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NATIONAL SECURITY AND CLIMATE CHANGE:
IS REMOTE AUSTRALIA TO BECOME A CONTESTED TERRA NULLIUS IN
A NEW WORLD ORDER?

By
Lieutenant General John Sanderson, AC

In this year’s Banksia Association Lecture, General Sanderson will
argue the view that as the nation becomes more dependent for its
economic wellbeing on the extraction and export of resources
from remote areas, Australia’s presence in the North of the
continent is increasingly expeditionary in nature. This creates a
social and cultural vacuum. Economic globalisation and climate
change compound these developments to create a threat to the
region’s long term security.

One of the great tragedies of our contemporary era is the tendency for us all to
be captured by the increasingly sensationalist and short term view of issues. In
many ways this is cultivated by the media which, to give it its due, is itself
engaged in a highly competitive, market forces driven environment. The modern
reality is that in a world of great and rapid change, if you don't capture the
attention of the market with your product before something new comes along to
replace it you are often finished before you get started. The same imperative
drives journalists, their editors and their boards of directors. They are all in the
business of minimising risk. There is not much time to dwell on the probabilities
or possibilities of a longer term future in any comprehensive way.

And so we stumble along from one crisis to another. Today it might be child
abuse and tomorrow, terrorism. The next day it could be illegal immigration and
the following, the shortage of technical labour. Finance houses and stock
markets collapse, and petrol costs rise, causing strikes and increases in food
prices. Infrastructure development occurs only on a crisis management basis and
maintenance failures compound to cause deep systemic turmoil. River systems
die and suicides in rural areas increase. Tsunamis drown hundreds of thousands
in our neighbourhood and earthquakes make millions homeless.
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Political leaders are accused of confusing the public and others are found
haplessly succumbing to the blandishments of external agents in a way that
brings into question the integrity and their understanding of their office. All this
is mixed up with the escapist outlet of a focus on celebrity that has very little to
do with the real issues that will determine the future health and happiness of
Australian citizens.

I call this sensationalist and crisis focussed environment a tragedy because it
occurs to me that there is very little analysis of the strategic connectivity of all
these issues. Rather, there seems to be a powerful drive to not raise the issues
of systemic failure, or cause and effect, because there is little willingness to
accept responsibility for strategic change. This is a sentiment that is often
accompanied by a haunting fear among many that such change might be beyond
the capacity of the existing structures, in which they have so much at stake. Like
the character Mr Micawber in the Charles Dickens novel, such people always
hope that something will turn up while they go through the motions of stoically
expressing concern.

There is always the anticipation among older generations that it will be possible
to return to the circumstances of the past. Indeed, there is evidence that it can
be very profitable in an electoral sense to foster the sense of security inherent in
such a view, and even attempt to rewrite history to absolve the past from any
responsibility for the present.

On the other hand, history suggests to us that great human movements have
generally been driven by change in the natural environment rather than by
human ideas and initiative. Large populations go on the move when they are
driven to do so by plague or shortages of food, water and energy, or when other
populations, driven by the same factors, encroach on their space. Much of
history is written from the perspective of celebrity, failing to amplify sufficiently
the facts that most ideas and initiatives were made in a time of crisis by people
who were only empowered to do so by the absolute desperation of the general
populace.

Recent scientific discoveries now offer us the opportunity to look at our history
and circumstances in a much broader perspective than this however. Modern
cosmology is one of the great sciences in this regard, and the Hubble telescope
one of the tools that provide us with pictures that are far more persuasive than
any science textbook could ever be. *Look at this beautiful picture of a
neighbouring galaxy. It is not exactly the same as the one we live in, but it is of
the same magnitude. To place these heavenly bodies in their proper perspective,
this one is estimated to have 800 billion suns and is approximately 50,000 light
years across or about 50x 10 to the 13" power kilometres. If Professor Richard
Dawkins, the Kenyan born evolutionary biologist from Oxford is right in his
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advocacy for scientific rationalism, then it seems that there is a reasonable
probability that such a galaxy would be home to some form of intelligent life.

We look at history through these telescopes like the Hubble. If this galaxy is 10
or even a 100 million light years away what we are seeing is 10 million years ago
or 100 million years ago. In many ways it is a direct connection with the past.
We don’t know what has happened to this galaxy since that time but, because
we now have an idea of what is going on in our own galaxy, we can surmise that
some of those suns in this one are being born and some are dieing. Others are
being eaten up by neighbouring suns and some are blowing up*. And some are
possibly disappearing down a black hole after being pulled apart into their
components, leaving some trace of their existence in this universe by the
radiation of energy as they go over the event horizon, but taking all the
associated information with them to wherever it is they go.

Despite their enormous size, galaxies are not the biggest bodies in the universe.
There are galaxy clusters that appear to have coherent structure but, like
galaxies, we know that there has been a lot going on within them before they
settled down into some sort of stable relationships. *These two colliding galaxies
for example seem to have a problem. They might be immature structures, but, if
there was intelligent life in either of them you would think it would have been
experiencing a bit of climate change at the time this light we are seeing through
the Hubble telescope left this particular region of space.

I often reflect on how privileged we humans are to be aware of all these things —
to comprehend the vast magnitude of the Universe and to dream and imagine
that, some day, we might be able to generate and manipulate the sort of forces
we are seeing at work here — or at least to ride them through space and time.
For the moment however, even though they drive human ambition, these are
just dreams.

Of course, this miracle of awareness and creativity we share has enormous
responsibilities that accompany it. We can't do it right now, but we know that the
journey we are on is an exponential one in terms of the rate at which we acquire
knowledge - one that is therefore inherently laden with enormous potential,
provided we get the fundamentals of our relationships right here on Earth.

That rather long preamble has been about putting the subject of my lecture —
national security and climate change - in context. When I talk about national
security and climate change I want to ensure that you see this in the same
strategic framework in which I believe it needs to be seen. There are bigger
forces at work than our short term view of things might suggest.
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We might be lucky, and the changes we are now seeing in the climate might just
be a temporary aberration that is controllable in the context of the international
economic and political institutions we have created over the last half century. On
the other hand, if it proves too complex for these institutions, we can expect
there to be severe strategic ramifications that will require us as a nation and a
people to adjust the way we are relating to each other and the landscape.

And this is the essence of my lecture today. If we are to survive and sustain our
cultural identity on this continent under such circumstances, we would have to
look at some very fundamental issues. These include the way we are organised
and disposed around the landscape and how we make good much of the
environmental damage that is the legacy of our previous commitment to
unfettered exploitation of its natural resources.

What stage of the debate are we at now? While the reasons for climate change
may continue to be a source of ferment, at this stage there does not seem to be
any debate now about the fact that the planet is getting warmer. Melting of the
ice is accelerating. 2007 was a very warm year and 2008 will probably be worse.
We can debate how much warmer it will get and what is causing the change, but
we cannot deny that it is part of a long term trend of global warming. Al Gore
and Professor Garnault are right to this extent. The ice cap and glaciers are
melting; the seas are warming and becoming more acidic. Bio diversity is
reducing. It is patchy — some places might have the odd cold or wet period and
some might be very hot and dry, but the overall trend on the globe is the issue.

Another expression of this lies in the fact that extreme weather events are
increasing in frequency, as are intense fires. To add to the complexity we are
experiencing a period of heightened tectonic activity with tsunamis and
earthquakes impacting on places of increasing population density.

We now know that Earth has been through these cycles before — at the
extremes, periods of Snowball Earth and Red Hot Earth have preceded us, with
lesser cycles in between. At some point of almost total ice melt we know that a
large part of centre of this continent was an inland sea, *as indicated by this
topographic map. We have a fair idea that some of these changes have occurred
quite rapidly in the past with mass extinctions of life in fairly short time spans.
One of these was about 65 million years ago when the only dinosaurs to survive
were those that adapted by growing feathers and flying south, taking to the sea
and swimming, incubating their eggs inside their bodies or using other
mechanisms for holding them up from the cold ground — like penguins. Those
that continued to lay them on the increasingly cold and frosty ground would have
disappeared in a few seasons.
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We know that some of the less severe events were quite recent within the span
of human existence, which, for the homosapien branch of the family, is less than
250,000 years. Recent evidence suggests that our branch of the hominid species
only emerged out of the Eden of near equatorial Africa some 65,000 years ago —
a mere blink of the eye in cosmological terms.

This suggests that Australia was one of the earliest places they migrated to some
60,000 years ago, probably transiting around the Indian Ocean littoral avoiding
the glaciers of the ice covered north and south. *During the last Ice Age, 20,000
years ago, we know that much of the South East Asian Archipelago was in fact a
land bridge.

We owe much to modern science in our knowledge of these things, but the
Abrahamic songline we find in the early books of the Bible contains a much
deeper and more spiritual description of this journey out of the African continent.
While everything we know points to Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean as the
cradles of what we describe as civilisation, the storyline suggests that there were
earlier civilisations that suffered catastrophic events that put them on the move
to other places. In fact, some of these occurred within the context of very recent
human society. We recognise, for example, that almost every culture has a flood
story which relates to a major event sometime in the past 10,000 years — which
just happens to coincide with the last big ice melt.

In even more recent times it must have been a devastating drought that forced
the Semitic nomads into a subservient relationship with ancient Egypt in the Nile
valley, starting the chain of events, including plagues in the house of the
Pharaohs’, that continue to play out today in the Middle East and the United
Nations.

*We need to ask ourselves then, as many scientists do, “were these experiences
of climate change simply cycles, or were they triggered by some major internal
or external event?”

The answer to this question probably doesn't really matter, except in the context
that we recognise that the forces are so great that the only solutions lie in
changing our dispositions and reorganising our social structures. Clustering
together and reinforcing failure may not be the answer. We probably need to
open ourselves up to building a whole new set of alliances.

Back to the present time - 2007/08 was also a very difficult year financially for
the Western economies. We are seeing the biggest drop on the financial markets
since 1982. Even if places like Western Australia prosper from a mineral boom, it
is probably close to a recession for the western economies.
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Maybe this is also part of a cycle that might not mean much at this stage if we
take into account that we have been through an amazing period of global growth
over the last thirty years. It might be just a correction as the global economy
adjusts to take into account the dynamics of the new players — China, India,
Brazil, Russia — all cheap labour economies, and the growing tendency by others
to embrace cheap labour in an indentured form in order to compete.

What it has produced is an interesting mix of laissez faire internationalism and
planned economies with an increasing illusion of free market forces. Slavery is on
the rise. Nowadays we find ourselves in a new position of constantly making
excuses for the more centrally directed economies. Part of this new perspective
is presumably based on a view that their economic enhancement and the
consequent enlightenment of the emerging middle classes in the developing
world will make it a safer place for all of us.

It may also owe something to a sense of guilt over previous exploitation of the
non European world by western economic interests. We can sense that there are
many tensions building up with serious questions about whether the global
machinery we have created has the ability to regulate change effectively or
merely to act as a screen for the complexity that could eventually build up to
chaos and the subsequent collapse into a new paradigm. Two contemporary
connecting factors (there are many) between the economic and climate change
issues are the Malthusian ones of energy generation, i.e., consumption of non
sustainable sources of hydro carbons and food production.

The crisis in food production has only recently come into focus, but the
inflationary effect of higher oil prices is now well established with it being
accepted that there is little chance in the short to medium term of returning to
former levels of cost component for energy. The impact now is probably worse
than the extreme effect of those oil price rises in the early 1970s which set in
train the post Vietnam global crisis.

The search for alternate sources of energy has been underway for some time
and adjustments in infrastructure investment and lifestyles are impacting already
at the political level. Some nations are better placed to deal with this because
they have geographical and historical dispositions to address tough issues. In
many instances the expectations of their people have been less inflated until
quite recent times.

Australia has become a focal arena for both the energy and food debates —
partly because it has extensive untapped sources of energy such as
hydrocarbons (coal and gas), uranium, solar and tidal — and partly because it has
vast underpopulated and badly managed space. It is the most urbanised of
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nations and harvests resources from its remote reaches on an expeditionary
basis.

The harvesters of these resources are increasingly multinational and use
mercenary workforces to extract and get the product to market. Australians live
off the royalties of these operations and the salaries of that part of the workforce
that is home grown. These are in turn circulated through financial institutions to
pay off home mortgages and other debts. Building houses and housing estates
and retailing largely Chinese made goods have become the largest economic
activities after resource extraction and mining infrastructure development.

Like many people you might ask, “What is wrong with that? Isn't that what
globalisation is all about?”

*Well let me tell you what is going on out there in the 85 percent of Australia
that is either remote or very remote and from which most of this wealth
emanates. Before I do that however, I draw you attention to the fact that *much
of the continent I am talking about is closer to the rest of the world than it is to
the national centre in the south east corner. In fact, Darwin is only a couple of
hours further away from southern China than it is from Sydney. *Djakarta is
much closer to Broome than Perth. That wouldn’t matter so much if there was a
lot of infrastructure in between, but, as you can see, *it is practically a void. A
couple of roads and a single railway line hardly instill confidence in this regard.

Apart from remoteness, the first thing about the dynamics of Remote Australia is
that the permanent non Indigenous population is diminishing while the
Indigenous population is growing at more than twice the national rate*.

There is nothing inherently wrong about that were it not for the fact that there is
a large scale movement of Indigenous people to towns and regional service
centres — driven by the cost of fuel and the diminishing services brought about
by the withdrawal of the non Indigenous population. Fundamentally, there is
nothing for them to do in settlements at this time other than where they are
traditional owners on their own land who have cultural responsibilities to fulfill.

Once again, there is nothing inherently wrong with that if it was not for the
disengagement of the rapidly enlarging Indigenous population from the
mainstream economy and the increased welfare dependency this entails. You
might well reach the conclusion that this problem could be overcome by
employment opportunities in the resource extraction industries and the wealth
gained from mining in the native title areas.

The problem with such a conclusion at the present time is that Indigenous
communities lack the governance structures, education and leadership to
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acquire, distribute and sustain this wealth. Two hundred years of white
dominance has deliberately robbed them of this capacity to the extent that it can
only be built up in partnership with non Indigenous governance structures.
Unfortunately, these have also been withering in parallel with the urbanisation of
the general populace and concentration of political power along a couple of strips
of railway line in the South.

In their recent book, *Beyond Humbug, published in late 2007, Michael Dillon
and Neil Westbury make the compelling case that these conditions make
Remote Australia a ‘failed state’, under the four criteria developed by the
Brookings Institute in 2006 for this purpose.

These *criteria consist of World Bank data that measure poverty, security issues
relating to violence and homicide, the capacity of governments to provide basic
needs for human development (particularly health and education), and the
legitimacy of government in the lives of people.

I am sure you will agree that this is all very grubby stuff for a nation that
purports to stand on the high moral ground with respect to human rights issues.
Australia’s moral authority is diminished by this reality, which in turn erodes the
nation’s negotiating power. But, in terms of national security, the vulnerabilities
are even more fundamental than this.

*The increasing social crisis in (and drift of population from) Remote Australia
has disturbing ramifications for Australia’s national security. A coherent societal
structure throughout Remote Australia, with its networked infrastructure of
settlements, roads, airstrips and communication systems, has to be an important
plank of Australia’s defence system in the most vulnerable regions of the nation.
Australia’s defence against possible threats and breaches of security, including
bio-security, emanating from South East Asia and the South Pacific is made all
the more difficult when Remote Australia itself is gripped by social and economic
crisis.

What is perhaps even more important than these issues is the fact that there is
no integrated national strategy to manage the lands and fragile ecosystems of
Remote Australia that are made up of pastoral rangelands, savannahs, deserts,
Indigenous titled land and lands dedicated to conservation.

The natural resource management regime in Remote Australia is made up of a
disconnected patchwork of Federal and State agencies, local governments and
some Indigenous organisations with no nationally agreed plan of action to
underpin their efforts. Of particular concern is the lack of public investment to
assist Indigenous interests to sustainably manage the Indigenous land estate
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that occupies approximately one-fifth of the continent, practically all of it in
Remote Australia.

This dysfunctional arrangement cannot manage the publicly funded natural
resource management problems of today, let alone those that are emerging with
climate change. Problems such as changed fire management regimes, over
grazed pastoral lands, feral animals such as cane toads, cats and pigs, constitute
a burgeoning environmental hazard to the Australian nation which, together with
the dynamics of the human evacuation I have described, is now taking on a self
fulfilling dimension of creating a true terra nullius.

Conclusion

I know I started this presentation with the suggestion that the magnitude and
dynamics of climate change made the appropriate response one of repositioning
yourself and adjusting your social and governance structures to deal with the
surprises that are bound to emerge from the complexity and chaos. This does
not mean that we should not respond to the scientific findings about the causes
of global warming. But it does suggest that we need to get our priorities right to
ensure that we are not diverted from the truly critical issues.

Towards the end I have suggested that Australia is not well disposed as a nation
to do this, having pulled back from the remote reaches of the continent leaving it
in a neglected and dysfunctional state. While not wishing to denigrate the
magnificent efforts of those non Aboriginal people who have been out there
making things happen, for two centuries now, we must admit that we have been
relatively unhindered in plundering the riches while enjoying a comfortable
lifestyle near the beach. The fact that our soft constitution has made us a unified
nation under one flag and that “our land is girt by sea”, has meant that we have
experienced few moments of deep anxiety about our national security over that
time.

Global climate change and the demise of the North Atlantic culture as the
dominant force in this part of the world are the new realities that should require
us to reassess our position. We have to consider ways to connect with the land
in @ manner that has eluded most of us in our transition from the northern
hemisphere. We need to create a deeper security structure in the north of the
continent and to build new alliances for the future.

The first such alliance that requires our attention in this regard is the one with
the Aboriginal people who we have dispossessed and treated shabbily over a
long period of time, but who now, and this might come as a surprise to many,
feel deeply anxious for us in our alienation from the land. The response to the
Prime Minister’s Apology in February 2008 surprised many in this regard. We
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have spoken rather glibly of mutual respect and mutual responsibility without
understanding that there is a deep longing on both sides to face up to the future
together. We seem confused about this, but there is an emerging recognition
that there is something special about the spiritual connection of the First People
with the landscape, and that this is something we all need to share. *

© Lieutenant General John Sanderson AC
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