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Foreword

ASPI’s North of 26° south and the security of Australia: views from The Strategist, Volume 6, gives readers a timely insight into the 
challenges and opportunities that lie in northern Australia. 

This edition invites readers to consider issues such as food security, space capabilities, renewable energy and critical mineral 
reserves and the growing importance of the region to Australia’s national security. 

As minister for northern Australia, I am committed to implementing a modern and inclusive strategy to drive economic growth in 
northern Australia to ensure the region reaches its immense potential. 

The Albanese government’s first budget included an additional $2 billion for the Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility. The 
funding of projects through the facility will be crucial to the development of new sustainable industries and support communities 
in the north.

The budget also committed $1.5 billion towards common‑user marine infrastructure in the Middle Arm Sustainable Development 
Precinct. As mentioned in this publication, the development of Middle Arm will increase Darwin’s economic output dramatically 
and help drive economic activity across the region.

Continued investment in the security infrastructure of northern Australia will support the development of a more potent 
and capable Australian Defence Force suited for future challenges. Investment in defence will also support local industry and 
communities in the north. 

Australia’s critical minerals are becoming increasingly important as the world looks to these resources to build the technology 
needed to reach net‑zero emissions. Much of these resources are in northern Australia. 

The budget included a commitment of $50.5 million to the Critical Minerals Research and Development Hub and a further 
$100 million to the Critical Minerals Development Program.

The recently re‑established Northern Australia Ministerial Forum will meet twice annually and work with local communities, 
businesses and First Nations people to deliver on our shared vision for northern Australia. 

The forum’s first meeting took place in Darwin in October this year. The forum agreed to a refresh of the Our north, our future white 
paper on developing northern Australia, as well as actions to progress priorities to diversify and strengthen the north’s economy 
and support the people of northern Australia. The meeting also revealed the strength of commitment of all ministers from the 
jurisdictions of Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western Australia.

I am committed to leading a northern agenda with a greater focus on social infrastructure and community‑led development, while 
supporting industry to expand and create regional jobs.

Australia’s First Nations peoples will be key partners in achieving this government’s vision for the north. The campaign for a voice 
to parliament will bring new energy and focus for communities in northern Australia.

Northern Australia promises boundless opportunity and potential. It is the doorway to our region and key to our future prosperity.

I commend ASPI for highlighting these opportunities and for showing an ongoing commitment through its strategic policy research 
to achieving the north’s potential.

Madeleine King
Minister for Northern Australia
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Australia and Japan should lead the way in maritime law enforcement training
Anthony Bergin and Lee Goddard

Cropped image: Australian Border Force/Facebook.

During the recent visit by Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles to Japan, the nations vowed to strengthen the interoperability 
of their armed forces amid shared concerns over Chinese assertiveness. The minister’s visit came shortly after the Shangri‑La 
Dialogue in Singapore, where Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida pledged US$2 billion ($2.9 billion) to help Indo‑Pacific nations 
boost maritime security. ‘We will make use of technical cooperation, training and other means conducive to strengthening the 
maritime law enforcement capabilities of at least 20 countries to promote efforts to train at least 800 maritime security personnel 
and strengthen their human resources networks,’ he said.

This is a timely and important initiative by Japan at a time when law enforcement at sea is becoming more challenging. 
Strengthening civil maritime law enforcement is necessary to assist the region with managing common problems such as 
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing; drug trafficking; people smuggling; marine pollution; and search and rescue. 
These challenges were set out for Australia in April this year with the release of the first Australian government civil maritime 
security strategy.

Over the past decade or so, there’s been significant growth in both the size and use of coastguards and other civil maritime law 
enforcement forces in the region. But many regional states have limited capacity to respond to national and regional civil maritime 
security challenges, especially in maritime domain awareness.

The Japanese Coast Guard Academy hosts some regional students, and the Japan Coast Guard sponsors ASEAN coastguard 
personnel for training in Japan. The US Coast Guard has engaged in hands‑on exercises to help train Southeast Asian coastguards 
on boarding procedures and vessel inspections. It has also supported the technical experts workshop run by the Southeast Asia 
Maritime Law Enforcement Initiative, a regional forum to increase maritime law enforcement cooperation and information‑sharing 
among Southeast Asian nations.

https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=320145690296430&set=a.113398774304457
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/minister/rmarles/statements/joint-statement-advancing-defence-cooperation-tokyo-japan
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/101_kishida/statement/202206/_00002.html
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/nat-security/files/australian-government-civil-maritime-security-strategy.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/nat-security/files/australian-government-civil-maritime-security-strategy.pdf
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/mice-roar
https://warontherocks.com/2022/05/the-quad-goes-to-sea/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/06/30/southeast-asian-countries-complete-maritime-law-enforcement-exercise.html
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Interpol has run courses in Southeast Asia on strengthening border controls and preventing and combating various forms of 
maritime crime. Under the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime’s global maritime crime program, the Indian Ocean Forum 
on Maritime Crime conducts capacity‑building through training sessions on visit, board, search and seizure procedures; maritime 
domain awareness; and criminal investigation skills. Based in Bangkok, the program’s Pacific Ocean team assists states in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific region in building their capability to tackle maritime crimes.

But there’s no dedicated institution in the Indo‑Pacific focused specifically on providing professional training and education for 
officers from regional coastguards and maritime law enforcement agencies.

An Indo‑Pacific maritime law enforcement professional development centre would fill the gap to build partner capacity, promote 
professionalism in maritime agencies and strengthen regional cooperation to better meet maritime security challenges. The 
centre could also cover maritime safety and marine environmental protection, given that these activities are often subsumed in 
roles performed by regional maritime law enforcement agencies.

The proposed centre would encourage the emergence of long‑term relationships between Indo‑Pacific maritime law enforcement 
agencies and their counterparts in the region.

It would facilitate contributions to training in maritime law enforcement by partners such as the United States, France, Japan, 
New Zealand and the United Kingdom. It would work with existing structures and regional institutions and would operate in a way 
that builds lasting, trust‑based relationships to ensure that Indo‑Pacific maritime law enforcement agencies see clear benefit in 
learning from and engaging with it. Early in its operations, the centre would engage with senior representatives from Indo‑Pacific 
agencies in order to best tailor its programs.

One interesting model to look at is the US International Law Enforcement Academy in Botswana, which hosts and facilitates 
international law enforcement training, including maritime law enforcement events, particularly in Africa. Another interesting 
model would be the NATO concept of centres of excellence, and in particular the NATO centre of excellence for maritime security 
in Turkey.

The Indo‑Pacific maritime law enforcement professional development centre should be located in Darwin given the city’s status 
as the gateway to Southeast Asia. Its establishment there would underline Australia’s strong links to the region. Darwin is a rapidly 
growing centre of maritime activity supporting the Australian Defence Force, the Australian Border Force, the offshore oil and gas 
industry, commercial fishing, ship repair and maintenance, and marine tourism.

For Australian Border Force staff there’s the possibility that some of the training that’s now conducted at the ABF College in Neutral 
Bay in Sydney might be undertaken in Darwin. The best place to conduct realistic, practical training is always in the environment 
that you intend to operate in: the wider Darwin Harbour and its maritime approaches are some of the best maritime training areas 
that the ADF, the ABF, maritime police units and regional allies already utilise. A centre of excellence in Darwin would also be ideal 
for the Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies Meeting collaborative framework, of which Australia through the Maritime Border 
Command is a member, to regularly conduct practical collective training and skills exchange.

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese met Prime Minister Kishida at the Quad summit in Tokyo last month. The two leaders 
will meet again at the NATO summit in Madrid this week. In the sidelines of that meeting, Albanese might raise the idea that a 
maritime law enforcement professional development centre in Darwin be a joint venture between the Australian and Japanese 
governments. It could be managed by the Australian Border Force and the Japan Coast Guard. It would soon become the 
Indo‑Pacific’s maritime law enforcement training facilitator of choice and promote a multinational approach to the conduct of 
regional law enforcement operations at sea at a time of increasing maritime insecurity.

Published on 28 June 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-and- 
japan-should-lead-the-way-in-maritime-law-enforcement-training.

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/piracy/index.htm
https://bw.usembassy.gov/embassy/government-agencies/ilea/
http://www.marseccoe.org/
https://hacgam.org/about
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-and-japan-should-lead-the-way-in-maritime-law-enforcement-training
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-and-japan-should-lead-the-way-in-maritime-law-enforcement-training
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Australia’s space future blasts off from Nhulunbuy
Malcolm Davis 

Image: NASA.

Australia has taken another step towards becoming a serious contributor to the global space economy with the launch of a 
NASA sounding rocket from the Arnhem Space Center at Nhulunbuy in the Northern Territory. Australia’s rapidly growing space 
enterprise will provide benefits well above our economic and strategic weight. Establishing a sovereign launch capability is a vital 
early step.

The launch site’s developer, Equatorial Launch Australia, wants to make Nhulunbuy a premier global launch site. Despite 
unexpected rain and wind forcing holds in the countdown, the rocket carried a science payload up to 350 kilometres before 
bringing it back to earth. The science points to a fascinating future, especially given the possible discovery of an earth‑sized 
exoplanet orbiting Alpha Centauri, a star more than four light years away, that could be habitable.

The space policy implications for the NT and for Australia are equally important.

At a national level, launch services are quickly emerging as a strategic asset in Australia. They need to be developed as networked 
infrastructure reflecting global demands from both commercial and military customers while optimising opportunities for 
Australia’s space industry.

The 26 June launch also provides a starting point for the territory’s space economy. Nhulunbuy’s location—only 12° south of the 
equator—is key to its importance. Any rocket launched from, or close to, the equator gains an energy advantage from the earth’s 
rotation that translates into lower cost per kilogram of payload. The European Space Agency’s Kourou in French Guiana is the only 
other major launch site as close to the equator as Nhulunbuy.

https://elaspace.app.box.com/s/mc3za2yacf65n31c75ypc3z4wls7jimu/file/976376156915
https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/sounding-rockets/missions/index.html
https://www.space.com/exoplanet-candidate-spotted-alpha-centauri-a
https://www.space.com/exoplanet-candidate-spotted-alpha-centauri-a


9North of 26° south and the security of Australia: views from The Strategist, Volume 6

The space centre gives Australia the potential to develop a similar space launch facility to Kourou that will not just launch sounding 
rockets but deliver significant payloads into a full range of orbits, including the important equatorial low‑earth orbit. This region 
is between 15° south and north of the equator and will be crucial for supporting the needs of Southeast Asian and South Pacific 
states and rapidly developing economies in Africa and South America.

As I noted in a previous post, Nhulunbuy can launch space‑based surveillance satellites to monitor our maritime approaches. 
Over time, these would be regularly updated with more modern satellites and, in a crisis, augmented or reconstituted if lost to 
hostile actions in orbit. For defence purposes alone, maintaining an ability to launch satellites close to the equator provides a 
key advantage complementing Australia’s ability to launch surveillance satellites into polar and sun‑synchronous orbit from the 
Whaler’s Way launch site near Port Lincoln in South Australia. A third site being established at Bowen in Queensland will add 
additional capacity. Gilmour Space Technology is likely to launch its first Eris booster from there in the next year or two. Seeing 
these launch sites as a collective strategic asset—rather than competitive locations—is vital. It’s hoped that the space strategic 
update now being prepared will deliver an appropriate cooperative approach.

Greater space access fits well with nations’ likely future requirement for mega‑constellations comprising thousands of small 
satellites, mostly in low‑earth orbit, providing commercial broadband services and earth observation systems. The potential for 
‘broadband in the sky’ is already being established with SpaceX’s Starlink satellite network, but expanding mega‑constellations 
is likely given the ever‑rising demand for bandwidth in an information society. It’s not just about a new way of internet access. 
Mega‑constellations will support a growing ‘internet of things’, including autonomous technologies, robots and even driverless 
vehicles in coming decades.

The Nhulunbuy launch site is a key element for the territory government in developing an ecosystem that could not only transform 
Australia’s use of space for defence and national security, but also facilitate an expansion of information technology to drive 
economic development and societal transformation. Like Whaler’s Way in South Australia and Bowen in Queensland, Nhulunbuy 
lends itself to supporting the space launch needs of partners and allies across the globe. A vibrant commercial space sector 
developing satellites, launch vehicles and launch sites, combined with terrestrial applications for space services to 21st century 
economies and defence requirements, must be a centerpiece of Australia’s development path.

For the NT government, Nhulunbuy and Equatorial Launch Australia, a growing space launch capability from a geographically ideal 
location in the north should be seen as a critical national capability. The demand for launches is only going to increase, driven by 
the need for mega‑constellations and the potential to support commercial space activities in orbit, and to the moon and beyond.

The potential offered by new technologies such as reusable rocket systems means regular launches of even large boosters become 
possible, especially since costs can be cut through booster returns to launch sites. Expanding the infrastructure to accommodate 
larger boosters, including partly or fully reusable rockets, opens dramatic new possibilities for Nhulunbuy and for the NT to 
support national and allied space operations with a rapid flight tempo.

Such a vision demands more than just a launch site at Nhulunbuy. Certainly, expanding the site to accommodate orbital‑class 
rockets and reusable launch vehicles is an obvious step, but investing in co‑located upstream industries for small satellite 
manufacturing, payload integration, range safety and many other supporting activities would contribute towards a space coast in 
the north to complement a similar development near Whaler’s Way and at Bowen. Investing in space‑related commercial activity 
in Darwin to support an expanding schedule of launches from Nhulunbuy, including through new approaches to space industry, 
makes great sense rather than keeping such activities distant.

This week’s launch from Nhulunbuy and upcoming launches in July point the way to a more ambitious space outlook for Australia. 
Sovereign space launch is crucial to Australia’s future and launching that first rocket from Nhulunbuy was a giant leap for Australia 
as a rising space power.

Published on 29 June 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias- 
space-future-blasts-off-from-nhulunbuy. 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-011-5692-9_25
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-launch-site-could-transform-australias-role-in-space/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PD4yYfbPIig&ab_channel=VideoFromSpace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space_Coast
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-space-future-blasts-off-from-nhulunbuy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-space-future-blasts-off-from-nhulunbuy/
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Bold steps needed to power Australia and the region
Grace Stanhope 

Image: Sun Cable.

Halfway between Alice Springs and Darwin is a 10,000‑square‑kilometre property formerly used by the Packer family as a cattle 
station. In the 20th century, this land was part of Australia’s vast and economically vital agricultural industry. Now, it’s set to 
become a key element of a new Australian economic vision. The land is flagged for a massive project that’s attracted support from 
prominent Australian tech billionaires and has been assessed by Infrastructure Australia as ready for investment.

Sun Cable’s proposed Australia–Asia PowerLink (AAPL) consists of a 12,000‑hectare solar farm generating 17–20 gigawatts, 
an 800‑kilometre, high‑voltage direct‑current overhead cable from the farm to Darwin, a 30‑gigawatt battery and storage 
load‑balancing facility in Darwin, and a 4,200‑kilometre subsea cable to Singapore.

The federal and Northern Territory governments have designated the proposal as a ‘major project’ and Mike Cannon‑Brookes’ 
Grok Ventures and Andrew ‘Twiggy’ Forrest’s Squadron Energy have both invested significant capital. This backing from the 
public and private sectors is a critical sign of confidence in the project—but it faces significant regional competition. William 
Stroll, a Singapore‑based lawyer specialising in energy, told the ABC Sun Cable’s vision was ‘commendable’ but likely to be 
prohibitively expensive.

Australians accept that it’s time to turn to large‑scale renewable energy. While we’ve been lagging the rest of the world on the 
progression of our public discourse, we’re in front in terms of northern Australia’s comparative advantage in producing clean 
energy. The NT’s Barkly region is positively sun‑soaked; far enough south to escape most of the north’s tropical wet‑season 
deluges, but far enough north to easily provide zero‑emissions power transmission to Darwin.

https://suncable.energy/wp-content/uploads/031186_SC_solar_precinct_210913_v02-scaled.jpg
https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-06/Evaluation%20Summary%20-%20Australia-Asia%20PowerLink.pdf
https://aapowerlink.sg/
https://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/taylor/media-releases/22b-project-power-nt-singapore-given-major-status-boost
https://www.afr.com/companies/energy/cannon-brookes-forrest-lead-210m-sun-cable-capital-raising-20220311-p5a3qr
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-05-06/sun-cable-project-sparks-doubts-over-singapore-market-interest/101026162
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The project would be good for the north economically with spin‑off industries and the potential to establish Darwin as a clean 
manufacturing and energy hub. It will provide 1,500 jobs during construction and 350 ongoing. As a source of affordable and 
reliable power, it’s expected to reduce Darwin’s energy prices by 12% and help leverage northern Australia’s natural advantages to 
boost regional development.

It would also be good for the country and the globe in environmental terms, with an estimated abatement of 2.5 million tonnes of 
CO2‑equivalent per year in Australia and a further 6 million overseas. It demonstrates that economic growth does not need to result 
in carbon pollution and that such activity can in fact reduce pollution.

Because the exact route of the subsea cable is yet to be decided, the environmental risks of laying it haven’t been 
formally assessed.

Most broadly, the project would be good for Australia as a regional power and for our neighbours. With energy demand in our 
region rising, the AAPL will establish an Australian renewable energy export industry. The AAPL will supply Singapore with up to 
15–20% of its energy needs. Singapore sets that limit to diversify its energy sources, and the target is not limited by any capacity 
constraint on the Australian end. There’s also a robust Indonesian investment link and global exposure. Many of our neighbours 
have emissions reduction targets more ambitious than Australia’s, which will make them reliable consumers of renewable 
energy, especially as their economies develop and incomes grow, and there’s scope to expand and replicate the AAPL to meet 
surging demand.

With Sun Cable a new company established for the initial purpose of delivering the world’s biggest solar farm and intercontinental 
energy transmission infrastructure network, Infrastructure Australia has assessed the AAPL as a high‑risk proposal. The AAPL’s 
success depends on confidently anticipated but not yet concretely realised factors. When they come off, projects like this are 
highly rewarded, and faith in bold and visionary projects is needed to catalyse the restructuring of Australia’s energy sector 
and economy.

Australians expect their government and bureaucracy to spend money carefully and many policy mechanisms, like grant 
programs, have very low risk thresholds. While there’s pressure to pick winners consistently, a risk‑averse mindset sees many of 
Australia’s greatest ideas left unfunded or sent offshore. Great innovation requires engagement with and acceptance of risk. And, 
at times, failure. After all, the lesson from the world’s most innovative companies, from Apple to Amazon, is that success comes 
from failure, not despite it.

The AAPL is an example of what Australia is doing right. Backing our innovators and entrepreneurs, using our natural advantages, 
investing in our regions, taking charge of our energy transition, and facilitating more robust partnerships with our neighbours; 
these are all the best parts of what Australia has to offer.

Construction is expected to begin in 2024, and the project is intended to be fully operational in 2029. Last week, the Australian 
Renewable Energy Agency announced a grant of $45 million over eight years to the Australian Centre for Advanced Photovoltaics to 
develop cheaper, more efficient solar panels.

If Australia is to continue to be the lucky country in the 21st century, then it must engage with risk. It must dare to embrace new 
ways of thinking. And when it stumbles, it must learn from the setbacks, not shy away from them.

Published on 6 July 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bold-steps- 
needed-to-power-australia-and-the-region. 

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/renewable-energy-exports-could-be-vital-for-australias-post-fossil-fuel-future/
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/e5d9b7ff-559b-4dc3-8faa-42381f80ce2e/SoutheastAsiaEnergyOutlook2022.pdf
https://suncable.energy/wp-content/uploads/SC-2021-11-01-Media-Release-SC-at-COP26-Final.pdf
https://arena.gov.au/blog/bright-future-for-australian-solar-pv-research/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bold-steps-needed-to-power-australia-and-the-region/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/bold-steps-needed-to-power-australia-and-the-region/
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Rare earths in Australia must be about more than mining
John Coyne

Image: Terence Wright/Flickr.

Last week, ASPI researcher Albert Zhang shone a spotlight on a sophisticated Chinese Communist Party information campaign 
targeting rare earths and Australian company Lynas. This research has powerful implications for those policymakers seeking to 
create resilient supplies of rare‑earth elements (REEs) and critical minerals.

REEs are a group of 17 metals—15 elements from the lanthanide series and two chemically similar elements, scandium and 
yttrium. Each has unique properties vital for a range of commercial and defence technologies, including batteries, high‑powered 
magnets and electronic equipment. An iPhone, for example, contains eight rare‑earth minerals, and there are probably a couple 
in your refrigerator and washing machine. They also make up about 420 kilograms of an F‑35 fighter jet and are essential for 
guided missiles.

Despite their name, REEs are not all that rare. They’re present in abundance in the earth’s crust. The challenge, however, is finding 
them in sufficient concentrations to justify commercial mining operations. Securing the upfront financing required to build a mine 
in a location that will tolerate the substantial environmental impacts of rare‑earth processing is no easy task.

Fortunately for China, the commercial viability of its reserves, Chinese companies’ access to state‑backed financing and the 
country’s lax environmental regulations have helped build its dominance of the global REE market.

China’s rare‑earth production exceeds that of the world’s second‑largest producer, the US, by more than 100,000 tonnes per year. 
The US still relies on China for most rare‑earth imports. According to the US Geological Survey, China accounted for at least 58% of 
global production of REEs last year, and possibly up to 80% if you include illegal and undocumented production activity. In some 
cases, like heavy REE processing, China has 100% control of the market.

The problem here isn’t just that the CCP has monopolistic control of the global REE supply chains, but that it is willing to use this 
power to coerce and control others. The issue is not a hypothetical one. Realising that controlling the global market makes for a 
useful economic lever, the CCP has used this power to coerce trading partners on more than one occasion.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/london-commodity-markets/8199189029
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-ccps-information-campaign-targeting-rare-earths-and-australian-company-lynas/
https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-topics/minerals/mineral-resources-and-advice/australian-resource-reviews/rare-earth-elements
https://www.acs.org/content/acs/en/education/resources/highschool/chemmatters/past-issues/archive-2014-2015/smartphones.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-17357863
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41744.pdf
https://e360.yale.edu/features/china-wrestles-with-the-toxic-aftermath-of-rare-earth-mining
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/a-quest-for-global-dominance-chinas-appetite-for-rare-earths/
https://pubs.usgs.gov/periodicals/mcs2021/mcs2021.pdf
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In 2010, it effectively restricted rare‑earth exports to Japan after a Chinese fishing trawler collided with a Japanese coastguard 
vessel near the disputed Senkaku Islands.

More recently, it threatened to limit rare‑earth supplies to US defence contractors, including Lockheed Martin, over US arms sales 
to Taiwan.

The CCP’s coercive use of its REE monopolies is reason enough for some nations to seek to create sovereign resilience and insulate 
themselves from manipulation.

Japan, the US and Australia have each sought to improve their supply‑chain resilience. Japan has invested in Australian company 
Lynas for more than a decade to provide it with alternative supplies. The US government has recently done the same for REE 
supply chains to the Department of Defense. However, unilateral efforts no longer appear to be adequate to secure alternative 
supply chains.

The CCP doesn’t want to lose its control of this key market. And it has used a range of measures to prevent the diversification 
of supply chains. China routinely adjusts its domestic production quotas and subsidises rare‑earth prices. It uses this power to 
strategically flood the market when it wants to drive out competitors and deter new market entrants.

Zhang’s work shows that the CCP isn’t just using economic means to prevent the dilution of its monopolistic control of global REE 
supply chains. It is also willing to use a range of non‑competitive covert and clandestine means to maintain its market position.

Establishing alternative REE supply chains is difficult enough. The CCP’s actions, including its information campaigns, rapidly 
increase the complexity of the challenge. The key strategic message here for Australia, Japan, the US and other like‑minded 
countries is that market forces alone aren’t going to fix this problem.

National‑level policymakers cannot, on their own, solve this challenge. Creating global supply‑chain alternatives that promote 
healthy competition and resilience will require minilateral efforts. Here, Australia, as a source of REEs, must work with countries 
like the US and Japan.

As a starting point, Japanese, Australian and American policymakers need to address several issues to fast‑track the creation of 
alternative supply chains.

For investors, financing new or emerging REEs has substantial geopolitical risk. To mitigate that, policymakers should consider 
creating a sovereign REE risk fund to underwrite the commercial risk from the CCP’s overt and covert activities.

The Australian government needs to consider how it might promote Australian industry and entrepreneurs to move further 
along the REE value chain. Policy levers, including tax measures, will be crucial to success. There is significant potential in the 
establishment of multi‑ore mineral‑processing hubs in Australia.

Policymakers and industry will need to find ways to mitigate the effects of both China’s market‑distortion tactics and more normal 
ebbs and flows in demand. Various mechanisms are required, including minilateral REE ore stockpiling and market interventions 
that flatten out demand.

Australia must engage with industry 4.0 technology and move further along the REE value chain so that it is more than just a miner. 
Japan and the US ought to see the mutual benefits of this approach. After all, there is no point in creating supply‑chain resilience 
for REE ores if miners must still send them to China for processing.

While these suggestions offer options, they are only a starting point. Over the next year, ASPI intends to increase the public 
discourse on and knowledge of REEs in Australia. Only through better policy will Australia and its allies achieve the REE 
supply‑chain security and resilience essential in the 21st century.

Published on 8 July 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rare-earths-in- 
australia-must-be-about-more-than-mining. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/23/business/global/23rare.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/timtreadgold/2020/08/07/chinas-rare-earth-threat-sparks-an-international-backlash/?sh=b012ac643947
https://www.afr.com/world/asia/china-targets-rare-earth-export-curbs-to-hobble-us-defence-20210216-p5732h
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IF11259.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rare-earths-in-australia-must-be-about-more-than-mining/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rare-earths-in-australia-must-be-about-more-than-mining/
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Supply‑chain vulnerabilities again highlighted by AdBlue shortage
Gill Savage 

Australia’s supply‑chain vulnerabilities remain in the spotlight with a recurrence of last year’s AdBlue shortage again threatening 
the transport sector and with it the supply of food to supermarkets, the provision of medical supplies to hospitals and the delivery 
of consumer goods.

Around half of the Australia’s road transport fleet is dependent on AdBlue and the sector is warning that we have only a few 
months’ supply. Along with freight vehicles, an increasing number of diesel luxury vehicles use AdBlue.

Late last year I highlighted our supply chains’ dependence on key enablers that are at the mercy of export and policy decisions by 
other nations.

AdBlue is a fluid derived from urea that is added to diesel to remove exhaust pollutants. Urea is also a base for fertiliser in 
agriculture, and until recently Australia imported most of its urea from China. However, last year in the face of increasing fertiliser 
costs and therefore rising food‑production costs, China limited the export of urea.

The previous Australian government responded to the crisis with assistance to fertiliser manufacturer Incitec Pivot in sourcing 
natural gas (a precursor for urea production) and $29.4 million in funding for the company to increase urea production at its Gibson 
Island facility. However, Incitec announced in 2021 that it would close the Gibson Island facility at the end 2022.

This time, the problem looks the same, but the cause is the increase in the price of natural gas.

Despite the situation and the implications of the Incitec facility’s impending closure, the new Australian government said recently 
that there were ‘no forecast shortages’ of AdBlue and that Australia now has ‘additional supply chain diversity from countries other 
than China’. That solution, in many ways, perpetuates the problem.

Just‑in‑time supply‑chain management had a shocking impact on national resilience during the Covid‑19 lockdowns and continues 
to be a source of challenges as the nation suffers devastating natural disasters. Our limited understanding of the reach of those 
supply chains and the traceability of goods along them was in large part revealed only when we experienced manufacturing 
bottlenecks and single points of failure.

Supply‑chain mapping may identify risks, as I’ve previously noted, but mapping alone doesn’t identify vulnerabilities to national 
resilience. The AdBlue shortage is an example of a confluence of factors coming together as a national issue. Companies should be 
free to make commercial decisions and we should expect other countries to make decisions in their national interest. It is naive to 
expect others to base their decisions on our national interest.

We need clarity about what’s important for Australia to protect, which in turn will send compelling messages to the nation about 
where investment should focus. Bolstering supply‑chain resilience through an understanding of potential vulnerabilities and 
focusing on the interactions between key supply‑chain influencers is particularly important for fostering prosperity, resilience and 
security in regional and northern Australia.

We tend to think in absolutes when it comes to national industry policy. Australia can’t and shouldn’t retreat to a 1970s‑style 
manufacturing approach, which was inefficient and highly subsidised—an artefact of economic policy designed to manage 
unemployment. A return to pre‑Covid globalisation is also not the answer because it dismisses the sovereign challenges we’re 
experiencing in an increasingly complex and dangerous geopolitical world.

A national conversation about what is important for a sustainable future will generate creative and innovative solutions. 
Underpinning that conversation is the need to ensure we achieve the level of self‑sufficiency and independence essential for a 
modern, forwarding‑leaning nation.

https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/other-industries/major-crisis-just-five-months-away-as-adblue-shortage-threatens-australias-trucking-industry/news-story/4b276fe5b11c94a0b3447682b6039fe4
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/adblue-shortage-highlights-ongoing-supply-chain-vulnerabilities/
https://www.australianmining.com.au/news/adblue-shortage-abates-thanks-to-incitec-pivot/
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/other-industries/major-crisis-just-five-months-away-as-adblue-shortage-threatens-australias-trucking-industry/news-story/4b276fe5b11c94a0b3447682b6039fe4
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agenda-for-change-shaping-a-different-future-for-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/redesigning-supply-chains-to-meet-australias-needs/
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In the case of this AdBlue shortage, we could (again) chase down alternative and more diverse sources of the fluid, but that 
won’t lessen our dependence on national‑interest decisions by other nations, the vagaries of natural gas pricing or the potential 
environmental impacts of urea production. Abandoning air‑pollution standards by exempting trucks and heavy vehicles from the 
requirement to use AdBlue is also not the answer.

It’s time to transform the transport sector with a more effective and sustainable solution through an intensive focus on 
transitioning our vehicle fleet from diesel to electric. To achieve that, we need to be willing to resolve the supply and demand 
challenges, provide incentives to transport fleet owners to transition to electric vehicles, and increase access to charging 
infrastructure, especially in regional areas. While this will require us to dramatically rethink transport and freight distribution 
arrangements, particularly across the vast distances in northern Australia given today’s EV charging ranges, it is doable.

If we continue to wait for supply‑chain vulnerabilities to emerge so that we can put a short‑term fix in place, we will continue to 
chase our tails and miss addressing the big strategic issues.

Australians are great at running hard to solve big national challenges. But with fires, Covid, floods and the consequential workforce 
and supply‑chain challenges, we’re in danger of running out of steam. We need partnerships between governments, industries 
and communities to design and implement long‑term and sustainable solutions that, over time, will reduce the need for reactive 
band‑aid solutions.

Published on 8 July 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/supply-chain- 
vulnerabilities-again-highlighted-by-adblue-shortage. 

https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7809374/bob-katter-wants-18-month-adblue-law-suspension/?cs=9676
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/supply-chain-vulnerabilities-again-highlighted-by-adblue-shortage/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/supply-chain-vulnerabilities-again-highlighted-by-adblue-shortage/
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Making the most of northern Australia’s strategic geography
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

Northern Australia is becoming increasingly important to the United States and its Indo‑Pacific presence. What is less clear 
for industry, community and state and territory stakeholders is what US–Australia defence cooperation looks like in northern 
Australia for the next decade. There’s plenty of rhetoric in agreements such as the US force posture initiatives, AUKUS and the 
Quad. However, their lack of clarity and specificity inhibits whole‑of‑government cooperation, coordination and synchronisation in 
northern Australia.

The US government has been in northern Australia for decades. The Joint Defence Facility Pine Gap in the Northern Territory and 
the Naval Communications Station Harold E. Holt in Western Australia have long stood as the public face of the US commitments to 
Australia. No doubt, both facilities remain essential to the US Department of Defense. But they also serve, at least to some extent, 
as relics of the Cold War when Australia was, for the most part, a strategic backwater.

The force posture initiatives in northern Australia are now more than a decade old. The Marine Rotational Force—Darwin and the 
enhanced air cooperation initiative are an extension of Australia’s defence alliance with the US. The two nations developed these 
initiatives in a very different strategic context from the one we face today. Interestingly, despite strong support on both sides, it 
took almost a decade before the US rotational force deployed at full strength.

The Australian side argues that this slow maturation was because of limited US troop availability. It’s also argued that the limited 
economic capacity and infrastructure available in northern Australia hampered the expansion of the force, a perspective that is 
unreservedly rejected by local, state and territory governments.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20220312ran8565840_0086.jpg&Type=Filename
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The Pentagon, for its part, argues that Australia’s Defence Department dragged its feet on implementation.

Regardless, it seems clear that 10 years is a long time.

Today, Australia is key terrain in the Indo‑Pacific. The defence strategic update of 2020 said that, with less than 10 years of warning 
of any significant future conflict, time was no longer on our side. With this paradigm shift, we must now consider force posture and 
logistic preparedness in far more detail than at any other time since World War II.

Since the strategic update was released, Australia has entered into the AUKUS security pact with the US and UK. The agreement 
covers advanced cyber, artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, quantum technologies, undersea capabilities, hypersonics 
and counter‑hypersonics, electronic warfare, innovation and information sharing. There ought to be little doubt that this pact will 
shape US, UK and Australian military cooperation for decades. But to what extent is difficult to predict, given the immediacy of its 
key areas of focus: nuclear submarines, cyber and hypersonics.

At some stage, the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between Australia, Japan, India and the US will likely see greater military 
cooperation. One only needs to look at a map of the Quad nations to see the centrality of northern Australia. However, it does seem 
that tangible cooperation among the four countries in northern Australia is a long way off.

In the meantime, the Australian defence organisation is investing heavily in its northern estate. Substantial investments in 
updates to and modernisation of its major training areas continue apace. Garrisons and airbases are receiving equally significant 
investments that reflect the strategic update’s northern focus. There is a commitment to continue this level of investment until the 
end of the decade.

Progress, however, is being hampered by the impacts of economic and human resource considerations and the absence of a 
strategic policy to drive decisions in the region. Australia’s armed services still struggle to attract members willing to be posted to 
northern Australia, or at least they believe this is the case. Similarly, they regularly mention the costs associated with developing 
their northern infrastructure. At the centre, though, is a belief within Defence that dispersal and depth are more important than 
physical presence or investment in northern Australia.

In contrast, US commanders want to be in northern Australia. But they also often lament the expeditionary mindset they must 
adopt when deploying to northern Australia for exercises. US logisticians remain concerned about the capacity of existing 
infrastructure and supply chains in these locations. Their experience has been that major exercises like Pitch Black and Talisman 
Sabre require two years of careful planning to succeed.

Of course, there’s some argument that the defence organisation would be able to mobilise more significant support in the case 
of a major conflict. However, that assumption remains untested. Such thinking doesn’t ensure that much‑needed multi‑user 
infrastructure, including ports, airfields, roads and rail, are in place if and when conflict arises.

Rightfully so, any foreign military presence in northern Australia must be in the national interest and respect Australia’s 
sovereignty.

A year ago, it seemed that US defence thinking, especially at Indo‑Pacific Command in Hawaii, was focused on the possibility of 
forward‑deploying additional capability in northern Australia. But that thinking has rapidly evolved over the past year and is now 
much more about creating ‘theatre gateways’ and joint logistics capabilities. In US military doctrine, theatre gateways are the 
entry and exit points that all personnel must pass through before moving on to their respective areas of operation. Upon arrival at 
a theatre gateway, troops commence joint reception, staging, onward movement and integration. Theatre gateways also serve as 
logistics hubs.

To realise US theatre gateway plans will require significant infrastructure in locations like Darwin and Townsville and the securing 
of all‑season supply chains. Much of that is not in place or planned for on the Australian side.

https://www.defence.gov.au/about/publications/2020-defence-strategic-update
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Projects like the construction of a $270‑million fuel‑storage facility in Darwin to support US defence operations in the region and 
investment in Royal Australian Air Force Base Tindal align with the theatre gateway approach. Nevertheless, neither the Pentagon 
nor the Australian defence organisation wants to foot the whole bill for ensuring the preparedness of northern Australia.

It seems likely that the Australian defence organisation will once again seek to slow any US progress, if for no other reason than to 
ensure its thinking can keep pace with that of its US ally. The central argument here is likely to be that local economies won’t be 
able to keep pace with the demand for construction, food and accommodation, to name a few factors.

The Albanese government’s promised force posture review could play an essential role in providing clarity of thought and strategy. 
It should give a clearer perspective on what must be done in northern Australia. However, a broader whole‑of‑government 
perspective is required if we are to answer how the ‘what’ is to be delivered. If Australia is to get its policy settings right in the 
north, it will need to think much bigger and faster when it comes to preparedness than it has done since World War II.

Published on 22 July 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/making-the- 
most-of-northern-australias-strategic-geography. 

Fragile local communities are a security risk
Gill Savage 

Image: Department of Defence.

Northern Australia is critical to Australia’s security and its position in the region. The complexities of our strategic environment 
require us to think more broadly and creatively about the role the north plays as the conduit for our regional engagement.

We know that Australia needs to operate ‘in and through’ the north to make a greater contribution to the region and to also draw 
our regional partners into Australia. Indeed, northern Australia has enduring and strong cultural, educational and health links into 
the Asia–Pacific that go beyond security.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-01-19/work-begins-on-us-jet-fuel-facility-outside-darwin/100764194
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/making-the-most-of-northern-australias-strategic-geography/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/making-the-most-of-northern-australias-strategic-geography/
http://images.defence.gov.au/20220704adf8540618_0057.jpg
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There’s increasing appreciation that the success of our regional engagement depends on Australia’s north being prosperous, 
resilient and secure. This means that, for the north to play the role it should, its physical and social infrastructure needs to 
be robust.

Discussions about defence capability usually take us down the track of what’s needed to support and sustain air, sea and land 
power. However, there’s a little‑discussed dependency that is crucial to the success of our military—and that’s the communities 
within which the defence organisation is located and operates. The smaller and more remote the community, the greater the 
dependency between that community and the Australian Defence Force. Bases need a support workforce in communities in which 
there may be limited other employment. Defence members need access to off‑base recreational facilities. Local businesses rely on 
Defence to stay financially viable.

When all is going well, a kind of symbiosis develops. However, a small change to policy or base management, or an extreme 
weather event, for example, can have disproportionate impacts on local economies. But those impacts are not just on the local 
government areas, or LGAs, within which Defence is based, they’re also on neighbouring LGAs that Defence traverses during 
its operations.

Disturbingly, a quick review of the annual reports of local councils in northern Australia highlights that many LGAs in the north are 
struggling and some are financially unsustainable. This point was reinforced in some detail in a 2021 audit of Queensland LGAs, 
which found that 60% of the sector is at moderate or high risk of being financially unsustainable.

LGAs in Australia report their financial performance in terms of the extent to which revenues raised cover operational expenses 
only or are available for capital funding or other purposes. This is the operating surplus ratio, and LGAs seek to have a OSR of 
between 0 and 10%.

But the fragility of local councils is a national problem and not confined to the north. A review of non‑capital‑city LGAs where 
Defence is based shows that OSRs for the 2021 financial year vary between 11.9% for Mid‑Western Regional Council in the central 
west of New South Wales and −12.6% for Wyndham City Council west of Melbourne. Other results worth mentioning are Wagga 
Wagga City Council (NSW), −7.3%; Toowoomba Regional Council (Queensland), –1.4%; Cairns Regional Council (Queensland), 
−1.4%; the City of Rockingham (WA), −0.8%; and Liverpool City Council (NSW), −5.0%.

While Covid‑19 has had and continues to have a marked downward impact on OSR results, in many cases the downward trend 
started before the pandemic.

The significance of this is that local infrastructure, needed by Defence and others to operate effectively, has declined or is at risk of 
decline because LGAs don’t have sufficient revenue to construct, operate and maintain it.

Financial constraints mean that LGAs are increasingly resorting to loans and grants to fund maintenance of local infrastructure 
such as roads and bridges. Often the unintended consequence of funding shortfalls is that investment in social infrastructure is last 
on the priority list.

Concern about the financial viability of LGAs isn’t confined to northern Australia, but financial viability does have a 
disproportionate impact in the isolated and thinly populated areas prevalent in Australia’s north. In many ways, policymakers 
have neglected northern Australia and accepted that there are limitations to operating in that diverse and vast environment. 
But Defence is one of many users dependent on the infrastructure there, so it’s important to position this issue as a 
whole‑of‑nation one.

Other nations, including the US, Japan and Singapore, are investing heavily in Australia. However, they naturally prioritise 
investment that meets their needs rather than the foundation and supporting infrastructure for which three levels of government 
in Australia have responsibility. The issue here is sovereignty. There’s a risk that the current model positions Australia as a location 
for the US, Singapore or other nations rather than as a player of equal standing.

https://www.qao.qld.gov.au/reports-resources/reports-parliament/local-government-2021
https://www.moretonbay.qld.gov.au/files/assets/public/services/budget/budget-2021-22/budget-2021-22-financial-sustainability.pdf
https://www.midwestern.nsw.gov.au/files/assets/public/council/plans-and-strategies/financial-statements/2020-21-financial-statements-mwrc.pdf
https://www.wyndham.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-10/AnnualReport_2020_21%20final%20with%20approved%20financials%20SIGNED.pdf
https://wagga.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/188918/Annual-Financial-Statements-2020-21-Wagga-Wagga-City-Council.pdf
https://www.qao.qld.gov.au/2020-local-government-dashboard
https://www.qao.qld.gov.au/2020-local-government-dashboard
https://rockingham.wa.gov.au/forms-and-publications/your-city/about-us/annual-reports-and-registers/annual-report-2020-2021
https://www.liverpool.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/208188/Annual_Financial_Statements-2021-6.pdf
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And other nations are rejecting the prevailing mindset, including within the Australian military, that it’s not possible to operate at 
certain times of the year in Australia’s north. We see this mindset in action with roads that are cut by floodwaters year after year 
but keep being repaired to the same standard so they continue to be at risk of flooding. The interconnections between national 
security, defence, resilience and the market play out more starkly in the north than elsewhere in Australia.

The challenge for the new minister for northern Australia is to ensure alignment of whole‑of‑nation outcomes and investment in 
the north. This is not about spending more money; it’s about embracing modern nation‑building through cross‑jurisdictional and 
cross‑sectoral collaboration that achieves more effective multi‑use—and multi‑user—outcomes.

This contemporary approach to nation‑building rejects ‘can’t’ and instead focuses on ‘how’.

Published on 28 July 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/fragile-local- 
communities-are-a-security-risk. 

Industry 4.0 driving sovereign capability in northern Australia
Gill Savage 

Image: eyegelb/iStockphoto.

Innovation in northern Australia is thriving. It’s not clear why, but there’s no doubt that northern Australians are seizing the 
opportunity to pursue innovative projects that generate economic benefits, contribute to national resilience and respond to 
defence needs.

A new ASPI report, Breaking down the barriers to Industry 4.0 in the north, launched today, shines a light on the challenges and 
opportunities, and highlights what’s needed to better harness those opportunities.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/fragile-local-communities-are-a-security-risk/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/fragile-local-communities-are-a-security-risk/
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/lightbulb-with-a-glowing-wire-in-the-shape-of-australia-gm652320360-118404979?phrase=bulb%20australia
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/breaking-down-barriers-industry-40-north
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Industry 4.0 spans the adoption of improved automation, machine‑to‑machine and human‑to‑machine communication, artificial 
intelligence, continued technological improvements and digitalisation across all sectors, including manufacturing and government 
services. It enables point‑of‑distribution or point‑of‑use production and small‑scale production runs tailored to meet customers’ 
needs.

This is a fundamental shift from the engineering era of mass production of standardised systems in lowest cost locations combined 
with global distribution from centres of large‑scale production.

Through the lens of real experiences and success stories, the report illustrates innovation that’s already occurring in the north, 
often with the support of future‑thinking state and territory governments.

But these innovations aren’t overnight successes. Instead, the report highlights that innovation is underpinned by trial and error, 
failure and persistence, long lead times and an unwavering commitment to a better future.

There’s a culture of innovation in the north that’s driven by necessity and arises from the tyranny of long supply chains and a 
small industry base. Entrepreneurs and innovators in the north recognise the strong links between innovation and security. They 
appreciate that an economically prosperous and resilient north makes for a secure Australia.

Of course, the north isn’t alone in its pursuit of sustainability‑focused innovation in Australia, but it’s a stand‑out. The difference in 
the north is that innovators are often driven by the desire to pursue environmental, social, sovereignty and security outcomes as 
a bundle.

Many benefits can arise from Industry 4.0, including less wasteful use of natural resources and enhanced economic performance. 
However, the report stresses that there are barriers, such as the fear of letting go of the thinking of the past, the need to focus more 
clearly on sovereignty and resilience, and a cultural unwillingness to fail.

The report acknowledges that the barriers to innovation aren’t new; however, Industry 4.0 raises them to a new level of 
obstruction.

Areas in which change is needed include equity investment and anchor clients. Without one, you can’t get the other. The risk 
mindsets of departments and governments, coupled with shareholder capitalism, drive a disproportionate focus on prospects of 
failure over success and, in the corporate world, on the next quarter’s profit and share price.

Start‑ups and small to medium‑sized enterprises are confronted with a maze of inconsistent processes and no clear pathway, 
resulting in a lack of engagement with subject‑matter experts. Box‑ticking approaches result in innovation being overlooked.

More is also needed to drive national capability, rethink the viability of large‑scale manufacturing and production lines, and 
align government thinking and practice with the environmental, social and governance mindset of business and the growing 
expectations of investors, consumers and the community. Innovating will always require a degree of perseverance and a measure 
of good luck. Still, governments do have the ability to shorten the odds for success.

The report showcases a number of northern innovators. For example, SPEE3D, a 3D printing company, is reconceptualising last 
century’s manufacturing and production lines through metal cold‑spray technology. HyperOne is a Queensland company that’s 
pursuing a 20,000‑plus‑kilometre, $1.5 billion hyperscale national fibre network that will support tens of thousands of jobs 
nationally in a variety of high‑tech industries. And Darwin‑based Life h2o has developed a suite of military‑grade water‑purification 
equipment that could also provide a clean, safe water supply for civilian uses.

Australia is ranked fifth in the OECD for innovation in business and is in the top 10 countries globally for the availability of skilled 
labour. The report notes that while fifth for innovation is a great achievement, we need to strive for more, and tenth in the 
skilled‑labour stakes is nowhere near good enough.

https://s3-ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/ad-aspi/2021-09/SR%20172%20New%20Beginnings_0.pdf?VersionId=tWsFeuBQBYMuVrljwxj_wDvpeYi72Iw1
https://www.spee3d.com/
https://hyper.one/
https://www.lifeh2o.com.au/
https://www.globalaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-07/GB-Adv_Manufacturing-FactSheet_A4-4pp-Proof_0.pdf
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For Australia to fully embrace Industry 4.0, there’s a need to accept targeted displacement rather than settle for the slowness of 
continuous improvement or the randomness of transition. Some industries will fade away and new ones will spring up in their 
place. But new industries must be supported by long‑term commitment and investment. Decoupling Industry 4.0 investment from 
short‑term, politically driven ‘announceables’ is essential.

Northern innovators have a commitment to Australia, its future and the kind of world that they want to create for future 
generations. They conceptualise, create and deliver by leveraging Industry 4.0 thinking and technology.

Technology doesn’t drive change, but how northern innovators are using it does. This is sovereign capability in action.

Published on 3 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/industry-4-0- 
driving-sovereign-capability-in-northern-australia. 

Northern Territory building infrastructure for the future
Louise McCormick

Image: Clough–BMD joint venture.

There’s a lot of myth and mystery surrounding northern Australia. Residents of the Northern Territory revel in the southern states’ 
characterisation of it as a frontier land. We’re less amused when we’re portrayed as Australia’s economic Oliver Twist begging, 
‘Please, sir, I want some more.’ The truth is, northern Australia is thinking big to sustain its own economic future. And there’s no 
better example than the development of Darwin’s ship lift, which will provide a site for maintenance and servicing of Department of 
Defence and Australian Border Force vessels as well as commercial and private vessels.

Historically, Defence and associated sustainment industries have been a key economic sector for northern Australia. Territorians 
have long understood our important relationship with Defence and the role we would play in defending Australia from the north 
if that became necessary. From the 1930s until World War II, Darwin was recognised as the nation’s most strategic northern port. 

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/industry-4-0-driving-sovereign-capability-in-northern-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/industry-4-0-driving-sovereign-capability-in-northern-australia/


23North of 26° south and the security of Australia: views from The Strategist, Volume 6

Significant infrastructure upgrades were made to support expansion in the north, including the sealing of the Stuart Highway, 
which remains our main arterial connection to the south to this day.

And Darwin is still Australia’s most strategic port in the north.

Its harbour is one of the largest in Australia, with natural deep water ideal for large vessels and 3,227 square kilometres of land and 
water. Centrally positioned on Australia’s northern coastline, Darwin is the only significant vessel‑servicing point between Cairns 
and Perth. Its strategic location in the Indo‑Pacific also reduces vessel travel costs by providing an alternative to maintenance 
facilities interstate and overseas.

Darwin Harbour is a key enabler for the national and Northern Territory economies. Darwin is recognised as a globally significant 
export hub for liquefied natural gas. Exports of LNG generate more than a fifth of the territory’s gross state product. The NT 
supplies more than 10% of Japan’s and Taiwan’s annual gas imports. The global disruption to gas supplies from the war in Ukraine 
means the LNG industry is set to grow.

Last month, the NT government announced the preferred contractor for the Darwin ship lift project, a joint venture between 
Clough and BMD. With a total budget of $515 million, the project will deliver a common‑user facility with a lifting capability of 
5,500 tonnes, six wet berths, a hardstand area for ship repair and maintenance works plus associated transfer assets, and a 
dedicated washdown bay and blast and paint facility.

The Northern Australian Infrastructure Facility has loaned the NT government $300 million to deliver this key project.

The ship lift will support Defence operations as well as pearling, commercial fishing and other maritime industries in Australia’s 
northern waters and the international waters beyond.

The importance of the ship lift, and the development of the harbour more broadly, is reinforced by increasingly uncertain global 
conditions coupled with an expanding Defence presence and strong growth agenda in Australia’s north. The lift will expand 
on existing assets to create northern Australia’s largest and most efficient marine servicing hub, catering for all vessels with 
maintenance, servicing, engineering, fabrication and logistics activities.

The ship lift is the first piece of enabling infrastructure in a broader growth agenda. By 2030, the territory government aims to have 
a sustainable and diverse $40‑billion economy, a population of 300,000 and 35,000 more jobs. A new infrastructure framework 
aligns planning and investment. The NT infrastructure strategy 2022 to 2030 describes how infrastructure investment will enable 
growth of the economy and population underpinned by sustainability and resilience.

The development of a marine industry park at East Arm and a sustainable development precinct at Middle Arm will significantly 
increase Darwin’s capacity, capability and economic output.

The industry park being developed by the NT government‑owned Land Development Corporation will be strategically located on 
the waterfront. It will use existing infrastructure, including a hardstand and all‑tide barge ramp; established air, sea, road and rail 
transport links; and its proximity to East Arm Wharf, the Top End Marine Supply Base and Darwin Business Park. The park will be a 
precinct of marine‑related industries with large areas of harbour‑front land alongside the ship lift.

Across the harbour from the ship lift and industry park will be the Middle Arm Sustainable Development Precinct. Already home 
to internationally significant gas facilities for Inpex (Ichthys Onshore LNG) and Santos (Darwin LNG), the 1,500‑hectare site will be 
available for low‑emissions manufacturing and related processes including energy development; carbon capture, use and storage; 
petrochemicals; minerals processing; hydrogen; and advanced manufacturing. The precinct offers significant opportunities to 
support national energy security and supply‑chain resilience and can lead the way to energy transition globally by unlocking 
the comparative advantages the NT has in abundance—strong sunlight, regular rainfall in the wet season and 14 of the 17 critical 
minerals needed for a sustainable future.

https://dipl.nt.gov.au/strategies/nt-infrastructure-framework
https://dipl.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1115583/nt-infrastructure-strategy2022.PDF
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The NT government is working with industry and the Australian government to accelerate the development of Middle Arm. 
In March 2022, the Australian government committed $2 billion for the sustainable development precinct there including 
$1.5 billion for marine infrastructure with a common‑user modular offloading facility and widening the shipping channel to 
give larger vessels access.

At the time of the funding announcement, there was conjecture that the investment was for a second port. The choice to invest 
in dredging and a modular offloading facility doesn’t support general port cargo but enhances the port’s ability to accept large 
or heavy cargo for manufacturing. This marine infrastructure is needed to support export of low‑emissions products from the 
precinct. National and territory goals include sustainable jobs, increased manufacturing in Australia and helping transition the 
energy sources of the nation and the world towards a net‑zero‑emissions future.

There’s a lot of ill‑informed commentary on the capacity of northern Australia to support defence and broader nation‑building 
and assumptions that the NT government and other northern jurisdictions are waiting for defence investment. We’re not. We are 
proactively building our nation and are ready to partner closely with a range of stakeholders and investors.

Investment in enabling infrastructure will unlock the potential of Darwin Harbour and build on the NT’s natural competitive 
advantages, including its renewable energy sources, critical mineral reserves and proximity to international markets. Delivery 
of the ship lift, industry park and sustainable development precinct will establish Darwin as a world leader in emerging 
global industries.

Published on 10 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern- 
territory-building-infrastructure-for-the-future. 

Agriculture, national security and nation‑building in northern Australia
Saba Sinai 

Cropped image: denisbin/Flickr.

A series of global and national events over the past six months, among them Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the emergence of 
foot‑and‑mouth disease and lumpy‑skin disease in Indonesia, flood‑ and Covid‑19‑affected food supply chains, a bee‑killing varroa 
mite invasion on Australian shores and increasing cost‑of‑living pressures have all combined to place food security and the role it 
plays in maintaining stability at the forefront of everyday consciousness.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-territory-building-infrastructure-for-the-future/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/northern-territory-building-infrastructure-for-the-future/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/82134796@N03/48674333037/
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These factors speak to the critical but often underappreciated role of agriculture in human prosperity and geopolitics. From the 
rise of agriculture‑enabled human settlement some 12,000 years ago to today’s complex global economy, agricultural production 
has served as a constant, often decisive, feature in human affairs.

As governments and people everywhere seek to grapple with a range of pressures exerting themselves on global and local food 
systems, for Australia agricultural production presents strategic opportunities just as much as it challenges the rules‑based order 
we seek to preserve. Perhaps nowhere in Australia is the intersection of strategic and agricultural priorities and opportunities 
more pronounced than across the north.

In Deep roots, an ASPI report released today, I examine the role that primary production can play in realising northern Australia’s 
strategic potential. The report outlines the strategic importance of agricultural production in northern Australia as a key 
security‑enabling sector with the capacity to enhance social cohesion and prosperity at home and engage with the world to 
advance Australia’s strategic interests, but only if the policy settings are right.

Together with recent events, a few unfolding historical processes position northern Australia’s agricultural industries, and the 
people, communities and governments that support them, as powerful instruments for advancing prosperity and national 
security. Geopolitical factors like intensifying great‑power competition and territorial disputes in the Indo‑Pacific, increasing 
personal wealth in Southeast Asia and the impacts of climate change on small island states mean that Australia’s northern 
approaches occupy a critical space in one of the most strategically consequential regions in the world.

At the same time, scientific, technological and workforce advances in northern Australian agriculture have allowed for the sector’s 
development, fuelling economic growth, including through exports. The fact that some of these agricultural outcomes have arisen 
as a result of government investment aimed at developing the north for strategic ends highlights a prevailing awareness among 
policymakers of the critical link between the region’s prosperity and its security.

However, efforts to engage northern Australia’s agricultural sector in advancing strategic policy must be bolstered if the 
confluence of opportunities that currently present themselves are to be exploited to their fullest potential.

This agricultural and geopolitical positioning also comes at a time of significant domestic political change. Australia’s recently 
elected prime minister, Anthony Albanese, has frequently expressed his desire to harness the potential of infrastructure 
development and manufacturing to advance economic and social outcomes. As Deep roots explores in detail, infrastructure 
investment is a vital tool for both unlocking agricultural possibilities and improving Defence’s capacity to operate effectively 
across northern Australia, where transport infrastructure options are limited in comparison with the situation that prevails in 
southern Australia.

The federal government’s commitment to enhance engagement with First Nations peoples, including through a voice to 
parliament, will require particular attention to be paid to northern Australia. Here, greater appreciation for the deep and ancient 
connection between Indigenous Australians and country, their land and waters, can inform policy that improves biosecurity, 
enables food and fibre production, and enhances environmental stewardship. Deep roots outlines options for policymakers to 
further engage First Nations peoples, particularly through greater investment in initiatives like the Indigenous Ranger Program and 
support for agricultural entrepreneurship.

But realising the strategic potential of the agricultural sector in northern Australian is not without its risks. The report identifies 
significant challenges related to social cohesion, infrastructure investment, rural political discontent, environmental policy, service 
delivery, biophysical constraints, and biosecurity threats, all of which pose barriers. Federal, state and territory governments need 
to examine the underlying forces that give rise to these strategy‑limiting risks, among them a feeling of abandonment connected 
to an expanding urban–rural divide, infrastructural deficits that stifle agricultural development, and policymaking that lacks full 
appreciation of the realities of growing food and fibre in the north’s unique conditions.

Central to overcoming these barriers and harnessing the power of agriculture to propel northern Australia’s strategic importance 
is the primary producer. The notion of a smallholder farmer on a small block of land doesn’t accurately portray the picture of food 

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/deep-roots-agriculture-national-security-and-nation-building-northern-australia
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and fibre production across much of Australia. While the family farm is certainly an important element, in Australian agricultural 
businesses the farmer or pastoralist operates an often complex and large enterprise.

Farm owners and managers must frequently employ sophisticated business planning and operations that extend beyond the 
farmgate, engaging in infrastructure development, research, agricultural extension and education, export market growth, 
technology development, environmental stewardship, government policy and community initiatives. These activities, while 
ultimately connected to the farm business, nevertheless speak to the capacity of producers to connect with external stakeholders. 
This capacity can be leveraged to create alignment between the strategic ambitions of governments and the production 
aspirations of farmers.

To that end, and in light of a range of social, environmental, cultural, economic and strategic considerations, Deep roots 
recommends four steps that governments should take, together with communities, businesses and other organisations, to grasp 
the strategic opportunities that northern Australia’s agricultural sector offers at this critical point in our country’s history.

First, policymakers need to foster and promote a unified message to increase awareness of the strategic role of the 
northern agricultural sector, with particular emphasis on working with primary producers to convey ownership of shared 
strategic aspirations.

Second, governments should provide greater investment in agricultural research to grow and protect agricultural industries, born 
of a realisation that prosperity is key to security but impossible without adequate resourcing of human capital.

Third, policymakers, together with businesses and industry groups, should bolster their efforts to engage and collaborate with 
Indigenous communities in northern Australia, particularly in advancing prosperity through agricultural and environmental 
initiatives. Central to this is an authentic appreciation of and respect for Indigenous knowledge and connection to country.

And finally, the report recommends the implementation of a cohesive nation‑building plan that employs both grassroots and 
big‑picture thinking to connect the north’s diverse strengths, taking full advantage of the region’s culture of multi‑stakeholder 
collaboration for infrastructure development.

Published on 12 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture- 
national-security-and-nation-building-in-northern-australia. 

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture-national-security-and-nation-building-in-northern-australia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/agriculture-national-security-and-nation-building-in-northern-australia/
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Staring into Pitch Black: northern Australia’s supply‑chain problems
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

It’s been interesting to see how the combined impacts of the Covid‑19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine have reinforced the 
importance of logistics. It’s prudent, however, to remember that incomplete datasets from the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
demand a degree of caution when drawing conclusions. Still, I’ve noticed that US General Omar Bradley’s famous quote, ‘Amateurs 
talk strategy. Professionals talk logistics’, is appearing more frequently in speeches and presentations.

Given the national impacts of Covid‑19, the discussion of logistics in Australia and elsewhere has focused on supply chains. The 
acknowledgment of their importance is a good start. But the Australian Defence Force’s major military exercises illustrate how 
hard, even with advance notice, it is to get supply‑chain policy settings right.

Tomorrow, the ADF’s three‑week multinational large force employment exercise, Pitch Black, will get underway the Northern 
Territory. The activity is conducted primarily from Royal Australian Air Force bases Darwin and Tindal.

This biennial exercise series is the RAAF’s most significant international engagement. Participants are drawn from Australia, 
Canada, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Japan, the Netherlands, Malaysia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, South 
Korea, Thailand, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom and the United States. The 2022 iteration will be the first time that 
Germany, Japan and South Korea participate fully.

During major military exercises, liquid‑fuel consumption rates rise rapidly. In northern Australia, where Exercise Pitch Black is held, 
the jet‑fuel supply chain gets stretched, despite these exercises being planned years in advance and operating to a pre‑scheduled 
flying program.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20220615raaf8659002_0042.jpg
https://www.airforce.gov.au/exercises/pitch-black-2022
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It’s been long rumoured and reported that several important Australia‑based exercises have ended early, despite their long lead 
times, due to supply‑chain issues. In 2020, in response to an inquiry about the rumours, the Department of Defence said:

During the three weeks of Exercise PITCH BLACK 2018, over 1,120 missions were flown, which equated to approximately 95 per 
cent mission success rate. By 15 August 2018, exercise directors assessed that all of the training objectives for PITCH BLACK had 
been achieved, and the primary goals of offensive and defensive air combat operations, air‑land integration, and importantly, 
interoperability between nations had been exceeded.

While reassuring, Defence’s explanation also seems to admit that fuel supplies were stretched in the exercise—and military 
operations during conflict are considerably more demanding than the largest exercise.

Defence’s answer to this problem, and the increased fuel demands of larger aircraft, is to boost the jet‑fuel storage capacity at 
Tindal. This project and US investment in fuel storage in Darwin will support short periods of high fuel consumption. But that won’t 
address the vulnerabilities and limitations of fuel supply chains in northern Australia.

Exercise Talisman Sabre is the most significant combined training activity between the ADF and the US military. The exercise is 
held across much of coastal northern Queensland. Again, it is held biennially and is planned years in advance. US planners often 
lament that the region’s infrastructure and supply chains require them to treat the exercise as an expeditionary activity.

To supply both exercises, the Australian defence organisation relies on synchronising a range of interdependent public and private 
ecosystems that stretch from city to rural and remote locations. In many ways, most likely by coincidence, these activities also 
stress‑test supply chains, though it’s unclear whether lessons are formally drawn from these experiences.

The results of these major planned exercises indicate that supply chains are not sufficiently robust or scalable to meet the 
demands of large, shorter notice deployments. There’s likely some argument here that during a crisis or a period of heightened 
national security, Defence can draw on the wider national capacity with greater ease. This thinking assumes that Defence can draw 
spare or discretionary capacity away from existing commitments. While that assumption may be correct in some geographical 
areas, it would be tested in much of northern Australia.

We shouldn’t move too quickly to assume that Defence itself can bridge these supply‑chain vulnerabilities. In 2000, soon after the 
completion of Operation Warden, former Commander International Forces East Timor (INTERFET) General Peter Cosgrove made 
the following comment on operational logistics:

In the past, the Australian armed forces have not had to invest in substantial deployable logistics capabilities. Our forces 
have relied on our major allies such as the United States and Britain. The logistics support for INTERFET was magnificent, 
but sustainment was not achieved without frustration and some failures. Frankly, if the ADF is required by the nation to go 
offshore again in a lead role or as a contributor to international military action, we will have to underwrite our operations with 
a responsive and effective logistics system with stamina. Currently, there is room for enhancement of our capability to support 
offshore operations. We succeeded in East Timor, but our logistics engine was under extreme pressure most of the time.

Much has been done since then to transform the ADF’s logistics capabilities. And let’s not forget that Australia’s subsequent 
operational deployments relied heavily on the US Department of Defense. The broad observation here is about the ADF’s and 
wider defence organisation’s dependence on the national supply chain ecosystem. In doing so, both have made assumptions 
about capacity and the nation’s ability to respond to demands.

Covid‑19 has shown that without government intervention, supply chains are vulnerable in the face of cascading risks driven by 
concurrent and continuous crises.

The good news is that across government, various programs and projects are either planned or underway that will help shore up 
supply chains. In addition, the recently announced defence strategic review will provide greater clarity on future requirements. The 
challenge for Defence is to provide input into whole‑of‑government requirements for nation‑building and supply‑chain resilience 
without being left responsible for their delivery or funding.

https://ad-aspi.s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/2020-05/SR%20154%20Running%20on%20empty.pdf?VersionId=ihVLUkU0VDfSfyFGBLARhztemVUpoJO0
https://www.defence.gov.au/exercises/talisman-sabre-21
https://www.anao.gov.au/sites/default/files/anao_report_2001-2002_38.pdf?acsf_files_redirect
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The defence review process will offer all stakeholders a chance to share ideas. There are also opportunities to ensure that 
supply‑chain resilience is considered as a system of systems or ecosystem that involves all parts of Australia. The new National 
Recovery and Resilience Agency will likely have a lot to say on that work.

The government must make northern Australia an economic, defence and national‑security policy priority. In the face of the 
challenge of building a more resilient north, the government should consider splitting the roles of minister for resources and 
minister for northern Australia. Appointing a dedicated minister for northern Australia and enhancing the capacity of the Office of 
Northern Australia would be strong first steps in setting policy priorities.

If Bradley were around today, perhaps he would be thinking of changing his infamous statement to something more like, ‘Amateurs 
talk strategy. Professionals deliver secure and sovereign supply chains.’

Published on 18 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/staring-into- 
pitch-black-northern-australias-supply-chain-problems. 

Strategic review must move to secure Australia’s northern defence infrastructure
John Coyne

Image: Department of Defence.

The Russo‑Ukrainian war has burst the bubble of those who had assumed that future wars would be fast and furious affairs. 
While we have many lessons to learn from the first six months of this war, it seems clear that logistics and infrastructure matter 
as much in major conflict today as they did in World War II. This lesson isn’t good news for Australia’s defence organisation, 
which is too comfortable with relying on ‘plugging in’ to US infrastructure. The three decades of relative peace Australia has 
enjoyed since the end of the Cold War has degraded our prioritisation of and investment in future‑ready defence and multi‑use 
strategic infrastructure.

The strategic uncertainty we now face requires a paradigm shift in our way of thinking about this infrastructure, especially in 
Australia’s north. The recently announced defence strategic review provides the perfect opportunity to get that process started.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/staring-into-pitch-black-northern-australias-supply-chain-problems/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/staring-into-pitch-black-northern-australias-supply-chain-problems/
https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20110628raaf8210285_0078.jpg&Type=Filename
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The government needs to take a longer term perspective on defence and multi‑user infrastructure that considers a range of future 
contingencies. The upgrades to the airfield in the Cocos (Keeling) Islands under Defence Project 8219 to support the operation of 
the Royal Australian Air Force’s P‑8A Poseidon patrol aircraft show our siloed, short‑term thinking in action. This critical investment 
will ensure the airfield is long and wide enough to support P‑8s. However, Defence hasn’t synchronised the project with other 
requirements, which means a lost opportunity. Nor is this investment focused on ensuring that defence infrastructure on Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands is future‑ready; instead, it will just be good enough for now.

Defence needs to revisit its assumptions about infrastructure. An example of this issue is Defence’s bare bases: RAAF Base Scherger 
near Weipa in Queensland, RAAF Base Curtin near Derby in Western Australia and RAAF Base Learmonth near Exmouth, also in WA. 
These bases, built in the 1980s and 1990s, were constructed to enhance the air force’s ability to mount operations in defence of 
Australia. Today, these facilities are more important than ever. But their full utility can’t yet be realised because they’re plagued by 
challenges, including poorly maintained roads and untested supply‑chain assumptions.

Defence needs to reacquaint itself with the forgotten multi‑user infrastructure in northern Australia. Across the region, many 
pieces of infrastructure have national‑security significance. Some of these sites have slipped from strategists’ calculus, like the fuel 
storage on Melville Island near Darwin. Planners also take many pieces of infrastructure, like some of the smaller jetties and piers in 
northern Queensland, for granted. Defence needs to take on a greater role in ensuring these facilities continue to operate.

There are also cases where potentially strategically important facilities and infrastructure are no longer commercially viable, so 
they risk falling into disrepair. In Gove in the Northern Territory, the Nhulunbuy Rio Tinto mine will close within a decade. And with 
it will go a potentially important fuel storage facility.

In northern WA, the Mungalalu Truscott Airbase is a sealed, all‑weather runway that’s 1,800 metres long and 30 metres wide 
and provides significant efficiencies for aviation operations in the Kimberley region and the Timor Sea. It played a critical role in 
the defence of Australia during the Second World War. The airfield runs the risk of being shut down as WA government policies 
focused on making Broome (more than 600 kilometres to the southwest) a hub airport for the mining industry diminish Mungalalu 
Truscott’s commercial viability.

Ownership of our infrastructure is also an issue that the government ought to consider in more detail for multi‑user infrastructure. 
Much has been written about the lease of Darwin Port to Chinese‑owned company Landbridge. The public debate on the lease 
often doesn’t consider Landbridge’s control over the port’s future development. Especially where the future development interests 
of the lessee and the Australian government might be divergent.

Finally, Australia’s strategic circumstances are rapidly evolving. The recent signing of the security pact between Solomon Islands 
and China is a case in point. Darwin has long been considered a forward operating base in a time of crisis. Our approach to 
infrastructure in Darwin is focused on achieving a higher degree of readiness than in Townsville or Cairns, which have long been 
garrison towns—places where capabilities are raised, trained and sustained. The Solomon Islands security pact may indeed 
change this strategic calculation. We must consider whether Cairns and Townsville should also be potential forward operating 
bases in light of this development. If so, much will need to be done in these cities to support target hardening, supply‑chain 
resilience, and defence and multi‑user infrastructure.

This sort of readiness won’t just happen and can’t be left to market forces. But neither can it be left to Defence to start a multi‑year 
analysis of the problem, which would delay real action even further. The government must include these considerations in its 
defence strategic review. Thankfully, that review is set to report back early next year and, if done right, its findings could set the 
ball rolling on positive developments for northern Australia and the defence of the continent more broadly.

Published on 23 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic- 
review-must-move-to-secure-australias-northern-defence-infrastructure.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic-review-must-move-to-secure-australias-northern-defence-infrastructure/
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Why DFAT should get out of Canberra
Grace Stanhope 

Image: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade/Twitter.

Australia, through its diverse communities, expansive geography and entrepreneurial spirit, maintains deep, yet often not well 
understood, regional connections beyond its borders.

If we are to build on these connections, then Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade officers working on Pacific issues 
need to get out of Canberra.

This may seem nonsensical. Of course, DFAT is out of Canberra! Not only does it have domestic offices in each state and territory 
capital, DFAT has locations all over the world, representing Australia from 120 diplomatic posts across the globe.

What’s needed is DFAT, specifically, its Office of the Pacific, in northern Australia.

It sounds silly at first—why would we focus our international diplomatic efforts in our own country? But the answer is quite simple. 
Australia’s northern regions are the doorway to the Indo‑Pacific. Profoundly deep ties across history, migration, trade, language 
and culture already exist between northern Australia and our closest Pacific neighbours. Flying ministers from their offices in big 
cities in the south of Australia directly to the capital cities of Pacific island states misses the people‑to‑people connections that 
have been maintained for generations.

https://twitter.com/dfat
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Australian diplomatic engagement with the Pacific has reached new heights as Prime Minister Anthony Albanese’s government 
has supercharged a trending pivot echoed in the United States and beyond. Foreign Minister Penny Wong’s visits to the region 
have gone a long way to reset relationships that the former government had prioritised in rhetoric but neglected in practice at the 
higher levels of government.

In 2019, DFAT established the Office of the Pacific ‘to support Australia’s deepening engagement with the Pacific, to enhance 
whole‑of‑government coordination and to drive implementation of our regional activities, consistent with the priorities of 
Pacific countries’.

To properly fulfil this mission, the Office of the Pacific should establish a presence in northern Australia.

Pacific diasporas in northern Australia are well established and they preserve and share language, knowledge and culture. There 
is a large, active Portuguese Timorese community in Darwin and strong Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands connections in 
Cairns and Townsville. Existing and potential trade links, especially between Far North Queensland and the Pacific island nations, 
attest to the multidimensional nature of the relationship between northern Australia and our wider region. However, no mention 
of trade between these areas can ignore the history of blackbirding, which rightfully casts a shadow over the relationship.

The established trade and investment connections between Far North Queensland, especially Cairns, and the Pacific are 
complemented by localised business and financial links. The significant remittance flows from overseas workers form a significant 
proportion of GDP for Pacific nations, up to 39% in the case of Tonga in 2020. Writing about the future of the government’s Pacific 
step‑up, academic Tess Newton‑Cain notes, ‘Among the Australian states, Queensland is the one best placed to take the lead on 
expanding and deepening links with Pacific island countries.’

These areas enjoy mature direct relationships that don’t fit neatly in the federal or state government levels but must be recognised 
and appreciated as a less formal but often more persistent, accessible and genuine form of diplomacy and international relations.

Take, for example, the Townsville Peace Agreement, signed in November 2000 between the Malaita Eagle Force, the Isatabu 
Freedom Movement, the provincial governments of Malaita and Guadalcanal, and the Solomons national government, which 
successfully eased tensions following a coup in June that year. The role of northern Queensland in this significant diplomatic 
event shouldn’t be understated; it’s still an active topic in Solomon Islands domestic politics and a symbol of northern Australia’s 
consequential position in the region.

There’s also an opportunity here for DFAT and the Office of the Pacific to show a real commitment to the department’s Indigenous 
diplomacy agenda. Australia’s highest concentrations of First Nations people are in the Northern Territory and across the 
rest of northern Australia. The link between the Torres Strait Islands and Papua New Guinea is longstanding, deep, rich and 
internationally recognised as a special relationship between Indigenous peoples, beyond contemporary concepts of statehood. 
The engagement of DFAT with the diverse communities in Australia matters just as much as its engagement with diverse 
communities internationally. This is true not only because DFAT should have an understanding of the Australians it represents, but 
also because much of what DFAT aims to achieve is already occurring in places it might not have thought to look.

As the government’s defence strategic review progresses and we to try gain sharper clarity about our place in the region, we are 
reminded that even as globalised and tech‑enabled as we are, geography and physical space matter. The north has too long been 
considered as the edge of Australia by policymakers in Canberra; it’s time for it to be viewed instead as the door to the region and 
the globe.

Published on 31 August 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-dfat- 
should-get-out-of-canberra.
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Australia must prepare for the infrastructure and logistics impacts of military conflict
David Beaumont 

Image: Department of Defence.

ASPI’s John Coyne is right to conclude that ‘logistics and infrastructure matter as much in major conflict today as they did in 
World War II’. In the broader history of conflict—of war and strategy—this realisation has come as part of a burst of interest: both 
topics are generally raised as issues during and immediately after a conflict before they fade, once again, to the back of our minds. 
Logistics and infrastructure are not the same and shouldn’t be conflated, but they do share the problem of fleeting interest. This 
time should be different, at least for Australia, as its important defence strategic review gets underway.

We now know that the notion of 10 years’ strategic warning time is defunct, though it is possible that we’re actually within it and 
aren’t acting accordingly. It’s important to be cautious when pessimism sounds profound, but it’s fair to say that three years of 
societal‑level economic shocks are good warning that Australia should prepare for the logistics and infrastructure impacts of 
military crises. Addressing the logistics and infrastructure needs of hypothetical conflicts is essential, now, because the lead times 
for both are long and the resource demands are high.

Force posture and force structure are two sides of the same coin, with one often offsetting weaknesses in the other. Military 
forces are positioned to compensate for limitations in transport capacity as much as any other factor, as we have seen with 
US contributions to European security for decades. The Australian Defence Force’s expeditionary and home bases situated 
throughout the north of the continent attest to this belief, as was expressed in the strategic policy discussions of the 1970s, ’80s 
and ’90s. But it will also matter that military forces can be sustained in the regions that the ADF might operate from.

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20220611adf8583067_0104.jpg&Type=Filename
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/strategic-review-must-move-to-secure-australias-northern-defence-infrastructure/
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Access to supply chains and civilian resources also influences where forces are based and prepared. It’s timely to remember 
lessons from the 1999 peacekeeping mission to Timor‑Leste, Operation Warden, when the unplanned deployment of 10,000 
coalition forces put a tremendous strain on the Darwin infrastructure. If the defence strategic review orients force posture to 
Australia’s north, an in‑depth conversation about what infrastructure is required for military forces must follow. When civilian 
infrastructure is unavailable, the ADF must be structured to support itself. Expeditionary logistics capability may be in order.

Civilian and military logistics and infrastructure, working together, ensure that military power is in the best position to be used. 
It is, however, virtually certain that infrastructure capability won’t be met by a comprehensive list of defence projects that’s been 
‘optimised’ to treat all logistics and infrastructure needs. The defence budget is far too small to create the national economic 
infrastructure necessary for the types of scenarios that Australia should be prepared for, especially as step‑change military 
capabilities are being introduced to offset the efforts of other nations.

A range of civil–military measures to coordinate the development of infrastructure, if not other logistics and supply‑chain issues, 
will be required. The needs will always outweigh the resources available to treat them, and the art of logistics and infrastructure 
development will come in the way that those involved in decision‑making qualify, quantify and manage risks. What is needed, at 
the very least, is a conversation about the strategic concepts that underpin the making of decisions as envisaged in the defence 
strategic review.

The community of discourse on this issue already knows that the only viable solution is a collective one. There are three broad 
perspectives relevant to this outcome. First, the military perspective looks to the potential circumstances of operations and 
produces concepts that reflect strategic guidance and enable logistics requirements to be determined. The question for the 
military planner is not necessarily whether the requirements can be met now, but whether the infrastructure can be made ready 
when it is needed.

The second perspective is civilian (government and industry) in nature, and reflects an adaptive culture that allows their 
organisations to react to new situations and to meet new demands. They need to know what it is the military wants so that they 
can get on with providing it. Governments and their agencies, and local communities, have their own challenges to overcome, as 
do industry and infrastructure leaders. Routine consultation as well as sharing of concepts and plans will be required to enable 
these groups to contribute to overcoming logistics and infrastructure hurdles. Providing incentives for results might also be a 
consideration, if not a necessary step.

The third group of views comes from the defence analysts and commentators who often observe the occasional non‑ 
communication between the other two groups, and are not necessarily beholden to balancing a perception of need against the 
availability of resources. It goes without saying that a range of views on Australia’s strategic infrastructure is important given 
Australia’s strategic circumstances. Such views may offer valuable alternatives to conventional planning. Naturally, self‑discipline 
is required so that conversations don’t become ‘all care with little responsibility’.

What all can agree on is that an investment in military capability must come with an investment in strategic infrastructure and 
logistics support. It doesn’t matter whether logistics come from a military or a civilian origin, but it does matter that all involved 
know what resources are coming from which source and what infrastructure is available to maximise their use.

A national‑level conversation on civil–military cooperation, strategic support arrangements for contingencies, and whole‑of‑ 
nation preparedness is warranted after the defence strategic review. Without such analysis, it’s reasonable to expect that logistics 
and infrastructure will launch from the back of our minds to the front of them—at a time we can ill afford.

Published on 8 September 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia- 
must-prepare-for-the-infrastructure-and-logistics-impacts-of-military-conflict.
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Beefing up northern Australia’s food resilience
Warren Hunt and John Coyne 

Image: Davina Hunt.

Northern Australia sits at the end of extended food supply chains of 3,000 to 4,000 kilometres in length. This feature has long 
been identified as a point of vulnerability for populations in the north of the country. These conduits have been and continue to 
be exposed to climatic and energy shocks. Even though the north of Australia has substantial fresh food production capabilities 
in both livestock and horticulture, the production regions are highly dispersed and there’s limited food processing. Most of 
Australia’s food processing is done in southern regions. This article proposes a case for positioning food‑processing investments in 
northern Australia closer to sources of produce supply and northern population centres. It also introduces a project dedicated to 
investigating this possibility.

Australia’s supply chains have long been precarious. We are a distant island in a hyperconnected global economy. Despite 
being a net food exporter, Australia’s international and domestic food supply chains have come under considerable pressure, 
from pandemic, climate and energy shocks¾ and, given current global uncertainties, there could be worse to come. The 
historical resilience of Australia’s food production and distribution system has led to some level of national complacency about 
food security.

However, over the past three years, various unrelated events have pushed global supply chains and the contemporary economic 
system to their limits, and proven that our complacency needs to change. Covid‑19 saw just‑in‑time food supply chains falter. 
In addition, increased competition between China and the US has had many trade consequences for Australia. Centralisation 

https://naturaldisaster.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2020-11/Royal%20Commission%20into%20National%20Natural%20Disaster%20Arrangements%20-%20Report%20%20%5Baccessible%5D.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-02-04/northern-territory-flood-impact/100801536
https://nationalfoodinstitute.com.au/nfi/5-ways-covid-19-is-affecting-food-processing-in-victoria/
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of production and offshoring have left supplies of essential commodities like urea and phosphates at the mercy of our trading 
partner’s domestic policy decisions. The war in Ukraine continues to disrupt supply chains, with cascading changes in export 
controls for food in many countries and instigating a global energy shock. It’s little wonder that discussion of secure, sovereign and 
resilient supply chains has increased. None of these supply chains is more important than food.

The northern Australia food technology innovation project is investigating advances in food processing and the value‑adding 
of agricultural produce in northern Australia. Funded by the Department of Education, Skills and Employment, and hosted with 
Charles Darwin University, it is focused on shelf‑stable food production using novel food‑processing technologies that can deliver 
superior food sensory and quality outcomes. The core aim is to drive growth and generate employment by establishing regional 
food‑processing capability in the north, with a particular focus on the Northern Territory and northwestern Western Australia. The 
project will investigate the strategic, business and technological aspects of a regional food‑processing facility. It represents a first 
step in building regional and national capability in shelf‑stable food production in the north of Australia.

Having regionalised processing capability (especially in the shelf‑stable lines) would enable product differentiation and additional 
market opportunities that could contribute to increased overall industry resilience, especially if there are radical and sudden 
changes to market conditions for core northern‑sourced agri‑food commodities. Such a development has the prospect of putting a 
floor in the market for animal and plant production sectors in the NT and Ord River region of WA, especially for out‑of‑specification 
or sub‑premium produce. Such produce, while still of satisfactory quality, ends up heavily discounted or wasted.

A shelf‑stable food‑processing capability is deemed a critical next step by both the livestock and plant industry sectors in 
generating growth in industry value and employment. To be successful, northern Australian food manufacturing will require 
scalable, automated and digitised manufacturers and service industries operated by a highly skilled professional workforce. It 
must be focused on productivity gains and be competitive in the global marketplace. Demand for shelf‑stable and long‑life foods in 
developed economies is increasing. Improvements in food technology and concerns about food security likely underpin this shift.

A local food‑processing sector can increase regional economic opportunities and jobs by creating new products, services and 
markets. Regionalised food processing is an economic multiplier. Remote regions can and have benefited from these types of 
investments in Australia. The vegetable processing being done in northern Tasmania and at SPC Ardmona’s Shepparton plant in 
Victoria showcase the wealth generation and employment growth that food processing can deliver to regional economies.

Red meat is an obvious candidate for such a facility. The north of Australia produces cattle in volume. Paradoxically, Australia isn’t 
a large domestic producer of shelf‑stable processed meat products. Here lies an opportunity not only for import substitution, but 
also for new and improved products using novel technologies that can deliver superior nutrition and taste.

There’s also a strategic capability angle related to this topic. Most of the Australian Defence Force’s combat ration supply is centred 
in New Zealand, which presents a number of sovereign risks. The northern Australia food technology innovation project’s efforts 
could add to the case for bringing military rations manufacturing capability back to Australia, and importantly to have a hub 
of such capability in the north of the country. This offers the advantage of greatly reduced lines of supply to forces in northern 
Australia and in Southeast Asia, for example.

A sovereign and resilient food supply chain won’t just happen. Many nations are now trying to mitigate the risk of food supply‑ 
chain shocks by restricting exports. In contrast, a forward‑leaning Australia focused on shelf‑stable food production could provide 
increased global food security—especially with meat products from the northern cattle herd. This change will require the right 
Australian government policy settings, as well as co‑investment with agribusiness and food industry partners to initially pilot, 
road‑test and implement.

Published on 12 September 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/beefing-
up-northern-australias-food-resilience.
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End to excise discount highlights Australia’s fuel‑storage vulnerabilities
Ulas Yildirim and John Coyne

Image: Michael Coghlan/Flickr.

One of the significant challenges with commodity investments is knowing when to buy and sell. Some view such investments as 
a form of institutionalised gambling. However, an understanding of the market, and a firm plan for return on investment, usually 
underpin investor decisions. Two years ago, the Australian government made such a commodity investment when it purchased 
$94 million worth of oil and stored it in the US Strategic Petroleum Reserve.

When Australia joined the International Energy Agency back in 1979, it was still a net exporter of oil with enough leverage to control 
the volatility of the price of fuel in Australia. At the time of joining, Australia was exempt from IEA’s requirement to stockpile at least 
90 days of daily net imports. A decline in refining capacity and increased imports over the years have meant that Australia became 
non‑compliant with IEA’s stockpiling requirement in 2012 and has remained so ever since.

In February 2020, Australia held 25, 20 and 22 days of consumption cover for petrol, diesel and jet fuel, respectively. In April 2020, 
five months into the Covid‑19 pandemic, the government officially recognised what countless economists and strategists had 
warned for over a decade: Australia’s just‑in‑time approach to fuel supplies and the gradual decline in onshore refining left the 
nation vulnerable. In response, the government announced the establishment of a national oil reserve. Australia bought roughly 
30 million barrels, or three days of national supply at the current usage rate, at the historically low price of US$20 per barrel. It was 
a sound economic decision, given the dramatic fall in global oil prices. But it also exposed Australia’s lack of bulk storage capacity.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mikecogh/50785667791
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1920/Quick_Guides/LiquidFuelSecurity
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The government signed a 10‑year lease agreement to store the oil in the US, arguing there was no more secure place than the US 
Strategic Petroleum Reserve. There’s no doubt that this is true from a US context. However, the other and more pressing reasons 
for this arrangement were the rising geostrategic tensions in Australia’s region and a bulk storage problem at home.

But storing oil thousands of kilometres away from Australian shores didn’t make strategic sense then or now. A more secure place 
would have been on Australian soil had it not been for the lack of commercial storage facilities. In this context, the government’s 
purchase seems more akin to a wise commodity investment than a means to increase fuel resilience.

A few weeks later, the government announced a three‑part fuel security package. The first part of the package was a recommitment to 
establishing a government‑owned oil reserve for domestic fuel security in the US. The second was 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. Just over two years later, despite the best efforts of the private and public sectors, there’s 
been no real improvement in fuel resilience.

The expiration next week of the government’s fuel excise discount has brought the issues of fuel prices and energy security again 
front of mind. The excise cut was always going to be a short‑term solution.

The hope was that during the six months when it ran, the oil price would decline from its stratospheric heights. Unfortunately, the 
effects, albeit well intended, didn’t last long, and the scheme’s benefits have been eaten away by more oil price rises.

The challenges the scheme was trying to tackle are baked in with no easy solution. As of June 2022, Australia had a net import 
coverage of 58 days and remains non‑compliant with the IEA requirement even if we were to count the oil that’s on vessels on 
their way to Australia. The issue is about more than fuel prices; it is directly associated with Australia’s sovereign fuel production 
and storage capacity and the effects of those factors on long‑term energy security. The government must address an enduring 
problem at the core of Australia’s access to liquid energy, which fulfils more than half of Australia’s energy demand.

There can be no doubt that in the future, perhaps within a decade or two, Australia’s reliance on fossil fuels will be reduced. But 
as the country transitions to renewables, liquid energy will still play a role for some years. Australia should therefore increase its 
liquid‑fuel storage capacity in these strategically uncertain times. Of course, such investments are challenging in an environment 
of economic uncertainty and increasing national debt.

The good news is that the 30 million barrels of oil the government bought in 2020 are worth a lot more today. The economic 
opportunity cost of the oil Australia has in the US Strategic Petroleum Reserve in the current market, trading at around US$85 per 
barrel, is easily quantifiable. Harder to measure is the strategic opportunity cost of not having that oil on Australian soil if it takes 
up to a month for it to arrive here on ships.

It seems that Australia’s commodity investment, which brings little in the way of fuel resilience, has matured. If we sell that oil on 
the open market and make a profit, what do we do with the money? Of course, there’s the argument that the government should 
put it towards repairing the budget, which is the reason for halting the fuel excise discount. The other idea is perhaps selling this oil 
and resolving the real problem by investing in onshore strategic storage.

The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not reflect the official position of the Royal Australian Air Force, the 
Department of Defence or the Australian government.

Published on 23 September 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/end-to- 
excise-discount-highlights-australias-fuel-storage-vulnerabilities.
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Defence review must examine Australia’s amphibious basing quandary
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

The terms of reference for the defence strategic review provided by the government to the independent leads are just short of two 
pages long. The length of this document doesn’t do justice to all that the two reviewers, former defence minister Stephen Smith 
and former defence force chief Angus Houston, are being asked to do in a very short timeframe. They’ll need to dive deep if they’re 
to deliver the frameworks for a level of capability and preparedness not seen in Australia since World War II. They will also need to 
navigate the usual parochial force posture demands—a relatively minor task in the bigger scheme of things.

One of the biggest challenges will be resetting the defence organisation’s dogged, often myopic, multi‑decade focus on efficiency 
over effectiveness. Smith and Houston will not be able to do this independently within defence policy silos. This observation 
doesn’t mean that Australia’s national strategy should coalesce around defence. Nor is it an argument that the defence 
organisation should be underwriting nation‑building and resilience policies. Instead, the review must consider the defence 
strategy’s alignment with broader government strategies and policy measures. The looming decisions on the army’s amphibious 
basing and construction projects epitomise this challenge.

Australia’s amphibious force has rapidly evolved and is poised to expand quickly over the next several years. Today, the Australian 
amphibious force can deploy a landing force of up to battalion‑group strength over the spectrum of operations, from humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief to high‑end warfighting.

Defence Project Land 8710 Phase 1 will introduce a greater number of ‘larger, faster and better protected’ littoral manoeuvre 
vessels (LMVs) to support operations.
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Phase 1A will acquire 18 steel‑hulled LMV‑Ms (the second M stands for ‘medium’) with an expected life of 20 years. These vessels 
will replace the ageing fleet of mechanised landing craft, mark 8 (LCM‑8), operated by the army since the Vietnam War.

The LMV‑M isn’t just a replacement. The new vessels will have a range of 1,200 nautical miles at a speed of 15 knots. They will 
be able to handle a range of sea states and to endure up to 10 days at sea. They will have a crew of 10 and will be capable of 
accommodating mixed cargo, including wheeled and tracked vehicles.

The LMV‑Ms will work independently or as part of an amphibious task element to provide intra‑theatre shore‑to‑shore manoeuvre 
and sustain the joint force in littoral and riverine environments, with a secondary mission of providing ship‑to‑shore manoeuvre.

The contract is expected to be awarded in early 2024. Initial operating capability for two LMV‑Ms is required in 2026, with final 
operating capability in 2032.

The request for tender suggests that LMV‑H (heavy) and LMV‑P (patrol) vessels will developed in the future. The LMV‑H could be like 
the US Army’s Runnymede‑class large landing craft (50 metres in length with a 13‑metre beam with a displacement of 1,104 tonnes 
full load). The LMV‑P will likely be similar to the US Navy’s CB‑90 riverine command boat. It’s unclear whether the LMV‑P will be the 
‘riverine patrol craft’ touted in Australian defence circles since the release of the 2016 defence integrated investment program.

The Australian Army will be the recipient of the LMV‑M and other future amphibious capabilities.

The 2020 defence force structure plan signalled the government’s intent to develop a new, long‑overdue army watercraft base in 
northern Australia. Defence will use the base to consolidate all army watercraft, enhance amphibious ship‑loading capacity, and 
allow the docking of patrol vessels and minehunters.

Defence will develop the new army watercraft base in the period 2025–2040 with a $2.6–3.9 billion budget. They are referred to as 
the ‘FSP 205 Army Watercraft Bases facilities project’ in Land 8710 Phase 1A tender documents.

Currently available information indicates that the LMV‑M will be distributed between a new amphibious unit in the 1st Brigade 
(based at Robertson Barracks in Darwin, Northern Territory) and the 2nd Battalion Royal Australian Regiment (part of the 
1st Division Amphibious Task Group based at Lavarack Barracks in Townsville, Queensland).

Unfortunately, a lack of detail about where the watercraft bases will be built has sent state, territory and local governments into a 
competition cycle. This competition has unnecessary yet real economic costs for all involved.

Of course, for efficiency, there’s an argument for centralisation. The adoption of this approach isn’t without precedent; after all, it 
seems to be happening to the army’s aviation fleet with its movement to Townsville. However, centralisation arguably denies the 
opportunity to create redundancy and agility in infrastructure and supporting industries.

It makes sense for the army to collocate some of its planned fleet with its designated amphibious battalion in Townsville. And 
there’s plenty of room for them in Townsville harbour. However, with the limited marine maintenance industry presence in 
Townsville, there’s an argument for defence to consolidate maritime maintenance with the navy’s vessels in Cairns. Such a move 
and the existing local demand would encourage expansion of the marine maintenance sector in Cairns, which would have positive 
defence and economic benefits.

There’s no Goldilocks location for the amphibious capability in northern Australia. Darwin is likely another option for an 
amphibious base, especially since the army’s second amphibious unit will likely be there. Darwin has added an attraction because 
the US Marine Rotational Force—Darwin is training there for half the year. The Darwin region provides a diverse and challenging 
environment for all training, including riverine operations. If Defence were to commit to an amphibious base in Darwin, it, along 
with the planned basing of offshore patrol vessels, would provide the opportunity for developing a second maritime maintenance 
industry capability, including a shiplift in northern Australia. Again, that would have defence and economic benefits.

Achieving all of this will require vision and motivation to achieve coordination within and across multiple levels of government. 
Also, various defence prime contractors and small and medium enterprises must be involved throughout this process. Getting 
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Australia’s national security, defence and economic settings right is no easy task. Still, the future of our nation will be increasingly 
reliant on achieving this kind of aligned outcome.

Smith and Houston have their work cut out for them, especially when it comes to preparedness. If they think beyond the traditional 
defence lens, they won’t be alone in doing so.

Published on 29 September 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence- 
review-must-examine-australias-amphibious-basing-quandary.

Magnesium market highlights continuing fragility of global supply chains
John Coyne
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Vast and, more often than not, hidden supply and value chains underpin modern Australian life. We’ve become accustomed to, 
if not overly confident in, the ability of markets to meet our every need and want. Covid‑19 and a series of concurrent natural 
disasters have left us with a nagging feeling that things might not really be so rosy. It’s become painfully apparent that some 
countries won’t always act in the interest of open global trade.

Addressing this challenge requires some big, new policy thinking. Global magnesium supply chains illustrate how difficult that 
will be.

The supply and value chains for magnesium are a long way from the minds of average Australians. Many would assume that 
because Australia is a bulk mineral ore exporter without a significant manufacturing base, there’s no need for magnesium to be a 
concern. That assumption is wrong.

Magnesium is a critical input for major and emerging economies’ economic and industrial development. It has diverse high‑tech 
applications in a wide range of sectors, from renewable energy to aerospace, defence to transport, and telecommunications to 
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agriculture. The global demand for aluminium alloys, made from magnesium, is increasing. Magnesium is critical to the growing 
market for electric vehicles since its light weight helps to increase their range.

However, for industry and sometimes governments, magnesium supply chains are vulnerable to sudden disruptions.

By 2019, China had become the dominant producer of magnesium, capturing a 94% share of the global export market. Its 
companies produce magnesium at prices that no other market can match.

Chinese companies have avoided the temptation of using market share to set high prices. Instead, they have set prices that present 
competitors with high barriers to market entry. The low prices have been a windfall for both manufacturers and consumers, and 
have helped further entrench China’s market dominance.

Interestingly, our understanding of the supply‑chain vulnerabilities created by this arrangement wasn’t driven by increasing 
strategic uncertainty but by Chinese domestic policy.

As early as 2006, the Chinese government had become concerned about energy security in light of China’s growing economy. In 
2016, it introduced a dual‑control policy focused on reducing energy intensity and limiting overall consumption. However, the 
policy wasn’t afforded any real priority, so it had a limited impact.

About a year ago, the central government began actively monitoring consumption across China. In September 2021, Shaanxi 
Province fell victim to the country’s ‘double control’ when it failed to meet energy consumption targets. The government swiftly 
shut down high‑energy‑intensity industries, including aluminium production. An international supply crisis ensued, and prices 
have soared.

Of course, higher prices could make entering the market more attractive to new players. But establishing magnesium value 
chains—from mines to producing unwrought magnesium and aluminium—takes time. Then there’s the added complexity of 
climate and trade policies. Plus, investors know that the supply chain shortages relate to Chinese domestic policy, which could be 
reversed just as quickly to prevent market entry.

Canada, the EU, Japan, the UK and the US are all reeling from the sudden disruption of the magnesium and aluminium supply 
chain. All are trying to find a way to address the issue and reduce prices to avoid further disruption in manufacturing. While 
markets are part of the solution, they alone won’t resolve this problem. Like Australia, most of these countries have limited 
experience in intervening in markets of this type. A resilient global supply chain will require work from each nation, both 
individually and in cooperation with one another. Resilience will have a price premium attached to it. Still, this latest episode 
shows that inaction has a price too.

Australia is an established magnesium producer. Companies like Magneto Metals, with its Batchelor magnesite project in the 
Northern Territory, are poised to provide supply‑chain resilience. Like other companies, Magneto Metals knows that ‘to succeed, 
projects will need to have an integrated low‑cost, low‑carbon energy strategy and carbon footprint, meet increasingly stringent 
ESG [environmental, social and governance] policies and a competitive operating cost’.

But unlike similar projects in China, Australian companies face additional costs for infrastructure development, such as roads 
and affordable power supplies. In the Northern Territory, the future of magnesium rides on investments in facilities like Darwin 
Harbour’s Middle Arm Sustainable Development Precinct. China’s market domination still allows it to manipulate pricing, however, 
and Chinese state‑controlled companies have arguably used their market dominance to affect commodity prices in the past in 
order to inhibit the growth of competitors in the market for rare‑earth elements.

A small grouping of like‑minded countries could ensure carbon pricing along these supply chains. Such an approach would reward 
companies that adopt less emissions‑intensive processes, resulting in greater competition among suppliers.

Globalisation in one form or another is no doubt here to stay, but the age of predictable, reliable supply chains is over.

Published on 6 October 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/magnesium- 
market-highlights-continuing-fragility-of-global-supply-chains.
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Australia’s fuel reserves don’t have to keep running on empty
Ben Stevens and John Coyne 

For decades, Australians’ faith in globalisation and economic liberalism ensured that discussions about resilience focused on 
recovery from short‑term disasters. But the impacts of Covid‑19 and the exponential decline in global security in recent years have 
signalled that this faith may have been misplaced. Australia’s supply chains continue to be tested—and to challenge policymakers.

Our precarious liquid fuel arrangements are a case in point.

Liquid fuel currently meets more than half of the nation’s energy needs. Australia imports around 90% of its refined fuel. Despite 
this, its only two fuel refineries are under pressure to shut down due to the market’s preference for just‑in‑time supply chains.

Buying at the last minute can offer savings, but Covid has shown how vulnerable that practice is to disruptions. In the current 
geostrategic environment, vulnerability is dramatically increased. Australia is heavily reliant on refined fuel and the crude oil 
required for refining it transiting through an increasingly contested South China Sea.

Australia’s lack of onshore fuel storage is a major weakness. As an International Energy Agency member since 1979, Australia 
should hold at least 90 days of net oil imports. Australia has been unable to match this commitment since 2012 due to a decline 
in its refining capacity and an over‑reliance on just‑in‑time imports. As of June, Australia had 58 days of net import coverage, or 
72 days in total, if the government added oil aboard vessels bound for Australia (a measure the IEA does not accept). One of the 
unseen challenges here is this arcane methodology for calculating onshore bulk fuel holdings.

Australia’s inability to meet minimum IEA requirements speaks to the broader energy resilience problem and was a likely factor 
behind the Morrison government’s three‑part fuel security package. The package included the 2020 decision to store $94 million of 
oil in the US Strategic Petroleum Reserve. While that was welcome, the fuel is stored far from Australia’s bowsers. The package also 
included $260 million in grants to boost diesel storage by 40%, or 780 megalitres, in 2021.

National fuel calculations include bulk fuel storage by large end users such as mining or commercial entities. However, the ongoing 
operation of such facilities is driven by commercial decision‑making around mining life cycles rather than Australia’s strategic 
resilience requirements. So actual fuel holdings can change quickly.

Facilities at the township of Gove in the Northern Territory illustrate the problems here. Mining giant Rio Tinto has been operating 
in Gove for more than four decades, establishing massive support infrastructure including storage for more than 160 megalitres 
of fuel. The company’s mining operations in Gove are expected to cease by 2030, however. Remediation work has already begun, 
including decommissioning the fuel storage. These plans will affect both local traditional owners and Australia’s fuel security, 
particularly in the north. It’s unclear if the government is tracking the projected impacts of industry’s closure of bulk storage 
facilities, especially as large‑scale mines reach the end of their lives.

The previous government’s diesel storage initiative was a welcome step. More funding is needed to repurpose underutilised 
commercial sites like that at Gove which was not part of the 2020 grants program. However, there is a fresh proposal by the Airport 
Development Group and the Gumatj Aboriginal Corporation to recommission storage at the Rio Tinto Alcan Gove Fuel Farm. That 
would involve using five of the nine existing tanks which could hold between 120 and 160 megalitres of refined and unrefined fuel. 
Significantly, Rio Tinto Alcan is prepared to use its closure and rehabilitation budget to support this recommissioning. A decision is 
needed soon as demolition of surrounding buildings began earlier this year.

The Gumatj Aboriginal Corporation supports the Gove proposal. The company is a major employer of Gumatj and Yolngu people 
in Northeast Arnhem Land, and fought hard to win a 99‑year lease in 2017. However, the planned closure of the Gove mine raised 
fresh concerns among traditional owners over unemployment and rehabilitation efforts. This includes the Rirratjingu people 
who are concerned about toxic red mud ponds and other caustic substances. Reopening the Gove facility will require in‑depth 
consultations with traditional owners to ensure that their concerns over the environment, rehabilitation, governance, land 
ownership, traditional land rights and employment are fully considered.

https://theconversation.com/conflict-in-the-south-china-sea-threatens-90-of-australias-fuel-imports-study-188148
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A recommissioned Gove would provide one of the most extensive storage and commercial seaboard fuel terminals in Australia’s 
north. The facility could also complement initiatives like the $270 million investment to build a fuel storage facility in Darwin port’s 
East Arm, which will store 300 million litres of jet fuel to support US military activities.

Concerns about a deteriorating defence and security situation reinforce the case for using mining and commercial sites, like that at 
Gove, to store national strategic reserves.

Reusing commercial sites to hold large reserves in the north and to boost Australia’s energy resilience makes strategic sense.

Published on 11 October 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias- 
fuel-reserves-dont-have-to-keep-running-on-empty.

Australia’s defence review must embrace whole‑of‑nation thinking
Gill Savage 

Image: Department of Defence.

Fixing issues at the expense of positioning Australia for the future is likely to be a theme of the 2022–23 federal budget to be 
released later this month. It’s a case of focusing on the pressures of today often at the expense of longer term opportunities. The 
growing list of government reviews, including the royal commission into the ‘Robodebt’ scheme, the defence strategic review and 
the review of Covid‑19 vaccine deals, reinforces a fixation with looking at the past through the rear‑view mirror to find answers for 
the future.

It is an understatement to say that we are living in a complex world. The interconnectedness of everything we do and the speed at 
which we’re operating add to the complexity. The Covid pandemic and the floods across the nation as we face another La Niña year 
are reminders that stressing a complex system at one point can create unexpected and unintended consequences in other areas—
economic, social and defence.
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The national security significance of northern Australia has been well argued for in the context of its contribution to food supply, 
agriculture and sovereign capability. Not so for national prosperity. The north has infrastructure that’s not fit for purpose and its 
fragile communities will continue to be challenged by the increased frequency and severity of extreme weather events.

The information age ensures that an overabundance of data is available on any specific problem or mission. However, 
future‑focused strategy requires more than mitigating failure or risk and could even require accepting inevitability.

Recently, I was reminded of a 2008 ASPI paper, A new agenda for national security, in which national security expert Carl Ungerer 
posited that national policy has two key elements: national prosperity, encompassing social policy, economic policy and 
environmental or climate change policy; and national security, encompassing homeland security and strategic policy.

Ungerer breaks the elements down further and positions economic security, energy security, health security and natural disasters 
under social, economic and climate policy. Unsurprisingly ‘homeland security’ includes transnational crime, counterterrorism 
and intelligence and security as well as emergency response and border security. Under strategic policy, he placed defence and 
international policy, including diplomacy, multilateral institutions and development assistance.

The last and key aspect of Ungerer’s model was that when these elements combine, they enable the achievement of national 
resilience.

In many ways, this framing isn’t surprising on the national security side, but to someone who has spent a considerable part of their 
career in ‘other government’, the national prosperity components seem light‑on.

Nevertheless, Ungerer’s central thinking endures with this statement:

Above all, national security policy must be tethered to core national interests—in our case the security and economic 
prosperity of the Australian people. Our security interests are closely tied to both regional and global developments. And 
anything that narrows our strategic choices or limits our policy options is a potential threat to national security.

More than 14 years later, it’s interesting to reflect on Ungerer’s framing, particularly in the light of the changes Australia has seen 
in recent years. There’s a growing understanding of the interconnectedness between strategic policy and wider government, 
community and industry challenges and opportunities.

After all, it’s one of the reasons ASPI established the Northern Australia Strategic Policy Centre, and why governments and industry 
in the north are acutely aware of and focused on our uncertain strategic environment.

The reality is that most of us are comfortable handling one priority at a time, prioritising, reprioritising and deprioritising as we 
go. It’s a process of simplifying that often means that the most difficult, most challenging and most distant problems don’t get 
addressed—at least not until they become urgent. Regional communities in Australia are increasingly aware of the implications of 
avoidance and neglect.

Despite the reinvigorated interest in systems thinking, the public sector’s focus continues to be solving yesterday’s problem and 
preferably via a mechanism that involves lots of emphasis on discussion often at the expense of resolution. One could argue that 
all the key departments and interests are in the room, so the outcome will be achieved. But even then, it becomes a process 
of oversimplification.

The 2020 defence strategic update articulated the objective of growing the Australian Defence Force’s ‘self‑reliance for delivering 
deterrent effects’, which in ‘some areas’ requires ‘sovereign industrial capability’. Defence also committed to ‘work closely with 
industry and other government agencies’, including through alignment with broader government initiatives.

Further amplification of this theme is in the terms of reference for the defence strategic review. One task required of the 
independent leads is to ‘outline the future strategic challenges facing Australia, which may require an Australian Defence Force 
operational response’. However, the review shouldn’t focus solely on the ADF and the capability it needs. This aspect will perhaps 
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be overshadowed by another review task: to ‘identify and prioritise the estate, infrastructure, disposition, logistics and security 
investments required to provide Australia with the Defence force posture required by 2032–33’.

To deliver on the terms of reference, the independent leads must adopt a broad, whole‑of‑nation view. All levels of government, 
industry and the community have a role and a unique contribution to make. To optimise the value of these contributions, Defence 
should articulate the strategic effect required, which in turn will create a more collaborative operating environment and foster 
engagement around which wider government, industry and communities can rally.

This is a whole‑of‑nation challenge—one in which those in northern Australia have an intensely personal interest. We must remind 
ourselves of Ungerer’s framing and recognise that national resilience is achieved through equal focus on national prosperity and 
national security. I’m not advocating an expansive national security strategy, but it’s time we thought about national security 
beyond defence capability and crisis response.

In this uncertain strategic environment, we can no longer afford to neglect the social, economic and infrastructure needs of 
northern communities; their prosperity is as important to national resilience and security as investment in defence.

Published on 19 October 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias- 
defence-review-must-embrace-whole-of-nation-thinking.

Budget must uphold funding needed to ensure Australia’s water security
John Coyne

In many Australian policy circles, nation‑building is an archaic 1970s term—a throwback to a time when the federal government 
built infrastructure to encourage national prosperity. Today, cash‑strapped federal, state, territory and local governments often 
have little choice but to adopt a just‑in‑time approach to capital infrastructure investment, but strains on budgets means that 
this looks increasingly like a whack‑a‑mole approach. The changing climatic, economic and national security risks Australia 
is facing are reason enough for governments to rethink their approach to nation‑building and infrastructure, and to move 
beyond incrementalism.

Water security in northern Australia provides an excellent case study of why the way we think about nation‑building must change.

Climate change, Covid‑19 and the war in Ukraine have reinforced the importance of resilience in global food and energy supply 
chains. North Queensland is awash (pun intended) with opportunities for Australia to contribute solutions to these problems. 
Taking up these economic opportunities will promote socially and economically prosperous communities for generations to come.

Water security is the ultimate requirement for northern Australia to prosper—not only for agriculture and population growth but 
also for establishing new industries such as green hydrogen.

With the right water infrastructure, north Queensland can help the federal government deliver on the decarbonisation agenda. In 
green hydrogen production, around nine litres of water are needed for every kilogram of hydrogen.

Communities around Townsville are determined to catch and store the vast amounts of water falling yearly in the monsoonal 
season between December and April. This will capitalise on the region’s natural endowments—it has the nation’s best solar and 
wind resources, rich soil and solid rainfall.

Only around 1% of the annual rainfall in north Queensland is currently captured. With climate change, the region is set to receive 
the same amount of rain in a shorter period, making measures to manage the ebb and flow of concentrated periods of rain even 
more important.

Population pressures in the region are putting a strain on north Queensland’s water resources. In the 40 years since a dam 
was last built there, the region’s population has doubled, and growth is expected to continue over the coming decades. So, 
while north Queensland is far from the driest part of Australia, water security is becoming an impediment to both growth and 
long‑term resilience.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-defence-review-must-embrace-whole-of-nation-thinking
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The proposed Hells Gates Dam is located approximately 120 kilometres northwest of Charters Towers and 160 kilometres 
northwest of Townsville. It would store 2,100 gigalitres of water and open 60,000 hectares of agricultural land. It could provide a 
reliable and secure long‑term water supply for irrigation, and high‑value agricultural production for Charters Towers, Townsville 
and the surrounding regions. This project arguably has global significance since the water would fuel new industries like green 
hydrogen. North Queensland has the ingredients to lead the nation’s green energy and hydrogen revolution if water resources 
are secured.

Townsville Enterprise delivered a $24 million business case for the dam to the state and federal governments earlier this year. It 
shows that Hells Gates Dam will build the kind of infrastructure that provides jobs and positive economic returns.

That case stated that the dam has the potential to generate a $6 billion increase in gross regional product, or GRP, from agriculture 
projects. The water security it will provide will positively impact the supply chain, from the farm gate to export terminals in 
Townsville and beyond.

The federal government recently put the project on hold for 12 months, while committing to review the funding allocated to it. It is 
critical that the $7 billion of funding allocated to Hells Gates Dam is maintained in tonight’s budget. The previous government fully 
funded the dam in the last budget, subject to a business case that has now been delivered.

Current approaches to this kind of infrastructure focus on just‑in‑time investments. However, this slow‑burn planning fails to 
promote growth and inhibits investment. Projects like the Snowy Mountains and Ord River schemes show what can be achieved 
with water when we build infrastructure focused on the future well before it is needed.

Interestingly, the Hells Gates Dam project is community driven. The idea was put forward and championed by the community to 
drive local economic development. Nothing focuses a northern community more than the thought of running out of water.

Australians are starting to accept that hard economic choices are needed—and that, before making those choices, the 
government must move away from spreading funding like economic fairy dust. It must focus on developing a strategic approach to 
regional development.

The federal government must reconsider how it will use future‑focused infrastructure investment to promote national resilience 
and economic security. The science is clear that Australia will face increasingly more frequent and intense weather events. While 
three years of La Niña events in a row has seen the east coast struggle with too much water, that will not be the case forever. Water 
and water security are critical to our nation’s economic and social prosperity, and more future‑focused thinking is needed.

Published on 25 October 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/budget-must-
uphold-funding-needed-to-ensure-australias-water-security.
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Defence review must consider force posture in the context of Australia’s strategic geography
John Coyne 

Image: Department of Defence.

Going into May’s federal election, the Australian Labor Party announced that it would undertake a defence force posture review if 
elected. Following the election and Labor’s win, the scope of the review increased dramatically. The defence strategic review that’s 
currently underway is more akin to a full‑blown white paper—produced in an incredibly condensed timeframe. But what about 
force posture?

The deterioration in Australia’s strategic environment has catalysed defence capability debates. Inexplicably, though, there’s been 
little discussion about our defence force posture. Despite the 2020 defence strategic update’s acknowledgement that the warning 
time for a major conflict in the region has reduced drastically, the prevailing thinking about posture is still about home bases for 
force generation and maintenance. The expansion of the review’s scope is a welcome development for broader national security. 
Still, there’s a risk that the debate over defence capabilities and budgets will push force posture concerns into the background.

There are likely some in the defence organisation who will welcome the reduced focus on force posture. To date, most of Australia’s 
force posture decisions have been driven by sunk costs, politics and industry rather than strategic advantage. If that were to 
change, there would be a resource impost. In a tight fiscal environment where big money is invested in capabilities, any additional 
expenditure for defence is far from welcomed.

Consecutive defence white papers and the 2020 update have highlighted the importance of northern Australia to the nation’s force 
posture. While Australia has had two force posture reviews over the past 40 years, the last time the Defence Department seriously 
considered the topic in the context of Australia’s geography was in the 1980s.

http://images.defence.gov.au/20190221adf8517951_09.jpg
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In his 1986 review of defence capabilities, Paul Dibb argued: ‘If we are to project credible military power in the most vulnerable part 
of the continent, we require a larger permanent presence in the north of Australia.’ Dibb’s thinking shaped Defence’s force posture 
in Australia’s north for more than two decades.

Northern Australia is a tough place for policymakers. Australia has long struggled with delivering on strategy and policy there, and 
Defence is no exception.

Despite all the strategic policy commitments to northern Australia, a growing body of evidence indicates a gap between strategic 
policy and the Australian Defence Force’s activities and presence in the north. This gap is symptomatic of an even broader chasm 
in Australia’s northern development policies, which also has an impact on the defence of Australia. If the northern Australian 
industry and logistics base isn’t scalable, the ADF might not be able to be optimally configured to defend Australia or conduct 
short‑notification joint expeditionary operations in our region—at least not without further federal investment.

Given the current strategic outlook, piecemeal defence investments in the north (while not without benefits) might not be building 
the holistic national security ecosystem that’s needed. However, unless the role of the north in is clearly contextualised Australia’s 
defence strategies, it will be hard to take a different path.

The US Department of Defense seems to have a much clearer view. Over the past 10 years, it has shifted its thinking about 
the importance of northern Australia. For a long time, northern Australia was viewed as a place to train. Today, the Pentagon 
increasingly views the region as a theatre gateway to operating across the Indo‑Pacific. It is now moving fast to ensure it has the 
necessary infrastructure in place to do that, including building bulk liquid‑fuel storage and new facilities at Royal Australian Air 
Force Base Tindal.

With significantly reduced warning time, it’s likely that the north of Australia will increasingly be either the ADF’s forward operating 
base or its lily pad to another forward location in the Pacific or in the first or second island chain.

The broader adoption of this concept could help modernise our force posture thinking, especially in our north. In military parlance, 
a forward operating base is a small, usually temporary, base that provides tactical support in an operational theatre. A forward 
operating base in northern Australia would entail its defence infrastructure being in a state of readiness to support a range of 
contingencies of which we may have little advance warning.

This concept does provide a modernised way of thinking about our northern strategic geography. But, given the small size of the 
north’s communities and industrial base, further refinement of this concept is required. Arguably, no single city or town in northern 
Australia can meet all of Defence’s needs. And the federal government must make tough fiscal choices about infrastructure 
investment. There’s logic in clustering two or more regions in northern Australia together to form a forward operating base, or, as 
our US ally increasingly says, ‘theatre gateway’. There are two obvious regions in which Defence should establish these ‘bubble’ or 
‘corridor’ theatre gateways.

In north Queensland, the Cairns, Townsville and Charters Towers local government areas form one such theatre bubble that could 
support a range of contingencies in the Pacific. Collectively, they provide the geographic and economic conditions necessary.

The second is in the Northern Territory. The Katherine–Darwin corridor provides the space, infrastructure and industrial base to 
support a range of contingencies across the region.

Some in Defence will likely view any argument for changes in force posture cynically. There are sure to be several jurisdictions 
practically arguing for the relocation of defence assets and people. Political pressure will also be brought to bear to move many 
of these same assets and personnel to other locations. Regardless, the defence strategic review offers a timely opportunity to 
modernise the way we think about our strategic geography.

Published on 26 October 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/defence- 
review-must-consider-force-posture-in-the-context-of-australias-strategic-geography.
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Australia needs more than a strategic merchant shipping fleet
Gill Savage 

Image: Department of Defence.

We often think about national resilience at times of crisis or conflict. However, the foundations for resilience are built with every 
decision we make before a crisis begins to unfold. Resilience is a nation’s ability not only to withstand expected disruptions but 
also to better position itself for an unknown disruption.

An Australian merchant shipping fleet, operating day to day on coastal or international trading routes and able to be drawn upon 
in times of crisis or conflict, would make a positive contribution to national resilience. However, policy and legislation have failed to 
address the disadvantages Australian ships experience and deterred the growth of the Australian fleet.

In a time of economic, climatic and security disruptions, it’s more important than ever to foster diverse ways of moving goods 
around Australia. Enhanced sovereign coastal trading would reduce the nation’s dependence on road and rail infrastructure, which 
is regularly affected by major flooding as we’ve seen across large parts of eastern Australia this year.

Coastal trading is the movement of cargo or passengers on ships between ports in different states and territories. It has been 
a live issue for the shipping industry for some time, which has from time to time prompted the federal government to enact a 
series of amendments to the Coastal Trading (Revitalising Australian Shipping) Act 2012, most recently in 2017. Those amendments 
were ‘intended to arrest the decline in the number of the Australian ships operating in the domestic maritime sector’ by ‘creating 

https://images.defence.gov.au/assets/Home/Search?Query=20200106ran000000_1403.jpg&Type=Filename
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2021C00432
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incentives for business to utilise coastal trading’ and thus reduce freight costs. It was expected that the number of Australian 
vessels undertaking coastal trading voyages would grow and that this ‘increased capacity would foster more competition [and put] 
further downward pressure on freight costs’.

However, five years on, those amendments have failed to halt the contraction of the Australian fleet. The complexity of the 
operating environment has allowed foreign‑flagged vessels to cloud this policy failure.

In the lead‑up to the May federal election, which it won, Labor acknowledged that ‘less than one per cent of Australian seaborne 
trade is carried by Australian ships, forcing our nation to rely on foreign governments and companies for our essential imports’. 
The party committed to ‘appoint a Taskforce to guide it on the establishment of the [Strategic] Fleet as quickly as possible. The 
Fleet is likely to include up to a dozen vessels including tankers, cargo, container and roll‑on‑roll‑off vessels.’

Labor said that while ‘these ships will likely be privately owned and operate on a commercial basis’, it would ‘ensure they will be 
available for use by the Defence Forces in times of national crisis, whether that be natural disaster or conflict’.

That taskforce is now being established and its membership is expected to be drawn from the shipping industry, major charterers, 
unions, Australian businesses and the Department of Defence.

However, the Productivity Commission’s draft report on Australia’s container ports, released in September, presents an alternative 
view. The report found that the proposal for a strategic fleet ‘requires further evaluation as on present evidence it is not the best 
remedy for concerns about domestic shipping capacity and training’. It also notes: ‘A privately owned, Australian‑registered 
strategic fleet would have limited ability to mitigate the types of issues that have recently affected Australia’s international 
freight task.’

The commission suggests as an alternative that:

Capacity could be acquired as needed from the international market without the costs involved in supporting a strategic fleet. 
The shipping charter market provides access to a wide variety of vessels that could be used to address specialist case‑by‑case 
needs. And the Australian Government could access international resources—including the charter market—in times of natural 
disaster and emergencies.

Australia has no requisite expertise in engaging with the shipping charter market and, in times of crisis or conflict, it’s unlikely 
Australia will find international ships available to support it. That’s because these vessels are owned or registered in countries that 
may have their own requirements and supporting Australia may not in their national interest.

There are several issues of national significance to consider in evaluating the potential solutions.

Fostering a sovereign coastal trading sector could deliver benefits beyond availability in emergency situations. While addressing 
industry‑specific issues of competitiveness with foreign‑flagged vessels and maintaining a skilled Australian workforce are 
important, we need to think bigger. On a positive note, there appears to be consensus on the need to address barriers to 
establishing a sustainable Australian fleet, though the views of industry and unions diverge about how that should be done.

Another issue relates to the focus on a ‘strategic fleet’ that would be co‑opted by Defence to support its preparedness and 
mobilisation in response to national disasters and conflict. Here, the assumption is that voyages undertaken by the strategic fleet 
one day are not needed the next. It doesn’t recognise that, in times of mobilisation, civil society must also continue to function 
in some way and at some level and contribute to national mobilisation requirements. This would be the case irrespective of the 
nature of the disaster or conflict.

It’s also important to recognise that the assumption that civil society can be co‑opted for defence purposes doesn’t sit well in a 
democratic society. A better understanding is needed of the minimum level of support that Australia, not just Defence, needs in 
times of mobilisation to sustain Australia’s economy and its physical and social infrastructure.

https://www.alp.org.au/policies/strategic-fleet
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/maritime-logistics/draft/maritime-logistics-draft-overview.pdf
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If a conflict or extreme natural disaster occurred today, civil society would suffer immediate and severe disruption, compounded 
by reliance on foreign shipping. In the case of conflict, many of these ships are from nations that would have a direct or indirect 
incentives to avoid it.

The response to a disruption would involve the government requisitioning Australian ships to relieve the impact of the immediate 
crisis on Australian interests. This is the approach adopted by other OECD countries. At the time of requisition, any other activities 
these ships were involved in would be secondary or irrelevant to our needs.

There are also sovereignty concerns inherent in mobilising for national security and defence purposes both foreign‑flagged and 
Australian‑flagged ships crewed by foreign nationals. History tells us this is an issue for Australian‑crewed vessels. In 1967, for 
example, the Seaman’s Union boycotted the merchant ship Boonaroo in opposition to Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War 
and waterside workers refused to unload the munitions ship Jeparit. Viewed through today’s lens, these actions are understood in 
the context of growing public opposition in Australia to the Vietnam War. However, it raises a questions about how the concerns of 
foreign nationals would play out today.

When the Victorian town of Mallacoota was surrounded by fire on 31 December 2019, fuel company Esso deployed a Norwegian 
ship and helicopters to the area. The ship arrived on 1 January and was a second registry vessel operated and crewed in Australia 
by Australians. It wasn’t until the morning of 3 January that the Royal Australian Navy’s HMAS Choules arrived and commenced 
evacuations. The quick response by Esso was likely driven by its proximity to Mallacoota, but it’s important to appreciate that it 
was a diversion from other nation‑sustaining activity. What we’ll never know is how long the Esso ship could have continued to be 
deployed in this manner before it had significant economic impacts on other sectors.

There’s no suggestion Esso should have done otherwise, but in these times of concurrent and cascading crises, for a strategic fleet 
to be a sustainable option it needs to be accompanied by measures that support Australian international trading vessels. That 
requires us to address the imbalance favouring foreign‑flagged vessels over sovereign vessels.

Perhaps a different way to consider the issue is from the perspective of a ‘coastal trading highway’—not a novel idea for Pacific 
island nations. For an island nation, a coastal trading highway would complement the national road and rail freight sectors. Such 
an approach would create a broad sustainable base that can better accommodate diversion of some ships into a strategic fleet.

Some benefits need quantifying but could include cost savings on road maintenance arising from the impact of heavy trucks and 
reducing the road toll on our national highways.

But there are also known benefits, particularly in terms of achieving the government’s commitment to a 43% cut in greenhouse 
emissions below 2005 levels and net zero by 2030. Road freight results in three times the emissions of sea or rail freight. The 
shipping sector is rapidly moving to clean fuels, and now appears to be ahead of other sectors in the race to net zero.

Australia needs more than a domestic strategic fleet; we need a framework that encourages a mix of coastal and international 
trading ships. Solutions solely for a small coastal strategic fleet don’t address the real strategic problems Australia has created for 
itself in this sector.

The many attempts to tackle the issues facing sovereign coastal trading highlight that this is a complex and challenging problem. 
However, the push to establish a strategic fleet is yet another example of focusing on a symptom rather than solving the core 
problem.

Published on 2 November 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/
australia-needs-more-than-a-strategic-merchant-shipping-fleet.

https://redflag.org.au/node/7446
https://ad-aspi.s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/2021-09/SR%20172%20New%20Beginnings_0.pdf?VersionId=tWsFeuBQBYMuVrljwxj_wDvpeYi72Iw1
https://www.uow.edu.au/media/2020/transport-is-letting-australia-down-in-the-race-to-cut-emissions.php
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-more-than-a-strategic-merchant-shipping-fleet/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-needs-more-than-a-strategic-merchant-shipping-fleet/
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Darwin’s Howard Springs facility a model for building national resilience
Grace Stanhope

Image: Department of Finance.

Modern society proceeds on the basis that complex systems—human‑made and natural—work reliably, both individually and 
in interaction with one another. However, the experience of the Covid‑19 pandemic and the increasing intensity and frequency 
of extreme climate events, alongside actions by autocratic nations straining supply chains, are spreading failures of individual 
systems to the system as a whole.

Traditional risk‑assessment and risk‑management processes are often used to harden components exposed to specific threats, 
although they can be expensive to implement. Resilience approaches emphasise the development of building and planning 
capabilities that allow systems to absorb, recover and adapt. This too, is expensive. Yet the most honest cost comparator is the 
cost of inaction.

As the Australian government undertakes a series of reviews into everything from critical technology to defence strategy, there’s 
a risk that some instances of good luck will be mistaken for the development of good resilience policy. Howard Springs—the 
accommodation site in the Northern Territory that was recently used for Covid quarantine—is a case in point. It played a central, if 
accidental, role in our pandemic response.

In 2012, Japanese oil and gas company Inpex began working on Darwin’s Ichthys liquefied natural gas project. In 2014, after 
spending almost $600 million, Inpex opened an accommodation village for its construction workforce at Howard Springs, 
30 kilometres southeast of Darwin.

https://www.finance.gov.au/government/property-and-construction/centres-national-resilience
https://www.inpex.co.jp/english/ichthys/
https://www.inpex.co.jp/english/news/assets/pdf/e20130918.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-09/inside-the-camp-here-coronavirus-evacues-will-stay/11947752
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When the construction phase of the project was completed, Inpex no longer needed the village and faced a $30 million remediation 
bill for the site. But, in an underappreciated stroke of luck for the Australian government, Inpex sold the village to the Northern 
Territory government for a peppercorn of $1. Over the next 12 months, the NT government spent $8 million maintaining the site. 
The decision to maintain the site without a clear customer was high risk—the creation of spare capacity is often not a commercially 
viable prospect.

Until 2020, few would have heard of Howard Springs. The camp sat dormant while the NT government canvassed public opinion on 
what to do with it.

Suddenly, the spotlight swung and the reality of Australia’s Covid‑19 quarantine rules made spare capacity a premium product. 
National safety relied on access to a secure, hitherto abandoned workers’ camp on the outskirts of Darwin.

Its potential became apparent during the initial days and weeks of the pandemic: a self‑sustained village to house thousands, 
complete with a commercial kitchen, sports facilities and medical centre. Its placement close to an international airport and a 
tertiary hospital, but far enough from nearby residential populations, was what we needed to start to carefully and slowly bring 
Australians home.

By the end of February 2020, the camp housed 266 evacuees directly from Wuhan, China, and another 180 from the infamous 
Diamond Princess cruise ship. Over the next two years, it served as Australia’s premier quarantine facility for 64,000 people.

Its success was due largely to some fortunate design decisions and good luck. Thanks to stand‑alone cabins and no shared 
hallways, residents in quarantine could access fresh air and even recreation and exercise facilities if appropriately masked. 
Its advantages for the mental health of residents and the safety of communities were evident, especially after repeated hotel 
quarantine leaks in other parts of the country.

Saltbush Social Enterprises was one of the unsung heroes of this period. A small catering company that exclusively uses local 
suppliers and focuses on training and employment of at‑risk Indigenous Territorians, it rapidly scaled up to provide the catering 
needed by those being quarantined.

Howard Springs was so successful that the government committed to building three more ‘centres for national resilience’ in 
Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth. A network of dedicated infrastructure like this presents a significant expense for taxpayers.

Cut to two and a half years later, and the Melbourne facility closed as a quarantine centre. Just one week after that, however, 
it reopened to accommodate up to 250 people evacuated from their homes due to flooding in Victoria. Rolling, concurrent 
and cascading crises will no doubt increase pressure on Australia’s emergency services and infrastructure to respond swiftly 
and decisively.

With Covid quarantine fresh in our minds, public expenditure on Howard Springs and the rest of the national resilience centres 
is still justifiable. However, it is only natural that the longer the time between crises, the greater the likelihood that some 
policymakers will prefer to rely on luck.

With the end of mandatory isolation and emergency declarations in most Australian states and territories, we turn our minds to the 
future. We need a plan to best leverage the centres; we fell upon Howard Springs through sheer good fortune, but it will take clear 
intentions and careful planning to see us through the challenges to come.

At least in the case of Howard Springs, the solution, like other pieces of much‑needed national infrastructure, is a multiuser 
approach. It does probably need a few guaranteed users and the ability to open for surge capacity.

Howard Springs could, with limited construction, serve as accommodation for the Australian Defence Force and the US Marine 
Rotational Force—Darwin. The model proposed by Saltbush would see the centre used as transitional supported accommodation 
and a training village for Territorians in vocational programs, allowing for genuine and sustained investment in local workforces 
and communities.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-20/cruise-ship-australians-arrive-darwin-for-coronavirus-quarantine/11981394
https://www.9news.com.au/national/victoria-floods-update-federeal-government-mickleham-quarantine-facility-emergency-housing-flood-inundated-residents/6ae0f936-be60-4b59-b904-03bf2421c156
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The trick is finding a balance whereby the community can benefit from the infrastructure when it’s on standby, and the facility can 
be rapidly pivoted or scaled up to meet new challenges.

Developing a workable public–private multiuser strategy for our national resilience centres will require a great deal of cooperation 
and coordination. However, there seem to be few other fiscally responsible options that will ensure they’re available when we need 
them. Building and planning in a way that anticipates change of use will be a sure sign that resilience approaches are taking root in 
national planning.

Published on 9 November 2022. For print readers, the original article with live links is at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/darwins- 
howard-springs-facility-a-model-for-building-national-resilience.

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/darwins-howard-springs-facility-a-model-for-building-national-resilience/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/darwins-howard-springs-facility-a-model-for-building-national-resilience/
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