
SPECIAL REPORT
Strong and free?
The future security of Australia’s north

John Coyne

August 2019



About the author
John Coyne is the head of the North and Australia’s Security program and the 
Strategic Policing and Law Enforcement program at ASPI.

About ASPI
ASPI’s aim is to promote Australia’s security by contributing fresh ideas to strategic 
decision‑making, and by helping to inform public discussion of strategic and defence 
issues. ASPI was established, and is partially funded, by the Australian Government as 
an independent, non‑partisan policy institute. It is incorporated as a company, and 
is governed by a Council with broad membership. ASPI’s core values are collegiality, 
originality & innovation, quality & excellence and independence. 

ASPI’s publications—including this paper—are not intended in any way to express or 
reflect the views of the Australian Government. The opinions and recommendations 
in this paper are published by ASPI to promote public debate and understanding of 
strategic and defence issues. They reflect the personal views of the author(s) and 
should not be seen as representing the formal position of ASPI on any particular issue.

Important disclaimer 
This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in 
relation to the subject matter covered. It is provided with the understanding that 
the publisher is not engaged in rendering any form of professional or other advice 
or services. No person should rely on the contents of this publication without first 
obtaining advice from a qualified professional.

Cover image: Australian navy ship in the Timor Sea, Darwin, Australia: iStockphoto EAGiven.

https://www.istockphoto.com/au/photo/farewell-gm1125835856-296123901


Strong and free?
The future security of Australia’s north

John Coyne 

August 2019



© The Australian Strategic Policy Institute Limited 2019

This publication is subject to copyright. Except as permitted under the Copyright 
Act 1968, no part of it may in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, 
microcopying, photocopying, recording or otherwise) be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system or transmitted without prior written permission. Enquiries should 
be addressed to the publishers. Notwithstanding the above, educational institutions 
(including schools, independent colleges, universities and TAFEs) are granted 
permission to make copies of copyrighted works strictly for educational purposes 
without explicit permission from ASPI and free of charge.

First published August 2019

Published in Australia by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute

ASPI
Level 2
40 Macquarie Street
Barton ACT 2600
Australia

Tel + 61 2 6270 5100
Fax + 61 2 6273 9566
Email enquiries@aspi.org.au
www.aspi.org.au
www.aspistrategist.org.au

 Facebook.com/ASPI.org

 @ASPI_org 

mailto:enquiries%40aspi.org.au?subject=
http://www.aspi.org.au
http://www.aspistrategist.org.au
https://www.facebook.com/ASPI.org
https://twitter.com/ASPI_org?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor


CONTENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 4

INTRODUCTION 6

THE UNTAMED NORTH 8
A historical perspective on the strategic importance of northern Australia

THE CENTRALITY OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA IN DWPS 14

NEXT STEPS 24

CONCLUSION 25

NOTES 26

ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 28



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The strategic importance of Australia’s north to continental defence has long been recognised by governments and 
policymakers.1 Historically, though, policy success has been evasive due to short-term, siloed conceptualisations of 
northern Australia.

In terms of Australia’s first, and primary, strategic defence objective—‘to deter, deny and defeat any attempt by a 
hostile country or non-state actor to attack, threaten or coerce Australia’—it seems that Paul Dibb’s 1986 review 
of defence capabilities was prophetic. Dibb’s assessment is as accurate now as it was 33 years ago: ‘There are risks 
inherent in our strategic environment that could pose difficult problems for the nation’s defence.’ Australia has since 
become key political, economic and military terrain in a new era of major-power competition.2

In today’s increasingly unpredictable strategic environment, Australia is doubling down on regional and global 
efforts to support the global norms of the rules-based order to reduce the likelihood of conflict. At the same time, 
it’s preparing for the worst-case scenario of conflict, whether the conflict is short and geographically limited or 
something larger and more protracted.

Despite strategic policy commitments to northern Australia, there’s a growing body of evidence indicating that the 
gap between strategic policy and the ADF’s activities and presence in the north is widening.3 This is symptomatic of 
a gap in Australia’s northern development policies.4

If the northern Australian industry and logistics base isn’t scalable, the ADF might not be able to be optimally 
configured to defend Australia, or conduct short-notification joint expeditionary operations within our regional 
neighbourhood, without further Australian Government investment in the north.

In the context of the current strategic outlook, piecemeal Defence investments in the north, while not without 
benefits, might not be building the holistic national security ecosystem needed to support current strategies for 
defending Australia.

Because of the significantly reduced warning times for future conflict, it’s likely that the North of Australia will 
increasingly become either the ADF’s forward operating base (FOB) or its lily pad to another forward location 
within the Pacific or the first or second island chain.

I argue in this Special Report that there’s a need to reconceptualise northern Australia, defined as those areas 
north of the 26° South parallel, as a single scalable defence and national security ecosystem. Titled ‘FOB North’, 
this ecosystem could be developed to deliver integrated support to current and future ADF and national security 
operations. Traditionally, an FOB is a small, rarely permanent, base that provides tactical support close to an 
operation. In the context of this report, FOB North conceives of the north of Australia and its defence infrastructure 
being in a state of readiness to support a range of defence contingencies with little advance warning.

The northern Australian industrial and logistical base would need to be enhanced to be able to provide a permanent 
and scalable civilianised replenishment and depot repair capacity for defence capabilities deployed across the 
various physical nodes of FOB North.

http://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Docs/2016-Defence-White-Paper.pdf
http://www.defence.gov.au/spi/publications/defreview/1986/Review-of-Australias-Defence-Capabilities-1986_Part1.pdf
http://www.defence.gov.au/spi/publications/defreview/1986/Review-of-Australias-Defence-Capabilities-1986_Part1.pdf
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For Australia’s future capable, agile and potent force, much of the thinking to date has been concerned with 
capability, manufacturing and deep maintenance. Phase 2 of that thinking needs to anchor the critical components 
for sustaining those capabilities in the north during their deployments. In this model, Darwin and Tindal would 
need to become critical nodes in global defence supply chains for such capabilities as the JSF-35. Federal, state and 
territory government investment in ‘Industry 4.0’ capacity in northern Australia would also be needed.

To succeed, the FOB North concept must be fully integrated with Australia’s broader national security strategy. 
ADF and national security activities ought to be integrally linked and mutually supporting. Therefore, the current 
and future needs of Home Affairs and intelligence agencies ought to be considered in Australia’s FOB North strategy. 
By doing so, several synergies in basing, logistics, command and control can be realised.

One of the biggest stumbling blocks for the FOB North approach is budgeting. The creation of FOB North would 
have significant budget implications, but they shouldn’t be viewed simplistically through a Defence lens. Rather, 
the entire strategy should be based on a national cost-sharing arrangement that’s integrated with Australia’s 
national investment plans, engaging widely across both the public and private sectors.

The FOB North concept will provide Australian policymakers with a foundation for thinking of the north as a 
facilitator of engagement with the region. FOB North will make the north of Australia a vehicle for defence with 
the region, rather than defence from the region.

The development of FOB North needs to be part of, and supported by, Australia’s sovereign nation-building efforts. 
As both a sovereign defence and a national security concept, FOB North is an integral part of building national 
resilience in northern Australia and therefore shouldn’t be simply planned and delivered through a Defence White 
Paper. This kind of ambitious national approach will involve Defence working with a diverse array of stakeholders 
and partners. It will also allow Defence to make a significant and lasting contribution to its most basic strategic 
interest: a secure, resilient Australia.



INTRODUCTION

By the late 1920s, Imperial Japan’s ambitions to unite Asia had become increasingly obvious, but its burgeoning 
militarisation program needed greater access to natural resources to advance that strategy. On 19 September 1931, 
Japan’s Kwantung Army invaded Manchuria for two reasons: ideology and natural resources. While the invasion sent 
shock waves through the Australian Government of the day, there was no intelligence failure.5 Australian diplomatic 
reporting anticipated the move and well understood the Japanese Empire’s assertive ambitions. At the time, 
Australia’s government was understandably preoccupied with the economic challenges of the Great Depression.

By 1932, the Australian Government had become increasingly concerned about the possibility of Japanese 
aggression against Australia. In response, it quietly began a program preparing for the defence of Darwin, which 
included the construction of logistics and defensive works, as well as the deployment of the Darwin Mobile Force. 
Australia’s economic woes and domestic issues would continue to hamper policymakers’ efforts to refocus on 
defence and foreign affairs for several more years.

Just over 10 years later, at 1000 hours on 19 February 1942, the Japanese military attack on Darwin would again 
send shock waves through the Australian Government, but also across the country. In the first 40-minute raid, 
188 planes launched from Japanese aircraft carriers in the Timor Sea attacked shipping and civil and military 
infrastructure. An hour later, a second, shorter attack using high-altitude bombers targeted the RAAF base at Parap.

In the months following the Darwin raids, other northern Australian towns were targeted, including Townsville, 
Katherine, Wyndham, Derby, Broome and Port Hedland. Between February 1942 and November 1943, Darwin was 
attacked a further 64 times.

The initial Darwin attack resulted in the loss of 11 vessels critical to the allies’ resupply in Java and the Philippines 
and all but severed surface-ship supply chains to Java. The damage to critical infrastructure and its impact on the 
civilian population significantly reduced Darwin’s operational utility to the defence of Australia. Just as importantly, 
the attack dealt a grave psychological blow to the Australian Government and people. The Japanese attacks on 
Darwin proved that Australia’s defence plans for the north were woefully insufficient, despite 10 years’ grace to 
prepare for such an eventuality.

The next time that Australia would seriously reconsider the defence of the continent was in the 1980s. At that 
time, the official strategic guidance indicated that defence planners would have ‘at least 10 years’ warning of a 
substantial military threat’.67 Ironically, this was about the same time that had passed between Japan’s invasion of 
Manchuria and its bombing of Darwin. Perhaps this is why so much more intellectual rigor was applied at the time to 
developing a strategy for the Defence of Australia.

In his 1986 review of Australia’s defence capabilities, Paul Dibb argued that, ‘I[i]f we are to project credible military 
power in the most vulnerable part of the continent, we require a larger permanent presence in the north of 
Australia.’8 Over the decade following the release of the landmark 1987 Defence White Paper (DWP)9 and its ‘defence 
of Australia’ concepts, Dibb’s thinking would shape the ADF’s force posture in Australia’s north. Piece by piece, 
the ADF moved Army and Air Force units to the Northern Territory, eventually establishing Northern Command 
(NORCOM) Headquarters as a fully functioning operational command.10

http://www.defence.gov.au/spi/publications/defreview/1986/Review-of-Australias-Defence-Capabilities-1986_Part1.pdf
http://www.defence.gov.au/Publications/wpaper1987.pdf
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For almost two decades, the ADF would vigorously exercise its ability to defeat small enemy raiding forces in the 
north. While many in the ADF reflect on this period as one of chasing ‘men in black pyjamas’, it was also a time in 
which Australia’s defence strategy for the north was clearly articulated and matched with activity.11

On paper, the Australian Government has continued to make a strong declaratory commitment to northern 
Australia. The 2015 White Paper on developing northern Australia included a pledge to strengthen Defence’s 
presence in the region12 and the DWP 2016 stated:

Investment in our national defence infrastructure—including the Army, Navy and Air Force bases in northern 
Australia, including in Townsville and Darwin, as well as the Air Force bases Tindal, Curtin, Scherger and 
Learmonth—will be a focus.13

It also predicted that Defence’s presence and investment in northern Australia would gradually increase.14 Defence 
is still looking to upgrade the Bradshaw Field Training Area (Northern Territory), Robertson and Larrakeyah Barracks 
(Darwin) and RAAF Darwin, albeit with what appears to be a much smaller budget.15

Since DWP 2016, Australia’s strategic environment has deteriorated significantly and can be characterised as 
increasingly unpredictable. For a third time since federation, Australia’s government must seriously consider 
continental defence and national security. But this thinking must go well beyond continental defence to include 
force projection, enhanced regional surveillance and support for the new US approach to force posture in the 
Pacific, and contribute to national resilience and broader defence capabilities. This time around, Australia mightn’t 
have the luxury of a 10-year warning; indeed, hostilities could occur inside any warning period, whether or not 
they’re comprehended or acknowledged.

To date, Australia’s defence strategy remains focused on taking advantage of the country’s strategic geography. 
In this construct, maritime security is critical to the defence of Australia. Similarly, self-reliance through the support 
of a sovereign defence industry has been central. Of course, much thought has also been applied to the challenge of 
war’s newest domains: the cybersphere and space.

Today, there’s an increasing body of public discourse presenting a compelling case for a review of Australia’s 
strategic outlook,16 its defence strategy17 and the ADF’s future force structure18 and posture.19 In sharp contrast, 
there’s been no substantial public policy dialogue on the role of northern Australia in defence strategy and national 
security since the late 1980s. In response, this report examines the growing strategic importance of northern 
Australia to defence strategy and national security. In doing so, it presents a new conceptualisation of northern 
Australia’s role.

https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/our-north-our-future-white-paper-on-developing-northern-australia
http://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/docs/2016-defence-white-paper.pdf


THE UNTAMED NORTH

A historical perspective on the strategic importance of 
northern Australia
The strategic importance of Australia’s north to continental defence has long been recognised by governments and 
policymakers.20 Historically, though, policy success has been elusive due to a short-term, siloed conceptualisation of 
northern Australia.

From 1820 to federation
In 1820, the British became obsessed with exercising their sovereignty over the whole Australian continent in 
response to their imperial competitors’ expansion across what we now call the Asia–Pacific.21

Britain’s original plan was to secure its sovereignty over the continent by establishing a chain of strategic 
communities around the mainland.

In 1824, Fort Dundas was established at Melville Island; in 1827, two further forts were established on the Cobourg 
Peninsula; and in 1838 a further one was established at Port Essington.22 After no real investment in creating 
sustainable communities, and an improved security outlook, all were abandoned by 1850. Life in these fort 
communities was perilous and mortality rates were high. The experience gave rise to a recognition of the strategic 
advantage of Australia’s isolation and strategic geography.

From federation to 1987
Since federation in 1901, Australian governments have periodically grappled with policy challenges in the north and 
how it ought to be defended in times of crisis. Northern Australia’s expansive maritime approaches and long and 
mostly uninhabited coastline and landmass have historically made it difficult to both attack and defend.

Between 1901 and the early 1930s, the newly formed Commonwealth, driven by a White Australia focus, feared 
the possibility of Asian expansionism. Unsurprisingly, the Australian Government regularly tussled with what to 
do with the vastly underpopulated north. Despite those efforts, little long-term policy success was achieved in 
northern Australia.

As discussed in the introduction, throughout the 1930s the Australian Government was concerned by an increasingly 
assertive and aggressive Japan. While the Great Depression limited Australia’s policy options, there was also a 
prevailing hope that the legacy of World War I would prevent further large-scale conflict. While Darwin and northern 
Australia were critical to Australia’s World War II effort and the defence of the continent, its military presence and 
preparations would prove to be woefully insufficient.

Following World War II, a war-weary Australian Government, safe in being a half a world away from the great-power 
competition between the Soviet Union and the US, was more concerned with the postwar economic boom. 
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Periodically, the government would revisit the broad challenge of what to do about northern Australia. However, 
for the most part there was little in the way of long-term policy commitment.

Then, in 1963, the Menzies government announced the purchase of the F-111 fighter-bomber—a defence decision 
that would have lasting impacts on Australian strategic capability for almost 37 years. With a combat range of 
2,140 kilometres and an impressive array of armament, the F-111 provided Australia with a technologically advanced 
strategic strike capability. Darwin became a critical operating base for planning strategic strike missions.

As Australia was winding down its military commitments in Vietnam in the early 1970s, the government began to 
refocus its attention on the defence of Australia. As highlighted by Richard Brabin-Smith, once this decision was 
made two conclusions immediately followed:

• ‘The Australian Defence Force must have a strong maritime focus.’23

• Australia’s strategic geography demands ‘a focus on operations in, or north of the country’.24

The Defence Department of the day quickly found itself in unfamiliar territory. The last time it had given any real 
thought to the defence of Australia was more than 25 years earlier, during World War II.

For Defence, the development of national maritime capability priorities was a relatively easy intellectual endeavour, 
and it made several strategic decisions that remain sound to this day. With the development of RAAF Base 
Tindal as a permanent northern operating base, investment in the over-the-horizon Jindalee Operational Radar 
network (JORN) and the establishment of regional force surveillance units, the foundations for reconnaissance 
and surveillance of the north were set. But the north at the time was the last Australian frontier, and developing 
a cohesive strategy, beyond articulating the importance of exploiting the strategic advantage of the maritime 
geography, was challenging.

Australia’s first publicly available DWP was published in 1976. DWP 1976, driven by the UK’s and US’s 
disengagements from Southeast Asia, set the foundation for a new doctrine of self-reliance. The primary strategic 
focus of the time was to ‘protect Australia’s contiguous maritime areas of responsibility’.25 Understandably, the focus 
on Australia’s north was concerned with the maritime domain and the sustainment of naval capabilities.

Much of the discussion of northern Australia in DWP 1976 was on setting the justification for increased facility 
investment. A key focus was on the establishment of airfields, ports and patrol bases in northern Australia to allow 
for greater operational activity. Arguably, history shows that those decisions were siloed from other government 
policies for the development of northern Australia.

Regularly, from federation to 1987, to the detriment of northern Australia, the benefits of defence and economic 
investments failed to be fully realised.26 The driver of this underperformance was probably the stopgap nature of 
Canberra’s commitments to developing the north, which favoured short- to medium-term economic gains.27 
The lessons from this period are that:

• to be successful in the north, you must be there for the long haul

• building a resilient and secure north depends on creating social and economic prosperity.28

The Dibb Report and DWP 1987
Some 14 years after Australia started rethinking its national defence strategy, and nine since its first published DWP, 
the strategic environment had evolved substantially. Australia was a long way from the global conflicts of the day. 
Of course, the Soviet Union made efforts to bring superpower competition to our region through its presence in the 
Pacific and Cam Ranh Bay in Vietnam, but those efforts for the most part failed. The Cold War between the Soviet 
Union and the US had unintentionally fostered what for Australia was a comforting alliance of necessity between 
China and the West that lasted until the fall of the Berlin Wall.
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The Cold War’s great-power strategic relationships in North Asia and Europe were frozen into a somewhat 
predictable and balanced framework of order. Geopolitical decision-making in the West was supported by 
an intricate indicators and warning matrix that seemed for the most part to offer assurances of continued US 
engagement and the maintenance of the status quo.

In 1985, despite that predictability, Australia’s then Defence Minister, Kim Beazley, engaged Dibb to review the 
‘content, priorities and rationale of defence forward planning in light of the strategic and financial planning guidance 
endorsed by government’.29 In preparing his final report in 1986, Dibb argued that:

Australia must have the military capacity to prevent any enemy from attacking us successfully in our sea and air 
approaches, gaining a foothold on any part of our territory, or extracting political concessions from us through 
the use of military force.30

One of the Dibb Review’s key recommendations was to employ a ‘strategy of denial’. Northern Australia and its 
people were critical to that strategy.31

The strategy of denial was developed to deter potential adversaries from bridging Australia’s air and sea 
approaches. Dibb focused on capabilities that would make attacking Australia a costly endeavour. In many ways, 
this was a hybrid version of Singapore’s ‘poisonous shrimp’ and ‘porcupine’ strategies. As a defensive policy, the 
strategy involved four layers:

• enhanced intelligence and surveillance capabilities

• air and naval force posture, with strike capacity, focused predominantly in northern Australia

• stronger continental defence capabilities

• highly capable and mobile land forces to repel an attack.32

The 1986 Dibb Review recommendations prompted serious debate over Defence’s force structure and posture. 
And, while not all its recommendations were accepted by government, it did influence DWP 1987’s 
strategic objectives.

DWP 1987 affirmed that Australia faced ‘no presently identifiable military threat, except for the remote possibility 
of global war’.33 It also asserted that no regional country had the ‘capacity, nor the motivation, to sustain high level 
military operations against Australia’.34 However, it noted that Australia might be vulnerable to a low-level campaign 
of harassment across its large coastline and sea approaches.35

Rather than adopting Dibb’s strategy of denial, DWP 1987 developed a ‘defence in depth’ strategy. Importantly, 
Dibb’s review and DWP 1987 provided Australian policymakers with an intellectual foundation for defence capability 
development and policy. They also made clear statements on the criticality of northern Australia to defence 
in depth.

Like the Dibb Review, DWP 1987 assigned priorities in military planning according to two main areas:

• direct military interest, which was defined as ‘Australia, its territories and proximate ocean areas, Indonesia, 
Papua New Guinea, New Zealand and other nearby countries of the South West Pacific’

• broader strategic interests, which included Southeast Asia, Indochina, the eastern Indian Ocean and the 
Southwest Pacific.36

DWP 1987 also speculated that Australia might face three levels of conflict: low level, escalated low level and more 
substantial conflict.37

Following this work, the Australian Government invested billions of dollars in bases and bare-base infrastructure 
in the north, with a focus on the Northern Territory.38 RAAF Base Tindal became, and remains, a core base for Air 
Force fighter jet operations, and the Army took steps to create a functional and serious presence in the north. 
An arc of bare bases was constructed, including RAAF Base Scherger on Cape York and RAAF Base Learmonth in 
Western Australia.39
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From 1987 to 2016
Defending Australia, the 1994 DWP, was written to deal with the new strategic environment created by the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War.40 Defence was faced with some tough decisions: there was no clear 
threat, and the economy was in recession, so it would have to find some peace dividends. Planners quickly realised 
that a new mission set would be needed; and, for the first time, the DWP included a section on ADF assistance in 
international and domestic disaster relief.

DWP 1994 noted that Australia needed to pay attention to defending the north. It stated clearly that the ADF must be 
able to undertake operations in our northern approaches and across northern Australia. Surveillance of maritime 
areas and northern Australia remained a strategic priority, despite the absence of threat. It also argued that Defence 
needed to use the vast and difficult areas of northern Australia to its advantage.41 The key to that was flexible 
and mobile land forces increasingly based in northern Australia. The argument was that land forces needed to be 
acclimatised to, and sufficiently experienced in, operating in the North.

Like to the two DWPs before it, DWP 1994 called for the further development of essential defence infrastructure 
in northern Australia.42 It also emphasised the importance of forward basing, specifically highlighting how the 
effectiveness of the F/A18 fighter would be enhanced by forward basing to Darwin.

At the time policymakers started drafting Australia’s fourth DWP in 2000, the Chinese Government was waking its 
country from its long isolationist slumber.43 While the Chinese Government’s economic and strategic ambitions 
were beginning to emerge on the global stage, Defence’s Russell Office was probably banking on China playing 
a cooperative role in the world order. In retrospect, it’s easy to assume that the strategists of the day recognised 
that the fall of the Soviet Union had brought with it question marks over the future of the Cold War relationship of 
convenience between the governments of China and the US. However, I would argue that at that time policymakers 
didn’t have even an inkling that the stable and benign strategic environment could change so dramatically within a 
decade. At any rate, Australia’s senior defence policymakers appeared to be far more focused on globalisation and 
intra-state conflict.

Closer to home, the strategic environment had become unsettlingly uncertain. Over the previous decade, coups 
in Fiji, political instability in Vanuatu and New Caledonia and questions over regional stability had become of 
increasing concern to Defence planners. This thinking led to the archipelagos to Australia’s north and northeast 
being described as ‘the arc of instability’.

The 1999 crisis in East Timor and the subsequent deployment of the International Force in East Timor (INTERFET) 
highlighted major deficiencies within Defence. A decade of defence budget cuts had left the ADF severely 
overstretched during the crisis.

The refusal of the US Government to deploy ‘boots on the ground’ in support of INTERFET, despite Australian 
requests, was an unsettling surprise for the government of the day. Despite that, DWP 2000 reiterated the 
importance of the US alliance, but also brought with it a renewed focus on the region and self-reliance.

To the drafters of DWP 2000, the importance of the north of Australia to defence was a policy given. Unsurprisingly, 
then, DWP 2000 contained few references to northern Australia. However, it did start to question Australia’s 
concentric geographical circles approach to strategic priorities, which should have resulted in a rethink about 
northern Australia.

Australia’s fifth DWP, Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century: Force 2030, was published in 2009.44 DWP 2009 
focused on the rise of China and its uncertain implications for the future of the Asia–Pacific region. Its assessment 
that China’s ‘pronounced military modernisation in the Asia–Pacific region is having significant implications for our 
strategic outlook’ was admonished by Beijing.

In terms of strategy, DWP 2009 discarded both the ‘defence of Australia’ and the ‘expeditionary’ approaches to 
Australian defence, arguing that such thinking was unduly limiting.
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DWP 2009 made specific reference to the criticality of Australia’s north in military contingency planning.45 In doing 
so, it explicitly outlined the importance of defence facilities in the north. It also noted the need to maintain a strong 
capability to project military power from bases in northern Australia. While this was consistent with earlier DWPs, 
its approach to a northern Australia force posture and bases could be characterised as piecemeal.

Australia’s sixth DWP, published in 2013, made it clear that the strategic environment was changing when it stated:

[T]he relationship between the United States and China, the region’s and the globe’s two most powerful states, 
will more than any other single factor determine our strategic environment over coming decades.46

The drafters of DWP 2013 went to great lengths to ensure alignment with the government’s National Security 
Strategy and the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper. So, while DWP 2013 mentioned China no less than 
65 times, it drew the rather optimistic conclusion that the US and China would be able to maintain a constructive 
relationship encompassing both competition and cooperation.

While DWP 2013 acknowledged that direct armed attack on Australia was still unlikely, it reinforced the criticality of 
northern Australia in Australia’s defence planning. It made several important statements about enhancing defence 
engagement in northern Australia, including the continued upgrading of defence facilities, updating operational 
plans, and enhancing interoperability between Defence and the Australian Customs Service. While that was more 
than rhetoric, it seems DWP 2013’s take on northern Australia was very similar to DWP 1976’s, in that there was a 
northern focus but no contemporary strategic focus.

Australia’s seventh, and most recent, DWP was published in 2016.47 It painted an inconsistent picture of the 
strategic environment. On one side of the canvas, there was an optimistic picture of a cooperative China that had 
a role to play in regional peace and stability. On the other, DWP 2016 fully adopted the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, which 
in practical terms serves more as a lens through which to understand the strategic competition between the US 
and China. DWP 2016 clearly articulated Australia’s commitment to supporting ‘the rules-based order’—a fact that 
was mentioned no fewer than 48 times. Unsurprisingly, it also mentioned the strategic importance of the US Force 
Posture Initiative in northern Australia.48

DWP 2016 provided a clear intellectual argument for future investments in ADF capabilities. Of concern, though, 
is that so much of the ADF’s future capability will take two decades to bring into service, even though at the time of 
drafting warning times for future conflict had declined well below the 10-year threshold. Andrew Davies argues that 
the implications of this thinking are clear: ‘Whether we like it or not, if there was to be a war in 2025, or even 2035, 
it’s going to be largely a “come as you were before the 2016 white paper” affair for Australia.’49

Of course, all the old Defence policy chestnuts were contained in DWP 2016: the importance of the American 
alliance, self-reliance and the alignment of Australia’s defence strategy with capabilities and resourcing. There were 
also a few new, and not so new, considerations, such as space and the cybersphere.

Importantly, DWP 2016 set about aligning the Australian Government’s visions to enhance Australia’s defence 
capability, deepen our international security partnerships and collaborate with defence industry and science and 
technology research partners in support of our nation’s security. The key to all of this was a commitment to develop 
Australia’s domestic defence industry. While this wasn’t specifically articulated, much of the defence industry 
focus is in southern Australia and related to manufacturing and deep maintenance. It would appear that much less 
thought had been given to northern defence industry and its criticality to military operations in the region and the 
defence of Australia.
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DWP 2016 made it clear that northern Australia remained strategically important:

Investment in our national defence infrastructure—including the Army, Navy and Air Force bases in northern 
Australia, including in Townsville and Darwin, as well as the Air Force bases Tindal, Curtin, Scherger and 
Learmonth—will be a focus.50

It also predicted that Defence’s presence and investment in northern Australia would gradually increase.51

While the planned investment in the north was welcomed, the synergies between the north and Australia’s defence 
strategy were opaque in DWP 2016. That opaqueness may be a symptom of a dearth of northern Australia defence 
and national security policy dialogue. While DWP 2016 provided a long-term defence capability plan, it appears that 
long-held assumptions about the defence of northern Australia and the north’s significance to national security 
haven’t been tested. Rather, the north continued to be viewed through strategic frameworks that are anchored in 
the 1980s ‘defence of Australia’ context.



THE CENTRALITY 
OF NORTHERN 
AUSTRALIA IN DWPS

As recently highlighted by Paul Dibb, there was strong service resistance to the force posture recommendations 
contained in the Dibb Review and DWP 1987.52 The strongest was reportedly from the Army about the need to 
move capabilities into northern Australia. This wasn’t necessarily an argument against the importance of northern 
Australia to defence, or to defence in depth, but was driven by an ingrained characterisation of the hostile conditions 
faced by service personnel when living and working there. Strong resistance, based on those same assumptions, 
to the concept of a greater ADF presence in the north remains. More needs to be done by Defence and northern 
jurisdictions to break down such dated characterisations.

Figure 1 shows the results of a discourse analysis of mentions of ‘northern Australia’ and related terms in all seven 
DWPs. From that data, it’s rather easy to draw the conclusion that Defence’s treatment of northern Australia 
in strategy terms has been somewhat episodic, or that interest has ebbed and flowed. Both assumptions are 
fundamentally wrong. In contrast, there’s been a comfortingly consistent emphasis on the importance of the 
north across all of Australia’s published DWPs.

Figure 1:  ‘Northern Australia’ and related terms in DWPs
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Northern Australia has always been important to Australia’s defence. DWP 1976 affirmed that notion but lacked 
an intellectual basis to fully understand how it fits in defence strategy. DWP 1987 provided that intellectual basis, 
and from there it appears that policymakers just assumed that the north’s importance was widely accepted. It’s 
also clear that the decline of references to the north in policy documents closely tracks the decline of our thinking 
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about Indonesia as a strategic risk to Australia. While references to northern Australia have increased over the past 
three DWP cycles, the increase isn’t related to new defence thinking or strategy, but to continued investment in the 
DWP 1987 conceptualisation of northern Australia.

Australia’s uncertain strategic context
For Australia and its Five Eyes allies, the fall of the Berlin Wall marked the beginning of a period of global peace and 
stability that appeared to reduce the likelihood of major-power conflict. While the likelihood of a thermonuclear 
war dissipated, small wars increasingly became the norm. Of course, Australia was ready to lend a hand in places 
as diverse as Somalia, Cambodia, Rwanda, Bougainville, Solomon Islands and East Timor. While each of those 
deployments provided Australia with complex strategic challenges, they also gave rise, at times, to the potential for 
operational misadventure. By 1999, an Army corporal on the border of East and West Timor had become a strategic 
decision-maker. But, with the absence of high-stakes major-power competition and an existential threat, global 
norms ensured continued predictability in strategic calculations.

Australia’s strategic context changed once again following the tragedy of the 11 September 2001 terror attacks. 
Various military deployments to Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria followed. While the actions of non-state actors, 
including transnational organised crime groups, weren’t ruled by global normative rules, they didn’t arguably 
present an existential threat to Australia or the world. By no means or measure did this make them any less complex 
or vexing operational challenges.

By the early 2010s, the global strategic environment began to change, and the momentum of that change has grown 
in velocity and intensity ever since.

A resurgent Russian Government, bruised from its post-Cold War experiences, has increasingly sought to reassert 
itself in its old areas of influence. While it’s less militarily and economically powerful than it once was, it has 
increasingly tested global norms and the rules-based order. Incidents such as the shooting down of Malaysian 
Airlines flight MH17 over Ukraine,53 the use of chemical and radiological agents in the UK54 and cyberattacks in 
Ukraine have illustrated a lowering of thresholds for direct action and have increased global strategic uncertainty.

While Russia was in decline after the Cold War, China was rising. In 1990, China’s GDP was estimated at 
US$390 billion55; in 2016, it was more than 30 times that amount (US$11,779 billion). In 1989, less than 5% of 
Australia’s exports were destined for China. By 2015, the proportion had grown to almost 30%, making China our 
number one trading partner.56

The unprecedented economic rise of China has seen its government claiming a greater role in shaping sovereignty, 
non-intervention and other fundamental global norms. China’s emergence as a global power has created a new 
multipolar international environment with all-new economic and ideological competition and increasingly higher 
stakes on the table.

Over the past five years, the Chinese Government has been building greater global economic connectivity with its 
Belt and Road Initiative, creating new levels of maritime, air and land connectivity. All the while, it’s been increasing, 
and very often asserting, its influence across Asia and the Pacific.57

The Chinese Government’s uncompromising approach to Taiwan, aggressive maritime activities in the South China 
Sea through the militarisation of reclaimed islands, military renewal program and cyber activities have all served 
to create further strategic unease. Beijing is challenging the international order and in doing so is introducing new 
levels of strategic uncertainty.

Over the past decade, the defence technology advantages in the region that Australia once enjoyed have rapidly 
eroded.58 The Chinese Government continues to reform, build and modernise its military, and it isn’t the only 
one in our region doing so. Chinese Government efforts have also been backed by an ambitious research and 
development program.

https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2012/mar/23/china-gdp-since-1980
https://www.austrade.gov.au/News/Economic-analysis/australias-export-performance-in-2015
https://media.defense.gov/2018/Aug/16/2001955282/-1/-1/1/2018-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT.PDF
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In addition to these grand challenges, several non-state actors, including criminal groups and terrorist 
organisations, pose significant national and regional stability threats. Climate change has also been contributing 
to more frequent and destructive weather events.

DWP 2016 captured those changes and sought to ensure that the nation is adequately prepared for this uncertainty. 
However, the situation has deteriorated far more quickly over the past two years than it anticipated. The nation’s 
two assumptions about our military capability superiority and advanced warnings have also become substantially 
less tenable. While the likelihood of an existential risk being realised remains low, the actions of the various global 
powers are increasingly difficult to predict, so strategic miscalculation and operational misadventure seem more 
likely to occur and to have far greater impacts on Australia’s strategic interests.

In terms of Australia’s first, and primary, strategic defence objective—‘to deter, deny and defeat any attempt by a 
hostile country or non-state actor to attack, threaten or coerce Australia’—it seems that Paul Dibb’s 1986 review of 
defence capabilities was prophetic.59 Dibb’s assessment is as accurate now as it was 33 years ago: ‘There are risks 
inherent in our strategic environment that could pose difficult problems for the nation’s defence.’

As highlighted by the Chief of the Defence Force, General Angus Campbell, in June this year, there’s a ‘renewed 
concern in the world that state-on-state conflict could occur’.60 Further still, ‘a new, modernised version of political 
warfare has emerged … It mixes the old with the new.’61

With these developments in mind, Australia’s long-term capability plans need to be integrated with a near-term 
focus on defending the continent with the force in being, and in that context northern Australia is more important 
than ever.

Current policy thinking on northern Australia and defence and national security
Australia has become key political, economic and military terrain in this new era of major-power competition. 
In today’s increasingly unpredictable strategic environment, Australia is doubling down on its regional and global 
efforts to support the global norms of the rules-based order in order to reduce the likelihood of conflict. At the same 
time, it’s preparing for the worst-case scenario.

Australia’s overarching defence strategy is not that different from that presented in DWP 1987. The ADF will use its 
capable, agile and potent force structure to:

• deter, deny and defeat any attempt by a hostile country or non-state actor to attack, threaten or coerce Australia

• support the security of maritime Southeast Asia and support the governments of Papua New Guinea, 
Timor-Leste and Pacific island countries to build and strengthen their security

• provide meaningful contributions to global responses.

A key feature of the strategy to achieve the first objective (the defence of Australia) is to create defence in depth. 
In this strategy, Australia would use its strategic geography to deter, deny and defeat attacks in the northern air 
and maritime approaches. RAN capabilities based in the east and west of the continent would be deployed north to 
defend the maritime approaches. Further strategic capability is provided by air assets from RAAF Tindal and Darwin, 
augmented by aircraft from South Australia, New South Wales and Queensland. Finally, land forces in Darwin, 
with additional forces from other northern and southern garrisons, will provide vital asset protection and ground 
manoeuvre capability. This is crucially dependent on the ADF’s ability to conduct joint operations in the approaches 
to Australia.

In this strategy, the ADF must also have the capability to project military power from mounting bases and forward 
operating bases in northern Australia.62

http://www.defence.gov.au/WhitePaper/Docs/2016-Defence-White-Paper.pdf
http://www.defence.gov.au/spi/publications/defreview/1986/Review-of-Australias-Defence-Capabilities-1986_Part1.pdf
http://www.defence.gov.au/spi/publications/defreview/1986/Review-of-Australias-Defence-Capabilities-1986_Part1.pdf
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The Defence presence in northern Australia, including northwest Western Australia, will remain vital in supporting 
our strategic defence interests:

• to assist with maintaining awareness of Australia’s northern approaches and borders

• to support strong regional partnerships

• to enable the projection of force and support to Defence activities.

Historically, the defence of northern Australia has included significant air and sea nodes in the Cairns and Townsville 
areas (Lavarack, RAAF Townsville, Joint Logistic Unit North Queensland and HMAS Cairns). It’s from those areas 
that force projection via the eastern approaches to Papua New Guinea into the Southwest Pacific and further north 
towards the eastern approaches to the South China Sea has typically commenced.

It’s important to note that Defence undertook its last force posture review in 2012.63 The authors of that review 
reinforced the importance of securing Australia’s north, but in doing so often focused on enhancing the capacity of 
specific defence facilities and supporting operations in the northwest, as opposed to considering the sufficiency of 
the whole northern defence ecosystem to support the defence of Australia. Since that time, Defence’s and what’s 
now the Home Affairs portfolio’s postures have changed.

Each of Australia’s border security domains presents unique threats and operating challenges.64 Whether searching 
for illicit drugs in Sydney’s mail centre, processing passenger arrivals at Melbourne’s international airport or 
inspecting shipping containers in Fremantle, the job is difficult. For the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and the 
Australian Border Force (ABF), the law enforcement challenge in Australia’s north is all about the tyranny of distance.

Since 2016, the ABF, through its Maritime Border Command, has created a ‘ring of steel’ around Australia’s northern 
waters. As Australia’s maritime domain awareness and response capabilities have improved, the onshore and 
nearshore eyes, ears and muscle in our north have been wasting away.

Over the past century, Australians living in the north have played critical civil defence roles in coastwatch programs 
through community reporting networks and membership in regional force surveillance units.

Both the AFP and the ABF have modest offices in Cairns and Darwin. While their officers are highly trained, they’re 
few in number and yet are responsible for some of the world’s largest law enforcement operating areas.

Northern Australia’s vastness creates three problems for ABF and AFP decision-makers. First, they need eyes and 
ears in communities spread across Western Australia, the Northern Territory and Queensland. Those eyes and ears 
need to include citizens who are ready and willing to report unusual behaviour. And they need a mechanism for 
reporting their observations.

Second, both organisations need an enhanced capability in northern Australia to undertake covert surveillance of 
suspicious activity on and near the coast.

Finally, both the AFP and ABF need to be able to rapidly scale up the deployment of officers to respond to criminal 
activity in some of Australia’s most remote locations.

Declaratory policy and ADF activities
There’s a growing body of evidence indicating that the gap between strategic policy and Defence’s activities 
and presence in the north is widening. Defence annual reports reveal that, contrary to DWP 2016, the number of 
personnel in the Northern Territory is already at an 11-year low (Figure 2).65 While Defence argues that personnel 
numbers in all locations fluctuate in accordance with the ADF’s operational tempo, capability imperatives and 
training needs, it would appear that a broader pattern is at work in Australia’s north.

https://www.abf.gov.au/about-us/what-we-do/border-protection/maritime
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-11-14/dozen-naval,-abf-ships-sent-off-to-block-people-smugglers/8023636
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House_of_Representatives_Committees?url=jfadt/army/nt_ch1.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1516/ADFNthAust
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/stopping-the-drift-to-the-south-defence-and-northern-australia/
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Figure 2:  Defence personnel in the Northern Territory, 2007 to 2018
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The large national-level tri-service exercises, such as the Kangaroo and Crocodile series, that once focused on the 
defence of our north have ended.

NORCOM’s responsibilities have been downgraded, and command has become a part-time role for the commander 
of the Darwin-based 1st Brigade.

Over recent years, the unchanged environmental challenges of wet seasons have become a justification to move 
whole units and capabilities—such as the tanks of the 1st Armoured Regiment—south to Adelaide. The 7th Battalion 
of the Royal Australian Regiment, along with supporting subunits from the 1st Combat Engineer Regiment and the 
1st Combat Service Support Battalion, has moved to RAAF Base Edinburgh, just outside Adelaide.

In 2016, Defence sent a brigadier to Darwin to brief the local government and industry on its plans. The headline was 
that it was going to significantly increase expenditure on facilities and infrastructure, to the tune of $7.7 billion over 
10 years. In the almost three years since that visit, it’s estimated that Defence’s spend on facilities and infrastructure 
development and maintenance in the Northern Territory has fallen to under $1 billion.

In March 2019, Defence sent a colonel to brief the same people, this time with a revised figure: $3.1 billion to be spent 
over six years. While Defence might be planning to spend another $3.6 billion right after the six-year commitment 
ends, that seems unlikely.

While there are many sound reasons for these decisions, they also potentially illustrate a friction between strategy 
and the services raise, train and sustain functions.

Forward Operating Base North
Since January 1901, there’s been fierce bipartisan agreement on the importance of the north to defence and 
national security. Unfortunately, there hasn’t been the same level of agreement or clarity on the specifics of the 
north’s critical role in contributing to the broader security of Australia. The perceived imminent threat of a Japanese 
invasion during World War II eventually brought some clarity in thinking about the importance of the continent’s 
strategic geography. In 1986, Dibb brought clarity with his strategy of denial, which a year later was reinterpreted in 
DWP 1987 as defence in depth. These arguments were so persuasive that Australia’s strategic frameworks remain 
anchored in the 1980s ‘defence of Australia’ context.
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Although the cyber and space domains, among other trends, have changed the nature of conflict in the 
21st century, geography remains a critical consideration for Australia’s future capable, agile and potent future 
force. Today, northern Australia is of even greater geostrategic importance, given the contested security outlook 
in the Indo-Pacific region—a point well illustrated by the US Government’s Force Posture Initiative in the 
Northern Territory.

In achieving Australia’s first strategic defence objective—to deter, deny and defeat any attempt by a hostile country 
or non-state actor to attack, threaten or coerce the nation—our air, sea and northern approaches will be critical. 
Malcolm Davis made this point succinctly in his recent report, Forward defence in depth for Australia.66

DWP 2016, like its predecessors, emphasised the importance of northern Australia to both the current and the future 
force, but provided no explanation of how that region will quickly adapt to supporting military operations during 
periods of heightened threat. Nor did its focused northern investments provide any assurance on integrated supply 
chains and strategic reserves of fuel and munitions to support sustained short-notice operations.

The emerging gap between declaratory policy and defence activities in the north identified above could be 
symptomatic of a gap in Australia’s northern development policies. It could well be that current public- and 
private-sector investment in critical national infrastructure and economic development in Australia’s north isn’t 
enough to create and sustain an industry base to support current ADF activities. If that industry base isn’t scalable, 
the ADF might not be able to be optimally configured to undertake defence of Australia tasks or short-notification 
joint expeditionary operations within our regional neighbourhood without further Australian Government 
investment in the north.

In the context of the current strategic outlook, piecemeal Defence investments in the north, while not without 
benefits, might not be building the holistic national security ecosystem needed to support current strategies for 
defending Australia.

The role of the north in Australia’s defence and national security is of course guided by current and future defence 
strategy and national security statements. However, given that the national security and defence focus on northern 
maritime and air approaches is enduring, I argue that there’s a need to revisit that role using a lens that integrates 
the perspectives of defence, national security, northern development, states, territories and industry.

It seems reasonable to conclude that the significantly reduced warning times of any future conflict will result in 
the increased likelihood that the north of Australia would become either Defence’s forward operating base (FOB), 
or its lily pad to another forward location within the Pacific or the first or second island chain. This idea is entirely 
consistent with the current configuration of force posture in Darwin and Tindal, as well as the bare bases at RAAF 
Scherger (Weipa), RAAF Curtin (Derby) and RAAF Learmonth (Exmouth).

I argue that there’s a need to reconceptualise northern Australia, defined as those areas north of 26° South, as a 
single scalable defence and national security ecosystem. Titled ‘FOB North’, this ecosystem would be developed to 
plan and deliver integrated support to current and future ADF and national security operations. Traditionally, 
an FOB is a small, rarely permanent, base that provides tactical support close to an operation. In the context of this 
report, the FOB North concept requires northern Australia and its defence infrastructure to be in a state of readiness 
to support a range of defence contingencies with little advance warning. In this model, RAAF Scherger, RAAF Curtin 
and RAAF Learmonth need to be much more than bare bases (Figure 3 over).
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Figure 3:  ADF infrastructure in northern Australia

Source: Map data © 2019 Google

Basing within FOB North provides Defence and national security agencies with geographical proximity, but just as 
importantly it should also afford fully integrated command and control systems and scalable logistic support. If the 
ADF were to deploy to an operating base further forward of Australia, then the FOB North ecosystem would need to 
evolve to become a mounting base and, if necessary, in time, a rear echelon. To be clear: this is not about bare bases 
or turnkey facilities; it’s about establishing fully functional basing, logistics and communications capabilities that 
are integrated with northern industry.

The key principles that would underpin the FOB North concept would easily integrate with current Defence posture 
and industry policies, including:

• the dispersal of the ADF’s key air, land and maritime capabilities across the west, south and east of Australia, 
but with the rapid deployment elements located in the north

• Defence industry’s manufacturing capabilities and deep maintenance co-located in Australia’s south.

While there are compelling reasons for a greater permanent ADF presence in the north, often that’s simply not 
possible, especially for major defence capabilities, given the cost implications of historical posture decisions. 
Some further consideration of permanent and rotational force posture in FOB North is needed to ensure that the 
full benefits of the FOB North are realised. As highlighted in DWP 1987 and DWP 1994, the ADF, especially the 
Army, must be familiarised with operating in the north to ensure that it can take full strategic advantage of the 
environment and geography.
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During peacetime, the ADF’s force posture in northern Australia needs to be concentrated within key FOB North 
nodes in Darwin and Tindal. While Darwin and Tindal would, by necessity, become key nodes within the FOB North 
ecosystem, the principles of redundancy and resilience will need to be considered. Again, RAAF Scherger, RAAF 
Curtin and RAAF Learmonth would need to be more than bare bases.

A key principle of the FOB North design will be the civilianisation of all support, logistical and maintenance 
functions, so those maintaining and supporting FOB North nodes may wear high-vis clothing rather than military 
uniforms. To achieve this, much will need to be done to consider how this might be effected in a situation in which 
FOB North is in a contested area of operations. In deliberating on these issues, Defence will need to engage industry 
on risk tolerance, but much can be learned from coalition operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

An essential first step in creating the FOB North ecosystem is security. The nodes and critical infrastructure that 
would collectively make up FOB North need to be secured and hardened against threats ranging from cyberattacks 
to special forces attacks and missile strikes.67

For the Army, a key component for basing and capability decisions should be the rear area security of FOB North, 
including the defence and protection of critical infrastructure assets. As I argued earlier this year, a combined 
ABF and AFP part-time auxiliary force, composed of small detachments across Australia’s north, could be used 
to establish a civilian reporting network.68 That network could then be a mechanism for reporting suspicious 
behaviour to state and territory police forces as well as the ABF and AFP in Darwin. Under certain conditions, 
and with appropriate training, the auxiliary force could also be tasked to undertake surveillance patrols or 
specific covert surveillance operations. With higher levels of training, auxiliary officers could directly support law 
enforcement operations, or perhaps even act as a rapid first-response capability for rear area security operations.

Additional attention would need to be given to target hardening and air and missile defence across FOB North. 
Substantial works would be needed to provide protection for aircraft hangars and fuel and munitions storage at key 
and secondary FOB North nodes. The ADF is already investing in air defence with its AIR 6500 and LAND 19 Phase 7B 
projects.69 Defence against non-kinetic threats, including electronic attacks and cyberwarfare, would also need to 
be considered.

At ASPI’s 2019 War in 2025 conference, the Chief of the Defence Force, General Angus Campbell posited that ‘Any 
conflict will last longer than we expect, and will cause many more casualties—military and, sadly, civilian—than we 
expect.’70 To be prepared for such a conflict, especially if it were to occur without warning, FOB North would require 
substantial medical supply stockpiles and primary, secondary and tertiary medical capabilities. This will require 
significant cooperation with state and territory jurisdictions.

National and global supply-chain vulnerability ought to be a key consideration in designing FOB North. The ADF’s 
experiences during INTERFET and major exercises since have shown that logistically supporting defence activity in 
the north takes time and involves long, vulnerable supply chains. Arguably, further consideration of the implications 
of long national and global supply chains for the resupply of munitions and parts during high-intensity operations 
is required. A key focus of FOB North development should be on minimising supply-chain vulnerabilities through 
stockpiling and engagement with Industry 4.0 capabilities, such as 3D printing.

In the short term, one option to address this issue is greater stockpiling of strategic reserves of fuel, munitions, 
supplies and rations across the FOB North ecosystem. That stockpiling would be in addition to the caching of 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief supplies in the Darwin FOB North node.

For Australia’s future capable, agile and potent force, much of the thinking to date has been concerned with 
capability, manufacturing and deep maintenance. Phase 2 of that thinking needs to anchor the critical components 
for sustaining capabilities in the north during their deployments. Stockpiling will require further warehousing 
infrastructure development and disbursement.

https://australianaviation.com.au/2019/01/2019-a-pivotal-year-for-raaf-integrated-air-and-missile-defence-project-northrop-grumman/
http://www.defence.gov.au/casg/EquippingDefence/ground-air-defence
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The northern Australian industry base would need to be enhanced to be able to provide a permanent and scalable 
civilianised replenishment and depot repair capacity for Defence capabilities deployed across the various physical 
nodes of FOB North. In this model, Darwin and Tindal would need to become critical nodes in global defence 
supply chains for such capabilities as the JSF-35. Federal, state and territory government investment in Industry 4.0 
capacity in northern Australia would also be needed.

For a hundred years, Australian policymakers have understood that a socially and economically prosperous 
northern Australia is important to national security. Under the FOB North concept, this idea would see both Darwin 
and Tindal becoming listed as national critical infrastructure assets.

As much as military capabilities will be the key to the development of this concept, further thought will be needed 
about the civilianisation of functions within FOB North. Facts on the attraction and retention of workforces in 
northern Australia are rather opaque and often dominated by anecdotes of transient workforces and declining 
populations. Several large and technically difficult projects, such as INPEX Corporation’s Ichthys LNG Project 
in Darwin, clearly show that highly skilled workforces can be attracted to northern Australia.71 Therefore, 
consideration needs to be given to civilianising the unskilled, semiskilled and professional workforce within 
FOB North. This approach will have several beneficial impacts, including workforce stability and industry 
base expansion.

The US Force Posture Initiative in the Northern Territory will be an important dimension of FOB North, which 
could provide a key defence operational centre for deepening US–Australia defence cooperation. In addition to 
the continuation of individual, joint and combined training, there may be all-new opportunities to integrate global 
supply chains into FOB North’s Darwin and Tindal nodes.

One of the biggest stumbling blocks for such an ambitious plan is budgeting. The creation of FOB North would 
have significant budget implications, but they shouldn’t be simplistically viewed through a Defence lens. Rather, 
the entire strategy should be based on a national cost-sharing arrangement delivered through a broad national 
investment plan that engages across the public and private sectors.

The following three examples illustrate how opportunities can be generated through greater whole-of-government 
integration and private-sector engagement:

• RAAF Base Scherger is 26 kilometres to the east of the port of Weipa. While Defence maintains Scherger as a 
bare-base facility, it doesn’t maintain the main supply route from Weipa to the base. That’s viewed as a local 
government issue. However, as the maintenance of the road is expensive and a low local government priority, 
the route is often in a poor state of repair, limiting the operational utility of the port at Weipa. Given the road’s 
strategic importance, there’s an argument for it to be maintained under the Australian Government’s Northern 
Australia Roads Program.

• Over the past two decades, mining companies have regularly invested resources in building airstrips, ports 
and roads across northern Australia. Often, this infrastructure has great strategic as well as economic value 
to Australia. Such investments offer an opportunity for access to dual-use infrastructure that can be used to 
augment Defence, Home Affairs and state and territory government activities in northern Australia.72

• More than 17 years after the 2002 Bali bombings, Australia’s National Critical Care and Trauma Response 
Centre in Darwin has demonstrated the importance of both geopolitical location and regional preparedness, 
particularly in the event of a natural or man-made disaster. The centre is well situated at Australia’s natural 
gateway to Asia on the periphery of the notorious ‘Ring of Fire’, but it’s also well situated within FOB North to 
provide primary and secondary health care in time of conflict.

To succeed, the FOB North concept must be fully integrated with broader national security strategy. ADF and 
national security activities ought to be integrally linked and mutually supporting. Therefore, the current and future 
needs of Home Affairs and intelligence agencies ought to be considered. This area of work needs to integrate 
Defence, Home Affairs, intelligence agencies and many other groups and work towards a combined national security 
approach. In doing so, several synergies in basing, logistics, command and control could be realised.

https://www.nationaltraumacentre.nt.gov.au/
https://www.nationaltraumacentre.nt.gov.au/


23THE CENTRALITY OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA IN DWPS

One national security area of importance creating risks and opportunities for the Northern Territory is the 
replacement and enhancement of Australia’s maritime surveillance capabilities. Those capabilities will provide 
surveillance to enable the ABF to maintain maritime domain awareness and enable timely and effective deterrence, 
prevention and response operations to protect our borders and exercise our sovereign rights in an evolving threat 
environment. That project is in its infancy, so there are opportunities for its integration into FOB North.

More than this, the development of FOB North needs to be part of, and supported by, Australia’s sovereign 
nation-building efforts. As both a sovereign defence and a national security concept, FOB North is an integral part 
of building national resilience in northern Australia and so should not be simply planned and delivered through a 
DWP. This kind of ambitious national approach will involve Defence working with a diverse array of stakeholders and 
partners. It will also allow Defence to make a significant and lasting contribution to its most basic strategic interest: 
a secure, resilient Australia.

The FOB North concept will give Australia’s policymakers a foundation for thinking of the north as a facilitator of 
engagement with the region. FOB North will make the north of Australia a vehicle for defence with the region, rather 
than defence from the region.



NEXT STEPS

Defence needs to encourage and nurture greater public policy discourse on the role of northern Australia in defence 
and national security. Greater intellectual rigour, like that applied during World War II and by Dibb in 1986, will then 
need to be translated into a shared vision of the role of the north in the defence of Australia and national security.

The first step towards developing a northern Australian defence strategy could involve a nationally coordinated 
simulated stress test of the north’s Defence and civilian capacity to withstand a range of contingencies. The 
simulations could involve desktop exercises that access real datasets on industry, state and territory government, 
Home Affairs, intelligence and Defence capacity in the north. In addition to testing legal frameworks, strategic 
reserves and force posture, attention should be directed to questions of time and space for responses.

With that stress data, Defence, in partnership with Home Affairs, would be able to fully map the existing support 
ecosystem in northern Australia. Furthermore, specific supply-chain vulnerabilities, legislative impediments, 
organisational and cultural challenges, command and control issues and risks could be identified and then explored.

Collectively, this body of work could form the basis for a clear northern defence and national security strategy. 
An integrated critical infrastructure plan that encompasses a shared costs model could then be developed to inform 
an integrated national critical capital works program.



CONCLUSION

While the future ADF can be built, maintained and based in the south, its key combat systems will in any future 
conflict deploy from and perhaps even fight in Australia’s north. Deployment from the south takes time and is reliant 
on the right key enabling functions being in place in northern Australia or being established rapidly.

Australia’s long national defence supply chains are at best untested, and at worst perilously vulnerable to kinetic 
and non-kinetic disruption. As highlighted in ASPI’s 2018–19 Cost of Defence report, key enablers, especially those 
in Australia’s north, are victims of sustained underinvestment.73 In future years, as the costs of capital investment 
and capability sustainment increase as a percentage of the overall defence budget, there’s likely to be even further 
pressure on key enablers.

Now is the time for Defence to think more about the north. That thinking needs to reconceptualise northern 
Australia as a defence and national security ecosystem that’s fundamental to building the nation.
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ACRONYMS AND 
ABBREVIATIONS

ABF Australian Border Force

ADF Australian Defence Force

AFP Australian Federal Police

DWP Defence White Paper

FOB forward operating base

GDP gross domestic product

INTERFET International Force in East Timor

JORN Jindalee Operational Radar Network

NORCOM Northern Command

RAAF Royal Australian Air Force

RAN Royal Australian Navy

UK United Kingdom

UN United Nations
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