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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

■■ Increased■interoperability■between■the■United■States■(US)■and■Australian■military■forces■
will■greatly■enhance■future■operations■and■provide■cost■savings■if■co-ordinated■effectively.

■■ In■future,■natural■disasters■in■the■region■will■emerge■with■little■warning.■Responses■should■
be■multilateral■and■the■eventual■command■and■control■structure■will■follow■that■imperative.■
The■nucleus■of■such■a■structure■could■be■a■US–Australia■combined■and■joint■headquarters.■

■■ Interoperability■will■become■increasingly■more■important■in■the■likely■future■strategic■
environment,■particularly■as■China■continues■to■gain■power■in■the■Asia-Pacific■region.

Significant opportunities exist for bilateral interoperability between the US and Australia. However, current 
arrangements do not effectively take advantage of the knowledge and expertise each country can provide. 
Future interoperability activities require a more integrated approach, working across all levels of operations. As 
US military dominance in the region is increasingly contested by China, an improved framework is necessary to 
ensure the Alliance continues to contribute to stability and propserity in the Asia-Pacific region.

In order to achieve this, future areas of interoperability must include shorter, more flexible “cross assignments” 
and training opportunities that focus on specific areas of interest. In addition, combined logistic support and 
intelligence sharing will provide a better understanding of how each country responds to their immediate 
strategic needs. Finally, joint training exercises in anti-submarine warfare, amphibious operations and air warfare 
and defense will improve cooperation by reinforcing system skills, tactics, techniques and procedures.
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Although decades had passed since the actions cited, the recipients more 
weathered, a few unsteady and some no longer mustered, the years seemed to 
wash away and the special bond between those who serve our countries was 
so apparent. The event was testament to the many examples of US-Australian 
interoperability.

The time between event and recognition may cause some to question the closeness 
of our respective militaries, but that it took so long (in part a consequence the 
efficiency of our respective bureaucracies) is indicative of a mutual commitment to 
see right be done for those who have borne the burdens of war.

On the surface, the topic of expanding US-Australia defense interoperability may 
seem challenging given that we do not spell defense the same way, but our 
alliance, relationship and common national characteristics provide a unique and 
solid foundation. This paper will address factors that influence interoperability, the 
importance of interoperability in likely future environments, and recommended 
opportunities for enhancement and expansion in coming years. What I will not 
address are the potential opportunities future equipment acquisitions will allow, as 
that is the topic of another paper. But what we buy is a critical part of the whole; 
and personnel strategies, resources and organizational considerations must be 
coherent across a force and not unique to a particular system. Moreover, not 
coupling personnel, logistics and operational planning at the very inception of an 
acquisition project only leads to sub-optimized outcomes in later years.

Interoperability means many things to many people. It can take several forms and 
varying degrees. Someone in the Army will likely have a different perspective than 

someone in the Navy. Regardless of differing views, interoperability binds; and, if 
done effectively, can enhance greatly operations and save money. What are the 
factors that enhance interoperability, how do they apply to Australia and the US, 
where do additional opportunities exist and what areas may not be feasible or 
worthwhile in the future?

US-Australia interoperability comes easy. Beyond the close, valued alliance there 
is, at first, extraordinarily compatible national attitudes that bind us as people and 
militaries. Confidence, ingenuity, optimism and initiative are unique common 
national traits and are the greatest catalyst for expanded interoperability. That 
is not to say other factors are not in play, some significantly. Before addressing 
specific areas of potential cooperation it is helpful to think through considerations 
and assumptions.

Considerations and Assumptions
The first consideration is the projected operational environment. A reasonable 
assumption is that our ability to predict where and when our forces will be called 
into action will be uncertain. Regional interests will be paramount. The recent US 
strategy that rebalances the US to the Asia-Pacific region provides assurance of 
a continuing diplomatic, economic and military focus on the region and affords a 
more predictable planning foundation. Even as the US grapples with it fiscal future 
and the US Department of Defense adjusts to a period of austerity the priority 
will remain the Asia-Pacific. Regardless of how much US defense budgets are 
reduced the US will remain the only military force with true global reach and 

A Unique Relationship

In my final months as the US Navy Chief of Naval Operations I had the privilege of 
presenting a United States unit award for extraordinary service and valor to an 
Australian diving and clearance unit for service during the war in Vietnam. 



US STUDIES CENTRE    |    ALLIANCE 21 
US-AUSTRALIA MILITARY INTEROPERABILITY: FUTURE OPTIONS

3

sustainment. Its capabilities and capacity will remain unmatched in the coming 
decade. Although sharing a common regional emphasis, the United States’ and 
Australia’s respective global interests, responsibilities and expectations will call for 
increased levels of interoperability, not just on a bilateral basis, but for more complex 
and broader coalition operations. Activity will take place in various geographic and 
environmental conditions. Our bilateral interoperability provides a great touchstone, 
but broad interests and important individual bilateral and regional commitments 
demand remaining mindful of the need for each country to remain coupled with 
other militaries of varying capability.

Increasing global access to information will present operational drivers at a faster 
rate. Warning time will be reduced. The time to act and react will be much shorter 
and information induced activism and disruptive events, either by man or nature, 
will require greater agility and speed in expanding and contracting capability and 
capacity. Because of the ubiquity of information our publics will know more, 
expect more and demand more. Accordingly, integrated cooperation must be 
rapidly scalable with the ability to work from common references and data. The 
significant expenditures being made in high end capability in the Asia Pacific 
region, increasing defense expenditures in the Middle East and the proliferation 
of anti-access capability demand a long view and a realization that interoperability 
across the range of military operations demand appropriate and not insignificant 
investment. Both countries have embraced jointness beyond any others and have 
fundamentally changed our military culture. That transformation is a double-edged 
sword. On one hand it enables improved planning, force application; and, because 
of the shared commitment to jointness, greater compatibility. On the other hand, 
it will likely mean our bilateral processes and procedures will be on divergent 
paths from less jointly organized coalition partners. Joint systems take longer to 
develop and deploy and are likely to cost more delaying attainment of objectives 
and placing pressure on procurement budgets – an inconvenient outcome but one 
neglected at our peril. Interoperable capabilities are ultimately what a nation spends 
on people, processes and products. All demand a piece of the budget in some way. 
Ambition will be influenced by demographics, politics and budgets, all inextricably 
linked. Demographics, to include the propensity to serve, will determine manning 

concepts that in turn will drive the application and cost of technology.

There has been reasonable consistency in our respective national security strategies 
over time. Priorities may shift with changes in administration but ends tend to 
remain constant, but ways and means can change. The high cost and long lead 
time to deliver modern capability tend to dampen abrupt changes, but high cost, 
and especially unexpected high cost growth, can drive change as both nations deal 
with broader budgetary priorities and the aftermath of our recent protracted combat 
experience in Iraq and Afghanistan. In the United States this is accompanied by a 
growing reluctance to contemplate the commitment of large numbers of ground 
forces in distant lands.

The Future Security 
Environment 

To set the stage for future 
opportunities and initiatives 
a more detailed view of the 
likely security environment is 
helpful. While not uncommon 
for those in the national security 
establishment to offer a gloomy 
view, the future security 
environment will be conducive generally to our interests. Disorder and disruption 
will be the norm and it will be difficult to predict events. Reluctance to engage 
in large-scale land operations will shape decisions and the likelihood of less than 
satisfactory outcomes in Iraq and Afghanistan will reinforce that position for some 
time. Pockets of necessary attention will include Iran and the strategic maritime 
straits of the Middle East. Events in Pakistan will affect South Asia and the changes 
in the Maghreb and Levant will remain unsettled for some time. In the Pacific the 
leadership evolution in the Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea, while initially 
cause for some optimism, has taken a more ominous turn and will require a wary 
eye. The growth of the Peoples Liberation Army (all branches) will shape activity 

Although sharing a common regional 
emphasis, the United States’ and 
Australia’s respective global interests, 
responsibilities and expectations will call 
for increased levels of interoperability, 
not just on a bilateral basis, but for more 
complex and broader coalition operations
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regionally and beyond. US military dominance in the region will be contested and 
the alliances in the region which have, for decades, underpinned regional security 
and prosperity will be questioned and challenged by the PRC. The growth of the 
Indian military, particularly its Navy, and resource extraction and transportation will 
cause the Indian Ocean to become more active. Maritime disputes in the South 
China Sea and East China Sea will not be resolved soon. Heightened sensitivity 
of sovereignty will exist. The above present a need for more maritime or quasi- 
maritime capabilities and light, adaptable, agile and lethal forces.

The pace of technology insertion will accelerate and we will deal with an expanding 
information environment. We will operate increasingly in a more complex and 
contested cyberspace. Precision and remotely operated weapons and delivery 
systems will shape expectations and ambition. War’s new technology will strain 
coalition interoperability and will likely result in increasing divergence among allies 
and occasional and interest driven partners. Technology will increase complexity in 
procurement and training and lead to a more costly personnel structure as the men 
and women who master the technology will be in great demand in other branches 
of government and the private sector.

A Way Ahead

Setting aside procurement opportunities, there is much we can do collaboratively. 
We are in a different time and fresh thinking, recasting of current processes, 
challenging current convention and political boldness is needed. The first step in 
the approach is not to jump initially to specific initiatives, but rather to reconsider 
governance. As compatible and effective as we are together, coordination and 
sequencing is not optimal. More structure and process is not needed, but a 
thoughtful, understood and acknowledged plan is required. Currently engagement 
and coordinating activity takes place at many levels, in many venues by participants 
who change positions and posts frequently. Discussions are held at the strategic 
level, within acquisition organizations and among the respective military services 
responsible for manning, training and equipping operational forces. A high degree 
of coordination and coherency is assumed – erroneously. Enhanced interoperability 

requires more integrated interaction with a better framework needed. I do not 
propose adding more people or increasing the frequency of meeting, but given 
where we are operationally, strategically and budgetarily we should bring all levels 
(strategic, operational and acquisition) together simultaneously for a reset of 
assumptions, objectives. The session should be frank and concise with no papering 
over of constraints, limitations and needs. Impediments to better support and 
coordination must be identified. This broad reset will better define and synchronize 
interests, objectives, sensitivities 
and opportunities. The outcome 
will enable better benchmarking 
of progress at every level of 
coordination. A similar model 
worked well among the allies 
in World War II and remains the 
epitome of integrated strategic, 
operational and industrial 
coordination.

Both militaries will deal with 
intense competition for talented people and rising personnel costs in the coming 
years. In the US, the current economic situation has produced an unusually favorable 
recruiting and retention environment. As the economic situation improves that will 
change and the areas most likely affected will be those requiring highly trained 
technical personnel, exactly the area where we will need growth in the force. 
Australia, with a smaller demographic, will experience similar circumstances. Our 
already capable structures, systems and shared geographic focus will help greatly 
in aligning personnel initiatives.

The greatest benefits derived from personnel initiatives are shared perspectives, 
personal networks; and, above all, trust. The latter is something that cannot be 
surged when circumstances require, it just takes time. As trust cannot be surged, 
it is also true that simply calling for more personnel interaction as if a switch 
can be flipped is not practical. Demographic and budgetary considerations and 

The greatest benefits derived from 
personnel initiatives are shared 
perspectives, personal networks; 
and, above all, trust. The latter is 
something that cannot be surged when 
circumstances require, it just takes time



US STUDIES CENTRE    |    ALLIANCE 21 
US-AUSTRALIA MILITARY INTEROPERABILITY: FUTURE OPTIONS

5

constraints cannot be ignored. That said, more could be done. Today’s approach 
to personnel interaction is one of exchanges, a one-for-one assignment policy. 
Current requirements normally require full tour lengths, not unreasonable because 
of relocation, housing and administrative support costs. We should move away 
from the exchange construct and longer periods of assignment, which are 
administratively convenient, to a process that affords more flexibility but which is 
not constrained by a one-for-one formula. Current agreements should be revised to 
enable a more flexible model of “cross assignments” and we should move away 
from the rigidity of exchange assignments. Shorter periods of assignment will 
enable more opportunities, greater focus on more specific areas of interest and will 
multiply the number of personal relationships. Validation of funding needs must be 
undertaken to examine actual costs of support and we should budget accordingly.

We should seize the opportunity for robust interaction among our ground and 
special forces to capture the myriad experiences from recent combat operations. 
Rather than a flurry of conferences, short cross assignments will enable those 
who served in Iraq and Afghanistan to capture and share experiences which 
otherwise will be lost to time. Product investments will enable a greater number 
of personnel interactions between Australia and the US. In aviation P-3, F-18 have 
set the stage, but P-8 and Joint Strike Fighter set the field for the coming decades. 
Common investments in Aegis and significant amphibious capability will provide 
numerous opportunities for mutually beneficial assignments. Rather than counting 
on evolution, these opportunities should be built into the programs now. Making 
bilateral success dependent on cross assignments from the outset will produce a 
much richer and efficient experience.

While we often focus on being on the point of the spear, the commonality of 
logistics for the aforementioned systems offer more opportunities. Creating 
combined logistic support for common systems also afford opportunities for 
increased efficiency in personnel assignment. This is an area where acquisition 
and personnel strategies must be approached simultaneously.

Our recent combat operations have transformed how we approach the fusing of 
intelligence with operations. Our intelligence specialists should continue the close 

cooperation and relationships developed in recent years. As we reset we should 
put in place combined manning schemes and associated networks for continuous 
collaboration and sharing to support likely operations. Apart from intelligence, 
foreign area expertise and the value that comes from diverse perspectives must 
be pursued through more cross assignments and training opportunities. Australian 
perspectives and experiences in the region are unique and can enhance greatly 
understanding within the US Foreign Area Officer (FAO) cadre. Similarly, US 
continued involvement in the Middle East and South Asia could contribute to 
Australian understanding. Pacific facing nations in Central and South America will 
strengthen their ties to Asia in the years ahead. The US experience there can add 
to a more informed and coherent understanding of the broader Asia-Pacific region. 
Cyber cooperation is essential 
and cross assignment should 
be pursued, but it will be more 
complex as each country comes 
to grips with the myriad aspects 
of cyber policy. The extent 
and complexity of the domain, 
clearance processes, and the 
difficulty to date in establishing 
national policy and interagency 
relationships will continue to challenge. Nevertheless, cyber cooperation, mutually 
accredited clearance processes and network interoperability must be addressed 
and integrated early on. Not as challenging as cyber, but key to understanding events 
in the vast Pacific and Indian Ocean areas, will be cooperation and coordination 
in maritime domain awareness. The introduction of unmanned, long endurance, 
broad area surveillance systems affords another opportunity to optimize processes 
and personnel assignments.

Success in military operations is a function of good people who are well equipped 
and prepared through realistic and relevant training. Preparation to win increases 
greatly the probability of winning. Commonality in training must be a priority 
and opportunities are many. Robust ground and special forces training should 

We should seize the opportunity for robust 
interaction among our ground and special 
forces to capture the myriad experiences 
from recent combat operations
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continue to build on recent experience. Training venues in both countries should be 
configured for units to be routinely accommodated with facilities and prepositioned 
equipment sets. Prepositioned equipment will be an additional expenditure but 
over time will save the cost and time of moving equipment across the Pacific. This 
approach will also better accommodate environmental considerations.

As submarine forces in the Pacific and Indian Ocean increase in capability and 
numbers anti-submarine warfare (ASW) proficiency must be a priority. Our 
appropriate land focus over the past several years has regrettably eroded ASW 
proficiency in parts of the force not routinely engaged in the mission. That must 
be remedied. Effective ASW demands thorough tactical, technical and system 
proficiency, but ASW remains a blend of art and a science. Training exercises can 
deliver the former but a combined center or associated centers of ASW excellence 
can best underpin the art of ASW. This approach can also take advantage of 
oceanographic and physics expertise resident in industry and academia. Our 
investments in P-8 aircraft, new shipboard ASW systems and submarines will be 
enhanced by such an approach and will make combined ASW operations much 
more effective.

Similarly, air warfare, air defense and potentially missile defense training and 
education should adopt a combined approach. Training exercises will hone 
system skills and reinforce tactics, techniques and procedures. Education in the 
fundamentals and development of tactics, techniques and procedures are best 
done through centers where expertise and experience can be shared, discussed 
and new approaches developed and assessed.

Amphibious operations and warfare are often underestimated and understated in 
their complexity; and, similar to anti-submarine warfare, our emphasis in recent 
years has been elsewhere. The US Navy and Marine Corps will be focusing on 
expanding and enhancing amphibious expertise; and, as Australia brings online a 
significant amphibious capability, training and the development of new approaches 
and integration of systems will benefit greatly from a common approach.

There is also a very practical reason for addressing the aforementioned missions 

in this way – manpower. Shared knowledge and experience, distributed training 
and networked simulation can reduce costs and reduce the number of people in 
the respective training cadre thus reducing overhead. Habitual interaction can keep 
modeling and simulation, training and operational networks aligned. If undertaken 
there must be relentless accounting to ensure investing in the common approach 
is matched by reduction in personnel overhead.

Another opportunity exists for higher-level operational cooperation. Natural 
disasters in the region will emerge with little warning. Responses should be 
multilateral and the eventual command and control structure will follow that 
imperative. The nucleus of such a structure could be a US-Australia combined 
and joint headquarters. That contingency structure could be maintained remotely 
with designated assignments similar to a particular national headquarters structure 
that exists currently within the US Pacific Command. Combined maritime, air 
and land component headquarters would follow 
the same scheme. Training and qualification could 
be accomplished remotely and the headquarters 
would be activated for training, exercises and 
contingencies. The operational experience will 
serve as a worthwhile developmental experience 
for those assigned while providing a rapid response 
command and control organization for the region.

Sharing facilities and infrastructure is always an 
attractive topic for increased interoperability and 
cost savings. It is also politically challenging. In 
the US, there is great sensitivity to adjusting the 
number and size of bases and facilities and legislation is in place to control; and, 
frankly impede, even minor infrastructure changes. In fact, the constraints on 
reshaping base infrastructure have driven estimates of excess US military base 
infrastructure as high as 30 percent. As defense spending is reduced in the US 
it is likely controls on reshaping base infrastructure will become more restrictive 
inhibiting more permanent forward basing of US forces other than realignment of 

Sharing facilities and 
infrastructure is always 
an attractive topic for 
increased interoperability 
and cost savings. It is also 
politically challenging
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those already forward deployed. However, other opportunities can be founded 
on commonality of systems, particularly ships and aircraft. The configuration 
and support infrastructure should be synchronized and appropriate investments 
and accommodations made as new systems come into service. For example, 
as the number of Littoral Combat Ships (LCS) grows in the US Navy, locations 
for reconfiguration of mission packages and crew changes should be examined. 
As longer dwell unmanned systems are employed in the region for enhanced 
maritime domain awareness, operating bases and ground stations should be part 
of a mutually supporting network for robust combined domain awareness. This 
couples well with the previous recommendation for personnel interaction in the 
many domains in which future unmanned systems will increasingly operate.

As mentioned previously, combined technical, maintenance and support manning 
arrangements can yield savings and efficiency. Agreements on maintenance and 
rework facilities should be established with readiness and efficiency in mind. This 
may be more difficult for the US because changes will be required to US legislation 
and policy to remove constraints on overseas maintenance activity. Only then can 
the full operational and budgetary benefits be realized. Distance support schemes 
and associated networks should be designed and funded to reduce maintenance 
overhead. Logistic support for common system support should be baselined with 
the objective of removing differences in support for like systems.

Conclusion

Many opportunities exist for expanding interoperability but we must think anew. 
The unique US-Australia relationship can be enhanced, combat effectiveness 
improved, greater operational efficiencies achieved and savings realized. We 
possess the culture, the means and the motivation to look at the totality of activity 
and not become focused on individual initiatives. We must take the long view, 
assess the benefit to be gained over the long term and not just within a particular 
program or the budget horizon. This time is different and we must rise to the 
occasion.

This report may be cited as:
Gary Roughead, “US-Australia Military Interoperability: Future 
Options,” Alliance 21 Report (United States Studies Centre at the 
University of Sydney, October 2012).
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