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ABSTRACT 

Australia's participation in the Korean War 
of 1950-1953 had more to do with domestic factors 
and wider international considerations, than with 
any feelings of affinity with the Korean people. 
Circumstances have greatly changed since then, but 
some remnants of that military involvement still 
survive in the form of the United Nations Command 
(UNC) and the Sixteen Nation Declaration of 1953. 

While tensions between the Republic of Korea and 
the Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea remain 
high, the possibility of the UNC becoming involved 
in a fresh outbreak of hostilities will always 
remain. Prime Minister Bob Hawke has clearly stated 
that Australian security interests are not directly 
engaged in the Korean peninsula, but considering the 
growth in Australia's bilateral relationship with the 
Republic of Korea s{nce the war and the alliances both 
countries now share with the United States, Australia 
would face a difficult decision should there be another 
security crisis in Kore a, and Australian assistance once 
again be sought. 

******** 

Unless otherwise stated, publications of the 
Strategic and Defence Studies Centre are presented 
without endorsement as contributions to the public 
record and debate. Authors are responsible for 
their own analysis and conclusions. 





AUSTRALIA AND THE REPUBLJC OF KOREA1 
STILL ALLIES OR JUST GOOD FRIENDS? 

We never find that a State joining in the cause of 
another State takes it up with the same earnestness 
as its own. An auxiliary Army of moderate strength 
is sent1 if it is not successful, then the Ally 
looke upon the affair as in a manner ended, and tries 
to get out of it on the cheapest terms possible. 

Introduction 

Carl von Claueewitz 
~War 

For centuries the strategic importance of the Korean peninsula has 

been recognised by those powers with interests in the North Asian region. While 

the Koreans themselves have never launched a war against another country, their 

own has been a battleground for the Chinese, Mongols, Japanese, Russians and, 

under American leadership, the sixteen st~tes which contributed combat forces 

to the United Nations Command (IDIC) in 1950. The peninsula is now as tense as 

ever, a potential flashpoint with global implications. It is the only place in 

the world where the direct interests of all four major powers (the Unjted States, 

Soviet Union, China and Japan) intersect. All have large conventjonal forces in 

the area and three are armed with nuclear weapons. On the peninsula itself, over 

one million Koreans, armed with increasingly sophisticated weapons systems, face 

each other across a demilitarised zone (DMZ) in an uneasy truce. While all of 

the great powers wish to avoid another war there, the strength of feeling between 

the two Korean regimes is such that the possibility of a renewed outbreak of 

hostilities can never be entirely discounted. 

Australia's participation in the Korean War over thirty years ago had 

little to do with any feelings of affinity with the Korean people. Circumstances 

have changed, but some remnants of that military involvement still survive. The 

Prime Minister has stated clearly that Australian security interests are not 



2 

directly engaged on the Korean peninsula, but considering the growth in 

Australia's bilateral relationship with the Republic of Korea (HOK) since 1953 

and the alliances both countries now ehare with the United States (US), Australia 

would face a difficult decision should there be another security orieie in Korea, 

and Australian assistance once again be sought. 

Part I: Australia 

Although Australian Christian missionaries were in Korea as early as 

1897, the roots of Australia's relationship with the ROK lie in the Korean War 

of 1950-1953. There were a number of reasons why Australia agreed to participate 

in the war. Despite all the political rhetoric since1 , these reasons were clearly 

related more to domestic factors and wider international considerations than to 

the interests of the Koreans themselves. At one level, the commitment of 

Australian forces to the conflict was described as a necessary response to the 

threat posed by an expansionist communist menace. In June 1950, shortly after 

the Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea (DPRK) in the north of the peninsula 

invaded the ROK in the south, the Australian Minister for External Affairs, 

Percy Spender, issued a statement in which be said: 

It is proper that the Australian people should understand that, 
if southern Korea falls under the domination of Communist 
imperialism, the strategic picture of Asia as it affects Japan 
and the whole of the area of the North-West Pacific will undergo 
a radical change and will increase the dangers to the whole of 
South and South-East Asia. 2 

Two months later, after Australian troops had been committed to Korea, the 

Prime Minister, then R.G. Menzies, made a radio broadcast in which he stated 

his belief that: 

Korea is not an isolated affair. It fits into a world pattern • 
••• Aggressive international communism moves to a set plan. 3 

Although the 1951 referendum to ban the Australian Communist Party failed, the 

apparent division of the world into two opposing camps, the communist bloc and 

the 'free world', looked realistic to many sober observers in Australia at the 

time. The threat described by Spender and Menzies was made more credible by 

developments in Europe and, closer to home, in China, Indochina, the Philippines 



and Malaya, where Australia's old wartime allies had all faced, or were facing, 
communist military forces. 

Australia's commitment to the United Nations (UN) force in Korea 

was also presented by the Menzies Government as a response, under the collective 

security provisions of the UN Charter, to a clear case of aggression by the DPRK. 

Since the inception of the UN in 1945, Australia had played a prominent role in 

its councils. Australia was a founder member and the first President of the 

Security Council4• In 1947 Australia became a member of the United Nations 

Temporary Commission on Korea (UNTCOK), established to observe elections on the 

peninsula. Australia remained a member when the Commission became more permanent 

(and was renamed the UN Commission on Korea - UNCOK) following the formal division 

of the peninsula in 1948. The UN resolution endorsing the establishment of a 

se.parat.e state in the .southern half of Korea was drafted by the Australian 

delegate, James Plimsoll. Another Australian, Dr. H.V. Evatt, was President of 
the General Assembly at the time. The two UNCOK Observers on whose report the 

Security Council subsequently based its actions against the DPRK, were also 
Australians5• As Gavan McCormack has suggested: 

Between /)ate 19417 and the commitment of Australian forces to 
fight in Korea under the UN flag in June 1950 Australia was 
more involved in Korea than any other single country save the 
two great powers. 6 

Australian representatives continued to play a significant role in the UN and 

UN-related activities in Korea during the war. When the UN established a Commission 

for the Reunification and Rehabilitation of Korea (UNCURK) after the spectacularly 

successful amphibious assault on Inchon in September 1950, Australia was again 

a member. It is generally agreed that Australia's representative on UNCORK for 

over two years, James Plimsoll, was the most effective member of the Commission 7. 
In addition, after it voted for the Uniting for Peace Resolutions on 3 November 

1950, Australia became a member of the Collective Measures Committee, formed to 

study collective methods to 'maintain and strengthen international peace and 

security', i.e. to pursue the war despite the return of the Soviet Union to the 

Security Council8 • Australia's part in UN efforts to resolve the Korean question 

undoubtedly contributed to its decision to take an active pa.rt in military 

operations there. It was not, however, the main reason. 

Since the end of the Second World War there had been elements within 

the Australian Parliament hoping to conclude a security pact with the United 

States (US), which had clearly demonstrated that it, and not the United Kingdom 

(UK), was then better able to underwrite Australia's future security. It seems 
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unlikely that euch a pact would have been possible, had not the Korean War 

broken out and the US become so heavily involved. Australian naval and air force 

units were made available to the United Nations Command almost immediately, but 

Menzies remained firmly opposed to the commitment of land forces. On hearing in 

late July that the UK was about to make such a commitment, however, the Australian 

government, in Menzies' absence overseas, announced that it would send ground 

troops to Korea. Members of the government, most notably Spender, were anxious 

that Australia be seen as the first country after the United States to do so, in 

anticipation of American favour and the opportunities such favour might bring9. 

As Robert O'Neill has written: 

Ostensibly the main reason for their commitment to the desperate 
struggle then taking place in South Korea was to support the 
cause of collective security through the United Nations. It 
probably would have made little difference to these regulars to 
know that, in reality, their commitment had been made primarily 
in the interests of Australian-American diplomacy. 10 

A second infusion of Australian troops was reluctantly made in 1951, after 

General Douglas MacArthur publicly charged in the US Senate that America's 

allies in Korea were not doing enough to assist the United States11 • The 

commitment of Australian troops was not enough in itself, however, to persuade 

the US to agree to a security pact. As Dr. T.B. Millar bas pointed out: 

The lever which Australia was able to use was the American desire 
for a 'soft' peace treaty with Japan which would concede the 
latter's right to rearm, with no restraints assumed other than 
the presence in Japan, for a period, of American forces and bases. 12 

The United States wanted Japan to be in a position to carry some of the burden 

of the fight against communism, a burden greatly increased by the war in Korea. 

For this it needed the support of Australia and New Zealand, both of which were 

very chary of any Japanese rearmament. It was no coincidence that both the peace 

treaty with Japan and the ANZUS Treaty were signed in San Francisco in September 

1951. 

As the Korean War progressed, Australia's interests and involvement 

in the peninsula grew, yet they remained subordinate to wider geo-political 

concerns, particularly the alliance with the United States. Operational control 

over Australian forces had been surrendered to General MacArthur (as the Supreme 

Commander of United Nations Forces) in 1950 and was only recovered from his 

successor, in part, late in the war. In order first to secure a security pact 

and then to win US Senate ratification for the ANZUS Treaty, Australia courted 

US approval in the UN and elsewhere, trying to impress upon the Americans 

Australia's status as a trustworthy ally13 • Malcolm Booker bas argued that in 

fact the US cared little for Australia, which was 'deliberately and repeatedly 



5 

misled by General .MacArthur ~nd the American Government• 14 • Recent research hae 
revealed that Australian counsel held little sway over such crucial issues as 
the crossing of the 38th parallel by UN troops in October 1950, the naming of 
China as an aggressor by the UN in February 1951 and the bombing of installations 
on the Yalu River in June 1952. Nor does it appear that Australia's opinions 
counted for much regarding the possible bombing of Chinese bases in Manchuria or 
the threatened use of nuclear weapons15 • In this, however, Australia was not 
alone. Few countries contributing to the UNC were taken into the US's confidence 
or were able markedly to affect American policy. There was no provision made for 
continuing UN supervision of military operations in Korea other than that which 
the Security Council might provide16• All the political advisors attached to the 
UNC were Americans and no other UN member took part in the drawn-out negotiations 
with the communist side at Kaesong and Panmunjom. The Armistice Agreement in 1953 
was signed only by American officers, on behalf of the UN. 

In the years that followed, Korea appears to have been largely 
forgotten by most Australians, whose security concerns were diverted further 
south to Malaya, Borneo and Vi e tnam. Australia continued to be a strong supporter 
of the ROK in the United Nat ions, where each year a debate was held on the Korean 
question, and Australia remained a member of UNCURK. The UN debates were sterile 
exercises, however, and while some useful work was done, scope for action within 
UNCURK was severely 'limited both by its UN role and by the ROK government. For a 
period, UNCURK served as a useful basis for contacts between Australia and the 
ROK but here too there was a limit to what could be achieved. When UNCURK was 
finally dissolved in 1973 it had clearly outlived its usefulness. As Robert 
O'Neill bas pointed out, the decision to close it down had a certain symbolic 
significance: 

With the passing of the Commission, twenty-seven years of 
direct Australian involvement in United Nations attempts 
to reunify Korea ••• were ended. 17 

It was not until 1962, almost ten years after the Armistice Agreement 
was signed and a year after Major-General Park Chung Hee had seized power in 
Seoul, that formal diplomatic representation was exchanged between Australia 
and the Republic of Korea. For the most part, bilateral exchanges over the next 
ten years were quite modest. The one major exception was in the trade field, 
where the ROK's extraordinary growth under the 'developmental authoritarianism' 
of President Park saw a comensurate increase in commercial relations with 
Australia. Between 1961/62 and 1971/72 bilateral trade increased more than 
twelve-fold, from AS3,598,000 to AS44,343,00018• A trade agreement was signed 
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in 1965, followed in 1968 by an agreement to hold annual trade talks at 

Ministerial level, Austral ia's first such agreement with any country. An 

Australian Trade Commissioner was appointed to Seoul in 1972 and the bilateral 

trade agreement renegotiated in 1975. An agreement on nuclear cooperation and 

the transfer of nuclear material was concluded in 1979 and regular meetings 

begun on resources and raw materials processing. In the ten years to 1981/82 

Australian exports to the ROK grew on average by 33 per cent per year19 • By then, 

total bilateral trade had reached AS982 million and the ROK had become Australia's 

fifth largest market, taking 3.5 per cent of its exports. The ROK in turn 

provided Australia with 1.3 per cent of its imports20• 

As commercial ties expanded, so too did other areas of the relationship, 

though not nearly to the same degree. By 1972/73, twenty-five years after being 

declared an independent state, the ROK had received only AS3,700,000 in official 

development assistance (ODA) from Australia. Ten years later, total ODA to the 

ROK had risen to AS7,102,00021 yet from that peak it began to be phased out as 

the ROK became more prosperous and the bilateral relationship matured. Project 

aid formally ceased in 1978. As attention turned to other areas contacts slowly 

grew and became more diverse. A cultural agreement was signed in 1971 and since 

1975 (when separate immigration records began to be kept) an increasing flow of 
22 

visitors between the two countries has become apparent • Over the past ten years 

Australia bas become popular as a target for Korean emigration and although there 

have been some problems of migrant control it is likely that the Korean community 

in Australia will continue to grow23 • Yet despite the efforts of both governments 

to broaden the base of the relationship over recent years, it bas remained centred 

on trade24 • If Australia holds any real political interest for the ROK outside 

this field then it would appear mainly to be as an ally in its continuing struggle 

against the DPRKe 

To a large degree, the foreign policies of both Koreas a.re distorted 

by their shared perception of the world as a stage on which to pursue their own 

particular dispute. Both the ROK and DPRK tend to measure their relationships 

with other countries in terms of the support those countries give to their rival 

and the willingness such countries show publicly to speak on their behalf. This 

approach injects a sensitivity and volatility into bilateral relationships with 

the Koreas which leaves few states unaffected25 • Australia, as a member of the 

United Nations Command during the Korean Wa.r and a staunch ally in the anti

communist camp in the years that followed, enjoyed a relatively untroubled 

relationship with the ROK. Australia consistently supported the ROK's gradualist 
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approach to the issue of reunification, which has been to seek the unificnt ion 
of the peninsu l a in the long term but to aim for the peaceful coexistence of 
the two Koreas in the short term. The ROK's confidence in Australia vae badly 
shaken, however, by the recognition of the Kim Il Sung regime by the Whi tlam 
Government in 1973. The DPRK established an Embassy in Canberra in 1974 and 
Australia opened i t s own in Pyongyang the following year. These developments 
caused consternat ion in Seoul, feelings barely allayed by the abrupt closure of 
the DPRK Embassy in 1975 and subsequent expulsion of the Australi 8l'l diplomatic 
staff from Pyongyang. Australia still recognises the DPRK but rel at i ons are 
currently 'interrupted'. Despite several attempts over the past decade to reopen 
contacts with Australia, the DPRK has not been permitted to do so. The Hawke 
Government now adopts a policy in some respects stronger than t ha t of i ts pre
decessor. Speaki ng after the DPRK attack on the ROK Presidential par ty i n Rangoon 
last October, the Minist er for Foreign Affairs stated that Australia was not 
prepared even to contemplate the restoration of relations with the DPRK: 

This will remain the case until we are satisfied that the 
DPRK is prepared . to abide by internationally accepted norms 
of behaviour and renounce such hostile activities against 
the ROK. 26 

The b omb attack in Rangoon was indicative of the renewed tension on the Korean 
p eni n sula. over recent years, tensions made more worrying by the continued arms 
r a ce bet ween the two regimes there. 

Pa.rt II: The Republic of Korea 

The Korean peninsula is currently one of the most militarised p l aces 
on the glob e . Of a total population of some 60 million people, in an ar ea smaller 
than the St ate of Victoria, over one million are under arms. There are some 
622,000 men and women in the Republic of Korea's armed forces, of whom 540, 000 
are in the ROK Army . In addition, nearly 4,500,000 South Koreans ar e members of 
the paramili t ary Civilian Defense Corps27 • Since the end of the Kor ean War the 
ROK has vigorous ly pursued a force expansion and moder nisation program with the 
assistance of the United States and now boasts a wide range of highly soph i sticated 
weapons sy stems i n all services, including nuclear-capable delivery syst ems. The 



8 

ROK annually spends approximately six per cent of its GNP on defenoe, in 1984 
28 about USl4.5 billion • The DPRK forces number around 784,000, 700,000 of whom 

are in the army. Paramilitary forces include 38,000 security forces and border 

guards, as well as a civiljan militia of 1,760,00029 • While accurate estimates 

of defence spending in the North a.re difficult to obtain, it would appear that 

the DPRK allocates from 15-20 per cent of its GNP to defence in a year, in 1982 

about USS2 billion30• At present the DPRK's forces are in a number of key areas 

numerically superior to those of the ROK (for example, fighter aircraft, tanks, 

armoured vehicles, self-propelled guns and submarines) and without question pose 

a formidable military threat. The North's weapons systems, however, tend still 

to be inferior to those of the ROK and neither side is strong enough alone to 

overwhelm the other31 • 

The ROK is the only place on the Asian mainland where the United States 

still maintains land forces. There are currently about 40,000 US service 

personnel in South Korea, made up of one infantry division, two tactical fighter 

wings and a small navy support group32 • In one sense, there is little military 

justification for American ground troops in the ROK but they serve a clear 

political purpose as concrete evidence of the US's firm commitment to assist the 

ROK in the event of renewed hostilities. Since 1971, or possibly even earlier, 

they have also served as the custodians of approximately 700 tactical nuclear 

weapons, which both the ROK and the US seem to feel are essential to the security 

of South Korea33• All but a few hundred of the US forces are in the ROK under 

the terms of the US-ROK Mutual Security Treaty signed in 1953. Those few hundred 

are officially part of the UNC, which until 1978 was still formally responsible 

for the defence of the ROK. The Commander-in-Chief UNC (CINCUNC), a.n American 

General with a staff composed entirely of Americans, reported directly to the 

US Joint Chiefs of Staff. Six years ago the ROK-US Combined Forces Command (CFC) 

was created, ostensibly to permit joint planning for the ROK's defence but also 

to reflect more closely the political and military situation in the country, in 

which the ROK forces outnumbered those of the US, that is the UNC, by 15 to 1. 

The CINCUNC also became Commander-in-Chief CFC, under which title be remained 

responsible for the ROK's defence, while bis formal UNC duties were restricted 

to those required under the Armistice Agreement34• In practice, however, the two 

roles are still combined and to all intents and purposes any conflict on the 

peninsula in which either the US or ROK forces were involved would almost certainly 

be seen to include action by the UNC under the terms of the 1953 Armistice 

Agreement. In this regard, it is significant that a peace treaty has never been 

signed between the protagonists in the Korean War and, technically at least, a 
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state of war still exiets on the peninsula. 

It is difficult to argue with Robert Scalapino that, despite all the 

developments which have taken place since, 'the fundamental issues separating 

North and South Korea today are essentially the same as those plaguing the 

unification question since the 1940s, that is, what political and economic 

structure would be assumed by a unified Korea• 35 • To this, he might perhaps 

have added 'under whose leadership', as the personalities of DPRK Pr es i dent 

Kim Il Sung and successive leaders of the ROK have also played a s i gnifi cant 

role. The lines initially drawn as a temporary measure between the Soviet system 

in the north and the American system in the south were immeasurably hard ened by 

the conflict of 1950-1953, in which each nascent Korean government was nearly 

destroyed and the peninsula became the bloody battleground for two major powers 

and their allies. Civilian casualties alone exceeded two million and much of 

the Korean countryside was devastated 36 • The rigidity of the political divi sions 

was i ncreas ed by the large refugee exchanges which took place, mainly fro m the 

north to t he south, and the controversy which ensued in 1953 over the ROK'e 

refusal t o repatriate thousands of DPRK prisoners of war. The Korean War produced 

a b it t erness betwe ~z: t he two regimes on the peninsula that has scarcely been 

matched anywhere since and bequeathed to Korea 'two badly battered but heavi ly 

militar i sed states, with the military as well as the political psychological 

barr i er s between them enormous• 37 • 

In the years immediately following the Armistice Agreement, relat i ons 

between t he two Koreas were frigid but without major incidents. Towards t he 

end of the 1960s, however, the level of hostility greatly increased, wi th 

numerous a ttempts by the DPRK to establish subversive cells in the ROK and to 

infiltrat e a.gents and guerrillas into the South. In 1968 an attempt was made to 

attack t he Pres idential mansion in Seoul. At the same time, it woul d appear that 

the ROK was a t t empting to send spies and saboteurs to the Borth. By t he early 

1970s , i nternational trends such as the United States' rapprochement wi th China, 

as well as domestic pressures in both the ROK and DPRK, demanded a new approach 

by both sides to the reunification issue. Secret meetings held in 1972 resulted 

in a j oint communique which for a while seemed to promise meaningful di scussions 

between t he t wo rivals. Both Koreas were determined to pursue fund amentally 

different pol i cies on the question of a re,mified peninsula, however , and talks 

were broken off the following year38• Since then there have been spor adic contacts 

but no appreciable progress on the issue. Various proposals have been made by the 

two s ides from time to time but generally speaking they have been more i nterested 
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in making propaganda gains than in serious discussions. Kim Il Sung'e adamant 

refusal to aooept the current reality of two states on the peninsula is a major 

obstacle to progress. For a very brief period, after Park Chung Hee'e assassination 

in October 1979, it appeared that useful talks with the DPRK might be possible, 

but these hopes dissolved with Lieutenant-General Chun Doo Hwan's coup in Seoul 

two months later. Relations between the two Koreas now match the bellicosity of 

the late 1960s and are a cause for concern among all countries with interests 

in the peace and stability of the North Asian region. 

It is widely accepted that the Korean peninsula is a peculiarly 

sensitive part of the region, and indeed of the world. As Richard Sneider has 

stated: 

Unless agreements are negotiated, the DMZ L-between the two KoreasJ 
will remain one of the moat dangerous borders on the globe, with 
increasing risk that renewed conflict will be difficult to localise. 39 

Tensions are high and provocations are commonplace. Claims and counterclaims 

are regularly made by both sides. Broadly speaking, the DPRK's complaints over 

recent years have been that the US is arming the ROK 'puppet army' in direct 

violation of the Armistice Agreement and turning the ROK into a nuclear base40 , 

that it is conducting manouvres in a threatening manner and using armed ships 

and aircraft to spy in and around North Korean territory. The HOK and US side in 

return charge the DPRK with digging tunnels under the demilitarised zone in 

preparation for an invasion of the south, the intrusion of spy ships and aircraft 

into ROK territory and attacking fishing vessels in international waters. Most 

recently, the ROK has accused the DPRK of the assassination of a number of 

its most senior officials, including four Cabinet Ministers, in Rangoon on 

9 October 198341 • There would appear to be substance in the charges of both sides. 

Major violations of the Armistice Agreement are not common but when 

they occur the level of tension on the peninsula is quick to rise. This happened 

in 1968, for example, when the DPRK seized the US electronic intelligence vessel 

USS Pueblo, landed 120 agents on the ROK's east coast and sent a suicide force of 

21 men to assassinate President Park. When a US Navy EC-121 reconnaissance 

aircraft was shot down by the DPRK in 1969 Henry Kissinger apparently recommended 

to President Nixon that the US destroy two or three airfields in North Korea in 

retaliation42 • In 1974 a member of the Chochongyon, a pro-DPRK Korean organisation 

based in Japan, made another attempt on President Park's life and succeeded in 

killing Mrs Park. The murder of two American officers by DPRK security guards at 

the Panmunjom Joint Security Area in 1976 prompted the despatch of a US Navy 

carrier force to Korean waters, F-4 fighters from Okinawa and other air force 
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unite from Guam and the continental United Statea43 • When a missile was fired 
at a US SR-71 high altitude reconnaissance aircraft by the DPRK in 1981 the US 
exercised restraint but issued a strong warning that any repetition of the 
incident would immediately bring 'an appropriate response'. The US and ROK have 
also raised the level of military alert at other times, such as when Saigon fell 
in 1975 and when there has been internal unrest in the ROK. When President Park 
was murdered in 1979 another US carrier force was stationed in Korean waters 
and in 1980 precautions were taken in case the DPRK should try to take advantage 
of the popular uprising against the ROK government in the provincial capital of 
Kwangju. 

While tensions on the peninsula remain high and each provocation by 
either side has the potential to flare up into a more serious incident, the 
likelihood · of another major war in Korea rema:i.ns reasonably small. Neither the 
ROK nor the DPRK could sustain an attack for very long without the support of 
their allies and, whHe . a. short bli tzkreig with limited objectives is always 
possible, there is ample evidence to suggest that the major powers would prefer 
to see the status quo on the Korean peninsula remain, rather than support any 
attempt at reunification by force of arms. The danger of a war between the two 
Koreas escalating into a nuclear confrontation between the superpowers is too 
high, and the advantages to them of a unified Korea too slight by comparison, to 
risk such an adventure. That having been said, however, the possibility cannot 
be discou.nted that, either through miscalculation or design, one side might 
precipitate a war. President Kim Il Sung has still not abandoned military action 
as a viable option for reunifying the peninsula and, now aged 72, cannot have 
too much time left to realise his dream of a unified communist Korea. His heir 
apparent, Kim Jong-il, has yet to prove his revolutionary credentials and may 
feel that in the context of a power struggle in the North an assault on the South 
would strengthen his hold on the leadership. It has been a constant fear in the 
ROK that internal unrest there might invite intervention from the DPRK44 • More 
recently, concern has been growing that the ROK's increasing political and economic 
lead over the DPRK might drive the latter to an act of desperation before it falls 
too far behind45 • For its part, the North has long been concerned that the ROK 
may in a bout of hubris seek to overwhelm it, counting on the US to follow. 

While firmly opposed to another war on the peninsula, both China and 
the Soviet Union have mutual security treaties with the DPRK and have publicly 
stated on numerous occasions their intention to support it, if it was attacked. 

Although there are differing opinions about the strategic value of the Korean 
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peninsula to the United States46 , and while the US's capacity and inclination 

to intervene militarily in the Asian-Pacific region have markedly declined over 

the past decade, there is little doubt that in the event of an attack on the ROK 

the US would honour its treaty commitments and respond quickly and massively on 

the ROK'e behalf. It would appear that US strategy in such an eventuality would 

be to destroy the DPRK's war-fighting capabilities, probably using tactical 

nuclear weapons, before the Soviet Union or China could intervene47 • Seoul is 

only some 30 kilometres from the DMZ, however, and it is possible to envisage 

a situation in which the US's superior firepower could not be brought to bear, 

for example if DPRK forces were able to invest the heavily populated area of the 

ROK capital and its environs. Should the US and ROK be faced with a protracted 

conflict, it is possible also that Australia may be requested once again to 

become involved. 

Part III: Still Allies or Just Good Friends? 

During his visit to the Republic of Korea last February, the Australian 

Prime Minister made a speech in which be told President Chun Doo Ewan that 

Australia remained interested in the resolution of the Korean question: 

not as a country with interests directly engaged in the Korean 
peninsula, but as one strongly mindful of the risks posed to 
regional peace and stability by continued tension and conflict 
between the protagonists. 48 

This statement would seem clearly to indicate that in the event of any fresh 

outbreak of major hostilities in Korea Australia would be very concerned, but 

would not see itself as bound to contribute to any renewed Western effort. It 

is possible, however, that despite this attitude Australia would find itself 

drawn into such a conflict in one form or another. It might be argued, for 

example, that Australia retained residual commitments to the defence of the ROK 

as a member of the United Nations Command and as a signatory to the Sixteen 

Nation Declaration of 1953. In addition, there have been a number of suggestions 

over the years that, under the terms of the ANZUS Treaty, Australia would be 

obliged at least to consult with the United States, should American troops in 

or around Korea come under fire. 
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Australia became a mem1)er of t he Un ited Nati onR Command when it 
provided air, naval and land foroee for the prosecution of the Korean War in 
response to Security Council Resolutions 82 of 25 June and 83 of 27 June 1950, 
which determined that the armed attack on the R0K by the DPRK constituted a 
breach of the peace and recommended that, 

the Members of the United Nations furnish such assistance 
to the Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the 
armed attack and to restore international peace and security 
in the area. 49 

Security Council Resolution 84 of 7 July 1950 subsequently recommended that all 
members of the United Nations providing military forces and other assistance 
pursuant to these earlier resolutions make such forces and assistance available 
to a unified command under the United States, which was requested to designate 
the UN Commander50• 

There were immediately accusations from the communist bloc that these 
steps by tbe. Security Council were invaHd, even illegal. The Soviet Union, for 
example, forceful ly argued that the R0K had begun the war and that the Council's 
decisions constituted unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of Korea. 
The obligation to respond to a c~ll for assistance applied only in the case of 
aggression by one state upon anot her, not in the case of an essentially civil 
conflict between 'two parts of the Korean peop l e temporarily split into two 
camps under two separate authorities• 51 • More recently, Malcolm Booker has argued 
that: 

Korea had been a united country for thirteen centuries and the 
38th Parallel could not in any sense be regarded as a national 
boundary: it was a military demarcation line agreed upon as a 
matter of convenience between the Allied Supreme Commander at 
the time of the Japanese surrender••• The situation was thus 
not one of aggression by one state against another but of civil 
war. This is not to sa;; that it was of no concern to the United 
Nations, but the Charter makes no provision for the use of the 
peace enforcement powers of the Security Council in internal 
conflicts. Action could have been taken under the provisions of 
the Charter calling for the peaceful settlement of disputes: 
but in this case there would have been no possibility of setting 
up a United Nations Command, or of introducing forces except at 
the express wish of the disputants. 52 

Booker did not go as far as the Soviet delegate in 1950, however, and declare 
that under international law the United States should be declared an aggressor, 
for sending troops to assist the R0K and thus 'invading' Korean territory. 

The resolution by which the Security Council called upon the United 
Nations to assist the R0K with armed forces was also made in the absence of 
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the Soviet delegate, who since January 1950 had been boycotting Security Council 

sessions in protest over the continuing allocation of China's seat to the 

Nationalist regime of Chiang Kai-ehek53 • Aooording to the communist bloc at 

the time and later commentators such as Malcolm Booker and Gavan McCormack, 

the Council was thus acting in direct contravention of Article 27(3) of the UN 

Charter, which stateds 

Decisions of the Security Council on all other L-than prooeduralJ 
matters shall be made by an affirmative vote of seven members 
including the concurring vote of the permanent members. 54 

McCormack has also pointed out that under Article 32 of the Charter: 

any member of the United Nations which is not a member of the 
Security Council or any state which is not a member of the 
United Nations, if it is party to a dispute under consideration 
by the Security Council, shall be invited to participate 
without vote in the discussions relating to the dispute. 55 

Clearly, this was not done in the case of the Security Council's debates on the 

Korean question in 1950. A representative from the ROK attended but despite pleas 

from the Yugoslavian delegate that the DPRK be invited to attend and give its 

version of events, this was not permitted. For reasons such as these, it has 

been claimed that under international law the United Nations Command had no 

legitimate basis for its existence - and still does not. 

The United States and its supporters were quick to reply to these 

accusations. Since 1950 they have consistently claimed that the ROK had already 

been recognised and declared a lawful state by the United Nations when invaded 

by the DPRK. In addition, under Article 2(7) of the UN Charter the United Nations 

could lawfully intervene in the internal affairs of any country 'if this is 

necessary for the purposes of enforcing its decisions as regards the maintenance 

of international peace and security• 56 • The determination of a breach of the 

peace did not, in any event, require formal or even informal aggression by one 

state upon another. The fact that some United States initiatives on Korea at the 

time preceded UN action, and were thus without the UN's formal authority, was 

justified by the need for a speedy response if collective measures, once organised, 

were to have any chance of success. They were . later given UN sanction57• With 

regard to the absence of the Soviet delegate, it was argued that: 

the principle was well established that the abstention of a 
permanent member did not constitute a 'veto' under Article 27 
of the Charter, that an absence should have effects analagous 
to an abstention, and that in any case L-under Article 287 the 
Soviet Union was obliged to have a representative present so 
that the Council could continuously perform its functions. 58 

As Leland Goodrich points out, however, the Soviet Union had recognised the 

principle that abstention was not equivalent to a veto, but had never agreed 
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that an absence was the same as an abstention59 • The failure of the Security 
Council to invite the DPRK to participate in the debate was also difficult to 
justify. The issue of an invitation would have been ooneietent with normal 
practice and need not have delayed the measures necessary to meet the attack 
on the ROK 'since the response to the request for the cessation of hostilities 
could still be treated as conclusive for this purpose• 60• It is unlikely that 
the DPRK's attendance, if it chose to go to New York, would greatly have altered 
matters, but the failure of the Security Council even to seek the DPRK's views 
gave the communist bloc a propaganda advantage which it was quick to exploit. 

The international legal aspects of US actions in the United Nations 
during 1950-1953 are very complex and still highly controversial. As suggested 
by Malcolm Booker's treatment of the subject and Gavan McCormack'e recent 
reiteration of Booker's views, · no clear resolution of the questions raised in 
1950 seem likely in the near future. If it could be demonstrated, however, that 
there was no legal basis for the establishment of the United Nations Command, 
then presumably it would have to be dissolved. At the very least its members, 
including Australia, would be in no way bound to support the rump of the UNC 
which still exists in the ROK and Japan. The continuing existence of the United 
Nations Command itself seems to be justified on the grounds that, in the terms 
of the original Security Council resolution, 'international peace and security' 
has -still not been completely restored to the area, despite the signing of an 
Armistice Agreement in 1953. The United States apparently still sees justification 
far its continuing leadership role in Security Council Resolution 8461 • Such an 
open-ended commitment by the United Nations can no longer be considered unusual, 
given its subsequent inconclusive peace-keeping efforts around the world, but 
it is certainly curious that Australia bas been prepared to maintain its formal 
association with the UNC in a part of the world where Australia has no direct 
security interests, yet where a state of war bas existed for over thirty years 
and may again erupt into open conflict. 

When the main body of Australian forces withdrew from the ROK in 
195562 , against the express wishes of the United States and, no doubt, the ROK63 , 
an Australian commissioned officer and NCO remained in Korea as the Liaison 
Officer and his Assistant with a residual Commonwealth Group. In 1966 they joined 
the staff of the Australian Embassy in Seoul as the Defence Attacbe and bis 
Assistant, but retained their membership of the Commonwealth Liaison Mission 
with the United Nations Command. As such, and in addition to their regular 
Embassy duties, they formed part of the Advisory Group which nominally assisted 
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the UNC component of the Military Armistice Commission (MAC). The MAC wae 

entabljshed under the 1953 Armistice Agreement to supervise the implementation 

of the Agreement and settle any questions of violations64 • Of the original 

sixteen members of the UNC, seven (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the Philippines, 

Thailand, the United Kingdom and the United States) are still formally accredited 

to it in Korea, but only the US provides other than liaison or ceremonial forces65. 

In addition, the Australian Defence and Service Attaches assigned to the Australian 

Embassy in Tokyo are also accredited as Liaison Officers to the United Nations 

Command (Rear Echelon), which still preserves a largely paper existence in Japan. 

Although the Security Council was able to do so under Articles 41 and 

42 of the UN Charter, its resolutions recommending assistance to the ROK in 1950 

were not ma.de binding and it has always been open to any member of the United 

Nations Command to withdraw at any time. Having been established by Security 

Council resolution, with the United States specifically designated to provide 

its Commander, however, the UNC itself can only be dissolved by the Council. 

For this to occur, the affirmative votes of all permanent members would be 

necessary, in accordance with standard procedures. In 1975 the United St~tes 

notified the Council that, if certain conditions could be met, it was prepared 

to accept the dissolution of the UNC. Two resolutions were subsequently put 

before the General Assembly. While essentially contradictory, they both made 

provision for the UNC's dissolution66 • The so-called pro-ROK resolution (3390A 

XXX) favoured the dissolution of the UNC provided the DPRK agreed to alternative 

arrangements to preserve peace on the peninsula. It reiterated that until such 

arrangements were made the 1953 Armistice Agreement was essential. The DPRK, 

however, refused to give the assurances sought. The pro-DPRK resolution (3390B 

XXX) sought in particular the conclusion of a peace treaty with the US (from 

which the ROK would be excluded) and the withdrawal of all American troops from 

Korea. In the vote on the two resolutions in the First Committee, Australia voted 

for the pro-ROK resolution and abstained on the pro-DPRK resolution, hoping in 

this way to help achieve a compromise between the two sides that would permit 

an agreed resolution on the dissolution of the UNC, which Australia apparently 

saw no special reason to retain. The final vote in the General Assembly on 18 

November, however, demonstrated that all attempts at achieving a consensus had 

failed. Both resolutions were adopted, effectively cancelling eachother out. The 

UNC remained. Australia voted in the UNGA for the pro-ROK resolution only67 , 

prompting the later speculation that this vote precipitated the sudden closure 

of the DPRK Embassy in Canberra and the expulsion of Australia's diplomatic staff 

from Pyongyang. 
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As Morton Abramowitz remarked ae early as 1971, 'the UN presence L-in 
KoreaJie little more than a hollow shel1 168, a legal figleaf to cover the 
continuing operation of the Armistice Agreement which is now, as indeed it bas 
always been, an American and ROK arrangement with the DPRK. Although the 
Agreement was also signed by the Chinese69 and a Chinese representative has 
attended MAC meetings in the past, the Chinese withdrew all their troops from 
the DPRK in 1958 and have since sought to distance themselves from the continuing 
struggle by the North Koreans against the ROK. Australia's residual connections 
with the UNC are largely nominal and do not entail any duties of consequence. As 
long as the UNC survives, however, and continues to serve as the formal basis 
for Australia's concern with the security of the ROK through its Liaison Officers 
in Seoul and Tokyo, then it must be expected that in the event of another outbreak 
of major hostilities on the peninsula Australia would in some fashion become 
involved. Already, as a member of the MAC Advisory Group, Australia is associated 
with US and ROK protests, and in some cases their military responses, to the 
DPRK after North Korean attacks on naval vessels, aircraft or personnel. It is 
likely too that Australia is seen by the DPRK as being party to US and ROK 
violations of the Armistice Agreement. As an accredited member of the MAC it ie 
conceivable that the Australian Defence Attache in the ROK (who also carries 
diplomatic status and therefore possible additional symbolic importance) may 
come under fire or be drawn formally at least into the planning of some military 
action taken in the name of the UNc 70• Similarly, Australian Liaison Officers 
accredited to UNC (Rear) in Japan would be automatically associated, formally 
at least, with any logistical or support operations carried out in Japan under 
the United Nations flag. Given the organisation of the UNC it is possible that 
such actions mc\Y be initiated without prior consultations with Australia. 

The UN flag has long been used in the public presentation of US and 
ROK policies on the Korean peninsule and in order to preserve at least the 
appearance of substance to the UNC these two countries will no doubt continue 
to seek Australia's membership of it. Similarly, Australia's nominal involvement 
in UNC activities are likely to be encouraged for the political benefits they 
bestow on the US and ROK. This formal association with the UNC, however, would 
appear to carry the risk of Australia becoming involved in a future conflict 
on the peninsula. Given that Australia has always accepted the validity of the 
Security Council's resolutions in 1950, loudly denounced those who criticised 
them and long supported the legitimacy of the UNC, Australia is not likely to 
question its role now. Australia is not bound to remain a member of the UNC, 
nor does it appear to have ariy binding obligations to it. Yet, given that 
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Australia remains one of the few countries still accredited to the UNC and 

active within it in both the ROK and Japan, the Auetrali&n government would find 

it difficult to argue that it felt no responsibilities toward it in ·times of 

crisis. The UNC m~ only have a hollow, formal statue, and Australian duties 

in the UNC may only be nominal, but such symbols can be important in diplomacy 

and if used by the ROK or US in an attempt to put pressure on Australia they 

could cause real embarasement. At such a time the US and ROK would lose nothing 

by reminding Australia also of its participation in the signing of the Sixteen 

Nation Declaration (sometimes called the Joint Policy Declaration) of 27 July 

1953. 

At the same time as the Armistice Agreement was signed at Panmunjom, 

the sixteen nations which had contributed combat forces to the UN Command in 

Korea issued a statement in Washington which declared their support for the 

Agreement and affirmed that: 

in the interests of world peace, that if there is a renewal of 
the armed attack, challenging again the principles of the United 
Nations, we should again be united and prompt to resist. The 
consequences of such a breach of the armistice would be so grave 
that, in all probability, it would not be possible to confine 
hostilities within the borders of Korea. 71 

As Robert O'Neill has pointed out in his official history of Australia in the 

Korean War 1950-53, Australia has never repudiated any of the obligations 

accepted through this document some thirty years ago and to all intents and 

purposes it still stands as evidence of the willingness of the sixteen nations 

involved, including Australia, to return to defend the ROK should circumstances 

demand 72• Conditions have greatly changed since 1953, however, outside Korea as 

well as within it, and it is unlikely that any of the signatories of the 

Declaration still feel bound by it - least of all the nine countries which are 

no longer members of the United Nations Command. In any case, the document itself 

is very vague - the kind of assistance to be provided is not spelt out, for 

example - and its legal status is open to question. It could easily be argued 

that the Declaration is not binding in the way that a treaty is. Rather, it 

might be seen simply as a statement of intent, and like all such statements 

likely to be reviewed in the light of circumstances at the time it becomes 

relevant 73• 

is 

There is a third way in which pressure could be put on Australia, 

should the US and ROK want Australian support in another major conflict in Korea. 

This is the ANZUS Treaty, itself ironically the main reason for the commitment 

of Australian ground forces there in 1950. In June 1975, shortly before the 
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Australian Foreign Minister, Senator Don Willesaee, was due to leave for an 
official visit to both Seoul and Pyongyang, the Department of Foreign Affairs 
reviewed the various interpretations which had been given t o the ANZUS Treaty 
over the years, to determine if it could impose obligations on Australia to 
participate in another armed conflict in Korea involving US forces. The 
Department reportedly decided that the question hinged on whether or not Korea, 
a part of the Asian mainland, was included in the 'Pacific' area covered by the 
treaty. It firmly concluded that it was not. Although the treaty had its origins, 
in part, in Western reaction to DPRK aggression in 1950, the treaty area was 
never meant to extend to the Asian mainland. The intention had been to establish 
an 'off-shore' commitment only74 • This conclusion had in fact been reached ten 
years before by the eminent Australian jurist J.G. Starke, in his detailed 
examination of the treaty75 and has been confirmed in general terms since by a 
Parliamentary enquiry into the Australian-American relationship76 • The exact 
area covered by the ANZUS Treaty bas alwl\y'B been deliberately left imprecise, 
but it is clear that there was never any intention to include Korea in it. This 
aeems to have been r ecognised by the ROK as early as 1952, before it had secured 
its own security pact with the US. In that year, the government of President 
Syngman Rhee made a formal app licat i on to join the alliance, in order to extend 
the scope of the treaty to include the Korean peninsula. The Department of Foreign 
Affairs' brief reportedly stated that the US had never suggested that Australia 
should consider Amer ican forces in the UNC in Korea as being automatically 
covered by .ANzus77 • 

Despite these conclusions, the limits on the range of the ANZUS Treaty 
seem to have remained unclear to some politicians and senior military officials 
in Washington and Canberra. Reporting from Seoul in 1981, for example, the 
Editor of the Pacific Defence Reporter, Denis Warner, wrote that: 

The Australian Embassy in Seoul, for example, is very careful 
to avoid giving any impression that we would do more than deplore 
a Northern invasion of the South ••• lt appears to be the official 
Australian view that Korea really isn't in the Pacific and that 
therefore Washington could not expect to invoke the ANZUS treaty 
and ask us to 'consult' about what we might do if US forces came 
under attack there. That is not the view of the top US military, 
who have been at pains to explain to Congressional committees 
that the mutual defence pact with Japan and ANZUS are entirely 
different kettles of fish. The Japanese are under no obligation, 
moral or practical, to do anything if the United States or its 
forces are attacked. We are. 78 

In Denis Warner's opinion, 

an attack on American ground forces would cause the US to invoke 
the ANZUS Treaty. 79 
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In a seminar at Penn State University in the US last June, Jan Sinclair discussed 

Australia's treaty arrangements and noted with rep,ard to ANZUS in part1cular 

thats 

should tensions between the two Koreas again lead to the 
outbreak of hostilities, apart from Australia's own interests, 
the inevitability of US involvement would probably see strong 
claims being made for Australia to advance military assistance 
of some type, reinforced by the certainty that the current 
situation in the United Nations would preclude the type of 
international reaction of the 1950s to the Korean War. 80 

Thie sort of confusion between the wider ANZUS alliance and the actual treaty 

relationship, as well as the frequent loose association in public statements of 

the ANZUS Treaty with past or future conflicts, have greatly clouded the issue. 

Australia did not take part in the Korean War or later Vietnam War because of 

the ANZUS Treaty, but politicians from both Australia and the United States are 

fond of citing these examples of joint military action as evidence of strong 

ANZUS ties. The implication is usually that, because of the ANZUS Treaty, such 

involvement might be possible again81 • 

Consideration of this matter is complicated too by the presence of US 

forces and bases in Japan. Speaking to the US Senate in 1952, when the ANZUS 

treaty was being ratified, John Foster Dulles declared that ANZUS would be invoked 

in the event of attacks on US bases in or near Japan. In 1965, in his examination 

of the treaty, J.G. Starke stated quite categorically that: 

It is clear that an armed attack upon American units stationed 
or mobile ••• in and about Japan, or in the waters of these 
territories, and for the purpose of American strategical 
dispositions and security arrangements with ••• Japan, is one 
to which Article V of ANZUS applies. 82 

Yet it is difficult to imagine another war in Korea without Japan in some manner 

becoming involved. The Nixon-Sato Communique in 1969 explicitly stated that the 

security of the HOK was 'essential' to the security of Japan~3Tbe use of US bases 

in Japan for staging purposes and logistical support would be almost automatic 

and, if necessary, could be given the formal cover of the United Nations Command 

(Rear). In the event of another armed conflict on the Korean peninsula it would 

probably be very difficult clearly to differentiate between those threats to US 

forces in Korea (which appear not to be covered under the ANZUS Treaty) and those 

support units based in Japan (which could be). In such a situation, it is unlikely 

that the American government would be inclined to spend too much time examining 

the precise legal position of US aircraft flying missions over Korea from Japan, 

or supply ships sailing to the ROK from Japanese ports, to see whether or not 

they would be covered under the deliberately vague provisions of the ANZUS 
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agreement. Depending on the nature of the conflict, there could also be the 

question of threate to naval vessels and civilian ships en route to Korea from 

the continental United States. Under Article V of the treaty any attacks on such 

vesselA in the Pacifjc would be grounds for joint action. 

For a number of reasons, however, all these considerations are largely 

ac~demic. Even if it was agreed that sufficient grounds existed to invoke the 

treaty, the obligations assumed by the three treaty partners are in fact very 

limited. As described in 1981 by the Australian Joint Parliamentary Committee 

on Foreign Affairs and Defence, they nre no more thans 

self help to develop the capacity to resist armed attack, 
cooperation to develop individual and joint military capacity, 
consultation when any party considers its own or another 
party's security to be threatened in the Pacific; and action 
in accordance with constitutional processes to meet an armed 
attack on any of the partners in the Pacific area. 84 

In a US State Department press release issued after the ANZUS Council meeting 

in Washington in July 1983, the US Secretary of State extended the ANZUS 

commitment to 'the Indian Ocean approaches and waters adjacent to Australia• 85 , 

but the essential point remains that none of these obligations imply an automatic 

commitment of any resources by any of the treaty partners. As the Foreign Affairs 

Department's 1975 study apparently concluded, the ANZUS Treaty could, in the 

event of renewed hostilities in Korea, provide a basis for the US to seek 

consultations with Australia (as indeed it could do without a treaty) but 

Australia's response would depend entirely on the circumstances at the time86 • 
The treaty is individual as well as collective. This approach has recently 

been confirmed in general terms by the Minister for Foreign Affairs. Speaking 

in September 1983, after the first review of the ANZUS Treaty in over thirty 

years, Bill Hayden told Parliament: 

The Treaty relationship is, of course, between sovereign, 
independent nations and should thus be the expression of each 
party's national interests ••• the obligation to respond and 
assist would not automatically involve the provision of 
military forces in support of the country subjected to threat 
or attacks ••• A range of responses might be available, and 
it would be up to the other partners to judge which response 
would be appropriate in a given situation. 87 

In this regard, after all the political rhetoric and press speculation has been 

discounted, interpretations of the treaty over the past thirty odd years have 

been surprisingly consistent. 

The arguments canvassed above can also be considered academic for 

another reason. Regardless of any possible formal or legal commitments which 
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Australia might have to assist the ROK or US forces in Korea, it is difficult 

to envisage an armed conflict of ejgnificant proportions there in which Australia 

was not asked to make a contribution of some kind. The Republic of Korea already 

seeks Australian support in its diplomatic strugples with the DPRK and has been 

assiduous in preserving at least the semblance of a continuing military relation

ship with Australia. This has been partly for propaganda reasons, but is also 

doubtless in anticipation of another outbreak of hostilities in which the help 

of other countries might again be required. The ROK has also made efforts to 

cultivate Australian pressure groups sympathetic to its interests, for much the 

same reasons. For its part, the United States bas consistently sought to act in 

the company of others in situations similar to those which might arise on the 

Korean peninsula. This possibility seems already to have been considered by 

Australia's defence planners. The National Times, purportedly quoting the most 

recent Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy, stated that if there was 

a fresh outbreak of hostilities in Korea, and it could not be contained, 'the US 

would want Japan to assist and would probably also seek assistance internationally, 

including from Australi a 188 • Australia's contribution in such a situation would 

necessarily be limited, buts 

would have more pol i t i cal value to the US than t he militsry 
worth of the contribution made. The US prefers to act as a 
member of a group and a contribution from Australia can assist 
the US avoid the impression of acting unilaterally. It can 
also assist in demonstrating to Congressional and public opinion 
that the objectives sought are significant enough to attract 
broad allied support. 89 

Although Australia ma.y not be legally bound by the ANZUS Treaty to do 

more than 'consult', its longstandi.ng security relationship with the United States 

would make it vecy difficult for Australia completely to stand back from a 

situation in which US forces in Korea were under overt and substantial attack. 

This is not to suggest that, as appears may have been the case with the Vietnam 

War, Australia would feel obliged to take part simply in order to maintain the 

credibility of the ANZUS Treaty or American interest in the region90, but as a 

recent study has pointed out the ANZUS Treaty is only one element in a much 

broader alliance structure linking Australia with the United States91 • There is 

a host of obvious defence ties, exchanges, shared facilities, joint exercises 

and agreements. In addition, the Australian government would be bound to consider 

what Harry Gelber has called the 'intangibles' of its rela.tionship with the United 

States, significantly touched upon by the Prime Minister during his visit to 

Washington in June 1983: 
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Specifically, we are linked with the US through the ANZUS Treaty 
••• but beyond that, we are indissolubly linked with the US by a 
whole range of common interests, attitudes, aspirations, perceptions, 
institutions, traditions and associations in war and peace••• 92 

Australia would have to consider its political standing •as a nation of substance 

in its own right', making its own deci eions in terms of i ta own M.tional interests 

and not always at the behest of the us93 • Yet the moral ties inherent in the 

ANZUS alliance are stronger than the treaty itself and for Australia to remain 

completely aloof at a time when the US was in real difficulty could risk a public 

breach of faith that would have long term consequencee94 • 

In weighing its decision whether or not to contribute to another 

Western effort in Korea, the Australian government would need to consider many 

other diverse factors. Of critical importance would be the circumstances in which 

the outbreak of hostilities occurred, the nature of the fighting, the kind of 

Australian support sought, whether or not other countries were asked to assist 

and the reaction of the international community in general. Perhaps more 

importantly, and as the ROK has s·ought to emphasise for years, the security 

situation on the Korean peninsula is inextricably bound up with that of the 

region as a whole and could not be considered in isolation from the position 

of the great powers. As an earlier Australian Strategic Basis assessment is 

reported to have noted: 

War in Korea is a contingency of serious concern to Australia's 
strategic interests. It would introduce problems of escalation 
and nuclear conflict, and major instabilities for North-East 
Asian and global equilibrium. 95 

It has primarily been in this wider context that successive Australian Prime 

Ministers and Foreign Ministers have expressed concern about the continuing 

tensions in Korea. 

There are other factors to be considered. Another major conflict in 

Korea could seriously damage Australia's economic and development interests. 

Depending on the nature and scope of the hostilities, international sea and air 

transport might be disrupted, severely affecting Australia's trade with the 

ROK, valued last year at over ASl billion96 • As Harry Gelber in particular has 

emphasised, such a conflict could also seriously affect Australia's trade with 

Japan and the Peoples Republic of China. In 1982/83 these three Asian countries 

together accounted for some 34 per cent of Australian exports and 23 per cent 

of its total imports97 • Some analysts have seen possible commercial advantages 

to Australia from another war in the Asian-Pacific region but if it broke out 

in Korea the net result would almost certainly be to Australia's disadvantage98 • 
Australian assistance to the ROK and its allies would probably have little 
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effect on the military outcome of such a conflict, but it could add politic~l 

weight to the non-communist aide and in the event of a Western victory (or a 

return to the status quo antebellum) eneure a return to the highly profitable 

trading partnership now enjoyed. Not to assist would risk the poss'ible lose of 

markets in the ROK once a settlement had been reached. Even if only for a short 

period, the economic impact on Australia could be severe99 • In the face of such 

imperatives 'Australia might find it as difficult to abstain L-from another 

Korean conflictJ as to be drawn in• 100
• 

Australia's own military capabilities would also need close examination. 

The 1968 Strategic Basis assessment was apparently the last to predicate 
101 

Australian strategic policy on the maintenance of a 'forward defence posture' • 

By 1976, when the last Defence Department White Paper was produced, the emphasis 

was clearly placed on 'increased self-reliance' as 'in our contemporary 

circumstances we no longer base our policy on the expectation that Australia's 

Navy or Army or Air Force will be sent abroad to fight as part of some other 

nation's force, supported by it• 102
• Contributions to operations elsewhere, should 

a requirement arise, were not ruled out but the primary areas of Australia's 

strategic concerns were, and still are, the Southeast Asian and Southwest Pacific 

regions. The White Paper stated that 'events in distant areas such as Africa, 

the Middle East and North Asia (assuming there were international sanction for 

Australian involvement) are beyond the reach of effective defence activity by 

Australia 1103 • The conclusion of Australia's defence planners seems to be that 

war in Korea was too remote a contingency to be a determinant of the Defence 

Force's structure. In the 'unlikely event' of an Australian contribution being 

required for such an eventuality, only a 'token force' would be necessary and 

that could be drawn from the Defence Force 'in being• 104 • The United States has 

already indicated that it recognises Australia's limited abilities to project 

its military power and would not expect Australia to play a substantial role 

.J • t . d. t . 105 beyon~ 1 s imme 1a e region • 

All these factors would have to be considered against public opinion 

in Australia. A large number of people appeared to welcome Prime Minister Gough 

Whitlam's statement in 1973, when be said that 'Australia shall not again send 

troops to fight in Asian mainland wars 1106 , yet a McNair opinion poll taken in 

May 1975 suggested that the outcome of the Vietnam War had barely affected the 

willingness of Australians to intervene militarily in Asian conflicts107 • Popular 

feeling on the prospect of another expedition to Korea is difficult to guage. The 

long history of autocratic rulemd human rights violations in the ROK has 
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alienated a number of important groups in Australian society. Public opposition 
in Australia to participatjon in another Korean conflict could have the effect 
of underminding wider public acceptance of other forms of cooperation with the 
United States, something that the government would wish to avoid. On the other 
hand, during the 1950s Korea attained a symbolic significance in the East-West 
struggle which, to a degree, it retains today. There are powerful lobby groups 
like the Returned Services League (which includes many veterans of the Korean 
War) which would react strongly to another communist attack on the ROK. While 
it agrees with the regional focus of Australia's current defence effort, the RSL 
has also advocated an option for Australia: 

to contribute to situations beyond our Neighbourhood which 
could have long term implications or potential benefits for 
Australian security. 108 

Korea would most probably be seen in such a light. Others, who favour a widening 
of ANZUS to include North Asia, would probably agree with Denis Warner who wrote 
in 1981 about the possibility of another major conflict in Korea: 

No doubt we could find a convenient way out, or seek to LPayJ 
our insurance premium by hoisting the smallest of flags. But 
ANZUS is no different from any other sort of insurance policy. 
What you hope to get out of it in time of trouble, or loss, 
depends on what you are prepared to pay in the way of premiums. 109 

It must be remembered too that there is already a significant (approximately 
6,000) community of Korean migrants in Australia who, with active ROK government 
encouragement, retain strong links politically and emotionally with their 
homeland. They would doubtless constitute a vocal ethnic minority in favour of 
Australian support for the ROK and US in the event of another Korean conflict. 
Support for the DPRK in Australia is extremely small. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to look at possible ways in which 
an Australian contribution could be made, if it was decided that Australia could 
not stand back from a new Korean conflict without prejudicing its national 
interests as it saw them. The Minister for Foreign Affairs outlined some of the 
options that are available during his speech to Parliament last September, 
reporting on the review of the ANZUS Treaty. These ranged from diplomatic action, 
political or economic sanctions, the supply of equipment or provision of military 
logistical support. Direct military action was recognised as a final option. It 
is perhaps worth emphasising that, in the con-ooxt of the ANZUS Treaty at least, 
this last alternative is by no means incumbent on Australia

110
• If the National 

Times can be believed, the recent Strategic Basis papers saw Australia's respon~e 
in terms of a token military force to be sent to Korea, but there are other 
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avenues open to the government, even if it chose a military option. As Michae l 

O'Connor has suggested recently, there ma_y be scope for Australia to play a greater 

part in the protection of sea lanes of communication with North Asia, which 

currently fall outside the 1951 Radford-Collins Agreement
111 • By increasing ite 

patrols in the Indian and Pacific Oceans Australia has already been able to 

release US vessels for redeployment elsewhere and in the event of another Korean 

conflict could no doubt do the same, given the naval and air capability 

required112 • Coupled with an active diplomatic campaign, both responses could be 

presented in terms of Australia's own vital interests, while satisfying the 

political demands of the US and ROK. Such compromises would be more likely to 

find domestic public acceptance than direct military involvement, or a complete 

refusal to act. In any event, as Harry Gelber bas said, the decision whether or 

not to take part in another major conflict in Korea would be an exceptionally 

difficult one for any government to make. So would the choice of any response 

made113• 

It is ironic that, in an examination of Australia's possible involve

ment in a second Korean war, so many of the issues which were considered relevant 

to the first should reappear - the threat of communist aggression, the role of 

the superpowers, the pos j tion of the United Nations, the security of other areas 

of the Asian-Pacific region and Australia's relationship with the United States. 

Yet, if in some respects the confrontation on the Korean peninsula appears not 

to have changed, much else has. The balance of political forces in the world, 

not least the region, are now much more complex and economic interests are more 

pronounced. The level of military capabilities both in North Asia generally and 

in Korea in particular are considerably higher. The United Nations could no longer 

be expected as a matter of course to endorse the actions of the United States. 

Nor is the Soviet Union likely to absent itself from the Security Council at a 

crucial time. Australia's relationship with the ROK is now a great deal more 

developed than it was and in that sense it could be argued th~t it has a greater 

interest in the ROK's security that it had in 1950. Yet as Australia's political 

and economic ties with the ROK have grown, so its military ties have weakened 

significantly. Certain historical remnants of its earlier military involvement 

in Korea remain and the ROK persists in its attempts to portrEcy itself as an 

ally of Australia, but it is clear that Australia does not share this view and 

sees itself rather as just a good friend. Another Australian military acti on in 

Korea cannot be ruled out, should hostilities resume there, but it is much mor e 

likely that Australia would act as a result of its wider relationship with the 

United States, than out of any particular legal commitment or feeling of affinity 
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with the Korean people - just as was the case in 1950. The historical precedent 
which is likely to weigh most heavily on the minds of most Australians at such 
a time, however, would not be Korea, but Vietnam. The Western defeat there only 
ten years ago would no doubt make the Australian government and people a great 
deal more wary of another military engagement in Asia th~.n the oualified success 
of the United Nations forces in Korea more than thirty years ago. 
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protection of certain key SLOCs. 

113.Gelber, in Dibb, p.113 
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