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Chairman’s Comments

I welcome readers to the first edition of the Australian Defence Force Journal for 2007 and 
trust that it offers a range of stimulating articles and viewpoints. We began our previous 
edition of October last year with an interview with CDF, Air Chief Marshal Angus Houston 
and offered a variety of articles on international relations and personnel matters. This edition 
will be in a similar vein commencing with a viewpoint from the other side of the Diarchy, 
the Secretary’s office.

Most readers will be aware that since publication last year, we have had a major change at the 
top of Defence. In December, Secretary Mr Ric Smith handed the reins over to Mr Nick Warner, 
so it is appropriate that we lead off with Secretary Smith’s Valedictory Address. Entitled: 
Thirty-eight Years in the Vineyard, it well illustrates the challenges of the Department’s top APS 
appointment and how the position of Departmental Secretary has evolved.

Next, we turn to the topic of international security. Dr Carlyle Thayer examines China’s security 
cooperation program with its Southeast Asian neighbours as a mechanism to advance its 
broader security interests. Complementing this article is one by Colonel Zubir of the Malaysian 
Army who reaffirms the importance of the Straits of Malacca and discusses the implications 
for Asian security posed by poor regional safeguards. 

Readers will notice five articles covering a wide range of personnel and management issues, 
but I highlight the executive summary of the recently released Defence Personnel Environment 
Scan 2025 as especially noteworthy. The Defence Personnel Environment Scan 2025 covers 
a range of issues which will impact on the effective functioning of Defence over the next 20 
years. We are pleased to provide a brief summary of the comprehensive information provided 
in the Scan. Other articles cover medical ROE, heroism, the pros and cons of workforce 
specialisation and the need for a new set of anthropometric data for aircrew—the ADAPT 
project. We conclude with an historical article on Forward Air Control.

I also welcome the appointment of Mr Mark Lax as the new Managing Editor. I thank his 
predecessor, Mr Mark Ebery, for his efforts in raising the standard of the publication and wish 
him well in his retirement. The Board has endorsed a number of proposals for our new Managing 
Editor to tackle and you can expect to see some of these appear in the near future. 

As foreshadowed in my last Chairman’s Comments, we awarded the ADFJ Board of Management 
inaugural $500 prize for the best article by a serving ADF or APS member to Wing Commander 
Richard Pizzuto for his article Reorganising Air Force Doctrine. Well done Richard. For this 
edition, the prize has been awarded to Lieutenant Colonel Susan Neuhaus and Major Frank 
Bridgewater. 

The Board has also agreed to redevelop the ADFJ website to include a more user friendly design 
and better search facility for back articles. Once updated, I hope this will encourage wider 
use of the electronic media to the benefit of our readership. We will, of course, continue to 
print and distribute the Journal. 
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At the last Board meeting, we decided to have a themed edition for the last Journal for the year. 
This will apply to the September 2007 edition (our third and final for 2007). The theme will be 
The Environment and Security and I encourage submission of related articles for consideration 
by mid-year. Given that the Environment, Global Warming and Energy Security are all related 
and are all high on the political and security agenda at present, this topic seems an important 
area for us to consider. As usual, all articles will be refereed before Board consideration.

The June 2007 Journal, No. 173, will contain the proceedings of the joint ADC–RUSI International 
Seminar which will be held between 15–16 May at the Australian Defence Force Academy. 
The seminar topic is The Future Australian Defence Force: Learning from the Past, Planning for the 
Future. It will be addressed by a number of distinguished international and local speakers and 
I encourage you to consider attendance. An advisory notice is at the end of this edition.

Finally, you will see attached at the end of this edition a reader survey where I seek your 
comments to improve the Journal. This survey will also be on the Internet website at: <http:
//www.defence.gov.au/publications/dfj/index.cfm>. Our last reader survey was commissioned in 
2003 and we received a great response from the readership. In particular, I encourage you to think 
about how you might receive the Journal in future and what you would like to see improved.

I hope you enjoy this edition.

D.L. Morrison
Major General
Commander, Australian Defence College
Chairman, Australian Defence Force Journal Board

Major General David Morrison, Chairman of the Board of Management of the Australian Defence 
Force Journal presenting Wing Commander Richard Pizzuto with his award for the best article 
by a serving ADF or APS member for Edition No. 171. 
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Thirty-eight Years in the Vineyard:
A Valedictory Address 
Mr Ric Smith, Secretary Department of Defence 
(November 2002 – December 2006)

I should begin by thanking Peter Shergold and Lynelle Briggs for the opportunity they have 
given me to make this valedictory address today. I am honoured to be the first retiring Public 
Servant to have been invited to do this. Many more distinguished colleagues have retired 
without such an opportunity. 

Let me start with a disclaimer. In preparing for this occasion I have been conscious that in 
other realms, and perhaps especially the United Kingdom, there is something of a tradition 
on occasions such as this of great oratory built around grand visions of the civil service as an 
institution, visions in the UK case conceptualised around the triumph that was Trevelyan and 
the wonder that is Westminster. If you were looking forward to anything so grand, to a laying 
out of great wisdom and intellectual riches about the Australian Public Service, where it has 
been and whither it is bound, then you might consider leaving now.

What you’ll hear this afternoon are the reflections of one who has toiled in the vineyard of 
the Public Service these past 38 years more as a tradesman than a philosopher, much less an 
artist or a visionary. It will be in large part a narrative tale, with a few thoughts born of long 
experience of the Westminster-with-Canberra-characteristics system we now have, experience 
that has been practical, sometimes quite hard, even painful; sometimes lots of fun; but always 
worthwhile and fulfilling. 

The beginnings

I was not destined to work in the Public Service. Within my own extended family, over three 
generations that preceded me there was I believe only one Public Servant—an uncle who, so far 
as I could tell, had joined the Service to support a gambling habit. Yet my first paid employment, 
at the end of my fifth year in high school, was as a postman, delivering the greeting cards 
which people sent to each other to mark Christmas 1961. I had a Post Office-issued red bike 
and a cap, and when I got the chance to deliver the mail in my own suburb on one 40 degree 
day I fully expected my mother to turn the neighbours out to watch me pedal down our own 
street On Her Majesty’s Service. For once, probably the only time, she let me down.

I didn’t return to the Post Office the next year, but while at university a few years later I 
found myself working over the Christmas holidays as a yardman at the Department of Supply 
at Karrakatta. If this first intrusion into the Defence empire were not a sufficient augury, 
more portentous was my special assignment—to repaint some steel ‘bailey bridges’ which 
had been destined as an aid project in Indonesia but withheld because of the confrontation 
crisis. I was told ‘the bosses’ believed they might soon begin to rust. So in a sandy paddock 
in Perth’s blistering Christmas heat, I painted them from 7.00am till 10.00am each morning, 
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then hung around the workshop for the rest of the day contributing little but learning much 
—if not about the Public Service, then about life. Years later as I crossed one ‘bailey bridge’ 
after another while being driven through Sumatra, as Ambassador to Indonesia, I wondered 
whether these were the ones I’d painted. Strangely, decades in the monsoonal climate had 
not rusted them. I must have painted them well.

It was through teaching that I made my first formal entry into public service. For the four 
years of my teacher training I was paid seven pounds two and ten pence a fortnight, without 
which going to university would have been more difficult. Teaching scholarships or bursaries 
were wonderful vehicles of social mobility in the sixties. I taught for three years in rural and 
regional Australia—then known as ‘the bush’—an experience which did more for me and my 
understanding of people than another ten years at university would have achieved. 

But rich as the teaching experience had been, there was plenty else on offer for the 15 per 
cent of us school leavers who completed university in the sixties. In 1968, I applied for what 
we now call the ‘graduate intake’ in the Department of External Affairs and, to my mother’s 
pride and my father’s astonishment, was accepted.

Canberra in 1969

Twenty-four of us joined External Affairs in 1969 at the end of what we remain confident was 
the only decade last century worth a damn. Most had tertiary qualifications that put mine in 
the shade, some had won prestigious scholarships, many spoke foreign languages and some, 
most amazing of all, to me at least, had travelled and even studied overseas. Seven of us remain 
in the Public Service today, though one of us for only two days more. My starting salary was 
$3,820. Honours graduates got more. The only woman in our group was paid a little less. 

I shouldn’t speak for the others, but I think I’m right in saying that most of us were motivated 
to join External Affairs not by any interest in the Public Service as such, nor even any noble 
interest in serving the public, but rather by our own personal interest in international politics 
and foreign affairs. I don’t think I had even heard the term ‘public administration’, and it was 
probably not until the 1980s that I first heard the term ‘public policy’, but it didn’t matter 
because in 1969 I did not appreciate that I had become involved in either.

In the first year we did the usual three rotations in the Department—which then occupied 
just the eastern-most wing of what was called the ‘Admin Building’, now named after the 
Prime Minister of our day, John Gorton. My first rotation was in the Aid Branch (the whole of 
the Colombo Plan was run from one Branch), my second in the conditions of service section. 
With most of my ‘intake’ colleagues assigned to high policy sections, it seemed to me that 
I had been picked from the start as a tradesman rather than a serious policy type. But I did 
learn a few tricks from some pretty wily colleagues which stood me in good stead later, and I 
also got paid overtime which was OK to claim in the administrative areas of the Department 
but not in the policy areas. 

Canberra then was a town of some 122,000 people, ending geographically at Woden and 
Aranda. We lived in hostels—the Kurrajong and Lawley House I recall well. Social life centred 
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on places like the Burns Club, the Italian Club, the Rugby Union Club and the Eastlakes Football 
Club. We watched the moon landing in July 1969 in our offices—on black and white television. 
It was said later that if Goulburn had the big merino and various towns in Queensland their 
big bananas and pineapples, then Canberra deserved the big grey cardigan. But those who 
took that view risked overlooking the colour that really did exist in the mix of larger-than-life 
characters from the press, Parliament House and parts of the Public Service which was at its 
best at the Wellington Hotel on Friday nights. 

The 20,000 or so Public Servants whom we joined in Canberra in 1969 constituted fewer than 
ten per cent of all Commonwealth Public Servants. The workforce we joined was of course 
overwhelmingly male. It was only after 1966 that women could remain in the Public Service 
after they married, and the idea still hadn’t caught on very well. Equal pay for women in the 
Service was not mandated until 1969 with its implementation phased in through to 1973, 
and paid maternity leave was not available until 1973. But there were some powerful women 
in the workplace—they were in the typing pools and had our careers in their hands, or were 
pushing tea trolleys and purveying gossip vital to our futures.

It was a workforce in which age and position went together because promotion was 
underpinned by seniority. It was also a time in which accountability, by today’s standards, 
was slight. Indeed, the word itself did not come into use for many years. There was no 
administrative law as we now know it—no Ombudsman, no Administrative Decisions Judicial 
Review Act, no Administrative Appeals Tribunal, and no Freedom of Information Act. Parliamentary 
committee hearings were few—there were no Senate Estimates hearings before 1970. As far 
as I have been able to find out, Sir Arthur Tange, that most eminent predecessor of mine, only 
ever attended two parliamentary committee hearings—the first was to present a Defence 
submission to the Public Works Committee in 1978, the second an appearance before the 
Privileges Committee on a personnel matter after he retired. Departmental secretaries were 
then ‘permanent heads’, and remained so until 1994. They certainly did not see themselves 
as ‘CEOs’. The word ‘responsive’ first entered the Public Service argot in the eighties, when 
Peter Wilenski gave it some respectable philosophical underpinnings, but it was only in 1999 
that it became enshrined in the Public Service Act. 

It was a time of great central authority. The Canberra Public Service environment was dominated 
by a monster called the Public Service Board. A Stalinist institution populated by people who 
knew little but their own arcane business, it had a veto over pretty well everything that happened 
in the Public Service—the creation of positions, promotions and appointments (through the 
appeals system), conditions of service, organisational structures, the lot. You couldn’t scratch 
yourself without consulting ‘the Board’. There was as well a sort of interdepartmental committee 
called the Overseas Visits Committee, which vetted all proposals for overseas travel by public 
officials and often rejected agencies’ bids or reduced their delegations.

Probity, thoroughness and good record-keeping were among the great strengths of the Public 
Service of the time, but it was also a Service characterised by caste divisions and ‘turf warfare’. 
The castes existed formally in the form of four ‘divisions’—a ‘fourth division’ for clerical and 
registry staff, typists and so on; and a ‘third division’ for other non-SES but nevertheless higher 
status officers. Informally, castism was sustained more subtly through unofficial distinctions 
in some departments between ‘professional officers’ and ‘administrative officers’. These 
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distinctions were maintained in internal promotions and job preferment, and manifested 
among other places in tensions between relevant unions. 

As to the ‘turf wars’ between departments, they were tough and real. Differences in policy, 
or—more often—over who had the right to advise on policy in particular areas, were fiercely 
fought in meetings at all levels and in vitriolic correspondence that often went to Ministerial 
levels, and were only ever partially settled at the Commonwealth Club. The ones of which I 
was most aware were those between the resource and primary industry departments, and 
between the foreign affairs and trade departments, in their various and changing names, but 
there were many others. They generated not just paper-based hostility but in many cases lasting 
personal enmities, some of which can still be found in relationships between people whose 
names remain well known in this town. The term ‘whole-of-government’ which we hear so 
much about today was then, I think, unknown. It was all sadly wasteful of energy and effort.

The changing Public Service

Simply in offering this sketch of the Public Service as it was then, I have indicated some of the 
ways it has changed over these 38 years. The changes have been driven by a range of factors, 
some from within the Service and successive governments, some from the changing nature of 
society and our economy and the wider world of which we’ve increasingly become a part.

Many of the changes were driven by the Coombs Royal Commission of 1975–77 which had 
an enormous impact on the Public Service over the next two decades. A raft of internal and 
structural changes followed, together with the administrative law provisions which now shape 
so much of the way we work. After a series of further reviews, the eighties and especially the 
nineties saw more reforms, many in the areas of people and financial management and also 
in further decentralisation. This culminated in the enactment in 1999 of a new Public Service 
Act which gave agency heads clear responsibility for managing their staff in ways that would 
maximise agency performance.

Through all of this, as a result of both legislative and social change, and of course market demand, 
women have become a significant part of the Service in both numbers and influence. In 1969, 
21 per cent of Commonwealth Public Servants were women; today, the figure is 56 per cent. 

And I can’t forget the smoking. The effectiveness and speed with which it was turned off in 
the workplace were remarkable. By December 1988, when the wife of a Minister of the then 
government reportedly left an item of underwear in an ashtray on his desk after a late night 
visit to his office, most of us were surprised only by the fact that he still had an ashtray in his 
office. It was not just attitudes to smoking that had changed!

(a) Public Service change—the numbers

In talking about Public Service change in the broadest sense, it is hard to go further without 
talking about numbers. In 1969, there were nearly 219,000 Commonwealth Public Servants. 
That number continued to grow, reaching its zenith in 1975 with a figure of some 277,500. 
It then declined steadily, reaching 143,000 in 1996 and 113,500 in 2000. Today it stands at 
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about 146,500, of whom some 52,000, or about 36 per cent, are in Canberra. This contrasts 
with the fewer than ten per cent who were Canberra-based in 1969.

In reflecting on these numbers it is necessary of course to take account of the enormous 
structural changes that lie behind them. The big numbers of the seventies included government 
owned businesses, like the PMG and the shipyards and munitions factories which have long 
since been divested. Even the more recent apparent growth reflects changes of a structural 
kind, such as the inclusion for the first time this year of around 5000 employees from Medicare. 
So in effect the raw numbers reflect how often and how significantly the definition of what 
is the business of government has changed over these years. 

(b) The Information Revolution

If the numbers have been affected by what the Public Service does, they have also been 
affected by technology, above all information technology. Computerisation, to use an old 
fashioned term, ranks with the employment of women as the biggest change in the Public 
Service workplace in my working life. From manual typewriters to electric typewriters to word 
processors to whatever we call them today, from ‘man-drolically’ typed telegrams encoded 
with ‘one-time-pads’ to automatically encrypted emails, the change has truly been a revolution 
because it has affected not only the tools of our work but what we do and how we approach 
it and what is expected of us.

Interestingly, when computers were introduced into the Public Service they were seen as a 
means by which staff ‘savings’ could be achieved, euphemistically called ‘productivity gains’. 
It took a long time for us to realise that the true significance of IT went beyond the tools of 
our trade—that we were in fact caught up in an information revolution that was changing 
the volume, pace and nature of all that we did, and the way we related to each other. Partly 
because we were slow to realise this, successive governments underestimated the scale of the 
investment required, and at various stages were panicked into new or more radical ways of 
providing and managing the essential ingredients of the revolution. If IT has been the biggest 
change factor in my time in the Public Service, it has also—partly for that reason—been the 
most difficult issue to manage.

Nor is its management getting any easier. We now understand better both the nature and scale 
of the investment needed and have plenty of good advice about ensuring that our business 
drives our IT needs, not the reverse. But we are faced with managing the cultural and other 
consequences of the sheer volume of our transactions. Each day, my own organisation generates 
on average some 1.7 million emails and receives 680,000 emails from external sources—of 
which 470,000 (or almost 80 per cent) are Spam. I see few greater challenges for the Public 
Service of the future than managing its IT. The issues will include those of costs, of project 
managing in an environment of rapid technological change, and of network security—as well 
of course as that already sorely taxing matter, records management.

(c) Ministers’ offices and staff

While the role and number of women in the Service and the information revolution have been 
two of the great internal changes of the past 38 years, the third great change to the way the 
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government is run and by whom has been the growth in Ministerial staff and in the role of 
Ministerial offices. It has been fashionable among older Public Servants to lament this change. 
That’s not my purpose today. Rather, it is to note the reasons for it and its significance. Nor 
are my comments in any sense partisan. The growth has in fact been bipartisan.

While the figures for 1969 are not available, I understand that in 1972 there were 150 people 
employed in Ministers’ offices; in 1983, the number stood at 207; and today there are 415, 
including those in the offices of the Parliamentary Secretaries. From personal observation, I 
know there were four staff in the Canberra office of our first Foreign Minister, Billy McMahon, 
in 1970. All were Public Servants on some sort of secondment. Their role was to manage his 
paperwork and his diary, and not to give policy advice. Today, most Ministers have six to eight 
advisers, in addition to a number of other support staff. Some of the staff concerned are of 
course Departmental Liaison Officers employed under the Public Service Act who do a great 
job in moving paper between Ministers and their departments, but most now are employed 
under the Members of Parliament (Staff) Act (MoPS Act).

The numbers have not been the only thing to change. More importantly, the work done 
by staffers has changed, and over the years has extended much beyond paper and diary 
management to include advising on the full range of a Minister’s responsibilities. In effect, by 
comparison with 1969, we now have a whole new layer or level of government.

Why have these changes occurred? The move to the new Parliament House in 1988 is of 
course a part of the answer. Indeed, the new House did much more than just facilitate larger 
Ministerial offices, it created as well a completely new physical environment for the doing 
of government business. Ministers go to their departments much less often—indeed, only 
rarely. And the Wellington Hotel, or the Hotel Canberra back bar, or the rose garden, are no 
longer places of business with Ministers: Parliament House is a complete village, and provides 
all the venues needed. 

That said, there have been other more profound reasons for the growth in the numbers 
and roles of Ministerial staff. They include the information revolution, and what I’ll call 
democratisation. The information revolution has not only generated greater volumes of data 
which needs to be known and processed by Ministers, but has also dramatically changed 
the velocity and timeliness of business. Government has become a ‘24 by seven’ business, 
and information has become instant and global in its origins. Government departments and 
agencies, proceeding at their more stately paces and necessarily placing a high premium on 
thoroughness and clearly traceable lines of accountability, have been unable to meet all of 
their Ministers’ needs.

Departments have also struggled in their responses to what I have called the democratisation 
process. By this I mean three things. The first is the increased need of Ministers to be able to 
respond to and participate in what we sometimes rather grandly call the ‘public debate’. This 
means principally the media and Parliament itself, but also other forums in which the business 
of government is scrutinised, the number and reach and expectations of which have grown 
with the information revolution. Second, Ministers in this communications-rich environment 
are anxious to shape the presentation of their business to suit their electoral needs, and this 
is an area into which Public Servants cannot and should not cross.
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And third, the information revolution, and globalisation more generally, together with greatly 
increased demands for accountability, have required Ministers to know about, be involved 
in and make decisions on a wider and deeper range of issues than ever. Ministerial staff are 
critical to the identification of issues for Ministers and to managing the enormous volume of 
material which consequently comes to them.

All of this adds up to an unmistakably different policy advising and management environment 
and to a different set of relationships between Ministers and their departments than existed 
30 years ago. There are a number of consequences that Secretaries and other senior Public 
Servants need to be aware of. One is that there is another layer of government, and another 
source of advice to Ministers, not always transparent to the Department itself. Another is that 
dealing with Ministers’ offices is a critical job-skill for many Public Service positions: the days 
are long past when a Departmental Secretary could refuse to take a call from a staffer in what 
was then called the ‘private office’. Further, experience in a Ministerial Office is increasingly 
regarded as a significant career enhancer. 

These are fairly self-evident consequences of the growth of Ministerial offices. But there are more 
profound aspects of the subject and the process of democratisation that it reflects. One of these 
is that Ministers have acquired the resources and capacity to reach further into the management 
of their agencies, and for reasons of perceived accountability want to do so. But—as a former 
senior colleague once put it—that risks their becoming the effective CEO, and Secretaries 
becoming in effect their Chief Operating Officers. If that becomes the case, then the respective 
accountabilities of Ministers and Secretaries may have to be changed in areas affected not only 
by convention but also by legislation. The obverse of this issue is the need for Secretaries, and 
indeed public officials generally, to understand that many more of their decisions and actions 
today are likely to have a policy or even political impact than was the case in the past. 

There are no simple responses or formulae for managing these issues. They’re all part of 
what Ministers and their Secretaries deal with. But if we were looking for steps that could be 
taken to improve working relationships and the understanding of accountabilities, I would 
offer the suggestion that newly appointed Ministers, and possibly aspiring back-benchers, 
perhaps even together with newly appointed Secretaries or agency heads, might be given the 
opportunity to attend workshops or seminars on the respective roles and responsibilities of 
Ministers, Secretaries and other departmental officers under our Westminster-with-Canberra-
characteristics system. This would include addressing their respective roles and responsibilities 
under the Public Service Act, the FMA Act, the FOI Act, and other relevant legislation. It would also 
embrace the less formal conventions that support the Ministerial–Public Service relationship. 
Lest this be thought to be an unduly radical suggestion, I should hasten to say that something 
like it now runs in the UK.

The matter of a code of conduct for Ministerial staff has of course been raised by others in the 
past. The Public Service has I believe benefited from its code, not just as a statement of values 
and an instrument of accountability, but also—as I can attest from experience—as a valuable 
tool of personnel management. It would not be easy to draft such a code for Ministerial staff, 
involving as it probably would the very contentious question of who would enforce it and 
possibly also the need to define where Ministers’ offices end and departments or agencies 
begin. I suspect the debate on this issue has some distance to run. 
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I referred earlier, in passing, to the increasing volume of material going to Ministers in the form 
of briefs, submissions and so on. My own Department is a case in point, and from all I hear 
not unique. In 2000–01, we sent 2111 briefs or submissions to the Minister; by 2005–06, the 
number had reached 5958. In 2000–01, we put forward 45 Cabinet Submissions; in 2005–06, 
the number was 89. In a positive sense, this tells us that government is working as it should 
and that Ministers are making the real decisions, as they should. But it also risks overwhelming 
Ministers, and that can’t make for good government. This too is a significant issue, which 
requires a very clear understanding between Ministers and Secretaries about what is wanted, 
and is certainly not an easy matter to resolve.

(d) Risk in the Public Service

One further issue on which I would like to venture a view is the growth in compliance 
requirements, both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’. By ‘hard’ compliance requirements I mean the clearly 
legislated requirements, like the FMA Act or audit requirements, or those which are established 
by government policy. By ‘soft’ requirements, I mean the plethora of directives, guidelines, 
procedural criteria and so on that we are required to have to deal with in a host of situations 
that may arise in the course of our work. These compliance requirements are often driven 
by fear of criticism and of litigation and compensation claims. They are very often put in 
place in response to an administrative error or a breakdown in decision making or advising 
of Ministers. They often substitute for, and indeed limit the scope for, commonsense, values-
based judgments. And in minimising the scope for reasonable risk-taking behaviour, rules and 
guidelines, they limit Public Service creativity and effectiveness. The British Prime Minister, 
Tony Blair, recently commented very pertinently on this subject. In a speech on 26 May 2005, 
he argued (and I quote) that:

… we are in danger of having a wholly disproportionate attitude to the risks we should expect to 
run as a normal part of life. This is putting pressure on public policy-making… to act to eliminate 
risk in a way that is out of all proportion to the potential damage... We cannot respond to every 
accident by trying to guarantee ever more tiny margins of safety. We cannot eliminate risk. We 
have to live with it, manage it. Sometimes we have to accept: no-one is to blame.

This, too, is a debate worth having.

Changes in the international environment

Let me divert from the Public Service for a few moments to say something about changes 
over these 38 years in the international environment, which has of course been the subject 
of my professional interest. In 1969, the Cold War was the defining feature or ‘organising 
principle’ in world affairs. The decolonisation process was yet incomplete, the pursuit of 
independence was a strong theme, and the notion of sovereignty as a precious commodity 
was being nourished by the strength, rhetorically at least, of the recently decolonised nations 
in the United Nations. Apartheid ruled in South Africa, and anti-racism was a persistent theme 
in international affairs. Terrorism existed, but was arguably less global, and global security 
was defined almost exclusively by the interests of nation states. 

Australia in 1969 was at war in Vietnam, and we regarded Taiwan as China. We were still 
adjusting to the UK’s admission to the EU. We were a colonial power in the South Pacific, 
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embarrassed unduly by that but optimistic about what an independent Papua New Guinea 
might make of itself. Like most other countries, we were highly protectionist. Our Defence 
Force then numbered nearly 89,000, with a civilian Defence workforce of just over 39,000, 
and in 1969–70 we spent 1.16bn dollars or 3.2 per cent of our GDP on Defence.

Our world today is defined by the word ‘globalisation’. In 1969, the word itself was unknown, 
at least to me. We were aware of something called automatic data processing and of early 
generation computers, and we welcomed jumbo jets when they first flew commercially in 
1970. But I don’t think many of us picked these events then for what they were, that is, the 
harbingers of globalisation. Australia did pick up on the trend by the eighties though, and 
thereafter responded well to the new world with the result that we are now among the most 
globalised nations.

Looking back on these 38 years, four events stand out in my mind for their significance in 
shaping world affairs. Three—the rise of China, the end of the Cold War and the events of 
‘nine-eleven’—will not surprise you, but the fourth might: the fall of the Shah of Iran. This 
is not the place to try to add to all that has been said and written about the meaning and 
consequences of each of these events, but I would just proffer the view—consistent with the 
main subject of this address—that ‘nine-eleven’ was probably one of the more significant 
contributing factors to the rediscovery of the role and importance of government in Western 
societies after the ‘smaller government’ fetish of the nineties. 

If I may offer a view on the most significant Australian Government decision of these 38 
years in the realm of foreign and international security policy, it could only be the decision to 
intervene in East Timor in 1999. As to Defence, since 1999 we have deployed some 90,000 
personnel overseas on more than 30 operations. Our Defence capabilities have truly come to 
make an important contribution to Australia’s weight internationally. This we do with 51,000 
ADF members, 18,000 civilian employees and 1.9 per cent of GDP.

Conclusion

Whatever else my first posting, three years in India, did for me, it gave me, in addition to 
my first experience of war, a keener understanding of government and how it was done. 
I’d long been interested in politics, but to see another government at work, even one 
that looked like ours with a federal system, two houses of parliament and a robust public 
service, and to try to understand it and work with it, was a real learning experience about 
the nature of government. 

In the thirty-odd years since then, I have sustained that interest. In later postings in Israel, 
the Philippines, the United States, China and Indonesia, and in visiting and working in scores 
of other countries, I have always taken a close interest in how their governments work, and 
why some work better than others. In all of this one thing has been manifestly clear to me: 
whatever the constitution, the structure of government, the party system or the quality of 
political leadership, in the end little can be achieved without robust public institutions and 
an effective Public Service. And a corollary of this is that, even in those countries which have 
had weak public institutions, the key to getting things done—for political leaders and foreign 
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diplomats alike—is to find the best of the public servants available and try to work through 
them. They will invariably be overworked and much harried individuals, but I’ve seen whole 
governments virtually dependent upon a bare handful of them. 

From all of this I’ve become convinced that our own Public Service is one of the best. Others 
have asserted that, but my view is based on a lot of experience of watching and working with 
governments in many countries, and trying to help struggling or even failing governments 
in not a few. Frustrating, ponderous, yes, at times; overweight, yes, sometimes: but always 
there, always steady, generally very hard working, and honest to a high degree. In short, the 
Australian Public Service is a national asset, and significantly under recognised for that.

Challenges nevertheless remain for the Public Service. I have already referred to IT management 
issues. Beyond that, I believe most of the challenges are in the personnel area. From talking 
to other Secretaries, I know that many of us now are hard pressed to recruit adequately to all 
the jobs we offer, and I know that a number of us have vacant SES positions for which we can’t 
identify suitably qualified applicants. Much is made, in the Defence world, of the challenge of 
recruiting to the ADF. In truth, the Public Service is facing many similar challenges. In broad 
terms, we need to think more about the sort of people we want to replace us, and how we 
are going to recruit and train them, and do that much more deliberately.

More specifically, in the area of skills, I believe that historically we have given corporate 
support and service delivery skills too little attention in the Public Service. Traditionally, in 
part reflecting the old caste divisions I referred to earlier, we have attached greater weight 
to policy work than to service delivery and corporate work. This has been reflected among 
other ways in the allocation of SES positions. But it is contrary to the current trend in public 
sector management, which places increasing weight on accountability in spending money, 
managing assets and delivering services, and on project and contract management. I do believe 
we need to redress that imbalance.

I spoke earlier of toiling for 38 years in this vineyard. I did so, as I said, as a tradesman rather 
than a philosopher or a visionary. Beyond my normal competitive instincts and a desire to do 
the best I could, I also did it without any particular ambitions. I did not apply for my first two 
promotions, nor for my last. I simply kept turning up every day, and they kept doing it to me. 
I’m glad they did, whoever they were.

It has been a privilege to be able to serve 12 Foreign Ministers, seven Trade Ministers and 
three Defence Ministers. It was a privilege too to be able to represent Australia abroad—in 
each of the world’s four most populous countries as well as in places like Micronesia, the 
Marshall Islands, Palau and Mongolia. It was an honour to be appointed as the Secretary of 
the Government’s largest organisation, the Department of Defence, and a privilege to serve 
alongside this generation’s finest military leaders, in particular my ‘co-diarchists’ General Peter 
Cosgrove and Air Chief Marshal Angus Houston.

The best times have had this in common: they have been those occasions in which Public 
Servants from many different agencies have come together to work as one team to deliver 
a clear result. I saw that, at its best, ironically, in the aftermath of the Bali bombing, where 
incidentally I also saw some wonderful volunteer work by Australians. In a less dramatic but 
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nevertheless gratifying way, I saw it as Ambassador in Beijing from 1996 to 2000, where the 
Embassy came together as one Australian team with the Australian business community to 
deliver some terrific results for Australia. And I saw it again in the strongly committed multi-
departmental team I had in Jakarta in 2001 and 2002.

So, how do I know it’s time to quit? Because after 38 years, my energy levels are lower than 
they should be, the will to fight the fights that need to be fought has diminished, and the new 
ideas are drying up. When I see the same ideas coming around for the fifth or sixth time and 
can only respond with scepticism in the face of younger officers’ enthusiasm, I’m reminded 
that I’ve been around too long.

As well, it’s time to make a return to my family on the investment they’ve made in my career 
over a long period. It has been a huge commitment in packing and unpacking, changing 
houses, schools and friends, and in Jan’s case in sacrificing her own professional career, and 
then in enduring my long hours, and my too-frequent absences, ill-temper and distraction. As 
I reflect on their support, I’m humbled by what Jan and the boys have given. 

I am grateful too to the many friends, mentors and supporters I’ve had in the Public Service and 
the Defence Force. I have been fortunate to have been so well supported by many colleagues 
at all levels, and to have made many wonderful friendships. To them all, and especially to 
those who are here today—thank you. 

This Valedictory Address was presented on the eve of his retirement from the Australian Public Service by 
the Secretary of the Department of Defence on 29 November 2006 at the CSIRO Theatre, Canberra. 

The Address has previously been published in the Canberra Times.
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China’s International Security Cooperation 
with Southeast Asia
Professor Carlyle A. Thayer 

There is a vast and growing literature about China’s rise as a major power and its implications 
for the Asia–Pacific and the Southeast Asia region.1 Most of this literature focuses on China’s 
high economic growth rate, growing diplomatic and political influence and increased defence 
spending. Little attention has been paid to an important new emerging development—China’s 
use of international security cooperation with Southeast Asia as a mechanism to advance its 
strategic interests. 

This article seeks to redress this neglect. First, it begins by examining the rationale for China’s 
international security cooperation diplomacy that is spelled out in its ‘new security concept’. 
Next, it considers the mechanisms by which China structures its relations with Southeast Asia. 
Then, the article highlights key aspects of China’s bilateral defence cooperation with the states 
of Southeast Asia. The article concludes with an assessment of China’s ‘peaceful rise’ and its 
implications for regional security.

China’s ‘New Security Concept’

In the early 1990s, Chinese security thinking underwent a change with the end of the Cold 
War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. According to Wu Baiyi, Deputy Director of the 
Research Department, China Foundation for International and Strategic Studies, ‘starting from 
1993, policy planners and academics began quietly to amend the country’s security strategy. 
After years of work, a renewed security concept came into being’.2 This concept expanded 
the definition of security to include political, defence, diplomatic and above all economic 
considerations. According to Wu, ‘[c]ompared to past policies, the current concept signifies 
two major changes… For the first time economic security is treated as equally important with 
those of “high politics”. Second, it focuses more on the interrelationship between external 
and internal security challenges’.3

Banning Garrett and Bonnie Glaser, two American China specialists, argue that two developments 
in 1996 had a major impact on Chinese strategic policy. The first was the adoption of revised 
defence guidelines by Japan and the United States to include areas surrounding Japan. The 
second was the dispatch of two US carrier battle groups in March 1996 as a response to 
Chinese military threats against Taiwan.4 These twin developments led Chinese military and 
civilian leaders to re-evaluate whether the US–Japan alliance and US forward deployed forces 
were a strategic benefit or a greater threat to Chinese security. 

One Chinese security analyst wrote that ‘the Chinese feel offended and threatened by the 
enlarging area of American–Japanese security cooperation’ and opposed the US–Japan alliance. 
But ‘the real Chinese position [was] complicated and flexible’ because China ‘did not challenge 
[the] US–Korean alliance’.5 Garrett and Glaser concluded their analysis by noting, ‘this strategic 
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conundrum has led Beijing to search for a means to counterbalance the strengthening of the 
US–Japan alliance and bolster Chinese leverage over Washington while not foreclosing the 
possibility of improving relations with the United States’.6

The result of Chinese re-thinking of its security policy was embodied in what Beijing called 
the ‘new security concept’. Significantly, this policy direction was first introduced by Chinese 
officials at a conference on confidence building measures hosted by the Association of South 
East Asian Nations (ASEAN) Regional Forum held in Beijing in March 1997. In July of that year, 
Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen formally presented the new security concept to the 4th 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) meeting in Malaysia.7

Perhaps the most authoritative exposition of China’s new security concept at this time was 
contained in a Defence White Paper released in July 1998.8 This document stressed China’s 
support for ‘regional-security dialogue and cooperation at different levels, through various 
channels and in different forms’, including the ARF and the Council for Security Cooperation 
in Asia and the Pacific (CSCAP).9 The Chinese White Paper also endorsed ‘the ARF’s creative 
explorations for the promotion of confidence-building measures’ in such non-sensitive areas 
as military medicine, military law, and multilateral cooperation on conversion of military 
technologies and facilities for civilian use.

China’s new emphasis on regional multilateral institutions and confidence building measures 
was two pronged. China first sought to win support in Southeast Asia by ‘talking the talk’ by 
endorsing proposals that already had widespread support among ASEAN members. Second, 
China sought to undermine support for the US alliance structure. For example, President Jiang 
Zemin asserted in a major speech delivered in Bangkok in September 1999:

Hegemonism and power politics still exist and have even developed in the international political, 
economic and security fields. The new ‘Gunboat Policy’ and the economic neo-colonialism 
pursued by some big powers have severely undermined the sovereign independence and the 
development interests of many small- and medium-sized countries, and have threatened world 
peace and international security.10

A similar theme was presented by Vice President Hu Jintao in July 2000 in a speech delivered 
in Jakarta to the Indonesian Council on World Affairs. Hu argued: 

a new security concept that embraces the principles of equality, dialogue, trust and cooperation, 
and a new security order should be established to ensure genuine mutual respect, mutual 
cooperation, consensus through consultation and peaceful settlement of disputes, rather than 
bullying, confrontation, and imposition of one’s own will upon others. Only in that way can 
countries coexist in amity and secure their development.11

Two close observers of Southeast Asia’s security scene concluded their analysis of China’s new 
security concept with this assessment:

China has made it official policy to gain influence in Southeast Asia by contrasting its behaviour 
in the region with that of the U.S. The implication was clear: Not only can China be a good 
neighbour, but Southeast Asia would benefit from partnering with Beijing rather than the U.S., 
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which typically sees political and economic reform as prerequisites for amicable relations. While 
China has long inferred as much, Hu’s speech marked the first time that the message was framed 
as a formal policy.12

Two years later, Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan asserted that China’s new security concept 
should supplant Cold War bilateral alliances as the new basis of regional security order.13  
However, in light of terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon 
in Washington, D.C. in September 2001, China’s criticism of the US alliance system fell on deaf 
ears. But China’s advocacy of cooperative security through regional multilateral institutions 
slowly gained traction as the ‘China threat’ of the 1990s gave way to China’s ‘peaceful rise’ 
in the new century. 

China’s multilateral relations with Southeast Asia

ASEAN

China’s relations with Southeast Asia are structured on both a multilateral basis with ASEAN 
and bilaterally through long-term cooperative framework agreements with each of ASEAN’s 
ten members. Formal linkages between China and ASEAN date to 1991 when Foreign Minister 
Qian Qichen attended the 24th ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in Kuala Lumpur as a guest of the 
Malaysian Government. Qian expressed China’s interest in developing cooperation with ASEAN 
in the field of science and technology. ASEAN responded positively. 

In September 1993, ASEAN Secretary General Dato Ajit Singh led a delegation to China for 
talks with Vice Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan to follow up on Qian’s proposal. This resulted in 
a formal agreement reached in July 1994 to establish two joint committees—one on science 
and technology cooperation and the other on economic and trade cooperation. Also in July 
1994, China and ASEAN agreed to open consultations on political and security issues at the 
senior official level. The first China–ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting was held in Hangzhou 
in April 1995.

In 1996, China was accorded dialogue partner status by ASEAN, and in February the following 
year, ASEAN and China formalised their cooperation by establishing the ASEAN–China Joint 
Cooperation Committee (ACJCC). The ACJCC first met in Beijing where it was agreed that it 
would ‘act as the coordinator for all the ASEAN–China mechanisms at the working level’.14 As 
an ASEAN dialogue partner, China regularly participated in the annual ASEAN Post-Ministerial 
Conference consultation process. This takes the form of a meeting between ASEAN and its 
ten dialogue partners (ASEAN Ten Plus Ten), and a separate meeting between ASEAN members 
and each of its dialogue partners (ASEAN Ten Plus One).

China–ASEAN relations advanced in November 2002 with the signing of three major documents: 
Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Between ASEAN Nations and 
the People’s Republic of China, Joint Declaration between China and ASEAN on Cooperation in 
Non-Traditional Security Fields, and Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 
(DOC). The first agreement laid the foundations for the China–ASEAN Free Trade Agreement. The 
joint declaration on non-traditional security was formalised in a Memorandum of Understanding 
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(MOU) in January 2004. The MOU followed a special meeting held in Bangkok in April 2003 to 
discuss joint action to deal with the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) epidemic.15 

Originally, ASEAN sought to negotiate a Code of Conduct for the South China Sea. China resisted 
ASEAN diplomatic pressure to agree to a formal legally-binding code. Nevertheless China and 
ASEAN were able to develop unprecedented cooperation under the umbrella of the DOC. In 
September 2003, Wu Bangguo, chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s 
Congress, proposed joint oil exploration and development in areas of overlapping claims in 
the South China Sea. Early in 2004, China and ASEAN agreed to set up a Joint Working Group 
to implement the DOC.

Strategic partnership for peace and prosperity

In October 2003, China’s relations with ASEAN moved to a new plane when China acceded to 
the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation and China issued a joint declaration with ASEAN 
establishing a strategic partnership. The joint declaration was the first formal agreement of 
this type between China and a regional organisation, as well as a first for ASEAN itself. The 
joint declaration is wide ranging and includes a provision for the initiation of a new security 
dialogue as well as general cooperation in political matters.16 

In July the following year, State Councillor Tang Jiaxuan raised the prospect of developing 
‘enhanced strategic relations’ with ASEAN in his discussions with Secretary General Ong Keng 
Yong in Beijing. As a result, China and ASEAN drafted a five-year Plan of Action (2005–2010) 
in late 2004. This plan included, inter alia, a joint commitment to increase regular high-level 
bilateral visits, cooperation in the field of non-traditional security, security dialogue and military 
exchanges and cooperation.17 The Plan of Action set out the following objectives:

• promote mutual confidence and trust in defense and military fields with a view to 
maintaining peace and stability in the region;

• conduct dialogues, consultations and seminars on security and defense issues; 

• strengthen cooperation on military personnel training;

• consider observing each other’s military exercises and explore the possibility of 
conducting bilateral or multilateral joint military exercises; and

• explore and enhance cooperation in the field of peacekeeping.

ASEAN has been reluctant to advance military cooperation with China too quickly. In May 2004, 
during the course of a visit to Beijing by Malaysia’s new Prime Minister, Abdullah Badawi, his 
Chinese counterpart, Premier Wen Jiabao, suggested they consider a joint undertaking to 
maintain the security of sea lines of communication through the Malacca Straits. This proposal 
was pressed the following month by Senior Colonel Wang Zhongchun, deputy director of China’s 
National Defense University. In a paper presented to the China–ASEAN forum in Singapore Wang 
proposed joint naval exercises and patrols (as well as intelligence exchanges on terrorism). 
Wang’s proposal was received coolly and with considerable scepticism by the audience.18
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In November 2004, at the 8th China–ASEAN Summit, Premier Wen Jiabao once again raised 
China’s proposal to shelve disputes in the South China Sea ‘while going for joint development’. 
This led to a major breakthrough in March the following year when the national oil companies 
of China, the Philippines and Vietnam signed an agreement to conduct joint seismic testing 
in the South China Sea.19

In July 2005, President Hu Jintao reiterated China’s call for joint development in the South 
China Sea during the course of state visits to Brunei, Indonesia and the Philippines.20 That 
month, China and ASEAN set up a Joint Working Group on the Declaration on the Conduct 
of Parties in the South China Sea to recommend measures to implement the agreement. The 
Working Group held its second meeting in Hainan in February 2006. In light of deadly pirate 
attacks on Chinese fishing vessels, in May 2006 China, the Philippines and Vietnam agreed to 
strengthen security cooperation in the South China Sea.21

As a measure of the progress in consolidating the China–ASEAN strategic partnership, the 
first workshop on regional security between officials representing their respective defence 
departments was held in Beijing in July 2006. China and ASEAN also held a heads of government 
Commemorative Summit in Nanning to mark the 15th anniversary of China’s status as a 
dialogue partner. By the end of 2006, China and ASEAN had concluded 28 ‘cooperation 
framework mechanisms’, including regular consultations between senior officials on strategic 
and political security cooperation, a yearly conference of foreign ministers, and an annual 
summit meeting of government leaders.22 These developments provided a firm foundation 
for gradual development of international security cooperation.

ASEAN Regional Forum

When China first joined the ASEAN Regional Forum it was highly suspicious about multilateral 
activities that might curtail its national sovereignty. Over time, however, China has come to 
embrace multilateral security cooperation under the auspices of the ARF. China has taken 
a particularly active role in the ARF’s inter-sessional work program related to confidence 
building measures. In March 1997, for example, China hosted the Inter-Sessional Group on 
Confidence Building Measures, and did so again in November 2003. Also in 1997, China sent 
representatives to the ARF meeting of Heads of Defence Colleges.

In September 2000, China hosted the 4th ARF meeting of the Heads of Defence Colleges. 
The meeting was opened by Defence Minister Chi Haotian, who argued that the ARF’s stress 
on dialogue and consultation represented a ‘new security concept’ and the trend of ‘multi-
polarisation’ in the region. Chi noted that regional flash points still existed, ‘hegemonism and 
power politics have shown new traces of development’ and ‘democracy and human rights’ 
were being used as excuses for intervention, and ‘separatism was gaining ground. All these will 
endanger or jeopardise the security and stability of the region. That’s why we advocate that all 
countries adopt the new security concept built upon equality, dialogue, mutual confidence and 
cooperation’.23 In 2000, China also contributed for the first time to the ARF’s Annual Security 
Outlook and began providing voluntary briefings on regional security.

While China’s participation in the ARF’s program of confidence building measures has evolved 
over time, China’s endorsement of preventive diplomacy has been more circumscribed. 
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In a Defence White Paper issued in late 2000, China provided this cautious assessment:

China holds that the ARF should continue to focus on confidence-building measures, explore new 
security concepts and methods, and discuss the question of preventive diplomacy. At the same 
time, it believes that the parties concerned should have a full discussion first on the concept, 
definition, principles and scope of preventive diplomacy in the Asia–Pacific region and reach 
consensus in this regard.24

According to China analyst Ronald Montaperto, ‘two of the defining features of that document 
[the 2000 Defence White Paper] were the emphasis on the dominance of peace and development 
as forces driving global development and a corollary imperative toward implementing external 
policies based upon multilateral cooperative approaches’.25 Since 2000, China has consistently 
promoted its ‘new security concept’ as the preferred framework for multilateral cooperation. 
For example, in July 2002, China submitted a position paper outlining its new security concept 
at the annual ARF meeting. 

In 2003, China launched a major initiative to further its new concept of security. At the annual 
ARF Ministerial meeting in Phnom Penh, China proposed the creation of a Security Policy 
Conference comprised of senior military and civilian officials (vice minister level) drawn from 
all ARF members. The objective of this new security mechanism would be to draft a security 
treaty to promote ‘peace, stability and prosperity’ in the region. Chinese officials said the new 
treaty would give equal attention to the concerns of all ARF members and guarantee security 
through united action rather than seeking ‘absolute security for oneself and threaten[ing] 
other parties’ security’. 26  China agreed to draft and circulate a concept paper. China hosted 
the first ARF Security Policy Conference in November 2004.27 

At the 11th ARF Ministerial Meeting in 2004, China tabled a series of proposals for the future 
development of the ARF. China’s proposals were summarised as follows:

To maintain its forum nature and adhere to the basic principles of decision-making through 
consensus, taking an incremental approach, and moving at a pace comfortable to all members so 
as to encourage the initiative and active participation of all members; to continuously strengthen 
and consolidate confidence-building measures (CBMs) while actively addressing the issue of 
preventive diplomacy, so as to gradually find out cooperative methods and approaches for 
preventive diplomacy that are suitable to the region and fitting the current needs; to increase 
participation of defence officials, promote exchanges and cooperation among militaries of the 
countries concerned and give full play to the important role of the militaries in enhancing mutual 
trust; to highlight cooperation in non-traditional security fields such as counter-terrorism and 
combating transnational crimes.28

In a major effort to promote transparency, China invited 60 foreign military representatives 
from 16 countries to observe Exercise Iron Fist 2004 in September. With the exception of 
Singapore, all other ASEAN members were represented. Exercise Iron Fist involved live firing 
by a reinforced mechanised infantry division and involved 10,000 troops. This was the 
largest PLA exercise to which foreign observers had been invited. According to an official 
PLA spokesperson, the exercise reflected China’s new security policy of ‘treating neighbours 
as friends and partners’.29
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At the end of 2004 China issued another Defence White Paper. This document contained the 
most detailed elaboration of China’s international security policy to date. It identified five 
main areas of cooperation: strategic consultation and dialogue, regional security cooperation, 
non-traditional security, United Nations peacekeeping operations, and military exchanges. 
Chapter nine highlighted the importance China placed on its interaction with ASEAN and the 
ASEAN Regional Forum. The 2004 White Paper also set out Beijing’s policy on international 
cooperation in the area of defence-related science, technology and industry, including the 
export of military products and related technologies. According to this document, China’s 
exports in this sensitive area were governed by three principles: ‘It should only serve the 
purpose of helping the recipient state enhance its capability for legitimate self-defense; it 
must not impair peace, security and stability of the relevant region and the world as a whole; 
and it must not be used to interfere in the recipient state’s internal affairs’.30

Bilateral security cooperation with Southeast Asia

Between February 1999 and December 2000, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) negotiated 
long-term cooperative framework arrangements with all ten ASEAN members: Vietnam, 
Thailand, Brunei, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, Burma, Laos and Cambodia.31 

Generally these took the form of joint statements signed by foreign ministers or vice premiers. 
In the case of Vietnam an additional agreement was signed between the leaders of the Chinese 
and Vietnamese communist parties. 

Subsequently, several of these long-term cooperative framework agreements have been enhanced 
through additional joint declarations and/or memoranda of understanding. For example, in 
April 2005, defence relations between China and Indonesia took a dramatic step forward when 
presidents Sisilo Bambang Yudhoyono and Hu Jintao issued a joint declaration on strategic 
partnership in Jakarta.32 At a summit meeting held in Kuala Lumpur at the end of the year, China 
and Malaysia issued a joint communiqué pledging to expand strategic cooperation by promoting 
the exchange of information in non-traditional security areas, consultation and cooperation in 
defense and security areas, and military exchanges between the two countries.33 

This section reviews key aspects of China’s bilateral international security cooperation 
arrangements with individual members of ASEAN including high-level visits, naval port calls, 
defence memoranda of understanding (MOU), and weapons and technology sales.

Cooperative framework arrangements. Six of China’s long-term cooperative framework 
agreements included a reference to security cooperation (Thailand, Malaysia, Brunei, 
Singapore, the Philippines, and Laos). The Sino–Thai agreement declared: ‘The two sides agree 
to strengthen security cooperation through confidence-building measures. This will include 
enhanced cooperation between their strategic and security research institutes, strengthened 
consultations between their military personnel and diplomatic officials on security issues, 
exchange between their armed forces of experience in humanitarian rescue and assistance and 
disaster reduction and exchanges of military science and technology as well as information of 
all kinds’.34 In 2004, China dispatched a team of landmine clearance specialists to give a six-
week training course to Thai military personnel and then jointly work with the Thai military 
in mine clearance along the Thai–Cambodia border.35
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International security cooperation between China and Malaysia included an exchange program 
of high-level visits, study tours, seminars and ship visits. In addition, the two sides pledged 
to cooperate in training, research and development, and intelligence sharing. Finally, the 
joint statement made provision for cooperation between national defence industries to 
include reciprocal visits, exhibitions, and seminars and workshops ‘to explore the possibility 
of identifying joint or co-production projects’.36 China and Singapore agreed that ‘Both sides 
will promote security cooperation by facilitating exchange of high-level visits, dialogue between 
defense institutions, cooperation between their strategic security research institutes, exchanges 
between professional groups of their armed forces and exchange of port calls’.37 

The joint statement between China and the Philippines stated that: ‘The two sides agree to make 
further exchanges and cooperation in the defense and military fields, strengthen consultations 
between their military and defense personnel and diplomatic officials on security issues, to 
include exchanges between their military establishments on matters relating to humanitarian 
rescue and assistance, disaster relief and mitigation, and enhance cooperation between their 
respective strategic and security research institutes’.38 China has offered to fund a Chinese 
language centre in the Philippines and has offered five places for Filipino military officers in 
courses run by the People’s Liberation Army.

The relatively detailed programs of international security cooperation just discussed, contrasts 
with the Sino–Brunei joint statement that merely expressed ‘mutual interest in exploring 
possible cooperation in science and technology and defence’.39 The Sino–Lao statement was 
similarly low-key; it declared that both sides would ‘further strengthen the friendly exchange 
and cooperation between the defense institutions and armed forces of the two countries 
through maintaining high-level exchange of visits and expanding exchanges of experts’.40

High-level visits. Seventy-one high-level defence visits were carried out between China and the 
ten members of ASEAN in the period from 2002 to 2006. Sixteen were ministerial level visits. 
Reciprocal visits by defence ministers were conducted by China with five countries: Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. In addition, China’s Defence Minister also 
travelled to Indonesia. And China hosted the defence ministers from Cambodia and Laos. 

China conducted its most intense high-level contacts with Thailand. Not only did Thailand’s 
Defence Minister visit Beijing on three occasions, but China and Thailand exchanged eleven 
other high-level delegations for a total of 15. Vietnam and the Philippines came in equal second 
with nine high-level exchanges. They were followed by Cambodia (eight visits), Myanmar and 
Indonesia (six visits apiece), Laos and Singapore (five visits apiece), and Brunei and Malaysia 
(four visits apiece). 

The exchange of high-level military delegations between China and Myanmar is weighted in 
favour of the latter, in part because Myanmar’s government leaders are also field grade military 
officers. In August 2003, during the visit of Army Commander, Senior General Maung Aye, Guo 
Boxiong, Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission, stated that China viewed military-
to-military relations with Myanmar as a major component of the bilateral relationship.41 The 
high frequency of exchange visits with Cambodia is surprising because their joint statement 
on long-term relations omitted any reference to security cooperation.42 Like Myanmar, the 
visits are weighted in favour of Cambodia.
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Date Ship Visits

2001 November PLAN Jiangwei-II guided missile frigate visits Ho Chi Minh City

2002 May Two PLAN warships visit Singapore’s Changi Naval Base

2002 June Philippines Navy makes first visit to Shanghai

2002 August Royal Malaysian Navy ships makes first goodwill visit to China

2003 November Two PLAN ships visit Brunei and Singapore’s Changi Naval Base

2004 May Indonesian naval ship visits Shanghai

2004 July Royal Malaysian Navy ships make port call in Shanghai

2004 August Two Royal Thai Navy frigates visit Shanghai

2005 March Royal Thai Navy ships make port call in China

2005 December PLAN Shenzhen destroyer and Weishanhu supply ship pay friendship visit 
to Sattahip Navy Port before embarking on a joint search and rescue 
exercise with the Royal Thai Navy in Gulf of Thailand

2006 February–                
March    

Singapore’s RSS Endurance pays port visit to China

2006 April 27 Chinese and Vietnamese naval ships commence joint patrol in the Gulf 
of Tonkin (Beibu)

2006 August PLAN ships make port call in Singapore

Naval ship visits and joint exercises. In the period between 2001–2006, China and ASEAN members  
conducted 13 naval goodwill visits involving seven regional states (see Table 1). Chinese warships 
visited Vietnam, Singapore (three times), Thailand and Brunei. In turn, China hosted port visits 
by the Philippines, Malaysia (twice), Indonesia, Thailand (twice) and Singapore.

Table 1: Naval Port Visits and Joint Exercises, 2002–2006.

In a new development, China has begun to conduct joint exercises with regional states. In late 2005, 
the PLAN conducted a joint search and rescue exercise with the Royal Thai Navy. In April 2006, 
China and Vietnam commenced joint naval patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin. This was a first for the 
Chinese Navy. In August 2006, after the two party leaders, Nong Duc Manh and Hu Jintao, met in 
Beijing, they issued a joint communiqué that noted ‘both sides spoke positively of… the joint patrol 
conducted by the navies of the two countries in the Tonkin Gulf ’.43 As early as 2002, China invited 
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the Philippines to participate in joint naval exercises. This suggestion was reiterated in May 2005 
at the first China–Philippines Defense and Security Dialogue. China proposed that the Philippines 
conduct joint maritime security exercises with the PLAN focusing on search and rescue. 

Southeast Asian attitudes towards Chinese involvement in anti-piracy have begun to thaw 
noticeably. In October 2005, for example, during a visit to Beijing by Singapore’s Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong, he and Premier Wen Jiabao agreed to work closely to meet the 
threat of terrorism and piracy in the Straits of Malacca.44 At the China–Malaysia summit 
meeting held later that year, Malaysia welcomed China’s role in enhancing the security of 
the Malacca Straits.45

Security consultations. China has initiated defence security consultations with Thailand, Vietnam, 
the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia. The Sino–Thai defence security consultations are the 
oldest having commenced in December 2001. The most recent, the fifth consultation, was 
held in August 2006. In 2005 China expanded its circle of defence dialogue partners to four 
other members of ASEAN. In April, China and Vietnam commenced  low-key consultations on 
defensive security in Beijing. The second round was held in Hanoi in November 2006. In May 
2005, China and the Philippines inaugurated their first annual  defence and security dialogue. 
The second round of consultation was held in October 2006. In July 2005, China and Indonesia 
agreed to inaugurate a ‘consultative mechanism’ for defence and security officials.46 The first 
consultation was held in May the following year. At the end of 2005, China reached agreement 
with Singapore to hold an annual defence policy dialogue at permanent secretary level. China 
and Malaysia held their first consultation on defence and security in May 2006. 

MOUs on Defence Cooperation. During the period 2002–06, China signed four Memoranda of 
Understanding with Cambodia (November 2003), the Philippines (November 2004) Thailand 
(May 2005) and Indonesia (July 2005). Both the Sino–Philippines and Sino–Indonesia MOUs are 
discussed separately below. Under the Sino–Cambodian MOU, China agreed to provide military 
training and equipment for the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces. In 2005, China donated six 
patrol boats for use by Cambodia’s interior ministry in maritime security operations. 

Weapons sales and technology transfer. China’s most substantial military relations in the 
region have been with Myanmar. Since 1990, China has provided US $1.6 billion in military 
assistance and trained substantial numbers of military personnel. In particular. China has 
assisted with the modernisation of Myanmar’s navy, provided assistance for the construction 
of naval facilities in Hainggik and Great Cocos Islands, and helped to upgrade the Mergui 
naval base.47 

In September 2003, China offered Thailand a loan valued at US $600 million for the purchase 
of weapons and spare parts. In 2004, it was announced that China will supply Thailand with 
96 Chinese armoured vehicles (Type WMZ 551B) in exchange for agricultural produce (dried 
longans).48 In May the following year the two sides signed a MOU formally outlining the terms 
of a three-year barter exchange.49 Under the terms of the Sino–Filipino MOU, China promised 
to provide approximately US $1.2 million worth of military engineering equipment.50 In July 
2004, Malaysia and China signed a technology transfer agreement. According to Defence 
Minister Najib Razak, Malaysia agreed in principle to purchase medium-range missiles from 
China and China would transfer short-range air defence technology to Malaysia.51
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International security cooperation between China and Indonesia only became possible with the 
collapse of the New Order in 1998. Diplomatic relations between Jakarta and Beijing, which were 
broken in 1967, were only restored in 1990. In 2002, Indonesia’s Defence Minister announced 
he was considering buying military equipment from China. In September the following year, 
the Secretary General of Indonesia’s Defence Department, Air Marshal Suprihadi, met with 
senior Chinese defence technology officials to discuss the sale of military equipment and future 
cooperation in research and production of military systems. Later, Defence Minister Juwono 
Sudarsono revealed that China initiated an assessment of Indonesia’s defence–industrial 
enterprises at this time. But Indonesia resisted China’s request for access to documentation 
on defence capability development.52

In May 2005, Indonesia’s State Minister for Research and Technology, Kusmayanto Kadiman, 
revealed that China and Indonesia would sign an agreement on the development of short-, 
medium- and long-range missiles during President Yudhoyono’s visit to China in mid-2005. 
According to Kusmayanto, ‘We are a maritime country, so state defence should start from 
there… the long-range missile for example could be stationed on small islands or vessels’.53 
The Minister also indicated that cooperation would take the form of technology transfer under 
which China would provide one of its missiles for research and study in Indonesia.

In July 2005, during the course of President Yudhoyono’s state visit to Beijing, China and 
Indonesia signed a bilateral MOU on defence technology cooperation. Under the terms of 
this agreement, China agreed to provide technical assistance to Indonesia’s aircraft and ship 
building defence industries and engage in co-production of ammunition, arms and locally 
produced missiles with a range of up to 150 kilometres.54 Prior to this announcement, 
Indonesian spokesmen referred to a missile system with a range of from 15 to 30 kilometres. 
This suggested either a medium range surface-to-air missile or a short-range anti-ship 
missile. But the announcement that Indonesia would produce a missile with a 150 km 
range suggested a ballistic missile similar to that which China provided to Pakistan or a 
naval cruise missile.55

In October 2005, the Chinese and Vietnamese defence ministers tentatively discussed 
cooperation between their nations’ defence industries. China’s state-owned arms supplier, 
NORINCO, was reported to be providing Vietnam with ammunition for small arms and artillery, 
military vehicles and assisting in co-production of ammunition and heavy machine guns.56

China’s ‘peaceful rise’ and Southeast Asia

There can be no doubt that the most significant development that will reshape Southeast Asia’s 
geopolitical landscape over the next two decades is the rise of China and Chinese influence 
in all spheres—economic, political–diplomatic, social–cultural and military.57 Measured in 
purchasing power parity (PPP), China’s economy is already the second largest in the world 
after the US. Projections of China’s economic growth over the next two decades must also take 
into account various factors that could constrain the most optimistic estimates. Nevertheless, 
China’s economy will continue to expand. China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is projected 
to reach US $9.45 trillion in 2025 (in 2001 dollars) or about half the size of the projected 
US economy at that time.58
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China’s economic rise will impact significantly on Southeast Asia. For example, China’s 
economic success has kept the Philippines from falling into recession. China’s economic 
growth will spur increased demand for energy resources and other raw materials. Already 
China’s energy needs have been a boon to Indonesia’s oil, gas and mining sectors. China’s 
‘peaceful rise’ will stimulate trade and investment from its neighbours. In sum, China’s 
growing economy will be a catalyst for growth in Southeast Asia.59 

China’s ‘peaceful rise’ has been accompanied by a complete turnaround in China’s view of 
and participation in regional multilateral organisations. Initially, China was sceptical and 
suspicious that multilateral institutions would impinge on national sovereignty. Within 
the short space of a few years, China has become a strong supporter of the multilateral 
process. At the same time, China has avidly worked to promote bilateral international 
security cooperation through a variety of traditional mechanisms including long-term 
cooperative framework arrangements, high-level exchanges, naval ship visits, training 
programs, modest weapons and technology sales and regular security consultations.

Sino–ASEAN and Sino–ARF multilateral relations offer China an opportunity to expand 
its political influence and its ability to reshape regional order. At the 7th China–ASEAN 
Summit in 2003, China became the first external power to accede to the ASEAN Treaty of 
Amity and Cooperation. At the same time, China became ASEAN’s first strategic partner. 
In late 2004, China hosted the first ARF Security Policy Conference as an alternative to 
the US-dominated Shangri-La Dialogue.60 In sum, Southeast Asian regionalism is now 
evolving into a more explicit East Asian economic, political and security community led 
by China. 

China’s economic growth will provide a firm foundation for its defence modernisation. 
There are two main drivers of this process: the perceived intermediate and long-term 
challenge posed by the United States and the desire to project power. Specifically, China’s 
objective of reasserting control over Taiwan must take into account the possibility of US 
military intervention should a crisis occur. The People’s Liberation Army has devoted 
extraordinary efforts to purchase and develop weapons systems to deter the United States 
from intervening in a Taiwan contingency. These capabilities will inevitably extend China’s 
military reach into the South China Sea and Southeast Asia.

Southeast Asia is viewed by Beijing as China’s sphere of influence and Beijing has worked 
hard to develop its bilateral ties with all regional states across the full spectrum of 
economic, social, political, security, and military relations. China’s reliance on imported 
energy resources has given it a strategic interest in promoting political stability in those 
countries where these resources are found. In addition, China also has a strategic interest 
in maintaining the security of maritime lines of communications, especially through 
Southeast Asia. Therefore, China has sought to bolster a stable and secure region in order 
to maintain access to energy resources and raw materials, protect maritime trade routes, 
and to develop wide-ranging relations for economic and political purposes, including 
isolating Taiwan and countering US influence.

This article has reviewed China’s newly evolving strategy for international security 
cooperation. This strategy emphasises both multilateral and bilateral initiatives with 
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ASEAN, the ARF, and the individual states of Southeast Asia. This article has demonstrated 
that China’s international security cooperation is a neglected but nonetheless important 
element of national power. It has contributed in its own way to altering regional perceptions 
from the ‘China threat’ of the early to mid-1990s to ‘China’s peaceful rise’ in the first decade 
of this century.

Carlyle A. Thayer is Professor of Politics and Director of the UNSW Defence Studies Forum, School of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, University College, The University of New South Wales at the Australian 
Defence Force Academy, where he has been a member of the academic staff since 1986. Prior to that 
he taught in the Faculty of Military Studies at the Royal Military College–Duntroon (1979–85). In 
2005, he was the C. V. Starr Distinguished Visiting Professor at The Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced 
International Studies at Johns Hopkins University in Washington, D.C. In January 2008, he will take 
up the Inaugural Frances M. and Stephen H. Fuller Visiting Professorship at the Center of Southeast 
Asian Studies at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio. 

This article was originally presented as a paper to the 47th annual convention of the International 
Studies Association in San Diego, California in March 2006. It has been substantively updated 
and revised for publication.



29

NOTES

  1. See: Avery Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: China’s Grand Strategy and International Security, 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 2005; Frank Frost, Directions in China’s Foreign Relations 
– Implications for East Asia and Australia, Research Brief, Department of Parliamentary Services, 
Parliament of Australia, Canberra, December 2005; Milton Osborne, The Paramount Power: China 
and the Countries of Southeast Asia, Lowy Institute Paper 11, Lowy Institute for International 
Policy, Sydney, 2006; and Keith Crane, Roger Cliff, Evan Medeiros, James Mulvenon and William 
Overholt, Modernizing China’s Military: Opportunities and Constraints, RAND Project Air Force, Santa 
Monica, 2005.

  2. Wu Baiyi, ‘The Chinese Security Concept and its Historical Evolution’, Journal of Contemporary 
China, 10:27, 2001, p. 278.

  3. ibid.

  4. Banning Garrett and Bonnie Glaser, ‘China Works on its Design for a New Asian Security Structure’, 
International Herald Tribune, 28–29 June 1997.

  5. Chu Shulong, ‘The Chinese Thinking on Asia–Pacific Regional Security Order’, Paper presented to 
a seminar at the East–West Center, Honolulu, May 2001, p. 1. Chu is a Senior Fellow at the China 
Institute of Contemporary International Relations.

  6. Garrett and Glaser, ‘China Works on its Design for a New Asian Security Structure’.

  7. Carlyle A. Thayer, ‘China’s “New Security Concept” and Southeast Asia’, in David W. Lovell, ed., 
Asia–Pacific Security: Policy Challenges, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2003,  
pp. 90–91.

  8. People’s Republic of China, State Council, Information Office, China’s National Defense, Full Text of 
the White Paper on China’s National Defense, Xinhua News Agency. Beijing, 27 July 1998. China 
issued its first White Paper on arms control in 1995. China also released Defence White Papers in 
2000 and 2004.

  9. CSCAP is a so-called Track 2 or non-governmental organisation that includes academics from 
leading regional think tanks and government officials ‘in their private capacity’.

10. Xinhua News Agency, 3 September 1999.

11. Quoted in Carlyle A. Thayer, ‘China‘s “New Security Concept” and ASEAN’, Comparative 
Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 2:3, 3rd 
Quarter, October 2000.

12. Mark Mitchell and Michael Vatikiotis, ‘China Steps in Where U.S. Fails’, Far Eastern Economic 
Review, 23 November 2000, pp. 20–22.

13. Lyall Breckon, ‘Beijing Pushes “Asia for the Asians”’, Comparative Connections: An E-Journal on East 
Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 4:3, 3rd Quarter, July–September 2002.

14. Joint Press Release, ‘The First ASEAN–China Joint Cooperation Committee Meeting’, Beijing, 
26–28 February 1997.

15. In September 2004, China hosted ARF Workshop on Drug-Substitute Alternative Development 
and in March 2005, China hosted an ARF seminar on enhancing cooperation in the field of non-
traditional security issues.



30

16. Joint Declaration of the Heads of State/Government of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
and the People’s Republic of China on Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity, 8 October 
2003. For an analysis see: Lyall Breckon, ‘A New Strategic Partnership is Declared’, Comparative 
Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 5:4, 4th 
Quarter, October–December 2003.

17. Plan of Action to Implement the Joint Declaration of ASEAN–China Strategic Partnership for Peace 
and Prosperity at: <http://www.aseansec.org/16806.htm>.

18. Ronald Montaperto, ‘Smoothing the Wrinkles’, Comparative Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian 
Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 6:2, 2nd Quarter, April–June 2004.

19. ‘Tripartite agreement on joint survey of seismic activity in East Sea signed’, Vietnam News 
Agency, 14 March 2005; Ma. Theresa Torres and Niel Villegas Mugas, ‘RP, China, Vietnam to 
explore Spratlys’, The Manila Times, 16 March 2005; ‘China, Vietnam agree to joint exploration of 
disputed areas’, Xinhua, Beijing, 4 July 2005; and ‘China, Philippines, Vietnam work on disputed 
South China Sea area’, Xinhua, 27 August 2005.

20. Xinhuanet, Beijing, 19 July 2005 in People’s Liberation Army Daily, 20 July 2005.

21. Agence France-Presse, Manila, ‘Philippines, China, Vietnam to cooperate in Spratlys security’, 
available at: <Channelnewsasia.com>, 19 May 2006.

22. Robert Sutter and Chin-Hao Huang, ‘Chinese Diplomacy and Optimism about ASEAN’, Comparative 
Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 8:3, 3rd 
Quarter, July–September 2006.

23. Xinhua News Agency, 6 September 2000.

24. People’s Republic of China, State Council, China’s National Defense in 2000, Information Office, 
Beijing, 2000, Text of PRC White Paper on National Defense in 2000, Xinhua Domestic Service, 
Beijing, 16 October 2001.

25. Ronald Montaperto, ‘Thinking Globally, Acting Regionally’, Comparative Connections: An E-Journal 
on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 6:4, 4th Quarter, October–
December 2004.

26. Lyall Breckon, ‘SARS and a New Security Initiative from China’, Comparative Connections: An E-
Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 5:2, 2nd Quarter, April–June 
2003.

27. The second ARF Security Policy Conference was held in Vientiane in May 2005. 

28. People’s Republic of China, State Council, China’s National Defense in 2004, Information Office, 
Beijing, 27 December 2004, chapter nine.

29. ‘Some 60 foreign military observers invited to “Iron Fist 2004” military exercise’, Xinhua News 
Agency, 25 September 2004. Military representatives from Russia, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan also attended.

30. ibid., Chapter Seven.

31. These arrangements were variously titled: framework agreement, framework document, joint 
statement and joint declaration. For a detailed analysis consult: Thayer, ‘China’s “New Security 
Concept” and Southeast Asia’, pp. 92–95. For a recent review of China’s bilateral relations with 



31

Southeast Asia see: Jürgen Haacke, ‘The Significance of Beijing’s Bilateral Relations: Looking 
“Below” the Regional Level in China–ASEAN Ties’, in Ho Khai Leong and Samuel C. Y. Ku, eds., 
China and Southeast Asia: Global Changes and Regional Challenges, Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies, Singapore, 2005, pp. 118–140.

32. Ronald N. Montaperto, ‘Dancing with China’, Comparative Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian 
Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 7:2, 2nd Quarter, April–June 2005.

33. Robert Sutter, ‘Emphasizing the Positive; Continued Wariness’, Comparative Connections: An E-
Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 7:3, 4th Quarter, October–
December 2005.

34. Joint Statement of the People’s Republic of China and the Kingdom of Thailand on a Plan of 
Action for the 21st Century, Bangkok, 5 February 1999, Xinhua News Agency, 5 February 1999.

35. Xinhua, ‘China helps Thailand train landmine clearance personnel’, People’s Daily Online, 8 
September 2005.

36. Joint Statement on Framework for Future Bilateral Cooperation between the People’s Republic of 
China and Malaysia, Beijing, 31 May 1999, Xinhua News Agency, 31 May 1999.

37. Joint Statement on Bilateral Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the 
Republic of Singapore, Beijing, 11 April 2000, Xinhua News Agency, 11 April 2000.

38. Joint Statement Between the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government 
of the Republic of the Philippines on the Framework of Bilateral Cooperation in the 21st Century, 
Beijing, 16 May 2000, Xinhua News Agency, 16 May 2000.

39. Joint Communiqué between the People’s Republic of China and Brunei Darussalam, Beijing, 23 
August 1999, Xinhua News Agency, 23 August 1999.

40. Joint Statement on Bilateral Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, Vientiane, 12 November 2000, Xinhua Domestic Service, 12 
November 2000.

41. Lyall Breckon, ‘On the Inside Track,’ Comparative Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral 
Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 5:3, 3rd Quarter, July September 2003.

42. Joint Statement on the Framework of Bilateral Cooperation between the People’s Republic of 
China and the Kingdom of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, 13 November 2000, Xinhua News Agency, 13 
November 2000.

43. ‘China–Vietnam Joint Communiqué’, Beijing, 24 August 2006.

44. ‘China to work with Singapore and region to fight terror & sea piracy’, Channel News Asia, 25 
October 2005.

45. Sutter, ‘Emphasizing the Positive; Continued Wariness’.

46. ‘Chinese missile aid for Indonesia’, IISS Strategic Comments, 11:6, August 2006.

47. Bruce Vaughn, China–Southeast Asia Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications for the United States, 
CRS Report for Congress, Congressional Research Service, The Library of Congress, Washington, 
D.C., 8 February 2005, p. 16.



32

48. TNA, Bangkok, ‘Military equipment barter deal bears fruit’, 14 December 2004.

49. Montaperto, ‘Dancing with China’.

50. Rommel C. Banlaoi, ‘Philippines–China Defense and Military Cooperation: Problems and Prospects,’ 
Paper presented to the International Conference on the Thirty Years of Philippines–China Relations, 
Manila, 22 October 2005.

51. Ronald Montaperto, ‘Find New Friends, Reward Old Ones, but Keep All in Line’, Comparative 
Connections: An E-Journal on East Asian Bilateral Relations (Honolulu: Pacific Forum-CSIS), 6:3, 3rd 
Quarter, July–September 2004.

52. ‘Chinese missile aid for Indonesia: How strategic a partnership?’, IISS Strategic Comments, 11:6, 
August 2005.

53. Antara, Jakarta, ‘RI. China to cooperate in rocket development’, The Jakarta Post, 17 May 2005.

54. Ian Storey, ‘Progress and Remaining Obstacles in Sino–Indonesian Relations’, China Brief, 5:18, 16 
August 2005. Some analysts saw this development as Jakarta’s reaction to Australia’s decision to 
acquire long-range air-to-ground missiles; see: ‘Chinese missile aid for Indonesia’, IISS Strategic 
Comments, 11:6, August 2006.

55. ‘Chinese missile aid for Indonesia: How strategic a partnership?’.

56. Jane’s Defense Weekly, 4 January 2006, online edition.

57. U.S. National Intelligence Council, Mapping the Global Future: Report of the National Intelligence 
Council’s 2020 Project, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., December 2004, 
pp. 47–64.

58. Crane et al., Modernizing China’s Military: Opportunities and Constraints, pp. xvii–xviii.

59. William H. Overholt, ‘China and Globalization’, Testimony presented to the U.S.–China Economic 
and Security Review Commission, The RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, 19 May 2005.

60. Dana R. Dillon and John J. Tkacik, Jr., China and ASEAN: Endangered American Primacy in Southeast Asia, 
Backgrounder No. 1886, The Heritage Foundation, Washington, D.C., 19 October 2005, p. 3.



33

The Strategic Significance of the Straits of 
Malacca 
Colonel Zubir Abdul Karim, Malaysian Army

Introduction

The seas in and around Southeast Asia include several strategically important straits, and of 
these perhaps the most critical are the Straits of Malacca. This article examines the strategic 
significance of these Straits, and looks at the range of threats to their security that currently 
exist and that are likely to arise. It will also examine the interests of the littoral states that 
border the Straits, as well as those of the major powers that have an interest in the security 
of the Straits. In doing so, the article examines prospects for cooperation to safeguard the 
Straits. And finally the article will attempt to assess the significance and importance of the 
Straits of Malacca from economic and security perspectives into the foreseeable future.

Despite alternative routes, the Straits of Malacca have always figured prominently in the 
history of Southeast Asia because they directly connect the Indian Ocean with the South China 
Sea, thus providing the shortest route for ships trading between Europe, the Middle East and 
India on the one hand, and East Asian countries on the other. The critical importance of the 
Straits of Malacca is despite the Lombok Straits providing a deeper alternative (the Straits of 
Malacca are relatively shallow—only 21.8 metres deep at some points, whilst the maximum 
draught recommended by the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) for passing ships is 
19.8 meters). At their narrowest, which is at the eastern end where they join the Straits of 
Singapore, the Straits of Malacca are only 2.6 kilometres wide.1 The shallow and narrow nature 
of parts of the Straits create a natural bottleneck with the potential for collision, grounding, 
or for oil spills.

One of the world’s most important waterways, the growing global importance of the Straits 
of Malacca as a maritime choke point was demonstrated as early as the 16th century when 
European powers fought to control them.2 With the advent of modern globalisation, these 
Straits have assumed even greater importance, serving fully one third of the seaborne trade 
from the Persian Gulf to Asia.3 The Straits of Malacca currently have as many as 220 ship 
movements in both directions per day. Every year over 50,000 ships carrying huge amounts 
of high value cargo pass through the Straits making them a key artery of the global economy 
by facilitating trade between the East and West.4

Over the past 20 years the delicate strategic nature of the Straits has increased as changes 
to international law have given coastal states sovereignty over their 12 nautical mile (nm) 
territorial waters and the airspace above them, and sovereign rights over 200nm Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZs) as well as over the continental shelf.5 Ships and aircraft of all countries 
are however entitled to undertake transit passage through territorial waters such as the Straits 
of Malacca as long as they proceed without delay and without threatening the coastal states. 
‘Innocent passage’ is also granted to foreign warships navigating through territorial waters 
of littoral states.6
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Having provided an historical overview of the importance of the Straits of Malacca and its 
role as a vital sea line of communication (SLOC), this article will now examine the internal and 
external threats to the Straits that might impact regional security. It will review and analyse 
the interest and influence of great powers and littoral states in the Straits of Malacca. 

Internal and external threats: Overview

The rapid growth of various forms of transnational crime in Southeast Asia indicates that 
many governments are unable to find the necessary resources to combat the threats that they 
pose.7 The absence of a common strategy and lack of coordination among the littoral states 
further compound the problems. Further instability is introduced because many of the littoral 
states’ territorial claims overlap one another, producing disputes or issues that are becoming 
increasingly complex. An example is the multifaceted issue of the lucrative oil and gas fields 
of the Gulf of Thailand which are located in areas claimed by Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
and Vietnam. As the demand for energy rises, the value attached to the oil and gas fields by 
the states that claim them is bound to increase. Under these circumstances, disputes over 
the possession of offshore EEZs are likely to become increasingly heated and fractious as the 
struggle for the control of the resources of the South China Sea continues.8

Piracy and sea robbery  

Piracy and sea robbery have existed for centuries and they continue to be issues of great 
concern in the Straits of Malacca.9 The complicated geography in and around the Straits 
creates opportunities for pirates as there are more than 200 scattered islets and reefs in 
the Straits that provide ideal hideouts.10 Pirates sometimes strike up to 20 miles offshore, 
and small ships together with slow steaming large ships with low freeboard are especially 
vulnerable. The rates of piracy and sea robbery have increased at an alarming rate from 
1999 onwards.11 In 2003 more than 40 per cent of the world’s 445 incidents of piracy 
occurred in Southeast Asia, particularly in both the Malacca and Singapore Straits and in the 
neighbouring Indonesian waters.12 The significant increase in piracy has led to extra-regional 
powers such as Japan and India conducting anti-piracy patrols and exercises in the South 
China Sea. In 2002 the International Maritime Bureau (IMB) reported that the world’s most 
infested piracy area was in the Straits of Malacca.13 But efforts to combat piracy have been 
frustrated by a lack of resources locally, economic turmoil, poor international coordination 
and corruption.14

Terrorism

Whilst poverty alone does not make people into terrorists and murderers, it can—along with 
weak institutions and corruption—make states vulnerable to terrorist networks and drug 
cartels within their borders.15 Political instability and growing socio-economic disparities have 
provided an impetus for terrorist activities in Southeast Asia.16 The suicide bomber attacks 
on the USN destroyer USS Cole in October 2000 and the French tanker Limburg, though not 
happening in Southeast Asia, demonstrate the increased risks from maritime terrorism.17 
Such a terrorist attack in the Straits of Malacca would cause major disruption to global trade. 
In Southeast Asia terrorism is placing great strains on the economic and social fabric of the 
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region.18 Many commentators and security analysts perceive Southeast Asia as a haven for 
organised terrorist groups with links to the global Al Qaeda network.19 The exposure of 
Jemaah Islamiah, as an active terrorist group in the region with links to the Al Qaeda terrorist 
organisation has increased the security concerns of all parties with maritime interests.20 

Environmental issues

Environmental issues have also become more salient in the region. Global pollution, 
desertification, deforestation and the greenhouse effect, with the attendant issue of rising 
sea levels, are real issues in the region. In the maritime sphere, there are many sources of 
pollution. The potential for large-scale oil spills in the Straits of Malacca is high, and such 
disasters would do irreparable damage to marine life and other offshore resources.21 The 
accumulation of marine pollution in the Straits of Malacca has the potential to bring about 
a major negative long-term impact on the marine environment. Combating pollution is a 
very costly affair; the Malaysian Government and the private sector, for example, spent 
around US$25 million in 1997 to purchase special equipment to combat pollution or oil spills 
excluding the cost of training, maintenance and manpower development.22 Environmental 
issues are likely to become an increasing source of international disputation in coming years 
with tensions likely to grow over attribution of responsibility for offshore pollution and 
damage to marine resources.

Disputes over the Spratly Islands

The strategic importance of the South China Sea and the Spratly Islands in particular, is a 
major potential cause of conflict in the region that may impact on the security of the Straits 
of Malacca. Located in the southern part of the South China Sea covering a vast area of 
about 250,000 square kilometres, the Spratlys comprise over 230 islets, reefs, shoals and 
sands banks.23  The potential threats over the sovereignty disputes and overlapping maritime 
claims from the surrounding countries constitute a major threat to regional Sea Lines of 
Communication (SLOC) security. An interruption to SLOC security could lead to armed clashes 
between coastal states engaged in pressing claims to maritime jurisdiction. The Spratly Islands 
dispute is widely viewed as the major potential flashpoint for conflict in the post-Cold War 
era in Southeast Asia.24 

Interests of littoral states and of major powers in the Straits of Malacca

The economic growth of Asia has seen increased trade circulating to and from, as well as 
within, the region. As the bulk of the trade is waterborne this has increased maritime cargo 
and traffic through the region and consequently through the Straits of Malacca. The Straits 
of Malacca as a key waterway is not just important for localised trade but one upon which 
global commerce depends. Whilst there are alternative routes such as the Sunda, Lombok and 
Makassar Straits, the closure of the Straits of Malacca would immediately raise insurance and 
freight rates worldwide and hit bulk shipments hard. Experience following the closure of the 
Suez Canal in the 1950s indicates that such a disruption could cause freight rates to increase 
by as much as 500 per cent.25 Hence keeping the Malacca Straits secure for all users is a vital 
geo-strategic consideration for the world’s major trading nations.
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Littoral states’ interests

With the Straits of Malacca among the busiest and most important international waterways 
in the world, it is clear that they are of great significance to the littoral states of Malaysia, 
Indonesia and Singapore. These states have been cooperating to improve navigational safety 
in the Straits for more than three decades in the form of the Tripartite Technical Experts 
Group. One of the most significant achievements of this partnership has been the successful 
collaboration with the IMO. A mandatory ship reporting system known as ‘STRAITREP’ that 
enhanced navigational safety and facilitated traffic movement was introduced in 1998.26 To 
date, these measures have been effective in ensuring the Straits remain safe and open to 
international shipping as well as minimising oil pollution arising from maritime accidents. 
Presently, littoral states are capable of patrolling the Straits with existing organisations and 
technology and do not require any external intervention. The littoral states will have to retain 
primary responsibility for implementation of measures designed to strengthen security and 
safe passage in the Straits. 

US interests 

As a major trading nation, the US recognises that the protection of freedom of navigation for 
commercial shipping is in its own national interests. In 1995 the US announced that in the 
event of conflict in the South China Sea, the US would escort commercial shipping through the 
area as it did in the mid-1980s in the Persian Gulf during the so-called Tanker War. The US is 
also obliged by treaty to ensure the security of Japan, and this, in turn, entails an obligation to 
protect Japan’s vital supply routes. The US has similar treaty obligations with South Korea and 
the Philippines. The growing economic importance of Southeast Asia has been a significant 
influencing factor in the US military presence in the region, as reflected in the 2002 US National 
Security Strategy. From the military perspective the sea-lanes in Southeast Asia are critical to 
the movement and refit of US forces from the Western Pacific to the Persian Gulf.27 Above all, 
the sea-lanes are important for deterring a potentially hostile rival from taking control over the 
waterways and for maintaining freedom of passage for American naval vessels to ensure regional 
stability. Hence the US pays close attention to the range of potential conflicts in the region. 

The US needs to walk a fine line regarding its presence in Southeast Asia. While many in the 
region see it as important for the US to maintain a security presence reflecting its commitments, 
others fear US hegemony. For example, when Admiral Thomas Fargo announced the likely 
prospect of expanding the US naval activity in the Straits of Malacca to fight terrorism, his 
remarks provoked considerable negative comment.28 Responding to his remarks, both Malaysia 
and Indonesia rejected such plans on the grounds of national jurisdiction and sovereignty. 

Chinese interests 

Besides the US, China is the other major influence in the region with deep and growing economic 
ties to the ASEAN region and strategic dependence on secure SLOC.29 The changes in the current 
strategic environment and threats in the South China Sea are an incentive for China to upgrade 
its maritime presence. Seaborne commerce has become increasingly important for China which 
now has a vital stake in keeping the Straits of Malacca secure and free as more than 80 per cent 
of China’s energy imports pass through them.30 China has supported and actively participated 
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in regional and international maritime cooperation. China and ASEAN signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) on Cooperation of Non Traditional Security Issues in January 2004, 
which covers cooperation in maritime security.31 China is also willing to enhance cooperation 
in such areas as maritime environment protection, maritime transport and the fight against 
transnational crime. Based on UN Charter principles, China stands ready to combat maritime 
security threats and build an enduring and stable regional security environment.

Japanese interests 

Japan’s interest in Southeast Asia is largely economic and is directly tied to its dependence on 
imported energy supplies and other raw materials, and the important place in its economy 
of exports. Like China, about 80 per cent of its oil comes through the Straits of Malacca and 
it relies on the Southeast Asian shipping routes for its Liquid Natural Gas (LNG) imports.32 
Although it would be possible to bypass the South China Sea if the need arose, by rerouting 
tankers and other ships through the Western Pacific, the slowdown and increased cost in these 
deliveries would wreak havoc on the Japanese economy.33

The Japanese concern over piracy has become more serious following the 1999 disappearance 
of the 4,200 ton MV Tenyu, a Panamanian-registered Japanese vessel. The vessel was on its way 
from North Sumatra to South Korea with a cargo of aluminium ingots worth US$41.9 million. 
The ship was never recovered and all 15 crew members are presumed dead.34 In October 
1999 another Japanese vessel, MV Alondra Rainbow, went missing causing great concern in 
Japan. However, this vessel was eventually recovered by the Indian Navy and Coastguard and 
handed back to her owners.35 These incidents have only added to Japan’s concern about the 
vulnerability of its shipping in the region. Tokyo acknowledges the growing maritime threat 
to its shipping interests and in 2001 announced that it would consider deploying vessels to 
patrol the Straits of Malacca to combat piracy. This is a major change in Japanese thinking 
regarding maritime security vis-a-vis Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution.36 Moreover, Japan 
has come under growing pressure from the US to assume a greater security profile in its own 
national interest. Japan also has an additional strategic interest in keeping a high profile in 
the region to balance the rising influence of China.37

Indian interests 

India’s economy has been growing impressively in recent years and it has increasing trading 
relations with the Asia–Pacific region. India’s 1994 ‘Look East Policy’ is an attempt to bolster ties 
with Southeast Asian countries by strengthening political, economic and security relationships.38 
With a large percentage of India’s trade by volume and by value being seaborne and with much 
of that trade transiting through the Straits of Malacca,39 the safety and security of the Straits is 
vital for her economic growth and prosperity. Over the past 10 years India has been engaged 
in bilateral naval cooperation with several Southeast Asian countries with the primary aim of 
addressing problems related to maritime disorder. Like Japan and the US, India has announced 
that it is ready to provide security in the Straits of Malacca and has stressed that it is in India’s 
national interest to ensure that the Straits of Malacca remains a crime-free sea-lane.

India is also aware that regional countries are apprehensive over the role of extra-regional 
navies in Southeast Asian waters and has stated that the Indian Navy would only participate 
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if a special request was received. The Indian Navy is likely to eventually make its presence felt 
in the South China Sea as a result of New Delhi’s perceived need to balance Chinese military 
power.40 However, all that India needs is for the littoral states to ‘invite’ the Indian Navy for 
port calls and exercises. India is also reported to have established new bases in the Nicobar 
and the Andaman Islands, which are about 100 kilometres from the northern tip of Sumatra. 
Port Blair on South Andaman Island has an air base for both civilian and military aircraft. The 
Indian Navy is believed to be presently capable of blockading the Straits of Malacca and of 
using Port Blair as an Indian forward base for South China Sea operations.41 More recently, 
the Indian and US navies cooperated in patrols of the Straits of Malacca in a joint anti-terror 
and anti-piracy maritime security initiative.42

Prospects for cooperation

There are a number of prospects for cooperation over maritime security in Southeast Asia 
in general and in the Straits of Malacca in particular. The most important of these are the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the ‘Eye in the Sky’ initiative and the Five Power Defence 
Arrangements (FPDA).

Contribution of ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)

The ARF was created in 1994 to facilitate regional harmony and stability and to promote open 
dialogue on political and security cooperation. Its primary objectives are firstly, to foster 
constructive dialogue and consultation on political and security issues of common interest 
and secondly, to contribute to efforts towards confidence building and preventive diplomacy 
in the Asia–Pacific.43 As the first truly ‘multilateral’ security forum covering the wider Asia 
Pacific region, the ARF has been an invaluable contributor to the maintenance of harmony 
and stability. It is the only ‘regional’ security framework in the world today in which all major 
powers (including the US, Russia, Japan, China and the EU) are represented.

The ARF has been important in combating maritime security threats in Southeast Asia, in 
particular in its efforts in suppressing piracy. It has committed to improving both bilateral 
and multilateral cooperative measures for combating piracy and sea robbery. A statement 
on cooperative Counter Terrorist Action on border security was also issued by ARF to seek 
international assistance and cooperation to defeat terrorism. The ARF is seen as complementing 
ASEAN in enhancing security in the region and aims at having ASEAN evolve into an ASEAN 
Security Community in the future.44 

‘Eye in the Sky’ initiative

In September 2005, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand announced a joint program 
for boosting security against piracy and terrorism in the Straits of Malacca called the ‘Eye in the 
Sky’ initiative. This supplements the joint waterborne patrolling initiative of 2004 by adding 
aerial surveillance of the Straits.45 Each of the four states donated two aircraft to operate 
coordinated aerial patrols.46 This initiative is a pointer towards the growing determination to 
develop a cooperative security framework without compromising national sovereignty and 
indicates the preparedness of these states to maintain security in the region. 
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Utilisation of Five Power Defence Arrangements (FPDA)

Currently the FPDA operates most effectively at the political level, but also delivers a degree of 
military usefulness. In order for it to remain relevant, terrorism and piracy must be considered 
within the range of deployment and response scenarios it embraces. The FPDA have announced 
substantial support to counter terrorism activities. In its current form this would be limited 
to confidence building measures, assistance in capability building, intelligence information 
sharing, threat analysis and incorporation of operational planning procedures within FPDA 
exercise scenarios. A point to note is that FPDA is confined only to Singapore and Malaysia 
within the Southeast Asia region.47 As the littoral states also include Indonesia, which the 
FPDA was originally created to deter, the possibility of using the FPDA for any hands-on role 
is problematic. However the FPDA could prove to be a useful asset for capability and for 
intelligence information gathering and sharing. Recently, Australia has expressed interest 
in helping Southeast Asian nations carry out aerial patrols of the Straits of Malacca, Asia‘s 
busiest sea-lane.48

Importance of the Straits in the future

No nation can build a safer, better world alone. Alliances and multilateral institutions can 
multiply the strength of freedom-loving nations. Malaysia believes that any type of cooperation 
on the issue of maritime security should be conducted in line with existing international laws 
and internationally agreed mechanisms. The establishment of the Maritime Enforcement Agency 
of Malaysia in 2004 will integrate the enforcement of various national instruments such as 
the Continental Shelf Acts, the EEZs Act, the Fisheries Act, the Environmental Quality Act and 
Merchant Shipping Orders of 1984 and 2000. This agency is to ensure the greater protection 
of Malaysia’s sovereign maritime areas in the Straits of Malacca.49 Another area where energy 
pressures can promote cooperation is the resolution of the remaining competing claims over 
maritime areas. Joint development approaches where countries agree to draw ‘boxes’ around 
contested area and split exploration benefits seem an effective approach given the success 
of the agreements between Thailand and Malaysia and between Malaysia and Vietnam in the 
lower Gulf of Thailand.50

Maritime security environment

For any regional maritime security initiative to succeed there needs to be a common 
understanding by all participants. At present there are different threat perceptions based on 
different national and competing interests. Maritime security in the region is inconsistent and 
largely ineffective.51 Some states believe that maritime terrorist attacks are a real danger and 
put emphasis on preventing such attacks while others dismiss this risk assessment as being 
exaggerated and focus more attention on land based terrorism. These different understandings 
lead to different prioritisation and thus creates uncoordinated approaches. 

Economic perspective overview

The differing economic perspectives of Southeast Asian countries give rise to a multiplicity 
of contentious issues relating to economic security such as the protection of SLOC, the rights 



40

of transit through the territorial and internal waterways, the competing claims to offshore 
islands and the protection and exploitation of marine resources. The Indonesian ‘restriction’ in 
1998 of passage through the Lombok and Sunda Straits illustrates the potential for significant 
disruption of merchant shipping through the region.52 

The Straits of Malacca alone see about 50 per cent of all the world’s oil and two-thirds of the 
world’s LNG trade shipped to Asian markets.53 In addition, with the fast growing economies in 
Southeast Asia, the recent trend to greater inter-Asian trade has resulted in more shipping in 
the littoral waters of Southeast Asia and the Straits of Malacca. Thus the sea routes in the Straits 
of Malacca are regarded as the economic lifeline for Northeast Asia, particularly Japan.

As Japan, Taiwan, South Korea and China become increasingly dependent on those energy 
imports, the shipping routes of Southeast Asia will become even more important. In 
peacetime they are important commercial shipping routes but they are also strategic lines 
of communication and supply during war. Significantly, the freedom of navigation and its 
unimpeded transportation for the supply of energy is a major security concern in the region. 
Obviously, any act of piracy in the Straits of Malacca constitutes a great threat to the security 
of navigation and also the safety of both the vessels and the crews.

The Southeast Asian economic crisis in 1997 contributed to the increase in the number of 
incidents of piracy and sea robbery against ships in the region. Many of the attacks then were 
less serious in terms of property damage or loss and the types of weapons used; however, 
more recent attacks on the Straits of Malacca appear to be better organised and more violent. 
The hijacking of ships is a serious threat and attackers use extreme violence resulting in major 
economic losses. As this is an organised transnational crime it demands special attention by 
regional and international organisations to deal with it. One of the problems is that many 
countries in this region do not have effective domestic legislation that makes piracy and sea 
robbery against ships a serious criminal offence. 

Security perspective 

One major problem concerning the combating of piracy can be identified in the legal system. 
Today one of the biggest challenges for the international community regarding combating 
transnational crime is to create internationally agreed legal definitions, in particular for 
piracy and robbery at sea. The IMO agreed on December 2002 to adopt a new International 
Ship Port Facility Security Code (ISPS) which came into force in 2004 to detect and deter 
terrorist threats.54 It requires all ships of 500 ton gross tonnage and upward to be equipped 
with a ship security alert system that can covertly notify shore authorities in the event of 
trouble. The system also delivers a long-range identification and tracking system for ships. 
This system aims to fight piracy and possible terrorist attacks. Non-compliance by individuals 
and organisations or the non-enforcement of existing legislation will detract from its efficacy. 
Admittedly, there exist certain limitations of assets and tools and sufficient resource allocations 
but effective enforcement and commitment by all nations would definitely help to reduce 
piracy and sea robbery. An effort must be made to improve the reporting system of crimes. 
It must be identified at the source whether it is a major or minor case and the exact location 
of where it takes place reported, such as at anchor, in port, in transit, or at sea. This would 
give the international shipping community more accurate and useful assessments of potential 



41

threats. The military forces of the littoral states can also play a significant role in safety at 
sea. Joint military exercises among the coastal states would certainly act as deterrence to 
piracy activity. Bilateral and multilateral exercises involving foreign military perhaps are also 
worth considering.

Future trends and impact

Although ongoing territorial disputes appear to be well managed, they continue to remain 
irritants and remain unresolved. There are several sovereignty disputes that could lead to a 
deterioration of relations and into military conflict. ASEAN states have taken steps to readjust 
their defence development and step up efforts to modernise their equipment and expand their 
maritime defence capabilities. Any potential conflict would invite regional and major powers 
to attempt to influence the outcome leading to an open military conflict.

Transnational threats are growing and littoral states are forced to devote more of their resources 
in patrolling their waters to ensure safety of passage. Increased piracy not only disrupts the 
smooth flow of the vital commercial shipping but threatens the safety, welfare and livelihood 
of the local populace. The dangers of piracy include a direct threat to the lives of the citizens 
and direct economic impact in terms of fraud, stolen cargoes, increased insurance premiums 
and possibly killings. It also undermines and weakens the political stability of littoral states 
and potentially causes major economic and social disasters. 

The issues of pollution and traffic congestion in the Straits of Malacca are of concern to the 
littoral states. Incidents of oil spillage have increased and threaten the marine and economic 
life. Any mismanagement could strain relations among and between regional and extra regional 
states and would pose additional burdens for the littoral states involved in clean up operations. 
Currently marine pollution has not appeared to reach the threshold where it may severely 
affect the region. In the event of worsening marine pollution, maritime-related industries such 
as tourism, fisheries and others would be severely impacted.

The rapid economic growth of China, Japan, and India make these countries increasingly 
dependent on the trade routes that transit key choke points in Southeast Asian waters, 
particularly the Straits of Malacca. Increasing dependence means an increasing desire to 
ensure that national interests are upheld.

Conclusion 

Security and safety in the Straits of Malacca are of vital interest to the littoral states and 
to major powers. The Straits of Malacca cannot escape from potential terrorist threats 
because many Southeast Asian states have organisations within them with linkages to the 
Al Qaeda group. Therefore, the terrorist threat to the Straits of Malacca cannot be ignored. 
Disruption of the Straits of Malacca would not totally paralyse East–West trade because of 
the alternative routes that could be used. However, using such alternatives would significantly 
raise shipping costs.
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There is already cooperation among littoral states to safeguard the security of the Straits of 
Malacca through coordinated patrols either bilaterally or multilaterally. This is an example of 
cooperation that ensures the sovereignty of all involved is not abrogated. Increasing threats 
to the security and the safety of the Straits of Malacca mean that there is no substitute for 
vigilance and cooperation. There is an increasing need to pool resources, knowledge, effort, 
technology and expertise to safeguard the Straits and to address security from the perspective 
of preventative measures. The major powers that have an interest in the region, namely the 
US, China, Japan, and India, all share clear strategic interests in promoting a secure maritime 
environment. 

A secure maritime environment cannot be achieved by the efforts of a single state, and mutual 
understanding and the cooperation of all states in the region is required. It is necessary to 
start by building on common values to realise the benefits of regional maritime cooperation. 
The initiatives already undertaken show that multilateral cooperation to achieve maritime 
security in the Straits of Malacca and the wider Asia–Pacific region is inherently feasible. 

Colonel Abdul Karim Zubir joined the Royal Military College in Sg. Besi, Malaysia as Officer 
Cadet and later was selected to attend OCS Portsea, Australia in 1973. He graduated from OCS 
Portsea in 1974. He was commissioned in June 1974 into the Royal Malay Regiment and served 
as an Infantry officer for four years. He later joined the Royal Ordnance Corps in 1978.

Colonel Zubir has attended courses both overseas and locally. He attended the Senior 
Management Course in Bandiana New South Wales, Australia in 1986. He also attended the 
Logistic Executive Development Course in the USA in 1989. Colonel Zubir attended a seminar 
in Asia–Pacific Peacekeeping Operations in Mongolia in 2004.

Since 1974, Colonel Zubir has held various key appointments such as the Senior Provisioning 
Officer, SO2 Coord and Plan, Instructors, Director of Ordnance Corp. Presently he is Director 
of Logistic Policy Division of Malaysian Armed Forces Headquarters.
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The Defence Personnel Environment Scan 2025
Ms Jenny Reich (Director DSPPR), Mr John Hearps MBA (Project Manager), 
and Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Cohn (Project Officer)

Introduction

The aim of the Defence Personnel Environment Scan (DPES) 2025 is to inform, guide and 
support Defence personnel strategic analysis, planning, policies and projects. The Scan is a 
major strategic document which details the impact that world trends will have on influencing 
strategic personnel decision-making policies over the next 20 years. The first Defence Personnel 
Environment Scan (DPES 2020) was completed in 2001 and provided a significant foundation 
document on which to build a knowledge base of the forces influencing the Defence personnel 
environment.

DPES 2025 continues this approach, but incorporates analysis of a broader range of external 
factors which will impact on Defence over the next 20 years. A forecasting document, the Scan 
relies heavily on research conducted by agencies external to Defence, including demographers 
from the Australian National University, to provide data and shape recommendations. This 
article provides a summary of the key findings and recommendations of the DPES 2025.

Australian demography and workforce

Figure 1 indicates the projected numbers in each age group in the Australian population 
from 2006 to 2026 assuming current rates of migration, fertility and survival are maintained.  
Projections for the populations of China and India are also provided for comparison. Whilst 
the proportion of Australian people aged 65 and over (‘Baby Boomers’) will increase from 13 
per cent in 2006 to 19 per cent in 2026, the proportion of young people will reduce due to 
lowered fertility rates. The demand for skilled workers in a range of fields such as engineering, 
laboratory technicians, science, medicine and nursing will increase as many members of these 
professions retire and there are fewer skilled workers to replace them. Complex problem-
solvers will especially be in high demand over the next 20 years as organisations cope with 
competition and rapidly changing technology.

Part-time work is likely to increasingly become the ‘norm’ in Australian society, providing 
flexibility, particularly for those supporting dependants. Understanding and providing for 
the needs of employees at various ages and stages of their lives/careers will be increasingly 
important for recruitment and retention.

Associated with the ageing population is the higher rate of exits from the workforce compared 
with entries into the workforce. Figure 2 indicates the labour market entry/exit ratios (LMEER) 
according to different projected models of demographic change. As shown, if current rates 
of migration, fertility and survival are maintained (Model 1), by 2025, for every nine persons 
entering the workforce, another 10 would have left.
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Implications for Defence: Defence potentially faces a significant decrease in recruitment 
applications at a time of high exit rates from Defence. The following management policies 
are therefore suggested:

• Enhance the attraction of personnel to Defence through incentive schemes, particularly 
younger Australians (ages 17–28),

• Develop all personnel to have the skills and experience to be more effective and capable 
of transitioning to new careers within the total Defence workforce,

• Increase the Defence labour force amongst those in the 55 and over age group,

• Increase productivity, participation and sustainability of the Defence workforce through 
improving work/lifestyle balance and flexible work practices, and 

• Enhance the use of technology to replace or reduce the demand for personnel.

Figure 1: Population Pyramids Australia, China and India, 2005–2026, Males on left – Females 
on right. * Figures are ‘000 of population.

Australia Model 1, 2006 (shaded) and 2016                   Australia Model 1, 2006 (shaded) and 2026

China Model, 2005 (shaded) and 2025*                                   India Model, (2005 shaded) and 2025*
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Australian society

The timing of births and marriages has shifted to older ages. The effect of this for many 
Australians will be that the responsibilities associated with caring for children will coincide 
with caring for aged parents/relatives. This will potentially pose challenges for maintaining 
work/life balance. This will particularly impact on single parents—a demographic group forecast 
to grow by 45 per cent for men and 42 per cent for women by the year 2025.

Many regional areas have populations that are ageing earlier and at a faster rate than in 
the cities. Labour supply, particularly in the nursing, medical and mental health fields, will 
increasingly become a concern in regional areas. There have also been shifts in the ethnic 
composition of Australia’s population, with almost 25 per cent of the current population 
having been born overseas and originating from 200 different countries.

Implications for Defence:  

• Defence recruitment and retention strategies will need to consider the needs of those 
members who are supporting ageing parents and those who are supporting children, 

Figure 2: Labour Market Entry/Exit Ratios, LMEER by Scenario.

NOTE: Model 1–Current demography; Model 2–Low migration; Model 3–High migration; Model 4 
–Low fertility; Model 5–High survival; Model 6–Zero net migration. The red line is the situation where 
the number of people of labour market entry age matches the number of people of labour market exit 
age. Examples: in 2001 in all models 1.47 persons entered the workforce for every exit. In 2017 (model 
1) for every person entering the workforce a person also exited the workforce. In 2025 (model 1) for 
every 9 persons entering the workforce another 10 persons left.
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particularly single parents. The impact of these responsibilities on postings and overseas 
deployments, will need to be taken into account, and 

• Targeted recruitment and retention strategies will be required to consider the values 
important to people from a range of cultural backgrounds.

Australian economy

In the short-term, potential risks to Australian economic growth include falling domestic 
consumption, rising oil prices and a decline in housing demand. In the longer-term, population 
ageing is forecast to place downward pressure on economic growth and productivity, requiring 
reforms to boost labour market productivity and participation.

Implications for Defence:

• Defence may find it more difficult to acquire goods and services as industry seeks to 
meet the ‘aged’ care demands. As the proportion of younger workers in the workforce 
declines, there will be increased employment opportunities in the community and 
increased competition for Defence in attracting young employees.

Education

There is a continuing strong trend of young Australians undertaking university degrees, 
particularly young women, but there are limited numbers undertaking science, engineering 
and IT courses. There is also a shortage of young people undertaking trade courses, prompting 
government initiatives to encourage young people to undertake trades. Around a quarter of 
young Australians are also not fully engaged in employment or study.

Implications for Defence: 

• Incentive schemes will be required to attract young people to consider studies in 
science, engineering and IT, through ADFA and also to undertake trades, and

• ADF employment opportunities exist for the large number of young people who are 
not fully engaged in employment or studies. Linking a Defence job to opportunities 
for further education and development will become increasingly important.

Health

Population ageing is shifting the dynamics of future health management. Greater budgetary 
allocations to health will be required and by 2025, chronic illnesses will account for over 60 
per cent of the total cost of national health services.

Antibiotic-resistant bacteria, SARS and ‘bird flu’ are emerging health risks, along with a rising 
rate of obesity, diabetes and mental health problems amongst young people.
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Implications for Defence:

• With an increasing burden of government expenditure on health, Defence may 
experience additional financial pressure at a time when global issues may require 
increased involvement by Defence,

• Strategies to recruit and retain health professionals into Defence will become a priority 
given an increasing level of competition with public and private health institutions,

• The pool of eligible ADF candidates may be limited by the rising incidence of obesity, 
diabetes and mental health problems amongst young people, and

• Preventive approaches for enhancing physical and mental health will offer cost effective 
outcomes for promoting resilience and enhancing productivity and retention of ADF 
personnel.

Climate change

Collective research has identified the following trends:

• Concentrations of ‘greenhouse gases’, particularly CO2 are effecting global warming, 
and

• Global temperatures are expected to rise by 1.4 – 5.8 degrees Celsius between 1990 
and 2100, along with a concomitant rise in sea level.

A reduction in emissions has to be achieved in the context of maintaining economic growth 
and meeting the energy requirements of an expanding population.

Implications for Defence: Defence will have a greater role in:

• Protecting the nation from potential warlike threats arising as a consequence of climate 
change and increased competition for resources,

• Supporting national and international efforts in dealing with climate change induced 
natural disasters (such as cyclones), environmental refugees and the spread of diseases 
and pandemics, and 

• Ensuring the most efficient and effective use of natural resources.

Energy

In the last 100 years, global use of energy has increased by 1400 per cent and the consumption 
of fossil fuels has increased 2300 per cent, with the greatest increase occurring after 1950.  
Between 2000 and 2020, global energy demand is projected to increase by 60 per cent. Fossil 
fuel consumption to meet this demand is projected to increase accordingly, hence exacerbating 
global warming. As the demand for oil increases global crude oil production is forecast to 
decrease as reserves are depleted. A move to alternative, sustainable sources of clean energy 
will be required.
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Implications for Defence:

• Defence will be required to support the use of technology based on alternative energy 
sources, and 

• The scarcity and cost of fuel may restrict training and operational capability in the short-
term, until Defence adapts to new technology utilising alternative fuels sources.

Water

Water supply in many parts of Australia is becoming an increasing concern and as climate 
change progresses and population increases, the limits of sustainability will be reached.

Implications for Defence:

• The development of skills to operate and maintain water supply recycling and 
purification systems will become essential to sustaining Defence operations in Australia 
and offshore, and 

• The location of Defence bases in the future may be influenced largely by access to 
water supplies.

Australia’s security

There will be four areas of potential security threat over the next 20 years. These are the threat 
of terrorism, failing or failed states in the region, natural/climate/humanitarian disasters, and 
economic security.

Implications for Defence

• There will be a requirement for highly trained, specialised combat forces, particularly 
in the areas of nuclear, biological and chemical warfare,

• The ADF will play an increasingly significant policing role in supporting the governments 
of failed/failing states in the region,

• Support to ADF medical teams in the areas of engineering, communications, logistics 
and security will be a high priority, and

• There will be a significant demand for advanced technology and training of Defence 
members to assist in national asset and resource protection.

Summary

The Defence Personnel Environment Scan 2025 highlights a large range of issues which 
will impact on the effective functioning of Defence over the next 20 years. This article has 
provided only a brief summary of the comprehensive information provided in the Scan. Further 
information can be obtained through accessing the following website: <http://aurora.cbr. 
defence.gov.au/DSPPR/default.shtml>. Further updates to the Scan will be conducted on an 
annual basis in order to provide the latest relevant information to Defence.
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Medical Aspects of Complex Emergencies: 
The Challenges of Military Health Support 
to Civilian Populations

Lieutenant Colonel S.J. Neuhaus and Major F. Bridgewater 

Introduction

The increasing number of complex emergencies and changing role of Western militaries 
has resulted in new challenges for the interaction between military and civilian health care 
providers. In recent years, tasks which have historically belonged exclusively within the domain 
of international and non-government organisations (NGOs) are increasingly being performed 
by militaries. This creates a new set of challenges with implications for military planning, 
command and interaction with civil agencies. Whereas military operations have historically 
focused on support to combatant casualties during high-intensity warfare, in recent operations 
the vast preponderance of casualties are now civilian patients.1 Complex emergencies represent 
a fundamental public health crisis with breakdown of civilian health infrastructure (Table 1).

The increasing involvement in stability and reconstruction activities by Western militaries has 
highlighted the need for effective planning and conduct of health support to civilians during 
complex emergencies.2 Military and NGO providers of health care have significantly different 
organisational structures, philosophies, objectives and working methods. The different 
mandates, characteristics and nature of these groups must be clearly understood in order to 

• High levels of violence, especially between ethnic groups

• Disruption/destruction of health infrastructure and loss of local health care providers. 
HN health care providers displaced with population or targeted

• Human rights violations

• Competition for limited health assets

• Refugees or internally displaced populations with consequent rise in malnutrition, 
infectious disease, increased infant and maternal mortality etc.

• Disruption to water supply, sanitation

• Rise in international drug cartels

Table 1: Health consequences of complex emergencies.

Modified from F. Burke, ‘Lessons Learnt and Future Expectations of Complex Emergencies’, 
British Medical Journal, 1999; 319 (7207) 422–6.
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prevent competition, avoid role confusion, minimise inconsistencies and promote restoration of 
civil health infrastructure and return to normalcy. Among the benefits from such action will be the 
removal of friction between military health care providers and humanitarian organisations.3

The aim of this article is to discuss the principles, confounding issues and practical 
considerations of military health support to civilian populations. In particular it will address 
the complex relationships between military and non-government providers of health care in  
an operational setting.

Principles of health care provision on operations

The legal basis of health care provision

Two bodies of law, the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the Hague Convention of 1899, form the 
cornerstone of law relating to the conduct of individuals and nations in wartime.4 In adhering 
to the requirements of the Geneva Conventions, medical personnel accept a responsibility not 
to engage in acts of war, to care for sick and wounded impartially and to speak out against 
atrocities committed by either side.5 Traditionally this has largely been limited to provision 
of health care to combatants of two warring parties.

However, the requirements of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) also dictate that support 
to non-combatant civilian populations must be provided by the military when that military 
organisation is either the intervening force or has effective control over a territory or 
when humanitarian aid organisations are unable or reluctant to operate.6 There may be a 
period following military intervention in which the security environment is not permissive 
to NGOs and international aid workers. During this time the military must take primacy of 
responsibility, sometimes as the Occupying Power. This includes responsibility for health 
care. Further, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that signatory parties 
must take all feasible measures to ensure the protection and care of children affected by 
armed conflict.7 As Australia is a signatory, the Australian military has a clear duty of care 
to all casualties, combatant and non-combatant alike, including sick and injured children 
in declared war. The over-arching consideration is the need for ‘universal provision of 
emergency care’ to all casualties of conflict. 

The ethical basis 

The key tenets of ethical health care are based on principles of autonomy, neutrality and equality. 
Of these, autonomy is the least well understood. Autonomy implies ‘freedom from coercion’, and 
applies to both the patient and the medical practitioner. However this creates ethical dilemmas 
for military health care providers who must balance professional ethics with military imperatives 
and constraints.8 Despite perceptions otherwise, military health care is rarely impartial.

Military forces are instruments of state and therefore cannot be apolitical or neutral. Militaries 
rarely provide impartial humanitarian aid—great selectivity is employed in accordance with 
national strategic political imperatives. Therefore health provision must strike a balance 
between a pragmatic and a principled response.
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Military health care cannot provide equality of care because in situations of great humanitarian 
need, health care assets would be paralysed in less than 24 hours by overwork and become 
fixed in location, undermining the commander’s freedom of control and manoeuvre. The 
fundamental priority of military health support is to the deployed military force.

Although there is general acceptance from both military and humanitarian communities that the 
primary role of the military is not humanitarian medical assistance, such assistance is becoming 
a significant component of current military operations.9 Increasingly, either through ‘coalitions 
of the willing’ or via the United Nations (UN), militaries are being called upon to intervene 
in humanitarian crises. The shift towards ‘whole-of-government’ responses to international 
conflict and catastrophe implies much greater integration between civil and military assets 
than has been seen in the past; health care is no exception to this. 

Confounding issue

Stability and reconstruction, humanitarian and disaster relief, peace support or service protected 
evacuation operations are all forms of complex emergencies. Each present  challenges for military 
health support that are significantly different. Disaster relief operations are usually low threat 
situations requiring an immediate health response.10 Frequently military support is requested in 
the initial phase as Defence Forces are often the only organisations capable of rapid deployment 
of highly trained personnel at a high level of readiness, with sophisticated medical assets and 
logistic support into an unfamiliar geopolitical landscape. Following this initial phase non-military 
agencies may predominate and coordination of health care responses becomes paramount.

Humanitarian agencies

International conflicts and catastrophes are characterised by the presence of multiple health 
care providers. These include various international government organisations (IGOs) such as 
UN agencies and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and non-government 
organisations (NGOs). These range from complex multinational organisations with clear 
mandates and vast field experience to groups of enthusiastic individuals without resources 
or logistic support. A limited number can provide a full range of medical support (e.g. surgical 
capabilities) while virtually none can match the sophistication, logistic support and rapid 
deployability of a sophisticated military force.

Presently there are over 5000 NGOs providing relief, advocacy, medical and humanitarian 
assistance,11 each determining its own mandate and being accountable to its members and 
sponsors. They may be heavily influenced by donor philosophies and the need to answer 
to donor scrutiny. Not all can be considered ‘neutral’ as some consider an advocacy role an 
important part of their mandate.12 There are frequent misunderstandings of each other’s 
capabilities, suspicions of underlying agendas and fundamental philosophical differences  
resulting in friction.13 Bernard Kouchner, the founder of Médicins Sans Frontières, regarded:

…wars [between philanthropists] as the worst of all… quarrelling amongst themselves for 
control of victims of disaster…[they] fight to death amongst themselves having risked their 
lives together.14
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Many NGOs are reluctant to engage with deployed militaries.15 The reasons for this are complex 
but include the fear that by association with the military their neutrality and safety will be 
threatened. In the current age of asymmetric warfare and terrorism, neutrality no longer 
ensures protection and NGOs are increasingly concerned about being targeted for political 
or terrorist advantage.

Generally the ethos of NGOs contrasts starkly with the perceived inflexibility and lack of 
compassion associated with a military organisation. Some may resent the apparent security 
and sophisticated resources available to military medical personnel. Many of the NGO criticisms 
of the military in provision of humanitarian health care are valid. These include short-term 
vision with emphasis on ‘projects’ rather than ‘programs’; being focused on curative, rather 
than on restoration of ‘health’ and prevention of disease. 

Whilst some humanitarian agencies resent military involvement in provision of humanitarian 
health care,16 most also accept that the military has an important role in securing a permissive 
environment to enable them to operate freely. Such agencies have legitimate concerns that 
cooperating with militaries will lead to a progressive loss of access to communities that 
oppose the military force.

Mass media presence

International media personnel, often focused on the welfare of civilian populations are ubiquitous 
and frequently ‘embedded’ in military units. This creates a strategic imperative to fulfil the ‘hearts 
and minds’ requirements of both the international media/public and the local population in any 
military operation. Health care is an important asset to achieve this aim. This can have value 
in terms of public support and aid donations and assist meeting strategic and political goals of 
both the host nation (HN) and the intervening force. Moreover, medical care has a key strategic 
role in preventing deaths that could undermine popular support for a campaign.17

Effect of terrorism/counter-terrorism

The management of mass casualties arising from terrorist activity is beyond the capability of 
most health facilities, civilian or military. Military health care providers may be required in the 
early response phase to provide triage and immediate casualty care. This response must be 
integrated with multiple non-health agencies including investigative, fire and police, and there 
may be a need for large scale and rapid-response forensic and identification facilities.18

Humanitarian aid workers, relief convoys and health facilities are now seen as ‘legitimate’ 
targets for insurgency operations. This has recently been evidenced by the targeting of 
an ICRC hospital in Baghdad in 2003, ambushes of NGO convoys and kidnapping of NGO 
personnel. These actions undermine confidence, create fear and uncertainty and encourage 
NGO agencies to withdraw services. NGOs are facing increasing bills for provision of 
contracted security.

An inability to distinguish between ‘combatants’ (insurgents) and civilian members of the 
community places medical facilities and personnel at risk and commanders must therefore 
determine what level of risk is acceptable when providing care to civilian populations.
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Practical considerations

Planning considerations

Although guidelines for both civilian and military authorities have been developed for 
Humanitarian Disaster Relief Operations (HDRO) and Humanitarian Assistance (HA) operations, 19 
there is little detail regarding the planning and conduct of interactions with non-military agencies, 
particularly in the setting of intervention in intrastate conflict and stability operations.20

Treatment of local non-combatant populations needs to be incorporated as part of the casualty 
estimate process. Equally important is the need to fully assess the civilian health infrastructure 
and determine the quality and availability of resources and services. This can be achieved using 
internationally accepted guidelines such as the NATO Assessment of Medical Indicators (NAOMI) 
or SPHERE Guidelines (see below).21 Health facilities are usually the first to be destroyed and 
the last to be rehabilitated.22 Local health care providers may still be operating in some areas 
but their services may be inadequate due to lack of personnel, facilities or resources.23

World Health Organisation (WHO) and Pan-American Health Organisation (PAHO)24 guidelines 
imply that the usefulness of hospital level facilities is limited to provision of acute trauma 
care in the first 48 hours, with benefit from secondary trauma management up to two weeks 
following the incident. They recommend that unless a field hospital can be functionally deployed 
within five days of a disaster, it should be delayed until a detailed health needs-analysis has 
been performed. Beyond the first week, the greatest benefit is likely to be from provision of 
preventive and environmental health care. In most natural disasters, transfer of responsibility 
to humanitarian agencies is rarely a problem, enabling the military to disengage early.

The nature of the medical challenges varies with the nature of the emergency, the intensity of 
the fighting, weapons used, and existing health infrastructure and transportation facilities.25 
In current complex emergencies greater than 70 per cent of victims are civilians, primarily 
children and adolescents26 in contrast to WWI where it is estimated that civilian casualties 
were only 19 per cent.27 Most injuries are caused by fragments from improvised explosive 
devices and mine injuries rather than bullets. Internally displaced populations (IDPs) create 
a unique subset of medical problems with high mortality rates due to violence, deprivation 
and disease.28 Women, the elderly and children are most vulnerable. These require specialist 
skills and equipment which most militaries, unlike their humanitarian counterparts, are not 
configured to provide.29

Disease epidemics,30 infectious disease, dysentery, and malnutrition predominate in refugee 
camps and require commitment of environmental health assets such as vector control, 
childhood immunisations and engineering assets (i.e. clean water, road repairs for access to 
rural areas31). Military forces may have a role in providing assistance in these areas. Complex 
emergencies are also characterised by high levels of psychiatric problems which are beyond 
the mandate and capability of most military health services but contingencies must be made 
to address such issues, or transfer the responsibility to an alternative agency.

Few militaries are structured to provide for the range of medical conditions found in civilian 
emergencies. In particular, rapidly deployable paediatric and obstetric facilities are rare in 
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Western militaries and yet deployment without such a capability may render that nation 
in breach of the UN Conventions on the Rights of the Child.32 Recent trends in medicine to 
‘sub-specialisation’ mean that many military doctors may have limited, or no experience in 
dealing with patients with obstetric emergencies, children, or patients with a range of diseases 
attributable to pre-existing chronic conditions or epidemic outbreaks. This has significant 
implications for the ability to meet minimum international standards of health care provision 
(see below). 

Extended periods of peace resulting in rationalisation and narrowing of military responsibilities 
threaten any ability to undertake national mobilisation in a crisis. Due to the specialised nature 
of health care, many developed countries are dependent on Reservists to provide key health 
personnel for the Defence forces. These Reservists have ‘real-time’ civilian hospital jobs which 
will also demand their presence at these times of need.

Military planners must decide if the capability-gap associated with these factors is to be met 
by further recruitment or training of military personnel or contracted civilian professionals. 

Another frequent consequence of health care deployments is mission expansion. Medical 
mission expansion (‘mission creep’) is a consequence of poor planning and medical command—
it encourages disconnection of strategic intentions from tactical actions, encourages population 
dependence and hampers disengagement. It not only threatens strategic objectives, but 
consumes resources intended for military personnel and creates ethical and political dilemmas 
over the management of patients.33 Medical planners have a responsibility to ensure that assets 
are not over-extended and jeopardise the treatment of military personnel. At the same time 
however, flexibility must exist to allow for ‘mission shift’ as the ground situation changes. This 
may occur in response to a change in strategic imperatives, or at the tactical level, as a result 
of withdrawal of a key humanitarian provider or large scale movement of IDPs.

Pressure to allow mission creep may arise from the ethical and professional frustrations 
of medical staff in over-resourced and underutilised military facilities.34 False expectations 
are easily created, either amongst the medical staff or amongst the community. ‘Perception 
management’ is therefore an important task of any military medical commander (Table 2). 

Interactions with humanitarian agencies

A major challenge for military and NGO providers of health care is to foster collaboration 
between otherwise competing organisations.35 Lack of communication between agencies, 
competition and inadequate communication can potentially paralyse operations and undermine 
operational effectiveness. The level of coordination and cooperation depends on the state of 
HN health resources, locally available logistic and administrative support, availability of NGOs 
and other health care providers and the security situation. 

Guidance on coordination exists for UN-based operations, where the UN is the preferred 
lead agency.36 Non-UN operations are more complex to coordinate. It is always preferable for 
civilian or national government to lead and for the military to assume a role in facilitation, 
health reporting and administrative support. In the early phase of a mission, there may be 
a vacuum in which the military must assume the primacy.
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A key aspect of interaction between agencies is to provide clarity on capabilities and 
areas of responsibility. For example, the military facility may have responsibility for level 
3 (surgical) care, whilst the NGO organisation takes primary responsibility for refugee and 
development programs and primary health care. Formalised understandings need to be 
developed concerning patient referral systems and access limitation; guidelines for inter-
agency transfers and empowerment of local health facilities including needs assessments, 
opportunities for clinical updates and servicing of medical equipment. 

Ideally health planning for a complex operation should occur prior to any deployment 
and include relevant government and humanitarian agencies. Integrated health planning 
is controversial but offers the opportunity to raise awareness of each other’s activities 
and mandates, share heath intelligence, mobilise appropriate health assets and structure 
responses to meet a common vision. However, this process may also draw NGOs into the 
political process, which may not be in their (or their sponsors’) interests.

• Adequately define the mission  

 - Plan early for stated or implied requirements to treat civilian populations

 - Identify end states and exit strategies as part of the planning process

• Provide clear guidelines for standards of care (M-ROE)

 - Define entitled vs non-entitled personnel

 - Have a clearly established evacuation policy for civilian patients

 - Avoid using spare capacity to draw additional civilian workload beyond   
  provision of emergency care

 - Avoid provision of rehabilitation to civilians

• Foster an environment where humanitarian and HN agencies have freedom of 
action

• Foster coordination with humanitarian and HN agencies

 - Integrated mission planning

 - Utilise non-military health assets for civilian patients whenever possible

• Identify and address discharge blocks

 - Facilitate early transfer of responsibility for civilians to IGO/NGOs as soon as   
  possible

Table 2: Avoiding mission expansion and facilitating disengagement.



63

Conduct of operations

Level of care

‘Level of care’ refers to the capability provided by the military in support of health care 
to the civilian community. This may range from health advice, primary health care and 
environmental support, first aid, initial resuscitation and evacuation, to provision of fully 
integrated hospital services with surgery and intensive care capabilities. It is governed by 
clinical need and underpinned by the Geneva Conventions and the Laws of Armed Conflict. 
If military health assets are to be limited or ‘quarantined’ this must occur prior to casualties 
arriving at that facility.

In deciding what level of care will be provided to non-combatant/civilian populations, medical 
planners must take into account: 

• laws of armed conflict;

• IHL obligations for the universal provision of acute emergency care;

• health requirements of the military force;

• tactical and strategic military imperatives;

• availability and capability of non-military health assets;

• primacy of clinical need;

• the rights of the child; and

• duty and standards of care.

The level of care provided needs to be affordable and achievable and must not interfere 
with provision of health care to the military force. It should not be led by the presence of a 
sophisticated asset on the ground which is allowed to ‘draw’ casualties. An exception to this 
is in a counter-insurgency operation where that may be precisely the commander’s intent to 
achieve a politico–strategic objective. Further, levels of care need to be sustainable in the 
host nation following military withdrawal. Care needs to be taken not to create a culture of 
dependency, reliant on a transient medical facility with a vacuum of resource and skills once 
the force disengages, nor should it undermine confidence in existing health infrastructure. 
Almost universally, provision of primary health care and environmental health resources (e.g. 
water and sanitation services) has greater ability to influence the health and wellbeing of the 
population than highly specialised hospital facilities.

Cultural sensitivity requires provision of accommodation for relatives/carers, particularly for 
children and translators and the consideration of social or religious values such as reluctance 
of female patients to be seen by male doctors. There is an ethical responsibility to provide 
consent to medical procedures in their own language.

Whenever possible, military medical planners should be encouraged to utilise civilian assets for 
the treatment of non-military personnel and should particularly avoid provision of rehabilitation 
or management of chronic health problems.
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Standard of care

‘Standard of care’ refers to the standard of clinical decision making and treatment within a 
health institution measured against ‘best clinical practice’. Whenever possible, health care 
should be provided to a standard compatible with ‘best practice’ in the pre-conflict HN health 
service. This is emotive and standards of care need to be clearly defined as part of the planning 
process. A NATO document states:

…medical support must meet standards acceptable to both the participating nations and the 
receiving country. The aim is to provide treatment outcomes as far as possible equivalent to the 
normal peacetime standards of the receiving country.37

However, defining an ‘appropriate’ standard of care is ethically fraught and open to widely 
varying interpretations.38 The principle that ‘some care is better than none’ is no longer 
consistent with contemporary medical ethics or professionalism. Normal rules of accountability 
and clinical governance also apply on operations and they apply equally, regardless of the 
patients’ combatant or civilian status.39 Providers of care must be adequately trained to the 
task and must carry out their clinical duties with competence.

Recently international consensus standards for minimal performance in humanitarian missions 
have been developed to clarify ‘acceptable clinical practice’.40 Strict adherence to accepted 
local/NGO treatment protocols when treating civilian patients facilitates standardisation of 
treatments, minimise perceptions of differential standards between organisations and also 
facilitates patient transfer from military to civilian health facilities. It is important to accept that 
the practicalities of the operating environment mean there will inevitably be some differences 
between the management of military and civilian patients. This is most evident when military 
and civilian patients are being treated at the same facility. Evacuation policies and protocols 
for military casualties mean that military patients are evacuated beyond the immediate 
operational area to sophisticated ‘home nation’ medical facilities. This option is not available 
for non-designated civilian personnel. Therefore considerations of appropriate ‘post-hospital’ 
management must be taken in the context of local health facilities. If not previously developed, 
these treatment protocols need to be negotiated between health providers.

Measuring efficacy

It must be accepted that any military involvement in complex operations has limited ability to impact 
on the health of the population at large. Reporting and analysis is frequently limited, projects are 
poorly linked with other projects and the lessons lost to the wider military and civilian medical 
communities.41 It is nevertheless necessary to critically appraise the value of medical assistance 
given and to disseminate this information and ‘lessons-learned’ into the international humanitarian 
community. Measures of health effectiveness should also consider the relevance and impact of any 
health interventions. Post-deployment reports tend to focus on the number of patients treated 
in a facility, but this is inadequate without measures of how the intervention changed the health 
status of the patients or populations.42 For example, if equipment donations were made, relevant 
effectiveness indicators include whether the equipment was needed, used, and if any problems 
were experienced with maintenance and education. Surrogate markers of effectiveness, such as 
mortality, complication rates and adverse outcomes are useful indicators of effectiveness.
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Access Control

Whilst it is inevitable that civilians will enter the military health system during complex 
emergencies, this access must be controlled to prevent the system becoming rapidly overloaded. 
Once in the military system and, in the absence of an effective HN medical infrastructure or 
cooperative humanitarian agency, it is difficult to transfer that responsibility. 

Requirements for ‘gate-keeping’ do not just occur on arrival at a medical facility but must be taken 
into account when constructing policy for pre-hospital or field medical staff. This needs to be 
appropriate e.g. military pre-hospital teams will manage patients in a manner congruent with the 
receiving facility’s practice so that subsequent transfer to a HN facility is not compromised.

A particular problem is created when military facilities provide care above the level of care 
normally encountered in the pre-conflict HN e.g. intensive care (IC) facilities. IC is a highly 
limited, expensive and specialist resource. Use of IC beds by non-designated patients creates 
competition for resources that could threaten the ability to deal with military casualties. It is 
also fraught with ethical difficulties. Military patients requiring IC usually undergo strategic 
evacuation to a sophisticated IC unit beyond the operational area within 72 hours. However, 
without a comparable HN facility to transfer civilian patients to, they must either remain a 
military responsibility or their treatment must be withdrawn. Transfer of such patients to first 
world health facilities outside the operational area policy is unacceptable and unsustainable. 

Once within the military health chain, it is also necessary to manage the length of stay, 
appropriateness of resource use, and egress from the system. This can only occur in the setting 
of mutual assistance between humanitarian, HN and military medical staff. The length of civilian 
admission and any ‘discharge blocks’ should be identified. Discharge blocks can be created 
by lack of a competent humanitarian or HN health facility or reluctance to transfer patients. 
Some military medical staff may be unwilling to accept that ‘acceptable standard’ does not 
equate to ‘same standard’ and there may be some diminution of patient care following patient 
transfer. Such an attitude prolongs the military admission until the patient is ‘completely 
well’.43 Alternatively, humanitarian or HN health facilities may be reluctant to accept patients, 
perceiving that the military is avoiding its ongoing responsibilities. Therefore, in long-term 
engagements and in a fragile security situation it may be necessary for the military to contribute 
to rebuilding civilian health infrastructure to facilitate medical disengagement. 

Medical Rules of Engagement (M-ROE)

The concept of M-ROE has been developed by the British military.44 Its purpose is to define 
the population entitled to treatment prior to their arrival at a military health facility and to 
provide transparency in medical treatment policies. The underlying premise is the inevitability 
that civilians will enter the medical treatment and evacuation chain. If operational policy 
is not to treat civilians then access to the military medical system must be denied. If the 
operational policy is to treat only limited ‘entitled’ groups then this too, must be articulated 
and promulgated. The construction of M-ROE is a political, not a medical responsibility. 
Medical practitioners must not be expected to abrogate their ethical responsibilities to treat 
all casualties based solely on medical need.
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M-ROE need to be operation specific and will require revision at different phases of the mission. 
Operational commanders must articulate specific definitions of ‘entitled and non-entitled’ 
patients and conditions. The broad panacea of treating ‘life or limb threatening emergencies’ 
is inadequate and open to vast differences in interpretation. 

Effective M-ROE will provide clear ‘gate-keeping’ criteria. They must be based on clinical need, 
capability and security considerations. If the guidelines for treating military personnel differ 
from those for treating civilians, these need to be documented and widely promulgated to both 
military and non-military health providers. Care must be taken to ensure that access to the 
military health system is equitable and based on need and reflects the capacity, and willingness, 
of humanitarian or HN health facilities to accept patients excluded by the military.

M-ROE may provide clear distinction between ‘designated’ and ‘non-designated personnel’ 
and clearly define any ‘rationing’ of military health resources. For example there may be 
limited access to investigational facilities, ward accommodation, high dependency nursing and 
intensive care, surgical intervention or use of blood products for non-designated personnel. 
Alternatively, casualty evacuation policy may dictate provision of first aid only, with transfer 
of all non-designated ‘conditions’ (e.g. pregnant women, non-trauma problems) to a local, 
rather than military facility.

The advantages of such an approach include an unambiguous definition of dependency and 
the ability to resist mission expansion. It provides clarity for HN and humanitarian agencies 
about what care the military will and will not provide and reduction in the frustrations of 
clinical staff when dealing with patients that they are not trained, equipped or resourced to 
deal with and cannot effectively manage.

It is imperative when implementing M-ROE that health care providers understand this is 
a command and political policy formulated in conjunction with senior medical staff. The 
policy must not be subject to ad hoc alterations or on-site interpretation and must avoid 
operational inconsistency.

Conclusions

Military health care providers are required to provide humanitarian support to civilian 
populations in complex emergencies, often as the primary focus of the mission. To provide 
effective and meaningful care to civilian populations on operations within a strategic military 
context, health planners need to clearly define the boundaries and responsibilities of the 
medical service for treating civilians on operations. In militarily benign environments this 
is best managed by civilian and humanitarian agencies; in a militarily insecure environment 
the military must accept responsibility for these tasks and plan accordingly. Robust 
strategies should be developed to minimise dependence of local communities on military 
health assets and to facilitate early disengagement. This includes treating civilians in HN or 
humanitarian medical facilities whenever possible and focusing on transferable skills rather 
than provision of sophisticated surgical capability. Improved coordination and cooperation 
with humanitarian agencies providing health care will significantly enhance outcomes for 
civilian patients.
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Lieutenant Colonel Neuhaus enlisted into the Australian Regular Army as an undergraduate 
medical officer and has served in Cambodia as the Regimental Medical Officer, Force 
Communications Unit, UNTAC and in Bougainville as Officer Commanding of the Combined 
Health Element. Lieutenant Colonel Neuhaus is a graduate of the Australian Command and 
Staff College (Reserve) and is currently posted as Commanding Officer, 3rd Health Support 
Battalion. She works in civilian practice as a Consultant General Surgeon.

Major Bridgewater is a General Surgeon at The Queen Elizabeth Hospital, South Australia 
and is presently Commissioner for St John Ambulance Australia SA Inc. Having done National 
Service in 1959 with subsequent service in the CMF, he joined the Army Reserve in 1999 and 
deployed on OP BEL ISI, OP TANAGER and OP CITADEL. Major Bridgewater was Senior Medical 
Officer with 3rd Health Support Battalion when he was compulsorily retired on the basis of 
age in 2006.

Whilst the raison d’etre of the military health service is to support warfighting, it must 
retain the flexibility to adapt to increasingly encountered operational conditions requiring 
new skill sets, interactions with other agencies and a balancing of ethical principles with 
pragmatic responses.
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Courage When it Really Counts: 
Observations from the Modern ADF
Dr Narelle Biedermann

The hero is commonly the simplest and obscurest of men.

Henry David Thoreau

Stories of the brave have fascinated and enthralled people throughout the ages, and memories 
of many of these stories tend to stay within our minds and hearts. Courage, by definition, 
is the quality of being brave. It refers to the ability of an individual to face danger, difficulty, 
uncertainty or pain without being overwhelmed by fear or being deflected from a chosen course 
of action. Bravery can be understood as extreme courage in the face of danger or difficulty 
while gallantry refers to bravery, particularly in war or a situation of great danger. 

It seems that throughout history, stories of bravery and courage abound in the lore that follows 
in the wake of battles. Indeed hardly any war or skirmish is without a tale of a heroic deed 
or action to accompany its telling. We have all read about the hundreds of stories of men, 
and the occasional woman, who single-handedly take on large numbers of enemy soldiers or 
run the gauntlet of enemy troops to kill their leader or rush into ‘no man’s land’ to rescue a 
wounded comrade without any outward fear for his own life. 

The purpose of this article is to present the perception of heroism amongst those who 
have been singled out for their heroism and courage in the contemporary ADF. One of 
the foremost challenges confronting the author at the commencement of this project was 
the self-effacing attitudes of those personnel who had been awarded medals for gallantry, 
courage and bravery. Getting these individuals to agree to share their experiences proved to 
be surprisingly difficult, and in the end 13 agreed to participate (Army [11], RAAF [1], RAN 
[1]). Most were profoundly reluctant to talk about their actions, and only with coaxing from 
others who had already shared their experiences, did they grudgingly agree. Some even 
went so far as to indicate that they were only agreeing to participate so as to leave a public 
record for their children. This reticence seemed to be quite powerful in the narratives, thus 
providing direction for this article. 

Thematic analysis of the narratives stemming from the in-depth interviews identified six 
broad themes in relation to the concept of bravery: ‘just doing my job’, ‘training’, ‘instinct’, 
‘bravery is all around’, ‘I’m not really brave’, and ‘living with the Anzac legend’. These themes 
are discussed in detail further in the article. 

Responses to war

The human body is comprised of and supported by a multitude of emotions that ebb and 
wane continuously throughout life. The individual will respond to these emotions in clear 
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and generally predicable ways. For example, when one experiences happiness, the response 
is generally a feeling of wellbeing, a smile, or laughter. The battlefield, both modern and in 
days gone by, exacts an overwhelming toll upon the soldier in which he or she is challenged by 
emotions that are far from pleasant and not regularly experienced away from the battlefield.1  
One emotion commonly associated with warriors and battlefields, both past and present, is fear. 
The kind of fear that a soldier experiences on the battlefield could probably only be replicated 
to slightly similar degrees in an infinitesimal number of events in a non-battlefield context.2  
As an emotion, fear is entirely natural and one that has proved vital in the development of 
human life. This emotion has meant that humans are able to act with caution when the situation 
dictates but also respond with courage if need be.

Terror, on the other hand, is an emotion at a destructive extreme, going far beyond fear. When 
an individual succumbs to terror it means that at a fundamental level, the individual has lost 
all perception of self-control and strength of mind. Such an emotion on the battlefield means 
that no amount of imposed discipline can thwart its effects. In the chaotic and lethal world 
of the battlefield this can be fatal, both for the individual and for all around him. In the past, 
men who were seen to succumb to terror and were unable to essentially assist in the battle 
forging around them were often shot by their own commanders for fear of the effect such a 
harmful emotion would have on the morale of his comrades around him.3 Letters home to 
loved ones in Australia from the dreadful battlefields of the Western Front in the Great War 
described the descent of sane and strong men into madness at the relentless bombardment 
and death surrounding them. Such letters indicated that even the strongest man in the unit 
could succumb to terror given the right circumstances and, more especially, time.4

Under stress, all humans experience the chemical reactions in the body that produce ‘fight or 
flight’ responses, which are both physiological responses and behavioural responses. Normal 
physiological responses to stress include an increase in heart rate and blood pressure, increased 
but shallower respirations, and muscle tensing. Behaviourally, the individual responds in one 
of two ways; to take ‘it’ (whatever it may be) on or to withdraw from the situation. However, 
for the soldier in the midst of the bloody battle, things are certainly quite different. For that 
individual, ‘fight or flight’ often means just what it says. 

Armies—and the individuals that form them—respond in a variety of ways when confronted 
with extremely stressful situations. In some cases, the army or individual triumphs by 
demonstrating outstanding courage in the face of action; in others they succumb to their 
terrors and panic sets in. Rather than stand and fight, soldiers flee (as individuals or collectively) 
leaving the enemy with no resistance. 

The ‘fight or flight’ response can be a friend or an enemy to the soldier. It would seem that the 
individual who performs a heroic action is certainly opting to ‘fight’ as opposed to ‘flight’ from 
the situation. Such a posturing action might then serve to bolster the morale and personal 
daring of those around the soldier meaning that the sense that ‘all will be fine’ prevails. 
Witnessing a comrade bravely take on an enemy position with seemingly no fear must surely 
have a hugely positive effect on those around them. On the battlefield, there is a significant 
difference between being frightened and getting on with the job and being frightened and 
not being able to. Perhaps that is what makes the difference between heroes and others.   
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Today, stories of courage in modern battles continue to be told, although it could be argued 
that the modern generation are not as enraptured by tales of military prowess and courage 
as previous generations were.5 Indeed, Vonthoff argues that tales of individuals singled out 
for their bravery and courage have been considerably overshadowed by tales of collective 
descriptions of Australian fighting prowess.6 The stories of contemporary ADF personnel 
awarded medals for bravery, courage and gallantry are few and far between. Until this year,7 
very little detail has been written about these courageous men and women who, in the service 
of their country, have been decorated with medals in recognition of their gallantry, bravery 
and courage.

Of interest to this author is the way in which these recognised ‘heroes’ view their own acts 
of heroism. How do they manage or deal with being singled out as an individual ‘hero’ when 
Australia as a nation generally acknowledges their heroes collectively? The following discussion 
sets out the ways in which the individuals viewed their own courageous actions. Although the 
individuals remain unnamed in this article,8 brief descriptions of their act and their decoration 
are provided to set the context of their narrative.

‘Just doing my job’

The first, and indeed the most prominent theme, that stemmed from the narratives with 
the 13 members of the ADF who had been decorated with medals for gallantry, courage and 
bravery was the view that their actions were simply required actions as part of their job. In 
essence, they were ‘just doing their job’ by virtue of being in the right place at the right time, 
or indeed the wrong place and the right time. Ostensibly, risking one’s own life to save another 
(directly or indirectly) or decision making with bullets flying around one’s head was seen as 
‘just another day in the office’.

An officer who was involved in the rescue of injured and dead from the Black Hawk training 
accident at the High Range Training Area in 1996, and was subsequently awarded a Bravery 
Medal, expressed his views of heroism as simply being in the ‘right place at the right time’: 

We did what we had to do. You were brave in that situation because you had to be. I didn’t think 
what I was doing at the time was brave and the only time I consciously thought I could be at 
risk was when I made the choice to go back to the aircraft when I heard the cries of pain from 
someone on board. That was the only time when I felt that I could be at risk. Even when I felt I 
was being burnt, it didn’t register then that I was doing anything unsafe or risky. It was just the 
pain I had to go through…   In this case, it was just what I had to do to get everyone out, and 
I knew the pain wasn’t going to last forever. 

An airman, awarded the Bravery Medal in 1999 for his role in an air–sea rescue of seven civilians 
off the south Queensland coast, reinforces the view that he and the rest of the helicopter crew 
were simply doing their job. He says:

We were just normal people in a circumstance where we acted in a way that made us stand 
out as being ‘brave’, whatever that is. In hindsight, I think what I did was part of my job but I 
think the circumstances made the actions brave. We were 303 nautical miles off the coast doing 
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that rescue. I could have done the same thing in the same horrendous weather in a river and it 
wouldn’t be the same thing, because if things turned to clay, you knew you could swim to the 
shore. The crew of the helicopter didn’t have that luxury. If anything went to clay, they would 
have had to ditch the aircraft into the water, and then we’d all be stuffed!

A soldier, who was awarded the Medal for Gallantry for his gallantry under fire in Rwanda, 
noted that for him, there was simply no choice. He saw that his job as a soldier set the 
parameters for his actions. For him, by virtue of wearing the uniform of the Australian Army, 
he simply did his job:

To me, someone who is brave stands up for what is right and does exactly what needs to be done 
when it needs to be done regardless of the outcome. Charging a machine gun post is madness, 
but it is still brave. It was something that obviously needed to be done, so the guy just went up 
there and did it, despite the fact that it will probably kill him in the process. A true soldier is 
someone who does everything a soldier needs to do without question or hesitation. If you don’t 
do it, you aren’t a soldier and you should not call yourself one. I guess that is all I did.

‘Training’

An extension of the theme of bravery simply being part of the job leads onto the theme 
of training and the effect that training has on actions, particularly when the bullets are 
flying overhead, figuratively speaking. The contemporary military battlespace remains an 
inherently dangerous place. Even on exercise, where the concept of realism is stretched 
to test those on the ground, in the air and at sea, ‘pretend’ warfare can be a dangerous 
entity. While all efforts are made to protect the lives of the men and women who wear the 
military uniform, nothing is infallible and unfortunately, accidents during training can and 
do happen. Often it is the unexpected that has the most significant impact upon the lives 
of Defence Force personnel.  

An Australian helicopter pilot on detachment to a coalition aviation unit was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross in 2004.9 For him, his actions were simply in response to the years 
of training he has undergone:

If doing what you are trained to do when the situation presents itself is brave, then maybe what 
I did was brave. Having said that, I don’t think of those actions as brave in themselves. At the 
time, I didn’t think I was doing anything brave at all. I have said a number of times that we are 
all trained to do our job, and whilst what I did wasn’t necessarily unique, the situation I found 
myself in was. Not everyone gets that opportunity to do their job when it matters. 

‘Instinct’

Acting on instinct was yet another theme that stemmed from the narratives, and perhaps 
could be closely related to training. Several personnel commented in their narratives that their 
actions were purely instinctive, without thought or planning, much as they had been taught 
in their military training. One could argue that military training doesn’t prepare soldiers to 
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rescue comrades from the burning fuselage of a wrecked helicopter, yet several insisted that 
their training gave them the instinct to act even though they were doing something they had 
never been trained to do. 

An infantry officer, awarded the first Star of Courage decoration for his actions after a helicopter 
accident in 1984, describes his actions as being purely instinctive. He says:

The whole concept of bravery is really interesting. I personally believe most people do things on 
instinct. I know in my case, I reacted on instinct based on excellent training without any thought 
of the consequences. I knew that the helicopter was burning and I expected that it was going 
to explode at some point not long after impact because there was so much fuel leaking out and 
the fire was throughout the fuselage in minutes.

Instinctive actions were supported by another soldier, a trooper from SASR who was on board 
one of the helicopters involved in the Black Hawk training accident in High Range Training Area 
in Townsville in 1996. He was awarded a Star of Courage for his actions after the accident. 

I certainly don’t think that what I did was out of the ordinary or brave or anything like that. 
Anyone would have done what I did if they were in my position. I would do it again tomorrow 
too in the same circumstances. When I ran back into the helicopter, I didn’t think my life was 
in danger. … But we still went back down there because our blokes were in there. They were 
trapped and someone needed to get them out whether they were alive or dead. They needed 
to get out. I was simply using my soldierly instinct I guess. You are taught to act on instinct and 
I suppose that was all I was doing. 

‘Bravery is all around’

A fourth theme that was identified in the narratives was bravery of others around them as a 
result of ‘external courage’. By that, it is suggested that the courage of others around them 
(not necessarily those wearing a uniform) inspired their actions.   

For example, during the Kibeho massacre in Rwanda in April 1995, Australian soldiers 
and officers witnessed the massacre of thousands of Rwandan displaced people. Four of 
those Australians amongst the carnage were decorated with a Medal for Gallantry for their 
leadership and gallantry whilst themselves being under fire. One of those officers was the 
platoon commander. He says:

In Kibeho, I was doing nothing more than my job and what I am trained to do. I wasn’t doing 
anything extraordinary or brave. To me, the people who were living in that terrible existence in 
the camp were brave. For them, the situation was so hopeless and yet they continued on trying 
to make the best of it. That is brave to me. 

Further to this comment, another officer, the Medical Officer charged with providing medical 
assistance under such extraordinarily difficult circumstances was perhaps a little harder on 
herself, when compared to the bravery she witnessed amongst the Rwandan people:
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If I were truly brave, I would have gone a step further and put myself between the soldier and 
the person they were going to shoot. That is bravery to me. I didn’t do that. All I did was my job. 
All I did was treat people who needed me to give their medications, tidy up their wounds, or 
get them to a hospital. The fact that they were shooting around us was irrelevant. These people 
were in the same circumstances too, but they were the ones being shot at. 

‘I’m not really brave’

Another theme, perhaps surprising, was that most of the medal recipients downplayed their 
decoration by comparing it to other award recipients, either military decorations from the 
past or with civilians being decorated at their investiture ceremony. 

For example, one soldier was awarded the Star of Courage in 2004 for his actions in rescuing 
a colleague who was critically injured in a tank accident. During his investiture at Government 
House in Canberra, he felt his actions paled in comparison to some of the other recipients of 
decorations on that day. He goes on:

I remember on the day, there was this young boy who was awarded a civilian Bravery Medal for 
an accident whereby he and another kid were walking along the side of the road when a car lost 
control and swerved towards them. In the split second that it took for the car to veer towards 
them, this kid had the choice of getting out of the way himself or pushing his mate out of the 
way of the oncoming car, which meant that he would get hit himself. This brave little kid chose 
to push his mate out of the path of the car and ended up being hit by the car himself. This boy 
truly deserved an award for his actions because he knew what was going to happen—and he 
still did it anyway. That to me is brave. What I did was not brave or courageous; it doesn’t even 
compare to something like what that little boy did.

This sentiment was supported by another ADF member, a sailor who was awarded the Bravery 
Medal for his actions during the Sydney to Hobart yacht race rescues in 1996. For him, the 
fact that he and the crew tasked to undertake these rescues were trained for it meant that 
they didn’t deserve their awards. He says:  

Courage is when you know what you are about to do is going to be dangerous and life threatening 
and you think about those consequences and do it anyway. I think true bravery is the one person 
out of the crowd of onlookers who, untrained and unprepared [his emphasis], will put themselves 
in danger to help someone. 

A corporal loadmaster who witnessed the two Black Hawks collide in mid-air was quite insistent 
that he should not have been awarded anything for his role in rescuing the injured and dead 
from the two burning fuselages. Awarded the Star of Courage, he saw that the bravery in his 
actions paled in comparison to other acts recognised during his investiture:

To me, courage and bravery is the same thing. Courage is when you know what you are about to 
do is going to be dangerous and life threatening and you think about those consequences—and 
do it anyway. That didn’t really happen that night for me because there was no time to think 
about the consequences. I have heard stories about people who received the Star of Courage 
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or the Bravery Medal and I think they deserved that so much more than I did. They would have 
thought, ‘Gee I can get killed doing this’ or ‘I can get really hurt doing this’, but then they do it 
anyway. That is courage. That is bravery. A lot of things happen where you don’t have time to 
think about it. That night, I was too busy doing my job to think about any consequences at all. 

‘Living with the Anzac legend’

Finally, the last theme stemming from the narratives concerns the ways in which contemporary 
Australian Service personnel view themselves in accordance with historical examples of bravery, 
courage and gallantry—the Anzac legend if you will. It would not be erroneous to suggest that 
when Australians think of military heroism, the mythical spirit of the Anzac—the collective 
qualities of courage, endurance, bravery, leadership and mateship—are the benchmark upon 
which all else, including contemporary military achievement, is measured. As the following 
excerpts illustrate, the contemporary heroes of the ADF measure themselves against the 
benchmark of past military courage as well.

One of the troopers invested with a Star of Courage for his actions after the Black Hawk 
Training accident in 1996 suggests that courage in the face of imminent death, such as that 
faced by the Australians in World War I, is the epitome of courage. He says:

World War I veterans going ‘over the wall’ knowing full well that they were going to be killed 
… is brave. They weren’t doing it for any particular reason; they weren’t getting any more pay, 
they weren’t protecting their family per se. But as soon as they got the whistle, up they went to 
face an almost certain death or at least be seriously wounded with no chance of recovery. That is 
brave. They are doing it from a normal state of mind. It wasn’t like there was a major catastrophe 
or drama; they basically woke up one morning and knew that that was the day that they were 
probably going to die. But they still did it. To me, the solders from World War I and World War II 
are brave. I think it takes far more balls to run over a wall knowing that you are going to die. 

Conversely, another soldier, again from the SASR, who was awarded the Medal for Gallantry 
for his leadership under fire in East Timor in 1999, suggests that bravery is measured by the 
depth one goes beyond the call of duty. In his view, he didn’t go beyond that call in the same 
way his predecessors did in the past. He says: 

To me, bravery is pretty much what the Victoria Cross gets awarded for. If you do something 
above and beyond your job that is so courageous that saves other people’s lives, regardless of 
whether you put your life in danger or not, that to me is brave. What I did on that day was carry 
out the actions of a soldier and commander.

Discussion

It was interesting that the 13 ADF personnel sought to minimise the significance of their 
decoration, and thereby provide the direction for this article. While extremely reluctant to 
talk about themselves or their decoration, they were quick to clarify that they wear their 
decorations on behalf of the rest of their colleagues. One soldier goes so far as to have named 
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each of the points on his Medal for Gallantry after the men from his section who were by his 
side during that frightful day in the Kibeho internally displaced persons’ camp. That way, he 
declares, he can wear the decoration without shame or embarrassment that he was singled 
out above them as being gallant. The fact that he has had to adopt this strategy for dealing 
with wearing his medal lends itself to the notion that Australians are not generally comfortable 
with individual recognition that comes with being singled out. Others indicated that they have 
been ordered by their commanders to wear their medals when they avoided donning them. 
When questioned further as to why this was so, each commented that they hated having been 
singled out and, to a larger degree, loathed having to explain why they got the decoration to 
everyone who notices it on their uniform. 

While this is poignant, it is perhaps something not startling in the Australian culture where 
sports ‘stars’ are rapidly labelled as heroes. The captain of the Australian cricket team, for 
example, is quickly labelled a hero upon his retirement, yet the actions of the Australian soldier, 
sailor or airman or woman whose selfless devotion to duty are very much taken for granted 
go largely ignored. Those, then, who are singled out above their peers become extremely 
uncomfortable being placed in a marginal group of Service personnel. In order to relocate 
themselves back to the larger group, they diminish the degree of their courage, bravery, and 
gallantry, and simply do not talk about it.

The unfortunate consequence of this reticence and reluctance is that the greater Defence 
community misses out on learning extremely valuable lessons—leadership; decision making; 
tactics, techniques and procedures (TTP) for example—that can be used to inform training, 
Defence development, and strategy. There is a place for the self-effacing manner in the Australian 
culture; however Defence needs to encourage its personnel to share their experiences and 
observations in an environment that is free from the risk of contempt and ridicule. 

Conclusion

This article has presented several accounts that have identified the self-effacing attitudes of 
contemporary Australian Service personnel who have been decorated for their courage, bravery 
and gallantry. While recognised by their peers and commanders as being courageous or brave, 
these individuals downplayed their experiences and their decorations by comparing them to 
those around them, those before them, or as a measure of their good training. 

The following excerpt comes from an Army officer who was awarded a Bravery Medal for his 
actions in East Timor. It offers an insightful and meaningful vision of just how relevant the Anzac 
legend continues to be in light of contemporary heroism through the eyes of a contemporary 
Service member himself decorated for his individual bravery:

I … believe that the traditions of Australia’s armed forces should be maintained. In this time 
of rapid change, I would hate to see our traditions ditched in favour of a more modern Army 
without traditions or a sense of cohesion. What it boiled down to for me on that day is that I 
didn’t want to be the one who broke the chain in the link between the Army of our past and the 
Army of our future. We talk about the Anzac legend as being something intangible, but every 
day, soldiers conduct themselves in ways that has tangible links to that legend. Whether it is 
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overseas on operations or helping out in the community in times of natural disaster, both in 
Australia and overseas, Australian soldiers go about their business just as the Anzac legend says 
the soldiers from the beginning of our nation did on the beaches of Gallipoli or on the Western 
Front or wherever. It is happening all the time.

Heroism in the Australian Defence Force is indeed happening all the time, and it is worthy of 
celebrating. Furthermore, the greater Defence Force can learn from these experiences, and 
unless individuals are encouraged and supported to share their experiences with the wider 
Defence community, we face the prospect of losing them forever.

Dr Narelle Biedermann was commissioned from the ranks in 1995 and served as a nursing 
officer at the 1st Recruit Training Battalion in her first appointment. In 1997, she served in 
the 1st Field Hospital before transferring to the Inactive Reserves in 1998 and commencing 
her PhD. She completed her PhD in 2000 and held an academic appointment at James Cook 
University as a lecturer and Director of Research. She has published two books; the first, Tears 
on My Pillow: Australian Nurses in the Vietnam War, was based on her PhD dissertation, 
and the second, Modern Military Heroes: Untold Stories of Courage and Gallantry, is the 
foundation for this article. In 2006, she commenced employment as an analyst at the Centre 
for Army Lessons, Land Warfare Development Centre, Puckapunyal.
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NOTES

  1. H. Benneveld, From Shell Shock to Combat Stress, 1979, pp. 3–8.

  2. D. Grossman, On Killing, 1996, pp. 52–54.

  3. A total of 121 Australians were sentenced to death during the Great War, the majority of whom 
were charged and convicted with desertion. However, none were executed because Australian 
Military law forbade capital punishment. P. Pederson, The Australian Experience, paper presented 
at the ‘Unquiet Graves’ International Conference on Executions, Flanders, May 2000. 

  4. A.G. Butler, The Australian Army Medical Services in the War of 1914–1918: Volume III, Australian War 
Memorial, Canberra, 1943.

  5. T. Vonthoff, ‘Military Heroism’, Australian Defence Force Journal, issue 169, 2005, p. 33. 

  6. ibid., p. 34.

  7. N. Biedermann, Modern Military Heroes, Random House, Sydney, 2006.

  8. The names, citations, and full stories of all of these individuals can be found in ibid. 

  9. This pilot is the first Australian to have been decorated with this Imperial award since the Vietnam 
War. From its Federation, Australia used the British (Imperial) system of honours. However in 
February 1975, Australia instituted its own system of Honours and Awards for recognising the 
contributions of Australians, both military and civilian. The Distinguished Flying Cross is not an 
Australian award, however this pilot was detached to a British Aviation Unit and therefore eligible 
for the decoration. 
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The Pros and Cons of Workforce Specialisation
Dr David Schmidtchen

One of the paradoxical consequences of process in enlightenment is the splitting up of specialists 
into compartments, and therefore the dependence of a large number of human beings upon 
a collection of ill-coordinated experts, each of whom sooner or later become oppressed and 
irritated by being unable to step out of his box and survey the relationship of his particular 
activity to the whole: the experts cannot know enough; the coordinators always did move in 
the dark, but now they are aware of it. And the more honest and intelligent ones are rightly 
frightened by the fact that their responsibility increases in direct ratio to their ignorance of an 
ever-expanding field.

Isaiah Berlin1

Why divide work?

In 1937, as a member of the US President’s Committee on Administrative Management, Luther 
Gulick set out a discussion on the ‘reasons for and the effect of the division of work’. His 
observations on why we divide work remain relevant today: 

Because men differ in nature, capacity and skill, and gain greatly in dexterity by specialisation. 
Because the same man cannot be in two places at the same time. Because one man cannot do 
two things at the same time. Because the range of knowledge and skill is so great that a man 
cannot within his life-span know more that a small fraction of it. In other words, it is a question 
of human nature, time and space.2

For Gulick, that we divide work and specialise is an inescapable fact, it is the foundation of 
organisation, and indeed, the reason for organisation. His concern is not about the specialisation 
that is inherent in dividing work; rather, he is more concerned about the practicalities of 
coordinating the division of labour to achieve a desired institutional outcome.

Gulick’s view contrasts with the focus of the ongoing debate in the Defence Department and 
the Australian Defence Force (ADF) about workforce specialisation, which is often about the 
functional nature of specialisation, the degree of specialisation required and the mechanics 
of career management. In short, the Defence debate on specialisation is focused at the level 
of the individual and his or her management. In Gulick’s framework, this is not a debate of 
substance. If, as might reasonably be expected, the network-enabled organisation is changing 
the relationship between the flow of knowledge and methods of controlling the collective 
effect of the workforce, then it is unlikely that Defence’s peculiar dialogue on specialisation will 
make a significant contribution to advancing the organisational design of the networked force. 
What is missing from the Defence debate about specialisation is a more sophisticated grasp 
of how the workforce generates knowledge and how the institution can harness workforce 
capability through organisational design. The focus needs to shift to the contribution made by 
specialisation to the generation of institutional capability. In doing so, the focus for investing in 
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human capital will also move from investing in individuals and toward providing the infrastructure 
that will provide a future military capability that can optimise network connectivity across the 
institution. Questions of where to invest scarce resources must get beyond the short-term focus 
that dominates much of the debate about positioning the institution for the future. If Defence 
is to ‘rebalance’ the force to meet the changing demands of the strategic environment then it 
must also ‘rebalance’ the less obvious areas which enable capability, such as workforce design, 
organisational control, administration and coordination.3

The need for new specialisations in Defence has been the subject of research and intense 
debate for over 30 years but has resulted in little real change. This article outlines the pros and 
cons of specialisation in order to demonstrate why it is central to workforce organisation in a 
network-enabled force. This article seeks to lay out a foundation that will assist in moving the 
debate forward and informing the implementation of Network-Centric Warfare in Defence.

Three reasons to specialise

Workforce specialisation contributes to capability in three ways: by increasing productivity, by 
enabling knowledge growth, and by harnessing the workforce’s capacity for innovation.

Increased productivity

In his An Inquiry in the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith noted that: 

[t]he greatest improvement in the productive power of labour, and the greater part of the skill, 
dexterity, and judgement with which it is any where directed, or applied, seem to have the 
effects of the division of labour. 4 

The effects on the productivity of Smith’s famous pin-makers were an increase in dexterity 
(reducing the size of the learning curve), time savings in removing the need to switch from one 
activity to another, and promoting the use of technology to perform routine tasks. In 1911, 
Frederick Taylor wrote his seminal The Principles of Scientific Management, forever changing ideas 
about the way work was done. Taylor fundamentally shaped thinking around specialisation 
and productivity measurement in modern organisations. His focus on measurement put flesh 
on the bones of Adam Smith’s pin-maker thought experiment by putting the tools of control 
into the hands of an emerging specialist group—management.

Workforce specialisation increases organisational flexibility and productive capability. When 
technology is introduced into the production cycle, the effect is to improve workforce capacity, 
freeing human resources to be employed in managing production or other entrepreneurial 
activities that further increase capability.5 Far from being a negative organisational strategy 
that reduces flexibility and long-term viability, specialisation can be a vital means of growing 
institutional capability. 

Specialisation within the workforce of an organisation can be the basis for motivating 
collective performance by encouraging competition, cooperation and collaboration. In many 
ways, an organisation’s form is defined by the way in which workforce processes balance 
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these three drivers of workforce productivity. For example, competition for resources between 
specialisations is good because it cuts out specialisations that use resources inefficiently and 
frees those resources for other uses. Cooperation, the pursuit of common goals, is good because 
it allows resources to be saved through the benefits of specialisation.6 Specialist collaboration 
allows knowledge to be shared and new knowledge and insights to be generated.

Smith argued that the degree of division of labour is a function of the size of the market—that 
is, the larger the market, the more specialisation can be accommodated, and the greater the 
returns to be captured.7 The ‘market’ for military expertise has expanded to include a broad 
range of contrasting tasks—from warfighting, to peacekeeping, to military diplomacy—that 
compel the workforce to engage in more diverse operational settings and with more diverse 
actors. Concurrently, the information and knowledge market has expanded. Technology, task 
differentiation and information growth combine to increase the scope for specialisation in the 
military workforce. The focus here is not on whether specialisation remains valid, but rather 
on what form it should take in a network-enabled force.

In the broadest sense, there are two forms of specialisation that contribute to productivity. The 
first is represented by ‘general’ or ‘generative’ specialists, and the second by the more traditional 
‘adaptive’ specialists.8 The two differ in the contribution they make to workforce productivity.

Generative specialists couple specialisation of function with generalisation of capability. These 
people have skills that allow them to expand their organisational niche by providing a generalist 
capability to a variety of clients across the institution. Broadly, examples of general specialists 
would be strategic planners, change managers and project managers. They are often required to 
be entrepreneurs and innovators, which are difficult to tolerate in a bureaucratic management 
system. In fact, research in the ADF revealed that the traditional military socialisation processes 
‘grind off ’ those with an aptitude for generative specialisation early in a military career.9 
Generative specialists are more likely than others to be alert to changes in the institutional 
environment and to be able to discriminate between environments and adapt quickly. Their 
key aptitude is the ability to learn quickly. Generative specialists have an aptitude for seeing 
connections between seemingly disparate pieces of information and a desire to connect the 
‘information dots’ to increase capability—so in a network-enabled organisation, their number 
and importance is likely to increase. Because generative specialists are not tied to a particular 
capability, they are best positioned to smooth the ambiguity, uncertainty and fragmentation 
that is inherent in a networked organisation, and thus act as an institutional buffer between 
environmental change and current practice. 

An early example of this form of specialisation in a network-enabled environment is the 
establishment, in the US Navy, of the Information Professional (IP) community in October 
2001. This community of officers was formed from existing space and electronic warfare 
officers, and communications officers. In the autumn of 2001, lateral transfer opportunities 
for warfare-qualified officers were instituted in order to populate the community. As ‘owners’ 
of the naval network, IPs are assigned a dominant role in the acquisition, implementation, and 
training of the network. To meet the needs of the Navy, IPs evaluate and integrate leading edge 
technologies and aggressively pursue the skills needed to conduct network-centric operations 
afloat and ashore— a career path with increasing complexity and leadership billets. Work has 
begun to effectively integrate IP officers with other warfighters.10
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Contrary to contemporary military thinking, commanders are not generative specialists. 
More accurately, like all military specialisations, commanders are adaptive specialists who 
seek to improve their performance within a clearly defined organisational niche. Adaptive 
specialists, like Adam Smith’s pin-makers, seek to do one thing very well in the knowledge 
that the combined effect will increase collective productivity. This is akin to the Total Quality 
Management philosophy, of local incremental change leading to cumulative improvements 
in performance.11

Productivity in a vertically integrated hierarchy (like that of Defence) is designed to 
simplify and coordinate the activities of adaptive specialists and reduce the activity of 
generative specialists. Increased information flow, constant change, converging professional 
domains, and the need to refresh the network constantly from the bottom up as well as 
the top down demands deep adaptive specialists as well as niche (network) expanding 
generative specialists. Indeed, many of the organisational design problems which faced the 
commanders of the Australian infantry divisions in World War I highlight the ongoing need 
for both forms of specialisation. The constant tension between centralising or decentralising 
specialist skills is symptomatic of the need to balance the demand for niche-expanding 
general specialists and niche-consolidating adaptive specialists. The initially centralised, 
and later progressively decentralised (and occasionally re-centralised), employment of 
machine guns, radios and grenades between 1914 and 1918 all reflect shifts in the balance 
of specialist knowledge.

Despite the rhetoric, current workforce management practices focus on growing adaptive 
specialists at the expense of generative specialists. Further, the social practices that have 
grown around workforce and career management processes severely limit the natural growth 
and decay of specialisations within the workforce. The overriding focus of specialisation 
management in the ADF is on existing process rather than improving workforce productivity 
or capability.

Knowledge growth 

The second reason to specialise is to grow knowledge. If capability is dependent on the reliable 
application of knowledge, then military organisations must be structured so as to promote 
the acquisition and application of knowledge.12 

Specialisation is implicit to technology, hierarchies, networks and human behaviour. Technology 
promotes specialisation because as Langdon Winner observes, ‘to invent a new technology 
requires that … society also invents the kinds of people who will use it’.13 Our collective 
knowledge advances in large part because specialisation is needed to get the necessary depth of 
understanding to produce solutions. Institutionally, we encourage specialists because there are 
limits to the knowledge that can be possessed by an individual or group.14 Military institutions 
have a long history of developing a specialist workforce for the same reason—stimulating 
and coordinating knowledge growth. In response to new technology, the Australian infantry 
divisions of World War I created ‘machine gun officers’ on the staff headquarters and ‘bomb 
throwers’ in sub-units. Stefan Collini summarises the position well when he argues that 
specialisation ‘is a pre-condition of intellectual progress and often represents an impressive 
refinement of concepts and techniques’.15 
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In 1978, James Miller showed that specialisation is the primary control response in systems 
experiencing a rapid growth in information. As a behavioural and medical scientist, Miller 
examined the response of systems ranging from individual cells through to formal social 
organisations.16 Miller found that as the amount of information exchanged in any society or 
organisation increases, so does the need for specialisation. An interesting component of the 
network-enabled military workforce might be the rise of information intermediaries as a distinct 
workforce specialisation. The capacity of specialised individuals working as small teams to 
effectively manage the flow of data, information and knowledge between multiple agencies, 
inside and outside the institution, may become critical to the success of the networked force. 
The early signs of this specialisation are already beginning to emerge in society, government 
and the military. The rise of ‘mortgage brokers’ in Australia’s deregulated financial market is an 
example of a group that has emerged specifically to mediate access to information. ‘Business 
intelligence competency centres’ in the US Government bureaucracy17 and ‘fusion cells’ in the 
US military headquarters in Afghanistan18 serve the same purpose. These workforce groups help 
others to find their way through the information warehouse. They are experts in information 
analysis. They perform ad hoc or long-term analysis to assist operating units and accumulate, 
coordinate and disseminate meta-data to identify strategic information trends.19

Thus, specialisation is dynamic, ongoing, and stimulates knowledge growth. This was 
recognised in early discussions of NCW in the ADF:

The increasing sophistication of operations, and the requirement to extend individual competencies 
in line with the rising complexity of staff functions, will lead to greater specialisation. This may 
require selection and rotation policies that retain personnel within specialised career streams. 
NCW may therefore require a shift from generalist notions of employment, to one where 
technology related skills and knowledge will direct individual careers. This will have implications 
for recruitment, retention, and pay.20

Specialisations solidify the workforce around a body of knowledge that is central to 
organisational performance. It encourages the workforce to develop standard techniques 
of inquiry and a classification language that promotes knowledge growth. Each category of 
specialist focuses on a particular class of phenomena, on particular ways of classifying them, 
and on particular ways of expressing problems to make them accessible to particular logical 
and experimental techniques, allowing those within each category to learn from one another. 
Specialisation in science is a major source of growth in scientific activity. Similarly, Defence 
relies on highly organised specialisations to promote knowledge growth and innovation. 

For instance, the impact of increased connectivity of the network on the skills of combat 
soldiers offers insights into how the character of specialisation is changing. The network 
does not invalidate the continued importance of specialised warfighting infantry, but it does 
expand the range of contexts within which infantry soldiers might work and the breadth 
of tasks they might perform. Infantry soldiers continue to be adaptive specialists, but the 
niche within which they operate has expanded markedly. Knowledge growth and innovation 
within this specialisation will not occur as the result of infantry soldiers acquiring a generalist 
character, but rather will stem from a deep understanding of infantry operations in a rapidly 
broadening context. Knowledge about infantry operations will expand not because infantry 
are generalists, but because they are specialists adapting to a broader knowledge niche.
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The explosion of knowledge and techniques within specialist niches will further localise the 
experiences of specialists. An open network environment, such as that foreshadowed in Defence’s 
NCW Roadmap, may promote denser specialisation for much of the workforce. There is the potential 
for specialist military niches to fragment even further into highly specialised disciplines and sub-
disciplines. Paradoxically, networks also create a demand for more generative specialists who 
can create connections between the specialised niches of experts. The pressing problems of the 
network are broad, complex and rapidly changing. Combining different kinds of expertise often 
forces individual decision-makers to think and move across specialisations, or at least be adept in the 
languages and customs of several specialisations. It is this behaviour which the current workforce 
management framework and stovepipe-based organisational practices fails to develop. 

The problem for Defence is not specialisation, but rather the control overhead that arises from 
increased workforce complexity. Deeper specialisation demands a similar improvement in the 
systems that coordinate and collect specialist activities. Simultaneously, there is a rising demand 
for generative specialists who increase capability by making connections between disparate 
knowledge areas—helping the network to grow. At best, these people are entrepreneurial; 
at worst, they are disruptive. 

Managing and developing both groups will require an investment in the systems that enable 
intellectual and social capital. The bottom line is that workforce specialisation is about more 
than managing career structures. Effective workforce specialisation is central to growing 
knowledge and managing scarce human resources which contribute to achieving the adaptable 
and versatile workforce described by Force 2020.

Enhanced innovation 

Economist J. S. Metcalfe noted that:

The central fact about the modern process of innovation is that it is based on a division of labour, as 
Adam Smith clearly foresaw when he wrote about the role of philosophers and men of speculation. 
Division of labour produces efficiency gains from specialisation and professionalisation but it also 
requires a framework to connect together the component contributions of different agents.21

Higher-level ADF doctrine on NCW emphasises the need for constant innovation. The authors 
of Force 2020 state that: ‘Our ambition for 2020 is simple: we will be a highly capable force 
whose culture of innovation will allow us to adapt to change’.22 The 2003 Defence Department 
NCW Roadmap identified the two key capabilities needed of successful innovators as being 
the ability to ‘generate’ new ideas and the effectiveness of the organisation in turning those 
ideas into ‘practice’.23

Innovation is akin to technology in that it is the process of practically applying knowledge, 
that is, in part, innovation is dependent on organisational context. For organisations operating 
in a ‘start-up’ or ‘pre-standard’ phase, where the relationships and degree of dependence 
between organisations is weak, innovation will be localised and directed at specific problems. 
As the organisational or network environment matures, there is a greater need for common 
standards, and a solidification of innovation around common themes occurs. This leads to 
acceleration and convergence in knowledge production. 
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The history of science shows the role played by standards in innovation. Thomas Kuhn in The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, his seminal work on the philosophy of science, described 
how innovative science progresses.24 Kuhn argued that it is possible to distinguish scientific 
enterprise by what he referred to as a dominant paradigm—a mature standard. This 
paradigm is the foundation stone of conventional wisdom and ‘normal’ science. The scientific 
method—based on the principles of objectivity, reliability, internal and external validity, and 
utilisation—is part of the culture shared by scientists around the world. For Kuhn, ‘normal’ 
science is incremental. It focuses the efforts of large numbers of people on solving problems 
within a well understood theoretical framework. It is based on incremental improvements 
in understanding that arise from rigorous and ‘objective’ experimentation by commonly 
understood techniques. 

However, Kuhn went on to argue that at turning points in the history of science, new knowledge 
challenges the paradigm of ‘normal’ science. The champions of this new knowledge—if they 
survive the outrage of their peers and the wider community—create a new sense of the future. 
The champions of new knowledge are generative specialists who make new connections, 
which challenge the existing order. Generative specialists introduce temporary instability into 
the stable system of normal science, providing opportunities for renewal that improve the 
resilience of the entire endeavour. If the champions are successful, they redirect and realign 
the activity of ‘normal’ science towards a new worldview.

Historically, radical change has arisen from small, isolated, and often specialist groups 
learning to exploit a unique environment. The argument here is that specialisation is not a 
constraint on innovation, but rather an enabler of innovation. The problem lies in operating 
an organisational system that encourages and supports the innovative capacity of mainstream 
adaptive specialists, marginalised adaptive specialists (those seeking to do ‘new things’ within 
the current framework) and niche-expanding generative specialists. A homogeneous system 
that focuses on developing one form of specialist (in the military sense, a ‘commander’) at the 
expense of others will struggle to enhance workforce productivity in a network environment. 
This is especially so if Defence aims for concepts that seek to increase organisational stability 
rather than reduce it. One of the four key actions identified in the NCW Roadmap that will set 
the ADF on the road to being a seamless and network-centric force is to:

...accelerate the process of change and innovation through the establishment of a Rapid 
Prototyping and Development capability in partnership with Industry.25 

Effective management of workforce specialisations will be vital to the ADF’s ability to absorb 
continuous technology-led change.

When specialisation goes bad

Among other lessons, the biblical story of the Tower of Babel reinforces the point that common 
language and understanding allows people with different skills to collaborate, thereby 
enhancing production, knowledge and innovation. Conversely, it reminds us that, without a 
common understanding, coordinating the activities of specialists to achieve a common purpose 
is tough. The Tower of Babel provides some insights into the downside of specialisation. 
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Firstly, increasing division of labour creates a need for central control and coordination. 
Without some way of collating information and ensuring the compatibility of components, 
the division of labour will collapse into chaos. Secondly, specialisation, like the building of the 
Tower of Babel, needs a mechanism for coordination. Specialisations ‘go bad’ when control 
and coordination allow specialists to become too adapted to their environment, or to use 
their expertise to access disproportionate organisational power. Finally, specialisations go 
bad when the system of specialisation runs counter to the organisation’s objectives. The first 
two disadvantages of specialisation represent common organisational fears of specialisation. 
The latter is a philosophical concern that is worthy of closer reflection because it is central 
to workforce management in a network.

Becoming too adapted

Specialisation serves the organisation at the expense of the individual. As individuals become 
increasingly expert, their employment flexibility decreases and they become vulnerable to 
changes in the environment—specialisation reduces an individual’s long-term employment 
viability. Gerald Weinberg neatly captures the principle in his explanation of Fisher’s 
Fundamental Theorem of Natural Selection:

Sir Ronald Fisher noted that every biological system had to face the problem of present versus 
future, and that the future was always less certain than the present. To survive, a species had to 
do well today, but not so well that it didn’t allow for possible change tomorrow. His Fundamental 
Theorem of Natural Selection said that the more adapted an organism was to present conditions, 
the less adaptable it tended to be to unknown future conditions. We can apply the theorem to 
individuals, small groups of people, large organizations, organizations of people and machines, 
and even complex systems of machinery, and can generalize it as follows: The better adapted 
you are, the less adaptable you tend to be.26 

Structurally, the Services of today would look remarkably familiar to a soldier from the 
1960s. Indeed, the Chief of the Army Lieutenant General Leahy made this observation of his 
own period of service.27 The ADF and Defence are highly adapted organisations containing 
highly adapted specialisations—and as Weinberg notes, ‘the better adapted you are, the less 
adaptable you tend to be’.

Locally, ADF specialisations may be undergoing the rapid change needed to adapt to the changing 
conditions of their employment—the ever-expanding niche model of network specialisation. 
But without change in the enabling systems, local level adaptation is not sustainable. Similar 
to worker ants isolated from the colony, specialist workforce management systems isolated 
from the dynamics of the environment are vulnerable to changing circumstances. In many 
ways, the ADF’s rigid adherence to dated workforce management processes and practices is 
akin to preparing for the last war. 

Accumulating expert power

Specialisation encourages and entrenches expert power in the social practices—the culture—of 
organisations. Specialisation is the basis for cooperation because culture coheres around the 
exchange of information and skills. Unfortunately, over time, an initially reciprocal exchange can 



91

become unbalanced as decision-makers favour one particular ‘brand’ of expertise over others. 
Alternatively, the system of exchange can become unbalanced when experts deliberately seek 
to gain power by retaining information or skills. The clearest expression of this is the use of 
specialisation-specific jargon which is impenetrable to non-experts. Defence continues to show 
real skill as an acronym and jargon generator. Terms like ‘self-synchronisation’, ‘seamless force’, 
‘multi-dimensional manoeuvre’ and ‘sensor–shooter’ are all part of the expert jargon of NCW.28 It is 
the language of experts seeking to exclude and differentiate rather than explain and include. 

As writer Don Watson observes, ‘… as with parrots, whatever is most frequently repeated 
sounds definitive, and this is the one they imitate. Parrots are smart enough to know that one 
or two catch phrases will satisfy most people’.29 Experts who use specialist language to maintain 
power and parrots feigning intelligence are more similar than either would care to admit.

A cog in the machine

The philosophical arguments of John Ralston Saul offer an interesting insight into the negative 
impact of specialisation on the individual and productivity. His argument is that rampant 
specialisation and professionalism has produced social structures that breed conformity. Systems 
of specialisation work to isolate individuals and suffocate them with diversity. Paradoxically, as 
individuals become more expert in a particular area, the less they know about the ‘big picture’. 
Thus, while the expert might be all-knowing in a small area, there is a persistent need to connect, 
communicate and collaborate with an ever-expanding number of other experts—who are also 
all-knowing within the domain of their specialisations. The impossibility of coordination leads 
to the conclusion that the individual is trapped by his or her own expertise and powerless to 
influence broader events. Expertise undermines the individual instead of reinforcing him or her.30 
The comments of Judge Learned Hand in 1893 neatly summarise the issues: 

Civilization implies specialization, specialization is forgetfulness of total values and the establishment 
of false ones, that is Philistinism. A savage can never fall into this condition, his values are all real, he 
supplies his wants and finds them proceeding from himself, not from an estimate of those of others. 
We must in practice be specialists; the division of labour ordains us to know something of one 
subject and little of others; it forces Philistinism down our throats whether we like it or not.31

It is a maxim that successful military activity demands imagination and creativity, which is 
an individual attribute. Yet, according to Saul, systems of specialisation work to limit the 
individual’s ability to express imagination except within an increasingly narrow field of 
expertise. The workforce management processes that are an implied part of a traditional 
hierarchy would support this view. Saul’s observations raise a fundamental question for the 
managers of the Defence workforce, namely, what is the place of the individual in the philosophy 
of workforce management? In the current model, the individual is subservient and replaceable. 
But the network improves the individual’s ability to develop specialist knowledge and make 
connections—the individual may become dominant and critical. 

The network is not just an interesting social construction under which Defence can continue to 
operate as if it were ‘business as usual’. Increased connectivity changes the relationship between 
the parts of a system, and in doing so raises fundamental questions about the value of people 
to the organisation: is the individual a ‘cog in the machine’ or a ‘node in the network’?
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Specialisation and Transformation

Notions of service, duty and discipline are core principles of military culture. They are essential 
to hierarchy and any structured form of organisation which seeks to maximise coordination 
and control. Specialisation is the means by which knowledge is organised and exploited, and 
the military have been past masters of the management of this process—efficient organisation 
of the workforce has been central to military success. It therefore seems counter-intuitive 
that the ADF should baulk at, and sometimes actively resist, the dynamic nature of workforce 
specialisation. Given that the capacity to acquire, assimilate and share knowledge is a key 
advantage in warfare, it is baffling that the ADF does not recognise workforce reform as a key 
to unlocking the network-enabled future.

In order for innovation to occur, constant increases in knowledge are required. Additionally, 
a workforce with the capacity to work through the myriad of details associated with such 
extensive workforce reform must accompany any new future vision. The division of knowledge 
is central to managing the detail of change. Each improvement in organisational performance 
is undertaken by different people in different specialisations. As specialisation keeps pace with 
knowledge growth, variations within each specialisation increase the potential for improvement. 
If governments or organisations try to control workforce development, they will invariably in 
fact only frustrate the growth of knowledge and limit the opportunity for innovation. 

The complexity of major innovations increasingly requires the capabilities and financial 
resources of large organisations. The days when a lone inventor could bring about major 
change may be gone. Despite this, many large organisations have found they cannot continue to 
match the best that can be achieved by specialist businesses that focus their attention on one 
part of the total production process or product market. An often overlooked part of the debate 
about specialisation in Defence is the degree to which variation within each specialisation and 
between specialisations contributes to the improving military capability.

For an organisation to work efficiently, social technologies like specialisation are required 
to buttress core cultural principles that will maximise performance. Organisations need a 
mechanism to enable action—a workforce organised around functional task performance. 
The workforce needs a means to share resources and resolve conflicts between functional 
groups—a staff or bureaucracy. In large, highly structured organisations, the process of 
specialisation enables organisational progress. Specialisation is the mechanism for refining 
ideas and techniques. Interestingly, NCW intensifies the need for specialisation. The challenge 
will be to transform the processes that support an industrial-age model of specialisation into 
a model that works with the organisational philosophy of NCW.

Dr David Schmidtchen leads strategic research at Jacobs Australia, Canberra. Until recently he was 
the Senior Military Research Fellow with the Land Warfare Studies Centre. This article is drawn 
from his recent book, The Rise of the Strategic Private: Technology, Control and Change in 
a Network Enabled Military which examines the profound social impacts that Network Centric 
Warfare will have on the Department of Defence. In 2002, with Dr Nick Jans he co-authored The Real 
C-Cubed: Culture, Careers and Climate and How They Affect Capability. His other works include 
Preparing Capable Australian Defence Force Peacekeepers: Principles and Foundations, a 
study of human resource implications of preparing soldiers to participate in peace operations.
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Fitting the Man to the Machine:
The ADAPT Project
Associate Professor Tim Olds, Group Captain James Ross,
Dr Peter Blanchonette and Dr David Stratton

Introduction

The size and shape of humans have been changing dramatically over the last 100 years. 
People have grown taller and fatter, with relatively longer legs and higher waist–hip ratios. 
Aircraft, on the other hand, are often designed to last for several decades. Consequently, 
there is an increasing mismatch between the size and shape of crewstations and the size 
and shape of aircrew. This mismatch has been exacerbated by the introduction of female 
aircrew. This is particularly true in Australia, where the most recent anthropometric survey 
dates from the 1970s, and crewstations are designed based on overseas specifications. In the 
past, anthropometric surveys have been conducted with the traditional instruments of tape 
measures and calipers. The Australian Defence Anthropometric Personnel Testing (ADAPT) 
project is taking a different approach, using a combination of 3D whole-body scanners, 
laser scans of crewstations, human modelling and animation software, and mathematical 
optimisation, to refine anthropometric recruitment standards for the RAAF. The project will 
additionally improve clothing and equipment fit, human functionality in aircraft, reduce 
the risk of injury and provide the opportunity to open recruitment to a wider selection of 
applicants. The work done in the ADAPT project has applications across the ADF, and will 
spill over into many civilian fields.

Background

Because of their enormous development costs, most of the aircraft used by advanced air 
forces around the world are designed to last for 30 years or more. For instance, the Iroquois 
has been in service for 39 years, the Caribou for 43 years and the F111 for 32 years. The 
707, while not in RAAF service the whole time, has been flying since 1959. Over that span 
of years, however, human bodies change. In most countries, adult human body size has 
been increasing by about 1 cm in height and 1 kg in weight each decade for over 100 years 
(Meredith, 1976). Shape has also been changing. Almost all of the increase in height has 
occurred in the upper leg (and almost all the increase occurs before two years of age), 
which has obvious implications for ejection safety. Waist girth has been increasing at a far 
greater rate than hip or chest girth. The changing ethnic mix of most populations, and the 
integration of women into wider workplace and operational domains have also changed 
the body size and shape mix. The consequent mismatch between man and machine is not 
limited to the defence area. In the US, sports stadiums have had to install tiers of extra-
wide seats to accommodate obese patrons; furniture sizes such as bed lengths and door 
heights have increased pari passu with the secular increase in body size; clothing size–shape 
templates are being revised. There is even talk of increasing the size of soccer goals and 
the height of basketball rings. 



96

The most recent anthropometric survey in the ADF dates from 1977, involving 30 measurements 
on 3000 male personnel (Hendy, 1979) and a survey of aircrew goes back to 1973. Human 
factors experts now rely heavily on US data, mainly from the US ANSUR survey in 1987. The 
need for new anthropometric data was the driver for the establishment of the ADAPT (Australian 
Defence Anthropometric Personnel Testing) project, initiated and financed by the Australian 
Defence Force, and conducted by a consortium including the University of South Australia, 
engineering firm Sinclair Knight Merz, software engineers Permian, the University of Ballarat 
and the Australian Institute of Sport. The aim of the project is to conduct an anthropometric 
survey of young Australians, and to use the data to revise recruitment guidelines for aircrew. 
The data may also be used to optimise the cockpit human–machine interface and improve 
the fit of clothing and equipment.

Crewstations are also scanned as part of this project, and the human and aircraft scans brought 
together in a human modelling program that permits an evaluation of the fit in static and 
active situations.

Recruiting anthropometry standards have been in place for many years without change. The 
limits are a standing height of 163 to 193 cm, and a maximum sitting height of 100 cm, 
maximum buttock to knee length of 63.5 cm and maximum buttock to heel length of 112 
cm. These are no longer based on any fit requirements in current aircraft. Standing height is 
of only indirect relevance in a seated posture, and the lower limit of 163 cm eliminates over 
40 per cent of young females. The need to update these standards to accurately reflect fit in 
the modern ADF platforms has become acute.

Methods

Traditional methods

Previous anthropometric surveys have used physical measurements made with tape measures 
and calipers. Traditionally, cockpit accommodation guidelines have been established using 
live subjects in a cockpit, with dimensions measured physically using tape measures. Usually, 
about 30 subjects representative of the anthropometric extremes of a population are dressed 
in flight gear and assessed for fit in a cockpit based on a number of criteria specific to the 
particular cockpit and aircrew role. Critical crewstation dimensions (such as the distance from 
the back of the seat pan to the instrument panel) can then be compared to corresponding body 
dimensions (such as the buttock to knee length), and judgments made as to what body sizes 
and shapes can be accommodated. Crewstations can then be designed to accommodate all 
but the most extreme bodies. Typically, an aircraft fit assessment requires access to an aircraft 
for several weeks, however access to aircraft in the ADF for that length of time is problematic. 
To capture the distribution of body measurements in the general population, it is necessary 
to measure a large number of subjects from the population eligible for recruitment.

These methods suffer from a number of limitations. Physical measurements are time-consuming 
and invasive. The American ANSUR survey required up to three to four hours of measurement 
time for each subject (Clauser, et al., 1988). They also require highly-trained and experienced 
anthropometrists to be sufficiently accurate. More importantly, only a certain number of 
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dimensions can be captured, and those dimensions might not capture the three-dimensional 
shape of the body in relevant ways, or in ways which might in future become relevant (for 
example, with the introduction of a new piece of equipment). The same applies to physical 
measurements of crewstations. Even the obvious idea of capturing and comparing critical body 
and crewstation dimensions is mined with assumptions about which dimensions are critical. 
It may be that some pilots will have buttock to knee lengths which allow them to easily clear 
the instrument panel in case of ejection, but have hips which are too wide to fit into the seat. 
Finally, physical measurements procedures do not allow dynamic modelling—simulating the 
movements aircrew need to make during routine and critical operational tasks. 

The ADAPT methodology

The ADAPT project developed a different methodology from previous human factors work 
in this area. It uses virtual rather than physical measurements of aircrew and crewstations; it 
matches every body with every crewstation, rather than relying on ‘extreme bodies’; and it 
permits dynamic task modelling. These advances have been made possible by the development 
of new hardware and software. 

3D whole-body scanning

Three-dimensional whole-body laser scanners produce ‘digital statues’ of human bodies. 
A low-power, eye-safe laser passes down the body in about 10 seconds, and the reflected 
light is captured by CCD-coupled video cameras. Computers convert the information into 
a ‘point cloud’ of 600,000 points representing the surface of the body (Paquette, 1996). 
After being cleaned up, the points are joined up into tiny polygonal facets, which can then 
be smoothed and ‘rendered’ (the metaphor is from plastering) into a seamless surface. The 
ADAPT project will scan 1410 young Australians from the general population, with the age 
(18–30 years) and qualifications typical of the aircrew recruitment population. It will also 
scan up to 600 serving aircrew.

Landmarks associated with bony or fleshy prominences on the body can be identified either 
from physical markers or by automatic software identification. Critical body dimensions are 
defined in terms of these landmarks. This hardware–software solution generates an extremely 
high-resolution, reusable representation of the body. Special measurement extraction software 
can be used to determine point-to-point distances, contour distances across the body surface, 
cross-sectional and surface areas and volumes.

Crewstation scanning

Technologies for 3D scanning of objects are better established. For close work, the Faro Arm is 
typically used. A triple jointed arm allows a scanning head to be moved like a paintbrush over 
the object’s surface, creating as it does so a 3D image of the object. Individual movable objects, 
such as the pedals, collective and cyclical can be stored as separate files, as can individual 
hard points. The ADAPT project will scan 39 crewstations in a range of fast jet, transport and 
rotary aircraft. Of these, 30 will be used in accommodation modelling. All the scans will be high 
resolution 3-dimensional digital images of the crewstation which will provide the opportunity 
to assess the impact of any proposed changes to the crewstation on fit and operability.
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Human modelling programs

In the early 1960s computer aided design (CAD) software became available, and aerospace 
and automotive manufacturers saw the potential for much of the design process to take place 
in a virtual environment. The development of CAD modelling software meant that designs 
could be created on a greatly reduced timescale, while at the same time allowing for the 
exploration of a wider range of design solutions. Recognising the potential to accelerate the 
design process and at the same time optimise the human machine interface, digital human 
modelling tools emerged in the late 1960s in the automotive and aviation industries. With 
the increasing power of computers, the capabilities of modern human modelling tools have 
increased dramatically compared to their predecessors developed in the 1960s and 1970s. The 
most modern day tools, such as Safeworks, Ramsis and Jack, are widely used in the automotive, 
defence and manufacturing industries, by organisations and companies like NASA, the US Army 
and General Motors. These tools have human models that have complex kinematic linkages, 
joints that obey physiological range of motion restrictions and a geometric shell that closely 
resembles the human shape. The model selected for this project was Jack, which was originally 
developed at the University of Pennsylvania in the 1980s. Using an additional Jack software 
module, the scan of a human can be imported into the Jack environment. Furthermore, the 
equipment the aircrew typically wears can be digitised and positioned on the Jack human. 

Human Modelling Programs (HMPs) create human models (manikins) which can interact 
with a virtual 3D environment. Manikins obey the kinematic principles which govern real 
human movement (range of motion, joint dependencies), and so can simulate a wide range 
of tasks in a naturalistic way. The linkage skeletons of manikins can be rescaled using the 
extracted measurements of real people, and ‘fleshed out’ based on height and weight. It is 
also possible to directly import 3D scans to create a plausible flesh envelope. However, the 
modelling remains less than perfect; in particular, flesh compression has not been incorporated 
adequately. Hard equipment items can be scanned separately and ‘bolted on’ to the manikin. 
Virtual environments are imported into HMPs from computer-assisted design programs or 
from scans of real scenes.

The overall project methodology is shown in Figure 1. The left-hand side of the flowchart shows 
the capture of bodies, and the right-hand side the capture of crewstations. Measurements 
derived from scans and from HMP representations can be compared with physical measurements 
at a number of points.

Mathematical modelling

The combination of 3D body scanners, measurement extraction software, object laser scanners 
and HMPs makes it possible to verify the accommodation and task performance of any individual 
in any crewstation. However, this process requires a 3D body scan of the individual and 
processing through the human modelling software. More widespread assessment of potential 
recruits, such as might occur at the first contact in a ADF ‘shop front’ environment requires a 
set of simplified anthropometric guidelines.

To arrive at these guidelines, it is important to isolate a few easily measured anthropometric 
dimensions which are strongly predictive of whether an individual will fit in a crewstation or 
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group of crewstations. A number of mathematical techniques can be deployed to determine 
this set of measurements, including statistical pattern recognition, discriminant function 
analysis, and optimisation. Using these tools, it is also possible to plan an ‘anthropometric 
career path’ for any individual. For example, a recruit may not be able to fit into fast jets, but 
may be suitable for transports or rotary wing aircraft. The mathematical modelling component 
of the project will also identify ‘bottleneck’ aircraft in pilot training, and highlight specific 
areas of crewstations which cause accommodation problems.

Accuracy and validity

A process as complex as this involves many assumptions. Scanned bodies and crewstations 
are represented as rigid objects, whereas in reality flesh and seats are compressible. Human 
joints are much more complex than the linkage models used in even the most advanced HMPs, 
and people use many different movement patterns to accomplish the same task and exhibit a 
wide spread in joint ranges of motion. What confidence can we have that the representations 
of bodies and environments in HMPs match reality?

Figure 1: The overall project methodology.
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The ADAPT project has conducted meticulous testing of the accuracy of each step in the pathway 
shown in Figure 1, including the measurement of task performance in real crewstations.

When compared to physical measurements taken by expert anthropometrists, measurements 
extracted from 3D scans differ by an average of 5 mm (95 per cent confidence limits –9 to 
+20 mm). The dimensions of the rescaled manikin in the HMP differ by an average of 7 mm 
(95 per cent confidence limits –16 to +31 mm), and task simulation is accurate to 5 mm on 
average (95 per cent confidence limits –35 to +46 mm).

The key deliverables will be new anthropometric standards, and two application programs—one 
that will permit the rapid assessment of an applicant’s capacity to meet the new standards 
and a second that will allow the ADF to reproduce all the modelling steps as new people, 
crewstations or equipment are contemplated in the future. Recruits who meet the broad 
physical requirements and proceed further with their applications will be body-scanned and fed 
into the modelling of this second application. The recruits’ ability to function in all platforms 
can then be, almost instantly, assessed.

Future directions

Clothing and equipment

One of the major drivers of 3D body scanning technology has been the apparel industry (Istook 
& Hwang, 2001). It is well-known that both men and women have great difficulty in finding 
well-fitting clothes, in part because the size–shape templates recommended by groups such 
as Standards Australia do not accurately describe the actual shapes of 3D bodies. Using data 
from 3D scanning, our recent analyses suggest that lack-of-fit in standard women’s clothing 
can be reduced by 40 per cent with template redesign. Data gathered in the ADAPT project 
will allow us to rationalise inventories of clothing and equipment for aircrew, and to redesign 
size–shape templates so as to produce better fits. Ultimately, 3D scan data can be used to 
create ‘mass customised’ perfect-fit garments, where computerised pattern cutters, interfaced 
with 3D scanners, can automatically create personalised templates. Several military centres 
in North America and Europe are already using automated and semi-automated uniform 
production systems based on 3D scanning.

Human–machine interface optimisation

Using HMPs along with valid anthropometric data on current aircrew and potential aircrew, 
the design of cockpit interfaces can be optimised for aircraft upgrades and acquisitions. 
HMPs can locate specific areas of lack-of-fit, such as canopy or instrument panel clearance, 
modelling can identify anthropometric design flaws in existing crewstations. Using CAD models 
as environment inputs, samples can be run through a variety of alternative crewstation designs, 
to determine which provide the best fit. In this way, the model provides the design of new 
crewstations. The focus of the ADAPT project has been on aircraft, but the same methodology 
can be applied to naval vessels and land vehicles. In addition, three-dimensional scanning 
technology has been applied to the design of mass transport systems, factory production 
lines and functional buildings such as airports.
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Health applications

The ability of 3D body scanning to generate contour, girth, cross-sectional area and volume 
measurements has some interesting potential medical applications. Scans have already been 
used to assess the proportion of body surface area affected by burns. They can be used to test 
the usefulness of abdominal girth, cross-sectional area and volume measurements in predicting 
the risk of diabetes and cardiovascular disease. Body and segmental volume estimates can be 
used to quantify œdema, and to assess the effects of dietary and training interventions.

Conclusion

The human body has changed dramatically in size and shape over the last century, with the 
most significant changes occurring in the last 30 years. These changes in height and girth 
particularly have meant that the most current data taken in the 1970s is no longer valid. 
Poor quality anthropometric data has proven problematic, especially for aircraft designers 
and the flying clothing and personal safety equipment industry in particular. The Australian 
ADAPT project has been developed to remedy this situation. Using scanning, measuring and 
modelling techniques, ADAPT will catalogue 39 aircraft crewstations and over 600 aircrew 
(from all Services) to provide a larger, more comprehensive database that can be used for 
recruiting, aircraft cockpit and clothing design and to update aircrew and aircraft standards.
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The Birth of Forward Air Control: 
A Royal Australian Air Force Innovation
Squadron Leader Carl Post

Since military aircraft first appeared in the skies over the battlefield they have threatened 
to intervene decisively in the land battle. In World War I (WWI) evidence of this power was 
demonstrated in Palestine during the Battle of Armageddon in September 1918. Following a 
rupture of the Turkish lines by the Allied ground forces the British 40th Wing (Army), which 
included No. 1 Squadron Australian Flying Corps, devastated the retreating Turkish forces 
in scenes that prefigured the destruction of the Iraqi Army fleeing Kuwait on the ‘Highway 
of Death’ during the 1991 Gulf War.1 The impact that air power can have on enemy surface 
forces has increased over time with developments in the capability of the platform itself and 
in the capacity and precision of its weapons. However, unless this airborne firepower is closely 
controlled it can be a double-edged sword when employed in close proximity to friendly ground 
forces. From WWI to the recent invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq aircraft have been involved 
in ‘friendly fire’ or ‘blue-on-blue’ incidents that have caused the death of cooperating forces 
on the ground.2 The struggle to develop a way of avoiding these unfortunate incidents began 
shortly after the end of World War I.

In the period between the two world wars many air forces struggled with the problem of 
controlling the close air support of ground forces. Most developed methods of communicating 
the needs and locations of friendly ground troops to the aircraft providing the support. Initially 
these methods included the use of smoke candles, flares and large panels arranged on the 
ground to indicate friendly and enemy locations.3 These techniques proved cumbersome 
and in close terrain, such as in jungle environments, their use proved to be less than ideal. 
During this same period radio equipment continued to reduce in size while its reliability 
increased and it became the most efficient way for ground forces to communicate with the 
supporting aircraft. 

In response to the German initial successes at the beginning of World War II (WWII) both the 
Royal Air Force (RAF) and the American Army Air Corps (AAC) closely studied the problem 
of providing air support to ground units. Radio communications were fundamental to the 
methods developed by both countries. The RAF’s Army Cooperation Command and the AAC’s 
Air Support Commands did much to develop the theory and practice of radio controlled air 
support, but the most effective organisation and procedures were eventually developed in 
the Western Desert.4 

In September 1941 the British Army and the Royal Air Force (RAF) in the Western Desert 
put into effect a direct air support system that relied heavily on radio communications. This 
system employed light reconnaissance aircraft to find enemy ground targets. When located 
the information was passed to mobile radio-equipped control parties called Forward Air 
Support Links (FASL) that were located with army brigades and divisions. The FASL maintained 
communications with both the reconnaissance and strike aircraft to ensure the strikers had 
the latest information before they carried out their attack. However, control of air support 
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missions remained the responsibility of the ground-based FASL.5 While ground-radio control 
of airborne support was the most effective method developed, it still left much to be desired 
as the ground observer’s perception of the target and its surroundings could still be quite 
different from that of a pilot.

In the interwar period the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) also addressed the close air support 
problem and as part of its response it developed specialist army cooperation squadrons that 
focused on supporting Army operations through land reconnaissance, artillery spotting, message 
dropping, ammunition resupply and other general support tasks. At the outbreak of war with 
Japan, No. 4 Squadron RAAF was one of these specialist army cooperation squadrons flying 
the Wirraway aircraft.6 Although outdated the Wirraway was ideal for ground reconnaissance 
and observation as it possessed the ability to fly so slowly that it could almost hover over the 
battlefield. The squadron was first committed to active operations in the army cooperation 
role during the battles of Buna and Gona in the period November 1942 to January 1943. In 
these operations the squadron distinguished itself to both Australian and American ground 
forces who described their work in the following way:

The Wirraway hovered continually over the Jap lines giving such coordinates of targets as ‘two 
tanks 100 yards SE on road, American troops using Jap emplacement at 263–273. Fire west 
of Giropa Point.’ They spotted shell bursts, lured enemy AA into disclosing their positions, 
reported Japs trying to escape; they were forced down and occasionally crashed in flames; one 
daring Wirraway pilot shot down a Zero. Their work, according to the official artillery report 
was ‘superb’.7

In respect of No. 4 Squadron’s work the American ground commander, Lieutenant General 
Robert L. Eichelberger, commented ‘I never hope to fight with braver men’.8 

The effect of the squadron’s artillery spotting activities was also recognised by the Japanese. 
During and after the war Japanese prisoners, high and low, claimed that the jungle artillery of 
the Australians was one of the most potent factors in their defeat. The Army’s Official Historian, 
David Dexter, acknowledged that the power of the Australian artillery could not have been 
so effective without the excellent support of the RAAF’s army cooperation squadrons who 
spotted so precisely for them.9 

The commander of No. 4 Squadron’s parent formation, No. 9 Operational Group (9OG), also 
noticed the work of the Wirraways. Group Captain ‘Bull’ Garing wrote in his monthly tactical 
appreciation for December 1942 that:

[t]he cooperation between air forces and the ground forces leaves much to be desired. In many 
cases the targets were simply an area denoted by map reference and no attempts to guide our 
direct support aircraft to the target by R/T, forward troops, smoke candles, ground strips and 
T[actical] R[econnaissance] have been essayed. In many cases no activity of any kind was visible 
in the area designated as the target. Consequently, the results were obscure. This does not apply, 
however, [to] the Wirraway Army Co-operation Squadron, the aircraft of which have carried out 
commendable work in the battle areas. These aircraft have been in contact through R/T with 
the forward army positions. Some dive bombing and strafing attacks on enemy positions in the 
Buna area were determinedly carried out.10
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In his tactical appreciation for January 1943 Garing revealed some of the thoughts that he 
had developed in regard to the problem of providing direct support to the Army. In doing so 
he almost spelled out the eventual solution to this problem.

Some improvement has been noticed in co-operation between air and ground forces since a 
closer liaison is being developed. However, due to the jungle terrain and the guerilla type of 
warfare of the ground forces bombing and strafing restrictions are necessary over considerable 
areas in which enemy troops may possibly be moving about. To seek out and destroy the enemy 
in this theatre of war calls for the closest possible co-operation between the army and air force 
especially in regard to troop dispositions and swiftness of communication of this information. 
Wirraway aircraft continue to give most valuable help to the army forward units especially in 
respect of artillery spotting and sifting out Japanese troop dispositions.11  

Soon after writing these words Garing was presented with an opportunity to further develop 
his thoughts and put them into action during the fighting that took place around Wau in 
north-western Papua.

With the loss of Buna and Gona in January 1943 the Japanese decided to secure their bases 
at Lae and Salamaua by taking possession of Wau. The small Australian force operating in the 
Wau area was outnumbered and reinforcements and air support were provided so that Wau 
would remain in Allied hands. On the ground at Wau, troops of the Australian 2/6th Battalion 
and 2/5th Independent Company had contacted a significant Japanese force. A deliberate attack 
against the Japanese was planned for 3 February and air support was requested. In response 
Nos 4 and 30 Squadrons RAAF were tasked by 9OG to carry out an attack on the enemy in 
preparation for the ground attack. 

No. 30 Squadron was to supply the striking power with its Beaufighter aircraft. Each Beaufighter 
was equipped with four 20 mm cannons and six .303 machine guns that produced a heavy 
volume and weight of fire. In contrast to the slow Wirraway, the Beaufighter was one of the 
fastest aircraft at very-low levels, and could outrun the Japanese Zero in this environment.12 
While high speed was an advantage in many tactical situations it was a disadvantage when 
trying to visually acquire ground targets and then attack them. 

The concept of how this firepower was to be directed and applied, was contained in the 
tasking order sent to Nos 4 and 30 Squadrons by 9OG. 

WAR.42 3 FEB. 9OG/C1/3. ‘Flight Beaufighters rendezvous with Wirraway over Wau at 1430L/3 
FEB. Follow Wirraway who will indicate target by firing tracers into it. Beaufighters will follow 
Wirraway in and straffe [sic].’ 13

At 1320 hours the infantry at Wau saw the No. 4 Squadron Wirraway circling overhead and 
indicated their positions to the aircraft by firing flares. Once the Wirraway had determined 
the relative positions of friend and foe it departed and returned at 1439 hours with the 
Beaufighters in company. The Wirraway then designated the target area to the Beaufighters 
by firing tracer rounds into the enemy positions and the Beaufighters then delivered their 
attack to the same area. 



106

The infantry observed the attack and believed that two of the Beaufighters appeared to be off 
target. Their own assault broke down through lack of communication between the two ground units 
involved and they were unable to further assess the results of the air mission.14 No. 30 Squadron 
recorded their view that the Wirraway direction was a ‘very accurate method of target indication’, 
but they were also unable to observe the results. Soon after, however, a Japanese prisoner who had 
been present in the target area during the attack and was later captured, ‘described the strafing as 
terrifying, and reported that 40 out of 60 troops in his immediate vicinity were killed outright.’15 The 
perspective of the target obtained by the Wirraway’s aircrew appears to have been superior to that 
of the infantry on the ground and was probably a major factor in the success of the air attack. 

All the essential elements of the Forward Air Control (FAC) role as it is practiced today were 
present in this mission—communication with the local ground forces, acquisition of friendly and 
enemy locations, the indication of the target to the attacking aircraft. At the time the term FAC 
was not yet in use and No. 4 Squadron recorded the mission as a ‘land reconnaissance’ sortie. 
After this mission however, sorties of the same type were referred to as ‘tactical reconnaissance’ 
missions by the RAAF’s army cooperation squadrons, Nos 4 and 5 Squadrons.

The respected air historian, Richard P. Hallion, referred to this pioneering work of the RAAF in 
his book Strike from the Sky when discussing international efforts to more effectively control 
close air support missions.

The Australians went further, and developed airborne strike coordinators and controllers, 
anticipating the post-World War II forward air control system utilized in Korea and Southeast 
Asia. Using two-seat Commonwealth Wirraway tactical reconnaissance and liaison aircraft, Royal 
Australian Air Force pilots and observers led strike flights to ground targets. Subsequently, the 
RAAF introduced the Commonwealth Boomerang, a specialized army cooperation and ground 
support fighter which operated like a ‘fast FAC’ over the edge of battle, leading strikes and 
marking targets for attacking aircraft.16

After Wau this style of mission became a feature of the operations of the RAAF’s two army 
cooperation squadrons in the South West Pacific Area. The skills acquired by these squadrons 
in this specialised role resulted in the RAAF possessing the world’s most advanced method of 
providing accurate and safe close air support. 

During 1944 No. 5 Squadron in Bougainville further developed the method of marking targets 
after they found that tracer rounds did not provide a lasting reference point for the bombers. 
The Boomerang and Wirraway pilots had employed 30-pound phosphorous bombs during their 
training in Australia and experimented with these to mark the target and they ‘immediately 
proved successful’. In Bougainville the squadron worked with Nos 20 and 31 Squadrons Royal 
New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) who were equipped with the Vought F4 Corsair.17 At times No. 5 
Squadron controlled the bombing of up to 20 Corsairs and the target would need to be re-marked 
during the strike as the original smoke drifted away from the target. The Australians also used 
radio communications to direct the dropping of ordnance at specific distances from the smoke 
markers (100 yards to the left, 50 yards short, etc.) to ensure the accuracy of the attack and 
the safety of the troops on the ground. The confidence that developed between all the forces 
involved, air and ground, grew to the point that weapons were able to be dropped 150–200 
yards from friendly ground units.18 At the same time No. 4 Squadron employed similar marking 
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and directing techniques and achieved similar results in New Guinea working with Australian 
and American squadrons in support of the Australian infantry. A notable success in this area of 
operations was the squadron’s direction of American P-40s from the 7th Fighter Squadron who 
bombed in support of the successful Australian assault on Shaggy Ridge in December 1944.19

While the Australians were discovering the solution to the problem of delivering safe and effective 
close air support, others developed similar solutions on the other side of the world. In May 1944 
the Americans in Italy utilised a light aircraft, the Piper L-5, to locate and indicate targets to strike 
aircraft. The codename Horsefly was given to this type of operation. The marking method usually 
involved the dropping of a smoke bomb on the target from the Horsefly’s operating altitude of 3,000 
to 4,000 feet. Horsefly techniques were also used in the invasion and subsequent operations carried 
out in southern France, and continued in that area until the end of the war in Europe.20

The FAC role had to be rediscovered in the Korean conflict in 1950. Strike aircraft speeds had 
significantly increased since WWII and a way had to be found to accurately mark targets. L-5 
and AT-6 Texan aircraft were modified to replicate the Horsefly operations of WWII. A new 
radio call-sign resulted in these FAC flights being called Mosquitoes. The Korean conflict also 
saw the introduction of specialised smoke rockets as target markers and these became the 
primary tool of FACs from Korea onwards.21 

The FAC role figured prominently in the training given to the South Vietnamese Air Force in 
the period 1960 to 1965. The use of FAC grew considerably with the introduction of American 
combat forces to Vietnam in 1965 and over the ensuing years. One of the most intense periods 
of FAC operations centred on the Battle of Khe Sanh in 1968. During the battle 1600 FAC sorties 
were used to control 25,000 tactical sorties which dropped 95,000 tons of ordnance. It is the 
American use of FAC in Vietnam that usually comes to mind when the term FAC is used.22

Although the American use of FAC on such a large scale dominates the history of this key air 
power role, it is important to remember where it first originated. The innovativeness, ingenuity, 
skills, and resourcefulness of RAAF personnel in an under-resourced and overlooked theatre of 
WWII produced a new concept of operations that was used for the first time with great efficacy. 
The procedures they developed have withstood the test of time and continue to be used today 
by air forces around the world for the precise and safe application of close air support. 

Prior to joining the Royal Australian Air Force Squadron Leader Post worked in a wide variety 
of civilian occupations. In this period he also served in the Australian Army Reserve as an officer 
in infantry and armoured units. He joined the Royal Australian Air Force in 1993 as an Air 
Defence Officer. Since graduation he has participated in military air operations as a Fighter 
Controller, Senior Controller, and Air Defence Instructor. Squadron Leader Post has also acquired 
significant experience in surveillance and intelligence operations as a Surveillance Officer and 
the Operations Officer of Australia’s Jindalee Over The Horizon Radar. 

Squadron Leader Post has been posted to a number of major acquisition programs. He is currently 
posted to the RAAF’s Air Power Development Centre as the Staff Officer Air Power Developments 
where he has participated in writing the RAAF Future Air and Space Operating Concept.

This article appeared in the American Air Force Historical Foundation’s Air Power History 
Magazine in December 2006.
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Book Reviews

DR SPACE: 
The Life of Wernher von Braun

Bob Ward
Naval Institute Press, 2005 
(Re-printed as From Nazis to NASA: The Life of Werner von Braun, 
Sutton Publishing, 2006)
ISBN 1 591 149266

Wernher von Braun, German aristocrat, SS Officer turned American hero, brilliant rocket 
designer, religious man, amateur musician and celebrity scientist—the individual responsible 
for the Nazi’s V-2 terror weapon and the US Saturn V moon rocket—remains one of the most 
interesting and controversial figures of the 20th century.

Aware that von Braun and his career generate strong emotions, Bob Ward’s book, Dr Space: 
The Life of Wernher von Braun, sets out to objectively capture a full picture of this remarkable 
man. Ward not only reviews the salient facts of von Braun’s career in a balanced and objective 
way, but he also creates a complete picture of von Braun as a human being. 

Ward’s book is as fascinating as it is engaging. It details von Braun’s scientific achievements as 
well as his personality through interesting and amusing anecdotes. Along with the discussion 
of the V-2’s development at Peenemünde and the progress of the US space program and lunar 
missions are stories of von Braun’s swearing, disgusting table manners, deep religious beliefs 
and erratic sleeping habits. One of the more amusing stories is that of von Braun watching a 
space capsule splashdown on his badly tuned TV set. One of his associates adjusted the terrible 
reception by simply turning one switch. The shocked von Braun exclaimed that he had been 
watching the badly tuned TV for five years—the genius rocket scientist had difficulty with 
some of the most fundamental household technology!

The great controversy surrounding von Braun is, of course, his association with the Nazi regime 
and the use of his tremendous talents to kill innocent civilians in London and other European 
cities through the use of the V-2 rocket. Von Braun never tried to obfuscate his service to his 
country arguing that he was no different from any other scientist of the period—he was simply 
trying to create weapons which would help his country win the war in the shortest possible 
period. Ward includes as an Appendix a letter to von Braun from an American citizen—and von 
Braun’s response—asking how von Braun could have given his services to the Nazis given the 
regime’s genocide against Europe’s Jewish population. Von Braun’s response is comprehensive, 
honest and thought provoking.

Von Braun’s final years were tragic. He moved to NASA’s Headquarters in Washington only to 
find himself politically isolated and, on occasion, humiliated by those scientists and bureaucrats 

Reviewed by Dr Andrew Gaczol 
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who resented his status and success. At the same time, von Braun was diagnosed with the 
cancer that would eventually kill him—not least because he delayed seeking treatment. Von 
Braun lived out his final months in agony and his withered body made it impossible for him 
to accept publicly the National Medal of Science from President Ford in January 1977.  

Wernher von Braun, in a sense, personifies humanity’s fundamental dichotomy. That on one 
hand an individual of such brilliant abilities can use his talent to serve the needs of war and 
actively contribute to the death of thousands, and then use that same talent to fulfil one of 
humanity’s greatest achievements—space exploration and the Apollo moon landings. Von 
Braun himself felt the contradiction, and reflected deeply about using his talent to develop 
weaponry. In his final days, he sought reassurance from his colleagues that he had done the 
right thing in developing lethal missiles for the military when his goal had been to expedite 
space exploration.

Von Braun’s life illustrates how humanity’s darkest instincts can intertwine with our greatest 
dreams.  And in his case, it was reaching for the stars.

HAMAS: 
Politics, Charity, and Terrorism in the Service of Jihad

Matthew Levitt
Yale University Press, 2006
ISBN  0 300 11053 7 

The timing for the release of Matthew Levitt’s book could not be better. With the 
unprecedented Palestinian elections of early 2006 placing Hamas squarely in the political 
scene, the region now looks for reaction from Hamas in the wake of an Israeli military 
operation in neighbouring Lebanon.  

Matthew Levitt gives an insight into Hamas’ history, finance, organisation, recruiting and 
training that has been unmatched in open source reporting. The idea that separate wings of 
Hamas act as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ wings is systemically deconstructed by use of recently declassified 
US Government reports, non-governmental organisation (NGO) studies, court documents, US 
Government publications, international news sources, Palestinian Government documents, 
and interviews with Hamas operatives.

As Deputy Assistant Secretary for Intelligence and Analysis at the US Department of Treasury 
and a former FBI analyst, Levitt’s analysis is finance-centric covering the entire spectrum of 
funding for both social welfare programs and terrorist operations. His main point is that 
funding for Hamas is funding for all its programs and makes little distinction between the 
welfare aspect of Hamas and its operational (terrorist) role. In fact, Levitt goes into great detail 
on just how the dawa (‘call to God’) of charity and social ‘outreach’ is a systemic technique for 

Reviewed by Major Mark Davey, US Army



113

political and operational recruiting. Motives aside, the result of this social connection was 
substantiated in the elections.

The strategic plan of Hamas is presented as social welfare programs to build a popular support 
base, competitive political activity to establish secular organisations like the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO) and the Palestine Authority (PA), and terrorist and guerilla operations 
targeting Israelis. Illustrating these classic techniques to subvert the established authority and 
gain popular support, Levitt exposes the reader to both leaders and operatives. By establishing 
that the basic goals of Hamas are ‘eliminating the State of Israel and establishing in its place 
an Islamist state in all of what was once British Mandated Palestine—a territory that today 
comprises Israel, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip’, Levitt builds his case for the real mission 
behind a welfare facade.

Once establishing the goals, one must determine if the individuals that make up the Hamas 
organisation are willing participants, or simply being used by the leaders; ‘All we know is that 
they [Hamas] are the ones who bring us food.’ Here, Levitt presents evidence of leadership 
complacency in every branch of Hamas and the use of terrorist violence towards Israel. He 
also gives some evidence of some state sponsorship and complacency among NGOs.

One of the more disturbing aspects of this work is the detailed description of the indoctrination 
process of young operatives and suicide bombers. The indoctrination begins as early as 
primary school and reaches into the universities. Suicide bombers are given a supportive 
social environment, glorified in the media, given spiritual leadership and given financial 
rewards through their surviving family members. Suicide bombing is even glorified by both 
the distribution of small cards (like sports cards) of past ‘Martyrs’ pictures and deeds. The use 
of a social service net, providing services the PA cannot, only strengthens these techniques. 

One of the more positive aspects of the work is Levitt’s roadmap for a solution to the crisis 
with Israel. A more aggressive and coordinated international effort to make funding more 
transparent and accountable, support to more moderate elements for social welfare and 
the destruction of the Hamas organisation are given as a possible solution. It is likely that 
Levitt is attempting to make policymakers of many governments aware of the global financial 
trail leading to terrorist action. Although these proposed solutions may effectively treat the 
symptoms, they ignore the greater challenges of radical extremism and a deep burning hate 
that these methods will not likely extinguish.

Matthew Levitt’s evidence is compelling, but one must look closely at the verbiage. Where he 
falls short is in his definition of terms. What might seem to be a minute detail is exceptionally 
important when distinguishing between one person’s terrorist and another’s freedom 
fighter. Asymmetric conflict challenges us all to look closely at what is generally accepted 
practice, what is resistance and what is terrorism. Suicide bombing, rocket launches against 
indistinguishable targets and kidnappings are not what one might call civilized behaviour, but 
neither is assassination and bombing civilian targets. A good exploration of these terms might 
have shed more light on a very complex and progressively more difficult situation. 

Overall, the evidence presented by Levitt is well done and provides a very good insight into the 
foundation and support system of many like organisations. This should be read by scholar and 
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military member alike for a deeper understanding of what and who motivates and supports 
organisations that condone terror.

DOUGLAS HAIG: 
The Educated Soldier

John Terraine
Published by Cassell, London, 2005 
(First published by Hutchinson, 1963)
ISBN 0 304 353191

Field Marshal Earl Haig has not had a good press since at least 1918. Generations of historians, 
academic and popular, have criticised his command of the British Expeditionary Force on the Western 
Front, and he has also been the butt of one-liners such as that (possibly apocryphal) attributed to 
a German general of the First World War, that the British soldiers were ‘lions led by donkeys’.

For more than a quarter of a century, from about 1960 into the 1980s, John Terraine wrote 
extensively on the First World War. From the reviewer’s recollection of various works by Terraine 
that he has read, much of this work attempted directly or indirectly to rehabilitate Haig in the 
eyes of the world (or at least the historians). This weighty volume, first published in 1963 and 
recently reprinted under the Cassell Military Paperbacks mark, was an early part of this effort.

Like all of Terraine’s work it is a model of clear writing, carefully marshalled evidence, and 
logical thought. It is impossible to read this book without, in the words of Cromwell, at least 
considering ‘the possibility that [the others] may be wrong’. He follows Haig’s career from 
his time as a civilian student at Oxford, an unusual course of entry to the Army in those days, 
through his early regimental service (described as being ‘without particular distinction’), to 
his departure from regimental service ten years later. Terraine notes that at that point, Haig 
left ‘the normal avenue of progess up the army hierarchy … the ladder of command’.

Terraine discusses Haig’s military maturation, and particularly his original thinking in South 
Africa in relation to the capabilities of the cavalry, infantry and artillery (but his criticism of the 
lance did not seem to carry through to later years). Haig was an early supporter of the Territorial 
Force of citizen soldiers, developed under Haldane as Secretary of State for War. This may have 
assisted him when he came to command the great citizen armies of the war period.

In his discussion of Haig’s service between 1914 and 1918, Terraine shows that he did develop 
his thinking as the war progressed. In this he was not alone, but it must also be said that the 
field was not crowded. Where Terraine is perhaps too charitable is in not commenting on the 
slowness of this development. While Plumer, for example, seemed to come to grips with the 
particular problems of fighting in the Ypres area relatively quickly, Haig (and Gough) seemed 
to take an inordinate time to realise that their approach on the Somme battlefield was not 
productive. When they turned their attention to Ypres late in 1917, they then seemed to prefer 
to learn from their own experience rather than profit from Plumer’s.

Reviewed by John Donovan
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Another problem covered by Terraine, but perhaps not given the attention it deserves, was the 
often poor support provided by his staff. In particular, his chief of staff, Sir Launcelot Kiggell, 
and his intelligence officer, Charteris, were both retained long beyond the time when their 
dismissal might have seemed warranted. Charteris’ persistent optimism about the ‘collapsing’ 
state of the German Army in the face of clear battlefield evidence to the contrary is an object 
lesson for all intelligence officers on the deleterious effects of wishful thinking.

Terraine shows that by 1918, Haig, though still keeping a soft spot in his heart for the long 
wished-for cavalry breakthrough, understood the elements of open warfare with infantry, 
supported by artillery and the rudimentary and mechanically unreliable tanks of the era. 
Finally, and rarely among his colleagues and the politicians of the era, he recognised the failing 
state of the German Army (forecast regularly over the previous two years, but not actually 
realised until mid-1918, after the Germans had suffered their own experience of attacking in 
the March–April offensives). This was the basis of his concentration on achieving victory in 
1918 with what he had, rather than wait for the promised tank fleets of 1919.

Terraine gives Haig the credit that is due to him as the successful commander of the largest 
British force ever deployed in one theatre, but does not, at least in the opinion of this reviewer, 
provide a balanced assessment of Haig. The best assessment of Haig (and the alternatives to 
him) may have been given by Winston Churchill, quoted on page xii:

He might be, he surely was, unequal to the prodigious scale of events; but no one else was 
discerned as his equal or better.

Lloyd George seemed to recognise this reality, retaining Haig in command even though he 
lacked full confidence in him.

For those with a deep interest in the First World War, this is a useful book. As well, it traces as 
background the development of the British Army from a colonial security force in the 1880s 
to the modern, war-winning force of 1918. It contains lessons for those who wish to change 
an army, but its principal objective, to rehabilitate Haig’s reputation, is not achieved.

NO PROUDER PLACE:
Canadians and the Bomber Command Experience 
1939–1945

David Bashow
Vanwell Publishing Limited, St Catharines, Ontario, 2005
ISBN 1 55125 098 5

Canada was the second largest contributor of personnel to the British portion of the bombing 
campaign in the Second World War. The achievements of Canadian airmen who served in both 
No. 6 Group (Royal Canadian Air Force [RCAF]) and other Royal Air Force (RAF) squadrons, 
is the subject of David Bashow’s book, No Prouder Place: Canadians and the Bomber Command 
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Experience 1939–1945, The story is set against the broader context of the bomber offensive, 
but, as Bashow points out in his introduction, it is ‘first and foremost a story about human 
behaviour under great stresses’, and the human element of the bombing campaign is the main 
theme which permeates the text. The story is presented in a chronological rather than thematic 
manner, and includes an analysis of the costs and gains of the bombing offensive. 

Canada’s main contribution to the war effort was the British Commonwealth Air Training 
Plan, yet the majority of the RCAF aircrew graduates who served overseas between 1940 and 
1945 did not serve in Canadian squadrons. Like Australian aircrew, virtually every one of the 
500 RAF Squadrons included RCAF personnel at one time or another. However, by drawing 
together nine designated national squadrons, Canada was able to form its own indigenous 
bombing Group in January 1943. By war’s end, No. 6 Group had raised a total of 15 squadrons, 
and Canadians accounted for approximately 25 per cent of Bomber Command’s operational 
aircrew (approximately 40,000). 

The scale of the Canadian contribution and the range of archival material this presents would 
be a challenge for any historian. A review of the chapter end notes and bibliography indicates 
that Bashow has drawn together a wide range of respected secondary sources to write the 
history of the bombing offensive, such as John Terraine’s The Right of the Line—The Royal Air 
Force in the European War 1939–1945; the critically acclaimed, Reap the Whirlwind: The Untold 
Story of 6 Group, Canada’s Bomber Force of World War II, (co-authored by Spencer Dunmore and 
William Carter); and The Crucible of War 1939–1945: The Official History of the Royal Canadian Air 
Force (co-authored by Brereton Greenhous et al). Historical perspectives published in RAF and 
RCAF journals and papers are also included. The bibliography does not include a list of primary 
sources (always of interest to researchers), but the narrative does include extracts from official 
documents, and statistical data from raid reports and squadron operational record books. 

Bashow does not overdo the extracts or bombing statistics, and uses them effectively to explain 
the influences which defined the roles and objectives of Bomber Command and No. 6 Group, 
the extent of operational effort by the Canadian squadrons, and the cost in lives and aircraft. 
Nor does Bashow ignore the problems that came with the establishment of the Group, including 
the fact that initially the squadrons did not always perform well. Crews were inexperienced; loss 
rates averaged 6.8 per cent; serviceability levels were ‘a lacklustre 60 per cent’; and during the 
period May to July 1943, the serviceability of electronic components such as Gee navigational 
kits were the poorest in Bomber Command. Bashow traces the steady development of the 
Group through each stage of the conflict, and includes examples of inspirational RCAF leaders 
who were willing to share the hardships experienced by their personnel. Bashow has skilfully 
weaved the recollections of RCAF personnel as recorded in personal papers or taken from 
interviews, throughout the narrative, and these recollections provide the original content of 
the book. The history narrative of the bombing campaign is not an original interpretation, but 
a compilation of views, analysis and ideas. This is not meant to be a criticism of the book, it is 
immensely readable and Bashow’s writing style is clear, informative and interesting. 

While the story is told chronologically, Bashow pauses mid-1943, following the Battle of 
Hamburg, to reflect on what it was like for aircrew and ground staff to face the relentless 
grind of operations. The reader gets an insight into what it was like for the crew to operate 
in aircraft which were difficult to fly, especially during take off with a full fuel and bomb load; 



117

the effects of the harsh environment; and the dangers faced when attacking a target, as well as 
what it was like to be under attack by night fighters and city defences. Bashow then resumes 
his narrative at the Battle for Berlin, during the period when operational losses peaked with 
the attack on Nuremburg in March 1944, through to the D-Day Operations and the closing 
days of the war.

Contemporary accounts of the bombing campaign inevitably refer to the morality of area 
bombing and the book addresses the issues surrounding bombing policy and the question of 
its justification. One interesting argument Bashow has sourced to support the legality of area 
bombing is that put forward by Eberhard Spetzler who was a legal staff officer in the Luftwaffe. 
As a post-war professor of law he opined that, moral issues aside, area bombing policy at the 
time was legal, as unlike land and sea warfare, there were no rules for aerial warfare. As such 
bombers did not occupy enemy territory and for ‘a city to be protected under Article 25 [of 
the Geneva Convention], it must not have any defences’.

No Prouder Place is beautifully illustrated with black and white photos and a colour supplement of 
photos and paintings, including a rare colour photo of an attack on a German city. While the book 
is obviously written for Canadian air warfare enthusiasts, it should appeal to a wide readership, 
especially readers who are unfamiliar with the history of the strategic bombing campaign and 
the contribution of the personnel of Bomber Command. While not a comprehensive history of 
the bombing campaign there is sufficient detail to gain an understanding of how the campaign 
was organised, the sheer scale of effort involved, and the post-war issues which are still the 
subject of discussion. More importantly, No Prouder Place is a tribute to the service and sacrifice 
of the bomber crews and the ground staff who supported them.

CHASED BY THE SUN: 
The Australians in Bomber Command in WWII

Hank Nelson
Allen & Unwin, 2006 
ISBN 1 74114 8472

Whom the gods love dies young.  Meander, Dis Exapaton.

For reasons that are complex and varied, the history of Australia’s involvement in Bomber 
Command is not anywhere as renowned as her participation in the Pacific or Mediterranean 
theatres, at Gallipoli, throughout northern France and Belgium or for that matter, in Vietnam.  
Yet of some ten thousand Australians who served in Bomber Command, over 4000 died, a 
figure Hank Nelson describes as disturbing in its magnitude as in its obscurity, adding that for 
a nation that stresses experience in war as important to the formation of its identity, too little 
has been written about what was the greatest and deadliest commitment to battle Australia 
ever made, about the men who night after night, crewed their heavy bombers from England into 

Reviewed by Wing Commander John Steinbach (Retd)
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the skies over Europe. And we need to remind ourselves that until D-Day, Bomber Command 
represented the only means of directly striking the German heartland.

As a history, Chased by the Sun fits neatly between John Herrington’s two official volumes, Air War 
Against Germany and Italy, 1939–43 and Air Power Over Europe, 1944–45, and the personal writings 
of the Australian Bomber Command experience, such as Don Charlwood’s No Moon Tonight. 
Hank Nelson traces the careers of Australian aircrew via a well-balanced mixing of personal 
reminiscences with the official record: pilots, navigators and wireless operators/air gunners, 
from their pre-enlistment routines, basic training in Australia, and courtesy of the Empire Air 
Training Scheme, in Canada and Rhodesia as well, to operational conversion training in the UK; 
to first flights against a defended target, then first, second and subsequent tours of duty for the 
survivors, hi-jinx on leave; through the experiences brought on by the powerful aphrodisiac of 
uncertainty while living in temporary villages in Lincolnshire which as Charlwood reminded us, 
existed only to get the crews with their bombs into Germany; to their deaths, imprisonment, 
de-mobbing, and post-war lives and reflections of what it all meant. By any standards, Bomber 
Command’s accomplishments were immense, yet as its Commander-in-Chief Arthur Harris 
told a reunion in 1977, these were never given sufficient recognition. Albert Speer, Hitler’s 
armaments chief, told the world in his memoirs that the strategic bombing campaign was in 
fact the greatest lost battle for Germany for the whole war because the destruction of German 
factories would eventually deprive the German Army of munitions for the Eastern Front which 
had the greatest impact upon the ultimate destruction of Germany’s armies.

Who were these Australians who served as aircrew? Typically, they were above average in 
motor skills and education, yet they did not regard themselves as elite. Needing good maths, 
many came out of the banks, clerical jobs and teaching. Their training took the longest, well 
over a year, and was by far the most expensive. Their minimum rank was sergeant. Then, as 
in No. 460 Squadron, 11 per cent would die on their first operation, on the third, it was 12 
per cent. Nearly half of all deaths occurred in the first six operations. The chance of surviving 
a second tour was only one in three. To put this in some perspective, as RAAF Historian Alan 
Stephens has done, No. 460 Squadron lost 1018 aircrew, the equivalent of wiping out the 
entire squadron five times over.

There were four identifiable Australian squadrons in Bomber Command, but many Australians 
served in composite crews within RAF squadrons hence the specific contribution of Australians 
cannot be measured. What was probably unique among those crews predominantly Australian 
was in their teamwork. While the pilot-captain exercised his overall authority, the others had 
their say, not only in matters of selecting replacement crew, but often when in operational 
matters survival became an issue, democracy would surface, or in dealing with shell-shock.

ABC Books first published this book in 2002. Its reissue by Allen & Unwin is well warranted; 
Hank Nelson’s repute as a great Australian war historian is beyond dispute. An epic, it needs 
more telling, this story of men many only 13 or 14 years old when Hitler marched into Poland, 
who, with a sense of duty, knowingly took on the odds night after night, and who at the 
completion of their first tour, should they have survived, invariably volunteered for a second. 
For me that spirit is poignantly summed up in words engraved on a white marble headstone 
in a War Grave Commission Cemetery in Hanover:

Good Hunting Son
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