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Commentary

‘Where to from here?’ 
The Australian Defence 
Force’s pursuit of 
national security and  
the 2020 Defence 
Strategic Update

Kane Wright

The release of the 2020 Defence Strategic Update (DSU) marked a turning 
point for Australian defence strategy. Under the rubric of ‘shape’, ‘deter’ and 
‘respond’, this document articulated a simple and logical framework to guide 
Defence’s force generation and application in response to a shifting strategic 
environment. One year after the DSU’s release, it is worth evaluating how 
appropriate its central tenets remain to guide Defence’s strategy and actions.

This commentary proposes that it is time to move beyond ‘shape’, ‘deter’ and 
‘respond’ to define and enhance the strategic ways in which objectives are 
pursued more accurately. It begins by evaluating Australia’s national security 
objectives through the first decades of the twenty-first century, demonstrating that 
national interests are consistent and enduring. While the pursuit of these interests 
remains unchanged over time, the shifting nature of the strategic environment 
and targeted threats have forced Australia to re-evaluate its approach. The DSU 
was the government’s principal artefact to catalyse this change.

To assess the DSU’s continued relevance and suitability, each of the document’s 
three pillars requires examination. The strength of any strategy is its ability to 
effectively craft strategic ways that connect the means available to a nation to 
the ends it pursues. By undertaking this qualitative analysis, this piece provides 
comment on how appropriate the DSU is as a guiding document for Defence 
and where modification to its various elements might enhance Australia’s ability 
to pursue national interests.

Although the DSU was an effective starting point for strategy development, 
future iterations can build upon its approach. Defence’s current focus towards 
shaping the region is appropriate but could be enhanced with greater investment 
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to our north. Australia’s ability to deter threats as a middle power has limitations 
and may benefit from a more nuanced force design and deeper investment in 
alliances and balancing coalitions. The Australian Defence Force (ADF) is not 
ideally placed to achieve self-reliant deterrence. It could be enhanced subject 
to further analysis of the force balance required for future conflicts and targeted 
integration with allies and security partners for a collective defence system.

Australia’s pursuit of national security through the  
twenty-first century
Framed primarily through a national security lens, Australia’s strategic objectives 
have remained consistent throughout the past few decades. From the foreign 
policy white papers of the early 2000s to Australia’s capstone 2013 national 
security policy, Strong and Secure: A Strategy for Australia’s National Security, 
successive governments have shown a uniformity of vision that pursues 
strategic ‘ends’ along interrelated and enduring themes: economic prosperity, 
regional stability, global standing and influence, security from coercive external 
influence and security from physical threat. The government’s most recent 
guiding document, the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, updated and echoed 
these objectives: ‘a stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific’, ‘more opportunities for 
businesses globally’, ‘ensure Australians remain safe, secure and free’, ‘promote 
and protect the international rules’ and ‘step-up support for a more resilient 
Pacific’.1

For much of this period, Australia’s strategic approach implicitly acknowledged 
the security afforded by US unipolar dominance. A ‘non-specific threat 
environment’ predominated that allowed Australia to pursue regional leadership 
by championing security across the region to enhance the nation’s global 
influence.2 This was achieved through ‘middle power’ initiatives: support to 
the global War on Terrorism through contributing to the US alliance, actions to 
counter regional terrorism and regional interventions to address Pacific Island 
instability.

However, the US’s relative decline in recent years and accompanying great 
power competition with a rising China has changed Australia’s strategic context. 
In doing so, strategic ends remain largely unchanged, but the approach needed 
to secure these ends has shifted. Australia’s national security documents have 

1 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, Australian Government, 
November 2017, p 7.

2 Michael Wesley, ‘Australia’s grand strategy and the 2016 Defence White Paper’, Security Challenges, 2016, 
12(1):19–30, p 20; Robert Ayson, ‘Australia’s defense policy: medium power, even bigger ambitions’, The 
Korean Journal of Defense Analysis, 2010, 22(2):85. https://doi.org/10.1080/10163271003744447 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10163271003744447
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evolved to reflect the growing awareness of security challenges. Graeme Dobell 
examined continuities across foreign policy white papers from 1997 to 2017 
to offer a succinct summary: ‘the arc is across four stepping stones aligned in 
purpose but beset by swift tides’.3 Successive white papers acknowledged 
the geopolitical tensions emerging between global powers but used optimistic 
hedging language to assume players could navigate these tensions. Inferred 
state-based threats to Australia’s security were not evident until the 2017 White 
Paper when the government acknowledged that ‘significant forces of change are 
now buffeting’ the international system.4 This document brought great power 
competition to the fore, dedicating a section to the geoeconomic competition, 
threats and fault lines between the US and China. Alan Gyngell praised this 
analysis as a ‘solid’ foundation that recognised the strategic competition playing 
out in the region while concluding that the strategic approach to address 
these challenges remained unchanged over several decades: support to the 
US alliance, engagement in Asia and the South Pacific and preservation of an 
international order with clear rules.5 Therefore, Australia’s strategic approach is 
familiar; however, the geopolitical context and reasons for pursuing the approach 
have changed.

Within this context, the release of the DSU in 2020 was a watershed moment 
for Australian national security. Building on the strategic drivers that affect 
Australia’s security environment – outlined in the 2016 Defence White Paper 
– this document sought to refocus defence efforts away from broad global 
commitments to address more specific regional challenges. The DSU called 
out the active pursuit of influence in the region by state actors and the use of 
grey-zone coercion and military developments that make the possibility of high-
intensity conflict less remote.6 These statements acknowledge that actors in 
the region possess the ability, and potential intent, to undermine or challenge 
Australia’s strategic objectives. Thus, Australia’s defence strategy has been 
shaped by circumstances to prepare for and respond to more focused regional 
threats. The document has crystallised thinking across the various arms of 
government as to where Australia’s greatest security challenges lie.

3 Graeme Dobell, ‘The 20-year arc of Oz foreign policy’, The Strategist, Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
(ASPI), 19 February 2018, accessed 10 June 2021.  
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/20-year-arc-oz-foreign-policy/ 

4 DFAT, 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, p 21.

5 Alan Gyngell, ‘The uncertainty principle: the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper in historical context’, Security 
Challenges, 2018, 14(1):6–12, p 7.

6 Department of Defence (DOD), 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Australian Government, 1 July 2020, 
pp 11–14.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/20-year-arc-oz-foreign-policy/
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How effective is the 2020 DSU as an Australian 
defence strategy?
As the guiding document for Defence’s contribution to national security, the DSU 
does not neatly fit into either the national defence policy or defence strategy 
camp. The document articulates strategic objectives that implicitly support 
those interests defined in the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper (the domain of 
policy) while describing in broad terms how military power has been and will 
continue to be applied to mitigate threats to these interests (the domain of 
strategy).7 The document’s definition of specific defence objectives to ‘shape’, 
‘deter’ and ‘respond’ are clear and simple narrative devices that serve as 
broad categorisations of the strategic ways that Defence, in concert with other 
instruments of national power, will pursue and preserve Australian interests.8 
Each strategic way requires consideration to best assess the 2020 DSU’s 
effectiveness as a cohesive document, fit for purpose.

‘Shape’

By prioritising the ADF effort to shape relationships in the immediate region, 
the DSU departs from earlier defence direction and focuses Defence’s limited 
resources in support of broader national diplomatic and economic initiatives. 
This strategic way might be more accurately labelled ‘influence through soft 
balancing’, as the pursuit of partnerships pre-emptively sets conditions and 
relationships favourable to Australia, thus, reducing opportunities for malign 
actors to establish influence. The DSU builds on the 2016 Defence White Paper 
assessment of the ‘near region’ (South Pacific) and South East Asia’s importance 
as maritime approaches to, and areas of growing economic relations with, 
Australia.9 Countering the threat of coercive foreign military, economic or other 
influence on these nations is, thus, critical to a secure and stable region, and 
Australia’s ability to shape regional neighbours towards favourable relationships 
is an essential precondition to prosperity and security.

Defence has executed ‘shape’ activities across various programs and 
engagements, intertwining diplomatic, economic and military aspects in mutually 

7 DOD, 2020 Defence Strategic Update. The DSU effectively frames an updated strategic environment 
and statement of defence policy objectives in its opening chapters, before detailing how Defence will be 
equipped and resourced to pursue these objectives. In doing so, the document references a number of 
subordinate strategic documents and capability plans already in varying stages of implementation and 
how each contributes to the strategies to be pursued. This includes the 2020 Force Structure Plan, the 
Integrated Investment Plan and the Pacific Step-up.

8 The conflation of terms for strategies and strategic objectives is confusing and not an entirely accurate 
representation of how defence strategy is pursued. However, these are a necessary narrative device (or 
‘bumper sticker’) for a public-facing document to provide simple messaging to a broad Australian public.

9 DOD, 2016 Defence White Paper, Australian Government, February 2016, p 69.
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reinforcing ways to target key audiences. Australia’s regional neighbours are 
the primary audience, shaping relationships to support shared interests.10 
Cooperative defence diplomacy, engagement and capacity building with 
regional nations via the Pacific Step-up have permitted Australia to employ ‘hard 
power’ in support of ‘soft power’ diplomatic outcomes, enhancing Australia’s 
standing with its regional neighbours as a ‘partner of choice’. Since its inception 
in 2017, this approach has strengthened Australia’s security partnerships in 
the region. Through enhanced defence diplomatic presence, reciprocal training 
opportunities and substantial Defence Cooperation Program funding increases, 
Australia has successfully partnered with a number of nations to enhance ADF 
forward presence for mutual security benefit and deeper bilateral relationships.11

To a lesser extent, Australia has attempted to shape the South East Asian 
region, with enduring defence cooperation and counterterrorism commitments 
across multiple countries, including enhanced capacity-building initiatives in the 
Philippines.12 However, ADF resourcing in this region is substantially less.13 This is 
a missed opportunity for Australia, given South East Asia’s strategic significance 
to states seeking to exert regional influence and the potential land bridge it offers 
for forward military basing.14 The lesser priority Australia places on this region is 
a missed opportunity that other states may exploit.

Some literature indirectly challenges the efficacy of Australia’s ability to ‘shape’ 
South East Asian nations. A common critique is that historical experience and 
geographical proximity to China will drive these states to avoid balance-of-power 

10 DOD, 2016 Defence White Paper, p 51.

11 Marcus Hellyer, ‘The cost of defence public database’, ASPI, 12 August 2020.  
https://www.aspi.org.au/cost-of-defence-database. Defence Cooperation Program funding across the 
South Pacific and South East Asia has increased by approximately 75 per cent in real dollar terms from 2017 
to 2021. In concert with defence diplomatic engagement and training opportunities, this and other capability 
investment initiatives have resulted in the upgrade of a naval base at Lombrum in Papua New Guinea (PNG), 
the ‘Blackrock’ UN training facility in Fiji and the delivery of Australian-built and supported Guardian Class 
Patrol Boats to PNG, Fiji, Vanuatu and other regional nations. Each initiative extends beyond funding and 
development, incorporating shared access arrangements and opportunities for Australia to partner with host 
nations for training and security matters.

12 John Blaxland, ‘A geostrategic SWOT analysis for Australia’, The Centre of Gravity Series, Australian National 
University Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Canberra, June 2019, accessed 10 June 2021, p 7.  
http://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/6966/geostrategic-swot-analysis-australia

13 Hellyer, ‘The cost of defence public database’. The 2020–21 Defence Cooperation Program funding for 
the Southeast Asian region represents less than 25 per cent of the Defence Cooperation Program funding 
allocated to PNG and the South Pacific.

14 Derek Grossman, ‘Indonesia is quietly warming up to China’, The RAND Blog, RAND Corporation, 
7 June 2021, https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/06/indonesia-is-quietly-warming-up-to-china.html. Grossman 
highlights ‘warming’ security ties between China and Indonesia, despite recent disputes over territorial 
claims in the Natuna Sea. This has included joint naval exercises and support to salvage the KRI Nanggala 
submarine.

https://www.aspi.org.au/cost-of-defence-database
http://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/experts-publications/publications/6966/geostrategic-swot-analysis-australia
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coalitions and instead favour non-alignment policies.15 This argument overlooks 
the implications of disengagement: ignored by Western nations, South East Asian 
countries may be influenced, coopted or coerced by others in ways unfavourable 
to Australian interests. This reinforces the importance of regular engagement by 
the Australian military, as an essential tool in support of diplomatic and economic 
initiatives to build relationships and partner on security issues. Laksmana cites 
the example of Indonesia and Australia’s shared interests to ensure a free and 
open Indo-Pacific, noting enduring maritime disputes between Indonesia and 
China in the Natuna Sea.16 Within this context, defence partnering initiatives on 
maritime security could demonstrate that Australia is engaged in the region and 
signal to Indonesia (and other ASEAN countries with maritime disputes) that they 
have international support to remain non-aligned and free from coercion.

Beyond bilateral engagements, mini-lateral security partnerships can be used 
to shape China’s perceptions of relationships in the region. The Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue is a prominent example. Although the dialogue does not 
represent any binding security alliance for common defence, it is a statement of 
intent between participants to cooperate on shared interests. Defence’s logistic 
and intelligence sharing contributions to member nations support security 
outcomes and broader diplomatic initiatives to build global influence, such as the 
vaccine diplomacy exercised during the COVID-19 pandemic.17 This four-way 
partnership is another forum to promote international rules, a secure Indo-Pacific 
and regional stability. Meetings, training activities and public declarations like 
the Quad Leaders’ Joint Statement provide clear messaging to states that may 
seek to subvert the international order: the unified front of a coalition ideologically 
united on common issues, opposing coercive behaviour and publicly supporting 
affected nations.

Investment in the near region and wider Indo-Pacific relationships is an effective 
form of ‘soft’ balancing, leveraging bilateral and mini-lateral opportunities. As a 
contribution to Australia’s security, the ‘shape’ approach Defence has adopted 
acknowledges that coercive influence of our neighbours is a more likely threat 
to Australia than direct conflict. Shaping the region reduces the ability of others 
to subversively influence or coerce Australia’s neighbours, establish a forward 

15 Bilahari Kausikan, ‘The arena: Southeast Asia in the age of great-power rivalry’, Foreign Affairs, March/
April 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/review-essay/2021-02-16/arena; Martin Stuart-Fox, 
‘Southeast Asia and China: The role of history and culture in shaping future relations’, Contemporary 
Southeast Asia, 2004, 26(1):116–139.

16 Evan A Laksmana, ‘Reinforcing Indonesia-Australia defence relations: the case for maritime recalibration’, 
The Lowy Institute, 2 October 2018. https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/reinforcing-indonesia-
australia-defence-relations-case-maritime-recalibration-1 

17 Mohamed Zeeshan, ‘Can India mold the Quad for its own gains?’, The Diplomat, 17 March 2021,  
https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/can-india-mold-the-quad-for-its-own-gains/.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/review-essay/2021-02-16/arena
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/reinforcing-indonesia-australia-defence-relations-case-maritime-recalibration-1
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/reinforcing-indonesia-australia-defence-relations-case-maritime-recalibration-1
https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/can-india-mold-the-quad-for-its-own-gains/
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military presence or diplomatically and economically isolate countries against 
Australian interests. It also affects the cost–benefit considerations of malign 
actors regarding the wider diplomatic or economic repercussions the global 
community may impose in response to state coercion. In this approach, the 
DSU has effectively outlined priorities and intent that should only be enhanced.

‘Deter’

Australia’s objective to ‘deter’ potential adversaries as a strategic approach is 
predicated on complementary pillars: the enduring US security alliance and the 
ADF’s force structure and capabilities as a credible deterrent. The language 
used to describe this strategy lacks precision, as the diplomatic and military 
partnering and ‘hard’ balancing under the US alliance more accurately reflect 
‘deterrence by punishment’. Until the DSU was released, every Defence White 
Paper of the twenty-first century has held the ADF’s core purpose as to deter 
and defeat attacks on Australia.18 The geostrategic analysis of the DSU suggests 
the chance of conflict with a militarily superior adversary is less remote. The DSU 
also employs language that aspires to a self-reliant ability to deter yet accepts 
Australia lacks the resource base to match the conventional capability of major 
powers.19 This fundamentally challenges the ADF’s ability to deter and defeat, 
creating a cognitive dissonance that requires adjustment.

The US alliance has consistently been the principal pillar by which Australia 
pursues deterrence and is explicitly identified as such in the National Security 
Strategy.20 Using a deterrence framework and definitions developed by Snyder,21 
Australia does not possess the economic capacity or resource base to match 
an adversary like China in high-intensity conflict, with conventional means that 
‘deter by denial’. Several analysts support this assertion, highlighting that a 
self-reliant defence policy would be unacceptably expensive for the Australian 
Government and populace, given the nation’s population.22 However, the 
alliance allows Australia to leverage US extended nuclear deterrence, ‘deterring 

18 However, implicit in the language of these documents is an assumption that the technological edge afforded 
to Australia, and the benign strategic environment, would likely see conflict occur against an inferior or near-
peer regional adversary.

19 DOD, 2020 Defence Strategic Update, p 27.

20 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C), Strong and secure: a strategy for Australia’s national 
security, Australian Government, 23 January 2013, p 22.

21 Glenn H Snyder, Deterrence and Defense: Toward a theory of national security, Princeton University Press, 
New Jersey, 1961, pp 14–16.

22 William Cannon, ‘How will Australia’s strategic culture inform its engagement in the Indo-Pacific region?’, 
Cultural Mandala: The Bulleting of the Centre for East-West Cultural and Economic Studies, September–
December 2014, 11(1):10–21; Rory Medcalf and James Brown, ‘Defence challenges 2035: Securing 
Australia’s lifelines’, Lowy Institute for International Policy, November 2014.
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by punishment’ a militarily superior adversary who may seek to secure territorial 
or strategic objectives through conflict.

The strength of the US alliance is not without critique. Critics have argued that the 
alliance compromises our independence and entangles Australia in conflicts that 
do not serve our national interest, with no guarantee that the US would come to 
Australia’s aid in the event of a conflict.23 To ensure the credibility of the alliance 
as a threat deterrent, Australia must, therefore, set the necessary conditions to 
shape adversary perceptions that the US will commit to Australia’s defence in time 
of conflict. This requires the extensive integration of Australian and US military 
capabilities and public communication of shared national interests and intent 
that consider an attack against one nation’s interests an attack on both. This 
would shape the cost–benefit analysis for a superior adversary, demonstrating 
strategic ‘unambiguity’ (similar to that advocated by certain commentators on the 
US–Taiwan alliance),24 where conflict with Australia would result in unacceptable 
escalation and entanglement of another great power. Australia has opportunities 
to enhance its current approach to achieve this effect.

Australia’s geographical centrality in the Indo-Pacific is an opportunity to 
increase our value proposition to the US alliance.25 The basing of US satellite 
communication systems and intelligence facilities in Australia, along with Marine 
Rotational Forces in the country’s north, demonstrate Australia’s value as a 
regional base for a balancing coalition against potential adversaries. The US 
Force Posture Initiative is an avenue to further these opportunities.26 By exploiting 
opportunities to further integrate rotational forces and US capabilities within 
the country, Australia demonstrates a commitment to the enduring alliance. 

23 Independent and Peaceful Australia Network (IPAN), ‘IPAN calls for a better Plan B for Australia’s defence’, 
Independent and Peaceful Australia Network, 26 July 2018, https://ipan.org.au/ipan-calls-for-better-plan-b-
for-australias-defence-26-july-2018/; Marrickville Peace Group (MPG), Questioning the value of the Australia/
US Alliance: Submission to the 2015 Defence White Paper, MPG, October 2014,  
http://marrickvillepeacegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/DWP-Submission-Questioning-the-Value-
Oct2014b.pdf. These arguments are notably framed through historical perspectives – where US interests 
took primacy – and do not provide comment on the perceived value of the alliance as it may pertain to future 
conflict in which Australia’s interests are challenged.

24 Richard Haass and David Sacks, ‘American support for Taiwan must be unambiguous’, Foreign Affairs, 
2 September 2020, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/american-support-taiwan-must-
be-unambiguous.

25 Wesley, ‘Australia’s grand strategy and the 2016 Defence White Paper’, p 26.

26 Michael Beckley, ‘America is not ready for a war with China’, Foreign Affairs, 10 June 2021,  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-06-10/america-not-ready-war-china. The 2018 
US Pacific Deterrence Initiative allocated US$27 billion for the US to disperse forces and bases across the 
Pacific; this is an obvious area Australia can leverage to offer hosting opportunities and remain a ‘partner 
of choice’. Areas of enhanced cooperation already underway include partnering with the US as part of 
Australia’s sovereign guided weapons munitions development and the prepositioning of US logistic stocks 
(including fuel). Australia’s A$747 million training facilities upgrade in the north of the country also presents 
opportunities for more extensive bilateral and multinational training to better integrate Australian military with 
US and other security partners.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/american-support-taiwan-must-be-unambiguous
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/american-support-taiwan-must-be-unambiguous
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-06-10/america-not-ready-war-china
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This arrangement also positions ‘tripwire’ forces that must be factored into an 
adversary’s decision calculus to attack Australia. In doing so, Australia enhances 
its deterrence as part of a strengthened balancing coalition.

The ADF, the second pillar of Australia’s ‘deter’ approach, is at present insufficient 
to generate a self-reliant deterrent effect. Despite the DSU’s aspirational 
statements, Australia as a middle power could not match a great power and 
deter by denial in a conventional conflict. The twin-pillar approach, thus, requires 
some adaptation. The US alliance remains sound and should be enhanced where 
practicable. However, the imbalance between Australia’s military capability and 
militarily superior potential adversaries demonstrate that the ADF is insufficient 
to achieve self-reliant deterrence. How the ADF could better contribute to a 
deterrent effect as part of national security, through force structure adaptations 
for asymmetric advantage and a broader ‘collective defence’ balancing coalition 
across the Indo-Pacific, is addressed next.

‘Respond’

The DSU’s primary approach to preserving national security in the event of a 
conflict, by way of Defence’s ability to ‘respond’, focuses largely on the ADF 
structure required. The DSU’s articulation of this approach as a discrete objective 
assists casual observers to differentiate the key components of defence’s 
strategy. However, a closer analysis suggests the ‘respond’ approach is a sub-
component of ‘deter’ as a strategy. Although not an entirely accurate label for 
the strategic effect sought, ‘respond’ as an approach avoids the unattainable 
language present in earlier white papers to ‘defeat’ superior adversaries. Instead, 
it more accurately reflects the ADF’s capability to contribute to deterrence 
using the punishment approach previously addressed rather than in a discrete  
strategic way.

Although straightforward in intent, this aspect of the DSU does not clearly 
articulate how Defence contributes to Australia’s security from physical threat 
due to the absence of a warfighting concept defining how the ADF fights.27 The 
DSU references Defence Planning Guidance and capability acquisitions under the 
2020 Force Structure Plan.28 Yet, the ADF has not articulated a holistic concept 

27 Department of Defence, Future Joint Operating Concept 2035, Australian Government, December 2016, 
pp 15–16. The most recent, publicly available document to articulate Defence’s strategic approach in high-
intensity conflict is the Future Joint Operating Concept 2035. This document echoes the 2016 Defence 
White Paper, providing a detailed assessment on the types of military capabilities and threats likely to exist in 
the future environment. However, description is limited on the way in which the ADF will integrate warfighting 
functions and capabilities to respond. In lieu of an integrated, self-reliant or coalition-based operating 
concept, motherhood statements are provided: ‘conduct warfighting including strategic strike, which may 
involve non-kinetic effects’; ‘defeat an adversary’s ability to project force’; and ‘contribute to the protection of 
ADF and critical national infrastructure’.

28 DOD, 2020 Defence Strategic Update, pp 33–35.
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(or strategic way) that integrates these individual procurements in response to 
the DSU’s defined threats to secure strategic objectives. Equally important, yet 
absent, is an articulation of how the ADF would be integrated into a coalition 
warfighting concept in response to a major conflict in the region. Without this, 
the DSU reads as an intent statement, supported by a list of intended military 
procurements.29

A clearly articulated warfighting concept would better guide Australia’s defence 
acquisitions and ensure the appropriate capability mix to impose unacceptable 
costs on an adversary and deter by punishment. Several commentators argue 
that the US and Australia continue to prioritise large platforms (sea and land) and 
short-range fighters on exposed bases that are vulnerable to pre-emptive attack.30 
These procurements do not intuitively support a force structure adapted to the 
likely military threats articulated in Australia’s strategic assessments. Considering 
the intercontinental capabilities and long-range reconnaissance-strike complex 
states within the region have developed over the past two decades,31 this legacy 
approach to equipment ‘replacement’ rather than capability development in an 
integrated operating concept may prove insufficient to defend against or respond 
to an adversary’s most likely warfighting approach.

To structure the ADF as a credible deterrent force suited to the strategic 
environment, Defence should implement the DSU’s promises to expand 
asymmetric non-kinetic and long-range kinetic capabilities that target threats 
‘as far from Australia or its deployed forces as possible’.32 Albert Palazzo has 
advocated for a force that complements allied capabilities: operating in the 
littorals with a lighter footprint, providing niche contributions of a long-range 
strike in conjunction with partners and allies.33 Conversely, Hugh White provides 
a pessimistic assessment of the burden on Australia to achieve deterrence, 

29 To caveat this comment, the author acknowledges that the DSU is a public-facing document and that any 
joint or combined warfighting document would be subject to security classifications and, hence, unavailable 
in the public domain.

30 Beckley, ‘America is Not Ready for a War with China’; Marcus Hellyer, ‘The cost of defence: ASPI Defence 
Budget Brief 2021–2022’, ASPI, 26 May 2021, p 81,  
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/cost-defence-aspi-defence-budget-brief-2021-2022. Beckley specifically 
identifies the US predilection towards high-cost, large warships that are obvious targets for comparatively 
low-cost, large-quantity missiles. Hellyer draws attention to the A$36 billion investment in armoured fighting 
vehicles that Australia has identified in the 2020 Force Structure Plan, questioning the likelihood and utility of 
operating these assets in a conflict in mainland Asia or the difficult terrain of many South East Asian states.

31 Robert Haddick, Fire on the water: China, America and the future of the Pacific, Naval Institute Press, 
Annapolis, 2014; Medcalf and Brown, ‘Defence challenges 2035: Securing Australia’s lifelines’.

32 DOD, 2020 Defence Strategic Update, p 38.

33 Albert Palazzo, Australian Army Occasional Paper No. 3 – Planning to not lose: the Australian Army’s new 
philosophy of war, Australian Army Research Centre, Canberra, 2021,  
https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/AARC%20Occasional%20Paper%20No%203%20
-%20Planning%20To%20Not%20Lose%20%28Palazzo%29.pdf.

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/cost-defence-aspi-defence-budget-brief-2021-2022
https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/AARC Occasional Paper No 3 - Planning To Not Lose %28Palazzo%29.pdf
https://researchcentre.army.gov.au/sites/default/files/AARC Occasional Paper No 3 - Planning To Not Lose %28Palazzo%29.pdf
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forecasting it would require defence spending of at least 3.5% of GDP. However, 
this assessment favours large quantities of high-end, expensive platforms 
(for example fighters and submarines).34 Other analysts have advocated for a 
capability mix that is more affordable and favours lower-cost, high-proliferation 
emerging technologies to achieve a similar strike effect to deter and respond 
to attacks on Australian interests.35 Promisingly, investments in offensive cyber 
capabilities and long-range missiles demonstrate that Australia is moving in 
the right direction to better respond to an attack. A well-established Integrated 
Air and Missile Defence System would also provide mainland force protection, 
increasing the likelihood of achieving a deterrent effect.36 Future critical reviews 
of proposed acquisitions under the Force Structure Plan, within the context of a 
collective defence approach that counters strategic threats, may identify lower 
priority acquisitions that can be cancelled or reduced in scope to accommodate 
greater investment in the ‘right’ areas.

The arguments citing Australia’s comparatively small population and economic 
base as constraints on a larger, better-equipped defence underscore the value 
and necessity of the US alliance and collective defence arrangements. The 
US alliance offers indirect benefits for capability generation. It affords Australia 
essential access to Five Eyes global intelligence sharing networks and advanced 
defence technology that cannot be generated indigenously.37 The recent 
AUKUS strategic partnership is evidence of this, providing nuclear submarine 
capability for Australia that will significantly enhance Australia’s sovereign strike 
capability once mature. However, for conventional measures of military strength 
(including the size of the army and quantities of naval and aviation platform 
crews), it is unlikely that the Australian population could sustain the recruitment 
and retention requirements for a force much larger than the present, outside 
declared conflict.38 Reduced strategic warning times also mean that mobilisation 
in conflict may not occur quickly enough; Australian forces may initially require 
augmentation from (or reciprocally, be required to augment) coalition capabilities. 

34 Hugh White, How to Defend Australia, La Trobe University Press, Carlton, 2019.

35 Blaxland, ‘A geostrategic SWOT analysis for Australia’, p 14; Hellyer, ‘The cost of defence: ASPI Defence 
Budget Brief 2021–2022’, pp 79–84. Blaxland argues for a further surge in these capabilities (including 
AI-equipped and unmanned sensors and vehicles), while Hellyer advocates greater investment in long-range 
strike capabilities and hypersonic missiles to achieve stand-off attack out to 2,000 km.

36 Hellyer, ‘The cost of defence: ASPI Defence Budget Brief 2021–2022’, p 77. An effective system such as 
this reduces the likelihood of a superior adversary effectively achieving a successful standoff ‘first strike’ 
capability against targets on the Australian mainland. Regrettably, Hellyer identifies that the Australian 
proposal for this capability, under project AIR6500, has had little progress beyond project scoping.

37 Cannon, ‘How will Australia’s strategic culture inform its engagement in the Indo-Pacific region?’, p 12.

38 Blaxland, ‘A geostrategic SWOT analysis for Australia’, p 14. Blaxland identifies that the relatively benign 
strategic environment has observed the ADF structure remain stable at around three combat brigades, 
approximately a dozen warships and 100 combat aircraft for more than half a century.
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To credibly establish a collective defence arrangement, Australia’s adapted ADF 
could, therefore, present a reciprocal ‘value proposition’ to the US, other allies 
and security partners through the provision of niche contributions and effects 
regionally. To achieve this, further effort and refinement are required for future 
iterations of the DSU, clarifying how the nation intends to fight in conflict and 
adapting Australia’s military force structure to suit.

Conclusion
As the guiding document most closely approximating a defence strategy, the 
2020 DSU is an effective artefact to frame Australia’s threat environment, security 
objectives and general strategic approach to respond. The DSU’s release was 
critical to demonstrate and articulate a shift in national thinking about Australia’s 
regional and global environment, the nature of threats to our national security and 
define a broad approach for how best to navigate the associated challenges. It 
served as the starting point for a new, clear-eyed approach to Australian defence 
and security.

Notwithstanding its effectiveness as a document to signal intent, the initial 
approaches articulated within the DSU can benefit from refinement moving 
forward. The ‘shape’, ‘deter’, ‘respond’ narrative has effectively simplified and 
outlined the strategic logic for the public. Still, the articulation of the specific ways 
to pursue these objectives could be enhanced in certain areas. A less concise 
but more accurate description of the two strategic ways Defence contributes to 
strategic outcomes may be summarised as ‘influence through soft balancing’ 
and ‘deterrence through punishment – hard balancing and collective defence’. 
Future iterations of this document or subsequent white papers might consider 
how best to repackage this narrative.

Components of the DSU’s strategy can be enhanced for a more cohesive and 
comprehensive approach to achieving national security. Shaping efforts should 
be maintained and emphasised wherever practicable to better exploit influence 
opportunities in South East Asia and the South Pacific. To deter potential 
adversaries, the US alliance remains Australia’s primary means of defence. 
However, it could be enhanced with measures that deepen the alliance and 
increase the likelihood (both real and perceived) that the US will support Australia 
in times of conflict. Finally, to generate the requisite military effects that contribute 
to a broader collective deterrence effort, the ADF may benefit from a detailed 
review of its capabilities considering the strategic context, adjusting force 
balance for the type of conflict that might characterise the strategic environment. 
Acknowledging the inability of Australia’s resource base to generate sustainable 
force for complete self-reliance, this structure could be integrated into a broader 
regional coalition of collective defence arrangements.
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