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Introduction 

The organisation that is now called Australians for War Powers Reform (AWPR) was 

formed in 2012 in response to the apparent ease with which Australian troops are sent to 

war and the serious problems this leads to – for us as a nation, for our troops and for the 

civilians where we fight our wars. Decisions to send our troops to war are made by the 

Prime Minister, either acting alone or with a tiny handful of Cabinet members. The 

process is opaque. There is no opportunity for our elected representatives in Parliament to 

ask critical questions – for example about: 

 the exact purpose of the deployment 

 the legality 

 the Iikely human costs 

 the economic costs 

 what would constitute success, and  

 alternatives to military action in dealing with the situation.  

In 2001, Prime Minister John Howard committed Australian troops virtually single-

handedly to join in the invasion of Afghanistan, and again in 2003 he drove a 

disastrous decision to invade Iraq that defied the will of the Australian people. 

The War Powers Reform campaign is as relevant as ever now. Australia was continuously at 

war from 2001 to 2021, with parliament playing no role in any of the decisions for troop 

deployments to the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq or Syria. Australia is now rapidly preparing for a 

war with China. There is no accountability and no process of learning lessons. 

AWPR welcomes the opportunity to address the four key issues on national security for 

which the National Security College is consulting the Australian community  

 

1. Australia's national security challenges and opportunities 

According to the regular Defence Strategic Assessments, Australia faces no direct threat of 

aggression, and the possibility is considered “remote”. However, both Coalition and Labor 

governments have been rapidly expanding military spending for the last decade, and 

integrating the nation’s military forces with those of the United States of America in ways 

which have greatly diminished Australia’s sovereignty in the event of a war between the US 

and China. Despite the possibility of any aggression against Australia being “remote”, the 

drums of war are beating loudly in Canberra.1 

The ”threat” is that China has been rapidly modernising its own armed forces, including its 

navy, and that because the Chinese government has not explained why it is doing this, then 

the United States and its allies in the Asia-Pacific region have to take counter measures, to 

deter any plans of aggression by this more powerful Chinese military.  

This explanation is not credible because, according to the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (SIPRI), US annual military spending is still greater than the combined 

annual military spending of China, Russia, Germany and India, and these are the top five.2 
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If a war broke out between the US and China, it would be fought close to the shores of 

mainland China, nowhere near the US or Australian mainlands. This demonstrates that the 

war would be one where the US would seek to contain and diminish Chinese military and 

economic power, and China would be seeking to push this threat as far from its shores as it 

could. This is the kind of war which the United Nations Charter was meant to stop. It would 

be an illegal war. 

Under Australia’s Force Posture Agreement with the US, there is now a 2,500-strong US 

Marine Rotational Force in Darwin, with associated military aircraft and naval units; a B-52 

strategic bomber base at Tindal, near Katherine, and extensive pre-positioning of US 

logistical supplies in a number of locations around Australia. 

Under the AUKUS Agreement, the US and UK will station nuclear-powered attack 

submarines (Submarine Rotational Force West) at HMAS Henderson at Garden Island WA 

from 2027, and aim to have a similar submarine base (Submarine Rotational Force East) on 

Australia’s east coast, most likely at Port Kembla in later years. 

Under agreements dating back to the 1960s, Pine Gap, near Alice Springs in the NT, is a 

globally significant surveillance, targeting and war fighting base for the US, and the North 

West Cape submarine communications base in WA is also a very important US war-fighting 

facility. 

These bases give the US the capacity to launch military strikes into Asia from Australian 

territory, without any need to inform the Australian government. The B-52s could be nuclear 

armed, as could the US attack submarines. 

Australia, especially northern Australia, is now a US military forward base for a war with 

China, and so in the event of such a war, many of these bases would be targets for Chinese 

counter-strikes. 

All of this preparation for war has been advanced without any actual consideration and vote 

in the Australian parliament, and this is one of the major concerns of AWPR. 

We are profoundly concerned that the nation is sleep-walking into a major war with China, 

which is at the same time Australia’s major trading partner. If this war did break out, 

Australia’s economy, and the entire South East Asian and East Asian economy, would 

collapse within weeks. 

The massive increase in military spending by Australia is putting significant pressure on the 

civilian economy by absorbing funds that are urgently needed to address the climate crisis, 

to provide affordable housing, and to address significant needs in education, health and 

welfare services. In particular, the Australian public have rejected the singularly huge 

commitment to the AUKUS nuclear-powered submarines, which few people believe will ever 

be delivered. 

National security is first of all based on the unity of the Australian people, and that unity is 

being degraded by the shocking inequality that continues to grow in Australia, leading to 

fragmented election outcomes, a hollowed-out economy, and most notably the mobilisation 

of racism and sexism to divert attention from the deeper problems in Australian society. 

The refusal of both Coalition and Labor governments to discuss national security issues with 

the parliament and the people itself deepens the public sense of alienation from the 

democratic process.
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This very bleak outlook for Australia under current arrangements compels the consideration 

of how to create a more positive outlook. What are the opportunities? 

Since any war between the US and China would be both illegal and a disaster for Australia 

and all nations in South East Asia and East Asia, and could escalate into a global nuclear 

war, Australia should be a leading voice in deescalating this situation. This should be a 

diplomatic effort, based on the UN Charter, aimed at uniting the region around proposals to 

reduce the military build up, remove offensive missile systems from the region, and resolve 

all territorial disputes. Australia would have to remove the US military bases on its territory as 

part of this process, and demonstrate that Australia has no aggressive intention in the 

region. The highest ambition would be to remove all nuclear weapons from the region.  

Instead of military ambition leading to war, the region could focus on addressing the urgent 

need to cut carbon emissions and to transform the economies of the region from reliance on 

fossil fuels to clean renewable energy sources. This is an urgent need in the face of rapid 

global warming, and should be the leading vector for economic developments aimed at lifting 

living standards, improving democracy and reducing inequality across the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

2. Principles and goals that underpin Australia's national security 

policy 

It is clear today that the only principle guiding Australia’s national security policy is the 

alliance with the United States. Any references to international law are only window dressing. 

All references to the “rules-based order” are really admissions of subservience to US policy. 

The evidence for this is plain enough in the Australian government response to the Gaza 

genocide. 

Theoretically Australia remains committed to the UN Charter and all the international 

conventions and covenants arising from UN processes, including the Paris Climate 

Agreement. But this commitment is strictly on a cherry-picking basis. 

The Albanese government stoically rebuffs the US tariff policies as “unfriendly” but on the 

other hand it fails to properly challenge US policy on Palestine, and on China. The 

opportunity to change this to a more consistent sovereign policy based on international law 

is repeatedly offered by Trump’s outrages. AWPR advocates that it is now vital for Australian 

national security policy to be genuinely independent and peaceful, and to be based on 

established and evolving international law. 

This commitment to an independent and peaceful foreign policy should be determined by the 

parliament and based on thorough public debate, based on reliable information. 

3. National security priorities for Australia in the next decade 

Australia must withdraw from inter-operability with the US military if we are to have any 

independence. This should include the cancellation of AUKUS and the removal of US forces 

from all military bases in Australia. 

Australia must make the de-escalation of military tension between the US and China the 

most urgent diplomatic priority. 
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Based on parliamentary decisions, Australia should reorganise its military forces so that they 

are capable of defending Australia from any threat of attack or invasion. The necessary 

industrial base for this independent military capability must not be financed by a weapons 

export policy. Australia should be part of global efforts to reduce military spending, and to 

end all wars. War stimulates the demand for armaments.  

Rapid reductions in carbon emissions must be of equal priority with the de-escalation of the 

threat of war between the US and China and the reorganisation of Australia’s military forces. 

Australia should be a leading proponent of the UN Sustainable Development goals. 

Australia should work with like-minded Member States of the United Nations to reform the 

Security Council, which has clearly failed to uphold the UN Charter. 

4. A future whole-of-nation approach to national security 

A “whole-of-nation” approach to national security can be totalitarian if it is really a demand 

that the whole country fall into line behind a contentious policy.  

When Australia was really threatened in World War II, the people did cooperate with 

extensive conscription for both industry and military service and cooperate with tough 

rationing. But the experience of the Vietnam War showed how divisive the wrong policy – a 

US-driven war policy – could be among Australians. 

The key to national support for any defence or security policy will be how much the public 

are able to take part in the debate about what specific policy to adopt and whether the 

parliament is able to debate and vote on the policy. 

1 https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-
integrated-investment-program  
2 https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/unprecedented-rise-global-military-expenditure-
european-and-middle-east-spending-surges  
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