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Chairman’s Comments

Welcome to Australian Defence Force Journal Edition 174—the last for 2007 and my last as 
Chairman of the Australian Defence Force Journal Board of Management as I relinquish that 
role to the incoming Commander, Rear Admiral Davyd Thomas, AM, CSC, RAN, Most readers 
will be aware that Admiral Thomas was until mid 2007, Maritime Commander, Australia. He will 
take up his position as Commander, Australian Defence College and Chairman of the Australian 
Defence Force Journal Board at the end of the year. I bid him a very warm welcome.

I have received a great deal of positive feedback regarding the ‘new‑look’ cover of the Journal 
as published with Edition 173—the Proceedings of the ADC–RUSI International Seminar. After 
due consideration, the Board has decided to continue with the new style as we felt a fresh 
design was needed and that presenting the Journal’s contents on the cover is in keeping with 
similar professional and refereed journals around the world.

This edition was to have focused on the environment and security, but unfortunately we could 
not get enough articles on the subject together in time. Consequently, we have decided on 
a rather eclectic mix to end the year. Because the Board of Management $500 prize is only 
awarded to the best article from ADF and APS authors, the Board has decided not to award 
the prize for this edition because of the very limited selection available this time around.

From the pages of this Journal, I draw your attention to three articles in particular. The first 
is by Major General the Hon. Justice Roberts‑Smith which explains the development and 
implementation of the Australian Military Court which came into being on 1 October 2007. I 
particularly commend this article to our ADF readership as the Australian Military Court will 
bring profound changes to the military justice system. The second by Dr Lorraine Elliott entitled 
Environment and Security: What’s the Connection? challenges readers to consider the coming 
impact of climate and environmental change on national security and defence. She postulates 
this is a global issue that will require significant changes to national security strategies and 
thinking within the next ten years. The third article is by Dr Alan Stephens. Alan has taken 
another look at the vexed issue of Command and Control of joint operations, concentrating 
on the ‘ownership’ of air power and how the land, maritime and air cultures clash over the 
use of air medium. I am sure each of these articles will draw comment from our readers and 
I look forward to receiving your comments. 

There are a number of other changes to the Journal currently being progressed. I mentioned 
previously that the Board has agreed to redevelop the Journal website to include a more user 
friendly design and better search facility for back articles. We have now digitised all the back 
issues (back to 1976 with cumulative index) and they will shortly be posted on our new site. 
The website will be hosted at the Australian Defence College and I intend the site to be up 
and running by year’s end. 
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Other changes you will notice include the plastic wrap mail out cover for our non‑DOD 
readership which includes a convenient change of address return slip. The Board is running 
this as a trial in an effort to streamline delivery and reduce handling costs. I would appreciate 
readers’ comments in due course as your feedback is most helpful.

Meanwhile, I hope you enjoy this edition, the final for 2007.

B.R. Dawson, AM, CSC
Brigadier
Acting Commander, Australian Defence College
Chairman of the Australian Defence Force Journal Board



4

The Clash of Cultures:
Command and Control in Joint Warfare
Dr Alan Stephens, University of New South Wales

In 1987 the Australian Defence Force (ADF) commissioned an inquiry into its command 
arrangements. The report was prepared by an army officer, Brigadier J.S. Baker, who, as it 
happens, some years and several promotions later, was to become Chief of the Defence Force. 
Among other things, Baker’s report addressed the command of air assets in joint operations.1 
It was the advent of air power, Baker wrote, that was the greatest complicating factor in 
contemporary ADF command arrangements, because it was air alone which had given rise to 
the ‘inexorable trend towards joint operations’. Baker drew two other conclusions of particular 
note. First, he suggested that the proper use of air power in modern conflict was not well 
understood. And second, he argued that of the three Services, it is air forces which require the 
greatest body of corporate knowledge of all forms of operations on land, sea or in the air.

The Baker Report was correct in identifying air as the central element of joint warfare and, 
by association, as the ‘complicating’ factor in the command and control of joint operations. 
Prior to the emergence of the systematic use of air power during the First World War, large, 
complex armies and navies had coexisted happily alongside each other for at least 2,500 
years, from the time of the Peloponnesian Wars. Joint command and control was not an 
issue. Land power and sea power were to all intents and purposes mutually exclusive, with 
each organisational form (armies, navies) secure in its own operational environment. If one 
did intrude into the other’s domain—for example, during a naval blockade or bombardment 
of shore establishments, or when soldiers were embarked on ships as marines—the clearly 
limited nature of the intrusion placed a natural ceiling on any potential for inter‑Service 
friction. Essentially, armies existed to fight armies, and navies to fight navies, and except in 
rare instances neither could threaten the other’s institutional comfort.2 As a consequence, 
armies have rarely wanted to own navies, and vice versa.

The contrast between the surface forces’ acceptance of that long‑standing status quo and 
their persistent desire since World War I to own air forces could not be more conspicuous. 
Let there be no misunderstanding: the central issue in the organisational arrangements made 
by defence forces in their efforts to facilitate the conduct of joint warfare is the ownership of 
air assets. Only by dealing with that issue can military commanders fully achieve the immense 
warfighting benefits inherent in genuinely joint operations.

‘Command and control’ is the formal mechanism used to describe this management process. 
Frequently applied together, the words ‘command’ and ‘control’ may seem to have the same 
meaning, at least in casual usage. Their meanings are, of course, quite different; and as far as 
the place of air power in joint operations is concerned, they are critical. 

‘Command’ is the key term, for within the military lexicon it denotes ownership. Army aviation 
and fleet air arms illustrate the point. Historically, surface forces have not had a management 
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problem with air assets that belong to them. Generals and admirals who own (command) 
various air power resources can employ (control) those resources how, when and where they 
choose, free from the ‘complicating factors’ identified in the Baker Report. Thus, for armies, 
their so-called ‘battlefield’ aircraft are just another component of the combined arms team; 
and for navies, their air arm is an integrated element of the fleet. Armies and navies can and 
do have internal debates over the control of those assets—that is, over the ways in which they 
are used operationally—just as they do over the use of tanks, artillery, destroyers, submarines, 
and so on. Constantly challenging operational practices is a healthy process and is something 
we expect from a professional military force. But there is no debate and no friction within 
armies and navies over the command (ownership) of those same tanks, artillery, destroyers, 
submarines, etc., for the simple reason that none is necessary.

We might conclude from the preceding discussion that substantial discord arises only in 
relation to assets commanded by air forces, from which we might further conclude that, if 
surface forces owned everything, most of the (apparently) organisational problems associated 
with joint warfare would be resolved. That may well be the case; and it is an argument with 
which most air forces are familiar. Almost every air force in existence today had its origins 
as an army corps (or similar formation); and almost every air force has had to repel periodic 
army representations for a return to that historical arrangement.

But organisational arrangements represent only one aspect of the complex entity that is joint 
warfare; and history is useful only when it is used in context to inform, rather than out of 
context as a self‑serving precedent. Before we can determine how joint command and control 
is best effected, we need to understand, first, what air brings to the mix that is distinctive and 
essential; and second, why surface forces have remained suspicious of air’s contribution for 
almost a century. Answers to those two questions can be found by identifying which air roles 
have been valued by each of the Services, and which have not. The findings indicate nothing 
less than a clash of cultures. 

A cartoon popular within army circles at the end of World War II showed two allied generals 
watching the victorious armies parade down the Champs Elysée. ‘So, general’, one was saying 
to the other, with an amused expression on his face, ‘who did win the fight to control the 
air?’ The insinuation was that the natural order had been served: that it was only soldiers 
who were on the ground in Paris, and that the air war had been a mere sideshow. Reflecting a 
long‑standing army prejudice, the cartoon implied that air’s only legitimate use is in support 
of land operations, a corollary of which is that there are no authentic, independent air roles. 
This belief is at odds with the primary tenet of air power doctrine, which since the earliest 
days has held that the first task of an air force is to establish control of the air, as the necessary 
condition for all other activities.

For armies, however, close air attack far and away has been the issue around which the joint 
command and control debate has turned.3 Specifically, ever since soldiers came to appreciate 
both the battle‑saving and the battle‑winning potential of close air attack, their over‑riding 
concern has been: will a capability they do not command (own) be there when they need it? 
That concern has reached emotional proportions when soldiers at imminent risk of being 
over‑run have needed close air attack now and not in, say, five minutes, or 30 minutes, or, as 
has sometimes been alleged, whenever the air force decides to arrive. Notwithstanding the 
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crucial contribution close air attack increasingly has made to land operations, or perhaps 
because of it, some senior army commanders have preferred to remember the times when 
air has not been provided rather than those when it has.

Close air attack was developed during World War I and evolved into a decisive capability 
during the Spanish Civil War; a status which was confirmed for all major combatants during 
World War II. Often its availability or absence meant the difference between victory and 
defeat, between life and death; hence the predilection within armies to have the necessary 
capabilities on call at all times, something the soldiers believed was most likely to happen if 
they owned the assets. It was at this stage that ‘complications’ arose. Because the role was 
generally performed by fighter aircraft modified for ground attack, it had the potential to 
divert scarce resources away from control of the air duties; furthermore, from an air force 
perspective, close air attack was a high‑risk role which incurred a greater loss‑rate of valuable 
pilots and machines than most other air operations. A similar philosophical divergence has 
been apparent in attitudes towards another independent air force role, the strategic bombing 
offensive or raid, which generally has enjoyed little favour within armies.

This long‑standing doctrinal dispute is at the heart of the continuing debate over command 
and control in joint warfare. Specifically, whereas air forces have tended to promote their 
distinctive ‘strategic’ capabilities of control of the air and long‑range strike, armies have 
valued air for its ‘tactical’ capabilities of close attack, manoeuvre (airlift), and ISR (intelligence, 
surveillance and reconnaissance), and have often been dismissive of the ‘independent’ air 
roles. No matter that control of the air has underpinned every major campaign fought by the 
Western alliance for the past 65 years. Indeed, it may be the case that the West’s overwhelming 
success in providing its surface forces with the freedom to manoeuvre and apply firepower 
largely unimpeded from enemy air strikes has engendered a degree of complacency through 
the assumption that control of the air simply exists and so does not have to be won. 

If correct, as seems possible, that attitude flies in the face of the experience of two of the 
more successful air/land methodologies ever developed, the German blitzkrieg and the British 
North African campaigns of World War II. During the Nazis’ irresistible charge through Poland, 
the Low Countries and France in 1939–1940, it was standard Luftwaffe practice to establish 
control of the air overhead the battlefield 15 minutes before ground forces and strike aircraft 
began their coordinated attack. In other words, control of the air was the essential precursor 
to that particular form of joint warfare. And in North Africa, the RAF’s Desert Air Force 
followed a three-phase stratagem as follows: first, establish air superiority; second, isolate 
the battlefield; and finally, provide close attack as a fundamental component of the advancing 
joint air/land force.

The blitzkrieg/Desert Air Force models were developed in part to facilitate the flexible 
employment of scarce assets, with the same fighter/ground attack aircraft being available for 
all phases of each model if necessary. This was a doctrine that favoured command—not merely 
control—by a specialist airman, who appreciated the priorities involved, and who in theory 
would direct his resources to the right place at the right time, having taken into account the 
full range of events. 

The point to be drawn from the divergent army/air force doctrines is that they originate less 
from organisational arrangements and more from a visceral clash of cultures. The fundamentally 
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cultural nature of joint command and control is apparent in the contrasting histories of close 
air attack as conducted by the US and its allies in Korea and Vietnam, and by Israel in its two 
major wars of national survival. Before turning to those case studies, however, brief comment 
should be made on the other main ‘complicating’ relationship in joint warfare, namely, between 
air forces and navies. Here again, while the doctrinal debate seems to focus on surface attack 
—in this instance, air strikes against warships—control of the air is the underlying issue.

During the 1920s and 1930s substantial evidence emerged from large‑scale naval exercises 
that aircraft were likely to detect and sink ships at sea.4 Despite this, many admirals remained 
dismissive of air power and continued to hold to the Mahanian belief that a decisive encounter 
between battleships, heavy cruisers and the like remained the highest expression of naval 
warfare. By 1939 the British, Japanese and American navies all had significant numbers of 
aircraft carriers, but regarded them primarily as platforms from which land strikes might be 
launched, or control of the air sorties mounted overhead the battleships as the latter met in 
decisive combat. That outdated notion was turned on its head by the stunning sinking of the 
British warships Prince of Wales and Repulse by land‑based Japanese bombers off the east coast 
of Malaya in December 1941; and by the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway in mid 1942, 
the latter being fought exclusively by carrier-based aircraft, with the opposing fleets never 
coming within sight of each other, let alone exchanging fire.

Since then, warships operating without air cover have had to be regarded as being at risk, 
and the aircraft carrier has been acknowledged as a navy’s capital ship. In other words, unlike 
armies, navies have had to openly confront the fundamental importance of control of the air 
and, as a corollary, acknowledge the vulnerability to air attack of their traditional combat units. 
That acknowledgment was obvious during the Falklands War in 1982, when the Argentinean 
Navy’s commanders elected to keep their fleet tied up in home ports because of their inability 
to provide air defence against the opposing British strike aircraft. (The presence of the British 
submarine HMS Conqueror which sank the obsolescent Argentine cruiser General Belgrano also 
influenced this decision.)

Unhappily for admirals, very few navies can afford aircraft carriers today, as a result of which 
they have had no choice other than to rely on land‑based aircraft for air cover at sea, usually 
provided by their air forces. Accordingly, like it or not, navies have had to work with air forces 
on the latter’s terms, a situation which has meant that the joint command debate has rarely 
centred on the air/sea environment. Which leads back to the air/land environment, and the 
case studies of the American and Israeli experiences since 1950.

The US experience with close air attack in Korea (1950–1953) and Vietnam (1964–1975) is 
particularly instructive because of the extremes it presents. Notwithstanding the importance 
of close attack during World War II, a mere five years later in Korea, the US Air Force (USAF) 
seemed to have forgotten many of the lessons learned the hard way in Europe and the Pacific. 
Perhaps seduced by the assumed war‑winning capability of strategic bombing and the apparent 
primacy of control of the air—roles which in the 1950s only air forces could fully prosecute, 
and which were pivotal to the nuclear standoff with the Soviet Union—the newly‑independent 
USAF seemed to have regarded close air attack as a marginal task. Unsurprisingly, this attitude 
contributed to numerous difficulties during the early phases of the Korean War, where the 
enemy’s numerical advantage on the ground compelled United Nations (UN) land‑force 
commanders to place a premium on the rapid availability of offensive air. 
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Problems were identified and solutions were found, and within weeks UN ground forces were 
able to call on highly effective close air attack services that were never available to their 
enemies and which frequently were decisive. There is no doubt, for example, that during the 
critical fight to hold the Pusan perimeter in August/September 1950, air saved the day.5 Yet 
the early difficulties were damaging and hardened stereotypes. David Hackworth, for example, 
one of the US Army’s most highly decorated soldiers, later wrote with contempt of the air 
force ‘combat’ (Hackworth’s sarcasm) experience in Korea, thereby revealing a prejudice which 
showed little understanding of air’s contribution to the war in general and to the survival of 
his own comrades in particular, but which seems not uncommon.6

Whatever soldiers may think of air forces, a decade later in Indochina, close air attack became 
the weapon of choice for many American and South Vietnamese Army formations. During what 
was a particularly unpopular war, not least with some of those formations, conscript soldiers 
were perhaps more concerned with surviving the war than with winning it. Land commanders 
routinely called‑in air strikes either to save units that were in danger of being over‑run, or to 
avoid contact with the enemy in the first place.

The emergence during the Vietnam War of helicopter gunships owned and operated by armies 
was a seminal command and control development. In part, gunships can be seen as an army 
reaction to air forces’ long-standing proprietorship of fixed-wing close attack assets. Generally 
prevented by legislation or established practice from operating high‑performance strike aircraft, 
armies have sought to substitute attack helicopters in the role; that is, they have introduced a 
discrete weapons system that they alone command (own). Operationally successful in benign 
conditions but with a chequered, even disastrous, history when confronted by anything more 
than light ground fire, the helicopter’s status as an offensive system overhead the battlefield 
remains ambiguous, more than 40 years after its debut. In Vietnam, the US Army’s loss rate 
for all rotary-wing aircraft was a staggering 43 per cent, an unsustainable figure for any other 
organisation.7 And the only other nation to have used helicopters extensively in battle, the 
USSR, fared little better. During the invasion of Afghanistan from 1979 to 1988, the loss rate 
of helicopter gunships became so high after the opposing mujahideen fighters were supplied 
with shoulder‑launched Stinger missiles in 1986 that the Soviets were compelled to radically 
change their tactics.8

Helicopter navigation and weapons systems have improved greatly since then, as have 
operational tactics, but the relative performance liabilities (slow speed, poor manoeuvrability) 
which made rotary‑wing platforms so vulnerable in Vietnam and Afghanistan have not. 
Consequently, we should not be surprised that more recent combat operations involving 
the most advanced attack helicopters have done little to ease the concerns raised by those 
early alarming statistics. The examples are many and varied. In 1999, the US Army’s attempt 
to deploy a task force of so-called ‘long-range’ Apaches to Kosovo was a fiasco, not least 
because the combat situation there was regarded as ‘too dangerous’;9 in 2001–2002 some 
80 per cent of all helicopters deployed to Afghanistan for Operation Enduring Freedom were 
reportedly ‘badly damaged’ by ground fire;10 during Operation Anaconda in February 2002, 
five out of six Apaches used in the first attack were damaged;11 and in March 2003 during 
Operation Iraqi Freedom, when 32 Apaches were sent to ‘search out and attack’ units of 
the Republican Guard, ‘almost every helicopter [was] damaged’ while the enemy remained 
‘largely unscathed’.12
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Attack helicopters have enjoyed some success, primarily as tank and other vehicle ‘busters’ 
in benign environments where control of the air has previously been established. But in less 
favourable conditions, they have thus far represented a dubious return on a massive outlay. 

Armies’ persistence with helicopters in the close attack role appears to be an ownership 
statement as much as anything else; that is, it is driven by culture. When viewed through 
this prism, the joint command and control debate becomes a matter, not of organisational 
arrangements, or management processes, or bureaucratic procedures, but, rather, of how war 
should be fought.

A more dispassionate approach to command and control was evident during the Israeli 
Defence Force’s (IDF) prosecution of the 1967 Six‑Day War and the 1973 Yom Kippur War. 
The obvious explanation for that difference is that in both instances the Israelis believed that 
they were fighting for national survival, and thus could not afford the indulgence of single-
Service parochialism. 

Lacking strategic depth and invariably heavily outnumbered on the ground, the IDF has adopted 
the warfighting doctrine developed by the RAF’s Desert Air Force in World War II. Achieving 
air supremacy is always the first priority, in Israel’s case as a means of both establishing a de 
facto extension of strategic depth and of safeguarding otherwise quickly‑reached potential 
targets (major cities, ports, etc.). Having gained air domination, the Israeli Air Force (IAF) then 
joined with its land forces to conduct fast‑moving, integrated air/land operations that in 1967 
and 1973 ultimately proved overwhelming.

Reflecting the best characteristics of joint command and control, the doctrine is not, however, 
immutable. Early in the Yom Kippur War, while the IAF was still fighting to overcome an 
unexpectedly robust Egyptian and Syrian ground‑based air defence system, Israeli ground 
forces ran into serious trouble, especially on the Golan Heights. Faced with the possible loss 
of thousands of men and hundreds of tanks, IDF commanders committed their air force to 
the battle, notwithstanding the fact that their first priority, control of the air, had not been 
achieved. In the event the IAF saved the day for the army, but it did so at the cost of about 
40 strike aircraft in only two days, some 14 per cent of its front‑line strength.13 Plainly in the 
longer‑term such a loss‑rate would have been unsustainable; equally plainly, the commitment 
had to be made. The point here is not to suggest that other defence forces would not do the 
same thing in similar circumstances—we can be confident that they would—but simply to 
note the impartial nature of the IDF command and control system.

Impartiality of a similar order seems to have been absent from the planning for Operation 
Anaconda, a hazardous mission undertaken by the American Army in eastern Afghanistan in 
March 2002. Faulty intelligence which grossly underestimated the number of Taliban and 
al-Qa’ida fighters in the Shahikot Valley was the start-point for the flawed planning, but 
single‑Service hubris seems to have been the catalyst for what became a near‑disaster. In 
brief, the soldiers who were deployed into the valley were poorly informed and inadequately 
prepared, and it was only through their courageous fighting and some desperate scrambling 
by rear-echelon staff to provide additional firepower that a catastrophe was prevented; as it 
was, American losses were the highest in the theatre for months.
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Operation Anaconda has been the subject of one of the more bitter army/air force exchanges 
in the ensuing three‑and‑a‑half years and, given the plethora of accusations and counter‑
accusations, the truth can be difficult to extract. There nevertheless seems to be a consensus 
among senior navy, marine corps and air force officers that the operation was poorly conceived 
by army, whose leaders deliberately left the other three Services out of their planning.14 Among 
other things, army planners reportedly chose not to coordinate any requirement for close air 
attack prior to the deployment of their forces, which meant that the Combined Air Operations 
Centre became aware of the operation only hours before it started.15 This omission seems 
inexplicable, given the dominance and overwhelming success of offensive air power in the 
theatre to that stage.

A cynical observer might infer that, because of the high public profile air power had enjoyed 
in Iraq in 1991, in Bosnia–Herzegovina in 1995, and in Kosovo in 1999, and which it was still 
enjoying in Afghanistan, senior army commanders had decided to show that their Service was 
still pre‑eminent; that land forces could still win battles unaided.

A similarly perverse approach to joint warfighting was evident during another contentious 
army/air force debate which peaked in the late 1990s, this time over the ‘Halt Phase’ or ‘Rapid 
Halt’ concept.

A general model for theatre-level land warfare involves three stages: first, halt the enemy 
advance; second, build‑up one’s own forces; and third, launch a counter‑offensive. The model is 
favoured by armies, whose innate slowness to deploy and reinforce makes stage two critical if 
they are to play a pre‑eminent role in stage three. During the 1990s strategists from the USAF 
proposed a variation to the concept, with which they planned to leverage the US’s greatest 
military comparative advantage by substituting air power for land power. Many third‑world 
armies fight very well close-up, where they can use their massed numbers and disregard for 
casualties to advantage: the point is to deny them that opportunity. Consequently, the phases 
of the USAF’s ‘rapid halt’ concept were: first, halt the enemy army’s advance (with air power); 
second, punish the enemy rapidly (with air power); and third, having seized the initiative, 
choose what to do next from any one of a number of options, such as impose sanctions, attack 
the enemy leadership, build‑up one’s own forces, seek a diplomatic end‑state, do nothing, 
and so on. The model exploited the West’s greatest military comparative advantage, namely, 
overwhelmingly superior air power. 

Military forces can only be as good as their ideas. By any measure the ‘rapid halt’ represented 
high‑quality thinking and unquestionably warranted an open and full debate. Regrettably, 
when the USAF Chief of Staff presented the idea to the Joint Staff, it was rejected outright by 
the army. In what to a disinterested observer seems to have been an extraordinary action, the 
then (army) chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Henry Shelton, ordered all references 
to the concept to be ‘excised’ from joint documents.16

Perhaps if the rapid halt had been fully debated it would have been exposed as conceptually 
and operationally deficient; alternatively, perhaps it would have been revealed as an important 
addition to strategic thinking. But in a sense, any conclusion we might reach regarding the 
halt phase concept (or any other concept) is not the point. The point is that in the interests 
of identifying the best possible strategies, ideas should be encouraged and their merits or 
otherwise fully examined. Censorship can only stifle initiative and inhibit progress. 
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As well as leveraging the developed world’s greatest military comparative advantage, the 
rapid halt was intended to ease a long‑standing pressure point in US defence policy, namely, 
the requirement to be able to prosecute two major theatre‑level wars simultaneously. While 
that policy might be an accurate reflection of international threats and interests, its potential 
demand on the armed forces has always worried planners. Among other things, the rapid halt 
was intended to address those worries. By substituting advanced air power for massed (army) 
manpower, the concept would greatly alleviate the two‑wars policy’s probably unachievable 
personnel demands. Army’s ponderous performance deploying to expeditionary wars in 
the Middle East, the Balkans and Afghanistan lends credence to suggestions that its leaders 
opposed the rapid halt because they feared it would generate further public exposure of their 
force’s disturbing inability to move rapidly.

A measure of poetic justice was dispensed, therefore, when in July 2005 a Pentagon policy 
review incidentally revived the notion of the rapid halt. Responding to the extreme pressures 
being placed on military personnel by the war against terror, senior Pentagon planners 
reportedly began to question the two‑wars construct, looking to replace it with a ‘one 
conventional campaign, one war on terror’ policy as a means of reducing the demand for 
people.17 While the rapid halt was not explicitly mentioned, its relevance was obvious. Indeed, 
only several years after General Shelton had censored the term from the military lexicon, US 
air strike crews had executed a de facto application of the concept during an extraordinary 
victory they won against two divisions of Saddam Hussein’s elite Republican Guard. In late 
March 2003 those divisions were deployed 80 kilometres south of Baghdad with instructions 
to stop the advance of allied forces. Instead, the Guards were themselves in effect ‘halted’ by 
a devastatingly concentrated and precise aerial bombing offensive which ignored a seemingly 
impenetrable sand-storm to inflict heavy losses.

Whether or not the rapid halt would provide a general operational and policy solution to the 
Pentagon’s present manpower‑induced study remains unclear. What is clear is that the decision 
to stifle debate on the subject for the past four years has been inimical to the constructive 
development of joint doctrine. And that is why the matter of ‘command’ is central to this 
most vexed subject.

For most of the history of human conflict, soldiers have dominated the higher command of 
defence forces. Closing with the enemy and occupying its territory almost invariably were 
necessary conditions for achieving military objectives; consequently, the theory and practice 
of warfare has properly concentrated on armies. However, during the past seven decades it 
has become increasingly evident that war is now concerned more with acceptable political 
outcomes than with seizing and holding ground, just as it has become evident that air power 
has constantly expanded its ability to influence, even control, events in all dimensions. 
These developments imply a fundamental shift in how wars should be planned and fought, 
an implication that was apparently translated into practice during Operations Desert Storm 
in 1991, Allied Force in 1999, Enduring Freedom in 2001–2002, and Iraqi Freedom in 2003. Yet 
notwithstanding the military success of those campaigns, the manner in which they were 
commanded (and therefore controlled) raises disturbing questions. 

Each was commanded by an army general, and each applied combat power primarily with 
aerospace forces. (The reference is to all aerospace‑derived capabilities, not just air forces. 
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Much of the air power was generated from space, naval, and army platforms.) Careful reading 
of authoritative accounts of those campaigns indicates that the commanders concerned, 
Generals Colin Powell and Norman Schwarzkopf in the Gulf, General Wesley Clark in the 
former Yugoslavia, and General Tommy Franks in Afghanistan, all had a limited, perhaps 
even inadequate, understanding of how to plan and conduct a predominantly aerospace 
campaign.18 Powell and Schwarzkopf never fully appreciated the strategic nature of the air 
campaign constructed for them by the USAF and were always preoccupied with the ground 
phase of the war; Clark’s air campaign (which he insisted on controlling personally down to 
the most detailed level, despite his unfamiliarity with almost every aspect of air operations) 
has been described as little more than a disconnected series of ‘random acts of violence’, 
in which his response to the desultory results of the early weeks was to demand more and 
more targets to attack, with little regard to the effect (if any) their prosecution might have; 
while Franks’ involvement in the ill‑conceived Operation Anaconda (which he later described 
as ‘an unqualified and complete success’, in contrast to the British Royal Marines’ judgment 
that it was ‘a military disaster’) says more about his army background than his joint force 
command position.

The performance of all four stands in sharp contrast to the mastery of his brief demonstrated 
by USAF General Michael Ryan in Serbia in 1995, one of the few occasions on which an airman 
has held a significant joint operational command.19

As long as airmen are largely unsuccessful in reaching the most senior joint command positions 
(which historically has been the case), this impediment to genuine joint concept development 
and force structuring is likely to persist.

Conclusion 

Culture matters.20 Many of the major conflicts of the past century have had cultural origins: 
the Spanish Civil War (ideological), World War II in Europe (ideological), the Korean War 
(ideological), the Arab–Israeli wars (religious), the American war in Vietnam (ideological), the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (ideological), the Balkans wars (religious), the War on Terror 
(religious), and so on. While we can confidently expect that national air forces and armies 
will not come to blows over their respective causes, nor should we underestimate the depth 
of feeling that underpins their respective cultures.

This article has argued that armies have too much influence over the development of joint 
forces, and air forces too little. (It has also suggested that the passing of time and tide have 
left navies marginalised.) Command and control in joint warfare under army terms would be 
straightforward. Army would command (own) everything, and the main contribution required 
of air would be close attack. If permitted, such an arrangement would be detrimental to the 
development of innovative ideas and strategies, and it would be at odds with the model of 
warfighting applied with such overwhelming success by advanced defence forces in recent 
decades. The fact that the vital capabilities of control of the air, strategic strike and ISR have 
been conceived, promoted and sustained by airmen, often in the face of indifference, even 
hostility, from the other Services, should serve as a salutary warning here.
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The first Chief of Staff of the USAF, General Carl A. Spaatz, once dryly observed that while 
few air force generals think they know how to run an army, most army generals think they 
know how to run an air force. Yet it is a measure of the continually increasing authority of air 
power in all domains that the air campaigns of the past 15 years may have succeeded despite 
the command of army generals, not because of it.

Since 1914, airmen have had to fight a constant war of ideas to ensure that their distinctive 
capabilities have been understood. Periodic lapses in the necessary intellectual effort almost 
invariably have been accompanied by increased ignorance of, and, therefore, resistance to, those 
ideas. Frankly, it is hard to see this situation changing, a conclusion that is not a complaint, 
merely a statement of fact.

Jointness can be a formidable force‑multiplier. If airmen are to meet their professional 
obligations and ensure that the battle‑winning capabilities they bring to the joint arena are 
properly represented, they cannot afford to become uncompetitive in the never‑ending war 
of ideas, either through a lack of effort or by being diverted or distracted. As the Baker Report 
cited at the beginning of this article pointed out, air power thinking must be broadly‑based 
and topical, and it must be widely understood. The key is for airmen—including those in 
armies and navies—to foster institutional attitudes that encourage open and full debate and 
which reward intellectual initiative.

Discussions about organisational methods, coordination practices, staff responsibilities, 
and so on make a necessary contribution to the command and control debate, but they do 
not come near to approaching the heart of the matter. Any half-competent officer should be 
capable of designing a workable system for conducting those essentially management‑related 
processes. The real issue lies within the constant war of ideas, because it is those ideas that 
shape the strategies, concepts of operations, and force structures that determine how a joint 
force fights. 

Dr Alan Stephens is a visiting fellow at the School of Humanities and Social Sciences, University 
of New South Wales at the Australian Defence Force Academy. His work has been published in 
12 countries, and he has lectured in Australasia, Southeast Asia, North Asia, Europe, and the 
United States. His most recent book, Making Sense of War: Strategy for the 21st Century, 
was published by Cambridge University Press in 2006.
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NOTES

  1. Brigadier J.S. Baker, Report of the Study into Australian Defence Force Command Arrangements, Australian 
Defence Force Headquarters, March 1988, esp. pp. 4–16.

  2. The place of Marine corps in this arrangement has sometimes been awkward, especially in the United 
States, where the Marines are a separate Service and enjoy strong political support. Nevertheless, 
the Marines’ distinctive role and ultimate reliance on other Services for critical missions (the Navy 
for transport, ship-borne fire support, and control of the air; and the Air Force for control of the 
air and heavy strike) leaves them somewhat on the margins.

  3. The term used almost universally for this mission is ‘close air support’. However, words are 
important, and the implication of the verb ‘to support’ is that the air contribution to air/land 
operations is by definition secondary. This is by no means the case in modern warfare; on the 
contrary, a good case can be argued that, in the past 40 years in the Middle East, the Balkans and 
Central Asia, air has generally been the primary attacking force and land has been in support. The 
description ‘close air attack’ comes from Alan Vick, ‘Seven Propositions about Close Air Attack on 
the Future Battlefield’, in Keith Brent (ed.), Network Centric Warfare and the Future of Air Power, Air 
Power Development Centre, Canberra, 2005.

  4. Following trials in the North Sea in 1934, the (British) Royal Navy concluded that, ‘Aeroplanes are 
certain to find and locate a hostile fleet … [and] would probably inflict heavy losses’; see ‘Night 
Torpedo Attacks Made on the Fleet’, Aircraft, 1 January 1935, p. 22. Similar trials conducted almost 
a decade before, in 1926, had shown that ‘the menace … [of aircraft] is great’; see National Archives 
of Australia, Commonwealth Record Series A5954, Box 877.

  5. In the words of the US Army’s commanding general in Korea, Matthew Ridgway, air power saved 
his ground forces ‘from disaster’. Matthew B. Ridgway, The Korean War, Doubleday, New York, 1967, 
p. 244.

  6. David H. Hackworth and Julie Sherman, About Face: The Odyssey of an American Warrior, Macmillan, 
South Melbourne, 1989, p. 54.

  7. During the Vietnam War the US deployed some 11,827 helicopters of all types, of which 5,086 
were destroyed, 3,587 to hostile action. Tony Mason, Air Power: A Centennial Appraisal, Brassey’s, 
London, 1994, p. 188; and ‘Helicopter losses during the Vietnam War’, available at: <http://www.
vhpa.org/heliloss.pdf>, accessed 3 July 2005. 

  8. By 1987 the loss rate had reportedly reached one aircraft a day and all operations were severely 
affected. Mason, Air Power: A Centennial Appraisal, pp. 188–9.

  9. Michael R. Gordon with Eric Schmitt, ‘Attack Copters Idle as Pentagon Blocks their Use in Kosovo’, 
The New York Times, May 16, 1999.

 10. ‘AH‑64 Apache’, available at: <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apache_helicopter>, accessed 5 July 
2005.

11. Walter J. Boyne, Operation Iraqi Freedom, Forge Books, New York, 2003, pp. 261–3.

12. PBS, Frontline, ‘Operation Iraqi Freedom’, available at: <http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/
shows/invasion/cron/>, accessed 3 July 2005.

13. M.J. Armitage and R.A. Mason, Air Power in the Nuclear Age (2nd ed.), University of Illinois Press, 
Urbana and Chicago, 1985, p. 127.
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14. ‘Anaconda: Object Lesson in Poor Planning or Triumph of Improvisation?’, InsideDefense.com, August 
12, 2004; see also Sean Naylor, Not a Good Day to Die: The Untold Story of Operation Anaconda, Berkley 
Books, Berkley, 2005.

15. Rebecca Grant, ‘The Clash About CAS’, Air Force Magazine, January 2003; and Naylor, Not a Good 
Day to Die.

16. Elaine M. Grossman, ‘The Halt Phase Hits a Bump’, Air Force Magazine, April 2001. 

17. Thom Shanker and Eric Schmitt, ‘Pentagon Weighs Strategy Change to Deter Terror’, The New York 
Times, July 5, 2005. 

18. For commentary on Powell and Schwarzkopf, see David Halberstam, War in a Time of Peace, 
Bloomsbury, London, 2001, pp. 47, 51, and Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command, The Free Press, 
New York, 2002, pp. 190–1; for Clark, see Benjamin S. Lambeth, NATO’s Air War for Kosovo, RAND, 
Santa Monica, 2001, esp. pp. 199–204; for Franks, in addition to footnote 16 above, an original 
assessment is provided by a senior Chinese PLA officer, Lieutenant General Liu Yazhou, in ‘Interview 
with Lieutenant General Liu Yazhou’, Heartland: Eurasian Review of Geopolitics, Gruppo Editoriale, 
L’Esspresso/Cassan Press, Hong Kong, January 2005. Also on the Rumsfeld/Franks disagreement, 
see Stephen Budiansky, ‘Of Tools and Tasks: Air War – Striking in Ways We Haven’t Seen’, The 
Washington Post, April 26, 2003, p. B01.

19. See Robert C. Owen, Deliberate Force: A Case Study in Effective Air Campaigning, Air University Press, 
Maxwell Air Force Base, 2000.

20. Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel P. Huntington (eds), Culture Matters, Basic Books, New York, 2000; 
see also Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilisations?’, Foreign Affairs, Council on Foreign 
Relations, New York, Summer, 1993.
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Theorising on Information Support to the 
Organisation: Integration, Differentiation and 
Information Value
Group Captain A.E. Dowse, Air Force Headquarters

Introduction

Information is a fundamental input to every activity undertaken within the Defence 
Organisation, from planning and conduct of operations to garrison support to raising, training 
and sustaining capabilities. In a broad context, information capability is far more than simple 
computer assets, but relates to the full range of resources that contribute to effective decision 
making. If information capability is considered in terms of technologies rather than as a holistic 
resource, there is a danger of it being provided as a utility that does not add the value needed 
to achieve organisational goals. The purpose of this article is to combine various decision 
and organisational theories and business concepts to develop a model that balances the 
competing requirements of specialisation and coordination, as well as the competing priorities 
of effectiveness and efficiency, in the provision of information support.

Information and decision theory

The fundamental business process of an organisation is the conduct of rational decision making 
in pursuit of explicit objectives  (Checkland and Howell, 1998, p. 85). A rational decision is 
one that is reasonable, optimal or best in a given situation (Lee, 1971, p. 7). The concept of 
rationality ranges from an economic view of maximisation (or perfect rationality) to one of 
acceptability in the social sciences (or bounded rationality; Simon, 1988, pp. 58–77).

Consistent with the latter interpretation, decision making tends to follow the principle of 
least action, in which the best effect is optimised with the least effort. A decision is made at 
a time when the decision maker determines that the selected action from a range of options 
is reasonable, given the situation, and a comparison of the potential for improvement in the 
decision versus the required search to realise that potential. The economics of information 
therefore is essentially a consideration of return on investment in searching for information 
relevant to the problem. 

Decision making often, and especially in military operations, needs to be less rational due 
to uncertainty, time pressures, resource limitations, incomparability of possible actions and 
information‑related constraints of attention, memory, comprehension and communication. In 
such situations, a bounded approach involves confining search and analysis efforts to avoid 
over‑analysis, hyper‑rationality, regressive planning and failure to act (Klein, 1998, p. 259–260). 
Simon (1957) developed the concept of ‘satisficing’, in which decisions are made based upon 
preconceived aspirations of outcomes—when an option is identified that will achieve those 
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aspirations, the problem is said to be ‘satisficed’ and the search for more information is halted. 
Janis and Mann (1977) criticise satisficing in comparison with analytical approaches, in that 
it addresses fewer requirements for the outcome, generates fewer alternatives and does not 
comprehensively test alternatives. Nevertheless, the view that human decision making is mostly 
concerned with satisfactory alternatives and is only concerned with optimising approaches in 
exceptional circumstances is widely accepted (March and Simon, 1993, p. 162) and fundamental 
to more recent research in naturalistic decision making.

The relevance of decision theory to information support is that the availability and accuracy 
of information is a critical determinant of decision quality. While some information operations 
activities may be directed at attaining a comparative advantage or to otherwise influence 
others’ decision processes (ADDP 3.13, 2003, 1‑3 – 1–13), the primary utility of information is 
in support of decision processes within our organisation or with partners. The search effort in 
identifying and comparing options in everyday decision making requires information, regardless 
of whether it relates to the knowledge of the individual or is known by others, whether it is 
explicit or intuitive, whether it exists or needs to be created from other knowledge based upon 
the circumstances, or whether it is processed, stored or communicated via technology.

Much of the challenge in decision making is the ability to deal with uncertainty, which in 
this context is the difference between the amount of information required to achieve goals 
and the amount possessed by the organisation. Dispersion of knowledge is itself a cause 
of uncertainty (Becker, 2001) as the decision maker does not know whether a fact is simply 
unknown to him or her, unknown within the organisation or just unknown. Thus the search 
task involves not only reducing uncertainty caused by information gaps but also by addressing 
that which may be resolved by others in the organisation. The Johari window (adapted 
from Luft, 1970) at Figure 1 depicts the value that may be achieved through collaborative 
approaches to decision making.

Figure 1: Collaboration to Reduce Uncertainty.
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Depending upon the task and organisational context, collaboration may add significant value 
to decision processes by making them more effective (leading to better service), more efficient 
(both the search process and the potential efficiency of the action to be taken) and more 
acceptable to the organisation. Thus the emphasis of collaborative decision making initially 
is to provide value through the provision of relevant and accurate inputs to the process by 
organisational experts. The amount of searching is conducted to the point at which the problem 
can be satisficed, thus providing proportionality between the invested effort in searching and 
the value of the current options relative to prospective increases in value from further analysis. 
At this point, the remaining equivocality in the problem should be matched by the variety of 
the selected option (i.e. matching uncertainty with uncertainty; Weick, 1969). Collaboration 
also serves as a means of organisational sensemaking in which collective interpretations, 
behaviours and theories of action are applied to situations and are in turn modified by those 
experiences (Weick, 1995).

Relevance of organisational theories

Collaboration is an activity most often undertaken in situations of task interdependence. Whereas 
the nature of industrial‑age work allowed classical organisational theory a clear division of 
organisational responsibilities, task interdependence has emerged as a primary consideration in 
modern organisations. Rather than just necessitating a broader search for information, true task 
interdependence has an effect across all three dimensions of command and control: competency, 
authority and responsibility (Pigeau and McCann, 2002). In such cases, collaboration may require 
not only sharing of information, but agreement upon decisions and associated actions.

Uncertainty and interdependence are the key factors used in structural contingency theory, 
which relates to the way that an organisation should be structured to meet the challenges 
of its environment (Donaldson, 2001). This is not so surprising if one considers that the 
foundation of information systems thinking is in the social disciplines of organisational theory 
(Checkland and Howell, 1998, pp. 67–84). In fact, contingency factors such as task uncertainty 
and interdependence have featured heavily in the information systems research literature 
(Weill and Olson, 1989). However, one aspect of modern organisational theory that does not 
feature strongly in information systems literature is the work of Lawrence and Lorsch, which 
has particular relevance to the nature of information support.

In systems terms, Lawrence and Lorsch define an organisation as ‘a system of interrelated 
behaviours of people who are performing a task that has been differentiated into several 
distinct subsystems, each subsystem performing a portion of the task, and the efforts of 
each being integrated to achieve effective performance of the system’ (Lawrence and Lorsch, 
1967, p. 3). This definition introduces the terms of differentiation and integration, which are 
central concepts in complex organisations. Differentiation, as defined by Lawrence and Lorsch 
(1986, p. 11) differs slightly from the classical concept of specialisation in that it refers to ‘the 
difference in cognitive and emotional orientation among managers in different functional 
departments’. A level of differentiation consistent with the organisation’s environment 
leads to improved performance and adaptiveness (Leavitt, 1978, p. 88). Highly differentiated 
organisations typically have high cohesion within specialised units and loose coupling between 
units. Defence is such an organisation.
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Lawrence and Lorsch define integration as ‘the quality of the state of collaboration that 
exists among departments that are required to achieve unity of effort by the demands of the 
environment’. Their research noted that differentiation and integration were often inversely 
related (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1986, pp. 47–49). That is, organisations whose sub‑units’ culture 
had become highly diverse through associated specialisation did not coordinate with each other 
as much as less diverse organisations (that is, they are loosely coupled). However, they also 
found that organisations that matched high differentiation with high integration performed 
better than other organisations (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1986, pp. 49–53). Thus, in a diverse 
organisation, performance will be dependent upon the effectiveness of both differentiation 
and integration. The greater the need for differentiation, the more integration is required for 
effectiveness of the overall organisation (Donaldson, 2001, p. 41). Integration may be achieved 
by a variety of mechanisms, including joint training, lateral coordination across groups, informal 
relationships, individuals with multiple membership of groups, shared resources and even use 
of ‘integrating departments’.

Towards integration 

Traditionally, the information capabilities of an organisation were developed based upon 
the level of differentiation. Organisations with low diversity tended towards a standardised 
approach to information support, whereas a high diversity of business tended to be reflected in 
similarly diverse information services and technologies supporting them. In many organisations, 
including Defence, technology integration has increasingly overtaken the legacy beginnings. 
This integration has been progressed in pursuit of synergies and efficiencies.

From a business or operational perspective, the objective of information integration is 
improvement of organisational performance through the exploitation of synergies between 
units, whilst maintaining the organisational differentiation that created the potential 
for those synergies. Although achievement of these synergies is an operational concern, 
it is enabled by technology. It is manifested in the conduct of collaborative decision 
making in which competencies, authorities and responsibilities may be spread across the 
organisational structure, but are coordinated so that the resultant actions represent unity of 
effort. This outcome is fundamental to network centric warfare and requires a cooperative 
culture, interoperability and an understanding of the division of competency, authority and 
responsibility for various tasks.

The requirement for a collaborative approach to interdependent tasks in the military context 
comprises both proactive planning and the maintenance of unity of effort through reactive 
decisions in an uncertain environment. The combination of interdependence and uncertainty 
challenges even the best‑made plans and may threaten the effectiveness of operations, as 
evidenced in Operation Anaconda in 2002 (Naylor, 2005). Technology may provide mutual 
awareness and the ability of units to ‘self‑synchronise’ (Alberts et al., 1999), however such 
ability is reliant on a level of certainty of the environment sufficient to develop associated 
rules of action.

From a technology perspective, the primary objective of integration is to maximise return on 
investment, especially through the realisation of efficiencies in implementing and supporting 
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IT, whilst maintaining quality and differentiated capability as required. Although this is an 
IT function, it is enabled by direction and guidance from governance mechanisms and the 
business units. Standardisation of technology and information services may provide some 
benefits in terms of interoperability and quality, yet the primary driver is cost reduction through 
economies of scale. These efficiencies are made possible by the richness of functionality of 
modern technologies that permit standard applications to support diverse businesses. The 
consequent trend in IT management is towards centralisation, with information capabilities 
increasingly being provided as infrastructure services and fewer business-specific capabilities 
under decentralised control.

Information value

In simplistic terms, elements of the diverse organisation interact by the outputs of 
some elements providing value to the inputs of other units whose function is logically 
downstream. This approach was described by Porter (2004) as a value chain, which provides 
a framework for understanding the relationship between the activities that contribute to 
organisational outcomes. The essence of the value chain approach is that the relationship 
between parts of the organisation (as well as external suppliers) is viewed in terms of 
supply and demand, as well as contribution of value to the overall process. Each activity 
combines purchased inputs, information, resources and technology to perform its function, 
and is measured by the value of its services and associated margin (i.e. resources required 
to achieve the value).

In the modern organisation, a key source of advantage is the relative effectiveness, efficiency 
and acceptability of strategic and operational decision making. If decision making is a 
fundamental organisational process, then the value that might be contributed to it comes 
from information sources, competencies and organisational capabilities that determine the 
range of options for action. In the presence of task interdependence and uncertainty, the 
value of decisions is enhanced by the contribution of information and options from across 
the organisation through integration mechanisms.

The integrated value chain from the business perspective is shown at Figure 2. The contribution 
of competencies and coordination of decision making results in the synergies needed to realise 
network centric warfare. This operational decision making capability needs to be accompanied 
by a strategic approach to learning, which modifies knowledge, processes and responsibilities 
in response to experiences and the changing environment.

Admittedly, this model of informational relationships between value chains is complex, 
and becomes even more so as the relationships change in highly dynamic and uncertain 
environments, such as those typically encountered in Defence. In contrast, the Porter view of 
the value chain is more representative of the sequential addition of value associated with the 
industrial age and less reflective of task interdependence. Yet regardless of task interdependence, 
the supply–demand concept remains valid in the case of a support organisation, such as the 
provider of information services. In such cases, the support organisation does not provide 
an organisational output, but adds value to other business outputs, as shown at Figure 3 
(adapted from OGC, 2004).
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Figure 3: Information System Value Chain.

Figure 2: Integrated Value Chain Model.
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Such a model might be an appropriate way of contemplating not only information technology 
support to the organisation, but also broader information services such as the provision of 
Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance information in support of decision making.

One question that immediately arises from this model is: How do we specify and measure the 
value of information? The logical approach would be a top down development of organisational 
tasks, generating information requirements that necessitate information architecture functions 
such as collection, access, presentation, networking, knowledge management, security, 
interoperability and integration (Libicki, 2003, pp. 78–82). Providing there is adequate 
predictability about the nature of the task, the requirements for information, particularly 
essential elements of information, can be defined to some extent and consequently measured. 
However, while the analytical rigour required of such an architectural approach has been 
applied in some large‑scale acquisitions of systems, there has been limited success in either 
defining Defence information requirements in architectural terms or in measuring against 
those information requirements in the running system.

A typical problem with the architectural approach is that it too often takes a technology 
design viewpoint and disregards key competencies and information needs of the organisation 
(Sauer and Yetton, 1997, pp. 13–19). This can lead to the common situation in which greater 
investment in technology does not lead to noticeable value or competitive advantage. Barney 
et al. (2001) suggest that a competitive advantage does not arise from the deployment of 
technology but from the translation of computing power into knowledge. Taking a Resource‑
Based View (RBV) of the organisation’s information capabilities may assist in matching internal 
resources with the environmental demands on the organisation. RBV theory considers a firm to 
be a collection of distributed resources, in which performance is determined by the blend of 
resources, including competencies and capabilities, residing in individuals and institutionalised 
through organisational learning (Sauer and Yetton, 1997, p. 17). Whilst the market forces that 
make a resource valuable in the private sector include scarcity, demand and appropriability 
(Collis and Montgomery, 1995), similar forces could be developed that determine value of 
the resources of a military. In respect of information capabilities, this might be the ability to 
get the right information to the right person at the right time to support and adapt to the 
missions undertaken by the ADF.  Above all, the resource‑based view calls for consideration of 
information capabilities across the organisation, not only in the specialist IT group, as well as 
targeted investments in technology through self‑assessment and a close partnering between 
the business and IT groups (Bharadwaj, 2000).

Another approach to measuring value used in many organisations is the aggregation of the 
satisfaction of individual users relating to the quality of information services. The use of 
surveys or Information System (IS) success models (such as by DeLone and McLean) by IT 
groups typically infer that individual attitudes reflect the level of success in the provision of 
information services. However, the needs of individuals do not always represent the needs 
of the organisation and are a measure of perception rather than reality (Seddon, 1997, pp. 
247–251). Thus, while surveys may be a useful indicator, they are not an accurate measure of 
the value of information services.

Finally, value may be measured by the specification of certain service levels from a technology 
perspective, such as the percentage of availability of systems or the time taken to resolve a 
problem. Linking such service levels to the businesses of the organisation, such as through a 
hierarchical cascade of business and IT scorecards (Van Grembergen, 2000), will provide some 
level of accountability and measurement of the value provided by information services.
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To truly measure the value of IT, this measurement would not only include performance 
metrics but some concept of cost attribution. Although scorecarding would be a reasonable 
method of managing information value, Defence’s inadequate and arbitrary selection of service 
levels, the poor measurement of IT services and the resultant low adoption of IT information 
measures in business planning and reporting all detract from our ability to appreciate the 
value of information services. These problems lead us to discuss the need to re‑establish 
differentiation.

Maintaining differentiation 

The two forms of integration discussed in this article, synergy through collaborative decision 
making  and efficiency through IT centralisation, adjust for the differentiation inherent in a 
diversely structured, multi‑business organisation. From the business perspective (see Figure 
2), the integration–differentiation relationship follows the Lawrence and Lorsch model. 
Knowledge is developed within specialised units and collaboration is used as an integrating 
mechanism to ensure unity of effort.

A similar situation existed in the past from a technology perspective:  information systems were 
largely the responsibility of respective business groups, with infrastructure and common rules 
providing the integration required for interoperability. Over the past ten years, the amount 
of information services provided as common infrastructure has increased in pursuit of quality 
and efficiency. Defence and many other public and private organisations have embarked on an 
IT maturity path of standardisation and centralisation, in which the majority of information 
services for the organisation are provided as infrastructure (and often outsourced). Whilst 
there are good reasons for such a shift, there is substantial evidence now that it has resulted 
in a reduction in value through a loss of business–IT alignment (Dowse, 2006).

Accordingly, many organisations are pursuing mechanisms that will re‑establish differentiation 
in IT architectures and services, where such value is needed by the respective business units. 
Rather than having a single service provided to all the business units in the organisation, 
individual relationships are tailored to the business units’ needs through mechanisms such as 
service level agreements, measurement of specific performance indicators, working groups 
and account representatives. The need to use such differentiation mechanisms represents a 
reversal of the typical differentiation–integration relationship in organisational theory.

As shown in Figure 3, the individual relationships between business and IS are driven by the 
needs of the business units commensurate with the required information value. The level of 
variance of these relationships across the organisation represents the balance needed between 
effectiveness and efficiency, which is an issue that needs to be managed through suitable 
governance arrangements.

Conclusion

Information support is an important enabler for most organisations and is critical to an 
organisation such as Defence that desires to exploit information for professional excellence and 
comparative advantage. A universal information support model is unrealistic, as appropriate 
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arrangements are contingent upon the organisational and environmental context. Complex 
organisations, such as Defence, feature high levels of differentiation (to address different types 
of tasks) and integration (to address task interdependence). 

Two key integration mechanisms relevant to Defence have been described in this article: the use 
of collaborative decision making in pursuit of synergies and the centralisation of information 
services in pursuit of efficiencies. However, in implementing integration (particularly technology 
integration) it is vital that value should not be diminished and organisational outputs 
consequently degraded. The need to minimise spending on IT resources is understandable, 
but such actions should be undertaken cognisant of the information value required for support 
of Defence operations and business. Such awareness will only come from better partnership 
arrangements between information service providers and the groups they support.

Group Captain Andrew Dowse graduated from RAAF Engineer Cadet Squadron in 1984 with 
a degree in Communications Engineering and now holds a Master of Information Science, a 
Graduate Diploma in Legal Studies and recently completed requirements for award of a Doctor 
of Philosophy in computer science. He is currently the Director of Enabling Capability in Air 
Force Headquarters. His previous contribution to the Australian Defence Force Journal was 
‘Harnessing the News Media during Conflict’ in Issue No. 129.
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When the Effect of One Thing Depends on 
Another: Not a Reason for Complete Pessimism
Dr T. Paul Hutchinson, University of Adelaide

Introduction

Consider the joint effects of several factors on some quantitative outcome variable y. If it is 
found that the effect of one depends upon the others, there is said to be ‘interaction’ between 
the factors. This article will argue that this may be due to a non‑linear dependence of y on a 
single input, which itself is simply the sum of the effects of the variables being studied. One 
thing that stimulated this article was the rather pessimistic body of literature that emphasises 
the number of variables in international relations, the variety of their combinations, the 
potential interactions between them, and the unpredictability of the result. Much of this 
makes reference to complexity and chaos theory. By proposing how interaction might be 
modelled, this pessimism may be countered. Two examples of this are Kerbel (2004) and 
Geeraerts (1998).

Regarding US policy towards China, Kerbel calls for less linear thinking and more • 
non‑linear (complex, chaotic) thinking. This is valuable when ‘the behavior of the 
whole is not necessarily equal to the sum of the parts’, and interactions occur. 
It is characteristic that ‘abrupt, revolutionary, or discontinuous perturbations … 
inevitably—but unpredictably—occur in non‑linear systems’. From his criticism of a 
linear approach, Kerbel concludes that in many situations a single‑outcome prediction 
is unwarranted, hopes of being able to exert influence are illusory, and policies need 
to be more balanced, flexible, and nuanced.

International politics, says Geeraerts, is ‘a non‑linear system in which small variations • 
in initial conditions can bring about large or disproportional changes in outcome. 
Moreover, these changes may at times even be chaotic in nature, that is characterized 
by irregular periodicity, sensitivity to initial conditions and a lack of prediction’. And 
concerning inquiry into international politics and war, ‘There is not much sense in 
conceiving such an enterprise as consisting in the search for observable regularities 
... Like it or not, the non‑linear nature of international politics allows for few if any 
valid and non‑trivial empirical generalizations. To be sure, what a system does or 
does not do, how it responds to any given stimulus or event, is to a significant extent 
determined by its current state or conduct as the product of its previous historical 
evolution. This implies both that the development of such a system will be governed 
by a definite dynamism of its own, and that the very same stimuli or events will usually 
have rather different effects on different systems’.

Without disagreeing with everything that Kerbel and Geeraerts say, I do feel they are painting 
a darker picture than is justified. Specifically, I have previously proposed (Hutchinson, 2004, 
2006) an explicit model for why one thing might affect the effect of something else.



30

Kerbel, Geeraerts, and other writers appear to intermingle different meanings of interaction: 
they do mean the effect of one variable depends upon another, but they also seem to mean 
reciprocal effects, in which the first affects the second and the second affects the first. And 
interaction is also used in a non‑technical sense: economic and political interactions, civil–
military interactions, and so on. Different meanings should not be confused. A model for why 
the effect of one thing might depend on another will be presented in the next section. This 
will counter the pessimistic literature, but has the potential to be even more useful in the 
context of data analyses, and examples will be given from the field of international security 
and military affairs. Finally, the advantages of having an explicit model of interaction will be 
sketched.

How curvilinearity leads to interaction

As is well known to those whose research takes the form of data analysis, the standard meaning 
of interaction in experimental sciences concerns the joint effect on a quantitative outcome 
of two (or more) other variables: interaction is present if the effect of changing one depends 
upon the other. Interaction in this sense is commonly discussed when considering the results of 
factorial experiments, i.e., those in which the several conditions arise by combining categories 
of two or more factors. Consider, for example, an experiment on skilled performance. A driving 
simulator was used by Young and Stanton (1999) to test four levels of driving skill each with 
four levels of automation, and among the findings was an interaction between these factors 
in respect of a secondary task. Further examples will be given later in this article.

Let the factors be referred to as x1 and x2. For simplicity, let each have two categories. (Larger 
examples may have several categories for each factor.) The categories of x1 and x2 are indexed 
by i and j, respectively. One might ask whether sets of quantities x1i and x2j can be found such 
that the sum x1i + x2j is a good approximation to the observed dependent variable yij, for all 
combinations of i and j. If so, the effect on y of changing from one category to another of x1 
is the same whatever x2 is: that is, there is no interaction between x1 and x2. From the point 
of view of simplicity of prediction, finding no interaction is good news.

This section will propose a model for how interaction might happen. Central to the model 
is failure of an output to be linearly dependent on an input. Whether in everyday life or in 
discussions of foreign policy, the idea of too much being counterproductive is very familiar. 
The salesperson must be pleasant in order to make the sale; but being too pleasant may be 
perceived as smarminess, and may lead to the prospective customer walking away. In policy 
discussions, there is often some concept of applying pressure, and a notion that some pressure 
will lead to the desired result, but that too much may be perceived as attempted coercion 
and lead to resistance and an undesired result. In short, one slice of cake is a treat, two slices 
makes you sick; the relation between input and outcome is U‑shaped (inverted U‑shaped if 
upwards is the desirable direction).

Curvilinearity leads to interaction as follows:

The interacting variables (or some aspect of them) are hypothesized to add together • 
to get an intermediate variable that is not observed. Total x = x1 + x2. 
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The dependence of the outcome on the intermediate variable x is U‑shaped (or inverted • 
U‑shaped).

Because the response function is U‑shaped, the same change in an input may increase • 
the output or may decrease it, depending on the starting point.

If the response function is curved but not actually bent over, the size of an effect but • 
not its direction will show interaction. (The law of diminishing returns is another 
familiar concept.)

Figure 1 illustrates this. I suggest that whenever interaction between variables seems to 
be occurring without an apparent mechanism, this explanation should be considered as a 
possibility. That is, it should be asked whether there might be some unobserved intermediate 
variable, that the input variables add together to determine this unobserved quantity, and that 
this in turn has a curvilinear effect on the output. It may be easy to appreciate that the two 
different variables have something in common, which might add, or it may need quite a leap 
of insight to appreciate that this might be happening, and to propose what the intermediate 
variable might be. It might also be noted that constructing the intermediate variable by 
subtraction of one thing from another is equivalent to the previous idea of addition: subtracting 
x2 from x1 is the same as adding –x2 to x1. Not only two, but the joint effect of several variables 
might have additive effects on an intermediate variable. 

Figure 1: How curvilinear dependence on a sum leads to interaction. The change that is 
represented by changing from open to solid symbols increases the total x by 2, whether we are 
referring to the condition represented by triangles or squares, but may increase or decrease 
the dependent variable y. Similarly, changing from triangles to squares increases the total x by 
5, whether we are referring to open or solid symbols, but may increase or decrease y. 
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Examples of curvilinearity and interaction

There have been a few contexts where ideas that come close to this mechanism have been 
proposed. 

Consider the difference between a country’s ascribed status and its achieved status. • 
Suppose that the dependence of frequency of military coups on this is U‑shaped (that 
is, overachieving and underachieving countries have more coups). Hernes (1969) 
terms this a theory of rank disequilibrium as being a source of aggression. Then when 
frequency of coups is tabulated for the various combinations of ascribed status and 
achieved status, an interaction will be apparent. An argument in Hernes is similar.

Concerning success of mediation, Gelpi (1999) considers that the greater the military • 
strength of the mediator, the stronger will be the effect of alliance bias. (His Hypothesis 
6, and the two paragraphs preceding.) The text is not entirely clear, but it may mean 
that the variables add to give something that might be called effective threat, and 
dependence of success on this is of increasing slope.

Human performance is commonly said to be best when stress or arousal or stimulation • 
is moderate, and lower when one is too sleepy or too excited. According to Hoffman 
(2001, p. 401), ‘performance of a simple task may be facilitated by an increase in arousal 
(e.g., a mild cold stress)’. Further, ‘the optimal level of arousal needed to facilitate 
performance is lower if the nature of the task is more complex’. Thus ‘mild cold stress 
would be expected to facilitate performance on simple tasks such as vigilance and 
degrade performance on more complex tasks such as choice reaction time’. These 
quotations exactly describe interaction arising from non‑linearity, except that they do 
not explain why the optimal level of arousal is affected by task difficulty. If the effect of 
difficulty is actually to add to arousal, the explanation of interaction between arousal 
and difficulty in determining performance is as above.

For another example, suppose the outcome of interest is the level of hostilities between 
two countries A and B, and the input is the perceived political position of country C. Further, 
suppose it is a fact that the level of hostilities is a U‑shaped function of the perceived position 
of C. (Possible explanation: if C is politically close to A, A will open hostilities against B 
because of the support of C; if C is close to B, B will open hostilities against A because of the 
support of C; if C is neutral, neither A nor B will be confident enough to open hostilities.) If 
C’s present position is close to A, there is danger of hostilities. But suppose C’s chief aim is 
to preserve peace. There may be a variety of actions that C can take to move away from A: 
criticise A’s human rights record, support B in some other forum, sail a fleet from one place 
to another, sell weaponry to B, and so on. It may be that any one of them will lead to a more 
neutral position and thus lowered risk of hostilities, but that if several of these actions are 
taken, they interact, in that there is actually an increased risk of hostilities (because in sum 
they move C so close to B).

Tables 1 and 2 respectively give further examples of curvilinear relationships and interactions 
between variables. The purpose is the limited one of demonstrating that these are taken 
seriously by some writers on international security and military affairs. It is not positively 
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claimed that the mechanism described above actually operated for any of the examples. 
From the previous section, it is clear that if a relationship really does change from positive to 
negative (or vice versa), it should be no surprise to find an interaction between some pairs 
of variables. Thus giving some examples where curvilinear relationships have been proposed 
will at least demonstrate that the mechanism might potentially occur. Of course, linear models 
are very commonly used. Nevertheless, Table 1 demonstrates there is also a lot of interest in 
curvilinear relationships in both international security and international economics. Examples 
of interaction between variables are in Table 2. Seeing them listed together may stimulate 
ideas about theories different from that proposed here. 

Table 1: Examples of non-linearity.

The effect of degree of ethnic diversity on the risk of civil war may be inverted-U in form, so 
may be the effect of degree of democracy (see Suzuki and Krause, 2005, p. 34 and p. 41), and 
so may be the effect of dependence on natural resources (see Ross, 2004).

The effect of degree of diversity on the length of civil war may be inverted-U in form (Elbadawi 
and Sambanis, 2000; Collier et al., 2001).

Concerning dependence of dissent on regime repressiveness, both U-shaped and inverted-U 
shaped relationships have been proposed (see Lichbach,1987, p. 270).

Both U-shaped and inverted-U shaped relationships have also been discussed for the dependence 
of international warfare on the concentration of power (see Mansfield, 1992, pp. 7–8 and 
footnote 7).

The likelihood of alliance formation may have an inverted-U dependence on the interest similarity 
of states, as those whose interests are almost identical may feel no need to conclude a formal 
alliance (Gibler and Rider, 2004).

Gelpi (1999) considered the possibility of success of mediation having an inverted-U dependence 
on the coerciveness of the mediator’s strategy.

Davies (2007) considered the hypothesis that the level of cooperation from a hostile nation may 
have an inverted-U dependence on the popularity of a democratic leader.

The (probit transformation of the) probability of winning a battle depends on a quadratic function 
of the ratio of attacker’s strength to defender’s strength (Rotte and Schmidt, 2003).

According to Ding (2006), anti-threat warnings first increase credibility of the system producing 
them, but have the reverse effect if too many are issued.
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Democratisation reduces the risk of war, but only when facing a democratic opponent (Kurizaki, 
2004).

In the period 1816–1945, having an outside alliance increased the risk of escalation to war when 
the dispute was over territory, but not otherwise (Senese and Vasquez, 2004). 

Concerning the probability of alliance formation when the similarity of the interests of the states is 
either moderately high or very high, and there either is or is not an external threat, it may be the 
case that this is relatively low only if the similarity of interests is very high and there is no external 
threat, and is higher for the three other combinations of conditions (Gibler and Rider, 2004).

Regarding failure of states, King and Zeng (2001) expected to find, and did find, various 
interactions between their predictor variables. 

Regarding civil war, increasing state religiosity for the sake of stability can have quite the opposite 
effect in countries having a religious cleavage (Nordås, 2004). 

Regarding duration of civil war, both Elbadawi and Sambanis (2000) and Collier et al., (2001) 
included interaction terms in their analyses. 

In attempting to predict intervention in civil conflict, Austvoll (2005, especially p. 65) considered the 
possibility that two variables relating to the relevance to the conflict of ethnicity might interact.

When a strong state attacks a weak state, it may be that the attacker prevails if both use a direct 
strategy or both use an indirect strategy, but defence is successful if either uses a direct strategy 
and the other an indirect strategy (Arreguin-Toft, 2001). 

The reason that the attackers in the 1991 Gulf War suffered so few casualties may have been the 
interaction of a major skill imbalance and the attackers’ new technology (Biddle, 1996). Biddle 
also reports the results of simulations in which interactions between different errors by the 
defenders and between defenders’ errors and attackers’ technology were examined. 

According to Brown (2000), simulations of battle reveal that in respect of losses suffered there is 
interaction between the propensity of a subordinate to stay close to the commander and the level of 
communication: failure of communication is less important if the propensity to stay close is high. 

Vodantis (1996) simulated combat of blue helicopter with red patrol boat; interactions (e.g., of 
blue workload with red coordination) were among the hypotheses considered.

Interaction is implicit in ideas of an optimal mix of assets (i.e., that something with one capability 
and something with another capability together are better than two of the first or two of the 
second). Simulations by Shupenus and Armstrong (1998, p. 25) found a synergistic effect when 
one role was filled by one type of helicopter and another role was filled by another type. 

Tziner (1988) considered how the performance of three-man military teams depended on 
the abilities and motivations of its individual members, and was rather surprised not to find 
interactions. 

Table 2: Examples of interaction between variables.



35

Conclusion

My purpose is not to agree nor disagree with broad ideas about chaotic unpredictable 
systems expressed by, for example, Kerbel and Geeraerts. Conceivably, there may be a place in 
policy modelling for methods that will accommodate discontinuous, unpredictable changes. 
Conceivably, whether on these grounds or as a matter of commonsense, thinking needs to 
be realistic—not over‑optimistic—about how solid the basic data used as inputs are, and 
if possible one should plan to be able to adapt to the unpredicted. (In the military context, 
Burpo, 2006, has made some proposals for developing the adaptability of leaders.) Rather, I 
have argued that for one of the important meanings of ‘interaction between variables,’ it may 
be possible to understand and model it. Abrupt changes do not necessarily occur. Prediction 
is not impossible. 

True, if the effect of one factor does depend on another, this is bad news in the sense that 
things are more complicated than otherwise. Suppose one factor has M categories and the 
other has N. Then the total number of interactions is (M‑1)(N‑1), which is 9 if M=4 and N=4, 
for example. But things are not necessarily so hopelessly complicated as this. This article 
has shown that there is some hope of explaining the interactions via a single extra piece of 
knowledge: in effect, the curvature of the dependence of the output on the total input.

The chief advantage of the proposed model is in helping clarity of thinking. The act of 
constructing a model itself suggests alternatives. First, an area of debate is the nature of 
the intermediate variable. If different proposals are made, experiments aimed at directly 
observing the intermediate variable, or somehow indirectly distinguishing between the 
alternative hypotheses, will very likely be thought of. Second, one needs to justify the shape 
of the dependence of the outcome on the intermediate variable (for example, U‑shaped 
dependence). In the hostilities example, C needs to be sure that the level of hostilities is a 
U‑shaped function (that is, alliances tend to lead to hostilities). If it is instead an inverted 
U‑shaped function (alliances tend to prevent hostilities), C’s carefully weighted policy, aimed 
at minimising hostilities, may have positioned it so that hostilities are maximised! (Possible 
explanation of an inverted U: if C is close to A, B will give way; if C is close to B, A will give 
way; if C is neutral, neither A nor B will be so intimidated that they give way, and hostilities 
may result.) Third, the nature of the outcome and the input variables might be questioned. 
One country may pressure another by discreet diplomacy. If that changes to public rhetoric, the 
question arises whether that is more of the same thing (pressure), or whether it is something 
qualitatively different. 

This model of interaction can readily be adapted to any context. An explanation that arises 
organically from the context is likely to be preferable. But there may not be any such, and if 
nothing else can be thought of, this model is available for consideration. 
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Environment and Security: What’s the 
Connection?1

Dr L. Elliott, Australian National University

Introduction 

Security concerns have once again become a prominent feature of discussions about the 
consequences of environmental degradation, particularly climate change and water scarcity. 
Political leaders, policy makers, scientific academies, international agencies and non‑
governmental organisations have deployed the language of threat and security to draw attention 
to the urgency of environmental change and the need for immediate and often far‑reaching 
response strategies. Much of the recent attention has focused on climate change. In a widely 
reported move in January 2007, the Board of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists moved the hands of 
the Doomsday Clock from seven to five minutes to midnight, concluding that ‘global warming 
poses a dire threat to human civilization that is second only to nuclear weapons’.2 At the 
same time, the UK’s Ministry of Defence released the latest in its strategic trends series which 
identified climate change and a shifting environment, increased demand for natural resources 
especially food, water and energy as challenges to stability that would create new sources of 
insecurity and tension.3 A few months later, in April 2007, a panel of retired US admirals and 
generals released a report arguing that climate change constituted a significant threat to US 
national security interests.4 In the same month, under the presidency of the UK, the UN Security 
Council held its first debate on global warming with British Foreign Secretary, Margaret Beckett, 
telling the Council that the threat from climate change has ‘grown larger in scale and sharper 
in outline’ with consequences that ‘reach to the very heart of the security agenda’.5

To some considerable extent, these are unfamiliar areas for defence and security audiences 
and practitioners, even though the concept of environmental security has been part of the 
lexicon since at least the 1980s. In the light of this renewed and increasingly urgent interest 
from within the policy community in particular, it is timely to revisit the main ideas about 
what connects environmental degradation and security. In a piece written almost a decade 
ago, Major Ian Finlayson (at the time CDF Fellow at the Australian Defence Force Academy) 
laid out a number of reasons why these issues were relevant to the ADF. He pointed out that 
environmental problems have the capacity to cause conflict in Australia’s primary area of 
strategic concern, these are policy issues that demand a whole‑of‑nation/whole‑of‑government 
approach which may involve ADF in support of diplomatic and economic initiatives, that 
the ADF needs to adapt itself to changing community expectations about its role which will 
include a greater contribution to non‑combat tasks such as responding to environmental 
disasters, and that it was important for the ADF to think about the intellectual, doctrinal, 
and organisational implications of environmental security issues.6 These arguments seem as 
relevant today, if not more so.

This article begins with a brief background to claims about environmental impacts on 
security. The second section identifies nine propositions about possible connections between 
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environmental degradation and (in)security that can be deduced from existing academic and 
policy literature. While climate change has been the particular form of environmental challenge 
that has revitalised the environmental security debate, the analysis in section two provides 
a more generic account of how environmental degradation might be explored using various 
approaches to security. The final section describes the key features of the present-day policy and 
institutional framework for managing the kinds of connections identified in section two.

The context for environment and security

The term environmental security is still comparatively new in the security and environmental 
lexicon although the challenges to which it responds are not.7 Its conceptual genesis can be 
found in the rethinking of security—and the questions ‘security for whom and from what’ 
—that accompanied the winding‑down and then the end of the Cold War. At the same time, 
academics and policymakers were revisiting what it meant to be secure, defining security 
variously in terms of protection against existential threats, freedom from fear and harm, and 
human survival. Some of this interest was generated within the academic and non‑governmental 
community, reflected in the work of individual scholars and the efforts of research institutes, 
research programs and non‑government organisations (NGOs).8 The ideas and concepts of 
environmental security—which are not confined to climate change—also resonate in the 
policy concerns of governments, intergovernmental organisations, security actors and non‑
governmental organisations.

In its 2004 report entitled A more secure world: our shared responsibility, the United Nations 
Secretary‑General’s High‑Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change proclaimed that 
the ‘biggest security threats … extend to environmental degradation’.9 The High‑Level Panel 
followed the example of a number of similarly authoritative predecessors in expressing concern 
about the impact of environmental degradation on global peace and security. In 1992, then UN 
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali identified ecological damage as a new risk for stability 
in his Agenda for Peace.10 In the same year, the communiqué from the first ever Security Council 
Summit of Heads of State and Government expressed concern that ‘non‑military sources of 
instability in [inter alia] ecological fields have become threats to peace and security’.11 NATO 
has also pursued these concerns, noting in its Strategic Concept that ‘security and stability 
have … environmental elements as well as the indispensable defence dimensions’.12 Indeed 
NATO’s Committee on the Challenges of Modern Society (CCMS) was established particularly 
to focus on quality of life and environmental protection concerns.13 These themes were taken 
up in UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Millennium Report to the General Assembly in 2000, 
which suggested that the degradation and even possible destruction of the planet’s ability to 
provide life‑sustaining services was a fundamental global challenge to the security of current 
and future generations.14

Individual governments, including the United States, have also pursued these issues, at least 
in rhetorical terms. Environmental concerns have appeared in US National Security Strategies 
from the early 1990s until the most recent in 2006. In 1994 US Secretary of State, Warren 
Christopher, listed environmental security along with terrorism and nuclear proliferation as 
key issues of strategic importance to US and international security.15 Just before the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002, US Secretary of State, Colin 
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Powell, proclaimed ‘sustainable development [as]… a security imperative’. He argued that 
‘poverty, destruction of the environment, degradation and despair are destroyers of people, 
of societies, of nations, a cause of instability … that can destabilize countries, and even 
destabilize entire regions’.16

Connecting environment and security: nine propositions

Suggestions that environmental degradation is (or should be) a security concern fall within 
two sometimes competing approaches to what is now usually referred to as non‑traditional 
security (other terms include new security, transnational security, comprehensive security, and 
non-conventional security). The first of these is confined to non-traditional threats to traditional 
‘referent objects’ (that is, states). The second broadens the ‘referent’ of security to include 
non‑traditional threats to individuals, communities, societies and economies. Within these 
two broad approaches, there are at least nine sometimes overlapping and sometimes mutually 
exclusive views about the ways in which environmental degradation, resource depletion and the 
ecological crisis are either connected to security issues or, more specifically, can be defined as 
threats to security. Although it is beyond the scope of this article, it is worth noting that there 
are broader objections to the whole idea that environment and security should be linked, either 
conceptually or as a policy issue. Some of this objection comes from within a very orthodox 
security community that seeks to continue to define security (and therefore defence roles) in 
terms only of military threats and warfighting responses and for whom so-called non-military 
threats should be addressed and dealt with elsewhere. Other objections come from within 
parts of the environment community, concerned that ‘securitising’ the environment runs the 
risk of militarising ecology and narrowing policy options. 

i.	 Resource	 decline	 and	 environmental	 degradation	 as	 the	 source	 of	 actual	 conflict	 between	
states

This is the most traditional of the non‑traditional approaches to environmental security. While it 
echoes traditional concerns about how states might seek to gain or maintain access to strategic 
resources, the menu of actual or potential scarce resources has expanded to include water, 
arable land, and environmental services such as clean air or the climate system. In this view, 
resource conflict is a likely product of relative deprivation and differences in environmental 
endowment, whereby some countries face greater scarcity than others, or because actions 
by one country could generate conditions of scarcity or environmental decline in others. 
The idea of ‘water wars’ has become emblematic of this approach to environmental security. 
Commentators point out that over 150 major river systems are shared by two countries, and a 
further 50 are shared by between 3 and 12 countries. They refer to a background of potential 
hostilities over attempts to control river flow seen as a threat to strategic interests of other 
countries and recent histories of strategic posturing over water (for example over the Nile, 
Euphrates and Jordan rivers in the Middle East). Proclamations such as that of Anwar Sadat who 
is quoted as saying (after signing a peace treaty with Israel) that ‘the only matter that could 
take Egypt to war again is water’ are taken as further evidence that water is the ‘new oil’.17 Yet 
there are some cautionary tales as well. Although the possibility of conflict over environmental 
degradation or resource scarcity (particularly living resources) has remained a worse‑case 
scenario in the more conventional environmental security literature, many commentators 



42

have suggested that actual conflict of this kind is unlikely. A conflict that involves resources 
is not necessarily a conflict over resources and the evidence that resources or environmental 
services are the primary cause of any major inter-state conflict is much thinner on the ground 
than is usually assumed. Where conflict over resources does occur, this is often more about 
greed than grievance, driven by competing users seeking to control the rents from resources—
competition for wealth rather than competition over scarcity. Cooperation is at least as likely 
an outcome of attempts to manage shared strategic environmental resources as is conflict. 
Research on how shared water resources are managed, for example, has identified twice as 
many cooperative events as conflict events, with evidence that cooperation over water can 
continue even in the midst of other forms of conflict.18

ii. Environmental degradation as a cause of diplomatic disputes, political tension or the deployment 
of	military	capability	short	of	prolonged	conflict

This approach to environmental security is more concerned with situations in which 
environmental disputes take place against a background of already existing political differences 
between states (which might or might not lead to the kind of open conflict explored above). Such 
disputes might arise over environmental scarcities, the over‑exploitation of living resources, 
over activities in one country that have transboundary environmental consequences or even 
inequities in environmental endowment between rich and poor countries.19 Southeast Asia 
provides some useful examples of how environmental degradation can contribute to political 
spats and even the possibility of more serious diplomatic tensions between neighbouring 
countries. Problems such as the recurring haze pollution that has its source in Indonesia but 
that affects environmental quality in Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and Brunei has resulted 
in somewhat sharper exchanges than are usually experienced between ASEAN neighbours 
although it is mainly the economic and environmental consequences rather than the political 
ones that are explored in security terms. Illegal fishing is perhaps the exemplar case in which 
disputes over access to and authority over ecosystem resources have been ‘interactive with … 
threat perceptions’.20 The Indonesian Government has cited illegal fishing as a major reason 
for seeking to strengthen its naval capabilities. Illegal fishing is a continuing source of tension 
between Thailand and its neighbours, particularly Malaysia, and has involved naval patrol 
activity on both sides. Shots have, on occasion, been fired. Other versions of border-crossing 
environmental exploitation such as illegal logging, timber smuggling and wildlife smuggling 
have given rise to political accusations and the deployment of troops to guard borders against 
such incursions. The pursuit of energy resources and the whole concept of energy security 
(particularly in the context of climate change) has also been offered as a potential source 
of tension. The UK Ministry of Defence report referred to earlier suggested that countries’ 
efforts to control access to energy resources might possibly ‘fuel tension among those who are 
excluded … [which] may lead to political and even military interventions in order to protect 
access and safeguard supply’.21

iii.	 Environmental	degradation	as	a	contribution	to	the	breakdown	of	societal	relations,	especially	
in fragile states

Concerns that environmental scarcity and disputes between competing users within states 
will lead to ‘civil turmoil and outright violence’,22 have become more prominent in the 
environmental security literature than concerns over inter-state environmental conflict. 
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In one of the most pessimistic but most widely‑read expositions of this position, Robert Kaplan 
argued that environmental degradation would be:

the national-security issue of the early twenty-first century. The political and strategic impact 
of surging populations, spreading disease, deforestation and soil erosion, water depletion, air 
pollution, and, possibly, rising sea levels in critical, overcrowded regions like the Nile Delta and 
Bangladesh – developments that will prompt mass migrations and, in turn, incite group conflicts 
– will be the core foreign‑policy challenge from which most others will ultimately emanate.23

Environmental issues are more likely to result in political violence where they are part of a 
broader pattern of political and social grievance—the ‘threat multiplier’ effect. UN Secretary‑
General Ban Ki‑Moon has expressed concern that polarised societies and marginalised 
communities, particularly in vulnerable regions, ‘could weaken the institutional capacity of 
states to resolve conflict through peaceful and democratic means’.24 Environmental degradation, 
particularly around issues to do with land degradation, food security and water scarcity, has 
been identified as a factor in the social breakdown and internal conflict in Sri Lanka, Ethiopia, 
Somalia, Rwanda, Haiti, Bougainville, South Africa and the Sudan (especially Darfur) among 
other places.25 The enforced and unregulated movement of people within and across borders 
as a result of environmental decline and land degradation is another possible source of internal 
tension as further stresses are placed on communities, ecosystems and often inadequate 
infrastructure. While international refugee law does not formally recognise the category of 
environmental refugee, estimates suggest that up to 25 million people globally may be displaced 
primarily as a result of environmental decline. Problems such as climate change, water stress 
and deforestation are likely to see this number increase, along with intensified competition 
for food, water and energy within and possibly even between countries. 

iv.	 Resources	and	environmental	services	as	a	‘weapon’	of	war

This particular connection between environment and security changes the focus from the 
environment as a cause of conflict to the environment as a victim of the conduct of war. 
So‑called ‘scorched earth’ strategies that involve the deliberate targeting of ecosystems and 
environmental facilities have a long history. Recent examples include the use of defoliants by 
the US and its allies in Vietnam as a form of area denial and the burning of Kuwaiti oil wells by 
retreating Iraqi troops during the 1991 Gulf conflict, the latter inflicting extensive degradation 
on coral reefs, mangrove and sea‑grass ecosystems, and marine and bird life. The ‘weapon 
of war’ approach to environmental security has also engendered a collateral concern with 
the unsustainable exploitation of resources by warring parties to finance their campaigns or 
political rule (the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, the State Peace and Development Council in 
Burma and the Abacha regime in Nigeria provide just three examples).

v.	 Environmental	degradation	as	consequence	of	war	and	conflict

This link between environment and security focuses on the unintended consequences or 
collateral damage of actual conflict and of defence-related activities more generally and it 
speaks primarily to the security of the environment rather than the state, a theme that is also 
addressed below. War, conflict and the activities of military forces during wartime situations 
result in pollution and contamination of air and water systems, damage to fragile terrestrial 
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ecosystems, over‑exploitation of water and other essential resources, and the destruction of 
agricultural land and crops. It has been estimated that over 80 per cent of Kuwait’s livestock died 
during the 1991 Gulf War. A report on Afghanistan prepared by the United Nations Environment 
Programme concluded that two decades of war had degraded the country’s natural resources 
and environmental services so badly that economic reconstruction efforts would be severely 
compromised.26 Weapons systems can also have environmental consequences through production 
methods, material content (depleted uranium for example), collateral impact on sustainable 
development (minefields in Cambodia, for example), or decommissioning and disposal.

vi. Environmental threats to economic security

Economic stability, which relies on the certainty of access to resources and environmental 
services, is accepted as central to the security of a state and its society. The recent Stern Report 
on the economics of climate change, prepared by a former Chief Economist of the World Bank, 
suggested that climate change could ‘create risks of major disruption to economic and social 
activity … on a scale similar to those associated with the great wars and economic depression 
of the first half of the 20th century’.27 Economic security is also assumed to have a stabilising 
effect on inter‑state and regional security arrangements because it establishes the conditions 
for mutual economic engagement and interdependence. Environmental degradation changes 
the productive landscape of a country, undermines development, compromises future income 
streams and exposes economic costs and productivity losses that are often hidden in times of 
plenty. Environmental degradation also generates costs to other sectors of the economy. To 
use just one example, the World Bank estimates that air and water pollution cost the Chinese 
economy approximately $US54 billion a year in damage to human health and lost agricultural 
productivity, about 8 per cent of Chinese GDP (Edwards, 1997). Economic security is judged to 
be important from a security perspective not just because of the general benefits of a strong 
economy but because economic insecurity, and the maldistribution and poverty that might 
accompany this, can be a factor in social and political disruption and counter‑productive 
to the pursuit of peace both within countries and globally.28 Poorer countries are generally 
perceived to be more prone to state collapse or instability, particularly if governments are 
unable to respond to the pressures of environmental degradation. These costs are not confined 
to developing countries. Agricultural sectors in countries such as Australia and the US, for 
example, are vulnerable to climate change, desertification and land degradation.

vii.	 Environmental	degradation	linked	to	other	forms	of	non-traditional	security	

Environmental degradation and resource depletion are also connected in sometimes 
quite complicated ways with other non‑traditional security threats. The habitat‑changing 
consequences of environmental degradation may also influence disease vectors, possibly 
contributing to the kinds of pandemics that are now taken seriously as security threats (and 
which also affect human security). Globally, transnational environmental crime (TEC) in the form 
of illegal logging, wildlife smuggling, and the black markets in ozone depleting substances and 
hazardous wastes, constitute illegal economies of similar value to those in arms and drugs, 
with similar levels of organised criminal activity and similar kinds of challenges for border 
protection and law enforcement. They generate similar kinds of security challenges for the 
state and its legal institutions, and for communities and societies, through corruption, fraud, 
violence and money‑laundering. 
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vii. Environmental security and human security 

The human security model is the most prominent of the non‑traditional security approaches 
to environmental security. From an orthodox security discourse, it is also possibly the most 
controversial in that it focuses on individuals rather than the state as the referent of security, and 
expands the agenda of concerns to include what many would still prefer to think of as welfare 
challenges. The genesis of the human security approach lies in ideas articulated initially by the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The UNDP presented human security as a 
universal, people‑centred concern with ‘human life and dignity’ and an antidote to conventional 
views of security that had ‘for too long … been shaped by the potential for conflict between 
states … equated with … threats to a country’s borders’.29 While environmental degradation 
was not the only component of human security, the UNDP nevertheless pointed to the ‘basic 
question of human survival on an environmentally fragile planet’ as a central matter of concern. 
The theme was also picked up by the Commission on Global Governance which reported that 
‘threats to the earth’s life support systems [inter alia] … challenge the security of people far 
more than the threat of external aggression’.30 The list of human security challenges that arise 
from environmental degradation is, potentially, a long one. It includes livelihood consequences 
including enforced migration from unsustainable lands; food insecurity, malnutrition and an 
increased disease burden; and greater vulnerability to the kinds of natural disasters (or disasters 
of nature) that accompany severe forms of environmental change such as deforestation and 
climate change.

Food insecurity is a complicated human security challenge, driven by a loss of food productivity 
as a result of environmental problems such as desertification and land degradation, by 
unsustainable exploitation of food resources such as fish stocks, and also by the diversion 
of land away from small‑scale agriculture into industrialised agri‑business. Some estimates 
suggest that food productivity in Asia alone could decline by as much as 20 per cent.31 The 
consequences are not just human security ones although they alone are likely to be severe in 
response not just to the scarcity of food but to adjacent problems such as rising food prices 
which affect the poor first. Food insecurities can turn food exporting countries into net food 
importers, increasing their vulnerability to global markets and their reliance on the security 
of trade routes, heightening poverty, and potentially intensifying domestic grievances and 
social disruptions.

The health and disease burden that can characterise the human security concerns associated 
with environmental degradation are not only extensive but also connected in complicated 
ways with more conventional non‑traditional security concerns as noted above. The United 
Nations Environment Programme calculates that about 5 per cent of all deaths globally are 
a consequence of air pollution.32 Other sources estimate that up to 20 per cent of deaths in 
developing countries are caused by environmental problems.33 Diseases related to unsafe 
water kill something between 1.7 million and 3 million people each year, primarily in poorer 
countries, with up to half the urban population in developing countries suffering from diseases 
related to lack of clean water.34 The health insecurities of environmental change arise not 
only from local problems. Climate change will likely see an increase in infectious diseases as 
insects and rodents that carry disease move into previously unhospitable climates or as water 
borne pathogens multiply. Ozone depletion results in the suppression of immune system in 
plants, animals and humans and has been implicated from an epidemiological perspective in 
an increase in cancers.
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ix. Security of and for the environment

This version of environmental security is concerned with ecosystems, habitat and species 
rather than states or people as the referent for security. Without going into extensive detail 
about the state of the global environment, it is clear from the various reporting mechanisms 
that environmental decline continues and progress on achieving a secure environment is slow. 
Land degradation is increasing. Forests are still being logged beyond renewable yield. Species 
extinction continues and genetic diversity is being compromised. Water resources remain 
highly vulnerable. Exploitation of food and economic resources such as fish stocks continues 
in a way that cannot be sustained. Pollutants continue to take their toll on the quality of air, 
water and the global atmosphere. None of these are simple problems. The ecological and 
policy challenges are exacerbated because scientific evidence confirms that environmental 
degradation is happening at a magnitude and rate higher than at any time in human history, 
not as a result of cataclysmic events but the everyday practices of human economy and society. 
As Gwyn Prins (who has been an adviser to NATO and to the UK’s Ministry of Defence) points 
out, what we have is environmental insecurity.35 While this may seem to move too far from 
the conventional or familiar approaches to security, securing the environment is the key to 
preventing many of the other forms of insecurity that are identified above.

The 1987 report of the Brundtland Commission observed that we need to act ‘in concert 
to remove the growing environmental sources of conflict’.36 The final section of this article 
turns, then, to review some of the institutional and international attempts to respond to the 
variety of environmental (in)security challenges identified above. The focus here is mainly on 
how those issues have been taken up in the context of more traditional defence and security 
practices. Space constraints preclude anything more than brief references to responses that 
address what are in effect the environmental causes of insecurity despite their importance. 
Nevertheless in the long run, it is failure to address environmental degradation and its causes 
that is likely to lead to escalating insecurities and instabilities. Even in a security mind‑set, 
early prevention of environmental degradation rather than later intervention to deal with its 
outcomes makes for better strategy. 

Institutional, international law and policy responses

The first category of responses includes those that have attempted to deal with the very specific 
problem of the modification or destruction of the environment in times of conflict, whether 
deliberate or unintentional.37 The most relevant piece of international law is the 1997 Convention 
on the Prohibition of Military or Any Other Hostile Use of Environmental Modification Techniques 
(known as ENMOD). Article 1 prohibits military or hostile environmental modification techniques 
that have ‘widespread, long‑lasting or severe effects’.38 The 1977 Protocol I to the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions, which relates to the protection of the victims of armed conflict, also requires 
combatants to limit environmental destruction. Article 35 prohibits methods of warfare that are 
intended to cause, or could be expected to cause, widespread, long‑term and severe damage to 
the natural environment and Article 55 links this to issues of health and survival. The Protocol 
also prohibits attacks against the environment as a means of reprisal. However, the Protocol 
does not include environmental modification in its list of ‘grave breaches’ of either the Protocol 
or the Geneva Conventions which would otherwise have constituted them as war crimes. 
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This has been partly overcome in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, 
which entered into force in 2002. Article 8(2)(b)(iv) includes in its definitions of war crimes 
‘intentionally launching an attack in the knowledge that such an attack will cause … widespread, 
long‑term and severe damage to the natural environment which would clearly be excessive 
to the military advantage anticipated’. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
has argued that environmental protection in times of armed conflict is therefore central to 
international humanitarian law and the laws of war. Where such breaches occur, the ICRC 
says, measures should be taken to stop such violation and to prevent further breaches.39 The 
articles on state responsibility for internationally wrongful acts prepared by the International 
Law Commission do not include a specific list of wrongful acts (although mass pollution of 
the biosphere was included in drafts as an international crime) but the tenor of the articles 
is that states act wrongfully when they breach their international obligations which would 
include obligations under ENMOD and the Protocol to the Geneva Convention.

Other international law responses, mainly in soft law, reinforce the normative position that 
destruction of the environment in conflict is illegal and wrongful. The 1982 World Charter 
for Nature states in Article 5 that nature shall be secured against degradation caused by 
warfare and other hostile activities. General Assembly Resolution 47/37 in 1992 condemned 
the wanton destruction of the environment in times of armed conflict and urged all states to 
comply with international law on this matter. Principle 24 of the Rio Declaration adopted at 
the Earth Summit in 1992 proclaims that warfare is inherently destructive of the environment. 
Principle 26 requires that states resolve their environmental disputes peacefully. There has been 
little real effort to enforce legal norms on the use of environmental modification techniques 
or destruction of the environment in times of conflict. The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) has, however, established an institutional framework for assessing the 
environmental impact of conflict. UNEP first worked with the Security Council to help 
determine compensation for Kuwait in the environmental aftermath of the Iraqi invasion in 
1991. This was followed by the work of the Balkans Task Force to assess the environmental as 
well as humanitarian impact of bombing and conflict in Kosovo. Since then, the post-conflict 
assessment unit—now upgraded to the Post Conflict Branch—has also undertaken assessments 
in Serbia, Macedonia, Albania, Afghanistan, Palestine, Somalia, Lebanon, Liberia, Sudan and Iraq 
as well as conducting studies into the environmental and health effects of depleted uranium 
use in munitions and protective armoured vehicles.

The development of international law on environmental modification in times of conflict has 
also inspired demands for what is usually known as environmentally responsible defence that 
seeks to balance readiness and stewardship doctrines. ‘Greening’ the military has involved 
a range of practices that fall into two broad categories. The first of these is ensuring that 
defence establishments meet environmental protection and sustainability goals and their 
obligations under international law.40 This can include the development of environmentally 
benign weapons acquisition and disposal strategies, protecting heritage and habitat on military 
bases and defence establishments, reducing the ecological footprint of such establishments, 
and remediation of toxic and hazardous waste sites associated with bases and military research 
and development. This category of defence response also requires that military guidelines 
will include prohibitions on environmental modification and commanders and troops will be 
trained to implement such guidelines in the field and in training exercises. The second category 
of greening the military focuses on the deployment of military capacity in support of broader 
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environmental goals. This might include using military forces to respond to environmental 
disasters such as floods or extreme weather events or to contribute to environmental data-
gathering.41 In its Strategic Trends report, the UK Ministry of Defence suggested that the 
impacts associated with environmental change could ‘increase the pressure for military forces 
to participate in growing numbers of humanitarian assistance, disaster relief and evacuation 
options’.42 Cooperation between defence forces on environmental issues has also been seen 
to make a broader contribution to security arrangements. This was partly the motivation for 
the Trilateral on Environmental Security Cooperation (TESC) established by Canada, the US and 
Australia which worked with regional defence forces on environmental issues. The Chinese 
Government has also proposed defence environmental cooperation as a confidence-building 
measure under the ASEAN Regional Forum.

The development of an international legal framework has been matched only partially by the 
development of an institutional framework. As noted above, UNEP has taken a role in assessing 
the environmental consequences of conflict and NATO has explored environmental concerns in 
the context of what is now its Committee for Science and Peace. There have been many calls 
from governments and NGOs for some version of a separate environmental security council 
(possibly as part of an Economic, Social and Environmental Security Council). Various proposals 
have been raised in the Organisation for Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) for some form 
of ‘Green Helmets’ that would fight ecological disasters. An equally prominent issue has been 
whether the UN Security Council could or should have a role in dealing with environmental 
issues as part of its mandate to address threats to international peace and security. Former 
British Ambassador to the UN (and past President of the Royal Geographical Society) Sir 
Crispin Tickell, has suggested that the Security Council could be called upon to cope with 
environmental security as one of a number of new but unfamiliar threats to security.43

Under Article 39 of the UN Charter, the Security Council could determine that any conflict that 
might have environmental causes is a threat to peace and security. It would also technically 
be possible for any member state of the UN to determine that an environmental conflict 
was likely to constitute a threat to peace and security and submit a request for action to the 
Security Council (SC).44 The UN Secretary‑General could also bring to the Council’s attention 
any matter that, in his or her opinion, was a threat to peace and security. Other possibilities 
include the threat of force, preferably authorised by the SC but possibly even done unilaterally, 
to compel compliance with international environmental agreements on the grounds of ‘self‑
defence’. In this view, Article 51 of the UN Charter could include defence against environmental 
threats as a legitimate component of the jus ad bellum or just (or justifiable) reasons for war. 
Sir Julian Oswald, former First Sea Lord and Admiral of the Fleet, for example, canvassed the 
possibility that ‘poor environmental behaviour from the nations of the world’ could require a 
‘direct active response’ from military forces.45

There is some small precedent for Security Council action in the face of environmental 
security challenges. Security Council Resolution 687 (clause 16) confirmed that Iraq was liable 
under international law for any direct loss or damage—including environmental damage and 
depletion of natural resources—as a result of its unlawful invasion and occupation of Kuwait. 
In April 2007, as noted above, the British Government was successful in calling for a debate 
in the Security Council on climate change. There was little support from the other permanent 
members or lead representatives of the G77 and the Non‑Aligned Movement who thought the 
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Security Council not the appropriate place for such a debate. But there was support not only 
from other European countries but also from representatives of some of the least developing 
countries in Africa and from representatives of vulnerable and low‑lying island states for whom 
climate change is nothing but a serious threat to their security. 

Conclusion

Environmental security is not a simple problem. Nor should environmental problems be 
of concern to security audiences only in terms of their potential for conflict, violence and 
disruption. Environmental decline changes the way that we understand the nature of threat and 
the way we think about security. It emphasises the importance of thinking about security as a 
global collective good that demands cooperative responses rather than those that seek only to 
protect territory against what lies ‘outside’ the state. While her speech to the Security Council 
focused mainly on the conflict potential of climate change, UK Foreign Secretary, Margaret 
Beckett, also argued that ‘this is about our collective security in a fragile and increasingly 
interdependent world’.46 When it comes to environmental issues, the ‘outside’ comes in, 
whether we like it or not. The long‑term impact of environmental degradation means that 
the future becomes much more of a factor in our present‑day security calculus, and security 
is no longer calculated only in zero‑sum terms. For environmental issues, it is either positive 
sum (we all benefit) or negative sum (we all lose). 
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Addendum

In June 2007, an initiative requiring the Director of National Intelligence to produce a formal 
intelligence assessment on the potential national security impacts of climate change was 
approved by the US Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and incorporated in the ‘FY ’08 
Intelligence Authorization bill’. In September, the UK Ministry of Defence announced a £12 
million contract with the UK Met Office Hadley Centre to support research that would focus 
on the relationship between climate change and conflict, identify countries where conflict 
over food and water scarcity might occur and examine the conditions in which British troops 
might be deployed in the future.
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A Nettle Grasped Lightly:
The Introduction of the Australian Military Court
Address to the 2007 Judicial Conference, Washington DC
17 May 2007 U.S. Court of Appeals for the Armed Forces
by Major General The Hon Justice L. Roberts‑Smith, 
Judge Advocate General – Australian Defence Force1

Constitutionality is a minimum standard. …those responsible for organising and administering 
a military justice system must strive to offer a better system than that which cannot be 
constitutionally denied.

Chief Justice Lamer, Report to the Canadian Minister of National Defence2

I would like to talk to you about the recent Australian experience of military justice reform, 
in particular the imminent introduction of a permanent Australian Military Court. I have just 
offered you the observation made by Chief Justice Lamer in connection with the Canadian 
experience of military justice reform because I believe that it serves us in much the same 
way that a lodestone pointed the way for mariners of the past: it does not necessarily tell 
you exactly what your course is, or what your destination will be, but it does point you in 
the right direction.

In my opinion, a complication of the military justice system in Australia is that it does not 
possess any internal mechanism which would allow the system to incrementally change in 
order to remain aligned with community expectations and standards. Instead, as judicial 
and political winds change, the system has periodically been subject to external scrutiny 
that has resulted in dramatic changes of course in order to ‘catch up’ after years of stability. 
Chief Justice Lamer’s observation that the system of military discipline to which we subject 
our Service men and women should be the best possible that we can establish, is a decent 
and commendable standard to bear in mind whenever consideration is given to changing the 
course of the military justice system. I am pleased to say that in the past couple of years, 
reform of the Australian military justice system, particularly the establishment of a permanent 
military court (as opposed to ad hoc Service tribunals), has had considerable regard for this 
standard. While we have not achieved all that I might have hoped in our endeavours to bring 
the Australian military justice system into alignment with the modern expectations of justice 
held by the Australian people, I do believe that the already sound quality of justice delivered to 
our Service personnel by the existing system will be lifted to a level at least heading towards 
best‑practice as a result of the reforms which are underway.

In order to understand the current changes to the Australian military justice system it is useful 
to understand what changes have occurred in the past. Many of you might be familiar with the 
structure and history of military justice in Australia. For those of you who are not, I will offer 
a brief outline of the evolution of military justice in Australia before turning to a discussion 
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of the Defence Legislation Amendment Act of 2006, the instrument which will bring into effect 
the Australian Military Court in October of this year.3

Until 1985, military justice in Australia was Service specific, with the Royal Australian Navy, 
the Army, and the Royal Australian Air Force each operating their own discrete disciplinary 
regimes. The legislation underpinning these different regimes was fragmented and complex, and, 
although slightly modified and modernised from time to time, continued to draw fundamentally 
on 19th century codes established for the regulation of the British Army and the Royal Navy.

It is uncontroversial that the military justice systems of common law nations have historically 
been subject to the greatest pressure for reform following periods of mass mobilisation. During 
the Second World War, Australia’s Defence Forces, like those of the United States of America, 
relied overwhelmingly on citizen-soldiers who served only for the duration of conflict. The 
participation of these men and women in the Defence Forces widened general awareness and 
understanding of the military justice system of the time, especially its perceived limitations 
and deficiencies when compared to the civilian justice system. This in turn led to a push for 
change aimed at remedying perceived tyrannies and injustices and increasing the rights and 
protections of Service personnel by aligning the military justice system more closely with 
civilian expectations of, and approaches to, criminal justice.

The consequence of this push in the United States of America was, of course, the introduction 
of the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) in 1951. The same public pressure for change 
existed in Australia following World War II and although initially no less acute, it was effectively 
dispersed by the referral of the question of reform to a seemingly endless series of inquiries 
and boards. Piecemeal and Service-specific reforms were effected from time to time, further 
blunting the urgency of substantial disciplinary reform. It was not until the Vietnam War and 
the concomitant increase in the number of civilian draftees rendering compulsory temporary 
service that the question of disciplinary reform once again regained impetus.

Public revulsion at high profile cases involving the perceived mistreatment of draftees re-
energised the push for significant reform. The consequence of this was the introduction of 
the Defence Force Discipline Act (DFDA) in 1982.4 The DFDA unified and updated the disciplinary 
arrangements for the Australian Defence Force in ways very similar to the effect on US 
armed forces of the UCMJ in 1951. The provisions of the DFDA commenced in 1985 and the 
arrangements which it put in place have endured substantially unaltered for 20 years.

The disciplinary offences established by the DFDA are applicable to all three Services of the 
Australian Defence Force and they are quite wide‑ranging.5 First, the DFDA includes offences 
not known to the criminal law, but which lie at the heart of military discipline such as desertion 
or absence without leave. The ambit of these offences is considerably widened by the existence 
of a general article (similar to Article 134 UCMJ) that prohibits conduct which is likely to 
prejudice the discipline of, or brings discredit upon, the Australian Defence Force. Second, 
the DFDA includes offences with directly parallel criminal equivalents such as theft or assault, 
but which are of pointed concern for the maintenance of good discipline when committed 
in a Service environment. Once again, the ambit of these offences is wide due to a section 
which effectively introduces a suite of civilian criminal offences into the DFDA as disciplinary 
offences, in much the same way that Article 134 of the UCMJ does. Last, the DFDA includes 
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some hybrid offences which in essence are known to the criminal law, but which contain 
additional specifically military elements such as, for example, assaulting a superior officer.

The Service tribunals established by the DFDA to deal with these offences fit within what 
might be described as a bifurcated hierarchy. Those at the lower end of the hierarchy possess 
limited powers of punishment in respect of less serious offences and can deal only with 
Defence members at the lower ranks, while those at the upper end have the full range of DFDA 
punishments at their disposal, and can try any DFDA offence against any Defence member.6

While all DFDA Service tribunals are court‑like insofar as rules of proof, evidence and procedure 
apply, upper level tribunals differ significantly from those at the lower level. The lower level 
tribunals, termed summary authorities, are administered by military personnel without formal 
legal training, while those appearing before or directing or sitting on the upper level tribunals 
are all legally trained. Typically a summary authority involves a commanding officer, usually 
at the rank of lieutenant colonel or equivalent, hearing a charge or charges against a member 
of his or her command. The accused at his or her own choice is represented either by him 
or herself or by another member of their unit, usually at senior non-commissioned officer 
rank. Likewise the prosecutor is also usually drawn from the unit and is of similar rank to the 
member defending the accused. Legal rules of evidence and procedure apply to the hearing 
and the commanding officer is left to decide guilt or innocence according to the criminal 
standard. The accused is able to seek legal advice from a legal officer7 both before and after 
the hearing, and the proceedings are independently reviewed by a legal officer before being 
confirmed further up the chain of command by the relevant formation commander. 

The higher level DFDA tribunals include trials by Defence Force Magistrate and trials by court 
martial. A Defence Force Magistrate’s trial is presided over by a legal officer of around the rank 
of colonel or equivalent appointed pursuant to the DFDA to sit as a Defence Force Magistrate. 
A Defence Force Magistrate has all the powers of a restricted court martial. He or she sits alone 
as both the decider of fact and law and has available all but the most severe of punishments 
allowable under the DFDA. Responsibility for matters of fact and law are, however, split for 
DFDA courts martial. Matters of fact are decided by the court martial panel made up of three 
or five general service officers, depending on whether the trial is a restricted or general court 
martial. A Judge Advocate, a legal officer of around the rank of colonel or equivalent appointed 
to the role pursuant to the DFDA,8 and appointed to sit on the specific court martial, gives 
binding advice to the panel on matters of law. Both the prosecuting and defending officers 
for Defence Force Magistrate trials and courts martial are legal officers.

Notwithstanding the role of legal officers at the upper level DFDA tribunals as technical 
specialists, the disciplinary system established by the DFDA in 1985 was driven by commanders 
and the chain of command. The vast bulk of disciplinary matters were dealt with at unit level 
by commanding officers sitting as summary authorities.9 In such circumstances the decision 
to initiate disciplinary proceedings against a Defence member through the laying of a charge 
rested solely within the unit. All charges within the unit were either dealt with directly by the 
commanding officer through his or her own hearings, or indirectly through review of lower 
level intra-unit disciplinary hearings. The only way for a charge to find its way out of the unit 
and before a higher level tribunal, either a Defence Force Magistrate or a court martial, was 
for the commanding officer to refer the matter to a convening authority.
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A convening authority was usually a formation commander at around the rank of brigadier 
or equivalent. Referral of a matter to a convening authority could occur in only three 
circumstances. First, if the commanding officer did not have jurisdiction to hear the charges 
due to the rank of the accused or the seriousness of the offence. Second, if the commanding 
officer had jurisdiction to hear the matter but thought it prudent to refer the matter up for 
reasons such as the complexity of the case. Third, if the accused requested the matter to be 
dealt with by a Defence Force Magistrate or court martial having first been offered the election 
by the commanding officer. In only the first circumstance was the discretion of the commanding 
officer not decisive in a matter going before a court martial or Defence Force Magistrate.

Once a matter came into the hands of a convening authority it became his or her responsibility 
to set in train all the legal and administrative requirements needed to bring the matter to 
hearing. This involved deciding on whether the charges referred up from the commanding 
officer were adequate, and if not the drafting and laying of new charges. It involved appointing 
a prosecuting officer and defending officer, as well as the Defence Force Magistrate or Judge 
Advocate. It involved securing the attendance of prosecution and defence witnesses, as well 
as appointing the members of the panel in the case of courts martial. While all these decisions 
were made by the convening authority with the advice of a staff legal officer, they were all 
ultimately exercised at the convening authority’s sole discretion.

In many respects the role of convening authorities in the DFDA system was very similar to 
the current role of convening authorities under the UCMJ. However, unlike the UCMJ system, 
the DFDA contained little provision to guide convening authorities in the exercise of their 
discretions, or formal restraint to constrain the improper exercise of discretions. For example 
the DFDA was silent on how a convening authority should decide on the appointment of 
officers to the panel of a court martial, whereas the UCMJ provides quite specific guidance 
to a convening authority in Article 25. Likewise, Article 37 of the UCMJ specifically forbids 
a convening authority from seeking to reprimand, censure or admonish any member of a 
court martial in connection with the discharge of their court martial duties. Similarly, the 
role of Australian convening authorities has attracted little judicial attention and so the body 
of precedent established by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Armed Forces constraining in 
particular ways the exercise of the discretion of the convening authority in recent years does 
not exist in Australia.10 Neither the DFDA nor interpretative precedent, offered much in the 
way of checks or balances to ensure that convening authorities exercised, or more importantly 
were seen to exercise, their discretions in a just and fair manner.

This then was the broad structure of Australian military justice as established by the Defence 
Force Discipline Act in the mid 1980s and which endured largely unaltered to the middle of 
the current decade. As you can see, command played a key role at all levels of this system 
in determining just how a disciplinary offence was to be dealt with. This was, within limits, 
a strength. The military justice system exists as a tool of command employed to produce a 
disciplined and operationally effective force. Commanders must, therefore, be able to exercise 
some control over the system. They must be able to determine whether the interests of their 
unit require that a matter be dealt with as a disciplinary offence or not. They know their own 
soldiers, sailors and airmen and are well placed to assess what punishment fits the offence 
and the circumstances of the offender. Yet, too intimate a relationship between the two can 
also be a weakness. Unchecked control with inadequate transparency, and inconsistency, can 
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lead to perceptions of unfairness and oppression, thereby decreasing the confidence of Service 
men and women in their chains of command.

As the term itself suggests, military justice requires not just the exercise of justice, but the 
exercise of justice in military environments for military purposes. This involves balancing the 
protection of the rights of Defence members with the imperatives of attaining and maintaining 
operational effectiveness. The point at which the DFDA struck this balance became over time an 
increasingly sensitive pressure‑point for change. While the legitimacy of the DFDA disciplinary 
system has yet to be subject to a decisive blow, it has, rather like the ocean working on a 
precipitous cliff‑face, been worn down by a succession of waves. These waves, in turn, have 
emanated from two distinct sources, the courts and the Parliament, and have brought about 
the change which the Australian military justice system is currently experiencing.

Since their introduction, the legitimacy of DFDA Service tribunals and their exercise of power 
have been repeatedly challenged before the High Court of Australia, the supreme federal court. 
These challenges have generally taken one of two approaches when attacking our system of 
Service tribunals. The first has been to deny the legitimacy of the tribunals themselves by 
arguing that the power they exercise is a power denied to them by the Australian Constitution. 
This argument was first run before the High Court in 1989 and has, indeed, been run again as 
recently as February of this year.11 Chapter III of the Australian Constitution (much like Article 
III of the Constitution of the United States of America (‘the American Constitution’) states that 
‘the judicial power of the Commonwealth shall be vested in a Federal Supreme Court, to be 
called the High Court of Australia, and in such other federal courts as the Parliament creates’.12  
Australian courts martial and Defence Force Magistrate trials look a bit like courts. They 
try Service offences according to the same rules of evidence and proof employed in federal 
courts. They impose punishments that can range up to imprisonment in a civilian gaol. The 
argument mounted against them is that by doing these things they are in fact purporting to 
exercise the judicial power of the Commonwealth, while not actually being a court created by 
the Parliament in accordance with the Constitution. By so doing, it is argued, their exercise 
of power is unconstitutional.

The High Court has generally rejected this argument by accepting that Service tribunals are 
not exercising the judicial power of the Commonwealth, but are in fact exercising power 
pursuant to the Commonwealth’s power under section 51 of the Constitution to make laws 
with respect to the ‘naval and military defence of the Commonwealth’—commonly referred to 
as the Defence power—insofar as they are concerned with the enforcement and maintenance 
of Service discipline.13 Like the power granted to Congress in Section 8 of Article 1 of the 
American Constitution, the Federal Parliament is granted the power to make laws connected 
with the defence of the Commonwealth, although notably the American Constitution goes 
further by granting Congress additional specific power to ‘make rules for the Government 
and Regulation of the land and naval forces’, suggesting a much clearer contemplation of the 
need to establish a military justice system. Consequently, the court‑like trappings of Service 
tribunals have been held to constitute the exercise of judicial‑like power, but they have not 
been regarded as impinging on the Chapter III judicial power of the Commonwealth, as they 
are in the service of ends which lie outside the scope of Chapter III of the Constitution. Rather 
they have been seen as creatures of the legislature in a way similar, although more limited, to 
the American concept of Article I tribunals (or, as they are described, ‘legislative courts’).
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The second line of attack on the DFDA system of Service tribunals mounted in the courts has 
been to accept that they are able to exercise power pursuant to the Defence power of the 
Commonwealth, but to challenge the cut‑off point of this power. The concern here has been 
with jurisdiction. Since 1985 there have been four matters decided by the High Court where 
this was an issue, with a fifth currently before the court pending decision shortly.14 In each 
of these cases, notwithstanding dissenting opinions and various refinements of reasoning, 
the centre of gravity has tended to lie with a service nexus test. Such a test has been variously 
formulated, but in essence the High Court has accepted that Service tribunals have jurisdiction 
to deal only with offences that substantially serve the purpose of maintaining or enforcing 
Service discipline.

What might substantially serve the purpose of maintaining or enforcing Service discipline is 
very context dependent. In time of war, or while the Australian Defence Force is on operations, 
especially when overseas, the ambit of offences to which an Australian Service member might 
be liable has been described as necessarily larger than the ambit of offences to which they 
would be subject to while they were off duty at home in Australia. For example, the rape of a 
civilian by a soldier in Australia while on extended leave away from the barracks would likely 
be beyond the reach of DFDA Service tribunals, but the same offence committed against a 
civilian overseas while on operations in a disturbed or dislocated society would very likely be 
triable in a Service tribunal. As can be seen, in Australia the test for determining jurisdiction 
is far more limited than the status test adopted by the United States’ Supreme Court in the 
case of Solorio v United States.15 Indeed, the service nexus test in Australia considers many of 
the same factors and elements articulated by the United States’ Supreme Court in Relford v 
Commandant, U.S. Disciplinary Barracks.16 Of course, the aim of those seeking to challenge the 
jurisdiction of Australian Service tribunals is to try to limit as much as possible the scope of 
offences encompassed by the service nexus test.

Appeals brought before the High Court of Australia challenging the exercise of the judicial 
power of the Commonwealth and the jurisdiction of Service tribunals have not touched on 
the fairness and impartiality issues raised in Canada and the United Kingdom by Findlay v the 
United Kingdom,17 Grieves v the United Kingdom,18 and R v Genereux.19 These cases, of course, 
held that systems of military trials dependent on the chain of command for the exercise of 
critical trial discretions are fundamentally unfair and contrary to the human right to trial by an 
impartial tribunal. Although these decisions turned on locally compelling rights instruments 
such as the guarantee to independent and fair trial contained in the Canadian Constitution, 
or the subjection of the United Kingdom to the requirement of the European Convention on 
Human Rights that trial be by independent and impartial tribunal, and although no Australian 
rights legislation makes demands of such specificity or thoroughness, there is a substantial 
possibility that at least some members of the High Court might see such obligations as applying 
to our own jurisdiction, and the military justice system in particular.

While courts of review in the United States have accepted a doctrine of ‘military deference’ 
in which the resolution of conflict between the constitutional rights of individual Service 
personnel and asserted military purpose has been adjudged to best lie with Congress, in 
Australia, the High Court has been inclined to give no such deference. 

The concern in Australia was that, given the repeated High Court challenges to the DFDA 
system, sooner or later fairness and impartiality would be raised as an appeal point. In this 
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regard the central role of the convening authority, in deciding on the charge, the time and 
place of the trial, the identity of the accused’s defending officer and the prosecuting officer, 
in making witnesses available for the prosecution and the defence, and in deciding on and 
appointing the judicial officer and the military panel, if one was needed, was a weak point 
in the system. Informed observers in Australia believed that while the DFDA military justice 
system might scrape by further challenges to its constitutionality or jurisdiction, it was only 
a matter of time before the partiality and lack of independence caused by the central role of 
the chain of command would cause the system to come to judicial grief. It might have been 
less worrying if we were starting from a position of strength, but a significant minority of 
the High Court has been unconvinced as to the constitutional validity of Service tribunals, 
and the ‘fair and impartial’ argument may have been sufficient to turn a significant minority 
into a majority.

The pressure for reform exerted by the courts has been subtle, as it has been the possibility 
of successful challenge rather than its actuality that has acted as a driver. Much less subtle has 
been the pressure from the legislature and the executive to reform the DFDA system. Within 
the last ten years there have been no less than four large‑scale inquiries which have turned at 
least part of their attention to the functioning of the DFDA system of military justice, the most 
recent of these having handed down its findings in June 2005, with previous reports having 
been published in 1997, 1999, and 2001.20 These inquiries have either been conducted by bi‑
partisan committees drawn from the Federal Parliament, or by independent inquiry officers 
appointed pursuant to the authority of the executive arm of government.

In this regard the Australian experience of military justice reform has again been quite different 
from that of the United States of America. The most recent report proposing change to the 
UCMJ was completed independently from government by the Cox Commission in 2001. 
While drawing a spirited defence against reform from some uniformed lawyers, the report 
did not spur the United States Government into any re‑examination of the case for change. 
The military justice system of the Australian Defence Force has, in contrast, been subject 
to repeated government or government‑sponsored inquisition in recent years. None of the 
reports generated by these inquiries have been particularly kind to the Australian Defence 
Force. Indeed, they have led to considerable adverse publicity in the Australian media each 
time they have been released.

One of the principal reasons for this is that when examining the justice system of the Australian 
Defence Force these reports have included not only the DFDA disciplinary system, but also 
the separate administrative law system of inquiries and sanctions. The most egregious and 
publicly sensitive cases documented by these reports of the justice system failing Australian 
Service personnel have generally been administrative in character, involving alleged or 
perceived failures to deal with the grievances of Service personnel adequately. Despite this, 
the disciplinary system has been caught up in the general cry for military justice change. 
Nevertheless, the recommendations advanced by these reports have mostly been thoughtful. 
Like the obiter dicta of dissenting High Court justices, they have pointed out aspects of the 
military justice system which are less than ideal. However, unlike the measured words of 
High Court justices uttered in a forum some distance from the front page of the morning 
newspaper, the findings and recommendations of these inquiries have attracted considerable 
public attention and therefore placed considerable pressure on the executive to reform the 
military justice system.
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The most substantial reform to the DFDA military justice system arising out of these inquiries 
to be fully implemented to date has been the abolition of convening authorities in June of 
last year. While the abolition was a sudden event, the lead up to it was not. Over several 
years the institutions necessary to replace the convening authority, especially the Director 
of Military Prosecutions, were developed because of delays in getting legislation enacted.21  
As noted earlier in this address convening authorities played a central role in the exercise of 
many important pre‑trial discretions in connection with Defence Force Magistrate trials and 
courts martial, with none of the codified constraints or guidance which operate on convening 
authorities under the UCMJ. The great concern was not that senior officers as convening 
authorities were actually using their position to improperly influence the outcomes of Service 
tribunals, (although there were very rare instances of this), nor that they were exercising their 
discretions inconsistently, (although, once again, there were instances of this). Rather, it was 
the matter of perceptions of impartiality and fairness, not just of the public at large, but more 
particularly of Service men and women and their faith in the integrity of the military justice 
system and their commanders.

There was also the feeling that the system had become dated and out of kilter with its 
counterparts in Canada and the United Kingdom. We were no longer able to say of the system 
that although it was different from that provided by the civil courts, all of our common law 
allies also did it this way. Rather, both Canada and the United Kingdom had gone a long way 
to matching the standards and expectations of their civil systems. It was believed that it was 
time to do the same thing in Australia.

The discretions previously exercised by convening authorities under the old DFDA system 
have for almost 12 months now been separated and transferred to independent or semi‑
independent decision makers.

The prosecutorial discretions of the convening authority are now exercised by the Director 
of Military Prosecutions (‘the DMP’), an independent statutory appointment at the legal 
officer rank of brigadier or equivalent, outside the chain of command, and with its own 
office, staff and budget. Units still possess authority to initiate and lay charges, but those 
matters which commanding officers wish to have dealt with by higher Service tribunals are 
now referred to the DMP for decision on whether to proceed, and if so, the form of the 
charges and the appropriate tribunal. The DMP also selects the prosecuting officer from the 
staff of the DMP’s office. However, the DMP also possesses the power to initiate disciplinary 
proceedings on his or her own initiative, having also been authorised to lay charges against 
Service personnel directly.

The administrative discretions of the convening authority are now exercised by the Registrar 
of Military Justice (‘the RMJ’), an independent statutory appointment at the rank of legal 
officer colonel or equivalent, outside the chain of command, and with its own staff and budget 
contained within the office of the Judge Advocate General. If the DMP decides that a matter 
should be tried by court martial or Defence Force Magistrate, the charges are referred from 
the DMP to the RMJ with a binding request that the matter be set down for hearing. The RMJ 
appoints the Judge Advocate or Defence Force Magistrate, nominated by the Judge Advocate 
General, who will hear the matter, and decides on the date, time and location of the trial. 
If the matter is a court martial, it is also the responsibility of the RMJ to appoint the court 
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martial panel. The RMJ currently does this by approaching the relevant Service officer career 
management agency and requesting that a number of officers at specific ranks be nominated for 
court martial duty. Without knowing the identity of the accused or the nature of the charges, 
the relevant agency produces a list of officers who are releasable from duty without prejudice 
to operational interests. The RMJ then uses this list to randomly appoint the number of panel 
members required by the court martial in question.

The defence counsel responsibilities of the convening authority are now exercised by the 
Director of Defence Counsel Services (‘the DDCS’). While being a legal officer at the rank of 
colonel or equivalent, the DDCS, unlike the DMP and the RMJ, is not a statutory appointment. 
It is the responsibility of the DDCS to ensure that any accused who wishes to be represented 
by a defending officer is provided with a Service lawyer.

The primary intent of these changes was to eliminate the suggestion that the chain of command 
is able to influence the outcomes of trials through the improper exercise of the discretions 
formerly held by convening authorities; however a secondary intent was to simplify the process 
and to improve the consistency of trial decision making by removing decision making from the 
plethora of convening authorities previously in existence across the Australian Defence Force 
and placing it in the hands of three central figures. In making these changes it was clear that 
the balance between military interests and the rights of Service personnel would shift from 
the former to the latter. In some respects this was perfectly desirable, but it also recognised 
that the chain of command still needed to be able to use the military justice system as a tool 
to produce a disciplined and operationally effective Defence Force. This was preserved to a 
degree, despite the abolition of convening authorities, by allowing commanding officers to 
retain the discretion to initiate disciplinary proceedings, as well as by the creation of what 
are called ‘superior authorities’. ‘Superior authorities’ are effectively convening authorities 
by another name with their teeth having been drawn. Their role is to advise the DMP of the 
Service interest in trying a particular charge in a particular venue against a Service member. 
In this way the DMP, a legal officer with no substantial experience of command, is able to 
take into account command interest when exercising prosecutorial discretions without being 
bound by it.

The abolition of convening authorities and their replacement by independent trial decision 
makers by the Australian military justice system last year was largely the consequence of the 
recommendations made by the 1997, 1999 and 2001 reports, and reports by Judge Advocates 
General to Parliament.22 As I noted earlier the most recent report into the effectiveness of 
the Australian military justice system was released in June 2005.23 While it has consistently 
been my belief, and that of many of my colleagues, that the DFDA was a sound disciplinary 
system that simply needed modification of its structures to be brought into alignment with 
contemporary expectations, there were still many, particularly in Parliament, who felt that the 
same complaints about the fairness and equity of the military justice system were being made 
again and again, and that the Australian Defence Force, the Department of Defence and the 
executive arm of the Australian Government were unwilling to address them.

This was the background against which further remit to examine the effectiveness of the 
Australian military justice system was again handed by the Senate to the Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade References Committee, for inquiry and report in 2003. The inquiry ran for 



62

just under two years, holding 11 public hearings and seven in‑camera hearings, and receiving 
71 public submissions and 63 confidential submissions. I was amongst the many invited 
to make submissions to the committee alongside other senior Service legal officers, both 
permanent and reserve, civilian professional legal bodies, and any individual who felt they 
had an interest in the system.24 In June 2005 the committee’s 312‑page report, containing 29 
separate recommendations, was published.

Having been on the receiving end of three quite uncompromising assessments of its military 
justice system already, the Australian Defence Force expected the 2005 report to be more of 
the same. In some measure it was, but the harshness of the rhetoric this time around was of 
a greater order of magnitude than that seen in previous reports. For example, the report’s 
authors sympathetically quoted submissions made to it such as:

The military justice system in its current form is an anachronism. It is a hangover from a time 
when the battlefield was so far removed from the normal world that the Defence Force needed 
to be self contained … There is no longer a requirement for the public purse to bear the cost 
of maintaining a separate but parallel criminal law process;25 

or

Our family’s psychological and emotional abuse suffered at the hands of the military justice system 
has been likened to repeated bashings with a baseball bat … Our journey is a horrific example 
of the appalling state of the military justice system … [it is] a system in total disarray.26

Passages such as this darkly hinted that the authors of the report thought that military justice 
was something that the modern military simply did not need, or would be better off contracting 
out to civilian agencies (in much the same way as catering and accommodation is nowadays 
dealt with), if it could not be trusted to handling it efficiently itself. 

The government responded promptly to these concerns and assigned the committee’s 
recommendations a degree of legislative priority not enjoyed by the recommendations of 
previous inquiries. The recommendations themselves concentrated substantially on the 
administrative law processes that form part of military justice. Those that focused specifically on 
DFDA practices and processes coalesced around two issues: the reform of Service investigative 
processes and agencies and the reform of the Service disciplinary tribunals themselves. In 
connection with the latter it was the perceived lack of independence of the current system of 
DFDA trials by Defence Force Magistrate and courts martial that most concerned the committee. 
In order to remedy these defects the committee recommended that:27

The government amend the DFDA to create a Permanent Military Court capable of • 
trying offences under the DFDA currently tried at the Court Martial or Defence Force 
Magistrate level;

The Permanent Military Court be created in accordance with Chapter III of the • 
Commonwealth Constitution to ensure its independence and impartiality with judges to 
be appointed by the Governor‑General in Council with tenure until retirement age;

Judges appointed to the Permanent Military Court should be required to have a minimum • 
of five years recent experience in civilian courts at the time of appointment; and
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The bench of the Permanent Military Court should include judges whose experience • 
combines both civilian and military practice.

In addition to these recommendations concerning the structure of the Permanent Military 
Court, the committee also recommended that any Defence member charged with a Service 
offence be given the right to elect trial by the Permanent Military Court rather than a summary 
authority if they so chose and that a right of appeal be established from summary authorities 
to the Permanent Military Court.

The overall effect of the suggested reforms would be to abandon the system of ad hoc tribunals 
deriving their power from Parliament’s ability to make laws in connection with the defence 
of the Commonwealth, presided over by legal officers subject in some degree to the chain of 
command, in favour of fully constitutionally compliant independent courts entirely outside 
the purview of the executive and the Australian Defence Force chain of command, presided 
over by individuals with all the protections of judicial independence. Furthermore, the control 
exercised by the chain of command over the military discipline process would be eroded yet 
further by giving Service men and women charged with an offence the technical freedom to 
decide which tribunal they would prefer to have try the matter.

The move to replace courts martial and trials by Defence Force Magistrate by a Permanent 
Military Court was bold. Previous attempts at reform had been restricted to the connection with 
the chain of command embodied by the convening authority. As noted, on the recommendation 
of previous inquiries, the role of the convening authority was effectively abolished in the 
middle of 2006 with the convening authorities’ functions being divided between the DMP, 
the RMJ and the DDCS. Yet all this reform left the higher DFDA tribunals as still essentially 
Service creatures, reliant for their legitimacy on the exercise of the Defence power condoned 
with fluctuating enthusiasm in the High Court challenges mentioned earlier. The committee 
recommended that this approach be abandoned and that a Permanent Military Court should 
be established sitting outside the Defence power, drawing its authority from its status as a 
constitutionally valid Chapter III federal court. This would be akin to the Government of the 
United States changing UCMJ courts martial from Article I to Article III tribunals. For many 
years the constitutional validity of DFDA Service tribunals had been a constant nettle to the 
Australian Defence Force. The Senate Committee’s report in 2005 clearly proposed that this 
nettle should now be firmly grasped and the issue settled once and for all.

The government’s response, published in October 2005, certainly grasped the nettle, but not 
nearly as firmly as the committee would have liked.28 The government agreed that it would 
establish a permanent military court (to be known as the Australian Military Court), and that it 
would take measures to guarantee it greater independence than those supporting the current 
system of ad hoc tribunals. However the government did not agree to alter the character of the 
court so as to place it within the bounds of the exercise of judicial power of the Commonwealth 
in accordance with Chapter III of the Constitution. This was simply a step too far.

Rather, the government’s vision for the Australian Military Court was to establish the court 
pursuant to the same authority, the Defence power and concomitant Defence legislation, which 
legitimated the already existing system of courts martial and Defence Force Magistrate trials. 
Judicial independence was to be guaranteed by the appointment of military judges by the 
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Minister of Defence, a representative of the executive branch of government, to five year fixed 
terms with a possible renewal for a further five years. While serving a period of appointment 
military judges were not to be eligible for promotion. The government saw the court as 
being made up of a chief military judge, supplemented by two further permanent military 
judges, and a further part‑time panel of reserves. The military judges were to have a level of 
professional qualifications and experience similar to those required for appointment to civilian 
judicial office. While the government stressed that a military judge should have a balance of 
experience in civilian legal and military practice, qualified military legal practitioners were not 
to be excluded simply on the basis that they did not have any civilian legal experience.

The government was adamant that these measures alone would be sufficient to guarantee the 
independence and impartiality of the court and that it would not be necessary to go outside 
the Defence power and provide the court with the full extent of independence guarantees 
so as to make the court compliant with the requirements of Chapter III of the Constitution. 
Although on one hand, the committee stressed that it wanted those sitting on a Chapter III 
compliant military court to have Service and judicial experience, the Service career of any 
such judge would clearly have to be behind him or her in order not to offend principles of 
impartiality. The government, on the other hand, emphasised that those sitting on Service 
tribunals must not only have Service knowledge in order to justly judge and sentence in 
connection with Service offences, but that they must also be available to go with the court 
into operational theatres as members of the Australian Defence Force to hear matters as they 
occurred while on deployment overseas.

The other sting associated with making the court compliant with Chapter III of the Constitution 
involved Chapter III’s guarantees to trial by jury, similar to the guarantee offered by section 
2, Article III of the American Constitution. Although superficially looking like a jury, a court 
martial panel (or military jury as it was proposed to be called) is a quite different beast. In 
terms of its smaller size, sufficiency of majority verdict, and constrained selection pool, the 
military jury fell short of the common law jury requirements implicit in section 80, Chapter 
III.29 The government did not want to abandon these features of the Australian Military Court 
as they were intimately connected to Service interests, particularly the ability of the court to 
sit in overseas operational theatres, the bringing of Service knowledge to bear on the court’s 
deliberations, and mitigating the diversion of personnel resources away from operational 
priorities.

In this regard, the committee saw the Australian Military Court as sitting outside the Australian 
Defence Force and best served by essentially civilian judges, albeit with past Service experience 
to draw upon, together with something very close to a common law jury; whereas the 
government saw the judges of the court as serving military officers first, with judicial expertise 
as a secondary characteristic, a military jury very close to the old courts martial panel, and the 
court itself, while possessing more independence than current higher level Service tribunals, 
still firmly located within the bounds of the Australian Defence Force. The nettle was at least 
being grasped, but not as firmly as many of the proponents for change would have liked.

The time given for completing the implementation of the agreed reforms was the end of 2007. 
The deadline for the establishment of the Australian Military Court in particular was October 
2007. The legislation containing the Australian Military Court provisions as envisioned by the 
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government was introduced into the Federal Parliament in September last year.30 The passage 
of the Defence Legislation Amendment Bill 2006 through the lower house was smooth, but 
things soon became unstuck when the Bill entered the Senate and was reviewed by the 
Senate Committee whose recommendations had been the prime mover for the reform. This 
review was, effectively, the first opportunity for the committee formally to offer its view as to 
the adequacy of the government’s response to its recommendations. The committee sought 
written submissions from invited parties, before holding a meeting on 9 October 2006. I was 
once again asked as the Australian Defence Force Judge Advocate General to make written 
submissions and to appear before the committee.31

The concerns which I articulated before the committee were substantially those which I had 
earlier raised before the committee when it was conducting its inquiry in the first instance. 
While the High Court has never absolutely rejected the Defence power as a basis for Service 
tribunals, it has always seemed to offer it only qualified endorsement. While it may not have 
been possible to establish a military court under Chapter III, nonetheless, in my view, the 
more closely the arrangements for the Australian Military Court could be made to align with 
those prevailing in Chapter III courts, then the less risk the court ran of being successfully 
challenged and struck down judicially. The model of the court presented by the Defence 
Legislation Amendment Bill of 2006 fell some way short of that.

My first concern was that the Australian Military Court was to be established as a tribunal, 
beholden to the executive and without the status and independence of a court exercising 
judicial power. The DFDA would grant this tribunal power to try the most serious disciplinary 
offences, such as sexual assault or murder, committed by Australian Service men and Service 
women while on operations overseas. To have such offences dealt with by a body described 
as a tribunal and possessing circumscribed independence seemed to me to be incongruous.

Of greater concern was the move to establish tenure for terms of five years for military 
judges, renewable in exceptional circumstances for a further term of five years. Appointment 
was terminal, with military judges being barred from continuing their Service careers at the 
conclusion of their terms. I viewed the shortness of the proposed term as inconsistent with 
principles of judicial independence. I also viewed the shortness of the proposed term as 
inconsistent with the Service interest in developing a cadre of experienced military judges. 
To terminate the career of a judge five years into an appointment would, in my view, be to cut 
that career short just at the point that a judge is performing at his or her optimum. Finally, the 
terminal nature of the appointment would discourage many talented, younger Service legal 
officers from seeking appointment until they had reached the later stages of their careers, 
and, of course, the concept of a renewable term for the judges at the behest of the executive 
was completely inconsistent with their independence. For all these reasons, I did not view five 
year, terminal appointments as a suitable way for establishing the tenure of the prospective 
bench of the Australian Military Court.

My preferred model would have been for the Australian Military Court to be established with 
military judges provided with tenure until retirement, even if that retirement would be set 
at a comparatively young age. In this regard my view has always been not that we should 
establish a military justice system that satisfies the bare minimum of requirements. Rather, as 
I said at the outset today, I agree with Chief Justice Lamer when he said we have an obligation 
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to our Service men and women to establish the best possible military justice system that we 
can for them.

The Bill attracted adverse comment from other quarters and the government removed it from 
the Senate to reconsider its provisions. It was slightly altered to take into account the matters 
raised by the committee and reintroduced to the lower house in November 2006. It passed 
smoothly through both houses this time, becoming law on 11 December 2006.32 While the 
final shape of the court did not resemble all that I might have hoped that it would, it was an 
advance on what was being proposed two months earlier. The court is to be a court of record 
(although I think this needs to be reconsidered). The settled term for the tenure of the judges 
will be ten years, with appointment and termination by the Governor‑General. Unfortunately, 
this effectively amounts to removal by the executive and is, in my view, inconsistent with 
full independence. The appointment will ordinarily be terminal, but there will be scope for a 
military judge to be further temporarily appointed in an acting capacity after retirement. At the 
five year mark a military judge will automatically be promoted to the next highest rank. These 
measures are an advance on the current system of courts martial and trials by Defence Force 
Magistrate. They create a Service tribunal with greater stature and independence and which 
is more fully insulated from command influence, but I remain of the view that the nettle of 
change should have been grasped more firmly. Observations made by one of the Justices of the 
High Court during submissions in connection with a current challenge to the constitutionality 
of the present military justice system bear this out, and I will return to them.

Other notable features of the Australian Military Court as it will come into existence in October 
this year is that its military judges will have the ability to sit alone or with a military jury 
depending on the seriousness of the offence and the wishes of the accused. Military juries 
will generally be constituted by six members at the officer or senior warrant officer rank, 
although the most serious offences will be tried before juries of 12 officers or senior warrant 
officers. Selection and appointment of these juries will be by a uniformed Registrar of the 
Australian Military Court, appointed outside the chain of command. If a jury is unable to offer 
a unanimous decision after eight hours of deliberation, decision is to be by five-sixths majority. 
Given the size and operational tempo of the Australian Defence Force I believe that it will be 
difficult in practice to obtain the numbers of officers and senior warrant officers required to 
sit as jury members, especially seeing that the Registrar is currently encountering difficulties 
panelling courts martial that only require three. 

It is planned that the Australian Military Court will start hearing its first matters in October this 
year. Many of those involved in the administration and exercise of military justice in Australia 
feel a great sense of relief that some of the uncertainty generated by repeated government 
inquiries and constitutional challenges might be behind us with the implementation of reform 
to modernise the system. However, recent remarks by Justice Kirby of the High Court of 
Australia may suggest otherwise.

A case involving the constitutionality of the pre‑Australian Military Court justice system is 
currently before the High Court.33 The challenge is on the familiar basis that the exercise of power 
by a Service tribunal is unlawful as it is an exercise of the judicial power of the Commonwealth by 
a body outside the ambit of Chapter III. During submissions counsel drew the court’s attention 
in passing to the legislation that will establish the Australian Military Court.
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While most of the justices hearing the matter refused to comment, Justice Kirby did not 
react positively. His view was that a body that looked like a court and acted like a court, even 
purporting to refer to itself by that name, and to be constituted by a judge and jury, but 
established and operating within the control of the executive arm of government was a very 
disturbing development. He quite clearly felt that tight control should be exercised over the 
establishment of tribunals outside Chapter III of the Constitution and regarded with suspicion 
moves to establish in Australia a widened category of non‑Chapter III tribunals which would 
parallel judicially accepted legislative courts in the United States. Separation of the judicial 
and executive arms of government clearly played on Justice Kirby’s mind. The decision has 
yet to be handed down. Whether the issue played on the minds of the other justices will be a 
strong indicator as to whether the Australian Military Court will be subject to future repeated 
constitutional challenge, as were its predecessors. Unfortunately, I rather think that it will. 
What is somewhat ironic about this situation is that Justice Kirby has seized upon the very 
attributes of the new Australian Military Court which are designed to align our new superior 
Service tribunal more closely with the structures and protections of the Chapter III courts.

As part of the debate about the Uniform Code of Military Justice in 1948 General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower observed that one unassailable certainty about the Armed Services was that: ‘it was 
never set up to insure justice.34 Rather, he argued, the function of the military was to defend 
the nation, and in so doing must violate the very concepts of rights and justice for which the 
nation stood. Certainly operational effectiveness is the goal of an armed force, and, in turn, 
discipline, backed by a military justice system, is a key component of operational effectiveness. 
However, I do not believe that a military justice system must altogether abrogate justice, and 
the values of the wider society served by the military, in the purported interests of command. 
Justice, in terms of aligning the military justice system more closely with the expectations of 
society, increases the faith of Service men and women in the chain of command and the forces 
in which they serve. This can only improve operational effectiveness. Of course, the discipline 
system must remain a tool of command—the delicate question is just where the balance is 
drawn between the rights of the individual and the needs of command. The Australian Defence 
Force has now shifted that balance closer to the former than the latter. I am confident that 
Navy, Army and Air Force will be all the stronger for it.

The Hon Leonard William Roberts-Smith was appointed Judge Advocate General of the Australian 
Defence Force on 6 June 2002 and promoted to Major General. He had been acting in that 
position since 8 October 2001. On 5 June 2007 his appointment as JAG-ADF expired when he 
stepped down as a Justice of the Supreme Court of Western Australia in order to take up an 
appointment as Commissioner of the Western Australian Corruption and Crime Commission. 
He has been a member of the Australian Army Reserve since 1964, having joined Adelaide 
University Regiment as a private soldier. He was commissioned as Second Lieutenant (Infantry) 
in 1968. He transferred to the Australian Army Legal Corps in 1970. He was promoted to major 
in 1985, lieutenant colonel in 1986 and colonel in 1994.
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NOTES

  1. I wish to record my appreciation for the work of my Staff Officer, Major Lachlan Mead, in the 
preparation of this address. Readers should bear in mind the address was delivered to an American 
judicial audience, hence the continued reference to the US system.

  2. The First Independent Review by the Right Honourable Antonio Lamer P.C, C.C, C.D., of the 
Provisions and Operation of Bill C‑25, An Act to Amend the National Defence Act and to Make 
Consequential Amendments to Other Acts, as Required Under s.96 of Statutes of Canada 1998, c.35, 
Submitted to the Minister of National Defence, September 3, 2003, p. 21, available at: <http://
www.dnd.ca/site/Reports/review/index_e.asp>, as at 24 April 2007.

  3. For a more extensive introduction to the history of military justice in Australia see Wing Commander 
Frank B. Healy, ‘The Military Justice System in Australia’, 2002, 52, The Air Force Law Review 93.

  4. The Defence Force Discipline Act 1982 (Cth), available at: <http://www.comlaw.gov.au/comlaw/
management.nsf/lookupindexpagesbyid/IP200401462?OpenDocument>, as at 24 April 2007.

  5. See Part III of the DFDA.

  6. For a discussion of the operation of the DFDA prior to the abolition of convening authorities and 
introduction of the Australian Military Court see Wing Commander Frank B. Healy, ‘The Military 
Justice System in Australia’, 2002, 52, The Air Force Law Review 93.

  7. In the ADF, a legal officer is a fully-qualified lawyer, equivalent to a staff Judge Advocate (or ‘JAG’ 
officer) in the United States Armed Forces.

  8. Qualified legal officers are appointed to the Judge Advocates Panel by the Chief of the Defence 
Force or a Service Chief, on the nomination of the JAG. Appointments of Defence Force Magistrates 
are then made from that panel by the JAG to the DFM Panel. From those panels they are appointed 
to individual trials as required.

  9. Statistical breakdown of offences and tribunals by Service are included in my annual reports to 
Parliament, available at: <http://www.defence.gov.au/jag/reports.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

10. For example United States v Wiesen 56 M.J. 172 (2001) and United States v James 61 M.J. 132 (2005).

11. See Re Tracey; Ex parte Ryan (1989) 166 CLR 518 and White v Director of Military Prosecutions & Anor 
[2007] HCATrans 26, available at: <http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/hca/transcripts/toc‑W.html>, 
as at 24 April 2007.

12. Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act, available at: <http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/
consol_act/coaca430/>, as at 24 April 2007.

13. This view has been accepted by the High Court in Re Tracey; Ex parte Ryan (1989) 166 CLR 518, Re 
Nolan & Anor; Ex parte Young (1991) 172 CLR 460 and Re Tyler; & Ors (1994) 181 CLR 18.

14. Re Tracey; Ex parte Ryan (1989) 166 CLR 518, Re Nolan & Anor; Ex parte Young (1991) 172 CLR 460, 
Re Tyler; & Ors (1994) 181 CLR 18 and Re Colonel Aird; Ex parte Alpert (2004) 220 CLR 308. Decision 
in White v Director of Military Prosecutions & Anor [2007] has yet to be handed down.

15. Solorio v United States 483 U.S. 435 (1987).
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16. Relford v Commandant, U.S. Disciplinary Barracks 401 U.S. 355 (1971).

17. Findlay v United Kingdom 24 Eur. H.R. Rep 221 (1997).

18. Grieves v United Kingdom [2003] ECHR 683.

19. R v Genereux (1992) 88 DLR 110.

20. The Hon. Justice A.R. Abadee, A study into the Judicial System Under the Defence Force Discipline Act 
(1997); The Joint Standing Committee for Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, Inquiry into Military 
Justice Procedures (1999), available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/jfadt/military/
reptindx.htm>, as at 24 April 2007; The Joint Standing Committee for Foreign Affairs, Defence 
and Trade, Rough Justice? An Investigation into Allegations of Brutality in the Army’s Parachute Battalion 
(2001), available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/jfadt/DOD_Rept/MJindex.htm>, as 
at 24 April 2007, The Honourable J.C.S. Burchett, QC, Report of an Inquiry into Military Justice in the 
Australian Defence Force (2001), The Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee, The 
Effectiveness of Australia’s Military Justice System (2005), available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/
committee/fadt_ctte/miljustice/report/index.htm>, as at 24 April 2007. The Abadee and Burchett 
reports were internal to the Department of Defence and not publicly released. Summaries of their 
findings and recommendations are, however, contained in the 2005 Senate report.

21. The establishment of the DMP, RMJ and DDCS before the abolition of convening authorities is 
discussed in my most recent published report to Parliament, Defence Force Discipline Act 1982, Report 
for the Period 1 January to 31 December 2005, pp. 15–17 and 22, available at: <http://www.defence.
gov.au/jag/reports.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

22. Supra at vi and xv.

23. The Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee, The Effectiveness of Australia’s Military 
Justice System (2005), available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/miljustice/
report/index.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

24. A copy of my submission to the committee is contained in my 2003 report to Parliament, Defence 
Force Discipline Act 1982, Report for the Period 1 January to 31 December 2003, Annex O, available at: 
<http://www.defence.gov.au/jag/reports.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

25. The Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee, The Effectiveness of Australia’s Military 
Justice System (2005), p. 85, available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/
miljustice/report/index.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

26. ibid., p. 61 available at: <http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/miljustice/report/
index.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

27. See recommendations 18, 19, 20 and 21 of the committee, ibid., pp. 101–102, available at: <http://
www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/miljustice/report/index.htm>, as at 24 April 2007.

28. Department of Defence, Response to the Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee ‘Report 
on the Effectiveness of Australia’s Military Justice System (2005), available at: <http://www.defence.
gov.au/mjs/docs/MJI_GOVERNMENT_RESPONSE_4oct052.pdf>, as at 24 April 2007.

29. Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act, available at: <http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/
consol_act/coaca430/>, as at 24 April 2007. Of course, so long as a military jury would consist 
of serving military officers, it could never equate to a civilian jury. The common law has always 
recognised that courts martial are an exception to trials where there can be a right to a jury of 
that type.
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30. A copy of the Bill as initially introduced is available at: <http://www.comlaw.gov.au/comlaw/
management.nsf/lookupindexpagesbyid/IP200616564?OpenDocument>, as at 24 April 2007.

31. Hansard for the meeting of the Senate Committee on 9 October 2006 is available at: <http://www.
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Authority Selection and Appointment of Court‑Martial Panel Members’, 2003, 176 Military Law 
Review 190 at 291.
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Autonomous Situation Awareness – Implications 
for Future Warfighting
Dr P. Hew, Defence Science and Technology Organisation

This article introduces a framework for thinking about autonomous (robotic) systems, and uses it to derive 
implications for future warfighting. It turns out that the conceptual thinking on autonomous systems 
can build upon precedents in mine warfare, beyond visual range combat and mission command. From 
the identified bottlenecks in robotics technology, the key issues for force development are in enabling 
information support, and increasing availability of communications and networking.

Introduction

The limiting factor … is not the technology, but the bureaucracy – getting the necessary 
permission to engage a target.

Attributed to Frank Pace
Executive Vice President of General Atomics Aeronautical Systems Inc 

(the manufacturer of the Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicle)I

Technology, and its progress, is widely regarded as being a driver on the conduct of war. At the 
same time, war is regarded as human activity, fought by human protagonists. With robotics 
technology having, as its central goal, the alleviation of human effort by automated means, it 
is natural that the intersection of robotics with warfighting triggers interest, especially when 
(supposedly) quintessential human qualities of ‘autonomy’, ‘intelligence’, ‘cognition’ and 
‘awareness’ are raised. However, while reaching up into philosophy, the progress of robotic 
technology and systems (uninhabited air/sea/underwater vehicles, unattended sensors, …) 
also makes these questions of pragmatic interest.

This article aims to clarify this area, by introducing a framework for thinking about autonomous 
situation awareness. This framework draws out the critical aspects of systems that can perceive 
their environments, process that perception and physically act on the results, enabling 
understanding of technology to be matched and calibrated by historical experience of utility. 
The framework is then used to derive implications for future warfighting.

Background

This work originates out of support by the Defence Science and Technology Organisation 
(DSTO) to the Military Strategy Branch (MSB) of the Australian Department of Defence. MSB 
has the remit for the development of future concepts at the joint‑strategic level, and DSTO 
support includes analysis and experimentation on future technology, future environments and 
operational concepts. Robotics is an ongoing area of attention in this space, and the thinking 
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done here in concepts and strategy complements and draws upon advances in robotics 
technology being made in other parts of DSTO.

The attention on robotics is, itself, the confluence of a number of fields, notably including energy 
and propulsion, materials and electro‑mechanical manipulators, sensing, communications and 
information processing. Put another way, robotics technology also has the open challenge of 
advances being made across the physical domain (mechanical, electronic, bio‑nano, quantum) 
being matched to the cognitive (information processing) through the cyber (sensing and 
communications). The question of autonomous situation awareness is thus the critical junction of 
physical, cyber and cognitive domains. Framing this with the human factor, and thus drawing 
implications for future warfighting, is therefore of considerable interest.

Framework

It is proposed that autonomous situation awareness can be considered through the continuums 
of:

1. Autonomy, measured by the time between references to a human being for input.

2. Awareness, measured by the system’s usage of information about its environment. 
Importantly, the system will only use a subset of the total information available.

3. Situation, driven primarily by the severity of consequences of the system making 
decisions and taking action. Severity of consequences is the critical link to the human 
decision to employ the autonomous system.

This conceptual framework is built on a model of human–robot interactions, as illustrated 
by Figure 1. The salient features are a human who deploys a robot to some purpose, with the 
robot potentially referring back to the human for input and assistance.

Figure 1: Autonomy, Awareness and Situation.
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Situation 
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Human 
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The framework expands the definitions for autonomy and situation awareness from previous 
use, in the manner discussed below.

Autonomy

There are two points of interest regarding the proposed definition and measure of autonomy. 
The first is that it wraps up descriptive terms used about robotic systems (‘human in the loop’, 
‘command guidance’ , ‘launch and leave’/ ‘fire and forget’, …) into a measurable quantity (time). 
Autonomy is seen to be a continuum, ranging from zero for robots run on ‘remote control’ up 
to infinity for ‘fire and forget’, with intermediate values running the continuum of ‘human in 
the loop’ systems.

The second point is that no constraints have been placed on the nature of the robot. The 
approach here is that it is hard to define what a robot ‘is’ without potentially discarding feasible 
human–robot combinations of interest. However, in any given system it is always possible to 
identify the humans, and hence trace the deploy‑refer loop to and from the robot. The actual 
robot need not be a single physical entity, but might be the virtual assemblage of hardware 
and software components.

Nothing has been said here about why the robot needs to refer back to the human being, 
a question that couples to autonomy—for instance, a robot that frequently refers back to 
the human with trivial (by human standards) requests, compared with a robot that does not 
refer back often, but requires significant human intervention when it does. Either of these 
possibilities might be appropriate, or variations; the key point is about autonomy being 
sufficient for the purpose at hand. Conceptualising autonomy around time is the enabler to 
approaching these questions.

Table 1 (see p. 74) illustrates this approach to thinking about autonomy through a selection of 
example robots, noting that these are indicative first-order estimates.

Awareness	and	Situation

The definitions of awareness and situation are somewhat difficult. There is a considerable 
amount of prior art, and hence definitions for situation awareness have been previously made 
and accepted. The thesis here is that this work was built on the study of humans having 
situation awareness, and needs to be extended in order to account for known properties 
of robots and their use. Conversely, this is a benefit to thinking on situation awareness, since 
the information processing conducted by robots can be tangibly inspected, through their 
hardware and software.

The following definition by Endsley is widely accepted for situation awareness4 :

Definition (Endsley): Situation Awareness is the perception of the elements in the environment 
within a volume of time and space, the comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of 
their status in the near future.
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The attraction, and longevity, of this definition derives from its utility in the cognitive sciences. 
In particular, the notions of perception, comprehension and projection well describe the 
cognitive processes of military operators at the conceptual level, and map on a one‑to‑one 
basis to the data fusion concepts of object refinement (situation picture compilation), situation 
refinement (resulting in a situation assessment) and threat/impact refinement (resulting in a 
threat/impact assessment).

The Endsley and extended definitions are congruent when words situation and awareness are 
taken together, as illustrated by Table 2. Essentially, the proposed definition uses the word 
‘environment’ to encompass what Endsley’s ‘elements in the environment’, ‘volume of time and 
space’, ‘projection of their status’, ‘complexity of environment’ and ‘severity of consequences’ 
is the necessary support to Endsley’s ‘comprehension of their meaning’.

Robot Autonomy Comments

‘Find–Replace’ in a 
document editor.

< 5 seconds. The user specifies (deploy) some text to Find and 
Replace, and the robot verifies with the user at each 
instance (refer).

Mars Exploration 
rovers.

> 20 minutes 
(average).

Communication from Earth to Mars has an unavoid‑
able delay, limited by the speed of light. The robot 
must be autonomous within this communications 
loop.

Hubble Space 
Telescope.

> 1 hour. The particular case of entering safemode. Safemode is 
a programmed response to an unknown (and poten‑
tially dangerous) condition. The robot reverts to a 
known ‘safe’ mode, and calls for human help. Early 
in its career, Hubble suffered multiple entries into 
safemode.

‘Replace All’ in a 
document editor.

∞ Once the user has specified the text to Find and 
Replace, the robot can proceed without referencing 
back.

Landmine ∞ Once a landmine is deployed, it will explode if trig‑
gered, without referencing back to the human who 
placed it.

Table 1: Spectrum of Autonomy – Examples. Sources: 2, 3
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There are, however, a number of reasons for needing to extend Endsley, in order to adequately 
handle robot systems. The first is in drawing out the robot as being something within an 
environment, with awareness being ‘internal’ and situation ‘external’. This is important for 
future technology studies, when advances in technology can change both the ‘internal’ and 
‘external’ spaces.

The second is in quantification. It is feasible (at least conceptually) to measure and test for 
Endsley’s ‘perception’; an example of this is in end‑user testing of command or decision 
support systems, where the situation awareness of a decision maker is measured through 
their performance given support from the system (‘Did it help?’), their facility with the system 
(‘Could they use it?’), and their perception of it (‘Did they like it?’). Such testing can notionally 
be applied to a robot, the striking example being the Turing Test, of whether the output from 
a robot is indistinguishable from a human being.

In the study of robots, however, it is also feasible to directly inspect the information processing 
being conducted towards ‘perception’. From the robot’s sensors, to the algorithms it is 
programmed with and its underlying hardware and software, the chain from data to decision 
can often be mapped—indeed, in some cases it is possible to point to the hardware in which 
‘perception’ is being held. This is not to say that the measurement of cognitive outcomes is a 
known problem—far from it—however, it is possible to articulate the data inputs to a robot, 
which is at least indicative and possibly an upper bound.

Table 3 (see p. 76) illustrates this approach to thinking about awareness through a selection of 
example robots, noting that these are indicative first-order estimates. For situation, it is asserted 
from intuitive grounds that some situations are more complex than others, but no attempt 
is made here to propose a measure for complexity. The use of severity of consequences as a 
measure is significant, in that it can only be assessed by the human who deployed the robot. 
In this way, situation fundamentally sits in the social domain.

Endsley Extended

Situation The complexity of the environment in 
which the robot acts, and notionally 
measured  by  the  sever i t y  o f 
consequences of the robot’s actions.

Awareness The comprehension of their meanining 
the perception of the elements in the 
environment within a volume of time and 
space … and the projection of their status 
in the near future.

The robot’s appreciation of its 
environment, and measured by the 
robot’s usage of information from that 
environment.

Table 2: Situation Awareness: Endsley and Extended Definitions compared.
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Implications

Given this framework for thinking about robotics, and of autonomous situation awareness in 
particular, a number of implications can be drawn. These are summarised below.10

Human–robot	systems	thinking

Autonomy,	awareness	and	situation	may	be	regarded	as	linked	but	independent	continuums.

This point was worked through above, in constructing the framework for thinking about 
autonomous situation awareness. The basic result is that it is not a question of whether a system 
‘is’ autonomous or ‘has’ awareness, but whether the system has sufficient awareness to be 
sufficiently autonomous for the situation at hand. This leads into the next point.

The	utility	of	robotics	technology	(for	autonomy	and	awareness)	cannot	be	assessed	without	an	
understanding	of	the	robot’s	environment	(its	situation).

This point is important when viewed from the following question: Given a robot system from 
today, what is the potential effect of upgrading its systems with future technology? The best 

Table 3: Spectrum of Awareness – Examples. Sources: 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

Robot Awareness Comments

Landmine. 1 bit. 
(On/Off).

Physical pressure pad, in ‘not pressed’ or ‘pressed’ 
state.

V‑1 Flying Bomb. Bytes.
Azimuth preset by launch ramp, held constant by 
weighted pendulum and gyro‑magnetic compass. 
Range embedded in a propeller‑like anemometer 
completing a set number of rotations.

GPS Tomahawk missile. Kilobytes. Sequences of waypoints for navigation.

Aegis Weapon System. Megabytes. Radar tracks, assembled across a naval task 
force.

Jo in t  A i r ‑ to ‑Sur f ace 
Standoff Munition.

Gigabytes. Imaging infrared seeker, pattern matching on 
targets.
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answer is that this question is meaningless. Examples from historical and contemporary 
use show that increased technology need not imply greater utility; indeed, ‘low technology’ 
robots have been deemed useful in the past while their ‘high technology’ descendants are 
unacceptable today.

System Autonomy Awareness Situation Tech Sufficient?

Land‑
mine.

∞
(When armed 
by soldier.)

1 bit.
(Pressure pad).

1917
World War I.

Yes.
(Combat use.)

1997
Conventional 
military forces.

No.
(Signatories to the 
Ottawa Convention.)

Aegis. ∞
(When set to 
‘Auto Special’ 
by ship cap‑
tain.)

Megabytes.
(Radar tracks.)

1984
Blue‑water 
combat, mass 
Backfire raids.

Yes.
(Deployed but not 
combat tested.)

2004
Littoral combat, 
peacekeeping.

No.
(Vincennes incident.)

The landmine and the Aegis air warfare systems show that (future) robotics technology 
cannot be assessed without an understanding of the (future) environment. Notable 
points:

Both systems can be released to infinite autonomy; that is, to act without referring • 
back to a human.

The low-technology landmine was fully sufficient for the situation of 1917, of • 
open warfare in open terrain. In comparison, the high‑technology Aegis is not 
regarded as sufficient for 2004, for ‘Auto Special’ operations in littoral airspace 
crowded with civilians.

Equally too, (anti-personnel) landmine technology is unacceptable post-1997, • 
for conventional military forces of nations signatory to the Ottawa Convention. 
Other actors, however, may not feel so restricted.

Case Studies – Landmine and Aegis Air Warfare System.

Table 4: Case Studies – Landmine and Aegis Air Warfare System.
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The point about utility over time also holds across space. The physics of sensors and effectors 
(mechanical, electromagnetic, optical, acoustic, chemical) apply universally across physical 
space (aerospace, maritime, land/littoral). The logic of data processing sits in information 
space, independent of the physical domain. The overall utility sits, however, in the social 
space of effects and consequences.

The overall result, therefore, is that any assessment of technological sufficiency of a robot 
needs to be coupled to assessments of the complexity of the environment and the severity 
of consequences. This would entail a social analysis of the consequences of robot failure(s), 
with corresponding acceptability within its socio–political environment. The question then is 
about how such analysis (concept development), to include this inherently human dimension 
of situation, can be approached.

Precedents for concept development

Mine	warfare.

Any system that links sensor to shooter and releases lethal effect without reference to a human 
is equivalent, technologically, to the simple, pressure‑activated mine. To the objection that 
‘mines are indiscriminate’ against more advanced systems, the argument is that ‘indiscriminate’ 
is just a point on the continuum of awareness.

The use of mines is governed and restricted by international law and agreement, so future 
robot systems may similarly be restricted. Equally too, the historical point that mines can and 
have been disarmed, lifted and turned against their original owners has implications for robot 
tactics and doctrine development. On the positive side, concept development can draw upon 
the known strengths of mine warfare: the capacity to engage at tempos faster than human 
reaction, and thus the deterrence/denial of battlespace volumes.

Beyond	visual	range	combat.

For human beings, beyond‑visual‑range combat is qualitatively different from within‑visual‑ 
range combat, for it requires machine sensor data to be assimilated by human sensors to yield 
cognitive awareness. For robots, however, no such distinction exists—it is all just data from 
sensors. The historical issues that have restricted the use of long‑range weapons could thus 
impact on concepts for using robots.

Mission command.

The question of whether a robot can be used in a given application is at least as difficult as 
that faced by a commander in delegating—providing autonomy—to a subordinate. The body 
of knowledge in mission command is thus of potential utility.

Moreover, while replacing the human by a robot in physical space appears to be unequivocally 
desirable, it is by no means clear that this is true in the information or social spaces, or that overall 
robot effectiveness improves. Comparison and trade‑offs can be made between robot ‘smart 
thinking’ (autonomy) solutions and human ‘virtual presence’ (communications) solutions.
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Consider the notional assemblage of an acoustic sensor being monitored by a human 
being, who in turn operates a rifle on remote control:

If the human being is working purely from the sensor data, then it is effectively • 
beyond‑visual‑range combat.

The authorisation for the human to fire is the familiar issue of mission command, • 
and Rules of Engagement in particular.

Now remove the human link between sensor and shooter, and replace it with a direct 
(electronic) link. That is, the acoustic sensor report is the shooting cue for the rifle:

Such a system is functionally equivalent to a landmine, merely more aware.• 

The challenge to conceptual systems like these is, therefore, in their capacity to 
discriminate—not in their capacity for automated action.

Technology	bottleneck	issues

Communications	and	programmability.

The capacity to communicate with the robot once deployed, and thus change its behaviour, 
is a significant driver on the balance of engineering for robot autonomy versus control by 
a human.

In the absence of new physics, robot system developers will continue to rely on known 
communication media (electromagnetic radiation, electricity, acoustic radiation). They will 
take on the continuing advances in microelectronics and optics, notably in analog–digital 
conversion and phased array technology, but will otherwise run up against fundamental 
physical limits (speed‑of‑light, horizon line‑of‑sight, occlusion).

Round‑trip delays will thus limit the feasible range for effective remote‑control (zero or low 
autonomy) robots. Moreover, the data flows required for ‘human virtual presence’ will not be 
trivially achieved. The combination of compression and simulation technologies may, however, 
provide human operators a sufficient feeling of presence; if not, robot system designers will 
have to provide autonomy to the robot to make up for the gaps in human input.

Navigation	within	physical	environment.

The capacity for a robot to locate itself within the physical environment, in both absolute and 
relative terms, impacts on the acceptability of direct and collateral effects.

Case Studies – Notional Automated Counter‑Sniping.
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Where possible, robot system designers will continue to simplify the demands on awareness. 
This can be achieved physically (structuring the environment) or by information means 
(supplying navigation cues readily detected by machine sensors, pre‑mapping the environment). 
These measures, however, cannot be universally applied, urban terrain being a key example.

Present-day technology is sufficient to gather appropriate depth map data. The challenge 
lies in the accumulation of depth data as the robot moves. The problem is of combinatorial 
complexity, and thus will not be solved by ongoing advances in conventional computing. The 
intrinsically parallel computations enabled by DNA or quantum computing may open options, 
over and above heuristic insights made by robot system designers.

Monitoring of physical status.

The capacity of a robot to monitor its physical status weighs into the need or otherwise for 
human monitoring or intervention.

In the near‑ to medium‑ term future, this issue will be eased by ongoing progress in 
microelectronics/optics and electronic computing. Significant improvements could also arise 
from smart materials and grid computing.

Location of other entities in physical environment.

The capacity of a robot to locate other entities in the physical environment, and potentially 
react to or interact with them, impacts on the acceptability of direct and collateral effects.

The issues that hold for robot navigation carry forward, compounded by the dynamic element. 
Where possible, robot system designers will tag entities in ways readily detected by machine 
(electronic) means, however, the battlespace will include neutrals that cannot be readily 
tagged, and hostiles actively avoiding detection. The scope of the problem thus encompasses 
the space of sensors and the exploitation of sensor data.

In the near‑ to medium‑term future, progress will come with the general push to improve 
battlespace management (notably airspace and friendly fire deconfliction). Conversely, robots 
will need to be able to report their location and intended movements, at tempos demanded 
by battlespace management systems. This may compromise robot freedom of movement, and 
will add to communication loads.

Target modelling.

The robot’s capacity to model targets has direct and collateral effects, particularly when the 
robot’s action generates a lethal effect.

To date, technology has enabled approaches based on ‘Engage Unless Friendly’ and ‘Compare 
with Supplied Model’. For conventional militaries, environmental drivers combined with the 
potential from communications technology may orient robot system designers to the latter 
approach.
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A third approach, ‘Training by Similarity’, will continue to be an ongoing goal of artificial 
intelligence research. This research involves the search for workable processes, and has not 
progressed to the implementation and refinement of processes that are known to work, so 
no predictions can be made as to when success may occur. However, the intrinsically parallel 
computations enabled by DNA or quantum computing may open options, over and above 
ongoing improvements in conventional computing hardware and scientific software.

Issues for force development

Strategic Impact

Given the precedents in concept development, and the known bottlenecks and progress in 
technology, robotics has passed the point of being a new strategic threat, to one that broadens the 
threat at the operational and tactical level. The key feature is comodification, enabling different 
actors to utilise formerly‑specialised technology. The threat space from autonomous systems thus 
builds on advances and comodification of enabling technologies, notably including: insertion 
into space/orbit, civilian communication networks, and computer hardware and software.

The Predator UAV can fly a preset course for a reconnaissance mission, though the 
pilot can take manual control. Pilots have likened flying the Predator in this way to 
‘flying an airplane while looking through a straw’, suggesting that ‘virtual presence’ 
has a long way to go. However, overall awareness of the battlespace can be better 
than in contemporary aircraft, from provision of networked data.

The fusion of data for the pilot is a significant proportion of the Joint Strike Fighter 
project. Data from onboard and offboard sensors is fused into a single, overall picture 
of the battlespace, while the integrated helmet projects an image onto the retina so 
that navigation, targeting and terrain information appear to float in space, keyed to 
the direction he/she is looking in.

Pilot situation awareness for Predator and JSF are thus convergent, in terms of bringing 
electronically‑sensed data to the human. The divergences are in:

Control of the air vehicle, given the available communications (round-trip • 
delay).

The value of data directly acquired by human senses, instead of those on the • 
aircraft (‘Mark I Eyeball’).

Both points are open to advances in technology.

Case Study – Pilot Situation Awareness – Predator vs Joint Strike Fighter.
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Impact	on	Intelligence,	Surveillance,	Target	Acquisition	&	Reconnaissance	(ISTAR)

If robots are expected to operate at high awareness, then they become high‑demand customers 
of ISTAR support. This can already be seen in the information demands to support next‑
generation precision‑guided munitions.

The potential for robots to be high‑value contributors to the overall ISTAR system is already 
recognised, again assuming communications support.

Demand for communications support

Robot operations, particularly those at low autonomy and at extended ranges, will add to the 
demand for communications support. The chronic shortage in satellite time will be a problem, 

The progression from V‑1 through Tomahawk to JASSM highlights the demands on 
ISTAR and communications to support robots, under increasing demands for precision 
and flexibility of use. It also shows how ‘electronic tagging’ of the environment can 
simplify the ISTAR demand; for instance, GPS massively simplifies navigation, but 
presupposes that the GPS constellation is in place and operating.

Case Study – V‑1, Tomahawk, Joint Air‑to‑Surface Standoff Munition (Table 5)

System Navigation Retarget? ISTAR + Communications Demand

V‑1 Constant azimuth,  
timed distance.

No. Geographic coordinates of target, 
surveyed launch site.

Tomahawk Terrain Comparison,   
Digital Scene 
Matching.

No. Terrain height profile to target area, 
digital scene of target.

Tomahawk 
(with GPS)

GPS, 
Digital Scene 
Matching

No. A s s u m e s  G P S  c o n s t e l l a t i o n ,  
digital scene of target.

JASSM GPS,   
3D Model 
Comparison.

Yes. A s s u m e s  G P S  c o n s t e l l a t i o n ,  
3D model of target. Communications 
link to missile.

Table 5: Case Studies – V‑1, Tomahawk, Joint Air‑to‑Surface Standoff Munition.
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Mobile phones have been used by unconventional (terrorist) forces as remotely-
activated bomb triggers. Notable observations:

The unconventional force leveraging its adversary’s communication network. In • 
particular, the unconventional force is parasitically benefiting from the confidence 
built into the network towards its civilian application.

A conventional warfighting counter might be to suppress the networks. • 
However, for peacekeeping this would be counter‑productive, in that civilian 
communications is part of (re)establishing normal conditions.

The further application of civilian communication networks to robot control is thus 
neither avoidable nor something that can be easily suppressed.

and will not be solved without substantially cheaper access to space and orbit. Relay aircraft 
could be used, but it is noted that suitable relay aircraft are valuable assets and may be on 
other missions. Unconventional forces could leverage mobile phone networks; conventional 
forces need to at least be aware of this potential, with key issues noted in the next point.

Thinking	on	expeditionary	forces

A deployed robot is essentially an expeditionary force in microcosm, with all the support 
issues that it implies. As a case in point, a robot designed for control through a mobile phone 
network assumes deployment within a region where access to and security within a friendly 
phone network can be assured.

Arms control conventions

The consequences of a robot’s actions are a valid dimension for defining valid robot use, as 
much as the capacity of its technology. The particular case studies of the Hague Convention VIII 
and Ottawa Convention are revealing, in dealing with robot weapons (mines) in different ways; 
it is argued that in targeting consequences, the Hague Convention VIII will be more resilient 
and lasting than the Ottawa Convention. Future arms control conventions might similarly seek 
to control direct and collateral effects of weapon systems, both in and post conflict, rather 
than the capacity for such weapon systems to automatically engage a target.

Case Study – Mobile Phone Bombs.
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The Hague Convention VIII sought to control the consequences of robot failure, 
for instance, in requiring automatic safing if becoming untethered. The Ottawa 
Convention, by contrast, makes its ban in the dimension of autonomy, in banning 
systems that trigger on human presence. As a result, the Ottawa Convention may 
make it difficult for signatories to deploy weapon systems that meet the humanitarian 
intent, but that are blocked from being autonomous and aware.

Case Study – Hague Convention VIII and Ottawa Convention (Table 6).

Convention Banned (Sample) Comments

Hague VIII

( a u t o m a t i c 
s u b m a r i n e 
contact mines)

Article 1. It is forbidden:

1. To lay unanchored automatic 
contact mines, except when they 
are so constructed as to become 
harmless one hour at most after 
the person who laid them ceases to 
control them;

2. To lay anchored automatic contact 
mines which do not become harmless 
as soon as they have broken loose 
from their moorings;

…

Directly targets uncontrolled 
explosive material.

Other articles call on signatories 
to clear waterways of unexploded 
ordnance post-conflict.

Ottawa

(anti‑personnel 
mines)

‘Anti‑personnel mine’ means a mine 
designed to be exploded by the 
presence, proximity or contact of a 
person and that will incapacitate, 
injure or kill one or more persons. 
…

Black‑ or‑white def init ion 
of triggering ‘by presence, 
proximity or contact’ may block 
future weapon systems with 
better discrimination.

Table 6: Hague Convention VIII and Ottawa Convention Compared.

Conclusion

This article centred on autonomous situation awareness, a crucial aspect of robotics technology 
and use, and hence of potential impact on future warfighting. From a model of autonomous 
systems that centred on deployment by, and input from, a human being, autonomous situation 
awareness was captured in linked but distinct continuums of:
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Autonomy• , measured by the time between references to a human being for input.

Awareness• , measured by the system’s usage of information about its environment.

Situation• , driven primarily by the severity of consequences of the system making 
decisions and taking action. 

The central result is that it is not a question of whether a system ‘is’ autonomous or ‘has’ 
awareness, but whether the system has sufficient awareness to be sufficiently autonomous 
for the situation at hand. Historical review identified cases where ‘dumb’ technologies 
with low awareness had been deployed at high autonomy, while ‘smart’ technologies with 
high awareness had been held at low autonomy. Historical experience also suggests strong 
precedents for concept development, notably from mine warfare, beyond visual range combat 
and mission command.

In the near‑ to medium‑term future, fundamental delays in communications (line of sight, speed 
of light) will force certain systems to higher autonomy. However, if the delay is acceptably 
low, ‘human virtual presence’ with lower autonomy may be preferred. While it is unlikely that 
technology will be sufficient if raw data flows are used, the volume and rate of data may be 
manageable given compression and simulation matched to human perception. Mobile phone 
networks might be used, given sufficient assurance.

Also in the near‑ to medium‑term future, smart materials and grid computing may ease the 
problem of monitoring robot status. However, for movement in the physical environment and 
interaction with other entities, robot utility will be bounded by the capacity to simplify the 
environment (by either physical or information means), and by the demand for integration 
into total battlespace management (deconfliction). Moreover, for mobility in complex terrain, 
robot system designers are still seeking workable processes for mapbuilding, with enduring 
problems that either require heuristic insights or intrinsically parallel computing (DNA or 
quantum computing).

In strategic terms, given the precedents in concept development, and the known bottlenecks 
and progress in technology, robotics has passed the point of being a new strategic threat, to one 
that broadens the threat at the operational and tactical level. The key feature is comodification, 
enabling different actors to utilise formerly‑specialised technology. The threat space from 
autonomous systems thus builds on advances and comodification of enabling technologies, 
notably including: insertion into space/orbit, civilian communication networks, and computer 
hardware and software.

Technology advances aside, the exploration noted potential assumptions about the human 
agencies employing robots. The options for robot use are shaped by social background (casualty 
aversion), expected environment (expeditionary forces) and tempo of decisions (combat 
intensity). It is to be emphasised that low‑technology, low‑awareness robots have already 
been deployed at high autonomy in the past, and could well be used again.
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Germanic Influences on the Evolution of Strategic 
Thought
Dr C. Stockings, School of Humanities and Social Science
Australian Defence Force Academy

Introduction

Theoretical frameworks in any field of human study are invariably a product of their history. 
Theories seldom spring spontaneously into being but rather evolve from past experience, 
breakthroughs, conceptual paradigms and modes of thought. The realm of military strategy is 
no different. A notable feature of the evolution of modern military thought, however, has been 
the heavy, even disproportionate influence of German soldiers and scholars. It is the singular 
and simple purpose of this article to trace, investigate and evaluate how a set of five of these 
German strategists have shaped Western conceptions of war and warfighting. The theorists in 
question are Frederick the Great (1712–1786), Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831), Helmuth von 
Moltke (1800–1891), Hans Delbruck (1848–1929) and Erich Ludendorff (1868–1937). This group 
has been selected as they represent the most influential of the modern German strategists; in 
an article of greater length a number of others such as, for example, Gerhard Johann David 
von Scharnhorst (1755–1813), Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz (1843–1916), Alfred Graf von 
Schlieffen (1833–1913), or Heinz Guderian (1888–1954) would be included. While the five 
theorists to be discussed lived, fought and wrote over a period of more than two centuries, 
and held widely disparate ideas on strategy and war, they all share a common quality—the 
enduring influence of their strategic legacies. This article explains what these men had to say 
and the long‑term importance of their contributions.

Military strategy

Any discussion of strategic theory must begin with a workable definition of what is meant by 
the term strategy. At its heart, and in any context, strategy describes a relationship between 
actions and objectives. The word describes nothing more or less than the plan, means or 
method whereby singular events are linked and/or coordinated to achieve overall goals. Any 
activity involving some form of competition will inevitably contain an element of strategy. 
Strategy is the plan, for example, by which chess pieces are moved to checkmate an opponent. 
It is the linkage, in another sense, whereby the actions of individual players on a football 
team are coordinated to outscore an opposing team. When applied to the state many types of 
strategies, pertaining to a range of international or domestic objectives, become immediately 
apparent. Economic, diplomatic, and even social strategies, for example, are derived to 
achieve stated (and unstated) policy outcomes in these areas. When dealing with issues of 
armed conflict, when the competition in question is war, strategy becomes the plan by which 
military operations achieve national political goals. As Colin Gray describes, it is ‘the theory and 
practice of the use, and threat of use, of organised force for political purposes’ and a ‘bridge 
that relates military power to political purpose’.1 Gray’s ‘bridge’ is an important analogy as it 
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not only describes the link between ends and means but also the reciprocal influence, through 
strategy, that operations and objectives constantly exert on each other. 

The conception of military strategy as the plan for linking and translating battlefield events into 
victory in war has a distinguished pedigree. A number of notable ‘strategists’, some of whom 
are discussed in detail in this article, have embraced this definition. The 19th century Prussian 
theorist Carl von Clausewitz saw strategy as ‘the use of the engagement for the purpose of the 
war’ while the 20th century British military thinker, B.H. Liddell Hart, described it as ‘the art of 
distributing and applying military means to fulfil the ends of policy’.2 In the 21st century the 
U.S. Army War College defines military strategy as the ‘skilful formulation, coordination, and 
application of ends (objectives), ways (courses of action) and means (supporting resources) to 
promote and defend the national interest’.3 Under all such definitions military strategy remains 
the link between operations and objectives—the means by which war actions achieve war 
aims. Such a definition applies throughout this article.

At this stage it is important to note that a working conception of military strategy is often 
undermined by the colloquial misuse of the term. Military strategy does not, for example, 
describe tactics. If strategy is the art of linking battles to win the war then tactics are the 
techniques and methods used to achieve success in those battles. Too often the issue is 
confused when terms like ‘operational strategy’ are substituted for ‘tactics’. Equally, military 
strategy is not ‘grand strategy’. The latter term is regularly and incorrectly used to describe 
the set of plans and policies designed to achieve the ‘national interest’ or national objectives 
—most of which will have nothing to do with the use of military force. Military strategy may 
be a subset of grand strategy but the terms are not interchangeable.

Strategic theory

Armed with a functional definition of military strategy,  it becomes possible to investigate the 
idea of strategic theory. In simple terms such theory aims to identify, describe and classify 
the principles, rules, characteristics and/or essence of successful strategy. Some strategists 
have attempted to do this by examining the conduct of war in a holistic sense while others 
have chosen to examine particular aspects; like, for example the airpower theorists of the 
20th century. In any case, military theorists have tended to fall into one of three broad 
schools of thought. First, there are those of an Enlightenment tradition who have sought 
to uncover a set of specific ‘laws’ governing success in war. This ‘recipe book’ approach 
contrasts to a second group who reject the idea of universal strategic rules by pointing to 
the inherent unpredictability of war and its natural resistance to rational investigation. This 
counter‑Enlightenment strategic convention is embodied in the ideas of another German 
(Prussian) officer not discussed in this article, Georg Heinrich von Berehorst (1733–1814), 
who believed war to be too dependent on chance, uncertainty, and human unpredictability 
to be open to any sort of useful analysis. Strategists of his ilk stress the importance of 
flexibility, experimentation and opportunism in the conduct of war. Between these two 
extremes are those who reject the idea of treating war as a science while at the same time 
advocating a scientific method to uncover its enduring characteristics. This group tends to 
focus more on guiding strategic principles rather than rigid or universal laws. Adding one 
more layer of complication, many theorists tend to drift between issues of true military 
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strategy and those involving grand strategy at one end of the spectrum and tactical issues 
at the other. In all cases, however, strategic theorists seek a common goal in describing the 
nature of war and the strategies required for its successful prosecution. This article now 
turns itself to its primary task: investigating five of the most influential German military 
theorists, explaining their central ideas, and showing how and why they have helped shape 
Western strategic thought.

Frederick	the	Great	(1712–1786)

Frederick the Great was King of Prussia from 1740 to 1786. He was a brilliant military 
campaigner who, in a series of diplomatic manoeuvres and wars against Austria and other 
European states, greatly enlarged Prussia’s territories and made it a prominent military power. 
Under his stewardship the Prussian Army became a model to be admired and imitated across 
the Western world. Frederick was deeply and personally involved in military strategy and 
tactics; as a soldier‑king he shaped military policy and operational engagements as well as 
demanding discipline and controlled aggression among his men. Although Frederick’s writings 
were voluminous, the most pertinent of them to the study of war and strategy is The King of 
Prussia’s Military Instruction to his Generals (circa 1748–1756).

Frederick’s Military Instruction, and associated works, are full of practical advice echoing many 
of the earlier sentiments of Sun Tzu in The Art of War (400–320 BCE) and even Machiavelli 
in Art of War (1521); despite the fact he had little time for the Italian’s political views. With 
regard to operational surprise, he encouraged military planners to ‘always attempt the 
unexpected: it is the surest way to achieve success’.4 Frederick considered it a ‘cardinal 
rule that you must do the opposite from what he [the adversary] desires’, suggesting ‘one 
method of outfoxing the enemy that cannot be recommended too highly is to be the first 
to enter on campaign’—clearly the rationale behind his preventative attack on Bohemia 
which initiated the Seven Years War (1756–1763).5 Like many of his strategic predecessors 
Frederick recognised the importance of psychology and intelligence in war. He considered 
it advantageous to ‘know the mind of opposing generals’ and contended that to ‘make 
good plans in the course of a war you must have spies in the cabinet of the enemy princes 
or in the war bureaus’.6 For Frederick, sound planning and meticulous calculation were the 
foundations of strategy. He explained that ‘before beginning operations you must, without 
any indulgence or self‑deception, examine objectively every step that the enemy might take 
to thwart your plan’.7 He went on to explain:

... that is why I am so insistent that you not be superficial, but examine and imagine everything that 
the enemy could possibly do against you. Let your shrewdness and prudence remove everything 
possible from the realm of chance – luck still has too much influence in war.8

Hand in hand with scrupulous planning Frederick believed deception a key component of 
military success in that ‘the more you employ stratagems and ruses, the more advantages you 
will have over an enemy’ for in many cases ‘cunning succeeds where force fails’.9 Finally, and 
to depart the realm of the practical for the philosophical, Frederick foreshadowed some of 
the later theories of Clausewitz in his preference for decisive action and focus on the purpose 
and outcome of war rather than the battles which constitute it. He recommended generals 
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‘give battle only when you have reason to hope that your success will be decisive, and fight 
not only to defeat the enemy, but to execute the course of your strategy’.10 Strategy ought to 
be framed to ‘hit the enemy hard … the only purpose of war is to force the enemy to consent 
to an advantageous peace ... you must never lose sight of this idea’.11

Quite apart from maxims and practical guidance in the conduct of war, Frederick’s most 
enduring legacy was his battlefield success during the Seven Years War and the ‘strategy of 
exhaustion’ it embodied. After the failure of his ‘preventative’ attack on Bohemia in June 1757, 
Frederick’s aim was to hold off his opponents and conserve his own force. Under attack from all 
sides by France, Austria, Russia and Sweden, he successfully exploited Prussia’s central position 
which enabled the movement of forces along interior lines of communication. In this manner 
Frederick was able to concentrate against one opponent at a time. Brilliant victories over the 
French and Austrian Armies, at Rossbach and Leuthen respectively in late 1757, strengthened 
what remained a precarious position. Unable to achieve outright victory against the array of 
forces stacked against him, Frederick managed to achieve success through adroit manoeuvring, 
timing, and skill in the field. In this way, despite mounting internal pressure in Prussia, he staved 
off defeat until a diplomatic solution was reached. Frederick’s strategy contrasted starkly with 
the uncoordinated actions of his enemies. As a consequence Prussia survived and its military 
reputation grew greater than ever. It was not his tactical genius, however, but his success in 
preventing the unification of superior enemy armies and being at the right place at the right 
time to keep them out of core Prussian territory which became Frederick’s legacy. His ‘victory’ 
led to a European infatuation with ‘geometric strategies’, emphasising speed of movement, 
manoeuvre, the exploitation of terrain and possession of critical strong points—lessons not 
lost on Napoleon Bonaparte, the future Emperor of France.

Carl	von	Clausewitz	(1780–1831)

There is no doubt that Carl von Clausewitz is the most famous of all military strategists and his 
unfinished work, On War, published posthumously by his widow in 1832, the most celebrated 
treatise on war in the Western world. Clausewitz’s timelessness has led some to describe him 
as an ‘apostle of modern war’ with one of his notable ‘disciples’, fellow Prussian and late 19th 
century strategist Helmuth Von Moltke, for example, attributing his victories of the German 
Wars of Unification to the influence of On War. In a similar vein, the American Cold War 
theorist Bernard Brodie described Clausewitz’s work as ‘not simply the greatest book on war 
but the only truly great book on that subject yet written’.12 While Brodie stretches praise into 
hyperbole, as suggested by Christopher Bassford, it is not too much to say that ‘the ideas of 
Clausewitz run like a subterranean river through all modern military thought’.13

On War was a product of Clausewitz’s experience of conflict. He entered the Prussian Army 
at age 12 and was campaigning by age 13. He saw active service in the Rhine Campaigns 
(1793–1794), an effort by Prussia to attempt to restore the monarchy in France following the 
Revolution, and throughout the Napoleonic Wars (1806–1815). Clausewitz was an agitator 
for military reform in Prussia from 1807 to 1814 and in 1818 was made commandant of the 
Prussian Military Academy where he took to writing down his thoughts on war and strategy 
by drawing heavily from his operational experiences.
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Clausewitz’s importance as a strategist is a consequence of his efforts to understand the 
underlying logic and true nature of war. In this he deviated from some of the ‘recipe book’ 
approaches of a number of his strategic predecessors. Clausewitz noted that ‘given the nature 
of the subject, we must remind ourselves that it is simply not possible to construct a model 
for the art of war that can serve as scaffolding on which the commander can rely for support 
at any time’.14 Where some sought to provide military commanders with useful practical 
advice, Clausewitz set out to explain and identify the timeless characteristics of war. He set 
his agenda at informing strategy at a campaign level, not winning battles at a tactical level, 
and in this way he conceived strategy as an art rather than a science. It was an art, however, 
that was subject to scientific and rational inquiry. On War is therefore both a philosophical and 
systematic examination of armed conflict. While it is well beyond the scope of this article to 
deal with the breadth and depth of Clausewitz’s masterpiece in any great detail, it is important 
to briefly examine some of his key and enduring ideas.

One of Clausewitz’s most valuable contributions to strategic thought was his investigation 
into the relationship between war and politics. There is no doubt that his most famous 
(and most often misinterpreted) dictum is that ‘war is simply a continuation of political 
intercourse, with the addition of other means’.15 In this contention Clausewitz did not 
mean that war should be a routine, normal and viable everyday tool of the state. On the 
contrary, recognising its potential to escalate towards ‘extremes’ and so take on forms 
alien to those anticipated by policymakers, he counsels that governments ‘should not take 
the first step without considering the last’.16 Many readers also mistake Clausewitz’s true 
intention by interpreting the extract to mean that war should somehow act as the ‘strong‑
arm’ of politics, or that it should be a substitute for politics if ‘normal’ diplomacy does not 
seem to be working—as if one stops and the other begins. This is not what he meant at all. 
What Clausewitz was trying to express is that war is an expression of politics (and policy). 
The unity between war and politics ‘lies in the concept that war is only a branch of political 
activity; that it is in no sense autonomous’.17 Political considerations should remain central 
to the formulation of strategy and the conduct of war. Military considerations are secondary. 
War is both a part of, and subservient to, wider policy considerations. For this reason there 
needs to be a clear connection between conflict and rational political goals for ‘war is not 
an act of senseless passion but is controlled by its political object’.18 Warfare may have its 
own language and characteristics but its rational purpose lies externally to its execution: 
its ‘grammar, indeed, may be its own, but not its logic’.19 Within Clausewitz’s framework, 
conflict should never be prosecuted for its own sake but rather should ‘serve a purpose 
which is provided from outside war itself: a purpose determined by the policy of the state.’20 
Clausewitz clarified this position in 1832 noting that ‘he who maintains, as so often is the 
case, that politics should not interfere with the conduct of war has not grasped the ABCs 
of grand strategy’.21 Any state contemplating armed conflict, therefore, should do so with 
a clear and realistic understanding of what it hopes to accomplish and how it will proceed. 
Historical examples of difficulties resulting from miscalculation in this regard are manifold. A 
number of contemporary writers have critically analysed the conduct of conflicts in Vietnam, 
Bosnia and even Iraq using Clausewitz’s position concerning the interface between strategy, 
politics and war as a yardstick.22

The Prussian theorist’s second significant contribution to the evolution of strategic thought is 
his deep insight into the nature of war itself. In this regard his ideas are also often taken out 
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of context—largely as a consequence of his dialectic style which tends to create confusion. 
Using this method he first discusses war in its theoretical, pure and abstract form: ‘absolute 
war’. He then goes on to talk about conflict in the real world with all the imprecision and 
ambiguity that this implies: his ‘real war’. Clausewitz uses this technique to bring out the fact 
that absolute war is and always will be limited by real actors, factors and circumstances. It is 
also important to note at this stage that the idea of ‘absolute war’ is quite different from ‘total 
war’; characterised by the complete subordination of politics and society to the conduct of 
war as practiced by Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff who controlled the German 
war effort in World War I. As noted, the subordination of politics to war is the antithesis of 
true Clausewitzian thought.23

Confounded by his absolute war/real war dialectic, many have interpreted Clausewitz as 
advocating the need for large‑scale combat, the complete annihilation of enemy forces, 
and conventional/industrial approaches to war. Certainly his idea of ‘absolute war’ involves 
‘a decisive act’ resulting in a ‘complete and perfect’ resolution.24 Equally, he appears as no 
follower of Sun Tsu insofar as he argues that: 

Kind‑hearted people might of course think there was some ingenious way to disarm or defeat 
an enemy without too much bloodshed, and might imagine this is the true goal or art of war. 
Pleasant as it sounds, it is a fallacy that must be exposed: war is such a dangerous business that 
the mistakes which come from kindness are the very worst.25

Clausewitz does seem to emphasise the centrality of battle. He writes: ‘there is only one means 
in war: combat’, and that ‘fighting forces must be destroyed ... the country must be occupied … 
the population made to submit’.26 With an air of savagery he also notes that to ‘introduce the 
principle of moderation into the theory of  [absolute] war  itself would always lead to a logical 
absurdity’.27 It is these types of sentiments that were misused by Nazi propagandists in the 
1940s. Clausewitz’s emphasis on the need for decisiveness, battle and ruthlessness, however, 
needs to be qualified by two key considerations. First, he is understandably a product of his 
experiences of the ‘new’ character of the Napoleonic war as contrasted to earlier European 
conflicts. It is this style of conflict that approaches his ‘absolute’ conception of war. Second, his 
assertions concerning absolute war are best considered as abstractions not true positions.

A deep reading of On War shows that Clausewitz acknowledged that ‘real war’ could and even 
should exhibit ‘limited’ characteristics. He notes, for example, that pre‑Napoleonic warfare was 
predominantly ‘waged in a state of equilibrium … fighting that did occur during these periods 
was seldom followed by important results’. In addition, while Clausewitz was certainly a product 
of his times insofar as he believed that limited ‘irregular’ warfare ought to be considered ‘within 
the framework of a war conducted by the regular army, and coordinated in one all‑encompassing 
plan’, he nonetheless accepted its existence and accorded it a role.28 At a fundamental level, 
Clausewitz actually advocates neither total war nor limited war but rather places the onus 
on the state to select a form appropriate to its objectives and capabilities. In this he advised 
policymakers to recognise the characteristic of the conflict that confronted them and to act 
accordingly: ‘the aims a belligerent adopts, and the resources he employs, must be governed 
by the particular characteristics of his own position; but they will also conform to the spirit 
of the age and its general character.’29 Quite contrary to the sentiments associated with his 
abstract absolute war dialectic, with regard to ‘real war’ he suggested that ‘if the political 
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aims are small, the motives slight and tensions low, a prudent general may look for a way to 
avoid potential crisis and decisive actions’. He added, ‘destruction of an enemy’s force is only 
a means to an end, a secondary matter’.30 Clausewitz summarises his strategic advice in this 
regard in that ‘we can now see that in war many roads lead to success, and they do not all 
involve the opponent’s outright defeat … the choice depends on circumstances’.31 Beneath 
the idealised notion of ‘absolute war’, lie numerous gradations. According to Clausewitz, if 
we reject a single one of them on theoretical grounds we might as well reject them all, and 
lose contact with the real world.32

In addition to his ideas concerning the relationship between war and politics and the nature 
of war itself, one Clausewitzian concept particularly useful in understanding why some 
strategies fail where others succeed in any given conflict is the idea of the ‘remarkable trinity’. 
In presenting this trinity, Clausewitz is describing real war not the absolute phenomenon. In 
essence it is as follows:

As a total phenomenon its dominant tendencies always make war a remarkable trinity – composed 
of primordial violence, hatred and enmity, which are to be regarded as a blind natural force; of 
the play of chance and the probability within which the creative spirit is free to roam; and of its 
element of subordination, as an instrument of policy, which makes it subject to reason alone … 
the first of these three aspects mainly concerns the people; the second the commander and his 
army; the third the government.33

Victory in war is therefore predicated on a successful balance between the people, the 
government and the military, representing ‘passion’, ‘chance’ and ‘reason’ respectively. As war 
is ‘more true than a chameleon’, the nature of the equilibrium between these factors will vary 
in accordance with the type of conflict being prosecuted.34 Nevertheless, each war inevitably 
displays these attributes in varying measures.

The ‘remarkable trinity’ is far more than an interesting observation. Not only is the very nature 
of a conflict defined by this three-way balance but, with this concept as a reference point, 
successful real‑world military strategies can be developed. Again, Clausewitz explains:

These three tendencies are like three different codes of laws, deep‑rooted in their subject 
and yet variable in their relationship with each other. A theory that ignores any one of them 
or seeks to fix an arbitrary relationship between them would conflict with reality to such an 
extent that for this reason alone it would be totally useless. Our task is therefore to develop 
a theory that maintains a balance between these three tendencies, like an object suspended 
between three magnets.35

Just as a three‑legged stool will not remain stable if one of its supports is absent or 
dysfunctional, so too any military strategy that does not achieve balance between these three 
often competing forces will face difficulties. Christopher Bassford and Edward J. Villacres 
contend that any approach to conflict ‘which denies or minimizes the role of any of these 
forces or the interaction between them is, therefore, by definition wrong’.36 This is a salient 
point for both strategists and military professionals alike. War can take on a momentum or 
dynamic beyond the intentions of those who initiated it. Shaped by the interactions of the 
three sides of the triangle, for example, politicians may misjudge or lose control of the passions 
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within their own state, or those of the state with which they are engaged in conflict. Again, 
the power of this concept resonates with regard to contemporary problems in conflicts like 
the Iraqi War.

Another of Clausewitz’s concepts useful in understanding and therefore planning for war is 
the idea of ‘friction’. In a sense, friction is based on the idea that in war if anything can go 
wrong then it will. Clausewitz observed that:

... everything in war is very simple but the simplest thing is difficult. The difficulties accumulate 
and end by producing a kind of friction that is inconceivable unless one has experienced war … 
countless minor incidents, the kind you can never really foresee – combine to lower the general 
level of performance, so that one always falls far short of the intended goal. Action in war is like 
movement in a resistant element. Just as the simplest and most natural of movements, walking, 
cannot easily be performed in water, so too in war it is difficult for normal efforts to achieve 
even moderate results.37

Friction is therefore a certain source of unpredictability and difficulty in war. It is a consequence 
of an inevitable combination of war’s ‘uncertainty, chance, suffering, confusion, exhaustion 
and fear’.38 Derived from the combined effect of time, space and human nature, friction is the 
phenomenon that ‘more or less corresponds to the factors that distinguish real war from war 
on paper’; that differentiates ‘absolute war’ from ‘real war’.39 

Closely allied to the idea of friction is Clausewitz’s belief in the ‘fog of war’ which, in essence, 
describes how chaotic war appears when immersed within it and how difficult it is for 
commanders to gain an accurate picture of what is going on around them. On War explains that 
‘in war everything is uncertain, and calculations have to be made with variable quantities’.40 
Essential to the idea of ‘fog’ is the psychological dimension of war. Not only is it difficult to 
gain information, it is difficult to process it effectively as ‘the light of reason is refracted in 
a manner quite different from that which is normal … the ordinary man can never achieve a 
state of perfect unconcern in which his mind can work with normal flexibility’.41 Interestingly 
in terms of the continuing relevance of this idea, while advances in military information 
technology have dramatically increased the amount of data available to modern day strategic 
planners, this seldom results in any less fog. Instead, where generals of the past struggled 
with not enough information, today’s commanders are sometimes swamped by too much 
with crucial material often lost in the morass.

The development of successful military strategy must therefore contend with the twin 
inevitabilities of fog and friction. To some degree this fact is acknowledged in many modern 
Western militaries through ideas of ‘mission command’ or ‘commander’s intent’, themselves 
German concepts developed in response to the nature of ‘modern industrialised’ war having 
surpassed the physical ability of commanders to control by personal influence. With no choice 
but to delegate, orders are transmitted from senior commanders to subordinates stressing 
objectives rather than detailed actions—the what rather than the how. Commanders cannot 
know the full tactical or strategic picture before decisions are required; they must accept a 
degree of ‘fog’. Similarly, the more detailed or proscriptive a plan might be the more vulnerable 
to the effects of ‘friction’ it becomes.
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As the first strategist to apply scientific methodology and critical analysis to the study of war, 
Clausewitz was able to uncover certain regularities or enduring characteristics which, while 
offering no specific laws or rules to ensure victory, are nonetheless useful strategic planning 
tools. Defence, he suggests, is usually stronger than offence; every attack has a culminating 
point beyond which it tends to lose momentum; and ‘centres of gravity’ (schwerpunkt) exist 
in friendly and enemy forces that can and should be exploited. The last of these ideas, the 
existence of a centre of gravity, is a particularly valuable insight. At a strategic level Clausewitz 
used this term to describe the primary source or basis of an enemy’s strength. As such, he 
recommended that the main military effort should always be directed at this point. A centre 
of gravity might be an enemy’s fielded forces, or even a particular element thereof, it might 
equally be a more esoteric objective like alliance strength or public support at home. Clausewitz 
gives no prescription here—the correct choice is situational and dependent and defined by 
the political objectives and nature of the war being fought. Nevertheless, the neutralisation 
of an adversary’s centre of gravity is pivotal to success.

A number of contemporary strategic commentators question the continuing relevance of On 
War in an era of ‘fourth generation warfare’, high technology military hardware, precision 
airpower and weapons of mass destruction. Clearly, and understandably, Clausewitz did not 
consider such factors. At the same time it is worth bearing in mind, if weight of quotation is 
any guide, that many individuals and institutions still regard much of his strategic wisdom as 
timeless. As Hugh Smith aptly reflects: ‘it is significant that defeated armies—for example, 
Britain after the Boer War, Germany after World War I, the US after Vietnam—turned to 
Clausewitz who himself endured humiliating defeat in 1806 and helped restore Prussia to 
glory by 1815.’42

Helmuth	von	Moltke	(1800–1891)

Helmuth Karl Bernhard von Moltke (The Elder), was Chief of the Prussian General Staff from 
1857 to 1888. During this period he successfully planned and conducted Prussian military 
operations during the Austro–Prussian War (1866) and the Franco–Prussian War (1870–1871), 
that laid the foundation for the unification of the German state. Although Moltke wrote a 
number of works on strategic theory his actions spoke louder than his words. Interestingly, 
despite a self-confessed influence from Clausewitz, he rejected the idea that successful strategy 
could be derived from a set of guiding principles or even as a result of a deep understanding 
of the nature of war. Rather, for Moltke, strategy was best considered as a sequence of options 
with only the very beginning of any operation ‘plannable’ in any meaningful sense. He believed 
that ‘in war, as in art, there is no general norm; in both cases talent cannot be replaced by 
rules’.43 Consequently, Moltke believed it the central task of military planning to prepare 
for all possible outcomes and scenarios. In peacetime he continually exercised the General 
Staff, and students at the Prussian war academy (whose elite graduates went on to join the 
Staff), accordingly. Moltke’s approach to strategy can be summed up by two famous dictums 
commonly attributed to him in that ‘no battle plan survives contact with the enemy’, and 
‘strategy is a system of expediencies’.44 In a second notable divergence from Clausewitzian 
thought, concerning the inextricable relationship between war and politics, he believed that 
‘strategy best supports policy in working solely to further political aims, but as far as possible 
in operating independent of policy. Policy dare not intrude itself in[to] operations’.45
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Important as it was, Moltke’s truly significant contribution to the development of strategic 
thought was not his emphasis on operational flexibility but rather his mastery of emerging 
industrial means of war and the new type of staff work it necessitated. As the British military 
historian and strategist Michael Howard suggests, if Napoleon was the last great commander 
then Moltke was the first great manager of the modern military era. Moltke created a system 
of interchangeable war academy-trained staff officers, alternating between the General Staff 
and regimental duties, designed to overcome the inability of a single commander to direct 
the mass warfare of the post-Napoleonic era. He trained ‘duplicate’ staff officers, equipped 
to act as he would act, by which the decisions of high‑level commanders could be carried out 
in spite of the degree of friction or amount of fog present on the battlefield. The power of 
Moltke’s staff system was that:

... through the reflexes which he had already inculcated in his subordinates … even when deprived 
of his guidance they should react to unexpected situations as he would wish … [t]hus the Prussian 
General Staff acted as a nervous system animating the lumbering body of the army making possible 
the articulation and flexibility which alone rendered it an effective military force.46

Moltke dealt with the overwhelming scale of modern warfare by training corps of subordinate 
managers he could trust. To capitalise on this new resource, and in recognition of the vast 
and decentralised nature of future war, he instituted a system of ‘general directives’ in place 
of rigid orders whereby subordinates were given long‑term tasks and intentions along with 
the latitude, and discretion to achieve it on their own initiative. 

Moltke also recognised and embraced the essential elements of late 19th century industrial 
warfare. Drawing inspiration from Napoleon’s (and the Duke of Wellington’s) self-sufficient 
military formations, Moltke perfected the ‘divisional’ system of military organisation. He 
standardised Prussian divisions to the point where each was structured, trained and supplied 
in an identical manner—enabling commanders to move easily between them. In addition, 
Moltke embraced new military and related technology like the telegraph and breech‑loading 
weapons. Much more significantly, he acknowledged the rapid development of railways and 
their potential for deployment, movement, and supply of industrial armies on an unprecedented 
scale. In a powerful vision of the future, Moltke accurately predicted the rapid mobilisation, 
indefinite campaign periods, enormous battlefields, colossal manoeuvre and massive forces 
which soon became the hallmarks of modern war. Along with battle plans he directed the 
General Staff, for example, to compile intricate railway movement tables for vast numbers of 
men, animals, and equipment and of arranging for daily trainloads of supplies. 

In 1871 Moltke tested his new military staff, divisional structure, and plans for industrial 
warfighting in the Franco–Prussian War. During a lightning campaign, embodying all of the 
essential elements of Moltke’s views on strategy, Prussia deployed some 384,000 men in three 
armies and utterly routed the French Army. This was not because they were better armed, more 
numerous, braver or better trained—the French were their equal in these attributes. Rather, 
the French commanders, bereft of Moltke’s innovations, fought with Napoleonic methods of 
command, control, administration and movement. In many instances, particularly the key Siege 
of Metz, the French could not match Prussian speed of mass movement and coordination. 
Noting Moltke’s success, it was not long before all major nations copied his methods. The 
scale, mobilisation schedules, and efficiency with which European armies marched against each 
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other in 1914 were clear testaments to Moltke’s strategic legacy. Indeed, the concentration 
on speed, communication, coordination and delegation of ‘mission command’ of standardised 
units to officers trained in common military theories and techniques, remain characteristic of 
21st century warfighting organisations.

Hans	Delbruck	(1848–1929)

Moltke’s successor in terms of the development of industrial war‑based strategies was Hans 
Delbruck. Although serving as one of Moltke’s soldiers in the Franco–Prussian War (1870–1871), 
Delbruck made his mark on strategic theory out of uniform as a civilian professor of military 
history at Berlin University from 1881 to 1921. His writings were concerned primarily with 
positioning warfare within wider social and political contexts in that he saw war as a cultural 
act influenced by economic and other societal factors. His most notable contribution was 
History of the Art of War: Within the Framework of Political History (1920, 3rd edition). Delbruck’s 
other works included The Persian and Burgundian Wars (1887), The Strategy of Pericles described 
through the Strategy of Frederick the Great (1890), and the Life of Marshal Grafen Neithardt von 
Gneisenau (1894).

Delbruck’s most important contribution was his presentation of a ‘strategy of exhaustion’ as an 
alternative to the dominant paradigm of annihilation inherited from theorists like Clausewitz 
and practitioners like Napoleon. This is not to suggest that Delbruck rejected the essential 
elements of Clausewitzian thought. He was convinced, for example, that it was the ‘unity 
of politics and military action that forms the nature of strategy’.47 The central difference in 
his outlook, however, was that rather than positioning forces to achieve grand and decisive 
battlefield victories, military commanders could, and perhaps should in the industrial era, 
be focused on wearing down their adversaries by less climactic but more effective means. 
The foundation of Delbruck’s ‘two‑pole’ strategic alternative was that armies could engage 
in strategic manoeuvre and selective targeting to pressure an enemy’s territorial integrity, 
industrial base or commercial capacity. In this way the political object of war might be achieved 
without the need to annihilate an enemy’s fielded force. Delbruck explained that, contrary 
to popular perception, many of the famous battles of antiquity, such as Marathon or Zama, 
for example, were not so much a result of bold, offensive action but rather as a consequence 
of scale, sustainability and logistics; exhaustion. In truth, ‘the manner of bringing on a great 
decision does not consist of a blind bull charging in but of the skilful provision of favourable 
conditions … [Caesar] conquered primarily by means of hunger than by iron’.48 Similarly, he 
wrote that more recent and successful strategists such as Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and 
Frederick the Great of Prussia had been exponents of the strategy of exhaustion without 
explicitly acknowledging it. Delbruck suggested that under particular circumstances, strategies 
of exhaustion would be far more prudent, given the growing lethality of military technology, 
than existing annihilation‑based approaches—depending on the political objective and 
particular circumstances of any given conflict.

Not surprisingly, given that his ideas ran contrary to the dominant mode of strategic thought 
in his era, Delbruck was roundly criticised by the German military establishment—mostly 
on the basis that he had little direct experience of warfare rather than on the quality of his 
ideas. Delbruck himself lamented that ‘new ideas have to fight against not only the obstinate 
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opposition of the traditional concepts but also against misunderstanding, which is almost 
even more unshakable’.49 Nevertheless, he continued to warn the German military against 
a pre-occupation with decisive victory on the battlefield in the industrial age. Of course 
Delbruck’s ideas in this regard were repeatedly vindicated by the catastrophic results of 
such strategies on both sides during World War I. He was deeply critical of German offensive 
strategies during the war as undermining the exhaustion which might have shaped the Allies 
towards an ‘acceptable’ peace. Although unpopular in his own era, Delbruck’s ideas gained 
considerable currency after 1918 with History of the Art of War translated to Russian in the 
1930s and to English in 1975.

Erich	Ludendorff	(1865–1937)

As the embodiment of the German military establishment during World War I, Erich Ludendorff 
articulated the antithesis to Delbruck’s strategic concept of exhaustion—although it is not for 
this that he deserves mention. Ludendorff was commissioned into the German Army at the 
age of 18 and appointed to the General Staff in 1894, where he became involved in preparing 
some of the intricacies of the Schlieffen Plan—a modified version of which was later used 
by Germany to invade France and the Low Countries in World War I. Although beginning the 
war as the Deputy Chief of Staff to the German Second Army, Ludendorff was soon sent as 
the Chief of Staff to Paul von Hindenburg who was charged with retrieving a deteriorating 
position on the Eastern Front. In the east, Ludendorff was instrumental in engineering the 
monumental German victories at the Battles of Tannenburg and the Masurian Lakes. When, in 
August 1916, Hindenburg was made supreme commander of the German Army, Ludendorff was 
appointed as his Deputy Chief of Staff. In reality, however, from this position it was Ludendorff 
not Hindenburg who coordinated the German war effort. The two men, through their ‘Third 
Supreme Command’, ran Germany for the remainder of the war as a military dictatorship. 
In 1918 it was Ludendorff who planned and coordinated the ill‑fated Operation Michael, 
Germany’s final offensive on the Western Front. With its eventual failure and the collapse of 
the German war effort, Ludendorff fled Germany for Sweden. He returned to Germany in 1920 
and, as a consequence of his right‑wing philosophies and attitude to Germany’s defeat, came 
to support Adolf Hitler in the famous Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. He went on to become a Nazi 
party parliamentarian until 1928, retiring after falling out rather drastically with Hitler.

Ludendorff ’s contribution to strategic theory comes primarily through his advocacy, and 
implementation during World War I, of the concept of ‘total war’. At its heart this idea involves 
the complete subordination of national resources, including politics, to the war effort. For 
Ludendorff ‘the nature of totalitarian warfare literally demands the entire strength of a nation’.50 
Under the circumstances of total war, which Ludendorff assumed would be the future of all 
interstate conflict, nations would need ‘to place [their] mental, moral, physical and material 
forces in the service of war’.51 The genesis of his ideas concerning total war lay in his experiences 
from 1914 to 1918. Ludendorff believed that a lack of German success on the Western Front 
was the result of a lack of will. Upon his transfer to the West he was shocked at the Allies’ 
logistical superiority which further convinced him that Germany’s civilian leadership lacked 
the fortitude to prosecute the war to the degree required for victory. As a result he initiated 
the Hindenburg Program, which in effect was a military take‑over of the German economy 
including forced labour and the sustained exploitation of occupied territories. Ludendorff ’s 
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dubious strategy of unrestricted submarine warfare in 1917 was another manifestation of his 
total war mentality—he shrank from nothing in the pursuit of victory.

It is worth noting here that the concept of ‘total war’ and the earlier Clausewitzian theoretical 
idea of ‘absolute war’ are very often misunderstood to mean the same thing. They most certainly 
are not. Total war is in many ways the converse of one of Clausewitz’s most important ideas 
concerning the relationship between war and the state. Where Clausewitz emphasised the 
necessary interconnectedness between war and politics, Ludendorff, building on Moltke’s 
legacy, believed in the ascendency of war: ‘both warfare and politics are meant to serve the 
preservation of the people, but warfare is the highest expression of the national “will to live”, 
and politics must, therefore, be subservient to the conduct of war’.52 

The impact of Ludendorff ’s total war theories on the evolution of strategic thought should 
not be underestimated, particularly in Germany. Indeed, according to Eleanor Hancock, ‘the 
model of future war they [the Nazis] derived’ was heavily influenced by Ludendorff ’s writing 
in the 1930s.53 Ludendorff called for ‘politics subordinated to the war effort and envisaged 
Germany in the next war as a country under emergency dictatorship, economically oriented for 
security from blockade and socially organised by means of general labour service’—exactly what 
unfolded between 1939 and 1945.54 Equally, although not implicitly recognised or attributed, 
many of Ludendorff ’s ideas (less the degree and detail he advocated) were adopted by the 
Allies during World War II. Importantly, the total war paradigm to which Ludendorff contributed 
continued beyond 1945 as the base assumptions behind Cold War strategic planning. Force 
structure, military planning, equipment development, and even civil defence plans all evolved 
under the supposition that the next war would resemble the last. The resulting infatuation 
with conventional warfighting doctrines stood in stark contrast to the ‘limited’ wars actually 
fought by the world’s most powerful nations since 1945.

Conclusion

What has preceded is a brief survey of five key Prussian and German strategists and their 
enduring contributions to the evolution of strategic thought. Of those who were discussed, it is 
possible to trace some enduring themes, or balanced sets of opposites, that have characterised 
the wider, international long‑term development of strategic theory and practice. Throughout the 
ages approaches have tended to alternate between the direct and indirect, the physical versus 
psychological, attrition against annihilation. Those focused on operational aspects of war stand 
in contrast to those emphasising its socio–political features. Those whose concept of war exists 
within an industrial (conventional) paradigm are mirrored by those for whom conflict exists 
‘among the people’. Despite a history of contrasts, however, a number of enduring elements 
remain. First, strategy and strategic thinking is never a constant. Rather it is a fluid subject and 
perpetually changing field of study. As time, geopolitics, technology and wartime experiences 
have evolved so too has strategic thought. Second, no military strategies are developed in 
isolation. As this article has shown, despite the individual circumstances which may shape the 
detail of any plan, the mode of thought behind it will always be a product of that which went 
before. It is this fact, allied to the particular and lasting insights offered by individual strategists, 
which makes understanding of the evolution of strategic thought, particularly the influence of 
the Germans, of utmost importance to scholars and practitioners of the military art.
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Review Article 

DUSTy WARRIORS: 
Modern Soldiers at War

Richard Holmes
Harper Perennial, London, New York, Toronto, Sydney (2006)
ISBN 0007212852

[It] was neither a conventional battle between two symmetrical adversaries nor a peace‑keeping 
operation. It was instead a postmodern conflict comprising extreme violence and near-normality, 
formally structured military operations and sheer terrorism, diplomatic negotiations and mafia-
style power‑broking.

Richard Holmes (2006, p. 135)

Dusty Warriors focuses on the 1st Battalion the Princess of Wales Royal Regiment’s (1 PWRR) 
engagement in Iraq between April and October, 2004. Those interested in Iraq will find 
Holmes’ book differs from most other available books in four ways. First, during the period 
the author covers,  military operations metamorphosed from peacekeeping, with an emphasis 
on providing security and infrastructure, to a hearts and minds campaign interrupted by 
violent ‘binary’ close-in engagements (Holmes’ ‘postmodern’ conflict). Second, 1 PWRR’s 
Area of Operations was in Maysan where it was based in Al Amarah, the provincial capital. 
Most reporting, to‑date, has dealt with developments in Al Anbar. Third, Holmes writes from 
a distinctively British perspective. John Keegan, the English military historian, notes that 
about one‑third of the Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF I)/ Op Telic troops were British. However, 
their activities appear under‑represented in the literature. Finally, Holmes brings the multiple 
lenses of insider–outsider and professional journalist to his analysis. Although he is one 
of Britain’s leading military academics, he is also Colonel of the 1 PWRR. He therefore has 
insider knowledge and access as well as the objective eye of the scholar. With these different 
perspectives in mind, he describes the book as neither history nor journalism and notes that 
it seeks to describe contemporary events based primarily on interviews with members of 1 
PWRR without supporting written unit history(ies).

Taken together, the differences in timeframe covered, geography and perspective add 
significantly to our understanding of current developments in Iraq and, indeed, the British 
approach to warfighting in postmodern conflicts. However, this was not his main goal. 

According to Holmes, the primary purpose of the book is to describe the British soldier’s 
experience at peace and in war. In this sense, he maintains that the work fits into his trilogy 
of Redcoat, Tommy and Sahib. Collectively, these cut a broad swath across history. In line with 
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this purpose, most of the book is devoted to the history of the regiment, its organisation, its 
training, how it was kitted‑out, and other ‘micro‑level’ aspects of its daily life as seen through 
the eyes of and reported by its soldiers. Many details are placed in the broader contexts of 
the structure and modus operandi of the Army and the complexity of the conflict. 

I personally gained significant insights from his descriptive and analytical material. 
For example, Holmes describes how, prior to operations, the 1 PWRR was reshaped 
organisationally into a battle group. Its core ordinarily consists of three rifle companies 
mounted in Warrior fighting vehicles. Its reconfiguration involved ‘chopping’ two rifle 
companies, one to act as brigade reserve, the other for reassignment to another battle group. 
To supplement their loss, 1 PWRR had attached to it a company of Royal Welsh Fusiliers 
and a squadron of the Queens Royal Lancers. At the platoon level, one of its companies 
absorbed some Scottish Reservists. Finally various other support activities, including an 
artillery battery, psychological operations, and Royal Logistics units were integrated into 
the group. The Americans have long admired the British force’s ability to quickly raise ad 
hoc forces by cobbling together disparate units. 1 PWRR battle group provides an excellent 
example of this capability.

With respect to the complexity of the conflict itself, numerous authors have pointed to such 
factors as the multi‑tiered structure of the adversary and the multi‑dimensional nature of his 
motives. Some observers have segmented the adversary into simple groupings such as former 
Baath’ists, Shia’ militias, bandits and terrorists each with a primary if not distinct organisational 
affiliation and accompanying set of motives. 

Holmes acknowledges groupings in Al Amarah (including, for example, Badr members, and 
followers of Muqtada al Sadr). However, he provides a far richer view of the overlapping 
and intertwining of religious, tribal and organisational/administrative loyalties and chains of 
command all of which are fluid and dynamic. For example, 1 PWRR would train police who 
would, in turn, fight them as tribal loyalties superseded administrative/organisational ones; 
members of Muqtada al Sadr’s militia would provide security for MoD personnel as long as 
they worked on water infrastructure projects.

He also describes other contextual elements that add to the challenges the coalition faces. 
Two are particularly well developed, one cultural, the other situational. Holmes notes that the 
Iraqis’ do not like confrontation. In the absence of consensus, they would rather engage in 
protracted negotiations than take direct action. Westerners have different expectations and 
norms regarding timeframes over various economic, political and military problems which 
can and should be addressed, and this has caused friction.

Holmes also notes that the way enemies are defeated can have a significant impact on the 
population’s resistance and willingness to change. He distinguishes between states whose 
armed forces or governments are centres of gravity which have been soundly defeated and 
those in which the people themselves are the centre of gravity who have not been defeated. 
In the former case, decision making about nation building can be effectively left in the hands 
of the conqueror as it was, for example, in Japan and Germany after WWII. In the latter, the 
victor’s success is not necessarily perceived as such by the people and his leverage over the 
vanquished is more limited. Otherwise put, the losing nation feels more that it is being occupied 
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than liberated. One might ask where else in Iraq than Maysan, with the possible exception of 
Kurdistan, might such feelings be more manifest?

Many of Holmes’ broader insights are integrated into the descriptions of the two operations 
referred to previously. These provide a soldier-level and humanistic view of the conflict. In 
detailing a selection of some of the contacts in which the 1 PWRR engaged, he not only 
captures tactics but also the attitudes, fears and hopes of the battle group’s fighting men and 
women. General lessons learned, such as the value of training and discipline, are consistent 
with the conventional wisdom and values of the British force over time. 

Consistent with some of Holmes’ other work, there are a substantial number of humorous 
anecdotes interspersed throughout the text. For example, during routine training, the officers 
became so bored with the repetitive nature of the exercise in which they were participating 
they renamed the phase lines, ‘Flog,’ ‘Dead,’ and ‘Horse’.

Holmes develops his points well but there were several I personally would like to have seen 
elaborated. One of these related to the US forces. He quotes the 1 PWRR CO as explaining 
how US air power ‘exemplified professionalism, restraint and bravery’ (p. 112). The US Air 
Force (USAF) however, has long paid attention to minimising collateral damage and has the 
technology, know‑how and training to be successful most of the time. On the other hand, he 
acknowledges the US Army’s reputation for ‘heavy handedness’. Holmes might have directly 
developed the arguments for winning (or losing) hearts and minds, for example, by comparing 
air and ground power or British and American approaches on the ground in a more detailed 
way. He does draw a comparison between ‘mental states’ of the two armies but only supports 
it in a limited way and indirectly with references to the UK force’s use of the baton gun in Iraq 
(learned in Northern Ireland) in place of 5.56mm ammunition. More might have been said here 
given the importance of this dimension of the conflict.

Another area he might have developed further is his discussion of the ‘public relations war’. 
He laments the public’s lack of knowledge and understanding of Op Telic in general. He then 
relates how he was interviewed at his departure terminal by ITN and Sky News before leaving 
for Iraq. At the time, the journalists were mistakenly seeking to link 1 PWRR’s deployment 
to the deteriorating security situation. The interview was ‘on the screens’ before the unit 
departed. It was met with ‘much cheering and jeering [by the troops]’ (p. 110). He quotes 
another captain as stating that ‘the picture painted by the media [of Basra] was of a broken 
city with no services, high unemployment and little food and water…it seemed [to him] to 
be the complete opposite (p. 176)’ And, he refers to a misreported ‘execution’ alleged by 
insurgents to have been undertaken by British forces. The latter received wide media coverage 
in the UK. These examples notwithstanding, by the end of 1 PWRR’s tour, he notes that most 
of the military’s criticism was directed at Al Jazeera. And, he cites 1 PWRR CO’s view that the 
UK media’s coverage was ‘varied’ (p. 324). Given the media’s role as a centre of gravity one 
might ask, ‘Why not good?’.

As a final but small trivial critisism, in his desire to provide detail, his balance with the big 
picture was lost in a few places. For example, there is a single footnote explaining the derivation 
of the British call signs that lasts almost a page. 
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Overall, I would strongly recommend the book to military scholars and practitioners of the 
science and operational art. It is not only different in terms of the geography and timeframe 
on which it focuses but on the lens(es) brought to the British Army and the Iraqi conflict by the 
author. Apart from his nationality, his combined discipline as an historian and his journalist’s 
style make for compelling reading by both professionals and the casual recreational reader. 
Finally, the author likens the book to telling a story about a team playing in a particular match 
without interviewing the opposing team or those outside the stadium. Given the knowledge 
and experience he brings to the stadium and its environs he is clearly not myopic in his 
coverage or point of view. 

Dr Connell is a member of the faculty of UNSW's School of Business at the Australian Defence 
Force Academy. He lectures in Strategic Management as well as at the Australian Command 
and Staff College.

Prior to entering academia in 1990, he spent 20 years working for a large international 
management consulting firm. He has served as the company's Resident Director in Saudi Arabia 
and has travelled throughout the Arab world. He was a Vice President of the firm, Chairman 
of its European Consumer Goods Practice, Member of its European Operating Committee and 
he sat on the firm's European and Asia–Pacific Directorates.

Dr Connell holds BSc and MBA degrees from New York University where he recently guest 
lectured, an IMP from the London Business School and L'Ecole des Hautes Etudes Commerciales 
and a PhD from UNSW.

He served four years in the United States Air Force including a tour of duty in Asia in the 
1960s.
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CLAUSEWITZ’S PUZZLE:
The Political Theory of War

Andreas Herberg‑Rothe
Oxford University Press, 2007
ISBN 978‑0‑19‑920269‑0

The steady flow of books on the ideas of a Prussian infantry officer writing nearly 200 years 
ago continues unabated. This is so despite a certain revival of interest in Sun Zi in recent years 
—perhaps due to his focus on the enduring civil wars through which he lived 2,500 years ago 
and his preference for bloodless victories through deception and indirection.

What is it about Carl von Clausewitz and his major work, On War, that continues to attract—and 
merit—attention? One reason is that Clausewitz sought to explain the relationship between 
politics and war, a topic that must concern any national leader or military officer responsible 
for decisions about the use of force. A key insight, for example, is that the political goal of a 
war must affect its actual conduct, or at least ought to do so if force is to be used successfully 
as an instrument of national policy. War only makes sense if its purpose is kept in mind from 
the moment it is considered as an option.

Clausewitz’s Puzzle examines some of the complexities, uncertainties and deficiencies in 
Clausewitz’s understanding of war and politics. It looks at his idea of how war contains 
interactions that make for the escalation of hostilities, ultimately to the extreme if other 
factors do not intervene (as they invariably do in the real world). It examines his thinking 
about polarity in war, that is, how opposites such as offence and defence relate to each other 
and shape the nature of war as a whole. It also deals with Clausewitz’s ‘remarkable trinity’ (or 
‘wonderful trinity’ as the author translates it) which sees war as an ever‑changing combination 
of reason, deep‑rooted violence and chance. The trinity, Herberg‑Rothe argues, is ‘the real 
legacy of Clausewitz and the real beginning of his theory’.

Much of this analysis, it must be said, is primarily for Clausewitz buffs. The approach is 
philosophical and the language abstract, even abstruse at times. Reference is made to other 
analysts who may not be familiar to the ordinary reader. The book is an important contribution 
to the literature but is not likely to have wide appeal.

One theme, however, may attract greater attention. This is the author’s convincing argument 
that Clausewitz was influenced not simply in general terms by the warfare of his time, but 
more particularly by the different character of the battle of Jena (1806), the occupation of 
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Moscow (1812) and the battle of Waterloo (1815). Clausewitz himself participated in all three 
campaigns though he was only present at the defeat at Jena which led to his subsequent 
capture by the French.

Napoleon’s brilliant and decisive victory over the Prussians in 1806 first led Clausewitz to 
the idea that war is all important to the state. It should inspire and invigorate the citizen and 
would determine the destiny of nations. At this time Clausewitz saw the main principle of 
war as ‘destruction of the enemy forces’ in which Napoleon excelled through his outstanding 
generalship. Clausewitz, the prisoner of war, could only admire the ‘god of war’.

The Russian campaign, and in particular the occupation of Moscow, brought home to Clausewitz 
the principle that defence is the stronger form of war. Napoleon fought in his usual destructive 
style and arrived in Moscow without losing a battle. But the depleted Grand Army that occupied 
the city failed to inspire shock and awe among the Russians. Napoleon’s brilliance could not 
overcome dogged resistance. Genius had to bow before Russia’s policy of retreat, refusal to 
concede and eventual return to the offensive.

Waterloo, finally, revealed the importance of political conditions in general. The allies were at 
last united in their goal of ridding Europe of Napoleon once and for all. He was shackled by 
failing political support and limited resources—the ready and long‑lasting supply of conscripts 
was finally running out. He faced inevitable defeat though a more judicious battle plan might 
have delayed it somewhat. Not simply policy but European politics determined the outcome 
at Waterloo.

The influence of history on ideas is an important topic today as it was then. Herberg-Rothe 
observes that Clausewitz wrote histories of these three campaigns in the years 1824–1828, 
leading up to the crucial theoretical shift in his ideas from 1827 onwards. His own career and 
careful study had taught him that war was deeply intertwined with politics and the two must be 
understood together. On War was and remains a brilliant distillation of first-hand experience and 
objective analysis. If only for this reason it will continue to be a subject worthy of study.

THE MINEFIELD: 
An Australian Tragedy in Vietnam 

Greg Lockhart
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2007
ISBN 978 1 174114 106 1

Greg Lockhart brings a wealth of experience to his latest book, The Minefield, and it shows.  
Lockhart, a graduate of the Royal Military College, Duntroon, has first hand experience of 
the ugliness of jungle warfare and the Vietnamese conflict, having served with the Australian 
Army Training Team in that theatre. But in a rare double, Lockhart also brings to his work 
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the eye of a military historian and academic of some stature. Exploiting his knowledge of 
Vietnamese, Lockhart has spent many years examining the Vietnam War from the Vietnamese 
perspective.

Military history is replete with planning disasters that have cost countless lives and contributed 
to the defeat of entire armies, prompting Norman Dixon to write his best selling book On the 
Psychology of Military Incompetence, a work that Lockhart refers to in passing. During Australia’s 
campaign in Vietnam, the decision by Brigadier Stuart Graham to construct an 11 kilometre 
barrier fence and minefield containing over 20,000 M16 ‘Jumping Jack’ mines ranks as one of 
those pre‑eminent strategic mistakes. It was a disastrous decision that both cost the lives of, 
and resulted in horrific wounds to, hundreds of Australian Servicemen. Worse still, it was a 
decision that was taken by Graham against all of the advice available to him as the Commander 
of the First Australian Task Force or 1ATF, from seasoned albeit more junior commanders.

Three aspects of Lockhart’s work are immediately apparent: fair and balanced criticism; personal 
experience of jungle warfare that ‘brings the book alive’; and meticulous research. In addition, 
Lockhart dares to raise questions that have long remained unanswered.

Lockhart has been scrupulously fair in his criticism, particularly of Graham, the man many hold 
responsible for the disaster. Graham, Lockhart argues ‘was widely regarded as one of the most 
talented officers of his generation’, prompting Lockhart to raise the question as to why such an 
intelligent man would ‘proceed with his disastrous decision in the face of good advice from his 
subordinates?’ Graham had never served in Korea, but many of his subordinates who had bitter 
memories of the mine as a ‘double-edged sword’ in that conflict were not backward in giving 
Graham sound advice. ‘The CO of 5RAR, Lieutenant Colonel John Warr, had been wounded on 
a “friendly” mine in Korea (and) vigorously opposed their use in front of his position.’ Others 
to provide similar strong and sometimes colourful advice included Graham’s engineer adviser, 
Major Brian Florence: ‘What do we want a minefield for? I don’t like bloody mines’, Florence 
had retorted when he was first confronted with Brigadier Graham’s decision.

There is little doubt that responsibility for the minefield should, in the main, be sheeted home 
to Graham. It was his decision; but as Lockhart points out others were in a position to veto 
that decision and it would be ‘both unfair and unhelpful to think about his (Graham’s) actions 
in isolation from their political/strategic construction’. Generals Wilton and Daly (the CGS’s of 
the day) and Vincent (Graham’s immediate superior in Saigon), Lockhart argues must shoulder 
some of the responsibility for this tragic mistake. In trying to unravel the ‘why’ of the decision, 
amongst other factors, Lockhart focuses on the ‘barrier mentality’ of the high command, and 
on commanders’ ignorance of the enemy whom Australian Service men and women had been 
deployed to fight, a situation that has been tragically repeated by the ‘Coalition of the Willing’ 
in our more recent invasion of Iraq.

In Vietnam, Wilton’s strategy (when CGS) was to position 1 ATF at Nui Dat to shield the 
population of the vital Long Dat District from the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN).

In constructing the minefield, ‘Graham’s method of building the barrier was more overtly 
catastrophic than Wilton’s, but both men had made the stunning strategic error of assuming 
the need for barriers to protect the very people in Long Dat who were their enemy.’ Daly (who 
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promoted Graham to DCGS after the latter’s tour in Vietnam), in a visit to the Province directed 
his aide to note the titles of books on the history of Vietnam that were on a bookcase in his 
quarters, prompting Lockhart to comment ‘apparently, the strategic policy in Canberra’s war 
bureaucracy had prevented the CGS from discovering Vietnamese history before the battle 
for the box’. That might be conjecture, but neither Daly nor Vincent did anything to question, 
let alone veto the minefield laying. In a damning assessment, Lockhart asserts that ‘Australian 
commanders had little idea of the widespread political support for the war of national liberation 
among the villagers of Phuoc Tuy Province…An important part of the answer to many of these 
questions (raised by Lockhart) is that no one in the high command knew enough about who 
or where their enemy was.’ This is an assessment shared by several distinguished soldiers. As 
Lockhart observes, in a 1987 address at the Australian War Memorial, General Peter Gration 
commented: ‘The truth is that we knew very little about the province when we went in …of 
the almost complete control of the province by the VC … or of the numerous accommodations 
between both village and government forces and the VC.’

Lockhart has provided a well-researched background and nuance of the conflict from Dien 
Bien Phu to Nui Dat, giving a view of the war not only from the perspective of the Australian 
high command, but from the local Vietnamese district level as well. Lockhart skillfully weaves 
his knowledge of both the enemy and the local villagers into the outline of Graham’s plan, 
through the construction of the minefield itself, and on to the lifting of thousands of the 
mines by the enemy until the minefield was ultimately cleared. At the tactical level, Lockhart 
has taken the reader into the jungle itself in a way only someone who has experienced 
this type of conflict can. The horrific and unnecessary injuries inflicted on hundreds of 
Australian Service men are sensitively but accurately portrayed. Outlining a Dustoff rescue 
of casualties from a mine incident in which one soldier had lost both legs at the knees, 
Lockhart describes the situation when the Dustoff chopper itself comes under fire. With 
the door gunner returning fire and a gunship firing in support, ‘the crew went on with 
their winching operation until their machine was hit in the engine. A2‑767 crashed to the 
ground, rolled on it starboard side and burst into flames’. Corporal Stevens, who survived 
the crash, made an heroic attempt to rescue another soldier on board. ‘Lance Corporal J. F. 
Gillespie(’s) legs had been pinned under the helicopter when it hit the ground and he was 
finally incinerated in the flames.’

Lockhart writes in a very readable style, and he has probed the depths of this tragedy with 
commendable scholarship. In all, some 55 Australians and New Zealanders were killed and 
over 250 dismembered and wounded on M16 mines that almost certainly came from the 
minefield. Similarly, some 42 allied Vietnamese and American soldiers were killed and over 
172 wounded. Apart from the major strategic reversal Lockhart shows these figures represent, 
he also calculates conservatively that for virtually a 12‑month period in 1969–70 over 50 per 
cent of 1ATF’s battle casualties ‘were on our own mines’. That Graham was warned in no 
uncertain terms about the consequences of his decision, that the high command neither took 
any action to veto the decision nor knew nearly enough about the enemy young Service men 
and women were deployed to fight brings both the political and cultural underpinnings of 
the war and Nixon’s Psychology of Military Incompetence into stark focus.

Brigadier Adrian d’Hagé, AM, MC served in Vietnam as both a platoon commander and company 
second-in-command. 
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AN ATLAS OF AUSTRALIAN WARS 
(Second Edition)
John Coates
Oxford University Press, South Melbourne, 2006
ISBN: 978 0 19 555914 9

Finding a decent map of an Australian military campaign is often difficult or at least, if you 
can find one, it is usually illustrated from the viewpoint of other major combatant nations, 
particularly the US or UK. The first edition of An Atlas of Australian Wars corrected that, but 
now after a gap of five years since it was first published, Oxford University Press has released 
a fully revised and updated version which includes operations conducted since our centennial 
year. Beautifully presented in 424 pages, all in full colour, and provided with a sturdy plastic 
book case to protect the large format (43 x 21 cms) casebound volume, this book is a must 
for all serious readers of Australian military history. 

Edited by former Army Chief, John Coates, this edition I think is even better than its predecessor 
and not just because of its additional contemporary material. The commentary on previous 
wars and operations has been fully revised with corrections and new information and there 
are more maps included within another 27 pages which cover all our major post‑9/11 wars and 
major operations. There is a new Appendix of 17 pages covering our more recent peacekeeping 
operations, and the index and bibliography have also been fully revised.

But undoubtedly most credit must be given to the cartographer, Keith Mitchell, who really 
deserves more recognition for the quality of this work than he has received (a single mention in 
the editorial introduction—I even found it hard to find who the cartographer was). Presenting 
so many unique maps in such detail, yet retaining clarity for the average reader is a fine art 
which Mr Mitchell has achieved and to my mind, he should rightly be credited as co‑creator 
with General Coates.

The Atlas is presented in six sections which run chronologically. While it fully acknowledges 
our early pre‑colonial Aboriginal heritage, it really begins with European settlement in 1788 
and moves through to the end of 2006—the date of publication. There are now 165 pages of 
maps (many with several maps per page) which cover all aspects of Australian naval, military 
and air operations. All are fully captioned and explained in the accompanying text. Given 
their special place in our military history, a nice touch is the inclusion of annotated Victoria 
Cross winners and the location of their award. A comprehensive, six‑page index completes 
the volume.

To really appreciate this work of art, you need to lay the book out on a coffee table and admire 
the workmanship. In fact you will have to as at three kilograms, it is a heavy book—too heavy 
for bedside reading and an indication that it is printed on good quality paper. While some 
may baulk at the price (the same as the 2001 edition), I think it remains extremely good value 
for money and is an absolute must for libraries, collectors and those interested in Australian 
military history. Highly recommended.

Reviewed by Mark Lax
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THE BATTLE FOR LEyTE, 1944:
Allied and Japanese Plans, Preparation and Execution

Milan Vego
Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, Maryland, 2006
ISBN 1 55750 885 2

On 20 October 1944 United States Forces landed on the Philippine Island of Leyte paving the 
way for the liberation of the country from Japanese occupation. Two days after the landings, 
one of the greatest and largest naval battles in history was fought on the seas surrounding 
Leyte between the Allied and Imperial Japanese Navies.

The battle was viewed as Japan’s chance to turn the tide of the war and prevent the fall of the 
Philippines into Allied hands as this would be a serious blow to the Japanese Strategic line. 
The fall of the Philippines would provide the Allies with the staging base to launch attacks 
on the home islands.

In a move to prevent the landings and destroy the ships supporting the operation, the Japanese, 
determined to hold the Philippines, drew up a series of plans for a major fleet action against 
the Allies. These plans and their execution, and the Allied preparations and response are 
the subject of this latest addition to the body of literature on this significant naval battle of 
World War II. 

The author is the Professor of Operational Art at the United States Naval War College (NWC) 
whose professional body of work will be familiar to readers of the Naval War College Review, 
USNI Proceedings and Joint Force Quarterly. Dr Vego is to be commended for this exquisitely 
researched and finely written account of the Battle for Leyte. Aside from his scholarly articles, 
Dr Vego is also the author of five books among which is the Operational Warfare textbook 
used by the NWC and other Service and Allied academies.

The book’s opening chapter covers in brief the strategic setting of the War in the Pacific from 
the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff decision to divide the area into two theatres of war 
to the Allied offensive beginning in 1942–43. The contentious days prior to the invasion of 
Leyte are well discussed.

The operational function of both sides is the focus of Chapter Two which details the command 
organisation of the Allied Forces, namely the Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA) under General 
Douglas MacArthur and the Pacific Ocean Area (POA) under Admiral Nimitz. On the Japanese 
side were the Imperial General Staff (IGS), its Field Commanders, the Imperial Japanese Army 
(IJA), the Southern Army unit responsible for the defence of the Philippines and the Imperial 
Japanese Navy. Here, the author relates the personality and attitude of the key leaders of 
each command, their views and their opinions of their subordinates and their subordinates’ 
view on their leaders. The intelligence, logistics and communication aspects on both sides 
are covered in this segment.

Reviewed by Lieutenant Commander Mark R. Condeno, PCGA
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The subsequent chapters examine the extensive Japanese defence plans and preparation for 
the Philippines and provide a concise picture of the physical features of the island of Leyte 
and its military operations significance. Dr Vego has brilliantly narrated the various plans 
of the Japanese Army and Navy and inter‑Service cooperation, as well as the details of the 
SHO‑1 Plan which was the defence plan for the Philippines. This section covers the Japanese 
Army and Navy preparations, changes in command organisation and island defences. Of note 
are the special sea attack units and the location of their bases which would be of interest to 
historians.

Next the author looks into the ‘Allied Plans and Preparation’ for the invasion wherein initial 
plans were drawn up by the SWPA and US 6th Army by 1944. Invasion support plans were also 
made by the CINCPOA and Third Fleet Staff. This chapter details the Allied Campaign Plan for 
the Philippines, code named Musketeer and its subsequent versions and the subordinate King, 
Love and Mike operations.

The next four chapters contain the crucial period on retaking the Philippines. Dr Vego has 
done an excellent job taking the reader chronologically from the initial major Allied operations 
beginning in September 1944 to the four decisive naval battles that would ensure Allied naval 
supremacy in the theatre. This chapter highlights the leadership, thinking and decisions of 
the commanders that would decide the outcome of actions with fate and intuition playing 
a role. Admiral Halsey’s decision to take the Task Force north to pursue the Japanese Decoy 
Force is thoroughly covered.

The defeat of the Japanese fleet at Leyte Gulf did not deter them from continuing to hold and 
reinforce its ground forces on Leyte as reinforcements were sent from units in Luzon, Visayas 
and Mindanao. They also used the weather to their advantage to land troops on the island. It 
would be Christmas 1944 before Leyte would be secured by the Allies.

The final chapter looks into the logistical, intelligence and communications problems 
encountered by both sides. I heartily concur with Dr Vego on his ‘Operational Lessons Learned’. 
Although this tackles strategic, tactical and operational aspects, most would apply to operations 
other than war (OOTW) missions. The organisational structures of each command on both 
sides are well laid out. 

The book is well supported by 16 maps, two tables and a bibliography of Official and General 
Histories and uses documents from the National Archives and NWC library. Endnotes for each 
chapter are provided in the latter part of the book.

This is by far the most detailed account of the battle that I have read. The book stands on its 
own and is also a good companion to the previous published works on the battle. The Battle 
for Leyte, 1944 will certainly become a classic.

The book is highly recommended to anyone interested in naval history and would appeal 
to naval and military historians, Service schools and academy professors, Fleet and Joint 
Staff officers.
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SWING By SAILOR: 
True Stories from the Australian War Brides of HMS 
Victorious

Catherine Dyson
Hachette, Australia, 2007
ISBN 9780733620799

Swing by Sailor is a carefully crafted account of WWII Australia, 17 love stories, a voyage across 
the world, and the result of 17 relationships. Following her Pacific World War II deployment, 
as one of five British aircraft carriers to serve in the theatre, HMS Victorious was consigned to 
transport 669 ‘war brides’ to Britain. These were women who had met Royal Navy Servicemen 
on leave in Australian ports, and who had formed relationships that blossomed into marriage. 
Author Catherine Dyson interviewed 17 of these women about the experience. 

The author has chosen a range of narrative styles: small vignettes describing the women’s time 
in Australia; direct answers to interview questions; diary entries, and letters. This approach 
works quite well, even though at times it appears disjointed. In fact, I was prepared to be put 
off by the methodology, because you do not identify with one person’s story over another, as 
there is a fair commonality to the accounts. But persevering a little pays off—the accounts are 
such a fascinating step back several generations that a reader becomes interested.

Each woman’s background is given, and for modern readers this is a time‑travel trip. One of 
the subjects describes rounding up a herd of 100 cows each morning, milking them, and then 
walking three miles to school. Another describes the death of her mother during the night, but 
the girl still had to milk the cows at five in the morning. Her mum was buried that afternoon 
at three pm, and at five pm the girl was milking the cows again. Another shared one pair of 
shoes with her sister, so they used to attend church on alternate Sundays. 

All of this is described against a background of families whose male members were usually going 
off to war. In time the Japanese assaults against Australia stopped, and the country became the 
forward base for both American and British forces taking the war to the enemy. The women 
subjects describe their courtships, and the circumstances which took their husbands away 
back on duty and then to Britain, and how the Royal Navy worked out a means of getting all 
of these new British subjects back to the homeland.

The aircraft carrier Victorious was especially fitted to take around 700 passengers, with 
bulkheads, new plumbing arrangements, and some measure of leisure facilities. Allowed around 
100 kilograms of luggage each, the women left their families and parents, who in many cases 
believed they would never see their daughters again—air travel not being what it is today. 
Victorious made the voyage across the Great Australian Bight, encountering a storm along 
the way which sent waves over the flight deck, and then docked at Perth, before proceeding 
along a route which took her to Ceylon, and then the Suez Canal. The adventures, or perhaps 
misdemeanours, of some of the women along the way, are related—and sometimes exclaimed 
over—and then the voyage concludes through the Mediterranean and eventually to Britain. 

Reviewed by Tom Lewis
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For anyone who has been to sea in a naval vessel, some of the attraction of the book is how 
our 17 subjects describe what they are seeing from a civilian’s point of view. Their reactions to 
the sailors onboard, to the teasing, to the cooking and cleaning routines—all are interesting 
and often amusing.

Civilian life in Britain after the war is well‑described, and makes you wonder at the naivety 
of these women, having gone from a country where meat was routinely and easily obtained 
for food, to one which was still enduring rationing, and did so right up until 1954. The other 
downsides of Britain are explained: the class system, the cold—the winter of 1946 was the 
worst in 65 years, according to one of the narrators; the poor transport, the wrecked buildings, 
the deprivations of a country trying to rebuild itself after six years of war. Britain had endured 
years of bombings, whereas Australia had hardly noticed the attacks on its coastal towns that 
had failed—except in the case of Darwin—to make much of an impact. Perhaps it was a case 
that love conquers all.

The work is well illustrated with black and white photographs, mostly personal snaps, but a 
few generic explanatory photos too, although  the ‘Japanese suicide bomber’ in one of these 
is in fact a Zero fighter. An index would be helpful, as the book is such a good account of post‑
war history that it has some reference potential, particularly as it is full of primary sources. 
Overall however, Swing by Sailor is a very readable, useful and attractive work, and therefore 
thoroughly recommended.

IN THE FACE OF THE ENEMy:
The Complete History of the Victoria Cross and New Zealand

Glyn Harper and Colin Richardson
HarperCollins, Auckland 2006
ISBN 1869505220

I have always enjoyed reading books about feats of valour and this text is no different. I must 
admit that I found the small print a bit annoying but maybe that is just a personal problem 
for me.

What added much value in this account were the stories of those who were recommended 
for the Victoria Cross, but who never received it, and also those who were recommended 
and denied it by authorities. While the focus is clearly on those men who were awarded the 
decoration, the account goes some way towards recognising the feats of all other acts of 
gallantry.

I enjoyed the analysis of medal tallies and trends by wars, theatres of conflict and years that 
helped to place each award into context. While Charles Upham, the first man to win the 

Reviewed by Jim Truscott
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Victoria Cross twice, is well known to many readers of history, this book ensures fair attention 
to Upham and equal recognition to all other recipients.

I must draw exception about a review that featured in the West Australian newspaper on 
10 April 2006 which argued that one recipient broke the rules of combat for wearing the 
enemy’s uniform as tactic to perform a highly successful counter‑sniping role. I say that the 
role of the army is to win in war and such pseudo‑tactics have always been part and parcel 
of covert actions.

Having served with New Zealanders in Australia and overseas on operations, I have come to 
admire their tenacity. They are a tough bunch and I could easily relate to each battle account.  
One can certainly imagine this book having to be re-written after the next major global conflict 
as the New Zealanders will surely prove their gallantry again and again.

This is a book that should be read by young men and women who are junior leaders in 
our defence force so that they understand what makes men perform extraordinary feats 
when terribly scared. It should also be read by elite Australian sportsmen so that they can 
be motivated to go that extra distance in their own field of endeavour. I would equally 
recommend it to anyone who simply enjoys reading about people who display more than 
just ordinary determination.
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