
Journal of the Australian Naval Institute
Number 108

Sea Power as Strategy

By Dr Norman Friedman1

What I w a n t to t a l k to you about is a view of
na t iona l strategy, which has to be something
more than simply saying that sea power is very
useful. If you're on an island, very obviously
you start t a lk ing about what effect the sea has
on \\ hatever you do. A sea power view starts
with the fact that it's very easy to move things
by sea, easier than any other way. Let me give
you an example. I was at a discussion of
fishery protection and there was apparently a
recently celebrated case in which a poacher
operating off your Southern coast was
intercepted, not near your Southern coast, but
c \ e n t u a l l \ al l the way across the Southern
I n d i a n Ocean off South Africa. 'Well van say,
that's a pretty remarkable thing', but that's an
il lustrat ion of the fact that in effect at sea
distances s h r i n k \ery dramatically. They don't
shrink in the sense that you just snap your
fingers and you're five thousand miles away
ins tantaneously , but there's a sense in which
things get a whole lot closer. It's an odd sort of
sense. I'm not sure how to express it properly.
but another way of saying that is that \\ hat
floats can be remarkably mobile.

From the point of view of defending
yourself, tha t means that anyone else using the
sea as a highway can show up anywhere
around your island. Talking about protecting a
l i m i t e d area of your coast becomes self-
defea t ing . People find other places that are
easier to approach or attack. That seems to
mean that the defence has a terrible peripheral
problem. By the way, that is not un ique to
A u s t r a l i a . The I ' n i t e d States faced much the
same problem. Is coastal defence the r ight way
to protect the country? A few years ago we did
a study. The argument was t h a t movement by
sea was really quite easy. The conclusion was
that it might be a lot less expensive for us to
discourage attack by threatening to move our
own concentrated force into an enemy's
waters, to threaten his coast and present him
with the intractable coastal defence problem
we faced. That seemed much better than
wait i im for enemies to come to us. That is

certainly part of a sea power approach to
national defence, an approach which takes into
account the fu l l defensive (and offensive)
effect of seaborne mobi l i ty .

Another part of a sea power approach (and
I ' l l give you some historical examples) is
always to ask what the point of any particular
war actually is. Sea power offers alternatives
which land powers generally lack; the sea
power decides when and where to attack.
Matters are very different from a land power's
point of view, because if it borders a country-
bent on invasion, the war is fought s imply to
stop the invader from overrunning his vict im,
l-'rance in 1914 is a case in point . If it is not so
easy to be overrun, then a government can ask
how to get to the desired outcome. It can take a
wider view. The wider view may very well be
that attacking some particular place w i l l offer
va luab le leverage. Your troops part icipated in
exactly that k ind of war. Look at ( i a l l i p o l i . and
forget for a moment t h a t it was badly carried
out and horribly t ragic . In a strategic sense, it
was an attempt to face the central issue in
WWI. From the point of \ iew of the Bri t ish
Lmpire, inc luding Australia, it was not simply
to defend France. Rather, it was to defeat
Germany. Once Germany lost it would ha \ e to
disgorge whatever it seized in Lurope.
including whatever part of France it got. But
simply ejecting the Germans from France
would not have defeated them, and they would
always have been able to s t r ike again (by the
way that is one way to see the outcome of
WWI and the ultimate second round of W W I I ) .
The British Empire was seaborne. It could not
be defeated as long as the Germans could not
gain control of the sea. It could, at least in
theory, decide when and where to strike at the
Germans. Had Gall ipol i succeeded, then in
theory the Bri t ish m i g h t have knocked the
Turks and then the Austrians out of the war.
Probably more importantly, they \\ould ha \e
strengthened a Russian army, w h i c h would
have subjected the Germans to a far more
desperate two-front war. It was that maritime
component that gave the British Empire the
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freedom to entertain such possibi l i t ies . That
they did not work out in practice was tragic,
hut it does not change the fact that sea power
offered al ternatives that land power could
neve r have offered. So part of the sea power
view is that force should be applied when and
where the payoff is greatest. Sea power in
effect magnifies the effect of re la t ively small
but extremely mobile land forces.

This point is il lustrated by the way the war
was actually fought. The Australian Army
proved extremely effective in France. But that
was only part of a larger story. The reason the
Army could go to France as opposed to
standing in the Northern Territories trying to
defend this island was it could be projected by
sea - and the Germans had no way what so
ever of projecting their own army the same
way. We often forget that because it's so easy,
transport by sea seems almost automatic . It
i sn ' t . It was ter r ib ly important that the Royal
Navy and the other Empire navies, i nc lud ing
the RAN, dominated the seas, at least in a
positive sense (they could not always keep the
Germans from sinking some ships, but they
and not the Germans could move masses of
men re la t ively freely).

Sea power is not jus t about navies. It is
about the way all of a country's mili tary power
is used. Sea power affects the way a
government views a war. The government may
well want to l i m i t its participation. The war
may turn out badly; going somewhere may
turn out to have been something other than a
really good idea. I realise that although my
crystal bal l doesn't work, government's do
much better, but you know, occasionally they
get it wrong. The fact that the force was moved
there by sea and that there is a lot of capacity
means it can leave by sea. If the force shows
up in ships, projecting air power from moving
platforms, then it can leave quiet ly. If troops
are ashore l ike say, the Marines, then it 's a
l i t t l e less quiet, but they can still move away
somewhere else when it pays to do so.
Otherwise they need permission, both to come
and go, and that presents both far more
problems and far more loss of prestige on
withdrawal. Fear of that loss of prestige can
lock a government into disaster.

Sea based forces don't have to have
permission to go places. Most of the t ime your
government isn't interested in burning down
someone else's country. However, it may be
very interested in giving them the idea that
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they could get burnt down in future . Af te r a l l ,
most of our business i sn ' t the ac tua l violence;
it's letting them get that idea. If you have to
have permission to be there, they can really
throw you out and they don't suffer any
unpleasant consequences. The a b i l i t y to go in
by yourself is extremely valuable.

Now in a lot of cases it may be tha t you do
much better w i t h coal i t ion partners. However,
the ab i l i ty to go it alone tends to make
coalition partners decide their national interest
and go along with you. I t they have a veto,
then there are a lways a lot of good reasons to
veto whatever you want. You hear a lot about
the United States being very unilateral (and
here I'm speaking for myself, I'm not a US
Government spokesman): we can go burn
down Iraq by ourselves, we don't care. C'learly
part of that is ' You cun '/ stop us'. Another part
of that is. however, tha t many governments
know they may want to join in but also know
that local critics wil l say: 'Well. hailthings will
happen if YOU hurl this poor Suchhnu. u nice
man YOU know, don't hurl him'. Our ability to
go it alone gives those governments freedom
of choice, because they can t e l l the i r local
critics that nothing they do w i l l stop us; they
might as well follow their interests. During the
Gulf War I think the Saudi's were extremely
nervous about allowing Americans in to
protect Saudi Arabia, and you know t h a t t he
Iraqis tried very hard to make them a lot more
nervous. We showed up w i t h three aircraft
carriers, which provided the air defence of
Saudi Arabia for a while . Once we could do it
whether they wanted us to or not. suddenly
they realised they rather wanted us to. That
made a big difference to us.

Is it always a good thing to be able to do it
alone? Well. I must admit that every once in a
while a government may try to do something
by itself that isn't very clever. I kno\\ t h a i
many of our critics feel that we're about to do
that . What can I t e l l you? We work for our
governments, and wh i l e we do we h a v e to
assume they know what they're doing.

So the first thing about the sea as a venue
for moving is that i t ' s possible to move heavy
masses and concentrated weight. Another
example: When we were in Kosovo the
question came up of whether we could deploy
attack helicopters. It may be that the real story
is the Army didn't want to use them, so they
showed how d i f f i c u l t it was to deploy. But I
would point out that the Marines had large
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amphibious ships, which were in effect
nun cable bases, and they could have deployed
a t t a c k hel icopters or any other sort of
helicopters essentially instantly. Now whether
that ' s desirable or not is a Government issue,
but the ab i l i t y to go somewhere without
prepara t ion seems to me worth the effort. By
the way. the other side of that is the ta lk that
you're getting now about the danger of Al
Oacda p u t t i n g t i l i n g s in containers and God
k n o w s how many sh ipping containers there
are. Most of u l i a t t r a v e l s around the world
goes by sea and if someone subver t s tha t
traffic of course there are problems.

Hut the i m p o r t a n t th ing is that there i s n ' t a
lot of geography at sea. and t h a t makes a big
difference. I t also means that ships cannot
easily be detected in the open ocean and they
can ' t by the way . if you're not s tupid. That
means that anyone facing a descent from the
sea has to deal w i t h a much larger number of
different alternatives and that's a vir tual
reduction in his forces, that 's leverage. If you
ha \e a numerically small but extremely
competent land force, t h a t is terribly valuable .
The US Marine Corps is a good case in point.
You mav h a \ e others t h a t v o u w o u l d t h i n k of.
In any case, seaborne mobil i ty gives such an
organisation a lot of advantages, wh ich it
doesn't have if it has to land wi th permission,
if it has to deploy in a more conventional
manner. Those advantages come w i t h a price.
That nice naval package or sea based package
is q u i t e f in i t e . The u n i t can ' t carry as much
wi th it as a large army. On the other hand if it
is a lot more e f f e c t i v e than whatever they're up
against, that 's perfectly enough.

Now, these arguments are not new. If you
go back to the beginning of the 2() 'h Century,
Mahan. who was a US Navy Captain, was
extremely popular because what he said was
t h a t n a v i e s e l i m i n a t e distance. Most trade is
maritime, so if you can cut maritime trade you
starve people, l i e was a product of the
American c i \ i l uar . The Union Navy in the
c i \ i l u a r imposed a very tough blockade on the
South. Naval officers of his generation
believed the blockade was decisive, therefore
in navies they had the u l t i m a t e strategic
u capon. Much the same as what Curtis Le
May would later say about strategic bombers
\ \ i t h I I bombs. Now i t t u rns ou t tha t no , i t 's
not q u i t e as decisive as all tha t . People faced
u i t h embargoes usual ly find a way to work
around them, but when that is done in
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conjunct ion with something else i t is tern l y i n g .
For example, the South did manage to break
through the blockade, but at a horr ible cost.
The cost shredded t h e i r society, which
probably had effects on whether they would
keep l ighting. When they were f ight ing a hot
war on land and they were denied a lot of s tu f f
by sea, that made l i fe a lot rougher. If you look
at WWI u i t h the Germans, i t is clear t h a t
blockade alone could not stop them from
operating, but if you look at the way they were
say in 1 9 1 7 - I S the combination of the drain of
fighting a war and being blockaded was a \ e ry
interesting one. What does that say about sea
power? It says it is v e r v e f f e c t i v e , but if v o u
are going for u l t i m a t e object ives, by i t se l f it is
u n l i k e l y to be decisive. If the objectives are not
ultimate, the threats you can make from the sea
are l i k e l y to be very effective ones. The
business about being more independent of
distance than land power 1 th ink is ue l l wor th
th ink ing about. Mahan hoped for d e c i s i v e
action. As I say, it did not quite work as he had
hoped.

These are the arguments agains t h i m . The
main argument was that one of the elements of
a sea power strategy is the descent of land
forces on someone else's coast. That is wha t 1
have been saying. I am not pushing your n a v y
at the expense of eve ry th ing else. 1 am t a l k i n g
about a way of using na t iona l forces. In
Mahan 's day land armies were growing v e r y
rapidly and there were a lot of railroads. There
was a fair chance tha t wherever you descended
from the sea an army could bu i l d up very fast
to face you down. That is certainly a part of the
story of Gal l ipo l i . 1 uould add however , that
( i a l l i p o l i was a much closer run t h i n g than
people realise, tha t despite an u n b e l i e v a b l e
catalogue of mistakes, uh ich I am sure you
blame on the Br i t i sh , most would not guess at
tha t . I t very nearly worked. The payoff for
work ing wou ld have been that the Germans
would have had a much tougher t i m e in the
East. If the French had held out at a l l . w h i c h
they probably would have , the effect would
h a v e been absolutely devastat ing. That is the
strategic v i e w tha t I am a d v a n c i n g . Otherwise
you say 'uv// u7;r Gti/li/io/i'.'' I mean, it is a
strange, remote place. Wel l , because you get
something out of that place.

Well w h a t happens to mass armies'.' In
WWII we learned that we can move enough
mechanised materiel by sea that whatever force
comes out of the sea can be fair ly powerful.
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What has happened since is the cost of armies
has goes up quite sharply. You f ind that the
cost per man goes way up. therefore the
number of people goes down. The number of
organised units goes down. The best piece of
news of all is that a lot of the people who
probably would oppose you (and us also) are
not very wealthy. They are unl ikely to be able
to pay to replace or repair what they have. It
used to be that they could get it free from the
Russians or the Chinese. The Chinese seem
much less interested in giveaways and the
Russians have gone out of that business
altogether. That suggests that the future of
mass armies is not good, that most armies will
get smaller if they want to remain mechanised.
But if they do not mechanise they wi l l
probably be easier to destroy. From the point
of view of a mobile high tech organisation, that
is excellent news. Also you know that
in ternat ional trade is increasing, that people
tend to specialise for economic reasons. That
may mean that if access to the sea is broken, it
is actually more important now than it would
have been in Mahan's time. That may be one
of the messages of globalisation. Again from
the point of view of imposing national will by
the sea, that is interesting.

Now I must te l l you that i t I had been
giving this talk say five years ago. I would
have mentioned an American analysis that
really there was very l i t t l e in the world that
was more than a couple of hundred miles
inland. Therefore, we could live with shorter-
range naval aircraft. We could get rid of the
tankers that allow us to project inland, because
after all when would we ever really care about
anything more than 100-150 miles from the
sea. Then we discovered that there's a country
w i t h o u t a coastline that we were recently
involved in and there are two ironies. One, we
got it wrong. Two, a lot of what we did in
Afghanis tan was mari t ime, which was
interesting.

Austral ia has a relat ively small population,
which is extremely well educated. You are
very good at high technology; those are your
strengths. As an outsider 1 apologise for
t a lk ing about what you should do, but it would
seem to me that you should get very interested
in technological leverage, because if you can
take a consolidated force and hit someone with
it effectively, that's probably the best pressure
you can make. If you need numbers, then even
if you get a population of 50 m i l l i o n (as

Number 108

recently proposed, but apparently not terribly
popular) that's s t i l l not a b i l l i o n and a half
right? Too, if you look at the new forms of
commercial surveillance what you find is tha t
photo satellites are really not very good at
f inding moving objects. They're very good at
f inding large concentrated objects. A cl ient can
certainly ask to look at his border and see if
anyone is getting ready to attack. That almost
means that large land armies setting up in
advance where it takes them weeks or months
to bulk up large concentrations are going to he
detected - which by the way says t h a t w h a t the
coalit ion army did in the ( i u l f War w i l l no t
work. To do that massive flanking attack we
had to build up a large force. It would seem to
me tha t your chances of effectiveness get
better compared to larger more or less fixed
forces. Land forces can ' t move that fast,
because although the veh ic les are qu i t e last
they do not carry much wi th them, so that they
have to stop to fuel every so often. They also
need lots of spares and maintenance. Lven if
the veh ic les make 50 miles an hour on a road
they cannot keep that up for long. Ships arc not
as fast, 30 knots is not 50 miles an hour and
certainly not 500, but because we carry a lot
with us at sea, we go a lot further.

A very good Br i t i sh n a v a l h i s to r i an once
said it this way. If you look at a convoy battle
in WWII and the distance say from London to
Warsaw, w h i c h in land terms is an
unimaginable distance, the whole thing takes a
couple of weeks. To cover the same distance
on land you're t a l k i n g about months or years.
But the force is very t h i n . The number of
troops would maybe be a bat ta l ion, maybe a
couple of squadrons of a i r c ra f t . So when
you're looking at what happens at sea. you're
looking at things that are spread out. Things
l ike reconnaissance and deception tend to
count more at sea than they do on l and . A
phrase I once saw in a novel about land
warfare was 'on land, geography is destiny'. I f
you are smart and you look at a map you can
figure out what wi l l happen. Helicopters make
l i fe more interesting, but if mass has to go by
road, there are only so many roads. It is not
like that offshore. If I am projecting land
power from offshore, at least when I start, I
can start from an unpredictable place. I can
also reduce w h a t has to go ashore by p u t t i n g
more of the firepower if you like, offshore. II it
is all un i f i ed of course, I can then call on that
firepower from offshore. Of course, you have
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to buy the r i gh t stuff to do tha t . In addition I
may be able to keep more of the logistics base
offshore, for longer. That means I land less and
I land a greater proportion of teeth. That can
make i t easier to move around. There are
obviously l i m i t s to what 1 can land and
obviously if most of the support is from
aircraft, or missiles or guns offshore, there will
be t imes u h e n things go wrong so that
whoever goes ashore wants some organic
backing. R igh t now for us is a major issue as to
hou much organic mater iel the Marines have
to carry ashore.

If you buy yourself a finite Navy, or finite
sea based force, it has to do a very wide variety
of things. Because you can hang around
u n l i k e d and you can gather intel l igence. Very
often your government wants that more than
anything else. There is some crisis brewing,
\ o u w o u l d l i k e to know what is happening and
you would prefer people not to figure out that
you are finding that out. Even with satellites,
w h i c h w i l l e l imina te your national treasury
very rapidly, people know when they are
around. You cannot move them around very
easily. You can to some extent, but that raises
the price. W i t h a i rcraf t , most people who like
aeroplanes can buy books showing all the
specialised aircraft in the world and they can
easily guess exactly what they do. Submarines
are different. Most people in this region cannot
find submarines to save the i r l i v e s . So they are
a way of gathering th ings cover t ly . The covert
part includes not effect ing an ongoing crisis
u n t i l you decide to do it . That is v a l u a b l e
because it maximises your government's range
of choices.

Once a decision has been made the same
navy shows up for coercion. In that cases it is
definitely worth while for people to see it. The
fact t h a t they cannot throw it out by denying it
a base of some kind makes a big difference.
That says that larger more s u r v i v a b l e surface
ships buy a great deal. Since I work tor a Navy
that rea l ly l i k e s big ones you might have
guessed t h a t I w o u l d say that - but that does
not make it any less true. Then there is this . A
lot of governments like to impose embargoes
as a way of imposing pressure and your Navy
has been very prominent in the embargo in the
Northern Arabian Sea against Iraq. Well as I
said before, embargoes do not often cr ipple,
but t h e v are a way of apply ing pressure.
Flexible ships offer the widest possible choice,
w h i c h means that the government, which pays
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for them, gets the most for its money. 1
apologise if what I say is obvious.

Then there is strike. 1 w o u l d dist inguish
st r ike from a protracted campaign because
very often you want to show someone that you
can come back and hurt them later if they stay
out of l ine. For example, in 19X6 we thought
that the Libyans had ordered the bombing of
that disco in Berlin, w h i c h k i l l e d some
Americans. We decided to give them a hard
time. We went in with a mixture of carrier and
land based very long-range air . I t h i n k the land
base was to force the British to agree that t l icv
were in with us (the aircraft Hew from British
bases). We were very big on making our allies
be shown to be part of what we were doing.
Again my guess, this is not official. The mam
point of this to me was not that we ach ieved
enormous destructive effect in Libya, we did
not. everyone knew that . Later there was some
talk that a couple of Tomahawks would have
done the same job. What we did in Libya was
we basically walt/ed through thei r air defence
system and did not get hurt . We showed we
could come back later and do what we l ike .
Well that seems to h a v e impressed them, they
did not come back and do a lot more terrorism.
We were pretty happy about that.

Then there were protracted ground
campaigns and you may be about to see one
soon. There I wou ld say the pay off on
projecting by sea is that we pick where we go.
That means that it is much harder for someone
else to mount a serious defence. Number two:
if th ings do not do tha t wel l , we can l eave .
Now, if you were a maritime power that t h i n k s
l ike that and you h a v e more land oriented
coalit ion partners, they generally do not
appreciate t h i s point of v i e w at a l l . Their
objective is to make sure that you stay w i t h
them and preferably that a lot of you stay w i t h
them more or less permanently. Your
government's object ive is to gain some kind of
end - w h i c h is not to be nice to w h o e v e r you're
partnered with. Before WWI there was a
discussion in Br i ta in of whe the r they w o u l d
basically go for maritime or a coali t ion land
oriented view. I t seemed to me reading the
discussion at the time, that the proponents of
total coordination w i t h the French on land
were saying '\vcll this nuvi.il stuff \vhicli is a
sea j>o\\'<.'i' r/c'ir. is soil of cokl hlooilal. even
reptilian'. Well they lost a lot of people
including a lot of your people showing how
warm hearted they were towards their coalition
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partner. The last 1 looked you signed up to he
Australians rather than citizens of some wider
assembly of countries l ike . say. ASEAN.
All iances are not the same as nationhood.
Coalitions are often a very nice thing to have.
hut at some point your na t iona l interests may
differ. The abi l i ty to choose I t h i n k is worth a
lot. These are questions that come up. If you
buy a sea power range of strategy, it costs. So
how much leverage do you get out of sea
power alone?

The answer is a lot. hut not everything. This
one is important. It matters what your
objectives are. If you arc a satisfied country
(you q u a l i t y , we q u a l i f y ) there is not much
territory that you really want all that badly. For
example, we went in and overran Afghanis tan.
To Afghans presumably Afghanistan is a very
valuable place. I do not t h i n k that very many
Americans would regard it as a terrific place to
run. They may claim it is a strategic place
between central Asia and Pakistan, but from
my point of view we would prefer not to be in
a strategic place at a l l , it is a miserable place,
you know that . Our interest was in destroying a
safe rear area for Al Qacda. That is a transitory
interest. You go in and do something very
unpleasant and then you find something else to
do. Because we have forces that are very easy
to redeploy, that is possible. Once you land
somewhere and you garrison it. it suddenly
becomes terribly important . That is a very
distorting th ing . You have had a l i t t l e
experience of that and we h a v e had a whole lot
more. How much did you really care about the
merits of Vietnam? Well it was part of a larger
war. How important was Vietnam itself.' Once
we'd invested enough bodies, we couldn' t
figure that one out. I I ' you look at different
places that people describe as strategic, usually
they are strategic as part of some bigger war.
When the bigger war goes away, our national
strategy is going to change, or at least the
details w i l l change. The less that you are
forced to buy permanent presence in places the
happier you're going to be. So you want the
benefits of being there wi thout the bad part
about having to be there permanently.

If I get a lot out of the fact that my enemies
cannot figure out where I am, then how long
docs that last? All I can tell you is that I spent
a lot of t ime studying how we tracked the
Soviet Fleet. I t ' s hard to track moving ships at
sea especially if they do not cooperate. The
methods we used, passive satellites, some radar
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satellites, do not real ly correspond to
commercial satel l i te applications. That says to
me. that probably the future of the sea
sanctuary is better than the fu ture of a lot of
others. When you buy ships, and now I w i l l get
to specific naval things, there is a tendency It'
specify exactly what you are supposed to do.
The trouble is they last a long t ime and your
crystal ba l l tends not to be all t h a t hot. So
actually being a bit bigger pays off. The reason
a hit bigger docs not really cost that much is
that what supports a ship at sea is buoyancy,
you do not have to pay a lot just to sit there. If
you buy yourself a much bigger aeroplane you
have to spend a lot more on propulsion. If you
buy yourself ten mil l ion more tanks, you have
bought yourself ten m i l l i o n tanks. So for me as
an American it has to be easier to modify, and
by the way. also a lot harder to sink if you
design it r ight. All of these things do not
automatically work, if you are a dummy you
do it wrong and bad things happen to you, you
have been in th is business long enough to
know that.

There is a lot of interest in n e t t i n g and
remote sensing. Navies probably do more of
that right now than other services, because
ambiguity and reconnaissance play a larger
role in naval warfare, because they arc more
spread out. One thing you wi l l see I th ink , is
that if the Army is going more towards what
we call the digitised battlefield, where nett ing
allows a small army u n i t to attack beyond its
own hori/.on, you w i l l sec them spl i t in to
smaller un i t s and their t h ink ing w i l l he more
l ike what we associate with naval t h i n k i n g .
The great problem is they wi l l have to solve
logistics problems, which do not occur at sea.
By the way, also if you get a lot more l e t h a l i t y
out of a numerically small but very
sophisticated army u n i t , that becomes a very
natural thing to project by sea and if i t ' s very
lethal , it is really a nasty thing to project. You
know there is a lot of interest in stealth. This is
not the right talk for it . but I t h i n k s t ea l t h
probably wi l l not last that long, that is because
computers get better all the t ime. That says \lo
not worn- so much uhout steulth. he
siirvivcihle'. The weapons do not get much
better. It is not that easy to sink something if
you make it a bit bigger, right.

Let us look at some historical cases. The
point I want to make is that there are really
different ways of looking at wars. Look at the
two World Wars. I was a defence analyst for
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years dur ing the ( o l d War. You know tha t we
always talked about the central front. Now the
central front was called central because it was
the midd le of the West German border. But
obviously many people thought the central
iron! was central to w h a t would happen. So the
quest ion a l w a y s was 'll'liui if the Russian Army
was uny gootl'" 1 quest ion now whether it was.
If they were good, they would overrun all of
Germany and France and they get to the
Channe l . Wel l would tha t win WWIII? Our
answer in the M a r i t i m e Strategy was no.
W W I I I would real ly be about whether
Russ i ans would dominate the world. We would
not l i k e i t if they reached the Channel. I mean,
we w o u l d prefer the Huropeans s t i l l to be
i n t a c t . On the other hand we also had t h i s
sneaky feeling that some of them might decide
to avoid h a \ i n g the i r countries completely
trashed by surrendering. Our answer was
'Gi/t'ss what? The wtir tloes not cut/ when YOU
give up. so YOU nitty t/s well fight'. This was
not a l w a y s popular for some reason. I cannot
imagine why. but that is really a difference in
outlook.

The other th ing was this. If you look at the
central front in the Cold War and you imagine
a war actually occurring, it becomes a horr ib le
meat grinder l ike the Western front in WWI.
So if you are an analyst and you t h i n k that you
are earning your pay. the quest ion t h a t comes
up is '\\'tts there some WHY to fix/it ( I ' M 7 in
which ti whole genennion of Westerners did
not itet killeti'' Well . 1 was involved in
developing the US Marit ime Strategy and in
effect we were saying 'yes there is', because if
you look at the seaward Hanks of any advance
i n t o Hurope. those Hanks become terribly
in te res t ing . If you present a real th rea t to those
Hanks, then whoever is advancing has to take
account of i t and probably has to p u l l back
u n t i l he secures i t . That means that i f you are
w i l l i n g to take real risks at sea. because
H a n k i n g a t t acks are going to be expensive and
tricky, then there is a way of slowing down a
Soviet advance. Now why would you care
about that'. ' Because a lot of NATO strength
was through mobil isat ion - there were a lot of
reservists. They could not m a i n t a i n s tanding
forces the si/e of the Russ ians , but if you could
make sure that any war in central Hurope was
in slow motion, there w a s a fa i r chance that the
odds w o u l d e \ en Lip . Another example of the
M a r i t i m e Strategy was in the f a r Hast. We got
very fr iendly w i t h the Chinese. The Russians
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had a feel ing t h a t one day the Chinese w o u l d
l ike to have Siberia back. The Chinese ha\e
maps that show that the Tsarists stole Siberia
and that it was very u n f a i r - and it was only a
mere three or four hundred years ago (as you
know that is moments) and the Russians would
never q u i t e forget tha t possibility. So t h a t
would tie down fa i r ly large Russian forces.
They really could not redeploy them because
of poor communicat ions, but we were
interested also in tying down mobile forces.
For example, an t i - sh ip bombers, submarines,
things l i k e t ha t . What we got out of having a
strong Pacific Fleet was they could not bet that
we did not have a secret deal w i t h the Chinese
to overrun Siberia when the good times came. 1
would imagine the Chinese did not w a n t any
part of it. But you can do attacks that look as
though you arc preparing tor them to go in and
then let them exp la in in Moscow later. That is
the k ind of thing you get out of mobi l i ty .
Would i t have been decisive? We t h i n k i t
would have been k i n d of usefu l . We thought
that having minor amphibious forces wou ld
make them worry a lot about places l i k e St
Petersburg. That is a very sobering business.
Jus t the idea that we could match them in
places that were asymmetric for them probably
sobered them up a lot. and we t h i n k we got a
lot of mileage out of it.

Now lets look at a WWI example. If you
were Br i t i sh and you did not feel c u l t u r a l l y
close to the French, you might ask yourself
w h a t the biggest threat was. You might say
something like 'Ok. ij the Germans are most
sensitive about SHY East I'russ'ui where the
German military elite came from, pay the
people who will give them the hanlest lime
right? Go in the Baltic aihl threaten to land
there'. The Germans tried to laugh that off. but
I do not th ink it would have been very funny, I
think it might have worked.

Another example shows how bad things can
be. The Crimean War in its t ime was called the
Russian War. It was really about ge t t ing the
Russian Empire to stop th rea t en ing \a r ious
places i n c l u d i n g Turkey. So the ques t ion was
'how do YOU ileal with these Russians.' Thev
have a big land empire far away, so what tlo
YOU do?' The first idea the Br i t i sh had was 'we
will make LI nniritime raid. T/icrc's < / place -
the Crimea - in the Black Sea. and the
Russians are threatening the Turks in ihc
Black Se'ii. lie will grab the Crimea tis a
demonstration of our power anil our will.'
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Apparently the i r intelligence was terrible. They
did not realise the Crimea was actual ly well
defended and that they would get bogged down
there. As soon as they were bogged down
there, suddenly the war was about the Crimea.
The British Cabinet developed the idea that if
ever they won in the Crimea the war would
end in the i r favour. This was absolute insan i ty .
From the Tsar's point of view, the Crimea was
a useless place in the Black Sea far from where
everyone cares. He did not really care about
his own troops. It was perfectly acceptable to
use up a tew more troops and tie down the
enemy. There was no way that the loss of the
Crimea would shatter the Russian Empire. The
Brit ish had to find something that mattered.

Well in the Bal t ic the Bri t ish figured out
there was something that mattered and that was
St Petersburg. About 1X55 the British took a
Russian Sea fortress called Sveaborg. That's
usual ly treated by historians as a sort of a cute
but irrelevant s tunt . Well the Russians felt a
little differently. Those defences were not very
different from what was defending St
Petersburg. Also because security was not
b r i l l i a n t , the Russians could watch the British
b u i l d i n g a specialised force that would have
taken St Petersburg. That is. you could see the
force being b u i l t and you had the
demonstration it would have worked. The
Crimea might not matter, but St Petersburg
really did matter and probably that threat had a
lot to do with the Russians deciding that th is
was not really a whole lot of fun. There were
other th ings also. The point I am making is that
a sea power way of t h ink ing assumes you can
go anywhere along someone else's periphery
and that very often there is some place other
than where you happen to be that gives you a
bigger pay off. I t is about leverage. Now if you
have an army wi th ten mi l l ion people, all of
them feel like getting killed for Allah, then
presumably leverage and economy are not all
that important. 1 doubt many - if any - such
armies exist .

If I look at WWII, look at Churchil l after
June 1940. the thing that they were so
desperate to prevent had just happened. By the
way, they do not have an ally in the East
giving the Germans a hard t ime. This is a
pretty bad thing. People who do not l ike
Churchill say well, he had this mystical vision
that there was some way out, but of course he
was crazy and we should have settled. Well no,
he was a historian. If you look at their previous
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wars like the Napoleonic War. what happens is
tha t as long as the British stay in business, they
can keep forming coalitions, and eventual ly
they form one that busts the French. It takes a
while. Things do not always work. You go in.
you land troops, you try to do something,
something goes wrong, you take them home
and land them somewhere else. Now you can
see that either as (as somebody at Newport
once said) a Mrs Mcawber type of strategy
'Something \\'//l turn up'. Or you can see it as a
very reasonable way of using sea power. By
the way, part of the sea power story was that
they had access to world resources, i n c l u d i n g
incidentally, yours. That made a tremendous
difference. Now I would guess tha t at some
point Churchi l l said to h i m s e l f . I t ' s 1800 again,
or 1S01 or whatever. The other side runs the
continent, but they cannot jump the Channel,
lets give them a hard time and eventually we
wil l get friends. His guess was t h a t he would
get the US. The Russians were not as
satisfactory, because they probably would have
enjoyed also sei/ing all of Europe, which
would have meant another unpleasantness
later, but you work with what you have got.
That is a very different view. If you look at
casualties in two World Wars, you wil l notice
that your chance of survival as a British soldier
went up rather dramatically in W W I I , even
though army people feel that they did not do
that good a job in places like Normandy. They
did not know how to combine arms properly.
St i l l , the peripheral approach really was a very
good one. In wars you do not get high grades
for showing how tough you are, you get high
grades for winning. I f someone else wants to
bleed as part of your war. that is his business.

If you look at the Pacific War, there's a real
question of what the war aim is. For the US
Navy, which I regard as correct, the war aim is
simply to defeat the Japanese. After they lose
they disgorge whatever they have grabbed, that
is the end if it. The view taken by the US
Army in a lot of its historical work is that war
was about how e v i l it was for the Japanese to
seize the Phil ippines, which we owned. //<>\\
important was hiking hack the Philippines?
Did it win the war? No. ll'ere we still fighting
there on \ '.I Day'.' Yes. /)/'</ // cat up LI lot of
people? Yes.

The last th ing 1 w i l l te l l you is if you look at
Afghanistan, the only reason we were able to
go into Afghanistan was sea based power. Now
sea based does not mean it is just sailors, do
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not gel me wrong. I t I look at Afghanistan,
problem one is if you are going to make an
attack in Afghanis tan uhere does it conic
from'.' W e l l no one in the region is all that hot
about playing with us. In many eases they vvill
not t r \ and stop us Hy ing overhead, because
\ \e u i l l bomb them, bu t other than tha t they
are not in teres ted. Wel l , we could s t r ike at
Afghan i s t an from carriers. The problem was
tha t we had gone cheap on carrier based
t a n k i n g , so we absolutely had to have t h a t
a m o u n t of cooperation. That is, we absolutely
needed to h a v e bases a v a i l a b l e with tankers. In
fact. Australia contributed some tankers.
H o w e v e r , the s t r ike at least did not h a v e to be
land based. That made a tremendous difference
i n how much we had to pay people to let us in.
I n the ideal \ \orld we would have kept the A-
61-s and we would have been able to do i t off
the carriers by themselves. The world is not
ideal: our crystal balls are not perfect. The
second t h i n g was do you need ground forces?
Wel l v o u now hear about how these special
forces people in Northern Afghanistan would
act as the artillery for the Northern al l iance and
people say '\\-lmt do you need troops therefor,
look ill what vou can do from the air?' First, it
is wha t we can do from the air in support of a
ground anm. No ground army, no fun .
Secondly, in Northern Afghanis tan there were
a lot of people who had good reason to really
hate the Taliban, so we said to them '\\'e will
help', and they said '(ireat idea', once we
demonstrated that we were serious. And by the
way that took a l i t t l e while, before they would
play. So Northern Afghanis tan works pretty
u e l l w i t h o u t a lot of American troops.

Now le ts ask about the other half. If you
look at Southern Afghanistan, actually more
South luistcrn Afghanistan, which is mostly
Pushtims ( t h e Tal iban were Push tuns ) one of
the mis takes was that we thought of it as an
ideological spl i t ; it was more ethnic. You
k n o w , w e ma\ not l i k e the brand of Islam that
they are pushing, but by god they are our
creeps not yours, so we w i l l back them up.
That meant that there was not going to be any
Southern a l l i a n c e spontaneously forming to
k i l l the Taliban. What do you do? Well I would
argue that m o v i n g those I S Marines tha t took
C'amp Rh ino near Kandahar was not just a cute
s t u n t , but instead was absolutely decisive. It
w a s dec i s i ve because once we had a serious
fight ing force on the ground in Taliban
c o u n t r y , t hen that convinced a lot of other
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Afghans that we were serious and tha t we were
not backing down. Second, the Taliban had a
choice. They could try to wipe out our
Marines, or they could bas ica l ly admit tha t
they were powerless. They admitted
powerlessness. Well tha t k i l l e d the i r prestige a
lot. Now the Marines complained tha t there
were not enough of them to go out and do
offensive action, so they felt weak . No, they
were decisive. Now. why did that work'.' It
worked because the i r logist ic and firepower
base was at sea where we could move i t around
easily and as l i t t l e as possible had to m o v e
in land and it was very effective. That is a sea
power k ind of applicat ion. You get a lot more
for your money when you have real national
mobili ty, when everyone can move freely at
your government's dictate, when there is
enough tire power offshore so that w h a t lands
really gets backed up against opposit ion, and
tire power has to include aircraft.

I apologise if 1 have imposed on n a t i o n a l
decisions here, but i t ' s a k ind of strategy I
t h i n k is well worth thinking about.
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