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Executive Summary

Nuclear weapons, long a feature of Australia’s strategic environment, are taking on new 
geopolitical salience across the globe. It is little wonder that Australia’s 2023 Defence 
Strategic Review highlighted nuclear weapons proliferation as a defining feature of its 
regional security situation and concluded that “the risk of nuclear escalation must be 
regarded as real.”1 According to the 2026 National Defence Strategy, Australia’s “best 
protection against the increasing risk of nuclear escalation remains U.S. extended 
nuclear deterrence on the one hand and the pursuit of new avenues of arms control on 
the other.”2 It is perhaps unnerving for Australia, then, that these developments—which 
are missing from or at least less starkly stated in earlier strategy documents—come at 
a time when the United States is no longer “the unipolar leader of the Indo-Pacific”3 and 
when arms control is likely entering a period of fallowness. 

The U.S.-Russia New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, the last agreement capping 
U.S. and Russian nuclear arms, expired on February 5, 2026, and there is little 
likelihood of a follow-on in the near future. Arms control also remains a non-starter 
for China. The first Donald Trump administration’s attempts to include China 
in trilateral arms control discussions with Russia were entirely unsuccessful. Biden 
administration attempts to engage China bilaterally likewise bore little fruit. New 
opportunities for arms control may arise in the coming years, but the emerging 
status quo is one in which there are few limitations on the major powers’ nuclear 
arsenals. 

Vertical proliferation is virtually assured and horizontal proliferation is a real risk. 
Should the U.S. nuclear umbrella become less credible as the Chinese and Russian 
nuclear arsenals advance, Indo-Pacific countries, including Australia, will perceive 
growing incentives—or pressures—to develop their own nuclear weapons programs. 

Those pressures can be averted. Although the United States alone sets its nuclear 
strategy, nuclear force structure, and nuclear force posture, Australia and the United 
States can build on longstanding strategic deterrence cooperation in ways that 
enhance each country’s security and mitigate proliferation pressures. Unilateral 
Australian policies can likewise contribute to strategic deterrence. To maintain a 
stable nuclear balance and a credible American nuclear umbrella, Indo-Pacific allies 
like Australia will have to step up in new and innovative ways. 
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This report proposes three broad ways in which Australia can take steps to reinforce 
America’s nuclear umbrella and enhance strategic deterrence:

• Reducing Australian Vulnerability: Australia can reduce its own vulnerability to 
nuclear attack. For Australia, reducing vulnerability to nuclear attack will have 
three primary benefits. First, it will limit damage in the event of an attempted 
nuclear strike. Second, and related, it will contribute to deterrence. Reducing 
vulnerability will signal to adversaries that even nuclear use will not necessarily 
take Australia out of the fight, which will in return reduce the utility of these 
weapons. Third, reducing Australian vulnerability to nuclear attack will 
demonstrate seriousness of purpose in ways conducive to U.S. support for the 
alliance and for extended deterrence. This report suggests two primary ways to 
reduce vulnerability: civil defense and air and missile defense. 

• Facilitating U.S. Nuclear Operations: Reducing vulnerability is a relatively 
uncontroversial way for Australia to enhance its own deterrent capability while 
also strengthening the nuclear umbrella. But Canberra can go further by 
deepening existing efforts to facilitate U.S. nuclear operations in ways that benefit 
both countries. As Australia builds out its missile defense capability, it should 
commit to capabilities that will also contribute to the defense of the American 
homeland, especially in space. For space-based warning, Australia currently relies 
on the U.S. Space-Based Infrared System and will have access to its successor, the 
Next-Generation Overhead Persistent Infrared program. Given growing threats to 
these systems, however, that reliance may prove shortsighted. Instead, Australia 
should commit resources to developing a sovereign satellite constellation to 
provide missile warning and tracking, including for hypersonic glide vehicles, that 
is fully integrated with American space-based systems. This would build on 
existing cooperation via the so-called joint facilities. 

• Transitioning from Facilitation to Participation: If Australia wishes to reinforce the 
nuclear umbrella, it should consider moving from facilitating nuclear operations to 
more actively participating in them. An important, but conservative, first step to 
setting out on this path is to launch an extended deterrence dialogue with the 
United States. 

 There are a variety of ways in which Australia might more directly support U.S. 
nuclear operations. First, the risk of nuclear war at sea may be growing as China, 
Russia, and the United States invest in new capabilities. Australia should be 
preparing for that fight. Second, there are opportunities for cooperation in the air 
as well. Both facilities investments and regular deployments of B-52 bombers 
should pave the way for discussions about the deployment of B-21 Raiders, once 
they enter service in sufficient numbers, and nuclear weapons to Australian 
territory. Australia could prepare to provide suppression of enemy air defenses for 
those bombers. 

 Finally, the United States and Australia might begin tentatively exploring 
nuclear-sharing arrangements, in which Australian forces deliver nuclear 
weapons that remain under formal U.S. custody. 
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In conclusion, if Australia and the United States were to pursue the course proposed in 
this report, it would reduce the mounting proliferation pressures in the Indo-Pacific. 
First, many of the initiatives described would not simply ease America’s extension of 
the nuclear umbrella to Australia but would make American deterrence more 
effective overall. 

Second, deeper U.S.-Australia cooperation would demonstrate what high-level 
strategic deterrence cooperation looks like. South Korea and Japan both have 
extended deterrence dialogues with the United States, yet do not participate in 
strengthening that deterrence in ways suggested in this report. 

Third, closer U.S.-Australia cooperation on nuclear deterrence might even pave the 
way for renewed arms control, which the Australian government has defined, along 
with the American nuclear umbrella, as “Australia’s best protection against the 
increasing risk of nuclear escalation.”4
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Introduction

Nuclear weapons, long a feature of Australia’s strategic environment, are taking on 
new geopolitical salience across the globe. It is little wonder that Australia’s 2023 
Defence Strategic Review (DSR) highlighted nuclear weapons proliferation as a 
defining feature of its regional security situation and concluded that “the risk of 
nuclear escalation must be regarded as real.”5 According to the 2026 National 
Defence Strategy (NDS), Australia’s “best protection against the increasing risk of 
nuclear escalation remains United States' extended nuclear deterrence on the one 
hand and the pursuit of new avenues of arms control on the other.”6 It is perhaps 
unnerving for Australia, then, that these developments—which are missing from or at 
least less starkly stated in earlier strategy documents—come at a time when the 
United States is no longer “the unipolar leader of the Indo-Pacific”7 and when arms 
control is likely entering a period of fallowness.

The U.S.-Russia New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START), the last agreement 
capping U.S. and Russian nuclear arms, expired on February 5, 2026, and there is little 
likelihood of a follow-on in the near future. Arms control also remains a non-starter for 
China. The first Donald Trump administration’s attempts to include China in trilateral 
arms control discussions with Russia were entirely unsuccessful. Biden administration 
attempts to engage China bilaterally likewise bore little fruit. New opportunities for 
arms control may arise in the coming years, but the emerging status quo is one in 
which there are few limitations on the major powers’ nuclear arsenals. 

This does not necessarily herald a period of growing strategic instability. Vertical 
proliferation is virtually assured, but the United States and its allies have it within their 
wherewithal to manage that proliferation in ways conducive to their own interests.

But they may struggle to do so. Despite concerns about America’s relative decline, the 
U.S.-Australia alliance remains central to Australia’s national security. Should the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella become less credible as the Chinese and Russian nuclear arsenals 
advance, Indo-Pacific countries, including Australia, will perceive growing incentives—
or pressures—to develop their own nuclear weapons programs. 
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Those pressures can be averted. Although the United States alone sets its nuclear 
strategy, nuclear force structure, and nuclear force posture, Australia and the United 
States can build on longstanding strategic deterrence cooperation in ways that 
enhance each country’s security and mitigate proliferation pressures. Unilateral 
Australian policies can likewise contribute to strategic deterrence. To maintain a 
stable nuclear balance and a credible American nuclear umbrella, Indo-Pacific allies 
like Australia will have to step up in new and innovative ways. 
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The Third Nuclear Age

Nuclear weapons, even absent their use, have featured prominently in Russia’s war on 
Ukraine. In the early days of the renewed war in 2022, then-President Joe Biden warned 
openly of the risk of World War III as Moscow engaged in not-so-subtle nuclear 
signaling. Since February 2022, Russia has announced that Russian forces were on 
“special combat readiness,” deployed tactical nuclear weapons to Belarus, 
“broadened the range of scenarios for nuclear weapons employment,”8 and fired 
nuclear-capable (but conventionally armed) ballistic missiles into Ukraine. In the fall 
of 2022, there were significantly elevated concerns in the Biden administration that 
Russia might use nuclear weapons. In March 2025, Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk 
argued that Poland must “reach for opportunities related to nuclear weapons.”9 

Although Poland is, for the moment, engaging with France about a potential French 
nuclear umbrella, the remarks nonetheless served as an ominous signal that in 
Europe, the long-contained nuclear proliferation genie may soon poke its head out of 
the bottle. 

Three months after Tusk’s warning, the Trump administration took action to contain 
that genie in the Middle East. After Israel had successfully destroyed much of Iran’s air 
defense capabilities, American B-2 bombers struck Fordow and Isfahan, dealing a 
significant blow to Iran’s nuclear weapon program. Renewed war in the Middle East 
this year has critically weakened Iran’s military and further undermined the country’s 
nuclear ambitions. This, in turn, has reduced incentives for Saudi Arabia to pursue its 
own nuclear weapon capability. At the same time, some would-be nuclear powers 
may conclude that nuclear weapons are the only way to ensure their security against 
hostile great powers. They may perceive an incentive to proliferate, and to move 
quickly when doing so. 

For Australia, the nuclear picture may look quieter closer to home, but the apparent 
calm obscures a brewing storm. China is engaged in a historic quantitative and 
qualitative buildup of its nuclear forces. Its stockpile has grown from “the low 200s” in 
2020 to “the low 600s” in 2024 and is on pace to surpass 1,000 by 2030.10 It likely has the 
capacity to accelerate that timeline and certainly has the capacity to continue its 
buildup into the next decade and beyond. In addition to growing its stockpile, China is 
also modernizing and diversifying its delivery systems. With the addition of an air leg 
via the H-6N bomber and the growth of its ballistic missile submarine (SSBN) force, 
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China has fielded a true triad for the first time. It has built approximately 300 new 
missile silos over the last decade, introduced new missile systems, invested in early 
warning capabilities, and, according to the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD), “is 
probably pursuing nuclear weapons with yields below 10 kilotons … to address long-
held PLA desires to be able to conduct limited nuclear counterstrikes against military 
targets and control nuclear escalation.”11

Indeed, Beijing may be considering doctrinal changes. For most of its time as a 
nuclear-armed power, China has arguably maintained a minimum deterrent: 
Chinese strategists believed that an ability to hit just a handful of enemy cities in a 
second strike was all that was needed to deter nuclear attacks on China. Foreign 
observers described the Chinese approach as “assured retaliation”: “deterring an 
adversary with the threat of unacceptable damage through a retaliatory nuclear 
strike.”12 Beijing, however, is now fielding a force that grants it a wider variety of options, 
with both the size of the arsenal and the diversity of delivery systems suggesting an 
interest in something more than a relatively small, secure second-strike capability. 
Dual-capable anti-ship ballistic missiles, moreover, point to an interest in nuclear 
warfighting. These force structure changes emerged after a period in which China 
underwent open debates about nuclear strategy, which featured arguments for 
looser interpretations of its “no first use” policy. Although major changes have not yet 
made their way into written doctrine, the available evidence suggests that nuclear 
weapons are taking on a more prominent role in China’s defense strategy, a 
development with significant implications for both Australia and the broader region. 

That broader region includes three other nuclear powers. North Korea now has an 
arsenal of dozens of warheads and, possibly, the means to deliver them to targets in 
South Korea and Japan. It is trying to develop an SSBN, and it is only a matter of time 
before it has fielded reliable intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). North Korea has 
already tested ICBMs that, in theory, can reach Australia, but progress on mating 
nuclear warheads with those missiles is unclear. In South Korea and Japan, North 
Korean and Chinese advances are driving intensifying interest in nuclear deterrence 
broadly and, more narrowly, in indigenous nuclear capabilities. 

In South Asia, the Indian and Pakistani stockpiles have been growing in recent years. 
Current Federation of American Scientists estimates put them at 180 and 170, 
respectively.13 Both countries have resorted to at least implicit nuclear threats during 
repeated crises. During fighting in May 2025, American officials became concerned 
about the potential for a dramatic escalation.14

India’s need to simultaneously deter China further complicates India-Pakistan 
dynamics. The Sino-Indian nuclear imbalance is inducing Delhi to expand its arsenal 
and modernize its capabilities. In remarks in 2017, Vipin Narang of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, and later an official in the Biden administration’s DOD, raised 
concerns about implications for South Asia: 

In short, we may be witnessing what I call a “decoupling” of Indian nuclear 
strategy between China and Pakistan. The force requirements India needs in 
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order to credibly threaten assured retaliation against China may allow it to 
pursue more aggressive strategies—such as escalation dominance or a 
“splendid first strike”—against Pakistan.15

Nearly three decades after India and Pakistan openly broke into the nuclear weapons 
club, nuclear equilibrium in South Asia remains elusive. 

As noted in the 2023 DSR, the threat of nuclear escalation is real. As Australian security 
officials ponder the security environment, they see all of the extant nuclear powers in 
Asia growing their arsenals, diversifying and modernizing their delivery vehicles, and, 
to varying degrees, employing nuclear signaling. 

What is more, the risk of nuclear war at sea may be growing once again after it abated 
following the Cold War’s end. The United States is developing a new nuclear-armed 
sea-launched cruise missile more than a decade after retiring the nuclear-armed 
Tomahawk missile. Russia already has a variety of sea-launched cruise missiles 
capable of both ground attack and anti-ship missions and last year tested a nuclear-
powered, nuclear-armed “super torpedo.”16 China’s nuclear-capable DF-26 ballistic 
missile has a maritime variant for use against targets at sea and China is introducing 
new SSBNs. Nuclear war at sea may be of particular concern to countries that, like 
Australia, depend on maritime trade. It also entails risks that may not be immediately 
apparent. “There are good reasons for believing that the first use of nuclear weapons 
could take place at sea,” the late Australian academic Desmond Ball argued in 1985, 
“and for concern that the escalation dynamics of nuclear warfare in this theater are 
far less constrained than those that would attend nuclear operations on land.”17 Given 
ongoing developments in the maritime capabilities of nuclear-armed states, renewed 
attention to this hazard is warranted. 

The Indo-Pacific’s changing nuclear environment is one facet of a broader shift in the 
region. As compared to the Cold War and especially the immediate post-Cold War 
era, power is more diffuse, security threats are more pronounced, and the region’s 
future seems harder to discern. Australia faces significant uncertainty, driven both by 
China’s rise and the character of its government, and by an America that appears 
increasingly unmoored, riven by internal divisions and proving itself a less dependable 
foreign partner than it once was. The Trump administration’s move to set its gaze on 
the Western Hemisphere and downgrade China as a priority in the U.S. National 
Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy may be raising concerns in Canberra 
that Australia will have to face evolving threats with reduced American support.

There are analogs in Australian history to this current period. In the two decades 
following the end of World War II, Communist China sought to throw its weight around 
in Asia in unsettling ways. To Australia’s north, Indonesia had similarly ambitious, if 
more regionally limited goals. The Cold War was heating up, nuclear proliferation was 
a fact of life, and Australia’s longtime foreign ally, the United Kingdom, was a shell of 
its former self and increasingly focusing on threats west of Suez. Christine Leah, an 
Australian scholar of Asia-Pacific security and strategic theory, writes: 
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It was still the era of massive conventional conflict. Two devastating World Wars 
involving Australian forces had erupted in the space of just 40 years. One needs 
to take into account the mentality of the era; the prospect of major-power war 
was considered very real and likely… Peace was not taken for granted after 
World War II; the outbreak of another major war (this time involving the use of 
nuclear weapons) was considered a very real and distinct possibility. In addition, 
Australia had suffered a major attack from the Japanese in Darwin, and the 
threat of territorial conquest by an Asian power was still prominent.18

As Leah demonstrates, Canberra responded to this state of affairs by, in part, starting 
to “chase the bomb.” This explains Australia’s cooperation in the United Kingdom’s 
nuclear enterprise. Australian and British scientists worked side-by-side on nuclear 
and missile research and development at the Woomera test range, the UK detonated 
12 nuclear devices on Australian soil, and the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) made 
attempts to procure a deliverable weapon from the Brits.19

In 1957, Australian Foreign Minister Richard Casey argued that “nuclear defense must 
be maintained by all countries that are in a position to maintain it, unless and until 
there is an internationally agreed scheme for the limitation of both nuclear and 
orthodox armaments, accompanied by a rigid and water-tight system of 
inspection.”20 Just over a decade later, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT) negotiations were completed. While slow to embrace the NPT, which 
it ratified in 1973, Canberra ultimately became a global leader on nonproliferation and 
in the disarmament movement. But Australia, which was “a key force behind”21 the 
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty and is a member of the South Pacific 
Nuclear Free Zone Treaty (the Treaty of Rarotonga), is also reliant on the U.S. nuclear 
umbrella. 

Today, the “internationally agreed scheme” that Casey wished for may be on shaky 
ground. And like the post-war years, Australians are worried about war. In a 2025 poll 
conducted by the Australia-China Relations Institute, about half of Australians worried 
that Australia would be at war with China in the next three years.22 42 percent of 
Australians consider a foreign military attack on Australia “to be a moderate or major 
threat within the next ten years,” according to an Australia National University National 
Security College poll.23 64 percent of respondents in that poll identified military conflict 
with another country as either a major or moderate threat (21 percent and 43 percent, 
respectively).24

Nuclear weapons may well play a role in preventing such a conflict, or in shaping it 
should it arrive, even though Australia has no such weapons of its own. But for the 
United States, the provision of extended deterrence is growing more complicated. If 
the “second nuclear age” was characterized by a somewhat limited growth of the 
nuclear weapons club and, per Colin Gray, “the absence of a dominant political rivalry 
(bipolar or otherwise),”25 the emerging “third nuclear age” will be something different. 
There will be a dominant political rivalry—that between the United States and China—
but America’s rivalries with Russia, Iran, North Korea, and potentially others, while 
intricately linked with the U.S.-China competition, have their own logics as well. In 
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these circumstances, the United States must deter three nuclear weapon states (and 
possibly four, should Iran ever procure nuclear arms), which may or may not be 
colluding in the midst of any given crisis, which are unconstrained by the laws of war, 
which have varying nuclear strategies, and which have or are moving towards secure 
second-strike capability. 

For the United States, sizing, structuring, and posturing its nuclear force to deter these 
adversaries and to reassure allies that American extended deterrence is credible is a 
complex challenge. The latter, in particular, may be politically difficult at a time when 
both American elites and the broader public are rethinking the character of foreign 
obligations. Still, Australia can take steps to facilitate these efforts and, in so doing, 
serve as a model for other U.S. allies. 
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Reducing Australian Vulnerability

Absent the protection provided by U.S. extended deterrence, Australia is vulnerable to 
nuclear attack. Australians may not consider their country to be a likely target, but the 
government’s reliance on the American nuclear umbrella and its related 
nonparticipation in the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons negotiations 
belie that confidence. Australians have reason to worry. 

In the event of a future Indo-Pacific war involving the United States, the adversary 
might strike bases in and around Darwin, which house the U.S. Marine Rotational Force 
– Darwin, or HMAS Stirling near Perth, which is set to host U.S. nuclear attack 
submarines beginning in 2027. Although the greater risk comes from conventionally 
armed missiles, a great power war may not remain conventional. Alice Springs, Pine 
Gap, and North West Cape could be targets for nuclear weapons, as they play roles in 
American nuclear strategy (see below for more on these facilities). 

For Australia, reducing vulnerability to nuclear attack will have three primary benefits. 
First, it will limit damage in the event of an attempted nuclear strike, an unalloyed 
good. 

Second, and related, it will contribute to deterrence. Reducing vulnerability will signal 
to adversaries that even nuclear use will not necessarily take Australia out of the fight, 
which will in return reduce the utility of these weapons. Preparing civil defenses and 
activating them in the event of a crisis, for example, are powerful ways for Australia to 
signal that it will not be intimidated into submission. Even if China is shifting away from 
a pure minimum deterrence posture—one based on retaliation through the imposition 
of “unacceptable damage” on a relatively small number of countervalue targets—
toward a multi-rung escalation ladder that includes lower-yield weapons, civil 
defense would still demonstrate Australia’s ability to offset the utility of Chinese 
nuclear attacks aimed at mass civilian harm, thereby dampening their coercive 
power. 

Third, reducing Australian vulnerability to nuclear attack will demonstrate seriousness 
of purpose in ways conducive to U.S. support for the alliance and for extended 
deterrence. Extended deterrence is unattractive for Americans because, in theory, it 
requires them to sacrifice Los Angeles for Sydney. But imagine a scenario in which 
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missile defenses defeated an attempted nuclear strike on Alice Springs. The extended 
deterrence guarantees would still necessitate a U.S. response, but the failure of the 
attempted nuclear strike expands the range of options for responding—and that in 
turn makes the nuclear umbrella more credible.

There are two primary ways to reduce vulnerability: civil defense and air and missile 
defense. 

Civil Defense 
As Herman Kahn flatly stated, while writing in the Cold War context, “crisis relocation 
and other civil defense programs are prudential measures for saving tens of millions 
of lives in the event of nuclear attack.”26 The most fundamental argument for civil 
defense is a straightforward one. 

Civil defense prepares a population for enduring a military attack on the homeland. In 
1949, Australia’s Commonwealth Directorate of Civil Defence and State authorities 
agreed on a working definition of civil defense: 

Civil defence comprises all measures, other than active defence, taken to 
minimise the effects of enemy attack on the civil population. It includes the 
organisation of the nation, so that the people can maintain their will to win, 
industry can continue essential production, public services can function and 
governments can govern.27

The Australian government has arguably failed to take such steps, at least since the 
Cold War’s end—and perhaps during the Cold War as well. In 1985, Australia’s Nuclear 
Survival Handbook was published “to coincide with a nuclear survival [television] 
special.”28 Prepared by a journalist as part of a nongovernmental initiative, the 66-
page manual included charts showing the destructive range of a nuclear explosion 
and maps illustrating fallout ranges for attacks on cities including Sydney, Melbourne, 
and Adelaide, among others. It also featured advice for stockpiling supplies, seeking 
shelter, and building bunkers. The booklet included more information about what to 
expect and how to survive a nuclear war than the Australian government had 
provided directly to the population over the four decades prior. To be sure, the 
authorities had not entirely neglected civil defense. The National Civil Defence 
Organisation, formed in the 1950s, was responsible for evacuation, sustaining and 
employing a communications network in the event of an emergency, and 
coordinating with local authorities. But preparations did not include communication 
to the Australian people about what all this might look like should the unthinkable 
happen. 

That guardedness apparently has not changed. After the Cold War, the National Civil 
Defence Organisation was disbanded and many of its responsibilities devolved to 
state and local authorities. The National Emergency Management Agency has a 
number of national plans under the Australian Government Crisis Management 
Framework, including plans for domestic natural disasters, reception of overseas 
evacuees, overseas mass casualty incidents, and space debris re-entry. But there is 
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no publicly available plan for preparing for and responding to either conventional 
military or nuclear attack on the country. 

Whether or not a plan exists, recent comments from former Australian government 
officials suggest there is much work to be done. Pointing to “the credible prospect of 
having to defend Australia during a major war in the Indo-Pacific” before 2030, former 
Secretary of the Department of Home Affairs (2017-2023) Michael Pezzulo argued in a 
2024 speech that “in war, the most important question is whether the nation at large 
has the structures, capabilities and, above all, the mindset and national will that are 
required to fight and keep fighting; and to absorb, recover, endure, and prevail.”29

Pezzulo suggests preparation of a “war book,” a practice abandoned in the late 1950s. 
He envisions a process led by the Department of Defence (Defence) and the 
Department of Home Affairs with the participation of state and territory governments, 
private operators of critical infrastructure, and providers of essential services. 

A war book would deal with the entire span of civil defence and national 
mobilisation which would be required to move to a war footing, consisting of a 
range of coordinated plans. Some would deal with critical infrastructure 
protection and national cyber defence. Others with the mobilisation of labour 
and industry (covering supply chains, industrial materials, chemicals, minerals 
and so on). Sectoral plans would address the allocation, rationing, and/or 
stockpiling of fuel, energy, water, food, transport, shipping, aviation, 
communications, health services and pharmaceuticals, building and 
construction resources, and so on. There would be plans for the protection of the 
civilian population (covering evacuation, fortification and/or shelter 
construction); for augmenting police, fire, rescue and ambulance capacities; 
and dealing with social cohesion, domestic security and public safety.30

Pezzulo argues that the process of creating the war book would be as important as the 
product itself, given the opportunities for brainstorming, collective efforts, and the 
creation of patterns of cooperation.31 

Former Defence and Home Affairs official Marc Ablong argues that Australia’s current 
“fragmented approach” to civil defense “falls short of meeting the complex, evolving 
threats facing” Australia.32 He calls for the reestablishment of a National Civil Defence 
Agency. “Beyond institutional efficacy, such an agency would drive civil education, 
national security culture, and regular engagement of citizens in readiness programs 
… [R]esilience multiplies when defence responsibilities are distributed, trained and 
exercised across all levels of society.”33 

For Australia, practical, impactful steps include: building hardened shelters near sites 
most at risk of nuclear attack and stockpiling temporary shelters in population 
centers; investing in critical infrastructure resilience and developing and employing 
alternative communications systems, including community networks for emergency 
and medical response; stockpiling food, water, fuel, and medical supplies; and holding 
civil defense exercises with civilian participation. Importantly, such steps would be 
consistent with Australia’s 2023 DSR, which highlights the importance to deterrence of 
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resilience, which it defines as “the ability to withstand, endure and recover from 
disruption.”34 

Civil defense saves lives in the event of a catastrophe. But it also reduces, even if only 
modestly, a country’s susceptibility to nuclear blackmail while enhancing the state’s 
bargaining power vis-à-vis both allies and adversaries. Resilience and preparedness 
promise to keep Australia in the fight even in the worst circumstances, which deters 
potential adversaries not just from using nuclear weapons but from conventional 
attack as well. Reducing Australian vulnerability in this way contributes to strategic 
stability while reducing the burden on U.S. extended deterrence for defending the 
Australian population. That, in turn, is conducive to a more credible U.S. nuclear 
umbrella.

How Defence Defines Resilience 

The 2023 DSR lists “critical requirements” for resilience, which include: 
• an informed public; 
• national unity and cohesion; 
• democratic assuredness; 
• robust cyber security, data networks and space capabilities; 
• supply chain diversity; 
• economic security; 
• environmental security; 
• fuel and energy security; 
• enhanced military preparedness; 
• advanced munitions manufacturing (especially in long-range guided 

weapons); 
• robust national logistics; and
• a national industrial base with a capacity to scale.35

The 2024 NDS further identifies initiatives to achieve three types of resilience: 
• National resilience: by bolstering Australia’s ability to anticipate, prevent, 

absorb and recover from natural and human-induced threats and 
hazards… 

• Industry resilience: by developing and maintaining a stronger defence 
industrial base with the domestic capability and capacity to support the 
ADF [Australian Defence Force] during crisis or conflict… 

• Supply chain resilience: by accelerating efforts between the 
Commonwealth, states, territories and industry to secure Australia’s supply 
chains and strengthen Australia’s capacity to recover from—and minimise 
the impact of—supply disruptions.36

Air and Missile Defense 
The 2023 DSR identified integrated air and missile defense (IAMD)37 as an urgent 
priority for Australia, but flagged its lack of prioritization for Defence: “The program is 
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not structured to deliver a minimum viable capability in the shortest period of time but 
is pursuing a long-term near perfect solution at an unaffordable cost.”38 This remained 
a shortcoming in the 2024 NDS and 2024 Integrated Investment Program (IIP). Indeed, 
as Peter Dean points out, “the 2024 NDS and IIP have thus downgraded the urgency 
required in the DSR and previous policy documents dating back almost a decade, at 
a time when recent and ongoing conflicts have provided the opposite lessons for IAMD 
and GBAD [ground-based air defense].”39 This may be changing. Compared to the 
2024 IIP, the 2026 IIP roughly quintuples the planned investment in active missile 
defenses over the next decade, increasing its share of total missile defense spending 
from 10 percent to approximately 30 percent.40 These investments will represent an 
important step in reducing Australian vulnerability to ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, 
and manned and unmanned aerial systems, including those armed with nuclear 
weapons, over the next decade. 

Australia is understandably investing in northern bases, from which it can defend the 
northern approaches to the continent and project power northward. “Defence’s 
domestic force posture must,” according to the 2026 NDS, “deliver a logistically 
networked and resilient set of bases, predominantly across northern Australia, to 
enhance force projection and improve Defence’s ability to recover from an attack.”41

(Emphasis added.) But as facilities in Australia’s north become more important to its 
defense strategy, they will become more important targets for adversaries—
especially if they host American forces, as those in Darwin currently do. 

Conventional attacks are more likely than nuclear strikes on those outposts, but any 
war involving the United States and another major power will be fought under the 
nuclear shadow. Nuclear weapons may become a more appealing option for China, 
for example, if it exhausts its missile stockpile in a prolonged conflict, allowing it to do 
more damage with fewer munitions expended. And should nuclear escalation be in 
the offing or occur, the U.S.-Australia so-called joint facilities, which play a role in early 
warning and nuclear command, control, and communications (NC3) for the United 
States, could well be on the PLA Rocket Force’s (PLARF) target list. 

Network-centric, dispersed missile defenses will mitigate these threats. They will also 
reinforce the nuclear umbrella. As with civil defense, investments in missile defense 
will demonstrate to Washington that Australia is not relying entirely on the United 
States for defense against nuclear attack—that Canberra is, indeed, committing 
ample resources to the challenge—thus making extension of extended deterrence 
more politically palatable. Moreover, effective missile defenses will provide the United 
States with greater flexibility in how it implements the nuclear umbrella. Successful 
interception of a nuclear attack on Australia could give the United States the option, 
for example, of responding with an overwhelming conventional attack on Chinese 
nuclear forces without needing to resort to nuclear use itself if Washington believed 
containing escalation was still possible. In practice, of course, extended nuclear 
deterrence is not automatic; if Australian defense investments reduce theoretical 
pressures on automaticity as well, the nuclear umbrella will become more appealing 
to the United States and more credible to American allies and adversaries alike. 
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A Vision for Australian Missile Defense 

Dean lays out a vision for IAMD in a paper published by the United States Studies 
Centre in October 2025. He argues that Australia should prioritize the introduction 
of ground-based interceptors to complement naval and air capabilities, which 
currently bear a disproportionate responsibility for missile defense. Not only does 
the current approach leave Australia’s missile defense shield unnecessarily thin—
Dean calls this “‘goal line’ defense”—but it also ties down naval and air assets that 
may be needed for other missions during a crisis.42

After finalizing the Joint Air Battle Management System—basically a C2 system for 
Australian IAMD—which Dean describes as an “essential requirement,” Defence 
can turn to a variety of off-the-shelf capabilities to build a layered missile 
defense. For mid-tier and ballistic missile defense, Dean identifies as viable 
options the National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile System (NASAMS), the 
Patriot system, Aegis Ashore, the Typhon system, and Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense (THAAD). Short range air defense options include AIM-9x Sidewinder 
missiles for NASAMS launchers and Stinger man-portable air defense systems.43

Given that American manufacturers are behind or contribute to all of those 
systems, opportunities for U.S.-Australia cooperation abound. Indeed, Malcolm 
Davis of the Australia Strategic Policy Institute suggests that Australia should 
think bigger. Participating in the Trump administration’s Golden Dome initiative, 
he writes, would help Australia jumpstart IAMD development, but also grant 
Australia access to new and emerging technologies: namely “space-based 
sensor[s] and weapons” that can conduct boost-phase interception, which is 
not possible with any of the existing systems Dean identifies as appropriate for 
Australian needs. Davis sees room for Australia to make substantial contributions 
to Golden Dome development and operation:

Australian support for Golden Dome could initially take the form of local 
assembly of space-based sensors, then using Australian launch providers 
operating from Australian launch sites, and even via landing and re-launch 
of Starship from Australia to augment and where necessary reconstitute 
Golden Dome’s orbital equipment [in] a crisis. The importance of resilient 
satellite communications to support the command and control of Golden 
Dome could allow Australia to play a vital role in the southern hemisphere. 
Hosting enhanced space-domain awareness to support the defence of 
Golden Dome against adversary counterspace threats is another 
possibility.44

Whether or not the United States opens the door for Australia to participate in 
Golden Dome, opportunities are ripe for both bilateral cooperation on and 
unilateral investments in IAMD. 
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Facilitating U.S. Nuclear Operations

Reducing vulnerability is a relatively uncontroversial way for Australia to enhance its 
own deterrent capability while also strengthening the nuclear umbrella. But Canberra 
can go further by deepening existing efforts to facilitate U.S. nuclear operations in 
ways that benefit both countries. 

As Australia builds out its missile defense capability, it should commit to capabilities 
that will also contribute to the defense of the American homeland. In 2021, China twice 
tested a fractional orbital bombardment system (FOBS): it launched into orbit a Long 
March rocket, which released a hypersonic glide vehicle, which in turn released a 
submunition. If fielded and armed with nuclear warheads, a Chinese FOBS will present 
dual challenges for the United States. First, a FOBS can be launched southward from 
China, with the flight path taking it over Antarctica, allowing it to approach the U.S. 
homeland from the south. This is a challenge because American terrestrial radars and 
associated interceptors are pointed northward (whether launched by Russia or China, 
ICBMs fired on a traditional ballistic trajectory traverse the Arctic and approach the 
United States from the north). Second, a hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV) travels at a 
lower altitude on a non-ballistic trajectory, making it harder for traditional sensors to 
track. U.S. space-based sensors might detect a FOBS missile launch but then lose sight 
of the HGV after decoupling. 

This poses an obvious challenge to missile defense, but more consequentially, it poses 
a significant challenge to U.S. NC3. The 2022 Nuclear Posture Review defines NC3’s “five 
essential functions” as “detection, warning and attack characterization; adaptive 
nuclear planning; decision-making conferencing; receiving and executing presidential 
orders; and enabling the management and direction of forces.”45 Detection, warning, 
and attack characterization are critical to NC3. They initiate the process through which 
the United States government responds, including with nuclear weapons, to adversary 
nuclear aggression. Importantly, early detection, warning, and attack characterization 
are crucial as they provide time for American leaders to consider options and make the 
most consequential of decisions.

A FOBS paired with an HGV complicates this. When it comes to detection, warning, and 
attack characterization, the United States maintains “dual phenomenology 
requirements—mandating independent confirmation of warning data through at 
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least two distinct sensor types ... to prevent false alarms from driving nuclear 
decisions.”46 After a FOBS launch, space-based sensors might detect a rocket launch, 
but the rocket might not appear on ground-based radar due to its southern trajectory. 
The HGV might only be detected by space-based sensors, if detected at all. What 
happens to NC3 processes if dual phenomenology requirements are not met? 

Once the HGV decouples after a southward launch, attack characterization becomes 
difficult. With what is the HGV armed? Where is it? What is its track? How long will it 
maneuver before dropping a submunition? In short, an American president might find 
himself forced to make a decision with partial information, in a compressed time, or 
both. 

Fortunately, there are emerging solutions to the detection problem. New upgrades to 
the Upgraded Early Warning Radar (formerly Ballistic Missile Early Warning System 
and the PAVE Phased Array Warning System, or PAVE PAWS radars) are intended to 
enable identification of HGVs. New space-based capabilities are in the offing as well, 
with Space Systems Command (SSC), the Space Development Agency (SDA), and the 
Missile Defense Agency (MDA) “teaming to develop and implement a system-of-
systems integration strategy for MW/MT [Missile Warning/Missile Tracking] and missile 
defense (MD) constellations of satellites in LEO [low Earth orbit], GEO [geosynchronous 
orbit], medium Earth orbit (MEO), and polar orbital regimes.”47 Space-based sensors 
are especially needed for identifying and tracking HGVs, whose relatively low cruising 
altitude (as compared to ICBMs on a ballistic trajectory) limits the usefulness of 
terrestrial radars. 

SSC, SDA, and MDA efforts are complementary. The SDA is developing Wide Field of 
View (WFOV) satellites, which will provide global coverage. Meanwhile, MDA is 
partnering with L3Harris Technologies, Inc. and Northrop Grumman to develop the 
Hypersonic and Ballistic Tracking Space Sensor (HBTSS). “HBTSS is to provide more 
sensitive, but more limited (or Medium Field of View) coverage, compared to WFOV,” 
according to the Congressional Research Service. “For this reason, WFOV is intended 
to provide cueing data to HBTSS, which could then provide more specific, target 
quality data to a ground-based interceptor.”48 The SSC's Resilient Missile Warning 
Missile Tracking – Medium Earth Orbit satellites, meanwhile, will bolster “low-latitude 
coverage and track custody.49 

These promising technologies, however, do little to address an even more pressing and 
potentially catastrophic threat to U.S. NC3: adversaries’ emerging suite of counter-space 
capabilities. As Peter Hays and Sarah Mineiro write, NC3 is heavily reliant on space for 
three capabilities in particular: “missile warning/missile tracking (MW/MT), assured 
communications, and nuclear detonation detection.”50 Were an adversary to disrupt, 
disable, or destroy space-based NC3 components, the U.S. government might find itself 
unable to detect missile launches and nuclear detonations and unable to talk with itself. 
The American president might not be able to conference with senior, but geographically 
dispersed, advisers or to effectively command nuclear operations. In one of the most 
stressful scenarios an American president might face, he would be hamstrung. 
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It is no wonder China is investing in counterspace capabilities. According to the U.S. 
DOD, “the PLA almost certainly plans to conduct terrestrial and space-based kinetic 
and non-kinetic anti-satellite (ASAT) operations during a conflict with the United 
States, and will adapt employment strategies as new capabilities are fielded.”51 U.S. 
DOD lists five areas in which the PLA is making advancements: ground-based ASAT 
missiles, on-orbit ASAT capabilities, cyber tools, electronic warfare, and directed 
energy weapons. Hays explains this emphasis: 

America’s potential adversaries, particularly China and Russia, now view 
space—from launch, to on-orbit, the up- and downlinks, and the ground 
stations—as a weak link in U.S. warfighting capabilities. Conversely, the United 
States for generations believed space to be a permissive environment and did 
not make major investments in defensive capabilities, even as almost all 
modern military operations became increasingly reliant on space capabilities. 

These facts, coupled with the emergence of great power competition, have led 
adversaries to believe that by denying U.S. space-enabled capabilities, they can gain 
strategic advantage over U.S. response options—making those options less assured, 
less opportune, and less decisive.52

Defenses may take numerous potential forms, but a simple one is redundancy. The 
less reliant on a relatively limited number of nodes that U.S. NC3 is, the harder it is for 
an adversary to disrupt, disable, and destroy space-based NC3 capabilities. This is 
where Australia comes in. 

For space-based warning, Australia currently relies on the U.S. Space Based Infrared 
System (SBIRS) and will have access to its successor, the Next-Generation Overhead 
Persistent Infrared program (Next-Gen OPIR). Given growing threats to these systems, 
however, that reliance may prove shortsighted. Instead, Australia should commit 
resources to developing a sovereign satellite constellation to provide missile warning 
and tracking, including for HGVs, that is fully integrated with American space-based 
systems. 

There are three potential benefits for Australia. First, and unrelated to the nuclear 
umbrella, sovereign space-based warning will act as a hedge against the unlikely 
possibilities of a downturn in U.S.-Australia relations or an America that turns inward. 
Second, such a capability will provide redundancy for and ideally enhance U.S. NC3. 
Should an adversary target SBIRS, Next-Gen OPIR, HBTSS, or other U.S. capabilities, 
Washington could turn to Australia to fill at least part of the gap—U.S. NC3 would not 
be completely hobbled, which means its ability to respond to strategic attack and to 
enforce the nuclear umbrella would remain intact. What is more, if Australia can 
complement or supplement U.S. NC3, an attack on Australian space assets would 
necessarily weaken U.S. NC3, a state of affairs that strengthens the rationale for U.S. 
extended deterrence. Third, and related, if Australian capabilities are incorporated into 
U.S. space-based NC3, it may complicate adversary decision-making. If an adversary 
wishes to target American space-based NC3, it will have to target Australian 
platforms as well, directly attacking a third party in ways it might wish to avoid. An 
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adversary would also be presented with a larger target set in space, forcing it to 
expend more munitions, accept only partial degradation of U.S. space-based NC3, or 
forego such an attack entirely. 

Fortunately, Canberra is in the early stages of pursuing such a capability. The 
Australian Government’s Trailblazers University Program is an AUD 370.3 million 
initiative to connect universities with industry, “accelerating the commercialisation of 
university research.”53 Within the broader program is the Space Trailblazer—or 
Innovative Launch, Automation, Novel Materials, Communications, and Hypersonics 
(iLAuNCH)—through which a consortium of universities and industry actors is pursuing 
the Space-based Sensor for Hypersonic Missile Early Warning project. The project seeks 
to “design and demonstrate an advanced small-satellite system combining infrared 
detection technology with artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML).”54

This technology should not be stuck in university research labs for long. Indeed, given 
Northrop Grumman’s role in both HBTSS and iLAuNCH and the more advanced state of 
HBTSS, it would seem the holdup is resources rather than technology maturity. The 
Australian government should explore moving the Space-based Sensor for 
Hypersonic Missile Early Warning project out of the Trailblazers University Program, 
which is managed by and funded through the Department of Education, placing it 
under the purview of Defence, and funding it with the aim of achieving initial 
operational capability within the decade. 

Importantly, the United States and Australia have already created the framework for 
deeper cooperation in this realm. In September 2021, the leaders of Australia, the 
United Kingdom and the United States announced a new “enhanced trilateral security 
partnership,” commonly known as AUKUS, through which they would cooperate in 
researching, developing, and fielding high-end defense technology.55 That 
cooperation is divided into two so-called “pillars.” Pillar 1 is focused on delivering to the 
Royal Australian Navy (RAN) a nuclear-powered, conventionally armed attack 
submarine. Pillar 2 features cooperation on a variety of areas, including hypersonic 
and counter-hypersonic capabilities and information sharing.56 As discussed, these 
fields are relevant to U.S. NC3, even if NC3 is not specified as an area for collaboration 
in AUKUS. 

Australia is no stranger to the argument that it should enmesh itself in U.S. NC3. During 
the Cold War, Australia took steps to do so, thereby making it a potential target for the 
Soviet Union. This was intentional. “The risk of nuclear war [is] remote and improbable, 
provided effective deterrence is maintained,” then Prime Minister Robert Hawke told 
Parliament in 1984. “Australians cannot claim the full protection of that deterrence 
without being willing to make some contribution to its effectiveness.”57 Through much 
of the Cold War and up to the present day, Australia has made such a contribution 
through joint facilities in Australia where the U.S. and Australian military and 
intelligence services work arm-in-arm to support America’s strategic deterrent 
mission.



The joint facilities contribute to U.S. NC3 in a variety of ways:
• Joint Defence Facility Pine Gap, as described in 2019 by then-Secretary of Defence 

Pyne, is “a central element of our intelligence cooperation with the U.S.” That 
intelligence cooperation is wide-ranging, but includes “monitoring and early 
warning capabilities of ballistic missile launches.”58

• The Joint Geological and Geophysical Research Station—often referred to as Alice 
Springs, the town in which it is located—is part of a global network that detects 
explosive nuclear testing. The Australian government describes this as important 
for countering proliferation, which it is. It also allows the allies to identify and track 
developments in adversary arsenals. An ability to identify nuclear testing, 
moreover, is equally useful for confirming nuclear use. 

• Naval Communication Station Harold E Holt, on the North West Cape in Western 
Australia, “provides communications for Australian and U.S. submarines and 
ships,” including for U.S. SSBNs. It also hosts a space surveillance radar and space 
surveillance telescope.59 

• The Australian Defence Satellite Communications Station, also in Western 
Australia, hosts a ground station for a U.S. military satellite communications 
system. 

Leah has argued that these facilities and their predecessors were about more than 
just deterrence: “It is clear that Pine Gap, Nurrungar [a now-closed facility], and North 
West Cape provided critical support to U.S. nuclear war-fighting capabilities.” Leah 
points to the work of Ball, for example, who found that “the surveillance technology at 
the facility [North West Cape] was such that it was able to detect strategic forces to 
within a maximum of a few feet of their exact position. That level of precision is not 
essential for arms control and verification measures, but rather for planning highly 
accurate counterforce attacks.” Leah also cites former Air Force officials, who 
described Defense Support Program satellites, controlled from a ground station at 
Nurrungar, as “tied formally into the [nuclear] war-fighting structure.”60 And of course, 
communications with SSBNs are important for ordering nuclear use. 

Australian political leaders have always been careful to portray the joint facilities as 
important to deterrence and nonproliferation. This is understandable. The joint 
facilities have occasionally drawn public attention and sparked domestic political 
debates over the character of the alliance and the risks inherent in it. But it may be 
time for leaders to start preparing the Australian people for a more active role in 
implementing the American nuclear umbrella. If Australia is to reinforce the nuclear 
umbrella and thereby mitigate proliferation pressures, it may need to move beyond 
its traditionally quiet approach to supporting strategic deterrence. 

Making the Case

Whether investing in civil defense, new satellite constellations, or F-35 
modifications, new Australian contributions to allied strategic deterrence will be 
expensive. What is more, many steps proposed here will be controversial in the 
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Australian context. Australia gave up its quest for nuclear weapons many 
decades ago and there has long been significant public discomfit with nuclear 
weapons. In 2025, a poll commissioned by the International Campaign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weapons Australia found that more than two-thirds of Australians 
agreed with the proposition that “Australia should end any support for nuclear 
weapons and sign [the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons].”61 Only 
10 percent disagreed. In a 2010 Lowy Institute poll, 63 percent of respondents 
were “strongly against” Australia developing nuclear weapons and another 21 
percent were “somewhat against.”62 In a 2022 iteration of the poll, opposition 
remained substantial: 39 percent were “strongly against” and 24 percent 
“somewhat against.”63 

But in those Lowy polls, support for acquiring nuclear weapons grew over that 
time frame: from 16 percent in 2010 to 36 percent in 2022. That is a notable 
increase and suggests that the Australian public may be increasingly primed for 
a serious national conversation about potential nuclear threats and how to 
address them. That conversation may be necessary if Australia is to ply the path 
laid out in this report, given the costs involved in doing so. 
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Transitioning from Facilitation to 
Participation

If Australia wishes to reinforce the nuclear umbrella, it should consider moving from 
facilitating nuclear operations to more actively participating in them. At present, 
Washington is responsible for all of the heavy lifting in the event it needs to act on its 
extended deterrence commitment to Canberra. This makes the nuclear umbrella both 
harder for Washington to employ and less appealing, politically and militarily, to 
enforce. As Dean, Stephan Frühling, and Andrew O’Neil put it, it is past time for Australia 
to retire its role as a “deterrence taker” (emphasis in original) and refashion itself as a 
“regional deterrence maker” (emphasis in original).64 

An important, but conservative, first step to setting out on this path is to launch an 
extended deterrence dialogue with the United States. America’s existing dialogues 
with South Korea and Japan could serve as a model. In 2023, Washington and Seoul 
announced the establishment of the Nuclear Consultative Group as part of a broader 
effort to enhance cooperation in the nuclear domain: 

The Alliance commits to engage in deeper, cooperative decision-making on 
nuclear deterrence, including through enhanced dialogue and information 
sharing regarding growing nuclear threats to the ROK and the region. The two 
Presidents announced the establishment of a new Nuclear Consultative Group 
(NCG) to strengthen extended deterrence, discuss nuclear and strategic 
planning, and manage the threat to the nonproliferation regime posed by the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). In addition, the Alliance will work 
to enable joint execution and planning for ROK conventional support to U.S. 
nuclear operations in a contingency and improve combined exercises and 
training activities on the application of nuclear deterrence on the Korean 
Peninsula. In keeping with the Presidents’ commitments, the Alliance has 
established a new bilateral, interagency table-top simulation to strengthen our 
joint approach to planning for nuclear contingencies.65

The United States and Japan have had an extended deterrence dialogue since 2010 
and in 2024 added ministerial consultations on nuclear issues. In February 2026, the 
extended deterrence dialogue included a tabletop exercise and discussions on 
“coordination to support U.S. extended deterrence, bolstered by Japan’s defense 
capabilities.”66 In light of China’s nuclear buildup, North Korean missile advances, and 
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Russia’s recently demonstrated propensity for brandishing the nuclear sword, it is time 
for Australia to engage in similar conversations with the United States. “The need to 
factor in the prospect of nuclear coercion against Australia in a regional crisis—in 
many respects the underlying rationale of extended nuclear deterrence—is more 
compelling today,” Dean, Frühling, and O’Neil write, “than it has been in the past.”67 

A U.S.-Australia extended deterrence dialogue would have a number of benefits. It 
would grant Australian leaders better clarity on U.S. red lines and warfighting plans, 
allowing them to better understand what U.S. declaratory policy looks like in practice. 
Per the 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, U.S. declaratory policy is as follows: 

As long as nuclear weapons exist, the fundamental role of nuclear weapons is to 
deter nuclear attack on the United States, our Allies, and partners. The United 
States would only consider the use of nuclear weapons in extreme circumstances 
to defend the vital interests of the United States or its Allies and partners.68 

What does the United States consider to be “extreme circumstances” vis-à-vis 
Australia? How does the United States understand the Australian “vital interests” that 
would be worth defending with nuclear weapons? What would a nuclear defense of 
Australian vital interests look like? As of now, Australian leaders may not be confident 
that they know the answers to these questions. 

Related, an extended deterrence dialogue would elucidate American expectations of 
Australia in the event of nuclear escalation. Are those expectations currently limited to 
continued operation of the joint facilities or does the United States expect something 
more? Dean, Frühling, and O’Neil argue that Canberra and Washington “ensure that 
any bilateral dialogue on extended deterrence encompasses discussion of delicate 
questions concerning crisis escalation scenarios and mutual expectations.”69 

Such a dialogue would not be a one-way street. Australian leaders would have the 
opportunity to shape American answers to these questions: to identify “vital interests” 
meriting possible escalation and to offer ways in which Australia can support 
American nuclear operations, and thus influence U.S. nuclear war plans. Indeed, an 
extended deterrence dialogue could evolve into more intimate cooperation, with 
Australia even playing some role in nuclear war planning. 

There are a variety of ways in which Australia might support U.S. nuclear operations. 
As noted, the risk of nuclear war at sea may be growing as China, Russia, and the 
United States invest in new capabilities. Australia should be preparing for that fight. 
The RAN does conduct chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear incident training 
and its modern ships are shielded against radiation and electromagnetic pulse 
effects. Even so, Australia should consider conducting more frequent, more explicit 
drills designed to prepare sailors to operate alongside allies in an environment in 
which nuclear weapons might be or have been used. As an initial step, the RAN should 
be preparing to conduct search and rescue operations in a contaminated 
environment after a nuclear attack on U.S. ships at sea. 
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If Canberra has signaled it is prepared for the RAN to conduct combined operations 
with the U.S. Navy during wartime even when nuclear use is a risk, and if the RAN has 
demonstrated the capability to do so, this will complicate adversary decision making. 
It does so by (1) forcing an adversary considering nuclear use against American ships 
at sea to face the prospect of striking a non-nuclear American ally as well, which it 
may be hesitant to do, and (2) by telegraphing an allied intent to keep fighting even 
after nuclear escalation. 

These preparations would send powerful signals to the United States and to potential 
nuclear-armed adversaries alike. Both will be more confident that Australia will stand 
by America’s side even in a worst-case scenario and that attempts to cleave 
Canberra away from Washington are unlikely to work. As with other steps discussed 
here, it will strengthen the case for extended deterrence: with the RAN serving as a 
force multiplier for the U.S. Navy even after nuclear escalation, an attack on the RAN 
becomes an attack on America’s ability to sustain a fight in a nuclear environment. 

There are opportunities for cooperation in the air as well. Frühling, O’Neil, and David 
Santoro note that “both allies have laid the groundwork for U.S. long-range air operations 
from Australia.”70 Working together, the two countries have invested in facilities in 
northern Australia, including RAAF Base Tindal, to accommodate more frequent 
American B-52 operations. B-52s have participated in bilateral exercises in Australia with 
some regularity, including flying out of RAAF Base Darwin. In 2018, for example, B-52s of 
the 96th Expeditionary Bomb Squadron joined Exercise Lightning Focus. The 96th’s 
mission is to “provide worldwide combat capability with a force of B-52 aircraft, aircrews, 
and operations personnel supporting JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff] nuclear and 
conventional taskings, capable of projecting B-52 global firepower at a moment’s notice, 
anytime, anywhere.”71 Both facilities investments and regular deployments of B-52s 
should pave the way for discussions about the deployment of B-21 Raiders, once they 
enter service in sufficient numbers, and nuclear weapons to Australian territory. 

Although undoubtedly controversial, such deployments could be beneficial for both 
countries. The United States would, potentially, have an interest in conducting nuclear 
operations from Australian territory because it would complicate adversary defenses. 
At present, in the event of nuclear escalation in a conflict with Russia or China, Moscow 
or Beijing would be concerned with ICBMs and U.S. bombers flying over the Arctic. 
Submarine-launched ballistic missiles are a major concern as well, but harder to 
prepare for given the geographically expansive patrol ranges for American SSBNs. 
Introducing a nuclear-armed bomber force to Australia would force adversaries to 
defend against a threat from an entirely new direction, drawing resources from other 
theaters or from other spending priorities. It would also strengthen the potency of 
either a first strike or a retaliatory strike, as the proliferation of threat vectors would 
increase the likelihood of more weapons making it to their targets. This positively 
contributes to deterrence. 

Australia benefits from that deterrence, which makes conflict less likely. Australia also 
reinforces the American extended deterrent by making itself integral to U.S. nuclear 
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strategy. Just as an attack on the joint facilities could be perceived as an attack on U.S. 
NC3, attacks on facilities in northern Australia in use by nuclear-armed bombers could 
be interpreted as an attack on the U.S. nuclear deterrent. 

U.S. Missile Deployments After the INF Treaty 

After the Trump administration abrogated the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) Treaty in 2019, then-Secretary of Defense Mark Esper indicated he’d 
like to deploy ground-based intermediate-range missiles in Asia, though he did 
not specify where those deployments might be.72 Nuclear-armed, intermediate-
range systems, which would be necessary to strike U.S. adversaries from 
Australia, are not currently in development in the United States, but it is now a 
possibility in a post-INF world. Australia and the United States should begin 
thinking through the desirability and feasibility—military and political—of U.S. 
missile deployments now. Those assessments can guide long-term U.S. 
investment choices and, if necessary, lead to early efforts to lay the groundwork 
for an American missile force on Australian territory. 

If bombers are to fly north from Australia, suppression of enemy air defenses would 
ease their way to targets on adversary soil. Australian F-35s could play that role. 
Frühling, O’Neil, and Santoro suggest that Australian F-35s “provide suppression of 
enemy air defences for U.S. long range bombers in exercises in the United States, 
which would signal the option of moving such cooperation to occur in Australia 
itself.”73 Again, the benefit is that Australia, in entangling itself in U.S. nuclear 
operations, contributes to the viability and effectiveness of those operations, making 
itself a more valuable partner—importantly, in this scenario, one willing to put its own 
blood and treasure on the line—and one not only deserving of but requiring extension 
of the American nuclear umbrella. 

Finally, the United States and Australia might begin tentatively exploring nuclear-
sharing arrangements, in which Australian forces deliver nuclear weapons that 
remain under formal U.S. custody. Australia is already well positioned to do so: 
Australia flies F-35As, which can be retrofitted to be dual-capable aircraft (admittedly 
a costly, time-consuming process).

During the Cold War, nuclear-sharing with NATO allies was intended to reassure those 
allies of both American commitment and of their ability to defend themselves should 
Washington waver during a crisis. At the time, as Marc Trachtenberg notes, “American 
officials … referred to the custody arrangements as purely ‘token’ in character… [T]he 
transfer of effective control was a deliberate act of policy.”74 In 1959, Eisenhower 
explicitly told General Lauris Norstad, then the Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR), “we are willing to give, to all intents and purposes, control of the weapons. 
We retain titular possession only.”75 This made some sense at a time when it was 
assumed that any war on the continent would quickly go nuclear; there would not be 
time for lengthy consultations among allies in the event that the Red Army started 
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rolling through the Fulda Gap, nor even necessarily for consultations between SACEUR 
and the president. 

Such a lax approach is unlikely today. A conflict in the Indo-Pacific today is not 
expected to escalate so quickly, and attitudes towards nuclear weapons have 
evolved considerably since the early Cold War. Military realities do not dictate turning 
over control of U.S. nuclear weapons to Australia, and political realities militate against 
it. Even so, there is a case to be made for nuclear-sharing today. The Trump 
administration, through documents such as the National Security Strategy and the 
National Defense Strategy, emphasizes the importance of “burden-sharing” among 
U.S. allies and partners. The United States perhaps bears no greater burden than that 
of upholding nuclear deterrence to defend itself and on behalf of its allies. Nuclear 
deterrence, which depends upon the threat of nuclear war, imposes not just a 
financial burden, but a moral burden as well. In deciding if, when, and how to employ 
nuclear weapons, the American president bears an awesome responsibility. When 
countries engage in nuclear-sharing arrangements with the United States, they 
demonstrate a willingness to take on some piece of the moral burden, of both the 
concrete and ethical consequences of using the world’s most destructive weapons. 
Instead of huddling under the nuclear umbrella, they help to hold it aloft, thus 
strengthening its foundation. 
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Conclusion

“For Australia, the best protection against the increasing risk of nuclear escalation,” 
explains the Australian government’s 2026 NDS, “remains United States' extended 
nuclear deterrence on the one hand and the pursuit of new avenues of arms control 
on the other.”76 There is a problem with this reliance, as O’Neil explains: “successive U.S. 
administrations have been unwilling to provide public reassurance to Australia that it 
is covered by extended nuclear deterrence, but neither have they contradicted clear-
cut Australian public statements that the nuclear umbrella covers Australia as part of 
its bilateral alliance with the United States.”77 Thirteen years after O’Neil’s writing, this 
remains true. 

As compared to America’s commitment to Japan, South Korea, and NATO allies, this 
ambiguity is a curiosity. Even so, Canberra has not seen fit to make an issue of this 
asymmetry. That may not remain the case. In 2014, noting evolving security dynamics 
at that time, Leah argued Washington would, sooner or later, need to clarify its 
extended deterrence obligations to Australia: “Unless Washington is able to make 
more specific guarantees of support and provide [extended nuclear deterrence] with 
more ‘teeth’ … then it would not be unreasonable in the next two or three decades for 
Australia to once again seriously consider a national nuclear capability.”78 Australia is 
now in that timeframe, and its strategic circumstances have become markedly more 
severe since Leah wrote that over a decade ago. 

Such specific guarantees are worth exploring, but those discussions should take place 
within a broader dialogue regarding how Australia can contribute to America’s 
strategic deterrence mission. This will have to be a two-way street. This report offers a 
variety of recommendations for ways in which Australia can enhance its own defense 
against nuclear attack, contribute more directly to American strategic deterrence, 
and in turn strengthen the nuclear umbrella’s foundations. 

To be sure, there are risks inherent in such an approach. When South Korea, in 2016, agreed 
to host an American THAAD battery to defend against North Korean missiles, China 
responded viciously. Chinese officials publicly complained that the THAAD radar would 
“directly damage Chinese strategic interests,” effectively asserting this would undermine 
Chinese nuclear deterrence, while applying unremitting diplomatic pressure on Seoul. 
Chinese economic retaliation cost the South Korean economy billions of dollars.79



32Conclusion I

Australia should consider that it may be similarly targeted if it contributes to strategic 
deterrence as discussed here. After all, Beijing carried out significant economic 
retaliation against Australia in response to Canberra’s call for an independent 
investigation into the origins of COVID-19. It is difficult to imagine that Beijing will sit idly 
by if Australia steps up its facilitation of or actively participates in U.S. nuclear 
operations. But whatever costs China might seek to impose should be weighed 
against the costs of inaction, which ultimately might include a nuclear proliferation 
cascade in the Indo-Pacific, an eventual Australian nuclear weapons program, and 
greater instability in the region. 

On the other hand, were Australia and the United States to pursue the course 
proposed in this report, it would reduce the mounting proliferation pressures in the 
Indo-Pacific. First, many of the initiatives described would not simply ease America’s 
extension of the nuclear umbrella to Australia but would make American deterrence 
more effective overall. Contributions to the American defense against HGVs, for 
example, would make U.S. extended deterrence commitments more credible 
everywhere. Contributions to American NC3 would reduce an adversary’s ability to 
neuter the U.S. deterrent, thus making that deterrent more reliable. Deployment of 
nuclear weapons to Australia would instill caution in adversaries subsequently facing 
a more complex threat environment. If regional non-nuclear states perceived these 
developments as conducive to greater strategic stability, as they should, they would 
see less reason to develop their own indigenous nuclear capabilities. This goes for U.S. 
allies and non-allies alike. 

Second, as for allies, deeper U.S.-Australia cooperation will demonstrate what high-
level strategic deterrence cooperation looks like. South Korea and Japan both have 
extended deterrence dialogues with the United States, yet do not participate in 
strengthening that deterrence in ways suggested in this report. Doing so would 
admittedly be difficult for Japan, given its history with nuclear weapons and its Three 
Non-Nuclear Principles. Even so, Australia could inspire Japan to consider how it can, 
in the words of Dean, Frühling, and O’Neil, transition from a “deterrence taker” to a 
“deterrence maker.” Nuclear weapons deployments to Japan may not be feasible for 
now, but Japan could, for example, contribute to space-based early warning and 
missile tracking capabilities once relevant satellite systems are deployed in the 
coming years. Such an approach is likely to reinforce the American nuclear umbrella 
and tamp down growing, if still limited, interest in a Japanese nuclear deterrent. 

South Korea would have fewer compunctions about this kind of cooperation. Indeed, 
there has been significant support in South Korea for the redeployment to the country 
of American tactical nuclear weapons (which were withdrawn after the Cold War) and 
a growing debate about whether South Korea should field its own nuclear capabilities. 
Were the United States to involve South Korea more deeply in upholding the nuclear 
umbrella, it should have a significant salutary effect on proliferation pressures in Seoul. 

Third, closer U.S.-Australia cooperation on nuclear deterrence might even pave the 
way for renewed arms control, which the Australian government has defined, along 
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with the American nuclear umbrella, as “Australia’s best protection against the 
increasing risk of nuclear escalation.”80 At the moment, new arms control initiatives 
remain out of reach. China has made plain it will not engage in arms control talks as 
long as its arsenal remains smaller than those of Russia and the United States, nor will 
it be interested in caps on its capabilities if limits do not likewise apply to India, which 
is engaged in dual deterrence relationships with both China and Pakistan. The United 
States is not going to agree to limits on its nuclear capabilities with China rapidly 
building up. Russia claims to want a return to arms control, but prior to the expiration 
of New START and the earlier abrogation of the INF Treaty had been in noncompliance 
with arms control obligations for years. 

The circumstances are not currently ripe for the return of arms control, but that does 
not mean it is dead forever. As this report’s author has argued elsewhere, new arms 
control initiatives will come about when China and other adversaries want to restrain 
the United States: 

Doing so does not require the United States to build tens of thousands of 
warheads as it did during the Cold War. It does require forces sufficient to more 
effectively prevent escalation during a conventional conflict; to limit damage to 
the homeland in the event of escalation; to credibly respond to Chinese regional 
nuclear use; and when necessary, distasteful as it might sound, to coerce Beijing 
in ways conducive to American and allied interests.81

Allied strategic deterrence cooperation of the sort described in this report will 
contribute to those ends. China and Russia will want to restrain that cooperation, 
along with America’s ongoing and future modernization efforts. When that point 
arrives, new arms control negotiations can begin in earnest. 
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