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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Australia and New Zealand have shared values, common interests and a proud history of shared military endeavour.
Over more than a century, from the shores of Gallipoli to the sands of Iraq, Australian and New Zealand troops have
fought alongside each other. But spine-tingling evocations of past glories neither recognise nor explain the reality
of the Australia – New Zealand (A–NZ) alliance today. With the strategic balance teetering in the Asia–Pacific, a more
cold-hearted assessment is needed.
Although both countries share the goal of peace and security in a rules-based world, they pursue that goal with very
different intensities. Australia systematically accepts higher costs and risks than New Zealand. New Zealanders
each contribute NZ$426 to their defence; Australians spend A$1,438. New Zealand doesn’t match Australia’s effort
because it knows that Australia will shoulder the burden in the local region in any case. In exactly the same way,
Australia relies on the US to shoulder the burden in the broader region. Lest there be any doubt of the pattern of
reliance down the alliance chain: in recent years, the US has spent around twice the share of GDP on defence as
Australia, and Australia has spent more than twice the share of New Zealand.
The disparate level of effort extends to each country’s response to China’s rise and its support for the US role in the
region. New Zealand takes fewer risks of incurring Beijing’s ire than Australia, and Australia openly endorses the
US role in the Indo-Pacific while New Zealand avoids the subject. It’s clear what’s happening: Australia is betting
on a continued US role in the region—and its 2016 Defence White Paper says so—but New Zealand is keeping its
options open.
In the coming years, both countries will have to tread a fine line between Mr Trump’s unpredictability and Mr Xi’s
threats of economic punishment. The antipodean pair could either draw closer together or be pulled apart, and
each will continue to calibrate its strategic distance from the US. It’s impossible to say where each will be in five or
ten years, but, as the least committed of the pair, New Zealand is at greatest risk of becoming a Western ally with
Chinese characteristics.
Consistent with Australia having a larger economy and greater willingness to spend on defence, it has a larger
and more sophisticated defence force than New Zealand. In terms of the assistance that each can render to the
other, New Zealand gains the most. Based on the ratio of personnel numbers, New Zealand gains a sixfold increase
in available military capacity, while Australia gains only a one-sixth boost. In terms of defence spending, the
asymmetry is more than twice as large again, at 1 to 17. Both countries plan to spend more on defence over the
coming decade, but that won’t alter the burden-sharing picture.
Despite the asymmetry of gains, Australia has a strong incentive to nurture the A–NZ alliance. Apart from the
geopolitical optics of keeping New Zealand onside, Australia would have to increase its defence spending by more
than $1 billion a year to generate the additional military capabilities that New Zealand can contribute for operations.
From Australia’s perspective, the business case for the alliance isn’t diminished one iota by the asymmetry of gains
or the disparity in burden sharing. All that matters is that the A–NZ alliance delivers a net gain to Canberra.

Executive summary

Ongoing engagement between the ADF and NZDF is essential to maintain the alliance and maximise its benefits.
Following a joint review in 2011, an expanded framework for cross-Tasman defence cooperation was established.
But an expanded framework isn’t the same thing as expanded cooperation, and the growing technological gap
between the ADF and NZDF will only make things more difficult.
Treaties are static documents, but alliances are living relationships. Continuing ADF–NZDF engagement is essential.
A conscious effort is needed to stop the relationship from becoming stale and, more critically, to bolster it against
buffeting from a region in strategic transition.
It’s sobering to see how far expectations have fallen for the A–NZ alliance. The 1986 Dibb Report argued for
‘the maximum possible interoperability of equipment between the armed forces of the two countries’.1 Within
12 months, a memorandum of understanding was signed for the Anzac ship project. Thirty years later, defence
relations remain cordial and multifaceted, but there’s nothing like the Anzac project on the horizon to generate a
sense of shared purpose. At the same time, the interoperability of the two defence forces has eroded because of
diminishing equipment commonality and divergent levels of sophistication. The situation won’t be rectified any
time soon: in 1986, Australia spent eight times more on defence than New Zealand, and today the ratio stands at
17 to 1.
The key is to find areas of common interest and commence joint activity that’s affordable to both parties. With that
in mind, here are two suggestions for how Australia and New Zealand can work together to build a stronger alliance.

Expanding combined exercises
Australia’s 2016 Defence White Paper set out an ambitious program of international defence engagement and
combined exercises across the Indo-Pacific. Wherever possible, Australia should involve New Zealand in the
expanded program. Priority should be given to two areas: combined exercises involving the US, and humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief exercises in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.

Combine maritime surveillance efforts
Australia and New Zealand have a shared interest in an accurate picture of the maritime environment they occupy
together. Whether it’s unauthorised people movements, fisheries protection in the South Pacific and Antarctica,
or the entry of hostile forces into the region, both countries have a stake in knowing what’s happening in their
waters. By pooling physical assets and fusing data, they would stand to gain from cooperation. Faced with a similar
problem, Canada and the US formed the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). Australia and New
Zealand could do similarly, but with a focus on surveillance rather than air defence. The resulting Anzac Maritime
Surveillance Command would be a ‘static’ capability that’s largely immune to the vagaries of politically contentious
deployments. The critical question is what New Zealand will be able bring to the table. A good start would be to
follow Australia and replace its P-3 Orion maritime patrol aircraft with the P-8 Poseidon. Better still, it could buy one
or more Triton long-range surveillance drones to augment the system that Australia is acquiring.
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Australia and New Zealand each released a defence white paper in 2016. Both documents spoke warmly of bilateral
relations. Australia said that its defence relationship with New Zealand was ‘built on deep mutual security interests,
shared values and long-standing people to people linkages’ and described the two countries as ‘close partners and
ANZUS allies’.2 New Zealand’s Defence White Paper 2016 was equally positive, describing Australia as New Zealand’s
‘most important bilateral partner’, adding that it had ‘no better friend and no closer ally’ than Australia.3
Fine words, indeed, but there are significant differences between how the two countries approach the world—
differences that delineate the scope and depth of their defence partnership. The purpose of this report is twofold:
first, to explore the common ground and differences between Australian and New Zealand defence policy; second,
to use the insights gained to examine defence cooperation between the two, making suggestions for further
engagement where practical.
Now is an opportune time to examine the Australia – New Zealand (A–NZ) defence relationship. With
near-concurrent defence white papers on the table, we have parallel snapshots of how each country views the
world and plans to develop its defence forces. What’s more, the basic tenets of their respective defence policies are
accepted across the political mainstream in each country, which makes today’s plans somewhat resilient against
changes in government.4
But plans are perishable, and white papers reflect strategy diluted by diplomacy and tainted by politics. What
a country says isn’t always the same as what it thinks or does. To capture a more complete picture of the two
countries’ positions, comparative data on a range of defence-related activities has been assembled, including
for defence expenditure, military exercise programs, foreign aid spending, operational deployments and military
strength. Where possible, past data and current policies are put into a historical context.
Section 1 of this report surveys the two countries’ positions on key defence matters, including the roles of their
defence forces, the ANZUS Treaty, force structure, military operations and defence spending. Section 2 examines
the factors behind the two countries’ defence policies, with a focus on their underlying strategies. Section 3 explores
options for further A–NZ defence cooperation, taking into account their common and differing positions. Finally,
Section 4 makes recommendations for strengthening the A–NZ alliance.

CONVERGENCES AND
DIVERGENCES
This section surveys convergences and divergences between Australian and New Zealand positions on national
security, diplomatic and defence issues.

Declared interests and goals
At the core of any country’s declared defence policy is a statement of what it hopes to achieve, and the recent
Australian and New Zealand defence white papers make that statement, each in its own way. Australia sets out
a formal ‘Defence Strategy’, which identifies Australia’s ‘Strategic Defence Objectives’5 based on three ‘Strategic
Defence Interests’:
•

A secure, resilient Australia, with secure northern approaches and proximate sea lines of communication.

•

A secure nearer region, encompassing maritime Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.

•

A stable Indo-Pacific region and a rules-based global order.6

New Zealand takes a more direct approach and simply lists 10 ‘principal roles’ for the New Zealand Defence
Force (NZDF).7 Elsewhere, however, the New Zealand white paper sets out the ‘security interests’ that the NZDF
contributes to in partnership with other arms of the NZ Government through:
•

the promotion of a safe, secure and resilient New Zealand, including its border and approaches

•

the preservation of a rules-based international order which respects national sovereignty

•

a network of strong international relationships

•

the maintenance of New Zealand’s prosperity via secure sea, air and electronic lines of communication.8

New Zealand’s less formal approach shouldn’t be taken to imply an absence of rigour. Australia’s various ‘strategic
frameworks’—there’s a new one accompanying every defence white paper—have always been more explanatory
devices than analytical tools. Similarly, Australia’s omission of international relationships from its interests isn’t
significant; elsewhere in its white paper, Australia stresses the importance of its relationships at least as much as
New Zealand. The omission simply reflects a different demarcation between means and ends. In other respects, the
two sets of interests overlap, especially when the roles and objectives each country assigns to its defence force are
considered (Table 1). For example, although New Zealand’s interests don’t explicitly include a ‘stable Indo-Pacific’
or ‘secure nearer region encompassing maritime Southeast Asia and the South Pacific’, it still wants the NZDF to be
able to make a ‘credible contribution in support of peace and security in the Asia–Pacific region’. Close enough.
More generally, the two countries’ respective defence goals are consistent and substantially overlapping, as
might be expected for two nations facing the same strategic environment. A partial exception is that New Zealand
separately identifies, and elsewhere highlights, its alliance responsibilities to Australia. Because any attack on
New Zealand would almost certainly have to come through Australia, that role has been swept up in the territorial
defence and security category in Table 1. However, that’s only partially accurate; New Zealand’s White Paper
expresses a very firm commitment to Australia as an ally—almost as an end in itself.
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Table 1: What do Australia and New Zealand want their defence forces to be able to do?
New Zealand

Australia

‘Principal roles’

‘Strategic Defence Objectives’

1. Defend New Zealand’s sovereign territory.
2. Contribute to national resilience and whole of government
Territorial
defence and
security

security objectives.
3. Meet New Zealand’s commitment as an ally of Australia.

1. Deter, deny and defeat attacks on or threats
to Australia and its national interests, and
northern approaches.

4. Support New Zealand’s civilian presence in the Ross
Dependency of Antarctica, and participate in whole of
government efforts to monitor and respond to activity in the
Southern Ocean.
5. Contribute to, and where necessary lead, operations in the
Regional
security

South Pacific.
6. Make a credible contribution in support of peace and
security in the Asia–Pacific region.

Global
security

7. Protect New Zealand’s wider interests by contributing to

2. Make effective military contributions to support the
security of maritime South East Asia and support the
governments of Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste and of
Pacific Island Countries to build and strengthen their
security
3. Contribute military capabilities to coalition operations

international peace and security, and the international rule

that support Australia’s interests in a rules-based

of law.

global order.

8. Contribute to the advancement of New Zealand’s
security partnerships.
Enabling
tasks

9. Participate in whole of government efforts to monitor the
strategic environment.
10. Be prepared to respond to sudden shifts in the
strategic environment.

Sources: Australia’s and New Zealand’s 2016 defence white papers.

Australia clearly embraces a more ambitious agenda for territorial defence and regional security than New Zealand.
For example, Australia aspires to ‘deter, deny and defeat attacks’ not only on Australian territory but also in its
‘northern approaches’. And Australia’s goals extend beyond territorial defence to include ‘attacks on or threats to’
its ‘national interests’. Similarly, in terms of regional security, Australia aspires to make ‘effective contributions’
to the security of maritime Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands, whereas New Zealand is content to make only
‘credible’ contributions beyond the Pacific islands. These differences are significant and almost certainly intentional.
Elsewhere in the two documents, the difference in geographical scope is reflected in Australia’s consistent reference
to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ and New Zealand’s use of the more restrictive term ‘Asia–Pacific’.
Australia’s more expansive vision of its role in the world, and of what it might achieve, is hardly surprising, given its
larger size—especially taking into account New Zealand’s more remote and eastward location. Be that as it may,
both countries envisage using their armed forces for similar purposes: they want to be able to defend themselves,
and each stands ready to work with others to create a more favourable security environment. Where differences
arise, they’re more of scope and intensity than of purpose. Both countries ultimately want the same thing: to live in a
peaceful and secure region within a rules-based global order.

Convergences and divergences

Having goals is one thing, but achieving them is another; neither country possesses armed forces adequate to
defend itself, or its interests, in every plausible situation. Like all small countries, if things turn for the worse, their
fortunes will depend on the support of others. That helps explain their shared emphasis on working with coalition
partners. It’s not just—or perhaps not even—a matter of contributing to a more secure world, but a conscious move
to establish a claim for future assistance from others.
Nowhere is the quid pro quo more explicit than in the case of alliances, which brings us to the ANZUS Treaty involving
Australia, New Zealand and the US. And there hangs a tale.

Relations with the US and the ANZUS Treaty
As far-flung outposts of the British Empire, Australia and New Zealand naturally aligned themselves with Great
Britain through much of the first half of the 20th century. Each made sizeable contributions to the British efforts
in World Wars I and II, but they both turned to America for their security following the fall of Singapore in 1942. In
the immediate postwar period, the US resisted extending a security guarantee to Australia and New Zealand, but
the fall of China to communism and the onset of the Korean conflict (to which both Australia and New Zealand sent
troops) led the US to negotiate a tripartite security treaty concurrently with negotiating a peace treaty with Japan.
Until then, Australia and New Zealand had voiced serious reservations about Japanese rearmament. Thus, based on
American fears of communism and antipodean fears of Japan, the Australia, New Zealand and US Security (ANZUS)
Treaty was born.9
The treaty was invoked only once in the 20th century, when the US sought consultations under Article III following a
deterioration of the situation in Indochina in 1954.10 Nevertheless, the three countries fought alongside each other
in Vietnam (albeit without reference to ANZUS).
Following America’s rapprochement with China in 1972 and the end of the Vietnam conflict, Australia and New
Zealand abandoned their strategy of ‘forward defence’ to focus on their own territorial defence. Doing so was
consistent with US policy at the time. To extricate the US from the Vietnam conflict, US President Nixon announced
what became known as the Guam (or Nixon) Doctrine in July 1969. The doctrine put US allies on notice that they
were expected to ‘assume the primary responsibility of providing the manpower’ for their defence.
By the time Ronald Reagan became US President in 1980, the region was stable and Australia and New Zealand
were effectively enjoying a free pass from the Cold War—a strategic holiday, of sorts. Nonetheless, disagreements
emerged in the ANZUS alliance in the mid-1980s following the election of centre-left governments in Australia
and New Zealand. The left wing of both government parties held strong anti-nuclear views, and the Nuclear
Disarmament Party even managed to capture 7% of upper house votes in Australia in the 1984 election.11 This was
an era of anti-nuclear discontent among US allies in Europe and the Antipodes. In 1985, Australia withdrew an earlier
offer to support the testing of the US’s controversial multi-warhead MX missile system, and then went on to oppose
the US Strategic Defense Initiative (more commonly known as the ‘Star Wars’ program).12 Neither issue proved
unmanageable for the Australia–US alliance. In contrast, New Zealand’s nuclear-free policy stumbled over a red line.
In February 1985, the newly elected NZ Labour government enacted its election promise to make New Zealand
‘nuclear-free’ by asking the US to confirm that a US warship scheduled to visit New Zealand, the USS Buchanan,
wasn’t carrying nuclear weapons. Consistent with longstanding policy, the US refused to either ‘confirm or deny’,
and the vessel was denied entry. In response, the US postponed the annual ANZUS summit, cancelled a planned
trilateral ANZUS naval exercise and cut intelligence sharing with New Zealand.13 In 1986, the US formally suspended
its obligations to New Zealand under the ANZUS Treaty.14 Nonetheless, the treaty remained active between Australia
and New Zealand, and between Australia and the US.
New Zealand didn’t set out to sacrifice its alliance with the US in favour of its nuclear-free policy. Yet, when faced
with the choice, it did exactly that. As New Zealand’s then Prime Minister, David Lange, put it, ‘it is the price we are
prepared to pay’. Several factors influenced New Zealand’s decision. To start with, factional politics within the NZ
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Labour government reduced the space for compromise. The government needed support from its left faction to
push through economic reforms, and the anti-nuclear policy was the sop in exchange. The role of public opinion is
less clear. Although 56% of New Zealanders favoured prohibiting visits by nuclear warships, support for the alliance
grew from 66% to 71% during the crisis.15 Of course, it’s still possible that most people preferred a nuclear-free
policy to an alliance with the US (relative preferences can’t be inferred from responses to separate questions).
Despite the furore at the time, exclusion from ANZUS imposed few substantive costs on New Zealand. So long as
the US remained engaged in the Asia–Pacific, New Zealand would continue to enjoy the benefits of the US presence
in the region, irrespective of ANZUS membership. All that New Zealand lost were the collateral benefits that the
US routinely provides its allies, such as intelligence sharing, access to advanced technology and the occasional
diplomatic accolade. But none of those things made any real difference to New Zealand’s low-tech defence
capabilities. David Lange even quipped that an end to intelligence sharing would give him ‘more time to read the
comic papers’.16 Consequently, even at the height of the stand-off with the US in 1985, New Zealand’s security didn’t
change significantly. There’s little doubt that politicians and the public in New Zealand fully understood that they
were playing a low-stakes game.
In Australia, anti-nuclear factions where held in check by the political mainstream, and the alliance with the US
continued. The Hawke government placated its left wing by acceding to the (largely symbolic) Rarotonga Treaty
designating the South Pacific a nuclear-free zone. Hawke also made a statement to parliament on the functioning
of US joint facilities in Australia to ease public concern. The end of the Cold War and the ensuing unipolar moment
made the alliance easy to manage through the 1990s. Australia made a small contribution to the US-led Gulf War in
1990–91, as did New Zealand.
Following the 9/11 attacks in 2001, Australia invoked Article IV of the ANZUS Treaty (even though it’s doubtful that
the treaty applied17), and quickly deployed troops to Afghanistan in support of the US. Again, New Zealand followed
suit. But when it came to the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, New Zealand demurred while Australia answered the call.
Australia’s initial and ongoing contributions to Afghanistan and Iraq have been moderate in scale and carefully
calibrated in terms of risk. At the same time, however, it has rendered its support more quickly and consistently
than many other US allies. After more than a decade and a half of stalwart support of US policy, Australia’s alliance
with the US is now stronger than at any point since the Vietnam conflict, if not since World War II. It has helped that
Australia has been expanding and modernising its defence force while many other US allies have been slashing
theirs. Australia’s efforts haven’t gone unrewarded. In 2005, the two countries signed a free trade deal (albeit of
marginal economic consequence), and Australia now enjoys unprecedented access to US military technology.
In 2007, Australia became the sole US partner in the Wideband Global SATCOM system, and it’s currently the
exclusive export customer for the EA-18G Growler electronic attack aircraft (due to enter service in 2018). In addition,
Australia and the US are jointly developing the AN/BYG-1 submarine combat system and the enhanced Mk 48
heavyweight torpedo for use in Australia’s Collins-class submarines and all classes of US nuclear attack submarines.
Australia is also acquiring a dual-use C-Band Space Surveillance Radar to work within the US Global Space
Surveillance Network, and a US optical space surveillance telescope is being relocated to Australia.18
Australia has also made its territory available to the US military for training and potentially for the staging of
operations. In 2011, the Gillard government announced plans for an annual six-month rotation of 2,500 US marines
through Darwin, along with expanded use of Australian testing ranges and airfields by the US Air Force.
Just as Australia’s alliance with the US has deepened over the past 15 years, New Zealand’s relationship with
Washington has warmed. New Zealand made a series of contributions to coalition operations in Afghanistan
and post-invasion Iraq, and the US ‘pivot’ to Asia saw the US engaging with prodigal New Zealand. Following
declarations in Wellington in 2010 and Washington in 2012, some commentators have taken to describing New
Zealand as a de facto ally of the US. Neither document justifies such a conclusion.

Convergences and divergences

The Wellington Declaration was little more than a joint communique announcing a ‘strategic partnership’ to
pursue ‘cooperation in the Pacific’ and ‘enhanced political and subject-matter dialogue’.19 It canvassed a range of
non-traditional security (and non-security) matters, including climate change, nuclear proliferation, extremism,
innovation, trade and people-to-people links. The 2012 Washington Declaration went further, setting out intentions
and arrangements for NZ–US defence cooperation.20 Specific areas cited included humanitarian assistance, disaster
relief, counterterrorism, counterproliferation, anti-piracy, multilateral cooperation and UN peacekeeping. Although
the structure and language of the Washington Declaration mimic those of a treaty—including a commitment to
respond ‘in a timely and effective way to a range of contingencies’—it fails to go beyond non-traditional security
issues. The single oblique reference to traditional security refers to ‘freedom of commerce and navigation’ in the
context of ‘maritime security cooperation’.
There is, however, a sense in which the two countries might be viewed as de facto allies: they often behave as though
they are. As we’ll see below, New Zealand’s contributions to coalition operations involving the US over the past
15 years have been broadly commensurate with Australia’s, once New Zealand’s reduced capacity is considered.
A significant exception was the controversial 2003 invasion of Iraq, but Australia wouldn’t have been there if its
Labor party had been in power. For its part, the US has reinstated almost all the military cooperation it provided to
New Zealand prior to the 1985 break-up, including a resumption of military exercises in 2010. On the political front,
it only took until 1995 for a New Zealand prime minister to be invited back to the Oval Office for a photo-op.
The last symbol of estrangement fell away with the visit of a US Arleigh Burke destroyer, USS Sampson, to New
Zealand in November 2016. This was originally intended as a ceremonial visit commemorating the 75th anniversary
of the Royal New Zealand Navy, but the Sampson ended up rendering humanitarian assistance following an
earthquake off the South Island. Curiously, the Sampson was granted entry under the same ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’
arrangements that New Zealand found unacceptable 31 years earlier for the USS Buchanan. While, in some sense,
New Zealand has compromised its earlier principled stance, current circumstances make it easier to assess whether
a vessel is nuclear armed. More importantly, the visit was a gesture of friendship rather than a test of commitment:
this time around, the US wasn’t making a demand. A New Zealand poll in mid-2016 reported 75% support for a
US Navy visit (up from 50% at the start of the year).21
As much as the two countries behave like allies, that’s probably the last thing that New Zealand would admit. In
response to Australia’s depiction of New Zealand as an ANZUS ally in its 2016 Defence White Paper, the then NZ
Prime Minister, John Keys, said, ‘they are well and truly aware that a long time ago we suspended ANZUS and
we have no intention of re-joining’.22 Aside from the unambiguous message that New Zealand isn’t interested in
rejoining the alliance with the US, the Prime Minister’s failure to recall the history or understand the legal status of
the treaty shows how remote and unlikely rejoining is for New Zealand. Consistent with that observation, there’s
been no recent polling on New Zealanders’ attitudes to a renewed alliance with the US. New Zealand has moved on.
Setting aside the question of the alliance, there’s something particularly revealing about what New Zealand
doesn’t say about the US in its defence white paper. While Australia’s Defence White Paper 2016 repeatedly stressed
the importance of the US presence in the region, and was explicit about Australia’s support for a continuing US
role,23 New Zealand’s most recent white paper only manages a single and somewhat neutral reference to the US
‘rebalance’. We’ll return to that point below.
Back across the Tasman, public opinion is strongly in favour of the alliance. The annual Lowy Institute Poll (Table 2)
has recorded support for the Australia–US alliance at an average of 78% over the past 13 years, and the Australian
Election Study (Table 3) has reported support at 86% averaged over the eight federal elections held from 1993
to 2016.
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Table 2: Lowy Poll: Importance of US alliance to Australia’s security (%)
2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Very
Important

45

42

36

42

55

56

59

59

54

52

53

42

53

Fairly
Important

27

28

27

34

30

30

23

28

28

26

27

29

24

Total

72

70

63

76

85

86

82

87

82

78

80

71

77

Source: Lowy Institute, 2017 Lowy Institute Poll, 21 June 2017, online. Question: ‘How important is our alliance relationship with the
United States for Australia’s security?’

Table 3: Australian Election Study: Importance of US alliance to Australia’s security (%)
1993

1996

1998

2001

2004

2007

2010

2013

2016

Very
Important

36.5

55.4

47.0

57.9

45.3

41.5

45.8

45.8

41.5

Fairly
Important

42.1

33.4

41.1

31.9

39.2

42.9

41.3

40.1

45.1

Total

78.6

88.8

88.1

89.8

84.5

84.4

87.1

85.9

86.6

Source: SM Cameron, I McAllister, Trends in Australian political opinion: results from the Australian Election Study 1987–2016, ANU, 2016,
online. Question (1993): ‘As you may know, Australia is allied with the United States in the ANZUS Treaty. How important do you think
the United States alliance under ANZUS is for protecting Australia’s security?’ Question (1996–2016): ‘How important do you think the
Australian alliance with the United States under the ANZUS treaty is for protecting Australia’s security?’

Politically, the two main Australian parties compete for the mantle of being best able to manage the US alliance.
Criticism of the alliance is limited to the Australian Greens party, a great many academics, some journalists, and a
select few retired politicians. Among those who realistically aspire to form government in Australia, questioning the
US alliance is heresy of the first order.
The bipartisan support for the alliance is reflected in the last two Australian defence white papers. In 2013, the
then Labor government said the US alliance was Australia’s ‘most important defence relationship’ and a ‘pillar
of Australia’s strategic and security arrangements’.24 In 2016, the Coalition government said that a ‘strong and
deep [US] alliance is at the core of Australia’s security and defence planning’, and variously pledged to ‘enhance’,
‘strengthen’, ‘broaden’ and ‘deepen’ the US–Australia defence relationship.25
Looking at the common and divergent aspects of the Australia–US and NZ–US relationships, a fair depiction of
the situation is as follows: Australia has a deep strategic alliance with the US, whereas New Zealand has a security
relationship. The essential difference is that, while Australia remains precommitted through ANZUS to support the
US, New Zealand has studiously avoided re-entering any such arrangement. On that basis, New Zealand is decidedly
not a de facto ally of the US.

Other defence relationships
Australia and New Zealand naturally have a range of defence and strategic relationships beyond the US. Table 4
shows the order and grouping used by Australia and New Zealand when describing their international relationships
in their recent defence white papers. Although hardly a precise diagnostic, this is a good starting point for
discussion: foreign governments look carefully at how they’re depicted in other countries’ policy statements, so the
listings are unlikely to be accidental.

Convergences and divergences

Table 4: Order and grouping of defence relationships for Australia and New Zealand
New Zealand

Australia

‘Strong international relationships’

‘International defence relationships’

• Australia

• US

• US

• New Zealand

• UK and Canada

• Indonesia

• China

• South Pacific (Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Palau, the
Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Samoa, Vanuatu, Fiji, Tuvalu,
Tonga, Cook Islands and the Republic of the Marshall Islands)

• South Pacific (Cook Islands, Niue, Tokelau, Samoa)
• Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Five Power Defence
Arrangements, ASEAN, Japan, South Korea)
• Middle East
• Europe (NATO, EU, France)

• Timor-Leste
• Southeast Asia (Five Power Defence Arrangements, Malaysia, Singapore,
ASEAN, Thailand, Vietnam, Philippines)
• North Asia (Japan, China, South Korea)
• South Asia (India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka)
• Global Relationships (NATO, UN, UK, France, Canada)
• The Middle East (United Arab Emirates)
• Africa

Note: Mentions of operational locales, as opposed to defence relationships, have been omitted. Dot points correspond to sections;
countries in parentheses are those mentioned within a section.
Sources: Australia’s and New Zealand’s 2016 defence white papers.

As might be expected for a larger country with more resources, the implied scope of Australia’s defence
relationships is more extensive than New Zealand’s. Even taking that into account, there are important qualitative
differences between the two countries’ priorities.
Australia’s discussion of defence relations with Asia is both more granular and wider in scope than New Zealand’s.
In the case of Southeast Asia, apart from the catch-all ASEAN grouping, New Zealand mentions only the ex-British
colonies of Singapore and Malaysia explicitly. More significantly, Australia lists Indonesia third (after the US and
New Zealand) in its list of defence relationships, whereas New Zealand makes no mention of the region’s most
populous nation.
Further insight into the two countries’ regional relationships can be gleaned from their respective defence
engagement programs: Australia’s Defence Cooperation Program and New Zealand’s Mutual Assistance Program
(Table 5). While both countries devote most of their effort to Pacific countries and East Timor, Australia devotes more
than twice as great a share of its direct effort (16%) to ASEAN countries than New Zealand (7%). A similar pattern
emerges with foreign aid (Table 6). While Australia allocates 47% of its bilateral aid to Asia, New Zealand allocates
only 21%.
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Table 5: Australian and New Zealand defence engagement program efforts, 2014–15
New Zealand

Australia

Activities

Percentage

Budget ($m)

Percentage

Melanesia and East Timor

78

60%

31.3

36%

Polynesia

40

31%

3.7

4%

0.8

1%

27.3

31%

Micronesia
Pacific Patrol Boats

a

Subtotal

a

118

91%

63.1

72%

Southeast Asia

9

7%

13.6

16%

Other

3

2%

10.2

12%

Includes Defence Cooperation Program housing in the Pacific.

Note: A more recent comparison is not possible because the 2015–16 NZDF annual report did not provide a breakdown of defence
engagement activities by country.
Source: Australian and New Zealand Defence annual reports 2014–15.

Table 6: Australian and New Zealand foreign aid budget allocations, 2016–17
Multilateral and bilateral aid
New Zealand

Australia

(0.25% of GNI)

(0.23% of GNI)

Multilateral

20%

35%

Pacific and East Timor

59%

Asia

Bilateral aid
New Zealand

Australia

(0.25% of GNI)

(0.23% of GNI)

30%

74%

45%

17%

31%

21%

47%

Africa and Middle East

3%

5%

4%

7%

Latin America and Caribbean

1%

0.3%

1%

0.4%

GNI = gross national income.
Sources: New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade websites.

Although both countries include the South Pacific high on their lists, New Zealand doesn’t mention any Melanesian
or Micronesian country by name. In comparison, Australia’s coverage of the Pacific is much more complete, but
perhaps only because it lists all 12 partners in its Pacific Patrol Boat Program. Elsewhere in its white paper, Australia
conveys a strong focus on Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste, which isn’t surprising, given the historical links and
physical proximity of those two fragile states to Australia’s north. Of bilateral aid to the immediate region and Pacific
(Table 7), Australia devotes 88% of its aid to Melanesia and East Timor, 7% to Polynesia and 5% to Micronesia, which
is broadly in line with the relative populations of the three regions. In contrast, New Zealand devotes almost equal
shares of its bilateral aid budget to Melanesia and East Timor (46%) and Polynesia (44%).
Table 7: Australian and New Zealand bilateral aid to East Timor and Pacific, 2016
New Zealand

Australia

Population

Melanesia and East Timor

46%

88%

9,623,000

Polynesia

44%

7%

684,000

Micronesia

9%

5%

526,000

Sources: New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade; UN Population Database
(2015 revision).
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A similar pattern emerges in the two countries’ defence engagement programs with non-ASEAN countries (Table 8).
Australia devotes 69% of its bilateral effort to Melanesia and East Timor, 18% to Polynesia and 13% to Micronesia;
New Zealand splits its effort 66% to Melanesia and East Timor and 34% to Polynesia. New Zealand’s focus on
Polynesia probably reflects its location and Polynesian heritage, as well as its free association arrangements with
the Cook Islands and Niue.
Table 8: Australian and New Zealand defence engagement program efforts, 2014–15
Australiaa

New Zealand
Activities

Percentage

Budget ($m)

Percentage

Melanesia and East Timor

78

66%

43.7

69%

Polynesia

40

34%

11.2

18%

8.2

13%

Micronesia
a

Includes Defence Cooperation Program housing in the Pacific.

Note: A more recent comparison is not possible because the 2015–16 NZDF annual report did not provide a breakdown of activities
by country.
Source: Australian and New Zealand Defence annual reports 2014–15.

Beyond Southeast Asia and the Pacific, two important differences emerge. First, Australia has established and
is deepening its strategic relationship with Japan—a country with which New Zealand has at best perfunctory
defence relations. From 2004 to 2006, Australia and Japan cooperated in reconstruction efforts in Iraq. In 2007, the
two countries’ prime ministers issued the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, which, among other things,
established annual 2+2 ministerial-level talks. And in 2013, Australia and Japan signed agreements on defence
logistics cooperation and intelligence sharing. Perhaps most significantly, since 2011 there’s been an annual
ministerial-level Trilateral Strategic Dialogue between Australia, Japan and the US.
Taken at face value, the various Australia–Japan agreements and meetings are focused on non-traditional security
areas (or at least that’s how the resulting communiques depict matters), but many commentators see the growing
bilateral and trilateral arrangements as a strengthening of the US alliance network in the Asia–Pacific designed
to check China’s rise. The truth is almost certainly somewhere in between. Japan’s offer to sell submarines to
Australia—much to China’s consternation—demonstrates that traditional security concerns figure strongly in the
emerging relationship (at least from Japan’s perspective). It would be disingenuous to divorce the strengthening
Australia–Japan security relationship from concerns about China’s rise.
It’s with that same motivation that Australia has been nurturing its nascent defence relationship with India,
and to a lesser extent with South Korea. In 2014, Australia and India signed five bilateral agreements, including
the Framework for Security Cooperation, and in 2015 Australia, Japan and India held trilateral talks at the
vice-ministerial level. Over the same period, the US has also been working to draw India into a strategic partnership.
The second important, though subtler, difference arises with China. On the surface, Australia and New Zealand have
similar relations with the Middle Kingdom.26 Australia and China signed the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
in 2014, and New Zealand’s Defence White Paper 2016 describes China as an ‘important strategic partner’. Both
countries have valuable trade relationships with China (explored in detail below), and both have conducted
low-level military exercises with China. But there are differences.
On the strategic front, Wellington tends to adopt fewer positions that might displease Beijing than Canberra does.
For example, while Australia was unequivocal in its criticism of China’s declaration of an ‘air defence identification
zone’ in the East China Sea in 2013, New Zealand was silent in public and (reportedly) neutral in private.27 The
contrasting tenor of Australian and New Zealand diplomacy on the issue is reflected in the two countries’ defence
white papers. While Australia takes a clear position in opposition to China, New Zealand recounts events from the
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perspective of a neutral observer. Even the language is telling: Australia refers to China’s ‘unilateral declaration’
of the air defence identification zone, while New Zealand refers to an ‘announcement’:
Unresolved territorial disputes also contribute to tensions in the area. China’s 2013 unilateral declaration of an
Air Defence Identification Zone in the East China Sea, an area in which there are a number of overlapping Air
Defence Identification Zones, caused tensions to rise. Australia is opposed to any coercive or unilateral actions to
change the status quo in the East China Sea.
—Australian 2016 Defence White Paper, para 2.98
Freedom of overflight, and states’ perceptions of the extent to which this ought to be limited (or preserved), has
also been tested in recent years. Regional reactions to China’s announcement of an Air Defence Identification
Zone, covering most of the East China Sea, are one example of this.
—New Zealand Defence White Paper 2016, para 3.79
The issue of the Chinese air defence identification zone issue is only one example of the differences between
Australian and New Zealand diplomacy towards China. On China’s annexation and militarisation of contested
features in the South China Sea, New Zealand has been more careful in what it says than Australia (which, in turn,
has been more careful than the US). In 2015, New Zealand scholar David Capie referred to ‘a stark and growing gap
between what New Zealand has said in public and the language used by its closest security partners’.28 That said,
by mid-2016, New Zealand’s position had drawn closer to Australia’s.
Before concluding our survey of defence relationships, we step back to look at the patterns of engagement as
reflected in the two countries’ combined military exercises in 2014–15, the most recent year for which useful
data is available (Table 9). The location of each exercise is given in the table after the exercise name. As expected,
Australia was involved in a larger number of exercises involving Asian countries than New Zealand. That said, for a
country with a defence force more than six times larger than New Zealand’s, it’s perhaps surprising that Australia
participates in only a 60% greater number of major international exercises. More surprising still is the extent to
which both countries rely on the US to organise exercises, including those involving regional third parties.

Convergences and divergences

Table 9: Major Australian and New Zealand military exercises, 2014–15
New Zealand

Australia

6 x US multilateral exercises:
• RIMPAC 14—maritime Pacific
• IMCMEX—Middle East
• COPE NORTH 2015—Australia
• AATTCE 2015—United States
• PACIFIC ANGEL—Papua New Guinea
• PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 15—Kiribati, Micronesia, Solomon
Islands

15 x US multilateral exercises:
• RIMPAC 14—maritime Pacific
• IMCMEX 14—Middle East
• KHAAN QUEST 14—Mongolia
• KHAAN QUEST 15—Mongolia
• FORTUNE GUARD—US (Hawaii)
• ULCHI FREEDOM—South Korea
• KEY RESOLVE—South Korea
• GARUDA CANTI DHAMA—Indonesia
• KEEN SWORD—Japan
• COBRA GOLD 15—Thailand
• TEMPEST EXPRESS—New Caledonia
• BALIKATAN 15—Philippines
• EAGER LION—Jordan
• COALITION VIRTUAL FLAG—US
• PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 14—Timor-Leste, Cambodia, Philippines,
Vietnam
• PACIFIC PARTNERSIP 15—Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea,
Philippines, Micronesia, Solomon Islands

3 x Australia–Canada–NZ–UK–US exercises:
• Vigilant Pacific 14 & 15
• Aqua Terra

3 x Australia–Canada–NZ–UK–US exercises:
• Vigilant Pacific 14 & 15
• Aqua Terra

3 x Australian multilateral exercises:
• RENDER SAFE 14—Papua New Guinea
• KAKADU 14—Australia
• TALISMAN SABRE 15—Australia

4 x Australian multilateral exercises:
• RENDER SAFE 14—Papua New Guinea
• KAKADU 14—Australia
• TALISMAN SABRE 15—Australia
• PITCH BLACK—Australia

1 x Australia–NZ–US exercise:
• HAMEL—Australia

1 x Australia–NZ–US exercise:
• HAMEL—Australia

3 x Five Power Defence Arrangements exercise
• SUMAN WARRIOR—New Zealand
• BERSAMA LIMA—Singapore
• BERSAMA SHIELD 15—Malaysia/Singapore

3 x Five Power Defence Arrangements exercise
• SUMAN WARRIOR—New Zealand
• BERSAMA LIMA—Singapore
• BERSAMA SHIELD 15—Malaysia/Singapore

2 x US–NZ exercises:
• LIGHTNING KIWI—New Zealand
• BLACK FRONTIER 1—New Zealand

2 x Australia—US exercises:
• FLEET SYNTHETIC TRAINING—dispersed
• TRITON SIM—dispersed

1 x Australia–China–NZ exercise:
• COOPERATION SPIRIT 14—China

1 x Australia–China–NZ exercise:
• COOPERATION SPIRIT 14—China

1 x UK multilateral exercise
• JOINT WARRIOR—UK
1 x NZ exercise in Pacific island countries:
• TROPIC TWILIGHT—Niue

1 x NEO Coordination Group exercise:
• ARGONAUT 15—Cyprus
1 x ASEAN Disaster Relief Exercise:
• ASEAN DRE—Malaysia
1 x Australia—NATO exercises
• ARCADE FUSION—UK
1 x French multilateral exercise:
• Croix Du Sud—New Caledonia

Note: A more recent comparison is not possible because Australia’s 2015–16 Defence annual report did not list ADF exercises in
that year.
Source: ADF and NZDF annual reports for 2014–15. Note that the unilateral use of Australian or New Zealand training facilities by third
parties, participation in international workshops, personnel exchanges and the dispatch of observers to third-party exercises are
not included.
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Looking to the future, the two countries have very different aspirations for their respective defence relationships
with third parties. New Zealand’s Defence White Paper 2016 notes that its relationship with the US is ‘deepening’ and
says that it wants to strengthen its relationships with Canada and the UK and enhance its working-level engagement
with China. Those are laudable but modest goals that will reinforce New Zealand’s focus on the very near and very
far to the exclusion of the geographical mid-ground.
In contrast, Australia cites strengthening relationships, or plans to further develop its relationships, with Canada,
China, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Singapore, Southeast
Asia more generally, South Korea, Sri Lanka, the United Arab Emirates, the UK, the US and Vietnam. To that end,
Australia’s white paper foreshadows an increase in ‘the number of multinational exercises the ADF participates in
across [the] immediate region and the broader Indo-Pacific’, which it says will result in ‘more regular surface and
airborne Australian maritime presence in the South Pacific, South East Asia, North Asia and the Indian Ocean and an
increase in land-based exercises’. It also commits the ADF to increased two-way personnel exchanges with partner
defence and security forces.
Thus, while New Zealand hopes to maintain what it has and expand along a couple of paths, Australia plans to
enhance its defence relationships around the globe and increase the scope and tempo of its military exercises
across the Indo-Pacific.

Military deployments
Further insight into Australian and New Zealand defence policy can be found in the pattern and scale of the two
countries’ military deployments. Table 10 shows the scale of each country’s effort from World War I through to
Vietnam. Both countries fought alongside their Western allies during the major conflicts in the 20th century. Both
were also involved militarily in the Malaysian Emergency (1948–1966) and Indonesian Confrontation (1962–1966),
but troop numbers for those deployments are not known. On a per capita basis (that is, in proportion to its
population), New Zealand made larger contributions than Australia in World War I, World War II and especially
the Korean conflict. In the Vietnam conflict, Australia made a fivefold greater effort. In 1990–91, both made small
contributions to the US-led (and UN-sanctioned) Gulf War.
Table 10: Scale of major Australian and New Zealand military deployments, 1900 to 1973
Australia

New Zealand

Personnel deployeda

Percentage of populationb

World War I (1914–1918)

337,060

6.8%

98,950

9.1%

World War II (1939–1945)

557,799

7.9%

140,000

8.8%

Korea (1950–1953)

17,000

0.2%

6,000

0.3%

Vietnam (1962–1973)

60,000

0.5%

3,000

0.1%

a

Total number who served overseas at some point during the conflict.

b

Circa 1914 for WWI, circa 1940 for WWII and circa 1951 for the Korean conflict.

Personnel deployeda

Percentage of populationb

Sources: Australian War Memorial and official NZHistory websites.

More recent deployments have been reported in terms of the number of personnel deployed at any one time,
rather than the aggregate number who served at some point in the conflict. Figure 1 shows the per capita scale
of recent military deployments by Australia and New Zealand, including all personnel serving overseas on any
operation. The numbers are percentages of the strength of the country’s permanent defence force at the time.
On a per capita basis, the Australian data scales up by around one-fifth because the ADF is a larger fraction of the
national population. In any case, it’s clear that that the two countries’ defence forces have maintained similar levels
of operational tempo over the past decade and a half, but that Australia has been making a greater per capita
effort—by an average of 49%—over the past decade. Moreover, Australia’s contributions often include a wider

Convergences and divergences

range of capabilities and more advanced weapons systems—as you’d expect, given the structure of the ADF. In
assessing the relative efforts of the two defence forces, it’s worth remembering that the ADF possesses significant
scale advantages. It’s also noteworthy that New Zealand managed to make a larger per capita contribution to the
INTERFET operation than Australia (in 1999 and 2000 in Figure 1).29
Figure 1: Scale of recent Australian and New Zealand military deployments, 1999 to 2016
New Zealand
Australia
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Personnel on routine maritime patrol duties have not been included for either country.
Sources: Defence annual reports and various other official sources; data found online for May in each year.

Both countries contribute to a range of multinational efforts around the globe. In late 2016, New Zealand reported
having 235 personnel deployed on 14 operations and UN missions in 10 countries. In comparison, Australia reported
1,852 personnel deployed on nine operations in eight locations. Given the substantially smaller size of its defence
force, it’s perhaps surprising that New Zealand contributes to at least as wide a range of multilateral military
operations as Australia, but it probably reflects an important aspect of New Zealand’s defence and foreign policy:
a strong commitment to the UN and other international institutions. In that regard, it’s noteworthy that New
Zealand contributed troops to the UN Protection Force in the former Yugoslavia (Bosnia-Herzegovina) from
1992 to 2007.

19

20

NEW ZEALAND, AUSTRALIA AND THE ANZUS ALLIANCE: Interests, identity and strategy

Defence capability
With six times as many people and around 17 times the budget of the NZDF, it’s to be expected that the ADF fields a
wider and more potent range of military capabilities. Tables 11 and 12 provide a snapshot of the two defence forces
as they are today.
Table 11: New Zealand Defence Force at a glance, circa 2016
Personnel

Key assets

Royal New Zealand Navy

New Zealand Army

Royal New Zealand Air Force

2,132 permanent

4,584 permanent

2,403 permanent

438 reserve

1,671 reserve

212 reserve

98 civilian

427 civilian

270 civilian

2 frigates

2 infantry battalions

10 SH-2G helicopters

1 oiler

1 light armoured regiment

6 P-3 Orion

1 landing ship

1 field regiment

5 C-130H Hercules

2 offshore patrol vessels

1 signal regiment

2 Boeing 757

4 inshore patrol vessels

1 engineer regiment

8 NH90 helicopters

1 dive tender

1 combat support regiment

5 A109 light helicopters

1 survey team

1 health battalion

4 B200

1 dive team

1 military police unit

11 Beechcraft T-6C

1 mine counter team

1 SAS regiment

Source: NZ Defence White Paper 2016.

Table 12: Australian Defence Force at a glance, circa 2016
Personnel

Royal Australian Navy

Australian Armya

Royal Australian Air Force

14,394 permanent

30,430 permanent

14,385 permanent

1,760 reserve

14,250 reserve

2,840 reserve

18,200 civilian
Key assets

11 frigates

3 brigades comprising:

62 PC-9 training aircraft

6 submarines

2 infantry battalions

16 KA350 King Air aircraft

2 landing helicopter docks

1 cavalry regiment

8 C-17 Globemaster III

1 landing ship dock

1 artillery regiment

12 C-130J Hercules

1 afloat support vessel

1 signals regiment

10 C-17J Spartan

1 oiler tanker

1 combat engineer regiment

5 KC-30A Multirole aircraft

1 combat support regiment

2 Boeing business jet

13 offshore patrol boats
24 MH-60R helicopters

2 combat support brigades

3 CL-604 Challenger

6 MRH-90 helicopters

3 regional surveillance units

15 AP-3C Orion

7 Squirrel helicopters

1 SAS regiment

8 P-8 Poseidon

6 coastal minehuntersb

1 Commando regiment

6 E-7A Wedgetail AEW&C

2 hydro ships

1 aviation brigade:

71 F/A-18 Hornet

4 survey launches

7 Chinook helicopters

24 F/A-18F Super Hornet

1 laser depth sounder aircraft

34 Black Hawk helicopters

12 E/A-18G Growler

2 clearance dive teams

41 Kiowa helicopters

2 F-35 Lightning

22 Tiger ARH helicopters

2 Heron UAV

41 MRH-90 Taipan

1 JORN radar

AEW&C = airborne early warning and control; UAV = unmanned aerial vehicle.
a

Includes only permanent and integrated reserve units.

b

Two vessels are in ‘extended readiness’.

Source: M Thomson, The cost of Defence 2015–16: defence budget brief 2015–2016, ASPI, Canberra, online; various Defence publications.
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To those not versed in military nomenclature and weapons system designations, the lists in Tables 11 and 12
probably convey little beyond the relative scale of the forces. However, three broad comparisons can be made.
First, for land operations, New Zealand can independently deploy and sustain a battalion taskforce of around
900 personnel in the South Pacific, or further afield with third-party support. In comparison, Australia can deploy
and support a brigade group of around 4,000 offshore plus a battalion taskforce of around 1,000 at another location,
and the potential duration and need for third-party support depend on the location. Australia’s larger amphibious
and airlift capacity gives it greater flexibility and reach when it comes to deploying and sustaining its land forces.
Of note are Australia’s two 27,000-tonne landing helicopter dock amphibious vessels. In a crisis, either country
could surge larger forces for a limited time—perhaps as much as 100% larger. Both countries have special forces
capabilities that can and have been deployed in coalition operations globally.
Second, Australia has a wide range of advanced air and maritime capabilities that can be deployed in support of
Australian-led operations across its maritime approaches or further afield in a coalition context. They include
submarines, frigates, maritime patrol aircraft and a comprehensive air combat capability that includes fighter,
air-to-air refuelling, airborne early warning and control, and electronic attack aircraft. In addition, the Royal
Australian Navy has just commissioned the first of three air warfare destroyers and the Royal Australian Air Force
is currently replacing its maritime patrol aircraft and frontline fighters. In comparison, New Zealand abandoned its
fast-jet air combat capability in 2001, leaving it with two frigates and six ageing maritime patrol aircraft.
Third, the ADF can operate in higher threat environments than the NZDF on the land, at sea and in the air.
The extent to which either country can fulfil the tasks laid out for its defence force (see Table 1) is a matter for
judgement. It’s always possible to envisage situations that would exceed the capacity of existing and planned forces,
and there’s inherent ambiguity in terms such as ‘effective military contribution’ or ‘credible contribution’. Without
doubt, there are plausible circumstances that would exceed the capacity of either force to achieve its stated goals.
Over the past 15 years, the two defence forces’ scale and lethality have diverged due to Australia’s more rapid
expansion and modernisation program. Based on plans released by each country in 2016, the gap is set to widen.
Australia’s $195 billion Integrated Investment Plan lists 166 projects planned over the next 10 years,30 while New
Zealand’s NZ$20 billion Defence Capability Plan lists 69 projects extending over 15 years.31 Although both plans are
dominated by the ongoing process of replacing and upgrading existing assets, Australia plans to continue expanding
and significantly increasing the lethality of its defence force, while New Zealand, at best, treads water.
The only additional major platforms listed in New Zealand’s plan are an ice-strengthened offshore patrol vessel
to support its civilian operations in Antarctica and new cyber and additional intelligence support capabilities. In
comparison, Australia plans to double the size of its submarine fleet, replace its frigates with larger, more capable
vessels (and add an additional vessel), replace its patrol boats with a fleet of larger offshore patrol vessels, and
acquire an additional replenishment vessel. In the air domain, Australia plans to acquire three additional Chinook
helicopters, a Triton long-range unmanned aircraft system and additional air-to-air refuelling aircraft. Consideration
is also being given to additional heavy-lift aircraft and long-range aeromedical evacuation aircraft. In the land
domain, a new land-based anti-ship missile capability will be acquired along with air-deployable light helicopters
and a new long-range rocket system. The personnel strength of the Australian force will also grow by around
2,800 positions to support the new capabilities.
Among the assets scheduled for replacement in the NZDF are the only two major high-end maritime assets in its
order of battle: the two Anzac frigates and six P-3 Orion maritime patrol aircraft. The decisions that New Zealand
makes when replacing those platforms will be critical to its ability to support Australia as an ally in a serious conflict
(that is, beyond constabulary actions in the immediate region) and to contribute to coalition operations in the
broader Asia–Pacific and beyond.
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Defence spending
Australia outspends New Zealand on defence by more than an order of magnitude not simply because Australia has
a larger economy than New Zealand, but also because it devotes a larger share of its national output to defence.
In 2015, Australia spent A$35 billion (equivalent to 1.94% of its GDP), while New Zealand spent NZ$2.1 billion
(equivalent to 0.88% of its GDP). At the time of writing, A$1.00 buys NZ$1.04.
Under the plans released in 2016, defence spending by each country is set to grow. In the case of Australia,the
government included a decade’s worth of explicit annual funding figures in the 2016 Defence White Paper. If
delivered, the promised funding will result in a defence budget of A$47 billion in 2025–26 (in 2016 dollars). Although
the overall budget will increase in real terms by a healthy 4% per year over the period, most of the growth is planned
for capital investment, which is set to grow in real terms by 7.7% per year.
New Zealand’s financial plans are somewhat less clear. The NZ Government has disclosed only that it plans to spend
NZ$20 billion on capital investment over the next 15 years. Given that investment over the past 15 years amounted
to only NZ$6.2 billion, this is a significant boost. Nonetheless, under reasonable assumptions, it’s possible to
estimate the future trajectory of New Zealand’s defence spending (notwithstanding several difficulties in extracting
current spending levels from public data). In order to avoid miring this discussion in arcane accounting, the results
are given here but the calculations are relegated to a chapter in the 2017 ASPI Defence Budget Brief.32
Past and projected defence spending for Australia and New Zealand are graphed in Figures 2 and 3, respectively.
The upper and lower estimates for New Zealand result from uncertainty over whether the additional NZ$20 billion
is a real or nominal figure; the discontinuity in projected spending reflects the assumption that the additional
investment will ramp up over four years and then remain constant. Notwithstanding that assumption and the
uncertainty, based on what we know today, the New Zealand figures are at least a reasonable estimate of the scale
of future spending.
Figure 2: Actual and projected defence expenditure, Australia, 2000 to 2025 (A$ billion, 2015–16$)
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Source: Adapted from M Thomson, The Cost of Defence: ASPI Defence Budget Brief, 2017–18, ASPI, Canberra, online.

Convergences and divergences

Figure 3: Actual and projected defence expenditure, New Zealand, 2000 to 2030 (NZ$ billion, 2015–16$)
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Source: Adapted from M Thomson, The Cost of Defence: ASPI Defence Budget Brief, 2017–18, ASPI, Canberra, online.

The disparate scale of defence spending by the two countries broadly accords with the differences in the size and
composition of their defence forces and their plans for the future. However, it’s difficult to say whether there are
adequate funds provided in either instance for the range of investments sought, and even harder to predict whether
the money will be forthcoming.
Figure 4 shows the two countries’ defence spending expressed as a share of GDP. The estimated trajectory of New
Zealand’s spending is consistent with the claim (made in New Zealand’s 2016 Defence Capability Plan) that its
defence spending will be an ‘average of around 1% of gross domestic product out to 2030’. Nonetheless, Australia’s
defence spending is projected to remain twice the share of GDP as New Zealand’s.
Figure 4: Defence spending as a share of GDP, Australia and New Zealand, 2000 to 2030
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Source: Adapted from M Thomson, The Cost of Defence: ASPI Defence Budget Brief, 2017–18, ASPI, Canberra, online.
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FACTORS SHAPING
AUSTRALIAN AND NEW
ZEALAND POLICY
Our survey of Australian and New Zealand defence policy has revealed much common ground. The two countries
have the same overarching goal—security in a rules-based world—and they envisage their armed forces doing
similar things towards that goal. Over the past 15 years, they have made similar per capita contributions to
multilateral operations, although Australia has done more in recent times. At the time of writing, Australian and
New Zealand troops are deployed on a joint mission as part of an international coalition to train the Iraqi Army for
operations against Daesh.
Yet there are also several differences. Some are clearly a consequence of the very different scales of the two
economies. For one, it would be impractical for New Zealand to maintain as wide a range, or as large a scale, of
defence capabilities as Australia does. No country the size of New Zealand operates six, let alone 12, advanced
long-range conventional submarines. Up to a point, Australia’s broader range of defence relationships can also be
explained in the same way.
Other differences are more clearly matters of choice rather than capacity:
•

Australia has consistently and substantially outspent New Zealand on defence as a share of GDP since 1950,
and on current plans will continue to do so.

•

Although both countries have been deepening their defence relationships with the US, their attitudes to the
alliance are diametrically opposite: Australia can’t conceive of its defence without the US alliance, while New
Zealand bristles at the mere suggestion of an alliance with the US.

•

Compared with New Zealand, Australian diplomacy is both more critical of recent Chinese behaviour and more
supportive of the US role in the Asia–Pacific.

Australia and New Zealand share strategic interests, but those interests can’t explain these three differences. Other
factors must be in play. This section explores the possible candidates.

Geography
The scale and composition of a country’s military forces are shaped by its geography. With that in mind, it might
seem natural for a small and remote country such as New Zealand to be less concerned about its defence than an
island continent on the doorstep of Asia, such as Australia. Might it be that New Zealand’s location predisposes it
towards a policy of splendid isolation?
In many circumstances, New Zealand’s location certainly insulates it from problems that Australia can’t avoid, such
as irregular migration and the fragility of neighbouring states. And, if such concerns were the prime determinants
of strategy and force structure, the divergence in the two countries’ approaches would be understandable.
But that’s not the case. Rather, both countries’ prime goal is to preserve their sovereignty in the context of a
favourable rules-based global order. On that count, geography works to align rather than divide the two countries’
defence interests.
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In terms of territorial defence and immunity from military coercion, New Zealand can’t be secure unless Australia
is secure. Consequently, New Zealand has as strong an interest in Australia’s security as it does in its own. Similarly,
both countries have an equal interest in maintaining a favourable global order because, by definition, the global
order extends to every corner of the map. However, as we’ll see, aligned interests don’t necessarily translate into
equally strong incentives to act.

Economic interests
It’s the question that’s launched a thousand op-eds and as many academic papers: how to balance strategic
relations with Washington with growing economic links with Beijing. While that question’s most usually asked
about US allies, such as Australia, New Zealand faces the same question, given its growing security rapprochement
with the US. One explanation for the differences between Australian and New Zealand policy could be that they’re
each pursuing a different balance between their strategic and economic interests. That could arise if the economic
interests of one country were deeper or more strongly in conflict with its strategic interests than the other’s are.
So, what sort of economic relationships do the two countries have with China?
Although Australia and New Zealand have among the lowest levels of trade (36rd and 32th, respectively),
measured as a share of GDP, among the 38 countries tracked by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, trade is important to both.33 Among other things, both countries have limited trade in differentiated
products (making import–export substitution difficult), and they’re both highly reliant on imports for many essential
goods—not least oil. Nonetheless, in the current context, it’s their exports that matter most. If there’s a potential
conflict between either country’s strategic and economic interests, it would be likely to manifest as vulnerability
to its exports to China. Specifically, the fear—well founded or otherwise—is that China might use its trade relations
as a bargaining chip or incentive on strategic issues. (A threat to cease or withdraw Chinese investment is another
possibility, but such a move would be hard to make with impunity.)
Table 13 lists each country’s top 10 export destinations for the year ending December 2016, along with the value and
share of total exports to each country or region. Note that exports amount to 31% of New Zealand’s GDP but only
20% of Australia’s. Table 14 shows the composition of each country’s exports to China by value and share of total
exports in that category.
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Table 13: Top 10 export destinations, Australia and New Zealand, 2016
New Zealand
Destination

Australia

NZ$ (m)

% of exports Destination

A$ (m)

% of exports

1

Australia

12,849

18%

China

93,040

28%

2

China

12,299

18%

Japan

38,505

12%

3

European Union

8,349

12%

ASEAN

38,069

12%

4

US

8,077

12%

EU

30,539

9%

5

ASEAN

6,116

9% US

20,657

6%

6

Japan

3,861

6%

20,189

6%

7

South Korea

2,086

3% India

14,627

4%

8

India

1,750

2%

New Zealand

13,004

4%

9

Taiwan

1,253

2%

Hong Kong

12,525

4%

10

Hong Kong

1,252

2%

Taiwan

8,756

3%
12%

South Korea

Other

12,191

17% Other

40,402

Total

70,083

Total

330,313

Sources: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), Trade in services, Australia, 2016, DFAT, Canberra, August 2017, online, and
DFAT; Composition of trade Australia, 2016, DFAT, Canberra, June 2017, online; New Zealand trade data comes from Statistics NZ, ‘Goods
and services trade by country: year ended December 2016’, Stats NZ, 2 March 2017, online.

Several points are noteworthy. First, Australia’s exports to China represent a slightly larger share of Australia’s
economy (28% × 20% = 5.6%) than New Zealand’s (17% × 31% = 5.3%). Also, New Zealand’s top export to China—
dairy products—accounts for only 24% of its exports in that category, while Australia’s exports to China are
dominated by iron ore, of which fully 82% goes to China.
Table 14: Australian and New Zealand exports to China, 2016
New Zealand

Export

Australia

NZ$ (m)

% of exports
in that
category Export

A$ (m)

% of exports
in that
category

44,037

82%
19%

Milk powder, butter, and cheese

2,683

24%

Iron ores and concentrates

Logs, wood, and wood articles

1,969

48%

Coal

8,025

Business/ personal travel

1,654

16%

Educational travel

6,060

28%

Meat and edible offal

1,011

17%

Gold

2,401

13%

Education travel services

897

24%

Wool

2,202

73%

Confidential itemsa

688

63%

Copper

1,563

50%

Fish, crustaceans and molluscs

560

35%

Copper ores

1,445

31%

Business/personal travel

622

15%

Transport services

472

7%

22,816

15%

93,040

28%

Transportation services
Other exports

133

6%

2,704

10%

Other exports

Total
a

12,299

18%

Total

Exports held confidential at exporter’s request.

Sources: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), Trade in services, Australia, 2016, DFAT, Canberra, August 2017, online, and
DFAT; Composition of trade Australia, 2016, DFAT, Canberra, June 2017, online; New Zealand trade data comes from Statistics NZ, ‘Goods
and services trade by country: year ended December 2016’, Stats NZ, 2 March 2017, online.
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Another way to look at the trade-off between trade and strategy is to ask whether either country’s economic
relations with China have been enhanced or inhibited because of its strategic actions or diplomacy. There’s nothing
in the data to indicate that either has occurred. Figure 5 shows the 26-year pattern of growth in goods exports to
China by the two countries; the data has been normalised to account for the disparate scale of the two economies’
trade. Since 2000, Australian trade to China has grown by an average annual year-on-year rate of 19%. Over the
same period, and on the same basis, New Zealand exports have grown by an average of 18%. Thus, although New
Zealand has adopted a more ambivalent position towards the US role in Asia, and a less critical stance on China,
there’s nothing in the trade data to indicate that China has conferred additional economic benefits on its more
strategically accommodating trade partner.
Figure 5: Australian and New Zealand goods exports to China, 1989 to 2015
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New Zealand
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Note: Data is normalised so that the total for each country adds to unity. Services exports data was unavailable for most years.
Source: United Nations, UN Comtrade Database, 2016, online.

Of course, we don’t know what trade would have looked like in a counterfactual world where Australia and New
Zealand adopted different approaches to their strategic affairs, but it’s noteworthy that each country’s trade has
grown broadly in tandem with China’s economy and increasing external economic engagement. The simplest
explanation is that China’s economic decision-making hasn’t so far been influenced by either country’s strategic
posture. Note that New Zealand signed a free trade agreement with China in 2008, while Australia didn’t do so
until 2015.
The extent to which trade and investment with China might be incompatible with strategic relations with the US is
debated. The fact that the US and Japan each have deeper economic relations with China than either Australia or
New Zealand would seem to indicate that it’s possible to ‘walk and chew gum at the same time’. Conversely, China
is quick to threaten retaliation in trade disputes, and from time to time it has made not-so-thinly veiled threats of
economic punishment over strategic issues. Norway, Japan and the Philippines have been punished by China for
perceived indiscretions. If nothing else, the narrative of economic dependence gives Beijing a politically potent
weapon to punish Canberra and Wellington. No government wants to be blamed for imperilling, let alone killing,
the goose that laid the golden egg.
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It may also be that New Zealand feels more vulnerable to economic coercion than Australia. Not only does it have
a bitter memory of French economic blackmail following the Rainbow Warrior incident in 1985, but it might assess
that the nature of its exports renders it more vulnerable. It would probably be easier for China to replace $12 billion
of predominantly agricultural imports from New Zealand than it would be to replace the $93 billion of mainly energy
and mineral imports from Australia. Whatever the risks might be, New Zealand is navigating around them much
more carefully than Australia.

The role of identity
There’s another type of interest that can shape national policy: the desire to create and maintain an agreeable
self-image. For example, both Australia and New Zealand have proud histories of military endeavour in their national
narratives. However, since the fragmentation of ANZUS in the mid-1980s, they have forged somewhat different
identities. Australia is the pugnacious and reliable US ally that ‘punches about its weight’, whereas New Zealand is
the principled and independent global citizen.
Of particular interest is New Zealand’s self-proclaimed ‘independence’. Looking back at the ANZUS crisis of 1985,
the question of independence is central. The material risk to New Zealand from the (very low) probability of nuclear
weapons being aboard USS Buchannan was infinitesimal on any rational estimate, but that didn’t matter. The critical
question was probably neither the alliance nor the nuclear-free policy, but rather whether New Zealand would allow
itself to be dictated to by the US. The ‘You’re not my boss’ thesis is consistent with the subsequent tendency of New
Zealand to stress the independence of its foreign policy as if that were an end in itself. For example, the phrase
‘independent policy decisions consistent with New Zealand’s values and interests’ is a mantra repeated three times
in New Zealand’s Defence White Paper 2016.34 More generally, New Zealand’s avowed independence is a recurrent
theme in political and academic writing. No parallel exists in Australian foreign or defence policy.35
It’s impossible to say how much impact identity has on either country’s strategic behaviour. Although each has
policies consistent with its self-image, there’s no way of inferring cause and effect. National identities can be as
much artefacts of a country’s policies as they can be causes.

Differing world views
It’s possible that the Australia and New Zealand simply see the world differently. As we’ve already seen, the two
countries’ recent white papers treat the role of the US in Asia very differently; Australia endorses that role, and New
Zealand all but ignores its existence. That might reflect a differing willingness to respect China’s sensibilities—there’s
no doubt that China would have been well pleased by New Zealand’s omission. Alternatively, and taken at face
value, the two countries may have simply reached different conclusions; after all, there’s a range of views in Australia
and elsewhere about the merits of US engagement in Asia. Such an explanation would be consistent with their
respective (and opposite) willingness to ally with the US.
But, irrespective of whether you think the US strengthens or undermines regional security, it’s nigh-on impossible
to pretend that the US–China relationship is anything other than critical to Asia–Pacific stability. Yet New Zealand’s
Defence White Paper 2016 manages to do so: amid no less than 29 mentions of Antarctica, there’s not a single
mention of the US–China relationship. It’s not that the document lacks a discussion of the strategic environment;
it has a chapter entitled ‘New Zealand’s strategic outlook to 2040’, which covers everything from terrorism to North
Korea and from natural disasters to the Middle East. In contrast, Australia’s 2016 Defence White Paper discusses the
US–China relationship explicitly and at length.
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It’s beyond the limits of credulity to conclude that New Zealand’s omission of the US–China relationship was an
oversight or represents an alternate view of the world. It must have been a conscious and deliberate omission:
New Zealand doesn’t want to express a view on the US role in the Asia–Pacific, and doesn’t want to discuss
US–China relations. But, unless its increasing engagement with the US is a cynical ploy to find peacetime playmates
for the NZDF, it must have some sympathy for the US role in the region. How much is difficult to judge; all we can be
sure about is that New Zealand’s white paper avoids acknowledging, let alone taking a position, on the key element
of the Asia–Pacific strategic landscape.

Strategy
The final possible explanation for the differences in antipodean defence policies is that each country may be
pursuing a different strategy. There are many factors that could make that happen, such as differing risk appetites
or the distinct historical path that brought each to where it is today. Setting aside such intrinsic differences, it’s
also possible that each country’s strategy has been shaped by the strategies adopted by allies and friends. Indeed,
the optimal strategy for a country depends on the strategies adopted by its allies, not just those of potential
adversaries. To properly understand alliance behaviour, it’s necessary to scrape away the opaque varnish of shared
values and common history to uncover the underlying incentives.
Military alliances entail collective action: members pool their resources in pursuit of a common goal. Similar
situations arise with trade unions, industry bodies, joint business ventures and cooperative associations. But,
while there’s strength in numbers, the coordination of collective action can be problematic. A case in point:
alliances between partners of disparate size—such as ANZUS or NATO—are prone to a malady known as the
‘free-rider’ problem.
The problem arises when a group is formed to work towards a ‘public good’ (that is, benefits from which bystanders
can’t be excluded). Defence and security are public goods in the sense that, if a region is free of conflict, everybody
can enjoy the peace irrespective of whether they contribute. Trade unions face a similar problem when wage
settlements flow to union members and non-members alike.
There’s a compelling logic underlying free-riding: individuals within a large group, and smaller players within more
limited groups, have a reduced incentive to contribute. Not only do they have a limited capacity to enhance the
outcome sought, but they can also enjoy the benefits without contributing if the outcome is a pure public good.
Because their benefits don’t depend on their efforts, there’s no incentive to contribute.
Within a country, compulsion can be used to prevent free-riding (such as the levying of taxation or military
conscription), and similar arrangements have arisen in the past within military empires such as the Soviet bloc.
In voluntary unions, such as Western military alliances, compulsion is difficult to impose. Instead, inducements
(‘private goods’) are provided to encourage members to contribute. Such inducements included the range of
collateral benefits that the US withheld when it suspended its alliance responsibilities to New Zealand in 1986. In
much the same way, trade unions provide private goods—from free legal advice to cut-price cinema tickets—to
encourage members to stick around.
If this discussion seems too abstract, consider Figure 6, which shows the intensity of defence effort for the five
Anglosphere members, measured as GDP share. Note that over a period longer than six decades, both the NATO
(Canada–UK–US) and ANZUS (Australia–NZ–US) data confirm the expectation of free-riding: the smaller the capacity
of an alliance member, the less intense its contribution to the alliance. And it’s not just defence spending: with only
a couple of exceptions, a similar pattern occurred in the scale of allied contributions to every US-led conflict since
World War II, from Korea through Vietnam and on into Iraq and Afghanistan.
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Figure 6: Anglosphere defence spending, 1950 to 2014 (% of GDP)
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Sources: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, SIPRI, 2016, online;
and ASPI estimates for Australia and New Zealand.

The logic of collective action applies to more than just the relative intensities of defence spending and contributions
to coalition operations; it permeates every aspect of defence policy that asks for a cost to be borne or a risk
accepted. If the smaller members of alliances are systematically less willing to invest in defence capacity or
contribute to coalition operations, they’ll also to be less willing to accept risks, sacrifice non-defence interests and
precommit to action. Or, more simply, smaller players in an alliance will tend to avoid costs irrespective of whether
the costs are immediate or potential. Such a model goes a long way towards explaining the qualitative differences
between Australian and New Zealand strategic policy. The fact that the NZ–US leg of the alliance is suspended is only
a matter of degree in the present context.
To see how the model applies, picture Australia’s and New Zealand’s key defence policies on a continuum with the
policies of the US at one end. On issue after issue, Australia takes greater risks and incurs higher costs than New
Zealand, but accepts fewer risks and incurs lower costs than the US.
Consider the pattern of alliances and security guarantees in the Asia–Pacific:
•

The US has forged alliances with or extended explicit security guarantees to six countries.

•

Australia has two allies but publicly endorses the broader US network of alliances.

•

New Zealand has only one alliance and is silent about the merit of the broader US role.

A similar pattern of descending commitment occurs in the countries’ diplomacy towards China, and on specific
issues such as the East China Sea and South China Sea. The differences between the three partners are substantial:
on issues where America strides, Australia treads carefully and New Zealand averts its gaze.
In the A–NZ relationship, there’s a subdynamic in play. Because the US has limited interest in security threats in
the South Pacific, the region presents Australia and New Zealand with a two-party collective action problem of
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their own. Australia’s higher defence spending (A$1,438 per capita) allows New Zealand to spend substantially less
(NZ$426 per capita) but still have confidence that problems in its immediate neighbourhood can be managed. At the
same time, Australia’s ongoing alliance with the US also serves New Zealand’s interests by anchoring the US in the
region. Do a thought experiment: would New Zealand have allowed the US alliance to slip away if Australia hadn’t
been there to backstop its security?
The model is simplistic to a tee. It assumes that all three countries want broadly the same thing, but predicts that
they’ll have progressively less willingness to pay for it. Australia would surely protest that things are much more
complicated and that its policies are derived from a highly analytical ‘strategic framework’. New Zealand would
counter that it makes ‘independent policy decisions consistent with New Zealand’s values and interests’. Yet, across
the board, the behaviour of the two countries sits neatly on a single continuum of costs and risks, with Australia
accepting more and New Zealand less. The fact that Australia is large enough to shape its strategic environment but
New Zealand isn’t helps to explain where each has chosen to position itself. Returning to the question of identity for
a moment, it’s tempting to conclude that the earnest stories each country tells are more a reflection of where it sits
on the continuum than a driving force that put it there.
What about the efforts each country takes to ensure that it has the military capacity to deal with that subset of
problems that the US is likely to be unwilling or unable to assist with? In the past, a potential conflict with Indonesia
fell into that category for Australia. New Zealand’s interests in Antarctica fall into that category today. And a similar
calculus applies for both countries across a range of less serious situations that might arise in the immediate region.
None of that invalidates the preceding analysis; it just means that the relative contributions to the common defence
might be even smaller than they first appear—even though the inherent flexibility of most defence capabilities
makes them useful in either role.
As shown in Figure 6, over the past 65 years, the efforts of the three ANZUS partners have often moved in sync (for
example, during the Korea and Vietnam conflicts), although the antipodean response has sometimes been only
a faint echo. In general, Australia and New Zealand have adjusted their relative contributions to changes in the
strategic environment. In part, that reflects changes to the subset of threats against which US support can’t be
relied upon, but also the variable extent to which either country is willing to incur costs and accept risks in support
of the broader public good.

How might that change in the future?
Let’s focus on the binary question of the US–NZ leg of the alliance. Thirty years on from the severing of formal
alliance ties, New Zealand has recovered all of the transactional benefits of ANZUS membership without the moral
or legal responsibility to ‘act to meet the common danger’ if the US were to come under attack in the Pacific. Nor
would New Zealand be under any legal onus if Australia were to come under attack while assisting the US. That
mightn’t seem obvious, but the US ‘hub and spokes’ system of alliances in Asia was designed to exclude cascading
entrapment of that sort. By extension, the same applies to the two-sided triangle that remains of ANZUS.
Standing apart from the US leg of ANZUS also allows New Zealand to more easily pick and choose its involvement
in lesser coalition operations. As one retired Secretary of the New Zealand Department of Defence put it, ‘Kiwis
feel that since the sky did not fall when New Zealand left the alliance there’s little reason to worry about it now, and
re-joining might involve burdensome military obligations.’37 So, while a return to the original ANZUS arrangement
can’t be discounted, it’s unlikely at present.

31

FUTURE AUSTRALIA –
NEW ZEALAND DEFENCE
COOPERATION
A–NZ defence cooperation has the potential to:
•

build patterns of cooperation that increase the likelihood and quantity of assistance rendered by one country to
the other in a crisis

•

improve the respective and joint effectiveness of the ADF and NZDF

•

reduce costs for both countries through greater economies of scale

•

provide better mutual understanding.

The benefit available from each of the four items varies in both scale and the distribution of gains between the two
parties. Perhaps counterintuitively, although alliance benefits tend to disproportionately favour New Zealand, the
incentives to nurture the alliance are stronger for Australia.

Gains and incentives
Consider how the A–NZ alliance looks from Canberra and Wellington. New Zealand currently spends around
$2 billion a year on defence, and Australia spends around $35 billion. For either country to generate as much
additional capability as the alliance makes available, that would require additional spending on the scale of what its
partner spends: $35 billion for New Zealand and $2 billion for Australia. Fixed costs and economies of scale would
further amplify the disparity in gains in New Zealand’s favour.
However, while it looks like New Zealand gets the better deal from the alliance, geography means that it would
get most of that $35 billion benefit even if it weren’t in the alliance. Australia’s contribution to regional and global
security is a public good that New Zealand can’t be denied. It would take a flight of fancy to envisage a threat to New
Zealand that didn’t strongly engage Australia’s strategic interests. Much the same situation exists between the US
and Canada.
Conversely, in a great many situations, New Zealand could withhold support to Australia with minimal impact
on its own security. Indeed, its current parsimonious approach to defence spending effectively does so ex ante.
Nonetheless, New Zealand generates $2 billion worth of capability at no expense to the Australian taxpayer. And
while those capabilities aren’t guaranteed to be available in every situation, it’s safe to assume NZDF assistance
in a broad range of contingencies. In concrete terms, the NZDF has the capacity to rapidly augment the ADF by a
battalion group, a couple of C-130 aircraft, several P-3 maritime patrol aircraft and a moderately capable frigate.

future australia – new zealand defence cooperation

Note that Australia’s incentive to maintain the A–NZ alliance is completely independent of whether the defence
burden is shared equally. That same calculus explains why the US works so assiduously to retain even its free-riding
allies and security partners: it receives a net benefit from doing so. Of course and in addition, there are also political
benefits that further strengthen the business case for cooperating with smaller allies and partners.
In practice, New Zealand is strongly committed to Australia’s security. No other country can be relied upon as
much—not even the US—to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Australia if something goes amiss in the immediate
region. In certain situations, what New Zealand lacks in capacity it makes up for in commitment. That was the lesson
in East Timor in 1999.
Assuming that the A–NZ alliance is assured, the costs of bilateral cooperation have to be balanced against
the remaining three benefits: increased effectiveness, reduced costs and better understanding. The benefits
of improved mutual understanding are difficult to quantify, but the costs of those benefits are so small as to
not warrant further consideration. In contrast, the gains from increased effectiveness and reduced costs are
potentially high.
It’s difficult to put a precise figure on the benefits of increased effectiveness, but the scale of gains can be
estimated as follows. Assuming that half of New Zealand’s defence budget translates into deployable capability,
it can contribute $1 billion worth of troops and assets to work with the ADF. At any one time, an NZDF contingent
can only work jointly with a limited part of the ADF, so let’s assume that that part’s on the same scale as the NZDF
contribution. That means there’s $2 billion of capability the performance of which can be enhanced by combined
exercises, common doctrine and investment in interoperability. Given the importance of joint operations in modern
warfare, a conservative estimate would be that such measures could increase the effectiveness of the combined
forces by 10%. On that basis, there’s a $100 million gain to each country—more than enough to fund an extensive
defence cooperation program.
In theory, costs can be reduced by consolidating activities such as procurement, sustainment and individual
training. Although some reduction in variable costs is possible, the main contribution would come from eliminating
duplicated fixed costs. And because fixed costs tend to be relatively high in the defence arena—especially when
it comes to materiel procurement and sustainment—the potential savings are appreciable. But there are several
practical impediments to integrating activities, not the least of which is the 2,200-kilometre distance from New
Zealand to the east coast of Australia. As we’ll see, not every opportunity for closer cooperation is worthwhile.

Coordinating cooperation
In 2011, the defence ministers of Australia and New Zealand commissioned a joint report from their officials to
‘determine how to strengthen strategic cooperation and priority setting for ANZAC engagement’.
Among other things, the review was asked to ‘detail proposals to ensure cost-efficient cooperation’. The report
provided a comprehensive plan for the A–NZ partnership. The plan had two parts: the first established a new
relationship management framework; the second outlined a series of initiatives to enhance bilateral engagement.
The new relationship management framework established a cascading series of regular (annual and biannual)
meetings at four distinct levels, from the annual Defence Ministers Meeting down to five biannual working groups
on operations, logistics, force development, command and control, and personnel. In addition, there’s also regular
annual senior service-to-service engagement. It’s hard to see what more could be done to ensure that opportunities
for cooperation are identified early and considered thoroughly.
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The report identified four areas for enhanced engagement:
•

Consult more closely to understand each other more deeply.

•

Act together more effectively.

•

Jointly develop, procure and sustain capability.

•

Share innovation and reform to improve organisational efficiency.

The key elements are discussed below within the broader framework of defence cooperation set out in Figure 7,
in which potential activities are ordered from left to right according to depth and commitment. The categories of
activity are colour-coded according to what currently occurs. Green indicates that activities are established with an
appreciable scope; amber indicates that the activities are limited to selected areas; red indicates no activity.
Figure 7: The scope of Australia – New Zealand defence cooperation

JUST FRIENDS

INFORMATION
EXCHANGE

DEEP COOPERATION

COORDINATED
INTERNATIONAL
ACTIVITIES

COMBINED
EXERCISES

INTEGRATED
MATERIEL
SUPPORT

JOINT
PROCUREMENT

ESTABLISHED ACTIVITY

COMBINED
OPERATIONS

INTEGRATED
TRAINING AND
DOCTRINE

LIMITED ACTIVITY

INTEGRATED
FORCES

SHARED
CAPABILITIES

NO ACTIVITY

Information exchange
Information sharing is a low-cost, high-benefit avenue of engagement. As we’ve seen, administrative arrangements
are in place to ensure continuing dialogue at multiple levels across a range of subject-matter domains. In addition,
annual Track 1 (officials) and annual Track 1.5 (officials and academics) strategic dialogues have been established.
At the same time, pre-existing military exchange programs have been augmented with short-term exchanges
of civilian personnel from each defence department. As necessary, such as when the ADF and NZDF deploy on
combined operations, combined military command group meetings are convened. Finally, the two defence
organisations share information about their respective reform programs. If the relationship flounders, it won’t
be for lack of talking.

Coordinated international activities
The 2011 joint report proposed greater coordination of activities in the Pacific and Timor-Leste, including the
Australian Defence Cooperation Program and the New Zealand Mutual Assistance Program. Greater coordination
will reduce the risk of duplication and ensure that efforts align—at least to the extent that interests align. The
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emerging challenge of maritime surveillance and response in the South Pacific has been identified as a particular
area for joint effort. Another area identified by the 2011 joint report was cooperation within regional multilateral
forums, such as the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus working groups.
While the identified areas of cooperation are worthwhile, they’re carefully circumscribed. There’s no suggestion,
for example, that the two countries should swap notes prior to senior-level meetings with China or the US. That’s not
a shortcoming, but rather recognition that, while Australia and New Zealand have a shared approach in the South
Pacific, there are important differences in their relations with the two great powers.

Combined exercises
Australia and New Zealand already participate in a number of combined exercises each year (Table 9), including
many alongside the US. Combined exercises involving Australia and New Zealand serve two purposes. First,
they provide a conduit for political engagement with third parties (for example, recent exercises with Chinese
forces). Second, combined exercises improve the operational effectiveness of A–NZ forces and those they
exercise with. As such, combined exercises are among the most valuable activities undertaken under the rubric of
defence cooperation.
The 2011 joint report recommended increasing trilateral cooperation with the US on regional humanitarian
assistance exercises, adding that the emphasis should be on combined rather than US-led exercises. However, as
can be seen from Table 9, regional humanitarian exercises continue to be led by the US. But that might change under
the expanded program of Australian-initiated combined exercises promised in its 2016 Defence White Paper.
If Australia makes good on its plan to increase the number and scope of its combined exercises in the Asia–Pacific,
it should involve New Zealand to the maximum extent practicable.

Integrated training and common doctrine
New Zealand relies on Australia to provide individual training for NZDF members in selected areas where it lacks
the critical mass to cost-effectively conduct its own training. The Royal Australian Navy’s Principal Warfare Officer
course is an example, as are the use of MH-90 simulators by New Zealand helicopter pilots and the one-off training of
New Zealand pilots in Australia pending the delivery of new trainer aircraft to the NZDF. Nonetheless, in most areas,
Australia and New Zealand conduct parallel training programs, even in costly areas such as pilot training.
That doesn’t mean that further integration of ADF and NZDF training is desirable. While some up-front financial
savings might be possible from consolidating additional training courses, the inconvenience to individuals and
their families would be substantial, as would transportation and accommodation costs. Given the depth of A–NZ
engagement and the precedent of existing integrated training, it’s probably safe to assume that the worthwhile
opportunities for shared training have already been taken up.
Military doctrine describes how armed forces are deployed in action. ADF and NZDF doctrine is common in many
areas and compatible in others. That reflects a conscious effort by New Zealand to maintain interoperability with
Australia, as well as the common sources each draws on, such as NATO doctrine. Nonetheless, the increasing
divergence in force structure and equipment choices makes differences inevitable. In part, at least, that’s mitigated
by having ADF and NZDF personnel cross-posted so that there’s always a cadre of personnel who understand how
things are done on the opposite side of the Tasman.
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Joint procurement
Joint procurement has the potential to reduce costs by creating larger economies of scale and sharing the fixed
administrative and industrial costs of projects, of which the latter dominate the former in magnitude. The 1990s
Anzac ship project provides an archetype for A–NZ joint procurement, providing eight vessels to the Royal Australian
Navy and two to the Royal New Zealand Navy. The absence of another major joint procurement over the past
quarter-century is explained by a number of factors:
•

The sophistication and cost of ADF and NZDF equipment preferences have diverged.

•

Australia often biases its purchases in favour of local content. New Zealand has no incentive to accept the
additional costs, risks and second-best equipment solutions that such a policy imposes. However, New Zealand
isn’t immune to using its defence purchases to create opportunities for its own firms.

•

The cost and time penalty of coordination, including the difficulty of jointly specifying equipment performance,
can easily outweigh the savings from joint procurement.

•

ADF and NZDF equipment demands rarely coincide.

In addition, the savings from joint procurement are likely to accrue mainly to New Zealand, while the additional
coordination costs will fall mainly on Australia. Consider a situation in which Australia purchases 80 platforms and
New Zealand purchases 20. If costs are shared on a per-platform basis (which would probably be the default), the
reduction in fixed costs would be 80% for New Zealand but only 20% for Australia, but Australia would shoulder
80% of the fixed costs and therefore 80% of the additional coordination costs. It’s not hard to envisage a situation
in which the coordination costs exceed the savings for Australia. The same arithmetic applies to other integrated
activities, such as sustainment and training.
Turning to specifics, there are several ostensibly plausible candidates for joint procurement, among them the future
frigate and light armoured vehicle replacement. Processes are in place to ensure that joint procurement is at least
considered, but the prospects are constrained. It’s likely that Australia’s requirements for frigates and vehicles will
price New Zealand out of the market. The P-8 maritime patrol aircraft replacement programs might seem to be
another possibility, but the two programs are out of sync. Even if that weren’t the case, it’s unlikely that significant
savings would arise because separate government-to-government contracts with the US would still be necessary.

Common equipment
It can make a lot of sense for allies to operate common equipment. To start with, it makes it easier to align doctrine
and training. It also allows logistical interoperability so that each country is able to maintain the other’s assets on
operations and exercises. Finally, common equipment opens up the possibility of integrated logistical support in
which the two countries share maintenance and training facilities to reduce costs. Joint procurement is a sufficient
but not a necessary condition for the ADF and NZDF to operate common equipment.
The range of equipment common to the ADF and NZDF has been declining. For example, New Zealand and Australia
have recently made decisions that will see the NZDF and ADF adopting different infantry rifles for the first time in
history. Equipment commonality is under pressure from many of the same factors that limit joint procurement.
As that divergence occurs, operational flexibility will decline and the cost of combined operations will rise.
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Integrated materiel support
In areas where the ADF and NZDF operate the same equipment, there may be an option to consolidate sustainment
and upgrades. However, while examples may exist, none come to mind. New Zealand long ago decided to take its
Anzac frigates on a less ambitious upgrade path than Australia, and most of its assets are maintained in-country.
The reasons are the same as those that inhibit joint procurement, but with the tyranny of distance between Australia
and New Zealand added (as is the case for joint training).

Combined operations
For two countries to deploy jointly on operations, as opposed to making concurrent contributions to a coalition
operation, they must share goals and accept equal risk. For Australia and New Zealand, such conditions were met
for a time in Vietnam, again in Bougainville, East Timor and Tonga, and then more recently in Iraq. At other times,
they have chosen to make parallel contributions to multilateral missions, including for most of the duration of the
conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. It’s entirely reasonable that sovereign independence and flexibility often outweigh
the efficiency and convenience of joint deployments.

Shared capabilities
Faced with the growing cost of replacing their aircraft carriers, France and the UK considered consolidating
their carrier capabilities and ‘sharing’ the two vessels currently under construction in the UK. The idea was
abandoned but nonetheless shows that it’s conceivable for military capabilities to be shared. In a slight variation,
several European countries have pooled major parts of their air transport fleets under the European Air
Transport Command.
Another way that capabilities can be shared is for countries to contribute to a network of assets that serves them all.
As a general rule, the expansion of a network benefits new and existing members alike. The Five Eyes intelligence
arrangement is a network of capabilities that members contribute to and draw upon. Other examples are
Australia’s partnership with the US in the Wideband Global SATCOM system, and its recently acquired C-Band Space
Surveillance Radar.
Under current plans for the ADF and NZDF, there are no obvious candidates for shared capabilities and only one
plausible candidate for networked capability, which we explore below.

Integrated forces
The NZDF and ADF could be integrated in either of two ways. First, the two countries could agree on a division of
labour in which each specialises in chosen capabilities. But that would only make sense if both expected to fight
alongside in each and every circumstance. Since they don’t, such a scheme is infeasible. Second, integrated units
could be formed, with ADF and NZDF personnel serving alongside. An example of that sort of arrangement is the
NATO Response Force. But the North Atlantic Treaty is a more binding treaty than ANZUS: ‘an attack on one is an
attack on all’ versus ‘act to meet the common danger’.
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The strong entanglement inherent in an integrated unit would probably exceed either country’s appetite for
precommitment; neither would want to be constrained by the fears or propelled by the impulses of the other. Yet,
there might be a feasible option: the development of a shared regional maritime surveillance capability. A precedent
of sorts exists in the US–Canadian North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD). Not only would this
allow the ADF and NZDF to work together in an arena where their interests strongly overlap, but it would be a ‘static’
capability that would be largely immune to the vagaries of politically contentious deployments.
The challenge would be for New Zealand to find enough suitable assets to contribute—especially if it chooses
something less capable than the P-8 to replace its P-3 maritime patrol aircraft (it’s currently exploring the P-8
option). One way to substantially boost New Zealand’s maritime surveillance capability would be for it to buy into
Australia’s Triton aerial surveillance capability through the purchase of one or two aircraft. The result would have
the network benefit of providing each with a fuller picture of the maritime environment for everything from military
purposes through to early assessments of natural disasters in the Pacific.

STRENGTHENING THE
AUSTRALIA – NEW
ZEALAND ALLIANCE
Treaties are static documents, but alliances are living relationships. Ongoing engagement between the ADF
and NZDF is essential to maintain the A–NZ alliance and maximise its benefits. A conscious effort is needed to
stop the relationship from becoming stale and, more critically, to bolster it against buffeting from a region in
strategic transition.
It’s sobering to see how far expectations for the A–NZ alliance have fallen. The 1986 Dibb Report argued for
‘the maximum possible interoperability of equipment between the armed forces of the two countries’.39 Within
12 months, a memorandum of understanding was signed for the Anzac ship project. Thirty years later, defence
relations remain cordial and multifaceted, but there’s nothing like the Anzac project on the horizon to generate a
sense of shared purpose. At the same time, the interoperability of the two defence forces has eroded because of
diminishing equipment commonality and divergent levels of sophistication. The situation won’t be rectified any
time soon: in 1986, Australia spent eight times more on defence than New Zealand; today, the ratio stands at 17 to 1.
The key is to find areas of common interest and commence joint activity that’s affordable to both parties. With that
in mind, here are two suggestions for how Australia and New Zealand can work together to build a stronger alliance.

Expand combined exercises
Australia’s 2016 Defence White Paper sets out an ambitious program of international defence engagement and
combined exercises across the Indo-Pacific. Wherever possible, Australia should involve New Zealand in the
expanded program. Priority should be given to two areas:
•

combined exercises involving the US

•

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief exercises in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.

Combine maritime surveillance efforts
Australia and New Zealand have a shared interest in an accurate picture of the maritime environment that they
occupy together. Whether it’s unauthorised people movements, fisheries protection in the South Pacific and
Antarctica, or the entry of hostile forces into the region, both countries have a stake in knowing what’s happening
in their waters. By pooling physical assets and fusing data, they would stand to gain from cooperation. Faced with
a similar problem, Canada and the US formed NORAD. Australia and New Zealand could act similarly, but with
a focus on surveillance rather than air defence. The resulting A–NZ Maritime Surveillance Command would be a
‘static’ capability that would be largely immune to the tensions inherent in politically contentious deployments. The
critical question is about what New Zealand will be able bring to the table. A good start would be to follow Australia
and replace its P-3 Orion maritime patrol aircraft with the P-8 Poseidon. Better still, it could buy one or more Triton
long-range surveillance drones to augment the system that Australia is acquiring.
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