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Foreword

Australia’s north is more critical than ever to our nation’s future security and prosperity. With increasing strategic competition and 
uncertainty, this vast expanse of land, sea, air and space abounds with opportunity. Entrepreneurialism, ingenuity and resilience 
thrive in its communities. However, policymaking that relies on market forces, goodwill and luck won’t be enough to ensure 
our security.

Six months have passed since the publication of ASPI’s last North of 26° south and the security of Australia compendium. This 
new volume, the fifth in the series, contains 19 contributions. The authors deliver proposals for leveraging our bilateral defence 
relationships, making the most of our strategic geography and defence spending, protecting our agricultural industry, partnering 
with First Nations people, and nation‑building.

Our authors reveal that we aren’t alone in understanding northern Australia’s importance. Countries such as Canada, Japan 
and the United States share a strategic interest in northern Australia and what it has to offer. They understand that Australia’s 
north is about both connections and competition. We should, for example, expect to see the north play an increasing role in the 
annual AUSMIN consultations. We should continue identifying other countries such as Germany and France that share similar 
objectives. The Chinese Communist Party also understands northern Australia’s importance in terms of strategic geography, food 
security and economic opportunity. Due diligence is required to ensure a healthy balance between identifying areas for economic 
cooperation and maintaining long‑term sovereignty. 

Historically, getting our policy settings for northern Australia right, and transforming them into action, has proved difficult. While 
acknowledging the challenges and the need for a sense of urgency, our authors bring an overwhelming sense of optimism with 
their work. This optimism continues to drive new and expansive visions for northern Australia.

Australia requires a coherent plan for maximising our prosperity and security in the north. In some cases, our friends and 
competitors are ahead of us in identifying opportunities. However, Australian policymakers and decision‑makers are paying close 
attention to these collected works and their visions, which will have long‑term benefits.

Northern Australia will be increasingly important to us as a nation. I commend this volume, which offers a range of new and 
visionary ideas as contributions to catalyse our understanding of our north’s unique opportunities.

Justin Bassi
Executive Director, ASPI
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Biden’s nod to US forces’ increased presence must be met by accelerated Australian investment
Michael Shoebridge 

Image: Department of Defence.

In more normal times, when nuclear‑powered submarines and multibillion‑dollar contract cancellations didn’t dominate the news, 
plans to increase the US military presence operating out of Australia would be big news.

It was swamped by the AUKUS announcement, but the annual AUSMIN meeting between Australia’s foreign affairs and defence 
ministers and their US counterparts in Washington in September did include the clear ambition to increase US forces’ presence at 
and operation through Australian facilities.

With the release of President Joe Biden’s decision to approve the recommendations made in the global posture review, it’s time 
to realise the significance of the moves that are likely to be underway in our near future, if the indications from Australian and US 
political leadership are taken seriously.

The Pentagon’s announcement was short on details, but in its mere two pages of text it found room to say:

It is no surprise that the Indo‑Pacific is the priority region for the review, given the secretary’s focus on China as America’s 
pacing challenge. The review directs additional cooperation with allies and partners to advance initiatives that contribute to 
regional stability and deter Chinese military aggression and threats from North Korea …

These initiatives include seeking greater regional access for military partnership activities, enhancing infrastructure in Guam 
and Australia and prioritizing military construction across the Pacific Islands. They also include new US rotational aircraft 
deployments and logistics cooperation in Australia.

So, the Indo‑Pacific and Australia specifically are priorities, although it’s not clear exactly how or when that will be demonstrated. 
That’s because it’s not in the gift of the Pentagon or the White House to create places where US forces can operate in others’ 
countries with local partners. This is deep international politics. Access negotiations are among the most difficult areas of 

http://images.defence.gov.au/20181205raaf8540620_0018.jpg
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/joint-leaders-statement-aukus
https://au.usembassy.gov/joint-statement-on-australia-u-s-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2021/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/2856053/biden-approves-global-posture-review-recommendations/
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military diplomacy, particularly in an environment of great‑power competition and tension. US partners have a key role in getting 
practical outcomes.

US decisions on where in the Indo‑Pacific it will disperse its forces—army, navy, air force and marines—will be directly influenced 
by the political environment in particular places, the geographic advantages of locations, the industrial support available and the 
partnerships that an increased US force presence will enable. On all these factors, Australia scores highly, with the north of the 
country providing access to Southeast Asia and the west providing access to the Indian Ocean.

The other critical factor to making this happen rapidly is Australian decision‑making and investment to begin to build these 
expanded facilities to meet the needs of our own forces and those of our partners. This combination of politics, geography, direct 
military partnership and Australian investment provides all the ingredients to make Australia a ‘deployment and sustainment hub’. 
Doing this requires Australian money in the order of billions to expand facilities at Stirling naval base in Western Australia and in 
Darwin harbour, along with associated air facilities in the north and west.

In northern Australia, it probably also means starting something new with the US Army, whose Pacific element is larger than the 
whole Australian Army and which is seeing its future as dispersing from its long‑term primary focuses on Hawaii, South Korea, 
Alaska and Japan. The US Army has been the forgotten service in force posture initiatives so far, but the AUSMIN communiqué 
tells us this is changing, referring to ‘enhanced land cooperation by conducting more complex and more integrated exercises and 
greater combined engagement with Allies and Partners in the region’. Working with the Australian Army and wider joint force on 
Australian training ranges and exercises areas will look uniquely roomy and valuable in comparison with the many limitations the 
US Army faces elsewhere.

Waiting for Washington to make all the decisions isn’t the right path and also not the way the Australia–US relationship works, so 
Australia needs to get ahead of slow processes and let the US know of the decisions and investments Canberra plans to make for 
joint ends.

There are signs Defence Minister Peter Dutton and the defence organisation may be thinking along these lines. In the press 
conference after the September AUSMIN meeting, he went further than the language of the formal joint statement, which read like 
a slow, careful extrapolation of what has been happening for years under the US force posture initiatives signed when Julia Gillard 
was prime minister.

In the AUSMIN press conference, Dutton talked about an expansion of air, maritime and broader force posture cooperation by 
saying, ‘[I]f that includes basing and includes the storage of different ordnances, I think that is in Australia’s best interest, our 
national interest, at this point in time.’ Given the history and politics of the US defence presence in Australia, this mention of basing 
is remarkable—and the low‑key reaction to it back in Australia was perhaps even more remarkable. The result is an expansion 
in what’s possible, which probably means not US bases but joint Australia–US facilities. That’s a model that works well in the 
intelligence world; the joint facility at Pine Gap is an example.

This is big news. Expansion of Australian facilities in the north and west for joint use by Australian and US forces—and potentially 
UK, Japanese and Indian forces through AUKUS and the Quad—would be a further practical step in resetting the military balance 
in the Indo‑Pacific. Building facilities and industrial capacity to sustain nuclear submarines out of Stirling makes sense as part 
of such a package. So, the facilities aspects of the submarine cooperation are likely to be part of these ‘enhanced force posture’ 
arrangements, which will increase the ability for UK and US submarines to be operated and sustained in Australia—well before the 
first Australian nuclear submarine enters service.

It’s time for some high‑vis vests and ribbon‑cutting ceremonies to be a part of our near future, with open borders that allow 
our political leaders to turn up in Darwin and Perth. Biden’s global posture review can only bring results for Australian, US and 
Indo‑Pacific security if there are active partners willing to invest to accelerate the review’s outcomes. Let’s demonstrate we 
understand enough about our own security needs to do so.

Published on 2 December 2021. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bidens-nod-
to-us-forces-increased-presence-must-be-met-by-accelerated-australian-investment.

https://www.army.mil/usarpac
https://au.usembassy.gov/joint-statement-on-australia-u-s-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2021/
https://defence.gov.au/Initiatives/USFPI/Fact-Sheets.asp
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/marise-payne/transcript/joint-press-conference-minister-payne-minister-dutton-us-secretary-state-and-us-secretary-defense
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bidens-nod-to-us-forces-increased-presence-must-be-met-by-accelerated-australian-investment
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bidens-nod-to-us-forces-increased-presence-must-be-met-by-accelerated-australian-investment
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Australia’s geography could be our greatest strategic asset
Anastasia Kapetas 

Image: Department of Defence.

In the debate about what AUKUS is and what it might become, much has been made of the idea that in an era of heightened 
geopolitical competition, Australia possesses some of the Indo‑Pacific’s most valuable geopolitical real estate from a 
basing perspective.

For Australia and its allies, that geographic advantage lies in the fact that the nation lies between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 
And as some analysts note, northern Australia is close—but not too close—to the geopolitically sensitive South China Sea and to 
major shipping arteries that support regional trade.

The United States is base heavy in the Pacific, its presence fanning out from Indo‑Pacific Command in Hawaii to Yokosuka in Japan, 
home of the Seventh Fleet. Other forward‑deployed forces are based in Okinawa, South Korea and Guam. US forces also rotate 
through Australia, Singapore and the Philippines.

But the US military presence is much sparser in the Indian Ocean with only two major facilities. The Fifth Fleet is stationed at US 
Naval Forces Central Command in Bahrain, and the US Navy Support Facility on the UK‑administered territory of Diego Garcia 
supports air and naval forces in the Middle East and the Indian Ocean.

There’s a long stretch between US facilities in both theatres, so, in theory, Australia’s geography would allow faster deployments in 
either direction.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20210718adf8623994_0008.jpg&Type=Filename
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/10/11/aukus-australia-long-term-win
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/should-united-states-establish-military-base-australia-196258
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The north’s proximity to Southeast Asia also works to connect the regions and could prove important as a base for regional 
humanitarian and disaster relief missions, helping climate‑change‑affected neighbours survive and recover from what are likely to 
be increasingly cascading and concurrent events.

Northern Australia has lots of space. With investment, it could host some of the world’s best military training facilities, as well 
significant clean energy production that could support the region as it transitions from fossil fuels.

The north’s geographic value is augmented by other strengths such as Australia’s relative political stability, deep alliance with the 
US, and economic wealth.

Australia is unencumbered by the sovereignty issues that trouble Diego Garcia, for example. And it has much closer alliance and 
defence relationships compared with other middle powers in the Indo‑Pacific except maybe Japan.

It can finance enabling infrastructure and possesses abundant strategically valuable mining and food‑production resources to 
supply high‑end military platforms and operations.

In recent years, there have been intermittent calls in Australia and in the US for permanent US basing in the north, perhaps to host 
a reanimated First Fleet.

In 2020, the US Navy announced the fleet’s resurrection with a permanent base in India or Singapore, saying it would be 
expeditionary and without a land‑based headquarters. Since then, President Joe Biden has tasked the US Pacific Fleet commander 
to carry out a feasibility study on the challenges of bringing back the First Fleet and identifying its mission.

This week, the Pentagon released the results of the Biden administration’s first global posture review, which will inform the 
development of the new national defence strategy. No public version of the review will be released, and officials have said that 
that’s partly because the government is still figuring out how to expand the US presence in talks with allies and partners. In 
the meantime, the review directs the US defence forces to push for more cooperation with allies and partners and to improve 
infrastructure in Guam and Australia.

The Biden administration has indicated elsewhere that it’s keen to build more regional bases to host more distributed forces and 
logistics chains across the Indo‑Pacific.

As ASPI’s John Coyne pointed out recently, AUKUS member Britain wants to increase its presence, as do the larger NATO powers. 
Quad partners Japan and India might also welcome such a development.

Desire for a US naval base and a permanent combat or strike capability in Australia is probably not yet mainstream, and Canberra 
has traditionally insisted on a ‘places not bases’ policy. Nonetheless, past rumours suggested Glyde Point, 40 kilometres northeast 
of Darwin, as a possible location. In 2019, Senator Linda Reynolds offered up Derby, Broome and Exmouth in north Western 
Australia as ‘a hub and base for operations for all our allies in the Indian Ocean’. Others have suggested a reciprocal basing 
arrangement among Quad partners.

At the least, AUKUS envisages much increased engagement and expansion of facilities, something that the government, before 
AUKUS, had earmarked roughly half a billion dollars towards. However, this money is directed at training facilities rather than 
basing. The cost of an expanded or new naval base is an open question but could run into the billions.

But whatever Australia decides about basing in the north, geography won’t be sufficient.

Historically, Australia’s thinking about its location has gone through many contortions. The tyranny of distance in the colonial 
era morphed into the advantage of the sea–air gap as a defendable line between Indonesia and Australia, which eventually led to 
current thinking about the continent’s alliance value in the Indo‑Pacific.

But changes in the strategic environment, particularly on the technological front, can dilute the advantages of geography.

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2021/04/29/australia-will-invest-millions-upgrade-military-sites-where-us-marines-train.html
https://cosmosmagazine.com/earth/sustainability/sun-cable-streams-ahead/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/07/overcoming-the-diego-garcia-stalemate/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/special-reports/defence/nt-could-be-a-forward-operating-base-for-adf/news-story/96711d5a30d9ec3a539b475827ecf808
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/us-should-station-a-new-first-fleet-on-our-northern-coast/news-story/c5c5fe53e459aef58f3c0f8ac1b35f1c
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/us-should-station-a-new-first-fleet-on-our-northern-coast/news-story/c5c5fe53e459aef58f3c0f8ac1b35f1c
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/media/commentaries/americas-proposed-reactivation-of-the-1st-fleet-raises-eyebrows-and-questions/
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2021/03/15/navy-still-considering-bringing-back-us-1st-fleet.html
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2855801/dod-concludes-2021-global-posture-review/
https://www.cnas.org/publications/commentary/sharper-global-posture
https://breakingdefense.com/2021/11/pentagons-global-posture-review-emphasizes-china-but-lacks-major-strategic-changes/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/special-reports/darwin-port-harbour-need-to-be-anchored-in-coherent-strategy/news-story/96103a0027b532bacdc3b96d8b8b9778
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-23/navy-port-us-darwin-glyde-point-gunn-marines-gunn-military/11222606
https://thewest.com.au/politics/defence/federal-defence-industry-minister-linda-reynolds-pushes-for-wa-to-become-naval-hub-for-indo-pacific-allies-ng-b881153902z
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Australia’s potential asymmetric geographic advantage is currently offset by major challenges—missiles, cyber threats, 
competition in the space domain, climate change and supply chains—as well as a reluctance to fully engage with the implications 
of the government’s assessments of reduced warning times.

China’s rapid development of long‑range bombers, as well as long‑range ballistic, land‑attack cruise and hypersonic missiles, 
conventional and nuclear armed, potentially holds Australian military facilities at risk, especially in the north. The problem gets 
worse if China builds bases in the Southeast Asian, Melanesian or Pacific approaches to Australia.

According to ASPI’s Malcolm Davis, the missile problem could be ameliorated by a mixture of deterrence—being able to hold 
launch platforms in the Chinese mainland and South China Sea at risk—and the deployment of more land and sea missile defence 
capabilities. However, current missile defence platforms don’t offer much protection from hypersonic weapons.

The increasing digitisation of military capabilities, basing infrastructure, platforms and command‑and‑control structures also 
presents new vulnerabilities. And the disruptive abilities and audacity of state‑based cyber adversaries and criminal actors 
are growing.

Expanding basing structures would require big investments in cyber infrastructure in the north, involving government, industry 
and defence partnerships. That’s a lot of players and potential cyber vulnerabilities to cover, especially in the civilian sector.

Climate change is also contributing to the deteriorating strategic outlook. For Australia’s north, with its already difficult 
environment, this means more intense and more frequent extreme weather events such as cyclones, fires and flooding—even at 
the 1.5°C of warming currently baked into the climate, let alone the 1.9–3°C projected under national decarbonisation pledges.

Climate change will also alter coastlines through sea‑level rise and land through deforestation and desertification—important 
issues when designing basing and training facilities.

Defence is doing some work to protect existing facilities and platforms against climate hazards, but resilience will have to be 
integrated into future capability and infrastructure design.

Another challenge is climate disruption driving away skilled personnel, which will worsen as more extreme weather impacts 
homes, transport, education, supply chains and energy infrastructure. And all of this will be increasingly uninsurable in 
conventional terms and may need new sovereign insurance arrangements.

And, like other Pacific bases, any new facilities in Australia and the logistics and globally integrated supply chains that service them 
will be at risk from the impacts of coercive trade practices and climate change on global transport, food and water systems.

Lucky geography may give Australia an asymmetric advantage, but exactly what that might look like is still uncertain, even as 
state and local governments and the private sector make anticipatory investments in the north. More leadership, investment and 
ingenuity from the government and Defence will be needed to transform valuable real estate into a genuine strategic asset.

Published on 2 December 2021. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias- 
geography-could-be-our-greatest-strategic-asset.

https://navalinstitute.com.au/australias-new-strategic-geography/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/australia-and-growing-reach-china-s-military
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/forward-defence-depth-australia
https://www.axios.com/warming-carbon-emissions-pledges-3ef8dd6d-5678-494a-b642-5790ae9b7139.html?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=editorial&utm_content=energy-environment-climatepledges
https://nccarf.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CS09_Defence_risk_assessment.pdf
https://theconversation.com/too-hot-heading-south-how-climate-change-may-drive-one-third-of-doctors-out-of-the-nt-156959
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-geography-could-be-our-greatest-strategic-asset
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-geography-could-be-our-greatest-strategic-asset
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From irrigated plants to invasive ants: opportunities for innovation in northern Australia
Kirsten Rose 

Image: CSIRO.

Since the late 1920s, the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation has been active in the development of 
northern Australia. Research over the years has ranged from tackling invasive plants like prickly pear to introducing dung beetles 
and cattle bred to be better suited to the north.

More recently, work on transport logistics has helped target infrastructure investment and led to more efficient transportation of 
cattle and lower transport costs. CSIRO is also championing technologies such as artificial intelligence to help provide high‑quality 
medical care to remote communities, especially in preventing avoidable blindness.

Now, with renewed focus on further developing the north, CSIRO researchers across many disciplines are looking at how science 
and innovation can both tackle challenges and harness new opportunities for economic development and sustainability. Among 
these are new methods for aquaculture, food processing, boosting protein production and improving liveability in the north. 
CSIRO works closely with collaborators and partners to achieve these goals.

Northern Australia has vast untapped potential. Truly understanding that potential, and the risks that accompany it, is critical to 
the continued transformation of the north. This is especially the case when it comes to land and water resources and how they can 
be used for development while preserving environmental and cultural heritage.

A series of integrated assessments across the north led by CSIRO over the past 10 years has brought multidisciplinary expertise to 
look at the scale of the opportunity for irrigated agriculture. As well as land and water resources, they have considered the social, 
economic, cultural and ecological risks linked to each opportunity to ensure that informed development decisions can be made.

https://ecos.csiro.au/nawra/


Strategic Insights12

These assessments are providing a foundation for decisions on future land use in the north.

Numerous presentations at the 2021 Developing Northern Australia conference reinforced the importance of inclusive and 
sustainable development approaches to ensure better outcomes for the north. One such approach, which has supported 
Indigenous jobs, enterprises and livelihoods, has been the work to control para grass in Kakadu National Park.

Para grass is a major invasive weed that has choked the floodplains. Local Indigenous knowledge together with the use of drone 
technology and AI has enabled local rangers to make a real difference in controlling this pest.

Similar results have been achieved with yellow crazy ants, one of the world’s worst invasive species and a major threat to 
biodiversity and to agricultural industries. A long‑term partnership between CSIRO, the Dhimurru Aboriginal Corporation and Rio 
Tinto has eradicated yellow crazy ants from more than 30 separate locations in northeast Arnhem Land.

There’s great potential in northern Australia for new industries that can respond to the unique characteristics and advantages of 
the region. This includes opportunities to produce high‑quality food products for the rest of Australia and for export.

Prawn farming is already a 5,000‑tonne, $90 million industry in Australia. Extending the industry to more remote parts of the 
north might require a different type of farming system—one with less infrastructure and potentially operating in a near natural 
state—but it has the potential to become a lucrative industry. CSIRO has recently called for expressions of interest to pilot and 
assess the viability of this type of prawn production, which would provide employment, training and business opportunities for 
Indigenous communities.

Another opportunity lies in new enterprises for food processing that adds value to waste. Locally based food manufacturing hubs 
would produce high‑value protein and other shelf‑stable foods and ingredients, some of which could use every part of a crop, for 
human consumption and for aquaculture, cattle, organic soil fertilisers and fibre. Such enterprises would overcome one of the 
biggest constraints to production from northern Australia: high transport costs.

Townsville is one place with many of the characteristics required to support such a manufacturing hub. The challenge is to define 
the competitive advantage for the location and to build on this by manufacturing products that meet the needs of the market.

New industries are also emerging to meet the growing demand for protein in all its forms, in red meat, dairy, fish and plants. 
CSIRO’s recently launched Future Protein Mission has the bold plan to develop new Australian protein products and ingredients 
that earn an additional $10 billion in revenue by 2027.

New technologies will be needed to create more sustainable animal protein production to protect and grow Australia’s traditional 
high‑value protein industries of livestock and aquaculture. But there will also be new value chains and products developed to meet 
the demand for plant protein, with Australian supermarkets now selling five times more meat‑substitute products than they did 
four years ago.

Northern Australia has the potential to play a key role in boosting protein through its livestock sector, with its renewed focus on 
legumes and by value‑adding to food waste.

It’s not just rural areas and industries that have untapped potential in northern Australia. Cities too are well positioned to benefit 
from the rapid economic and population growth in the nearby ASEAN region.

The Covid‑19 pandemic has shown that people are prepared to move from southern capital cities to regional centres. Together 
with the rise of remote work, this has meant that liveability and lifestyle are strong determinants of where people choose to live. 
Rising temperatures under a warming climate have the potential to increase the challenges of living in a city in northern Australia. 
In Darwin, the number of days over 35°C is projected to double by 2030. The Darwin Living Lab initiative aims to use emerging 
science, local knowledge and innovative approaches to heat mitigation that can improve liveability in the tropical north.
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Science and innovation will be vital in addressing many of the challenges in the north and capitalising on the north’s competitive 
advantages. But science alone won’t lead to economic development; partnerships and deep collaboration are needed across all 
levels of government and with Indigenous peoples, regional development organisations, the private sector and communities.

The challenge is to ensure science is based on an understanding of the changing needs of industry and community and considers 
the unique social, economic, cultural and ecological elements to ensure a truly prosperous north into the future.

This article is based on a keynote address delivered at the Developing Northern Australia conference in Darwin on 17 August 2021.

Published on 10 December 2021. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/from- 
irrigated-plants-to-invasive-ants-opportunities-for-innovation-in-northern-australia.

Lost opportunities mounting as uncertainty over Darwin Port lease continues
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

It seems we’ll be waiting until at least sometime in the first quarter of 2022 for the government to decide on the future of the Port of 
Darwin lease. In the meantime, the lost opportunities resulting from the lack of a coherent strategy for Australia’s most important 
northern port are starting to stack up. These opportunities don’t relate to overly simplistic debates about symbolism or passive 
intelligence collection; rather, they’re tied to fundamental challenges like national resilience and preparedness. Some recent US 
and Australian government announcements on liquid‑fuel storage in Darwin illustrate these costs.

https://ecos.csiro.au/research-and-innovation-to-harness-opportunities-for-the-north/
https://www.northaust.org.au/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/from-irrigated-plants-to-invasive-ants-opportunities-for-innovation-in-northern-australia
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/from-irrigated-plants-to-invasive-ants-opportunities-for-innovation-in-northern-australia
http://images.defence.gov.au/20211022ran8565840_0015.jpg
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Let’s start at the beginning. Despite its vastness and remote geography, northern Australia has only limited capacity for bulk 
liquid‑fuel storage. There’s little surplus capacity in the storage that does exist and it relies on just‑in‑time supply chains 
underpinned by dated assumptions. The storage capacity at Darwin’s Vopak Terminal, for example, was built on a 1996 assessment 
of fuel requirements.

For the Australian and US militaries, liquid‑fuel supply is a challenge, but jet‑fuel security is northern Australia’s Achilles’ heel. The 
ships supplying jet fuel to the region depart from Singapore and then arrive at Darwin’s port. The fuel is then transferred from the 
port to the Vopak Terminal, where almost all of northern Australia’s jet fuel is stored. The fuel for Royal Australian Air Force Base 
Tindal is then transported the 300 kilometres from Darwin to Katherine by trucks owned and operated by private companies.

For most of the year, airlines are the biggest consumers of jet fuel in Australia’s north. The Australian Defence Force’s use of 
30 million litres annually pales in comparison with the commercial aviation sector’s consumption of 125 million litres.

It’s during major military exercises, when consumption rates rise rapidly, that the jet‑fuel supply chain in northern Australia gets 
stretched, even though exercises are planned years in advance. Even in peacetime, jet fuel from Singapore is subject to availability 
and weather conditions. Despite this vulnerability, there’s no legislated or mandated requirement for a strategic reserve of jet fuel 
to be held in northern Australia. And it’s hard to find a commercial driver for the development of such reserve capacity without 
government intervention.

So, considering the increased strategic uncertainty and greater US military presence in northern Australia, what’s the plan?

In February 2020, the government announced that it was investing an extra $1.1 billion in Tindal, including increased fuel storage. 
That decision was arguably a costly band‑aid solution to a supply‑chain problem that can’t, and won’t, be fixed by market forces.

Then, in April last year, Energy Minister Angus Taylor announced that the government would establish a national oil reserve. 
Australia spent $94 million to buy oil at a historically low price. The investment has exposed one of the problems with Australia’s 
national liquid‑fuel supply chains: a lack of bulk storage capacity.

In May 2020, Taylor announced the government’s three‑part fuel‑security package. The first part restates the government’s 
commitment to establish a government‑owned oil reserve for domestic fuel security. The second is a commitment to work with the 
private sector to develop options to increase local storage as quickly as possible. The third involves the government considering a 
temporary change to fuel standards, though details on what impact that would have are scant.

Then, in September 2020, Prime Minister Scott Morrison announced that the government would spend $200 million on competitive 
grants to build an additional 780 megalitres of onshore diesel storage. In July 2021, as part of this program, the government 
announced that it would fund 50% of the Northern Territory Airport Development Group’s $60 million project to build an 
80‑megalitre diesel storage facility.

In September this year, the US government awarded a tender to construct a $270 million fuel storage facility in Darwin to support 
US defence operations in the region. This new 300‑megalitre facility will be owned and operated by Florida company Crowley 
Government Services.

Historically, the US has been reluctant to make such investments outside of its sovereign territory. It’s hard not to conclude that 
this investment was a sign of a lack of US confidence in the Australian government getting strategic liquid‑fuel reserves right in 
northern Australia.

The net result of all this activity is the expenditure of more than $330 million in Darwin, and another considerable sum at RAAF 
Base Tindal, on liquid‑fuel storage. It appears, though, that each of these decisions occurred within bureaucratic siloes. Worse 
than that, it remains unclear whether these measures will address our most important northern airbase’s fuel supply‑chain 
vulnerabilities. Would the outcome have looked any different if those involved had used a collaborative approach that 
synchronised their efforts and investments?

https://www.vopak.com/terminals/vopak-terminal-darwin?language_content_entity=en
https://australianaviation.com.au/2020/02/raaf-base-tindal-to-receive-1bn-upgrade/
https://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/taylor/media-releases/australia-boost-fuel-security-and-establish-national-oil-reserve
https://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/taylor/opinion-piece/we-will-deliver-energy-security
https://www.themandarin.com.au/139657-government-unveils-211m-plan-to-secure-diesel-supplies/
http://createsend.com/t/t-C08C7C84285F11D72540EF23F30FEDED
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Liquid‑fuel storage is just one component of a future Darwin port and harbour strategy. The broader strategy for the Darwin port 
and harbour, however, is no clearer than that for liquid‑fuel storage and resilience.

Today, everyone seems to have a plan for Darwin’s port and harbour: the Northern Territory government, Defence, the US 
government, gas plant operator Inpex, port lessee Landbridge and the broader private sector. And many of those plans have very 
real budgets. However, there’s little evidence to suggest that the various ambitious visions are in any way shared, let alone aligned. 
The uncertainty about the future of the port lease has added further confusion. Still, the real problem is a lack of a coherent, 
single strategy.

It’s now time for a national discussion on the role of Darwin Port in Australia’s long‑term strategic future.

We need to do some big thinking about Darwin Harbour, and the government needs to decide whether it wants to force a change in 
the existing port’s ownership or to build a new joint naval port instead. The federal and NT governments must produce a national 
security and economic strategy for Darwin port and harbour. And this strategy needs to have appropriate funding attached. 
Without that, further opportunities will be lost and resources wasted.

Published on 15 December 2021. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/lost- 
opportunities-mounting-as-uncertainty-over-darwin-port-lease-continues.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/lost-opportunities-mounting-as-uncertainty-over-darwin-port-lease-continues/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/lost-opportunities-mounting-as-uncertainty-over-darwin-port-lease-continues/
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How Defence can embrace the sustainment opportunities northern Australia presents
John Coyne and Gill Savage 

Image: Department of Defence.

There are both far‑reaching opportunities and new challenges for the Department of Defence, industry and local governments 
when it comes to maritime sustainment in Australia’s north.

Traditional Defence and industry models used in Australia’s southern states have less utility in the north if they aren’t adapted 
to the region’s unique economic context. A deeper understanding of industry capability in the north, coupled with greater 
collaboration and partnering, is needed to overcome those challenges and take advantage of the opportunities that abound in 
northern Australia.

Our new ASPI report, Northern sovereign maritime sustainment, launched today, explores the future of maritime sustainment in 
Australia’s north through the lens of regional maintenance centres proposed under Defence’s Plan Galileo. Included in the report 
is consideration of the strategic environment and implications for the north, an overview of the Royal Australian Navy’s maritime 
sustainment model and of Plan Galileo, and discussion of the US approach to maritime sustainment.

The report highlights opportunities that could arise from improved collaboration between Defence, local governments, defence 
industry, and small and medium‑sized enterprises. This report has again reinforced the need for the Australian government to 
articulate how it will leverage northern Australia’s strategic geography as a strength, both now and in a future conflict.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20211010ran8565840_0017.jpg
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/northern-sovereign-maritime-sustainment
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Our report explores the potential to gain strategic advantage by leveraging cross‑sectoral investment to create economies of 
scale and develop a scalable industry base. Such framing can produce greater clarity and align crucial economic, social and 
national‑security decisions. Harmonised positioning is essential when considering maritime sustainment in the north.

We also consider how current market forces can restrict or prevent the achievement of government goals. Commercial competition 
in an economically ‘small’ north can be fierce, and there’s a need to emphasise whole‑of‑north outcomes.

Finally, the report considers the role of northern Australia in the Australian Defence Force’s maritime sustainment and its 
contribution as a centrepiece in joint force cooperation through the Quad and AUKUS. A joint approach will help achieve our 
national interests beyond the defence realm in a complex geopolitical landscape characterised by an increasing number of players 
and expanding needs.

The Australian government needs to consider how to harness interests from different fields and identify points where it may have 
to intervene with policies—and investments—that shape and enhance market forces. That’s a big shift from just thinking through 
how it might take advantage of market forces and existing capacities and capabilities as circumstances change.

The report emphasises the need for defence industry to establish more collaborative subcontractor arrangements that even out 
commercial peaks and troughs for small and medium‑sized enterprises. This is a critical step in building sustainable maritime 
capability and capacity given that the economics that apply in southern Australia’s larger cities don’t work in the north. Local 
businesses are willing to support each other in meeting clients’ needs. And there’s a greater level of collaboration in remote regions 
with smaller populations, which is a big plus for defence industry.

In developing the report, we consulted representatives from Defence; people representing the interests of state, territory and local 
governments in northern Australia; port operators; business organisations; and the defence industry. Funding support for the 
production of the report was provided by the Thales Group.

Our engagement revealed traditional challenges, misunderstandings and some dated assumptions. It also highlighted 
opportunities that could arise from Defence improving communication, embracing interdependence between stakeholders and 
establishing partnerships. Often, our research interviews encompassed the discussion of innovative ideas about what could be 
done in northern Australia. They also revealed that there was a lack of strategic certainty about what role northern Australia 
‘should’ play in most cases.

An increased focus on maritime sustainment in the north will drive many benefits for local communities, but flow‑on impacts 
must also be considered, such as the need to upgrade road infrastructure to accommodate additional traffic and heavier vehicles, 
source additional housing to accommodate workforce growth, and provide social infrastructure to encourage families to move to 
an area.

Defence can also drive positive market influence by expressing the intent to be an ‘anchor client’ for infrastructure and 
capability development.

We found that businesses and governments in the north are ready to contribute but they’re preparing without clarity from Defence 
on what is needed.

It’s also apparent that because capability development (including infrastructure and workforce) has long lead times, a 
commitment is required in order to foster investment. And niche defence needs can’t be met through standard commercial 
capability arrangements.

To some extent, Defence recognises that sustainment operations in the north and the north’s economies are different to those in 
the south. However, more open engagement is needed to fully understand the north and harness the opportunities it presents.

Published on 28 January 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-defence- 
can-embrace-the-sustainment-opportunities-northern-australia-presents.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-defence-can-embrace-the-sustainment-opportunities-northern-australia-presents/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-defence-can-embrace-the-sustainment-opportunities-northern-australia-presents/


Strategic Insights18

The defence of Australia requires a new force posture review
Marcus Schultz 

Image: Department of Defence.

The strategic and capability judgements outlined in the Australian government’s 2020 defence strategic update have superseded 
the Defence Department’s last force posture review released in 2012. The expectation that the Australian Defence Force will be 
tasked only with humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, security and stabilisation operations in the immediate region is no longer 
sound guidance for defence planning.

Australia’s strategic environment has rapidly deteriorated in the past two years. At the launch of the update in July 2020, Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison said that Australia was confronting ‘one of the most challenging times we have known since the 1930s and 
the early 1940s’.

The update noted that Australia must be able to adjust its military capability and preparedness in response to new challenges 
posed by major‑power competition, coercion, grey‑zone activities and accelerating regional military capabilities. It also tasked 
the ADF to be prepared to respond to the prospect of high‑intensity military conflict in the Indo‑Pacific, if necessary, with credible 
force. This outline of Australia’s strategic environment stands in stark contrast to the requirements set out in the now outdated 
2012 force posture review.

Despite the importance of force posture to the nation’s defence and the obvious differences in the strategic environment between 
2012 and 2022, the Australian government is yet to commit to a formal reconsideration of the ADF’s posture. The government must 
urgently follow through on the 2020 update with a new force posture review to bridge the departmental and jurisdictional silos that 

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20170223ran8118679_041.jpg&Type=Filename
https://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/2020_Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf
https://www.defence.gov.au/Publications/Reviews/ADFPosture/Docs/Report.pdf
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/address-launch-2020-defence-strategic-update
https://defenceuwa.com.au/dsi-policy-brief-then-now-why-future-defence-australia-requires-new-force-posture-review/
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place clear limitations on defence planning in a time of heightened uncertainty. Specifically, it must focus attention on the growing 
strategic need to defend Australia’s extensive maritime approaches.

There are cogent reasons why the government should concentrate on the effective control and defence of the northwest of 
Australia. Home to three of Australia’s six basins available for offshore oil and gas exploration and our largest producers of 
hydrocarbons, this region is on Australia’s frontline of great‑power competition. In 2019–20, Western Australia’s offshore petroleum 
industry produced 80% of the national output of crude oil and condensate and 13% of global liquefied natural gas volumes.

As Canberra’s relationship with Beijing remains strained and strategic competition between China and the US and its allies 
intensifies, these shipping lanes should be regarded as critical vulnerabilities in existing supply chains as well as those for 
renewable export opportunities such as hydrogen. Though the possibility of a direct attack is remote, the protection of sea lanes 
and maritime transit to and from Australian territorial waters was not canvassed in the 2020 update.

Critically, these shipping lanes and Australia’s northwestern oil and gas fields are within striking distance of the Chinese military. 
This highlights both the vulnerability of key shipping lanes that transit the eastern Indian Ocean and the criticality of commercial 
trade routes from ports in northwest Western Australia to key Indo‑Pacific trading partners.

A recent report from the Australian Naval Institute and UNSW Canberra’s Naval Studies Group concluded that Australia is not well 
positioned to defend its trade and essential sea supply routes in a contested environment. It’s only prudent to reassess these 
issues, particularly as no comprehensive plans exist to protect merchant shipping in Australian waters or its port precincts. A new 
force posture review should address ADF disadvantages in its preparedness for a prolonged conflict in the defence of our sovereign 
territory, offshore resources and maritime areas.

The practical implications of not having an up‑to‑date force posture investment program are evident in the problematic progress 
of upgrades to airfield facilities in Australia’s Indian Ocean territories. Current force posture initiatives to accommodate the P‑8A 
Poseidon surveillance and response aircraft, the MQ‑4C Triton autonomous maritime patrol aircraft and the MC‑55A Peregrine 
electronic warfare plane have the potential to produce inconsistent outcomes.

Despite commonalities between these aircraft, upgrades to the airfield in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands under Defence Project 8219 
to support P‑8A Poseidon operations don’t necessarily harmonise with the AIR 7000 Phase 1B project to support MQ‑4C Triton 
operations. Also unclear is whether the various works proposed by AIR 555 Phase 1 to support the 2025 introduction of the MC‑55A 
Peregrine forward operating base in the same location will indirectly enable this capability.

While Defence has made some commendable progress towards improving strategically important mainland and offshore ADF 
bases in the north and northwest, the siloing of these projects highlights the ongoing infrastructural, operational and strategic 
risks for the ADF operating without an up‑to‑date force posture directive.

Planned and coordinated upgrades to facilities like those on the Cocos (Keeling) Islands, driven by a new force posture review, 
could effectively support new and innovative military exercises akin to AUSINDEX and the Pitch Black, Malabar and Indo‑Pacific 
Endeavour deployments. This could also include new force posture initiatives outlined in the 2021 AUSMIN communiqué such as 
the rotational deployment of all types of US aircraft in Australia and appropriate aircraft training and exercises, as well as efforts to 
increase the logistics and sustainment capabilities of US surface vessels and submarines in Australia.

The ADF’s level of preparedness to defend Australia’s northwestern maritime approaches is likely to be tested in coming years. The 
challenges of major‑power competition, coercion and military modernisation require a new force posture review that addresses 
the inconsistencies in Australia’s force posture initiatives and reinforces the economic importance of the northwest to Australia’s 
security and sustainment in a rapidly deteriorating strategic environment.

Published on 1 February 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-defence-
of-australia-requires-a-new-force-posture-review.

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/australia-and-growing-reach-china-s-military
https://www.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Tac_Talks_Issue%20_01_2021.pdf
https://www.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Tac_Talks_Issue%20_01_2021.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/united-states-of-america/ausmin/joint-statement-australia-us-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2021
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-defence-of-australia-requires-a-new-force-posture-review/
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Frigate deployment shows Germany’s intent in the Indo‑Pacific
Bertil Wenger 

Image: Fregatte Bayern/Twitter.

The German Navy frigate Bayern is making its way home after its six‑month deployment to the Indo‑Pacific. Earlier this week, the 
Brandenburg‑class ship made its last refuelling stop in Spain before heading to its home port in Wilhelmshaven.

The core of the ship’s mission was to ‘fly the flag’—to reannounce Germany’s ongoing commitment to the Indo‑Pacific and the 
active role it intends to play geostrategically.

Formally billed as a training mission, the deployment also had both diplomatic and security‑policy mandates. The Bayern and its 
crew engaged in training with German partners in the region, notably Australia, Singapore, Japan and the United States. But it was 
also about showcasing that Germany, in cooperation with its international partners, advocates and stands ready to defend the 
freedom of sea routes and compliance with international law in the region.

The deployment is a central component in the practical implementation of the German government’s Policy guidelines for the 
Indo-Pacific. It is a formal contribution to maintaining a rules‑based international order. In‑depth cooperation with partners in the 
region is essential to achieve this goal. This includes joint exercises, but also participation in monitoring the UN sanctions against 
North Korea and, on the way there, supporting the NATO operation Sea Guardian and the EU’s Atalanta mission, visiting ports and 
crossing the South China Sea.

As Australian captain Gary Lawton stressed when the Bayern visited Perth, the Indo‑Pacific region has become increasingly 
strategically important for both Germany and the European Union, and the visit was an opportunity to strengthen cooperation and 
understanding between the German and Australian navies.

https://twitter.com/FregatteBayern/status/1455795561966227457/photo/3
https://twitter.com/FregatteBayern/status/1493142955477151749?cxt=HHwWisC9wezm2rgpAAAA
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/2380514/f9784f7e3b3fa1bd7c5446d274a4169e/200901-indo-pazifik-leitlinien--1--data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/2380514/f9784f7e3b3fa1bd7c5446d274a4169e/200901-indo-pazifik-leitlinien--1--data.pdf
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The Bayern’s participation in monitoring UN sanctions against North Korea was aimed at applying pressure to Pyongyang to 
abandon its nuclear and missile programs. The UN Security Council tightened the sanctions further in 2017 and also sanctioned 
the delivery of oil and oil products. The purpose of such naval missions is to prevent these sanctions from being undermined by 
ships transferring their cargoes on the high seas.

Germany regularly emphasises the importance of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea as a comprehensive and globally 
applicable legal framework, above all the freedom of navigation in international waters anchored in UNCLOS, but also the 
mandatory dispute settlement mechanisms regulated therein.

The arrival of the frigate in Australia was an especially important event in the two countries’ relations, given that the last time a 
German Navy ship visited Australia was in 1988. Back then, the German Navy’s sailing training ship Gorch Fock docked in Sydney.

In September 2020, the German government adopted the Indo‑Pacific guidelines as a framework for strengthening its presence 
in the region, due to the decisive influence that events in the Indo‑Pacific will have on shaping the international order in the 
coming years. The central pillars of this policy are diversifying Germany’s economic partnerships, promoting the rule of law, and 
strengthening multilateralism and security cooperation.

On 1 August, Germany joined ReCAAP, the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against 
Ships in Asia. Security consultations were also held at ministerial level with key partners Japan and Australia. The strategic 
partnership with Australia was recently expanded into an ‘enhanced strategic partnership’. During the German presidency of the 
EU Council, the EU and ASEAN upgraded their relations to a strategic partnership in December 2020. Germany is also advocating 
the European Indo‑Pacific strategy that has been in effect since September 2021.

In terms of security policy, the German government referred to the increasingly expansionist behaviour of China in the Indo‑Pacific 
region. While then foreign minister Heiko Maas and then defence minister Annegret Kramp‑Karrenbauer avoided naming China 
explicitly in their statements flanking the Bayern’s departure in August 2021, it’s clear that the Bayern’s trip was intended to send a 
signal to the Chinese over their claims to power in the region.

Other countries like Japan and South Korea feel the threat of an ever more assertive China as well. And the US also expects 
more support from partners like Germany in Asia. China’s upgrading of its military over the past few years hasn’t gone unnoticed 
and developments are being closely monitored by Germany as a proponent of peace and stability in the region, but also as an 
exporting nation. A good 90% of global trade takes place by sea, mostly via the Indian and Pacific Oceans. The effects of an 
interruption in the supply chains to and from Europe became clear at the beginning of the Covid‑19 pandemic.

The deployment of one ship may seem like a small act. But given the gruesome and complicated history of Germany in the 20th 
century and its consequent general reluctance to deploy forces internationally, it is a significant step.

This is the first unilateral military mission of the reunited Germany conducted outside the framework of an international 
peacekeeping mission. As such, it’s an important symbol of Germany’s readiness to fulfil its international duties and take up more 
responsibility in security and military affairs.

For Germany, the goal is to bring peace, stability and adherence to international law to the region, and do so in close cooperation 
with like‑minded partners.

The new German government will have no choice but to follow this path and refrain from any form of fence‑sitting when it comes to 
defending the core values and the way of life of Western, liberal and free societies in Europe and other regions of the world.

Published on 17 February 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/frigate- 
deployment-shows-germanys-intent-in-the-indo-pacific.

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/jointcommunication_2021_24_1_en.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/frigate-deployment-shows-germanys-intent-in-the-indo-pacific/
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Sea country, climate change and Indigenous knowledge
Mibu Fischer 

Image: julie burgher/Flickr.

Extending beyond Australia’s 30,000 kilometres of coastline are millions of hectares of ‘sea country’, which encompasses the 
flora and fauna, beliefs and cultural practices of the many Indigenous groups that care for these areas. The Australian coastline 
has receded over the past 35,000 years, with an estimated two million hectares inundated as climate systems changed. This land, 
though now submerged, still has significant cultural connections for many traditional custodians.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples hold the knowledge of past responses to climate change, but our ability to continue to 
add to this body of knowledge is limited.

Past generations were able to freely move and adapt to a changing climate. Today, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities that are being impacted and will continue to be impacted by climate change rely on Western management systems, 
imposed through colonisation, to address the issues they face. On the island of Masig in the Torres Strait, storm surges, higher 
king tides and rising sea levels are inundating roads, graveyards, freshwater supplies and homes. With current sea‑level rise in the 
region at 6–8 millimetres per year, some islands are likely to become uninhabitable.

The impacts on communities are likely not to end there. The indirect impacts—as a result of ocean acidification, temperature 
increases on the sea surface and species redistribution—will influence traditional and economic resources, along with culturally 
important species and practices.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/sunphlo/15822215440/
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In northern Australia, it’s predicted that cultural species such as turtles will suffer nesting site loss due to sea‑level rise. Even where 
nests survive, ocean temperature increases will result in a skewed gender ratio among hatchlings, with the potential for all‑female 
populations in some nesting areas. Among human populations, there will be direct impacts on health from increased heat stress 
and spread of disease, such as mosquito‑borne illnesses.

In the south, the Tasmanian Aboriginal shell‑stringing community is already noticing changes to the culturally important species 
of maireener shells. Western‑led scientific studies are yet to confirm whether these changes are linked to climate change, but 
increased ocean acidification is a likely driver. Decreased abundance and increased shell brittleness may also be caused by 
increasing ocean temperatures and a reduction in kelp beds due to habitat destruction from invasive sea urchins.

One of the biggest unknowns is the effect that increased storm surges, cyclones and rising tides will have on Australia’s coastlines. 
Climate change and other human activities are reducing the capacity of natural coastal defence systems—such as seagrass 
meadows, mangroves, saltmarshes, dunes, beaches, shellfish reefs and coral reefs—to protect our shores. Many communities 
will lose significant cultural sites and species, resources, spiritual connections and food sources. This will have numerous flow‑on 
effects, including impacts to mental health and wellbeing.

The recognition of Indigenous knowledge and traditional ecological knowledge as a science is increasing among natural resource 
scientists, researchers, managers, practitioners and policy partners, especially since the Black Summer bushfires of 2019–20. While 
appreciation of the effectiveness of traditional firestick fire‑management techniques is expanding across the country, the idea that 
this knowledge also extends beyond our shores and into our coastal and marine environments is still new for many. In a recent 
survey, most marine scientists who responded acknowledged the importance of Indigenous engagement, but many were unsure 
of how to weave it into their research practices.

There are some important considerations for researchers, practitioners and policy partners who want to include an Indigenous 
perspective in their work. Perhaps foremost among these is reframing the idea that traditional custodians are stakeholders who 
need to be engaged in addition to and in the same way as other stakeholder groups. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
are rights and title holders under international and national frameworks and legislation such as the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples and the Commonwealth Native Title Act 1993. The engagement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities needs to reflect these rights and involve traditional custodians in the earliest project stages. Included in these rights 
is the principle of ‘free, prior and informed consent’, which is considered standard practice for Indigenous communities.

There’s a move towards co‑designed and Indigenous‑led marine and coastal management. This shift is about balancing the 
power dynamics and knowledge governance between traditional custodians and government departments, organisations and 
researchers. The inclusion and use of Indigenous knowledge frameworks are one way to empower and weave Indigenous rights 
and knowledge into marine and coastal management arrangements. Internationally, the ‘Two‑eyed seeing’ or Etuaptmumk (in 
Mi’kmaw) framework as explained by Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall is an example of an Indigenous framework that has been used 
in research. It is a guide to seeing through one eye with strengths and ways of knowing from the Indigenous lens, seeing through 
the other eye with the strengths of Western ways of knowing and then using both eyes together to find benefits for all. In Australia, 
the eight‑ways pedagogy framework has been used by some scholars.

Aboriginal culture is the longest continuous culture on earth. This continuity means that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultures are living and can change in response to interactions with different societies, environmental factors, new technologies, 
changing political beliefs and new discoveries. Adequate weaving of Indigenous knowledge in marine and coastal management 
must involve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander processes and protocols and move beyond only including Indigenous knowledge 
as content.

Published on 21 February 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/sea-country-
climate-change-and-indigenous-knowledge.
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Keep looking up: Australia’s next steps in space surveillance
Malcolm Davis 

Cropped image: Department of Defence.

Australia’s role in critical space domain awareness (SDA) is becoming a major mission for the defence force. Australia has long 
provided a ‘suitable piece of real estate’ as part of the Five Eyes intelligence‑sharing community and through the 2014 Combined 
Space Operations initiative. The continent lies directly beneath launch trajectories from Chinese launch sites and is well located 
to monitor activities out to geosynchronous equatorial orbit (GEO), 35,786 kilometres from earth. Inland, the sparsely populated 
landmass offers skies largely free from light pollution, and while weather will always be a factor—ground‑based optical telescopes 
can’t see through cloud—Australia is better placed to undertake the SDA mission than most other locations.

The United States has relocated a C‑band space surveillance radar and a large space surveillance telescope to the Northwest Cape 
region near Exmouth in Western Australia as a hosted joint facility that will be operational this year. SDA is part of the Australian 
Defence Force’s Operation Dyurra, which integrates space capabilities, services and effects into wider operations, and is further 
integrated into the US‑led Operation Olympic Defender providing global space surveillance of potential threats within America’s 
space surveillance network.

Australia’s Defence Department is seeking to expand sovereign SDA capabilities with a major project, JP9360, and released an SDA 
roadmap in July 2020. That plan consolidates individual projects to provide a more cohesive and connected but distributed and 
multilayered approach to SDA. The first tranches will be delivery and introduction of a telescope.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20200602raaf8657697_01.png&Type=Filename
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In tranche 2, a ground‑based network of optical sensors will be deployed across Australia, with different types of sensors providing 
enhanced and expanded space surveillance beyond the Exmouth‑based telescope. Approval for this work is expected in late 2022. 
An example of what it might include is the laser‑optical system demonstrated by Australian company EOS Australia from facilities 
at Mt Stromlo near Canberra and from Learmonth in Western Australia. Lockheed Martin, in partnership with Curtin University, 
has demonstrated the FireOPAL sensor network, offering a low‑cost distributed system for comprehensive ground‑based 
space surveillance.

What’s next? A logical approach would be to complement ground‑based optical sensors with additional systems operating in other 
wavelengths, such as radar or infrared, and then locally develop and deploy space‑based space surveillance satellites.

Space‑based space surveillance offers advantages over ground‑based sensors. Apart from some specialised technologies, most 
ground‑based sensors, particularly those operating in the optical part of the electromagnetic spectrum, don’t work very well in 
daylight so surveillance is limited to dusk, nighttime and just before dawn. And, again, weather can impede the effectiveness of 
ground‑based optical sensors, even at nighttime.

Satellites orbit beyond the effects of terrestrial weather, and in space there’s no daytime or nighttime to interfere with surveillance. 
From orbit, a satellite can observe a target of interest or survey activity in its field of view across a range of orbits and trajectories. 
Adelaide‑based Inovor Technologies is already developing small satellites under Project Hyperion that will be based in low‑earth 
orbit to observe satellites, space debris and other activities in medium‑earth orbit (MEO) and out to GEO.

Inovor notes that its satellites can observe any GEO object from multiple vantage points simultaneously to help identify it. 
Hyperion’s ability to have ‘persistent custody’ of any GEO or MEO object of interest will improve observation of the space 
environment and monitoring of suspicious activity and will better support missions such as a rendezvous for servicing in orbit.

The potential offered by space‑based space surveillance also extends to close approach operations to examine a target in detail. 
Such rendezvous and proximity operations need to be managed carefully and carried out consistent with space law. International 
diplomatic efforts are underway to define what constitutes responsible behaviour in space, including in rendezvous and proximity 
operations. Australia is fully engaged in this dialogue via a UN open‑ended working group established late last year following the 
tabling of UN General Assembly resolution 75‑36 by the United Kingdom.

Australia’s approach to SDA needs to be consistent with international law, so care must be taken in shaping ADF capability to 
ensure all activities meet standards of responsible behaviour. The increasingly complex and congested nature of space and the real 
challenge posed by adversary counterspace capabilities mean that Australia has an international responsibility to contribute to 
effective SDA. Moving from a purely ground‑based system to a more sophisticated combination of space‑based and ground‑based 
space surveillance capabilities makes eminent sense. By taking this approach, the ADF will be best placed to contribute towards 
effective SDA as part of the Combined Space Operations initiative and, more broadly, at an international level to ensure responsible 
behaviour in space.

The new Defence Space Command should take an ambitious and forward‑looking approach to the SDA mission, and it needs 
to move relatively quickly to field new capabilities. Space is an area in which force development and capability acquisition can 
occur relatively quickly, especially if the government is willing to support small and medium enterprises in Australia’s commercial 
space sector.

SDA opens real potential for Australian companies to contribute valuable sovereign capability for the ADF that doesn’t necessarily 
rely on overseas primes and give added momentum to the growth of Australia’s space sector. It’s important for the government to 
keep looking up, and to help Australian businesses provide capability solutions for vital defence tasks.

Published on 2 March 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/keep-looking-
up-australias-next-steps-in-space-surveillance.
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Remote Australians need the effective communications big cities take for granted
Grace Stanhope 

Image: StephenMitchell/Flickr.

When Northern Territory supply chains that were already stressed by Covid‑19‑related delays were hit by massive flooding in 
January, it’s not surprising they buckled and broke.

For nearly a month after acute flooding damaged railways and closed a 250‑kilometre section of the Stuart Highway, remote parts 
of the territory experienced disruption, isolation and deprivation. The simultaneous failure of highways and railways caused food 
shortages, left residents stranded and delayed mail for three weeks.

The vital railway has reopened, but only after the remote community of Wadeye endured digital isolation when mobile services 
were disabled for almost a week. On any given day, mobile coverage in most of the NT is sparse; see the visual representations 
offered by coverage maps from the territory’s mobile communications providers, Telstra, Amaysim, Vodafone and Optus.

Mobile blackouts brought immediate consequences—residents couldn’t contact family and friends, businesses couldn’t operate 
and people couldn’t call emergency services if they required assistance. But other problems became increasingly acute as the 
crisis persisted. As an example, residents were unable to use QR code check‑in apps at venues for Covid‑19 contact tracing.

Critically, the outage of EFTPOS and ATM connections had a serious impact on individuals as well as businesses. Users of the Basics 
Card, a form of income management administered by the federal government, are unable to withdraw up to 70% of their funds as 
cash and can only purchase via EFTPOS from a limited number of approved retailers. Nearly 25,000 people in the territory use the 
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Basics Card, out of a population of 246,000, representing 93% of all users of the card Australia‑wide. In Wadeye—as in Maningrida, 
which experienced a four‑day outage in December—nearly 10% of community members were unable to purchase food, fuel and 
other essentials.

The ethical considerations of involuntary income management aside, the failure of digital infrastructure to enable territorians 
to access essential supplies and emergency services, exacerbated by the simultaneous failure of physical infrastructure to allow 
proper distribution of goods, highlights yet again the importance of connectivity in Australia’s north.

Perversely, the timing of the clouds that brought disaster to the territory may provide a silver lining. The federal parliament is 
reviewing a bill that would impose an obligation on operators of critical infrastructure to adopt and maintain a risk management 
program. The Security Legislation Amendment (Critical Infrastructure Protection) Bill 2022 differentiates between ‘critical 
infrastructure assets’ and ‘systems of national significance’.

Systems of national significance are a small subset of critical infrastructure assets that are deemed to be particularly vulnerable 
due to their cross‑sectoral interdependencies and the cascading consequences of disruption. Although the operators of systems 
of national significance would bear additional obligations, the relevant minister would have the power to ‘personally and privately’ 
determine a critical infrastructure asset to be a system of national significance—such that that status would not be made public.

In Wadeye, Telstra said the EFTPOS and ATM outage was caused by a transmission issue that was unrelated to the loss of mains 
power that occurred at the end of January. Then, the community waited four days for a technician to arrive—with a specialised 
part that was faulty leading to further delays.

Presumably Telstra, as Australia’s largest telecommunications company by market share, would be designated a provider of a 
system of national significance. The legislation seems clearly aimed at protecting critical infrastructure against cyberattacks by 
malicious actors, but perhaps it ought to pose a broader question about the functionality of our critical infrastructure.

If the federal government is inclined to impose income management on remote communities in the NT, it follows that it has 
a responsibility to ensure the functionality of the necessary systems, at least at a level that doesn’t prevent Australians from 
accessing food and emergency services. It seems that there’s a disconnect between Canberra, which is abuzz with the risk of 
intentional and malicious large‑scale cyberattacks, and regional and remote towns, which are decidedly not abuzz with anything, 
due to mundane outages and lacklustre responses.

Malicious and deliberate cyber emergencies are clearly an enormous threat to our way of life and national security, and that risk 
must be managed. But benign, accidental disruptions of digital and physical critical infrastructure, while not as dramatic and 
exciting, are endangering lives in rural and remote Australia, especially in the NT.

Decisive action is needed to protect all essential systems from all kinds of threats. The difficulties brought by the physical distance 
of population centres from Australia’s southeast to the north can be minimised by effective and functional critical infrastructure, 
but only if it works. If we want a united, equitable Australia, the residents of Wadeye need to be able to participate as fully in the 
economy and the nation as anyone else, and the resilience of critical infrastructure needs to be protected as much and as fiercely 
as that for defence and national security.

Published on 18 March 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/remote- 
australians-need-the-effective-communications-big-cities-take-for-granted.
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Defence needs a clear plan for investment in northern Australia
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

During World War II, hushed voices in Nazi‑occupied Europe shared the words, ‘The Americans are coming!’ At the time, it was a 
message of hope among many Europeans who felt utterly helpless. February marked the 80th anniversary of the first Japanese 
bombing of Darwin Harbour in that same war, and both the Americans and Japanese are again coming, but under very different 
circumstances. Today, similar words are freely spoken in northern Australia whenever discussions of the economy arise.

Everyone knows that the American military is already in Darwin. There’s plenty of Chinese (Darwin Port) and Japanese (Inpex) 
foreign investment as well. However, this time around, ‘the Americans are coming’ is a reference to what the US Department of 
Defense is spending, or might be willing to spend, on construction and infrastructure in Australia’s north.

Of course, for some, the phrase still opens up a discussion of how many more American armed forces personnel will become 
part‑time denizens of the Northern Territory.

Territorians understand that the US considers northern Australia to be strategically important, and they are rolling out the red 
carpet for economic and security reasons.

Everyone from Darwin to Canberra is just waiting to see what the Americans, among others, are going build, do and spend in 
northern Australia.

The US has already been busy investing in Royal Australian Air Force Base Tindal, and more spending has been promised.

But it’s projects like the construction of a $270 million fuel storage facility in Darwin to support US defence operations in the region 
that are exciting many. This new 300‑megalitre facility will be owned and operated by Florida company Crowley Government 
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Services. The project addresses a problem that has long plagued the Australian Defence Force in northern Australia: liquid fuel 
supply. And it’s not wasting any time, with stakeholders in Washington, Canberra and Darwin working together to deliver the 
project within two years.

Historically, the US has been reluctant to invest outside its sovereign territory. The fuel storage and RAAF Base Tindal decisions 
illustrate that the US government is willing to invest in infrastructure in Australia. Or, more specifically, that it will pay to resolve 
problems that neither market forces nor Australian policies have fixed.

It’s hard not to conclude that the fuel‑storage investment was a sign of a lack of US confidence in the Australian government 
getting strategic liquid‑fuel reserves right in northern Australia.

The US isn’t the only one investing in Darwin. Japanese company Inpex has established the Ichthys liquefied natural gas project 
to guarantee energy security for Japan. And it now looks set to spend $868 million to build one of the world’s most extensive 
carbon‑capture facilities in Australia. It also seems likely that we’ll see the Japan Self‑Defense Forces training more often and in 
more significant numbers in northern Australia.

Collectively, these developments are excellent news for the economy of the Northern Territory. It’s also a great news story for 
Defence, which will have access to desperately needed infrastructure in times of crisis.

While foreign investment and its second‑ and third‑order effects are welcomed in northern Australia, there’s a question here 
about why the Australian defence organisation isn’t addressing some of these issues itself. Sure, it might save some money, but 
policymakers need to consider whether so much decision‑making power over the future of northern Australia should be in foreign 
hands. Even if they’re the hands of allies that share the same values.

One of my significant objections to the Darwin Port lease arrangements has always been that Australians should be the ones 
making decisions about the future of our northernmost deep‑water port.

US investment in defence facilities in northern Australia is critical because infrastructure development will have mutual benefits. 
It also ensures the kind of closer military ties that are important during periods of strategic uncertainty.

Nevertheless, Australia shouldn’t be passively and patiently sitting back waiting to see when, where and how the Americans 
will arrive. Nor should Defence or any other arm of government see US investment as a means to reduce its own investments 
in infrastructure and local industry. If anything, American investments should be viewed as an opportunity for the Australian 
government to think bigger.

Could the federal government have contributed to the US fuel project and built a fuel line between RAAF Darwin and Tindal or 
expanded the overall size of the storage? Alternatively, if the Americans solve a fuel problem in Darwin, could the money saved 
be used to build additional infrastructure? Could it be used to make all‑new investments in the northern Australian economy to 
ensure that Defence has the kind of scalable industry base it needs?

Unfortunately, Defence still hasn’t been able to clearly articulate the role of the north in Australia’s defence and strategic policy. It’s 
still unclear how the government’s 2020 defence strategic update changed (or didn’t change) Defence’s thinking about the north.

Defence has provided even less clarity on its intentions in its communications with state and territory governments and the private 
sector. In the meantime, they haven’t waited around for Defence to tell them what they should be doing in the north. Instead, 
they’re getting on with the job. They’re trying to maximise the benefits of these foreign investments and their own in the hope that 
Defence will join them.

What should be clear for Canberra is that Australia’s various governments should be deciding what infrastructure is needed and 
where they would like the Americans, and maybe one day soon the Japanese, to be.

Published on 21 March 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/
defence-needs-a-clear-plan-for-investment-in-northern-australia.

https://www.inpex.com.au/projects/ichthys-lng/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Climate-Change/Japan-s-Inpex-to-spearhead-carbon-capture-at-Australian-gas-field
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/japan-australia-defence-deal-opens-up-opportunities-for-closer-cooperation/
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/lead-me-harbour-plotting-darwin-harbours-future-course
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-needs-a-clear-plan-for-investment-in-northern-australia
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-needs-a-clear-plan-for-investment-in-northern-australia


Strategic Insights30

Defence must secure northern Australia amid gravest risk since WWII
Peter Jennings 

Image: Department of Defence.

In the new cold war, Southeast Asia is becoming a contested zone where China, the US and its allies are fighting to sustain their 
access and influence.

This matters deeply to Australia because the superpower that dominates Southeast Asia controls our northern approaches.

The Obama administration dismissed Beijing’s island‑building in the South China Sea as a third‑order issue over claims to ‘rocks 
and shoals’.

It’s clearer now that these new, large, fortified airbases and ports extend China’s military power south to the Indonesian 
archipelago.

When, in February, Beijing sent two of its most modern navy vessels through the Torres Strait and down the east coast, the 
message was clear: the People’s Liberation Army intends to project force whenever and wherever it can.

Beijing signed an arrangement with Cambodia last week promoting closer military cooperation. Chinese work to expand a naval 
base at Ream will sustain a PLA presence in the Gulf of Thailand.

This sets the context for the disturbing discovery of a secret Chinese deal with Solomon Islands, offering a blank slate to ‘make ship 
visits to, carry out logistical replenishment in and have stopover and transition in the Solomon Islands’.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20220219ran8565840_0205.jpg
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China’s military planners are making a sustained drive to position forces around the Indo‑Pacific. This damages everyone else, 
complicates American defence planning and forces smaller countries to either acquiesce or resist.

The outcome of the Philippines’ presidential elections in May could be crucial to the strategic balance in Southeast Asia. The 
outgoing president, Rodrigo Duterte, sought a closer relationship with Beijing, although more recently he has distanced himself 
from that stance, which is widely unpopular in his country.

Most of the Philippines’ presidential candidates are disavowing pro‑China policies except for the frontrunner, Ferdinand 
‘Bongbong’ Marcos Jr, who promises a conciliatory approach to Beijing.

A Philippines that chooses to rebuild closer defence ties with the US would seriously complicate China’s plan to dominate the 
region. Beijing will be doing its best to shape the political outcome it wants in Manila.

Disturbingly, the outline of Chinese strategic thinking in the region is more observable than our own policy approaches. Defence 
Minister Peter Dutton is right to openly discuss Beijing’s malign behaviour, but what are Australia’s defence policy responses?

The Defence Department knows we face a strategic crisis of 1930s proportions, but its effort is overwhelmingly pitched to 
delivering a renewed force structure in the late 2030s.

Acquiring nuclear‑propelled submarines and growing the Australian Defence Force by 20,000 people are good initiatives, but they 
will take two decades to deliver. Meantime, budget estimates hearings last week revealed that Defence is inexplicably cancelling a 
$1.3 billion project that would have delivered armed and remotely piloted MQ‑9B Reaper drones in the mid‑2020s.

This is, to use a strategic term, mind‑bogglingly stupid. A rare Defence project that was going to deliver new combat capability in 
just a few years is shelved after a decade’s worth of planning and investment.

Defence’s description of this project was that it would ‘provide Defence with a persistent airborne intelligence, surveillance, 
reconnaissance, electronic warfare and precision strike capability for the land and littoral environments’.

It would be hard to think of a more timely and relevant capability for the ADF when the PLA is sending more ships around our coast 
and potentially operating out of Honiara. Why was the project cancelled? I understand it was on a list of potential cost‑saving 
‘sacrifices’ put to government, but Defence thought no one would touch it.

The Reaper deal, moreover, had been approved by the US Congress. Our decision to cancel it at the last moment makes 
us look like clueless amateurs while we try to persuade Washington that we have the smarts to use their closely guarded 
nuclear‑propulsion technology.

Ukraine has shown how much damage even simple armed drones can deliver to armoured vehicles. Everyone from Azerbaijan to 
the Yemeni Houthi rebels has adopted drones and shown how effective they can be, but the ADF has not a single armed drone in 
service and, with this cancellation, no plan to have one.

While Defence fixates on building the perfect ‘networked and integrated’ force structure for the 2030s, we are losing the 
opportunity to build a stronger ADF for the mid‑2020s, the likely time of greatest strategic risk to the region since World War II.

When there’s no time left to change the structure of the military, the need is to look instead at force posture; that is, what we do 
with the equipment and units we have. There are clearly some big changes afoot concerning northern Australia.

In the budget papers is a plan for ‘$1.5 billion to build new port infrastructure, such as a wharf, an offloading facility and dredging 
of the shipping channel, to boost the region’s importing and exporting ability’.

While this is being discussed as an initiative to boost exports, the strongest use case for a new port in Darwin is military. There are 
some important dots to join here. In 2020 the government cancelled Defence plans for a roll‑on, roll‑off wharf in Darwin, saying it 
would be compensated for ‘with the US Force Posture Initiative commitments’.
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In 2021 the AUSMIN communiqué agreed to ‘establish a combined logistics, sustainment, and maintenance enterprise to support 
high‑end warfighting and combined military operations in the region’. The location wasn’t specified, but look at a map. It won’t 
be Hobart.

Just south of Darwin the US is installing a fuel farm planned by September 2023 to hold over 300 million litres of military jet fuel. 
Although the government is reluctant to say what is in prospect, it’s obvious the Americans are going to be here in much larger 
numbers soon.

This all points to a need for a radical rethink about Darwin’s role in the defence of Australia and what we need to do to rebuild our 
threadbare military infrastructure across the north. The PLA threat is pushing south, and we need a response to it.

I understand the prime minister doesn’t want a new defence white paper or a national security strategy. There’s a view that 
written policies constrain freewheeling decision‑making. So be it, but something must be done to instil a disciplined focus around 
Defence’s strategic planning, jolting it away from its fantasies about the late 2030s and towards the tough realities of today.

A version of this article appeared in The Australian.

Published on 4 April 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-must- 
secure-northern-australia-amid-gravest-risk-since-wwii. 
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Rocketing into space from northern Australia
Malcolm Davis 

Image: Southern Launch.

As Australia expands its space sector, the nation’s north is crucial. Among other advantages, its geography provides critical orbital 
mechanics. The Northern Territory’s Nhulunbuy launch site, being established by Equatorial Launch Australia, lies approximately 
12.5 degrees south of the equator.

A rocket picks up energy from the earth’s rotation, and the effect is greatest at or near the equator. So, the closer to the equator a 
rocket is launched, the lower the launch cost. Sites such as Nhulunbuy offer launches into equatorial low‑earth orbit at a lower cost 
per kilogram—which also makes them ideal sites from which to launch larger payloads.

With backing for a sovereign launch industry from the Australian Space Agency, Whaler’s Way in South Australia, run by Southern 
Launch, and the Bowen Orbital Spaceport in north Queensland are emerging as additional sites. Gilmour Space Technologies has 
just won a $157 million grant, as part of the government’s modern manufacturing initiative, to build launch vehicles, which will 
dramatically boost the establishment of the Bowen spaceport.

The Department of Defence considers sovereign launch a key element of its new space strategy, noting that: ‘Assurance of access 
to space capabilities in a congested, contested and competitive space environment cannot be achieved unless Defence develops 
a space architecture that is focused on capabilities that are resilient, [and] can be reconstituted if compromised and defended if 
under attack.’

That ability to reconstitute the system is essential to ensure access to space. The strategy says: ‘To sustain a mix of orbital regimes 
and satellite classes and respond quickly to reconstitute battle damaged assets, Defence anticipates it will need access to a 
responsive and assured space launch capability in the future.’

https://www.southernlaunch.space/news/southern-launch-welcomes-funding-boost-for-the-australian-space-industry-february-2022
https://ela.space/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-launch-site-could-transform-australias-role-in-space/
https://www.southernlaunch.space/
https://www.southernlaunch.space/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/spaceport-gets-liftoff-without-federal-signoff/news-story/62a52a67fb2b4a483eee3f6b1eebe00e
https://www.gspacetech.com/
https://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/taylor/media-releases/rocketing-aussie-space-manufacturing-future
https://www.airforce.gov.au/our-mission/space-domain
https://www.airforce.gov.au/our-mission/defence-space-strategy
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This key requirement cannot be met by continued reliance on external launch providers. The head of Defence Space Command, Air 
Vice Marshal Catherine Roberts, told the 2022 Air and Space Power Conference: ‘There will be a launch capability in Australia, but it 
needs to be commercially viable. Defence won’t have enough launches by ourselves, but there are a lot of customers out there.’

The government’s support in its space strategy, and in its space strategic update, for sovereign launch to support Defence 
requirements is very welcome. Important too was the announcement at the Australian Space Forum that the government 
no longer plans to introduce partial recovery of the costs of launches. This signals that Australia’s space policy has matured 
and the nation can work closely with allies to strengthen space resilience. Northern Australia must play a key role in this 
national endeavour.

With launch comes a range of services, including payload integration, range safety, launch tracking and telemetry. As the 
establishment of the Nhulunbuy site proceeds, a ‘space coast’ approach could include local development, design and 
manufacturing of small satellites and components to allow easier payload integration on site. That could complement the rapid 
development of commercial space in South Australia, particularly in proximity to Adelaide’s Lot Fourteen site embracing space, 
defence and general high‑tech and creative industries, and with the Space Park established by the South Australian Space 
Industry Centre.

Excessive competition must not slow development of Australia’s space strategy. The establishment of a vibrant commercial space 
industry in southern states shouldn’t detract from the importance of northern Australia, especially for launches.

It’s also important not to ignore the potential benefits of northern Australia’s location for ground‑based space domain awareness, 
including as part of Defence’s Joint Project 9360, to complement the space surveillance telescope and C‑band radar facility at 
Exmouth in Western Australia. The Northern Territory’s dark skies, away from large urban areas, are ideal for space surveillance 
and for experimenting with new space surveillance technologies such as networked sensors, demonstrated by Lockheed Martin’s 
FireOPAL, and laser‑based systems developed by EOS Australia. The NT can support the operational requirements of the nations 
involved in the Combined Space Operations initiative through Operation Dyurra as part of Operation Olympic Defender.

Collaboration in space under AUKUS and the Quad opens up potential for northern spaceports to support launches and returns 
for Australian and allied launch vehicles. That will allow Australia to deliver critical space support capability to allies and partners 
during a crisis and to launch replacements if satellites are attacked by an adversary. Burden‑sharing in orbit will strengthen 
credible space deterrence against Chinese and Russian counterspace capabilities that will only grow over time.

It’s important to consider ‘what ifs’ as new ways of accessing and utilising space become available. As Australia develops a 
sovereign launch capability, companies should explore reusable rocket technologies that may open up global logistics through 
point‑to‑point services between spaceports. Government support for launch and return means Australia can support those 
logistics in addition to offering regular (potentially daily) launches, establishing megaconstellations of satellites, helping build large 
structures in orbit and supporting lunar activities including mining.

Space 2.0 has challenged the dominance of Apollo‑era state‑run space endeavours as the cutting edge of innovation, leading to 
Space 3.0, which will enable humanity to truly become a spacefaring civilisation.

For northern Australia, this can be opened up to much more than launch sites at Nhulunbuy and Bowen. Bold vision and large 
ambition can shape Australia’s future in space, and now is the time for those states and territories best able to contribute to move 
quickly. A cautious, risk‑averse approach will likely see opportunities slip away. The ancient saying ‘Fortune favours the bold’ was 
never more apt or timely.

Published on 4 April 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rocketing-into- 
space-from-northern-australia.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/russia-and-china-give-australias-space-commander-the-need-for-speed/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-australias-space-coast/
https://sasic.sa.gov.au/precinctsprojects/australian-space-park/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/keep-looking-up-australias-next-steps-in-space-surveillance/
https://www.lockheedmartin.com/en-au/products/space-domain-awareness.html
https://www.eos-aus.com/space/space-domain-awareness/
https://news.defence.gov.au/media/media-releases/release-combined-space-operations-vision-2031-statement
https://www.defence.gov.au/operations/operation-dyurra
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/boosting-space-capabilities-through-aukus/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-quad-must-go-to-space/
https://spacenews.com/spacex-wins-102-million-air-force-contract-to-demonstrate-technologies-for-point-to-point-space-transportation/
https://spacenews.com/spacex-wins-102-million-air-force-contract-to-demonstrate-technologies-for-point-to-point-space-transportation/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/towards-space-3-0/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rocketing-into-space-from-northern-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rocketing-into-space-from-northern-australia/
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Budget funding doesn’t make up for lack of a coherent Darwin Port strategy
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

If you’re confused about what’s happening with the Port of Darwin after last week’s federal budget and the media coverage that 
followed, you’re not the only one.

It’s always a challenge to penetrate the veil of Canberra’s budget uncertainty and doublespeak, especially when it comes to 
both defence and northern Australia. It takes a lot to decipher whether a government infrastructure announcement in northern 
Australia is new money, a reannouncement of an existing commitment or a reallocation of resources to new investment.

On 31 March, The Australian newspaper’s Ben Packham wrote about a $1.5 billion allocation for ‘new port infrastructure, such as a 
wharf, an offloading facility and dredging of the shipping channel’, that he’d found buried in the budget.

Defence Minister Peter Dutton fuelled media speculation that afternoon when he hinted that support for this investment through 
defence projects could allow the Australian Defence Force and US military to bypass the Port of Darwin, which is under a 99‑year 
lease to Chinese‑owned company Landbridge Australia.

Finance Minister Simon Birmingham didn’t help by suggesting early in the day that the investment was for a new port, before later 
confirming it was about new infrastructure.

So, is Darwin getting a second port? No.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20210823ran8562953_0056.jpg
https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/factsheet-building-economic-resilience-in-the-north.pdf
https://budget.gov.au/
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/adf-and-us-marines-could-bypass-chineseowned-darwin-port/news-story/4d88be695b4ccc414e838ca681d697d3
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/defence/adf-and-us-marines-could-bypass-chineseowned-darwin-port/news-story/4d88be695b4ccc414e838ca681d697d3
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/politics/birmingham-confirms-investment-in-new-darwin-port-to-counter-chineseowned-facilities-says-it-may-have-defence-benefits/news-story/4f5e6a68fb66c9fea32dc4839b6ebe69
https://7news.com.au/politics/china-concern-prompts-new-darwin-port-talk-c-6272104
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The Northern Territory government, with industry and the Australian government, is trying to accelerate the development of 
Middle Arm in Darwin Harbour. The Middle Arm sustainable development precinct will centralise the territory’s export and energy 
industries, focusing on low‑emissions technologies, renewable hydrogen and carbon capture and storage.

The $2 billion in funding announced in the 2022–23 federal budget is a key enabler for the NT government’s plan for the Middle Arm 
precinct. As Packham noted, the bulk of that money ($1.5 billion) will be spent on new port infrastructure to boost the region’s 
importing and exporting ability. In addition, $200 million will go to further develop the precinct, delivering enabling infrastructure 
such as a rail spur and a new road network to strengthen supply chains. The remaining $300 million will support production in 
Darwin of low‑emissions liquefied natural gas and clean hydrogen and associated carbon capture and storage infrastructure.

The Middle Arm precinct’s strategic location provides direct access to Darwin Harbour. It is to be connected to the territory’s 
logistics network, including road and rail. The project has been recognised as nationally significant, is on the infrastructure priority 
list and could unlock more than $16 billion of private investment.

But it is most definitely not a second port.

So has the defence minister secured the investment necessary to ensure Darwin has sufficient infrastructure to support defence 
and national security contingencies? Not yet.

The development could provide Defence with access to new infrastructure. But it still doesn’t address the ADF’s or the US military’s 
needs, especially for new amphibious capabilities and fuel security.

In 2020, Defence cancelled its proposed ‘roll‑on, roll‑off’ wharf in Darwin. And we are yet to hear the details of what will 
happen next.

In September 2021, the US government awarded a tender to construct a $270 million fuel storage facility in Darwin to support 
US defence operations in the region. The new 300‑megalitre facility will be owned and operated by Florida company Crowley 
Government Services. But an unresolved problem is that liquid fuels arriving in Darwin bound for this facility must pass through 
the Chinese‑leased port.

The NT government’s much‑anticipated ship lift and marine industry park will provide the much‑needed scalable industry base to 
support future operations. However, it will still be adjacent to Darwin Port.

In no uncertain terms, US and Japanese officials have made it abundantly clear that the Port of Darwin lease arrangements would 
never have occurred in their jurisdictions. They’ve also made it clear to Australian officials that the lease impacts their current 
and future force posture decisions in northern Australia. Defence released its review of the leasing decision, which supports its 
previous advice that there are no problems with it. In the meantime, we wait for a decision from the National Security Committee 
of Cabinet on what ought to happen now.

Despite cancelling and delaying several projects, Prime Minister Scott Morrison and Dutton (and his predecessor Linda Reynolds) 
have repeatedly committed to spending $8 billion on defence capital infrastructure works over the next decade in the Northern 
Territory. While this kind of guaranteed investment is welcomed by the NT, it shows a commitment to spending but not a strategy.

The challenge isn’t just about ending the lease of the Port of Darwin or spending more in northern Australia. It’s about the 
development of a coherent and comprehensive strategy for the future of Darwin Port that’s guided by Australian interests.

Today, everyone seems to have a plan for Darwin’s port and harbour: the NT government, Defence, the US government, gas plant 
operator Inpex, port lessee Landbridge and the broader private sector. And as we saw last week, many of those plans have very 
real budgets. However, there’s little evidence to suggest that the various ambitious visions are shared, let alone aligned.

http://createsend.com/t/t-C08C7C84285F11D72540EF23F30FEDED
https://cmc.nt.gov.au/advancing-industry/ship-lift
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So, has the government found a way to ensure that Australia, not a Chinese‑owned private company, is guiding the future of 
Australia’s most economically and strategically important northern port? In short, the answer is a resounding ‘no’. This needs 
to change.

Published on 6 April 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-funding- 
doesnt-make-up-for-lack-of-a-coherent-strategy-for-darwin-port.

Redesigning supply chains to meet Australia’s needs
Gill Savage 

Image: Department of Defence.

Thanks to the Covid‑19 pandemic, we’re more aware of the weaknesses of globalisation and the flaws of managing supply and 
demand through just‑in‑time practices.

The problem is clear for Australia’s policymakers, but the solution less so. Some hanker for a return to 1970s‑style Australian 
manufacturing, forgetting it was an inefficient and highly subsidised artefact of an economic policy designed to manage 
unemployment. Others seek a return to globalisation, dismissing the sovereignty challenges of an increasingly complex and 
dangerous geopolitical world.

Neither form of extreme optimism is a sufficient risk‑mitigation strategy. Whatever approach is adopted, this new insurance policy 
will come with a price tag that the market won’t meet.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-funding-doesnt-make-up-for-lack-of-a-coherent-strategy-for-darwin-port/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-funding-doesnt-make-up-for-lack-of-a-coherent-strategy-for-darwin-port/
https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20210201ran8565840_0027.jpg&Type=Filename
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The push to enhance Australia’s sovereign manufacturing capability, particularly in the defence arena, hasn’t yet produced the jobs 
or economic benefits promised. The defence industry policy statement in 2016 aimed to foster sovereign capability, but there has 
been virtually no increase in the ratio of defence acquisition dollars spent locally to those going overseas. Good intentions aside, 
we can’t and shouldn’t manufacture everything.

What should Australia manufacture and how do we decide what’s important? These decisions shouldn’t be based solely on current 
market forces, or on overly simplistic assessments of future returns on investment for shareholders.

Stockpiling is an oft‑discussed response to supply‑chain challenges. The 2020 defence force structure plan committed ‘up to 
$1.1 billion towards building up sovereign weapon‑manufacturing capacity and between $20.3 billion and $30.4 billion towards 
weapon‑inventory surety between 2025 and 2040’.

On the face of it, stockpiling appears to be a good idea, but it is expensive to set up, has the potential to distort markets, and risks 
stockpiling things that become obsolete. Commodities such as fuel have a shelf life, so stocking up when prices are low is only 
effective when your economy has the scale to turn over that stock. The government‑led wool‑ and wheat‑stockpile arrangements 
of past eras provide stark lessons of the failure of stockpiling to influence markets, manage commodity pricing and shore up 
supply chains.

The recent effort to map supply chains is welcome, but modern supply chains are complex and mapping takes time. The result may 
be an impressive infographic that attempts to simplify the picture, but then what? On what basis do we determine which parts of 
the supply chain are more critical than others? How do we assess the importance of one supply chain over another? Who would be 
brave enough to prioritise fertiliser over baby formula?

Supply‑chain mapping may identify risks, but it won’t help us identify vulnerabilities to ensure resilience. This point was 
highlighted in the 2021 by the Productivity Commission, which noted that managing risks ‘does not mean that all disruptions 
identified by a firm can be avoided’ and that it also has costs.

There’s no question that our supply chains need to be resilient to withstand disruption, which in turn suggests a need to focus on 
the vulnerable parts of supply chains. The problem is that what makes a supply chain, or part of one, resilient can change and often 
what makes a supply chain vulnerable is out of our control.

Last year’s shortage of AdBlue (a diesel exhaust additive to reduce emissions made from urea) provides the perfect case study. 
The supply chain was ‘resilient’ up until the point that a trading partner, in this case China, made policy adjustments in response 
to domestic needs. The first factor was that the price of fertiliser (urea) was increasing, which was increasing the cost of food 
production and therefore the cost of food for Chinese consumers. The second was the need to improve Beijing’s air quality in the 
lead‑up to the 2022 Winter Olympics.

China’s policymakers decided to have more urea available for domestic use and to make more AdBlue available for diesel vehicles 
in Beijing. These two decisions reduced the amount of fertiliser and AdBlue available for import into Australia. The result: a 
supply‑chain vulnerability that we did not foresee.

This example highlights that a confluence of factors can lay the groundwork for a perfect storm that results in a supply chain 
becoming vulnerable. It also highlights the reactive nature of Australia’s approach to supply chains. Asking, ‘What’s the next 
AdBlue?’ is the wrong question. Instead, we should focus on what we can influence and what confluence of factors may render a 
supply chain vulnerable.

If we’re expecting to leverage northern Australia’s geostrategic position, we must appreciate that the north will need to 
accommodate surges in Australian and allied expeditionary forces. That will generate surges in demand for housing, water, food 
and fuel in addition to the air, land and sea capability that militaries rely upon.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/supply-chain-security-lessons-from-australias-defence-industry/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-supply-chains-and-anti-submarine-warfare-in-the-indo-pacific/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-28/should-you-stock-up-on-petrol-while-it-is-cheap/12190854
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/supply-chains/report/supply-chains.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/adblue-shortage-highlights-ongoing-supply-chain-vulnerabilities/
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Lifting supply‑chain resilience and understanding potential vulnerabilities are essential if northern Australia is to play an effective 
role in our defence and security. It is a mistake to assume that we can transplant into northern Australia at a moment’s notice 
anything we need. Accepting that highways and rail in the north can be cut for weeks during the wet season positions it as a 
pseudo–developing nation and a highly ineffective geostrategic contributor.

Leveraging the north for defence and security goes beyond ensuring that infrastructure there is robust; it must have what’s 
expected in a modern advanced nation. Getting there will require articulation of the whole‑of‑community capability needed 
in the north and how governments, businesses and communities will collaborate to establish that capability. And it must be 
acknowledged that it will take time and coordinated investment to develop and sustain the workforce, build the operational 
capability, and establish the social infrastructure essential for the north to play its role effectively.

Policy decisions by other nations are out of our control, so let’s stop using them as an excuse for our broken supply chains and stop 
allowing them to shape our national positioning. We need a new definition of supply‑chain vulnerability, one that emphasises the 
things we value as a nation so we can make the right policy decisions and achieve the best investment outcomes.

For too long, our approach to supply chains has prioritised low cost over other factors. But cheaper is not always better if it comes 
with an unacceptable risk. Of course, we should improve the supply chains we have, but what’s more critical is that we redesign our 
supply chains to meet future needs.

Published on 22 April 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/redesigning- 
supply-chains-to-meet-australias-needs.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/redesigning-supply-chains-to-meet-australias-needs/
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Securing northern Australia’s critical infrastructure against cyberattacks
Bronte Munro 

Image: Department of Defence.

The strategic importance of northern Australia within the broader defence and national security framework has been well 
articulated and widely acknowledged. Related to this is the significant role critical national infrastructure plays in supporting 
defence capabilities. However, digital communication technologies have changed the threat landscape in which critical national 
infrastructure providers operate and, in turn, placed Australia’s national security at risk.

Critical national infrastructure encompasses any capability, network or facility that, if compromised, would threaten Australia’s 
security. The development of critical national infrastructure across Australia’s north offers the federal government an opportunity 
to proactively work with private‑sector providers of critical national infrastructure on cybersecurity. Such efforts are necessary in 
ensuring supply‑chain relationships and vulnerabilities are well identified, understood and addressed.

The government’s 2020 defence strategic update made clear that Australia’s defence organisation needs to be prepared for conflict 
in the increasingly contested Indo‑Pacific and cannot rely on the luxury of a 10‑year warning period. The development of defence 
capabilities and critical national infrastructure in the north reflects this thinking. Earlier this year, the government announced an 
additional $2 billion in funding for the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility, on top of the $5 billion already committed. The 
increased support is aimed at bolstering the government’s targeted growth plan for the north, which recognises that investment in 
critical national infrastructure is necessary in the protection of Australia’s national security.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20211129adf8602930_0098.jpg
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/publications/2020-defence-strategic-update
https://minister.infrastructure.gov.au/littleproud/media-release/extra-2-billion-north-boom
https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Our-North-Our-Future-2021-2026-Targeted-Growth.pdf
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The investment reflects the findings of the government’s 2015 audit of infrastructure in northern Australia, which identified 
substantial gaps in infrastructure to support sustained regional growth, provide adequate service standards and achieve 
cost‑effective practices—all of which weaken Australia’s overall northern defence posture.

The supply‑chain implications of a cyberattack on a critical infrastructure provider are acknowledged in the amendments to the 
Security of Critical Infrastructure Act 2018 (SOCI Act) enacted in December 2021 and March 2022. The first tranche of amendments 
identifies 11 critical infrastructure sectors that, if subject to a cybersecurity incident, could threaten national security due to 
relationships with other capabilities critical to national defence.

Northern Australia is home to only 5.6% of Australia’s population, but it is a significant contributor to major critical national 
infrastructure industries. Around 70% of the nation’s known resources of iron ore, zinc and lead are located in the region, as well as 
64% of the nation’s beef cattle herd and approximately 94% of both banana and mango crops. Infrastructure in northern Australia 
is therefore vital to the nation’s overall economic performance and food security, as well as key in supporting the immediate needs 
of local communities and defence facilities in the region.

Last year’s cyberattack on meat‑processing company JBS Foods demonstrated the supply‑chain consequences of a cyberattack 
on an Australian‑based critical national infrastructure provider. The five‑day attack disrupted food supply operations across all 
JBS Foods’ global locations, including Australia, despite the attack occurring offshore. If a similar attack were to occur on northern 
critical national infrastructure, such as gas providers or water‑ and sewage‑processing plants, the flow‑on effects for defence 
bases reliant on their services could create significant disruption.

While cybersecurity is clearly a necessary protection for northern critical infrastructure providers, challenges exist in its 
implementation. The amendments to the SOCI Act represent an important attempt to define industries relevant to national 
security and implement cyber reporting standards. However, private‑sector industry providers have expressed concerns about 
the level of interference the government can exercise. Under the amendments, the government has the power to install its own 
security software and ‘access, add, restore, copy, alter or delete data’ at its discretion.

Aside from privacy concerns, the SOCI amendments reflect an attempt at a one‑size‑fits‑all approach to cybersecurity for critical 
national infrastructure. This aspect arguably helps to manage the hard reality that critical infrastructure providers, particularly in 
northern Australia, face significant skills shortages and a lack of experienced specialists to handle sophisticated cyberattacks.

However, the legislation fundamentally fails to recognise the cyber complexities and nuanced characteristics of different 
industries, as well as the diversity of cyberattacks they might experience. This remains true despite the announcement of the 
Security Legislation Amendment (Critical Infrastructure Protection) Bill in April. The proposed legislation builds on the SOCI Act 
by implementing a risk management program and imposing new cybersecurity obligations for ‘systems of national significance’ in 
recognition of their critical importance to national security and the unique cyber threats they face.

While these proposed changes are a promising step towards the implementation of cyber threat intelligence and preparedness 
against known risks to critical infrastructure providers, their effectiveness is unproven. It’s highly likely that further policy action 
will be required, and opportunities for policy tailored to the unique role of northern Australia’s critical national infrastructure 
should be sought.

Critical infrastructure providers such as water‑ and sewage‑processing plants, gas supply facilities and electricity providers 
typically use supervisory control and data acquisition, or SCADA, systems, which were not originally designed to be connected to 
the internet. However, as technology has evolved, these systems have been integrated with advanced communication technology 
that enables remote operation and monitoring; essentially, they are no longer closed‑circuit systems and are vulnerable to a wide 
range of cyberattacks.

https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-06/ia_northern_australia_audit.pdf
https://ia.acs.org.au/article/2021/critical-infrastructure-bill-passes-parliament.html
https://ia.acs.org.au/article/2021/critical-infrastructure-bill-passes-parliament.html
https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Our-North-Our-Future-2021-2026-Targeted-Growth.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-02/fbi-investigating-jbs-meatworks-ransomwear-cyber-attack/100183376
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Intelligence_and_Security/SOCI/Submissions
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-publications/submissions-and-discussion-papers/slacip-bill-2022
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The process of patching vulnerabilities in these systems is difficult and, if possible, avoided due to the difficulties associated with 
switching to back‑up systems and the risk of disrupting their activities.

The uniqueness of each critical infrastructure provider in both its internal functioning and its relationship with the broader defence 
system is therefore a considerable challenge when implementing a national cybersecurity strategy. In this light, there are benefits 
in encouraging the adoption of a ‘security convergent’ approach within each provider. Security convergence is an approach that 
holistically considers all security domains and creates greater internal awareness about how vulnerabilities are related. Logical 
integration of security functions, processes and objectives across traditionally separate domains will better protect critical 
infrastructure supply‑chain relationships, thus strengthening Australia’s national security.

With these challenges in mind, the government should seek to incorporate convergent and cybersecurity development, training 
and practices into its northern infrastructure investment activities. The opportunity to ensure the security standards necessary to 
protect northern Australia’s critical national infrastructure should not be overlooked, particularly as the increased development 
efforts create a similar opportunity to understand and review unique relationships between critical infrastructure and Australia’s 
defence capabilities.

Cyberattacks are likely sources of aggression that could have major physical consequences if not properly accounted for in the 
development of critical infrastructure in northern Australia. Patchwork security arrangements are not adequate in supporting 
national defence; however, neither is the carte blanche cybersecurity response in the new legislation. Instead, a hybrid and 
convergent approach that considers the security network at large is required and deserves further discussion.

Published on 6 May 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/securing-northern-
australias-critical-infrastructure-against-cyberattacks.
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A new focus on nation‑building in Australia and Canada
Gill Savage and Katharina Koch 
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Just as the world was heading towards a post‑Covid‑19 phase, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has provided another major disruption 
of international relations.

While the West was quick to impose economic sanctions, their long‑term implications and whether they’ll curb Russia’s aggression 
remain uncertain. China’s support for Russia raises further questions about Beijing’s intentions regarding Taiwan.

In addition to great‑power competition, Covid‑19 and climate change, nations are living with the flaws of half a century of economic 
globalisation. Moving from one global crisis to another, states are increasingly looking inwards as they attempt to navigate a new 
world that places the post–Cold War geopolitical order in jeopardy.

Despite the vast geographic distance between Canada and Australia, they face similar issues in the heightened geostrategic 
significance of their northern regions, which are central to both nations’ resilience as first lines of economic, social and 
security defence.

The north of each country is sparsely populated, rich in natural resources, subject to wild weather variations and geostrategically 
significant, and both have indigenous communities challenged by economic, social and health issues. Economic responses are 
often outdated and ineffective.

During the Cold War, Canada’s north was key strategic terrain, while northern Australia was considered a strategic backwater. Their 
significance has aligned in recent years and a reinvigorated focus on nation‑building is required for both to cement themselves as 
influential and prosperous multi‑partner social, economic and national security hubs.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/peigov/25015416553
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Australia hasn’t pursued ambitious nation‑building since the Snowy Mountains Hydro‑Electric Scheme (begun in 1949 and 
completed in 1974), the Ord River Irrigation Scheme (1959–1963) and the Burdekin Falls Dam (1984–1987). These projects were 
conceptualised to deliver enduring economic and social benefits beyond the construction phase.

The big thinking of the past has given way to a narrower view of nation‑building focused on the road and rail infrastructure 
connecting urban centres—and arguably an ill‑founded belief in the market’s ability to deliver nation‑building by default.

Of greater concern is that Australia is yet to appreciate the significance of nation‑building as a geostrategic strength, particularly 
when we consider northern Australia’s strategic location and the potential for greater forward basing by Australian and allied 
forces, and for enhanced economic and trade relations with partners, including Canada.

But Australia’s north faces many challenges. We continue to accept disruption there as the norm, as when the highway and rail line 
connecting Darwin with Australia’s southern states was flooded for weeks. Remote and Indigenous communities were cut off and 
ran short of food. Road trains carrying perishable items had to take a 3,000‑kilometre detour to deliver supplies.

We need to build and upgrade highways to withstand expected weather conditions. Not doing so is akin to treating the north 
like a developing nation—providing just enough focus and investment to achieve subsistence but not enough to drive economic 
prosperity, resilience and security.

A contemporary approach to nation‑building rejects outdated thinking and invests in infrastructure that meets the challenges of 
harsh climates, creates social infrastructure and builds social capital to improve the economy, resilience and security.

But reconceptualising nation‑building requires focused cross‑government and cross‑sector collaboration and investment. Such 
an approach would better position Australia to deliver on its AUKUS and Quad commitments, further enhancing relationships and 
positioning Australia as an equal partner rather than simply a convenient regional location.

This represents a big change from where we are today. The federal election is imminent, but we’re yet to see any shift in thinking 
from a ‘road and rail’ nation‑building focus. This is perhaps not surprising; today, governments are no longer in the nation‑building 
driver’s seat to the same extent as those in the past. Increasingly, industry and entrepreneurs capture our imagination with a vision 
of a future that’s more prosperous, cohesive and secure.

The Canadian experience is similar, but recent events give it a sharper edge. Since Russia invaded Ukraine, Canadians have again 
become uncomfortably aware of their large and sparsely populated northern territories straddling the Arctic Ocean and seemingly 
detached from their buzzing urban centres in the south. A lack of north–south infrastructure underlines the disconnection 
between the population in the south and the numerous, largely indigenous, communities in the north.

Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has tasked Infrastructure and Communities Minister Catherine McKenna with creating 
a ‘National Infrastructure Fund to seek out and support major nation‑building projects that will benefit people across various 
regions’. An example provided is the Newfoundland and Labrador Fixed Transportation Link.

Canada’s nation‑building fund follows a similar theme to Australia’s Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility, which was 
established in 2016 to provide development finance for infrastructure projects.

Traditionally, Canadians tended to see large‑scale and pan‑Canadian projects such as the Trans‑Canada highway, the Canadian 
Pacific Railway and the St Lawrence Seaway as nation‑building infrastructure projects of the past. However, in 2021, McKenna 
stated that the concept has gained a new meaning: ‘It’s not just about railway, bridges and ports. It’s public transit, cycling paths 
and electric vehicles that help us get around in [a] faster, cleaner and affordable way.’ That may be a broader focus, but it’s still an 
urban one.

As one of us pointed out recently, ‘Nation‑building doesn’t sit well within political agendas because of short‑term thinking 
often driven by election cycles.’ The West’s nation‑building efforts in Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan may have helped position 

http://ad-aspi.s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/2022-01/Agenda%20for%20change%202022.pdf?VersionId=eaTD3oLyONzVrsHunB4fEvswSrUSBlr4
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https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/remote-australians-need-the-effective-communications-big-cities-take-for-granted/
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https://naif.gov.au/
https://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/nia-eni/nia-eni-eng.html?wbdisable=true
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nation‑building unfavourably. Thus, the renewed political gaze towards the concept of nation‑building reflects the public taste for 
large‑scale infrastructure projects that have been lacking due to funding and time constraints.

This renewed political focus on infrastructure is very important to the Canadian north and Arctic given the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine and reinforces the significance of the Canadian Northern Corridor research program to investigate the ‘feasibility 
and desirability of establishing permissible corridors in Canada’. Being acutely aware of the difficulties of placing a potentially 
7,000‑kilometre‑long northern corridor ‘on top of the Trans‑Canada highway’, the research is focused on the challenges and 
desires of northern and indigenous communities across Canada’s provinces and territories. Taking a local perspective on 
large‑scale infrastructure development corresponds directly with the current federal vision of nation‑building infrastructure.

Nation‑building in Canada faces serious scrutiny from scholars who raise awareness of the troubled relationship between the 
Crown and indigenous peoples, including the Inuit. The Canadian government has formally defined its relationship with Canada’s 
indigenous peoples in a set of principles. The document states: ‘The Government is committed to achieving reconciliation with 
Indigenous peoples through a renewed, nation‑to‑nation, government‑to‑government, and Inuit–Crown relationship based on 
recognition of rights, respect, co‑operation, and partnership as the foundation for transformative change.’

Northern infrastructure development is closely related to defence and sovereignty, and northern indigenous peoples offer strong 
local knowledge. In 2019, the Senate of Canada noted that infrastructure was a key asset for strong Arctic communities, which in 
turn are ‘vital to enhance Canada’s ability to project its Arctic foreign policy, including sovereignty in the region’.

In January 2022, the federal government offered a C$592 million contract to an Inuit‑owned company, Nasittuq, to maintain the 
Northwest Warning System, a remnant of the Cold War that remains an important defence mechanism. The contract places the 
indigenous peoples of Inuit Nunangat in a key role in the defence and security of Canada’s northern and Arctic territories.

The challenges in Australia’s and Canada’s northern regions present synergies from which both countries can learn and potential 
avenues for bolstering their economic, social and geostrategic strengths. There are great opportunities for those Australians 
and Canadians seeking to nation‑build, not just to jointly admire the problems, but to share lessons and innovation and to 
draw inspiration.

Published on 10 May 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/a-new-focus-on-
nation-building-in-australia-and-canada.
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https://www.sencanada.ca/en/info-page/parl-42-1/arct-northern-lights/
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/news/2022/01/backgrounder--north-warning-system-in-service-support.html
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Defence needs to signal its intent on infrastructure in northern Australia
John Coyne

Image: Department of Defence.

It took a while, but the idea that Australia’s strategic environment has become more uncertain seems to have been accepted by 
policymakers. Also largely accepted is that this period won’t just pass—in time, historians might measure it in decades, not years. 
Today, the 2020 defence strategic update looks positively optimistic for those working in this space.

With this newfound awareness, and a dash of resolve, the defence organisation is racing to address its capability gaps. 
Unfortunately, the thinking and investment aren’t stretching towards enabling infrastructure in northern Australia.

Whenever public discourse touches on this issue, Defence rolls out the impressive figures surrounding its investment in 
infrastructure and estate. To be sure, Defence’s home bases across Australia are impressive and somewhat palatial in contrast with 
those of even a decade ago. Most of the defence organisation’s training areas are equally impressive. And there’s more to come. 
The previous government committed to spending almost $8 billion on infrastructure in the Northern Territory planned until the 
end of the decade. The election campaign also brought new promises from the government to enhance Sydney naval facilities and 
upgrade four airbases. While Labor hasn’t agreed to match all of these promises, it seems unlikely that it won’t do so.

So, the infrastructure challenge isn’t about a lack of spending but about how and where it’s spent. However, even that is an 
oversimplification of the challenge.

Estate maintenance and modernisation are expensive activities. Over the last several decades, Defence has experienced several 
budget crunches that have required reprioritisation of spending. As luck would have it, estate and infrastructure have always 
experienced cuts before capabilities. Understandably, Defence has learned lessons from these long experiences without the threat 
of great‑power conflict in our region.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20210730raaf8143036_056.jpg
https://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/2020_Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-budget-shows-signs-of-a-different-approach-but-is-it-changing-fast-enough/
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/security-and-estate-group
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-funding-doesnt-make-up-for-lack-of-a-coherent-strategy-for-darwin-port/
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/australia-to-establish-1b-warship-maintenance-centre-in-sydney-20220511-p5akct.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/airbases-to-get-428-million-upgrade-as-government-switches-back-to-national-security-20220421-p5af77.html
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The first lesson is to avoid making expenditure commitments outside of defence facilities. The road to Royal Australian Air Force 
Base Scherger, a bare base near Weipa in Queensland, is an excellent example of this. The road is a key enabler for the bare base’s 
operation, linking the port and the airfield for logistics. Defence deems its upkeep a ‘local government issue’. The local and state 
government don’t need it, so it remains unsealed and is often in a poor state of repair.

The second lesson is don’t make long‑term infrastructure commitments. The thinking here appears to be that you have budget 
flexibility if you avoid long‑term commitments. You are not locked into subsidising infrastructure by avoiding making any formal 
pledge to use facilities like the Northern Territory’s planned ship lift. Of course, this increases the financial risks of new project 
proposals, and therefore many will never get off the ground. It also reduces the ability of the private sector to amortise costs over 
longer periods.

In contrast, the US Department of Defense often enters into multi‑decade infrastructure agreements with the private sector. It 
makes these agreements to ensure that its contracts are commercially viable, so it can negotiate to encourage better pricing. 
Finance regulations make it hard for Australia’s Defence Department to use a similar approach.

The third lesson is don’t signal what you are doing to the market. Defence has learned that if you signal your intentions on 
infrastructure too early, you will be committed to the spending. Once you are committed, stakeholders like local, state and 
territory governments or the private sector become animated if you change your mind. The problem with this approach is it leaves 
much to stakeholder perceptions. In northern Australia, industry must be cued to have the right people and capabilities in the right 
place at the right time.

The fourth lesson is that the private sector will always try to maximise its profit, so it can’t be trusted. Both Defence and the private 
sector have gone to great lengths to enhance industry collaboration. There is still a prevailing belief within parts of Defence that 
the private sector is trying to rip them off. This belief prevents partnership and cooperation. For those in Defence it’s an act in 
trying to prevent it from being shoehorned into becoming an anchor tenant for infrastructure.

But there are alternatives approaches that could be more helpful. For example, if a developer builds a new shopping centre, it 
doesn’t aggressively approach major chain stores. The major chain stores seeking to expand don’t perceive the developer as a 
threat. The two realise that they each have the bargaining power to set mutually agreeable prices.

The fifth lesson is to build only what you need. The extension of the airfield at Cocos (Keeling) Island is a good example. The airfield 
is being lengthened to support P‑8A Poseidon operations. If you are doing such work, consideration needs to be given to whether 
other improvements are required, including target‑hardening works. In this instance, this sort of thinking does not appear to 
have occurred.

These lessons are essential for a defence force used to operating on a project‑by‑project basis during a prolonged peace. However, 
in the current environment, these lessons are far less helpful.

Infrastructure in northern Australia needs to now be at a higher state of readiness to support a range of potential contingencies. 
To meet Defence’s future infrastructure requirements in northern Australia, the portfolio needs a change of mindset and possibly 
finance regulations.

In the past, Defence didn’t want to be the anchor tenant for northern infrastructure, as it saw this as an unnecessary financial 
commitment. Today, Defence must wield market power to maximise success—proactively engaging on projects, making long‑term 
commitments and working collaboratively across government to build and maintain its infrastructure at the best possible price. 
Defence does not and should not be the one footing all the bills to ensure resilient, cost‑effective and fit‑for‑purpose infrastructure 
is available, but it does need to signal its intentions.

Published on 25 May 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence-needs-
to-signal-its-intent-on-infrastructure-in-northern-australia.
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Australia must take biosecurity more seriously
Andrew Henderson 

Image: Paul Grey/Flickr.

One of Australia’s greatest strategic advantages is our ability to produce and export more than $80 billion worth of food and 
fibre annually. Our agricultural industries feed three times our population. Exports represent 70% of the total value of Australia’s 
agricultural production, with the remaining 30% consumed domestically. The value of that strategic advantage is protected by 
Australia’s biosecurity system, yet its contribution to national security is poorly understood and totally undervalued.

Against a backdrop of significant geopolitical volatility with national security a top priority, the role of biosecurity in Australia’s 
national security is largely overlooked.

How we value our biosecurity and the systems that protect our ability to produce and export food and fibre needs a radical shift. 
Ensuring those systems are resilient and fit for purpose must be a top priority for all levels of government.

Post‑Covid‑19 optimism in agriculture is soaring and the sector is set to be worth a record $81 billion in 2021–22. Investment is 
strong and farmland values have increased for an eighth year in a row, with a reported average increase per hectare of 20% in 2021. 
Most commodity prices are surging. Despite the Chinese Communist Party’s efforts to economically coerce Australia over the last 
two years, the value of the sector to the national economy is increasing.

Meanwhile, Covid‑induced supply‑chain breakdowns have provided a preview of what social instability and empty shelves look 
like. More than two years after the initial impacts of Covid, such breakdowns are compounded by the war in Ukraine. On top of 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/grun2000/3537370489
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that, the vulnerability of our systems to cyberattack was proven in 2021 when JBS Foods, one of the world’s largest livestock 
processors, was hacked, held to ransom and forced to shut global operations for a week.

In an increasingly unstable geopolitical environment exacerbated by major‑power competition and climate change, food security 
is now intrinsically linked to national security. But without biosecurity, there simply is no food security.

Call them the three securities of prosperity—biosecurity equals food security, which in turn equals national security. Access to 
sufficient safe and nutritious food is a security necessity. We must dispense with the ‘she’ll be right’ approach that has plagued our 
broader attitude to biosecurity policy for too long in Australia.

Traceability systems have been a critical component of Australia’s biosecurity system for decades. While traceability might once 
have been considered helpful, now it is an absolute necessity. For example, the $18 billion per year red meat and livestock sector 
relies on the National Livestock Identification System (NLIS) to demonstrate animal traceability to our trading partners, giving 
them confidence to allow our product into their markets. If that system does not work, our trading partners lose confidence in our 
product and stop imports. Suddenly, the NLIS, a system that most people don’t even know exists, becomes much more important 
than we could have ever realised.

Climate change consciousness and increasing domestic and international consumer demands on Australia’s agricultural 
production credentials are putting further pressure on these systems. Sanitary and phytosanitary notifications to the World Trade 
Organization, justified or otherwise, have been growing at a rate of 6.3% per year. It is estimated that getting these systems right in 
the future will add up to $1 billion annually to the economy. The cost of getting it wrong will be far greater.

The value of what we produce is ultimately defined by Australia’s capacity to export. If we can no longer export 70% of our 
agricultural produce, we can assume the value of that 70% would be lost. In a worst‑case scenario, our forecast $81 billion sector 
would be worth less than $30 billion.

Agriculture accounts for 55% of Australia’s land use. What are those assets now worth if we can no longer capture 70% of their 
productive capacity, and how would our commercial lenders react to that?

The Centre of Excellence for Biosecurity Risk Analysis has calculated the benefits from assets vulnerable to biosecurity hazards at 
$251.52 billion a year.

If biosecurity systems fail, productive capacity—market access and the ability to export—is lost, eliminating value and 
creating insecurity.

Biosecurity is as relevant to the farmer with land worth $1 million as it is to the offshore pension fund holding hundreds of millions 
of dollars’ worth of Australian agricultural land and water assets. It’s equally relevant to a broader economy reliant on the sector to 
do the heavy lifting in Australia’s post‑Covid recovery.

If losing market access sounds unlikely, then consider the impacts of a lumpy skin disease or foot and mouth disease outbreak, 
both of which have been detected as close as Sumatra and Java in recent weeks. Both diseases have significant market‑access 
implications for Australia’s red meat and livestock sectors, including wool and dairy exports. A now‑dated analysis suggests foot 
and mouth could cost Australia $50 billion over 10 years. That cost is now likely to be twice as much. A recent probability exercise 
said there was a 9% likelihood of foot and mouth occurring in Australia within five years.

The true importance of biosecurity and the traceability systems we rely on should reside with each of us. Its impact spans family 
farmers, the boards and audit and risk committees of every agribusiness and agrifood company, and every farm lobby group 
and state government. It runs all the way up to the central agencies of the Commonwealth and those on the National Security 
Committee of Cabinet. It should be our top priority to ensure our biosecurity and traceability systems are fit for purpose.

While a promised federal budget boost for biosecurity and traceability is welcome, federal funding alone can’t replace leadership 
and meaningful input from the rest of us. The policies and structures that are the foundations of our system are governed and 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2021-06-10/jbs-foods-pays-14million-ransom-cyber-attack/100204240
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influenced by a very few. Funding decisions are made by even fewer. They are subject to the whims of government and the 
influence of only those in industry who speak up.

Of all the factors that contribute to Australia’s future prosperity, stability and national security, maintaining biosecurity and the 
traceability systems it relies on are critical and within our control. We must radically shift our understanding of its true value and 
invest and act accordingly.

Published on 1 June 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-must- 
take-biosecurity-more-seriously.

Removing the roadblocks to development in northern Australia
John Coyne 

Image: Arthur/Flickr.

Northern Australia has always been a big place, with much of its diverse social and economic activity unseen from the outside. 
Even before the ink was dry on Australia’s constitution, translating policy developed in the south into action in this broad and 
isolated region was challenging. That’s as true today as it was back then.

Now, as Australia continues to adapt to its changed geopolitical, environmental and economic strategic circumstances, there’s yet 
another wave of policy discussions about the north. In this uncertain strategic context, Australia can ill afford not to get policy and 
practice right in northern Australia.

The good news is that this isn’t a matter of selling the importance of northern Australia. There are plenty of great private‑sector 
entrepreneurs and big‑thinking northern Australians who see the region’s potential. Many Australian and foreign investors already 
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see the commercial opportunities in northern Australia for large‑scale agriculture, mining (for example, gas and rare‑earth 
minerals), hydrogen manufacturing and energy, to name but a few.

More than enough federal politicians in Australia’s north and south know that the area is strategically important. Sometimes, 
though, their motivation for acting is dampened by the limited number of votes available there.

The federal bureaucracy is also well aware of the north’s importance. Policy measures such as establishing the Office of Northern 
Australia and its master plan for the region’s economic growth, Our north, our future 2021–2026, illustrate the commitment.

What’s the issue, then?

Operating in northern Australia—whether building infrastructure, running a mine, producing agricultural products or deploying 
the Australian Defence Force—involves dealing with unique factors. These factors often unnecessarily come to be seen as 
impassable challenges. This ‘it’s all too hard’ thinking requires a mindset change, including new approaches to drive greater value 
for money, such as making longer‑term infrastructure development commitments.

The latest swell of interest in northern Australia stretches across Australia’s private and public sectors and beyond. From 
Japan seeking energy security to the US Department of Defense looking for regional fuel security to various countries making 
direct investments (including China through Landbridge’s lease of Darwin Port), many parties have equities and interests in the 
north’s development.

It seems everyone has a plan for what they want to do in northern Australia—and many are acting on them. Unfortunately, these 
plans tend to be developed and implemented in silos. This is not to suggest that deep thought hasn’t been invested; rather, the 
plans’ siloed nature means that this thought is often based on assumptions that infrequently consider the cumulative changes that 
other siloed plans bring.

The economy in Australia’s north is very different to that which operates in the south. There’s little surplus capacity, especially in 
critical areas for infrastructure development like the construction sector—though it can scale up to meet most demands if given 
enough notice.

Activating the industrial base in northern Australia requires those involved in developments to signal their requirements to the 
market well in advance. They must also consider working across the private and public sectors to synchronise projects to ensure 
workforce availability. If this isn’t done right, the economy in northern Australia experiences socially and economically devastating 
boom and bust cycles. For project owners, boom cycles contribute to higher costs. Bust cycles aren’t beneficial either, because 
scaling the industry back up requires much longer lead times.

Substantial national infrastructure projects in southern Australia are often supported by long‑term strategic policy and 
planning to ensure that new developments have access to affordable power, water, transportation and workforces. In contrast, 
new developments in northern Australia often require those involved to create and fund supporting infrastructure at a higher 
cost. The siloed approach to northern Australian projects usually means that these costs can’t be shared or reduced through 
interproject synchronisation.

The Office of Northern Australia and the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility have worked collaboratively to coordinate 
resilient and sustainable economic growth. These policy measures have already brought about significant changes. However, they 
haven’t been able to improve communication and coordination across the various government departments and private‑sector 
investors with plans for northern Australia.

For example, the monolithic defence organisation struggles to integrate its own diverse, disparate infrastructure and enabling 
projects. At the state, territory and local government levels, public servants in Western Australia, the Northern Territory and 
Queensland consistently report the increasing number of visits by officials from across the defence organisation—and the often 
conflicting information they provide.

https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/territories-regions-cities/regional-australia/office-northern-australia
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Given the increasing strategic uncertainty in our region and the work currently being undertaken by the defence organisation 
and Australia’s allies in northern Australia, it’s time for the federal government to address these project siloes and 
communication issues.

As a start, the government should expand the role and remit of the Office of Northern Australia, rebadging it as the Office for 
Northern Australia Policy Coordination. This office should be responsible for improving communication and consultation across 
the private and public sectors with and about northern Australia. It should also have the remit to work across the private and 
public sectors to improve project coordination and promote synchronisation and collaboration. It should focus on identifying 
channels for signalling markets and creating pathways for sustainable scaling of northern Australia’s industry base.

Through these efforts, the office could contribute to the kind of improved synchronisation of projects and collaboration that 
could reduce the severity of future boom–bust economic cycles in northern Australia. Just as importantly, it could be critical to 
national security in assisting the development of sustainable, on‑time and fit‑for‑purpose defence and multi‑user infrastructure in 
northern Australia.

Published on 8 June 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/removing-the- 
roadblocks-to-development-in-northern-australia.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/removing-the-roadblocks-to-development-in-northern-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/removing-the-roadblocks-to-development-in-northern-australia/
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