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Foreword
Michael Shoebridge

The 27 essays in the collection demonstrate that Australia’s north—that great sweep of territory from Rockhampton in the east 
to Onslow in the west, taking in Townsville, Bamaga, Darwin and Broome—is about a whole lot more than even what makes its 
way into the national debate (borders, quarantine facilities, mining, agricultural and energy projects, and small but key defence 
facilities). 

Between them, the authors of this volume cover proposals for an Indigenous civil defence force to work domestically and in our 
near region, the opportunities for processing critical minerals and producing rare‑earth magnets, a broader way of thinking about 
and doing nation‑building that gets beyond waiting for one big first‑mover investor or entrepreneur before anything happens, and, 
of course, the ways that Australia can better use this huge chunk of the globe’s strategic geography—along with key partners like 
Japan and the United States.

As thinkers who understand the austere environment of our north, the authors are all distinguished by a sense of opportunity, 
optimism and even that much‑maligned, now neglected word ‘vision’—which history shows is what’s needed to advance the 
development and prosperity of the north of our continent.  

And the good news is that the authors are increasingly less lonely in thinking this way. Serial entrepreneurs like Bevan Slattery, one 
of whose current projects, HyperOne (national broadband with a turbocharger and AI), is outlined here, is an example, as are some 
of Australia’s key partners—the Japanese government and some of Japan’s biggest companies, and, of course, the US military with 
its expanded force posture activities and presence operating out of Australia. Maybe that shows us that hard‑nosed realists, like 
the folk in the Pentagon, can ‘do the vision thing’.

The irony is that, for all this international interest and investment in our north, and the energy of local investors and entrepreneurs, 
‘Team Australia’ seems to have a less coherent plan for maximising our prosperity and security from our north than our partners 
do. This collected work shows many ways in which that can change.

I hope the range of thinking and the refreshing nature of the ideas in this collection add to the growing momentum in 
understanding and taking advantage of the value of our unique north.
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Stronger together: A US military view of Australia’s strategic geography
Todd C. Hanks

Image: Department of Defence.

For even the most casual of observers, it’s clear that over the past decade the global strategic security environment has become 
increasingly complex. With a rising and increasingly assertive China, a resurgent Russia and a growing number of capable 
and unpredictable non‑state actors, the US finds itself relying on its allies more than ever. This is particularly the case in the 
Indo‑Pacific, where the US is trying to nurture greater cooperation with partners and allies. The good news here is that while 
long‑time ally Australia isn’t writing blank cheques, it’s both willing and able to work with the US, where the two countries’ mutual 
interests align.

The geographic location of northern Australia is of significant strategic interest to the US, as the sea lines of communication are 
open to the broader Indo‑Pacific in multiple directions. And there’s space for investment in adequate infrastructure for future 
expansion. The US and Australian defence strategies and policies are aligned in the Indo‑Pacific and the national interests of each 
country are easier to navigate when our like‑minded democracies cooperate.

The US should continue defence cooperation to leverage Australia’s strategic geography and modern defence capabilities to 
counter the recent corrosive and aggressive actions of China in the Indo‑Pacific. This is why, today, ASPI is releasing its latest 
Strategic Insight, Stronger together: US force posture in Australia’s north—a US perspective of Australia’s strategic geography.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20190829adf8614011_138.jpg
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/stronger-together
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The new report argues why, and analyses how, Australia’s defence force capabilities and strategic geography can enable US 
force posture initiatives in the Indo‑Pacific and promote greater regional cooperation in ways that advance US and Australian 
national interests.

There are several practical and tangible areas for US–Australia cooperation and growth, which include: expanding the Australian 
defence industrial base while securing and hardening supply chains; increasing US Army force posture in northern Australia; 
increasing multinational training opportunities; and, in conjunction with Australia, expanding the defence partnership with 
Indonesia. These actions should be explored to counter the growing influence of the Chinese state, as part of a broader 
national strategy.

The report’s first recommendation is that Australia should contribute to the US force posture initiatives with an expansion of its 
defence industrial base through a US–Australian joint venture to manufacture critical ammunition in Australia. Prime Minister 
Scott Morrison voiced support for a similar initiative when he stated the Australian government will ‘accelerate the creation of 
a $1 billion Sovereign Guided Weapons Enterprise, boosting skilled jobs and helping secure Australia’s sovereign defence 
capabilities’. Investment in the defence industry is part of Australia’s $270 billion, 10‑year investment plan outlined in its recently 
published force structure plan.

An increase to US force posture in northern Australia would be in the strategic interest of both nations. Any force increase in 
US Army Pacific forces in northern Australia could be rotational, with the capability for rapid expansion during a crisis, to a 
semipermanent presence if conditions warrant. Such an increase would act as a strong grey‑zone deterrent to China during a 
time when Australia has been subject to economic coercion from Beijing, apparently for Australian decisions made in its national 
interest over recent years. Australia can enable US Indo‑Pacific Command’s force posture initiatives by allowing additional US 
Army pre‑positioned stocks to be stationed in northern Australia, complementing the already planned US strategic fuel storage 
projects. This kind of investment will also mean more jobs and increased foreign investment for Australia.

A third area in which Australia could contribute to the US force posture initiatives is by offering an expansion of multinational 
training opportunities for additional US forces and those of other like‑minded democracies, such as Quad members Japan and 
India. An increase in multinational training opportunities that compliment Marine Rotational Force – Darwin seems feasible 
given the $747 million recently announced as investment in training facilities in the Northern Territory. Through its strategic 
geography and economic leverage, Australia can be an important part of the connective tissue required to bring Quad members 
closer together.

The final area of cooperation is the expansion of the strong defence partnership between Australia and Indonesia, a relationship 
that’s important to the US and the region. A 2018 study from Australia’s Lowy Institute make the case for a recalibration of the 
Australian Defence Force’s defence cooperation program, with a focus on increased maritime security operations and defence 
industrial collaboration. Through expanded defence cooperation, Australia will build greater trust with Indonesia, which, together 
with the changing strategic environment in the region, could encourage Jakarta to re‑evaluate its own defence policy.

The US now relies on increased cooperation from partners and allies to regain the initiative from China in the Indo‑Pacific. 
Australia’s defence strategy and policies are better aligned to US defence strategy and policies today than ever before. Military 
modernisation alone will not effectively expand the competitive space and disrupt China’s grey‑zone activities.

Australia can and should use its strategic geography and defence capabilities to enable US force posture initiatives to promote 
greater regional cooperation and, through greater deterrent posture and capability, reduce the risks of conflict in the Indo‑Pacific.

The views expressed in this article are the personal views of the author and do not represent the position of the US Army or the 
US Department of Defense.

Published on 12 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/stronger- 
together-a-us-military-view-of-australias-strategic-geography.

https://www.pm.gov.au/media/sovereign-guided-weapons-manufacturing
https://www1.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/2020_Force_Structure_Plan.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-australia-pompeo-fuel-idUSKCN24V0T6
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-australia-pompeo-fuel-idUSKCN24V0T6
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/major-investment-northern-territory-defence-bases
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/reinforcing-indonesia-australia-defence-relations-case-maritime-recalibration-1
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/stronger-together-a-us-military-view-of-australias-strategic-geography/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/stronger-together-a-us-military-view-of-australias-strategic-geography/
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Budget 2021: Nation‑building’s lost opportunities
Gill Savage

Image: Snowy Hydro.

The 2021–22 federal budget focuses on ‘securing Australia’s recovery’ but it has accepted the assumptions of the past by limiting 
investment to road and rail infrastructure, not just for northern Australia but across all states and territories. For the Northern 
Territory, the budget provides just less than $347 million of federal funding for rail and road infrastructure and upgrades.

Elsewhere it’s a similar story. For northern Queensland there’s around $710 million of funding for ‘securing Australia’s recovery’ 
that just drops the region’s name into standard announcements of road or rail projects.

This lack of creative thinking also extends to investment for New South Wales, Victoria, the Australian Capital Territory, Tasmania 
and South Australia. For Western Australia, the recovery investments include $160 million for the WA Agricultural Supply Chain 
Improvements project—fancy words for more rail and road upgrades.

These commitments make great headlines. There’s no doubt they’ll support jobs and businesses, provide economic sugar hits and 
leave artifacts, but surely we can do better.

The new funding continues Australia’s longstanding fixation on investing in rail and road infrastructure, demonstrated by the 
federal government’s existing $110 billion investment in transport projects. At best it represents a 20th‑century perspective of 
nation‑building and infrastructure.

https://www.snowyhydro.com.au/news/galleries/
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/federal-budget-supports-nts-recovery-plan
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/federal-budget-supports-nts-recovery-plan
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/federal-budget-supports-queenslands-recovery-plan
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/federal-budget-infrastructure-boost-help-build-western-australias-economic-recovery
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/federal-budget-infrastructure-boost-help-build-western-australias-economic-recovery
https://investment.infrastructure.gov.au/
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In November, ASPI’s John Coyne and I argued that nation‑building for Australia’s north ‘requires vision, leadership, cooperation 
and courage in spades’. The answer is not a road or a rail line, and it isn’t a one‑off project that generates short‑term investment. 
Australia deserves more. Regional communities deserve more.

In March, I argued that nation‑building is more than constructing highways and railways to connect our major cities. It’s about 
delivering long‑term economic, social and environmental benefits, and ensuring that multiple challenges are solved along the way.

Cynics would say that nation‑building doesn’t sit well within political agendas because of short‑term thinking often driven by 
election cycles. The next federal election is due by May next year and the average length of federal parliamentary terms between 
1990 and 2016 was just 32 months. All state and territory jurisdictions have fixed four‑year terms so perhaps the time is right for the 
same at the federal level.

Having vision is one thing, but then committing to the long‑term collaborative engagement required for modern nation‑building 
is another.

What should modern nation‑building look like? There are many examples but here are a couple.

In February, self‑described serial tech entrepreneur Bevan Slattery outlined his vision for digital infrastructure in Australia with 
the announcement of HyperOne, his proposal for a 20,000‑kilometre national fibre internet network. Slattery says HyperOne 
will cost $1.5 billion, create 10,000 new jobs during construction and connect with data hubs across Australia through a 
10,000‑terabit‑per‑second national fibre backbone. This investment will deliver hyperscale, secure and sovereign digital capability.

These are great benefits. Most importantly, this network will improve digital connectivity and performance for regional and 
remote communities through 1,000 on‑ramps that will give neglected communities and remote areas cost effective access to 
high‑speed internet.

This investment was hailed as the ‘largest private digital infrastructure project in Australia’s history’ and was welcomed by the 
Australian, NT and SA governments. HyperOne is now engaging with the National Broadband Network, the Northern Australia 
Infrastructure Facility as well as suppliers, partners and customers to progress the project.

This week, HyperOne and FiberSense announced that the hyperscale cable will detect physical impacts on it including those of 
excavators and animals or potential interference and interception. This capability will protect the physical asset and provide a 
higher level of security than is currently available.

It’s not just the vision or the private investment that is significant here—it’s the focus on improving the lives of ordinary Australians 
and the willingness to collaborate in solving a range of challenges.

Project Echo is another example of nation‑building. In my March Strategist article I highlighted the NT government’s ‘Terabit 
Territory’ initiative aims to position the territory as a leader in telecommunications across Southeast Asia. The key enabler of this 
big thinking is subsea cable connectivity, through Project Echo, which will connect California with Singapore, Guam and Indonesia 
as well as Australia via Darwin.

A subsea cable branch into Darwin positions the city as Australia’s enhanced digital pathway into Southeast Asia, and 
when combined with HyperOne’s hyperscale national cable network, will drive sustainable economic, social and national 
security opportunities.

These initiatives aren’t only about fixing yesterday’s problems. They position Australia for today as well as the future.

It’s sobering when you hear Slattery say that ‘existing national transmission networks were built back when there was no YouTube, 
Netflix, social media, iPhones, or even cloud, let alone the future industries’.

The public sector needs to enable nation‑building entrepreneurship through policy settings and investment decisions. The public 
sector cannot, and should never be, the innovator—that’s not its role, nor is it what we expect from the public service.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/leveraging-defence-investment-in-post-pandemic-nation-building/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-territorys-digital-infrastructure-plans-face-big-challenges/
https://electionwatch.unimelb.edu.au/australia-2016/articles/Three-year-parliamentary-terms-are-woefully-short
https://hyper.one/press-release/
https://hyper.one/press-release/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6797676418336718848/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-territorys-digital-infrastructure-plans-face-big-challenges/
https://cmc.nt.gov.au/advancing-industry/terabit-territory
https://cmc.nt.gov.au/advancing-industry/terabit-territory
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/insights/era-of-open-submarine-cable-systems-open-cls
https://hyper.one/press-release/
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It’s time for governments, of all political persuasions, to show us the kind of vision and innovation that saw the building 
of the Snowy Mountains hydro and Ord River irrigation schemes. We don’t need carbon copies of these; we need their 
21st‑century equivalents.

Nation‑building initiatives don’t happen overnight and shouldn’t be driven by short‑term political imperatives to get money out 
the door. They’re underpinned by partnerships, collaboration and commitment to achieve mutual benefit through joint outcomes.

Post‑Covid‑19, collaboration is the new black, but we are out of practice. Sustainable nation‑building requires us to go beyond 
short‑term ‘sugar hit’ investment and relearn how to collaborate with persistence.

Published on 14 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2021- 
nation-buildings-lost-opportunities.

Agriculture can drive infrastructure development in northern Australia
Saba Sinai

In the ASPI report ‘Thinking big!’: Resetting northern Australia’s national security posture, John Coyne outlines opportunities and 
challenges in realising northern Australia’s strategic potential for governments, institutions, and communities. One significant 
challenge articulated in that report is the absence of adequate infrastructure across the north that is both capable of supporting 
defence‑related supply routes while being economically significant enough to justify non‑defence investment and use by 
other stakeholders.

As Coyne noted, Defence ‘relies heavily on national infrastructure and the wider logistic support system, which is outside its 
control or management’. Below 26° south, where 95% of Australia’s population lives, a user‑pays model provides Defence with that 
support. In the sparsely populated north, such models stymie infrastructure development, limiting defence logistics.

Developing adequate infrastructure across the north requires an alternative approach that brings multiple stakeholders together 
to create an economic rationale for such development. Mining, agriculture, tourism, energy and other industries that operate 
extensively throughout northern Australia, together with governments at all levels, must enhance collaboration to implement 
infrastructure projects that serve the region. No single stakeholder can deliver the infrastructure that northern Australia requires if 
it’s to play the strategic and economic role that’s been flagged for it.

While a multistakeholder approach will deliver effective infrastructure, each industry can contribute to the whole by developing 
the relevant economic opportunities presented by northern Australia. In agriculture, an industry with room to grow in the north, 
some opportunities are being realised while others remain untapped. The production of high‑value agricultural commodities 
holds particular potential for attracting infrastructure investment across the north. Through research and development, the 
establishment or expansion of such activities will lead to infrastructure outcomes for northern Australia. Here, the old adage 
‘build it and they will come’ is replaced by ‘grow it, and they will build’.

Government investment in transport infrastructure supporting mining industries across northern Australia demonstrates how 
high‑value commodities attract public investment. Coal mining in Queensland has attracted private and public infrastructure 
development for nearly 150 years. The mining of gold, iron ore, copper and other materials has bolstered infrastructure investment 
in northern Australia since the mid‑1800s. Mining of other minerals like lithium, crucial for electric vehicle manufacturing, presents 
newer opportunities for attracting public investment. Lithium mining near Port Hedland in northwest Western Australia is being 
supported by the Australian government through road widening at a cost of $44 million.

While agriculture and mining are different beasts, infrastructure that supports primary production can also serve strategic 
goals. Infrastructure development can be driven a number of ways. First, there are new opportunities in the form of expanded 
agricultural areas that would increase northern Australia’s economic performance.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2021-nation-buildings-lost-opportunities
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-2021-nation-buildings-lost-opportunities
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/thinking-big-resetting-northern-australias-national-security-posture
https://www.business.qld.gov.au/industries/mining-energy-water/resources/geoscience-information/investment-support/investing-resources
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/australias-critical-minerals-strategy/national-actions-on-critical-minerals/action-area-3-strategic-infrastructure-investment
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/australias-critical-minerals-strategy/national-actions-on-critical-minerals/action-area-3-strategic-infrastructure-investment
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In WA’s Ord River Irrigation Area, recent success with cotton production has attracted significant investment in transport 
infrastructure. For many years the Ord River region had not lived up to its potential because of a lack of scale to make investments 
worthwhile and many of the challenges that beset tropical agriculture and hamper production. But thanks to technological and 
agronomic advances, the region, characterised by favourable soil and abundant rain, produced impressive cotton yields in 2019 
and 2020. As the region’s crop production increases, so does the impetus for infrastructure development.

While the abundant rain makes the Ord attractive from an agricultural viewpoint, it also makes the region prone to flooding, with 
subsequent supply interruptions. Agriculture‑driven improvements to transport infrastructure in the Ord and throughout northern 
Australia could help avoid those interruptions through bridge construction, improving run‑off and other measures—making it 
more suitable for Defence as well.

Nascent agricultural industries also provide incentives for infrastructure development throughout the north. For example, while 
major tropical fruits like mangoes are grown extensively in northern Australia, the cultivation of minor tropical fruits like durian 
and mangosteen has scope to increase. Many of those products are consumed in Australia, but they are also desirable to our 
neighbours. China imported $1.62 billion of durian in the first half of 2020 alone. The fruit, which has seen an explosive growth in 
value, can be grown around Darwin and in coastal areas of Cape York, but the industry is smaller than it could be. As demand for 
those commodities increases, infrastructure development to support the industry becomes more attractive.

Consumer demand for ethically produced goods also creates infrastructure opportunities, particularly for the livestock sector. The 
Northern Australia Beef Roads Program includes measures to improve animal welfare during transport, particularly by reducing 
‘road roughness and dust generation’. The $100 million program seeks to make a range of improvements in road infrastructure 
critical to the beef industry across northern Australia and there are opportunities to augment it. The vast distances between farms 
or to processing facilities raise animal welfare concerns, providing a rationale for improved transport infrastructure and additional 
abattoirs across the north, which could shorten travel times for livestock and reduce animal stress. New processing facilities would 
also attract additional ancillary projects like residential infrastructure.

Many other agricultural schemes have the potential to attract infrastructure investment in northern Australia. They include 
innovative value‑adding initiatives to existing agricultural commodities, the adoption of high‑value products, increased water 
storage, Indigenous‑led agricultural production and the construction or upgrade of airports and seaports.

Together with other stakeholders, agriculture can contribute to the infrastructure that northern Australia requires. The CQ Inland 
Port, near the central Queensland town of Emerald, is a great example of a major multistakeholder infrastructure development 
in the north. The development, which is primarily intended for use by agriculture and mining industries, includes a bulk grain 
handling facility as well as an intermodal and container terminal. The facility is located near the intersection of two major highways 
and the railways that complement them, adding to the strategic transport ecosystem in northern Australia.

A word of caution is in order: while increased agricultural activity could attract the infrastructure investment northern Australia 
needs, governments and industries must proceed in a sustainable way. Hurried development risks poor long‑term infrastructure 
outcomes and may strain social cohesion across the diverse north. Similarly, casting aside environmental considerations for 
the sake of expedience exposes the community and environment to threats such as zoonotic diseases, water pollution and 
biodiversity loss.

While the challenges of northern Australia can seem prohibitive for many endeavours, including agriculture, those constraints 
can also act as incubators for the innovative and collaborative approaches required to achieve the sort of nation‑building that the 
region requires.

Published on 20 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture-can- 
drive-infrastructure-development-in-northern-australia.

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/cotton/cotton-ord-river-irrigation-area
https://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2020-08-31/ord-cotton-industry-hits-new-highs-in-was-far-north/12610730
https://www.producereport.com/article/chinas-durian-imports-exceed-16-billion-first-half-2020
https://investment.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure_investment/northern_australia_beef_roads.aspx
https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/11/20/how-one-couple-saved-90000-tons-bananas-landfill-and-accidentally-discovered
https://crcna.com.au/research/projects/spicing-northern-australia-high-value-condiment-crops
https://www.csiro.au/en/research/natural-environment/water/Northern-Rivers-and-Dams
https://www.csiro.au/en/research/natural-environment/water/Northern-Rivers-and-Dams
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-13/aboriginal-wattleseed-production-to-reduce-unemployment/13131858
https://www.theland.com.au/story/5299213/tamworths-air-freight-project-gets-wings/
https://cqinlandport.com.au/index.html
https://cqinlandport.com.au/index.html
https://www.queenslandcountrylife.com.au/story/6223850/cq-inland-port-construction-well-underway/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture-can-drive-infrastructure-development-in-northern-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture-can-drive-infrastructure-development-in-northern-australia/
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Establishing a semiconductor cradle in the Northern Territory
Elena Yi-Ching Ho

Two major infrastructure projects, HyperOne and Project Echo, in conjunction with the Northern Territory government’s ‘Terabit 
Territory’ plan, have set Darwin on its way to becoming Australia’s national digital hub and the linchpin of telecommunications 
connecting the United States with the region.

These projects are expected to provide Darwin with a powerful foundation on which to develop its cyber capability—with the goal 
of becoming home to Australia’s first science industrial park, manufacturing semiconductor chips.

The challenges presented by growing regional tensions and a post‑Covid appetite for a radical rethink of what nation‑building 
means make now a time for bolder action.

Australia cannot simply conjure up a semiconductor industry, but increasing research and development spending, encouraging 
private sector investment and seeking resources and a suitable location to build such an industrial park would be a good start.

Increasing strategic rivalry between the US and China has created tensions that have alerted countries relying on Taiwan’s 
semiconductor industry to their own vulnerabilities.

Since the pandemic began, countries have been reassessing their own critical technologies. After the US, Japan and 
European Union suffered major disruptions to their semiconductor supply networks, President Joe Biden signed an 
executive order in February reviewing his country’s critical supply chains. The US and Japan are increasing investment in 
semiconductor development.

Australia badly needs a clear plan. We may not have felt the impact of semiconductor industry fluctuations as much as other 
countries, but not having a secure supply chain is a major ‘sovereign capability risk’ that could make us very vulnerable in the 
increasingly turbulent regional environment.

The Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) has been recognised as the world’s most successful chip 
manufacturer and it’s not the only successful example of Taiwan’s high‑technology capability. The cradle of its technology 
development was Hsinchu Science Park.

Constructed in the 1980s, the park nurtured semiconductor companies such as TSMC, United Microelectronics Corporation 
and MediaTek and also attracted major foreign companies such as ASML, Intel and Lam Research to invest in Taiwan. Besides 
its technological importance, it boosted the city’s economy and infrastructure development and encouraged skilled workers to 
relocate there.

Finding an ideal location for a science park was not easy, nor was operating and maintaining it. Taiwan faces the constant threat 
of natural disasters such as earthquakes and typhoons, and droughts and floods are also becoming a new normal. The need 
for a stable electricity supply is constantly discussed. Yet, Taiwan has managed to keep those problems under control through 
careful planning.

When Taiwan first constructed Hsinchu Science Park, key criteria included the availability of a site larger than 300 hectares, and 
access to more than 36,000 tonnes of water daily.

Australia should look to Hsinchu Science Park as a model for such an establishment in Darwin. As with all major infrastructure 
projects north of 26 degrees south, raising the necessary investment will be a challenge.

However, Australia urgently needs to address the implications of worsening tensions in the South China Sea, China–Taiwan 
cross‑strait issues, and its defence capability generally.

https://hyper.one/press-release/
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James Andrew Lewis from the Center for Strategic and International Studies has written that investment in technology is crucial 
for defence and the semiconductor industry is ‘the backbone of economic and military performance in the digital age’. It will be 
ambitious for Australia to aim to provide all of its own semiconductors, but constructing a science industrial park would be a 
significant start while also bringing investment to the NT.

Apart from the Taiwanese park’s geography, its planners also noted the need for technological capability, funding, management 
and skilled people. Darwin has yet to tick all of these boxes but therein lies the opportunity.

Finding a suitable site should not be problem as Darwin’s population and infrastructure are not overly concentrated. Although 
the city faces water shortages, the NT government has attempted to address the issue through the ‘Darwin region water supply 
strategy’ with a new pumping station and more storage. The government has also set up a renewable energy roadmap to gradually 
replace fossil fuels with cheaper, more secure and more eco‑friendly power.

The Australian Defence Force recognises northern Australia’s geographic and strategic importance. Establishing a science 
industrial park in Darwin would further advance Australia’s defence technology strategy while helping to solve semiconductor 
supply chain issues.

As John Coyne notes in ASPI’s special report ‘Thinking big!’: Resetting northern Australia’s national security posture, without a 
socially and economically prosperous northern Australia, there’ll be insufficient industry and infrastructure support for future 
defence operations, including regional engagement and power projection. Building a science industrial park in Darwin would 
enhance Australia’s technological capability and provide a powerful base to start its own semiconductor industry.

Published on 21 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/establishing-a- 
semiconductor-cradle-in-the-northern-territory.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/semiconductors-and-modern-defense-spending
https://www.powerwater.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/8443/2013-Power-and-Water-Corporation-Darwin-Region-Water-Supply-Strategy.pdf
https://www.powerwater.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/8443/2013-Power-and-Water-Corporation-Darwin-Region-Water-Supply-Strategy.pdf
https://roadmaptorenewables.nt.gov.au/?a=460760
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1516/ADFNthAust
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-darwin-should-be-the-crossroads-of-the-quad/
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/thinking-big-resetting-northern-australias-national-security-posture
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/establishing-a-semiconductor-cradle-in-the-northern-territory/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/establishing-a-semiconductor-cradle-in-the-northern-territory/


Strategic Insights14

The case for an Indigenous Australian civil defence force
John Coyne

Image: Department of Defence.

Australia needs an agile surge capacity to provide emergency personnel to respond to disasters, domestically and into our 
near region. That need will only grow, due to the increasingly frequent and intense weather events we’re now experiencing. The 
2019–20 bushfires and Covid‑19 have both illustrated that existing civil security and emergency response arrangements can be 
quickly overwhelmed.

To date, the Australian Defence Force has been the government’s answer to the increasing demand for civil defence responses. 
While the ADF is doubtlessly agile and capable, it’s also an expensive capability that is already overcommitted. Australia’s 
increasingly uncertain security environment is argument enough that the ADF shouldn’t be diverted to civil tasks if they impact on 
its capacity and capability.

So, where do we get a new civil defence emergency service from?

Volunteers have traditionally been a key element of our state emergency services and country and rural fire services. However, 
we’re already drawing on a lot of goodwill and community commitment to meet current needs, and we could soon be drawing 
from an almost empty well.

Australia’s reserve force elements, especially those of the army, have become increasingly capable over the past two decades. But 
Defence is trying to increase their capacity and capability to perform their primary task of warfighting. The addition of new civil 
defence training requirements is probably a bridge too far for part‑time ADF members already under pressure to meet individual 
and collective warfighting readiness levels.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20200106adf8567820_331.jpg
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In trying to answer this dilemma, I found myself reflecting on my youth in central Queensland. I remember being in awe of the 
way my family members and the Indigenous stockmen they worked with could fix anything. Of course, living remote requires the 
development of a high level of resilience. ‘Bush mechanics’ could—and still can—fix almost anything.

In remote communities, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians have those skills. Life in remote places remains 
challenging, and replacement parts and qualified tradesmen can be days away. The locals are, by necessity, some of Australia’s 
most resilient and capable citizens.

Little wonder then that members of those communities are sought after for their skills and knowledge of the country by the ADF’s 
regional force surveillance units in northern Australia: the Pilbara Regiment, the 51st Battalion of the Far North Queensland 
Regiment and the North‑West Mobile Force (NORFORCE).

Similarly, there ought to be no surprise that northern Australia’s ranger programs rely on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians’ capabilities and their deep connection and intimate understanding of Country.

Unemployment is inexcusably high in remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. With the resilience and abilities 
locals already have, imagine how much more capable these communities would be if training in skills such as search and rescue, 
first aid, firefighting and swift‑water rescue were to be provided.

Being able to call upon a 300‑ or 400‑strong unit of an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander civil defence unit, consisting of 18‑ to 
30‑year‑olds under guidance from local elders to respond to emergencies at home and abroad could be a great force for good.

The skills and training provided to that civil emergency force could be used in Australia’s most remote communities. More 
importantly, it would bring positive community outcomes, including much‑needed employment and training. It will see those 
‘bush mechanics’ provided with training that can be used daily in support of their communities.

In northern Australia, susceptibility to natural disasters like cyclones and droughts is exacerbated from a policy perspective by the 
small size and often wide dispersion of populations. While state emergency services and rural fire services still make significant 
contributions to those regions, more capability is needed, often on very short notice. An Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander civil 
defence force unit has the potential to address that challenge.

And let’s not forget the powerful message that would be sent regionally and nationally when a 300‑strong Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander response force arrives in the Pacific islands to help locals clean up after a cyclone. Or when a unit arrives in southern 
NSW to help during the next fire season.

Of course, setting up that kind of arrangement would be no easy task. But setting up ranger programs and regional force 
surveillance units wasn’t easy either. Both programs have had their issues, but both continue to deliver capability.

While the Queensland, Northern Territory and Western Australian governments could establish their own Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander civil defence units, it makes sense in terms of economies of scale for the federal government to take the lead here.

The program could be integrated with existing policy initiatives, such as the ranger program. The government could make the kind 
of investment into training and capital to ensure that this force could be kept at a high level of readiness for a fraction of the direct 
and opportunity costs of having ADF personnel performing the same tasks.

Published on 24 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-case-for-an- 
indigenous-australian-civil-defence-force.
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Protecting Australia beyond its traditional borders: infrastructure and investment
Teagan Westendorf

The federal government’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements) Bill is no paper tiger.

In ending Victoria’s link with China’s Belt and Road Initiative, the Commonwealth has reasserted Australian sovereignty in terms of 
responsibility and power to ensure national security as bilateral relations with China become increasingly unstable.

The re‑evaluation of the Darwin Port lease to a Chinese company seems to indicate the government is not done yet.

The Morrison government appears ready to act on national security issues by asserting Commonwealth influence in spheres it has 
not previously felt it had to. It also raises questions about what sovereignty means today in the context of influences such as ‘big 
tech’ corporations, digital economies and major technological advances.

This is not an aggressive policy change. There’s no way a local prefecture in China would have been allowed to sign a memorandum 
of understanding with the Australian government. Nor could an Australian company lease a Chinese port for 99 years.

Australia needs to update its understanding of the responsibility and influence that goes with sovereignty to match the strategic 
environment of the digital age.

The digital age has blurred the boundaries of sovereignty once clearly marked by physical borders. Now that the ‘border’ of 
a country stretches far off into cyberspace in the deeply interconnected fifth industrial revolution world of digital economies 
and globalised threats, has the nation‑state lost the capacity to draw a new line around its ‘territory’ to administer it in a 
meaningful way?

There are very real security implications in applying an outdated understanding of sovereignty to challenges such as transnational 
social‑media corporations influencing election outcomes, the activities of global political movements and efforts to inhibit 
government information and health policies.

With few exceptions, domestic legislation doesn’t reach beyond the border but the influence of a new breed of non‑state actor 
surely reaches in—as seen with the rise of far‑right extremist ideologies in Australia. Ever more of our individual and collective lives 
happen in the international spaces and platforms created by the internet where the sovereign power responsible for ensuring our 
democracy and security cannot always follow, at least not with the force it has offline.

The answer is not to embrace authoritarian policing of the digital landscape à la Skynet. Nor is it to extend Australian laws beyond 
our borders by using extra‑terrestrial legislation like a Magnitsky Act with broad strokes (which should only be used as a targeted 
law enforcement tool or to strategically assert key tenets of international law). Eroding civil liberties is not the answer and would 
exacerbate the problem, because what is a transnational corporation influencing the lives and security of a population who did not 
elect it but a catastrophic erosion of civil liberty and sovereignty?

In the context of our shifting strategic environment, it’s critical to national security that Australia’s government and public rethink 
what sovereignty means in terms of responsibility, reach and influence.

Sovereignty means reinserting state power and the democratic responsibility of government to build people’s opinions and rights 
into dealings with transnational corporations that operate online.

The stand‑off earlier this year between Facebook and the Commonwealth was about ensuring rightful profits went to Australian 
news outlets from digital platforms. Money now flows from platforms to large media outlets (government win) while Facebook 
argued some concessions into the government’s media bargaining code (platform win).

But that’s not why the world watched on with interest. What was at stake here was a democratic nation’s power to govern the 
internet as it’s used by its people, and Australia did not win. The concessions included in the bargaining code bill mean Facebook 
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still has the upper hand. The code now functions as a tool intended to coerce platforms into negotiating agreements with media 
outlets to avoid being designated as subject to the bargaining code. That means the strict rules by which the code should guard 
against power imbalances in negotiations are not, and probably never will be, enforced on platforms.

Public interest remains at the mercy of a foreign‑based, privately held tech conglomerate. Plus, small—meaning regional—news 
outlets won’t qualify for the code and will get nothing. And Facebook retains its right to block Australian news content again 
in future.

Facebook learned that the Australian government will bow to corporate pressure online. That information is arguably well worth 
the few million dollars it cost the company in the fees to be paid to some large media outlets.

Australia needs to unflinchingly stand up to transnational corporations who try to erode its capacity to govern online.

Sovereignty also means ensuring investment in tech capabilities that are critical to national security with urgency and 
accountability.

The public sector needs to curb its reliance on the private sector to invest in and deliver digital projects and resources we can’t 
do without from an economic and national security perspective. The private sector is rightfully subject to the preferences 
of individuals and companies, market forces and the plausibility of raising enough equity (among other things) to get big 
infrastructure projects going.

We’re lucky the private sector is building Australia’s first hyperscale national fibre internet network. This infrastructure is critical 
to connecting Australia domestically and internationally and supporting economic development into the future. It could also be 
strategically significant in the case of a regional military confrontation by connecting Australia to key allies via submarine cables 
outside Southeast Asia.

But now that we’re talking about being inside the historical ‘10 years’ warning time’ for potential regional conflict, was it not 
extremely risky to wait for a private company with the vision, and enough risk appetite and capital, to build such critical 
infrastructure?

And while this network is undeniably a boon, a similar investment in critical public infrastructure by a tech entrepreneur not driven 
by the same values and vision of enabling and securing Australia’s future could have the opposite effect. It could mean private, 
monopolistic control of critical infrastructure, where private profit is prioritised over public interest and opinion, and the elected 
government bows to private interests.

This is not to suggest that the government should seek to coerce or control the private sector and the market. But it has a 
responsibility to secure Australia’s digital and tech capabilities. It should strategically invest and support projects and industries 
critical to our national security, even if that means wearing greater risk in terms of equity investments than Canberra generally has 
appetite for.

We stand at the brink of the fifth industrial revolution, which will bring cooperation between people and machines, while our 
understanding of sovereignty is still grappling with the third revolution, digitisation and the internet. It’s imperative that we get up 
to speed.

The next part of this series will deal with proactive digital sovereignty by policing the internet, securing data domestically and 
internationally among trusted allies with legislative protections for privacy and civil liberties, and digital human rights.

Published on 26 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/protecting- 
australia-beyond-its-traditional-borders-infrastructure-and-investment.
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What should modern nation‑building look like?
Gill Savage and John Coyne

Image: John Skewes/Flickr.

As Australia moves through the stages of recovery from Covid‑19, we’re increasingly urged in mainstream and social media to 
support local, visit local and live local. From Mudgee to Mildura, Batemans Bay to Bundaberg and beyond, regional Australia is 
working hard to reframe, reshape and reposition for a more prosperous and resilient future.

Today’s regional resurgence is coming from within as local communities recognise the impact the pandemic lockdowns have had 
on city dwellers and the opportunity that Covid‑recovery investment represents. However, even the most visionary of regional 
Australia’s leaders cannot achieve this on their own.

Our new ASPI report, Collaborative nation-building: Port of Townsville case study, launched today, looks at how one organisation 
is collaborating with governments and industry to deliver bigger benefits at the local level. The report highlights the need for a 
sustainable nation‑building agenda that goes beyond short‑term ‘sugar hit’ investment.

The theme for this report is nation‑building. Not the kind of one‑off investment ‘announceables’ we’re familiar with that connect 
cities with roads, but nation‑building that is big‑picture, courageous and reminiscent of the big ideas of the past. These are 
initiatives that build the infrastructure from which economic, social and national security opportunities grow.

Nation‑building has come in and out of favour over time. Perhaps Australia’s most iconic example is the building of the Snowy 
Mountains Hydro‑electric Scheme that commenced in 1949 and was completed in 1974. The project was more than an engineering 
feat. Its 100,000 workers came from more than 30 countries. Many had escaped the horror of post‑war Europe to begin a new 
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life where former enemies and allies worked side by side. While the design and construction are still recognised as statements 
of Australian innovation and ingenuity, those workers had a significant and lasting impact in shaping Australia and building 
our nation.

Regional areas understand the need for this style of nation‑building. The size of their budgets and revenue bases are such that 
the margin for financial error is slim, so growth needs to be based on big thinking. Regional Australia also understands that the 
recovery from the Covid‑19 recession means now is the time to set a nation‑building agenda.

This special report looks at what’s happening today in the Townsville region, using the Port of Townsville as an example of what’s 
possible, and at what others at regional, state and national levels can pursue beyond one‑off investments to drive nation‑building 
that then drives more sustainable benefits.

This examination of the Port of Townsville’s $1.62 billion expansion to meet needs over the coming 50‑years is one example of 
the big thinking that’s occurring across regional Australia. The case study illustrates that planning for a better future doesn’t 
happen overnight.

The Port of Townsville’s decade‑long journey started with a vision, planning and initial environmental approvals, and is now being 
pursued through collaborative engagement not common in the sector. While the ports sector tends to take a long‑term view in 
terms of management and expansion, it’s still unusual for individual ports to actively engage with trading partners in a strategic 
way and beyond the boundaries of specific projects.

Covid‑19 has reminded us that Australia can achieve great things when governments (including Defence, as is the case with 
Townsville), the private sector and the community work together. The Port of Townsville’s engagement approach is unusual for 
its sector and to some extent for Defence. While local commanders actively engage with local and state officials, they sometimes 
have limited knowledge of and scope to shape Australian Defence Force initiatives to optimise benefits at the local level. 
Defence’s engagement with the development of the Port of Townsville is different: it includes local commanders but also the big 
decision‑makers in Canberra.

Floods, drought, bushfires and now Covid‑19 have hit the region around Townsville hard, but it’s seizing the opportunity to 
reshape, reframe and reposition.

The report identifies several opportunities to increase prosperity in the region.

One is to collaborate rather than compete. This particularly relates to the Port of Townsville’s relationship with other hubs, 
especially given the increasing importance of strategic geography. It makes no sense to compete directly with other regions.

Another is to establish a medical hub to support Pacific partners. While some of these activities are defence‑focused, there’s also 
opportunity for Townsville to leverage its university and medical facilities to become an education and medical hub for the Pacific.

A third is to continue to use and invest in the Townsville region as a forward operating base for Australia’s activities into the 
Pacific. While it will never have a major fleet presence, Townsville is a viable staging post into the Pacific. Missions to Bougainville 
and deployments to Fiji as part of the Pacific step‑up and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief are good examples. Its 
geostrategic importance is already established, and the Australian government should formally acknowledge that.

A collaborative approach to nation‑building like this is not new but we haven’t engaged in this way for decades.

As a nation, we’re out of practice.

Published on 28 May 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/what-should- 
modern-nation-building-look-like.
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Are Australia’s new armoured vehicles too heavy?
John Coyne and Matthew Page

Image: Department of Defence.

The Defence Department’s decisions on acquiring tanks and the next generation of armoured vehicles are contentious and seem to 
always generate passionate responses.

In 2018, former major general and now senator Jim Molan duked it out with ASPI’s Marcus Hellyer in The Strategist over armoured 
fighting vehicles (AFVs). Both put some great arguments forward, and the matter rested there for a while.

In 2019, James Rickard and I stepped into the fray, addressing rumours that Defence was planning that the Darwin‑based 1st 
Brigade’s infantry fighting vehicles (IFVs) be located in Adelaide to allow for year‑round training. We argued that for the strategic 
and tactical value of IFVs to be realised, they’d need to operate across the length and breadth of Australia, regardless of the season 
or the weather. The article generated a storm of social media commentary arguing that mobility limitations were a result of 
peacetime environmental factors rather than vehicle design.

Earlier this month, kindred defence hawks and friends Molan and The Australian’s Greg Sheridan locked horns over Defence’s 
decision to buy 75 tanks at a cost of more than $2 billion.

To date, all of this debate has centred on two themes: a claimed obsolescence of armour in modern warfare and the need for 
the army to have mobility, protection and firepower. We’ll leave the first argument to one side for now and discuss the mobility 
implications of Defence’s IFV choices. We argue that if Australia’s IFVs, AFVs and tanks operate in Australia or the near region, they’ll 
need to watch their weight. Otherwise, road conditions will severely restrict the Australian Defence Force’s armoured mobility.
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The M113 armoured personnel carrier, in service since the 1970s, weighs 18 tonnes. Its shortlisted replacements, the Hanwha 
Redback and Rheinmetall KF41 Lynx, weigh more than double that, at 42 and 44 tonnes, respectively.

The Australian Army’s ASLAV, in service since the early 1990s, weighs 13.5 tonnes. The ASLAV’s planned replacement, the 
Rheinmetall Boxer combat reconnaissance vehicle, is almost three times heavier, weighing around 38 tonnes depending on 
its configuration.

Ben Coleman highlighted how the Boxer’s extra weight detracted from strategic deployability and tactical mobility in an ASPI 
report. Coleman focused outside Australia’s borders and noted the challenge of airlifting those vehicles to countries in our 
neighbourhood. He also raised concerns about the impact on the region’s poor‑quality roads and bridges.

However, there’s a problem much closer to home. The current state of road and bridge infrastructure in Australia’s north poses 
a more immediate mobility challenge for these weighty vehicles. Using data from the Bureau of Transport and Communications 
Economics, Shojaeddin Jamali points out that just over half the bridges in Australia are built to a T44 design standard, meaning 
they can hold a 44‑tonne semi‑trailer load. The remainder are largely built to an MS18 standard or lower, designed to carry 
33 tonnes or less. That’s far below SM1600 standards, which have been in place since 2004 and are designed for a load weight 
of up to 144 tonnes.

In Australia’s north, the issue is compounded by ageing road and bridge infrastructure in many places and the limited number of 
sealed main roads.

In the Northern Territory, 70% of the road network is unsealed and vulnerable to flooding during the wet season, restricting 
access to regional and remote communities. While the territory’s national highways are sealed, over 40% of the national highway 
network’s road surface is more than 40 years old. The design life of pavement is usually 40 to 50 years, so many highways will soon 
need maintenance or reconstruction work. The average age of bridges on the NT’s road network is 35 and more than a quarter of 
them are on the Stuart Highway, the single major road connecting the territory and South Australia.

With the state of Australia’s northern regional infrastructure in mind, the prospect of deploying new armoured vehicles two to 
three times heavier than their predecessors across an ageing road and bridge network, most not designed for loads exceeding 
44 tonnes, should ring alarm bells for Australia’s strategic thinkers. It’s not hard to imagine how much worse the road situation 
would be across much of the Indo‑Pacific, including Papua New Guinea, the Pacific islands and parts of Southeast Asia.

There are two broad options if we want to realise the strategic and tactical mobility benefits of AFVs, IFVs and tanks. One is to 
make a substantial investment in upgrading roads and bridges across northern Australia, though that won’t help for offshore 
deployments. Alternatively, the army could get lighter armoured vehicles, trading off some protection for greater mobility. 
(To head off complaints, we’d note that armour protection can save soldiers’ lives only if the vehicles have the mobility to be 
used in the first place.) Both options come with hefty price tags.

Refurbishing and upgrading the north’s roads and bridges would provide Australia with economic and social benefits beyond 
tactical mobility and deployability. Such upgrades would generate new economic opportunities in both the short and long terms. 
Improved infrastructure would reduce operating costs for industry. Well‑maintained road and bridge networks would help support 
growing demand for freight from new mining projects and ensure year‑round access to ports for the livestock industry. They would 
also connect NT residents to essential education, health and emergency services.

In the budget, the federal government announced an additional $15.2 billion for infrastructure, of which only $3.2 billion was 
allocated to Australia’s northern states and territories, with just $150 million committed to upgrading the NT’s highway networks 
over the next 10 years. It appears there’s no real plan to increase mobility through infrastructure investment in northern Australia. 
Defence may need a rethink on its armoured behemoths.

Published on 4 June 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/are-australias- 
new-armoured-vehicles-too-heavy.

https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/equipment-uniforms/equipment/vehicles/m113as4-armoured-personnel-carrier
https://www.hanwha-defense.co.kr/eng/products/antiaircraft-artillery-as21.do
https://www.hanwha-defense.co.kr/eng/products/antiaircraft-artillery-as21.do
https://www.army.gov.au/our-work/equipment-uniforms/equipment/vehicles/australian-light-armoured-vehicle
https://www.rheinmetall-defence.com/en/rheinmetall_defence/systems_and_products/vehicle_systems/armoured_wheeled_vehicles/boxer/index.php
https://s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2018-02/SI126%20sssss%20Land%20400%20defining%20the%20armyV3_0.pdf?l_g4LUCZOjHuHdY3cAkzqNXK8WZhyJP4
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/project-land-400-defining-army
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/project-land-400-defining-army
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/134484/1/Shojaeddin_Jamali_Thesis.pdf
https://infrastructuremagazine.com.au/2021/05/12/15-2-billion-for-infrastructure-announced-in-federal-budget/
https://investment.infrastructure.gov.au/projects/ProjectDetails.aspx?Project_id=113693-20NT-NP
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/are-australias-new-armoured-vehicles-too-heavy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/are-australias-new-armoured-vehicles-too-heavy/
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Australia needs to pick up the pace on innovation
Gill Savage and Matthew Page

Now more than ever Australia needs to be innovative, and our science and technology base is the key to driving national 
innovation.

While our Covid‑19 experience has reminded decision‑makers to value and trust expert scientific advice, it’s still not an automatic 
response. Coupled with the devasting impacts on universities of pursuing overseas research investment and full fee‑paying 
international students, the university sector is in a risky position.

Earlier this year, the head of Universities Australia, Deborah Terry, spoke on the value of Australia’s higher education sector in 
fostering Australian research and innovation. Professor Terry referenced Australia’s ranking in the World Intellectual Property 
Organization’s 2020 Global Innovation Index. The results were surprisingly underwhelming and signal a need for a rethink of how 
Australia supports innovation and the value we place on our higher education and research sectors.

The index ranked Australia just 23rd out of 133 countries for overall innovation and 6th in our region behind Singapore, South 
Korea, Hong Kong, China and Japan. We ranked higher in innovation inputs (13th), driven by factors like our internationally 
recognised tertiary education sector and relatively open and stable political, regulatory and business environments. However, our 
ranking was considerably lower in innovation outputs (31st), which includes the creation of knowledge, technology, and creative 
goods and services involved in translating research and development efforts into commercial outcomes.

In short, Australia excels in the ‘R’ of ‘R&D’ and falls short in the ‘D’—but that’s nothing new.

Over the years, a plethora of Australian government strategies, policies and task forces have targeted innovation. Yet Australia’s 
spending on research and development as a percentage of GDP has declined year on year since 2008—falling to just 1.79% in 
2017, compared to the OECD average of 2.48%. The fact that Australia’s innovation problem has persisted suggests that there are 
more complicated, systemic barriers to innovation stemming from a historical, cultural and philosophical aversion to investing 
in ourselves.

Despite Australian inventions like the stump‑jump plough, Hills Hoist, black‑box flight recorder, cochlear implant and Wi‑Fi, we’ve 
never been a country economically geared for innovation. Investment in potentially great ideas has always taken second place to 
our preference for exporting our natural resources.

Australia originally focused on exporting agricultural commodities like wool, wheat and butter, then expanded into minerals and 
fuels such as coal, iron ore and natural gas, changing major trading partners from the UK, to Japan, to the US, and now China. 
While professional services, particularly international education, have gained a place among our top exports, Australia has relied 
heavily on the benefits of a major and unanticipated early 2000s mining boom.

Sadly, cultural cringe continues to be alive and well in Australia. Michael Lucas of Engineers Australia says, ‘Although a lot of 
robotics technology is developed in Australia, local businesses tend to buy their products overseas. They want to see someone 
else use them first.’ Ask any budding innovative entrepreneur and they’re likely to agree.

The changes to university research commercialisation and the purpose of higher education institutions have been decades in the 
making. Universities’ heavy reliance on international student enrolments for funding has created an unsustainable dependency 
and international research partnerships have raised concerns of foreign interference. International funding for Australian 
university research has grown exponentially since 2000, and in 2018 most universities relied on discretionary income spending 
to fill research funding gaps. Much of this income comes from international students; some estimate that 27% of total research 
expenditure, or about $3.3 billion, relies on profits from international students.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/covid-19-shows-need-to-accelerate-national-policymaking-for-future-challenges/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/covid-19-shows-need-to-accelerate-national-policymaking-for-future-challenges/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/disinformation-threatens-evidence-based-policymaking/
https://news.curtin.edu.au/media-releases/transcript-national-press-club-address-vice-chancellor-professor-deborah-terry/
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2020.pdf
https://createdigital.org.au/culture-lack-innovation-robotics/
https://www.dese.gov.au/urc
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/200917-HE-Facts-and-Figures-2020.pdf
https://melbourne-cshe.unimelb.edu.au/lh-martin-institute/fellow-voices/strong-research-performances
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/BudgetReview202021/HigherEducationResearchTeaching
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/BudgetReview202021/HigherEducationResearchTeaching
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Developing an innovative idea from concept to practical application requires sponsorship, investment and time, which Australian 
companies like SPEE3D know well. SPEE3D has developed a world‑leading 3D printer that can rapidly manufacture components in 
a variety of different metals and alloys. Last year the Northern Territory government invested $2.75 million for SPEE3D to establish 
its research and development headquarters in Darwin. Without this kind of forward thinking and funding from governments, the 
fruits of research and development by universities and companies are destined to head overseas.

There are two challenges to address. The first is understanding that a robust science and research base underpins innovation and 
that a diminished university sector limits Australia’s opportunity to lead in pure and applied science and research.

The second is that, without whole‑of nation investment in innovation—whether by Australian governments, businesses, or both—
entrepreneurs who are unable to self‑fund will seek funding overseas.

Australia has a long history of gaining a competitive advantage in new and innovative technologies and an equally long history of 
forcing researchers and innovators to look overseas for funding. Covid‑19 has highlighted areas in which we could have handled 
things better and in which we shouldn’t repeat the errors of the past. Innovation is one of those areas.

Published on 11 June 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-
to-pick-up-the-pace-on-innovation.

https://newsroom.nt.gov.au/mediaRelease/33671
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-to-pick-up-the-pace-on-innovation/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-to-pick-up-the-pace-on-innovation/
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Why is it so hard for Australia’s innovators to win acceptance by Defence?
Charley Feros 

Image: Department of Defence.

Finding a path out of the economic ashes of the Covid‑19 pandemic while addressing growing tensions in our region has forced 
Australia to reassess its defence objectives and shift its national goal of ‘sovereign capability’ from a catch phrase to a high priority.

There are many innovative thinkers, entrepreneurs, manufacturers and service providers in Australia that are willing to roll up their 
sleeves and answer the call. But the journey they face in gaining the attention of the defence sector and winning acceptance for 
their ideas and skills can be long and arduous.

The team at Life h2o Australia, like many entrepreneurs and innovators, has spent countless hours, many sleepless nights and 
significant capital investment on research and development to bring innovative concepts and new technology to the attention of 
decision‑makers.

Our team has developed patented prototypes that provide portable, efficient and sustainable water in a wide range of 
applications, and what might be life‑and‑death situations.

The company’s objectives are to offer essential resources, operational support and sovereign capability to organisations such 
as the Australian Defence Force, allied forces, the Australian Border Force and emergency services and to provide assistance for 
humanitarian aid efforts and natural disaster responses in Australia and the Indo‑Pacific region.

Our developing suite of military‑grade equipment ranges from man‑portable trunk units, backpack‑sized systems that can be 
carried by a single soldier to much larger units designed to utilise mechanised transport. This type of equipment does away with 

http://images.defence.gov.au/20191119raaf8165233_083.jpg
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the need for the vast amounts of bottled water issued to personnel by the world’s defence forces, with all the plastic waste that 
entails, while reducing the militaries’ logistic footprint and thus their vulnerability.

Despite having the very best of intentions and often excellent products, start‑ups and small to medium‑sized enterprises (SMEs) 
such as ours are confronted with a maze of inconsistent processes and no clear pathway, resulting in a lack of engagement with 
subject‑matter experts. And there seems to be lots of box‑ticking by people who look straight past the innovation.

Unlike the large defence ‘primes’, these SMEs are easily pin‑balled around the huge and intricate beast that is Australia’s 
defence establishment.

Unless these smaller companies have the financial ability to stay the course and realise their full potential, the result can often 
be that innovative and potentially viable technologies go from ‘cutting edge’ to the cutting‑room floor, or are backed by overseas 
investment only to be purchased at a later date by our sovereign entities at a premium cost.

The difficulty in navigating this flawed system can discourage businesses from persevering with their ideas. That will, in turn, stifle 
creative thinking and halt crucial research and development.

Perhaps the worst outcome from our nation’s point of view is that our home‑grown products and services will become 
commercially accepted offshore, along with the revenue and valuable jobs they generate.

With the system screaming out for change, there are encouraging signs that some government stakeholders are attempting to play 
matchmaker and foster a positive and sustainable relationship between innovative industry and our defence establishment.

In our company’s case, it’s worth acknowledging, as an example of what can be done, the efforts of DefenceNT, part of the 
Northern Territory government’s Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade, to facilitate this process, with encouraging results 
and measurable success.

While this is a significant step in the right direction by one public organisation, much more effort and a targeted approach are 
needed across the board so that SMEs with valuable technologies and the ability to become economy‑building enterprises don’t 
continue to slip through the bureaucratic cracks.

In terms of new technology, Australians have a history of punching above their weight, but with our start‑ups and recently 
established SMEs, it’s very much a case of ‘help us, help you’. The time is now to revamp the system, foster the growth of new 
home‑grown innovative technologies, reduce red tape and support our nation’s entrepreneurs and creative thinkers so that they 
can continue to work tirelessly towards the common goal of economic growth, peace and prosperity.

Published on 22 June 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-is-it-so-hard-
for-australias-innovators-to-win-acceptance-by-defence.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-is-it-so-hard-for-australias-innovators-to-win-acceptance-by-defence
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-is-it-so-hard-for-australias-innovators-to-win-acceptance-by-defence
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Government needs to increase support for critical minerals projects in Australia
Gavin Lockyer 

Image: Northern Territory Government.

Australia has a huge amount to gain from taking advantage of its natural abundance of critical minerals and positioning itself as a 
world leader in their production. But the federal government hasn’t yet landed on the right formula for providing support to ensure 
that as many of these projects get off the ground as possible.

Critical minerals, as defined by Geoscience Australia, are ‘metals and non‑metals that are considered vital for the economic 
well‑being of the world’s major and emerging economies, yet whose supply may be at risk due to geological scarcity, geopolitical 
issues, trade policy or other factors’.

They include rare‑earth elements such as the neodymium and praseodymium that Arafura Resources will produce from its Nolans 
project in the Northern Territory and a long list of other minerals that you might not have heard of.

Since the onset of Covid‑19, the imperative for governments to shore up supplies of these minerals has only increased. Recent 
shortages of semiconductors have highlighted that China’s control of a large proportion of the global supply of rare earths and 
other critical minerals leaves the rest of the world vulnerable.

But there is no silver‑bullet solution.

The markets for many of these minerals are far from transparent, projects typically carry high upfront capital costs, and the 
companies progressing them usually have small market capitalisations. This combination means commercial banks are reluctant 
to provide debt funding, while funding projects entirely with equity is usually out of the question as it is excessively dilutive 
for shareholders.

https://industry.nt.gov.au/news/2020/july/proposed-nolans-project-rare-earths-mine-milestone
https://www.ga.gov.au/about/projects/resources/critical-minerals
https://www.arultd.com/projects/nolans.html
https://www.arultd.com/projects/nolans.html
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That’s where government support is so crucial. Arafura is lucky here, because after an extensive time working with the 
government’s Export Finance Australia (EFA) and with the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility (NAIF), we have non‑binding 
letters of support proposing senior debt facilities of up to $200 million from EFA and $100 million from NAIF.

Other companies may simply not have the resources or time needed to go through such processes. And that’s probably not 
something that the EFA and NAIF can just change themselves.

Political leadership needs to empower them to move faster and engage with more risk, all with taxpayers’ money. Doing this can 
deliver all the benefits that flow from Australian companies being able to tell other investors and financiers that they are backed by 
these government agencies. That’s a more powerful message than almost any other in the world of finance and investment, and its 
absence is a problem that can be hard to overcome.

Rather than being lenders of last resort for critical minerals projects, EFA and NAIF must operate as enablers and facilitators.

This is a real opportunity for forming a new industry for Australia and showing that we’re more than just the world’s quarry.

At Nolans, we’re not just digging up the ore and shipping it out. We’ve put a lot of work into refining the flowsheet, making the most 
of Australia’s competitive advantage in advanced mineral processing, to produce a value‑added NdPr oxide.

For customers, we expect this to be a big plus. Given the rising importance of environmentally and socially responsible operations, 
being able to source materials from a fully traceable, sustainable supply chain in a low‑risk jurisdiction such as Australia is highly 
attractive.

Then there’s the economic development that the project will bring to central Australia, a part of the country where there’s 
precious little.

Arafura understands that the federal government can’t be seen to be picking winners or playing favourites. That’s not what we’re 
asking for.

If Australia is to offer itself up to the rest of the world as part of the solution on critical minerals, it must at least ensure that the 
channels through which project proponents can access support are open and working efficiently.

Published on 5 July 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/government-needs-
to-increase-support-for-critical-minerals-projects-in-australia.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/government-needs-to-increase-support-for-critical-minerals-projects-in-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/government-needs-to-increase-support-for-critical-minerals-projects-in-australia/
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East Arnhem region could become a forward operating base for Australia and its partners
Jaya Pastor-Elsegood

Image: Gove Online.

The Northern Territory’s geostrategic importance has never been clearer as longstanding tensions in the Indo‑Pacific are 
exacerbated by the dislocating effects of the Covid‑19 pandemic.

The United States has foreshadowed an increased military presence in Darwin, with major planned spending and infrastructure 
development expected. While Darwin is an ideal location for a forward operating base for Australia and its allies and partners like 
the US, Japan and others, there’s potential for a larger presence across the Top End in more regional and remote locations.

East Arnhem Land is a pristine natural environment with a rich and extensive history of Aboriginal cultures (Yolngu groups), a 
significant town (Nhulunbuy—the largest in the region) and a range of communities and homelands. It is also home to the NT’s 
second deepest naturally occurring port, in the Gulf of Carpentaria approximately 14 kilometres from Nhulunbuy.

Following the Australian government’s enactment of the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976, the East Arnhem 
region, which includes the land on which the Gove mine and township sit, was granted to the traditional owners as freehold 
Aboriginal land. The mining leases are due to expire in 2053, but may be terminated earlier, after which the leases for the mine and 
township, currently held by the Northern Land Council, will be given over to the Arnhem Land Aboriginal Land Trust. Once that 
happens, the traditional owners of the Gove Peninsula will be the primary decision‑makers for the entire peninsula.

The North Australian Bauxite and Alumina Company (which became Alcan in 2003) originally operated the bauxite mine near 
Nhulunbuy and expanded its operations there to include an alumina refinery. Alcan was purchased by Rio Tinto, which took control 

https://www.goveonline.com.au/nhulunbuy-gove-east-arnhem-land/
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of Nhulunbuy mining operations in 2007. Rio Tinto also provides most of Nhulunbuy’s essential services and is a major financial 
backer of the school, hospital, power plant (which supplies the refinery and town) and air services.

While mining still occurs on the Gove Peninsula and is expected to continue at the Rio Tinto mine until around 2030, activity at the 
refinery was curtailed in 2014, resulting in a loss of more than 1,000 jobs and a significant reduction in Nhulunbuy’s population. 
Following that decision, Indigenous organisations (including Gumatj Corporation, the Rirratjingu Aboriginal Corporation and the 
Northern Land Council), Rio Tinto, and the NT and Australian governments committed to working towards a positive post‑mining 
future for Nhulunbuy and the Gove Peninsula for Yolngu landowners, local communities, businesses and industry.

Understanding this history of Nhulunbuy and its facilities is essential to considering potential defence and national security uses 
and appreciating the benefits and potential drawbacks.

Nhulunbuy has several strategic advantages that make it an ideal location for an alliance forward operating base, particularly with 
some relatively small upgrades and investment.

There are significant power‑supply facilities in the area, servicing both the town and the alumina refinery. It was estimated in 
2014 that they generate approximately 180 gigawatts annually. Nhulunbuy’s natural deep‑water port has infrastructure to service 
mining and resource companies and it’s one of the primary supply lines into the region. The airstrip is more than 2,200 metres 
long and 45 metres wide and can accommodate US and Australian military planes, including the giant C‑17 Globemaster transport 
aircraft. While the primary supply line is by sea, the airstrip’s suitability for large aircraft means provides an alternative.

The Nhulunbuy area lies just 12° from the equator, which gives it vast aerospace potential. Equatorial Launch Australia, supported 
by the Yolngu Gumatj Corporation, the NT government and Developing East Arnhem Limited, are working on the Arnhem Space 
Centre, approximately 30 kilometres east of Nhulunbuy on the Dhupuma Plateau. The centre will accommodate suborbital and 
small orbital satellite launch vehicles and provide potential for strategic recognisance operability across the Indo‑Pacific.

Health and accommodation facilities in Nhulunbuy have supported the township and Rio Tinto’s operations at their peak and while 
those operations were winding down. These facilities are located within or close to the township, which is an advantage in that 
any strategic expansion into Nhulunbuy would likely be integrated into the existing community, avoiding any ‘us and them’ issues 
prevalent in other communities that host military bases.

While Nhulunbuy presents critical advantages for a forward operating base, challenges remain.

The primary challenge is the mining lease on which the township and alumina refinery sit. Land within a mining lease can be 
used only for activities stipulated in that lease, which would likely exclude the strategic activities of such a base. While land could 
be excised, responsibility for any environmental problems created during the term of the mining lease may deter or complicate 
strategic investment.

Furthermore, many of the overland supply lines into East Arnhem Land would probably need to be significantly upgraded at 
considerable cost to permit year‑round access.

Because the entire East Arnhem region is Aboriginal land, there’d need to be extensive consultation with the traditional 
owners of the Gove Peninsula and their agreement would be essential. While that may take time and the owners may veto a 
military presence, establishment of a base also presents an opportunity for significant contributions to the area’s social and 
economic future.

Allied investment could provide traditional owners with opportunities across training and skills development, employment, and 
infrastructure upgrades and development, which may otherwise be unattainable.

The long‑term nature of such a strategic investment would also address some of the training and development issues that plague 
projects across remote Australia, which are often piecemeal and bring limited employment opportunities for Aboriginal people. 
Appropriate engagement and collaboration is key to achieving mutual, sustainable benefits.

https://cmc.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/701547/future-gove-statement.pdf
https://parliament.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/363736/TP7_Power_and_Water_Corporation.pdf
https://www.developingeastarnhem.com.au/assets/uploads/2020/12/Developing-East-Arnhem-Limited-Invest-East-Arnhem-2020.pdf
https://www.developingeastarnhem.com.au/assets/uploads/2020/12/Developing-East-Arnhem-Limited-Invest-East-Arnhem-2020.pdf
https://www.developingeastarnhem.com.au/assets/uploads/2020/12/Developing-East-Arnhem-Limited-Invest-East-Arnhem-2020.pdf


Strategic Insights30

For industry, the opportunities generated by a Defence presence would bring significant local economic benefit, assist the 
development of a skilled workforce and lead to more sustainable economic development for the township.

Because a base in Nhulunbuy could bring broad benefits regardless of these challenges, exploration by the Australian government 
of what’s needed to establish a sovereign capability on East Arnhem Land fits nicely into the evolving northern Australia strategic 
defence and national security architecture.

Published on 20 July 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/east-arnhem- 
region-could-become-a-forward-operating-base-for-australia-and-its-partners.

Plotting Darwin Harbour’s future course
John Coyne and Teagan Westendorf

Cropped image: FrankRamspott/iStockphoto.

Darwin Harbour and the port facilities along its eastern arm have a long history of disregard, disrepair and haphazard investment 
and control by successive governments dating back to the close of World War II. There has arguably never been anything like a 
coherent national security or economic strategy for Australia’s most northern and strategically important deepwater port.

This remains the case today, despite it being critical infrastructure for the current and future economic and social prosperity of the 
Northern Territory.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/east-arnhem-region-could-become-a-forward-operating-base-for-australia-and-its-partners/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/east-arnhem-region-could-become-a-forward-operating-base-for-australia-and-its-partners/
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/darwin-australia-3d-render-map-blue-top-view-jul-2018-gm1190436606-337474725
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Until 2015, the NT government faced a dual problem: funding the port’s operations and investing for its future maintenance and 
development. Despite repeated efforts, the government was unable to find assistance to resolve either problem. Following a 
global trend, a long‑term lease of part of the port seemed to make good economic sense. The lease was won by a Chinese‑owned 
company, Landbridge Infrastructure Australia. At that time, most in Canberra were working under the assumption that a red line 
separated economic and national security policies.

The distinct change in the global strategic environment since then has made the lease a concern from a national security 
perspective.

The key question that any future strategy for Darwin Harbour must now address is how can our most northern deepwater port 
best be used in an environment in which the Chinese party‑state and military are aggressively pursuing interests vastly different 
from our own? The answer lies in understanding what role Darwin can play as Australia works with allies and partners to evoke 
positive contributions to regional security and credible deterrence of conflict.

National security doves continue to protest that China isn’t an expansionist power. However, even the most strident acknowledge 
that the global security context continues to experience more significant uncertainty and unpredictability. In comments made 
to the Chinese state‑owned news agency Xinhua, Landbridge’s owner, Ye Cheng, said of the port, ‘This is our involvement in One 
Belt, One Road.’ Ye Cheng’s admission suggests that there’s a connection between Landbridge’s port lease and the Belt and 
Road Initiative.

Meanwhile, as the gateway for maritime trade to Asia, Darwin Port’s renewed significance since Covid‑19 has shown that national 
supply‑chain resilience and sovereignty have an all‑new level of policy importance.

Today, everyone has a plan for the port—the NT government, the Department of Defence, the US government, the Japanese oil 
company INPEX, Landbridge and the broader private sector. Better still, many of those plans have very real budgets. For example, 
the US is planning to spend more than $80 million on liquid‑fuel storage. But too little has been done to align those often ambitious 
visions, and uncertainty about the future of the port lease adds further confusion.

Our new ASPI report, Lead me to the harbour! Plotting Darwin Harbour’s future course, launched today, aims to move beyond 
binary options playing out in public policy discourse. Instead, we offer an analysis of the benefits provided by both the port and 
the harbour, exploring the harbour’s history, the nature of its strategic importance to Australia and our allies, and opportunities 
for its future development. We explore four options for the future development of the port and harbour. Rather than examining 
the policy behind the current leasing arrangements, this work focuses on promoting policy discourse on a unifying vision for the 
harbour’s future.

A key insight is that this is an opportunity for the federal government to work with the NT government to harness the existing plans 
for the port, or at least those proposed by Defence, the US government and the NT government, and embed those plans within the 
broader strategic vision for Australia. While each of those worthy projects will undoubtedly have merit, the question is whether, by 
carefully harnessing them together, they could produce a greater economic and national security whole.

Australia’s economic and political relationships and opportunities with neighbours in Asia, the increased aggression of the Chinese 
Communist Party, and the US force posture pivot to the Indo‑Pacific, all put northern Australia at the centre of the region rather 
than the edge of Australia.

The four opportunities we explore for the future of the port each has its strengths and weaknesses. The two things they all share 
are a need to mitigate the security implications of the current lease arrangement in the era of great‑power competition and a need 
to invest considerable money into any of the proposed solutions for the chosen option to be successful beyond the short term.

Other key reference points for decision‑making include the policy directions we can see being taken by our major security 
partners: the US, Japan and now India as a member of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue.

https://www.afr.com/world/asia/how-landbridges-purchase-of-the-darwin-port-killed-perceived-wisdom-on-china-20170706-gx66r8
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/lead-me-harbour-plotting-darwin-harbours-future-course


Strategic Insights32

Darwin’s future port must be a national strategic and economic asset, invested in to enable greatly increased Australian, ally 
and partner military operations and supporting Australia’s economic and trade relations with Southeast, West and North Asia. 
A partnership between the federal and NT governments that uses Defence as an anchor tenant in developing the port as a primary 
naval asset for Australia and our strategic partners is the essential starting point. That will also enable new corporate investment 
and activity—but only if the two governments work together with a strategic and economic focus on the port and its future.

This time around, big thinking and a long‑term view are required. Getting Darwin Harbour right will take real vision, leadership, 
collaboration and investment, and all in spades.

Our recommendation is that it’s now time for a national discussion on the port’s role in the long‑term strategic future of Australia. 
That national discussion must result in the production of a national security and economic strategy for the port and harbour with 
appropriate funding attached.

Published on 21 July 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/plotting-darwin- 
harbours-future-course.

Australia is well positioned for space launches
Hillary Mansour

Image: Southern Launch.

In December 2020, Indonesia’s President Joko ‘Jokowi’ Widodo offered West Papua’s Biak island as a satellite launch site for Elon 
Musk’s SpaceX program. Jokowi was courting the entrepreneur after deciding that investment and technology exchange from 
Musk’s Tesla was key to Indonesia’s goal of becoming a world‑leading supplier of electric‑vehicle batteries, harnessing its extensive 
nickel resources.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/plotting-darwin-harbours-future-course/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/plotting-darwin-harbours-future-course/
https://www.southernlaunch.space/news/whalers-way-to-reach-the-stars-july-2021
https://usaherald.com/elon-musk-indonesia-nickel-reserve-tesla-battery-factory/
https://www.reuters.com/article/indonesia-president-tesla-exclusive-idUSKBN27T18Z
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While Indonesia’s space agency, LAPAN, may dream of launching rockets, offering Biak seemed more of a deal‑sweetener to secure 
the investment than a genuine commitment. In any event, Tesla is signing on to Indonesia’s EV battery dream, and the question 
remains: what about Biak?

The island, to the north of Papua, offers an ideal location for efficient equatorial launches at only 1° south of the equator. 
But as a large‑scale, long‑term launch site for a growing program like SpaceX, it has major problems that may send Musk 
searching elsewhere.

First, the island’s isolation and poor infrastructure would inhibit both the building process and operations. It lies in one of 
Indonesia’s least developed regions and, logistically, it would be difficult to access and service.

In terms of human resources, systemic education gaps in Biak would limit the number of workers who could be employed locally, 
necessitating a fly‑in, fly‑out workforce which would create a division rather than engagement between this foreign‑owned space 
venture and local residents.

Moreover, Biak’s residents are fiercely resisting space developments on the island, just as they did when Russia’s Roscosmos space 
agency sought to build on the island in 2002. They fear displacement and environmental degradation, including deforestation.

Community leaders have warned that large‑scale developments would pollute and disturb local ecosystems, including dense 
forests and nearby fishing areas, threatening livelihoods and the island’s overall food security. Local subsistence practices, 
including gathering and fishing, remain key for many of the island’s more than 100,000 people.

Biak is located in the highly politicised Papua region with its unresolved legacies of violence between indigenous peoples and the 
Indonesian state. The separatist Free Papua Movement has been running since 1965, and is still active, with government soldiers 
recently sent into rural Papuan regions in response to separatist unrest.

Musk may well look for other sites in the region that could facilitate efficient equatorial launches without these prohibitive issues.

Australia’s growing sovereign space capabilities now include a future equatorial launch site in northern Australia, just waiting for 
an opportunity like this. If big players like Musk need an equatorial launch site, now is the critical time for Australia to step up.

Promoting Australia’s emerging spaceports and engaging with Elon Musk’s multibillion‑dollar SpaceX program could support the 
growth of Australia’s sovereign space launch capabilities and further strengthen links to a rapidly growing global space sector that 
could be worth US$1 trillion by 2040. It would also be a clear statement that Australia is ready to re‑establish its reputation in the 
new global space race.

Australia is developing three viable sites for various commercial launches: Equatorial Launch Australia is developing the Arnhem 
Space Centre in Nhulunbuy, Northern Territory; Gilmour Space Technologies is supporting a launch site at Abbot Point near Bowen, 
Queensland; and Southern Launch is establishing the Whalers Way Orbital Launch Complex near Port Lincoln, South Australia.

Thanks to its northern location at 12° south of the equator, sites like the Arnhem Space Centre could facilitate the same equatorial 
launches as Biak. And the Australian launch sites offer complementary research, commercial and employment opportunities 
for local communities. For example, the nearby University of Queensland can support innovative technological development at 
Abbot Point.

In Nhulunbuy, close consultation with and direction from First Nations people in developing the Arnhem Space Centre produces a 
powerful image of the world’s oldest continuing culture pushing forward the boundaries of future technology.

And each of these sites is built to comply with Australian environmental standards, with a focus on causing minimal pollution. At 
Whalers Way, a South Australian government taskforce is focused on customer outreach, operational planning, and adherence to 
environmental standards and safeguards.

https://www.thestar.com.my/news/regional/2020/03/03/indonesian-space-agency-dreams-of-launching-rocket
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Automobiles/Tesla-tells-nickel-rich-Indonesia-it-wants-to-join-battery-project
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Automobiles/Tesla-tells-nickel-rich-Indonesia-it-wants-to-join-battery-project
https://www.mining.com/tesla-investment-to-position-indonesia-as-ev-battery-production-hub-report/
https://www.bps.go.id/indicator/26/494/1/-metode-baru-indeks-pembangunan-manusia-menurut-provinsi.html
https://www.insideindonesia.org/the-failure-of-education-in-papua-s-highlands
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/10/anger-after-indonesia-offers-elon-musk-papuan-island-for-spacex-launchpad
https://theconversation.com/proposed-base-for-elon-musks-spacex-project-threatens-lands-and-livelihoods-in-biak-papua-160110
https://pulotu.shh.mpg.de/culture/biak
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/13/west-papuans-tortured-killed-and-dumped-at-sea-tribunal-hears
https://thediplomat.com/2021/05/indonesia-deploys-special-forces-to-troubled-papua-region/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-deploys-400-battle-hardened-troops-troubled-papua-2021-05-06/
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/16/elon-musks-spacex-raised-850-million-at-419point99-a-share.html
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-time-is-right-for-australia-to-re-establish-its-reputation-as-a-global-space-power/
https://ela.space/what/
https://ela.space/what/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/queensland-to-build-small-rocket-launch-site-at-abbot-point/
https://www.southernlaunch.space/news/whalers-way-to-reach-the-stars-july-2021
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/blast-off-from-bowen/news-story/545cf7d41dc0cafce6e8da59ef04b0a8
https://ela.space/why/
https://theleadsouthaustralia.com.au/industries/space/australian-rocket-launch-site-given-major-project-status/
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Strategically, Australia must improve its sovereign space capabilities, particularly as our region is becoming more dependent on 
space‑related technologies every day. Working with major international space programs such as Musk’s SpaceX would provide 
opportunities for technology transfer that would support accelerated growth of Australia’s space capabilities and supercharge 
Australia’s emerging capability for commercial launch services to push the nation into the competitive global market.

As a key US ally and a member of the Five Eyes intelligence‑sharing alliance, Australia is well positioned to develop launch sites that 
both support its own space needs for defence and national security and enable it to burden‑share in orbit with allies.

From a defence perspective, there’s value in opening Australian launch sites for spacecraft such as Musk’s Starship launch vehicle 
to facilitate further Australia–US defence cooperation. Simultaneously, it’s also important that SpaceX takes opportunities 
to support the US military in space. For example, the Starship Super Heavy launch vehicle has been suggested as a mode of 
point‑to‑point commercial transport that could support the US military by enabling rapid logistics. A Starship launching from 
SpaceX’s Starbase One in Texas could deploy large payloads into orbit, for either civil or military purposes. That same vehicle could 
then land at Nhulunbuy to be swiftly turned around and launched again.

Supporting daily flights into orbit could rapidly expand business opportunities for Australia’s space sector using locally developed 
launchers. In that sense, Australia’s ‘space coast’ could grow rapidly while also supporting broader strategic interests.

Published on 27 July 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-is-well- 
positioned-for-space-launches.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/a-sovereign-space-launch-capability-is-crucial-for-australias-prosperity-and-security/
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-03/australian_space_industry_capability_-_a_review.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-australian-defence-force-and-contested-space/
https://www.spacex.com/vehicles/starship/
https://arstechnica.com/science/2021/06/the-us-military-is-starting-to-get-really-interested-in-starship/
https://arstechnica.com/science/2021/06/the-us-military-is-starting-to-get-really-interested-in-starship/
https://www.theverge.com/2021/3/3/22309889/elon-musk-city-texas-starbase-starlink
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-is-well-positioned-for-space-launches/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-is-well-positioned-for-space-launches/


35North of 26° south and the security of Australia: views from The Strategist, Volume 4

Australia’s opportunity to manufacture rare‑earth magnets
Gill Savage 

Image: Iluka Resources.

Despite the concerns about Australia’s dependency on others when it comes to rare‑earth elements, we’re failing to search 
creatively for a solution.

Australia has long been dependent on goods manufactured overseas, but we continue to measure our economic performance 
by the volume and price of our natural resource exports. Our approach to rare earths is aimed at lessening dependency through 
mining and some value‑add processing for export. But there are other opportunities for Australia to move up the rare‑earths value 
chain. In addition to producing value‑added oxides, metals and alloys, Australia could manufacture rare‑earth magnets and other 
high‑technology and high‑value products. Reliable domestic supply will drive further high‑value industries, such as electronics 
and defence applications.

Australia has significant reserves of critical minerals that are essential to manufacturing advanced technologies such as electric 
vehicles, mobile phones and renewable energy systems. Rare earths are a subset of critical minerals that are essential to our digital 
world. There’s 0.15 gram of palladium in an iPhone, 472 kilograms of combined rare earths in an F‑35 jet, and four tonnes in a 
Virginia‑class submarine.

Rare earths comprise the 15 elements in the lanthanide series. They are included in the US government’s 2018 list of 35 critical 
minerals along with other minerals such as palladium, lithium and manganese. Australia has the world’s sixth‑largest reserves of 
rare‑earth minerals and is the second‑largest producer, but the bulk of our resource is largely untapped.

https://iluka.com/getmedia/c7e4b229-aeb9-41ec-aa58-95629146c010/iluka.aspx
https://www.financialexpress.com/defence/rare-earth-elements-ree-and-strategic-metals-security-how-the-best-way-forward-for-india-diverges-from-chinese-model/2226130/
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://www.smh.com.au/world/asia/australia-s-race-against-china-s-rare-earths-weapon-20200825-p55p8s.html
https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-topics/minerals/mineral-resources-and-advice/australian-resource-reviews/rare-earth-elements
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-has-a-key-role-to-play-in-reducing-chinas-rare-earths-dominance/
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Despite opportunities for Australia to become a producer and manufacturer of critical minerals and rare earths, the global market 
is dependent on China, which dominates supply chains with over 80% of the global rare‑earth market. This positions China to build 
the economic power that could block Australian companies from competing internationally. Our dependency raises challenges for 
our national security, sovereignty and economic prosperity.

However, mining our rare‑earth reserves is just one part of the picture, especially if Australia, in partnership with its allies, seeks to 
increase its resilience in the face of Chinese market dominance. Australia needs to extract itself from the old habit of exploiting our 
natural resources and sending them to production lines overseas only to buy back manufactured products through our imports.

This is not to say that Australia can or should be independent of the world. But we need to be more strategic about valuing and 
safeguarding what we have, and investing in smart, clean and innovative manufacturing. At the very least, we ought to consider 
what value we can add and then pursue it.

Whole‑of‑nation investment in innovation is needed for Australia to appreciate and harness our potential value‑added 
contribution to the world given that our manufacturing base has been depleted and, in many cases, eliminated over time.

Both the opportunity and the challenge were identified in the Australian government’s 2019 road map for critical‑minerals 
manufacturing, which noted that, given ‘most primary ores are shipped overseas for processing, Australia derives a small share 
of the potential overall benefit. Australia can capture greater benefit from these value chains by undertaking further value adding 
and manufacturing here.’

So, what represents the best opportunity for Australia to do more than dig up and export our sovereign resources? Every piece 
of technology in our digital world needs a power source, so we need to focus on manufacturing rare‑earth magnets for niche 
applications. CSIRO analysis indicates that while Australia’s lithium exports in 2017 were worth $1.1 billion, that represented less 
than 1% of the global battery value chain.

Given the need to reduce the burning of fossil fuels, there will be increasing demand for electric vehicles to replace the estimated 
1.4 billion cars on the world’s roads today and the 78 million new cars sold annually. The advantage of rare‑earth magnets for 
electric vehicles is that they produce a magnetic field that is up to three times greater than the field produced by ferrite or ceramic 
magnets, making them much more powerful.

Tesla has a target to build 20 million cars a year by 2030, which would soak up around 50% of the world’s 2019 cobalt supply and 
95% of the world’s supply of graphite. Recent forecasts suggest that demand for lithium for electric vehicles will increase from 
25,000 tonnes in 2020 to 425,000 tonnes in 2030.

But the challenge isn’t just about access to processed minerals. Australia is very successful in downstream processing, and could 
be in manufacturing, but the government says industry needs to move up the value chain to take advantage of this opportunity. 
While battery cell manufacturing is in its early stages in Australia, and unlikely to be cost competitive against Chinese‑produced 
cells on the world market without government intervention, a CSIRO report produced for the Future Battery Industries 
Cooperative Research Centre notes that Australia has an opportunity to manufacture for the local market and niche applications. 
It also suggests that ‘manufacturing in Australia will most likely fill niche applications based on geographic (hot climate) and 
strategic (defence) uses’.

US President Joe Biden’s administration has already recognised the opportunity. Its ‘green economy’ initiatives will drive 
aggressive plans for renewable energy development, smart grids and a large electric vehicle industry. The US renewables sector is 
expected to surpass the defence sector as a customer for critical minerals.

Over the past 18 months, policy discussions on ‘green’ steel (made using hydrogen, not coal) and national resilience reflect a 
change in government and consumer thinking. Manufacturers and consumers may indeed be open to paying a premium for 
environmentally sound and resilient products.

https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/international-issues/china-dominates-the-rare-earths-supply-chain/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-to-pick-up-the-pace-on-innovation/
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://amp.theguardian.com/environment/2021/apr/17/the-race-for-rare-earth-minerals-can-australia-fuel-the-electric-vehicle-revolution
https://www.austrade.gov.au/news/insights/insight-australia-a-reliable-supplier-of-critical-minerals
https://www.austrade.gov.au/news/insights/insight-australia-a-reliable-supplier-of-critical-minerals
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/March%202021/document/resources-technology-and-critical-minerals-processing-national-manufacturing-priority-road-map.pdf
https://fbicrc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/20-00191_MR_REPORT_FBICRC-StateOfPlayBattery_WEB_201002.pdf
https://www.austrade.gov.au/news/insights/insight-green-shift-in-us-to-boost-australian-critical-minerals
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There’s still a long way to go before Australia develops the will to move up the rare‑earth value chain. The evidence is clear—Make it 
happen, the government’s modern manufacturing strategy, mentions rare earths twice in 27 pages and only then in the context of 
processing them for export.

Australia is not yet positioned to reap the full benefits of rare‑earth export. What will it take to change the habits of a nation?

Published on 3 August 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias- 
opportunity-to-manufacture-rare-earth-magnets.

Are local companies being shut out of US defence construction in Australia’s north?
Teagan Westendorf and Gill Savage

Image: Department of Defence.

US President Joe Biden’s pivot to the Indo‑Pacific region has brought announcements of big defence spending by the United States 
in northern Australia. The US force posture initiatives in the north will involve total spending of $832.8 million. Australia will spend 
$747 million towards the same effort of expanded defence infrastructure and joint exercises with the US. These significant financial 
commitments clearly indicate coordinated strategic investment in the stability of the Indo‑Pacific region, central to which is the 
interoperability of US and Australian armed forces.

As part of the US reorientation to the Indo‑Pacific, in 2014 the US and Australian governments agreed to jointly fund the 
construction of a suite of military facilities at Defence sites in the Northern Territory. The agreement, which came into force in 
March 2015, authorises the presence of US forces and contractors on Australian land in specific situations. For contractors, this 
includes ‘construction activities on, and mak[ing] alterations and improvements to, agreed Facilities and Areas’.

https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/October%202020/document/make-it-happen-modern-manufacturing-strategy.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/October%202020/document/make-it-happen-modern-manufacturing-strategy.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/October%202020/document/make-it-happen-modern-manufacturing-strategy.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-opportunity-to-manufacture-rare-earth-magnets/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-opportunity-to-manufacture-rare-earth-magnets/
http://images.defence.gov.au/20210722raaf8525051_0007.jpg
https://www.defence.gov.au/Initiatives/USFPI/Infrastructure/Default.asp
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/australia-upgrade-military-bases-expand-wargames-with-us-australian-2021-04-27/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/2015/1.pdf
https://www.defence.gov.au/Initiatives/USFPI/Infrastructure/Default.asp
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/2015/1.html
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/2015/1.pdf
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These funding commitments represent a big financial gain for the Northern Territory, providing a means for infrastructure 
cost‑sharing with Defence and a contribution to maintaining a scalable industrial base in the territory.

Under the Pentagon’s Naval Facilities Acquisition Standards (NFAS), US construction projects in foreign jurisdictions are subject to 
the same risk‑reduction ‘bonding requirements’ that apply to projects in the US. Within a specified number of days of the awarding 
of a construction contract, the bidder must deposit ‘performance’ and ‘payment’ bonds with the US contracting officer, each of 
which is equal to 100% of the original contract price.

This is different to how the risk profile of defence construction projects is reduced in Australia. In simple terms, the US assessment 
is based on the company’s balance sheet, technical ability and project history, whereas the Australian assessment is based on 
the value of assets. This means the US bonding requirements establish a competition barrier for Australian bidders because they 
have to provide a bond worth twice the contract price until the project is completed. Even without this requirement, Australian 
companies already find it challenging to raise sufficient equity for large construction projects in northern Australia because the 
‘user‑pays’ model doesn’t work with the comparative ease that it does in the more populous southern regions of the country.

Big construction projects are scarce in the NT, Western Australia and Queensland. And there are challenges for the NT in particular 
that preclude long‑term socioeconomic stability for local communities. There’s a strong case for foreign construction projects 
to contract Australian companies and provide jobs to local communities. It would be understandable if US contractors winning 
bids over local companies ruffled feathers. Whatever the commercial reasoning, why should Australia accept US barriers in a 
jurisdiction that has so few big opportunities and such great economic need for them?

The good news is that NFAS allows the performance and payment bonds to be waived and alternative risk‑mitigation options 
to be used if the bonding requirements are found to be ‘impracticable’—for example, if they’re inconsistent with local standard 
industry practices. Australia fits that case both on industry standards and because of the difficulty of raising equity for work in 
northern Australia.

Yet Defence has confirmed to ASPI that no requests have been made to waive the US bonding requirements by any Australian or US 
companies bidding for projects.

This suite of US construction projects also has the added context of being critical to the security agendas of both countries, which 
affects what is ‘right’ and ‘fair’ in terms of where the construction funding goes.

If the US chooses to build defence facilities in Australia to serve its force posture, the Australian government has the authority, 
and perhaps even the responsibility, to mandate the use of Australian companies. On the other hand, Australia’s security and 
geopolitical influence and interests are served by a deeper alliance with the US in an Indo‑Pacific increasingly threatened by a 
rising China, and by that alliance putting more US boots on NT defence bases and training ranges.

But this shouldn’t be an either/or situation. US investment in local companies assists Australia in maintaining the kind of industrial 
base needed to support a range of contingencies. Washington needs to consider that Canberra’s commitment to supporting the US 
force posture initiative is substantial and may outweigh domestic economic considerations.

The contracts for the first five of a total of eight projects in the agreement were awarded in 2018–2020, according to the 
US Department of Defense. Three went to Australian companies, with a combined value of $29.3 million, and two went to 
US companies, with a combined value of $116.5 million. That’s an $87.2 million lean towards US contractors. Or just 20% to 
Australian contractors.

Or at least that was the case until recently, when a whopping $687 million contract was awarded to Australian company 
Lendlease for the US component of works at Royal Australian Air Force Base Tindal. This project brings Australian companies 
up to $716.3 million, meaning 86% of the total value of US contracts has so far been awarded to Australian companies. 
Suddenly, it’s a very different story.

https://www.navfac.navy.mil/content/dam/navfac/Small%20Business/PDFs/Contracting_with_NAVFAC/sb_navfac_naval_facilities_acq_standard_oct_2018_change1_aug2019.pdf
https://www.acquisition.gov/far/52.228-15
https://www.defence.gov.au/Initiatives/USFPI/Infrastructure/Default.asp
https://www.defence.gov.au/Initiatives/USFPI/Infrastructure/Default.asp
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So, was bonding a barrier to Australian companies winning these contracts or winning the higher value contracts? It’s one of 
several possible factors.

US companies may have a greater capacity than their Australian counterparts to meet the bonding requirements for high‑value 
projects. Given that there was no waiving of the requirements for the first three successful Australian companies, nor was such a 
waiver a requested, the difficulty in raising bonds could explain why Australian companies other than Lendlease won just 3.5% of 
the total value of the US contracts.

If US companies were able to raise bonds and Australian companies, other than Lendlease, weren’t, then it’s reasonable and fair 
that the US companies won the lion’s share of the other contracts.

Other factors at play here include the extent to which Australian companies are perceived to be competitive, the competitiveness 
of individual bids and the extent to which contracts were awarded to support the US economy.

The Australian government could consider changing its approach to ensure agreements are contingent on using local contractors 
for local projects to serve the local economy. Rather than accepting US policies, the Commonwealth could reframe foreign 
governments’ investments in Australian public infrastructure and assets by setting the rules to benefit the Australian economy.

The US wouldn’t tolerate the Australian government dictating investment policies on US territory any more than the Chinese 
Communist Party would tolerate Australia leasing a major piece of China’s transport infrastructure.

Published on 13 August 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/are-local- 
companies-being-shut-out-of-us-defence-construction-in-australias-north.

Why northern Australia must play a part in Indonesia’s grand infrastructure rollout
Jaya Pastor-Elsegood 

Indonesia appears to be persevering with plans for its grand infrastructure rollout, likely to cost over US$400 billion, despite the 
Covid‑19 pandemic’s impact on the archipelagic nation.

Australian businesses can join this endeavour through the Indonesia–Australia Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement 
(IA‑CEPA). The long‑term pipeline of work could create links between Australians and Indonesians, help Indonesia to upskill its 
workforce and contribute to the sustainment of a specialist, skilled workforce in the Northern Territory.

Between now and 2024, the Indonesian government intends to build or upgrade a range of airports, power plants, waste‑to‑energy 
facilities, mass‑transit projects and the early stages of a new capital city to address inadequate infrastructure across the 
archipelago. However, Indonesia has critical workforce issues, identified by both its government and the Indonesian Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry. This includes critical shortages in the construction industry, in project management and project 
execution, and in numbers of specialist contractors, general workers and nationally and internationally certified personnel.

Pre‑pandemic, the government was aiming for approximately 40% of the infrastructure funding to be sourced from the state, 25% 
from state‑owned enterprises and 35% from the private sector. While the full effect of the pandemic remains to be seen, especially 
with the most recent, devastating wave of Covid‑19 in Indonesia, early indications are that these figures have changed and that a 
higher proportion of private‑sector funding will be required.

IA‑CEPA, which came into effect in 2020, opens the door for Australian companies to engage in the rollout outside of a traditional 
financial investor role.

Majority Australian‑owned companies can now supply architectural, engineering, urban planning, project management, surveying 
and construction services in Indonesia. Consultants in those areas can operate on a cross‑border basis, and Australian suppliers of 
specific technical and vocational education and training have guaranteed market access through majority‑owned businesses.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/are-local-companies-being-shut-out-of-us-defence-construction-in-australias-north/
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This could be a major boon for the NT, which suffers from a cyclical economy with pronounced peaks and troughs, historically 
driven by major projects and a transient skilled‑worker population.

Following the end of the construction phase of the INPEX LNG project, the territory economy contracted and many of the skilled 
workers the project attracted left to seek work elsewhere.

However, the pandemic’s impact in the NT has been less than was expected. Major projects in the pipeline and defence 
infrastructure spending, including more than $747 million for training infrastructure upgrades, appear to indicate that the worst of 
the contraction is coming to an end.

This future pipeline of work will generate a larger skilled workforce in the NT and attract workers to the territory, but it is critical, 
now more than ever, that this workforce be sustained. The presence of a skilled workforce improves the flow of specialist skills 
to younger workers, reduces the cost of businesses having to pay for fly‑in, fly‑out workers, and encourages investment in the 
territory. Skilled workers in sectors relevant to infrastructure development in the NT gain expertise in undertaking large projects in 
remote locations to a high standard, suited to the territory’s harsh environment and climatic patterns.

The Indonesian infrastructure rollout could be a key part of the pipeline of work needed to sustain the NT’s skilled workforce. 
The territory’s proximity to Southeast Asia means Darwin is ideally placed to serve as a hub for Australian businesses engaging 
in Indonesian infrastructure projects. These businesses could base their workers in the territory and draw from a skilled local 
workforce on a cross‑border basis on these infrastructure projects as is now permitted by IA‑CEPA.

Sustaining a skilled workforce in the NT is not just in the territory’s interest; it is strategically important and in the national 
interest. The Australian government’s 2020 force structure plan emphasises the need to build sovereign industrial capacity, which 
the Defence Department is working towards with its infrastructure spending. But for that industrial capacity to be maintained, 
there needs to be work in the pipeline to sustain it. The NT government cannot afford to fund the projects necessary for that 
sustainment, and the Australian government isn’t necessarily willing to provide the funding either.

While mechanisms are already available for businesses to engage in the Indonesian economy, Indonesia is a relationship‑driven 
market. Territory businesses need help to get a foot in the door in Indonesia, and both the Australian and NT governments can 
play a key role in providing that support. The governments can help businesses build those critical relationships through skills 
exchange agreements at a provincial and business level. Such skills exchanges are stipulated in IA‑CEPA and align directly with the 
Indonesian government’s workforce development goals.

If the foundational work is started now, and introductions are made, skills exchange agreements are negotiated and relationships 
developed, then by the time the current tranche of projects winds down in the territory, businesses will be ready to engage, or will 
be already engaged, in the Indonesian infrastructure rollout. That will ultimately contribute to the sustainment of the territory’s 
industrial capacity.

Published on 24 August 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-northern- 
australia-must-play-a-part-in-indonesias-grand-infrastructure-rollout.

Why Australia matters more than ever for Japan
Tomohiko Taniguchi 

Australia’s strategic value to Japan can be summed up in three points. Australia is Japan’s partner in bearing the torch of 
democracy, a quasi‑ally with which Japan will work to maintain the Indo‑Pacific as a free and open region, and a force multiplier 
for Japan and its alliance network. Japan’s strategic value to Australia can be described in the same way.

In 2049, the Chinese Communist Party will celebrate the centenary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Until then, 
it will continue to build its economic and military strength, seeking to expand its dominance in the Indo‑Pacific. As this trend 
accelerates, Australia’s strategic value to Japan is also destined to increase.
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Australia has never been unimportant to Japan—the trade relationship dates back to 1957. Australia’s supply of iron ore, bauxite, 
coking coal and natural gas was the lifeblood for Japan’s rapid economic growth. They say Australia is a lucky country endowed 
with natural resources. Japan was no less lucky to have Australia as a key trading partner.

Early in the 1980s, Tokyo and Canberra together launched the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, creating the framework 
for the economic growth of ASEAN nations. Since then, a relationship focused on trade has evolved into one providing a vision for 
the region’s future. Economics and trade have been the alpha and omega of the Australia–Japan relationship. In recent years this 
has begun to change.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s administration in Japan, from 2012 to 2020, deepened and broadened the strategic nature of the 
Australia–Japan relationship. It also gave a strategic dimension to the trade relationship. Abe dealt with three Australian prime 
ministers, all of whom made the relationship geopolitically relevant.

One outstanding Abe achievement was bringing to life the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue involving the United States, Japan, 
Australia and India. At the end of December 2012, as he began his second term as prime minister, Abe wrote an article for Project 
Syndicate, ‘Asia’s democratic security diamond’, arguing that Indo‑Pacific security should be the responsibility of a diamond 
formed by Australia, India, Japan and the US. Abe decided that was too much like blowing his own trumpet and he has not used the 
term ‘diamond’ since. Whatever one calls it, the Quad is the realisation of Abe’s vision.

It is too early to discuss how the Quad should be institutionalised and whether it should expand its membership. What is important 
is that the four countries’ leaders have agreed to foster the habit of cooperation. Seeds have been planted that will grow into the 
future. The focus is solely on security, on working together to achieve a free and open Indo‑Pacific.

Abe broadened the interpretation of Japan’s constitution, which had become too rigid and outdated, and significantly expanded 
the scope of joint action between allied forces and the Japan Self‑Defence Forces.

As an example, if a Royal Australian Navy ship is in the waters around Japan or a Royal Australian Air Force aircraft is flying near 
Japan’s airspace, it will be under the protection of the Japan Self‑Defence Forces. In fact, US ships and aircraft routinely operate 
under the protection of the JSDF.

Compared with the Australian military’s history of joint operations with the US military, as in Korea and Vietnam, the changes that 
have finally taken place in Japan are modest. But the Chinese People’s Liberation Army cannot underestimate the significance of 
Japan and its partners becoming force multipliers for each other.

Australia is both a Pacific and an Indian Ocean power, and that is where its unique value lies. Japan and Australia, along with the 
US and India, will continue to play a role in making the Indo‑Pacific a free and open place. Japan and Australia are now partners 
raising the torch of democracy.

When Australia and Japan signed a trade agreement in 1957, the Japanese prime minister was Nobusuke Kishi. By an accident 
of history, his grandson, Shinzo Abe, eventually succeeded in forging the most advanced form of free trade agreement, an 
economic partnership agreement, between Australia and Japan. In addition, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and Abe rescued the 
Trans‑Pacific Partnership Agreement (now known as the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans‑Pacific Partnership, 
or CPTPP) from the brink of death when US President Donald Trump dealt it a blow.

Any country that maintains state control and political party involvement in business management does not deserve to be part 
of the CPTPP. By building on their economic partnership agreement, Japan and Australia have created a free, transparent, 
rules‑based economic system that spans the Pacific, using the trust fostered by economics and trade as a lever.

The fact that the UK is about to join the CPTPP, and that the CPTPP has provided the impetus for the EU and Japan to establish 
their economic partnership agreement, also demonstrates that Japan and Australia have become partners in sharing the 
responsibility for maintaining a democratic and free economic system on a global scale.

https://www.project-syndicate.org/onpoint/a-strategic-alliance-for-japan-and-india-by-shinzo-abe
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Both Australia and Japan have a track record of fostering democracy while respecting social pluralism. Both Tokyo and Canberra 
know that their democracies will never be complete.

To abandon democracy and become Leninist is unthinkable either in Australia or in Japan. In China, there’s a risk that the Chinese 
Communist Party’s stranglehold will collapse and the system will be replaced by something else. Both Australians and Japanese 
believe in the values of democracy. Even if democracy is on the wane elsewhere, they are willing to raise the flag of democracy. 
And there is the Quad, with Japan and Australia as its northern and southern pillars.

Australia, as seen from Tokyo, is a pillar of democracy, perhaps more so than Australians realise. It’s not for nothing that Japan, 
with its rapid growth, has Australia so close at hand. It’s a blessing for the whole world that Japan and Australia can now work 
together as dependable partners in uncertain times.

Published on 2 September 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why- 
australia-matters-more-than-ever-for-japan.

Collecting the bones: community healing in Timor‑Leste
Lisa Palmer

Image courtesy of the author.

The 1999 withdrawal of Indonesia and its military from East Timor eventually ushered in a Timorese‑ and United Nations–
mandated truth and reconciliation process. In 2005, the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation reported on its 
findings and recommendations, yet for various geopolitical reasons the report was tabled but never debated in Timor‑Leste’s 
national parliament.
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Of course, the process of truth‑telling, reconciliation and community healing didn’t end when UN funding for the commission 
ended in the mid‑2000s. Dili’s Centro Nacional Chega! (National Centre for Memory) was established in 2016 in part to continue 
documenting the local voices, experiences and practices of everyday Timorese during the occupation. It has a mandate to preserve 
Timor‑Leste’s 1974–1999 history, and to promote and foster human rights, solidarity and a culture of peace.

In rural areas, there’s an ongoing search for the missing. Countless Timorese remain unaccounted for because of the conflict and 
displacement during the Indonesian occupation. According to the customary beliefs of Timorese people, while the bodies of family 
members remain unaccounted for, the health and wellbeing of the living cannot be ensured.

In September 2018, I was carrying out research into customary healing practices among the several ethno‑linguistic groups living 
in the Baucau municipality in the northeast. Accompanied by my Timorese husband, Quintiliano, and retired mental health nurse 
Senhor Fransisco, I travelled deep into the Baucau hinterland to interview a local healer.

The healer, Senhor Domingos, met us at the agreed location and directed us up a steep, narrow path to a house and yard full of 
people. Tarpaulins were draped in a marquee arrangement out the front where many people were gathered, some eating and 
others working on what looked to be carpentry. A monument of sorts was under construction just uphill from the house. More 
people were seated inside around a long table that was covered in a tais, a woven Timorese cloth.

Image courtesy of the author.

https://chega.tl/
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We were invited onto the veranda and many men quickly gathered to sit with us. All this activity made me think that somebody 
must have died, and that we’d arrived during the early stages of a mate uma (funeral). What an unfortunate time to arrive for an 
interview, I thought.

It soon became apparent that something else was going on. Instead of a coffin, as one would expect to find at a mate uma, many 
bundled materials were lain carefully along the length of the table. We learned that these 23 sarongs contained the remains of this 
origin house’s war dead. As we were later shown, each contained the actual bones—or rocks, as symbolic bones—of men, women 
and children who had died in the early years of the invasion.

As Indonesian troops took control of the area, many had fled across the valley to the relative safety of the Matebian mountains. 
Some were hunted and killed by the Indonesian military; others starved to death. Their bodies had never been recovered and laid 
to rest. Until now.

After recent consultation with the nature spirits, family members of the deceased had organised a bone‑recovery party and over 
two months followed a path down across the valley and into the forests of the Matebian range. The remains they recovered had 
been temporarily stored in the health clinic in the mountainous village of Kelikai before being transported from the mountains to 
the coast and back up to Mount Ariana.

As we were invited to pay our respects, each sarong was carefully opened to reveal the name of the deceased written on a scrap 
of cardboard.

In two days, a Catholic priest would attend the house to posthumously baptise each of these people in accordance with 
contemporary expectations. Their individual remains would then each be ‘dressed’ and placed in the tiny chipboard coffins the 
young men were busily making under the marquee. Two days later, the community would gather in the graveyard overlooking 
Matebian for a full Catholic mass. A large grave with 23 separate compartments had already been prepared.

Image courtesy of the author.
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It was a palpably emotional time for everyone assembled. The property was crowded with people, from the infirm to newborns. 
I could feel the powerful aura surrounding the task at hand and the determination to honour their relatives and respectfully 
lay them to rest. The monument under construction outside the house commemorated two fallen heroes, fighters of the 
FALINTIL resistance movement who died in battle. For this process, they had support through the reparations available from the 
government‑sponsored resistance veteran’s fund. But the reburial of family members—ordinary victims of war—had fallen to the 
survivors of the conflict. One origin house, comprising more than 200 people, had 25 dead bodies to lay to rest.

As we sat with the men on the veranda, I was struck with a wave of emotion and an overwhelming sadness. I wasn’t sure if I 
could go through with the interview. But this sorrow trains its wrath on the world that I customarily inhabit and that grants me 
great privileges.

Here we were in an obviously impoverished community coming together to try to recover from the ravages of war waged more 
than 40 years ago.

My own country had covertly supported the invasion and occupation of East Timor. The guns used by the soldiers and the bombs 
dropped by planes were supplied by the US and UK governments, Australia’s allies.

Now, these distant Western powers congratulate themselves on overseeing Timor‑Leste’s independence and status as a new 
nation‑state. At the same time, they increasingly express their exasperation at the lack of Timorese ‘development’ and capacity.

Yet the people affected by these bloody campaigns continue to draw on their collective cultural capacity to try to deal with their 
loss and trauma and to move forward in the most intimate and physically connected way possible. Their everyday lives are a world 
away from the boardrooms where development experts seek advice on overcoming ‘cultural barriers’ to development.

The burial of these physical remains is not the end of the journey. Rather, it opens a path into the future. It gives the living a way to 
continue with their own lives and it allows the deceased to take up their rightful places as the protectors of the living.

The exchanges between origin houses that surround a death ritual help settle outstanding debts and bring past events to a close 
as they create new paths and openings. But all of this requires a body to collectively grieve over and lay to rest. This process had 
not been possible. Until now.

Published on 9 September 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/collecting- 
the-bones-community-healing-in-timor-leste.

Ministerial meetings show deepening ties between Australia and South Korea
Peter K. Lee 

With Australia and the Republic of Korea celebrating the 60th anniversary of their diplomatic relations, this year’s 2+2 foreign and 
defence ministers’ meeting held on Monday in Seoul reflects an expanding security agenda between the two countries. Building on 
the 2009 joint statement and 2015 blueprint for defence and security cooperation, three features of this year’s joint statement are 
particularly noteworthy.

First, a combination of shared crises has increased the respective importance placed by Canberra and Seoul on the partnership. 
Second, the increased prominence of the United States in the bilateral relationship suggests a shifting attitude towards networked 
allied defence. And third, the ongoing commitment by both countries to promoting international peace and prosperity should not 
be overlooked.

This year’s joint statement devotes an entire opening section to the Covid‑19 pandemic. Australia and the ROK have been relatively 
successful in protecting lives and livelihoods throughout the pandemic, albeit through radically different approaches. They 
will have key roles in the post‑pandemic regional and global recovery efforts. Close coordination on vaccine production and 
distribution to Southeast Asian and Pacific neighbours as outlined in the joint statement is an excellent example of how they can 
accomplish more together than alone.
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China also casts a long shadow over the joint statement, even though it is never explicitly mentioned. The joint statement’s 
focus on vaccines, supply chains, energy and trade diversification are all areas where Australia and the ROK have identified 
vulnerabilities to potential Chinese coercion. Today, Australia’s 2014 comprehensive strategic partnership with China and the 
ROK’s 2008 strategic cooperative partnership with China seem like relics of a bygone era. Diplomatic crises with China in recent 
years have seen public attitudes towards Beijing in both countries harden. Australia and the ROK have thus made clear their 
commitment to greater self‑reliance and mutual support across a wide range of sectors.

This year’s statement describes the Australia–ROK relationship as underpinned by ‘shared values of freedom, democracy, 
universal human rights and rule of law’. Whereas past statements took their shared values and interests as given, the explicit 
enunciation of exactly what values the two countries share is striking, even as the ROK seeks to maintain China’s cooperation in 
pursuit of its North Korea engagement policy.

Climate change is another common crisis covered in the statement. While it was mentioned in the first 2+2 meeting in 2013 in the 
context of the ROK’s hosting of the Green Climate Fund and Global Green Growth Institute, it was omitted in 2015, reappeared in 
2017 as a mention of joint support for the Paris climate agreement and disappeared again in 2019.

This likely reflects President Moon Jae‑in’s ambitious green new deal and plans to transition to carbon neutrality by 2050, but it 
was moderated by the Morrison government’s reluctance to commit to a similar emissions reduction target. The statement’s more 
modest aims are for both countries to reach their ‘2030 greenhouse gas reduction and global carbon neutrality targets, and to 
support developing countries’ response to climate change and to conserve biodiversity’.

An important change to this year’s joint statement is the greater attention given to the US. With Foreign Minister Marise Payne and 
Defence Minister Peter Dutton flying on to the US for the annual AUSMIN meeting, the Australia–ROK 2+2 provided an opportunity 
to compare notes with another key US ally. Both countries understand that their relations with the US cannot be viewed solely in 
bilateral terms and that US regional strategy affects them all.

This year’s joint statement thus devotes a new section to their respective alliances with the US, while noting that ‘these 
relationships are part of a network of alliances and partnerships that underpin broader regional stability and prosperity’. This 
marks an important shift as both seek to strengthen US regional commitments following their fraught relations with Washington 
under Donald Trump’s administration.

The ROK also appears to finally be reciprocating some of Australia’s longstanding interest in closer military training. This includes 
making the United Nations Command a more prominent part of the bilateral security relationship. Bilateral exercises had been 
confined to the biennial Haedoli Wallaby naval exercise and limited Australian participation in ROK–US warfighting exercises on 
the Korean Peninsula. Building on the ROK Navy’s recent participation in the Australia–US Talisman Sabre exercise, the ROK Air 
Force will soon participate in the Australian‑hosted Pitch Black air exercises, and ROK Army soldiers will eventually participate in 
combined training exercises in Australia.

This year’s joint statement also substantially expands the regional and global opportunities for closer cooperation and reflects 
the rising capacity and influence of both countries. It sets out a detailed and practical policy agenda for contributing to peace 
and prosperity in Southeast Asia and the Pacific on issues such as health, infrastructure, economic recovery, water management, 
disaster response and maritime capacity‑building.

In a global context, their shared democratic values are much more apparent, with strong positions taken on Afghanistan, Myanmar, 
free trade, human rights and women’s empowerment. These are all endeavours to be applauded and show the wider promise of 
Australia–ROK cooperation.

Much has changed since Australia and the ROK held their first 2+2 meeting in 2013. As the ROK’s first such ministerial talks apart 
from those with the US at the time, the meeting was carefully scrutinised for what it meant vis‑à‑vis an escalating North Korean 
nuclear threat and US–China competition. Those challenges have only intensified in the intervening years.

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/06/unfavorable-views-of-china-reach-historic-highs-in-many-countries/
https://www.greenclimate.fund/
https://gggi.org/
http://me.go.kr/GreenNewDeal/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkora-environment-greenewdeal-idUSKBN27D1DU
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-and-south-korea-can-and-should-have-closer-defence-tiesoul/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/back-focus-united-nations-command-south-korea
https://www.mofa.go.kr/www/brd/m_4080/view.do?seq=346666&srchFr=&amp;srchTo=&amp;srchWord=&amp;srchTp=&amp;multi_itm_seq=0&amp;itm_seq_1=0&amp;itm_seq_2=0&amp;company_cd=&amp;company_nm=
https://thediplomat.com/2013/07/australia-korea-going-forward-looking-backward/
http://en.asaninst.org/contents/issue-brief-no-64-a-22-for-the-future-the-first-korea-australia-foreign-and-defence-ministers-meeting/


47North of 26° south and the security of Australia: views from The Strategist, Volume 4

Eight years and five biennial gatherings on, the 2+2 meetings have become an important anchor in the bilateral relationship, 
especially during periods of leadership instability in both Canberra and Seoul. As both countries head to the polls in the coming 
months, it remains to be seen whether high‑level support for the relationship will continue, even as their respective bureaucracies 
push on with closer cooperation.

Published on 17 September 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/ministerial-
meetings-show-deepening-ties-between-australia-and-south-korea.

How will the Australia–Japan relationship fare under Prime Minister Kishida?
Tomohiko Taniguchi

Japan’s ruling Liberal Democratic Party has elected Fumio Kishida as its new leader, slating him to be the nation’s 100th prime 
minister. Kishida received overwhelming backing from parliamentarians ahead of rival candidate Taro Kono, who was favoured by 
grassroots LDP supporters.

And yet, for the first time in Japan’s history of constitutional democracy dating back to the 19th century, a woman, Sanae Takaichi, 
might well have become prime minister. Takaichi pledged to follow the domestic and foreign policies of former prime minister 
Shinzo Abe and won the support of strikingly more MPs, including Abe, than political pundits predicted.

If she had become prime minister, Australia’s strategic cooperation with Japan would have gained even more traction and rapidly 
developed into something that could be called an alliance. It’s a shame for Canberra and Tokyo that she wasn’t able to break 
through the glass ceiling this time.

In Japan’s representative democracy, which is not unlike the Westminster system, the new president of the ruling party is 
automatically made prime minister by a parliamentary majority vote.

Kishida is likely to prove a good ‘second best’ for the Australia–Japan strategic relationship.

Abe forged a strong relationship with three Australian prime ministers, Tony Abbott, Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison. His 
speech to parliament in Canberra on 8 July 2014 will long be remembered as setting the tone for the relationship between the 
two democracies.

Eventually he and Morrison travelled to Darwin where they solemnly laid a wreath together, reflecting on the past and renewing 
their appreciation of the great power of reconciliation.

All of this was closely witnessed by Kishida, Abe’s long‑serving foreign minister.

Kishida, whose constituency is Hiroshima, has a passion for the abolition of nuclear weapons that was sometimes at odds with 
Abe’s emphasis on nuclear deterrence. Kishida was more in tune with US President Barack Obama, who spoke in idealistic terms.

But, at the same time, Kishida is fully aware that the biggest challenge for Japan now and in the future will be to stand up tall 
against China, and that Japan must be strong to do so.

To that end, he also knows that it is far better for Japan to work with allies with which it shares fundamental values than to 
confront China alone. In this respect, Kishida is a realist.

When the news of AUKUS reached Japan, there were two reactions in the Tokyo policy community.

One was respect for Australia’s decision. While there was concern among Australians about their country ‘going nuclear’, the prime 
minister and government unhesitatingly decided that what was needed for military purposes should be procured.
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It’s also fair to say that they tried hard to make the most of the old ties of the English‑speaking alliance. Britain, too, was keen to 
have a foothold in the Indo‑Pacific, since it had just separated from Europe and was advocating a global Britain. Strengthening 
relations with Australia was logical and necessary.

Seen this way, and with Australia’s robust relationship with the US taken into consideration, AUKUS has drawn the most 
advantageous triangle for Australia.

Respect for Australia then became envy. If Australia needs nuclear‑powered submarines, Japan, which shares a waterway with 
China, needs them even more.

Unlike Australia, Japan has a long history of nuclear technology. But since Fukushima, it has become increasingly irrelevant, and 
may even disappear. Even though it has nuclear technology, Japan has no equivalent of a Rolls Royce with the technology to 
power submarines.

If only the country could do as Australia did and equip itself with nuclear submarines—perhaps under the framework of what could 
be called JAUKUS with Australia, the UK and the US.

While that’s logical, it cannot be carried out so long as public perception forbids it. That’s where Japan stands, making many, 
including this author, envy Australia for its decisiveness.

Let us hope that Kishida will add strength to what is now the deepest strategic partnership between Australia and Japan in history.

Published on 1 October 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-will- 
the-australia-japan-relationship-fare-under-prime-minister-fumio-kishida.
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First Nations people and the security of Australia’s north
Peter Yu and Russell Barnett

Image: Torres Strait Regional Authority/Twitter.

Australia’s strategic policy leaders have long been acutely aware of the importance of the nation’s north to economic, ecological 
and tactical security. The vast expanse of country has been continuously cared for by First Nations peoples for over 65,000 years. 
Through their cultures and languages, they have deep understandings of the land and its inland and marine waters, an immutable 
connection to country and historical economic and cultural connections to Australia’s northern neighbours. But consideration of 
the role of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and their perspectives has been largely absent from the policy agenda until 
very recently.

To understand the role First Nations people have to play in the north, it’s worth contrasting the historical and present‑day 
experiences of Indigenous Australians living in northern regions with those in southern jurisdictions. While Indigenous citizens 
across Australia are more likely to experience economic disadvantage and suffer the consequences of institutional (and personal) 
racism, geographic and demographic differences play a substantial role in shaping the lives of individuals, communities 
and economies.

Well before European settlement, First Nations people in northern Australia established trade and cultural relationships with 
what are now Southeast Asian nations, including Macassan Trepang traders of southern Sulawesi and across the Torres Strait 
to what is now Papua New Guinea and Indonesian New Guinea. These millennia‑long relationships present an opportunity to 
reactivate a new dimension in not only trade, but also regional defence and biosecurity arrangements. Historically, cultural 
exchanges were also an important part of the trading relationship and it’s worthwhile considering them in the development of free 
trade agreements.

First Nations people account for 15% of the overall population in the north compared to just 3% in the south. Outside of the major 
northern settlements, the proportion is even higher—between 15% and 25% across the Northern Territory and northern parts of 
Queensland and Western Australia. First Nations people make up more than 50% of the population in a third of local government 
areas. And, according to current demographic trends, Indigenous people will make up around half of the working‑age population in 
the north by 2050.

https://twitter.com/TSRAofficial/status/1218052860081868800/photo/1
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Historical and more recent political and policy developments have resulted in Indigenous Australians now having ownership or 
legal interests in over 80% of the northern landmass, including around 85% of the Northern Territory coastline. This makes the 
Indigenous estate of the north several orders of magnitude larger than its equivalent in the south, and given Australia’s geographic 
location and geopolitical position, the strategic importance of this land to national security can’t be overstated.

While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in Australian Defence Force tactical units, particularly the North‑West 
Mobile Force, or NORFORCE, is notable, the involvement of First Nations people in the operational security of the north remains 
substantively underbaked, given their existing potential and resources. In many parts of northern Australia, members of about 
80 Indigenous land and sea ranger groups are the only human presence for thousands of kilometres, and their knowledge of 
these remote areas is unparalleled. From a surveillance perspective, Indigenous land and sea ranger groups are an underutilised 
security asset.

When considering the capacity of Indigenous ranger groups to support surveillance, it’s important to recognise that the scope of 
‘surveillance’ in a national security context must include biosecurity surveillance. Australia’s multibillion‑dollar agricultural and 
tourism sectors, along with our health system, depend on our ability to monitor and effectively control incursions of pathogens 
and invasive species. Given the sheer length of the northern coastline, and the remoteness and vastness of the northern landmass, 
providing a level of biosecurity surveillance that delivers adequate protection for Australia’s population and economy through 
conventional means verges on impossible. As custodians of the land, with knowledge of its form and management stretching from 
the deep past to the ever‑changing present, Indigenous people are an obvious, yet too often overlooked, resource in Australia’s 
biosecurity arsenal.

Indigenous Australians are increasingly being recognised not only as ‘traditional’ custodians of the land, but as the rightful, legal 
owners. Third‑party settlements and access agreements created by legislation or contracts pertaining to the Indigenous estate 
have resulted in billions of dollars residing in trusts and other arrangements for which First Nations groups are beneficiaries. 
Though we are yet to see the large‑scale activation of this asset base, Australian jurisprudence, legislation and policy are 
increasingly following international trajectories in recognising Indigenous rights to land, resources and self‑determination.

Optimal activation of the Indigenous asset base (in the north and elsewhere) requires further reform to provide legal rights with 
respect to the ability to appropriate value from land, water, cultural and intellectual property rights. Currently, the legislated 
interests of First Nations peoples in their traditional lands, to say nothing of their other assets, is unnecessarily complex and 
inequitable. These interests range from exclusive possession under fee simple or ‘fee simple–like’ title, to rights that provide a form 
of shared tenure. In many circumstances, that amounts to little more than a right to interfere in matters pertaining to their lands.

While reform to Commonwealth and jurisdictional legislation will certainly be required in this regard, significant and immediate 
improvements can be made through less complex measures. For instance, it requires no legislative change for third parties to 
demonstrate an appreciation of the legal and ethical rights of Indigenous owners as they engage in land‑use negotiations, or for 
those parties to ensure that Indigenous rights are reflected in commercial contracts.

In addition, to be effective counterparties and developers in their own right, traditional owners require the rights and resources, 
including civil and economic governance arrangements and capacity development, to freely manage their own financial assets on 
their terms.

It’s worth reminding ourselves that the entire Australian community and economy stands to benefit from the expansion of 
economic activity in our north. The scale and abundance of natural resources and unique cultural and intellectual property 
belonging to First Nations communities and organisations, and the proximity of those assets to growing regional minerals, food, 
energy, carbon and tourism markets, means the region can’t be truly developed without genuine, equitable participation by First 
Nations people.

Published on 12 October 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/first-nations- 
people-and-the-security-of-australias-north.
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Reaping the social benefits of carbon farming in northern Australia
Gill Savage

Image: Geoff Whalan/Flickr.

Nation‑building can drive economic prosperity, social cohesion and resilience, but we need to engage with the complexity of our 
modern world to develop pragmatic solutions that address several issues. The temptation to rate one priority higher than another 
is strong, but we need to avoid binary choices. When it comes to climate policy, that can be challenging.

We’re seeing this now in Australia with the debate about committing to a net‑zero emissions target by 2050. Despite support for the 
target from states and territories and the Business Council of Australia’s recent proposal for more ambitious 2030 targets, we’re 
still debating targets rather than focusing on how we should make the transition away from fossil fuels.

Whatever the target, we need to pursue a range of whole‑of‑community, cross‑sector transition strategies. Carbon farming is one 
of the many approaches already being used.

Carbon farming refers to agricultural or land management practices that reduce greenhouse gas emissions by capturing carbon 
in vegetation or soils or minimising emissions. The carbon credits generated from carbon farming can be used to offset emissions 
generated in other activities. Credits can be transferred through a commercial transaction to organisations seeking to offset their 
carbon generation. Eligible projects include activities related to vegetation management, agriculture, energy consumption, waste, 
transport, coal and gas production, and industrial processes.

Extensive effort to develop accounting and management methodologies to support carbon farming is paying off. Around 700 
carbon farming projects are underway across Australia that together have reduced emissions by about 60 million tonnes or around 
10% of Australia’s total emissions. And an increasing number of projects are being established in northern Australia.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/geoffwhalan/51519020763/
https://www.abcfoundation.org.au/carbon-farming
https://www.industry.gov.au/funding-and-incentives/emissions-reduction-fund
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-01/indigenous-group-looks-to-carbon-farming-to-regenerate-outback/10934496
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The Carbon Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative) Act 2011 provides farmers, pastoralists, forest growers and landholders with 
opportunities to generate credits that can be traded in domestic and overseas carbon markets.

Given the scale and location of the Defence Department’s landholdings, there’s significant potential for the defence organisation 
to engage more actively with carbon farming. Defence emits around 1.6 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per year, 
which is more than half of all federal government emissions. Around 50% of Defence’s emissions come from the defence estate. In 
a recent Strategist article, Michael Thomas and Anthony Bergin suggested that Defence ‘undertake an audit of its estate for carbon 
offsetting and sequestration opportunities’.

The NT government has declared its intent to transition to a low‑carbon economy and has set a target of net‑zero emissions 
by 2050. Carbon offsets are expected to support achievement of the target as part of a broader emissions reduction strategy. 
While the voluntary carbon credit market under the Northern Territory Aboriginal Carbon Strategy is smaller than the federal 
government’s Emissions Reduction Fund, it is expected to grow and contribute to emissions reductions, particularly through fire 
management on savannahs.

The Aboriginal Carbon Foundation estimates that there are 55 savannah projects underway in the north which have generated 
$20 million in carbon credits, with around $112 million in carbon credits contracted under the Emissions Reduction Fund. These 
projects aim to reduce greenhouse gas emissions through a strategic fire management program focused on early‑season burning 
and ‘cool’ planned burns, which generate relatively low greenhouse gas emissions. The intent is to prevent or reduce the scale of 
unplanned and more destructive late‑season fires, which generate higher greenhouse gas emissions.

Indigenous communities in the north are embracing carbon farming—not as a binary option but to generate community income, 
increase local employment and develop local skills and, equally important, to enhance people’s connections with the land and 
build a socially engaged community.

But the results are mixed for farmers and pastoralists and the benefits for their communities are not as clear. While carbon farming 
allows individual landholders to establish a more reliable income stream by storing carbon in vegetation and trees, it is having a 
negative impact on the sustainability of local communities.

Queensland’s Paroo Shire has been in the spotlight in recent months because of the negative impacts that carbon farming in the 
shire is having on local communities. By the end of 2020, Paroo’s 47 carbon farms had earned more than $40 million and the region 
expects to generate around $230 million over the coming decade.

The concern is that corporations are buying up large landholdings and not contributing to the local community by generating local 
jobs, keeping families in the area or supporting local businesses. There’s also debate about adverse environmental impacts that 
some Paroo farmers say were caused by an increasing wild dog population.

In contrast, the Budjiti Aboriginal Corporation in southwest Queensland is embracing carbon farming as a means of regenerating 
the environment, creating income for traditional owners and returning to traditional land management practices.

As the NT government develops its broader policy to guide the application and administration of carbon offsets, it should take 
communities’ recent experiences of carbon farming into account to ensure that the economic, social and resilience benefits 
are optimised.

Carbon farming is producing economic benefits and is offsetting our carbon footprint. The challenge is to ensure that other 
benefits are achieved by weighting economic, social and resilience effects equally. Carbon farming could represent a form of 
nation‑building that drives sustainable economic, social and environmental outcomes at the regional level. But we need to avoid 
binary choices if we are serious about transitioning to a net‑zero emissions world.

Published on 22 October 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/reaping-the- 
social-benefits-of-carbon-farming-in-northern-australia.

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2020C00281
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https://depws.nt.gov.au/environment-information/northern-territory-offsets-framework/greenhouse-gas-offsetting-requirements-in-the-northern-territory
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Turbulent times ahead for Australian humanitarian assistance and disaster relief
Teagan Westendorf

Image: Department of Defence.

Australia has demonstrated the capacity and capability to undertake fast, scalable responses to disasters and humanitarian crises 
in recent years. Australian governments, agencies, non‑government organisations and the public have proven determined and 
flexible in both domestic and regional disasters and humanitarian crises.

But Australia’s established capabilities are now facing new and growing challenges in disaster preparedness and response. The 
Indo‑Pacific is confronting a complex network of established, evolving and intersecting climate, conflict and human‑security risks.

Without innovation in strategy and capabilities, the financial cost of regional disasters will continue to vastly outpace Australia’s 
capacity to fund preparedness and response efforts comprehensively enough to mitigate the human and strategic security risks 
those disasters pose.

Australia’s humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR) strategies need to consider how to increase capacities for speed, 
coordination, communication, agility, flexibility, mobility and capability by making better use of the resources already allocated to 
organisations involved in HADR work, and so that any additional funding has maximum impact.

In addition to maintaining the necessary crisis response capacity regionally and at home, Australia needs to build greater regional 
preparedness for (the capacity to endure) and resilience to (the capacity to recover from) the natural disasters that are coming and 
the cascading risks they will bring.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20200422raaf8440875_053.jpg
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/dfat-humanitarian-strategy.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/dfat-humanitarian-strategy.pdf
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My new ASPI report, released today, focuses on Australia’s HADR capabilities and capacity to respond and mitigate risks by 
building preparedness and resilience regionally.

This is a challenging threatscape to prepare for and respond to.

The report presents a snapshot view of the Indo‑Pacific threatscape for Australia and discusses how key Australian HADR 
capabilities have been developed through lessons from domestic and regional disasters. It also considers the possible value 
northern Australia can bring to national HADR capabilities and suggests six opportunities for providing a national‑level HADR 
capability uplift in the short term with minimal increases in spending.

The six opportunities are grouped into three areas: strategy and innovation, regional engagement, and resources. For each 
proposal, I consider, where appropriate, opportunities for the north to better serve national efforts as a gateway and hub for 
resources, innovation and regional engagement. This is not an exhaustive list of opportunities, but rather an examination of how 
we can do more with what we have. Northern Australia is the focus for this study because it’s the area of Australia that is closest to 
the other countries of the Indo‑Pacific region and shares a similar rate of disaster vulnerability.

Opportunity 1: A strategy for the north

Australia has a key role to play in the region as a democracy, partner, ally and middle power. Northern Australia isn’t only central 
within the region, but a bridge to many of our neighbours. Our cultural and community links to the region in our northern centres 
illustrate this point.

This isn’t to say that other parts of Australia don’t have similar connections, or that resources need to all go through northern 
cities rather than just northern sea and airspace. Rather, the northern connections could be better used in building resilience and 
preparedness in the region. Expanding the north’s role as a logistics and innovation connection to the region would encourage 
better linkages, particularly between government, university and NGO research centres in Australia and neighbouring nations, 
and force multiplication between established HADR capabilities in the north.

Opportunity 2: Research and training to build preparedness

Research, education and training are force multipliers. As it stands, HADR will always be on the back foot. HADR funding needs to 
be adjusted to adequately prioritise the research and training that will allow us to make the most of what we have. For example, 
the government could spend less on the Australian Defence Force’s capacity to respond to crises and more on research, education 
and training, which can increase preparedness in the areas in which Australia will then be called on to respond in crises.

Opportunity 3: International relationships as a safety net

Relationships are a safety net and, in a time of increased risk, Australia should actively invest in fortifying that safety net at all 
levels, from communities up to governments. For Australia and Japan, for example, the current momentum of the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue as a nascent but fervent understanding of shared values and interests in maintaining a free and open 
region stands in no small part on their commitments to one another’s security and prosperity. That in turn reflects the honest 
understanding that security and prosperity depend on cooperation in a region of many islands where none can afford to behave 
like one.

There are practical options for the federal government to invest in fortifying regional relationships between Australian 
and regional education and training institutions, between state and national governments, and even between community 
organisations in, for example, the arts and development sectors.

Opportunity 4: The role of the ADF

Increased security tensions in the Indo‑Pacific pose the risk that military confrontations could occur at the same time as 
climate‑related humanitarian crises in the region. Such a scenario would put Australia in the position of having to support military 

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/snapshot-turbulent-time-australian-hadr-capabilities-challenges-and-opportunities
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and HADR capabilities simultaneously, placing huge stress on Australian capabilities and resources, particularly given that 
major HADR responses in recent history have all relied heavily on the ADF (most recently, the 2019–20 bushfires and the Covid‑19 
vaccine rollout).

This is a clear vulnerability in Australia’s HADR strategies and capabilities because a military confrontation in defence of national 
security would have to take priority over regional or even domestic humanitarian crises. A federally led effort to reduce this 
exclusive reliance on the ADF would be a critical capability uplift for Australia. To avoid ADF involvement in HADR efforts in Australia 
and the region and to avoid corroding the ADF’s warfighting capability, Defence requires adequate resourcing, strategy and 
structure to lead HADR in addition to its core role.

Opportunity 5: A suitable and available workforce

The issue of a HADR workforce is perhaps the biggest problem in the reliance of the federal government on the ADF for HADR 
response. The current defence force ‘pivot to the north’, both Australian and American, needs to be accompanied by a HADR plan 
or Australia will continue to rely on the ADF for two problems that we can’t simultaneously address.

Australia needs a distinct non‑military HADR capability, and, given the cascading risks associated with natural disasters possibly 
interacting with military confrontations, there’s a need for the significant defence spending in the north to be accompanied by, 
if not shared with, necessary civilian response capability and preparedness efforts.

Opportunity 6: Resource distribution

Expanding aeromedical evacuation hubs to Cairns and Townsville, in addition to Darwin, would enable efficient Australian HADR 
responses to the Pacific islands, with Darwin servicing Southeast Asia. This approach would mean patients could be transported 
less distance to a hub and then onwards to a hospital with patient capacity. Multiple northern hubs would also improve the 
scalability of responses to meet the need presenting in different areas.

As ever, there’s no magical or comprehensive fix to this challenging outlook, but there are opportunities for innovation in 
strategy and capabilities in Australia’s emergency‑management architecture and arrangements. Those opportunities can 
increase preparedness and resilience in ways that might look small in comparison to the significance of the threatscape but will 
nevertheless have important impacts.

Published on 28 October 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/turbulent- 
times-ahead-for-australian-humanitarian-assistance-and-disaster-relief.

Embracing the opportunities of Industry 4.0 in northern Australia
Gill Savage

High school economics taught us that scaling up improves efficiency and reduces costs. There’s intense focus right now in the 
Northern Territory on tapping into large‑scale solar and renewable hydrogen, large‑scale gas exports and large‑scale agribusiness. 
But the roadmap to achieving large‑scale success is based on outdated thinking.

Achieving projects on a large scale or an even optimal scale is more important than ever, and is dependent upon embracing 
digitisation, integrating data and adopting artificial intelligence including machine learning.

While there are industry strategies aplenty, at best they continue to emphasise ‘Industry 3.0’ solutions. For example, the 
Queensland cattle sector says that industry scaling is dependent on transport infrastructure and services. Likewise, the NT has 
argued that ‘quality roads are essential for both economic and community equity outcomes’ and that NT‑wide ‘collaboration to 
gain scale will improve efficiency [and] reduce costs’.

Those observations are helpful, but they lack the vision and the impact to drive large‑scale change.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/turbulent-times-ahead-for-australian-humanitarian-assistance-and-disaster-relief/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/turbulent-times-ahead-for-australian-humanitarian-assistance-and-disaster-relief/
https://www.publications.qld.gov.au/dataset/investment-outlook-for-the-queensland-beef-supply-chain/resource/d8e20447-9a27-4d98-882b-30553cf9e1a2
https://ntrebound.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/952301/terc-final-report.pdf
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The fourth industrial revolution—Industry 4.0—will transform production and manufacturing not just by offsetting labour costs 
and distances to market but also by providing access to value‑add markets and modernising supply chains. Industry 4.0 will enable 
integration and better management of horizontal and vertical value chains through, for example, integrated data management 
and analytics.

Economic prosperity is dependent on understanding the potential of Industry 4.0 today. Governments and businesses need to 
go beyond adopting ‘Industry 4.0 technologies and ways of working specific to the needs of their business’ and move towards 
adopting Industry 4.0 enablers. These include embracing rising data volumes, computational power and connectivity; adopting 
emerging analytics to inform business intelligence; creating new forms of human–machine interaction; and improving the transfer 
of digital instructions to the physical world.

The current trend, however, is to focus on micro‑level challenges. For example, workforce challenges such as access to trained 
staff, the ageing workforce, digital literacy, and attraction and retention strategies are often highlighted as barriers to scaling. 
These are all important issues but miss the point. The future of work and the future workforce are also considered, but generally in 
the context of something that will happen later. In large part, the future workforce is employed by organisations today. There isn’t 
a new workforce waiting in the wings that will arrive next year, in five years or even in ten years’ time complete with a new set of 
digital skills and capabilities. There won’t be a wholesale turnover of the workforce because not everyone has the financial means 
to stop working or is of ‘retirement’ age.

The NT’s mining sector is one of its largest industries and employers. However, no new major mines have been established since 
2005 despite strong global demand. Finance, scale and access to markets have been identified crucial hurdles to success. While 
refining and processing minerals and metals for export moves Australia up the value chain and is likely achieved through increased 
automation, more can be done to take full advantage of Industry 4.0 opportunities.

Likewise, strategic location and land mass are the prevailing reasons used to focus the national security and defence sector in the 
north. Those are all important aspects, but merely ‘focusing’ on the sector won’t bring the projected 7.3% increase in the NT’s 
share of the sector’s economic activity by 2030.

Agribusiness is also projected to develop at scale and contribute to the NT achieving its target of a $40 billion economy by 2030. 
Sector growth will be achieved through ‘coordinated effort using a combination of Sustainable Development Precincts and the 
Master planning approach as well as value adding opportunities’. However, measures to facilitate reimagining a different operating 
model are also required.

The NT is says it’s ensuring its economic reconstruction is on track by maintaining critical levels of engagement and partnership 
with industry. That’s all good stuff but still not enough.

And scaling doesn’t necessarily mean building more traditional infrastructure. My recent Strategist article focused on the need for 
Australia to pick up the pace on innovation. I used the example of SPEE3D, which has developed a world‑leading 3D printer that can 
rapidly manufacture components in a variety of different metals and alloys. Last year, the NT government invested $2.75 million 
for SPEE3D to establish its research and development headquarters in Darwin. The company’s big success is in reimagining metal 
parts manufacture and developing a technology that made it easier and much faster.

When I read the myriad strategies articulating what the future may bring for a jurisdiction, a sector or a local community in the 
north, I’m struck by how much focus there is on today. Even when a vision is articulated, the way to achieve it tends to be couched 
in terms of addressing challenges of yesterday rather than pursuing ambitious transformation that focuses on changing or sorting 
those things that will propel us forward.

Industries, manufacturing and agribusiness in the north need to reimagine their operating models and pursue new ways of 
doing business based on the opportunities that Industry 4.0 offers. More of the same, or even incremental improvement through 
adoption of technology, is no longer enough and won’t drive scaling.

Published on 3 November 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/embracing- 
the-opportunities-of-industry-4-0-in-northern-australia.
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Evolving Australia–Japan cooperation in dealing with the ‘three Cs’
Yuma Osaki

Image: Kantei/Twitter.

Amid global uncertainties, strengthening like‑minded nations’ bonds to deal with those challenges is vital. In the Indo‑Pacific 
region, cooperation between Australia and Japan has been where the action is. There are three defining challenges—the so‑called 
three Cs—that these key US allies are facing: climate change, China and Covid‑19.

In recent decades, the relationship between Australia and Japan has been built on economic ties, but more recently the two 
countries have been layering cooperation channels to collectively respond to an increasingly Balkanised politico‑economic 
landscape. Importantly, this trend has been fairly linear despite their respective leadership merry‑go‑rounds over the past 
decade or so. Why has Australia–Japan cooperation been so critical? And, given Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga’s abrupt 
resignation, how can new PM Fumio Kishida drive a joint response to these challenges with Australia?

The first concern is climate change. The decades‑long economic partnership in the energy sector is a critical platform of the 
complementary relationship. Despite the rapidly growing energy demands in the region, Australia has served as the biggest 
and most stable supplier of energy and key minerals to Japan. Japan is the largest energy export destination from the Northern 
Territory, with 10% of its imported gas coming from the Port of Darwin.

https://twitter.com/kantei/status/1455763607489155086/photo/2
https://ajrc.crawford.anu.edu.au/reimagining-japan-relationship
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Japan-s-Yoshihide-Suga-to-resign-as-prime-minister
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Japan-s-Yoshihide-Suga-to-resign-as-prime-minister
https://industry.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/258570/ieti-strategic-plan.pdf
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Both Australia and Japan must now meet a new challenge of a swiftly decarbonising world. While Australia’s latest greenhouse 
gas emissions marked the lowest level yet, it is still ‘lagging at the back of the pack among developed countries’. Australia has only 
just joined other nations in pledging to reach net‑zero emissions by 2050. Japan did so in October 2020. The two countries’ shifts to 
carbon neutrality will have stark implications for their trade pattern.

In this context, Japan and Australia are determined to map out how they can collaborate and mutually benefit from the low‑carbon 
energy transition. Under their partnership on decarbonisation through technology, the two countries identified hydrogen and 
ammonia as potentially large opportunities and led the launch of a regional platform to establish a standard for carbon capture, 
utilisation and storage technologies.

The second challenge is their complex relationships with China. After surpassing Japan as the world’s second‑largest economy in 
2010, China has become the world’s dominant trading partner, swiftly taking the top trading position with more than 130 countries. 
For Australia and Japan, China’s share of their exports is around 40% and 20%, respectively.

While deepening economic interdependence with China has brought economic growth, it has not led to political stability. China’s 
trade and investment network has intensified interdependence in Asia and beyond, but this has also raised big uncertainties and 
made geoeconomic tools more influential. Japan struggled with China’s ban on exports of rare‑earth elements a decade ago (and 
settled the case at the World Trade Organization) and, more recently, Australia has been suffering from economic coercion (which 
it is taking to the WTO) and foreign interference.

Australia and Japan have shown considerable commitment to the WTO‑supported international trade regime and the broader 
post‑war global order. The two countries have also worked together to sustain a credible rules‑based multilateral trading system 
and share the view that some reforms to the WTO are necessary to maintain that system.

At the regional level, despite the deteriorating Sino‑Australian bilateral relationship, they managed to conclude the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) agreement in November 2020, which sets, among other things, new provisions 
for data governance. Although the significance of those rules is practically limited, it could at least lay the common ground for 
controlling trans‑border data flows. The formation of a digital trade order is an emerging front in standard‑setting for cutting‑edge 
technologies, and China’s recent application to join the Digital Economy Partnership Agreement between Singapore, Chile and 
New Zealand would boost the competition to set rules.

In this context, China’s proposed accession to the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans‑Pacific Partnership (which 
Japan salvaged with the help of Australia and other members after the US withdrew under former president Donald Trump) will 
also be a test case for Australia and Japan in securing a high‑standard trading order.

On the security front, tensions are more glaring. Faced with China’s assertive pressure in the region, Japan has called on Australia 
to help lead resistance both directly and as part of the Quad with the US and India. Australia and Japan have also come to share 
similar stances and have taken a series of domestic countermeasures under the name of national security.

Both countries have excluded Chinese telecommunication firms from their 5G networks. Japan’s newly enacted land restriction 
law and Australia’s tightening investment screening are in the same line. Australia’s experience over the NT government’s 99‑year 
lease of the Port of Darwin to a Chinese firm which is now under review provides a useful lesson. While a similar situation is unlikely 
to happen in Japan, Tokyo can usefully draw upon its lessons.

Last and most importantly, the Covid‑19 pandemic has changed the threat landscape across the globe. Australia and Japan have 
been among the front‑runners in managing the health crisis, taking hardline approaches to border control that few other countries 
have taken. Australia made the most of being an island ‘fortress’ and implemented a series of ad hoc lockdowns, while some 
crowded parts of Japan were subject to constant strict measures, even during the Tokyo Olympics. Australia is now bracing for the 
expected rise in cases that reopening its borders to international travellers will bring.

https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/national-greenhouse-gas-inventory-quarterly-update-march-2021
https://australiainstitute.org.au/post/new-analysis-australias-energy-transition-among-worst-in-oecd/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-10-26/government-commits-to-net-zero-by-2050-climate-deal/100565254
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-10-26/government-commits-to-net-zero-by-2050-climate-deal/100565254
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/policy/energy_environment/global_warming/roadmap/index.html
https://ajrc.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/webform/hughes_reimagining_au-jp_relationship_24_june_2021.pdf
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/japan-australia-partnership-decarbonisation-through-technology
https://hydrogenenergysupplychain.com/
http://www.jogmec.go.jp/english/news/release/news_15_000001_00022.html
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2021/0622_001.html
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/cases_e/ds433_e.htm
https://iit.adelaide.edu.au/news/list/2021/08/16/geostrategic-tensions-manifesting-as-trade-conflict-policy-recommendations-for
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-interference
https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/we-need-a-china-circuit-breaker-20201203-p56kiz
https://www.afr.com/policy/economy/rcep-free-trade-deal-a-chance-to-diversify-china-risk-20201112-p56e60
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202110/1237750.shtml
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/03/26/the-complexities-of-chinas-cptpp-entry/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09512748.2019.1617771
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-09/australia-japan-urge-peace-stability-taiwan-trait-joint-meeting/100203080
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-09/australia-japan-urge-peace-stability-taiwan-trait-joint-meeting/100203080
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/time-to-end-chinas-lease-on-the-port-of-darwin/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QDzUn7qv3Jk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QDzUn7qv3Jk
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/covid-19-and-fortress-australia/
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Built on a deep economic relationship, solid people‑to‑people ties, close political links and a special strategic partnership, 
Australia and Japan have become mutually indispensable. Despite revolving‑door politics in both countries, the relationship will 
be crucial to maintaining the global rules‑based order as it comes under further pressure.

Published on 8 November 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/evolving- 
australia-japan-cooperation-in-dealing-with-the-three-cs.

China’s military build‑up makes Darwin the unsafe harbour of the north
Peter Jennings

As fast as Australia is moving to strengthen alliances and regional partnerships, the pace of strategic change is moving faster.

China is building up its military forces at breakneck speed and preparing to strike at Taiwan. Xi Jinping hopes that surprise and 
overwhelming force will cow the democracies into inaction. In this Beijing risks misreading US President Joe Biden, who may not 
be Winston Churchill but is no Neville Chamberlain either.

The stakes for war and peace could hardly be higher. The Morrison government and the leadership of our defence, intelligence and 
security agencies understand these developments.

But it’s one thing to see you’re facing a crisis and quite another to know what to do. Strategic trends in the region are lifting the 
importance of northern Australia. Our north is, in fact, the essential southern rampart of the Indo‑Pacific.

The outcome is to make the future of the Port of Darwin a central strategic question. This becomes clear by looking at the plans 
and purposes of Chinese military growth.

In the past fortnight, two US government reports concluded that Chinese preparations for an attack on Taiwan had reached a 
military tipping point for Beijing.

Late last week the respected US–China Economic and Security Review Commission released its 2021 annual report to Congress.

‘China’s increasingly coercive approach to Taiwan puts almost daily pressure on the cross‑Strait status quo and increases the 
potential for a military crisis,’ the report says. It found that China’s military leaders ‘now likely assess they have, or will soon have, 
the initial capability needed to conduct a high‑risk invasion of Taiwan if ordered to do so’ by Chinese Communist Party leaders.

Earlier this month, the US Department of Defense released its annual report on Chinese military capability. It says that ‘persistent 
military operations near Taiwan—and training for a Taiwan contingency—likely signals a greater urgency for the PLA to continue to 
develop and perfect its strategy and capabilities should PRC leaders look to a military option to achieve their objectives’.

China is growing its military forces at an astonishing speed. The awkwardly named People’s Liberation Army Navy is already the 
largest in the world with 355 major ships. A further 65 major ships will be added in the next four years.

The PLA Air Force and Navy have between them 2,800 aircraft, an increase of 300 from last year’s Pentagon report. China launched 
more than 250 ballistic missiles in tests in 2020—more than the rest of the world combined.

The Pentagon has dramatically revised its 2020 assessment that China’s nuclear warhead stockpile was in ‘the low 200s’. Now, 
‘Beijing has accelerated its nuclear expansion, which may enable the PRC to have up to 700 deliverable nuclear warheads by 2027.’

Contrast this to the bizarre assessment of former prime minister Paul Keating, writing in the Australian Financial Review on 
3 September (and gleefully reported in the Chinese media), that military aggression is ‘a posture China has never shown any 
sign of’.

https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/in-force/jaepa/japan-australia-economic-partnership-agreement
https://ajyd.org.au/en/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/p_pd/ip/page4e_000114.html
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/evolving-australia-japan-cooperation-in-dealing-with-the-three-cs/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/evolving-australia-japan-cooperation-in-dealing-with-the-three-cs/
https://www.uscc.gov/annual-report/2021-annual-report-congress
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Nov/03/2002885874/-1/-1/0/2021-CMPR-FINAL.PDF
https://www.afr.com/policy/foreign-affairs/the-morrison-government-is-provoking-china-to-please-america-20210902-p58o9i
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Australia needs an urgent stocktake of its current defence capabilities and of our broader national capacity to withstand some 
tough military shocks. What might the early stages of an attack on Taiwan look like? If conflict does break out, Defence Minister 
Peter Dutton is correct that it would be ‘inconceivable’ for Australia not to be involved.

Our involvement would not be driven by a phone call from Biden. Australia will be involved because Beijing’s attack will rapidly 
draw in Japan, surrounding countries and US forces around the Indo‑Pacific.

The world’s consequential democracies will not be able to tolerate an unprovoked attack on a liberal democracy of 23 million 
people. Australia had better hope that’s the case if we have any expectations that our security matters to friends and allies.

A Chinese attack on Taiwan, and the preparations for it, will not be narrowly focused on the island. Beijing understands that its 
best chances of success will involve pre‑emption and seeking to degrade and push back US and allied forces as far from Taiwan 
as possible.

Published Chinese military doctrine holds that Beijing’s best prospects for a successful attack on Taiwan is if a major lodgement of 
forces can be achieved before the US mobilises its forces in the Indo‑Pacific.

China will try to control a large swathe of air and sea space around Taiwan, excluding civil and military aircraft and ships from all 
other countries. Trade and movement through the South and East China seas will come to a halt. Fuel shipments, including to 
Australia, will cease. Cargo vessels won’t put to sea for fear of being sunk.

Communications and military satellites will be disabled. China will distract opponents with cyberattacks designed to disable 
critical infrastructure. This could mean attacks on the electricity grid, on hospital IT networks, on the communications and 
computer systems of ministers and government bodies.

Anything that can distract, slow down, confuse, hamper and misdirect allied responses to China’s preparations for an assault on 
Taiwan will be used.

Early in a crisis, the US Navy will put to sea and US military aircraft will have scattered from bases in Japan, Guam and Hawaii. With 
Australian agreement, significant numbers of these aircraft will be in northern Australia. American strategy is to spread its forces 
and keep them moving, making them as difficult a target as possible.

Xi’s speeches show that he sees opportunities for China in a world where ‘the East is rising and the West is declining’. Beijing’s 
relentless military incursions around Taiwan’s air and sea space are designed to test if the world will push back.

This is why the arrival of the AUKUS security pact and increasingly close cooperation of Japan, India, Australia and the US in the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue are so important.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison made the link clear in speaking at ASPI’s Sydney Dialogue this week: ‘Australians recognise 
instinctively that to remain a free, open, sovereign and prosperous nation we need strong and durable partnerships—now more 
than ever.’

The potential of AUKUS and the Quad is that they will be a platform for closer cooperation among democracies in areas such as 
quantum computing, artificial intelligence, and hypersonic and undersea technologies—fields into which China is pouring vast 
money and effort.

Technology breakthroughs take time, however. The immediate challenge Australia faces is how to strengthen its military 
capabilities, reduce national vulnerabilities—for example, on supply chains—and deepen practical AUKUS and Quad cooperation 
as soon as possible.

There is no more important step the Morrison government could take than to end the 99‑year lease of the Port of Darwin to 
Chinese company Landbridge.

https://tsd.aspi.org.au/on-demand/keynote-address-prime-minister-of-australia
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The threadbare excuses that were deployed to justify the lease in 2015 have long been abandoned by government and opposition. 
Now, when Morrison warns about the priority ‘to enhance the resilience of Indo‑Pacific supply chains’, we must realise that our 
ports and airports are critical joints in those supply chains.

The Port of Darwin, and the Top End in general, is the place from which Australia can mount efforts to resist Chinese subversion 
of the Pacific islands. The port is also the place to which the US and other partners can disperse and sustain their forces while 
deterring Chinese aggression.

Six years into the lease, the promised development of infrastructure for tourism isn’t happening. The strategic outlook has 
changed fundamentally. Landbridge’s presence is now a bone in the throat preventing the development of Darwin as a facility for 
greater engagement by the AUKUS and Quad partners.

Frankly, this is a problem our bureaucracy has denied for too long. The government and opposition should make a bipartisan 
commitment to end the lease after the next federal election by passing enabling legislation if necessary. With that done, there 
should be a major effort to expand Darwin Port and to refurbish and add to the infrastructure of airbases in the Top End.

In addition to the now decade‑long US Marine Corps presence in the north, Australia should invite AUKUS and Quad partners to 
locate military units with their Australian Defence Force counterparts in the Top End.

Fundamentally, this is an exercise in strengthening deterrence to make it clear to China that military adventurism towards Taiwan 
or elsewhere is too risky to consider.

Failure to strengthen deterrence will lead to war. If Xi concludes we are pushovers, China will push the democracies over.

A vital step in showing that we are stronger than that is to resume the ownership of the Port of Darwin as the crucial strategic asset 
it really is.

A version of this article was published in the Weekend Australian.

Published on 20 November 2021. For print readers, the original piece with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/taiwans- 
defence-is-vital-for-australian-security.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/taiwans-defence-is-vital-for-australian-security/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/taiwans-defence-is-vital-for-australian-security/
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