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Australia is a Maritime Nation

As an island nation, the sea is Australia’s lifeblood. We are dependent 
upon it. Our trade travels by sea, and thus our economy, our prosperity, and 
our way of life count on the sea. Good order at sea is vital to our Nation’s 
economic and environmental welfare, and vital to our national security. 

Recognising that many people are unfamiliar with the sea beyond the 
beach,1 this text illuminates the relationship of Australia to the sea, and the 

role that the Navy plays in serving the national interest. 

The Unforgiving Sea

Writing in 1759, Samuel Johnsona said: “… No man will be a sailor who has 
the contrivance to get himself in gaol, for being in a ship is being in a gaol, 
with a chance of drowning…A man in gaol has more room, better food and 
commonly better company…”2 

a	� Samuel Johnson assembled the first English dictionary. Published in 1755 it is among the 
most influential texts ever published in any language. Johnson accomplished this work 
single-handedly, and until the Oxford English Dictionary emerged 173 later, Johnson’s was 
the pre-eminent dictionary in English.

Royal Australian Navy ships HMAS Canberra and HMAS Anzac sail in company with Royal 
Thai Navy ships HTMS Bhumibol Adulyadej and HTMS Ratanakosin during exercise  

AUSTHAI as part of Indo-Pacific Endeavour 21
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Why Australia has a Navy
The Royal Australian Navy serves the Nation’s interests in war, and in peace.

In war, the Navy will serve to defeat the adversary’s blockade and to project 
Australian power. In peace, the Navy serves to secures the sea as a source 
of resources and as a means of trade and information exchange.7

The noted professor of strategy and international relations, Colin Gray,d 
boils things down: “navies serve at sea only for the strategic effect they can 
secure ashore, where people live.”8 The Royal Australian Navy does this in 
three main ways. In war, the Navy will exercise military hard power. In peace, 
the Navy undertakes constabulary and diplomatic duties. 

d	� Colin S. Gray (1943 - 2020) worked at the International Institute for Strategic Studies and 
the Hudson Institute. He served as a defence advisor to the United States and the United 
Kingdom governments.

Die Seeschlacht bei Salamis (The Sea Battle of Salamis) by Wilhelm von Kaulbach, 1868

Though creature comforts have improved for people at sea today, 
Johnson exposes the enduring hardship of the sea, a place where human 
insignificance is made plain by nature’s power, by weather, isolation, the 
political vacuum, the scarcity of fresh water, the absence of landmarks, 
and the lack of formed roads. For Auden,b the sea is “barbaric, vague and 
disordered,”3 “no place to be, if you can help it, and to try to cross it betrays 
a rashness bordering on hubris.”4 Similarly, the historian John Mack argues 
that the sea is widely seen as hostile and unforgiving, an unwelcoming 
wilderness framing the stage upon which we live. In English, says Mack:

The phrase ‘all at sea’ carries with it the sense that someone is completely 
and utterly lost. This is the sea as wilderness, as a place without paths 
or distinctive marks. Once in its midst, the fear of becoming irretrievably 
disoriented is inescapable.5

Beyond the beach and the shore, the oceans are vast and confronting; 
anarchical, intrinsically hostile to humankind, and yet paradoxically, 
elemental to human flourishing. Our oceans are a stage for war, for 
diplomatic exchange, for piracy and for peaceful commerce. They are, as 
Robert Louis Stevensonc has it, “our approach and bulwark.”6

Though for many Australians the nation is girt by beach; the oceans and the 
Navy are deeply and powerfully critical to Australia’s security and prosperity.

b	� Wystan Hugh Auden (1907 - 1973) was an Anglo-American poet won the Pulitzer Prize for 
poetry in 1947. He was Professor of Poetry at Oxford until 1961.

c	� Robert Louis Stevenson (1850 - 1894) was a Scottish novelist, essayist, poet and travel 
writer. He is best known for Treasure Island, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and Kidnapped. 
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The Navy serves the Nation’s interests at sea, in peace and in war.

The Navy approaches war as a last resort. Our Navy fights only to defend our 
nation, or to uphold the rules based global order. And we fight to win.

Ours is not a militaristic nation, nor a militaristic service.

We do not glorify war. We do not seek to fight. But we recognise, as Hobbesf 
has it, that “Covenants, without the sword, are just words.”10 And we 
recognise, as Hannah Arendtg reminds us, that “national independence, 
namely freedom from foreign rule, and the sovereignty of the state” 11 
depend upon a capacity for national self-defence. We recognise that some 
things are worth fighting for. This is to recall John Stuart Mill:h

War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things: the ugliest thing is the 
society that will not fight to protect other human beings, that will not fight 
against tyranny or injustice. The ugliest thing is the nation which will stand 
for nothing.12

Since we are committed to justice, we recognise that there are times when, 
though war will be tragic, the greater tragedy will be in not fighting. We 
recognise that when people are no longer prepared to bear the costs and 
the burden of their defence that democracy, and the rule of law will wither.

In Australia, citizens are equal, each entitled to equal justice under the law. 

In the Navy we serve together as citizens prepared to defend right and the 
law. We stand alongside those who have gone before us, alongside those 
who have shown courage, and endured hardship because they shared a 
sense of duty.

f	� Thomas Hobbes (1588 - 1679) the English philosopher whose thinking is foundational to 
modern political philosophy.

g	� Hannah Arendt (1906 - 1975) a political theorist, noted as one of the most important 
political thinkers of the twentieth century.

h	� John Stuart Mill (1806 - 1873) an English philosopher and economist known as one of the 
founders of liberalism.

Figure 1. The span of maritime tasks. The original from Ken Booth.9e

The Royal Australian Navy

e	� Ken Booth is a British international relations theorist and the former E.H. Carr Professor of 
International Politics.

HMAS Australia I, HMAS Encounter, HMAS Huon, HMAS Tattoo
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Briefly, “good order at sea” is about prosperity, which comes from secure 
sea trade and maritime resources. Sea trade is made secure, and maritime 
resources are protected, since navies enforce the international law.16 

Borrowing from J. R. Hill, the enforcement of good order is as much a 
responsibility as a right. It entails creating the conditions in which the 
peaceful use of the sea can be equitably and safely carried on.17 Evidently 
- perhaps largely - the responsibility for good order depends upon navies. 
Yet the spectrum of operations required to ensure good order requires the 
involvement of other agencies;18 gathering intelligence about merchant 
shipping traffic, fishing vessels, oil and gas drilling and production  
platforms, and foreign warships.19

Sea Power

Borrowing from Bernard Brodie,i sea power has never meant merely 
warships. Sea power involves warships, merchantmen, shore installations, 
and land-based assets, and geography which enable a nation to profit from 
the sea and to control transportation by sea during war time. Pointing to the 
complexity of sea power, Brodie says an aircraft which contributes to control 
of the sea is an instrument of sea power. Likewise, soldiers who might 
secure port facilities, or straits express sea power.20

In a like manner, the Australian professor of international relations, Hedley 
Bull,j takes “sea power” to be a much larger idea than “naval power.” 
Beyond the narrow terms of naval power, Bull realises sea power involves 
the merchant marine, fishing fleets, oceanographic fleets, and maritime 
industry.21 Bull also appreciates the sea intersects with the land the air. In 
other words, a naval vessel must face threats from the land and the air as 

i	� Bernard Brodie (1910 - 1978) an American theorist known for developing nuclear 
deterrence strategy.

j	� Hedley Bull (1932 - 1985) was a noted Australian strategist, and Montague Burton 
Professor of International Relations at Oxford until his death in in 1985.

We do not glorify war over peace. 
We do not set one nation over another. Nor one religion or faith over another.  
We serve right against tyranny, and justice over injustice. 

Maritime Security

In a commonplace shorthand, navies serve the ends of maritime security; a 
term which enjoys no definitive meaning. At face value, the idea of maritime 
security involves protection from direct threats to the territorial integrity of a 
state.13 In other words, maritime security suggests good order at sea.14 The 
Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific is illuminating:

Good order at sea permits countries to pursue their maritime interests and 
develop their marine resources in an ecologically sustainable and peaceful 
manner following international law. Hence, a lack of good order at sea is 
evident [in] illegal activity at sea or inadequate arrangements for the safety 
and security of shipping.15 

HMAS Sydney fires an Evolved Sea Sparrow Missile for the first time during  
Combat System Sea Qualification Trials in the Southern Californian Exercise Area off  

the coast of the United States.
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The Projection of Power and Strategic Deterrence 

The projection of power against land targets is a familiar naval task. We see 
this conventional projection of power in naval bombardment of the shore, or 
the landing soldiers on amphibious operations. Over more recent decades, 
the development of strategic ballistic weapons offers this task a new 
dimension and a new relevance. This importance is in strategic deterrence. 
Seaborne strategic deterrence weapons, using the sea as a base from 
which strategic land targets might be threatened, fall outside the narrow 
construction of sea power as “military power brought to bear at sea.” But 
seaborne strategic deterrence presupposes power at sea, since strategic 
deterrent forces must be shielded from detection and defended from attack, 
at sea. As well, states threatened by strategic forces will seek to detect and 
destroy the adversary, at sea.23 

The use of sea power as a platform for strategic deterrence weapons 
guarantees a wholly military relevance for sea power.24 The larger utility of 
sea power involves economic advantage, since states seek sea power: to 
protect their sea trade from depredation, and to acquire or to enlarge, their 

share of the sea’s resources.

HMAS Stuart conducts a live Harpoon Missile firing off the coast of Hawaii during  
Exercise Rim of the Pacific 2020

well as from other naval surface ships and from submarines.22 Equally,  
naval ships or submarines might target the adversary in the air, or  
deep inland.

Accepting that the term “sea power” implicates a complex social-political-
industrial-economic ecosystem, this text takes a narrow view using the  
term as a synonym for naval power, to mean “military power brought to  
bear at sea.”

Offering a preface, to Australian Maritime Operations, this introduction 
overviews the reason states seek sea power.

Why do States Want Sea Power?

States seek sea power for three broad reasons: the projection of power 
and strategic deterrence, to protect seaborne trade, and to secure marine 
resources.

A Royal Australian Air Force P-8A Poseidon flies past (L-R) HMAS Ballarat,  
HMAS Canberra, USS New Orleans, USS America, and JS Makinami during the Large  

Scale Global in the Western Pacific



1110 WHY AUSTRALIA HAS A NAVYWHY AUSTRALIA HAS A NAVY

ROYAL AUSTRALIAN NAVY ROYAL AUSTRALIAN NAVY

their ability to protect them, the safeguarding of sea lines of communication 
is, of course, a special preoccupation of the United States and her allies, 
and every state that possesses sea power is concerned, at least within 
its home waters, with preserving its own use of the sea as a means of 
communication and denying adversaries as a way of attack.25

To Secure or to Acquire Marine Resources

In Mare Liberum (1609), Grotiusl contended the sea was an inexhaustible 
source of resources. Hallmarked by John Seldon,m our modern 
consciousness of the sea’s limits is different. In Mare Clausum (1635), 
Seldon said: “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.”26 

Since we recognise the sea’s limits, we recognise the potential for 
resources conflict. The potential for conflict is not erased by the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, because the Convention, which 
establishes exclusive economic exclusion zones stretching 200 miles from 
the coast, establishes the basis for disputed frontiers at sea.

Hedley Bull says: along with the scramble for legal rights over the resources 
of the sea and the seabed, there is a scramble for the military instruments 
that enable nations to make good on their claims - patrol boats, surveillance 
aircraft, anti-ship missiles, and so on and so forth. As well, Bull observes 
the potential for a new mercantilism, which is to say, the prospect that 
states will use force, not only to defend what is already legally possessed, 
but to seize resources belonging to others.27

l	� Hugo Grotius (1583 - 1645) was a Dutch lawyer who exerted a defining influence on the 
international law with two texts, Mare Liberum (The Free Seas) (1609) and De Jure Belli 
et Pacis (On the Law of War and Peace) (1625). Grotius wrote Mare Liberum to justify the 
claims of Dutch fishermen to poach in English waters. 

m	� John Selden (1584 - 1654) was an English jurist who wrote Mare Clausum (The Closed 
Sea) (1631) to counter the argument of Grotius that the Dutch had a claim to fish in 
English waters.

The Projection of Seaborne Trade

The need to secure seaborne trade was noted by the United States naval 
officer, historian and strategist, Alfred Thayer Mahan,k who saw the sea as 
“a great highway” or a “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 “sea 
lines of communication,” remain available. In other words, navies protect 
merchant ships. The continuing relevance of this claims is in the argument 
of Dr. James Schlesinger who, as U.S. Secretary of Defense, said:

The seas have been and remain - despite the continuing revolution in 
air transportation - the great highway upon which, in peace and war, vast 
quantities of goods must travel. Though states today vary enormously in the 
degree of their interest in sea lines of communication and, even more, in 

k	 Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840 - 1914) a United States Naval officer noted for his text, The 
	 Influence of Sea Power Upon the French Revolution and Empire, 1793 - 1812. In this text, 	
	 Mahan explained how national power was inextricable from the use of the sea in peace  
	 or war.

HMAS Toowoomba escorts a merchant vessel in the Southern Arabian Gulf in support of the 
International Maritime Security Construct as part of her six month deployment to the Middle East
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Australia. To defeat Australia, the adversary needs merely to control the sea-
lanes upon which Australia relies upon for trade and prosperity.30 o

In his 1902 Report to Parliament, the-then Captain Creswell made the point 
when he said:

The spectacle of some 5,000,000 Australians, with an Army splendidly 
equipped, unable to prevent the burning of a cargo of wool in sight of Sydney 
Heads, is only the ordinary consequence of a policy of naval impotence.31

Thus, in war, the Navy will serve; first, to defeat the blockade that would 
cripple the country and dissolve the strategic advantages of geography, 
and second to blockade the enemy, and third to project Australian power. In 
peace, the Navy secures the sea as a source of resources and as a means 
of trade and information exchange.32

This claim is neither new, nor especially Australian.

In the late nineteenth century, Mahan identified “economic pressure, not 
battle, as the ultimate object of naval force. Over time, combat became ever 
less pronounced and economics ever more so in [Mahan’s] explanation of 
sea power. Mahan [thus] became a pioneering thinker about the importance 
of naval power in a globalised world economy.33

Mahan saw economic wealth is largely a function of the flow of international 
trade and spin-off commerce, not a function of raw production capacity. As 
well, Mahan recognised economic interdependence between nations has a 
myriad of implications for sea power. Mahan understood that if one does not 
understand the relation of sea power to economic power, one will be unable 
to use sea power effectively.34

o	� Threats to Australian shipping would likely be from submarine and from sea mines. Any mid-
ocean submarine threat would be addressed - and perhaps diminished - by convoying and 
by the evasive routing of shipping away from major Indian and Pacific Ocean approaches 
to Australia. Sea mining or the threat of mining would be employed against the northern 
approaches and especially against the ports of Dampier, Port Hedland, Darwin, Gove and 
Weipa. Paul Dibb, Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities: Report to the Minister of 
Defence, (Australian Government Publishing Service: Canberra, 1986), p. 69.

Thus even if seaborne trade were to disappear, “and Mahan’s concept of the 
purpose of sea power with it, in their interest in the sea’s resources nations 
would still find a quite independent reason for seeking to exercise military 
power at sea.”28

Australian Geography

Observing “Australia is not a continent but an island,”29 the Australian 
strategist T. B. Millarn gestured to a paradox; 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 the hostile power does not need to invade 

n	� Thomas Bruce Millar AO (1925 - 1994) a West Australian, Millar was the founding Head of 
the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre at the Australian National University and a major 
figure in the development of Australian strategic thought. 

RAAF E-7A Wedgetail A30-003 from No 2 Squadron flies in formation with a No 6 Squadron 
EA-18G Growler and No 77 Squadron F/A-18A Hornets over a Royal Australian Navy convoy 

during Regional Presence Deployment 2020
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The Australian Vulnerability to Blockade

The importance of trade to the Australian economy - and the vulnerability 
of the Australian economy to blockade - is made plain in the 2019 Defence 
Mobilisation Review. Referencing an Engineers Australia Report,39 the 
Mobilisation Review drew attention to 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. 
In the face of significant risk, Australia would likely be unable to persuade 
the owners of sea tankers to sustain supplies of refined liquid fuel to 
Australia.40

Australia does not have a government-owned fuel stock but relies for fuel 
security on commercially owned stocks. These stocks are small, amounting 
to about 50 days’ supply of crude oil, 59 days’ of LPG, 20 days’ of petrol, 
19 days’ of aviation fuel and 21 days’ of diesel.41

Australian Defence Force personnel on HMAS Adelaide line the flight deck as the ship 
returns to her home port of Fleet Base East in Sydney following a deployment on  

Operation Tonga Assist 2022

[Mahan] became more and more convinced that systematic commerce 
destruction, through blockade - economic warfare - was the primary object 
of sea power. Destruction of the enemy’s battlefleet might be a necessary 
means to this end, but only a means. Derangement of the enemy’s economy, 
so as to corrode the stability of his society was the true end of naval 
force. In his own words: ‘The object of a blockade proper is to embarrass 
the finances of a country by shutting its ports to foreign commerce, thus 
deranging one main feature of its general markets, and thereby bringing 
confusion into the whole economy.’35

It might seem that in time of war, the economic influence of navies comes to 
be relatively less important, as combat power comes to be relatively more 
important. But this is not so. 

As the British theorist Julian Corbettp says, military victory alone will not 
be sufficient to win a war. A war will be won only by “strangling the enemy’s 
national life,”36 which is done by sinking merchant ships. Thus, Corbett says:

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.37

We see an example from the Second War. While the Navy’s surface fleet 
steamed toward Japan, the submarine force annihilated merchant traffic, 
cutting Japan from oil and reducing the population to near starvation. If it 
floated and proceeded in the wrong direction, the Navy sank it.38

p	� Sir Julian Stafford Corbett (1854 - 1922) was a lawyer and strategist, and a consequential 
figure in the reform of the Royal navy in the early Twentieth Century. His most famous work, 
Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, remains a classic.
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Water and Wastewater: The treatment of water relies upon chemicals. 
Without resupply by road, hundreds of tonnes of chemicals required to purify 
water might be expected to run out within one week.

Fertiliser and Pesticide: Agriculture demands enormous quantities of 
fertiliser and pesticide. In the Second World War, Australia had to get urgent 
supplies from the United States. But even were supplies in warehouses 
adequate, without diesel fuel these supplies would not be shipped to farms 
and in consequence, crop production would suffer.

Electricity: Gas-fired generators will not suffer from any disruption to 
shipping, since gas is piped. Gas fired generators would likely suffer from 
the interruption to supply which would follow from enemy action against 
rigs at sea. Coal-fired power stations would suffer from a disruption to the 
imports of liquid fuel. This is because, even if coal is available to be mined, 
a shortage of diesel will stop mining operations. Additionally, a shortage of 
diesel would mean coal will not be transported from the mine stockpile to 
the generator.

Regional and rural communities will suffer as diesel fuel runs out, since 
diesel is a fuel for generators. Over time, electricity-generating infrastructure 
will degrade as spare parts are exhausted and as maintenance teams are 
unable to move around.

Spare Parts: The “just in time” logistics model which was placed under 
strain during the COVID-19 pandemic will be placed under even more strain 
by disruption to liquid fuel supplies. Limited fuel means limited domestic 
freight movement. No liquid fuel means no domestic freight movement. 
As freight moves slowly and eventually stops, the materials, equipment 
and specialist parts required for the upkeep of infrastructure and for new 
projects will not be delivered. As stores run down, new projects will stop, 
and existing infrastructure will decay. Supply hoarding is a possibility.

Health: Since over 90 per cent of Australia’s medicine is imported, any 
disruption to shipping will have a significant impact on health care.42 As 

Were an adversary to sink sea tankers bringing refined liquid fuel to 
Australia (or to impose such a risk to sea tankers that companies refused to 
sail) the cascade of effects would be serious.

As diesel supplies are exhausted, it will become impossible to transport 
freight by road or rail. Food crops, milk, and live animals will not move from 
farms or feedlots. Processed food, pharmaceuticals and other essential 
goods will not move from warehouses.

Private cars and public transport will be inoperable. The inability to commute 
will mean economic distress and social isolation, including the inability to 
travel for work or for medical care or attention.

Liquefied Natural Gas Exports: Were an adversary to interdict Australian 
shipping, the export of liquid natural gas from Australia would stop. The 
excess would be burned (entailing economic waste and purposeless 
environmental damage), or accumulated in the gas storage and pipeline 
system, or reinjected into subsurface stores.

Royal Australian Navy replenishment ship HMAS Supply sails past Nomuka Island in Tonga 
during Operation Tonga Assist 2022
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Fish is the world’s most traded commodity, contributing to the livelihood of 
560 million people and the significant protein for three billion people. Yet 
regulatory frameworks are insufficient44 and fish, in any event, are difficult to 
regulate. This is because fish are a trans-boundary resource.45

The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
entitles coastal states to an exclusive economic zone, which extends 200 
nautical miles from the coast. In this zone, a state has a sovereign right to 
marine resources and the right to control distant water fishers.46 Thus, the 
UNCLOS recognises the ecological and the economic value of fish, the need 
to regulate legal fishing, and the need to suppress illegal fishing. 

Illegal fishing is fishing which does not comply with national or global 
fisheries conservation and management obligations. Illegal fishing can occur 
within zones of national jurisdiction or on the high seas. With the decline of 
wild fish stocks, the increasing incidence of illegal fishing is of concern to 
responsible fishing nations.

Illegal fishing wantonly depletes wild fish stocks below sustainable levels. 
Disregard for the environment through high levels of bycatch and the 
abandonment of gear and rubbish gives rise to further concern.q

q	� Responsible fishing nations are concerned with intensive fishing which captures 
endangered species, since capturing endangered fish species places the global marine 
ecosystem in jeopardy. 
After analysing global industrial fishing records, researchers from the University of 
Queensland and the University of Tasmania found 92 endangered and 11 critically 
endangered species of seafood were caught in oceans around the world. One-third of fished 
stocks are exploited at biologically unstainable levels. One in sixteen fish species are listed 
as threatened with extinction.  
Intensive fishing which captures endangered species is possible for many reasons. Two 
reasons are obvious. First: fishing for species that are threatened with extinction is legal. 
Second: seafood sold in Australia does not have to be labelled according to its species. 
This means that the “fish,” “flake,” or “cod” that Australians typically order at the fish and 
chip shop could be critically endangered. 
Leslie A. Roberson, Reg A. Watson and Carissa J. Klein, “Over 90 endangered fish and 
invertebrates are caught in industrial fisheries,” in Nature Communications. https//doi.
org/10.1038/s41467-020-18505-6.

well, a large proportion of specialist medical equipment used in Australia 
is imported. However, even if the adversary did not disrupt the import of 
medicine and medical equipment the situation is still dire. This is because 
supplies of pharmaceuticals and medical equipment held by hospitals 
will be exhausted, and without sufficient diesel, resupply by road from 
warehouses will be impossible. Restriction on the supply of spare parts for 
medical equipment will compound degradation of the health system. The 
elderly will be especially affected, and if there is a disease outbreak, so will 
the unvaccinated. Health will also be affected by disruption to water and 
sewage management and to waste collection services - all of which will be 
degraded by restrictions on the supply of liquid fuel.

Fish and Fishing43 

Fish are a significant ecological and economic resource. The practice of 
fishing is similarly important since a fishing fleet offers competitor nations 
the means to gain advantage against Australia via non-military coercive 
activities.

Royal Australian Navy frigate HMAS Arunta departs Fleet Base East in Sydney on a regional 
presence deployment to South-East Asia
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Spanish have exchanged shots with Portugal.53 The Royal Navy has chased 
Taiwanese fishers from the Falkland Islands protectorate. The Russian Navy 
deploys with its fishing fleet to “protect” it from foreign states like Japan. In 
March 2016, the Argentinean Coastguard sunk a Chinese fishing vessel by 
gunfire.54 In March 2016, Indonesian authorities tried to arrest a Chinese 
vessel near the Natuna Islands, but a Chinese coast guard cutter rammed 
the Indonesian vessel to prevent the arrest. In December 2019, again near 
Natuna Island, Indonesia surged additional naval forces to counter Chinese 
fishing vessels in the Indonesian territorial seas.55 Even Kiribati, with its 
Australian supplied patrol boat, has arrested foreign fishers at machinegun 
point.56 Australia has used direct fire against illegal fishers.

Regionally, disagreements between fishers have resulted in escalated 
tensions between the governments. High technology compounds the issue 
of illegal fishing. High technology enables the modern fishing fleets of Japan, 
China, Korea and Taiwan to realise incredible catch rates, against which 
traditional fishers cannot compete.57 In short, as fishing is an assertion of 
national power,58 so securing fisheries is a basic sovereign responsibility.

HMAS Brisbane conducts officer of the watch manoeuvres with Japan Maritime Self-Defense 
Force destroyer JS Makinami, the Republic of Korea Navy destroyer ROKS Wang Geon and 

HMAS Parramatta, off the coast of Queensland during Exercise Talisman Sabre 2021

Resources Conflict

Demand for fish is rising.47 Yet under the pressures of climate change48 
and intensive fishing - legal and illegal - wild fish stocks are declining.49 The 
upshot is this: fish are now a strategic commodity; ecologically imperative, 
and economically important.50

Conflicts arise when one country consumes at an unreasonably high rate or 
violates agreed allowances.51

Canada has fired upon American fishers for allegedly poaching scallops. 
Scottish fishers have blockaded French super trawlers and poured oil on 
Russian catches. The Germans and Danes have traded insults and blows. 
Icelandic and French fishers have confronted the Royal Navy.52 During the 
mid to late 1990s, Canada fired on Spanish fishers upon the high seas. The 

Armidale Class Patrol boat HMAS Larrakia (II) sails towards Queen Salote Wharf,  
Nuku’alofa during an ADF visit to Tonga
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Conclusion 
In The Embarrassment of Riches, Simon Schamar argued a nation’s identity 
is formed in ideas. 

Speaking about maritime ideas central to Australian political geography and 
grand strategy, this text asks us to reflect upon the Australian identity and 
the Australian reliance on the sea.

Accepting that Australia’s security and prosperity depend upon the sea; 
upon unhindered sea trade, upon the capacity to seek for and to develop 
undersea oil and gas reserves, upon our fish stocks, and upon the 
unspoiled treasure of the marine environment, this text explains the Navy, 
and the importance of the Navy to the Nation.

The text explains that the Navy serves the Australian people; protecting our 
territory, our economy, our environment, and our way of life.

The Navy projects Australian power and good influence, reducing the 
prospect of threat to our Nation, to our broader interests, or to our allies 
and like-minded partners. 

This text will let Australians better grasp the Navy which serves our nation.

r	� Sir Simon Michael Schama (1945 - ) is Professor of Art History at Columbia University,  
New York.

Oil and Gas:59 

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 condensate60 reached 
429,000 barrels a day. Real earnings from Australian crude oil exports are 
expected to peak at around AUD 11 billion in 2021.

In 2019, Australia exported 77 million tonnes of liquefied natural gas, worth 
AUD 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 AUD 26 billion. Revenue from iron ore was AUD 79 billion. 

Beyond production numbers and the vast tally of revenue from exports, and 
beyond the astonishing engineering, the oil and gas industry gives rise to 
a complex socio-economic ecosystem, such that the value of the industry 
resonates throughout Australian society. Countless people derive their 
livelihood from work that owes its deep provenance to offshore oil and gas. 

Similarly, beyond the dollar value of oil and gas, there is considerable value 
in super heavy engineering. And similarly, were the adversary to make the 
industry untenable, this value would be lost to the Nation.

HMAS Adelaide sails past an oil rig platform during a patrol in the Bass Strait Oil Rig 
Restricted Area off the coast of Victoria
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