
he force development ‘trajectories’ of the armies
of Canada and Australia diverged in the mid-

20th century, but they have largely re-converged
since the end of the Cold War, indicating that,
despite their geo-strategic and cultural differences,

there is scope for enhanced collaboration between the two
armies.  This article reflects on the shift from ties with the
British Empire that led Canadian and Australian forces to
fight in South Africa in the Boer War, the two World Wars
and Korea, to the contribution alongside US forces in
Afghanistan.  The article suggests that, despite the differ-
ences, their land forces have more in common than with vir-
tually any others.  While the parallels are striking, little has
been written reviewing directly their military experiences
and the enduring parallels.1  

WHAT DO THEY HAVE IN COMMON?

Canada and Australia have many similarities.  Canada and
Australia (along with New Zealand and the United States)

are ‘New World’ countries that share Anglo-Celtic and
European roots, and a common heritage of colonization, immi-
gration (including European and, more recently, non-European
migrants), multiculturalism, widespread usage of the English
language,2 broadly accepted Judaeo-Christian values, demo-

cratic practices and a capitalist economic system.  Today they
both face a comparable set of challenges with industrialized
economies, large service sectors and reliance on primary prod-
ucts that they trade with other industrialized powers.3 In addi-
tion, Canada and Australia share common, albeit distinctive,
federal Westminster-style parliamentary and legal systems.
These points suggest there are potential benefits from close
collaboration, but there are even more defence-specific factors
supporting this contention.  

The shift in security reliance from Britain to the United
States, and the place of idealpolitik and realpolitik in Canadian
and Australian defence and foreign policy is another similarity.
Australia and Canada have sought security in collective
defence and have played constructive middle power roles in
foreign, trade, environmental and security issues, agreeing on a
range of bilateral matters.4 They have tried to make their mark
in international security affairs; in part, to assert without undu-
ly compromising sovereignty in unequal relationships with
more powerful allies. 
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Members of the 3rd Battalion, Royal Australian Rifles after the Battle of Kapyong in April 1951, where they fought side by side with 2 PPCLI. 
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In terms of geography (usually an important force struc-
ture determinant), both countries cover large and often dry
land masses that spawned a rugged ‘frontier’ culture distinc-
tive from Europe and the United States, and which resulted
in small populations living along relatively narrow corridors
on the rim of vast expanses of largely uninhabitable land. 
The two countries have placed higher priority on developing
transportation, industrial infrastructure and social and health
services for populations clustered in a few urban centres.
Similarly, vast uninhabited expanses prompted the creation
of wide-area surveillance systems in the north of both coun-
tries, and the enlistment of aboriginals in northern regional
surveillance units.  

Both countries face tension over allocating priority to
defence at home or defence overseas.  Canada and Australia
also have a propensity to rely on others for grand strategy —

particularly in war, when neither country has had much oppor-
tunity to excel militarily beyond the tactical level.  Both the
Australian and Canadian armies worked well up to a certain
level because of the opportunities provided, but higher allied
strategy has rarely been the domain in which their command-
ers and politicians have been welcome to participate.  Today
both countries’ forces are similarly refining their national-
level military command and control structures (including their
educational institutions), but have yet to fully mature intellec-
tually above the tactical level to the point where either can
comfortably operate at the strategic level.5 Both retain a resid-
ual influence from inherited British military traditions, tactics
and ethos.  Even their current forces bear a remarkable resem-
blance.  Both have Leopard tanks, Canadian-built light
armoured vehicles, modified M113 armoured personnel carri-
ers, a three-brigade Regular Force structure, volunteer militia
(or reserve) forces, and only about 25,000 regular troops.
Their air forces both use FA/CF-18, C130 and P3
(Orion/Aurora) aircraft (Australia still uses the Canadian 

built CCO8 Caribou), and their navies have similar configura-
tions (although unlike Australia, Canada has no amphibious
ships).  

WHAT MAKES THEM DIFFERENT?

The most striking difference is the distinct culture of
Quebec in Canadian society and its influence, especially

during wartime.  Quebec has routinely sought to safeguard
provincial rights and to protect itself from absorption in pre-
dominantly English speaking North America.  Yet even here
there are similarities with the influence of Irish-Catholic and
Labor Party nationalism in Australia that sought to distance
Australia from Britain’s clutches.6 Canada’s greatest threat has
been internal — from national disunity along linguistic lines.
Consequently, one of the Canadian Forces’ roles is to reinforce
national unity, acting as an institution in which all Canadians

can feel a sense of ownership.
Maintaining national unity,
given the divergent regional
interests and loyalties, has
come at the expense of coher-
ent Canadian foreign and
defence policies, particularly
during the World Wars.  

Canada’s well-founded
sense of external security is
unparalleled, but it has bred
complacency and, at times,
enhanced the appeal of limit-
ing foreign military interven-
tions as a realistic policy, with
niche capabilities maintained
to support foreign policy
objectives.  Canada is a mem-
ber of NATO largely because
of its tendency to look to
Europe.  Canada also lives
next door to its major trading
partner and ally, the United
States, which has had a more
profound ideological, cultural
and economic influence 
on Canadians than on

Australians, who are more homogenous, more British and
more remote from other ‘western’ countries.  In addition,
most of Canada’s trade is land-borne, as opposed to
Australia’s, which is overwhelmingly seaborne and more
diversified.  While both have accepted significant numbers of
Asian immigrants, trade with Asia features more prominently
for Australia, offsetting the American economic influence in
Canada.7  

The military corollary of trade has been the retention of
low-key amphibious capabilities within the Australian
Defence Force, particularly since the Second World War.
Canada has not maintained amphibious forces, reflecting a
sense of being free to pick and choose force capabilities
despite at times making commitments that implied a require-
ment, and having interest in security issues in the places like
the ‘West Indies’ (a region in some ways similar to
Australia’s ‘East Indies’ and South-West Pacific neighbour-
hood).8 Australia, by contrast, is geographically remote from
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Members of the 2nd South Australian Mounted Rifles in South Africa, ca. 1900, where Canadian and Australian
troops fought alongside the British during the Boer War.



its European roots and other New World neo-European off-
shoots, leaving it with a sense of isolation and vulnerability.
Australian fears peaked with Japan’s advances during the
Second Word War.  Concerns over threats to Australia have
been subdued since then, particularly following Australia’s
military withdrawal from Vietnam in 1972, although revived
recently in part by fears of illegal immigration.  Today, many
Australians feel that, like Canadians, they face no readily
identifiable conventional military threat.  In fact, the chal-
lenge of identifying a viable threat has presented Australian
defence planners with difficulties not dissimilar to those
faced by their Canadian
counterparts, while holding
at bay the detractors of
additional defence spend-
ing.  Still, Australian mili-
tary planners have a clearer
appreciation that when the
‘chips are down’ the nation
must be able to fend for
itself, given the nature of
the ‘arc of instability’ to its
north.  

Despite the often vague
and indirect threat,
Australia’s sense of isola-
tion has been matched with
a difference in how the
place of their armed forces
is perceived.  Canada has no
parallel coming-of-age
national celebration to
Anzac Day, and Australians
tend to see their armed
forces as more central to
their national purpose.  The
‘digger’ myth has comple-
mented the sense of vulner-
ability that has driven
Australian force structure
planners to develop a more self-reliant and well-rounded ‘gen-
eral purpose’ — as opposed to the Canadian ‘multi-purpose’
— capability, adaptable for a greater variety of circumstances
that could arise at short notice.9  

WHY ARE MUTUAL TIES SO RESTRAINED?

Several factors have prevented greater co-operation
between the respective forces.  For both Australia and

Canada the bright lights of powerful friends absorb attention,
and this is reinforced, for instance, by the lack of strong trade
ties and competition over markets for which both countries
export similar goods.  In the meantime, the military focus on
powerful friends has often led to the introduction of British or
American doctrine, equipment and structures that required
modification before being applied domestically on a smaller
scale.  Canada’s membership in NATO and its Second World
War experience in Normandy and Italy — as opposed to
Australia’s commitments in North Africa, the Eastern
Mediterranean and the Pacific — also predisposed Canada’s
forces to look towards Europe for other examples (at least
until the end of the Cold War), despite also having a coastline
facing Asia and the Pacific Ocean.  In addition, sentimental

perceptions of differences such as diverse sporting preferences
(ice hockey versus rugby, Aussie rules and cricket) have lim-
ited mutual exposure and awareness through sport. Political
preferences have often been at odds as well, reducing the
prospect of collaboration — Australia has tended to elect con-
servatives into government while Canada has elected liberals
(progressives).  For unilingual Australians, the French linguistic
and cultural influence in Canada has further masked the com-
monalities.  In the meantime, for Canadians, Australia’s remote-
ness, its opposite climate, and the proximity and scale of US and
European influences have hindered closer collaboration.  

Perhaps of equal significance is the quest for a distinctive
national identity, leading some observers to resist analysis of
similarities that would challenge perceptions of uniqueness.
For instance, historians writing about the critical Battle of
Amiens in 1918 take remarkably different perspectives
depending on their nationality.  Australian historians barely
mention the presence of the equally significant Canadian
Corps, while Canadian historians are equally forgetful of the
Australian Corps fighting alongside them.10 Yet the battle was
won only because they were both fighting together.  Neither
could have accomplished the victory alone — especially with-
out significant British and even French support.  Since then,
the struggle for a national identity has encouraged the denial
of commonality based on sentimental reasons rather than hard
evidence. Australia and Canada have faced a similar struggle
with their own identities, and therefore have tended to be dis-
missive of each other, much like siblings preferring to impress
‘mother’ or their ‘big uncle.’ In addition, Canada, as the ‘sen-
ior’ Commonwealth dominion and, unlike Australia, a mem-
ber of the Group of Eight (G8) leading world economies, has
an understandable inclination to disregard its younger and
smaller fellow Commonwealth member.  Meanwhile,
Australian military practitioners have tended to dismiss the
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The Battle of Amiens on 8 August 1918, in which the Canadian and Australian Corps fought side by side in one of
the greatest victories of the First World War, and which was described by the German commander, General
Ludendorff, as “the black day of the German Army.”
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Canadian military experience, given Canada’s emphasis on an
apparently less-muscular peacekeeping ethos and its reluc-
tance to commit ground forces in North Africa during the
Second World War and alongside US and Australian troops in
Vietnam.  In large measure, Australians do not understand the
Canadian psyche — ever concerned over national unity and
personified by the more orderly and restrained ‘mountie.’
Canadians, when even conscious of Australians, tend to per-
ceive them, in broad terms, as having an unrefined and brash
self-confidence, the loutish ‘digger’ being the archetype.
Maybe it is time for Australia and Canada to abandon such
adolescent-like stereotypes.  While recognizing their different
circumstances, there are a surprising number of enduring par-
allels that point to benefits from more closely working
together in order to respond and adapt to a changed global
security environment and the ongoing Revolution in Military
Affairs (RMA).  For such comparisons to be useful, their
extent and limitations are best understood in their historical
context.  

RE-EXAMINING THE COMMON HERITAGE

Following Brit ish Patterns – to Korea

As the 20th century began, Britain stood as the only global
power.  However, following two debilitating world wars,

Britain had become a secondary power to the United States.
This shift was matched by a concomitant increase in self-
reliance, industrial maturity and sense of independent identity
in Canada and Australia that was fostered by wartime develop-
ments.  Yet throughout this period, Canada and Australia con-
tinued to react to events, usually with little opportunity to influ-
ence strategy. 

Developments in the 19th century set the tone for simi-
lar defence measures at the dawn of the 20th century.  The
Russian scare of the late 1870s, for instance, triggered the
creation of coastal defences to guard the ports of Canada and
Australia.11 During the War in South Africa, Australian,

Canadian and New Zealand mounted infantry units were
brigaded under Major General Hutton in the fight against the
Boers.  Altruism and sentiment aside, their economic
dependency on Britain left little viable option for them but to
commit to fighting alongside British forces during the years
that followed.12

The ex-cadet from Canada’s Royal Military College in
Kingston, Major General Sir William Throsby Bridges, was
Australia’s first division commander at Gallipoli, where he
was mortally wounded in 1915.  Thereafter, Australian and
Canadian troops fought alongside each other in the First
World War with a sense of being part of the Empire —
although Canadian and Australian troops rarely got along
well with each other, perhaps in part because neither ‘sib-
ling’ sensed the need to impress or curry favour with the
other.  Although usually assigned to different sectors, they
took turns in fighting over the same ground during the sum-
mer and autumn of 1917 at Passchendaele.  The following
year the Canadian and Australian Corps fought side by side,
playing the lead roles in the crucial battle of Amiens on 8
August 1918, described as ‘the black day of the German
Army.’ Their Corps were commanded by two of the best
generals produced by the Allies during the war, Canada’s
Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Currie and Australia’s
Lieutenant-General Sir John Monash.13 Both suffered
approximately 60,000 soldiers killed.14 By the end of that
war, a heightened sense of identity had emerged in both
countries.  The sacrifice made on the fields of battle also
marked their coming of age as they asserted their national
identity and exercised more prominent roles on the world
stage, as illustrated by signing their first international treaty —
the 1919 Treaty of Versailles — as distinct nations.  

A mythology of the Great War developed in the inter-
war period that highlighted the merits of avoiding mass casu-
alties by avoiding European entanglements and, for Canada
at least, entering into a closer security relationship with its
neighbour.  For many Canadians, their disproportionate
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Operation “Bulimba,” September 1942.  At a time when Canadian troops were still being kept in Britain training and defending against a possible German
invasion, Australian troops were gaining combat experience in North Africa.



blood letting made US isolationism appealing.  This mindset
led Canada to allow its defence capacity to atrophy until
events following the mid-1930s prompted expansion.  Both
countries also sought to avoid formal treaty obligations
throughout this period, reflecting the unwillingness to under-
write obligations in Europe by the Canadian Liberals and, to
a lesser extent, by the Australian Labor Party leaders, who
included a strong Irish contingent. 15

Emergent national identity, reinforced by events in the
First World War, accounted, in part, for this distinctiveness,
with the place of the Army imprinted in the national psyche
of both nations.  For Australians the key event was Gallipoli.
Canada’s comparable event was the Battle of Vimy Ridge,
although Canada’s earlier martial history and the bitter
domestic political fallout of wartime conscription made
Vimy Ridge a less enduring or prominent national symbol.15

Instead, the legacy in Canada would be reflected in the polit-
ical party system — mindful of the divisive and costly
effects of Imperial commitments on electoral prospects, par-
ticularly in Quebec.17

In Australia, the ‘digger’ myth emerged, consolidating a
sense of nationhood while helping to rationalize the waste of
war.  With no ‘great uncle’ nearby, and Britain’s half-hearted
attempts to defend Singapore, Australians never developed
the same self-assuredness as Canadians.  Both Australia and
Canada were granted virtual autonomy from Britain via 
the Statute of Westminster in 1931, conferring the status of
minor but not yet middle powers (although Australia waited 
until 1942 to enact legislation adopting the statute’s provi-
sions).  

The Second World War demonstrated a contrast in per-
formance between the two armies, and there was little direct
contact between their ground forces on operations, despite the

close collaboration between their air forces as part of the
British Commonwealth Air Training Program (BCATP).18

Both countries deployed small numbers of soldiers in isolated
locations in Asia that sought in vain to hold back the Japanese
surge.  However, the Canadian government was unwilling to
get ‘into the fight’ early on in the ground war.19 Australian vot-
ers were eager supporters of the war, while Canadian views
overall were less heartfelt.  Consequently, the Canadian Army
missed fighting in North Africa and continued to train in
England, watching as the Commonwealth’s other armies
refined fighting skills, replaced inadequate commanders and
honed fighting skills.  Canada, sensing the need to contribute
beyond defending Britain’s shores, launched an abortive raid at
Dieppe in 1942, and afterwards played an extremely hard
fought but arguably minor role in Allied Grand Strategy in
Sicily and Italy.  At the time of the Normandy invasion,
Canada’s generals lacked the experience and confidence to
break out of the beach-head.20 In the months that followed, the
Canadian Army played a difficult but lesser role on the coastal
edge of the Allied drive through Western Europe, where
amphibious capabilities were in demand.  

Australia, under General MacArthur’s dominant direction,
was left little room beyond playing a supportive role in 1944
and 1945, despite their valiant and laudatory performance in
1942 and 1943 fighting the Japanese.  Australia’s predicament
was similar to that of Canada’s forces involved in liberating the
Netherlands: they were on the edge of the theatre mopping up
Japanese resistance with amphibious operations, including in
Holland’s other territories, the Dutch East Indies.  

With the experiences of two world wars in mind, and con-
scious of the limited place given to them by the great powers
in the international order, Canada and Australia decided that
ready combat forces were needed for the post-war era.  Such
forces would, at least partly, enable foreign policy to be
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Australians in action against the Japanese at Buna, New Guinea, where they honed their expertise in jungle f ighting.
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matched with extant military capabilities to advance national
interests and enhance their middle power status.  They would
also help prevent a repetition of the experiences of two world
wars — with the inordinate number of casualties arising from
sending half-trained and ill-equipped forces against determined
and professional enemies.  

In Korea, the Australian and Canadian forces valiantly
fought alongside each other in the Battle of Kapyong in April
1951, where the 2nd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian
Light Infantry (2PPCLI) and the 3rd Battalion, 

Royal Australian Regiment (3RAR) earned United States
Presidential Citations for their roles in blunting a Chinese
offensive while using common British-pattern equipment and
organizations.  As the Korean War reached stalemate, they both
contributed forces to the only integrated ground formation of
Commonwealth countries ever created, the 1st
Commonwealth Division, although both had started shifting
to equipment, if not doctrine, of US origin.  Australia emerged
from the war, along with New Zealand, having secured an
alliance with the United States known as the ANZUS Pact,
signed in 1952.  The alliance reassured Australians and justi-
fied limiting Australian defence expenditure, much as the
Canadians did.  The ANZUS Pact also pointed to the increas-
ing focus of the Australian forces on increased interoperability
with their  US counterparts.  

During the first half of the 20th century, Canada vacillat-
ed in its approach to national security issues, shifting from
imperialism before the First World War, isolationism and local
defence measures in the inter-war period and internationalism

as the Cold War set in.21 The broad parallel with Australia on
this is striking.  In peacetime, Canadian and Australian gov-
ernments favoured local defence measures, small military
establishments and a reluctance to accept international obliga-
tions.  Yet during wartime, huge contributions were made to
collective defence by both countries.  This dual track approach
left them ill-prepared for the military crises in 1914, 1939 and
1950.  Not surprisingly, similarities are evident in force struc-
tures and operational methods, and in their relatively small size
and limited funding.  These similarities were evident, despite at
times contrasting Canadian and Australian foreign policies.

The Cold War would witness a
more marked military diver-
gence as Canada focused on
Europe and Australia focused
increasingly on Asia.  

Cold War Divergence

After the Korean War,
Canada and Australia

placed priority on Regular
forces instead of militia-based
reserves, leading their forces to
become increasingly profes-
sionalized.  With the advent of
intercontinental bombers and
missiles, Canada was no longer
a ‘fire-proof house’, while
Australia’s concern was more
with post-colonial revolution-
ary movements to its north.
Unlike Australia, the key to
Canada’s security was its role
in Europe with NATO, and with
the United States in the North
American Aerospace Defence
Command (NORAD).  These
commitments enabled Canada
to use its forces on the world
stage as a counterweight to fur-
ther its national interests.  Its
reliance on mechanized forces
also emphasized group skills

over individual resourcefulness — reflecting NATO and US
influence. Canada also had to be concerned, in the early days
of the Cold War, with its new position as part of the strategic
defensive foreground of the United States.  By helping to pro-
tect the credibility of the deterrent (through NORAD and, to a
lesser extent, North American naval cooperation) Ottawa
believed it was contributing to overall western collective
defence.22  

In addition, the early experience with the United
Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) in Egypt in 1956 set the
tone for a distinctive Canadian way of applying military
force.   Canada’s  lead role in UNEF also marked a high
water mark in terms of the Armed Force’s utility as a nation-
al instrument of power through its ability to readily project
self-reliant forces on operations, an ability that brought inter-
national prestige and economic rewards from a grateful
United States.23 From then on, involvement in United
Nations peacekeeping missions became a part of the
Canadian identity, serving as an idealpolitik distinguisher
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without undermining the European and North American
defence roles.  

UN peacekeeping missions usually involved modestly-
sized contingents that faced little real risk of significant casu-
alties and deployed for relatively short periods.24 These mis-
sions also served as a handy justification for reductions in
budget, force size and capabilities, as well as a convenient way
to ensure that — while minimizing expenditure — Canada’s
forces operated as an extension of policy by other means to
help retain ‘a seat at the table’.  Canada had a greater freedom
to choose its force structures, as planners did not have to face
the heavy consequence of error that their US-equivalents faced.
This liberal ‘altruist’ approach was used to perpetuate the
notion of Canada as the honest broker, yet it was something
that its more remote and less self-confident and vulnerable sib-
ling ‘down under’ could not afford.  Linear security relation-
ships left Australia with little counterweight to its ‘great and
powerful friends’.  

As Australia adjusted to changed strategic and econom-
ic circumstances, the Australian Army went through a series
of reorganizations from 1957 to 1965, being transformed
from an essentially reserve or militia force into a Regular
and more readily deployable force.  The period marked a
realignment with the United States that was reflected in mil-
itary organization and equipment changes (although only to
a limited extent with tactics and doctrine), with occasional
forays into adopting European ideas and technology.  

For Canada, this period marked a series of defence
crises including the demise of the Avro Arrow, the Bomarc
missile, and the Cuban Missile Crisis that brought about the
new realities faced by Canada.  As Canada appeared to
become increasingly dependent on the United States,
Canada could not disassemble NORAD, nor could the
forces revert to a militia-base, but they could conduct a rad-
ical internal reorganization.  

Unification and integration were unique features of the
Canadian military experience from the mid 1960s onwards.
Australia followed a much slower route towards unification or
‘jointery’ of the services (but not integration).25 Australian
efforts at inter-service cooperation were held back by the com-
mitments alongside Britain in Malaya and Borneo, and then
the United States in Vietnam, where Australians found US tac-
tics to be inappropriate for them.26 Australian Army units
worked with British and US units, as did their navy and air
force counterparts, with limited Australian inter-service col-
laboration.  Still, the experiences helped foster robust and sea-
soned forces, including well-honed special forces; but it also
had the effect of delaying efforts to improve inter-service
cooperation and the institutions for national-level military
command and control.  In the Vietnam War and earlier, in jun-
gle operations in Borneo and Malaya, individual soldier skills
featured large, in contrast to the emphasis on group skills char-
acteristic of Canada’s mechanized forces.  The emphasis on
individual skills reinforced the need for resourcefulness in
small unit operations.  

After the Vietnam War, Australia stressed self-reliance
and effectively abandoned the Forward Defence strategy.
This retreat to ‘fortress Australia’ echoed developments in
Canada, where in 1969 Canadian NATO forces were halved,

leaving what some have described as only a ‘token’ presence
in Europe.  Yet in the years after Vietnam, the focus on con-
tinental defence in Australia made inter-service integration a
higher priority.  Consequently, the Australian Defence Force
emerged with a joint command structure that today bears an
uncanny resemblance to Canada’s — a closer resemblance
than to either the British or American equivalents.  

Canadian and Australian involvement in several other
peacekeeping missions during the Cold War reflected a simi-
lar orientation.  For Australia, such operations had little effect
on force structures as priority remained on war-fighting capa-
bilities attuned to the perceived threats in its region.  In con-
trast, Canada allowed its peacekeeping efforts to gain kudos
on the world stage while its forces were emasculated during
the 1970s through to the 1990s, to the point that Canada’s
acclaimed efforts in Egypt in 1956 — which involved the
coordinated projection of self-reliant air, land and sea forces
— were beyond the capability of the force that emerged after
the Cold War.  

By 1989, the two countries’ force structures had changed
significantly from those that fought alongside in Korea, yet sig-
nificant similarities remained.  For Australian military planners,
relations with Britain had remained prominent until the mid- to
late-1960s. Canada likewise kept close military ties with Britain
until the late 1960s, maintaining mechanized forces as part of
the British Army of the Rhine for a European war (they then
moved into southern Germany to become a reserve for
American and German forces).  Canadian forces also main-
tained a prominent role for peacekeepers.  Meanwhile, until
1975 at least, Australian forces specialized in dismounted war-
fare and jungle warfare.
From then on, they
would start to re-con-
verge to a significant
degree, as both coun-
tries sought to develop
and maintain a mixture
of light and mechanized
forces.  The Australian
‘continental defence’
approach emerged after
the Vietnam War, featur-
ing motorized or mecha-
nized operations and
peacekeeping, while not
allowing peacekeeping to determine force structure.  The
Australian and Canadian approaches to force structure and
external security had featured enduring parallels and several
important differences.  Yet they would, again, become more
alike in the years after the Cold War as globalization spawned
numerous military operations under the UN and other auspices.
For Canada, the imperatives to be known as a ‘peacekeeper’
were evident since the 1956 Suez crisis.  However, for
Australia, the reasons for pursuing a peacekeeping métier
would emerge only slowly, becoming pronounced in the post-
Cold War years.  Peacekeeping provided an operational outlet
for a force with limited government funding.  Particularly after
Vietnam, the Australian forces saw peacekeeping as a way to
gain operational experience, and maintain relevance and pro-
fessionalism.  In addition, the government was looking to make
limited contributions to US- and UN-led missions to further its
own foreign policy interests.  
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afford large readily 

deployable forces, but they

can and do pursue quality

forces that can yield 

strategic leverage.



Post-Cold War Re-Convergence

Australia and Canada were both supporters of US efforts in
the Gulf War in 1991, although they both made only lim-

ited contributions.  Yet the impact of the war on force structure
was significant.  The Revolution in Military Affairs that was
facilitated by the information revolution and put on display
during the Gulf War demonstrated the wide application of high
technology for modern warfare.  In the years that followed,
land forces digitization and ‘information warfare’ featured
increasingly, with the United States leading the way.  Others,
including Canada and Australia, sought to balance the opportu-
nity and the financial challenge of maintaining interoperability
with US forces.  For Australia, the RMA was seized as a way
to retain a competitive edge over potential rivals, while in
Canada, notwithstanding the CF-18 upgrades for the Air Force,
the preference for low expense options for low intensity ground
operations provided the forces with less impetus to pursue the
RMA.  Still, proximity and trade with the United States
brought technology benefits with it.  

Post-Cold War dividends saw significant force reductions
in Canada and Australia that resulted in organizational trauma
for both armies.  For Australia, the period under review
included the ill-fated ‘Army-21’ structure that reflected the
final stage of the post-Vietnam War continental defence strat-
egy.  For Canada, the period was marked by the withdrawal of
troops from Europe — and a concomitant reduction in the
importance for the Canadian Army of Cold War NATO 
planning.  The period was also marked by dramatic and
demoralizing force reductions, and the fashioning of a new
approach to security and force structure that stressed light
deployable forces for operations in a coalition, NATO or UN
context.  

The end of the Cold War also saw a shift from predom-
inantly inter-positional peacekeeping — at which Canadian
troops had gained extensive experience — to more complex
and challenging peace support operations.  Canadian forces
came to realize that peace enforcement is an equally valid
albeit more challenging form of ‘peacekeeping’, although
arguably politicians and the civil community took longer to
recognize that a transition had taken place.27 For several
years Canada appeared prepared to focus more of its efforts
into structuring its forces for these kinds of missions, even at
the expense of combat capabilities.  Australia, with its dif-
ferent geo-strategic concerns, adhered firmly to the ruling
that force structure should not be driven by peace support
mission requirements.  For Australia, peace support endeav-
ours were eagerly supported, but only from the force in
being, a force structured essentially for combat operations.
Yet over the course of the decade following the fall of the
Berlin Wall, a striking similarity emerged as Canada no
longer focused on mechanized operations in Europe, and
Australia shifted back from planning against implausible
attacks on continental Australia to contemplating more like-
ly scenarios abroad.  

Australia and Canada contributed remarkably similar
combat forces and supporting elements to Somalia, including
light infantry battalion groups with mechanized support and
similarly arranged command elements assigned from their joint
force headquarters staffs.28 Yet despite the comparable forces
and tasks assigned, and the high regard in which Canadian and

Australian forces were held by many aid organizations and mil-
itary forces involved in Somalia,29 there are marked differences
in the legacies of that operation for the two countries.
Canada’s forces had, for years, been asked to do more with
less, and the problems of an overstretched force reached crisis
proportions following the deployment to Somalia when
Canadians recoiled after the shocking revelations of actions
taken by members of the Canadian Airborne Regiment.  For
Australia, Somalia provided an opportunity to validate and
refine force structures, including the requirement to maintain
amphibious capabilities for force projection.  The experience
reinforced the need for robust and balanced capabilities, 
and validated the focus on individual soldier skills, so critical
in the Information Age where the ‘strategic corporal’ effect
exists.  

The 1990s also featured a shift from enforcement opera-
tions authorized by the United Nations to other multilateral
missions, and by Canada’s more selective approach to peace
support missions.  As UN weaknesses manifest in the mis-
sions of the early- to mid-1990s made contributors wary of
UN control, missions were contracted out to bodies such as
NATO and ‘coalitions of the willing’.  Canada also made sig-
nificant main-force contributions to the UN and NATO mis-
sions to Bosnia and Kosovo.  Force sustainment became a key
consideration in Canada as the notion of ‘early in, early out’
proved difficult to apply, and the need for rotation units
drained the forces.  

The Canadian experience in the Balkans stands in con-
trast to the Australian-led mission to East Timor, although
many similar lessons and force structure imperatives emerged
for both armies.  Key to the success in East Timor was a uni-
fied and robust command arrangement and the deployment of
balanced forces.  Also, the media featured prominently, help-
ing to ‘shape and influence’ events in a ‘non-kinetic’ way to
contain collateral physical and political damage.  The mission
was reinforced by twenty-two nations, including a reinforced
company from the Royal 22e Régiment.  Their inclusion
served as an important reminder of how much the armies of
Canada and Australia share a common heritage and outlook,
prepared to face adversity together, even in remote corners of
the world.  The East Timor operation also demonstrated the
merits of robust force projection capabilities, including air
and maritime elements to support and sustain remote land
force operations.  

Australia, like Canada, has had the option of deciding
what forces are necessary.  Force structures designed for com-
bat operations have been a key determinant of what Australia
could contribute to such missions, hence the emphasis on
ensuring the availability of balanced and rapidly deployable
special, light and mechanized forces by air and amphibious
transport.  However with growing demands for force contribu-
tions, force sustainment has become a common issue for both
armies, as Australia’s commitment to East Timor has continued
for over three years.  

Following the Leader in the War on Terrorism

Since 11 September 2001, Canada and Australia have con-
tributed forces to the war on terrorism, and this is affect-

ing their force structures.  Homeland security features more
prominently, driving closer interaction with other domestic
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security and emergency services. Both countries face pres-
sure to demolish inter-agency barriers.  Both also face simi-
lar constitutional and legal constraints affecting civil liber-
ties as the lines between domestic police and military securi-
ty functions become blurred.  In addition, both have small
defence-industrial bases that are eager to tap into the high
technology and industry associated with the RMA.  In some
ways, Australia was well placed to adjust to the post 11
September world, given Australia’s more substantial special
forces and police para-military, and the revamp of domestic
security measures for the 2000 Sydney Olympics that
involved the state and federal police forces working closely
with the Australian Defence Force.  Canada has shown
enthusiasm for combating terrorism, and similarly has
revamped its ability to respond to civil emergencies with its
own younger and smaller special forces group, reflecting at
least in part concerns to minimize border worries with the
United States.  Such imperatives for closer Canadian collab-
oration and integration with the United States have been
growing since Canada signed the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) in the early 1990s.  

Abroad, Australia and Canada have played important sup-
portive roles alongside US forces in Afghanistan and in the
Arabian Sea, encountering similar issues with coordination
and collaboration.  Working as junior partners in a US-con-
trolled coalition has driven renewed emphasis on interoper-
ability and robust force projection capabilities.  Special forces,
long-range precision weapons and information operations
have featured heavily, and both Australia and Canada are
rethinking the force structure mix as they grapple with the
implications of this apparently new style of warfare and seek
to find a less expensive middle course.  

Today Canada and Australia both see their security
interests largely aligned with the United States, and interop-
erability is a key issue for further collaboration.  Canada
appears committed to strengthening military links with the
United States, although some question whether Canada has
the political will to go as far with this as Australia appears
prepared to.  Regardless, recent events are driving a re-
examination of war fighting structures to determine the
appropriate equipment and forces mix.  These circumstances
point to Australia and Canada having a stronger interest
today than has been the case for many years in looking more
closely at each other.  

CONCLUSION: REMOVE THE BLINKERS

The similarities between these geographically distant
nations are striking and stretch over a century, revealing a

closeness that belies the ebb and flow of the political, strategic
and cultural differences that led them to divergence during the
Cold War.  Today both could learn from each other to increase
flexibility and improve efficiency.  Arguably, they could also
boost their functional independence by pooling resources,
while enhancing their perceived usefulness alongside the
world’s lone superpower.30

However, to make such gains, the distinguishing features
must be kept firmly in mind, particularly the different geo-
strategic settings.  Canada’s proximity to and protection pro-
vided by the United States helped justify not taking defence

quite as seriously as the more remote, isolated and nervous
Australians.  Ultimately, the criteria by which any Canadian
policy has had to be judged revolved around the preservation
of national unity.  As Joel Sokolsky argued, this balancing act
led Canada for most of the 20th century to find its own com-
fort zone.  For over fifty years this has meant staying in
NATO and in NORAD, but avoiding entanglement in foreign,
limited wars.  This formula has allowed the forces’ political
masters to pay little attention to military affairs beyond that
point, at least until lately.31 Recent developments point to a
re-convergence in the development of the respective armies,
with troops deploying alongside each other with similar
organizations and equipment in places such as Somalia, East
Timor and Afghanistan, much as they did under British direc-
tion in earlier times, while rarely pausing to consider one
another.  

As events in Somalia, the Balkans, East Timor and
Afghanistan have shown, the difference between maintain-
ing ground combat forces for war-fighting and for peace sup-
port operations has narrowed.  Moreover, in the age of glob-
al news, the deployment of ground forces denotes commit-
ment in a more visible and politically valuable way than
transitory air and naval forces.  Such a commitment offers
greater potential for influencing the opinion of allies.
Consequently — particularly given the increased risk of
casualties, the drain on scarce manpower resources and their
high media profile — deployed ground forces remain the
ultimate measure of national resolve.32 Canada and
Australia recognize that they cannot afford large, readily
deployable forces, but they can and do pursue quality forces
that can yield strategic leverage.33

Australia’s experience at balancing force structures for
self-reliant (and amphibious) force projection operations, as
demonstrated in East Timor, parallels the acclaimed
Canadian lead role with UNEF in 1956, Canada’s last major
attempt at projecting military force as the lead nation.  Then,
Canada had ready forces able to operate independent of a
politically constrained United States.  The recent example of
East Timor may provide a useful model as Canada seeks to
re-invigorate force structures with greater self-reliance,
inter-operability and strategic relevance.  In the meantime,
Canada’s advantage of proximity to the United States, and its
vast experience with NATO and peace support missions, pro-
vides opportunities for Australia to benefit from Canadian
experience and knowledge.  

Critics may contend that US domination of Canadian mil-
itary and social consciousness is such that, despite the range of
issues in common, relations with Australia can be of little con-
sequence.34 However, virtually the same could be said for
Australia and almost every country in the world that looks to
the United States with rapt attention.  Even so, the allure of all
things American does not mean that both Canada and
Australia cannot make more out of their relationship than they
have done so far.  

The Information Age is breaking down the tyranny of
distance and facilitating cross-pollination.  Now, with a re-
convergence in outlooks and structures, and with renewed
common experiences, the armies of such remarkable and
similar countries may have much to gain by more closely
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NOTES

1. An exception is Desmond Morton’s “Canada and
Australia: An Ocean of Difference in Threat Perception”
in Linda Cardinal and David Headon (eds.) Shaping
Nations: Constitutionalism and Society in Australia and
Canada (University of Ottawa Press, Ottawa, 2002).  His
excellent synopsis overstates the differences between
the threats faced.  Only once has Australia faced a direct
threat on its mainland. 
2. Nearly one fifth of Australia’s population does not
use English as its first language; however, these people
are not geographically concentrated nor do they belong
predominantly to one language group.
3. Kim Richard Nossal, Rain Dancing: Sanctions in
Canadian and Australian Foreign Policy (Toronto,
University of Toronto Press, 1994), p. xiii. 
4. A range of bilateral treaties has been agreed
between Australia and Canada dating back to 1905. See
http://www.ahc-ottawa.org/relations/ downloaded on 21
May 2002.
5. See Dr. Ronald G. Haycock in “The Labours of
Athena and the Muses: Historical and Contemporary
Aspects of Canadian Military Education” in Canadian
Military Journal, Summer 2001.  Australia operated at
the strategic level during the East Timor crisis, but few
would describe this as a ‘comfortable’ experience.  Still,
Australia has developed a significant strategic studies
industry since the mid-1970s. 
6. For instance, the leader of the anti-conscription
movement in Australia during World War I was the Irish
Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne, Dr Daniel Mannix.
7. Australia trades mostly with the countries of the
Pacific Rim.  The United States is Australia’s second
largest trading partner, next to Japan.  Canada’s trade is
dominated by the United States which accounted for
over 86 percent of exports and 74 percent of imports in
2000.  See http://www.ahc-ottawa.org/relations/ down-
loaded on 21 May 2002.
8. Canada’s commitment to the defence of Norway
during the Cold War was never backed up by amphibi-
ous assets to transport and lodge a force there.  Also,
Canada’s experience in coastal operations in Italy,
Belgium and Holland in the Second World War, Egypt in
1956 and Haiti in the mid-1990s have not been used to
justify amphibious capabilities. 
9. Differences include the more substantial special
forces, commando and parachute capabilities in the
Australian Army, the amphibious capabilities of the
Australian Army and Navy and the F111s of the Royal
Australian Air Force. 
10. Admittedly, the Australian contributions to this
battle are recognized by some as ‘every bit the equal’ of
the Canadians. See, for instance, J.L. Granatstein,
Canada’s Army: Waging War and Keeping Peace

(University of Toronto Press, Toronto, 2002), p. 236.
11. The confrontation of Britain and Russia in 1877-
1878 triggered rumours that Russian steamers planned
to bombard Canadian and Australian ports. Canada and
the Australian colonies reacted by fortifying ports, rais-
ing coastal artillery units and laying the foundation for
munitions industries that would play critical roles during
both world wars.
12. Revisionists have argued that these young nations
could have remained neutral or disengaged in 1914,
1939 and 1950. Such reasoning discounts the economic
imperatives and strong emotional ties that left the dem-
ocratic governments of the day with little viable option. 
13. The first Dominion corps commander was
appointed in the Middle East on 21 April 1917, the
equally capable Australian Lieutenant-General, Sir
Harry Chauvel. 
14. Canada maintained four infantry divisions in
Europe compared to Australia’s five, and a large portion
of the Desert Mounted Corps in Egypt and Palestine.
Both contributed to the Russian expeditions at war’s
end, but Australia did not contribute troops to the post-
war occupation of Germany.
15. Mansergh, Survey of British Commonwealth
Affairs, pp. 66-67.
16. According to an Ipsos-Reid survey, Canadians
have only a sketchy knowledge of the Battle of Vimy
Ridge. See Globe & Mail, April 9, 2002. 
17. Dr. Kim Richard Nossal, discussions with author,
March 2002.
18. Australians know the BCATP as the Empire Air
Training Scheme (EATS).
19. Australia’s main Asian deployment prior to
December 1941 was to Singapore.  However, isolated
units were deployed to Ambon and Timor, while Canada
deployed two battalions to Hong Kong. Canadian troops
also briefly deployed to France in 1940 (but did not see
battle), and garrisoned Bermuda and Jamaica.
20. This case is well argued in John A. English’s
Failure in High Command: The Canadian Army and the
Normandy Campaign (Golden Dog Press, Ottawa,
1995).
21. Kim Richard Nossal, The Politics of Canadian
Foreign Policy, 3rd ed. (Scarborough, Prentice Hall,
1997).
22. Correspondence with Dr. Joel Sokolsky, August
2002.
23. Presentation by Dr. Douglas Bland, Ottawa,
Conference of Defence Associations Seminar, 21
February 2002.
24. Canada’s deployment of troops to Cyprus is the
most noticeable exception.
25. Integration was considered to be far more damag-

ing than the earlier unification of the services.  See
Douglas Bland, Chiefs of Defence: Government and the
Unified Command of the Canadian Armed Forces
(Brown, Toronto, 1995).
26. Initially, Australians fought alongside US forces
in South Vietnam, but the experience disturbed
Australian commanders, who were eager to reduce casu-
alties and implement their own tactics of stealthy jungle
patrols and ambushing in a distinct zone.  See, for
instance, Bob Breen, First to Fight: Australian Diggers,
N.Z. Kiwis and U.S. Paratroopers in Vietnam, 1965-
1966, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1988.
27. Discussions with Dr. Ron Haycock, August 2002.
28. Discussion with Brigadier W.J.A. Mellor June
2002 (Commander of the Australian Force in Somalia).
29. The excellent overall performance of the
Canadian Airborne Regiment in Somalia has been over-
shadowed by the focus on the death of a Somali boy at
the hands of Canadian paratroopers.  See Bernd Horn,
Bastard Sons: An Examination of Canada’s Airborne
Experience 1942-1995 (Vanwell, St. Catherine’s
Ontario, 2001).
30. Discussions with Dr. Ron Haycock, August 2002.
31. Discussions, with Dr. Joel Sokolsky, March 2002.
32. William N. Peters, “Club Dues?  The Relevance
of Canadian Expeditionary Forces,” Master of Arts in
War Studies thesis, Kingston, Royal Military College of
Canada, 1999, pp. 161-163.
33. This case is argued by Colin S. Gray in Canadians
in a Dangerous World (Toronto, Atlantic Council of
Canada, 1994), p. 26, but it applies equally to Australia.
34. Discussions with Lieutenant Colonel Graeme
Sligo, August 2002.

working together through shared exercises and increased
personnel exchanges between headquarters, units and train-
ing establishments. 
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