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Commentary

Australia’s polar 
attraction: Antarctic 
strategy 2001–2021, 
an element of Australia’s 
grand strategy

Andrew Willis

Introduction
When considering the future of the great continent to the south of 
Australia, most of the authorities of 155 years ago could see very 
little more than a ‘barren and desolate region’ in Australia itself.1

Antarctica’s isolation and extreme conditions have constantly challenged 
governments, policymakers and those who administer, resource, explore and 
study this last frontier. Nonetheless, the continent’s strategic importance and 
potential have driven Antarctica’s geopolitics for over a century. Antarctica is the 
fifth-largest continent, holding more than 90 per cent of the world’s freshwater,2 
a rich and diverse marine ecosystem critical to the global food chain,3 and 
potentially one of the world’s most significant remaining mineral and hydrocarbon 

1 Sir David Orme Masson, Australian National Research Council Report to Secretary Prime Minister’s 
Department, National Archives of Australia, 1927, vol. A981 ANT 4 Part 4. p 2. Available from:  
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=172701

2 The continent of Antarctica covers 13,661,000 km2 (twice the size of Australia). The Antarctic ice sheet 
holds 90% of Earth’s fresh water in 30 million cubic kilometres of ice. Antarctica is the driest continent 
on earth. Australian Antarctic Division (AAD), Antarctic geography and geology [webpage], Department 
of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, Australian Government, page last updated 27 October 2020, 
accessed 22 February 2021. https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/geography-and-geology/

3 Antarctica is important for science because of its profound effect on the Earth’s climate and ocean systems. 
British Antarctic Survey, Why Antarctica matters, n.d., accessed 4 March 2021.  
https://www.bas.ac.uk/about/antarctica/why-antarctica-matters/

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=172701
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/geography-and-geology/
https://www.bas.ac.uk/about/antarctica/why-antarctica-matters/
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reserves.4 Australia’s interests in the Antarctic are substantial for strategic, 
historical and territorial reasons. Indeed, many do not appreciate the extent 
of Australia’s polar commitments, particularly the extent of Australia’s claimed 
Antarctic territory, which is around six million square kilometres or approximately 
42 per cent of the Antarctic continent.5 Australia’s Antarctic interests enable 
defence through strategic denial; global influence and leadership through 
science, environmental and diplomatic mechanisms; the potential economic 
resources available; and maintaining the territorial claim.

This commentary does not seek to argue or justify the merits of these national 
objectives, rather it uses them to look at the strategy’s ways and means. Given 
the magnitude of Australia’s interests and Antarctica’s strategic significance, it is 
to Australia’s advantage to at least consider what this means as one element of 
Australia’s national grand strategy. The global geopolitical reality of a contested 
twenty-first century will present challenges and opportunities to Australia. There 
is good reason to consider how this shifting strategic environment will test the 
strategic and security assumptions underpinning Australia’s Antarctic strategy. 
There is always the possibility that Australia’s Antarctic strategy may not maintain 
the comfortable status quo that we have enjoyed for many decades. What is 
Australia’s adaptability if other stakeholders significantly challenge its interests 
through assertive behaviours?

In order to generate a baseline for analysis and associated conclusions, this 
commentary uses the lens of Australia’s Antarctic strategy between 2001–2021, 
which provides contemporary insights and reflects shifting geopolitical trends. 
This enables a focus on the primary levers of national power (the ways) in which 
the strategy is pursued. The emerging geopolitical challenge to Canberra’s 
desired political ends requires the Antarctic strategy to be amended. The core 
issue is the Australian Government’s ability to generate a desired grand strategy 
‘power’ effect and, therefore, the suitability of its current Antarctic strategy to 
support this. If the ‘power’ effect cannot be generated, the strategy element 
needs adaptation.

4 Resource estimates are contested. Fogarty points to research by Macdonald et al 1988 predicting oil 
reserves are 203 billion barrels with additional 50 billion at sea (third largest in world). Ellie Fogarty, ‘Policy 
Brief: Antarctica: assessing and protecting Australia’s national interests’, Lowy Institute for International 
Policy, August 2011, pp 1–19, Available: http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep10200; also DIM Macdonald, 
PF Barker, SW Garrett, JR Ineson, D Pirrie, BC Storey, AG Whitham, RRF Kinghorn and JEA Marshall, ‘A 
preliminary assessment of the hydrocarbon potential of the Larsen Basin, Antarctica’, Marine and Petroleum 
Geology, 1988, 5(1):34–53. Available: https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0264-8172(88)90038-4; Environmental 
critics fear resource misinformation creates the El Dorado Complex: ‘the idea that unknown lands will be a 
treasure trove of resources’. Antarctic and Southern Ocean Coalition, The Antarctic Oil Myth, 2 April 2014, 
accessed 22 February 2021. https://www.asoc.org/component/content/article/9-blog/1184-the-antarctic-
oil-myth#:~:text=The%20Guardian%20cites%20a%20Policy,publication%20by%20Bill%20St%20John%2C

5 AAD, Australian Antarctic Territory [web page], Australian Government, accessed 5 April 2021.  
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/australia-in-antarctica/australian-antarctic-territory/

http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep10200
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0264-8172(88)90038-4
https://www.asoc.org/component/content/article/9-blog/1184-the-antarctic-oil-myth#:~:text=The Guardian cites a Policy,publication by Bill St John%2C
https://www.asoc.org/component/content/article/9-blog/1184-the-antarctic-oil-myth#:~:text=The Guardian cites a Policy,publication by Bill St John%2C
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-antarctica/australia-in-antarctica/australian-antarctic-territory/
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Australia’s Antarctic influence
Australia’s strategic, exploratory and scientific interests in Antarctica predate 
federation in 1901, and the reasons remain essentially unchanged.6 Although 
not formalised into a single public statement, the political ends Australia has 
pursued between 2001–2021 have remained relatively consistent. Shaped by 
heroic narratives of early explorers and a pristine wilderness that has captivated 
imaginations, Australia’s international influence in Antarctica is sustained through 
continuing scientific presence and the adaptive use of diplomatic power.

Australia has used a spectrum of national power options to support Antarctic 
outcomes; however, diplomatic influence and ideational power are the principal 
components. Yet according to the Lowy Institute Global Diplomatic Index, 
Australia ranks 27th in global diplomatic effectiveness 7., Well below Australia’s 
potential, given its global economic ranking (12th) and military spending (12th). 
This weakened diplomatic power effect then limits Australia’s overall capacity for 
diplomatic influence, including Antarctic matters. Australia’s twenty-first century 
diplomatic power resourcing also reflects a historical comfort with the status 
quo. As Dobell noted:

The strategy to be deduced from Australia’s diplomatic budget 
is that of a content, even complacent status quo country, which 
thinks the existing system is working well.8

So, what has kept Australia’s Antarctic strategy buoyant? The most recent public-
facing strategy document, the 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year 
Action Plan, explicitly highlights the importance of the Antarctic Treaty System 
(ATS) to Australia’s interests and emphasises the centrality of science.9 This 
core perspective on science’s value continues to influence Australia’s Antarctic 
program and treaty interactions. Science is widely regarded as the ‘currency of 
influence’ (power) in the ATS, and Australia is a leading contributor to the scientific 

6 Marie Kawaja, ‘Australia in Antarctica: realising an ambition’, The Polar Journal, June 2013, 3(1): 31–52. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2154896X.2013.783275 

7 Global Diplomacy Index [web page], Lowy Institute, 2019, accessed 21 June 2021.  
https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/country_rank.html

8 Graeme Dobell, ‘Policy talks the way money walks’, The Strategist, Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
(ASPI), 7 January 2013. https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/policy-talks-the-way-money-walks/

9 Australian Antarctic Division (AAD), Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan, Department of 
Agriculture Water and the Environment, Australian Government, April 2016, accessed 26 May 2021. 
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/site/assets/files/53156/20yearstrategy_final.pdf

https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/country_rank.html
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/policy-talks-the-way-money-walks/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/site/assets/files/53156/20yearstrategy_final.pdf
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output on Antarctica.10 Fletcher, a former Director of the Antarctic Science 
Advisory Committee, understanding the strategic political need for science as a 
form of power, noted that ‘Antarctic science could have and deserves a higher 
profile. It will get it with the realisation that you establish your right to have a say 
in the region by doing science. Anything else lacks credibility.’11

A 2005 parliamentary review of the Antarctic science strategy found that 
Australia’s standing ‘is premised on the conduct of world-class science. 
Australia’s reputation for its scientific efforts in the Antarctic region should not 
be undervalued or taken for granted’.12 In 2017, an Australian Antarctic Science 
Program review found that the current model:

[d]oes not adequately resolve the tension between researcher-
driven science and policy-driven science (particularly where the 
science requires a major campaign with large logistical support), or 
support a comprehensive data plan.13

The strategic consequence of an under-resourced diplomatic capability or 
inefficient Antarctic science strategy is that Australia risks devaluing its ‘currency 
of influence’. In turn, this degrades the non-military forms of national power 
available to the government. The 2020 Australian Antarctic Science Strategic 
Plan refocused the intent, aiming to ‘[c]onduct world-class scientific research 
for Antarctica and the Southern Ocean that has global benefits and supports 
Australia’s responsibilities for the region’.14 However, when specific funding 
mechanisms are examined, other influences become apparent. Buchanan’s 
2019 analysis found that Australia’s leading government-funded, Antarctic 
research organisation, the Antarctic Climate and Ecosystems Cooperative 
Research Centre, received significant foreign funding. In the financial year 
following the 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan, the 

10 Anthony Bergin, Marcus Haward, Andrew Jackson, Anthony Press, Sam Bateman, Peter Jennings, Julia 
Jabour, Stephen Nicol, Patrick G Quilty, and Lyn Goldsworthy, ‘Cold calculations: Australia’s Antarctic 
challenges’, Strategic Insights, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, no. 66, 21 October 2013, p 7. Available 
at http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep04042 or  
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/strategic-insights-66-cold-calculations-australias-antarctic-challenges

11 Neville Fletcher, in K Murphy, ‘Australia in Antarctica: What Price a Presence’, Bulletin with Newsweek, vol. 
112, no. 5726, 10 July 1990, p 46.

12 Parliament of Australia, Antarctica: Australia’s Pristine Frontier. Report on the adequacy of funding for 
Australia’s Antarctic Program, Joint Standing Committee on National Capital and External Territories, 41st 
Parliament of Australia, Tabled 23 June 2005, p 84, para 6.31.  
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Completed_Inquiries/ncet/antarctic/report

13 Drew Clarke, Australian Antarctic Science Program Governance Review, Department of the Environment, 
Canberra. 2017, p 3. https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/pages/7753423c-a411-480e-b1d8-
8669a098d33d/files/aus-antarctic-science-program-governance-review.pdf

14 Department of Agriculture Water and the Environment, Australian Antarctic Science Strategic Plan, Australian 
Antarctic Science Council, 26 April 2020. Available:  
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/site/assets/files/53908/australian-antarctic-science-strategic-plan.pdf

http://www.jstor.com/stable/resrep04042
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/strategic-insights-66-cold-calculations-australias-antarctic-challenges
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Completed_Inquiries/ncet/antarctic/report
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/pages/7753423c-a411-480e-b1d8-8669a098d33d/files/aus-antarctic-science-program-governance-review.pdf
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/pages/7753423c-a411-480e-b1d8-8669a098d33d/files/aus-antarctic-science-program-governance-review.pdf
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/site/assets/files/53908/australian-antarctic-science-strategic-plan.pdf
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centre received more from China than the CSIRO and the Australian Antarctic 
Division combined.15 Arguably, without adequate Australian resourcing, the 
currency of Australian science is devalued and therefore risks the long-term 
intent for strategic influence.

The Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment’s Australian Antarctic 
Division is the lead agency managing Australia’s Antarctic interests, including 
developing and implementing a whole-of-government policy approach. A key 
part of this policy is that the Antarctic Division is supported by other government 
departments and agencies, including the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFAT), 
the Attorney-General’s Department and the Department of Defence. Although 
the 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan makes the 
desired policy ends evident, the strategy resources (the means) available are 
yet to evolve. In the words of Sir Arthur Tange, a previous secretary of both the 
Departments of Defence and External Affairs, ‘until you are talking dollars, you 
are not talking strategy’.16

Antarctic strategy challenges
China is an unacknowledged magnetic pole for Australia’s place in 
the world. Though the links wax and wane over time and are often 
indirect, navigating a path to security and prosperity for Canberra 
has rarely been possible without taking this pole into account.17

The status quo of the international rules-based order is being challenged, 
principally by the rise of the People’s Republic of China (China) and its relationship 
with the United States of America (USA). This is a concern to Australia, given 
the importance of the international order to Australian strategy. As the status 
quo changes, Australia’s Antarctic interests need re-examination. Australian 
policymakers need to be clear about the strategy’s desired ends and its 
resourcing (the means). Future decisions concerning appropriate resources and 

15 Elizabeth Buchanan, ‘Antarctica: A cold, hard reality check’, The Strategist, ASPI, 17 September 2019. 
Available: https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/antarctica-a-cold-hard-reality-check/ 
Note: In my research, Professor Marcus Haward (UTAS) has advised that Buchanan’s analysis does not 
include like for like resourcing from AAD or CSIRO (for example, use of ship days @$100,00 per day).While 
these CRC ventures do look to cultivate international linkages, foreign influence can be detrimental. In the 
past 12 months the Australian Government’s foreign influence taskforce has uncovered unsavoury linkages 
between various Chinese research entities and the Chinese Communist Party, thus underscoring potential 
national security risks for Australia.’ See https://unitracker.aspi.org.au/

16 Sir Arthur Tange talking about Australian strategy once opined that ‘until you are talking dollars, you are not 
talking strategy.’ He served as Secretary Department of External Affairs (1954–65) and Secretary Department 
of Defence (1970–79). Dobell, ‘Policy talks the way money walks’.

17 Andrew Carr, ‘No longer a middle power: Australia’s strategy in the 21st century’, IFRI – Focus strategique, 
September 2019, vol. 92, p 15.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/antarctica-a-cold-hard-reality-check/
https://unitracker.aspi.org.au/
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the application of national power are required – to abandon, pursue or defend 
these strategic ends.

In populated regions of the world with resource characteristics similar to 
Antarctica’s, the primary source of conflict leading to war is often territorial 
disputes. Historical analysis indicates that territorial factors were central in 85 
per cent of significant wars over the past 300 years.18 However, an Australian 
Antarctic strategy analysis offers the understanding of significant political 
ends being realised through non-military forms of power such as ideation 
and diplomacy. Given Huth’s analysis of conflict prevalence, this outcome is 
noteworthy when territorial ambition is a significant stimulus.

Thus far, the potential for conflict in Antarctica has been prevented in large part 
by the 1959 Antarctic Treaty, which states:

Recognising it is in the interest of all mankind that Antarctica shall 
continue forever to be used exclusively for peaceful purposes and 
shall not become the scene or object of international discord.19

Given the intent that the region should remain exclusively for peaceful purposes 
and in light of Huth’s analysis, the Treaty System warrants further examination.20 
Motivated by Cold War geopolitics between the USA and the Soviet Union, 
the ATS created a geopolitical stalemate. It also protected Australia’s interests, 
especially the territorial claims through Treaty Article IV, which states: ‘No acts 
shall constitute a basis for asserting, supporting or denying a claim to territorial 
sovereignty in Antarctica or create any rights of sovereignty in Antarctica.’

Australia has found the Antarctic Treaty a ‘sound and valuable one’, noting it as 
the first arms control treaty of the nuclear age and its utility for future negotiations 
in areas such as space.21 Since 1959, the ATS has remained at the centre of 
Australian Antarctic strategy, and the evolving regime has served Australia’s 

18 Paul K Huth, Standing your ground: territorial disputes and international conflict, University of Michigan 
Press, USA. 1998, p 7, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14335

19 Secretariat of the Antarctic Treaty, The Antarctic Treaty, 1959, accessed 21 March 2021, Available: 
https://documents.ats.aq/keydocs/vol_1/vol1_2_AT_Antarctic_Treaty_e.pdf

20 The Antarctic Treaty and its subsequent conventions and protocols (collectively known as the Antarctic 
Treaty System). Twelve nations are original signatories to the Antarctic Treaty. Claimant nations are Argentina, 
Australia, Chile, France, New Zealand, Norway and the United Kingdom. Non-claimants are Belgium, Japan 
and South Africa. The Russian Federation (Soviet Union) and the United States have retained a right to make 
claims to any or all of Antarctica. Since 1959, 42 other nations have acceded to the Treaty. Secretariat of the 
Antarctic Treaty 2021, The Antarctic Treaty, accessed 23 February 2021,  
https://www.ats.aq/e/antarctictreaty.html

21 Rob Hall and Marie Kawaja, ‘Australia and the Negotiation of the Antarctic Treaty’, in Marcus Haward and 
Tom Griffiths (eds), Australia and the Antarctic Treaty System: 50 years of influence, University of New South 
Wales Press, Sydney, 2011, pp 66–96; p 90.

https://documents.ats.aq/keydocs/vol_1/vol1_2_AT_Antarctic_Treaty_e.pdf
https://www.ats.aq/e/antarctictreaty.html
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interests.22 The 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy explicitly states, ‘a strong and 
effective ATS is in Australia’s national interest’.23 However, an assessment of 
the treaty suggests that it does not give Australia everything. It does not fully 
protect Australia’s sovereignty, and Australia cannot prevent other nations from 
operating in its Antarctic territory. It does, nonetheless, enable Australia to have 
a voice in the consensus forums.24

A consequence of the ATS consensus-based approach, particularly when 
combined with the growing number of treaty signatories and Consultative 
members, is that it makes decision-making more challenging. It has also 
meant that Australia’s vote and influence has been diluted over time. The 
treaty, negotiated and signed by 12 nations in 1959, now has 54 signatories. 
Nonetheless, while some may consider the Treaty System a ‘Cold War relic’, 
analysts like Young suggest that it is better than anything we could negotiate 
today.25

While the Cold War may be over, Russia and the USA remain active in both 
the Arctic and Antarctica. However, it is China, Australia’s ‘unacknowledged 
magnetic pole’, that is now influencing geopolitics and rapidly assuming the 
role of a global superpower once occupied by the former Soviet Union, and 
its potential role that must be considered in calculations of how effectively the 
ATS serves our interests. Buchanan poses an alternative, realist view to that of 
Young, which suggests a new Australian strategy and approach to resources  
is needed.

The ATS worked well in the 1960s when nuclear weapons were 
seen as the key to global security. But this Cold War peace 
agreement is inadequate to respond to the security challenges of 
the 2020s.26

If the status quo is being challenged, so too are the assumptions that underpin 
it. In Antarctica, these rely on diplomacy and science levers of national power 
as well as a spirit of common interest with other stakeholders. However, if future 
cooperation evolves into a competition, especially over disputed territory, other 
elements of national power may be needed. To quote Sun Tzu, ‘Plan for what 

22 Marcus Haward and Tom Griffiths (eds), Australia and the Antarctic Treaty System: 50 years of influence, 
University of New South Wales Press, Sydney, 2011, p 1. The Treaty was negotiated in 1959 and entered 
into force in 1961. 

23 Foreword by Malcolm Turnbull, AAD, Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan, p 1. 

24 Claire Young, ‘Eyes on the prize: Australia, China and the Antarctic Treaty System’, Lowy Institute for 
International Policy, 16 February 2021, p 5.  
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/eyes-on-prize-australia-china-and-antarctic-treaty-system

25 Young, ‘Eyes on the prize’, p 5. 

26 Buchanan, ‘Antarctica: A cold, hard reality check’.

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/eyes-on-prize-australia-china-and-antarctic-treaty-system
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is difficult while it is easy, do what is great while it is small.’27 As a good global 
citizen and with genuine environmental and diplomatic intent – Australia can and 
should maintain support to the status quo of the treaty. This is good international 
governance and supports a rules-based global order. However, Australia can 
multitask, and it should guard against possible changes in the region, quietly 
wargaming the alternatives if they come to pass.

As a non-claimant state, China acceded to the Antarctic Treaty in 1983. In 2021, 
China has the largest Antarctic science budget, ahead of the USA.28 China 
maintains four stations and is building a fifth (three of them are in the Australian 
Antarctic Territory). It has successfully mounted 37 Antarctic oceanic expeditions, 
established a seasonal intercontinental aircraft network and is constructing new 
indigenous icebreaker capabilities.29 Comprehensive land and maritime survey 
activity is common, and the volume of scientific contributions is increasing.30 
Adding weight to ideational and influence factors, Chinese tourists represented 
11 per cent of visitors to the Antarctic in 2019–20, second only to the USA.31 
Collectively, this is a great leap forward’ in China’s Antarctic presence since the 
arrival of its first two scientists in a 1979–80 Australian expedition 40 years ago.

While there is nothing new in states trying to shape, change or maintain a 
system that benefits them, China’s global engagement policies have become 
more confident and assertive. These state behaviours are amplifying a change 
in international dynamics.32 China is actively demonstrating an intent to work 
within existing systems to effect change and provide an alternative to the current 
norms and rules. The World Economic Forum on International Governance 
publishing an article stating:

27 Sun Tzu, The Art of War, (Thomas Cleary trans), Harper Press, 2005.

28 Anne-Marie Brady, ‘China’s expanding Antarctic interests: implications for Australia’, Strategic Insights, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, no. 109, August 2017, p 30.  
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/chinas-expanding-interests-antarctica

29 Xinhua, ‘China’s polar icebreaker prepares for 37th Antarctic expedition’, Xinhuanet, 11 September 2020, 
accessed 16 July 2021, Available: http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-09/11/c_139360827.htm

30 Anne-Marie Brady, ‘The past in the present: Antarctica in China’s national narrative’, in Klaus Dodds, 
Alan D Hemmings and Peder Roberts (eds), Handbook on the politics of Antarctica, Edward Elgar Publishing 
Limited, Cheltenham UK, 27 January 2017; China does not produce or share many working papers at either 
the ATCM/CEP or in CCAMLR, so it is not an Antarctic leader in this sense, Marcus Haward, 28 July 2021, 
research interview with the author.

31 IAATO, ‘IAATO Antarctic visitor figures 2019–2020’ [PDF], International Association of Antarctic Tour 
Operators, July 2020, accessed 25 June 2021.  
https://iaato.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/IAATO-on-Antarctic-visitor-figures-2019-20-FINAL.pdf

32 Bruce Jones, ‘China and the return of great power competition’, Brookings Institute: Global China. 
Assessing China’s Growing Role in the World, Great Powers: Global China, 2020, p 11.  
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/FP_202002_china_power_competition_jones.pdf

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/chinas-expanding-interests-antarctica
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-09/11/c_139360827.htm
https://iaato.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/IAATO-on-Antarctic-visitor-figures-2019-20-FINAL.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/FP_202002_china_power_competition_jones.pdf
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We also need to think whether it is possible to jettison the existing 
order of power politics and construct a governance order with a 
new value system based on the essence of human civilization.33

This trend influences Antarctic politics, observers suggesting China has become 
‘an active, vocal and at times disruptive unconstructive presence in ATS 
meetings’.34 State assertiveness and presence in Antarctica is permissible under 
the ATS. But China also has a national interest in accessing polar resources 
and is active in undermining the legitimacy of the current system; it argues the 
‘ownership of the sea, outer space, the polar regions, cyberspace, or any other 
kind of new frontier is not clear’.35 This is a broader test of the international order.

With a review of the ATS Madrid environmental protocol impossible until at least 
2048, China and others can play a strategic, long-term game – perhaps even 
choosing to change the game and rules entirely. President Xi’s vision is that: ‘By 
2049, China’s comprehensive national power and international influence will be 
at the forefront.’ This vision, supported by an intent to displace the Western-led 
world order and strengthen military capabilities, aims for global parity with the 
USA by 2049.36 If this happens, the Australian Government needs to consider 
Antarctic strategy options and possible resource requirements.

When the Australian Government released the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, 
it highlighted three new strategic objectives: shape Australia’s strategic 
environment, deter actions against Australia’s interests and respond with 
credible military force when required.37 Notably, the update was supported by 
a commitment to increase funding to approximately $575 billion by 2029–30.38 
In 2021, no similar strategic update or funding change has yet occurred in the 
Australian Antarctic strategy.

The shifting geopolitical environment we are seeing has the potential to 
cause Australian policy dissonance. In 2021, three of Australia’s critical grand 

33 World Economic Forum in collaboration with the China Institute of International Studies, Governing the 
new frontiers – China’s perspective, World Economic Forum.Org, 21 March 2018, retrieved 15 June 2021, 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/governing-the-new-frontiers-china-s-perspective/

34 Anthony Bergin and Tony Press, Eyes Wide Open – Managing the Australia-China relationship, Australian 
Strategic Policy Institute, Special Report 153, April 2020, p 11. Available:  
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/eyes-wide-open-managing-australia-china-antarctic-relationship

35 China Institute of International Studies, ‘Governing the new frontiers – China’s perspective’.

36 Tuan N Pham, The Chinese dream and Bejing’s grand strategy, Center for International Maritime Security, 
19 December 2017, accessed 6 June 2021.  
https://cimsec.org/the-chinese-dream-and-beijings-grand-strategy/

37 Department of Defence, 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Australian Government, pp 24–25.  
https://www1.defence.gov.au/strategy-policy/strategic-update-2020

38 Department of Defence, Fact Sheet Defence Budget, Australian Government, p 7.  
https://www1.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Factsheet_Strategic_Update.pdf

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/governing-the-new-frontiers-china-s-perspective/
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/eyes-wide-open-managing-australia-china-antarctic-relationship
https://cimsec.org/the-chinese-dream-and-beijings-grand-strategy/
https://www1.defence.gov.au/strategy-policy/strategic-update-2020
https://www1.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Factsheet_Strategic_Update.pdf
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strategy policy artefacts addressing its national interest are not integrated 
with one another in terms of Australia’s Antarctic strategy, nor are they entirely 
consistent with observable trends. The 2016 Defence White Paper deferred risks 
associated with Antarctica by decades while remaining committed to the ATS 
and cooperation with like-minded partners. In a future world, this may be difficult 
as Australia’s principal security partner, the USA, does not recognise or share 
Australia’s Antarctica territorial interests. The 2020 Defence Strategic Update 
highlighted global security changes and significantly increased funded, but it 
did not refer to Australia’s interests in Antarctica. Finally, the 2016 Australian 
Antarctic Strategy is silent on geopolitical issues, with no meaningful change in 
funding, as will be argued next.

Show Tange the money
The Australian Government’s annual portfolio budget statement defines 
government objectives through departmental outcome statements and is the 
basis of resource budgeting and performance measurement. The Antarctic 
Division outcome currently states:

Advance Australia’s strategic, scientific, environmental and 
economic interests in the Antarctic region by protecting, 
administering and researching the region.39

The 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy and the corresponding 2016–17 
Commonwealth budget papers provided a generous $2.2 billion funding 
package.40 This funding appears substantial at a cursory glance; however, 
$1.9 billion was dedicated towards an icebreaker ship replacement, the single 
biggest investment in the Antarctic program’s history.41 In the same papers, 
the Commonwealth government indicated an intent to provide an additional 
$200 million over ten years towards the Antarctic outcome. The government 
would reason this amount considers relevant factors and is sufficient to maintain 
Australian interests. Arguably, this, however, remains a negligible increase in the 
actual level of future investment in Antarctica when compared against the 2021 
Australian Olympic Committee request for an additional $314 million over four 

39 Budget 2021–22: Annex A Agency Outcome Statements, Commonwealth of Australia, 2020, p 187. 
Available: https://archive.budget.gov.au/2020-21/bp4/download/bp4_2020-21.pdf

40 AAD, Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan – Overview, [web page], last updated 27 April 
2016, accessed 26 May 2021. https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-us/antarctic-strategy-and-action-plan/

41 The new icebreaker RSV Nuyina arrived in Hobart on 16 October 2021. It provides Australia with a 
reinvigorated Antarctic maritime science and logistics capability. Funding associated with the acquisition of 
the replacement icebreaker is included in the Department of Environment and Water 2016–17 Departmental 
Capital Budget Statement. p 25. AAD, Australian Antarctic Strategy and 20 Year Action Plan. 

https://archive.budget.gov.au/2020-21/bp4/download/bp4_2020-21.pdf
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/about-us/antarctic-strategy-and-action-plan/
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years.42 As President Biden once said, ‘Don’t tell me what you value. Show me 
your budget, and I’ll tell you what you value.’43

Despite the 2016–17 budget intent, ongoing funding provisions to pursue the 
Antarctic outcome and, therefore, Australia’s national interests in Antarctica 
remain inconsequential compared to the possible strategic consequences. 
The graph in Figure 1 below shows the last 20-years of Antarctic budgets 
(blue) against the budget allocated to support the operating functions of the 
Federal Parliament (green). The 2021/22 Commonwealth budget allocated only 
$228 million in direct support of Australia’s Antarctic objectives.44 In comparison, 
$303 million was allocated to support the Federal Parliament’s function.45 To 
visualise the magnitude of funding another way, it is worth noting that the annual 
direct budget to support and secure Australia’s substantial interests in Antarctica 
is equivalent to 1.8 days of the Department of Defence FY 2021–22 budget.46 
Revisiting historic Antarctic funding levels will be required if Australia intends 
to manage ongoing interests and engagement effectively. This should include 
examining options should the ATS fail.

42 Michael Bleby, ‘AOC asks for extra $314 million to boost medal tally’, Australian Financial Review, 
27 May 2021 – 12.00am.  
https://www.afr.com/companies/sport/aoc-asks-for-extra-314m-to-boost-medal-tally-20210526-p57v6c

43 Joe Biden, Don’t tell me what you value. Show me your budget, and I’ll tell you what you value – 
Quoting his Dad, DailyKOS, Obama Nightly News, 4 November 2012, https://www.dailykos.com/
stories/2012/11/03/1155042/-Obama-Nightly-News-Show-me-your-budget-and-I-ll-tell-you-what-you-value

44 The Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment’s 2021-22 Portfolio Budget Statement highlights 
linked programs at section 2.3.1 but does not quantify any estimated expenditure. Programs include the 
Australian Research Council, Bureau of Meteorology, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation, Department of Defence, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Department of Industry, 
Science, Energy and Resources, and Geoscience Australia; Department of Agriculture Water and the 
Environment. Portfolio Budget Statements 2021–22 Budget Related Paper No. 1.1, Agriculture, Water and 
Environment Portfolio, Department of Agriculture Water and the Environment, Australian Government, 2021, 
pp 59–61; Budget 2021–22: Agency Resourcing Budget Paper No.4, Commonwealth of Australia, 2021. 
Available: https://budget.gov.au/2021-22/content/bp4/download/bp4_2021-22.pdf

45 The use of Federal Parliament as a budget comparison is not intended as a pejorative statement against the 
essential functions of the Parliament. Rather it was selected for comparison due to its profile, cost overheads 
and importance. The Treasury, Budget 2021–22: Agency Resourcing Budget Paper No.4, Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2021, pp 40–41.  
Available: https://budget.gov.au/2021-22/content/bp4/download/bp4_2021-22.pdf

46 Hellyer’s annual Defence budget analysis reveals a daily cost of $122,242,739 a day. Some of this allocation 
will be towards Antarctic support by limited Navy and Air Force programs such as C-17 air operations 
support. Marcus Hellyer, The cost of Defence ASPI defence budget brief 2021–2022, ASPI, Canberra, 2021. 
Available: https://www.aspi.org.au/report/cost-defence-aspi-defence-budget-brief-2021-2022

https://www.afr.com/companies/sport/aoc-asks-for-extra-314m-to-boost-medal-tally-20210526-p57v6c
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2012/11/03/1155042/-Obama-Nightly-News-Show-me-your-budget-and-I-ll-tell-you-what-you-value
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2012/11/03/1155042/-Obama-Nightly-News-Show-me-your-budget-and-I-ll-tell-you-what-you-value
https://budget.gov.au/2021-22/content/bp4/download/bp4_2021-22.pdf
https://budget.gov.au/2021-22/content/bp4/download/bp4_2021-22.pdf
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/cost-defence-aspi-defence-budget-brief-2021-2022
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Figure 1: 20 years of Australian Antarctic Outcome Budgets (Source: Willis – 
Analysis of Commonwealth budgets). Figures do not include the $1.9b allocated 
in 2016 to acquire a new icebreaker ship.47
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So, what should be done? In terms of risk management, there are an array of 
options that should be pursued. Some may argue for maintaining the current 
settings as so far, the strategy in the Antarctic has been successful. As a middle 
power, Australia has secured substantial outcomes and retained significant 
influence in the ATS. However, as the global status quo is being challenged, the 
status quo approach may not enjoy ongoing stability. Therefore, it is in Australia’s 
interests to explore the options of any future risk and not ignore or defer it. When 
viewed through a risk management lens, likelihood and consequence are the 
critical assessment factors. The geopolitical changes are elevating the likelihood 
of the risks materialising, whereas the consequences to Australian interests 
remain. Accordingly, prudent risk management demands that mitigation is 
applied to treat the risk.

Resolving the emerging policy dissonance and improving resource commit-
ments should be priorities. The 2016 Australian Antarctic Strategy needs to be 
updated accordingly. Increased whole-of-government integration with approp- 
riate security and intelligence input is needed. The next revision of the 
Commonwealth government’s Antarctic and defence strategies needs to revisit 

47 Note that over a 20-year period, names of Departments responsible for Antarctica changed, as did the 
specific Antarctic Outcome number. The Treasury 1999–2020, Australian Budget: Past Budget Papers,  
The Treasury, Commonwealth of Australia, 2021. 
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its Antarctic assumptions, noting the 2020 Defence Strategic Update identified 
three germane factors:

• the assumption of a 10-year strategic warning time is no longer appropriate 
for defence planning

• the acceleration of trends and drivers of global change

• the increasingly aggressive use of divisive grey-zone tactics to coerce states 
under the threshold for a conventional military response.

Investing in Antarctic diplomacy and the ATS creates robust norms of behaviour 
and supports a stronger rules-based global order. The appointment of a 
specific government minister or statutory body for the Antarctic would be ideal, 
bringing a sharper diplomatic and whole-of-government focus to parliamentary 
discussions. Australia’s 42 per cent of Antarctica deserves one. An Antarctic 
ambassador has been previously recommended but seemingly not implemented 
by DFAT;48 however, it should be reconsidered. A similar issues-based approach 
is used in other focus areas, including Ambassadors representing Australia’s 
interests in Counterterrorism or at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD).49

Connecting more Australians with the Australian Antarctic Territory through an 
expanded presence in Antarctica and more education would reinforce norms 
and improve the domestic ideational power base. Australians should know more 
about the continent and be able to visit and connect with Australia’s Antarctic, 
including through better ecotourism options. Yet, Australians wishing to visit 
Antarctica will often do so via Argentina, Chile and the United Kingdom’s claims 
in the Antarctic Peninsula. Furthermore, the Australian national curriculum only 
mentions ‘Antarctica’ or ‘Antarctic’ in six minor subjects yet refers to ‘New 
Zealand’ 954 times.

A comprehensive, well-funded Antarctic governance and science program 
would assist diplomacy and grow the Australian ‘currency of influence’, benefit 
the national economy and assist with global challenges such as climate change. 
A 2018 proposal to build year-round aviation access through the construction 
of a 2,700 metre runway supports these outcomes and Australia’s long-term 

48 Parliament of Australia, Maintaining Australia’s national interests in Antarctica: Inquiry into Australia’s 
Antarctic Territory, Joint Standing Committee on the National Capital and External Territories, May 2018. 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/National_Capital_and_External_
Territories/AntarcticTerritory/Report

49 An opposing view may suggest that Australia would not appoint an ambassador to its own territory; 
however, an Antarctic Ambassador would represent Australia’s interests on the entire Antarctic continent and 
in associated international forums. Careful selection of the Ambassador would ensure appropriate whole-of-
government coordination.

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/National_Capital_and_External_Territories/AntarcticTerritory/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/National_Capital_and_External_Territories/AntarcticTerritory/Report
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interests, including Australia’s search and rescue options and obligations.50 It 
could also support ecotourism options. However, the 20-year construction and 
target operational date of 2040 does not reflect the changing urgency or need. If 
Australia does not act, others may see legitimate opportunities to advance their 
state interests, as China has done in the South China Sea.

Consequently, Australia should advance the runway development’s timing and 
be considering possible alternatives to the ATS while maintaining the existing 
structure and support to the ATS. The development of an ongoing Australian 
strategy should expect state assertiveness and presence as well as guard 
against changes in the region. This is about creating and sustaining acceptable 
norms. It does not mean Australia or other nations need to militarise Antarctica.

Improving the ambitions and financial resourcing of the Antarctic strategy to more 
than the level of Australia’s Federal Parliament’s budget is logical and reflects 
the changing geopolitical circumstances. Doing so acknowledges the desired 
political ends, helps treat the growing risk and demonstrates that Australia 
values the 42 per cent of Antarctica it claims.

Conclusion
Antarctica matters to Australia. Australian interests in the region are significant, 
they are multidimensional and they are enduring. Between 2001 – 2021 Australian 
Governments have implemented a historical and consistent grand strategy for 
the Antarctic. The political ends pursued through the strategy outcomes are the 
maintenance of significant territorial claims, national security through strategic 
denial, enhanced global influence, access to potential resources and the pursuit 
of scientific knowledge.

The strategy has essentially been a continuation of the status quo created by 
the ATS in 1959 and the US-led global order. However, geopolitics are changing, 
and the status quo is being tested. Consequently, Australia’s Antarctic strategy 
needs to adapt. In this context, analysing the primary diplomatic and science 
levers of national power and the overall funding levels with which the strategy is 
pursued reveals an emerging policy and resourcing dissonance.

50 In May 2018, Government announced, subject to environmental approvals, an intention to construct a 
2700m paved runway near Davis research station with an operational date of 2040. As of July 2021, DAWE 
is awaiting the final business case decision by Minister Ley. No final decision has been made or long-
term funding allocated. https://www.antarctica.gov.au/antarctic-operations/travel-and-logistics/aviation/
davis-aerodrome/about-the-project/; Jeffrey McGee, Marcus Haward and Anthony Bergin, ‘Gamechanger 
- Australian leadership for all-season air access to Antarctica’, Strategic Insights, Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute, no. 160, 21 April 2021.  
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/gamechanger-australian-leadership-all-season-air-access-antarctica

https://www.antarctica.gov.au/antarctic-operations/travel-and-logistics/aviation/davis-aerodrome/about-the-project/
https://www.antarctica.gov.au/antarctic-operations/travel-and-logistics/aviation/davis-aerodrome/about-the-project/
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/gamechanger-australian-leadership-all-season-air-access-antarctica
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With nations acting more assertively, the growing presence, capabilities and 
interests of other states in Antarctica will continue to generate risk to Australia’s 
Antarctic strategy. Consequently, Australia’s overarching grand strategy interests, 
including those in Antarctica, need to be reviewed and adapted accordingly to 
mitigate the risks. If the Australian Antarctic Territory matters to strategic decision-
makers in Canberra, resourcing levels need to evolve beyond the historical trend.
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