 “porcupine 
strategy”,71 “Blue A2/AD”,72 “active denial”,73 and “island forts”.74 Taken together, however, 
the general direction that the United States Indo-Pacific strategy is moving towards appears 
increasingly clear. Manus Island is ideally located to be a link in this chain. Furthermore, 
it would rest well with Australia’s distinct ‘way of war’. That is, since World War I when the 
Australian Divisions of the 1st AIF took responsibility for an assigned stretch of the Western 
Front, through to Phuoc Tuy  Province during the Vietnam War, and Uruzgan Province in 
Afghanistan, Australia has long taken responsibility for a sub-area of a wider allied campaign.

Manus would be one link in the geostrategic chain that stretched across the leading edge 
of the South Pacific.75 The distance between Manus and Gaum is approximately 1,750 
kilometres. The F-35 has a combat radius of 1,093 km with its internal fuel tanks. So, even 
before we allow for inflight refuelling and external tanks, RAAF F-35s flown from Manus and 
USAF F-35s flown from Gaum could provide effective overlapping air-combat capabilities.76 It 
is easy to imagine that the Manus battlespace surveillance and management system could 
be integrated with those on Guam, to become a single integrated system.
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A constant battle within Australia defence policy circles is between those who believe 
Australia should plan to defend itself with or without the United States. Strategic thinkers 
such as Paul Dibb and Hugh White usually conclude that Australia requires a layered 
maritime defence.

The other school of thought argues that Australia’s security is best ensured by a close, 
interdependent, relationship with the United States. An Australian maritime strongpoint on 
Manus Island simultaneously works towards both these strategic goals.

US Partnership

To be credible, however, this option would require the participation of the United States. The 
costs and relevant expertise would make it difficult for Australia to shoulder the responsibility 
unilaterally. However, there are several reasons to be hopeful that the United States would 
look favourably upon developing a significant base in the Manus Province. First, the United 
States is cognisant that its existing bases in Japan, South Korea and Gaum are increasingly 
vulnerable to a Chinese missile saturation campaign in the opening stages of a conflict. 
Over the past decade, the Chinese Rocket Force has made significant advances in the 
quantity, precision, warhead size and survivability of its ballistic missile force.

Second, maintaining a relatively 
small number of large bases 
has resulted in rising tensions 
between the United States military 
and the local populations. These 
tensions have resulted from 
servicemen’s interactions with 
the local populations (including 
some high-profile rape cases), 
noise, pollution, environmental 
degradation, traffic congestion 
and the risks associated with 
operating bases during peacetime 
and potentially during war.77 
Okinawans, in particular, have 
long resented disproportionately 
absorbing the risks and costs of 
hosting American bases, while the 
rest of Japan (and the wider region 
for that matter) benefits from the 
security it provides.78 Increasing 
the number bases and, thereby, 
spreading the social burden would 
mollify some of the tensions that 
have arisen.

Finally, diversifying its basing options in the Pacific would significantly strengthen the credibility 
of America’s conventional deterrence strategy. As Toshi Yoshihara points out, “the Chinese 
are acutely aware of the apparent American dependence on a few bases to project power. 
Should access to and use of these bases be denied for political or military reasons, they 
reason, Washington’s regional strategy could quickly unravel.”79

Figure4: Source: Jim Thomas, Zack Cooper and Iskander 
Rehman, Gateway to the Indo-Pacific: Australian Defense Strategy 
and the Future of the Australia–U.S. Alliance (Washington, DC: 
Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2013), p.14.
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Requirements to Realise this Strategic Option

Under this option, there would be a need to accommodate a significant force, on a permanent 
basis. It is envisaged that the base could host up to 1,750 Australian, American, Papua 
New Guinean and allied personnel. As it would be hosting a greater number of personnel 
and platforms permanently, as well as more frequent visits, it would require all the upgrades 
mentioned in previous options, except on a larger scale (e.g. munition storage, water, 
warehouses, accommodation and base security).

In addition, it will also have its own battlespace management system and self-defence 
weapons.

Battlespace Monitoring System and Sensors

The base would have its own dedicated anti-air and anti-missile defences. The base could 
integrate its battlespace management systems through Wakulda (formerly known as the 
Vigilaire air surveillance system) or a similar system. These could be linked with NASAMS 
(National Advanced Surface to Air Missiles).

Although not costed into the current option, an integrated undersea surveillance system 
that included a passive array sensor system and hydrophones between Manus and Gaum 
(1,750 kilometres away) could complement the JORN and provide the US and Australian 
commanders with a clear picture of the aerial, surface and subsurface battlespace.

Aircraft

The base would likely be assigned its own multipurpose and ASW helicopters (e.g. MRH-90 
Taipans and MH-60R Seahawks). In addition, although not assigned to the command, it is 
envisaged that air- superiority, anti-ship, ASW and surveillance aircraft (including F-35A, F/A-
18F, P-8A, E-7A, KC- 30A, MH-60R, and MQ-4C Tritons) would all be a constant presence on 
the island. In particular, a small number of F-35A, F/A/-18F, P-8A and MQ-4C would maintain 
a constant presence with larger numbers being deployed during exercises and operations. 
Live ordinance would be stored on site to allow these platforms to perform their full-range 
of combat and non-kinetic operations and activities, in particular AGM-158C LRASM80 would 
provide the base with its main anti-ship capabilities launched from a F-35A, F/A/-18F or 
P-8A.81

Headquarters and Naval Intelligence Buildings

The larger command will require new buildings to support operations and base management. 
These could be built on and around the existing PNGDF junior sailor accommodation, which 
would most likely be incorporated in the new accommodation complex. These new buildings 
will house: Manus Island HQ, harbour command, ICT, logistics, JORN and intelligence units.

The estimated cost of Option 5 is $3.737 billion (see Appendix 5)
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Conclusion
The strategic options outlined in this report have significance far greater than the future 
of Manus Island. In many ways, the future of Manus Island can be viewed as a symbol of 
Australia’s future strategic policy in the Indo-Pacific region. That is, the decision on which 
possible future option appeals the most will largely turn on how Australia’s future defence 
strategy is viewed.

For example, if readers believe that the allied defence posture in the Indo-Pacific should 
seek to establish maritime chains that crisscross the region and can mutually reinforce 
each other, then the strategic strongpoint would likely be their preferred option. The ADF 
has a long history of assuming responsibility for a sub-region within a larger US-led allied 
campaign. If this model was to be followed in a future Indo-Pacific conventional maritime 
deterrence strategy, then Australia could be expected to assume responsibility for one-link in 
the chain. Geostrategically, it would follow that the South Pacific part of the chain would run 
between Gaum and Manus with northern Australia providing strategic depth and reinforcing 
the chain. This chain would look to establish maritime supremacy and sea control, when 
needed, while being able to project units forward into China’s near seas for sea denial 
operations.

However, readers who believe that deterrent chains are too defensive in orientation and, 
instead, Australia should be capable of projecting sea and air power deep into East Asia, 
then the forward operating base might be appealing. This is not to say that the ADF, and 
Navy in particular, cannot already deploy forces throughout the region – they of course 
have a proven ability to do so. Yet, as the US Navy can attest, forward operating bases 
provide operational flexibility with platforms being able to remain on station longer, re-crew 
in theatre, or reconfigure their magazines faster and more easily, while also reducing transit 
times and sea days not in theatre.

Finally, those readers that prefer a continental defence approach to Australia’s defence 
planning would likely be more attracted to the idea of using Manus as an observation post 
or perhaps a maintenances hub for the Guardian-class patrol boats.

Viewed through this prism, the debate over the future of Manus Island is a proxy for the 
much broader and more extensive reimagining of Australia’s defence policy and strategy. It 
is telling, therefore, that despite the many government announcements there remains little 
tangible development on Manus Island. It would seem that changes to Manus and Australian 
strategic policy remain glacially slow, while geopolitical shifts are happening much faster.
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Appendices 
Notes to appendices: The costings for the various options are intended to be broadly 
illustrative, rather than constituting an exhaustive economic study or formal proposal. 
Data has been collected with an ‘all-source fusion’ methodology.82 Various cost estimation 
methodologies were consulted,83 but a simple marginal cost approach (excluding, inter alia, 
sunk and ongoing costs) was adopted. All prices are quoted in AUD.

Appendix 1: Pacific Slip’s estimated cost

Line Item Description Estimated Cost Source

Construction of 
slipway

A slipway to accommodate 
39.5m Guardian-class patrol 
vessels.

~$23.2m Estimated from 
proposed slipway in 
Rozelle, Sydney.84

Refurbishment of 
housing facilities

Refurbishment of one third of 
former detention facility staff 
housing.

~$1m Estimated from the 
cost of refurbishing 
similar facilities at 
Lombrum.85

Warehouse upgrade Replacement of WWII-era 
Quonset buildings with 
maintenance halls

~$200,000 Estimated from 
previously completed 
Quonset building 
replacements.86

Mobile Boat Trailer 200-ton mobile boat trailer, 
e.g. Cimolai MBT-200

~$650,000 Pricing information 
provided by Cimolai.87

Marine Hoist 220-ton mobile boat hoist, 
e.g. Cimolai MBH-200

~$1.5m Pricing information 
provided by Cimolai.88

Appendix 2: Mothballed Launchpad estimates

Line Item Description Estimated Cost Source

Design and build of 
Tent City

Management of all the 
design, labour, materials, 
delivery, plant, equipment, 
access, supervision, shipping 
and logistics to build the ‘tent 
city’.

~$247m Manus Offshore 
Processing Centre, 
Decmil, 2020.89

Runway Extension and 
Airfield Infrastructure

Phase 1: Dredging up 
to 1 million m3 for Land 
Reclamation

~$127m Pump Industry.90

Runway Extension and 
Airfield Infrastructure

Phase 2: Construction of 
Runway Infrastructure

~$40m Estimated from the 
RAAF Williamstown 
runway extension 
project91 as well as 
the Momote Airport 
Upgrade in 2016.92
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Appendix 3.1: Strategic Observation Post

Line Items Description Estimated Cost Sources

Runway 
Extension 
and Airfield 
Infrastructure

Phase 1: Dredging up 
to 1 million m3 for Land 
Reclamation

~$127m Pump Industry.93

Runway 
Extension 
and Airfield 
Infrastructure

Phase 2: Construction of 
Runway Infrastructure

~$40m Estimated from the RAAF 
Williamstown runway extension 
project94 as well as the Momote 
Airport Upgrade in 2016.95

Construction 
of Airport 
Infrastructure

Construction of hanger, 
maintenance and repair 
facility, aircraft rinse facility, 
munitions storage facility, 
new apron and taxiway, new 
administration building and 
minor works

~$90m Estimated based on the 
contracted cost of the RAAF 
Darwin Upgrade as part of the 
Air 7000 Phase 2b Project96

New fuel 
storage 
facility (fuel 
farm)

Demolition, earthworks, 
pipelines, and in-ground 
infrastructure

~$10m Estimated from the fuel farm 
installation for the Larrakayeh 
Barracks Redevelopment 
Project.97

Extension of 
power supply 
and site-wide 
electrical

Installation of a high voltage 
(HV) power supply, including 
drilling, trenching, and 
excavation, as well as site-
wide electrical

~$10m Estimated from the power 
supply upgrade as part of 
the Larrakayeh Barracks 
Redevelopment Project.98

Securing 
of Momote 
Airport

Defence security services, 
secure IT network, Class 
2 perimeter fencing, new 
access and connection 
roads, guardhouses, vehicle 
inspection bays, and 
roadblocks, and electronic 
security

~$4m Estimated based on security 
infrastructure upgrades 
currently undertaken as part 
of the Larrakeyah Barracks 
Redevelopment Project99

Appendix 3.2: Strategic Observation Post with JORN

Line Items Description Estimated Cost Sources

Radio 
transmitter 
and receiver 
sites

Cost of construction ~$1bn Comparable to original ‘Phase 3’ 
$1.1bn design and build cost100 
and ‘Phase 6’ $1.2bn ex-
upgrades.101

Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Public Works 
Report relating to the Jindalee 
Over-the-Horizon- Radar102

Power 
generation

Cost of procuring four diesel 
power generators capable of 
powering the radar sites.

~$1m Cummins Powered Diesel 
Generator ($235,000 each) via 
Able Sales.103

New fuel 
storage 
facility (fuel 
farm)

Demolition, earthworks, 
pipelines, and in-ground 
infrastructure

~$10m Estimated from the fuel farm 
installation for the Larrakayeh 
Barracks Redevelopment 
Project104
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Appendix 4: Forward Operating Base

Line Item Description Estimated Cost Pricing Source

3.1 Strategic 
Observation Post

Momote runway upgrade and 
airside infrastructure.

~$281m As Estimated from the 
RAAF Williamstown 
runway extension 
project105 as well as the 
Momote Airport Upgrade 
in 2016.106

Dredging of Lombrum 
Bay

Remove up to 1 million m3 
to enable LHDs access to 
Lombrum.

~$127m Pump Industry.107

Construction of New 
Wharves

The two existing wharves at 
Lombrum, LODA and Nawai 
will be demolished and two 
new and larger wharves will be 
constructed in their place to 
allow for the berthing of large 
RAN vessels.

~ $213m Defence Connect.108

Upgrade to Fuel 
Supply Facilities 
(storage, processor, 
pipelines)

Demolition, earthworks, 
pipelines, and in-ground 
infrastructure

~$10m See Larrakeyah 
Redevelopment 
Program. 109

Upgrade to Existing 
Detention Facility

The detention centre 
will receive complete 
refurbishment to its living 
quarters and various 
amenities in order to provide 
suitable living space for 
approximately 600 ADF 
personnel.

~ $100m Extrapolated from the 
cost of refurbishing 
similar facilities at 
Lombrum.110 And 
upgrades to Christmas 
Island. 111

Upgrade to Power 
Facilities

Required for supplying power 
to both berthed vessels and 
various equipment in wharves 
area.

~ $10m See Larrakeyah 
Redevelopment 
Program.112

Construction of 
Munition Storage 
Facilities

Used to store vital defence 
resources for the purpose of 
re-arming RAN vessels.

~ $8.6m Estimate based on 
USD$43 million 
contract for 20 Igloos at 
Anderson, Guam.113

Warehouse 
and Equipment 
Storehouses

For the purpose of storing 
spare parts and military-grade 
equipment.

~ $2.5m See Larrakeyah 
Redevelopment 
Program.114

Portal Jib Crane Used to move shipping 
containers from port to ship 
and vice versa.

~ $63.5m Via Kone.115

Telescopic Boom 
Crane – GMK 4080-2

For the purpose of re-loading 
vertical launch systems.

~ $1.5m Grove by Manitowoc, via 
TRT Australia. POA.116
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Appendix 5: Geostrategic Strongpoint

Line Items Description Estimate d Cost Pricing Source

3.1 Strategic 
Observation Post

Momote runway upgrade and airside 
infrastructure.

~$281m Estimated 
from the RAAF 
Williamstown 
runway extension 
project117 as well 
as the Momote 
Airport Upgrade 
in 2016.118

Dredging of 
Lombrum Bay

Remove up to 1 million m3 to enable 
LHDs access to Lombrum.

~$127m Pump Industry.119

Construction of 
New Wharves

The two existing wharves at Lombrum, 
LODA and Nawai will be demolished 
and two new and larger wharves will be 
constructed in their place to allow for 
the berthing of large RAN vessels.

~ $213m Defence 
Connect.120

Pacific Dock Wall Accommodate Canberra-class LHD, 
Hobart DDG. Inclusive of serviced 
connections.

~ $500m The pricing was 
estimated from 
patrol boat wharf 
extensions 
to HMAS 
Coonawarra.121

Submarine Wharf - Submarine berthing 
- Berthing dolphins 
- Smaller RAN/PNGDF vessels 
- Inclusive of serviced connections.

~ $350m See Larrakeyah 
Redevelopment 
Program.122

Marine Hoist/
Railway Crane

- Railway (Pacific Docking Wall Top)  
- Telescopic Boom Crane – GMK 4080-2 
- Railway Jib Crane

~ $65m Via Kone.123 
Manitowoc, via 
TRT Australia.124

Fuel Storage 
Facility /Utilities

8 million litre fuel tank on top of the 
upgraded P225 to support the quantity 
necessary for the new patrol boat 
program23m diameter, 8ML fixed cone 
roof tank for the storage of diesel.

~ $15m Estimated from 
Honiara Fuel 
Storage Tank 
Project 125 and 
the fuel farm for 
the Larrakeyah 
Redevelopment 
Project.126

Harbour Office/
Logistics/ Naval 
Intelligence

- Office and intelligence buildings  
- Logistics/support 
- ICT Infrastructure

~ $100m Estimate from 
Decmil and 
Department of 
Defence.127

Road 
Infrastructure

Redeveloping the roads between 
Lombrum, Momote and the JORN 
receiver and transmitter

~ $800m Departmant of 
infrastructure 
estimated road 
construction 
cost.128

Defence Systems Vigilare Air Surveillance ~ $275m Via Boeing129 and 
media.130

Defence Systems JORN (only): ~ $1.011b See Appendix 3.2 
above.
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LIDAR AND LASER – HOW VULNERABLE IS THE 
RAN TO THE EMERGENCE OF LIGHT SPECTRUM 

WEAPONS AND SENSORS?
BY CHIEF PETTY OFFICER PAUL FREESTONE

United States Navy 
Submarine USS 
Santa Fe joins Royal 
Australian Navy Collins 
Class Submarines 
HMAS Collins, HMAS 
Farncomb, HMAS 
Dechaineux and HMAS 
Sheean in formation, as 
an MH-60R Seahawk 
flies overhead, in 
the West Australian 
Exercise Area.

Introduction
As children of the 20th Century, many of us marvelled at books, comics 
and TV shows featuring ‘laser’ weapons. It was pure fantasy and sci-fi 
at its best. But it is fantasy and fiction no more.

Whilst Light Illumination Direction and Ranging (LIDAR) technology 
has been in use in various military applications since the 1960’s 
(laser guided free fall bombs for example), the recent, rapid advances 
in computer processing and memory has allowed LIDAR to evolve 
into a complex, precision instrument capable of incredibly accurate 
terrain mapping whereby hundreds of square kilometres of jungle 
can be mapped minus its foliage in a matter of hours. One does not 
have to draw too much of a long bow to apply this technology to the 
maritime environment, particularly ASW.
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Not only does LIDAR possess the technology to remove sea clutter and reveal the periscope 
and masts of a dived submarine at PD with incredible fidelity, it also has the potential 
ability to penetrate the sea surface and detect a dived submarine at depth. This capability, 
when applied in the maritime warfare domain, has the potential to totally change submarine 
warfare – from both the submarine and prosecuting forces perspective, and have a similar 
effect on maritime surface warfare as a new category of both sensors and weapons in the 
visible light component of the electro-magnetic spectrum.

What is LIDAR?
LIDAR is the light spectrum equivalent of Radar. It uses the same principles that allow 
radar to use a broad spectrum of radio frequencies – from High Frequency (HF – 3-30 MHz) 
to Super High Frequency (SHF – 3-30 GHz) to transmit pulsed or continuous wave energy 
into the atmosphere. The frequency and modulation characteristics greatly depend on the 
intended function of the radar. LIDAR, however, operates in a comparatively speaking very 
narrow band in the light portion of the Electro-Magnetic Spectrum, between 500 and 1600 
nanometres (187.3 THz – 599.6 THz). Combined with modern processing and memory in 
today’s computer systems, it is capable of astonishing resolution and the ability to remove 
any unwanted content such as plant life (see image below) from the imagery it can provide. 
It is now also capable of being fused with other sensors, such as radar, to provide the 
customer with almost photographic resolution of the target.

Figure 1: The Electro-Magnetic Spectrum
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Past RAN vulnerability to new emitter technology
The race between emitter and target has been an 
ongoing technological battle since World War 2, 
when emerging Allied airborne and shipborne radar 
technology battled the German U-boat fleets in the 
Atlantic which were utilising the first submarine 
fitted EW systems. Radar technology, combined with 
other intelligence sources, played a large role in 
the decimation and defeat of the U-Boats from late 
1943 to 1945. Since then, the technology advanced 
slowly but surely during the Cold War, after which a 
variety of technological advances occurred.

The emergence of rapidly advancing computer technology through the 1990s saw complex 
modulation types such as Frequency Modulation on Pulse (FMOP), Phase Modulation on 
Pulse (PMOP), very low power applications via Low Probability of Intercept (LPI) and the re-
introduction of older technology such as Frequency Modulated Continuous Wave (FMCW). 
Radars utilising all of these advanced characteristics, often seen in one emitter, provided 
ASW assets with a formidable anti-submarine capability and narrowed the advantage dived 
submarines had against surface forces.

Have we learnt from the mistakes of the past?
By the mid-1990s, the RAN’s ships and submarines were fitted with 1980s’ (or older) 
technology EW systems, most of which had little to no ability to detect and identify the 
then current technology emitters, thus the tactical advantage usually provided by ‘Range 
Advantage’ of ESM versus Radar was vastly reduced, and in some cased reversed in favour 
of radar. It took many years until the RAN had the equipment, operators and doctrine to 
once again restore tactical ES advantage.

Command teams, especially in deployed submarines, relied on the experience and initiative 
of its EW operators to maintain the tactical advantage whilst utilising obsolete equipment. 
In todays’ military and political climate in our operating areas, the RAN cannot allow itself to 
once again be overtaken by advanced technology.

Current Status
Any emitters or activity in the light spectrum are currently undetectable by RAN EW systems. 
Despite there being a plethora of both classified and open source information regarding this 
spectrum and its employment in both civilian and military roles, the RAN currently has no 
ability to detect, analyse, record and report LIDAR or Laser emitters.

We know LIDAR and Laser exist, we know that these systems are use but there is much we 
don’t know about light spectrum emitters in our current areas of operations as we have no 
means of observing the spectrum. Are we now revisiting the contentious times of the mid-
1990’s to the late 2000’s, when our opponents had the latest technology and we struggling 
to retain the tactical advantage with our obsolete ES systems?

Why my concern?
Writing this as an EW sailor with over 30 years’ experience, my biggest concern for current 
and future submarine and warship operations both now and into the future is our vulnerability 
against modern LIDAR and Laser emitters, both civilian and military. A warship operating in 
littoral waters might not be too concerned about civilian/paramilitary coast watch aircraft 

Figure 2: Ancient Mayan city in jungle terrain 
discovered by LIDAR
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and ships using state of the art LIDAR systems for coastal mapping, maritime surveillance 
or even underwater surveys, a dived submarine operating in those very same waters would 
want to know about such activity.

Whilst LIDAR does have what could only be described as amazing resolution and accuracy 
above water – which is of course a problem for any submarine operating at periscope depth, 
its ability to penetrate the oceans’ surface reportedly down to depths of 160 metres implies 
that a submarine operating deep and presumably believing it is under no threat of detection 
at the time, could very well have been detected by a LIDAR system and have absolutely no 
indication that it has been detected and potentially about to be prosecuted.

Submariners have a great dislike of being ‘bounced’, this technology has the potential of 
changing the entire paradigm of ASW by adding another category of means of detection 
alongside radar and acoustics – light. Please refer to Dr John Birkelands thesis, which 
was commissioned by the Royal Norwegian Navy, at the top of the reference list for more 
information about LIDAR and ASW. Additionally, Dr Dennis Delic from DST Group has recently 
written a study for the RAAF regarding LIDAR technology and ASW.

The Emergence of Laser weapons
The last 5 years has seen the 
emergence of Laser weapon 
systems, particularly in use 
by China and the USA. The US 
AN/SEQ-3 has been trialled on 
two ships in recent years and 
reportedly could enter service as 
early as next year, designated as 
the ‘Helios’ (High Energy Laser 
and Integrated Optical-dazzler 
with Surveillance) system.

China has a strong interest in 
both LIDAR and Laser, and if 
one searches more guarded 
resources it is clear that China 
is currently using light spectrum 
sensors and weapons. One can watch video of the USN’s AN/SEQ-3 trials on the internet 
and see the capability and potential of a relatively low powered (15-50kW) laser in a 
maritime warfare context.

From an EW perspective, once again we find ourselves in the position of a new weapon 
system on the verge of becoming operational, and no first hand means of detecting it and 
countering it. Directed Energy Weapons, using microwave RF or Laser, are the new frontier in 
modern warfare. How hard are we looking at it, both from a countermeasures point of view, 
and indeed from acquiring it and using it for ourselves?

Conclusion
The purpose of this article to arouse interest amongst the Maritime Warfare Community. 
I have deliberately kept this article brief and to the point, and encourage you all to think 
about this potential threat and how we might go about both utilising and combating this 
technology.

Figure 3 : Laser depth in range of Australia’s operational 
submarines.(Image credit: ABC News from Jarrod Fankhauser)
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