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The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) celebrated its seventy-fifth founding anniversary with a
summit meeting held in Washington, DC, July 10-11. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg noted in a
doorstop interview that NATO representatives would be meeting with the heads of government of the
Indo-Pacific Four (IP4), Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and South Korea, because “the war in Ukraine
demonstrates how our security is interlinked because Iran, North Korea, and China are the main enablers of
Russia’s war against Ukraine.”

Its Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense, Richard Marles, represented Australia. In Marles’
remarks at the opening of the IP4 NATO Meeting, he spelled out the rationale for Australia’s engagement
with NATO:

..[W]hen we witnessed a few years ago, a no-limits agreement being signed between China and Russia on the
eve of Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine at that moment, the events of Eastern Europe became fundamentally
important for us.

That war is shaping the Indo-Pacific because the lessons that will be learnt from that war, good or bad, are
lessons that are going to [be] learnt in our region, which is why we are so committed to supporting Ukraine and
why we are so committed to our engagement with NATO.

At the NATO Summit, Marles and his IP4 colleagues met with Ukraine’s President Volodomyr Zelenskyy.
Marles announced Australia’s most extensive support package for Ukraine, valued at $164 million. This
package included air defense missiles, air-to-ground guided weapons, anti-tank weapons, artillery, mortar,
ammunition, and boots. This latest tranche brought Australian military assistance to Ukraine to more than
$757 million since the start of Russia’s invasion.

This Brief argues that Australia’s support for NATO in assisting Ukraine defend itself from Russian
aggression is the natural evolution of a relationship extending over nearly two decades. During this period,
engagement expanded in scope and depth, reflecting the growing convergence of the parties’ strategic
outlooks.

Australia became NATO's first Partner nation in 1953 when the Royal Australian Air Force’s 78 Wing
participated in Exercise Coronet, a demonstration of air power held in West Germany at a time of concern
about Soviet expansionism. The 78 Wing also participated in NATO exercises in the Mediterranean, the
Middle East, and Central Europe before returning home to Australia in 1954.

Following this initial engagement, Australia opted to focus on its region, leading to a fifty-year hiatus. The
pause in relations ended when Australia and NATO initiated a formal dialogue on cooperation in 2005, with
Australia posting its first defense attaché to Brussels. Australia soon became the largest non-NATO
contributor to the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. An Australian Provincial
Reconstruction Team was posted to Uruzgan Province and a Special Operations Task Group provided direct
support for ISAF elements until their withdrawal in 2014. In 2009, Australia posted its first Ambassador to
NATO, and the following year, it upgraded the status of its military representative to NATO from Colonel to
Major General. In sum, as Stephan Frihling has observed, “The Afghanistan operation starting in 2005 was
the bureaucratic and political catalyst for the development of the new NATO-Australia relationship.
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Continental Drift

In 2013, Australia was invited to NATO's Individual Partnership and Cooperation Programme in recognition
of its engagement with NATO in previous years. This program focused on military interoperability via joint
operations in Afghanistan; capability development and scientific research; enhanced dialogue and
consultations; Women, Peace, and Security; resilience; arms control; disarmament; non-proliferation;
emerging and disruptive technologies; and cyber defense.

In 2014, Australia was designated a NATO Enhanced Opportunities Partner alongside Finland, Georgia,
Jordan, Sweden, and Ukraine. In addition to participating in interoperability exercises, this upgrade
provided Australia the opportunity to join committee work on logistics, information sharing, aviation, and
armaments.

From 2015-2021, Australia supported NATO’s follow-on Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan to train
Afghan security forces. In July 2018, Australia became an operational partner in NATO Mission Iraqg, a non-
combat advisory and capacity-building mission to strengthen Iraqi security forces. In December 2020,
Australia attended a NATO ministerial meeting for the first time. Since 2022, Australia has regularly
attended NATO Foreign Ministers’ meetings in Brussels.

Indo-Pacific 4

The 2021 NATO Summit in Brussels, which called for increased dialogue and practical cooperation with
partners in the Indo-Pacific, gave birth to the IP4 grouping. The group’s representatives now attend regular
North Atlantic Council meetings and the NATO Military Committee in Chiefs of Defense sessions.

In the wake of the 2021 NATO Summit, NATO released its Strategic Concept the following year. The
Strategic Concept declared that “developments in that region [Indo-Pacific] can directly affect Euro-Atlantic
security... NATO will strengthen dialogue and cooperation with new and existing partners in the Indo-
Pacific.” This was the first time the Indo-Pacific was mentioned in a NATO document. In April 2022, NATO
and the IP4 agreed on the Agenda for Tackling Shared Security Challenges that included cyber defense,
technology, hybrid threats, maritime security, and the security impact of climate change.

In a significant development, IP4 heads of government began regularly attending annual NATO summits,
starting with the NATO Summit in Madrid in June 2022, the NATO Summit in Vilnius in July 2023, and the
NATO Summit in Washington in July 2024. Australia’s Prime Minister, Anthony Albanese, attended the 2022
and 2023 summits.

Conclusion

Australia’s growing engagement with NATO and its IP4 partners is a response to a tectonic shift in the post-
World War Il international order, China and Russia’s declaration of partnership without limits prior to
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. This partnership was readily apparent in China’s export of dual-use technology
and its purchases of Russian energy, which enabled Putin’s war in Ukraine.

This troubling alliance is not limited to China and Russia. North Korea has also emerged as a major enabler
of Putin’s war in Ukraine. North Korea is providing Russia with ballistic missiles and artillery munitions.
There is widespread concern in Seoul, Tokyo, and Canberra that Russia might provide missile and nuclear
technology to Pyongyang. This would pose an existential threat to South Korea and Japan.

Australian leaders are concerned that Russia’s military adventurism could embolden China. Canberra does
not want Beijing to conclude that it can forcibly incorporate Taiwan into its territory. China's rise as the
second largest economy led to growing trade linkages with the United States, Japan, and the Republic of
Korea, who rank as China’s top three two-way trade partners in 2023, followed by Russia (sixth) and
Australia (eighth). The European Union is China’s largest two-way trade group, exceeding China’s trade with
the United States. A war in the Indo-Pacific region would be devastating to the IP4 countries and Europe
because of their economic interdependence with China. This shared estimation underpins Australia’s
growing ties with NATO and the other IP4 countries

Dr. Carlyle A. Thayer, Emeritus Professor of Politics at the University of New South Wales, can be contacted at
c.thayer@unsw.edu.au.
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