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The War on Terror and Air Combat Power: 
A Word of Warning for Defence Planners1 

 
Paul Dibb 

 
 
In this paper, I do not describe the next one or two years as critical to either air power or the 
RAAF because a particular platform or weapon system is to be acquired, but rather because 
this period could see capability priorities re-set in the wake of recent global events. I believe 
any such re-prioritisation may threaten to draw Australia away from our five enduring 
objectives of strategic policy (on which I will elaborate below). Failure to adhere to these 
policy pillars will be to the detriment of the Australian Defence Force (ADF) and to the 
detriment of air power especially. 

The global events of which I speak are of course 11 September and the ‘War on Terror’ (in 
its many guises). Last year’s events in America, horrific and obscene as they were, have 
resulted in some unexpectedly difficult questions for Australia’s defence planners. In 
particular: 

• To what extent do the events of 11 September and the subsequent ‘War on Terror’ 
represent a fundamental shift in the way Australia perceives its strategic environment? 

• What adjustments, if any, in terms of resources and capability development, must be 
made to ensure the ADF can remain an effective fighting force? 

In a nutshell, my view is that recent global events represent a significant shift in Australia’s 
relations with the US and demands on our operational tempo. But our force-structure 
planning must remain centred around the defence of Australia and our immediate region. 
This will require some adjustments to our capability planning, but not a wholesale reordering 
because we have not entered a radical new strategic era that demands a complete 
restructure of the ADF. Much of the old strategic agenda in Asia remains intact, as 
Australians know only too well. Thus, I re-assert the key defence planning principles 
enunciated in the December 2000 White Paper, Defence 2000: Our Future Defence Force. 
 
 
Continuity in Australia’s Defence Planning Principles 

Adherence to these principles does not mean, however, that there is no room for some 
adjustments to the ADF’s force structure and the Defence Capability Plan (DCP). For 
instance, we might have to address shortcomings in our capabilities that the East Timor 
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operation revealed—deficiencies such as strategic and rotary airlift, air-to-air refuelling and 
amphibious lift—but such adjustments do not amount to major change. The defence of 
Australia should remain the top priority in our defence planning. 

This is not to say that the ‘War on Terror’ will not impact on the DCP, but it will not 
fundamentally change the 2000 White Paper’s emphasis on air power: 

Air combat is the most important single capability for the defence of Australia, because 
control of the air over our territory and maritime approaches is critical to all other types of 
operation in the defence of Australia.2 

The 2000 White Paper describes five strategic objectives for Australia—which are effectively 
unchanged by the events of 11 September, certainly none are substantially changed. These 
principles are: 

• To protect Australian territory; 

• To foster the security of our immediate neighbourhood; 

• To promote stability and cooperation in Southeast Asia; 

• To support strategic stability in the wider Asia Pacific region; and 

• To support global security.3 

As already stated, I would argue that the ‘War on Terror’ has no major effect on the 
Government’s highest priority of ensuring the defence of Australia and its direct approaches. 

The 2000 White Paper describes the first objective—the protection of Australia’s territory—as 
the bedrock of Australia’s security and the most fundamental responsibility of government. It 
is a principle that has endured for the 30 years since the Vietnam War, and I believe it is 
generally regarded by Government, the ADF and defence planners as unarguably our 
primary strategic objective. As the Prime Minister said, when he tabled the White Paper in 
the Parliament on 6 December 2000: 

The Government has reaffirmed the primacy in our defence planning of self-reliance in defending 
our own territory from direct attack. Such an attack is not at all likely under current circumstances, 
but Australia should, as a matter of enduring national policy, maintain the capacity to independently 
defend its sovereign territory against any threat that may emerge.4 

I note in passing that this mission of the conventional defence of our own territory 
differentiates Australia from New Zealand, Canada and the United Kingdom in that, while 
their defence planning is premised on a benign neighbourhood, ours contemplates an arc of 
instability. 

As to the other four strategic objectives, they form an ever-expanding series of geographic 
arcs that decide the relative priority of defence effort for Australia. They reflect the 
imperatives of our geographical location and what realistically Australia can aspire to do. This 
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is a fair and reasonable approach for a middle-sized continent of some 20 million people like 
Australia. The 2000 White Paper expanded upon themes that date back to my 1986 Review 
of Australia’s Defence Capabilities and the seminal 1976 Defence White Paper. The themes 
are enduring and even today they are broadly agreed, so I see no reason to change them. 
They reflect the fact that “there are limits to Australia’s defence capacity and influence”—as 
Sir Arthur Tange was frequently heard to utter. 

The effect of the War on Terror on these four strategic objectives is different in being focused 
upon a generic type of operation—which, in reality, cannot be prioritised by its geographic 
proximity to Australia and our maritime approaches (as Australia’s strategic objectives are). 
The ‘terrorist threat’ is prioritised via the complex set of political, ideological, economic and 
social factors that result in an organisation being labelled as ‘terrorist’ by the international 
community. Our concerns with terrorism are global and may extend from distant operations—
such as in Afghanistan—to terrorist threats much closer to home. In the latter case, the US 
will expect us to take a much more active role. 

If the terrorist threat were closer to Australia would the size and shape of Australia’s 
commitment to coalition forces in Afghanistan differ significantly? I would answer ‘no’, 
although our government would expect the ADF to have readier forces for that eventuality. 
Geography is not the discriminating factor for terrorism that it is for the more conventional 
threats for which the ADF should still be structured. 

The public face of terrorism is also the threat posed by Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) 
and the organisations that seek to use them. WMD can appear in one nation as a threat and 
in another on the other side of the globe the next day, employed by the same organisation. 
Terrorism has proven to be a difficult target. 

Against such an elusive threat our concentric arcs make no sense. The ADF has been 
deployed to regions well outside our historically-defined sphere of strategic interest in order 
to defeat terrorism. Afghanistan is one example, and it is unlikely to be the last. 

The whole world is currently engaged in analysing and implementing force-structure 
responses to the asymmetric threat presented by organisations intent on using terror. I think 
the Australian response, to date, has been appropriate and follows on from our Olympics 
experience, where we trained intensively how to detect, and respond to, terrorist and WMD 
threats. 

Since the 2000 Sydney Olympics, and particularly since 11 September 2001, several 
additional changes have been made. For example: 

• Additional Special Forces tactical assault capability; 

• The decision to develop an improved response capability against chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear and explosive incidents; and 

• Improvements to Australia’s intelligence collection and analytical capabilities.5 
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I would characterise these changes as appropriate, although it is questionable whether a 
Special Forces tactical assault capability trained essentially for siege-hostage operations is 
relevant to the terrorist threat of the 21st century. They address the specific, emerging threat 
of terrorism and the potential use of WMD from organisations capable of wielding them, a 
threat that requires a tailored response, but not one that requires a fundamental re-think of 
our force structure priorities. 

In sum, the 2000 White Paper’s force structure priorities are soundly based on Australia’s 
enduring geo-political interests in the defence of Australia and the security of our region. 
These priorities were challenged by 11 September, but adjustments have been made and 
the underlying rationale of the White Paper and the Defence Capability Plan remains extant. 

If the fundamental strategic priorities of the 2000 White Paper have survived 11 September, 
then it is also true that the DCP survives 11 September since the DCP is built upon the White 
Paper. 

As a simple test of this statement, consider whether the extant force structure is able to meet 
the operational demands of government. While the ADF must continue to enhance the 
‘capability menu’ available to government, the ADF has been effectively able to match force 
structure to threat in all recent deployments. I recognise, of course, that this has been done 
with considerable stress, not least to our logistic support capacity, as the Australian National 
Audit Office report, Management of Australian Defence Force Deployments to East Timor, so 
vividly demonstrates.6 

In reality, the vast majority of ADF activity and focus has effectively remained the same since 
11 September: 

• The ADF’s primary operational focus remains East Timor: this fledgling nation requires 
our substantial support to ensure its security during transition; 

• The Navy and Air Force remain involved in enhanced border protection activities; 

• The Navy continues to support the economic blockade in the Gulf; 

• The Bougainville deployment is winding down, but this type of operation is likely to be 
an enduring theme for South Pacific island nations for the foreseeable future; and 

• Our latest deployment in Afghanistan, which, in an operational sense, is not large, but 
has been provided for out of existing capability. Granted, Special Air Services 
Regiment (SASR) is world-renowned and certainly part of the ADF’s A-Team, but it is 
these other ongoing commitments that are generating the current levels of operational 
and budgetary strain. 

If we agree that the current force structure is about right, and that the strategic basis upon 
which this force structure has been developed is correct, then we must believe in the 
analyses that currently underpin our force development priorities. For air power, the priority 
has never been clearer. 
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The 2000 White Paper declares: 

The Government believes that Australia must have the ability to protect itself from air attack, and 
control our air approaches to ensure that we can operate effectively against any hostile forces 
approaching Australia. The Government’s aim is to maintain the air-combat capability at a level at 
least comparable qualitatively to any in the region, and with a sufficient margin of superiority to 
provide an acceptable likelihood of success in combat. These forces should be large enough to 
provide a high level of confidence that we could defeat any credible air attack on Australia or in our 
approaches, and capable enough to provide options to deploy an air-combat capability to support a 
regional coalition. They will also have the capacity to provide air-defence and support for deployed 
ground and maritime forces in our immediate region.7 

These words are of crucial importance for planning Australia’s future air combat capability. 
The program that meets this requirement is AIR 6000, the most important component in the 
DCP, to which I now turn. 
 
 
Air Combat Power and Project AIR 6000 

At the outset, let me make it clear that I have not formed a view on the best replacement 
capability for the F/A-18 and F-111 platforms at this stage. The consensus seems to be that 
at least phase one of AIR 6000 will be a manned aircraft. I have, however, formed an opinion 
about the importance of the program. At some $16 billion it will be the biggest force-structure 
decision that any Australian government has had to make. 

By comparison, the future air warfare destroyer program is a little over $4 billion, and, to take 
another example, the total of all ground force projects in the DCP (excluding AIR87) is just 
over $5 billion.8 

No doubt Army in particular will be putting forward a case for increased funding and 
increased uniformed personnel, in response to 11 September and Army’s concurrent 
operations in East Timor and in Afghanistan. Undoubtedly, a significant case can also be 
made for increased Special Forces personnel, but the calls by some retired generals to 
increase the Army from 25,000 to 32,000 must be firmly resisted. Instead, Army should be 
directed to fleshing out its existing battalions, including the use of Army reserves as formed 
units. In monetary terms, an increase in Army to 32,000 might cost more than $1 billion a 
year or over $5 billion over the next five years. That is about the same cost as phase 1 of 
AIR 6000. If the Government takes note of calls such as these, the Air Force and Navy will 
be the undoubted losers. 

The crucial point about AIR 6000, no matter what the eventual FIA-18 and F-111 
replacement might be, is that it must withstand the rigorous ‘contestability test’ of 
Government.9 

AIR 6000 should come under the close scrutiny of many sections of government: Parliament, 
Prime Minister and Cabinet, Finance, the Industry Department, to nominate just a few. The 
decision will not rest on the Department of Defence alone. 
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The lessons of acquiring the FIA-18 acquisitions should not be forgotten. In 1994, the 
Industry Involvement and Contracting Division, of what is now called the Defence Materiel 
Organisation (DMO), released its review of the F/A-18 industry program.10 This review 
studied the premium—which was $713 million or 17 per cent of the total cost of the 
acquisition—paid by government to develop the industry capabilities to provide life cycle 
support of the aircraft and to establish and maintain the capabilities to provide an ongoing 
workload for industry. 

The industry capabilities developed under the program were not sustained because of the 
failure to develop and implement a strategy to ensure follow-on work went to industry. The 
majority of the follow-on support work was retained in-house by the RAAF, and industry was 
only used to balance the in-house capacity, which was contrary to the original intent of the 
program and the reason for paying the premium. In fact, the RAAF kept in house about 44 
per cent of the repair and maintenance work with only 11 per cent going to industry. Thus, 
the Department of Defence and the RAAF failed to make use of the industry capability 
developed at considerable cost to the taxpayer. 

There were other failures with the F/A-18 acquisition program. Maintenance costs, for 
example, were seriously underestimated (about double those of the F/A-18’s predecessor) 
and the deficiencies of the APG-65 radar were completely disregarded.11 

It is certain that that the National Security Committee of Cabinet (NSC), which now oversees 
the DCP, will simply not tolerate such an outcome for AIR 6000. Furthermore, each major 
Defence capital acquisition must undergo the ‘two-pass process’ in Cabinet—that is, all 
Defence acquisitions must be examined by Cabinet twice. The relatively privileged position 
that Defence—and Air Force in particular—enjoyed when decisions like the F/A-18 were 
made is long gone. External scrutiny will peak with AIR 6000. 

This does not necessarily mean that NSC will or should be involved in the details of source 
selection, but it will be involved in capability, industry involvement and value for money 
decisions. Departmental submissions to NSC will need to be more robust and more 
rigorously contested in future. 

The lessons of the F/A-18 purchase remain pertinent in the industry area. The issues of 
source code release, through-life support costs and Australian industry involvement were key 
areas of under-performance, and they are areas where Defence—and certainly stakeholders 
external to Defence—will focus a keen eye under AIR 6000. 

Getting a better handle on through-life support costs before the project begins is another key 
lesson from the F/A-18 that AIR 6000 will either learn voluntarily or be forced to learn by 
others. This is particularly the case given the current blowout in the support costs of the F/A-
18 and especially of our ageing F-111 fleet. 

The issue here is AIR 6000’s ability to establish a set of sustainable industry outcomes for 
Australia. When the F/A-18 program paid its $713 million premium, Australian industry 
received almost nothing in terms of ‘sustainable industry outcomes’, and, as a result, we 
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need to contemplate re-establishing industry capability in the next project. The projected 
investment for AIR 6000 is much, much higher than that for the F/A 18 and Government will 
not allow this to be an ‘unrealised’ goal—the stakes are simply too high. 

For these reasons AIR 6000 will continue to attract the scarce budgetary resources and 
management attention of Defence and, importantly, of Government. AIR 6000 must result in 
a considered, defensible decision on a replacement capability. All options must be explored; 
all factors and considerations must be tabled and understood; and the best value for money 
decision made. There must be contestable and transparent analysis available to the 
Parliament and to the taxpayers of Australia. 
 
 
Conclusions 

What impact should 11 September have on the major capital procurement decisions for the 
ADF over the coming ten years? This question will no doubt occupy the thoughts of defence 
planners in the lead up to the Strategic Review later this year. I have argued that, over and 
above those already agreed modest alterations, 11 September should not cause wholesale 
changes to the relative investment priorities in the Defence Capability Plan. 

Therefore, given that air power is still a key priority, AIR 6000 remains the most important 
single acquisition for the future of the ADF. At some $16 billion it will be the biggest Defence 
capability decision that any Australian government will ever make. Whatever the eventual 
replacement for the F/A-18 and F-111, it must withstand the rigorous ‘contestability test’ of 
Government. And the lessons of the previous F/A-18 purchase must be learnt—not least with 
regard to Australian industry involvement, source code release and through-life support 
costs. 
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